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“With a religion that conquered the Roman world empire and 
for 1,800 years dominated a significant part of civilized 
humanity, one cannot dispose of the matter simply by 

declaring it a piece of nonsense concocted by swindlers. In 
order to understand it, it is necessary to be able to explain its 

origin and its development from the historical conditions 
under which it arose and attained dominance.” 
(F Engels, Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity).

PREFACE

The documents of early Christianity have until very recently been the subject almost exclusively 
of theological study and only in part of philosophical study; as works of the current literature of 
their own epoch, as reflections of the social conditions and social moods of a given age, neither 
the apocalypses, nor the epistles, nor the gospels were studied at all.

Owing to such narrowness and one-sidedness of method, judgments about Christianity as a 
single, coherent religion could persist down to our own day—a religion proclaimed by founders 
who lived in the era of the emperors of the Julio-Claudian house (14-68 C.E.), announced a 
new morality unknown to the ancient world, and defined the principles for the construction of a 
new social organization that received the name of the universal Church. The myth of an original, 
pure, uncorrupted Christianity continues to exist even now; it is repeated not only in 
confessional circles, but is also tacitly accepted by scholars of a liberal cast of mind.

For the first time, the Enlighteners of the 18th century began to point out the artificiality of this 
construction of the history of Christianity and drew attention to the tendentiousness of early 
Christian documents. Scholars of the 19th century, who for the most part worked by the 
methods of the rationalist school, did not fulfill the scholarly task posed by the Age of 
Enlightenment. With the sole exception of Bruno Bauer and Friedrich Engels, they accepted the 
entire construction created by the authors of the New Testament books; they considered it 
sufficient to eliminate the miraculous element and to translate the remaining content from the 
language of mysticism into the language of the historical prose of modern times. From this there 
resulted such grotesque productions of a semi-scholarly, semi-fantastic character as the works 
so popular at the end of the 19th century, The Life of Jesus (Leben Jesu) and New Testament 
Contemporary History (Neutestamentliche Zeitgeschichte), in which fictitious figures—romantic 
inventions of the evangelists of the 2nd century—Jesus Christ, the apostles, Pharisees, scribes, 
and tax collectors—move freely amid the real setting of Palestine and Jerusalem in the age of 
Tiberius, Claudius, and Seneca. (Such are the works of David Strauss, Keim, Hausrath, as well 
as Renan—Vie de Jesus.)
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Researchers of the twentieth century (Smith, Robertson, Drews, Friedlander, Niemojewski), 
working by methods that may be called different—indeed, opposite—to the former ones, have 
truly dispelled the age-old legend of the origin of Christianity. They have shown that the 
construction of the emergence of the new religion that we inherited, which lived on for 1,800 
years, must be transferred from the first half of the 1 st century to the second half of the 2nd 
century.

The scholars named have carried out, as it were, the preliminary, negative part of the overall 
historical task; they have explained to us that Christianity did not arise in the way it has hitherto 
been depicted. It remains to answer other questions, to illuminate the positive side of the matter. 
But how was it in reality? How was New Testament Christianity prepared? Who were its 
predecessors? If Christianity in finished form did not yet exist in the 1st century, then in what did 
the real religious life of that century consist?

My investigation is an attempt to answer these questions. To this end I have undertaken a 
re-examination of the religious documents that have come down to us from the creators of the 
legend, who were at the same time merciless destroyers and skillful inventors. For the scholar of 
our time they have posed the greatest difficulties: they arbitrarily shifted and confused the 
chronological order of the appearance of pre-Christian and properly Christian writings; they 
distorted the content of religious documents by their insertions and by the piling up in them of 
layers belonging to different periods.
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The investigator of our time must simultaneously be a critic and a restorer, must resolve 
questions of a formal nature (such as the chronological question, the question of successive 
redactions of a given document) and questions of substance, of a material character (such as 
the origin of ideas from a given social milieu, the emergence of new rites or dogmas).

My investigation sets itself the task of considering religious documents as works of the human 
intellect and imagination, free from ecstasy; their authors—as masters of word and style, 
working at a writing desk, addressing a definite circle of readers and listeners (since the masses 
perceived the subject through the mediation of a few readers who read the works aloud); 
and—what is especially important—as exponents of definite class interests.

It is quite possible that I shall meet with the reproach that criticism predominates over 
constructiveness, that my work is unfinished, since I have not provided a depiction of the course 
of development of early Christianity and have limited myself only to a series of investigations of 
individual questions of the evolution of religious ideas and of socio-religious organization. My 
justification in this case consists in the fact that the work of criticism, carried on by the leading 
scholars of the twentieth century, is far from finished; many—and very important—questions 
have not yet been resolved. In particular, some of the questions relating to the history of early 
Christianity I have raised for the first time, and they still await scholarly discussion. Such is the 
question of the chronological priority of the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles and the Shepherd



of Hermas over the New Testament writings; such is the question of the non-historicity of the 
‘apostle Paul’; such is the question of the dependence of the Gospels on the ideology and 
literary manner of Plutarch—a dependence of a twofold kind: on his biographical conception and 
on his demonological theory.
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As for the determination of the social role of early Christianity, I have confined myself in my work 
to a series of remarks on the class basis and social nature of individual writings of two 
predecessors of Christianity—the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles and the Shepherd of 
Hermas—as well as of two New Testament writings—the Epistles of the Apostle Paul and the 
Gospel of Luke.



PART I

PREDECESSORS 
OF CHRISTIANITY
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1. THE MYTH OF PRIMITIVE CHRISTIANITY 
AND ITS EXPOSURE

From the time of the humanists of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, European 
scholarship developed the concept of a “primitive,” “pure” Christianity, the emergence of which 
determined the date of our era and formed a new epoch in the history of humankind. This 
concept was closely connected with attempts to purge the contemporary Church of the errors 
and extraneous accretions that had overcome it and to restore its earliest, most original forms in 
the shape in which they had been outlined by the founders of the teaching that proclaimed a 
new word to the world. From this there proceeded the critical work of scholars who sought to fit 
the desired epoch of ideal, unadulterated Christianity into the limited framework of the first 
centuries of our era.

The scholars of the first half of the sixteenth century—Erasmus, Melanchthon, Calvin, Servetus 
(Restitutio christianismi!)—were philologists in their methods. Their scholarly approaches were 
guided by considerations of a linguistic and stylistic character. Preoccupied with questions of the 
purity of the language of the texts and, on the other hand, guided by the motive of struggle 
against the Catholic Church, they defined the period of primitive Christianity as three 
centuries—from the beginning of the preaching of Jesus Christ to the adoption of Christianity by 
Constantine and the transformation of the Church, hitherto persecuted, into the dominant one.

In the subsequent course of the development of scholarship, the worldview of scholars changed 
substantially, but the former task of theological criticism remained in force—to discover the pure, 
original sources of Christianity.

Among the deists (in England in the eighteenth century, in Germany in the nineteenth century), 
who set aside dogmatology and retained only the morality of Christianity, faith in Christ as the 
Son of God had already disappeared, but there remained the conviction that the religion 
preached by the brilliant teacher Jesus and spread by his disciples, the apostles, constituted the 
basic kernel from which there grew a gigantic tree with numerous branches from the main trunk. 
In their eyes, there still existed a primitive Christianity, but only its period was much shorter than 
that defined in their time by the humanist reformers: it extended from the beginning of Jesus’ 
preaching to the composition of the New Testament writings—that is, up to the moment when 
various sects begin to diverge from the religious norm expressed in them.
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In their worldview, the liberal theologians of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were 
rationalists: they denied miracles and the intervention of supernatural forces. They translated 
the mystical images of the New Testament books into the language of everyday prose or sought 
to interpret them in a symbolic sense. But for all that, they did not abandon the goal set already 
three centuries earlier—to uncover the genuine, original Christianity.

For the scholarly methods of the rationalists, the activity of David Strauss (David Strauss, 
1808-1874) is very characteristic. His first, famous Life of Jesus (Leben Jesu, 1835) appeared 
at a moment of acute crisis in religious thought in Germany. In this work the twenty-six-year-old 
lecturer in theology, driven by a passion for the purification of religion, borne on the wings of his 
gift for critical analysis, reduces all the evangelical dates, one after another, to creations of the 
myth-making imagination of the disciples and followers of Jesus. All the details of the 
evangelical portrayal turn out, in his account, to be exaggerations or distortions of the true 
character and activity of Jesus.

In the Life of Jesus of 1835 there is, in essence, no personality and no life of Jesus, no concrete 
history at all. One cannot tell whether the author recognizes any kind of basic trunk beneath the 
parasitic, twining plants he has exposed; the fourteen hundred pages of this enormous work are 
occupied solely with the analysis of the products of the unbridled religious fantasy of early 
Christianity, solely with the investigation of the formation of legendary representations of Christ.

It is understandable that Strauss’s work plunged the Protestant ecclesiastical world into horror. 
Indeed, if it proved possible to decompose the image of the prophet and sufferer into a series of 
legends piled one upon another, if the entire conception of the Gospels is nothing other than an 
artificial accumulation of myths, then the Church no longer has any firm foundation. What faith in 
a savior can there be if everything that is told about the proclaimer of Christian teaching is the 
invention of later authors? Yet Strauss himself did not want such an effect; he was a teacher of 
theological science, trained future pastors, and himself was preparing to enter the priesthood.

After almost thirty years, following bitter polemics marked by retreats and new attacks, he 
published his second Life of Jesus (1864). Here the merciless destroyer retreated and, having 
singled out as a result of painstaking analysis all the legendary motifs, episodes, and speeches, 
all the miracles inadmissible in the eyes of rationalists in general, constructed a small but, in his 
opinion, solid edifice, containing a group of reliable facts in the life of Jesus and a corpus of the 
authentic words of his teaching.
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To this second work Strauss gave a characteristic designation—‘for the German people.’ A 
narrow conservative in his social convictions, he seemed to wish to remind [the reader] that in 
his first work he was addressing specialists, colleagues, circles of highly educated, critically 
thinking people. In that first work he was concerned with the journey itself across the ocean of 
analysis, doubts, conjectures, and constructions, but not with the final goal—not with the shore



at which one might finally make landfall; the second he intended for broad strata, for ordinary 
people, to whom, in his view, it was necessary to leave something firm and positive, to preserve 
a religious refuge and shelter. Himself, evolving toward atheism and materialism, he was not far 
from viewing religion as an ‘opium for the people.’ And Strauss capitulated before the opponent 
whose forces he had once shattered and dispersed: he accepted the central legend, the main 
conception of the compilers of the Gospels. Eliminating all elements of the miraculous, 
translating all divine phenomena into human everydayness, he accepted the Gospel narratives 
as a real depiction of the life of a Jewish prophet, composed on the basis of the testimony of 
Palestinian eyewitnesses. Thus Strauss, a dry, prosaic critic who seemed to have dispersed all 
the mirages of myth-making, nevertheless succumbed to the hypnosis of the mystical biography 
composed by the evangelists.
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At the same time as Strauss, applying the same method, Ernest Renan (Ernest Renan, 
1823-1892) in his Life of Jesus (Vie de Jesus) repeated and retold the evangelical narrative in 
the sentimental-romantic style so pleasing to the bourgeoisie of the mid-nineteenth century. 
Both committed the same error: while ostensibly purifying the tradition of the origin of 
Christianity of mythological accretions in the details, they accepted without reservation the basic 
myth of the life and teaching of Jesus, failing to notice that thereby they were submitting to a 
skillfully crafted literary construction, to a treatment of the plot that was very late and based on 
no immediate, authentic sources whatsoever.

From the end of the nineteenth century new methods came to the fore, and studies appeared 
that undermined the picture of primitive Christianity constructed by Strauss, Renan, and other 
representatives of the rationalist school. Even this conception of the liberal theologians had 
already reduced the age of primitive Christianity to a minimum: intact there remained only the 
facts of the life and activity of Jesus and his disciples—the apostles; now even this remnant 
came to an end and faced a death sentence.

It is curious that in the decisive onslaught of destructive criticism, conservative minds also take 
part to a significant extent, without noticing to what degree the corrections they introduce have a 
ruinous effect on the idea they still defend—the idea of a ‘pure, original Christianity’ that 
proclaimed a new word to the world.

Schϋrer (E. Schϋrer), already in the very title of his extensive work The History of the Jewish 
People in the Age of Jesus Christ (Geschichte des jϋdischen Volkes im Zeitalter Jesu Christi), 
shows that he believes in the historicity of Jesus Christ; yet by his research he destroyed a large 
part of those details from which the evangelists had composed the biography of the earthly life 
of Jesus. By his realistic characterizations of Jewish institutions—by his description of temple 
life, of the composition and activity of the Sanhedrin, of class relations, of the condition of 
religious and political parties—he, albeit indirectly but irrefutably, proved the fantastical nature of 
the pictures drawn by the evangelists, such as, for example, the scene of Jesus driving the 
money-changers and traders out of the temple, or the trial of Jesus before an assembly of the 
highest hierarchs, or the portrayal of tax collectors as modest, simple-hearted, philanthropically 



inclined townsmen, and the like. If one listens to Schϋrer, all these episodes must be recognized 
as false, as poorly invented illustrations. And if they are removed, how much of the real remains 
of the entire earthly wandering of Jesus? Will not the biography, from which the rationalists have 
already removed all the miracles, crumble to dust?
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The Dutchman Loman, a preacher of a radical Calvinist sect, did not at all intend to attack the 
general traditional construction of Christian history as a whole; in particular, the thought of 
destroying the legend of the life and activity of the Apostle Paul was alien to him, especially 
since, in the eyes of his religious friends and associates, this figure of the earliest Christianity is 
the only correct exponent of the pure, original doctrine. The scholar, blind to the implications, 
undertook his work to show "the apostle to the Gentiles"* in a true light. Loman's main idea was 
to connect the Apostle Paul with Gnosticism, to present Paul as the best, the highest of the 
Gnostics, understanding gnosis as Christianity enlightened by reason, the deepest philosophical 
worldview. Persistently pursuing his goal, Loman came to the conclusion that the writings 
attributed to the Apostle Paul could not have arisen in the 1st century but should be dated to the 
first half of the 2nd century, when the Gnostic trend appeared in philosophical and poetic 
literature. Needless to say, what deadly results for the age-old tradition about the role of the 
Apostle Paul in the spread of Christianity followed from this. However, the scholar did not 
foresee all the consequences that his discovery was bound to lead to: against his will, the 
application of the new scientific method pushed aside the dogmas of the Christian faith; 
moreover, science deprived faith of its main documentary foundation.

The same fate of an exposer, contrary to his own desire, befell the American, professor of 
mathematics William Benjamin Smith. A Puritan, he proceeded in his research from the 
concerns and motives of his confession. He was full of reverent attention to the subject of his 
investigations, striving, in contrast to the indelicate touches of the rationalists upon the 
humanized Jesus, to elevate him again to the level of an unattainable ideal, to make him a deity 
again. His restorative tendency was even expressed in the title of the second edition of his 
work—"Ecce Deus" (1910); here sounds his new thesis, with which he wanted to replace the 
pitiful word uttered by the ignorant pagan Pilate: "ecce homo (ιδού ό άνθρωπος)" (John 19:6).
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However, at the same time, carried away by the analytical method, Smith began to analyze the 
successive layers of the doctrine concerning the divine patron of the Christian sect. An analysis 
of names led him to the conclusion that this doctrine experienced two periods: 1) Jesuism—the 
veneration of Jesus, an ancient Jewish deity, and 2) Christianity in the proper sense—the 
veneration of Christ, the son of God, the savior of the world. Thus, he essentially split the 
traditional personality of Jesus Christ in half, undermined the fundamental dogma of Christianity, 
and revealed the fact that the formula "Jesus is the Christ" is nothing more than a later 
construct. Smith's first, more significant study in the scientific sense is titled The Pre-Christian 
Jesus (1906).



A very unique place in the scientific discoveries of the 20th century is held by Adolf Harnack 
(born 1851). The greatest authority in the Protestant ecclesiastical world, whose main work 
History of Dogma begins with extensive chapters devoted to the teachings of Jesus Christ and 
the Apostle Paul as the founders of Christianity, toward the end of his life (in his work Marcion: 
The Gospel of the Alien God, 1921) came to the conclusion that "The Epistles of the Apostle 
Paul" were completely forgotten, disappeared from the view of Christians until 130 AD (until 
their publication by Marcion). Harnack extols Marcion as an energetic actor amidst the general 
paralysis that gripped Christian society, as the savior of the most valuable religious document, 
without whose mediation the further mission of Christianity, its spread as a world religion, would 
have been impossible, in the absence of which the Christian church would have perished at its 
very birth. The elderly scholar failed to notice that, convincing no one with his theory, which 
presents Marcion merely as a restorer of the Apostle Paul's writings, he called into question the 
very existence of the personality and activity of the Apostle Paul and gave his readers full 
grounds to attribute the origin of this (apparently pseudonymous) work to the circle of works 
composed and collected by Marcion around 130 AD.
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The example of Smith and Harnack especially clearly reveals the force of the influence of new 
scientific methods. After their scientific achievements, after the critical works of Robertson and 
Niemojewski, there can no longer be any talk of "founders of Christianity." There were none.

Everything that was narrated and preached over the course of almost two millennia has no 
factual basis whatsoever; all of it is hypotheses, conjectures, inventions of very late origin. The 
books of the New Testament, which claim to depict the cradle of Christianity, were formed no 
earlier than the middle and second half of the 2nd century. All their supposedly historical 
images, in whole and in detail, are mythical, but here myths must be understood not in the 
sense of traditions formed in the popular milieu and living a spontaneous life, transmitted by 
unknown intermediaries, but in the sense of literary-philosophical combinations developed by 
intelligent minds—publicists, novelists, philosophers.
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2. TERMINOLOGY OF EARLY CHRISTIAN WRITINGS

By eliminating the element of the miraculous, the supernatural, from the New Testament 
writings, the rationalists of the 19th century still recognized their value as a historical source, 
and accepted the fact of Christianity's appearance in the 1st century AD. One of the belated 
representatives of the rationalist school, Schweitzer, could still venture in 1908 to publish a 
major book in the spirit of his school under the title: Von Reimarus bis Wrede. Eine Geschichte 
der Leben-Jesu-Forschung. This is perhaps the last attempt to defend the old positions.

Progressive scholars of the 20th century moved the birth of Christian literature forward by 
100-120 years, demonstrating that it contains constructs of late origin and a highly dubious 
nature, and that the authors of these works knew nothing about the events of the previous 
century, filling its void and obscurity with their own conjectures and inventions. Now we see 
clearly that the very depiction of the past in the New Testament writings is the beginning of that 
falsification of Christian history which subsequently unfolded with increasing boldness and 
finally culminated in the crudest, most audacious insertions into the works of Josephus, Tacitus, 
Suetonius, and Pliny.

The historian, grateful to the critical school of the 20th century for its work in clearing the paths 
towards a real investigation of the history of Christianity, will, however, reproach its 
representatives for having made almost no effort, following their negation, to clarify the positive 
side of the matter, to determine the actual content of the religious and cultural life of the 1 st 
century. Schweitzer, analyzing the works...

17

..Smith, Niemojewski, Robertson, and Kalthoff, notes their lack of a common method, a shared 
motivation for their negation that is identical for all; to the conservative theologian, these 
scholars seem like dilettantes, their criticism like unsystematic, fragmented attacks. "It is easy to 
reject, but what will you give us in return?" he wants to say. Regarding Smith, Schweitzer found 
it possible to mock: "With his title Der vorchristliche Jesus (The Pre-Christian Jesus), with his 
approach to the research, this author seemed to invite us to a luxurious dinner; enticing aromas 
already wafted through the open door, yet he served us a meager cold appetizer."

Indeed, can we be reconciled with that refusal to provide a positive answer, with that vexing 
admission for a historian which Smith makes by giving one of the chapters in The Pre-Christian 
Jesus the title: "The Silence of the Century" (Saeculi silentium)? We might say to the 
researcher: certainly, the silence of the luminaries of educated Greco-Roman society—Seneca, 
Tacitus, Dio Chrysostom, Juvenal, Plutarch, Epictetus—and then the complete ignorance of the 
empire's rulers—Tiberius, Claudius, Nero, Vespasian—regarding any events on religious 
grounds occurring in Palestine, Syria, Asia Minor—is extremely eloquent; but we would like to 
hear from the critic himself, who argues from the negative evidence of saeculi silentium, how he



conceives of the real phenomena of the 1st century, in particular—in what features he envisions 
the rituals and doctrine of that "Jesuism" which he considers the predecessor of Christianity.

It goes without saying that questions of this kind are easier to pose than to resolve. An answer 
requires reference to documents. But where are they to be found, and what can one make use 
of here? It is precisely the analytical work of twentieth-century critics, which pushed the 
composition of the epistles and the gospels back to the middle of the second century and laid 
bare the true origin of the New Testament, that has stripped the first century bare, revealed the 
disappearance of the literature preparatory to Christianity that arose in the first century CE. With 
particular force and sharpness there has emerged the fact—one that leaves us, modern 
historians, without hope—that the editors of the canon, together with the consolidation of the 
corpus of sacred books and for the sake of strengthening their infallibility, carried out around 
them the most destructive devastation imaginable. As a result, not only did the contemporaries 
of the New Testament authors suffer—pushed aside, condemned, and cursed as 
apocrypha—but also the predecessors of Christian doctrine; and it was precisely these latter 
who were subjected above all to persecution, because they could have served as witnesses to 
the actual state of affairs that existed in religious literature before the emergence of the myth of 
primitive Christianity. The organizers of the church that called itself “ecumenical,” closely allied 
with the compilers of the canon, which this church monopolistically took into its own possession, 
destroyed all the bridges along which the movement of ideas had proceeded from Jewish 
reformist sectarianism to the teaching that in the following century received the name 
Christianity.
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However, the historian should not despair over such a state of sources. His duty is to search 
and investigate persistently: not only to rely on the discovery of new archival material but also to 
seek new conclusions from old, known material. One must persistently and attentively examine 
those documents that survived the devastating literary persecution—resembling a totalitarian 
war—that were spared by the censors and inquisitors enforcing the monopoly of the New 
Testament, were left untouched as harmless or even useful on dogmatic-theological grounds, 
and thus were preserved for posterity.

But before proceeding to revise such religious documents, it is necessary to conduct research in 
the field of terminology, to be guided by certain principles on the basis of which we can establish 
the chronology of this literature.

For the most part, researchers and popularizers who have written and write about early 
Christianity apply the term "Christians" unsystematically and indiscriminately, both for the 1 st 
and 2nd centuries. It seems to me that greater clarity and methodological rigor are necessary 
here. It is advisable to be guided by the following questions: When and in what circles did this 
name appear? To which era are we entitled to apply this term? What contemporaneity does it 
correspond to? What did the adherents of the new faith call themselves?

19



An understanding of how these questions were resolved by scholars belonging to the rationalist 
school of the 19th century is provided by the article placed in the Real-Enzyklopadie der 
protestantischen Theologie under the word Christen (Christians). I will quote this article in full, 
because it is characteristic of the methods of the 19th century and gives us the opportunity to 
highlight, as a contrast, the methods of the 20th century.

"The name (Christians) appears to be of non-Christian origin. Χριστιανοί (Christians) is not 
found in the Gospels or in the Apostle Paul. The name Christiani arose in Rome in the times 
of Nero (see Suet. Nero, ch. XVI; Tacit. Annal. XV, 44); here Christ is mentioned for the first 
time in pagan literature, Christus (Chrestus, according to an older reading); from these 
passages it follows that the people called them so in 64 AD, and moreover in a hostile 
sense, since Chrestus was the most common name given to slaves. Furthermore, this name 
is found in the 'Acts of the Apostles' XI, 26 and XXVI, 28, as well as in the First Epistle of the 
Apostle Peter IV, 16. The dispute is over which information to recognize as earlier—that of 
the New Testament writers, or that of Tacitus and Suetonius, who used an older source? In 
any case, as late as 177 AD, Athenagoras (Log. I) speaks of oiλεγόμενοι χριστιανοί (the 
so-called Christians)."

Here, quite correct observations are intertwined with the most naive erroneous theories, with 
misconceptions stemming from the concepts and constructions of the old theological school. It 
is absolutely correct that the name "Christians" was given to the powerfully developing sect from 
the outside, and we will see further how this conclusion is confirmed by other sources, apart 
from those mentioned in the Real-Enzyklopadie article.

But what can be said about the assumption that the label "Christians" already existed in 64 AD 
as a hostile designation and then continued to live on, retaining the same meaning for over a 
hundred years (until 177 AD, when the apologist speaks of "so-called Christians")? Of course, 
such a history of the term must be recognized as completely implausible. It is equally 
implausible that Tacitus and Suetonius, writing at the beginning of the 2nd century, had sources 
which could be older than the narratives placed in the "Acts of the Apostles". Furthermore, the 
assertion that Christus should be written Chrestus and christiani should be pronounced 
chrestiani, justifying such spelling and pronunciation on the grounds that Chrestus was the most 
common name for slaves, is completely arbitrary.

20

All the aforementioned oddities, all the artificial interpretations of the theologians of the old 
school, are explained by the fact that they recognize Christ as a historical personality and 
directly link the beginning of Christianity with his name. For a historian who has recognized the 
mythical nature of the entire set of biographical data presented in the New Testament, those 
binding premises that constrained and distorted the thought of representatives of the old school 
no longer exist. Since he dates the sources speaking of Christ to the 2nd century, it is there, in 
the 2nd century, that he should seek the beginning of the application of the term "Christians."



In searching for the origin of the term "Christians," theologians have completely forgotten to 
consider another, no less essential and interesting question: Did the followers of the sect of 
Christ have other names? What did they call themselves? This seemingly so natural question, 
to my knowledge, has not yet been raised in scholarship. Meanwhile, meticulous research in 
this direction is extremely necessary to clarify the genuine traditions that existed within the 
sectarian circles from which New Testament Christianity emerged in the 2nd century CE. It is 
necessary to determine what in the doctrine, beliefs, and concepts of 2nd-century Christians 
belongs to antiquity, stems from ancient times, represents the legacy of a deep internal life, and 
what was newly introduced, to determine as precisely as possible when this new element 
emerged publicly, became the subject of widespread propaganda and noisy polemics.

I will attempt to clarify the terminology used to designate the circle of believers and the leaders 
at their head in the books of the New Testament and in works published contemporaneously 
with them.

We must begin with the "Apocalypse" (Άποκάλυψις Ίωάννου) — a work whose chronology is not 
entirely clear.

As I will later attempt to show, this work consists of mechanically connected parts from different 
periods: 1) a purely Jewish part, to which the date proposed by Engels for the entire work as a 
whole (68-69 CE, the peak moment of the great Jewish revolt of 66-73 CE) is entirely fitting, 
and 2) a Judeo-Christian part, the appearance of which, in my opinion, should be attributed to 
the troubled political situation when the sentiments of the turbulent era of the great revolt had 
not yet subsided, and when future Christians, at least a significant portion of them, had not yet 
managed to break with Jewish national traditions. However one resolves the chronological 
question regarding the second part, the "Apocalypse" must still be considered the earliest of the 
works later included in the New Testament canon, although for dogmatic-theological reasons it 
is placed last.
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"The Revelation of John" begins with an epistle addressed to the seven churches (έπτα 
έκκλησίαις). And it concludes: "I, Jesus, have sent my messenger (τον άγγελόν μου) to testify to 
you these things in the churches" (XXII, 16). The word έκκλησία, which we can translate as 
"community" and understand as an organized group, is used in the "Apocalypse" confidently 
and clearly, indicating the use in this case of a long-standing, traditional, firmly established term 
with clear content. In the mystical language predominant in the "Apocalypse," the totality of 
churches is called ή βασιλεία Κυρίου (the kingdom of the Lord). Nationalistic terms are 
combined and alternate with cosmopolitan ones: prophecies are addressed sometimes to 
Ιουδαίοι, to the twelve tribes (φυλαί), sometimes as an eternal gospel to all nations, tribes, and 
tongues (εύαγγέλιον αιώνιον έπι της γης, έπι παν το έθνος, γλώσσαν και λαόν, XIV, 6). To 
designate the mass of believers, expressions like λαοι θεοΰ (the peoples of God), κλητοι και 
έκλεκτοί (the called and chosen), and οί φοβούμενοι τον θεόν (those who fear God) are used. 
The heads of individual churches are called, in mystical language, άγγελοι (angels); they appear 
accompanied by elders (πρεσβύτεροι); warriors fighting against satanic hosts are called saints



(άγιοι); concerning the souls who suffered for the faith in Jesus (δια τήν μαρτυρίαν Ίησοΰ), it is 
said they will be priests of God (ιερείς θεοΰ, XX, 4,6,9).

I consider the next work in chronological order to be the "Epistle of Barnabas" (Επιστολή 
Βαρνάβα), which, although not included in the New Testament canon, is very important in the 
ideological development of Christianity. Here we encounter designations for believers already 
familiar from the "Apocalypse," but with new additions: ό λαός, ό λαός μου, ή βασιλεία του 
Κυρίου, ή βασιλεία του Ίησου, του Ίησου ή έκκλησία (where Κύριος and Ίησους are not identical; 
Jesus has not yet been elevated to the rank of supreme deity). We also encounter entirely new 
expressions: participants in the community are called κληρονόμοι διαθήκης Κυρίου (heirs of the 
Lord's covenant); spreaders of the new faith are called εύαγγελισάμενοι. In the address of the 
author of the "Epistle of Barnabas" to his listeners and readers, we find αδελφοί (brothers)—an 
expression which later becomes the most popular in communications between churches.
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With Barnabas begins a series of "Epistles," which, as a literary genre, replace the form of the 
apocalypse that dominated the era of revolts. In the series of epistles developing after the final 
collapse of the revolts, the results of the fierce struggle are reflected, a struggle in which, one 
way or another, all sects of the Jewish world participated and to which they responded: the idea 
of a bloody sacrifice appears; this idea, connected with the name of Christ as a symbol of the 
messianism being experienced, is transferred to the older name Jesus; the name Jesus is 
joined with the name Christ. The most outstanding work in the genre of epistles, flourishing in 
the literature of the first half of the 2nd century, are the "Epistles of the Apostle Paul," which 
appeared around 130-140 CE. The terminology of this work is of particular interest to us.

The "Epistles" began to appear in the center of the empire as a product of literary creativity 
arising in an environment that most reflected the customs, practices, and language usage 
accepted in the cities of Asia Minor. The vocabulary of the "Epistles" in the area of our interest is 
quite diverse and contains different nuances: one can distinguish some terms used in a close, 
intimate environment, among one's own close friends and companions, and others used in 
communications between communities.

In neither case do the sectarians permit any specific term that could betray them as heretics 
existing among other heresies (I use the term αϊρεσις in its ancient, Greek sense: followers of a 
particular school, a definite religious-philosophical direction). They consider themselves only 
especially enlightened (πνευματικοί, "Epistle to the Romans" I, 27), inspired by the holy spirit 
(πνευμα άγιον). Therefore, for the most part, they content themselves with the expression 
"believers" (πιστεύοντες), i.e., those who have accepted the truth, the only correct teaching. 
When the author of the epistle, speaking in the name of the "apostle to the Gentiles," wants to 
designate the bearers of the faith, the leader of the believers, and the spiritual unity of the 
believers, he calls them "Christ and those in Christ." In the particularly famous passage from the 
"Epistle to the Galatians" (III, 28-29), it is said: "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are



Christ's (ύμεΐς Χριστού), then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise 
(κληρονόμοι)."
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It seems to me that scholars who attach importance to questions of terminology ought to pay the 
most serious attention to these passages of the text. This is where we find a warning against the 
indiscriminate use of the term “Christians” for the early period of the sectarian movement. “You 
are one in Christ,” “you are Christ’s,” that is, you belong to Christ, you constitute his community, 
a body united by his name—more than this, and better than this, a writer could not have said 
about his coreligionists, like-minded companions, and disciples. One cannot find a more 
eloquent confirmation of the fact that the designation of believers by the term “Christians” was 
completely alien to the milieu and circumstances in which the author, concealed under the 
pseudonym of the apostle Paul, was at work.

In external relations, in inter-communal intercourse, the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” employ 
other expressions, partly familiar to us from the earlier sources already mentioned, partly new. 
The terms έκκλησία, αδελφοί, άγιοι are used; there are κλητοί ’Ιησού, κλητοί άγιοι (κλητοί = 
called, invited). In the “Epistle to the Colossians” several terms are combined together: αγίοις 
καί πιστοΐς αδελφοΐς έν Χριστώ. Greetings are sent “by brothers—to brothers,” by one 
church—to another church; the apostle calls his assistants σύνεργοί μου έν Χριστώ, συγγενείς 
μου (Romans 11:10).

A distinctive feature of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” is the insistent use of the term άγιοι 
(saints), and this designation is applied not to the entire mass of believers who make up the 
community, but only to its chosen upper stratum or active group, to the close circle of those who 
are saved and who save the rest by their holy way of life. Only through the mediation of these 
chosen ones does the apostle address the remaining mass; it is for their maintenance that he 
shows concern above all. Accepting the fiction that all the communities originated from the 
original Jerusalem one, the apostle recommends that every possible assistance be sent to it, 
and that special remembrance be given to the poor among the saints (τοΐς πτωχοΐς τών αγίων, 
“Epistle to the Romans” XV, 21). In this matter the compiler of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” 
displayed his Platonic training. Calling the chosen members of the church “pneumatics,” 
enlightened by the spirit, he sets them in opposition to “fleshly people” (σαρκικοί), as it were a 
dark crowd requiring guidance over them; “if the Gentile peoples have entered into close 
communion (έκοινώνησαν) with spiritual people, then in material matters they are obliged to 
show them the greatest generosity” (ibid., XV, 27).
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This usage marks a very important feature in the "Epistles of the Apostle Paul." Here, the 
hierarchical structure of the emerging religious organization is already indicated—an 
organization that would soon take the form of a separation of the ruling clergy from the obedient 
laity, the rule of priests, of intercessors over the mass that listens to them, and them alone.



Thus, until 130-140 CE, when the "Epistles of the Apostle Paul" first appeared in literature (as 
Harnack proved), the term "Christians" is completely absent: there are only "brothers in Christ," 
"saints in Christ," "those belonging to Christ," etc.

We first encounter the name "Christians" in Justin's "Apology," submitted to Emperor Antoninus 
Pius around 150 CE, and here it immediately becomes clear that this name was given to the 
sectarians from the outside, and that its public application was extremely disadvantageous and 
troublesome for the followers of Jesus Christ.

We must clearly understand the circumstances in which those who called themselves "brothers, 
believers, chosen ones, saints in Christ" found themselves. Plutarch, Tacitus, Juvenal were not 
interested in the sectarian movement in the East; the concept of Christ's disciples was not within 
their horizon. The Bar Kokhba revolt of 132-135 CE completely changed the attitude towards 
religious teachings of the eastern periphery: the desperate resistance offered by Palestinian 
Jews to the Romans, the bloody struggle of the insurgents against the rulers of the world, was 
carried out under the sign of the expected coming of the Messiah, the national leader of the 
Jews from the line of David, promised to God's chosen people by patriotic prophets; "Messiah" 
is translated into Greek as "Christos," and the literal meaning of this word was "the anointed one 
of God."
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For the official world, the name Christ became a symbol of anti-imperial, revolutionary danger. 
The reactionary punitive policy carried out by Emperor Hadrian's administration after 
suppressing the Palestinian revolt in 135 initially did not distinguish between the political shades 
of the widely spread sects in the East. Supporters of pacifism, ready for unconditional 
submission to the authorities, were not separated from the militant, uncompromising 
nationalists: it was enough to hear the fateful name "the anointed one of God" to bring the 
suspect, accused of adherence to revolution, to trial.

"Christians" in Justin is a legal term, taken from the judicial-administrative practice of the recent 
years. The author of the "Apology" acts as their true defense attorney in the process. "We are 
accused of being Christians" (χριστιανοί είναι κατηγορούμεθα, Apol. 4). He begins his defense 
by citing precedents. He asks: "Is it just to persecute us for the name of our teacher 
(διδάσκαλος), if in the old days among your philosophers, disciples were always named after 
their instructor, and some were subjected to the same accusation as we, the accusation of 
ασέβεια—denial of the gods. The accusation of impiety is unjust also because believers in 
Christ are not atheists." "We are followers of the Word (Λόγος), who became incarnate as a man 
and was called Jesus Christ" (Apol. 5). Christians were those who lived according to the Word 
before the appearance of Christ—Socrates, Abraham, Heraclitus, Ananias, Azariah, Mishael.

Next, Justin moves into the realm of mysticism, without abandoning procedural methods. He 
seeks a precedent in mythology and elevates Christ to the rank of judge of the dead. "Plato says 
that Rhadamanthus and Minos judged the lawless (άδικους). We teach that Christ performs the 
same task: he punishes some with eternal destruction, resurrects others, instilling souls into 



their former bodies, and not for only a thousand years, as Plato asserted, but for eternal 
immortality (αϊδιότητα) and reunion (συνουσία) with the deity." "I say that all this, as what is to 
happen in the future, was foretold to us by the teacher, the son of the father of all beings, the 
apostle Jesus Christ, from whom we have received the name Christians" (ό ήμέτερος 
διδάσκαλος και του Πατρος πάντων και Δεσπότου Θεοΰ Υίος και απόστολος ών Ιησούς 
Χριστός, αφ' ου και το χριστιανοί έπονομάζεσθαι έσχήκαμεν. Apol. 12).
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Here the distinctive peculiarities of Justin’s dogmatological explanations deserve attention. He 
interprets, for example, the apostolate in a twofold sense and in this respect diverges from the 
Gospels. In the formula just cited, the apostle is declared to be Jesus Christ himself. This is the 
highest commission and rank in the world, given from heaven. On the other hand, in the 
Apology the title of apostles is transferred to those subordinate to Christ, the instruments of his 
will appointed by him, and it is transferred in a distinctive form: at first they prove weak and 
ineffective; the death on the cross frightened the disciples, prompted them to renounce the 
teacher, and only when the risen one appeared to them and taught them how to read the 
prophecies, when they saw him ascending into heaven, did they believe in him, go throughout 
the whole human race, and receive the name of apostles.

Justin's divergence from the gospel definitions vividly illuminates the discord that generally 
existed among the sectarians: here disputes raged, there was enmity between parties, but for 
outsiders, for the official spheres, all shades, all divisions and heresies were covered by the 
general term "Christians." Justin gives himself a clear account of this state of affairs. "One must 
punish for deeds, not for a name. You call us indiscriminately Christians and punish for that. 
Those among the Christians who have done nothing wrong should be acquitted" (ch. 7). Further, 
having mentioned various religious groups and expressed sharp condemnation of the heretical, 
demon-inspired views of Marcion, Justin again draws a general conclusion: "All who come from 
such men, as I have said, are called Christians, just as among philosophers those who disagree 
in their doctrines still bear the common name taken from philosophy" (ch. 26).
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One cannot provide more convincing proof that the term "Christians" is alien to the sectarian 
milieu itself, that it represents a collective name imposed from the outside upon an entire group 
of religious movements. The stamp of unification does not stem from an internal motive but is 
imposed by the opponent; they themselves fear such unification.

The publication of Justin's "Apology" marks a major fact in the history of Christianity. The very 
possibility of publishing this work, addressed as a petition to the highest name, shows how 
much the imperial situation changed after the death of the reactively-minded Hadrian (138 CE), 
and how favorable the policy of the humane and tolerant Antoninus Pius (138-161) proved to be 
for new religious-philosophical sects and movements. Justin's "Apology" constitutes a crucial 
moment in the literary history of Christianity. Justin first introduced educated Greco-Roman 
society to the content of works circulated among the followers of Jesus Christ, previously 



unknown to outsiders, the "pagan" readers of this society. He mentions the "Sayings of Jesus," 
the "Memoirs of the Apostles," a book "On Heresies," and the "Acts of Pontius Pilate." Soon, the 
"Gospels" will be added, though, in the form they have reached us, they did not yet exist at the 
time of Justin's "Apology."

For these works by Christian authors, a completely different era now begins than was the case 
during the appearance of the "Epistles of the Apostle Paul." They emerge in a different setting, 
under different conditions; they appear on the imperial stage, entering the ranks of 
contemporary Greco-Roman literature. One must imagine them as contemporaries of writers 
such as Arrian, Apuleius, Aulus Gellius, Marcus Aurelius, Lucian—and not only contemporaries 
but also competitors of these pagan authors. Both had common sources, borrowed from each 
other, and had common readers. For the historian and literary scholar, it would be an extremely 
enticing task to trace analogies between these two literary groups, to note similarities in 
narrative techniques, selection of episodes, use of metaphors, imagery, turns of phrase, 
application of maxims, etc.
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As for terminology, we observe in the period following the publication of Justin's "Apology" a 
very peculiar phenomenon: while pagan writers, Marcus Aurelius and Lucian, speak firmly and 
confidently about "Christians," their closed circles, their atheism, their whims and stubbornness 
(ψιλή παράταξις) in views and adherence to certain rites, the believers themselves carefully 
avoid this name. Where they speak of themselves, where they wish to depict their past, they 
revert to their former intimate, friendly, comradely designations. In the sacred books collected 
between 160 and 180 CE and given the name New Testament, the term "Christians" is absent, 
except for three places that constitute exceptions to the general rule and require special 
explanation.

It is most important for us to trace the usage in the book of the "Acts of the Apostles," where the 
author attempts to present the history of the earliest communities which, according to his 
conception, begin their existence in Palestine and Syria, then move to other regions of the 
empire, and finally appear in its major centers. Most frequently we find two designations for 
believers: 1) μαθηταί (disciples), especially for the earliest times of the apostles' direct 
preaching, and 2) αδελφοί (brothers)—for the subsequent era.

After the ascension of the risen Christ to heaven, the twelve apostles convene το πλήθος τών 
μαθητών (the whole multitude of disciples, VI, 2). The initially small group of believers is called 
μαθηταί του Κυρίου (disciples of the Lord, IX, 1). Ananias, one of the μαθηταί (disciples) living in 
Damascus, converts Saul, who had done great harm τοΐς αγίοις Κυρίου έν Ιερουσαλήμ (to the 
saints of the Lord in Jerusalem, IX, 10-13). When Saul begins to seek closeness with the 
Jerusalem community of apostolic disciples, no one believes that he too has become a μαθητής 
(IX, 26), until Barnabas declares that the name of Jesus was revealed to Saul. A believing 
woman is called a μαθήτρια όνόματι Ταβιθά (a disciple named Tabitha, IX, 36).
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If in the first part of "Acts" the term μαθηταί predominates, then in the second part, which speaks 
of the expansion of the area where faith in Jesus Christ spread, the designation αδελφοί is most 
frequently encountered. It is used in inter-community relations. For example, the Jerusalem 
apostles, elders (πρεσβύτεροι) and brothers send a circular letter τοΐς κατά τήν Αντιόχειαν και 
Συρίαν και Κιλικίαν αδελφοΐς τοΐς έξ έθνων — to the brothers from the Gentiles, who are in 
Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia (XV, 23) [=XVI,83?].

Besides μαθηταί and αδελφοί, πιστεύοντες or πιστεύσαντες (believers, those who have 
believed) are used. The number of believers grows rapidly, πολύς τε αριθμός πιστεύσας 
έπέστρεψεν έπι τον Κύριον (a great number believed and turned to the Lord, XI, 21). Often the 
expression "church" is used to designate the body of believers; for example, ή έκκλησία ή έν 
Ίεροσολύμοις (the church in Jerusalem, XI, 22). Finally, expressions are found: άγιοι (a term 
which, as we have seen, is so characteristic of the "Epistles of the Apostle Paul"), 
εύαγγελιζόμενοι, σεβόμενοι, έπικαλούμενοι το ονομα ’Ιησού (those proclaiming the gospel, 
worshipping, invoking the name of Jesus).

A careful review of the terminology used in the "Acts of the Apostles" provides us with important 
material for assessing the significance of those three mentions of "Christians" found in the New 
Testament as a whole, two of which are in "Acts" itself. First, let us note that these two instances 
occur among approximately 80 places where adherents of the new religion are called μαθηταί 
(18 times), αδελφοί (25 times), πιστεύοντες, εύαγγελιζόμενοι, άγιοι, ή έκκλησία, etc., which for 
the first group constitutes an utterly negligible percentage.

Let us now examine these passages themselves more closely. In chapter XI, 25-26, it says: 
"Barnabas departed from Tarsus to find Saul, and having found him, brought him to Antioch. For 
a whole year they met with the church and taught a great many people; and it was in Antioch 
that the disciples were first called 'Christians.'" The last words, not logically connected to the 
preceding text, can be taken as a later insertion; but even if placed there by the author of "Acts" 
himself, they show his intention to note the unusualness of this name for the early apostolic 
church; it is noteworthy that the designation of the urban disciples in Antioch as "Christians" is 
viewed as a fact that occurred for the first time not in Jerusalem, in a Jewish milieu, but in a 
region of new propaganda, among Gentiles. In any case, here the author or a later editor, 
having made the insertion, wanted to distance himself from those who call the believers 
Christians; this term did not correspond to the usual ancient traditions; within the community of 
believers, it was not customary to use it; the author was probably embarrassed by the word 
"Christians," which he continued to perceive as a legal term, and he wanted to give this 
expression a new interpretation, more acceptable to believers in Jesus Christ.
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The second time (XXVI, 27-29) we find the following dialogue between the imprisoned Paul and 
King Agrippa, who, surrounded by his retinue, listens to the instructive sermon of the apostle 
and is both charmed and overwhelmed by his fiery eloquence. Agrippa: "In a short time you 
think to make me a Christian!" Paul: "I would to God that not only you but also all who hear me 
this day might become such as I am—except for these chains." The apostle clearly avoids a 



direct affirmative answer, from acknowledging himself as a "Christian." This means that the 
author of "Acts" once again senses in the term "Christian" some undesirable connotation.

Let us now examine the third place in the New Testament canon where the name "Christians" is 
mentioned—in the "First Epistle of the Apostle Peter" (IV, 14-16). The apostle encourages his 
disciples and like-minded individuals in steadfast faith and readiness to suffer for it. "If you are 
insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests 
upon you. But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a meddler. Yet 
if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in that name." 
Here, too, it is felt that the term "Christian" retains its legal connotation; "they will equate you 
with criminals; just do not actually be one, but do not be ashamed of the name Christian" — this 
is what the author of the "Epistle of Peter" wants to say.

From the observations we have made on the terminology used in religious documents over a 
period of more than a hundred years (from 69 CE—the date established by Engels for the 
"Apocalypse"—to 175 CE—the date proposed by Torrey for the publication of the "Acts of the 
Apostles"), we can draw significant substantive conclusions.
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The vocabulary serving the intimate, internal life of religious communities and in inter-community 
communications is distinguished by its abundance and variety; it consists of ancient 
expressions, constituting a direct continuation of Jewish traditions, and new expressions, 
invented by writers of the 2nd century, which, however, do not in the least violate these 
traditions. In this sense, the literature of the 2nd century reveals a conservative character, 
corresponding to the principle: the church is an eternal phenomenon, it is as old as the world 
itself. Writers content themselves with general, enthusiastic designations for the body of 
believers; they seem to revel in the abundance of these designations, not seeking one specific 
name that would immediately unite them with a resounding word. Indeed, they cannot come to 
the thought of such an all-encompassing and yet concrete designation, since the communities 
live a fragmented life, splitting into sects and heresies, each of which considers itself the only 
true believer: throughout this entire period, there is in reality no Christianity (in the singular), but 
only a multitude of competing groups and movements of Christian orientation.

The unification of these groups comes from external persons and parties, from enemies of the 
religious movement. This is the result of external events, unexpected for the believers. At first, it 
serves as an object of horror, a mark of terror, but later, with the onset of religious tolerance, it 
remains a repulsive, unpleasant sound to the ear, a kind of profanation of holiness. If we date it 
approximately to 10-15 years before Justin's "Apology" and attribute it to 135-140 CE, then we 
can estimate that the term "Christians" retained its connotation of being alien to the very milieu 
of believers in Jesus Christ for another 40-50 years—until the 170s of the 2nd century. It is no 
wonder that the apologist Athenagoras in 177 CE speaks of οί λεγόμενοι χριστιανοί (the 
so-called Christians); the term "Christians" was still unpopular; the followers of the religion being 
proclaimed to the pagans still had not adapted to it.



From this, we must necessarily draw the following inverse conclusions regarding word usage in 
the religious literature of the 1st century: the possibility of using the term christiani in the 1st 
century by the authors themselves is completely excluded; wherever we find this term in 
sources, it must be unconditionally removed as an obvious falsification, as a fully deliberate and 
audacious pious fraud, as an insertion intended to dazzle the reading public with the idea of the 
sudden, miraculous appearance of a new religion—an idea essentially contradicting the earlier 
view that the church is as old as the world itself.
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The first attempts to transfer the term "Christians" into the 1st century belong to generations 
which, in the second half of the 2nd century, were forced to defend themselves, which one way 
or another entered into struggle with governmental authority and surrounding society. The 
militant apologetic writers—the first of them being Justin—who were exposed and brought onto 
the public arena, seized the weapon directed at them by their enemies. The essence of Justin's 
long speech can be reduced to the following formulation: you call us Christians and accuse us 
of being Christians; we are not afraid of this name or this accusation; we can even be proud of 
it, since we trace our spiritual origin to our teacher Jesus Christ, who suffered under Pontius 
Pilate 120 years ago.

Parallel religious documents, proclaiming the new word but preserving traditional terminology, 
provide us with material to undermine this chronology, give us a reliable historical thread, and 
confirm the late origin of the term. Christianity in the 1st century had not yet taken shape, had 
not yet been defined as a single whole.

In view of all the above, I propose to call religious documents belonging to the 1 st century works 
of the pre-Christian era, or predecessors of Christianity. Among such monuments, I include two 
extremely interesting works: 1) "The Shepherd" of Hermas, which by a fortunate chance has 
reached us in a little-altered form, and 2) the "Didache" (Teaching of the Twelve Apostles), 
somewhat affected by insertions and falsifications.
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3. "THE SHEPHERD" OF HERMAS (Ερμοΰ Ποιμήν).

In its composition, the work entitled "The Shepherd" is highly distinctive. The author, who calls 
himself Hermas and claims to be a prophet, recounts his visions (οράσεις, visiones), expounds 
and comments on commandments (έντολαί, mandata), and finally, illustrates his instructions 
with parables (παραβολαί, similitudines); everything he communicates to his flock is presented 
as the result of his encounters and conversations with powerful heavenly messengers, with the 
Church herself personified as an elderly woman, and with the angel of punishment and 
repentance appearing in the form of the "shepherd"; the latter entrusts the author with a 
heavenly book, a revelation, which he hastens to copy word for word, letter for letter.

In theological circles, Hermas's reputation is not high. He is reproached for the clumsiness of his 
literary methods and the weakness of his religious argumentation. The unfavorable judgment 
arises primarily because an incorrect standard is applied to this writer, placing "The Shepherd" 
in an era and setting foreign to it: Hermas is considered a successor of the apostles, one of the 
"Apostolic Fathers," and it is surprising how little he took from the founders of
Christianity—Jesus Christ and the Apostle Paul. At the same time, theologians allow themselves 
arbitrary interpretations of the text of "The Shepherd": for example, everything said about the 
son of God is attributed without any hesitation to Jesus Christ, whereas Hermas provides no 
basis for this; the name Jesus Christ does not appear even once in his work. The expression 
πιστοί theologians translate as "Christians," yet for Hermas the absence of confessional 
designations is precisely characteristic: he has neither Christians nor Jews.
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The historian must guard against such preconceptions. We must attempt to view "The 
Shepherd" as a work of contemporary literature, not to force it in advance into a specific 
framework, but to clarify its characteristic features; then to compare the texts of the "apostolic" 
with the "post-apostolic" period from the standpoint of literary manner, technical devices used by 
the authors, and only from such a comparison draw a conclusion about where we are dealing 
with an original, where with a copy, which work is older, which newer.

First of all, in "The Shepherd," one must note the semi-fictional form, which distinguishes it from 
the literary works included in the New Testament. The author wants to be understood, to 
dispose the reader favorably towards his subject: he narrates in the first person, provides 
autobiographical details, attests to being an Egyptian slave by birth, sold in Rome to a noble 
lady named Rhoda. Visions in his account take on the character of personal experiences; his 
conversations with heavenly messengers are presented in the style of Platonic dialogues. The 
angels in his story are not all identical; they are individualized; among them there are gentler 
and stricter ones; the author allows them to scold him for incomprehension, importunity, and 
cunning; after several rebukes, as to a schoolboy, they condescend to his unpreparedness and 
explain the revelation in detail, with the aim that the prophet could enlighten his relatives and 
other brethren, belonging to the number of the "faithful," with the new wisdom. Here again it is



necessary to account for a certain degree of literary fiction, but nonetheless we gain the 
opportunity to glimpse into the intimate life of religious communities, to picture for ourselves the 
manner of prophets addressing their flock.

It is especially striking to encounter in "The Shepherd" features of romantic eroticism. Such is 
the introduction, which tells how Hermas fell in love with his former mistress upon seeing her 
while she was bathing. He attaches a religious motif to this scene: the woman who became the 
object of his adoration later becomes his accuser in heaven, and he learns on this occasion that 
sin consists not only in specific human actions forbidden by the commandments, but also in the 
very lust, in the related thoughts. Another episode in the same spirit is inserted into one of the 
parables, where it is recounted that Hermas spent the night with twelve beautiful maidens, 
watched their choral dances, rejoiced and played with them, received their caresses, etc. True, 
a religious motive is introduced here as well; the author tries to reassure the reader with the 
remark that Hermas, to avoid temptation, prayed all night; moreover, the twelve maidens had 
just been presented as incarnations of virtues, one of whom was even named Chastity; but still, 
the impression of licentiousness from this scene remains.
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The most recent translator and commentator of "The Shepherd," M. Dibelius, explains these 
distinctive features of the work as an influence of the Hellenistic novel, thus allowing for the 
author's affiliation with Alexandrian literary circles. However one interprets these "secular" or, if 
you will, "pagan" elements in "The Shepherd," the very possibility of their appearance in a 
religious-edificatory book points to an early date for the origin of this work, to its significantly 
greater antiquity compared to the books included in the New Testament canon. It is difficult to 
imagine that any Christian author would dare to permit eroticism in his work after the moral 
issues in the "Epistles of the Apostle Paul" were treated not only in a rigorist spirit but with a 
clear tendency towards asceticism.

If a pagan element is noticeable in "The Shepherd" of Hermas, then, on the other hand, it also 
reflects Jewish traditions, a Jewish worldview. Throughout the work, a strictly monotheistic 
principle is consistently maintained: the creator and sustainer of all that exists in the world is one 
alone; all other holy heavenly powers are merely his angels, messengers, and executors of his 
will. The author adheres to the old Israelite terminology, speaks of the twelve tribes (φυλαί), 
distributed among twelve mountain ranges, from which stones are taken for the building of the 
great church of God.

Dibelius finds in Hermas's religious thinking a fidelity to purely Jewish traditions and forms, finds 
turns of phrase and expressions customary to Judaism; if any external influence can be noted in 
the author, for example, features of Persian demonology, still, in Dibelius's opinion, they passed 
through a Jewish milieu. However, in the Judaism of Hermas, there is nothing Palestinian, no 
hints of the Jerusalem temple, rites, festivals, or historical dates connected with the fate of 
Israel. Throughout "The Shepherd," there is not a single quotation from the Old Testament; 
neither Moses nor any of the prophets is mentioned. We are faced with a kind of sterilized, 



abstract Judaism, whose main characteristic is the absence of any national coloring, a Judaism 
dissolved in cosmopolitanism.
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It is precisely at this point that the author moves from traditional ground onto the path of 
innovation. No sooner have his twelve tribes appeared than, in the same parable (Simil. IX, ch. 
17), they are transformed into twelve nations (αί κατοικουσαι ολον τον κόσμον δώδεκα έθνη) 
and simultaneously into twelve categories of believers, distributed according to their moral worth 
and merits. This change concerns not only the external outlines of the world to which the 
"shepherd's" preaching is addressed but also its internal organization, its spiritual life.

We hear from the author that the sacrifices practiced until now are unnecessary to God, that 
they represent superstition and prejudice: true sacrifices, true fasts consist in moral behavior, in 
faithful following of the "way of life," in peacefulness, justice, renunciation of wealth, luxury, and 
excess, in helping the poor.

The only reform that "The Shepherd" proposes is the transformation of the moral way of life. 
Whoever wants to save his life, whoever wants to enter the high, unshakable fortress (πύργος) 
of the church, whose members are promised supreme bliss, must renounce bad passions and 
thoughts, drive away all temptations offered by the devil, and devote himself to serving the 
twelve virtues. Their names are interesting: the highest virtues are considered to be four—Faith, 
Temperance (Εγκράτεια), Self-Control (Δύναμις), Patience; the others—Simplicity, 
Guilelessness, Cheerfulness (Ίλαρότης), Truthfulness, Conscientiousness (Συνέσις), Harmony, 
Love—seem to be appended to the first four.

"The Shepherd" does not contain overly strict morality; the commandments do not require 
ascetic feats; they invite the restraint of passions, the suppression of violent desires and 
thoughts, moderation and justice in relations with brothers, deeds of love and help to one's 
neighbor, reconciliation, and the cessation of mutual disputes and enmity. "The Shepherd" 
seems to acknowledge the mass of people's incapacity for moral heroism but considers it 
important that they repent of the sins they have committed and promise to sin no more in the 
future.
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Hermas divides believers into several categories: according to the degree of moral perfection, 
according to their right to occupy a certain place in the church of God; highest of all stand the 
martyrs, who have experienced persecution for the confession of their faith; they are accepted 
into the fortress without any testing, as are those following them in dignity—the apostles, 
prophets, and other leaders of communities. Next come people who have earned the name of 
saints through their innocence, akin to childhood (on this occasion, childhood innocence is 
glorified—a motif later developed in the gospel blessing of children by Jesus, in his 
commandment "be like children"). Following these groups of the pre-justified come repentant 



sinners, who are in turn divided into several categories, depending on the nature of their sin and 
the degree of their readiness for repentance.

Many pages of "The Shepherd" are devoted to the preaching of repentance (μετάνοια); this is 
the main commandment instilled by the prophet in the believing brothers. Repentance is 
conceived as the sole and decisive act, as a great turning point in spiritual life, a great cleansing 
from sins, after which sinful desires and thoughts should no longer enter people's 
consciousness and spoil their behavior. Hermas receives a revelation from the ideal church and 
from the "angel of repentance" in order to convey the new commandment to the presbyters, and 
then to the remaining brothers. The fulfillment of this commandment is urgent: whoever wants to 
save his life must hasten; repentance is accepted only until the time when the building of the 
church is completed, and with the completion of this construction, the end of the world will 
come, bringing death to unrepentant sinners.

In the commandments instilled by "The Shepherd," one can easily notice a tone of distrust 
towards the rich and the accumulation of wealth. The author condemns people who are overly 
businesslike, engrossed in practical operations (πραγματεία). In wealth, he sees, if not a vice, 
then at any rate an obstacle to the realization of a virtuous, holy life. This judgment is motivated 
by the idea that in a time of severe trials, possessors of material goods will renounce the Lord 
precisely because wealth has filled their soul (πλούτος ό ψυχαγωγών αύτούς), and because 
they are immersed in business cares (Vision. III, 6). Only by providing generous, abundant help 
to the poor, by giving away the surplus that exceeds the satisfaction of necessary needs, can 
the rich achieve salvation.

In parable IX, where the union of people in the ideal church is represented as the construction of 
a great tower from stones brought from the mountains, there is such a vivid image: from the 
white mountain, symbolizing people of pure, innocent, virtuous life, angels bring round stones. 
Their flawlessly pure color makes them perfectly suitable for the construction, but their shape is 
unsuitable because the walls of the tower are built from cubes with flat surfaces. The builder 
orders their segments to be cut off, to be hewn, and the Shepherd, instructing Hermas, explains 
that the white round stones represent virtuous people who possess riches. They would be 
entirely good and acceptable to the church if only the surplus—the object of their vanity and 
pride—were taken from them. But the Lord does not wish to take everything from them entirely; 
they are left with as much as is required for them to continue doing good and, thus, to serve 
God (Simil. IX, 31).
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In "The Shepherd," there are expressions even more sharp in relation to the rich and, at the 
same time, idealizing the poor. "The rich man has much property, but in the eyes of the Lord he 
is poor, because his thoughts are not directed there: he rarely turns to God with a prayer of 
thanksgiving or supplication, and when he does so, his prayer is short, weak, does not reach 
heaven. But if the rich man finds support in the poor, gives him everything needed for life, he will 
gain confidence that through the poor he has earned himself a reward from God. For the poor 



man is rich in prayer, both of thanksgiving and supplication, and his prayer has great power with 
God... the prayer of the poor is pleasing to God" (Simil. II, 6).
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In the cited judgments, one can discern the reflection of populist sympathies, empathy for the 
broad masses of the poor. In the instructions of "The Shepherd," there is not the slightest hint of 
social leveling, of any equal division of property and income, of the right to labor or just 
remuneration for workers. The social tendency reflected in "The Shepherd" could most 
accurately be termed philanthropism, a term that enjoyed great popularity in European society 
of the 17th and 18th centuries.

The author of "The Shepherd" insists only on the self-restraint of the rich, speaks only of 
voluntary distributions, albeit as extensive as possible, yet still not of a compulsory nature, 
stemming not from submission to some formidable external authority, but from an internal 
motive—the fear for the salvation of one's soul.

However, it should be noted that there is an essential difference between the bourgeois 
philanthropism of the Modern era and the charity of the ancient slave-owning society, outlined 
as an ideal in "The Shepherd." This difference depends on the dissimilar social structures of the 
two eras and is determined by the differing attitudes towards the very fact of the origin of wealth 
and its use in each case. Whereas the most zealous philanthropists of the Modern era, for 
example, Puritans and Quakers, do not in the least renounce the accumulation of wealth but, on 
the contrary, systematically and with the greatest energy seek new profits from increased 
production, the philanthropism of ancient thinkers bears a passive character. The former glorify 
wealth as a gift from God and set aside a certain portion of it for the poor as gratitude to God for 
his ineffable mercy; the latter view wealth as the result of human injustice, as a source of 
temptation, as a path to sin, and recommend refraining from the vanity associated with efforts to 
increase and accumulate it. Moreover, representatives of philanthropic thought in Antiquity 
come to the realization of the necessity to atone for the sin that lies in the possession of wealth 
through good deeds. The invitation to the broadest charity turns into a call to repentance 
(μετάνοια).
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In his social views, Hermas stands on the same ground as the Stoics and Cynics of 
Greco-Roman society. In the person of these advanced thinkers, the ancient slave-owning world 
came right up to its crisis. The slave-owning economy had revealed its unsustainability. 
Moralists formulated this fact as an acknowledgment of the "injustice" of the slave-owning 
system. But, being flesh of the flesh of this very society, they were incapable of breaking out of 
the vicious circle through radical reform, by abolishing slave-ownership and slavery itself; they 
stopped at declaring wealth a dangerous or even destructive phenomenon for morality; in 
instructions instilled in the language of mysticism, this thought is expressed as a call to prayer 
and repentance, as dire warnings to the rich and glorification of poverty as a state of bliss.



Such are the moralistic discourses of "The Shepherd," occupying the most extensive place in 
the work. Here the author is, as it were, in his true element: his definitions are distinguished by 
great precision and clarity; sometimes, for example, when classifying the righteous, the 
innocent, and sinners into categories, he can be reproached for excessive meticulousness, 
bordering on scholastic casuistry. Quite another matter are his dogmatic excursions, his 
definitions of "church," "son of God," "Holy Spirit," and "resurrection of the dead." Abstraction, 
logical reasoning, are not his forte. He resorts to his favorite devices—metaphors, figurative 
comparisons, allegories—but all this is of little help, sometimes only confusing: vivid illustrations 
interrupt each other, leaving obscurity.

Thus, first of all, he lacks clarity in defining the "church." In the "visions" of the first part of "The 
Shepherd," an elderly woman, illuminated by an unearthly light, appears as a messenger from 
heaven. To instruct Hermas, she reads him a hymn from a heavenly book, glorifying the Lord. 
"Behold, the God of the heavenly powers, who by his invisible might and great wisdom created 
the world and clothed his creation with beauty and reason, by his almighty word pitched the 
heavenly tent and established the earth upon the waters, who by his wise providence created 
his holy church (τήν αγίαν έκκλησίαν αύτου) and blessed it; he moves the heavens and 
mountains, shifts the heights and seas, forms a broad plain for his chosen ones, in order to fulfill 
the promise given to them—to reveal to them full, bright joy, if they keep God's commandments, 
which they accepted with great faith" (Vision. I, 3). A little earlier it is said that the world itself 
was created by God for the sake of the holy church (Vision. I, 1).

41

In such a definition, the church does not represent an active force; it is merely the object of 
God's creative will, the crowning of all creation. However, soon this image is supplemented or 
replaced by another. After new visions, where a heavenly prophetess appears, each time in a 
more rejuvenated form, one of the angels serving her asks Hermas if he has recognized who 
she is. "A Sibyl!"—attempts the prophet, blessed by the vision, to guess. "No, you are mistaken, 
it is the church herself."—"Why then did I see her so old the first time?"—"Because she is 
indeed old, she has existed since the creation of the world."—"But why then does she grow 
younger with each appearance, until the last time she appeared quite young, only with white 
hair, and moreover radiant with beauty and joy?" To this question follows an explanation from 
the realm of changes in human moods. "When someone who was in sorrow hears joyful news, 
he forgets all grief; strength to do good appears in him, his spirit comes to life through bright 
expectations; so it will be with you when you experience the renewal of your spirit" (Vision. III, 
13). Here the church is identified with the community of believers of the given moment: its joy is 
caused by the spread of true faith; it is an active force; it lives by its successes, grows younger 
from the zeal of its flock.

In the "Parables," the last part of "The Shepherd," the author returns to his first definition. Here 
the church is depicted as a tower (πύργος) of shining whiteness, being erected in the center of 
the world, on a high rock, within whose strong walls the righteous, the saints, and repentant 
sinners, forgiven by God, will find salvation (Simil. IX). This building is constructed by angels; 
stones lifted from the depths (βύθος) are laid in the foundation; these stones signify the 



founders, the holy prophets; angels bring stones for raising the walls from mountains, which in 
turn contain various categories of people from the whole world, believers and unbelievers, the 
righteous and sinners, those ready for repentance and those persisting in sins.

The entrance inside the rock is guarded by twelve virgins, personifying virtues; no one can enter 
the gates unless the virgin-virtues clothe the one striving upward in their garments, endow him 
with the holy spirit; not a single stone for the construction of the tower can be raised to the 
height unless it is tested at the entrance by the holy virgins and passed by their hands to the 
builder and his assistants. Those stones which did not pass through the gates and were not in 
the hands of the heavenly virgins are set aside. Among them, those which remained black, as 
they were before on their mountain—unrepentant sinners—are cast out; those deemed capable 
of correction are handed over to the "shepherd" (i.e., the angel of repentance).
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The concept of the church as an unshakable citadel, receiving within its walls all those saved 
from death, merges with the concept of the kingdom of God (βασιλεία του θεοΰ). "When the 
construction is completed, when the tower and the rock unite into a monolith, forming one body, 
one spirit, one color—then the last days (έσχατα! ήμέραι) will come, which for some mean death, 
eternal destruction, for others—life."

Before us is a broad, elevated, but also wavering, unclear conception of the church, which is 
conceived now in heaven, now on earth, now as existing from eternity, now as being hastily 
erected before the eyes of the believers and forcing them to hurry with repentance; it is 
connected with the conception of the son of God, an idea also unclear, dual, and vague, but 
also deeply stirring the author of "The Shepherd." Hermas asks the angel of repentance: "Why 
is the rock old, but the gates new?" and receives the answer: "Listen and understand, you 
witless one (ασύνετε)! The rock and the gates are the son of God. He is older than all creation 
(πάσης της κτίσεως προγενέστερος), so that during creation he was the counselor (σύμβουλος) 
of his father; that is why he appears old; but he will be revealed in the last days of the end 
(συντέλεια), and therefore the gates, as it were, will be opened anew, to receive all who are to 
be saved and enter the kingdom of God."

Hermas was deemed worthy to see the son of God himself. And again, as in the conceptions of 
the church, here too the image is dual.
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On the one hand, the son of God is identified with the rock and the gates in the heavenly 
kingdom—he is the object of creation; on the other hand, he himself is the builder of the 
church's structure; in this capacity, he appears as one of the angels, as if their leader, he is "a 
great man, taller than the tower itself"; and finally, the son of God rejoices, contemplating the 
unity of the church (Simil. IX, 18). Hermas adds further traits to characterize the son of God and 
his cosmic role. Only he who has received his name (το όνομα του υίου του θεοΰ) can enter the 
kingdom of heaven, and this name can only be received from the twelve virgins, who are the 



holy spirits (άγια πνεύματα), and the mighty powers (δυνάμεις) of the son of God. But that is not 
all: to receive his name, one must also be clothed in the holy garment given by the 
virgin-virtues. "Even if you bear the name of the son of God, if you do not possess the power 
contained in the garment, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven" (Simil. IX, 13). "Listen," the 
Shepherd said to me, "the name of the son of God is great and boundless (αχώρητον), it 
supports the whole world." "And if all creation (κτίσις) is upheld by the son of God, then what, in 
your opinion, is the fate of those who are called by him (κεκλημένοι ύπ’ αύτου), bear his name, 
and keep his commandments? See whom he supports: those who bear his name with all their 
heart! He himself has become their foundation and joyfully gives them his support, for they were 
not ashamed to bear his name" (ibid., 14).

The greatness of the son of God is further characterized by the following expressions. In vision 
II, the prophetess says to Hermas: "Know that the Lord has sworn by the name of his Son to 
take the life of all who have rejected their Lord, as well as those who will reject him in the last 
days; but those who rejected him before but later repented, he will mercifully spare" (Vision. II, 
2). In parable VIII, the son of God is called the embodiment of the law (νόμος), which through 
the mouths of the apostles has been proclaimed to the whole world.

Alongside such exaltation of the son of God, however, mention is made of his humiliation, of his 
assuming the form of a slave. In parable V, it is told that a rich owner of land and slaves, going 
on a journey, entrusted one of his slaves with a vineyard he had planted, ordering him to build a 
fence around it. Upon his return, he saw that the slave not only carried out what he was ordered 
but also weeded the vines, brought water to the vineyard, and immensely increased the grape 
harvest. Delighted by the slave's diligent work, the master calls his beloved (αγαπητόν) son and 
heir, as well as his friends and counselors, the holy angels, and proposes to them to grant the 
slave freedom and make him a joint-heir of the master's property (συγκληρονόμον). He sends 
the diligent slave delicacies from his own table, which the slave distributes to his fellow slaves; 
this new manifestation of generosity on the part of the slave further strengthens the master in 
his decision to make the slave his heir.
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As in the parable itself, so in its interpretation, the image of the son of God is dual: he is both the 
eternal counselor of God and his beloved natural heir, and he is also the slave freed for his 
merits, elevated to the rank of son of God after his hard work. "The Shepherd" explains to 
Hermas: The field given for the vineyard is the world; its owner is he who created everything; 
the slave is the son of God; the vines are the people whom he cultivated; the fence posts with 
which he surrounded the vineyard are the angels of God, appointed to rule the people; the 
pulled weeds are the lawless deeds committed on earth; the delicacies from the master's table 
are the commandments given to the people through his son; the friends and counselors of the 
master are the holy angels, his first creations; finally, the master's departure is the time left for 
sinners to repent until his coming (παρουσία).

Hermas does not understand why the son of God had to appear in the form of a slave. His 
instructor gives an explanation in which we can see one of the earliest moments in the formation



of the dogma of the incarnation of the son of God, one of the earliest known attempts to 
formulate the basic thesis of the future Christian faith. The son of God will not remain in the form 
of a slave; he received great power and authority (έξουσίαν μεγάλην και κυριότητα); for the 
vineyard was planted by the Lord himself; he created a people (λαόν) and handed them over to 
his son, and the son appointed angels to guard the people; he cleansed them of sins with great 
labor and heavy effort, because a vineyard cannot be cultivated and fenced except by taking 
upon oneself many cares and hardships. After he cleansed people of sins, he showed them the 
way of life by giving them the law which he received from his father. "You see that he became 
the master of the people because he received authority over them from his father." "Now hear 
why the Lord took counsel with his son and his angels about accepting the slave as an heir. God 
placed 'the holy spirit that existed before the creation of the world (το πνευμα το άγιον τό 
προόν)' into a body chosen by himself. This body, in which the holy spirit lived, served it with a 
holy and chaste life and in no way defiled the spirit. Since it worked together with the spirit, did 
not lag behind the spirit in any task, and proved itself strong and courageous, it was accepted 
into the fellowship (κοινωνός) of the holy spirit. The way of life of the human body was pleasing 
to God, as it did not defile itself while it bore within it the holy spirit that dwelt on earth. 
Therefore, he took counsel with his son and the holy angels so that the body, which served the 
spirit so splendidly, would receive a definite place, and so that it would not seem to have been 
deprived of its reward. Thus, every body in which the holy spirit lived will receive its reward if it 
proves to be undefiled and sinless."
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The concept of πνευμα άγιον (holy spirit) in the author of "The Shepherd" is still far from the 
later dogma, according to which the holy spirit is the third person of the Trinity after the Father 
and the Son. In parable XII, the angel entrusted with enlightening Hermas explains to him: "It 
was the holy spirit that spoke with you in the form of the church. This spirit is the son of God." 
Thus, the holy spirit is not a distinct divine person. Rather, it is conceived as a divine force 
inherent in the highest heavenly beings. For example, the virgin-virtues are at the same time 
also άγια πνεύματα.

The author seems to further fragment the concept of the holy spirit, speaking of a multitude of 
άγια πνεύματα, as particles of divine force, distributed among individuals, placed by the creator 
into the body of each person. In this sense, πνευμα άγιον means the good nature of a person or, 
if you will, the voice of their conscience. One of the properties of the small human πνευμα άγιον 
is its tenderness, fragility (τρυφερόν). Alongside it, spirits of sin and evil (πνεύματα πονηρά) 
attempt to establish themselves within the human being; they are capable of overpowering the 
holy spirit, expelling it from the person's consciousness.
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Another property of the holy spirit is that it is bright and joyful, it does not tolerate dejection; 
sadness is dangerous for it, from which it can wither and dry up—that is, in other words, a sinful 
person can forget or reject God. The bright heavenly spirit is generally opposed by the earthly 



spirit (πνευμα έπίγειον), which breeds evil passions but also creates spiritual doubt (δipsychία) 
and turns the sinner away from repentance.

The resurrection of the dead is explained by Hermas in a very peculiar way. The author dwells 
on this question in his major parable (IX), which deals with the construction of the tower, 
symbolizing the church as the community of the saved who have entered the kingdom of God. 
Chapter 4 depicts how the angels lay the foundation from four layers of stones raised from the 
depth (βύθος), which is also conceived as a mass of water. These four layers, as the "shepherd" 
explains to Hermas, symbolize four generations: in the first—ten stones, in the 
second—twenty-five; both are called righteous men (ανδρες δίκαιοι); in the third 
layer—thirty-five stones: these are God's prophets and ministers (προφηται του θεοΰ και 
διάκονοι αύτου); in the fourth—forty stones: these are the apostles and teachers who spread the 
message of the son of God (απόστολοι και διδάσκαλοι του κηρύγματος του υίου του θεοΰ).

Hermas is puzzled why the foundation stones were raised from the depth, while the stones 
suitable for raising the walls were brought by angels from the surrounding mountains. "The 
Shepherd" gives him a very complex and confusing explanation, from which it is clear that the 
author is tackling a subject new to him, that he is working on an original idea that has only 
recently entered his field of vision, perhaps he is even one of its initiators. "The stones had to 
pass through water in order to be brought to life (ινα ζωοποιηθωσιν). They could not enter the 
kingdom of God otherwise than by putting off the deadness (τήν νέκρωσιν) of their former life. 
Thus, the dead received the seal (τήν σφραγίδα) of the son of God and entered the kingdom of 
God. For before a person receives the name of the son of God, he is dead; but, being marked 
with the seal, he puts off deadness and acquires life. The seal is the water; they descend into 
the water dead and emerge from it alive. To them, too, the seal was proclaimed, and they, too, 
accepted it in order to enter the kingdom of God."
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Hermas does not relent with his questions. "Why then were the forty stones of the last layer 
raised from the depth together with the stones of the first three layers? After all, they had 
already received the seal of the son of God?" He is answered: "Because these are those 
apostles and teachers who proclaimed the name of the son of God and died with faith in his 
power, and who preached to those who died earlier, giving them the seal of their preaching. 
Together with the former dead, they descended into the water and rose again; only they 
descended alive and rose again alive. Through the apostles they were reborn and through them 
came to know the name of the son of God. These stones were placed in the walls of the 
structure without being hewn by anyone, because they died observing righteousness and 
chastity; they lacked only the seal."

* * *

Now let us try to determine the social physiognomy: the class character, the class tendencies of 
the author of "The Shepherd," for which social stratum, in what social setting, and for what 
purpose did Hermas write his instructions?



In resolving these questions, it is important to take into account the autobiographical statements 
made in the introduction of the work; also important are the everyday details mentioned in the 
symbolic parables, clearly visible through the haze of mystical language. Hermas declares 
himself a provincial who arrived in Italy, one of the many immigrants in the early centuries of the 
empire; he brings to the capital, to the metropolis, the concepts of his homeland—Egypt. The 
tone of his address is firm and confident, without any humility or self-abasement—a clear sign of 
the irresistible, ever-increasing influx into the urban centers of the empire, into the very heart of 
Greco-Roman society, of cultural currents coming from the advanced, in terms of intellect, 
countries of the East.

We immediately see the difference in social concepts between the receptive environment of the 
empire's center and the influencing currents from the provinces. Hermas is completely alien to 
any aristocratic prejudices, any reverence for the higher, privileged strata of society. He 
demonstratively calls himself a freedman. And just think: this individual from the lower classes 
undertakes to read instructions to the aristocratic Roman society, in which respect for rank was 
so developed, in which the arrogance, the inflated pride of the entrenched hereditary and official 
nobility, was so sharply manifested! Probably, while himself possessing good means, he 
devotes all his concerns to the interests of the middle, prosperous strata. His class interest finds 
its lower limit at the line of transition to poverty. While instilling strict discipline in the rich, 
threatening them with a sad fate for their lack of self-restraint, he nevertheless considers 
possessors of large property the only active force in society; the poor in his view are merely held 
up as models of holy life but occupy a completely passive position in social and religious life.
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Original and sounding of novelty is everything the author of "The Shepherd" says about the lot 
of slaves and the purpose of slavery on a world scale, in the development of the universal faith. 
Having himself gained freedom from the most downtrodden condition, he did not barricade 
himself behind a wall of prejudice regarding this status; he preserved deep sympathies for his 
former comrades. Moreover, in his philanthropism, he crosses the line separating the free-born 
from the unfree, idealizes the slave condition, declares the fate of slaves, like the heavy earthly 
lot of the poor, to be close to holiness precisely because it is the greatest of human sufferings. 
Hence his enthusiasm for the idea of the incarnation of the son of God in the form of a slave, a 
form voluntarily assumed by a heavenly being to carry out the mission of saving people.

The constructions of the fantasy of a mystically inclined person are most closely intertwined in 
the author with his practical program as a rich man humanely treating his slaves. He declares 
himself a fervent supporter of manumitting slaves, with philanthropism motivated by the master's 
desire to reward the slave for especially diligent labor, by attention to his merits. In "The 
Shepherd," there are no reproaches towards slaves, no stern reminders of their eternal 
duties—only praise for the honesty and industriousness of the most outstanding among them. In 
his reverence for the sanctity of slave labor, the author goes so far as to promise the 
self-sacrificing slave elevation to the rank of heir to all the master's property, expressing it in 
mystical language, adopting him, transforming him into a son of God.
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We will appreciate the author's enthusiasm, reflecting his humane worldview, only if we compare 
his formulations with the concepts and expressions in the New Testament writings. There we 
find only weak, timidly expressed wishes for slaves to gain freedom, if the opportunity arises. 
The "Epistles of the Apostle Paul" remind, in the style of authoritative rebukes, that slaves are 
obliged to obey their masters unconditionally, and heighten the demands by citing the adoption 
of the new faith, which compels them to serve their masters not only out of fear but also out of 
conscience.

Particularly striking is the severity of slave-owning law as set forth in the "Gospel of Luke," 
where most of the parables are constructed from examples taken from the life of large 
slave-owning estates. The evangelist has not a single word of sympathy for slaves; only the 
heavy, back-breaking work that deprives them of rest and sleep is mentioned, the non-fulfillment 
of which, however, is declared an unforgivable sin; over the heads of slaves constantly hangs 
the threat of cruel punishments.

The author of "The Shepherd" is on a path of religious seeking. In this area, he reveals an 
astonishing combination of deeply archaic images with progressive, innovative ideas. At the 
center of his prophecy is, as we have seen, the project of constructing a huge fortress, intended 
to serve as a paradisiacal refuge for the righteous saved from the world catastrophe and 
simultaneously as a stronghold of the kingdom of God being established on earth, the assembly 
of holy people from currently living generations. In Hermas, as a true son of the land of 
pyramids, fantasy works under the influence of ancient traditions, immortalized by the colossal 
stone structures of ancient Egypt; upon him already gaze thirty centuries from the heights of the 
pharaohs' tombs; flickering in him are also memories of primitive quarries, of the famous skill of 
ancient Egyptian craftsmen in hewing stone blocks, transforming them into geometrically 
flawless cubes and prisms.
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It is into these national, purely Egyptian, deeply traditional, hardened forms that the author 
poured new mystical reformist content. It consists in the fact that the church, existing from 
eternity, from a woman oppressed by years and deep sorrow, must transform into a radiant, 
joy-shining maiden, be reborn to a new life; this life will be the triumph of the new faith; it is the 
impending spread of the holy principles of truth and justice throughout the world; in other words, 
the author expresses here the idea of a universal church.

Regarding such a characterization of the ideological content of "The Shepherd," I have had to 
listen to critical remarks from two scholarly specialists, though quite free from religious 
prejudice, yet still adhering to the former chronology long introduced by theologians, according 
to which "The Shepherd" belongs to the period of the "Apostolic Fathers," following the 
"primitive" century, properly the "apostolic" one. I was told: since I found in Hermas the idea of a 
universal church, I must necessarily recognize the later origin of this work. One cannot imagine 
that this idea arose earlier than the real church was formed, because the ideal church is nothing



other than a reflection of concrete church organization. Hermas already knows about the church 
that took shape in the 2nd century, headed by bishops, therefore his "Shepherd" must also be 
dated to the 2nd century.

I cannot agree with such reasoning either in a theoretical or historical sense. How should one 
understand the general thesis stating that the idea of the church is only a reflection of the real 
church? Could it be that an architect, only after building a house, comes to the realization that 
he has erected a large and integral building? No one would think to assume such a sequence of 
phenomena; everyone would say that before transporting materials, laying the foundation, the 
builder had a project, had plans and drawings, and most importantly, had the idea of the 
structure. Ideas can not only provide an interpretation of reality but also, based on observation 
of the present, anticipate the further development of phenomena, shed light on the future. On 
the other hand, innovations and discoveries do not fall from the sky, are not born in a vacuum. 
The filiation of ideas occurs in the minds of advanced people who, attaching themselves to 
known institutions, following known traditions, rework the heritage of preceding generations, 
giving it new forms.

In this case, the idea of the church as a close organization of a people chosen by God, destined 
to rule over the whole world, stems from the tradition of Jewish theocracy, which developed 
since the return from the Babylonian captivity and had its constitution in the form of a sacred 
codex (set forth in the book of Leviticus, the third book of the Mosaic Pentateuch): the Jewish 
priesthood attempted here to fence itself off from the rest of the world, to enclose itself in a 
special privileged caste similar to the Indian Brahmins. Since the time of the Maccabean revolt, 
in the mid-2nd century BCE, the highly hierarchical church was in a process of disintegration: 
from under the authority of the high priests, ever more expanding sects began to depart. If we 
apply the terms of the 17th-century Russian schism, these anti-clerical groupings could be 
called priestless (bezpopovtsy): the place of the titled clergy in them is taken by "secular" elders 
elected by the communities, who probably very early began to be called presbyters, bishops, 
deacons, apostles, prophets. The idea of the church continued to live in the sects at a time 
when the geographical area of their claims expanded, when they became democratized, 
encompassing the lower classes.
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Hermas is a publicist of a completely secular cast of thought: he has no entrenched spiritual 
ranks, no degrees of special closeness to God—there are only moral evaluations, measures of 
correct behavior. It is very difficult to say when these currents gained sufficient strength to 
advance their representatives in literature; therefore, it is impossible to determine for "The 
Shepherd" a terminus ante quem non. Very important for us is that Origen, always frank and 
alien to the artifices of falsifiers, dated the works of Hermas to deep antiquity. On the other 
hand, it is quite possible to determine a terminus post quem non. Here we must take into 
account the calm, peaceable tone of "The Shepherd" regarding Jewish traditions, although 
Egyptian sectarianism stands at a great distance from it in an ideological sense; further, we 
must take into account the generally optimistic mood of the book of visions and prophecies, full 
of expectations and broad hopes, alien to the fear of an approaching catastrophe. Finally, we 



must take into account that there is not a sound in it about Christ, the anointed one of God, as 
he appears during the crisis that erupted in 66 CE. Therefore, our conclusion about the latest 
possible date for the appearance of "The Shepherd" is as follows: the work arose and was 
published before the Great Jewish Revolt.
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4. "THE TEACHING OF THE TWELVE APOSTLES"

Alongside "The Shepherd" of Hermas, theologians of the old school attributed to the century of 
the "Apostolic Fathers" (70-150 CE) a small catechism entitled The Teaching of the Twelve 
Apostles (Διδαχή τών δώδεκα αποστόλων). Until the discovery of its complete text in 1883 (in 
the library of the Jerusalem Monastery in Constantinople), only fragments of this work were 
known, classified by the first historian of the Christian church, Eusebius, in the category of 
αντιλεγόμενα νόθα, i.e., writings that raise doubts about their orthodoxy, as if illegitimate in the 
church family, due to their non-conformity with the dogmatics, and especially with the 
Christology of the New Testament. These fragments existed as quotations in Clement of 
Alexandria (a writer of the early 3rd century), and as abbreviated references in Eusebius and 
Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria (a 4th-century figure). It was also known that The Teaching of 
the Twelve Apostles was used as a manual in church schools in the East, and in Egypt enjoyed 
great popularity.

The discovery of the authentic text in its entirety caused a great sensation in 
scholarly-theological and broadly religiously interested circles (see the translation by L. N. 
Tolstoy. Works, vol. XXVII), but its content did not receive sufficient evaluation. At that time, the 
methods of the rationalist school dominated in scholarship. The most advanced scholars of this 
direction barely dared to date the New Testament writings to the end of the 1st and the very 
beginning of the 2nd century. Therefore, the discovery of the Didache text did not disrupt the 
generally accepted chronological scheme. In it, they saw, admittedly, a very early, very ancient 
work, but still a composition by a Christian author, written after the compilation of the gospels 
and epistles, and therefore full of borrowings from New Testament books: the latter retained the 
authority of the original, the former was recognized as a copy, an imitation, a vulgarization. In 
this, just as in the evaluation of "The Shepherd" of Hermas, theologians could not conceal their 
surprise: they wondered how it could happen that the borrowers, despite similarities in details, 
were so little imbued with the ideological content and general spirit of the original.
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Three years after the publication of The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles by Bryennios, the 
Archbishop of Nicomedia, an edition of the Greek text processed by A. Harnack appeared, with 
a German translation, an extensive introduction, and detailed commentaries (in Texte und 
Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur II, 1-2, 1886). It is typical work of 
an extraordinarily thorough and conscientious author, unparalleled in scholarship in Germany. 
Harnack examined the document down to the last details, found all possible parallels in Old and 
New Testament books and in the Church Fathers, noted similarities and differences with 
sources—preceding, contemporary, and subsequent.

But he did not understand the fundamental meaning of The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles. 
His intuition kept telling him that he was dealing with a very ancient document; a different 
custom, a different expression in the Teaching seemed to him deeply ancient (uralt), evoking in



him delight and tenderness, making him put an exclamation mark. But theory diverted him from 
the living, immediate impressions, distorted the picture he saw with his own eyes. Being bound 
by the rationalist school's notions of Jesus Christ and the Apostle Paul as real personalities, as 
founders of the doctrine set forth in the New Testament, he explains all the features of similarity 
between the Didache and the Gospels by the author extracting sayings, phrases, formulas, and 
comparisons from New Testament books; he very seriously discusses the question of whether 
such and such a quotation is taken from Matthew or Luke. He is only surprised why the author 
of the Didache did not utter a single word about the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, why there are no 
traces of the preaching and teaching of the Apostle Paul in his exposition. Feeling unable to 
solve this riddle, Harnack hesitates in determining the chronological date of the Didache: at 
times it seems to him that, given the archaic nature of the expressions used in it, it should be 
dated to the 1st century, to the years 85 to 100; at other times he is inclined to a significantly 
later dating, to the period from 140 to 165. And in the end, unable to accommodate the 
document, leaving it to the winds, Harnack devalues the ancient work.
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At the beginning of the 20th century, the English historian John M. Robertson, in his History of 
Christianity (I cite from the German translation published in Frankfurt in 1910 with a preface by 
A. Drews), expressed an opinion of a completely different nature regarding the chronology and 
content of the Didache. He considers both the title The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles and the 
first 6-7 chapters (out of 16 chapters in the entire booklet), which speak of the two ways of life, 
to be the authentic text of an ancient Jewish manual; excerpts from this part, which has nothing 
in common with the faith in Jesus, were later copied by the evangelists and formed the content 
of the so-called Sermon on the Mount (Matthew V-VII). New paragraphs were gradually added 
to the original, primordial chapters of the Jewish catechism; these contained descriptions of the 
rites of baptism and the Eucharist, then the mention of the name of Jesus, the doctrine of the 
Trinity, and various regulations for the organization of the communities.

Thus, on the basis of the Jewish teaching on morality, a cult was constructed in which Jesus is 
called the servant or minister of God (Κυρίου παΐς); throughout the period of additions and 
revisions, the aura surrounding the twelve apostles was preserved. When the evangelists 
invented the myth of the apostles being chosen by Christ, the catechism began to be attributed 
a Christian origin. After the time of Athanasius (known for his inquisitorial activity in 
exterminating heresies and deviations from orthodoxy), The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, 
which still contained too many traces of Judaism, gradually fell out of use, but the myth of the 
twelve apostles remained in force (Robertson, op. cit., p. 36).

Robertson's conjecture about the existence, over a certain period, of a cult of Jesus, the 
"servant of God," understood as a lower, secondary, and subordinate deity, finds support in a 
similar hypothesis by the American scholar William Benjamin Smith, who worked independently 
of European scholars and from other sources besides the Didache. In his Pre-Christian Jesus, 
Smith develops a theory according to which, in broad religious circles for a considerable period 
of time, Jesus was venerated, without the addition of Christ to his name, as a Jewish deity (a 
Paris papyrus preserves a formula of exorcism κατά του θεοΰ τών Εβραίων ’Ιησού).
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If we combine the conjectures of both scholars and their interpretations of the terms, we obtain 
the following schema for the development of dogmatics: the first period, dominated by the old 
monotheism traced by tradition to Moses, but actually preached by the prophets of the 7th-6th 
centuries BCE, was followed by a second stage of religious thought. This stage, as a limitation 
and later a violation of monotheism, advanced—simultaneously with a simplification of the 
cult—the figure of a semi-divine mediator between the Most High and the communities of 
believers; this stage in the development of faith could be designated, following Smith, as the 
period of Jesuism. After it comes the third period, when the religion acquires its final form, when 
the supernatural being, teacher, and healer of humans, Jesus, is transformed into Christ, the 
savior of the world, elevated to the rank of supreme deity, and when monotheism is replaced by 
a triune nature.

These three directions of religious thought, which followed in the order of historical evolution, 
were deposited on the pages of the small document in three layers, mechanically adjoining one 
another, sometimes in the form of "patch upon patch" sewn one on top of the other (in 
Robertson's expression).

The chronological question, the question of which is older, the Didache or the New Testament 
writings (epistles and gospels), becomes more complicated, but at the same time approaches a 
concrete resolution.

Let us examine the document in the sequence in which it has come down to us. First of all, we 
have full grounds to consider the very title of the catechism original and deeply ancient: "The 
teaching of the Lord, through the twelve apostles, given to the nations (εθνεσιν)." Here every 
word corresponds to long-standing Jewish traditions. The religion proclaimed in the first 
chapters of the Didache is strictly monotheistic: it is assumed that the doctrine originates from 
the Most High (Κύριος) himself, without any divine or semi-divine intermediaries. In accordance 
with such a concept of the deity, the subsequent text speaks only of the Κύριον εύαγγέλιον (the 
Lord's gospel), Κυρίου έντολαί (the Lord's commandments), Κυρίου έκκλησία (the Lord's 
church). Citing the saying, "Do not give what is holy to dogs" (this saying is used by the 
evangelist in the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 7:6), the author of the Didache adds: "Thus 
said the Lord himself." In the author's conception, the moral precepts indicated in the catechism 
are transmitted by people of a special calling, apostles and prophets, but still by mortal people, 
just as in their time the tablets of the covenant were transmitted to the first prophet, Moses.
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In turn, the apostles (literally "envoys," missi dominici) represent specific, concrete figures within 
Jewish religious-administrative practice: they were officials of the Jerusalem theocracy, tax 
collectors for the temple's upkeep and overseers sent by the high priest (and after the temple's 
fall in 70 CE, also by the Tiberias patriarch) to the colonies of the Jewish Diaspora. They were 
also the name given to the authorized representatives of the Diaspora communities themselves,



dispatched to the center to deliver funds and with various commissions. With the destruction of 
the theocratic hierarchy, its subordinate organs—the official apostles—also disappeared.

Within the sectarian circles that had already broken away from the authority of the Jerusalem 
hierarchy before the temple catastrophe, the centrally appointed officials had long been 
unrecognized. Yet within these circles, both the name "apostles" and their customary function 
were preserved: travel, itinerant journeys, fulfilling inter-community missions, and maintaining 
connections with fellow believers. Instead of remaining instruments of a powerful, wealthy 
priestly oligarchy, the apostles became itinerant preachers, orators, and letter-carriers. With the 
closure and plunder of treasuries, the sources of their material subsistence vanished; official 
travel was replaced by wandering on foot (per pedes apostolorum).

The existence of the apostolate as a traditional institution, in a form altered by political 
events—this is the fact revealed to us by the document which only became known to 
scholarship in 1883. We should not be confused by the number twelve; this is, of course, not the 
actual number of apostles present, but a symbolic one. Yet even this symbol belongs to 
antiquity, corresponding to the Jewish tradition of dividing Israel into twelve tribes. Thus, the 
number twelve serves only as further proof of the apostolate's belonging to Jewish history and 
ancient traditions.
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In light of these testimonies from the Didache, we become even more convinced that the Gospel 
narrative about Jesus Christ choosing the twelve apostles is a later conception, a literary 
borrowing, an echo and copy of an ancient original. Rationalist theologians, bound by the 
prejudice of the historicity of Jesus Christ, starting with Harnack, the first commentator of the 
Didache, do not want to see where the source is, where the imitation is, where the genuine 
tradition is, where the fiction is, and they also fail to notice the great chronological distance 
between the one and the other. The same delusion explains Harnack's strained, contrived 
interpretation of the title phrase "given to the nations" (είς έθνη); the theologian assures us that 
these words constitute an address to faithful, true Christians (vollbϋrtige Christen), that "nations" 
must be understood in a spiritual sense. In reality, έθνη is nothing other than the ancient Jewish 
designation for Gentiles. The Hellenistically educated Josephus uses, instead of έθνη, the term 
common in Greek literature, synonymous in meaning, βάρβαροι (barbarians).

Let us look closely at this completely concrete image of the itinerant apostle, as if suddenly 
illuminated by lightning and emerging on the pages of an ancient Jewish document. 
Theologians will tell us: the Didache gives here only a pale abstraction of the great mission of 
the Apostle Paul, the first apostle to the Gentiles. We, researchers of the 20th century, free from 
religious prejudices, will now answer them: you are still under the influence of a pious deception 
that held power for 1800 years. How can one not see that the "Epistles of the Apostle Paul" and 
the "Acts of the Apostles" represent constructions, speculations, conjectures, fantasies, and 
exaggerations, though coordinated among themselves, sometimes contradictory to each other, 
but still built exclusively on the basis of an ancient tradition which, in turn, however dimly, 
vaguely, preserved the memory of a genuine fact, a real institution? How can one not see the 



chronological distance separating the original sketch, the archaic image of the itinerant 
missionary apostle, from its later artificial, artistic depiction in the multicolored hues of the 
author's contemporary age, the picture of the travels and journeys of the apostle to the Gentiles, 
who rapidly traverses the provinces of the East, reaches Rome, and dreams of a trip to Spain, 
thus covering almost the entire empire in the shortest time? How can one not see that the 
grandiose and scarcely plausible epic of the Apostle Paul's missions is nothing other than a 
colossal exaggeration of the modest basic motif—the movement of pedestrian-wandering 
apostles from community to community?
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In its content and form, the Didache differs from the New Testament books: it contains no 
dogmatics; the exposition is simple, as if a father is speaking to his children, or a teacher in a 
classroom, or a well-intentioned, educated man is speaking to simple folk; the tone is heartfelt, 
addressing the reader or listener as "my son" (παΐς μου—L. N. Tolstoy translates: "my child"). 
The instructor begins the conversation with the basic moral theme; he speaks of two ways—the 
way of life and the way of death.

The commandments and prohibitions are imposed in direct speech; they are called "the Lord's 
commandments" (κυριαι έντολαί). This is how teachers first memorized them, and thus all 
members of the community had to learn them. This form is the most ancient proof of the 
antiquity and originality of the Didache. In the later Gospel reworking, corresponding to the new 
biographical genre, the manner is different: moral commandments are placed in the mouth of 
Jesus as a teaching first proclaimed by him; the same κυριαι έντολαί receive only a different 
designation—εύαγγέλιον ’Ιησού Χριστού. At the same time, the evangelists, as more skilled 
masters of literary elaboration, made certain abbreviations, and sometimes, on the contrary, 
explanations and expansions.

So that the reader of our time can see clearly the nature of the Gospel reworking, I will quote 
several paragraphs from the first chapter (2-6), enclosing in parentheses those phrases and 
turns of speech which were omitted in the Gospels. "(The way of life consists in the following:) 
first, you must love God, who created you; second, love your neighbor as yourself; do not do to 
another what you would not want done to you.
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(Regarding the speech with which to address other people, the teaching says the following:) 
Bless those who wrong you, for what merit is there in loving only those who love you? Even the 
Gentiles do that. But you, love those who hate you [then you will have no enemies. Abstain from 
fleshly and carnal desires]. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, offer him the other as 
well, and be perfect; if someone compels you to go one mile, go with him two; if someone takes 
something of yours, do not demand it back (for you cannot get it back anyway). Give to 
everyone who asks and do not demand back; (for the Father wishes gifts to be given to all from 
the bounties He bestows). [But there is also this saying: Let your alms sweat in your hand until 
you know to whom you are giving.]"



One cannot fail to see the greater primitiveness, immediacy, and worldly caution in the moral 
advice of the author of the Didache. What simple-minded utilitarianism, for example, sounds in 
the addition to the commandment to love those who hate you: "then you will have no enemies"; 
or the addition to the commandment "not to demand back what is taken from you, because you 
cannot get it back anyway"! Compared to such everyday frankness, the evangelist showed 
himself a more skillful author, with a stricter moral-aesthetic taste and selection: he found 
considerations of this kind insufficiently lofty and did not include them in his account.

In resolving the question of whether to consider the rules of the Didache as borrowings from the 
Gospels or vice versa, two methods collide—the theological and the historical. In the Gospels, 
the commandments of love and humility are placed in the mouth of Jesus; they constitute that 
new word for the proclamation of which he became incarnate and appeared among people. The 
compiler of the Didache, having no conception of such a mediator, expounds the moral teaching 
in the confidence that he himself has correctly assimilated the κυριαι έντολαί, the commandment 
of the Lord. The theologian in advance considers the formulas of the Gospel, as a book 
accepted into the canon, more authoritative than the explanations of the unknown author of The 
Teaching of the Twelve Apostles; therefore, he recognizes the Gospel as the original source and 
the Didache as composed of borrowings. The historian will ask about this: Is it conceivable that 
new commandments were uttered by a specific teacher (whether in a great sermon before the 
people or in private conversations with his closest disciples) around 30-33 CE, then preserved 
in the memory of two or three generations, and finally, 75-100 years later, reappeared in the life 
of religious communities; and despite being reproduced almost verbatim, the name of that 
exceptional personality who was their creator was completely forgotten, and they began to be 
called impersonally "the Lord's words"? And further: By what roundabout way, by what 
mysterious method did the evangelist reach the original, reproducing it in its uncorrupted form? 
Is it not more plausible to recognize that before us are two literary treatments of the same 
moralistic subject: in one, the commandments are expounded as divine prescriptions 
transmitted by the apostles through inspiration (πνευμα); in the other, there appears the 
personality of a real teacher, a mediator between God and people, who expounds divine 
wisdom in his own name as a new word brought to the world?
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For any external observer, unbound by theological prejudice, it is clear which of the two 
conceptions should be given preference in terms of seniority, in terms of greater primitiveness, 
in terms of earlier appearance in literature.

Let us continue the analysis of the Didache; we will see that our impressions from the first two 
chapters will be confirmed further.

After the prescriptions stemming from the first commandment—love of the Lord—follow moral 
rules derived from the second commandment—love of neighbor. To the ancient 
prohibitions—"do not murder," "do not commit adultery," "do not bear false witness"—are added 
new, more detailed, more complex requirements, accompanied by unique motivations. "Do not 
be double-minded or double-tongued; duplicity is a snare leading to death" (II, 4). In the



Gospels, instead of this requirement for straightforwardness, absolute honesty, we find 
something else—the prohibition of oaths and swearing, so as not to abuse the name of God. 
"My son, avoid every evil and everything akin to evil" (III, 1). "Do not be prone to anger, for 
anger leads to murder; do not be hot-tempered, quarrelsome, or quick-tempered, for from all 
these murder is born" (III, 2). "My son, do not harbor lust, for lust leads to fornication; do not use 
foul language, do not look down on others, for from all these adultery is born" (III, 3). In the 
Gospel Sermon on the Mount, delivered by Jesus, the same warning is expressed thus: "You 
have heard that it was said to the ancients, 'You shall not commit adultery.' But I say to you that 
everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart" 
(Matthew 5:27-28). "My son, do not be an augur, for this leads to idolatry. Do not be an 
enchanter, nor an astrologer (μαθηματικός), do not perform purificatory rites, nor look upon such 
actions, for from all these idolatry is born" (III, 4). "My son, do not be a liar, for falsehood leads to 
theft; do not be greedy, do not be ostentatious in hospitality, for from these comes the seizure of 
others' property" (III, 5). "My son, do not murmur, for murmuring leads to blasphemy" (III, 6). "Do 
not be conceited, do not become insolent; let your soul be filled not with prideful feelings, but 
with thoughts of justice and concern for the downtrodden" (III, 9). "Accept injustices done to you 
as a good, knowing that nothing happens without God" (III, 10). "My son, remember day and 
night him who speaks to you the word of God, and honor him as the Lord himself; for where the 
Lord's will is proclaimed, there the Lord is present (ου γάρ λαλεΐται κυριότης, έκεΐ κύριός έστιν)" 
(IV, 1). "Seek daily the presence of the saints, that you may find rest in their words" (IV, 2). "Do 
not cause division, but reconcile those who quarrel; judge justly, do not show contempt to 
sinners" (IV, 3). "Stretch out your hand not to take, but to give" (IV, 5).
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The last paragraph transports us from the circle of rules pertaining to individual morality into the 
realm of social morality; the prescriptions we find here reveal to us the social worldview of the 
communities that adhered to The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles.

Believers are invited to widespread charity, to generous giving. "Do not grow weary of giving, 
but in giving, do not become conceited and do not turn away the needy: in all matters be joined 
in close fellowship (συνκοινώνει) with your brother, and do not ask what belongs to each 
individually. If you are partners (κοινωνοί) in things eternal, how much more should you be so in 
human affairs?" (IV, 7-8).
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The final phrase strikes with its unexpected argumentation—a conclusion from future 
paradisiacal life to present earthly life, from mystical communion to real communion—it strikes 
with its enthusiasm, its impulse. The glorification of the tightly-comradely mystical-communistic 
principle is noteworthy both in itself and in comparison with the later Christian literature of the 
2nd century, where mention of the closest fellowship of believers, reaching to the community of 
possessions, to the indistinction of "mine" and "yours," was not popular: it is completely alien to 
the Gospels and all the epistles, especially the chief among them—the "Epistles of the Apostle 
Paul"; in the New Testament, it is found only once—in the description of the Jerusalem 



community given in the book of the "Acts of the Apostles" (IV, 32-37). However, the enthusiasm 
of the author of the Didache should not mislead us. The whole matter lies in whether the 
proclamation of the principle was accompanied by the establishment of definite real institutions.

Regarding the extent to which the principle of close fellowship (κοινωνία) manifested itself 
precisely in institutions, I will speak further when, in the analysis of the second part of the 
Didache, I move to the question of labor obligation. For now, to proceed in the order of 
expounding the two ways—life and death—we should pause at the prescriptions on how to deal 
with household members and slaves. Here it is extremely interesting for us to note, first of all, 
the combining of two elements—one's own children and slaves—under a common moral sign, 
under a common principle; such a principled rapprochement indicates the modesty of living 
conditions, the small number of slaves in the families of the class representatives for whom the 
Didache held force, and the necessity in this social milieu to handle the available number of 
slaves carefully.

The Didache instructs one to be caring and gentle towards one's own sons and towards slaves. 
"Do not withhold your hand from your son or your daughter, but from their youth teach them the 
fear of God" (IV, 9). "Let there be no bitterness of irritation in your commands to your slave or 
maidservant, who hope in the same God, lest they cease to fear the God who is over you both; 
for He does not come to call men with respect of persons, but those whom the Spirit has 
prepared" (IV, 10). "You slaves, be subject to your masters (τοΐς κυρίοις) as to a type of God (ώς 
τύπω θεοΰ) in reverent fear" (IV, 11). Here the author seems to lack words to express his 
inspiring thought; he uses the same word φόβος in two different senses: he wants to say that 
fear of God should be only an expression of reverent respect, not terror; in heaven there is no 
merciless ruler, and the elders in the family should be an image of the good God.
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In conclusion of the moral rules, the author says: "You must hate all hypocrisy and everything 
that is not pleasing to the Lord" (IV, 12). "You must not forsake the commandments (έντολάς) of 
the Lord; you must keep them, adding nothing and taking nothing away" (IV, 13). "In the church 
assembly (έν έκκλησία) you must confess your transgressions, and you must not come to prayer 
with an evil conscience" (IV, 14).

The author now proceeds to characterize the way of death and warns against the temptations 
and dangers lying on that path. "First of all, this way is evil and full of curse" (V, 1). There follows 
an enumeration of crimes and vices: "murders, adulteries, lusts, fornications, thefts, idolatries, 
magic arts (μαγείαι), sorceries (φαρμακίαι), robberies, false witnessings, hypocrisies, 
double-heartedness, deceit, pride, malice, self-will, greediness, filthy talking, jealousy, rashness, 
haughtiness, boastfulness." Compared with the old Mosaic commandments, we find in the moral 
prescriptions of the Didache a kind of new emphasis: a peculiar group of offenses is singled out 
and marked that believers should especially avoid: these are pride, self-exaltation, 
self-assurance; this last vice is indicated in the list with great insistence by three terms: 
ύπερηφανία, αύθάδεια, ύψος. Corresponding to such vices, a new virtue is also advanced,



which should distinguish the rightly believing among the surrounding world of darkness and 
moral corruption; in their social behavior, humility should stand in the first place.
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The wave of pacifism and apoliticism, of withdrawal from service to the state, of peaceful 
anarchism, with its characteristic preaching of non-resistance to evil, is approaching and 
intensifying.

Further (V, 2) follows an enumeration of categories of vicious people walking the way of death. 
Here, first of all, the author's general manner in characterizing viciousness attracts attention. 
Wicked people are those who persecute the good, hate truth, love falsehood, do not understand 
the value of righteousness, are not drawn to goodness, have only evil, vanity, and vengefulness 
on their minds. In compiling this list, one can note the influence of the philanthropic motive: the 
author includes among the number of vicious people those who do not spare the poor, do not 
work for the benefit of the labor-burdened; he condemns lawyers defending the rich (πλούσιον 
πράκτορες), judges unjust towards the poor.

The compiler of the Didache cannot be accused of intolerance or excessive rigorism. Having 
described both ways—the way of virtue and the way of vice—he concludes his moral preaching 
with these words: "If you can bear the whole yoke of the Lord (ολον τον ζυγόν του κυρίου), you 
will be perfect; but if you cannot, do what you can" (VI, 2).

In the chapters of the Didache just outlined, constituting about one-third of the catechism (I-VI, 
2), there is not a single dogmatic term, neither the name of Jesus nor the name of Christ. This 
part seems to have preserved in complete intactness the text of an ancient Jewish manual; in 
the teaching of the two ways, the author is strictly monotheistic: he speaks only of the Lord God 
(κύριος θεός), of His will and prescriptions. Only in the second section of the Didache, devoted 
to prayer and rites (VI, 3-X, 6), do we encounter the beginnings of Christology (more precisely, 
Jesuology), albeit very weak and indefinite. In the same part of the catechism, the attitude of the 
sect professing The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles towards traditional Judaism is also 
outlined.

The first prescription (VI, 3) concerns food permitted for believers. The old ritual system is 
completely discarded. From the multitude of detailed, complex, confused definitions of pure and 
impure food contained in old Jewish religious legislation, the Didache retains only one 
restriction: one must abstain from meat sacrificed to idols, because "it is the worship of dead 
gods (λατρεία γάρ έστι θεών νεκρών)." This prohibition gives an idea of the environment in 
which the sect lives: it is surrounded by paganism. In the restriction itself, there is nothing new 
compared to those religious prohibitions that were obligatory for Jews settling among pagans: 
not distinguishing itself in any way from Judaism, the sect repeats one of the former conditions 
for observing religious purity.
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Next, brief prayers and simple rites, previously not used in the Jewish world, are 
established—baptism (βάπτυσμα—L. N. Tolstoy translates as "ablution") and the Eucharist 
(more precisely, the consecration of food); new fast days are also introduced in place of the 
former, traditional ones. All the related terminology and particulars are of great interest and 
significance to us in resolving the question of the predecessors of New Testament Christianity 
and in clarifying the sources from which the authors of the New Testament books drew their 
material.

First of all, we encounter here the "Lord's Prayer," so well-known by its opening words—"Our 
Father" (VIII, 2). Harnack, in his commentary on the Didache, notes that the author of the 
catechism, when citing the prayer "Our Father," adhered closely to the text of the Gospels of 
Matthew and Luke, with only insignificant variants. Regarding this, we can only express 
astonishment at the insensitivity shown by the famous theologian when comparing texts and 
determining—where is the original, where is the copy. One must listen carefully to the words 
which motivate the introduction of this prayer in each case.

In the Didache (chapter VIII) it says: "Do not let your fasts be with the hypocrites, for they fast on 
the second and third days of the week; but you, fast on the fourth day and the Preparation Day. 
And do not pray as the hypocrites (ύποκριταί), but as the Lord commanded in His good news. 
Pray thus: 'Our Father,'" etc. The prayer is given without the name of a composer, as one of the 
instructional rules long in existence, imparted by apostles and prophets, and memorized. By 
"hypocrites," the Didache means those who have deviated from the original [path] and given 
themselves over to vain speech. The sectarians do not wish to declare themselves as 
schismatics, as leaders of a schism; they do not wish to depart from the ground of the ancestral 
religion; no, they consider their appeal to God to be pure, and their humility before God—true 
piety.
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The evangelist performs a bold—not to say audacious—substitution: in accordance with his 
biographical manner of placing the sayings of writers and the instructions of teachers into the 
mouth of Jesus Christ himself, as his own monological pronouncements, he makes him the 
inventor of the prayer. In Luke (XI, 1), this motif of devising, of improvising the most fitting words, 
is dramatized in a special scene. "It happened that while (Jesus) was praying in a certain place, 
when he finished, one of his disciples said to him, 'Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his 
disciples.' He said to them, 'When you pray, say: "Our Father,"' etc." Matthew paints a different 
setting. Jesus teaches publicly in the Sermon on the Mount about how one ought to pray (VI, 9 
ff.).

These details sufficiently illuminate the question of where to look for the copyist and at what 
distance the copyist stands from the original. In the Gospels, not only the words of the Lord's 
Prayer are copied from the Didache, but also the warning "not to pray as the hypocrites do," 
whereby the evangelist no longer understands the original meaning of the term "hypocrites" and 
invents new, his own explanations. In the original, the term refers to Jewish traditionalists, to 
official worship; the evangelist, however, gives it a dual interpretation: 1) "When you pray, do not



be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street 
corners to be seen by people. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when 
you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your 
Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you" (Matthew 6:5-6); 2) "And when you 
pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their 
many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him" 
(ibid., 7-8). Similarly, the evangelist mechanically copies the expression "hypocrites" another 
time when speaking of fasting, again attempting to give it his own motivation: "When you fast, 
do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show others they are 
fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your 
head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to others that you are fasting, but only to 
your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you" 
(Matthew 6:16-18).

68

It seems to me that the comparison of the Didache text with the Gospel text clearly shows the 
early, original character of the first and the later origin, the derivative nature of the latter. 
Therefore, the interpretations of the evangelists cannot explain to us the meaning of the 
expression about "hypocrites" found in the Didache. But one thing we can conclude with 
complete certainty: by distancing themselves from the hypocrites, the followers of the Didache 
in no way wished to depart from the ground of Judaism—on the contrary, they declared 
themselves representatives of the true, correct, pure traditions of the Jewish religion, and by 
"hypocrites" they meant those immersed in errors, in external, vain, sinful ritualism, members of 
the religious community who had weakened in faith. To what extent the followers of the Didache 
closely adhered to Jewish traditions is evident from the concluding words of the prayer read 
after the communal Eucharist: "Let grace come and let this world pass away. Hosanna to the 
God of David! If anyone is holy, let him come; if anyone is not, let him repent!" (X, 6).

And yet, in the Didache there is novelty, consisting in the mention, at baptism (or ablution) and 
the acceptance of food, of the name of a mediator, divine or semi-divine, to whom the believers 
appeal. This mention of a mediator, violating the traditional Jewish strict monotheism, we find in 
chapters VII and IX, chapters which present the greatest difficulties for historical analysis 
because it is precisely here that interpolators and falsifiers have worked, here patches have 
been sewn onto the basic fabric.

First, I will quote literally the text of chapter VII, 1-3: "Now concerning baptism (βάπτισμα), 
baptize in running water, cold or warm, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit. But if you have no running water, then pour water on the head three times in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Before the baptism, let the one baptizing and 
the one being baptized fast, and any others who are able. And you shall instruct the one being 
baptized to fast for one or two days beforehand."
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It is completely clear and certain that the (underlined by us) words, taken from the creed 
formulated at the Council of Nicaea in 325, which for the first time declared dogmas binding for 
all church communities—and at their head the doctrine of the triune nature of God—constitute a 
crude patch on the basic, monotheistic-in-its-tone text of the Didache. They belong to a falsifier 
of the era of the dominion of such formidable hierarchs as Bishop Athanasius; they were 
intended to subordinate all disparate communities to central authority, and at the same time they 
preserved the life of communities professing The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles; the conciliar 
formula constituted the official stamp, the departmental seal, affirming the right to use the 
ancient, deeply beloved, and hereditarily transmitted manual.

These imposed official words obviously covered up some other invocation that stood there 
earlier, perhaps the mention of the name of Jesus, which we encounter immediately further on, 
in chapter IX, which speaks of the blessing in connection with the Eucharist.

In chapter IX, 1-4, we read: "Concerning the Eucharist, give thanks (εύχαριστήσατε) thus: 1) 
When you partake of the cup—We give thanks to you, our Father, for the holy vine of your 
servant (παιδός σου—L. N. Tolstoy translates: 'your youth'), which you have made known to us 
through Jesus your servant; to you be glory forever. As this broken bread was scattered upon 
the hills and gathered together became one, so let your church (ή έκκλησία) be gathered 
together from the ends of the earth into your kingdom; for yours is the glory and the power 
through Jesus Christ forever. After you have been filled with food, give thanks thus: We give 
thanks to you, holy Father, for your holy name which you have caused to dwell in our hearts, 
and for the knowledge and immortality (αθανασία) which you have made known to us through 
Jesus your servant; to you be glory forever."

Before analyzing this text, exceptional in its originality, let us remove from it the addition to the 
name of Jesus of the name Christ, another patch, sewn on, like the Nicaean formula, at the 
demand of church censorship in the 4th century. As we have already seen, in the period before 
the revolt of 66 CE—and the Didache should be dated to a period of calm, to a 
pre-revolutionary, quiet era—there could be no talk of Christ and Christians, of introducing 
messianic terms into prayers.
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Before us is a completely unique image of "Jesus, the servant of God." Who is he? Does he 
belong to the heavenly or earthly world? What is his participation in the structure of the religious 
community, in directing believers to a holy life, what is his relation to the supreme God? 
Needless to say, Κυρίου παΐς (servant of God) is profoundly different from θεοΰ υιός (son of 
God). The words of the prayer, that through him people came to know God, that through him the 
glory of God was revealed, sound very indefinite; but it is clear that he is not thought of in 
human form; there is not a word about his wandering on earth, about his suffering and death; 
the Eucharistic cup is associated not with the shedding of his blood as a sacrifice, not with the 
tragic act of a religious drama elevated to a dogma in later Christianity, but with a joyful, festive 
symbol—the vine of David. Harnack refuses to understand this comparison and find any parallel 
for it; the image of Jesus given in the Didache remains a mystery to him.



The historian, however, must not capitulate before this difficulty; he must attempt to find an 
explanation for the figure of Jesus in Jewish national history.

To approach a solution to this riddle, it is necessary to note that Jesus is called "servant of God" 
on equal footing with "David, servant of God." Let us now recall that David occupied one of the 
most prominent places among the heroes of Jewish history. Ascending higher in the traditions of 
this history, we find the semi-mythical figure of Joshua, son of Nun, who is mentioned first under 
Moses as his servant, or minister (in Greek παΐς, Book of Numbers XI, 28), then becomes the 
heir of the great prophet, is blessed by him to continue his work of settling Israel in the promised 
land, and becomes the leader of the people. Let us add to this that Jesus is a generally popular 
name in the Old Testament. In the story of the reform of King Josiah, who destroyed the cult "on 
the high places," an altar on a height at the entrance to the gate of Joshua, the city governor, is 
mentioned (4 Kings XXIII, 8). Joshua, son of Jozadak, was the name of the high priest chosen 
upon the return from the Babylonian captivity—again a leader of the people, this time renewed 
after its humiliation. Jesus (son of Sirach) was the name of the most revered of the secular 
sages of Judea.
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Considering this data, I will allow myself to suggest the following conjecture. In the sectarian 
communities of Judaism, a process was taking place analogous to that which occurred in Greek 
religious circles (θίασοι, έρανοι). In the Greek world, sectarian groups, departing from public cult 
and delving into their internal, intimate life, chose for themselves as a patron, as their closest 
protector, one of the secondary gods or national heroes (in Greek, demigods)—Dionysus, 
Asclepius, Heracles, Orpheus, etc. The Jewish communities that accepted The Teaching of the 
Twelve Apostles chose as their patron the most outstanding of the national heroes—Joshua, 
son of Nun.

The Jesus depicted in the Didache has nothing in common with the later Gospel son of God, 
who became incarnate on earth, suffered, and rose for the salvation of humanity; the author has 
not the slightest conception of such a descent from heaven.

In the third and final part of the Didache (X, 7-XVI), we find prescriptions concerning the 
organization of sectarian communities. The main actors in their midst are itinerant preachers, 
apostles and prophets (απόστολοι, προφηται). One must imagine that the sectarians form 
colonies scattered among the pagans; the only connection between them are the inspired 
messengers of the Lord's teaching, moving from place to place. Their authority stands 
extraordinarily high. The Didache prescribes that they be received as the Lord himself, but only 
on the condition that they prophesy and preach as indicated in The Teaching of the Twelve 
Apostles. However, believers cannot judge the internal value of the prophecies, which the 
author of the Didache calls a μυστήριον κοσμικόν έκκλησίας (worldly mystery of the church). 
Here judgment belongs only to God—"as it was also with the old prophets." "When a prophet 
speaks in ecstasy (έν πνεύματι), he should not be tested; every sin can be forgiven, but this sin 
will not be forgiven" (XI, 7). The flock, however, has another criterion—of an external nature: it is 
the possibility of observing the behavior of the itinerant teachers, their way of life, which must 



conform to the will of the Lord (τρόποι κυρίου). "If a prophet, being in ecstasy, orders a meal (for 
the poor) and does not partake of it himself, he is a true prophet; but if he partakes of the food, 
he is a false prophet" (XI, 9). "Likewise, if he asks, while in ecstasy, for money or anything else, 
do not listen to him; but if he asks for the same for others, for the needy, let no one judge him" 
(XI, 12).
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There is a significant difference observed between apostles and prophets. Apostles are purely 
itinerant elements. "An apostle may stay in one place for one day, or if necessary, two; if he 
wants to stay for a third day, he must be recognized as a false prophet" (XI, 5). It seems that the 
apostolate is an institution that is weakening, degenerating, disappearing from active life; 
outstanding apostles have become rare guests; people have appeared who abuse this title, and 
communities are taking measures to protect themselves from false teachers.

The Didache speaks differently about prophets: prophets may stay for a longer period and can 
even become permanent leaders of communities. "If a prophet who has come to you is merely 
passing through, help him as much as you can; he will not stay with you longer than two or three 
days, if it is necessary" (XII, 3). A necessary condition for a prophet to settle permanently is his 
submission to the labor obligation.

The proclamation of the labor obligation in the words: "If anyone is not willing to work, let him 
not eat" (έάν τις ού θέλει έργάζεσθαι μηδε έσθιέτω—in the "Second Epistle to the 
Thessalonians" III, 10) is usually considered, not only by theologians but also in non-religious 
circles, as an innovation introduced into the social life of the Roman Empire by the 
propagandists of New Testament Christianity. The text just cited is viewed as an original 
expression, first formulated by the Apostle Paul. In reality, however, it represents a copy, and the 
source of this formula we find in the Didache, in the rules concerning prophets (chapters 
XII-XIII). Unfortunately, however, the text of these chapters has undergone falsification, and we 
have to, before reaching its original form, tear off the patch sewn onto it.
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In the Didache we read: "If a prophet wishes to settle among you as a skilled worker (τεχνίτης), 
let him work and eat" (XII, 3); "if he does not know any craft, consider in your mind (κατά τήν 
σύνεσιν ύμων) whether a Christian (χριστιανός) can live among you in idleness. If he does not 
wish to submit to such a condition, he is a Christ-seller (χριστέμπορος); keep away from such 
people" (XII, 4). "Every true prophet who wishes to settle among you is worthy of receiving 
sustenance from you" (XIII, 1).

As we have already seen in analyzing the terms used in sectarian communities, it is completely 
impossible to admit the use of the word "Christian" in religious documents appearing before the 
mid-2nd century; we must recognize here an obvious insertion; in place of "Christians" stood 
some expression common among the sectarians, such as πιστοί, σεβόμενοι θεόν, αδελφοί, 
believers, God-fearers, brothers, etc. With this correction we must also read the continuation of 



our text. "A true prophet, like any worker, is worthy of his sustenance (ώσπερ έργάτης της 
τροφής αύτου)" (XIII, 2). "For the support of the prophets, you should give the firstfruits of the 
wheat and wine harvest and of oil, the firstborn of cattle and sheep; for they are your high 
priests (αρχιερείς)" (XIII, 3). "From silver, clothing, and all other property, give a portion, 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 carefully reading the entire text relating to the legal and material position of the prophets 
can one form a concrete idea of the way of life of those communities that followed the rules of 
the Didache. The sectarian groups consisted of skilled craftsmen (τεχνΐται); they idealized 
manual labor, considered the status of a worker (έργάτης) the only one worthy of true believers, 
and to such an extent that the prophets themselves were recognized as legitimate members of 
the community only on condition of possessing some technical skill. In submission to the 
principle of labor obligation, which equalized all active participants in the community, their 
κοινωνία, their close fellowship, was expressed. They also have a communal budget from which 
prophets are supported and the poor are helped.
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For any impartial observer, there can be no doubt that the text of the Didache is the original, and 
the text of the "Second Epistle to the Thessalonians" is the copy. In this respect, the fate of the 
moral rules stemming from the commandment of love for one's neighbor is repeated—rules 
adapted, for literary-aesthetic purposes, to the monological Sermon on the Mount.

In the original, the rules of concession, forgiveness, and humility are dictated by the 
circumstances of life; one must forgive enemies in order to have no enemies. In the copy, there 
is no concrete motivation—only the beautiful, ultimate formula remains: "love your enemies." 
The same occurs with the prescription of the labor obligation. In the original, the requirement 
that all active members of the community know and practice some technical skill is absolutely 
necessary given the tight, harsh living conditions of skilled craftsmen, who exist solely through 
comradely, equalizing, and uniting work; it fully corresponds to their social worldview; the 
motivation appears here in the most real images.

In the copy—the "Epistle to the Thessalonians"—there are no indications at all of the life 
circumstances that would compel the introduction of a mandatory labor obligation; the compiler 
of the epistle completely artificially motivates his wish that no member of the community should 
wander about in inappropriate idleness (ατάκτως περιπατεΐν), while citing a personal example: 
"You yourselves know how you ought to imitate (μιμεΐσθαι) us; for we were not disorderly among 
you (ούκ ήτακτήσαμεν έν ύμΐν), nor did we eat anyone's bread free of charge, but worked with 
labor and toil night and day, that we might not be a burden to any of you; not because we do not 
have authority, but to make ourselves an example for you to imitate. For even when we were 
with you, we commanded you this: If anyone will not work, neither shall he eat (μηδε έσθιέτω). 
For we hear that there are some who walk among you in a disorderly manner, not working at all, 
but are busybodies. Now those who are such we command and exhort by our Lord Jesus Christ 



that they work in quietness and eat their own bread" ("Second Epistle to the Thessalonians" III, 
6-12).

Nothing could be clearer than that the author here, in a purely literary depiction of the concept of 
the dignity and beauty of labor—verbose but pale—avoids the task of instilling it as a harsh 
necessity of life.
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Let us add that the wish expressed by the author of the "Epistle," that members of the 
community work continuously, does not occupy a particularly honorable place in the New 
Testament: it is placed at the end of one of the secondary epistles and is not in logical 
connection with the preceding advice. Everything speaks in favor of the fact that this passage, 
which has gained such fame in world literature, is borrowed—one of the manifestations of the 
compilatory method that the authors of New Testament writings generally tended to use. Their 
original source, as far as we can judge, could only have been the Didache, the theses of which 
they mostly did not understand.

To the section where the position of apostles and prophets in the communities is defined, a 
prescription is added about how to observe the Lord's Day (κυριακή κυρίου). "On the Lord's Day, 
come together, break bread and give thanks, after confessing your sins, so that your sacrifice 
may be pure. Let no one who has a dispute with his neighbor come together with you until they 
are reconciled, lest your sacrifice be defiled. For this is that which was spoken by the Lord: 'In 
every place and time offer to me a pure sacrifice; for I am a great King,' says the Lord, 'and my 
name is wonderful among the nations'" (XIV, 1-3).

Following the characterization of the duties of apostles and prophets, mostly itinerant and only 
partly settled leaders of communities, and moreover those subject to the influence of the divine 
principle (πνευμα), the catechism quite unexpectedly proceeds to define the role of bishops and 
deacons—settled, elected offices. "Appoint (χειροτονήσατε) for yourselves bishops and deacons 
worthy of the Lord, meek men, not lovers of money, truthful and proven; for they also serve you 
(λειτουργουσι) in the ministry of the prophets and teachers. Therefore do not despise them; for 
they are your honored ones together with the prophets and teachers" (XV, 1-2).
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Once again, we are faced with a case of a patch being sewn onto ancient fabric: similar to the 
insertion of the Nicene creed formula, similar to the declaration of the labor obligation as a duty 
for every Christian, this introduction of bishops as supreme leaders of the communities is 
nothing other than a later addition made to the text of the ancient catechism, when the 
generations who studied the Didache had to emerge from their isolation and accept the 
institutions of the organized, powerful corporation of the episcopal universal church. As a 
connecting thread with ancient traditions valuable to local communities, the catechism includes 
the phrase: "Do not despise them (the bishops—R.V.); they are to be honored together with the 
prophets and teachers."



The concluding chapter (XVI) speaks of the worthy preparation of believers for the last days 
(έσχάται ήμέραι, έσχατος καιρός). "Watch over your life; let not your lamps go out (μή 
σβεσθήσονται); let not your loins be ungirded, but be ready, for you do not know the hour when 
the Lord will come." Responsibility increases as the end approaches. "Your whole time of faith 
will be of no profit to you if you do not attain perfection at the last moment." Dangers and fear 
increase: "In the last days, false prophets and corrupters will multiply, love will turn to hatred." 
"When lawlessness increases, people will begin to hate one another, persecute and betray one 
another; then the world-deceiver (κοσμοπλάνος) will appear; he will present himself as the son 
of God, and will commit lawless acts such as have never been since the beginning of the world. 
Then will come the fiery test (πόρωσις της δοκιμασίας) for the human race (κτίσις τών 
ανθρώπων), and many will be scandalized (σκανδαλισθήσονται) and perish; but those who 
remain steadfast in their faith will be saved from this curse. Then the signs of truth will appear: 
the first sign—the heavens rent asunder; the second—the loud-sounding trumpet; and the 
third—the resurrection of the dead (ανάστασις νεκρών)." "Not all, however," adds the author of 
the Didache, "but as it is said, the Lord will come and all his saints with him; then the world will 
see the Lord coming upon the clouds."

In this picture, there is only a false son of God—the deceptive role played by the great 
demon-tempter.
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The last words allow the conclusion that believers were expected to await the coming of the true 
son of God; however, his appearance had not yet occurred. Consequently, our confidence is 
confirmed that the sectarians who accepted the Didache knew nothing of the incarnation of the 
son of God on earth, and that he had nothing in common with "Jesus, the servant of God."

* * *

A detailed analysis of the Didache text enables us to draw important conclusions regarding the 
character of the religious movement expressed in this document. The catechism, containing the 
moral teaching of the two ways, the definition of simple rites performed with the blessing of the 
semi-divine patron of believers, Jesus the servant of God, and then the charter concerning the 
leaders of communities, apostles and prophets, proved to be an extremely tenacious and 
long-lived document. Let us just recall that the Didache, despite all the vicissitudes of fate, 
survived until the time of the formidable Bishop Athanasius, and, having endured in the era of 
the most severe persecutions by church censorship only external, mechanically adapted 
insertions, only patches—preserved its basic content. This longevity of the document testifies 
only to the power of that direction of religious thought, the theses of which are expressed in the 
Didache. The strength and significance of this movement is, on the other hand, indicated by the 
fact that The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles exerted great influence on the New Testament, 
that a series of motifs ("do not pray and fast like the hypocrites," "love your enemies," "work 
incessantly to earn your sustenance," etc.) were later adopted and literarily developed by the 
authors of New Testament writings, who diligently copied the original, which was extraordinarily 
important to them.



Thus, the hypothesis of W.B. Smith about the existence of an entire period of veneration of the 
"pre-Christian Jesus" and the teaching associated with this cult, preceding proper Christianity, is 
fully justified. How can we define the chronological framework enclosing this Jesuist period? 
Smith himself considers it possible to date the emergence of Jesuism to approximately 100 
BCE; there are, however, no grounds to deny an even earlier origin. In any case, Jesuism is 
older than the so-called birth of Christ. Thus, the terminus ante quem non is marked: it must be 
sought among the formation of various forms of Jewish sectarianism in the Hasmonean era.
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The terminus post quem non is determined by the time approaching the great revolt of 66 CE. 
From this time onward, all movements, all sects arising on the soil of Judaism and maintaining a 
connection with it could not but be agitated, could not remain indifferent, could not fail to express 
either sympathy or condemnation for the rebels. Meanwhile, the environment surrounding the 
Didache breathes calm; in this work there is no sharp polemic, no dramatic moments, no 
readiness for sacrifice, no tragic pathos. It testifies to the way of life of communities lost in 
remote areas, not emerging from solitude and isolation into public life; the sectarians devote 
themselves to introspection, moral improvement, listen to mystical prophecies, care for the 
spread of their faith through preachers; it is not evident that their propaganda faced any 
obstacles, or that the sect was subjected to any persecution.

The end of Jesuism is determined by the appearance of the name of Christ in religious 
literature; the first work in which we find this name is the "Apocalypse," called in the New 
Testament "The Revelation of John" (Άποκάλυψις Ίωάννου).
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5. EGYPTIAN PREDECESSORS OF CHRISTIANITY

The Shepherd of Hermas and the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles belong, as we have seen, to 
different social circles: the former of these works proceeds from the everyday concepts of the 
well-to-do strata of society and addresses an educated reading public; the latter remains within 
the bounds of a closed milieu of poor artisans and is concerned above all with its internal life, 
being transmitted orally through the voices of preachers. Nevertheless, they are brought close 
to one another by a number of common religious ideas, the emergence of which is the result of 
the cultural development of Egypt, the country most advanced within the Roman Empire owing 
to the peculiar intermingling of indigenous—Old Egyptian, Libyan, Ethiopian—and 
incoming—Hellenistic and Jewish—elements.

Anyone who reads the Shepherd and the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles one after the other 
cannot fail to notice the coincidence of the principal ideas in these works. Both are far removed 
from dogmatology. Their main strength lies in the preaching of moral perfection, and they 
employ the same method and the same terminology; they distinguish two ways of life, two types 
of conduct, two groups of qualities: one way leading to death, the other to eternal life. The chief 
motivating force for believers who have accepted this teaching is the expectation of the 
imminent end of the world; they must be ready for the coming of the Lord, must through 
repentance rid themselves of sins, of the passions and evil thoughts that oppress them, become 
holy, and obtain forgiveness for the transgressions they have committed. In the believers’ 
conception of God a change takes place: they come to the awareness that God is infinitely 
merciful; they turn to God as to a father, which is vividly expressed in the Lord’s Prayer.
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Within this circle of ideas, both Egyptian documents are distinguished by one very characteristic 
motif—the idea of mediation between God and the communities of believers, wherein the 
intercessor or advocate for human beings appears himself in the guise of a lesser deity (or a 
‘hero,’ in Greek terminology). In this case we encounter one of the phenomena widespread 
throughout the entire ancient world: everywhere sectarian groups, withdrawing from official 
cults, from priests and temples into their closed inner life, turned to the veneration of their own 
particularly dear patrons (the Jesusites revered Jesus, just as the Orphics revered Orpheus). In 
this respect a complete analogy prevails between Hellenistic and Jewish sects. For this reason 
Alexander Severus (reigned 222-235 C.E.) could easily set up for himself a composite shrine of 
statues of Abraham, Orpheus, and Christ.

The peculiarity of Egyptian sectarianism consisted in the fact that the ideal leader, venerated by 
believers as a patron, was depicted in the guise of a ‘slave’ or ‘servant of God,’ elevated to the 
rank of a deity. In the Didache he bears the name Jesus; he seems to reproduce the heroic 
figure of the ancient first Jesus, who was at first a slave or servant and the closest household 
attendant of Moses, and later became the leader of the people of God.



In the Shepherd the conception is somewhat different: the hero has no definite name, but, 
judging by the parables, is depicted in a servile guise; through his diligence in cultivating God’s 
vineyard, through his merit, he attains the rank of heir, an adopted son of the Lord himself.

This image of a new deity-patron of the human race—initially abased in the form of a slave and 
subsequently elevated to the status of a deity—will not be repeated later in any of the New 
Testament writings. In the Gospels Jesus is freeborn, the son of a carpenter; in his entourage no 
slaves are visible at all. In the Epistles of the Apostle Paul we hear both a stern command that 
slaves must unconditionally obey their masters—and all the more so the more closely they 
adhere to the Christian community—not out of fear but out of conscience; here no philanthropic 
counsel is inculcated upon masters. Such superiority of both the Shepherd and the Didache in 
theory and in the practical application of humanity is explained, in particular, on the one hand by 
the high level of culture of Egypt, and on the other by the comparative mildness of slaveholding 
law in Judaism, which distinguished it from Greco-Roman society, which in its turn left its imprint 
on the birth of the New Testament writings.
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The Shepherd and the Didache also coincide in that, according to their teaching, a new divine 
person is conceived in heaven—the Son of God (ό υίος του θεοΰ). He exists from eternity; he 
precedes the creation of the world. He is the highest of the angels, their leader; he is the 
beloved (αγαπητός) of the Father: with him the Father takes counsel when he creates the world 
and when he wishes to save human beings. Alongside the Son of God—at times merging with 
him, at times separating from him—there appears yet another new divine person, the Holy Spirit 
(πνευμα άγιον). The Holy Spirit is that divine power which passes down to the earth, to human 
beings; he himself, directly or through spirits subordinate to him (πνεύματα), enters human 
consciousness, inspires people, and purifies their bodily nature.

In expectation of the end of the world, believers form an ideal, universal community—the 
Church (έκκλησία): it is conceived as existing beyond all political, social, and ethnic boundaries; 
its members are believers in God and his mediators, all those who have taken a vow of moral 
perfection, who have chosen the path of life, who have merited salvation. Eternal life is assured 
to all participants (κοινωνοί) of the Church; holy people who have already died will rise from the 
dead. The Church exists half on earth, half in heaven, more in the future than in the present.

In the morality preached by the apostles of the new faith there is no rigorism, no demand for 
ascetic feats. The moral teaching in essence approaches Stoicism: in the first place we see the 
demand for moderation, restraint, self-control (έγκράτεια). Characteristic of the morality 
practiced in the new religious communities is the influence of philanthropic ideas: the desire for 
gain is condemned, poverty is glorified; within the community of believers social assistance is 
organized on a broad scale.
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The appearance of such works as the Shepherd of Hermas and the Teaching of the Twelve 
Apostles points to vigorous activity within organized religious communities of the 
Egyptian-Jewish diaspora, whose members are fully conscious of their separate position in the 
world and of their great mission. These sectarian communities grow on the soil of Jewish 
nationality and Jewish proselytism, but their relationship to Judaism is distinctive. Although they 
avoid Jewish ritual observance, they show no sharp hostility toward Jewish sacred traditions. 
They seem, as it were, to forget their connection with the Jewish past: in the Shepherd of 
Hermas there is not a single reference to the Old Testament.

The study of the Shepherd and the Didache makes it possible to construct a scheme opposite to 
that which theological scholarship has drawn up until now. For theologians, at the beginning of 
the evolution stand the real personalities of Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul; these initiators 
cast the seed from which there first arises a small group of communities; only after a 
one-and-a-half-century period of continuous growth and expansion, as a result of the unification 
of provincial churches scattered throughout the empire, does the great federation of the 
universal Christian Church appear (according to Harnack, approximately in 175); only then does 
the idea of the universal catholic Church come into being. Familiarity with the writings of the 
so-called ‘Apostolic Fathers,’ whom I shall call early-apostolic or ‘predecessors of Christianity,’ 
gives us the right to propose the reverse order in the sequence of concepts, beliefs, and 
institutions, namely: at the beginning of the development stands the idea of the Lord’s Church 
(κυρίου έκκλησία), a great community existing outside space and time; this idea is instilled in 
believers before the conception arises of the descent to earth of the Son of God, incarnated in 
Jesus Christ. The bearers of this idea—the ‘apostles’—wander and build, stone by stone, the 
edifice of the worldwide spiritual community, without being followers or disciples of any initiator; 
they appear as ‘prophets,’ proclaiming the approach of a new age and a new world and setting 
as their goal the preparation of human beings for the day of the Lord, to fashion them into 
‘saints’ worthy of eternal life. To them belongs the role that the Gospels later symbolized in the 
person of John the Baptist. In the ‘early-apostolic’ writings there has already taken shape the 
teaching of the Son of God, the builder and inspirer of the Church; but there is not yet any 
conception of his descent to earth, his incarnation in Jesus of Nazareth, his suffering and death 
on the cross, or his resurrection. Long before the teaching of his death and resurrection from the 
dead there stands the teaching of the resurrection from the dead of saints and righteous 
persons worthy of eternal life.
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If the order of ideas in the generally accepted theological conception can be briefly expressed 
by the formula: Jesus Christ (as a real person), apostles, Church (as a real and as an 
ideological organization), then the historian, on the basis of the Didache and the Shepherd, will 
propose instead the formula: Church (as an ideal goal), apostles, Jesus Christ (as an ideal 
person), and Church (as a real organization).

For the historian, the Didache and the Shepherd possess a value incomparable with anything 
else. If at first glance it may seem surprising that theologians have so neglected these works, on 
the other hand their error is easy to explain. They see in the writings of the ‘Apostolic Fathers’ 



nothing more than imitations of the Gospels and the Epistles, and of course find such imitation 
weak and unsuccessful, regarding them as literature of a second rank. In our view, the 
Shepherd and the Didache contain not repetition, not copying of originals found in the writings of 
the New Testament, but primary sources—germs, first sketches of plots that later received more 
refined treatment from the authors of the Epistles and from the evangelists.

Let us note first of all that in the Shepherd and in the Didache, despite their weakness in the 
development of dogmatology, the principal, basic concepts and terms of subsequent Christian 
teaching and Christian organization are nevertheless already present. Here we have the gospel 
of the Lord (κυρίου εύαγγέλιον), the Son of God (ό υίος του θεοΰ), the Holy Spirit (πνευμα 
άγιον), the kingdom of God (βασιλεία του κυρίου), the Church (έκκλησία), apostles (απόστολοι), 
prophets (προφηται), repentance (μετάνοια), baptism (βάπτισμα), the blessing of food 
(εύχαριστία), the resurrection of the dead (ανάστασις νεκρών), the coming in glory (παρουσία). 
We also find in them abundant material of turns of phrase, metaphors, comparisons, vivid 
images, which later occur in the speeches of Jesus Christ, his parables, and his incisive replies 
to opponents, and so forth. The most recent translators and commentators of the Shepherd and 
the Didache, encountering this or that turn of phrase or sentence reminiscent of something 
close to the Gospels, note in the margins:
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“Such-and-such a chapter, such-and-such a verse of Matthew or Luke,” it being assumed that 
the “Apostolic Father” had before him a text from which he made a borrowing.

Unfortunately, up to now such comparisons have been undertaken only by people with the 
worldview and methods of theologians; never has a single literary scholar, historian of literature, 
or literary critic applied his own methods to early Christian writings, nor examined related texts 
with primary attention to form, style, manner, treatment of plot, complexity of conception, and so 
forth. I have no doubt at all that a specialist in literary studies, if only he were to look at the 
matter independently of the prejudice that captivates the imagination of theologians, would 
immediately see what is at stake here, would understand how much more primitive the 
‘Apostolic Fathers’ are in comparison with the evangelists, how much the latter surpass 
early-apostolic literature by their mastery and technique, and at the same time how strong in 
them is the element of compilatory practice, how dependent they are on their predecessors not 
only in terms of general content but also with regard to individual motifs and turns of phrase.

I shall give several examples in which the dependence of the New Testament authors on the 
early-apostolic writers is completely obvious, striking to the eye.

As an example of literal repetition one may cite the ‘Our Father,’ reproduced in its entirety by the 
evangelists according to the text of the Didache; further, the commandments of self-denial and 
humility almost coincide word for word: ‘if someone strikes you on one cheek. if someone asks 
you for your cloak. if someone asks you to go one mile. love your enemies. give a loan, 
demanding nothing back.,’ and so forth.



As an example of repetition of the same plot but in somewhat different expressions, one may 
point to the following moral conclusions: (1) it is difficult for a rich person to enter the kingdom of 
God; (2) the prayer of a poor person has greater power than the appeal to God by a rich person 
(both in the Shepherd, parable IX; in the Gospel of Mark 10:23ff.; Luke 15:19-31 and 18:20); (3) 
the glorification of childlike naivety, the call to believers to be like children, for to the simple and 
innocent belongs the kingdom of God: if in the Shepherd this theme is developed in the form of 
a characterization of a special category of the righteous, then the evangelist compresses the 
plot into a vivid little scene, when children are brought to Christ, the apostles try to prevent 
them, and Christ is angered with them, blesses ‘these little ones,’ kisses them, sets them as an 
example to adults, and declares: ‘Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child 
shall not enter it’ (Matt. 19:13-15; Mark 10:13-16; Luke 18:15-17).
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A rather complex example of borrowing is presented by two scenes relating to the biography of 
the apostle Peter and which have always been a stumbling block for theologians: one in which 
Christ promises to the apostle Peter to build his church upon him, as upon a rock (πέτρα; Matt. 
16:18-19), and the other in which that same apostle Peter, who had inspired such great hopes 
in his teacher and founder of the church, turns out to be the first traitor, who denied Christ three 
times between two crowings of the cock (in the Gospels: Matt. 26:60-75; Mark 14:67-68; Luke 
22:55-62). How is this strange contradiction to be explained? The solution lies in the 
compilatory methods of the evangelists and in their literary manner.

The first scene has as its source parable IX of the Shepherd, where we find a detailed 
description of the construction of the church in the form of a solid tower upon a high, unshakable 
rock (πέτρα). On the other hand, the evangelists had before them a biography or a collection of 
stories about the apostle Peter under the title Acts of Peter (Acta Petri), as can be judged from 
the fact that the other scene—the scene of the denial—is narrated by all the Synoptics in almost 
identical expressions. Matthew was tempted by the consonance of πέτρα and Πέτρος; from this 
there resulted a dramatic episode, the meaning of which is the personification of the church’s 
rock in the figure of the apostle Peter: the evangelist compressed a lengthy abstract 
construction into a brief, vivid encounter of two actors.

But the second scene too is based on a motif borrowed from the Shepherd, only this motif is 
taken from a completely different real and logical connection, from that general context where 
there is discussion of the classification of categories of sinners and where a special group of 
people is marked out—those who are wavering and divided (δίψυχοι), doubting, unstable in 
faith, who at the decisive moment, when a choice must be made, prove to be faint-hearted and 
reject the Lord. According to the thought expressed in the Shepherd, the matter concerns such 
people who have accepted the faith and are not bad in essence, but merely unstable. This motif 
leads the evangelist to introduce into the narrative of Christ’s arrest a dramatic episode in which 
one can show the danger of moral collapse for people who are faint-hearted and do not find 
within themselves sufficient will to endure the test: he finds a ready-made illustration in the Acts 
of Peter, and thus in the Gospels there arises the famous threefold denial of Peter.
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In doing so, the evangelist reveals inattentiveness and carelessness in the economy of his 
composition, mixing two sources that do not coincide with one another and devaluing his own 
preceding narrative by transforming the heroic image of the apostle—the unshakable rock—into 
a real, everyday figure of a sinner who must bitterly repent of a wretched lapse.

So as not to leave the circle of narratives about the apostles, I shall point to yet another parallel. 
In the Gospel of Mark (10:35) the apostles John and James, the sons of Zebedee, ask Jesus 
Christ to secure for them the foremost places in the kingdom of God—one at the right hand and 
the other at the left of the throne (in the Gospel of Matthew 20:20 there is a somewhat different 
variant: the same request for the two apostles is made by their mother). Here again the 
evangelist has dramatized a plot borrowed from the Shepherd: there, at the distribution of those 
saved, already ready to enter the sacred tower of the righteous, there appears a group within 
which a dispute arises over precedence, over the best places in the Church, with each of the 
disputants putting forward his own merits, his own achievements in moral perfection. The matter 
does not concern any transgression in the strict sense, but rather weakness, vanity, which 
nevertheless provokes condemnation on the part of the angel who admits the forgiven into the 
gates of the Church: he calls them μωροί, fools, and threatens to remove them, in the event of a 
repetition of the dispute, from the sacred tower. In the Gospel the admonition is pronounced by 
Christ himself, pointing out the insignificance of the motives that beset human beings in 
comparison with the great and suffering-filled destiny that awaits them.

Finally, I shall point to the Gospel parable in which the human world to which the preaching of 
the new faith is addressed is compared to a vineyard, where there is talk of the departure of a 
master who entrusts slaves with the management of his property, the care of his gardens, of the 
master’s demand for an account from the slaves, of the reward of the diligent slave, and so 
forth. The basis for these parables is the parable in the Shepherd, where the community of 
believers is compared to a vineyard which the master, before his departure, entrusts to a slave. 
The time of the master’s absence is interpreted as the period granted to believers for 
repentance in expectation of the end of the world, coinciding with the return of the master 
(παρουσία). In the version given by the Shepherd, the slave who devotes all his energies to the 
careful cultivation of the vineyard, giving it a flourishing appearance, is adopted by the master. 
In the Gospel parable (Matt. 21:33-40; Luke 12:1-9) the master sends his son in order to bring 
the disobedient vine-dressers back to work; moreover, both in the Shepherd and in the Gospel, 
the son is given the epithet αγαπητός, beloved. In the Gospel the son perishes through the 
treachery of the rebellious slaves—this is clearly a later version, since the Shepherd knows 
nothing of the shedding of blood, of the sacrifice of the Son of God.
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The examples cited seem to me sufficient to illustrate the dependence of the Gospels on the 
writings of the so-called ‘Apostolic Fathers.’ I think that early-apostolic literature should be 
regarded as the source of the New Testament writings to an even greater extent than may 
appear at first glance: from it were borrowed not only individual episodes, turns of phrase,



symbols, expressions, and terms, but also the very method of expounding doctrine in the form 
of parables followed by their interpretation. I shall remind once again: the comparative study of 
early-apostolic and New Testament literature ought to be undertaken by a literary scholar, who 
will elucidate for us the peculiarities of the manner of writing of each category—pre-Christian 
and Christian works; he will thus help us to establish the chronology of each stage of the 
literature, give us greater confidence in distinguishing sources by their age, their greater or 
lesser antiquity or novelty.

I cannot at all agree with Harnack, who dates the Shepherd to 140-165 C.E. One cannot 
imagine that a work employing such archaic methods, with its characteristic diffuseness, 
verbosity, and repetitions, could have arisen in a period when works written by an entirely 
different method had already appeared (the Epistles of the Apostle Paul), when, even if the 
Gospels did not yet exist, there was already a work close to them in content and form under the 
title Memoirs of the Apostles.
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Not only the features of literary manner compel us to assign the Shepherd and the Didache to 
an epoch preceding the Epistles and the Gospels, but also one further characteristic difference: 
in the former two there is a complete absence of any conception of the incarnation of the Son of 
God, of his earthly life in the person of Jesus Christ, of his suffering on the cross, his death, and 
resurrection. Between the Shepherd and the Didache, on the one hand, and the Epistles of the 
Apostle Paul and the evangelists, on the other, there runs, as it were, a main watershed 
separating the predecessors of Christianity from Christianity in the proper sense. On one slope 
of this ridge stand Jewish sectarian groups of mystics, occupied with moral perfection in order to 
prepare for the end of the world; on the other, there appears the emergence of a tragic moment, 
the outlines of a world drama take shape; at the center of belief there stands the suffering of the 
deity, the redemptive sacrifice, the death and resurrection of the Son of God.

This difference allows us to reinforce the date we propose for the origin of the early-apostolic 
works. We have grounds to think that the impulse toward the dramatization of dogma was given 
by the bloody events of the Jewish revolution that began in 66 C.E. It therefore seems to me 
that the emergence of the Shepherd and the Didache must be recognized as impossible after 
that year; these works belong to an earlier period, that is, either to the first half of the first 
century C.E., or even to an earlier time—the first century B.C.E.

Another question is whether this Egyptian-Jewish sectarianism, in which we see the 
predecessors of Christianity, could already in the first century C.E. have penetrated into Italy, 
into Rome. True, with the annexation of the Nile valley to the empire, Egyptian cultural 
influences poured into the center in a broad wave. Under Tiberius the cult of Isis becomes 
something like a metropolitan fashion; but of course it was more difficult for a religious teaching 
to make its way that corresponded to the sympathies and notions of the middle classes of 
society. Moreover, in the epoch of the Julio-Claudians the old Roman nationalism was still 
strong in governmental policy, suspecting foreign religions of being superstitiones, fantastic 



prejudices and superstitions contradicting the realistic cast of mind of the upper, ruling classes 
of society.

Even worse were the conditions for religious propaganda coming from the East after the great 
Jewish uprising, which for more than half a century made the eastern half of the empire an 
arena of the fiercest battles. Judaism and all sectarian movements associated with it were 
subjected to persecution and placed under suspicion.
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In the period 66-165 C.E. the Shepherd and the Didache had to give way to another direction, 
another form of sectarianism, which likewise originated in Judaism but was distinguished by 
greater sharpness and militancy and bore upon itself the imprint of the heavy dramatic struggle 
that unfolded around Jerusalem, in Judea and Galilee, but resonated throughout the entire 
Jewish diaspora. The Egyptian predecessors of Christianity gave way to propaganda emanating 
from Asia Minor. Here, in this northernmost corner of the Jewish diaspora, there arose such 
works as the Apocalypse (Revelation of John) and the Epistles of the Apostle Paul.

The ‘Asiatics’ displaced the ‘Egyptians’ with their teaching of the incarnation of the Son of God, 
of his sacrificial feat, of death on the cross and resurrection. They imparted to the expectation of 
the end of the world a new, sharp, dramatic character. They symbolized the sufferings endured 
by the communities of the faithful, the true people of God, in the image of the great sufferer. 
They placed the dogmatic principle in the first position, putting it ahead of concern for moral 
perfection. Since this new Asia-Minor direction later assumed the dominant position in the New 
Testament canon, while the Egyptian one did not enter the canon, it lost significance in the eyes 
of later theology. To representatives of nineteenth-century theological scholarship the 
early-apostolic works seemed weak, pale, and ungainly in form. It should be recalled, however, 
that contemporaries did not judge them in this way. The Shepherd was avidly read in the second 
half of the second century, when the great ecclesiastical federation was taking shape and the 
canon of the New Testament was being compiled. Irenaeus, in his large work Against Heresies, 
includes the Shepherd among sacred scripture. Tertullian readily cites this book. The Shepherd 
successfully competed with works that entered the canon. This is evident from the fact that the 
earliest of the canon’s commentators known to us (known through the Muratorian list) finds it 
necessary to polemicize against Hermas and to justify the exclusion of the Shepherd from the 
canon.
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In any case, the influence of the Shepherd and the Didache in the subsequent history of the 
development of Christian ideas was very significant. It should be recalled once again that the 
symbolic image of the universal Church, by which the compilers of the New Testament books 
were inspired, had already been expressed in the most definite and vivid form by the 
representatives of the early-apostolic sectarian communities, which are far older than the 
generations that first read the New Testament Gospels and Epistles.
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6. THE CATASTROPHE OF JUDAISM AND ITS REFLECTION 
IN THE APOCALYPSES

The name of Jesus Christ, and its connection with the idea of resurrection from the dead and of 
the sacrificial blood shed by the savior and lord of the world, we encounter for the first time in 
the Revelation of John (Apokalypsis Ioannou). We read there (ch. I, 1-6):

“The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Apokalypsis lesou Christou), which God gave him, 
to show his servants what must soon take place; and he made it known, sending it 
through his angel to his servant John, who bore witness to the word of God and to 
the testimony of Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead 
and the ruler of the kings of the earth; to him who loved us and washed us from our 
sins by his blood (λύσαντι άπο τών αμαρτιών ήμών), etc.”

When and where, under what circumstances, did the book come into being in which these new, 
threatening, mystical assertions and terms were written—so sharply contradicting the calm 
environment in which the readers and hearers of the Shepherd and the Didache were situated?

By the beginning of our era, the Jewish people covered a wide geographical area and asserted 
itself as an influential social and ideological force in the East and in the center of the empire. 
Besides the two centers of the national-revolutionary movement, Jerusalem and Babylon—one 
located in the Roman Empire, the other in the Parthian kingdom—Judaism possessed widely 
scattered colonies (diaspora) in Egypt, Cyrenaica, Arabia, Syria, Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, 
Macedonia, Greece, and Italy. The living conditions, organization, and moods of the various 
Jewish groups in the first century C.E. were not uniform. If in Palestine and on the Euphrates 
militant, revolutionary nationalism predominated, then within the diaspora there were numerous 
elements with a more peaceable disposition. Very many among this mass of Hellenized, 
Romanized, Egypticized, and Asianized Jews had cooled toward the great Jerusalem sanctuary. 
Having dispersed into groups of provincial congregations and withdrawn into their local 
synagogues, they continued to value highly their sacred books, revered Moses and the 
prophets, regarded their own history and religious philosophy as superior to the history and 
mythology of Greeks and Romans, and their religious thinkers as superior to pagan ones; yet, 
despite their attachment to all these national traditions dear to them, for the most part they 
abandoned the dream of a Jewish state under the rule of a descendant of David and in one way 
or another reconciled themselves to the fact of Roman domination.
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However much conciliators, cosmopolitans, politically indifferent or even loyal subjects of the 
empire predominated in the diaspora over active nationalists, nevertheless all of them followed 
with tense attention the events taking place in Jerusalem, in Palestine, and around this 
center—in Syria, Egypt, Arabia, Mesopotamia—and experienced in their spiritual life a profound 
shock caused by revolution, civil war, and imperial intervention. At the same time a change



occurred in their religious worldview, a crisis took place; harsh life experience opened up new 
ideas and new visions of the future to their religious imagination.

The sources that have come down to us do not convey the very process of the ideological 
experiences of this turbulent period. But the results of the struggle of ideas and passions are 
before us: echoes of the crisis endured are scattered throughout the books of the New 
Testament; one need only attempt to read them out of the allegories of the apocalypses, the 
Gospels, and the Epistles. In these books we shall find traits of the time of the uprisings, 
reverberations of the experiences of that milieu which proved especially sensitive, especially 
affected by the tragedy of perishing Palestinian Judaism.

If one studies the New Testament books in the order of their emergence, one must begin with 
the Apocalypse. The editors of the canon, to be sure, placed this work under the title Revelation 
of John at the very end of the collection of New Testament books, since, in their view, it was 
meant to serve as the conclusion of the proclamation of the coming of the kingdom of God. But 
theological criticism has long since observed that the Apocalypse does not stand in its proper 
place, that the worldview reflected in it is more archaic than the ideas, concepts, and religious 
images that fill the Epistles and the Gospels. Theological scholarship then established the 
existence of an extensive apocalyptic literature, beginning with the Book of the Prophet Daniel 
and with additions to the prophecy of Isaiah, forming, as it were, a bridge between late reformist 
Judaism and early Christianity. Here it is difficult to draw a boundary where Judaism ends and 
Christianity begins, just as it is impossible to do so in the analysis of the Psalms of David and of 
Solomon.
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Despite great differences in nuance, this entire literature has one common feature: it reflects 
thoughts, beliefs, and hopes connected with the expected approach of the end of the world, the 
subsequent resurrection of the saints and destruction of the wicked, and the coming of the 
kingdom of God. The vivid imagery and dramatic pathos of these pictures are in turn the result 
of the experiences of the society of the Jewish diaspora during the turbulent period beginning in 
66 C.E.

The question arises: what place does the Apocalypse that has come down to us occupy in this 
literature? Why did this particular work, out of the entire extensive literature of the revolutionary 
epoch, enjoy such fortune? Why did the editors of the canon find it necessary to accept it (albeit 
not without strong objections) among the sacred books? And with this question are connected 
others concerning the composition of the work. In what relation does the Revelation of John 
stand to Judaism? Which elements in it belong to Jewish traditions, and which were introduced 
by Christian innovators?

E. Fischer (Die Offenbarung Johannis; eine jϋdische Apokalypse in christlicher Bearbeitung, 
1886) formulated the relationship between the Jewish and Christian elements in the Apocalypse 
as follows: “It is a Jewish fresco, in places overpainted by a Christian hand, rendered 



unrecognizable, which, however, by careful removal of the overpainting, can be restored to its 
original form.”
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To this view there was opposed another theory of the origin of the Apocalypse, which held that 
the Revelation of John should rather be compared to a mosaic or a picture on glass, composed 
of fragments which in turn are pieces of destroyed pictures or else derive from independent 
original works.

These opinions of professional theologians cannot satisfy the historian: they reflect rather 
theological stylistics, an exercise in dogmatic formulas, but there is no sense at all of a 
determination of the real ground, the historical setting. Where and when did the Revelation of 
John arise? What events called it forth? What were the social circles, the class groups, whose 
mood was reflected in this work? On all these questions theologians knew how to say nothing.

The problem of the origin of the Apocalypse greatly occupied F. Engels; two remarkable works 
of his are devoted to the clarification of this question: the first, under the title The Book of 
Revelation, was published in the journal Progress for June-December 1883; the second, 
developing the same subject in greater detail, under the title On the History of Early Christianity, 
was published in the journal Die Neue Zeit, 1894, vol. I, nos. 1 and 2.

In these articles a remarkable solution of the question is given, and indeed in the clearest and 
most distinct form. A very valuable characterization of early Christianity is also found in Engels’s 
article Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity.

Engels determines precisely the date of the appearance of the Apocalypse: it is the end of 68 
C.E. or the first third of 69. The calculation here is based on the interpretation of the visions of 
chapter XVII of the Revelation, where there is mention of the seven-headed beast on which sits 
the great harlot Babylon, drunk with the blood of the saints. By these fantastic images Rome 
and the Roman Empire are designated. The words of verses 10 and 11: “And there are seven 
kings: five have fallen, one is, the other has not yet come, and when he comes he must remain 
a little while; and the beast that was and is not is himself an eighth, and is of the seven, and 
goes to destruction”—Engels interprets in the following way: “Counting Augustus as the first in 
order, we shall have Tiberius as the second, Caligula as the third, Claudius as the fourth, Nero 
as the fifth, Galba as the sixth. ‘Five have fallen, one exists.’ That is, Nero has already fallen, 
and Galba exists. Galba ruled from 9 June 68 to 15 January 69. But immediately after his 
accession to the throne the Rhine legions revolted under the command of Vitellius, while in 
other provinces military uprisings were being prepared by other commanders. In Rome itself the 
praetorians revolted, killed Galba, and proclaimed Otho emperor.”

Notes:

1. Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XVI, pt. I, pp. 159-194.



2. Ibid., pt. II, pp. 409-431.

3. Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XV, pp. 602-610.
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From this it may be concluded that our Revelation was written under Galba—probably at the 
end of his reign or, at the latest, during the three-month reign (up to 16 April 69) of Otho, “the 
seventh.” But who, then, is the eighth, “who was and is not”? “This will be made clear to us by 
the number 666.”

For the elucidation of this mysterious number Engels adopts the theory advanced as early as 
1836 by Ferdinand Benary and later applied by Renan in his book LAntechrist (The Antichrist). 
On the basis of this theory, founded on the interpretation of numbers and on determining the 
chronological date of the appearance of the Revelation, he arrives at the conclusion that by the 
eighth, “who was and is not,” one must understand the false Nero. “Indeed, under Galba the 
entire Roman Empire was seized by sudden turmoil. everywhere new claimants to the throne 
appeared . The Empire seemed to have been delivered over to the power of civil war. Along 
with all this, precisely in the East there spread a rumor that ‘Nero had not died, but had only 
been wounded, had fled to the Parthians, and would return with troops from beyond the 
Euphrates in order to begin a new, still more bloody and terrible reign.’ And precisely about 
this time, when the Revelation was apparently written, a false Nero appeared, who, with a fairly 
numerous following, established himself near Patmos and Asia Minor, on the island of Kythnos 
in the Aegean Sea (present-day Thermia).”2

1 Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XVI, pt. II, pp. 426-427.
2 Ibid., pp. 427-428.
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Characterizing the content of the Revelation, Engels finds in it features of early Christianity, far 
removed from the later Christianity of the Gospels and Epistles that make up the New 
Testament. This Christianity is distinguished by naive primitiveness: it has no dogmas, no 
doctrine of original sin, no formula of the Trinity; it has not yet gone beyond the bounds of 
Jewish traditions: the Christians of the Apocalypse recognize themselves as Jews, have not yet 
become conscious of themselves as a sect separated from Judaism, detached from the ancient 
religion. But in them there is strong hatred toward Rome, a sense of estrangement from the

Engels does not dwell on these geographical details in vain. The author of the Revelation 
presents Patmos as his place of residence, and thus the indications of the geographical setting 
of the events which, in Engels’s opinion, gave rise to the composition of the Revelation, further 
strengthen his conjecture concerning the chronological date of the composition of the 
Apocalypse. He thinks of the new appearance of the supposedly dead Nero, which gave 
grounds for expecting the coming of the Antichrist and, with him, great calamities that were to 
befall the faithful.



pagan ancient world; hence the expectation of the imminent coming of Christ the deliverer, the 
expectation of the terrible judgment, and dreams of the millennial kingdom. “Such was 
Christianity, insofar as it is known to us, in Asia Minor, its principal seat around the year 68.”1

1 Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XVI, pt. II, p. 428.
2 Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XV, p. 605.
3 Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XVI, pt. I, p. 160.
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Further, Engels notes the militancy, the vengeful character of the sects designated in the 
Revelation, far removed from forgiveness of enemies. In the Revelation of John there was 
reflected “the struggle with the all-powerful world at its outset and at the same time the struggle 
of the innovators among themselves.” “The Christianity of that time, not yet conscious of itself, 
was, like heaven from earth, far removed from the later world religion fixed in the dogmas of the 
Nicene Council.”2 The hostility toward Rome that united these motley, mutually discordant 
groupings is explained by the fact that within the sects of early Christianity there begin to gather, 
from all corners of the empire, all the discontented, all those subjugated and plundered by 
Rome, the scattered, humiliated peoples and social classes of the ancient world. All former 
organizations—clan, tribal, civic, national, state—had been swept from the face of the earth by 
the leveling iron fist of the Roman conqueror.

Engels regarded the Apocalypse as the most ancient of the books of the New Testament, the 
authenticity of which cannot be disputed. In the article “Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity” he 
gives the following characterization of this book: “Wild, chaotic fanaticism, dogmas only in 
embryo, and of so-called Christian morality only the mortification of the flesh; but, on the other 
hand, a multitude of visions and prophecies.” From this chaotic, primitive religious document, full 
of rampant fantasy, Engels nevertheless seeks to extract concrete features for portraying the 
epoch and the social milieu in which the work arose: he gives us an excellent example of a truly 
historical interpretation of religious polemical writing.

**“First of all, sects and sects without end,”**2—with these words Engels notes a fact that was 
usually passed over in silence by theologians, too confident in the existence of some pure, 
original Christianity: the fact of the existence of a multitude of sectarian or heretical groups and 
tendencies, and moreover mutually hostile to one another. The author of the Revelation 
condemns at once three sects—the Nicolaitans, the Balaamites, and the Jezebelites. Since we 
shall nowhere else hear another word about these sects, Engels proposes that the investigator 
make use of this precious piece of information that slipped through the vigilance of later 
Christian censorship.

The abundance of heresies is a characteristic feature of the epoch: **“it was a time when new 
sects, new religions, new prophets appeared by the hundreds.”**3



Engels extraordinarily highly values the Revelation of John as a document of a momentous 
critical epoch. “What Christianity looked like in the year 68, we can see in it (in the 
Apocalypse—R. V.), as in a mirror.”3 To this judgment, whose theses were brilliantly developed 
and demonstrated by Engels, I shall allow myself to add only a few remarks that may, as it 
seems to me, reinforce with new arguments the conjecture he expressed sixty years ago 
concerning the time and circumstances of the first composition of the Apocalypse.

1 Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XVI, pt. II, p. 419.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid., pt. I, p. 160.
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The end of the 60s of the first century C.E. Engels defines as a time of great upheavals. Among 
these upheavals the most prominent place is occupied by the great Palestinian uprising, which 
began in 66 and reached its greatest intensity during the Roman siege of Jerusalem. This 
national uprising against Rome, which was at the same time a social revolution, was reflected 
with the greatest force in all the colonies of the Jewish people scattered throughout the empire, 
and especially in the diaspora of Asia Minor, where the most numerous, active, and prosperous 
elements of Jewry were concentrated. The diverse groups of Asia Minor Jewry, from the most 
conservative traditionalists to the most radical sects, followed with the greatest attention the 
development of the dramatic events taking place in Palestine, around the sacred center of 
Jewry. We have seen that, according to Engels’s definition, the Christians of that time had not 
yet become conscious of themselves as a group separate from Judaism, that they still felt 
themselves to be Jews. Very soon the catastrophe of the national uprising was bound to 
produce a rupture between orthodox Judaism and the radical sectarianism that turned into 
Christianity. But while the struggle around Jerusalem was still under way, encounters and 
disputes between representatives of different tendencies were possible in the diaspora; 
negotiations, the conclusion of alliances, and the rendering of mutual services were possible. 
This explains why archaic features are combined with innovative ones in the Apocalypse.

The Revelation of John shows us something more than merely the interest of the people of Asia 
Minor in Palestinian events, something more than sympathy for the insurgents—namely, hatred 
of Rome. It is a pamphlet of the period of the most turbulent events, as Engels pointed out.

We must conclude that the struggle of Jewry encompassed a far more extensive area than Syria 
and Palestine alone; the Asia Minor diaspora, in any case, took an active part in the 
uprising—perhaps sending volunteers there and providing financial assistance. The Romans, in 
all probability, feared a general uprising throughout all the provinces where there was a 
diaspora; their suspicions, their restrictive measures, and their persecutions in turn assumed 
broad dimensions and were directed against various social circles in the Jewish colonies.
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Let us see what concrete data for describing the political and social setting can be extracted 
from the Revelation.

The first chapters (I-III) contain the address of the apostle John to seven churches—in 
Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. These cities 
belong to Lydia, the central region of the coastal strip along the Aegean Sea, and represent 
important centers of industry and trade. This geographical identification at once places us in a 
definite social environment—we learn where the opposition was nesting. From chapter IV 
onward begin the visions and prophecies; scenes of a cosmic character are depicted, and 
figures of gigantic proportions appear. But beneath these mythological images it is not difficult to 
discern the outlines of the contemporary reality experienced by the author—the national 
struggle between Jewry and Rome; and above all, the author cannot conceal his feelings of 
anger and hatred toward the hostile pagan power. Under the transparent pseudonym of 
Babylon, “the mother of all abominations, the great city that reigns over the kings of the earth” 
(XVII, 5 and 18), as Engels has already noted, Rome is to be understood; the monstrous beast 
(therion) is the Roman Empire; by the worship of the image of the beast one should probably 
understand the imperial cult.

**Apart from this general masking, which scarcely conceals reality, there are several details that 
strike one by their realism and immediacy. Thus, for example, the most malicious enemies 
placed in the foreground are the merchants of the depraved Babylon, who have become the 
grandees of the earth (megalytanes tes ges, XVIII, 23); the valuable items of prime necessity 
with which they supplied the capital are enumerated in detail; curses are called down upon their 
heads, as well as upon the shipowners who transported their goods. While depicting cosmic 
phenomena, the author does not forget to note, with bookkeeping precision, his own affiliation 
and sympathies with the Jewish mercantile class, crushed in the struggle with the merchants 
(emporoi) and shipowners (naukleroi) of the triumphant pagan nation. There then follows a 
detail even more specific. The author condemns those apostates from his own people who, in 
order to save their property and preserve participation in impious trade, began to worship the 
beast and allowed a mark (charagma) to be placed upon their forehead and upon their right 
hand (this concerns some governmental measure—the branding of those representatives of 
industrial professions who wished to obtain pardon and a trading license).
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The seer-prophet is full of nationalist rancor, inspired by the struggle of peoples. For him Rome 
is the embodiment of all the filth of the earth.

The war against the monstrous beast assumes gigantic proportions; in heaven and on earth two 
immense hosts do battle: on one side—Michael and the angels, on the other—demonic legions, 
led by the dragon, the ancient serpent, the devil and Satan, who deceived the whole universe. 
Everything breathes a furious thirst for vengeance; on earth a pitch-black hell descends; the 
impious warriors drink the wine of the fury of God, the wine unmixed, prepared in the cup of the 
wrath of God (XIV, 10); because they tormented the holy prophets and apostles, a fiery 
punishment awaits them.



In such exaggerated images of Old Testament mythology the Jewish pamphlet that emerged 
amid the storms of the uprising describes events which a later historian of the Christian church 
could easily have used as the first documentarily attested persecution of the followers of Christ. 
This description is now especially valuable for us because, as we have just seen, the author did 
not manage—or did not wish—to conceal the realistic, material basis of the clashes. The social, 
class substratum of the struggle shows through everywhere beneath the veil of “wild, chaotic 
fanaticism.”1 The author, who sketches prophetic scenes in a highly religious style, moves within 
quite clearly delineated social circles. Closest to his heart are the interests of that social stratum 
which was connected with large-scale international trade conducted within the Mediterranean 
basin and which supplied the West with the products of the arts and crafts of the cultured East.

i The expression quoted above is Engels’s, from the article “Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity,” 
Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XV, p. 609.
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Insofar as these social circles are indicated, in addition to the above-mentioned attack on the 
hostile έμποροι and ναύκληροι, it seems to me that attention should be drawn to one very 
specific detail. In chapter XXI, in depicting the New Jerusalem that will arise from the ruins of the 
perished world, the author employs materials and colors borrowed from the craft of 
jewelry-making and makes remarks intelligible only to a master of that art. When one reads the 
enumeration of emeralds, sapphires, topazes, and the like, of which the walls of the radiant city 
are composed, when one reads the phrase: “the light of the New Jerusalem is like the brilliance 
of the most precious stone—crystal jasper,” one involuntarily imagines that the author spent 
hours in the workshop of a fine carver and delighted in the curious models and toys of his 
collection. By all such details the author of the “Revelation” catered to the imagination of the 
immediate milieu of his readers: for Lydia, to whose communities his message is addressed, 
was famed throughout the empire for its master jewelers.

If the observations I have made are correct, we might recognize in the visions of the 
“Apocalypse” the moods and feelings of the prosperous urban society of the Jewish people 
contemporary with the great Palestinian uprising. The note of suffering that sounds in the 
“Apocalypse,” the thirst for vengeance with which it is permeated, may perhaps stem from the 
influence of emigres who escaped destruction to a remote corner of the Asia Minor-Aegean 
coast, but in any case it finds favorable soil in the mentality of the local society.

That at its core the “Apocalypse” is an ancient work, far removed from the compilers of the New 
Testament epistles and gospels, is especially clear when one compares the attitude toward 
Rome of the author of the “Revelation” with the judgment of the Romans that determines the 
manner of the compilers of the gospels and epistles. Whereas in all the other books of the New 
Testament the attitude toward the Romans is calm, neutral, or even benevolent—in any case 
loyal and politically quite respectful—in the “Apocalypse” it is sharply hostile. Despite this 
contradiction, despite the archaic features of the “Apocalypse,” its distinctive mythologism, the 
editors of the canon found it necessary to include this work among the sacred books of the New 
Testament. This was done in order to secure the historical connection of the new teaching with 



the tradition of the Old Testament and its prophecies concerning the destiny of the chosen 
people of God. But there was also another motive for admitting into the canon the pamphlet that 
emerged in the turbulent epoch of the Palestinian uprising of 66-73: later Christians wished to 
закрепить their connection with the upheavals of the first century, with the epoch of the great 
crisis and its moods, which is reflected in various hints, details, and episodes scattered 
throughout the books of the New Testament. Thus, for example, it is characteristic that among 
the apostles chosen by Jesus Christ appears Simon, called the Zealot (Luke VI, 15), that is, a 
representative of the party of militantly inclined nationalists. Even more remarkable is the fact 
that in the “Acts of the Apostles” the Pharisee Gamaliel, speaking in defense of the apostles 
accused of innovation and of spreading destructive ideas, names as their predecessors Judas 
the Galilean and Theudas, that is, insurgents and revolutionaries.
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Let us now see what place the “Apocalypse” occupies in the evolution of Christian ideas and 
attempt to clarify the Christology of the “Revelation of John.” Engels gives us a guiding 
indication: “Here Christianity is presented in the most unworked form that has come down to us. 
Only one dogma predominates: believers are saved by the sacrifice of Christ. But how and 
why—this is quite impossible to understand. There is nothing here but the old Jewish and pagan 
idea that the god or gods must be appeased by sacrifices—an idea later transformed into a 
specifically Christian one (in essence making Christianity a universal religion) and consisting in 
the notion that the death of Christ is a great sacrificial offering which, once made, has force for 
all time.”1

i Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XVI, pt. I, pp. 160-161.

The idea of the sacrificial character of Jesus Christ is expressed in the “Apocalypse” in the 
following words: “The faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead and ruler of the kings of the 
earth; to him who loved us and washed us from our sins by his blood” (I, 5). In this definition of 
the world-historical role of Jesus Christ lies the dogmatic novelty of the “Apocalypse” in 
comparison with earlier works disseminated in radical sects. Neither the “Teaching of the Twelve 
Apostles” nor the “Shepherd” contains such a conception. In this motif there is reflected a 
significant change of mood, itself created under the influence of new events in the life of the 
religious communities. If in the “Didache” and the “Shepherd” we could ascertain the presence 
of a calm communal life, the “Apocalypse,” on the contrary, reflects the upheaval of society, the 
dominance of passions, anger, and fear, the urge to battle, the thirst for salvation from 
destruction. Christ as sacrifice, Christ as savior of believers by the power of his shed blood—this 
is an idea inspired by the trials of the bloody struggle that began in the 60s of the first century. 
The sufferings of the believers are symbolized here in the person of the leader of their bands, 
the patron of their fraternal associations. The suffering Christ is a creation of the epoch of 
uprisings, of the struggle of the chosen people of God.

Each of the sects wanted to see its own patron in the person of the leader of the saved and in 
the role of the great sacrifice for their salvation; the Jesus-followers wanted their Jesus to be 
recognized as the true Christ.
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The words of Engels just cited should serve as a guiding indication for the historian; they should 
prompt him to a careful analysis of the document in which he will find the germ of the dogma 
that made ‘Christianity a universal religion.’ Studying the ‘Apocalypse,’ I discovered in it a 
compositional device whose presence had until now gone unnoticed by scholars who 
approached the matter from a theological point of view. For the theologian, proceeding from the 
notion of Christianity as a coherent system of doctrine formed all at once, it is decided in 
advance and obvious that by the image of the Lamb, the principal hero in the battles, Christ 
must be meant, and that all the sufferings and victories of the Lamb relate to Christ. But if one 
sets aside this preconception and reads the ‘Apocalypse’ as a work of religious polemics, whose 
aim is by means of parallels and metaphors to prove and establish certain religious theses, then 
one can notice that the author did not at all proceed from a belief in the identity of the Lamb and 
Christ, but was artificially constructing a new article of faith. We are in fact witnessing the birth of 
a dogma; and that means that we have the opportunity to look into the theologian’s laboratory 
and catch him in the act of producing a new compound. If one classifies the attempt to identify 
Jesus Christ with the Lamb as part of Christian myth-making, then we can observe how a new 
myth emerges from the pen of a skilled myth-maker.
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Let us review the chapters of the ‘Apocalypse’ one by one, and we shall see how two 
conceptions alternate within them: one purely Jewish, narrating the Lamb, which served as an 
ancient symbol of the fate of the chosen people of God and here appears as the leader of the 
holy hosts; and the other—new-sectarian—bringing to the foreground the patron of one of the 
sects, Jesus, endowed with the halo of the messianic name Christ. The parallel is drawn with 
great caution; we clearly see that two different divine persons are in view, between whom the 
author does not dare to place an equals sign, leaving it to the reader to do so himself.

In the first three chapters there is no mention of the Lamb; the name and voice of Jesus Christ 
predominate. Beginning with chapter IV and ending with chapter XIX, there are depicted, as 
visions of John, scenes of heavenly and earthly struggle in which, on the contrary, there is 
neither Christ-the-sufferer nor Christ-the-victor. In the first stage of the violent clashes, attention 
is focused on the woman clothed with the sun—the Mother of God—who is pursued by the 
dragon, first threatening to devour the son she has borne, and then forcing her to flee into the 
wilderness and sending after her a deadly torrent. In the second, decisive stage of the struggle, 
the victor is the Lamb (το άρνίον). None of these mystical figures is placed in connection with 
Jesus Christ.

Of the Mother of God it is said that she will bear a son who is to shepherd all nations with a rod 
of iron; her child is snatched up to God and to his throne from the persecution of the dragon (XII, 
5). Of the Lamb it is said that victory will be won by his blood (XII, 11); those will be saved 
whose names are written in the book of life of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world 
(του έσφαλμένου άπο καταβολής κόσμου, XIII, 8). In chapter XIX the marriage following his 
victory is proclaimed. The beast defeated by him, and with it the false prophet who worked



miracles before the beast, are both cast alive into the lake of fire burning with sulfur. In chapter 
XX the visions continue, but there is no Lamb; instead Christ appears. An angel of the heavenly 
host overcomes the dragon, who turns out to be the ancient serpent, the devil and Satan, and 
binds him for a thousand years; he is cast into the abyss and sealed, so that he may not 
deceive the nations until the thousand years are completed. Thrones are set up; those to whom 
judgment is given sit upon them; the souls of those beheaded, who suffered ‘for the testimony of 
Jesus,’ because they did not worship the beast, come to life; they reign together with Christ for a 
thousand years; this will be the first resurrection (ανάστασις), in which the rest of the dead do 
not take part, for they cannot live again until the thousand years are ended. After the lapse of 
this period Satan will be released from his prison; the evil hosts will again attack the saints, but 
fire descending from heaven from God will consume them, and the devil will be cast into the 
lake of fire and sulfur together with the beast and the false prophet, where their torments will 
continue forever and ever. Then comes the final judgment of God: the sea, death, and Hades 
will give up the dead; the book of life will be opened in heaven, and those whose names are not 
written in it will perish again in the second and final death.
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In chapter XXI the Lamb appears again, while Christ disappears. John sees a new heaven and 
a new earth; the former heaven and the former earth have passed away, and the sea is no 
more. He sees the holy city, Jerusalem the New, descending out of heaven from God, prepared 
as a bride adorned for her husband. In the New Jerusalem there is no temple, for the Lord God 
Almighty is its temple, together with the Lamb. In the final chapter, XXII, John sees the renewed 
world, the reborn paradise: a pure river of the water of life, proceeding from the throne of God 
and of the Lamb; the tree of life, bearing fruit twelve times a year, whose leaves will be for the 
healing of the nations. There will no longer be anything accursed, but the throne of God and of 
the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will serve him (XXII, 1-3). Here the Lamb is mentioned 
for the last time. From verse 16 onward Jesus Christ appears again and speaks in the first 
person: ‘I, Jesus, have sent my angel to testify to you these things for the churches. I am the 
root and the offspring of David, the bright morning star.’

From the survey of the ‘Apocalypse’ we have made, it is evident that the scenes in which the 
Lamb is the principal figure and the scenes in which Jesus Christ appears alternate, being 
connected with one another only mechanically, not organically. Undoubtedly the author of the 
final redaction (the one we read in the canon of the New Testament) wished by this parallelism 
to create the impression that all the deeds and qualities attributed to the Lamb relate to Christ, 
that the mystical role of the Lamb is merely an allegory of Christ’s redemptive work. But there is 
one place where he lets slip that the Lamb and Christ are different persons. In chapter XII, 
verses 10-11, we read: ‘Now has come the salvation and the kingdom of our God and the 
authority of his Christ (του Χριστού αύτου), for the accuser of our brothers has been cast down, 
who accused them before our God day and night; and they have conquered him by the blood of 
the Lamb and by the word of their testimony.’ In this passage, the only one where the names of 
the Lamb and of Christ occur side by side, the difference in the characterization of these two 
mystical figures is clearly revealed: whereas the Lamb appears in the active role of redeemer, 
Christ is no more than an abstract term, without the designation of any specific function. But not 



only here: in all other places as well where Christ, or Jesus, or Jesus Christ is mentioned as a 
single designation, this name covers an image that is pale and indeterminate. It is very 
characteristic that, when passing from the exploits of the Lamb to the deeds of Christ, the author 
cannot rise above a simple doubling of the narrative: in the picture of the destruction of God’s 
enemies, where Christ appears, he literally repeats what is said about the crushing of the beast 
and the false prophet in the first world battle, which took place under the leadership of the Lamb 
(‘the two were cast alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulfur,’ XIX, 20; ‘and death and 
Hades were cast into the lake of fire,’ XX, 14).
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The detailed analysis of the text of the ‘Apocalypse’ that we have undertaken shows that in this 
work two compositions are mechanically combined. The first may be called a pamphlet of the 
era of the great Jewish uprising; the second, an attempt at christological adaptation of this 
revolutionary manifesto, a transfer of the attributes of the Lamb to Christ and a merging of the 
two images and the two terms into one.

What happened to the ‘Apocalypse’ as a literary work is the same as what happened to the 
‘Didache,’ which consists of layers. The ‘Apocalypse’ is not a simple, unified work, issued at one 
time and in one piece, but a document composed of layers, between which lies a considerable 
chronological distance. Each of the two parts was worked on by its own author: the first 
celebrated the exploits of the Lamb, the divine leader of the holy hosts fighting the satanic 
army—by which the pagan power of Rome was meant; the second sought to bring forward its 
new leader, Jesus Christ. Engels quite correctly determined the historical date of the 
appearance of the first of these compositions, which stands out for its vividness within the text of 
the ‘Apocalypse.’ What remains not entirely clear is the question of when the second, final 
redaction appeared—when, alongside the mystical term ‘Lamb’ and in place of it, the new name 
Jesus Christ emerged. I venture to put forward the hypothesis that this substitution belongs 
either to the end of the first century or to the very beginning of the second century—in any case, 
to a moment when the moods of the era of the uprising of 66-73 were still in force, when 
nationalist hopes had by no means cooled, when new uprisings were being prepared, which the 
Roman Empire in fact experienced in 117, after Trajan imprudently penetrated deep into the 
Mesopotamian provinces of the Parthian kingdom, thereby opening the prospect of a junction in 
his rear of imperial and Parthian Jews, drawn—the former to Jerusalem, the latter to Babylon.
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I base my chronological conjecture on the following considerations. The term ‘Christ’ is the 
Greek translation of the Jewish Mashiah (pronounced in turn in Greek as Messias), which meant 
‘the anointed of God’ and served to designate the expected national leader who would bring 
victory to the people of God and lead them to dominion over the peoples of the whole world. 
Those sectarians who joined the national-revolutionary movement adopted this term as the 
name of their patron; the Jesus-sectarians attached it to the name of their patron, Jesus. At the 
end of the first century and the beginning of the second century, among the militant part of the 
sectarian movement there still persisted in full force the bitter experience, the memory of the 



heavy sacrifices of the great uprising—hence in the ‘Apocalypse’ the mention of the shedding of 
blood that washed the saved saints and served as a pledge for the resurrection of the saints 
already dead; but at the same time there also persisted their faith in final victory—hence the 
expectation of the coming of Christ in glory, with which the ‘Apocalypse’ concludes.

The most important conclusion that the historian can draw from the study of this document for 
determining the evolution of Christian ideas is, in my view, the following: at the moment when 
the ‘Apocalypse’ appeared, no Christ was known other than the future one, who was to come in 
glory; of his descent to earth and his incarnation in human form, of a Christ who had already 
come in the past, the ‘Apocalypse’ knows nothing. The shedding of his sacrificial blood, 
according to the ‘Apocalypse,’ is not a historical but a cosmic phenomenon: the Lamb, the 
prototype or predecessor of Christ, was slain ‘from the foundation of the world.’ The shed blood 
is undoubtedly a symbolization of the grievous sacrifices of the era of great calamities, but it has 
no relation whatsoever to the sufferings of Jesus Christ of which the gospels would speak much 
later.”
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As we have already seen, Engels insistently pointed to the Jewish features of the ‘Apocalypse.’ 
‘Christianity calls itself nothing other than a Jewish sect, and does so as something 
self-evident.’1 That the author of the ‘Apocalypse’ was a Jew is evident from the abundance of 
Judaicisms in his Greek, which, with its poor grammar, stands out sharply even among the other 
books of the New Testament. We encounter Jewish tradition here at every step. Twice mention 
is made of the twelve tribes of Israel: once they appear in the list of the saved, for which 
purpose 12,000 are selected from each tribe (a total of 144,000); another time their names 
designate the twelve gates of the radiant city. Judaism also manifests itself in the idea that the 
center of the renewal of the world will be Jerusalem in its new form. Judaism is also evident in 
the characterization of the leader of the forces of evil: the dragon is said to be the ancient 
serpent and Satan. In other respects the author of the visions departs from the Old Testament; 
his imagination operates in the realm of either ancient Babylonian or Persian mythology; in any 
case, these images are alien to later New Testament literature, are not repeated by Christian 
writers, and are abandoned by them as excessively archaic.

i Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XVI, part I, p. 161.

But it is very important that Judaism here is softened and weakened, that the author of the 
visions belongs to a reformist trend that has turned away from the old cult. ‘In the transformed 
capital,’ says the prophet, ‘I saw no temple, for the Lord God became its temple’ (XXI, 22). It is 
very characteristic that the author considers it necessary, for a reader who speaks and thinks in 
Greek, to give a translation of the ancient name of the king and angel of the abyss: ‘In Hebrew 
his name is Abaddon, and in Greek Apollyon’ (with a play on words: απολλύων means 
‘destroyer,’ IX, 12). From this commentary it is clear that the ‘Revelation’ is addressed to a broad 
public, to Hellenized Jewry, and perhaps even has in view pagan circles accessible to the 
propaganda of the new teaching.
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Whether the author of the ‘Apocalypse’ carried out his aim well or poorly—to exalt the patron of 
the sectarian communities, Jesus, to transfer to him the brilliant qualities and the glory of the 
deeds of the Lamb, to proclaim him a great sacrifice before the Most High God—in any case he 
was the first to bring onto the world stage this deity, until then lowly and little known to broad 
circles. If the Egyptian, ‘pre-revolutionary’ sectarianism (by ‘revolution’ meaning the great Jewish 
uprising of 66-73) knew only the servant of God Jesus, a descendant of the servant of God 
David, then the Asia Minor sectarianism, under the impulse given by the revolution, raises him 
to the rank of a heavenly being and gives him a role in world events. By virtue of the new 
prophecies proclaimed by the author of the ‘Apocalypse,’ the world drama breaks up into 
several acts: in the first of them the struggle of the chosen people of God for its existence takes 
place; the act that follows—the triumph of the forces of evil (concentrated in the pagan 
empire)—will be a short interval, after which victory over the devil will ensue. A thousand-year 
kingdom of light will come, when the bodies of the suffering saints will be raised and the first 
judgment of God will be accomplished; after the lapse of the thousand-year period there will 
occur a new struggle with Satan, released from his bonds, and the final act—the Last Judgment 
and the second death of the forces of evil.

The ‘Apocalypse’ forms a transition from reformist Judaism to early Christianity, which had not 
yet separated itself from Jewish traditions. The essence of this shift, the principal and decisive 
novelty of this movement, is eschatology—the depiction of the end, the destruction of the world. 
The idea of a world-conflagration in itself belongs to an ancient and very widespread mythology: 
it exists among the Stoics and also in the notions of the Egyptian sect of the followers of the 
‘Didache.’ The novelty of the ‘Apocalypse’ consists in the fact that the author links it with the 
struggle for the existence of the people of God and combines it with the picture of the judgment 
of God (borrowed, perhaps, from Persian mythology) and of the thousand-year kingdom of God 
(a conception parallel to the myth of the renewal of the age of Kronos, or Saturn). At the same 
time the author attempts to clothe the image of the heroic fighter-sacrifice in a new form, to 
substitute Jesus—the holy patron of numerous sectarian communities—for the Lamb, thereby 
elevating him to the rank of the Christ, the anointed of God.
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We must, however, give ourselves a clear account of the role assigned to Jesus Christ in the 
‘Revelation.’ The author does not venture to portray him as a direct, active leader in the struggle 
of the heavenly hosts: in the earlier tradition about Jesus there were evidently no hints of such a 
role. Therefore it is the Lamb who defeats the serpent, while Christ appears for the first time as 
the ruler of the thousand-year kingdom.

At the time when the ‘Revelation of John’ appeared, the imperial government, extremely 
disturbed by the great uprising, did not distinguish shades within Jewry, reckoning the sectarians 
among the general mass of insurgents and sympathizers with the revolt. Therefore the 
sectarians were persecuted together with other Jews, which is expressed in the words: ‘The 
enemies of God tormented the holy prophets and apostles’ (XIV, 10). The ‘Apocalypse,’ thus,



marks a very important historical moment in the development of Christianity, when the 
sectarians were still at a crossroads and had not yet decided to break with traditional Judaism.

* * *

Literary genres replace one another in accordance with the major changes taking place in real 
history. The literary manner of the Shepherd and the Didache, expressed in the moral teaching 
of the two ways of life and in schematic designs for the construction of the indestructible 
stronghold of the Church, could not hold its ground in a period of anxieties, turbulent protests, 
and uprisings; it was replaced by a manner of an entirely different kind, expressed in works that 
themselves called themselves ‘revelations.’

In their tone, apocalypses are as far removed as possible from preaching humility, 
self-absorption, philanthropy, and universal forgiveness. On the contrary, they are full of militant 
excitement, vengeful feelings toward enemies, curses, and a thirst for the mass destruction of 
the opponent. Hence their characteristic sharp antitheses of satanic evil and holiness, their 
colossal exaggerations of the battling hosts, and the authors’ fascination with scenes of infernal 
destruction in a stinking conflagration and of paradisal bliss in the splendor of the millennial 
kingdom. Mystical images, metaphors, and terms serve in them journalistic, polemical purposes.
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After the final collapse of Jewish messianism in the third and last uprising—the Bar Kokhba 
revolt (132-135)—the apocalyptic manner had to cease to exist: for both sides between whom a 
rupture had occurred—the Jewish traditionalists and the Christian sectarians who had 
separated from them—there arose a necessity to keep quiet and submissive, outside all politics. 
The organizers of the Church put forward, as a shield, the principle of obedience and political 
self-abasement: ‘There is no power but of God’ (Epistle to the Romans XIII, 1). Apocalypses 
compromised the Church that was taking shape at the center and its ideological organizers, who 
were engaged in compiling the canon of sacred books. They could in no way allow the 
reproach: ‘Did not your fathers—and you yourselves—participate in rebellions against the 
empire?’

Therefore all the journalism of the turbulent times was subjected to persecution already on the 
part of Christians who had become subdued and had made peace with the pagan secular 
power: they declared apocryphal and impious all writings connected with uprisings, and these 
writings began to disappear under the blows of relentless ecclesiastical censorship; modern 
researchers find fragments of apocryphal literature on the fringes of the empire or beyond its 
borders in Coptic, Syriac, Armenian translations, and the like.

The Revelation of John is in essence a solitary fragment of a vast apocalyptic literature that the 
organizers of the great Church not only spared but also accepted into the canon of the New 
Testament. This happened because Christians could not repudiate their origin in Jewish 
messianism, to which they owed even the very name of Christ. They thought that by means of 
metaphors, allegories, archaic and exotic images—such as Babylon, the Mother of God, the 



ancient serpent, the dragon, the Lamb—they were sufficiently safeguarded against any political 
accusations.
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For the historian, on the contrary, the Revelation of John is proof of the participation of broad 
masses of sectarians in the messianic movement of the end of the first and the beginning of the 
second century; and it shows us with the utmost clarity that the very term ‘Christ’ is of purely 
Jewish origin.

* * *

Besides the Revelation of John, the New Testament contains fragments of yet another work that 
belongs to the same literary genre, to the same intermediate stage between late-Jewish and 
early-Christian literature, but which, as we shall presently see, must be dated considerably later 
than our Apocalypse. This work has not been preserved in an independent and integral form; 
only a fragment of it exists, as it were a long quotation, which the three Synoptic Evangelists 
insert into their text in the form of Christ’s prophecies concerning the destruction of the Temple, 
the great calamities of the struggle of nations, after which the Savior will come in heavenly glory 
(Matt. XXIV, 1-34; Mark XIII, 1-30; Luke XXI, 5-32). All three Evangelists transmit this prophecy 
in almost identical wording, with only minor variants, from which one may conclude that all three 
drew from a single source that had its own finished form. In its content, the fragments display a 
certain similarity to the Revelation of John and among contemporary theologians bear the name 
the ‘Little Apocalypse.’

All three Evangelists introduce their quotation from the ‘Little Apocalypse’ in the same way. 
Christ visits the Temple with the apostles and then ascends the Mount of Olives, from which one 
could admire the magnificent building. When the disciples draw his attention to the splendor and 
grandeur of the sanctuary, he declares to them: ‘There shall not be left here one stone upon 
another; all shall be thrown down.’ They understand the destruction of the Temple as a portent 
of Christ’s coming in glory and therefore ask him further questions: ‘When will this happen, and 
what will be the sign of his coming and of the end of the world?’ To this he replies: ‘Take heed 
that no one deceive you; for many will come in my name, saying, “I am the Christ,” and will 
deceive many; and you will hear of wars and rumors of wars. See that you are not alarmed, for 
all this must take place; but this is not yet the end; for nation will rise against nation and 
kingdom against kingdom, and there will be famines and pestilences and earthquakes; yet all 
this is only the beginning of birth-pangs’ (here the expression άρχή ώδίνων is used, and ώδίν 
means properly ‘birth pains,’ as if the author wished by this expression to characterize the fact 
of the birth of a new world).
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Further on, the prophecy becomes more detailed and acquires, as it were, an актуальный 
character: we read a depiction of general devastation, of social war filled with mutual hatred of 
parties, treachery and betrayal; the description of cruel reality alternates with admonitions as to 



how the followers of Christ should conduct themselves amid the danger threatening them: ‘Then 
they will deliver you up to affliction, and you will be hated by all nations for my name’s sake. And 
then many will fall away; and they will betray one another and hate one another; and many false 
prophets will arise and deceive many; and because lawlessness will be increased, the love of 
many will grow cold.’ Believers are advised to observe the greatest caution and to arm 
themselves with extreme patience (here in the text we find the famous phrase: ‘he who endures 
to the end will be saved’). From everything it is evident that the followers of Jesus Christ stand 
aside from any armed actions and—more than that—flee in fear without looking back. The 
author of the Apocalypse does not condemn emigration: ‘When you see the abomination of 
desolation (βδέλυγμα της έρημώσεως), spoken of by the prophet Daniel, standing in the holy 
place—let the reader understand!—then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains; let 
him who is on the housetop not go down to take anything from his house; and let him who is in 
the field not turn back to take his cloak! Woe to those who are with child and to those who nurse 
infants in those days! Pray that your flight may not be in winter or on a Sabbath; for then there 
will be great tribulation, such as has not been from the beginning of the world until now, nor ever 
will be!’

Comparing the scenes and moods depicted in the ‘Little Apocalypse’ with those known to us 
from the Revelation of John, we at once notice that the situation in which the communities of 
believers find themselves here is completely different: according to the ‘Great Apocalypse,’ the 
sectarians (at least the greater part of them) are united with the Jews in a common hostility to 
Rome; their saints and apostles are mentioned among the sufferers whom the pagan power 
tormented. That is why the historian finds it possible to date the appearance of the ‘Great 
Apocalypse’ relatively close to the great uprising of 66-73, when the majority of the sectarians 
adhered to the national movement. In the ‘Little Apocalypse’ there are no indications of Rome, 
paganism, or the empire as immediate threats to the believers.
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The followers of Jesus Christ now have different enemies, and Christ himself appears in a 
different light. These opponents are irreconcilable Jewish messianists who had gathered their 
strength for a new uprising, at a time when among the sectarians messianic zeal was growing 
ever weaker, mass defections had begun, and apoliticism was developing. The ‘Little 
Apocalypse’ contains instructions on how the followers of the mystical Christ are to conduct 
themselves amid the most difficult political and external circumstances. Believers are advised 
not only to refrain from any participation in the struggle, but also to justify themselves against 
suspicion of sympathizing with the insurgents. In the Gospel of Mark (XIII, 9, 11) we find an 
interesting variant of the advice on how the followers of the name of Christ should behave in 
court; from this it is clear that they were threatened with danger from two sides: (1) in the 
‘synagogues,’ that is, when answering before Jewish patriotic nationalists, who were ready to 
beat the sectarians as apostates and traitors; and (2) before rulers, ‘governors and kings,’ that 
is, at interrogation in an official Roman court, where they had to dissociate themselves precisely 
from nationalism. For the second case the following advice is given: ‘Do not worry beforehand 
what you are to say (τί λαλήσετε), for it is not you who will speak, but the Holy Spirit (ού γάρ 
υμείς οι λαλουντες, αλλά το πνευμα άγιον).



In this admonition two motifs can be discerned: first, the sectarians’ confidence in their political 
innocence, which in advance assures them of acquittal; and second, their faith in the power of 
inspiration, of a higher prompting, which will suggest to the interrogated person all the 
necessary words.

[I take this opportunity to make a remark on the use of the verb λαλεΐν, very popular in the New 
Testament. In the classical period λαλεΐν means to chatter, to babble childishly, to speak 
incoherently and hurriedly. In the Gospels and Epistles λαλεΐν becomes a general designation 
for all kinds of speech and almost displaces other expressions for the notions ‘to speak, to say, 
to utter, to answer.’ Yet it still retains a nuance of incoherence, of childish or foolish character of 
speech, and in this sense the verb is applied in the compound expression γλώσσαις λαλεΐν, ‘to 
speak in tongues,’ by which prophetic speech is meant—speech which outwardly appears as if 
foolish, but in essence is uttered under divine inspiration. The evolution undergone by the verb 
λαλεΐν indicates a change in moods, psychological dispositions, and sympathies in society: 
incoherence of speech, holy foolishness as an enthusiastic mode of expression, comes into 
fashion and rises in significance and esteem.]
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At a trial, at an interrogation, incoherent, holy-foolish speech may turn out to be true salvation. 
But it naturally has its own danger: someone may, through carelessness, say something 
superfluous and suspicious. Moreover, among the believers there will be dangerous false 
teachers, sophists, capable of leading the simple man onto false paths: “false Christs and false 
prophets will arise,” who will give signs and wonders, striving to deceive, if possible, even the 
elect.

The prophecy promises, after grievous trials, a final deliverance. However great the dangers 
and sufferings may be, the evil time will pass quickly; the most terrible moment will come at the 
very end, when after the great tribulation “the sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its 
light, the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken. Then the 
sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and 
they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with great power and glory; and he 
will send his angels with a loud trumpet, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from 
one end of the heavens to the other.” There are also definite signs of the approach of the 
triumph of divine power. “From the fig tree learn the parable: when its branches have already 
become tender and put forth leaves, you know that summer is near; so also, when you see all 
this, know that it is near, at the doors; truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until 
all this takes place.”

Apparently, the quotation from the “Little Apocalypse” ends here, since the subsequent words of 
the Gospel Christ—that the coming of the kingdom of heaven will be sudden and unexpected, 
that it will steal up like a thief in the night—stand in clear contradiction to the picture just drawn 
of the appearance of the Son of Man in glory and therefore belong to another circle of parables 
and images taken from a different source.
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Such, in general, was already the manner of work of the evangelists: they compiled and 
combined, gathered diverse and mutually contradictory elements, tried, where possible, to 
harmonize them with one another, and where this was impossible, left them side by side 
unchanged.

It is not difficult to understand why the evangelists placed a fragment of the “Apocalypse” among 
the prophecies of Christ. In their eyes this was one of the supports for establishing the date of 
the earthly life and wanderings of Jesus Christ: they wanted to say that long before the 
destruction of the temple, when it still shone in all its splendor, the great teacher foresaw its fate. 
But by inserting this episode into their narrative, the authors of the Gospels opened to us the 
doors of their learned study: among their sources there was revealed one of the works that had 
appeared in the epoch of the catastrophe of Judaism.

It is difficult to say what form this work had: it contains elements of narrative and features of 
journalism, something resembling a pamphlet. Perhaps it was not even a single proclamation, 
but several different appeals of analogous content, from which a compilation was later made, so 
that the evangelist used the “Apocalypse” already at second hand.

But in any case it is still possible to discern the main elements of the content of the original work 
itself and to determine the date of its origin. The matter concerns the events of the last terrible 
uprising; those who call themselves followers of Christ are caught up in the struggle, must flee, 
are subjected to persecution both at the very sites of military clashes and away from them—in 
court. But in the ideal and moral sense they are completely alien to the struggle; they have torn 
themselves away from the national soil, have completely parted company with the militant 
patriots; their Messiah is not a national king, but Christ, who will come in glory when the end of 
the world arrives.
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The “Little Apocalypse” reflects, in brief and dogmatic form, the results of the trials endured and 
expresses new hopes: the destruction of Jerusalem, the collapse of the earthly desires and 
delusions of the Jewish people, the beginning of the world catastrophe; after the war of peoples, 
after the devastation of the earth, there will follow the coming of the divine leader in glory.

The Christology of the “Apocalypse” differs essentially from the concepts that we find not only in 
the Gospels, but also in the Epistles: apocalyptic journalism, which arose during the period of 
national-revolutionary struggle, knows Christ only as a future leader and deliverer, only as the 
divine ruler of the millennial kingdom; of his redemptive role in the past it still suspects nothing. 
His expected coming is conceived not in the form of a second appearance, as it will later be 
portrayed—no, it is thought of as the first and only one.

We can now draw conclusions from the works studied and determine the character of sectarian 
literature in the epoch of the national-Jewish catastrophe, and also clarify the attitude of the 
sectarians who revered Jesus as their patron toward the rest of Jewish society.



The earliest of the surviving works of the emerging Christian literature are apocalypses. From 
them it is evident how the followers of Jesus increasingly distance themselves from Judaism: if 
in the “Revelation of John” curses against the Roman Empire are still heard, if there are still 
echoes of sympathy for the Palestinian fighters, then in the “Little Apocalypse” nothing of these 
feelings remains. Yet the sectarians who believed in Christ are most powerfully seized by the 
struggle, stirred by it. For they were brought up on Jewish traditions, expected the fulfillment of 
prophecies promising the people of God deliverance from suffering and a bright future. The 
prophecies must be fulfilled; God cannot abandon his faithful “elect”; the innocently suffering 
must be avenged; God’s justice must triumph! Before the followers of Jesus Christ a new 
perspective of the future unfolds: the endured calamities are only the beginning; these are birth 
pangs; the sufferings endured are terrible, but this is not yet the end; the judgment of God lies 
ahead, the coming of the Son of Man in glory, and then the end of the world will come.
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The “Great” and the “Little” apocalypses mark two extreme moments—the beginning and the 
end—of the period of the greatest upsurge of messianism, when the expectation of the coming 
of the great Deliverer—for some an earthly king, for others a spiritual ruler—reached its utmost 
tension, and when thereafter, amid shattering bloody events, a sharp crisis set in. As a result of 
the catastrophe, political messianism dies away; but with redoubled force mystical messianism 
develops, which finds its expression in the Epistles and the Gospels.
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7. THE EPISTLES AND THE GOSPELS COULD NOT HAVE BEEN COMPOSED 
EARLIER THAN 130-140

In his classic work “On the History of Early Christianity,” published in 1894, Engels wrote: “The 
legend of a Christianity that arose immediately and in finished form out of Judaism and that from 
Palestine conquered the world by means of a dogmatics and ethics already fixed in their main 
outlines—this legend has been impossible since the time of Bruno Bauer; it can continue to 
vegetate only on theological faculties and among people who wish to ‘preserve religion for the 
people,’ even at the expense of science”1. In the same article Engels also establishes the date 
of composition of two of the most important works of the New Testament—the Acts of the 
Apostles and the so-called Epistles of Paul: he calls them works “which, at least in their present 
form, were written at least 60 years later than the ‘Revelation,’ so that the factual data contained 
in them are not only extremely doubtful, but also completely contradict one another”2.

i Marx and Engels, Works, vol. XVI, pt. II, p. 415.
2 Ibid., p. 420.
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The general conclusion that a historian must draw from these works is that not a single book of 
the New Testament, with the sole exception of the Revelation of John, can be regarded as a 
monument of the 1st century CE. The Gospels and the Epistles must be recognized as 
compositions of the 2nd century; and consequently, the historical information contained in them 
should be viewed not as direct testimony of contemporaries of the events of the 1st century 
being described, but as conjectures, constructions, and fictions of authors writing 100-120 
years after the heroic age of Christianity as they imagined it.

In these words, written more than half a century ago, we must recognize the brilliant insight of a 
profoundly scientific mind; it must also be noted that Engels was not a specialist in questions of 
New Testament criticism and devoted attention to them only as an amateur, granting these 
subjects his leisure. Since then, new discoveries have been made in scholarly criticism of the 
New Testament: the works of the Dutch scholars Loman and van Manen, and of the Germans 
Drews and Friedlander, moved the Epistles of Paul 70-80 years later than their supposed date 
of composition (the 50s-60s of the 1st century) and connected them with Gnosticism, which 
developed in the 30s of the 2nd century. Thus Engels’s conjecture regarding the chronological 
date of the appearance of the so-called Epistles of Paul was confirmed (in his calculation, “at 
least 60 years after the Revelation” gives 60 + 69 = the year 129); his opinion concerning the 
“extreme doubtfulness” of the factual data contained in this work and in the Acts of the Apostles 
was also confirmed. A number of studies in Gospel criticism (particularly noteworthy is the work 
of Grill: Untersuchungen ϋber die Entstehung des vierten Evangeliums, 1908 and 1924) 
established the fact of the late origin of these works and their dependence on 
religious-philosophical currents in the literature of the 2nd century.



I consider it necessary to give several examples in order to illuminate the unsuitability of the 
Gospels for reconstructing the course of development of early Christianity.

First of all, the Gospels cannot be used for a biography of Jesus if, in accordance with the views 
of rationalists, one sees in the hero of the Gospel narratives an individual who perished in 
33-34 CE, under the reign of Tiberius. The evangelists convey to us a moving, deeply dramatic 
tale of a great teacher who became a sufferer for his people, but in doing so they allow a series 
of historical incongruities. Indeed, what are we not expected here to accept on trust? They date 
the activity of Jesus to an era that is depicted for us by Josephus as a time of intense ferment in 
the Jewish world, when life in Palestine was saturated with political, national, and social 
passions, when the representative of Roman tyranny was the procurator Pontius Pilate, who by 
his crude and tactless actions provoked universal irritation among the Jews.
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At this time, in provincial Galilee, there appears a popular prophet, absolutely alien to all politics. 
He proclaims the imminent end of the world, the coming of the kingdom of God. There is no 
indication that the son of the Nazarene carpenter studied anywhere, and yet he suddenly 
appears on the historical stage as an intellectually and morally fully formed teacher and 
preacher, an excellent connoisseur of Scripture, a brilliant dialectician, confounding the learned 
fraternity, the professional scribes, who attempt to argue with him. His teaching, containing a 
number of new and original ideas, appears, on the one hand, as though it were the fulfillment of 
the ancient law and the prophecies, but, on the other, it diverges from Jewish tradition in a 
peculiar way, breaks with it, mocks narrow-minded conservatives. The attitude of the teacher, 
who preaches peace and forgiveness of enemies, toward the Jerusalem Temple—this most 
precious treasure of Judaism—is indifferent, cold, almost negative. In the shortest possible time 
(the Gospel narrative does not allow one to think of a period longer than 3-4 years), the prophet 
acquires broad popularity, manages to circulate a multitude of allegories, parables, and sayings 
(who could have recorded and preserved all this for posterity?); he regards himself as the Son 
of God, the Messiah, and the disciples are ready to recognize him as such.

After great successes in Galilee, he, for incomprehensible reasons, hastens to Jerusalem. His 
appearance in the most sensitive center of Jewish nationalism arouses the displeasure of the 
Jewish hierarchy and the Jewish scholarly world; his opponents turn for assistance to the pagan 
secular authority, and the representative of the Roman government is depicted as that same 
Pilate, hated by the Jews, with whom the nationalists precisely could not come to terms. This 
time the Roman official (in contradiction to the characterization given by Josephus) turns out to 
be courteous and compliant toward the patriots and hands over the Galilean preacher to 
execution, despite the fact that he finds him politically entirely innocent.

Apart from the incongruity of the general conception of the life of Jesus, if it is taken not as a 
dogmatic thesis but as the fate of a real historical figure, the Gospel narratives contain a number 
of crude historical errors, indicating that the authors lived in an era far removed from the time 
they describe, that they did not know or did not wish to reckon with historical reality.
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I will give several examples of such errors. In all the Gospels (Matt. XXI, 12-13; Mark XI, 15-17; 
Luke XIX, 45-46; John II, 13-16) it is related that Jesus, having entered the Jerusalem temple 
and found that oxen and doves were being sold there and that merchants and money-changers 
were sitting there, carried out a purification: he drove all the sellers out of the temple together 
with their livestock and overturned the tables with money; he justified this purification by a 
reference to the words of the prophet: “My house is a house of prayer, but you have made it a 
den of robbers.” At present Protestant scholars who have adopted rationalist views 
acknowledge that this Gospel passage cannot be understood as a real description of Jesus’ 
action in the Jerusalem temple: the numerous administration of the sanctuary would 
undoubtedly have resisted any attempt actually to expel the merchants, who were necessary for 
the organization of sacrifices. Consequently, the Gospel narrative must be given a different, 
symbolic interpretation. Jesus Christ performed not a material but a spiritual purification of the 
house of God, demanding the removal of the crudely sensual elements of worship; in this lay his 
testament to the disciples, the apostles, and the church.

Here we already have a substantial correction, an important warning, made by representatives 
of theological scholarship themselves regarding the use of the evangelists’ narratives as 
material for historical reconstruction. Such an expert on ancient Jewish life as Schϋrer 
(Geschichte des jϋdischen Volkes im Zeitalter Jesu Christi) draws our attention to the 
incorrectness in the description of the very setting in which the purification of the temple was 
supposed to have taken place: the merchants and money-changers were located not in the 
temple itself and not even in its courts, but on the surrounding squares; furthermore, to the fact 
that there was nothing unlawful in their operations; according to the concepts of the time, they 
not only did not defile the temple, but also met necessary needs of the cult, since they served 
the technical side of sacrifices and the making of contributions to the temple treasury.

Are we dealing here only with an external inaccuracy on the part of the evangelists? No—there 
is something more here. It must be acknowledged that in this narrative there is another flaw as 
well: inattention to ancient Jewish customs and disregard for them. For we must imagine that 
the expulsion of the merchants, without whom the performance of cultic acts was impossible, 
would itself have been a grave offense against the prevailing religion; it would have been an 
insult to the Jewish sanctuary, which was respected even by the pagan authorities; let us not 
forget that the emperor Augustus himself ordered an annual sacrifice in Jerusalem on his own 
behalf. Thus, one of two things is the case: either the evangelists who recount the purification of 
the temple had no real conception of the temple regulations of the first half of the 1 st century, or 
they consciously wished to express condemnation of that religious practice. They were writing in 
an era when the customs of the ancient Jewish cult had been forgotten; moreover, such 
narratives were possible only in a milieu deeply alien to Judaism and long and decisively turned 
away from it.
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Another example seems to me no less characteristic. All the Gospels are marked by a favorable 
attitude toward tax collectors. In Luke (XVIII, 9-14) a parable is placed on the lips of Jesus 
Christ about how a haughty Pharisee, confident in his own righteousness, and a humble tax 
collector, ready for repentance, prayed. This parallel, to the disadvantage of the Pharisees and 
to the glorification of the tax collectors, is repeated more than once in the Gospels. Jesus draws 
a tax collector, Matthew, into the number of the apostles (Matt. IX, 9), or, according to another 
version, Levi, son of Alphaeus, who rises from the tax booth to follow the Lord. When Jesus 
comes into the house of Levi, the Pharisees reproach him that both he and his disciples recline 
together with tax collectors and sinners, to which he replies: “Those who are well have no need 
of a physician, but those who are sick; I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to 
repentance” (Mark II, 14-17). Here it seems to be acknowledged that the tax collectors are 
sinners and the Pharisees righteous, but, first, irony sounds in Jesus’ reply, and, second, it is 
evident that the tax collectors are more sympathetic to him than the Pharisees. In other 
passages the parallel is even more unfavorable to the Pharisees. Thus, in Matthew (XXIII, 14) 
the Pharisees turn out to be “heartless devourers of widows’ houses,” while in Luke (XIX, 3) a 
virtuous tax collector, Zacchaeus, is depicted, who gives half of his property to the poor and, if it 
should happen that he has wronged anyone, repays the injured party fourfold.
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The question arises: was it possible in the 30s of the 1 st century for a popular preacher to 
behave in this way toward the Pharisees and the tax collectors, to express about them such 
judgments as Jesus expresses in the transmission of the evangelists? How could Jesus, coming 
from provincial backwoods—from Galilee—have dared to speak so arrogantly and 
contemptuously about an influential party, composed in part of the ruling priestly aristocracy—a 
party imbued with national-patriotic sentiment—and at the same time orient himself toward tax 
collectors, who, if they belonged to the Jewish people, were bound to arouse hatred and 
contempt among their fellow tribesmen: for they were servants of an alien, pagan power—the 
Romans—who hung like a dark cloud over the land, over the shrines of the people of God; the 
sins of the tax collectors consisted precisely in exploiting the Jewish people for the benefit of an 
impious hostile authority. If someone in the 30s of the 1st century had ventured to speak of tax 
collectors as simple-hearted benefactors, patrons of the poor, this would have sounded like an 
inappropriate joke, a brazen mockery of Judaism.

Again, in this example as well, it is evident that the author was alien to Palestinian life of the 1 st 
century and did not understand it; again, deeds and words are ascribed to Jesus, the hero of the 
narrative, which could in no way have attracted to him the sympathies of the people.

One may point to a whole series of further slips and errors in the Gospels that testify either to 
the authors’ unfamiliarity with the conditions and institutions of Palestine in the first half of the 
1st century or to their deliberate distortion and substitution. Thus, for example, Schϋrer notes, 
as an anachronism, the mention among Jesus’ admirers of a Roman centurion (Matt. VIII, 5; 
Luke VII, 9, έκατόνταρχος; Mark XV, 39, κεντυρίων). In the 30s of the 1st century the Roman 
procurator, whose residence was in the coastal Caesarea, did not have Roman soldiers but 
auxiliary detachments (auxilia) drawn from local non-Jewish elements, chiefly Sebastians,



Hellenized heretical Samaritans from Sebaste (Shechem). Roman legionaries in Palestine are a 
phenomenon of a much later time, belonging to the period after the suppression of the revolt; 
here the author has transferred back a hundred years the arrangements of his own time and 
thus betrayed himself.
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But there are also more substantial objections to using the Gospel narrative as historical 
testimony. Above all, everything relating to messianism sounds incongruous. For rationalist 
theologians this question is a true torment; those who consider Jesus a mortal person rack their 
brains over the problem—did the Galilean prophet himself recognize himself as the Messiah 
promised to the people? At what moment did this conviction awaken in him? Was he a mad 
dreamer who perished as a victim of his delusion? His behavior and the attitude of the Jewish 
masses toward him are in any case inexplicable. In Galilee, within the very shortest time, he 
acquires enormous popularity; crowds follow him; he arouses the anxiety of learned circles—the 
scribes in the synagogues—and the fears of Galilee’s political neighbor—the tetrarch Herod. 
These successes do not satisfy him; they awaken in him the desire still further to expand the 
circle of his influence, to seize the center with his preaching. But upon his arrival in Jerusalem 
his manner of action becomes different: in Galilee, although recognized by the apostles closest 
to him, he ordered them to keep secret his messianic calling; in Jerusalem, on the contrary, he 
appears openly, even triumphantly—such is his entry into the city as Messiah, accompanied by 
the joyful cries of the crowd: “Hosanna to the son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the 
name of the Lord; hosanna in the highest!”

Yet already after a few days the mood of the people changes; a strange reversal of roles occurs. 
It would seem that the appearance of a prophet who imagined himself the Messiah should have 
disturbed most of all the Roman procurator of Judea, Pontius Pilate, but he remains completely 
indifferent, while the chief priests and the elders of the people are outraged and assume for 
themselves a police function that was neither proper nor appropriate to them: they organize a 
nocturnal arrest (although Jesus had no intention either of hiding or of resisting) and bring the 
messianic prophet before their own court, the Sanhedrin. A scene is depicted that is utterly 
implausible and impossible under the arrangements in force in the first half of the 1st century: 
the Sanhedrin did not deal with trials of heretics, yet here an interrogation is presented; the 
accused is charged in particular with his statement: “I can destroy the temple of God and in 
three days build it” (Matt. XXVI, 61). It is decided to hand over the condemned man for 
punishment to the secular authority, but the Roman official, whom Josephus portrayed for us as 
the greatest enemy of the nationalist parties, even now hesitates, does not wish to abandon his 
neutral position; his wife directly advises him to intercede for “Jesus, the so-called Christ” 
(Ίησουν τον λεγόμενον Χριστόν). He yields to the fury of the Jews, who have suddenly become 
extraordinarily loyal, and, as if for the amusement of the crowd, orders an inscription to be 
placed above the crucified man’s head: “ουτός έστιν ό βασιλεύς τών Ιουδαίων.”
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All this confusion in the distribution of sympathies and antipathies, in the characterization of the 
administrative organs in Palestine, can be explained only by the evangelists’ unfamiliarity with 
the state of affairs in the first half of the 1 st century. They knew nothing of the strength of 
nationalist tension, of messianic moods in the country, of hostility toward Rome. They composed 
the biography of Jesus Christ after the final catastrophe of Judaism in 135, after the last fighters 
for freedom had perished, when Palestine had turned into a vast gloomy cemetery where Jews 
were deprived of the right of residence, when a complete rupture had occurred between 
old-believer Judaism and the Christian sects, when the latter began to curry favor with the 
Romans, to assure imperial authority of their complete obedience—that is, not earlier than the 
end of the 30s of the 2nd century, more than a hundred years after the events they depicted.

One may suppose with full justification that the evangelists wrote far from Palestine, not being 
acquainted even with its geography. In one example this alienation from the real setting is 
especially evident. Christian preaching, according to the Gospel narratives, began in Galilee; 
Jesus by origin is considered a Galilean. Down to our own day theologians have struggled to 
clarify why Galilee in particular proved to be the cradle of Christianity. Conjectures were 
advanced that in this, though insignificant, province there existed a strongly developed sectarian 
opposition in which Christian preaching could arise. Much was also said about the evangelists’ 
close familiarity with the character and life of the country, about their ability to convey the local 
color of Galilee. The historian, however, examining the documents attentively, must note that 
Galilee appears in the Gospels for such reasons and on such occasions that cannot but be 
recognized as accidental. Moreover, in the development of the motif of Jesus’ Galilean origin 
one can note a certain evolution: one evangelist borrows this motif from another, but each gives 
it his own particular interpretation.
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The first evangelist still knows nothing of Jesus’ Galilean origin. Having told of the birth in 
Bethlehem, of the flight into Egypt, and of Joseph’s return with Mary and the infant to “the land 
of Israel,” he continues: “But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his 
father Herod, he was afraid to go there; and being warned in a dream, he withdrew to the region 
of Galilee, and came and settled in a city called Nazareth, that what was spoken by the 
prophets might be fulfilled, ‘He shall be called a Nazarene’” (Matt. II, 22-23). For the second 
evangelist, Jesus’ origin from Galilean Nazareth (Mark I, 9) and even his profession—carpentry 
(VI, 3)—are unquestioned facts (of Jesus’ birth, childhood, and life prior to his appearance in 
Capernaum, the Gospel of Mark says nothing at all—apparently on the assumption that from 
that moment the incarnation of the deity in the man Jesus began). The second evangelist found 
yet another basis for linking Jesus’ life and activity with Galilee and especially with the “Sea of 
Galilee” (that is, Lake Gennesaret): the calling of the apostles. “Passing along by the Sea of 
Galilee (παρα τήν θάλασσαν της Γαλιλαίας), Jesus saw Simon and Andrew, his brother, casting 
nets into the sea, for they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me, and I will make 
you fishers of men’ (αλιεΐς ανθρώπων). In the same way he attracts two other fishermen, John 
and James, the sons of Zebedee” (Mark I, 15-20).



Thus Galilee appears in the first evangelist as a result of his reflection on the assonance of 
Nazarene with Nazareth, and in the second under the influence of the metaphor 
“fishermen—fishers of men.” This literary turn, popular at the time (since it is found in Lucian, 
whose activity falls in the 50s-70s of the 2nd century), pleased the second evangelist; he 
developed this motif in a series of episodes: Jesus spends most of his time on the water; from a 
boat, not from a mountain as in the first evangelist, he addresses the people with sermons and 
the apostles with parables (among them the parable of the sower); incessantly he crosses from 
one shore to the other; on the sea he performs miracles—walks on the water (VI, 48-49), calms 
the storm (IV, 38-41). One cannot fail to notice that from these “lake” adventures, which 
constitute the peculiarity of the Gospel of Mark, arose that picture of Christ’s wanderings 
through “idyllic Galilee” which later enchanted all the compilers of “Lives of Jesus.” After the 
account of a terrifying storm on a small lake where one shore is visible from the other, there can 
be no talk of the author’s close familiarity with Galilee.
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The third evangelist is so confident of Jesus’ Galilean origin that he considers it necessary to 
justify in detail his birth in Judean Bethlehem. To the compiler of the Gospel of Luke, very 
interested in establishing historical dates, belongs the complex construction that the Nazarene 
Joseph, by reason of his descent from the house of David, had to go with Mary to Bethlehem, 
the city of David, when the decree of the Roman governor Quirinius went out for a census of the 
population (Luke II, 4).

As for the fourth evangelist, as is well known, his originality lies in the account of Jesus’ first 
miracle, performed at Cana of Galilee. In general, Jesus’ wanderings through Galilee in this 
Gospel are motivated by the danger of going into Judea, because the Jews sought to kill him 
(John VII, 1). But this evangelist shows nothing like the fascination with Galilee that we find in 
the second evangelist; on the contrary, he deems it appropriate to insert into his narrative the 
mocking remark of the orthodox Jew Nathanael: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
(John I, 47).

After the death and resurrection of Jesus, all the native Galileans see no need to return to their 
homeland but remain permanently in Jerusalem.

Here the techniques of literary creation and literary invention pass clearly before us. The 
authors of the Gospels possessed no traditions about Galilee or Nazareth; they themselves, 
stone by stone, erected the edifice of that part of the mystical biography of Jesus which 
subsequent theological scholarship called the Galilean period of the prophet’s activity.
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It seems to me that the late origin of the Gospels stands beyond all doubt for the historian. Here 
we are dealing with a genuine, fully formed Christian literature, whereas earlier we had before 
us only the forerunners of Christianity, from which the Christological writings are separated by a 
deep chasm, themselves introducing a truly entirely new construction. In what follows I shall 



speak of the various elements that entered into the composition of this construction, of the 
different literary and philosophical influences reflected in these works, of the peculiar methods of 
the authors who worked on the composition of the mystical biography and who in this case 
created a new literary genre. Here I shall confine myself to only one remark about the chief, 
fundamental principle of this construction, which held the cultural world of Europe under its spell 
for seventeen centuries and even now continues to deceive many scholars, including those who 
have fully renounced all religiosity.

It seems to me that the main principle of the construction composed by the authors of the 
second century—the historicization of the deity Jesus Christ—becomes clear from the parallels 
that can be found to their work. They had predecessors and they had successors. Their 
predecessors were the founders of Buddhism, the constructors of the mystical biography of the 
Buddha. Buddhist theology develops in the second century B.C.; its representatives date the 
earthly life of the deity incarnated in human form four centuries earlier—to the sixth century. It 
seems to me that the fact of the repetition of one and the same device among the founders of 
two world religions is of enormous significance for the objective study of the history of religious 
teachings of all times. What is most important for the historian is that here he is dealing not with 
“popular beliefs,” not with legends born who knows where and when, but with conscious, deeply 
thought-out constructions, “scientific” for their time. This is precisely the pia fraus, that pious 
deception which rendered the Church the greatest services and of which the organizers of such 
constructions were never ashamed.

The successors of the evangelists, in the sense of applying the method of dating a document 
back by several centuries, were churchmen of the ninth century, contemporaries of the 
power-hungry Pope Nicholas I (858-867), who compiled the so-called Isidorian Decretals, 
attributing to Isidore, bishop of Seville, who lived two and a half centuries earlier (570-636), the 
exaltation of the authority of the spiritual ruler of Rome.
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Authors of the New Testament books were engaged in the same kind of chronological 
substitution for a pious purpose.

The fact of the late composition of the New Testament writings, far removed from the official 
Church date, as well as the characterization of the evangelists’ manner as a compilatory 
method, are excellently substantiated in the book by A. B. Ranovich, An Essay on the History of 
the Early Christian Church, Moscow, 1941.
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8. THE AGE OF PHILANTHROPY AND PHILOSOPHICAL-RELIGIOUS 
ENLIGHTENMENT

The burden of the reigns of Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, and Marcus Aurelius (98-180 CE) 
used to be grouped in older manuals under the name of the Happy Period of the Roman 
Empire. On closer examination, however, the period from 98 to 180 breaks down into two 
epochs:

1. the time of Trajan and Hadrian (98-138), and

2. the time of Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius (138-180).

To be sure, there are certain common features in the social and cultural activity of all four 
emperors. One observes in them a distinct tendency toward softening sharp national and class 
differences, toward bringing the provinces closer to the center, toward enlightening the dark 
masses of the people. From the end of the first century, philanthropy develops on a broad scale, 
both governmental and private; the alimentary institutions conceived already under the Flavians 
are expanded. On the imperial domains an extensive fundamental reform is undertaken, 
transforming large estates worked by penal detachments of slaves into small leaseholds of 
bound coloni, provided with housing, livestock, tools, and plots of land, and acquiring certain 
civil rights. A series of laws is issued aimed at improving the material and legal condition of 
slaves.

But during the first forty years, up to the death of Hadrian (138), this social policy could not 
unfold in earnest, because the empire was torn by wars, external and internal. In the person of 
Trajan there appears a conqueror on a grand scale, the last representative of Roman military 
genius, captivated by the sweeping goal of subduing the rich East, of opening routes to the 
treasures of India. There was much risk and dash in Trajan’s policy, but little diplomatic and



strategic calculation. As a result of his Mesopotamian adventure, the restless emperor brought 
much trouble upon the entire empire, and especially upon its eastern half; in the rear of his 
army, advancing down the land between the rivers, a revolt broke out among the Jewish 
population; imperial Jews entered into alliance with their fellow tribesmen and co-religionists 
who were subjects of Rome’s enemy—the Parthians. Thus the emperor’s ill-considered 
undertaking only helped the smoldering fire of militant Jewish nationalism to flare up; it now 
became clear that the forces of Jewry, though scattered by the reaction of the Flavian age, were 
capable of gathering again around Jerusalem and renewing the struggle for the restoration of 
Zion and the glory of David. At the same time another fact also emerged—the splitting of 
messianism into two groups: from the revolutionary program of exterminating the Romans and 
enthroning in Palestine a national leader, from the idea that found a fiery herald in the person of 
Ben-Akiba and a vivid embodiment in the heroic figure of Bar-Kokhba, there decisively 
separated the supporters of a mystical faith in the imminent coming of Christ, the heavenly king 
and anointed one, the Son of God; the number of these pacifists, non-resisters to evil, forced to 
submit or disillusioned, increased, while the number of active patriots declined.
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Trajan’s successor Hadrian, who had to pay for the mistakes of the impetuous conqueror, 
himself no warrior but a shrewd and efficient administrator, could not unfold his peaceful 
program, because throughout the eastern half of the empire conditions were extremely 
unsettled and civil war constantly threatened to break out. The Bar-Kokhba revolt of 133-135 
once again showed the Romans that reconciliation with Jewish nationalism was impossible. 
This last struggle was marked by exceptional ferocity. Correspondingly merciless and 
embittered was the Roman imperial reaction. In this unfavorable environment Hadrian’s 
cultural-administrative talents were stifled. A cosmopolitan, alien to Roman nationalism, the 
emperor pursued in the East, and especially with regard to Jewry, a sharply reactionary, purely 
police policy. There could be no talk of religious tolerance here, because all religions and sects 
in any degree close to Judaism were under suspicion of political unreliability. Jews were 
forbidden to appear in Palestine; Jewish worship was banned there; by contrast, pagan cults 
were given every support.
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Hadrian, an enlightened patron who arranged on his Tiburtine villa near Rome an 
artistic-religious museum—a motley collection of temples, shrines, and altars—who regarded 
religion from a philosophical and aesthetic point of view, becomes the greatest persecutor of 
Jewry; matters went so far as the prohibition of the Jewish rite of circumcision. Under these 
conditions all sects that originated from Judaism, even if they were very far removed from 
militant nationalism, were subjected to persecution by the administration. Justin (around 150) 
informs us that the mere fact of belonging to a Christian sect entailed condemnation to the 
death penalty. If this report is correct, then the reign of Hadrian saw the first historically reliable 
“persecution of Christians”; it forms part of the system of general religious reaction of the late 
130s of the second century. Expectation of the Messiah, faith in his victory over paganism—that 
is, the Roman Empire—this was the symbol terrifying to the Romans, against which the 



administration raged, poorly distinguishing where before it stood armed, political messianists 
and where it encountered peaceful worshipers of the mystical Messiah.

The period of political crisis and external failures was for Christians a time of profound internal 
ferment, which was complicated by various external influences. The messianic idea of a 
sacrificial death for the salvation of humanity—an idea generated by Jewish 
religious-philosophical thought—upon passing into the milieu of Greco-Roman society attracted 
teachers and enthusiasts of philosophy; Stoics, Cynics, and Platonists streamed into Christian 
circles. Their interpretations of the messianic idea appeared, in the judgment of later zealots, as 
“heresies,” that is, deviations from the norm, from the correct line. Needless to say, for the 
historian there exist neither norms nor deviations—he understands heresy in its old Greek 
sense, that is, as a particular school, an ideological faction, a theosophical circle in which an 
attempt is made to construct a system of doctrine.
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At the beginning there was no norm at all; it began with heresies (αιρέσεις), with fragmented 
attempts—heresies were the first steps, the first religious hypotheses. This is precisely the 
period of gnosis, that is, of the scientific-philosophical interpretation of the messianic idea. The 
most outstanding gnostics developed their doctrines from the 30s to the 50s of the second 
century. Of the New Testament writings, the closest to gnostic circles are the “Epistles of the 
Apostle Paul,” if not to say that the author concealed under this pseudonym was himself one of 
the gnostic interpreters of messianism.

The emperors Antoninus Pius (138-161) and Marcus Aurelius (161-180), with their 
characteristic epithets—the one Pious, the other Philosopher—do not stand as isolated figures 
within their age (138-180). Both belong to a remarkable generation which, under the influence 
of two practical philosophies—Stoicism and Cynicism—was to a great extent captivated by the 
tasks of social assistance and religious enlightenment. In literature, their contemporaries, 
inspirers, and allies—Arrian and Lucian, two very different talents, one a dogmatic rationalist, 
the other a skeptic and satirist—converge upon a single common goal: to enlighten minds, to 
awaken thought, to eradicate absurd and harmful prejudices, to preach a new, strict and 
elevated morality approaching asceticism. It is very characteristic that these writers were at the 
same time administrators, holding high posts in the Roman administration. In the persons of 
these figures, ancient culture gave its last, “autumnal” bloom on the eve of its destruction under 
the influx of barbarians, who undermined its already weakening, dying forces.

The social policy of Antoninus Pius deserves great attention. No Roman emperor went so far in 
mitigating the lot of slaves and in recognizing human rights for the unfree. In his case 
philanthropy was subordinated to the moral-juridical principles of Stoicism; he adopted the 
doctrine of natural law (ius naturale), which also received a clear formulation from the 
outstanding jurists of the second and third centuries—Gaius, Ulpian, and others. According to 
natural law, all people are born equal; slavery arose, contrary to nature, from accidental 
causes—from acts of violence and conquest.
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The same breadth of conception, the same dependence on moral-philosophical principles, is 
also evident in the emperor’s religious policy. The epithet Pius was granted to him in advance, 
presented in the form of a congratulatory address by the Senate. It indicates certain moods and 
expectations of Roman society, the hopes that were placed upon the new ruler; from the 
emperor a revival of religion, a religious restoration, was expected. Judging by the coins, which 
are full of symbols reflecting the legendary history of Rome and the first heroic exploits of the 
Romans, Antoninus Pius strove to revive among the population of Italy patriotism and reverence 
for antiquity; at the same time he zealously renewed forgotten religious ceremonies and 
festivals and himself took an active part in them. The Senate marked the national-religious 
merits of Antoninus with a special resolution in which, on its own behalf and on behalf of the 
Roman people, it expressed gratitude to “the best, most just, and great ruler for his outstanding 
concern for the restoration of public rites and for his religious zeal.”

The activity of Antoninus Pius, however, was not confined merely to outward restoration, nor 
was it only a manifestation of Roman archaeological nationalism. The emperor proceeded from 
a broadly conceived program of religious enlightenment, connected with his humane 
philosophical ideas. Not without reason did Pausanias wish to give him the unofficial epithet 
πατήρ ανθρώπων, father of humankind. One may speak of a kind of religious pedagogy in 
Antoninus Pius. True, we do not know a single authentic phrase, not one word from the 
emperor’s own lips, but we have at our disposal a considerable number of indirect indications as 
to what his plans and views were. Very eloquent is the fact of the broad religious tolerance that 
Antoninus Pius displayed from the very beginning of his reign. Only thanks to this freedom of 
religious propaganda was it possible for such outstanding representatives of Gnosticism as the 
Egyptian Valentinus, the Pontic Marcion, and the Syrian Cerdo to appear in Rome around the 
year 140. Furthermore—another, even more striking phenomenon. The emperor permitted the 
public addresses of the defender of Christianity Justin, although only quite recently the followers 
of Christ had been subjected to harsh punishments merely for their name. Justin allows himself, 
in the manner of the intrepid Cynics, to criticize the governmental regime, to address the 
authorities in a harsh, admonitory tone; but we have every reason to think that this was done 
with the tacit consent of the emperor, was secretly encouraged by him. Here, as it were, two 
“philosophers” met, two advocates of “religious enlightenment,” of the eradication of superstition 
among the people.
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All these facts—the arrival in Rome of celebrated teachers and preachers, the permission 
granted for a public defense of the new doctrine, the apologist’s direct appeal to the highest 
authority—had enormous, decisive significance in the history of early Christianity. This is when 
the open propagation of Christianity begins, and moreover in the very center of the empire. This 
was not indulgence or weakness on the part of the government. It itself did not remain neutral in 
the religious disputes that had begun. Not without reason did such a good memory of the 
emperor Antoninus survive in later Christian tradition. Orosius says that under him there was no 
persecution of Christian communities—pax ecclesiis fuit; among all the pagan emperors such



an exception was made only for him. Other Christian writers speak even more definitively of 
Antoninus’s sympathies toward the Christians; thus, there is a report that the emperor sought to 
regulate trials brought against Christians, that in his rescripts he urged municipal magistrates to 
show as much leniency as possible toward this sect. There was even a Christian forgery in favor 
of Antoninus Pius: an edict was attributed to him, addressed to the Asian provincial assembly, 
which contained an apology for Christianity.

For their part, the Christians also make a radical turn in their conduct. Having been freed from 
persecutions, they hasten to cleanse themselves of all suspicions of oppositional designs, to 
earn the trust of the government, to dispose it favorably toward them. This new direction of 
political thought was vividly reflected in the formula of the “Epistle to the Romans” (XIII, 1) 
concerning “the submission of every soul, for there is no authority that is not from God”—a 
formula that later became canonical and acquired such resounding fame in history. Another 
example of a declaration of Christian loyalty may be seen in the well-known account of Christ’s 
temptation by the question whether taxes should be paid, to which, in reply, he demanded a coin 
and, pointing to the image of Caesar, firmly pronounced—also in the form of a lapidary 
formula—“Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s,” the famous injunction concerning the civic 
duty of believers. This episode, known from the Gospels, before appearing in them had been 
recorded in a collection of Jesus’ sayings (Ίησοΰ λόγοι); from there Justin cites it as proof that 
Christians fulfill their civic obligations.
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We further see how writings appear within the Christian milieu that are intended to win the 
sympathies of Roman society. Such are the “Acts of Pilate,” a protocol of the trial of Jesus, the 
purpose of whose composition was to place the entire blame for the condemnation and 
execution of Christ upon the Jews, to exonerate and present in a favorable light the Romans, 
especially in the person of their official representative in Palestine, the procurator Pontius Pilate. 
To this literary invention one of the most insignificant and most repellent Roman officials owes 
his undeserved world fame. This name the author of the “Acts of Pilate” could have obtained 
only from Josephus, where, however, the Roman administrator is given an extremely 
unfavorable characterization by a witness close to the events.

Justin also speaks insistently of the political reliability of the Christians. But from his own words 
it is clear that the Christians were not satisfied merely with the reputation of good and obedient 
citizens. They would like to take an active part in the religious enlightenment of the people. 
Justin offers the authorities his assistance in spreading an elevated, true religion. All of Justin’s 
arguments are extremely characteristic of the new position that the Christians adopted toward 
the pagan world. In his “Apology,” and especially in his “Dialogue with Trypho the Jew,” he 
persistently advances the idea that the Jews were formerly the chosen people of God, but since 
they rejected Christ, the apostles turned to the Gentiles; the Savior loved the Gentiles more than 
the Israelites. The idea of the Lord’s rejection of the Jewish people and of God’s favor toward 
the Gentiles, toward the έθνη, toward the peoples of the world—this cosmopolitan idea takes 
hold of all Christian circles, all communities, all directions of Christian propaganda. Somewhat 
earlier than Justin it had been expressed by the author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” a 



work which, as we shall see further on, appeared for the first time (or emerged from complete 
obscurity) only 10-15 years before Justin. Justin spoke sharply against the moral teaching 
contained in the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul.” But on the point of which we are speaking at this 
moment, both authors were in complete agreement—namely, that the grace of chosenness had 
been transferred from the Jewish people to the Christians, that from now on the national 
criterion must completely disappear, as a result of which the apostles would carry the preaching 
of the Savior of the world to the Gentiles, who were more receptive, more pleasing to God, than 
the stubborn, blind Jews, ossified in formalities.

140

Justin re-examines all the prophecies given to the Jews, striving to show their true meaning, 
which had remained hidden from the Jews, their direct relation to Christ. And at the same time 
he makes every effort to show the Gentiles that in their mythology as well, in their 
philosophical-theological thought, there are premises for understanding the historical role of 
Christ, that it is only necessary to break through the casing of prejudices and false 
interpretations. Thus, he sets before the religious enlighteners of the popular masses a task fully 
analogous to that which the “pious” ruler himself, the emperor Antoninus, had defined for 
himself.
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9. THE CHRONOLOGY OF NEW TESTAMENT WRITINGS

Justin represents a clear and distinct figure among the anonymous authors and pseudonyms of 
early Christian literature. He places the birth of Christ one hundred and fifty years before the 
moment of writing his Apology, that is, approximately around 150 CE. In this way his Apology 
receives a firm general-historical date and in turn provides a basis for dating other early 
Christian writings. Of extraordinary importance are his indications concerning the existence, in 
his own time, of Christian literature. It was already quite considerable and, above all, diverse, 
divided into several directions. Justin mentions a large work containing a refutation of heresies; 
among the latter he singles out, as especially powerful and harmful, the teaching of Marcion, 
who in turn possessed a special literature of his own. Then Justin, not limiting himself to 
dogmatic exposition, adduces extensive quotations from a historical work about Christ which, as 
is evident, enjoyed great authority among Christians. He calls this work the Memoirs of the 
Apostles (’Αποστόλων απομνημονεύματα); here are transmitted conversations, encounters, and 
sayings of Jesus Christ. Further, Justin refers to the Acts of Pontius Pilate (Ποντίου Πιλάτου 
ακτα), where the data of the trial, the judgment, and the death on the cross of the Savior are set 
forth. In addition, he cites the Sayings of Jesus (’Ιησού λόγοι), a collection of speeches and 
individual expressions of Christ, from which he draws conclusions about the character of his 
teaching and preaching activity.

In this list of literature, referring to the year 150, we find none of the works which later 
constituted the canon of the New Testament. In Justin neither epistles nor gospels are 
mentioned. Can one conclude from this that neither the one nor the other yet existed at the 
moment of the writing of the Apology?
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As for the Epistles, on the basis of the research of A. Harnack (Marcion, Das Evangelium vom 
fremden Gotte, 1921), one may conclude that they did exist at this time in their original form, as 
a book first put forward by Marcion, and therefore, in the eyes of those Christians who 
disagreed with this theosopher, were heretical. In that case the Epistles must have aroused the 
greatest hostility on the part of Justin. Of Marcion he speaks in the most unfavorable terms: for 
him he is one of the most harmful false teachers, incited by evil demons. Consequently, one 
could not expect from Justin a direct reference to the Epistles of the Apostle Paul. But there is 
indirect evidence that this book existed and was even well known to Justin: in him there are 
traces of a hidden polemic against the teaching of the Apostle Paul on predestination, on the 
unknown decision of God regarding the elect and the condemned; Justin himself, on the 
contrary, advances the doctrine of free will, considering it possible by the efforts of virtue to merit 
the salvation of the soul.

The situation with the gospels was different. First of all, it would seem in the highest degree 
strange if the gospels existed in Justin’s time and yet for some reason he did not consider it 
necessary to mention them; there were no grounds here analogous to those which compelled



him to remain silent about the Epistles of the Apostle Paul. But one may ask: from where, if not 
from the gospels, are taken Justin’s numerous references to the sayings of Christ, episodes 
from his encounters and conversations, the greater part of these quotations being 
extraordinarily close to the corresponding passages of the gospels? Justin names two sources 
from which these references could have been taken: the Sayings of Jesus (Ίησοΰ λόγοι) and the 
Memoirs of the Apostles (’Αποστόλων απομνημονεύματα).

Neither the one nor the other of these works was a gospel in the form in which we know it. It 
was not a mystical biography combining the history of Christ’s wanderings and sufferings with 
an exposition of his teaching. In the books that lay before Justin there were only materials for 
such a biography and an attempt to gather together various sayings and admonitions which 
circulated in the milieu of religious communities and were regarded as “words of the Lord.” The 
title Memoirs of the Apostles, resembling Xenophon’s Memorabilia of Socrates—an author who, 
as is well known, had no records of Socrates’ words—shows in what direction the imagination of 
the writers was working.
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One remark of Justin concerning the character of the speeches of Jesus makes it clear that the 
compiler of the Sayings of Jesus (Ίησοΰ λόγοι) conceived of the great teacher differently from 
the later evangelists. Justin says: “The teachings of Christ were brief and not extensive. He was 
not a sophist, but his word was the power of God” (Apology, ch. IV). It is enough to compare this 
characterization of Christ as a teacher with the Sermon on the Mount placed in Matthew (chs. 
V-VII) in order to see that the manner of the evangelist was completely different, that he sought 
to combine individual sayings, pointed answers, prophetic formulas into coherent chains of 
speeches, monologues, and dialogues.

Thus, with regard to the gospels, one must draw a negative conclusion: in the age of Justin they 
did not yet exist, but the principal sources for their composition were already present, and 
Justin, insofar as he himself attempted to give a characterization of the earthly activity and 
preaching of the Savior on the basis of these sources, may be counted among the most 
important predecessors of the evangelists. One must only bear in mind that his talent was not 
epic or dramatic, but oratorical and polemical. In any case, Justin stands in the line of authors 
who undertook the historicization of the personality of Jesus Christ and who, as a result, 
produced the books that entered into the canon of the New Testament.

For clarity I propose the following chronology of early Christian writings. In 130-140 the Epistles 
of the Apostle Paul appear for the first time. In 150 the Apology of Justin is composed; to 
160-170 belongs the final redaction and unification of the gospels; in 170-180 the book of the 
Acts of the Apostles is composed.

All these works, however different they may be in their tendencies and methods of exposition, 
bear certain common features that in turn bring the close to the ancient, “pagan” worldview of 
society in the age of Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius. One need only compare them with 
the Apocalypse, and the great difference immediately becomes evident. There—Old Testament 



images, Palestinian moods or their echoes; here—reconciliation with the pagans, with the έθνη, 
with the Romans, idealization of the Romans; judgments about the land and the people among 
whom the Savior lived, taught, and suffered are composed not on the spot of the events 
described, but from hearsay; information is obtained at second hand, supplemented by fantasy; 
the authors transmit Old Testament traditions in a Hellenized reworking and are engaged in 
adapting them to religious-philosophical interpretations accepted by Greco-Roman educated 
society. They strive to attach themselves as closely as possible to the group of Greco-Roman 
enlighteners.
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Considering the works included in the New Testament in this new connection, we obtain a 
completely different “New Testament contemporaneity” from that which the theologians of the 
rationalist school portrayed. The historian must fully grasp the fact that Marcion, the 
pseudonymous author of the Epistles of the Apostle Paul, Justin, and the evangelists are 
contemporaries of Antoninus Pius, Arrian, Apuleius, and Lucian, and that Christian sects—the 
Gnostics, the Johannites, and others—are not only coeval with the named pagans, but also their 
fellows in literature, their rivals in views and tendencies: both belong to the age of philanthropy 
and religious enlightenment.

There is no need to say how important such a chronological placement is from a methodological 
point of view, in order to establish a correct historical evaluation of the works of Christian 
literature. As long as the gospels and epistles floated in an undefined space, as long as they 
were placed somewhere between Claudius with Seneca and Domitian with Tacitus, the ideas 
expressed in them could be evaluated as something hitherto unheard of, alien to the 
surrounding world. Thus, for example, moralists were accustomed to insist on the novelty of the 
commandment of love for one’s neighbor (despite the fact that the Apostle Paul himself reminds 
us that it already exists in the legislation of Moses). If our chronological considerations are 
correct, the New Testament writings are inserted into a completely different setting. The moral 
teaching characteristic of them and the philanthropy expressed in them are inseparable from the 
age of Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius—the philosopher-emperors. They could be neither 
higher nor lower than the culture of their time.
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Let us pause for a moment in our investigation of the sources, in their arrangement according to 
chronological order and the evolution of their ideological content. Let us look at them from the 
point of view of the literary manner employed by the authors. In those whom I propose to call 
predecessors of Christianity and whom I assign to the first century, most of the fundamental 
concepts of later Christian dogmatics are already given: the concept of a universal church, of 
divine intermediaries between the supreme god and the human world—the Son of God and the 
Holy Spirit—in the form of moralistic treatises, lengthy and brief, in the form of lectures, 
catechisms, theoretical reflections, and practical regulations of life.



During the crisis of the struggle of Judaism with Rome, to these basic concepts is added the 
idea of sacrifice and the term Christ, the anointed of God, and, corresponding to this most 
important addition to dogmatics, a new literary form appears—the apocalypse—reflecting the 
anxious epoch of external and civil war.

With the end of the crisis a new mood arises in sectarian circles—the mood of the disappointed, 
the repentant, dreamers who have lost their cause; the seekers of God, who had expected the 
imminent end of the world, come to themselves; they are struck by the bitter awareness of a 
grave error, and into their minds enters the thought that the savior has already been, has 
already come once, but was not recognized, not noticed, was himself tortured to death, yet 
miraculously rose again and will soon come once more, this time as a triumphant victor.

The majority of sectarians surrendered to such self-consolation. The seekers of God, in their 
desire to atone for their error, turned their attention to the problem of the incarnation of the deity 
in human form, concentrated their efforts on translating mystical images into concrete figures of 
actual life, that is, they set themselves a historical task: to restore that past which promised 
salvation to those who believed in the messenger from heaven.

The new literary genre of epistles (έπιστολαί), which arose in the first half of the second century, 
the first of which may be considered the Epistle of Barnabas, shows how difficult it was for the 
seekers of God to pass over to a system of concrete resolution of the historical, more precisely, 
biographical problem. For the reproduction of a tangible, earthly, mortal personality of the new 
deity, who had taken upon himself the role of a sacrifice, for the depiction of his temporal 
incarnation, Jewish literature and Jewish tradition provided no support, no models. We shall now 
see what efforts the author of the Epistle of Barnabas makes in order to construct a mystical 
biography of Jesus Christ on the basis of a peculiar interpretation of Old Testament rites.

146

The transition to a concrete biography was accomplished only with the entry of Jewish-sectarian 
authors into the ranks of imperial Greco-Roman writers, only with the assimilation by the former 
of the artistic and representational devices and forms of the latter. Here a major and most 
complex problem opens up for the researcher. I put forward a thesis that will seem to many a 
paradox: without Plutarch, without his Parallel Lives (βίοι παράλληλοι), his biographies of 
god-men, heroes elevated to the rank of deities—Theseus, Romulus, Isis and Osiris—there 
would have been no gospels, there would have been no mystical biography of Jesus Christ. 
Onto the broad arena of world religion it was helped by the astonishing artistic talent of the 
native of Boeotian Chaeronea, in whom, as it were, the whole flower of Greek philosophical and 
aesthetic genius was united.

The Memoirs of the Apostles (Αποστόλων απομνημονεύματα), insofar as we can judge of them 
from the testimony of Justin, read in the 140s-160s of the second century, represent perhaps 
the first result of the influence of the literature of the Greco-Roman West upon the milieu of 
Jewish sectarianism spread in the diaspora; the appearance of this work also signified the 
penetration of Jewish-sectarian ideas into the milieu of the “pagans.” The gospels are the final 



formation of the mystical biography of Jesus Christ, established under the influence of 
Greco-Roman literary manner and then frozen for seventeen hundred years in the dignity of the 
principal document of “original” Christianity.

The entry of the new literary manner was the most important turning point in the worldview of 
the seekers of God. It was easy to say: the deity was incarnated in the form of a human 
being—but how was one to present realistically and depict with the pen this mystically 
conceived image? How did the incarnation take place? Did it occur through birth from a mother, 
or through a sudden illumination (by the Holy Spirit) that seized one already born, a physically 
fully formed organism? Or finally, should one think of the incarnation as illusory, appearing to 
people incapable of perceiving religious truth otherwise than in sensory images? In the years 
140-160 a painful struggle was taking place in the minds of the seekers of God: to give the deity 
overly concrete features in his earthly existence, in his meetings and encounters with ordinary 
mortals, to place him himself in everyday conditions, to speak of his participation in banquets, of 
the physical pain he experienced—this seemed to many a dangerous temptation, seemed 
vulgar, offensive to the dignity and greatness of the deity.
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The vacillations among the creators of the narrative form of the Christian dogma of the 
incarnation remained irreconcilable. Marcion, to whom, in the opinion of Harnack, belongs the 
merit of the first organization of a great church, decisively refused to accept the account of the 
birth of Jesus, which an accomplished literary master under the pseudonym Luke elaborated 
with such realistic, historical, and geographical detail (the census of inhabitants under Quirinius, 
housing difficulties in Bethlehem, the manger and the presence at the birth of Jesus of 
shepherds, etc.).

The lack of agreement in literary-artistic conceptions left its trace even within the New 
Testament itself. Matthew and Luke speak of a natural birth; Luke—of the childhood years of 
Jesus. Mark and John begin directly with his mature years; they give grounds for a conception 
of the incarnation as instantaneous or illusory; to them it was easier for that tendency later 
called Docetism (the theory of the illusoriness of the earthly appearance of Jesus Christ) to 
attach itself.

The organizational mastery of the editors of the New Testament consisted in the fact that, in the 
struggle to create unity, in the struggle against heresies, deviations, against the danger of 
schism and fragmentation, they not only eliminated what seemed to them extremes, but also 
entered into compromise with other heresies, admitted them into their alliance, confined 
themselves to mechanical adjustments, to the adoption of new terms, thus bringing the 
compilatory method to the highest degree of perfection.



148

10. “THE EPISTLE OF BARNABAS”

In the works of the predecessors of Christianity (The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, The 
Shepherd of Hermas, the apocalypses) no direct hostility toward Judaism is visible; in the 
Revelation of John one could even note the predominance of concepts and images 
characteristic of Jewish nationalist literature. We now pass to works of a different kind, whose 
authors more or less sharply break with Judaism. The change is explained by the influence of 
the catastrophe that split the Jewish world. The predecessors of Christianity—sectarians who 
coexisted with orthodox Judaism, with the religion of the Jerusalem Temple—now, after the 
twofold catastrophe of 70 and 135, had to make a final choice of path. If they could not go with 
the revolutionaries, being consistent pacifists, still less could they draw closer to the stubborn 
conservatives, from whom in an ideological sense they had long since separated. Only one 
course remained for them: to tear themselves away once and for all from their national-religious 
homeland, to settle all accounts with that direction which they had long condemned for narrow 
formalism, but whose entire rigidity they perceived only now, after the severe trial.

Yet they themselves had grown up in the school of prophecies that promised the people of Israel 
a great future; all the attention of believers was concentrated on the question of what the true 
meaning of the ancient prophecies was. It seemed to them that the great lawgivers and 
teachers of the past, through whose mouths, according to their conception, the Lord himself 
spoke, could not have been mistaken; the error lay with people who had not understood the 
prophecies, who interpreted them in a literal, crude, and material sense, understanding by the 
kingdom of God a sensuous, tangible, earthly bliss. But there is another, correct 
interpretation—in the spiritual sense (έν πνεύματι). This interpretation had earlier corresponded 
to the direction of sectarian thought, but now they seemed finally to have had their eyes opened, 
to have grasped the true meaning of the prophecies. From this they drew the further conclusion 
that the true people of God are they themselves, the adherents of the religion of the spirit; on 
the contrary, those who had previously considered themselves the heirs of the kingdom of 
God—the Jews who remained on the ground of tradition and of the literal understanding of the 
prophecies—are condemned and rejected by God.
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Here is the basis for delimiting themselves from Judaism, for bidding it farewell forever. This did 
not mean abandoning the covenant (διαθήκη) of Moses and the prophets, renouncing the great 
heritage of Israel; on the contrary, the treasure was to be taken away from the “blinded” (as the 
sectarians arrogantly thought) sons according to the flesh and appropriated by the “enlightened” 
sons according to the spirit. Such is the course of reasoning among representatives of the 
generation that came forward in the 30s and 40s of the second century, in the author of the 
Epistles of Paul and also in Justin. They inaugurate a new theological system. They cite the 
prophets intensively (beginning such a series with Moses) and the psalms of David and carefully 
interpret these texts in a new sense, as predictions of a new life, of the complete rebirth of 
humanity. Thus Christian dogmatics and Christian terminology appear for the first time. Their



first steps are marked by a polemical character; they are full of ardor and sharp attacks on 
conservative Judaism. The teachers of the new faith, subjecting the sacred texts to a new 
interpretation, cannot refrain at the same time from scourging the darkness and backwardness 
of Judaism. Justin writes in parallel two works: the Apology for the enlightenment of pagans and 
the Dialogue with Trypho the Jew as a crushing verdict on Judaism. By criticizing Judaism, 
Christians sharpen and hone their own weapon.

Separation from Judaism is at the same time an approach to paganism, toward which old, 
conservative Judaism related with hostility and contempt. Earlier the sectarians already 
displayed cosmopolitanism (Didache addresses the έθνη, i.e., all peoples standing outside 
Judaism), but now the appeal to the pagans, under the influence of polemic, takes on a 
demonstrative character: the apostle Paul emphatically calls himself the “apostle of the pagans”; 
he is ready to assert that the Lord loves pagans more than Jews. In turn, the new, “spiritual” 
interpretation of the Mosaic law and the prophets attracts scholars and philosophers “pagan” 
and foreign to Judaism. They bring their methods and their terminology and apply new 
approaches to the old Jewish material. Thanks to this influx of foreign cultural elements, 
sectarian preachers themselves become imbued with the spirit of Greek philosophy. Quite 
consciously they designate the finally formed doctrine by the term γνωσις, i.e., knowledge, the 
triumph of enlightened reason. The historian has every reason to speak of an epoch of Christian 
Gnosticism.
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Arthur Drews (Arthur Drews, born 1865), in his work Die Entstehung des Christentums aus dem 
Gnostizismus (1924), showed what the influence of Greek and Roman philosophical thought 
was on the writers whose works entered into the composition of the New Testament. He devotes 
special attention to the Epistles of the Apostle Paul, and with his views I shall have to engage 
when analyzing that work. But before turning to the Epistles of the Apostle Paul, I would like to 
pause over one predecessor of that book which, it seems to me, researchers have hitherto 
neglected—the Epistle of Barnabas.

What do we know about the Epistle of Barnabas? In the famous Codex Sinaiticus, the oldest of 
the collections of early Christian literature that have come down to us, which is dated to the 
fourth century, the Epistle of Barnabas is placed together with the New Testament books and 
follows immediately after the Revelation of John. From this one may conclude that it enjoyed 
great authority and popularity in early Christian circles. In it, as we shall see presently, there are 
features common to the Epistles of the Apostle Paul, but the latter were fortunate enough to 
enter the canon, whereas the former met with an unfavorable fate. Much here depended on the 
literarily unsuccessful, prolix manner of exposition of the Epistle of Barnabas, then on the 
circumstance that the author did not sufficiently clearly delimit himself from ancient Judaism and 
retained too favorable an attitude toward it, and finally on the vagueness and inexpressiveness 
of his Christology. One must recall that even the Epistles of the Apostle Paul were accepted into 
the body of sacred books only after a difficult struggle, having withstood heated objections and 
having been subjected to careful censorship and revision. But once the Epistles of the Apostle 
Paul were included in the canon, the editors of the New Testament thereby detached that book



from other works of the same tendency. A multitude of writings close in ideas to the books 
admitted to the canon began to decline and be forgotten; a significant part was altogether 
destroyed. The Epistle of Barnabas somehow miraculously survived this devastating literary 
storm.
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The fact that the Epistle of Barnabas did not enter into the canon proved favorable for the 
purposes of historical research, since the book did not receive a deceptive, knowingly incorrect 
date. Thanks to this, the Epistle of Barnabas did not trouble even the theologians: it could be 
handled freely, without fear of touching the authority of the canon. The theologians placed it 
among the works of the “Apostolic Fathers,” whom, as we have seen, they generally insert into 
the period between 70 and 150. It goes without saying that those who believe in the reality of 
the personality of the apostle Paul and in the authenticity of his works assign the Epistle of 
Barnabas to a later date in comparison with the Epistles of the Apostle Paul. But in the eyes of 
the historian, who is not bound by the conventional chronology accepted in the theological 
school, the matter stands otherwise. Careful analysis and comparison of the works convince us 
that both belong to the same tendency, but that the Epistle of Barnabas contains an earlier, less 
finished formulation of that characteristic dogmatics which later in Christian tradition went under 
the name of Paulinism.

The Epistle of Barnabas consists of two parts unequal in size. The first, larger part (chs. I-XVII) 
contains an interpretation of the Jewish Law and the prophets in a new, “pneumatic” sense, 
while the second, smaller part (chs. XVIII-XXI) constitutes an exposition of the two ways of life. 
The second part is very close in content to the Didache. It is, as it were, a repetition of a 
long-familiar manner of moral preaching. In the first part, however, we find the methods of a new 
theology, similar to those employed by the author of the Epistles of the Apostle Paul.

At the very beginning of his epistle the author declares himself an ardent gnostic. “Being 
concerned to pass on to you what I myself have received, and being confident that I must serve 
the spiritual principle inspired by the Lord (πνεύμασιν), I have endeavored to compose this 
epistle so that together with faith you may also possess perfect knowledge (ινα μετά της πίστεως 
ύμων τελείαν έχετε την γνωσιν)” (I.5). The author addresses the conscious thought of his 
readers. He warns them against submission to the evil principle that stands in power “in our 
corrupted time.” “Let wisdom, understanding, comprehension, knowledge (σοφία, σύνεσις, 
έπιστήμη, γνωσις) guide us toward a holy life. We must, since we are endowed with 
understanding (μη οντες ασύνετοι), assimilate all the wisdom (γνώμην) of the benevolence of our 
Father toward us” (ibid., 9). The assimilation of truth in his eyes represents a process of 
intellectual exertion, of intensified activity of thought. “We must unceasingly thank the Lord for 
the fact that he has made known (έγνωρισεν) to us the past, has made us wise (έσόφισεν) with 
regard to the present, and has prepared us for understanding the future (είς τά μέλλοντα).”
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The author’s inclination toward rationalism is reflected also in his manner of exposition. 
Beginning his discussion of some dogmatic question with a citation from the prophets, he 
passes to an interpretation of the text by means of the formula: “What, then, does knowledge 
say to us? Well then, learn, understand” (τί δε λέγει ή γνωσις; μάθετε, VI.9, and several other 
times).

Very peculiarly does the author define his role in explaining the new teaching and in interpreting 
the Lord’s covenants. From the very beginning he declares with a certain emphasis: “I shall 
speak not as a teacher (διδάσκαλος), but as one from among your own” (I.8). He repeats the 
same formula once more with a strange addition: “Much I would like to write to you not as a 
teacher, but as befits one who loves you and does not wish to leave you idle, I, an outcast 
(περίφημα) from among you” (IV.9). The last words sound like an expression of extreme 
humility, but in them one may also suspect a form of abasement beyond pride. And this all the 
more so since soon thereafter there follows an unfavorable judgment about the former, early 
teachers of the truth—the apostles. “When the Lord chose special apostles for the proclamation 
of the good news (τό εύαγγέλιον) about himself, he took the most sinful and lawless men (ύπερ 
πασαν αμαρτίαν άνομωτέρους), in order to show that he came to call not the righteous, but 
sinners (ού γάρ ηλθεν καλέσαι δικαίους, άλλ’ αμαρτωλούς); then he revealed that he is the Son 
of God.” These words in the Gospels of the three Synoptics are placed in the mouth of Jesus as 
a reply to the reproach of the Pharisees that he reclines with sinners.

153

This characterization of the apostles in the Epistle of Barnabas deserves great attention. Let us 
not forget that in its second part the Epistle reproduces the teaching of the two ways of life, 
which was the main content of the Didache, where the authority of the apostles is set so high, 
where they appear as universally desired, wandering teachers proclaiming the words of the 
Lord. And now—such an assessment of the apostles! Can we not draw from the judgments of 
the author of the Epistle of Barnabas a conclusion about the order, customs, and methods of 
instruction in the communities? Apparently, by the time of the appearance of the Epistle, in the 
life of Christian circles and fraternities—at least of those to which it was addressed—a 
significant change had occurred.

The activity of itinerant, temporary, fleeting teachers had ceased; their voice had lost its force 
already because the subject of religious preaching had expanded; the historical significance of 
those first prophets was forgotten; the “apostolic age” had ended. Religious preaching took on 
other forms; the very position of the heralds of religious truth changed. Now they no longer wish 
to allow disorderly, accidental, fragmentary preaching. Systematic instruction is brought to the 
fore; the chief aim is set as clear knowledge of religious truth. In order to attain fullness of 
knowledge (γνωσις), a thorough acquaintance is required with the first covenant (διαθήκη) of the 
Lord, with the great ancient prophecies given to Israel; only within the outlines of this primordial 
covenant, only in its symbols, correctly interpreted, will it be possible to read the provisions of 
the new law (καινός νόμος). Therefore the place of the prophesying apostles is taken by experts 
in Scripture, capable commentators on it. This new mode of religious enlightenment does not 
raise the proclaimers of the dogmas of faith to an unattainable height above the listeners and



readers. All are drawn into the understanding of Scripture, into the conscious assimilation of the 
predictions expressed there—this is why the author of the Epistle of Barnabas promises: “I shall 
speak as one from among your own.”
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Through the mouths of all the prophets,” he goes on to say, “the Lord proclaims to us that he 
has no need of burnt sacrifices, has no need of any external offerings.” He cites the harsh words 
of the prophet Isaiah: “I am sated with the fat of rams and the blood of bulls.... Your new moons 
are hateful to me, and I cannot endure your Sabbaths” (I, 11-13). Relying on these testimonies 
of the will of God, the author advances his principal thesis: “The Lord condemned all this in 
order that, as an offering not made by hands, not fashioned by men (προσφοράν μή 
άνθρωποποίητον), there might come into force the new law (καινός νόμος) of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, a law upon which there is no seal of compulsion” (II, 6).

Regeneration is necessary because the final temptation is approaching (τό τέλειον σκάνδαλον 
ηγγικεν, IV, 3). “We are approaching the last days; for our faith, which lived in us throughout all 
the preceding time, will not help us if in the present lawless age, amid the coming temptation, 
we do not, as befits sons of God, resist, lest the Black One creep in” (XIV, 9). “Be spiritual men 
(πνευματικοί), let us be the perfect temple of our God, let us cultivate within ourselves, as much 
as we can, the fear of God, let us struggle to preserve his commandments (έντολαι), so as to 
find joy in fulfilling his ordinances (δικαιώμασιν)” (XIV, 11).

The nearness of the end of the world is proved by quotations from Jewish apocalyptic writings, 
from the prophecies of Enoch and Daniel. The author gives a very precise chronology under a 
cipher which, evidently, contemporaries easily deciphered: “There will be ten kings upon the 
earth, and after the ten kings a little king will arise who will overthrow three kings one after 
another.. And I saw the fourth beast, foul and strong, more terrible than all the beasts of the 
earth, and from it grew ten horns, and from among them, as a shoot, there came forth a horn 
which twisted together three great horns” (IV, 5).

With this prediction the connection of the Epistle of Barnabas with apocalyptic literature is 
exhausted; the author of the Epistle has no fondness for the fantastic images of the “last days” 
with which the Revelation of John abounds. The main content of this work consists in an 
explanation of the dogma of the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Everything that is 
said on this subject in the Epistle of Barnabas is of entirely exceptional interest from the point of 
view of the emergence and development of Christian dogmatics. If our dating of this work is 
correct, if the Epistle of Barnabas really precedes the canonical writings (with the sole exception 
of the Revelation of John), then we have here the earliest form of that teaching which later 
became the principal dogma of Christianity. We must therefore clarify what is new in the 
Christology of the Epistle of Barnabas in comparison with the Christological notions of those few 
predecessors known to us, that is, the Didache, the Shepherd of Hermas, and the Apocalypse.
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In these sources there are scattered mentions of Jesus; they recognize him as a descendant of 
David, know of the Son of God’s assumption of the form of a servant, and obscurely mention the 
sacrifice of Christ for the sake of human beings; but all these elements, from which the basic 
dogma of Christianity was later composed, appear in the said documents separately, have no 
connection with one another, and therefore do not yield a coherent image. In the Didache Jesus 
is mentioned as the servant of God; his role, however, is unclear, and he is not identified with 
the Son of God. In Hermas much is said about the Son of God, about his participation in the 
building of the Church; he also appears in the form of a servant, but there is no mention of 
Jesus Christ. In the Revelation of John there is Jesus, a descendant of David; Jesus Christ is 
called the ruler of the kings of the earth, the firstborn from the dead, who loved humankind and 
washed them from their sins with his blood; it speaks of Christ who will reign for a thousand 
years, but there is no mention that he is the Son of God.

In the Epistle of Barnabas all these scattered data are joined into a clear, integral image. Jesus 
is called there the Lord (κύριος). He is the Son of God (υιός θεοΰ). He is the one with whom the 
Most High God created the world; to him God said: “Let us make man according to our image 
and likeness” (VI, 12). He resolved to suffer (ύπέμεινε πάσχειν, V, 1,5). In order to abolish death 
and to prove his resurrection from the dead (την έκ νεκρών άνάστασιν), he endured incarnation 
(έν σαρκι ηλθεν). He did this in order to fulfill the promise (έπαγγελίαν) given to the forefathers 
and in order to prepare for himself a new people (τόνλαόν τόν καινόν), to show, while being on 
earth, that, having accomplished the resurrection, he will execute judgment (V, 7). In his person 
the deity experienced the defeat of the flesh (την πληγην της σαρκός) (V, 11-12). “You have 
placed your hope in Jesus, who is to be manifested in the flesh. For a human being is earthly 
flesh, and his lot is to suffer (more concisely in Greek: άνθρωπος γη έστιν πάσχουσα), for Adam 
was fashioned from the earth” (VI, 9).
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These truths are difficult for people to grasp. “If (the Lord) had not come in the flesh, how could 
people otherwise be saved, when, looking at the sun—and it is only a creation of God—they 
cannot endure the brightness of its rays?” (VI, 10). But true gnosis consists precisely in 
comprehending his power and greatness. “Take heed, brethren: the Lord endured sufferings for 
our soul, being the ruler of the entire world (πάντος τοΰ κόσμου κύριος)” (V, 5).

The author of the Epistle develops his new dogmatics by way of interpreting the text of the 
prophecies. In the covenant of God (διαθήκη), given through Moses, and in the voices of the 
prophets, the truth of the incarnation and suffering of Jesus, the Son of God, was already 
foretold and proclaimed. In the Epistle of Barnabas the attitude toward Jewish tradition and 
toward Judaism itself is clearly formulated. The author of the Epistle distinguishes two epochs of 
revelation, two peoples who are the objects of revelation: on the one hand ό Ισραήλ, on the 
other ήμεις, ό καινός λαός. The prophecies are in part addressed to the Israelites—what great 
signs and wonders God wrought to proclaim himself, and how beyond all measure he loved this 
people! (V, 8). But he abandoned them (όντως καταλείφθαι αύτούς, IV, 14), and grace has been 
transferred to a new people. “Is it not us whom he led into the beautiful land flowing with milk 
and honey? And what are milk and honey? For a child is enlivened by honey and then by milk; 



so we too, enlivened by faith in the good promise (έπαγγελία) and by the word, shall live as 
rulers of the earth (κατακυριεύοντες της γης). We are destined to become heirs of the covenant 
of our Lord (κληρονόμοι διαθήκης κυρίου)” (V, 17-19).

Thus the true believers, the new people, the “spiritual” men (πνευματικοί, IV, 1) must separate 
themselves from the Israelites. All the efforts of the author of the Epistle are directed toward 
clarifying, by means of gnosis, the true meaning of the divine decisions expressed both through 
the prophets and in Jewish rites. Already to Israel were given prototypes (τύποι) which 
symbolized the future appearance of the Son of God on earth. “To us these things are clear, but 
to them they are dark, because they did not heed the voice of God (ήμΐν μεν φανερά, έκείνοις δε 
σκοτεινά, ότι ούκ ηκουσαν φωνης κυρίου)” (VII, 7).
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The author of the Epistle provides a detailed commentary on Old Testament prophecies by a 
new, gnostic method. We find in him a series of motifs, turns of phrase, and sayings that also 
occur in the Gospels. These coincidences give us an excellent opportunity to compare the 
manner of the one and the other direction—the abstract manner characteristic of the Epistle of 
Barnabas, and the realistic manner belonging to the Gospels. The comparison, in turn, provides 
material for resolving the chronological question as to which of the two works is older, where the 
original is and where the copy.

In the Epistle of Barnabas (IV, 12-14) it is said: “The Lord judges the world impartially; to each is 
rendered according to his deeds: if a person is virtuous, he receives a reward in justice; if he is 
evil, then he carries off the payment for his vices. We must continually keep watch and not fall 
asleep in our sins, lest the evil ruler (ό πονηρός αρχων) seize power over us and thrust us away 
from the kingdom of the Lord (από της βασιλείας τοΰ κυρίου). Think also, brethren, of what signs 
and wonders were wrought among Israel, and how the Lord abandoned them. We must exert 
every effort not to find ourselves among those of whom it is written: many are called, but few are 
chosen (προσέχομεν μήποτε, ώς γέγραπται, πολλοί κλητοί, ολίγοι δ’ έκλεκτοι ευρεθώμεν).”

The words “many are called, but few are chosen” enjoy worldwide renown and have become a 
proverb, but they are known only from the Gospel of Matthew; the presence of these words in 
the little-read Epistle of Barnabas is probably unsuspected in wide circles of the public. In the 
Gospels they appear as sayings of the primal teacher. In the scholarly edition of the Epistle of 
Barnabas (Patrum apostolicorum opera, ed. O. Gebhardt, A. Harnack, Th. Zahn, 1886), where 
sources are indicated in the margins, a reference to the Gospel of Matthew (XX, 16 and XXII, 
14) is given for the words ώς γέγραπται; the editors of the edition evidently wished to note that 
Barnabas in this case made a borrowing from the Gospel.
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Let us now set aside for the moment the question of the time of composition of the one and the 
other work; let us for now refrain from discussing the interpretation of the words ώς γέγραπται as 
a reference by the author of the Epistle to some other authoritative book. Let us look at the 



matter in substance: in what context does the saying that interests us stand in each author, and 
what is the manner of applying the formula?

In the Epistle of Barnabas the course of thought is clear, and the quotation from some unnamed 
writer is entirely appropriate. The author wishes to say: from of old the truth was proclaimed to 
many, the entire people of Israel was deemed worthy of this grace, but no one understood the 
divine message; we, the new people, must exert every effort not to find ourselves in the position 
of those of whom it is written: “many are called, but few are chosen.” In the Gospel of Matthew 
this saying is applied as a moral conclusion twice—to two parables: once to the parable of the 
reckoning of the master with the laborers, about a reward that is clearly unjust, because those 
who worked all day received the same as those who worked only two hours; the second 
time—to the parable of the royal banquet, to which the invited guests did not come, after which 
the king ordered that all from the streets and the marketplace be summoned, but, noticing 
among the new guests a man not clothed in wedding garments, ordered that he be cast out into 
the outer darkness. Both parables make a burdensome impression on us and remain riddles: for 
in the first of them the master, having carried out an unjust reckoning, openly declares that he is 
free to do in his own domain whatever he wishes, and that the first will be last; in the second, 
the king, at first generous and eager for guests, having ordered that all passersby from the 
street and marketplace be summoned, suddenly turns out to be captious and cruel (from where 
was the guest, caught unawares, to obtain wedding garments?). And here, to the injustice and 
contradiction contained in the parable itself, the evangelist adds yet another saying: “many are 
called, but few are chosen”—a saying which, taken by itself, sounds fine, but here, in context, 
only heightens the dissonance. One cannot fail to notice that the moral “many are called, few 
are chosen” does not logically follow from the allegories and is attached to both parables in a 
purely external way, as a resonant concluding phrase. We are involuntarily left with the 
impression that the evangelist had at his disposal a quotation that he liked, but which he found 
difficult to apply and therefore twice placed in an ill-suited position.

159

[The comparison in this case of the Gospel with the Epistle of Barnabas somewhat clarifies the 
riddle. We can now also turn to the question of the source from which the saying was taken. 
First of all, it is clear that neither the evangelist nor the author of the Epistle can be regarded as 
the inventor of the formula “many are called, few are chosen.” Ώς γέγραπται, says Barnabas. 
This means that it is a quotation from some earlier writer. But who could that be? If it were a 
Jewish, Old Testament writer, he would undoubtedly have been named, and modern 
theologians would long ago have found him. Evidently, it was a “secular” writer, and such were 
not to be named in theological or didactic treatises. Perhaps it is a quotation from a Greek 
dramatist—for in Greek the combination of words κλητοί—έκλεκτοί sounds like a pun. The 
evangelist hardly knew the original source of the saying and, in all likelihood, took it from the 
Epistle of Barnabas.]

Of particular interest is the comparison with the Gospel narrative of those passages of the 
Epistle of Barnabas that relate to the suffering of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.



In chapter VII, 1-3 it is said: “Therefore, children of gladness (τέκνα εύφροσύνης), consider that 
our good Lord (ό καλός κύριος) revealed everything to us, so that we might know. If the Son of 
God, the Lord and the future judge of the living and the dead, suffered in order that his death 
(πληγή) might give us life, let us believe that the Son of God could not have suffered otherwise 
than for our sake. But he, when crucified, was given vinegar and gall (σταυρωθείς έποτίζετο οξει 
και χολή).” In the aforementioned scholarly edition of the Epistle of Barnabas, a reference to 
Matthew (XXVII, 34 and 48) is appended to the last words. There we find: “They gave him 
vinegar to drink mixed with gall, and when he tasted it he would not drink” (34); “And one (of 
those standing near the cross—R. V.) took a sponge, filled it with vinegar, and putting it on a 
reed, gave him to drink” (48). Again, the modern editor evidently assumed that the author of the 
Epistle of Barnabas borrowed the motif from the Gospel, where the drink of vinegar and gall 
appears as one of the real details of the Golgotha drama.
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But we shall now see that borrowing on the part of Barnabas cannot be spoken of at all, and 
that the motif of vinegar and gall has a completely different origin. The author of the Epistle 
continues: “Listen to what the priests of the temple (ιερείς του ναού) have revealed to us on this 
matter; in the law (έντολή) it is written that he who does not fast shall perish by death, and the 
Lord, concerned to give a spiritual weapon against our sins, prescribed a sacrifice so that the 
symbol of the slaughter of Isaac might be fulfilled. What then does the prophet say 
further?—‘And let them eat the goat that was offered in sacrifice, performing a fast for the 
remission of all sins.’—‘Direct your attention: and let the priests alone eat the unwashed entrails 
with vinegar. Why? Because I wish (says the Lord) to give my flesh for my new people; you 
must drink gall and vinegar; you alone shall eat, while the people fast in sackcloth and ashes; all 
this is in order to show that he will have to suffer much for them.’”

Thus, the author of the Epistle of Barnabas derives the motif of giving the crucified one a sharp 
drink by interpreting a rite prescribed by Mosaic legislation, finding for this rite a mystical 
explanation. His method in this case stands out quite clearly: he seeks Old Testament texts in 
which, by means of “pneumatic” interpretation, one could read a prediction of the incarnation 
and suffering of the Son of God. His manner consists in uncovering the deep inner meaning 
contained in some concrete image. The evangelist adheres to a method precisely the reverse. 
His main aim is to present vividly the earthly image of Jesus; for this purpose he composes 
pictures and scenes. For the final act he finds it convenient to apply the motif of the drink of 
vinegar and gall; in him the giving of drink to the sufferer is a real episode of the process of 
crucifixion. The brief formula of the Epistle of Barnabas—“the crucified one was given vinegar 
and gall”—he expands, colors, and modifies; the sharp drink appears twice: once before the 
crucifixion, and a second time during the execution, when one of those standing by the cross, 
hearing the cry of suffering, runs and gives the dying man a sponge soaked in vinegar.
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It is evident that already the author of the first Gospel, in whom we find this episode, did not 
understand the original meaning of the giving to the crucified one of vinegar and gall and 



substituted for this motif his own interpretation. The author of the second Gospel who followed 
him, apparently, was no longer able to cope with the source from which the first evangelist had 
drawn, and took the episode from his predecessor, but introduced a new change into it: instead 
of the caustic, repellent drink he put “wine mixed with myrrh” (Mark XV, 23), evidently thinking 
here of the intoxicating effect that alleviates suffering on the cross. In this form the episode 
seemed uninteresting to the third evangelist; he only dimly mentioned the giving of vinegar. The 
fourth evangelist (John XIX, 28-30) again returned to the motif of giving vinegar, but already in a 
new connection: with him the soldiers offer a sponge soaked in vinegar with hyssop placed on it 
after the words of the crucified one, “I thirst”; then follows his final word: “it is finished.”

The same difference of two manners—abstract-mystical and realistically dramatic 
interpretation—we observe in the elaboration of yet another motif: the clothing of the one 
destined for crucifixion in purple. In the search for symbolic “types,” that is, prefigurations of the 
sufferings of the Son of God, the author of the Epistle of Barnabas pauses at the prescription of 
a sacrificial rite indicated in the book of Leviticus (XVI, 7). “Listen to what the Lord prescribed. 
Take two goats, pleasing and alike, bring them, and let the priest take one of them in order to 
sacrifice it for sins. What then do they do with the other? That one, as the Lord says, is 
accursed (επικατάρατος). Understand here the type of Jesus who is to suffer (τον τύπον τοΰ 
μέλλοντος πάσχειν Ίησοΰ). In the law it is said: and all spat upon him and pierced him and threw 
a purple covering upon his head and thus drove him into the wilderness. And when this was 
done, the one who led the goat into the wilderness removed the covering from it and threw it 
into a shrub called rachia, whose shoots we are accustomed to look for in the fields and whose 
fruits are sweet. What does this mean? One—for sacrifice, the other—accursed, crowned. 
When they see him on that day covered with woolen cloth, they will ask: is this not the one 
whom we once crucified—despised, spat upon, and wounded? Why, this is the very one who 
then called himself the Son of God. And why is the covering placed in the midst of thorns? This 
is a type of Jesus given to the church (τύπος έστιν τοΰ Ίησοΰ ή έκκλησία θέμενος), so that 
whoever wishes to take the purple garment may wound his hands on the prickly thorn. Thus 
says the Lord: those who wish to see me must endure and suffer in laying hold of me” (VII, 
6-11).
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Let us compare with this scholarly-theological interpretation of the gnostic the concrete picture 
given by the evangelist, who turns symbols into real details of the scene preceding the 
crucifixion. “And having stripped him, they put a purple cloak on him; and having plaited a crown 
of thorns, they placed it on his head and put a reed in his right hand, and kneeling before him 
they mocked him, saying: ‘Hail, king of the Jews.’ And they spat upon him and, taking the reed, 
struck him on the head. And when they had mocked him, they removed the purple cloak from 
him and put his own garments on him and led him away to crucify him” (Matt. XXVII, 28-31).

The subsequent fate of this episode is interesting. The author of the second Gospel reproduces 
in full the scene drawn by Matthew (Mark XV, 17-20). The third evangelist entirely neglected the 
motif of the scourging and mockery of Jesus clothed in purple; with him there remains only a 
faint allusion to the scene of dressing in royal attire, but already in another connection; Luke 



introduces the figure of King Herod, not mentioned in this case by the other evangelists, and to 
this new person he assigns the role of the villain mocking Jesus. “And Herod with his soldiers, 
treating him with contempt and mocking him, clothed him in a splendid (λαμπρόν) garment and 
sent him back to Pilate” (Luke XXIII, 11). Finally, the fourth evangelist returns to the motif of the 
purple garment, but applies it to a new scene in which the acting figure is the Roman procurator. 
“Then Pilate took Jesus and had him scourged. And the soldiers plaited a crown of thorns and 
put it on his head and clothed him in purple and said: ‘Hail, king of the Jews,’ and struck him on 
the cheeks. Pilate went out again and said to them: ‘Behold, I bring him out to you, that you may 
know that I find no guilt in him.’ Then Jesus came out wearing the crown of thorns and the 
purple garment; and Pilate said to them: ‘Behold—the man’” (John XIX, 1-5).

The comparison of the gnostic interpretation of the types of the suffering Son of God with the 
Gospel accounts of the preparations for the execution seems to me extremely instructive. First 
of all, we clearly see that none of the authors had at their disposal any traditions about real 
events. The gnostics had no conception of the earthly life of Jesus, of the cross (properly 
speaking, the stake, the gallows) erected in Jerusalem; as for the concrete details in the 
evangelists, they should not deceive us—the very fact of their divergence among themselves 
shows that the embellishment they give is the result of their own literary invention. Further, the 
dependence of the evangelists on the prior work of the gnostic becomes evident; they use the 
motifs supplied by him, but turn his “types,” his allegories and symbols into realistically dramatic 
details. It is clear that the evangelists had no other source than the gnostic one, and it is equally 
certain that they wrote after the plot had been worked out gnostically, while much in this 
interpretation had already become incomprehensible to them. In other words, this means that 
the abstract idea—the dogma of the incarnation and suffering of Jesus—appeared earlier than 
the representation of the earthly life of Jesus and his death on the cross set up on Golgotha.
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In the whole body of arguments by which the author of the Epistle of Barnabas seeks to show 
the correctness of his dogma, there is not the slightest hint of concrete facts. The incarnation of 
the Son of God, his death in the flesh and resurrection have no date—neither chronological nor 
geographical. These are mystical phenomena, standing outside space and time. Or, if one 
seeks in gnostic dogmatology indications of temporal sequence, then one must suppose that 
the incarnation and suffering of the Son of God preceded the sacrifice prescribed in the book of 
Leviticus, since those participating in the sacrifice, seeing the goat covered with woolen cloth, 
will ask: “Is this not the one whom we once crucified—despised, spat upon, and wounded? Why, 
this is the very one who called himself the Son of God” (VI, 1,9).

We have grown too accustomed to linking the idea of the suffering, crucified Son of God with a 
real execution supposedly carried out at the beginning of the 30s of the first century at the 
“place of the skull” in Jerusalem and described in the Gospels with dramatic details; therefore it 
is difficult for us to force ourselves to think that originally by crucifixion “on the tree” was meant a 
mystical act standing outside space and time. However, upon acquaintance with the Epistle of 
Barnabas this becomes entirely clear. In chapter V, 13 we read: “(the Son of God) himself 
wished thus to suffer; it was necessary that he suffer on the tree (έπι ξύλον).”
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The motif of the “tree” in connection with suffering receives the following explanation, far 
removed from any recollection of a concrete fact. “What do you think is meant by the type given 
to Israel, consisting in this: that a heifer is to be sacrificed, while people burdened with sins 
perform the burning, and youths gather the ashes into vessels and throw a purple cloth upon the 
tree—and this again is a type of the tree of crucifixion (σταυρού); then the youths sprinkle the 
people with hyssop, so that all may be cleansed from sins. Consider what is said to you here in 
a simple image (έν άπλότητι): the heifer here is Jesus; the sinners who offer the sacrifice are the 
people who led him to slaughter; the youths who sprinkle the people are those who brought the 
good news of the forgiveness of sins and the cleansing of the heart (ο! εύαγγελιζόμενοι ήμΐν την 
αφεσιν τών άμαρτιών και άγνισμον της καρδίας); there are twelve of them for testimony among 
the twelve tribes (for in Israel there are twelve tribes), and they are destined to preach. Why 
then is there the purple cloth thrown upon the tree?—because from the tree will come forth the 
kingdom of Jesus (βασιλεία ’Ιησού), and because those who hope in it will live eternal life. Why 
then both the purple cloth and the hyssop together?—because upon the time of his kingdom will 
fall grievous and evil days, but we shall be saved among them, for one who is sick in body is 
healed by the impurity of hyssop” (VIII, 1-3).

It is noteworthy that the motif of hyssop in the depiction of the sufferings of the Savior, omitted 
by all three Synoptic evangelists, is reproduced by the fourth evangelist, however without any 
understanding of its mystical meaning.

No less peculiar is the explanation given by the author of the Epistle to the term σταυρός, which, 
as will now be evident, cannot be translated as “cross,” but must be rendered as “post,” “stake,” 
or “gallows.” In chapter XIX the author explains the meaning of the type contained in the 
religious rite of circumcision. If among some peoples there exists the custom of performing 
bodily circumcision, then for the chosen people the Lord points to spiritual circumcision, “the 
circumcision of hearts.” Such circumcision in the spiritual sense (έν πνεύματι) Abraham 
performed, having in view to give a type of Jesus and taking the figure of three letters of the 
alphabet (τριών γραμμάτων δόγματα). “In Scripture it is said: and Abraham circumcised from his 
household 318 men. How is the deep meaning (γνώσις) of this indication to be 
understood?—Listen. He first circumcised 18 persons, then 300. Eighteen is written ιη’—read 
Ιησούς; further, the number τριακόσιοι indicates that grace will come from the tree of crucifixion, 
since it has the form of the letter Τ.”
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If one adheres to the chronological dates established by theologians, that is, if one places the 
Epistle of Barnabas after the Gospels, then it follows that the gnostic pondered over the fact of 
the crucifixion in Jerusalem and perceived in the shapes of Greek letters the mystical meaning 
of real persons and events. But if one accepts my chronological hypothesis and recognizes the 
Epistle of Barnabas as a work written before the Gospels, then an entirely different picture 
emerges. The author of the Epistle of Barnabas neither knew nor contemplated any real fact of 
crucifixion.



He had before him only Old Testament texts in which Israel was commanded to commemorate 
by sacrifice the sufferings of the deity accomplished upon the tree (ξύλον). In accordance with 
his method of finding in the prescriptions of the Law and in the prophecies “types” of the 
appearance of the Son of God before people, he read in these texts an indication of the sacrifice 
necessary for the expiation of sins, of the destruction of the flesh which the Son of God resolved 
to endure. Now it must be taken into account that this Greek or Hellenized Jew read the Old 
Testament in Greek translation; he thought and wrote in Greek, saw mystical meaning in Greek 
letters; his occult thought did not for a moment depart from Greek words and their external 
forms. Only by this purely Greek psychology and fantasy of the author can one explain his 
interpretation—strange to any outsider—of Abraham’s circumcision of 18+300 men. But once 
we have become accustomed to the author’s method, once we have entered the circle of his 
conceptions, the entire process of the development of dogmatology becomes clear to us.

It was not a real fact that served as the basis for the dogmatic construction; on the contrary, the 
dogmatic idea was translated into the language of concreteness. First the gnostic philosopher 
saw in the texts a mystical tree, the abstract ξύλον; first he saw only the letter Τ; and then this 
symbol was transformed by the biographers-dramatists into a real gallows, into the stake of 
crucifixion (σταυρός) on the place of execution.
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The same shift, the same chronological rearrangement and rearrangement in substance must 
be made with regard to the names Jesus and Christ. The customary notion is that the earthly 
name of the incarnate Son of God was Jesus, while the name Christ, concealed from the 
uninitiated, appeared later as a recognition of his divine mission. This notion is based on the use 
of both names in the Gospels. In the first and third Gospels, which convey information about the 
birth and childhood of the Savior, it is said that the son of Mary was already given the name 
Jesus at birth. In all the Gospels he is called Jesus of Nazareth or Jesus the Nazarene; under 
the name Jesus he travels and teaches. When people begin to speculate about who, after all, is 
hidden in the person of the miracle-working prophet, Jesus himself asks his disciples who they 
take him to be. Peter answers: “You are the Christ, the Son of God.” In the fourth Gospel an 
explanation of the name Christ is given: it is the Greek translation of the Jewish Messiah.

Turning to the Epistle of Barnabas, we notice that the gnostic treatise gives no basis for the 
usage adopted by the evangelists. Jesus in the Epistle of Barnabas cannot be the name of a 
man in whom the Son of God was incarnated, because the Epistle in general does not know the 
earthly life of the Savior. The Jesus of Barnabas is the name of the Son of God, an eternal 
name, not bound to the earth. In chapter XII, 10 it is stated explicitly: “Ιησούς ούχ! υίος 
ανθρώπου άλλα υίος του θεοΰ,” and immediately the author adds: “Χριστός υίος Δαυίδ έστίν.” 
Thus, the application of the two names by the gnostic is precisely the reverse of what we 
encounter in the Gospels. With the name Jesus are connected only divine attributes: he is 
κύριος; the βασιλεία ’Ιησού is awaited; Jesus gives the covenant (διαθήκη). In chapter VI, 9 it is 
said: “Place your hope in this—that Jesus decided to manifest himself to us in the flesh.” Jesus 
is not a personal, concrete name; it is a supra-earthly, mystical name. Moses gives this name to 
the son of Nun, the prophet whom he appoints as his successor and to whom he dictates his 



covenant; consequently, this name serves, as it were, to heighten the authority of the newly 
appointed leader of Israel. The name Christ, insofar as it is connected with the historical name 
of David, on the contrary seems to require justification and strengthening in the sense of 
holiness and divinity. For this purpose two texts of almost identical content are cited: one from 
Psalm 110, the other from Isaiah, chapter 45: “The Lord said to my lord: sit at my right hand, that 
I may place your enemies at your feet and show you the power of all kings.” The author of the 
Epistle adds to the testimony of both texts: “See, then, how David calls him (Christ—R. V.) lord 
and Son of God” (XII, 12).
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As we have already seen, theologians, assigning the Epistle of Barnabas to the writings of the 
“Apostolic Fathers,” place it between 70 and 140 CE; usually the earlier dating (70-100) is 
considered more plausible than the later (100-140). In any case, theologians consider the 
Epistle of Barnabas to have been composed after the Epistles of the Apostle Paul. I cannot 
agree with this arrangement for reasons both external and internal. The external reason lies in 
the fact that, as we shall presently see, the Epistles of the Apostle Paul became known to the 
reading public no earlier than 140 CE (in this instance one may appeal to the judgment of the 
foremost of the advanced rationalist theologians, A. Harnack). The internal reason consists in 
the fact that the dogmatic ideas and modes of argumentation of the Epistle of Barnabas, in my 
conviction, precede the forms and modes of exposition of the religious philosophy of the Apostle 
Paul. It seems to me that there can be no question of Barnabas’s dependence on Paul; one can 
only suppose the reverse dependence—Paul on Barnabas—or, if one assumes that the authors 
did not know one another, then one must speak of a sequential development of views and 
methods, but necessarily in this order: first Barnabas, then Paul (in analyzing the Epistles of 
Paul I shall endeavor to substantiate this thesis).

Before parting with the Epistle of Barnabas, I consider it necessary to say a few words about the 
place of origin of the Epistle of Barnabas and about the possible connection of this work with 
other writings of early Christianity.:
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Theologians who have studied the Epistle of Barnabas incline to assign it to Egypt, among other 
things because the Epistle contains a precise reference to the ethnographic distribution of the 
custom of circumcision, and among the peoples named there appear the Egyptians, whom the 
author singles out in some special way, as if referring to a fact closely familiar to his readers. I 
find yet another reason to connect the Epistle of Barnabas closely with Egypt, namely the 
circumstance that the Epistle reproduces the teaching of the two ways, which in turn is so vividly 
developed in the Didache—a work that most probably arose in Egypt.

But if the concepts developed in the Epistle of Barnabas belong to the circle of ideas of Egyptian 
pre-Christian sectarianism, this does not yet mean that it was written precisely in Egypt or 
intended for propaganda in Egypt. We have already seen that the Shepherd of Hermas, 
reflecting Egyptian ideas, was composed for a much broader circle of readers embracing the



Greco-Roman world. The same applies to the Epistle of Barnabas, and perhaps to an even 
greater extent. The author leaves the local provincial ground and addresses a broad imperial 
public. But in substance as well he separates himself from the religious worldview dominant in 
his homeland and aligns himself with a movement that arose chiefly in the regions of the 
northern and eastern Diaspora—in Asia Minor, Cilicia, and Syria. The characteristic features of 
this movement consisted, first, in the predominance of the idea of sacrifice, of the shedding of 
the blood of the Son of God, who for the salvation of sinners assumes an earthly form and, 
incarnate, undergoes suffering; and, second, in building upon Jewish tradition and in interpreting 
Old Testament texts in a spiritual sense, as types and symbols of the subsequent manifestation 
in the flesh and suffering of the Son of God.

In Egyptian religious literature, insofar as it is known to us, both of these motifs are either 
entirely absent or very weakly represented. The Epistle of Barnabas is remarkable precisely in 
that it assimilates both the religious philosophy and the method of the northern, Asiatic Diaspora 
and adds to them older elements of local, Egyptian origin—the teaching of the moral system of 
the two ways. In an ideological, principled sense there is no internal organic or logical 
connection between the morality of the two ways and the dogma of the incarnation and suffering 
of the Son of God; in the Epistle of Barnabas they are joined in a purely external manner; the 
author did not even trouble himself to establish any bridge or transition from one to the other. In 
the work following the Epistle of Barnabas—the Epistles of the Apostle Paul—the teaching of 
the two ways disappears entirely, while the doctrine of the suffering of Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God, who saves sinners from dreadful judgment and grants them eternal life, is developed.
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The convergence of the Egyptian and Asia Minor currents is a very important fact in the 
development of the common Christian fellowship, of the movement of the churches toward the 
formation of a large, empire-wide federation. In this case the line of convergence runs along the 
coasts of the eastern part of the Mediterranean Sea. Even earlier both sectarian groups—the 
Egyptian and the Asia Minor—had begun propaganda in the central regions of the empire. This 
propaganda could not be especially significant so long as they acted separately; now, having 
united, they advanced as a formidable pan-eastern force upon Corinth and Rome, upon Greece 
and Italy. The works of the Apostle Paul and of Justin mark a new fact—the meeting and 
attempts at rapprochement of various currents of Christianity in the very center of the empire.
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11. THE APOSTLE PAUL IN THE “EPISTLES” 
AND IN THE “ACTS OF THE APOSTLES”

The historical reality of the Apostle Paul had not, until quite recently, been disputed. Bruno 
Bauer, the most resolute of the critics of the nineteenth century, limited himself to separating the 
question of the authorship of the “Epistles” from the question of Paul’s missionary activity: in his 
opinion, even if such an apostle did in fact exist, he could not have written the epistles attributed 
to him, because this work arose not in a Jewish but in a Greco-Roman milieu and belongs to a 
period later than the middle of the first century. Two Dutch scholars of the late nineteenth 
century—Loman and van Manen—analyzing the “Epistles,” came to the conclusion that the time 
of origin of this work lies between 120 and 140, and that it represents a product of gnostic 
theosophy. However, they did not draw from this the conclusion that the very personality of the 
“apostle of the Gentiles,” which served as the pseudonym for a work of the second century, 
should also be relegated to the realm of legend. Even Arthur Drews, who critically dismantled 
the myth of the apostle Peter, does not venture to deny the historicity of the apostle Paul: he 
confines himself to noting, like Bauer and the Dutch scholars, elements of very late reworking in 
the “Epistles.”

In deciding the question of the historicity of the apostle Paul, one must proceed by the same 
method that we use in investigating the historicity of Jesus: everything depends on how one 
views the sources that narrate the apostle Paul—whether they can be recognized as having the 
value of historical documents conveying authentic information about the age they depict. 
Ordinarily theologians, assuming as indisputable the fact of the existence of a great missionary 
of the mid-first century, compared the data of the “Epistles” with the data of the “Acts of the 
Apostles”; they supplemented one with the other, and if they found contradictions between 
them, they tried to reconcile them or to eliminate what seemed to them unreliable or 
tendentious. We must beware of such a procedure, in order not to fall into a vicious circle, not to 
submit to the hypnosis of literary fiction. We must imagine that, knowing nothing about the 
existence of such a person, we encounter for the first time the statements of the sources 
concerning him. We must consider the sources that speak of the activity and views of the 
apostle separately, in the order of their appearance. Our caution must extend even to doubting 
whether both sources speak of the same person.
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In the “Epistles” we have the correspondence of the apostle Paul with the Christian communities 
of Rome, Corinth, Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colossae, Thessalonica, as well as with his 
disciples—Timothy, Titus, Philemon. From the correspondence it is not evident where the 
apostle was located at the time of writing the “Epistles” or what he was doing; one can only draw 
an indirect conclusion about his past, namely that all the communities, if not founded by him 
personally, are in any case deeply indebted to him, and that he enjoys great authority among 
them. Amid the dogmatic and moral exhortations that constitute the principal content of the 
“Epistles,” there are autobiographical details. In the “Epistle to the Galatians” (I, 13; II, 11, 16)



the apostle speaks of his activity in connection with religious experiences. Being by birth a Jew, 
he at first appeared as a fierce persecutor of the church of God; when God called him by his 
grace and revealed his Son in him, in order that he might proclaim the good news
(εύαγγελίζεσθαι) to the Gentiles, he devoted himself to this purpose without hesitation: without 
going up to Jerusalem, to the apostles who preceded him, he went to Arabia and again returned 
to Damascus (from which it would seem to follow that Damascus was his place of residence 
before his conversion to Christianity). Only after three years did he go up to Jerusalem to see 
the apostle Peter, with whom he stayed only fifteen days. After that he made a journey through 
Syria and Cilicia. To the Christian churches in Judea he remained personally unknown, and only 
later did they learn that the former persecutor was now achieving great success in distant lands.
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Then the apostle relates that after fourteen years, by divine prompting, he went up to Jerusalem 
together with Barnabas and Titus. There, in view of the doubts expressed by the senior apostles 
as to whether he had labored in vain, Paul set forth the “gospel” that he proclaims among the 
Gentiles. He succeeded in convincing those who considered themselves the most authoritative 
(οι δοκοΰντες εϊναί τι) of his correctness, and the two directions peaceably demarcated their 
spheres: James, Cephas, and John extended the right hand to Barnabas and Paul and allowed 
them to act among the Gentiles, while reserving for themselves activity among the circumcised.

This, however, according to the author of the “Epistles,” did not put an end to misunderstandings 
between the Jerusalem apostles and Paul. He further recounts the arrival of Peter in Antioch, 
where disputes continued over whether Gentiles who had accepted faith in Christ should be 
subjected to circumcision. This meeting was far from cordial; Paul permitted himself to speak 
sharply against Peter, accusing him of duplicity, hypocrisy, of wishing to please both Gentiles 
and Jews. In Paul’s openly expressed opinion, a choice must be made once and for all: “Yes, 
we are Jews and not sinners from among the Gentiles; but since we have learned that a person 
is justified not by works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ, we must cease to be servants of 
the law.”

In the account of these meetings and disputes there is not enough of a calm tone: the apostle 
Paul shows no reverence toward the senior apostles; recognizing himself as junior among them, 
submitting to the conditions they set, he nevertheless values his own work above the functions 
they perform, and regards his merits in spreading the faith of Christ as more significant than 
their timid actions within Judaism. In the same spirit, with a shade of self-abasement bordering 
on pride, the apostle Paul speaks of himself in two other remarkable passages of the “First 
Epistle to the Corinthians.” In chapter IX, 1 he says: “Am I not an apostle, am I not free, have I 
not seen the Lord Jesus Christ?” In chapter XV, 5-9 he says that “Jesus Christ after his 
resurrection appeared to Cephas, then to the Twelve, then to five hundred brothers at once, 
most of whom are still alive; then to James and again to all the apostles; and last of all, as to 
one untimely born (έκτρωμα), he appeared to me, for I am the least of the apostles and 
unworthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.”
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Such were the data about the apostle Paul that became known among readers around 140, 
simultaneously with the appearance of works bearing his name. The public immediately learned 
both of the views and of the very existence of a person hitherto unknown to anyone. In the time 
of Antoninus Pius the outstanding theosophical enlightener Marcion made known to the world 
the correspondence of the apostle that was in his hands, which included biographical 
information about him. But the misfortune was that between the presumed date of the 
composition of the correspondence and the moment of its publication too much time had 
elapsed, and therefore no verification of the authenticity of the work could be undertaken. 
Readers had to accept or reject the existence of the person and activity of the apostle Paul 
depending on the degree of trust in the publisher of the “Epistles.” In all likelihood, the most 
heated disputes arose over this question, but all traces of such polemic were carefully 
eradicated by the church that took shape in the second half of the second century; for its 
leaders had to accomplish the most difficult task imaginable: to condemn Marcion as a heretic 
and false teacher, and at the same time to include in the canon the work of the apostle Paul 
published by him, and together with that to enroll among the first teachers of Christianity the 
very person of this apostle, about whom no one had ever heard anything before Marcion.

At first glance it seems that, in view of the disappearance of all traces of this complex 
theological-literary process, the position of the present-day researcher is hopeless; indeed, the 
existence of the apostle Paul is attested only by the presence of writings attributed to him, and 
who he was can be learned only from these same writings. However, it seems to me that there 
is nevertheless a way out; there are two possibilities for indirect verification of the data 
communicated by the “Epistles” about the apostle Paul. One consists in asking a contemporary 
of Marcion—Justin—about this matter; the other, in examining the subsequent fate of the 
biography of the apostle Paul insofar as we find it in the book of the “Acts of the Apostles.”

One may argue about whether Justin was acquainted with the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul.” 
Judging by the fact that he very insistently develops the theory of free will against the doctrine of 
predestination, which is in turn so strongly represented in the “Epistles,” and that he speaks in 
this instance in an excited and polemical tone, we may suppose that a definite work lay before 
him that elicited an immediate response from him. But of course the polemic conducted by 
Justin may be explained otherwise. He is hostile to Marcion, to his entire system; Justin could 
have detected predestination in various reasonings of Marcion, apart from the “Epistles of the 
Apostle Paul” published by him. Be that as it may, however—whether Justin knew or did not 
know the “Epistles”—in any case we are entitled to expect from him a definite attitude toward 
the “real” data of this work, toward the information about the personality and activity of the 
apostle Paul. Let us assume that Justin, as a fervent adherent of the Johannine tendency, 
gentle and optimistic, found unsympathetic the harsh intolerance and severe dogmatics of Paul, 
imbued with the feeling of tense expectation of the imminent end of the world; nevertheless he 
could not but express himself about the personality of the author of these views, all the more so 
since for Justin, who conducted such lively disputes with Jews, the apostle should have been of 
interest as the first bold fighter against conservative Judaistic veneration of the law.
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And yet in Justin there is not a word about the apostle Paul. For Justin there simply do not exist 
the religious disputes which, according to the depiction in the “Epistle to the Galatians,” seethed 
in Syria and Palestine between two tendencies—the conservative Judeo-Christian and the 
innovative Gentile-Christian. In chapter 39 of the “Apology” Justin gives a completely different 
picture of the spread of Christianity than that depicted in the “Epistles of Paul.” Justin begins 
with the prophecy of Isaiah (XI, 3-4), which foretells the advent of a great era of universal 
pacification on earth: “For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from 
Jerusalem, and he shall judge among the nations and rebuke many people, and they shall beat 
their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword 
against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” Having cited such a fervent declaration of 
pacifism, which in general was not easy to find among the warlike and gloomy sermons of the 
Jewish prophets, Justin continues: “That this has so happened, you yourselves (representatives 
of the pagan authority.—R. V.) may ascertain. From Jerusalem men, twelve in number, went out 
into the world, and moreover men unlearned, unable to speak, but by the power of God 
proclaiming to the whole human race that they were sent by Christ to teach all the word of God.”
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According to Justin, it turns out that from the very beginning among the disciples of Christ there 
were no hesitations about whether to go to the Gentiles, nor was there a question of subjecting 
Gentiles to circumcision and other rites of Judaism. In his understanding, Christians at once 
separated from Judaism, constituted the New Israel, a special people in whose midst all 
physical distinctions disappeared, because they are united by grace, marked by the sign of a 
higher spiritual vocation in the world. Justin develops these ideas also in the “Dialogue with the 
Jew Trypho.” From the dialogue it is evident that the dispute of Christians with Jews about the 
true faith, especially about the interpretation of prophecies, was extraordinarily sharp and 
relevant for Justin’s time; but it never occurred to him, as a defender of Christianity, to transfer 
this dispute back to the epoch immediately following the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
to suppose disagreements among the apostles, to divide them into traditionalists close to 
Judaism and innovators turning for the first time to the Gentiles. For him all prophecies have 
only one interpretation—in favor of Christians and against Jews.

A comparison of Justin’s conception of primitive Christianity with that which we find in the 
“Epistles of the Apostle Paul” allows us to single out all the peculiarity of the latter. In Justin’s 
eyes such an understanding of early Christianity, beginning directly with a split between narrow 
conservatives and bold innovators, must have seemed heretical. But just as heretical a fiction 
must have appeared to Justin the image of the apostle Paul drawn in the “Epistles,” as a herald 
of a new direction, as a figure markedly lacking in reverence toward the first disciples of Jesus 
Christ. If we recall that Justin is inclined to reduce every false teaching to the inspiration of 
demons leading Christians astray from the correct path, then we must think that Justin would 
have recognized both the figure of the apostle Paul and the entire account of his activity as a 
malicious fabrication, proceeding from the hidden work of demons.
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The researcher of the history of early Christianity must make a choice between Justin and 
Marcion. If he inclines toward Marcion, that is, if he recognizes the authenticity of the “Epistles” 
and the historical accuracy of all the dates contained in them, then he will remain in agreement 
with traditional church views, but he will have to deal with a series of difficulties, some of which I 
have already mentioned. One must then ask: how could such noisy activity of a missionary, 
traveling for several years through the major centers of Asia, Macedonia, and Greece, have 
remained unnoticed by the authorities and by pagan society, and, on the other hand, why did all 
traces of this grand activity disappear? How could it have happened that the first proclaimer of 
the gospel among the Gentiles was later so thoroughly forgotten up until about 140, and where 
were his famous epistles kept for almost 100 years? And so on and so forth. If, however, the 
historian inclines toward Justin, he will have to acknowledge that the personality of the apostle 
Paul and everything attributed to him is nothing other than a literary fiction, an invention 
belonging to the school headed by Marcion.

We cannot rest content with this conclusion until we have carried out yet another verification, 
until we have analyzed the accounts of the apostle Paul contained in the book of the “Acts of the 
Apostles.” We must determine whether this work contains any information independent of the 
material published by Marcion, and whether these data possess any historical value, whether 
they confirm the accuracy of the dates reported in the “Epistles.”

The “Acts of the Apostles” is one of the latest books among the writings accepted into the 
canon. Everything in it speaks of the major changes that had occurred within Christian 
communities. It is clearly evident how Christian literature had grown: not only do several gospels 
about Jesus Christ exist, but there are also accounts of the wanderings and preaching of 
various apostles—both those mentioned in the gospels and those who were considered to have 
joined the original community after the resurrection of Christ.

But the principal change, clearly reflected in the “Acts,” consisted in the fact that now the 
majority of Christians were united in an organization calling itself the church of the Lord (ή 
έκκλησία του Κυρίου). As is evident from the “Acts,” conciliatory, compromise tendencies 
predominated in this organization: the task was to harmonize teachings that until then had 
developed independently of one another, or even in mutual hostility, among various 
philosophical and theological schools. The most striking fact in this work of harmonizing 
Christian teachings should be recognized as the church’s acceptance of the work known under 
the title “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” and, together with that, the inclusion of the author of the 
“Epistles” himself among the primary teachers of Christ’s doctrine.
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There is no need to say what a significant shift this was in the worldview of Christian circles, and 
what important decisions among the leaders of the prevailing church must have preceded it. 
Thus the chronological date for the appearance of the “Acts” determines itself. Between the 
publication of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” (around 140) and the appearance of the “Acts of 
the Apostles,” at least 25-30 years must have passed. Time was required for all disputes 
concerning the authenticity or apocryphal character of the personality of the apostle Paul to be 



forgotten, for the initially condemned conception of Marcion to triumph; and this meant that not 
only was the existence of the apostle Paul recognized as beyond doubt, not only was he 
admitted, as an equal member, into the circle of other, older apostles, but also that the merit of 
spreading Christianity throughout the whole world was attributed to him. Such was the task that 
the author of the “Acts” had to accomplish.

Let us see what the sources of his work were and by what methods he proceeded. When 
reading the “Acts,” one can without difficulty single out all those dates that are borrowed from 
the “Epistles.” The author of the “Acts” pays little heed to the dogmatological and moralistic 
theses and arguments of the “Epistles”: the speeches that he places in the mouth of the apostle 
Paul bear no resemblance to the exhortations and admonitions set forth in the “Epistles.” But he 
unhesitatingly accepts the well-known names mentioned in the “Epistles,” as well as the 
geographical indications of the “Epistles,” especially those that relate to the most important and 
extensive activity of the apostle Paul, to his missionary work among the Hellenized diaspora and 
the Greek population of Asia Minor, Macedonia, and Greece.
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The author proceeds by a very elementary method: he reads the addresses to which the letters 
of the apostle Paul were sent—Ephesus, Galatia, Philippi, Thessalonica, Corinth, Rome—and 
on their basis constructs the route of the apostle. The inner motives by which the apostle may 
have been guided in his wanderings do not interest him. In order to explain how the apostle 
Paul decided to leave Asia Minor and chose the lands of the Balkan Peninsula as the field of his 
activity, the author of the “Acts” resorts to a deus ex machina. “When they had come to Mysia, 
they attempted (Paul and Silas) to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit did not permit them; and 
passing by Mysia, they went down to Troas. And during the night a vision appeared: a 
Macedonian appeared and addressed an appeal: come over into Macedonia and help us” (Acts 
XVI, 7-9).

In describing Paul’s journey to Greece, the author of the “Acts” allows himself to insert an 
episode of the apostle’s visit to Athens, although in the “Epistles” there is not the slightest hint of 
such an adventure. This passage (Acts XVII, 15-34), in a literary sense, is distinguished by its 
liveliness and dramatic quality; here there is an attempt to depict, as a dark background to the 
apostle’s preaching, the frivolous and skeptical society of Athens, to show how in this intellectual 
center philosophical interests were combined with a peculiar god-seeking (the apostle notes in 
Athens an altar on which is written: “to an unknown god”). But the author of the “Acts” makes 
the apostle deliver a speech and dispute with philosophers in an implausible setting—in the 
Areopagus, the highest governmental place of Athens; here he reveals only the negligence 
characteristic in general of New Testament writers in the description of ancient institutions; in 
this case he acts in the same way as the evangelists do when they speak of the Jerusalem 
temple, the Sanhedrin, and the like.

If by the account of the apostle Paul’s visit to Athens the author of the “Acts” merely 
supplemented the dates he had extracted from the “Epistles,” there is another moment in his 
narrative, much more important, where he ventures to enter into contradiction with the factual 



exposition of the “Epistles”: this is the account of the meeting of Paul (here still called Saul) with 
the leaders of the Jerusalem community, the old apostles. Here the author of the “Acts” alters at 
his own discretion both the course of events and the behavior of the acting persons, and even 
their characters.
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In the “Epistles,” the apostle Paul insists on his independence, which he displayed from the very 
first steps; he undertook his first mission to Arabia on his own initiative; for three years he 
neither saw the Jerusalem apostles nor reckoned with their authority. He attaches great 
importance to these facts: “In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie” (Gal. I, 20). The 
author of the “Acts” depicts the behavior of the newly converted former persecutor of Christians 
quite differently: “Saul (in the opinion of the author of the ‘Acts,’ Paul was called thus in his 
youth) arrived in Jerusalem and tried to attach himself to the disciples, but all were afraid of him, 
not believing that he was a disciple” (IX, 26). Of the mission to Arabia there is not a word. Saul 
and Barnabas go to Antioch, but this journey is nothing other than the execution of an 
assignment given to the young, beginning propagandists by the old apostles.

The disagreements of the apostle to the Gentiles with the Jerusalem conservatives on the 
question of observing Jewish circumcision, and the subsequent agreement of the two sides, are 
portrayed in the “Acts” quite differently than in the “Epistles.” The author of the “Acts” knows 
nothing of the timidity and vacillation of the old apostles, from whom the apostle Paul, as it were, 
wrested a decision in his favor by force. If, according to the “Epistles,” the old apostles have to 
go to the center of the dispute—to Antioch—and there appease both sides, then, according to 
the author of the “Acts,” everything is decided in Jerusalem; the heads of the central community 
hear the disputing parties and pronounce, in a solemn form, in favor of the new principle; with 
this resolution delegates are sent to Antioch.

In this case the conciliatory tendency of the author of the “Acts” stands out vividly: he wishes to 
remove from the apostle Peter any reproaches of narrow conservatism, of attachment to Jewish 
legalism. He seeks to present the turn from national Jewish propaganda to broad universal 
preaching among the Gentiles as a general spiritual crisis experienced by the entire church, and 
not as the personal feat of the apostle Paul. Thanks to this, in his portrayal the apostle Peter 
becomes, as it were, a double of the apostle Paul. A paradox results: the author of the “Acts” 
grants victory to the theological direction of Paulinism, but at the same time overturns the 
historical version given in the principal source of Paulinism. One way or another, the author of 
the “Acts” undermines the authority of the “Epistles of the apostle Paul”: in the autobiographical 
confessions of the compiler of the “Epistles” he sees not a historical document, but a literary 
reworking of a known plot, which he allows himself to subject to substantial alterations.

180

The author of the “Acts” diverges even more from the autobiography of the apostle Paul where 
he puts forward independent conjectures regarding the personality of the apostle. First of all, he 
makes the discovery that the apostle Paul was none other than Saul, a native of Tarsus in



Cilicia, a Jew who possessed the rights of Roman citizenship. Beginning with chapter VII, 5 and 
up to chapter XIII, 9, there is narrated the story of a youth (νεανίας) Saul, who from a persecutor 
of Christians turned into a fervent proclaimer of the faith of Christ.

The motive of this transformation seems to be based on the personal confession of the compiler 
of the “Epistles”: “You have heard of my former way of life in Judaism, how I persecuted the 
church of God violently and ravaged it, and I advanced in Judaism beyond many of my 
contemporaries in my nation, being exceedingly zealous for the traditions of my fathers” (Gal. I, 
13-14). But, on the other hand, the account in the “Acts” of how the conversion to the true faith 
of this persecutor of Christianity took place stands in contradiction to the solemn declarations of 
the apostle Paul in the “First Epistle to the Corinthians.” There he states unequivocally that he 
saw Jesus Christ, that he was among those to whom Jesus Christ appeared after his 
resurrection; it is true that Paul calls himself one of the last, the least, but nevertheless he 
wishes to establish as an unshakable fact that he was just as much a witness of these 
appearances as all the others, as the very first apostles. In the “Acts,” the appearances of the 
risen Christ to the disciples are mentioned at the very beginning (chap. I). But from the account 
of the “Acts” it is clear that these appearances ended together with the ascension of Christ; in 
any case, the miraculous adventure of Saul narrated in chapter IX has nothing in common with 
them; here there is mention only of voices and individual visions (in sleep?). The zealous Saul, 
hastening to Damascus, is suddenly blinded by a light from heaven; he falls prostrate to the 
ground and hears a voice: “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” The men who were 
traveling with Saul stand in amazement, hearing the voice and seeing no one. The blinded Saul 
is led to Damascus; he is healed by a “disciple” (μαθητής) Ananias, until then completely 
unknown to him, who in turn was directed to him by a vision; from the mouth of the Lord himself 
Ananias learned: “He is my chosen vessel, to proclaim my name before nations and kings and 
the sons of Israel.”
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The difference between the two versions is so great that a reader free from prejudice must raise 
the question: do the authors of the “Acts” and of the “Epistles” really speak about the same 
person? This doubt is reinforced by the circumstance that in the story of Saul there are its own 
specific details and names: for example, Tarsus is mentioned as Saul’s homeland, and the 
disciple of the Jerusalem apostles, Ananias, appears. Everything leads to the conclusion that 
the story of the “youth Saul” arose independently of what was known about the apostle Paul.

The identification of Saul with Paul is a conjecture, a hypothesis of the author of the “Acts.” He 
was tempted by the similarity of the names Saul and Paul. He seized upon the circumstance 
that in the autobiography the initial place of residence of Paul is Damascus. Apparently the 
legend of Saul was connected with Damascus, although its hero was not a native of that city. 
But in order to carry through to the end his conclusion about the identity of Saul and Paul, the 
author of the “Acts” had to explain how and why, at a certain moment, the renaming occurred. 
He failed to do this, and his procedure in this case strikes one by its naive helplessness. Here is 
what we hear from him in chapter XIII, 7-9. The proconsul Sergius Paulus, who was on the 
island of Cyprus and in whose retinue there was a magician and false prophet named



Bar-Jesus, summoned Barnabas and Saul and desired to hear from them the word of God; “but 
Elymas the magician—for that is the meaning of his name—opposed them, seeking to turn the 
proconsul away from the faith. But Saul, who is also Paul (Σαυλος δέ, ό και Παύλος, XIII, 9), 
filled with the Holy Spirit, and fixing his gaze upon him, said ...” The name of the Roman 
governor helped the author effect the renaming (how beautiful the meeting of the two Pauls!—R. 
V.), but did not make it more convincing. From this moment the author, as if nothing had 
happened, calls his hero Paul, never returning again to the name Saul; the renaming is timely, 
because the author has now approached in his narrative right up to the material provided by the 
“Epistles of Paul.”
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The compiler of the “Acts” does not rest content with identifying Saul with Paul. He wishes to 
draw in still other, new data in order to supplement the biography of the apostle Paul. In search 
of such material, the author turns to a peculiar source, unlike his own narrative both in content 
and in form. The external peculiarity of the document he employs consists in the fact that the 
wanderings of the apostle Paul are narrated there not in the third person, as the author of the 
“Acts” generally does, but in the first person plural—on behalf of Paul’s companions (in German 
theology this source is called the “Wir-Quelle” or “Wir-Bericht” [=We-Source]). The compiler of 
the “Acts” gives no explanations concerning his borrowing and does not name the foreign author 
who, together with his companions, is concealed behind the pronoun “we.” He simply, without 
any transitions, inserts into his text substantial excerpts from a document resembling a travel 
diary.

Such quotations are chapters XVI, 10-17; XX, 5-15; XXI, 1-8; the whole of chapter XXVII; and 
in chapter XXVIII, 1-16. These five insertions, by their extent, amount to almost three chapters 
out of the twenty-eight chapters of the entire book.

The author of the “Acts” also displays a peculiar attitude toward this foreign work. If he deemed 
it necessary to preserve intact the form of the diary as a personal report of a companion of the 
apostle on his travels, this means that he valued this document extremely highly as historical 
testimony, as confirmation of the reliability of the information concerning the personality of the 
apostle Paul and his missionary activity. He therefore did not wish in the slightest degree to alter 
the text, but quoted it in whole passages so that the reader might receive the report of the 
apostle’s activity directly from the primary source itself and be convinced of the authenticity of 
the facts presented. But, on the other hand, one cannot fail to notice that the system of quoting 
the foreign author is not carried through to the end, that the compiler of the “Acts” was guided by 
some method of cautious selection: excerpts from the diary appear just as abruptly as they 
disappear unexpectedly; they remain scattered patches, as it were patches sewn into the text of 
the “Acts.” One is involuntarily led to the thought that, however valuable the report of Paul’s 
wanderings transmitted by one of his companions may have been for the author of the “Acts,” 
however important it may have been as a whole and in individual details, yet in some respects 
this document nevertheless constrained and troubled him; apparently there were in the diary 
such turns of phrase, such details, as did not at all fit his own conception of the personality and 
work of the apostle.
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And once again, in the mind of a reader not committed to theology, the question arises: is it 
really the same Paul that is in view here, of whom the author of the “Acts” had previously 
spoken, or is there here simply a coincidence of names, and did the author himself not harbor 
doubts as to the identity of the two figures?

It must be acknowledged that even those excerpts from the diary which the author of the “Acts” 
deemed it necessary to cite accord poorly with his own narrative. Paul’s companion conveys 
nothing about his missionary activity, about his preaching, about the organization of 
communities. He is occupied with events of an external character, for example, the meeting of 
Paul and his friends with like-minded people in the cities he visits. And above all—he is 
occupied with sea voyages, with technical details of seamanship; his maritime adventures he 
relates in the manner of the wanderings of Ulysses. Thus, for example, he makes the ship 
carrying Paul and other prisoners wander for two weeks between Crete and Malta because of 
unfavorable winds. Everything he conveys about the personality of the apostle Paul, for 
example about his behavior during the storm, is pallid and insignificant. In the accounts of 
miracles performed by Paul, the author of the diary displays neither imagination nor good taste. 
The incident with the youth Eutychus, who fell asleep during Paul’s sermon, fell from the third 
story dead and was immediately resurrected, produces a tragicomic impression (the scoffer 
Swift, when he was a clergyman, made use of this episode in order to rebuke parishioners who 
fall asleep during sermons in church). Little better is the episode of the miraculous deliverance 
from the poisonous snake, which Paul jokingly shakes off into the fire.

One cannot but marvel why the author of the “Acts” needed all this supplementary material from 
the diary of Paul’s companions, and how he could reconcile himself with these naive anecdotes. 
Evidently, in his search for information about Paul he was tempted by coincidences of names, 
and he seized upon documents in which geographical data were present that suited the 
“Epistles”: journeys undertaken by Paul between the shores of the Aegean Sea, a trip to 
Jerusalem, and finally a journey to Rome—and after all, arranging for him a meeting with the 
Roman community was necessary in order to find a justification for the “Epistle to the Romans.” 
It is possible that the diary of the apostle Paul’s companion was the work of a predecessor of 
the author of the “Acts” and pursued a parallel task, that already there an attempt had been 
made to collect information about Paul and adapt it to the dates of the “Epistles.”
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However diverse the motives of these attempts by different authors may have been, they are 
united by one common feature, the observation of which enables us to arrive at an important 
negative conclusion. They know nothing about the apostle Paul beyond what is reported about 
him in the “Epistles.” The legend of the apostle Paul begins its existence with the “Epistles,” with 
the name of the sender or composer of the letters to the communities, with his autobiographical 
confessions. This is the sole prius, the fundamental kernel of the tale; all subsequent searches 
flow from the recognition of the authenticity of the “Epistles” and of the historical facts recounted 
in them. The work of the author of the “Acts” represented only a supplementation and



development of a once-given plot, an accumulation of conjectures and juxtapositions which 
came to entwine the original legend with ever new blossoms of literary fiction.

It seems to me that, in view of the indicated unreliability of the sources, the question of the 
historical reality of the apostle Paul must be removed from the agenda. For the depiction of a 
concrete history of the origin and spread of Christianity he no longer exists. Our analysis of the 
“Acts of the Apostles” has helped us to clear the way: from the sphere of real history we must 
transfer our investigation to the terrain of literary history. There arise questions of a completely 
different kind. We must study the remarkable work that bears the title “Epistles of the Apostle 
Paul” from the standpoint of literary form, understand its composition, determine, if possible, the 
milieu from which the author concealed under the pseudonym emerged, the time of his 
appearance, understand and precisely define his ideas and tendencies; finally, clarify the place 
of this book within early Christian literature.
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12. THE LITERARY FATE OF THE “EPISTLES OF THE APOSTLE PAUL”

In theological scholarship the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” have always, in accordance with 
tradition, been regarded as real correspondence, as direct historical testimony to the preaching 
and organizational activity of an apostle who lived in the middle of the first century, as a 
reflection of the views of a reformer who appeared early and immediately broke away from 
Judaism in order to turn with his appeal to the Gentiles. But once it becomes necessary to reject 
the historical reality of the apostle Paul, the “Epistles” signed with this name cease to be a 
historical document in the sense of testimony to any genuine events of the first century.

We must regard the “Epistles” as a theological treatise to which a peculiar form of 
correspondence between a preacher and church organizer and his friends and disciples has 
been given. The author projects his ideas backward, assigns them to the historical past, and 
places in the mouth of one of the apostles who directly saw Jesus Christ a teaching about his 
saving mission. The controversy contemporary with the author himself (that is, unfolding in the 
middle of the second century) between conservatives and innovators within Christianity he 
depicts in historical perspective as a dramatic conflict which, 80-100 years earlier, had 
supposedly played out between timid old apostles, who did not dare to step outside the circle of 
the traditions of the Jewish world, and a new, progressive, broad-minded apostle who for the 
first time entered the arena of world history.

His main hero, in whose name the “Epistles” are written, he portrays as a bold reformer, ardent, 
fearless, an imperiously demanding leader, who calls believers to prepare for the imminent 
coming of Christ. But all this supposed autobiography is nothing other than a product of literary 
creation, an example of a new literary manner; it would be futile to seek in it traces of historical 
tradition.

186

How this book came into the hands of Marcion, whence the legend of the apostle Paul and the 
very name Paul arose—these questions will hardly ever be resolved. Even for the 
contemporaries of the publication of the “Epistles” this was a difficult riddle; 25-30 years after 
their appearance the author of the “Acts of the Apostles” could advance on the question of the 
personality and activity of the apostle Paul only hypotheses, conjectures, combinations. Judging 
by how highly Marcion valued the collection of letters of the apostle Paul, one may suppose that 
he believed both in the real existence of the apostle himself and in the work accomplished by 
him. But another supposition is also possible: Marcion, a native of Pontic Sinope, may have had 
memories of a remarkable Asia Minor organizer and preacher named Paul, into whose mouth 
the compiler of the “Epistles” (whether Marcion himself or someone else from his school) placed 
his own thoughts, his own system of doctrine, in the same way that Plato set forth the entire rich 
content of his philosophy—the proof of the immortality of the soul, the hymn to universal Eros, 
the teaching of the best state—through the person of a single, in his eyes incomparable, holy, 
divine teacher, Socrates.



Be that as it may, for us the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” are a literary work of the second 
century, which appeared at the beginning of the reign of Antoninus Pius. This conclusion, at first 
glance so disheartening, in essence turns out to be extremely useful for historical research. 
Only by parting with the age-old prejudice concerning a great founder of the Christian churches 
in the time of Claudius and Nero shall we be able to clear the field for the construction of a 
genuine history of Christianity; only then shall we be able truly to use the “Epistles” as a 
historical document, to place this work within the history of New Testament contemporaneity, 
and to extract from it material for characterizing the views and practices in Christian 
communities contemporary with the emergence of the pseudonymous work.
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The first question that confronts us in the analysis of this work consists in this—whether it can 
be fitted together as a unified whole, truly belonging to one definite author and to one epoch.

Under the name of the apostle Paul there are thirteen epistles in the New Testament canon. 
Even conservative Protestant theologians do not consider it possible to recognize all of the 
epistles as authentic letters of that apostle whom they regard as the founder of Christian 
communities of the 40s and 50s of the first century. Unconditionally authentic are recognized the 
following seven “Epistles”: to the Romans; to the Corinthians (two); to the Galatians; to the 
Philippians; the “First Epistle to the Thessalonians”; and the “Epistle to Philemon.” Considered 
doubtful are the “Epistles” to the Ephesians and to the Colossians, as well as the “Second to the 
Thessalonians.” Finally, unconditionally spurious are recognized the so-called “Pastoral 
Epistles,” that is, the two “Epistles” to Timothy and the one to Titus.

In rejecting the authenticity of the named letters, moderate theological criticism rested on two 
arguments. First, on the fact that, according to these letters, the apostle appeals not to 
Christians of the named individual communities but to “the church” in the singular, that is, to a 
great holy organization, and that in these same letters bishops and presbyters are named as the 
highest church offices. These data stand in sharp contradiction to the picture of the life of 
Christian communities depicted in the principal, basic letters placed at the beginning of the 
series of “Epistles” and unquestionably belonging to the apostle Paul: there the notion of an 
all-Christian church is absent and bishops and presbyters are not mentioned at all, while the 
main leaders of the communities are recognized as the “charismatics,” prophets endowed with 
inspiration, glossolalists, and teachers, and among administrative offices—placed moreover in 
second position—only deacons are mentioned. Second, moderate criticism suspected or 
excluded altogether some of the “Epistles” on the grounds that in them the apostle is portrayed 
as disputing with gnostic teachings, whereas gnosticism, as the rationalist school of the 
nineteenth century maintained, appeared in the form of fully developed doctrines only in the first 
half of the second century. On both grounds six “Epistles” out of thirteen were recognized as 
spurious: they were composed by later writers, imitating the style and manner of the apostle 
Paul, but acting in a completely different setting and dealing with entirely different opponents.
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For the historian, independent of confessional and in general religious considerations, the 
arguments advanced by theologians have unequal value. The first of the proofs he may 
recognize as fully well-founded. In his eyes as well, the author of the “Epistles” to the Romans, 
Corinthians, and Galatians, who glorified freedom of the spirit and put prophets in first place 
within the communities, could not at the same time be the composer of those letters in which 
unconditional obedience to the church is demanded, at whose head stand bishops. In the two 
groups of letters—the one to which theologians assign the authentic, and the one in which they 
suppose spurious writings—two profoundly different worldviews, two epochs far removed from 
one another, are clearly expressed. To whatever time one may assign the activity of the apostle 
Paul and the emergence of his “Epistles,” they in any case precede the formation of the church 
organization, which took shape only in the second half of the second century.

A different attitude must be taken toward the second argument advanced by moderate 
theological criticism, namely the consideration that from the basic group of “Epistles” one must 
separate as spurious those letters or those parts of letters in which the teachings of gnostic 
sects are contested and in which gnostic expressions are attributed to the apostle himself. This 
line of reasoning has force only if one assigns the “apostle of the Gentiles” to the middle of the 
first century; to a figure of that time one cannot, of course, attribute familiarity with such sects 
and doctrines as appeared only seventy to eighty years later, in the first half of the second 
century. But it is quite another matter if one doubts the attribution of the “Epistles” to the apostle 
Paul whose travels and preaching are narrated in the “Acts of the Apostles,” if one separates 
two conceptions: one—of the founder of the communities of Syria, Asia Minor, Greece, and 
Rome; and the other—of the writer who composed the “Epistles.”

This separation was first outlined by Bruno Bauer and systematically carried out by 
representatives of the Dutch radical school (Loman and van Manen), followed by some German 
scholars as well (earliest of all Steck: Der Galater-Brief, 1838). Without touching the question of 
the personality of the apostle Paul and the time of his activity, they assigned (as already stated) 
the writings attributed to him to the first half of the second century. The gnostic elements found 
in the “Epistles of Paul” served for them precisely as the principal proof in favor of the late origin 
of these correspondences; moreover, they found signs of gnosticism not only in the “Epistles” 
suspected by theological criticism but also in all the other letters recognized as authentic. In 
their opinion, the “Epistles of the apostle Paul” reflect Christian teaching as it took shape in the 
school of gnosticism. In an ideological and dogmatic sense they link the apostle Paul with the 
evangelist Mark, whom they likewise recognize as an exponent of gnostic Christianity. These 
ideas are found also in Arthur Drews.
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Drews goes very far in his critical analysis. In his opinion, even in the first four principal 
“Epistles” of the apostle Paul we do not have a unified work written by a single author. It seems 
to him that in the “Epistle to the Romans” and in the two “Epistles to the Corinthians” two 
completely different views of the relation to the Jewish law and discipline are interwoven. As it 
were, two authors appear, alternating with one another: Paul I, a supporter of observance of the 
Jewish law, a juridical Paul; and Paul II, who entirely denies such a law, a mystical Paul. In the 



name of this Paul II the “Epistle to the Galatians” was composed, in which the denial of the 
Jewish law and the demand for spiritual freedom are expressed most vividly. Drews supposes 
that there were two different redactions of the “Epistles.” The redaction in the spirit of Paul I 
belongs to early times, when the followers of Jesus Christ still perceived their closeness to 
Judaism; it could belong to an author writing in the 50s of the first century. The redaction of Paul 
II represents a considerably later reworking. These two dissimilar conceptions reflect two 
tendencies present within Jewish gnosticism, which in the course of time turned into Christian 
gnosticism. If such divergent views were nevertheless placed under the name of a single author, 
Paul, this is because the true Paul (der echte Paulus) really did place himself in relation to the 
Jewish law more freely than anyone else, and because thanks to his influence the question of 
the mission among the Gentiles for the first time came to stand at the center of attention of 
Christian society.
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The disputes among theologians concerning whether the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” belong 
to one or to different authors, the doubts regarding the authenticity of a known part of these 
letters or of particular sections and expressions within them, are entirely understandable if one 
takes into account the peculiar fate that the text of the “Epistles” experienced. For the first time it 
became the property of the public as one of the works included among the sacred books 
assembled by Marcion. At their first appearance the “Epistles,” without doubt, provoked sharp 
objections, all the more so because Marcion, before his arrival in Rome, had been expelled from 
the Sinopean community and had acquired the reputation of a heretic among representatives of 
other Christian tendencies. However, after some time the organizers of the “universal” church 
came to terms with the “Epistles”; having adopted Marcion’s idea that the church must possess 
a canon of sacred books of the New Testament, they at the same time took from the collection 
of works assembled by Marcion the most important dogmatic treatise and placed it at the very 
cornerstone of their sacred canon. Undoubtedly, before acquiring canonical authority, the text 
underwent careful censorship and reworking; in it many turns of phrase and expressions that 
seemed heretical were probably deleted, many were added, many were altered. Hence arose 
those inconsistencies and contradictions that to the present day perplex theologians.

Of great interest to the historian is the question of what form the original text had—the one that 
was in Marcion’s hands. Its reconstruction was undertaken by Harnack in his work on Marcion 
(Marcion: Das Evangelium vom fremden Gotte). This work, apart from the scholarly-critical 
merits characteristic of this researcher, is striking also for the extraordinary enthusiasm that the 
aged rationalist theologian displayed toward his hero. Harnack is imbued with a kind of 
reverence for the self-sacrificing, crystal-pure heretic Marcion, whose eternal merit consists in 
the fact that, amid the moral disintegration in Christian communities of the first half of the 
second century, he saved the apostle Paul from oblivion, as it were recreated the work of the 
apostle who laid the foundation for the entire future development of Christianity. As a religious 
reformer Marcion, in Harnack’s eyes, stands very high and reminds him of Luther; as a moralist 
he is comparable to Leo Tolstoy, whom Harnack deeply venerates. Thus Marcion could hardly 
have found a more devoted biographer or a more favorably disposed investigator. And yet, while 
retaining his former confessional conviction in the authenticity of the person and mission of the 



apostle Paul, Harnack gave preference to the orthodox opponents of Marcion, who accused him 
of distorting the precious text that he had preserved with such zeal.

191

Harnack had at his disposal very abundant material for reconstructing the text of the “Epistles” 
used by Marcion himself; the researcher undertook the task of most carefully reviewing all the 
polemic directed against Marcion by Irenaeus, Tertullian, and in general all those who fought for 
the purity of the Christian doctrine accepted and affirmed by the canon. The objections of 
Marcion’s opponents are distinguished by extraordinary thoroughness; they consist of 
indications of the abridgments, additions, and alterations that Marcion supposedly made to the 
original text written by the apostle himself. Harnack, in turn, notes step by step all these 
indications and by this method reconstructs the text of the “Epistles” as it was before it came 
into Marcion’s possession. As a theologian he remains here on the ground of church tradition; 
for him the activity of the apostle Paul exists as a historical fact, and he recognizes the 
“Epistles” as the work of the apostle, which, by unknown turns of fate, came into Marcion’s 
hands and which this outstanding religious thinker adapted in the spirit of his dogmatic 
construction.

After all that has been said above about the mythical character of the apostle Paul, the historian 
cannot agree with such a formulation, cannot accept Harnack’s assumption that Marcion 
obtained a text which he altered and edited at his own discretion. Who could know what this text 
was like in its pure form, if knowledge of its very existence came only through Marcion? The 
assertions of Marcion’s orthodox opponents were entirely without proof; they were bold attempts 
to restore something that none of them had ever seen. In our opinion, the Marcionite text is 
precisely that final instance beyond which one cannot attempt to ascend; this is the “original” 
text, at least within the limits of what research allows. Does this mean that we cannot make use 
of the fruits of Harnack’s work, astonishing in its method? Does it mean that all the results of this 
theologian’s research must collapse as superfluous once we have abandoned recognition of the 
historicity of the apostle Paul? No, by no means!
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Harnack regards the canonical text as correct and original, and the Marcionite text as altered. 
Therefore, what he calls abridgments and omissions made by Marcion we may recognize as 
additions made by the editors of the canon. Conversely, what in Harnack’s eyes constitutes 
additions made by Marcion may be recognized as omissions, as heretical expressions and turns 
of phrase struck out by the orthodox редакция. Harnack’s conclusion amounts to the assertion 
that Marcion’s principal work was the shortening of the original text. We shall permit ourselves, 
from our point of view, to give this conclusion the opposite force and meaning: the compilers of 
the canon, in editing the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” were occupied chiefly with additions to 
the original text; their additions served to correct the “pure” text, to adapt a document that was 
heretical from their point of view to orthodox use.



Marcion, as is made clear on the basis of his major constructive-theological work “Antitheses” 
(also skillfully restored by Harnack), developed one of the gnostic teachings built on the idea of 
the dualism of world existence. His religious worldview consisted in the distinction of two gods: 
(1) the creator of the world, distant from human beings, and (2) the good god, favorably 
disposed toward humanity, who grants salvation through the mediation of his son Jesus Christ. 
This actual division of the world coincided in his eyes with a historical division: the god 
indifferent to human beings is the god of Israel, stern and just; the god who grants salvation by 
his ineffable mercy, without merits on the part of human beings, is the father and protector of a 
new people—Christians, called to salvation and eternal life. Marcion’s dualism was combined 
with a sharp condemnation of the entire Jewish tradition; his teaching marks a complete break 
with Judaism.
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In the spirit of this dualistic dogmatology, Marcion, as Harnack thinks, adapted the text of the 
“Epistles of the Apostle Paul” that had come into his possession or that he had discovered. 
Marcion was the first who firmly resolved to create for Christians a New Testament, a new canon 
consisting of sacred books selected by him; in first place stood the “Epistles” (in the form 
purified by Marcion himself) and the Gospel (corresponding to the text of Luke, without the 
opening chapters that relate the story of the birth and childhood of Jesus). But such a rejection 
of the Old Testament did not correspond to the aims of the editors of the later orthodox canon, 
who adhered to a more conciliatory tendency; their task was to reconcile the Christian church 
with ancient tradition, by giving the Old Testament prophecies a new, spiritual interpretation. 
One can judge this middle, compromise tendency from the writings of Justin, especially from his 
“Dialogue with Trypho the Jew,” whose main content consists in condemning the Jews for an 
incorrect understanding of the Old Testament. In this respect Justin is a continuator of the 
methods indicated in the “Epistle of Barnabas.” This tendency later found expression in the 
words of the Sermon on the Mount as it is set forth in the “Gospel according to Matthew” (V, 17): 
“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have not come to abolish, but 
to fulfill.” In the same spirit were composed those additions which the editors of the canon made 
to the sharply anti-Jewish “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” — a work which they borrowed from 
Marcion and included among the sacred books of the New Testament.

However one may explain the origin of the text of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” that was in 
Marcion’s hands — whether he made changes in the manuscript that had come to him, or 
whether it itself is the original work — in any case this text remains the only one known to us 
and the most ancient of the works of the gnostic anti-Jewish tendency. Whether the corrections 
introduced into this new text by the editors of the canon were a restoration of some original 
prototype, or innovations intended to adapt a heretical book to orthodoxy — in any case they 
introduced no small confusion into the work bearing the title “Epistles of the Apostle Paul”: they 
inserted into the text expressions and turns of phrase that sounded as dissonance and 
contradiction to the principal theses of the epistles.
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There arises, however, a question of the following kind: if one assumes that the text we read 
has been corrected and sterilized, must one not admit that the original work bearing the name of 
the Apostle Paul has been distorted beyond recognition? I venture to answer this question in the 
negative: no! The book of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” as it was written at the very 
beginning, did not perish, did not get lost in the editorial laboratory of orthodox dogmatologists. 
It seems to me that the four large, principal “Epistles” (to the Romans, First and Second to the 
Corinthians, to the Galatians), which theologians have constantly singled out as the basic core 
of the collection, even in the form they now have in the canon of the New Testament, still 
preserve the outlines of the original work, bearing the stamp of a remarkable literary talent. I 
think that not only the main ideas, but also the composition of this work have been preserved.

By what I call the composition of the collection of letters I mean, first of all, the autobiographical 
data placed in the “Epistles.” Even if they have no real historical value for us, this does not 
mean that we can discard them altogether in analyzing the ideological, theoretical content of the 
“Epistles.” No, they are especially important to us. Both — the dogmatological teaching of the 
Apostle Paul and his image as an indefatigable missionary — belong to one coherent group of 
religious ideas elaborated by the same constructive mind. The autobiography of the Apostle 
Paul is nothing other than a component part of the overall literary conception; it belongs just as 
much to the creative imagination of the compiler of the collection of letters as all the other 
images created by him, such as, for example, the characterization of the conservative 
Judeo-Christian apostles who led the central Jerusalem community, or the salutations, 
recommendations, and wishes with which the “Epistles” begin and end. There is no need at all 
to dwell on clarifying the real circle of correspondents or readers of the apostle’s “Epistles”: the 
“brothers” Timothy, Titus, Philemon, and others are nothing other than literary, fictitious 
characters. The very form of the apostle’s correspondence with his disciples and followers, 
which the author uses to set forth his teaching, is a literary novelty for its time. At the same time, 
however, I consider the choice of addresses in the form of headings far from accidental, but well 
thought out, and I also find that the order in which the epistles are arranged is an expression of 
a definite plan.
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The series of letters of the “great apostle of the Gentiles” opens with the “Epistle to the 
Romans.” From this one may conclude that the compiler of the collection of letters either was 
located in Rome itself, or in any case attached primary importance to propaganda in the center 
of the empire. His desire to recruit followers first of all in Roman society explains the 
comparatively calm and cautious tone of the epistle. Strictly speaking, in the “Epistle to the 
Romans” the entire theory of the Apostle Paul is already disclosed, but the sharp formulation of 
the principal theses is not yet present; one can see an effort to prepare the reader for their 
reception. The “Epistle” begins with the establishment of the historical continuity of religious 
covenants. The apostle reminds the reader that the truth was first revealed only to the Jews and 
that promises of salvation were given to them. Circumcision and the fulfillment of the law — 
such were the requirements of the preceding period; corresponding to the external character of 
the requirements of the law were also external violations of moral rules — sins. The law has 
now been replaced by faith in the exclusive power of the sacrifice of Christ, which has given 



believers salvation from the wrath of God, forgiveness of sins, and eternal life. The law has not 
been abolished, but replaced by a higher covenant — faith in the infinite goodness of the Lord 
God, who grants forgiveness without merit, according to his wisdom. The Jews formerly had an 
advantage over the Hellenes and other peoples: they were the first to know the teaching of God 
(λόγον θεοΰ); but now election is no longer connected with belonging to the Jewish people, and 
only those Jews will be saved who have received the inspiration of the Holy Spirit — in other 
words, Jews-pneumatics.

In accordance with this favorable attitude toward the Jewish tradition stands also the 
autobiographical notice placed in the “Epistle to the Romans.” Paul relates that, although the 
proclamation of the gospel to the Gentiles was exclusively his merit, he nevertheless considered 
it necessary to go with a report of his activity to Jerusalem, to the “saints,” that is, to the 
Judeo-Christian apostles, in order to obtain their confirmation.
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The second and third epistles in sequence are addressed to the Corinthians. Corinth was a 
major center of Greek public life, moreover situated at the crossroads of important routes of 
communication. The compiler turns to readers of the eastern region of the empire. To this new 
audience he addresses himself in a solemn form: “Our mouth is open to you, Corinthians, our 
heart is enlarged” (2 Corinthians VI, 11).

In the “First Epistle to the Corinthians” the attitude toward Judaism is cooler than in the “Epistle 
to the Romans.” The apostle no longer recalls the promises given to the Jewish people, their 
privileged position; Jews and Hellenes appear to him equally distant and alien to the new 
teaching. “Jews demand signs, and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, to 
Jews a stumbling block, to Greeks foolishness, but to those who are called, both Jews and 
Greeks, Christ, the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians I, 22-24). Thus 
Israelites and Gentiles are completely equalized both in the past and in the future; of the former 
election of an entire people not a trace remains; among the new elect, the worshipers of Christ, 
racial and other distinctions lose all meaning and significance.

Corresponding to this new concept of election are the autobiographical confessions included in 
the “First Epistle to the Corinthians.” Paul relates that Christ revealed himself after his 
resurrection first to the narrow circle of the first chosen twelve apostles, then to a broader 
assembly of five hundred brothers, then again to all the apostles, among whom, though the last, 
though the least, was he himself, Paul. The belittling of his own dignity, the apparent modesty on 
Paul’s part, is in essence an artful literary device intended to heighten the contrast between the 
erroneous self-confidence of the old apostles and the deep inner consciousness of truth 
possessed by the one who alone rightly understood Christ, his most faithful apostle, though 
insignificant, unnoticed by the official authorities.

In the “Second Epistle to the Corinthians” (third in sequence) we find a sharp opposition of the 
Old Covenant to the New: the former was service to the letter, and “the letter kills,” whereas the 
spirit, which the latter serves, gives life. It is no accident that, when reading the Old Covenant, 



the Jews place a veil over their faces; this veil blinds their minds. When believers turn to the 
Lord, the veil is removed; the Lord is spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom 
(2 Corinthians III, 6 and 14-17).
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In accordance with this hostile attitude toward the Jewish religious tradition stands also the 
apostle’s autobiographical confession in this “Epistle”: he recalls the severe torments to which 
he was subjected in his life, and although he names neither the places nor the occasions when 
these tortures occurred, he emphasizes that from the Jews he received five times forty lashes 
minus one (XI, 24).

Finally, in the fourth in sequence, the “Epistle to the Galatians,” there is proclaimed, as it were, a 
final reckoning with Judaism, a complete renunciation of Jewish traditions. Here the 
fundamental theses of the true teaching are set forth in the form of a reproachful sermon 
addressed to the “foolish (ανόητοι) Galatians,” who have “sinned” by falling away into Judaism, 
by giving themselves over to the slavish fulfillment of the law (let us note, incidentally, a 
characteristic feature of the compiler’s literary devices: without ceremony he berates the 
Galatians as inhabitants of a backwater of Asia Minor, whereas he would not have permitted 
himself to apply such disrespectful terms to Romans and Corinthians). The apostle reminds 
them that the law is following the flesh: “Are you so senseless that, having begun with the spirit, 
you now end with the flesh?!” (III, 3). He explains that the dominion of the law corresponds to 
the period of childhood; the law was our tutor who led us to Christ (παιδαγωγός είς Χριστόν, III, 
24). On the other hand, however, the law placed people under guardianship, like minors, and 
cast them into bondage. Further, the apostle overturns the notion of the election of the Israelites 
as an entire race; in Paul’s view, the Jews had wrongly interpreted the promise given to 
Abraham that his offspring would be the chosen people of God: for in Scripture it is not said “and 
to offsprings,” as of many, but as of one: “and to your seed, which is Christ.” Following this more 
than bold interpretation, in favor of Christians, of an Old Testament prophecy, the apostle Paul 
pronounces the formula that later gained such resounding fame: “For you are all sons of God 
through faith in Christ Jesus; for as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ; 
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; and if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs 
according to the promise” (III, 16 and 26-29).
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The autobiographical data placed in the “Epistle to the Galatians” seem to have been selected 
in order to dramatize the theses set forth in the text. The apostle mentions his transformation 
from a persecutor of the true believers into a fervent preacher of the faith of Christ, then in sharp 
outlines depicts his relations with the old Jerusalem church, in order to show vividly his 
renunciation of Judaism and of its irresolute leaders (even though they are such pillars of the 
church as James, John, and Cephas), who failed to understand the true religion of the spirit. 
Here already, as the apostle of the Gentiles, casting aside all conventions, all forms of 



diminishing his own dignity, he steps forward with head held high, as a prophet who alone 
correctly understood the covenant of Christ.

His relations with the old Jerusalem community are presented thus: he himself did not wish to 
see or consult with the old apostles; on the contrary, it was they who, learning of the success of 
his preaching among the Gentiles, drew him into their midst. And further — as though 
self-praise were not enough for him — he mocks his colleagues insofar as they retained their 
attachment to Jewish traditions. Peter (Cephas) is depicted as a weak and double-minded man: 
now he renounces adherence to the Jewish law, now, under the influence of fear before his 
brethren exercising supervision from Jerusalem, he again tries to fulfill the requirements of the 
law (II, 11-16); now Paul already allows himself to admonish the senior apostle, taking the place 
of the supreme judge in religious disputes.

Such is the order and such the connection in which the first readers perceived the “teaching of 
the Apostle Paul.” There is hardly any basis for finding vacillation and division between a 
juridical Paul and a mystical Paul, as Drews imagines. On the contrary, the exposition seems to 
proceed along one continuous ascending line. The dates of the apostle’s personal life, 
presented in the guise of autobiographical confessions, are skillfully adapted to the development 
of dogmatic religious-philosophical thought. The experiences of the apostle, transforming 
himself from a devotee of the Jewish law into an enlightener of the Gentiles, are meant to serve 
as a kind of symbolic prototype of the spiritual development that the new chosen people of God 
must undergo. By such parallelism, such duplication of history, the compiler of the “Epistles” 
seeks to strengthen his argumentation, to increase the effect of proof of the superiority of the 
New Covenant over the Old. In accordance with this historical and psychological progression he 
also changes the external form of his speech: in the “Epistle to the Romans” — the manner of 
an explanatory conversation, almost a theological lecture; in the “Second Epistle to the 
Corinthians” he passes into a pathetic tone of joyful expectation and invigorating faith; in the 
“Epistle to the Galatians” the apostle angrily assails the dull-witted pupils who have forgotten his 
lessons; methods of persuasion are replaced by techniques of stern admonition; as the 
exposition of the dogma advances, the demands of the instructor also grow. At the same time, 
with each individual community the apostle speaks a special language, adapting himself to the 
individual character and social position of his correspondents. There is no need at all to 
suppose the real existence of the communities indicated in the addresses (thus, for example, 
the preaching of Christianity in remote Galatia at such an early time is highly doubtful — the 
“Galatians” are simply taken as an example of “provincials,” “ignorant people”). We are entitled 
to regard these addresses as the author’s fictions, which he invented and arranged in 
accordance with his general aim — to develop and formulate dogmatic thought.
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If one agrees with this characterization of the original redaction of the collection of the Apostle 
Paul’s letters, then his work may be recognized as a unified composition, written with great 
inspiration, belonging to an author who knew how to govern his imagination. It is no accident 
that subsequent generations, living in different periods of the development of the Christian 



church, fell under the spell of this work, with each century finding here ideas akin to itself, each 
school drawing its own particular inspiration.

The first victory of the writer hidden under the pseudonym of the Apostle Paul was won about 
half a century after the publication of his work, when the great Christian church began to take 
shape, when the leaders of this movement undertook the compilation of the canon of the New 
Testament, when, despite the fact that the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” emerged from heretical 
circles, the editors of the canon accepted this work among the sacred books, because no better 
exposition of the dogmas of the new faith could be found; moreover, the brilliant sophistry, the 
finely wrought formulas, and at the same time the passionate tone of the author constituted 
invaluable merits of the “Epistles” as a book for reading. In those same guiding church circles 
the authority of the Apostle Paul came to be valued to such a degree that new “Epistles” were 
placed under his name—to the Philippians, to Timothy, to Titus, and so forth. Another period of 
great success for the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” came in the sixteenth century, when the 
humanist reformers—Luther, Melanchthon, Calvin—discovered in them the expression of pure, 
original Christianity. Finally, modern theological scholarship also submitted to the powerful 
influence of the insistent and impassioned preaching contained in the “Epistles”: down to our 
own days it has been unable to escape the enchanted circle into which everyone is drawn who 
once believed in the authenticity of the superhuman personality and the fantastic mission of the 
Apostle Paul.

200

Especially interesting is the fascination with the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” in the age of 
humanism and the Reformation, in the first half of the sixteenth century. Every social group, 
every intellectual faction, found here an inspiring word for itself, seizing upon some brilliant 
formula—of which the author of the “Epistles” was such a master—upon a chance consonance, 
giving it its own interpretation and diverging with it into its own sphere of interests. The 
moderate reformers—Luther, Calvin, and others—laid stress on the Apostle Paul’s protest 
against slavery in adherence to the (Jewish) law and adapted the teaching of “freedom in Christ” 
to their refusal to obey the pope and the Catholic Church. A more resolute innovator of 
rationalistic type of thought, concealed under the pseudonym of the Aragonese physician 
Lincourt, the posthumous defender of Servetus, enthusiastically embraced the Apostle Paul’s 
formula that a person of spiritual thought (πνευματικός) is able to judge everything, but no one 
can judge him. Lincourt allows himself to alter the Apostle Paul’s saying: “ό δε πνευματικός 
ανακρίνει μεν πάντα, αύτος δε ύπ’ ούδενος ανακρίνεται” into “spiritus omnia iudicat, ipse autem 
a nullo nisi a se iudicatur,” i.e., reason judges everything, but itself is judged by no one other 
than itself. (Striking is this proclamation of the supremacy of reason two hundred years before 
Voltaire and the Encyclopedists.) Of course, in such a flight of thought of a humanist of the 
sixteenth century the author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” is not at all to blame, because 
by freedom of judgment the follower of Christ meant by no means free-thinking, but only a 
rejection of traditional Jewish scholasticism and formalism. Equally far removed from the content 
and meaning of the Apostle Paul’s appeals were those revolutionary preachers who composed 
manifestos and pamphlets for the insurgent peasants of 1524-1525 and who made use of 
another formula from the “Epistles”: “You were bought at a great price; do not become slaves of 



men” (τιμής ήγοράσθητε, μή γίνεσθε δούλοι ανθρώπων, 1 Corinthians VII, 23)—in order, on this 
basis, to demand the abolition of the newly introduced serf obligations in Germany, which were 
tantamount to slavery. The radical leaders of the peasant bands put this demand into the 
mouths of the peasants themselves; in proclamations issued during the revolutionary years the 
insurgents wrote: “We were bought at a great price” (implying the sacrificial blood of the Savior) 
“and do not wish to become slaves of men.”
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The historian of our own day, of course, must beware of modernization in interpreting the 
formulas of the “Apostle Paul.” The author of the “Epistles” must be regarded as a son of his 
age, dependent on the social milieu to which he belonged. He himself wished to present himself 
as the most faithful adherent of the existing order. The exhortation to slaves to seek freedom is 
expressed in such a characteristic form, with a twofold insistent reservation concerning the 
preservation of the inviolability of the social order: “Let each remain in the calling in which he 
was called (έκαστος έν τή κλήσει ή έκλήθη, έν ταύτη μενέτω); were you called as a slave, do not 
be troubled; but even if you are able to become free, make use of it rather. For the slave who 
was called in the Lord is the Lord’s freedman; likewise, the one who was called while free is 
Christ’s slave. (How, in essence, beautiful and empty this sophistry is! — R. V.) You were bought 
at a great price; do not become slaves of men. In whatever calling each was called, brothers, in 
that let each remain before God” (1 Corinthians VII, 20-24).
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13. GNOSTICISM, ESCHATOLOGY, AND CHRISTOLOGY 
IN THE “EPISTLES OF THE APOSTLE PAUL”

In theological scholarship the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” have usually been regarded as the 
first formulation of the fundamental dogmas of Christianity; this apostle was considered the first 
proclaimer of the teaching of the incarnation and the sufferings on the cross of the Son of God, 
of the saving power of this divine act, of the intercession of the risen one before God at the 
dreadful judgment—that is, the teaching that faith in Jesus Christ grants eternal life.

The writings of the “Apostolic Fathers” appeared to theologians as the second stage in the 
evolution of Christian ideas, as a continuation of the dogmatics articulated by Paul. Theologians 
were troubled only by the circumstance that, after the clear and sharp formulation given by the 
great foundational apostle, his successors seemed to have forgotten all his lessons and to have 
fallen into vagueness and obscurity. At present, after the works of Loman, van Manen, Steck, 
Harnack, and Drews, who date the appearance of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” to 120-140, 
the untenability of the former construction and dating of the documents of Christian dogmatics 
has become clear. The “Apostolic Fathers” must be recognized not as successors but as 
predecessors of the Apostle Paul. At the same time all the difficulties experienced by 
theologians disappear: it is quite natural that the religious thought of earlier teachers and 
preachers was inferior in clarity and definiteness to the teaching of a later dogmatician; it was 
not that the Apostle Paul was forgotten, but that his dogmatics had not yet been born when the 
so-called “Apostolic Fathers” were writing.

On the other hand, for us—for twentieth-century scholarship—the entire problem of the 
development of Christian ideas must change, and the judgment of the Apostle Paul as the 
primary teacher of Christianity must change as well; it becomes clear that in the “Epistles of the 
Apostle Paul” one cannot seek the first, original formulation of the basic dogmas of Christianity; 
now he must be seen merely as the continuer of earlier dogmaticians. We have every reason to 
place before him the author of the “Epistle of Barnabas” as his predecessor.
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It is necessary to recall the Christological theses of the “Epistle of Barnabas.” From it we learn 
that the message of the Savior is already contained in the covenant (διαθήκη) given to Israel. 
The former people of God, the Jews, did not understand the symbolic types given by God; it is 
for the new people of God to understand them—those who believe in Jesus, the Son of God. 
The principal truth consists in the fact that the Son of God resolved to become incarnate and to 
suffer for people in order to take upon himself their sins; his suffering will be crucifixion on the 
tree, after which will follow his resurrection and his appearance at the great judgment. There is 
only one path to the assimilation of the true faith: knowledge (γνωσις), the penetration of the 
divine wisdom by the intellect. The prophecies given to Israel had to be understood spiritually 
(έν πνεύματι); the Jewish people proved incapable of this, and therefore God abandoned them; 
the prophets and apostles of the present summon the new people of God to take a new path, to



become pneumatics, spiritual people. The place of the covenant (διαθήκη) given to Israel must 
be taken by the new law (καινός νόμος) proclaimed in the name of Jesus Christ.

All these ideas expressed in the “Epistle of Barnabas” are taken up by the author of the 
“Epistles of the Apostle Paul”; he also repeats Barnabas’s unfavorable characterization of the 
old, original apostles. The distinguishing feature of his teaching consists in the fact that he gives 
these ideas a sharper formulation; this applies especially to the doctrine of the covenant given 
to the Jews and to the judgment of Judaism itself: God not only forgot the Jews and turned 
away from them, but much more than that—he cursed the people who did not deserve their 
chosenness; the old covenant has come to an end. The appearance of the new covenant in its 
place is at the same time a great revolution in human consciousness; the law—a formal 
principle that oppresses spiritual freedom—must be replaced by faith.

The author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” differs from the author of the “Epistle of 
Barnabas” in his understanding of gnosis, of the path of knowing the true faith; he also defines 
differently the circle of pneumatics. At the basis of the “Epistle of Barnabas” lies the assumption 
that divine truth is accessible to all who are capable and ready to open their soul to the words of 
truth coming from the Lord; the preacher does not wish to attribute to himself apostolic authority; 
he states modestly and without any exaggeration: “I am one of your midst.” His teaching bears a 
democratic character; it is as it were an application of the method of self-education. Quite 
differently presents himself the author who speaks under the name of the Apostle Paul. The 
religion preached by the apostle, in his own eyes, is a profoundly wise philosophy accessible 
only to a few chosen minds. True, he speaks in a defiant tone that Christian wisdom appears to 
the Greeks (the people of sages) as foolishness, but this formula is nothing other than humility 
beyond pride, similar to the way the apostle himself calls himself the least of all who directly saw 
Christ. In reality he considers the apparent simplicity and naivete of his speech to be the highest 
philosophy possible, blinding all others by its greatness.
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Unlike the “Epistle of Barnabas,” the author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” does not at all 
set himself the goal of direct enlightenment of the masses. His speech is addressed to a few 
chosen ones, to esoteric circles (if one applies Greek terminology in this case). The epistles 
constitute a correspondence of the apostle with the “saints,” that is, those initiated into the 
mysteries of the teaching, prepared for its reception by their entire way of life and by the whole 
discipline of the spirit. His preaching is inaccessible to base people, to those whose life is limited 
by the demands of the flesh (σαρκικοί); even average people, living by affects and agitations of 
the soul, the psychic (ψυχικοί), are incapable of assimilating the truth in its fullness: only people 
of the spiritual type (πνευματικοί), who have received the Holy Spirit, chosen for salvation by 
divine wisdom, can rise to the highest religion.

In the “Epistle of Barnabas” the author addresses the entire mass of believers: “Let us become 
spiritual people, let us become a perfect temple of our God (γενόμεθα ναός τέλειος τώ θεω).” 
Into the mouth of the Apostle Paul are placed almost the same words: “for you are the temple of 
the living God” (2 Cor. VI, 16), but by this are meant only those chosen ones who have risen 



immeasurably higher in spirit than the rest of the mass. These beings are already close to 
leaving the earthly vale. “I know,” says the apostle, “a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was 
caught up to the third heaven; he was caught up into paradise” (2 Cor. XII, 2).
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The pneumatics form a spiritual aristocracy; they guide the mass, but they themselves are 
independent of subordination to any authority. On this point, in the “First Epistle to the 
Corinthians” (II, 13-15), a judgment is pronounced in a particularly decisive and solemn form: 
“We proclaim the truth not in words learned from human wisdom, but learned from the Holy 
Spirit, comparing spiritual things with spiritual. The person who lives by the agitation of his soul 
does not understand what comes from the Spirit of God, because he considers it foolishness, 
and he cannot understand, because it must be judged spiritually. But the spiritual judges all 
things, and he himself is judged by no one.”

Among the pneumatics, or “saints,” who stand at the head of the communities, a particularly 
honored place is occupied by the “poor.” This is stated in the “Epistle to the Romans” (XV, 
25-27): “I am going to Jerusalem to minister to the saints; for Macedonia and Achaia have been 
pleased to enter into fellowship (κοινωνία) with the poor among the saints in Jerusalem; they are 
eager to do so, and indeed they owe it, because if the Gentiles have shared (έκοινώνησαν) in 
the pneumatics, they ought also to minister to them in material things.” Here with respect to the 
“saints” the same philanthropically sounding terms are applied that were first put forward in the 
formula of the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles.” Apparently the thesis advanced there (“there 
must be fellowship on earth among those who are closely united in heaven”) gained wide 
popularity and became firmly established in the usage and consciousness of Christian 
communities in other lands beyond the homeland of the “Didache.”

The doctrine of the “Epistles” may be called esoteric, intended for a closed circle of people 
devoted to intense religious philosophy and strict moral discipline. The most striking feature of 
this doctrine is the combination of mysticism with rationalism. The apostle demands faith in the 
imminent onset of the greatest miracles ever accomplished in the world—the coming of Christ in 
glory, the judgment of God, the resurrection of the dead, the beginning of a new, eternal life for 
the chosen of God—and at the same time attempts to prove these dogmas by arguments of a 
scholastic nature, appealing to reason.
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Already in the “Epistle of Barnabas” one can notice a tendency to use the terminology of Greek 
philosophical schools: such are the expressions γνωσις, πνευματικοί, such is the address to 
readers with the word μάθετε (“learn”). In the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” this element is 
introduced to an even greater degree, apparently in order to interest educated circles of 
Greco-Roman society, all those who were attracted to speculative, abstract thought, in the 
Christian “mystery.” However, the author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” handles 
philosophical categories in a very peculiar way. Thus, the general Platonic division of all human 
beings into bodily, psychic, and spiritual he applies to groups of Christians standing at different 



stages of the development of religious consciousness. He acts similarly with the Stoic teaching 
about the natural state, about the disciplining power of laws, and about the attainment by sages 
of boundless freedom of spirit; the author concretizes and historicizes these three states: to the 
first he assigns the pagans, to the second the Jews, to the third the “saints,” insofar as they 
have attained the highest wisdom and the highest moral perfection.

* * *

According to the teaching developed in the “Epistles,” all the thoughts of believers must be 
directed toward the expectation of the end of the world or the coming of the “day of the Lord,” 
the greatest event in world history, which for some signifies destruction and death, and for 
others—salvation and eternal life. Events will unfold very rapidly: some of those now living are 
destined to see the “day of the Lord.” In the “First Epistle to the Corinthians” (1:7) the apostle 
calls the coming manifestation of Jesus Christ “the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(αποκάλυψις του Κυρίου ήμων ’Ιησού Χριστού). Thus the compiler of the “Epistles” himself 
acknowledges his work as a “revelation”; this gives us grounds to compare the “apocalypse of 
the Apostle Paul” with the “apocalypse of St. John.” Such a comparison will help us to clarify the 
particular features of the eschatology and Christology of the “Epistles.”

First of all, the external difference between the two works strikes the eye. In the compiler of the 
“Epistles” there is none of the vivid imagery characteristic of the “Revelation of John,” no 
inclination toward dramatic pictures of the struggle of the Savior with satanic forces, no 
depiction of the terrible catastrophe when the sea and Hades will give up their dead and all will 
gather before the throne of God for the final judgment, nor are there bright visions of the triumph 
of the heavenly leader, the appearance of the New Jerusalem, etc. This difference, however, 
should not confuse us or deter us from a comparison in substance. The weakening of 
dramatism in the “Epistles” is explained partly by the difference in the literary gifts of the 
compiler, partly by the difference in the moods of the two epochs. The “Revelation of John” is full 
of impressions of an actual, real struggle boiling in the eastern provinces of the empire: under 
gigantic, cloud-piercing images it understands earthly, all too earthly relations. The author of the 
“Epistles” stands farther from immediate social clashes, yet he nevertheless lives in a nervous 
agitation caused by religious persecutions; he too burns with a thirst for vengeance and 
retribution against those who insulted the true believers, who rejected the “gospel of Jesus 
Christ” (1 Thess. I, 6, 8). For him this accumulation of evil forces is a sign of the approaching 
end of the world and of the impending coming (παρουσία) of Jesus Christ.
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In the “Epistles,” just as in the “Revelation of John,” there are identical conceptions of the 
resurrection of the dead, which both authors call ανάστασις των νεκρων. It must be noted that 
neither the “Revelation” nor the “Epistles” speak of an afterlife, of the transition of the righteous 
into paradise; here and there believers are promised eternal life as a continuation of the present 
life on earth. According to the “Apocalypse,” the dead will come to life again: the resurrection 
(ανάστασις) occurs in two stages—first those who suffered for the testimony of Jesus will come 
to life, and they will reign with Christ for a thousand years; after the millennium of Christ’s reign



the rest of the dead will also come to life. In the “Epistles” there is only a somewhat different 
formulation of the same miracle. For those who have already died as righteous, eternal life will 
begin as a result of their resurrection, and for those whom the day of the Lord finds alive, it will 
be an endless continuation of their life, but no longer fleshly, rather spiritual. “For the Lord 
himself, with a cry of command, with the voice of an archangel and with the trumpet of God, will 
descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first; then we who are left alive, together 
with them, will be caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be 
with the Lord” (1 Thess. IV, 16-17).
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Such are the points of similarity between the pictures of the end of the world in the “Apocalypse” 
and in the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul.” Having singled out the coincidences, we might now 
proceed to determine the differences and to clarify the originality and novelty in the “Epistles of 
the Apostle Paul,” but we must take into account that between the “Revelation of John” and the 
“Epistles of Paul” there appeared the “Epistle of Barnabas,” which introduced new concepts into 
Christological teaching as well. Let us recall that in the “Epistle of Barnabas” the teaching about 
the incarnation of Jesus Christ, about the sacrifice of the Son of God, about suffering on the 
tree, and about his subsequent resurrection is set forth for the first time. In the “Apocalypse” the 
shedding of blood is spoken of only in muted, indefinite expressions; the “Epistle of Barnabas” 
develops the motif of suffering in detail, on the basis of the “types” given in Old Testament rites 
and prophecies. The author of the “Epistle of Barnabas,” in turn, unlike the “Apocalypse,” dwells 
little on eschatology, on the moment of divine judgment, on the resurrection of the dead. The 
principal novelty and originality of the author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” consists in the 
fact that he links both motifs. For the first time with him the resurrection of the dead is placed in 
connection with the resurrection of Christ. He considers it necessary to establish this new 
dogma firmly and devotes a special chapter to its proof in the “First Epistle to the Corinthians.” 
In his eyes faith in the resurrection of the dead is inseparably connected with faith in the 
resurrection of Christ: if there is no first, there is no second—and vice versa. If there is no 
resurrection of the dead, then Christ did not rise; and if Christ did not rise, then our preaching is 
vain, and your faith is vain. Moreover, we would be found false witnesses about God, because 
we would testify about God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise, if the dead do not rise. 
For if the dead do not rise, then Christ did not rise; and if Christ did not rise, your faith is vain: 
you are still in your sins, and those who have died in Christ have perished (1 Cor. XV, 13-18).

In essence, this is a vicious circle. The compiler of the “Epistles” senses this and resorts, in 
order to prove the correctness of his doctrine, to other arguments. He makes an attempt at 
reductio ad absurdum, bringing the opposite thesis to absurdity: if there is no resurrection, what 
is the meaning of life? “If in this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most 
miserable... Why do we endanger ourselves every hour? If, speaking from a human point of 
view, I fought with beasts at Ephesus, what is the benefit to me if the dead are not raised? Let 
us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die” (ibid., 19, 30, 32).
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Another proof the apostle derives from the parallel between two ages—the age of Adam and of 
Christ. “But Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep 
(απαρχή τών κεκοιμημένων). For since by a man came death, by a man came also the 
resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive, each in his 
own order: Christ the firstfruits, then those who belong to Christ at his coming (οί Χριστού έν τη 
παρουσία αύτου); then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, 
when he abolishes all rule and all authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all 
enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (ibid., 20-26).

Finally, the apostle has recourse to the help of analogy, turning to organic phenomena, to the 
rebirth of life in the plant world. “Someone will say: How are the dead raised? With what kind of 
body do they come? Fool! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies; and what you sow, 
you do not sow the body that is to be, but a bare grain, perhaps of wheat or of some other kind; 
but God gives it a body as he wills, and to each seed its own body” (35-38)... “So it is with the 
resurrection of the dead. What is sown in corruption is raised in incorruption; it is sown in 
dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is sown a psychic 
body (ψυχικόν), it is raised a spiritual body (πνευματικόν). There is a psychic body, and there is 
a spiritual body” (42-44). “Thus it is written: The first man, Adam, became a living soul (Gen. II, 
7); the last Adam became a life-giving spirit. But the spiritual is not first, but the earthly, and then 
the spiritual. The first man is from the earth, earthly; the second man is the Lord from heaven. 
As was the earthly, so are the earthly; and as is the heavenly, so are the heavenly; and just as 
we have borne the image of the earthly, we shall also bear the image of the heavenly” (44-49).

In conclusion to his chain of proofs the apostle declares that his teaching about the destruction 
of death and the beginning of a new, transformed life is a “mystery” (μυστήριον). “Behold, I tell 
you a mystery: we shall not all die, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of 
an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised incorruptible, 
and we shall be changed. For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must put 
on immortality; then shall come to pass the saying that is written: Death has been swallowed up 
in victory. Death, where is your sting? Hades, where is your victory? The sting of death is sin, 
and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord 
Jesus Christ” (51-57).
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I had to quote almost the entire chapter XV of the “First Epistle to the Corinthians” verbatim, 
which contains the proof of immortality and eternal life for God’s elect. This was necessary in 
order to bring out all the originality of the new faith, which the compiler of the “Epistles” himself 
regarded as a mystery, communicated for the first time to a narrow circle of like-minded people. 
I repeat once again: there is here no notion of an afterlife as it was later understood by the 
medieval Church; this is a teaching about eternal life, about the transformation of earthly (or 
sensory) beings into spiritual, incorporeal ones. Humanity follows its leaders. In the old age 
people, like Adam, the first earthly man, were earthly and mortal; in the new age they, in 
accordance with the risen Christ, the second man, will themselves rise, that is, be transformed 



into spiritual, or immortal, beings. They will not die, but will conquer death, just as Christ 
conquered death by his resurrection.

Thus, the new eschatology of the “Epistles” is closely bound up with a new Christology. In order 
to bring out how original the conception of Christ found in the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” is, 
let us compare this revelation with the preceding images contained in the “Apocalypse” and in 
the “Epistle of Barnabas.”

In the “Apocalypse,” as we have seen, no definite function in the destiny of the world and of 
humanity is connected with the name of Jesus Christ; the real active force there is the Lamb, 
the leader of the heavenly host against the satanic hordes. If we assume that in the Lamb we 
have the original image of the Savior, whose features were later transferred to Jesus Christ, 
then for theological analysis the fact acquires great importance that this divine person is given 
the epithet “slain” or “sacrificed” (Rev. John V, 6 and XIII, 8). The sacrifice of the Lamb is 
presented as an act of cosmic scope; it is referred to the moment of the world’s overturning 
(έσφαγμένου άπο καταβολής κόσμου); in the epoch of the struggle with diabolical power the 
blood of the Lamb serves as the pledge of victory: the dragon, that ancient serpent, is overcome 
by the blood of the Lamb (XII, 11). Once more the blood of the Lamb is mentioned in the 
following connection: around the throne of the Most High stand the saved, in white garments; 
they have come out of great tribulation, they have washed their garments and made their 
garments white in the blood of the Lamb (VII, 14).

211

In this idea of the shedding of the sacrificial blood of the leader of the bright, saving heavenly 
forces lay the novelty of the “Apocalypse” in comparison with earlier teaching (“Didache,” “The 
Shepherd”). The author who followed the “Revelation of John,” the compiler of the “Epistle of 
Barnabas,” united the image of Jesus Christ with that of the Son of God descending to earth. In 
the “Epistle of Barnabas” Jesus Christ is proclaimed the Son of God, and to him is transferred 
the notion of sacrifice, of the shedding of blood necessary for the salvation of the world. The 
“Epistle of Barnabas” differs from the “Apocalypse” also in that it introduces a new conception of 
the chosen people of God; the “Epistle” leaves the ground of Judaism, separates itself from it, 
and opposes to its covenant (διαθήκη) the gospel of the Savior. At the same time, the chief 
concern of the author of the “Epistle of Barnabas” consists in establishing a connection and 
continuity between the ancient covenant and the new gospel. He strives to show that in the 
prophecies given to Israel and in the rites prescribed to it there were expressed “types” of the 
future sacrifice which Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was to undergo. We have seen to what 
details he goes in his theological interpretation of the suffering on the tree (which later tempts 
the compilers of the gospels to a concrete pictorial representation). But despite this detail, the 
event of the incarnation of the Son of God on earth nevertheless remains completely indefinite; 
it is unclear when, where, and how it occurred.

The compiler of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” stands on the same ground of the gospel 
separated from Judaism, which was defined by the theological commentary of the author of the 
“Epistle of Barnabas.” But he distances himself from Judaism much more sharply. The Old



Covenant does not interest him as a collection of prophecies that prefigured in advance the 
image of the suffering Jesus Christ, the Son of God. The covenant given to the Jews, in his 
eyes, is reduced to a strict formal law, which was necessary as a pedagogy for the former 
chosen people of God, and which is now abolished and must give way to spiritual freedom.
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As for a concrete conception of the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the Son of God—of his earthly 
life, of his earthly sufferings—the author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” remains as far 
removed from it as the compiler of the “Epistle of Barnabas.” For him the fact of the incarnation 
is important as a moral moment: it is a sacrifice offered by a heavenly being, regarded as equal 
to God, for the redemption of humanity. Therefore, without considering it necessary to refer to 
any events of earthly life, he points to the principled significance of the divine act of descent to 
earth, which in itself was already a sacrifice, because it constituted the humiliation of the deity. 
In order to be convinced that the moment of the earthly sojourn of the Son of God is not marked 
in the Apostle Paul by chronological and geographical data, let us survey those passages of the 
“Epistles” which in one way or another relate to this divine drama.

1. In the “Epistle to the Galatians” (IV, 4-5) we find the following: “When the fullness of time 
had come (ηλθεν το πλήρωμα του χρόνου), God sent his Son, who was born of a 
woman, was subject to the law, so that we might receive adoption.”

Harnack, in his analysis, showed that the words “born of a woman, subject to the law” were 
present in the original text but were excised by Marcion and later restored by orthodox editors. 
Since in our view only the text that was in Marcion’s possession could be the sole original one, 
and all “restorations” were merely corrections by the editors of the canon made in order to 
neutralize Marcion’s heretical conception, we may use Harnack’s observation in the sense that 
in the original text there was no indication of the fact of Christ’s earthly birth.

2. According to the “Epistle to the Romans” (I, 3), the gospel preached by the apostle 
proclaims him who was born of the seed of David and was revealed as the Son of God in 
power according to the spirit of holiness by the resurrection from the dead—Jesus 
Christ. Here the moment of the Savior’s earthly birth is marked only from a principled 
standpoint, without regard to real circumstances.

3. Very characteristic is the passage from the “First Epistle to the Corinthians” (II, 7-8), the 
sense of which is that the appearance of the Son of God on earth remained a mystery to 
the powers of this world. “We preach the wisdom of God, hidden, revealed, which God 
ordained before the ages for our glory, which none of the rulers of this age (ούδεις τών 
αρχόντων του αίώνος τούτου) knew; for had they known it, they would not have crucified 
the Lord of glory.”
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Just as indeterminately as he speaks of the birth of Jesus Christ, the author of the “Epistles” 
also speaks of his death. In the first four letters, which theologians accept as the basic and 
unquestionably authentic ones, we encounter only the expression “the crucified one”; of the fact 
that the crucifixion took place on a cross, in Jerusalem, there is not a word. Only in the “Second 
Epistle to the Thessalonians” (II, 15) is there the phrase: “The Jews killed him, just as they killed 
the prophets.” But theology has long since assigned this “Epistle” to the “inauthentic” writings, 
that is, has recognized its later origin. With this judgment of the theologians the historian can 
fully agree; both the “Epistle” itself and especially this passage are a correction by the editors of 
the canon, an official stamp which they placed upon the collection of the Apostle Paul’s letters 
when, having borrowed this work from heretics, they included it among the sacred books.

There can be no doubt how we are to evaluate the references in the “Epistles of the Apostle 
Paul” to the birth and death of the Savior. These data cannot in any way be understood as 
historical information. The phenomena of the Savior’s life, earthly and heavenly, were for the 
author of the “Epistles” symbols of the moral regeneration of humanity. According to his 
teaching, the descent to earth, the assumption of a fleshly outer form, and the death of Christ 
were necessary in order to conquer sin and death; since the law was powerless against the sins 
committed by human beings, “God sent his Son in the likeness of sinful flesh as a sacrifice for 
sin and condemned sin in the flesh” (Rom. VIII, 3). “God demonstrated his love toward us in that 
Christ died for us while we were sinners” (Rom. V, 8). Since the death of Christ on the cross is a 
moral exploit and a moral liberation, people must, together with him, experience both the 
sufferings and the deliverance from them. “If we have been united with him in the likeness of his 
death, we shall certainly be united also in the likeness of his resurrection, knowing this, that our 
old man was crucified with him (συνεσταυρώθη), that the body of sin might be abolished, so that 
we should no longer be slaves to sin” (Rom. VI, 3-6). In the “Epistle to the Galatians” this 
thought of experiencing together with Christ the death that liberates is expressed in the 
following, characteristically Pauline, intricately woven form: “Through the law I died to the law, 
that I might live for God. I have been crucified with Christ, and it is no longer I who live, but 
Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal. II, 19-20).
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Just as the death of Christ, so also the return of the Son of God to heaven is interpreted in a 
moral sense. “Christ died, and also rose again.” And just as people participated in the mortal 
sufferings, were “co-crucified,” so they also participate in rebirth and in glory: “God, who is rich 
in mercy, because of his great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in 
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ ... and raised us up with him and seated us with 
him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (Eph. II, 4-6).

For the former, theological interpretation of the “Epistles” there arose a painful problem: how 
could it have happened that the most zealous of the apostles, the one who carried the gospel to 
the Gentiles, stubbornly keeps silent about the most striking events of Christ’s earthly life, about 
what ought most to have moved the hearts of those being initiated into the new faith? The 
rationalist school, which turned legends into historical facts, did not help to escape the difficulty, 



but only made matters worse. For the adherents of this prosaic interpretation of myth and 
symbol are compelled to explain a riddle no less baffling: how could it have happened that within 
ten to fifteen years after the death of a prophet he was transformed in the imagination of his 
followers into the Son of God, into a god begotten before all creation, while all the features of his 
earthly life and even of his death itself were completely erased, forgotten, and ceased to be of 
interest for the preacher of the “gospel of Christ the Redeemer”? We may say: the cause of all 
these difficulties lay in the fact that both orthodox theologians and liberal rationalists accepted 
the books that entered the canon as historical testimonies, and moreover regarded the order of 
their arrangement in the canon as the order of the events themselves and at the same time as 
the evolution of Christian teaching; what is narrated in the gospels they assumed to have 
occurred earlier than what is set forth in the “Epistles”: first there was the earthly life of Jesus, 
then began the apostle’s preaching about the Son of God who descended to earth and who is to 
come again in glory.

215

If one accepts the hypothesis of the purely literary origin of the figure of the Apostle Paul, the 
above-mentioned difficulties disappear. We have no need to seek among the writings accepted 
into the canon direct historical indications, because we consider that they set forth not facts, but 
doctrines, that they present not real actors, but characters of a divine drama, figures mystical, 
that is, imagined, awaited, desired. Therefore, the order in which these writings are placed in the 
canon is not binding for us. On the contrary, we must free ourselves from this scheme imposed 
upon us and find the correct, natural order of their emergence.

Here one must establish the following thesis, which in my view is indisputable: the “Epistles of 
the Apostle Paul” are older than the gospels. But this means that earlier there arose a teaching 
about Christ as the Son of God, a heavenly being, who loved humanity, and only later did there 
arise the conception of his descent to earth and his assumption of human form. At first, in the 
conception of Christ who suffered, was crucified on the tree for human beings, exclusively divine 
features predominate—moments that lie outside space and time (by the “tree,” ξύλον, is meant 
the “world tree,” one of the elements of the creation of the world in ancient mythology). Only 
gradually do new motifs and new interpretations appear—the motifs of Christ’s earthly sojourn. 
His image is materialized; the time and place of his earthly life, suffering, and death are 
determined. This process of materialization takes place outside the literary framework given in 
the “Epistles.” The gospels, which depict the wanderings of Jesus Christ, put into his mouth the 
teaching about the approach of the kingdom of heaven, and recount his death on the cross, 
were developed later and independently of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul.”

Thus, in the development of Christian teaching the order was precisely the reverse of the 
arrangement in the canon of the New Testament. In the circles where the “Epistles of the 
Apostle Paul” arose, there was no talk of a prophet who lived in Palestine; he was spoken of as 
a god who offered himself in sacrifice when “the time came,” when the great appointed period 
was fulfilled.
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14. MORAL AND SOCIO-POLITICAL IDEAS 
IN THE “EPISTLES OF THE APOSTLE PAUL”

In the admonitions and exhortations of the Apostle Paul, moral preaching sounds very loudly. 
The compiler of the “Epistles” is concerned above all with the fate of the “saints,” the chosen 
ones of God, destined for salvation; it is them that he wishes to prepare for a worthy meeting of 
the “day of the Lord,” to protect them from delusions and errors, and to point out to them the 
single correct path of moral conduct.

He explains to his disciples and followers, first of all, how the selection of those destined for 
salvation takes place. What is striking here is the assessment that the apostle gives of the moral 
qualities of Gentiles and Jews. Although he must acknowledge that the Gentiles did not have 
laws and lived a fleshly life, while Israel had been placed in a privileged position by the 
promises, nevertheless his distrust of and hostility toward the Jews are so great that he is ready 
to look for higher moral endowments among the Gentiles. “For when Gentiles, who do not have 
the law, by nature do what the law requires, they, though not having the law, are a law to 
themselves; they show that the work of the law is written in their hearts, their conscience 
(συνείδησις) bearing witness, and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them” 
(Rom. II, 15). In his view, the appearance of the law signifies a growth of consciousness, but not 
an improvement of the moral nature of man; the law has no restraining force, it merely marks 
the moments of the intrusion of sin; “the law brings wrath, for where there is no law there is no 
transgression” (Rom. IV, 5). The fulfillment of the law does not save even the most worthy from 
the wrath of God. Thus Abraham was justified not by works but by faith (ibid., 2, 4); it was not by 
the law that the promise was given to Abraham or to his seed that he should be heir of the 
world, but by the righteousness of faith (ibid., 13). And David calls blessed the man to whom 
God imputes righteousness apart from works (ibid., 6).
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All the advantages that the Jews had pass to the Gentiles. Israel did not obtain what it sought 
(Rom. XI, 7); the Gentiles, who did not seek righteousness, obtained righteousness by faith 
(ibid., IX, 30). From the fall of the Jews came “salvation to the Gentiles, to provoke them to 
jealousy; but if their fall is riches for the world and their loss riches for the Gentiles, how much 
more their fullness.” After these sharp declarations directed against Judaism, the apostle 
solemnly proclaims his new great mission: “Now I speak to you Gentiles: inasmuch as I am an 
apostle to the Gentiles, I glorify my ministry” (Rom. XI, 11-13).

The compiler of the “Epistles” selects a series of quotations from the Old Testament in which the 
Gentiles are in one way or another blessed. “Christ Jesus became a servant to the circumcised 
for the sake of God’s truth, in order to confirm the promises given to the fathers, and in order 
that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy, as it is written: ‘Therefore I will praise you (O 
Lord) among the Gentiles and sing to your name’” (Ps. XVII, 50). “And again it is said: ‘Rejoice, 
O Gentiles, with his people’” (Deut. XXXII, 43). “And again: ‘Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles,



and let all the peoples extol him’” (Ps. CXVII, 1). “And Isaiah also says: ‘The root of Jesse shall 
come, he who rises to rule the Gentiles; in him the Gentiles shall hope’” (Isa. XI, 10). All these 
quotations are gathered in the “Epistle to the Romans” (XV, 8-12).

The cited expressions vividly depict the environment in which the compiler of the “Epistles” 
wrote his work. He was in hostility with Jewish circles; not hoping to attract Jews to his teaching, 
he turned with hope to the Gentile milieu. In glorifying the Gentiles he proceeded from an 
antithesis: on one side those to whom much had been promised but who did not deserve God’s 
mercy; on the other, a new milieu, an untouched mass, full of fresh forces and receptivity, a wild 
field awaiting cultivation.

Salvation means deliverance from death. Law, sin, and death will disappear simultaneously by 
the power of one and the same divine act. “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through 
one man, and death through sin, so death spread to all men, because all sinned” (Rom. V, 12). 
“So then, as through one trespass came condemnation for all men, so through one act of 
righteousness came justification to life for all men” (ibid., 18). The death of Christ took place for 
the expiation of the sins of the flesh, and together with it fleshly sinfulness as such must 
disappear. “You also, brethren, have died to the law through the body of Christ, so that you may 
belong to another, to him who was raised from the dead” (Rom. VII, 4).
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The apostle who proclaims the “gospel of Christ” is convinced that together with the descent of 
the Holy Spirit upon believers, with the advent of the reign of grace, the former law, which 
previously regulated moral conduct, has become unnecessary and restrictive. “The law of the 
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and death” (Rom. VIII, 2). 
“Henceforth no external prescriptions are needed, because they all served as a restraint upon 
fleshly desires. The spiritual life to which Christians are called cannot be other than virtuous. 
Believers must no longer allow sin in their mortal bodies; they must present themselves to God 
as those who have been brought to life from the dead” (ώς έκ νεκρών ζώντας, Rom. VI, 13). 
“The Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit 
himself intercedes for us with inexpressible groanings. And he who searches hearts knows what 
is the mind of the Spirit, because he intercedes for the saints according to the will of God” (Rom. 
VIII, 26-27). “But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the 
fruit you get is sanctification and its end, eternal life” (Rom. VI, 22).

Thus the “saints,” that is, those who have been imbued with the true spirit of the preaching 
about Christ, have as it were attained the highest degree of moral perfection, that height to 
which Stoic philosophy raised the wise. But if the compiler of the “Epistles” aligned himself with 
the teaching of the Stoic school concerning the moral perfecting of humanity, he parted 
company with the Stoics on the question of free will. It is true that there are expressions in him 
where the apostle calls believers to freedom of spirit. He cites the example of Abraham, to 
whom it was said: “Cast out the slave woman and her son, for the son of the slave woman shall 
not inherit with the son of the free woman” (Gen. XXI, 10). He then exclaims: “So then, brethren, 
we are not children of the slave but of the free woman. For freedom Christ has set us free; stand 



firm therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery” (Gal. IV, 29—V, 1). Or again: “So 
you are no longer a slave, but a son; and if a son, then an heir of God” (ibid., IV, 7). But 
alongside such expressions there are others, by virtue of which the transition from subjection to 
the law to following the promptings of the Spirit is nothing other than the replacement of one 
slavery by another. “Do you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient 
slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey ... having been set free from sin, you have 
become slaves of righteousness” (Rom. VI, 16 and 18).
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Holiness cannot be won at human discretion; this state is not achieved by merits; it is a pure gift 
of God. Believers must rely on the grace of God, on the choice made from eternity by God 
himself: those whom he foreknew (προέγνω), he also predestined (προώρισεν) to be conformed 
to the image of his Son (συμμόρφους της είκόνος του υίου αύτου), so that he might be the 
firstborn among many brethren; and those whom he predestined he also called (έκάλεσεν), and 
those whom he called he also justified (έδικαίωσεν), and those whom he justified he also 
glorified (έδόξασεν) (Rom. VIII, 29-30). “So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but 
on God who shows mercy” (Rom. IX, 16).

In this form the doctrine of predestination appears for the first time, which later produced such 
an enormous impression on Augustine and Calvin. One cannot see here a line of division 
between antiquity and Christianity; one cannot regard the denial of free will as a generally 
Christian teaching. In the middle of the second century it constituted a peculiarity of the 
Marcionite school. The direction represented by Justin energetically rejected predestination and 
defended the opposite view.

* * *

The “Epistles” provide abundant material for characterizing the moral preaching that emanated 
from one of the outstanding representatives of Christian thought in the middle of the second 
century; they give an idea of what was regarded in this milieu as virtue and what as vice, and of 
the goal toward which the moral pedagogy of the leaders of church communities was directed.

The general moral program of the apostle is expressed in the “Epistle to the Ephesians.” “I say” 
and exhort in the Lord that you no longer walk as the other nations walk, in the vanity of their 
mind (έν ματαιότητι του νοος αύτων), being darkened in understanding, alienated from the life of 
God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to the hardening of their hearts . but you did 
not so learn Christ . you were taught . to put off your former manner of life, the old man, 
which is corrupt through deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and to 
put on the new man, created according to God in righteousness and holiness of life (it should be 
noted that the epithets παλαιός and καινός are the same as those used to designate the Old 
and the New Covenant. — R. V.). Therefore, having put away falsehood, speak the truth each 
one to his neighbor, because we are members of one another (αλλήλων μέλη). Be angry and do 
not sin; let not the sun go down on your anger; and give no place to the devil. Let the thief steal 



no longer, but rather let him labor, doing what is useful with his hands, so that he may have 
something to share with the one in need. Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouths, but 
only what is good for building up in faith, that it may give grace to those who hear. And do not 
grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption; let all 
bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander, together with all malice, be removed 
from you; but be kind to one another, compassionate, forgiving one another, as God in Christ 
forgave you” (Eph. IV, 17-32).
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Here the colors are moderate; one can see a certain approximation to the morality of the Stoics, 
who regarded calmness of spirit, restraint, self-control, and benevolence toward others as the 
chief virtues. In the same tone are framed the moral prescriptions in the eighth chapter (1-10) of 
the “Epistle to the Romans,” which begins with the famous formula: “Let every soul be subject to 
the higher authorities, for there is no authority except from God.” Here we find the following 
words of the apostle: “Render to all what is due them: tax to whom tax is due, revenue to whom 
revenue is due, fear to whom fear is due, honor to whom honor is due. Owe no one anything, 
except to love one another; for the commandments ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ ‘You shall 
not murder,’ ‘You shall not steal,’ ‘You shall not bear false witness,’ ‘You shall not covet,’ and any 
other are summed up in this word: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’ (Lev. XIX, 18). Love 
does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.”
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Later, in Christian tradition, a view became established according to which “love of neighbor” 
constitutes an entirely new covenant of virtue, first taught to the world by the new faith; in 
cultural-historical surveys it continues to be repeated that Christianity for the first time introduced 
broad altruism in place of the narrow individualism characteristic of antiquity. The passage just 
cited from the “Epistle to the Romans” shows that the leaders of the early Christian communities 
themselves were alien to such self-glorification; the apostle deemed it necessary to remind that 
the commandment “love your neighbor as yourself” already exists in Mosaic legislation.

In other parts of the “Epistles” we encounter sharper moral formulas and more one-sided 
judgments about virtues and vices. In the first chapter of the “Epistle to the Romans” the apostle 
designates idolatry as the source of immoral conduct in the Gentile world. Since they 
“exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image resembling corruptible man and 
birds and four-footed animals and reptiles, therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their 
hearts to impurity, so that they dishonored their bodies among themselves; therefore God gave 
them up to degrading passions.” And the apostle speaks with indignation about the spread of 
lesbianism and pederasty as characteristic sins of Gentile society. Thus unnatural sexual 
relations are placed at the head of vices; there follows a list of sins in which sexual 
transgressions stand first; unbelievers are “filled with all unrighteousness, fornication, 
wickedness, greed, malice; full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malignity; they are gossips, 
slanderers, haters of God, insolent, arrogant, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 
foolish, faithless, unloving, unmerciful” (Rom. I, 23-31).



Correspondingly to this condemnation above all of sexual sins, the apostle in his praise of 
virtues places sexual continence in the first place, and in this preaching a very definite leaning 
toward asceticism is noticeable. In the “First Epistle to the Corinthians” (ch. VII) we find an 
idealization of the unmarried state. “I wish that all men were as I myself am; but each has his 
own gift from God, one of one kind and one of another. To the unmarried and to widows I say 
that it is good for them to remain as I am; but if they cannot exercise self-control, let them marry; 
for it is better to marry than to burn” (7-9). But marriage must be strict; divorce must not occur. 
“Not I but the Lord command: the wife should not separate from her husband; but if she does 
separate, let her remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband” (10-11). There should 
be no second marriage. “Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife” (27). The apostle extols 
virginity, but does not dare to prescribe it: “Concerning virgins I have no command of the Lord, 
but I give my judgment as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy” (25). He recommends 
celibacy in view of the approaching end of the world: “The time is short; henceforth those who 
have wives should live as though they had none, and those who mourn as though they were not 
mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as 
though they had no goods, and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings 
with it; for the form of this world is passing away” (παράγει γάρ το σχήμα κόσμου τούτου, 
29-31). One must prepare for the “day of the Lord,” one must devote oneself exclusively to 
spiritual interests, and married life does not contribute to that. “I want you to be free from 
anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to please the Lord; 
but the married man is anxious about worldly things, how to please his wife. There is a 
difference between a married woman and a virgin: the unmarried woman is anxious about the 
things of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit; but the married woman is anxious about 
worldly things, how to please her husband” (32-34). To the father of an adult daughter the 
apostle gives this counsel: “If anyone thinks that he is acting improperly toward his virgin 
daughter, if she is past the bloom of youth, and it ought to be so, let him do as he wishes; he 
does not sin; let them marry. But whoever is firmly established in his heart, having no necessity, 
but having authority over his own will, and has decided in his heart to keep his virgin daughter, 
he will do well. So then he who marries his virgin does well, and he who refrains from marriage 
will do better” (36-38). “A wife is bound by law as long as her husband lives; but if her husband 
dies, she is free to marry whom she wishes, only in the Lord. But she is happier if she remains 
as she is, according to my judgment; and I think that I too have the Spirit of God” (39-40).
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We see clearly that in questions of moral conduct the decisive factor for the compiler of the 
“Epistles” is the expectation of the end of the world, the coming of the “day of the Lord.” When 
the apostle recommends celibacy and virginity, he is not troubled by the possibility of the 
extinction of the human race; for “the time is short”; moreover, the continuation of the human 
race is impossible without the satisfaction of passions, and such service to the senses, just as 
care for worldly things, is only a distraction from what is necessary, from the first task of the 
Christian—service to the spirit. The apostle, however, does not want an upheaval in family 
arrangements; he is inclined rather toward quietism in this respect.
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It cannot be overlooked that on the question of women’s rights the compiler of the “Epistles” 
stands on a conservative position. The apostle clearly insists more on the virginity of women 
than on the celibacy of men. This is because he regards woman as a more dangerous being, 
more wavering in her conduct, a being of a lower order, to whom equal rights with man must not 
be granted, whom one must keep under strict discipline. “I want you to know that the head of 
every man is Christ, the head of the woman is the man, and the head of Christ is God” (1 Cor. 
XI, 3). In prayer a distinction must be observed between them. For a man it is improper to pray 
or to prophesy with his head covered: “A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image 
and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man; for man was not made from woman, but 
woman from man; nor was man created for woman, but woman for man. Therefore the woman 
ought to have a sign of authority over her head, because of the angels” (ibid., 7-10). Interpreting 
the fashion of the time, which prescribed that women wear long hair, in favor of his theory, the 
apostle exclaims: “Does not nature itself teach you that if a man wears long hair it is a disgrace 
for him, but if a woman wears long hair, it is her glory, because her hair is given to her as a 
covering?” (ibid., 14-15).

These words of the apostle indicate that the compiler of the “Epistles,” although he had 
immersed himself in Greek philosophy and although he set himself the goal of propagating his 
teaching in a Roman milieu, nevertheless preserved certain prejudices brought with him from 
his eastern homeland: he speaks of the position of women in society as though they were in 
seclusion. His counsels could not but provoke objections in Roman society, since there women 
had long enjoyed a certain degree of freedom. And this all the more so because precisely at the 
same time as the appearance of the “Epistles” the government of Antoninus Pius undertook a 
reform to improve the civil status of women, proceeding from the principle of the equality of 
women and men in human dignity.
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As for the political and social views of the author, they can be properly assessed only when set 
against the everyday and ideological background of their time.

I shall quote verbatim the first six paragraphs of chapter XIII of the “Epistle to the Romans,” 
because in them every word is weighty and significant. “Let every soul (ψυχή) be subject to the 
higher authorities (έξουσίαις ύπερεχούσαις); for there is no authority except from God, and the 
existing authorities have been instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists the authority resists 
God’s ordinance, and those who resist will bring judgment upon themselves. For rulers are not a 
terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you wish to 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 what is evil, 
be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain; he is God’s servant, an avenger to execute 
wrath on the wrongdoer. Therefore one must be subject, not only because of wrath but also for 
the sake of conscience. For this reason you also pay taxes, for they are God’s ministers, 
attending constantly to this very thing” (Rom. XIII, 1-6).

Before us is a formula of obedience to absolutism, a glorification of authority by God’s grace. 
Here, incidentally, is clear proof in favor of dating the “Epistle” to the second century. It is 



impossible to suppose that “the apostle Paul” could have publicly expressed such ideas in the 
age of Claudius and Nero; he would have been misunderstood and ridiculed in a society that 
dreamed of the exploits of republican heroes, glorified tyrannicide, and the like. Quite another 
matter is the era of enlightened absolutism that began with Trajan. Tacitus (who died in 117 
C.E.) pronounces a funeral oration over ancient heroism and ancient political freedom. The 
embodiment of state wisdom now becomes, beyond any doubt, the single bearer of supreme 
power—the emperor. The government could not have devised a better form for a general 
manifesto of monarchical rule than that in which the compiler of the “Epistle to the Romans” 
clothes his political symbol of faith. Chapter XIII contains a declaration of law-abiding loyalty on 
the part of one of the most prominent representatives of emerging Christian literature: he seeks 
to assure the government that the authorities have nothing to fear from any political actions on 
the part of adherents of the new faith, and nothing to fear from any criticism of governmental 
measures. On the contrary, he almost offers himself as an ally of authority in the task of 
educating subjects in a spirit of obedience.
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In the “Epistle to the Philippians” there is even a hint of the writer’s closeness to the imperial 
court: at the end, among the greetings and salutations, there is the phrase: “All the saints greet 
you, especially those of Caesar’s household” (έκ της Καίσαρος οικίας, Phil. IV, 2). There are 
every grounds to think that this insertion belongs to a later time, when Christians had penetrated 
the palace and the Christian Marcia became the favorite of the emperor Commodus. The 
interpolation is, at the least, some forty years later than Marcion’s first publication of the 
“Epistles,” but it is entirely consistent with the general tendency of the political formula given in 
chapter XIII of the “Epistle to the Romans.”

Despite such a decisive declaration of loyalty as that contained in chapter XIII of the “Epistle to 
the Romans,” the collection of “Epistles” does not exhibit a complete separation of church from 
state, of religion from politics. In the “Epistle to the Ephesians,” following the exhortation that 
children obey their parents and slaves their masters, the apostle reminds that fathers and 
masters in turn should not be harsh toward those subordinate to them; the demand that masters 
be restrained and moderate is motivated by the fact that “over slaves and masters alike there is 
in heaven a Lord, with whom there is no partiality.” Then the apostle continues: “Put on the 
whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil; for our struggle 
is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities (προς τας άρχάς, 
προς τας έξουσίας), against the world-rulers of the darkness of this age (προς τούς 
κοσμοκράτορας του σκότους του αίωνος τούτου), against the spiritual forces of wickedness in 
the heavenly places” (Eph. VI, 9-12). This passage, where alongside the terms άρχή and 
έξουσία there also appears so resonant a word as κοσμοκράτορες, is in any case in 
contradiction with the doctrine proclaimed in chapter XIII of the “Epistle to the Romans,” that 
there is no authority, no έξουσία, other than that which is from God.
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In addition, the declaration of complete political submission was dealt a considerable blow by 



the prophecy of the imminent end of the world, when Christ will hand over the kingdom to God 
the Father, when he will abolish every rule and every authority and power (πασαν αρχήν και 
πασαν έξουσίαν και δύναμιν), for he must reign until he has put all enemies under his feet (1 
Cor. XV, 24-25).

If in matters of family law the compiler of the “Epistles” occupies a conservative position and 
lags behind the reform carried out by the official authorities, then in the matter of slaves, of 
improving their legal status, he is ready to go hand in hand with the government. He does 
indeed speak in favor of preserving existing social relations in general, and in particular of 
preserving slavery, but at the same time he does not forget to encourage slaves to gain their 
freedom.

In the “First Epistle to the Corinthians” (VII, 20-24) it is said: “Let each remain in the calling in 
which he was called. Were you called as a slave? Do not be troubled; but even if you can 
become free, make use of the better opportunity. For the slave who was called in the Lord is the 
Lord’s freedman; likewise the one who was called as free is Christ’s slave. You were bought at a 
great price; do not become slaves of men. In whatever calling each was called, brothers, in that 
let each remain before God.” Here the expression of sympathy for liberation from slavery is 
inserted into a framework of the twice-repeated injunction that each should remain in his calling. 
It must be acknowledged that in this case the compiler of the “Epistles” employed an 
extraordinarily skillful device: he attracted into the bosom of his church community 
representatives of the lowest strata, who were in a state of complete lack of rights, but at the 
same time guaranteed his own safety both from masters and from the authorities by means of a 
formula affirming the inviolability of the social hierarchy. A declaration of this kind was in 
complete accord with the policy of Antoninus Pius, who, guided by philanthropy but without 
touching the principle of slaveholding, set about improving the lot of slaves. The statement of 
the compiler of the “Epistles” on the question of the position of slaves gives me yet another 
occasion to confirm the correctness of my chronological conclusion regarding the time of 
appearance of the “Epistles.”

The encouragement of slaves toward emancipation that we find in the “Epistle to the Romans” 
would have been utterly unthinkable in the middle of the first century, when slaveholding law 
was in full bloom. For even under Nero a terroristic law was applied, by virtue of which, if a 
master was killed in his own house and the identity of the murderer was not discovered, the 
entire body of the slave household was subjected to torture—in the case of the year 62 there 
were 400 of them. At that time it was unthinkable to utter a word in favor of slaves, since the 
entire senate consisted of large slaveholders. Only with the disappearance of the old aristocratic 
traditions, when Antoninus Pius, an enlightened and humane monarch, undertook reform, and 
only with the blessing of the supreme authority, could a Christian author dare to say: “You were 
bought at a great price; do not become slaves of men.”
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15. PAULINISM AND THE BEGINNING OF THE HISTORICIZATION 
OF THE IMAGE OF JESUS CHRIST

If the historian is compelled to abandon the legend of the Apostle Paul as the founder of 
numerous communities, who had already outlined by the middle of the first century the 
dimensions of the future church almost as far as the Atlantic, then the question arises: what 
place should the “Epistles” that bear this magical name occupy in the real history of Christianity? 
We are interested in determining what the “Epistles” were for the time when they appeared and 
for those generations upon which they first exerted influence.

The “Epistles,” it would seem, were conceived and written in Asia Minor; but for us their 
Asia-Minor past is completely hidden. We encounter them for the first time in the Roman edition 
provided to us by Marcion. Their historical existence begins in Rome; they are clearly intended 
for dissemination within the educated society of the great imperial centers—Rome first of all, 
then Corinth, Thessalonica, Ephesus, and others. Their appearance in Rome dates to the 
beginning of the reign of Antoninus Pius. This was a time when the Roman government and 
society were occupied with questions of religious reform and religious enlightenment, and when 
the bearer of absolute monarchical power himself, not without reason surnamed “the Pious,” 
played a foremost role in this cultural enthusiasm. Encouraged by the initiative of the 
enlightened sovereign, and competing with the supreme authority, leaders of sects and 
theosophical circles put forward their teachings. The author (or publisher) of the “Epistles” 
belonged to their number. He developed his subject as a religious-ethical problem. He 
addressed broad circles of pagan society with a call, in view of the approaching end of the 
world, to accept the single saving teaching about Christ, the Son of God, who delivers from sin 
and death and grants eternal life to those who believe in him; he called upon them to believe in 
the miraculous, resurrecting power of the Savior.

229

Such a conjunction of ideas, bound together with a call to great repentance (μετάνοια), could not 
be found in any of the preceding works that had arisen on Judeo-Christian soil. But until then in 
Rome, and generally, there had been no open propaganda of Christianity. Now (as we conclude 
from the words of Justin) a multitude of heresies suddenly appeared, a series of conceptions of 
Christian teaching. Paulinism, proclaimed by Marcion, was one of these directions, as Justin 
testifies, and moreover the most distinct and elaborated.

Paulinism, as it is expressed in the “Epistles,” compared favorably with its closest 
predecessor—the teaching of Barnabas. First of all, the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” gained by 
virtue of their form. Instead of a theological treatise, instead of a difficult and complex 
commentary on ancient prophecies and rites, the “Epistles” set forth Christian teaching in the 
form of correspondence between an apostle and his friends and disciples; from this arose the 
possibility of more vivid communication with broad circles of readers. At the same time, the 
“Epistles” presented a gripping image of an indefatigable, self-sacrificing apostle, who at the



beginning of his activity was deemed worthy to behold directly Christ himself. And in their 
content the collection of letters offered something entirely new. This new element can be defined 
as a mystical interpretation of the phenomenon of Christ. Particularly characteristic in this 
respect is the explanation in the “Epistles” of the coming of the end of the world, the Last 
Judgment, and the Kingdom of God. Here the Apostle Paul, it is true, repeats the apocalyptic 
formula of the proclamation of the Kingdom of God, at the voice of the archangel and the sound 
of the trumpet of God (if this is not a later editorial insertion by the orthodox), but the main thing 
is that he hastens to develop another thought, the one that most occupies him. “The day of the 
Lord will come like a thief in the night, for when they say ‘peace and safety,’ then sudden 
destruction will come upon them.” He reassures the true believers: “But you, brethren, are not in 
darkness, that the day should overtake you like a thief; for you are all sons of light and sons of 
the day; we are not sons of night nor of darkness” (1 Thess. V, 2-5).

If in the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” images are mentioned that belong to the former 
real-apocalyptic conception of the Kingdom of God, the author places all the emphasis on his 
new, ideal-mystical interpretation. In the apostle’s exposition the coming of the Kingdom of God 
is conceived as a great event lying in the future, but it is also represented as a phenomenon 
manifesting itself in the life of the present time; the process of death and rebirth seems to him to 
be occurring daily. “I die daily; I testify to this by the boast of you, brethren, which I have in 
Christ Jesus our Lord” (1 Cor. XV, 31). “We always carry about in the body the dying of our Lord 
Jesus, that the life of Jesus also may be revealed in our body; for we who live are constantly 
delivered to death for Jesus’ sake, that the life of Jesus also may be revealed in our mortal 
flesh” (2 Cor. IV, 10-12).
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The mysticism of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” is connected with the preaching of an 
exceptionally strict morality and with the practice of asceticism. The Marcionite sect, which 
cherished the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” as its principal and priceless treasure, was a 
fellowship (κοινωνία) of “saints,” that is, ascetics, surrounded by disciples and followers who 
listened to them with reverent attention. It should be noted that in the letters the first greeting is 
sent to τοΐς αγίοις, the chosen higher hierarchy or aristocracy of each individual community. 
Further attention should be drawn to the high value that the Apostle Paul assigns to inspired 
prophets and teachers, the so-called charismatics (that is, those endowed with grace from 
above). The apostle demands that each of the active members of the communities manifest the 
ability given to him, and in every such ability he sees a revelation inspired by the Holy Spirit 
(έκάστω δε δίδοται φανέρωσις του πνεύματος); the term φανέρωσις appears for the first time in 
the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” (the “Epistle of Barnabas” knows only the verb φανερουσθαι).

In the first place stand speculative abilities (λόγος σοφίας and λόγος γνώσεως), then gifts of 
inspiration, prophecy, and utterance (προφητεία, γένη γλωσσών); the highest spiritual leaders 
are surrounded by assistants endowed with abilities of interpretation of prophecies, explanation 
and teaching (έρμηνεία γλωσσών, διάκρισις πνευμάτων, διδασκαλία, παράκλησις). Practical 
functions in the community—healing, miraculous inspiration, as well as the collection of 



contributions and charitable assistance—may be carried out only by charismatics; there are 
χαρίσματα ιαμάτων, ένεργήματα δυνάμεων, and so forth.
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All these definitions of the “offices” of the community of saints indicate the character of life and 
moods within the fellowship that accepted the teaching of the Apostle Paul. The author of the 
“Epistles” put into the mouth of the apostle a call to continuous, intensive religious life, to 
contemplation and the practice of virtue. He proclaims spiritual freedom, but demands clear 
knowledge of the truth and absolute faith. He formulates distinctly the chief dogma upon which 
all the hopes of the community of saints must be built. Characteristic of the dogmatics contained 
in the “Epistles” is that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is perceived as a heavenly being called to 
save people from sin and death; he is the mediator between God and humans, he is the creator 
of the inner rebirth that takes place in people; the sole means of salvation is faith in his greatest 
feat, his sacrifice, his suffering for humanity.

All other sectarian groups must have envied the Marcionite community, since it possessed such 
a brilliant document of doctrine and such a remarkable organization, flowing from the very 
principles of that doctrine and devoted to its propagation. The Marcionite school could be called 
the most constructive for its time.

But in one respect the Asia-Minor Christianity represented by the writings of the Apostle Paul 
proved to be behind the age, at least behind its Roman competitors. We have seen that in the 
“Epistles” there is no interest in the earthly life of the Savior, that the very notion of Christ’s 
sojourn on earth, of his earthly suffering, is absent. One must believe in the feat of the crucified 
one, but where, when, and how he was crucified—about this the believers could learn nothing 
from the apostle who had himself beheld the risen Christ. Paulinism strikes one by its 
abstractness—by the fact that it does not wish to appeal to the imagination at all. We encounter 
the same feature later in Calvinism, which in modern times was the most zealous attempt to 
revive the teaching of the Apostle Paul.

Arriving in Rome with the “revelation of the Apostle Paul,” Marcion encountered here a 
movement alien to him, but already very strong, in favor of the historicization of Jesus 
Christ—efforts to determine the historical moment of his earthly life and to depict him in a 
concrete human image. When exactly this work of historicization began we can no longer trace. 
Only one thing is probable: a powerful impulse to the search for the historical moment of the 
incarnation of Jesus Christ was provided by the revolt of Bar-Kokhba, which arose under the 
banner of militant messianism. Christians protested in the name of spiritual, ideal messianism, 
but the protest itself compelled them to stand on real ground, to state clearly and distinctly who 
the true Christ is, or was, or will be, the one who came from the line of David. Their answer was: 
“Christ has already appeared in an earthly form, and you, Jews, did not recognize him; you 
subjected him to suffering, you crucified him, just as you subject us to torments; but he will come 
in glory, will subject all nations to his power, and will judge you for your unbelief.”
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In Christian circles intensive searches and investigations began in order to restore the historical 
truth of the earthly life of the Savior. Above all they sought information from Josephus, who 
depicted in detail the religious and political life of the Jewish people during those turbulent 
half-centuries that preceded the revolt. From this eyewitness writer they eagerly seized upon 
every hint, every episode, every name that could lead to the true trail and clarify the 
circumstances of the earthly sojourn of the deity.

How important, for example, was Josephus’ account of the mad peasant Jesus (what a 
coincidence of names for the Jesus-followers!), son of Ananus, who several years before the 
revolt of 66 lamented pitifully in the streets of Jerusalem, prophesying the destruction and 
burning of the Temple. In the Gospels there later remained a clear trace of the Christian authors’ 
use of this episode: it was transformed into the account of Jesus Christ’s ascent with his 
disciples to the Mount of Olives, from which the Savior predicted that not one stone of the great 
sanctuary would be left upon another. In determining the chronological moment when this 
prediction was uttered, those who devoted themselves to historical investigation did not blindly 
follow Josephus, but began independently to ponder over this chief, if not their only, source. 
They were tempted to assign the moment of the Savior’s birth to the time of Herod the Great 
(Ηρώδης, 43-44 B.C.), because this foreigner, installed in Jerusalem with the help of the 
Romans, had gained the reputation of a cruel tyrant in Jewish nationalist tradition and 
embodied, as it were, the satanic features of the triumph of the evil principle in the fate of the 
chosen people; Josephus’ colorful account of Herod provided the writer with a dark background 
against which the star announcing the birth of the Savior could be depicted all the more brightly.
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From here the historicizers moved on to determining another date—the moment of Christ’s 
appearance before the people, his wanderings, sufferings, and death. This moment they 
assigned to the time of the administration of Palestine by the Roman procurator Pontius Pilate, 
about whom Josephus gives a very detailed account. In the portrayal given by Josephus, the 
constructors of the history of Christ made use of the fact that Pilate was in continuous hostility 
with the national-religious circles of Judaism, that he despised Jewish traditions. This 
circumstance made it possible to present the Roman official as a figure who, if not sympathetic 
to Christ’s preaching, was at least neutral, and by this pagan indifference once again to 
condemn the blindness and fanaticism of the Jews.

Under the influence of such considerations of romantic fantasy rather than historical research, 
the “Acts of Pilate” were composed—a protocol of the trial of Jesus Christ with the participation 
of the Roman governor. This document, which arose already after the liquidation of all Jewish 
uprisings, in the milieu of Christians deeply respectful toward the empire, was known to Justin. 
With various variants and embellishments, the material of the “Acts of Pilate” later entered the 
Gospels.

Another kind of work in the sense of historicizing the earthly sojourn of the divine mediator is 
represented by attempts to combine various dogmatological and moralistic teachings, formulas, 
parables, and commentaries on them into a single general collection and to present this material 



in the form of dialogues of the wandering Jesus Christ, his encounters with opponents, and his 
conversations with disciples. Thus arose the “Memoirs of the Apostles,” the very title of which 
shows that the model here was Xenophon’s Απομνημονεύματα, his recollections of Socrates. 
Among the sources for the composition of this work, first place was occupied by the Didache: 
what in the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” was offered as “the words of the Lord” (κυρίου 
λόγοι) is here put into the mouth of Christ as teachings and instructions that he gave to the 
apostles. The borrowing from the Didache was apparently not direct. Among Christian literature 
Justin mentions, alongside the “Memoirs of the Apostles,” still another collection under the title 
Ίεροι λόγοι; this was, probably, the first result of the substitution of the “words of the Lord” by the 
words of Jesus.
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Very soon a third manner in the treatment of the history of Jesus Christ also appears—that 
which we encounter in the Gospels. This method can be called nothing other than biographical; 
it constitutes the result of the spread in Greco-Roman society of an enthusiasm for biographies 
of great men. The second century C.E. can be called the age of the flourishing of biographies; 
above all reigns the greatest master of biographical art—Plutarch with his Parallel Lives. 
Alongside Plutarch in Roman literature stand out such prominent writers in this genre as Tacitus 
(Vita Agricolae) and Suetonius (Vitae XII Caesarum). The influence of the biographical method 
established by Plutarch we find in a number of subsequent writers: in Arrian, in Lucian, and 
also, as I am deeply convinced, in the evangelists. The very term “gospel” now acquires a new 
meaning: it henceforth means “the life, sufferings, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.”

Marcion, who towered above all other Christian sectarians by his “Revelation of the Apostle 
Paul,” nevertheless had to yield to the enthusiasms of the surrounding social milieu, to adapt to 
the requirements of the biographical genre or method. According to reports that come from a 
camp hostile to him, Marcion had his own gospel; his later accusers—Irenaeus, Tertullian, and 
others—said that it was the “Gospel of Luke” without the opening chapters, where the 
genealogy of Jesus Christ is given, where his parents are mentioned, and where his birth and 
childhood are described. Harnack, trusting these reports and conforming to his conception of 
Marcionite dogmatology, reconstructed the text of the gospel as it was in use among Marcion; in 
it all passages, episodes, and epithets that give Christ too real, everyday, human features are 
omitted. Marcion’s gospel was, in Harnack’s view, a purely mystical biography, fully 
corresponding to docetism, to belief in an apparent rather than a real incarnation of the Son of 
God.
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Harnack’s construction seems to me entirely convincing, with only one correction: I would 
propose not to call the biographical sketch that Marcion had the “Gospel of Luke.” I would 
remind the reader that Marcion’s contemporary, Justin, still does not know individual gospels; 
Marcion’s text could have been composed only on the basis of the “Memoirs of the Apostles.”



Nevertheless, the fact remains that Marcion, with his abstract Christ, yielded before the 
ever-growing “historical” tendency. There is no indication that he managed to reconcile two 
works with such different tendencies: the one that he brought from his homeland and to which 
he devoted his whole being, and the one that he encountered in Rome, which he was compelled 
to accept, albeit reluctantly. The “Apostle Paul” knows nothing of Christ’s earthly sojourn, nor did 
the other apostles mentioned in the “Epistles” know anything of it; the Christ whom these 
apostles beheld, Paul included, was not a savior incarnated in an earthly form, but Christ, the 
Son of God, resurrected and glorified, and this manifestation had no date.

Soon after Marcion’s death the real-historical tendency gained the upper hand over the 
abstract-docetic conception. But the incomparable dogmatological document in Marcion’s 
possession—the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul”—was borrowed from him by his opponents and 
even included among their sacred books. The editors of the canon introduced no small number 
of corrections into the heretical work, thereby creating so many troubles and anxieties for later 
theologians and historians. Yet one thing they nevertheless failed to achieve: they did not effect 
a reconciliation between the abstract theology of the “Epistles” and the realistic construction of 
the Gospels. These two images even now stand in the New Testament only in a mechanical 
conjunction, like two heterogeneous bodies alien to one another, and moreover in an incorrect 
order: first we read the history of Christ in the Gospels, then we pass to the “Epistles,” which 
reflect a more ancient conception. The “Epistles” bear witness to that stage in the development 
of dogmatology which preceded the period of historical and biographical inquiries and 
constructions.
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16. PLUTARCH AND THE COMPILERS OF THE GOSPELS

At the time when rationalist criticism of the New Testament was only just beginning, and when 
the Gospels were assigned to the first century, a classicist might have asked a theologian: how 
did it happen that Plutarch, in his biographies of god-men—Theseus, Romulus, Osiris—did not 
mention with a single word Jesus Christ, who apparently represented such a remarkable parallel 
to the heroes he described? I remind the reader that Plutarch’s years of life are dated 
approximately from 45 to 120 CE, and that his works were published in the first decades of the 
second century.

In our own time, the posing of such a question is unthinkable; both classicists and theologians 
have learned much and have worked out a different chronology of the New Testament books. 
Now everyone must acknowledge the later origin of the Gospels, assigning them to the middle 
or the second half of the second century. Plutarch has thus, without any dispute, turned out to 
be older than the evangelists by sixty to seventy years. Therefore the cultural historian and the 
literary scholar will pose to researchers of religious documents of the first and second centuries 
CE a problem of a completely different kind: they will demand an answer to the question of the 
extent to which the evangelists depend on Plutarch; whether they are inspired by his ideas; 
whether they find in him support and justification for their constructions; whether they repeat his 
devices; whether they work by his methods.

Such a literary-historical problem has not yet been posed in scholarship. Without doubt, an 
exhaustive answer to this question can be given only after a thorough investigation of the 
vocabulary, style, literary turns of phrase, poetic quotations, and historical references throughout 
the extensive corpus of Plutarch’s writings; but I am convinced that the historian, and especially 
the literary scholar who undertakes such work, will be fully rewarded for the effort. I myself have 
managed to make only a few observations in this direction, but even the conclusions to which I 
have already come have shown me that the dependence of the Gospels on Plutarch is very 
significant, that Plutarch must be recognized as one of the most important predecessors and 
helpers in the process of the historicization of the hitherto abstract image of Jesus Christ.
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I shall make only two comparisons which at first glance may seem to be merely the noting of 
external similarity, but which, as will soon become clear, lead to more profound convergences in 
substance.

1. In the biography of Tiberius Gracchus, the following words are placed in the mouth of the 
Roman tribune, intended to depict the tragic fate of the Roman people, who have turned 
“into a mass of paupers”: “The beasts that dwell in Italy each have their own den 
(φωλεός) and lair (κοιταΐον) where they can take shelter; but those who fight and die for 
Italy have nothing but air and light, and wander homeless and naked with their children 
and wives.”



In two Gospels (Matt. VIII, 20 and Luke IX, 58), in almost the same expressions, Jesus Christ 
answers a scribe who wishes to follow him as a teacher: “The foxes have dens (φωλεούς) and 
the birds their nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head (που κεφαλήν κλίνη).”

The similarity of these two texts, which is especially emphasized by the use of the rare word 
φωλεός, was noticed long ago; it was known even to conservative theology, but no one attached 
any significance to it, no one knew what to do with it, what use it might have. For me it is beyond 
doubt that we are dealing not with a chance coincidence, but with a conscious borrowing made 
by the evangelists from Plutarch, and one based on a certain affinity of thought. But, first of all, I 
shall be told: after all, Plutarch’s phrase contains a personification of the Roman people, 
whereas in the evangelists the metaphor is applied to the person of Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God; how could an author have thought to bring together such heterogeneous magnitudes?

It seems to me that the explanation lies in the general interest of the evangelists in the study of 
the four biographies in which Plutarch juxtaposed the fates of tragically fallen social reformers: 
the Spartan kings Agis and Cleomenes, and the Roman tribunes Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus. 
These two pairs of historical figures are presented by Plutarch as martyrs for justice, as ideal 
leaders surrounded by an aura of sanctity, who attempted to save a suffering people and 
perished tragically in the struggle against the dark forces of this world. The quotation from 
Tiberius Gracchus’s speech given by Plutarch fully corresponded to the Greek philosophical 
manner of shaping a theme; the antithesis—“animals have shelters, while heroic fighters 
wander without refuge”—heightened the dramatic effect of the portrayal. This metaphor 
especially appealed to the evangelists because the same “philanthropic” idea had penetrated 
their consciousness—true, already stripped of any real political coloring, but retaining its 
universal human, humane essence and acquiring a new religious coloring. With his vivid 
expressions, Plutarch helped them to develop the image of Christ, the Son of God, as a sufferer 
for the people, who came to earth in order to give people consolation and to save the human 
race from the dark forces that oppress it.
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Besides that general interest which drew the evangelists to the study of the biographies of social 
reformers-martyrs, there was yet another specific detail in the biography of Cleomenes which 
was of paramount importance for the compilers of the mystical biography of Jesus Christ. The 
Egyptian tyrant Ptolemy, in order to outrage the slain Cleomenes, ordered his corpse to be 
crucified. In chapter 39 there is an account of a miracle seen by those who were assigned to 
guard the body (τό σώμα του Κλεομένου άνεσταυρωμένου παραφυλάττοντες): a gigantic serpent 
coiled itself around the dead man and covered his face, shielding his eyes from birds of prey. 
Superstitious terror (δεισιδαιμονία) seized the king, and fear (φόβος) spread to the women, who 
began to perform purificatory sacrifices in memory of the slain man—clearly regarded as a 
favorite of the gods and a being of a higher order (θεοφιλούς και κρείττονος τή φύσει). 
Worshippers began to stream to the gallows (or the stake of crucifixion) from all over Alexandria; 
popular rumor proclaimed Cleomenes a hero and a son of god (ηρωα τόν Κλεομένην και θεών 
παΐδα προσαγορεύοντες).



Here one must recall what methods were generally employed by early Christian authors—for 
example, by the compilers of the Epistle of Barnabas. They sought on the pages of the Old 
Testament, in the prophecies and rites described there, symbolic prototypes (τύποι) for divining 
the acts that had occurred or were destined to occur in the life and sufferings of the savior. 
Plutarch’s biographies of social reformers likewise provided the evangelists with a “type” or 
symbol of the same kind for divining and reconstructing the history of the real sufferings of 
Jesus Christ on the gallows. One can imagine with what eager attention Christian authors read 
Plutarch’s account of the miracles that took place at the body of the crucified holy man and of 
the popular belief that arose in connection with this. The expressions of chapter 39 of the 
biography of Cleomenes can still be recognized in the picture given by the evangelists. In 
Matthew (XXVII, 54) it is said: “The centurion and those who were with him guarding Jesus 
Christ, seeing the earthquake and all that had happened, were afraid (έφοβήθησαν) and said: 
truly this was the Son of God.” In Mark (XV, 39) “the centurion who stood opposite, seeing that 
he thus cried out and gave up the spirit, said: truly this man was the Son of God.” In Luke (XXIII, 
47), who assumes that the centurion, being a pagan, could not immediately believe in the Son 
of God, the Roman “glorified God and said: this man was righteous.”
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2. To the biography of Theseus (Θησεύς), the first in the long series of the Parallel Lives 
(Παράλληλοι Βίοι), Plutarch prefixes an introduction connected with an address to the 
person to whom he dedicates his work. “Just as in geographical surveys, O Sosius 
Senecio, historians relegate phenomena that escape knowledge to the edges of the map 
under headings such as ‘waterless desert,’ ‘impassable marshes,’ ‘frozen sea,’ so too for 
me (ούτως έμοι), in composing parallel biographies, when from the history of accessible 
and clear events I ascend higher, I am compelled, so to speak elegantly, to speak of 
things beyond, of wonders and tragedies, which occupy poets and mythographers, 
unclear and not inspiring confidence.”

The Gospel of Luke begins with the following introduction, likewise connected with a personal 
address to a patron: “Since many have already undertaken to compile a narrative of the events 
fully accomplished among us, as they were handed down to us by those who from the beginning 
were eyewitnesses and ministers of the Word, it seemed good to me also (εδοξε κάμοι), having 
carefully investigated everything from the beginning, to write it out in order for you, most 
excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the firm foundation of the teaching in which you 
have been instructed.”
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So far, as far as I know, no one has yet compared these two texts; I am doing so for the first 
time. Only philologists have noted that in the author of the Gospel of Luke, who generally writes 
in Greek koine (the conversational language), there occur Atticisms (expressions of learned 
Athenian speech), among which this very passage belongs. I consider the introduction to the 
third Gospel to be a direct imitation of the introduction to the biography of Theseus. One might 



object to me: but the similarity is limited only to externals—1) the address to a patron and 2) the 
turn of phrase “since many ... it seemed good also to me” (or “I too found it proper”); otherwise, 
there is nothing in common between the two texts. Plutarch laments that he cannot say anything 
precise about the distant past and is forced to transmit myths, whereas the evangelist intends to 
set forth authenticated events (περί τών πεπληροφορημένων έν ήμΐν πραγμάτων). Let us 
suppose for a moment that the matter concerns only an external, stylistic imitation. It seems to 
me that even this is highly significant. The author of the Gospel of Luke differs from his brethren 
in that he is the closest to the methods of a historian: he strives for precise chronological 
determinations and seeks to explain the historical setting; naturally, he looks for instruction from 
authorities of historical and biographical narration. If he decided to adopt the form of introduction 
sanctioned by the name of the famous compiler of the Parallel Lives, this means that he 
regarded Plutarch’s literary device as the best—or even the only—appropriate one for such an 
elevated subject as that which occupied him. More than that: he was clearly captivated by his 
model, to such an extent that he found it necessary to repeat the formula of address to a patron 
in the introduction to his other work as well. The Acts of the Apostles begin with the phrase: 
“The first book I wrote, O Theophilus, about all that Jesus did,” and so on.

But the matter does not concern verbal imitation alone. The compiler of the third Gospel is, in 
substance as well, much closer to Plutarch than might appear at first glance. For he is merely 
posturing when he declares his intention to write about “fully reliable” events. No—he must 
search, follow, conjecture. He must enter the realm of the unknown, construct history on the 
basis of data just as unclear as those whose existence Plutarch regretfully notes. The evangelist 
is not only no happier than Plutarch, not only unable to look down on this “pagan” from above; 
he will seek support from Plutarch for his historical constructions. And it is no accident that he 
clung so tightly to the first biography in Plutarch’s gallery: for it is the life of a god-man, 
according to Plutarch’s conception, a man of extraordinary power and gifts, deified after death. 
Following the biography of Theseus, as a parallel, came the biography of Romulus, in which the 
depiction of the same process was repeated: the hero, the founder of Rome, did not die but 
ascended to heaven and in human consciousness was transformed into a god.
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We must clearly understand how the thought of the evangelists worked; then we shall grasp 
what significance these two biographies of superhuman figures who became gods or were 
acknowledged as gods had for them. For Christian dogmatology, up to and including the Apostle 
Paul, knew only the heavenly Jesus Christ. Christ, as an earthly being, received only theoretical 
recognition (perhaps most of all in the Epistle of Barnabas). The authors of the Memoirs of the 
Apostles and their continuators, the evangelists, were given the task of filling in the outlined 
frames, of drawing the image of the earthly Jesus, of constructing his history.

The process of historicizing Jesus Christ began no earlier than the first decades of the second 
century. It must be recalled once again: at that time there existed no dogmatic formula 
concerning the sufferings of Jesus Christ in Jerusalem under Pontius Pilate; data had to be 
gathered to reconstruct this image and, by means of the very historical construction, to prove 
the correctness of the new dogma, which was being offered to believers for the first time. The 



task was to fashion a historical image of the god-man; the novelty of the Memoirs of the 
Apostles and of the authors of the Gospels who continued their work lay precisely in the solution 
of this task. But what was a novelty in Christian sectarian circles of the mid-second century, the 
age of Justin, was not a novelty on the imperial, Greco-Roman scale. The first images of 
god-men had been drawn by Plutarch. The evangelists had to look upon Plutarch as their 
teacher, as their strongest support, their best and most reliable authority. In him they found, first 
of all, confirmation of the very idea of god-manhood; in him they also found a series of crucial 
details that served both to delineate the figure of the god-man and, at the same time, to prove 
his reality and authenticity.
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I shall point out several motifs in the biographies of Theseus and Romulus that must have been 
of the greatest interest to the evangelists. First of all, they must have taken note of the moment 
of miraculous or mysterious birth. Plutarch says of Theseus and Romulus: “Both of them, 
illegitimate and secretly brought into the world, were reputed to be children of the gods” (δόξαν 
εσχον έκ θεών γεγονέναι, Plut., Thes. 2). Further, he speaks of the origin of Theseus: “Aethra 
concealed the truth about the birth of Theseus; Pittheus (her father) spread the rumor that she 
had conceived by Poseidon” (Thes. VI). If here belief in divine origin is ascribed to popular 
rumor and human invention, elsewhere Plutarch himself admits the possibility of actual divine 
intervention in acts of human birth; he does so not directly in his own name, but indirectly, citing 
the opinion of Egyptian theosophists: they think that, if there is no physical contact of a deity 
with men, a rapprochement of the divine spirit with a female being is possible, and that some 
women conceived from such a union (ούκ αδύνατον πνευμα πλησιάσαι θεοΰ και τινας έντεκεΐν 
άρχας γενέσεως, Romul. IV, 5).

On the question of the earthly birth of Jesus Christ, the evangelists, as is well known, diverged 
among themselves. Mark and John know nothing of the birth or the life of Jesus Christ prior to 
his appearance in Galilee; both evangelists adhere to an earlier Christological theory, which 
Marcion also shared, relying on the authority of the Apostle Paul. Matthew and Luke adopt a 
realistic standpoint, reflecting a new stage in the development of the Christological idea: they 
accept the fact of the earthly birth of Jesus Christ. In resolving the difficult problem of reconciling 
the material essence of the phenomenon with the mystical, Plutarch rendered them invaluable 
service: if he did not give them the very idea of the virginal conception (probably borrowed from 
Buddhist legend), he at least provided them with the terms for shaping and justifying that idea.
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Passing from Plutarch to the first evangelist, and from the first to the third, we can even observe 
a growth of confidence in the affirmation of this idea. In Matthew (I, 18-20) Joseph, before 
entering into marriage with Mary, learns that she “has in her womb from the Holy Spirit”; the 
angel “in a dream” reassures Joseph: “do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that which is 
conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (τό γαρ έν αύτή γεννηθέν έκ πνεύματος αγίου). Here one 
still senses a certain hesitation on the part of the author himself, which is expressed indirectly in 
his reference to the doubts that arose in Joseph. The compiler of the Gospel of Luke, more 



decisive in dogmatics and more of a realist in his literary methods, is free of any hesitation. He 
formulates the idea of conception by the Spirit in the form of a beautiful dialogue between Mary 
and the messenger of God and puts into the angel’s mouth the “Egyptian” theory that he read in 
Plutarch: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow 
you; therefore also the one being born holy shall be called the Son of God” (πνευμα άγιον 
έπελεύσεται έπι σέ και δύναμις ύψίστου έπισκιάσει σοι· διό και γεννώμενον άγιον κληθήσεται 
υιός θεοΰ, I, 28-35).

In the final words we still feel, as it were, the tone of the conclusion of a syllogism, the 
completion of a proof that leads to the establishment of a new dogma. But at the same time we 
have here all the component elements of the theory provided by Plutarch in the two biographies 
of god-men: the divine or the holy can draw near to a mortal woman; a mysterious conception 
gives rise to belief in origin from a deity; a human being born in this way is a son of God.

Just as important for the evangelists as Plutarch’s resolution of the problem of the miraculous 
birth of the god-man was everything that Plutarch says about the death—or rather, about the 
extraordinary disappearance—of the being that was transformed from a human into a god.

It is very interesting to examine the terminology that Plutarch employs in the account of the 
mysterious end of Romulus. As we have seen, in the introduction to the biography of Theseus, 
parallel to Romulus, Plutarch warned that he would have to delve into miraculous phenomena, 
poetic tales, and myths, but he did not say there by what method he would explain them. Then 
he recounts twice (in the biographies of Romulus and of Numa) the same scene of the 
disappearance of Romulus. At a great popular assembly Romulus stands surrounded by 
senators. Amid the outbreak of a storm he suddenly disappears (παραλόγως άφανισθέντος). 
Since in the senate there prevailed strong irritation against the despotism of the king, suspicion 
arises that he perished at the hands of the senators; they hasten to avert a possible accusation 
by addressing the people with the demand that they honor Romulus as one snatched away to 
the gods (ώς άνηρπασμένον είς θεούς).
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The senator Proculus announces to the people the vision with which he was favored, in which 
Romulus said to him: “It pleased the gods that this should happen among men, so that in the 
future I might dwell in the heavens. But rejoice and tell the Romans that, if they are strong in 
reason and valor, they will attain the greatest power possible in the human world; and I shall be 
a benevolent deity to them, Quirinus” (δαίμων Κυρίνιος). Here, apparently, Plutarch inclines 
toward a realistic interpretation; the theory of deification is put into the mouth of Proculus—it is 
as if an invention of a skillful theosopher.

In the biography of Numa Plutarch returns once again to the scene of the mysterious 
disappearance of Romulus, but now he no longer speaks of the possibility of a realistic 
explanation of the miracle. “When suddenly a violent whirlwind arose (μεγάλης περι άέρων 
τροπής γενομένης) and a dark cloud descended upon the earth (νέφους έπι την γην έρείσαντος), 
Romulus became invisible (άφανη γενέσθαι), and afterward neither he himself nor his dead body 



could be found.” The senators exhort the people to thank the gods that Romulus did not die but 
was raised to a “better lot” (κρείττονος μοίρας). At the same time a voice from above was heard 
(φωνής άκουσθηναι), prescribing that the enlightened Romulus be called Quirinus.

One may note that Plutarch, although he admits a natural explanation of the death of Romulus 
(killed by the senators), does not insist strongly upon it. His doctrine of the great role of demons 
in the life of humankind (of which I shall speak further on) fully accords with the idea of the 
incarnation of a deity in the body of a mortal human being and of the possibility of its return to 
the heavenly spheres. And again, with the recognition of the miracle of ascension to heaven, 
just as earlier with the recognition of divine birth, Plutarch does not come forward directly, but 
hides behind the backs of the Roman senators, who proclaimed the new dogma to the people 
and instituted a new cult. He seems to wish to say to the reader: this is how belief in the 
ascension of a superhuman being to the heavens arose among the people—and at the same 
time: this is how I myself conceive the ascent of a demon incarnated in a human being to that 
higher sphere to which it belongs. He calls upon the aid of his imagination, paints a picture of a 
storm, fearful turmoil among the people, dark gloom, sudden disappearance, and a mysterious 
voice resounding in space. By his narrative he strives to strengthen himself in his conjecture, to 
convince himself of its correctness and to convey this conviction to his readers. His images, 
terms, and epithets are curious in that they contain data for argumentation in favor of a new 
religious thesis, a new dogma.
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In essence, the evangelists were in the same position. For they undertook the composition of 
the life of Jesus Christ above all in order to justify the new dogma of his overcoming death and 
ascending to heaven. The account of this miraculous event was meant to serve both as 
description and as proof of the miracle. Therefore their attraction to Plutarch’s narrative in the 
biography of Romulus is entirely natural. Various details, individual expressions of that narrative 
are found scattered throughout the Gospels.

The Plutarchan motif of the “voice from above” enjoyed great success with the evangelists. In 
Plutarch, in addition to the passages cited above in the biographies of the two ancient kings, 
where the proclamation of the divinity of the ascended Romulus is mentioned, there is also a 
remarkable expression in the religious treatise On Isis and Osiris (ch. XII): at the birth of Osiris a 
voice was heard (φωνή): “Behold, the lord of the universe comes forth into the light” (άπάντων 
κύριος είς φως πρόεισι). All three Synoptics introduce this motif in almost identical wording in 
connection with the baptism of Jesus by John: “A voice was heard from heaven—this is my 
beloved Son, in whom is my good pleasure” (or “whom you must honor”) (Matt. III, 17; Mark I, 
11; Luke III, 22). In the same way, in all the Synoptics the motif of the “voice from above” 
appears in the scene of the Transfiguration on the mountain (Matt. XVII, 5; Mark IX, 7; Luke IX, 
7). Here the image familiar to us is combined with another, which likewise has an analogy with 
the scenes in Plutarch’s biography of the god-man; the witnesses of the Transfiguration are 
overshadowed by a bright cloud (νεφέλη), from which the voice of the Most High resounds. This 
is the same setting of the proclamation of divinity that we saw in Plutarch: the cloud (νέφος) that 



descended to the earth conceals the disappearance of Romulus, and from the mist that 
envelops everyone a voice is heard proclaiming the name of the new god—Quirinus.
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The image of a dense cloud concealing the divine act or the deity itself appears in connection 
with the ascension to the heavens, and this again is a motif first given by Plutarch and passed 
on from him to the evangelists. And again, as with the idea of the rapprochement of the Spirit 
with a mortal woman, one can note an evolution of representations, a growth of confidence 
among the evangelists in comparison with the original, with the myth-maker from whom they 
learned. Plutarch imagines for himself a cloud, a storm-cloud, a mist that causes confusion and 
under whose cover the ascension takes place—mysterious for all—the joining of Romulus to the 
host of the gods. For him too the ascension is an obscure act, just as it is for the participants in 
the miracle itself; he draws his conclusion a posteriori, deriving an idea of the process from the 
results obtained. The compilers of the biography of Jesus, having assimilated the motif of 
ascension to heaven, no longer doubt the reality of the divine act; in their imagination, which 
received both impulse and material from the predecessor, they see the ascension; therefore in 
their account the apostles themselves see it with their own eyes. “He was taken up before their 
eyes, and a cloud took him out of their sight” (Acts 1:9). Here from Plutarch’s picture only the 
cloud has remained, but its role is now different, secondary: the cloud no longer conceals the 
mystery; it serves as an external frame for the miracle being accomplished.

Let us note yet another coincidence of motifs. The deity suddenly becomes invisible, disappears 
from human sight by a miraculous means. This image greatly occupies Plutarch; for him there 
exists the term άφανίζεσθαι. Both the motif itself and its verbal expression we find among the 
compilers of the Gospel of Luke—in the famous encounter of the risen Jesus with the two 
disciples at Emmaus. The disciples converse with him for a long time without suspecting with 
whom they are dealing; only when he broke the bread did they recognize the teacher, and at 
that very moment he became invisible to them (και αύτος άφαντος έγένετο άπ’ αύτων, Luke 
24:31).
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I regard my observations as only preliminary work in the study of the dependence of the 
evangelists on Plutarch as the founder of the biographical method. One must continue to search 
in the same direction, and I am convinced that further analogies and points of contact between 
the authors will yet be found. I shall now cite only one detail that happened to catch my eye, 
which, it seems to me, indicates that the evangelists studied their predecessor with 
extraordinary attentiveness and valued almost every word of the father of biographical art. In 
chapter XXV of the biography of Theseus it is told how this founder of Athenian state unity 
created a community of all the people, how with a broad gesture he summoned people of every 
rank and occupation; the magnanimous words of his manifesto (κήρυγμα) are cited: δευρ’ ιτε 
πάντες λεώ. In the evangelist (Matthew 11:28) Jesus Christ says to the people around him: 
“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden (δευτε πρός με πάντες ο! κοπιωντες και 
πεφορτισμένοι), and I will give you rest.” The use of the same words of welcome in addressing 



the broad masses here is, of course, not accidental; it points to a closeness of thought. Plutarch 
wished to draw the image of a benefactor of humanity, uniting into a friendly community people 
scattered across the world and without work, in order to give them shelter and protection: 
“Come here to me, all...”. The evangelist is inspired by the same idea in portraying the great 
consoler of humankind; involuntarily he also adopts the form of the ancient “manifesto.” I note in 
passing that even the very word κήρυγμα (rescript, governmental proclamation), which belongs 
to administrative language, passed over to the Christians and was used in the practice of church 
communities as a designation for new proclamations about Christ (for example, κήρυγμα 
Πέτρου).

* * *

In addition to the dependence of the evangelists on Plutarch’s biographies, it is necessary to 
point out the influence of this author in the sphere of purely religious documents as well. Just as 
diligently as the Parallel Lives, Christian writers studied those works of Plutarch that later editors 
united under the heading Scripta Moralia. I consider it most interesting to make observations in 
the area of the development of demonology.
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17. DEMONOLOGY AND THE SPIRIT OF PROPHECY

Upon careful reading of the three Synoptic Gospels, one is struck by the abundance of 
demoniacs, of those possessed by unclean spirits, as well as by the prominent place assigned 
to the struggle with demons in the life and activity of Jesus and the apostles. Among the sick 
who are brought to Jesus as a prophet-healer there are invariably those possessed by demons 
(δαιμονιζόμενοι, πνευμα ακάθαρτον εχοντες, όχλούμενοι άπο πνευμάτων). Often the demoniacs 
suffer from blindness and deafness, are mute idiots, but possession is also associated with 
epilepsy and violent madness.

For the description of possession itself, as well as of healing from it, there exists a very highly 
developed terminology; the verb δαιμονίζεσθαι is conjugated in all its forms; the expulsion of a 
demon is designated by the word έκβάλλειν; demons are called δαιμόνια, πνεύματα ακάθαρτα, 
πνεύματα πονηρά; they wander singly and gather in bands: in Mary Magdalene there sat seven 
demons, and in the frenzied hermit of the land of the Gadarenes, who lived among the tombs, 
there was an entire legion of them. The demoniacs occupy the imagination of the evangelists to 
such a degree (with the exception, however, of John, who, maintaining a certain aristocracy of 
manner and style, does not like demonological vulgarities) that they, besides portraying demons 
in real life, insert a novella devoted to them into one of the parables (Luke XI, 24); here Jesus, 
with tragic humor, tells of a demon who went out of a man, wandered through waterless places, 
but, finding no rest, decided to return; when he saw his former house swept and put in order, he 
flared up in anger, took with him seven other spirits, worse than himself, and settled again in the 
same house, “and the last state of that man became worse than the first.”

249

The expulsion of demons, healings from possession—this is almost the principal function of 
Jesus. He himself orders that Herod be informed: “Say to that fox—behold, I cast out demons 
and perform healings.” This miracle arouses particular fear and reverence among the people; 
the learned men (Pharisees and scribes) dispute about by what power and in whose name 
Jesus performs the healings; the gift of casting out demons Jesus transfers to his disciples as a 
special power. The scenes depicting healings, expulsions of demons, resemble one another; 
there is here a kind of firmly established procedure. Upon meeting his enemy, the demon 
recognizes the holy power that has come to destroy him; at first he hardens himself, attempts to 
resist, screams and howls, shakes his victim, throws him to the ground and beats him; but at the 
authoritative command of the exorcist he must leave the man. In the most famous of the 
miraculous healings—the expulsion of demons from the violently insane man of the Gadarenes’ 
desert—the demons beg not to be sent into the abyss but to be allowed into a herd of swine, 
which then rush from a cliff into the lake and drown.

The very name of Jesus contains a magical power against demons; the apostles and disciples 
cast out evil spirits in his name. Judging by the account in the Acts of the Apostles, there are 
special masters of demon-expulsion; a profession of sorcerers and exorcists develops; all kinds



of abuses of magic begin. Thus, in the Acts (XVI, 16) there is a story of a servant girl who 
practiced divination for money, thereby bringing income to her masters (here, for the gift of 
prophecy, there is a special expression—παιδίσκη εχουσα πνευμα πύθωνος). There is so much 
false magic that, at the sight of the miraculous healings of Jesus, the Jews learned men who 
envy him attribute his success to the fact that he invokes the leader of the evil 
spirits—Beelzebul. Jesus on this occasion mocks them: “If I healed in the name of Beelzebul, 
that would mean that the demonic world has split and Satan has entered into enmity with 
himself.”

Thus, we encounter not only a very developed demonology, but directly a kind of frenzied, 
pathological demonomania. Everywhere demons are imagined; evil spirits rage among the 
human race, torment and torture people with bodily and mental illnesses; how could one not 
seek help from prophets, from saints, from “wonder-workers” who possess the secret of their 
expulsion? But the most remarkable thing in the doctrine of demons is that evil spirits are 
destroyed by good spirits, that in the world there takes place a struggle of two hosts fighting for 
possession of the human race. For the designation of good spirits there exists the same term 
πνευμα; alongside πνεύματα ακάθαρτα there are πνεύματα άγια. And just as all the power of evil 
is united under the leadership of a chief called Satan, so beneficent counteractions proceed 
from a single center called πνευμα άγιον (“the Holy Spirit,” in the singular and with a capital 
letter); πνεύματα άγια are conceived as particles, portions of the great Πνευμα άγιον, or as 
individual forces inspired by it and separated by space. In order to depict the actions of the good 
spirits, the author of the Acts of the Apostles resorts to a comparison from the sphere of aerial 
and fiery phenomena. “And suddenly there came a sound from heaven, as of a rushing mighty 
wind, and it filled all the house where they were; and there appeared unto them divided tongues, 
as it were of fire, and it sat upon each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and 
began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts II, 2-4).
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Thus, the concept of the Holy Spirit is a product of the demonology assimilated by the New 
Testament writers. It may be said that in the struggle against the dark kingdom of evil spirits by 
means of the Holy Spirit sent down from heaven consists one of the principal moments of the 
preaching of Christianity in the epoch of the composition of the New Testament. Faith in the 
existence of hordes of demons, fear of them, the ardent desire to rid oneself of the torments 
they inflict, to find healing in the help of good, holy spirits—all these feelings were based on a 
kind of mass psychosis. Preachers and writers formulate in the form of theses a widely shared 
belief; they declare that if the influence of demons is expressed in attacks of wild madness, in 
blindness, deafness, or mute idiocy, then, on the contrary, the influence of the Holy Spirit 
manifests itself in inspired madness, in the miraculous gift of prophecy, in childish-foolish 
babbling (γλωσσολαλία), in fiery preaching, finally—in ecstatic visions. The evangelists more 
than once clearly indicate the contact of these two worlds, the closeness of two psychic 
states—two extremes—in which one can be transformed into the other. Mary Magdalene, from 
whom Jesus cast out seven demons, later becomes an especially zealous follower of his. The 
Gadarenian frenzied madman, after the expulsion from him of the legion of demons, asks Jesus 



to receive him among the disciples and becomes one of the most zealous preachers of the true 
faith.
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If, in the pictures drawn by the evangelists, manifestations of demons predominate—and 
indeed, before the coming of Jesus their audacity knew neither restraint nor limit—then in the 
Acts and the Epistles, where fighters armed with the Holy Spirit step onto the stage against 
demonic power, more attention is devoted to various forms of sacred madness, blessed 
exaltation, and the prophetic spirit. The Epistles of the Apostle Paul are addressed primarily to 
the charismatics—to those upon whom the Holy Spirit has descended, who have received from 
above the gift of foresight, the capacity for foretelling (χάρισμα πνευματικόν). The charismatics, 
the saints, and the pneumatics form the core of the community; they alone are full members of 
the religious circles; the community feeds and supports them; between the saints of different 
communities there takes place a lively correspondence. The Apostle Paul himself, the founder 
of the communities, promises to come to Rome in order to transmit to the local community a 
χάρισμα πνευματικόν.

The very names of the various ranks of charismatics, indicating their functions within the 
community, are extremely interesting. In the Epistle to the Romans (XII, 6-8) προφητεία stands 
in the first place, then διακονία, διδασκαλία, παράκλησις (the office of confessor, spiritual guide), 
and finally practical occupations: administration of affairs, distribution of alms, and the like. In 
the First Epistle to the Corinthians (XII, 28) the same are mentioned, but also others; moreover, 
among the charismatics there are even more professions devoted to prophetic utterance: in the 
first place—απόστολοι, in the second—προφηται, in the third—διδάσκαλοι; then follow δυνάμεις 
(exorcists of spirits?), χαρίσματα ιαμάτων (psychiatrists?), αντιλήψεις (providers of material 
assistance), κυβερνήσεις (administrators), γένη γλωσσών (speakers). In the same Epistle to the 
Corinthians (XIV, 5) the apostle expresses a peculiar wish: “I would like you all to speak in 
tongues, but even more desirable that you all prophesy; he who prophesies is greater than he 
who speaks.”

These extraordinarily valuable indications of the Epistles, shedding light on psychology and 
psychiatry, demonophobia and divination in the early Christian communities, give us the right to 
pose the following questions: (1) do the Christian authors reflect phenomena widely prevalent in 
their contemporary world, or do they convey facts, constructions, and concepts that are specific, 
characteristic only of the sectarian milieu in which they moved; (2) to what extent is the 
religious-psychological theory original that served them to explain the phenomena described? 
Fortunately, in Plutarch’s dialogue On the Obsolescence of Oracles we possess excellent 
material on the question of demonology, allowing us to establish the psychological and 
religious-philosophical theories that existed in the first half of the second century.
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Plutarch died around 120 CE. The dialogue mentioned could have been written 10-20 years 
earlier; in the 20s and 30s it was certainly circulating among readers of Greek books; the 



compiler of the Epistles of the Apostle Paul could already have become acquainted with it, 
perhaps working in the 30s, and as for the compilers of the Gospels, there is no need even to 
speak. Thus, we have every reason to compare Plutarch’s teaching on demons with the 
demonology of the New Testament writings.

It is necessary to say a few words about Plutarch’s religious quest in general. A native of 
Chaeronea, a Boeotian-Greek patriot, a loyal subject of the Roman Empire, Plutarch combines 
in himself, on the one hand, the traits of a conservative, a venerater of Greek 
antiquity—political, social, and cultural-religious—and on the other hand, the aspirations of an 
enlightener, a seeker of a higher religion and morality. His imagination is full of Greek poetry and 
Greek art; he infinitely loves the places of Greece made famous by heroes, venerates sacred 
customs, oracles, and mysteries; but his reverence for tradition is not blind and not 
unconditional; he wishes everywhere and in everything to find a deep inner meaning; he strives 
to cleanse religious consciousness of coarse and vulgar motives, to rise to the concept of 
divinity as an all-powerful, beneficent, holy force. He is far from alone in his quest. In his 
dialogues he acquaints readers with people of various orientations, sometimes disputing 
questions of a fundamental nature, but converging in a common enlightening task—in the 
striving for the reform of religion. Among other things, in the dialogue that concerns us at the 
present moment, the figure of Cleombrotus is interesting—a tireless traveler, an explorer of 
unknown lands, who at the same time occupies himself with religious-philosophical questions.
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The disputes depicted by Plutarch among his circle of learned friends show that in 
Greco-Roman society a fascination with prophecies had spread, that a kind of fashion for 
predictions had appeared; in connection with it the activity of the old oracles revived. Educated 
people cannot fail to see the shortcomings of the old methods of prophecy, the abuses 
connected with the activity of diviners. In the eyes of many adherents of philosophy, the practice 
of divination is sheer superstition: the Epicureans deny divine providence and any intervention 
of the gods in human affairs; the Stoics recognize providence but do not allow the thought that 
the divinity would descend to human trifles and directly communicate with the human world 
through oracles; the Cynics, unconditional negators, mock the triviality of the motives of both 
questioners and diviners. Plutarch occupies to a certain degree a conciliatory position between 
conservatives and radicals. In his opinion, “both those who do not wish to attribute anything to 
the divinity are mistaken, and those who wish to attribute everything to the divinity.” He would 
like to preserve dear national traditions; he is an optimist, believes in the benevolence of the 
divinity, in the “philanthropy” inherent in the divinity, infinite compassion for humans, and at the 
same time wishes to preserve the authority of the sanctuary of the god Apollo, to find in the 
antiquated elements of the Delphic cult a deep eternal meaning. But to his misfortune the 
oracles had indeed fallen into decline, were in a wretched state; how to ward off the mockery of 
atheists, who from the absurdity of oracular practices draw the conclusion of the 
superfluousness of the divinity itself? Plutarch undertakes an apology for the gods; but in order 
to preserve for them their cosmic significance, their elevated role in the moral life of humanity, 
he consigns them to the heavenly distances and recognizes for them only an indirect influence 
on human affairs. As intermediaries between gods and humans, as an intermediate group of 



living beings that exert direct influence on people, in particular predict through the oracles, he 
accepts demons (δαιμόνια).
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The demonology developed by Plutarch represents a combination of images and concepts of 
Greek culture, philosophy, and poetry with views belonging to Eastern religions; he himself 
names among the sources of the teaching about demons that penetrated Greek society the 
religion of Zoroaster, then the Asia Minor and Egyptian mysteries, in which, by his own words, 
corpses and the dead occupied a greater place (here there is, as it were, a hint at another 
fashion of the age—a fascination with necromancy). We see quite clearly that in his 
interpretations Plutarch, for all his striving to enlighten and clarify minds, himself has to yield to 
the wave of superstition, magic, and occultism invading the intellectually weakened milieu of 
Greco-Roman society.

To explain the cosmic role of demons Plutarch has recourse to Hesiod’s doctrine of four classes 
of ensouled beings: (1) gods, (2) demons or demigods, (3) heroes (superhuman beings), and 
(4) humans. The difference between these kinds lies primarily in the duration of their life: gods 
are immortal, humans are mortal, demons, though subject to death, are long-lived. Further, the 
distinction of the gods lies in the fact that they are free from passions and weaknesses, whereas 
demons are not alien to the impulses and urges of human character. Everything that myths 
recount about eroticism, vicious and criminal deeds allegedly committed by gods must be 
referred to demons. Further, Plutarch makes use of a physical theory according to which 
elements of a lower order strive upward: thus from earth comes water, water passes into air, air 
turns into fire. In the same way ensouled beings are carried along by movement into higher 
spheres: from ordinary humans heroes are set apart, and the semi-divine demons strive to rise 
to the higher heavenly world of the gods. In this movement demons display unequal qualities: 
those among them to whom moral giftedness is inherent succeed in entering the host of 
immortal gods; those, however, who are agitated by wild passions fall downward, plunge into 
the human milieu, and grow dull within it.

Plutarch attributes the activity of oracles to demons. The defects, vices, and errors manifested in 
the actions of diviners do not concern the gods in whose name the prophecies are proclaimed. 
The divinity, free from earthly passions, gives only inspiration (ένθουσιασμός—here is where we 
first encounter this word so commonly used by us); from the gods proceeds only an ecstatic 
impulse, a thirst to find and utter the truth; in people especially gifted and sensitive, the impulse 
given by the divinity calls forth prophetic words. But these rays of spiritual light penetrate to the 
earth and into human souls through the intermediate medium of demons, who in turn employ 
diviners; and demons are both good and evil; demons are incomplete, imperfect gods; in their 
wanderings through the wide world some of them help people, others abuse human 
weaknesses; there are also those who violate people, making them victims of their unbridled 
passions.

255



One cannot fail to see that Plutarch’s teaching about demons is close to the demonology of the 
New Testament authors. Remarkable are the coincidences in terminology, in the outward 
description of those possessed by spirits, and also in comparisons and metaphors. Demigods 
and spirits intruding into human life, seizing human souls, are called δαιμόνια and δαίμονες; their 
action is likened to movements of air, whirlwinds, and gusts; the word πνευμα, which serves to 
denote a powerful rush of wind, is at the same time used in the sense of possession, inspiration. 
Plutarch’s account of a tragic incident that occurred “recently” (that is, in 100-120 CE) at Delphi 
with the Pythia, in certain of its details recalls the scenes with demons described in the Gospels. 
The matter concerns a moment when the omens were unfavorable and the Pythia approached 
prophecy with evident reluctance: she cannot utter a word, grows mute, she is as though seized 
by a πνευμα άλαλον και κακόν (cf. Mark IX, 17 ff., where a father brings to Jesus his boy 
possessed by a dumb spirit, εχοντα πνευμα άλαλον); with a cry of terror she rushes toward the 
exit (μετά κραυγής φοβεράς φερομένη προς την εξοδον) and violently throws herself to the 
ground (ερριψεν έαυτήν); in just this way the demons depicted in the Gospels usually leave their 
victim with a wild cry and cast him to the ground.

Let us listen further to how Plutarch explains this incident and what conclusions he draws from 
it. For him it is obvious that in the bodily condition of the prophetess there were such defects as 
prevented her from withstanding unharmed, for herself, the inspiration (άβλαβως ύπομένειν 
ένθουσιασμόν). The force of the spirit (πνευμα) entering a person, as Plutarch thinks, does not 
affect everyone equally, and even the same people not in the same way at different moments. In 
any case, for the Pythia it is necessary that she preserve virginal purity; otherwise she will not 
be capable of inspiration; the power of imagination and the gift of prophecy must combine with 
the spirit entering a person in the proper proportion, as in a medicine.
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Before us is a series of motifs in which New Testament authors meet with Plutarch, up to literal 
coincidences. Such is the comparison of supernatural demonic power with gusts of wind, of 
inspiration with a breath; such are the scenes of convulsion of the body of the possessed 
person, his being cast to the ground accompanied by wild cries; such is the recognition of the 
effectiveness of the enthusiastic gift of prophecy exclusively on the condition of bodily purity. 
Similarities of this kind in the work of imagination point to closeness in worldview. We are 
entitled to say that both Plutarch and the New Testament writers belong to the same 
religious-psychological and religious-philosophical current. The essence of their world-feeling 
amounts to this: that between the divine sphere and human society one must recognize an 
intermediate layer, that into the middle of the world, as it were, has pressed a swarm of demons, 
that the purely divine principle has withdrawn, moved away from humans, while secondary 
deities, semi-divine spiritual forces have intruded and seized dominion over earth-born beings.

I invite the reader of these lines to reflect on the state of mind of society in the first half of the 
second century. In order to understand it, to imagine the psychology and religion of people of 
that age, it is necessary to leave our habitual pedagogical frameworks, to abstract from the 
customary division of people of that time into pagans and Christians, polytheists and 
monotheists. Whether the supreme power is concentrated in a single god or distributed among 



several divine persons—this question had secondary significance—better to say, it bore an 
abstract character and interested chiefly learned scholastics. In the consciousness of the vast 
majority of people quite different themes and motives lived on; hearts were seized by fears, 
hopes, desires, and expectations of a more everyday character; imagination was filled with 
images of a more concrete kind.
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One could say that the religion of people of the second century, and moreover equally of both 
“pagans” and “Christians,” was in essence demonology. I hasten to add: between Plutarch and 
the Christians there is a significant difference in the definition of the power and the “character” of 
demons, but this difference again does not depend on the fact that Plutarch is a pagan and a 
polytheist—no, the reason for the difference lies in the fact that he still stands at an initial stage 
in the development of demonology, whereas the New Testament authors are at a later stage; 
and also in the fact that Plutarch is a conservative and optimistic nature, whereas the New 
Testament authors are filled with sectarian zeal and surrender themselves to a more pessimistic 
tendency.

Plutarch, it is true, distinguishes good and evil demons, acknowledges that demons can give 
themselves over to wild passions and impulses, torment people, and lead them into error; but on 
the whole he considers the race of demons capable of improvement, inclined toward an upward 
movement.

Passing from Plutarch to the New Testament authors, one notices first of all how much milder 
and calmer the Greek theologian is in comparison with the sect that arose in the East amid the 
tragic events of the catastrophe of Judaism, affected by the dualistic worldview of Parsism. 
Whereas in Plutarch the race of demons forms one great layer, intermediate between heaven 
and earth, among the Christians the world of spirits is sharply divided into two hostile camps: 
πνεύματα άγια and πνεύματα ακάθαρτα. At the head of the countless host of evil demons stands 
Satan; they rage among people; only the holy elect of God are capable of fighting them; only 
one, the magical name of the envoy from above, serves as protection against demons; for the 
expulsion of demons the help of the deity in the form of the Holy Spirit is required.

In Christian concepts extremes dominate: at one end—the miraculous gift of prophecy, the 
magical power of the Holy Spirit; at the other—demonic possession, criminal sorcery, 
blasphemous magic. In the struggle of Jesus and the apostles with demons there is no rest or 
pause; to them without end are brought and led the mentally ill, violently insane, blind and mute, 
idiots, the nervously shaken, the paralytics. Demonology, belief in the existence of demons, 
turned into demonomania, into fear of the omnipresence of the demonic principle.

Let us now try, using the comparison of Plutarch with the New Testament authors, to determine 
more precisely the chronological dates of the development of demonology, to find, insofar as 
possible, the historical circumstances that contributed to this development. First of all, it is clear 
and beyond doubt that Plutarch’s demonology is earlier than that of the New Testament; this is 
eloquently testified by its greater mildness and lesser certainty; we are dealing rather with 



searches and conjectures than with a developed system. Among the Christian authors, belief in 
the existence of demonic forces acquires ominous, almost boundless contours; demonology fills 
the imagination of the heralds of the new religion.
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It is especially interesting to observe how the influence of demonology makes itself felt in so 
positive a mind and so calm a nature as Justin, who came to Christianity by a purely rational 
path, by comparing various philosophies, and who considers Christianity itself the highest 
philosophy. In his Apology, submitted to Emperor Antoninus Pius, intended to defend Christians 
from absurd and base accusations on the part of pagans, he, among rational arguments, 
constantly inserts demonological mysticism as well. For him Christianity is the final, highest 
stage of the manifestation in the world of the eternal Logos; and thus the chief enemy of truth 
throughout the entire course of its development has been demons. They rose already against 
the first herald of the Logos—Socrates; it was none other than demons who stirred up the trial 
against the Greek philosopher, and they were the ones who destroyed him. And at the present 
time demonic power surrounds Christians with its hosts, hinders the spread of the true faith; 
demons instill in pagan authority and the popular crowd false notions about Christians; they are 
the culprits of all the slander, all the dark accusations that weigh upon Christians.

The historian cannot fail to be interested in the question: what could have been the real grounds 
for the development and intensification of such a gloomy worldview, for such a restless state of 
minds? What could have so powerfully influenced, so shaken circles of educated people who 
read Greek? And he cannot rid himself of the thought that this society, composed partly of 
Hellenized Jews, partly of Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, Syrians, little-educated people under the 
influence of reforming Judaism, was experiencing the consequences of the terrible crisis of the 
20s-30s of the second century, was under the pressure of a national and social catastrophe 
connected with the uprisings of 117-130, which were accompanied by punitive expeditions, 
executions, massacres, and mass chaotic emigration. How much extreme nervous excitation, 
how much mental disorder did the uprisings and the reaction that followed them provoke! The 
historian will hardly be mistaken if he says that one of the causes of the intensification of 
demonology, which turned into demonomania, were the Palestinian, Syrian, and Egyptian 
bloody events of the age of Hadrian’s rule.
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Among people of average intellectual level, ordinary individuals, the shock was expressed in the 
loss of mental equilibrium, melancholy, clouding of reason, impairment of the organs of sight 
and hearing, paralysis of arms and legs; among more original ones—in heightened sensitivity, in 
exaggerated enthusiasm, which produced visions and hallucinations, compelled the uttering of 
endless nervously hurried monologues; such people themselves recognized themselves as 
prophets and on the surrounding milieu, attuned to them in the same key, produced the 
impression of divinely inspired heralds of the future. Prophets and glossolalists came to the fore 
in circle meetings; their incoherent rapid speech, their words burning with excitation, their 
summons and prayers to the divine healer and savior were ready to be listened to without end 



by the remaining members of the communities, struck by the same nervous-psychic illness, 
seeking satisfaction in that same extremely excited religious fantasy.

Incidentally, the “Little Apocalypse,” which we may assign to the 20s-30s of the second century, 
notes one characteristic feature of the prophetism of its time: this is the mania to seek and find 
everywhere Christ the deliverer and the corresponding claim of many “possessed by the Holy 
Spirit” to consider themselves “Christs.” In the Gospel of Mark (XIII, 6) this is related thus: “Many 
will come in my name” (thus Christ warns the disciples—R. V.) “and will say that this is I, and will 
deceive many.” In Matthew (XXIV, 23-24, 26) the picture is even more expressive: “Then, if 
anyone says to you, ‘here is the Christ,’ or ‘there,’ do not believe it; for false Christs and false 
prophets will arise and will give great signs and wonders... if they say to you, ‘here he is in the 
wilderness,’ do not go out; ‘here he is in the inner rooms,’ do not believe it.”
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Another dominant idea—or rather an anxious feeling—in this vortex of spiritual upheavals was 
the expectation of the end of the world. This thought received its main impulse from the 
turbulent events themselves. At first it was simply fear of immediate destruction; but when 
people lived through the crisis, emerging from it though damaged and weakened, yet 
nevertheless with hope for deliverance, the expectation of the end of the world took on a 
different form: what had happened began to seem merely a foretoken of still more grandiose 
world events to come; at the same time it was believed that this had been only the first storm, 
the first peals of heavenly retribution, after which the final judgment of God would follow.

The coming of the savior in glory, the struggle of Christ with satanic power, the division of 
humanity into the elect and the condemned, the resurrection of the dead righteous, the eternal 
life of the saved and the final destruction of those who surrendered themselves to demonic 
power—these are the vivid representations that prophets, paracletes, and glossolalists 
developed in endless monologues, diatribes (public speeches), lamentations, and prayers. 
Predictions of this kind and the prophets and visionaries who uttered them are accorded 
enormous importance in the Epistles of the Apostle Paul. The principal content of the Epistles 
consists of the apostle’s instructions on how true believers should arrange their lives in order to 
prepare worthily for the end of the world and enter the number of the elect, to whom eternal life 
is destined. In the homeland of Paulinism, in Asia Minor, eschatological enthusiasm found 
expression somewhat later in Montanism, in the preaching of Montanus, a former priest of 
Cybele.

Around 140 CE, with the arrival of Marcion in Rome, metropolitan circles could become 
acquainted with works reflecting the spirit of prophetism that characterized Asia Minor 
sectarianism. Eschatology, inclined toward mysticism, encountered in Italy a more rationalistic 
and more realistic tendency, which may be called historicizing Christology (familiar to us from 
the writings of Justin). The former knew Christ as a world power, as the Son of God who offered 
himself as a sacrifice in the name of the redemption of the sins of humanity (without designation 
of the date of this divine act), who is to come in glory; the latter brought to the fore the image of 
the comforter, healer, and teacher who, according to Jewish prophecies, was born in Palestine 



as a descendant of the house of David, and who suffered under Pontius Pilate. At first these two 
tendencies did not get along with one another. It was those skillful organizers to whom the 
compilation of the canon of the New Testament belongs who managed to reconcile the two. In 
the Gospels, which were edited in this new, conciliatory spirit, we find both conceptions joined 
together in an almost purely mechanical fashion: between the Galilean idyll of the great teacher 
wandering with “fishermen of men,” the merciful healer of souls, and the Jerusalem tragedy of 
the sufferer—the redeemer of human sins—there is no direct organic connection.



262

18. THE SOCIAL IDEAS OF THE “GOSPEL ACCORDING TO LUKE”

In the study of the documents of early Christianity, the most important task for the historian is to 
clarify their social content, their social meaning.

These books represent exhortations and instructions addressed to a particular circle of 
believers. They set forth certain moral and social demands and provide justification for certain 
forms of everyday life. They are preaching and legislation, a collection of rules and a sum of 
consolations. The historian above all wishes to know what the attitude of religious documents is 
toward such facts of social life as the existence of inequality among people, their division into 
classes of rich and poor, masters and slaves. The question arises: did Christians advance, in 
matters of class division, new ideals that would call society toward improvement, toward reform? 
Did Christians have grounds to throw a social challenge at pagans, to accuse them of social 
backwardness and inertia?1

From the period of the dominance of the powerful Christian Church there comes a tradition 
according to which Christian preaching introduced a new current of democratic and even 
socialist ideas. Abstract arguments of this sort remain unproven and will remain so until the 
sources of religious thought are subjected to the most thorough analysis and verification from 
the standpoint of their social content, until the principles unfolded in these documents are 
clarified. And the documents speak a very diverse language, depending on the social milieu and 
setting from which they originate, on the class interests to which they correspond. Here it is 
impossible to establish any uniformity, to reduce everything to a single denominator, and 
therefore it is impossible to speak of the social influence of Christianity in general; one must 
distinguish epochs, countries, class and professional groupings.

i In Soviet literature on the question of the social ideas of early Christianity, in particular 
on the question of the attitude of New Testament writers toward slaves and slavery, there 
have appeared in recent times judgments and characterizations by such outstanding, 
critically minded scholars as V. S. Sergeev (Essays on the History of Ancient Rome, part
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II, chapter XX — “Christianity,” Moscow, 1936) and A. B. Ranovich (An Essay on the 
History of the Early Christian Church, chapter 2 — “The Rise of Christianity,” Moscow, 
1941), who set as their goal an explanation of the religious movement of the I-II 
centuries A.D. from the point of view of the socio-economic relations of the epoch. In the 
present chapter I shall try to show that, on the path toward resolving the 
above-mentioned questions, our scholarship still faces a great deal of critical-analytical 
work.



The historical question that I place next on the agenda and submit to the attention of 
researchers is extraordinarily complex, and I shall limit myself here only to a few general 
remarks, representing conclusions drawn from my observations.

Among the documents I have set forth, let us first of all make a distinction by periods of time, 
separating the age of the predecessors of Christianity from New Testament Christianity; let us 
distinguish the 1st century A.D. from the 2nd century.

In the documents of the 1st century (“The Shepherd” of Hermas and “The Teaching of the 
Twelve Apostles”) the following positions stand out, important in the sense of characterizing 
social relations (I repeat here briefly what was said above, in chapters 3 and 4 of the first part of 
my study).

1. In chapter IV.7 of the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles,” the invitation to generous distribution 
of aid to the poor is expressed in a “philanthropically” sounding formula: “Do not weary of giving, 
but, when giving, do not exalt yourself and do not turn away the one in need; in all things enter 
into close fellowship (koinonia) with your brother and do not ask what belongs to whom 
individually. If you are sharers in the realm of eternity, how much more must you be so in human 
affairs.”

This demand must be understood in a moral sense, as an ideal, but not in the sense of 
institutions; koinonia here is communion in peace and close concord, but it does not mean the 
abolition of private property.

If further on in the Didache and in the Shepherd we encounter condemnation of wealth as a 
sinful temptation and glorification of poverty as a state of holiness, of nearness to heavenly 
bliss, then here too we must see only a moral demand; the sin contained in the thirst for 
enrichment can be expiated by broad aid to the poor; philanthropy is recommended—something 
that has nothing in common either with communism or with socialism, which, moreover, were in 
general completely impossible in a slave-owning society.
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2. In chapter IX of the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” we encounter a remarkable demand, 
outstanding in the entire epoch of the end of the ancient world—the demand for compulsory 
labor, obligatory for all members of the church community. This demand exists in a definite class 
and professional milieu—that of small craftsmen; the norm here is physical labor, manual 
technique, whereas intellectual work is not taken into account; its representatives—teachers, 
preachers, prophets—must know some craft; on this basis a social commandment is 
proclaimed: “He who does not wish to work should not be fed either.”

3. The works of the predecessors of Christianity (1st century A.D.) reveal to us the fact of a 
significant change occurring in sectarian circles in the attitude of masters to the question of the 
position of slaves. In the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” a tendency is noticeable toward 
easing the lot of slaves, a glimmer of the thought of equating household slaves with younger 
members of the family; in the Shepherd there is visible attention to their heavy labor, concern for 



their just remuneration, and further the question is placed on the agenda of freeing slaves on 
the initiative of the masters. Hermas goes so far in his benevolence as to idealize the very 
bearers of slave labor: God the Most High himself, symbolized in the image of a rich owner, 
entrusts his vineyard (the human race) to a slave and, for his diligence, decides to reward him 
not only with manumission, but also with the transfer to him of authority over the vineyard, with 
making the freed slave his heir, about which he consults with his son, his eternal collaborator. In 
another version found in the Shepherd, the author goes still further: the slave to whom the 
vineyard is entrusted is the Son of God sent to earth for the salvation of people; thus the Son of 
God appears and temporarily abides in the form of a slave.
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Such are the social ideas of the writers of the 1st century, thinkers who appeared on the soil of 
reformist Jewish sectarianism and who preceded the epoch of the great Jewish uprisings of 
66-135.

Let us now see what the social moods and tendencies were of New Testament Christianity, 
which grew up after the catastrophe as a continuation of Jewish sectarianism, but developed on 
another soil, on a broader arena, in connection with the customs and notions of Greco-Roman 
society. Let us examine them in accordance with the same three points that we have just noted 
in Jewish sectarianism of the 1st century.

1. As regards the broadly philanthropic formula as a sign of the unification of all believers, it is 
reproduced in the “Acts of the Apostles,” the latest of the works of the New Testament, pursuing 
primarily the goal of compromise between different currents of Christianity.

Here, in the description of the ideal community created after the Ascension of Christ by the 
apostle Peter, it is said: “And all the believers were together and had all things in common; and 
they sold their possessions and all property and distributed to all, according to each one’s need; 
and day by day they continued in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they 
took food with great simplicity of heart” (II, 44-46). And further: “And the multitude of those who 
believed were of one heart and one soul, and no one called anything of his possessions his 
own, but everything was common to them; there was not among them anyone in need, for as 
many as owned lands or houses sold them, and bringing the proceeds of what was sold laid 
them at the feet of the apostles; and distribution was made to each as anyone had need” (IV, 32, 
34).

Further a real case is recounted, when the pious Joses, surnamed Barnabas, sold his parcel of 
land and laid the money at the feet of the apostles (IV, 36-37); still further a harsh punishment is 
depicted that befell Ananias and Sapphira for the fact that this couple concealed from the 
apostle part of the proceeds (V, 1-11). Despite these concrete details, the “philanthropic” 
formula given in the Acts of the Apostles must be understood in an ideal sense, as a glorification 
of the unconditional, godlike authority of the great apostle, on whom, as on a rock 
(petra—Petros), the savior of the world promised to build the church. The formula of the Acts 
has the same value as the demand in the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” for close koinonia 



of believers in the name of their heavenly unity. The social order and social notions of concrete 
reality remain in full force, as we shall now see in the analysis of another document composed 
by the same author—the “Gospel according to Luke.” Thus, in the sense of social relations in 
the everyday life of sectarians, during those 100-150 years that separate the New Testament 
from the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles,” no changes occurred; the creators of the canon of 
sacred books, working in the second half of the 2nd century, confined themselves to repeating 
the leveling, benevolent toward the poor formula of close community of believers (koinonia).
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2. On the question of compulsory labor, comparison of the New Testament writings with the 
predecessors of Christianity yields different results. As I have already tried to show in the 
analysis of the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles,” the enforcement of obligatory manual labor 
flowed from the notions and needs of a narrow, closed milieu of small, scattered communities of 
petty craftsmen. In a different class environment, among wealthy proprietors, owners of land, 
houses, movable property, money, and masses of slaves, the commandment of unceasing 
labor, of course, loses its vital significance and remains only a rule of propriety, a fine gesture. In 
the canon of sacred books it occupies the most modest place: the researcher finds it in one of 
the secondary—“inauthentic,” in the expression of theologians, i.e., later inserted—“Epistles of 
the Apostle Paul,” namely in the “Second Epistle to the Thessalonians” (III, 6-10), where it is 
motivated not by the vital needs of the religious community, but by the personal example of the 
tirelessly active apostle, put forward by him for imitation by believers (hos mimeisthai hemas).

3. On the question of the position of slaves, of the attitude of slaveholders toward them, of 
improving the lot of slaves and bringing them closer to emancipation, we noted among the 
predecessors of Christianity a certain benevolence, some promises and foretokens of reform. 
But this movement forward was not destined to continue and to be realized on a more 
significant scale. In that, albeit weak, social reform which the pagan governmental authority of 
the 2nd century A.D. undertook, the Christian Church, taking shape in the center, takes no 
part—worse than that—it adopts the reactionary standpoint of rigid, immobile slave-owning law.

267

For the illustration of these facts of social history I turn to an analysis of the social concepts 
reflected in the work of the third of the so-called Synoptics (that is, the evangelists who are 
similar in basic content and order of narrative) — the “Gospel according to Luke.” I choose this 
document because the “Gospel according to Luke” is reputed, both in theological circles and in 
circles independent of religious orientation, to be the most democratic. I shall attempt to dispel 
this delusion. It seems to me that I am entitled to say that this most curious document has 
hitherto not been studied from the standpoint of its class character, of its social physiognomy.

Let us first note several features of the “Gospel according to Luke” that distinguish it from the 
other gospels.



In the so-called “beatitudes,” glorifying the poor and the oppressed, to whom the kingdom of 
heaven belongs, we read in Luke the variant: “Blessed are the poor” (μακάριοι οί πτωχοί). In this 
case he differs from Matthew, who proclaims: “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” which has an 
entirely different meaning, representing a glorification of simplicity, guilelessness, spiritual 
humility, childish naivete.

Further, Luke includes a threat addressed to the rich, placed after the glorification of the poor, 
the hungry, and the needy: “Woe to you who are rich, for you have rejected the exhortation 
addressed to you” (τήν παράκλησιν ύμων, VI, 24). With the same didactic purpose, in order to 
condemn the rich for their deafness to the call of the prophets, Luke also introduces the parable 
of the rich man and Lazarus (XVI, 20-31), found only in his gospel and later becoming so 
famous.

In this narrative, apparently borrowed from an ancient Jewish anthology, there is expressed not 
some new moral truth, but a long-standing traditional warning to rich people. The carefree, 
hard-hearted rich man falls into hell; the beggar Lazarus, crippled and lying at the threshold of 
his palace, enters paradise, directly into Abraham’s bosom. Consumed by the flames of hell, the 
rich man implores Abraham to send Lazarus to him—to moisten his parched lips with his finger, 
and above all to send the transfigured former beggar, now a saint, to his brothers, who continue 
their sinful life. In reply to this request Abraham reminds him that they have Moses and the 
prophets, whom rich people do not listen to and have completely forgotten.
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The originality of the author of the “Gospel according to Luke” is expressed only in the fact that, 
at what seemed to him an appropriate place, he inserted a fine ancient anecdote.

Among the counsels favorable to the poor that are given to rich people may be counted such 
expressions as in chapter XII, 32-33: “Do not fear, little flock (ποίμνιον), because the Father has 
promised to give you the kingdom (of course—the heavenly kingdom); sell your possessions 
and give alms.”

Let us also note the advice attributed to Christ: “When you give a fine dinner, do not invite your 
friends or your brothers, relatives, or rich neighbors, expecting that they will invite you in return 
and you will be repaid. But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the blind, the 
lame, and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you; you will be repaid at the 
resurrection of the righteous” (XIV, 12-14).

If we add to these formulas and narratives unique to the “Gospel according to Luke” the 
episode, repeated by the author along with the other evangelists, of the rich young man who 
became sorrowful when Jesus proposed that he sell all his possessions and distribute the 
money to the poor, then all the “democratic,” or more accurately, socially philanthropic motives 
of the gospel under consideration will have been exhausted.

These few scattered bright spots stand in complete contradiction to the general tone of the 
social picture, which contains not only a justification of wealth but also its glorification, provided



it serves pious ends. With the exception of the naive young man whom Jesus cut short with a 
sudden demand for asceticism—while himself proceeding with his disciples to a banquet at the 
house of a rich tax collector—no one is forbidden to own and use property, however great it may 
be.

When Jesus calls the tax collector Levi into the number of the apostles, the latter does indeed 
immediately rise from his business table (τελώνιον—a money-changing and tax-collecting office) 
and follows the great teacher, but this does not at all mean that he must renounce his wealth; 
that very evening he arranges a banquet for Jesus and his disciples. The entertainment is very 
abundant, since a multitude of tax collectors comes to it (οχλος τελωνών πολύς). This gathering 
provokes the murmuring of the Pharisees, who point out the incompatibility of a prophet’s dignity 
with his “reclining together with sinners.”
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The theme of the virtuous rich man Zacchaeus—a friend and already independently attached 
disciple of Jesus—is developed in a very distinctive manner in the “Gospel according to Luke.” 
The narrative (XIX, 1-10) follows almost immediately after Jesus’ conversation with the 
apostles, in which he developed the idea that it is very difficult for a rich person to enter the 
kingdom of heaven. The meeting with Zacchaeus, a “chief tax collector” (αρχιτελώνης) and a 
very rich man, seems to overturn the theory just expounded and to point out a very convenient 
обходный путь, a detour, for the justification of wealth and the salvation of the rich man’s soul.

The scene takes place in Jericho. Jesus, over the heads of the crowd tightly surrounding him, 
notices the short-statured Zacchaeus who has climbed into a tree and himself asks to be 
received as a guest. As before, opponents raise murmuring and accusations that the teacher of 
truth goes to sinners. To this reproach Zacchaeus himself replies, as if inspired from above, 
calling Jesus “Lord” and publicly declaring that he gives half of his property to the poor and, if he 
has wronged anyone in court, repays fourfold. Jesus, in turn, regarding this financial program of 
the rich man as the fulfillment of his own divine will, answers in a solemn tone: “Today salvation 
has come to this house, because you yourself have become a son of Abraham.”

A better justification of wealth, on condition of limiting its use to philanthropic purposes, could 
hardly have been devised. Subsequently, for Puritans and Quakers, bankers and moneylenders, 
this passage served as a most precious citation, elevating precisely them—the richest 
financiers—to the rank of favored sons of God.

Especially eloquent, in the sense of the glorification of wealth, is the language of the parables. 
Luke has parables that he shares with the other evangelists, but he also has his own particular 
parables, and all of them, without exception, lay claim to the attention of financial magnates, 
large landowners, moneylenders, possessors of enormous sums of money and treasures. For 
the little man, and even for the person of moderate means, there is nothing here to ponder, 
nothing from which to extract instruction or consolation.
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The very manner of presenting moral rules is distinctive. In chapter XII (15 ff.) it is said: “Beware 
of covetousness, for a person’s life does not depend on the abundance of his possessions.” As 
a warning, a parable is told about a rich man who was delighted by the abundant harvest on his 
land and decided to tear down his barns, build new ones much larger in size, gather into them 
all his grain and all his goods, and say to himself: “Soul, you have many goods laid up for many 
years; rest, eat, drink, rejoice.” All the fine hopes of the rich man are cut short by the threatening 
cry of God: “Fool! This very night your soul will be taken from you; and to whom will belong what 
you have prepared?”

One cannot fail to notice that here the example of a rich man driven mad by elemental good 
fortune is chosen to heighten the effect, that the parable has the character of irony, mockery of 
the arrogance and carelessness of only a certain group of rich people, and by no means of the 
entire class as such. By this concrete case the author does not at all wish to illustrate the 
barrenness or uselessness of wealth in general; no, he speaks only of a senseless possessor of 
earthly goods. In other parables, and moreover parables that are especially weighty and 
impressive, arch-rich, powerful men, skilled in affairs, prudent and demanding toward debtors 
and toward their subordinates, possessors of large property and enormous sums of money, are 
spoken of with respect. These financial aristocrats—the pinnacle of rationality and power—are 
set up as an example for the whole world.

Such is the magnate depicted in the famous parable about the reckoning with slaves to whom, 
when the master departed, sums of money were entrusted (in Luke XIX, 12-27 silver minas are 
distributed; in Matthew XXV, 11-20 talents; the parable is especially popular in Matthew’s 
version, where the unfaithful slave buries the talent given to him in the ground). In this parable 
not only the general moral conclusion is interesting, but also individual detailed expressions of a 
mundane and technical character.

271

A man of noble birth (εύγενής) departs “to obtain for himself a kingdom (βασιλείαν).” He 
summons his ten slaves and gives them ten minas, with the order to put the money into 
circulation (πραγματεύσασθαι) until he returns. But his fellow citizens hated (έμίσουν) him and 
sent a delegation after him, saying: “We do not want this man to reign over us.” And when he 
returned, having received the kingdom, he ordered the slaves to be called, those to whom he 
had given the silver (αργύριον), in order to learn who had gained how much in business 
dealings (τίς τί διεπραγματεύσατο). The first came and said: “Master, your mina has made ten 
minas.” And he said to him: “Well done, good slave (αγαθέ δούλε)! Because you were faithful in 
a very little, take authority over ten cities.” The second came, saying: “Master, your mina has 
made five minas.” And he said to this one as well: “You also be over five cities.” The third came 
and said: “Master, here is your mina, which I kept wrapped in a cloth (έν σουδαρίω), for I was 
afraid of you, because you are a harsh man (αύστηρός): you take what you did not deposit and 
reap what you did not sow.” The master said to him: “By your own words I will judge you, wicked 
slave (πονηρέ δούλε); you knew that I am a harsh man, taking what I did not deposit and 
reaping what I did not sow. Why then did you not put my silver with the bankers (το αργύριόν 
μου έπι τήν τράπεζαν), so that when I came I might have collected it with interest (σύν τόκω αν 



επραξα αύτό)?” And he said to those standing by: “Take the mina from him and give it to the one 
who has ten minas.” They said to him: “Master, he already has ten minas.” And he replied: “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; but as for my enemies, those who did not want me to reign over 
them, bring them here and slaughter them before me.”

The rich master here grows into a formidable judge regulating the social order and economic 
relations, and doing so in a spirit of boundless despotism.

Very characteristic is the portrayal of that rich man (XVI, 1-8) who wishes to dismiss the steward 
(οικονόμος) slandered before him; the behavior of the household manager, frightened by the 
impending loss of his livelihood and forcing debtors to write false promissory notes, shows that 
the master’s main income consisted in lending money at interest—consequently, that he was a 
usurer.
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The parable in chapter VII (41-43) explicitly calls the main acting figure a lender (δανειστής), 
who is ready to forgive his debtors (χρεωφειλέται)—one five hundred, another fifty denarii. 
Δανειστής, χρεωφειλέται are technical terms.

The Lord God himself is characterized as a large proprietor, leasing his great vineyard to 
farmers (γεωργοί) and sending his slaves, one after another, to collect income from it.

As clearly as possible, the class milieu is evident from whose everyday life Luke selects his 
examples; it is clear which actors, representatives of which profession, he sets up as models for 
his readers. The Christian Church, over the long period of its dominance, has so accustomed 
people to see in the parables a “spiritual” meaning, to interpret “burying the talent in the ground” 
as the failure to use abilities given by God, that even now it is difficult for us to change 
perspective and evaluate the advice and instructions contained in the parables in their real, 
everyday meaning. And yet this is absolutely necessary.

The Gospels (Matthew’s just as much as Luke’s) speak of quite real loans, of lending money at 
interest, of operations at the money-changer’s table, of agreements between creditors and 
debtors, of the recovery from subordinate slaves of sums entrusted to them, of the punishment 
of unfaithful or negligent administrators—and they speak of these things because they address 
exhortations to persons interested in all these matters, because they wish to confirm their 
proprietorial right by creating for that right new guarantees in the form of philanthropic 
concessions.

The author of the “Gospel of Luke” fully realizes that the financial aristocracy does not enjoy the 
sympathies of broad circles of society and is not loved even by its own subordinates. Sitting as 
a judge over slaves, the master himself acknowledges his own cruelty and injustice. Exemplary 
businessmen are also the harshest slaveholders. In the entire “Gospel of Luke” there is not a 
single word of sympathy for the lot of slaves, not the slightest call for gentler treatment of them. 
Only faithful and unfaithful slaves are distinguished; the sole virtue of a slave is recognized to be



his diligence and obedience to the will of his master; of the salvation of the soul or of the 
material condition of slaves the preacher of the new religious teaching does not concern himself 
at all.
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A slave is not a person like others—the free; his destiny is eternal, hopeless labor. In chapter 
XVII, 7-10 we read: “Which of you, having a slave plowing or tending sheep, when he returns 
from the field, will say to him: come at once and sit down at table? Will he not rather say to him: 
prepare my supper, and, girding yourself, serve me while I eat and drink, and afterward you 
shall eat and drink yourself? Does he thank that slave because he did what was commanded 
him? I do not think so. So you also, when you have done all that was commanded you, say: we 
are unworthy slaves, because we have done what we were obliged to do.”

These harsh words are put into the mouth of Jesus himself; here the comparison is not from the 
free person to the slave, but from the slave to the free; the slave always stands in the lowest 
place, even in the eyes of the savior of souls. To the question of the apostle Peter as to how one 
should prepare for the coming of the Son of Man and the advent of the kingdom of heaven, 
Jesus finds no better answer than a comparison with the diligence of slaves who are constantly 
on their feet, know neither sleep nor rest, lest they miss the slightest whim of the master. We 
read in chapter XII, 36-38: “Be like people waiting for their master to return from the wedding 
feast, so that when he comes and knocks they may open to him at once. Blessed are those 
slaves whom the master, when he comes, will find awake; truly I tell you, he will gird himself and 
have them recline, and coming up he will serve them; and if he comes in the second watch, and 
if in the third watch, and finds them so, blessed are those slaves.”

Jesus develops the theme of the ever-watchful slave endlessly, warning slaves against neglect 
of their duties with the threat of severe punishment. We read (ibid., 42-48): “Who then is the 
faithful and prudent steward (πιστός οικονόμος και φρόνιμος), whom the master has set over his 
servants to give them their portion of food at the proper time? Blessed is that slave whom his 
master, when he comes, will find doing so; truly I tell you, he will set him over all his 
possessions. But if that slave says in his heart, ‘My master is delayed,’ and begins to beat the 
male and female servants, to eat and drink and get drunk, the master of that slave will come on 
a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he does not know, and will cut him in two 
(διχοτομήσει) and assign him a place with the unfaithful. And that slave who knew his master’s 
will and did not prepare or act according to his will will receive many blows; but the one who did 
not know and did what deserved punishment will receive fewer blows. And from everyone to 
whom much is given, much will be required, and from the one to whom much has been 
entrusted, even more will be demanded.”
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Concerning the last phrase, which enjoys great popularity, one cannot fail to note that it fits 
poorly with what precedes and seems as if accidentally tacked on to the discussion of the 
inescapable duties of slaves. This device gives an idea of the compiler’s manner in composing 



the Gospel. He had at his disposal a collection of sonorous sayings, fine formulas, which he 
tried at all costs to distribute throughout the pages of his work—though this was not always 
done successfully.

It must once again be recalled that in the “Gospel of Luke” the subject is the harshest, in no way 
mitigated slaveholding law. However much such eloquent pages about his sacred duties might 
be read to a slave, they could bring him no consolation at all. All the moral exhortations, all the 
examples, correspond to the worldview of people who are rich and never in need of anything. 
The morality of the Gospel rests on the inviolable right of private property.

Having carefully read the entire text of this work and reflected on the overall meaning of the 
everyday picture depicted in it, one comes to understand those few “democratic” lines that are 
inserted here and there into the main structure of the composition. The exclamation about the 
blessedness of the poor, the transfer of the poor Lazarus to paradise, the reproaches addressed 
to the rich who neglect almsgiving—all this is crumbs from a luxurious table, concessions to 
public opinion, which at that time was captivated by a philanthropic fashion. These are not even 
threats to the rich, but rather instructions to them on how most sensibly to make use of their 
treasures, how to insure themselves against the envy of the crowd, against the resentment of 
the dispossessed.

Thus, in determining the social physiognomy, the class character of the “Gospel of Luke,” there 
should be no doubt for us. It is a manual for the propertied, predominantly monetary aristocracy. 
But it is also remarkable in that it provides material for determining the closest specific 
profession of its readers.
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We must look upon the “Gospel of Luke” not as a work of contemporary literature. Comparison 
with Justin, who wrote the Dialogue with Trypho the Jew around 160 CE, allows us to determine 
the moment when the Gospel that concerns us was composed. This was a time when the final 
break of the former Jewish sect with traditional Judaism was taking place—a Judaism that had 
not yet abandoned dreams of the restoration of the Temple—when the polemic of religious 
parties was resounding loudly. The “Gospel of Luke” may be called the most anti-Jewish of the 
writings accepted into the canon of the New Testament: hostility toward Judaism, mockery of 
Judaism, is expressed in it even more sharply than in Justin.

Traditional Judaism, with which the disciples and followers of Jesus argue, is embodied in the 
figures of the Pharisees and the scribes closely associated with them (γραμματείς); opposed to 
them is the new people of God, the new elect, whom the evangelist demonstratively calls tax 
collectors and sinners (τελωναι και αμαρτωλοί). Jesus throws down a challenge to the former: 
he came to call to repentance, to heal and to save not the righteous, but sinners. The 
designation of the Pharisees and scribes as righteous must, of course, be understood in the 
sense of bitter irony. Elsewhere in the Gospel the Pharisees are called lovers of money (XVI, 
14); of the arrogance and greed of the scribes we read: “Beware of the scribes, who like to walk 
in long robes and love greetings in the marketplaces, the chief seats in the synagogues and the 



places of honor at banquets; who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers; 
they will receive the greater condemnation” (XX, 46-47).

With the same polemical ardor and deliberate exaggeration sounds the famous parable of the 
Pharisee and the tax collector (XVIII, 10-13). Here the Pharisee, swollen with pride, thanks the 
Lord God that he made him unlike other people—robbers, wrongdoers, adulterers; unlike even 
this tax collector here—while he himself, a righteous man, fasts twice a week and pays tithes of 
all his income. At the same time the tax collector standing off in a corner, humbly lowering his 
head, acknowledges himself a sinner and asks God only for the forgiveness of his sins.

Today this picture makes on us the impression of a caricature combined with friendly mockery. 
But it was already a caricatural exaggeration in its own time; it bears witness to the extreme 
irritation of religious parties; it seems as if snatched from the very thick of life, from fierce 
clashes. We stand in the very center of the topicality of the 50s and 60s of the second century. 
On this occasion I wish to recall to what extent representatives of the rationalist school erred 
when they used the data of the Gospels to reconstruct the historical reality of the 30s of the first 
century, to which they assigned the activity of Jesus.
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The author of the “Gospel of Luke,” it is true, is more than any other New Testament writer 
concerned with establishing historical dates for the life of Jesus, but in this case he permits 
himself an inadmissible anachronism, making the great teacher move in the milieu of tax 
collectors—that is, collectors of taxes, money-changers, moneylenders—who served the 
interests of the Roman administration and aroused contempt and hatred on the part of 
patriotically and nationalistically minded Jews. In the period preceding the uprising of 66 CE, 
when the majority of the population of Judea burned with indignation against foreign 
oppressors—the Romans and their Palestinian accomplices—the behavior of Jesus as 
presented in the Gospel, his attacks on the Pharisees who headed the patriotic party, his 
friendship with traitors to the fatherland, would have been purposeless, ill-considered bravado.

The evangelist either did not represent at all the historical reality of the first half of the 
first century, or did not wish to reckon with the genuine facts of that time, being occupied 
solely with his anti-Jewish tendency. One way or another, he transferred backward to an 
era separated from him by 120-130 years both the objects of the disputes of his own time 
and the figures of the participants in those disputes. To Judaism personified in the 
figures of the Pharisees and scribes he opposed Christianity personified under the 
names of tax collectors and sinners, and made the actors of his drama play out these 
clashes against the background of pre-revolutionary Judea.

From all that has been said I draw the following conclusion: we must once and for all abandon 
the use of the Gospel as a source for reconstructing the historical reality of the first century. Its 
historical value consists in the fact that it reflects with extraordinary clarity the ideas and moods 
of its own epoch, that is, the middle of the second century. The researcher will now pose quite 
different questions. He will ask: what, then, did the dispute consist of between Judaism and



Christianity, between the “rejected from above” former chosen people and the new elect of God? 
What are the Pharisees and scribes accused of, and what new morality does the great teacher 
preach?
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According to the depiction of the Gospel, they did not respond to the first call to repentance that 
had come earlier from the preacher of the wilderness, John the Baptist; nor do they now wish to 
repent, shutting themselves up in the proud consciousness of their righteousness, whereas 
humble sinners open their souls to the Savior who has come to heal people. Their guilt lies in 
the fact that they cling to ritual, to formalism, to dry, lifeless etiquette.

In the clashes with the Pharisees and scribes, a prominent place is occupied by the question of 
whether the Sabbath should be observed. With special emphasis Jesus performs miracles of 
healing precisely on Sabbaths, in order to have occasion to say that good deeds of mercy, help 
to the suffering, are higher and more pleasing to God than the fulfillment of a formal law that 
forbids movement on a sacred festival day: “Rather give alms from what you have” (XI, 41). But 
not only on such an important issue, where one can wound the opponent for heartlessness and 
rigidity, does Jesus attack the narrow legalists—the Pharisees and scribes. He seems to set 
himself the goal of striking at ritualism at all costs, even where the observance of the law is 
reduced to a rule of propriety. Thus, for example, Jesus demonstratively does not observe the 
custom of washing hands when he comes to dine at a Pharisee’s house. One gains the 
impression that the first clearly implemented principle of the new morality preached by the great 
teacher consists in stepping outside the confines of constricting law, in renouncing external, 
purely formal rites and leading a free life, not blocked by empty ceremonies, devoted to the 
fulfillment of good impulses of the soul.

Naturally, such an interpretation of the struggle against ritualism, literalism, and legalism calls 
forth from the opponent accusations against Jesus and his disciples of indulgence in a carefree, 
free life, far removed from any repentance and dangerous to virtue. Jesus and his followers are 
contrasted with the true ascetic John, who preached renunciation of material goods. Jesus 
refers to common talk: “John the Baptist came, eating no bread and drinking no wine, and you 
say: he has a demon. The Son of Man came, eating and drinking, and you say: behold, a 
glutton and a wine-drinker, a friend of tax collectors and sinners” (VII, 4). Jesus cannot, nor does 
he try to, remove this accusation; he says with a certain defiance: “Can you make the sons of 
the bridal chamber fast while the bridegroom is with them?” (Luke V, 31).
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All these disputes, strictly speaking, are merely the flowers of polemics and do not rise to the 
height of serious moral themes. They are merely a protest against formalism, narrow legalism, 
and are in themselves nothing but petty, external captiousness.

In a conversation with a youth who wishes to become his follower, Jesus himself formulates the 
morality of the Mosaic tablets (XVIII, 20): "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" 
(in Matthew XIX, 19, this is added: "Love your neighbor as yourself." This commandment is thus 
ascribed to the Old Testament, contrary to the widespread opinion that Christianity first raised 
the call to love one's neighbor). So what does Jesus oppose to this traditional morality? If we 
disregard the lightning-fast demand, uttered in passing to the naive youth, to sell all possessions 
and distribute them as alms to the poor — a demand which is immediately rejected as not 
obligatory for the mass of people — the difference between the new morality and the Old 
Testament one consists in advice to show the greatest possible meekness and compliance, 
expecting no gratitude in return.

In Chapter VI (27—36) we read: "Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless 
those who curse you, and pray for those who mistreat you. To him who strikes you on the 
cheek, offer the other also; and from him who takes away your cloak, do not withhold your tunic 
either. Give to everyone who asks you, and from him who takes away your goods, do not ask for 
them back. And as you wish that others would do to you, do so to them." "And if you love those 
who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. And if you 
do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. 
And if you lend to those from whom you hope to receive back, what credit is that to you? Even 
sinners lend to sinners, to receive back the same amount. But love your enemies, and do good, 
and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the 
Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and evil (δτι αυτός χρηστός έστιν επί τούς αχάριστους 
καί πονηρούς). Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful."
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These good counsels contradict the general practice of life, which appears so vividly in all 
individual episodes, in the selection of moralizing parables, in the practice of harsh, merciless 
exactions, in the compulsion of subordinates and slaves to exhausting, uninterrupted work, etc.

The author insists that the healer of souls came not to those who considered themselves 
righteous, but precisely to sinners, that he is indulgent towards sins, provided only he meets 
repentance from the sinners. The abundance of sins and their gravity is merely an extra motive 
to show all-forgiveness. He is even prepared to present the Most High (Κύριος) himself in the 
guise of a generous money-lender, who forgives two debtors their debts; Jesus poses to his 
disciples on this matter an almost childish question about who will be more grateful to the 
creditor — the one who owed 500 denarii, or the one who borrowed 50 denarii? And 
everywhere the author recalls first and foremost the creditors dear to his heart — the 
"publicans," who occupy a privileged position in society. The first and seemingly preliminary 
repentance with John the Baptist is depicted in these words (VII, 29): "And all the people that 
heard him, and the publicans, justified God, being baptized with the baptism of John." In the 
repentance and baptism (III, 7—16) the Pharisees and scribes do not participate, while the 
remaining mass is divided into social categories with the definition of special commandments 
applicable to each estate.



To the question of the common people (δχλος): "What shall we do?" — John answers: "He who 
has two tunics, let him share with him who has none; and he who has food, let him do likewise." 
To the two higher estates the Baptist sets much more moderate and, moreover, specific 
requirements. To the publicans on the same question: "What shall we do?" — he answers: 
"Collect no more than what is appointed you." They contrast the true ascetic John, who 
preached renunciation of material goods. Jesus refers to widespread talk: "For John the Baptist 
has come eating no bread and drinking no wine, and you say, ‘He has a demon.’ The Son of 
Man has come eating and drinking, and you say, ‘Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend 
of tax collectors and sinners!’" (VII, 34). Jesus cannot, nor does he try, to deflect this accusation: 
he says with a certain defiance: "Can you make the friends of the bridegroom fast while the 
bridegroom is with them?" (Luke V, 34).
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All these disputes, strictly speaking, are merely the flowers of polemics and do not rise to the 
height of serious moral themes. They are merely a protest against formalism, narrow legalism, 
and are in themselves nothing but petty, external captiousness.

In a conversation with a youth who wishes to become his follower, Jesus himself formulates the 
morality of the Mosaic tablets (XVIII, 20): "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" 
(in Matthew XIX, 19, this is added: "Love your neighbor as yourself." This commandment is thus 
ascribed to the Old Testament, contrary to the widespread opinion that Christianity first raised 
the call to love one's neighbor). So what does Jesus oppose to this traditional morality? If we 
disregard the lightning-fast demand, uttered in passing to the naive youth, to sell all possessions 
and distribute them as alms to the poor — a demand which is immediately rejected as not 
obligatory for the mass of people — the difference between the new morality and the Old 
Testament one consists in advice to show the greatest possible meekness and compliance, 
expecting no gratitude in return.

In Chapter VI (27—36) we read: "Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless 
those who curse you, and pray for those who mistreat you. To him who strikes you on the 
cheek, offer the other also; and from him who takes away your cloak, do not withhold your tunic 
either. Give to everyone who asks you, and from him who takes away your goods, do not ask for 
them back. And as you wish that others would do to you, do so to them." "And if you love those 
who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. And if you 
do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. 
And if you lend to those from whom you hope to receive back, what credit is that to you? Even 
sinners lend to sinners, to receive back the same amount. But love your enemies, and do good, 
and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the 
Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and evil (δτι αυτός χρηστός έστιν επί τούς αχάριστους 
καί πονηρούς). Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful." 
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These good counsels contradict the general practice of life, which stands out so vividly in all 
individual episodes, in the selection of moralizing parables, in the practice of harsh, merciless 
exactions, in the compulsion of subordinates and slaves to exhausting, uninterrupted labor, etc.

The author insists that the healer of souls came not to those who imagine themselves to be 
righteous, but precisely to sinners; that he is indulgent toward sins, provided only that he meet 
repentance on the part of the sinners. The abundance of sins and their gravity are only an 
additional motive for showing universal forgiveness. He is even ready to present the Most High 
himself (Κύριος) in the form of a magnanimous creditor who forgives two debtors their debts; 
Jesus asks his disciples in this connection an almost childlike question as to who will be more 
grateful to the creditor—the one who owed 500 denarii, or the one who borrowed 50 denarii?

And everywhere the author first of all recalls the creditors dear to his heart—the “tax collectors,” 
who occupy a privileged position in society. The first, and as it were preliminary, repentance with 
John the Baptist is depicted in the following words (VII, 29): “And all the people who heard him, 
and the tax collectors, justified God, having been baptized with the baptism of John.” In 
repentance and baptism (III, 7-16) the Pharisees and scribes take no part; the remaining mass, 
however, is divided into social categories with the determination of special commandments 
applicable to each estate. To the question of the plebeians (οχλος), “What are we to do?” John 
answers: “Whoever among you has two garments, let him give to the one who has none; 
whoever has food, let him do likewise.” To the two higher estates the Baptist presents much 
more moderate and at the same time specific demands. To the tax collectors, to the same 
question, “What are we to do?” he answers: “Demand nothing beyond what is appointed for 
you”; to the soldiers (στρατευομένοις) he says: “Do not wrong anyone, do not slander, and be 
content with your pay.”
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It seems to me that the social picture reflected in the “Gospel of Luke” is entirely clear; clear and 
distinctly evident is also the tendency that inspires the author. It is a manual for moneyed people 
forming the ruling group in large Christian communities, moreover for such people as live in the 
setting of a large urban center, where a broad and uninterrupted exchange takes place.

The author of the “Gospel of Luke,” understanding by the conventional term τελώναι the 
moneyed aristocracy, fully realizes the difficulty and, so to speak, the delicacy of his task. Not 
forgetting for a single minute the interests of the class and the profession for which he is writing 
the manual, he nevertheless considers it necessary to make concessions to other social groups 
professing different directions of thought. Thus, his exclamation “blessed are the poor!” is 
intended to give satisfaction to the Ebionites, who glorified poverty, regarded meagerness of 
existence as a condition especially pleasing to God and close to the attainment of paradisal 
blessedness. This aphorism can also be understood in this way: “blessed are the Ebionites!” 
The proposal made to the arch-wealthy young man—to sell all his property and distribute the 
money to the poor—is a concession to a tendency still more extreme, preaching complete and 
consistent asceticism and foretelling the approaching monastic movement. Finally, in the 
“Gospel of Luke” there is also taken into account the mood of the group of the meek, the 



defeated, the decadent, who had despaired in the struggle of life and were seeking rest in 
inactivity, having adopted as their motto “non-resistance to evil.”

These widely disseminated tendencies could not be set aside; on the contrary, they had to be 
attracted to one’s side. Hence the compromising character of the “Gospel of Luke.” Hence the 
contradictions and incoherences that the pious reader once passed over without notice, but that 
strike the eye of the external, impartial critic. After careful analysis of the document, the 
composition of the gospel becomes clear to the historian: it was compiled by a skillful publicist, 
proceeding from the interests of an influential social group, striving to secure its dominance, and 
making use of demagogic techniques consisting in the proclamation of philanthropic formulas.

* * *
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The peculiarity of religious documents consists in the fact that their authors, speaking of the 
benefits of an imagined otherworldly future world, cannot detach themselves from the relations 
contemporary with them, from everyday concerns, from current demands, from their immediate 
surroundings. They themselves paint for us their own portraits, reveal their innermost hopes and 
fears. And it could not be otherwise. For the beautiful life in paradise is promised as a reward for 
good behavior in this world. Naturally, the idealization of the future constantly slips into 
correction of the present; pious preaching becomes a thoroughly thought-out household 
management.

The “Gospel of Luke” vividly depicts for us that social group which formed in the center of the 
empire and began to take shape as a Christian church, proclaiming itself catholic, that is, 
universal. Already in the following, third century, it entered into struggle with the empire. A 
challenge to the secular pagan state was thrown down by a powerful financial force, the 
moneyed aristocracy.

The author of the “Gospel of Luke,” without himself suspecting it, described for us a program of 
action and, to a certain degree, depicted for us the first steps of an organization which for 
almost two millennia will call itself humbly a church, the kingdom of God, a community not of this 
world, but which in fact will be the possessor of colossal riches, first of all money, gold and 
silver—first talents, minas, denarii, then solidi, florins, guilders, etc.—riches withdrawn from the 
use of the state and withdrawn also from real assistance to the poor, to the working classes of 
society.

Protestant historians vainly supposed that the church “at its origin” was a poor community or a 
union of such communities and only later became rich, worldly, corrupted. The church, if one 
speaks of the union of communities formed in the center, was already in the period of the 
composition of the New Testament a large monetary force, a deeply thought-out financial 
organization, as is testified by the “Gospel of Luke” analyzed by us.
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CONCLUSION

I would like not so much to repeat the results of my research as to remind the reader of the 
methodological paths along which I moved in developing my hypothesis.

1. First of all, I associate myself with those who considered it necessary to abandon the 
notion that Christianity immediately flared up in a single hearth, immediately appeared as 
some kind of basic kernel or firm norm, as a doctrine containing precise directives for the 
apostles of the new religion. The usual scheme consists in the idea that the canon of the 
New Testament represented precisely such a norm, from which deviations later began in 
the form of heresies (Gnosticism, Docetism, Montanism, etc.). I propose, on the contrary, 
to regard the heresies, that is, various, initially separate currents of religious thought, as 
original sources that later flowed together; heresies are not illegitimate children, but the 
parents of Christianity; Christianity was composed of several provincial 
currents—Palestinian, Syrian, Egyptian, Asia Minor—which united in the center of the 
empire.

2. Further, I find that one must abandon the traditional scheme of the history of Christianity, 
instilled in us by the editors of the collection of New Testament writings. For the criticism 
of this scheme and for the construction of a correct, real history of Christianity, the first 
and most important question is the resolution of the chronological problem: the question 
consists in how to place the works of early Christianity in time according to their origin. 
Only after we place the principal writings in their proper places, in their real sequence, 
will it be possible to assess their actual significance and to clarify the evolution of 
Christian ideas. In the first century C.E. Christianity did not yet exist, Christian doctrine 
had not yet been formed, the image of Christ did not exist. The works of the first century 
that have come down to us—the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” and the “Shepherd” 
of Hermas—which according to the traditional scheme were assigned to the period of the 
“Apostolic Fathers,” should be recognized as predecessors of Christianity, as reflections 
of the beliefs and teachings of pre-Christian sects. In analyzing the further development 
of Christian ideas, we must also rearrange the order of the appearance of the writings: to 
recognize the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” as an earlier work in comparison with the 
Gospels, and at the same time to note its “heretical,” sectarian origin, traces of which 
were not completely erased even after the thorough, strongly altering reworking carried 
out under the editorship of the organizers of the New Testament canon.
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3. Following the chronological question comes the question of the literary character of the 
New Testament writings. Here it is necessary to free oneself from the notion of some 
kind of exclusivity or uniqueness of Christian writers, of their estrangement from the 
ideas, moods, and artistic forms of the age. One must be imbued with the view that early



Christian works are wholly dependent on the contemporary literature of their time and, in 
turn, consider them as a constituent part of that literature. The works of Christian authors 
are neither above nor below the cultural level of the age; Christian literature organically 
enters into the evolution of the intellectual life of the age; in turn, the age cannot be 
understood without including Christianity within its cultural horizon (thus, for example, the 
personality and orientation of Antoninus Pius become comprehensible only if we bring in 
for their illumination such a fact as the publication by Justin of the “Apology”).

4. The application of a new method in the study of early Christian literature gives us the 
possibility of arriving at such conclusions in solving the problem of the origin of 
Christianity as diverge from the traditional scheme. As long as the Gospels were 
regarded as historical documents for the biography of Jesus Christ, the order of 
phenomena in the evolution of Christianity appeared in the following form: first Jesus 
Christ as a real person, as the proclaimer of the ideal church; then the apostles; finally, 
one great church as a real organization. But if we recognize the writings included in the 
New Testament as late works belonging to the middle of the second century, and see a 
more ancient reflection of the ideas adopted by Christianity in the “Teaching of the 
Twelve Apostles” and in the “Shepherd” of Hermas, then the formula of development will 
read differently, in the reverse order: in the earliest works there already exists the 
conception of a universal church, which is to embrace all the peoples of the world and 
which is already being realized in real church communities scattered throughout the 
world; next appear the apostles as a connecting element between the churches, the first 
sketch of organization. During this period Jesus is a vague image of the divine patron of 
the communities (similar to Orpheus, Dionysus, Heracles, etc., in Greek sects). Under 
the influence of Jewish uprisings and the appearance of militant messianism, Christ is 
added to the name of Jesus, and the image takes on new outlines. Amid the events of 
an impending world catastrophe, his figure is transformed, grows, merges with the image 
of the Son of God; he begins to be conceived as the leader of the saints against the 
hordes of Satan, as the judge at God’s judgment, as the ruler in the millennial kingdom.
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At the same time, however, under the influence of the failure of the revolution, another 
representation also appears—of the suffering divine leader and savior, of the sacrifice by means 
of which he redeemed the salvation of the chosen people under his protection. As a result of the 
elaboration of this theme in the literary and theosophical writings of the middle of the second 
century, a new representation appears of the first, already accomplished manifestation of Jesus 
Christ, which ended with his death on the cross and resurrection from the dead. What the 
predecessors of Christianity, active in the first century, regarded as the expected descent from 
heaven of the Son of God at the end of time, as a single event, now acquires, in the eyes of 
believers of the second century, a new meaning, becomes the second coming after the first 
descent, death on the cross, and resurrection—a coming in glory.

5. Much has been written by scholars of all tendencies—from conservative, strictly 
ecclesiastical to the most radical—about the social tendencies and social achievements 



of early Christianity. Each of these tendencies sought to interpret in its own way the 
social content of early Christian writings. Was early Christianity favorable to improving 
the condition of the poor classes of society, was there a strong democratic tendency in it, 
was an aspiration toward the liberation of slaves expressed in it, were there 
revolutionary, socialist elements in it?
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The answers to these questions, however different they may have been depending on the 
scholarly school from which they proceeded, nevertheless had that common defect that they 
skimmed over the surface of the subject, bore an abstract character, and regarded Christianity 
as a systematic whole, outside space and time: conclusions were drawn either from general 
principles predominant over the course of centuries, or some sonorous formula was torn out of 
its context—“love your enemies,” “blessed are the poor in spirit,” “there is neither Greek nor Jew, 
neither master nor slave, neither male nor female, but all are one in Christ”—and on the basis of 
such a saying a one-sided general evaluation was constructed.

In my work I tried to outline what seemed to me the most correct path toward the study of the 
social content of early Christian writings. Avoiding sweeping definitions and characterizations, 
one must first of all distinguish epochs, carry out a chronological differentiation, then, within the 
limits of individual periods, broaden the circle of investigation by comparing “Christian” 
monuments with “pagan” ones, and finally take a close look at the social milieu and setting in 
which this or that religious document arose.

The division of early Christian literature proposed by me into predecessors of Christianity (the 
first century) and properly Christian, or New Testament, writings (the second century) I regard as 
a hypothesis having no small number of grounds in its favor. Until it is either accepted or 
rejected, I consider the compilation of a systematically developed social history of early 
Christianity premature. I shall only recall the observations I made on individual monuments of 
Christian literature.

I had occasion to note in the predecessors of Christianity (“Didache,” Hermas) more democratic 
motives, more sympathy for the poor and for slaves, than in the later New Testament authors. 
Further, I could not fail to note the neutral, almost cold attitude toward the condition of slaves 
and toward the question of their liberation in the apostle Paul. Finally, I found clearly expressed 
slave-owning tendencies in that very New Testament writing (the “Gospel of Luke”) which is 
usually reputed to be democratic par excellence thanks to the parable of Lazarus and the 
exclamation “blessed are the poor!”

286

Can one draw from this conclusions of a more general character, conclude that the democratic 
and philanthropic motives, so noticeable among the predecessors of Christianity, with the 
formation in the second century of the New Testament and of the authoritative organization of 
the church, completely broke off, withered away, ceased their cultural-historical role? No, of 



course not. These freer and broader social ideas became the property of the “heretical” sects of 
Antiquity and the Middle Ages, went down into the popular lower strata, and began to appear as 
rallying cries and programs in popular uprisings. Simultaneously with the formation of the New 
Testament canon in Asia Minor, Montanism arises, threatening to encompass other parts of the 
empire. The formation of the New Testament can to a certain extent be regarded as a fortress 
built by the leaders of the conservative, propertied strata of Christian society against the 
democratic movement headed by the Paraclete (the Comforter), a new revolutionary Christ, 
opposed to the peacemaker depicted in the Gospels.

The moral teachings and ritual forms that were joined, in the closed communities of the 
predecessors of Christianity, with the principles of compulsory labor and faith in the saving word 
of wandering apostles did not disappear, but only withdrew from the surface. They would then 
live on for a long time a discontinuous, danger-filled life, flickering in history under the names of 
Paulicians, Bogomils, Cathars, the Poor of Lyons, Waldensians, Beghards, Lollards, preserving 
the traditions of the earliest religious documents of the beginning of our era down to the time of 
the reformers—Wycliffe, Hus, Mϋntzer.


