NT SURVEY – Class #2

Glory that was Greece; Grandeur that was Rome


Pray.  Last week we started our NT Survey class with an overview of the books of the NT, the time when Jesus lived and the conditions that existed in the Jewish world during the 1st Century.  Today we will expand our viewpoint and look at conditions in the larger Gentile world where the Apostle Paul took the gospel.  Most of the letters in the NT were written to churches located in the Gentile world and we can understand the NT better if we understand the people to whom most of it was written.  


Let’s start with a poem by an American writer who gives his feelings about the culture the Apostle Paul was sent to evangelize. [Slide #2]   To Helen by Edgar Allen Poe.   The subtitle of my class today is the “The Glory that was Greece and the Grandeur that was Rome.”   Our own modern culture has many similarities to Greco-Roman culture.  In many ways, the Greeks invented the Western Civilization that we are still apart of today.  The Renaissance and the Enlightment created modern civilization in part by the inspiration of Greco-Roman culture as Poe here expresses.   Let’s start with the Glory that was Greece.  Greek culture can be summarized as the pursuit of two ideas – truth and beauty.  


Turn to 1 Cor 9.  [Slide #3]  Who was Helen?   The legendary Greek woman from Homer’s Illiad  considered the most beautiful woman in the world - “the face that launched 1,000 ships” to rescue her in the Trojan War.  Why is that important?  The Illiad is the founding myth of Greek civilization.  Every Greek schoolboy learned the Illiad.  The Greek word for Greece itself is “Hellas”; Greek culture was “Hellenic” or “Hellenistic”.  Greek culture emphasized beauty esp human beauty.   Sculpture (usually nude).  Art.  Architecture.  Drama.  Athletic competition (also in the nude).  1 Cor 9:24-25.  Paul refers to athletic competitions well known to the Corinthians.  The Isthmus games were hosted near Corinth.  Greece also held the Olympic Games.  This emphasis on physical beauty and physical prowess is obviously also true in our culture today.  We cannot be sucked into to the pursuit of perishable rewards; we should teach this to our children too – so easy for them to be sucked in to this emphasis of our society.  

  
Turn to Acts 17.  [Slide #4]  The other major emphasis of Greek culture was truth.  They invented philosophy – rationalism – the idea that life and the world around us can be figured out by human reason without any need for God or a supernatural explanation.  Big Three – Socrates, Plato, Aristotle.  Science.  Physics.  Mathematics.  Geometry.   Medicine.  History.  Metaphysics.  Ethics.   Politics.  Acts 17:16-21 – Paul is in Athens and preaches Jesus and the Resurrection.  Greek philosophers (you can feel their intellectual arrogance toward Paul) invite him to the Areopagus - where the philosophers gather.  Epicureans did not believe in anything other than this life and taught you should seek to maximize enjoyment and minimize pain (more sophisticated than pure hedonism but still generally selfish).  Stoics were more like Jedi – they believed the universe was controlled by an absolute principle of reason and you should try to be rational (and not emotional) in everything you do.  They are interested in the latest ideas.  


Turn to 1 Cor 1. Again this has echoes in our society where people believe science can explain everything and that experts or self help books will solve all our problems.  People look for wisdom everywhere but from God.  Paul talks about that here in 1 Cor 1:18-25.  We can’t put our confidence in the wisdom of the world.  God was pleased to save those who believe in the message of the cross.  This message is foolishness to the world.  It was foolishness to the Greek world and is foolishness to our modern society that thinks in a very similar way.
Turn to Acts 18.  [Slide #5]  As Gary mentioned last year, the conquests and policy of Alexander the Great 300 years before Jesus spread Greek culture and the Greek language across the entire eastern Mediterranean from Macedonia around to Egypt.  Even the Jews were affected.  As Gary also mentioned, the OT had been translated into Greek 250 years before Jesus – the Septuagint - in Alexandria, Egypt where there was a great library.   :24-25.   Notice Apollos is from Alexandria.  Who was Apollos named after?  How many Jewish families do you know that name their children after pagan gods?  Greek culture was like American culture today – it penetrated and influenced many other cultures.

Greek (not Latin) was the universal language of the Roman Empire.  Many Jews also spoke Greek.   John 19:20 says the charge against Jesus (“the kings of the Jews”) was written in Aramaic, Latin and Greek.  The universality of the Greek language facilitated the spread of Christianity.   With the possible exception of Matt, the entire NT was originally written in Greek (or soon thereafter translated into Greek) and ancient Greek manuscripts are what scholars consult today to recreate the NT and translate it into English and other modern languages.  In the British Library in London, Barbara and I saw one of the oldest complete copies of the NT – known as the Codex Sinaicticus – from 350AD.  Fragments of the NT exist which are even older - the oldest fragment from the gospel of John is dated from the early 2nd Century only a few years after John’s death.  Douglas Jacoby once held this fragment in his hand.  

So that’s the Glory that was Greece – its wisdom & creativity still influences our culture today (Lincoln Memorial).  [Slide #6]  Now let’s talk about the Grandeur that was Rome.  The Roman Empire ruled all the lands around the Mediterranean Sea.  Starting with Italy, then east down the Balkan Penisula to Greece, then east to Turkey and south to Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, Egypt and then west to Libya, Tunisia, Algeria and north to Spain and France and back east to Italy.  There were no political boundaries across the entire Mediterranean World.  Rome built buildings, aquaducts, roads and bridges  - some still in use today (Muellers and the Pantheon).   Travel across the entire region by land or sea was relatively easy.  Roman Legions stationed throughout the Empire kept the peace and discouraged any revolt against Roman authority.  General peace and political stability was the norm for 200 years from the founding of the Empire in 27 BC to 180 AD.  The period in history is known as Pax Romana – the peace of Rome.  The Roman Empire made possible the rapid spread of the gospel across an enormous region of many different nationalities.  


Turn to Acts 19.  [Slide #7]  The “official” religion of the Roman Empire was the pantheon of gods we are familiar with from Greek mythology.  This religion lacked much of what we think of as essential to world religions today – it did not provide any moral standards; it did not answer any of the great questions about life or the universe; it did not provide any personal connection to a higher spiritual power.  It was a ceremonial religion associated more with civic duty than with anything we would think of as religion today.  A particular city might have a temple to a particular god.  :23-28.  Ephesus had a temple to Artemis/Diana and many artisans made their trade from this the same way a tourist attraction would here in America.  As you can see the economic interests of the artisans was paramount.  No one really “believed” in these gods.  To the pantheon of gods was gradually added worship of the emperors as gods.  Again this had a civic purpose more like patriotism than religion.  We remember this from our class on Revelation last year.  

Moral standards in the Roman Empire did not come from religion, but from Greek philosophy like the Epicureans and Stoics we already discussed.  Another major philosophy was that of Plato – who believed that things in the material world were merely copies of more perfect ideas.   Cynicism was another philosophy that taught radical non-conformity similar to the hippies of the 1960s or perhaps Occupy Wall Street.   Greek philosophy was intellectual and appealed more to the educated classes but did not really move the ordinary person.  There was a general yearning for something more.  Several new kinds of religions arose around the time of Christianity called mystery religions.  They offered inductees a more mysterious and personal experience of the supernatural.  They often had secret rites and rituals that offered some sort of emotional religious experience.  One popular with Roman soldiers called Mithraism was based on a god born from a rock who slaughtered a bull - its temples were generally underground and involved lots of feasting.  In this religious environment, Christianity filled a spiritual void felt by many.


Turn to Rom 1.  [Slide #8]  By most accounts, the Roman Empire was a place of considerable moral corruption.   The moral example of the Emperors and the ruling classes were generally poor.  Divorce, abortion and infanticide were common.  Homosexuality was considered normal in Greek culture – one of the few other times in any culture until now.  Much like our modern society, Roman entertainment was generally devoted to lust and violence.   Although the Greek theater had been more lofty, the Roman stage generally deteriorated into base appeals to debauchery and lust.  The Roman amphitheater showcased violence – but not fictional violence – but actually bloody contests to the death of beast vs beast, beast vs man and man vs. man.  :18-32.  This is an accurate summation of the state of Roman society.  We also live in a very worldly society.  But we must be holy as God is holy.  We must help each other remain holy.  This week a disciple in our church posted something very worldly on Facebook.  His friends talked to him and he took it down.  Amen.  However, it was up there for a couple of days before it came down.  My wife told me worldly people commented on the posting, but she didn’t see any disciples comment.  If you saw it and were uncomfortable, perhaps you didn’t know what to do.  My suggestion for the future is if you see a disciple posting something worldly on Facebook, don’t hesitate to comment.  Not in a judgmental or self righteous way, but urging them to be godly.  If you are friends on Facebook, you are entitled to comment.  If they are disciples of Jesus Christ, you are even more entitled to comment.  We must help and encourage each other to be holy and not worldly.  Amen.  
Turn to Rom 5.  [Slide #9]  Although Rome provided stability, the Roman Empire was not generally a happy place to live for most of its inhabitants.  There was incredible disparity between the few rich and the many poor.  A large majority of the population were slaves.  There was little upward mobility.  Justice was inflicted with great brutality like the flogging & crucifixion suffered by Jesus and many others.  “Bread and circuses” were used to keep the masses content in Rome.  Any revolt against Roman authority was brutally suppressed such as the Jewish Revolt of 68-70AD which resulted in the destruction of the temple.   To summarize, the Roman Empire was a place full of people in desperate need of good news and mercy in a society with a universal language, political stability and good transportation where good news could rapidly and easily spread.  Imagine that!  Many historians view the 1st Century Roman Empire as a unique moment in history for the birth and spread of a new religion.   Rom 5:6  “….at the right time, Christ died for the ungodly.”  
Pray.  


