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and introduce this new creation, a fictitious “giver of laws” was 
needed. Due to an evolutionary new form of spiritual practice, 
combining Pythagorean influences and Bacchic mysteries, Orpheus 
was created as a divine spokesperson. We do not know who did it, 
and it doesn’t matter that we do not  know; we have the end result, 
so it must have happened. 

Serapis, the Created God

We are far luckier with the example of Serapis, an Egyptian-
Greek syncretic god designed to appeal to the largest possible 
majority, thereby unifying the empire. Serapis is a historically 
verified, deliberately planned religious synthesis, commissioned 
by Ptolemy I (323BC - 283BC). Although deliberately fabricated, 
Serapis worship remained immensely popular for centuries. 

Ptolemy I was a general under Alexander and became ruler of 
Egypt. In 305/04BC, he took the title of Pharaoh. He is also the ruler 
who conceived of and constructed the great Alexandrian Library. 
The kaleidoscope of animal-faced Egyptian gods was frowned 
upon by many Greeks, and religious differences and variation 
made it difficult to rule his subjects. So he chose two priests, and 
commissioned them to craft an Egyptian-Greek religious hybrid. 
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For this task he chose one Egyptian, Manetho, educated in Egyptian 
history and born close to a famous shrine of Isis, and one Athenic 
Greek, linked with the mystery rites of Demeter and Persephone at 
Eleusis.85

Serapis combined Osiris and Horus into one figure. He was 
also identified with the Apis Bull, a popular Egyptian figure. His 
mother was the powerful goddess Isis. He came with a human face, 
as a man, but was also a figure of supernatural proportions:

My head is the firmament of the heaven, my belly the ocean, my feet 
constitute the earth, my ears are set in the sky, and my far-seeing eye 
is the bright light of the sun. (Macrobius, Saturnalia I, 20, 17: FRA 
597, 39)86

Serapis also combined Zeus, ruler of heaven, and Hades, ruler 
of the underworld, into one, supreme new figure: “One Zeus, 
one Hades, one Serapis” (Julian, Orat. 4, 135: FRA 538). Serapis 
worship came packaged with his mother-consort Isis. Together they 
were an unbeatable pair:

Serapis was deliberately created by the Ptolemaic theologians for 
export abroad. He had powers of assimilation to the leading gods of 
Greece and in time won international acceptance. Isis, too, became 
increasingly cosmopolitan.87

Serapis was regarded as a healer, with Isis; usurping the role 
of Asclepius he became the guardian and savior of all mankind. 
Moreover, his form of healing was medicinal, rather than mystical. 
Ptolemy I built a temple of Serapis (the Serapeum) adjacent to the 
Library of Alexandria, where doctors could study medicine and 
healing arts. The Serapeum seemed to have offered treatments 
similar to those prescribed by Asclepius, like bathing and incubation:

Next to the Alexandrian Serapeum was the great university: the cult 
of Serapis and the establishment of the library and the museum were 
alike due to Ptolemy I. The Library was to overflow into the temple 
and the links were to remain unseparable till the final onslaught by 
the Christians. We know that in the temple there existed ‘pastophoria’. 
There were the quarters of the pastophors whose task was to master 
the medical texts and all the traditional magical lore of Egypt.88



328 | PART III: THE ACCIDENTAL HISTORY

Serapis was also seamlessly adapted into the magical traditions, 
becoming a supremely powerful magical name – equivalent to 
10,000 other names:

Do this for I am your slave and petitioner and have hymned your 
valid and holy names, lord, glorious one… of ten thousand names, 
greatest, nourisher, apportioner, Serapis. (PGM XIII.637ff)89

I call on you, lord, holy, my hymned, greatly honored Serapis; consider 
my birth and turn me not away, me, (magical words)… who knows 
your true name and valid names (magical words). I hymn your holy 
power in musical hymn (magical words). Protect me from all my own 
astrological destiny; destroy my foul fate; apportion good things for 
me in my horoscope; increase my life; and may I enjoy good things, 
for I am your slave. (PGM XIII 619ff)90

Worship of Serapis and Isis was supported by the Roman 
Emperor Hadrian, who encouraged the expansion of Alexandrian 
religion. Hadrian also built the Pantheon and the Temple of Venus 
and Rome, as well as several opulent temples in Athens. 

In our quest for the beginning of the story of Jesus Christ, 
Serapis gives us a clear example of how a deliberately created 
religion, harnessing all the best parts of many different traditions, 
could unite the growing spiritual values of the Roman Empire. 
If Serapis could be created, and yet still worshipped as a God, 
could Jesus Christ have also been made as a conscious attempt to 
dismantle the religious barriers between Rome and its conquered 
Jewish tributaries?

Surprisingly, the connection between Jesus and Serapis goes 
much deeper: several ancient testimonies claim that Serapis was 
worshipped by Christians, who used him almost interchangeably 
with the figure of Jesus Christ!:

In Egypt those who worship Serapis are Christians and those who 
call themselves Christ’s bishops (‘overseers’) are addicted to Serapis. 
Jewish rabbis, Samaritans and Christian priests in Egypt become 
astrologers and soothsayers. The visiting archbishop is obliged to 
worship Serapis by some and by others Christ. (Athanasius, Life of 
Anthony 90: FRA 561, 24)91
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In the Egypt of the time of the emperor Hadrian those who called 
themselves bishops of Christ are recorded to have devoted their souls 
to Serapis. The link between the two faiths was the gospel of salvation. 
(phlegon, Epist. Ap. Vopisc, [Saturnin.], 8: FRA 280, 15)92

The “time of Hadrian” was 117AD to 138AD; this is still very 
early in the history of Christianity. Had the small Jewish movement 
started by Jesus Christ in Israel moved so quickly and grown so 
much that Jesus could be equated with Serapis – a cosmic Greek-
Egyptian synthesis? And how are we to reconcile the fact that 
Christians themselves were “addicted” to Serapis?

Jesus, it would seem, was the next logical step in Hadrian’s 
campaign; a final evolution of the Egyptian-Greek composite 
figure of Serapis, which may have been written to assimilate the 
stubbornly rebellious and violent Jewish people under the fold of 
a State Religion.

The Jesus Mysteries

Given the spiritual background (the trend towards syncretism 
and the need for a universal religion that the entire empire could 
enjoy) we could have expected a Jewish-Greek mystery cult to 
appear on the spiritual horizon. In the following brief summary, 
I will show that the historical conditions made the creation of a 
Greek-Jewish mystery cult inevitable.

Starting from around 230BC, the land of Israel fell under 
Roman influence. The Roman policy was to conquer, improve 
public facilities, collect taxes, and have people honor the emperor. 
While many communities lived peacefully under foreign rule, the 
Jews believed that Israel was given to them by God and could not 
be taken from them. They considered themselves a holy people, and 
thought that they were to stay pure by separating themselves from 
the world in dress, custom and diet. When Romans began to raise 
temples and statues to Roman gods in Jerusalem, it presented Jews 
with a theological problem. They reasoned that either they had 
forgotten to fulfill their religious duties, and were being punished, 
or that God was expecting them to fight back against Rome and 
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reclaim their homeland. There were many rebellions during this 
period, but every uprising against the Romans resulted in heavy 
losses for the Jews. Taking pieces from their scriptures which spoke 
of a future prophet or king and weaving them together, they formed a 
description of a savior figure that would liberate them from Roman 
rule. They pictured a powerful ruler from Israel’s royal dynasty, 
the line of David, who would unify the country, restore the tribes 
of Israel, and defeat the Romans in a final holy war. Kings were 
always anointed on the forehead, so they referred to this messiah 
as The Christ, which means “the anointed one.”

Jews who lived outside of Jerusalem sometimes became less 
austere in their dress and customs, assimilating into their new 
surroundings. Some became educated in Greek thought and 
language, and no doubt came in contact with mystery religions and 
sun gods through public festivals and holidays. A few may have 
even become initiates themselves. But even if they didn’t, Greek 
philosophers spoke plainly about concepts like Sophia and Logos, 
and it would have been impossible not to learn something about 
them. 

Around 2,000 years ago, probably in Alexandria, someone 
began writing a Jewish version of the Greek mysteries. Maybe 
someone found in them a pearl of wisdom they wished to share with 
their people. Or perhaps they felt guilty for allowing themselves to 
become involved with pagan culture and were trying to justify their 
actions through a Yahweh-centered version of the Logos myth. 
Like other mysteries, it would have centered around a passion play 
of a suffering god, been full of magical ritual, Greek philosophy of 
Logos and salvation, and Stoic philosophy of brotherly love and 
ethics. They copied rituals from both Judaism and Mystery cults. 

Such a story could easily have been created by an Alexandrian 
Jew like Philo; but it could also have been crafted by someone 
like Seneca, who wanted to create a new tragedy play based on 
a crucified Jewish rebel-king. (Seneca was the author of at least 
nine tragedies based on historical events, and had a lifelong interest 
in oriental religions).93 It might have been a clever money-making 
scheme, forged by an entrepreneur seeking to attract new initiates 
with a novel mystery religion. It could even have been – like Serapis 
– commissioned by Roman authorities in an attempt to placate 
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rebellious territories (this would have been particularly feasible for 
Hadrian, who was determined to solve the Jewish problem at all 
costs). Given the spiritual climate, any of these is likely. At any rate, 
the new, Jewish version of the mysteries offered Diaspora Jews a 
way to integrate culturally while preserving their own theological 
heritage. These stories were written by people who had most 
likely never been to Israel, and like the Egyptians used locations 
metaphorically to describe the sun’s ascent and descent. 

A common practice among the Greek mysteries and Jewish 
mystics was gematria, a system in which every letter had a 
corresponding number. Using this number substitution code, a 
name was created for this new Jewish-Greek-Egyptian synthesis 
with special esoteric significance.

The principles behind this equation were well known in the 
first few centuries AD, and the church father Iraneaus, although 
he doesn’t seem to believe it himself, can clearly understand the 
numbers involved: 

This is the name of Jesus; for this name, if you reckon up the numerical 
value of the letters, amounts to eight hundred and eighty eight. Thus, 
then, you have a clear statement of their opinion as to the origin of 
the super celestial Jesus. Wherefore, also, the alphabet of the Greeks 
contains eight Monads, eight Decads, and eight Hecatads, which 
present the number eight hundred and eighty-eight, that is, Jesus, 
who is formed of all the numbers; and on this account He is called 
Alpha and Omega, indicating his origin from all. (Iraneaus, Against 
the Heresies I, 15.2)94
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That Jesus was associated with a mystical number should come 
as no surprise; virtually everyone is aware that “the number of the 
Beast” is 666. The Book of Revelation clearly points out that this 
number can be decoded from the text. “Here is wisdom. Let him 
that hath understanding count the number of the beast: for it is 
the number of a man; and his number is Six hundred threescore 
and six” (13:17-18). This number is further connected to the Old 
Testament, as both 1 Kings 10:14 and 2 Chronicles 9:13 record 
that Solomon collected 666 talents of gold each year. The number 
666 is the number of man, or the flesh and the lower self.

In contrast, the number 888 represented the higher, spiritual 
self or the universal Logos. Hence, this new moniker was truly a 
divine name; a magical name. Jesus was superior to other gods, not 
because he was different from them, but because he had a more 
powerful name. The magical power of the name of Jesus is clear in 
many biblical passages:

God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow. 
(Philippians 2:9) 

Interestingly, the number 888 can also be interpreted as a 
pictograph of the nature of God. The figure “8” turned on its side 
becomes the symbol of eternity. Three 8’s show the three identical 
persons of the eternal trinity. The numbers 8-8-8 can also be 
reversed, flipped, and substituted with each other without causing 
any change in their nature, reflecting the unchanging constancy of 
God. (This is a modern reading; the glyph “8” was first used by 
western Ghubar Arabs and the infinity symbol is credited to John 
Wallis in his 1655 De sectionibus conicis.) 

The concept of the Logos, represented by the divine number 
888, was combined with the image of the awaited messiah and 
became the title “Jesus Christ.” It was an attempt to bridge Greek 
salvation philosophy with Jewish religious history, and is a literary 
construction that does not refer to a historical person. This helps 
us to understand the often quoted biblical passages which stress 
that the name of Jesus is unique; that only through Jesus can we 
be saved. It is not Jesus – the historical man – who held the key 
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to salvation, but the Logos and his magical name, symbolizing an 
innate relationship with the original unity:

I am the Way; I am Truth and Life. No one can come to the Father 
except through me. (John 13:14)

Early Christian communities were well versed in magic and 
had no difficulty in using this new magical name. The author of 
Ephesians lists an expansive collection of spirits and daemons 
conquered by Jesus Christ, who is “far above every principality, 
ruling force, power or sovereignty, or any other name that can be 
named” (Eph. 1:20-1:22). While Serapis was greater than 10,000 
names, Jesus became greater than any name that can be named. As 
Arnold notes:

“Every name that is named” is encompassed in the mighty reign of the 
Lord Jesus Christ – no conceivable power is outside the dominion of 
Christ. This particular phrase is loaded with significance for exorcism 
and magical incantation both in Judaism and the pagan world.95

Like other magical names listed above, with power over nature 
(hearing them, sun and earth are overturned; Hades is shaken; 
rivers, sea, lakes and springs are frozen; rocks are split) the name 
of Jesus gives unlimited magical ability: “If you ask anything in My 
name, I will do it” (John 14:14).

Similar to passages in the Egyptian book of the dead, the secret 
to immortality in the early church lay in knowing God’s true name, 
almost like a secret password. It was the name Jesus itself, and 
not just the person or function of Jesus, that held power. Like 
abracadabra, Jesus was a special word, that when pronounced 
properly could produce marvelous effects – and it was understood 
as such by early Christians, who tried “pronouncing” the name 
ritualistically:

But some itinerant Jewish exorcists too tried pronouncing the name 
of the Lord Jesus over people who were possessed by evil spirits; they 
used to say, ‘I adjure you by the Jesus whose spokesman is Paul.’ (Acts 
19:11)

One online article (circulating on many websites including 
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the Zeitgeist discussion board), makes the claim that gematria 
was further extended to establish a link between Jesus and the 
Pythagorean Theorem:

As a mythological figure he (Jesus) incorporates the most important 
rule of the sacred geometry used by astronomers to measure and by 
architects to build: The Pythagorean Theorem. In his name the Gnostics 
in Alexandria encoded the sacred Pythagorean triangle: 3, 4, 5. The 
name Jesus Christ is a sacred Gnostic riddle, like that of the Sphinx, 
which were very popular in the ancient alexandrine and Greek sects 
to distinguish initiates from non-initiates. Jesus and Christ are two of 
the three sides of a right triangle, and to solve the riddle you must find 
the third word, the lost word, that represents gematrically the third 
side of the triangle. The solution is a pun in itself: a Greek word that 
means “you have known,” put together with the name Jesus Christ, 
gives the answer: “You have known Jesus Christ.” The gematria of 
Jesus (Ιησουσ) is 888 and the Gematria of Christ (Χριστοσ) is 1480. 
With those two numbers, applying the Pythagorean theorem, you 
find the third number: 1184, that corresponds gematrically to a very 
specific word: “εγνωκατε,” that Jesus uses when he is referring to the 
act of knowing god. The word “εγνωκατε” is used repeatedly in 1 John 
2, and is the very verb that gave the name to the famous Alexandrian 
sect: the Gnostics, from ginosko (ghin-oce’-ko), or “knowing.”96
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Although for Greeks this new mystery was just one among 
hundreds, to some Jews this may have been their first glimpse of 
the mystery salvation philosophy. The permanence of the soul, 
in particular, may have been an attractive idea for them, and a 
community grew up around these stories. These groups taught 
the Greek mysteries in a Jewish framework, and offered Diaspora 
Jews the opportunity to become initiates without feeling guilty for 
abandoning their own culture. They taught the mystery of “Christ 
in you, the hope and glory” (Col. 1:27), and “the knowledge of 
God’s mystery, which is Christ” (Col 2:2). 

Rather than believe the Messiah was a historical figure, they 
imagined that he was the Logos, who gave mankind internal 
salvation. Paying taxes and living under Roman law was 
inconsequential after having been saved by the Logos, and even 
death held no power over those saved. Instead of depending on 
external forces to liberate them, initiates believed each person could 
become their own messiah. Because of this, they called themselves 
anointed ones, or “Christians.”

Conclusions and Summary

Christianity is a Jewish synthesis of Greek-Egyptian mystery 
cult tradition. Rather than surprising, the expansion of the popular 
cult of Serapis (founded in Alexandria) to include Judaism (when the 
Jews of Alexandria were already creating interpretive, comparative 
literature) is entirely probable.

Such a synthesis had already happened for Orpheus, and again 
– deliberately – for Serapis. Syncretism and a movement towards 
monotheism and one state religion, the popular varieties of mystery 
cults, and the Jewish practice of magic were already heading 
towards the creation of a Jewish mystery cult, when political 
conflict in Jerusalem gave even more motivation to develop a new 
Jewish-Greek-Egyptian hybrid. Thus, a story (hieros logos) was 
created based on the suffering mystery gods and the idea of a Jewish 
Messiah or resistance hero, who was given a magical name with a 
mathematical significance. In the beginning, he was probably little 
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more than an idea, perhaps a selection of wise sayings, preceded 
by “Jesus says ______.” As the story grew, his followers debated 
challenging topics such as whether or not to keep Jewish Law. 
The debate sparked heavy revision, and someone tied Jesus to 
Old Testament “prophecies.” Consequently, a story was created in 
which the character of Jesus fulfills the law. The rest of the details, 
rather than staying loyal to a genuine tradition based on apostolic 
succession, emerged, changed and were reshaped in response to 
external influences and the needs of individual communities – 
including the idea that Jesus was historical.

This theory explains how there could be so many controversies, 
disagreements and schisms in the early Christian communities: 
there was no “Truth” for them to agree on – they were involved 
in the active production of a faith. There were, however, two 
defining features of this new Jewish mystery cult that were not only 
innovative, but proved to be fundamental in its future:

1.	 Christianity was a synthesis of the totality of the movements 
around it, so in a sense, Jesus Christ was more than all the 
others.

2.	 Christianity sprung a side-movement which believed in the 
resurrection of the flesh, and hence the physical resurrection of 
Jesus himself.

Now that we have a clear theory of how the story of Jesus was 
created, and that it was originally a mystery rather than a history, 
we can reread the early Christian literature found in the gospels and 
look for clues as to how this story became mistakenly associated 
with a historical, recently crucified savior.



CHAPTER NINE

Stupid Galatians:
The Resurrection of the Flesh

“Having begun in the spirit, can you be so stupid as to end in the 
flesh? Can all the favors you have received have had no effect – if there 
really has been no effect?” –Galatians 3:1

WHEN I LIVED IN MALTA AND was seeking spiritual answers, I 
stopped into a Baha’i group a couple of times. At one meeting, 

a woman started speaking excitedly about an ancient manuscript 
that had recently been discovered in Peru, which revealed nine 
powerful spiritual insights. Had I heard of it? It was called the 
“Celestine Prophecy.” I had heard of it. What’s more, I knew that 
it was written in 1993 by James Redfield, was written in the first 
person narrative blending psychological research and ancient 
religious principles, and was a novel – a fictional story. Somehow, 
the original message “there’s a new book out about a manuscript 
found in Peru called the Celestine Prophecy” became “they just 
found an ancient manuscript in Peru called the Celestine Prophecy.” 
Neither of us had a copy of the book handy, so there was no way I 
could prove that the story was not based on true events. In the end, 
we agreed to disagree. This is a modern example of how a fictional 
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story, written about a made-up recent event and powerful enough 
to inspire people to spread the message, could become cut off from 
the details of its own production and mistaken as history. 

In my assertion that Jesus Christ was, like Harry Potter, an 
original literary synthesis of many diverse myths and traditions, 
there is one urgent question left to resolve: how a certain group 
of Christ-followers became separated from the full message, the 
interpretative spirituality at the higher levels of the mysteries, and 
began to believe in Jesus Christ as a real, physical human being, 
recently crucified in Jerusalem. In this chapter, I will demonstrate 
that a select group of Christians who had not been initiated into the 
higher mysteries began to develop an independent Christology that 
focused on the resurrection of the flesh. We will analyze the biblical 
writings of the apostle Paul, whose letters preserve the exact state of 
communicative decay that led to the literalist misinterpretation of 
the Jesus myth, and the rebellion of his communities when he tried to 
reveal the higher mysteries. Using biblical evidence, we will witness 
how new converts and initiates began to preach a historical, newly 
crucified and resurrected Jewish savior – without having heard the 
full message of the new spiritual movement. Finally, we will see how 
these communities, who believed in a historical Jesus, developed 
a doctrine of “resurrection of the flesh” in defense of their beliefs 
which set them firmly against the spirituality of their times.

Paul’s Mystery Initiations

The Jewish mystery cult, a greater spiritual synthesis than 
even the mighty and popular Serapis, was immediately successful. 
It was fueled by both the desires and needs of the Jewish people 
in the Diaspora, and the lust for a greater and more powerful 
magical name. It also allowed Jews to integrate more fully into 
their cosmopolitan pagan environment. But there was an inherent 
and powerful conflict in this new religious practice. Jesus was the 
anathema of everything the Jews believed in; he was a repugnant, 
crudely constructed, pagan mystery god dressed up as the Jewish 
Messiah and appropriating Jewish scripture for his own. Those 
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that accepted him anyway had to resolve pressing questions and 
practical matters. Was the Law of the Old Testament to be followed, 
or did Jesus do away with the Law? Should taxes be paid to the 
Roman Empire – or to the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem? Different 
leaders arose, offering distinct versions of the Jesus mysteries, in 
fierce competition for monopoly on this new faith. The form of the 
Jesus mysteries that survived is an offshoot of the version promoted 
by Paul, but he was not its first teacher. There were other Jewish-
Pagan syntheses that were in many ways similar to the movement 
that ultimately identified itself under the new name “Jesus.”

Tradition tells us, for example, that John the Baptist was the 
forerunner of Jesus, and the gospels compel Jesus to seek John’s 
approval in the scene of Jesus’ baptism. John must have been 
immensely influential for Jesus to need a link to his tradition. 
One of the greatest threats to the early church was the Gnostic 
movement attributed to Simon Magus, who apparently really was 
one of John’s disciples. Simon was credited with great magical 
powers such as levitation; it is said that he proclaimed himself the 
Messiah.1 During this period after the destruction of the Second 
Temple by Rome, Jews were actively seeking a Christ – and many 
were found or came forward. Jesus’ claim to be the Christ was not 
without competitors, such as Simon.

Upon this scene came Paul of Tarsus, who became involved in 
the new mystery cult using the magical name of Jesus. According to 
the Acts of the Apostles, Paul was a priest charged with rounding 
up the Diaspora Jews who were participating in the Jewish 
Mysteries – but once he started to investigate them, he had a 
mystical experience of his own on the road to Damascus, converted 
and became the cult’s strongest supporter. This powerful marketing 
technique continues to be used today in most sales letters, in the 
claims of an initial critic or skeptic who was overwhelmed in spite 
of themselves. Perhaps in truth Paul was himself initiated into the 
mysteries; his experience at Damascus certainly sounds like an 
initiation experience of the type reported at Eleusis. At any rate, 
Paul set himself up as a teacher, but in a profound cultural shift, 
proclaimed himself “apostle to the Gentiles.”

Paul produced (or popularized) a divergent form of the Jesus 
mysteries meant for non-Jews; in a sense, we could say he found 
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a new market for an established product. Jews had always kept 
themselves and their culture apart from their gentile neighbors, even 
while living among them, in part because their strict dietary laws 
and other restrictions made assimilation difficult. Paul claimed, 
however, that Jesus cancelled those laws: 

He has wiped out the record of our debt to the Law, which stood 
against us; he has destroyed it by nailing it to the cross. (Col. 2:14)

When Paul came with this “Good News” that Jews could now 
worship a mystery God and quit the tedious prescriptions of the 
Jewish law, he was received gladly. The Galatians greeted him “as 
an angel of God, as Christ Jesus” (Gal 4:14):

Paul transformed the Dispersion. Morality, mysticism, promise of 
salvation without the Law were what very many of its members 
wanted to hear.2

His new version of the mysteries was popular especially among 
magical communities who recognized the value in the name of 
Jesus. These were usually fringe towns without a strong Jewish 
center and with heavy interest in paganism, mysteries or magic. 
But Paul took his mysteries even further: in a revolutionary stance 
on cultural identity and politics, he not only proclaimed a new 
experience for the Jews (the participation in mystery spirituality 
without limitations from the Law), but also that the Gentiles could 
now participate in the Jewish Covenant. This offered outsiders 
something new that could not be found in other mysteries: the 
personal protection of the powerful and ancient God of Moses. Paul 
reasoned that Jesus, by destroying the Law of the commandments 
that previously separated the Jews and Gentiles, brought peace to 
these two cultures so they could live together without hostility:

For he is the peace between us, and has made the two into one 
entity and broken down the barrier which used to keep them apart, 
by destroying in his own person the hostility, that is, the Law of 
commandments with its decrees. His purpose in this was, by restoring 
peace, to create a single New Man out of the two of them, and 
through the cross, to reconcile them both to God in one Body; in his 
own person he killed the hostility. He came to bring the good news 
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of peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near. 
Through him, then, we both in the one Spirit have free access to the 
Father. (Ephesians 2:14-18)

This was a highly political claim. On the one hand, as we’ve 
seen, this final form of mystery synthesis was a natural production 
of the synergetic tendency of the times. From the standpoint of the 
Roman authority, Paul’s message was precisely what was needed 
to placate the rebelling factions of Jews and offer them a place in 
the empire. From the Jewish perspective, on the other hand, Paul’s 
claims were scandalously blasphemous; they implied a complete 
break with Judaism:

For loyal Jews, Paul was a disaster. He had thrown into the open 
many of the unresolved tensions within the Dispersion. They were 
aghast at the consequences… If he was right, Moses was wrong and 
the promises to Abraham were in vain. If Paul went free, the ideal of 
Jewish universalism was dead, and the communities of the Dispersion 
would be prey to discord and schism.3

Despite modern attempts to root Christianity firmly in Judaism 
(and thereby bypass the challenging dilemma of its similarity to the 
pagan mystery cults), Paul’s Christianity was rejected by the Jews 
– indeed, he was violently persecuted for bringing Christ’s “Good 
News.” In his own words, Paul relates: 

Five times at the hands of the Jews I received 40 lashes minus one. 
Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I 
was shipwrecked, I passed a night and a day on the deep; on frequent 
journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from 
my own race, dangers from Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in 
the wilderness, dangers at sea, dangers among false brothers; in toil 
and hardship, through many sleepless nights, through hunger and 
thirst, through frequent fastings, through cold and exposure. And 
apart from these things, there is the daily pressure upon me of my 
anxiety for all the churches. (2 Corinthians 11:24- 28)

Paul’s new mysteries stirred up heated controversy. How were 
Greeks and Gentiles to be reconciled? What foods could be eaten? 
Should Gentiles get circumcised? Were they really equal to Jews in 
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God’s eyes? How could the Jewish people get rid of the Law – what 
had previously been the defining feature of their people and culture? 
Surely some of it must be saved? Dissension produced dozens of 
schisms and parallel movements. As we know today, the group of 
Christians who eventually gained the upper hand, produced the 
Bible and became the Roman Catholic Church, disagreed with Paul 
about the Law – their Jesus, as recorded in Matthew, warns:

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; 
I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. I tell you the 
truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the 
least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until 
everything is accomplished. (Matthew 5:17-18)

The New Testament is arranged to appear chronological: the 
four gospels  (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John) present the story 
of Jesus’ ministry; Acts of the Apostles narrates the adventures 
of the disciples; and the letters of Paul – written to the growing 
Christian communities – are included at the end. This arrangement 
is misleading. The letters of Paul are actually the earliest writings 
in the New Testament. As such, they record an earlier conception 
of Jesus Christ than the view given in the gospels. This difficulty is 
often noted and overcome by biblical scholars with the claim that, 
although crucial in spreading the mystery of Jesus Christ, Paul’s 
gospel is profoundly different from the “original” one that Jesus 
must have taught, and that the Church was later guided back to the 
Truth through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Without fidelity to the idea that Church doctrine is infallible, 
this claim is easily dismissed. Paul’s letters make it clear that his 
“Jesus Christ” is a Jewish version of the Greek mysteries, which 
have been around for some time. The only difference, he claims, is 
that it is a mystery religion for Jews, God’s chosen people, and is 
thus superior because it is enhanced by Israel’s holy covenant:

I was made a servant with the responsibility... of completing God’s 
message, the message which was a mystery hidden for generations 
and centuries and has now been revealed to his holy people. It was 
God’s purpose to reveal to them… the glory of this mystery among 
the Gentiles; it is Christ among you. (Colossians 1:25)
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He was saying, in effect, “The Greeks have used this mystery 
for years and it works great for them. Now I’m giving it to you, 
under the name of Christ, so that you can participate as well.” Paul 
was a persuasive missionary. He told the story of Jesus Christ, Son 
of God, who was crucified and resurrected from the dead. New 
initiates would be baptized and urged to control their physical 
desires through fasting and abstinence. Paul would then leave a few 
initiates in charge and promise to return with further revelations.

The epistles of Paul are notoriously obtuse and contradictory, 
because he seems to be saying different things in every one. This is 
because not every community was at the same level in the process of 
initiation. As a mystery religion, Christianity had several layers of 
meaning that would be divulged slowly when initiates proved their 
worth. To the beginners, Paul was careful not to reveal too much; the 
higher teaching would be wasted on them if they weren’t spiritually 
prepared, and the process could be ruined if rushed. To strengthen 
their willpower, Paul told them to have faith, to be strict in their 
habits and diet, and to become masters over their physical bodies. 
Once members had shown a certain level of spiritual maturity, they 
would be initiated into the higher mysteries and told that the Christ 
story was a metaphor for spiritual transformation. These advanced 
pupils, who believed in developing personal wisdom, or Gnosis, 
are the communities referred to by historians as Gnostics. To these 
higher level initiates, Paul left behind the initial steps and skipped 
ahead to more advanced topics:

Let us leave behind all the elementary teaching about Christ and go 
on to its completion, without going over the fundamental doctrines 
again; the turning away from dead actions, faith in God, the teaching 
about baptisms and the laying on of hands, about the resurrection of 
the dead and the eternal judgment. (Hebrews 6)

He could also write freely about the mythical interpretations 
of the stories he’d shared with them. While in the beginning they 
had learned that their savior Christ was a man from Palestine, they 
were now to leave even this idea behind:

From now onwards, then, we will not consider anyone by human 
standards: even if we were once on familiar terms with Christ 
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according to human standards, we do not know him in that way any 
longer. (2 Corinthians 5:16)

Paul revealed Christ as the Logos and explained his role as 
divine intermediary. Like other mysteries, Christianity had a 
“burial ritual” that included a symbolic death (to the old, physical, 
human self), and a rebirth (to a new life in Christ). Paul reminds the 
Ephesians that they were “buried with him in baptism” (Eph. 2:5-
6). It should be obvious to us at this stage that we are dealing with 
a missing piece of early Christian ritual, which finds no expression 
in modern day Christianity. Followers of Jesus were expected to 
be dead in Christ, because they had already died in Christ. Many 
passages refer to Christians as having been, like Jesus, crucified, or 
having their physical passions crucified, or being crucified to the 
world. Hence, Jesus’ crucifixion was understood metaphorically in 
Paul’s mystery:  

We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? (Romans 6:2)

For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.
(Colossians 3:3)

May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 
(Galatians 6:14)

After their symbolic initiation into death, they would be 
“reborn” in Christ, living in Christ, or have the animating divine 
Logos living through them. Like the mystery initiates who died, 
were buried and then reborn into a new life, Paul likewise uses the 
past tense – members had already experienced a ritual of death and 
rebirth: 

Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus 
were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him 
through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from 
the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. If 
we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly 
also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old 
self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away 
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with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin – because anyone who 
has died has been freed from sin.  Now if we died with Christ, we 
believe that we will also live with him.  For we know that since Christ 
was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has 
mastery over him. The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the 
life he lives, he lives to God In the same way, count yourselves dead to 
sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. (Romans 6:3-11)

Incidentally, it should be pointed out that many Jewish 
communities had already adopted beliefs about a final resurrection 
at the end of time, like the Egyptians. Paul diverged from this belief, 
teaching that Jesus is inside you, now – and that the resurrection 
will happen in this life. The same idea can be found in the Gospel 
of John:

Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha answered, “I 
know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” Jesus said 
to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will 
live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will 
never die. Do you believe this?” (John 11:23-26)

It is not hard to imagine early initiates into the mysteries of 
Jesus participating in a burial ceremony, where they were actually 
buried or closed in a tomb, and having their rebirth celebrated 
as they emerged again into the light. This ritual may have even 
included a mock-crucifixion or at least an image of the crucifixion. 
It would have been followed by the ritual of the Wedding Chamber 
(as described previously by the Gospel of Philip cited above) to 
unite the Sophia with the Logos, or the Magdalene with the Jesus. 
After that, initiates would be one with the Logos, or Christ:

I have been crucified with Christ and yet I am alive; yet it is no longer 
I, but Christ living in me. (Galatians 2:20)

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things 
above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God (Colossians 3:1)

Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with 
its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in 
knowledge in the image of its Creator. (Colossians 3:9-10)
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Paul used unambiguous terms and images, exhibiting a mastery 
of Greek language and mystery school philosophy. In Second 
Corinthians, Paul claims that he knew a man in Christ that was 
“caught up to the third heaven” and another that was “caught up 
into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful 
for a man to utter” (2 Corinthians 12:2-4).

After removing the seven veils of corporeality (hinted at in the 
story of Jesus casting the seven demons out of Mary), Paul’s higher 
initiates could reflect the light of Godlike living mirrors. 

And all of us, with our unveiled faces like mirror reflecting the glory 
of the Lord, are being transformed into the image that we reflect in 
brighter and brighter glory; this is the working of the Lord who is the 
Spirit. (2 Corinthians 3:16)

Paul was also familiar with the magical traditions, as evidenced 
by his use of specific magical terminology. According to Witt:

We do well to remember the widespread influence of Egyptian 
theological beliefs in their Hellenistic shape when we encounter the 
Pauline statement that Christ is the ‘power’ (dynamis) of God and 
the ‘wisdom’ (Sophia) of God. Power and wisdom are the very gifts 
claimed by the mages of the Nile in the wonders they work either 
through the oral or the manual rite.4

Arnold argues convincingly that the letter of Ephesians, written 
to one of the most knowledgeable magical communities, is full 
of magical words and formulas that would have made sense to 
readers there. Paul’s formula “breadth, length, height and depth” 
of Ephesians 3:18 is used in the earlier Greek Magical Papyri. 
According to Nils Dahl, “Commentators have taken account of the 
similarity between the magical spells and Eph 3:18 but have not 
quite known what to do with it.”5

Although the early stages of the mysteries may have prescribed 
strict rules of conduct, initiates, after their own rite of resurrection, 
were theoretically dead to their animal selves. Moral action from 
then on was supposed to come directly from the Logos within them 
and be spontaneous. However, eradication of desire through this 
symbolic death was a continuous process; Paul often had to remind 
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his pupils of the implied morality that came with their elevated 
status:

You have stripped off your old behavior with your old self, and you 
have put on a new self which will progress towards true knowledge 
the more it is renewed in the image of its creator. (Colossians 3:8)

All who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified self with all its passions 
and its desires. Since we are living by the spirit, let our behavior be 
guided by the Spirit and let us not be conceited or provocative and 
envious of one another. (Galatians 5:24)

Initiates at the highest level, including Paul, understood that 
in reality there was no right and wrong, no good and evil, because 
all opposites were united in the Logos. For these initiates, moral 
excellence was not found in empty physical posturing, but in 
natural harmony with the internal spirit. The laws and rules of the 
early stages had been like training wheels, which had served their 
purpose and could now be removed:

If you have really died with Christ to the principles of this world, 
why do you still let rules dictate you, as though you were still living 
in the world? “Do not pick up this, do not eat that, do not touch the 
other,” and all about things which perish even while they are being 
used according to merely human commandments and doctrines! 
(Colossians 2:20)

The Jewish Law, in Paul’s ethics, was rendered meaningless. 
The important thing, rather than moral codes of external action, 
was to cultivate an internal state of tranquility. The soul was 
described as a pool of water that needed to be kept still in order to 
reflect the image of God (similar to the mystery language of Philip). 
This peaceful internal state was more important even than specific 
details of the faith:

Within yourself, before God, hold on to what you already believe. 
Blessed is the person whose principles do not condemn his practice. 
But anyone who eats with qualms of conscious is already condemned, 
because this eating does not spring from faith and every action that 
does not spring from faith is sin. (Romans 14:22)
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Any action that caused worry, guilt, or internal discord was 
a sin because it splashed the water of the soul, and God could 
no longer be seen clearly. Those initiates who could act without 
rippling the water had total freedom from the strict Jewish dietary 
laws and moral customs. However, they needed to be careful around 
the lower level initiates, who had not yet reached this ambivalent 
attitude towards sin:

One person may have faith enough to eat any kind of food; another, 
less strong, will eat only vegetables. Those who feel free to eat freely 
are not to condemn those who are unwilling to eat freely; nor must 
the person who does not eat freely pass judgment on those who 
does… the one who eats freely, eats in honor of the Lord and makes 
his thanksgiving to God and the one who does not, abstains from 
eating in the honor of the Lord and makes his thanksgiving to God. 
(Romans 14:2)

While foreign to the Jewish tradition of obedience to the 
strict stipulations of conduct found in the Old Testament, Paul’s 
philosophy was essentially no different from that preached by the 
Stoics, an immensely popular form of spiritual wisdom which had 
flourished for centuries. Paul’s views on marriage, for example, are 
almost identical to what was taught by Epictetus: “As to pleasure 
with women, abstain from it as far as you can, before marriage; but 
if you do indulge in it, do it in the way conformable to custom. Do 
not, however, be disagreeable to those who take such pleasures, nor 
apt to rebuke them or to say often that you do not.”6 It was also 
compatible with the teachings from most other philosophers like 
Plato, or the higher truths of the mystery schools. In other words, 
while the story of Jesus was Jewish, its meaning was entirely pagan.

Missing the Point

The Greek mysteries were well established in Greek and Roman 
culture, and most likely had an established network of teachers. The 
basic initiation process would have been common knowledge to new 
initiates. Paul’s Diaspora Jews, on the other hand, might not have 
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been familiar with the procedures involved in this type of religious 
system. When Paul came preaching the arrival of the Messiah, they 
were excited; they believed him, and told their friends the good 
news. After Paul had left, his communities continued to meet and 
talk about what they had learned. Some of them, believing that 
they were adequately versed in the faith, assumed leadership roles 
and began to teach new initiates. However, since they themselves 
had not yet received the higher mysteries, they taught only the 
basics and made no mention of further revelations. The Acts of the 
Apostles gives us an example of one of these teachers, a confident 
and bold speaker, who created many new disciples of Jesus Christ. 
He even traveled to spread the good news. And yet, the Acts of the 
Apostles makes it clear that he did not have the full message:

An Alexandrian Jew named Apollos now arrived in Ephesus. He was 
an eloquent man, with sound knowledge of the scriptures, and yet, 
though he had been given instruction in the way of the Lord and 
preached with great spiritual fervor and was accurate in all the details 
he taught about Jesus, he had experienced only the baptism of John. 
He began to teach fearlessly in the synagogue and, when Priscilla and 
Aquila heard him, they attached themselves to him and gave him a 
more detailed instruction about the way. (Acts 18:24)

It is clear in this passage that the early church had two baptisms 
– a feature missing from most forms of modern Christianity. We can 
assume that the two baptisms refer to different levels of initiation, 
the baptism of Jesus being the higher level, which Apollos had not 
yet received. In the Bible, John the Baptist warns against being 
satisfied with his baptism, because Jesus would come later with 
more powerful rituals:

I baptize you with water, but one more powerful than I will come, the 
thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you 
with the holy spirit and with fire. (Matthew 3:11, Luke 3:16)

Each baptism marked a special initiation into a higher level of 
Christian spirituality, and involved a complicated ritual of herbs, 
oils, proper attire, special numbers and magical seals. The following 
ancient passage from the Coptic Church describes a ceremony of 
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the baptism of fire in great detail:

Jesus said to his disciples, “Bring me grapevines, so that you may receive 
the baptism of fire.” And the disciples brought him the grapevines. 
He offered up incense. He sent up juniper berries and myrrh, along 
with frankincense, mastic, nard, cassia flowers, turpentine, and oil of 
myrrh. And he also spread a linen cloth on the place of offering, and 
set upon it a chalice of wine, and set loaves of bread upon it according 
to the number of the disciples. And he had all of his disciples dress 
themselves with linen garments, and crowned them with the plant 
pigeon grass, and put the plant doghead in their mouths. And he had 
them put the pebble with the seven voices into their two hands, namely 
9879. And he put the plant chrysanthemum in their two hands, and 
put the plant knotgrass under their feet. And he placed them before 
the incense which he had offered up. And he had them put their feet 
together. And Jesus came behind the incense which he had offered up 
and sealed them with this seal.7

The Baptism of the Holy Spirit – the Baptism of Fire – later 
became transformed into the tradition of Pentecost; the Holy Spirit 
came down and “enlightened” all of the apostles with Wisdom, 
so that they could go and spread God’s word. However, once 
Christianity divorced itself from metaphorical interpretation, and 
denied the secretive esoteric wisdom of the higher initiates, it was 
decided that one baptism was enough. A new creed was written, 
“We believe in one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.” (Some 
forms of modern Christianity, like Pentecostalism, have revived the 
idea of a second baptism or baptism by fire.)

Who were the missionary couple that instructed Apollos about 
the Way of the Lord? How did they know about the baptism of 
Jesus while Apollos only knew about the baptism of John? This 
passage is important, because it introduces Priscilla and Aquila 
as equals in the instruction of Apollos. This demonstrates that in 
Paul’s Christianity (at least according to the author of Acts), women 
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were allowed to teach. This feature of early Christianity remains in 
later Gnostic communities, but was quickly cut out of what became 
orthodoxy. While literalist Christians took the Wedding Chamber 
at face value and assumed women were of lower status than men, 
Gnostics had no qualms about letting women teach and assume 
leadership roles. Hence, it appears that there may have already 
been a Gnostic community in Ephesus when Apollos stumbled in 
proclaiming Jesus Christ, and Priscilla and Aquila were leaders 
in that community (or at least that their version of Christianity 
was more similar to the type that became known as Gnosticism). 
Unfortunately, Apollos apparently spread his limited understanding 
of Jesus Christ to a lot of people before he was stopped. Paul faced 
entire communities who had somehow been cut off from the higher 
levels of initiation:

Paul made his way overland as far as Ephesus, where he found a 
number of disciples. When he asked, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit 
when you became believers?” They answered, “No, we were never 
even told there was such thing as a Holy Spirit.” He asked, “Then how 
were you baptized? They replied, “With John’s Baptism.” Paul said, 
“John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance, but he insisted that the 
people should believe in the one who was to come after him - namely 
Jesus.” When they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the 
Lord Jesus. (Acts 19)

Another way to read these passages is to recognize that the 
author of Acts may have been part of a Jesus-mystery that was 
profiting from a tradition started by John the Baptist. Perhaps 
John’s mysteries were already popular when a new form of mystery 
(namely Jesus, who was in effect claiming to be John’s successor) 
was developed. The new mystery could be marketed very easily, 
professing to be just a further addition to the previous one. Moreover, 
there is reason to suppose that John the Baptist may have also been 
at least partly literary, especially concerning mythical elements such 
as his beheading, which parallels Orpheus’ prophetic disembodied 
head. John may have been teaching an earlier Jewish-mystery based 
on Orphism even before Jesus was imagined based on Serapis. 

At any rate, it is clear in Acts that Paul was facing disciples of 
his or a similar mystery that had not received the full message of 
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Christianity, and even worse, they didn’t even know that there was 
more to the story. At the same time, due to the ease of communication 
within the Roman Empire, some of Paul’s communities began to 
interact with each other independently. Followers who had only 
been taught the lowest levels of the mysteries got wind of other 
groups doing things differently, even believing in Jesus Christ 
differently. 

It appears that the community of Corinth, for example, 
received only the basics of the Jesus mysteries, which were, in 
Paul’s own words, “the turning away from dead actions, faith in 
God, the teaching about baptisms and the laying on of hands, the 
resurrection of the dead and the eternal judgment” (Hebrews 6). 
They heard rumors of “secret knowledge” that Paul was revealing 
to other Christians, and wrote to him demanding answers. Was 
there really more to the story? And if so, why hadn’t they been 
told? Paul responded that they were not yet ready to hear the higher 
mysteries, and that by demonstrating their personal rivalries, they 
had shown that they still were not ready:

And so, brothers, I was not able to talk to you as spiritual people; I 
had to talk to you as people living by your natural inclinations, still 
infants in Christ; I fed you with milk and not solid food, for you were 
not yet able to take it and even now, you are still not able to, for you 
are still living by your natural inclinations. As long as there is still 
jealousy and rivalry among you, that surely means that you are still 
living by your natural inclinations and by merely human principles. 
(1 Corinthians 3:1)

Apollos and the community at Ephesus were happy to be 
instructed in the nuances of the faith, but others were not so 
cooperative. Paul wasn’t sure which communities would still accept 
his authority, and expressed concerns to his communities about 
how he would be received during his next visit. He described his 
fears in such detail it seems clear that he was already experiencing 
most of them, and becoming frustrated:

I am afraid that in one way or another, when I come, I may find you 
different from what I should like you to be, and you may find me 
what you would not like me to be; so that in one way or the other 
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there will be rivalry, jealousy, bad temper, quarrels, slander, gossip, 
arrogance, and disorder. (2 Corinthians 12:19)

Trying to restore order, and make sure that the higher mysteries 
were preserved, Paul may have returned to some of the younger 
communities and hastily given the “baptism of Jesus” or other 
rites to initiates who were not yet spiritually ready to receive 
them. Uncomfortable with the new philosophical view of Christ, 
or perhaps afraid of making themselves unpopular by refuting an 
earthly Messiah, some of these initiates reverted back to firmer 
ground and continued to teach only the basics with which they 
were familiar. Paul was furious:

You stupid people in Galatia! After you had a clear picture of Jesus 
Christ crucified, right in front of your eyes, who has put a spell on 
you? There is only one thing I should like you to tell me: How was 
it that you received the Spirit – was it by the practice of the Law, or 
by believing in some message you heard? Having begun in the spirit, 
can you be so stupid as to end in the flesh? Can all the favors you 
have received have had no effect – if there really has been no effect? 
(Galatians 3:1)

Paul mentions three categories of men in his letters, the spiritual 
man (pneumatikos), the natural man (psychikos), and the “fleshly” 
man (sarkikos). Paul criticizes his communities for ending up in the 
flesh; the lowest category. Only the spiritual man, who has died to 
the flesh and been resurrected in the spirit, could understand God’s 
mysteries.  This is confirmed in John’s gospel:

I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is 
born of water and the Spirit.  Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit 
gives birth to spirit. (John 3:5-6)

But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for 
they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they 
are spiritually discerned. But he that is spiritual judges all things.” (1 
Cor. 2:14–15)

In the ancient world, the planets were gods that had influence 
over the physical body. The pagan mysteries celebrated astrological 
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events as a method to keep track of celestial movements, such as 
solstices, and related these dates to stories about their savior. In the 
early levels of the Jewish mysteries, Jesus Christ was introduced 
as a real person, and initiates may have celebrated these dates 
in the guise of commemorative events, such as Christmas and 
Easter, or continued Jewish customs such as Passover. However, 
for the initiates who had reached the higher levels and died to 
their physical bodies, these special dates should have lost their 
meaning. Some of Paul’s communities continued to celebrate 
these dates even after they had received the full initiation, proving 
to him that they hadn’t really understood his message:

But formerly, when you did not know God, you were kept in slavery 
to things which are not really gods at all, whereas now that you have 
come to recognize God, or rather, be recognized by God, how can you 
now turn back again to those powerless and bankrupt elements who’s 
slaves you now want to be all over again? You are keeping special 
days, and months, and seasons and years – I am beginning to be afraid 
that I may, after all, have wasted my efforts on you. (Galatians 4:8)

It is interesting that the Pauline letters preserved in the Bible 
were written to communities Paul was unhappy with; these are the 
communities that became the modern church. Besides constantly 
reprimanding them for their selfishness, contentiousness and 
debauchery, Paul was also frustrated by their inability to understand 
the finer points of his message:

On this subject we have many things to say, and they are difficult to 
explain because you have grown so slow at understanding. Indeed, 
when you should by this time have become masters, you need 
someone to teach you all over again the elements of the principles 
of God’s sayings; you have gone back to needing milk, and not solid 
food. (Hebrews 5:11)

The pattern of Paul’s initiation was to first tell the stories 
about Jesus as a man, and later expand those teachings into a 
transformative spirituality in which the figure of Jesus Christ as 
an actual person could be discarded. Initiates at higher levels were 
told to develop Gnosis and use the Logos as a mirror to transform 
themselves into Christs. They were also told that laws concerning 
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specific moral conduct were no longer necessary, because the Logos 
living in them would spontaneously seek out the greater good.

For some communities, the philosophical notions of the Logos 
were impractical, and the “everything is permissible” morality of 
Paul’s ethics was too difficult to enforce. These initiates turned 
away from Paul, denying his higher mysteries and refusing to 
accept any interpretation of the original message. They preferred 
the idea that Jesus was a real man, who said and did real things, 
and constructed a simple faith based on ritual and moral law. He 
was the prophesied Messiah who fulfilled the Law, they claimed; 
therefore Jewish traditionalism could be kept. These groups, which 
considered Christ as a historical person, eventually won supremacy.

When Paul and others criticized them, these communities 
attempted to defend themselves by providing rational arguments 
in favor of their misguided beliefs. They developed their own, 
independent theology, based on Hebrew scripture and a literal 
reading of sacred texts. Paul complained that his followers were 
being stolen away from him and his teachings perverted:

By the grace of God which was given to me I laid the foundations 
like a trained master builder, and someone else is building on them. 
(1 Corinthians 3:10)

Some groups even began forging letters from Paul, attempting 
to justify their beliefs through the authority of his name. Only seven 
of the fourteen Pauline letters included in the Bible are generally 
considered authentic by modern scholars. Timothy 1 and 2, along 
with the letter to Titus, are universally considered forgeries, while 
Ephesians, Colossians and 2 Thessalonians continue to be disputed. 
Many of these letters end by affirming that they really are from 
Paul, and try to use Paul’s signature as proof:

This greeting is in my own hand – PAUL. It is the mark of genuineness 
in every letter; this is my own writing. (2 Thessalonians 3:17)

While Paul taught that Jesus Christ crucified was the Sophia 
inside us, and that the kingdom of God was already here and 
available to us, these rebellious communities began to believe in 
Jesus as a real man who had recently risen from the dead. They 
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believed Jesus would return at some point in the future to restore 
the kingdom of God on earth. Using Paul’s own name against him, 
they warned other communities against believing that the kingdom 
could be accessed immediately:

About the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, brothers, and our being 
gathered to him: please do not be too easily thrown into confusion or 
alarmed by any manifestation of the Spirit or any statement or any 
letter claiming to come from us, suggesting that the Day of the Lord 
has already arrived. (2 Thessalonians 2:1)

Which letters were considered genuine would depend on which 
ones arrived first. Through this kind of letter, even communities 
who remained loyal to Paul may have been tricked into refusing 
his instruction. The forged letters turn away from the ideology of 
Paul’s mysteries and focus on creating a modest and chaste society, 
based on a literal reading of scripture and strict moral obedience. 
Unlike Paul, whose close companions and fellow teachers included 
Priscilla and Aquila, the groups who wrote these letters were 
uncomfortable with women in roles of authority, and severely 
limited their function:

Similarly, women are to wear suitable clothes and to be dressed 
quietly and modestly, without braided hair or gold and jewelry or 
expensive clothes; their adornment is to do the good works that are 
proper for women who claim to be religious. During instruction, a 
woman should be quiet and respectful. I give no permission for a 
woman to teach or to have authority over a man. (1 Timothy 2:9)

While Paul had claimed that “there is neither Jew nor Greek, 
slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” 
(Galatians 3:28), these communities taught that slaves should have 
“unqualified respect for their masters, so that the name of God 
and our teachings are not brought into disrepute” (1 Timothy 6). 
Paul’s transformative spirituality was meant to liberate the Jews 
from the Law and dissolve the difference between them and the 
Gentiles, so that they could blend and participate more fully in 
pagan culture. For most Jewish communities, however, who until 
then had survived by keeping to themselves and living their faith 
through the Law, Paul’s theology was impractical. A society where 
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everyone is equal and shares their wealth and possessions with 
the community is a difficult beast to manage. Communities born 
in the spirit, eagerly awaiting the coming of Christ, faced urgent 
challenges of authority, discipline, management of resources, and a 
consistent doctrine. They tired of ever changing teachers with ever 
evolving new interpretations, and philosophical discussions and 
arguments about the details of their faith:

Have nothing to do with Godless philosophical discussions – they 
only lead further and further away from true religion. Talk of this 
kind spreads corruption like gangrene, as in the case of Hymenaeus 
and Philetus, the men who have gone astray from the truth, claiming 
that the resurrection has already taken place. They are upsetting some 
people’s faith. (2 Timothy 16-18)

There was the immediate danger of false teachers, who could 
arrive in a community and shake things up. The “truth,” according 
to these teachers, could not evolve and grow, as it did for Gnostic 
communities – it had to be static, finished and eternal:

Anyone who teaches anything different and does not keep to the sound 
teaching which is that of our Lord Jesus Christ, the doctrine which is 
in accordance with true religion, is proud and has no understanding, 
but rather a weakness for questioning everything and arguing about 
words. All that can come of this is jealousy, contention, abuse and evil 
mistrust; and unending disputes by people who are depraved in mind 
and deprived of truth, and imagine that religion is a way to make a 
profit. (1 Timothy 6:3 – 6:5)

Rather than the eternally inspiring mysteries of God, 
these communities preferred the establishment of a practical, 
authoritative set of beliefs. They refused new teachers or variations 
of their faith, and preferred a simple doctrine that could easily be 
grasped by anyone, and clear-cut rules of moral conduct. They had, 
as Paul claimed, ended up in the flesh. But, as we will see, their 
pragmaticism gave them the historical advantage of survival. 

The Promise of the Flesh
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“Many were led astray by reading the allegorical contents of the 
scriptures literally in the method of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” 
Eusebius, Ecclestical History.

The more spiritual Gnostics believed in a Jesus Christ that was 
not restricted to a bodily form (indeed, it was impossible that the 
Logos could have been tainted by human flesh). Hence, he could 
continue visiting initiates, in spiritual form, for as long as he liked. 
Christians who resisted an evolutionary faith needed an authority 
figure that didn’t come from Gnosis but from history. They were 
terrified of the Jesus that was just a spirit; he could appear to 
anyone, at anytime, giving new doctrine. As long as Jesus was 
only an internal spirit, it was impossible to prove which doctrines 
were true. Jesus had to have been fully human, in the flesh, so that 
the church could claim that Jesus had personally taught a precise 
message that had been directly transmitted to them in an unbroken 
succession of apostles; something that the Gnostics regarded as 
nonsense. 

In addition, refusing the idea of a resurrection that had already 
taken place, these communities spoke of a resurrection at the end of 
time, when, like Jesus, their physical bodies would be raised from 
the dead. This belief was most likely influenced by the mysteries of 
Serapis or other Egyptian cults, who also believed in a resurrection 
of the flesh. To support these views, they emphasized and expanded a 
doctrine of the historical, fleshly Jesus and his physical resurrection. 

Paul’s Gnostic communities were generally educated Greeks or 
Jews, who could easily see the relationship between Jesus and other 
mystery faiths. When they wrote stories about Jesus, they would 
use Greek terms and concepts. They seamlessly blended many 
philosophical, spiritual, magical and mathematical principles into 
their writings. They were constantly expanding their literature and 
believed that inspiration was continuous. For them, the spiritual 
message was more important than the specific details. 

The other Christian communities, which refused to change 
their initial understanding of the faith and developed a fixation 
on the flesh, had more trouble expressing themselves. Greek and 
Roman philosophical movements placed a great emphasis on pure 
reason, and held that the ultimate truths of the mysteries were not 
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incompatible with logic, science or rational inquiry. The merit of 
a spiritual system was often how much it made sense. Moreover, 
most other philosophies and religions of the time believed that the 
body was a prison – soiled and worthless – from which the soul had 
to free itself. Plato attributes this belief to Orpheus:

Now some say that the body (soma) is the prison (sema) of the soul, 
as if it were buried in its present existence; and also because through 
it the soul makes signs of whatever it has to express, for in this way 
also they claim that it is rightly named from sema. In my opinion it 
is the followers of Orpheus who are chiefly responsible for giving it 
the name, holding that the soul is undergoing punishment for some 
reason or other, and has this husk about it, like a prison, to keep it 
from running away. (Plato, Cratylus)

Hence the doctrine of transmigration or the wheel of rebirth: 
you would be born in the flesh again and again, until you were wise 
enough to break free from it. The idea of a physical resurrection 
was, for those familiar with the spiritual consensus of the time, 
difficult to accept:

Yet the most characteristic part of Orphic eschatology, to which this 
notion on an intermediate stage is closely linked, namely, reincarnation 
and the wheel of birth, finds no place in orthodox Christianity. It in 
turn is bound up with the conception of the body as wholly evil, a 
place of punishment and trial for the soul. The soul cannot be fully 
purified in one earthly life, and therefore has to be born again in 
another body; but its final hope is to be rid of the body altogether, 
since that is the state identified by the Orphics with full purity and 
full happiness. Incidentally, the Christian talk of the resurrection of 
the body could not but be repulsive to the holders of such doctrines.8

Moreover, the idea of worshipping a god who physically suffers 
had already been ridiculed by the Greek philosophers:

For another poet, Lucan, yielding to such feelings of sorrow reduces 
the divine to the merely human: ‘Osiris, by your mourning proved 
a man.’ The passion of a dying god, so deeply stirring the hearts of 
Isiacs and afterwards of Christians, was found to be utterly irrational 
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by one who had been steeped in the traditional philosophy of the 
Greeks.9

The Gnostics and many heretic communities of Jesus Christ 
tried to make the doctrine of Jesus’ crucifixion reasonable by 
claiming that he was not really crucified; that he suffered no pain, 
or suffered only “in semblance” – but this was not good enough 
for those hoping for their own physical resurrection. Rather than 
compromise their beliefs, they clung to the Egyptian idea of an 
immortal body that would be raised to life, which was rejected by 
Greeks as barbaric and uncivilized. They justified their belief in the 
resurrection of the flesh by quoting a handful of passages from the 
Old Testament, like the following:

And many of them that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, 
some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. 
(Daniel 12.2)

The idea that Jesus could have had a physical body was an 
abhorrent  concept to many. The Logos, the Son of God, was the 
collection of all of the sparks that existed in every person. His 
sacrifice and crucifixion were the story of how he became divided 
and stuck in the world, giving us the opportunity to return to God 
through him when he would be raised up. The Greeks, Gnostics, 
and Romans who were familiar with the motifs behind this story 
would have told the Christians, “You’ve got it wrong. You’ve got 
the basics right, but let us tell you what it means.”

However, refusing to interpret the story of Jesus Christ or 
listen to “false prophets” who said that Jesus hadn’t been born 
in the flesh, they began the production of historical evidence to 
support their beliefs. They met fierce opposition. Paul and his 
Gnostic communities viewed them as “infants in Christ” and called 
them “animal men.” Greek philosophers were astounded at their 
simplicity, and the ruling Roman authorities were unnerved by their 
lack of common sense. Of all of the communities who believed in 
Jesus Christ, they seemed to be the only ones that declared Jesus 
was historical rather than spiritual. Letters between these groups 
generally communicated the same point: beware of what everyone 
else is saying. On the one hand, their beliefs went against centuries 
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of philosophy. According to Plato,

We must ever maintain a real belief in the ancient and sacred stories, 
(Orpheus) those which proclaim that our soul is immortal, and has 
judges, and pays full requital for its deeds, as soon as a man has left 
his body behind. (Plato, Seventh Letter)10

On the other hand, there was no historical basis for their 
claims. They had no help from their scriptures; Jesus promised a 
resurrection, but not of the old body, because the resurrected would 
be “like angels” (Matthew 22.23-33; Mark 12.18-27; Luke 20.27-
40). Even their founder Paul disagreed with them:

It is the same too with the resurrection of the dead: what is sown 
is perishable, but what is raised is imperishable; what is sown is 
contemptible but what is raised is glorious; what is sown is weak, but 
what is raised is powerful; what is sown is a natural body, and what 
is raised is a spiritual body. (1 Corinthians 15:43)

What I am saying, brothers, is that mere human nature cannot 
inherit the kingdom of God: what is perishable cannot inherit what is 
imperishable. (1 Corinthians 15:50)

Christians who affirmed the resurrection of the flesh 
recognized that they were diverging from Paul’s original message, 
and complained that this difference of doctrine was all-too-often 
pointed out to them. Instead of responding to the criticism, and 
recognizing that the heretics were closer aligned to Paul’s theology, 
they are merely “annoyed”:

Among the other [truths] proclaimed by the apostle, there is also this 
one, “That flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God This 
is [the passage] which is adduced by all the heretics in support of 
their folly, with an attempt to annoy us, and to point out that the 
handiwork of God is not saved. (Irenaeus, Against the Heresies, 5:9)

Dismissing Paul and his higher mysteries, these Christians 
wanted their bodies preserved until some future period when they 
could reclaim them. The idea was met with contempt. Justin Martyr 
succeeds in representing the opinion of the opposition, without 
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answering any of the questions raised by them:

They who maintain the wrong opinion say that there is no resurrection 
of the flesh; giving as their reason that it is impossible that what is 
corrupted and dissolved should be restored to the same as it had been. 
And besides the impossibility, they say that the salvation of the flesh 
is disadvantageous; and they abuse the flesh, adducing its infirmities, 
and declare that it is the cause of our sins, so that if the flesh, say 
they, rise again, our infirmities also rise with it. By these and such like 
arguments, they attempt to distract men from the faith. And there are 
some who maintain that even Jesus Himself appeared only as spiritual, 
and not in flesh, but presented merely the appearance of flesh: these 
persons seek to rob the flesh of the promise. (Justin Martyr, Fragments 
of “On Resurrection,” Chapter 2)

In Greek and Roman culture, debates were won through 
their rational appeal and the speaker’s powers of persuasion. As 
Christians became more outspoken, adamant about the physical 
death and resurrection of their Lord Jesus, pagans engaged them in 
a battle of wits. Some philosophers (like Celsus) published whole 
books to display the inherent absurdity of the new faith. The 
spirit-saving philosophy of the Logos, which was taught through 
the mysteries, had developed over thousands of years. The novelty 
of pinning this philosophy into one historical man required a 
philosophical dexterity that, unfortunately, these Christians didn’t 
have. Their arguments, though full of zeal, were logically weak, 
inconsistent, and often missed the point entirely. Many times, 
when they couldn’t answer their opponent’s questions, they would 
resort to character attacks and personal insults. Significantly, the 
Christians who believed in the physical resurrection of the dead did 
not point to their own savior as proof, nor did they mention the 
miraculous raising of Lazarus found in the gospels. They neglected 
to offer the woman Peter raised to life in Jaffa, or the boy that Paul 
raised to life at Troas after he’d fallen out of a three-story window, 
both of which were later recorded in the Acts of the Apostles. When 
asked to provide even one example of someone who had physically 
risen from the dead, they couldn’t:
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Then, as to your denying that the dead are raised – for you say, “Show 
me even one who has been raised from the dead, that seeing I may 
believe,” – first, what great thing is it if you believe when you have seen 
the thing done? Then, again, you believe that Hercules, who burned 
himself, lives; and that Aesculapius, who was struck with lightning, 
was raised; and do you disbelieve the things that are told you by God? 
But, suppose I should show you a dead man raised and alive, even this 
you would disbelieve. (Theophilus, To Autolycus, Chapter 13)11

Instead, they argue that God, who causes the dying and rebirth 
of wheat, grain and grass, must also have the power to raise a man 
from the dead. Theophilus gives the example of a sparrow that 
swallows a seed, and later leaves the seed in its droppings. If the 
seed can still produce a tree after such an ordeal, why couldn’t God 
re-animate a dead body?

Moreover, sometimes also a sparrow or some of the other birds, when 
in drinking it has swallowed a seed of apple or fig, or something else, 
has come to some rocky hillock or tomb, and has left the seed in its 
droppings, and the seed, which was once swallowed, and has passed 
though so great a heat, now striking root, a tree has grown up. And 
all these things does the wisdom of God in order to manifest even by 
these things, that God is able to effect the general resurrection of all 
men. (Theophilus, To Autolycus, 13)12

They even attempt to prove the physical resurrection through 
the example of the planets, which led to the development of the 
spiritual symbolism in the first place:

And if you would witness a more wondrous sight, which may prove 
a resurrection not only of earthly but of heavenly bodies, consider the 
resurrection of the moon, which occurs monthly; how it wanes, dies, 
and rises again. (Theophilus, To Autolycus, 13)13

They offer no eye-witnesses and no physical evidence. The only 
response ever put forward to defend Christ’s physical death and 
resurrection was, “It is not impossible. It might have happened; and 
we believe that it did.” 

One common criticism of the idea that the Logos had a 
physical incarnation was the impossibility of what is eternal and 
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unchanging lowering itself and becoming mortal while maintaining 
its divinity. God could not be fully god and fully man any more 
than white light could remain both white and any other color at 
the same time. Another point was raised by Celsus, who questioned 
why God would send his spirit down to one fixed geographical 
location, rather than allow it to be accessed by the entire human 
race equally:

Again, if Godlike Jupiter in the comedy, should, on awaking from a 
lengthened slumber, desire to rescue the human race from evil, why 
did He send this Spirit of which you speak into one corner (of the 
earth)? He ought to have breathed it alike into many bodies, and 
have sent them out into all the world. (Recorded by Origen, Contra 
Celsum, 6:78)

This criticism was repeated about a century later by Porphyry; 
who wrote a book called Against the Christians around 270AD, 
which was popular until Emperor Theodosius II ordered the burning 
of every copy that could be found in 448. Frend paraphrases:

Christian doctrine was empty, Christ was not even an extraordinary 
magician, but on par with Apollonius of Tyana, Zoroaster, or Julian 
the Chaldean. And if he did descend from heaven to save the human 
race, why did he not free all men with equal generosity? Why should 
people be obliged to become Christian in order to be saved?14

Porphyry also maintained that “Christians, too, were in error in 
their belief in the resurrection of the body, and they were blasphemers 
who showed their contempt for their fellows in their arrogance, 
credulity, and hopes for the cataclysmic end of the world.”15 The 
Christians could not compete with the skilled Greek debaters, nor 
with the Gnostics who also claimed to be disciples of Paul, and 
could provide no answers to the logical inconsistencies that arose 
out of their faith. Constantly confronted by rational arguments and 
logical debates, in which they never seemed to get the upper hand, 
they began to see reason itself as a threat to their faith and beliefs. 
The Gospels, which were written in the guise of history in order 
to transmit spiritual truths (while possibly obscuring real spiritual 
insight from the unitiated), became a source of information for 
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the wished-for savior that Christians were proclaiming. They 
took examples from the stories, which were originally meant as 
mythological narratives, and tried to use them to support their 
theology of the flesh. (This is a little like trying to prove that Harry 
Potter physically and historically flew a magical flying car, because 
it is written down in Rowling’s Chamber of Secrets.) 

Groups that believed in Jesus as a historical being would use 
scripture to back up their opinions about him. When the scriptures 
didn’t support their views, they would edit them, inserting passages 
and then quoting those same passages in their arguments. By 
comparing handwriting and literary style, scholars can identify 
alterations that have been made to original texts. Some passages 
in the Bible, which scholars agree were later insertions, add 
geographical and political details to show that the story actually 
happened in recent history, and edited the resurrection story to show 
that Jesus not only lived in the flesh but also rose from the dead in 
the flesh. Later insertions include post-resurrection passages such 
as doubting Thomas poking his finger into the wounds of Christ, 
or of Jesus being hungry and eating fish, or Jesus appearing to such 
and such number of disciples. They are all attempts to justify the 
historical Jesus and the physical resurrection. 

Once the texts adequately represented the beliefs of the 
community, they were considered sacred and without error. 
However, because most of these scriptures were taken straight 
from the original mysteries of Jesus Christ, they were also full of 
mystical symbols and formulas that didn’t make sense if accepted 
at face value. One of the first great Bible commenters, Origen, 
cautions that “The corporal sense or the letter of Scripture must 
not be adopted, when it would entail anything impossible, absurd, 
or unworthy of God.”16 Likewise, many rabbis believed that the 
Old Testament needed careful study, to unravel the spiritual truths 
behind the text. As Moses Maimonides, a Jewish philosopher of the 
12th century, later teaches:

Every time that you find in our books a tale the reality of which seems 
impossible, a story which is repugnant to both reason and common 
sense, then be sure that the tale contains a profound allegory veiling 
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a deeply mysterious truth; and the greater the absurdity of the letter, 
the deeper the wisdom of the spirit.17

The Jewish Zohar puts it this way: “The narratives of the 
doctrine are its cloak. The simple look only on the garment, that 
is upon the narrative of the doctrine; more they know not. The 
instructed, however, see not merely the cloak, but what the cloak 
covers.”18 Paul often uses scripture allegorically in this sense. For 
example, in the letter to the community in Galatia he describes how 
Abraham’s two sons represent the physical and spiritual aspects of 
our dual natures:

Scripture says that Abraham had two sons, one by the slave girl and 
one by the free woman. The son of the slave girl came to be born in 
the way of human nature; but the son of the free woman came to be 
born through a promise. There is an allegory here: these women stand 
for the two covenants. (Galatians 4:22)

Many of the stories in the gospels also have mathematical 
significance, like the name of Jesus, and use numbers to convey 
sacred geometrics. Jesus often says things like, “Let those who have 
ears, hear!” or “Let those who have eyes, see!” alluding to the need 
to seek a deeper interpretation for his parables. He also chastises 
his apostles frequently for not understanding the hidden meaning 
behind his stories. One example is the appearance of Jesus on the 
shore of Tiberias (John 21:1), after he has been resurrected. He 
comes to his disciples (who, incidentally, had all abandoned him 
and returned to fishing), and helps them catch exactly 153 fish. 
While this number may seem like a supercilious detail – its very 
lack of significance lending credence to the idea that this miracle 
really took place — in fact it had a deliberate esoteric meaning.

As mentioned previously, there is a similar story about 
Pythagoras; and although the exact number of fish that Pythagoras 
caught has been lost, it may well have been the same figure. The 
number 153 was a sacred number in Pythagorean communities, 
a number with special significance. The fish, and the number, are 
references to a mathematical principle often used in the mysteries 
called Vesica Piscis, or the “measure of the fish.”
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When two equal circles are joined so that the perimeter of one 
passes the epicenter of the other, it produces a third, intermediate 
section, which resembles the shape of a fish. This section further 
contains two equilateral triangles. The mathematical ratio of its 
width (measured to the endpoints of the body) is nearly 265:153, 
yielding the number 1.73203, or the square root of 3. This can be 
confirmed using Euclid’s 47th Proposition.

The symbol of the Vesica Piscis was used in the mysteries to 
show the unification of divine principles. Three circles joined this 
way were used to represent the eternal trinity – Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit – united in one God. In the mysteries of Ephesus, the 
Goddess wore this symbol over her genital region, and in the Osiris 
story, the lost penis was swallowed by a fish, which represented the 
vulva of Isis. Likewise, in many examples of Christian art, Jesus 
Christ is proceeding from this symbol, representing his birth from 
the Goddess.

As we’ve seen, the fish was also important as an astrological 
symbol of the coming age. Jesus was the savior linking the old age 
of Aries with the new age of Pisces, an astrological truth explored 
in later esoteric or mystical traditions.
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The symbol of the fish was further empowered by making an 
acronym for Jesus Christ, along with his nature and title, from its 
Greek letters, ΙΧΘΥΣ (ichthus).

Iesous Christos Theou Uios Soter =Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior

However, having refused allegorical meaning and interpretation, 
these details were left unexplained, and subsequently lost. Much 
like the original story, Christianity has maintained the external 
form of the Vesica Piscis, displayed proudly on thousands of 
posters, bumper stickers, and websites, without retaining any of 
the symbolic meaning.

Another example of hidden wisdom that has been lost is the 
mystery of the wedding chamber. According to Hippolytus of Rome 
(c.170 - c.236), one the most important 3rd century theologians in 
the Christian Church, the wedding chamber ritual was reserved 
only for spiritual initiates:

For they who obtain their share of the greater Mysteries receive 
greater portions. For this is the gate of Heaven, and this is the house 
of God,  where the good God alone dwells. And into this gate no 
unclean man shall enter, no ‘man of soul’ or carnal. But it is reserved 
for the spiritual only. And those who go there must cast off their 
clothes and become bridegrooms, made thoroughly male through 
the virgin Spirit. For this is the virgin who carries in her womb, and 
conceives and brings forth a son, not animal (soul), not corporeal 
(material), but blessed forever more. (Hippolytus, Refutations of all 
Heresies, 5:3)

All “women” (both male and female initiates living according 
to the flesh) had to be made “thoroughly male” (be reborn into 
spiritual bodies). This is the esoteric meaning of the Gnostic 
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texts that claim women must be made male in order to enter the 
kingdom of heaven. However, this understanding is completely 
lost on modern Christians. Bruce Metzger, professor emeritus at 
Princeton Theological Seminary, demonstrates how foreign the 
Gnostic gospels appear to those entrenched in orthodox thinking:

“The Gospel of Thomas ends with a note saying, ‘Let Mary go away 
from us, because women are not worthy of life.’ Jesus is quoted as 
saying, ‘Lo, I shall lead her in order to make her a male, so that she 
too may become a living spirit, resembling you males. For every 
woman who makes herself male will enter into the kingdom of 
heaven.’” Metzger’s eyebrows shot up as if he were surprised at what 
he had just uttered. “Now, this is not the Jesus we know from the four 
canonical gospels,” he said emphatically.19

Without access to the allegorical meaning, the scriptures became 
obtuse and difficult, full of contradiction and confusing parables. 
Church fathers had to keep their flock away from communities 
who actually knew how to interpret these symbols, and taught that 
some of scripture’s secrets, like the natural world, were meant for 
only God to know: 

If, therefore, even with respect to creation, there are some things (the 
knowledge of) which belongs only to God, and others which come 
within the range of our own knowledge, what ground is there for 
complaint, if, in regard to those things which we investigate in the 
Scriptures (which are throughout spiritual), we are able by the grace 
of God to explain some of them, while we must leave others in the 
hands of God. (Iraneaus, Against the Heresies, 2:8:3).

The very word, “mystery,” which used to mean a mystical 
experience of the divine, began to mean something that was simply 
forever kept a secret from us, or something that God had chosen 
not to reveal:

We should leave things of that nature to God who created us, being 
most properly assured that the scriptures are indeed perfect, since they 
were spoken by the Word of God and his Spirit; but we, inasmuch as 
we are inferior to, and later in existence than, the Word of God and 
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His Spirit, are on that very account destitute of the knowledge of His 
mysteries. (Iraneaus, Against the Heresies, 2:8:2)

The teachers of this form of Christianity, who had all the details 
but none of the spiritual implications, did not know what to tell 
their initiates when they came asking questions. Reason began to 
be viewed as an enemy to the truth, while blind faith in scripture, 
and a blind eye to anyone teaching different ideas, became the 
highest virtues:

You believe because you have seen me. Blessed are those who have 
not seen me and yet believe. (John 20:27)

Rather than question why their faith had so many critics, they 
claimed that God had made the gospel sound foolish as a stumbling 
block to all but the chosen – an idea also presented by Paul in 
defense of his new mysteries:

Since in the wisdom of God the world was unable to recognize God 
through wisdom, it was God’s own pleasure to save believers through 
the folly of the gospel. While the Jews demand miracles and the 
Greeks look for wisdom, we are preaching a crucified Christ: to the 
Jews an obstacle they cannot get over, to the Gentiles foolishness. (1 
Corinthians 1:21)

In other words, for Paul, wisdom and reason would never 
satisfy the Greeks, who were acute philosophers, and miracles 
would never satisfy the Jews, who were experienced in magical 
traditions. (Did Moses not already prove a greater miracle worker 
than the Pharaoh’s magicians?) In a sense, we could say that Paul 
was teaching a Zen-like mystical experience that surpassed both 
rational inquiry and empirical evidence – and he was: it was Gnosis, 
an internal divine wisdom. However, although many pockets of 
mysticism have popped up in various epochs of the Christian 
faith, the majority of believers were taught to believe that, despite 
evidence to the contrary, Jesus Christ was exactly who the Church 
claimed him to be. This was not faith in God, or in the saving 
power of Jesus, but only faith in the truth of a historical event. 
Being “Saved” by Jesus required nothing more than believing 
that this event had actually happened. Being “good” consisted of 
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following Jesus’ ethical example and teachings, as well as always 
being on guard against those dangerous advocators of reason who 
considered such beliefs simplistic. 

Conclusions and Summary

Paul left a legacy of two very different types of Christianity. 
The Gnostics emphasized the return of the spirit to God, and 
believed Christ’s death was a philosophical truth, necessary for 
the restoration. They had at least two ritual baptisms and holy 
seals (water and fire), representing stages of spiritual initiation. 
Specific actions were not moral in themselves; ethics involved 
letting the spirit of Jesus live through you and guide your actions. 
The communities who placed their faith in Christ as a historical 
reality, and believed that he would come back at the end of time, 
focused on good works and faith alone. Like the modern church, 
these communities had just one baptism for the forgiveness of 
sins, and adopted only one magical seal; the upright cross. If we 
accept that Paul was the teacher of the mysteries that became the 
Christian faith, we must realize that the theology inherited from 
this early period of Christian history, which continues today in 
most Christian churches, is the repressive theology of Paul’s least 
favorite students. Despite these features of Christianity (or perhaps 
because of them), there was still something so intoxicating about 
the Christian movement that it quickly became popular among 
the masses. In the next chapter we will focus on how the most 
repudiated form of the Jesus movement, whose beliefs initially 
met with so much opposition, rooted out all the competition and 
became the controlling power in Europe for over a thousand years.



CHAPTER TEN

From Mystery to History:
Conflict and Martyrdom

“Before God and before Christ Jesus who is to be judge of the living 
and the dead, I charge you, in the name of his appearing and of his 
kingdom: proclaim the message and, welcome or unwelcome, insist 
on it.” 
–2 Timothy 4

CHRISTIANITY’S UNIQUE CLAIMS (the Logos as a historical 
person and the resurrection of both him and his followers in 

the flesh) were almost universally mocked by their contemporaries. 
The fact that this new mystery cult grew from being hated and 
persecuted to becoming the official religion of the Roman Empire 
in just a few centuries seems miraculous. In order to dispel the 
notion that the rise of Christianity can only be explained as divine 
providence, we need to identify the inherent features, as well as the 
external conditions, which formed the foundations of its success. 
Unfortunately a clear, linear history of this transition cannot be 
provided – as we’ve seen, the term “Christianity” encompassed 
many interactive and heterogeneous communities that developed 
their ideas according to their needs. A deeper understanding 
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of several issues can, however, aid a fuller appreciation of the 
subsequent triumph of the movement. In this chapter I will identify 
the main features that secured Christianity’s historical conquest.

Simplicity and Urgency

The story of the conversion of St. Justin Martyr, as told in 
his Dialogue with Trypho, offers us an interesting example of the 
appeal of early Christianity. Justin was a spiritual seeker looking 
for the true religion or philosophy that would lead him to God. He 
first “surrenders himself” to a Stoic, but becomes dissatisfied with 
his slow progress. He later meets a Pythagorean teacher, but finds 
his demands for learning and education unreasonable:

But when my soul was eagerly desirous to hear the peculiar and choice 
philosophy, I came to a Pythagorean, very celebrated – a man who 
thought much of his own wisdom. And then, when I had an interview 
with him, willing to become his hearer and disciple, he said, ‘What 
then? Are you acquainted with music, astronomy, and geometry? 
Do you expect to perceive any of those things which conduce to a 
happy life, if you have not been first informed on those points which 
wean the soul from sensible objects, and render it fitted for objects 
which appertain to the mind, so that it can contemplate that which 
is honourable in its essence and that which is good in its essence?’ 
Having commended many of these branches of learning, and telling 
me that they were necessary, he dismissed me when I confessed to him 
my ignorance. Accordingly I took it rather impatiently, as was to be 
expected when I failed in my hope, the more so because I deemed the 
man had some knowledge; but reflecting again on the space of time 
during which I would have to linger over those branches of learning, 
I was not able to endure longer procrastination. (Dialogue with 
Trypho, Chapter 2)1

Unwilling to devote a great deal of time and effort to his studies, 
in defeat he went off to be alone. But then he came across an old 
man who showed him how Jesus Christ was prophesied in Jewish 
scripture. He was at first half convinced, and then finally swayed by 
the martyr’s bravery. He became a zealous defender of Christianity, 
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and finally suffered martyrdom himself at Rome under Emperor 
Marcus Aurelius (between 162 and 168). Although the writings 
of Justin are extensive philosophical treatises, his conversion was 
mainly due to the ease of Christianity and the appeal of martyrdom. 
An interesting dynamic of the text is that Justin, born of pagan 
parents, interprets Jewish scripture as prophecies of Jesus.  Trypho 
– a Jew whom Justin is trying to convert (who we should assume 
to be more familiar with the text) – corrects Justin and warns him 
against taking the Old Testament out of context to refer to a future 
Messiah, or speaking “monstrous phenomena” by adding mythical 
elements into the story of Jesus:

And Trypho answered, “The Scripture has not, ‘Behold, the virgin 
shall conceive, and bear a son,’ but, ‘Behold, the young woman shall 
conceive, and bear a son,’ and so on, as you quoted. But the whole 
prophecy refers to Hezekiah, and it is proved that it was fulfilled in 
him, according to the terms of this prophecy. Moreover, in the fables 
of those who are called Greeks, it is written that Perseus was begotten 
of Danae, who was a virgin; he who was called among them Zeus 
having descended on her in the form of a golden shower. And you 
ought to feel ashamed when you make assertions similar to theirs, and 
rather [should] say that this Jesus was born man of men. And if you 
prove from the Scriptures that He is the Christ, and that on account 
of having led a life conformed to the law, and perfect, He deserved the 
honour of being elected to be Christ, [it is well]; but do not venture to 
tell monstrous phenomena, lest you be convicted of talking foolishly 
like the Greeks. (Chapter 67)

Trypho’s response shows us how most Jews would have greeted 
the message of the Jewish-Greek Jesus Christ, and the claims that 
he was prophesied by scripture. It should also be pointed out that 
Justin’s version of Christianity at this point had separated from 
Jewish Law; circumcision of the flesh was not necessary, only a 
spiritual “circumcision” of the heart. He even insinuates that God 
set up circumcision to mark the Jews for punishment because they 
had refused to acknowledge Jesus as Messiah (Chapter 16).

The story of the conversion of Justin shows us that one of the 
attractions of Christianity was its simplicity. Unlike the obtuse 
and intellectually challenging philosophies of the times, with ever 
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more levels of Gnosis or understanding, Christianity was truly a 
universal, “Catholic” faith. Athenagoras, for example, contrasted the 
“ambiguities and confusions of the philosophers and disciples” with 
the simple truths expounded by the Christians, which anyone could 
follow. “With us you will find unlettered people, tradesmen and old 
women, who cannot express in words the advantages of our creed, 
demonstrate by acts the value of their principles” (Athenagoras, 
Supplication XI.2).2

This simplicity was a powerful tool and motivator; as 
Athenagoras proclaims, it inspired Christians to act, rather than 
contemplate. This was strengthened by the immediacy inherent in 
the early movement. Jesus would return like a thief in the night 
(1 Thessalonians 5:2-4), and Christians were told to prepare and 
be ready because the world as they knew it was passing away (1 
Corinthians 7:31). Believing that Jesus Christ was a radically new 
kind of savior, Christians were excited to spread the word. Obeying 
the scriptures and the commands of the church fathers, many 
gave up their possessions and began actively converting people. 
Mimicking the gospel stories and following Jesus’ instructions, 
Christians enacted a great number of social services like feeding 
the poor and taking care of the sick. They gained a reputation for 
their healing prayers, care of the poor, and selflessness. Emperor 
Julian, hoping to revive paganism against the spread of Christianity 
in the mid 300’s, notes that this philanthropy greatly advanced the 
Christian cause:

(Christianity was) specially advanced through the loving service 
rendered to strangers and through their care of the burial of the dead. 
It is a scandal that there is not a single Jew who is a beggar and that 
the Christians care not only for their own poor but for ours as well; 
while those who belong to us look in vain for the help we should 
render them.3 

New followers were told that they would be saved from death 
through only a few simple rites, and for publicly pronouncing the 
name of Jesus. Christian leaders expected very little other than 
blind faith in the historical figure of Jesus Christ, and as neither 
wealth nor intellectual prowess were required, the majority of their 
recruits were poor and uneducated. Paul admits that the Christian 
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message was popular among those who had few merits in the 
worldly sense:

Consider, brothers, how you have been called; not many of you are 
wise by human standards, not many influential, not many from noble 
families. No, God chose those who by human standards are fools to 
shame the wise; he chose those who by human standards are weak 
to shame the strong, those who by human standards are common 
and contemptible–indeed those who count for nothing–to reduce to 
nothing all those that do count for something, so that no human being 
might feel boastful before God. (1 Cor. 1:26)

There was an inherent paradox to the Christian message that 
strongly conflicted with the pagan values of philosophy and reason. 
Not only were Christians less educated than their contemporaries 
– they were proud of it: they passionately insisted upon the truth 
of their message and actively sought out new converts. Cyril of 
Alexandria admits, “Indeed, the mystery of Christ runs the risk of 
being disbelieved precisely because it is so incredibly wonderful.”4 
Understandably, this made them unpopular with the intellectuals. 
Celsus characterizes Christianity as a faith of fools, opposed to 
reason:

The following are the rules laid down by them. Let no one come 
to us who has been instructed, or who is wise or prudent (for such 
qualifications are deemed evil by us); but if there be any ignorant, or 
unintelligent, or uninstructed, or foolish persons, let them come with 
confidence. By which words, acknowledging that such individuals are 
worthy of their God they manifestly show that they desire and are 
able to gain over only the silly, and the mean, and the stupid, with 
women and children. (Origen, Contra Celsum 3:44)

To fuel the fire of public indignation, Christians refused to 
offer either evidence or argument in favor of their faith. They could 
not describe their own rational motives for believing nor answer 
even basic questions about the savior they claimed was historically 
crucified. When pressed, they would announce they believed 
what they believed because it was true, and that others should as 
well. Celsus records that when interrogated, they exclaimed, “Do 
not examine, but believe!” and, “Your faith will save you!” He 
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also refers to what was assumed to be a common phrase of the 
early Christian community, “The wisdom of this life is bad, but 
foolishness is a good thing!” (Contra Celsum 1:9).

Salvation no longer required an active, life-long pursuit of the 
divine but an immediate and absolute forgiveness, based on nothing 
more than accepting Jesus Christ as savior. As Joel Carmichael 
points out in The Birth of Christianity, “to achieve salvation, an 
ignoramus need only believe without understanding and obey the 
authorities.”5

Consequently, the bulk of their new converts came from the 
poor and uneducated masses. In Celsus’ view (one not disputed by 
Christian leaders like Paul), “their targets were artisans, slaves, the 
women and children in major households, and gullible and stupid 
people, prepared to be taken in by propaganda.”6

Unfortunately, these were also the people most likely to be 
taken advantage of by charlatans and false prophets; their disdain 
for this life and unparalleled generosity made them “easy marks.” 
Lucian records the story of Peregrinus, who apparently had some 
scheme going with the Christians. Although Lucian was a satirist 
and under no obligation to be discerning, few historians question 
these events:

It is wonderful what celerity they display when some such matter 
of common interest is afoot. At the shortest notice they will lavish 
everything. So it is now with Peregrinus. A great deal of money came to 
him from them on the score of his imprisonment, which he made a rich 
source of revenue; for the poor wretches have persuaded themselves 
that they are wholly immortal, and will live forever, wherefore they 
despise even death and for the most part give themselves up to it with 
willingness. Moreover, their first lawgiver persuaded them that they 
are all each others’ brothers, when once they are converted and deny 
the gods of Hellas, and they worship this crucified sophist of theirs 
and live according to his precepts. Thus they look down on everything 
alike, and think it all dross, having taken over such teachings with no 
sure test of their truth (blind faith). If then there comes to them some 
sham wizard, a man of ingenuity and knowledge of affairs, he gets 
rich in a very short time, making game of their simple hearts.7

It is interesting to compare the story of Peregrinus with the 
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conversion of Justin Martyr; there are parallels, although Peregrinus 
was apparently more of a scoundrel. Born in the Asiatic side of 
Hellespont, he left the city under suspicion that he murdered his 
father. He fell in with some Christians and was soon considered a 
prophet and synagogue leader; he had a reputation as a “second 
Socrates.” As Lucian mentions, he was treated like royalty by 
Christians while in prison, but when he got out he quarreled with 
them, apparently over food laws. He asked for his estate back and 
was refused. So he moved to Egypt and lived in austerity, flagellating 
himself and becoming a Cynic. Then he moved to Rome, where he 
began a campaign of abuse against the authorities until he was 
expelled by the city prefect. Finally, he moved to Greece and studied 
philosophy in Athens. At the Olympic games (either in 153 or 157) 
he was attacked by a mob for his abuse of a wealthy philanthropist. 
At the games of 161 he announced that he would burn himself to 
death on a pyre; he carried out the threat three years later, publicly 
immolating himself after the games of 164.8

Obviously, Peregrinus was a forceful personality; today we 
might call him a publicity hound or label him with an “attention-
seeking” disorder. If he had remained Christian, his death would 
have been considered a martyrdom and he might have been made 
a saint. As it is, he illustrates some of the profound psychological 
influences and conflicts in the movements of his time, as well as 
the sort of individuals who may have been championed by early 
Christian communities. 

Conflict with Authority and Martyrdom

There is something profoundly inspirational in the stories of 
martyrs; people so committed to their ideals that they would rather 
die than give them up, fueled with an unassailable confidence in 
the righteousness of their cause. And yet, at the same time, how 
can we fail to make the association between martyrs and political 
revolutionaries, or even religious terrorists? After all, the tradition 
of martyrdom comes not only from imitating the passion of Christ, 
but also from the heroic tradition enshrined in the Maccabean 
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Wars, whose martyrs believed themselves to be vindicating the 
justice of the cause against idolatrous oppression.9 In other words, 
there is violence in martyrdom, which is not simply given by the 
oppressor, but also inherent in the determination of believers to die 
for their faith. 

Like the Jews, these early Christians obeyed the Second 
Commandment, which forbids making and worshiping “an idol 
in the form of anything in heaven above or on earth beneath or 
in the waters below” (Exodus 20:4, Deuteronomy 5:8). This 
commandment forbid religious art (as objects of worship) 
in general, and strict adherence to it was one of the defining 
characteristics of the early church. (Some early synagogues break 
this rule; archaeologists were shocked to discover floor mosaics in 
Israel, but the phenomonen is now taken in stride. Orthodox Jews 
either don’t bow down to the floor in such cases, or first cover the 
mosaic with a carpet).

For the pagans, everything in life was governed and provided 
by some demi-god or spirit; the public feasts were ways of thanking 
the universe for food and drink they had received, for their good 
health, the fine weather, and blessed fortunes. To withhold gratitude 
from these forces showed utter audacity, and was seen as taking life 
for granted. Christians who refused to participate in public feasts 
and events of thanksgiving to these gods were considered, not only 
anti-social, but blasphemers, atheists and zealous ingrates. Celsus 
admonished that they should either respect the positive forces of 
life, or embrace death without delay:

They must make their choice between two alternatives. If they refuse 
to render due service to the gods, and to respect those who are set 
over this service, let them not come to manhood, or marry wives, 
or have children, or indeed take any share in the affairs of life; but 
let them depart hence with all speed, and leave no posterity behind 
them, that such a race may become extinct from the face of the earth. 
(Recorded by Origen, Contra Celsum, 8:35)

Christians did not merely refuse to pray to these idols, however; 
they openly attacked all other pagan deities, seeing them as only 
bits of wood and stone. They quickly gained a reputation for 
themselves as sacrilegious enemies of the divine powers. Taking 
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pagan myths at face value and interpreting them literally, as they 
did their own scriptures, Christians accused spiritual mythology of 
being merely ludicrous fables. They mocked and ridiculed everyone 
outside of their faith as superstitious fools. It is hard to imagine 
the public outrage caused by Clement of Alexandria, for example, 
when he declared that the ancient pagan gods were dead; it would 
be roughly 1,700 years before Nietzsche would make the same 
blasphemous statement:

Poor wretches that ye are, who have filled with unholy jesting the 
whole compass of your life, a life in reality devoid of life! Oh, happier 
far the beasts than men involved in error! Who live in ignorance as 
you, but do not counterfeit the truth. There are no tribes of flatterers 
among them. Fishes have no superstition: the birds worship not a 
single image; only they look with admiration on heaven, since, 
deprived as they are of reason, they are unable to know God. So are 
you not ashamed for living through so many periods of life in impiety, 
making yourselves more irrational than irrational creatures?... For 
Zeus is dead, be not distressed, as Leda is dead, and the swan, and the 
eagle, and the libertine, and the serpent. (Clement, Exhortation to the 
Heathen, 1)10

Convinced that they had received a radical new truth that 
was superior to all others, Christians treated the philosophers and 
other religious traditions with scorn and derision. They even sullied 
the sacred mysteries, breaking the strict code secrecy and openly 
revealing their rituals.

And now, for it is time, I will prove their orgies to be full of imposture 
and quackery. And if you have been initiated, you will laugh all the 
more at these fables of yours which have been held in honor. I publish 
without reserve what has been involved in secrecy, not ashamed to 
tell what you are not ashamed to worship. (Clement, Exhortation to 
the Heathen, 2)11

According to Celsus (c.170-180), Christians would stand up in 
the temples, strike an image of Zeus or Apollo, and then proclaim 
that it was just a “dumb idol” since it had not taken immediate 
revenge. “Abandon it, become a Christian!” was then shouted.12 	
	 For these reasons, the Christians were not popular. According 
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to John Holland Smith in The Death of Classical Paganism, they 
were viewed as “the ultimate filth” – a gang of ignorant men and 
credulous women, who with meetings at night, solemn fasts and 
inhuman food, made up a hole-in-the-corner, shadow-loving crew, 
silent in public but clacking away in corners, spitting on gods and 
laughing at holy things.13 Misinterpreting their rituals, the pagans 
declared that the Christians, “in midnight feasts, having murdered 
a man, ate his flesh like cannibals and drank his blood.”14

Christians were persecuted as early as 64AD, when they were 
made scapegoats by Emperor Nero in response to a great fire that 
destroyed large portions of the city and economically devastated 
the Roman population. Nero considered Christianity “an evil 
religion” (prava religio), and not a “legal religion” (religio licita).15 
According to Tacitus, a vast multitude of Christians were convicted, 
“not so much on the charge of burning the city, as of ‘hating the 
human race.’”16

Except for Christianity, Rome was remarkably tolerant and 
inclusive of foreign gods and diverse religions. Christianity alone 
stuck out: because of its own intolerance and abuse towards other 
religious faiths and gods, it could not be tolerated.

Belief in the bodily resurrection allowed Christians to face their 
own deaths courageously, to the point of reckless living. While 
everyone else ran away during plagues or natural catastrophes, 
Christians would stay and tend to the victims. Some even sought 
out danger, eager for heavenly rewards. Christians became known 
for their fearlessness and disregard for personal safety. At the same 
time, they had trouble obeying the law and respecting the proper 
authorities. Paul often had to remind them to keep out of trouble:

Everyone is to obey the governing authorities, because there is no 
authority except from God and so whatever authorities exist have 
been appointed by God. (Romans 1)

The Roman government asked its citizens to honor the emperor 
as a god, and offer a small prayer or sacrifice to him. This rule was 
seldom enforced, unless specific complaints were made, and even 
then the accused was allowed to make a public offering to clear his 
name. Many Christian communities saw no difficulty in this, and 
encouraged their followers keep a low profile:
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I urge then, first of all that petitions, prayers, intercessions and 
thanksgiving should be offered to everyone, for kings and others in 
authority, so that we may be able to live peaceful and quiet lives with 
all devotion and propriety. (1 Timothy 2)

Those Christians who read scripture literally identified Jesus 
with the jealous god of the Old Testament and saw these offerings 
as idolatry. They received notoriety for stubbornly refusing to obey 
the law. When brought to trial, they were asked to worship the 
emperor and deny Christ. For many, the basis of Christian faith 
consisted in affirming the name of Christ Jesus, even though they 
hadn’t been taught its mystical significance, and so this request was 
adamantly refused. 

Another aspect of the relationship with authority was whether 
or not to pay taxes; in Matthew Jesus is specifically asked whether 
to pay taxes to Rome in order to trick him into taking an anti-
establishment position, which could be punished. Instead however, 
he gives the unclear answer “Render unto Caesar the things which 
are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s” (Matthew 
22:21). Many Christians, however, were vocally outspoken against 
Roman rule, legislation and taxation. They had “died” to this 
world; hence no authority on earth could govern them. 

This resolute independence might be seen as virtuous, especially 
by Americans – who are the products of a similar rebellion against 
the authority and taxation of a “foreign” power. But consider for 
a moment what happened when the southern states decided to 
throw off the authority of the Union. The Northern States fought 
against them in the American Civil war, which lasted from 1861 to 
1865 and killed as many as 620,000 soldiers. What would happen 
if tomorrow Texas decided to dust off its 1861 declaration of 
secession and stop paying federal taxes. Wouldn’t the government 
of America – “the land of freedom” – force them to pay up?  

Christianity was essentially a poor man’s dream of overthrowing 
society, which lauded the virtues of poverty. By implication, as 
well as the personal attitude of many Christians, Christianity was 
opposed to many of the values accepted by the rulers of the Roman 
Empire and the majority of its inhabitants.17 As the movement 
spread through the empire, Christianity was seen by the ruling 
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authorities as a dangerous new offshoot of Judaism, which already 
had a history of violent rebellion. Even worse, unlike the Jews who 
kept to themselves and were easy to identify on sight, Christians 
were an altogether invisible menace. According to an unknown 
author of the 2nd century:

Christians are not different because of their country or the language 
they speak or the way they dress. They do not isolate themselves 
in their cities nor use a private language; even the life they lead 
has nothing strange. Their doctrine does not originate from the 
elaborate disquisitions of intellectuals, nor do they follow, as many 
do, philosophical systems which are the fruit of human thinking. They 
live in Greek or in barbarian (foreign) cities, as the case may be, and 
adapt themselves to local traditions in dress, food and all usage. Yet 
they testify to a way which, in the opinion of the many, has something 
extraordinary about it. (Letter to Diognetus)18

For these reasons, it was persecuted by different emperors 
throughout the first several centuries of its existence. Suetonius 
relates, “Capital punishments were inflicted on the Christians, a 
class of men of a new and harmful superstition (superstitionis novæ 
et maleficæ).” Pliny, Governor of Pontus, after writing his celebrated 
letter to Emperor Trajan on how to deal with the Christian problem, 
proceeded to torture two women but “discovered nothing beyond 
a degenerate and extravagant superstition” (superstitionem pravam 
et immodicam),19 the contagion of which, he continued, “had 
spread through villages and country, till the temples were emptied 
of worshippers.”20

A consistent charge against Christians was that they were 
atheists whose neglect of the Graeco-Roman Pantheon could 
potentially bring about catastrophic acts such as floods, fire, 
plague or earthquake, which were viewed by the populace as divine 
retribution. By the time of Tertullian (160-220AD), Christians were 
so despised by their contemporaries that he could claim:

If the Tiber reaches the walls, if the Nile does not rise to the fields, 
if the sky doesn’t move or the earth does, if there is famine, if there 
is plague, the cry is at once “the Christians to the lion!” What, all of 
them to one lion? (Apology 40.2)21
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Incidentally, similar anti-Christian sentiment exists in modern 
culture, for many of the same reasons. One contemporary bumper 
sticker reads “Too many Christians, not enough lions.”

For their part, although it seems many Christians were able 
to compromise and escape punishment, those who persisted met 
their deaths eagerly. This facet was already a feature in Judaism. 
According to Josephus, “It is an instinct with every Jew, from the 
day of his birth, to regard them (books of the Law) as the decrees of 
God, to abide by them, and, if need be, cheerfully to die for them” 
(Contra Apionem II. 32.234.22

Likewise, the church fathers taught that the important part of 
being Christian, virtually the only part, was to proclaim the reality 
of Christ against critics. They promised initiates immediate rewards 
in heaven if they faced persecution bravely; much like the spiritual 
handlers of today’s religious terrorists. The Romans, on the other 
hand, were primarily concerned with maintaining peace and order, 
and would often make allowances to let Christian go free. Hoping 
for the esteem and glory of a martyr’s death, Christians refused 
to cooperate. Ignatius, for example, begs his communities not to 
interfere or try to save him:

I write to the Churches, and impress on them all, that I shall willingly 
die for God, unless ye hinder me. I beseech you not to show an 
unreasonable good-will towards me. Suffer me to become food for 
the wild beasts, through whose instrumentality it will be granted me 
to attain to God. I am the wheat of God, and let me be ground by 
the teeth of the wild beasts, that I may be found the pure bread of 
Christ. Rather entice the wild beasts, that they may become my tomb, 
and leave nothing of my body; so that when I have fallen asleep (in 
death) I may be no trouble to anyone. Then shall I truly be a disciple 
of Christ, when the world shall not see so much as my body. (Ignatius, 
Romans, Chap. 4)

In 180AD at the town of Scilli near Carthage, seven men and five 
women were accused before the pro-consul Vigellius Saturninus of 
being Christians. The spokesman for the group, Speratus, refused 
to swear by the genius of the emperor, to whom the proconsul 
required their acquiescence, since he did not recognize the empire 
of this world. Instead he served the God “that no man has seen” 
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as emperor of kings and of all nations, saying, “If you will calmly 
lend an ear, I will tell you the mystery of simplicity.” Saturninus 
replied, “I will not lend an ear to you who are about to say evil 
things about our rites.” The proconsul offered a thirty-day reprieve 
to reconsider, but it was rejected. “In so just an affair, there is no 
need to consider,” said Speratus. When they were beheaded for 
“persevering in obstinacy,” they cried, “Today we are martyrs in 
heaven: thanks be to God.”23

This rash disregard for life, a nuisance to the Roman government, 
was considered the very image of courage to new converts. 
Passionate novellas were written about the virtues of martyrdom. 
Several young idealistic women practically threw themselves to 
the beasts in spite of their family’s attempts to reconcile them. 
These acts agitated the public, and Christianity continued to draw 
numbers, although almost exclusively from the poorer classes. 
Church historian Eusebius writes:

It was then that we observed a most marvelous eagerness and a truly 
divine power and zeal in those who had placed their faith in the 
Christ of God. Thus, as soon as sentence was given against the first, 
some from one quarter and others from another would leap up to the 
tribunal before the judge and confess themselves Christians; paying 
no heed when faced with terrors and the varied forms of tortures, but 
undismayedly and boldly speaking of the piety towards the God of 
the universe; so that they sang and sent up hymns and thanksgivings 
to the God of the universe even to the very last breath. (Eusebius 
VIII.9.4-5)24

“Such indeed,” reflects Frend, “was the combination of 
conviction, self-sacrifice, heroism, and obstinacy that was 
confronting the pagan world.”25 To outsiders, Christians seemed at 
once heroic and pathetic. Many people asked, “Where is their god, 
and what good to them was their worship which they preferred 
beyond their lives?” (Eusebius, HE V.1.60).

Even worse, according to their contemporaries, was that they 
died for a fable. They as yet had a vague and unclear idea of the 
history of their own movement or its founder, Jesus, who – at least 
in the more supernatural aspects of his ministry – was immediately 
recognized by pagans as a myth. Trypho, in his conversation 
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with Justin Martyr, admits the common view that Christians “by 
receiving a worthless rumor, shape a kind of Messiah for themselves 
and perish for him blindly” (Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 
8.4). Eusebius adds that “hostility was rife against those who 
accepted Jewish Myths at their face value, and made a criminal into 
a cult-hero” (Preparation 1.2 PG 21.28).26 According to Clare K. 
Rothschild in her book, Luke-Acts and the Rhetoric of History,27

By the first century, legends about Christian origins had multiplied so 
rapidly that the entire debate was mired in complexity and doubt…
The movement was perceived not just as mythical or myth-historical, 
but as contrary to history – as an elaborate hoax. With sources of 
anonymous secondary witnesses like the gospel of Mark and Q, the 
task of formulating a plausible rendition of Christian origins was 
forbidding. 

This was the motivation for Christian writers to use what 
Rothschild calls “Authenticating Strategies” – the inclusion of 
specific historical details to support the reliability of the testimony.  
Moreover, against the claim that their faith was new or strange, 
apologists would point out prophecies for Jesus in the ancient 
history of the Jews, or the similarities between Jesus and pagan 
gods. One early writer, in defense of Christianity against the 
Greeks, wrote “we do not act as fools, O Greeks, nor utter idle 
tales, when we announce that God was born in the form of a man… 
your Aclepius died…”28 The difference, of course, was slight. While 
on the one hand Christians believed nothing exceptional, on the 
other hand their insistence on the physical, actuality of the stories 
and willingness to die for them made them seem both childishly 
innocent and dangerously depraved. 

Evangelism and Organization

Apart from the passion and zeal of followers, the success of 
Christianity was also due to the organization and structure of 
its communities. These were to an extant modeled on Judaism; 
Diaspora Jews gathered themselves in specific areas and lived mainly 
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amongst themselves, creating their own political infrastructure. 
Each community was almost self-governing, with its own banks, 
cemeteries, schools, courts and charities.29 Furthermore, unlike 
today, early Judaism made a deliberate, conscious attempt to 
encourage conversion from Judaism and to justify their beliefs 
to outsiders. The Gospel of Matthew speaks of the Pharisees, 
especially, “traversing sea and land to make a single proselyte” 
(23:15). Frend confirms:

By the time of Christ, Judaism was the single most vital religious 
movement in the Greco-Roman world. The focus of loyalty provided 
by the Temple and by Torah gave its adherents a strength greater than 
even the sense of an urban civilizing mission among the barbarian 
peoples that sustained the Greeks in Asia Minor and Syria. So far 
as worship was concerned, the latter were at a disadvantage when 
confronted with Judaism that could claim a documented and 
coherent history of salvation extending back to the beginning of the 
world. The ‘Antiquities of the Jews’ and the Septuagint were alike 
missionary works on a vast scale aimed partly at vindicating to the 
Greek-speaking world the claim that Judaism as a philosophy and 
way of life was older and truer than anything the Greeks could offer.30

Thus, Christianity already had an established format to follow 
in regards to building a strong community. In addition, early 
Christianity placed a great emphasis on both producing large 
families and indoctrinating children, as well as an aversion to well-
established forms of population control such as the exposure of 
children, homosexuality and prostitution. Hence, according to 
Burkert, “the ekklesia became a self-reproducing type of community 
that could not be stopped.”31  

Also crucial to the survival of the early church was the 
development of a body of canonical writings. Confronting the 
rampant controversies, schisms and diverse beliefs concerning their 
savior, orthodox Christians (those who believed in a historical Jesus) 
were eager to settle on one authoritative text, which portrayed Jesus 
directly in human terms, and could justify the claim of a direct line 
of unimpeachable knowledge transmitted from a historic founder 
to his disciples. The Roman church had an interest in maintaining 
the validity of apostolic tradition and threw its weight on the side 
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of orthodoxy.32

From Ignatius of Antioch there was also a trend towards proper 
authority; no valid Eucharist or service could be held without 
the bishop’s authorization, and there was an exalted view of the 
episcopate as Christ’s high priest. 

It should be noted that only those who believed Jesus to be 
historical sought such stability and authority (or vice-versa, only 
those seeking stability and authority viewed Christ as historical.) 
For obvious reasons, the Gnostics and the mysteries had no 
such need to establish “orthodoxy”; they were seeking truth and 
spiritual fulfillment rather than political power or authoritarian 
control. One researcher notes, Gnostics “made no demand for 
simple or unquestioning faith. They accepted religion as a voyage 
of discovery, and in this final era of urban prosperity in the ancient 
world, reflected the fading, tenuous links that bound the educated 
individual to the age-old Greek spirit of inquiry.”33

Writing things down could be harmful if the information fell 
into the hands of those who were not prepared to receive it, and 
establishing a dogmatic creed or “orthodox” understanding was 
counter-productive to the establishment of direct, personal wisdom. 
Many commentators affirm that the Gnostics or pagan mysteries 
did not have the infrastructure or fixed creeds needed to become 
a universal movement – although this feature was not necessarily 
undesirable. Burkert admits that the lack of a set creed or orthodox 
truth allowed a healthy religious pluralism while encouraging inter-
faith tolerance:

The general lack of organization, solidarity, and coherence in 
ancient mysteries, which may appear as a deficiency from a Jewish 
or Christian point of view, is outweighed by some positive aspects 
with which we may easily sympathize. The absence of religious 
demarcation and conscious group identity means the absence of any 
rigid frontiers against competing cults as well as the absence of any 
concept of heresy, not to mention excommunication. The pagan gods, 
even the gods of the mysteries, are not jealous of one another, they 
form, as it were, an open society. If Mithras is somehow a stranger, he 
still keeps good company with familiar divinities like Helios, Kronos, 
and Zeus.34
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The fact that the mysteries did not claim an absolute and 
sole form of salvation has been seen by modern scholars as the 
unfortunate key to their eventual demise. Witt, commenting on the 
mysteries of Isis, claims that Isiacism suffered from the lack of a 
systematic theology:

She was ineffectually groping her way towards the impregnable 
security of a creed that would have said no other gods existed and 
was seeking to formulate the commandment “Thou shalt have no 
other gods but me.”35

Finally, it must not be forgotten that the early church was set 
up as a kind of commune, in the style of Pythagorean communities. 
Joining the church meant giving up all property, which was to 
be managed by a board of leaders for the common good of the 
community. This was a serious and fundamental aspect of the 
early church, as demonstrated by the parable in Acts concerning 
“the fraud of Ananias and Sapphira.” Their story is related after 
the example is given of Joseph/Barnabas, who sold his land and 
gave all the money, as was expected, to the apostles. Ananias and 
Sapphira, in contrast, sold their land to join the church but kept 
back some of the full price. Peter confronts them, saying

Ananias, how can Satan have so possessed you that you should lie to 
the Holy Spirit and keep back part of the price of the land? … You 
have been lying not to men, but to God. (Acts 5:2-6)

When he heard this Ananias fell down dead. Three hours later 
when his wife Sapphira comes home, Peter says: 

Why did you and your husband agree to put the Spirit of the Lord 
to the test? Listen! At the door are the footsteps of those who have 
buried your husband; they will carry you out, too. Instantly, she 
dropped dead at his feet… And a great fear came upon the whole 
church and on all who heard it. (Acts 5:9-11)

The message here is clear: you must give up everything to the 
church. This formula meant that the church authorities soon had a 
great deal of wealth and power. 
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The economic basis, depending on the prosperity of the urban upper 
class who owned lands around the city itself, was too fragile. There 
was too much imperial estate, too much church land, and too much in 
the hands of powerful landowners who could defy the city’s agents.36

As the church later became tax free, and received great gifts of 
land, the wealth continued to flow upwards into the hands of the 
wealthy. Emperor Constantine envisioned a world where “the poor 
can live of the wealth of churches.”37 This set the scene for the 
feudalism of the middle ages.38 Soon, the Christians were “too well 
organized, too widespread, and too numerous to be destroyed.”39

The orthodox focus on developing authority and enforcing the 
allegiance and obedience of followers also had doctrinal influences. 
Unlike Paul’s mysteries and their permissible ethics, which varied 
depending on the spiritual level of every initiate, for a functioning 
Christian community to survive orthodoxy saw the need for strict, 
universal rules of conduct – as well as the necessary punishments to 
enforce them. This further separated them from Paul, the Gnostics 
and mystery religions, which emphasized a God that was loving, 
forgiving and kind. In contrast, patristic writers felt that the angry, 
jealous and violent God of Israel was necessary for discipline. 
Church father Tertullian ridiculed the heretic teacher Marcion, who 
rejected the Yahweh of the Old Testament in favor of a merciful, 
loving and forgiving God. According to Ellerbe, the author of The 
Dark Side of Christian History:

In orthodox Christian eyes, God must be prone to anger and demand 
discipline and punishment. Tertullian wrote, ‘Now, if [Marcion’s 
God] is susceptible of no feeling of rivalry, or anger, or damage, or no 
injury, as one who refrains from exercising judicial power, I cannot 
tell how any system of discipline – and that, too, a plenary one – can 
be consistent in him. (Tertullian, Against Marcion, 1, 26)40

Although Christianity has evolved somewhat, and most 
Christians today would tend to agree with Marcion’s more gentle 
idea of God, there is a paradox in modern Christianity’s belief 
in a loving, merciful God – who condemns sinners to an eternity 
of punishment – that is not easily resolved. According to New 
Testament professor Donald A. Carson, for example, God has 
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no choice but to discipline those who break his rules. “If he says 
it doesn’t matter to him, God is no longer a God to be admired. 
He’s either amoral or positively creepy. For him to act in any other 
way in the face of such blatant defiance would be to reduce God 
himself.”41 While this may be true, it does not imply the immediate 
acceptance of eternal punishment; an idea that, like Tertullian’s 
angry God, was developed according to the needs of orthodoxy.

Like the mysteries, early Christianity evidently embraced the 
idea of reincarnation. This is certainly true for later Gnostics 
– however, it was also taught by the earliest Christian scholars, 
such as Origen. Like Plato and Orpheus, Origen believed that 
the human soul existed before it was incarnated into a physical 
body, and that it would pass from one body to another until it 
is reunited with God; after which it no longer takes on physical 
form. He also believed that all souls would eventually return to 
God. Origen, arguing against Marcion (who taught that salvation 
was a gift from God which depended on grace alone), taught that 
since humankind had fallen from God by its own free will, so it 
must reunite with God through its own volition. While Christ 
could greatly speed the reconciliation with God, such reconciliation 
would not take place without effort by the individual. This position 
was rejected by orthodoxy, insisting that it depended too heavily 
upon individual self-determination.42 Further, orthodox Christians 
thought that the theory of reincarnation minimized the role of Jesus 
Christ, downplayed the necessity for salvation in this lifetime, and 
diminished the unique nature of Christ’s resurrection: 

A person’s salvation, in orthodox eyes, depends not upon self-
determination and free will, as Origen’s theories suggest, but only 
upon embracing Jesus Christ. Furthermore, if a person could choose 
to reunite with god in any one of many lifetimes, then there would 
be little fear of eternal damnation – and fear was deemed essential 
by the orthodox. Origen’s idea that the soul is separable from the 
body also seemed to diminish the extraordinary nature of Christ’s 
resurrection. The miracle of Christ’s resurrection was understood to 
offer the possibility of overcoming physical death. If, however, each 
soul periodically overcomes death by separating from one body and 
entering into another, then Jesus’ feat would not have been unique.43
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These differences in doctrine were not easily resolved.

Constantine and a Religion for the Empire

A simultaneous current essential to the triumph of Christianity 
was the deliberate and continuous attempt by Roman emperors to 
find a universal “State Religion” that could channel and command 
the religious yearnings of the empire. This had begun early with 
the creation of Serapis, and perhaps Hadrian attempted something 
similar with Jesus. Many emperors saw later deities as various 
manifestations of sun worship, and tried to forge an all-inclusive 
form of the Sun God, which could be hailed as Lord of the Roman 
empire. In 274 Emperor Aurelian built a magnificent temple in 
Rome in honor of the Sun and established a new college of senators 
called “priests of the Sun-god.” This was to be the universal faith 
of the empire.44

According to Probus (276-82), the unconquered Sun (Helios) 
was the emperor’s companion, and associated with the classical 
gods: “One Zeus, one Hades, one Helios is Serapis.”45 Many religious 
practices, which were already similar to sun worship, could easily 
be included in such a state religion. Christianity was one of the 
key exceptions, which despite sharing many points of commonality, 
refused to blend in and kept itself fiercely independent. This was 
especially challenging to Roman authorities as Christian leaders 
increased in wealth and power, and commanded the loyalty and 
obedience of their subjects.

Consequently, on the 23rd of February 303, Emperor Diocletian 
(most likely prompted by Galerius) initiated a persecution of the 
Christians. Churches were destroyed and books burned. Christians 
lost most privileges. Resistance was minimal – most Christians did 
not martyr, and only one is recorded as refusing to give up his 
books or church property. However, in some cases, soldiers forced 
compliance, rather than allow Christians to martyr themselves. In 
310 Maximin used a text called the “Acts of Pilate” to discredit 
Christians on the popular level by teaching children to recite 
passages in schools.46 But all of this only confirms what a powerful 
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force Christianity had become.
Then Christianity had a sudden change of fortune under the 

emperor Constantine. According to legend, while still a general, 
Constantine had a miraculous dream, wherein he saw a figure of 
the cross (the Chi-Rho) and was told, “with this, conquer.” After 
he won the battle that made him emperor, he was Christianity’s 
new champion. In 313 he issued the edict of Milan, which granted 
liberty of worship to all Romans, and restored Christian church 
property that had been confiscated during earlier persecutions.

Constantine was exposed to Christianity by his mother Helena. 
As general, however, he had put himself under the protection of the 
God who was the most popular among his soldiers: Helios Apollo. 
He allowed himself to be described as the son of Helios Apollo, 
playing up the sensitivities and religious tendencies of his time. 
Outward manifestations of the emperor’s support for Christianity 
are few.47 In public images – on coins for example – he is depicted 
with his companion, the Sun God. In 321 he ordered Sunday to be 
kept free for the lord, calling it “the day celebrated by the veneration 
of the Sun.”48

Nevertheless, he made himself popular with the masses by 
protecting Christianity. If any Jew sought to punish apostates 
(Christians) they would be burned alive – as would proselytes 
to Judaism. Constantine was probably attracted to Christianity 
because of its popularity and its monotheism. It was already the 
religion that seemed to be the most inclusive (being a combination 
of many other spiritual traditions). By that time it probably also 
appeared similar to Mithraism, which was popular among his 
troops. In an effort to unify his empire, Constantine doted on this 
new faith, and tried to make it easy for his people to convert by 
tailoring Christianity to pre-existent pagan customs. In an attempt 
to turn Christianity into the empire’s official faith, Constantine 
changed the face of the Christian movement.

Constantine supported the Church financially, built basilicas, 
granted privileges to clergy (e.g., exemption from certain taxes), 
promoted Christians to high ranking offices, returned property 
confiscated during the Great Persecution of Diocletian, and 
endowed the church with land and other wealth. Between 324 
and 330, Constantine built a new imperial capital at Byzantium 
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(re-named Constantinople, after him). The city employed overtly 
Christian architecture, contained churches within the city walls 
(unlike “old” Rome), and had no pagan temples.49

Constantine funded these projects by appropriating wealth 
from the pagans, intending to “to teach his subjects to give up their 
rites... and to accustom them to despise their temples and the images 
contained therein.” This led to the closure of pagan temples due to a 
lack of support, with their wealth flowing to the imperial treasure.50

In 330 the temple on Vatican Hill, which had been a center for 
pagan worship of the goddess Cybele for hundreds of years, became 
the site of the St. Peter’s Basilica of Rome. Constantine’s own mother 
traveled to the Holy Land, and after three centuries, claimed to 
have found the actual cross used in the crucifixion (of course it 
was under a temple of Aphrodite, which had to be destroyed). 
According to Theodoret (died c. 457) in his Ecclesiastical History, 
the True Cross also had powers of healing: 

When the empress beheld the place where the Saviour suffered, she 
immediately ordered the idolatrous temple, which had been there 
erected, to be destroyed, and the very earth on which it stood to be 
removed. When the tomb, which had been so long concealed, was 
discovered, three crosses were seen buried near the Lord’s sepulchre. 
All held it as certain that one of these crosses was that of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, and that the other two were those of the thieves who 
were crucified with Him. Yet they could not discern to which of 
the three the Body of the Lord had been brought nigh, and which 
had received the outpouring of His precious Blood. But the wise 
and holy Macarius, the president of the city, resolved this question 
in the following manner. He caused a lady of rank, who had been 
long suffering from disease, to be touched by each of the crosses, 
with earnest prayer, and thus discerned the virtue residing in that of 
the Saviour. For the instant this cross was brought near the lady, it 
expelled the sore disease, and made her whole. (Ecclesiastical History 
xvii)

A Christianized account of the Roman Empire, leading to its 
culmination in the divine ruler of Constantine, was crafted by 
Church historian Eusebius (who was well-rewarded for his efforts). 
According to Frend, “In Eusebius of Caesare (the Christians) 



FROM MYSTERY TO HISTORY | 395

produced a leader who was not only an immensely hard-working 
and able propagandist, but a historian in the tradition of Josephus, 
and a bishop who evolved a political theology that after 325 was 
to guide Constantine and his successors for centuries to come.”51

Although today scholars conclude that it is largely erroneous, 
the traditional account of Church history continues to owe much 
to Eusebius’ fabricated account of the church’s foundations. The 
propaganda of Eusebius re-aligned the entire church as the religion 
of the empire, supporting and defending the divine role of emperor:

Eusebius pointed out that the coming on earth of the divine Word 
coincided exactly with the unification and pacification of the world 
by Augustus, and the creation of the Roman Empire. Between 311 and 
320 Eusebius founded the political philosophy of the Constantinian 
state, based on the unity of the church and empire under the providence 
of God.52

The fictionized history of Eusebius justified the aggressive and 
at times violent rise of Christianity as the Empire’s new religion by 
portraying Constantine’s destruction of paganism as a holy and 
divine act:

As to the god of the Cilicians [Asclepius], great was, indeed, the 
deception of men seemingly wise, with thousands excited over him 
as if over a savior and physician who now revealed himself to those 
sleeping (in a temple) and again healed the diseases of those ailing in 
body; of the souls, though, he was a downright destroyer, drawing 
them away from the true Savior and leading into godless imposture 
those who were susceptible to fraud; the emperor (Constantine), 
therefore, acting fairly, holding the true Savior a jealous god, 
commanded that this temple, too, be razed to its foundations. At one 
nod it was stretched out on the ground – the celebrated marvel of the 
noble philosophers overthrown by the hand of a soldier – and with 
it (fell) the one lurking there, not a demon or a god, but a kind of 
deceiver of souls, who had practiced his deceit for a very long time.53

Constantine’s brutal attack on his traditional culture and 
religious history was not all that different from the Maoist Cultural 
Revolution in China; with state sanction, temples were looted for 
materials to build Christian churches or simply confiscated. Shrines 
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were handed over to people who were dedicated to Christ. The 
universal freedom of conscience proclaimed at Milan had been 
abrogated, and the state had become a persecutor once more – only 
this time in favor of Christian orthodoxy.54

Defining Jesus: the Church Councils

Although Christianity had been given state approval, 
Constantine soon saw that, as a movement, Christianity was 
deeply divided among itself in virtually all areas. In order to stifle 
disagreements and unify the empire under one, simplified religion, 
Emperor Constantine summoned the first Church Council. In the 
summer of 325, the bishops of all provinces were summoned to 
Nicaea (now in modern-day Turkey – a place easily accessible to 
the majority of delegates) by Emperor Constantine, who presided. 
Constantine organized the Council along the lines of the Roman 
Senate. He was present as an observer and did not vote; however it 
would be misleading to say he was not influential in the proceedings. 

One of most popular “heresies” at that time was Arianism, 
which maintained that Jesus was a created being, and hence, 
different than God. This was the main threat with which the 
Councilors had to deal.

Council of Nicaea (325)

Church tradition maintained that Jesus was the divine Son of 
God – but how could this be reconciled with strict monotheism? 
If God is one, where does Jesus fit in? These ruminations led a 
popular presbyter named Arius to conclude that Jesus (as the Logos 
or Divine Word) could not be exactly equal to God; Jesus was God’s 
first creation, and everything else was created through him. He was 
“like the father” (homoios); as a created being, however, Jesus was 
not eternal. So, according to Arius, Christ is neither fully god nor 
truly man. Jesus was human, promoted to divine status. Opposing 
this position, St. Alexander and Athanasius maintained that Jesus 
was a divine being in the same way as God the Father: “of the same 
substance” (homoousios); equally divine and co-eternal. 



FROM MYSTERY TO HISTORY | 397

Both sides could use scripture to support their argument and there 
was no easy way to settle the dispute. As Armstrong points out, “At 
the beginning of the controversy, there was no orthodox teaching 
on the nature of Christ and nobody knew whether Athanasius or 
Arius was right. Discussion raged for over two hundred years.”55 
This was the debate that Constantine was determined to settle once 
and for all at Nicaea. As Eusebius described: 

Constantine himself proceeded through the midst of the assembly, like 
some heavenly messenger of God, clothed in raiment which glittered 
as it were with rays of light reflecting the glowing radiance of a purple 
robe, and adorned with the brilliant splendor of gold and precious 
stones. (Eusebius, The Life of the Blessed Emperor Constantine, Book 
3, Chapter 10)

The two sides argued for about two months. Much of the 
debate hinged on the difference between being “born” or “created” 
and being “begotten.” Arians saw these as essentially the same; 
followers of Alexander did not.

According to some accounts, debate became so heated that 
at one point, Arius was slapped in the face by Nicholas of Myra. 
Nicholas was stripped of his robes and put in chains for the 
offence, but was later visited by Jesus and Mary, who vindicated 
him. The St. Nicholas Center (which claims that this is the same 
St. Nicholas who would later become Santa Claus) gives the 
following account of this miraculous intervention: 

Nicholas was ashamed and prayed for forgiveness, though he did not 
waver in his belief. During the night, Jesus and Mary his Mother, 
appeared, asking, “Why are you in jail?” “Because of my love for 
you,” Nicholas replied. Jesus then gave the Book of the Gospels 
to Nicholas. Mary gave him an omophorion (a robe), so Nicholas 
would again be dressed as a bishop. Now at peace, Nicholas studied 
the Scriptures for the rest of the night. When the jailer came in the 
morning, he found the chains loose on the floor and Nicholas dressed 
in bishop’s robes, quietly reading the Scriptures. When Constantine 
was told of this, the emperor asked that Nicholas be freed. Nicholas 
was then fully reinstated as the Bishop of Myra.56

The Council of Nicaea finally agreed with Nicholas’ views, 
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deciding the question against Arius. The primarily resolutions were 
these:

1.	 Jesus Christ is described as “God from God, Light from Light, 
true God from true God,” proclaiming his divinity. 

2.	 Jesus Christ is said to be “begotten, not made,” asserting his co-
eternalness with God

3.	 Jesus is defined as “from the substance of the Father,” in direct 
opposition to Arianism. Eusebius of Caesarea ascribes the term 
homoousios, or consubstantial to Constantine who, on this 
particular point, may have chosen to exercise his authority.

Incidentally, also established at the Council of Nicaea was the 
calculation of the date of Easter, a prohibition of self-castration 
(suggesting that many Christians continued to follow this specifically 
pagan act), and a ban on kneeling for prayer (penitential prayer was 
not deemed appropriate for the celebration of the Resurrection).

Although the council solved the immediate concern of Arianism, 
the definitions did not settle all conflict. Jesus was equal to the 
Father, but not the same as the father; and yet of the same substance 
as the Father. Moreover, he comes “from” him but was never made 
or created (only “begotten”), so he is co-eternal and there is no time 
he was not. This complex definition did not satisfy everyone. 

It was Constantine who demonstrated how a State Religion 
would be run: everyone who refused to endorse the creed was exiled 
and excommunicated. The works of Arius were confiscated and 
burned, and all persons found possessing them would be executed. 
And yet even this did not stop the controversy.

Nicaea had created a great rift in the church, and there were 
many who felt that the creed established had flaws. The Council 
of Antioch (341) was the first of several 4th-century councils that 
attempted to replace orthodox Nicene theology with a modified 
Arianism. Attended by the Eastern emperor Constantius II and 
about 100 Eastern bishops, the council developed four creeds as 
substitutes for the Nicene, all of them to some degree unorthodox 
and omitting or rejecting the Nicene statement that Christ was “of 
one substance” (homoousios) with the Father. According to Frend, 
“the bishops were kept in cramped quarters through a stifling 
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Italian summer until their morale collapsed. They signed. Christ 
was ‘like the father’ (homoios) without any attempt to define how. 
‘The world,’ wrote Jerome some twenty years later, ‘awoke with a 
groan to find itself Arian.’”57

Julian the Apostate (355-363)

The expansion and success of Christianity was momentarily 
checked by Emperor Flavius Claudius Julianus, a successful general 
from the Constantinian dynasty (nephew to Constantine I) who 
ruled Rome after Constantius II. Julian despised Constantine and 
considered Helena not a saint but a “wicked stepmother.”58

Julian was a philosopher and hoped to restore the Empire to 
its classical heritage through a kind of mystical Neoplatonism. 
According to Julian, there was a single, unknowable supreme being, 
which emanated a creator-power that was identified with sun – a 
pure and undefiled and immaterial substance – midway between 
the created world and the supreme being. He was the giver of life, 
the creator, the harmony of universe, intelligible in mysticism. In 
his Oration upon the Sovereign Sun, Julian associates this figure 
with Serapis:

One Jove, one Pluto, one Sun is Serapis... We must conclude that the 
sovereignty of the Sun and of Jupiter amongst the deities that are 
objects of intellect is held in common, or rather is one and the same. For 
this reason Plato seems to me to be right in calling Pluto a provident 
deity. The same god we also name “Serapis,” that is “Invisible,” clearly 
because he is the object of the intellect alone: up to whom (it is said) 
that the souls ascend of such as have led the best, and most righteous 
lives. We must not suppose him (Pluto), the terrible being that Fable 
describes him; but a mild and benevolent one, who completely frees 
souls from the trammels of Birth; far from nailing them down to new 
bodies, and punishing and exacting retribution from souls already 
released from the body: but on the contrary, he directs them in their 
upward course, and carries them aloft to the Intelligible World.59

Under this benevolent being were local deities; Athena for 
Greeks, Attis for Phrygians, and Jehova for Jews. The traditional 
pagan myths could be interpreted as allegories of the single great 
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drama of creation.60 In 355, Julian restored the Eleusinian mysteries 
at Athens, and claimed that his ministry would include “honest and 
reasonable men, intelligent and entirely capable.”61

Julian was staunchly opposed to Christianity. According to him, 
not only was Christianity inferior to classical spiritual traditions, it 
was a deliberate fiction:

Greeks who had become Christians had not only chosen a culture 
inferior to their own, which lacked the moral virtue of Hellenism, but 
a religion that combined the worst features of Hellenism and Judaism 
in the worship of a pathetic failed revolutionary. Their religion was 
based on a fabrication, a fiction concocted by evil men. (Contra 
Julianum, PG 76.560C)62

Although we cannot be sure of the basis for Julian’s claim 
that Christianity was “a fiction concocted by evil men,” it fits 
the hypothesis that Christianity was, like the cult of Serapis, a 
deliberate construction – although he might just be referring to the 
more recent historical fantasy created for it by Eusebius.

In his text Against the Galileans, Julian contrasts the jealous, 
exclusively “particular” (μερικóς) Hebraic God with the universal 
Hellenic gods who do not confine their attentions to small and 
unimportant portions of the world. “Though it has in it nothing 
divine,” Julian writes, “by making full use of that part of the soul 
which loves fable and is childish and foolish, it has induced men 
to believe that the monstrous tale is truth” (Against the Galileans, 
Book 1).63 In a private letter he continues, “Christians are like a 
disease, turned aside from the gods to worship corpses and relics” 
(Julian, Letter XLI.438B).64

In spite of his animosity toward Christianity, Julian refused 
to persecute Christians – they were to be left alone. According 
to Gregory of Nazianzus, the common people welcomed Julian’s 
reforms (Gregory, Oration, IV 75.) Julian was viewed as the 
“liberator of the Roman world, restorer of temples, re-creator of 
the common wealth and destroyer of the barbarians.”65 Unruly 
pagans, seizing the opportunity to right past offences, set upon the 
Christians. Bishop George in Alexandria was lynched by mob. Julian 
admonished the Alexandrians, scolding that such behavior was 
unbecoming to Hellenes, and ordered George’s library preserved.
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In the Tolerance Edict of 362, Julian decreed the reopening of 
pagan temples, the restitution of confiscated temple properties, 
and the return of dissident Christian bishops and clergy whom 
Constantius had exiled, in the cynical belief “that no wild beasts 
are such enemies to mankind as are most Christians in their 
deadly hatred of one another” (Ammianus Marcellinus, 22.5.4). 
The last decree had significant consequences: the Donatists swept 
in and “reconverted” Catholics. In the summer of 362, with only 
21 bishops in Alexandria, Athanasius (back from exile) held an 
important church council and again pushed the terms “like in all 
respects” and “of one substance.” The revisions were adopted, 
so after 37 years, the Creed of Nicaea was firmly accepted. For 
managing to proselytize in favor of Christianity and holding this 
council, Athanasius was once more exiled as a “bad man.”

The rise of Christianity could not be contained for long. 
With Julian’s death on June 26th, 363 in the Battle of Ctesiphon 
(believing himself a reincarnation of Alexander the Great, he’d not 
worn any armor), the last formal opposition to Christianity ended. 
One historian records the tale of a bishop who had appropriated a 
pillar from the famous shrine of Asclepius in Aegae, Cilicia to build 
his own temple. Although Julian told him to put it back, it was too 
heavy for the Greeks to move; therefore they left it and went away. 
When Julian died, “the bishop again easily lifted it up and restored 
it to its own place.”66 This story aptly portrays Julian’s unsuccessful 
attempt to halt the progress of Christianity.

Between 375 and 383 Emperor Gratian confiscated temples and 
abolished privileges for heathen priests. In 380, Christianity was 
declared the official religion of the empire by Emperor Theodosius I, 
who forbade heathen religious observances from 379 to 395. By 435, 
Theodosius II commanded that all temples be destroyed or turned 
into churches. Emperor Justinian prohibited heathenism on pain of 
death, and abolished the 900-year-old school of Athens in 529. The 
ancient temple of Alexandria, with the world’s largest collection 
of academic books and scrolls, was burned to the ground during 
this period. A few testimonies have been preserved complaining 
about the rampant destruction and vandalism Christians foisted on 
their pagan contemporaries. According to one, a public statue was 
destroyed even though it was not worshiped or sacrificed to (hence 
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it was not illegal); this sort of incident was a common occurrence:

There was a bronze statue in the city of Beroea – Ascelpius in the 
form of the beautiful son of Cleinias; and the work of art imitated 
the work of nature. Of such youthful beauty was it that even those 
who were able to behold him daily still longed for the sight of it. 
No one (of the Christians) was so shameless that he would dare to 
say that sacrifices were offered to this statue. Even such an image as 
this, O King, perfected as was fitting with great care as well as with 
bright genius, has been broken to pieces and is gone, and many hands 
divided up what Phidias’ hands had put together. Because of what 
sacrificial blood? Because of what sacrificial knife? Because of what 
illegal service to the gods? Just as here, then, although they could 
mention no sacrifice, still they cut up Alcibiades, or rather Asclepius 
into many parts, disgracing the city in respect to the statue, in the 
same way must we believe the matter stands with them in regard to 
the happenings in the country. (Libanius, Oratio XXX, 22-23)67

After Julian’s failed Hellenistic revival, the restored Christianity 
focused once more on defining the central aspects of its beliefs. 
With the final acceptance of the Nicene Creed settling the matter 
of Christ’s divinity, the controversy shifted towards the other end 
of the spectrum. In what sense was Jesus a human being? Did 
Jesus have a physical body like ours? Did he have a mind and a 
soul? Did he sin? These difficulties arose from trying to equate 
the eternal, divine Jesus (who was of the same substance with the 
father) with his earthly ministry. In 381, Theodosius I called the 
second ecumenical council of the church, called the First Council 
of Constantinople, to resolve these challenges.

First Council of Constantinople (381)

One of the controversies debated at the First Council of 
Constantinople concerned Jesus’ humanity. A bishop of Laodicea 
named Apollinaris, who had fought Arianism around 360, 
was accused of going to another extreme. Counter to the Arian 
decrees, he proclaimed that Jesus was fully God. As a consequence, 
however, it seemed to him impossible that Jesus could undergo 
moral development: if Jesus was the same as the father and eternal, 
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then how could he have matured in his ethical wisdom? Therefore, 
Apollinaris posited a Christ who was human in body and soul, but 
in whom the human mind had been completely replaced by the 
Logos.

The problem with this view, according to other church leaders, 
was that a Christ without a human mind could not truly share in 
our sufferings, and there is no real possibility of his sinning or being 
tempted. This kind of Christ was never truly human; and if not 
human, it was argued, he could not redeem us. The Cappadocian 
father Gregory of Nazianzus stated, “Only that can be saved (in us) 
that has been assumed (by Christ).” Thus the full humanity of Jesus 
Christ had to be affirmed.

Keep in mind that this is now several centuries after the fact, and 
the church is voting on whether and to what extent Jesus Christ was 
human based on theological need rather than historical evidence. 
The choice of what Jesus Christ had to have been was made first, 
and the theological consequences worked out later, no matter how 
convoluted. Based on these two councils, the Church arrived at a 
Christ who was fully God (of the same substance of the father; 
begotten but not made) and also fully human. But how could Jesus’ 
humanity be reconciled with his divinity? Did he have two separate 
natures? How did that work? These issues soon produced the need 
for another ecumenical council.

Council of Ephesus (431)

At the Council of Ephesus, Nestorius, patriarch of 
Constantinople, was accused of dividing the two natures of Jesus 
in a way that made the Virgin Mary the mother of Christ, but not 
of God. Nestorius taught that Jesus had two natures, which were, 
in a sense, switched on and off at different periods of his life. 

According to Nestorius, it was impossible that the Logos, the 
pre-existent second person of the Trinity, could really suffer; hence, 
only Jesus’ humanity suffered in the passion.68 Likewise, Nestorius 
claimed that the Logos had not been born of a woman; only Jesus’ 
humanity was born of a woman. He refused to use the title Mother 
of God (Theotokos) – the most beloved title the East could give the 
virgin mother – for Mary. She is not the mother of God, he said, 
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only of Christ (Christotokos).
The leader of the opponents of Nestorius, Cyril of Alexandria 

accused him of creating not just two natures but two persons of 
Jesus. Cyril, while acknowledging that Jesus had two natures, 
argued that they were not separated. According to Cyril, they are 
like light and heat in a flame: thus it is legitimate to say that “God 
died” or “Mary gave birth to God,” because it was impossible to 
separate the human and divine natures in Christ. Cyril was the 
first to use the term “hypostatic union” about the joining of the 
two natures.

Cyril drew up and presented at Ephesus twelve statements, 
called “anathemas,” condemning Nestorius. After a great deal of 
political maneuvering, synods and counter-synods, Cyril’s views 
triumphed and won the support of the pope – and the Nestorian 
party was condemned. The Council declared that Christ had two 
natures, but only one person, which is divine.

Another issue resolved at this council, which significantly 
altered the spiritual climate of Christianity while increasing Church 
authority, was the condemnation of Pelagian heresy. Pelagius 
(c.354 AD - c.420/440AD) was an ascetic who denied the need for 
divine aid in performing good works; consequently, he refused the 
more specific doctrine of original sin as developed by Augustine of 
Hippo. 

While the Peligians taught that each person was completely free 
to heed the call of God, Augustine claimed that, through the original 
sin of Adam, we were born sinners. According to Augustine (who 
was reading Jerome’s recently translated Latin Vulgate Bible rather 
than the original Greek), sin was no longer an action that stirred 
the lake of the soul but a birth defect, which we had no way of 
repairing. No one was capable of redeeming themselves, or of even 
choosing to break with sin. Humanity was irreparably humbled in 
sin, and it was only through God’s actions that we were saved. 

In Pelagius’s eyes, reliance upon redemption by Christ should be 
accompanied by individual responsibility and efforts to do good.69 
The church, however, sided with Augustine: salvation is entirely 
in God’s hands, we are slaves to our flesh and sin and cannot do 
anything for ourselves – but some of us will be saved through 
grace. The Pelagian heresy was first condemned at the Council of 
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Carthage held in 416, and this decision was affirmed at the Council 
of Ephesus.

Council of Chalcedon (451)

In an extreme reaction against Nestorianism, another 
conception of Christ arose wherein Jesus had only one nature, 
“the Incarnate Word.” This has been called Monophysitism, and 
was at the forefront of the controversy underlying the Council of 
Chaldedon.

Eutyches, presbyter and archimandrite at Constantinople, 
declared that Christ was “a fusion of human and divine elements.”70 

Although eternal and divine, during the incarnation the Divine 
Logos was fused together with the Human Jesus. The difficulty is 
in positing when the incarnation took place: was Jesus born human 
first? Or did the incarnation take place at the very moment Christ 
was conceived? If you taught one divine nature in Christ, rather 
than two, then you invited the belief in a docetic Jesus, a God who 
walks around with a cloak of humanity. There was also the danger 
of the Apollinarian concept that Jesus did not have a human mind, 
but only the body and soul of a human.

Roman Pope “Saint Leo the Great” attacked Eutyches for 
this “one-nature” belief. The council concluded that Jesus had 
two natures, which were separate; and yet Jesus Christ was to be 
regarded as one and the same person. The actual wording is “one 
and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten, to be acknowledged 
in two natures, without confusion, without change, without 
division, without separation.”  According to Baylor University 
professor Chris Armstrong, these four “withouts” are referred to 
as the “four fences of Chalcedon.”71 They can be understood “not 
as a precise definition of the relationship between the divine and 
human in Christ, but rather as limits to orthodoxy, beyond which 
Christians cannot stray and remain in the truth. What lies within 
those fences is still mysterious!”72 The definition of Chalcedon is 
worth sharing in full (capitalized in the original):

Therefore, following the holy Fathers, we all with one accord teach 
men to acknowledge one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, 
at once complete in Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God 
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and truly man, consisting also of a reasonable soul and body; of one 
substance [homoousios] with the Father as regards his Godhead, and 
at the same time one substance with us as regards his manhood; like 
us in all respects, apart from sin; as regards his Godhead, begotten of 
the Father before the ages, but yet as regards his manhood begotten, 
for us man and for our salvation, of Mary the Virgin, the God-bearer 
[Theotokos]; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, 
recognized IN TWO NATURES, [en dyo physesin] WITHOUT 
CONFUSION, [asynchytos] WITHOUT CHANGE, [atreptos] 
WITHOUT DIVISION, [adiairetos] WITHOUT SEPARATION 
[anchoristos]; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by 
the union, but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved 
and coming together to form one person and substance [hypostasis], 
not as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the same 
Son and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ; even as the 
prophets from earliest times spoke of him, and our Lord Jesus Christ 
himself taught us, and the creed of the Fathers has handed down to 
us.73

Continuing Controversies

Still the debates continued. The Council of Constantinople II, 
in 553, was divided between the Antiochene theology, emphasizing 
Christ’s humanity, and the Alexandrian theology of their opponents, 
emphasizing Christ’s deity. The Council of Constantinople III, in 
680, condemned monothelitism (that Christ had a single will), 
and affirmed that Christ had both a human will and a divine will 
that functioned in perfect harmony. This is over 600 years after 
the historical Jesus is claimed to have walked the earth, and his 
followers continue struggling with the basic logistical problems 
and fundamental philosophical difficulties with their faith in the 
human-and-divine Christ. Whenever a believer tried to explain the 
mystery of Jesus, following the nature of Jesus Christ to its rational 
implications, it was repudiated as a heresy. Concerning the nature 
of Jesus Christ, going too far in any direction would lead to error. 
The role of the Church councils was to block rational inquiry from 
upsetting the faithful, by declaring what was to be believed.

The only truth, it was decided, is that which is mysterious 
and impossible; what cannot be understood but only believed. 
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Moreover this theology (ignoring the claim of Church infallibility 
and the guidance of the Holy Spirit) has never relied on who or 
what Jesus Christ was originally. Rather than from one early idea 
to many, as we would expect a historical founder to produce, in 
fact the tradition goes from many ideas to one:

Council of Nicaea II (787): Iconoclasm and Idolatry

One final controversy was settled at the Council of Nicaea II 
in 787, which is of particular interest; in a sense, its ruling closed 
the book on the early movement of Christianity and turned it into 
something vastly different.

As we have seen, one of the most severe differences between 
Christianity and its pagan surroundings was its refusal to worship 
idols. The anti-idolatry stance comes from the Old Testament 
section commonly known as the Ten Commandments. Many people 
are familiar with an abbreviated form of the second commandment 
(“idolatry is bad”), but unaware that there is a biblical prohibition 
against any visual representation of not just God, but anything:

You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of 
anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or 
that is in the water under the earth; you shall not bow down to them 
nor serve them. For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting 
the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth 
generations of those who hate Me, but showing mercy to thousands, 
to those who love Me and keep My commandments. (Exodus 20: 2-7)

The Bible has many terms for idolatry, and constantly reaffirms 
the contempt the biblical writers held for idolatrous practices. 
Pagan idols were described as being made of gold, silver, wood, 
and stone; they are only the work of men’s hands, unable to speak, 
see, hear, smell, eat, grasp, or feel, and powerless either to injure or 
to benefit (Ps. 135:15-18).

In stark contrast to paganism, the early Christian church, like 
Judaism, was exceedingly careful not to trespass against this one 
central commandment: many were persecuted or martyred on 
exactly this point. In addition, the Christian God had no need 
of sacrificial offerings. Many Christians, such as the apologist 
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Marcianus Aristides, distinguished their beliefs as rational and 
wise, in contrast with the foolishness of Greek idolatry, based on 
the Christian refusal to practice idolatry. In a letter to the emperor 
from the early-mid second century, Marcianus makes this case 
pointedly:

But it is a marvel, O King, with regard to the Greeks, who surpass 
all other peoples in their manner of life and reasoning, how they 
have gone astray after dead idols and lifeless images. And yet they 
see their gods in the hands of their artificers being sawn out, and 
planed and docked, and hacked short, and charred, and ornamented, 
and being altered by them in every kind of way. And when they grow 
old, and are worn away through lapse of time, and when they are 
molten and crushed to powder, how, I wonder, did they not perceive 
concerning them, that they are not gods? And as for those who did 
not find deliverance for themselves, how can they serve the distress 
of men? But even the writers and philosophers among them have 
wrongly alleged that the gods are such as are made in honour of God 
Almighty. And they err in seeking to liken (them) to God whom man 
has not at any time seen nor can see unto what He is like. Herein, too 
(they err) in asserting of deity that any such thing as deficiency can be 
present to it; as when they say that He receives sacrifice and requires 
burnt-offering and libation and immolations of men, and temples. 
But God is not in need, and none of these things is necessary to Him; 
and it is clear that men err in these things they imagine. (Apology of 
Aristides, 13)74

Around 170 AD, Melito, bishop of Sardis (considered a saint 
by both Roman Catholics and the Eastern Orthodox), also spoke 
against worshipping the invisible and omnipresent God in the form 
of an idol:

There are, however, persons who say: It is for the honour of God that 
we make the image: in order, that is, that we may worship the God 
who is concealed from our view. But they are unaware that God is in 
every country, and in every place, and is never absent, and that there is 
not anything done and He knoweth it not. Yet thou, despicable man! 
within whom He is, and without whom He is, and above whom He 
is, hast nevertheless gone and bought thee wood from the carpenter’s, 
and it is carved and made into an image insulting to God. To this thou 
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offerest sacrifice, and knowest not that the all-seeing eye seeth thee, 
and that the word of truth reproves thee, and says to thee: How can 
the unseen God be sculptured? Nay, it is the likeness of thyself that 
thou makest and worshippest. Because the wood has been sculptured, 
hast thou not the insight to perceive that it is still wood, or that the 
stone is still stone? The gold also the workman: taketh according to 
its weight in the balance. And when thou hast had it made into an 
image, why doth thou weigh it? Therefore thou art a lover of gold, 
and not a lover of God.75

Early Christian communities stood out for having “no altars, 
no temples, no acknowledged images” (Minucius Felix, Octavius, 
chapter 10).76 They “assembled in houses appointed for the purpose, 
and, in times of persecution, in solitary places.”77

New converts who had previously worked as artisans servicing 
pagan religions were forced to quit their trade and find new means 
of employment. Hippolytus of Rome commands, “If someone is a 
sculptor or a painter, let them be taught not to make idols. Either 
let them cease or let them be rejected.”78

According to Frend, the second commandment forbidding 
Israel to make any graven image was accepted by Christian leaders 
in East and West alike, including Tertullian, Clement and Eusebius. 
The early Church showed rare unanimity in considering this 
prohibition absolute and binding on Christians. “The principal 
crime of the human race, the highest guilt charged upon the world, 
the whole procuring case of judgment, was idolatry.”79

In the early third century, Origen tried to explain the tenacity 
with which the Christians followed this central doctrine:

Christians and Jews have regard to this command, “You shall fear the 
Lord your God, and serve Him alone;” and this other, “You shall have 
no other gods before Me: you shall not make unto you any graven 
image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is 
in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth: you shall 
not bow down yourself to them, nor serve them;” and again, “You 
shall worship the Lord your God, and Him only shall you serve.” It is 
in consideration of these and many other such commands, that they 
not only avoid temples, altars, and images, but are ready to suffer 
death when it is necessary, rather than debase by any such impiety the 
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conception which they have of the Most High God (Origen, Contra 
Celsum, VII, 64).80

The third century Catholic theologian Arnobius confirms that 
his faith had no statues or images of any god, did not offer incense 
or libations of wine, slew no victims in sacrifice, and built no 
temples for ceremonies of worship. For this Christianity was often 
charged with impiety (atheism). In defense of his faith, Arnobius is 
harshly critical of pagan idolatry:

We worship the gods, you say, by means of images. What then? 
Without these, do the gods not know that they are worshipped, and 
will they not think that any honour is shown to them by you? … Those 
images which fill you with terror, and which you adore prostrate upon 
the ground in all the temples, are bones, stones, brass, silver, gold, 
clay, wood taken from a tree, or glue mixed with gypsum… Blush, 
then, even though it is late, and accept true methods and views from 
dumb creatures, and let these teach you that there is nothing divine in 
images, into which they do not fear or scruple to cast unclean things 
in obedience to the laws of their being, and led by their unerring 
instincts. (Arnobious, Against the Heathen)81

However, with the growing popularity of Christianity among 
pagans – especially after being appropriated by Constantine and 
his mother Helena – keeping the pagan practice of idolatry out of 
the movement became impossible. When Eusebius was asked for 
an image of the Savior by Constance, the sister of Constantine, he 
told her that painting holy images was a pagan custom.82 He also 
told Empress Helena directly that “such images are forbidden by 
the Jewish law and should not be found in churches.” He continues: 

Some poor woman brought me two painted figures like philosophers, 
and ventured to say that they represented Paul and the Saviour – I do 
not know on what ground. But to save her and others from offence, 
I took them from her and kept them by me, not thinking it right, in 
any case, that she should exhibit them further, that we may not seem 
idolaters to carry our God about with us.83

Constantine appointed his mother Helen as Augusta (Empress 
of the World), and gave her unlimited access to the imperial treasury 
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in order to locate the relics of Judeo-Christian tradition.84 She set 
out in the year 324AD with great zeal and fervor to build churches, 
to restore and adorn older ones and to find precious relics.85 Around 
405, images of saints and martyrs began to appear in the churches, 
which were to be worshiped. The adoration of the Virgin Mary was 
substituted for the worship of Venus and Diana.86

But the debate was not yet settled. In 599, Bishop Serenus of 
Marseille, shocked by the cult of images in his diocese, ordered 
their destruction. Pope Gregory (reigned 590-604) wrote him that 
he was correct to prevent their adoration, but should preserve them 
as “books for the illiterate.”87 For the general public, he reasoned, 
the stories of the gospels would be unapproachable without visuals.

The controversy reached its peak in 726 when Leo the 
Isaurian, Patriarch of Constantinople, issued his first edict against 
the veneration of images.88 On one side of the debate were the 
Iconoclasts, also called “icon-smashers.” They were suspicious of 
any art depicting God or humans and demanded the destruction of 
icons because they were forms of idolatry. On the other side were 
the Iconodules, or “venerators of icons.” They defended the place 
of icons in the Church. It is worth pointing out that just prior to 
the iconoclast outbreak Muslim Caliph Yezid ordered the removal 
of all icons within his territory: the decisions regarding idolatry 
made by the Catholic Church may have been driven by the desire 
for Christianity to differentiate itself from Islam. 

The controversy was more than just a struggle over different 
views of Christian art; in fact, it concerned the primary distinction 
between flesh and spirit that had always troubled Christian 
doctrine. Was matter, including the flesh, inherently evil (or at 
least distracting), compared to the glory of God? Could material 
components be used to reflect or reveal divine presence? What was 
the true meaning of Christian redemption and the salvation of the 
entire material universe? The answers to these questions were tied 
to the character of Christ’s human nature. 

Crucial to the discussion was the work of St. John of Damascus 
(759-826AD). Housed in Muslim-controlled lands and therefore 
outside the reach of the empire, he addressed the charges of the 
iconoclasts concerning the charges of idolatry:
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Icons are not idols but symbols, therefore when an Orthodox 
venerates an icon, he is not guilty of idolatry. He is not worshipping 
the symbol, but merely venerating it. Such veneration is not directed 
toward wood, or paint or stone, but towards the person depicted. 
Therefore relative honor is shown to material objects, but worship is 
due to God alone. 

We do not make obeisance to the nature of wood, but we revere and 
do obeisance to Him who was crucified on the Cross... When the two 
beams of the Cross are joined together I adore the figure because of 
Christ who was crucified on the Cross, but if the beams are separated, 
I throw them away and burn them. (St. John of Damascus)89

Icons were “open books to remind us of God.” Those who lacked 
the time or learning to study theology needed only to enter a church 
to see the mysteries of the Christian religion unfold before them. 
Further, icons were necessary and essential because they protected 
the full and proper doctrine of the Incarnation. While God could 
not be represented in his eternal self, he could be depicted simply 
because he became human and took flesh; in so taking a material 
body, God proved that matter can be redeemed. He deified matter, 
making it spirit-bearing; and if flesh can be a medium for the Spirit, 
so can wood or paint, although in a different fashion: 

I do not worship matter, but the Creator of matter, who for my sake 
became material and deigned to dwell in matter, who through matter 
effected my salvation.90

The seventh and last Ecumenical Council (which, like the first, 
was convened at Nicea) upheld the Iconodules’ postion in 787AD. 
Icons, it was proclaimed, are to be kept in churches and honored 
with the same relative veneration as is shown to other material 
symbols, such as the “precious and life-giving Cross” and the Book 
of the Gospels. From 815 through 843AD Empress Theodora 
stamped out the attacks against icons permanently. 
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Conclusions and Summary

This final chapter revealed that the history of the Church is 
a human history – as was demonstrated time and time-again by 
lack of consensus, political power struggles, and the elaborate 
definitions that were constructed and enforced (and sometimes 
later revoked) concerning divine matters; not to mention the many 
evils (persecutions, wars, genocide) done in the name of God under 
the protection of the Church. During nearly seven hundred years 
of disagreement, mostly concerning the divine and physical nature 
of Jesus Christ, a church doctrine was established for the Catholic 
Church – one which did not include the sects who refused the 
mantle of Rome.

Can the history and existence of the church prove that Jesus 
was historical? No – in fact it reveals that the theology regarding 
Jesus did not come from a historical founder but was the result of 
centuries of theological development, based on reaction to popular 
“heresies.” The final result, rather than a clear and understandable 
vision of Jesus, is a walking impossibility and eternal mystery: a 
divine-but-human godman with two natures that are distinct but 
totally unified, two wills that are separate but always in agreement, 
two bodies that are flesh and not flesh, who has existed eternally 
but was begotten of God and born in the flesh.

There is a great deal more to the history of Christianity than 
I’ve briefly sketched; many revolutions, controversies, movements 
and beliefs. And there are excellent books that explore those 
movements in much more detail than this one. What I’ve attempted 
to show in this final chapter is a rough outline of the history of the 
literary Jesus; how the literature was developed, how the theology 
and doctrine was expanded, and why those beliefs in a historical 
founder actually survived. In short, the presence of the church, 
along with its 2,000 year phenomenon and continued existence 
today, although aided by its insistence on a historical Jesus, can 
be explained without one. This revelation allows us to confidently 
resolve the underpinning question of this book: Is Jesus Christ 
different from Harry Potter because he was historical? It can now 
be maintained that Jesus is only unique in that he is claimed to be 
historical. This is a crucial and fundamental distinction.
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On the other hand, despite Christianity’s early conflicts 
with paganism, heresies and schisms, from early times it began 
incorporating features of classical worship: celebration of the 
solstices, sacrifice, religious iconography, incense, candles, temples, 
and kneeling for prayer. By the Seventh Ecumenical Council, 
Christianity had become an different movement altogether from 
the faith for which the martyrs had been killed.

In this sense, we could argue that Christianity is the world’s 
greatest religion: born in a period of unparalleled religious 
synthesis, fusing together the best of many centuries of spiritual 
wisdom, Christianity finally became everything to everybody. Like 
Hercules or Apollo, Jesus is the “light” of God, symbolized by a 
lion, who destroys “darkness” in the form of a serpent. Like the 
mysticism of the early mystery traditions, Jesus is the divine Logos, 
the Son of God living in us; who is also the tail of the serpent 
or the fallen women. Like Dionysus, Attis or Prometheus, Jesus is 
the suffering god who pays the sacrifice for our sins and releases 
us from death. Jesus can be portrayed, like Horus, as an infant 
God who rules “with his thumb in his mouth.” Like the rituals of 
Osiris we search for the lost body parts of Jesus in the spring (in 
the form of eggs, representing new life), just before he is found and 
resurrected. Like Tammuz, we bring a pine tree into our homes each 
year, representing our savior’s life cut short, but seeding the birth of 
a new savior born on Christmas day. Like Serapis, Jesus is both the 
infant and the father (hence he has no father and is considered to 
be “virgin-born”), whose mother and consort is a powerful goddess 
who is full of love and compassion. The success and popularity of 
the Christian movement cannot be traced to the “personality” of 
a historical founder, but rather in its completion and inclusion of 
already popular forms of spiritual worship.



Final Conclusion

“If the Jesus of faith is not also the Jesus of history, he’s powerless and 
he’s meaningess. Unless he’s rooted in reality, unless he established his 
divinity by rising from the dead, he’s just a feel-good symbol who’s as 
irrelevant as Santa Claus” –Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ1

Many people assume that by making the claim that Jesus was 
mythical it means I think he was worthless. That’s not true at all; in 
the same sense, nobody would argue that Harry Potter is worthless 
just because he’s a fictional character. People love Harry Potter – 
he’s had a profound, meaningful and inspiring affect on the lives 
of countless children. Literature can be very edifying and should be 
praised as such. The story of Jesus Christ is robust, full of powerful 
spiritual and astrological symbolism, which can be appreciated on 
many levels. The same, however, cannot be said of the “history” 
of Jesus Christ, which is an outdated concept that may need to be 
relinquished.

Strobel’s reaction to the claim that Jesus was not historical 
is the same (failed) attempt of the early church to justify the 
historical Jesus: if he was not historical, he would have been no 
different from other myths and fables. Ergo, he was a historical. 
Rather than evidence, it is based on the passionate belief and the 
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experiential consequences of that belief. The true heart of the 
Christianity’s attachment to a historical Jesus is this: If Jesus was 
not historical, he would be meaningless, and it is impossible for 
him to be meaningless, because he is meaningful to me. Therefore 
he is historical.

However, this way of thinking centers on the opinion that 
without a historical body, Jesus would be without meaning. Why 
does this have to be the case? Gnostics and many heretics refused 
to believe Jesus had a physical body, but still found him profoundly 
meaningful. Truthfully, to accept and appreciate Jesus Christ’s 
literary legacy, very little about Christianity has to change. Christ’s 
spiritual significance, importance, and active role as an ever-present 
moral guide could be maintained with much less conflict with 
reason or science. One could still believe in a Divine Being that, at 
the beginning of time, emptied itself in its creation, and that we are 
somehow mystically tied to this being. Most of the rituals could 
remain the same.

Jesus Christ could still serve as our higher self, our voice of 
reason and guidance, our intuition and goodness. This concept 
of Jesus would truly be eternal and universal: it has many names, 
and the expressions of its faith are as diverse as the world’s many 
distinct cultures. 

Moreover, just because something is a myth does not make 
it meaningless – in fact myths can be much more powerful than 
historical reality. Joseph Campbell claimed that the tendency to 
interpret mythology as history is one of the greatest failings of 
Christianity:

Wherever the poetry of myth is interpreted as biography, history, or 
science, it is killed. The living images become only remote facts of a 
distant time or sky. Furthermore, it is never difficult to demonstrate 
that as science and history mythology is absurd. When a civilization 
begins to interpret its mythology in this way, the life goes out of it, 
temples become museums, and the link between the two perspectives 
is dissolved. Such a blight has certainly descended on the Bible and on 
a great part of the Christian cult.2

Rather than attempting to distinguish Jesus Christ from Harry 
Potter by referring to the non-proof that Jesus was real, a more 
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profitable enterprise might be to analyze the two characters as 
literary influences and ask, which is better. In other words, in 
light of the discovery that claims of historicity cannot separate the 
literature of Jesus from Harry, the important thing to analyze is 
how the stories make people feel and act.

As a living spirit that is believed to be real and omnipresent, 
Jesus provides comfort and inspiration. He can also motivate 
his followers to great acts of charity and self-sacrifice. But as a 
“historical” savior, he creates dissension and conflict between 
various cultures and ideologies. Christ teaches suffering, meekness 
and humility; renounce this life and look forward to the next. Harry 
reminds us to embrace each small moment of happiness. Jesus says 
anything that happens is God’s will: God is in control. Harry takes 
full responsibility for this world – God (Dumbledore) is dead, and 
there is no one else to stop the evil in the world except us. Also, 
while Jesus knew he would come back, and then live forever, Harry 
had no such hope; hence his sacrifice was much more courageous.

Religion provides comfort to get us through suffering, and 
endure  pain and misfortune in hopes of a better afterlife. Literature 
like Harry Potter inspires us to stand up and fight against injustice. 
Jesus, as son of God and divine being, represents a level we can 
never reach. He is perfect, but we are sinners. He is not an example 
that we can model; he is the sun that makes us feel ashamed of our 
shadows. 

Harry, in contrast, is fully human; he doubts, sins, expresses 
emotions, makes poor decisions, and he eventually makes the 
ultimate sacrifice – which importantly he had no desire to make. By 
his example we can compare ourselves, and through his mistakes 
we can recognize our own. His determination is an inspiration to 
us, through which we can learn that justice means taking action 
without guarantee, without a promise of salvation, without the 
support of a supernatural being that promises redemption. True 
ethics are not found in following law, but in making difficult 
decisions and being willing to act regardless of the consequences.

Most importantly, Harry Potter is popular in a way that Jesus is 
not. Harry Potter’s movies have made billions, while Mel Gibson’s 
The Passion of the Christ (2004) was disturbing, bloody and 
ultimately unsatisfying, riddled with the unresolved complexities 



418 | JESUS POTTER, HARRY CHRIST

in a system where the all powerful and all knowing God has to 
trick or deceive his creation, Satan. Harry’s popularity is crucial 
– he is the gospel of our time; the best selling story. Yes, he is a 
repacking of the Jesus Christ story, but one that eclipses that story 
completely. While we can sift through Harry and trace back to 
Jesus, why would we? Harry is a much more humane, in depth, 
vibrant character than the Jesus of the gospels, infinitely easier to 
identify with, champion, and even love.

After 2,000 years, in a time of unparalleled technological 
and scientific advancement, when researchers have challenged 
the notion of an historical Jesus and logic conflicts with central 
tenets of Christian belief, the passion of Christ is still considered 
a historical fact by Christians and non-believers alike. Those who 
keep the faith continue to cling desperately to the historicity of 
Jesus rather than explore and appreciate his spiritual message. 

In Mel Gibson’s version, the story of Christ’s Passion is 
repeated, full of human emotion, gore, grief, and touching 
kindnesses between strangers. Subtly reasserting the message of 
Christ’s historicity are objects which will later become prize relics 
in Cathedrals throughout Europe; the cloth that caught an imprint 
of his face, the crown of thorns and the nails used on the cross, 
laid out and ready to be enshrined. This really happened, the story 
cries, and there is a surplus of evidence to prove it. The bloody 
figure of Jesus is triumphantly raised to life in the body, still bearing 
his wounds from the crucifixion, continually ignoring the obvious 
disadvantages of spending eternity in our physical bodies.

Like the early communities who strayed from Paul’s teachings, 
Christians today maintain that Jesus was a historical man, who 
urged us to share his message and spread the good news. They are 
also wary of any investigation, whether rational or scientific, which 
may conflict with their beliefs. Finding solidarity with one another 
against those mysterious forces of evil that are seeking to disrupt, 
they inspire each other to keep believing, despite the criticism, 
despite the questions, despite reason.

Many Christian communities are also waiting, some a little too 
eagerly, for the end of the world. They are excited to receive their 
rewards, to be greeted by Jesus at the final judgment; excited to be 
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proved right after all these years. Although Jesus says many times 
in the Bible that the kingdom of God is within them now, and not 
somewhere in the future, they rely on another passage, which reads, 
“I will be with you until the end of the age.”

Usually assumed to mean that Jesus will be present until the 
end of time, the word “age” was an astrological concept that 
corresponded to one zodiac rotation caused by the precession of the 
equinoxes. 4,000 years ago Mithras conquered the age of Taurus 
by slaying a bull, initiating the age of Aries. 2,000 years ago Jesus 
slaughtered a lamb, and began the age of Pisces. The sun continues 
to burn, and the earth continues its annual orbit. For 2,000 years, 
the myth of Jesus Christ, the lamb of God, crucified for the sins of 
the world, has been mistakenly viewed as a historical figure.

Perhaps we are finally ready, after all this time, to remove the 
training wheels and appreciate the spiritual meaning of the Christian 
myth. Maybe we can move from milk to solid food. However, if we 
are going to start the story all over again, it is time to take down 
the lamb from the cross. The age of Pisces is ending. This time, we 
need to crucify a fish.
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