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“Paganism” was never an organized creed, as were the early Christians and their Jewish ancestors. As used by the early Christians, the term “pagan,” which literally merely means one who lives in the country, was a derogatory term for someone who was not of the Faith. “One formidable problem the early church encountered was competition with popular pagan belief systems.” (Perowne, page 11) The Church saw heresy and witchcraft as a threat to their authority and to the order of society, so they felt they had to suppress them. They sought tried to convert pagans by demonizing their gods, beliefs, and practices, but also by incorporating them into their own belief system. In this way, pagan religions significantly influenced the development of the early Church, specifically in the areas of art, architecture, symbolism, customs and holidays, and its very doctrine.


Although they disapproved of the pagans itself, the early Christians valued pagan art and kept it alive. Christian artists often depicted mythological subjects in their art. Jesus was often depicted in the likeness of a Greco-Roman god; in his youth as Apollo, and in maturity as Jupiter, for instance. There also exist many examples of pagan themes explicitly present in Christian art. The resurrection scene in the Via Latina catacomb is actually of Hercules reviving Alcestis. In the famous sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, Caelus, the Roman god of heaven, is depicted beneath Christ’s throne.


The famous pagan Renaissance artist Leonardo Da Vinci is notorious for his blatant mockery of the Church through his artwork. He was often commissioned to do paintings, altarpieces, and other decorations for churches, but almost always included hidden pagan themes in symbolism, which, upon being noticed, caused outrage among the Christians. Several famous pieces include The Last Supper and The Madonna of the Rocks (or The Virgin of the Rocks). 
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Although Christian architecture has developed its own unique style, it didn’t begin that way. The first “churches” were wherever followers of Christ could meet, and were indistinguishable from secular buildings. The first buildings resembling a place of worship were actually converted pagan temples. This was a smart move, on the Church’s behalf, to convert the pagans that worshiped in them. “While providing a welcome continuity of religious associations for the local populace the rededication of the building to Christ exorcised the pagan gods, now become demons, of the old pantheon.” (Gough, pages 130-131) It also saved the Church’s resources.


Many Christian symbols have decidedly non-Christian origins and/or influences. Pagans could easily associate the Christian cruciform with various other cross symbols in their own religions. Similarly, “the so-called ‘Celtic crosses’ that can be found in Ireland and other Celtic areas are monuments to the spread of Christianity.” They combined the cruciform with the recognizable sun disk of Druidism; the sun was a central part of many pagan religions and also the source of the halos adorning the heads of angels. Christianity also shared such symbols as the dove, fish, and shepherd with paganism; archeologists uncovering artifacts bearing these symbols can often only determine by whom they were made by their context. Christianity also demonized pagan symbols and gave them new meanings. The triton of the Greco-Roman god Poseidon, god of the sea, became the devil’s pitchfork. The pentagram or pentacle, once a symbol associated with the goddess Venus and with goddess-worship, became a symbol of devil worship.


Many of the customs and practices of the early church were borrowed from pagan religions. The ceremonial burning of candles of Catholic church may be borrowed from the 
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Serapis and Isis cults of Egyptian paganism. The same cults even lent the monastic tonsure (shaved patch on the head) to Catholic monks. The Eucharist, or communion service commemorating the last supper of Jesus with his disciples, bears strong similarities to Mithraism’s practice of worshippers partaking of the flesh and blood of their god, who was also considered by them a savior. The change from the Sabbath to Sunday as the customary day of worship was a deliberate step to appease worshippers of the sun and of sun gods.


Historically, it is known that the Jesus whom Christians believe to be their promised savior was not born on December 25. This date was also borrowed from Mithraism; it was the birth date of savior-god Mithra. The familiar Christmas has no Biblical origin, but has roots in the decorated tree symbolizing the death and resurrection of the deity Attis of the cult of Cybele. This idea of the deaths and resurrection of a god was the center of many solar religions and crop-fertility religions. The holiday Easter celebrating the resurrection of Jesus takes it’s very named from a pagan goddess named Oestra.


Non-Christians probably found Christianity easier to accept because so many of the elements comprising bore striking resemblances to their own beliefs. Christians originally referred to Jesus as the “son of Man;” as most of them still considered themselves devout Jews, they probably avoided using the word God at all costs. The term “kyrios,” translated as “lord,” came from pagan religions who gave the title to their gods. The story of Christ’s life was easy for many pagans to believe because it was so closely similar- almost the same- to the stories of their gods; the miraculous conception/virgin birth, performing miracles, and the death and resurrection. As the Virgin Mary began to be portrayed as the “mother of God” (which happened 
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around 391 CE), worshippers of mother-goddess cults, such as that of Isis, could continue to praise their goddesses, just changing her name.


Many of the New Testament books are accredited to the Apostle Paul. Paul openly quoted pagan writers in his letters, and in other writings. Though he may have regarded Jesus as a “savior-god,” this probably resulted from his exposure to the concept in pagan religions; Osiris, Attis, and Mithra were all perceived the same way in their respective religions or cults. The New Testament is also littered with occurrences of what a non-Christian would call magic, such as exorcisms and miracles, most of which are performed by Jesus himself. There are more references to this “magic” in the Gnostic and apocryphal writings.


“The development of medieval witchcraft is closely bound to that of heresy, the struggle for the expansion of religious feeling beyond the limits tolerated by the church.” The Church not only had to suppress pagan beliefs but also heretics, radical Christian groups within the Church itself. Three major heretic groups- Montanism, Gnosticism, and Arianism, arose within the Church, offering different perceptions of Jesus and prophecies about his return. They were also influenced by pagan beliefs of which the Church did not approve.  However, these and all other heresies were banned in 392 by Emperor Theodosius I. “Once that law was established, Christians who chose unorthodox beliefs risked excommunication, imprisonment, torture, and even death.” (Pfeiffer, page 35) This was done as an attempt to rid the church of pagan beliefs.


Paganism greatly effected the development of the art, architecture, symbolism, customs, holidays, and doctrine of the early Church. “The triumph of Christianity in the early years of the fourth century has for long been regarded as the outcome of a straight fight between paganism and the Faith. In fact, the process was far more subtle, far more complex, the final stage in an 
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evolution during which Christianity was to profit doubly, from its reactions to heresies within, and from its contests with rivals without, by whom the heretics were often influenced.”  Early Christians viewed paganism and heretics as threats to their authority and sought to eliminate their competition. Through making their gods and customs evil, and by banning the heretic movements in the Church, they successfully converted some. But they also absorbed pagan beliefs into the very core of their own belief system. They absorbed pagan influences in their art and architecture, and picked up pagan holidays and practices left and right. The beliefs of the early Church and early Christians were influenced heavily by those of non-Christians.
