The “World” of Jesus and the Gospels
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Galatians 4: 4 “When the fullness of time had come…”

Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities: “It was the best of times. It was the worst of times. It was the spring of hope. It was the winter of despair…”

---------------------------

1) Location: Areas around the Mediterranean Sea. Jesus lived in Palestine, a small country on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean.

2) Time: First century A.D.

The four Gospels were written second half of the first century probably not in Palestine but certainly within the Mediterranean region.

Tradition claims that the Gospel of:

Mark was written in Rome; 

Matthew, Antioch in Syria; 

Luke, Greece or Syria

John, Ephesus in Turkey

3) Palestine’s principal regions: from north to south – Galilee, Samaria, Judea, and Idumea.

--Galilee, center of Jesus’ early ministry.

--Jerusalem, capital of Judea, ancient religious center, place of Jesus’ death.

4) Diaspora: There were many Jews living outside Palestine (e.g. Alexandrian in Egypt, Antioch in Syria, and Rome).

5) Religion: Judaism, centered on the Temple, Torah, Synagogue, Sabbath, Jewish Feasts (e.g. Passover), and Religious practices (e.g. prayer, fasting, alms-giving; purification rituals, etc.).


   "Judaism" in the time of Jesus is more properly designated "Judaisms" as it can include a rich variety of forms and practices that flourished during late Second Temple times (200 BC.-70 AD. In one way or the other this diverse "Jewish" culture traces itself back to the Hebrew Bible and the history of the ancient Israelites. By Roman times, with the northern Ten Tribes long ago carried away into Assyrian captivity and largely lost to history, it became customary to refer to all those of Hebrew or Israelite ancestry who lived in the Roman Mediterranean world as "Jews," and to their religious-cultural life as "Judaism."

Visit: The Jewish Roman World of Jesus by  James D. Tabor, PhD
6) Jewish Religious groups/parties: Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Samaritans, Zealots.

Visit also: Jewish Groups at the Time of Jesus
7) Religious settings: Judaism, Christianity, Greek pantheon and secret cults (e.g. cult of Dionysius), and Roman state religion (e.g. emperor worship).

Visit: Divine Men, Heroes and God

Magic and Initiation

Christians as the Romans Saw Them
8) Philosophies: syncretism, Gnosticism, Epicureanism, Stoicism, Cynicism, Skepticism.

Visit: Hellenistic Philosophy

Hellenistic Dualism
9) Politics; Palestine was a colony, first of the Greeks (300-164 b.c.e.) and later on under the Romans (from 63 b.c.e.)
10) Social and economic conditions (excerpt from Bragado – Monera, 1997, ed. by Flores )

At about the time of Jesus’ birth, there were perhaps 3 to 4.5 million Jews living around the Mediterranean (“diaspora”). Approximately half a million Jews lived in Palestine. The society in which Jesus lived was divided between the rich and the poor. Those who had wealth, power and influence in Palestine were the foreign Greeks and Romans, Jewish elite, the rich landowners, the big merchants, and the high priestly family.  The lifestyle of the rich and powerful of Palestine revolved in living in comfortable villas, frequenting theaters, baths, and gymnasia, while the majority of the people languished in poverty. On the other side, the ordinary people paid heavy taxes to support the Roman empire. 


Most Jews were farmers or shepherds. They planted grapes, figs, olives, wheat and barley. Men and women, including children pastured sheep and goats. Most of the farmlands, however, were owned by big absentee landlords, majority of whom were foreigners. Along the Sea of Galilee, fishing was a major industry. Others worked as skilled or hired laborers. The family of Jesus who were carpenters belonged to this group. 

Hence the society at the time of Jesus was characterized by injustice, oppression and poverty. The oppressive socio-economic political structures brought marginalization. Among the marginalized groups were the sick, lame, blind, lepers, orphans, widows, unskilled workers. Women were considered second class citizens and sometimes the wife was considered as one of the properties of the husband. Children had no rights. Gentiles (non-Jews) were looked down. The Samaritans who were half-Jews were not respected. Tax collectors, usurers, gamblers, robbers, and prostitutes belonged to the category of sinners and social outcasts. Corrupt tax collectors, who collaborated with the Roman, padded the taxes and pocketed the rest for themselves. All Jewish males paid a half-shekel for support of the Jerusalem temple. Religious law also required the people to pay “tithes” to support the priests and Levites (the “widow’s mite” in Mk 12:41ff).  Because of economic difficulties many Jews went abroad to seek greener pastures.

Not much have changed during the time of the writing of the Gospels. However, the early Christians were gradually being ostracized in the synagogues and looked down by their fellow Jews (the stoning of Stephen, see Acts 7:54). Christianity had become gradually a religion apart from Judaism. Around the last half of the first century, the Jews working in Rome  including the Jewish Christians were being blamed for civil disturbance and for refusing to worship the emperor so that some of them were even expelled (Aquila and Priscilla, see Acts 18:2).  This marked the start of the systematic persecution of the Christians in Rome by emperors Nero (54-68) and Domitian (81-96) whose persecutions of the church may have provided a background for the Gospel of Mark (under Nero) and the Book of Revelation (under Domitian) written to encouraged oppressed Christians.

READ: Robert Gundry, “Part I: Political, Cultural, and Religious Antecedents” in A Survey of the New Testament (third edition; Manila: OMF Literature, 1994), pp. 21-84.

