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Incredible Cultural Challenges for Early 
Christians

• Christian masons hired to build pagan temples

• Christian school teachers hired to teach pagan 
myths (as though true)

• Christian doctor asked by patient to chant to god of 
medicine, Aescalapius

• Christian wife, married to pagan, required to 
expose new born child.

• Christian soldier, ordered to massacre defeated 
enemy’s women and children.



Cultural Separation 
of Christians

• “Most heathen feasts and social 
parties were held in the precincts 
of a temple after sacrifice had 
been made, and the invitation 
was usually to  dine “at the table” 
of some god.  A Christian could 
not to go such a feast. Inevitably, 
when he refused the invitation to 
some social occasion, the 
Christian seemed rude, boorish 
and discourteous….The early 
Christian was almost bound to 
divorce himself from the social 
and economic life of his time, if 
he was to be true to his Lord.”  

– Church History in Plain 
Language, Bruce Shelley.



Early Church Confronts Entertainment

• Christians avoided the arena. 

• Christians refused to join in patriotic festivals celebrating patron 
deities. 

• condemned the popular theater



"Among us nothing is ever 
said, or seen, or heard, which 
has anything in common with 
the madness of the circus, the 
immodesty of the theatre, the 

atrocities of the arena, the 
useless exercises of the 

wrestling-ground,"

Tertullian, 
Apology, 38.



What Did Romans Do 
In Their Free Time?

SPORTS



Pagan Nikes

Pagan 
Goddess  
Nike/
Victoria 
the 
Winged 
Victory



What Did Romans Do 
In Their Free Time?

As for drink, there 
was a choice 
between wine 
with a flavor 
something like 
marsala and a 
resin wine such as 
one might drink 
in Greece today, 
both diluted with 
water.

Beer considered 
barbarian

Hard liquor 
unknown.

SPORTS

EATING OUT

Dining out the rule, not exception.



What Did Romans Do 
In Their Free Time?

SPORTS

A  SHOW



A Roman Night on the Town

Gladiator Fights Extremely Violent



“We have 
a 
reputation 
for living 
aloof from 
the 
crowds.”

Tertullian



Sweet Little 
Pagan Cherubs!

Flying naked babies were 
common in Pagan Art. To 
the left is a fresco from 
Pompeii



Early Church vs.  
Breakdown of Marriage & Family

• Roman marriage was a private act, 
which did not require the sanction 
of any public authority.

• Marriage to just one person at a 
time; no polygamy.

• Concubines were common, 
however.

• Sex slaves were nearly universal. 
Many were young boys and girls.

• Adultery with another man’s wife 
was a crime.

• Emp. Augustus’ morality laws



Early Church vs. 
Inequality of Sexes

• Women did not have equal rights 
but could own property, inherit, 
sue in court, seek a divorce and 
even be lawyers!

• Divorce, from a legal standpoint, 
was as easy for the wife as for the 
husband and as informal as 
marriage.



Early Church vs. 
Slavery

• Slavery was incredibly widespread and 
massive.  At the peak of the Imperial 
period, estimates are that 1 in 3 
residents of the Roman Empire was a 
slave and that in parts of Italy the 
slaves outnumbered the free.

• Slavery was very different from the Old 
South in the US. It was not race or 
ethnic based and in many cases the 
slaves were more highly educated than 
their owners. Many wealthy Romans 
owned slaves as tutors, personal 
physicians and translators.

• Freedmen were former slaves that had 
been “redeemed” by purchase of their 
freedom.  

• Many times in the Jewish community 
other Jews purchased Jewish slaves to 
free them but most freedmen were 
freed by their masters upon the 
master’s death or by the purchase of 
their own freedom.

Slave from Gaul



Contemporary Issues: Divorce

• Divorce was easy and very common. 

• Many Roman men and women were 
married and divorced over and over 
again, scores of times.



Adoption of 
Pagan 

Ceremonial 
and Liturgical 

Worship

• [The pagan] “Cult is structured with a division of 
sacred personnel (priests) who lead and perform 
the cultic ceremonies for the people, who are in a 
more distant relation with the deity... The words 
and actions of the cultic performance are divided 
into roles assigned to the leaders and to the 
worshipers. It is the tendency of cultic worship to 
replace spontaneity, which it once had, with set 
and even rigid forms of words and acts. These are 
preserved by tradition, and they generally have a 
sacredness that is based on the belief that the 
directions for cultic worship came ultimately from 
the deity.

– Encyclopedia Britannica

• In the Greek East in the second half of the fourth 
century ceremonial began too become quite 
elaborate.  Greek clergy began to wear ornate 
clothes, and ritual acquired a high degree of 
splendor.

– Henry Chadwick, The Early Church, p. 266



ZEUS (JUPITER)



Pagan Sun God 
(Helios)

(where we got the halos)




