
“Christianity” - from Oxford Classical Dictionary 
Began as a Jewish sect. 

Jews had a special arrangement with Rome, giving them some 
autonomy and a governmental structure within the Roman 
governmental structure.  Romans saw Jews as another cult of sorts, but 
a weird monotheistic cult.  But, as we saw, there was a Jewish revolt in 
the 1st c. AD. 

The Jews seen as a cult among many in the Roman world: Blood 
sacrifice via circumcision, priesthood, ritual purification rituals, dietary 
laws, textual study, … Looked like another cult among many. 

Jesus seen as a radical by Jewish and Roman leaders: emphasizing 
personal responsibility (liberty), God’s judgment over humans, faith 
superseded family and career.  This interfered with Jewish power 
structure and the deals that had been made with the Roman rule.  Jesus 
a rabble rouser like Socrates or MLK. 



From a Jewish point of view, some elements of the Christian sect 
seemed very pagan: Blood sacrifice in the sacrament, priesthood, ritual 
purity (baptism), dietary laws, [Trinity as polytheism of sorts.] 
The early Christian fathers argued over how to incorporate the Old 
Testament.  This, at the time, was a significant question. 

Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185-254)  Still presented Christ in a very 
Jewish (OT) context.  Jesus as fulfillment of OT prophecy.  Thus 
Christianity was simply neo-Judaism. 

Tertullian: African; (ca. 160-225) Very impressed with martyrdom.  
Attacked the gnostic sects.  Very against any tendency of paganism.  
Seemed very anti-Jew, but still very much in the Jewish traditions.   
Emphasized Jesus as Messiah.  Very influential on fellow African, St. 
Augustine- (354-430) 

Irenaeus (d. ca. 200) For a guy with a name that means ‘peace’ he 
seems to have been very angry most of the time. 



The Romans, however, treated Christians distinctly.  When 
Christianity became officially tolerated in Roman Empire in 
the 4th c. AD, it no longer competed with Judaism for 
Roman status and favors and thus the relationship between 
the two religions were strained.  (They were no longer in it 
together… now the Christians were given a favorable status 
and the Jews were treated with suspicion.)   
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Gnosticism is a very broad term and cannot be clearly defined.  There 
were many different gnostic sects. 

The following bullet points are some stray observations about Gnosticism 

Direct knowledge of God and absolute truths are attainable and the objective… through knowledge, 
gnosis. 

Gnosis is not necessarily rational, but is more intuitive in nature.  It is gained via experience and is 
progressive, meaning that it is built upon little by little.  Giant strides such as a leap of faith are not 
generally considered a true path to gnosis. 

Gnostics didn’t buy into dogma and creeds.  It is impossible to codify or come up with a rule book for 
Gnosticism. 

There is no institutional structure for Gnosticism. 

Gnostics tend to seek divine revelation through creative exercises and the relationship between God and 
the individual is personal and not the same for everyone. 

Gnostics tend to believe that God is inside everyone and should be sought by looking within one’s self, 
not by following sets of rules and relying on the dictums of people such as Orthodox clergy. [Guess why 
the Orthodox leaders didn’t like the Gnostics?]  Everybody is God as both individual and as a 
collective… perhaps. 



Elaine Pagels, comments in exegesis, "To know oneself, at the deepest level, is simultaneously to know 
God: this is the secret of gnosis.... Self-knowledge is knowledge of God; the self and the divine are 
identical.” 

Gnostics tend to be “glass half full” people.  They don’t dwell on sin, but rather on enlightenment and 
knowledge of the “Good” and the Truth. 

Gnostics tended to consider the god of the Orthodox who showed himself to be jealous and required 
creeds and dogma for mindless worship was a false god and contrary to the real one and true God.!

Gnostic experience was mythopoetic.  They often created their own stories, their own mythologies. 

God as a dyad or duality.  For example, some gnostics promoted a God that was both masculine and 
feminine.  Pagels suggests that some Gnostic women may have been more equal within their churches 
than women were in the general society. Some images of God needing to be reunited … via sexual union?  
Of course the opponents to Gnosticism sometimes accused them of weird sexual stuff.  

According to Koestler, The Gospel of Thomas may be a source document for the 4 standard Gospels. 

This section in The Gospel of Philip has grabbed the attention of quite a few people: "...the companion of 
the Savior is Mary Magdalene. But Christ loved her more than all the disciples, and used to kiss her often 
on her mouth. The rest of the disciples were offended... They said to him, ‘Why do you love her more than 
all of us?’ the Savior answered and said to them, ‘Why do I not love you as I love her?’”   



Approximate dates for New Testament Books 
The following notes are very speculative.   

Dating the books of the Bible is incredibly difficult and full of religious land mines.  
So many people for so long have been arguing over this and so much has been 
invested in the answer to these questions that the information is terribly tainted, 
biased, or even forged.  If you claim one particular date one group is happy and the 
other might want to kill you.  If you claim another date the reverse situation might 
occur.  Religion sure can inspire a lot of bad blood. 

The generally accepted historical understanding of how the Gospels developed is 
known as the two-source hypothesis. This theory holds that Mark is the oldest 
Gospel.  Matthew and Luke are believed to have come later.  Both supposedly draw 
on Mark and a source that is now believed to be lost, called the Q document, or just 
"Q".   The Gospel of John is thought by many to be a later work.  Some, but not most, 
conservative scholars reject the two-source hypothesis.  Some Christian sects do not 
include the Gospel of John in their bibles.  (Many also don’t include Revelations.) 



Here are some notes on the 4 Standard Gospels.  These notes represent 
a general historical opinion but are by no means universally accepted. 

Gospel of Mark: Possibly written ca. 70 AD (conservative dating puts it as early as 50 AD) –(Maybe a follower of the 
Disciple Paul, certainly not a direct Disciple) Mark is considered the father of the African churches.  Pagels and most 
scholars thinks this to be the earliest of the Gospels (ca. 70-80).  Mark blames Jewish powers for getting Jesus arrested.  
Recall that the Jewish powers of the day were puppets for the Roman Emperor and not necessarily representative of all 
Jewish people. 

Gospel of Matthew: Written 80-90 AD (conservative dating puts it in the 60s, some put it as early as the 40s)- Anonymous 
author but tradition claims it to have been Matthew the disciple, however modern scholars are very dubious because it 
borrows extensively from Gospel of Mark and references it makes to issues pertaining to the Temple in Jerusalem suggest 
dates ranging from 60 to 100 AD, after the Temple was destroyed by the Romans. 

Gospel of Luke: (Not an Apostle) 80–90 AD (conservative dating puts it in the 60s) – Anonymous, In Acts the evangelist 
does not claim to have been an eyewitness of Jesus' life, but to have "investigated everything carefully" and "writ[ten] an 
orderly account … of the events . . . just as they were handed on . . . by those who from the beginning were 
eyewitnesses" (Luke 1:1–4).  Pagels dates it ca. 90-110. 

Gospel of John: 95–110 AD (maybe even as late as 180) (conservative dating puts it in the late 80s to early 90s) – story 
differs significantly from the other three Gospels, the ‘Synoptic Gospels.’  Written after Gospel of Mark (it seems) and 
very unlikely to be by John the disciple. Pagels dates it ca. 90-110.  In this gospel Jesus is depicted as a Messiah who 
appealed to the masses during Passover.  His appearance sparked a wave of Jewish nationalism, which infuriated and 
scared the Roman powers who were the primary actors in getting Jesus executed.   


