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Philo, Herod, Paul, and the Many Gods
Of Ancient Jewish ‘Monotheism’

In Antiquity:

· GODS RUN IN THE BLOOD

· ETHNICITY IS A CULT DESIGNATION/CULT IS AN ETHNIC DESIGNATON

· ANCIENT CITIES, like ancient HOUSEHOLDS, ARE RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

· ALL GODS EXIST
· ALL MONOTHEISTS ARE POLYTHEISTS

Land, language, family- or “blood”-group, ancestral customs, gods: these categories converge to identify people-groups (goyim/ethnê; gens or genos, natio). Genesis 10: Table of 70 Nations, reprised in Deuteronomy 32.8 (“according to the number of the gods” NRSV); Herodotos History 8.144; Paul, Romans 9.4-5: “They [Paul’s syngeneis] are Israelites, and to them belong the sonship [huiothesia], the glory [doxa/kavod], the covenants, the giving of the law, and the sacrificial cult [“worship:” latreia/avodah].”

Other families have other gods. These gods truly exist:

Ps 97.7 “All the gods bow down to him.”

Ps 82.2“In the midst of the gods he gives judgment” Ps 82.2

Micah 4:5 “All the peoples walk, each in the name of its god; but we will walk in the name of the Lord our 
god forever and ever.”

Exodus 22:27 “Do not revile God [elohim]”; Ex 22:28 LXX: “Do not revile the gods [tous theous].”

Ps 96.5 “The gods of the nations are idols”; Ps 95.5 LXX: “The gods of the nations are daimonia.”
Philo of Alexandria: “reviling each others’ gods always causes war” (qu. Exod. 2.5)


Jews should show respect for pagan rulers “who are of the same seed as the gods” (2.6)

      The heavenly firmament is “the most holy dwelling-place of the manifest and visible gods” (On the Creation of the Universe, 7.27)

Paul, 2 Cor 4.4 “The god of this world has blinded the minds of unbelievers.” 

        
1 Corinthians 8.4-6 “ ‘An idol has no real being’ and ‘there is no god but one’; for although there may be so-called gods in heaven and on earth—as indeed there are many gods and many lords—yet for us there is one God, the Father . . . and one Lord, Jesus Christ.”
Practical arrangements with other gods: Jews and the gods of the nations:
1. Kinship Diplomacy: 1 Macc 12.21, 2 Macc 5.9; Josephus, AJ 12.226, cf. 1.240-241 Spartan/Judean syngeneia, via Heracles and Abraham. “After reading a certain document,” announces a Spartan king to the Jewish high priest, “we have found that the Jews and the Spartans are of one genos [race, people, family group], and share a connection with Abraham.” AJ 12.226
2. Moschos Ioudaios son of Moschion freed a slave “having seen a dream, at the orders of the god 
Amphiaraos and Hygieia,” 3rd c. BCE, in Greece.

3. Niketas from Jerusalem gave 100 drachmas in support of the Dionysia festival, c. 150 BCE (Iasus).

4. Herod the Great built shrines to foreign gods (especially of the imperial cult), was a patron of the 
Olympic games. AJ 16.

5. Manumission inscriptions from the Bosphorous call on the witness of sky, earth and sun: Zeus, Gē, Helios. 

“To the Most High God, Almighty, blessed, in the reign of king Mithridates, the friend of [?] and the friend of the fatherland, in the year 338 [41 CE], in the month of Deios, Pothos son of Strabo, dedicated to the house of prayer . . . his slave Chrysa, on condition that she be unharmed and unmolested by any of his heirs under Zeus, Gaia, and Helios.” (Levine, The Ancient Synagogue, p. 114).

5. Glykon (Phrygia) arranges for distributions from an endowment to be made on Pesach, Shavuot, and 
Kalends. 
6. Education (ephebate), city government, athletics, acting, theatre, the army: Jews present.

Practical arrangements with the Jewish god: Gentiles, pagan and (eventually) Christian: Literary evidence speaks of “fearers of God”: phoboumenoi, sebomenoi; epigraphy, theosobeis or theon sebeis; Latin metuentes; Heb. yirei shamayim. These people are voluntary sympathizers, NOT converts.
1) Pagans complain about this: Juvenal, Sat. 14 Roman godfearers breed sons who eventually “convert,” spurning their own law and follow Jewish law (Romanas. . .contemnere leges/Iudaicum ediscunt ac servant ac metuunt ius”). 

2) Such voluntary sympathizers were not required to make an exclusive commitment to the God of Israel. Thus, in Acts 10, Cornelius, characterized as phoboumenos ton theon, would be understood to take part in cultic acts normal for those in the military. Tertullian (c. 200), ad Nationes 1.13,3-4: Some Gentiles keep the Sabbath and Passover, and yet continue to worship at pagan altars too. Commodian (3 rd c.? 5 th c.?) Instructiones 1.24,11-14 mocks those who “live between both ways,” who rush from synagogue to traditional altar, “medius Iudaeus” (37.1). He adds that Jews are wrong to tolerate such behavior. (Dicant illi tibi si iussum est deos adorare, 37.10). Cyril of Alexandria (5th c.) de adoratione in spiritu et veritate 3.92,3 speaks of men in Phonecia and Palestine who, calling themselves theosebeis, consistently follow neither Jewish nor Greek religious custom.

3)  MAGICIANS invoke Jewish god (“not only . . . Jews, but . . . almost all who deal in magic and spells,” Origen, c. Cel. 4.33).

4) Epigraphical evidence: The Jewish inscription from Aphrodisias (4th/5th c.) records the names of 54 theosobeis (“godfearers”), nine of whom are listed as members of the town council. Pagan benefactions to synagogues include a) the first-century structure built by Julia Severa, a high-priestess of the local imperial cult; b) a mosaic floor and bima from one Capitolina (who calls herself a “godfearer”/theosebes), also of a prominent pagan family in Asia Minor; c) a third-century  structure built and dedicated by Tation, who was honored with having her own front-row seat. (Levine, Ancient Synagogue, pp. 480ff.)

5) Christian Gentiles, like pagan Gentiles, also participate in synagogue life. Martyrdom of Pionius 13 (c. 250) warns Xns not to seek asylum in synagogues during persecutions. Origen (c. 230) tells Christians  not to discuss in church questions they heard raised the day before in synagogue, and not to eat meals in both places (Hom. Lev. 5,8; Select. Exod. 12,46). John Chrysostom, in 386-87 in Antioch, complains of Christians frequenting synagogue services, sleeping there overnight in search of cures, taking oaths in front of sifrei torah, fasting on Yom Kippur, eating in sukkot, attending seders, immersing in Jewish mikvaot. Finally, throughout antiquity, church councils forbid -- and therefore try to limit – (gentile) Christian/Jewish social and religious interactions.

6. Pagans who DO “CONVERT”/ become ex-pagan Jews, abandoning “the rites of the fathers,” disowning their own gods, country and family, Tacitus, Hist. 5.1-2; Dio, Hist. Rom. 37 and 67 gentiles joining Jews keep ta nomima autōn, worship a single deity and do not honor the other gods; when aristocrats do this (Domitian) they become “atheists” and join the ethē tōn Ioudaiōn; cf. Roman governor of Scilli urging martyrs not to abandon the mos Romanorum. Joining the Jewish politeia is a species of cultural treason; nonetheless, it is tolerated.

7. In the meanwhile, we find pagans in Jewish places (temple in Jerusalem; synagogues in the Diaspora), and Jews in pagan places (the Graeco-Roman city).

8. Jewish god’s ultimate act of cross-ethnic outreach: establishment of the Kingdom:

THEMES in JEWISH APOCALYPTIC ESCHATOLOGY (a pastiche from classical prophets, Dead Sea Scrolls, various non-canonical writings from c. 200 BCE - 200 CE, also various NT writings). Terence Donaldson, Judaism and the Gentiles: Jewish Patterns of Universalism (Baylor 2007).

Travails; persecution of the righteous


Celestial and terrestrial catastrophes (earthquakes, plagues, falling stars)

Final  battle between Good and Evil, led by God, or by a commanding angel, or by an anointed king.

Destruction of the wicked (foreign kings, wicked gentiles, apostate Jews, esp. those whose views differ from the writer’s)

Resurrection of dead, vindication of the righteous. In-gathering of exiles (Lost Tribes)


Return to the Land, gathering at rebuilt or renewed Temple


Pagans bury their idols, turn to worship the god of Israel
· The nations will stream to Jerusalem and worship together with Israel (Isa 2.2-4//Mic 4)

· They will together eat on the Temple mount the feast that God will prepare (Isa 25.6)

· Gentiles will accompany Jews at the Ingathering (Zech 8.23)

· Gentiles will themselves carry exiles back to Jerusalem (Ps Sol 7.31-41)

· Gentiles will bury their idols and direct their sight to uprightness (1 Enoch 91.14)

· Many nations will come from afar to the name of the Lord God, bearing gifts (Tobit 13.11); after the Temple is rebuilt, all the nations will turn in fear to the Lord, and bury their idols (14.5-6)

· God called upon to restore J’lem,  so that ‘all who are on the earth’ will know that he is the Lord God (Sirach 36.11-17)

· At the coming of the Great King, the nations will bend knee to God (Sib Or 3.616), the nations will go to the Temple, and renounce their idols (715-24), from every land they will bring incense and gifts to the Temple of the great god (772). 
Peace, universal acknowledgment of god of Israel 
Paul’s audience: Pagans who actively worshiped traditional gods. “Neither the sexually immoral, nor the idol-worshipers, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor robbers will inherit the Kingdom of God. And such were some of you” (1 Cor 6:9-10). “Formerly, when you did not know God, you were in bondage to beings that by nature are no gods,” (Gal 4:8). “You turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God,” (1 Thes 1:9).

Paul’s requirements: (1) His Christian pagans must not “become” Jews; (2) His pagans must abstain from idol worship and its perennial accompaniment, porneia. 1 Thes 4:3-7 “For this is the will of God for your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual sin (porneia); that each one of you knows how to take a wife for himself in holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles [ta ethna; Heb. Goyim] who do not know God.”  1 Cor 5:1-11 “It is actually reported that there is sexual sin [porneia] among you, of a kind not found even among the Gentiles[ethna]!. . . v. 11 “Do not be associated with anyone who bears the name of brother [i.e., who is a Christian] if he is guilty of porneia, or greed, or who worships idols, or speaks maliciously, or if he is drunk or a robber — do not even eat with someone like this!”  10: an interesting review of Exodus, wherein Paul says that the pillar of cloud, the sea, the manna, and the drink from the rock were Christ. But God was not pleased with that generation because “they sat down to eat and rose up to dance” and indulged in porneia, so God killed 23,000 in a single day. V. 14 “Therefore, beloved, shun the worship of idols!” vv. 18-22 As Israel, through its sacrifices at the altar [in Jerusalem] are partners in the altar, so those who sacrifice to demons are partners with demons. “Shall we provoke the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than he?”

Pagan gods are furious at their humans’ defection, and in anger stalk Paul and undermine his mission:
2 Cor 4.4: The ‘god of this age’ had blinded the minds of unbelievers (θεὸς τοῦ αἰῶνος τούτου).
1 Cor 2.8 The ‘rulers of this age’ (ἄρχοντες τοῦ αἰῶνος τούτου) have crucified the son of Paul’s god. 
Gal 4.8-9: These gods are not ‘gods by nature,’ but mere cosmic lightweights (στοιχεῖα) unworthy of fear or worship (Note that Paul demeans the status of these gods, but does not deny their existence). 
1 Cor 10.20-21: Such gods, in fact, are only δαίμονες, subordinate deities, ‘demons.’ 

1 Cor 8.5-6: ‘Indeed, there are many θεοί and many lords’ he tells his pagans, but the Corinthians have no reason to fear them. 
1 Cor 15.24-27: Soon, Paul promises, these lower cosmic powers – “every rule (arche) and every authority (exousia) and every power dunamis)” – will be defeated when Christ returns to establish the kingdom of his father. 
1 Thess 4.16: When Jesus returns, he will appear the way that a campaigning messiah should appear – with a cry of command, trumpets  sounding, commanding angelic forces, raising the dead. 
Phil 2.10: In the End, the cosmic powers and false gods wherever they are –  above the earth or upon the earth or below the earth – will bend knee (in defeat? In homage?).  
1 Thess 1.10; cf. Gal 4.8-9: In the meanwhile, by being ‘in Christ,’ Paul’s pagans are spared two kinds of divine wrath: that of their own gods, infuriated by the lack of cult; and that of the god of Israel, which ‘is coming.’
What everyone is waiting for: “You turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come,” (1 Thess 1:9-10); Both the living and the dead will rise to join Christ when he descends from heaven “with a cry of command and the archangel’s call and the sound of the trumpet of God,” (4:13-17).  “The unrighteous will not inherit the Kingdom of God,” (1 Cor 6:9); “The appointed time has grown very short; the form of this world is passing away,” (7:29,31); a long description of what happens at the End: when Christ returns, those “who belong to him” are raised from the dead. “Then comes the End, when he delivers the Kingdom to God the Father, after destroying every rule and authority and power. The last enemy to be destroyed is Death,” (15:20-28). “You know how late the hour is, . . .  For salvation is nearer to us than when we first believed. The night is far gone, the day is at hand,” (Rom 13:11-12). 

WHO IS SAVED IN THE END?
Romans 11:25-26: “Let me tell you a mystery: a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of gentiles comes in; and so all Israel will be saved.”

“Full number of the gentiles” = 70 nations descended from Noah’s three sons (Genesis 10)

“All Israel” = all 12 tribes, 10 of which had gone “missing” since 722 BCE.

Jewish Apocalyptic Eschatology breaks antiquity’s normative correspondence between gods and ethnicity.
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