
Session 1 “The Fullness of Time” (Gal 4:4) 

The Greco-Roman world 

1. The Greek language was everywhere (lingua franca), spoken by educated Romans, tradesman, 

teachers, philosophers, and the majority of the Jewish Diaspora (dispersion).  This led to the 

Greek translation of the Old Testament called the Septuagint (LXX), which is the translation 

Jesus and the Apostles quote in Scripture. 

 

2. A relative time of peace politically (Pax Romana), even though certain populations were 

oppressed (like the Jews), there was relative political stability for travel and commerce.  

 

  

3. Religious Syncretism.  Everyone had a god (s) that was added to the Roman Pantheon, with 

several chief deities such as Jove (Jupiter) and imported oriental gods such as Isis, Mithras and 

several others.  In fact, there were more temples in Rome to Isis than Jupiter and the other 

Greco-Roman gods combined.   Also important was “emperor-worship,” which was a way of 

ensuring loyalty to the state, which caused Jews and especially Christians to be considered 

obstinate and rebellious.   

 

4.  Certain ancient Greek philosophies, such as Platoism and Stoicism were somewhat friendlier to 

the Judeo-Christian worldview, and laid the groundwork for early apologetic efforts (St. Paul, 

Justin Martyr, and many others).  Some would take this as God revealing himself to the 

philosophers in the same way he revealed himself to the Jews through the Law and Scriptures.  

All truth is God’s truth! 

 

 

The State of Judaism 

1. As many as 24 different sects of Judaism, although only a few had much pull: Pharisees, 

Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots, and Hellenists are the most important and documented.   

 

2. Pharisees. The party of the people and the law, thinking of how the law applied in every 

conceivable situation.  This group rubbed shoulders with Jesus and his apostles the most, and 

their devotion to the law became famous in Christian circles as a negative label (legalists).  

Interestingly, their views of the resurrection of the dead and final judgment were considered 

innovations by some.  Very powerful group in a “populist” sense.  Also creator of the 

synagogues.                                                      

  

3. Sadducees.  The Jewish aristocracy and priestly party.  Denied the Resurrection of the dead and 

the afterlife, and were friendlier to the Roman government.  Worship centered around the 

Temple and the party also controlled the banking, commerce, and currency, which caused 



problems in Jesus’ time (overturning tables and driving out lenders with a whip!).  This group 

was basically the local city government in Jerusalem under the Herods and Romans.  

 

4. Essenes.  Semi-monastic group that withdrew from society to try and live out the law away from 

distractions and foreign influences.  Very rigid community rules and emphasis on purity and 

personal holiness.  The group is probably the originator of the Dead Sea scrolls that were 

discovered in the caves around Qumran in the 1950’s.  

 

5. Zealots. Group that used a variety of activities, including terrorism and assassination to try and 

liberate Israel politically.  One group was even known as the “daggers” because they would 

routinely assassinate Roman friendly Jews at large gatherings by melting into the crowd.  This 

group would be on of the prime instigators for the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.  

  

6. Hellenists.  This group contained Jews who since Alexander the Great had adapted to Greek 

culture, so much so that many had forgotten Hebrew and may have compromised with certain 

pagan customs (most did not however), and were comfortable with the political situation (like 

the Sadducees somewhat).  Zealots liked to assassinate Hellenists as “compromisers” or 

“apostates.”  Some such as Philo in Alexandria, tried to explain the Old Testament with the 

“unmoved mover” of Greek philosophy, with the result being a very distant and non-active God, 

almost deistic and secular.   This group was also very prominent in the Diaspora, with Hellenistic 

synagogues found in cities all around the Roman Empire, which would be hugely important in 

missionary outreaches.  

 

 

 

Other Notes: 

 

 


