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THE  RELIGIOUS  AND  THE  PHILOSOPHICAL  BACKGROUND

OF  APOSTLE PAUL’S  VISIT  IN  GREECE

Α. The religious background

Ancient Greek religion was polytheistic, based on mythology known even from the time of epic poets Homer and Hesiod. It included a lot of deities.
1. Primordial deities: Uranus (Sky) and Gaia (Earth). They gave birth to a host of deities, called the Titans: Cronus, Rhea, Iapetus, Oceanus, Tethys, Themis, Mnemosyne, etc. Cronus was imprisoned by his father in Tartarus, in the bowels of earth, but escaped from his prison, overthrew and castrated his father Uranus, and reigned with his wife Rhea. Afraid that he may also be overthrown, he swallowed each of his children as soon as they were born (Hestia, Demeter, Hera, Pluto, Poseidon, and a stone wrapped in swaddling clothes instead of Zeus). Zeus grew up secretly in Crete, and as an adult enforced Cronus to vomit all his other children. Having liberated his siblings, known as the Olympians, Zeus led them to war against the Titans, led by Cronus, for the control of the universe. Zeus and the Olympians won that war, called Titanomachy, and overthrew Cronus. Zeus reigned with his wife Hera.
2. The twelve Olympians: Zeus (King of the gods, god of the earth and the sky, lightning, thunder, law, order and justice), Poseidon (God of the seas, water, storms, hurricanes and earthquakes), Pluto (God of the dead and the underworld), Hestia (Goddess of the hearth, fire and of the right ordering of domesticity and family), Demeter (Goddess of the harvest, fertility, agriculture, nature and the seasons), Hera (Queen of the gods, goddess of marriage, women, childbirth and family), Ares (Son of Zeus and Hera, god of war, violence and bloodshed), Hephaestus (Son of Zeus and Hera, god of the forge, craftsmanship, invention, fire and volcanoes), Apollo (Son of Zeus and Leto, god of light, the Sun. archery, logic, inspiration, divination, poetry, music, arts, medicine and healing), Artemis (Daughter of Zeus and Leto, goddess of the hunt, the wilderness, the Moon, virginity and archery), Athena (Daughter of Zeus and the Oceanid Metis, goddess of wisdom, handicraft and warfare), Hermes (Son of Zeus and the nymph Maia, messenger of the gods, guide of dead souls, god of travel, commerce, communication, eloquence, diplomacy, and the thieves), Aphrodite (Daughter of Zeus and the Oceanid Dione, or perhaps born from the sea foam, goddess of love, pleasure, passion, procreation, fertility, beauty and desire).

3. Inferior gods: Dionysus (Son of Zeus and the mortal Theban princess Semele, god of wine, the grapevine, fertility, festivity, ecstasy and madness, patron god of the art of theatre), Aeolus (Keeper of the winds), Asclepius (Son of Apollo, god of medicine and cure), Eileithyia (Goddess of childbirth and midwifery), Hecate (Goddess of boundaries, crossroads, witchcraft, the Moon, necromancy, and ghosts), Erinyes (Female chthonic deities of vengeance), Eros (Son of Ares and Aphrodite, god of love and sex), Themis (Goddess of human justice), Nemesis (Goddess of divine justice), Pan (God of the wild, shepherds and flocks), Persephone (Daughter of Demeter and queen of the underworld) etc.

4. Demigods: Hercules (Son of Amphitruo or of Zeus and Alcmene), Theseus (Son of Aegaeus or of Poseidon and Aethra), Orpheus (Son of Oeagrus or of Apollo and Muse Calliope) etc.

5. Worship: Sacrifices (without any demand of faith or moral principles). Oracles (of Zeus in Dodona, of Apollo in Delphi etc.). Mysteries (Eleusinian, Orphic, Kabeirian).

6. Syncretism: Similarity (Jupiter, Vesta) or identification (Juno, Ceres, Diana, Mercurius, Minerva, Neptunus, Venus, Vulcanus) with Roman gods: Greek - Roman pantheon was the most spread worship. There was a tendency to accept new deities Aegyptian (Isis and Osiris, Anubis, Rha, Sarapis), Persian (Mithra), Frygian (Kybele, Sabazios) etc.

7. Religious inquiries and disputes: Challenge of the gods of mythology (Xepophanes, Lucian). Philosophical inquiry of One god (Plato, Aristotle). Practical inquiry of One God (Ύψιστος θεός [The Most High god], Synagogues, φοβούμενοι or σεβόμενοι τον Θεό [Acts 13.26, 13.43, 16.14, 17.12, 17.17, 18.7]). Preparation for the acceptance of the gospel of Jesus Christ and of Christian faith.

8. Religious tolerance and persecution in the Roman empire: The people in the Roman empire were free to worship the deity they wished, but they were obliged to add to their worship the Emperor as god and the Spirit of Rome. Christians believed in the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, so they could not add to their worship any other deity. That was the reason of the fierce persecution of Christians in the Roman empire.

B. The philosophical background

Ancient Greek philosophy arose in the 6th century BC, and continued throughout the Hellenistic period and the period in which Greece was part of the Roman empire. 

1. Pre-Socratics: from the 6th century BC to the times of Socrates [469-399 BC]. Cosmogony: the origin and the formation of the world. Cosmology: the substance and the function of the world. Gnosiology: the faculties and the boundaries of human thought. Three Milesians: Thales (alleged that the primary structural element of the world is the water), Anaximander (alleged that the primary structural element of the world is the apeiron, the unlimited, which creates heat and cold, summer and winter), Anaximenes (alleged that the primary structural element of the world is the air, governed by nous, mind or intelligence). Xenophanes of Colophon (relativism, subjective truth, rejection of anthropomorphism in gods). Heraclitus of Ephesus (alleged that the primary structural element of the world is the fire). Eleatic school: Parmenides of Elea (alleged that nothing changes in nature, senses are deceptive and misleading, primary structural element of the world is the On, Being, an incorruptible spherical entity), Zeno of Elea, Melissus of Samos. Empedocles of Akragas (alleged that there are forces that affect the 4 elements: earth, air, fire, water, with love, attraction [φιλότης] and strife, repulsion [νεῖκος]), Anaxagoras (alleged that the world is a mixture of primary imperishable ingredients, where material variation was never caused by an absolute presence of a particular ingredient, but rather by its relative preponderance over the other ingredients; primary structural element of the world is the Nous, the Cosmic Mind, which controls everything), Leucippus and Democritus of Abdera (introduced the atomic theory: everything is composed by invisible, indivisible and  indestructible elements, the atoms, which are in motion in a vacuum, in an empty space). Sophists (professional teachers, focusing on human life, ethics and politics): Gorgias, Protagoras (agnosticism and relativism), Antiphon, Hippias, Prodicus.

2. Pythagoras: Distinct among the Pre-Socratics. Pythagoras of Samos (about 570-480 BC) dealt with the harmony of the universe, considering the number as the basic principle for the formation of the world both physically and ethically. According to the Pythagorean teaching, as musical harmony depends on arithmetical relations and analogies (the sound is analogous to the length of the string producing it), so the harmony of the world depends on the relation of the distances of the celestial bodies as they make circles around a centre of fire. Arithmetic, astronomy, geometry and music were the four mathematical sciences of the Pythagorean Schools, because the number played a major role in them. Later they formed the quadrivium of the Medieval Universities (in distinction from the trivium, which included grammar, rhetoric and logic). Pythagoreans believed in the theory of reincarnation or metempsychosis, assuming that learning is just remembrance of knowledge acquired in a previous life. 
3. Socrates (469-399 BC): He is known for the dialectic philosophical method: «Maieutic method, midwifery». He considered his philosophical engagement as a divine command and as an inward impulse. He felt an inner voice which averted him from anything that was not right: «δαιμόνιον». Socrates had a lot of pupils, discussing with them social, political, moral and religious issues, without being paid, in contrast with the sophists. He dealt with the concepts of good, virtue and wisdom. While the Pre-Socratics were looking for the origin of the universe, Socrates was looking for the origin of every moral value, which is not affected neither by historical and social circumstances nor by the subjective comprehension of each individual. He was the first to focus his attention on human soul, and on the quest and the pursuit of virtue. He was accused of disrespect to the gods and of corrupting the young people, he was condemned to death, he stayed 30 days in prison, he refused an opportunity to escape, and he was put to death by drinking conium, hemlock. He left no written texts. We know his opinions and his teaching from his pupils, mainly by Plato and Xenophon.
4. Plato: One of Socrates’ pupils was Plato (428-347 BC), who began teaching about 387 BC in the northwest outskirts of Athens, in a grove of trees with a public gymnasium, dedicated to a hero named Academus (or Ecademus). That is why the School of thought which Plato established was named Academy. It was the first institution of higher learning on the European continent. Plato was an innovator of the written dialogue and dialectic forms in philosophy. He raised problems for what later became all the major areas of both theoretical and practical philosophy. In platonic Gorgias (524a-525a) there is an analytical presentation of the idea that the unjust and evil acts leave permanent scars in the human soul, so that the judges in the underworld can define with absolute certainty the moral quality of each individual, and can decide accordingly the reward or the punishment in each one’s afterlife. Plato used the term ideas (ἰδέαι), to denote the unseen archetypes, the ideal forms, depiction of which were the beings seen in the natural world. The platonic paradigms (παραδείγματα) were the divine models according to which the earthly things  were constituted (Plato, Respublica 9.592b). These models had to do either the creation (Plato, Timaeus 28a-b) or eudaimonia, the state of blessedness (Theaetetus 176e-177a) or justice (Respublica 5.472c). The platonic model for the proper government of people was the Philosopher King.
5. Aristotle: One of Plato’s pupils was Aristotle (384-322 BC), founder of the Peripatetic School in Lyceum, a temple dedicated to Apollo Lyceus. He was born in Stageiros (or: Stageira) of Chalcidice. He was known for his extraordinarily manifold erudition and his thorough research on a lot of topics. His writings cover many subjects including physics, biology, zoology, geology, meteorology, metaphysics, logic, ethics, aesthetics, poetry, theater, music, psychology, economics, rhetoric, politics, etc. (Diogenes Laertius enumerates 146 works of Aristotle, while Hesychius of Miletus 192 works). Aristotle, providing a complex synthesis of the various philosophies existing prior to him, divided his teaching in Lyceum in the esoteric (internal) lectures, taught in the morning to advanced students, and the exoteric (external) lectures, taught in the evening to beginners and the public. Aristotle’s "lost" works stray considerably in characterization from the surviving Aristotelian corpus. Whereas the lost works appear to have been originally written with a view to subsequent publication, the surviving works mostly resemble lecture notes not intended for publication. Cicero’s description of Aristotle’s literary style as "a river of gold" must have applied to the published works, not the surviving notes. Aristotle emphasized the moderation of the middle, in contraposition to hyperbole (excess) and ellipse (deficiency). He alleged that good things are divided in three categories: the external (τὰ ἐκτός), the relevant to the body (τὰ περὶ τὸ σῶμα) and the relevant to the soul (τὰ περὶ τὴν ψυχήν), which were the most important (κυριώτατα καὶ μάλιστα ἀγαθά).
6. Cynics: Their name originated from Cynosarges, a gymnasium outside of Athens, dedicated to Hercules, which was used by those who were not full-blooded Athenian citizens. One of Socrates’ pupils, Antisthenes (445-360 BC), began his teaching in this gymnasium, and became the founder of the Cynic School of thought. One of his pupils was Diogenes of Sinope (400-323 BC), the most famous representative of Cynicism. Cynics were teaching abstention from family life and politics, they held in contempt wealth and material goods, while they encouraged toughening up, frugality and self-sufficiency, because they believed that these lead to virtue and wisdom. However their appearance and their behavior were often rude and repulsive, so that the word cynic ended up with a negative sense both in modern Greek and in other European languages. 

7. Sceptics: Founder of the School of Philosophical Scepticism was Pyrrho of Elis (about 360-270 BC). Sceptics questioned the possibility of knowledge, avoided every dogmatic philosophical position, questioned the existence of objective truth, and, after the examination and the consideration of the opposite arguments, they were not inclined to any opinion.
8. Epicureans: They considered ἡδονήν, pleasure, as the supreme good, according the teaching of Epicurus (341-270 BC). Epicurus taught that ἡδονή (pleasure) and pain are the measure of what we must prefer and what we must avoid. A pleasure, according Epicurus, is morally legitimate and worth to be pursued, if it is a means to ensure our supreme pleasing condition, which is no other than our tranquility of soul. Even pain acquires positive meaning, if sometimes helps in the acquisition of mental tranquility. Epicurus was trying to find the causes of human unhappiness and suffering, and to identify the false assumptions that create them. The ἡδέως ζῆν (living pleasurably) is accomplished by the absence of pain and fear, and by living a life of self-sufficiency surrounded by friends.
9. Stoics: Their name comes from Stoa Poikile (a rectangular building with two series of columns alongside its longer side), located on the northeast side of the Agora in Athens. It was named Poikile (= colorful) Stoa, "painted porch", because it was decorated with mythic and historical battle scenes by famous painters. Zeno of Citium (335-263 BC) began teaching in this place; that is why his pupils and continuators were named Stoics. For the Stoics logic, which was intertwined with dialectic, was the science of distinction between truth and falsehood. Logic examined the relations between different beings, the relation between cause and effect, being the expression of cosmic logos (reason). Logic was the foundation of ethics, which was the purpose of Stoic philosophy, because they believed that it was only virtue that could lead to well-being. Stoics divided things in those that depend on us (τὰ ἐφ’ ἡμῖν), which are divided to good (ἀγαθὰ) and bad (κακά), and those that do not depend on us (τὰ οὐκ ἐφ’ ἡμῖν), therefore they are neither good nor bad, so they are defined as indifferent (ἀδιάφορα). The indifferent are divided to preferable (προηγμένα) and not preferable, refusable (ἀποπροηγμένα), that is to those  we choose or refuse, depending on their ability to promote virtue or not. Stoics  emphasized the life in agreement with nature (ὁμολογουμένως τῇ φύσει ζῆν), and considered preferable the things that may not be related to virtue, but they were in agreement with nature. Stoics used elaborate terminology, which was certainly very impressive, but it was incomprehensible to those unfamiliar with the Stoic terminology.

Epicurean and Stoic philosophers are mentioned in Acts of the Apostles 17.18 discussing with Apostle Paul.

