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The Lord’s Supper was understood as a memorial of Christ's sacrificial death on
the basis of a tradition handed down to the Corinthians by Paul, who reminded them of its
real significance based on Jesus' Last Supper with his disciples. Paul makes it clear that
the Corinthians are not maintaining the Christian tradition associated with the Lord’s
Supper. The main focus in 1 Corinthians 11 is behaviour that calls for correction. The
problem 1s that socio-cultural customs prevailed over Christian distinctives at the Meal.
The Corinthians behaved in accordance with the social norms of the Graeco-Roman
society. In 1 Corinthians 11:17-26 Paul highlights and summarizes directives to regulate
the church’s practice. A careful exegesis of these verses provides a basis for the
explanation of the whole of chapter 11.

The examination of previous works in chapters 2 and 3 indicates that scholars
disagree on the influence of mystery religious meals and social meals in the Graeco-
Roman world on the Lord’s Supper. However, the social customs 1n the church
demonstrate that the Corinthian practice of the Lord’s Supper was 1n tune with the
common practice of the Graeco-Roman society. For instance, the eranos meal (a common
social meal in the Hellenistic world) at Corinth was a "potluck dinner.”

Chapter 4 attempts to reconstruct aspects of the social setting that affected
Corinthian attitudes. For both the weak and the strong Christians, eating meat sacrificed to
1dols created problems (1 Cor. 8, 10). A gluttony and drunkenness on the part of the
richer and socially more powerful members created tension between groups. Paul

attempted to correct the problem and promote social integration rather than divisiveness.

The exegesis in chapters 5 and 6 suggests that the Lord’s Supper as a rite was not
intended to be a personal or social meal only for a special group, but a meal for the benefit
and fellowship of the whole church. As it has been proposed in this thesis, the tension at
the Lord's Supper in the Corinthian Church was mainly caused by the difficulty of some of

the members' adapting to their new social and religious community.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO AND OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY

1.1 Statement of the Problem

The apostle Paul established a Chnistian Church 1n Corinth (1 Cor. 3:6,10;
4:15; Acts 18) duning the second missionary journey to Greece (Acts 18:11,18). As
leader and founder Paul kept a continuing association with the church community
there, and wrote at least four letters to the Corninthians. Paul's epistles were written
to solve problems and to encourage the church members in their faith.l In 1
Corinthians Paul refers to a specific form of idolatry which he apparently had
discussed 1n a previous letter. Another 1ssue was the conflict caused by gluttony and
drunkenness. As chapter three of this thesis suggests, gluttony was characteristic of
the symposia, especially at the eranos dinner party. In Paul’s view these gluttony

and drunkenness were the main causes of factions in the church.

The apostle probably had two groups in mind, those who had their own meal

and those who had nothing. In other words, as in the common practice of the

eranos, or “potluck dinner” (a social custom 1nstituted in classical Greece through the
Roman Empire), the participants brought their own food-basket. The ones who
arnved late often had neither ttme nor money to prepare sufficiently for themselves.

This conduct was not a problem for the wealthy Gentile Christians at Corinth. In the
Gentile social context, this was common behaviour.

1A. Chapple, "Local Leadership in the Pauline Churches: Theological and Social Factors
in Its Development” (Ph. D. diss., Durham University, 1984), 1ff.



In addition, there were the problems of temple banquets and food sold in the
marketplace (macellum). These practices were a regular part of life 1n the Graeco-
Roman city of Corinth. The eating of meat offered to idols (cultic meals) was
evidently so common, no one gave it a second thought. Thus, the problem 1n chapter
8 to show the background of the Gentile Christians of Corinth who had been
participating in such banquets and buying meat sacnificed to idols. Paul deals with
this problem directly in chapters 8 and 10, and indirectly in chapter 9. Related to the
above issues are the following questions: (a) What was the Corinthian attitude
towards participation in table fellowship with pagans and the use of meat offered to
1dols? (b) Did Paul approve or disapprove of such attitudes? (c) What was Paul's

answer to their question regarding ei8whobuTa?

Another piece of information can be obtained from Paul’s explanation of the
unique situation of the church at Corinth. His first epistle indicates that the practice
of the Lord’s Supper, together with the worship activities, corresponds to the same

practice of sacred meals, especially the eranos normally held in Graeco-Roman

societies.2 Further, the existence of aipéceic and oxiopata among the church
members (1 Cor. 1:10; 11:18) was only one cause of the many problems Paul had

with the Corinthians. [t is possible, therefore, that some of the divisions in Connth

arose from divisions among household gatherings.

2Frequently, the patterns of Jewish religious associations are assumed to have had the
greatest influence on early Chnstian socio-religious structures. However, a warning must be
considered against the tendency to find single socio-cultural explanations for the vanous
organizations of Chnstian groups throughout the Graeco-Roman world.



This dissertation addresses the problem that arose from their not having been

adequately resocialised into the traditions of their newly adopted Christian religion.

It seems clear that some members still participated in religious meals in the pagan
temples (1 Cor. 8:10; 10:20-21). Many were invited té meals where the food served
had been offered to the idols (1 Cor. 10: 27-32). Consequently, it is no surprise that
Graeco-Roman social practices with regard to Greek eranos,? within the context of
religious societies, had a considerable impact on the structure, customs, and
decorum of the Lord’s meal eaten at Corinth. It may be significant to put forward
the thesis that these conflicts have a social background.?* Consequently,

understanding social distinctions and practices is an essential part of understanding

the Corinthian letter.

The apostle evidently regarded the eating of idol food and participating in a
banquet in a pagan temple as a much more serious problem than he had dealt with
before. This matter strikes at the heart of both the Lord’s Supper and the gospel

tradition handed down to the Corinthian Church by Paul. These issues, as well as

additional ones, will be studied as part of the whole picture of the Lord's Supper in 1

Corinthians 11.

3Peter Lampe, "The Corinthians Eucharistic Dinner Party: Exegesis of a Cultural
Context (1 Cor. 11:17-34)," Affirmation 4 (1991): 1-3. "Eranos can be translated as 'potluck
dinner,' although 'potluck' has a narrow definition as a meal where all the food brought by the
participants is shared on a common table." Further discussion regarding the eranos meal will
appear 1n chapters 2 and 5 of this thesis.

4Especially significant here is the information we can obtain from 1 Cor. 11 on the
conflict at the Lord's Supper. In this chapter, Paul is silent regarding theological issues. It seems
clear that the problem is of a social nature.



1.2 The Significance of the Problem

This study is significant, first of all, as a contribution to the understanding of
several specific conflicts which arose in Paul's church community at Corinth. It also
explores the internal social dynamics and the relationship between Paul and the
church members as they dealt with those problems. This research has to consider

both the character of this particular congregation and the socio-theological i1ssue

involved in the Lord's Supper.

1 Coninthians 8, 10, and 11 clearly show that there was disagreement and
factiousness (oxiopa) among the church members because of gluttony,
drunkenness, and the lack of tolerance 1n understanding one another's social and
religious differences. These difficulties within the Corinthian congregation had led
to animosity among church members, especially 1n regard to participation in the

Lord’s Supper. Thus, this investigation 1s significant as a study of the social,
theological, and cultural conflict within the Christian Church and of Paul's way of

dealing with such difficulties.

This research is significant for understanding the apostle's particular
approach to socio-ethical problems, and especially Paul's response to the Corinthian
dilemma regarding the Lord's Supper. The discussion is basically about
interpersonal behaviour between the church members. It is important for this study

to know the way Paul deals with those specific problems at Corinth.



1.3 General Introduction to this Study

The problem of the influence of sacred and social meals in the Graeco-
Roman world on the Lord’s Supper has not been the focus of an in-depth study.
For instance, D. E. Smith’s dissertation deals only with the social meal in the
Graeco-Roman world, but does not touch on sacred meals in Graeco-Roman pagan
religion. W. L. Willis, on the other hand, studied the pagan mystery religion meals,
but does not consider social meals in the Graeco-Roman world.> Besides the
superficial treatments in several commentaries on social 1ssues, there i1s only one
series of seminal essays on the social aspect of the Lord’s Supper.® Although
Smith’s and Willis™ dissertations consider many prbblems found in the present

study, there are important differences which make the three investigations distinct

and useful.

Furthermore, some of the social customs and problems (discussed In
chapters 2 and 5) in the Connthian assembly were quite similar to the ones in
Graeco-Roman culture. For example, in the Connthian Church there were problems

of divisions and factions, similar to those of the ancient symposia and the eranos.
These factions stemmed from competition over status issues such as place of honor,
and portion or quality of food and wine. Additionally, as well as the differences in

food, location, and posture, the length of time one had to eat were important. The

SD. E. Smith, "Social Obligation in the Context of Coﬁlmunal Meals: A Study of the
Chnistian Meal 1n 1 Connthians 1in Companson with Graeco-Roman Communal Meals" (Th.D.
diss., Harvard, 1980); W. L. Willis, Idol Meat in Corinth (Chico: Scholars Press, 1985).

6Gerd Theissen, The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity, trans. J. H. Schiitz
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982).



wealthy Connthians, after a series of exercises at the bath, arrived first at the meal,
while the poor working class came later. This would explain Paul's suggestion to

wait for one another (1 Cor. 11: 33, 34).

Another important point typical of the eranos meal 1s the conduct of the host
and sometimes the guests. The wealthy ones did not have any problem with their
consciences when they began eating before the others ammved. Nobody at a Graeco-
Roman dinner party would ask the latecomers whether they had already eaten.
Thus, the way the Gentile Christians behaved at Corinth did not correspond to the

spirit of selflessness exemplified in Chnist.

According to the Graeco-Roman “potluck™ custom, each member brought his
or her own food, but some came early and began to eat before the others arnved.
This corresponds to the pattern found in the Chnistian eranos meal at Corinth. The

Corinthian Gentile Christians simply continued to behave as a part of the Graeco-

Roman society.

In his monograph, The Social Setting of Christianity, Theissen studies the

“Social World of Early Christianity.” In four essays he considers Paul’s exchange
of letters with the Corinthians. These essays contain a coherent exegetical study and
give a point-by-point exposition of Theissen’s innovative, yet generally accepted,
way of interpreting the social context of the New Testament. He adds that

“Exegetical attention has largely concentrated on the theological dimensions of the

dissension in Corinth.”7 But more than merely a theological controversy, this

TTheissen, 18f.



conflict has a social background and becomes clearer when we connect its social

conditions with the theological i1ssues in 1 Cor. 11:17ff.

The next section of this dissertation tackles the problem of meat sacnficed to

idols. Barrett nghtly points out that “The subject is one that raises several of the
most pressing problems in the literary study of 1 Corinthians and the historical study
of the life of Paul, to say nothing of important theological issues.”® The problem of
eating elbwAdbuta occupied part of a letter written to Paul by the Chnistian Church at
Corinth. The question is whether Paul 1s consistent in what he says when he
rebukes the church for eating food sacrificed to 1dols and participating in the Lord’s
Supper at the same time. It seems contradictory since Paul 1s against eating
eldwddbuTa, yet in vv. 25ff. he tells the congregation that they are free to eat

anything sold in the macellum.

Much of the exegetical work which has been done on 1 Cor. 11:17-26
focuses on the theological dimension (especially vv.23-25). We will attempt,

however, to link an exegesis of the theological and sociological 1ssues. Very little

attention has been devoted to the sociological problems involved in the practice of the
Lord’s Supper in the Hellenistic Corinthian Church. Even the commentaries on the

epistle (such as Barrett, Conzelmann, and Fee), because of their larger interests,

have not thoroughly explored the important role of the social background.

8C. K. Barrett, Essays on Paul (London: SPCK, 1982), 35-40. Barrett says that Dr.

Ehrhardt accepts Hans Lietzmann's argument that all or almost all the meat that was sold 1n the
macellum was et8wAdBuTtov, sacrificed to idols in nearby temples. This argument 1s not
completely acceptable because H. J. Cadbury, in his article published in the Journal of Biblical
Literature, “The Macellum of Corinth,” shows that “the meat may have been sold on the hoof or
slaughtered 1n the macellum as well as sold already butchered or sacrificed in a temple.”



W. Marxsen tries to show in his book (The Beginnings of Christology), that
the Chnistological nature of the Lord’s Supper is based upon what “happens after
Easter and 1n light of Easter.” For Marxsen, the words of interpretation
(Deuteworte) and the proclamation are part of what he calls the implicit Chnstology.
He shows little interest in the social aspect of the controversy, but rather emphasizes
the theological 1ssues. Concerning the Christological nature of the Lord’s Supper,
agreement and difference with Marxsen's work will be evident in the discussions of

particular issues. However, it is not my intention to follow the same kind of

argument proposed by Marxsen, but rather to make a cnitical analysis of his work.

G. Wainwright has commented that most books on Eucharnistic theology treat

only three main aspects: The presence of the Lord at the sacrament, the cross 1n

relation to the sacrificial nature of the sacrament, and the effects on the individual of
participating in the communion.? Furthermore, he is concemed with an element that

has been neglected in previous works: The eschatological nature of the Lord’s

Supper.

1.4 The Limits of the Study: Materials to be Considered

A. The Purpose of This Section

The purpose of this section is to establish the passages to be considered 1n

the study of the Pauline account of the Lord’s Supper and determine the reasons for

focusing on them: 1 Cor. 11:17-26; 1 Cor. 10:14-22; and 1 Cor. 8:1-13. Having

°G. Wainwright, Eucharist and Eschatology (London: Epworth Press, 1978), 64-68.



examined the characteristics which make it reasonable to study these passages

together, we will look briefly at some other passages that could have been included

In this group, but for various reasons will not be considered.

B. 1 Corinthians 11:17-26

The f1rst passage 1s Paul’s account of the Lord’s Supper in 1 Cor. 11:17-26.
The particular charactenistics of the Pauline account of the Last Supper have made it a
focus of attention for many generations of scholars.10 Many different aspects of the
passage as well as 1ts relation to the Gospels have been noted. My focus is on the
conflict and socio-theological tension in Corinth and the social significance of the

Lord’s Supper.

Paul begins by cnticising the congregation in which the different parties,
probably the same groups he has criticised at the beginning of this letter, broke the

spirit of unity, especially when they partook of the Lord’s meal (kupiakov 8eimvov).
What went wrong in the church at Corinth? Why did some members remain hungry
while others were well fed and got drunk (1Cor. 11:21)? As 1t has been mentioned
before, the Christian Church at Connth celebrated the Euchanistic meal as a “potluck

dinner” (eranos ). This eranos custom was the normal practice of the Graeco-
Roman dinner party of the first century C.E.!! We have here a Graeco-Roman

cultural and social custom that seems to explain the church members’ behaviour.

Gentile Chnistians celebrated their Eucharnistic meal according to the eranos custom,

10Eduard Schweizer, The Lord’s Supper According to the New Testament, trans. J M.
Davis (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967), mff.

11] ampe, 3.



each of them bringing his or her own food. Some of the rich members came first

and started eating before the latecomers did. This behaviour was considered normal

In Graeco-Roman society, but caused many problems for the ekklesia at Corinth.

The apostle also calls them (the Christians at Corinth) oxiopata (factions), a
term which brings attention to the leaders of the parties who were guilty of deliberate
challenges to the Eucharistic teaching (extreme lack of concern for others and social
favouritism) which Paul had previously (1 Cor. 11:23) handed down to the church.
Paul charged them not to eat the Lord’s Supper when they came together as a
church, “because brotherly fellowship was absent.”12 Social differences seem to
have been one of the root causes of the disorderliness of the Lord’s Supper in the

Connthian Church.

In the Corinthian Church, groups rather than individuals, were involved in
the social tension. The distinction was between the haves and the have-nots.13 The
behaviour of the haves, according to Paul, was destroying and humiliating those of
lesser means (1Cor. 11:22). Furthermore, the situation was even worse when the
early arnvers ate without waiting for the rest. Paul instructed them to eat at home
because their behaviour was totally contradictory to the spirit of the Lord’s Supper (1
Cor. 11:23).

12A. J. B. Higgins, The Lord’s Supper in the New Testament (London: SCM Press,
1964), 70ff.

13 Abraham J. Malherbe, Social Aspects of Early Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1983), 81ff.

10



The Corinthian Church members needed to be reminded of the solemn nature

of the Eucharistic breaking of bread, which was in great danger of being destroyed

by the selfish behaviour of some of the church members. They must remember
above all that the Lord’s Supper commemorated the death of the Lord until He
should come again (1 Cor. 11:26). Paul’s aim for the Corinthian Church was social

integration within the community’s celebration of the Lord’s Supper.

C. 1 Corinthians 10:14-22

In 1 Cor. 10:14-22, Paul starts by warning the Corinthians against
elSwhodaTpia. Although the issue of eating sacrificial meat is found first in chapter
8, it seems to have been raised by the congregation 1n a letter written to Paul. This
passage differs from 1 Cor. 10:1-13, both in content and emphasis. Paul no longer
uses typology from the Old Testament. Grammatically, 8iomep links vv. 14ff. with
what precedes in 1 Cor. 10.14 Paul’s warning in 10:14 is in the imperative:
belyeTe and THs eilSwlolaTpias. With this verse, Paul definitely brings to an
end the long argument with the Corinthians that began in 8:1, related to their
attending temple banquets. The reason for Paul’s restriction is twofold. First, he

understands the sacred meal as “fellowship” (kowvwvia), the only way the believers

share in the worship of God who was thought to be present. Second, Paul believes,

based on the Old Testament, that idolatry is “a locus of the demonic.”!3

14w alter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature, Second Revision, W. F. Arndt, F. W. Gingrich, and F. Danker (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1979), 198. They observe that this contraction is not used very
often.

15Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1987), 463. *“The kovvavia / korvuvds word group is obviously the key both to the
presuppositional examples in vv. 16-18 (the Lord’s table; the Jewish sacrificial meals) and to the
descnption of the pagan meals in vv. 20-21."

11



The answer given by Paul in these passages to the problem of el8wAohaTpia
is closely related to koivwvia. In one instance of kowwvia, Paul points to the
Lord’s Supper by quoting an early Christian tradition. One must ask about pre-
Pauline traditions and the Pauline interpretation of the Christian meal. How does
Paul understand the Lord’s Supper, and what is the importance of referring to 1t
here? One should ask also about the Pauline description of the pagan and Jewish
meals. How significant are these meals in his argument? What was the problem
with this meal and how does Paul address it here?1¢ Several questions are relevant
to this study: What harm could there be in attending these feasts? Does Paul think
that food sacrificed to 1dols is anything or that an 1dol 1s anything? (1 Cor. 10:19).
Paul’s response seems to be inconststent. “No, but what the heathen sacrifice, they
sacrifice to demons and not to God; I do not want you to be partners with demons.”
Paul is in no doubt as to the existence and bad influence of these powers;!’ to

participate in their worship and cultic meals is to lay oneself open to their control.

Furthermore, how is it possible to have kowvwvia both with Christ and with
demons? To eat at the table of demons (pagan gods) is to make a laughing-stock of

the Lord’s Supper. Higgins rightly comments that the Lord has a table and a cup,

and by participating at his table believers enter into close communion with the

[Lord.18

16Svere Aalen, “Das Abendmahl als Opfermahl in Neuen Testament,” NovT 6 (1963):

128-143. He says that one must differentiate three main topics in dealing with pagan meals: (1)
Paul’s understanding of pagan cult meals, (2) Paul’s theological explanation of such meals, and

(3) the parallels between such meals and the Chnstian meal.
I7Rom. 8:38; 1 Cor. 2:8; Gal. 4:9; Eph. 6:11f; Col. 2:8.

18Higgins, 68.
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D. 1 Corinthians 8:1-13

The major 1ssue that begins with 8:1 and continues through 11:1, the
question of the legitimacy of eating “idol food,”1? is presumably connected to the
admonition in 1 Cor. 5:10-11 against associating with “idolaters.”=9 If this is the
case, eating “meat sacrificed to the pagan idols” refers to a specific form of 1dolatry
which the apostle mentioned in his former letter.2! It seems probable that the

Connthians, 1n their letter to Paul, had not taken into consideration Paul’s earlier

admonition.

Some significant questions arise in the study of 1 Corinthians 8: 1-13: (1)
What happened in the Corinthian Church regarding the eating of food offered to
idols? (2) How did this problem affect the congregation at Coninth? (3) What was
the message sent to Paul about this in their letter to him? (4) What was Paul’s
response and what advice did he give them? (5) What relationship does chapter 8
have to the discussion 1n chapters 9 and 10?7 Answers to these questions must be

taken from implications in 1 Connthians 8-10. However, Fee points out that not
everyone is in agreement regarding the nature of the problem.?2 The classical

answer 1s that Paul 1s replying to an internal conflict in Corinth between the “weak™

193, Murphy-O’Connor, St. Paul’s Corinth (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1987),
161f. Gk. el BoAéButa (lit. “things sacrificed to idols").

20The term elBwloAaTplal appears in 1 Cor. 5:10, 10:7, and as a final warning in 1
Cor. 10:14: devyete and tfic eldwrorartplas.

21y, C. Hurd, Jr., The Origins of 1 Corinthians (London: S.P.CK., 1965), 115-149.

22Fee, 358-360.
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and the “strong™ members over the inquiry about food sacrificed to idols and sold in
the temple market. For the “strong,” eating such food does not pose any problem (1
Cor. 8:7-13); some, perhaps, even attended the cultic meals at the temples (1 Cor.
8:10, 11; 10:14-22). Hence, the conflict 1n perception and consciousness with

regard to 1dol and 1dol meal also needs to be understood as a sociological problem.

On the other hand, for the “weak” eating meat sacrificed to 1dols 1s a matter
of conscience. The basic problem, then, is food sold in the market. Paul answers
by first addressing the “strong” and mentioning the stumbling block principle (1
Cor. 8:1-13; cf. 1 Cor. 10:30-11:1). In 1 Cor. 10:23-29, Paul seems to be
encouraging the “weak” to be open-minded. In chapter 9, Paul gives his own
example of giving up his freedom for the sake of others. As an aside, Paul also
prohibits the attendance at pagan temples in 1 Cor. 10:14-22. This passage, like the
previous two, is introduced by several problems in the Corinthian Church. In

contrast to what Hurd?3 has said, the Corinthians wrote a letter to Paul asking his

advice and guidance on the matter of 1dol food.

The problem was brought to Paul’s attention because of the behaviour of the

“strong.” It thus appears that Paul was dealing with more than a single point of view
at Coninth. Further, scholars have long recognised the presence of more than one
group (“weak” and “strong”) and the social problem between the rnich (strong) and

the poor (weak) in the Christian Church at Connth.

23Hurd, 147. He argues that, first, “the Corinthians were primarily voicing an objection
to the subject to Paul, and were not asking for guidance from him;" second, ‘“The Corinthian’s
objections stem from a single point of view at Corinth opposed 1n some degree to Paul’s. There
was not a ‘weak’ or ‘scandalized’ second party.”
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1.5 Other Texts Relevant to This Thesis

One might wonder whether other passages in the Corpus Paulinum should
also be included in this group. Certainly, other Pauline texts are seldom mentioned
In the same frequency as the three we have looked at. One important passage which
deserves comment 1s 1 Cor. 5:6-8. This text contains a very relevant allusion to the
Eucharnist. As the Jews before the Passover feast remove all traces of leaven from
their homes, Paul tells the believers of the Corinthian Church to remove from among
them the leaven of evil. Like the Israelites, the Corninthians are to clear away all the

impurities of their former pagan life. It has been suggested that the use of Passover

terminology in this text is due to the nearness of the Passover.24

Other texts which deal with the subject of sacnficial meat (such as Acts 15,
21 and Rev. 2) will not be studied, but will occasionally be mentioned. The
Chnistian breaking of bread in Acts will also be marginally studied. Passages such
as Romans 14 and 15, however, will be considered whenever that discussion helps
us to clanfy 1 Corinthians 8, 10 and 11. We will not deal with Jewish food
regulations per se. Indeed, not even all the 1ssues raised 1in 1 Connthians itself can be

studied, although these will be taken into consideration insofar as they impinge on

the study of chapters 8, 10 and 11.

24Hi ggins, 68-70.
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CHAPTER 2

SACRED MEALS IN THE GRAECO-ROMAN WORLD AND THEIR

POSSIBLE INFLUENCE ON THE PAULINE LORD’S SUPPER

Many claims have been made by scholars early this century that the
Hellenistic pagan religions influenced the primitive Christian Church's practice of the
Lord's Supper. Besides introducing those claims, this chapter overviews the four
main mystery religions! and the influence of mystery religions in Paul's
background, and gives a brief introduction on Jewish meals, the Christian sacred

meal, and the alleged similarities between the Lord's Supper and pagan meals.

2.1 Introduction

The investigation of sacred meals in the mystery religions has occupied a
significant place in Graeco-Roman and early Christianity studies. Other than

Judaism and Christianity, the most persuasive religions in the Graeco-Roman world
were the "mystery religions." The relationship between Christianity and the

mysteries 1s a highly controversial issue. There are two sides to the investigation:

(1) the point of contention, and (2) a descnption of the evidence to be considered.

It 1s the general view that Christianity borrowed religious terminology and
concepts from the Hellenistic world. A dominant movement in advancing such

presuppositions was the Religionsgeschichtliche Schule.? This theory was deduced

IThese pagan religions are named mystery religions because of their use of secret
ceremonies that were thought to bring their imtiates such benefits as "salvation.”

2Ronald H. Nash, The Gospel and the Greeks (Richardson: Probe Books, 1992), 115-199.
Allegations like these were often encountered in scholarly publications from around 1890 to 1930

16



from noting the use of Hellenistic Jewish terms such as evayyéiawov, cwTnp, and
emoavera, and others such as, m\npopa (a neutral term until Pauline literature),
puaTthpov (used simply as "secret"), éndnTns, maliyyeveoia, and éufaTevw.3
Furthermore, some authors have detfended the idea that Paul, thus Christianity, was
deeply affected by mystery religions. Even G. H. C. MacGregor and A. C. Purdy,
strong defenders of an early Chnistian syncretism, f inci little substance 1n this line of

argument. They point out that,

They are in vocabulary and outward form rather than essential
thought and content. The Mysteries and Christianity, being products
of the same age, were almost certain to use the same forms of
expression. But there 1s no greater fallacy than to assume that
because Christianity took over, or developed independently, a
number of terms and rites familiar also to the Mystenes, the thought
and expenence symbolized in them are equally comparable to, and do
not entirely transcend, the pagan analogy.4

Martin Hengel, a critic of syncretism, argues that the language of the mystery
religions were used independently of the practice of the religions. Hengel concludes
that the influence of the mystery religions 1n the New Testament does not mean direct
dependence on their terminology.> Expressing his uncertainty about presumed

linguistic parallelism between Paul and the mystery cults, A. D. Nock wrote, "It 1s

not clear that Paul's linguistic practice points to first-hand knowledge of the

mysteries, still less to the reading of theological literature about them."® It may

appear that Paul used words common to the followers of mystery religions, but as

and the 1940s onward. "The two most influential members of this school were German New
Testament scholar Wilhelm Bousset and German classicist and historian Richard Reitzenstein."

3A. D. Nock, "The Vocabulary of the New Testament," JBL 52 (1933): 131-139.

4G. H. C. MacGregor and A. C. Purdy, Jew and Greek: Tutors Unto Christ (London:
Nicholson & Watson, 1937), 236.

SMartin Hengel, The Son of God, trans. J. Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1976), 28.

®A. D. Nock, Early Gentile Christianity and Its Hellenistic Background (New York:
Harper & Row, 1964), 183.
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Ralph P. Martin points out, “he gave this language a content of his own.”” It is
clear that nothing about the vocabulary of the New Testament in general, or the

writings of Paul in particular, focuses us to conclude that any signs of a mystery
influence appear in the language of the New Testament. [n view of the scarce and
frequently ambiguous evidence, scholars have arrived at divergent conclusions.

These evidences were already raised earlier by Albert Schweitzer, and he argued that

1t was only from the early second century onwards that we find mysteries in wide
currency in the Roman Empire; therefore, only then was the Greek influence felt

transforming a universal cult into what is known as mystery religions.8

There are some scholars who believe that outside influence came to bear

upon primitive Christianity only minimally. Bruce M. Metzger, however, observes
that some "are disposed to believe not only that the amount of influence was
relatively large but also that it made 1tself felt in the formulation of central and crucial

doctrines and rites of the church.”™ Besides, it would be a mistake to think that the
mystery religions were the only demonstration of the religious spirit in the orient or

the eastern part of the Roman Empire.l9 The wide divergence of views is due,

7Ralph P. Martin, New Testament Foundations, 2 vols. (Exeter: The Paternoster Press,
1978), 11, 39. He further adds that, "At decisive points the Chnstian gospel stands diametrically
opposed to the claims and procedures of the Hellenistic mysteries.”

SAlbert Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters, trans. W. Montgomery (London: Adam and
Charles Black, 1912), 191f. This much, however, 1s certain: "Paul cannot have known the
mystery-religions 1n the form in which they are known to us, because in this fully developed form

they did not yet exist."

?Bruce M. Metzger, "Considerations of Methodology in the Study of the Mystery
Religions and Early Chnstianity,” H7TR 48 (1955): 1-20.

10Nash, 115. "Each region of the Mediterranean world seems to have produced its own
mystery religion. Out of Greece came the cults of Demeter and Dionysus, as well as their later
developments, the Eleusinian and Orphic mystery religions. Asia Minor (more specifically, the
region known as Phrygia) gave birth to the cult of Cybele and Attis. The cult of Isis and Osiris
(later Serapis) onginated in Egypt, while Syria and Palestine saw the rise of the cult of Adonis.
Finally, Persia (Iran) was a leading early locale for the cult of Mithras."
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perhaps in part, to differences in scholars’ methods of interpreting the data and the

way scholars interpret it.!1

In ancient times, especially during the Hellenistic period, mystery religions
held cultic meals. Regardless of the difficulty of resolving the meaning of these
mystery meals, some scholars (Heitmiiller, Reitzenstein, Bousset, Bultmann, and
others) believe that these meals are very important. They enlighten our understanding
of the meals that appear in the New Testament. For instance, it has been suggested
that Paul in 1 Corinthians 11 draws a parallel between the Lord's Supper, which he
says unites Christians to Christ, and these meals. However, we need to dig below

the surface evidence and ask the most elementary questions. First, what did the

pagan customs mean? And second, what did sacred meals in the different mystery

cults mean?

It is likely that early Christians understood the Lord's Supper as a
perpetuation of an ancient cultic idea rather than a mystery-religion rite. However, 1t
has been argued that the facts about the sacramental meals in the mystery religions

are both meagre and hard to explain.!2 It is not an eating and drinking of the body

and blood of Christ that Paul mentions in 1 Corinthians 11; he always speaks only of
eating and drinking the bread and the cup. The apostle assumes that this eating and

drinking, somehow or other, maintains a communion with the body and blood of the

Lord (1 Cor 10:16, 17). Indeed, neither Paul nor the early Christian communities

111, Howard Marshall, Last Supper and Lord's Supper (Exeter: The Paternoster Press,
1980), 27. Pagan meals are unlikely to have influenced the practice of Jesus himself. Although we
must never forget that the Jews were a minonity group in thetr own land and were surrounded by
pagan religions, there is nothing that would suggest that Jesus himself was influenced by anything
other than Judaism. But the situation could well have been different once the church moved out
into the pagan world and its members began to include former pagans.

I2H A. A Kennedy, St. Paul and the Mystery Religions (London: Hodder and Stoughton,
1913), 256ff.
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under his influence, held that the body and blood of the Lord was partaken of at the

Supper.

In this chapter, we will consider the possible influence of the sacred meals
on the Lord's Supper. The single question is how influential the mystery religions
really were upon the cultic forms of the early Christian church at Corinth. The
dialogue between the apostle Paul and his Corinthian inquirers involves normal
practices of Hellenistic social life (especially the Greek eranos and meals which
usually followed a sacrifice). In ancient times these meals were customarily part of a
sacrifice 1n the temple to the gods. Before one can understand the Corinthians'
dialogue with Paul, it is necessary to understand the practices in the social and

cultural circumstances echoed in 1 Corinthians 8, 10 and 11 regarding the

relationship of sacnfice and dining, to the Lord’s meal.
A. The Sacrificial Meal

The Hellenistic-Roman world practised bloodless and animal sacrifices over
a pennod of many years. David Gill observes that bloodless offerings of various

kinds of food are a common feature of Greek sacrifice at all periods. The Greeks
thought of them as gifts for the gods.13 The act of déposition of food also had an
important role in the majority of bloody sacrifices (such as the thusia). In contrast,
the god and the worshippers both participated in the food offered on the altar. The

Greeks called this kind of offering to the god trapezomata.l4 The sacrifice and the

13pavid Gill, “Trapezomata: A Neglected Aspect of Greek Sacrifice,” HTR 67 (1974):
117-137. “The gift was delivered by simply putting it in a place, usually a shnne, where the god
was present to receive it. This form of consecration has been given the appropriate technical name
of ‘deposition,’ to distinguish it from other methods of consecrating food-offerings to the gods such

as burning them or simply throwing them away.”

14bid., 118-117.
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banquet are complementary parts of one ceremony. An animal was slaughtered, the
god's portion was burned on the altar, and the worshippers ate the rest. Portions
were also set apart for the deity and for the priest or priestess. The rest of the meat
was distributed to those participating in the festival, being cooked and eaten in the
temple's precincts.]1> A portion was also assigned to the god and set aside (not

burnt) on a special table.

The practice of such meals in the Graeco-Roman world raises the difficult
question of the meaning of both the sacrifice and the meal itself. The fact is that in
the Homeric poems, sacrifice was essentially for propitiation of the deity;
furthermore, primitive sacrificial objects were believed to be charged with the

deity.16 From this viewpoint, the idea of the cultic meal would surely become very
significant. To eat together with the deity was taken as a kind of communion, and if

the god was thought to be present at the meal, this meal was considered a sacred

meal.l”

The Dionysus cult tradition held that in eating the sacred meal the worshipper
was participating with the gods. The Thracian version of this cult held the same
view.18 Attempts have been made to discover a sacramental importance in the
Dionysiac-Orphic cults, but Albrecht Dieterich suggests that our understanding of the
evidence 1s altogether deficient. There are occasional hints of the idea that the victim

155, P. Kane, "The Mithraic Cult Meal and Its Greek and Roman Environment,” ed. J. R.
Hinnells (Mithraic Studies 11: Manchester 1975), 327.

16] ewis R. Farnell, “Sacrificial Communion in Greek Religion," The Hibbert Journal, 2
(1904). 308, 312-313.

I'THerbert J. Rose, "Sacred Meals," The Oxford Classical Dictionary , ed. M. Cay, et al.
(Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1949), 546.

18Famell, 313.
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was identified with the god himself.1? Some believe that by the period of the later
Roman Empire this pnimitive 1dea was giving way to a higher concept. Whether this
magical understanding was held in the time of Paul is questionable. Kennedy and
Cumont favour the view that the worshippers just shared the meal with the god. The
old worshipper did not question the difference between the magical and the spiritual

significance of the sacrificial meal.20

It was therefore quite natural that the common meal, in which union
with the powers was sought, should develop into a banquet at which
the powers were honoured guests, or into a sumptuous meal given
entirely to them and not even shared by the devotees. Thus would
easily arise the concept of sending food to them; the only known
method was to sublimate 1t into smoke which would obviously go up
to the deities and satisfy their wants. Thus can we understand the
very name given by ancient Greeks to these powers, theoi, which by
many scholars 1s derived from the root thu (smoke); thuein would
mean to make smoke and theoi would be receivers of smoke.?!

Despite the fact that the Graeco-Roman sacrificial ritual 1s often difficult to
interpret, most of the time a meal was not part of the ceremony. There are several

ways in which sharing food with the deity was accomplished 1n the sacrificial rite,

each of which presents its own problem of interpretation. D. E. Smith keenly points
out that “the banquet is such an inherent part of Greek sacrificial ritual that many of

the terms for sacrifice also imply a feast as well.”22 The relationship of the term

Buoia with a meal can be seen in this phrase from Plato: 6uciav moioupévou kal

eoTidvtos “when offering a sacrifice and feasting." Although there are some

19 Albrecht Dieterich, Eine Mithrasliturgie, reimprinted ed., (Stuttart: B. G. Teubner,
1966), 105. See also Kennedy, 257.

201bid., 201.

21Royden K. Yerkes, Sacrifice in Greek and Roman Religions and Early Judaism
(London: Adam and Charles Black, 1953), 24.

22Smith, "Social Obligation in the Context of Communal Meals, 74-100. For instance,
"the term Bvevv, which oniginally designated a sacnfice by fire, came to stand in a general sense for
the sacrificial rite as a whole, thus including, besides the burning, the libation (owévdeLv ), the
slaughter (o¢deLv), and the feast (éo1(a). Buerv, however, could not be substituted for any of
these terms except ¢oTi{a.”



modifications noted, the sacrifices had a fairly standard form from pre-Homeric

times. 23

According to R. K. Yerkes in the Greek thusia , three things took place:

1. The preparation (lustration, barley grains ceremony, prayers,
casting the hair from the animal in the fire, slaying and flaying the
victim, procession).

2. The thusia proper (burning of the god’s portion, libation, eating of
the splagchna).

3. The feast (roasting the victim, the banquet libation, music and
dancing).24

From the description given by Yerkes, 1t 1s clear that the communal meals
were a major aspect of Greek sacrifice. In Homer’s time and even before, the meal
seems to have been at least as important as the offering upon the altar.?2> The
sacrifice made to the gods was good for both the worshipper and the god, since the
worshipper received the flesh from the sacrifice. Before turning to a more detailed

study of the pagan sacramental cultic meals, we will consider briefly the significance

of pagan and Christian cultic meals.

23Plato Symp 174c. In the context, a sacrifice ritual in the Homeric pertod 1s being
described, but the terminology is clearly appropnate to Plato's own time.

24y erkes, 99-102.

25Homer Odyssey 24:212ff. See also W. L. Willis, /dol Meat in Corinth (Chico:
Scholars Press, 1985), 9. For instance, the returning Odysseus tells his servant: “Do you now go
within the well-built house, and straightway slay for dinner the best of the swine.” In the present
study, when classical sources are quoted, the texts and translations are taken from the Loeb senes

unless otherwise indicated.
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B. The Significance of the Cultic Meals

The exact meaning of the pagan cultic meals for those who participated is
very important and yet very difficult to determine. In the mystery religion cults there

were sacred meals, but our curiosity as to their significance receives no

satisfaction.2® A great deal of what is known of cultic meals comes from
archaeological remains and although these do witness to the existence of such sacred
meals, they give limited information on the significance of the meals. The
widespread references in literary remains also give information that can only be
understood by implication. The result i1s that major contentions exist among scholars
about the proper way of interpreting the data. According to G. H. R. Horsley, in
spite of the fact of disagreement earlier in the century, there is now a feeling of

agreement that these feasts had a basically religious character.2”

One common element between these cults and the Lord's Supper 1s the

fellowship meal, which is thought to bring unity among the participants. The
existence of cultic meals 1n ancient times and 1n the imes extending beyond those of

the New Testament 1s undeniable. On some occasions the gods were considered to
be the hosts, as 1t 1s shown in several of the Oxyrhynchus Papyri. “The exegete
requests you to dine in the (temple of) Demeter today, which is the Sth, beginning at
the 7th hour (1 p.m.).”?8 A comparable invitation to dine “at the table of lord
Serapis” is found in at least three other papyn.2?

26Nock, Early Gentile, 74.

27G. H. R. Horsley, New Documents lllustrating Early Christianity, vol. 5 (Macquarie:
Macquanie University, 1981), 6.

280xyrhynchus Papyri 1485 in Bernard P. Grenfell and A. S. Hunt, eds., The
Oxyrhynchus Papyri (London: Egypt Exploration Fund, 1898-1916), 12.

290xyrhynchus Papyri 110, 523, 1484, and 1755. Ibid., I, 177: III, 260; XII, 244; X1V,
180. It1s not clear 1in papyrus 1755 whether Apion is inviting. the person to his own home or to
the temple 1tself. These papyn date from the second or third century A.D.
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The Jewish historian Josephus also mentions a cunning plot by the priests of
[sis to entice Pauline to attend the temple and dine with the god Anubis and share his
bed.30 There are references in other texts to the idea that the deity was considered
the guest at the meal. The lovis Epulum became a big meal in which the
worshippers were serving the god with food and invited the Capitoline Trnnity to

participate in it.31 These texts show the importance of the cultic meal in pagan
worship. Every sacrifice was followed by a meal.32 The New Testament mentions

not only wedding feasts and social gatherings for dinner, but pagan cultic meals as

well.

Paul, in his letter to the Corinthian congregation, obviously mentions a cultic
meal when he offers some ethical advice in regard to the foods eaten “at the table 1n
an idol’s temple” (1 Cor 8:10-13; cf. 1 Cor 10:21, 27-30). In these instances, of
course, the cultic meals were not used as a metaphor, but the meal was a crucial

problem which the Corinthian church members had to consider.33 From the context

(1 Cor. 10:27) 1t seems clear that some of the Corinthian church members often were

invited to such social meals by the pagans who were used to eating meat sacrificed to

1dols as a custom 1n their banquets.

In the beginning both of the Christian sacraments (baptism and the Lord’s

Supper) were considered to be primarily dona data, namely blessings conveyed to

30Josephus Ant XVIILiii. 4 (65-80).

31Samuel Angus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity: A Study in the Religious
Background of Early Christianity (London: John Murray, 1925), 128.

32H. Lietzmann, An die Korinther, enl. ed. W. G. Kiimmel (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr
[Paul Siebeck], 1949), 49.

33Chan-Hie Kim, “The Papyrus Invitation,” JBL 94 (1975): 391(T.

25



those who by nature were unfit to participate in the new order inaugurated by the
person and work of Jesus Christ.34 By contrast, pagan rites conveyed their benefits
ex opere operato by “the liberating or creating of an immortal element in the

individual with a view to the hereafter, but with no effective change of the moral self
for the purposes of living.”3> In early Christianity, the Lord’s Supper, like the rite

of baptism, was understood as a sacrament in the sense of the mystery religions.36

Nevertheless, i1n the search for parallels between the pagan meals and the
Chnistian meal, vanous scholars (even before Bultmann), notably Dieterich and
Heitmiiller,37 have gathered evidence from the most primitive phases of religion to
portray the 1dea of communion with the god through feeding upon him. They went
so far as to claim that they found parallels between the Aztecs of Mexico and the old

Egyptians whose ntes were preserved in the texts from the pyramids.

In contrast, to establish the efficacy of their theories it would be necessary to

show first, that this view survived in the Hellenistic world of early Christianity and,

second, that 1t 1s a part of Paul’s concept of the Lord’s Supper. It i1s certainly far
more plausible to say that any influence which these cults exerted on the early
Christian church came not from their hidden ceremonies and beliefs but from their

public rites and affirmations and from those aspects of their 1deology which had

34Metzger, 13ff.
35A. D. Nock, "Mystery," Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences X1, (1937): 174.

36R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 2 vols., trans. K. Grobel (London:
SCM Press, 1978), 148f. He points out that "the idea of communion brought about by the
sacramental meal 1s 1n 1tself not a specific idea of the mystenes, but 1s widespread in primitive and
classic cults. But in the mysteries it plays a special role; in them it 1s communion with a once
dead and risen deity, in whose fate the partaker receives a share through the sacramental meal, as we
know from the mystenes of Attis and Mithra. Paul himself shows that the sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper stands in this context in the history of religions."

37W. Heitmiiller, Taufe und Abendmahl bei Paulus (Leipzig: Teubner, 1917), 40. See
also Kennedy, 257-259.
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become part of the common practice of the Graeco-Roman world.38 It seems so
easy to find common conceptions here, in view of the fact that in both cases cultic
meals and ceremonial cleansing had a sacramental value. But, on a closer

examination, the similarity is of a very general character.

C. The "Table of the Lord" or "Table of Demons"

The expressions Tpané{ns Kupiov and tpamélns Saipoviwv are used in 1
Cor 10:21. The 1ssue of eating food sacrificed to 1dols is the basic dilemma to which

Paul 1s responding throughout 1 Cor. 8:10 and 10:1-22. The common explanation 18

that Paul 1s responding to an internal conflict in Corinth between the "weak" and the

"strong" over the issue of food sold in the marketplace.>® One of the problems is
Paul's inconsistency in discussing the subject of el8wAoButa. Also C. K. Barrett

wonders about the way Paul approached the topic of food offered to idols and food

sold in the marketplace. %

Attending the pagan temples 1s the real 1ssue, and this 1s supported by the fact

that the eating of cultic-meals was a customary part of the worship of 1dols in ancient

38A. J. M. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul
Siebeck], 1987), 158-160.

39Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987),

358. Gk. etbordbura (hit. “things sacnificed to the 1dols”). “This word comes from Hellenistic
Judaism; 1n 10:28 Paul uses the expression tepdBurta (‘sacred food’). What was sacrificed became
part of the meal in the pagan temples and shrines; what was left over from the ‘god’s table’ was
often sold in the market place. Jews were absolutely forbidden to eat such food. See m. Abod. Zar.
2.3: "Flesh that 1s entening 1n into an 1dol 1s permitted, but what comes forth is forbidden.”

40C. K. Barrett, Essays on Paul (London: SPCK, 1982), 40. The discussion raises a
number of problems: "in addition to hinguistic and exegetical cruces there are the questions, first,
why chapter 9 should intrude between the two treatments of the subject in chapters 8 and 10, and,
secondly, whether Paul is consistent in what he says 1n the various places where the eating of
etBwAdOura 1s discussed. The subject is one that raises several of the most pressing problems in
the literary study of 1 Conntluans and the historical study of the life of Paul, to say nothing of
important theological issues.”
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times. This was true not only for the nations adjacent to Israel,4! but for Israel
itself.42 In Paul's time at Corinth, such cultic meals were still the usual practice at

several kinds of state festivals and private meals.43

Paul presumably uses those terms to denote the table of the god found in
pagan temples. The use of the term table was a standard phrase for Greek sacnfice,
but has not received adequate attention in studies of Paul's teachings in 1
Corinthians.44 In the Graeco-Roman sacrificial system, the meat for the sacrifice
was divided into three parts: The preparation, the sacrifice proper, and the feast.4>
The meat of the sacrifices supposedly was divided into three main portions: The one
burned before the god, one apportioned to the worshippers, and one placed on the

"table of the god," which was tended by cultic ministrants, but also eaten by the

worshippers.46

The importance of these meals has been debated, but they most likely
included a combination of sacred and social factors. The deities were thought to be
present since the meals were dedicated and sacrificed to their honour; nevertheless,

the meals were also social events for the participants.4’ The majority of the Gentiles

41For instance, the Canaanites, see Judg. 9.27; for the Egyptian idolatry and other
practices, see Exod. 32:6; for Moab, see Num. 25:1-2; and for Babylon, Dan. 5:1-5.

42Loci classici are: Deut. 14:22-26; Exod. 24:11; 1 Sam. 9:13; 1 Kgs. 1:25; and Hos.
8:13.

43Fee, The First Epistle, 360-362.
44Willis, ldol Meat, 15.

45Y erkes, 99-100.

46Gill, 117-119.

47H0rsley, New Documents, 8.
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who became Christians at Corinth had attended such meals all their lives; this was

like a restaurant in ancient times.48

As mentioned before, the portion of the sacrifice which was placed on the
"table of the god" was different from what was put on the altar. It is possible to
draw a much fuller portrait of these tables and their operation from sacred laws and
cult inscriptions. The food on the table of the god was treated in the same manner as
the portions offered for the sacrifices. The table was cared for by some of the cultic
personnel such as the epinoletai, the priests, the archon, and the mesogeioi.4? In
many circumstances the priests in charge obtained this portion dedicated to the god in
addition to their own share. The origin of the concept of the table of the god is not
clear. This idea came from an awareness that the deity actually received a meagre
portion of the thusia, and so was granted an additional portion at the following

sacred meal.>0

The cult table would have been a probable source for meat sold in the
marketplace.?! Like the pagans, some Gentile Christians saw nothing wrong in
buying and eating meat at the pagan market place ar by an invitation of a pagan

neighbour. But we cannot think that Paul had changed his habits of a lifetime, nor is

48Arnold Ehrhardt, The Framework of the New Testament Stories (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1964), 279. He also mentions the case when a Chnistian was invited
to participate in such a meal, which was the common practice in those days. "The Christian guest
was encouraged to eat it without any fear of defilement; but how was he to return the hospitality
received? He could not, of course, purchase sacnificial meat; but was there any other than sacnificial
meat on offer 1n ancient Greek and Roman towns? Were there any secular butchers? H. Lietzmann
answered it quite unconditionally, 'that the slaughtering of all animals was seen as a sacrifice' In
New Testament imes. By and large this answer 1s correct.”

49Gill, 126.
S0Ibid., 135.

SIA. D. Nock, Essays on Religion and the Ancient World (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1972), 597.
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there reason to assume that, as a Christian, he thought in a completely new way
about 1dolatry. If Paul no longer lived in harmony with the "strictest sect of our
religion as a Pharisee,” this does not mean that he gave up all his Jewish beliefs.>2
The dilemmas between the apostle Paul and the Corinthian Church members
involved “sacrificial meat” (el8wAoButov) and “eating at the table of demons”
(Tpamélar Sarwpoviwv). But Paul does not merely want them to avoid being
partakers of the Tpanéln Sawwoviwyv: He says, “You cannot drink the cup of the
Lord and the cup of the demons; you cannot share at the table of the Lord and the
table of demons" (10:21). This echoes the language of vv. 16b-17 where the "focus

is on the straight dimension of the table."3

Some of the Corinthians may have considered the pagan cultic meals as
social celebrations, nonworshipful occasions, but Paul insists that their choice is
very distinct between the Lord's table or the demon's table. Furthermore, such
eating 1s simply incompatible with Chrnistianity. The main concept in the mystery
religion meal and especially the sacrificial meal, 1s more than an occasion of table-
fellowship over which the deity leads or to which the god is summoned. Apparently
Paul's view is that the Lord's Supper involves more than mere symbols. There
seems to be some sort of real spiritual communion with Christ. To participate at the
table for the Christian meal was to have fellowship with Christ and his body (10:16-
17).5>4 Cultic meal participants, on the contrary, became partners with demons, an

intolerable matter for Paul.

S2Barrett, Essay on Paul, 51.
S3Fee, The First Epistle, 472-474.

34Gordon Fee, "Ei50)é0uva Once Again: An Interpretation of 1 Connthians 8-10," Bib
61 (1980): 172-197.
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2.2 Pagan Sacred Meals in the Graeco-Roman World

In imperial times there were many mystery cults. Some scholars have
suggested that the view of a sacramental meal was advanced in these mystery cults.
A. D. Nock, who is quite suspicious of the sacramental interpretation, seems to
accept the idea of a sacramental conception in the mystery cults.>> This study will
only consider the four most important mystery cults to ascertain any influence they
may have had on the Lord’s Meal: The mystery cults at Eleusis, Dionysus, Mithras,

and Isis-Serapis.

A. The Mystery Cult At Eleusis

Eleusts 1s near Corinth and Athens. Eleusinian worship 1s mostly

agricultural. The Eleusiam mysteries involve two goddesses, Demeter the grain

goddess and her daughter Persephone. According to Euripides, the followers
celebrated the autumn festival because Kore came back from the netherworld of
Demeter. Telesterion, the Hall of Initiation was the site where the hierophant

revealed holy secrets. Demeter gave grain and Kore gave happiness after life to their
followers. Euripides shows also how identical Cybele and Kore Dionysus were to

Demeter and Kore in dance and ecstasy.36 Even Plato, who was not generally in
favour of such cults, had only words of respect for the Eleusinian mysteries
(Demeter, Kore-Persephone) which were among the most highly regarded cults of
ancient times. Their influence extended far beyond Eleusis and Athens. E.
Ferguson observes that "Eleusinian mysternes are central to this unit because they

were the most famous of the Greek mysteries and appear to have exercised a

55Nock, Early Gentile,74-75.

SEuripides Bacc. 58.
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formative influence on the mysteries of the eastern cults. The rites had originally
been the property of one family at Eleusis and then became open to the town’s
citizens."5? The countersign which the initiate at Eleusis had to say was, according
to Clement, “I have fasted, I have drunk the Kykeon (a kind of porridge made with
milk), I have taken (the secret object) from the box, I performed the act, I put the
thing in the basket and out of the basket into the box.”8 The meaning of the
drinking of the Kykeon is unknown. [t seems it was an acquisition of the fruits of

the earth in honour of the deity who provided them.

George Mylonas objects to the rendition of the translation of Hesiod's
Homeric Hymn to Zeus (8efapévn & 6oins €évekev modumdTvia Anw) such as
Evelyn White’s, *“so the great queen Deo received it to observe the sacrament” or
Allen and Sikes’, “to observe the rite.”>® Every year the Eleusinian mystenes
celebrated a festival which included a meal as well as other rites often considered to
be sacramental in character. Finally, after an entire year of probation, the initiate

gained admission to the highest level, which included the right to view the secret

contents of a sacred ark.

There are many interpretations of these events, and the exact answers to
questions raised are impossible to give because of the scant evidence.®® There were
several sacrifices in the worship of Demeter, Kore, and other gods. The sacnfices
were not secret, but were public acts in Athens on behalf of the city and 1ts

STE. Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 200.
S8Clement Protr ii.16, 18.

59Gcorge E. Mylonas, Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries (Princeton: University Press,
1961), 224-226. He believes that the drinking of the Kykeon was an act of religious memory, but
implied no sacramental or mystical significance.

601bhid., 238-241.



residents.®! From what is known, the rites at Eleusis were essentially something
observed. There 1s no stress on either sacrifices or meals, although surely both

events occurred. Furthermore, in the Eleusinian mysteries there was no “table-

fellowship™®2 nor was the rite continually repeated. We may observe that there is

not enough proof to use the Eleusinian cultic meal as the pattern of the Lord’s meal.

B. The Mystery Cult of Dionysus

Dionysus was the god of wine and of animal life. The Dionysiac cults were
entirely new mystenes of Greek origin that extended widely in the Hellenistic-
Roman world. In general, the state controlled their practice and their associations.
The feast was not restricted to any specific locality. The cults were widespread in
Asia Minor and the Greek islands, but also were found 1n Egypt and Italy. In order
to have communion with their god the worshippers of Dionysus (called Bacchants)
drank wine until they became completely intoxicated. Another aspect of their ntes
was the feast of raw flesh. By eating their god, who was apparently embodied in the
animal they had torn apart, they thought they reached a state of divine possession

that made them divine as well. G. E. Mylonas clearly observes that:

The divine union, the contact with the divinity, marked the beginning
of a new life for the initiate. He became a supenor human being.
God's own, who, thereafter, lived a dynamic, a Dionysian life. And
since Dionysus was not only the Lord of Life but also of Death, the
devotee believed that his union with God would continue even after
death, that even immortality was within his grasp, since his patron
God had attained it, that the joy and exaltation he experienced during
his initiation was but a foretaste of the bliss to be experienced both in

his life and after death.®3

61willis, Idol Meat, 32.
6ZMetzger, 14.

63G. E. Mylonas, "Mystery Religions of Greece," in Ancient Religions, ed. Vergilius T.
A Fern (New York: Philosophical Library, 1950), 176.
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This evidence has been used to prove that there was a meal 1n which the god
himself, incarnated in a wild animal (normally a bull), was eaten. Willis rightly
observes that "even here, one must remain cautious and not assume what has been
hypothesized is thereby proven."®* The primitive allusions to the Dionysiac cults
are different. The classic account of Dionysiac religion however is Euripides’
tragedy, the Bacchae (“Bacchant Women™). Euripides’ play conveys the abhorrence
with which much of respectable society viewed these seemingly barbaric practices,
but 1t also conveys the compelling appeal of this religion, especially for women--its

promise of blessed happiness, of contact with elemental forces, of ecstasy, of

possession by the gods.63

The unique characteristic and meaning of the so-called omophagia (the meal
of raw flesh) of the primitive Dionysiac rite 1s hotly debated, especially the
significance of the term omophagia. The orgiastic worship of Dionysus viewed in
the Bacchae has a basis in genuine cultic practices.® In the worship of Dionysus,
the so-called omophagia was a rite in which live, wild animals were torn to pieces

and eaten raw--doubtlessly a sacramental meal 1n which one sought to become one
with the god who was believed to appear as a wild animal.®’ It is known that

because of 1ts savagery and its ecstatic rites, this form of the cult of Dionysus was

rejected 1n Greece, but was nevertheless successful in some circles. L. R. Farnell

concludes about the omophagia :

64willis, ldol Meat, 23f.

6SEuripides Bacchae 64-168. See also David G. Rice and J. E. Stambaugh, Sources for
the Study of Greek Religion (Chico: Scholars Press, 1979), 195-197. "It porurays the power of the
secret rites in which the devout danced in Dionysus' honour, often in winter or mountain heights,
and tore ammals apart in order to consume the raw flesh and blood."

OOFE. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Boston: Bacon Press, 1957), 271.

S’Helmut Koester, History, Culture, and Religion of the Hellenistic Age (Plhiladelphia:
Fortress Press, 1982), 181.
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The inward significance of this strange religious act 1s still a matter of
controversy. The explanation here adopted, that in its primary
meaning it 1S an ecstatic sacramental act of communion, seems
incontrovertible, but may not be a complete account of it.68

The fundamental assumption behind the sacramental interpretations of the
omophagia is that in the feast the devotees ingest their gods. W. K. Guthne explains

this assumption about the omophagia well:

This primitive communion (which rests “on the possibility of
obliterating the line between the human and the divine, whether for a
long peniod or for a brief moment of ecstasy, blending the two natures
in one”) was achieved by consuming the flesh and blood of the god 1n
his animal form, a culmination which we have seen referred to by

Euripides.®?

Clearly in the sacramental interpretation of the Dionysiac omophagia, Guthne
also argues that the devotees believed themselves to consumed the gods. However,
others have interpreted the data from Euriptdes and the Dionysiac rite quite
differently. G. S. Kirk, commenting on Dodds’ views says, “I wonder whether he
has not gone too far in implying that, because many of the details of Dionysus’
worship seem to be based on observation, the general picture (in Euripides) is
accurate not necessarily for the late fifth century but for the archaic past.”’0 Kirk
rightly disputes Dodds' translation of line 75 in the Bacchae: “Blessed is he who, by

happy favour knowing the sacraments of the gods, leads the life of holy service and

is inwardly a member of God’s company.”’1

681 R. Farnell, The Cults of the Greek States (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909), vol. 5,
177.

O9W . K. Guthrie, The Greeks and their Gods (Boston: Beacon House, 1950), 49.
70G. S. Kirk, The Bacchae of Euripides (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1970), 7.

711bid., 34. It seems that we find an agreement between Dodds and Kirk. They assume
the "sacramental” nature of the Chnstian cultic meal. However, this is not necessanly present 1n 1
Connthians 10. Kirk also mentions that "Taking part in the devouring of raw flesh... among a
band of ecstatic women on Mount Cithaeron was really very unlike a Christian communion or
mass.... The very word “sacrament” is surely incorrect, unless it can be clearly shown that 1n
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There 1s agreement between Kirk and Dodds (and other scholars) that, in
some manner, the Dionysiac religion, seen in the Bacchae included the eating of the
raw flesh of a wild animal. What is debatable is the alleged sacramental meaning of
that eating. However, according to Willis, Dodds holds the view that the Dionysiac
cult is sacramental in character, and Kirk’s argument is along the same lines.”?
Furthermore, nowhere in all the sources does the conception appear that the devout

partook of the flesh of the god for their own benefit.”

Arguments can be made both for and against a sacramental interpretation of

the omophagia, especially if one counts on explanations taken from plausible or

alleged similarities in other cultures. According to Kane, however, Inscriptions of
Dionysiac societies tn more than 1350 cities of Asia Minor, the Aegean islands, etc.,
in the Graeco-Roman period, never mention the omophagia.’”® Even if a sacramental
eating of the raw flesh of an animal formed part of the Dionysiac religion before
Eunipides, it was uncommon and declined until it was only a memory 1n Paul’s time.
One problem with interpreting most cults in the Hellenistic period, and especially the
Dionystiac cult, is that the data comes from various places and times, and allowance

must be made for these divergences.”> The following examples will illustrate the

variety of ways in which the cult of Dionysus worked.

eating a piece of goat the bacchants thought they were eating the god himself, or a symbol of him,
rather than assimilating a bit of raw Nature."

72Willis, Idol Meat, 23-33.

3W. F. Otto, Dionysus: Myth and Cult (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1965),
132-134.

74K ane, 336.

T5Willis, Idol! Meat, 30.
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Plutarch’s description of an example of the worship of Dionysus includes the
similar processions of Osiris and Dionysus, featuring wearing sKins, carrying
wands, and giving ecstatic shouts.”® Pausanias mentions that at Pellene, Dionysus
was called “torch” and worshipped in a festival called the Feast (eoptv) of Torches,
celebrated with a torch-light parade and bowls of wine set throughout the town.”?

Besides the discussion against a sacramental meal behind the Dionysiac omophagia,
1t 1s significant to see some implications of the domestication of Dionysism which

expose its social nature, at least in the Graeco and Roman Impenal times. 8

Athenaeus describes the Dionysus guild as having meetings that essentially
Involved eating barley cakes and broth. On special occasions, when cattle were
sacrificed, children shared a meal with their fathers and the family slaves.”® Based
on the data, it seems prudent to conclude that for several centuries before Paul’s
time, the Dionysus cult did not involve sacramental meals. Attempts have been made
to find sacramental importance in the Dionysiac cult, but even our knowledge of the
hard evidence (based on art monuments in Italy and inscriptions from Asia Minor
and the Aegean isles)30 is for the most part inadequate for constructing such a

theory.

76plutarch Is. et Os 364E.
T7Pausanias 7.27.3.

78Willis, Idol Meat, 31. Another description of Athenaeus quotes Eratosthenes's Arsinoe
which descnibes a Dionysiac cult 1n Alexandna. "Arsinoe stopped a man carrying a flagon and olive
branches and asked what the holiday celebrated. She was told 1t was called "Flagon-Bearing" which
included a common meal at which each man brought his own flagon from home."

79 Athenaeus 4.149c¢.

80K ane, 3371f
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C. The Mystery Cult of Mithras

Mithraism was easily the most important of all the mystery religions.8!
Presumably the strongest competitor of Chnstianity in the first and second centurnes
was the mystery cult of Mithras. Franz Cumont, the pioneer of Mithraic studies,

associated Roman Mithraism in liturgy and theology primarily to an Iranian

context.82 Mithraism found its way in to Roman civilization in the first century
B.C.E. dunng the Mithradatic wars in Asia Minor (88-63 B.C.E.). In the early
second century, when the armies of Trajan invaded Mesopotamia, they came in
contact with Mithraism in Parthia.83 Roman soldiers learned of the worship of

Mithras during military expeditions to what are today Iraq and Iran. The conversion

of some of the soldiers to Mithraism helped spread the religion throughout the

Roman empire.84 ~

810n Mithraism, see Hans D. Betz, "The Mithras Inscriptions of Santa Prisca and the
New Testament," N7 10 (1968): 52-80; U. Bianchi, Mysteria Mithrae (Leiden: Bnll, 1979); S.
Brandon, "Mithraism and Its Challenge to Christianity," Hibbert Journal 53 (1955): 107-114; L.
Campbell, Mithraic Iconography and Ideology (Leiden: Brill, 1968); J. Ferguson, "More about
Mithras," Hibbert Journal 53 (1955): 319-326; R. L. Gordon, "Mithraism and Roman Society,"
Religion 2 (1972): 92-121, G. Halsberghe, The Cult of Sol Invictus (Leiden: Brill, 1972); A. C.
Nock, "The Genius of Mithraism," Journal of Religious Studies 27 (1937): 108-113; M. Meyer,
The Mithras Liturgy (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976); Michael P. Speidel, Mithras: Orion,
Greek Hero and Roman Army God (Leiden: Brill, 1980); J. Toynbee, "Still More About Mithras,”
Hibbert Journal 54 (1956): 109-114.

82 Franz Cummont, The Mysteries of Mithra (Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 1903),
129.

83Merrill C. Tenney, New Testament Times (London: Inter-Varsity Fellowship, 1965),
120. Through the returming veterans and the Onental travelers and businessmen who visited the
West 1t became a popular faith, particularly 1n the army.

84Nash, 144. Attempts to reconstruct the beliefs and practices of Mithraism face
enormous challenges. Nash observes that the information available about Mithra's religion 1s
scanty. He also adds that "we do know that Mithraism, like its mystery competitors, had a basic
myth. Mithra was supposedly born when he emerged from a rock; he was carrying a knife and torch
and weanng a Phrygian cap. He battled first with the sun and then with a pnmeval bull, thought to
be the first act of creation. Mithra slew the bull, which then became the ground of life for the

human race."
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Mithraism, along with the other mystery religions, appears to have involved
religious meal similar to the Lord’s Supper. Metzger says that "before the initiate
there were set a piece of bread and a cup of water, over which the priest uttered a
ritual formula. Here where the resemblance existed thé Church Fathers took note of
it, ascribing it to the ingenuity of demons."8> The devotees of the Mithraic cult
believed the power of the deity was obtained by the act of his worshippers eating his
embodiment in a sacred meal. Cumont believes that the relief (Konjica, 4th cent.)
which he mentions shows a re-enacting of Mithras slaying the bull. From this
slaying meat was obtained and used 1n the communal meal and the sacred

communion of the mystae.86

Vermaseren, another scholar writing on Mithraic studies, agrees with
Cumont’s sacramentalist explanation of a meal following a ritual slaying of a bull.

He says,

They firmly believed that by eating the bull’s flesh and drinking its
blood they would be born again just as life itself had once been
created anew from the bull’s blood. This food and drink were
supposed... to bring salvation to the soul which would in time achieve
rebirth and eternal light.87

He admits that the meal can be considered an event which occurs merely on a

divine level between the deities, Sol and Mithras. However the faithful, according to

certain texts, copied the examples of their god during the ceremony.88 Clearly, meals

85Metzger, 15. It is fair to urge that if other parallels exist between the Christian
sacraments and pagan rites, Chnstuan writers would notice them and give the same explanation.

86Cumont, 155-160. He assigns to the Mithraic ceremony the virtues attributed to the
haoma juice by the Avestian texts.

87]. M. Vermaseren, Mithras, The Secret God (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1963),
103. .

88[bid., 99.
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were a standard feature of the cult of Mithras; what 1s questionable, however, is their

meaning.

Laeuchli and Kane argue that there was no real raurobolium in Mithraic
worship during the Christian era. Kane points out that three kinds of meals took
place in Mithraism. One was an initiation meal; the second was a cultic re-enactment
of the myth without a religious eating of the deity; the third was similar to those
common in the Greek and Roman religions and social life.8% An artistic description

of a sacrificial act of animals in the Aventine Mithraeum represents the latter form of

meal .20

Besides the problem of interpreting the archaeological and artistic evidence of
Mithraism, the main difficulty is the internal development in the Mithraic cults. We
can find three different consecutive forms of Mithraism: (1) the pre-Hellenic
Mazdecan religion before it went to the west; (2) the development of Mithraism in
Asia Minor and under the influence of the cult of Cybele; and ( 3) Mithraism in the
Roman Empire.?! Possibly the most significant argument against an early Christian
dependence on Mithraism is the fact that the timing is all wrong. The beginning of
Mithraism occurred after the close of the New Testament canon, too late for it to
have any influenced in the development of the early Christian church.®2 However,
G. Widengren claimed that from an excavation at Dura (Europos) 1s a Mithracum that
points to the possible existence of a Mithraic cult before the end of the first century

89Willis, Idol Meat, 36.

90K ane, 350.

91Samuel Lacuchli, "Urban Mithraism," BA 33 (1968): 76.

92Cumont, 871T.: Schweitzer, 192.
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A. D. Widengren suggested A. D. 80-85 as the dates.”3 But Widengren's
suggested dating has been rejected. According to other scholars, 1ncluding
Vermaseren, excavation reports suggest that the Dura Mithraecum that Widengren
dated so early should be dated much later, in A.D. 168.4 Even Widengren himself

admitted that the evidence is unclear.93

While it seems true that all mystery religions, and especially Mithraism,
appear to have had something that looked like the Christian meal, such
approximation establishes sacramentalism?® in neither Mithraism nor Christianity. In
addition, Mithraism was mainly a military cult. Therefore, one must be doubtful
about suggestions that it attracted nonmilitary people like the pnmitive Christians. It

seems likely that Mithraic cultic meals cannot be assumed as a model for the Lord’s

Supper.

D. The Mystery Cult of Isis and Serapis

The three most significant mystery religions of the Graeco-Roman era were

the cults of Isis, Cybele, and Mithra. Egyptian gods and cults were the most
important oriental religions in the Greek world, and during the first and second
centuries of the Christian era they were the most common and widespread of the

non-Greek gods. Isis and Osiris were ancient Egyptian deities. In the Hellenistic

?23George Widengren, "Mithraic Mysteries in the Graeco-Roman World With Special
Regard to Their Iranian Background," Academia Nazionale dei Lincei (1966), 452.

94M. J. Vermaseren, Corpus Inscriptionum et Monumentorum Religionis Mithriacae
(1956), 57. In his book on the cult of Mithra, Vernmnaseren observes that "no Mithraic monument
can be dated earlier than the end of the first century A. D., and even the more extensive
investigations at Pompeii, buried beneath the ashes of Vesuvius in A. D. 79, have not so far

produced a single tmage of the god.”

?SWidengren, 452ff.

9Willis, Idol Meat, 37.
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period, under the Ptolemies, the name of the god Osiris was changed to Serapis, to
make an identity between this Egyptian name and the supreme god who was

worshipped by the Egyptians as well as the Greeks.?’

Serapis (Lat. Sarapis) replaced Osiris in the Greek world. Ferguson points
out that Osorapis' name derived from, a combination of Osinis with Apis, the bull
god worshipped at Memphis. Ptolemy I instituted the cult at Alexandria and added
Hellenistic characteristics.”® Recent scholars see the Egyptian cult, which spread

from 1ts known temple (the Serapeum 1n Alexandna), as a focal point of Ptolemy’s

Hellenistic-Egyptian Empire.??

Nevertheless, the influence of the cult from Egypt on the environment of
primitive Chnistianity should not be overestimated. As Giinther Wagner says, there

1S no guarantee for supposing that the Isis-Serapis cult spread out so extensively as

to have exert such a powerful influence on the Gentile Christian communities that
Chnstian baptism and the Lord’s Supper would indispensably have been understood
by the Greeks and Romans in the same way as the mystery religion.100 However,

remarkable archeological discoveries have established that this Egyptian cult strongly

97Eduard Lohse, The New Testament Environment, trans. J. Bowden (London: SCM
Press, 1976), 236-239. The deity Serapis was equated with Zeus, the father of gods and of men, and
was venerated as a saviour and deliverer, who gives aid to all men. "Isis stands beside him as the
divine mother, who came to be so highly regarded that she gradually surpassed the importance of the
god, was glorified as the noble essence of all deities, and was worshipped as the one goddess, who
encompasses all."

PBFerguson, Backgrounds, 211-213.

9Ibid., 211. "Timotheus, an official of Eleusis, played a major role in the introduction of
the Serapis cult. Serapis was portrayed with the features of Zeus, only with a milder and more
kindly appearance (similar to Asclepius), and is often acclaimed on inscriptions as one Zeus

Serapis.”

100Giinther Wagner, Pauline Baptism and the Pagan Mysteries, trans. J. P. Smith
(London: Oliver & Boyd, 1967), 89-135.



influenced the city of Corinth. The Egyptian gods 1n this period were transformed

into mysteries.101

The cults of Isis and Serapis are uniquely pictured among the Hellenistic
mystery religions. Lucius in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, especially in the case of
Isis, reveals an account of liturgy from a mystery cult in which two meals were
mentioned to be regarded as sacramental meals.!02 Also connected with the Serapis
cult 1s the hymn by Aelius Anistides which appears to explain the special importance

of his cult meals.103

In addition to the report by Arnstides and the account from Apuleius, there
have been found 1n Egypt some original invitations to meals involving Serapis. In

the Greek invitations, on papyri found in Egypt, the majority are from the

Oxyrhynchus papyri.104

A close look at these invitations shows that they begin with the verb épwt@ or

kah€l followed by the name of the host, the occasion and place of the meal, and its
time (normally “tomorrow, the Sth hour"). The invitations are composed of eight
structural elements: “(1) an invitation-verb, €pwTdy or kah€iv, i1n the 3rd pers.

indic. act.; (2) the invited guest in the acc. of the pers. pron. ¢¢; (3) the identity of

1015, Smith, "The Egyptian Cults at Coninth," HTR 70 (1977): 201-231.

1Ozﬁqztulcius Metamorphoses 11.

103w . Dindorf, ed., “Hymn to Serapis,” 27 Aristides (Hildeshexm: Georg Olms, 1964),
93.97.

104Chan-Hie Kim, 392-395, points out that as the chronological list shows, the twenty-
five invitations were all written some ume between the late first and the fourth centunes A.D. The
earliest instance, POxy 2592, was written, according to the editors, in the late {irst or the second
century. And the latest one, POxy 1487, is from the fourth century. These invitations were clearly
sent out to invite people to banquets that celebrated common human affairs such as weddings,
religious festivities, and birthdays. The occasion of the feast is always clearly stated in the letters

of invitation.
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the host; (4) the purpose of the invitation in the aor. infin. Seinvijoai; (5) the
occasion of the feast; (6) the place; (7) the date; and (8) the time.””105 All the twenty-
five 1nvitations mentioned by Kim (excluding five of them) are built on this clearly

structured pattern.

The persons who were invited to any particular kline would not have
comprised a large group. N. Bookidis points out that in the archaeological
excavations of the sanctuary of Demeter-Kore at Acroconinth in Greece, some 40
dinming-rooms were discovered by the end of the 1973 season.1%¢ On the other hand,
the notion of a kline in a banquet meal comes from Greek practices rather than
Egyptian ones. In the Greek world it was always the norm to recline at banquets,
although perhaps not at common family meals (as several vase paintings show). It

seems to be beyond question that the Greek practice gave rise to the kline associated

with the cult of Serapis.107

The particular cases involving invitations to the kline of Serapis are worthy

of study, especially because of the relationship to 1 Corinthians 8, 10 and 11. They

1051bid., 393. The complete text of a typical invitation is as follows:

1) Invitation-verb: "Eput§

2) The invited guest: o€

3) The host: Xatpipav

4) The purpose: beLmrfioat

5) The occasion: els xdelvyy 100 Kuplou Zapdmibog
6) The place: é&v 1 Zapame(y

7) The date: abpiov, NTLS ¢oTLY &

8) The time: and dpas O

106N, Bookidis, "Demeter-Kore at Acrocorinth," Hesperia 43 (1974): 267. She reports
that "several are 5xc.4.5m.square, could accommodate seven diners, and that cooking facilities in the
rooms themselves were lacking.” In areport (Hesperia 38 [1969]: 297-310), Bookidis mentions
several of these dining-rooms 1n more detail. For instance, room 13 could accommodate nine or ten
banqueters at one time on a continuous couch (.80 - .90cm. wide, .55 m. high); while room 6 had
identical remains around two walls (pl.78b).

107Horsley, New Documents, 8-10. "This is not a matter to occasion surprise. For
despite the name of the god, it was a thinly-veiled Greek cult which Ptolemy I introduced in his
Hellenstic-Egyptian Empire.”



are reproduced here; the texts plus translations of the "Oxyrhynchus Papyn™ are

from Grenfell and Hunt:108

P. Oxy. 110

P. Oxy. 523

P. Oxy. 1484

P. Oxy. 1755

P. Oxy. 2791

'Epwtd oe Xaipipwv Samvijoar €ig khelvny

Kupiou Zapdmibos &v TO ZapdTeww auplov,
&/ 9% \ e/
NTIS &GTLV €, 4O wpas ©

Chaeremon requests your company at dinner
at the table of the lord Sarapis 1n the Sarapeum
tomorrow, the 15th, at 9 o’clock.

'Epwtd o€’ Avtuvio(s) TIToheplaiov) Sermviolan)

nap’ aUTdl €ls khelvny Tol kuplov Zapdambos
&v Tols Khaud(iov) Zapamiw(vos) T§ 1s 4mo
wpas 6

Antonius, son of Ptolemaeus, invites you to dine
with him at the table of the lord Sarapis 1n the house
of Claudius Sarapion on the 16th at 9 o’clock.

'EpuTd o€’ Amohdvios Seimvijoat els (Kheivyy

TOU Kuplou Zapdmwibos UWEp peAoKovupiwy TAV
[aSehdidv] €v T) Olohplu

Apollonius requests you to dine at the table of the
lord Sarapis on the occasion of the coming of age of
his brothers in the temple of Thoerts.

'EpuTq o¢’Aniw Saimvijoal €v T3 olky TOU

Sapameiov €ls kheivmy Tou kuptov Zapdmibos
T 1y &m0 wpas B

Apion invites you to dine in the house of Sarapis at
the table of the lord Sarapis on the 13th at 9 o’clock.

'EpwTq oe Awoyevis Samvijoar €ls TpwTOyevel-

olov THS OBuyatpds alTol év T Zapamely au-
oLOV MNTIS TaxOV Amo wpas 1

Diogenes invites you to dinner for the first birthday of
his daughter in the Sarapeum tomorrow which is
Pachon (? or 16) from the eighth hour onward.

108Grenfell and Hunt. Those papyri which mention Serapis clearly are: P. Oxy. 110,

523, 1484, 1775, 2791.
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Several important charactenistics are apparent in these invitations. Obviously,
the kAeivny Tol kupiouv Zapamdos is not a place, but an event, for the locations
differ.10? In the majority of cases the place is the temple of Serapis (see for instance
P. Oxy. 110, 1755, 2721). But in other cases the house of the host i1s mentioned
(see P. Oslo. 157 and P. Oxy. 523), or the father of the host (P. Yale 85), or even,
Willis says, the temple of another god (Thoenis, P. Oxy 1484; P. Colon 2525). In
similar cases, the occasions mentioned for the meals are different, but do not specify
the time of the dinner. In two instances the occasion is given: A coming of age
celebration (see P. Oxy. 1484) and especially the occasion of a birthday party (P.
Oxy. 2791).110 These appear to be personal invitations from the wealthy Sarapiasts
to their friends. It 1s obvious that the occasion i1s not an initiation but to a social
event. Itis probable that these dinners were familiar celebrations, and to assume that

they refer to a sacramental cultic meal is questionable.

The significant question of this study of sacramentalism (in relationship to
these Hellenized Egyptian cults) 1s what value these meals had for those who
offered them and to those who were present. Some scholars have regarded these

invitations as examples of a cult worship, and not infrequently a sacramental
meal.lll The comments by outsiders on the meals of the devotees of Serapis, while

clearly pejorative, describe them as pre-eminently social matters. Juvenal says that

the Egyptian religious celebrations were characterized by continual feasting for a

109). G. Milne, "The Kline of Serapis,” Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 11 (1925):
6-9.

110Willis, Idol Meat, 42.

111Helmut Engelman, The Delian Aretalogy of Serapis (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975), 43.
He adds: "All ancient mystic religions have provisions for such feasts, cf. the Dionysiac
oTfdbes, the communion of the Mithraic devotees, the agape (love feasts) of the early

Chnstians.”



week.!12 Likewise Philo observes that the sacrificing associations (8iagoi) of
Egypt, even though called auvo8ol and kAivat, were in actuality based only on

strong drink, carousing, and wantonness.113

Tertulhan also contrasts the humble decorum of meals by Christians with the
lavishness of the devotees of Serapis. He says that the clouds of smoke from their
celebrations drew the fire department.114 The evidence from Aristides and Apuleius
1S that the meals (invitations) mentioned in the Oxyrhynchus Papyri most likely were
mainly social occasions and not sacramental.115 But,. Horsley stresses the fact that
"although 1t was a matter of some disagreement earlier in the century, there is now a
clear consensus that these banquets had a fundamental religious character."!16
However, according to the evidence of the invitations it is evident they were not
merely for religious banquets, but also occasions that celebrated such important

occasions as weddings, birthdays, and any other kind of social gatherings.

11ZJuvenal Satires 15.40. He accuses the Egyptians of practicing cannibalism. However,
conversely, “one might say that if Juvenal had known of a sacramental eating of Serapis or Isis as a
doctrine of the cult, he might well have turned this to propaganda advantage."

113philo Flace 17 (136).

L14Tertullian Praescr Haer. 40.

115Milne, JEA 8. Milne says that we regard the "kA¢vn of Serapis" as a dimng club. He
concludes: "There 1s nothing strange in a dining-club meeting altemmatively in public institutions or
1n private houses: 1t would be natural for a member to use it for the purpose of celebrating family
events; and... guests might be invited to it by members.” He uses the term "secular” in order to

explain these meals.

L16Horsley, New Documents, 6. He says: "Serapis was considered as being present for
the dinner. The most clear cut evidence for this is provided by Koenen's text, republished as P.
Kéln 57-LC. This invitation is unique to the set: only here is the god himself the host who bids
the guests attend. We know almost nothing about what occurred at these banquets, in addition to the
meal." Willis’ recent findings cannot be ignored: “cult meals... were generally regarded
fundamentally as occasions for social association and conviviality.” See W. L. Willis, /do! Meal,
17-64. He concludes that idol meat was neither a sacramental act designed to establish unity with
the god contained in the meal, nor a communal act viewed as a meal shared between worshipper and
deity. Rather, the meal was a social act which, although acknowledging the presence and importance
of the deity, focused on the horizontal, social relationship between the participants.
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To analyse these specific arguments critically is beyond the scope of this
study, so we shall restrict ourselves to a few general remarks in the hope that some
day the question of Paul and the pagan mystery religions will be treated
comprehensively.117 Although the early Christians understood the Lord's Supper as
a sacramental rite (pagans celebrated their cultic meals as a guarantee of immortality
for each of the partakers), others understood the common meal as a messianic feast
in expectation of the coming of the Lord. One must take note of such differences to
understand the Hellenistic pagan religions "as a history-of-religion phenomenon." 118
Nevertheless, it is well known that pagan mystery religions (as a history-of-religion

phenomenon) were not elaborated in Paul's time. But the elaborated form, which

scholars have been able to trace, comes from the second and third centuries A. D.119

[t requires a fertile imagination to discover any important parallels between
either version of the Isis cult and the Christian understanding of the Lord's Supper.
We may say that the parallelisms found are mere coincidental. In any case, we have

to treat this evidence with caution. Indeed, it 1s most likely that even 1n the mystery
religions, cultic meals (sacred), especially 1n the mystery cult of Isis and Serapis,

were not considered as sacramental occasions.120

117106 our knowledge, still the most complete studies in English which treated Paul and
pagan mystery religions are by H. A. A. Kennedy, Paul and the Mystery-Religions, 1913, J. G.
Machen, The Origin of Paul's Religion, 1921; T. Wilson, St. Paul and Paganism, 1927, and S.
Angus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity, 1925.

118K pester, 199.

119K ennedy, St. Paul, 70. Furthermore, there appear to be good arguments for finding an
carly date in tracing "Gnosticism", but "there is the almost complete silence of Chnistian writers to

the end of the second century on the question of the mysteries." See also W. D. Davies, Paul and
Rabbinic Judaism (London: S.P.C.K., 1970), 90.

120Willis, Idol Meat, 47.



E. Mystery-Religions as Part of Paul's Environment

In the previous sections we have sought to analyse the assumption that
Christianity was for Paul a mystery religion and that many of his religious views
were part of or allied to the mystery cults of paganism. The relation of the mystery-
religions to Paul's environment requires further consideration. Throughout the
sphere where Paul moved in his missionary operations he was in contact with many
converts to Christianity who had been initiated into pagan religions. This 1s one
reason for Paul’s choice of Corinth as the base for his missionary work 1n Greece.
Oscar Broneer further adds that “he would have come to the Isthmus for the
occasion, and this gave him the opportunity to become famthar at first hand with the
pagan rites that formed an integral part of the festival.”121 Nevertheless, assuming
also that Paul from his youth had been in contact with pagan religions,142 he could
most likely have known the cults as they were in their status nascendi. In other
words, Paul did not know the Hellenistic mystery religions in the form in which

they are known to us, because in this fully developed form they did not yet exist.123
Martin Hengel points out that,

More recent investigations of the most important oniental mystery
religions in the Greek-speaking East, the Isis cult, by F. Dunand...
and L. Vidman..., say what has long been known, making 1t more
precise by an abundance of evidence, with all the clanty that could be

desired, and one can only hope that in the end it will also come to the
notice of New Testament exegesis, so that the worn-out clichés which
suppose crude dependence of earliest Christianity between AD 30 and
AD 50 on the "mysteries" may give way to a more pertinent and
informed verdict: The great wave of the oriental mystery religions
only begins in the time of the empire, above all in the second century,
as we have stressed many times already. The struggle and at the same

1210scar Broneer, “Paul and the Pagan Cults at Isthmia,” HTR 64 (1971):; 169-187.

122]bid., 187.

1235chweitzer, Paul, 192.
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time the first beginnings of a synthesis of the most powerful oriental
cults also begin in this century.124

Cumont insists again and again that Paul somehow was 1n contact with
mystery cults, and he gives special emphasis to the view that Paul had had some
point of contact with Mithra religion.12> However, Mithraism, like the cult of Attis,
was not popular in the Greek world; it did not seem to have made much impact in

any part of the Roman Empire until well after Paul's death.!2¢

[t seemed 1nevitable that Paul should become familiar, at least from the
outside, with religious 1deas and terminology which were current in these influential

cults. Certain important terms like Té\elos, MvevpaTikos, cwTnpla, and others,
were In the air. However, these words meant one thing, no doubt, for a Christian

and quite a different thing fora pagan. These are not strange words; they belonged
to the common language of religion and to the normal stock of metaphors. It seems

that there was a deliberate avoidance of them as having associations which were

deprecated.l27 Surely, there is no indication of an appropriation of mystery

12411engel, The Son of God, 27. “In the second century AD, Christianity was already
widespread and established; it was a strong competitor, but hardly the object of syncretistic
alienation any longer. At this period syncretistic gnosticism was engaged 1n bitter struggles with
Chnstamty. We can hardly draw conclusions about the early period from it, and cannot therefore
simply transpose the conditions depicted by Apuleius or even by the Chnstian fathers from the
second century, like Justin, Clement of Alexandna and Tertullian, to the ime between AD 30 and
AD 50 which is of particular interest to us. Moreover, we know virtually nothing about the extent
of the mystery cults in Syna in the first half of the first century BC. There 1s no indication that
they were particularly widespread there at this early pennod or that they had a strong religious
influence. On the contrary, we should reckon rather that there 1s strong Chnstian influence on the
later evidence of mystenies from the third and fourth centunes AD.”

125Cum(mt,, 10.

126)ohn F. McConnell, “The Eucharist and the Mystery Religions," CBQ 10 (1948): 29-
41. “Both hterary and archacological evidence 1s said to be forthcoming to prove that there was a
Mithraic sacramental banquet.” But on the contrary, he says: *“No source as much as hints that the
banquet commemorates a passion of Mithra; there is not the smallest indication that the bread and
water were believed either to contain or to convey the substance of the god.”

127Nock, Vocabulary of the New Testament, 133.



religions terminology. Indeed, Paul does contrast the God of the Christians and the

Christian kyrios with rival claimants to the hearts of his contemporaries, but he

contrasts them as totally different.

Paul's literary style is the key to understanding his attitude to the world. He
was surrounded with the terms of the LXX and Jewish apologetics, and memories
of the sermons which he listened to at Tarsus as a boy.128 When Paul speaks of
pagan sacrifices in 1 Corinthians he is clearly interpreting them purely in the light of
his own religious views. Furthermore, with regard to the apostle himself, scholars
are coming to recognise once again that Paul’s prevailing mind set was influenced by
rabbinical customs and that his newly found Christian religion ran in patterns

previously formed at Gamaliel's feet.129

On the other hand, K. Lake went so far as to claim that under Paul's
influence Christianity was transformed into a mystery religion.130 W, Bousset
strongly argues that Paul was converted to Christianity from a Gentile Church, and
that his religion is the cult of the risen Lord whom he sees modeled after the deities
of contemporary mysteries.!31 Richard Reitzenstein believes that the clue to the

understanding of Paul is found in the latter view.132 But these theories imply that

Paul had turned his back upon his Jewish background and virtually accepted the
tenets of the Hellenistic mystery religions. These theories are unconvincing for three

main reasons: (1) The roots to which appeal has been made are of a late date, and

1281bid., 347.

129Metzger, 7. A good example of this change of emphasis in Pauline studies is found in
W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London: S.P.K., 1962).

130K . Lake, Earlier Epistles of St. Paul (London: Livington, 1914), 215.

131w . Bousset, Kyrios Christos (Gotungen: Vanderhoeck & Ruprecht, 1921), 92-96.

132R. Reitzenstein, Hellenistic Mystery Religions (Pittsburgh Theological Monographs,
No. 15, Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1978), 113.
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our lack of knowledge of the actual nature of the ceremonies performed 1n the
mysteries makes any comparison with Christian practice precarious. (2) There 1s the
almost complete silence of Christian writers up to the end of the second century on
the question of the mysteries. (3) Certain elements are lacking 1n the mystenes that

are fundamental to Paul's view of dying and rising with Christ.133

At any rate, the current argument among scholars has turned in favour of a
Jewish-oriented Paul, due to a number of factors: (1) the unconvincing nature of the
lists of terms coincident between Paul and the mysteries; (2) the lack of demonstrated
contacts between Paul and Hellenistic paganism; (3) the obvious and correlative
implication that the determinative concepts in Pauline thought can be better explained
on the basis of his Jewish background.!34 Thus, while not denying all Hellenistic

influence, it seems most likely that his theology was mainly derived from his Jewish

heritage.13>

2.3 Other Backgrounds from Hellenistic Jewish Sources

A. Introduction: A Note on Jewish Meals

The Christian meals are usually related, in the first place, to the Jewish
meals. However, in fact, Jewish meal practices were by and large like those 1n the

rest of the Hellenistic-Jewish world. When Jews partook of a meal in relationship to

133W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London: S.P.C.K., 1962), 89-91.

134Devon H. Wiens, “Mystery Concepts in Primitive Christianity and in Its
Environment.” In Aufsteig und Niedergang der romischen Welt 2.23.2. Edited by H. Temporim
and W. Haase (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1980), 1263.

135Davies, 1.



[

a sacred celebration, their meal was almost identical in its form to that of the Jewish

formal meal.136 Bahr describes the Passover meal liturgy:

What 1s the order of the meal? The guests enter [the house] and sit on
benches, and on chairs until all have entered. They all enter and they
[servants] give them water for their hands. Each one washes one
hand. They [servants] mix for them the cup; each one says the
benediction himself. They [servants] bring them the appetizers; each
one says the benediction for himself. They [guests] go up (to the
dining room) for their hands; although they have [already] washed
one hand, they [now] wash both hands. They [servants] mix for
them the cup; although they have said a benediction over the first
[cup] they say a benediction [also] over the second. They [servants]
bring them the dessert; although they said a benediction over the first

one, they [now] say a benediction over the second, and one says the
benediction for all of them. He who comes after the third course has
no right to enter.137 |

Obviously the usual order of a Jewish meal (like Passover) has become a
standard 1n liturgy, with the order of events, the washing of hands, prayers, cups of

wine, and courses, derived from the meal in Judaism .138

Indeed, even the literary form in which the Passover liturgy is stated can be
seen to derive in large part from literary models in Judaism.13? There was a rule for
the Passover celebration. Even a poor man in Israel does not eat until he reclines.
And they do not give him less than four cups of wine, even if 1t must come from the

charity plate.}40 This rule makes clear social equity at the meal, so that the wealthy

cannot lord it over the poor, in the words of Timon.14! This is strikingly like the

136Smith, Social Obligation, 178.

137Gordon J. Bahr, “The Seder of Passover and the Eucharistic Words,” Nov Test 12
(1970): 182.

1388, Stein, “The Influence of Symposia Literature on the Literary Form of the Pesah
Haggadah,” JJS 8 (1957): 13-44.

139Smith, Social Obligation, 179.
140Bahr, 183.

141Plut Quaest. conv 616 E-F.
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social ethics related to a meal in other contexts. It shows that in Judaism, as in

paganism, the meal can have a symbolic sense.

The debate regarding whether the Lord’s Supper 1s a haburah or kiddush
meal 1s not yet settled. At the beginning of this century, Lietzmann made popular the
view that the Lord’s Supper was a haburah meal. This was a special kind of meal
among Pharisaic friends and it had a religious overtone. Furthermore, some groups
of fnends got together to obtain ritual holiness, to do some chanties, and to partake
in common meals.142 Even though it seems that this kind of meal gives a good
pattern for the Last Supper, 1t must be said concerning this suggestion that here again
we have an ad hoc conjecture for which there is absolutely no evidence.143 It thus

appears that there is not enough proof to suggest that the Jewish haburah!4* meal

had some characteristic features like the Lord’s Supper.

Another suggestion has been made by G. H. Box. He proposed that the
Lord’s Supper practices are not identical to the Paschal Meal itself, but to the
kiddush meal or Sabbath-kiddush to sanctify the holy day before the Passover. He
argued that there is a striking similarity between the real, customary action of the

kiddush meal and the Lord’s recorded deeds with the bread and wine.14> However,

even if we accept Box’s theory, the problem has not been solved, for kiddush comes

142Hans Lietzmann, Mass and Lord’s Supper (Leiden: E.J. Bnll. 1979), 165-171.

1431, Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. N. Perrin (London: SCM Press,
1966), 30. He further comments that "every meal had religious solemmty because of the grace that
was always said, irrespective of whether it was taken alone or in company, or of whether 1t was a
mere snack or a formal meal with which wine was taken."

1441, Howard Marshall, Last Supper and Lord’s Supper (Exeter: The Paternoster Press,
1980), 20.

145G. H. Box, “The Jewish Antecedents of the Eucharist,” JTS 3 (1901-2): 358-360. He
said, “I venture to suggest, then, that the real Jewish antecedent of the Lord’s Supper was the
weekly Kiddush.”



directly before the real celebration of the day. Burkitt says that "Kiddush for
Sabbath 1s done on what we call Friday evening, not iwenty-four hours earlier.” 146

Furthermore, Mark’s explicit wording on the matter has to be considered. Mark

&

says: “..kal NToipacav 16 mdoxa. Kal OPlas yevopévns épxetar peTa TAV
Swdexka. Kal dvaketpévov avtdv kat €addvtov ... Kat dpvnoavres
eEqNOov....” It seems that the narrator is giving the details of 10 maoxa (Mk 14:16-

18, 26).

Some scholars have maintained that the Lord’s Supper, and especially the
Last Supper, can be identified with the Sabbath-kiddush ceremony. The Sabbath-
kiddush ceremony arose in the late Tannaitic period or perhaps early Amoraic.

Consequently, it does belong to Jesus' time.147

The assumption, however, that the Lord’s Supper was a kiddush meal 1s
improbable because the kiddush meal did not exist as anything other than the

common Jewish meal before the Sabbath on Friday evening; whereas, as mentioned

above, the Lord’s Supper took place on Thursday evening (except in Jaubert’s

theory of a Tuesday evening meal)!4® as a commemoration of the Jewish Passover.

146F. C. Burkitt, “ The Last Supper and the Paschal Meal,” JTS 17 (1916-1917): 294.

147 yeremias, The Eucharistic, 28-30, says that "There has been a strong tendency to accept
this identification because today at the Sabbath-kiddush the blessing of the wine is followed by the
breaking of bread which begins the meal. But this combination of blessing the wine and breaking
of bread arose only in the late Tannaitic, or perhaps early Amoraic period as we saw, as a
consequence of the development of a Friday evening service in Babylon. It does not go back to the
time of Jesus. Above all, however, the sanctification of the Sabbath took place on Friday after
sunset, whereas the Last Supper, according to the unanimous testimony of all four gospels, was
held on Thursday evening." He also mentions the name of scholars such as F. Spitta, P. Drews, J.
Foxley, G. H. Box, P. Batiffol, and R. Otto who are the ones who identified the Last Supper as a
kiddush meal.

148 | Jaubert, La date de la Cene (Calendrier biblique et liturgie chrétienne (EtB), Paris,
1957), 188ff.
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B. Story of Joseph and Asenath

In the story of Joseph and Asenath (also called "Aseneth"), some writers
have seen a hint of the origins of the Lord's Supper, or at least a possible influence
on the Christian practice in it.14? The story comes to us in a Greek version, yet it 1s
normally considered to be Jewish in origin. Joseph and Asenath is a love story in
which the author has put a midrashic interpretation of Gen. 41:45, 50-52 and 46:20
into the form of a Hellenistic romance.1® [t describes how Joseph meets Asenath in
Egypt. She is the daughter of the Egyptian priest Pentephres (Potiphar). We are

told about her conversion from paganism to Judaism and her mamage to Joseph.

According to J. H. Charlesworth, "This haggadic midrash on Genesis 41:45
consists of twenty-nine chapters that contain inter alia polemics against retribution
for wrong doers and idol worshippers, and propaganda for the Jewish religion."151
The story, in all probability, is Jewish and stems from sources in the Egyptian
Jewish community. It has even been argued that the original text was in Hebrew,
the Greek text being a translation. But it is quite certain that Joseph and Asenath was

written in Greek. The presupposed text of the Old Testament is that of the

Septuagint, and the language and style are also Septuagintal throughout. There are
no grounds at all for regarding the Greek as a translation of either a Hebrew or an

Aramaic original.l52 However, the consensus of the majority of scholars (such as

149Marshall, 26-28.

150E, Schiirer, revs. & eds. G. Vermes, F. Millar and M. Goodman, The History of the
Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986), 546.

151y H. Charlesworth, The Pseudepigrapha and Modern Research with a Supplement
(Chico: Scholars Press, 1981), 137.

152H. F. D. Sparks, ed., The Apocryphal Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1984), 470. Marshall nghtly observes that “This 1s the story of Joseph and Asenath, which has
been handed down in a Greek version and is usually thought to be of Jewish ongin.”
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E. Schiirer, J. H. Charlesworth, M. Black, M. Philonenko, and others) is that

Joseph and Asenath probably come from a Jewish background.

It 1s difficult to say anything definite regarding the time of its origin. There is
no clear evidence of a Christian interpolation, and revisions of the text are few when

considering the composition and nature of this writing. The structure of the story of

Joseph and Asenath falls into two main parts:

Part [ (chs. 1-21) 1s suspended between two allusions to the Story of
Joseph (Gen. 37-50). Chapter 1:1 echoes Genesis 41:46 to tell that
Pharaoh sent Joseph around Egypt to gather up the corn of the seven
years of plenty, followed in 1:2 by a remark about Joseph's arrival in
Heliopolis. Chapter 21:9 notes the birth of Ephraim and Manasseh in
accordance with Genesis 41:50-52. The narrative proper opens with
an exposition in 1:3-2:12; it corresponds to the page announcing the
cast of characters and the scene of action that we usually see prefixed
today to a play or detective story. Part I is rounded off by a hymn in
21:10-21 1in which Aseneth recounts what happened to her. This
consists of a combination of two different plots: the love story
engaging Asenath and Joseph, in chapters 3-9 and 19-21, and the
conversion story, which involves Asenath and the heavenly man in
chapters 10-18, overlapping the love theme in 8f and 19. Part Il (chs.
22-29) opens 1n 22:1f. with a summary of Genesis 41:53f. and 45:26-
46:'7; 47:27. Jacob and his kin come to Egypt and settle in Goshen.
Joseph and Asenath go to visit them (ch. 22 is an exposition).153

The most important topic 1s the conversion of Asenath to the Jewish religion.

The onginal nature of the romance may be understood allegorically. Asenath is the
representation of the community of the believers, not just of the proselytes, but
perhaps of those who have been converted from within Judaism to become members
of the true community (or mystery community) of *God. Joseph represents the

celestial messenger.154 Bread, cup, and oil (ointment) are symbols of the

153). H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (London: Darton Longman
& Todd, 1985), 180-182.

154Koester, 265.
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sacraments of the genuine community which understands its sacramental food as the

bread from heaven (manna).

Many of the studies that draw on the story of Joseph and Asenath to explain
New Testament theology are concerned with conversion. It seems likely that this 1s
where the story 1s most informative to N.T. studies. However, our main concern 1s
how terms like dpTog, eONoynuévos, {wic, moThpLoy, evhoynpévov, dbavaoias,
and yxpiopa evroynpuévov adbapoias in JA 8.5 and elsewhere could help us to
understand the origins of the Lord's Supper. G. D. Kilpatrick observed that the
cultic meal which he had discovered in Joseph and Asenath was not connected to the
Lord's Supper, although these two meals show a characteristic model: The blessing
and the partaking of bread and wine as a sacred meal.155 The Lord's Supper and the
meal of Joseph and Asenath developed separately from an ancient Jewish meal
practice which 1s unfortunately not elsewhere affirmed. C. Burchard observes that
although Kilpatrick thought that "the meal of JosAs has undergone mystery
influence, its Christian parallel bears the stamp of our Lord himself. This older
Jewish meal ought to be considered as a real alternative to the background of Jesus'

Last Supper."156 Perhaps this is why few scholars, if any, have subscribed to

Kilpatrick's views even if they approved of his 1deas about JA.

155G. D. Kilpatrick, “The Last Supper,” Exp. T. 64 (1952-3): 4-8. He calls attention to a
most important, but almost wholly neglected apocryphon, the Prayer of Asenath (Joseph and
Asenath = JA).

156C. Burchard, “The Importance of Joseph and Asenath for the Study of the New
Testament,” NTS 33 (1987): 102-134. On the contrary, Jeremias had advocated that the Last

Supper of Jesus comes from the Jewish Passover meal. He further says that “Kilpatnck’s
suggestion is void if JosAs does not attest a cultic meal. Furthermore, it might be argued that if an
alternative background for Jesus’ Last Supper is needed, we have analogies which are closer both
geographically and conceptually than the hypothetical model of the meal of an Egyptian Jewish
mystery group.”



Among the few who have adopted Kilpatrick's 1deas, Karl G. Kuhn says
that Kilpatrick ignores the relationship between the passages in JA and the Essenes’
meal, especially as these meals are portrayed in the Qumran texts. In his opinion,
JA refers to the cultic meal of the Therapeutae. Since the Therapeutae were linked to
the Essenes, the meal of the Essenes (known from Qumran texts and Josephus),

clearly had a deep religious significance, although the passages do not say what 1t

was. 137

Kilpatrick stresses the text of JA where it is said that the Jews were separated
from the pagans by eating dpTov eVhoyepévov Cmﬁg and drinking moTvprov
evVhoynpuévor d&Bavaocias and being anointed xplopatt ebhoynuévw adbapoias.
In his prayer Joseph asks God that Asenath payétw dptov {wifis cov kal MvéTw
moThiptov evhoyias cgou. At that time, the angel, the archistrategos, visits Asenath
and promises that by accepting the Jewish beliefs she would be allowed to participate

in the blessed bread, wine, and anointing. Finally, Asenath is called pakapia
because épayes dprov {whis kal moTvpiov €mies &Bavacias kal xplopaTl
kéxploalr &dbapoias. Jeremias concurs with Kilpatrick when he says that JA 1s a
piece of Hellenistic Jewish religious propaganda from a mystery community in
Egypt.158 There is uncertainty, however, about whether the sentences quoted are an

immediate help for the understanding of the Last Supper. He thinks that JA is
speaking of the benedictions at the beginning and at the end of the ordinary daily

meal and of the anointing of the guest before the meal (Lk. 7:46). All of this 1s part

157Karl G. Kuhn, "The Lord’s Supper and the Communal Meal at Qumran," ed. Krister
Stendahl (London: SCM Press, 1952), 74-76.

158), Jeremias, “The Last Supper,” Exp. T. 1952-3: 91-93.
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of the propaganda used with solemn phrases borrowed from Hellenistic
syncretism. 152

The five passages from Joseph and Asenath mentioned are: . a good

bearing man who . . . eats the blessed bread of life and drinks the blessed cup of

immortality . . . ." (85). Joseph prays to God for Asenath that she may be blessed,

".. . and let her eat your bread of life and dnink of your cup of blessing. . . ." (8a).

The Archangel Michael says to Asenath: "From today on you will be created anew,
and you shall eat the blessed bread of life and drink the cup filled with immortality. .
.." (155). The Archangel Michael blesses Asenath after her miraculous partaking of
a heavenly honeycomb: "Behold, you have ecaten the bread of life and drunk the cup

of immortality. .. ." (156). Asenath says to Joseph, "Today the angel came to me

and gave me the bread of life and I ate and I drank the blessed cup" (195).160

These five texts demonstrate that the expression "to eat the blessed bread of
life and to drink the blessed cup of immortality” is a technical formula, especially
since the passage itself does not require such terminology. The meal in JA shows its
deeper importance by the use of the interpreting genitive constructions "the bread of

life" and "the cup of immortality."16!

Furthermore, the differences between the Last Supper (especially in 1 Cor.
11) and the meal in JA are too great for either to be the source of the other.

However, these two meals exhibit a common model: The blessing and the partaking

159bid., 91. “Kilpatrick is inclined to assume that JA gives us evidence for the existence
of a Jewish religious meal (not mentioned elsewhere) similar to the Last Supper; but 1t is difficult
to imagine that such a religious nite existed without having left a trace anywhere else.”

160gparks, 480-482.

161K uhn, The Lord’s Supper, 76.
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of bread and wine as a sacramental meal. For instance, the common meal of the
Essenes at Qumran and the feast of the Therapeutae had a religious character, but
Rabbinic Judaism gives no account of them. Similarly, the bread and wine 1s

preceded by a blessing in JA, and the Lord's Supper, and the meal of the

Essenes.102

If the story of JA is of Jewish background and reflects Jewish customs, then

one might conclude that it has a common pattern with the Lord's Supper (the

blessing and the partaking of bread and wine as a religious meal). However,

Burchard tried to demonstrate that there are more than just common patterns between

JA and 1 Cor 10-11.163

We can compare the way JA 16 relates the blessed bread, cup, and ointment
with Asenath's manna-eating; it must not be overlooked that the Supper was
established as an institution (1 Cor. 10:11), whereas 1n the case of JA, bread, cup,

and ointment represent the manna.1%4 On the other hand, it must not be ignored that

Paul's style 1s "typological” interpretation. The nature of Paul's argument suggests
162K j1patrick, 6.

163Burchard, 121-122. For instance he says that "If one reads 1 Cor. 10-11 with JosAs in
mind, what strikes one first i1s nvevpaTikdvy Ppépa and mvevpaTikoy wépain 10. 3 {., meaning
the manna and the water. [levpaTikdv points to their supernatural ongin, but above all to their
effect. They imparted spiritual gifts, perhaps not so much the Spirit as supernatural qualities which
had spint for their substratum. This is reminiscent of JosAs 16:14: the manna which Aseneth ate
(just once to be sure) was wvedpa {ofis. Moreover Paul regards the manna and the water as the
prototype of what in his day is the Lord's Supper ("for the rock was Chnst," v.4)." He mentons
another example where he sees a similar view in JA with 1 Cor 10:1-5: ‘Tt seems to me that the
characteristics of the Exodus generation in 1 Cor. 10:1-5 are not too far from the charactenstics of
the BeooePric in JosAs 8:-7: faith and pneumatic nounshment as opposed to i1dolatry and the
consumption of idol food. Furthermore, the apostle employs them to present our fathers as
converts much as JosAs does to illustrate the conversion of Asenath, mother of Proselytes; and
both are concemned to tell their respective readers what they have got and ought to preserve, albeit
with a different emphasis. Paul warns against apostasy, JosAs extols the benefits of true religion.”
See his article for further details and other parallels.

1641bid.. 122.
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that the Connthians were aware of the evidence of the OT passages: Ex. 13:21, the
pillar of cloud and fire; Ex. 14:21f., the sea; Ex. 16:4, 14-18, the manna; Ex. 32:6,
the apostasy. Paul says in 1 Cor 10:6 that "These things", the ones described in

10:1-5, took place as examples [Tumoi] for the followers of Christ. Paul describes

Israel's miraculous expenence, the bread and drinking of water from the rock, as a
form of spiritual eating; without doubt it is a type of the Lord's Supper!6> which is
not clear in JA. Before we conclude this section of our investigation, it must be
mentioned that the specific period of time and origin of the story of JA remain

unclear;!% there is not enough information to merit its use as an explanation of the

Lord's Supper.

The result of this study suggests that JA is irrelevant to the origin of the
Lord's Supper. Indeed, 1t 1s going too far to assume that these examples from JA
refer to the Christian Euchanst (especially the Lord's Supper in 1 Corinthians 10 and
11) and that they are Christian interpolations.1®’7 As far as can be known, almost all

past and recent scholars!®8 who have studied JA from this standpoint have come to a

similar conclusion.

C. Philo and the Therapeutae

The Therapeutae are differentiated from the Essenes in that the latter are an
active community, but the Therapeutae represent the contemplative life. Philo

165Fee. 1 Corinthians, 446.

166Marshall, 27.

167Kuhn, The Lord’s Supper, 74.

168 Jeremias, 91 and The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. N. Pernn (London: SCM
Press, 1966), 33; M. Black, The Scrolls and Christian Origins (London: Thomas Nelson and
Sons, 1961), 105f. See also I. Howard Marshall, 27.
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observed that they did not have any profession or any practice of sharing houses or
clothes, nor did they get together except on very special occasions. A very distinctive
characteristic was that while the Essenes were an exclusive male community
(brotherhood) the Therapeutae admitted women into their communities.169 M.

Delcor also observes that,

Les Thérapeutes sont apparentés par leur genre de vie méme aux
Esséniens. Cela est habituellement reconnu par les spécialistes. Mais
certains, non sans quelque exagération, vont plus loin. Vermes, entre
autres, estime que les Esséniens représentaient la branche active,
tandis que les Thérapeutes étaient la branche contemplative du méme
mouvement religieux (43). Quoi qu'll en soit du lien qut unissait
exactement les Esséniens aux Thérapeutes, nous trouvons dans le De
vita contemplativa la preuve qu'ils concevaient leurs repas sacrés en
quelque sorte comme des sacrifices.1”0

According to Philo's De Vita Contemplativa, these Egyptian Therapeutae had

their settlement at the Mareotic Lake.17l Although they did not belong to the Essene
community proper, and were an order by themselves, they surely had a close

connection to the Essenes. They were an Egyptian offshoot of the Palestinian Order

169Philo De Vita Contemplativa 1X , 104-168.

I70M. Delcor, "Repas Cultuels Esséniens et Thérapeutes. Thiases et Haburoth,” RQ 23
(1968): 409. "En voict quelques indices: 1.- Ils se réunissent pour leurs repas sacrés vétus de
blanc, c'est-a-dire, comme nous 1'avons déja dit, dans des vétements qui les faisaient ressembler A des
prétres en train d'officer (66). Leur repas, comme tous les repas juifs, était précédé d'une pnere
(67). 2.- Lors du banquet commun quil les rassemble toutes les sept semaines, ils s'abstiennent de
vin et ne boivent ce jour-la que de I'eau trés limpide. Philon rapproche cet usage de celui pratiqué
par les prétres en train de sacrifier: "La droite raison, écnit-1l, comme aux prétre dans leurs sacnifices,
commande A eux aussi de vivre sans boire de vin" (73-74) (44). Massebiau a bien saisi la portée de
ce nte quand i1l écrit que "le banquet des Thérapeutes était considéré par eux comme des sacrifices”
(45). 3.- Un autre 1indice non moins significatif est le fait que les Thérapeutes mangeaient du pain
levé assaisonné d'un sel mélé d'hyssope, par respect pour la table sacrée qui se trouve au Temple.
Celle-ci en effect porte des pains et du sel sans autres assaisonnements (46), mais le pain est sans
levain et le sel est pur. "Il convenaint, poursuit Philon, que les mets les plus simples et les plus
purs fussent attnbués a la classe supérnieure des prétres, en récompense de leur ministére, et que, si
d'autres partageaient leur zéle, ils s'abstinssent de ces mets, afin que ceux qui leur sont supérieurs
aient ce pnivilege" ( 82-83).

171philo DeVita Contemplativa 125.
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of the Essenes; 1n this way their cultic meal, and thereby also the meal in Joseph and

Asenath, is related to that of the Essenes.172

The names Therapeutae and Therapeutrides are derived from Bepamevw, in

the sense of either cure or healing. Philo said that they believed the soul can be
cured. The sickness of the soul consists of those problems which are inflicted by the
passions and vices. The name, as derivable from a root meaning "to worship,"

means that the Therapeutae were taught by nature and sacred laws to worship the

self-existent God.173

The Sabbath was the one day on which members of the community

assembled for worship. The mpeofiTaTos among the Therapeutae gave a discourse
on the Sabbath. The sermon was not a rhetorical or philosophical one, but it was a
careful and exact expression of the meaning of the npeoffuTaros’ thoughts. Every
seventh Sabbath was specially honoured; on Friday at sunset, the community wore
white garments to both the common worship service and the fellowship meal.174
Besides the Qumran cultic meal, this 1s "the only other description we possess of a

sectanian meal of the period.... and in this case, there 1s no doubt that it is a Jewish

sacred meal.”175

They sat in order of seniority at their sacred meal, which concurs with the
report in 1 QSa. This meal, however, was one of leavened bread and water only.

The menu did not include meat. Philo related that,

I72Ruhn, The Lorsd’s Supper, 76.
I73Philo De Vita Contemplativa 115.
1741 phse, 88.

175Blaclc,, The Scrolls, 106.



The table too 1s kept pure from the flesh of animals; the food laid on 1s
loaves of bread with salt as a seasoning, sometimes also flavoured

with hyssop as a relish for the daintier appetites. Abstinence from
wine 1s enjoined by right reason as for the priest when sacrificing, so
to these for their lifetime (IX. 74).

. . .The young men bring 1n the tables mentioned a little above on
which is set the truly purified meal of leavened bread seasoned with
salt mixed with hyssop, out of reverence for the holy table enshrined
In the sacred vestibule of the temple on which lie loaves and salt
without condiments, the loaves unleavened and the salt unmixed. For
it was meant that the simplest and purest food should be assigned to

the highest caste, namely the priests . . .(IX.82).176

The ascetic life of the Therapeutae appears to be similar to that of the old
Rechabite ascetics, especially in their abstention from drinking wine and 1n their
abstention from eating meat. The similarity which Philo draws between the "tables"
of the Therapeutae and the table of the show-bread 1n the Temple reveals that though
the Therapeutae were a lay community, their sacred meal had the same cultic
character as the offering of the show-bread by the pniests in Jerusalem's Temple.
The bread was consecrated bread, the table was considered a sacred table, but, since
the Therapeutae were laymen and belonged to a low rank, their bread was leavened

bread.177 In describing the meal in this manner, Philo reveals its origin and
character in his comparison. The close similanty between the sacred meal of the

Therapeutae, consisting of leavened bread and plain water only, and the priests’
participation in the Bread of the Presence or show-bread, supports such an

interpretation of the origins of the sacred meal.1’8

176philo De Vita Contemplativa 159-165.
177Black, The Scrolls, 108.

178]bid., 169. “Tt is highly significant that of the three passages which have survived and
which describe such a meal, one portrays it as a Messianic Banquet, another as participation 1n the
meal of the Shew-bread. It may be that such a meal was eaten in anticipation of the coming of the
Prince of David’s line (or Nasi’), and of his participation 1n the sacred meal of Ezekiel XLIV: 3.
The meals of the Therapeutae may have had a similar messianic significance.” He further adds, “Tt
seems more probable that a sacred meal of this type lies behind the daily ‘breaking of bread’ 1n the
Primitive Christian community in Acts than a meal such as that of the Passover.” Likewise, the
parallel that one can see with such a meal to the Lord’s Supper is not clear, though the Messianic
element in the Therapeutae sacred meal may be compared with Paul’s view of the eschatological

banquet in 1 Cor. 11:26.
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Another point worth mentioning concerns the stnking parallel, as well as
differences, between De Vita Contemplativa and the information on the Essenes in
Philo and Josephus. These three primary sources agree that both groups had

communal meals (although the Therapeutae meal may have been held on the Sabbath

and special days). They rejected slavery, practised restriction in eating, abstained

from marriage, chose to develop high virtues, and showed respect and reverence for

the Law of Moses.179

There are further similarities in Philo's respective descriptions. The
Therapeutae and Essenes did not live in cities, detested doing business, got together
in a community centre for worship and meals, celebrated the Sabbath, and
interpreted the Bible in an allegorical way. Each member of the community had a
summer and a winter robe, and the younger members were respectful and devoted to
their elders.180 Other characteristics of Philo's Therapeutae were attributed to the
Essenes by Josephus. He claimed that in both communities young people were
present at the meetings. They used a white robe when entering the sacred refectory
to participate in the sacred meal consisting of bread and one other course. Both
groups recited their usual morning prayers facing the rising sun, they possessed
sacred writings other than the Bible, and practised bodily and spinitual healing.
Furthermore, complete silence was peculiar to both groups while attending their

worship. Both Therapeutae and Essenes defended themselves against robbers.181

I79Gchiirer, 593-595.
180Philo De Vita Contemplativa 153-155.

181josephus Ant XV 10, 4 (371); XVii 13, 3 (346); B. J. 13,5 (78).



On the other hand, there are several peculiarities of the Therapeutae that are
without parallel 1n the descriptions of the Essenes; these include abstention from
eating meat and dnnking wine at their main feast and the vigil connected with it. The
Essenes were Palestinians while the Therapeutae lived in Egypt; the latter's common

life was on a smaller scale than that of the Essenes. They did not allow women, but

the Therapeutae did allow old or virgin women. The Therapeutae did not own
property, and there is no hint regarding any source of subsistence.!82 This is where

some scholars consider Philo's portrait of the Therapeutae inaccurate.

If the Therapeutae did not have possessions, money, nor slaves, and did not
work, how did they subsist? The limitations of this study do not allow us to
consider this question; however, the evidence of the ancient sources (Philo,
Josephus) and from the Dead Sea discoveries supports the assumption that the
Therapeutae were members of an Egyptian community branch of the Palestinitan

Essene movement and that they participated in communal sacred meals.

2.4 The Christian Sacred Meal

A. Alleged Similarities Between Paul's Lord's Supper and Pagan
Meals

In the previous section it has been discussed that the Lord's Supper, as

taught by Paul in 1 Corinthians, is alleged to have been borrowed consciously, or

more probably, unconsciously from one of the mysteries or sacramental 1deas
common to some Pagan religions. The most primitive account of a Christian
communal meal i1s found in the Epistle to the Coninthians where issues of theological

and social ethics within the community also appear important in the discussion. That

1828 chiirer, 596.
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there are parallels between the mysteries and the Christian rites (sacramental rites
such as baptism and the Lord's Supper) has been observed since the early centuries
of the Church when both Christians and non-Christians commented upon some

similarities.

Smith observes, however, that almost all the popular information falls into
this kind of error. They build out of the vanous fragments of information a kind of
universal mystery religion which never truly existed, least of all in Paul's epoch.183
1 Cor. 11:17-34 1s the most illuminating passage regarding communal meals. The
Lord's Supper (kupwakov 8einvov 11:20) is celebrated in the Christian assembly
("When you come together in an assembly;" ouvepxopévuv Upiv év éxxAnoiq
11:18). Paul quotes the tradition of the eucharistic words of Jesus in 11:23-25; the

"Lord's Supper” includes the Eucharist.184

Since the problem addresses the fact that some are not getting enough food to
eat, while others are clearly getting plenty to eat and drink (11:21), the meal partaken
of by the Corinthians must have been intended to be the social evening meal of the
congregation. Indeed, the tradition Paul mentions in 11:23-25 gives us important
information about the form of the meal. It began with a consecration of bread to the
Lord by means of the opening blessing. The bread ntual also marked the beginning
of the eimvov proper, which of course is the term for a formal evening meal. The

cup ceremony took place after the 8einvov (peta 10 Sevmvioar 11:25).

The dninking of the Kykeon 1n the nites at Eleusis, which most of the time
has been considered to be the prototype of Paul's teaching about the Lord's Supper,
183Smith, Social Obligation, 192-194.

1841hid. 180.



is as opposite as possible from the Christian Communion.185 The common cup
ceremony has been adapted and reinterpreted according to the self-identity of the
Christian community.18¢ But the question arises, is there a sumposion following
this ceremony? The sumposion would usually be the time for entertainment and/or
conversation as well as eating and drinking. Smith suggests that the subject of 1
Cor. 12 and 14 is proper "conversation" or oral instruction at the Christian
congregation.187 The location of chapters 12-14 in 1 Corinthians is immediately

after the narration of the 8€invov proper, which could draw a logical connection of

the activities described in the two sections.188

The passages seem to describe events taking place at the same assembly. A
comparison of verses 11:20 ,"when you come together for a meeting” . . . to eat
(ouvepxopépwy ... VPOV &mi T0 avuto . .. payeiv ) with 14:23, "if then the
whole church comes together for a meeting and all speak in tongues . . . ("Eav oUv
oUVENDY 1) &kkAMoia OAM &L TO QUTO KAl TAVTES AQADOLY yAwaoals . . .)
suggests that the entire meeting takes place at the table and the portion next to the

meal proper corresponds to the sumposion part of a formal banquet.1%?

185Metzger, 14. “The latter was the privilege of the TéXevor, or fully initiated, but the
drinking of the Kykeon was a preliminary ceremony, prescribed for the candidate prnior to his
initiation. Furthermore, in the Eleusinian nite there was no table-fellowship, nor was the ceremony
continually repeated.”

186). Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. Norman Perrin (London: SCM
Press, 1966), 8. This cup 1s identified with the “cup of blessing (76 motvprov Tfic evdoylas)”
in 1 Cor. 10:16. If this term is to be connected with a traditional Jewish ceremony at the
conclusion of a meal as claimed by Jeremias, 1t seems that the adaptation of the
Set mvov/ouvpunéorov format had already begun with Judaism.

187Smith, Social Obligation, 181.

188Giinther Bomkamm, “On the Understanding of Worship,” Early Christian Experience
(New York: Harper, 1969), 2.

189Jeremias, The Eucharistic, 48-49. The physical setting at Corinth is difficult to
define. On the one hand, the participants during the worship portion were sitting rather than
reclining (ka0fjoBar, 14:30) whereas the posture at the pagan meals in the temple was reclining
(kaTaketoBar, 8:10) and the posture at virtually all the meals of Jesus with his disciples
mentioned in the gospels was reclining.” The Connthian Christians evidently met 1n a home and
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Paul also discusses in 11:17-34 "schisms” (oxiopata, 11:18) at the meal
gatherings. Although J. Munck describes Corinth as "Die Gemeinde ohne
Parteien,"190 it is clear that the church at Corinth was split. The problem is in each
member taking a private dinner (16iov 8€imvov 11:21). The result 1s that "some are
hungry while others are drunk” (6 pev meavd, os 8¢ pebuer 11:21)," implying
that there 1s an inequity in the distribution of the food. Paul addressed this problem
with an argument that begins by quoting the oniginal tradition of the meal (11:23-25).
He provides an interpretation of the tradition (11:26-32) that leads to his concluding
advice: “Therefore, my brethren, when you come together to eat, wait for one
another” ( woTe, acgedoi pov, ouvepyxopeol €ls T0 ayeiv aAARAoOvS

ex8éxeobe, 11:33).

Since the instructions by Paul in 11:33 specified eating together, then the
issue was the i6iov 8€imvov as a meal separated from the Lord's meal. One
traditional way of interpreting the term iSiov 8e€imvov has derived from the

translation of mpohapBdvery to mean "to eat beforehand." This connects well with
11:33, and it seems to suggest that some were simply starting to eat before the others
amved for the meal. Consequently, Paul's 1nstructions at 11:33 simply specified that
everyone cat together, the broader implication is the concern for the status system in

effect in the Christian community at Corinth.191 On the other hand, Gerd Theissen's

view of the wealthy meeting before the others in order to enjoy a fine meal, and then

ate together all in one place. In Lucian’s symposium, when an uninvited guest arnved late for
whom there was no room on the couches, he was offered a place to sit. He refused, however, on the
grounds that such a posture was womanish and weak, instead he reclined on the floor (13).

1903, Munck, Paulus und die Heilsgeschichte (Aarhus: Copenhagen, 1954). English
translation, Paul and the Salvation of Mankind, trans. F. Clarke (London: SCM Press, 1959),
162-166.

191Smith, Social Obligation, 193.
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continuing to enjoy their own separate menu after the others arrive, does not seem

appropriate to the context.192

Yet 1t appears that the private meal was connected with a question of status.
Paul has identified the question of status as a problem at the communal meal
because, 1n effect, it makes two meals and creates divisions (schisms). Such
schisms strike at the very nature of the communal meal. Hence, the apostle builds an
argument on the basis of the sacred tradition, and comes to what may appear to be a
rather simple conclusion (11:33-34). However, 1t 1s not mundane to Paul; 1t 1s
essential to the meal.13 In addition, such a selfish attitude is against the nature of
the meal and the fellowship (brotherhood) that should exist among the Christian

believers at Corinth.

[t has been pointed out that there were such associations of 1nitiates, which
formed an integral part of Paul's environment as he worked in great centres of
population like Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, and Rome. It 1s meaningful that in the
Imperial era Dionysus was constantly associated with cult-guilds, either as chief
deity or in combination with others. Isiac guilds were already notorious in first
century Rome.!?4 However, Heinrici has tried to establish specified similarities
between pagan religious guilds (brotherhoods) and early Christian communities,
such as those at Corinth. He draws several remarkable parallels and some genuine
points of contact, but we do not have enough information regarding the organisation
of either pagan or primitive Christian societies to be able to conclude that the

192Gerd Theissen, The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity, trans. J. H. Schiitz
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1982), 155-172.

193Hans von Soden, “Sakrament und Ethik bei Paulus,” Marburger Theologische Studien,
vol. 1 (1931): 31-40.

194K ennedy, St. Paul, 74-78.
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Christian congregation at Corninth was nothing more than a transformed pagan

religious association (guild).1>

On the contrary, the case may be different when we turn to the sacrificial
meals of paganism, meals which had their counterpart in the practice of mystery
brotherhoods. Perhaps the main goal of these was, as F. Cumont suggests, the
keeping of communion among the brethren, 19 This' would, of course, rest on the
evidence of their common fellowship with their god. Yet the single question still
remains: How was that fellowship (brotherhood) supposed to be established? It 1s
not easy to answer this question with certainty. It 1s probable, but by no means
certain, that in an early stage of society the participants of the sacnficial animal
thought they were thereby sharing the very life of their god, either as incarnated in
the sacrifice or somehow united with i1t.197 It seems impossible, therefore, to bring
forward any convincing proof of the conception of eating the deity from Graeco-

Roman religions contemporary with Paul.

2.5 Summary

This short study has sought to consider the most important and widespread
of the Hellemistic-Roman mystery religions and the Hellenistic Jewish meals. In the

previous chapter, we tried to assess the assumption that Christianity was for Paul a

mystery religion, and that many of Paul's 1deas were closely related to the mystery

cults of paganism. Evidence has been adduced to demonstrate that throughout Paul's

1951hid.. 80.

196F. Cumont, Oriental Religions in Roman Paganism (Chicago: Open Court
Publishing, 1911), 64.

197Kennedy, St. Paul, 258-259. He adds: “But as least as probable an explanation is the
notion that the god humself is present and shares with his worshippers in the sacnficial meal.”

72



missionary journeys he probably was in touch with many who were formerly
initiated 1nto pagan mysteries and became Chnistians later on. The data related to
sacramental meals 1n the Hellenistic mystery religions are scant and usually difficult
to explainl?® (although Horsley recently argued that there is now a clear consensus

that these banquets had a fundamentally religious character). 19

Furthermore, it has been observed that the meal of Serapis was held in the
temple of Serapis and in private homes as well. Therefore, we cannot discount the
possibility that Paul's advice, especially in 1 Cor. 10:27-30, has to do with a cultic
meal and not simply a social meal.200 Despite the wide acceptance which this

hypothests has received, many critical sources warn against such assumptions.

These pagan meals can be divided into three types. First, some members of
a cult society ate together for fellowship. The meal, perhaps, commemorated the
dead founder in whose honour they gathered.?0! Nevertheless, as mentioned
before, Hans Lietzmann has argued that the Chrnistian view of participating in the
Lord's Supper in memory of Jesus came from this pagan custom.202 Jeremias
criticized Lietzmann's view and said that the terminology used 1n the Hellenistic

pagan meal is different.28 The pagan meals were held not to celebrate the death but

the birthday of the person honoured. Pagan meals were becoming more secular than

198 1bid, 257-279.

199Horsley, New Documents, 6.
200Kim, 396.

201Nock, Early Gentile, 72.

202Hans Lietzmann, Mass and the Lord’s Supper (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1976), 182. He
formulated his view more precisely and said: ““This do in remembrance of me.” The Lord’s Supper
assumes the character of a ‘meal of remembrance’ for one departed, and thereby ranks distinctly as a
type of the religious meals that were customary everywhere in the Graeco-Roman world.”

203yeremias, The Eucharistic, 238-243.
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religious around the first century. Consequently, it is unlikely that the Hellenistic

pagan meals give the ongin of the notion of remembering Jesus.

Secondly, there were meals at which a god or goddess was thought to
preside over the meal.?%4 The language used may be similar to that of Paul when he
talks of participating in the table of the Lord or in the table of demons (1 Cor.
10:21). It seems probable that the common Greek usage, which mentioned the
"table of God," has influenced the Pauline wording,205 especially if the phrase had
already been used in the Septuagint for the Jewish worship place. It 1s most likely

that Paul's reference to Exodus 32:6 in 1 Cor. 10:7 1s a parallel between the 1dol

worship of Israel in the desert and the pagan idol worship.2%

The main difference between the Jewish and pagan meals 1s that in the
Jewish meal the worshippers believed they ate in the presence of God, but in the
pagan meal the worshippers believed they were sharing the meal with the deity or

even consuming the god, depending on how the evidence is interpreted.

The last type of meal mentioned by Nock is the eating of the raw flesh of a
bull by devotees of Dionysus. The bull was considered a representation of the deity,

so that the partakers were eating the god himself.297 Attempts have been made to
find a sacramental importance in the Dionysus cult, but even scholars like Dieterich
204Nock, Early Gentile, 713.
2031.. Goppelt, TDNT, vol. 8 (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 1970), 213-215.
206Marshall, 28. He points out that "What we are dealing with here is a type of pagan
meal which 1s also attested in the Old Testament, the holding of a meal after a sacnifice in which
the worshippers eat the amimal previously offered on the altar and thus have fellowship with the

god. Paul's citation of Exodus 32:6 in 1 Connthians 10:7 shows that he recognized the parallel
between the 1dolatrous worship of the golden calf and pagan cults.”

207Nock, Early Gentile, 73-74.
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acknowledge that the evidence is altogether unsatisfactory.208 [t is probable that the

idea of eating and drinking 1n some other cults had the same meaning, but there is so

little information regarding these cults that it is difficult to draw any solid conclusion

about the presence of these ideas.

In any case, we have not found in 1 Corinthians 10 and 11 anything to
suggest that this notion played a special part in the Lord's Supper. According to
John 6:53-56, when Jesus talks of eating his flesh and drinking his blood, the idea is
obviously expressed in a metaphorical and spiritual language rather than in a literal

sense.20?

Therefore, 1t appears that the sharing of meals was a normal religious practice
In the pagan mystery religions, Judaism and Christianity, and there are some
parallels 1n all these meals. Yet the similanties are not as close as they appear at first
to be. Although the Lord’s Supper was not derived from the meals of the Hellenistic
cults and mysteries, it would not have grown in the manner it did without Hellenistic
influence.?10 [t seems that Klauck’s view has to be taken affirmatively to a certain
degree. But, at the same time, Paul did not depend purely on one or another mystery
religion 1n order to develop his own thoughts on the Lord’s Supper. Even among
the Hellenistic Jewish meals (apart from the Jewish Passover) the similanties are too
superficial to draw a solid conclusion on the matter. However, Wedderburn insists
that the matter regarding the mystery religions deserves more careful treatment than it
has received.2!1

208Djeterich, 250-256, and Kennedy, 257-259.

20%Marshall, 29.

210K1auck, 163-165.

211Wedderbum, 158-163
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So, it appears that the scholarly disputes over Paul and his relationship to

Hellenistic mystery religions and their influence on the Lord’s Meal are destined to
continue indefinitely. The importance of the communion motif differed in the

Christian and pagan meals. The weekly memorial meal of the death and resurrection
of Jesus and the special note of thanksgiving (Eucharist) in the prayer of

consecration of the bread and the wine provide no counterparts to pagan practices.
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CHAPTER 3

SOCIAL MEALS IN THE GRAECO-ROMAN WORLD

After considering each of the four major pagan mystery religion meals in the
Graeco-Roman world, it seems clear that the ceremonies of the sacred meals in the
pagan religions are not the same as in the eranos meal at Corinth. The practices,
structures, and the motif of the pagan meals had some differences from the practices
of the early Christian Church at Corinth. The next step is to study the social meal

and its different customs in the Graeco-Roman world.

3.1 Introduction

We have mentioned some aspects of the social Graeco-Roman meal custom
which throw light on parts of Paul’s discussion of the Lord’s Supper.! The
practices of the meals 1n the entire Mediterranean world seem to have become
standardised in some details during the Graeco-Roman times and beyond (ca. 200
B.C.E. to 200 C. E.).2 Although some differences occurred, all these meals
essentially adapted the same standard practices to suit specific functions. Certainly,

the influence of these cultures had an impact on the practices of the meal at Corinth.

In this chapter and the previous one, several particular objectives which correspond to
the vanous aspects of the problem have been set forth. The first objective was to understand the
influence of the sacred meals (especially the mystery religion meals discussed already in chapter
two) 1n the Graeco-Roman world. Another objective of the study is to consider the social meals in
order to understand the social-cultural context of the Gentile Christian meal at Connth. Thus, it is
necessary to know what happened in a typical Graeco-Roman dinner party.

2D. E. Smith, "Meal Custom,” ABD vol. 4 (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 648-655.
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Generally, in the Graeco-Roman society a formal meal indicated an assembly of a
group of friends and family for a celebration that meant more than to satisfy the
appetite. It was a social occasion, and the social meal was understood in the

Graeco-Roman period as “Communal meal.”

Four types of communal or formal meals in the Graeco-Roman society are
particularly significant to this study: (1) the Greek meal: Deipnon/symposium; (2)
the Roman meal: Cena/Convivium; (3) the Graeco-Roman Eranos meal, and (4) the
Chnistian Eranos meal. Also important is the social stratification and rank in the

Graeco-Roman society.

3.2 The Greek Meal: Deipnon Symposium

The symposion custom became very popular and was considered in classical
times a social event, particularly in the Graeco-Roman time. The fundamental
structure of the symposion appears to be unchanged from the time of Homer. The
symposion was both a private and public celebration. Generally, the symposion
was set in the context of the big meal of the day, the Greek S¢invov (or as we will
discuss later, the Roman cena), which normally began around the ninth or tenth
hour of the day.# It is interesting to notice that in Homer’s time, it was often eaten
about the middle of the day. The other two meals of the day would be the atproTov,

moming meal (probably breakfast), and the 83pnoc, or the meal of the night.>

3D. E. Smith, “Social Obligation in the Context of Communal Meals: A Study of the
Christian Meal in 1 Connthians in Comparnison with Graeco-Roman Meals,” (Th.D. diss.,
Harvard, 1980), 3.

4D. E. Aune, “Septem Sapientium Convivium,” ed. Hans Dieter Betz SCHNT 4 (Leiden:
E. J. Bnll, 1978), 71.

SHomer, Ody. 9311, 15. 76, 19. 321. In some instances, the cinvorv meal was
considered as the morning meal.
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These and other changes in the structure of the meal in the classical time

showed a fundamental change in the total aspect of the different meals. If a man
reclined at a meal, he took the posture of the social high class, a posture commonly
taken by the aristocratic class.® The Greek S¢invov normally took place shortly
before sundown, or sometimes even after sundown. In the Greek symposion
(8cintvov), 36 or more guests attended the meal, while in the Roman convivium 6,
9, or sometimes 12 guests participated in the meal. Plutarch also mentioned that
couches were shared, and some rich people built large dinning-rooms that had the
capacity to hold thirty couches or probably even more.’ It was a common practice
not to serve wine with the meal, but to save it for the noToc¢ after the Seinvov
proper.8 Clearly, in both the tradition and the practice, the symposion was
considered as a social expression of Greek religion. It was the normal custom to
Issue invitations to the banquets. To get together with friends or business or
religious associates, one would invite them to his home for a meal.? Banquets were
also held on significant family occasions, such as birthdays, weddings, and
funerals. Invitations to the banquet usually specified the hour, but the most probable

time was a little before sunset. The host expected the guests to arrive on time, but

latecomers were quite common. Similar situations happened at Corinth, where some

SPlutarch, Quaest. conv.8.6. See also the discussion of reclining below in part 3.3 of
this chapter.

Ibid, 5.6.
SLucian, Symp. 14f.

?D. E. Smith and Hal E. Taussing, Many Tables: The Eucharist in the New Testament
and Liturgy Today (Philadelphia: Trnnity Press International, 1990), 28. “Various kinds of
orgamzed clubs also met for communal meals, and sometimes seem to have been organized almost
exclusively for the purpose of providing banquets for their members from a common purse. We
know of vanous kinds of such clubs, especially from inscriptions which provide records of their
official business and often define the rules for their banquets. One type of club could be called a
trade guild, since it was made up of individuals who had the same occupation. Their purpose,
however, was to provide a social outlet rather than a political lobby.”
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members came earhier and others arrived late for the Lord’s Supper. Plato
commented that Agathon, the host of the banquet, started the banquet without one of

his guests, who arnved late, though the latecomer was warmly welcomed when the

meal was almost finished.!0

As the guests arrived, certain customs often were observed before the
banquet started. A servant met the participant at the door and led him to the dinning
room. Then, other servants would remove his shoes and wash his feet, after which
he would be ready to take his place on the couch.!! Normally, the guest took his
place according to his social status. “These positions became especially well defined

in the Roman period.” 12

Thus, the use of this practice, promoted a consciousness of the social rank of
the guest invited into the banquet. Lucian describes a banquet at which women were
invited, and a latecomer guest was welcomed to sit, since all the reclining positions
were taken by the other guests. He refused, on the ground that sitting at a banquet
was ‘womanish and weak’ (yvvaikelov kal pai8akov). Rather he decided to

recline on the floor as a sign of his high social status.!3

However, for the classical Greek era, the correlation of positions and status
1s more difficult. The position most honoured was the first place (np&T05),
apparently to the right of the host. The positions around the room to the right were

given to the guests according to their rank, with the last position being the lowest.

OPlato, Symp. 175C-D.
Hibib, 175A.
12Smith, Social Obligation, 8.

13Lucian, Symp. 13.



These places were commonly assigned by the owner of the house to the guests
according to their social status.!4 There were some instances where two or three
people shared the same couch.!> While the social status of the guests was
assumed, there was also a sense of social equality among the participants. Smith
points out that it is not always clear what is meant by the term “equal,” since it

did not indispensably rule out the traditional pre-requisites of one’s status. 16

Plutarch's observation is especially instructive. He pointed out that, “in the
accompanying conversation, such equality at the meal is argued for as an inherent
aspect of banquet 'friendship'.” According to this line of argument, the diners
should leave behind the divisive social rankings of outer soctety and in effect form a
new society with new social rules when they entered the door of the dining
chamber.”!” Plutarch suggested that when the members participated in the meal,
they should agree to sit wherever they wished, without worrying about their social

rank.

In addition to differences in food, location, and posture, Smith observes that
another division is mentioned in 1 Corinthians: Distinctions in the length of time one

had to eat. The well-to-do were the main offenders in eating a private meal, because

they could begin earlier than the others. They had more time in the evening,

|4pjato, Symp. 177D-E. Generally, the host assigned the places. Phaedrus occupied
first place at the table (npditoc kaTakeiaBar), others followed to the right (em 6<ére), and
Socrates spoke as one who occupied the lower position at the end of the table (¢ toTaTog
KaTakclobal).

I5W. S. Ferguson, “The Attic Orgeones,” HTR 37 (1944): 80. Especially the reference
to cases of 3, 4, or even 5 shaning a couch on some vase paintings.

16Smith and Taussing, 34.

YIPlutarch, Table Talk 616C-F.
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whereas the working class would arrive late to the meeting.!® Paul admonished the
Coninthians to wait for one another (1 Cor. 11:33). It is interesting to notice that in
one matter Pliny’s suggested solution can be compared with Paul’s: In the
communal meal, one of the social high class should adjust his eating habits to those
appropriate to one of a lower social class. Martial’s criticism is with the 1dea to

elevate those of the lower class to the same level as the ones in the high social class:

Since I am asked to dinner, no longer, as before, a purchased guest,
why 1s not the same dinner served to me as to you? You take oysters
fattened in the Lucrine lake, | suck a mussel through a hole in the
shell; you get mushrooms, I take hog funguses; you tackle turbot,
but 1 brill. Golden with fat, a turtledove gorges you with bloated
rump; there 1s set before me a magpie that has died 1n its cage. Why
do 1 dine without you although, Ponticus, I am dining with you?
The dole has gone: let us have the benefit of that; let us eat the same

fare.l%

In another passage, Martial expressed himself more bitterly, even cursing
his host who flaunted before all the other guests his social superiority. Differences
in honor according to the place the person should sit naturally caused further social

offenses.20

It was customary for the household slaves to serve the food on the table.
Trays were also placed on the tables. Tables were arranged one to a couch or group

of couches, so as Lucian mentioned in many cases, diners might partake from the

same table. A characteristic arrangement is the one provided by the dining room of

18Smith, Social Obligation, 189. Smith describes the typical afternoon schedule for a
member of the upper class: Exercise, bathing, perfuming, and attiring oneself for dinner. In the
summer, the Romans preceded this regimen with a siesta.

IMartial, Epigrammata, 111, 60.

201bid, 1, 20. See also Gerd Theissen, The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity, trans.
J. H. Schiitz (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), 162.
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the Asklepeion at Corinth, which dates from the 4th century B. C. E2!  For
instance, there were nine couches of stone arranged along the wall with an opening
for the doorway. It seems that the couches were of a size to accommodate one
person at a time. Obviously the portable tables were more practical for cleaning the

floor between the courses and after the completion of the meal.?2

Another characteristic element was the menu of the meals. It consisted of
bread, a variety of vegetables, and fish or meat if the meal was especially luxurious.
There was a variety of bread since it was considered part of the main course. The
vegetables might be lettuce, beans, onions, leeks, herbs. or olives. Fish might be
prepared in a variety of ways. Meat was generally available to the public only at
special celebrations whenever sacrifices were made.2* In fact, all the meat for the
Greek table came from the temple where meat was sacrificed to the 1dols.
Frequently, according to Athenaeus, meat from sacrificial animals seems to have
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