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IMMORALITY AS THE NORM
The apostles had good reason to
warn their Gentile converts against
sharing in the promiscuity of their
surrounding culture. The demands
of the gospel stood in sharp contrast to the immoral environment
from which these converts came.
This is clear from Thomas Cahill’s
review of ancient Greek writing and

Banquets of like-minded friends
were called symposia. . . (a
drinking party). These banquets
took place in private homes in a
room called the andron, literally
‘men’s room,’ but the sense is closer to ‘men’s club.’ At such gatherings, upper-class males arranged
themselves on comfortable couches ample enough for two or three
guests to recline together, wore
floral crowns, ate from low foodladen tables, and were regaled
with music and served bowls of
wine by servants—usually teenage male servants or females who
were professional hetairai, literally ‘companions,’ actually on
the order of accomplished geishas
or call girls. . . . So they all got
together . . . for a rousing evening.
Early in the banquet, libations
were poured to Dionysus, god of
wine, and a dithyramb, a songand-dance to the inebriating god,
was beaten out. You may, if you
like, label this prayer, but it was
from our perspective a lot closer
to a conga line, as doughy old
Archilochus informs us: I lead the
dancing of the dithyramb, the
hymn to Dionysus, lord divine.
I’m good at it, I’m even quite the
ham—Provided that my brains
are braised in wine.3
Left: An “M”
inscribed on
the wall along
the Decumanus
(one of the
main streets in
Antioch). The
inscription may
stand for a house
of prostitution.
Right: Bust of
Dyonysus, the
god of wine, was

also known as
Bacchus. Many
of the ancient
poems, plays,
and artwork
depicted sexual
indulgence along
with drunkenness. Most New
Testament warnings against one
often include
warnings against
the other as well.

In addition to sexual activity
with the hetairai, the teenage male
servants were the targets of sexual
advances by the drunken young
men. This is evident not only in the
poetry and plays of the age, but also
the artwork. Some scenes in Cahill’s
book are extremely graphic. Suffice
it to say that the images depict men
and women involved in the widest
variety of sexual activities imaginable. The illustrations of this illicit
sexual activity were on cups, goblets,
plates, bowls, and in sculpture. This
kind of artwork was not relegated
to backrooms and seedy sections
of town. Instead, as a sign of the
normalcy of the behavior, it was displayed on tableware used to entertain guests and on the walls of public
spaces. Though most of the images
in Cahill’s book show artwork produced by the Greeks between the
fourth and sixth centuries before
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HEN the controversy
regarding outreach to
Gentiles had been settled, the leaders of the Jerusalem
church sent a letter addressed to
their new “brothers from among the
Gentiles.” They affirmed that it was
unnecessary for them to practice
certain elements of the Jewish ceremonial law, including circumcision,
in order to be considered Christians.
The Jerusalem church simply asked
that they abstain from four things:
“from food offered to idols, from
blood, from eating anything that
has been strangled, and from sexual
immorality” (Acts 15:23-29).1
Interestingly of only four things
that concerned the Jewish Christians
when they considered the implications of outreach to Gentiles, one was
sexual immorality. In fact, pastoral
admonishments against the immorality of the Gentile’s surrounding
culture show up frequently in letters
to the first Gentile converts. Simon
Peter wrote, “For there has already
been enough time spent in doing the
will of the pagans: carrying on in unrestrained behavior, evil desires, drunkenness, orgies, carousing, and lawless
idolatry. In regard to this, they are
surprised that you don’t plunge with
them into the same flood of dissipation” (1 Pet. 4:3-4, emphasis added).
Paul told the Thessalonians, “For this
is God’s will, your sanctification: that
you abstain from sexual immorality,
so that each of you knows how to possess his own vessel in sanctification
and honor, not with lustful desires,
like the Gentiles who don’t know God”
(1 Thess. 4:3-5, emphasis added).

artwork in his popular book Sailing
the Wine-Dark Sea, Why the Greeks
Matter.2 And though Cahill explores
Greek culture, the Romans later
adopted the Greeks’ expressions of
sexual behavior as their own societal
standard. Cahill reflects this standard in his description of the social
life of well-off young men:
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A CALL TO BE DIFFERENT
Thus, Paul’s was not an idle
warning to Roman believers:
“The night is nearly over,
and the daylight is near,
so let us discard the
deeds of darkness and
put on the armor of
light. Let us walk
with decency, as in
the daylight: not in
carousing and drunkenness; not in sexual
impurity and promiscuity; not in quarreling and jealousy” (Rom.
13:12-13).6 Paul’s list of
“deeds of darkness” would
have been keenly familiar to his
readers, who were told to “discard”
them as unfit for those under the
reign of the soon-to-come Christ.
This call has continued to strike
a chord in individuals who have
discovered that sexual licentiousness
that cannot satisfy. In the summer
of A.D. 386, this very challenge from
Romans 13:13 promoted Augustine
to turn from his promiscuous rebellion to fervent discipleship. Almost
persuaded by his friend Alypius to
begin a new life, but unsure he could

break with the
old, he wept alone in the garden. As he sat, he heard a child singing in a neighboring house, “Tolle,
lege! Tolle, lege!” (“Take up and read!
Take up and read!”) A scroll lay by
his side—a copy of Paul’s Letters
opened to Romans 13. Augustine
took it and read it and later said of
Paul’s challenge to discard the deeds
of darkness, “No further would I
read; nor needed I; for instantly at
the end of this sentence, by a light
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letters, such as 1 Corinthians
6:15-18.
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Christ, Romans were still imitating
the artwork in the days of the early
church. Francis Schaeffer said, “In
Pompeii . . . . Statues and paintings
of exaggerated sexuality adorned the
houses of the more affluent. Not
all the art in Pompeii was like this,
but the sexual representations were
unabashedly blatant.”4
According to the New Testament
scholar F. F. Bruce, in the world
from which Gentile Christians converted, “a man might have a mistress
[Greek, hetaira] who could provide
him also with intellectual companionship; the institution of slavery
made it easy for him to have a concubine [Greek, pallake], while casual
gratification was readily available
from a harlot [Greek, porne]. The
function of his wife was to manage
his household and be the mother
of his legitimate children and heirs.
There was no body of public opinion to discourage porneia [sexual
indulgence], although someone
who indulged in it to excess might
be satirized on the same level as
a notorious glutton or drunkard.
Certain forms of public religion,
indeed, involved ritual porneia.”5
Prostitution was part of the temple practices in places like Corinth
and Thessalonica and was likely the
behavior Paul wrote against in his

Bust of Domitian,
(below) who considered himself
a great lover of
women. In A.D.
70 he “stole”
Domitia Longina
from her husband, and she
became his wife.
When she had an
affair, Domitian
divorced her and
had her lover
killed. The next
year Domitian
became interested in his
niece, Julia Flavia
(64-91), and
executed her
husband.
Julia Flavia
then moved
into the
Domitian’s
palace on
Palatine Hill
(shown left)
as his
mistress.

Below: Temple
of Venus at the
Roman Forum.
Also, head from
statue of Venus,
the Roman goddess of love and
sexual desire.

as it were of serenity infused into
my heart, all the darkness of doubt
vanished away.”7
Three hundred years after the
Apostle Paul’s words, Augustine still
found in them the inspiration to
leave his immoral routines. As we
seek to make disciples from a culture where gay marriage is hotly
debated and pornography is available at the click of a mouse, we can

be sure that the Bible’s challenge
to sexual purity still resonates with
world-weary converts two thousand
years later.
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Left: Carved in a
pavement stone
along the Marble
Street at ancient
Ephesus, this is
likely an advertisement for the
brothel.
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