
Introduction to the Bible [series 8a] 

The Cultural World of New Testament 

What was life, like in the first century AD, during Jesus’ childhood and ministry? It was politically Roman 

and culturally Greco-Roman.  

 Social Background: Troops, merchants and artisans constantly travelled all across the Roman 

world. Travel and communication was made easy because of Roman highways, originally built 

for Roman troop’s movement. Highways were marked by milestones and maps; 

accommodations in inns were available. Highways brought people to Rome from all parts of the 

empire. Jewish and Christian faiths came to Rome and other parts of the Roman world through 

these travel routes. People could speak in common Greek-Koine [Acts 21:37], therefore 

Christian authors wrote in Greek. Most of the New Testament writings are in letter form; 

travelers could easily carry them to Christian communities. 

 Life in the City: Cities were crowed and streets were narrow; people used to spend time 

outdoors. Merchants, artisans settled in cities; people knew where to go shopping. Pagan 

religious rituals were celebrated in cities with processions and initiation ceremonies. 

Philosophers had their own schools and they spoke at gatherings. People in general showed an 

interest in new teachings [Acts 17:18-20]. There is very little evidence that Christians in the first 

century proclaimed the gospel in a public manner; we have a few exceptions: Paul preaching at 

Listra [Acts 14:8-18] and Athens [Acts 17:17-21]. 

 Social Groups: Many organized groups frequently met to advance their cause. Jews gathered in 

Synagogues to worship and for political discussions. Christians too gathered together in houses 

for worship and to advance the spread of the gospel.  

 Politics: Roman authorities tolerated functioning of religions and other groups, provided they 

did not disturb social, political order. Roman government initially thought Christians as Jews. As 

Christianity became distinct from Judaism, it did not enjoy any official recognition. Christians 

were accused of crimes [1Peter 4:15], causing disorder. This was mainly due to economic and 

religious competitions [Acts 13:48-50; 19:23-41]. About the plight of Christians, Tertullian [155-

240 AD] wrote: “If the Tiber rises as high as the city walls, if the Nile does not send its waters up 

over the fields, if the heavens give no more rain, if there is an earthquake, if there is famine or 

pestilence, straightway the cry is, away with the Christians to lions”. 

To be continued… 
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