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CHAPTER TIZ 

THE OONTLICE MITWEEN NETERAISM AND CHRISTIANITY 

fhe Unidue Factors of Mithraisn 

That Made it Superior to Other Mysteries 

i characterizing Mithraism, Dill says,   Zt is perhaps the highest and mst striking exmmple of the last ef- 
forts of paganism to reconcile itself to the great mral and spiri- | 
tual mvonent which was setting steadily, and with growing mmentun, j 
towards purer conceptions of God, and of mn’s relations to Hin, and 
of the life to come.+ | 

This ic giving quite a bit of praise to a pagan religion. But an honest 

study of Mithraisn, particularly as it is contrasted to the other mystery 

religionec, shows that such an opinion of Mithraism is justified. 

One of the mst honorable, end therefore outstanding features of Mith- 

vaiem was its high system of ethics.“ In this way, Mithraism was @istin- 

guished from the other mysteries. One reason that mies it impossible fa 

mny other mystery religions to demand a high level of mral living from 

their mexbers was the fact that the deities themolves were not free of 

the passions characteristic of mene Serapis was, for instance, both the 

brother and the mrital mte of Ieis. Attis was the lover of Cybele. Baal 

found @ mete in Astarte. In fact, a commn feature of practically all . 

oriental and Greek religions of this time was that there ws a mie anda 

    

  

Igaumel D121, Roman Society from Nero to Marcus Aurelius (Hew York: 
theMiljan ana Coe, CelG05 9 De 5056 

“franz Cumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, translated by Thome Js 
NeCormek (Chicago: tha peers Publishing Company, c-1903), pe 1%7-
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femie deity who were in some way considered mrried, and very often this 

relationship ws basically incestuous. Mithre, on the other hand lived 

G@lone. In fact, 1% is quite possible that Mithraiom demmnded continence 

Of all those who would hold the highest rank of Pater in the cult.5 This 

is further evidenced by Tertullian's reports that the order had virgimand 

men vowed to continence." It 1s significant to note that the Christian 

church did not attack Mithraicm in the field of mralse In fact, one has 

to look hard to find any definite accusation of immprality brought by the 

church fathers against Mithraisme This high regard for ethics in Mithra- 

ism shows itself also in the fact that although its initiatory rites were 

more prolonged and exacting than those of the other cults, they were also 

less orgiastic, particularly when compared to the worship of the Great 

Wether. Here for example, the priests, called Galli, indulged in delirious 

dances while they lacerated their flesh with broken pottery and crude imives, 

end finally divested themselves of their mmrhood in initation of the act of 

Attis.? 

One roason that the faithful of the other mysteries committed such 

cruel seif-mtilations and endured rigorous initiations was that they were 

attempting to appease their god, and by thus suffering with him or for hin, 

they hoped to achieve comamion with their detty.© But Mithra was a dif- 

  

2elown Reimach, Cults, Myths ana Religions (Iondon: David Nutt Cos, 
c.19i2 9 De a 

“Tertullian, "De Praescriptionibus, XL," Patrologiae: Patrum Iatino 
editea by Je P. iigne (Paris: nep», 1944), oe See reste ia 
Tatin Edition will be referred to as MPL. 

*sammel Angus, The Religions and Christianity (Hew York: 
Charles Scritner's Sons, ere). De Goe 

Grnis fellowship in the sufferings of the deity was actuslly a cen- 
tral feature: in eimst ali the other mystery religions. Angus, The Mystery 

Religions and Christianity, ppe ix, Xe



3h 
ferent type of gad. He was not basically = god of wrath as were the other 

deities. The very word Mithra means, in the mative Persian, "friend." 

Mithra's prime characteristic was his goodnesse Thus the Avesta says of 

hin: "Zam the good protector of all creatures: I am the good savior of 

all creatures."! nna further it states: 

iithra whose foot is ever lifted is a wakeful god, and watcheth all 
things unceasingly. He is strong, but he heareth the commlaint of 
the weak; he miketh the grass to grow, and he governeth the carthe 
Ee ic begotten of wisdon, apt no min decelveth hin; he is armed with 
the strength of a thousand. 

  

Another fector that mde Mithraism superior to all the other mystery   
religions wee ite peculiar blend of philosophy, mmgic, and common sense, | 

so that it could have equal eppesl for rich and poor, for the illiterate 

and the educated, for the humble and the sophisticated. Although Mithra- 

iem vas theologically weak when compared to Christianity, it was still 

stronger than the other mystery religions. This theology was basically 

the ancient philosophy which stressed the four basic elements of air, fire, 

water, and earth? By personifying Time as the First Cause, and. worshin- 

ing the sun, planets, and constellations, it provided the intelligent and 

the truth-seeking mgi with sufficient mterial for study end contenpia- 

tion. On the other hand, the commn mn was fortumate in having everything 

deified. He saw his religious beliefs expressing themselves in the fire 

that cooked his meal, in the water he drank, in the air he breathed, and 

particularly in the light that arose every myrning. In addition, the very 

Teited by Reinach, Cults, Myths and pe 180. 

Sxpide, ve 180 
Scumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, pe 155.
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effective pictorial dramtizations of the exploits of Mithra, demnstrated 

in the services of worship, were able to win the hearts and convictions of 

those who could not understand the intricacies of the theology of Mithra. 

Thus Mithraism ws ecauipped to win the interest of various classes of people, 

ani rise up head and shoulders above ony other religion that the mind of 

mn had been able to develop. In fact, the religion of Mithra possessed 

such sugeriority that of all the mystery religions, 1t presented the only 

formidable rival to another new and powerful religion at thot time arising 

from the Rommn province of Palestine, the religion of Christianity. Whe- 

ther the chief tenete and customers of Mithraism were really so very simi- 

lar to those of Christianity will be discussed later. The fact bemins 

however, that outwardly at least, there was a great deal of similarity, so 

mech so that both Justin Martyr”? and Tertullian!) ¢e1t that the devil had 

deliberately planned these similarities in order to confuse the Christians. 

Before these similarities can be carefully evaluated however, the points o? 

alleged similarity mst first be Investigated and then compared to the cor- 

responding teachings of Chrictianlty. 

Similarities to Christianity in Doctrine 

Original Sin and the Necessity for Forgiveness 

There vas one factor basic to the entire religion of Mithra, as it ws 

to the entive theology of Christianity. This was the factor of sin, and 

  

justin Martyr "npologis I, 66-67," Pa e: Patrum Graecorun 
edited by J+ P. Migne : (Paris: Repey 10575, oF mec Herearter Migne's 

Greek Baxtion oti oe referred to as 1&G. 

yeh, “De Praescriptionibus, XL," IT, 54-55. 
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the consequent need for forgiveness and redemtion. The Mithraic concept 

of sin was a natural outgrowth of its emphasis on dualism Ahrimn, the 

evil spirit, was constantly at work putting evil in the hearts of men, ani 

mn was to a large degree helpless against hime Thus mn was by rature 

sinful, and unless cleansed by initiation into the mysteries he could not 

hope to enter eternal bliss.™ put Mithratem also recognized the fact that 

all sin could not be blamed on Ahrimn, for men themelves were committing 

it freely. The fact that Mithraism spread to the west at a tim: when the 

Cpinions of the gods of Olymus were at their lowest point mde thic empha- 

sis on sin seen quite sensibic. Thus it was that before one could cven cn-   
ter into full comnamion in the rites of Mithra, he had to undergo a certain 

katharsis, a cleansing. A central emphasis of this cleansing was 4 con- 

plete confession of sins’ followed by a baptism which admitted the initt- 

ate into the first degrees of fellowship. 

This stress on the reallty of sin was Of course not original with Mith- 

raism. Already in the sixth century BsCe, 1% had been brought from the 

East to the Greek world by Orphism.") This cult, with its emphasis on as- 

ceticism, a purer mysticism, and on Individual responsibility for sin, mde 

a definite lasting impression on the western world. It was this impression 

that Mithraicm strengthened and fostered. 

  

angus, Jae Mystery Religions and Christianity, pe 95+ 

i3rpid., pe Te 

Jeypi1a., pe 80. 

Tbid., p- 45.  
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Tt would be extremely d4vficult to ronder judgment on the similarity 

between the concept of sin in Mithroiom and the same concept in Christian- 

Ltye The problem lies in the fact that very little ia imowm of the real 

thinking that Iny behind Mithraiem’s ermmsis on sin and persomil guilt. 

We can never imow whether Mithraism had anything identical to the Chric- 

t4an doctrines of hereditary guilt through Aden, or of the perfect ideals 

Of a holy God which mke the smilest sin sufficient cause for eternal 

damation. At least one difference doses seem to be apparente For the 

HMithraist, especially during the later years of the cult’s existence, his 

initiation Into tho mystic rites of the taurobolium end the comnn mal 

not only forgave him his sins, but seemed to give hina kind of perfec- 

tion, which meant that he was reborn for eternity.” while the Christian 
  

religion also taught that in Christ one could be reborn to eternal life,17 

it nevertheless also recognized the fact that even the Christian sti11 

sinned after his rebirth, ana that thie sin vas just as surely sin in 

the eyes of Cod as was the sin of one who did mit Imow God. Cimistianity 

therefore seemed to take sin more seriously. It could do this because it 

could offer q mre positive plan of salvation than that proposed by Mith- 

xvaisme 

The Birth of the DeLty 

In trying to learn of the precise mature of the belief in Mithra's 

birth, one is severely handicapped by the fact that no written record of 

  

16,. D. Hock, “Zhe Development of Paganiom in the Romn Eupire," in 
The Canbbridge Ancient History (Hew York: MacMillan ami Co., 1939), XXI, oh. 

WRomns 72152. 
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the birth of Mithra exists, not even in the Zend-Avesta. The legend of 

his birth mst therefore be derived from bas-reliefs, which are sometimes 

contradictory. Some sources claim that he was born of a virgin,29 others 

that he was born of a generative rock.“? The actual belief in the mings 

of the followers of Mithra probably was thet this generative rock wes in 

time considered to be his mther, but the best authorities discount the 

idea of a human mother.“ The complete legend of his birth was probably 

something like this: The generative rock gave birth to Mithra on the banks 

of a river, under the shade of a sacred tree. Some shepherds, hiding ina 

nearby elice, = were the only ones to witness the event. In awe and won- 

der they drew near to Mithra, offering him the first-fruits of their flock 

and harvest as tokens of their respecte To protect his maked body from the 

cold wind, Mithra cut branches of a fig-tree, ate some of the fruit, and 

with the leaves he mde himself clothing.®3 

It hes been suggested@* that the birth of Mithra thus represents an 

earlier form of a legend which was later borrowed and revised by Chris~ 

tians to explain the human origin of their Savior. Carpenter argues that 

there is 2 contradiction regarding Christ's birth, since the gospel writers 

say it took place ina mangers ®? whereas Justin Martyr@° ana Origen@7 say 

  

  

lfgaward Carpenter, Pagan and Christian Creeds (New York: Blue Ribbon 
Books, ¢o1920), ne 159 

2Scumnt, The Mysteries of Mithra, pe 131. 

@ifeinach, Cults, Hyths and Religtons, yp. 187. 
22Tpide 

23The above is based largely on Cumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, pp.131ff. 

almotably by John Ms Robertson ektheaten," in Reltatous Pa of 
the World (Iondon: George Allen Company, eg 
Carpenter, Ope Cite, pe 159 

25ruke 2:7. 

26ypq., "Dielogue with Trypho, IXKVIII," VI, 657» 
2Twea, "Contwa Celeum, I, 51," XT, 6th. 
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he was born in e cave.@3 This however te not a contradiction, but merely 

@ misunderstanding of Palestinian life on the part of Carpenter. Such uw 

derground caves were frequently used as resting places for travelers and 

their beasts"?   
dustin Martyr, writing around 150 A.De, saw also in the birth of Mithra 

& Similarity to a prophecy concerning Christ. Writing to Trypho he said, | 

And when in the tradition of the Mithraic mysteries they relate that 
Mithra was born of a rock, and name the piace where his followers re- 
celve initiation a cave, do I not Imow that they are perverting the 
eaying of Daniel that "a stone was hewm without hanis froms great 
mountain'"?30 

A closer look at this prophecy of Daniel reveals thet if the account of 

Mithra’s birth was to be an imitation of the prophecy of Daniel, it was 

indeed a very poor imitation. For according to Daniel, Christ Himelf is 

| to be the “stone hewn without hands" whereas Mithra merely iscued from a 

rock, although he himself was not that rocke 

The fact that shepherds were present at the time of both the birth of 

Mithra and Christ my also suggest.a commn mythical basis for the two 

eventse However, in regard to the birth of Mithre, one very strange part 

of the account remins to be explained. Cumont pointe out that although 

there were shepherds present at Mithra’s birth (and therefore also herds), 

all this allegediy took place before men and creatures had begun to Gyell 

on the earth.3+ 

  

2nobertcon, "Mithreism," in Religious Systems of the World, p.210. 

*9nieved Edershein, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah (Third 
edition, Grand Rapids: Wm. Be Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1953) IZ, 15f- 

30g, "Dialogue with Trypho, IXX,” VI, 610. 

3igumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, pe 132. 
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