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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

ROM	 This paper deals with the Healer Asklepios of Golden 

Age Greece and the healing miracles preserved in the early 

Christian Gospel. This present study was motivated by a 

preliminary exegetical consideration of the healing of the 
f. 

blind man in John 9:1-12. At the time of that initial 

.., study in May, 1964, the author became interested in para-

llels to this pericope in the healings of Asklepios. 

Thought was given to the possibility that the writer of the 

Gospel of John composed his record with the healings of 

Asklepios in mind, and that certain emphases in the Gospel 

r, 

traditions concerning the Healer Asklepios. The possibility 

of such an influence is underscored by Edelstein: 

The appearence of Asclepius and the rise of his wor-
ship must be interpreted as a religious phenomenon. 
To understand the Asclepius religion one must acknow-
ledge the god in Asclepius. Of all the ancient gods, 
Asclepius was the leading figure in the struggle be-
tween the dying world of pagans and the rising world 
of the Christians.1  

The study of the origin of Asklepios and the develop-

ment of the cult of healing which was associated with him 

become important if the suggestion that the healing miracles 

attributed to Asklepios shed light on the healing miracles 

of Christiis to be considered. This paper attempts to under-

stand the background and environment of the Gospel miracle 

are outstanding because the writer was influenced by the 



2 

accounts. It is hoped that this attempt will help to deter-

mine the specific and unique message about Jesus the Christ 

which the miracles depict. 

Before considering the New Testament healing miracles 

in the light of a comparison between Jesus the Savior and 

Asklepios the Savior, I will give an overview of the material 

from historical traditions which deals with the question 

whether Asklepios was a man, a god, or both. The growth of 

the healing cult is traced to demonstrate the extent to 

which the followers of Asklepios had opportunity to con-

front a great many people throughout the Mediterranean 

world at the time of Christ. In preparation for a discus-

sion of the possible relationship of Asklepios to Jesus 

I will present an examination of the titles 5:U MW and 

Healer given to Asklepios. Included in this discussion 

will be various descriptions that demonstrate his signif-

icance in the thinking and life of the Graeco-Roman world. 

It does not seem probable that a study of the healings of 

Asklepios on the basis of texts from Epidauros would estab-

lish a direct connection with the healing miracle tradi-

tion of Christ. Rather, these Epidauros texts might 

illuminate the traditional process regarding the healing 

miracles of Jesus the Savior. There may be some merit in 

the suggestion of H. J. Rose that the miracle tradition 

surrounding Christ was a outgrowth of the significant 

position which the cult of Asklepios held at the beginning 

of the Christian era: 
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Asklepios became the god of all classes of society, 
worshipped by the bond and free, rich and poor, until 
the triumph of Christianity, which was obliged to pro-
duce a counteraction in the shape of its healing 
miracles.4  

Because the milieu of the New Testament era produced 

not only the Gospel tradition of Christ's healing miracles, 

but also sustained the tradition of the Healer Asklepios, 

there seems to be a possible relationship between the two 

traditions. The simple texts of the healings of Asklepios 

recorded on stone, payrus, and earthenware have helped us, 

first, to a knowledge of the Holy Scripture on its linguis-

tic side, and then, to no small understanding of the char-

acteristics which distinguish it as unique.3 

In the second chapter I will present the New Testa-

ment healing miracles in the light of a comparison of Christ 

and Asklepios. An investigation of the Hellenistic and 

Rabbinic background for understanding these miracles will 

precede the comparison. After presenting a general dis-

cussion of the parallels in the characteristic structure 

of the healing miracles of Christ and Asklepios, I will 

deal specifically with the Healing of the Blind Man in 

John 9:1-12. A comparison of the structure and vocabulary 

of this pericope to a similar healing by Asklepios will 

lead into a consideration of primary source material 

which links Christ and Asklepios. Finally, a presentation 

of the early Christian apologetic concerning Christ and 

Asklepios as Healers will focus on the concern of the 

early Gospel. 
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Throughout the paper no conclusions about the rela- 

tionship of Christ and Asklepios will be drawn. In the 
0; 

light of a need for a more exhaustive stUdyftthe exact 

relationship between Christ and Asklepios and the healing 

miracles of the Gospels the present study seeks to leave 

the question open ended. Nevertheless, I have proceded 

with the assumption that there are certain distinct values 

which non-Christian, non-literary texts possess for the 

study of Primitive Christianity. In the first place, 

these texts put a proper philological estimate on the 

New Testament and on Primitive Christianity. They also 

point to the right literary appreciation of the text. 

A more thorough study_would be a contribution to the 

form critical study of the Gospels. Finally, these non-

Christian healing texts give us information on points 

in the history of religion and culture which can help 

us to understand and evaluate the contact and contrast 

between Christianity and the ancient world.4 



CHAPTER II 

ASRT.BPIOS AND THE CULT OF HEALING 

Asklepios: Man or God? 

Birth Legends  

The birth of Asklepios is enshrouded with a most 

interesting legend. He is recognized as the son of 

Apollo and the virgin, Coronis. As Coronis was travel-

ling with her father, the king of Boethia, on his journey 

to conquer Peloponesus, she delivered her child secretly 

near Epidauros. A goat suckled the baby, and a dog pro-

tected him. A shepherd discovered the young child when 

he saw a bright light and heard a voice: "This child will 

find remedies that will even revive the dead. 1. Another 

legend maintains that Asklepios was miraculously delivered 

from the funeral pyre of his mother, Coronis. This is an 

interesting piece of folklore which has its parallel in 

the story of the Wonderful Twins that sprang from the 

ashes of the Koronides, the maidens who received high 

heroic honors at Orchomenos.2 While the legends follow 

the patterns of other Greek hero-gods, more careful exam-

ination of the content of the birth legends shows that the 

story of the birth of Asklepios is a repetition of an un-

Homeric and assuredly pre-Homeric mythologem.3  

The question whether Asklepios was divine or human 

is not solved on the basis of a clear record of birth. 
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Support for Askiepios' being a god is found in the Helium 

Regem of Julianus where we find a passage couched in lan-

guage reminiscent of the Logos passage of John 1: 

Since the Sun fills the whole world of our life 
with order, he begets Asclepius in the world, 
even though he has had him by his side even before 
the beginning of the world.4  

The Death of Askiepios  

For Homer and the epic poets of the Homeric school 

Askiepios was not a god but a mortal hero. He was thought 

to have been a hero who died a natural death, and only 

when dead was he venerated as a true hero, similar to the 

dead royal heroes.5  If this is true, it is probable that 

during his lifetime Askiepios was only an excellent physi—

cian. According to one legend which presents Askiepios 

as a human being, he suffered death because of his deeds 

as a physician. Askiepios revived the dead and thus trans-

gressed the limits set for mankind. As a result of this 

opposition to the gods, death came on him when he was 

struck with a lightening bolt from the hand of Zeus.6  

Evaluations from History 

Even the question whether or not Askiepios actually 

lived as a man must remain open-ended. To ancient physi-

cians Askiepios was the prototype of their profession. 

The hero-god was regarded by the Hellenes as in the most 

intimate sense the founding father and the patron of the 

medical art and profession.?  The Homeric poems say nothing 
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about the divinity of Asklepios or any related myth which 

might suggest that he was a god. It seems probable that 

the writer of these poems inferred that Asklepios had 

been a "hero physician." As a physician, Asklepios was 

thought to have begun his practice in his native town, 

the Thessalian city of Trikka, which is mentioned in the 

Iliad.8 Although at one time he may have been a physician 

on earth, Asklepios seems to have acquired his divine 

power of healing through his deification after death.9  

Thus far the evidence suggests the strong possibility 

that Asklepios was a historical personality. Farnell 

concludes: 

This review of the various lines of evidence gives 
us reason for rejecting what may be called the ortho- 
dox, academic view that Asklepios was fundamentally 
and from origin a chthonian deity, and inclines us 
to the belief in his human  origin as a culture hero.10 

In contrast to the position which affirms the essen-

tial historicity of Asklepios, there are scholars who 

maintain that Asklepios was in no sense a historical per-

sonality. If their position is upheld, the legend sur-

rounding Asklepios reveals an idealized image of a physi-

cian of the day rather than the historical truth of a 

definite individual. Against the modern proponents of 

the historicity of Asklepios it must be maintained that 

if he was a real man, tradition has obliterated all detail 

concerning his existence to such a degree that it can no 

longer be proved.11 If Asklepios is a god, he is no 

Olympian. Although his art type is modelled after that 
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of Zeus, he never became an Olympian because he remained 

functional rather than personal in his role as the Savior-

Healer.12 Worship of Asklepios as god was removed from 

the context of worship of the Olympian gods in general. 

However, a notable exception to the general practice is 

found in the association of Apollo with his son, Asklepios, 

at Epidauros. In fact, the union of father and son seems 

to have reached to identity of personality according to 

inscriptions that record dedications to 'Apollo-Asklepios.'13 

Character and Description 

Descriptive Titles  
t 

In popular Greek belief the (WMAUOV is a being, 

often thought of as a spirit, endowed with supernatural 

powers, capricious and incalculable. These powers are 

exhibited in unusual places at particular times and are 

at work in the events of human life. They were thought 

to be placated and controlled by magical means.14 Asklep-

ios is described as the Scili401/ of the fertility of the 

earth. As Savior and Healer, he remains very close to man 

and to the earth.15 The pagan Aristides found salvation 

of body and soul in Asklepios, and he took comfort in his 

faith in this 60646,YY as his personal savior.16  

Asklepios also won such titles as 'Savior of the 

World,'17 'the great Joy to all mortals,' Lord,"Healer,'18 

'Gentle One,' and 'the greatest Lover of Men.' Further, 

Asklepios reveals himself to Aristides as 'the World Soul,' 
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the one Plato calls 'the Soul of the Universe.'19 

Concerns for Men 

The various titles which were ascribed to Asklepios 

indicate that he dealt with the needs of men in a spirit 

of love and gentleness. Campbell Bonner, following the 

words of Aristides closely, states: 

Asklepios is the mildest, kindest, most loving of 
the gods. He is a refuge from all troubles and is 
accessible to the call of suffering humanity what-
ever the occasion of need.20  

Although the powers of Asklepios seem quite extensive, he 

chooses to concentrate these powers in ministering to the 

physical needs of men. Those who followed Asklepios in 

his healing cult became known as Asklepiadai. They too 

perpetuated the practice of walking about the countryside 

healing diseases in the name of the god Asklepios. The 

followers of Asklepios are described by Farnell: 

The type of Asklepios was a bend of two virtues: 
on the one hand, of the 40414 , or deep wisdom, 
enriched by science, the traditional Hellenic ideal, 
an ideal which gives a unique value to their best 
religious thought, and on the other, of the phil-
anthropy, or love of mankind, which permeates 
their religion rarely and at a time later and with 
less force. They recognized, as we do, the physi-
cians calling as the most philanthropic of all 
social activities, and they transferred this qual-
ity in the fullest measure to the physician-god.21  

In the cult of the divine Healer a faith in a prov-

idence which did not disdain to concern itself with the 

intimate life of the individual developed to an extremely 

high point. The tendency to include the concern for 

spiritual well-being of the individual also grew in addition 
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to the concern over bodily ailments. This development is 

discussed by Bonner: 

The divine Healer of the body becomes also the Physi-
cian of the soul. Asklepios sympathized with the 
sufferings of humanity, healed diseases, and allayed 
the anxieties of people. It was inevitable that he 
should be progressively aggrandized by theological 
speculation until he became a personal Savior with 
far reachi4g attributes and the object of devout 
adoration. 

In spite of the continually growing concern for the 

total man, there is apparently no eschatological aspect 

to Asklepios' care for humanity. It would be difficult 

to pick out a definite passage illustrating his solicitude 

for the welfare of the soul. 

Neither is there a passage in which Asklepios tells 

about the life to come. As a physician, it was not his 

task to concern himself with the Beyond. His salvation 

of men was limited to this world.23 An inscription of 

the 3rd century B.C. records a cure of Asklepios at Epi-

dauros which links the cure with a TWIDIDUCNAL of the 

savior-god himself. Tcfcv Trapov0'41,-.-catv ottrroZ 
rateev6400'evige ACIA0m65  .24 "And Asklepios 

manifested his Trae061101.." This usage refers to the 

manifestation of appearance in time and does not point 

to any life to come. 

Expansion of the Cult 

Initial Inroads  

An important aspect of the study of Asklepios is the 
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spread of the healing cult and its influence on the Hellen- 

istic and Roman minds. The once obscure hero or Erdgott of 

the Thessalian city of Trikka migrated to Epidauros in the 

6th century B.C. and further extended his influence through 

the union with Apollo. At the close of the 5th century 

B.C. Asklepios and his daughters came to Athens, where the 

poet Sophocles became his first apostle.25  More often it 

is the fate of a hero-god to become a local divinity but 

never to emerge as a Panhellenic god. Among all the Greek 

communities in which the Asklepios cult flourished there 

were no mysteries and no mystic theology evolved concern-

ing him.26  

Bridge Between the Ages  

The cult of Asklepios had spread to Athens from 

Argolis in 421 B.C. As a kind of bridge between the rel-

igion of the great cities of the ancient Mediterranean 

world Asklepios' cult spread to Memphis in Egypt where 

the god appeared under the guise of the sage Imhotep.27  

The ability of the healing cult to spread throughout the 

world marks the continuing popularity of Asklepios. In 

Phoenicia he became Esmoun. In 293 B.C. the cult spread 

to Insula Tiberina. Asklepios was among the first of the 

foreign gods to be admitted to the Roman Temple.28  A 

bridge from ancient Greece had been made. 

A most significant contribution to the religious 

life of the Roman period was completed when Asklepios 
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allied himself with Demeter and thus joined this world and 

the other. This contribution gave to his worship an im-

portance far beyond that of a merely materialistic healing 

cult.29 

Temple Sanctuaries  

A study of the establishment and development of the 

temple sanctuaries of Asklepios is necessary to bolster the 

argument that Asklepios was elevated to the level of a 

deity after his death, that Epidauros was the city of 

his origin, that his worship spread throughout the O11<00.-

pawl, and that he continued to exercise his power up to 
the end of the Roman period. 

The sanctuaries of Asklepios, like those of the 

popular gods and goddesses, were situated in all places 

which pious reverence considered sacred, either on account 

of old traditions or because they seemed to have some-

thing divine associated with them. Asklepieia were estab-

lished in valleys and on the tops of mountains, outside 

of towns, and within the city walls. Locations in cities 

where human activity was concentrated were most prevalent. 

Although it seems highly improbable that Asklepios was a 

god from the point of origin, it is more likely that he 

was worshipped as a deity in the towns, as a local god, 

after his death. As a local god Asklepios acquired all 

the power of attraction that accrued to ancient deities 

through their presence in the community. In the early 
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stages of the healing cult, it had been necessary for most 

people who sought Asklepios' help to make a lengthy journey, 

because his shrines were still scarce. Later, the invalids 

could go to temples near their homes. For the town folk, 

this was the sanctuary of their own city; for the peasants, 

it was the shrine in their provincial capital.30 

A wealth of buildings and monuments were crowded into 

the boundary of the sacred grove of the sanctuaries. Not 

all the temples of Asklepios were built on as lavish a 

scale as at Cos, Epidauros, and Pergamum, the main seats 

of the cult. But many other locations could compete with 

them, if not in the spaciousness of their layout, at least 

in the perfection of their design and the beauty of their 

adornment. Of all the sanctuaries of Asklepios that arose 

in the course of time, the one at Epidauros may have been 

the one in which Asklepios was elevated to the level of 

godhead. If this is correct, we would expect that the 

other places of worship did not spring up independently, 

but rather that they had some connection with one another. 

The ancients thought that most of the important centers 

were outgrowths of the original center at Epidauros.31 

In the first half of the 4th century B.C. the cult 

of Asklepios was admitted to the colonies of Asia Minor. 

Erythrae was the first to receive the Healer, and the 

shrine at Pergamum was founded not long after by Archias. 

Shortly after 350 B.C. Ephesus became still another seat 
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of the cult. This Ephesian temple remained famous through-

out antiquity.32  

The Asklepieia were hardly less numerous than the 

sanctuaries of many Greek gods in the period of the early 

Roman Empire. Hundreds of these temples are still known 

today.33 Until the 2nd century A.D. the influence of 

Asklepios increased steadily. At the beginning of the 

2nd century the Emperor Hadrian seems to have favored the 

shrine at Epidauros more than any other. During this cen-

tury the authority of the Asklepios temples was at its 

zenith. 

The beginning of downfall of the Asklepios cult was 

precipitated by the growth of Christianity. This growth 

threatened to destroy the foundations of the ancient relig-

ious life.34  During the 3rd century A.D. Christianity 

began to make additional inroads as the influence of the 

Asklepios cult continued to wane. The sanctuary at Perga-

mum was destroyed by an earthquake between 253 and 260 A.D. 

and was not rebuilt.35 

The 4th century brought reverses and successes for 

the struggling cult. Constantine destroyed the sanctuary 

at Aegae. Eusebius Caesariensis in De Vita Constantini, 

III, 56 records this significant event: 

The Emperor, therefore, acting fairly, holding the 
true Savior a jealous God, commanded that this 
temple, too, be razed to its foundations. At one 
nod it was stretched to the ground...and with it 
fell the one lurking there, not a demon or a god, 
but a kind of deceiver of souls, who had practiced 
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his deceit for a very long time. Manifestly through 
the miraculous power of the Savior Himself the temple 
there was destroyed to the roots so that not even a 
trace remained there of the former madness.36  

The fate of Aegae was symbolic. To an ever increasing 

extent the sanctuaries of the pagans became quarries for 

the shrines of Christ. In Syria in the 5th century A.D. 

the Asklepios cult seems to have been exterminated by the 

authorities. Even at this late date, however, the faith-

ful worshipped the Asklepios of Ascalon openly. Edelstein 

discusses the end of the remnant of the Asklepios cult: 

The temples of Asclepius, then, held out well nigh 
into the sixth century, the time at which even the 
last vestiges of paganism were finally stamped out 
all over the ancient world. The hero of physicians, 
who had become a god at the beginning of the clas-
sical period, proved to be as strong as those deities 
who were revered from time immemorial, if he was not 
even more powerful than they turned out to be. The 
temples of the Oriental gods withstood the onslaught 
of Christianity no longer than did the Asclepieia. 
The god of medicine who cured the sick had shown 
charity toward the poor, philanthropy toward all; 
he had been satisfied with small gifts in exchange 
for the greatest boon, health and freedom from dis-
ease; he had been mild and helpful, as he appeared 
to men in their dreams, and as he stood before their 
eyes in his statues. His deed and his merits endeared 
the son of Coronis to the ancients. That is why his 
divine abodes were among the last to fal1.37  

A survey of the history of the temple sanctuaries of 

Asklepios reveals his significant position in the lives and 

thoughts aild religious expressions of the people of the 

Graeco-Roman world in the millennium from 500 B.C. to 

500 A.D. 
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Eterrie and Healer • 

Usage of Zarrne in General  

Most of the gods of late antiquity were called 

saviors, although it may be true that Asklepios was hon—

ored with this title more than any of them. In Asia 

Minor the Emperors were worshipped as divine saviors.38 

During the reign of Ptolemy IV, 06.1T1i3 was used as a 

title for Serapis and Isis. In this connection 000ing1Q 

is probably in a votive use, that is, in thanksgiving 

for some particular benefit received from the god. It 

is not used in the theological sense, Savior from death.39  

EarCtfe is neither unique to Asklepios nor to the group 

of healing physicians to which he belonged. 

References to Asklepios as ECM?  
Asklepios won for himself the title 'Savior of the 

c- 
World.'4°  A stele from Epidauros records, "...Kai 4.0.4nel 

CraiTria ,41  Festugiere recalls the testimony of 

Aristides, "It was there (at the Warm Springs of Smyrna) 

that the Savior first began to give me revelations."42 

Aristides approves of the identification of Asklepios 

with Zeus and calls him "the Soul of the Universe:" 

This is he who guides and governs the universe, 
Savior of all things, guardian of the immortalsi 
bringing salvation to all that is and is to be.43 

F. Beare also associates Asklepios and Zeus with the 

title 'Savior.'44 
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The Healer and His Cures  

The curative power of Asklepios seems to have been 

virtually unlimited. The Greek geographer Strabo affirms 

this power in Geographica, viii, 6, 15, "Asclepius is 

believed to cure diseases of every kind and has his temple 

full of the sick."45  

Collections of the real cures of Asklepios were 

recorded on votive tablets or rrovduK4:6, These testi-

monies include cures that were effected by medical, surgi-

cal, and psychic means. The original collections of the 

cures were gradually surrounded with creations of popular 

fancy. Nevertheless, the aims of the collections were 

likely propaganda and advertisement of the shrine, the 

encouragement of visitors and pilgrims, warnings not to 

forget the proper thankoffering, and the stimulation of 

courage and hope for a cure.46 

Asklepios refused healing assistance only on moral 

grounds. Only those who were virtuous were cured. In 

spite of this strong position taken on personal virtue, 

Asklepios cured his patients whether they were devotees 

or disbelievers  

There was no personal gain associated with the 

healing cult of Asklepios. Julianus in Epistulae, 78, 

419b maintains, "Asclepius does not heal men in the hope 

of repayment, but rather in fulfillment of his particular 

function to benefit mankind."48 Interestingly, Asklepios 
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seems to be motivated in every instance by the desire to 

reach out to men wherever possible and heal them. 

Summary 

Thus far in the paper I have traced the growth and 

development of the rich tradition surrounding the Healer 

Asklepios and the cult in which he thrived. Beginning 

with the legends about his birth and death, I presented 

evaluations from his contemporaries and from others in 

history concerning the question, "Was Asklepios a man, 

a god, or both?" It seems probable that Asklepios was 

a hero physician, who was worshipped at cultic sanctuaries 

during his life and was quickly surrounded by legends 

asserting his deity after his death. 

The character of Asklepios was discussed in the 

light of the titles ascribed to him on the basis of the 

concerns he showed for all men regardless of their social 

position. The expansion of the healing cult from the 

earliest stages in the city of Epidauros to the later 

stages when the Asklepios cult became the bridge between 

the religions of the Greek and Roman ages resulted in 

the growth of a large number of cultic sanctuaries 

throughout the Mediterranean world. These sanctuaries 

of Asklepios were among the last pagan temples to fall 

to the influence of Christianity as late as 500 A.D. 

The great number of temples and the extent to which they 
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covered the geographical area of the Roman world in the 

early Christian centuries indicate the significant influ-

ence the Asklepios cult continued to have at that time. 

Finally, I examined the uses of the word OCJTfl in 

the Greek-Roman world and particularly as this title 

refers to Asklepios. The L.)tfltitley is closely associ-

ated with the ability of Asklepios to cure a great variety 

of ills. The task remains to compare the Christ to 

Asklepios, theLtardel , with the hope that such a com-

parison might shed light on the healing miracles of the 

New Testament. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE NEW TESTAMENT MIRACLES IN THE LIGHT OF A 
COMPARISON OF CHRIST AND AST(EPIOS 

The Hellenistic and Rabbinic Background 
for Understanding the New Testament Healing Miracles 

Healing Miracles Prior to the Christian Era 

In the period of history succeeding the conquests of 

Alexander the Great, the religions of the Near East learned 

to speak Greek, and in the process suffered more or less 

change through their exposure to the Greek influence. 

The miracles of such Healers as Asklepios are not the 

least significant contribution to this Hellenistic influ-

ence. The ancient world revelled in the miraculous and 

expected miracles to happen. The result was that many 

events were interpeted as miraculous. We may call this 

superstition, or a kind of primitive religion, or a 

childlike faith depending on our evaluation of the phen-

omenon.1 S. V. McCasland warns that even though many 

cures were effected in the names of divine beings from 

many parts of the world, we must be on guard against the 

numerous legends that accompany these accounts.2 

Medical and surgical cures are prevalent in the 

Hellenistic accounts of healing. These cures most likely 

were understood as miraculous events, the gods working 

through men to accomplish the miracle. There are also 

a significant number of miraculous cures effected through 
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a dream which have been preserved at the temple sanctuaries. 

The Hellenic miracle stories are distinguished by a marked 

scarcity of exorcisms and resucitation.3  Two sources are 

notable exceptions. First, Philoseudes by Lucian of 

Samosata is a collection of yarns about mythology, quack 

remedies, exorcisms, and other cures. Second, The Life  

of Apollonios of Tyana narrates the travels, teachings, 

and marvels of Apollonios, a Greek philosopher and wan-

dering magician.4 Detailed descriptive stories in Greek 

literature dealt with interesting single occurences of 

popular origin. The content of these stories focused on 

the close relationship between the gods and human beings.5  

The Contributions of the Rabbinic and Hellenistic Traditions 

The Rabbinic contribution to the understanding of 

illness and the cure of disease emphasizes the belief that 

sin and suffering and sickness were indissolubly linked 

together. Rabbi Ammi maintained that there is "no suffer-

ing without sin." Rabbi Alexandrai expressed another 

unique Jewish contribution, "No man gets up from sickness 

until God has forgiven all his sins."6  This Rabbinic 

emphasis on the forgiveness of sins underlies the unique 

element in the healings of Jesus over against the heal-

ings of Asklepios,which were not associated with the for-

giveness of the patients' sins. The study of the Rabbinic 

contributions is important for the assessment of the 
REM uniquely Judaeo-Christian view of the relation of forgive- 
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ness to healing. 

Although Christianity was fundamentally Jewish in 

origin, it was born into a world that had become thoroughly 

Hellenized. The significance of this fact cannot be 

ignored. Even in Palestine a considerable leaven of Greek 

influence had been introduced.7 

In the Greek-Roman world religion and healing were 

closely associated. LOTAINO. connoted more to both 
Christians and pagans than its special meaning "salvation 

which religion bestows." It connoted health of body and 

soul. Angus suggests, "Neither Christians nor pagans 

distinguished rigidly between physical ills of body and 

maladies of the soul.8 Christianity, following the ex-

ample Jesus the Savior, deliberately and consciously 

assumed the form of a religion of salvation for both body 

and soul. 

Some scholars infer very close generic relation-

ships between Christianity and the pagan cults of the 

early Christian centuries. Gerald Friedlander in Hellen-

ism and Christianity supports this view: 

Heathen mythology is much older than Christianity. 
It is Christianity which has adopted - perhaps 
unconsciously - its dogmas and practices from the 
heathen cults which obtained in the lands where 
the Church arose and flourished.9 

However, as we have already seen, at the crucial point 

of forgiveness the uniqueness of Christianity becomes 

manifest and challenges any rash assumption of a close 
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generic relationship. 

McGinley raises the question, "Do the Gospel healing 

stories so resemble their Rabbinic and Hellenic parallels 

that they must have originated in a similar way r,10 

Traits common to the Gospel, Rabbinic, and Hellenistic 

traditions may be only those due to the choice of subject 

matter and the unity of human nature. In an attempt to 

answer the question which he raised McGinley maintains: 

The synoptic tradition did not originate or develop 
in the same fashion as the rabbinic and Hellenistic 
literature. It was not a compilation of popular 
anecdotes, careless of the reality of facts. 

The Jewish and Greek converts to the primitive 
Christian community did not introduce into the 
synoptic tradition the motifs of the rabbinic 
and Hellenic traditions they knew so well. 

The evidence that the Jewish and Greek converts 
did not introduce previously well known motifs 
into the synoptic tradition lies in all those 
traits which distinguish the Gospel story from 
its contemporary traditions, particularly in a 
completely different historical and spiritual tone.10 

The Healing Miracles of Christ and Asklepios 

Motive and Content  

Some aspects of the primitive Christian miracle 

accounts seem to be clarified if we notice two processes 

within Hellenistic religious history. First, the myths 

were replaced by miracle stories. Secondly, the bound-

aries between god and god-sent men disappeared.11 Even 

within the cult of Asklepios the mythical element re-

treated before the onslaught of the great number of heal- 
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ings. Whoever wished to spread the miracles of the cult 

used these stories as the instrument of the mission. 

The New Testament miracle accounts may be seen to have 

this underlying motive to spread the new cult.12 

McGinley suggests that the result of combining novellis-

tic motifs and actual cure accounts forms a tradition 

that is analogous to the tradition of the Gospel healings. 

These New Testament miracles, he suggests, are a somewhat 

colored record of actual cures which have been augmented 

by the insertion of material from well known wonder 

stories and the whole collection is presented under the 

particular viewpoint of each of the Gospel writers.13  

Bultmann and Dibelius regard the miracle stories of 

the Gospels as being closely parallel, not merely in 

form, but also in content and motive to the miracle stories 

of the contemporary Jewish and Hellenistic world.14  

Perhaps the content of the New Testament healing miracles 

has not only come down to us as edited stories told for 

their own sake, but also as the record of a cultus sim-

ilar to the reports of the healing miracles of Asklepios. 

The inscriptions from the Asklepios shrine at Epidauros 

deserve special consideration because their non-literary 

form more closely approaches the Gospel style than the 

tales from the classical writers. Further, these texts 

were read by pilgrims and visitors for 500 years and thus 

widely influenced the Hellenic miracle tradition. Finally, 
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they offer an abundance and variety of stories that can 

be adapted to detailed analysis.15  

In all such comparisons, however, the uniqueness 

of Christ as Healer must always remain the unspoken as-

sumption. Unlike non-Christian wonder workers of His 

time Jesus is never presented as the healer-avenger, who 

sometimes cures and sometimes maims. His healing activity 

is a sign of the dawn of the age of salvation, the end-

time reign of God. Christ's person is intimately bound 

up with His proclamation and healings as a sign of the 

dawning of God. The content of the healings of Christ 

focuses on the -challenge of faith in the redemptive action 

of God which broke through into history in the Savior's 

person, words, and deeds.16 

Parallels in Characteristic Structure  

Wonder stories were popular in the Hellenistic Age. 

Perhaps these stories assumed a similar form in the lit-

erature because of the widespread appeal which they had.17  

McGinley isolated a definite pattern for the accounts 

that originated within the Greek cultus: 1) a description 

of the illness, 2) the incubation and divine apparition, 

3) verification of the result, and 4) veneration of the 

deity as opposed to the satisfaction of curiosity.18 

Martin Dibelius also lists the characteristic pat-

tern of ancient healing stories: 

1) The history of the illness 
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2) Telling of unsuccessful cures 
3) Healers were laughed at by the multitudes 
4) Data about the greatness of the disease 
5) Contact between the patient and the healer 
6) Miracle working formula 
7) Spittle: medium of folk healing 
8) Relating the success of the miracle19 

According to the critical appraisal of Reginald Fuller, 

only three miracle stories of the Gospels exhibit the pure 

form of a Hellenistic wonder story, without any modifica- 
.. 

tion: Peter's mother-in-law (Matt. 8:14-15, Mark 1:29-31, 

Luke 4:38-39, the deaf mute (Mark 7:31-37), and the blind 

man of Bethsaida (Mark 8:22-26, John 9:1-12).20  There 

are other Gospel miracles which have characteristics sim-

ilar to some of the characteristics of the Greek stories. 

In the Hellenistic accounts the public is assured 

that the cure of the disease was a success. In the nar- 
.. 

ratives of healing from Epidauros the motif of proof 

occurs in various forms. At the end of the story of the 

healing of Midas (Lucian, Philopseudes, ii) the man carried 

his bed and could walk. Similar proof of the success of 

the miracle healing of the lame man occurs in Matt. 9:6 

and its synoptic parallels and in John 5:9. At the raising 

of the maiden by Apollonius (Philostratus, Vita Apollonius, 

iv, 45) she let her voice be heard and returned to her 

father's house.21 When Jesus had raised Jairus' daughter, 

Mark 5:42-43, Luke 8:55, she walked and ate demonstrating 

that she was alive. John 12:2 makes a point of mentioning 

that Lazarus sat at the supper table with Jesus after he 
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had been raised from death. 

The use of spittle in healing blindness is associated 

with ancient medical practice. Even though both Christ 

and Asklepios made use of spittle for healings, Jesus 

used the spittle symbolically. He heals because He wills 

the cure through His power and authority.22 This power 

is portrayed as sovereign and personal, due neither to 

medical skill nor to prayer. 

The Healing of the Blind Man in John 9 

John's Use of Miracles  

Because saviors and revealers, religions and philos-

ophies were in considerable number in the Hellenistic 

world in the first and second centuries, the writer of 

John had the task of setting forth the true Savior and the 

true revelation, using thought patterns familiar to the 

people to whom he addressed his Gospel. 

John uses miracles as springboards for the revela-

tion discourses. Thus he shifts the emphasis away from 

the miracles as displays of divine power and reinterprets 

them as signs which the Pre-existent is bringing into the 

world. This Incarnate Life is an epiphany, not of a 

pagan wonder worker, but of the light and truth of God.23  

The Fourth Gospel is thus, in a sense, a reworking and 

restatement of the earliest Christian message in terms 

designed to make it intelligible to the Hellenistic world. 
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Since John is interested in translating the Gospel 

into forms that could be understood in a world permeated 

with Greek modes of thought, it is not surprising to note 

that the Johannine miracles contain features which are in 

common with pagan wonder stories. The two features 

which distinguish the synoptic stories from the pagan 

parallels are much less conspicuous in the signs of the 

Gospel of John. These two features are: 1) the specific 

Christian teaching in the dialogue and 2) the coloring 

of the narrative with Old Testament motifs.24 

Comparison of John 9:1-12 with Similar Healings of Asklepios  

An interesting healing is inscribed at the temple of 

Asklepios on the island of Tiber near Rome: 

06001 /46plep Arrpy atecatc6t1 Tu4V1) 
-Wrkmarteese O OaOs Wav Kai XotpeiN 
atuoi as a€,Kreucwos  xeovioli3 
i..tXtros Kez xpeis hbkipots krt.- 
xesiaecti Erri ProUs 64){4.209AoUs. Kci? 
4tivi.(3)etpev voiZ boNVA4ev 
kukoteratvent 61kmoa4 'cep_ Gap 25  

This inscription indicates one of the parallels between 

the healing miracles of Asklepios and Christ's healing 

of the blind man in John 9:1-12. Note the paratactical 

usage of Wa in this inscription from Tiber. It is 

found frequently both in this passage and in John 9:7-11. 
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Other significant parallels can be adduced. The form-

ula used by Asklepios,which is preserved in a text from 

Epidauros,parallels the procedure which Christ followed 

in healing the blind man in the pericope from John 9.26 
• • 

The Greek words TTn115 van%) , and (WOL643 are 
2 

found in both accounts. The form EATEXe tOEY is used 

by the healed man in John 9:11 to describe how Christ 

treated his eyes. The Gospel writer used erreatINAEll 

to describe the annointing in John 9:6. A form of XeiG0 

is used in the account of the healing by Asklepios. 

Another parallel is the pool which is central in 

the healing procedure of both Christ and Asklepios. Many 

of the temples of Asklepios had such a pool which was 

used as a medium for healing. In John 9:7 Jesus told 

the blind man, "Go and wash in the Pool of Siloam." 

The Pool of Siloam mentioned in John 9:7, 11 and in John 

5:2, 7 is also referred to in the Old Testament in Isaiah 

8:6 and Nehemiah 3:15.27 

Toksoz describes the prominent position and role 

of the pool at the Aesculapium at Pergamum: 

Carved out of the rock near the western gallery is 
one of the oldest constructions of the Aesculapium. 
It had four steps leading down into the pool. Once 
it had been surrounded by walls on three sides and 
was covered by a roof. 

Patients would come here, smear their bodies with 
mud, and then wash themselves with the water from 
the poo1.28  

Just south of the city of Tiberias the cult of Asklepios 
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took hold in the 1st century A.D. The grove of Asklepios 

near Sidon in Phoenicia also thrived during this time. 

Healing springs were significant for the cult practice 

at both of these locations.29 

Christ and Asklepios Viewed Together 

As far as Christianity can be compared at all to any 

of the Greek and Roman cults, the Asklepios ideal seems to 

be nearest the ideal of Christ. Christ was a Physician 

who saved the lives of the sick and who took suffering 

on Himself by bearing the troubles of others. Eusebius 

affirms this description of the Savior: 

Christ is a physician devoted to save the lives 
of the sick, who sees the horrible danger yet 
touches the infected place, and in treating 
another man's troubles brings suffering on himself.30 

The vogue of the term 'physician' in reference to 

Jesus in the early Christian centuries indicates not 

only how widely human was the conception of His functions, 

but also testifies to the deep sense of need in the cen-

turies when Christianity and paganism stood face to face. 

It may also indicate remote influence of the Asklepios 

cult, for Asklepios is depicted in similar words by 

Lucianus in Bis Accusatus, 1: 

For Asclepius, pestered by the sick, sees dire 
sights, and touches unpleasant things, and in 
the woes of others reaps sorrow for himself.31  

The name nArr432  was applied to the divinities 

of the mystery religions, to Asklepios, and to the reigning 



31 

emperors. The appearance of !camp in the later strata 
of the New Testament as a Christological term cannot be 

derived exclusively from the imperial cultus. The phil-

osopher, the Christian teacher, and the medical practitioner 

were all healers in a sense. The word ocatipto meant 

health in the fullest sense and the alleviation of pain 

physically and spiritually.33  
• 

Wendland discusses the concepts underlying LAJT.11.? 
Iii.tatKp_ist stets der Nothelfer, der Heil and 
Rettung bringt. Das hebrAische00140_, das in der 
medialen Form ursprUnglich das Raum machen in der 
Bedrangnis bezeichnet kommt dem CIN,S3ELY Anaher als 
heilen oder als "Heiland" dem Crtatry.)4  

Christ extended help to sinners and publicans; 

Asklepios rejected those who were impure and did not think 

holy thoughts. In other aspects,Asklepios remains close 

to the ideal.  of the Christ. Had later Hellenism produced 

its own prophet, a peer in genius to the prophets of 

Palestine, there were rich germs that might have quick-

ened into a high theology in the pathetic legends of the 

birth and death and life story of the god-man Asklepios.35  

In the treatise called "Asklepios" of pseudo-Apuleius a 

long address and prayer to Asklepios reflects a strik-

ingly Christian tone.36 

An interesting passage from Acta Pilati preserves 

Pilate's understanding of the relationship between Christ 

and Asklepios: 

They said to Pilate: "He is a sorcerer and casts 
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out devils in the name of the devil who rules the 
devils, and everything is obedient to him." Pilate 
said to them: "It is not possible to cast out 
devils in the name of an impure spirit but rather 
in the name of the god Asclepius."37 

Finally, Asklepios the Healer bought slaves their 

freedom. Deissmann recognizes a parallel to Christ as 

the new Healer who gave men their freedom from the slavery 

of sin and law, redeeming them with a price of self-

sacrifice.38  

Similarity between Asklepios and Christ is deeply 

rooted in the essence of the two figures. In the histor-

ical process that had shaped and reshaped the concept of 

Asklepios, one might almost venture that Asklepios had 

become an anticipation of Jesus who was to be proclaimed 

to men.39 

Both were sent into the world to be helpers of men. 

Christ, in his love for men, invited them to come to Him. 

This could also be said of Asklepios. Compare Matthew 

11:28, "Come unto me all you that labor, and I will give 

you rest," with the saying of Asklepios recorded by Epic-

tetus in Dissertationes, IV, 8, 28-29, "Come together all 

you who are suffering . . . and look at me who is free 

from every suffering."40  

Asklepios and the Early Christian Apologetic 

The Concern of the Early Gospel  

The early Church preached Christ the Lord, who was the 
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Savior. In contrast .to the competitor saviors, Jesus 

was the Redeemer-Healer whose saving acts were not per-

formed for ulterior evil ends or were not inspired by the 

devil. Christianity was an emergence rather than another 

syncretism. It had to defend itself in terms of current 

Greek thought and carry a polemic against polytheism. 

In addition the Church was faced with the challenging 

task to vindicate its claims to be specifically new and 

unique as the true divine revelation.41  

In certain respects the confession of the early Church 

attempted to relate to the confession of the followers of 

Asklepios. The confession of Justin Martyr in Apology, I 

seems to make this attempt: 

And when we say also the Logos, who is the first 
born of God, was produced without sexual union, 
namely, Jesus Christ, our teacher who was cruci-
fied, who died, rose again, and ascended to hea-
ven; we propound nothing different from what you 
believe regarding those you esteem as the sons of 
Zeus.42  

In the early Christian propaganda the Gospel was 

presented as a therapeutic of body, mind, and soul. Med-

ical language was introduced into moral teaching and 

preaching. Religious language was employed in the work 

of medicine.43 Clement refers to Christ, the Logos, as 

"the only physician of human infirmities, the all suffi-

cient physician of humanity. The Logos is called Savior 

because He has devised rational medicine for men."44 

The content of the "rational medicine" was conveyed to 

individuals by Christ: "Thy faith hath made thee whole."45 
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To be "made whole" was to be healed of disease and forgiven 

of sin. The name of Jesus itself implies deliverance in 

both of these dimensions. 

The proclamation of the early Church emphasized the 

concern to affirm the uniqueness of Jesus, "There is only 

one physician, Jesus Christ, our Lord."46 Tertullian calls 

Him "Christ the Healer" and Augustine contributes the 

title, "the Omnipotent Physician."47  

The Christian Polemic Against Asklepios  

Some Christians attempted to take their witness for 

Christ directly to the cult of Asklepios. Antipas secretly 

penetrated the cult at the Aesculapium of Pergamum and 

won success as a dentist and physician. He was discovered 

and condemned to death by burning in the great copper ox 

of Pergamum.48 

The testimonies and actions of Christianity against 

Asklepios are marked by a tone of uneasiness, an apprehen-

sion which was not apparent in the Church's censure of 

Zeus, Apollo, or Athena. According to the Christian testi-

mony, Asklepios was a successful healer. However, the 

Christian apologists were quick to point out that, unlike 

Christ, Asklepios could not "command the wicked spirit to 

come out of a man."49  

The apologists task was most difficult because the 

so-called Christian virtues of loving kindness and care 

for the sick were not neglected by their pagan contempor- 
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aries. The deep concern for people was demonstrated par-

ticularly in the cult of Asklepios. The decisive reason 

for the disquiet aroused among Christians by the Asklepios 

cult was the great similarity between the deeds of Christ 

and Asklepios as healers. Justin expresses this similarity: 

When we say that Jesus made well the lame and the 
paralytic and those feeble from birth, and that he 
raised the dead, we seem to be mentioning deeds 
similar to and identical with those said to be 
performed by Asclepius.50  

The heathen themselves claimed, "What Jesus does, he does 

in the name of the god Asclepius."51  Justin lends testi-

mony to this heathen view: 

When the Gentiles learned about the prophecies 
to the effect that Christ would heal every dis-
ease and would raise the dead, they brought for-
ward Asclepius.52  

The opposite is also held to be true: 

When the devil brings forward Asclepius as the 
raiser of the dead and healer of other diseapgs, 
he has imitated the prophecies about Christ.7)  

Christ's followers in the early Church realized that 

in Asklepios they faced one of the strongest enemies of 

their. Master. Lactantius referred to Asklepios as "the 

archdemon." Tertullian called him "a beast so dangerous 

to the whole world." Eusebius maintained, "He draws men 

away from their true Savior."54  In the last hplf of the 

8th century A.D. Alcuin attacked the Christ-Asklepios 

parallel and called Asklepios the false Christ, the 

"Scolapius falsator." It seems that the Church was more 

than casually aware of the threat which Asklepios posed. 
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CONCLUSION 

Asklepios, the Savior and Healer, and the cult which 

grew and developed to perpetuate his miraculous healings 

continued to influence the Greek and Roman world from 500 

B.C. to 500 A.D. ,Perhaps this influence, regardless of 

the degree, contributed to the emphasis which the early 

Church placed on Jesus as the Savior, who performed sim-

ilar miracles of healing. Perhaps the early Church, in 

writing its Gospel, preserved a rich healing miracle tra-

dition similar to the Asklepios cult in order to focus 

on the unique element of the forgiveness of sins which 

Jesus the Savior offered. 

Throughout the paper I have attempted to couch the 

possibility of a direct relationship between Jesus the 

Savior and Asklepios the Savior in very cautious terms. 

I do so because additional study of the apparent simil-

arities seems necessary. Although in some respects their 

miracles are similar, the association of forgiveness of 

sins with the healings of Christ establish them as unique. 

Questions and studies must still be pursued before 

less tentative statements could be made concerning the 

influence of the Asklepios cult on the early tradition, 

either written or oral, concerning the miracles of Christ. 

The power and authority of Christ must be studied 
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and compared to the authority and power which other saviors 

and healers claimed to have had. A more thorough study of 

the word Odlii.U.411,  _and its cognates in ancient Greek, as 

well as Hellenistic, intertestamental, and New Testament 

Greek literature. is necessary. 

In addition, a more extensive comparison of healing 

texts would have to be done. A beginning could be made 

through a study of the structure and vocabulary of 

accounts from other Greek healers, from the Mystery Rel-

igions, from rabbinic sources, and also from Christian 

healings of the early centuries. 

I would hope that such a continued study might shed 

further light on the possibility of an influence of the 

healing cult of Asklepios on the miracle tradition sur-

rounding Christ and the uniqueness of Jesus as Savior and 

Healer. 
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