The lives of women in the 1st century AD

Why are we talking about these things?  They are all aspects of the lives of women in 1st century AD.  I want to try to capture some idea of what life was like for women in the 1st century – the type of women Paul and his friends like Timothy, Titus and Silas would have been trying to convert – Gentile women.

They were not a homogenous group. Some were rich, some were poor; some were free, some were slaves, some were from towns, others from rural areas.  Also two empires had exerted very powerful influences on the world by that time – the Greek Empire and the Roman Empire.

Most cities in Greece and what we now call Turkey, Syria and Egypt would have been more “Greek” or “Hellenized”.  This involved use of the Greek language (the NT was written in Greek), a Greek form of government and Greek culture.  This was due to Alexander the Great’s efforts to hellenize the lands he had conquered.

Most cities west of Greece were more “Roman”.  Obviously most of the land round the Mediterranean in the 1st century was part of the Roman Empire, but the language was still Greek and the Romans respected the Greek culture.

The two cultures were not completely distinct.  There were a lot of similarities.  James spoke about Corinth; although in Greece it was probably more Roman than many other cities due to being a Roman colony.

So what was life like for women living in Rome or Athens, or in Corinth or Ephesus in the 1st century for example?

What might have drawn you to Christianity back then?

What might you have struggled with?

I hope that by trying to paint a picture of life in the 1st century, the Bible may come more alive to you.  As you learn what life was like for women before Christianity spread, you will have a new appreciation for the difference Jesus, Paul and the early church made for many women then and now.

Let us first ask the question: “How were women regarded by men?”

It varied a bit according to the prevailing culture and a women’s position in society but in comparison to men, you would always be a second class citizen.  Aristotle (c. 400 BC) defined the female sex as defective and the male as normative.

Traditionally in Greek culture women spent much of their time in the home while their husbands had freedom of the public areas.  This would have been true for women who were wealthy or poor although female slaves may have got to work alongside men sometimes.  In earlier times if a respectable woman went out it was to a funeral or religious festival.  Even within the home there was a separation of the sexes.  Women’s quarters were generally at the back away from the street or upstairs if two storey.  Often the houses would be dark and not very clean.  Pericles had stated “the greatest glory of a woman is to be the least talked about by men, whether in praise or criticism.”

By the 1st century things were beginning to change for Greek women.  Some powerful royal woman like Cleopatra had paved the way for some women to gain a bit more importance in public life.  Roman women were also a little more liberated.  One writer
 in 1stcentury BC said that the big difference between Greek and Roman women was that Greek women sat secluded in interior parts of the house but Roman ones went to dinner parties with their husbands.  They could participate more in intellectual life.  Nevertheless Roman women were still very much subject to men in their lives. Imagine what hearing about Jesus talking to a woman at a well or healing a bleeding woman would have done if you were from this background.

Imagine being able to go to meetings of the body or to hear Paul’s letter to the Galatian church:  “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise.”
 

Amazing!

Secondly, what did these women do with their time?

In the Greek culture, whether you were slave or free there may not have been a big difference in how you spent your time.

Cooking was one of the main occupations of married women as was making clothes and bringing up children.  If you were very wealthy you might spend more time overseeing the cooking, spinning, weaving etc.  Greek women generally did not go to the market to buy food.  It was considered too complicated for women.  Instead men made the purchases and women then produced the meal.  Some of us would die if we were kept from shopping!

Another very important occupation for women was spinning and weaving.  The standard picture of the respectable woman envisages her sitting by the hearth, the centre of the main room in the house and spinning or weaving to make clothes.  It was also a traditional woman’s task amongst the Romans.  This is the tomb inscription of a Roman matron, Claudia.

“Stranger, what I have to say is short.  Stop and read it through.  This is the unlovely tomb of a lovely woman.  Her parents named her Claudia.  She loved her husband with her whole heart.  She bore two sons, one of whom she leaves on earth; the other she has placed beneath the earth.  She was charming in conversation, yet her conduct was appropriate. She kept house, she made wool.”

As time went by some women like Lydia became businesswomen trading in purple dye.

It seems that women would often have spent a lot of time together – perhaps cooking together or making clothes together.  These were opportunities for building close relationships but also for gossiping about other women or slandering their husbands.  Paul urged Titus to teach the older women in Crete “to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good. 4 Then they can train the younger women to love their husbands and children, 5 to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God.”

Another big factor affecting your life as a woman was whether or not you were a slave.  Slavery was very common in the ancient world.  For example Philemon in the NT had slaves – one actually became his brother in Christ.  Some large Roman houses would have had hundreds of slaves.  On the plus side, slavery could provide a woman with some security, shelter, food and perhaps a skill if you were in a wealthy Roman home, such as being a clerk or secretary.  On the down side, there was no security in other ways such as slave marriage, since it was not formally recognised.  Your husband or children might be sold to another owner.

Also, you would be employable for sexual purposes.  The master had access to all his slave women.  Worse still, unwanted baby girls were sometimes taken by slave-traders to be reared to supply brothels.  The early Christians would sometimes try to take in these baby girls to save them from death or life as a prostitute.

It is hard to imagine how you would deal with the sexual demands of your pagan master if you were a Christian slave girl trying to be pure.  Some masters were very harsh; imagine continually having to forgive a cruel master and respect him.  Peter however writes,  “Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.”

Thirdly, what could you have expected from marriage in the 1st century?

Most of us hope to marry someone we love and who will love us.  We hope for a real friendship in our marriage.  Marriage for love was not unknown in Greek or Roman culture.  However, marriages were generally arranged by parents, at least if you were not a slave.  In wealthier families political and financial alliances were very important.  In both cultures, the bride’s family had to provide a dowry.  This could be a big financial burden.  Some fathers were considered responsible if they considered that they could not afford a dowry for a baby girl and so “exposed” her leaving her to die.

 Also, sometimes even after marriage, fathers or guardians of the bride could exercise a lot of influence.  The pater familias in a Roman house (the head of the house) had the power of life and death over his household.  Fathers could even initiate the divorce of their daughter and her husband. In other types of marriage, the husband had more control.  Either way, as a women you “belonged” to another man. Dionysius of Halicarnassus wrote during the reign of Augustus (in which Jesus was born), that “Husbands rule over their wives as possessions.”  Husbands could even, after consulting his wife’s relatives, kill her for committing adultery or getting drunk

With both Romans and Greeks the average age for marriage of girls was 12-15 years of age.  With Greeks they recommended that her husband be about 30 years old.  (This would not make for a close relationship with such different levels in maturity.) 

 .

The role of motherhood within marriage was expected by both Romans and Greeks.  Nevertheless many, many women died in childbirth.  The average age of death for women in Greece while under Roman rule was 34 years.

Hearing that wives should be submissive to their husbands would be nothing new to you if you lived in NT times.  But imagine hearing an admonition from Paul that husbands should love their wives as Christ loved the church; that husbands should love their wives as their own bodies!
   The idea that Paul was anti-women is laughable.

Looking at where we could be without Christianity is scary.  How grateful I am for the things God communicated through Paul and others in the Bible!

Fourthly, with so much insecurity and so little control of your life, how would you have viewed religion?

In Ancient Greece, religion was one of the few areas of public life in which women could play a full part.  Some cults would involve female deities, such as Athena, the patroness of weaving, Hera for marriage and Artemis for childbirth.  You will see these all related to areas very important for women.

In Rome there was a big mixture of different cults.  Some were for release, like the cult of Thesmoparia of Athenians, and involved drunkenness, obscene jests and lewd behaviour – and that in festivals confined to women.  This calls to mind the warnings of Ephesians 5:4  - “Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving.”  Also the worship of Bacchus was accompanied by immorality and drunkenness.

Then there were the mystery religions which held out the hope of a blessed resurrection.  Other cults just tried to appease the gods.  Some Roman gods like Ceres, goddess of agriculture and fertility, became assimilated with the Greek goddess Demeter.

The religion of Isis was very popular.  It had been imported from Egypt, and was an oriental mystery religion.  She was said to be a single supreme goddess behind many manifestations.  She was a wife and mother but had also been a prostitute according to the myth, so she appealed to all sorts of women.  She had lost her brother and husband Osiris, and this suffering would have made her devotees feel she could relate to them and they to her.  Isis’ religion was open to all but was especially popular amongst those who gained little from a religion based on male dominance or class distinction.  Consequently it was popular with all sorts but especially women and slaves.  Yet women’s adherence to cults such as that of Isis was strongly criticized.  Consider this quote from the Roman satirist Juvenal, reminiscent of Paul in 2 Timothy when speaking of women taken in by false teachers.

“And watch out for a woman who’s a religious fanatic: in the Summer, she’ll fill the house with a coven of worshippers or strange oriental deities.  Their minister will be a weird apparition, an enormous obscene eunuch, revered because he castrated himself with a jagged hunk of glass.  He’ll use his prophetic powers and solemnly intone the usual warning:

“Beware the ides of September!

Beware the arrival of December!

Protect yourself!  Pledge me one

Hundred eggs and a warm woolen cloak.”

He claims that whatever dangers threaten will be absorbed by the cloak and promises protection for the coming year.

In the middle of winter, at dawn, she’ll go down to the Tiber, break through the ice, and piously immerse herself three times to purify her body, and then she’ll crawl on her bleeding knees halfway across Rome – to atone for having slept with her husband the night before: this is the ritual prescribed by the deity in favour this month.  If some Egyptian goddess instructs her to make a pilgrimage to the Nile, she’ll leave at once, follow the river to its source, and return with a phial of sacred water to sprinkle on the temple (which, as you can see, desecrates one of our oldest historical landmarks).  She actually believes Isis speaks to her!  As if any god would bother to talk to such a fool.

Women like this revere any Egyptian priest who cons his followers with elaborate rituals and meaningless taboos.  He has them convinced that he has the power to obtain forgiveness for their sins.  If they fail to abstain from marital relations on holy days, or if they owe a penance for violating the goddess’ prohibitions, the goddess will reveal her displeasure by shaking her head; the priest, in tears, mumbling an empty litany, will intercede with the gods so that Osiris, bribed by a fat goose and a piece of cake, will forgive them.”

 “They are the kind who worm their way into homes and gain control over weak-willed women, who are loaded down with sins and are swayed by all kinds of evil desires”

The place of religion in women’s lives was extremely important.  For Greek women, it was the only aspect of public life in which they could fully participate.  With so much uncertainty and so little control over their lives, many women(and many men too)  may well have felt a need for something divine to cling to.

In conclusion, life was challenging for women in the 1st Century AD.  Even if you were wealthy, you were still second class in relation to men.  In the area of marriage, there was frequently no companionship.  Even if there was but you were slave, your marriage could be broken up and the children taken away at any time.  You were the property of another.  Just imagine the overwhelming joy at hearing the gospel if you were in their sandals!

In comparison we are so blessed.  So many of the things as women that we take for granted here are due to the teaching of Jesus and the spread of his teachings by people like Paul.  Think about the abolition of slavery here, healthcare, access to education, friendships with men and other women and the right to vote.  However, in many countries even today these things are not the norm because of the grip of other religions as well as poverty and politics.

There are some questions as women we should ask ourselves.  

· How grateful are we for Jesus, not only for saving us but for changing our lives?

· Instead, do we complain about the brothers, or our husbands?  

· Do we complain that our needs are not being met?  

· Are you tempted to agree when people say that all roads lead to God?  That all religions are the same?  Many women today live lives not altogether dissimilar to women in the 1st century.

And let us not forget that even here in the UK many women are in loveless marriages or are lonely and fearful.  The message of the cross is still just as amazing to them today.

Emily Greig,

Oxford, August 2002

Humbly typed by her husband/slave James
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Goddesses, whores etc!
Class outline

The Word -  an unchanging rock in a time of change

Does your Bible Study need livening up?!

Technical (Boring but important)

· Hellenized or Hellenic means Greek

· Greek culture dominated from 500BC to 300AD

· Roman empire (political) dominated from 100BC to 400AD

· The NT world in the 1st century was part of the Roman Empire, but Greek was the international language of the time (like English is today) and culture

· Greek and Roman culture were slightly different from each other, more different from Jewish and very different from Christianity!

· To read my article in full, go to www.icoc.org.uk and the teachers’ page under “goddesses”

Today we will ask four questions about life for women in the ancient world before they heard the gospel and consider lessons we can learn.

1. How were women regarded by men?

· Aristotle: “women are defective, men normative”

· Pericles “the greatest glory of a woman is to be the least talked about by men, whether in praise or criticism.”

· Radical gospel!  All religions do not treat women the same!

· Galatians 3:27

2. What did these women do with their time?

· Cooking, spinning, trading (Lydia), prostitution – shopping?

· “busy at home” Titus 2

· slavery – pros and cons

· 1 Peter 2:18

3. What could women expect from marriage?

· Responsible family planning: expose your unwanted daughters for the wild animals

· Marriable age: 12-15 for women, 30 recommended for men

· Life expectancy for women: 34, for men: 40s

· Dionysius: “Husbands rule over their wives as possessions”

· Eph 5:22-25

4. How did women view religion?

· One of few places of public involvement

· Cults, drunkenness and lewdness, Bacchus, Isis, Osiris 

· humorous quote from the Romans satirist Juvenal  “the priest…of Osiris, bribed by a fat goose and piece of cake, will forgive them.”

· 2 Tim 3:6

What lessons are there for you?

� Cornelius Nepos


� Galatians 3:28, 29


� Quoted in Sarah Pomeroy, Goddesses… p. 199


� Titus 2:3-5


� 1 Peter 2:18


� Keith Hopkins and J. Lawrence Angel separate studies.  Men in comparison would live into their 40s.


� The whole passage is so remarkable that it is printed here in full.  EPH 5:22 Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. 24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.


    EPH 5:25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27 and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. 28 In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church-- 30 for we are members of his body. 31 "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh." 32 This is a profound mystery--but I am talking about Christ and the church. 33 However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.





� Quoted in Goddesses, p. 221


� 2 Timothy 3:6
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