NEW TESTAMENT BACKGROUND
THE SOCIAL WORLD

Jewish Society

Both in Judaism and in the pagan world there was a wealthy aristocracy. In Judaism, it consisted mainly of the families of the priesthood and of the leading rabbis. The clan of the Hasmoneans had dominated Palestinian society from the days of the Maccabees until the time of Herod the Great. During his reign and during the reigns of his sons, the Hasmonean priesthood was in control and glimpses of the hierarchy that appear in the gospels show they continued to dominate Judea. They controlled the business traffic connected to the temple, particularly from the sale of animals for sacrifices and from exchange of money involved in the temple taxes.
Among the Sanhedrin (the high council of Judea) would have been wealthy landowners who would have rented out their farms and profited by a share of the crops.

The majority of the Palestinian people were poor, whether they were farmers, artisans or even involved in small business. Slavery was not practiced in Judaism and the vast majority of Palestinian Jews were freemen. 

Social divisions among the Jews were restrained by the law, which required equal obedience from all, which inferred moral equality before God. Although wealth gained correctly was seen as God’s favour, and an aristocracy tends to be self-perpetuating, those with wealth were never seen as exempt from the law.
Pagan Society

The Aristocracy

Different stratas of society were more sharply contrasted in the pagan world. The civil wars of Rome had created a new aristocracy, the landholders, who controlled public land by their influence and who bought cheaply the private lands of families, impoverished by war or by the impossibility of making a living from a small farm. The exploitation of newly conquered provinces by businessmen who acted as government contractors and by speculators brought much profit.

The Middle Class

Largely because of the rise of slavery built on the use of military captives, the middle class almost ceased to exist. Many had been killed in the wars and others, unable to compete with slave labour, were forced off their farms. They gravitated to the cities and particularly to Rome, where their power lay in their numbers and willingness to back any leader offering them relief

The Plebs
The plebs were the poor, almost all of whom lacked steady employment and whose condition sometimes was less than slaves (who at least were guaranteed food and clothing).

The Slaves and Criminals  
Slaves made up a large proportion of the Roman Empire, possibly just over half its numbers. War, debt and birth guaranteed its swollen ranks. Many slaves were well educated and included physicians, accountants, teachers and skilled artisans. Slaves performed most of the work in the great agricultural estates. They acted as household servants, as clerks in business houses, and publishers employed them as copyists.

The effect of slavery was debasing. As kept but unpaid labour, they alleviated the need for change to better ways of doing things. As teachers of the children of their masters, they often taught the children values well below what Romans aspired to. Some were finally freed which swelled the numbers of poor freemen in the cities, where many out of desperation became criminals just to survive.
Cultural Attainment

Literature

With Emperor Augustus a literary revival came to Rome. This was the golden period of Roman poetry. The poet Vergil glorified Rome in his Aeneid and gave substance to the empire’s beginnings and destiny. Horace and Ovid were other prominent poets. Nothing of prominence was produced then until Nero’s time, when the philosopher Seneca and writer Petronius both gained a wide audience. Toward the end of the first century, Pliny the Elder wrote his Natural History, one of the first attempts at a scientific account of the natural world. Literature at this time was more critical in its understanding of the present and past. Tacitus and Suetonius wrote histories that criticised some of Rome’s earlier leaders.
Art and Architecture

The first century saw Rome expand materially. Many of the bridges, aqueducts, theatres and baths constructed through this era still exist today. Romans knew the principle of the arch in building and were skilled in building with brick and cement. Their art was of people rather than things, and carvings on tombs and buildings and in the form of statues was common. 

Music and Drama
Music and stage were the domain of the plebs and contributed directly to the moral degradation of the people. They contrasted greatly the Greek tragedies which were philosophical. Music of all kinds was familiar in the empire, stringed instruments and flutes being used the most. Brass, wind and percussion were more occasional. The lyre and harp were probably the most popular. Religious rites and processions were usually accompanied by music, and the aristocracy entertained guests with music played by their slaves.
The Arena

Bloody contests between men and beasts or men and men were promoted by the emperor and always drew crowds. The participants were usually trained gladiators who were slaves, captives of war, condemned criminals or volounteers who wanted fame. Few slaves ever won their freedom. The spectacles became increasingly larger as the crowds tired of the ordinary, and brutality took on never before seen dimensions.
Languages

Latin, Greek, Aramaic and Hebrew were the four chief languages of the empire. Latin was the language of the law courts and of Rome’s literature, and was spoken mostly in the western Roman world (Italy, North Africa, Spain, Gaul, Great Britain). Greek was the cultural language of the empire, familiar to the educated, and was the lingua franca of the majority of the people from Rome eastward. Even in Palestine Greek was currently spoken and was probably used by Jesus and the disciples whenever they spoke with Gentiles. Aramaic was the predominant tongue of the Near East. Some New Testament quotations from Jesus show He spoke Aramaic (John 1:42; Mark 7:34; Matthew 27:46) as of course did Paul (Acts 22:2). Terms such as Abba (Romans 8:15) and Maranatha 

(1 Corinthians 16:22), are Aramaic and show the familiarity the early church had with the language. Classical Hebrew, to which Aramaic was closely related, had disappeared since the time of Ezra, except among the more learned rabbis. It was not understood by the common people.

The wide use of the first three languages is illustrated by the biblical statement that the inscription over Jesus’ cross was “in Hebrew [Aramaic], and in Latin, and in Greek” (John 19:20). While neither Latin nor Greek played a large part in the church’s early history, Aramaic and Greek did. Tradition says that some of the earliest accounts of Jesus’ words were written in Aramaic, and the New Testament as a whole was circulated in Greek almost from the time of its origin. All of the epistles were written in Greek, and the Gospels and Acts have only survived in Greek form.
Science

The Romans, who dominated the world of the first century, were not primarily interested in mathematics or science. These had little more than practical use. Their ships, their navigation and their weapons of war were all taken from the Greeks.

Astronomy had made great advances in the pre-Christian world. That the earth was a sphere revolving on its own axis was known to Greek scientists in the fourth century BC. Hipparchus (c.160BC), who invented plane and spherical trigonometry, calculated the size of the moon and its distance from the earth. Even the circumference of the earth had been calculated with accuracy (by Eratosthenes of Alexandria [273-192BC]). Ptolemy of Alexandria’s work on astronomy remained in vogue until the rise of Copernicus’ theory in relatively modern times. He created maps of the world which covered all regions known at that time. 

Medicine flourished. The University of Tarsus had an affiliated hospital. A school of Greek medicine was begun in Rome during Augustus’ reign. Celsus’ treatise on surgery which showed extensive practical knowledge was written in the time of Tiberius. Another doctor, Dioscorides, wrote a description of almost 600 plants and their medical uses. 

The Hebrews were not particularly interested in science or mathematics unless it related to their everyday life. The early church similarly limited its main interests to the spiritual and ethical. Christians recognised the hand of God in the natural world, both in its creation and continuance.

Schools

The Roman Empire took little interest in supporting public education until at least the time of Vespasian. The training of the child in the average Roman household began with the pedagogos, a slave who had the responsibility of teaching the child his first lessons and of taking him to and from one of the private schools in the city where he lived. Up to the time when he was considered a young man, a boy remained under his pedagogos. 
The schools that existed were usually located in a bare room or hall where the shops and markets were located. Teachers taught by endless repetition and used corporal punishment freely. The curriculum was practical. Reading, writing and mathematics were the core subjects. As the student progressed, he studied the Greek and Latin poets, and memorised long passages that would have to be recited with expression. Later he might learn the basics of oratory: how to compose a speech and deliver it convincingly. Sometimes the wealthiest students went abroad to study in the Greek universities of Athens, Rhodes, Tarsus or Alexandria.
The education of a Jewish boy would follow a similar but modified pattern. He would learn to read and write from the Old Testament. Among the Jews of the Dispersion, the synagogue schools would have used both Greek and Hebrew. He would learn the traditions of the fathers and be schooled in the rituals of Judaism. In some instances he was permitted to read Gentile literature. If he wanted to become a scholar, he usually studied under a leading rabbi, as Paul did from Gamaliel according to the strict manner of the law of his fathers (Acts 22:3).
Apparently each municipality within the empire was responsible for its own educational program. The discovery of papyri shows that a fair degree of literacy was gained by people throughout the empire, even in poorer areas, and that even the lower classes could generally read and write.

Moral Standards
All indications in the history, literature, drama and art that survived point to a lesser standard of morality than we generally know now (cf. Romans 1:18-3:20 which was originally directed against the empire). Human life was cheap and murder frequent; divorce was easy and acceptable; the exposure of infants was common practice.
There were moralists like Seneca, Nero’s tutor, but their impact on society was minimal. Corruption in politics, debauchery in pleasure, fraud in business, deceit and superstition in religion, all made life in Rome depressing for the many and unendurable for the few.
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