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28 September 480 BC

The Battle of Salamis

The Athenian Navy Destroys the Persian Fleet

We have forced every sea and land to be the highway of our daring, and everywhere, for good or ill, we have left imperishable monuments behind us.

Pericles on the Athenians

The battle of Salamis became the first great sea-battle to be described in recorded history. It was a momentous event in the long story of the wars between the Greeks and the Persian empire. The Greek fleet was able to defeat the much larger Persian navy at the straits of Salamis located between the island of Salamis and the Athenian port of Piraeus. By 480 BC the Persian army led by King Xerxes I had conquered large parts of Greece. The Persian navy consisting of a thousand galleys was threatening to surround and overwhelm the Greek fleet of 370 triremes located in the Saronic Gulf. The eventual victory was the result of some clever Greek trickery – a quality which was always a cause for Hellenic self-congratulation. The Greek commander Themistocles sent Xerxes a false message suggesting that he was preparing to change sides. Lured by the Greeks, the Persians then sailed into the narrow waters of the Salamis straits where the Greek triremes proceeded to launch a ferocious attack, ramming the Persian ships and sinking some 300 of them. The Greeks by contrast lost only about forty of their ships. The remainder of the Persian fleet had to withdraw and Xerxes was forced to postpone any further land campaigns for a year. This provided the Greeks with a crucial breathing space during which the autonomous city-states (poleis) set aside their customary quarrels. Their united armies, under the command of the Spartan general Pausanias, went on to defeat the Persians at the battle of Plataea in 479 BC.

Salamis represented the union of naval strategy with democratic zeal. In 508 BC, twenty-eight years before the battle, Cleisthenes’ legislation gave citizenship to all the free men of Athens – including Themistocles, whose father was an aristocrat but whose mother was a non-Athenian concubine. Without Cleisthenes’ reform the hero of Salamis would not have been an Athenian citizen. Ten years before Salamis the Greeks had won the great land victory at Marathon when, led by Miltiades, they had defeated the Persians. This had been a victory for the spear-carriers who could afford to buy their own expensive bronze equipment. But the Persians were notoriously well equipped with cavalry and archers – their country’s huge plains enabled them to train such forces, an advantage denied the Greeks with their terrain of valleys and mountains. The Persians would be perfectly capable of returning in greater numbers.

Themistocles proposed that the Greeks should exploit the difficulties experienced by Persia and her allies (who included the Phoenicians) in maintaining their naval chain of supply and lines of communication. He therefore campaigned for an expansion of the Athenian fleet, then some seventy strong. But this was a proposal with profound democratic consequences. The rich would have to pay higher taxes. Poorer voters, traditionally pro-democracy, supplied the triremes with rowers. A naval expansion therefore meant increasing the influence, and possibly the numbers, of democratic sympathizers. For the conservative and propertied classes a land campaign was always a safer bet politically since the infantry were drawn from those with more money. The 480s in Athens, despite the Marathon victory, threatened to degenerate into that endemic state of political and social conflict known as stasis to the Greeks. Silver helped to resolve the argument. The mines at Sunium, owned by the state, produced a rich extra seam in 483 and Themistocles persuaded the Athenian assembly to spend this surplus on his naval expansion programme so that Athens would have 200 triremes. He also persuaded the Greek states of the Peloponnese, including Sparta with her 150 ships, to form a combined fleet. A Spartan admiral was in command since no Corinthian or Aeginan would serve under an Athenian, but it was Themistocles who guided the strategy.

The fleet first sailed north of Euboea – an audacious move since the Greek traditionally fought near their own coastal mainland. A storm inflicted heavy losses on the Persians but the subsequent battle of Artemisium was inconclusive with heavy losses on both sides. Greek disaster struck on 19 August at the pass of Thermopylae, which leads from northern Macedonia into the rest of Greece: here 20,000 Persians defeated 300 Spartans and 700 Thebans. They went on to occupy Attica and destroy Athens. Salamis was a deliverance from this humiliation.

The victories of a citizen army and a citizen navy supplied the basis for the self-confidence of a civilization although many of its distinctive cultural achievements pre-dated Salamis. The Olympic games, testimony to the Greek belief in the agon or contest which permeated all of life and not just athletics, were first recorded at Olympia in 776 BC. The Iliad and the Odyssey, attributed to Homer, were written by the mid-ninth century BC. These epics provided the Greeks with a theology describing the gods, who might be angry or blessed, jealous or kindly but always unpredictable. Because the Greek soil was so poor the history of searching for a better territory starts early and by 700 BC such colonists were establishing themselves around the Mediterranean, and southern Italy would become Greek. Parmenides, whose associated school of philosophers were the first true metaphysicians, was born in 515 BC and developed the belief that the universe, although appearing to change, is solid and permanent. By 500 BC Heraclitus was teaching at Ephesus his distinctive view that all of nature and of humanity is in constant flux.

After Salamis the Greeks increasingly defined themselves in conscious opposition to an ‘east’ which was effete, luxurious, decadent and, above all, undemocratic. Having scored great victories over an empire which was so much larger, and richer, they suspected that they were blessed by the gods. Many Athenians also thought that the development of democratic institutions emphasizing common purpose was the key to their own moral and political superiority. The liveliness of that debate had its counterpart in the Athenian development of critical thought and of a philosophy which examined fundamental ideas about matter and atoms, law and morality, the difference between the subjective belief and objective truth. Informally in the agora or market place, more formally in the school or gymnasium as well as in the Athenian assembly, intellectual debates raged. Plato, though an anti-democrat, would describe such exchanges of views as dialectic – the path to truth. This was a relentlessly open society, one in which an idiot was, literally, someone who withdrew from the public world of the polis in which it was a duty to serve. Their language itself, so the Greeks congratulated themselves, was uniquely equipped to express with precision the fine distinctions and abstract ideas which were debated in the fifth century BC.

Salamis did not remove the Greek sense of exposure to Persian threat. And it’s that sense of living on the edge which explains the creative brilliance of the Athenian civilization. Herodotus established the new discipline of history when he set to work describing how but also why the Greeks and the Persians came to be at war. He handled evidence critically and drew on the Greek fascination with their own difference from the ‘barbarians’. Tragedy was the Athenians’ most distinctive literary form – a blend of philosophical speculation, religious ritual and sublime poetry never since equalled in any other world civilization. Ideas about the relation between men and gods, between free will and necessity, acquired a human dimension in the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, which reworked the ancient Greek myths to contemporary effect. But there was also a tragic dimension to the inability of the Greeks, after so brilliant an inauguration, to produce a political order whose unity would reflect their cultural depth. Conflicts within the seventy or so poleis were also vicious and ostracism – where one’s political opponents were outlawed – was often used in Athens. Themistocles himself was ostracized having failed in his campaign for a further reform of the Areopagus, the originally aristocratic central council which governed Athens. Under the reformer Solon in the early sixth century BC the membership of the council had been opened up to all who had certain property qualifications and a rival council, the Boule, was established. But Themistocles wanted the democracy to go further and as fast as one of his triremes. He died c. 460 while serving, ironically enough, as a governor of some of the Asian Greek cities which were still Persian-controlled.

By 438 BC the Parthenon, the temple to Athena goddess of Athens in her role as parthenos (virgin), had been completed as a symbolic statement of the city’s self-confidence. But seven years later the Athenian empire had embarked on the twenty-seven-year conflict with Sparta known as the Second Peloponnesian War. It was a war between two systems of government: between Athenian citizen democracy and Spartan aristocratic militarism. It had also been caused by the rough tactics used by the Athenians when developing their empire and by their imposition on their client states of regimes run by pro-Athenian appeasers. The war, ending in Spartan victory and the dismantling of the Athenian empire, sapped the strength not just of Athens but of all Greece. And the fact that Sparta was financed by Persian gold was a kind of revenge for Salamis. All of Hellas was now vulnerable to the rise of the Macedonian kings of the north – first Philip II and then his son Alexander. Philip’s victory at the battle of Chaeronea imposed Macedonian kingship and overlordship over the Greek poleis. The end, however, was also a beginning. Alexander, seeing himself as a Homeric hero, was Hellenic culture’s best ambassador. He and his successors transmitted Greek values (though not democracy) across the vast areas of Alexander’s conquests in the east, including Persia, and down to the Indus. The Roman republic rose to greatness during this Hellenistic period and the Romans themselves, for all their military and political prowess and distinctive achievements in the framing of laws, always knew that culturally they stood on the shoulders of the Greeks’ gigantic achievements which were given the space and confidence to develop because of the victory at Salamis.


15 March 44 BC

The Assassination of Julius Caesar

The Death of a Dictator and the End of the Roman Republic

A certain star during those days appeared in the north towards evening…the majority ascribed it to Caesar, interpreting it to mean that he had become immortal.

Dio Cassius (c. 155–235)

On 15 March, 44 BC, a day known as the Ides of March in the Roman calendar that he had himself recently reformed, the general and politician Gaius Julius Caesar was assassinated in the Senate at Rome as a result of a conspiracy of republican noblemen. On the morning of that day he had stood at the apex of his power as the conqueror of Gaul, the undisputed winner in the civil wars which had consumed the old Roman Republic and then as dictator for life – an office which had survived from earlier Roman history and was now revived. Although warned by one of the numerous street soothsayers to beware that day, Caesar had shown his usual toughness of mind and decided to attend the Senate.

As Caesar entered, the Senate rose as a mark of respect and, after he sat down, the conspirators closed around him. Tillius Cimber approached first under the pretext of a petition on behalf of his brother who had been exiled by Caesar. His colleagues joined in with their own prayers, kissing Caesar’s head and feet. The surrounded leader tried to get up but couldn’t. His assailants’ daggers were now unsheathed. Servilius Casca aimed for Caesar’s left shoulder just above the collar bone but missed. Casca’s brother then drove his sword into the ribs. Cassius slashed his face and Decimus Brutus pierced him on the side. Some of the conspirators ended up hitting each other in the mêlée. Having been wounded some thirty-five times Caesar’s body came to rest at the foot of Pompey’s statue.

Caesar had already reformed the Senate by increasing its size and making it more representative of the citizens of Rome. He had also pursued a generous policy of granting Roman citizenship to non-Romans such as the entire population of Cisalpine Gaul north of the River Po. And he had also recreated the two great cities of Carthage and Corinth, destroyed by his predecessors in the course of Rome’s implacable rise from city-state republic to world power status. In the previous year he had passed a law which established the way in which the municipia, the local units of Roman self-government, should be run. All of these measures were taken in order to try to solve the great problem of how to deal with the soldiers of the Roman legions, whether discharged and hungry for land or currently serving but detached from any loyalty to the central Roman institutions. Rather than serving the republic, they chose instead to serve the political ambitions of their own generals and this had caused the decline of that republic’s institutions. But it was the evidence of Caesar’s ability and ambition which caused his death. Among the conspirators were two former governors of Gaul, Marcus Junius Brutus (widely believed to be his illegitimate son) and Decimus Junius Brutus – members of a family long since associated with the cause of republicanism. Indeed, one of their ancestors was supposed to have helped to expel the Tarquin kings in 509 BC, the event which led to the republic’s establishment. Caesar, the dictator, seemed bent on subverting half a millennium of republican institutions and beliefs. The argument for killing Caesar was that it would revive the old Roman way of life – mos maiorum or the customs of the ancestors.

War, law and politics had always dominated the Roman state. Roman citizens elected the republic’s two senior officials, the consuls who were charged with military affairs. Lesser officials then decided legal disputes, organized the public works and presided over religious festivals and other duties of state. Although all Roman citizens could vote for the candidates, they were divided into three groupings determined by status and wealth. The patricians were a small elite group of families who alone had the right to be elected to certain positions. The equites were non-patricians with enough money and leisure to pay taxes and perform the unpaid duties of state. The remainder were the plebeians. This system, suitable for a mediumsized central Italian city-state, came under pressure as a result of Rome’s expansion. By c. 290 BC Rome had unified the rest of Italy under her rule and the epic struggle which followed in the next century and a half led to the eventual defeat of the North African city of Carthage – Rome’s rival for dominance of the western Mediterranean.

The Rome of the mid-second century was also a world power in the east after the defeat of most of Greece, and in the west, southern Gaul (France) had also been conquered. But the imperial economy would tear the republican system apart. Small peasant land holdings were celebrated in Roman literature as nurseries which taught the virtues of hard work and ancestral piety towards the gods; however, they were no longer viable. Imports of cheap food, especially from the granaries of North Africa, as well as the growth of large estates run by slave labour, now dominated the markets and created mass rural unemployment. Migration into Rome also resulted in a huge urban proletariat which was hungry, often unemployed, and therefore ready to sell their votes to those who promised them food, money and lavish spectacles. Successful generals, when seeking office, could also use their own troops to bully their way into power. Money and muscle were therefore the resources needed in order to be elected to the offices of praetor and consul, whose traditional perks included the governance of a province. And the clients of a successful Roman noble family, those who gave their patrons political support, could therefore include provincial kings and entire national regions.

The family of the Caesars belonged to the gens (or clan) called Julius – one of the ancient patrician nobility. But despite the Julii Caesares’ claim to trace their family back to the goddess Venus, they were neither rich nor powerful. The latest of their line would have to make his own way.

From the beginning Caesar’s ambition was to reform both the old Roman state and the wider Graeco-Roman world. He showed his radical colours by marrying Cornelia, daughter of Lucius Cornelius Cinna who had supported the revolutionary political campaigns of the general, Gaius Marius. The brief dictatorship of Sulla (82–78) was an early attempt at getting rid of republican rule in the name of a reactionary aristocracy – and Caesar disappeared from Italy to do his military service in the province of Asia and in Cilicia. On his return to Rome he was elected to be one of the military tribunes and, with his new ally Pompey, helped to dismantle the Sullan constitution. By c. 68 he had been elected quaestor – the first major step in a political career – and served in the province of Further Spain. He borrowed heavily to provide some spectacular public shows while he was one of the curule aediles. In 63 he was elected Pontifex Maximus or High Priest and became praetor in 62. As governor of Further Spain in 61–60 he was able to loot in the traditional manner while on a campaign, which enabled him to settle his debts. On his return to Rome in 60, and against Senatorial opposition, he stood successfully for the consulship of the year 59.

In the ‘first triumvirate’ Caesar created a powerful force by uniting himself with Pompey and Crassus. He pushed through legislation which would give Pompey’s soldiers allotments on Italian public land. He then conquered the remaining, non-Roman, parts of Gaul and it was the prestige he gained from this which gave him the authority to attempt the reordering of Rome herself. The triumvirate had by now foundered due to internal rivalries and in 49 BC Caesar moved on Rome. He crossed the Rubicon, the river that marked the divide between Gaul and Roman soil, without giving up his army. By doing so he broke the law and defied the Roman senate. He defeated Pompey, who was now supporting the senate, at the battle of Pharsalus in southern Thessaly, which made Caesar the effective – though disputed – ruler of Rome. After expeditions in Egypt and Asia Minor he returned to Rome, where he quelled a mutiny in the Campania, subjugated the rebellious legions in North Africa and then defeated Pompey’s sons. Caesar had won – but his victories were so conclusive that he had made permanent enemies of those who believed in, and sentimentalized, the old Roman system.

Caesar was not the tyrant who destroyed the Roman Republic because that system had already self-destructed. The effective authority of the Roman nobility had disappeared because it was a mere oligarchy. Caesar adopted his nephew Octavian as his son and, after Caesar’s death, Octavian formed a second triumvirate of like-minded power-hungry politicians with Mark Antony and Marcus Lepidus. This group pursued the assassins of Caesar to their deaths and in 42 BC they deified Caesar and forced the Roman magistrates to uphold Caesar’s constitutional changes. Octavian was heir to Caesar’s military genius but infinitely more subtle in his political tactics. He dissolved the second triumvirate and established himself as Augustus after the resumption of the Roman civil war. At the battle of Actium in 31 BC he gained a great naval victory over Mark Antony and the Egyptian queen Cleopatra. As a result, Egypt became his personal property and the fabulous wealth he now acquired enabled him to distribute power and property in Rome. In 27 BC he was given the title of Augustus Caesar by the Senate. Realizing that it was the naked display of power which had destroyed his uncle he decided to declare that he was simply restoring the old democratic Roman constitution yet his money meant that it was only his own supporters who had a chance of getting the votes for elected office. Beneath a residual democratic façade Rome had become an empire. Behind this achievement stood Julius Caesar’s life’s work. By getting rid of the Roman oligarchs who had masqueraded as republicans, Caesar in fact gave Rome a new lease of life.

Strengthened as an autocracy Rome could now stand for another 400 years – at a time when barbarian invaders increasingly threatened from both the north and the west. And Gaul, having been Romanized at a deep level during these centuries, was therefore able to draw on those roots and recover to civilized life after the barbarian tribes had come and gone. Recognition of this common European debt explains the survival of Caesar’s family name in the title of Tsar to signify a supreme ruler. But the appeal of republicanism as a political ideal also survived. It would first reappear in the Italian city-states of the middle ages. The works of Machiavelli, followed by those of Shakespeare, especially in his play Julius Caesar, endowed republicanism with an idealism which was hardly evident in the selfish motives of those who hacked the first and greatest of Caesars to death on that day in Rome.


Good Friday c. AD 30

The Crucifixion of Jesus Christ

The Start of the Christian Era

In the blood of the martyrs lies the seed of the Church.

Tertullian (c. 155–230)

The Crucifixion of Jesus Christ took place in the highly charged atmosphere of Jerusalem during the week of Passover, an annual holiday when Jews in their tens of thousands would travel to the city in order to celebrate their past deliverance from captivity in Egypt. Earlier that week Jesus, originally from the town of Nazareth in Galilee and whose name meant ‘Jehovah saves’, had travelled into the city on a donkey. This had been a conscious recreation of Zachariah’s Old Testament prophecy that the Jews would find their king coming to them mounted on a donkey as a sign of his humility. His accompanying followers acclaimed Jesus as ‘son of David’ – the tenth-century BC king who had, it was thought, established a unified Jewish state with its capital in Jerusalem. The word Christos, bestowed on Jesus by his disciples, is the Greek version of the Hebrew Meshiah or Messiah, ‘the anointed one’. In c. AD 30 therefore, both in Jerusalem and more generally in Jewish Palestine, Jesus was seen as an anointed successor to David who would restore Israel.

Following the celebration of a Passover meal with his disciples at which he had blessed the bread and wine, calling the bread ‘my body’ and the wine ‘my blood of the Covenant’, Jesus withdrew to the Mount of Olives to pray. The gospels describe the betrayal of Jesus by one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who guided the armed men dispatched by Caiaphas, the Jewish Chief Priest, who had been alarmed by the evidence of Jesus’ threat to public order. When brought before Caiaphas and his council (the Sanhedrin) Jesus replied ambiguously when asked whether he considered himself ‘son of God’. This was enough evidence of blasphemy for Caiaphas to send Jesus before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Judaea, with a recommendation that he be crucified – the cruellest punishment known to ancient Rome. It is probable that the Sanhedrin and Caiaphas also thought that Jesus saw himself as ‘king of the Jews’. The gospels’ presentation of Pilate as being troubled about what to do next is coloured by the fact that Christianity, by the time of the gospels’ composition in the late first century, was a fast-growing religion and needed to be on good terms with the Roman authorities. Pilate was as rough and ready a character as any other Roman ruler of a troublesome province. He would eventually be dismissed from his job because of his unwise execution of a number of Samaritans. Ordering the crucifixion of a Jewish troublemaker between two criminals on the local hill of Gethsemane would not have been a problem for him.

Jesus was crucified with the title ‘king of the Jews’ mockingly posted above his head on which he wore a crown of thorns. It is also probable that right up to the moment of death Jesus believed in the imminence of a divine intervention according to that tradition of Jewish eschatology which his life’s work had revived and made so dangerous a threat to the Roman political order. His last recorded words were, ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?’

Palestine was part of the Roman empire, and Jewish Palestine, at the time of Jesus’ birth some thirty years earlier, was ruled by Rome’s client king, Herod the Great. Its position between Syria and Egypt made its stability vital for the Romans in this volatile area. The emperor Augustus took away the southern Palestinian territories of Judaea, Idumaea and the (non-Jewish) area of Samaria from Herod’s son and successor, Herod Archelaus, and turned them into the imperial province of Judaea which was governed by his prefect, Pontius Pilate. Herod’s other son, Herod Antipas, meanwhile ruled in Galilee, northern Palestine. Based in Caesarea, with only a small army to support him, Pilate avoided Jerusalem except when religious festivals such as the Passover turned the city into a mob of patriotic Jews. He relied on the High Priest and his council to enforce order. Jewish–Gentile relations were tense and the Romans were warily respectful of the vivid Jewish sense of their own cultural opposition to the Graeco-Roman world. Jews resisted any establishment of pagan temples in their towns as well as gymnasia and gladiatorial contests. There would be no colonies in Jewish Palestine until the First Jewish revolt of AD 66–74 made them a necessity for the Roman rulers.

Daily Jewish life in the region was governed by the observance of the Torah or Law as set out in the Old Testament. Internal divisions among the Jews made Judaea a turbulent place: learned and pious Pharisees advocated a precise interpretation of the laws, the radical sect of the Essenes were a vigorous fringe movement and the Sadducees were politically influential.

The Synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, so called because of their similarity to each other, portray a figure who spoke of ‘the Kingdom of God’ using parables, aphorisms and similes whose language and references drew on agricultural and village life. The gospels also make it clear that Jesus, during a very brief public ministry of probably no more than a year, proclaimed the imminent arrival of the Kingdom of God and anticipated that God would intervene and pass a final judgement before establishing an Israel free of foreign domination. By summoning twelve disciples to follow him Jesus also declared his belief that God would restore the twelve tribes of Israel. The ‘Kingdom of God’ was twofold. It existed in heaven and would be entered on death, but it was also shown in the words and deeds of the here and now. Being a member of this kingdom was a question of realizing God’s will, of being filled with faith and rejecting material possessions. It was also evident that Jesus favoured the outcasts of his own time – not just the poor and lowly but also the sinners who repented. Even tax gatherers and prostitutes could therefore be in the Kingdom. By this proclamation Jesus called on people to follow his example rather than himself personally. He also anticipated the arrival of ‘the Son of Man’ who would come in clouds of glory. This was an authentic piece of Hebraic prophecy. After the resurrection Christ’s followers interpreted the Son of Man as Christ himself.

Jesus therefore was a rabbi who worked in the tradition of the Temple but he was also ready to debate what the Law really required of Jews and to rise above mere formalism. The Law had to be followed, most of all, with the inner self. That was why hatred was as great a sin as murder. This was exceptional teaching but not a reason for the scribes and scholars who interpreted the Law, as well as the Pharisees, to threaten his life. It was Passover week’s circumstances which placed Jesus in danger. He had already told his followers that the Temple would be destroyed as part of the fulfilment of God’s new Kingdom; he therefore entered its precincts, where the annual Temple tax of two drachmas was paid, and overturned the tables. The prediction and the assault were the two reasons for Jesus’ Crucifixion. He was not a military threat – which is why his disciples were not killed – but in his own person and message he was undermining a precarious Jewish–Roman agreement on how to keep the peace.

After his death some of Jesus’ followers claimed that the tomb in which he had been placed was empty. They also said they had seen the risen Christ not as a spirit but as a body. Language, whether Greek, Latin or the Aramaic spoken by Jesus and his followers, struggled to express this novel idea. Paul in his mid-first-century epistles opted for the awkward phrase ‘spiritual body’ to describe the risen Christ. But it was this belief which explained why Christianity spread and why people were ready to die for it. Reflection on what Jesus represented and meant had started with his first public appearance when he was baptized by John, who was another believer in his own imminent end and judgement. This now continued with the development of a Christian Church – an ecclesia or community ‘called out’ of all the world. The Apostles’ Creed developed by the early Church said that Jesus Christ had preexisted his actual birth and had always existed with God the Father. He had therefore become flesh and been incarnated before finally being resurrected to life eternal. The influence of Greek philosophy would also emphasize that Christ was logos – the word made flesh who brought redemptive order to the world.

The idea that God was a person was a scandalous one for pious Jews and laughable to clever Greeks but it spoke to the poor and the marginal. Both the incarnation and the Crucifixion were fresh appealing ways of presenting the idea of God since they showed his vulnerability: first as an infant and then as a man nailed to the cross. Plato had said that the history of the world was the victory of persuasion over force. But in the person of Christ that philosophical insight became embodied in the life of the person who was now acclaimed by his believers as the Son of Man and as Kyrios (Lord). Jesus Christ moreover was, for Christians, the only such Kyrios. Consequently (and very dangerously), the Roman caesar or emperor was not a lord at all. The belief that the covenant God of the Old Testament had, through Jesus, established a new covenant with humanity was the ‘good news’ acclaimed in the New Testament.

In the dynamic theology of St Paul this idea became a universal one so that Christianity was not just a Jewish sect but spoke to all humanity, transcending the boundaries of politics, ethnicity and culture. This exhilarating perspective suddenly made Graeco-Roman culture look very parochial. Paul’s emphasis on original sin was a novel introduction to Christianity and part of his personal obsession with the fight between flesh and spirit. Many found it psychologically compelling as an explanation of a flaw in humanity. After Paul, the Greek philosophical claim that acting wrongly was just the result of thinking badly, seemed naïve. For Christians the remedy for sin was the Atonement: the creation of a new humanity reconciled to God through the death and suffering of Christ who was the second Adam. It was this faith which sustained the persecuted and the martyred during the strenuous and dangerous first three Christian centuries.

Christianity became the most global of all the major religions, showing a unique capacity to exist among a very wide variety of different cultures in Asia, Africa and the Americas. The process had started as an aspect of European colonization as missionaries followed in the wake of armies but the uniqueness and appeal of Christianity’s doctrines, centred around the Crucifixion, contributed to its survival in local soil long after the end of empire.
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