
  

 
 
Welcome to the final lesson. This is the culmination of everything we’ve been building toward this entire 
course. We now be able to see the historical transition of the New Testament period in a realistic way. By 
studying the diachronic linguistics of the contemporary texts right after the fall of the temple in 70CE it 
becomes so very clear why Christianity looks so different from the primal nascent church of Christ. 
  

 



 
So what we are going to do in this lesson is trace the transformation of Christianity from the small Duras 
Europos gatherings of oppressed priesthood in individual homes which taught the temple through simple 
individual and small groups sacred meal lessons to the institutional Christian empire of Constantine.  
We will dive into the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Scrolls of Qumran. Hopefully by this point in the course, especially 
after the last lesson we can see how there us not good versus bad, right versus wrong here in history. We 
should move beyond those absolutes and see how all of these materials help us create a realistic and informed 
narrative. So we will dive into the Context of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the community of Qumran. We will explore 
the mysticism of Thomas and examine the most popular scripture of the early Christian church after the fall of 
the temple in 70CE. We will see the role of women in the early church we will see the origins of Christmas 
rooted in the Mother. And we will see the transformation and survival of the temple tokens, signs and symbols 
move inward whole under oppression. 
  

 
 
After the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 AD under the Roman general Titus, early Christians where 
caught in a prolonged period of instability, marginalization, and at times severe persecution under Roman 
authority. Between roughly 70 and 313 AD, before the Edict of Milan legalized Christianity under Constantine, 
believers gathered in private homes in small groups, if they met out of home it was still in small groups at 
inconspicuous locations like catacombs or hidden communal spaces where their worship was centered around 
shared meals, covenant fellowship, Scripture reading, prayer, and the Eucharist. All of which was easily written 
off as parole gathering for a meal. These gatherings were what preserved temple memory but required it to be 
in a transformed way. Focusing on a the covenant community as the dwelling place of God, the Ekklesia 
(ἐκκλησία) or the called out ones, those that have gathered, echoing passages such as 1 Corinthians 3:16, 
Ephesians 2:19–22, and 1 Peter 2:5. Early sources such as the Didache (ca. 70–120 AD), Ignatius of Antioch 
(ca. 110 AD), Justin Martyr’s First Apology (ca. 155 AD), and The Shepherd of Hermas (ca. 90–140 AD) show 
us how communities were attempting to maintain their covenant identity, and try to engage the divine 
in-dwelling presence of God while living under this political suspicion and intermittent persecution. 



Modern scholarship recognizes that these early Christian meal traditions were not ideal symbolic memorials, 
but required sacred covenant acts and motions connected to temple theology, communal embodiment, and 
divine indwelling. Larry Hurtado, Andrew McGowan, Margaret Barker, and Everett Ferguson  that the Eucharist 
preserved patterns of sacred participation inherited from their Jewish liturgical traditions and the Second 
Temple covenant meals of the Holy Room of the Temple. The family table became a micro sanctuary where 
believers would wash themselves pray and reenacted the presence of Christ through bread, wine, prayer, and 
communal unity. Archaeological evidence from early house churches like the Dura Europos in Syria, dated to 
roughly 232 AD, prove how these domestic spaces were being adapted into the modified temples long before 
the great basilicas emerged from Constantine. The temple was not abandoned by early Christianity as modern 
Christianity assumed. It was reframed in oppression. 
  
Readings: 
Didache (Early Christian Worship) 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/didache-roberts.html 
Justin Martyr, First Apology 65–67 (Eucharist and House Church Worship) 
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0126.htm 
Ignatius of Antioch (Unity and Eucharist) 
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0109.htm 
The Shepherd of Hermas 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/shepherd.html 
Dura Europos House Church Overview 
https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/ancient-cultures/ancient-rome/dura-europos-house-church/ 
Andrew McGowan on Early Christian Meals and Eucharist 
https://hts.org.za/index.php/hts/article/view/3221 
New Advent Church Fathers Collection 
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/ 
Early Christian Writings Database 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/ 
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As these early Christian communities continued adapting temple theology inward during the second and third 
centuries AD, the meaning of the temple itself increasingly became associated with the transformation of 
humanity into the dwelling place of divine presence. Rather than viewing the temple as merely a sacred 
building in Jerusalem, early Christians increasingly understood it as a symbolic pattern teaching covenant 
ascent, sacred participation, purification, and union with God through Christ. This is why passages such as 
John 2:19–21, Hebrews 8–10, 1 Corinthians 3:16–17, 1 Corinthians 6:19, Ephesians 2:19–22, and Revelation 
21:22 become so important because the temple is progressively relocated from sacred geography into Christ, 
the covenant community, and eventually the transformed human soul itself. Paul’s use of the Greek word ναός 
(naos), pronounced nah OSS, referring specifically to the indwelling sanctuary rather than the larger temple 
complex, becomes extremely significant because believers themselves increasingly become identified as the 
sacred dwelling place of God. Scholars such as Margaret Barker, G. K. Beale, Larry Hurtado, N. T. Wright, 
Crispin Fletcher Louis, and Jonathan Pageau note that early Christianity preserved ancient temple cosmology 
while reframing it around divine indwelling and transformed covenant identity. The outer court, holy place, and 
most holy place increasingly functioned as symbolic representations of humanity’s movement from chaos 
toward holiness and from mortality toward divine life. By the time we reach Revelation 21:22, the trajectory 
reaches its culmination when John states, “I saw no temple therein: for the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb 
are the temple of it.” The final temple was no longer merely architecture. The temple becomes transformed 
humanity fully dwelling in the presence of God. 
  
Readings: 
G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission 
https://www.ivpress.com/the-temple-and-the-church-s-mission 
Jonathan Pageau on Temple Symbolism 
https://thesymbolicworld.com/ 
Hebrews 8 Interlinear Greek 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/hebrews/8.htm 
1 Corinthians 3 Interlinear Greek 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/1_corinthians/3.htm 
Revelation 21 Interlinear Greek 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/revelation/21.htm 
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​
The discovery of Qumran and the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947 completely transformed modern scholarship 
surrounding Second Temple Judaism and the Christian world. Prior to the scroll discoveries, scholars imagined 
Judaism during the first century as unified, but the scrolls proved a world with competing interpretations on 
covenant identity, temple legitimacy, ritual purity, sacred calendars, messianic expectation, and the coming 
kingdom of God. Imagine if records were found of Christianity today. The most prevalent writings would 
certainly not represent the true takings of Christ. The Qumran settlement is located northwest of the Dead Sea 
along the edge of the Judean wilderness, it was an organized covenant community from 150 BC until around 
68–70 AD when Roman campaigns during the First Jewish Revolt likely destroyed or forced abandonment of 
the settlement shortly before the fall of Jerusalem under Titus in 70 AD. Archaeological excavations revealed a 
very intentional religious society complete with assembly rooms, ritual immersion pools of chaotic living waters 
(mikva’ot), storage facilities, water systems, communal dining areas, and scribal workspaces where many of 
the scrolls were likely copied and preserved. They are thought to be of the Essenes, though scholars still 
debate the exact relationship between the Essenes and the Qumran community. What makes Qumran so 
important for us is understanding how strongly its theology parallels themes later found throughout early 
Christianity. The Community Rule (1QS), the War Scroll, the Damascus Document, and other sectarian texts 
reveal a covenant community that believed the Jerusalem priesthood had become corrupted during the 
Hasmonean period and that true covenant fidelity now required withdrawal into the wilderness in preparation 
for divine intervention and restoration. Their worldview was apocalyptic, as they were expecting an imminent 
cosmic conflict between the “Sons of Light” and the “Sons of Darkness,” language that closely parallels themes 
later found in John, Paul, and other New Testament writings. Ritual purity, sacred meals, covenant hierarchy, 
initiation rituals, communal ownership, and strict interpretations of holiness all shaped life at Qumran, while 
their adoption of a 364 day solar calendar demonstrates how  they connected sacred time, the notion of 
balanced heavenly order, and covenant identity together. The wilderness was symbolic temple space where a 
renewed Israel would be prepared for the coming kingdom of God outside what they viewed as compromised 



institutional systems in Jerusalem. Christianity is located in this same theological category. The Dead Sea 
Scrolls help us see  the exact atmosphere that produces the New Testament. 
  
Readings: 
Dead Sea Scrolls Digital Library 
https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/ 
Florentino García Martínez, The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated 
https://brill.com/display/title/680 
The Community Rule (1QS) Translation 
https://www.essene.com/History&Essenes/md.htm 
Biblical Archaeology Society, Qumran Overview 
https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/ancient-cultures/dead-sea-scrolls/the-dead-sea-scrolls-and-the-essen
es/ 
Israel Museum Qumran and Dead Sea Scrolls 
https://www.imj.org.il/en/wings/shrine-book/dead-sea-scrolls 
Josephus on the Essenes 
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/josephus/war-2.html 
Philo on the Essenes 
https://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/text/philo/book36.html 
  

 
 
The Community Rule (1QS), also called the Serekh ha Yahad ( הַיַּחַד סֶרֶךְ ), meaning “Rule of the Covenant 
Community,” is one of the most important texts discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls because it provides us 
a direct window into how the Qumran community organized itself spiritually, socially, ritually, and politically 
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between thus critical time of Christ in 150 BC and 70 AD. The Hebrew term יחד (yahad), pronounced yah 
KHAD, means “unity,” “togetherness,” or “covenant community,” and the text repeatedly emphasizes that 
holiness was achieved through participation in an ordered covenant society preparing for the coming kingdom 
of God. The Community Rule shows their initiation rituals, covenant oaths, sacred meals, ritual immersion 
practices (mikva’ot), communal property systems, leadership hierarchy, disciplinary structures, purity 
regulations, and apocalyptic expectations surrounding the final conflict between light and darkness. The 
Qumran community saw itself as the true remnant of Israel after what they believed was the corruption of the 
Jerusalem priesthood during the Hasmonean period, which caused them to withdraw into the wilderness as a 
renewed covenant society awaiting divine restoration. They practiced similar Christian rituals like sacred 
community, ritual purity, covenant meals, messianic expectation, “children of light,” wilderness preparation, and 
communal holiness which later appear throughout the New Testament world because Christianity is born from 
this broader Second Temple theological pattern. This Zion mentality is key to the community of Qumran. We 
see it clearly with consistent comments like “And all who join the community shall be in one place and there 
shall be no divisions among them” (1QS VI, 2) and their emphasis on how unity itself is the mirrored 
architecture where the covenant people collectively became the dwelling place of God’s presence. 
  
Readings: 
Community Rule (1QS) Translation 
https://www.essene.com/History&Essenes/md.htm 
  

 
 
The Community Rule (1QS), also called the Serekh ha Yahad ( הַיַּחַד סֶרֶךְ ), meaning “Rule of the Covenant 
Community,” also shows us how the Qumran community understood itself as a living covenant body preparing 
the way for the coming kingdom of God between during these times of transition, 150 BC to 70 AD. Members 
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entered into a sacred communal order where the divine presence was experienced collectively through the 
yahad (יחַַד), pronounced yah KHAD, meaning “unity,” “togetherness,” or “covenant community.” It was the 
sacred symbol of the messiah carried through many different Jewish traditions. The Community Rule describes 
initiation rites, communal voting systems, covenant oaths, ritual immersion, sacred meals, hierarchical 
leadership, and public commitments where members symbolically entered into the ordered life of the covenant 
body through the communal sign of yahad. In several passages, communal decisions is connected to the 
raising of hands or this sign of yahad the visible acts of covenant assent in God and the assembly, the broader 
ancient Near Eastern oath gestures where uplifted hands invoking the divine witness and communal 
accountability. We see this in 1QS VIII, 14–15 where each member of Israel must yahad with the community 
“according to all that has been commanded,” this creates a system where the covenant people themselves 
acted as representatives of Yahweh in yahad becoming responsible for preserving others on behalf of the 
whole body. Raising the arm or hand was your sign of willingness to bear covenant responsibility for the 
success, purity, and endurance of the community before God. This linguistically connects why later Christian 
language is surrounding “one body,” “living stones” (1 Peter 2:5), communal indwelling (1 Corinthians 3:16), 
and covenant unity from the Second Temple world. Qumran shows how long before Christianity, Jewish 
covenant groups were already exploring how sacred presence could move from temple geography into 
transformed covenant communities preparing for divine restoration. 
  
Readings: 
Community Rule (1QS) Translation 
https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/explore-the-archive/manuscript/1Q25-1 
  
Dead Sea Scrolls Digital Library 
https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/ 
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The Qumran solar calendar, preserved in texts such as 1 Enoch, Jubilees, and the calendrical fragments 
discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls, is one of the clearest examples of how Second Temple Jewish 
communities connected sacred mathematics, covenant identity, temple symbolism, and cosmic order into a 
unified theological system. The Qumran community rejected the lunar calendar used by the Jerusalem 
priesthood and instead followed a perfectly structured 364 day solar calendar composed of 52 weeks of 7 days 
each, divided into four equal quarters. This is enormously important because in the ancient world the lunar 
calendar was reflecting the sacred time and sacred order to come. The Qumran community believed the 
heavenly bodies moved according to divine precision established by God at creation, placing themselves in a 
perceived higher heaven from the heaven of the moon, echoing Genesis 1:14, Psalm 104:19, and Psalm 
148:4. Their calendar ensured that festivals, Sabbaths, priestly rotations, and covenant assemblies always 
occurred on the same appointed days each year without interruption from shifting lunar cycles. Numbers were 
the theological language of precision. The number 364 symbolized cosmic completeness and harmony, while 
patterns of 7, 12, and 70 reflected creation cycles, covenant structure, tribal order, priestly governance, and 
apocalyptic chronology such as Daniel’s “seventy weeks” in Daniel 9:24.  Sacha Stern, Jonathan Ben Dov, 
James VanderKam, and Michael Wise argue that the Qumran calendar was how ancient Jewish communities 
viewed the temple as a microcosm of heaven, where the temple architecture, temple ritual, and sacred temple 
teachings on time all mirrored divine cosmic order. This also helps explain why early Jewish apocalyptic 
movements, including Christianity, connected heavenly signs, appointed times, sacred feasts, and covenant 
identity all together. Time itself was a big aspect of the temple system. To live according to the correct calendar 
was to live in harmony with heaven. 
  
Readings: 
Dead Sea Scrolls Calendar Texts Overview 
https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/learn-about-the-scrolls/calendars 
  
1 Enoch Calendar Sections Translation 
https://www.sacred-texts.com/bib/boe/ 
  
Book of Jubilees Translation 
https://www.pseudepigrapha.com/jubilees/ 
  
Article: The Qumran Calendar and Sacred Time 
https://www.bibleodyssey.org/articles/calendar-at-qumran/ 
  
Dead Sea Scrolls Digital Library 
https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/ 
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The Gospel of Thomas, discovered near Nag Hammadi Egypt in 1945 as part of Codex II, is one of the most 
important discoveries in modern biblical scholarship for understanding the mysticism of early Christianity in the 
first and second centuries AD. Unlike the canonical gospels, Thomas contains no birth narrative, miracle 
cycles, crucifixion account, or resurrection appearances. Instead, it preserves 114 sayings attributed to Jesus, 
many centered on the mysteries of God in the hidden Wisdom and the inner awakening. Most scholars date 
the composition somewhere between the late first century and mid second century AD, much older than most 
texts though many believe certain sayings may preserve traditions that are even earlier and potentially 
independent of the Synoptic Gospels. The opening line describes the work as “the secret sayings which the 
living Jesus spoke,” immediately shifting the focus away from narrative history and toward revelation through 
interpersonal interpretation and understanding. In sayings like Thomas 3 and Thomas 113, the kingdom of God 
becomes internalized: “The kingdom of the Father is spread upon the earth, and men do not see it.” This 
mystic text is less apocalyptic intervention, as Thomas frames salvation as awakening to divine reality already 
present within and around humanity through the body temple and sacred convent motions in the tabernacle of 
life. Elaine Pagels, April DeConick, Bentley Layton, Marvin Meyer, and James Robinson push how Thomas 
reflects a genuine stream of early Christian mystical and Wisdom traditions rooted within the broader world of 
Second Temple Judaism, apocalyptic expectation, and temple symbolism. This is so important when viewed 
alongside movements already discussed throughout this course. Qumran internalized sacred covenant 
community, Paul described believers as the temple of God (1 Corinthians 3:16), Hermas portrayed the church 
as a tower of living stones, and Revelation culminates with God dwelling directly among humanity in a physical 
temple (Revelation 21:22). Thomas pushes that movement inward. The inner sanctuary is consciousness itself. 
The kingdom is already present. The problem is perception. The discovery of the Nag Hammadi library forced 



scholars to rethink assumptions about early Christianity as a single unified movement and revealed instead a 
diverse religious world wrestling with questions surrounding divine indwelling of the Feminine spirit of God, 
transformation, sacred knowledge, covenant identity, and humanity’s reunification with God. 
  
Readings: 
The Gospel of Thomas Translation 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/thomas.html 
  
Early Christian Writings Database 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/ 
  
  

 
 
Thomas pushes this trajectory we have already been tracing further inward. The problem becomes perception 
itself. Transformation comes through awakening to the divine reality that is already here on earth but you are 
unable to see. Something already present around and within humanity. That is important historically as it 
develops directly alongside the same movements we already see emerging in Qumran, Paul, Revelation, and 
later Hermas, where sacred space progressively moves inward and through physical space in temple 
architecture until you cone into covenant embodiment and divine indwelling that is already here on the earth 
but you cannot see. Elaine Pagels and April DeConick do a great job showing that Thomas preserves these 
esoteric traditions centered on Lady Wisdom, inner realization, and participation in divine presence through 
understanding and transformation. This is one of the major conceptual bridges into The Shepherd of Hermas, 
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where the covenant people themselves are portrayed as the living structure God is building upon the earth to 
be able to meet the Gods of this earth. 
  
Readings: 
The Gospel of Thomas Translation 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/thomas.html 
  
Nag Hammadi Library Overview 
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/nhl.html 
  
  

 
 
The Shepherd of Hermas, is composed in Rome certainly between 90 and 140 AD, but most likely much earlier 
but later than 70 AD and preserves one of the clearest examples of how early Christianity reframed temple 
theology after the destruction of Jerusalem. Hermas presents the covenant community itself as a living temple 
under construction in the decoration of the temple. In the famous Tower Visions, like the Similitude IX, 
righteous men and women become “living stones” carried upward and fitted together into a holy structure 
where the Feminine God dwells among transformed people in this world. This imagery directly echoes 
passages in the canonical texts like 1 Corinthians 3:16, Ephesians 2:19–22, 1 Peter 2:5, and Revelation 21:22, 
where temple architecture is internalized into covenant identity and communal readiness. The text comes from 
this period when Christianity was still decentralized, visionary, and heavily shaped by persecution, repentance 
theology, ritual purity, and apocalyptic visions. Early Christians valued Hermas so highly that it was included in 
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Codex Sinaiticus alongside New Testament writings, and respected by Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and 
Origen. Historically, Hermas is the favored scripture of this transitional stage of Christianity where the believers 
understood themselves as followers attending temple space, only under the oppressive rule where the 
participants being shaped had to create their homes as the temporary symbolic temples and best learned how 
they themselves were the final transformed temples. The architecture changes, but the symbolic pattern 
continues in their oppression. 
  
Readings: 
The Shepherd of Hermas 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/shepherd.html 
  
Codex Sinaiticus Overview 
https://www.codexsinaiticus.org/en/ 
  
Early Christian Writings Database 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/ 
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From the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran to Paul, Hermas, and the Book of Revelation, one of the most 
consistent symbolic trajectories in ancient Judaism and early Christianity is the relocation of temple space from 
large external edifices into transformed covenant people in their homes. The Qumran community viewed the 
Yahad, pronounced yah HAHD, or “the united covenant community,” as the true preserved sanctuary of God 
while the Jerusalem priesthood was seen as corrupted. Paul radicalizes this concept in passages  like 1 
Corinthians 3:16, Ephesians 2:19–22, and Romans 8 by teaching that believers themselves become the ναός 
(naos), pronounced nah OSS, the indwelling sanctuary where the Feminine Devine resides. Hermas continues 
this exact symbolic pattern in the second century by describing righteous men and women as “living stones” 
being assembled into a great tower, where transformed souls become the architecture of temple space. What 
emerges is a layered cosmology where the Kingdom of God already exists around and among humanity as a 
higher ordered reality overlapping the visible world. The problem is humanity’s inability to perceive and embody 
it fully. This is why texts like Luke 17:20–21, the Gospel of Thomas 113, Ephesians 4:13, and Revelation 21 
repeatedly connect transformation, sanctification, and perception all together. Ancient temple theology 
becomes polysemous. The temple is simultaneously cosmic order, sacred community, transformed 
consciousness, covenant embodiment, and the meeting place between heaven and earth. The final temple is 
humanity restored into the image of divine order itself. In this framework, the coming Kingdom is future and 
already present, hidden beneath ordinary perception until individuals and communities become aligned with its 
image. Christianity internalized it into the process of human transformation. 
  
Readings: 
1 Corinthians 3:16 Interlinear and Greek Notes 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/1_corinthians/3-16.htm 
  
Ephesians 2:19–22 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/ephesians/2-22.htm 
  
1 Peter 2:5 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/1_peter/2-5.htm 
  
Revelation 21 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/revelation/21.htm 
  
The Shepherd of Hermas 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/shepherd.html 
  
Community Rule (1QS) Translation 
https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/explore-the-archive/manuscript/1Q27-1 
  
G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission 
https://www.ivpress.com/the-temple-and-the-church-s-mission 
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​
After the Edict of Milan in 313 AD under Constantine, Christianity rapidly transitioned from a persecuted 
covenant movement into an increasingly imperial institution tied to Roman political power. What had once 
existed primarily through decentralized house churches, communal meals, martyr traditions, and localized 
covenant communities now began moving into public basilicas, state sponsored councils, imperial funding 
systems, and centralized doctrinal authority. The Council of Nicaea in 325 AD became one of the clearest 
examples of this shift as theological unity increasingly became connected to imperial stability and political 
cohesion. Under Theodosius I, Christianity was formally established as the religion of the empire in 380 AD 
through the Edict of Thessalonica, and by 392 AD many traditional pagan practices had been restricted 
throughout the Roman world. Historians such as Eusebius of Caesarea describe Constantine almost as a 
divinely chosen ruler who unified empire and church together, while later historians like Socrates Scholasticus 
and Sozomen preserve records of how doctrinal disputes increasingly became matters of imperial concern. 
Christianity did not simply disappear into empire, but its relationship with power fundamentally changed. The 
movement that once survived through hidden communal sanctuaries and covenant identity now began building 
sacred architecture openly across the empire itself. 
  
Readings: 
Eusebius, Life of Constantine 
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/2502.htm 
Edict of Milan Overview 
https://www.britannica.com/event/Edict-of-Milan 
Council of Nicaea Overview 
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11044a.htm 
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By the second through fourth centuries AD, Christianity was layering the story of Christ onto temple symbols 
and festivals that already existed throughout the Roman world. The New Testament never gives a birth date for 
Jesus, and early Christians were originally much more focused on Christ’s death, resurrection, and return than 
on celebrating His birth. Some of the earliest Christian traditions preserved by writers like Clement of 
Alexandria (ca. 150–215 AD) and Hippolytus (ca. 170–235 AD) actually connect Christ more closely with 
springtime symbolism, Passover imagery, creation themes, lamb symbolism, and the season of new life. But by 
the late third and fourth centuries, after Constantine legalized Christianity in 313 AD, the church existed inside 
the ritual and symbolic world of the Roman Empire itself. December 25 already carried meaning throughout 
Roman society through Saturnalia, winter solstice celebrations, fertility festivals, sacred lights, and especially 
Sol Invictus, the “Unconquered Sun,” promoted under Emperor Aurelian around 274 AD. What begins 
happening historically is not simply replacement, but reinterpretation. Light overcoming darkness, sacred 
rebirth, eternal life, cosmic renewal, evergreen symbolism, and heavenly kingship all become absorbed into a 
new Christ centered narrative. The symbols survive, but their theological meaning becomes reframed through 
Christianity as the faith moves from persecuted movement into imperial religion within the late Roman and 
Byzantine world. 
  
Readings: 
Chronography of 354 Overview 
https://www.tertullian.org/fathers/chronography_of_354_06_calendar.htm 
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Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/02105.htm 
  
Hippolytus, Commentary on Daniel 
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0502.htm 
  
Sol Invictus Overview 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Sol-Invictus 
  
Saturnalia Overview 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Saturnalia-Roman-festival 
  
  

 
 
By the late third century AD, especially under the emperor Aurelian around 270 to 275 AD, Sol Invictus 
became one of the most important symbols of imperial unity throughout the Roman world. Rome had just 
survived decades of civil war, military collapse, political instability, and fragmentation, and emperors 
increasingly used shared cosmic religion to restore social cohesion across the empire. Sol Invictus, meaning 
“the unconquered sun,” symbolized victory, divine authority, protection, and the eternal return of light after 
darkness. December 25 became associated with the rebirth of the sun after the winter solstice as daylight 
slowly began returning to the world. Long before Constantine, Christianity already possessed deeply 
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developed light symbolism through passages such as John 1:4–9, John 8:12, Malachi 4:2, and Ephesians 5:8 
where Christ is repeatedly associated with divine light overcoming darkness, chaos, death, and spiritual 
blindness. What begins happening in the third and fourth centuries is not simple imitation, but symbolic overlap 
and recontextualization as Christianity moves deeper into the Roman imperial world. Solar imagery, radiant 
halos, cosmic kingship, sacred light, and heavenly victory increasingly become centered around Christological 
meaning rather than imperial solar worship itself. Historians such as Lactantius and Eusebius describe Christ 
through cosmic light imagery while Roman coinage, imperial art, and late antique mosaics preserve the visual 
language of radiant divine kingship throughout the empire. The symbols survive, but the theological center 
shifts. The unconquered sun becomes the victorious Christ. Light returning after darkness becomes 
resurrection and renewal. The heavens themselves become part of the symbolic language through which 
Christianity explains divine order, sacred kingship, and the hope of eternal life. 
  
Readings: 
John 1 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/john/1.htm 
  
Sol Invictus Overview 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Sol-Invictus 
  
Lactantius, Divine Institutes 
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0701.htm 
  
Eusebius, Life of Constantine 
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/250 
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By the fourth century AD, especially after Christianity became legalized under Constantine following the Edict 
of Milan in 313 AD, older winter symbolism from across the Roman and Near Eastern world increasingly 
became absorbed into Christian sacred memory surrounding the birth of Christ. Winter festivals connected to 
Saturnalia, Sol Invictus, evergreen rituals, sacred light ceremonies, and fertility symbolism had long celebrated 
life continuing through darkness, the rebirth of light after the solstice, communal feasting, gift giving, candles, 
sacred greenery, and cosmic renewal. In older West Semitic traditions, sacred trees and wooden poles 
associated with Asherah often symbolized divine motherhood, fertility, wisdom, life, and heavenly presence, 
with archaeological evidence from sites such as Kuntillet Ajrud and Khirbet el Qom confirming that tree and 
mother imagery were deeply embedded within parts of ancient Israelite religious culture before the 
Deuteronomistic reforms of the seventh century BC. Over time, many of these symbolic systems continued 
evolving rather than disappearing. The evergreen tree increasingly became associated with life enduring 
through winter death, candles symbolized divine light and sacred wisdom entering darkness, and gifts reflected 
heavenly blessings and hidden spiritual gifts revealed to humanity. Early Christians already associated Christ, 
the Spirit, and divine wisdom with light imagery through passages such as John 1:4–9 and John 14–16 where 
the Paraclete becomes the divine presence dwelling among humanity. By the time Constantine died in 337 AD, 
Christianity had fully entered the symbolic world of empire, increasingly reinterpreting older cosmic and 
seasonal imagery through Christological theology rather than erasing it outright. The symbols survived 
because they spoke to recurring human experiences of hope, rebirth, divine presence, sacred motherhood, 
and light overcoming darkness. Christianity reframed those symbols into a new sacred story centered on 
Christ, the Spirit, eternal life, and the restoration of divine order. 
  
Readings: 
Mark S. Smith on Asherah and Israelite Religion 
https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/hebrew-bible/asherah-goddess-canaan/ 
  
John 1 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/john/1.htm 
  
John 14 Interlinear (Paraclete Traditions) 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/john/14.htm 
  
Saturnalia Overview 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Saturnalia-Roman-festival 
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One of the strangest things you begin noticing as you study the ancient world carefully is that traces of older 
mother traditions never fully disappear. Even after reform movements, imperial Christianity, and later 
ecumenical councils begin standardizing theology, fragments of these much older symbolic systems still 
survive underneath the text and ritual world of late Judaism and early Christianity. Symbols connected to 
motherhood, fertility, sacrifice, birth, covenant inheritance, and divine protection continue appearing in 
distorted, transformed, and sometimes even rejected forms all the way into the Roman period. Josephus, 
writing after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD, preserves one of the darker examples in Jewish War 
2.267–268 where he describes a ritual involving a pregnant goat used as a curse ritual against Rome during 
the chaos of occupation and revolt. Later rabbinic traditions in Gittin 57a remember similar practices negatively, 
which matters because by this period many of these older ritual systems were already being viewed as 
dangerous or corrupted remnants rather than legitimate covenant worship. But even in rejection the symbolism 
survives. The sacrificed mother. The unborn child. The destruction of future inheritance. The longing for divine 
reversal against empire. These ideas remain embedded inside the symbolic world Christianity emerges from. 
Rome ruled Judea politically, but it also shaped the psychological and religious imagination of the people living 
under oppression, and that is why themes surrounding mother, son, sacrifice, kingdom, judgment, and 
restoration still carry so much symbolic weight throughout the New Testament world. 
  
Readings: 
Josephus, Jewish War Book 2 
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/josephus/war-2.html 
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Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 57a 
https://www.sefaria.org/Gittin.57a 
  
Mark S. Smith on Asherah and Divine Mother Traditions 
https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/hebrew-bible/asherah-goddess-canaan/ 
  

 
 
What makes this period so historically fascinating is that Christianity does not erase the symbolic world that 
came before it. It absorbs it, reframes it, and gives it new theological meaning. Some things are lost in this 
process but others are gained. By the late Roman and Byzantine periods, older winter festivals tied to cosmic 
light, sacred trees, fertility symbolism, divine motherhood, and the return of life after darkness were already 
embedded throughout the Mediterranean world. Saturnalia preserved feasting, candles, gift giving, greenery, 
and communal celebration during the darkest part of winter, while Sol Invictus celebrated the return of the 
unconquered sun after the solstice. Christianity already possessed this exact symbolic language internally 
through texts like John 1, John 8:12, Malachi 4:2, Revelation 12, and Revelation 22 where Christ becomes the 
true light entering darkness and the source of eternal life. At the same time, older sacred tree and mother 
symbolism never fully disappeared from cultural memory. Sacred trees connected to life, wisdom, fertility, 
divine presence, and heavenly motherhood had existed for centuries throughout Israelite and Near Eastern 
traditions, including the Asherah traditions later condemned during the reforms of Josiah. Over time these 
symbols were preserved, but transformed into new sacred narratives. The evergreen became enduring life 
through winter death. Candles became divine light entering darkness. Gifts symbolized heavenly inheritance 
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and hidden spiritual gifts. The mother symbolism increasingly gathered around Mary and the language of 
divine compassion, protection, wisdom, and sacred birth. Christianity became extraordinarily successful 
because it could take older human longings already attached to light, rebirth, motherhood, sacred meals, and 
cosmic renewal and redirect them toward Christological meaning. The symbols survived because the human 
longing underneath them never disappeared. 
  
Readings: 
John 1 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/john/1.htm 
  
Revelation 22 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/revelation/22.htm 
  
Mark S. Smith on Asherah and Israelite Religion 
https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/hebrew-bible/asherah-goddess-canaan/ 
  
Steven Hijmans on Sol Invictus 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20430501 
  
  

 
 
Part of the way early Christianity survives persecution, temple destruction, dispersion, and later disagreement 
with the consolidation of the church inside the Roman Empire is through the polysemic nature of the older 
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Hebrew worldview. Ancient Hebrew thought layers meaning on top of meaning. Symbols remain alive because 
they are not locked into one singular interpretation. Temple becomes community. Community becomes body. 
Body becomes cosmos. Sacred patterns survive because the meanings can expand and recontextualize 
across generations. Find the balance of chaos and order, emotion and law has always been the goal. One of 
the clearest places you begin seeing this polysemic symbolic system survive is through sacred numbers. In the 
ancient Near East, and continuing within Second Temple Judaism, numbers had theological, cosmic, and 
covenant meaning. The Hebrew alphabet was numerically layered, meaning words could carry symbolic 
mathematical relationships through gematria. Seven reflected sacred completion and covenant wholeness. 
Twelve reflected divine government and covenant structure. Forty reflected transformation through trial and 
renewal. Seventy reflected fullness among the nations. Even the Qumran calendar reflects this worldview 
because its perfect mathematical symmetry mirrors the belief that time was sacred architecture established by 
divine order. Temple measurements, apocalyptic timelines, sacred calendars, and Revelation’s New Jerusalem 
all preserve this same worldview where creation reflects patterned intelligence established by God. The 
ancient world did not separate mathematics from theology. Numbers became part of the language of temple 
truths. 
  
Readings: 
Qumran Calendar Texts Overview 
https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/explore-the-archive/manuscript/4Q319-1 
  
Revelation 21 Interlinear Greek 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/revelation/21.htm 
  
Wisdom of Solomon 11 
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Wisdom+11&version=NRSVA 
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Part of the reason these polysemic elements of ancient Hebrew thought become so powerful in early 
Christianity is because they allow sacred patterns to survive even as the outward structure changes. The 
temple can simultaneously mean a building, a covenant community, the human body, the cosmos, and the 
individual soul moving through transformation. Ancient Jews and early Christians were constantly reading 
reality through layered symbolic structure. That is why the tabernacle and temple were so important. They 
were maps of divine order and humanity’s journey back into sacred presence. The heavens reflected the 
temple. The temple reflected creation. Humanity reflected the temple. And life became a part of the living 
temple procession through covenant stages toward divine fulfillment. This is also where ideas of foreordination 
and divine calling begin fitting into the symbolic world of the ancient temple. Just as every object in the 
tabernacle had an appointed place, function, and sacred purpose, humanity itself was understood as 
participating inside a larger cosmic pattern established by God. Paul picks up this exact language repeatedly 
when he speaks about gifts, callings, members of one body, and believers being “built together” into a dwelling 
place for God. The New Testament preserves this older Hebrew worldview where identity is tied to divine order, 
sacred timing, covenant participation, and becoming aligned with the heavenly pattern. The temple becomes 
the pattern of life itself. 
  
Readings: 
Exodus 25 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/exodus/25.htm 
  
1 Corinthians 12 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/1_corinthians/12.htm 
  
Ephesians 2 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/ephesians/2.htm 
  
Hebrews 8 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/hebrews/8.htm 
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Here is the culmination of the entire course because it shows us the final polysemic transformation of the 
temple tradition across Jewish and Christian history. The temple never actually disappears. The architecture 
changes, but the symbolic pattern survives. First the temple exists as sacred geography in Jerusalem. Then 
after corruption, exile, occupation, and destruction, communities like Qumran begin internalizing the temple 
into covenant identity itself. House churches continue the same movement by relocating sacred presence into 
gathered believers. Hermas then pushes the symbolism even further by describing the church as a living tower 
built from transformed people. Later cathedrals attempt to externalize heaven architecturally again through 
sacred geometry, light, height, and cosmic symbolism. But underneath all of those developments, the deeper 
Hebrew pattern remains the same. The final temple becomes humanity itself. The body becomes the outer 
court. The soul becomes the holy place. The heart becomes the holy of holies where divine presence dwells. 
This is why the polysemic nature of Hebrew thought can expand without disappearing. Temple simultaneously 
means cosmos, covenant, body, kingdom, community, ascent, transformation, and divine indwelling all at once. 
Early Christians preserved the temple under persecution precisely because they no longer could worship in 
temple space. The heavenly pattern could survive anywhere covenant people carried it. That is also why 
foreordination, gifts, and divine calling become so central in later Christian thought. Humanity itself becomes 
living sacred architecture laid out according to a heavenly pattern. The tabernacle becomes the pattern of life 
itself. 
  
Readings: 
  
1 Corinthians 3 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/1_corinthians/3.htm 
  
1 Peter 2 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/1_peter/2.htm 
  
Shepherd of Hermas Translation 
https://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/shepherd-lightfoot.html 
  
Hebrews 8 Interlinear 
https://biblehub.com/interlinear/hebrews/8.htm 
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