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Abstract 

Religion and morality have been closely intertwined for centuries. Major religious movements 

from as early as antiquity have had some role to play in the interpretation of moral or ethical 

behavior. The study of literature from the Greco-Roman world and the Old and New Testament 

allows us to gain a better understanding of how theology and religion have united and evolved 

throughout history, especially when taking other academic studies of the same topic into 

consideration. Within both Greek literature from the likes of Homer and books from the Old 

Testament, honor was often a main determinant of what made an action ethical. However, this 

shifted in works from philosophers such as Socrates and the New Testament, where a more 

individualized focus on morality can be seen. This changing and evolving of ethical ideals and 

religion is analyzed in detail within this report. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

 Undergoing this daunting project required several hours of research to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the ways ethics and religion have impacted one another. I poured through 

numerous academic sources as well as stories from the periods in which my work is based to 

prepare. It is important to note the terms ‘morals’ and ‘ethics’ will be used interchangeably 

throughout this paper to describe the principles of right and wrong that govern people’s 

behaviors. When first starting my project, I did not expect the research to be as difficult as it 

was. I initially had difficulty finding sources discussing the major component of my paper: 

Greco-Roman mythology and ethics. There are many papers dedicated to studying Socratic 

ethics, the ideas of Aristotle and Plato, and other philosopher’s ideas on the topic. However, I 

also wanted to focus on this culture’s religion, specifically the gods and the ways we see ethics 

portrayed through their and their followers’ behaviors.  

Similar to the complications I encountered with Greco-Roman stories, I had difficulty in 

finding sources analyzing the ethics described in the Old and New Testament. Many sources 

would interpret passages in ways to align the ethical codes in the stories to those we have 

today, whereas I wanted to focus on the codes as they were written in the source material. 

Further complications came from the number of differing opinions my sources had. I tried to 

include all views I thought to be relevant and necessary to paint a complete picture of ethics 

and religion in antiquity and early Christianity. This was made more difficult by the way I 

completed my thesis in sections. I found this to be detrimental as it made it difficult to find 

connections between the different topics my thesis covers. 
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Despite the difficulties I encountered in completing this project, I still found the entire 

experience to be very rewarding. I was inspired by the Humanities Sequence offered by the 

Honor’s College to pursue this topic of study. In those classes, we analyzed pieces of literature 

written at different points in history, including the Old Testament. The concept of religion and 

ethics intertwining was briefly discussed, but the ideas remained with me throughout my 

college career. This project gave me the opportunity to continue exploring these concepts. I 

took a critical perspective when researching which enabled me to challenge my own beliefs and 

study different perspectives that were not readily available to me in the past. This project takes 

the same critical approach to religion and ethics I took while researching, providing analytical 

studies on the topic seen in the Greco-Roman world through Judaism and early Christianity.  

 . 
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It was once believed that religion was the basis for morality, and whether this idea still 

holds today, it is easy to see how these two concepts have become closely intertwined 

throughout history. The union of religion and morality can be found extensively in the 

Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. One of the most famous unions of these 

concepts is the Ten Commandments, found in the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament. These 

commandments are rules given by God that his congregation must follow. In this way, texts 

from the Abrahamic religions provide a definition for behavior that is right and wrong, or 

ethical and unethical. However, the connection between religion and ethics can also be seen in 

Greek and Roman philosophy, beginning as early as Homer’s writings from the seventh century 

BC. These stories, as well as literature from well-known philosophers, examine what types of 

behaviors are considered ethical or unethical based on ideas such as honor, desire, and 

happiness. By analyzing texts from the Greco-Roman world and early Christianity, starting in 

chronological order from Greek mythological stories and ending with the New Testament, we 

gain a better understanding of the ethical ideals that were established in these civilizations and 

their connection to religion, as well as how these ideals changed over time. 

Earliest Greek Works 

Homer and Hesiod 

Some of the earliest works we have from the Greek era come from the poets Homer and 

Hesiod. Homer is most famous for his stories The Iliad and The Odyssey. These stories were 

being told orally long before they were written down by Homer “in the 7th century BC” (Hare). 

They provide some of the earliest written descriptions of the gods and goddesses who were 
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worshiped by the Greek people as well as how their behaviors affected Greek society. Within 

these stories, both the mortal humans and the immortal gods “are motivated by the desire for 

honor and glory and are accordingly jealous when they receive less than they think they should 

while others receive more, and work ceaselessly to rectify this” (Hare). Such acts of rage or 

jealousy can be found often in Homer’s stories, such as the rage the god Poseidon feels towards 

Odysseus, a human soldier and hero of the story. These negative feelings and the circumstances 

that surround them are discussed in the beginning of The Odyssey, where Homer explains, “No, 

it’s the Earth-Shaker, Poseidon, unappeased,/And now for his blinded son the earthquake 

god/though he won’t quite kill Odysseus/drives him far off course from native land”(Homer 1). 

Odysseus, who had been captured in a cave by Poseidon's son, Polyphemus, deceived him by 

telling him his name was “Nobody,” and proceeded persuade the cyclops to drink too much 

wine. Once Polyphemus had lost his inhibitions, Odysseus and his crew stabbed a smoldering 

olive stake into his eye, blinding him. Hearing Polyphemus’s screams, the other cyclops came to 

his aid but left after her shouted “’Nobody’s’ killing me now by fraud and not by force” (Homer 

9). Once Odysseus had escaped, he basked in his glory at tricking not only Polyphemus but the 

other cyclops on the island. His arrogance can be seen in the following sections from the poem: 

“They lumbered off, but laughter filled my heart/to think how nobody’s name—my great 

cunning stroke—/had duped them one and all and/...once offshore as far as a man’s shout can 

carry,/I called back to the Cyclops, stinging taunts” (Homer 9). 

By deceiving, wounding, and taunting Poseidon’s son, Odysseus dishonored the god. In 

response, Poseidon cursed Odysseus to avenge his and his son’s pride. There are many other 

situations in Homer’s epic poems where both humans and gods perform acts of rage, including 
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deceiving and murdering others, to rectify a situation in which they believed they were 

disrespected, or their reputation smeared. At the beginning of the epic, the King of gods and 

men, Zeus, discusses the case of the mortal Aegisthus, in which Aegisthus murdered a man and 

took his wife as his own, despite the gods warning him “Far in advance we told him so 

ourselves,/dispatching the guide, the giant-killer Hermes./‘Don’t murder the man,’ he 

said,/‘don’t court his wife./Beware, revenge will come from Orestes, Agamemnon’s son (Homer 

1). Despite the gods’ warning, Aegisthus murdered Atride and took his wife as his own. As 

prophesied, Aegisthus incurred the wrath of Orestes and was killed, and the gods agree that 

“he goes down to a death he earned in full! Let them all die so, all who do such things” while 

Orestes did not face any consequences for murdering Atrides (Homer 1). Therefore, in 

conjunction with the ways societal behaviors are explained within the stories, it was not 

immoral to act upon others in potentially harmful ways to regain what was believed to be lost, 

honor, pride, or respect.  

Furthermore, when considering the relationships between humans and the gods, “there 

is a clear analogy with purely human client-relations, which are validated in the Homeric 

narrative” (Hare). Humans would seek to please the gods to win their favor through prayer, 

rituals, sacrifices, festivals, and overall devoting oneself to them. In Homer’s The Iliad, the priest 

Chryses prays to his lord, the god Apollo, to right the wrongs that were done to him, to which 

Apollo came down and “assailed the mules and the swift dogs, but then he hurled his shafts 

against the men also; and the funeral pyres burned incessantly” (Strittmatter 83). This further 

concurs that justice and honor were of great concern to the Greek society and maintaining 

them was an ethical obligation.  
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However, other aspects of Greek and Roman morality align more with the moral codes 

we hold today, which can be seen in the works of Hesiod. Hesiod discusses the typical behaviors 

and beliefs as they were when he was alive, and there is much to be gained from discussing the 

lifestyles he describes. He provides a more direct commentary on the connection between 

religion, morality, and the Greek civilization. Hesiod tells the story of how “Zeus gave to kings 

the themistes, the principles of justice by which they ruled” (Lloyd-Jones 460). In Work and 

Days, a composition Hesiod wrote to his brother and community’s leaders, he describes the 

power of Justice, a goddess, and how the happiness of communities depend on their treatment 

of her. He wrote this in response to his brother deceitfully obtaining a large portion of his share 

of their inheritance. In the letter, Hesiod tells his brother Peres, “listen to right and do not 

foster violence; for violence is bad for a poor man. Even the prosperous cannot easily bear its 

burden...The better path is to go by on the other side towards justice; for Justice beats 

Outrage” (Evelyn-White). Hesiod goes on to say that those who practice violence and not 

justice will be punished by Zeus, in which the god will bring misfortune onto them. Based on 

Hesiod’s beliefs of justice and wrongdoing, morality can be seen evolving from that which was 

seen in Homer’s epics. Honor was no longer the sole indicator of what constituted an ethical 

action. These stories of gods and goddesses continued being told long after philosophy began 

to take root in Greek and Roman culture, and the actions of the gods still played an important 

role in determining ethical behavior. However, as with Hesiod, ethics became a broader field of 

study, encompassing many different human attributes besides pride. 
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Greek and Roman Philosophers 

Socratic Ethics 

One of the first and most well-known Greek philosophers was Socrates. As Socrates 

himself never published any literature, much of what we know about his beliefs can be found in 

the writings of other philosophers, most notably Plato and Xenophon, who are regarded as the 

“two main authorities'' on Socrates (Rogers 117). Plato and Xenophon were both disciples of 

Socrates, and after Socrates’s death, they produced many literary works describing him and his 

ideas. One could argue that the works of Plato and Xenophon do not create an accurate 

depiction of Socrates, as “the accounts of Socrates' behavior…given by both Plato and 

Xenophon stem from the need these authors felt to respond, in different ways, to the post-trial 

debate about Socrates,'' a debate that called Socrates’s character into question, with people 

describing him as arrogant and incompetent (Danzig 281). However, there are certain features 

attributed to Socrates “which, as a matter of fact, nearly everyone accepts as historical; though 

it is seldom recognized how almost exclusively it is to Plato, rather than to Xenophon, that the 

picture is due” (Rogers 121). For this reason, Socrates’s values will be examined through Plato’s 

works.  

Many of the works describing Socrates’ ideals see the philosopher asking people 

questions on the topic of virtue and ethics, claiming he knows nothing. One such work is the 

play Euthyphro which centers around the question, what is piety? In this play, Euthyphro is 

taking his father to court for murder, “and though ordinary Greek morality would condemn 

such an action as impiety, Euthyphro defends it on the basis that the gods behave in the same 

sort of way, according to the traditional stories” (Hare). Euthyphro tells Socrates “For do not 
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men regard Zeus as the best and most righteous of the gods?-and yet they admit that he bound 

his father (Cronos) because he wickedly devoured his sons… And yet when I proceed against my 

father, they are angry with me” (Jowett). Throughout this conversation of whether Euthyphro is 

wrong for prosecuting his father, Socrates asks Euthyphro for the definition of piety. Euthyphro 

attempts to explain piety as being an act that is holy, but Socrates continues to break down his 

understanding of the topic, asking what makes an action holy and whether the gods all agree 

on what is holy. Socrates, through his questioning, explains that the gods have differing 

opinions, and what is holy to one may not be to another. These differing opinions on matters 

are what causes the gods and humans to debate amongst themselves. Therefore, he concludes 

what is right and wrong, or what is pious and impious, is not easily defined in terms of religion. 

What is pious or ethical to one person could be impious or unethical to another, which provides 

a more individualized idea of what constitutes ethical actions. 

 Further understanding of Socratic ethics can be gained from analyzing Apology and 

Crito. These works detail Socrates’s response to his judges during his trial for deceiving the 

young men of Athens through his eloquence, amongst other accusations (Jowett). During the 

trial, Socrates dismisses concerns for his life, instead arguing that a man’s main concern should 

be whether his work is ethical or not. In Apology, Socrates declared that he has always chosen 

to have “law and justice with me, rather than take part in…injustice because I feared 

imprisonment and death.” (Jowett). Additionally, in Crito, while Socrates talks with Crito in his 

jail cell, he further contemplates on the benefits Athenians would have should they let go of 

their desire for earthly trivialities and seek to perfect their soul, or rather seek “absolute truth 

which is also absolute goodness.” (Rogers 132). He proclaims that life would not be worth living 
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if “that higher part of man (the soul) be depraved, which is improved by justice and 

deteriorated by injustice,” adding “that not life, but a good life, is to be chiefly valued…And a 

good life is equivalent to a just and honorable one” (Jowett). Socrates values morality the most 

out of any other aspect of his life and attributes a good life, soul, and a desire for knowledge to 

one’s morality. 

The Ethics of Aristotle and Plato 

In many of Plato’s works, “Socrates is the central figure…In some dialogues he is thought 

to be—and probably is—based to some extent on the historical Socrates. These are often called 

“Socratic” dialogues for this reason” (Reeve). Such works include Apology, used to explain 

Socratic ethics previously. However, “In the transitional, middle, and late dialogues, he is 

thought to be increasingly a mouthpiece for ideas that go well beyond Plato’s Socratic heritage” 

(Reeve). One such middle dialogue is Plato’s Republic which centers around the idea of just and 

unjust behavior.   

Republic begins with Socrates searching for a definition of justice, which can broadly be 

defined as ethical rightness according to the dialogue in the play. The play continues with 

Socrates commenting on the soul, suggesting the virtue of the soul is justice, and a just soul and 

thus a just man lives well, and “anyone who lives well is blessed and happy, and anyone who 

does not is the opposite…Therefore, a just person is happy, and an unjust one is wretched” 

(Plato Republic 1, 353e 13-354a 4). Eventually, the characters conclude “if maximal justice and 

maximal happiness go together, then it pays, in terms of happiness, to be just rather than 

unjust” (Reeve). Inspired by Socrates, Plato connects ethical behavior with a person’s 

happiness, and he connects a person’s happiness to their intelligence or wisdom. Therefore, 
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Plato suggests if a person has any one of those characteristics, they must have the other two. 

Further ideas found in Republic which are less influenced by Socrates include the idea that 

philosophical knowledge of the metaphysical good is based in mathematics and sciences as 

these forms of knowledge are free from influence, that there are three types of desires the 

human soul can have and each person’s soul has a different desire, and what people most 

desire depends on the kind of desire their soul has. Therefore, “there is no reason to assume 

that whatever is good…from some point of view is thereby good for the agent who possesses 

it” (Irwin 284). Like the Socratic way of thinking, what is ethical to one person is not always 

ethical for another. This idea connects with Plato’s belief that achieving maximal happiness 

through wisdom, which involves freeing oneself from worldly desires, will lead to a moral life.  

Much of Aristotle’s work shares similar topics as Plato’s, with his moral ideas also based 

on virtue and happiness. One of the key differences between Aristotle and Plato is Aristotle did 

not focus his conclusions on the metaphysical idea of the good and the belief that, to become 

virtuous, one must study mathematics and sciences. His beliefs do include “the idea that the 

happiest human life resembles the life of a divine being” (Kraut). He believes gods are being 

who continually enjoy philosophical thinking, and human happiness consists in the “pleasure 

felt by a human being who engages in theoretical activity and thereby imitates the pleasurable 

thinking of god” (Kraut). Aristotle connects the ideas of happiness, knowledge, religion, and 

morality more directly than Plato. He suggests a god is superior to humans and by attempting 

to imitate them, specifically their wisdom, we can attain ethical superiority. While Aristotle may 

have a more specified idea of what makes humans happy, both he and Plato agree that the 



11 
 

divine can be compared to a magnet, it’s attractive power draws humans to live the best life 

possible which is equivalent to a just life. 

The Roman Philosopher Seneca the Younger 

The philosopher known as Seneca the Younger, or Lucius Annaeus Seneca, was born 

around 4 BCE, hundreds of years after the deaths of Plato and Aristotle. Seneca was a well-

known politician and philosopher and was partial to the school of philosophy known as 

Stoicism. The Stoics were partly influenced by Aristotle’s ideas on ethics. While “The Epicureans 

and Stoics who followed Aristotle differed with each other and with him in many ways, they 

agreed in tying morality and religion together” (Hare). Some of the core Stoic beliefs regarding 

ethics that Seneca discusses in his work involve the ideas of happiness and appropriate action. 

Like Aristotle, Seneca believes one’s happiness relates to morality, and “virtue alone is 

sufficient for happiness” (Vogt). He provides many examples to help his readers attain freedom 

from material goods and their own vices. In doing this, they actively seek knowledge to achieve 

happiness. He also describes the difference between appropriate and correct action, suggesting 

any man can know when to act appropriately, but only a wise man can act correctly, in which 

“action is based on their perfect deliberation, and reflects the overall consistency of their soul” 

(Vogt). Seneca uses the idea of correct action to further connect ethical behavior to knowledge, 

suggesting the ultimate goal to moral progression is wisdom. 

Like previous philosophers, Seneca also details ethics concerning justness, charity, 

wisdom, and sincerity (Mary 35). Many of the ideas regarding these topics align with the moral 

values we hold today. While it is important to note that honor and reputation are important to 
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these philosophers, if one is acted upon in an unjust manner, many would condone behaving in 

the ways suggested in Greek and Roman mythology. Honor is important to the Greek and 

Roman civilizations, but as many philosophers have displayed in their writings and lives, 

behaving in an unethical manner to right a wrong is detrimental to the self and the pursuit of 

wisdom, happiness, and justness.  

Unlike previous philosophers, Seneca contemplates the idea of will. Much of his 

discussion on will and the self can be described as “exploring the phenomenology of decision-

making and self-improvement and this leads him to describe certain mental acts as acts of 

willing” (Vogt). The idea of will becomes a widely held concept and can be found repeatedly in 

the religious texts of the Abrahamic religion. However, within these texts, the idea of a will is 

ascribed to the main deity, known only as God. God puts forth many rules that his disciples 

must follow, and breaking these rules is thought of as defying God’s will.  

The Old Testament 

Commandments 

Rules regarding ethical behavior are found in the form of commandments or God’s will in 

the Old Testament. Some of the most well-known rules are the Ten Commandments. In the 

Book of Exodus, God tells Moses these commandments directly, and Moses inscribes them on 

two tablets or tables. The first tablet concerns our “obligations to God directly, to worship God 

alone and keep God's name holy…The second concerns our obligations to other human beings” 

(Hare). These commandments are summarized as follows according to the English Standard 

Version of the Holy Bible:  
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1. I am the Lord your God. You shall not have strange gods before me. You shall not make 

to thyself any graven thing; nor the likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or in 

the earth beneath, nor of those things that are in the waters under the earth. You shall 

not adore them nor serve them. 

2. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain. 

3. Remember to keep holy the Sabbath day. 

4. Honor your father and your mother. 

5. You shall not kill. 

6. You shall not commit adultery. 

7. You shall not steal. 

8. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 

9. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife. 

10. You shall not covet your neighbor’s goods. 

Once written, Moses delivers the commandments to God’s followers, the Israelites, and 

tells them he “commanded you to perform, that is, the Ten Commandments…The Lord 

commanded me at that time to teach you statutes and judgments, that you might perform 

them in the land where you are going over to possess it” (Holy Bible, Deuteronomy 4:14). 

Separate from these Ten Commandments, there are numerous instances throughout 

the Old Testament in which God gives his followers rules they must obey. In the Book of 

Genesis, God forbids Adam and Eve from eating the fruit from the tree of knowledge of good 

and evil. He also demands Abraham, one of his followers whom he previously blessed with 

many children, to sacrifice his youngest son, Isaac. In Deuteronomy 20:16-17, the Israelites are 
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told “Only in the cities of these peoples that the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, 

you shall not leave alive anything that breathes. But you shall utterly destroy them, the Hittite 

and the Amorite, the Canaanite and the Perizzite, the Hivite and the Jebusite, as the Lord your 

God has commanded you.” Other rules include specific ways to worship God through altars, 

sacrifices, and prayers; ways to support one’s brother in the event he becomes poor; and the 

rule best stated as ‘an eye for an eye’ in which God commands “If a man takes the life of any 

human being, he shall surely be put to death…If a man injures his neighbor, just as he has done, 

so it shall be done to him: fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth; just as he has 

injured a man, so it shall be inflicted on him.” (Leviticus 24:17-20). 

The Ethics of the Old Testament 

Basing moral convictions on the specific actions that occur in the Old Testament is 

relatively straightforward. With the specified commandments and ideals put forward by God, 

“…it is easier to agree upon the question as to what classes of recorded actions or sentiments 

are wrong or right, than to agree upon the question as to what are the marks by which the Old 

Testament writers indicate their moral character or status” (McFurdy 410). For this reason, the 

stories within the text will be analyzed and not the writers themselves.  

Within the Old Testament, what is considered ethical becomes narrower than that seen 

in Greco-Roman philosophy. It is closer to the ethical ideals seen in early Greek and Roman 

stories in which a behavior is considered unethical if is brings into question another’s honor. In 

the Old Testament, “Ethical living required obedience to certain prescriptions, and obedience to 

God was regarded as one of Israel’s highest duties” (Davies 112). Obedience to God takes 
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precedence over all other responsibilities. However, there are instances in which God 

commands his followers to act in ways that go against his previously specified rules. In the Book 

of Deuteronomy, when God commands the Israelites to kill the Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, 

Perizzites, Hivites and the Jebusites, he does just that, telling his followers to break the fifth and 

seventh commandments. He commands his followers to act in this way mainly against those 

who do not follow his will, which he takes as an affront against his power and a potential threat 

to his followers. He warns the Israelites to kill everyone in the city that he has promised them 

“so that they may not teach you to do according to all their detestable things which they have 

done for their gods, so that you would sin against the Lord your God.” (Deuteronomy 20:18). 

Similar to how Greco-Roman stories based ethical behavior on maintaining one’s honor, the Old 

Testament bases ethical behavior on maintaining God’s honor. 

God does not only command his followers to act in his name. He explains in detail what 

he would do to those who do not follow his will in the Book of Leviticus. If one sins 

unintentionally, he must pay restitution through monetary sacrifice or compensation such that 

God’s soul does not abhor him. If someone intentionally breaks his commands, or refuses to 

worship him, then he declares “I, in turn, will do this to you: I will appoint over you a sudden 

terror, consumption and fever that will waste away the eyes and cause the soul to pine away...I 

will set My face against you so that you will be struck down before your enemies; and those 

who hate you will rule over you, and you will flee when no one is pursuing you. If also after 

these things you do not obey Me, then I will punish you seven times more for your sins...” 

(Leviticus 26:16-19). He reacts in a similar manner to how Greco-Roman gods would act if their 

honor was brought into question, wrathfully. However, if humans follow God’s will, they will be 
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given peace, bountiful land, success over their enemies, and a prosperous family. In this way, 

he is creating “a kind of covenant by which humans will be blessed if they obey the commands 

God gives them” (Hare). This is reminiscent of the client-like relationships seen between Greek 

and Roman gods and their followers. In exchange for prayer and sacrifice, God will provide you 

with good fortune and freedom from fear.  

However, “...biblical morality can too easily be reduced to a set of rules, prohibitions, 

and regulations. A much richer picture of biblical ethics emerges once we realize that Israel's 

morality was not simply a matter of obedience to an external moral code” (Davies 112) Basing 

the Israelite’s ethics and moral ideals on their need to obey God’s commands to avoid his wrath 

would paint an insufficient picture of the true ethics these people practiced. Much like the 

philosophers from antiquity, perhaps most notably Aristotle and Seneca, there are references 

throughout the Old Testament that suggest the Israelites desired and attempted to imitate God 

to become the best, most moral versions of themselves. The clearest expression of this is found 

in Leviticus 19.2 in which God says, “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy.” This 

statement implies that God is both a source of ethical commands, but also a model of ethical 

behavior that should be imitated (Davies 112). By following the rules of the Old Testament, 

“man could realize what was at once his highest duty and greatest privilege—being like God. 

For not only had the [Old Testament] been revealed by God but it revealed God” and this stood 

at the center of Old Testament ethics (Enslin 399).  
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The New Testament 

The books in the New Testament recapitulate the idea of God’s commands and 

blessings, and much of it is devoted to discussing the life of Jesus. Jesus is described as the 

Messiah, a prophet and extension of God. He plays an integral role in the way ethics are 

understood and performed in the New Testament. Much of what we know about Jesus, his life, 

and the lessons he taught come from the four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Each 

Gospel wrote a biography of Jesus’s life. However, the books of Matthew, Mark, and Luke 

contain many stories with similar sequences of events and wording and are called the Synoptic 

Gospels. Due to their similarities, these three Gospels are considered to describe the most 

accurate historical Jesus that can be found in the New Testament (Enslin 398). Therefore, it is 

most appropriate to analyze his teachings and ideals as they are described in the Books of 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  

Within the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus summarizes the commands given by God in the Old 

Testament, specifically those described in the Ten Commandments, into two commands that 

are given high importance: “the command to love God with all one's heart and soul and mind 

(see Deuteronomy 6:5), and the command to love the neighbor as the self (see Leviticus 19:18)” 

(Hare). Unlike the standards seen in the Old Testament, Jesus places emphasis on love as the 

governing principle of moral conduct. Furthermore, with his primary focus being on these two 

commands, Jesus’s ideals on morals are more concerned with the individual and less with 

society, as his objective was to insure the individual of entrance into the Kingdom of Heaven 

(Enslin 401). This contrasts with the Old Testament as the many commandments found within 

that text are concerning themselves with all of God’s followers and how they should live their 
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lives. This contrast can clearly be seen in the Beatitudes, blessings that Jesus proclaims in both 

the Book of Matthew and Luke. These blessings are proverb-like proclamations beginning with 

“Blessed are you,” and sound as if they are addressing the individual. When determining the 

morality of an action, Jesus is concerned with the purpose behind the action, not the action’s 

effect upon others. This is like the ideas seen in Greco-Roman philosophy, where philosophers 

such as Socrates believed ethics to be individualized. What is ethical to one person may not be 

to another.  

A further aspect of the New Testament that is unlike the Old is that it presents a 

“narrative about a man who is the perfect exemplification of obedience and who has a life 

without sin” (Hare). The idea of imitating God is still prevalent within the New Testament, and 

through Jesus “we can see…the clearest possible revelation in human terms both of what God is 

like and at the same time of what our lives ought to be like” (Hare). However, Jesus puts more 

constraints on God’s commands and imitating his life would mean undertaking his rigid moral 

ideals. For instance, one of the commandments God enforces is to not commit adultery. Jesus 

explains anyone who looks at another lustfully has committed adultery, and similarly “You have 

heard that the ancients were told, 'You shall not commit murder' and 'Whoever commits 

murder shall be liable to the court.' But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother 

shall be guilty before the court” (Matthew 5:21-22). He also proposes, instead of an eye for an 

eye, turning the other cheek and to love one’s enemy. His moral beliefs are more stringent than 

those God delivered to man in the Old Testament and focuses more on love, forgiveness, and 

self-sacrifice, and he conforms to his ethical ideals with uncompromising integrity (Enslin 403). 

He sacrifices himself on “our behalf...Jesus describes the paradigm of loving our neighbors as 
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the willingness to die for them. This theme is connected with our relationship to God, which we 

violate by disobedience, but which is restored by God's forgiveness through redemption” 

(Hare). Through Jesus’s self-sacrifice and the need for God’s forgiveness to enter Heaven, there 

is again a client-like relationship between God and his followers of the likes seen in the Old 

Testament and Greco-Roman stories. In exchange for seeking forgiveness for past sins and 

following Jesus’s teachings, God’s followers gain entrance to Heaven, where “the righteous will 

shine forth as the sun” (Matthew 13:43). 

Conclusion 

Throughout history, religion and morality have been closely connected with one 

another. Different cultures and their religions have put forth their own ideas on what constitute 

morality. However, in both the Greco-Roman world and early Christianity, there are many 

similarities that can be found regarding the ways ethics are described. Honor and reputation 

are of upmost importance until the New Testament. In Greek and Roman mythology, if one’s 

reputation was smeared, any action, ethical or not, could be done to avenge oneself. Similarly, 

within the Old Testament, actions committed against those who disrespected God were not 

deemed unethical. However, within the texts from Greek and Roman philosophers, the idea of 

what is considered ethical is more theoretical and individualized. Many philosophers believed 

happiness and intellect were deterministic of morality, and what was ethical to one could be 

unethical to another. The morality found within the New Testament is also more individualized, 

focused mainly on a person’s purpose for committing an action. A common idea found in both 

Greco-Roman and early Christian texts is that the deity or deities being worshipped were of 
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ethical and intellectual superiority. Through imitating these deities, humans could attempt to 

become the most ethical versions of themselves. While two civilizations from vastly different 

time periods were studied, they shared many similar ethical beliefs. These beliefs can be seen 

evolving as time passed and religions changed, depicting a change in what was most valued in 

each civilization.   
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