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BIBLIOTHECA SACRA 

ARTICLE I. 

CONTRIBUTIONS FROM THE mSTORY OF 
RELIGIONS TO THE NEW TESTAMENT.1 

BY DR. ]. M. s. BALJON, PROFESSOR OF DOGMATIC THEOLOGY IN 

UTRECHT UNIVERSITY, THE NETHERLANDS. 

THE inquiry after the origin of things has always claimed 
in large measures the attention of serious and thoughtful 
minds. This proves the philosophical disposition of man. It 
will not do that we can describe and determine a phenomenon: 
we also w)ll,nt to know how it became what it is. We desire 
not only to knOW! the river in its course and to picture the 
beautiful pasture-lands and valleys through which it flows, 
but we desire also to know its origin, the very place from 
which it comes. No atomistic view of history will pacify us, 
nor the simple description of persons and conditions alongside 
of and after one another, which is the history merely of most 
patent facts. We demand an organic, historic view. We 
want to understand the life of the nations,-the priva~e, hid
den, and social life. We want to interpret that lire, among 
other things, from the life, the thought, and the labors of pre
ceding generations. Our civilization must be interpreted from 
the factors which now make their influence felt, and also from 

s TraD81ated from the Dutch by the Reverend John Bendrlk de 
VrIeI, D.D., Ba;vbrook, Conn. 
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2 Religions and the New Testament. [Jan. 

those of bygone ages. And, applied to religion, this means 
that, more than ever, the theologian directs his attention to 
the private, spiritual life of the people, which we call piety. 

Does not theology root in the life of the people, and is it 
not the reflection of what there takes place? The historic 
view of the theologian bas involuntarily come under the in
fluence of the general historic view, and is daily under its 
power. 

The two departments in which it is my honor to serve this 
University-New Testament Exegesis and Patristic Literature 

-might be classed as a separate rubric in the encyclopedia 
I 

of Christian Theology, viz., under the s<H:alled Literary 
Theology, but they sustain a sympathetic relation to His
toric Theology. An exegete who understands his task 
does not rest content w,ith questions of grammar and textual 
criticism, but strives to have an historical understanding of 
what he has read, and to grasp its historical background and 
temper. Thus life and ani~ation are imparted to the material 
he handles. We who are exegetes and critics have also come 
under the influence of the general trend of our times and are 
bound to reckon with it. He who discerns the signs of the 
times knows that the spirit of the times is not favorably dis
posed to pure ex~sis and critical studies. Since New Testa
ment exegetes and critics have frequently seemed blind 
against the fact that, however interesting, as studies, textual 
criticism, exegesis, and introduction are, they never can be 
an end in themselves, but merely serve as preparatory steps 
to the higher aim, viz., the history of primitive Christianity,
which enables us to understand the life and thought of primi
tive Christendom., of the leaders and of the peoples, of 
apostles and of prophets, and also of the masses of the people 
that know not the law,-the reaction has not remained want-
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ing. And yet, however much these studies may suffer neglect 
at many hands, their defense lies not in my province at this 

time. This has been well done from this place on other 
occasions, and no one really questions any longer the necessity 
of such investigations. Rather let me direct your attention to 
an effort which is widely put forth in our times; to wit, to 
call in the aid of the history of religions to interpret the 
origin of representations, usages, and morals of the primitive 
Christians. For here we have to do with a new method of 
interpretation of the origin of many representations of original 

Christianity and with a new method of work in the studies 
of the New Testament. 

The whole civilized world has been moved by the well
known Babel-Bible conflict. Representations of the Old Testa
ment, narratives of the Creation and of the Flood, laws and 
customs, angelology and demonology, as well as eschatological 
representations, it is said, must needs be interpreted by the 
theology of the surrounding nations, especially Babylonian, 
Persian, or Egyptian. This thought is not entirely new to 
us. Years ago the definite results of this study vrere in evi
dence. Now, however, the attention is directed to it more 

than formerly and the public at large takes more notice of 
it. This same method of interpretation is now applied to the 
New Testament, in the interpretation of many narratives 
from the life of Jesus as well as of the Epistles and the 
Apocalypse of St. John. This is called in Germany the 
f'eligionsgeschichlliche Methode. I know of no adequate e~ 

pression for this in our language, but would Iormulate my 
theme something like this : " The Aid which tlie Study of the 
History of Religions provides for the Study of the New 

Testament." 
When even Christian dogma must needs be interpreted not 
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merely by Old Testament representations, the individuality of 
eminent Christian thinkers, the influence of the life of 
Christian communion, but also from less definite Israelitish or 
Christian thought, and particularly by the inworking of 
Hellenistic philosophy, how much easier is this .. religions

geschichtliche Methode" applied to the New Testament nar
ratives I Numerous analogies can here be indicated from 
ordinary, profane literature. 

It is a known fact that many stories and folk lores which 
were current in Europe during the middle ages must be ex
plained by" Indian influences. The Christian narrative of 
Barlaam and Josophat is of Indian origin. Consciously or 
unconsciously the East affected the West and the West 
adopted many things from the East, the influence of which 
is still felt in our own days. Thus this so-called .. religions
geschichtliche Methode" is not entirely new to us who are 
students of the New Testament. Forsooth there is little new 
under the sun. In the first place, it has been applied already 
for some time to the Apocalypse of St. John; and I add at 
once, that it was done with benefit. But also, with reference 
to the whole New Testament, it was mentioned in the Ration
alistic period at the end of the eighteenth century, when it was 
in vogue to point out parallel narratives from antiquity, by 
which to show that Christian truth is intelligent, TJenMAnft
massi-g, and to posit theology as the so-called liberal theology. 

Yea, I may go back still further: Justin Martyr, one of 
the earliest Christian apologetes, and soon others in his wake, 
in order to make Christian truth acceptable to pagans, pointed 
out the analogy, for instance, of Jesus' birth with that of 
heroes and sons of gods, and thereby actually put the narratives 
concerning this on the same line. When in other religions, 
such as for instance in the wide-spread cult of Mithras, these 
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apologetes found customs and representations which reminded 
them of Christian baptism and the Lord's Supper, they ex
plained them by the influence of demons, who by analogous 

heathen representations sought to deceive good Christians, 
and tum them from the faith. This is indeed no scientific 

interpretation; but I name these incidents, in order to show 
that even in the early centuries of our era views of sblilar 
analogies or parallels were current. Truly this was not very 
meritorious. To heathen students these similarities of repre
sentations must have been apparent. This is known of 
Ce1sus, the great antagonist of early Christianity. 

For the sake of an intelligent and orderly treatment of 
our subject, let me direct your attention to a feW' fixed points 
about which there is no difference of opinion, or at least very 
little. Do not smile at these so-called "fixed points" in the 
face of the great difference of opinion which is current among 
theologians regarding earliest Christianity. I may at once set 
your minds at rest, and show that here we enter a domain 
which belongs to the so-called neutral zone. Here theologians 

of the right as well as of the left side may confidently meet 
one another, as in other domains, and be mutually helpful to 
each other. At the new Roman Catholic theological faculty 
at Strasburg, the first theological promotion took place upon 
the presentation of a theme which is borrowed fro:n the 
circle of my present studies. Even they who, contrary to my 
view, apply a very severe theory of inspiration to the Bible,. 
such as the ancient Jew applied to the Old Testament, and 
the followers of Mohammed to the Koran, even they can 
make qse of the results of this study. That the form of 
divine revelation joins itself to existing forms is really self
evident. But the boundary line between the so-called profane 
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and sacred sciences is not so sharply drawn as some would 
make it appear, so that on one side all is tight and on the 
other all Elarkness. He who represents it in this fashion-and 

our age inclines to sharp antitheses--turns the question into 
a caricature. A good Reformed theologian be1ie~s in the 
existence of what in terms of dogmatics is called "common 
grace." It is likewise the rich idea of a representation of 
Christian antiquity, that when Christ descends into Sheol, ac
cording to the well-known doctrine of the desceKSUS ad in

fernos, not merely the patriarchs, but also Plato and other 
noble philosophers, go forth to meet their Lord, and voice 
their feelings of gladness at his appearing. Truth, wherever 
found, is of God. Anima naturaliter Chri.rtiono. 

As belonging to the fixed points, I reckon with the follow
ing: The Gospel of St. John begins with the beautiful pro
logue, which is classic of content and sober of form: "In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 
the Word was God. The same was in the beginning with 
God. All things were made by him, ana without him was 
not anything made that was made. In him was life; and the 
life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; 
and the darkness comprehendeth it not." Here we have the 
known doctrine of the Logos, developed in the prologue of the 
Fourth Gospel and which I take to be the subject of the entire 
Gospel. This thema is summarized in the well-known verse: 
" And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, and we 
beheld his glory, the glory as of the only-begotten of the 
Father, full of grace and truth." This Logos OOctrine is 
derived from the Logos doctrine of Philo, the well-known 
Hellenist. Although this philosopher was a Jew, his specula
tion is not immediately derived from the Old Testament, 
since, in its entirety, the Old Testament contains proverbs of 
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the wisdom of life, Chokrna literature, but no formulated 
philosophy. Here Philo built upon foundations that were 

laid by Plato. The >.#tor JIOtf'T"'"' of Philo is the lU. l&o,,, 
of the ~ll-known Greek philosopher. The revelation of God 

is the Logos, the embodiment of the thoughts of God. God, in 

so far as he reveals himself, is called Logos. The Logos, 

however, in so far as he reveals God, is called God. Though 
I recognize the great difference in the Logos doctrine between 

Philo and John, a difference which is immediately connected 
with the different idea of God as held by each,-yet, that with 
the progress of about five hundred years of religious dhrelop

ment the writer of the Fourth Gospel should have derived the 
idea of the Logos immediately from the Old Testament seems 
to me very i .. nprobable. In several points, such as in its well

known antithesis between flesh and spirit, light and darkDess, 
being from above and from beneath, the Fourth Gospel joins 
itself to Alexandrian Hellenism. In all honesty I do not see, 
not only what scientmc, but also what religious difficulties 
can be raised to disprove the hypothesis, that, for the form 
of his Gospel, which by its entire structure seemed intended 
for cultured readers of high, spiritual standing, the evangelist 

attended the school of Philo. 
With Paul I trace a like influence of Hellenism in his 

psychology and in his view of flesh and spirit, as well as in 

his allegorical interpretation of the Old Testament, which 
both Jews and Christians had appropriated from the old 
Greeks, who tried to make the offensive narratives of Homer 
and Hesiod concerning the gods acceptable to the people. 

I find still another fixed point, where foreign influences have 

aifected the writers of the New Testament, in the manner of 
expression which Paul has derived from the language of tbe 
mysteries. It is well known that not only the ancient Greeks, 
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but also the founders of Mtthraicism and many others, itl their 
religious instruction made a distinction between esotmci and 
exoterici, the initiated and the non-initiated Alongside of tlte 
knowledge which fell under the reach of the uninitiated, or 
the large multitude of people, there was also a knowled~ for 
the more deeply trained, or initiated, who were acL-nitted to the 
holy mysteries, and for which at times different degrees of 
knowledge were demanded. 

There was either a faint impression abroad, or it was clearly 
perceived, that the narratives of the gods and goddesses were 
no pure reality, but that for the most part they were originally 
myths of sun, moon, and stars, which men had represented as 
gods. Thirst after mystic contemplation came in as another 
factor, together with tJie desire after a more substantial and 
more accurate knowledge. Separated from the people, in the 
solemn stillness of the evening hour, man was prepared to 
meet the divinity in a blessed ecstacy of soul. Especially in 
the mysteries of the later rituals of Mithras, although even 
in earlier times, purifications, or lustrtJtiones, took place. Peo
ple sat at a common table and took bread and wine, as in the 
Lord's Supper. Paul made no distinction among Christians 
between initiated and uninitiated, but he too spoke of mys
teries, which were hidden until the light of Divine revelation 
shone upon them. The counsel of God for the salvation of 
the heathen and the temporary rejection of Israel were to 
him a mystery even as the person of Christ himself. He also 
knew a wisdom for the full-grown, and not for babes, a 
wisdom not of this world. Not the distinction of intellectual 
development and civilization, but the difference in spiritual 
development and experience, sanctioned the mention of hidden 
things. For children there was milk, and strong meat for the 
full-grown. All the children could gradually become adults. 

Digitized by Google 



1908.] Religicms tmd the New Testament. 9 

If, among the Greeks, a seal was spoken of, by which to in
dicate a sacred and solemn ceremony which betokened ad
mission to the fellowship with the divinity, Paul also speaks 
of baptism as of a seal, and of " a being sealed." In the early 
history of Christian literature the same ground was held 
when baptism was viewled not merely as a seal, but also as 
an enlightening. 

But the eschatological representations form the most fixed 
domain, where foreign influences upon Christian thoughts are 
traceable. It is characteristic that many religions-such as 
those of the Babylonians, Persians, Egyptians, Jews, and 
Christians-in their representations of the beginning and end 
of things have uttered similar or related thoughts, and have 
appropriated many things one from the other. Who does not 
remember the cosmogonies of the ancient peoples, the flood 
records of Israel and Babylonia? 

But to return to my subject, who is not reminded of the 
apocalyptist? The apocalyptist labors to unveil the mysteries 
of the future by the higher light, which the seer, who speaks 
in ecstasy or exaltation of spirit, professes to see. His 
spiritual eye is opened, so that he sees what another does not 
see. He hears what others do not hear. His voice is one of 
warning, but to all that of a comforter. In times of oppression 
and shame, of persecution and scorn, the apocalyptist is born, 

and the eye is fixed upon the glorious Iuture which is at hand, 
when light shall overcome darkness, right triumph over 
wrong, and God shall wipe away all tears from the eyes. The 
Paradise condition is reborn and the golden age begins. Fre
quently t~e apocalyptist appears in the person of a man from 
the hoary past who is introduced as speaking. He views 
history in the light of his times, gives retrospective prophecy, 
to which he adds corrections appropriate to his age. It is 

Digitized by Google 



10 Religions and tlle New TentlMferrl. [Jan. 

characteristic that the apoca1yptist is more writer than seer, 

and that be works with old data and old material. Apoca1yp

tists are not creators of new forms, but in old forms they ex
press new thoughts. If the apocalyptist works with old data 

it is self-evident that he is not too choice in the selection of 

his material, and employs sacred .as well as profane repre

sentations as long as they further his purpose and provide 

food for his imagery. 

According to the Apocalypse of St. John the seer is on the 

Island of Patmos, to receive the Word of God and the testi

mony of Jesus. To the seven cnurches in Asia Minor he 

brings the greetings of peace from him who is and was and is 

to come, i. e. from the eternal God, who remains forever equal 

unto himself, and from the seven spirits before his throne. In 

holy ecstasy of mind he beholds the Messiah in a visionary 

state, with an image borrowed from Daniel, that of a Son of 

man, who presents himself as high priest and king, and accepts 

attributes which belong to God. He sees him walking among 

the seven golden candlesticks, holding seven stars in his right 

hand (Rev. i. 16). This latter circumstance, however, does 

not prevent the Son of man from laying his hand a little later 

upon John, and saying for his encouragement: "Fear nOt, I 

am the first and the last." In another vision John is admitted 

to the holy of holies, and he sees the throne of God, covered 

with glory and majesty, symbolically expressed. Lightnings 

and thunderings proceeded out of it. Afterwards follows the 

noteworthy and picturesque description: And there were 

seven lamps of fire burning before the throne, which are the 

seven spirits of God. 

In chapter v. 6 the apocalyptist speaks of the seven eyes of 

the Lamb, which are also said to be the seven spirits of God 

sent forth into all the earth. This representation, it seems to 
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me, cannot be explained by the candlestick with the seven 
arms of Exodus xxv., nor from the candlestick seen in vision 
in Zachariah iv., where the prophet declares that the seven 
lamps are the eyes of the LoRD, which run to and fro through 
the whole earth. Here we must needs call in the help of the 
star-gods of the heathen, such as those of the Babylonians 
and the Mithras worshipers. The Pleiads, the sun, moon, 
and five known plants received special homa~. With Israel 
these gods of light became angels, high guardian an~ls, 

representatives of God. Thus it came to pass more especially 
with the Jews that the gods who, according to heathen faith, 
held sway over nations, rivers, lands, etc., were translated 
into guardian angels of nations, rivers, and lands. Thus we 
can say that the stars were taken to be the eyes of the divinity, 
and in public worship were representled by torches. Other
wise these symbolical representations remain inexplicable to 
us. That after all they cannot be fully understood, even as 
many other representations of the apocalyptist, needs no 
demonstration. One goes too far 1 when the seven stars of 
Revelation i. 16 are taken as those of the small bear in view 
of a reference from a Mithras liturgy, according to which 
Mithras grasps with his right hand the golden shoulder of an 

ox, i. e. tS I.P""'" ~ '''JIOVtrtl ~al ;"vrurrpl8oVtTa -n\1I olJpawlI.2 

I will not mention all the analogies which exist between the 
Apocalypse and Babylonian mythological representations. 
With a single ~rd allow me, however, to fix your attention 
upon Revelation xii., where in a most unique way the birth 
of the Messiah is described. It is represented there as a 
something that must take place, and hence in this form can-

s See H. Gunkel, Zum rellgfonsgescbfchtlfchen Verstandnfs des 
Meum TeetaDients, 1903, p. 40. 

• Bee A. Dletel-Ieb, Elne Mltbraallturgie, p. 14. 
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not be the work of a Christian, but must be the work of a Jew 
which was taken up by a Christian. The seer observes a 
woman, clothed with the sun, the moon under her feet, and 
on her head a crown of twelve stars. She was travailing in 
birth, when another sign appeared in the heavens, a great red 
dragon, which waited to devour the child as soon as it was 
born. After it was born the child was caught up to heaven, 
and a conflict ensues between Michael and his angels and the 
dragon, which ends in the defeat of the dragon. The origin 
of images must not be looked for w':ith the Jews, but with the 
Babylonians. With the Jews the angels are taken to be men, 
but the heathen recognize also female divinities. From the 
insignia of the woman she is the queen of heaven, and invol
untarily we can to mind the Babylonian Damkina, the mother 
of Marduk, or, according to others, the Egyptian Hatbor, the 
mother of Horus. That a heavenly being who governs sun 

and moon can also sufft;r pain is a representation which can 
be understood only in a mythological way. The red dragon 
is the old king of the world sea, who has his abode in the 
abyss. Tiamat is his name, and he undertakes a conflict with 
the God of light. Thus the old myth of the victory of 'the 
young god of light over the evil powers of darkness became 
to the Christians a symbolic indication of J esus'- triumph over 
Satan and of the glorious ending of his life. Jesus became 
the God of light, the Sol Justitiae, and the woman the 
idealized Israel. I do not believe that the apocalyptist himself 
has known the origin of these images or symbols. Too much 
is wanting in the closer application of the same. But, be that 
as it may, we must in either case look for the origin thereof. 

And now in our comparative investigation we come to the 
more contested points. In the first place, there is the supposed 
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agreement between the Buddhistic and Christian narratives; by 
.......rum the dependence of the latter upon the former is 
asserted. These two religions have frequently been compared 
with each other, and-to name no others-a Schopenhauer did 
not hesitate to exalt Buddhism above Christianity. Both re
ligions have points of agreement. They are universalistic, 
ethical, and so-called religions of salvation. But in this 
matter of redemption the difference is great. Buddhism 
proclaims salvation from suffering, i. e. from existence; 
Christian!ty brings salvation from sin. The subjeCt in hand 
does not pennit me to go further into this. The question is: 
In how far have influences of Buddhistic origin affected 
Christian narratives? It is self-evident that here the differ
ence of the religious viewpoint makes itself felt. He who 
accepts that in the life of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels 
there are many legends and little history will be more inclined 
to look for parallel narratives from which to interpret sacred 
history, than he who, impelled by an exalted veneration of 
the person of Christ, accepts these Gospels as history rather 
than as products of poetic fancy. When one starts out from 
the position that Christianity is the outcome of a great syn
cretism, from which the Christ must be interpreted as a very 
common and natural product, one wilt sooner look for 
Buddhistic influences, than when Christianity is viewed as the 
work of the Christ-as I am convinced that it is-and full 
scope is allowed the person-I say not of the Founder of our 
religion-but of our Mediator and Lord, which the Christian 
church has done these nineteen centuries. 

I state this in advance that I may correctly place before you 
the question which is here at stake, and tliat I may candidly 
conress that entire objectivity, or I had better say impartiality, 
is here impossible. Though I gladly add that they, also, who 
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stand upon my theological viewpoint take notice of the results 
of the study of the history of religions and reckon with it. 
Truth goes above everything else. No dogmatic proposition 
may take away from us the sharpness of our historical sight. 

The attempt has been made to indicate parallels in the nar
ratives of the births of Jesus and Buddha, and be~n the 
several Buddhistic narratives and that of Simeon in the temple, 
the twelve-year-old Jesus, Jesus' baptism, the temptation of 
the Lord, the call of the disciples, the Sa.-naritan woman, the 
widow's mites, Peter's walk upon the sea, the parable of the 

lost son, the narrative of the man born blind, the transfigura
tion on the mount, etc. When these narratives are compared, 
as a rule the text of the Gospels and the texts of the 
Buddhistic narratives are placed side by side, and it is inter
esting to note that some strikingly similar points, upon a 
closer investigation, appear to be quite different. For in

stance, in Luke ii. we are told of Simeon that " he came by the 
Spirit into the temple." I would say, he was led by the Spirit 
of God, so that it was a Divine providence that the way of the 
infant Jesus and that of the devout Simeon crossed one 
another.1 Of that wise Asita, however, who, according to the 

1 Dr. G. A. Van den Bergh van Eyslnga (lndlsche Invloeden op oude 
cbrlstelyke verhalen, 1901, bl. 29) Interprets i. ,.~ tr1Irfl,.,., (Luke 
U. 27) by: "In a magical manner," with a reference to 2 Kings U. 16; 
Acts vlU. 29; Rev. xvll. 8; Hermas Vlslo I. 1; Il. 1. R. Pischel 
(Deutsche Llteraturzeltung, 1908, no. 48, &p. 2988, 2989) Is not averae 
to this Interpretation, and takes It for granted that i. ~ 1MIri,.,., 
origInally rests upon the Buddhistic "Pfad des Windes." In con
nection with Luke U. 25, 26, he observes that the absence or want of 
dylw (Luke U. 27) Is very strikIng. For myself I believe that no one 
would have thought of a magical coming of Simeon Into the temple, 
bad not the above-mentioned parallel narrative of ABita been men
tioned In connection with It. Simeon Is not far distant from the tem
ple, and does not appear there suddenly; but he Is In Jerusalem, and 
betakes himself to the temple. Luke U. 25. 26, teaches that the Holy 
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Buddhistic narrative, took his departure from the Lalita

wistara, in order that he might welcome the new-born Buddha, 
we read in the particular parallel passage, that by magical 

powers he took his way through the heavens, or, according to 

the still later narrative of the same subject in the "Bud

dhacarita," that he was carried thither by the wind. Such 
comparison of particulars, however, is of little service to our 

purpose. Here one can at most but speak of an impression 

alongside of, or over against, blpressions of others which 
would prove but of little interest. To enable you to pass an 

independent judgment upon the matter, I will pursue a differ
ent course. 

I requested my friend Dr. Caland to select from the more 

frequently mentioned parallels one or two which, among the 
authorities upon the subject, are held to be conclusive, and 

which seem to be strikingly similar, and begged him to trans

late for me the text from the Sanscrit into the Dutch lan

guage. In consultation with me he chose, among others, the 
narrative of Simeon in the temple, to which I referred above, 

and compared therewith for me the visit of the wise Asita to 
the new-born Buddha as we find it recorded in the seventh 

chapter of the "Lalitawistara." To rehearse the story o£ 
Simeon in the temple in your hearing would almost be an 

insult. But let me point you to the Buddhistic narrative, 
which is mentioned in connection with it.1 It reads as fol

lows:-

Spirit was upon him, and that a divine communication was given him 
by the Holy Spirit. That which Immedlately follows, viz. he came 
by the Spirit Into the temple, simply means that, led by the Spirit of 
God. he appeared In the temple. The absence of ,;,.,,,,, detracts noth
IDC from the significance 9f ...... 

2 Vg. Lalltawistara, chap. 7 (p. 101, ed. Lltmann). 
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"At that time there lived In the neighborhood of the Hima
layas a seer whose name was ABIta, who had been Instructed In the 
flve (sclences), with Naradatta his sister's IOn. Immediately after 
the birth of the Bodhlsattwa he saw several wonders, curious signs 
and miracles. He saw SODS of the gods go through the sky, and as 
they uttered the word • Buddha' and waved their flowing robes, with 
great joy they moved hither and yon. The thought came to him: I. 
will see what this meaDS. Overlooking with his spiritual eyes the en
tire country of Dachamboedwlpa, he saw In the beautiful city of Ka
pllawastu, at the hoose of King Coeddhodana, a neW-born lad, all 
aglow with the splendor of a hundred good attributes, reverenced by 
all beings, the body being decorated with the two and thirty marks of 
the great man. 

" HavlDg seen thla, he said to his disciple Naradatta: • Know, my 
pupil, that In Dachamboedwlpa a great jewel Is originated. In the 
city Kapllawastu at the house of King Coeddhodana a lad Is born, all 
glittering with the glory of the one hundred good attributes, revered 
by all beings, and equipped with the thirty-two marks of the great 
man. If he contlnuee to dwell In the city he shall bear rule over 
a fourfold army and be a world-governing, triumphant prince: vir
tuous, a king of righteousness, In the poaaeaalon of the power and 
might of his subjecta,' and equipped with the seven jewels: the wheel, 
the oliphant, the horae, the jewel, the woman, the major domua, and 
the commandant. In the poaaeaslon of the seven jewels he will get 
a thousand heroic, vigorous, strong and army-deetroylng sona. He 
shall subject unto himself this great, ocean-bound earth without the 
means of punishment or use of arms, but Simply by his own power, 
and by virtue of his upper-majesty he will establish a kingdom. When 
(on the other hand he goes) out from the City, and begiDS a roof
leas life, he will become a Tathagata, an Arhant, entirely illumined, 
a guide, who receives no guidance from another, a lawgiver, a light 
of this world. Now we wlll go to see this for ouraelves.' 

.. Then the great seer ABIta, with his slater's son Naradatta, went 
up like a flamingo, ralslng themselves above the air, and fled to the 
great city Kapllawastu, and, when arrived there, he suppreaaed his 
supernatural power, entered the city on foot, and betook himself to 
the house of KIDg Coeddhodana. When this was reached he re
mained standing at the gate of the house of King Coeddhodana. 
There at the gate of King Coeddhodana the seer ABita saw several 
hundred thousands of people collected together. Now the seer ABita 
approached the keeper of the gate and thus addressed him: • Go, my 
friend, and announce to KIng Coeddhodana that a seer Is standing at 
his gate.' After the porter had said to the seer ABIta, • Good,' he 
went to KIng Coeddhodana, and, with hands reverently folded, thus 

S The text here Is uot certain. 

Digitized by Google 



1908.] Religion.s and the New Test~. 

spake to KiDg Coeddhodana: 'Know, Sire, that a reverend, aged, and 
long-lived seer stands at the gate, and 11878, that he desires to see the 
kIDg.' Now KIng Coeddhodana commanded that a seat be placed In 
readlneaa tor the seer A.8Ita, and spake to the porter: ' Let the seer 
In.' Whereupon the porter left the royal palace and aald to the seer, 
• Come In.' Then the seer AJllta approached the place where King 
Coeddhodana was. stood before him, and spake to the prince: 'Long 
live your :Majesty I Reach an old age and protect thy kingdom after 
the laws of right and duty.' 

"After KIng Coeddhodana had honored the seer A.8Ita by offerlDc 
him Arghya and water to wash his feet, and had given him a friendly 
welcome, he invited him to take a aeat. Seeing that he was comfort
ably seated, he reverently and kindly (1) addre8aed him as follows: 
, I do not remember that I have (ever) seen thee, 0 Seer! Why then 
have you come and what Is your desire?' A.t these words the seer 
A.8Ita spoke to King Coeddhodana: 'To thee a BOn Is born, 0 Prince I 
And I have come to see him.' The King replied: • The lad Is asleep, 
o great seer. Walt a moment until he awakes.' The seer spoke: 
'SUch great men, 0 KIng, do not as a rule sleep a long time. Such 
worthies are active.' Out of sympathy with the seer AJllta Bodhls
attwa effected a c&UlI8 to awake (the lad). Thereupon the king Coedd
hodana, after carefully taking the lad Sarwarthaalddha In bo~ arml. 
handed him over to the seer AJlIt&. When AJllta aaw the Bodhlaattwa,' 
he expressed great joy: 'One of wonderful beauty Indeed Is here 
come Into the world' When with these words he had risen from hi. 
seat, and had folded his handa reverently, and cast h1maelf at the teet 
of the Boddhlaattwa, and, with turning the right side toward him 
(three times), had approached the place where he was, and had taken 
the Bodhlaattwa on hla lap, he was lost In deep thought. 

.. Seeing the two and thirty marks of the Bodhlaattwa, AJllta now 
IlUrmised that the'lad shall become either a mighty prince or a 
Buddha. Seeing him, he groaned, shed tears, and sighed deeply. When 
the king aaw this, he asked with much concem, why the wise one 
wept. This one answered: 'I do not weep on account of the lad, 0 
PrInce ! No evil shall come upon him, but I weep for m788lf.' 'And 
what for?' 'I am old and aged, and am at the end of life, and this 
lad Sarwarthaalddha shall undoubtedly obtain perfect enlightenment, 
and afterward shall cause the highest wheel of right to revolve. [Here
upon follow prophecies concerning the Bodhlaattwa.] Becauae, how· 
ever, It shall not be permitted us to see this Buddha jewel, I weep 
and 11gb with great aadn888 of heart.' Then he foretells the king that 
the prince shall not abide In hla honae, becanae he bears upon him
self the thirty-two chief marks and the eighty secondary marks which 
mark him as belonging to a something higher. After he enumerated 
tbeae signs, he concluded with these words: 'In the posaeulon of 
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theee marka the lad will not dwell In a hoUle; without doubt he will 
depart and become a hermit.' 

.. Wben King Coeddhodana had heard from the seer AII1ta theee 
propheclee concerning the lad, he was pleasantl;y affected, ezclted, 
aUed with jo;y, happ,., and rejoiced. He rose from hIB seat, and, 
having east himself at the feet of the BodhlBattwa, he spake theRe 
words: 'Bleeaed art thou of Indra and (all) the (other) gods, and 
b;y wise men art thou honored, thee the physician of the whole world. 
I also (praise and) honor, 0 Lord I' Then King Coeddhodana provided 
the seer ABita and his sister's son Naradatta food and clothing, and 
walked around them, turning to them his right side. After which the 
eeer ABita departed b;y means of his magic power through the air and 
returned to his bermlt hut." 

How sober, simple, and true is the narrative. of Simeoa, 

how artificial and legendary that of the Buddha I 

As regards the form and content, the difference between 

these two narratives is so great that he who attributes de

pendence to one upon the other has, as it seems to me, no 

conception of historical criticism. He who interprets the nar

rative of Simeon from that of Asita freely lays himself open to 

the charge of wilful refusal to take the narrative of the godly 

Simeon as history, and such wilfulness betokens a narrow 

viewpoint. And let no such dealings be accounted scientific. A 

motive such as this, viz., that an aged philosopher visits a 

new-born child on whom the world has set great hopes and 
gives it his blessing, is so common and natural that' we have 

no need to look for an interp,etation of the same. Bear in 

mind that the "Lalitawistara," in the edition known to us, 

dates from the second century after Christ. I grant that 

several parts which appear therein are much older, which 

older records may include the visit of :Asita to the Bod

hissattwa. The" Boeddhacarita," by Acwagliosha, however, 

which in the comparison is also referred to as a source, must 

have been written about two hundred years after Christ, and 

upon good authority the introductions to the Dsjataka's are 
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considerably younger. They are even placed as late as the 

fifth century after Christ. For any comparison with the New 

Testament, therefore, this literature can safely be passed by. 

The hypothesis presented by Seydel concerning a Buddhistic 

gospel, which also belonged to the sources of the synoptists, 

especially of St. Luke, is so precarious that in my "History 

of the Books of the New G>venant" I have not given it the 

honor of a mention. It is only from the third century after 

Christ that we have historic data of relation between Christi

anity and Buddhism, and after a twenty years' study of early 

Christianity I have discovered no traces of an unconscious 
inftuence of Buddhistical data. 

A close relation, and even a mutual inworking, has also been 

asserted between the Mithras cult and the Christian religion, 

to w.hich in the next place I call your attention. F. Cumont, 

a Belgian scholar, has lately pointed out the significance of 

the Mithras cult. This religion had so wide a spread in the 

early centuries after Christ, that it threatened to become a 

mighty opponent of Christianity. It is only when Christi

anity became a state religion, that the Mithras cult gradually 

lost its significance. I repeat that it lost its signifiCance 

gradually, since for long times even Christians remained 

faithful to the service of Mithras and worshiped the Sol 
invictus. as Mithras was called. On the twenty-fifth of De
cember the birth of Mithras was commemorated. In the 
course of the fourth century the commemoration of Christ's 

birth was changed from January 6 to December 25, probably 

with the intention ofi weakening thereby the Mithras cult, and 

of imparting a Christian tone to a pagan festival, such as has 

also been done with the festival of St. Nicholas.1 

P In the Netherlands, at. Nicholas 18 celebrated on tbe fifth of De
cember.-'.l'L] 

i 
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Who was Mithras and where did his religion gain the larg
est following? With the Iranians he was originally the God 
of the heavenly light, who by the religious refonnation of 
Zoroaster, even as the other Persian gods of nature in conse
quence of his (viz., Zoroaster's) dualism, was ro6bed some
what of his majesty and glory. The people at large, however, 
remained devotedly attached to him. In the time of the 
Achzmenides, especially under Artaxerxes Mnemon (402-365 
B. c.), the ancient god of light appears as the Lord of Hosts 
and obtains a general recognition. The Mithras religion 
coalesced with the Babylonian wbrsbip of the stars, and in 
this mixed form penetrated after the victory of Alexander 
the whole of Anterior Asia. Mithras appears by several 
names, such as Mithridates of Pontus, the enemy of the 
Romans. The Romans probably became acquainted with the 
Mithras cult in Cilicia, where, especially in Tarsus, Mithras 
was largely worshiped. 

Almost simultaneously with the Jewish religion Mithraicism 
made its entrance in Rome in the year 63 B.C. From there it • 
spread itself, by means of the soldiers, the slaves imported 
from the East, and merchants, over the then known world, 
Greece exoepted. At first it found acceptance with the low
est classes, but later also with the higher, ana even among the 
highest. Nero-as we shall see further presently-allowed 
himself to be worshiped by the Annenian King Tiridates as 
an emanation of Mithras, and with the Roman emperors the 
conviction gained ground more and more that their alliance 
with the divinity, from which they derived the image of the 
crown with radiations, would add gr~t lustre to the emperor
ship. Commodus (180-192 A.D.) even allo~d himself to be 

inducted into the mysteries of Mithras. In the third and 
fourth centuries the Roman emperors paid religious honors to 
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Mithras. This is even told of Constantine the Great, of whom 
coins have been preserved with the superscription Soli Deo 
]nvicto or Soli jnvicto Camino Brief, however, was the 
glory period of Mithraicism under Julian the Apostate. There
after its pomp went down and came to naught. Enmity dis
covered itself with the Christians against the worshipers of 
Mithras, who ~ accused of being guilty of the persecution 
of the Christians under Diocletian. ManicheaWsm contains 
still traces of the ancient worship of Mithras. 

In the time of the Roman emperors the Mithras cult was a 
sort oj pantheism. which exhibited traces of influence from' 
the Babylonian doctrine of the planets, and Greek philosophy, 
especially that of Stoa. Originally Mithras was not the 
principal god in Mithraicism, but Zrwan Akarana, the father 

of Ormuzd, and Ahriman, the highest, eternal, unknowable 
being, whose name is unutterable. The Greeks beheld in him 
the personification of time and eternity and of the infinity of 
the world. He holds the keys by which he opens the gates of 
heaven, through which the sun passes out and in, and through 
which also souls descend to earth and return to heaven. He 
is the heavenly doorkeeper, as Peter is in the Church of Rome. 
Mithras is also the mediator between the unknowable, highly 
exalted God and the living human race upon the earth. He 
is the Logos of the Christians. He protects the truth, the 
good, everything that is pure, and is the enemy of an false
hood and deceit, of Ahriman and his hellish domain. On the 
bank of a river-as ·it appears from the representations in bas
relief-under the shadow of a sacred tree, the divine child was 
born from a rock in a very wonderful way. Wherefore he is 
called The One Born from a Rock, or Petrogenes. Shepherds 
saw the wonder, worshiped the child, and offered him the 
firstlings of their flocks and of their harvest. Mithras soon 
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grew to be a healthy and an atbletic lad. With a dexterous 
hand he cut the fruits of a fig-tree and clothed himself with its 
leaves. All this took place before there were any people in 
the earth, the shepberds of course excepted. And now. 
Mithras engaged in the great conflict. He combats the sun 
god and conquers him, after which he enters into a covenant 
of friendship witb the vanquished one, on whose head he 
places the crown with radiations, and from now on they 
mutually sustain one another. 

The most important combat of Mithras is with the bull, the 
first living creature which Ormuzd has created. Mithras cap
tures the animal, grasps it by tbe horns, and jumps upon his 
back. After the bull has escaped, Helios sends Mithras his 

raven with the demand that he shall kill the bull. However 
much it went against his wishes, Mithras offers the bull in the 
cave after he had recaptured it. A miracle took place. From 
the body of the dying animal sprang all sorts of herbs and 
plants. From his tail spring wheat and grains, from his blood 
a vine from which wine is prepared for the boly supper in the 
mysteries. In vain the evil spirit sends unclean animals, such 
as scorpions, gnats, and serpents, to poison the well of life. 

From the seed of the bull all useful animals appear. From 
his death originates life. 

Meanwhile the first human pair had been created, whom 
Mitbras protects against the attacks of Ahriman. Ahriman 
-brings a drought upon the earth, but Mithras shoots an arrow 
against a rock, from 'Yhich at once proceeds a stream of water. 
Ahriman wants to depopulate the earth by a flood, but by a 
divine conunand man built an ark, in which he saves himself 
with bis family and his cattle. Ahriman destroys the world 
by fire, so that all habitable places burn up, but the creatures 
that were created by Ormuzd escape with the help of Mithras 
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also out of this danger. Mithras has now iulfilled his ea.rtb1y 
calling. He bas a last meal with Helios, at which bread and 
wine were used. Afterward with him he ascends to heaven 
in a chariot of the sun, in order henceforth to live with the 
other gods as an immortal, and from thence to protect the 
faithful. 

That there are parallel passages between the religion of 
Mithras and Christianity is luce cltwius. Mithras reminds us 

of the significance of Christ as Mediator, in so far as be too 

is the Mediator between heaven and earth, God and man. With 
Mithras, also, the earthly eareer brings him difficulty and 
strife, but to humanity blessing and salvation. His life in

diares a continuous struggle of the good against the evil. 

In the representation that Mithras was born from a stone, 
F'umicus Maremus (fourth century after Christ) sees an imi
tation o£ the representation that likens Christ to a corner
stone. Even as at the birth of Christ, so with Mithras' birth, 
shepherds appear, who kneel in adoration. The parallel is 
striking, but I take it to be accidental and see no dependence 

of Christendom upon the Mithras cult nor of the Mithras cult 
upon Christendom. The story of Matthew ii., that wise men 
came from the East, who, being star-gazers, bad seen a star 
of peculiar lustre, which they connected with the birth of a 
man of significance, a divine light, has only recently been COD

nected with the Mithras cult.1 The Magi are talren to have 
been adherents of Mithras, whose priests preferred to be called 
Magi, and the star which they saw is supposed to refer to the 
same religion. But the tatter inference is arbitrary, since in 
the East, even as in the antiquity in ~eral, astrology was a 
well-known phenomenon. One of the factors which must be 

counted within the historic-genetic interpretation of this nar-

I A. Dieterich, Zeltllcbrlft f6r die neutest. WI ... , 1902. pp. 1-14. 
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