Religion (largelyChristian) Glossary
	adoptionism
A doctrine held by some early Christians which asserted that Jesus had been "adopted" by God as his chosen son, and so given divine power, above that of such Old Testament figures as Moses, to act as God's mediator. Adoptionism was seen as heretical by the early church because it saw Jesus as "merely" human, and not divine.

	
agape
One of three Greek words for "love." Specifically, it is unmotivated, unselfish love, or love interested only in the well-being of the person loved. It is the term for love used most commonly by NT authors (see 1 Cor 13).   

	
allegory
In the NT, typically a story in which truth or reality is represented symbolically through fictitious or idealized characters and situations. Jesus' parables are often allegorical in nature, and the book of Revelation, with its symbolic dream sequences and mythological monsters, is often interpreted allegorically. Such sayings/writings are intended to be interpreted figuratively, and can lead to misunderstanding when interpreted literally.

	
anachronism
In literature such as the Bible, any person, event, or other element of a story placed within a historical/temporal context in which it does not belong. The descriptions of the monarchy and temple given to Moses as part of the Sinai covenant are generally viewed as anachronistic, since both institutions were centuries away from existing.

	
annunciation
The name given to the moment in Luke's gospel (1:26-38) when the angel Gabriel announces to Mary that she will give birth to the "Son of God," and name him Jesus. Commemorated on March 25.

	
antichrist
A term used in the letters of John to refer to certain opponents of the author and the community to whom he wrote. Although this connection is never made in the NT itself, the term has come to be used in connection to the "beast" of Revelation, and the "lawless one" of 2 Thess 2.

	
antitheses
The name given to Matt 5:21-48, a section of the "Sermon on the Mount" where Jesus offers six reinterpretations of specific precepts of the Mosaic law. The reinterpreations are not antithetical in that they oppose the law. Rather, they focus on the believer's inward disposition, the antithesis of the law's focus on outward action.

	
aphorism
A brief, straightforward saying that attempts to define a universal principal or generally accepted truth, i.e. "Do to others what you would have them do to you."

	
apocalypticism
A doctrine or belief concerning the end of the world, and a final judgment. Apocalytic beliefs were particularly prominent in Judaism from 200 BC to 200 AD, and in Christianity from @30-200 AD. Such beliefs tend to resurface around times thought to be symbolically significant, such as the turn of the millenium.

	
apocrypha
Greek for "hidden things," refers mainly to the deuterocanonical books found in Catholic bibles that were included in the Septuagint translation of the books of the Old Testament, but were not found in the Masoretic text of the Hebrew scriptures. The term is also sometimes applied to certain Christian writings relevant to the study of the early church, but not included in the New Testament canon.

	
apology
From a Greek word meaning "defense," refers to a writing intended to offer  reasoned, philosophical  support for one's beliefs, often in response to the claim that those beliefs are unreasonable. The Letter to the Galatians is often considered an apology for Paul's "law-free" gospel.

	
apostacy
From a Greek word meaning "to revolt," it is the act of rejecting a religious doctrine or faith to which one previously adhered.

	
apostle
From a Greek word meaning "to send forth," an apostle was someone commissioned to carry a message, usually on behalf of someone else, such as a teacher or mentor. In the New Testament, the term is used in various contexts to refer sometimes strictly to Jesus' inner circle of twelve disciples, and sometimes to anyone who carries the gospel message.

	
apotheosis
In the Greek and Roman world, the elevation of certain heroic or powerful people to divine status. The deification of Roman emperors (usually posthumously) is an example.

	
aramaic
A Semitic language originating in Syria, it became the official language of the Persian empire. It was brought to Palestine by Jews who returned there after the Babylonian exile. Aramaic was most likely the language spoken by Jesus in the first century AD.

	
archetype
The original and essential form (or universal type) of a concept or character, to which all succeeding examples are compared and must conform. In Deut 18:15, for example, Moses is presented as the archetype of a prophet from God, as David is similarly the archetype of a divinely supported monarch.

	
arianism
A doctrine held by some early fourth century Christians and named after Arius, an Alexandrian priest with whom the doctrine originated. Arians saw Jesus as both begotten and created by God, but not eternally coexisting with Him, or "one in the same." Jesus was therefore not of the same divine status as God. Arianism was essentially an attempt to maintain the Christian connection with Jewish monotheism, but it was seen as heretical by the council of Nicaea in 325 AD, which asserted that Jesus was begotten by God, but not created by Him, and that Jesus was of the same substance as God.

	
armageddon
A Greek word derived from the Hebrew "Har Megiddon," (lit. "mountain of Megiddo"), a battlefield mentioned several times in the Deuteronomistic History. In the book of Revelation, it is the sight where the apocalyptic battle between good and evil will take place at the end of time.

	
atonement
In Christian theology, the view that Jesus' sacrificial death on the cross reconciled humans with their creator and paid the "debt price" necessary to free humankind from the "slavery" of sin.

	
augustus
Title given to Octavius ("Augustus Caesar") when he became the first official Roman emperor (30 BC). Augustus inaugurated the Pax Romana, and, according to the gospel of Luke, was emperor at the time of Jesus' birth.

	
ban
In ancient times, the policy of slaughtering all of the inhabitants and livestock of a conquered land, along with burning all buildings and property, as a sacrifice to the victor's god/s. The book of Joshua describes the Israelites as placing many of the Canaanite cities they conquered under the ban under orders from Yahweh.

	
baptism
A religious ritual performed in ancient Judaism and in Christianity from its earliest times. Probably related to Jewish ritual purity washings, as well as being symbolically connected to the Exodus story, baptism is described in the New Testament as being performed for "repentance of sins," and for initiation into the Christian community.

	
beatitude
A blessing. The term is most commonly associated with the list of blessings offered by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount in the Gospel of Matthew, 5:3-12 (also found partially in Luke).

	
benedictus
Latin for "blessed," refers to the poetic oracle of Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, found in Luke 1:68-79. Named after the first word in the Latin translation, the Benedictus has been integrated into the Church's liturgy.

	
benefactor
In the Greco-Roman context, one who provides benefits, primarily financial, legal, and social, to clients who in return provide various services including labor, political support, and public displays of honor. Benefactors (also, "Patrons") were typically of higher social and political standing than their clients.   

	
blasphemy
Any speech, writing, or action that is seen as offensive or insulting to one's god/s. In antiquity, many Jews thought it blasphemous to speak or write the very name of God, substituting instead the tetragrammaton. In the New Testament, Jesus is often charged with blasphemy for appearing to claim divine authority for himself; early Christians were seen as blasphemous by Jews for considering Jesus, a crucified Galillean peasant, to be the incarnation of Yahweh.

	
canon
From the Greek "kanon," which referred to a "standard." A canon is a list of wriitngs considered authoritative, or in the case of the Old and New Testament canons, writings considered divinely inspired. The canon of Hebrew scriptures was not officially determined in Judaism until around 90 AD; for Christians, the New Testament canon was not officially determined until the late fourth century AD.

	
catholic 
From a Greek word meaning "universal" or "general," used in reference to the later letters of the NT (James, Jude, 1&2 Peter, 1,2,& 3 John, and Hebrews) which are thought to have been written to the church in general, rather than to specific communities at specific times.

	
christ
From the Greek "Christos," meaning "anointed." The word is used in the Septuagint translation of the Hebrew scriptures to translate the Hebrew "messiah" (or "mashaih"), and today "Christ" and "Messiah" are often used interchangeably to refer to Jesus as "chosen" by God. Originally, the term was used in reference to the anointing ceremony that took place at the coronation of a king.

	
church
From the Greek word "ekklesia," meaning "assembly." In the New Testament, the term is typically used in reference to a group of people, i.e. a "faith community," and it is never used in reference to a building. It may have been intended to contrast with the "synagogue," a term commonly designating the place where Jews would gather to study and discuss their sacred scriptures.

	
covenant
In biblical terms, typically an agreement made between individuals or groups in which expectations or requirements are placed on both parties, although the word is also used to describe some of the more significant promises Yahweh makes to certain individuals/groups in the Old Testament, even though these promises may be one-sided.

	
crucifixion
A form of public execution used by the Roman empire in the first century AD, typically reserved for non-citizens as a punishment for sedition. Victims had their arms and feet either tied or nailed to the cross and were left hanging there to die, possibly from asphixiation. Death could come in as little as a few hours, but as long as several days.


	decalogue
Greek for "ten words," and another name for the "Ten Commandments," the set of religious and moral laws inscribed on stone tablets and given to Moses by Yahweh on Mt. Sinai. Two versions of the Decalogue (essentially the same) can be found in the OT; one in Ex 20:1-17, and the other in Deut 5:6-21.

	
deuterocanonical
Literally "Second Canon." Refers to those books found in Catholic bibles that were included in the Septuagint translation of the books of the Old Testament, but were not found in the Masoretic text of the Hebrew scriptures. Also known as the "Apocrypha."

	
diakonoi
From a Greek word commonly translated as "deacon," the term is used in the New Testament in reference to the bottom of the two-tiered structure of early church authority that developed as the first generation of apostles (those who were eyewitnesses to the earthly ministry of Jesus) passed.

	
diaspora
Greek for "dispersed" or "scattered abroad," and often translated as "dispersion"; refers to those Jews who were exiled from Judah by the Babylonians in 597 and 587 BC. Even after the edict of Cyrus the Great, king of Persia, allowed the Jews to return and resettle their homeland in 540 BC, many chose to remain outside of the Promised Land. The existence of the Jewish Diaspora led to the creation of the Septuagint and the Babylonian Talmud. The term "diaspora" is used once in the New Testament, in the First Letter of Peter, to refer to Christians living in Asia Minor under Roman oppression.

	
didache
From a Greek word meaning "teaching"; refers to an ancient Christian writing probably used as a church manual by community leaders and probably written between 70-150 AD. The text quotes only a few of the sayings of Jesus found in the canonical gospels, and most closely resembles the Gospel of Matthew in its approach to church discipline. The Didache depends much more heavily on the Old Testament than on the teachings of Jesus as a source for moral and ethical advise.

	
disciple
From a Greek word meaning "pupil" or "learner" or "follower," in the first century the term referred to someone who followed and took instruction from a teacher. The term is applied regularly to followers of Jesus, and not exclusively to his inner circle of twelve. Especially in the letters of Paul, the term is applied to anyone who is willing to follow the message of the Christian gospel.

	
docetism
From a Greek word meaning "to seem" or "to appear," refers to a belief held by some early Christian communities who claimed that Jesus could not have been a human being, but only appeared to be. Docetists often held dualistic views of the cosmos, seeing the material as evil and the spiritual as good. Since Jesus was seen as a manifestation of a good and just God, docetists held that he could not possibly have been a physical human being. Docetic beliefs were in some ways closely related to those of Gnostics.

	
double tradition
In reference to the relationship between the Synoptic Gospels, the name given by scholars to the (nearly identical) material found in the gospels of Matthew and Luke, but not in the gospel of Mark (nor John, which is not considered synoptic). This material is believed to represent a separate source with which Matthew and Luke were familiar, but of which Mark was not aware. This source is commonly designated "Q" (for Quelle, German for "source"), but it is important to note that "Q" and the double tradition are not necessarily synonymous, since "Q" is a hypothetical source.

	
doxology
A formal expression of praise to God. Any saying (often formulaic or liturgical) expressing glory (from Greek doxazo: "I glorify") to God.

	
dropsy
Also "Edema," swelling do to an abnormal and excessive build up of fluid in any part of the body.

	
dualism
A belief that the world is divided into two realms of existence, the physical/material and the spiritual. Moral dualism asserts that the physical is by nature evil, and hence (in the religious sense) not from God. The spiritual realm is seen as perfectly good; therefore humans who seek to be closer to God must do so by developing the spiritual and denying the physical.

	
ebionite
A group of Christians in the second century who held an adoptionist view of Jesus' life. They maintained Jewish rituals and customs, and traced themselves back to James, the "brother of the Lord," and head of the Jerusalem church.   

	
epicureanism
School of philosophy founded by Epicurius, who believed that sensory perception was the only basis for human knowledge, and that the gods were too transcendent to be concerned with or involved in human affairs. The ultimate goal of life was to live a peaceful and pain-free existence.

	
epiphany
The Christian observance of the moment of Christ's manifestation to the world, typically including the moment of his baptism by John the Baptist, the miracle at Cana, and the visit of the magi at his birth (all commemorated on Jan 6).

	
episkopos
A Greek word  commonly translated as "episcopate" or "overseer," the term is used in the New Testament in reference to the top of the two-tiered structure of early church authority that developed as the first generation of apostles (those who were eyewitnesses to the earthly ministry of Jesus) passed. It is also commonly translated as "bishop," (esp. in the Pastoral Epistles) although it probably did not originally refer to the same type of leader of a modern bishop.

	
epistle
Usually, a synonym for "letter," and used in reference to the various letters in the New Testament. In some cases, the term may be used more specifically to refer to those NT documents that are written in the form of a letter, but apparently did not have  a specific addressee in mind, such as Ephesians, Colossians, and Hebrews.

	
eponym(ous)
The person from who a group of people or nation is traditionally believed to have taken its name. In the Old Testament, the Edomites (Esau), Israelites (Jacob/Israel), and Ishmaelites (Ishmael) are all examples.

	
eros
One of three Greek words meaning “love,” referring specifically to erotic or sexual love, distinguished from “agape” because of its selfish nature.

	
eschatology
A doctrine of "last things" or "end times." The term refers to a person's (or group's) beliefs about the end of the world and/or the end of an individual's life. Eschatology can be personal (what will happen to the individual?), national (what will happen to our nation?), or cosmic (what will happen to the universe?).

	
essene
A sect of Judaism mentioned in the writings of Josephus and thought to have come into existence during the reign of the Maccabees. They are thought to be the group responsible for the writing and preservation of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and if so the sect was probably destroyed by the Romans at the end of the Jewish Revolt in 70 AD. They were apparently an apocalyptic group that considered themselves to be of a priestly class, but they had moved out of Jerusalem because of what they perceived as the corruption of the temple by Greek/Roman influence.

	
ethnarch
Meaning "ruler of a people," an ethnarch was a king over a specific (ethnic) group, but often lower in authority than the actual king or ruler of an empire. Jonathan Maccabee was appointed ethnarch of Judea by the Seleucids, making him king of the region, but what his relationship to the Seleucids was in terms of his own power and autonomy is unclear.

	
eucharist
From a Greek word meaning "thanksgiving" or "gratitude." A name given by early Christians to the agape meal celebrated in remembrance of Jesus' last supper with his disciples. Offered in gratitude of his sacrificial death.

	
evangelist
From a Greek word meaning "good news," the term is commonly used in reference to the authors of the four gospels included in the New Testament.

	
exegesis
The critical analysis and interpretation of a text in order to determine as closely as possible the original meaning intended by the author, and the text's original social/cultural/ historical/ religious/political context.

	
exorcism
In antiquity, the act of expelling a demon or spirit from a possessed person, although it is likely that much of what would have been considered "possessed" behavior in antiquity (i.e. any strange or irrational physical behavior) would not be considered such by medical science today.

	
expiation
The act of offering a sacrifice (in the Old Testament, often an animal prescribed by the Mosaic law), usually as atonement for sin, to a god or gods.

	
faith
Although often considered synonymous with belief, in the OT and NT faith involves more than intellectual ascent to a doctrine, or accepting the possibility of God's existence. It is the act of trusting in God and being faithful to what is understood to be God's will, including acting in accordance with that will.

	
fourth philosophy
Mentioned in the writings of Josephus, this sect-like group of Jews was apparently founded on the philosophy of Judas the Galilean, who advocated resistance to Roman taxation policies on the argument that Jews who paid taxes to Rome were acknowledging the cult of the emperor and therefore being unfaithful to God.   

	
fundamentalism
A Christian movement originating around the beginning of the twentieth century in response to the Enlightenment attempt to question the infallibility of the Bible. Although Fundamentalist beliefs vary, most are based on the assumption that the biblical text as it has been received is factually inerrant.
 


	galilee
The name given to the northern-most region of Palestine to the west of the Jordan River. The region had been forcibly converted to Judaism by John Hyrcanus during the Maccabean Era, and is, according to the gospels, the childhood home of Jesus and place where his ministry was primarily focused.   

	
gehenna
A valley located outside the city of Jerusalem that had been the site of human sacrifices/child immolation to pagan gods. In NT times, the site, which was considered ritually unclean by Jews, was used as a garbage dump and, symbolically, as a place of punishment in the afterlife.   

	
gematria
The Jewish practice of (symbolically) interpreting the numerical value of letters in words/names. Related to numerology, gematria is most often seen in the use of numbers as substitutes for names with a specific numerical value (i.e. "David" or "DVD" as 4+6+4, or 14).   

	
genealogy
The tracing of a person's/nation's/group's ancestry back through history to its known point of origin. Biblical genealogies are typically patrilineal (traced through male descendants, typically for the purpose of passing on inheritance), but genealogies could also be matrilineal.   

	
gentile
In the Bible, any non-Jew. The term was used in reference to anyone who did not keep the Mosaic law, whether pagan or "God-fearing."   

	
gethsemane
A name meaning “olive press,” and the sight of a garden on the mount of olives where, according to the gospel accounts, Jesus was arrested on the same night as the Last Supper.   

	
glossolalia
Term for the phenomenon known as “speaking in tongues” in the Bible, a spiritual charism described as characteristic of the early Christian movement in both the letters of Paul and Acts of the Apostles.   

	
gnosis
Greek word meaning "knowledge," used in scholarly literature to refer to the content of Gnostic teachings, a "secret" knowledge thought to be necessary for salvation; the Greek word does not carry this connotation, and the word is used in letters of Paul.

	
gnosticism
A belief held by some early Christian communities that salvation could only be acquired by obtaining a “secret knowledge” that Jesus himself had given to his closest followers. This belief was usually accompanied by a religious myth describing the origin of the knowledge and explaining why only certain people were capable of acquiring it. Gnosticism was eventually considered heretical by the early church.   

	
god-fearer
The name given to those Gentiles in the New Testament era who worshipped Yahweh, but did not accept or follow the Mosaic law. God-fearing gentiles probably resisted the law because circumcision was seen as offensive, and the dietary and ritual restrictions of Jewish monotheism required abandoning involvement in local temples, cutting gentiles off from their communities. God-fearers had their own court in the temple in Jerusalem, and probably formed a significant part of the early Christian church, especially in those churches founded by the apostle Paul, whose “law-free” gospel would have offered them the opportunity to participate in Jewish monotheism and salvation history without the requirements of the Mosaic law.   

	
gospel
From the English word “godspell,” itself derived from the Greek word “euangellion,” meaning “good news.” The term is used in reference to the Biblical books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, although it probably does not describe the category of literature they represent (most likely, the New Testament gospels are ancient or Greco-Roman biographies). The term was originally used in either a military context (whenever the Roman army was victorious, a soldier would be sent back to the army’s home to announce the “good news” in advance)

	
grace
From the Greek word charis, meaning "gift." Any gift freely given, without the expectation of something in return. 

	
griesbach hypothesis
A proposed solution to the Synoptic Problem that attempts to stay faithful to the claims of early church historians regarding the order in which the synoptic gospels were written. Greisbach, a German scholar, claimed that Matthew had been written first, and copied by Luke. Later in the development of the church, Mark edited Matthew and Luke  into an abbreviated version of the gospel.

	
halakah
Means "way" or "path", refers to that portion of the Jewish Talmud that is dedicated to interpretation and commentary on the Mosaic Law.

	
hannukah
Feast day instituted by the Maccabees to commemorate the purification and rededication of the temple in Jerusalem after Maccabean revolt and the expulsion of the Seleucids from Jerusalem in 164 B.C.

	
hasidim
Name meaning "faithful," refers to those Jews who remained faithful to their beliefs during the persecution of Antiochus Epiphanes IV, the Seleucid king who attempted to impose Hellenism on Palestine in the second century, B.C. The Hasidim are thought to be the forerunners of the Pharisees.

	
hebrew
Name given to the Jewish people (and probably to a mix of Semitic peoples) at the time of the Exodus and the settlement of Canaan. Also, the Semitic language in which most of the books of the Old Testament were originally written.

	
hellenism
Name given to those cultures throughout Europe and the Mediterranean that were formed by the blending of Ancient Greek culture with the pre-existing local cultures conquered or influenced by the Greeks.

	
heresy
Any doctrine or teaching seen to be in contradiction to the official tradition of an organized religion. To ancient Judaism, the claim that Jesus of Nazareth was the Jewish messiah was seen as heresy because of his shameful death by crucifixion. To Christianity, early doctrines such as Gnosticism and Arianism were seen as heresy because of their failure to incorporate both Jesus' divine and human natures.

	
heterodox
Meaning "other thinking" as opposed to "straight thinking," or orthodoxy. Heterodox beliefs are those that are not "in line" with the tradition or doctrine of a given church. Although not necessarily heretical, heterodoxy is typically not accepted or acknowledged by  the mainstream within a given tradition. 

	
holocaust
A burnt offering or sacrifice made to a god, typically for the forgiveness of sins. In ancient cultures, typically an animal sacrifice was offered, but human sacrifices were also common. A Jewish response to human sacrifice may have shaped the story of the "binding of Isaac" in Genesis.

	
idolatry
In the Bible, the practice of worshiping a man-made image or idol as a god. To the Jews, the practice was seen as a violation of the Mosaic law, both because it was typically practiced by polytheists, and because images of God were seen as blasphemous.

	
idumea
Region to the south of Judea conquered and forcibly converted to Judaism by John Hyrcanus during the Maccabean Era. Also the region from which Herod the Great was chosen by the Romans to rule Palestine.

	
intercalation
In literature, the insertion of one story in the middle of another, so that each story influences the interpretation of the other. Typical of the Gospel of Mark.

	
israel
The name given to Jacob after wrestling with a divine figure in Genesis, and winning. Became the name of the Jewish nation, and of the northern kingdom during the divided monarchy. In the Old Testament, the name also refers symbolically to the Jewish people.
 


	judaizer
With regard to the New Testament, any person or group that attempted to impose Jewish rituals or customs on another group or person. Mentioned in several of the letters of Paul as a problem in early Christian communities of Gentiles that had been converted to monotheism by Paul.

	
johannine
Term used to describe anything characteristic of the literature in the New Testament traditionally thought to be written by John, son of Zebedee, one of Jesus' inner circle of twelve apostles. This includes the Gospel of John, the Letters of John, and the Revelation to John.

	
justification
In ancient Jewish and Christian literature, to be "found innocent," or to be in right relationship with God (i.e., sinless, or "facing" God).

	
kerygma
From Greek, meaning "message" or "proclamation," refers to the core of early Christian teachings about Jesus, or the material considered essential by early Christian communities for understanding the life and significance of Jesus.

	
koine
Meaning "common," refers to the dialect of ancient Greek in which the New testament and the Septuagint were originally written. 

	
kolonia
Refers to Greek or Roman cities established by the settlement of soldiers who had participated in the conquest of the land. The city of Corinth, to which the apostle Paul wrote several letters, is an example.

	
leprosy
Also known as "Hansen's disease," leprosy was apparently common in first century Palestine. Leprosy involves the loss of sensation in the extremities, typically accompanied by skin lesions, with the eventual erosion of tissue or deformity. 

	
levite
One of the twelve tribes of Ancient Judaism, descended from the twelve sons of Jacob. According to the Old Testament, during the settlement of the Promised Land, the Levite tribe received no land, but was instead given exclusive hereditary rights to the Israelite priesthood.

	
lex talionis
The law of equal retribution, and the basic legal principal of many ancient Mediterranean law codes. Summed up in the Old Testament concept of "an eye for an eye," although the principal of the law was probably much harsher than its actual application in ancient Judaism.

	
logos
Greek for "word" or "reason," and used in both testaments as a synonym for "wisdom," although the Greek word for wisdom is "sophia." During the Hellenistic era, Jewish scribes who translated their scriptures into Greek (as well as early Christians, see the prologue to the Gospel of John) preferred logos to sophia because it was a masculine term.

	
magnificat
Latin name given to the canticle or hymn of Mary in the gospel of Luke. Similar to a canticle sung by Hannah at the birth of Samuel in the Old Testament.

	
marcionite
A group of Christian gnostics in the mid second century founded by the philosopher Marcion, whose canon of sacred texts is one of the earliest known collections of Christian writings. Marcion rejected the Old Testament as sacred, and accepted the letters of Paul and an edited version of the gospel of Luke.

	
markan priority
The assumption made by most Biblical scholars that the Gospel of Mark was the first of the New Testament gospels to be written, and was probably a source for at least the other two synoptic gospels (Matthew and Luke). Therefore, whenever these gospels gospels tell the same story differently, Mark's version of the story is given priority- meaning it is considered to be closest to what actually happened.

	
martyr
Any person who willingly suffers death (or, in some cases, persecution) for the sake of a religious belief or  cause.

	
manuscript
Literally, "hand written," refers to any document written or copied by hand, and therefore subject to human error or edition. 

	
masada
Fortress built in the Judean desert by Herod the Great. During the first revolt, Jews in Jerusalem fled to Masada to hold out against Roman forces. According to Josephus, when the Romans finally penetrated Masada, the Jews inside the fortress had committed suicide rather than surrender to Rome.

	
masoretes
From Hebrew for "to repeat." Refers to Jewish scholars in the sixth through tenth centuries who copied and edited what became the authoritative Hebrew edition of the Jewish scriptures.

	
mediator
One who intervenes or negotiates between two parties in a contract or dispute. In biblical literature, such Old Testament figures as Moses and Abraham were seen as mediators between Yahweh and the Israelites, because of their role in the formation of covenants with Yahweh.

	
messiah
From the Hebrew "mashiah," meaning "anointed" (same as Greek "christos"). The term is used in both testaments to refer to anyone set apart or consecrated to Yahweh, usually a priest or king. In the Roman era, the term came to refer specifically to an expected deliverer, someone who would save the Jews from foreign oppression, just as David or Moses had done.

	
messianic secret
Name given to the motif in Mark's gospel of secrecy surrounding Jesus' identity as Messiah. The phrase was coined by the German scholar William Wrede, who proposed that Jesus' deliberate secrecy in Mark was an attempt by the Early Church to account for the fact that Jesus had never taken the title Messiah for himself in his own lifetime, and the church had attributed messiahship to him only after his death. Although this theory has been largely rejected, the motif of the messianic secret is nonetheless present in the gospel.

	
messianism
The belief in and expectation of a deliverer or savior, who will in some way change the present era.

	
metaphor
Literary device or figure of speech where one object is likened to or compared to another. Jesus' "I am" sayings in the Gospel of John ("I am the bread of life") represent metaphorical speech.

	
midrash
From Hebrew for "to search out." Term for Rabbinic commentaries on or interpretations of the Jewish scriptures. Collections of these commentaries are called midrashim.

	
minim
Hebrew for "heretic." The term was used in a curse on heretics found in the benedictions recited in Jewish synagogues after 90 AD. The curse is believed to have been directed, at least in part, at Jewish Christians.

	
mishnah
From Hebrew for "to repeat." Refers to a written collection of Pharisaic or Rabbinic interpretations of the Torah. Compiled around 200 AD, the mishnah is thought to contain traditions that date much earlier, possibly including much of the oral law observed by the Pharisees during Jesus' lifetime.

	
mithras
Persian god of the sun and light, whose cult was popular in the Roman empire during the rise of early Christianity. According to myth, Mithras was born from a rock on Dec. 25, and defeated a bull. Mithras was seen as a savior by his followers, who were baptized in the blood of a bull when initiated, and shared a sacred communal meal. Probably the main rival to Christianity, Mithraism was less successful because it only accepted male initiates.

	
monolatry
The worship of one god, while acknowledging the possible existence of other gods. The phrasing of the first commandment of the Decalogue has been thought to suggest that early Israelite religion may have been monolatrous. 

	
monotheism
Belief in the existence of, and therefore the worship of, only one God. Religions such as Christianity and Judaism are monotheistic because of their insistence that only one God, Yahweh, exists.

	
mythology
A collection of stories, beliefs, or traditions associated with a particular person or place that may or may not be seen as historically accurate, but are thought nevertheless to contain "truth" -usually in the form of observations about human nature.

	
nag hammadi
Village in Southern Egypt where a collection of (mostly) Gnostic Christian writings was discovered in 1945. Written in Coptic (Egyptian Greek), the manuscripts in the collection date from the fourth century, but are believed to contain traditions from much earlier, possible as early as the mid second century, or even the first century. Most significant among the texts is a complete copy of the Gospel of Thomas, a writing mentioned by the Church Fathers and excluded from the Orthodox canon.

	
nazirite
Any Jewish man or woman who vowed to consecrate him or herself to God for a specific period of time. During the period of the vow, Nazirites had to abstain from alcohol, leave their hair uncut, and pay special attention to laws dealing with ritual purity and defilement.

	
nicaea
Location of the first official ecumenical council of Orthodox Christianity, convened by the emperor Constantine in 325 AD. The council addressed such doctrinal "heresies" as Arianism and Gnosticism, established the Nicene Creed, and determined a date for the observance of Easter.

	
numerology
The study of, or use of, numbers considered to have symbolic significance. In the Bible, for example, the number three symbolizes divinity (trinity); four symbolizes the earth (four winds, four corners); six symbolizes imperfection or evil; seven symbolizes completeness, perfection, or creation; twelve symbolizes the nation of Israel (twelve tribes or apostles); forty symbolizes a covenant, and one thousand symbolizes a large number.
 


	oracle
A divine message, or the person through whom a divine message is transmitted, or the place where the transmission of divine messages is thought to occur.

	
orthodox
From Greek for "straight thinking." A term designating the doctrines and beliefs that came to be accepted by official Christianity.

	
pagan
In Biblical literature, anyone who was not a Jew or Christian, or any non-Christian gentile who did not worship Yahweh (therefore excluding God-fearers).

	
palestine
The name given to the Jewish "Promised Land" by the Greek historian Herodotus in the mid fifth century BC. Specifically, it is a strip of territory on the Eastern-most coast of the Mediterranean Sea.

	
pantheon
All of the gods worshipped by a given people, or in the case of the Romans, a temple in which all of the gods were worshipped.

	
parable
A brief saying or story that makes a symbolic comparison between two things, typically using the mundane or ordinary to reveal or explain the unusual or extraordinary.

	
paraclete
Greek word meaning "advocate" and the word used for the holy Spirit in the gospel of John, but not in the synoptics.

	
parallelism
A common characteristic of Hebrew poetry, in which a word or concept is stated in one line and then repeated in another.

	
paralytic
One who suffers from permanent paralysis.

	
parousia
Greek word meaning "to be near," used in the NT to refer to the second coming of Christ, or the apocalyptic expectation that Jesus as Son of Man would return in judgment.

	
paschal
From a Greek word meaning "to suffer." Used in the OT to refer to the Exodus event, and in the NT to refer to Jesus' sacrifice on the cross.

	
passion
From the Latin for "to suffer," used to refer to Jesus' arrest, trial, and execution in the NT gospels.

	
passover
Jewish feast day commemorating the Exodus event. In Jesus' time, it was a pilgrimage feast celebrated in Jerusalem.

	
patriarch
A father or founder. In the case of ancient Judaism, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jacob's twelve sons are considered to be patriarchs. In the case of Early Christianity, Jesus' apostles and the first generation of church "bishops" are considered to be patriarchs.

	
pauline
Related to the apostle Paul or those letters in the New Testament thought to be written by him.

	
pax romana
Name given to the 200 years of internal peace in the Roman empire initiated by Caesar Augustus, who was hailed as the "peacemaker" and "savior" of Rome.

	
pentateuch
The first five books of the Old Testament, also known as the Torah ("Law") or Five Books of Moses, because they are traditionally thought to have been written by Moses himself.

	
pentecost
In Judaism, a feast celebrated fifty days after Passover. Pentecost was probably originally an agricultural festival, but later came to be associated with the Moses' receiving the law from Yahweh on Mt. Sinai.

	
pesher
Hebrew word meaning "commentary," refers to a collection (pesherim) of commentaries on Jewish scriptures found among the Dead Sea Scrolls.

	
pharaoh
Title given to the king of Egypt, meaning "house" (dynasty).

	
pharisee
Member of a sect of Judaism that probably originated with the Hasidim in the Maccabean era, and advocated strict adherence to the Mosaic Law and to an "oral Torah" thought to have been passed down by Moses.

	
philia
Greek word for "love" between friends, different from eros (erotic love) and agape (unselfish love).

	
polis
Greek word for "city" or "city state."

	
polytheism
The belief in and worship of many gods, a practice common in most ancient cultures but banned by Yahweh in the OT.

	
praetorium
In the NT, the name given to the Jerusalem residence of the Roman prefect, occupied when he visited Judea.

	
prefect
A title used in the Roman empire to refer to various high ranking officials who governed territories or in some way represented Roman authority, particularly with regard to the collection of taxes.

	
presbyter
From a Greek word meaning "elder," used both in Judaism and Christianity to refer to a position of respect and leadership based on one's age or tenure.

	
procurator
The title of the Roman governor of a province, who ruled directly on behalf of and represented the Roman emperor, unlike client kings who were often chosen from among locals.

	
prophet
One who was thought to speak on behalf of a deity, or thought to be divinely inspired.

	
proverb
Memorable phrase or brief saying that expresses popular wisdom, and is characteristic of ancient wisdom literature.

	
psalm
A poem or song used in liturgy to praise or worship a deity.

	
pseudepigrapha
Meaning "false writing," refers to those Jewish and Christian writings, most of which are outside the canon of scripture, that were written by someone other than the author claimed by the text itself. For example, the disputed letters of Paul are considered to be pseudepigrapha, because they are not thought to be written by the apostle himself.

	
pseudonimity
The practice, common in ancient literature, of writing under a false name either to conceal one's own identity or to attribute one's ideas to a more famous or respected person.

	
purification
The act (literal or symbolic) of cleansing oneself of that which is considered to cause physical or moral/religious impurity. An example is ritual bathing (such as baptism) thought to make one pure before entering a holy place (such as the temple).
 

	quelle
German word meaning "source," used to refer to a document no longer thought to exist that contained a list of Jesus' sayings and was copied by the authors of the gospels of Matthew and Luke. It is thought to account for the "double tradition" in these two gospels, and it is commonly referred to as "Q."

	
qumran
Location, by the Dead Sea, where a collection of scrolls was found in 1946 that are thought to have been written by the Essenes, a sect of Judaism that lived a secluded, monastic lifestyle.

	
rabbi
Hebrew for "teacher," and a title given to the Pharisees, who were teachers of the law.

	
redactor
An editor. In ancient literature, a redactor was more than just a corrector, and could often play a role equal to author in the composition of a text.

	
righteousness
In the OT and NT, the word can mean to be in right relationship with God, to be found innocent or acquitted, or to be at peace.

	
sabbath
Seventh day of the Jewish week, set aside for rest because of the belief that God had rested on the seventh day of creation.

	
sadducee
Sect of Judaism that existed during the Second Temple period. They were composed of the priestly class, so most were probably wealthy and powerful members of the Judean elite. Because they were associated with the operation of the temple, they probably died out shortly after its destruction in 70 AD. They appear to have denied the existence of angels or the possibility of a bodily resurrection at the end of time, two beliefs characteristic of apocalyptic Judaism from the same period.

	
sanctuary 
A building or other place considered sacred and either dedicated to the worship of a deity or considered to be the place where a deity dwells. The "Holy of Holies" in the temple in Jerusalem is an example.

	
sanhedrin
Name given to the Jewish council or high court, given legal jurisdiction with respect to the Mosaic Law over a particular region.

	
sarx
Greek for "Flesh" or "corpse."

	
satan
Hebrew word for "adversary" or "opponent." The meaning of this term changed gradually, as can be seen in the development of the biblical canon. Originally, "satan" was used to refer to anyone who prevented the actions of another, including those who acted on God's behalf to stop wrongdoing. The term gradually came to be associated with a specific supernatural being who, by New Testament times, was seen as the opponent of God.

	
scapegoat
On the Jewish Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), the goat upon which the sins of the people of Israel were symbolically placed. The goat was then sent off into the wilderness, thereby removing Israel's sinfulness and cleansing the nation.

	
scribe
Name given to those anyone who could read and write, and was therefore capable of preserving legal or historical traditions.

	
sect
A smaller group within a larger group, such as the Pharisees or Sadducees, which were seen as sects within Judaism.

	
septuagint
Name given to the Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures, composed in the first to second centuries BC. The name comes from a tradition that the translation was simultaneously produced by seventy scholars who worked independently but produced exactly the same text.

	
sicarii
Means "Dagger-men" and refers to a group of Jewish Zealot assassins in Palestine during the Roman Period, who were known for murdering anyone they considered to be a Roman sympathizer.

	
simile
A comparison of two often dissimilar things (using "Like" or "as") in which a common thing is used to shed light on something less common or more abstract ("The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed...").

	
sin
A term used to signify the human tendency to turn away from God's will or laws, thus causing separation between God and humans, humans and each other, and the individual and one's conscience.

	
sitz-im-leben
The "setting in life," or historical, cultural, geographical, Political, and Religious setting in which a text is produced, which must be understood as thoroughly as possible by the reader in order to get as close as possible to the meaning intended by the text' author.

	
stoicism
School of Greek philosophy founded by Zeno in the third century BC that stressed the use of reason ("Logos") and the pursuit of wisdom as keys to happiness. Stoics believed in an ethic of moderation and stressed a divine purpose or plan behind human existence.

	
soma
Greek for "body," referring to the wholeness of the human body, both flesh ("sarx") and spirit.

	
synagogue
A Greek word that originally designated an assembly place or  an assembly of people. During the New Testament era (and possibly before), the term came to be associated with a gathering place for Jews to discuss the interpretation of the Mosaic law. After the destruction of the temple in 70 AD, synagogues also became houses of worship.

	
syncretism
The blending or combining of different religious traditions. Syncretism was seen as a form of corruption by many within Judaism, although many of the beliefs within Judaism were borrowed from other cultures, such as the Babylonians, Persians, and Greeks. Syncretism was used by the Greeks and Romans as a way to impose Greco-Roman culture on conquered peoples.

	
synoptic gospel
Name given to the New Testament gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, because they tell the story of Jesus' life in such a similar fashion that they are said to "see with the same eye" (syn-optically).

	
synoptic problem
The problem of determining the literary relationship between the synoptic gospels, due to the fact that while all three contain a significant amount of material about the life of Jesus that is similar, each gospel also contains unique material, and some appears to be contradictory.
 

	


	talmud
Collection of Jewish writings consisting of the Mishnah and the Gemara. Two versions are considered authoritative: a Palestinian version, and a much longer Babylonian version produced by Diaspora Jews.

	
tanak
An acronym for the three Hebrew consonants that are the first letters of the divisions of the Hebrew Scriptures: Torah (law), Nevi'im (Prophets), Kethuvim (Writings).

	
targum
Translations and interpretations of the Hebrew scriptures into Aramaic, which were necessitated by the fact that the many of the Jews who returned from the Babylonian Exiles were literate in Aramaic (the language of the Persian empire) but not Hebrew.

	
testimonium flavianum
A passage in Josephus' "Jewish Antiquities" in which the author refers to Jesus of Nazareth. Thought to be the only reference to Jesus both outside of and contemporaneous with the NT gospels, the passage is controversial because is appears to have been interpolated by later Christian scribes.

	
tetragrammaton
Name given to the four letters (Hebrew consonants) that were substituted for the divine name of Yahweh (YHWH) in the Old Testament- although the term is often translated as "Lord" in modern OT translations.

	
tetrarch
Name given to a territorial ruler who functioned essentially as a client king for an emperor. The territory under a tetrarch's control was often defined by political division rather that by ethnicity or ancestral heritage.

	
theodicy
Any attempt to explain the existence and nature of God in light of and accounting for the existence of human suffering.

	
theophany
An appearance or manifestation of God to a human being, such as Yahweh's appearance to Moses on Mt. Sinai in Exodus, or Abraham's walk with God in Genesis.

	
theos aner
Greek for "divine man" or "god's man"- refers to humans who were seen as representatives of the gods, but were not necessarily seen as being divine themselves.

	
tithe
A tax of ten percent of one's income or production, which was dedicated to the government/empire, or to the temple. The OT laws mandated that such a tax be paid by Jews to support the Jerusalem temple and its associated priesthood.

	
torah
Hebrew for "Law," refers to the first five books of the Hebrew scriptures, which are traditionally thought to have been written by Moses, who ,according to Exodus, received the law from Yahweh on Mt. Sinai.

	
tradition
The beliefs, customs, rituals, practices, and knowledge passed down from one generation to the next and considered to be characteristic of a particular culture or group.

	
transfiguration
A word that essentially means "to change form" or "to change appearance," and refers to the episode recorded in the synoptic gospels in which Jesus' clothes and/or face changed appearance in front of three of his disciples while they were alone on a mountain.

	
two source theory
A proposed solution to the synoptic problem which, along with a variation called the "four source theory," is accepted by a majority of biblical scholars. The theory assumes Mark was used as a source by Matthew and Luke (independently), and that the latter two gospels also used another source that no longer exists, commonly referred to as "Q" or "quelle" (German for "source"). 

	
valentinus
Prominent Christian Gnostic teacher from the second century AD whose school of philosophy in Rome was a rival to that of Marcion and to the "orthodox" school started by Justin Martyr. Valentinus claimed that his teachings could be traced back to the apostle Paul.

	
vulgate
A Latin translation of the Bible produced in the fourth century by St. Jerome, that became the officially accepted translation of Roman Catholicism.

	
wisdom
Name given to the divine will in the Old Testament. It is often personified as a noble, virtuous, and desirable woman in the OT literature, such as Proverbs 8, and often contrasted with the adulterous and dishonorable "woman folly."

	
wisdom literature
A type of literature that exists both in the Old Testament and in contemporaneous literature written by neighboring cultures that focuses on promoting ethical standards, primarily for the purpose of preserving honor and personal advancement. Some of these books,  such as Job and Ecclesiastes, also deal with the philosophical and theological motivations for ethical behavior.

	
zealot
Name given by scholars to what might have been a group of Jews in the first century whose extremely nationalistic aspirations made them willing to instigate and suffer violence for the sake of establishing an independent Jewish homeland, freed from Roman/Hellenistic influence- although the evidence as to whether such a group was clearly defined is ambiguous.

	
zoroastrianism
Religion of the Persian Empire that began in the sixth century BC, and conceived of the world in dualistic categories of good/evil and spirit/material. Zoroastrians expected a climactic end time battle between the forces of good and evil- a belief which may have influenced Jewish notions of divine judgment, and the existence of Satan and angels.
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