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The Problem of the Historical Context of Scripture 

By Stephen Dray 

 This brief note is intended to highlight a neglected problem when Evangelicals and 

others appeal (as, of necessity, they must) to the historical and cultural context behind 

Scripture. One example is chosen to make establish the point: the city of Ephesus.  

 

The extant knowledge of the ancient city of Ephesus is vast.i It is known that in the first 

century it was near the height of its importance.ii With a population of over 200,000, it was 

only lesser in size to Rome and Alexandria within the Roman Empire (and, probably, of 

greater importance than the latter)iii claiming, with justification, to be “the first and greatest 

metropolis in Asia”.iv Its size was matched by its economic prosperity,v its politicalvi and  

 

 

 

religious importance. The cult of Diana overshadowed the city’s life (as demonstrated by its 

presence on the coinage in Fig. iv) and established it as a centre of religious activity for the 

entire province.vii The vast and lavishly adorned third temple of Dianaviii was recognised as 

Fig. iv)  A coin from Ephesus showing the Temple of 
Artemis together with  her image. 
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one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.ix Conybere and Howsen comment that, “there 

was no religious building in the world in which was concentrated a greater amount of 

admiration, enthusiasm and superstition”.x The activities associated with it often embraced 

the whole of Asia. Thus the Artemisia festival was pre-eminent in the provincexixii and the 

later annual feast on the 6th of Thargelion fostered devotion for the goddess of the 'temple of 

Asia’ who was widely worshipped elsewhere.xiii By the first century the worship of Diana 

drew pilgrims from across the ancient world and was itself the city’s major source of income: 

supporting a huge tourist industry.xiv 

 

 

 

Yet interpreting the available evidence is difficult. An example of this might be the 

discovery of the terracotta image of Bes with his outrageously enlarged penis  (fig. i) or the 

graffiti discovered in Marble Street (fig. ii) sometimes seen as a signpost to the local brothel. 

Fig. i) The god Bes with his outrageously enlarged 
penis 
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Both these have been viewed as evidence that the city was a centre of prostitution that was 

dignified by being given a religious status;xv but this view is by no means established.xvi 

 

 

Other problems are still more complex. In view of the significance of the cult of 

Artemis in ancient Ephesusxvii and its probable furnishing the most significant historical 

context for, for example, 1 Timothy, little evidence exists of the nature of the sacrifices, 

rituals or the cult personnel in the first century.xviii 

 

 Difficulties also exist as to determining the character of Artemis. Of her origins there 

is little debate: originally a deity of the Lydians, she may be compared to the Great Mistress 

of the Animals found elsewhere in Phrygia, and, as such, she was one of the many forms of 

Fig ii) Graffiti in Marble Street 
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the ubiquitous mother and fertility goddess. As such she was the protectoress of all forms of 

 
Fig iii) Artemis of the Ephesians 
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new life and the patroness of childbirth.xix However, of her first-century character there is 

considerable debate. Thus some argue that she “never became a truly Greek goddess” and 

retained the earlier characteristics.xx Evidence for this is seen in the representations of the 

Ephesian Artemis with legs fused together in the form of a pillar (see fig. iii) that are unlike 

traditional Greek representations of the goddess and the rows of round objects across the 

goddess’ chest, variously interpreted as eggs, multiple breasts, dates or the testicles of bulls 

sacrificed to the goddess: all of which seems unsuited to the Greek-inspired virgin 

huntress.xxi Further, the fact that the priests were apparently “utterly strange to any Greek 

hierarchy”xxii  suggests to many that “There can be no doubt that the ritual was of an orgiastic 

type, accompanied with ceremonial prostitution and other abominations” and that the Greeks 

“never succeeded in really affecting the cultus.”xxiii However, others believe that in the 

Empire the cult was brought into conformity with Hellenistic and Roman idealsxxiv and still 

others suggest that a more nuanced reading of the evidence within the framework of the 

known first-century world-view may assist toward the resolution of the apparent ambiguities 

of the evidence.xxv 

 

Such problems could be multiplied for Ephesus and elsewhere. The moral, however, is this. 

While exploration of the historical and cultural context is a vital necessity for biblical 

exegesis, reconstructions need to be offered tentatively. For all the extent of the data, it is 

partial, skewed and subject to significant lacunae.  Study undertaken by the present author 

suggests that, all to often, tentative reconstructions are cited as fact, become procrustean 
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interpretative beds and obscure rather than illuminate the text and foster division rather than 

engender charity. 
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notes this is evidenced by the fact that the Temple was the beneficiary of vast legacies and donations and was, 
thus, able to dominate the banking system (and, therefore, Asian life and culture). While Diana dominated the 
religious life of Ephesus and beyond, the city's religious life was wide and varied. Evidence exists for the 
worship of Isis, Demeter, Kore, Athena, the Pythian Apollo and Zeus as well as several Egyptian deities, 
including Serapis. So Oster, “Ephesian Artemis,’ 25f; Bean, 142-14; Akurgal, 163f. The cult of Dionysius 
played an important part in the religious life of Ephesus (Oster, “Ephesian Artemis,” 26; Bean, 145), Emperor-
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“Ephesian Artemis,” 26f.).  Moreover, Josephus (Meinardus, 61) reports a large and privileged Jewish colony in 
Ephesus who, possibly (Hemer, 37f.), had possessed citizenship from Seleucid times. While archaeological 
evidence for their presence is scanty and no synagogue has yet been found, a menorah is carved  into the steps 
of the Celsus library (G. L. Borchert, “Ephesus,” in ISBE,  vol. 2, 116). Further, Ephesus was a major centre of 
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1980), 102. The latter acknowledges, none the less, the likelihood of the existence of bordellos in Ephesus; the 
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