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witnessed the rapid spread of Christian teachings throughout the ancient world.
Because of the missionary endeavors of the Apostles and the disciples of Jesus, His
proclamation—specifically the “arrival of the Kingdom of God”—transcended the
confines of Jerusalem to reach an extensive audience. By the second century CE,
Christianity had reached the boundaries of Syria, Antioch, North Africa, Greece,
Egypt, Italy, and various other territories (Edwards, 2005: Vol. 12, 573-588;
Whitehouse, 2016: 21; Frend, 1952: 3). By the third century CE, the burgeoning
influence of this nascent faith was increasingly regarded by Roman emperors as an
existential threat to the imperial order. This tension manifested in the persecutions
decreed by Diocletian (r. 284-311) between 303 and 305 CE, a period historically
termed the “Great Persecution,” which endured until the Edict of Milan in 313 CE
under Emperor Constantine (d. 337) (Frend, 1952: 6-8; Iletpouvia, 1973: 43).
Nevertheless, antagonism toward Christianity was not exclusively characterized by
physical coercion; it also manifested through scholarly polemics aimed at the refusal
of its doctrines. Celsus, a significant second-century philosopher, composed a
treatise specifically designed to contest the fundamental tenets of the Christian faith.
Investigating his work offers a dual advantage: it illuminates the Greco-Roman
milieu’s attitude toward Christianity and provides significant data regarding the
conduct and creed of contemporary Christians. Moreover, his testimony regarding
Jesus may be utilized as a historical evidence for Christological existence.
Consequently, through an analysis of the Greek corpus of Celsus, this study seeks
to delineate his views on Christianity and discern the specific doctrines he targeted
for critique. The scope of this inquiry is not to examine Origen’s apologetic
responses to Celsus, but rather to investigate the prevailing Greco-Roman
perspective on Christianity in the second century, characterizing how they perceived
its followers and which theological tenets they found most objectionable?
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Research Methodology

This research is based on the textual analysis of the Greek version of Celsus’ treatise, a work which, as shall be
demonstrated, offers significant evidence regarding early Christianity. Moreover, the analysis will be supplemented
by an integration of diverse scholarly perspectives. Although Celsus’s critical approach to Christianity frequently
assumes a polemical character, this inquiry seeks to examine and analyze his arguments from a phenomenological
standpoint, ensuring an objective assessment devoid of any prejudice and biases.

Discussion

Much remains unknown about Celsus, though he is believed to have been a Platonist who wrote True Discourse
(AMnOng Aoyog) against Christianity between 161 and 180 CE. Although his original work is lost, we have access to
it through Origen’s writings. Recent scholars, including Otto Glockner, have compiled the Greek fragments of Celsus
from Origen’s work, and this study follows the Glockner edition. Celsus wrote his book to reveal the actual nature of
Christian teachings. About seventy years later Origen (185-235 CE) responded to Celsus in his Contra Celsum
indicates that Celsus’s work was a highly influential text of its era. His treatise also offer important information on
how Jews viewed Christianity and Jesus in the second century. Moreover, his work is often cited as potential evidence
for the historical existence of Jesus (Van Voorst, 2000: 64-66).

Likely a Roman citizen during the time of Marcus Aurelius, Celsus was well-versed in Christianity, Judaism, and
Egyptian traditions. Although Origen describes him as an Epicurean—suggesting he did not follow the Greek gods
(Qpryévng, 1899: 231; Turner, 1908: Vol. 3, 1-5)—he is better described as an “eclectic” thinker. Origen’s use of the
term “Epicurean” may have been a derogatory label used to categorize him as a heterodox thinker. Some scholars view
Celsus as a “conservative intellectual” who sought to protect traditional values. He was likely familiar with Christian
apologists like Justin Martyr, with some suggesting his work was a reaction to Justin’s writings (Wilken, 1984, 94-95,
101). Importantly, Celsus’s views seem to stem from direct observation and study rather than rumors, implying he had
studied the Old Testament. Finally, some suggest he was a Roman patriot who saw Christianity as a threat to Rome
(Greenwood, 2014: 707; Benko, 1985: 148-149). While our knowledge of Greco-Roman views on Christianity was
once very limited, Celsus’s treatise now allows us to draw broader conclusions about their perceptions in the second
century.

Conclusion

As previously indicated, the second-century expansion of Christianity brought it into contact with diverse cultures,
most notably Greek philosophy. Within this milieu, proponents of the Greco-Roman order perceived Christianity as
an existential threat to their established status quo. Consequently, alongside coercive measures and physical
persecution, certain thinkers—such as Celsus—sought to intellectually challenge the nature and teachings of this
nascent faith. In his treatise, Celsus endeavored to deconstruct the New Testament narrative, questioning Christian
accounts of Jesus’s birth, life, miracles, divinity, and the Incarnation. Furthermore, he launched a vigorous critique of
the lifestyle and conduct of “early Christian communities.” Ultimately, Celsus concluded that Christian tenets—such
as the Virginity, the divinity of Jesus, His miracles, and the Incarnation—were irrational and rooted in superstition. He
characterized Christians as obsolete, irrational, and superstitious, arguing that they prioritized “blind faith” above all
else.

An examination of Celsus’s work reveals his extensive familiarity with sacred scriptures, Christian and Jewish
doctrines, and various Gnostic sects and movements. A noteworthy observation is that while he contested nearly all
major Christian tenets, he made scant reference to the doctrine of the Trinity. This lends credence to the hypothesis
that this doctrine was not yet prevalent among Christians in the second century, at least not prior to the Council of
Nicaea (325 CE). While one cannot assert that his approach represented the consensus of all Greeks and Romans at
the time, it is plausible to argue that the “Celsian” perspective—viewing Christians as ignorant and irrational—was
the prevailing sentiment of the era.The critiques raised by Celsus bear a striking resemblance to those later formulated
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in the Islamic tradition by theologians such as Qasim al-Rassi, Abu Isa al-Warraq, and Qadi Abd al-Jabbar. Whether
these Islamic polemicists were directly acquainted with this Greco-Roman tradition of anti-Christian refutation, and to
what extent they incorporated these specific arguments into their own works, remains a compelling subject for further

scholarly inquiry.
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