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Although Christianity arose in environments—Judaism and Greco-Roman religion—in 
which animal sacrificed was practiced, Christianity itself did not include animal sacrifice 
in its cultic repertoire. This basic observation lies at the heart of Marie-Zoe Petropoulou’s 
interesting study of animal sacrifice in ancient Greek religion, Judaism, and Christianity 
from 100 B.C.E. to 200 C.E. Petropoulou seeks to discover whether interest in animal 
sacrifice ceased abruptly or gradually and to discern the events that triggered this 
cessation.  

Chapter 1, “Approaching the Issue of Sacrifice,” surveys and evaluates the major 
anthropological and historical theories on animal sacrifice in Greek religion and in early 
Judaism. The act of sacrifice includes beliefs, gestures, objects, and materials that can be 
arranged along both vertical and horizontal lines. The vertical line pertains to the 
relationship between the one who offers the sacrifice and the one who receives it, whereas 
the horizontal line describes the relationship of the offerer to his or her society, its 
fundamental principles, and the materials that it values and/or produces. Although the 
present study focuses in particular on the horizontal line, the interrelationship between 
these two axes will also require a consideration of the vertical line, as it is the relation of 
the offerer to the recipient that determines the materials and gestures of the sacrificial act. 
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For example, if a group of worshipers believe that the recipient of their sacrifice—a god, 
for example—has human needs, they are likely to offer a portion of meat to that 
particular god. The author is sympathetic to the structuralist approaches to sacrifice, 
although her method is hermeneutical in that she engages primarily in the close reading 
of literary texts.  

Chapter 2, “Greek Animal Sacrifice in the Period 100 BC–AD 200,” looks closely at the 
comments of Greek writers such as Diodorus Siculus, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Strabo, 
Plutarch, Pausanias, Appian, and Lucian on the topic of animal sacrifice. The animal was 
the primary “sign” in the ritual, dietary, and linguistic codes that defined the reality 
(horizontal line) of Greek sacrifice (33). Petropoulou concludes that the vertical line of 
the Greek sacrificial system remained unchanged through this entire period; minor 
variations can be detected on the horizontal line with regard to historical conscience, 
local religious identity, the relation of cities and citizens, and social relations within the 
community. Animal sacrifice was a vital factor of Greek religious life in the late 
Hellenistic and Imperial period, in both urban and rural areas.  

Chapter 3, “From Greek Religion to Judaism: A Bridge,” compares Greek and Jewish 
sacrificial worship. For the Jewish system, Petropoulou relies primarily on pre-Mishnaic 
evidence—primarily the writings of Philo and Josephus—in recognition of the fact that it 
is often impossible to know whether or to what degree the Mishnah, which was redacted 
in approximately 200 C.E., accurately reflects sacrificial practices pre-70. The chapter 
reviews the history of the temple, in which the sacrificial cult of Israel was concentrated, 
and of Jerusalem in the period of Roman rule leading up to the First Revolt and the 
temple’s destruction. The survey stresses the importance of the temple as a symbol of 
Jewish religion and of national pride.  

Chapter 4, “Jewish Animal Sacrifice from 100 BC to AD 200,” stresses that Jewish animal 
sacrifice continued to flourish throughout the Second Temple period and was not in 
decline at the time that the temple was destroyed. Drawing primarily on Philo, Josephus, 
and the Mishnah, the chapter describes the importance of the temple, its character as a 
building, and the view of temple and sacrifice in the post-70 era, then examines the 
structure of the Jewish sacrificial system, including the role of the high priest and the rest 
of the priesthood, the food laws, and sacrificial regulations. Brief consideration is given to 
the question of whether animal sacrifices continued to be offered after 70. This is unlikely, 
as the sources are silent in this regard, and, from a practical perspective, the chaos 
postdestruction would likely not have been resolved quickly enough to reinstate the 
sacrifices and the elaborate cultic, economic, and social infrastructure the sacrificial cult 
would have required. The Mishnah leaves no doubt, however, of the strong hope for the 
restoration of the sacrificial cult.  
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Chapter 5, “A Bridge Linking Greek Religion and Judaism to Christianity,” discusses 
God-fearers, “Jewish sympathizers of Gentile origin, who were attached to synagogues in 
the Diaspora, but had not yet been fully converted to Judaism” (207). God-fearers would 
have been familiar with pagan sacrifice. They would also have been aware of the role of 
animal sacrifices in Jewish ritual; consequently, they would have understood that Judaism 
viewed the vertical line of sacrifice in a different way from Greco-Roman polytheism. The 
question is whether this new way would have been attractive to these God-fearers.  

Chapter 6, “Christians and Animal Sacrifice in the Period up to AD 200,” examines 
Christian writings about Jewish and pagan sacrifices. Of particular interest is the 
Christian use of sacrificial metaphors despite the absence of animal sacrifice as a cultic 
practice. The use of metaphors in itself was evidence of and perhaps also implicated in the 
detachment from the reality of animal sacrifice. Christian opposition to pagan animal 
sacrifice and sacrificial meat is explicitly obvious from first century onwards (Acts 14:8–
18; 1 Corinthians). Whether Christians were opposed to Jewish animal sacrifice is more 
difficult to discern. By the second century, Christian apologists explicitly express their 
objection to all kinds of sacrifice, at the same time as they draw freely and frequently on 
temple and sacrificial metaphors and symbolism. It is likely that Christians were opposed 
to animal sacrifices from the time of Jesus onwards.  

The epilogue explores possible reasons for cessation of animal sacrifice. Here the author 
proposes that Christianity emerged unexpectedly from a Jewish religious environment 
and spread rapidly in a pagan religious environment at a time when animal sacrifice was 
the unquestioned norm. This sudden emergence must have manifested itself in the form 
of sudden changes experienced in the lives of individuals (291). Petropoulou suggests that 
the power of Jesus’ presence among the disciples and of Paul’s divine visions caused an 
abrupt change in the conception of God that may have caused these Jews to reevaluate 
their ancestral cultic ways (292). One factor may have been Jesus’ own lukewarm attitude 
toward the sacrifices; although Jesus is reported to have taken the temple for granted and 
to have been to the temple, he is not reported to have praised the temple and its worship. 
A second factor may have been the metaphorical sacrificial code used by early Christians, 
which was subversive of the hitherto standard ritual in Judaism and Mediterranean 
paganism.  

The questions that prompted this study are rarely asked, yet, as this book demonstrates, 
they get at the heart of some of the core issues in the study of Christian origins. Given the 
strong effort that the New Testament authors make to show the continuity between the 
Jesus movement and Judaism, it is indeed striking that animal sacrifice did not become 
part of the cultic repertoire in this new group. The strength of this book lies in its 
documentation of this phenomenon and the way in which the early churches stand out 
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from their environment with regard to the sacrificial cult, or, rather, the absence thereof. 
This is particularly important in light of the prominence of sacrificial imagery in the New 
Testament, especially in the Epistle to the Hebrews, as well as in patristic literature. Less 
satisfying is the book’s attempt to account for the cessation of sacrifice. There is very little 
evidence on the basis of which to reconstruct Jesus’ attitude to the sacrifices. The Gospels 
are unanimous in portraying Jesus as being present in Jerusalem for one or more of the 
pilgrimage festivals; there is no reason to doubt that he observed the laws of purity and 
offered the requisite sacrifices on those occasions. More problematic, however, is the 
model of Christian origins that is implicit in the study. It is difficult to support the claim 
that Christianity appeared “suddenly,” given what many scholars now believe was a 
gradual, lengthy, and uneven process by which the Jesus movement developed an identity 
separate from that of Judaism.  

Nevertheless, this is a worthwhile study, one that may prompt a closer examination of the 
ritual practices of early Christianity in its Jewish and Greco-Roman contexts.  


