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In this article I would like to go back to drama in its earliest stages. It is not my intention, 

completely, to argue the legitimacy of drama in the lives of the Christian today. Nor is it my 

intention to speak of what exactly drama is and all its elements. For that I would direct the reader 

to the pamphlets or Standard Bearer articles already written on this subject, including the new 

articles by Professor Russell Dykstra. 

Drama goes back farther than many of us probably thought or knew. One might think it 

began in the Renaissance with the love for the “arts,” but study into its history brings us much 

farther back in time. 

According to theatrical historians drama began in early Egypt and made its way to 

Greece. 

 

Greece 
In the wild hills and deep ravines of mountainous Greece the greatest 

drama the world has ever known was created. In the cold, clear air of 

dawn, the priests and choric singers assembled with the populace of 

the cities to celebrate the Dionysiac rites. Out of the dithyramb, their 

song of intoxicated rejoicing at the rebirth of Dionysos, God of Wine 

and Fertility, tragedy was born.... 

 

...According to Herodotus, the Dionysiac festival had its inception in 

Egypt and was transferred to Attica. This festival is commonly 

considered the fountain head of the theatre in Greece. The date of the 

transfer to Greece is unknown but evidence of Greek drama in Syria 

exists from about 1250 B.C…. The first of the City Dionysia (festivals 

AB) seem to have taken place in 534 B.C. (A History of Theatre pp. 8, 

9, by George Freedley and John A. Reeves. Crown Pub. copyright 

1941, 1955, 1968.) 

 

It is clear that drama was born out of pagan worship. These festivals included songs and 

dances to be performed in honor to their gods. This became such a part of life for them that they 

built a theatre for their god Dionysos. 

 

As you would expect from a theatre which stems directly from religious 

worship, there is a thymele (altar) which was first located in the center of a 

circular dancing space for the chorus known as the orchestra. This circular 

arrangement permitted the performance of the dithyramb in honor of 

Dionysos and the audience arranged themselves around the ring on the 

hillside and plain. The statue of the god which had been carried in the 

procession was placed near the altar so that he might enjoy the dithyrambs 

and later the dramatic performances in his honor.” (Ibid. pp. 26) 

 



Theatre became more popular in the years to come. Dramatists were coming up with new 

changes and ideas. The actors would wear wigs to represent the different gods or classes of 

people, masks for representation as well as to make their appearance more visible, and to make 

their voices carry. They created movable platforms, changeable backgrounds, flying machines as 

to take an actor to heaven, etc. “Many of the great impulses of the theatre stem from the 

Greek....[T]he theatre as we know it received wholesome (? AB) stimulus from the Greek 

thought which created the Renaissance, and so through that, modern drama. (Ibid pp. 31) 

 

 

Rome 
Theatre began in Rome around 240 B.C. The first plays in Latin were probably just 

translations from the Greek. Rome was feeling some pressure due to the fact that even with their 

military strength the Greeks held the authority in the arts, literature and philosophy. 

 

They (Rome A.B.) needed moral and religious legitimacy if their 

armies were to succeed in controlling the sprawling Greek world...The 

Romans imported hundreds of statues of Greek gods and equated those 

gods with their own; and, in a similar way, they imported, translated, 

and adapted hundreds of Greek texts in order to make Roman theatre 

part of Greek achievment. (The Oxford Illustrated History Of The 

Theatre, Oxford University Press, 1995. Pp. 49, 50) 

 

By about 200 B.C. Rome devoted forty eight days each year to official 

dramatic and scenic productions..... So popular were all forms of 

theatrical art despite the effort on the part of the doughty and virtuous 

Roman senators to sensor the theatre, that the number of these days 

eventually grew to one hundred seventy five during the fourth century 

A.D. According to the calender of Furius Dionysius Philocalus, 354 

A.D., these holidays were occupying almost six months of the year. 

One hundred and one were given over to plays and theatrical 

entertainment, sixty four to chariot races and ten to gladiatorial 

combats. (History of Theatre,pp. 35) 

 

This seems to be an enormous amount of time to devote to entertainment, and it 

undoubtably is. But compare that to today. Today we can turn on our television sets and watch 

drama twenty four hours a day, seven days a week, three hundred sixty five days a year. We can 

watch with little interruption. If you have cable your choices of entertainment are probably in the 

thirties or forties, or maybe more. Even many of our commercials these days are dramatic 

productions (mini movies). How much time do we spend soaking up the doctrines of the world 

today, letting Hollywood teach us and our children about this age of tolerance. How we must 

tolerate other pagan religions. We must tolerate foul corrupt language, nudity, homosexuality and 

other “alternative lifestyles.” One might say “Well, I know where I stand, and I know what is 

right and wrong: I can participate in the dramatic productions of this world without becoming 

affected.” It is my conviction that that idea is false. We, as Gods people, are the temple of the 

living God, and what agreement hath the temple with idols. (II Cor. 6:16). We are called to 

separate ourselves from the unbeliever and to touch not the unclean thing. (vs. 17). Then in 



chapter 7, verse 1, God calls us to cleanse ourselves from the filthiness of the flesh and spirit, 

perfecting holiness in the fear of God. Our whole lives then we must strive to sanctify ourselves 

until we are in the Church triumphant. 

If one goes out and works, or plays, in the dirt or mud it is inevitable that he gets dirty. 

The same is true with our spiritual life and our souls. If we watch, or join in, the drama of this 

world we will get dirty. To think otherwise is foolish. The horrible thing is that once our minds 

and souls are stained with the filth of this world we are always fighting against it. We easily 

become desensitized to the sins being portrayed, and as we will notice in the history of the early 

church that is not a light matter. We always want something new to entice our palates. The same 

was true in Rome. 

Literary drama nearly ended around 65 A.D. Rome continued its drama in the mime, the 

circus (arena in which dramas were presented, AB), and gladiatorial combat. One of these mimes 

portrayed the crucifixion of a slave named Laureolus. 

 

…Juvenal tells us that the actor, Lentulus, played the part with such 

cunning and viciousness that he deserved a true crucifixion at the end 

of the piece. On some occasions the part of Laureolus was played by a 

real criminal who actually died in agony on the cross. This was for the 

benefit of the spectators whose gladiatorial contests had taught them to 

enjoy bloody and cruel amusements. (A History of the Theatre, pp. 44) 

 

Then as today, drama was often used to ridicule Christianity while the Christian Church 

stood against it. 

 

Then as now, adultery was a favorite theme judging from the 

fulminations of the contemporary Christian Fathers against it. There 

were also the mimes which ridiculed Christianity, particularly the 

ceremony of baptism. Apparently the practice of immersion was 

extremely amusing to the Latin mind because this is burlesqued over 

and over again. Our evidence of this frequently comes from the Acta 

Santorum (Acts of the Saints). (Ibid. pp. 45, 46) 

 

In the mid 400s A.D. it is believed that many of the arts were temporarily lost, but were 

reborn in church drama. 

 

Earlier we have spoken of the condemnation of the stage by the 

Roman Church which saw its worshipers attending mimetic spectacles 

and games rather than the holy office of the Mass…. Tertullian and 

Cyprian (died 258) joined in this vituperative chorus and it found echo 

in the Church Councils. Those several at Carthage, and at Arras 

decreed in 452 that actors, histriones, might not be admitted to 

Communion while they plied the trade of acting.…[T]he Trullan 

Council in 691 threatened the deposition of priest and 

excommunication of those of the laity who dared to attend them 

(dramatic performances, AB) …In the next century, 813, the Council 

of Tours decreed that the clergy should not witness the obscenity of 



actors and in 816 the Council at Aix-la-Chapelle again stated that 

priests must not be present at plays given on the stage or at marriages. 

Over and over the Church thunders against the theatre. (Ibid. pp. 49, 

50) 

 

Despite the efforts of the early church, drama not only continued to exist, but worked its 

way into the church. The church then was like much of the church world today. Instead of 

fighting against the sins of the world they invited them in to be used in the church. We see this in 

churches today as well when they will play a movie, or the Super Bowl, or even an auto auction 

at a worship service. I do not write this to condemn other churches, but to remind us to take heed 

to our own practices lest thinking we stand, we fall into these same sins that destroy the church. 

After all if drama is eventually accepted in the homes of the majority of the church membership, 

how long until there is no stand against it and it is accepted in our own churches. 

 

Appropriation (for the church, AB) proved more successful than 

restraint. Christianity overcame paganism by a process of absorption, 

turning pagan festivals into Christian festivals, pagan temples into 

churches, and pagan sanctuaries into cemeteries. The pleasures of 

theatre were introduced into church services, first through antiphonal 

music, then through formal dramatic enactments, and in a final phase 

through allowing certain holy days to become anarchic festivals of role 

reversal....The medieval world was bi-cultural rather than 

monocultural, and Christianity had to keep renegotiating its position in 

relation to a suppressed pagan religion. (The Oxford Ill. History of the 

Theatre, pp. 64, 65, 68) 

 

Throughout the medieval period drama continued to take hold in and out of the church. In 

the church especially new boundaries were being made. Dramatists would portray any story they 

felt needed to be told. There were many new “biblical” dramas called mysteries. There were 

Passion performances which make the heroine to be Mary. There were plays of Abraham and 

Isaac, plays of Mary, plays of Joseph of Arimathaea, plays of Noah etc. There were also plays of 

saints, one of which was that a saint would be tied to a board and tortured, while others would 

pull him between one side of the stage and the other representing heaven and hell. Through this 

period and into the period of the Renaissance worldliness and entertainment continued while the 

spiritual life of the church was on a decline. 

As we come into the period of the Renaissance I will be brief. Drama continued to thrive, 

not only in its established home lands, but began to spread like wild fire throughout the world. 

With nearly the whole world engrossed in this period of “enlightenment,” including much of the 

church world, one can thank God for the Reformation that He brought to the church. 

 

Certainly, some Reformers did not condemn drama. But this was not 

the only remnant of corruption that remained to be rooted out until 

other men of God were raised up to call the church to holiness. 

(“Renewing the Battle” by Rev. B. Gritters, Standard Bearer, vol. 69, 

pp. 466) 

 



May God grant the church those who continue to stand in the battle against this enemy of 

the world. 
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