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1. Introduction: Situating the Medes in the Context of 
Early Christian Origins 
 
The Medes, an ancient Iranian people, carved a significant, albeit relatively short-lived, empire 
from the complex political landscape of the ancient Near East. Their historical importance is 
underscored by their pivotal role in the demise of the formidable Neo-Assyrian Empire and 
their foundational contributions to the subsequent Achaemenid Persian Empire, a civilization 
that profoundly shaped the world in which early Judaism and Christianity developed.1 While 
the Median Empire had ceased to exist as an independent political entity centuries before the 
advent of Christianity, its legacy persisted through its people, its cultural imprint on the vast 
Persian realm, its prominent place in the historical memory and sacred texts of the Israelites 
and early Jews, and the enduring influence of its religious traditions, particularly those 
associated with proto-Zoroastrianism and Zoroastrianism. These multifaceted connections, 
both direct and indirect, form a compelling narrative of interaction between the Median 
heritage and the nascent Christian world.The scope of this interaction can be traced along 
several distinct yet interwoven lines. Firstly, the Medes feature directly in the canonical 
scriptures of Christianity. The Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) records the exile of Israelites to 
Median cities, prophesies the Medes' role in geopolitical shifts, and acknowledges their part 
in the Medo-Persian empire that succeeded Babylon.3 The New Testament, specifically the 
Book of Acts, lists Medes among the diverse assembly present at Pentecost, witnessing the 
foundational proclamation of the Christian message.5 Secondly, the geographical territories 
once constituting the heartland of Media later became sites for the establishment and growth 
of early Christian communities, primarily under the aegis of the Church of the East.7 Thirdly, 
and perhaps most profoundly, the religious heritage of the Medes, intrinsically linked to the 
development of Zoroastrianism, is considered by many scholars to have exerted a significant, 
though debated, influence on the theological evolution of Second Temple Judaism, the very 
matrix from which Christianity emerged. Concepts related to dualism, eschatology, 
angelology, and demonology show remarkable parallels that demand careful examination.10 

Understanding these connections is paramount for a nuanced appreciation of ancient Near 
Eastern history and the development of religious thought. It allows for the elucidation of the 
broader geopolitical and cultural milieu that shaped early Judaism and Christianity, moving 
beyond a geographically constrained narrative. Furthermore, it highlights the profound 
interconnectedness of ancient civilizations, where ideas and peoples flowed across imperial 



and cultural boundaries. A study of the Medes provides crucial context for interpreting 
specific biblical passages and for understanding the complex intellectual currents that 
contributed to the formation of key Judeo-Christian theological doctrines. 
The chronological disparity between the zenith of the Median Empire, which concluded with 
Cyrus the Great's conquest around 550 BCE 1, and the emergence of Christianity in the 1st 
century CE 13, precludes any direct political engagement between the Median state and the 
earliest Christian communities. This temporal gap, spanning approximately six centuries, 
necessitates that the exploration of their relationship focuses on the enduring legacy of the 
Medes. This legacy is manifested through their descendants or those who continued to be 
identified as Medes, the Christianization of their former territories, their indelible role in 
biblical historical consciousness, and the pervasive influence of their religious 
heritage—Zoroastrianism—which not only persisted but also became a significant component 
of the Persian imperial culture that interacted extensively with Jewish communities and, 
subsequently, the early Christian movement. This report will argue that while direct 
interactions between the Medes as a distinct political entity and institutional Christianity were 
limited by chronology, the Median legacy—through their historical impact, presence in biblical 
narratives, the Christianization of their former territories, and the profound influence of their 
associated religious traditions (Zoroastrianism) on Second Temple Judaism—constitutes a 
significant, albeit often indirect, connection to the origins and development of Christian 
thought. The term "Medes" in later historical and biblical contexts, such as the account of 
Pentecost in Acts 2:9 5, likely refers not to citizens of a defunct Median state but to individuals 
hailing from the geographical region of Media or those who maintained a Median cultural or 
ethnic identity. This points to the remarkable persistence of regional identities long after the 
political structures that first defined them have vanished, and in the context of Acts, it may 
well encompass members of the Jewish diaspora residing in these eastern lands.14 Therefore, 
a comprehensive understanding of the Medes requires an analytical lens that extends beyond 
their imperial phase, considering their lasting cultural and geographical footprint which 
intersected with the historical trajectories of both Judaism and Christianity. 
 

2. The Ancient Medes: A Historical, Cultural, and 
Religious Profile 
 
 
2.1. Origins, Rise of the Median Kingdom/Empire, and Key Historical 
Figures 

 
The Medes (Maˉda in Old Persian, Mηδιˊα in Greek) were an Indo-Iranian-speaking people 
whose ancestors are believed to have migrated from Central Asia onto the Iranian plateau, 
settling in the region known as Media—corresponding to modern-day western and 
northwestern Iran—around the end of the 2nd millennium BCE.1 By the 9th century BCE, they 
had established a notable presence, initially appearing in Assyrian records as vassals or 
restive tribal groups.1 The Median tribes, of which Herodotus names six (Busae, Paretaceni, 



Struchates, Arizanti, Budii, and the Magi) 2, were frequently engaged in internal conflicts until 
a degree of unification was achieved, largely driven by the need to resist external pressures, 
particularly from the Neo-Assyrian Empire to their west, and from Urartian and Scythian 
groups to the north.2The rise of Media to a significant power culminated in the 7th century 
BCE. Under the leadership of King Cyaxares (Old Iranian: Huvakhshtara, r. c. 625–585 BCE), 
the Medes, in a crucial alliance with Nabopolassar of Babylon, succeeded in overthrowing the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire, marked by the historic sack of its capital, Nineveh, in 612 BCE.1 This 
victory transformed Media into a major imperial force in the Near East.2 The Median kingdom, 
or empire, is generally considered to have flourished from the 7th century BCE until its 
absorption into the Achaemenid Empire in the mid-6th century BCE.17 

Several key figures are associated with Median history, primarily through the accounts of the 
Greek historian Herodotus and corroborated to some extent by Mesopotamian sources: 

●​ Deioces (Dahyuka): According to Herodotus, Deioces was the first Median king, 
responsible for uniting the disparate Median tribes and establishing the capital at 
Ecbatana (modern Hamadan).1 His reign is placed by Herodotus c. 727-675 BCE, though 
some sources suggest the 700s–675 BCE.19 The historicity of Deioces as a single 
unifying figure is a subject of scholarly debate.1 

●​ Phraortes (Fravartish): The son of Deioces, Phraortes (r. c. 647-625 BCE according to 
Herodotus's timeline, though these dates are debated) is credited with further 
consolidating Median power, possibly overseeing the political unification of Median 
clans, the formal founding of Hegmatanah (Ecbatana), contributing to the fall of Urartu, 
and subjugating various Persian tribes.2 

●​ Cyaxares (Huvakhshtara): Widely regarded as the most significant Median monarch (r. 
c. 625–585 BCE), Cyaxares is credited with reforming the Median army into a formidable 
military force. His alliance with Babylon was instrumental in the downfall of Assyria. He 
also conducted campaigns against the Lydian kingdom in Anatolia, culminating in the 
Battle of the Eclipse in 585 BCE, which led to a peace treaty.1 

●​ Astyages (Ishtuvaigu): The son of Cyaxares and the last king of Media (r. c. 585–550 
BCE), Astyages' reign ended with his defeat by his own grandson (according to 
Herodotus), Cyrus II of Anshan, later known as Cyrus the Great.1 Nabonidus's chronicles 
indicate that Cyrus, a vassal, revolted, and Astyages' army mutinied, leading to his 
capture in 550/549 BCE.2 

With the fall of Ecbatana, Media was incorporated into the burgeoning Achaemenid Empire. 
However, the Medes were not treated as a typically subjugated people. They retained a 
significant degree of influence within the Achaemenid state, with many Median nobles and 
soldiers serving in prominent administrative and military roles. Median customs, attire, and 
court practices were respected and integrated into Persian culture, to the extent that for 
centuries, Greeks and other outsiders often used "Medes" and "Persians" almost 
interchangeably, or referred to the Persians as "the Medes," attesting to the Medes' profound 
and lasting impact.1 This integration ensured that the Median legacy continued well beyond 
their period of independent rule, acting as a foundational element for the larger and more 
enduring Persian empires that followed. 
Table 1: Key Median Rulers and Historical Periods 
Ruler (Greek/Iranian Name) Approximate Reign (BCE) Key Achievements/Events 



Deioces (Dahyuka) c. 727-675 (Herodotus) / 
700s–675 19 

Reputed unifier of Median 
tribes, founder of Ecbatana.1 
Historicity as a single figure 
debated.1 

Phraortes (Fravartish) c. 647-625 (Herodotus, dates 
debated) 

Likely consolidated Median 
clans, founded Hegmatanah, 
involved in Urartu's fall, 
subjugated Persian tribes.2 

Cyaxares (Huvakhshtara) c. 625-585 Reformed army, allied with 
Babylon to defeat Assyria 
(Nineveh sacked 612 BCE), 
Battle of the Eclipse vs. Lydia 
(585 BCE).1 

Astyages (Ishtuvaigu) c. 585-550 Last Median king, established 
Median control over Elam, 
defeated by Cyrus the Great 
(550/549 BCE), leading to 
Media's absorption by Persia.1 

This chronological framework of Median leadership illustrates the relatively condensed period 
of their imperial dominance, which nevertheless catalyzed fundamental shifts in ancient Near 
Eastern power dynamics and laid crucial groundwork for the succeeding Achaemenid Empire. 
 
2.2. Geographical Landscape and Societal Characteristics 

 
The ancient land of Media was geographically centered on a vast, primarily mountainous 
plateau in northwestern Iran, averaging between 900 and 1,500 meters (3,000 to 5,000 feet) 
above sea level.16 Its boundaries fluctuated over time but generally lay to the west and south 
of the Caspian Sea, separated from its coast by the Elburz mountain range. To its northwest, 
Median territory evidently extended beyond Lake Urmia towards the Araxes River valley. The 
formidable Zagros Mountains formed a natural western barrier, separating Media from Assyria 
and the Mesopotamian lowlands of the Tigris. To the east lay a substantial desert region, and 
to the south, the country of Elam.16 The capital of Media was Ecbatana, the Achmetha 
mentioned in the biblical Book of Ezra (Ezra 6:2), located near modern Hamadan.1This 
highland territory, characterized by arid steppes and generally scanty rainfall, also contained 
several fertile plains capable of high productivity.16 Many of its rivers flowed towards the great 
central desert, dissipating into marshes and swamps that would dry up in the summer heat, 
leaving salt deposits.16 The rugged, mountainous terrain, especially the high peaks of the 
western Zagros range (many exceeding 4,270 meters or 14,000 feet), provided natural 
defensive advantages.16Median society, as depicted in Assyrian records and inferred from 
archaeological findings, was largely pastoral. A significant portion of the population likely lived 
in small agricultural villages or pursued a nomadic or semi-nomadic lifestyle centered on 



stock raising.16 The Medes were particularly renowned for their excellent breeds of horses, 
which were highly prized and often demanded as tribute by Assyrian invaders.16 Herds of 
sheep, goats, asses, mules, and cattle also grazed on the rich pasturelands of the high 
valleys.16 Assyrian reliefs sometimes portray Medes clad in what appear to be sheepskin coats 
over tunics and wearing high-laced boots, practical attire for pastoral work in a region known 
for cold, snowy winters.16 Beyond pastoralism, archaeological evidence indicates that the 
Medes possessed skilled metalsmiths proficient in working with bronze and gold.16Median art 
and architecture, though known from limited remains, featured distinctive elements such as 
columned halls and fortified structures. Important Median sites like Godin Tepe, Baba Jan, 
and Tepe Nush-i Jan (the latter featuring impressive mudbrick complexes and early examples 
of archways) offer glimpses into their material culture.1 Median art is seen as a synthesis, 
blending influences from neighboring cultures including Assyria, Urartu, Scythia, and Elam, 
with a characteristic "animal style" appearing in some artifacts.2 The Ziwiyeh Treasure, dating 
to the 8th century BCE, showcases notable examples of Median gold and silver 
craftsmanship.2 Due to the scarcity of indigenous written records from the Medes themselves, 
much of our understanding of their society and culture is reconstructed from external 
sources, such as the writings of Herodotus, Assyrian and Babylonian texts, and archaeological 
investigations.2 

 

2.3. The Religious Beliefs of the Medes: From Early Iranian Traditions 
to Proto-Zoroastrianism 

 
The Medes adhered to an ancient Iranian religion that shared deep roots with the beliefs and 
practices of other Indo-Iranian peoples, including those reflected in the Avestan and Vedic 
traditions.1 This religious framework was inherited from the proto-Indo-Iranians and was 
characterized by the worship of a pantheon of deities and the veneration of natural elements, 
with fire worship holding a particularly important place.1 Zoroastrianism, the most well-known 
ancient Iranian religion, itself developed from this common Indo-Iranian religious substratum 
approximately three and a half thousand years ago.22Central to Median religious practice was 
the priestly caste known as the Magi. Herodotus lists the Magi as one of the six Median tribes 
2, and other sources describe them as a distinct group responsible not only for religious rituals 
but also for higher learning and cultural matters.24 Their role in Median society appears to 
have been significant, and they later became prominent in the Achaemenid and subsequent 
Persian empires, often associated with dream interpretation, astrology, and magical arts, 
though their original function was primarily priestly.The specific nature of the Median 
pantheon is understood through a combination of classical accounts and the analysis of 
theophoric (god-bearing) personal names found in Assyrian, Elamite, and Aramaic records. 
While some classical sources suggest a worship of heavenly bodies, including the sun, moon, 
and planets 24, more detailed linguistic and textual analysis points towards the veneration of 
deities central to the broader Iranian religious tradition. Evidence suggests that the Ahuras—a 
group of high gods—were dominant. These likely included Ahura Mazda ("Wise Lord"), Mithra 
(associated with covenants, light, and truth), and a third figure often identified as *Varuna 
(whose name may have been subject to a degree of reverential avoidance).21 These deities 
were primarily concerned with upholding asha (Avestan) or arta (Medo-Persian), the principle 



of cosmic order, truth, and justice.21 The name of Ahura Mazda (as as-sa-ra ma-za-as) is 
believed to appear in an Assyrian god-list from the 8th or 7th century BCE, and theophoric 
names incorporating "Mazda" (e.g., Mazdakk(u), Mazdaka) are found in Assyrian and Elamite 
tablets from the 8th century BCE onwards.21 Similarly, Mithra is honored in numerous personal 
names found in Persepolitan records from the Achaemenid period, reflecting his continued 
importance.21The religion of the Medes is often characterized as "proto-Zoroastrian" or an 
early stage in the development of what would become Zoroastrianism.1 The prophet 
Zarathustra (Zoroaster), the traditional founder of Zoroastrianism, is a figure whose historical 
dating is subject to considerable scholarly debate, with proposed dates ranging from as early 
as the 12th-17th centuries BCE (a view championed by scholars like Mary Boyce) to the more 
traditional 6th century BCE, which would make him a contemporary of the later Median or 
early Achaemenid period.26 Regardless of Zarathustra's precise era, the religious landscape of 
the Medes clearly represents a crucial phase in the evolution of Iranian religious thought, 
forming a bridge between older Indo-Iranian traditions and the more systematized theology of 
Zoroastrianism. This Median religious heritage, with its emphasis on Ahuric worship and the 
prominent role of the Magi, became a significant component of the cultural and religious 
synthesis within the subsequent Achaemenid Empire, thereby setting a precedent for religious 
currents that would later interact with Judaism and, indirectly, Christianity. Archaeological 
evidence from Median dwelling sites, burial grounds, alongside Mesopotamian texts and 
sculptures, continues to provide valuable, albeit sometimes fragmentary, data for 
reconstructing their belief systems.21 The absence of extensive written records from the 
Medes themselves means that this reconstruction relies heavily on these external and 
archaeological sources.2 

 

3. The Medes in Biblical Narratives: Old and New 
Testament Perspectives 
 
The Medes figure prominently in the biblical record, their presence woven into the historical 
and prophetic narratives of both the Old and New Testaments. These references chart a 
course from encounters during the Assyrian exile of the Israelites to their role in the divine 
judgment against Babylon, and culminate with their mention among the diverse international 
audience at the Christian Pentecost. 
 
3.1. Median Encounters in the Old Testament: Assyrian Exile and 
Prophetic Roles 

 
The earliest scriptural references to the Medes appear in the context of the Assyrian Empire's 
expansion and its impact on the northern kingdom of Israel. Following the Assyrian conquest 
of Samaria, the capital of Israel, an event dated variously to 740 BCE 16 or 721 BCE 4, a 
significant portion of the Israelite population was forcibly deported. The biblical accounts in 2 
Kings specify that these exiles were settled "in Halah and in Habor, by the river of Gozan, and 
in the cities of the Medes" (2 Kings 17:6; 18:11).4 At this time, the Median territories mentioned 



were under Assyrian vassalage or influence.16 This marks the first significant, albeit 
involuntary, point of contact, placing a segment of the Israelite people directly within the 
Median geographical sphere. Some sources note that the Medes are not mentioned in sacred 
Scripture until the days of Hoshea, king of Israel, around 740 B.C., when Shalmaneser, King of 
Assyria, brought Israel under his dominion.24As Median power grew, they transitioned in the 
prophetic imagination from a location of exile to an instrument of divine will. The prophets 
Isaiah and Jeremiah both designate the Medes as key agents in the future downfall of the 
Neo-Babylonian Empire. Isaiah vividly proclaims, "Behold, I am stirring up the Medes against 
them" (Isaiah 13:17), and again, in a call to arms, "Go up, O Elam; besiege, O Media" (Isaiah 
21:2).3 Similarly, Jeremiah urges, "Make the arrows bright! Gather the shields! The LORD has 
stirred up the spirit of the kings of the Medes, because His device is against Babylon to 
destroy it" (Jeremiah 51:11), and later includes them in a list of nations involved in Babylon's 
judgment (Jeremiah 51:28).3 They are also mentioned in a broader context of judgment upon 
nations in Jeremiah 25:25.4 This portrayal reflects the historical reality of Media's rise as a 
formidable military power capable of challenging the dominant empires of the time.The 
historical fulfillment of these prophecies is recorded in the Book of Daniel, which describes 
the Medo-Persian conquest of Babylon. The famous writing on the wall during Belshazzar's 
feast is interpreted by Daniel: "Your kingdom has been divided and given to the Medes and 
Persians" (Daniel 5:28).4 The narrative continues, "And that very night Belshazzar the 
Chaldean king was killed. And Darius the Mede received the kingdom" (Daniel 5:30-31).4 The 
figure of "Darius the Mede" (mentioned in Daniel 5:31, 6:1-28, 9:1, 11:1) is presented as a 
viceroy ruling Babylon, presumably under Cyrus the Great.4 While Darius the Mede is a 
significant character in Daniel, his precise historical identity remains a subject of scholarly 
discussion, as he is not explicitly named in contemporary extrabiblical historical records in the 
same capacity.28The administrative reach of the new empire is also reflected in the Book of 
Ezra. When a search was made for the decree of Cyrus authorizing the rebuilding of the 
Jerusalem Temple, it was found "at Achmetha [Ecbatana], in the palace that is in the province 
of the Medes" (Ezra 6:2).4 This aligns with Ecbatana's historical status as a major Median city 
and later a royal Achaemenid administrative center and summer capital.Throughout the 
Achaemenid period, the Medes, though incorporated into the Persian Empire, retained a 
distinct identity and high status. The Book of Esther frequently refers to "the laws of the 
Persians and Medes" (e.g., Esther 1:19) and the "princes of Persia and Media" (e.g., Esther 1:3, 
1:14), typically giving precedence to the Persians but acknowledging the Medes as integral 
partners in the imperial structure.4 This reflects a blended yet hierarchical power dynamic. 
The Old Testament narrative thus charts an evolving relationship with the Medes: from a 
distant land hosting Israelite exiles, to a rising power prophesied as an agent of divine 
judgment, and finally to a constituent, though somewhat subordinate, partner in the Persian 
Empire that played a critical role in the restoration of the Jewish community in Judea. This 
biblical trajectory mirrors the shifting geopolitical tides of the ancient Near East, from 
Assyrian to Babylonian, and then to Medo-Persian dominance, with Jewish historians and 
prophets interpreting these momentous changes through a theological lens. 
 
3.2. "Parthians and Medes and Elamites": The Presence of Medes at 
Pentecost (Acts 2:9) and its Significance 



 
Centuries after the Median Empire had been absorbed into the Persian realm, and with the 
region subsequently under Parthian rule, "Medes" reappear in a pivotal New Testament 
narrative: the day of Pentecost in Jerusalem, described in the Acts of the Apostles, chapter 2. 
As the Holy Spirit descended upon the disciples and they began to speak in other tongues, a 
diverse crowd of Jewish people and proselytes from across the known world gathered in 
amazement. The text lists the origins of these individuals: "Parthians and Medes and Elamites 
and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, in Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and 
Pamphylia, in Egypt and in the parts ofues the mighty works of God." (Acts 2:9-11).5The 
identity of these "Medes" at Pentecost, an event occurring in the early 1st century CE, is 
significant. They were not citizens of an extant Median political state, as that had ceased to 
exist roughly 600 years prior. Rather, the term most likely refers to individuals hailing from the 
geographical region historically known as Media, which by this time was part of the Parthian 
Empire.14 These individuals could have been ethnic Medes who had adopted Judaism 
(proselytes), or, perhaps more probably, descendants of the Jewish diaspora who had been 
settled in "the cities of the Medes" since the Assyrian deportations of the 8th century BCE (2 
Kings 17:6) 14, or who had migrated there in subsequent centuries. The text explicitly mentions 
the presence of "both Jews and proselytes" among the crowd (Acts 2:11) 29, supporting the 
possibility of both origins for the Medes present. One interpretation of the Pentecost event 
even mentions a "Levite from Media" who was skilled in languages, though this is a secondary 
elaboration.30 

The significance of the Medes' presence at Pentecost is multifaceted: 
1.​ Divine Endorsement of Universal Mission: It demonstrated the miraculous power of 

the Holy Spirit to transcend linguistic and cultural barriers, enabling the apostles to 
communicate the Christian message to a remarkably diverse international audience 
from the very outset.5 This event is often regarded as the "birthday of the Church" 31, 
signifying God's intention for the gospel to reach all nations. 

2.​ Early Widespread Reach of the Gospel: The inclusion of Medes, alongside Parthians, 
Elamites, Mesopotamians, and peoples from across the Roman Empire, underscored the 
immediate and widespread reach of the Christian proclamation.5 It signaled that the 
message of Jesus Christ was not confined to Judea but was intended for "every nation 
under heaven".29 

3.​ Connection to the Eastern Diaspora: The presence of Medes highlights the 
connection of the nascent Christian movement to the long-established Jewish diaspora 
in the East. These individuals, devout Jews or proselytes who had undertaken the 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the Feast of Weeks (Pentecost) 29, would have been among 
the first to carry the news of Jesus back to their communities in the Parthian Empire, 
including the regions of ancient Media. 

The mention of Medes at Pentecost is therefore more than a mere geographical footnote. It 
signifies the early interaction of the Christian message with people connected to a region with 
deep historical ties to the Jewish people, dating back to the Assyrian exile. It implies the 
existence of a Jewish community in the Median region that maintained strong religious 
connections to Jerusalem, capable of sending representatives or attracting pilgrims. This 
presence underscores the deep and widespread roots of the Jewish diaspora throughout the 



East, a diaspora that became one of the earliest channels for the transmission of Christian 
teachings. 
Table 2: Biblical References to the Medes 
Scripture Reference Book & Chapter 

Context 
Nature of Mention Significance/Implicatio

n 
2 Kings 17:6; 18:11 Assyrian exile of 

Israelites 
Israelites settled in 
"cities of the Medes" 

Early Israelite presence 
in Median territory 
under Assyrian rule; 
beginning of Jewish 
diaspora in the region.4 

Isaiah 13:17 Prophecy against 
Babylon 

Medes stirred up by 
God to overthrow 
Babylon 

Medes as a divine 
instrument of 
judgment; recognition 
of their rising military 
power.3 

Isaiah 21:2 Prophecy against 
Babylon 

Call to Elam and Media 
to besiege Babylon 

Medes, alongside 
Elamites, as agents in 
Babylon's downfall.3 

Jeremiah 51:11, 28 Prophecy against 
Babylon 

Spirit of Median kings 
stirred up to destroy 
Babylon 

Reiteration of Medes' 
role in divine judgment 
against Babylon.3 

Daniel 5:28, 31 Fall of Babylon Kingdom divided and 
given to "Medes and 
Persians"; Darius the 
Mede takes kingdom 

Historical account of 
Medo-Persian 
conquest; introduction 
of "Darius the Mede" 
figure.4 

Daniel 6:1-28 Reign of Darius the 
Mede 

Darius the Mede's 
administration and the 
lions' den story 

Depiction of Median 
rule (or Medo-Persian 
rule under a Median 
figure) in Babylon.4 

Daniel 9:1 Reign of Darius the 
Mede 

Darius the Mede 
identified as "of the 
seed of the Medes" 

Further identification 
of Darius the Mede's 
lineage.4 

Ezra 6:2 Decree of Cyrus for 
Temple rebuilding 

Decree found in 
Achmetha (Ecbatana), 
palace in Media 

Ecbatana as an 
administrative center in 
the Persian Empire 
with Median historical 
roots; facilitation of 
Jewish restoration.4 

Esther (various) Achaemenid Persian 
court 

References to "Persia 
and Media," "laws of 

Medes as integral but 
often secondary 



Persians and Medes" partners in the 
Achaemenid Empire.4 

Acts 2:9 Pentecost event in 
Jerusalem 

"Medes" listed among 
diverse audience 
hearing apostles 

Early reach of Christian 
message to people 
from Median region 
(likely Jewish 
diaspora/proselytes); 
universality of 
Pentecost.5 

This table systematically collates the scriptural mentions of the Medes, illustrating their varied 
roles—from a land of exile to a prophetic agent, an imperial partner, and finally, part of the 
diverse audience for the foundational Christian proclamation at Pentecost. These references 
establish a continuous, albeit evolving, thread of connection between the Medes and the 
unfolding history of the Judeo-Christian tradition. 
 

4. Early Christianity in Median-Influenced Territories 
 
The seeds of Christianity, sown at Pentecost among individuals from diverse nations including 
Media, found fertile ground in various parts of the ancient world. The territories historically 
associated with the Medes, primarily within the broader Persian sphere, were no exception. 
The expansion of Christianity into these eastern lands was facilitated by pre-existing Jewish 
diaspora communities and was largely characterized by the traditions of Syriac Christianity, 
leading to the development of the vibrant, albeit often beleaguered, Church of the East. 
 
4.1. The Jewish Diaspora in Persia (including Media) and its Relevance 
to Christian Expansion 

 
Jewish communities had a long and established presence in the lands of Persia, including 
regions that once constituted the Median kingdom, predating the Christian era by many 
centuries. The Assyrian exile in the 8th century BCE saw Israelites deported to "the cities of 
the Medes" (2 Kings 17:6).4 Later, the Babylonian exile in the 6th century BCE further 
dispersed Jewish populations eastward. Although Cyrus the Great, the founder of the 
Achaemenid Persian Empire, famously permitted the Jews to return to Judea and rebuild their 
Temple in Jerusalem (c. 538 BCE), a significant number chose to remain in Babylonia and 
other parts of the Persian Empire where they had established lives and communities.33By the 
1st century CE, the Jewish diaspora was extensive, with estimates suggesting that more Jews 
lived outside Judea than within it.33 Major Jewish communities flourished not only throughout 
the Roman Empire but also eastward into the Parthian Empire, which had by then succeeded 
the Achaemenids and Seleucids in ruling Persia and Mesopotamia. These diaspora 



communities, with their synagogues, scriptures, and established social networks, often served 
as the initial points of contact and crucial conduits for the spread of the early Christian 
message.8 Early Christian missionaries, many of whom were Jewish themselves, naturally 
gravitated towards these existing Jewish centers as they proclaimed Jesus as the Messiah. 
The presence of "Medes"—likely encompassing Jewish individuals or proselytes from the 
Median region—at Pentecost (Acts 2:9) is a testament to these eastward Jewish connections 
and suggests that these individuals could have been among the first to carry the Christian 
message back to their communities in the Parthian-controlled territories of ancient Media.32 

 

4.2. The Trajectory of Christianity into Persia: From Apostolic 
Mentions to Established Communities 

 
The Book of Acts, by listing Parthians, Medes, and Elamites among the witnesses at Pentecost 
(Acts 2:9), implies that the Christian message reached these Persian territories from its very 
inception.7 Apostolic tradition further reinforces this early eastward expansion, naming 
apostles such as Thomas, Thaddeus (also known as Addai), Bartholomew, and Mari as key 
figures in evangelizing Parthia and the broader Persian realm.8 While direct historical 
verification of all these apostolic missions is challenging, the traditions point to a strong early 
impetus to spread Christianity beyond the Roman Empire's borders.Early centers of Christian 
activity in the East included Edessa (modern Urfa in Turkey), though technically in Upper 
Mesopotamia, it became a vital hub for Syriac Christianity which then radiated eastward, and 
Arbela (modern Erbil in Iraq), the capital of Adiabene in Parthia.8 Christianity is believed to 
have spread in these Mesopotamian and Parthian regions during the 1st century CE, often 
finding initial audiences within the established Jewish communities.8 The Syriac writer 
Bardesanes of Edessa (c. 154-222 CE), in his Book of the Laws of Countries, attested to the 
presence of Christian communities among various peoples within the wider Persian sphere of 
influence, including the Guilanis (south of the Caspian Sea) and Bactrians (a region 
historically linked with or proximate to Median territories, sometimes used broadly to refer to 
eastern Iranians).7By the 3rd and 4th centuries CE, Christian communities were demonstrably 
established across a wide swath of territory, extending from Edessa eastward towards 
Afghanistan.8 Historical records from the early 4th century indicate that Christian communities 
in Persia were becoming increasingly well-organized, with established hierarchical church 
structures and bishoprics. Notably, bishoprics emerged in areas historically associated with or 
adjacent to ancient Media, such as those around Lake Urmia and the Caspian Sea.7 A 
significant piece of evidence for this organized presence is the attendance of Mar Yokhanna 
(John), bishop of Urmia, at the First Council of Nicaea in 325 CE, a pivotal ecumenical council 
in early Christian history.7 Aphrahat, known as "the Persian Sage" (c. 270-346 CE), a 
prominent early Syriac Christian writer, composed his Demonstrations from within the 
Sasanian Persian Empire, providing further evidence of a vibrant Christian intellectual life in 
the region.7 

 

4.3. The Church of the East: Development and Presence in Former 
Median Lands 



 
The form of Christianity that took root and flourished in Persia, Mesopotamia, and further east 
was primarily Syriac Christianity, which eventually coalesced into the Church of the East. This 
church is sometimes anachronistically and, by its adherents, often contentiously referred to as 
the "Nestorian Church" due to its non-acceptance of the decrees of the Council of Ephesus 
(431 CE) concerning the Christological teachings of Nestorius. The Church of the East 
developed its own distinct theological, liturgical, and organizational traditions, largely 
independent of the Christianity of the Roman-Byzantine world.9 Its liturgical language was 
Syriac, a dialect of Aramaic, the language spoken by Jesus and prevalent in much of the Near 
East. The church owed much of its early growth to pre-existing Jewish communities and the 
Aramaic linguistic environment.38The Church of the East formally organized itself at the 
Council of Seleucia-Ctesiphon in 410 CE. At this synod, held in the Sasanian capital, the 
bishops of the Persian Empire elected a Catholicos (initially the Bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon) 
as their head, and formally accepted the Nicene Creed.9 Seeking to assert its autonomy and 
allay Sasanian suspicions of allegiance to the Roman Empire (which had by then become 
Christian), the Church of the East, at the Synod of Dadishoʿ in 424 CE, declared its 
administrative independence from the "western" (Roman) patriarchates.9The geographical 
extent of the Church of the East was vast. By the 5th and 6th centuries, its influence stretched 
across "all the countries to the east and those immediately to the west of the Euphrates," 
encompassing not only Mesopotamia but also regions such as Media, Bactria, Hyrcania, and 
extending to the Arabian Peninsula and India.9 Synods of the Church of the East record the 
presence of bishops from cities located within or near the territories of ancient Media. For 
instance, Hamadan (the ancient Median capital, Ecbatana) and Azerbaijan (which 
corresponds in part to ancient Media Atropatene) are mentioned as having bishops or 
sending delegates to synods in the 6th century (e.g., the synods of 554 and 576 CE).7 This 
indicates an established and organized Christian presence in these formerly Median lands.The 
fortunes of Christians within the Persian Empire, including its Sasanian phase (224-651 CE), 
were often tied to the volatile political relationship between Persia and the Roman/Byzantine 
Empire. When these empires were at war, Christians in Persia, perceived as co-religionists of 
the Roman enemy, often faced suspicion and persecution.8 The Sasanian state religion was 
Zoroastrianism, and its priesthood sometimes instigated measures against religious 
minorities. The persecutions under Shapur II in the 4th century were particularly severe.8 
However, there were also periods of tolerance, and the Church of the East's alignment with 
Dyophysite Christology (distinct from that of the Byzantine imperial church after Chalcedon) 
may have, at times, been politically expedient in demonstrating its independence from 
Rome.9Despite these challenges, the Church of the East embarked on remarkable missionary 
expansion, establishing communities across Central Asia, India (the Saint Thomas Christians), 
and famously reaching China during the Tang Dynasty.9 Between the 9th and 14th centuries, it 
was arguably the Christian denomination with the widest geographical spread.9 However, its 
expansive network later contracted significantly due to various factors, including the Mongol 
invasions (despite initial Mongol tolerance), the campaigns of Timur (Tamerlane) in the late 
14th century which were devastating to Christian communities in Persia and Mesopotamia, 
and the increasing dominance of Islam in the regions of its former strength.9 

The Christianization of Median-influenced territories was thus primarily an eastward extension 
of Syriac Christianity. This branch of the faith, with its strong Semitic cultural and linguistic 
roots (Aramaic language and significant early interaction with Jewish communities), 



presented a different cultural interface for Christianity in these Iranian lands compared to the 
more Hellenized Christianity prevalent in the Roman Empire's core. The political dynamics 
between the Sasanian Persian Empire and the Roman/Byzantine Empire played a crucial role 
in shaping the experiences of Christians in Persia, including those in former Median areas. 
Periods of conflict often intensified persecutions, as Christians were viewed with suspicion 
due to their shared faith with the Roman enemy. Conversely, moments of political stability or 
strategic alignment sometimes allowed the Church of the East to flourish and expand its 
influence. The history of Christianity in these lands is therefore inextricably linked to the 
broader narrative of the Church of the East, a significant branch of global Christianity whose 
extensive reach and unique heritage are often underrepresented in historical accounts that 
focus predominantly on Western Christianity. 
 

5. Theological Resonances: Zoroastrianism and its 
Potential Influence on Judeo-Christian Thought 
 
One of the most complex and debated areas concerning the Medes and Christianity involves 
the potential indirect influence of Median religious traditions—specifically through their 
evolution into and association with Zoroastrianism—on the development of key theological 
concepts within Second Temple Judaism, which in turn formed the bedrock of early Christian 
thought. The Achaemenid Persian Empire, which absorbed Media and in which Medes played 
a significant role, facilitated prolonged and intimate contact between Jewish and Zoroastrian 
cultures, particularly from the 6th century BCE onwards, following Cyrus the Great's Edict 
allowing Jewish exiles to return from Babylon and rebuild their Temple.10 Cyrus himself is 
generally considered to have been a follower of Zoroastrian principles, or at least highly 
influenced by them. 
 
5.1. The Scholarly Debate on Influence: An Overview 

 
A broad consensus exists among scholars regarding the striking parallels between certain 
Zoroastrian doctrines and theological ideas that gained prominence in Judaism during the 
Second Temple period (roughly 516 BCE – 70 CE) and subsequently became integral to 
Christian theology.10 These parallels span areas such as dualism (the cosmic struggle 
between good and evil), eschatology (beliefs about the end times, resurrection, final 
judgment, heaven, and hell), angelology (the nature and hierarchy of angels), and 
demonology (the nature and hierarchy of demonic beings). 
The core of the scholarly debate revolves around the direction, nature, and extent of this 
influence. 

●​ Many scholars, including prominent figures like Mary Boyce, argue for a direct and 
significant influence of Zoroastrianism on Judaism.26 They posit that the prolonged 
interaction during the Persian period provided the conduit for these ideas to be 
adopted and adapted by Jewish thinkers. Edwin Yamauchi's work also extensively 



explores the broader Persian cultural and historical context of the Hebrew Bible.46 

●​ Other scholars, while acknowledging the parallels, suggest more nuanced 
interpretations. These include theories of parallel development arising from similar 
socio-historical conditions or from a shared ancient Near Eastern ideational pool. Some 
also point to the chronological complexities in definitively dating early Zoroastrian texts 
and specific doctrines, raising the possibility that some ideas might have flowed in the 
opposite direction or that both traditions influenced each other.43 

●​ A further perspective, sometimes found in apologetic literature, argues for the 
independent development of these concepts within Judaism, rooted in earlier Israelite 
traditions, or asserts that Jewish formulations of these ideas predate their clear 
attestation in Zoroastrian sources.43 

●​ The concept of "disidentification" has also been proposed, suggesting that the Jewish 
community of the Second Temple period did not passively absorb Zoroastrian ideas but 
actively engaged with them, selectively reinterpreting and integrating certain elements 
in a way that was consonant with, yet also helped to refine, its own evolving theological 
framework.48 

A critical factor complicating this debate is the dating of Zarathustra (Zoroaster) and the 
compilation of the Avesta, the sacred texts of Zoroastrianism. If Zarathustra lived in the 2nd 
millennium BCE (e.g., c. 1200-1700 BCE, as Boyce and others have argued 26), his core 
teachings would significantly predate the Babylonian exile. However, the traditional dating 
places him closer to the 6th century BCE, making him a contemporary of the exile and early 
Persian period.11 Furthermore, while the Gathas (hymns attributed to Zarathustra himself) are 
linguistically archaic, the bulk of the Avestan scriptures, including the Younger Avesta, were 
compiled and redacted much later, with significant portions taking their final form during the 
Sasanian period (224-651 CE).43 This chronological ambiguity makes it challenging to establish 
definitive precedence for all shared theological concepts. Some core ideas may indeed be 
very early Zoroastrian innovations, while others could represent later developments within 
Zoroastrianism itself, possibly even influenced by contact with other cultures, including 
Hellenistic and Jewish thought. 
 
5.2. Comparative Analysis of Key Concepts 

 
Despite the complexities of the influence debate, the parallels themselves are noteworthy: 

●​ Dualism (Good vs. Evil, Light vs. Darkness): 
○​ Zoroastrianism: A central feature is the cosmic conflict between Ahura Mazda 

(the Wise Lord, representing ultimate good, light, truth, and life) and Angra 
Mainyu or Ahriman (the Destructive Spirit, representing evil, darkness, falsehood, 
and death).10 Human history is understood as a battleground for these opposing 
forces, with individuals having the free will to choose sides. 

○​ Judeo-Christian Parallels: Post-exilic Jewish literature, particularly apocalyptic 
texts like those found among the Dead Sea Scrolls (e.g., the "War of the Sons of 
Light Against the Sons of Darkness"), displays an intensified dualistic worldview.12 



Christian theology also prominently features a struggle between God and Satan 
(the Devil), and between forces of light and darkness.10 However, a crucial 
distinction lies in the nature of this dualism. Mainstream Jewish and Christian 
monotheism has always maintained God's absolute sovereignty as the sole, 
uncreated Creator of all things, with evil understood as a corruption, rebellion, or 
privation within the created order, rather than an independent, co-eternal 
primordial principle. Satan, in this view, is a created being (often a fallen angel) 
and not a co-equal rival to God.10 While Zoroastrianism also posits the ultimate 
triumph of Ahura Mazda and the eventual defeat of Angra Mainyu 11, the 
conceptualization of Angra Mainyu as a distinct origin of evil presents a stronger 
form of dualism than typically found in orthodox Judaism and Christianity. Some 
Gnostic Christian systems, however, did develop more radical ontological 
dualisms, positing two opposing divine principles or a flawed creator deity.51 
Rabbinic Judaism, for its part, often polemicized against belief in "two powers" 
(shetei reshuyyot).51 

●​ Eschatology (Resurrection, Final Judgment, Messianic Figures, Heaven/Hell): 
○​ Zoroastrianism: Possesses a highly developed eschatology. This includes the 

belief in a bodily resurrection of the dead, a final judgment where souls cross the 
Chinvat Bridge (Bridge of the Separator) to be assessed, leading to either 
paradise (the House of Song) or hell (the House of Lies), and the eventual 
Frashokereti (the final renovation or making wonderful of the world) when evil will 
be utterly defeated and a perfected existence established.10 A key figure in this 
end-time drama is the Saoshyant ("one who brings benefit"), a world savior 
figure, sometimes described as being born of a virgin, who will play a crucial role 
in the resurrection and final triumph of good.10 The Persian word pairidaeza 
(meaning a walled garden or park) is the origin of the biblical term "paradise".52 

○​ Judeo-Christian Parallels: While nascent ideas about an afterlife existed in 
earlier Israelite religion (e.g., Sheol as a shadowy realm of the dead), clear and 
developed doctrines of bodily resurrection, a final, universal judgment, distinct 
destinies of heaven and hell, and the coming of a Messiah who would usher in an 
age of perfection become significantly more prominent in Jewish thought during 
the Second Temple period, especially in apocalyptic literature such as the Book of 
Daniel and extra-canonical works like the Book of Enoch.10 These concepts are, of 
course, central to Christian theology, with Jesus Christ identified as the Messiah, 
the belief in his resurrection being foundational, and teachings on a final 
judgment, heaven, and hell being core tenets.10 

●​ Angelology and Demonology: 
○​ Zoroastrianism: Features an elaborate cosmology populated by spiritual beings. 

Serving Ahura Mazda are the Amesha Spentas ("Beneficent Immortals"), six (or 
seven, including Spenta Mainyu, Ahura Mazda's creative spirit) archangel-like 
figures who are personifications of divine attributes and virtues (e.g., Vohu Manah 
- Good Mind, Asha Vahishta - Best Righteousness).11 Below them are numerous 



Yazatas ("Beings Worthy of Worship"), beneficent spirits associated with natural 
phenomena and abstract concepts (e.g., Mithra, Anahita, Atar-fire).11 Opposing 
these are the forces of Angra Mainyu, including Daevas (demons) and Druj 
(deceit, falsehoods). A prominent demon is Aeshma Daeva (demon of wrath), 
whose name is sometimes linked by scholars to Asmodeus in the Jewish Book of 
Tobit.11 

○​ Judeo-Christian Parallels: While angels appear in earlier Israelite texts, a more 
developed angelology and demonology, featuring named archangels (e.g., 
Michael, Gabriel, Raphael), hierarchies of angels, and a more personified and 
adversarial figure of Satan (evolving from "the accuser" in Job to a chief of 
demonic forces) becomes more evident in later Jewish writings of the Second 
Temple period and is extensively developed in Christian tradition.10 

 

5.3. Pathways of Influence: Second Temple Judaism and the Persian 
Cultural Milieu 

 
The primary historical context for potential Zoroastrian influence on Judaism is the period of 
the Babylonian Exile (from 586 BCE) and, more significantly, the subsequent Achaemenid 
Persian period (539-330 BCE).10 Cyrus the Great's conquest of Babylon and his policy of 
religious tolerance, which included allowing the Jewish exiles to return to Jerusalem and 
rebuild their Temple, created an environment conducive to cultural and religious exchange.12 
For over two centuries, Judea was a province (Yehud Medinata) within the Persian Empire, and 
Jewish communities thrived not only in Judea but also in Mesopotamia and Persia itself, under 
Zoroastrian-influenced rule.It is during this Second Temple period that many of the 
theological concepts with Zoroastrian parallels—such as a more pronounced cosmic dualism, 
detailed eschatological scenarios including resurrection and final judgment, and a more 
elaborate angelology and demonology—become more clearly articulated and widespread in 
Jewish literature.12 Apocalyptic literature, which flourished during this era and in the 
subsequent Hellenistic period (e.g., parts of the Book of Daniel, the Book of Enoch, and 
various texts from Qumran), is particularly rich in these themes.10The conquests of Alexander 
the Great in the 4th century BCE, which brought an end to Achaemenid rule, did not sever 
these intellectual connections but rather introduced a new layer of cultural fusion. The 
Hellenistic period saw an increased interplay between Greek, Persian, and Jewish cultures 
across the Near East, creating a dynamic intellectual environment where ideas could continue 
to circulate and evolve, further shaping the religious landscape into which early Christianity 
emerged.10 Christianity, originating as a movement within Second Temple Judaism in the 1st 
century CE 53, naturally inherited and further developed many of the theological frameworks 
that had taken shape within Judaism during these preceding centuries of Persian and 
Hellenistic interaction. 
The discussion surrounding Zoroastrian influence thus highlights the dynamic nature of 
religious traditions. They are not static entities developing in isolation but are often shaped by 
complex processes of interaction, adaptation, and reinterpretation of ideas encountered 
within their broader cultural and historical environments. This perspective challenges 



simplistic notions of religious originality and underscores the deeply interconnected 
intellectual world of the ancient Near East and Mediterranean, where the legacy of peoples 
like the Medes, through their cultural and religious contributions to the Persian world, could 
resonate in unforeseen ways within the theological development of Judaism and, 
subsequently, Christianity. 
Table 3: Comparative Themes in Zoroastrianism and Judeo-Christianity 
 
Theological Concept Zoroastrian Elements (with key 

Avestan/Persian terms) 
Parallels in Second Temple 
Judaism/Christianity 

Dualism Cosmic struggle: Ahura Mazda 
(Good/Light) vs. Angra 
Mainyu/Ahriman 
(Evil/Darkness). Free will to 
choose. 

Increased emphasis on good 
vs. evil, light vs. darkness in 
post-exilic texts (e.g., Dead 
Sea Scrolls). God vs. Satan in 
Christian theology. 

Eschatology: Resurrection Bodily resurrection of the 
dead. Frashokereti (world 
renovation). 

Resurrection of the dead 
prominent in Daniel, later 
Judaism; core to Christianity 
(Resurrection of Christ). 

Eschatology: Final Judgment Judgment of souls at the 
Chinvat Bridge; reward in 
House of Song (paradise) or 
punishment in House of Lies 
(hell). 

Final judgment by 
God/Messiah; concepts of 
heaven and hell. 

Eschatology: Savior Figure Saoshyant (future 
benefactor/savior), possibly 
born of a virgin, to bring about 
final renovation. 

Messiah (anointed one, 
eschatological deliverer, king) 
in Judaism; Jesus as 
Messiah/Christ, Savior in 
Christianity. 

Eschatology: End of Evil Ultimate defeat of Angra 
Mainyu and evil; establishment 
of a perfected world. 

Final defeat of Satan/evil; 
establishment of God's eternal 
kingdom, new heavens and 
new earth in Christian 
eschatology. 

Angelology Amesha Spentas 
(archangel-like Beneficent 
Immortals, e.g., Vohu Manah, 
Asha Vahishta). Yazatas 
(Worshipful Beings). 

Development of named 
archangels (e.g., Michael, 
Gabriel, Raphael); hierarchies 
of angels. 

Demonology Angra Mainyu/Ahriman as chief 
of evil. Daevas (demons), Druj 
(deceit). Aeshma Daeva 
(demon of wrath). 

Satan as chief adversary; 
demons, fallen angels, unclean 
spirits. 



Concept of Paradise Pairidaeza (walled garden) as 
a place of bliss. 

"Paradise" (Persian loanword) 
as a term for heaven or the 
Garden of Eden. 

Ethical Emphasis "Good Thoughts, Good Words, 
Good Deeds" (Humata, 
Hukhta, Hvarshta) as path to 
righteousness. 

Strong ethical teachings, 
emphasis on righteousness, 
moral law (Torah), love, justice. 

Revelation Ahura Mazda reveals teachings 
to Zarathustra on a mountain. 

YHWH reveals Torah to Moses 
on Mount Sinai. Divine 
revelation as a basis of faith. 

This table offers a structured comparison of key theological themes, illustrating the areas of 
conceptual overlap that form the basis of the scholarly discussion on potential Zoroastrian 
influence on Judeo-Christian thought. While similarities are evident, the precise nature and 
direction of influence remain subjects of ongoing academic inquiry, requiring careful 
consideration of historical context, textual analysis, and the distinct theological trajectories of 
each tradition. 
 

6. Conclusion: Synthesizing the Interwoven Histories 
of the Medes and Christianity 
 
The relationship between the ancient Medes and Christianity is not one of direct, 
contemporaneous interaction between the Median Empire and the nascent Christian Church. 
A significant chronological chasm separates the height of Median power in the 7th and 6th 
centuries BCE from the emergence of Christianity in the 1st century CE. Nevertheless, the 
Medes are interwoven into the fabric of Christian origins and development through a series of 
direct textual inclusions, indirect historical and geographical continuities, and profound, 
though often debated, theological resonances. 
The historical trajectory of the Medes saw them rise from a collection of Iranian tribes to a 
formidable empire that played a crucial role in reshaping the ancient Near East, most notably 
through their part in the downfall of Assyria. Though their independent empire was relatively 
short-lived, succumbing to Cyrus the Great and becoming a foundational component of the 
Achaemenid Persian Empire, the Medes left an indelible mark. Their people, culture, and 
administrative structures were integrated into the Persian world, ensuring their continued, 
albeit subordinate, significance. The religious landscape of the Medes, characterized by the 
priestly Magi and the worship of Ahuric deities, represents a vital stage in the evolution of 
Iranian religious thought, closely linked to the development of Zoroastrianism. 
In the sacred texts of Christianity, the Medes appear explicitly. The Old Testament chronicles 
the exile of Israelites to Median cities under Assyrian dominion, later casting the Medes as 
prophetic instruments in the judgment of Babylon, and subsequently as partners with the 
Persians in the empire that facilitated Jewish restoration. Centuries later, the New Testament's 



Book of Acts includes "Medes" among the diverse international gathering in Jerusalem at 
Pentecost, individuals who were among the first to hear the apostles' proclamation of the 
Christian message. This suggests the presence of a Jewish diaspora or proselytes from 
Median lands who maintained connections with Jerusalem. 
Following the apostolic era, the geographical territories once ruled by the Medes, particularly 
in northwestern Iran and adjacent regions, became areas where Christianity took root. This 
expansion was primarily driven by the Church of the East, a Syriac-speaking branch of 
Christianity that developed largely independently of the Roman imperial church. Cities with 
Median historical associations, such as Ecbatana (Hamadan) and areas within Azerbaijan, 
became episcopal sees, indicating an organized Christian presence in these lands for many 
centuries. 
Perhaps the most enduring and debated aspect of the Medes' connection to Christianity lies 
in the potential influence of Zoroastrianism—a religion with deep Median roots and which 
became prominent in the Persian empires—on the theological development of Second Temple 
Judaism. Striking parallels in concepts of dualism, eschatology (including resurrection, final 
judgment, and messianic figures), angelology, and demonology have led many scholars to 
propose a significant Zoroastrian impact on Jewish thought during the Persian and Hellenistic 
periods. As Christianity emerged from this milieu of Second Temple Judaism, it inherited and 
further developed many of these theological frameworks. 
The lasting legacy of the Medes in relation to Christianity is therefore subtle yet significant. 
They feature not as direct political interlocutors with the early Church, but as integral 
components of the historical, cultural, and religious backdrop against which Christianity 
arose. Their presence in biblical narratives anchors them within the sacred history shared by 
Jews and Christians. The Christianization of their former territories speaks to the eastward 
spread of the faith. Most consequentially, the religious traditions associated with them, 
particularly Zoroastrianism, appear to have contributed to the complex tapestry of ideas that 
shaped core tenets of Judeo-Christian belief. 
The story of the Medes and Christianity is thus one of indirect influence, cultural osmosis, and 
shared ancient Near Eastern heritage. It underscores the interconnectedness of ancient 
civilizations and the complex, often non-linear, pathways through which religious ideas 
develop and spread. Scholarly inquiry into these connections, especially concerning the 
precise nature and extent of theological influence, continues. A nuanced, evidence-based 
analysis remains crucial for appreciating the multifaceted ways in which the legacy of this 
ancient Iranian people became entwined with the origins and evolution of Christian thought. 
The study of the Medes reminds us that to fully understand the context of major religious 
movements, one must often look to their predecessors and the diverse cultural currents that 
flowed around them, enriching the historical narrative beyond a singular, isolated trajectory. 
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