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Greek Myth and the Bible:  Euripides’ Alcestis and John’s Lazarus (John 11:1-44, 12:1-8) 

The hero or savior who can bring someone back from death is a frequent figure in ancient Mediterranean cultures.  Though Greek myth has many such figures, most like Christ, in some respects, is Asclepios, son of Apollo, who inherits his father's divine knowledge of healing (see Edelstein & Edelstein), brings Hippolytus, and others, back to life, while Heracles is thematically depicted in various kinds of triumph over death.  Both figure in Euripides’ Alcestis.  

Heracles’ retrieval of Alcestis from the underworld has enough motifs in common with Christ reviving Lazarus in John 11 and 12 to consider them as separate instances of the same genre of myth, with the following motifs:  Friendship ties both heroes to the mortal they will bring back from death.  Jesus’ leisurely pace in responding parallels Heracles’ embarrassing behavior, when unaware Alcestis has died.  Both receive lavish hospitality.  A family member criticizes each, charging he is responsible for the death of the mortal, that he allowed him/her to perish.  Each hero’s greater glory is revealed, his status as the special son of God, in his successful restoration to life of the mortal who had died, which also instantiates his own eventual status as divine.  

Analyzing the unexpected parallels bring greater understanding to each narrative, supplying a larger context in which to view each parallel motif.  But it also shows that in many ways the Bible is closer to Greek myth than generally thought.  We are further confronted with the possibility of influence: that the much older myth of Alcestis may function as some kind of indirect source for John’s narrative.

