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So-called “Zeus of Otricoli”. Marble, 

Roman copy after a Greek original from 

the 4th century.  

 

 
V) GREEK RELIGION AND MYTHOLOGY 

The ancient Greeks believed in the existence of many gods. There 

were twelve major gods and hundreds of less important gods. In 

addition, different villages had their own gods. Greek people also 

worshipped foreign gods. The Egyptian goddess Isis was especially 

popular in Athens in the Hellenistic period. 

The gods were similar to human beings. They had the same qualities 

and weaknesses. They could be jealous, envious and resentful. The 

essential difference between gods and human beings was that the 

gods were immortal. Each god represented a force of nature, a 

profession or activity and was responsible for a particular city.  

Heroes constituted another category. They were sons of a god and a 

mortal. The Greeks invented stories about gods and heroes, called 

myths. Among the great stories of Greek mythology and legend are 

those of the Trojan War, the voyage of Odysseus, Theseus and the 

Minotaur, Oedipus and the sphinx and many others.  
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1) Read these two definitions and decide which one applies to 

the religion of the Greek: 

a) monotheism: belief that there is only one god 
b) polytheism: belief in more than one god 

 
2) Complete this sentence with the correct word from the text: 

a) The cult of the Egyptian goddess ______________ became 

important in the Hellenistic world (until it was banned 

by the Christians in the 6
th
 century). 

b) A ______________ is a traditional story either wholly or 

partially invented. 

3) Are the following sentences true or false? 

a) Like the Egyptians, the Greek worshipped gods in animal 
form. 

b) Like humans, Greek Gods don’t live forever. 
 

4) Look at these definitions for hero. Which definition refers 

to the use of the word in the text. 

 

hero / n., pl. -roes. 

1. a man, often of divine ancestry, of great strength, 
courage and ability, favoured by the gods. 

2. A person distinguished by the performance of 
extraordinarily brave or noble deeds. 

3. A person admired for his or her achievements or noble 
qualities in any field. 

4. The principal male character in a novel, poem, play, etc. 

5) What legends do the illustrations below belong to?  

 

 

 
 

a) 

 

 
 

b) 

 
 

c) 

 
 

d) 
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Twelve Olympians 

The Greeks believed that their gods lived on Mount Olympus. The 

twelve Olympians are the most important gods of Greek mythology. 

The Olympians became the most important gods when Zeus and his 

brothers and sisters won a war against the titans, a generation of 

older gods. Cronus, the ruler of these gods was the father of 

Zeus. 

Zeus, also called the Thunderer and often represented with a 

thunderbolt, was then the first and most powerful of the gods. He 

ruled the universe with eleven other gods. Poseidon, his brother, 

governed the waters. Poseidon is often shown with a trident. 

Another brother, Hades, ruled the underworld and the dead. Hestia, 

sister of Zeus, was goddess of the household. Hera, the sister-

wife of Zeus, was the goddess of marriage. She is represented as a 

majestic figure wearing a crown or a diadem. Ares, a son of Zeus, 

was the god of war. He was depicted as a mature warrior in arms or 

as a nude youth with a helmet. Athena was the favourite daughter 

of Zeus. She had sprung fully armed from his forehead and was the 

goddess of wisdom. 

Another son of Zeus, Apollo, drove the chariot of the sun across 

the skies. He was also the god of light and song and often 

represented with a lyre. His sister Aphrodite was the goddess of 

love. Hermes, the messenger of the gods, was another son of Zeus. 

He is wearing sandals and a hat with wings. Hephaestus was the god 

of fire. He was a skilled craftsman and forged the armour of the 

gods. Artemis, the twin sister of Apollo, was the moon goddess. 

She was also the goddess of wild animals and hunting. Therefore 

she was often pictured with a stag or a hunting dog. 

These were the 12 major gods. There were other lesser ones whom 

the Greeks worshipped.  

 

 

 

  
  

chariot forehead lyre stag Thunder 

bolt 

trident 
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1) Read the text carefully and make a list of those gods and 

goddesses that are  

a) Zeus’s brothers and sisters 

 

b) Zeus’s children 

 

 
2) Read the text again and complete the list of Olympian deities 

below: 

 

Greek name English name Description 

Aφροδίτη  Goddess of love and beauty. 

Aπόλλων  God of the sun (light), beauty, 

music and poetry. 

Άρης   God of war. 

Άρτεμις  Goddess of The Moon and hunting. 

Αθηνά 
 Goddess of wisdom, war and the 

patron of Athens. 

Άδης  
 God of the Dead and lord of the 

Underworld.  

Ήφαιστος  

 God of fire and the forge. Makes 

armour for the gods and other 

heroes like Achilles.  

Ήρα  

 Goddess of marriage, family, 

motherhood and queen of the gods. 

Zeus' jealous wife. 

Ερμής  
 God of travel, thieves, and 

commerce. Messenger of the gods. 

Εστία  
 Goddess of the hearth and domestic 

life.  

Ποσειδων 
 God of the sea, horses and 

earthquakes.  

Ζεύς 
 King of the gods. God of thunder 

and lightning. Husband of Hera.  
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3) Use the text to identify the gods portrayed on the 

illustrations below. 

 

 
 

a) 

 
 

b) 

 
 

c) 

 

 
 

d) 

 

 
 

 

e) 

 
 

f) 

 

 
g) 

 
     h) 

 
i) 
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4) Look 

carefully at 

the 

illustration 

and put the 

text below in 

the correct 

order 

 

 

 

The birth of Athena 

 a When Hephaistos opened his head, Athena emerged from 

Zeus' skull, fully grown and dressed for battle. 

 

 b 

 

 

Zeus was the father of Athena and her mother was Metis, 

which means wisdom. Zeus was told before Athena was 

born, that any child born to Metis would be more 

powerful than its father.  

 

 c Zeus was very worried by this and decided to swallow 

Metis before she could give birth to the child. 

 

 d Some time later Zeus began to have terrible headaches. 

The pain grew so unbearable that Zeus asked Hephaistos 

to cut his head open to see what was wrong. 
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Festivals and Games  

Festivals were a very important part of life in ancient Greece, 

and they were a central part of worshipping the gods. They usually 

included a procession and a sacrifice. Festivals also included 

various competitions, which were seen as another way to honour a 

god. There were competitions in music, poetry, drama and also 

athletics. Some of the most important festivals of ancient Greece 

involved athletic competition, such as the Olympic Games, which 

were held at Olympia in honour of Zeus, and the Pythian Games, 

held at Delphi in honour of Apollo. One festival in Athens, held 

to honour Dionysos, involved a competition between playwrights. 

This led to the creation of some of the best known plays from 

ancient Greece, written by people such as Sophokles, Euripides and 

Aristophanes. 

1) Name three ways of worshipping the gods: 

 

 

2) Complete the table below 

 

Type of competition Place of competition Held in honour of 

   

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

Ruins of the training grounds 

at Olympia 

The starting line at 

the stadium used for 

the Pythian Games at 

Delphi, Greece  

The Dionysios theatre 

in Athens 
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Read the text below and find out more about the Olympic Games 

Ancient Olympics 

The Olympic Games began in 776 BC. At first, the only Olympic 

event was a footrace of about 200 yards. Eventually, more racing 

events were added as well as wrestling and the pentathlon, a five-

part event that included running, wrestling, jumping, and throwing 

the discus and javelin. In time, chariot racing and other events 

were included. Winners were crowned with olive branches.  

Only men were allowed to compete in the games, and only men and 

certain priestesses were allowed to watch. A separate sporting 

festival known as the Heraea was held for female athletes. The 

original Olympic stadium could seat more than 40,000 spectators. 

The games were so popular that a truce was announced before the 

start of the games to allow athletes and spectators safe passage 

to Olympia. Under Roman rule the Olympic Games continued until 

Emperor Theodosius I abolished them in AD 393. 

 

1) Find a words in the text for the following: 
 

a) illustration 

 

 

 

 

___________ 

 

___________ 

 

       b) definition 

 

        _____________: (n) a     

        temporary agreement    

        between two opponents to       

        stop fighting 

              

 
2) Write the correct sports under the illustrations below 

 

 
  

 

a)_______________ 

 

b)______________  

 

and ___________ 

c)_____________ d)_____________ 

 

 

 

 
3) Complete the summary with the missing words: 
 

The ancient Olympic Games began in __________ BC and were 

celebrated until __________ AD. Only __________ participated. 

There was a separate competition for women called the 

__________. 


