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Acts 17:16-34. An Apologetic Model Then and Now?
Thesis Abstract
Presupposing a specific understanding of' apologetics' and the need to investigate
biblical apologetic foundations, this thesis explores the hypothesis that Acts 17: 16-34 is to
be seen as an apologetic model 'then' and 'now'.

It seems plausible, in view of the content and purposes of Acts, that Luke recorded this

narrative about Paul in Athens, not just to provide confirmation of the truth of the Christian
faith for insiders, but primarily as an apologetic model for relating to Gentile outsiders.
This understanding of Acts 17:16-34 as a Lucan apologetic model seems consonant both
with the contemporary exegetical discussion on authenticity, the Athenian context and Paul
as speaker, and with a responsible exegetical study of the text itself.

This thesis identifies key positive elements of this Lucan model: the apostle presents
essential Christian truth claims in Athens, about who God is and how he has revealed
himself, which should be seen as indicators of a normative worldview content. It is further
argued that contextual understanding, application of appropriate justification procedures,
and 'positive deconstruction' of alternative worldviews characterize Paul's approach in the
agora. The justification for the apostle's truth claims is an overall argument from natural

theology through ultilnate authority to the resurrection, which is offered with the threefold
aim of generating interest. persuading, and confronting.
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Through a critical comparative review of the extent to which contemporary apologists

Alister E. McGrath and Donald A. Carson apply this Lucan-Pauline model to the specific
challenge of postmodemism, it is argued that the content, the approach, the arguments, and
the aims of this first-century model justifiably may be seen as valid and relevant for
contemporary apologetics in comparable agora contexts. A perspective is also offered
towards a more adequate application of the model to the postmodem challenge.
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ACTS 17:16-34
- AN APOLOGETIC MODEL
THEN AND NOW?

Lars OlofMartin Dahle

XXI

Preface

Work on the thesis started because of an interest in the theory and practice of
apologetics both in an historical and a contemporary perspective. It became clear that there
is a widespread unease with apologetics in contemporary theology, despite its prominence
historically as a theological discipline. Wherever practised, however, contemporary
apologetics seems largely to be characterised by a neglect of biblical foundations and
models. Where biblical material is used, Acts 17: 16-34 keeps recurring as a biblical
paradigm for apologetics. This has not been fully developed, however, neither exegetically
nor in terms of contemporary apologetics. A general interest in apologetics has thus led to
an investigation of Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model 'then' and 'now'.

1. INTRODUCING THE CRITICAL EXPLORATION
OF ACTS 17:16-34 AS AN APOLOGETIC MODEL
'THEN' AND 'NOW'

Outline:

1.1 The Research Problem
1.2 What is Apologetics?
1.3 Major Reasons for the Selection of Acts 17:16-34
1.4 Key Hermeneutical Issues
1.5 Key Research Questions
1.6 The Procedure of the Exploration

1.1 The Research Problem

This thesis investigates Acts 17: 16-34 and its implications for apologetics. The focus is
on an analysis and an assessment of this New Testament passage as an apologetic model

2

'then' and 'now'. This means that the thesis explores this passage as a Lucan description
ofPaul as an apologist in Athens, whether it was intended as an apologetic model 'then'
(i.e. in its original New Testament context), and if, and (in that case) to what extent, it mm'
function as an apologetic model 'now' (i. e. in the contempormy context).

1.2 What is Apologetics? 1

An exploration of Acts 17:16-34 as an apologetic model 'then' and 'now' presupposes

a justifiable definition of' apologetics'.

1.2. 1 Lexical definitions and common usage

1- The term 'apologetics' is derived from the Greek word Cx.noAoyia, which as a general
term describes Ita speech in defence"2. More precisely, Cx.noAoyia either denotes the
defence speech itself or the action of giving a verbal defence, an answer, a reply or an
account in the face of an accusation (Ka1:11yopia).3

~. In ancient Greek,

Cx.noAoyia could be used as a technical term for a forensic speech.4

Forensic speeches were typically related to "past events, and concerned with truth or

This section presents a key assumption for the argument of this thesis.
2 LSJ anoAoyiu.
3 See BAGD anoAoyiu.
4 "It was a tenn used in the courts oflaw in the ancient world." (Co\\'an 2000:8) Falkenroth
writes accordingly about anoAoyiu as a ternl "'from criminallaw"(Falkenroth 1986:97),
I
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justice,,5. The context was usually the fonnal setting in the courtroom. Classical examples
of judicial defences include the defence of Socrates, as recorded in Plato's Apol. and
Xenophon's Apol. 'Apologetics' as used in this thesis, however, is not aformalforensic or

judicial term per se.

1· The word anoAoyia occurs a number of times in the New Testament,6 both in the
sense ofa defence speech (Acts 22:1; 1 Cor. 9:3) and of an action in court (2 Tim. 4:16;
Acts 25: 16). It is also used more generally of an eagerness to defend oneself (2 Cor. 7: 11 ),
as well as of the specific defence of the Christian gospel (Phil. 1:7,16; I Pet. 3:15 7).

1. As a modem English tenn, 'apologetics' has been defined as "the art, science, or
practice of arguing in defence or in explanation, as of an idea, belief, person, etc. ,,8. The
word is often used to describe the general (or specific) reasoned defence of a given

religious position (or worldview9). This implies that any worldview has its own apologetic

Satterthwaite 1993:357.
6 See BAGD anoAoy{a.
7 On the apologetic significance of 1 Pet. 3: 15, see DiCello 1999.
8 Longman: 'apologetics'. A similar definition (i.e. "the defense of a cause or party supposed
to be of paramount importance to the speaker") has recently been applied as an analytical tool in
an historical study of pagan, Jewish and Christian 'apologetic' in the Roman Empire (see Edwards
et aI1999:1).
9 This thesis uses the term 'worldview' as defined by Sire: "A worldview is a set of
presuppositions (assumptions which may be true, partially true or entirely false) which we hold
(consciously or subconsciously, consistently or inconsistently) about the basic makeup of our
world." (Sire 1997:16)
5
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traditions, approaches and representatives. lo The most common use of apologetics,
however, is as a specific description of the reasoned defence of the Christian faith. 11

2· The word 'apologetics', as used in this thesis, is a theological term. In Christian theology,
apologetics has traditionally been assigned the role of defending and explaining the
reliability and relevance of the Christian faith in the face of historic and contemporalY
challenges. Standard textbooks in Christian apologetics tend to distinguish between the
'science' of apologetics (which is a theological discipline) and the 'art' of apologetics
(which refers to actual 'apologies' being offered as responses to specific challenges to the
Christian faith).12 In Christian theology, apologetics usually describes a certain mode of

Griffiths writes accordingly about what he describes as the principle of the necessity of
interreligious apologetics (see Griffiths, P. 1991: 1): "If representative intellectuals belonging to
some specific religious community come to judge at a particular time that some or all of their own
doctrine-expressing sentences are incompatible with some alien religious claim(s), then they
should feel obliged to engage in both positive and negative apologetics vis-a.-vis these alien
religious claim(s) and their promulgators." (Griffiths, P. 1991 :3) I have two objections to
Griffith's argument, however: ~) His concept of "interreligious apologetics" should have been
expanded also to include secular worldviews. Q) He unwarrantedly restricts interreligious
apologetics to "representative intellectuals", as if apologetics as such was limited to such elitist
groups. As defined in this thesis, apologetics is an activity that is found at various levels. These
two objections indicate the need to modify Griffith's principle along these lines, but do not
invalidate the principle as such. A representative example of such 'interreligious apologetics' is
found in Chapman 1995: 172-225.
II This is the way standard reference works define 'apologetics'; e.g. as in Webster: "I.
systematic argumentative tactics or discourse in defense; 2. that branch of theology devoted to the
defense of a religious faith and addressed primarily to criticism originating from outside the
religious faith; esp. such defense of the Christian faith".
12 See e.g. Richardson, A. 1947:19-20; Reid, J. K. 1969:9-10; Lewis, G. 1990:21: and
McGrath, A. 1992a:12-13. The 'science' of (or theoretical) apologetics has helpfully been defined
as "that branch of Christian theology which seeks to provide a rational justification for the truth
claims of the Christian faith" (Craig 1994:xi). The 'art' of (or applied) apologetics has
correspondingly been defined as "the utilization of appropriate justification procedures and
relevant data in the actual presentation and defense of the Gospel to a particular target audience"
(Netland 199.+:96; see also Netland 1988).
10
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theological argumentation, which includes a defence against accusations, critiques of other
beliefs and a positive commendation of the Christian faith as truth.13 This is related to the
common and essential distinction between 'negative' (or defensive) apologetics and

'positive ' (or offensive) apologetics. 14 Whereas the aim of 'negative' apologetics has been
appropriately described as establishing 'the epistemic permission' to accept Christian truth
claims, the intention of 'positive' apologetics, on the other hand, has been aptly described
as establishing 'the epistemic obligation' to accept Christian truth claims. IS Furthermore,
apologetics is usually considered to be relevant for both Christians and non-Christians. 16
Apologetics is thus widely regarded to be concerned with the rational justification of
Christian truth claims for both Christians and non-Christians.

1.2.2 Assuming a specific understanding of apologetics

This thesis assumes a specific understanding of apologetics as the rational justification
of Christian truth claims over against specific questions, objections and alternatives, in
order to establish 'the epistemic permission' and 'the epistemic obligation' of the Christian

See e.g. Dulles 1971; M(Eland 1984; McGrath, A. 1992a:9; and Guerra 1995:3,180.
14 See e.g. Craig 1994:xv; Frame 1994: 1-3; Keyes 1999:56; and Cowan 2000:8.
15 Thus, Christian apologetics has both a negative dimension (showing 'the epistemic
permission' of belief) and a positive dimension (showing 'the epistemic obligation' to belief). See
e.g. Griffiths, P. 1991; Nash 1988:14-16; and Netland 1994:10l.
16 Craig seems representative for many apologists, when he claims that "apologetics
specifically serves to show to unbelievers the truth of the Christian faith, to confirm that faith to
believers, and to reveal and explore the connections between Christian doctrine and other truths"
(Craig 1994:xi).
13
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faith for both Christians and non-Christians. 17 This definition seems justifiable in the light
of common usage and implies that the following is assumed about apologetics:

~) The tenn 'apologetics' is limited to denote 'the rational justification of Christian truth

claims'. Thus understood, apologetics takes on a significant yet limited rale l8 • In terms of
practice, then, apologetics (as an 'art') is distinct from, but often intertwined with, the

kerygma (the actual proclamation and offer of the Gospel)!9, and in tenns of theory,
apologetics (as a 'science') is distinct from, but is informed by, biblical and systematic
theology.20 The definition introduced above also implies that there are specific Christian
truth claims and that these central truth claims can and should be justified rationally!. This
rational justification is done on the basis of key criteria of truth22 , thus seeking to show23 ,

For other related definitions, see Richardson, A. 1947:19-20; Reid, J. K. 1969:9-10; Dulles
1971:13; McGrath, A. 1992a:9 (see also 6.2.1.1); Mre1and 1985:112; Craig 1994:xi; Gustavsson
1997:196-199; and Geisler 1999:37.
18 An example of a limiting feature of apologetics per se is that "the true story, the narrative,
the illustration may unlock more suppressed emotions and bring translation to a person better than
any argument could" (Zacharias 2000c:40). This seems to be due to the role of imagination in
communication (cf. Hart 2000).
19 Groothuis points out, accordingly, over against Newbigin, that apologetics in principle
should be seen as distinct both from the actual proclamation of the Gospel and the communal
manifestation of the Gospel. (See Groothuis 2000: 157; cf. Newbigin 1989:227 and Newbigin
1995:94.)
20 This emphasis is found e.g. in Alister E. McGrath's writings; see further 6.2.1.1.
21 This include e.g. "arguments to the effect (l) that there is a God; (2) that human beings are
radically estranged from God; (3) that the life and death of Jesus Christ would be such as to
constitute a remedy for this estrangement; and (4) that this life and death occurred as a matter of
historical fact" (Meynell 1993:9).
n Cook points out the need for Christians to "develop appropriate criteria for truth and falsity
... , which will allow truth claims to be made and reinforce the spreading of the gospel and the
defence of the faith" (Cook 1988c:706). Three key criteria aftruth are assumed in this thesis.
These criteria are 1) 'consistency and coherence', 2) 'correspondence \vith reality', and 3)
'pragmatic relevance or adequacy'. (See further Chapman 1977a; Cook 1986:26: Cook 1996:~-7;
Geisler 1976: U-l.f 7; Groothuis 2000; Gustavsson 1997:28-38: Nash 1988:51-66: Nash 1999:228!7
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within the limitations of human rationaliti\ that the Christian faith, in its central truth
claims, ~) makes sense as a coherent worldview, 12) corresponds to the known facts, and ~)
is the most adequate (and attractive) worldview available.

12) Apologetics is further understood as a responding activity 'over against specific
questions, objections and alternatives,.25 This implies that the 'art' of apologetics is seen as
a context-specific activity where relevant questions are answered, relevant objections are
dealt with, and relevant alternatives are 'positively deconstructed,26 in order to justify
Christian truth claims. Thus, such questions, objections and alternatives are shown to be
invalid obstacles to accepting Christian truth claims as true.

f) It is further implied that apologetics is practised 'in order to establish 'the epistemic
permission' and 'the epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith'. 'Negative' apologetics
argues thus, over against relevant questions, objections and alternatives, that a person is
epistemically pennitted to accept the truth claims of the Christian faith. 'Positive'
apologetics, then, on the other hand, argues, over against relevant questions, objections and

251; Zacharias 1994: 121-131; and Zacharias 1996: 189-193.)
23 Craig makes the crucial distinction (in Cowan 2000:28-54) between 'showing' and
'knowing' the Christian truth claims to be true, plausibly arguing that whereas the former activity
primarily is related to the task of apologetics, the latter activity is related directly to the inward
witness of the Holy Spirit. These plausible and significant distinctions will be presupposed in this
thesis.
24 Christian apologetics should thus "recognize the limits of reason and when there are
W1feasonable and inappropriate demands for proof and justification. This may be demonstrated by
showing that nothing would count as satisfying these demands." (Cook 1988a:226)
25 A significant example of this understanding of apologetics is found in C. Chapman's
trilogy: see further Chapman 1977a, Chapman 1977b and Chapman 1977c.
26 The expression 'positive deconstruction' \\'as coined in Pollard J997:-U-70 (on the basis of
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alternatives, that a person is epistemically obliged to (i.e. ought to, but is not coerced to)
accept central truth claims of the Christian faith.27 Thus, apologetics is both a clarifying
and a challenging activity.

4) It is also assumed that Christian apologetics is aimed at 'both Christians and nonChristians,.28 In terms of 'negative' apologetics, this means showing~) both the Christian
and the non-Christian that is is not incoherent or irrational to believe and :Q) the nonChristian that there are valid grounds to accept central Christian truth claims. In terms of

'positive' apologetics, this means showing ~) both the Christian and the non-Christian that
the claims to the absolute truth of the Christian faith are valid and :Q) both the Christian and
the non-Christian that relevant questions, objections and alternatives do not constitute
sufficient reasons for not accepting central Christian truth claims.

This thesis, then, investigates Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics on the basis of this specific
understanding of apologetics.

1.3 Major Reasons for the Selection of Acts 17:16-34

The justification for the focus in this thesis on Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model
'then' and 'now' includes the following key reasons.

Cook 1996) and is also expounded in Watkins 1999: 113-121. See further 5.3.3.3 and 5.4.2.5.
27 This implies arguing that there are sufficient reasons to accept central Christian truth
claims, at least as more plausible that alternative worldviews.
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1. Scholars point out that Acts 17:16-34 is the most extensive example in the New
Testament of a dialogue with, and an address to, a pagan and pluralistic context. 29

2. Some contemporary biblical scholars suggest that Acts 17: 16-34 should be understood
as apologetics, and, as such, possibly intended by Luke as a model. 30

3. Some contemporary historians suggest that Acts 17: 16-34 is a biblical passage which
has played a key role in the history of apologetics, and thus contributed - explicitzl' or
implicitly - to significant apologetic discussions, paradigms and argumentative
strategies. 31

4. It has been observed by a number of authors that the original non-Jewish pluralistic
context ofActs 17: 16-34 to some extent seems comparable to contemporalY contexts
characterized by pluralism and biblical illiteracy. 32

Due to the nature of the (supposed) original setting ofActs 17:16-34, the emphasis in this
thesis will be on apologetics in relation to non-Christians. Chapter 2 will discuss Luke's possible
intentions with this passage for his Christian readership.
29 See e.g. Lewis, G. & Demarest 19961:88 and Witherington 1998:51l.
30 See esp. Bruce 1977:35,49; Edwards et al 1999:4-6,8; Herner 1989b:243,253-255; and
Witherington 1998:533.
31 Skarsaune argues that this is particularly evident in Justin's apologies (see Skarsaune 1996;
Skarsaune 1998). Shotwell emphasizes that Justin's seminal role (as an apologist) "is eyident from
the fact that 1renaeus, Tertullian, Origen and even Eusebius adopted his apologetic material for
their own apologies" (Shotwell 1998:52). McGrath points to Tertullian's "celebrated contrast
between Athens and Jerusalem" (McGrath, A. 1995a:5) and to Augustine's exodus model on the
relation between Christianity and pagan philosophy (see McGrath, A. 1995a:6).
32 See e.g. Mreland 1985: 17: Herner 1989b:255; Carson I 996b:496; Wright 1997:94; and to
some extent also McGrath, A. 1998a:9-10. This, of course, is not only true of Athens, but also of
other key first-century Hellenistic centres such as Corinth and Ephesus.
28
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5. Paul's approach in Athens (Acts 17: 16-34) is refen-ed to by some contemporary

apologists as a model for apologetics in the modern secular and pluralistic world, but has
never been fully developed as such. 33

The exploration of Acts 17:16-34 as an apologetic model 'then' and 'now' seems thus
legitimate as a crucial investigation into what has been claimed to be a key example of
New Testamentfoundations and models for apologetics. 34

1.4 Key Hermenuetical Issues

A number of key hermeneutical issues arise from the nature of the Book of Acts, from
the character of the passage itself, and from the problems related to using and applying
such a biblical text as a model in apologetics. Thus, in order to explore and assess possible
apologetic patterns, approaches, paradigms and argumentative strategies in Acts 17: 16-34,
the following hermeneutical issues have to be properly addressed.

1.4. 1 The textual content and clarity of Acts 17: 16-34

The first issue is the textual content and clarity of Acts 17: 16-34. Does the Lucan
account of Paul's visit to Athens - when taken at face value - decribe a discernible,

~3 See esp. Smith 1981 :xxiii-xxiv,246-271; Green, M. 1993a:76-77; Charles 1995; Carson

1996b:496-505: Cook 1996:2,6,171-174; Gustavsson 1997:222-233; and McGrath, A. 1998c:259265. Cf. also Dahle 1998.
34 Geisler claims thus that this passage is "the classic case of apologetics in the New
Testament" (Geisler 1999:39). Green includes Acts 17: 16-34 in a brief overyiew of sib-Tnificant
biblical passages for apologetics (Green, M. 1993b: 112). Surprisingly enough, howeycr, Acts
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conscious and coherent apologetic pattern, approach or strategy? If such a model - or
maybe even several models - could be uncovered, it still remains to assess what the status
ofthis/these would be. For such a model to be repeatable or recommended - or to have any
nonnative authority for apologetics - the following issues would also have to be adequately
addressed.

1.4.2 The narrative character of Acts 17:16-34

The second issue is the narrative character of Acts 17: 16-34. It seems highly plausible
that historical precedent in the Bible must be related to authorial intent in order to have any
nonnative value. 35 This implies that Luke should be seen to have intended to establish a
positive precedent - whether nonnative, recommended or repeatable - of apologetics in
Acts 17: 16-34, if this passage can be seen to ~) fit a positive repeated pattern in Acts 36 and
b) relate to Luke's purpose(s) for writing Acts 37 •

17: 16- 34 is not mentioned in Hughes 1971. See also Ramm 1979.
35 I agree with Fee that historical precedent in the Bible, "'to have normative value, must be
related to intent. That is, if it can be shown that the purpose of a given narrative is to establish
precedent, then such precedent should be regarded as normative." (Fee 1982:99) He adds that "in
matters of Christian experience, and even more so of Christian practice, biblical precedents may
sometimes be regarded as repeatable patterns - even if they are not to be regarded as l1ormatil'e."
(Fee 1982: 10 1). For a thorough defence of the centrality of authorial intent, see Vanhoozer
1998:201-280.
36 Admitting his indebtedness to Fee (see previous footnote), this is suggested by \\,itherington
as a principle for distinguishing "what Luke sees as norms and what he sees as merely historically
interesting" (Witherington 1998:100). See also Stott 1990:11-12.
37 This means that it is also essential properly to assess "thefimctiol1 of the passage at hand"
(Liefcld 1995:116).
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1.4.3 The historical authenticity of Acts 17:16-34

The third issue is the historicity of Acts 17:16-34. The authenticity of any biblical
narrative where the truth claims of the given text involves historicit/ 8 is crucial when
determining its didactic and theological value. The focus here is not primarily Luke's
credibility as a historian as such, but whether the passage should be seen as a reliable
source to authentic apostolic apologetic thinking and practice. Such a claim to reliability
would be valid ifit can be shown that the passage "shows 1. traces of the alleged situation
into which it was purported to have been delivered and 2. traces of the personality and
traits of the alleged speaker":w.

1.4.4 The theological validity of Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics

The fourth issue is the theological validity of Acts 17: 16-34. Commentators would
agree in seeing the Lucan account of Paul's speeches in Acts as a secondary source to
Paul's theology from a strictly historical point of view. This implies that the apologetic
model(s) that might be uncovered in Acts 17: 16-34 must be compared with appropriate
passages in Paul's letters (as the primary source of Pauline theology), in order to assess
whether the Areopagus Speech should be seen as genuine, representative and complete as
Pauline, apostolic apologetics. Such a comparison should be done with the intention to

This important qualification is found in Long: "Only where a text's tl1lfh claims invol\'c
historicity does a denial of historicity become a denial of the tl1lfh ,'alue of the biblical text. and
thus become a problem for those holding a high view of Scripture." (Long 1994: 170) This will be
discussed in relation to Acts 17: 16-34 in 3.3.
39 Gempf 1993b:30 1. He adds: "If discontinuities appear. then there is reason for que~tioning
38
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explore, if possible, legitimate ways to show consistency between Acts 17 and the various
40

relevant Pauline passages. This relates to the wider question of whether Acts 17: 16-34
should be seen as an example of genuine, Judeo-Christian apologetics in a pagan and
pluralistic context.

1.4.5 The applicability of Acts 17:16-34 as apologetics to other contexts

The fifth issue is the applicability of Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics to other contexts. If
the historical authenticity and the theological validity of the apologetics of Acts 17: 16-34
can be established as legitimate - or even plausible - interpretative options, the
fundamental question of its applicability to other (more or less) comparable cultural
contexts (as a supposedly repeatable, recommended or normative model) still has to be
critically assessed. A critical study of this passage as an apologetic model might yield some
underlying theological principles - or argumentative and communicative strategies - for
apologetics. Such principles, ifuncovered, would be relevant to any other - or at least to
comparable - cultural contexts. This is closely related to the question of the applicability of
the passage as an apologetic model in the contemporary context.

the faithfulness of the speech to the event." (Gempf 1993b:301) See further 3.3.l.
40 A thorough defence of the legitimacy of such a procedure - when done appropriately - is
found in Blomberg 1986.
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1.5 Key Research Questions

The preceding hermenuetical discussion leads to the identification of two major
research questions - and two sub-questions - for the exploration of Acts 17: 16-34 as an
apologetic model in this thesis. The purpose of this thesis is to give valid answers to these

questions and thereby to make a critical and creative contribution both to the 'science' and
the 'art' ofapologetics.

1.5. 1 An apologetic model 'then '?

The focus of the first major research question is on the textual content and clarity of
this passage as apologetics and the potential status of this content: IfActs 17: 16-34 is seen

as an apologetic model in its New Testament context, can its key elements be identified,
and if so, are they intended as normative, recommended or repeatable elements of a
positive model? This means that the actual content of the passage must be properly
anal ysed and assessed.

In order to answer this major research question, however, two sub-questions also need to
be addressed. First, in terms of the narrator and the narratees 41 : Did Luke intend to provide

his readers with an apologetic model in Acts 17: 16-34 by recording what Palll supposedly
did in Athens? Second~v, in terms of the orator and the oratees: Does Acts 17: 16-34 provide

As GiYen has pointed out Acts 17: 16-3'+ must be read at two leyels, i.e. both on the leyel of
narrator/narratees and on the level of orator/oratees (see Given 1995).
41
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valid insights into the apologetic thinking and practice of the apostle Paul? These two subquestions will only be answered in a limited way in this thesis.

1.5.2 An apologetic model 'now'?

The focus of the second major research question is on the potential contemporary
applicability of the apologetic content of this passage:

IfActs 17: 16-34 is established as an

apologetic New Testament model, to what extent can its content be applied with validity
and relevance in contemporaJY apologetics? This may be answered through an analysis of
how representative apologists have applied this passage in a contemporary context. Such
an analysis leads to a critical comparison between the model 'then' and 'now'.

1.6 The Procedure of the Exploration

This introductory chapter has introduced the thesis as a critical exploration ofActs
17: 16-34 as a potential apologetic model in its New Testament and contemporaJY contexts.

The procedure of this exploration is as follows:

Chapter 2 presents a preliminary analysis of Acts 17:16-34 as apologetics (when taken at
face value) in its immediate literary context (i.e. the Book of Acts as apologetics). This
preliminary analysis is taken further both by a critical literature review of key issues in the
contemporary exegetical discussion of Acts 17: 16-34 in chapter 3 and a detailed exegetical
study of the passage in chapter 4. This dual approach, which naturally has some degree of
overlap in the Inaterial, constitutes the basis for chapter 5 with its focus on a systematic
analysis and asseSSlnent of the content of Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model 'then'.
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Chapter 6 contains a critical dialogue with two significant, contemporary apologists on
their use of this New Testament passage in relation to a specific contemporary challenge.
Thus, chapters 2-5 deal with the first major research question and the two sub-questions,
whereas the focus of chapter 6 is on the second major research question. Finally, chapter 7
presents summary and conclusions, including some key implications for the 'science' and
the' art' of apologetics.
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2. ACTS 17:16-34 IN THE CONTEXT OF ACTS AS
APOLOGETICS: A PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS

Outline:
2.1 Introducing the Chapter
2.2 Acts 17: 16-34 in the Context of the Practice of Apologetics Recorded in Acts
2.3 Acts 17:16-34 in the Context of an Apologetic Purpose of Acts
2.4 Preliminary Conclusions

2.1 Introducing the Chapter

Taken at face value, Acts 17:16-34 describes Paul's visit to Athens on his so-called
'Second Missionary Journey'. What seems evident from the biblical text, as a minimum, is
that it claims to be a Lucan account of a supposedly Pauline speech (17:22-31) within a
narrative framework (17:16-21,32-34). The apostle is depicted as a public speaker and
debater in the synagogue (17: 17a), the marketplace (17: 17-18) and the "Areopagus"
(17: 19-33).
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This thesis assumes that the commentator's first task is a preliminary study of the gil'ell
text before dealing with appropriate critical questions. Following on from 1.4.2, this
chapter explores Acts 17: 16-34, when taken at face value, in the literary context of ~)
potential apologetic material recorded in Acts and h) a possible apologetic purpose of the
Book of Acts. The issues related to the literary appropriateness, the historical authenticity
and the theological adequacy of Acts 17:16-34 will be dealt with in chapter 3.

The aim of this chapter, then, is to assess ~) whether Acts 17: 16-34 can be shown to
conform to a positive repeated pattern in Acts of apologetic convictions, approaches and
arguments and h) whether this passage can be related - as apologetics - to Luke's authorial
intent for the Book of Acts. This chapter is thus a preliminary investigation into whether

Luke intended to provide his readers with an apologetic model in Acts 17: 16-34 by
recording what Paul supposedly did in Athens (see 1.5.1).
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2.2 Acts 17: 16-34 in the Context of the Practice of Apologetics

Recorded in Acts42

2.2. 1 Introducing apologetic words, settings and arguments in Acts

The wider cultural context of the Book of Acts is the Hellenistic pluralistic world of
the first century where the Christian faith started as a minority faith. The description in
Acts of apostolic evangelism and church life clearly includes the practice of apologetics,
since the truth claims of Christianity had to be justified in this pluralistic context over
against relevant questions, objections and alternatives. This section locates the essential

apologetic Inaterial in Acts by focusing on the meaning and use of words related to
apologetics (2.2.2), which indicate significant settings for apologetics (2.2.3). This leads on
to a preliminary analysis of major apologetic arguments being used in these settings by the
early church, as recorded in Acts (2.2.4). Finally, Acts 17: 16-34 is preliminarily assessed in
light of this recorded practice of apologetics in Acts at large, in order to determine whether
the apologetic approach and argument of this specific passage, when taken at face value,
can be shown to conform to a positive repeated pattern in Acts (2.2.5).

On the basis of the definition of apologetics presented in 1.2.2. the following analysis of key
material in Acts treats the apologetic activity as distinct in principle from the actual preaching of
the Gospel (the kerygma). This New Testament kerygma consists of two interlocking parts: a) The
proclamation of the message of the salvation to the world, centred in the person and work of Jesus
Christ; and b) The offer of this salvation to the world. personally appropriated through faith in
Jesus Christ. The New Testament apologetic, on the other hand, as will be shown in the following.
is concerned with responding to essential questions, objections and alternati\'es to this Gospel. In
practice, however, the I\cl)'gma and the apologia are often intertwined. (See also Bruce 1977:21;
McGrath. A. 19923:49; and Mxland 1985:29.)
42
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2.2.2 The Lucan use of key words relating to the practice of apologetics

There are a number of words used by Luke in Acts to indicate the practice of
apologetics.

1. The basic word is anoAoytcx. It is being used in Acts both in the technical sense of a
formal defence in the lawcourt (25: 16; BAGD 2a), and in the general (more informal)
sense of defending oneself or one's tnessage before others (22: 1; BAGD 1).43

"The language of apologia, of charge and countercharge, is a prominent
feature of the textual surface of Acts. This one book contains six out of ten
occurrences in the NT of the verb apologeomai (two others being in Luke's
Gospel), two out of eight NT occurrences of apologia and a high proportion
of the NT usages of forensic terms like kategoreo.,,44
2. A cluster of words, also from a legal context, is coming from the blcxP't:uP root. It
indicates a witness "to facts and events on the one hand, and to truths vouched for on the
other,,45: (1) J.lCXp't:Up£CD (to be a witness, to testify)46 and (2) J.lO:p't:UC; (a witness).47 The
use of J.lO:p't:uC; in 1:8 seems especially significant, since this verse could be seen as an
outline of the content of the Book of Acts. The disciples are being told that their testimony
to the historicity and the truth of the Gospel is: ~) authorized by Jesus, to whom they are to

See also arroAoYE0I-LCXl (19:33; 24: 10; 26: 1,24) and 1.2.1.
44 Alexander 1999:28.
45 Green, M. 1970:83. As Trites points out, this witness to the claims of Christ was done in a
context of hostility, contention and active hostility, which to a large extent accounts for the use of
juridical terminology. (See Trites 1977: 129-133.)
46 Cf. 10:43; 14:3; 23:11: 26:5; 26:22.
47 Cf. 1:8: 1:22; 2:32: 3: 15; 5:32; 6: 13: 10:39: 13 :31. See also llCXP-rUPOllCXl, llCXP-rDpicx, and
43

llCXp't:'UP10V. Cf. also Bolt 1998: 192-194.
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bear witness ("my witnesses");

h) empowered by the Holy Spirit, whom they are to receive

as a gift, and f) intended to be spread across geographical and cultural boundaries.
Consequently, it should come as no surprise to find apologetic themes recurring throughout
the Book of Acts.
3. There are also words denoting the act of arguing and persuading. The main words being
used in Acts are bl<xAEYOJ.l<X.l (meaning to 'speak', 'discuss' or 'debate")48 and

11:£1800 (meaning to 'persuade' or 'convince')49. They indicate that the apostles were seeking
to convince others of the truth of the Gospel, on the basis of public and private argument
and debate. Other less frequent words in Acts indicating the same approach include the
following: cruJ.lJ31J3ci~oo ('prove'; 9:22), crus-rrtEOO ('argue'; 9:29), 11:<xp<X1:i811J.ll ('prove'
or 'demonstrate'; 17:3), crUJ.lJ3ciAAoo ('debate'; 17: 18) and bl<XK<X1:£AEYX0J.l<Xl ('refute';

18:28).50

The Lucan use of these words indicate both a) the centrality of apologetic material in the
Book of Acts and b) some of the significant settings for apologetics in Acts.

2.2.3 The Lucan description of various settings for apologetics

The major settings for apologetics in the Lucan account of the early church include the
following:

48 17: 2; 18:4; 19: 8.
49

50

I7:-t: 18:4; 19:8. See also Paul"s statement in 2 Cor. 5: 11 (cf. 3.3.3 and 5.4.2.10).
See also the survey below on "apologetic dialogues" in Acts.
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51

1. The judicial/forensic speeches indicate that the early church had to stand up in court _
or other fonnal judicial settings - to defend itself (anoAoyia) against legal accusations

(Ka'tllyopia). This is the fonnal judicial setting where the truth is being established by
legal means or evidence. The apostles, however, seem to have used these legal occasions
for evangelistic purposes.
2. The so-called missionary speeches 52 show that the primary concern for the apostles was
the communication of the Gospel. Their message53 is characterized as ~) 'good news'

(EuaYYEAloV /EUaYYEAi~w; e.g. 13:32), Q) 'proclamation' (KllPuYJ.la/ KllPucrcrw; e.g.
10:42), and f) 'witness' (J.lcip'tuC;/J.lap'tupla/J.lap'tupE1V; e.g. 2:32).54 The apologetic

dimension of their message is seen most clearly in the third of these characteristics, where
the apostles as witnesses both attested to the Gospel events as facts and vouched for the
uniqueness and credibility of the Gospel. 55

Fonnal judicial speeches in Acts are recorded in 7:2-53 (Stephen's speech to the Sanhedrin),
22: 1-21 (Paul before the hostile crowd in the temple court), 23: 1-6 (Paul before the Sanhedrin),
24: 10-21 (Paul before the governor Felix), 25:8,1 Of (Paul before the governor Festus), 26:2-23
(Paul before king Herod Agrippa II), and 28: 17-28 (Paul before the leading Jews of Rome). Some
commentators would include Acts 17:16-34; see discussion in 3.4.2. For a discussion on the
forensic speeches in Acts 24-26, see esp. Winter 1993b and Baasland 1994.
52 The 'missionary speeches' to Jews are recorded in 2: 14-36 (Peter in Jerusalem at the day of
Pentecost), 3: 12-26 (Peter in Jerusalem after the healing of the crippled beggar), 4: 8-12 (Peter
before the Sanhedrin), 5:29-32 (Peter and the other apostles before the Sanhedrin), 10:34-43 (Peter
at Cornelius' house in Caesarea), and 13: 16-41 (Paul in Pisidian Antioch). The 'missionary
speeches' to a Gentile or pagan audience are found in 14: 15-17 (Paul to a crowd in Lystra), and
17:22-31 (Paul before the Areopagus in Athens).
53 J. Stott succinctly summarizes the apostolic kel),gma in Acts as "a fourfold message - two
events (Christ's death and resurrection), as attested by two witnesses (prophets and apostles), on
the basis of which God makes two promises (forgiveness and the Spirit), on two conditions
(repentance and faith, with baptism)" (Stott 1990:81).
54 See further Green, M. 1970:56-92.
55 Trites summarizes his helpful and si!:,rnificant analysis of the concept oj 11'ifness in Acls as
51
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3. The Lucan description of apologetic challenges and responses includes various
56

dialogues. According to Luke, the apostle Paul was clearly involved in a series of
significant apologetic dialogues, which included the following:

(l) 9:22. Paul proved (JuJlf31f3ci~CD) in the synagogue in Damascus that Jesus is the
Christ.
(2) 9:29. Paul talked (AaAECD) and argued (Ju(rrtECD) publicly in Jerusalem, especially
with the Greek-speaking Jews.
(3) 17: 1-4. Paul discussed (OlaAEYOJlal), explained (Olavo1 yCD; here: 'opened' their
minds), and proved (napa't1811Jll; BAGD 2c) in the synagogue in Thessalonica that Jesus
is the Christ. (See further 2.2.4)
(4) 17:17-18. Paul discussed (OlaAEYOJlal) both in the Athenian synagogue and the
Athenian agora. The emphasis is on his debate (JUJlf3ciAACD) in the latter context with the
Athenian philosophers.
(5) 18:4. Paul discussed (OlaAEYOJlal) in the synagogue in Corinth, seeking to persuade
(nE18CD) both Jews and Greeks.
(5) 19:8-9. Paul spoke boldly (napPll(Jlci~oJlal) in Ephesus. First in the synagogue,
arguing persuasively (OlaAEy6JlEVOC; Kat nE18CDv) about the kingdom of God, and then
in the lecture hall ofTyrannus, where he conducted daily discussions

(Ka8' llJlEpav olaAEy6JlEVOC;).
(6) 24:25-26. In a judicial setting in Caesarea, Paul spoke on faith, righteousness, selfcontrol and the future judgment in a dialogue (OlaAEYOJlal) with governor Felix.
(7) 26:27-29. In a judicial setting in Caesarea, Paul argued in a dialogue with king Herod
Agrippa II (and with governor Festus in the background) for the truth (aA1l8Ela) and the

follows: "For Luke the idea of witness is a living metaphor. Christians take Christ's side in real
courts of law when his claims are in dispute and when their loyalty is tested by persecution. The
witness is Messianic, juridical and religious. The fundamental witness to Christ includes two
prominent witnesses in accordance with Deut. 19:15, namely, the witness of the apostles and the
witness of the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:32). The witness of the apostles guarantees both the historic
facts of the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ, and the authoritative form of their
transmission and communication. The witness of the Spirit makes possible the boldness of the
apostles and other Christians, and enables them to perform signs and wonders which provide
external confirmation of their testimony. The witness of both apostles and the Spirit is
strengthened by a third witness, that of the Old Testament scriptures (10:43), which serves to
confirm and corroborate the evidence presented by the other two sources. When taken together,
Luke maintains, the witness of the apostles, the Spirit and the Old Testament constitute a
compelling case for the claims of Christ as Lord and Messiah." (Trites 1977: 153)
5(, It should be noticed that the dialogues mentioned belo\\' represent various formal settings.
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reasonableness (crco¢pOcruvTl) of the Christian Gospel, since it corresponds to history
(ou yap Ecr't1v EV ycovl\t nEnpaYI-1Evov 'to\)'t0) and is consistent with the Old
Testament prophets ('tolt; npO¢1l'ta1t;). Agrippa admitted to the persuasive (nE18co)
nature of Paul's arguments. 57
(8) 28:23-24. Paul explained/set forth (E1('t18111-11) and declared (Olal-1a p'tup0l-1a1 ) the
Kingdom of God in a discussion with the leading Jews in Rome. He persuaded (nE18co)
some of them of the truth of the Gospel of Christ. The basis of the discussion was the Old
Testament Scriptures.

In addition to Paul, both Stephen in 6:8-1058 and Apollos in 18:24-28 59 are described by
Luke as being engaged in significant apologetic discussions with non-believers. There are
also a number of recorded occasions where the apostle Peter seemed to have played a key
role as an apologist in such discussions (see e.g. 4:20; 5:32).

The words used by Luke to describe these dialogues indicate the essential role of
apologetics in these various settings. Thus, the practice of apologetics in the early church
did not only take place in the form of public speeches, but also in the form of dialogues.
The frequent dialogues in Acts also indicate the extent to which the early church was
involved in public and private debate and argument. 60

It has been suggested that had "Paul addressed himself most immediately to Festus, perhaps
he would have used an approach like that in Acts 17: 16-31 " (Carson 1999, on Jan 26; see also
6.2.2.2).
58 The word cru~ l1't£OO (i.e. 'argue' or 'debate') is used of the discussion between Stephen and
57

the Jews.
59 The words used in 18:28 indicate the strong apologetic emphasis of the ministry of Apollos:
He \'igorously (£U't6VOO~) refuted (DtCXKCX't£AEYX0j.lCXt) the Jews publicly! in public debate
(D11j.locrt~), showing (E1rtD£lKvu!.lt) from the Old Testament Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ.
60 See also Marshall 1992b.
'-
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4. In the Book of Acts, the recorded practice of Christian apologetics is not only for
outsiders (i.e. non-Christians), but also seems to include apologetics for insiders (i.e. for
the church, rationally to justify apostolic doctrine and to challenge Christian deviations/
heresies).61 This 'church setting', however, is irrelevant for the understanding ofActs
17: 16-34 as apologetics.

This brief survey of apologetic settings in Acts indicates that the early church considered
critical arguments and logical persuasion not only legitimate but also essential in its
witness to the world. 62

2.2.4 The Lucan description of key apologetic arguments

The preceding survey of significant words and settings leads to a preliminary analysis
of essential sequential arguments used in the apostolic apologetic according to Acts.

1. Arguing from Scripture (or special revelation) to the Gospel events (history)
The most common apologetic argument in Acts is clearly based on the OT Scriptures. It is
being argued, for predominantly Jewish audiences, that Jesus is the promised Messiah, the

61 It may be unusual to describe inner-church polemics in Acts in apologetics terms. A careful
reading of 11 :4-1 7 and 20: 18ff might suggest, however, that these speeches could be described as
having an apologetic emphasis. See esp. Bruce 1990a:38,430.
62 Strictly speaking, following the definition given in 1.2.2, the term apologetics should be
limited to describe verbal arguments in public and private discourses (see 2.2.4). According to the
New Testament, however, belief and behaviour must go together in commending the Christian
faith (l Pet. 3:13-17; 1 Thess. 2:1-14). The Christian fellowship (2:42-47; 13:1f[; 1 In. 4:12), the
Christians' transformed characters (Paul in 22:2ff; 26: 1f[; see also 1 Pet. 2: 12,15), their power
(3: 1ff; 19: 11 f), and their martyrdoms (7:54ff: 12:2: see also 1 Pet. 2: 19-21) seemed thus to ha\'c
had a crucial "apologetic" impact on 'outsiders'. See also Craig 1994:299-302.
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Christ. This argument from the OT Scriptures, arguing that "this Jesus .. .is the Christ"
(17:3), is quite dominant in the Acts materia1. 63

Paul's arguments in Thessalonica are typical of this approach (cf. 17: 1-4).64 His arguments
are based on the Scriptures (17:2), where he points to OT prophecies about Messiah
(17:3a). At the same time, he proclaims the real, historical Jesus as the Christ (17:3b). The
use ofnapa't1811Jll ('place beside') indicates that Paul actually is setting the fulfihnent
(Jesus of history) alongside the predictions (Messiah or Christ of the OT). The structure of
this argument in the 'synagogue setting' seems thus to be a move from the written special
revelation (i.e. the OT) - as the shared common ground 65 - to the facticity, meaning and

This approach is found at a number of occasions, as indicated by the following list of
references: 2:30-36; 3: 18-26; 5:42; 7:52-53; 8:35; 9: 19-22; 10:43; 13:23,27,29,32-40; 17: 1-4;
17: 11; 18:4f; 18:28; 19:8; 26:22f, 27. See esp. Lindars 1961.
64 Kemmler's analysis of these verses is crucial. He points out that the Lucan use of
8t£A£~CX'tO (17:2) here refers either to arguments on the basis of Scripture or to debate over the
actual meaning of Old Testament texts, whereas the use of 8tcxvoi'Ywv and
ncxpcx,tt8£I-l£voc,; (17:3) indicate a process of opening the hearers' understanding followed by the
setting forth of evidence in proper rhetorical form. (Kemmler 1975:35-42). Following on from
Kemmler's analysis, Witherington makes two highly significant comments: "One of the
significances of this sort of presentation of Paul's approach is that it suggests that it was belieyed
that the gospel could be substantiated and be shown to be reasonable to both Jews and Gentiles (cf.
below on Acts 17: 16ft); at the same time it was assumed that the gospel should be responded to
freely on the basis of the appeal to the mind in addition to the pull of the pathos inherent in the
message. Proclaiming the gospel was not to be seen as an attempt to dupe an unsuspecting public
and suck them in by mere eloquence without rational substance." (Witherington 1998:506; see also
further Kemmler 1975:72-75.)
65 The question of 'common ground' refers to the issue "\\"hether there is any area of neutral
eyidence or starting point at which Christian and non-Christian can meet" (Geisler 1999: 157).
63
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significance of the Resurrection. 66 This was done in order to persuade (1tEtSW, 17:4)
listeners with a Jewish background of the truth of the Gospel.

2. Arguing from general revelation 67 to the Resurrection (in history)
The speeches to a Gentile audience (in Lystra and Athens)68 seem to indicate a different
approach altogether. In these Gentile contexts, no OT passage is quoted or referred to
openly. Luke describes Paul as using his knowledge of the religious and cultural
background of Lystra and Athens in order to establish vital points of contact (14: 15-17;
17:22-23, 28). Both speeches are concerned with the clarification of essential
misunderstandings (14:11; 17:18) by focusing mainly on who God really is: the Creator,
the Sustainer and the Judge (14:15-17; 17:24-31). Challenging idolatry also seems essential
to this approach (14: 15; 17:29-30).

Pagans are held accountable for their belief and behaviour, since the apostles seem to claim
that there is "sufficient knowledge of God available to them to ensure their
responsibility,,69. The structure of this argument in the non-Jewish setting seems thus to be

Bruce observes that in "the proclamation of the apostles the argument from prophecy and
the argument from miracle coincided and culminated in the resurrection of Jesus." (Bruce
66

1977:17)
67 For the purpose of this thesis, the following distinction is presupposed: "General revelation
is the traits of the author reflected in his product, the fingerprint of the potter in the clay, so to
speak, whereas the arguments of natural theology are the human products of men's rational
reflection upon general revelation." (Craig in Cowan 2000:39)
68 See further discussion in 3.5.2.
69 Droge 1992:306-307, \yhere he is referring to Rom. 1: 1Sff.
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a move from God's general revelation in creation and human history70 - as the shared
common ground - to the facticity, meaning and significance of the Resurrection.

3. Arguing for the credibility and significance of the the historical resurrection of Jesus
As suggested above, the arguments from Scripture and from creation both move towards
the facticity, meaning and significance of the Resurrection. The focus in the apostolic
apologetic is usually on the historical fact of the Resurrection (avcicr'tacru;) of Jesus, the
crucial role of the apostles as eyewitnesses and the significance of this key event. This
argument seems thus to occur everywhere71 - both in formal and informal settings, and both
in relation to Jews and Gentiles. "Throughout the book of Acts, the apostolic preaching
again and again centers the truth of the Christian faith on the historical fact of the
resurrection of Christ. "n

The historical evidence for the Resurrection of Jesus is claimed to be open to investigation,
since "it was not done in a comer" (26:26). This is underlined by expressions like "he gave
many convincing proofs that he was alive" (1 :3f), where "the language used ('tEKI. l'tlP10V)

70 This approach seems to a certain extent to be paralleled in 1 Thess. 1:9-10, Rom. 1: 18ff and
Rom. 2: 14-16; see further discussion in 3.3.3. Referring to Lk. 11 :49, Acts 17:28. 1 Cor. 15 :33.
Tit. 1: 12, 2 Pet. 2:22 and Jude 14f, Longenecker points out that it seemed to be a common strategy
in the New Testament to be "prepared to employ not only biblical citations but also, to a limited
extent, statements of truth found outside the canon, whether of Jewish, pagan or uncertain origin"
(Longenecker 1995:210).
71 See esp. 1:22: 2:32; 3: 15: 4:20; 4:33; 5:32: 10:40-41; 13:30f; 17: 18. 31; 26:23. The only
exception is the actual Lystra speech (14: 15-17), though 14:6f points out that the "good news"
indeed was preached (£Uayy£At~6f.l£vot) - and probably also argued for - also in that area.
71 Montgomery 1975:168.
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suggests the convincing and decisive nature of the proof that was offered."

73

The fact of

the Resurrection of Jesus is supposed to have vindicated Jesus as "both Lord and Christ"
(2:36), "the Servant" (3 :26), "the capstone" (4: 11), and as "judge of the living and the
dead" (10:43, cf. 17:31). The argument, then, has as its focus the facti city, meaning and
significance of the Resurrection of Jesus.

4. Arguing for conversion: 'The epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith
The argument for the facti city, meaning and significance of the Resurrection seems to have
constituted the basis for an emphasis on conversion in the apostolic message. 74 Paul's
summary of his overall witness in his speech to the Ephesian Elders in Miletus indicates
the centrality of conversion: "I have declared (btCX/-lcxP1:UpO/-lCXt75 ) to both Jew and Greeks
that they must tum to God in repentance (/-lE1:cXVOtCX) and have faith in our Lord Jesus."
(20:21) Despite its inherent attractiveness, this Christian kelygma was controversial in the
first century, as Green emphasizes:

"Conversion, then, in our sense of an exclusive change of faith, of ethic and
of cult, was indeed utterly foreign to the mentality of the Graeco-Roman
world ... It is at this point that the uniqueness of Christian conversion stands

Marshall 1992c:42. See also 1 Cor. 15:4-20. Following Trites' analysis of Acts, Craig points
out that "the operative question for Luke is, On what grounds or evidence can people have faith?
Hence he put the greatest emphasis on the factual content of preaching." (Craig 1998a: 175; see
Trites 1977: 128-153.)
74 See esp. the use of I.lEtCXVO£W in 2:38; 3: 19 and 17:30.
75 Trites observes that in Acts "DtCX/J.CXp'tuPO/l.CXt refers to the solemn attestation of the
apostolic message with a view to winning converts (e.g. 2:40; 8:25; 18:5; 20:24). The verb is used
of Christian testimony before both Jews and Greeks (e.g. 10A2; 20:21; 23: 11: 28:23), and of the
Holy Spirit's testimony (20:23; cf. 21 A, 11 )." (Trites 1977:74) See also above under 2.2.2 on
73

/lCXP'tup£w.
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out. They called on Jews as well as Gentiles to put their faith in God's
Messiah and join the company of his people. For the Gentile this would be
conversion to a new faith; for the Jew it would be, in an important sense,
conversion within the faith in which he had been nourished, and of which
Christ was the summit and goal. But the shock would be as great for the
Jew, or even greater, than for the Gentile. Both would have to be baptized
into the Church of the Messiah .... A more humbling renunciation of all
privilege, all acquired and inherited merit and standing before God, could
not be imagined. The skandalon of conversion to Christianity was
absolute. ,,76
There was thus a need for an apologetic argument in order to establish the validity of
this Christian truth claim over against relevant questions, objections and alternatives. The
basis for this argument is both the unique, authoritative status of Jesus Christ as Lord (see
e.g. 2:36-38; 4: 12; 5:30-32; 10:42-43; 17:7; and 17:30-31 with its stress on rricr'ttC; 77) and
the reality of the one, true God (cf. 14: 15; 17:24-30). The aim of this argument then, is to
justify the stress on conversion as a natural consequence of 'the epistemic obligation' of
the Christian faith. The intention was thus to challenge unbelief/alternative beliefs and to
encourage the adoption of the Christian faith.

These four key arguments should be seen as complementaJY and interlochng in the
Lucan account. In the Jewish context, truth was established by an appeal to the Jewish

Green, M. 1970: 176-177. It seems, though, that Green overstates the case when he claims
that the concept of conversion was "utterz" foreign to the mentality of the Graeco-Roman world"
(italics added). In the pluralistic context of the first century yarious religions and cults challenged
people to change their belief and behaviour and to embrace a new philosophy of life. It is true.
however, that the nature of conversion to Christianity (or to Judaism) was uniquely radical since it
involved "a rejection of the pluralistic perception of divinity present in an epiphany or in any idol"
(Winter 1991: 129). See also Nock 1972:77-137 on the crucial difference between the 'adhesinn' to
the mystery religions and the 'collyersion' to Christianity (where conversion to the Christian faith
also inyolved the renunciation of previous religious practices).
77 See further the exegetical comments on 17:31 in -+A.3.
76
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Scriptures (e.g. as in Jerusalem and Thessalonica, cf. 2:14-36 and 17:1-4), whereas in the
non-Jewish context, truth had to be established without explicit reference to the OT
Scriptures as the common ground (as in Lystra and Athens, cf. 14: 15-17 and 17:22-31).
Green makes the plausible suggestion that there are two major and parallel approaches in
Acts: "Jews were approached via the Old Testament; pagans, it seems, through the light of
natural revelation, leading on to ChriSt.,,78 Following on from this dual approach, both Jews
and Greeks were confronted with arguments for the truth of the Gospel events and for 'the
epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith. The subsequent extensive treatment of the
apologetic arguments in Acts 17: 16-34 in chapters 3 - 5 at large - and specifically in 5.4 will provide a test of the validity of this preliminary analysis.

2.2.5 Acts 17: 16-34 in the context of the practice of apologetics recorded in Acts

The practice of apologetics plays a significant role in the Lucan account of apostolic
evangelism and church life in Acts. The preceding analysis of this material has yielded
some important insights about Acts 17: 16-34: ~) Some significant words related to the
practice of apologetics are used in the passage79 , especially OlaA£,¥OJ.1a.l (I 7: 17) and

crUJ.1f)aAAw. (17: 18) ; 12) The apologetic settings described in the passage are public
dialogues in the synagogue and the agora (17: 17-18), and a public 'missionary speech' to
Gentiles (17:22-31); f) The recorded arguments in the passage are based on God as Creator

n

Green, M. 1970: 151-152: see also Squires 1998:25.

79 See also the comments on ntcr'tlv naptxw (17:31) in -+'-+.3.
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and Sustainer (17:24-29) and on the Resurrection (17: 18, 31) in order to argue for 'the
epistemic obligation' of (i.e. conversion to) the Christian faith (17:29-30).

Taken at face value, then, Acts 17: 16-34 clearly seems to fit a positive repeated pattern
in Acts of key apologetic approaches and arguments, "that are endorsed and replicated in

the lives of various of the persons who seem to be seen as examples in Acts. ,,80 If this
positive pattern (as argued in 1.4.2) could be related to Luke's authorial intent, such a
pattern should be seen as a normative, recommended or repeatable apologetic model. This
leads naturally to the question of Luke's purpose with Acts.

2.3 Acts 17:16-34 in the Context of an Apologetic Purpose of Acts

2.3. 1 A threefold purpose of Acts: Acts as history, theology and apologetics

The question of the purpose of Acts must be seen in the wider context of Luke-Acts.
Many contemporary NT scholars appropriately treat the third Gospel and the Book of Acts
as a unity, forming "two parts of one work, conceived in its final form as a unity, whether
or not the original composition of the Gospel took place independently of the plan to
produce the two-part work. ,,81 This would imply that Luke-Acts, on the basis of the
introductory passages in Lk I: 1-4 and Acts I: 1-5, should be seen as having the same

Witherington 1998:102.
8( Marshall 1993: 182. Witherington observes accordingly. that most contemporary scholars
"in fact would argue for the theological and thematic similarity and unity of the two volumes"
80

(\\'itherington 1998:5).
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author , the same recipient ("Theophilus"), and a complementary content (describing the
life of Jesus and of the early church).

The purpose of Acts is a key topic in the current discussion on Acts. 83 Powell suggests that
"the most important theories regarding the purpose of Acts may be grouped into six
categories: irenic, polemical, apologetic, evangelistic, pastoral, and theological,,84. It is
outside the focus of this thesis to evaluate these theories, but it is appropriate to offer some
general comments. First, the possibility of complementary pUTposes should not be ruled
out. It seems possible - and even probable - that Luke had more than one purpose in mind
when writing Acts.85 Secondly, as Peterson points out, "a growing number of scholars
propose that the book of Acts is a work of edification for Christians". 86 This is, at least
partly, due to the plausible observation that "the overall shape of Luke-Acts, its contents,

Carson, Moo and Morris are representative of a broad conservative tradition when they
claim that there is "no convincing reason to deny that the author of Acts was a companion of Paul.
That he was his companion is the natural implication of the "we" passages. That this companion
was none other than Luke 'the beloved physician' is the unanimous opinion of the early church.
We have good reason, then, to conclude that Luke was the author of Acts." (Carson et al 1992: 190;
see also e.g. Guthrie 1970:99-109; Marshall 1980:44-46; Herner 1989a:308-410; and Bruce
1990a: 1-9. In this chapter, however, 'Luke' simply refers to the author of Luke-Acts, without
necessarily closing the authorship issue.
83 Helpful introductions to key areas of contemporary scholarly discussion on Acts are
provided in Powell 1991, Marshall 1992a, Liefeld 1995, and Green, J. 1997.
84 Powell 1991: 13. Powell uses 'apologetic' in the narrower sense of a defence over against
(Roman and Jewish) accusations. This illustrates the fact that many New Testament scholars seem
to use this term narrowly about strictly forensic defences or exclusively about the defence over
against (external) accusations and objections. The definition assumed in 1.2.2. however, seems
much more plausible.
85 Witherington claims accordingly that Luke's '"accomplishments in writing the Acts of the
Apostles are numerous. In a single stroke he provided early Christianity with a sense of definition,
identity and legitimization, things Theophilus presumably needed reassurance or more certainty
about" (Witherington 1998:76).
~6 Peterson 1998a:53.f (italics added).
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and narrative style suggest that it was addressed to a Christian audience, rather than to
outsiders" .87 Thirdly, Acts - as a work of edification for Christians 88 - could plausibly be
seen as having a threefold purpose: historical, theological and apologetic. This is a more
integrative approach, where the manifold purpose of Acts is expressed on (at least) three
levels, i.e. as history, theology and apologetics:

1. Acts has undoubtedly a basic historical purpose. Luke writes as a Christian historian,
presenting an account of the origins of Christianity to his Christian narratees. Marshall
observes accordingly, that Luke-Acts "demonstrates affinities both to historical
monographs and to biographies, but it appears to represent a new type of work, of which it
is the only example, in which under the shape of a 'scientific treatise' Luke has produced a
work which deals with 'the beginnings of Christianity'"89. Guthrie, Bruce, and Herner are
other significant examples of scholars who elnphasize the basic historiographical nature
and purpose of Acts.90

2. The selection of historical material in Acts served Luke's theological purpose. In the
Book of Acts (which appropriately has been described as "The Continuing Words and

87 Peterson 1998a:533.
Peterson observes accordingly that Luke-Acts "were written primarily as a work of
edification for a Christian audience, rather than as a direct apology for unbelie\'ers" (Peterson
1993: 104).
89 Marshall 1993: 180.
90 See e.g. Guthrie 1970:349; Herner 1989a; and Bruce 1990a:22. It should be pointed out that
even though ~he questions of historiography and historicity are closely related, they are not
identical. See further 3.3.
88

35

Deeds of Jesus by his Spirit through his Apostles,,9I), Luke writes as a theologianevangelist about such key theological themes as divine purposes, christology, salvation,
promise-fulfilment, and the Holy Spirit. 92 It could thus be argued that the theology of Acts
is theocentric, christocentric and pneumocentric. 93

3. As 'theological history', the Book of Acts could plausibly be seen as an apologetic book
94
for Christians , written (as will be argued in the following) both in order to confirm the
validity of key Christian truth claims and to provide apologetic tools and models for
relating to outsiders. 95

2.3.2 Acts as Lucan apologetics (1): Providing confirmation for insiders

The stated intention in Luke-Acts is to show Theophilus (and possibly also other
recipients) "the certainty (aa<j>ciAElCx) of the things you have been taught" (Lk 1:4). The
basis for this certainty is, among other things, that Jesus after the Resurrection "gave many
convincing proofs ('tEKIJ:I1PtOv) that he was alive" (Acts 1:3). To argue for the certainty
and validity of the Christian faith - in the one, true God and in Jesus Christ - seems thus to

Stott 1990:34.
92 There is a vast literature on the theology of Acts. See the surveys in: Powell 1991 :38-57;
Marshall 1992a:47-63; and Liefeld 1995:79-98. Cf. also Jervell 1996.
93 Powell 1991:57; see also Halse 1997.
94 Alexander points out that there are a number of apologetic readings of Acts among the
commentators. She describes these as: ~) Acts as internal inner-church polemic, Q) Acts as
sectarian self-defence over against Judaism, f) Acts as religious propaganda over against Greeks .
.9) Acts as political self-defence over against Rome, ~) Acts as a legitimating document for
Christians. (See Alexander 1999: 16-19.) These alternati,'cs, however, lun'c not com'inced the
prcscnt author.
95 On the relevance of this dual purpose of Acts to the discussion in chapter 6, see Larkin
91
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have been the primary apologetic purpose or function of Luke-Acts. This implies that
Luke's purpose was to "give the original readers confidence that the Christian message
which they have heard and accepted is valid and true - both as a record of what has
happened and in its theological significance".96 We may add that confirmation of the truth
of the Gospel for Christian convertslbelievers is mentioned as a lnajor and unifying
purpose of Acts by a significant number of scholars. 97

Through his account of apologetic practice (see 2.2), Luke shows the Christian
converts that the Christian faith is valid and makes sense over against relevant questions,
objections and alternatives. Luke's apologetic in Acts for Christian believers includes an
account of at least three different challenges and responses. This is well expressed by
Bruce:

"Of three main types of Christian apologetic in the second century Luke
provides first-century prototypes: apologetic in relation to pagan religion
(Christianity is true; paganism is false); apologetic in relation to Judaism
(Christianity represents the fulfillment of true Judaism); apologetic in
relation to the political authorities (Christianity is innocent of any offence
against Roman law)." 98
These apologetic challenges and responses seem to have been recorded with a dual
intention. First, as this section has argued, Luke's intention was to confirm the truth-value

2000.
Marshall 1992a:45. See also Bartchy 1995 for a slightly different approach.
97 This is the observation in e.g. Marshall 1992a:38-46; Marshall 1992c: 158; Carson et al
1992: 198; and Peterson 1993: 102-104. Alexander, however, seems largely to neglect this essential
element in her (otherwise largely valuable) discussion on Acts as an apologetic text (see
Alexander 1999).
96
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of the faith of the Christian converts and thus to provide them with a sense of definition,
identity and legitimization over against alternative beliefs. 99 The preface to Acts indicates
that Theophilus (and other recipients) needed this assurance in a challenging pluralistic
context. Secondly, (which will be argued in the following) Luke's intention was to enable
the church to reach out in apologetics and relate meaningfully to relevant questions,
objections and alternatives.

2.3.3 Acts as Lucan apologetics (2): Providing tools and models for relating to
outsiders

Luke offers examples and precedents of apostolic apologetic to his Christian readers to
provide them with effective apologetic tools and models for relating to non-Christians. 100

1. Apologetic tools in Acts for relating to the Roman authorities
When commentators write about the Book of Acts as apologetics, most commonly the
relationship to the Roman authorities is in view. IOI A prominent exponent for this view on
the purpose of Acts is F. F. Bruce. He suggests that both parts of Luke's history "have a
strong apologetic emphasis; if in the first part he rebuts the charge that Jesus was
personally a rebel against Rome, in the second part he defends the Christian movement in

Bruce 1990b: 175.
99 Cf. also Skarsaune 1993.
100 See e.g. Sterling 1992:386 and Alexander 1999:25. Peterson points out that "although the
primary audience for which Luke writes is the Christian community, his apologetic method
offered Christians a 'missionary tool'. to assist them in e\'angelism" (Peterson 1993: 103).
101 See e.g. Powell 1991:15-16: Carson et alI992:197; and Alexander 1999:18-19.
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general against the accusation of provoking disorder wherever it spread,,102. It is clearly the
case throughout Acts, that Luke establishes the law-abiding character of Christianity by
introducing a variety of officials aquitting Paul (and the others) of the legal charges that are
being brought against them.103 The fact that Paul made an appeal to Caesar lO4, exercising
his privilege as a Roman citizen, underlines this aspect of Acts. Thus, the Book of Acts
describes the Christians as law-abiding subjects of the emperor,105 as long as this does not
hinder their ultimate loyalty to Christ as Lord. 106

The question, however, is why this pattern is present in Acts. It seems improbable that Acts
was written as a court brief with Paul's trial in Rome in mind, since "Acts contains so much
else that is concerned with different interests ... [and] there is far too much 'in house'
material for Christians to make this at all plausible". 107 Luke's intention was rather to
provide the Christians, when faced with accusations of being subversive and creating
disorder, with arguments and precedents showing that Christianity was harmless, innocent
and law-abiding. 108

2. Apologetic tools in Acts for relating to Judaism

The first Christians had to face religious accusations from the Jews. Luke seems to have

Bruce 1977:57.
103 See 13:7,12; 16:37ff; 18:12ff: 19:31,35ff; 24:1-26,32; 28:30f.
104 See 25: 10-12: 25:21; 25:25-27; 26:30-32.
105 See 13:7,12; 16:37ff; 18:12ff; 19:31,35ff; 28:30f.
106 See e.g. 4: 19; 5:29.
107 Marshall 1992a:33. It is quite clear, though, that the trials and defences of Paul were
si~ificant for Luke's purposes for Acts, since they occupy almost one-fourth of the whole book.
clOR See also Alexander 1999:3~-38.
102
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recorded Stephen's speech (7:2-53) as an apologetic model for how to respond to such
•

accusatIOns,

109

h

h

.

w ereas t e recorded arguments In synagogue (and other Jewish) settings

for Jesus as the promised Messiah (see 2.2.3) seem to have been intended as the
corresponding positive model for relating to Judaism. 110 One of the key examples of such
models is Acts 26:1-29. 111

Acts 26: 1-29 presents Paul in a largely Jewish setting in Caesarea, where he delivers a
formal forensic apologia before the Jewish king Herod Agrippa II. The Pauline defence
speech (26: 1-23) - where he defends himself over against Jewish accusations (26:2,7) - has
been characterized as "primarily a Jewish speech in which Paul presents his testimony or
witness to Agrippa" I 12. The apostle is finally interrupted in his speech (26:24).

Straight after the speech, there follows a significant apologetic interaction with the Jewish
king Agrippa and the Roman governor Festus (26:25-29). This means a change from a
predominantly Jewish setting (in the speech) to a 'mixed' setting (in the interaction). Paul
claims in this dialogue - over against an objection from the governorl13 - that the Christian

Bruce observes that Stephen's defence is no forensic defence, but "rather an apology in the
sense that it is a reasoned defence of the position which he had maintained in the Hellenistic
synagogue which he attended in Jerusalem, and it may be regarded as a sample of Christian
Hellenistic apologetic against Jewish objections to the gospel" (Bruce 1977:24).
110 It has also been suggested that Acts is directed to Jewish Christians in Rome and has as one
of its purposes an apology for the apostle Paul. (See e.g. Carson et al 1992: 197-198 and Alexander
1999:43-44.) Acts, however, seems to be less of an "in house" argument for Paul than an argument
(intended for Christians) for the validity of the Christian faith over against Judaism and paganism.
III See Malherbe 1989.
112 Witherington 1998:735.
IB Luke see~1s to haye giyen us "a portrait of a down-to-earth Roman not willing to belieye
anything esoteric that goes beyond his view of common sense" (\\Titherington 1998:749).
109
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Gospel should be accepted as true, because it is coherent and makes sense intellectually
(26:25), corresponds to the known facts of history (26:26 114) and prophecy (26:27), and can
transform people's lives (26:29).

Here, Luke seems to describe Paul as making an implicit use of key criteria of truth (see
1.2.2): consistency and coherence, correspondence with reality, and pragmatic relevance or
adequacy. I IS Luke's intention with these verses seems to have been to provide his Christian
readers, whether they were facing Roman, Jewish or pagan challenges, with key arguments
for the truth of the Gospel. Thus, the description of this 'mixed setting' in Acts 26:25ff
leads naturally to a description of responses to the pagan challenges.

3. Apologetic tools in Acts for relating to paganism
The first Christians lived in the Hellenistic pluralistic world with its variety of
philosophical and religious beliefs. Luke's account in Acts of apostolic witness includes
encounters with various pagan beliefs, especially in 16:6-19:20. The on (v developed model
in Acts of apologetics to pagans, however, seems to be Acts 17: 16-34.

The expression "not in a comer" (ou yap £0"11V £V YWV1Q: TCETCPCXY/-lEVOV 10\)10) in
26:26 refers both to Paul's claim~) to be "a responsible philosopher... who takes part in public life
and human affairs" and b) that Christianity (the Gospel events, the message and the new Christian
church) "is a public phe~omenon subject to public scrutiny" (Witherington 1998:749-750). Sec
114

also Malherbe 1989:154-157.
115 Alexander observes that Paul's appeal is "'addressed specifically and very directly to a
leading. highly placed patron of Diaspora Judaism. and its object is not to exonerate Paul but to
bring the hearer - any hearer - to share his religious world-yie\\o" (Alexander 1999:.3~).
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Acts 17: 16-34 presents Paul in a largely non-Jewish setting in Athens, where his
proclamation of the Gospel was followed by initial apologetic discussions in the synagogue
(with Jews and 'godfearers') and in the agora (with casual Greek bypassers and
philosophers). This resulted in an opportunity to deliver what is usually described as a
'missionary speech' before the Areopagus Council.

The apologetic intention of this Areopagus Speech, when taken at face value, seems to
have been to seek to justify the Christian beliefs in the one, true God and in the Gospel of
Jesus, over against specific Athenian questions, objections and alternatives. Luke's
intention with this passage seems thus to have been to provide his Christian readers with
key apologetic approaches and arguments in a pagan setting.

2.3.4 Acts 17: 16-34 in the context of an apologetic purpose of Acts

The preceding analysis has shown that Luke in the Book of Acts argues for the
historical and theological truth of the Christian Gospel for Christian converts. This is done
both to confirm the truth-value of their faith and to give them tools and models for their
own apologetic ministry. The recorded positive pattern of key apologetic approaches and
arguments provided the Christian believers with such tools and models. This section (].3)
has thus indicated that Acts 17: 16-34 Llike's apologetic pUlpose ofActs.

if seen as one such model- can be related to
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2.4 Preliminary Conclusions

The preliminary analysis in this chapter leads to some significant observations about
Acts 17: 16-34 in the context ofActs as apologetics:

~)

Acts 17: 16-34 contains explicit apologetic material. The Lucan narrative seems to draw

attention both to the Athenian questions, objections and alternatives and to Paul's
responses as being significant. This chapter has thus confirmed the legitimacy of the focus
on this passage.

12) Taken at face value, Acts

17: 16-34 seems to fit the wider Lucan description in Acts of

the apologetic practice of the early church, in terms of convictions, settings and arguments.
Some essential elements of a positive repeated apologetic pattern in Acts have been
identified: (1) There seems to be key theological convictions of the truth and uniqueness of

the Christian faith as an underlying basis for the recorded apologetic. (2) There seems to be
an appreciation in the recorded apologetic both of differences between various settings and
of the corresponding need to understand relevant questions, objections and alternatives in
these settings. (3) There seems to be a common argumentative structure in the recorded
apologetic, starting from an identified common ground (whether Scripture or creation),
focusing on the credibility of the Resurrection, and moving towards the challenge of 'the
epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith.

~)

An understanding of Acts as apologetics, written for Christians with the dual intention to

provide thelll both with COnfi1111ation of the truth of their Chlistian faith and with
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apologetic tools and models for reaching outsiders, seems plausible and gives a credible
literary context for seeing Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model.

These three significant observations lead to the preliminary conclusion that Acts
17:16-34 seems to be a Lucan apologetic model (see 1.5.1). It remains to see whether the
critical study in the subsequent chapters will validate this preliminary analysis.
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3. EVALUATING THE CONTEMPORARY
EXEGETICAL DISCUSSION OF ACTS 17:16-34

Outline:

3.1 Introducing the Chapter
3.2 Background, Contributors and Topics
3.3 The Question of the Authenticity of the Account: Setting, Speech and Speaker
3.4 The Question of the Athenian Context: Location, Occasion, Religion and Philosophy
3.5 The Question of Paul as Public Speaker in Athens: Orator and Missionary
3.6 Conclusions

3.1 Introducing the Chapter

The ailTI of this chapter is to give an essential critical overview of the current state of
the interpretation of Acts 17: 16-34, which is a key pericope in Acts scholarship. The
present chapter forms the basis for the subsequent exposition, assessment and application
of the text in chapters 4, 5 and 6.
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The wealth of critical material dealing with this passage l16 makes it imperative for the
purpose of this thesis to select the most significant contemporary material. The intention of
the present chapter, then, is to evaluate key contributions in the contemporary exegetical
discussion on Acts 17:16-34, with specific reference to the Scandinavian and the Englishspeaking scene. This will be done by defining the 'contemporary' debate (3.2) and
discussing the key issues involved (3.3-5). The relevance and validity of the critical
conclusions (3.6) will be shown in the subsequent exposition of the passage in chapter 4.

3.2 Background, Contributors and Topics

3.2. 1 Setting the scene

Acts 17: 16-34 has been a focus of attention in contemporary New Testament
scholarship in general and in Acts scholarship specifically. It has in fact "attracted more
scholarly attention than any other passage in Acts".ll7 The critical discussion in this chapter
is limited to the post 1960-period, since this appears to be a natural starting-point for the
'contelnporary' discussion, given the following reasons:

1. By that time, the earlier commentators - especially E. Norden (1913), A. Schweitzer

116 Barnes notes that "the bibliography compiled by A.1. and M.B. Mattill [A

Class~fiL'd

Bibliography of Literature on the Acts of the Apostles (New Testament Tools and Studies, vii
[1966], pp.430-9, nos 6029-6179] (which goes down to 1961) catalogues more than 150 studies
de\'oted to Acts 17: 16-34 alone, excluding all discussions of the passage in works of wider
compass". (Banles 1969:407) This implies that the literature available on this speech is immense.
More recent selected bibliographies are found in e.g. \\'eiser 1985:453-455 and Bruce 1990a:)79-

380.
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(1931), M. Dibelius (1939), N. Stonehouse (1949), M. Pohlenz (1949), and B. Gartner
(1955) - had laid the foundations for the subsequent debate by their crucial, but to a large
extent conflicting, contributions. The most significant of these early contributors were
Martin Dibelius and Bertil Gartner.

In 1939, Martin Dibelius' essay Paulus auf dem Areopag appeared. In this influential
study, he argues that both the setting (on the hill) and the speech itself largely are the free
literary compositions of the author in order to provide his contemporaries with a model for
preaching to pagans. Dibelius claims that the Lucan Paul's speech is "a hellenistic speech
about the true knowledge of God"IIS. The speech consists of a synthesis "of rational
hellenism and the Christian missionary message"119. Therefore, Dibelius argues, the speech
is contrary to Old Testament thought and totally foreign to the rest of the New Testament.

Bertil Gartner's monograph on Acts 17: 16-34 from 1955, The Areopagus Speech and

Natural Revelation, was a direct response to Dibelius, where Gartner argued for the
historical authenticity and the theological adequacy of the speech.120 According to Gartner,
the historical setting for the Areopagus Speech was an informal court session. Contrary to
Dibelius, Gartner argues,

Witherington 1998:511.
118 Dibelius 1956:57.
119 Dibelius 1956:75.
120 N. Stonehouse had already addressed the issues raised by Dibelius in a seminal essay in
1949 (Stonehouse 1949), but Gartner's treatment is much more comprehensive. "nearly 250 pages
of tightly packed arguments" (Gasque 1975:213).
117
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"(i) that the background to the speech is to be found rather in Hebrew than
in Greek thought, and especially in the Old Testament; (ii) that it has
parallels in the apologetic preaching of Hellenistic Judaism; and (iii) that it
is genuinely Pauline in the sense that its main features reflect Paul's thought
in his letters, although of course Luke has abbreviated it and put it into its
present literary form".121
Thus understood, the Areopagus Speech is not "a deliberate assimilation of current
philosophy" (as Dibelius had argued), but "a clear-headed adaptation to the listeners'
phraseology that does not overshadow the specifically Christian content"122. Following on
from the fundamental Dibelius/Gartner-debate, many contemporary contributors have,
broadly speaking, focused on ~) the question of the authenticity of Luke's account, h) the
proper understanding of the ancient Athenian context, and on f) evaluating the Lucan

Paul's encounter with Athens. 123
2. In 1961, J.N. Sevenster published his seminal study Paul and Seneca, where he explored
theological silnilarities and differences between Paul and the contemporary Stoic
philosopher. Even though admitting a clear resemblance between the apostle and Seneca in
their views on divine providence, Sevenster concludes that "Seneca is in the last resort not
serious when he speaks of the personal god" 124 . The theological relationship between Paul
and the natural theology of Stoicism (as well as of Epicureanism) remains a crucial topic
for the proper understanding of Acts 17.

121 This succinct summary of Gartner's main argument is found in Stott 1990:288-289. Gasque
observes: "Although not all will be convinced by the arguments brought forward by Gartner. he
has presented a case which cannot (or. at least, should not) be ignored". (Gasque 1975:214)
122 Gartner 1955:71.
12:1 See e.g. Powell 1991 :30-32,91-94,99 and Marshall 1980:282-283.
124 Sevenster 1961:37; cf. Nash 1992:67-79 and Paige 1993:717. Gibson points out in a recent
article, that in "the quarter of the century since Sevenster, a considerable volume of research has
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3. In the same year, U. Wilckens' influential monograph Die Missionsreden del'

Apostelgeschichte appeared. This study broke new ground, by focusing on the significance
of the Form-und Traditions-geschichtliche questions for the proper understanding of any of
the 'missionary speeches' in Acts, including the Areopagus Speech. Wilckens claimed that
both Paul in 1 Thess. 1:9-10 and Luke in Acts 17:22-31 are reflecting a widespread
common pattern of early Christian preaching to Gentiles. 125 Such literary and historical
questions continue to be significant in the contemporary debate.

Taken together, these three key factors (see 1-3 above) seem to justify the selection of
1960/1961 as a natural starting-point for the contemporary discussion.

3.2.2 Major contemporary contributors

Many contributions to the understanding of Acts 17:16-34 have been published since
1960/1961. This includes general commentaries on Acts by English, German and

Scandinavian scholars,126 specific articles and monographs dealing with the Areopagus
Speechl27, as well as more general works that are especially relevant. 128

sought to place Paul more precisely within his Hellenistic context"' (Gibson 2000:313).
125 Wilckens 1961 :81-88.
126 See Barrett 1998; Bruce 1988; Bruce 1990a; Conzelmann 1987; Gempf 1994; Gooding
1990; Haenchen 1977; Hanson 1967; Jervell 1998; Keener 1993; Krodel 1986; Larsson 1987;
Lenski 1961; Longenecker 1981; Ludemann 1989; L6vestam 1988; Marshall 1980; Pesch 1986;
Roloff 198 L Schneider, G. 1982; Stott 1990; Weiser 1985: and Witherington 1998.
m See esp. the following: Adams 1992; Bailey, R. 1990: Balch 1990: Barnes 1969; Barrett
1974; Bruce 1980; Conzelmann 1968: Cook 1995a; Croy 1997: Fudge 1971; Gempf 1993a; Gill.
D. 1999; Gill, D. W. 1994a; Given 1995; Given 1996; Hansen 1998; Herner 1974; Herner 1989h:
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This contemporary exegetical discussion tends to polarize into two major alternative
approaches. The dominant German exegetical tradition - following the form criticism of
M. Dibelius and the redaction criticism of H. Conzelmann and E. Haenchen and still

"
. !29 - tends to regard the Inaterial in
promInent
In some 0 f the more recent commentanes
Acts 17:16-34 as - more or less - a Lucan invention. There are, however, other recent
German studies 130, which are more positive to the authenticity of Luke's account. The
dominant British exegetical tradition!3!, on the other hand, following the historical and
archaeological studies by W. Ramsey and A. N. Sherwin-White and largely identifying
with the theological analysis by Gartner, tends to treat the Lucan material as a reliable
historical source for knowledge about Paul in Athens. !32 This significant discussion will be
evaluated in this chapter.

Hoerber 1995; Horst 1999; Johnson 1982; Kulling 1980; Legrand 1981; Marcus 1988; McKay
1994; Morland 1994; Morrice 1972; Moxnes 1995; Neyrey 1990; Prior, K. 1995; Proctor 1992;
Sandnes 1993; Shields 1977; Valen-Sendstad, A. 1995b; Weinert 1987; Wenham 1988; Wenham
2000; Winter 1991; Winter 1996; Wycherley 1968; Yeo 1994; Zweck 1989.
128 See esp. Bruce 1977; Gasque 1975; Gempf 1988; Gempf 1993b; Green, M. 1970; Herner
1989a; Hvalvik 1992; Liefeld 1995; Marshall 1992a; Marshall 1992c; Powell 1991; Soards 1994;
and Vielhauler 1968. For other studies relevant to specific topics, see the footnotes under each
section in this chapter.
129 See Ludemann 1989; Schneider, G. 1982; and Schille 1983.
130 Notably the following commentaries: Roloff 1981; Weiser 1985; and Pesch 1986.
131 On the difference between the 'German' and the 'British' exegetical approaches to Acts, see
e.g. Larsson 1990. Given tries to steer a middle way between these two approaches and calls for an
interpretative approach he characterizes as "Not either/or but both/and in Paul's Areopagus
Speech" (Given 1995). His contribution is esp. valuable in terms of understanding the text
simultaneously from two complementary perspectives, i.e. from the orator/oratees perspective as
well as from the narrator/narratees perspectiYe. The authenticity question (see 3.3), however. is
inadequately treated by Given.
m See esp. the writings ofF. F. Bruce, I. H. MarshalL C. J. Herner, B. W. \\'inter and C. H.
Gempf. W.C. van Unnik claimed in 1966 that the yiew that Luke accurately records a historical
speech by the apostle reflects "a ccI1ain nai\'t~te" (van Unnik 1968:30). This has been seriously
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3.2.3 Major topics

A number of key issues have been raised in the contemporary scholarly discussion on
Acts 17:16-34. As indicated above (3.2.1-2), it seems possible to identify at least three
main interrelated areas of discussion. The first area has to do with the authenticity of the
Lucan account of Paul's visit to Athens, in terms of setting, speech and speaker. The second
main area deals with specific questions regarding Paul in the Athenian context, in terms of
location, occasion, religion, and philosophy. The third area focuses on Paul as public
speaker and missionary; i.e. his rhetorical and missionary approach when faced with
Athens. This chapter will evaluate the contemporary discussion of these topics.

3.3 The Question of the Authenticity of the Account: Setting,
Speech and Speaker

3.3. 1 Introducing the authenticity question

The commentators present conflicting views on whether Acts 17: 16-34 should be seen
as historically and theologically authentic. This section (3.3.) briefly assesses this
discussion on the basis of two key assumptions. 1:'3

challenged by the late C. Herner's contributions, esp. his magisterial study The Book o..fActs in the
Settin a o(Hellenisric History (Herner 1989a).
I~~ This is partly based on Long 1994: 194-198, \\'hich is an application of Toulmin 1958 :9'+145.
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Thefirst assumption is that the larger discourse unit (in this case the Book of Acts)
should be assessed for its generic and historical character before rendering verdicts on the
smaller units (in this case Acts 17: 16-34). This is due to fundamental principles of
discourse, such as the principles that ~) "language is multi-tiered" and Q) that "each
successively higher level of textual organization influences all of the lower levels of which
it is composed". 134 It has previously been argued that the Book of Acts should be seen as
having a basic historical purpose (2.3.1). This means, among other things, that the author
of Acts makes "fairly unmistakable historical truth claims"u5. It should be noted that these
claims to historicity seem to have been taken increasingly seriously among contemporary
commentators. 136 Thus, an approach to Luke-Acts "with - at the very minimum - an open
mind regarding their historical value"l37 seems justified. This implies that to consider the
Book of Acts as having a basic historical character is a legitimate - or even a plausible exegetical view.

The second assUlnption is that the authenticity question primarily should be discussed
on the basis of indications in the actual passage. This means exploring whether there are
clear indications in the text itself, that this passage should be treated in a different way than
the rest of the Book of Acts. Gempf states the issues:

See Bergen 1987. Long points out that "one must consider the character and truth claims
(the apparent [e'-mbodied] intent) of the larger discourse unit before passing judgment on the
historical value of the smaller" (Long 1994:48).
135 Long 1994:93. See also Herner 1989a:85.
" _
136 Larsson makes this obser\'ation in an over."iew article on Acts in 1993 (Larsson 199.); 1,)).
One significant indication of this change of attitudes is seen in the general outlook of the major
134
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"A more helpful criticism of the speeches in Acts would be ifit could be
shown, in the account of Paul's visit to Athens, that either the altar
mentioned by Paul could not have existed (thus suggesting that the speech
was unsuitable for the alleged situation) or that the speech goes against
Paul's own theology (thus suggesting that the speech was unsuitable for the
alleged speaker). ,,138
This naturally leads to the contemporary discussion on the authenticity of the setting and
the speech (3.3.2) as well as of the speaker (3.3.3).

3.3.2 The historical authenticity of the Athenian setting and the Areopagus
Speech

3.3.2. 1 Athenian motifs in the text

The commentators agree on the presence of a number of explicit Athenian motifs in the
Lucan account. These are usually confirmed by archaeological and literary evidence. 139
1. The number of explicit Athenian motifs in the narrative fi-amework include ~) the
presence of a synagogue in Athens (17: 17a)140; Q) the Athenian agora as a crucial place for
philosophical and religious discussion (1 7: 17b-18); f) the fact of philosophical and
religious pluralism (17: 16-18; with Stoicism and Epicureanism as the dominant rival
philosophical schools and a seemingly endless variety of religious altars and images);

4)

the use of the specific Athenian term 01rEpJ.loA,6yoC; as a description of Paul (17: 18); ~)

series Acts in Its First Centwy Setting (AleS).
137 Marshall 1992c:75.
us Gempf 1993b:302. This is the application to Acts 17: 16-34 of the general hennenuetical
rule referred to in 1.4.3.
1:19 See Hemer 1989a: 116-119 for the documentation.
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the description of the Athenians as being notoriously curious (17:19-21);

Dthe negative

reaction to the declaration of the resurrection (17:32a); and g) the use of the appropriate
title ApEonaYl'tllC; (17:34).
2. The number of explicit Athenian motifs in the recorded speech include both ~)
references to Athenian religion (objects of worship, 17:23; hand-made temples, 17:24;
sacrifices, 17:25; and gods 17:29) and b) allusions/references to Greek literature (at least in
17:28, but probably also in other parts of the speech).

On the basis of such textual observations, regardless of their basic view on authenticity,
most commentators tend to agree that Acts 17: 16-34 has a definite 'local colour'.141 The
presence of explicit Athenian motifs in the Lucan account, however, does not present any
final evidence in terms of authenticity, since such motifs could have been fabricated by the
author (on the basis of common knowledge) to provide the setting and/or the speech with
'local colour' .142

c. Herner has made a significant contribution to this discussion on authenticity by drawing
the attention to tacit Athenian motifs, which Luke does not mention, but whose implicit

See Levinskaya 1996:154,158-162.
141 See e.g. Bruce 1990a and Conzelmann 1987.
142 This "jew is found in some recent commentators such as Gill, D. 1999.
140
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dynamic "gives point to the scene in a Pauline rather than a Lucan context".143 He
summarizes this argument in the following way:

"[There] are several latent motifs which are not explicable as redactional.
The topographic unity of the scene, for which I have argued in NTS 20
(1974), pp. 341-50, is focused in Pauline Athens, and embedded in literary
and archaeological backgrounds which are never made explicit by Luke.
There is the further point that the speech appears to use implicitly
arguments directed at the thinking of Stoics, Epicureans and the traditional
religions of Athens, and that a catena of citations from Aratus, Epimenides
and Aeschylus underlies the debate. ,,144
The presence of such implicit Athenian motifs in the Lucan account, however, should not
be considered as conclusive 'proof 145, but rather as 'evidence' pointing to the historical
authenticity of the setting and the speech146. Though clearly indicating traces of the alleged
original situation, these arguments from explicit and implicit Athenian motifs have not
solved the specific historical question of whether an altar 'To an unknown god' existed - or
could have existed - in Athens at this time.

143 Herner 1989b:242-243 (Herner's original reads 'Lukan'). Herner also observes that, in
contrast to the 'immediacy' of e.g. Acts 27-28, "the scenes which must have come from Paul's own
vivid description, such as those before the Areopagus and at Ephesus, are again subtly different,
vivid but not 'immediate'" (Herner 1989a:389).
144 Herner 1989a:215-216; cf. also Herner 1974. See further the section on location (3"+.1).
145 This is also acknowledged in Herner 1989b:242.
146 Winter suggests that the convention surrounding the Areopagus speech supports that it is a
speech delivered in situ in Athens, since Paul was asked to present a . declamation speech' b~fore
the Areopagus Council. Winter claims thus that "a good case could be argued that the Atheman
speech is a sunm1ary of a written source because of established conventions in the 1st century"
(Winter 1991: 115).
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3.3.2.2 The altar: A testcase?

147

In 17:23 the Lucan Paul refers to an altar with the inscription' Ayvcbcr'tep SEep. All
commentators would agree that such an altar has not been identified by archaeological
excavations or in the extrabiblicalliterature l48 , and this question has often been considered
as the major historical problem regarding the historical authenticity of Acts 17: 16-34.

1. Some commentators consider the altar as being a Lucan invention. Conze1mann is a

representative of this view (which follows Norden in his pioneering work from 1913):
"Paul's use of the altar inscription as his point of contact with the Athenians is a purely
literary motif, since there was no inscription in this form.,,149 It has been pointed out
recently, however, on the basis of literary evidence about "altars to unknown gods", that "it
is too early to conclude from silence that the singular could not have been used".lso Other
commentators would therefore argue for the existence of such an altar in Athens at this
time, at least with the plural inscription, and that Paul possibly changed the plural into

147 See also 3.4.3.2 for a discussion on Paul's use of the altar in his argument.
148 The literary evidence includes esp. Pausanius's Desc.1.1.4 and 5.14.8, Diogenes Laertius
1'it. 1.110, and Philostratus's Vito Ap. 4.3. "The one relevant piece of archaeological data comes
from an altar from the second century A.D. found in the precincts of the temple of Demeter in
Pergamum in Acia Minor. Unfortunately, the inscription is broken off at the crucial point, but it
appears probable in view of the number of letters per line and the fragment of a word we do have
that is should be restored to read 'to gods unknown. Capito the torchbearer [dedicated this altar].'"
(Witherington 1998:522) For an overview and a further discussion of the literary and
archaeological evidence, see: Bruce 1990a:380-381: Weiser 1985: 467-468: Herner 1989a: 117118; Gill, D.W. 1994a:446-447: Horst 1999; and Witherington 1998:521-523.
149 Conzelmatlli 1987: 140.
150 Gempf 1993a:51. Herner comments: "Much is sometimes made of the objection that the
passages which speak explicitly of 'unknown' gods always do so in the plural, but these plurals.
with the plural f3C1.)~Ol, may be generalizing plurals, or Paul may have chosen to refer to a
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Inter suggests, owever, that whether Paul "actually saw the divine title in the
plural or the singular would have been of no importance to his audience, for the terms 'god'
and 'gods' were used interchangeably by Stoics and Epicureans in the same sentence" 152.
All this implies that such an altar clearly could have existed in Athens at this time.

2. Wycherley has offered an alternative explanation to this historical enigma, suggesting
that the 'altar' was a hero shrine, which could have been linked to Mycenaean tombs in the
Athenian agora. These (Bronze Age) tombs were later considered sacred and becrune
places for offerings.

"A legend and a name might grow and attach itself to the spot, but not
necessarily so; the cult might remain truly the cult of an unknown god.
Strictly speaking it would be a hero-cult, and the shrine a heroon; but the
distinction is not at all clear, and even an obscure local hero could be called
theos. SOlne at least of the cult of 'unknown' and nameless deities may well
have arisen in this way.,,153
This explanation would imply that Paul appropriately could have referred to such a herocult of an unnamed

eEOc.; in his speech.

Two alternative - and what seem to be equally plausible - explanations have thus been
offered to the historical problem of the altar 'To an unknown God'. The whole discussion
is a result of lack of proper historical evidence, and it seems therefore inappropriate to

dedication to a particular god." (Herner 1989a: 11 7)
151 There is no need to conclude - with Barnes - that Paul is "using the sophisticated trick of
slightly misrepresenting the evidence in his own favour" (Barnes 1969:418)
152 Winter 1991:115; see also Winter 1991:119-120.
15.' \\'ycherley 1968:621. See also GilL D.W. 1994a:446-447.
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reach any final conclusions. What should be pointed out, though, is that the contemporary
scholarly debate has not shown, in any convincing way, that the altar mentioned by Paul
could not have existed. Therefore, the unresolved historical question of the altar 'To an

unknown god' does not constitute a valid objection to considering the Lucan account ill
Acts 17: 16-34 as suitable for the alleged situation in ancient Athens. 154 It still remains to
see, however, whether the speech can be shown as suitable for the apostle Paul as the
alleged speaker.

3.3.3 The historical and theological authenticity of the speaker

The contemporary discussion on the authenticity of the alleged speaker in Athens has
focused on the relationship between the theology of the Lucan Paul in Acts 17: 16-34 and
the theology of the Pauline epistles. 155 Four passages seem to have been particularly

Witherington writes accordingly, that the evidence "can be interpreted in various ways, but
one thing is clear - flat dismissal of the historical possibility of such inscriptions is out of the
question, since it is based largely on an argument from silence" (Witherington 1998:520-521).
155 A comparison between the Areopagus Speech and the Pauline Epistles must be done in an
appropriate way. Conzelmann claims that "the 'genuineness' of the speech cannot be demonstrated
by going through the Pauline epistles and finding reminiscences ... The question rather is \\'hether.
on the one hand, the theme of the Areopagus speech as a whole has a parallel in Paul, and on the
other hand whether specifically Pauline theologumena are to be found in it." (Conzelmann
1987: 147). Another approach is represented by Wenham who claims that it is "\\'orth emphasising
the occasional nature of Paul's letters and the limited scope of Luke's description of Paul"
(Wenham 1993:257). The subsequent al1a~1'sis follows Wenham, emphasi::ing the possibility (if
complcmcl1tari(1' rather than presupposing contradiction, thus insisting on a responsible
'harl11ol1i::a tion' - i(possible - bef1H'cl1 the Lucan account in .·1 cts 17: 16-34 and rclcl'ClI1t Paliline
passagcs. The legitimacy of this approach \\'as indicated in 1.4.4.
154
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prominent in - or relevant for - this discussion l56 : 1 Thess. 1:9-10, 1 Cor. 2: 1-2, 1 Cor.

9: 19-23, and Rom.l: 18_23. 157

3.3.3. 1 Consistency with 1 Thess. 1:9-1 0: Convincing and converting Gentiles.

Most commentators seem to agree on the presence of certain basic similarities in
structure and content between Acts 17:22-31 and 1 Thess. 1:9-1 O. These similarities have
been helpfully outlined by Hvalvik in the following wayl58:
a) Acts 17:29-30 and 1 Thess. 1:9: Conversion from idols to the living God.
b) Acts 17:31 a and 1 Thess. 1: lOb: The coming divine judgment.
c) Acts 17:31 band 1 Thess. 1: lOa: The resurrection of Jesus.

These basic similarities between these two passages, however, have been explained in
different ways. Some would suggest that 1 Thess. 1:9-10 just reflects "formulations which
are taken directly from common church tradition" 159, and does not necessarily state a
specifically Pauline theology. Others would argue that only Acts 17:29-31 reflects an
authentic Pauline theology, and that these verses have been added to the main portion of
the speech (17:22-28) which reflects a syncretistic theology. 160 It seems more appropriate,

156 It should also be noticed that Paul describes himself as an apologist (Phil. 1: 7,16) and
elsewhere alludes to the apologetic task (2 Cor. 5:11; 10:5).
157 This is evident from the treatment in major commentaries.
158 Hvalvik 1992:63. The problem with Hvalvik's (otherwise largely helpful) outline is the
exclusive focus on 17:29-31, thus seemingly underestimating the argument in 17 :24-28.
159 Conzelmann 1987:147.
160 For criticisms of this interpretation (found mainly in the German exegetical tradition), see
e.g. Morland 1994:252-255 and Larsson 1987:393-394.

59

though, on the basis of 1 Thess. 1:9_10 161 , to interpret the whole Areopagus Speech as an
authentic reflection of the language of early public presentations to Gentiles.

The basis for this latter view is found in a series of observations. Both passages relate
to the essential missionary process of convincing and converting Gentiles. Gempf remarks
that the differences in content "between the two passages are slight and consistent with the
fact that the one is directed toward pagans and the other toward those who have become
Christians.,,162 Wenham makes the significant additional observation that 1 Thessalonians
usually is "thought to have been written from Corinth very shortly after Paul's visit to
Athens",163 which (on the basis of the essential similarities between the two passages)
implies that the case for Luke having accurate infonnation about the Pauline ministry at
this time is considerably strengthened. The appropriate conclusion, then, is that 1 Thess.

1: 9-10 is consistent with the Areopagus Speech and provides the interpreter with an
essential key to a proper understanding of the speech in a missionary context (see also
3.5.2).

Winter observes that "while other public speakers might measure their success by passing
the magic audience number of 17, the success of their pupils, and their public following, Paul
assesses his coming to the Thessalonian brethren by declaring that it had not been in vain for they
had changed their spiritual direction, their attitude to religious service and their philosophical reorientation of history ([1 Thess] 1:9-2:1)" (Winter 1993a:65).
162 Gempf 1993a:53; cf. also Stott 1991 :38-43.
163 Wenham 1993:247. See 1 Thess. 3: 1. Wenham is even more explicit in an earlier article: "It
could be a remarkable coincidence that Luke describes Paul's evangelistic ministry at this time in
terms so strikingly similar to those actually used by Paul in describing his own ministry in this
period; but it is simpler to do without the hypothesis of coincidence and to suggest that Luke had
accurate infonnation about Paul's ministry at this time." (Wenham 1988:54) This is affirmed in a
recent article, where Wenham claims that 1 Thess. 1:9-10 should be seen as "sign~(rcant el'idence
that Pall! did preach in places like Athens in the way Acts describe" (\\'enham 2000:87; italics
added).
161
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3.3.3.2 Consistency with 1 Cor. 2:1-2: Paul's missionary strategy.

The distinctive theological emphasis of the Areopagus Speech, combined with what
many commentators would see as a meagre result (17:32-34), has led to the opinion, held
both in scholarly and popular circles, that Paul either is misrepresented or actually failed in
Athens.164 These interpretations of the Areopagus Speech are usually defended with
reference to 1 Cor. 2: 1-2.

Vielhauer holds the view that Luke misrepresents Paul as having a friendly attitude
towards pagan religion, as proclaiming the gospel in Stoic terms, and as preaching natural
theology instead of the cross of Christ. Vielhauer insists that the real Paul would have
preached Christ crucified (cf. 1 Cor. 1:22_2:5).165 This view of Acts 17: 16-34, however,
runs contrary to the argument presented above, in 2.3.1-2 and 3.3.1, in favour of the
general historical reliability of the Lucan account.

The view that Paul actually failed in Athens, and therefore changed his missionary
strategy when corning to Corinth, is found in some more popular treatments

166

but is "not

much in vogue in current academic circles" 167. Stott provides an accurate summary of this
popular view:

164
165
166

This will be discussed in relation to Paul's apologetic in Athens in 5,3,1,3 and 5.3.2,
See Vielhauer 1968 and Powell 1991 :91-92.
See e.g. Price 1970:96-99, Willirnon 1988:1-+2-145, and the references in Dennison

2000:75.
167 Herner 1989b:257.
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"The popular reconstruction of the situation is well known. Paul arrived in
Corinth from Athens. His sermon to the Athenian philosophers (so the
theory goes) had been a flop. Not only had it been too intellectual, but Paul
had not preached the gospel. He had focused on the creation instead of the
cross. As a result, there had been no conversions. So, on his way from
Athens to Corinth, Paul repented of the distorted gospel he had preached in
Athens and resolved in Corinth to limit his message to the cross.,,168
This understanding of Acts 17 and 1 Cor. 2, however, has in some recent studies been
shown to be quite untenable. Carson points out that this popular interpretation not only
misunderstands the Acts 17 passage, but also is an exatnple of an exegetical fallacy of
causation, which mistakes correlation for cause ('cum hoc, propter hoc'). "In fact, there is a
geographical and temporal correlation (Paul did travel to Corinth from Athens), but not a
shred of evidence for causation." 169 Stott, in the form of four key arguments, presents one
of the more thorough refutations of this popular view:

"First, there is no trace in Luke's narrative that he is displeased with Paul's
performance in Athens ... Secondly, it is inaccurate to dub Paul's visit to
Athens a failure ... Thirdly, I believe Paul did preach the cross in Athens ...
Fourthly, what Paul renounced in Corinth was not the biblical doctrine of
God as Creator, Lord and Judge, but the wisdom of the world and the
rhetoric of the Greeks. His firm 'decision' to preach nothing but Jesus Christ
and him crucified was taken because of the anticipated challenges of proud
Corinth, not because of his supposed failure in Athens ... Paul did not
change his tactic in Corinth, but continued to teach, argue and persuade
(18 :4-5)" 170

168 A summary found in Stott 1992:60.
169 Carson 1996a: 134; see further 6.2.2.2.
170

Stott 1990:289-290. See also: Stott 1992:57-69; Gempf 1993a:53-54; Stonehouse 1949:39-

48; and Adams 1992: 135-147.
The basis for this interpretation is strengthened even further when looking at Paul in 1 Cor. 2
against the appropriate cultural background (which in fact seems to have been similar to that of 1
Thess. 1-2). Winter argues - in a recent major study - that 1 Cor. 2: 1-5 should be seen as an
apologia for Paul's anti-sophistic stance \\"hen coming to Corith for the first time, where sophists
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A further argument in favour of the theological consistency between Acts 17 and I
Corinthians 2 is provided by Gempf. He notes that the style of argument in 1 Corinthians is
similar to that of the Areopagus Speech. "In 1 Corinthians more clearly than the other
letters, Paul employs the tactic of citing slogans of his opponents with apparent approval,
only to add such severe qualifications and restrictions as to reverse the meaning ... This is
precisely the tactic used in the Athens speech. ,,171

The appropriate conclusion, then, is, on the one hand, that the charge of inconsistency
between the Areopagus Speech and 1 Cor. 2: 1-2 does not hold, and, on the other hand,
that consistency between the two passages can be shown.

3.3.3.3 Consistency with 1 Cor. 9: 1 9-23: Cultural sensitivity and adaptability

The relevance of 1 Cor. 9: 19-23 to the discussion of the historical and theological
authenticity of the Lucan Paul in the Areopagus Speech seems to have been underestimated
by a number of commentators.

seemed to have been a major force at that time. Paul thus "refused to anchor the confidence of the
Corinthian converts in the persuasiveness of rhetorical argumentation; therefore he adopted an
anti-sophistic posture to eleminate any confusion of his message with that of the sophists .... He did
not aim to persuade his audience of the truth of this message by the use of the three pisteis in
rhetoric, namely ~SOt;, nciSot; and an6D£1~1t;. His reasons for it are clearly spelt out in 1
Corinthians 2: 1-5: he does not wish their nicr'tlt; to rest in human wisdom but

£v Duvci!-lEl SEOU." (Winter 1997b: 161 J 87) Paul thus clearly aimed at persuasion in Corinth
(see e.g. 2 Cor. 5: 11), but he avoided manipulative persuasion.
Accordingly, Witherington points out (in a comment to Acts 17:3: see 2.2.4), that Paul "did
not resort to sophistic rhetoric but rhetoric of a more sophisticated and substantial sort, imol\'ing
proofs and not mere flattery or emotional appeal" (Witherington 1998: 505).
171 Gempf 1993a:54. This 'tactic', however, does not rule out the affim1ation of elements of
truth within pagan beliefs.
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This significant Pauline passage describes the apostle's willingness and detennination,
as an evangelist-apologist, to sacrifice "matters of racial identity, religious sensitivity and
conscience"l72. This cultural sensitivity and adaptability is seen worked out in a non-Jewish
setting (i.e. 'for those without the law'; 1 Cor. 9:20) most clearly in Athens, where Paul
"met [the Gentiles] on their own ground"173. Thus, the Areopagus Speech illustrates the
apostle's aim not to make "the law of Moses ... the basis or aim of his preaching to [the
Gentiles]"174. Winter suggests that the repeated 'I have become' (1 Cor. 9) indicates that at
a point in time Paul made a decision as a missionary strategist: "He would be cross-cultural
in his gospel presentation and life-style, and, by all ... means, innovative in his approach.,,175

These brief observations on Paul's explicit statelnent in 1 Cor. 9: 19-23 - on how he
consciously relates to Jews and Gentiles with '"'magnificent cultural flexibility"176strengthen the case (argued above in relation to 1 Cor. 2: 1-2) for seeing Acts 17 and 1

Corinthians as complementaJY rather than contradictOlY·

3.3.3.4 Consistency with Rom. 1: 18-23: Natural theology.

The understanding of the relationship between Acts 17 and Romans 1 has been in the
forefront of the contemporary discussion. Some scholars, like Haenchen, Vielhauer and

Prior, D. 1985: 159.
173 Morris 1989: 136. As Longenecker argues: '"'From the days of the Fathers, Paul's Athenian
experience has been cited as the illustration of the' all things to all men' principle as it worked out
in the Gentile situation." (Longenecker 1964:230; see also Berentsen 1983:107-109,113-11-+: and
Moe 1950:279-297.)
174 Findlay 1988:854.
172

64

Conzelmann, claim that these passages are incompatible. On the other hand, other scholars.
like Bruce, Herner and Gempf, claim that they are expressing the same theology.

Following on from Dibelius, the representatives of the first view claim that the Lucan
Paul is "telling pagans they possess a natural kinship with God which needs only to be
purified, corrected and enlarged (Acts 17:22-31); in his letters, Paul says pagans will suffer
the wrath of God because their ignorance of God is without excuse (Rom.1:18-23)."I77 In a
significant article on the rhetorical characteristics of Acts 17 (see 3.5.1), Yeo finds it "hard
to see how Paul could be so negative in Romans 1 and how the Lucan Paul could be so
positive in Acts".178 The heart of the matter, however, is whether such statements describe
the two passages in an accurate way.

One of the lTIOSt prominent exponents of the alternative view (which follows Gartner's
basic approach), Bruce, suggests a totally different interpretive approach: "In truth every
theme in the Areopagitica is treated by Paul in Romans 1-3. If the author ofRom.1-3 were
brought to Athens and invited to expound his teaching to the court of the Areopagus, it is
difficult to think how he would have responded otherwise than Paul is represented as doing
in Acts 17:22-31")79 The exegetical result of such an approach to the two passages is
presented by Gempf: "Both Romans and Acts 17 display the conviction that enough can be
known about God from his universe to make human beings reject idolatry. Neither Romans

Winter 1994a: 1176.
176 Carson 1999 (on Feb. 22); cf. also 6.2.2.2.
177 Powell 1991 :35.
175
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nor Acts 17, however, holds much in the way of hope that people will come to know God
by natural revelation alone." 180

Shields suggested a third alternative in 1977; on the one hand that the similarities
between the two passages prevent it from being a pure Lucan invention, and on the other
hand that the differences make it "nearly impossible to attribute the Athens sennon as we
have it to the apostle to the Gentiles,,181. This ambiguous approach is unconvincing,
however, since it both seems to minimize the major difference in settings/audiences and
largely to ignore Luke's general credibility as a historian.

The interpretation offered by Bruce and Gempf above seems to be the most adequate
treatment of both passages as well as of the relationship between them, since it takes both
context and audience into proper account. It also seems to be the only view (of the three
mentioned above), which takes seriously Luke's general reliability as a historian. This
exegetical approach ilnplies that both passages are seen as affinning ~) the reality of God's
revelation through creation, Q) the availability of this revelation to humanity after the Fall,

f) the constant human suppression of this awareness of God, and d) the resulting human
ignorance and guilt. 182 This leads to the appropriate conclusion that,

if context and audience

are taken into proper account, the essential theological consistency between Acts 17 and

Yeo 1994: 97 . Yeo's original reads' Lukan '.
179 Bruce 1984:2586; see also Guthrie 1981: 162-163.
180 Gempf 1993a:54.
181 Shields 1977:39.
182 This interpretation of Rom.l is also supported by the careful arguments in Baker 1995 and
Kj&r 1997. See also Lewis, G. & Demarest 19961:69-71.
178
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Romans 1 can be shown.

183

This, however, does not mean that the apologetic arguments of

the two passages necessarily should be seen as identical, but possibly as complementary. 184

The preceding discussion (in 3.3) has concluded positively about the authenticity of the
Lucan account in Acts 17: 16-34, on the basis of an evaluation of the contempormy
discussion of the authenticity of the setting, the speech and the speaker. 185 This leads to an
assessment of the contemporary discussion on contextual questions (3.4) and questions
concerning rhetoric and mission (3.5).

Herner observes accordingly, that the "difficulty with Romans 1 is ... only serious if the
two versions of Paul may be shown to be incompatible, rather than just contextually different. It
cannot of course be demonstrated that they proceed from the same mind. Their general
compatibility is all that can, or need, be affirmed." (Herner 1989b:251)
183

Craig points out that the expression a6pcx'tcx ... voOUJ..l£VCX Kcx8opa'tcxl (Rom. 1:20) could
be interpreted as indicating "that inferential reasoning is involved in the perception of God's
invisible nature in the creation, meaning something like 'God's invisible nature is perceived
through reflecting on the things that have been made'" (Craig in Cowan 2000:40). Few, if any,
commentators seem to interpret Paul's speech in Acts 17: 16-34, however, as an inferential
reasoning from nature about the existence and nature of God (i.e. as 'theistic proof(s)'). See
further 3.4.4.3.
I~.:'i There is thus no need to postulate that the speech has originated as a Hellenistic Jewish
sennon (as claimed in Barrett 1991 :24~-244 and Barrett 1998:cxyii,825-826).
184
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3.4 The Question of the Athenian Context: Location, Occasion,
Religion and Philosophy

3.4.1 The location of the speech

3.4. 1. 1 A general location to Athens

The Lucan account clearly locates the Areopagus Speech in Athens, which the
preceding discussion (3.3.2) has argued for as an appropriate general setting for the speech.
Thompson gives a succinct and graphic summary of first century Athens:

"Athens was 8 Ian (5 miles) inland from the port of Piraeus. Inside the gate,
a visitor would find himself on a long avenue flanked by large buildings. It
led to the agora (market place), the political, commercial and social centre
surrounded by public buildings. It was close to the large rocky hill called
the Acropolis where there were many temples to the gods. The Acropolis
was approached by a marble staircase lined with sculptured friezes and
monuments. At the top there was the Parthenon built by Pericles in the fifth
century Be, in honour of the city's goddess Athena, and a magnificent
statue of her stood to the left. Nearby was the Areopagus. Named after the
god of war, Ares, this small hill was originally the meeting place for the
most ancient court and council of Athens, though when Paul was called to
explain his teaching the court had moved to the 'Royal Porch' in the agora.
The Areopagus was surrounded by altars and monuments. The synagogue
where Paul preached was near the agora. ,,186
The exact location of Paul's speech in Athens, however, has - despite Thompson's claim

. sch0 IarIy d·ISCUSSlOn.
. 187
above - been the focus of an extenSIve

Thompson 1986:52.
187 See e.g. the o\'er\'ic\\' in Morland 1994:250-251.
186
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3.4.1.2 Ares Hill or the Stoa Basileios?

The scholarly discussion on the exact location in Athens is due to the ambiguous
expression)/ APE10C; lla:yoc; (in 17: 19 and 17:22). At the time of Paul, this seems to have
been used both geographically about' Ares (or Mars) Hill' and technically about 'the
Areopagus Council'.188 According to the ancient evidence, the council seems to have had
their sessions on the Ares Hill and/or in the Stoa Basileios (near the north-west comer of
the agora).189 The case for the Ares Hill setting is often argued by scholars who would
question the historicity of the Lucan account, but this should not be seen as decisive. 190

In two carefully argued articles, both firmly based on the ancient evidence, Barnes
argues for the Ares Hill setting, whereas Herner argues for the Stoa Basileios setting. 191
According to Barnes, "the obvious meaning of the words in Acts should be accepted: Paul
was taken before the Areopagus, i.e. before the council sitting on the hill".192 Herner, on the
other hand, claims that the Stoa Basileios "is a legitimate option, and in fact a strongly
probable one which permits a natural, attractive and illuminating reconstruction of the

"The hill" is preferred by e.g. Conzelmann 1987:139-140; Haenchen 1977:498; L6vestam
1988:285; Roloff 1981 :258; and Weiser 1985:465-466; whereas "the court" (usually in a more
infonnal capacity) is preferred by e.g. Bruce 1990a:397; Gempf 1994: 1093; Krodel 1986:326-327,
Larsson 1987:385-386; Longenecker 1981:474; Pesch 1986:135; and Schneider, G. 1982:236-237.
189 Overviews of the debate are given e.g. in Morland 1994:250-251 and Gill, D.W. 1994a:
447-448.
190 An observation made by Morland 1994:264. See e.g. Conzelmann 1987:137-140,
Haenchen 1977:498; and \Veiser 1985:465-466.
191 See Barnes 1969 and Herner 1974.
192 Barnes 1969:410; quoted approvingly by e.g. Gill, D.W. 1994a:448.
188
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incident as focusing closely on a small, significant locality"193. Whereas both options are
. POSSl'bl e 194 , H emer ' s proposal seems to fit the textual evidence better altogether. 195
qUIte

The basis for Herner's argument is found in a significant series of connections 196
concerning the northwest comer of the agora: ~) This comer was close to the main
entrance when coming from Piraeus (cf. 17: 15-16); Q) The north-west comer was close to
the Stoa Basileios and the Stoa Poikila (where Zeno and his followers, the Stoics, taught;
cf. 17:17-18);~) This specific comer was close to many Hermae-figures (cf. KCX'tEi8wAO s ,
17:16)197; 4) The north-western comer was also one of the meeting-places of the
II

APE10C;

ITa:yoc; (17: 19), especially in routine matters. 198 In locating the whole scene to the

193 Herner 1974:349.
194 Gill suggests that it perhaps "is misplaced to try to identify the actual place; the fact that
Paul appeared before the Areopagus is the essential point" (Gill, D.W. 1994a:448). Gempf
observes accordingly, that since "there are good arguments on both sides of this controversy, it is
probably best to leave the question open" (Gempf 1993a:52).
195 It is crucial to note that the argument that the Areopagus hill "was not large enough to hold
a crowd is false" (Marshall 1980:285). This implies that the location at the hill "cannot be
excluded simplistically by this supposition" (Herner 1989a: 117).
196 Herner admits that the whole argument is circumstantial (see Herner 1974:349). These
observations are also brought out, at least partly, in Wycherley 1968:619-620 and Gill, D.W.
1994a:441-445.
197 Wycherley's note on the meaning of KCX'tEibWAOs seems to support Herner (see \Vycherley
1968:619-620).
198 In the article published posthumously in 1989, Herner clarifies his position in relation to
Ban1es: "We differ from him in suggesting that this continuity [of place and practice] embraced
both locations, and that the Basileus was a convenient venue for routine matters in the heart of the
city, ",heras the religious associations of the hill were reserved for religious functions or homicide
cases." (Herner 1989b:240)
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north-west comer of the agora, then, "the whole occasion assumes a strikingly economical
dramatic unity ofplace,,199.

Herner's specific proposal should also be seen in the context of an understanding of the

agora setting in its totality. Longenecker provides an illuminating description of the
Athenian agora at this time:

"The agora lay west of the Acropolis. It was the forum and marketplace of
the city and, therefore, the center of Athenian life. The commercial sections
included the large Stoa of Attalus, stretching along the eastern side and
flanked by a number of smaller colonnades on the northern and southern
sides. The western side consisted of important public buildings: the circular
Tholos, or office and dining room of the Prytanuem; the Bouleuterion, or
senate house; the Metroon or official archives, before which stood the
temple of Ares and statues of the eponymous heroes of the city; the temple
of Apollo Patroon; and the Stoa Basileios. ,,200

This plausible location ofPaul's speech to the agora setting in general- and specifically to
the north-western corner of the agora - will be presupposed in thefollowing discussion.

3.4.2 The nature of the occasion

3.4.2. 1 Facing the Areopagus Council?

The location of the whole scene to the north-western comer of the agora rules out the
suggestion made by some commentators that the" APE10C; TIciyoC; simply describes an

Iq'l

200

Herner 1989b:240.
Longenecker 1981:473.
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unofficial gathering of Athenians generally on the Ares (or Mars) Hill. 201 The majority of
interpreters (exemplified above by Barnes, Herner, Gill and Gempf) interpret 17: 19ff as a
description of Paul in a setting before the Areopagus Council. The main textual basis for
this understanding is found in expressions such as EV J..LEO"Cf) 'Co-o' ApElou Ilciyou (v.22)
and EK J..LEO"OU a:u'CcD (v.33) as well as the reference to .1.10VUo"lO~ 0' ApEo1taYl'Cll~
(v.34).202 The question facing the interpreters, then, is the nature of this occasion, i.e.
whether Paul was facing a formal trial or whether the Council setting could - or maybe
should - be explained in another way.

3.4.2.2 Facing a trial?

A judicial reading of this passage would fit the wider context of Acts 16 -19, where the
judicial elelnent is quite obvious; Paul is facing accusations and courts everywhere (except
in Berea).203 The view held by most recent comlnentators, however, seems to be that the
Lucan record in Acts 17: 19-34 doesn't qualify as a formal trial scene. This judgment is
based on a series of textual observations by the commentators. First, the narrative
framework does not seem to point to a formal trial, since there is a lack of explicit judicial
proceedings, both in terms of formal charges and final rulings. Secondly, the emphasis on
the curiosity of the audience (17:19-21) seems to make a narrow judicial reading of this

See e. g. Morrice 191'2.
202 Marsh~ll takes this reference as decisive, since it "suggests that Luke meant to describe a
meeting of the court, no doubt in public session and not necessarily taking the form of a legal trial"
(Marshall 1980:285).
203 Cf. the analysis of the \\'ider context in Gooding 1990 and Morland 1994.
20!
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text impossible.

2 4
0

Thirdly, as will be shown below (3.5.1), the speech itself is not

characterized rhetorically as a formal, forensic speech by the commentators. In the light of
such textual observations, a judicial reading of Acts 17: 16-34 seems to be highly
improbable. It seems thus possible to conclude that Paul clearly wasn't facing a formal

trial setting before the Areopagus Council.

3.4.2.3 Facing a formal enquiry?

The preceding discussion has shown the probability of a Council setting and the
improbability of describing this setting as a formal trial. This, however, still leaves the
question of the precise nature of the occasion unresolved. Faced with this problem, many
commentators have described the passage as an account of a more or less formal enquiry
before the Areopagus Council. 205 According to common suggestions, the function of the
Councilluight have been that

of~)

an informal legal enquiry (i.e. a preliminary

investigation of possible accusations against Paul), or b) an education commission (to
license Paul as a public lecturer in Athens), or f) an authorized religious commission
(sanctioning the official introduction of foreign gods to Athens). Thefirst alternative seems
less likely in the light of the discussion above (3.4.2.2), whereas the second alternative

~04 See esp. Krodel 1986:327; Pesch 1986:135: and Schneider, G. 1982:237. This is qualified

by Morland's suggestion that the narrative aside in 17 :21 indicates that a judicial interpretation of
this text never could function alone or be the primary interpretation (see Morland 1994:265).
~05 This seems to be the main view among English-speaking scholars as well as among those
who would argue for the historical authenticity of the Lucan account. See e.g. Herner 197'+:
Kennedy 1984:129-130; Krodel 1986:326; Larsson 1987:385-386; Bruce 1990a:377-378: and
Morland 1994:255. See also Schneider, G. 1982:236-237 and Pesch 1986: 135.
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seems to lack any clear indications in the text itself.206 Winter suggests the third alternative
in a significant article, where he argues that the Lucan narrative fits the picture given in
recent research regarding the role and function of the Areoapagus Council. In his seminal
study, Winter presents relevant background evidence, arguing that

" ... the Council of the Areopagus, together with the Council of 600 and the
Demos ('the People'), sanctioned the official introduction of new gods to
Athens. This involved the Areopagus engaging in an evaluation of the cult
to see if these were genuine gods being promoted by the particular herald.
This was not an adversarial procedure or a trial, as Barnes suggests. It
sought only to ascertain several matters: Had there really been an epiphany
of the divinity? Was official recognition to be given? What divine honours
and statues would be appropriate? When would the annual official feast day
be?,,207
This understanding of the Council setting corresponds to the second Athenian comment in
v.I8 (3tvwv DCXtj.lOV1WV DOK£t Kcx'tcxYY£A£l)(; £lvcxt), which indicates that some in
Athens saw Paul as a herald of foreign divinities. It therefore seems to have been an
appropriate task for the Areopagus Council - as an authorized religious commission - to
investigate about Paul's new message. Winter claims that the Lucan summary of Paul's
speech "indicates that he was aware of this perception of himself and exploited it, claiming
that he was not introducing new gods but declaring the nature of the God whose presence

Witherington's recent suggestion that Paul faced "an adversarial situation" (Witherington
1998:516) seems thus unlikely because of the lack of formal charges in the Lucan text (and is also
inconsistent with his positive reference to Winter's study one page later!). The suggestion that Paul
faced an "education commission" goes back to Gartner 1955:56-65, but it seems to be more of a
conjecture than the third alternative suggested by \Vinter.
]07 Winter 1996:72 contra Ban1es 1969.
206
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they had already recognised with the erection of an altar to him"208. This plausible and

illuminating understanding of the nature of the occasion will be presupposed in the
following.

3.4.3 The religious context

The Lucan account of Paul before the Areopagus Council as a herald of foreign gods is
set in a context of religious pluralism. 209 The COlmnentators agree that the Lucan account of
the Areopagus incident stresses the religious context of ancient Athens by focusing on the
excessive religiosity of the Athenians. The primary concern in the contemporary discussion
has been with how properly to understand the Lucan Paul's interaction with the religiosity
of the Athenians, both in terms of the popular piety of the Athenians in general and his use
of the specific altar 'To an unknown god' in particular.

3.4.3.1 Paul and the popular piety of the Athenians

It is generally agreed among the commentators that the Lucan narrative touches on

Paul's attitude to the popular piety of the Athenians in three different contexts; the
introductory scene in 17:16, the exordium of the speech in 17:22-23, and the main portion
of the speech in 17:24-29.

208

Winter 1996:89.

209

See e.g. Aune 1993.
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1. In the introductory scene, KCX'tEtowAOC; is used (17: 16). The meaning of this word has

been a matter of some debate. Wycherley suggests that it should be translated' a veritable
forest of idols', thus conveying an eyewitness impression of the vast amount of images of
Hermes all over the city but especially "at the north-west corner of the agora, between the
Poikile (Painted) Stoa and the Basileios (Royal) Stoa" .210 Gill suggests, on the other hand,
the translation 'full of idols', which implies a more general reference describing Paul's
actual view of Athens when entering the city. This would include the temples on the
Akropolis as well as the cultic centres in and around the agora. 211 Both alternatives are
conjectural, and both seem to be possible in the light of the available evidence. Many
commentators seeln to find Wycherley's suggestion attractive. As pointed out by the
cOlnmentators, Luke's emphasis in 17: 16, however, is clearly on Paul's strong emotional
reaction when confronted with this idolatry. Stott seems to express the unanimous
scholarly opinion that "the pain or 'paroxysm' which Paul felt in Athens was due neither to
bad temper, nor to pity ... [but] rather to his abhorrence ofidolatry,,212.

2. Most COlnmentators underline the striking contrast in the Lucan account between Paul's
initial reaction (17: 16) and Paul's positive tone in the exordium (17:22-23), when
mentioning their religiosity. A COlnmon suggestion to this crux intelpretum is that Paul
here uses "a laudatory introduction,,213, what rhetorically should be described as a captatio

210
211
212
213

Wycherley 1968:619-620.
Gill, D.W. 1994a:444-445 and Gill, D.W. 1994b:85-86.
Stott 1990:279.
BAGD p.173.
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· 214 S
benevo Ientzae
. orne commentators argue, however, that it was "forbidden to use
complimentary exordia in addressing the Areopagus court, with the hope of securing its
goodwill".215 The word being used, OE10'10a lJlOVEO'''C£pOUC;( 17 :22b), is in fact quite
ambiguous, meaning either 'very religious,216 or 'very superstitious,217. Zweck and Given
both argue plausibly that this ambiguity is intended and serves an ironic purpose, possibly
for (at least some of) the original listeners and in any case most certainly for the readers.
As Zweck comments; "In any case the description is not without irony for Luke's Christian
readers. ,,218

3. It seems to be generally agreed that the main portion of Paul's speeech (17:24-26,29)
contains a strong critique of idolatry. This view is aptly summed up by Gempf:

"It is wrong to try to locate the Creator of all in a building fashioned by
humans (17:24). It is wrong to try to give gifts to the giver of life (17:25). It
is wrong to try to identify the God who created all nations with any
particular city (17:26 ... ). And finally, it is wrong to think that the one who
gives life to people can be something that itself has no life, but is shaped by
human hands (17:29).,,219

See esp. Zweck 1989.
215 Bruce 1988:335. This, however, only seems to have applied to the formal court sessions.
So, from the perspective of the oratees, unless Paul "is a fool or exceedingly arrogant, he must be
complimenting them" (Given 1995:365).
216 See Weiser 1985:467; Schneider, G. 1982:237-238; Conzelmann 1987:140; and Larsson
1987: 386.
217 See Krodel 1986:330; Roloff 1981 :259; Pesch 1986: 136; and Marshall 1980: 2S5.
218 Zweck 1989: 102. See also Given 1995:364-365 and 4.4.1.
219 Gempf 1993a:52. Gempfs interpretation of 17:26b represents one of two approaches, taking
it as denoting 'the order of history' in contrast to 'the order of creation'. See the textual comments
on 17:26 in 4.4.2.2 on the interpretation of this highly disputed phrase.
214
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This understanding and critique of idolatry, which has been seen (by commentators) as
either highly simplistic or highly sophisticated, will be assessed in 4.4.2.3 and 5.3.

3.4.3.2 Paul's use of the altar

Previously in this chapter (see 3.3.2.2), the question of the historical authenticity of the
altar 'To an unknown god' was discussed. In this context the focus is on Paul's use of this
altar inscription in the overall argument. The commentators agree that the most striking
aspect of Paul's interaction with the Athenian religious audience clearly was his daring use
of the Athenian altar 'To an unknown god" (17:23) in the speech.220 The commentators
have tried to uncover the key to this Pauline strategy, and have come up with a series of
suggestions.

1. Larsson seems representative of many scholars when he suggests that Paul's main point,

when using this specific altar, seems to be to establish a point of contact ("what you
worship", indicating a pantheistic view of God, 17:23b), in order to be able to present the
biblical truth about God (as being truly personal, 17:24ff).221

2. Many scholars emphasize what SeelTIS to many to be the lTIOst obvious reason, that the
altar was (or at least could be interpreted as) an admission of religious ignorance, and

220 Larsson calls this the most surprising and shocking element in this speech! (See Larsson
1987:392.)
211 Larsson 1987:387-388.
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possibly even an expression of religious openness?22 It has been pointed out "that what
Paul picked out for comment was the Athenians' open acknowledgement of their
ignorance, and that 'the ignorance rather than the worship is thus underscored'

".223

The

ambiguity of the inscription is well expressed by Krodel:

"Paul suggests that by erecting this altar with this inscription the Athenians
themselves announced the failure of polytheism and its cults to come to
terms with the deity of God. Simultaneously this inscription expresses a
hunch, a vague notion that the reality of God, his deity, is to be found
beyond all pagan cults, temples, and religious efforts. Thus the inscription
marks the place where the Athenians are open for knowledge of the true
God, where they are tml y 'religious'. ,,224
3. Skarsaune suggests that Paul used the Athenian altar's indication of religious ignorance
for a quite specific purpose. This particular altar (admitting ignorance about God) would
implicitly have functioned as a devastating critique of all the other altars (claiming
knowledge about the gods). This would imply that the Lucan Paul in Athens followed the
Socratic philosophical tradition in its critique of religion as idolatry.225

See Krodel 1986:331: Roloff 1981 :260; and Weiser 1985:468.
~2:< Stott 1990:285. Stott's reference is to Stonehouse 1949: 19.
224 Krodel 1986:331.
225 See Skarsaune 1996:589-597 and Skarsaune 1998: 130-136. This plausible suggestion is
made on the basis of a careful comparison between Paul (in Acts 17) and Justin Martyr (esp. in 1.
222

Apol. 5.1-4 and :. Apol. 10"+-8).
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4. Quite a few commentators mention the background story in Diogenes Laertius Vito
1.110. 226 The most promising use of this background material is found in Gempf, who
emphasizes 'safety precaution' as yet another aspect of why Paul used this altar:

"More significant is the way that the practice of this anonymous worship
was linked to themes central to Paul's speech: besides being an indication of
religiousness, it also is clearly presented by Diogenes Laertius as a 'safety
precaution'. The thinking was that if the gods were not properly venerated
they would strike the city. Hence, lest they inadvertently invoke the wrath
of some god in their ignorance of him or her, the city set up these altars to
unknown gods (Diogenes 1.110-113). Both the admission of ignorance and
the desire to avoid divine catastrophe are used to great effect by Paul in his
speech. ,,227

These different suggestions regarding 'the altar to an unkown god' should probably be seen
as complementalY rather than contradictOlY. Paul used the ambiguous altar inscription to
introduce key interlocking topics ('admission of ignorance'; 'critique of idolatry'; 'desire to
avoid divine catastrophe'). These topics functioned - explicitly or implicitly - as crucial
points of contact for Paul's argument (see further 4.4 and 5.2.2.1).

3.4.4 The philosophical context
Luke's account of the Areopagus Speech is clearly set in the pluralistic, philosophical
context of ancient Athens. This is the background for the intensive contemporary scholarly
discussions concerning ~) Paul's relationship to the natural theology of Epicureanism and

226

227

See e.g. Hemer 1989a: 117 and Bruce 1990a:380-381.
Gempf 1993a:51.
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Stoicism, Q) the traditionshistorische background to the individual elements of the speech,
and f) the possible usage of Socratic traditions in the Lucan account.

3.4.4.1 Epicureanism and Stoicism

The commentators seem, to a large extent, to be in substantial agreement concerning
the content and character of Epicurean and Stoic philosophy. These Hellenistic
philosophies can be summarized as follows: 228

1. Epicureanism was founded by Epicurus (341-270 B.C.) as a basically materialistic
worldview

29

,

based on the atomic theory of Democritus. The Epicurean philosophy, e.g.

as taught by Lucretius in Nat. (lst cent. B.C.), had its appeal mainly in the higher classes
and could be summarized as follows: ~) They argued in a deistic and polytheistic fashion
about the gods being so far away from the world as to exercise no influence in its affairs. b)
The world was seen to be the result of chance (the random motion and combination of
atomic particles). f) Death was considered to be the end of all existence, and therefore
there would be no judgment.

4) They held, therefore, that pleasure (hedone; not a sensualist

but a lofty view of pleasure) was the chief end of life, esp. a life of tranquillity (ataraxia)
with no pain, disturbing passions or superstitious fears. The following motto is thus an

Key summaries of Epicurean and Stoic philosophies are found in Allen. D. 1985 :64-70;
Bruce 1990a:376-377; Croy 2000; Graeser 1995; Paige 1993:714-715; Striker 1995; Thorn 2000;
and Watson 1994:42-51.
]~l) Epicurus is mentioned, together with Democritus and Lucretius, as one of the exponents of
"naturalism as a metaphysical program ... before the development of modem science"" in Koons
2000:62. See also Thiselton 1995: 122.
228
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appropriate summary of Epicureanism: "Nothing to fear in God; Nothing to feel in death;
Good [pleasure] can be attained; Evil [pain] can be endured. ,,230

2. Stoicism was founded by the Cypriot Zeno of Zitium (340-265 B.C.), by Cleanthes
(331-233 B.C.) and by Chrysippus (c. 280-207 B.C.). It gradually developed into a
basically pantheistic (or "panentheistic,,231) worldview. The name was taken from the Stoa

Poikile (i.e. the painted colonnade or portico) in the Athenian agora where Zeno taught
habitually. One famous Stoic in the first century was Paul's contelnporary Seneca (4 B.C. A.D. 65; see 3.2.1). The Stoic philosophy had become very popular at the time of Paul and
could be summarized as follows:

~)

They argued in a pantheistic fashion that God was the

world soul, or, Logos, the inherent Reason of the Universe. 12) Since God to the Stoics was
the world soul, everything that happened was the will of God. Therefore all things must be
accepted, as they are, without resentment.

~)

Their teaching focused on living in harmony

with nature as well as an emphasis on the rational abilities of humankind and the selfsufficiency (autarkeia) of the individual.

4) The ethical teaching of Stoicism was, at its

best, characterized by moral earnestness and a high sense of duty. The chief end of
Stoicism, however, was apatheia, not sympatheia.

Commentators have pointed out that Stoicism was known for its emphasis on
argwnents for the existence of the divine. Watson mentions various Stoic 'natural

2~() This motto was written about A.D. 200 by Diogenes, an Epicurean, and is quoted in

Witherington 1998:5 14.
231 Witherin!,Yfon 1998:514.
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theology' arguments, showing that the argument from the design of the universe to an
intelligent designer of the universe (i.e. the teleological argument) seems to have been
common. "The logical development of that [argument] is the argument from God's
providence. This was a topic of which the Stoics were particularly fond. ,,232 Winter draws
attention to what seems to have been "a standard Stoic apologia on the immortality of the
gods ... 'first they prove that the gods exist; next they explain their nature; then they show
that the world is governed by them; and lastly, that they care for the fortunes of
mankind'. ,,233

3. Barrett has pointed out that "Stoics and Epicureans resembled one another more closely
than either party would allow. Both saw that in a chaotic world the only way to peace was
the disciplining of desire" .234 Witherington observes that both schools were "essentially
materialists ... [and both] emphasized "the rational over the emotional". 235 A further point
of contact between the two schools is mentioned by Winter. He points to the fact that both
Stoicism and Epicureanism "had adopted the principle of accommodation of their beliefs
with popular religion for their followers ... [, since they] had to endorse religious pluralism if
they were to maintain their following, given the growing cult of the veneration of the

Watson 1994:47. See also Winter 1991: 119-121.
:m Winter 1991: 118. The quote is from Balbus' debate with opposing philosophical schools c.
77-78 in Cicero Nat. Deor. II.3. Acccording to Diogenes Laertius, Zeno VII.148. leading Stoics
such as Cleanthes, Chrysippos and Posidonus all produced works on natural theology. (See \\"inter
232

1991: 118.)
2)4 Barrett 1987:78.
2~5 Witherington 1998:51.+. See also T\1artin, L. 1987:36-37"
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deceased emperor as one of the ways of affirming loyalty to the Principate,,236. These key
observations by commentators regarding a common ground between Stoicism and

Epicureanism must be kept in mind when considering Paul's approach in Athens.

The preceding outline of Epicurean and Stoic beliefs, as presented in the contemporary
discussion, leads naturally to a discussion of Paul's engagement with these philosophies.

3.4.4.2 The 'traditionshistorische' background to ambivalent allusions in the
speech

Most writers seem to agree on the presence of ambivalent allusions in the main portion
of Paul's speech (17:24-29). These could refer either to Hellenistic philosophy or to the
Hebrew Bible and Hellenistic Judaism. Some commentators (following Dibelius)
emphasize the Hellenistic philosophical background237 , whereas others (following Gartner)
argue for a predominantly Old Testament and Jewish background238. This exegetical debate

should be decided preliminarily on the basis of a discussion on Paul's strategy (see 3.4.4.3
and 3.5) and finally on the basis of a critical exposition of the text itself (see chapter 4).

The following list gives the most relevant background references (including references
to parallel1naterial in contemporary and later sources) to the ambiguous statements in

Winter 1991:126-127; see also Winter 1994b:97 and Winter 2000:292-:~93.
237 See e.i.!. Haenchen 1977; Conzelmann 1987: and Ba1ch 1990.
2.~8 Sec e.~. Larsson 1987: Hemer 1989b; Bruce 1990a; and Gempf 1994.
2:16
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17:24-29, as it is presented in the recent debate: 239
- 17:24a: "God who made the world and everything in it." This could refer to Is. 42:5~40;
Ex. 20: 11; Wis. 9:9; 2 Mace. 7:23 and/or Plato Tim. 28C;76C; Epictetus 4.7.6.
- 17:24b: "God does not live in temples built by hands." This could refer to 1 Kings 8:27;
Is. 66: 1 and/or Plutarch Mar. 1034b.
- 17:25a: "He is not served by human hands, as ifhe needed anything." This could refer to
Ps. 50: 10-12; Mic. 6:6-8; 2 Mace. 14:35; T Naph. 1:6 and/or Plato Tim. 33D, 34B;
Euripides Herefur. 1345-46.
- 17:25b: "God himself gives all men life and breath and everything else." This could refer
to Gen. 2:7; Is. 42:5; Neh. 9:6; 2 Mace. 7:23 and/or COlp. Herm. 5:10; Euripides Herefur.
1345f.
- 17:26a: "From one man he made every nation of men." This could refer to Gen. 1:27-28
and/or Hellenistic myths about primeval man.
- 17:26b: "That they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for
them and the exact places where they should live." If about history of nations, this might
refer to: Deut. 32:8; Dan. 2:21ff; 4:37; 7:12,25. If about seasons of the year, this might
refer to: Job 38:4-12; Ps. 74:12-17; Jer. 5:22; 31:35; 1 QM IX:12f; lQH 1:13f,19. The
Hellenistic background (in either case) is Plato Leges X:886a; Cicero Tuse. 1.26.68; Virgil

~39

This list is primarily based on Morland 1994:249-250; Larsson 1987:388-392; Bruce
1990a:382-387; Pesch 1986: 136-140; and Herner 1989a: 118. See also Charles 2000.
240 It has been suggested that "the ministry in Athens ought to be regarded. as far as Paul is
concerned, in the light of the prophetic role of Jesus of Nazareth. the Sef\·ant of'{ahweh ofIsaiah
42149; that Paul consistently viewed his own apostleship to the Gentiles in terms of the Isaiah
passages, via his personal commission from the risen Jesus: and that the speech of Acts 17 finds its
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Gear. 1:237f.

- 17:27a: "God did so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find
him." This could refer to Is. 45: 19; Ps. 14:2 and/or Dio Chrysostom Or. 12:60.
- 17:27b: "though God is not far from each one of us." This could refer to Ps. 139:7-10
and/or Seneca Ep .. 41.1.
- 17:28a: "For in him we live and move and have our being." It is possible that this is a
Stoic formula, often attributed to Epimenides the Cretan (see Diogenes Laertius Vito 1.110),
but it also corresponds to Jewish critique of idolatry.
- 17:28b: "We are his offspring." This is a quote from the Stoic poet Aratus (Phaen. 5). It
also corresponds to Gen. 1:26 and Aristobulus fi-agm. 4.
- 17:29: " ... we should not think that the divine being is like gold, silver or stone - an image
made by man's design and skill." This could refer to Ps. 115:4; 135:15; Is. 40:18-19; Wis.
13-15 and/or Plutarch Mor. 167d-f.

This list of background references, then, demonstrates that a number of statements in
Paul's speech could be interpreted as Jewish and/or Hellenistic. This implies that the
crucial question, for the interpreters, is the normative background and framework for these
ideas when used by Paul. 241 Three major alternatives are presented in the contemporary

motivation in this special self-consciousness of the Apostle Paul" (Fudge 1971: 198).
241 It remains an open question both how much Paul actually knew of Greek culture in general
and of Athenian culture specifically and where he had aquired this knowledge. Bruce points out
that although the apostle was born in Tarsus, a Greek centre of learning. "it was probably at a later
stage that he acquired the measure of literary knowledge and Stoic thought that is attested in his
writings and speeches" (Bruce 1993 :682: see also Legasse 1995:373-376). Herner's judhTJnent
seems wise: "We cannot no\\' specify ho\\' far Paul's knowledge of the intricacies of Athenian
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discussion:

1) Paul used these ideas in a Hellenistic way, and therefore the speech should be seen as a
syncretistic speech. Some recent commentators argue that Paul should be seen as
presenting orthodox Stoicism, which is said to be different from the Stoics of the first
century since they had assimilated to the practices of popular Athenian religion. This
interpretation of the Areopagus Speech also implies that Paul took the Stoic side against
the Epicureans, thus creating a division among the audience (17:32).242 This 'liberal' view
of the speech has been seriously challenged243 , however, both in terms of its inadequate
understanding of Stoicism and its inadequate interpretation of the speech.

2) Paul used the ideas in an exclusively Jewish-Christian way. The correlation ofJewishChristian and Hellenistic ideas should therefore be seen as merely supeljicial, coincidental
or just phonetic. This 'conservative' view of the speech appears in different versions,
including some more popular ones. 244 This view, however, seems to run counter to the
textual evidence. 245

3) By establishing legitimate points of continuity and contact', Paul is able to explore the
ambiguity of these references in order to present the authentic Christian Gospel. This view

tradition extended, but it suffices to show that he had struck some significant vein of the richer
hidden complex." (Herner 1989b:246)
242 See Malherbe 1989: 152; Balch 1990; Neyrey 1990; and more recently Croy 1997 and
Hansen 1998:310-313.
243 See esp. Winter 1991: 117 -130.
244 See esp. Valen-Sendstad, A. 1995b. Gartner's classical treatment of the Areopagus Speech
has some affinities to this position.
245 See Herner 1989a and \Vinter 1991: cf. the discussion in -+.4.
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claims that Paul is engaged in an apologetic dialogue with the Hellenistic philosophers (see

3.4.4.3).

3.4.4.3 'Polemical engagement1246 through an 'apologetic dialogue'

The Areopagus Speech presents the interpreter with certain basic ambiguities. The
speech is thus characterized both by the use of ambiguous religious expressions of
Hellenistic and/or Jewish background and by the use of some forensic language even
though the setting should not be seen as an adversarial trial. A theological understanding of

the speech as apologetics, however, seems to provide the reader with a plausible key to
these ambiguities. 247
Herner suggested such a reading in 1989, when he coined the phrase 'apologetic dialogue'
about the Areopagus Speech:

"The speech may be understood as apologetic dialogue directed
successively to the classes of interlocutors represented among the hearers,
the representatives of Stoicism, Epicureanism and Athenian religion. Yet
the speech is not structured in any such way. It reads more like an
abbreviation which has consolidated the three lines of argument to a
presentation of Christ within which the elements of the response to different
misunderstandings are included together.,,248

The tenn 'polemical engagement' is found in Wright 1997:80-83.
247 The ambiguities are outlined in 3.4.2 and 3.4.4.2. See also Morland 1994:248-251.
248 Herner 1989b:243. Barrett suggested a similar approach in 1974: "Paul finds Athens in the
grip of popular, superstitious religion. This bears witness to both elements in the truth contained in
the altar dedication,' Ayvcbcr'tq? 8£q?, there is a God, and men do not know him. Paul enlists the
aid of the philosophers, uing in the first place the rational criticism of the Epicureans to attack the
folly and especially the idolatry of popular religion, and then the theism of the Stoics to establish
(against the Epicureans) the immediate and intimate nearness of God, and man's obligation to
follow the path of duty and of (true) religion, rather than that of pleasure. But all these
propaedeutics come in the end under judgement: men must repent. for God has appointed a day in
which he means to judge the world in righteousness, by a Man whom he has appointed. and raised
from the dead (17:31)." (Barrett 1974: 75) Surprisingly enough, ho\\,eycr, there are no references to
246
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Herner argues that the basis for this understanding of the speech is found in observations
such as these:

249

Paul seems to expose an inconsistency in Stoic pantheism, which could be

described as "the inconsistency between the transcendent reality to which their thinkers
aspired and the man-made images of Athens"25o. Paul did this by using their own
terminology; e.g. their belief that God is the source of all life (17 :25b) and a statement
from Aratus, one of their poets (17 :28). Paul also seems to argue against the polytheistic
deism of the Epicureans by presenting God as creator (17:24), sustainer (17:25, using their
own belief that the gods need nothing from men and cannot be served by men), and judge
(17:30-31). Further, Paul's dialogue with popular Athenian religion is seen e.g. in his
reference to their religiosity (17:22), but comes to a focus (in 17:28a and 17:31) "in the
implied references to the traditions surrounding the Cretan seer Epimenides and the court
of Areopagus itself,251. In Herner's words;

"The passage is a fascinating study in cross-cultural communication, in
building bridges where possible without shirking the necessity of dialogue
on points of basic disagreement, while seeking to meet those issues where
the questioner is, on his own ground and terminology ... And where Luke
uses the terminology of Hellenistic philosophy, he is not putting in Paul's
mouth words impossible for Paul; rather, the apologist is meeting his
audience on their own ground to respond to them there, endorsing what he
can in their terms, but effectually also submitting their ideas to a profound
critique. ,,252

Barrett's article in Herner's 1989-studies on Acts 17: 16-34.
249 See Herner 1989b:243-248.
250 Herner 1989b:244. It seems somewhat imprecise, though, by Herner to use the term
'transcendent reality' about Stoic pane en)theistic beliefs.
]51 Hemer 1989b:245. The references are to Diogenes Laertius T'it. 1.110-112 and Aeschylus
EUl71cl1. 647-648.
~5~ Hemer 1989b:247.254.
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Herner's concepts of 'apologetic dialogue' and 'bridge-building' were carried further by
Winter in 1991 - in his response to Balch and N eyrey - as an appropriate way of
understanding Paul's interaction in his speech with the Stoics and the Epicureans. Winter
identifies a series of common themes in Paul's speech, both in relation to Stoicism and to
Epicureanism, as well as key elements of critique:
1. Five themes seem to have provided the background for Paul's dialogue with the
Stoics: 253 ~) Paul might have used the Stoic apologetic 'natural theology outline' in order to
present a Christian apologia on the nature of the one and true God (see 3.4.4.1).254 b) The
nature of the unknown God (17:23) was introduced in the light of the misunderstanding
concerning 'Jesus and the Resurrection' (17:18) and the Stoic interchangeable use of , god'
in singular and plural.

~)

Paul relates to the Stoic pantheistic view of the divine in order to

introduce God as truly personal (17:23-24). d) The Stoic view of providence "provided an
important link and it was here that he was able to find significant common ground as he
moved to his thesis on the knowable God and Jesus and his resurrection".255 (See 17:2528.) ~) The theme of judgment (17 :31) would also have been a point where there was some
cominon ground between Paul and the Stoics.
2. Four themes provided COlnmon ground between Paul and the Epicureans

256

: ~) The gods

Winter 1991:118-122.
254 Winter points out that "the summary in Acts 17 certainly deals with the nature of God as
creator of the world who is Lord of heaven and earth (v. 24a), it affinns he gives life and all things
to all his creation (v. 25b), and his providential care is intrinsically bound up with the needs of all
mankind (v. 26)" (Winter 1991: 118).
255 Winter 1991: 122.
25(l Winter 1991: 123-12-+. Winter's concluding comment seems appropriate: "\\'hile areas of
agreement for Paul with the Stoics would haye been far greater, consensus on four doctrines is
253
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are 'living, immortal and blessed' (17:24-29; see also 1 Thess. 1:9, Rom. 1:23, 1 Tim. 1: 11
and Diogenes Laertius Epicurus X.139-154). hl The knowledge of the divine was manifest
(17:23b; see also Diogenes Laertius Epicurus X.123). ~) God does/the gods do not live in
man-made temples (17:24b). d) God has/the gods have no need of anything (17:25).

3. Winter emphasizes further that Paul, in his critique of idolatry, challenged both Stoics
and Epicureans, since both philosophical schools had endorsed religious pluralism and
adopted the principle of accommodation towards popular religion (cf. 3.4.4.1). "The
notional caveats which they provided for their adherents enabled the latter to participate in
cultic activities. It shows the uneasy but obviously necessary rapprochement they felt that
they had to reach with it. ,,257

Herner and Winter's approach to the Areopagus Speech seems both valid and helpful.
Paul's use of ambiguous religious concepts and expressions could thus be seen as
apologetic devices in order to establish legitimate 'points of continuity and contact' for the
communication of the Gospe1. 258 This perspective also indicates that Paul actually was
using the philosophers' own arguments and their own poets to uncover their pragmatic
accOlnmodation to the religious pluralism of the day.259 It seems thus plausible to describe

sufficient to reject Neyrey's thesis that Luke has Paul siding with the Stoics against his stereotyped
Epicureans." (Winter 1991: 124 contra Neyrey 1990) It is surprising that Hansen 1998:312-313, in
spite of references to the evidence presented by Winter, still sticks to Neyrey's thesis. It is also
remarkable that Croy 1997, who argues along the same lines as Neyrey, makes no reference
neither to Hemer's nor to Winter's discussions.
257 Winter 1991: 126.
258 See further 5.2.2.1.
259 Paul seems thus to be saying: "You are guilty - of allowing idolatry - on your own
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Paul's approach to Stoicism and Epicureanism in Acts 17 as 'polemical engagement'
through an apologetic dialogue. 260

3.4.4.4 Paul depicted as a Christian Socrates?

There seem to have been an extensive use of the Socratic tradition in antiquity, both in
the Graeco-Roman world in general and by Greek philosophy in particular. A crucial issue
facing the commentators, then, is whether Luke, implicitly or explicitly, is using the
Socratic tradition in Acts 17: 16-34 in order to "portray Paul as a new Socrates for his
Greek audience"261.

A number of recent comlnentators would agree with the claim that "the prelude to the
Areopagus Speech depicts Paul according to the model of Socrates" .262 There are three
textual features in 17: 16-21 that are emphasized by many commentators as possible
Socratic allusions:~) the comment about foreign gods, b) the description of the Athenian
scene and f) the rhetorical technique being used. 263

~)

The only undisputed reference to the Socratic tradition in the prelude to the speech is the

comment on foreign gods (1 7: 18), where the actual wording reflects the Socratic

grounds!"
~()(I See further chapter 5.
2(,] Keener 1993:373.
262 Sandnes 1993:20. See also Bruce 1988:330; Larsson 1987:384; Marshall 1980: 283-284:
Pesch 1986: 134; Roloff 1981:257; Stott 1990:280: and Weiser 1985 :458.
~6~ Sandnes 1993:21.
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tradition.

264

The question is, though, what this actually meant at the time of Paul, a point

which seems to have been neglected by most commentators. Kvalbein shows that the
Greek philosophers at this time were arguing about Socrates, the Stoics treating him as a
'hero' whereas the Epicureans saw him as a 'fool'.265 Neither of the philosophical schools
would therefore consider a reference to the accusations against Socrates as a serious charge
which would result in a fonnal trial. These observations strengthen the case for not seeing
the Areopagus setting as an adversarial trial (see also 3.4.2).

h) and f)· Socrates and Paul are both depicted as using the agora (or the market-place) as
the scene for their activity in Athens, talking to casual passers-by (l7:17b). The rhetorical
strategy used in this agora context by Socrates, as well as by the Lucan Paul, was dialogue
(17: 17). Many commentators tend to interpret both these aspects as being implicit Socratic
allusions. This depends, however, on the overall approach to the text. 266

Sandnes 1993 :21-22. See Plato Apol. 24b-c.
265 Kvalbein 1982:91-92.
266 Given suggests that there is a conscious link between the ambiguities and the Socratic
allusions in the Lucan account:
"In light of the well known Stoic pretensions to dialectical mastery and expertise in detecting
ambiguities and sophisms, as well as the equally well known shortcomings of the Epicureans in
such matters, Luke's casting of Paul in the role of Socrates, the returned father of dialectic can
hardly be coincidental or innocent. In the opening encounter in the agora, his point is not simply to
link Paul with Socrates as one who dialogues, but also to portray the Athenian philosophers as
grossly misunderstanding Paul's message as the proclamation of a new god and goddess precisely
through their failure to disambiguate anastasis. In the speech, Luke's point is not simply to link
Paul with Socrates as one who appeared before the Athenian court, but also to portray the
Athenian intellectuals as victims of sophistic verbal cunning through their failure to recognize
Paul's 'wickedly sophistical use of ambiguity', to borrow Guthrie's expression." (Given 1996:350)
There are clearly some key elements of truth in Givens' analysis, but he takes it toola,. "then
describing the L/lcan Paul as a 'sophist'. As shO\\'n in 3.3.3.2, mainly on the basis of \\Tinter
1997b, Paul consciously and consistently seems to have adopted an anti-sophistic stance.
264
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Sandnes extends the possible Socratic parallels to the speech itself 67 , emphasizing that
"Paul, like the philosopher, starts from the position of his audience. Furthermore, he closes
in an indirect and surprising way, thus leaving his audience in doubt: 'who is this man
mentioned at the end of the speech?,.,,268 This perspective on the speech (see also 3.5.1.4)
seems to be both legitimate and suggestive and has apparently not yet been seriously
challenged by other commentators.

3.5 The Question of Paul as Public Speaker in Athens: Orator and
Missionary

3.5. 1 Paul as orator in Athens
3.5. 1. 1 The rhetorical context

Commentators unanimously agree that the Lucan account describes Paul as a public
speaker in Athens. 269 Winter claims that Paul was asked to present 'a declamation speech'
when facing the Areopagus Council. The basis for this argument is found in the following
observations from the text: ~) The actual invitation given to Paul was to present his
teaching as a 'herald of strange gods' (17:19-20; see 3.4.2.3); h) The nominated topic was
'Jesus and resurrection' (17: 18-19); f) The L'tCXSEtC; OE of 17:22 opens up the possibility

Witherington makes an additional point, mentioning that Luke's portrayal of Paul in 17:25a
seems reminiscent of Plato's description of how Socrates "had discussed whether human service to
the gods was possible or not (Euth)phro 12 E - 15 E)" (Witherington 1998:525).
2()~ Sandnes 1993 :2--l.
2()'I It was argued in 3.3.3 that this Lucan description was appropriate for Paul as the alleged
2()7
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of a gap between the nomination of the topic and the actual delivery of the speech270; Q)
The beginning of Paul's speech follows the conventional pattern of the exordium (17:2223a), leading up to the propositio (17:23b). This means that Paul was "being given the
opportunity to establish his credentials as a speaker ... in the same way that any public
orator often was invited to do ... when he came to a city in the East in the 1st century" .271

This emphasis on Paul as a public speaker in Athens leads naturally to a brief
evaluation of recent discussions on the rhetorical genre, structure and strategy of Paul's
speech. The rhetorical exegetical approach "seeks to explore the argumentative strategy and
persuasive power of discourse,,272 and is very common among more recent studies on Acts

17: 16-34.

3.5. 1.2 The rhetorical genre

Classical rhetorical textbooks refer to three kinds of speeches: forensic, deliberative
and epideictic. 273 Recent rhetorical studies of the Areopagus Speech seem to be unanimous

speaker.
270 Winter makes the plausible suggestion, that "the normal convention of a day's grace was ...
allowed in order [for Paul] to prepare his 'declamation' on the nominated topic of 'Jesus and
resurrection' (Acts 17: 19). It would be composed and memorised to be presented the following
day. Such speeches could be published and it is known that they were circulated in Athens."
(Winter 1991:114)
nI Winter 1991: 114. See also Winter 1996.
272 Yeo 1994:75. This approach (which recently has become increasingly popular in New
Testament studies) seems to be esp. appropriate in this context, since this text claims to be a
recorded summary of a speech held in one of the major rhetorical centres of the Graeco-Roman
world. There is no doubt that the Lucan account "uses devices of structure and emphasis
appropriate to the elevated and literary rendering of a formal speech" (Herner 1989b:256).
273 See esp. Aristotle RhL'f. 1.3.1-4; Cicero Her. 1.2.2: and Quintillian Ins!. Ora!.3A.
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in their analysis. The fonnaljorensic category is seen as inappropriate in the light of the
structure and content of the fonnal forensic speeches elsewhere in Acts. 274 As shown in

3.4.2.3, however, this does not rule out a setting before the Council. The epideictic
category is also seen as irrelevent, since Paul neither is "praising nor lamenting anyone,,]75.
The deliberative category, however, is shown to fit the textual evidence in the Lucan
account. Yeo provides a succinct summary: "The speech is deliberative because of the
appeal the rhetor puts forward (v. 30) in order to change the course of action of the
audience. Second, the time referent is predominantly future. Thirdly, the topoi concern
what is advantageous and expedient to the audience. ,,276 This would imply, then, that the

deliberative category is the appropriate rhetorical genre for the Areopagus Speech. ]77

3.5.1.3 The rhetorical structure

Yeo offers a detailed and plausible analysis of the rhetorical structure of the Areopagus
Speech as a deliberative speech. His analysis can be summarized as follows: 278

274 On forensic speeches in Acts, see 2.2.3.
275 Sandnes 1993:14.
276 Yeo 1994:83. Sattherthwaite argues accordingly that "Paul's speech in Acts 17:22-31
emerges as a textbook example of a deliberative speech: proem (v.22, seeking t~ ~ecure a~dience
goodwill); narration (v.23a, giving background); division (again a single propOSItIon: I \\'111 tell
you of this God you worship as unknown, v.23b); demonstration (God as incomparably greater
than idols, vv.24-29); peroration (vv.30-31)" (Satterthwaite 1993:360).
277 Kelmedy 1984 launched this approach, and a number of commentators have followed:
Zweck 1989; Morgenthaler 1993:331-332; Sandnes 1993; Satterthwaite 1993: and Yeo 1994. (See
also Powell 1991 :96-99.)
278 See Yeo 1994:77-80. This analysis seems dependent on Zweck 1989, but is more detailed
and covers the whole speech.
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1-

17:22 Exordium (or proem), with address (v. 22 a) and captatio benevolentiae (v. 22b).

~. 17:23 Narratio, with narratio proper (v. 23a) and partitio or thesis (v. 23b).

1·

17:24-29 Probatio (orpistis or conjirmatio), with three 'proofs':~) First proof(vv. 24-

25): Nature of God as maker (v. 24) and sustainer (v. 25) in relation to the World; Q)
Second proof (vv. 26-27a): Providence of God to Humankind as maker (v. 26a) and
detenniner (v. 26b) with divine purposes (v. 27a); f) Third proof (vv. 27b-29): Affinity of
humanity to God since God is immanent (v. 27b), with chreia or iudicatum (v. 28) and first

adfectus (appeal) with comminatio (v. 29).

1·

17 :30-31 Peroratio (or conclusio), with recapitulatio with first adfectus (appeal) in

expolitio (a refined restatement; v. 30a), second adfectus (v. 30b), and rationale for appeal
(v. 31).

Yeo's detailed rhetorical outline is a stimulating and attractive attempt to analyse Paul's
overall argumentative structure in his speech. This outline seems to be preferrable to an
alternative outline offered by Sandnes, where the exordium is 17:22b-28 and 17:29-31
constitutes the propositio. The problem with this latter analysis is that 17:22b-28 seems to
carry more weight than just being an exordium. 279 The major divisions of Yeo's outline are

This is recognized in Morland 1994:265. The analyses presented by Z\\'eck and Y co are
similar to the analyses in e.g. Krodel 1986:329: Larsson 1987:382; Roloff 1981 :257; Pesch
.
1986: 132: and Weiser 1985:456. As will be shown in the exegesis of 17:22-28 in -t4.1-4.-+.2. thIS
majority "iew seems to fit the textual evidence better.
279
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representative of most of the recent rhetorical studies and will be used - to a large extenf80
- as a framework for the detailed exposition of the speech in chapter 4. 281

3.5. 1.4 The rhetorical strategy

The rhetorical strategy suggested by Sandnes seems much more promising for the
understanding of Acts 17:16-34 than his rhetorical outline (see 3.5.1.3). He claims that
Paul, when facing the curious and critical audience in Athens, used an appropriate
rhetorical strategy called insinuatio (i.e. a subtle approach), where the immediate aim was
"to promote curiosity and elicit questions,,282. The textual basis for this approach is found
in the following observations:

~)

This indirect strategy is reminiscent of Socrates, which

could explain the possible use of the Socratic tradition in 17: 16-21 (see 3.4.4.4); :Q) The

insinuatio strategy is a plausible way of explaining the surprisingly cryptic way of
introducing Jesus as in 17:31; f) This strategy is also a plausible key to the responses to the
speech mentioned in 17:32-34, where especially the wish for more information (in v. 32b)
fits the supposed aim of promoting curiosity and eliciting questions. This suggested

rhetorical strategy, then, seems to fit the textual evidence. Chapters 4 and 5 will show the
validity of this analysis.

280

Yeo's detailed outline of the probatio seems less convincing than his overall structure of

the speech. See further 4.4.2.
281 See further chapter ..t.
2S2 Sandnes 1993:26. He refers to Cicero Her. 1.6.9-10 and Quintillian Inst. Orat. 4.1.42-50
for the insinuatio approach, arguing that the insinuatio "will in an indirect way attract the attention
of this [critical] audience, if necessary eyen by applying concealment" (Sandnes 1993: 15).
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3.5.2 Paul as missionary speaker in Athens

3.5.2. 1 A 'missionary speech'

Given the importance of the rhetorical dimensions of the text (see 3.5.1), many
commentators agree that the focus in Luke's account is on Paul as a Christian speaker in
this specific context. As indicated in 2.2.3, the Areopagus Speech has often been described
as one of the 'missionary speeches' or (,missionary sermons') in Acts. This is not a formal
literary category, but the description 'missionary speech' relates to the explicit evangelistic
purpose of these speeches, in contrast to the formal defence speeches and hortatory
speeches. 283 The focus of this section is the attempts in the contemporary discussion to
compare and contrast the Areopagus Speech with other 'missionary speeches' in Acts.

Many commentators stress the dissimilarities between the Areopagus Speech and the
other speeches. Jervell represents this strand of thought: "But this speech is more or less a
foreign body within Acts, not a typical missionary speech, and from the point of
composition and structure no lines lead from this speech to other parts of Acts. ,,284 Larsson
points out, however, that there seems to be a basic similarity in structure among the

'missionary speeches' in general, though they were addressed to widely different
audiences. He presents the following list of identical elements, when comparing Peter's

See e.g. Bailey. 1. & Vander Broek, L. 1992: 167; Bruce 1990a:34-40; Hvah-ik 1992:
Hemer 1989a:415-427; and Morland 1994:251.
~X4 JervcIl 1984: 17. The scenes in Lystra and Athens, however, are "'not to be seen as isolated
exceptions to a general rule" (Marshall 2000: 108).
283
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speech on the day of Pentecost with Paul's speech in Athens: 285
~) Peter and Paul both addresses the audiences (2:14 and 17:22a).

Q) Peter and Paul both relates their message to the specific situations (2: 16-21 and 17:22b23).
f) Peter and Paul both presents the Christian message in three basic parts: First, a summary

of the acts of God and/or Jesus (2:22-24 and 17:24-28a) is given. Secondly, proofs from the
Old Testament (2:25-36) or from Greek literature (17:28b) are introduced. Thirdl)" an
appeal is made to the audience about conversion (2:37-40 and 17:29-31).

4) In both cases, Luke mentions the results of the speech (2:41

and 17:32-34).

This list of connecting observations is significant, since it clearly links the Areopagus
Speech to a key 'missionary speech' to the Jews. 286 It seems to be generally recognized
among the commentators, however, that despite the similarities noted above, the speeches
to Gentiles in Acts 14: 15-17 and 17:22-31 stand out as quite unique among the 'missionary

speeches' in terms of approach and emphasis. This means that the closest parallel to the
studied presentation in Athens is found in the hurried speech in Lystra. In an illuminating
article, Gempf identifies some of the common features between these two passage as ~) a
pagan audience, Q) various misunderstandings, f) idolatry, d) conversion

and~)

God as

Creator and Sustainer. 287 There SeelTIS, however, to be a difference in emphasis between the

Larsson 1987:382; cf. also Green, J. 1997: 11 and Larsson 2001:79.
2!\(, From this perspective - as argued in 3.3.3.1 - a passage like 1 Thess.l :9-10 serve as an
important key to its interpretation.
2~7 Gempf 1995. This comparison may shed new light on pagan misunderstandings: "The
Athenians imagine
t\\'o ne\\' gods, while the Lystrans think they are seeing two old ones! Could
.....
285
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speech in Lystra and the speech in Athens. Craig mentions the explicit emphasis in Acts
14: 17 on inferential reasoning on the basis of the created order: "Moreover, Acts 14: 17
states that although God let the Gentiles go their own way, still he did not leave them

amartyron, that is without evidence or witness, which is constituted by the created
order.,,288 On the other hand, the emphasis in Acts 17 - as indicated by Winter (see 3.4.4.3)
- seems to be to argue for the plausibility of a Judeo-Christian natural theology over and
against competing natural theologies.

3.5.2.2 A role model for mission?

Larsson suggests that Luke included the Areopagus Speech in the Book of Acts in
order to provide his readers with a missionary model for evangelism aITIong pagans. 289 On
the basis of such suggestions, Morland has attempted to express Paul's missionary strategy
in Athens. He emphasizes the following crucial aspects:290~ Paul introduced himself in a
positive way to catch the attention of the audience (l7:22b in contrast to 17: 16); hl Paul
used the pagan altar inscription (l7:23a) and the quotation from the pagan poet Aratus

Luke be warning his readers of ways in which pagans misunderstand?'" (Stott 1990:282; referring
to a comment from C. Gempfin a private communication.)
288 Craig in Cowan 2000:40.
289 Larsson 1987:393. See also Bruce 1977:47. It has been suggested that Luke's intentions in
this passage should be summed up as: "( 1) to communicate the Christian message to his readers in
the language of the audience, utilizing pagan categories to express the reality of divine revelation;
(2) to build on pagan concepts through illustration, both philosophical and literary; (3) to adjust
pagan assumptions in the light of biblical revelation (viz., via creation, transcendence, and selfdisclosure); (4) to give evidence of God's self-disclosure (through the resurrection); and (5) to
move toward the goal of repentance on the part of the reader through rhetorical persuasion."
(Charles 1995:53. He refers to Flender 1967:71-72.)
290 Morland 1994:252-255.
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(17:28b) as argumentative starting-points; f) Paul's use of ambiguous statements (which. as
shown in 3.4.4.2, could refer either to Greek literature and philosophy or to Old
Testament/Jewish material) should probably be seen as intentional in order to establish
possible points of contact; Q) The basis for Paul's missionary or communicative strategy is
found in the dual fact that God is close (17:27) and that the Athenians are God's
"offspring" (17:28-29); ~) While using aspects of the Athenians' beliefs as legitimate
'points of continuity and contact', Paul simultaneously modifies and corrects their basic
view of God (17:24b-25a; 17:29);.f) The main portion of the speech (17:24-29) seems to
prepare the ground for the introduction of the distinctively Christian gospel in 17:30 -31
(cf. also 17 :23b). These key observations will be explored in depth in the exegetical
discussion of these verses in chapter 4, as well as in the analysis and assessment of Acts
17: 16-34 as apologetics in chapter 5.

This approach to the speech needs to be qualified by the critical insights of some recent
comlnentators. First, Liefeld stresses the ilnportance of seeing Paul's approach in Athens in
the context of the whole of Acts 17. Paul came to Athens as a refugee, without his
missionary team, and seemingly with no explicit plan to reach out to Athens.

"Paul's speaking in the synagogue in Athens and engaging in discussions in
the lnarketplace were not part of a planned gospel outreach but were a
reaction to the pervasive idolatry that' greatly distressed' him. A council
meeting is the occasion of the speech itself, where Paul responds to an
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inquiry as to his teachings. So Paul's mode of communication was suited to
the occasion - not preaching, but explaining or teaching. ,,291

Secondly, Gempf criticizes the uncritical use of the speech by some contemporary
missiologists, who treat the Areopagus Speech as a key example of a culturally sensitive
'Missionary Primer' in a pagan context. 292 Gempf makes a crucial point in relation to this
missiological theory:

"In fact, perhaps the hardest thing to reconcile with the Missionary Primer
theory is that there is no case in Acts in which we have an evangelistic 'first
contact' sermon to pagan Gentiles. In both Lystra and Athens, as
presumably elsewhere, Luke knows that the apostles gave such a message,
but he only repeats the follow-up talk intended to clarify
misunderstandings. ,,293
Thus, the recorded 'missionary speech' in Athens was neither part of a long-term
planned evangelistic outreach (but provoked) nor a 'Missionary Primer' per se (but the
follow-up speech). If the text is to be properly applied as a role model for mission (or for

apologetics), this must be done with these key qualifications in mind.

3.6 Conclusions

This concluding section has a dual function. First, it gives a summalY of this chapter's
critical assessment of the contemporary exegetical discussion on the authenticity of the

Liefeld 1995:69.
:''l2 Gempf 1995:57-58. He refers esp. to Fernando 1987:33-35 and Hesselgrave 1991 :233-234.
Other examples would include Haacker 1988; Hempelmann 1998; Isizoh 1998; Manus 1985; and
291

Richardson, D. 1984.
2'n Gempf 1995:68.
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account, the Athenian context, and Paul as a public speaker. Secondly, it constitutes a yital

background for the subsequent, detailed exegetical study of the passage in chapter 4.

3.6. 1 The Question of the Authenticity of the Account

The assessment in 3.3 on the contemporary discussion of the authenticity of Acts

17: 16-34 indicated that various frameworks of interpretation playa key role and that the
selection of a given framework needs to be properly justified.

This chapter has concluded, with Herner, Bruce and Gempf (as prominent exponents of this
view), that Luke's inevitable claims to historicity should include the account in Acts 17: 16-

34. This Lucan account has been shown to be appropriate both for Athens as the alleged
situation (including the altar 'To an unknown god') and for Paul as the alleged speaker (in
a comparison with his letters).294 This implies that the sceptical attitude (of Dibelius,
Conzelmann and others) towards the authenticity of this text clearly seems unfounded. It

has thus been established, that the view that this Lucan account can be shown to be
suitable (or appropriate) - both for Athens as the alleged situation andfor Paul as the
alleged speaker - is a plausible and valid exegetical framework. This framework, then, will
be presupposed in the exegetical discussion in the next chapter.

It was shown that neither the largely unresolved historical question of the altar 'To an
unknown god' 1101' the theological relationship between this passage and relevant Pauline passages
(such as 1 Thess. 1:9-10, 1 Cor. 2: 1-5 and Rom. 1: 18-23) constitue valid objections to treating the
Lucan account as historical. This approach claims thus, with Blomberg: "Unless there is good
reason for believing otherwise one will assume that a given detail in the work of a particular
historian is factual" (Blomberg 1987:2-l0). He adds, "This method places the burden of proof
294
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3.6.2 The Question of the Athenian Context

The assessment in 3.4 of the contemporary discussion of questions related to the
Athenian context (i.e. location, occasion, religion and philosophy) led to a number of
conclusions.

It seems plausible (as Herner argues) to locate the whole Athenian incident to the

northwestern comer of the agora. Paul engaged in various discussions in the agora and
was subsequently (as Winter has argued) invited to the Areopagus Council (in the Stoa

Basileios) as a herald of foreign gods to explain his teachings. A majority of the
commentators would at least agree in seeing the Areopagus Speech as something else than
a judicial defence before the Council. As argued by Barrett, Herner and Winter, Paul was
using this occasion to engage critically with both Athenian idolaters (focusing on the
various key dimension of the specific altar) and Epicurean and Stoic philosophers (in an
apologetic dialogue with these worldviews). It is possible, as argued by Sandnes and
others, that Luke (at least to some extent) may be alluding to Paul as a Christian Socrates.

It remains to be seen, however, whether the exegetical discussion in the next chapter will
demonstrate the validity of these conclusions about the contemporaTY discussion ofActs
17: 16-34 and the Athenian context.

squarely on the person who would doubt the reliability of a given portion of the text" (Blomberg
1987:240). See also Goetz & Blomberg 1981.
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3.6.3 The Question of Paul as Public and Missionary Speaker in Athens

The assessment in 3.5 of the contemporary discussion of questions related to Paul as
public and missionary speaker in Athens led to a number of conclusions.

The plausible view was adopted that the rhetorical context for Paul was as a public speaker
before the Areopagus Council to be assessed as a herald of foreign gods (see 3.6.2). Before
this curious and critical audience, Paul presented what recent rhetorical studies have
identified as a deliberative speech. Yeo's plausible analysis of the overall rhetorical
structure of Paul's deliberative speech was largely adopted, as well as Sandnes' attractive
analysis of Paul 's rhetorical strategy (to promote curiosity and elicit questions).

Most commentators seem to agree that the Lystra incident provides the closest parallel to
the Athenian episode, but it has been shown (esp. by Larsson) that there also are
similarities (in structure and content) between Acts 17 and Acts 2 (as a key example of a
speech to Jews). Liefeld argues plausibly that Paul's speech should not be seen as part of a
planned evangelistic outreach, but as a provoked speech. This is complemented by
Gempfs key observation that the speech is a follow-up speech and not 'a missionary
primer'.

It remains to be seen, however, whether the exegetical discussion in the next chapter lvill
demonstrate the validity of these conclusions about the contemporary discussion of Paul as
a public and missionary speaker in Athens.
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4. AN EXPOSITION OF THE GREEK TEXT OF ACTS

17: 16-34295

Outline:

4.1 Introducing the Chapter
4.2 Context, Text and Structure
4.3 The Introduction, 17: 16-21
4.4 The Areopagus Speech, 17:22-31
4.5 The Epilogue, 17:32-34
4.6 Conclusions

The following exegesis is primarily based on a critical interaction with the following
commentators: Bruce 1988; Bruce 1990a; Conzelmann 1987; Gempf 1994; Haenchen 1977;
Krodel 1986; Larsson 1987: Longenecker 1981; L6vestam 1988; Marshall 1980: Pesch 1986;
Roloff 1981; Sclmeider, G. 1982; Weiser 1985; and Witherington 1998. Important treatments are
also Carson 1996b; Gempf 1988; Gempf 1993a; Gempf 1993b; Given 1995; Gooding 1990;
Gartner 1955; Kjrer-Hansen 1996; Prior. K. 1995; Stonehouse 1949; Stott 1990; \\'inter 1991:
Winter 1996: and Yeo 1994. Some older Scandinavian contributions have also been consulted:
Danbolt 1948: Falk-Rcmne 1979: Fmvig 1944; Fougner 1976; Mosbech 1945: and Odland 1936.
295
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4.1 Introducing the Chapter

Building on the critical engagement with the commentators in chapter 3, this chapter
presents an exegetical study of Acts 17: 16-34 based specifically on the Greek text. The first
part of the study deals briefly with preliminary questions related to context, text and
structure. The subsequent verse-by-verse exposition has a dual emphasis. In the textual
sections, the stress is on the analysis of crucial elements of the text and their specific
meaning. In the critical sections, the overall meaning and theological significance of each
verse and the key elements explored in the textual section will be drawn out. This dual
exegetical discussion leads - together with the preceding discussion in chapters 2 and 3 to some conclusions on Luke's apologetic intentions (as the narrator) and Paul's apologetic
thinking and practice (as the orator).296

4.2 Context, Text and Structure

4.2.1 Context in Acts297

The wider context for Paul's visit to Athens is 15:39-18.22. The apostle Paul visited the
ROlnan provinces of Macedonia and Achaia (i.e. Greece) for the first time on his so-called
"Second Missionary Journey" (c. A.D. 48_50).298 In this part of Acts, the emphasis is on

296

Thus, answers may be given at the end of this chapter to the two sub-questions identified in

1.5.l.
See also chapter 2.
~()S For the chronology, see e.g. Alexander 1993: 122-123.

297
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Christianity and the pagan world, and Paul's visit to Athens clearly plays a key role in this
section of Luke's narrative. 299

The immediate context for Paul's visit in Athens is 17: 10-18: 18.
9;) Paul at Berea (17: 10-13), where the emphasis on the synagogue ministry and the

Bereans' "examination of the Scriptures" forms a clear contrast to 17:16-34.

Q) The transitional verses of 17: 14-15 depict Paul in travel from Berea to Athens. The
apostle had to leave Berea in a state of emergency because of strong opposition, and was
brought by friends to Athens (17:15). His travel companions Silas and Timothy, however,
stayed behind in Berea (17: 14). They were soon to join him in Corinth (17: 15; 18: 1,5; cf. 1
Thess. 3: 1_6).300
f) Paul at Athens (17: 16-34).

4) In a new transitional verse Luke records Paul's travels from Athens to Corinth (18: 1).301
~) Paul at Corinth 18: 2ff, where the emphasis is on Paul's ministry in the synagogue (18:4-

302
7a ; as a contrast to the non-Jewish emphasis in Athens) and in a private house (18:7b-ll;

As expressed by Gooding: "The only speech from this period that Luke summarises at any
length is Paul's address to the Court of the Areopagus at Athens. Some, ifnot all, of the members
of the court were intellectually sophisticated, but all of them, naturally enough, were pagans. In
explaining to the court the essential features of Christianity, Paul inevitably does so against the
background not of Judaism but of pagan religious, philosophical and political thought and practice.
And Luke provides us with a comparatively full outline of this address because it is typical of the
special emphasis he wishes this section of Acts to carry." (Gooding 1990:247-248)
300 A responsible hannonization of Acts 17: 14-15; 18:5: and 1 Thess. 3: 1-6 might lead to a
more complicated reconstruction of the events. In that case it is possible that "Bruce, Marshall and
Polhill are right that Timothy and Silas did rejoin Paul in Athens briefly, from which point, after
hearing their reports, Paul sent them to Thessalonica and Philippi respectively, after \\'hich they
met Paul again in Corinth" (Witherington 1998:510).
301 See further on the relationship between Acts 17-18 and 1 Cor. 2: 1ff in 3.3.3.2.
302 Luke's emphasis on reasoning, persuasion and \\"itness in Paul's ministry in Corinth (as in
299
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as a contrast to the marketplace in Athens). Before leaving Corinth (18: 18b), Paul is
vindicated by Roman law (18: 12-18a).

4.2.2 Text-critical remarks

The text of this passage seems largely well established by the text critics. The most
disputed case is in 17:26 where the Western text adds alJ..la1:o~ after EVO~. Most
commentators seem to claim that the shorter Alexandrian text should be preferred as the
more difficult (i.e. the more ambiguous) reading and as supported by what seems to be the
best external evidence.

303

The following exegetical discussion is based on the widely

agreed text of 17:16-34 as found in UBS.

4.2.3 Narrative structure

The passage falls naturally into three main narrative parts: 304 The first part in vv. 16-21
consists of the Lucan introduction, the next part in vv. 22-31 is the Lucan summary of the
Areopagus Speech, and the final part in vv. 32-34 is the Lucan epilogue. This structure is
used as the general outline of the exegetical study in this chapter. More detailed outlines
are given under each of the three major sections.

Athens) should be noticed.
303 See the discussions in Metzger (p. 456) and in Witherington 1998:526. For a discussion of
other less disputed cases of different textual variants in this passage, see Metzger (pp. -+55-460).
304 Weiser's judgn1ent is representative of what seems to be the unanimous opinion among the
commentators: "Die Szene zeigt einen sehr klaren Aufbau. Die VV 16-21 bilden die Ein/citllng.
die VV 22-31 den Hauptteil: die Rede des Paulus in Fonn einer JHissionspredigt yor gebildeten
Heiden und die VV 32-34 den Abschluss: die \\'irkung der Rede." (\Veiser 19S5:-+55) It is a matter
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4.3 The Introduction, 17:16-21

Outline:
17: 16 Paul waiting in Athens: Distressed by idols.
17: 17 Paul's dialogues in the synagogue and in the marketplace.
17: 18 Initial reactions of Athenian philosophers to Paul's message.
17: 19-20 Paul brought to the Areopagus to present his teaching.
17 :21 Luke's explanatory comment about the Athenians.

4.3. 1 Paul waiting in Athens: Distressed by idols, 17: 16

17.16 'Ev DE 'taic;' A8T1valC; EKOEX0J..lEVOU ainouc; 'tou TIauAou napCD~UVE1:0

1:0 nVEuJ..la ainou EV aU1:cp 8ECDPOUV1:0C; Ka1:EioCDAOV oucrav 1:r,v nOA1V.

Textual comments:
1.' Ev

DE 'taic;' A8T1valC;

"Athen, damals eine stille Kleinstadt mit etwa 5000 Biirgem, lebte von seiner grossen
Vergangenheit. ,,305 The Greek city-state Athens (A8i1vcn) had been a crucial political,

of debate, though, whether the expressions 'missionary speech' or 'sermon' are appropriate
categories (see 3.5.2).
305 Haenchen 1977:496. Witherington suggests accordingly, that the size of Athens at this time
was "down to perhaps as few as five thousand to ten thousand voting citizens" (\Yitherington
1998:513). The city could thus be described as "a provincial backwater. a small university to\\'n of
about twenty-five thousand people, more concerned with ideas than commerce and living in the
memories of its glorious history" (McRay 2000: 139). On Athens, see also GilL D. \\'. 1994a.
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economical and cultural centre in the 5th and 4th centuries B.C. After the Romans had
conquered Greece (in 146 B.C.), Athens became a civitas libera etfoederata (i.e. a free and
allied city within the Empire, linked to Rome by treaty).306 It was independent of the
governor of Achaia, paid no taxes to Rome and enjoyed internal judicial autonomy.30? At
the time of the apostle Paul - in spite of its political decline - Athens still seems to have
been one of the major cultural and intellectual centres in the Roman Empire. 308 This could
be seen primarily in its function as a leading centre of learning, but also in terms of the
many major buildings and monuments of great art still being present there. Athens also
remained "the symbol of the great philosophers in popular opinion,d09. The intellectual,
Inoral and religious atmosphere of the city at this time has been described as "mildly
promiscuous ... [and representative of] a culture in moderate decline,,31O.

2. EK8EXO~EVOU atYcouc; 'COD IIaUAOU
Paul spent S01ne time in Athens waiting (EK8EXO~al means to 'wait (for)', 'expect') for his
travel companions and fellow missionaries Silas and Timothy (see 4.2.1).

306 Jeffers comments: "In view of its prominent past, the Romans recognized Athens as a free
and allied city and allowed it to continue its institutions and self-governance." (Jeffers 1999: 261)
30? Jeffers observes that a federate city like Athens "paid no tribute to Rome and was
independent of the provincial government of its province" (Jeffers 199:: 117).
. .
308 Athens came to be "regarded as something like the cultural capItal of the HellemstIc world,
the heart of everything that was Greek" (Wallace & Williams 1998:210).
309 Keener 1993:372 .
.,10 Charles 1995:5l.
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The use of the emphatic word ncxpco~uvo (means to 'spur', 'stir to anger'; cf. 1 Cor. 13:5
and the cognate noun in Acts 15:39) indicates that Paul's spirit (nvEUJ.lcx) was strongly
aroused or provoked within him (by anger, grief andlor a desire to convert them). "The
imperfect tense indicates that this was not restricted to the initial shock of what he saw. but
it remained with him. ,,311 This verb (ncxpco~UVOJ.lCX1) is used in the LXX of God's reaction
to idolatry, cf. Dt. 9:7,18,22; Ps. 106:28-29; Hos. 8:5; Is. 65:2-3. (Cf. the striking contrast
between Paul's reaction in this verse and Paul's exordium in vv. 22-23; see also 3.4.3.1.)

4. 8ECOPOUV'tOC; KCX'tE1DCOAOV oucrcxv 'tllv n6Alv
Paul was observing (8ECOpECO means to 'see', 'look at', 'observe') the city of Athens and was
obviously struck by all the religious objects of worship (cf. vv. 22-23). KCX'tE1DWAOC;
occurs only here in the NT and has not been found elsewhere in the Greek literature. It
denotes probably "a veritable forest of idols" (see 3.4.3.1), thereby conveying an
eyewitness ilnpression (cf. 8ECOPOUV'toC;) that the city (TtlV n6Alv) itself was full of
idols. 312 The whole Greek pantheon was seemingly represented in ancient Athens. "The
abundance of images at Athens is abundantly attested [to] in literature and in the
remains. ,,313 KCX'tE1DCOAOC; should probably be understood both as a general description of
Athenian religious images and as a specific reference to the vast number of Hermes' images

Prior, K. 1995:41.
312 Wycherley 1968:619. He points out that
vegetation or growth (literally or figuratiyely).
3D Herner 1989a: I 16.
311

1(CX1:CX

compounds often refer to luxuriated
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present all over the city (and esp. to those at the entrance to the agora). Stonehouse points
out, however, that "the special circumstances in Athens merely provided the occasion for
Paul's deep indignation; his fervent monotheism was the actual cause ofit"314.

Critical comments:
This introductory verse sets the scene for the Athenian incident, which took place while
Paul was waiting for his travel companions in Athens (v. 16a). No missionary outreach to
this city seems to have been planned in advance (see 3.5.2.2).

The emphasis in Luke's introductory remark is clearly on what Paul actually saw

(Kcx'tElbWAOV) and felt

(ncxpw~uvo) as a Christian, when encountering the beauty and

brilliance of Athens (v. 16b). "The aesthetic point of view which characterized classical
culture is absent. The Jewish-Christian rejection of ,idols' dominates. ,,315

The focus of this verse is negatively on Paul's abhorrence of idolatry and positively on
his zeal and jealousy for the Name of God. Paul's deep distress was caused by his
consistent monotheism and is paralleled in 1 Cor. 8:4ff; 10:14,19f; Rom. 1:23,15; and 1
Thess. 1:9. What Paul saw in Athens moved him, not only to anger but to action (vv. 17ff).
This transitional verse, then, gives a glimpse of the depth and power of Paul's motivation
and zeal as a Christian evangelist and apologist.

Stonehouse 1949: 11.
315 ConzelmaIill 1987: 138.
314
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4.3.2 Paul's dialogues in the synagogue and the marketplace, 17:17

17.17 blEAEYE'tO f.!EV OUV EV 'tfl cruvaywyfl 'tOte; , Ioubaiole; Kat 'tOte;
crEJjOf.!EVOle; Kat EV 'tfl ayop~ Ka'tcX nacrav llf.!Epav npoe; 'toue;
apa'tuyX a vov'tae;.
I

Textual comments:

blEAEYE'tO

1.

blaAEY0f.!al means either to 'discuss/conduct a discussion' (17:2) or simply to 'speak,
preach' (possibly 18:4,19), and is here used both for the synagogue ministry and the agora
ministry (see also 2.2.2). The use of this word in the context of Athens possibly indicates a
Lucan description of Paul using the Socratic method of teaching by means of dialogue
(19:9; see 3.4.4.4). The emphasis (as in 17:2-4) is on logic, rhetoric and persuasion and
seems to imply that Paul dealt carefully with the listeners' questions.

,

";-

2. f.!EV OUV
This expression ('so', 'therefore') connects v. 17 to v. 16, thereby indicating that Paul's
distress or anger is the cause for his actions in v. 17ff. Longenecker suggests that

f.!£v ouv

marks a new division in the narrative by "tying together Luke's introduction (v. 16) with
his source Inaterial (v. 17ff)".316

,

3. EV

Tn cruvaywYTI
~

~
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Luke briefly describes Paul's visit to the O"uvaywYTl in Athens. At the time of Paul, in the
1st century A.D., synagogues existed wherever Jews lived. 317 "References to the synagogue
at Athens is illustrated by the occurrence of Jewish inscriptions there (CIJ712-15).,,318 A
Pauline synagogue ministry in Athens is both consistent with Paul's usual custom (17 :2;
see also 9:20; 13:5,14,46; 14:1; 16:13; 17:10; 18:4,19; 19:8; 28:17) and in accord with
Paul's explicit obligations and strategy in e.g. Rom. 1: 16 and 1 Cor. 9: 19ff. 319

4. 'tOte;' Iou8aiole; Kat 'tOte; o"EJ30fJ,EVOle;
The comlTIunity of the synagogue is here specified as consisting of Jews ('tOte;' Iou8aiole;)
and 'God-fearers' ('tOte; O"EJ30fJ,EVOle;). The latter seems to be a technical term (cf.
10:2,22,35; 13:16,26,43,50; 16:14; 17:4,17; 18:7), which - in a Jewish context - describes
"pagans who accepted the ethical monotheism of Judaism and attended the synagogue, but
who did not obligate themselves to keep the whole Jewish law,mo. The emphasis here is on
the Jewish background and character of the synagogue setting as a contrast to what follows.

5. Kat EV 'tTl

ayop~

The Lucan transition to Paul's Gentile ministry in Athens is smooth and swift. The apostle

Longenecker 1981 :473.
317 See also Jeffers 1999:216-217.
318 Herner 1989a: 116.
319 Contra e.g.
..... Conzelmann 1987: 138; see also 3.3.3.3 .
3~(1 BAGD O"Ej3 o IlCXl 2a. See also Herner 1989a:444-447 and Hvalyik 1994: 140-156.
Leyinskaya notes that "it seems more in accordance with the historical setting of the first century
and with Luke's usage if O"Ej3oll£vOl has the same meaning as the full formula" (Lc\inskaya
316
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went to the agora (cf. 16: 19), which had a crucial function in Athens both as a market
place and as a centre of public life (cf. 3.4.1.1). The apostle reasoned or argued in the

agora. This description of philosophical debate in the agora was characteristic of Athenian
life and may be reminiscent of Socrates (as noted in 3.4.4.4).

6. Ka'(;cX ncicrav tU1Epav
Paul seems to have frequented the agora every day (KCX,(;cX ncicrav tU1EPCXV) during his
visit in Athens. This public and frequent ministry is paralleled in e.g. Ephesus (19:9-10).

Both Plato and Luke use the word napa'(;uyxcX.vCD ('happen to be near/present') to
describe the "casual passers-by" (NEB), with whom Socrates and Paul interacted
respectively in the agora. 321 The implicit emphasis in Luke's narrative is on the Gentile
background of those Paul met in the agora setting.

Critical comments:
This verse introduces Paul's evangelistic and apologetic ministry in Athens, both in terms
of methods and settings. Paul's emotional and spiritual distress (v. 16) resulted in a
Inissionary activity directed towards the synagogue (v. 17a) and the agora (v. 17bf).

1996: 124).
321 Cf. Srlndnes 1993:21.
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Luke briefly mentions Paul's ministry in the synagogue (possibly on the Sabbath), but
gives no information about the content or the results. It is reasonable to assume, however.
that Paul's message in the Athenian synagogue resembled his approach in other synagogues
(e.g. 13:1ffand 17:2-4; see also 2.2.4). The emphasis in Luke's narrative is clearly not on
Paul's synagogue ministry in Athens, but on his daily public discussions in the agora with
those who happened to be there (vv. 17b-18). Schneider points out that "die Erzahlung will
an die sokratische Ankniipfungsmethode erinnem" .322 This would imply that Paul here
probably is described by Luke as a 'Christian Socrates', both in terms of the scene (agora)
and the rhetorical strategy (dialogue).

This verse describes Paul's move from the Jewish context of the synagogue to the nonJewish context of the agora. Luke's narrative is not explicit at this point, but it seems that
this Pauline move is a result not of Jewish rejection but of a deliberative strategy. In order
to communicate with the pagan Athenians, the apostle entered the public scene of the
agora and argued for the truth of the Gospel. Luke's intention (as indicated in 2.3.3) seems

to be to give his readers an extensive example of Paul's evangelistic and apologetic
approach, when encountering pagan philosophy and religion in public.

4.3.3 Initial reaction of Athenian philosophers to Paul's message, 17: 18

17.18 'tlV£C; 8£ Kat 'tWV )E1rlKO'UPElCDV Kat L't01KWV ¢lAocr6¢CDV cr'UVEl3aAAov
(1)1:0, Kal 'tlVEC; EAEYOV, Tl dv SEAOl b cr1rEPJ.lOA6yoC; OU'tOC; AEYElV; Ot OE .

.~22

Scluleider. G. 1982:236. See the discussion in 3.4.4"+.
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Oa1J.l0V1CDV 00KE1 Ka1:aYYEAEUe; EIVa1, 61:1
ex vacr1:acr1V EUllYYEAl~E1:o.
3£VCDV

1:0V '

Illcrouv Kat 1:11V

Textual comments:
1.

1:1VEe; OE Kat ... ¢lAOcr6¢CDV cruv£J3aAAov aU1:W,

Some

(1:1VEe;) philosophers (¢lA6cro¢0e;, hapax legomena in NT) responded to Paul by

cruv£ J3aAAov (crUJ.lJ3aAACD means 'to converse' or 'to engage in argument'; cf. 4: 15 and
2.2.2). The juxtaposition of the two schools in Luke's narrative should not be seen as a
literary invention (in order "to create a milieu,,323) but as Luke's faithfulness to the original
hi stori cal si tuati on (cf. 3.6.1).

Grammatically, "only one article governs both nouns in expressions like 'the Epicureans
and Stoics".324 Paul met with representatives of these two rival and influential Hellenistic
philosophical schools. 325

3.

Ka 1 1:1VEe;

EAEYOV ... Ot OE

This juxtaposition introduces two significant comments from the philosophers.

326

The

Conzelmann 1987: 134.
324 Carson 1996a:82.
3~5 See 3.4.4.1 for a summary of Epicureanism and Stoicism; cf. also Fmvig 1938.
3~6 The attitudes referred to in 17: 18ff should probably not be taken as referring to a di\ision
between Epicureans (mocking) and Stoics (confused but interested) in their evaluation of PauL as
claimed by e.g. Hansen 1998:310-311. See the discussion in 3.4..+ and the comments to 17:32 in
323

4.5.1.
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interpretation of the meaning and significance of these comments influences the
understanding of the whole passage. When referring to the philosophers' comment, Luke
uses a cultured - or classical - style.

4.... Ti dv SEAOt b crnEPJ..lOA6yoC; O{)'tOC; AEYEtV
The use of potential optative (Ti dv SEAOt; BDF § 385.1) introduces the description of
Paul as a crnEPJ..lOA6yoC;, a colourful word of Athenian slang meaning 'a seed-picker'. It
was used of birds (esp. the rook) picking up seeds, as well as non-literally of the idler or
worthless loafer in the market place (cf. also the similar meaning of Cx:yopaloc; in 17:5).
The meaning here is "a retailer of secondhand scraps of philosophy"327. This arrogant and
derogatory COlnment indicates that Paul by some philosophers was considered as a
'babbler', 'charlatan' or 'dilettante', i.e. someone not to be taken seriously intellectually.

5.... 3Evcov 8atJ..lovicov 80KEl Ka1:aYYEAEuC; Elvat
Paul is also described as a preacher (Ka'taYYEAEuC; meaning 'announcer, herald,328) of
foreign divinities (3Evcov 8atJ..lovicov; the latter word is here used in its neutral, Greek
sense). Some philosophers thus saw Paul as a propagandist for obscure, oriental gods.

327

Bruce 1988:331.

Winter observes: "The tern1 Ka'taYYEAEUC; was used in the time of Augustus of 'a herald'
of the imperial cult, and also of the herald of the Areopagus \vho appeare~ on the archon-list and
possessed the seal of Athens. This would suggest that Paul \\'as seen by hIS hearers to be
announcing new deities to the Athenians." (Winter 1996:80)
32R
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Garland comments on the convenience of the agora (cf. v. 17; see also 3.4.1.1) when
introducing new gods to Athens:

"A convenient forum in which to advertise the benefits of a new god and
hence to drum up popular support would have been a public meeting place
such as the Agora, the civic, administrative and commercial heart of the city
and a popular venue for all those who wished to exchange ideas. ,,~29
The actual wording of this Athenian comment on foreign gods undoubtedly reflects the
Socratic tradition. 330 In Luke's narrative, however, it is not meant as a formal judicial
charge but as a technical term for a new religious message in the Athenian setting (as
shown in 3.4.2.3). Due to possible religious and commercial consequences, such a message
had to be investigated by the Athenian authorities.

The use of the word Eua:YYEA1~O}.lal (meaning to 'proclaim/preach good news') indicates
a proclamation of the Christian gospel, here summarized as 'Jesus and the Resurrection'

("Gov'Ill crouv Kat "G1l V eXvcicr"Gacrlv). This Lucan expression is a key summary of the
apostolic kelygma (as defined in footnote 42), and Kirk explains what was implicit in this
pregnant fonnula in this setting:

Garland 1992: 18-19.
330 Sandnes 1994:21 refers to Plato Euthphr.I C. 2B, 3B; Apol. 24B-C: and Xenophon .\/('111.
1.1.1. This expression is the only undisputed reference to the Socratic tradition in Acts 17: 16-_~-+
329

(sec also 3.4.4.4).
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"a) Historical events are crucial to a right understanding of God. b) The
only image of God which is allowed is that of Jesus Christ of Nazareth ,
who perfectly represents Him (Col. 1: 15; Heb. 1:3). c) Death is not survived
by a mysterious human essence called the soul. Rather it is conquered, so
that a complete physical transformation may take place. In this way Paul
raised physical existence to a position of crucial importance, over against
the Greek denial. By implication he rejected any use made of religion to
favour the spiritual over the material or the sacred over the secular.,,331
This Pauline Gospel of' Jesus and the Resurrection' , however, seems to have been
misunderstood as a new, foreign divine couple ('Jesus and Anastasis'): the 'Healer' (cf.

lacrle; Itacro) and his wife 'Restoration' (cf. avacr'ta'tEpla).332 This Athenian
misunderstanding of the concept of the Resurrection must be seen as a natural consequence
of the Greek belief in the immortality of the soul. Paul returns to the topic of r~surrection
towards the end of his speech (cf. v. 31).

Critical comments:
Luke moves from a general description of the daily discussions in the agora (v. 17) to a
specific focus on the reactions of some philosophers. This verse, then, introduces some
crucial apologetic challenges that Paul encountered in Athens, where he had to justify the
truth claims of the Christian faith over against specific questions, objections, and
alternatives.

331 Kirk 1992: 148 .

.~32

Accordin a to Bruce 1990a:377, this plausible interpretation was suggested in Chase
1902:205-206. R~gardless of how the misunderstanding is explained, howc\'er, it seems to be
"difficult to escape the implications of the reference to foreign 'gods' followed by (nl " (\\'inter
1996:81 contra McKay 1994: . H 1-412).
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The contemporary and rival philosophical schools of Epicureanism and Stoicism were
major alternatives to the Christian faith in the Hellenistic setting. Their teaching could be
summarized as the Epicurean emphasis on 'chance, escape and the enjoyment of pleasure'
contra the Stoic emphasis on 'fatalism, submission and the endurance ofpain'.333 It seems
reasonable to assume that Paul's dialogue with them would focus on questions of natural
theology as well as on the specific truth claims of the Gospel.

Luke, using classical Greek, mentions two of the philosophers' comments. In the first
comment, the apostle is accused of being ridiculous (a <J1tEpj.loA,6yoC;). This objection to
the apostle and his message indicates that Paul encountered an audience, which was (at
least partly) critical. The second comment describes Paul as a herald or advocate of foreign
gods. This misunderstanding naturally leads to the new challenging setting in vv. 19-33
and the questions in vv. 19-20. The comments about 'foolish' and 'foreign' illustrate how a
mixture of criticism and curiosity characterized the audience in Athens.

Luke adds an explanatory comment at the end ofv. 18, thereby providing the readers,
negatively with the background for the second comment, and positively with a brief
sUlnmary of Paul's initial presentation in the agora as described in v. 17b. As in Lystra (14:
8-20), Luke "only repeats the follow-up talk intended to clarify misunderstandings,,"4.

This is a simplified but accurate summary by Stott 1990:281. See also 3 .-+.4.1. .
334 Gempf 1995 :68; see also 3.5.2.2. This textual element may be an im?~icit and solt Lucan
critique of Paul's initial communicatiye approach as not being con~ext-senSltlVe enough. Such an
interpretation would suggest that Paul had to rethink his approach In Athens. For a further
333
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4.3.4 Paul brought to the Areopagus to present his teaching, 17:19-20

17.19 EntAaJ36J.LEvol 'tE a'\nou Ent 'tov" APEtOV IIciyov llyayov AEYOV'tEC;,

Textual comments:
1.

EntAaJ36J.LEvol 'tE au'tou

The word) EntAaJ.LJ3av0J.Lat (,take hold of, grasp, catch, sometimes with violence') either
describes the arrest of Paul (cf. 21 :33) or the act of accompanying him (peacefully) to the

"APEtOC; I1ciyoC;. Witherington prefers the rendering 'to take by force' in his recent
commentary. He claims that "both the immediate narrative context with its allusion to
Socrates and then the reference to the Areopagus, and the usage of the verb in the
immediately surrounding chapters where Paul is regularly being hauled before officials to
answer charges,,335 suggest such a rendering. The latter friendly sense of 'accompanying'
seems more reasonable, however, in view

of~)

the discussions in chapter 3 on the occasion

(see 3.4.2) and possible Socratic allusions (see 3.4.4.4) and h) the overall interpretation of
17: 18-20 (in 4.3.3-4).

2. Ent 'tov" APEtOV I1ciyov llyayov AEyOV'tEC;
Paul was brought to (Ent; here with the accusative: 'of place' (BAGD IIL1), either 'on' or

·
.
4 -.-.
1 1
see)~ ..
d lSCUSSlOn,
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'before,336) the" APE10C; ITciyoC; (literally 'the Hill of Ares', the Greek god of war). As
shown in 3.4.1 and 3.4.2, this either refers to ~) the hill of Ares or to hl the court or Council
of the Areopagus (which at this time probably had its meetings in the Stoa Basileios).

It seems plausible to interpret this expression as a description of the Areopagus Council for

the following reasons:

~) A number of elements in the wider textual context seem to point in this direction (see
3.4.2.1), esp. the expressions EV J.l£<Jq:> 'tot>' ApElo'U ITciyo'U (v. 22) and

EK J.l£<J0'U a:u'tw (v. 33), and the reference to ~ 10VU<J10C; b' ApEonaYl'tllC; (v. 34). The
textual comments in vv. 22, 33 and 34 will validate this premise.

Q) As indicated in 3.4.2, the Areopagus Speech (vv. 22 - 31) does not look like a fonnal,
legal defence, and Luke does not give any hint of any fonnal, legal proceedings in the
narrative framework. It seems therefore highly improbable that the Areopagus setting
described in Acts 17: 19-33 was a formal adversarial setting in court. As shown by Winter
(see 3.4.2.3), however, the Lucan narrative fits the picture given in recent research
regarding the role and function of the Areoapagus Council in relation to the official
introduction of new gods in Athens.

Witherington 1998:515.
336 Know1in v argues that £1tt with accusative "would be the correct expression for taking any
one before an offici;1 court ... But it does not therefore follow that a regular trial was instituted ...
since there is nothing in the context to indicate this. But the fonn of expression certainly does
335

125

f) The second Athenian comment in v. 18 (3evCDv 8CX1J.lOV1CDV 80K£1 KCX1:CXYY£A£UC;

£lVC(1) indicates that Paul was brought before the Council as a herald of foreign divinities.
It would then have been an appropriate task of the Council to investigate Paul's message.

~ uvcXJ.l£9cx is usually translated 'may we ... ?' but could also be translated 'we have power
and authority'. In the latter case it is used as a synonym for E~£cr1:1V. YVcDVCXl is normally
translated 'to know' but could also be translated 'to form ajudgement'.3~7 The usual
translation, which is preferred here, indicates that there is a request for more information
from Paul. The emphasis is on his teaching (818CXXTl) as being KCX1Vr" which means 'new,
fresh, unknown, strange, remarkable' (also with the connotation: 'the marvellous, unheard-

of). In Acts, 818cxXll "is used for early Christian preaching ... and in the mind of Luke,
denotes the testimony of the apostles to Jesus Christ (cf. Acts 1 :21)"~38.

Critical comments:

seem to indicate that Paul was taken not to the Hill of Mars ... but before a court or council."
(Knowling 1988:368)
337 The two latter alternative translations (i.e. 'we have power and authority' and 'to form a
judgment') are suggested by Winter. He argues that this alternative rendering is plausible "when
these words are read within the semantic fields of politeia . . ,. Good grounds exist, then, for
arguing that, in this verse, Paul was not being asked to provide an explanation. Inst~ad :he Co~ncil
was inforn1ing him initially 'we possess the legal right to judge what this new teachmg IS that IS
being spoken by you'." (Winter 1996:81-82) The first a.lternative .tran~lation ('w~ have po~er and
authority') seems possible, whereas the second alternatIve rendenng (to form a Judgment) seems
less likely since the stem 'YtVc.6crKEl v : 'Yvwcrl~ in the traditional meaning 'to know' - 'knowledge'
plays a significant role in this passage (cf. Y. 19, 20, 23. 30).
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This verse marks the transition between the general agora scene (vv. 17b - 18) and the
specific agora setting before the Areopagus (vv. 19-33). As argued in 3.4.1, this transition
is probably not a change of location geographically, but nevertheless a significant change
of contexts. Paul is thus leaving the general marketplace setting with its more infonnal
discussions and entering the more formal setting of the Areopagus Council. The main
intention ofv. 19, then, is to introduce the Areopagus setting, which makes the
interpretation of this disputed verse crucial for the understanding of the whole passage.

Paul was taken to the open meeting of the Areopagus Council, which was the
appropriate Athenian body in the matter of new or foreign deities. The conventions
surrounding a herald's official introduction of new deities into the Athenian Pantheon (see
3.4.2.3) thus throws light on Paul's speech. Paul clearly used this fonnal Athenian context
for apologetic purposes. 339

In v. 19 (and v. 20), Luke describes the Athenians' request for more infonnation about
Paul's message. The emphasis in the latter part ofv. 19 seems to be on 'the new teaching',
which refers to 'the foreign gods' in v. 18 and is the focus ofvv. 20-21. The audience Paul
was facing in this open meeting of the Areopagus Council could thus be characterized as
both critical and curious (see also v. 18 and 3.5.1.4).

Wegenast 1986:769.
W) See'--e.g. Sandnes 1993:15; Bruce 1977:47-48; and Bruce 1990a:379.
338

'--

127

17 .20 ~Evl~ov'tcx yap 't1VCX EtCJ<pEPEU; EtC; 'tac; exKoac; llJ.lWv· f3ouA6J.lE8a ouv

YVWVCX1 'tlvcx 8EAE1 'tcxu'tCX EtVCXl.

Textual comments:

1. ~Evl~ov'tCX yap 't1va
The conjunction yap is used to express cause or continuation. It ties v. 20 to the previous
verse, thus explaining the reason for the assessment of Paul by the Council.
~EV1~OV'tCX

't1VCX ('surprising things'; ~Evl~c.o means 'to surprise or astonish with

sOlnething new or strange', BAGD) refers to 3EVc.oV 8a1J.lOvic.ov in v. 18. Winter
comments that the neuter construction "would indicate the caution with which the content
of Paul's proclamation is treated, for they would not concede that these 'things' were deities
before examination,,340.

EtCJ<pEpc.o (meaning to 'bring in', 'carry in', 'lead in') is often used in the Socratic tradition to
descibe the introduction of foreign (or other) gods':~41 Paul introduces a message (about
'foreign gods') that is strange 'to our ears' (EtC; 'tac; ex Koac; llJ.lWV; ex K011 here means 'the
ear" cf. Mk. 7:35).

Winter 1996:82.
341 Sandnes 1993:21-22 refers to XenophonApol. 10-11, as well as to Justin 1 Apol. 5.-+ and 2
Apol. 10.5. Unlike Socrates, Paul was not on a fonnal trial in Athens. This allusion to the Socratic
340
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3. J3ouA6J.lE8cx ouv YVcDVCXt 'tivcx 8EAEt 'tcxlhcx Elvcxt.
This phrase is usually translated 'we would (J3ouA6J.lE8a) know (YVcDVCXt) therefore (ouv)
what these things mean ('tivcx 8EAEt 'tcxlhcx EIVCXt; cf. 2:12)'.342 A neuter word ('tCXt)'tCX)
again underlines the caution of the Athenians (cf. v. 20a). The use OfYVcDVCXt seems to be
significant (cf. vv. 19, 23, 30), and indicates (when understood in its traditional meaning)
what is at issue at the most basic level, i.e. "not a legal problem, but an epistemological
one"i43.

Critical comments:
Verses 19 and 20 provide the background to why Paul was brought to the Areopagus
Council. The Athenians were confused by his teaching (v. 20a) and wanted to know more
about it (v. 20b). '''May we know' occurs in v. 19, the wish is given a reason and explained
in v. 20a, and then is repeated with a variation in vocabulary, in v. 20b. ,,344 This verse (v.
20) has a dual emphasis, in v. 20a on the strangeness of Paul's message and in v. 20b on
the curiosity of the Athenians.

tradition, however, indirectly underlines the critical attitudes in the audience.
~4] Winter suggests another possible translation (on the basis of alternative translations of
YVcOvat, cf. v. 19, as well as of StA-cD, which is "best rendered 'maintain', 'hold' or 'claim' when it
is followed by the accusative and the infinitive. as in Acts 17:20b."): 'We therefore wish to make a
judgement (yvcOvat) on what it is being claimed (or decreed) these things are.' (See \\"inter
1996:82-83.)
343 Conze1mann 1987: 140.
344 Conzelma1111 1987: 140.
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The "strange" message of Paul was his gospel of 'tov' Illcrouv Kat 't1lv eXvcicr'tacrlv
(v. 18). These two crucial aspects of Paul's message resulted both in criticism (v. 18) and
curiosity (vv. 19-20) among the Athenians. Jesus was a foreign Hebrew name of a
concrete, historical person (an unknown Jew), whose death in Palestine on a Roman cross
was said to bring salvation for everyone. Therefore the focus in the Christian gospel was
not on a mythological figure - but on recent historical events. The Resurrection was an
entirely new concept to the Athenians; not the mysterious survival (or the immortality) of
the soul, but the complete physical transformation of the body. The Christian message - of
the past Resurrection of Jesus resulting in the future Resurrection of his followers - was
therefore a gospel of life and hope. 345

This verse, which often seems to be neglected by the commentators, is crucial in
Luke's introduction to the Areopagus Speech. The Athenians openly acknowledge their
ignorance about the Christian gospel. By emphasizing the strangeness (or the foreign
nature) of the gospel (v. 20a), Luke here seems implicitly to indicate the limitations of
natural revelation. The Christian gospel brings a message, which is completely new (cf. vv.
18f, 30t). This emphasis on the "strangeness" of the gospel functions in Luke's narrative as
a realistic backdrop to Paul's apologetic endeavour in Athens.

In order to overcome this situation, Paul uses the ignorance (v. 20a) and curiosity (v.
20b) of the Athenians as legitilnate and crucial points of contact. This dual theme of

345

Some of these obseryations are taken from Kirk 1992: 148-149. See further 4.4.3-4.:'.1.
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stratef!V
in
ignorance and curiosity holds a key to an understanding ofPaul's apoloaetic
o
0_
Athens. Their ignorance provided him with a theological starting-point (cf. v. 23f),
whereas their curiosity gave him a rhetorical starting-point (cf.

W.

19_22).346

4.3.5 Luke's explanatory comment about the Athenians, 17:21

17.21 )A811valol O£ 1tcXV1:EC; Kat 01 £1tlOrU10UV1:EC; ~EVOl EtC; OUO£v E1:EPOV

Textual comments:

Luke's comment describes both the resident Athenians and the foreign visitors.

£1tlOllJ.lECD means to 'stay in a place as a stranger or visitor' or to 'be in town'. The
expression £1tlOllJ.l0UV1:EC; ~EVOl describes "the J.lE1:01KOl (,resident aliens'), as they were
called in Athenian law"347

The use of the word EUKalpECD ('have a favourable time, leisure, opportunity', to 'spend
time') implies that the Athenians "used to spend their time in nothing else than ... ".

~46

See further 5.2.
347 Bruce 1990a:378. It should be noticed that in the polis "for \\·hich \\·e hayc the fullest
infom1ation, Athens, full citizenship was mainly confined to the children of marriages between
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3·11

AE'Y£lV 'tl

11 CxKOU£lV 'tl KCX1V6't£pov

The Greek comparative degree (KCX1V6't£pov, from KCX1V6~) here ought to be translated by
the English positive degree ("latest new,,):348 "telling and hearing the latest news" (cf. v. 19
on Paul's KCX1Vll Clccxxin. As Herner points out, this comment on the Athenian character
is true to the ancient literature, but was probably common knowledge. 349 Luke seems to use
these words about the Athenians with an ironic emphasis, thus implicitly referring to
CY1r£p~oA6'YoC; in v. 18: "It is [in fact] they who were 'collectors of scraps'. ,,~50

Critical comments:
The focus of this verse is on the attitude of Athenians in general. The interest in novelties
(as such) seems to have been part of the general Athenian intellectual atmosphere, and
therefore characterizing residents and visitors alike.

In this concluding introductory remark, Luke affirms that Paul faced an audience
characterized by curiosity. Apart frOlTI being an important clue to the meaning of the
speech (regarding the rhetorical starting-point), the tone in this verse seems to be rather

citizens, and naturalization of foreigners was rare. Athens attracted numerous alien residents
(metoikoi) who had legal but not political rights" (Wallace & Williams 1998:95-96).
348 BDF § 244.2.
349 Herner 1989a: 117. As Haenchen remarks: "Die Neugier der Athener war sprichw6rtlich"
(Haenchen 1977:499). Key references to similar criticisms of the proverbial curiosity of the
Athenians are found in Longenecker 1981:474; Conzelmann 1987:140; and Witherington
1998:517. It has been pointed out that at this time "Athenian desire for entertainment also
extended to gladiatorial shows, drawing the criticism of several famous moralists" (Keener
1993:373).
350 Gempf 1994: 1093.
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sarcastic and ironic. The Athenians are here characterized as "seekers after the new rather
than the true; seekers after the curious rather than the KUP10C;" .351 This verse is a narrative
aside, and provides thus Luke's readers with some crucial clues. The comment about the
Athenians serves as a striking contrast to the attitude of the Bereans (17: 11), but even more
as an important clue to the negative reactions recorded in vv. 18 and 32a.

"For as much as they liked to hear 'new' gossipy things, a truly new
approach to and from God which would undercut the status quo of popular
religion and philosophical sophistication would be threatening indeed. ,,~52
As observed in 3.4.2.2, this verse clearly indicates that a judicial reading of this
narrative as an adversarial trial is highly unlikely. The main motif behind the interrogation
of Paul, then, seems to have been curiosity. However, as Winter points out (cf. 3.4.2.3),
this understanding "by no means excludes a gathering of the Areopagus fulfilling its role
by assessing the claims ofPaul,,353.

4.4 The Areopagus Speech, 17: 22-31

Outline:
17:22-23 The setting and the exordium.
17:24-29 The probatio.
17:30-31 The peroratio.

351

Witherington 1998:535.

~:;~KrodelI986:327.

~:;J

Winter 1996:87.
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4.4. 1 The setting and the exordium, 17:22-23 - Introducing the topic(s)
17.22

L1:aSEtC; OE [b] ITauAoc; EV J-lEcrq;> 1:0U' ApElou ITayou £<1>11," AVOPEC;' AS11VatOl,
Ka1:a nciv1:a cDC; oElcrtOatJ-lOvEcr1:EPOUC; uJ-lac; SECDpW.

Textual comments:

1. L1:aSEtc; OE [b] ITauAoc; EV J-lEcrq;> 1:0U' APE lOU ITayou
L1:aSEtC; is derived from lcr1:11J-ll, meaning 'step up or stand to say something or make a
speech' (Lk. 18: 11; Acts 2: 14). Without the article EV J-lEcrq;> means 'into the middle, before
(someone)', and probably indicates the Council, not the hill (cf. 4:7; 17: 19). Paul is here
assuming "the common posture of an orator,,35\ and presents his speech before the Council
as a response to the invitation in v. 19, possibly after a day's preparation (see 3.5.1.1).

£<1>11 introduces direct discourse. Paul starts his speech by an opening call for attention.
This vocative address is similar to e.g. 13: 16 and probably follows rhetorical conventions
in Athens. ~55 It should be noted, in contrast to 13 :26, "that Paul does not use the word

[aOEA<I>ol] when speaking to a Gentile audience". ~56

--~--

~:i4

---

Yeo

1994:~-l.
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Paul refers here to something he saw or perceived (Scc.opecD) in Athens, i.e. that the
Athenians in everything (Kcx/ta nciv'ta) was 8clcr18al~ovccr'tepouc;. The adjective
8clcr18ai~c.ov357 either means 'religious' or 'superstitious', but often seems to be as vague

as the English 'religious'. In this exordium it is best translated 'very or uncommonly
religious'. While Paul seems to use this ambiguous word primarily as a captatio

benevolentiae358 , a gentle irony also seelns to be implied. Conzelmann remarks that the
piety of the Athenians "was as well known as their curiosity".359

Critical comments:
The description of the Areopagus setting in vv. 19 and 20 included an invitation to Paul to
present his 'new teaching' on the 'foreign gods' of 'Jesus and resurrection' before the
Areopagus Council. Following on from that, Luke now introduces the specific occasion (v.
22a) and a sUlnmary of the actual speech before the Council (vv. 22b-31). The following

exegetical discussion will demonstrate the appropriateness ofPaul's speech, both
rhetorically for this specific occasion and apologetically for this specific audience.

See e.g. Witherington 1998:520.
356 Giinther 1986:257.
357 It occurs only here, but the noun 8Etcrt8cxtJlovicx appears in 25: 19. The adjective is a
comparative form "compounded from deido (fear) and daimol1 (a deity or demon)" (Schneider, J.
e1 al 1986:85)
.~58 See 3.4.3.1 and 3.5.1.3.
.) Conzelmann 1987: 140.
355

~-<)
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Paul begins his exordium in a conventional way (v. 22b) by addressing the audience,
followed by the captatio benevolentiae, where Paul, in seeking to secure initial audience
goodwill, is commending the Athenians for being very religious. As Yeo notes:

"The use of "laudatory introduction" may not be exclusively positive or
negative. It should be seen as a rhetorical technique whereby the "preacher"
establishes rapport with the audience by means of a captatio benevolentiae
(currying favor)" .360
There is a marked contrast between what Paul felt (v. 16) and what he said (v.

22b~

cf.

also OtaAEYOJlat in v. 17 and the discussion in 3.4.3.1). This might be accounted for by
exploring the crucial difference between Paul's listeners (the oratees) and Luke's readers
(the narratees):361
~)

With regard to the original Athenian context, Paul is adopting a certain rhetorical and

apologetic strategy. His aim is to catch the attention of the audience and at the same time to
establish crucial points of contact.

Q) At the same time, the ambiguity of the word OEtGtOaiJlCDV communicated to Luke's
readers (and possibly also to some perceptive listeners) the actual irony of the situation
described. Though being very religious, the Athenians were actually superstitious and
ignorant about the true God.

360

Yeo 1994:85.
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0\)1:0 EYw Ka1:aYYEAACD UJ.llv.

Textual comments:

The use of yap Kat indicates "the smooth transition from the exordium proper to the

narratio".362 Giving the reason (yap) for the statement in v. 22b, Paul uses the verbs

OtEPX0J.lat ('go through' [Athens]) and eXvaSECDpECD ('look at again and again'; 'examine',
'observe carefully'). This verse (as well as v. 16) has "the typical motif of 'sightseeing',

periegesis.,,363 crEJ3acrJ.la is a neutral word for 'object of worship' or 'sanctuary' and would
include both altars and images. The Athenians would understand this positively, but (at
least) to Jewish readers a reference to 'idols' would be implied. 364 The context clearly
implies that Paul observes Athenian religion with a specific intention, i.e. in order to
identify possible points of contact.

Paul found (EUpOV) a specific altar (J3CDJ.l6C;), with the inscription CEnt ypci¢co meaning
'write in or on') 'To an unknown god' (AyvcOcr1:C-p SEq)). J3CDJ.l6C; is the regular Greek word
for altar. It occurs only here in the NT, because this is a pagan altar (but is often used with

See e.g. Marshall 1980:285 and Given 1995. See also l.5.1 and 3.5.1.
_'62 Yeo 1994: 85.
363 Moxnes 1995: 120.
361
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this meaning in LXX). The following is assumed about the altar 'To an unknown god' (on
the basis of3.3.2.2, 3.4.2.3 and 3.4.3.2):

ill There are good reasons for supposing the

historical authenticity of such an altar in Athens at this time; Q) Paul uses the altar to
establish significant (explicit or implicit) points of contact concerning admission of
ignorance, critique of idolatry, and the desire to avoid divine judgment; f) The Council
would not be taken by surprise by "the epigraphic citation but rather the affirmation that
this was not a new divinity for the Athenians to recognize, for they had already erected an
altar to him"365; .9) It is also crucial to note that the reference to the altar seems to have a
somewhat similar function in Paul's argument in this pagan context as an OT quotation in
the synagogue context (see also v. 28).

3. 0 ... 'tQu'tQ
The use of neuter, not masculine, forms in describing the divine nature (cf. v. 29) seems to
play on the pantheistic beliefs of many Athenians (maybe especially the Stoics).

a:YVQQUV't£C; is catching up the word AyvcbO"'tcp of the altar inscription. Grammatically
speaking, the elnphasis here is on their ignorance (ayvQQuv't£C;), not on their worship
,

-

(EUo"EJ3£t'tE). This is indicated both by the word order and "the fact that cx.yVQQUV'tEC;

.
IS

a

participle, rather than an adverb being used, [which] means that the worshippers are being

.~(\4 Cf. Wis. 14:20 and 15: 17, where CYEl3cicy~a:'ta: "is used pejorati\"ely" (Gibson 2000:~26).
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described as ignorant,,366. Given points out that here ayvoECD probably carries the double
meaning of "a straightforward, non-culpable epistemic failure resulting in a lack of
knowledge, or a culpable moral failure of acting ignorantly in regard to what is right, to act

5.1:01)1:0 Eycb"KCX1:cxYYEAACD UJllV
An emphatic statement about what (1:01)1:0) Paul (stress on EYcb) intended to proclaim
(KCX1:CXYYEAACD, cf. v. 18: KCX1:CXYYEAEUt;) to the Athenians. KCX1:CXYYEAACD is used
freqently in Acts "of the official apostolic proclamation of the gospel" 368 , but did not as of
itself carry such connotations to the original Athenian audience. It seems more appropriate
- both in the light of the narrative framework and the speech - to describe the speech as an
apologetic follow-up speech than as an evangelistic sennonper se (see also 3.5.2).369

Critical comments:

This verse, which is highly significant for the understanding of the whole speech:no, is
clearly linked to the previous verse. As a proof of his statement in v. 22b (about the
religion of the Athenians), Paul now relates how he walked around in Athens - on 'an

Winter 1996:84.
366 Gempf 1988:233. There is an interesting parallel to this in In. 4:22a; see the discussion in
Haacker 1986:460-461.
"67 Given 1995:366.
368 Stonehouse 1949:30.
369 Thus, to call the speech "a model of Christian evangelism (£Ul1YY£Al~£'tO) and
proclamation (KCX'tCXYY£AAW) in a Gentile context" (Hansen 1998:31..t) seems sligh.~ly i~accurate.
370 As Weiser points out "der Interpretation des Verses 23 konm1t fUr das Verstandms der
365
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inspection tour' - carefully observing their crEf3acrj...lU1:u. Among all the religious objects
of worship in Athens (cf. v. 16), Paul found an altar with the inscription Ayvcbcr1:q:> 9Ec9',
which he chose as the starting-point in his speech due to the following reasons (see also
3.4.3.2):

~) The ambiguity of the inscription made it possible both to find points of contact and at

the same time to respond implicitly to the suggestion that he was preaching foreign gods

(17: 18). Through his reference to the altar, Paul is in fact arguing for 'the epistemic
permission' of his claims about God.

Q) More precisely, Paul finds points of contact both in the Athenians' seemingly open
acknowledgment of ignorance and in their desire to avoid divine wrath. Thus, common
ground with the audience is established. This specific altar (claiming ignorance about God)
implicitly functions as a devastating critique of all the other altars (claiming knowledge
about the gods). This means that Luke (explicitly or implicitly) describes Paul as following
the traditional philosophical critique - as exemplified by Socrates - of religion as
idolatry.371

After having used this altar as his starting-point, Paul states that he will proclaim to
them what is worshipped as unknown. This proposition (propositio or partitio) is later to

gmccl1 Rede sowie ihrer theologischen und geistesgeschichtlichen Beurteiling eine
Schliisselstellung zu ff (Weiser 1985:468).
m See esp. Skarsaune 1996 and Skarsaune 1998.
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be demonstrated by Paul in vv. 24-29.

372

Paul makes a bold claim in v. 23b, i.e. to assume

that his teaching really will bring new knowledge about the Unknown God. Implicit here
is the belief that the Unknown God has revealed himself - and Paul as his authoritative
herald. God is in fact known to Paul- and through Paul's message the Athenians can get to
know Him. Thus, without such a communication, they would not really know the truth
about God's nature and actions.

It is now possible to conclude with an outline of the structure and content of 17:22-23:
17:22a Setting
17:22b Exordium (1); Vocative address.
17:22c Exordium (2); The captatio benevolentiae: The religiosity of the Athenians.
17:23a Exordium (3); The narratio: Paul's tour of Athens and the altar.
17:23b Exordium (4); The propositio: Paul's aim is to make known the Unknown God.

4.4.2 The probatio, 17:24-29 - Setting forth key arguments

4.4.2.1 The Probatio I, 17:24-25 - On the nature of God

17.24 b eEOe; b rrOlllcrae;

'tov K6crJ.lOV Kat rrciv'ta 'to: tv atncp, ou'toe; oupavou K

al rile; urrcipxCDv KUplOe; OUK tv XE1porrOlll'tOle; vaole; Ka'tolKEl

Textual comments:

~7~

Satterthwaite 1993 :360.
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1.

b eEOC;

Paul starts his probatio by changing from a neuter (v. 23b) to a masculine fonn when
describing the Divine Being. Thereby the apostle both affinns the existence of a personal
God and identifies the Athenian eX YVCDcr'tOC; eEOC; as this one, true God.

2. b n:otilcrac; 'tov K6cr~ov Kat n:civ'ta 'to:

tv atncp

Here, Paul seems to express the teachings of crucial OT passages (cf. Ex. 20: 11; Ps. 145
(MT 146):6; Is. 42:5; cf. also Acts 4:24) in a way that would be understandable to the
Gentile audience. The use of the word K6cr~oC; is significant (there is no equivalent
Hebrew tenn, the OT equivalent is 'heaven and earth', cf. v. 24b), since this is a tenn used
both in Greek-speaking Judaism (cf. Wis. 9:9; 11: 17; 2 Macc. 7:23) and by Greek
philosophers (Plato Tim. 28C; 76C; Epictetus 4,6,7).373 By using K6crJ.loC; (cf. Rom. 1:20),
Paul communicates to the Athenians that the personal God is the Creator of the Universe. ~74

The demonstrative pronoun ou'tOC; is emphatic, meaning "this same creator God".-m Being
the sovereign Creator, God is also the Lord (KUptOC;) of heaven and earth. (Cf. also Deut.
10:14~ Is. 66:1-2.) The use ofun:ciPXCD indicates a more fonnal style. The introduction of

373 For possible references and quotations from Hellenistic writers in this and the following
verses: see 3.4.4.2.
374 See e.g. Larsson 1987:388.
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God as K'UptOC; is significant for Paul's argument later on in the speech (esp. as a premise
for the emphasis on conversion and judgment in vv. 30-31). At this stage in the speech,
however, it points to God's active Lordship in creation. 376

4.0UK EV XElpOnOtrrtOlc; vaotc; Ka'tOtKEt
A sovereign Creator and Lord does not dwell (Ka'tOtKECD meaning 'live, dwell, reside,
settle (down)') in man-made (XEtponolll'toC;, i.e. 'made by human hands (of buildings,
specifically temples)') temples (va6c;, generally of temples). This temple critique is
reminiscent of 1 Kings 8:27,2 Chron. 6:18 and Is. 66:1f(cf. also Is. 46:6; Mk. 14:58), and
it corresponds to Acts 7:48 (in a Jewish setting)377 as well as to e.g. Jos. Ant. 8:227-29, Sib.

Or. 4:8-11, and Plutarch Mor. 1034b. The Epicureans would have agreed with this critique,
since they were "notionally opposed to all forms of superstition,,378.

Critical comments:
Paul begins his probatio by introducing the sovereign and transcendent Creator and Lord
of the universe. Bruce observes that as "at Lystra, Paul begins with the revelation of God in
creation,,379. Paul's language is that of a Greek-speaking Jew when speaking to pagans

Witherington 1998:525.
376 See e.g. Weiser 1985:470.
.
377 Herner comments perceptively, that "Stephen's critique ... is reflected in words ascnbed to
Paul, on whom Stephen's words ostensibly made great impact" (Herner 1989a: 190). See also
Weinert 1987:90 .
.l7S Winter 1991:123.
379 Bruce 1990a:382.
375
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about the creational monotheism of the OT. Consequently, there are many allusions to the
OT (in this verse as well as in the following verses) but no explicit quotations. For Paul,
"the unknown God among the gods is in fact the true and only One. He is the God of the
OT and of salvation-history. ,,380

In v. 24a, Paul thus states his belief in a personal God before the Athenians. Being the
personal Creator of everything, God is therefore also the sovereign Lord of heaven and
earth. Given the premise in v. 24a, the statement ofv. 24b seems to be a logical and natural
consequence. The sovereign Creator, who is Lord of the Universe, clearly does not live in
'man-made' temples. This temple-critique was uttered nearby Parthenon and in the midst
of all the other religious altars and images in Athens. 381 Nevertheless, Paul's refutation of
any attempt to limit or localize the Creator would be acceptable to the Athenian
philosophers (esp. the Epicureans), at least on the surface. 382 On a deeper level, though, as
indicated by the following verses, Paul's creational monotheism not only rules out
polytheistic paganism (see 3.4.3) but also challenges both Stoic pantheism and Epicurean
deislTI (see 3.4.4.3).

17.25 oubE uno XEtPWV eXv8pCDnivCDv 8EpexnEuE'eext npo0bE6~EV6s 'elVOs,

380
381

Schutz 1986:407-408.
Hemer 1989a: 118.

ex
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Textual comments:

1.0UDE uno X,EtPWV eXv8pCDnlvCDv
XE1P eXv8p CDntVll is an idiom (lit. 'human hands'; cf. v. 24b) for 'a human being as a
means of accomplishing something' (Louw-Nida 9.5), possibly in contrast to the divine
hands of the Creator (cf. v. 24a).

2. 8EpanEuE'tat
The word 8EpanEuCD means 'to serve (a divinity),. This critique of the thought that God
should need anything (and therefore a critique of sacrifices), is found in Is. 46: 1, Jer. 10:5;
Ps. 50:9-12 (cf. also Mic. 6:6ff) as well as in 2 Macc. 14:35 and e.g. Euripides Heracl.
1345-46 and Plato Euthphr. 14 C.

3. npocrDE6J.lEV6e; 'ttvOe;
'As ifhe needed anything'; from npocrDtOJ.lat, i.e. 'to need (in addition/further)'. The
emphasis here is on God's self-sufficiency as the sovereign Creator and Lord of the
Universe. The Epicureans would have agreed with the notion that God (or the gods) has no
need of anything.

4. aU-tOe; DtDOve; nciat

~CDllV

Kat nvollv Kat 'ta ncXv'ta

This triad (~CDllV Katnvollv Kat 'ta ncXv'ta) about God as the source (i.e. the giycr; use

382

Sce

C.g.

Stott 1990:285 and Larsson 1987:389.
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of OtOWI-H) of life may be adapted from current terminology. But the actual content may
be found in Gen. 2:7ff; Is. 42:5; Ps. 50:7-15; Neh. 9:6 (cf. also 1 Sam. 2:6) as well as in 2
Macc. 7:23; and 3 Macc. 2:9. Cf. also Corp. Herm. 5;10. 'Zoe' (i.e. the Greek word for
'life') was popularly associated with 'Zeus', and it is therefore possible that Paul implicitly
says, 'Not Zeus but Yahweh is the source oflife!,383 The expression ~W1lV Kat

1tV01lV

is

an example of "intentional assonance"384. The Stoics would have agreed with the notion
that the divine being is the source of all life (see also below on v. 28).

Critical comments:
Paul continues his probatio by refuting in v. 25a the opinion that God needs any sacrifices.
God does not need the service of humankind, as if the sovereign Creator and Lord was
dependent on his creatures. The premise for this critique is found in v. 25b, where Paul
introduces God as the source of life (as expressed in the significant triad
~CD1lV

Kat

1tV01lV

Kat 'tcX. rrcXv'ta). The point is that God is the Sustainer of everything

and therefore is in no need of anything. Carson points to the crucial theological and
apologetic importance of this verse:

"This passage not only insists that God sustains life and rules
providentially, but that he is characterized by aseity ... It means that God is
so independent that he does not need us. We cannot give him anything he
lacks, or wheedle something out of him by cajoling him."385

See Marshall 1980:287.
384 Bruce 1990a:382.
385 Carson 1996b:500. Carson explains God's aseity as God's self-e:xistence, "from the Latin {/
383
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The implication for humanity is clear; since God is "the giver of life and 'everything' we
are and have, we should love, trust and obey God"386.

The emphasis of 17:24-25 is thus on God as the sovereign Creator and source of life.
Humanity should not (as popular Athenian religion had done) seek to localize God in
temples or manipulate him by sacrificies. These verses constitute aformal unit within the
speech, with a clear chiastic structure. This composition is indicated by the following
outline:
a) 17:24a Premise (for v. 24b): God is sovereign Creator and Lord.
b) 17:24b First critique: Therefore, he does not live in temples.
c) 17:25a Second critique: God does not need humanity's service/sacrifices.
d) 17:25b Premise (for v. 25b): God is totally independent as the source of life.

It seems, then, as if Paul's intention in w. 24-25, at the surface level, is to seek to establish

as much COmlTIOn ground as possible in relation to his philosophical audience. As shown
above, these verses clearly play on: ~) the Epicurean belief that God (or the gods) needs
nothing from human beings, as well as b) the Stoic belief that the divine being is the source
of all life. The sophisticated audience would thus largely regard the critique of popular
polytheislTI so far in the speech as plausible. The underlying biblical dynamic view of God,
however, as both transcendent Creator and immanent Sustainer, would challenge their

s(' ( '

from himself)" (Carson 1996b:223): see also 6.2.2.2 .
.'~6 Krodel 1986:333.
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philosophical systems deeply.387 Implied here, then, seems to be a simultaneous affirmation

of Epicurean deism and Stoic pantheism as 'half-truths', needing to be modified and
corrected in the light ofPaul's Judeo-Christian creational monotheism. At a deeper level,
then, these verses signal a confrontation with these influential Athenian worldviews.

4.4.2.2 The probatio II, 17:26-27 - On divine intentions with humanity

17.26 EnolllCJEv 'tE E~ £vo~ nciv E8vo~ Cxv8pcbnCDv Kcx'tolKElv Ent ncxv'to~
npocrcbnou 'tll~ 'Yll~, bPlCJCX~ npoCJ'tE'tCX'Y~EVOU~ KCXlPOU~ KCXt 't<i~ bpo8£crlcx~
1:11~ KCX'tOlKlCX~

CXt)'tcDV

Textual comments:
1. EnOlllCJEv

nOlECD (to 'make', 'create') should be taken as the main verb (with b

8£o~ in v.

24 as the

subject) with two dependent and parallel infinitives (Kcx'tolKElv in v. 26 and ~Tl1:£lV in v.
27) expressing purpose. "Gott hat die Menschheit geschaffen, urn ihr - so die beiden final en

Infinitive - eine dobbelte Bestimmung zu gegeben: Sie solI die Erde bewohnen und ihn
suchen. ,,388

2. 1:£

E~ £vo~

nciv E8voC; eXv8pcbnCDv

387 Larsson 1987:389.
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God created E~ EVO~389 ('from one [man]'), i.e. from Adam (though his name is not
390
mentioned ) as "the single progenitor of the human race,,391. Paul probably relates the
Genesis material (cf. Gen. 1-2 ; Rom. 5:12-19; 1 Cor. 15:45-49) to Hellenistic myths about
the primal man and to the Stoic conception of the unity of all human beings. God has
created nciv E8vo~ Cxv8pcbnwv, which could be rendered either "the whole race of men"
or "every nation ofmen,,392. The second alternative should be preferred in the light of~)
2:5,10:35 and 14:16 and Q) of Paul's emphasis here being on unity in diversity. Rajak
remarks that it is "noteworthy that ... Paul draws the attention of his hearers to the racial
variety of human beings in the world (the Greek word is ethnos), when he tells them that
all races were created by God from a common origin". 393

3. KCX1:01KE1V

En1

nav1:0~

npocrcbnou

Ti1~ Y'i1~

Humanity is created with a purpose, i.e. to 'inhabit' (KCX1:01KEtV) 'the whole (face of the)
earth' (ncxv1:o~

npocrcbnou

1:fl~ 'Yi1~). This expression underlines God's providence for

all humanity (cf. v. 26b) and emphasizes that wherever people are, they have the same
origin in the one and only God. It also functions as a contrast to v. 24b about God. There is

Roloff 1981 :262. See also Conzelmann 1987: 142 and Krodel 1986:333.
389 See the text-critical discussion in 4.2.2.
390 This corresponds to the subtle introduction of Jesus (as 'the second Adam') in v. 31; see
388

further 4.4.3.
391 Stott 1990:285.
392 The first alternative is preferred by e.g. Dibelius 1956:27-38 and the second by e.g. Bruce
1990a:383. Conzelmann remarks that there in fact seems to be "little difference hct\\een the two
altemativcs" (Conzelmann 1987: 142).
393 Rajak 1995:2.
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alliteration with initial

n.

4. bpicrac; npocr'tE'tayJ.l£vouC; KatpOuc; Kat 'tcXC; bpo8Ecriac; 'tllC; Ka'tOtKiac;
CXtncDv. God has detennined (bpi~co meaning to 'detennine', 'appoint', 'designate,:194, cf. v.
31) specific times (npocr'tE'tayJ.l£vouC; KatpOuc;) for humankind and lit. 'the boundaries
of their inhabitation' ('tcXC; bpo8Ecriac; 'tllC; Ka'tOtKiac; atncDv). The meaning of these
expressions is highly disputed. The KatpOt ('periods') and bpo8Ecricx ('boundariesl could
be interpreted in two different ways: a) As the order a/history, alluding to Deut. 32:8 (i.e.
God has set specific tilnes and borders for the nations; cf. Gen. 10), or b) As the order 0/

creation, alluding to Ps. 74: 17 (i.e. God has set specific seasons and places adequate for
human habitation; cf. Is. 45: 18; Gen. 8:22).

Both interpretations seem possible, and "the point in any case is the goodness of God in
providing for the needs ofmankind".395 The most natural interpretation, however, seems to
be the order of creation: (1) This view is in accord with the parallel passage in Acts 14: 17.
(2) This interpretation fits the wider context and theme of the speech, with its explicit
emphasis on creation. (3) The goodness of God in creation (v. 26a) is a natural premise for
seeking God (v. 27a). (4) The notion of divine providence in creation is a crucial point of

Bruce points out that aorist participle is used (bpicrcxC;) to indicate that, in the Divine plan.
the detennination of a home for humanity preceded its creation. (Bruce 1990a:383)
395 Marshall 1980:288. For the order of history, see e.g. Gartner 1955: 1.+ 7-152: Schneider. G.
1982:240: Bruce 1990a:383; Scott 1994:541-543; and Witherington 1998:526-528. For the orJl'r
of creation, see e.g. Haenchen 1977:503: Marshall 1980:288: Roloff 1981:262: \\'eiser 1985:'+ 71;
394
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continuity and contact with Stoicism.

Critical comments:
Paul continues his probatio by moving from the doctrine of God to the doctrine of
humanity, following on from the emphasis on God as the Sustainer of humanity in v. 25b.
The apostle asserts the unity of all human beings, on the basis of being created by the one,
true God from one man (v. 26a). Paul's statement would challenge the Athenians, since
they considered themselves amox90vcC; (i.e. sprung from the soil of their native
Attica).396 The statement that humanity covers the earth, which is seen as God's first
intention with humankind (cf. Gen. 1:28), further underlines the universal aspect. In the
next phrase (v. 26b), Paul proclaims that God has provided humanity with stability through
the order of creation. God's goodness is evident in his present provision for the needs of
humanity. This statement would be affirmed by the Stoics, but would deeply challenge the
deistic thinking of Paul's Epicurean listeners (cf. v. 27b).

The intention of this verse, then, is to affirm "the horizontal dimension of God's
purpose"W7 with all of humanity (characterized by unity in diversity): to fill the earth and to
live according to the order of creation, which the Creator has designed for human beings.
This implies that the one, true God cannot properly or justly be described as a 'foreign' God

Pesch 1986: 137; and Larsson 1987:390.
396 Tllis was "a claim reflecting the fact that they belonged to the earliest \\'aye ?f Greek
immigration into the land, so early that, unlike later arrivals, the Achaeans and Donan~. they had
lost all memory of their immigration." (Bruce 1990a:382: see also Krodel 1986:33~-~~-l,)
397 Krodel 1986:33-+.
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(cf. v. 18ft). "Thus not only is there no room for racism or elitist tribalism, but one of the
entailments of monotheism is that if there is one God he must in some sense be God of all ,
whether acknowledged or not. ,,398

17.27 l;11't£1V 'tov 8£ov, £1 apa Y£ 'I'11 Aa <l>fta£lav at)'tov Kat £UP01£V, Kat Y£

0

Textual comments:

1. l;11't£1V 'tov 8£ov
The infinitive l;11't£1V ('seek', 'search', 'look for') expresses God's purpose when creating
human beings, i.e. to seek God ('tov 8£ov). l;11'tECD is a pregnant term, which is used in the
LXX and the NT to denote the human response (indicating a response of the whole person)
to God's actions initiated for his salvation. 399 It is used in Hellenistic literature to describe
the rational search for what is true and divine. The idea and vocabulary of seeking God is
found in texts such as Is. 45:19; 55:6; 65:1; Ps. 14:2; Pro 8:17; Jer. 29:13; Am. 9:12, as well
as in Plato Apol. 19b, 23b and Dio Chrysostom Or. 12:60. Paul's usage of

Sl1't£tV 'tOV 8£ov is clearly derived from the biblical material (where humanity's response
includes the rationaI 40o), and is here used in 'polemical engagelnent' (see 3.4.4.3) with the

Carson 1996b:500. See also 6.2.2.2.
,., 0
. Larsson 1987:380,_19
.
400 It seems that many commentators tend to downplay the rational element in the biblical
material, both in ten11S of God's revelation and of humanity's responses to God. Neither a
rationalistic nor a fideistic/existentialistic interpretation of seeking (\'. 27). cOll\'crsion (v . .30) or
398
,'1'1
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impersonal, rationalistic notion of seeking the divine (probably), held by the philosophical
audience.

Paul introduces EupicrKco (to 'find', 'discover', 'come upon'; here used in the optative
mood) as an appropriate counterpart to ~l1'tEiv. Gempfperceptive1y remarks, however, that

"the verb for 'finding' is weakened in three ways. The first is the
grammatical construction: the use of the optative mood in Greek [EUp01EV]
introduces a note of uncertainty, coupled with a phrase (El apa ,),E), which
is best translated 'if perhaps'. The finding is by no means certain. Second,
the force of the verb is weakened by being paired with the colorful verb
'groping' (WllAa<j)cico), a word used in such sources as Homer's OdySSe,.I'
(9.416) and the Greek version of Deuteronomy (LXX 28:29) to mean a
'blind feeling around'. Third, the verb phrase is followed by the clause
'although he is not far'. The concessive nature of this clause only makes
sense if the 'groping' is unsuccessful." 401
In this context, then, WllAa<j)cico (usually meaning 'touching with hands') should be
understood as 'feeling around'. Implied here is a dramatic description of "the groping of a
blind person or the fumbling of a person in the darkness ofnight,,402.

1tlO"'tu; (v. 31) is warranted. As Herner argues (over against the treatment of 1tlO"'ttC; and its

cognates in some of the theological dictionaries); "faith as trust is stressed to the initial exclusion
of faith as assent, but the New Testament argument is for trust which goes beyond (but includes)
assent to a practical sufficiency of relevant evidence" (Herner 1989a:441).
.
401 Gempf 1993a:52. It should be noted that Gempfs third comment, strictly speakmg, belongs
to the next textual comment.
4(1~ Witherington 1998:528, where also additional evidence from classical and biblical sources
for this usage can be found.
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As indicated above (see previous comment), Kat "IE should be seen as concessive, as in
21: 17. The use of bncipx OJ indicates a formal style (cf. vv. 24 and 29). This subordinate
participle is most naturally seen as a contrast to v. 27a. Paul includes himself in this
expression ('though he is not far from each one of us'). So, God is near (contra Epicurean
deism), because he is the truly personal God (contra Stoic pantheism). Cf. also Ps. 139
(LXX 138):7-10.

Critical comments:

This verse, which is closely linked both grammatically and logically to the preceding verse,
states that God's prime intention in creation is that humanity shall seek God (v. 27a). The
premise given here is that God is not far away (v. 27b).

This verse emphasizes the following crucial points about God and humanity: (1) The
sovereign Creator and Sustainer made men and women (v. 26) so that they would seek
him. That was his prime intention with humankind or "the vertical dimension of his
purpose"403. Human beings seek God on the basis of God's self-revelation of his "eternal
power and divine nature" (Rom. 1: 19f) in creation. (2) Even though being made by God
and totally dependent on him, humanity seems nevertheless to be unable to find God on the
basis of general revelation alone, though he remains very close to each one (\'\'. 27b-28).
As Pesch asserts: "Mit der Nahe der Sch6pfers kollidiert die Gottesferne des in der
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'Unwissenheit' (v. 30) befangenen Menschen."404 (3) Humankind cannot find God, the
reason for that being the 'blind feeling around'. This is a strong statement about the human
predicament, i.e. the claim that humanity is basically flawed, not only because of ignorance
but also because of blindness. Paul here seems to be hinting at rebellion - or sin - as the
deepest problem behind humanity's blindness.

Paul is therefore challenging the critical and curious Athenian audience at this point by
implicitly suggesting the following about seeking and finding God: God, who he is and
what he really is, cannot be discovered by popular religion or sophisticated philosophy.
Therefore, in order for God to be found, God himself would have to make a move, i.e. to
reveal himself. This verse clearly indicates that there is "a groping for God in the darkness,
when the light of special revelation is not available"405. Humankind is thus described as
seeking God without actually finding him, a situation characterized by irony and tragedy.
This implies that humanity is seen as "blindly and unsuccessfully groping for someone
who stands so close and who desires to be found"406.

We may thus conclude, on the basis of the preceding discussion, that 17:26-27
constitutes a grammatical and logical unity within the speech. The overall argument of
these verses on God and humanity could be expressed structural~1' in the following way:·W7

403 Krodel 1986:334.
404 Pesch 1986: 138.
405 Bruce 1990a:383.
406 Gempf 1993a:52. See also Marshall 1980:288 and Gartner 1955:160-.161.
., _ ., . ..
407 It should be noted that this structure is slightly different to Yeo's outlme (sec -~.~ .1._~), smcc
he takes

Y.

27b as belonging to vv. 28-29.
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a) 17:26a God created humanity as a unity.
b) 17:26b God's first intention with humanity: to fill/cover the earth.
c) 17 :26c God is supplying order and stability in the order of creation.
d) 17:27a God's prime intention with humanity: to seek God.
e) 17:27b Premise (for v. 27a): God is near (but humanity is blind).

4.4.2.3 The probatio III, 17:28-29 - On the nature of humanity

Textual comments:

yap connects this verse to the previous one, thereby indicating in what sense God is near.
The triadic fonnula about hUlnan existence (SeXw, i.e. 'to live'; K1VEW, i.e. 'to move
(about)'

408;

E1J.ll, i.e. 'to be') in God is probably not a literal quotation from Stoic

philosophy, for there is no consensus as to its source. 409 The expression

EV cx.u't(9,

when

"A strictly literal translation of K1 V£CD in Ac 17.28 might imply merely mo\'ing from one
place to another. The meaning, however, is generalized movement and acti\'ity: therefore, it may
408

be possible to translate K1VOU/-lE8a as 'we come and go' or 'we move about' or even \\'C do what
we do'." (Louw-Nida 15.1)
409 See the discussion in Bruce 1990a:384. It is possible that this is an allusion to a poem
originally addressed to Zeus, and usually attributed to the Cretan poet Epimenides, and which is ,
quoted in Titus 1: 12. If so, this would be additional evidence for a "Pauline context. \\'here Pau\ls
interacting with the specific traditions of Athenian religion" (Herner 1989a: 11 S). since Epimenides
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used by Paul, should not be taken in a pantheistic sense but as denoting humanity's living
in God's presence and having existence through him (cf. Deut. 4:7; Ps. 139:5; Rom. 11 :36).
Paul seems thus to be using a common vocabulary (here probably with Greek thinking in
general) and a commonly used form (the triad) to express humanity's total dependence on
God. Gartner points out that the triadic formula is a reminder of the Jewish attack on
idolatry: The idols lack life, they cannot move, and they have no real existence. 41o

This phrase, though plural in form ('tlVEC; 'tcDV Ka8' u~ciC; nOtll'tcDv), should probably
be taken as a way of introducing one single quotation. Paul introduces the quotation in the
latter part of the verse as an appeal to an authority, which gives this quotation a somewhat
similar argumentative function in this pagan context as that of an OT quotation in the
synagogue context (see also v. 23). Conze1mann remarks that the quotation "serves both as
proof and explanation,,411 in the speech.

3. Tou yap Kat YEVOC; £a~EV 412
'tou here lneans 'tou'to'U (BDF § 249). This quotation is "die erste Halfte einer

figures in Diogenes Laertius' story of the origin of the altars. As Witherington notes, howcn~r.
Epimenides was no Stoic. (See Witherington 1998:530.)
410 Gartner 1955: 197,222.
411 Conzelmann 1987:145.
41~ For a very helpful discussion on the Aratus quotation, see LoYestam 1988:289-91.
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griechischen Hexameter-Ziele,,413, undoubtedly taken from Paul's fellow Cilician, the Stoic
poet Aratus' poem Phaen. 5 (from about 270 B.C.), although a similar line may be found in
Cleanthes' somewhat earlier Hymn to Zeus 4. This quotation, with the ambiguous term

yevoc; ('offspring'), was used apologetically already by the Jewish Hellenistic apologist
Aristobolus (infragm. 4) "to interpret the biblical creation story'~14. "Being God's
offspring", then, as Krodel points out, "does not imply that we have a divine spark within
us, be it an immortal soul or a divine logos. But .. .it means that we are dependent on
God. ,,415 Humanity is thus God's offspring, since both man and woman are created in the
image of God. Ladd comments perceptively:

"Here is a theology of the universal Fatherhood of God; and it follows that
all men, being the creatures of the one God, are brothers. However, this is a
theology of creation, not of redemption. In this theology man's sonship to
God is a universal truth that belongs to all men by nature, and since men are
intrinsically the children of God, this fact should be determinative of their
attitude toward God and of their relationship to one another. ,,416

Critical comments:
Paul now moves from the doctrine of humankind to humanity's relation to God. Following
on from the hints given in v. 25b and v. 27c, this verse emphasises humanity's total
dependence on God.

Roloff 1981 :264.
414 Eusebius Praep. En711g. 13.12.3; cf. Krodel 1986:336 and Gempf 1993a:53.
415 Krodel 1986:336.
416 Ladd 1974:160.
413
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Paul is clearly in search of common ground and is using pagan sources to bridge some
gaps. By using a common vocabulary and form (as in the triad) and an argument from one
of their authorities (the Stoic Aratus), Paul is able to argue for biblical truth 417 with the
Athenians on their high ground. The apostle is thus able to find a crucial 'point of
continuity and contact' in the Stoic view of providence. Humanity is totally dependent on
the Deity. Paul's strategy here is reminiscent of Hellenistic Jewish apologists.

At the same time, there is an underlying 'point of discontinuity and tension' in terms of
the nature of this Deity, once again challenging both Stoic pantheism and Epicurean deism.

"The poets are actually praising Zeus, but Paul makes it clear that he treats
the quotations as referring to their highest conception of the supreme God,
or rather their non-conception, the unknown God, of whom he proceeded to
speak. ,,418
Whereas the Greeks (especially in the neo-Platonic and Stoic traditions) tended to
think of the divine nature of humanity, Paul's thinking was in terms of man and woman
made in the image of God. The content and logic ofv. 28 is thus clearly that of JudeoChristian monotheism along the lines of Genesis 1-2, with its emphasis on ~) being, order
and life in God and b) humanity as made in the image of God.

419

Sherlock comments on the triad: "In its extreme form this can become monism or
pantheism, but in essence it expresses classical trinitarian language about God, as Person~ in
relationships." (Sherlock 1996:209)
418 Wright, 1. S. in Schneider, 1. et aI1986:85.
'-,
. 1
, ' p l'
ent in \' ' ':\ when "een
419 Blocher comments perceptI\,ely on the crucla mm em au s argum
in the light of the opening chapters of Genesis: "The apostle Paul, ha\'ing stressed that 1~ G,ad we
0
' not so yery t'.lar 1rom
~
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17.29 )'EVOC; ouv unapXOv'tEC; 'tou 8EOU OUK 0CPE1A0J.lEv VOJ.ll~EtV XPooq) f]
l'

£1

vat bJ.lotov.

Textual comments:
1. )'EVOC; ouv unaPXOV'tEC; 'tou 8EOU

ouv ('therefore') links v. 29 with v. 28, with a repetition of the quotation from Aratus. This
time the more formal unapxw is used (cf. v. 24 and v. 27).

2. OUK 0CP£lA0J.lEv

VOJ.ll~E1V

... 'to 8Elov Elvat bJ.lotov

VOJ.ll~£tV ('to think, believe, hold, consider') is here used about idolatrous thinking about

the Deity. This critique of idolatry resembles passages such as Gen. 20:4; Deut. 5:8; Is.
44:9-20; Ps. 115:4 (LXX 113:12); 135:15 (LXX 134:15) as well as Wis. 13-15. The
expression OUK oCPE1AOJ.lEv VOJ.ll~£tV ('ought not to think') "should be seen as logical
persuasion, given that his audience conceded that the premise of the poets was correct"

420
.

The use of the neutral 'to 8Elov (hapax legomena in the NT) is probably stylistically - and
not theologically - motivated, and should thus be read as "an idiomatic Greek touch"

situation: 'We are his offspring'. (Blocher 1984:78)
420 \\'inler 1991: 126.
1
421B ruce 1990 a._
"8"'
_.
II

421
•
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3. Xpu<Jq)

11 apyup~ 11 Ai8~

Ofid01s made of gold (Xpu<J6C;), silver (dpyupoC;) or stone (Ai8oC;). Bruce remarks that
"even if pagan philosophers rationalize the images as material symbols of the invisible
divinity, the great bulk of the worshipers will pay divine homage to the images
themselves" .422

The expression refers to images (of idols) fashioned (xapciYJ..la, here "used in the sense of
handiwork, creation, produced by the artist or craftsman,,423) by the skill (''tExvrl) and
thought (Ev8uJ..lll<J1C;) of humanity (av8pcbnou).

Critical comments:
The Aratus quotation (from v. 28b) is repeated in v. 29a, this time functioning as a premise
for the strong critique of idolatry in v. 29b. The logic of Paul's argument seems to be that,
since human beings are living, God the Creator of humanity must be a living personal God.
Consequently, this "living and life-giving deity,,424 must be greater, not less, than his
creatures, and should thus not be thought of or depicted as a material image. Thus, God
created humanity, not the other way round.

4~2

Bruce 1988:340.

161

This explicit strong critique of pagan idolatry (see 3.4.3.1) was appropriate in Athens
(a setting characterized by Luke in v. 16 as Ka'tEi8CDAO~, 'full of idols'), and was to a
certain extent reminiscent of Greek philosophical critique (in the Socratic tradition) of
popular religion.

"The idea that God cannot be depicted struck a chord among educated
Greeks; but it was to just such that the speech before the Areopagus sought
to present an apology for Christianity as the model of the only true worship
of the 'unknown god'. ,,425
This verse, however, also functions as an implicit critique of Stoic and Epicurean
accommodation to popular religious pluralism. Both philosophical schools seem to have
endorsed religious pluralism in order to maintain their following. This became especially
important in the imperial period, "given the growing cult of the veneration of the deceased
emperors ,,426.

This challenging of idolatry427 and of religious pluralism was thus an integral part of
Paul's public presentation to pagans. This is clearly seen also in the parallel passages in
Acts 14: 15 and 1 Thess. 1:9 with the emphasis on 'turning from idols' (see 3.3.3.1 and

4~3 Martin, R. 1986:574.

Winter 1996:85.
4~5 Beyreuther & Finkenrath 1986:503.
426 Winter 1991: 126-127. See also 3.4.4.1.
427 Stott sun1marizes the argumentative thrust ofvv. 2.+-29: "All idolatry, whether ancient or
modern, primitive or sophisticated, is inexcusable, whether the images are metal or mental:
'
.
. or unworthy concepts m
. t h e mm.
. d For I'dolatf\. is the attempt eIther to
matenal
objects
of worshIp
. God ... or to domestIcate
.
.
G o.
d" (Stott
localize
God ... or to alIenate
God ... or to d
et I
lfone
1990:287) See further the discussion in 5.3.1.1 on idolatry and apologetics.
424
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3.5.2.1). The notion ofvo!-lisEtV in v. 29 is preparing the way for the topic of conversion
in v. 30, since the latter term both involves a change of thinking and of living.

This verse, then, functions as a transitional verse in Paul's argument. It seems to haye a
dual function, both as concluding the argument in vv. 24-29 and as introducing the
argument in vv. 29-31. We may thus conclude that 17:28-29 constitutes a unit of its OWll in

the speech both grammatically and logically, concerning humanity's relation to God:
a) 17:28a A common triadic formula: Human existence in God.
b) 17:28b Proof (quotation): Humanity is God's offspring.
c) 17:29a Premise: Humanity is God's offspring (repeated).
d) 17:29b Consequence: The Sovereign Deity is not like idols.

4.4.3 Peroratio, 17:30-31 - Challenging to response(s)

17.30 'toue; !-lEv ouv xp6voue; 'tile; a:yvoiae; Ul1Eptbcbv b 8EOe;, 'tcX vuv
napaYYEAAEt 'tOte; av8pcbnote; l1cXv'tae; nav'tax ou !-lE'tavOEtV,

Textual comments:
I. !-lEv ouv'toue; !-lEV ouv xp6voue; 'tile; ayvoiae;
The expression !-lEv ouv ('so', 'therefore' or not translated) denotes a continuation in
argument from v. 29. xp6voue; 'tile; ayvoiae; lit. means 'times of ignorance'. It refers to
AyvcbcJ't:Cp 8EeP and ayvooUV'tEe; in v. 23 and describes the Athenian idolatry in the past
(cf.

Y.

29) before the arrival of the Christian gospel (cf. v. 18 and Vy. 30b-31 ). The
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emphasis here is that the knowledge of God was available, but suppressed (see Rom. I: 18ff
and 3.3.3.4).

2. U1tEptOcbV b eEOC;
God has overlooked (u1tEpopciw, to 'overlook', 'disregard', 'pass over';428 hapax legomena
in NT) their ignorance. God's patience and forbearance in view of the coming judgement is
expressed in Ex. 34:6; Num. 14:18 as well as Wis. 11:23; 13-6-9. (Cf. also Acts 3:17,
14: 16, and esp. Rom. 3 :25.) The emphasis here is on the reasons for the delaying of divine
judgment, both in view of their idolatry in general and their specific altar to 'The unknown
god' as a safety precaution (cf. v. 23 and 3.4.3.2). As Gempf observes;

"Faced with a man who argued that all these precautions were in error and
therefore presumably ineffective, any good pagan would have demanded; 'If
we are so wrong, then why is there no catastrophe, no plague?' It is this
question to which the speech responds. That there was no catastrophe was
not due, as they thought, to the effectiveness of their idol-worship, but
rather to God's mercy in overlooking their ignorance. [But] ... the
catastrophe will not be held back for ever ... ,,429

3.

'ta vuv

vuv means 'now'. 'ta vuv means 'but now' or 'as far as the present situation is concerned':

It's possible that the oratees could have heard the meaning ·overlook.', \\'~~reas the
narratees could have interpreted it (in the light of Is. 58:7) as 'despise' or 'dlsdam ..In that case,
the narratees "are being reminded that God has always been provoked to anger and Jealousy hy
worship of the idol he abhors (Deut. 32: 16)" (Gibson 2000:321).
4~') Gempf 1994: 1094.
428
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(cf. 4:29; 20:32; 27:22

430

and Rom. 3:21). It expresses a crucial tumingpoint in the history

of humanity as well as in the speech.

4. napaYYEAAEl 'tOl~ av8pcbnOl~ nciv'ta~ nav'taxou J.lE'tavoElv
In contrast to v. 30a, this phrase expresses God's present command (napaYYEAACD means
to 'command', 'order') or will, stressing its content (J.lE'tavoECD is 'to change one's mind,
repent, be converted'; cf. 2:38; 3:19; 20:21 and Is. 46:8(LXX), 1 Thess. 1:9-10 and 2 Pet.
3:9) and its universality ('tol~ av8pcbnol~ nciv'ta~ nav'taxou, i.e. to everyone
everywhere; cf. Is. 45: 15-24). As in v. 26, there is alliteration on na~. The emphasis on
repentance is highly significant, and includes

" ... two movements here; one, to tum from idols made with hands or the
imagination of humans; two, to tum to the living God who raised Jesus
from the dead and appointed him to be the judge of all forms of idolatry. ,,431
Ultimately, then, repentance is seen as the only appropriate human response to the one, true
God.

Critical comments:

Paul's main point in the exordium (vv. 22b-23) and the probatio (vv. 24-29) is that "for us
there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live" (1 Cor.
8:6a). In the perOl'ario (vv. 30-31) he presents the consequences of this radical Judeo-

430

Larsson points out that the expression 'teX. vuv in Acts has the function of strongly
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Christian monotheism in the light of the distinctive Christian gospel about 'Jesus and the
Resurrection'. This final part of the speech should thus "not be seen as anomalous , or a
mere tacking on of a Christian addendum to an otherwise Hellenistic piece of rhetoric" .432

In v. 30, Paul moves from the past status (when God overlooked tilnes of ignorance) to
the present status (when God commands all to repent). The point of this verse seems to be
both to explain why punishment is delayed, given the conditions of ignorance and idolatry
already described, and to stress the responsibility of the Athenians. As Carson suggests,
what Paul means is that

"God graciously overlooked their ignorance in the past, however culpable
their ignorance was, for he did not punish them instantly, but in his
forbearance 'left the sins committed beforehand unpunished' (Rom. 3:25).
Now, however, as salvation has been brought near, so also has judgment
drawn close. That is a characteristic of realized eschatology in the New
Testament: the blessings of the age to come have dawned, but
concomitantly the dangers have increased proportionately. ,,433
The fact that God, according to v. 30a, has overlooked past times of ignorance is a clear
and strong statement about his mercy. At the same time, Paul is 'now' charging his
listeners, both with popular idolatry and with the philosophers' accommodation to popular
piety. This 'now' constitutes a clear turning point in the speech, where Paul in the perOl'atia
stresses 'the points of discontinuity and tension' quite explicitly. The emphasis in v. 30b is
on the universality of the summons to repentance, arguing on the basis of the unity of

emphasizing the new situation, which is the result of Christ's coming; see (Larsson 1987:380).
4-'1 Krodel 1986:338. See further the exegetical comments below (in -+.-+.3) on Y. 31.
4.~2 Witherington 1998:531.
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humanity previously asserted. The personal Creator is now commanding everyone
everywhere to repent, i.e. to change one's ways of thinking and living in the light of Paul's
message. Thus, conversion to "a new worldview, not merely additional knowledge, is
required ,,434 •

This verse, then, has a crucial function in Paul's speech, stressing both God's mercy
and his present command to repentance for all of humanity. The verse functions - in the
light of Paul's rhetorical strategy - as a real challenge to the Athenians to reconsider their
ways of thinking and living in view of the revealed person and will of the one true God.
Implicit here is a strong notion of 'epistemic obligation', parallel to the emphasis in Rom.
1:20 on EtC; 'to Elval a'lnouc; avanoAoyrl1;OuC;.

17.31 Ka86'tl E<J'tl1<JEV TU..lEpav tv

fl

}.lEAAEl KPlvElv 'tr,v OtKOU}.lEVl1 V tv

lKcxlO<JUVll tv av8pt ~ roPl<JEV, nl<J'tlv ncxpcx<JXcDV na<Jlv avcx<J'tr,<JCXC;

inov tK

8
cx

VEKpWV.

Textual comments:

1. Kcx86'tl

Kcx86'tl means 'because', 'for', 'as', 'in so far as', and should here be translated as 'for'. It has
a crucial role, since it links v. 31 to the previous verse and thereby introduces the reason for

m

Carson 1996b:310. See also 6.2.2.2.
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the strong statement in v. 30b.

Paul clearly uses judicial language in this phrase. God has appointed (lG'tTUu) a day

(llIlEPCX) of judgment (Kpivw means to 'judge', 'pass judgment on' and "is very frequently
used in the NT in a strictly judicial sense,,436). Cf. Amos 5:18; Is. 2:12 as well as Rom.
2:5,16; 1 Cor. 1:8; Phil. 1:6,10; 2 Thess. 1: 10; 2:2. Winter points out that "the theme of
judgment presented common ground between Paul and his Stoic audience"437.

The world (olKOUfJ,EvTl), i.e. humanity or humankind as a totality, will be judged. The
topic of judgment is thus a crucial part of the apostolic witness to Gentiles, cf. 10:42 and 1
Thess. 1:10 (cf. 3.3.3.1).

4. EV blKCX10crUVtl
God will judge with justice (£v blKCX10GUVtl). The topic of a righteous divine judgment is
found in the OT, see esp. Ps. 9:8 (LXX 9:9); 95 (LXX 96): 13; and 98 (LXX 97):9. For

Witherington 1998:531.
435 Schneider notes that !-lEAAU) is used "in the context of events which happens according to
the will and decree of God" and occurs here "in the context of God's action in grace and judbTJllent"
434

(Schneider. W. 1986a:326).
436 Schneider. W. 1986b:365.
·m Winter 1991: 122.
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Paul, as Bruce underlines, the day of Yahweh is 'the day of Jesus'.438

5. EV av8pl ~ WP1CJEV
The use of EV here is instrumental, "denoting personal agency"439. Jesus is introduced into
the speech as 'the personal agent' of divine judgment in a rather cryptic and indirect way,
i.e. as a man (avr,p) God has appointed (bpi~CD, cf. v. 26 440 and 10:42). Cf. esp. Rom. 1:4
"where the verb [bpi~CD] is used, as here, in reference to the evidential power of the
resurrection,,441. This expression is probably primarily an allusion to the Adam-Christtypology (cf. v. 26)442, but could also refer implicitly to the Son of Man as the
eschatological judge in Dan. 7: 13_14443 . The emphasis on the humanity of Jesus should be
understood in the light ofv. 18 and v. 29: Jesus was not a lifeless idol simply to be added
to the pantheon as yet another 'god'.

6. TIiCJ'tlV napaCJXcbv naCJlv
God has furnished or offered (naptxCD means to 'grant', 'offer', 'present') proof (niCJ'tH;;
here: not 'faith' but 'assurance', 'proof, 'evidence', or according to Louw-Nida (31.43) 'what

See Bruce 1990a:386.
439 Harris 1986: 1210.
440 Dulon comments on the use of bpi~CD in v.26 and v.31 :"After God had 'detennined'
allotted periods and boundaries for the men that he had created so that they should seek him. he
'appointed' a man to judge the world on the day appointed for it (Acts 17:26, 31 )." (Du1on
1986:473)
441 Bruce 1990a:386.
44~ See e.g. Larsson 1987:395.
443 See e.g. Bruce 1990a:386.
438
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can be fully believed', 'that which is worthy of belief) for all (reaalv). Again, one should
notice both the alliteration on re. and a significant use of legal language in the apologetic
argument.

444

This usage ofrela'tl~ (probably hapax legomena in the NT) seems to be

inadequately treated in the theological dictionaries (cf. the comments to 17:27). An
identical sense, however, is found in Plato Phaed. 70.B, Aristotle Rhet. l.1, 3.13, and
Josephus Ant. 2.218. Such usage would therefore be "natural enough in [an] address to a
Gentile audience,,445. In this speech, then, as Herner emphasizes, rela'tlC; "expresses an idea
of 'proof or the 'confirmation of truth', which is intimately linked to the concept of 'witness'
as testimony to the truth, a motif widespread in Luke and John"446. Thus, an intentional
reference to the credibility of the eyewitnesses (as emphasized by Luke elsewhere; see e.g.
Acts 1:3,22; 2:32) is probably implied here.

7. avaa'tllaac; a1.nov EK VEKPWV
God raised (avla'tllJ.ll, meaning to 'raise (from the dead)') him (a1.nov) from the dead
(EK VEKpWV); cf. vv. 18 and 32. "Wie in manchen anderen urchristlichen
Verkiindigungsaussagen vor Heiden kommt die Auferweckung Jesu zusammen mit seiner

The use of judicial language (nicr'tlv napacrxcDv) in this non-forensic setting sh~uld be
· · 1 Y seem t0 descn.
·be apolooctlcs
10
seen as a crucial example of how the New Testament pnman
~
legal (and not in military) metaphors. The emphasis is thus on arguments and eVIdence.
444

445
44(,

2.2'-+.

Herner 1989a:441. See also BAGD nicr'tlC; 1c.
Herner 1989a:44 l. He refers to Trites 1977; see also the references to Trites in 2.2.3 and
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Funktion als endzeitlicher Richter zur Sprache. ,,447 The apostles understood the
Resurrection as an eschatological event, where Jesus was vindicated as the true Messiah (of
Israel) and the unique Lord and Judge (of humanity). The Greek audience in Athens, on the
other hand, would have been influenced by traditional ideas of the transmigration of souls.
There was no concept of a general resurrection in Greek thinking, and it was only referred
to resurrection "a. as an impossibility, or b. as an isolated miracle of resuscitation" .448 This
Greek background explains why Paul had to deal with the misunderstanding (v. 18) in the
light of key Judeo-Christian beliefs (vv. 24-31).

Critical comments:

After having stressed the logic of Judeo-Christian monotheism (v. 30), Paul continues his
perOl'atio by emphasising the specific Christian kelygma (v. 31), i.e. "for us ... there is but

one Lord, Jesus Christ" (l Cor. 8:6b). Thus, Paul finishes his speech with the coming
judgment as the reason for repentance, followed by the resurrection of Jesus as the past
event being evidence of this divine future judgment. Implicitly, this means that conversion
is both possible and necessary 'now', before the final divine judgment.

In v. 31 a, Paul mentions the future judgment of God as being definite, universal and
righteous. Even though the Stoics had a notion of a judgment, "Greek thought had no room

Weiser 1985:.+76. He refers esp. to 1 Thess. 1: 10: Hebr. 6: 1f: and Acts 10:-+0--+2. .
-loiS Oepke 1985:61. See also Brown in Coenen & Brown 1986:259-261. Further m~t~nal on till'
Greek "ic\\' on the afterlife is found in the exegetical comments belo\\' to v. 32 (see -+.).11.
447
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for such an eschatological judgment as the biblical revelation announces"449. Here, then.
Paul clearly turns the tables by telling the venerable Areopagus Council that God in fact
will judge them. Winter comments perceptively:

"Those who had cast Paul in the traditional role of a herald would have
realised from the speech itself that it was neither he nor his 'gods' who were
seeking their official imprimatur. Rather the hearers were under
investigation, including the Stoics and Epicureans who had improperly
allowed their hearers to worship idols. The indictment that all were guilty
before the God of heaven and earth was secured from the teaching of their
own inspired poets. It was not an official authorisation that this divinity was
seeking but their repentance in order to avoid the predetermined day of the
great assize at the hands of the judge, the resurrected Jesus. ,,450
Paul moves from the divine judgInent to the divinely appointed judge, simply
introduced as a 'man'. This indirect way of introducing Jesus was appropriate to the
rhetorical concept and strategy of insinuatio (see 3.5.1.4). This would imply that the
primary immediate aim of Paul's speech was to promote curiosity and elicit questions.

The last phrase of Paul's speech deals with the resurrection of Jesus. It is seen as the
unique historical event, which furnished proof to all of his fitness to the office as the
ultimate judge of the world. As Herner notes, it is thus "the historical facts, and that of the
[supernatural] resurrection in particular, which forms the confirmation of Paul's appeal to
the Athenians and the base of his argument,,451. As indicated in 2.2.4, Paul's arguments has
at least two aspects: ~) By the resurrection Jesus was vindicated, being exalted to a status

Bruce 1988:340-341; see also Bolt 2000:328.
450 \Vinter 1996:85-86.
,
J'
451 Hemer 1989a:442. Hemer's original text reads 'supranatural'. here changed to supl'matura .
449
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of lordship, and therefore having ultimate judicial authority. Q) At the same time, the
emphasis seems to be on the public access to the evidence of the resurrection, i.e. the
possibility of testing the reliability of this unique claim. Implicit again (as in v. 30) is a
strong notion of 'epistemic obligation'.

The peroratio in 17:30-31 constitutes a clear unit within the speech. The argument can
be summarized as follows:
a) 17:30a Past status: God has overlooked times of ignorance.
b) 17:30b Present status: God commands all to repent.
c) 17 :31 a Reason: God has set a day for judgment and appointed a Judge.
d) 17:31 b Evidence: God has raised the Judge from the dead.

Paul's concluding statements in v. 31 on the humanity, authority and resurrection of
Jesus are stated rather indirectly, but are nevertheless at the heart of the Christian faith. We
may sum up Paul's message to the pagans in Athens, in the words ofN. T. Wright, as

" ... a double and dramatic announcement about God: 1. The God of Israel
is the one true God, and the pagan deities are mere idols. 2. The God of
Israel is now made known in and through Jesus himself. ,,452
It seems plausible that such a challenging message would provoke the Athenian audience

to diverse reactions, as shown by the Lucan epilogue to the speech (see below).

45~

\Vright 1997:60.
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4.5 The Epilogue, 17:32-34

Outline:
17:32 Ambiguous reactions to Paul's speech.
17:33 Paul leaving the Areopagus Council.
17:34 Positive results of Paul's speech.

4.5.1 Ambiguous reactions to Paul's speech, 17:32

17.32 ' AKoucraV1:EC; DE eXvacr1:acrlv VEKPcDV

Ot J.lEv

EXAEua~ov,

Ot DE Elrrav,

AKoucr6J.lE8a crou rrEpt1:0U1:0U Kat rraA1V.

Textual comments:

1.' AKoucraV1:EC; DE eXvacr1:acrlv VEKPcDV
aKOUCD means to 'hear', 'receive news of; in this case to hear about the resurrection of

Jesus. Many commentators suggest that Paul was interrupted in his speech at this point~5',
but this seems improbable (or at least unnecessary):

~)

In other places Luke informs his

readers when this happens (cf. 22:22-24; 26:24),454 and h) Paul's speech (in Luke's
condensed summary) makes sense as a coherent and intentional apologetic argument.

See e.g. Gempf 1994: 1094; Horsley 1986:610; Larsson 1987:395; and Schneider, G.
1982:2.+3.
4:'14 Sandnes points out that to interpret this speech as interrupted, would be to undcrc~timate
453
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2. Ot IlEV ... Ot O£
The grammatical structure Ot ~EV ...

Ot O£ "usually assigns opposite reactions or

circumstances (1 :5; 11: 16; 23:8; 28:24. Cf. 2: 12_13)"455 A natural reading of this verse,
then, implies that v. 32a describes the negative reaction, whereas v. 32b describes the
positive reaction to Paul's speech. It has been suggested that (some of) the Epicureans were
negative whereas (some of) the Stoics were positive. 456 This seems improbable, though,
since ~) Paul had found areas of agreement with both Stoics and Epicureans (see 3.4.4.3),
and Q) both schools denied the resurrection of the body (see next textual comment).457

XAEucX.SCD means to 'mock', 'jeer', 'sneer' or 'make fun of. (This verb is hapax legomena in
NT, but the compound

OtaxA£uc:X.SCD occurs in 2: 13). This negative reaction towards the

resurrection should be seen in the wider context in Acts, where scepticism towards the
Resurrection is a recurring theme (cf. the Sadducees, e.g. in 4:2, and Festus in 26:24). The
focus here in the Athenian context is on Greek thinking, where

a vcicn:acru; VEKPcDV

Luke's "role in the final redaction of this text" (Sandnes 1993: 19).
455 Sandnes 1993:18. See also Barrett 1974:71; Marshall 1980:291: and Weiser 1985:.+77.
456 See Haenchen 1977:506; Schneider, G. 1982:243; Neyrey 1990; Bartchy 1995:304-305:
and Croy 1997. The plausibility of this view is also argued for in Croy 2000:326.
457 Croy also admits this: "As far as we know, no Stoic ever entertained the notion .of the
resurrection a/the body." He adds, though, that this is "reconcilable with Luke's narrative, for h~
portrays the more sympathetic members of the crowd only as curious and perplexed. not as
wholeheartedly in agreement with Paul." (Croy 1997:37-38) This seems. howc\er. t~ b~ an .,
inadequate understanding of the contrast in 17:32. It seems better, therefore. to rema1l1 agno~t1c
about the nature of the two groups described in this \'erse.
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probably was understood as "'the standing up of corpses",458 and thus seen as "too
materialistic for their spiritualized thinking" .459 Keener gives a succinct summary of Greek
thinking on the afterlife and the resurrection:

"Among major schools of Greek thought, only Epicureans denied the soul's
immortality: they believed that the soul was material, like the body, and
died with it. Most Greeks believed in a shadowy afterlife in the underworld
(perhaps similar to the Old Testament rephaim), sometimes coupled with
reincarnation (as in Plato); under Plato's influence some Greeks sought to
free the immortal soul from worldly existence so it could escape back to the
pure heavens from which it was created. Stoics believed that the soul lived
on after death (although, like everything else, it was eventually absorbed
back into God), but like other Greeks they could not conceive of a
resurrection of the body. ,,460
This sceptical attitude towards the resurrection was also connected directly to the history of
the Areopagus Council. According to Aeschylus, the god Apollos was reported as saying
the following at the foundation - or inauguration - of the Areopagus Council by the city's
patron goddess Athene: "Once a man dies and the earth drinks up his blood, there is no
resurrection (avcia'tacnc;)." (Eumen. 647f.)461 On the basis of such premises, a mocking
attitude to the Christian Gospel of' Jesus and the Resurrection' seems natural.

4... .' AKot.>a6j.lE8ci aot.> nEpt 'tou'tot.> Kat nciA1V
Some Athenians expressed their interest in more information about Paul's message, as in
the words ofNIV; "We want to hear you again on this subject." This should not be

Brown 1986:303.
459 Coenen & Brown 1986:277.
..
'
9~'''~")
4bOKeener1993:374.
_
4(>1 See e.g. Hemer 1989a: 118~ Bruce 1990a:387: \Vinter 1996:8): and \\ 1thenngton 19
458

L._ - - .
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understood as a polite dismissal ("enough for now, perhaps another time,,462), but as a
serious request in the light of the 01 J,lEV ... 01 8E structure. It seems (as Marshall
suggests) that "these people longed that what Paul said was true"463.

Critical comments:

Luke starts his concluding comments by focusing on the dual Athenian reaction to Paul's
speech. Some mocked and some were seriously interested. In Athens, then, as elsewhere,
the resurrection of Jesus was both:

" ... a point of fascination and a point of disruption. It promises new life and
hope, but also implies the utter particularity of the Christian gospel: God
has only ever raised one person from corruption to incorruption on this
earth. The uniqueness of the message is that the transformation of all things,
signalled for the end of time, has in principle already happened. ,,464
This dual reaction of scorn and interest indicates that Paul had hit some deep-seated targets
in the audience. The Athenians were challenged at the basic worldview level and that
produced both annoyance and longing. The latter (positive) reaction was, of course, what
Paul had been aiming at, i.e. promoting curiosity and eliciting questions among his
listeners (see 3.5.1.4).

462

Witherington 1998:532. See also Bruce 1988:343; Krodel 1986:339; and Longenecker

1981:478.
4(1., Marshall 1980:291.
464 Kirk 1992: 153.
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4.5.2 Pau//eaving the Areopagus Council, 17:33

17.33 OlYCWe; b ITCX:UAOe; E~flAeEV El\: J.!E00U CX1YCcDV

Textual comments:
1. Ol)1;We;

ou'tWC; refers to v. 32 and should be translated as 'at that' or 'under these circumstances'.

2. b ITcxuAoe; E~flAeEV EK J.!E00U cxl)'tcDv
The verb E~EpXOJ.!CX\ ('go out' or 'come out') should be seen as a contrast to

c1LtACXJ.!J3CXVOJ.!CXt in v. 19a, whereas EK J.!E00U CXt)'tcDV (,from their midst', i.e. from the
Council) functions as an opposite to EV J.!E0(f> 'tou' APEtOU ITa:you in v. 22a.

Critical comments:

This short verse, which is formed by Luke as a clear contrast to v. 19a and v. 22a,
concludes the actual Areopagus scene (vv. 19-33). Luke simply states the fact: After
having finished his speech and when encountered with the dual reaction of scorn and
interest, Paul left the meeeting of the Areopagus Council. As Schneider obser\'es;

"Natiirlich will der Erzahler mit dieser Angabe nicht der Methode des
Paulus kritisieren. Er Inochte vielmehr Kritik an den athenischen Harem
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iiben. Bei der "Griechen"-Mission ist das Auferstehungskerygma der
Christen das grosste Hindemis. ,,465
Thus, in vv. 32a and 33, Luke underlines that many in the Athenian audience failed to
make use of the appropriate time to respond positively to Paul's speech. On the other hand,
there was also real interest (v. 32b) as well as genuine faith (see below on v. 34) among
some of the Athenians.

4.5.3 The positive results of Paul's speech, 17:34466

17.34 'tlvee;

oe avop£e; KO).,)., TJ8tv't£e; aine{) Enicr't£ucrav, EV ote; Kat ~ tOvucrtOe;

b' Ap£onayi'tTJe; Kat YUVll bv6J.la'tt L\cX,J.lapte; Kat E't£POt cruv ainole;.

Textual comments:

Certain ('ttvee; O£) men (avOp£e;) became followers (Ko).,).,cX,0J.lat means to 'join': here:
'join a person', 'becOlne a follower/disciple of someone', BAGD 2.b.a) of Paul. The use of
1ttcr't£UCD (to 'believe (in)', 'have faith (in)', with God or Christ as object) is significant and
points to the fact that there were genuine conversions following Paul's Areopagus speech.

465

Schneider, G. 1982:244.

466

Gill suggests that Dionysios and Damaris are literary con\'entions

.

b~ Lu~e (GIll, D. 19?9).

This seems highly unlikely, however, in view of~) Luke's credibility as a Illstonan (as argued In
2J and 3.3), b) the lack of any theological reasons for the inclusion of the two .names (see Hemer
1989a:206-209), and f) the plausible reasons for their presence (see the exegetIcal comml'nts
below).
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This expression, then, means that some "who had joined Paul came to faith"467. These were
probably the first Christian converts in Achaia. The reference in 1 Cor. 16: 15 to the
household of Stephanas (in Corinth) as "the first fruits of Achaia" might, as Witherington
suggests, imply that "his house, through the conversion of the family, became the first
Christian household and locus for a house church in Achaia" .468

2. tv Ole; Kat ~ lovucnOe; 0' ApEonayi'tlle;
Bruce observes that there "is no need to include Kat yuvil in tv Ole;, since Ole; is
definitely masculine, having dv8pEe; as its antecendent,,469. The first name mentioned
among the converts is Dionysius 0' ApEonayi'tlle;. The use of this title (which is the
correct one for a member of the Council 470 ) indicates "one of the few examples of elite
contact,,471 in Acts. This confirms that Paul's audience contained Inembers of the
Areopagus Council (see the comments to vv. 19 and 22, as well as 3.4.2.3). Nothing more
certain is known about Dionysios, so the suggestion made by Eusebius (in Hist. Eccl.
3.4.11; 4.23.3) that Dionysios was the first bishop of Athens seems to be quite speculative.

The second convert Luke mentions is "a woman named Damaris" (NIV). There were no
female members of the Areopagus Council, so she must either have belonged to "a crowd

Seebass 1986:349.
4bS Witherington 1998:533.
469 Bruce 1990a:387.
470 See Hemer 1989a: 119 and 3.3.2.l.
4b7
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of bystanders listening to whatever they found interesting,,472 or have served as an educated
"companion of a citizen of Athens at public occasions where the presence of highborn
Athenian women was frowned upon"473. The identity of Damaris remains a matter of
speculation. It seems highly improbable, however, that she was the wife of Dionysios (as
474
Chrysostom suggested ), but she might very well have been a prominent foreign woman
(see v. 21), possibly of Egyptian descent. 475

4. Kat E'tEPOl cruv au'tolC;
This expression ('and others with them') indicates that 'a number of others' (NIV), in
addition to the two persons mentioned, were converted. It could refer to "members of the
households ofDionysius and Damaris which in the case of the former possibly included
clients who accompanied their patron in public,,476.

Critical comments:

There is no clear indication in the Lucan account of how long the interval was between v.
33 and v. 34. The account seems to allow for the possibility of further Pauline instruction

Gill, D.W. 1994c:ll0.
472 Bruce 1988:343.
473 Witherington 1998:533.
474 See e.g. Bruce 1990a:388.
.
.
475 This is suggested in Griffiths, J. 1964. See Herner 1989a:232 for the anCIent e\'ldence for
the name Damaris.
476 Winter 1996:86. The presence of ~'t£pOl cruv ai)'totC; could be explained, as .\\,inter
plausibly suggests on the basis of the traditional role played by the people of Athens III ~he
. '-', . a herald "s officlaI mtro
.
ductlOn
. 0t' 10rel
~
.etm deities into the Atheman
conventIons
sUIToundm<y
e
Pantheon. (See Winter 1996:78-79,87.)
471

'-
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for those who wished that (v. 32b). Verse 34 should in any case be understood as
describing the positive results of Paul's speech in vv. 22b-31. "In spite of the proverbial
attitude of Athenian audiences, Luke wished his readers to note that there were converts ,
apart from an Areopagite, as a result of the speech. ,,477 Carson ably summarizes the results
in vv. 32-34:

"Acts 17 does not say that "only a few" believed, but that certain people
(tines de) believed, including a member of the Areopagus and a (probably
distinguished) woman along with some others (heteroi). For the rest, some
(hoi men) mocked, and some (hoi de) declared they wanted to hear Paul
again on these matters. Comparison with the language depicting results
from others' sermons in Acts betrays no fundamental shift. ,,478
The Lucan epilogue thus indicates the theological adequacy of Paul's approach and
message in Athens. Despite the significant results, however, there is no mentioning of
baptism or actual church planting in Athens, neither in the Lucan account nor elsewhere in
the New Testament.

4.6 Conclusions

This chapter has presented a detailed exegetical study of the Greek text of Acts 17: 1634. This has been done with a dual intention: ~) to substantiate the preliminary analysis in
chapter 2 and the critical conclusions on the contemporary exegetical debate in chapter 3;
and Q) to provide a sufficient exegetical basis for the analysis and assessment in chapter 5

Winter 1996:87.
"
478 Carson 1996b:503. See also 6.2.2.2 and Green, 1. 1998: 102. Contrary to this yie\\". qUIte a
few commentators would mistakenly point to the "scanty" response in Athens (e.g. Bruce
477
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of Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model 'then'. This chapter's exegetical study leads
naturally to some plausible conclusions to the two sub-questions identified in 1.5.1.

4.6. 1 An apologetic model intended by Luke?
The first research sub-question focused on whether Luke, as the narrator, intended to
provide his readers (i.e. the narratees) with an apologetic model in Acts 17: 16-34 by
recording what Paul supposedly did in Athens (cf. 1.5.1). It seems plausible to assume - in
the light of the preceding discussion in chapters 2, 3 and 4 - that Luke had at least three
intentions with his account of Paul's visit to Athens479:~) to give the narratees a credible
account of the initial event in Athens, Q) to confirm the validity of the narratees' belief in
the truth of the Christian Gospel over against pagan alternatives, and f) to give the
narratees significant apologetic tools for reaching out to pagans.

4.6.1.1 Luke's intention (1): Providing a credible account

For the reasons given in chapter 3 (see 3.3 and 3.6.1), this chapter has presupposed the
basic historical authenticity of Acts 17: 16-34. The pericope, which clearly seems to playa
key role in Luke's overall account, provides the narratees with an edited and highly
condensed version of a genuine Pauline speech in Athens before the Areopagus Council,
within a narrative framework.

1988:344: Larsson 1987:396; Longenecker 1981 :478). See further discussion in 5.3.2.

This, of course, does not rule out the possibility that Luke may have had other rCa~l)nS
recording this passage (see 2.3.1). See also the conclusion in Gartner 1955:64.
479

.
for
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The exegetical discussion above has shown the legitimacy of understanding the Lucan
account as a description of Paul's role as a herald of 'foreign gods' before the Areopagus
Council (probably situated in the Stoa Basileios). This is clearly no formal, adversarial trial
session, but the context described is a preliminary meeting of the Council. The preceding
exegetical analysis has also shown that Paul's speech - as a deliberative speech before the
Council on the topic of the 'foreign gods' of 'Jesus and the Resurrection' - naturally falls
into five parts: 1) The exordium, 17:22b-23, where Paul establishes contact with the
Athenian audience by referring to their altar 'To an unknown god';

~)

The probatio I,

17:24-25, where Paul presents the personal God as the Creator, Sustainer and Lord of the
universe; 1) The probatio 11, 17:26-27, where Paul introduces humanity's inhabitation of
the earth and seeking of God as God's double intention for all of humanity; .1) The probatio

III, 17:28-29, where Paul challenges idolatry on the basis of humanity as God's offspring;
~)

The peroratio, 17:30-31, where Paul emphasizes conversion in view of the final

judgment and finally returns to the initial topic raised in the agora context, 'Jesus and the
Resurrection'.

4.6.1.2 Luke's intention (2): Providing confirmation for Christians

It was suggested in chapter 2 that Luke recorded this event, not just to provide a

credible account of a historical Pauline visit to Athens, but also to provide his Christian
readers with confirmation of the truth and validity of the Christian faith oyer against pagan
alternatives (see 2.3.2). The discussions in chapters 3 and 4 have sho\\'n the plausibility of
this view.
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It seems plausible to assume that Christian converts among the readers of the Book of
Acts were influenced by significant challenges from pagan philosophy and religion. They
would thus need confirmation about the credibility and validity of Christian beliefs in 'one
God and one Lord'. This passage, then, presents Luke's implicit arguments for the validity

of remaining a Christian on the basis of essential Christian truth claims, even 1t 'hen faced
with pagan philosophy and religion in Athens, the cultural capital of the Hellenistic world.
The truth-value of the beliefs of the Christian narratees is thus confinned.

4.6.1.3 Luke's intention (3): Providing tools for apologetics to pagans

It was suggested in chapter 2 that Acts 17:16-34 fits a positive, repeated pattern of

apologetics in Acts and can be related to Luke's intention to provide his Christian readers
with apologetic tools for reaching out to pagans. Such an understanding of Acts 17:16-34
has been shown to be consistent with contemporary scholarship (as argued in chapter 3)
and supported by a responsible exegesis of the passage itself (as argued in this chapter).

The implicit claim in the Lucan narrative is that Paul's approach in Acts 17: 16-34 is
representative for the way the apostles sought to justify the truth claims of the Christian
Gospel to their pagan contemporaries.

When analysing Paul's speech in Athens and the parallel passages in Acts 1-1: 15-17 and
1 Thess. 1:9-10, three main elements seem to emerge as typical of the apostolic apologetic
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in a non-Jewish setting:

480

9:) The strong affinnation of creational and providential

monotheism, implicitly on the basis of Judeo-Christian convictions, but explicitly on the
basis of general revelation. The one, true God is the personal Creator of the universe and is
close to all humanity.

h) The unequivocal affinnation of the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, on

the basis of the facti city of the resurrection, which vindicated his final authority as the
universal Judge. The apostolic message could thus appropriately be summarized as 'Jesus
and the Resurrection'.

~)

The strong emphasis on the responsibility of humanity to repent

from the falsity and futility of idolatry to an acknowledgement of God as the one, true God
and Jesus Christ as the one, true Lord. The possibility of repentance now, before the final
judgment, is due to God's mercy.

All this implies that Luke seems to have recorded this event as a classic and
paradigmatic example of Christian apologetics in a pluralistic and pagan setting. It
remains, however, to analyse and assess this Lucan model (cf. chapter 5).

4.6.2 An apologetic model rooted in Paul's apologetic?

The second research sub-question focused on whether Acts 17: 16-34 provides valid

insights into the apologetic thinking and practice of the apostle Paul (see 1.5.1). The
preceding discussion - in 3.3 and chapter 4 -leads to the conclusion that the Lucan
account should be seen as giving a reliable picture of the apostle Paul as apologist ill

480

See ~.2.4 and 3.3.3.l. See also e.g. Hanssen 1995: 13.
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Athens, both explicitly about his apologetic practice and implicitly about his apologetic
thinking.

4.6.2.1 Paul's apologetic practice in Athens

Luke's account in Acts 17:16-34 covers a significant, but brief, visit by Paul to Athens,
where the focus is on apologetic challenges and responses in the pluralistic context of the

agora, especially when facing the Areopagus Council. Paul uses this informal session to
present an apologia for essential Christian truth claims.

The introduction in vv. 16-21 sets the appropriate and authentic scene for Paul's speech
(vv. 22b-31), whereas the epilogue (vv. 32-34) describes the expected (v. 32) as well as the

unexpected (v. 34) results of the speech. At the level of orator and oratees, the Areopagus
Speech should be seen as an attempt to clarify misunderstandings and to justify the truth
claims of the Christian Gospel over against relevant Athenian questions, objections and
alternatives. Paul's deliberative speech seems to have functioned - at least implicitly - as an
apologetic dialogue directed to Athenian idolaters, Stoics and Epicureans respectively (see
also 3.4.4.3). The preceeding exegetical discussion has shown that Paul, when relating to
these diverse religious and philosophical groups in Athens, moves fi'om 'points of

continuity and contact' to 'points of discontinuity and tension' in his argument.

The altar 'To an unknown god' is significant for Paul's argument and constitutes the
basis for two interrelated, but distinct, lines of argument. First. the implicit admission of
ignorance about the Deity naturally leads to a presentation of the nature of the one. true
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God. Paul's emphasis is both on the transcendence and the immanence of God ,
simultaneously challenging popular idolatry, Stoic pantheism and Epicurean deism. The
times of ignorance are past, and humanity now stands responsible before this one, true
God. The apostolic Gospel on 'Jesus and the Resurrection' must be understood within this
biblical framework.

Secondly, the Athenian attempt to avoid divine judgment is futile. It is impossible to escape
from God, since humanity is his offspring and totally dependent on Him. The delaying of
God's judgment is due to His mercy and not to the Athenians' intended safety precautions.
The finality of God's judgment is vindicated through' Jesus and the Resurrection'. Paul
therefore challenges the Athenians, who (along with all of humanity) were created to seek
God, to change their ways of thinking and living in light of this.

Paul's apologetic practice in Athens will be analysed and assessed at large in the
following chapter.

4.6.2.2 Paul's apologetic thinking in Athens

The preceding chapters provide a basis for some significant conclusions on Paul's
apologetic thinking in Athens. First, subsequent chapters have confinned the preliminary
observations in 2.4 about~) significant underlying theological convictions in Paul's
apologetics,

h) Paul's awareness of the need for a proper contextual understanding in

apologetics. and f) Paul's argumentative structure from creation to Resurrection and 'the
.
.
.
.
.,
c:. h S
chapters 3 and -l han~ also uncovered
eplstCl11lC
oblIgatIOn'
of the ChnstIan
laIt . ecol1 d!'
.1.
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Paul's subtle apologetic dialogue with Stoicism and Epicureanism, where he seems to treat
them as inadequate 'half-truths'. Thirdly, both the clear apologetic character of Acts 17: 1634 and its key role in the Lucan account seem to indicate that Paul considered the rational
justification of Christian truth claims - through critical arguments, logical persuasion and
the marshalling of relevant evidence - not only legitimate but also essential in his witness
to pagans.

The apologetic thinking of Paul in Athens, which includes these significant examples, tvill
be analysed and assessed at large in the following chapter.
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5. ANALYSING AND ASSESSING ACTS 17:16-34 AS
AN APOLOGETIC MODEL 'THEN'

Outline:

5.1 Introducing the Chapter
5.2 Analysing Paul's Apologetic in Athens: Contexts and Features
5.3 Assessing Paul's Apologetic in Athens: Genuine, Effective and Relevant?
5.4 Conclusions

5.1 Introducing the Chapter

5. 1. 1 The aim and focus of this chapter
Building on the preliminary analysis of the context of Acts in chapter 2, the critical
engagement with commentators in chapter 3, and the critical exposition of the actual text in
chapter 4, this chapter analyses and assesses Acts 17:16-34 as an apologetic model 'then'.
This is done in three parts, after an introductory section on the apologetic character and
argument of Acts 17: 16-34 (5.1.2-3). First, in order properly to understand Paul in his
original context, an analysis is provided of Paul's apologetic in Athens in tenns of major
contexts and significant features (5.2). Second~v, Paul's original apologetic encounter in
Athens is assessed in terms of whether it should be seen as genuine, effecti\l~ and releyant
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apologetics (5.3). Thirdly, in the concluding section (5.4), on the basis of the preceding
analysis and assessment, a substantial answer is given to the first major research question,
i.e. whether Acts 17:16-34 contains an identifiable and positive apologetic modeL and, if
so, what its significant elements are and its status may be (see 1.5.1).

5. 1.2 Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic text

This chapter presents an analysis and assessment of Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics. A
number of significant observations by contemporary scholars clearly strengthen the case
for considering this passage as a significant apologetic text.

First, Herner's term 'apologetic dialogue' was shown in 3.4.4.3 to be an illuminating way of
looking at Paul's polemical engagement with the Athenian audience.

Secondly, Winter's plausible suggestion that Paul might have used a Stoic apologetic

outline (see 3.4.4.3) indicates that the speech should be seen as an highly sophisticated one,
showing Paul as a Judeo-Christian apologist among pagan apologists.

Thirdzy, Gempfs plausible description of the Areopagus Speech, - as a follow-up talk
intended to clarify misunderstandings (3.5.2.2) - clearly fits the definition of apologetics
assumed in 1.2.2.

Fourth~l', following Gartner's plausible suggestion (see 3.2.1), it has been argued by many

commentators that the apostle Paul seems to have appropriated key motifs as well as the
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general approach from Jewish Hellenistic apologetics (such as Wis. 13_15).481 This
approach "clothed essentially Jewish beliefs in a Hellenistic form,,482 in order to establish
what could be seen as legitimate points of contact.

Fifthly, as Bruce (among others) has pointed out (see 2.3.2), the speeches at Lystra and
Athens "anticipate the main line of second-century Christian apologetic against the
pagans" .483 This implies that Justin Martyr and other early significant apologists seem to
have treated the Areopagus Speech as an apologetic model.

Sixthly, in a parallel argument to Guerra's interpretation of Romans, it can be argued that
this Lucan account of Paul as an apologist in Athens seems to be an important bridge
historically between the apologetics of Hellenistic Judaism and the Christian Greek

See Gartner 1955:34,66-72,125-129,167-169,251-252. Gartner pointed out that there is "a
close relationship between this portion of Wisdom of Solomon and Acts 17 in respect of their
theology. The reference to nature has the same function, namely, to reinforce an attack on a falsl?
conception of God and a forceful polemic against idolatry." (Gartner 1955 :251) See also the
critical analysis of Jewish Hellenistic apologetics to the Hellenistic Roman world in Conzelmann
1992: 135-233, as well as the brief discussion in Barnett 2000:268-271.
482 Marshall 1980:282. See also e.g. Witherington 1998:524,531.
483 Bruce 1977:35. On the influence of Acts 17: 16-34 on Justin Martyr's apologetic (hnth in his
Logos-argument and in his description of Socrates), see Skarsaune 1996 and Skarsaune 1998.
Herner issues a timely warning when treating the Areopagus Speech as having a special kinship.
with the second century apologists: "It is indeed a model of apologetic, but its force as aJ1l)logetlc
is rooted in its situation, and partly lost in the necessity of summarising a recollection. It
presupposes a real encounter. not a Lucan set-piece, which must have focused more pointedly ~n "
the latent arguments. This is Pauline apologetic in substance. It is neither Luke nor a prot0-Justtn.
(Herner 1989b:255; Hemer's original reads "Lukan'.)
481
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apologists of the second century.484 In that case, Acts 17: 16-34 should be treated as a key
part of a significant Judeo-Christian apologetic tradition.

These arguments confirm the exegetical conclusions in 4.6 about Acts 17: 16-34 as an
apologetic text. This chapter, then, assumes that 'Paul as apologist' is an exegetical~l'

valid pespective on this Lucan text.

5. 1.3 Recapitulating Paul's argument

The previous chapter established the following exegetical understanding of Paul's
argument in the Areopagus Speech:

The exordium: Introducing the topic(s)
17:22b Vocative address.
17 :22c The captatio benevolentiae: The religiosity of the Athenians.
17:23a The narratio: Paul's tour of Athens and the altar.
17:23b The propositio: Paul's aim is making known the Unknown God.

Probatio 1: On the nature of God
I7:24a Premise (for v. 24b): God is sovereign Creator and Lord.
17 :24b First critique: Therefore, he does not live in temples.
17 :25a Second critique: God does not need humanity'S service/sacrifices.
I7:25b Prelnise (for v. 25a): God is totally independent as the source of life.

Probatio II: On the divine intentions with humanity

See Guerra 1995. Alexander also recognizes this when she argues that Paul's sp~ech "is a
fine example of philosophical rather than judicial argument, showing con~inuity both Wlt~ t~e
Hellenistic-Jewish tradition of philosophical debate \\'ith paganism and WIth the later ChristIan
apologists" (Alexander 1999:33).
484
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17:26a God created humanity as a unity.
17:26b God's first intention with humanity: to fill/cover the earth.
17 :26c God is supplying order and stability in the order of creation.
17:27a God's prime intention with humanity: to seek God.
17:27b Premise (for v. 27a): God is near (but humanity is blind).

Probatio III: On the nature of humanity
17:28a A common triadic formula: Human existence in God.
17:28b Proof (quotation): Humanity is God's offspring.
17 :29a Premise: Humanity is God's offspring (repeated).
17 :29b Consequence: The Sovereign Deity is not like idols.

Peroratio: Challenging to response(s)
17 :30a Past status: God has overlooked times of ignorance.
17:30b Present status: God commands all to repent.
17:31a Reason: God has set a day for judgment and appointed a Judge.
17 :31 b Evidence: God has raised the Judge from the dead.
This is the exegetical basis for this chapter's analysis and assessment of Paul's apologetic
approach before the Areopagus Council.

5.2 Analysing Paul's Apologetic in Athens: Contexts and
Features 485

5.2. 1 Paul's apologetic in Athens: Three major contexts

It is possible to identify three major settings in Luke's account of Paul's apologetic
approach in Athens, i.e. the synagogue context and the informal and formal contexts of the

agora. These settings or contexts should be distinguished from each other both in terms of

The aim of this analytical overview of Paul's apologetic in .-\then~ is~) ,to s~r)\\' the \,al:Jit
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apologetic challenges and responses. Paul seems to have used different justification
procedures relative to these different contexts in Athens.486

5.2. 1. 1 The synagogue setting

Paul's visits to a synagogue in Athens (l7:17a) are clearly not the focus of Luke's
narrative, but still remain a clear feature of this passage. There might have been a dual
reason for Paul's visit: First, Paul's obligation to go to the Jews first, and secondly, possibly
also the fact that the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks were those most likely "to oppose
the idolatry rampant in their city" .487

It seems reasonable to assume (as indicated in 4.3.2, see comments to 17: 17) that
Paul's approach in the Athenian synagogue resembled his approach in other
synagogues. 488 In the synagogue setting, truth was established by an appeal to the (Jewish)
Scriptures (i.e. the shared religious authority). The apostolic apologetic in this setting
followed this standard justification procedure and was therefore based on the QT. It was
thus argued (D1CXAEY0f.lCX1), for audiences consisting of "Jews and God-fearing Greeks"
(17: 17a), that "this Jesus .. .is the Christ" (see 17:3), the promised Messiah. The structure of
this argument from Scripture and history in the 'synagogue setting' - anywhere, and by

Potter observes that Paul's engagement with the cultured despisers of the faith often is
accentuated. "But a careful look at that passage indicates that Paul addressed himself to three
different publics: the religious community (that is to say, to the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks those persons who were already conversant with Jewish religion and morality). the marketplace or
the public sphere (whoever happened to come by) and then, last, the Epicurean and Stoic
philosophers (those who participated in what social theorist Alvin Gouldner has referred to as 'the
culture of critical discourse')." (Potter 1995: 178) This analysis of the 'three publics', howc\'er. .
seems imprecise - both in its use of 'religious community' instead of e.g .. Scripture. commuIllty
and in its exclusion of the Epicureans and the Stoics from the open marketplace settmg - and docs
not correspond to the three contexts described in the following.
487 Richardson, D. 198-+: 19.
488 See e.g. 13: l-+ff and 17: 1--+. For a description of the apologetic to Jews. Sl?C 2.2.3--l,
486
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implication also in Athens - is a move from the written special revelation (i.e. the OT) to
the facti city, meaning, and significance of Jesus as the crucified and risen Messiah.

5.2. 1.2 The open discussions in the marketplace

Luke's narrative moves swiftly from the Athenian synagogue to the agora (17: 17b-18).
This setting is clearly at the centre of Luke's interest when describing Paul's visit to
Athens. The apostle's outreach in the agora should be seen in the light of Paul's calling as
an apostle to the Gentiles. This 'marketplace' setting was a pluralistic context with a
plethora of competing religious and philosophical truth claims. There was no common
recognized authority to appeal to, so truth had to be argued by seeking to establish some
common ground with the audience. The Lucan narrative underlines some significant
features regarding this apologetic setting.
1. Paul encountered a variety of people in the agora (17: 17b-18): casual passers-by, regular

visitors, as well as Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. This variety in background was
typical of the Athenian pluralistic context (see 3.3.2.1).
2. Paul had to justify the belief in the Christian Gospel over against Athenian questions,
objections, and alternatives. Paul's initial preaching of "the good news of Jesus and the
Resurrection" in the agora seems to have sounded foolish ("a babbler"), foreign ("foreign
gods"), and confusing (a new divine couple?) to the Athenians (17: 18). The challenges
thrown up by the alternative beliefs of popular paganism, Epicureanism and Stoicism also
had to be met.
3. Paul responded to the agora context by a continuing dialogue (and dispute) with the
Athenians. As shown in 2.2.3, the dialogues with non-Christians playa significant role in
apostolic apologetic, as recorded in Acts.
4. The description of the open agora setting provides the context and background for the
subsequent narrative with its major focus on the Areopagus setting. The scene is set for
what seems to be a significant Pauline apologetic in a non-Jewish ~etting.
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5.2. 1.3 The formal setting before the Areopagus

Whereas the open discussions in the agora setting seems to have been a reaular
b
'
informal context for Paul while visiting Athens, the setting before the Areopagus in the
agora (17: 19-33) is described as a specific, more formal occasion. As previous chapters
have shown,489 Paul is clearly not answering to formal charges in an adversary trial before
the Areopagus Council, but given an opportunity to give his speech as a herald of 'foreign
gods'. The speech conforms to these Athenian conventions (concerning the introduction of
'foreign gods'), but is simultaneously an attempt to justify the truth claims of the Christian
Gospel over and against relevant Athenian questions, objections and alternatives. Thus,
Paul's Areopagus Speech corresponds to the definition of apologetics assumed in 1.2.2.
The Lucan narrative underlines some significant features regarding this apologetic setting.

1. Luke makes the transition from the open agora setting to the more formal Areopagus
setting490 by focusing on the curiosity of the Athenians (17: 19-21). Paul's initial preaching
in Athens had centred on 'Jesus and the Resurrection'. To the Athenians, the Hebrew name
Jesus must have excited curiosity because of the staggering claiIns made about a strange
and unfatnilar Jew. The resurrection as a concept would also have excited curiosity to such
a Greek audience. This emphasis on curiosity complements the picture given in the
previous verses, and implies that Paul faced a mixed audience characterized both by
curiosity and scepticism in relation to him and the Christian Gospel.
2. There is a significant interplay in Luke's agora narrative between the open discussions

in the marketplace and the formal discourse before the Areopagus. In the first context, the
emphasis is on the apologetic challenges, whereas - in the latter context - the focus is on
Paul's response to these challenges. Luke's summary of Paul's speech before the
Areopagus could actually be read as an implicit apologetic dialogue dealing specifically
with these challenges (see 3.4.4.3).
3. Compared with the apostolic apologetic in the synagogue setting. the Areopagus ~pccch
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indicates a different approach all together. 491 In this pagan context, no OT passage is
quoted or referred to explicitly. The Lucan narrative depicts Paul as consciously using his
knowledge of the religious and cultural background of Athens in order to establish vital
points of contact. Paul seeks to establish common ground with his audience, on the basis of
God's self-revelation through creation and history. The apostle focused on God as Creator,
Sustainer and Judge over and against questions and objections regarding the divine nature
and 'Jesus and the Resurrection'. To challenge the audience of idolatry (on the basis both of
whom God really is and of his future judgment) seems essential to this approach.
Furthermore, the historicity of the Resurrection and its implications for the credibility of
Jesus are emphasized. The structure of Paul's argument in the Areopagus setting, then,
seems to move/rom natural theology and God's general revelation via the ultimate
authority and future judgment of God to the facti city, meaning and significance of the
Resurrection. 492

5.2.2 Paul's apologetic in Athens: Three significant features

Three central features can be identified in Paul's apologetic in Athens:

~)

Through

'points of continuity and contact', Paul seeks to find common ground with his audience; 12)
The normative content of Paul's Inessage is a presentation and justification of Christian
truth claims; f) Through 'points of discontinuity and tension', Paul challenges the audience
in terms of their beliefs.
The exegesis in chapter 4 has indicated that it seems possible to demonstrate these features
in all three settings in Athens. In terms of the synagogue setting and the open agora
setting, however, these characteristics are more implicit in Luke's narrative. The following
discussion , therefore, will focus on the more formal agora setting, i.e. on the Areopagus
Speech.

491
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5.2.2.1 'Points of continuity and contact': Finding common ground

Paul identified and utilized crucial 'points of continuity and contact' in the Athenian
context in order to seek to establish some common ground with his listeners.
1. The curiosity of the Athenians (17:19-21; cf. 5.2.1.3) constituted the rhetorical starting-

point for Paul. Their wish for more knowledge about these new religious claims gave Paul
the opportunity to expound his teaching of the Christian Gospel before the prestigious
Areopagus Council. Paul argued thus before the Council for 'the epistemic permission' of
essential Christian truth claims.

2. In the exordium, Paul refers to a specific Athenian altar ('To an unknown god', 17:23;
cf. 3.4.3.2). The apostle understood this altar as an open acknowledgement of ignorance,
which clearly is a crucial element in Luke's narrative (see 17:20a, 23, 30). The altar
quotation provided the apostle with a 'theological' starting-point for his speech. Their selfconfessed ignorance made it legitimate to present who God really is. 'Safety precaution',
i.e. the desire to avoid divine catastrophe or judgment, is yet another aspect to this altar
which was used by Paul in his argument for the inevitability of divine judgment (see 17:2931). Paul's use of this pagan inscription (as 'proof') seems to some extent to parallel his
use ofOT 'proof texts' in the synagogue setting (see also next paragraph).

lIn his presentation to the Athenians, Paul used Stoic expressions and referred to Stoic
beliefs as 'points of continuity and contact'. As shown in 3.4.4.3. this included the possibk
use of a Stoic apologetic outline, the Stoic view of diyine proyidencc. the quotation from
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the Stoic poet Aratus (17 :28), and the Stoic belief in judgment. As in the case of the altar
inscription (see the previous paragraph), the reference to Aratus seems to a certain extent to
parallel his use of the OT Scriptures in the synagogue setting. Witherington remarks that,
from a rhetorical point of view, "the function of the quotation or quotations [in v.28] is to
cite an authority recognized by one's audience to support one's point. It would have done
Paul no good to simply quote the Scriptures, a book the audience did not know and one
that had no authority in the minds of these hearers. ,,493

4. As shown in 3.4.4.3, Paul also seems to have used Epicurean expressions and referred to
Epicurean beliefs in his speech. This included the following 'points of continuity and
contact': God/the gods is/are living, knowable, and is/are not dependent on human temples
or gifts. The latter emphasis on God's/divine self-existence ('aseity') is crucial in Paul's
argument.

As indicated in chapters 3 and 4, some scholars would disagree with this interpretation,
arguing that Paul sided with the Stoics against the Epicureans.

494

A similar argument is set

forth by J W. MontgomelY regarding Paul's apologetic approach: "Paul ignored the
Epicureans ('the Sadducees of the Greeks'), doubtless because of the intellectual dishonesty
into which their movement had fallen, and concentrated on the Stoics, who continued to
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See 3"+.4.3 and 4.5 (esp. the comments to 17:32).
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hold a high view of natural law. ,,495 This argument, however, seems unbalanced and

inadequate. First, Paul did seem to have focused more explicitly on the Stoics, possibly for
the reasons given by Montgomery above. This is especially evident from the crucial use of
the Stoic poet Aratus, which could imply, as Montgomery argues, that Paul offered the
Christian gospel to Stoic philosophers at Athens as "the historically verifiable fulfilment of
natural religion and the natural law tradition, with their vague and insufficiently defined
content,,496. Secondly, however, as shown in previous chapters, Paul did not ignore the
Epicureans. While, for Paul, areas of agreement may have been far greater in relation to the
Stoics, the consensus described above in relation to Epicureanism still remains. Thirdly, as
shown in the exegesis of the Lucan epilogue to the speech (see 4.5.1), there is no textual
support for the interpretation that the Epicureans mocked whereas the Stoics were positive

(17:32). Fourthly and most importantly, however, as argued in the exegesis of 17:25 (see
4.4.2), a crucial part of Paul's apologetic strategy seems to have been to affirm both Stoic
pantheism and Epicurean deism as equally inadequate 'half-truths', stressing divine
immanence or divine transcendence at the expense of the other. 497

Paul used these significant references - to the curiosity, the altar, and to Stoic and
Epicurean expressions and beliefs - as a basis for his presentation and justification of
Christian truth claims before the Areopagus Council in Athens.

495 M t
1996'244 Montgomery refers to E. M. Blaiklock for this "iew, in thl:
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5.2.2.2 Presenting and justifying Christian truth claims

Luke's narrative indicates that Paul used the opportunity in Athens to deliver a
presentation and justification of Christian truth claims, thereby providing contours of a
Christian worldview. Paul sought to confinn these basic premises, negatively or positively.
by the marshalling of evidence from the Athenians' experience as well as the historical
evidence of the Christian Gospel.
In a classical study on apologetics, W. Smith claimed that the main points of Paul's
apologetic argument in Athens were creation, resurrection and judgment: "The great truths
which st. Paul set forth in this address are: the nature and character of God, the creation of
the world by God, the resurrection of Christ, a judgment to come, and, because of these
truths, the need for men to repent.,,498 An alternative analysis has recently been offered by

D. Groothuis, where he introduced Paul's presentation and justification of Christian truth
claims in Athens as a number ofpropositions:
"1. Athenian religion is objectively inadequate because it lacks Christ (vv.

22-23). 2. God is the Creator of all and cannot be reduced to idols. The
Athenians' idolatrous worship is false before the fact of God (vv. 24-25).3.
God is the sovereign source of every human being and has marked out each
one's habitation and place in history (v. 26). 4. God did this so that people
would seek him and perhaps find him (v. 27). 5. A non-Christian Greek
thinker's writings expand on point 4 (v. 28). 6. Since we are God's
creatures, God should not be depicted by an image made by human skill (v.
29). It fits neither God nor us. 7. God overlooked the race's previous
ignorance, but now commands all people everywhere to repent (v. 30). 8.
God has decreed a day when the world will be rightly judged by the risen
Christ (v. 31). 9. God has proven point 8 for all people by raising Christ
from the dead in history (v. 31).,,499
These analytical outlines must be assessed. The proposal from Smith - about creation,
resurrection and judgment - seems consistent with the exegetical study in chapter 4 and

Montgomery 1996:223.
.
,
497 This ;rgument will be further developed in 5.3 and is su~port~d hy Keyl'~ argument on
"the near and far idols" of the Athenians (see 5.3.2.1). See also .) ...+.4._'.
498 Smith 1981 :269-270.
499 Groothuis 2000: 178-179.
496
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indicates key elements of the structure of Paul's argument (see 5.4.2.5). It seems more
appropriate, however, in the light of this chapter, to rephrase and reorder the three elements
as natural theology, ultimate authority and Resurrection. The outline offered by Groot/1Uis
highlights both the apologetic character of the speech and a number of truth claims in
Paul's speech, but the significant 'points of continuity and contact' in Paul's argumentative
strategy (as identified in 5.2.2.1) are clearly underemphasized. 50o This means that this
outline does not properly take into account the role of the altar (17 :23) and the appeal to
shared human experience (17:23-29) in the apostle's argument.

The following analysis focuses on the role of the doctrines of God, humanity, human
responsibility, and 'Jesus and the Resurrection' in Paul's apologetic argument.

1. The focus of Paul's presentation in 17:23bffis clearly on the doctrine of God. 501 The
apostle presents God as the Creator of the universe, and contrasts that with human-made
temples (v. 24). Humanity's futile religious offerings are compared with God as the
Sustainer of all life (v. 25). God is also the sovereign Ruler of creation, which is confirmed
by humanity's living in him and seeking after him (vv. 26-28a). All this implies that the
existence and nature of the one and true God is the basis for Paul's apologetic (see further
5.3.3.2).
2. Paul continues his apologetic argument with the doctrine ofhumanity.502 Humanity is a
unity (17:26a), is the object of God's providential care (17:26b-28a), and was intended to
seek God (17:27). The Athenians' own writers (17:28) confirm the fact that humanity is

500 Similarly, Paul's 'positive deconstruction' of Athenian worldviews is not adequately
focused on (see further 5.3.4.3).
.
.
.11
501 Liefeld notes that Paul develops a number of key aspects of the doctnne of God m 1~.--31: "1. God's creation of the world; 2. God's transcendence; 3. God as the source of human hfe; 4,
.
.
.
. 6" God's
God's sovereIgnty
over human hIstOry
and geography,. 5. G0 d' s Immanence,
. " '
noncorporeality; 7. God's forbearance; 8. God's righteous demands: 9. God's Justlce. (Llefeld
1995:69)
,
"
. 17'')':;
501 G. McGrath notes perceptively "the logic of ... Paul's apolog~t1c at ,.\thens 111 .~L1~
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God's offspring. So, the one, true God of the Christian Gospel is no 'foreign' God.50~ He is
actually the Creator and Sustainer of the Athenians.
3. The final part of Paul's speech is concerned with human responsibility before God. In
the light of being made in the image of a personal God (17:29), as well as the fact of the
coming divine judgment (17:31), humanity should tum to the one, true God (17:30). The
apostle's call to conversion, therefore, makes sense on the basis of the nature of God and
humanity.

4. In the final sentence of his speech, Paul returns to the topic of his initial preaching in the
marketplace: ' Jesus and the Resurrection' (1 7: 18c, 31 :b), but this time in a more indirect
way. Jesus (introduced as a 'man') is the divinely appointed judge, and the evidence for
this is said to be the historical resurrection of Jesus. As indicated in 2.2.3, the apostolic
apologetic argument from history has as its focus the facticity, meaning, and significance
of the Resurrection of Jesus. This crucial 'Resurrection argument' occurs both in relation to
Jews and to Gentiles. 504 The arguments from Scripture (in a Jewish setting) and from
Creation (in a pagan setting) both seem to move - in parallel fashion - towards the facti city,
meaning, and significance of the Resurrection. For Jewish audiences, the Resurrection
functioned as an affinnation of Jesus as the Messiah (2:31 ff; 13:30ff). whereas for Gentile
audiences it functioned as a justification of Jesus as the Judge of the World (10:40.42:

Dowsett observes that "it's very interesting that Paul uses half his. se~on to .explai~ ~hat
there is nothing foreign to the Athenians about the Christian gospel ... It Isn t a foreIgn relIgIOn. It
is about a God \\'ho made them." (Dowsett 1994: 185).
.
50~Th e on1y excep t"IOn IS th e ac t ua IL\'straspeech(14'1~ff)
thouuh14:6fpomboutthatthe
_
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503
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17 :31).505 The Resurrection of Jesus is claimed to have vindicated central truth claims of
the Christian Gospel. This implies an encouragement to curious Athenians to investigate
the historical evidence for the Resurrection. 506

5.2.2.3 'Points of discontinuity and tension': Challenging beliefs

Green has noted that Paul's speech to the Athenians could be summarized in "the three
main points of a polemic against idolatry, a defence of the one true God, and the drawing
of strong moral corollaries from man's relationship to him"s07. These constitute clear points
of tension, when encountering the Athenian situation, which was characterized by a
plurality of competing truth claims in terms of religion (vv.16, 23), philosophy (v.18) and
ideas generally (v.21). Thus, Paul seems to move in his argument from common ground
(through 'points of continuity and contact') to a challenging of beliefs (through 'points of
discontinuity and tension').

1. Paul's speech contains an implicit critique of Athenian attitudes towards religion and
what's new. Paul's ambiguous statement about the religiosity of the Athenians (17:22) has

"good news" indeed was preached also in that area.
505 See also Peterson 1998b.
506 See also 1 Cor.15:3-20 and Acts 1:3,21-22 for the emphasis on the historical evidence for
the resurrection of Jesus. Peterson points out that the Resurrection of Jesus "is critical to. the
argument [in Acts 17] because it is a 'proof that the Creator God whom Paul represe.nts IS
sovereign over nature and history, that he cannot be avoided and must in the end be Judge of. all.
More particularly it is a 'proof of the simificance of the man who was raised. The resurrectIon
confirms the teaching about the importa~ce of humanity in the divine plan set out in \\' .. 2~-~8. At
the same time , it affirms that there is one man who is to be the standard and the agent of dlvme
judgement for all." (Peterson 1998b:55)
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an ironic twist. Though being very religious, the Athenians were actually superstitious and
ignorant about the true God. Paul claims to bring something, which is totally new to the
Athenians. The 'good news' (17: 18) is about a personal Creator actively revealing himself
and reaching out to humanity in Jesus Christ. But many Athenians (17: 18, 32a) reject this
truly 'new teaching' (1 7: 19). Luke brings out the irony of the situation in verse 21, with its
comment on the Athenians' interest in novelties as such. The reader of Luke's narrative is
thus able to discern an explicit critique of Athenian attitudes in 17:21-23.

2. Paul's strong critique of Athenian idolatry stands clearly out in Luke's account. The
apostle's critique of idolatry is correlated to his emphasis on who God really is (17:23b,
29). Paul's deep indignation, when encountering the idolatry of Athens (17: 16), is caused
by his fervent monotheism. Paul's presentation of the one and true God was controversial
in Athens, both when encountering the popular religiosity and the different philosophical
schools. In his speech, Paul challenges popular idolatry, Stoic pantheism and Epicurean
deism. As shown in the comments to 17:27 in 4.4.2.2, Paul implicitly suggests that who
God really is, cannot be discovered simply by popular religion or sophisticated philosophy.

As shown in 3.4.3.2 and 4.4.1, the altar 'To an unknown god' implicitly functions as a
devastating critique of all the other altars (17:23). The use of this altar in Paul's argument is
strengthened by the explicit telnple critique (17:24ft) and by Paul's quotation from one of
the Stoic poets (17:28). It should also be noticed that Paul's emphasis is on God as being

507

Green, M. 1970: 154.
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truly personal (17:24ff, contra Stoicism) and God as being really close (17:27, contra
Epicureanism). All this leads up to Paul's key conclusion in 17:29, characterized by logical
persuasion ('ought not to think') and presupposing a concession from his audience that the
premise of the poets was correct. Paul claims thus that idolatry simply does not make
sense, neither in the light of who God really is nor of humanity as his 'offspring'.
Therefore, Paul challenges his listeners to reconsideration as well as repentance.

3. The idolatry critique leads thus naturally to Paul's emphasis on conversion in 17:29-31,
which functions as a critique of the religious pluralism of ancient Athens (as well as
implicitly of the Roman empire in general). Contrary to the philosophical schools of
Stoicism and Epicureanism, Paul did not accommodate his beliefs to popular piety.508
Paul's argulnents in 17:29-31, therefore, implied an obvious conflict with the Roman
imperial policy on religion, since veneration of the deceased emperors was held to be an
integral part of loyalty to the Roman authorities. 509

4. As shown previously (see 5.2.2.1), the Athenians used the altar 'To an unknown god' as

This illustrates the crucial difference between modifying or changing one's beliefs and
identifying 'points of continuity and contact'.
509 Christians would not yet (i.e. around 49 A.D.) feel the full implications of this: s~nc~ they
still were seen as members of a Jewish sect. The protection Judaism provided for ChnstIamty was
ultimately removed at "the fall of Jerusalem and the payment of the Jewish temple tax for the
support of the pagan temple of Jupiter Capito linus in the reign of Vespasian" (Winter 1?9 ~: 12S).
Winter points out, however, that in Athens "the issue between Paul and the Areopagus mdlrectly
involved the Romans. He was thought to have been 'the herald of foreign deities' (17: 18). and ~s
such, would be required to give proof of their divinity, build a temple, and prO\ide a feast day tor
the city. The only gods in effect to be recognized in this period were emperor~ o~ thl'l.r accession
o l'hstlc actl\'ltll''';
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a religious 'safety precaution'. Paul's argulnent in 17:30-31 was intended as a critique of
this Athenian 'escapism'. The apostle explains why God's punishment is delayed, given the
conditions of ignorance and idolatry already described. The delaying of God's judgment
indicates that God is gracious (17:30a), not that the Athenians are innocent. The tables are
turned in v. 30b, when charging the listeners with false worship. God's judgment is
introduced in v. 31 a as the reason for repentance. Verse 31 b presents Jesus as the Judge,
and the Resurrection as the evidence given for this unique, delegated authority of Jesus. All
this implies that God's judgment is inevitable and Athenian' escapism' is futile.

5. When mentioning the Resurrection of Jesus (17:31), Paul is in tension with the negative
statement about resurrection supposedly said at the foundation (i.e. the inauguration) of the
Areopagus. 510 As argued in earlier chapters, the idea and fact of a physical, historical
Resurrection was ~) a crucial key to the meaning of the Christian Gospel

511

but h) alien to

Epicureans, Stoics and popular Athenian idolaters 512 • Paul's clear emphasis on the
Resurrection of Jesus (17: 18, 31) functions thus as a critique of Greek scepticism towards
the Resurrection. This also implies that neo-Platonic dualism (which seemed to have beeen
a commonplace in much Greek thought) was criticized in Paul's argument.

5

J:1

warranted further investigation." (Winter 1999:21S)
510 See 4.S.2 (the textual comment to XAEuciSCD in 17:32).
511 See :2.2.4, 4.4.3 (the comments to 17:31) and 4.S .1.
..
m See the arguments in 3.2.2.1, 4.3 (in the textual comments to 17: 18 and the cntl~al
comments to 17:20), 4.4.3 (in the comments to 17:31), and ..l.S (in the comments to 17:.<2) on
Greek scepticism towards the idea and fact of althe Resurrection.
. . .
."
.
m As Carson argues; "If the spiritual is good, the physical world bad, It IS IllCOnCel\ able the\.
I
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6. The focus in the Christian Gospel (17: 18, 31) was not on a mythological figure, but on
recent historical events concerning Jesus Christ. This implies that the truth of the Christian
Gospel can be established with reference to the historical evidence of the Resurrection of
Jesus and that there is no valid excuse for unbelief. 514 This means that 'the epistemic
obligation' of the Christian faith is emphasized.

5.3 Assessing Paul's Apologetic in Athens: Genuine, Effective
and Relevant?

Building on the preceding analysis (5.2), the intention of this section is critically to
evaluate Paul's apologetic approach in Athens. The historical authenticity of the Lucan
account (see 1.2.3) was argued for in chapter 3 (see 3.3.1-2), but the theological validity of
the Areopagus Speech - as apologetics - still remains to be properly assessed (see 1.2.4,
2.2.3 and 3.3.3). The focus in the present section, then, will be on whether Palll 's approach

should be seen as genuinely Christian (5.3.1), effective (5.3.2) and relevant (5.3.3), as the
means to assess its legitimacy as an apologetic model.

5.3.1 Paul in Athens: A genuinely Christian apologetic?

According to the Lucan summary in Acts 17, Paul's speech in Athens is characterized
by no explicit Old Testament references, an extensive use of pagan materiaL and no

God, who is by definition good, would raise someone up to physical life. which is at least .
"
relatively bad. That is the very point that causes some to sneer (\'. 32). But Paul does not tllI1ch ...
(Carson 1996b:50 1). See further 6.2.2.2.
514 See also the use of avanoA6yrrros in Rom.l :20.
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mentioning of the cross of Christ. These unique features have led some commentators to
question the speech as an example of genuine Christian apologetics. SIS Such a view may be
assessed as follows. To be theologically valid, the speech must be shown to be
theologically consistent with~) a positive, repeated pattern in Acts (as argued in 2.2). Q)
appropriate passages in Paul's letters (as argued in 3.3.3), and f) other relevant, biblical
material. 5 I6

5.3.1.1 Paul and the Old Testament

In the pluralistic settings in the agora (whether in open discussions or before the
Areopagus), Paul could not refer to the OT Scriptures as a common religious authority.
Thus, Paul knew "it would be futile to refer to a history no one knew or argue from
fulfilment of prophecy no one was interested in or quote from a book no one read or
accepted as authoritative. ,,517 This seems to be a key, widely recognized reason for the lack
of explicit OT quotations in Paul's speech.
As shown in the exegetical study in the previous chapter, however. Paul used
appropriate passages from the OT and expressed essential biblical truths in a way that
would be understandable (but not necessarlily acceptable) to his Gentile audience. These
key Old Testament themes include God as Creator, Sustainer and Lord, as well as
humanity as deriving from and seeking God, but at the same time characterized as ignorant,
accountable and culpable. Paul's intention was thus to "establish an entire framework, a
framework very largely at odds with the various outlooks of paganism, if the gospel of
Christ was to be understood and accepted on its own tenns"SI8.
Moreover, a careful study of this implicit OT background to the Areopagus Speech
indicates that Paul in Athens used the approach of key OT apologists such as Isaiah and

SIS See the discussions in 1.2.4, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4.
516 It is outside the scope of this thesis to treat the relationship between the apologct,ics of~\(ts
17 and the wider (non-Pauline) biblical material in any detail or depth. This \\'ould reqUIre an 1l1depth study of esp. ~) Old Testament apologetics and Q) the apologetics of J~sus and the
c\·angeIists. The intention of 5.3.2.1, then, is only to indicate what can be said about Paul and the
wider biblical material 011 the basis of and H'ithin the scope of the present study,
517 Lon~enecker 1981: 475. See also \Vitherington 1998:530.
m ('ars~on 1996b:503. See also Peterson 1998c:383-3S-l and 6.2.2.2.
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Jeremiah. This is especially true in tenus of Paul's critique of idolatry, which seems to be
one of the main emphases ofOT apologetics sl9 . Keyes has suggested that Paul in his
speech takes his cue from the key text in Jer. 23 :23-24, systematically contradicting "the
near and far idols"s20 of the Athenians with four alternating strokes, and correcting them
"each time with a true vision of the immanence and transcendence ofGod".521 This implies
that Paul, by applying this OT prophetic paradigm (of the 'nearby' and 'faraway' idols) to
Stoic pantheism and Epicurean deism, was able to speak meaningfully into this non-Jewish
context.

The apostle did not have to quote - or refer to - the Jewish Scriptures explicitly in
order to speak or establish biblical truth. The theological content of Paul's message in
Athens is ~) in accord with the personal God revealed in the OT and Q) shaped by his belief
that this one, true God now ultilnately is made known through Jesus.

See Mreland 1985:22-25.
520 According to Keyes 1992:37-40, the 'nearby' idol (ex. Jer. 10:5) counterfeits God's
immanence, whereas the 'faraway' idol (ex. Is. 65: 11) counterfeits His transcendence.
521 Keyes 1992:47. It is appropriate at this point to quote Keyes' illuminating summary of
Paul's speech in extenso: "First, Paul contradicts their idea that God is unknown. God is not a far
idol that is unknowable (verse 23). Then he contradicts their near idols by saying that God does
not live in shrines made by human hands, nor does He need our help for anything (24-25). Next he
attacks the far idol when he declares that God is not far from each one of us, for, 'In him we live
and move and have our being' (27-28). Finally, he negates the near idols again by reasoning that if
we are God's offspring, then it does not make sense to believe that He is our offspring. God is not
made of gold, silver, or stone and fashioned by human artistry (29). The apostle seems to ha\"e
keyed his critique explicitly into the dual nature of their idolatry. He saw the specific way that they
had counterfeited both God's immanence, miniaturizing Him, and God's transcendence, vaporizing
Him. With each of these negations, Paul makes an affirmation about the one. true God, in contrast
to the counterfeits. God is knowable, Paul says, and he proceeds to tell the listeners about Him
(23). He is the Lord of heaven and earth, and gives life to all people (24). God made the nations to
live on the earth , and wants them to seek after Him to find Him (26-27). God is our sC1urce, not the
other way round (29). In all these points, God is both immanent and transcendent. He is nenT a
God 'at hand' or 'far off. He is never unable to see, hear, speak, or act. He fills heaven and earth.
The apostle Paul went on to declare the ultimate moral challenge - the need for repentance ~or all
people, everywhere, and foretold of the man, raised from the dead, who will one day stand lI1
judgment over the world." (Keyes 1992:4 7-48~ underlining added)
519
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5.3.1.2 Paul's use of pagan material

The previous discussion has shown that Paul used some pagan material in an (at least
partly) approving way in Athens. There are two explicit quotations from pagan sources (the
altar 'To an unknown god' and the poet Aratus) and many possible allusions to Hellenistic
philosophy in Paul's speech. The key to the apostle's use of pagan material (as indicated in
3.4.4.3) is found in the approach taken by Jewish apologists to the Hellenistic world. As
Gartner has shown convincingly (cf. 3.2.1), Paul follows their approach closely.
Paul's intention in Athens, as an apostle to the Gentiles, was thus to communicate the
Christian message in a way that was both authentic and relevant. 522 In order to relate to his
audience in a meaningful way, Paul adapted concepts and expressions from their religion,
culture and philosophy. These functioned for communicative purposes as 'points of
contact'. But Paul seems to have gone a step beyond this to 'points of continuity'. Some
(revelational) presuppositionalists 523 have objected to this understanding of Acts 17: 16-34.

L. Thornton points out that C. van Til "makes it very clear that Paul is not accepting [any]
common ground [with] another system".524 J. Frame expresses the same basic opinion
(somewhat more moderately than van Til) in a key statement:

"Thus the presuppositional apologist need not be embarrassed by Acts
17: 16-34. In that passage Paul does not appeal to some "neutral" criterion of
truth but to the revealed knowledge of God that even pagans (unbelievers)
are unable to escape. In the Acts passage, contrary to their own inclinations.

See e.g. Hesselgrave & Rommen 1989: 199-20 1 an~ ~aas~an~ 1991: 11.5-185.
S~~ Geisler has coined the term 'revelational presUpposItlOnahsm to descnbe the. ~polo:=-l:tl,CS ?t
C. van Til and J. Frame. in order to distinguish them from ~) the 'rational presupposIt\Onah~m ot
G. Clark and C. F. H. Henry, b) the 'systematic consistency' approach o!E. J. Carnell and,LJ.
.,
l' 'fF A Schaeffer (GeIsler 1999'607-60~: for a
Lewis, and c) the 'practical presupposltIona Ism 0 . . .
. '.,
slightly diff~rent interpretation of Schaeffer. see also LeWIS. G. 1986). See abl) 6._.1.
524 Thornton 1986:7. See also Dennison 2000.
S22

(l'
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Paul's pagan audience admits two truths of the Christian faith: their own
ignorance (v. 23) and God's immanence (v. 28). But as in Romans 1, Paul
condemns them for having resisted this revelation ..... There is no reason
why the apologist cannot agree with certain elements of unbelieving
thought, as long as he takes account of the fact that unbelievers seek to
suppress the truth that they know. Such agreements, then, are not appeals to
common or neutral criteria; they are appeals to the truth that Scripture
warrants (though it be found on unbelieving lips).,,525
This perspective seems to be partially right, but it does not seriously enough take into
account the common rationality shared by all humans and the fact that 'all truth is God's
truth,526. Paul clearly seems to have affirmed elements of truth within Stoicism and
Epicureanism, implicitly appealed to (and acknowledged) the traditional philosophical
arguments against idolatry, and emphasized logical persuasion (17:29) as well as the public
nature of the evidence of the resurrection (17:31).

It was thus appropriate of Paul to affirm whatever truths there might be in the diverse
belief-systems in Athens. Stoicism and Epicureanism are seen as inadequate 'half-truths'
that emphasize either God's immanence or God's transcendence, i.e. the one truth at the
expense of the other. 527 By his use of the altar and the poet, Paul is also able to affirm, that
humanity "had a natural awareness of God which was consonant with the revelation of God
in the OT and Christian experience,,528.
This ties in with the function of the altar AYVc001:ep SEep as an implicit and devastating
critique of all the other altars, thereby affirming both biblical monotheism and the

525

Frame 1987:367-368.

526 See esp. Holmes 1977.
527 See further 5.3.4.3.

52~ Brown points out that this knowledge "is sufficient to show the error o~ identifyin~ ~od

with any finite thing or creature ... Man has this awareness already. and reflectIOn on the ilmte.
character of the natural order should be sufficient to tell him that God is not to be idcntified With
anything or anyone within that order." (C. Brown in Schneider, J. et al 1986:77)
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traditional philosophical critique of religion as foolish idolatry. This also implies that Paul
used the pagan material both as 'points of continuity and contact' and as 'points of
discontinuity and tension' .529 As indicated in 3.4.4.3, this dual approach should be called
'polemical engagement'.

Paul's use ofpagan material in Acts 17: 16-34 is thus a significant example ofgenuine
Judeo-Christian apologetics.

5.3. 1.3 Paul and the cross of Christ

According to Paul in 1 Cor. 15: 1ff, the cross and the resurrection of Christ constitute the
core of the Christian Gospel. The theological consistency with 1 Cor. 2: 1-2 has already
been argued for in 3.3.3.2, but the fact still remains that the cross of Christ is never
mentioned explicitly in Luke's narrative in Acts 17: 16-34. To seek to explain this textual

feature is then to argue fi~om silence and has to be seen as such. In the light of the
preceding discussion, however, the following conjecture seems to be the most plausible
one.

1. It has been suggested that, since Luke only provided a summary of Paul's speech, the

5~9 Many contemporary commentators and apologists, however, seem to emphasiz~ either
_
'points of continuity and contact' or 'points of discontinuity and tension' in their analysIs and use of,
Acts 17: 16-34. But. as shown in 5.2 and 5.3, Paul's apologetic in Athens showed awareness h(:fh .ot
'common QTound' and of 'the scandal of particularity'. This illustrates that hOfh 'points O(C0l1fll111 1t."
and c()nta~t' and 'points 0.( discontinuity and tension' should he emphasi:ed ~fActs J 7: J6-3-/ is to
be understood properly as apologetics.
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apostle in fact did mention the cross of Christ before the Council. 530 It is possible that the
cross-event is mentioned in Paul's speech (as the background to the resurrection), but it
seems highly unlikely that the theological significance of the cross is mentioned in this
setting. The Areopagus Speech makes perfect sense as it is, as (a highly condensed
summary of) a follow-up talk intended to clarify misunderstandings and to present the
evidence for 'Jesus and the Resurrection'. What are present in Paul's speech, however. are
humankind's ignorance and guilt, God's righteous anger, God's grace (or his forbearance),
and the need for and possibility of a new relationship with God. Such an argument is
theologically consistent with Paul's preaching and teaching of God's law and the Christian
Gospel elsewhere.

2. According to Luke, Paul's preaching in the agora was on "the good news of Jesus and
the Resurrection" (I 7: 18). It seems highly probable to suppose that this initial proclamation
and defence of the Gospel in the agora included an explicit mentioning of the cross-event
and possibly also something about the redemptive significance of the death of Christ. The
emphasis in Paul's message, though, seems to have been on the credibility and significance
of the Resurrection of Christ.

3. It has also been suggested that Paul's presentation before the Areopagus was interrupted
before Paul got to the message of the cross. 53 ! This proposaL however. seems to be
unnecessary for the following reasons. First, Paul's speech in 17:22-31 has a coherent and

:;30

See e.g. Stott 1990:289 and Danbolt 1967; cf. also 3.~.3.2
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complete structure rhetorically and theologically. Secondly, through his speech Paul is
seeking to establish a biblical framework ("which alone makes the good news of Jesus
Christ coherent"S32), both in order to clarify initial misunderstandings and to provide a basis
for subsequent evangelism. Thirdly, Jesus is introduced in an indirect way (tv av8pt) in
order to generate interest and to arouse curiosity, and no full doctrinal presentation was
thus intended or required. Fourthly, the emphasis on the evidential nature of the
Resurrection in 17:31 makes sense as an appropriate and challenging conclusion to Paul's
apologetic argument.

4. It has also been observed that Paul primarily focused on the atoning aspects of the death
of Jesus in the preaching and teaching for Christian converts. Nordlander argues thus that ~
pagan audience like the one facing Paul in Athens would not be able to grasp the deeper
theological meaning and significance of the cross.533 Nordlander's proposal may have to be
modified in the light

of~)

the discussion in 5.3 and b) the fact that 1 Cor. 15: 1-8 includes

"that Christ died for our sins" among "the first things" communicated to pagans becoming
Christians in Corinth. This would imply that a pre-evangelistic presentation - on the nature
of God, the human responsibility and the possibility and necessity of conversion - usually
seems to be needed, if the deeper theological redemptive message of the cross is to be
grasped by pagans who are biblically illiterate.

See 4.5 (the textual comments to 17:32).
m Carson 1996b:504; see further 6.2.2.2.
m See Nordlander 1990:230-231,238-240.
5:11
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The intention of Paul's follow-up talk (before the Council) was thus to present the
Athenians with a Christian theistic view of the world. This was done so that they could
make sense of the Christian Gospel (including the redemptive message of the cross of
Christ) within a proper biblical framework. Luke would clearly consider such an approach
as a key example of genuine Christian apologetics.

5.3.2 Paul in Athens: An effective apologetic?

The discussion above has shown that Paul's apologetic in Athens is a significant and
theologically valid example of Judeo-Christian apologetics. This leads to the question
whether Paul's approach in fact was effective, when encountering a situation characterized
by both curiosity and criticism (see 3.5.1.4). Paul elsewhere describes the critical attitude
of the Greeks to the Gospel of "Christ crucified". It was considered as "'foolishness" (see 1
Cor. 1: 18ff). 534

5.3.2.1 A successful apologetic?

Paul faced a challenging cultural context in Athens, where there were significant
questions, objections, and alternatives to the Christian Gospel. This implies that the
apologetic task was demanding and difficult. An appropriate assessment - of whether
Paul's apologetic in Athens should be considered a failure or a success - must therefore be
done both on the basis of the apostle's ailTIS and his results.

Stott remarks perceptively that Paul, when encountering Greek citi~s like Athens_an~
Corinth. "knew that his message of Christ crucified would be regarded as mtellectuall) foolIsh
(incompatible with wisdom), r~ligiously exclusive (incompatible with toler~Ilce). ~)er~l)nally
, self-esteem,
) mora 11 y demaIl diIlo~ (incompatIble With lrccdom) ~md
humiliatino (incompatible WIth
politically ~ubversive (incompatible \\'ith patriotism)." (Stott 1992:67)
534
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1. What did Paul intend to achieve through his speech? The argument in previous chapters
has shown that the apostle had a dual aim with his apologetic speech (see 3.5.1.4, 4.4.3 and
4.5.1). The immediate aim, when faced with this critical audience, was to arouse curiosity
and to generate genuine questions among the listeners concerning the Christian faith. Paul's
role in Athens was primarily "as a sower and pioneer rather than a reaper"535. This
corresponds to the reaction in 17:32b and ties in well with the function of apologetics as
pre-evangelism.

536

Paul'sfinal aim, though, clearly was conversion to the Christian faith.

This corresponds to the positive reactions in 17:34 and to the strong sense of epistemic
obligation present in Paul's speech (especially in 17 :29-31).

2. It seems to be common among the commentators, however, to interpret 17:32-34 as
indicating a failure on Paul's part, exchanging the curiosity (of 17:18-21) with rejection. 537
But, as Carson argues (and as shown in 4.5), "a careful examination of Luke's handling of
the various addresses reported in Acts show that he did not think this one a failure".538 As
argued above, the short-term results in 17:32b and 17:34 correspond to the dual aim of the
speech. Seen in the light of Paul's realism in e.g. 2 Cor. 4: 1-6, the mocking rejection
recorded in 17:32a was to be expected, not least in a challenging setting such as Athens.

535 Prior, K. 1995:29-30.
.
536 See 1.2.2. The understanding of apologetics as pre-evangelism is also found e.g. m Mre1and
1985:112-125; McGrath, A. & Green, M. 1993:16-18; and Colson & Pearcy 1999:30-33.
537 See e.g. Allen, R. 1962:66; Larsson 1987:395-96; Pesch 1986: l-lO-~ 1; ~ol?ff 198! :2hh-(17;
and Schneider, G. 1982:243-44. {(the results in 17:32-34 are to be seen as .mdlc~tm~ a fa!Jurc
(which by no means is the most natural interpretation; see the exegeti~al d.lscusslon m .-L:-),
Conzelmann's comment seems wise: "In Luke's "iew Paul fared well m thiS encounter~ ~he
c: .J
conclusion of the scene is not meant to portray any 1al
ure on Pa u I's part . but rather a tal1url' on the
part of the Greeks." (Conzelmann 1987:147)
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This latter reaction does indicate that Paul's message hit some target in the Athenians,
when they were confronted with the true offence of the Gospel.

3. Nothing is said in the Lucan text about long-term results of Paul's visit, neither seems
much to be known about this from other historical sources. 539 The absence of any evidence
of baptisms or church planting in Athens in the first century remains an historical enigma.

We are thus left with arguments fi~om silence. However, Prior points to the possible
historical link between Paul and later apologists in Athens such as Athenagorus. 540

The preceding discussion has shown that Paul's apologetic in Athens was no failure.
Paul's apologia for the truth of the Gospel was intended as conceptual clarification, a
critique of Athenian beliefs, as well as positive support for the adoption of the Christian
Gospel, in order that it should make sense to the Athenians. 54 ! Regardless of how the
results should be evaluated, however, it is important to recognize (with Rapske) that

Carson 1996b:503; see also 6.2.2.2 and Barr 1993:28-32.
539 Kruse points out accordingly, that there is "no mention in the New Testament of a Christian
community there, or any indication of what ministries were exercised in it after the apostle left"
(Kruse 2000:208).
540 Prior argues that is is possible to know "that a church was established in Athens, although
we know little of its earlier history ... From the small beginnings, which resulted from Paul's \'isit
the church sooner or later grew, because by the first half of the second century it was quite
flourishing. One of its major contributions was in the apologists it produced, the best known of
whom was Athenagorus, a second-century Athenian, who wrote A Plea for the Christians and On
the Resurrection. In view of Paul's emphasis on the resurrection, the latter title naturally attracts
our attention. Its author was converted through reading the Scriptures with the original intention to
discredit them and, sigillficantly enough, it was the resurrection, which c.om~inced him. \.rol.ogists
like him followed in the steps of the apostle in presenting the faith meanmgfully to the thmkmg
people of their day." (Prior, K. 1995: 169-1 70)
. . '
541 Prior remarks that Paul's aim was to "convince people's mmds ot the truth (JI the gl)Sr cl as
the means of persuading them to submit their \\'ills". (Prior, K. 1995 :5~)
538
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success "is not an invariable Lucan criterion of significance,,542. Rapske adds: "Such a
faulty criterion has led some to judge the Areopagus Speech a resounding failure to be
repented of.,,543 To argue from the number of converts to the appropriateness of the
approach - or the correctness of the message - seems thus quite precarious, since (as
observed by Brown in his reflections on this passage) "in and of itself public response to an
idea is not a measure of its truth and validity,,544.

5.3.2.2 A significant apologetic?

The significance of Acts 17: 16-34, "the classical case of apologetics in the New
Testament,,545, seems evident in the light of the previous discussion.

1. At the most basic level, Paul's approach in Athens illustrates and illuminates contextspecific (or applied) apologetics. As shown in 3.3.3.3, this account seems in total accord
with Paul's explicit principles in 1 Cor. 9: 19-23 to be "all things to all people". Acts 17: 1634 has therefore been described as a "model for how to communicate the gospel into any

and every context,,546. As shown in 5.2, the passage shows Paul's awareness and
understanding of the various contexts in Athens, as well as his argumentative strategies in
responding to these challenges.

Rapske 1994:358. Rapske's original reads 'Lukan'.
543 Rapske 1994:358.
544 Brown 1990:67.
545 Geisler 1999:39; see also 1.3.
541l Cook 1995a:229.
542
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2. The focus in the Lucan account is on Paul's apologetic approach when faced with a nonJewish and pluralistic context. The significance of Acts 17:16-34 for apologetics should
thus be further explored on the basis of Luke's explicit intention to record Paul's speech as
a "typical exemplar of the first Christian sermons to the Gentiles"s47. This passage (together
with Acts 14: 15-17) seems to be intended by Luke as a paradigm for approaching "the man
without the Bible"s48.

3. Paul's apologetic approach in this context seems highly significant. Through 'points of
continuity and contact' Paul was seeking to establish common ground, without explicitly
referring to the Scriptures. This was done in order to present the challenging and
controversial truth claims of the gospel. The aim of Paul's apologetic was to show the
Athenians that their "tragedy and foolishness was that they themselves as humans were not
even fulfillable on the basis of their own integration point. Their alienation was selfchosen; their aspirations were higher than the idols they worshipped ... [and] to live out the
logic of their presuppositions is to accept alienation as a way oflife."s49

The intention of the apostle seems thus to have been to argue that their beliefs/worldviews
actually were in tension with their way of living and with reality itself. Paul's emphasis is
on how the Christian Gospel, on the other hand, fits the way humans are, "not in any
limited religious category but in the whole of our humanity. It is not a question of heredity

Gartner 1955:71. I would disagree with the description 'sennon', though. as argued in ~.4-~
54~ The expression is found in Schaeffer 1969:79-96. See also 6.3.1.
549 Guilmess 1994a:350.
547
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or cultural chance, but of congruity with truth."sSO As shown in 5.3.2.1, this was basically
the apologetic approach used by the OT prophets when confronted with paganism and
idolatry.

4. As with the OT prophets, Paul's apologetics is at its very centre characterized by
creational and providential monotheism. The crucial theological significance ofActs

17: 16-34 is therefore that "the motivation and basis on which we 'do' apologetics must be
God and his nature,,551. This leads to a number of fundamental considerations.

First, as shown in the comments to 17: 16-17 (see 4.3.1-2), Paul was moved to apologetics

because of his zeal for the glory of God and his loving concern for the Athenians' needs
since they were living without this one and true God. This shows the depth and power of
Paul's motivation as an apologist. ss2

Secondly, Paul's deep understanding of who God is, is not only the key to his motivation,

but also (as shown in 5.3.1) to his strategy. Paul's clear grasp, therefore, of God's
transcendence and immanence gave the apostle apologetic tools for handling Athenian
idolatry as well as Stoicism and Epicureanism.

Third~1" Paul's combined emphasis on 'points of continuity and contact' and 'points of
discontinuity and tension' seems to have arisen from his conviction of God as being both

550
551

551

McGrath, G. 1995a: 162.
Cook 1996: 173.
See esp. Stott 1990:278-280,290-291 and -+.3.1-2.
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Creator and Redeemer. Paul saw humanity as created by God with a potentiality for a
relationship with God, but at the same time as living alienated from God because of sin.
Paul's awareness of God's redeeming initiative towards humanity made him look for Godgiven 'points of continuity and contact', whereas Paul's belief in the reality of sin and the
necessity of a God-given salvation made him deeply conscious of existing 'points of
discontinuity and tension'. Humanity is thus simultaneously attracted to and repelled by the
Christian Gospel.

Fourthly and finally, Paul's approach in Athens demonstrates thus that apologetics must be
grounded in God's disclosure in general and special revelation. The one and true God is
making himself known to a blind humanity, both in an incomplete (but nevertheless real)
way through creation553 and in a definite and more complete way through Jesus Christ. Paul
was thus making the Unknown God known to the Athenians. This apologetic approach
presupposes that 'all truth is God's truth', and ought to be identified and utilized as such,
while at the same time recognizing that, ultimately, God's truth is uniquely and finally
revealed in and through Jesus Christ. This implies that Luke and Paul would claim that a
genuine and significant Christian apologetic neither can ignore elements of truth within

It is thus legitimate to conclude with Demarest (on the basis of the biblical evidence in
Psalm 19: 1-6, Acts 10:34-35, Acts 14:8-18, Acts 17: 18-3 L and Rom. 1: 18-32) that general
revelation "affords all people of all times and places rudimentary knowled~e of God as Creator
and morallaw-o-iver. It also affords the Christian evangelist significant pomts of contact .\\·lth the
non-Christian :orld, thereby serving as a valuable pre-evan.gelistic to~l. ~eneral revelatIOn: .:; .
however, does not yield that higher knowledge of God that IS redemptIve. (Demarest 1991.1_ 1.
see also Demarest 1982:227-262.)
553
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other beliefs nor can avoid the 'scandal of particularity,554. Therefore, Paul both
"acknowledged the truth and challenged the error in his hearers' beliefs".555

It seems to be legitimate to argue, then, as indicated in 4.6.2, that Luke has recorded
. apo Iogetlcs,
. " 556 zn
. order to 1'11 ustrate a t)picalfirstPau I 's speech
as"an 0 b'
"lec t Iesson zn

century Christian approach to pagans557•

5.3.3 Paul in Athens: A relevant apologetic?

The assessment so far has shown that Paul's apologetics in Athens should be seen as
both genuine and significant. This leads the question of its relevance. Was Paul's
apologetic approach really relevant then - and thus appropriate to the ancient Athenian
situation? The appropriateness of Paul's receptor-orientated approach can be seen in his
attempt to be meaningful, involving and challenging.

5.3.3.1 A meaningful apologetic?

After initial misunderstandings (see 3.5.2), Paul seems to have adopted a flexible and
sensitive approach relative to the different contexts in Athens. As shown in 5.2. he started
where they were - whether in the synagogue or in the informal and formal contexts of the

The 'scandal of particularity' is "the Christian claim that the climax of God's saying
revelation is tied to a particular time, a particular place and (aboye all) a particular person" (Bruce
1977:89).
555 Demarest 1991: 138.
556 McGrath, A. 1992a:49. See further 6.2.2.1.
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agora, established and developed points of contact, and argued for the truth of the Gospel
on the basis of this common ground. This implies that Paul did not consider an explicit use
of Scripture a necessary prerequisite for authentic and relevant apologetics, when the
audience did not share his knowledge of and belief in the Jewish Scriptures. As shown
above (in 5.3.1-2), the apostle seems to have considered this approach as the most
meaningful approach to such a pagan audience.

5.3.3.2 An involving apologetic?

The relevance of Paul's apologetic approach is also seen in his critical (or polemical)
engagement558 with the worldviews of the pagan Athenians. As shown in 3.4.4.1, Stoics
and Epicureans could appropriately be described as pagan apologists, arguing for the truth
of their beliefs and traditionally arguing against idolatry. The Lucan account shows Paul as
a Christian apologist among these pagan apologists, effectively using the philosophers'
own arguments and their own poets to uncover their pragmatic accommodation to the
religious pluralism of the day. The apostle is thus exposing the fallacies of Stoicism and

commentators.
558 Wright suggests that Acts 17 exemplifies this principle, which (he claims) secures the
relevance of the Gospel: "What the Gentiles needed was precisely the Jewish message, or rather
the Jewish message asfulfilled in Jesus the Messiah ... The nature of this polemical,en~agement is
thus that Paul is claiming the high ground from his pagan hearers ... The Je\\'lsh bel1ef III the
creator meant that any Jew who cared to do so (and Paul certainly cared to do so) co~ld address
the pagan world with a message from its true God, its creator. The message, pa~~do:·\lcally. had to
remain essentially Jewish if it was to have its proper relevance to the paga~s. I j It had been
translated into paaan categories it would ha\'e competed with them for their own turf. It would,
have made YH\VI~ one G~d among the other gods. By remaining what it was. it claimed the high
.ground of genuine creational monotheism." (Wright 1997:82-8_~)
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Epicureanism on their own grounds as well as showing the folly of idolatry. This implies
that Paul's speech in fact is a highly sophisticated apologetic speech.

5.3.3.3 A challenging apologetic?

When arguing with popular piety, Stoicism and Epicureanism, the focus of Paul's
argument in Athens is the nature of the one, true God as both transcendent and immanent.

As shown above (see 3.4.3-4, 4.4 and 5.2-3), this was done in a way, which functioned
as a very compelling critique (i.e. as a 'positive deconstruction,559) of these Athenian
belief-systems. 1. Popular Athenian religion was shown by Paul to be both inconsistent in
its practice of idolatry alongside the (implicit) belief in the Unknown God and inadequate
in its escapism and superficiality. 2. Stoicism was shown by Paul to be a) inconsistent in its
acceptance of popular idolatry, b) simultaneously affirming the evidence for divine
immanence (with an emphasis on divine providence) and suppressing the evidence for
divine transcendence (as well as the evidence for the Resurrection), and f) indifferent to
genuine human relationship with God as a result of the emphasis on 'fatalism, submission

559 Pollard and Watkins have suggested that Paul's critical engagement with Athenian
worldviews is a key role model of the strategy and process of 'positive decol1stll1ctiol1' (see also
1.1.2). They describe this strategy (which Pollard quite surprisingly distinguishes from the task of
apologetics, which he narrows down to giving 'a reasoned defence for the Christian faith' (Pollard
1997: 128», as a five-stage process: 1) to identify the influential worldviews in a given context. ~)
critically to analyse such worldviews on the basis of common criteria of truth, ~) to discover. and
affirm elements of truth in these worldviews, .1) to discover and challenge elements of error III
these worldviews, and ~) to identify an appropriate Christian response oycr against thesc
.
world\'iews. This popular, but perceptive, analysis of Paul's apologetic strategy in i\thens (whIch
is indebted to Cook 1996 and found in Pollard 1997:43-59 and \Vatkins 1999:91-121: s~e a]sl)
1.2.2 and 5.4.2.5) seems largely consistent with the analysis and assessment offer~d in this
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and the endurance of pain'. 3. Epicureanism was shown by Paul to be~) inconsistent in its
acceptance of popular idolatry, Q) simultaneously affinning the evidence for divine
transcendence (with an emphasis on divine aseity) and suppressing the evidence for divine
immanence (as well as the evidence for the Resurrection), and f) indifferent to human
responsibility before God as a result of the emphasis on 'chance, escape and the enjoyment
of pleasure'.

But there is also another underlying reason for this focus on who and what God is. The
nature of God has a key place in any (religious) belief-system. It follows from this that the
changing of beliefs in this area will have consequences for all the other beliefs.560 A proper
understanding of the nature of the one, true God, would thus remove the initial Athenian
misunderstandings concerning "the Gospel of Jesus and the Resurrection". When Paul in
his speech moves from who God is to the final argument concerning the judgment of God
and the resurrection of Jesus, this is specifically intended as a challenge to Athenian
beliefs. In the face of Athenian disbelief 61 , Paul provides nlc)"cu; about God's final
judgment. God has the final say. This argument creates a diversity of Athenian reactions,
which indicates that Paul's message had been meaningful, involving and challenging.

..
.
chapter.
560 Burnett observes thus accordingly, that the concept of the nature of deIty IS an Important_
theme within any worldview "because it lays an important foundation which has repercu~s!Ons for
uther themes. We see Paul speaking to the people of Athens using just this sort of approach ... I Ie
commences with their concept of an unknown god, and from this point goes on to present a
biblical concept of the nature of the Supreme Creator." (Burnett 1990:229-230)
)(>1 S
~ I
ee 4 ."1"1 ••'' 1
-"1" ••• •

227

5.4 Conclusions

5.4. 1 An identifiable and positive apologetic model?

The first major research question (see 1.5.1) focused on whether the apologetic model

in Acts 17: 16-34 is identifiable and positive, and if so, what its significant elements are
and its status may be. These aspects are addressed in this section, primarily on the basis of
the preceding analysis and assessment in 5.2-3.

The question of whether Acts 17: 16-34 contains an identifiable apologetic model needs
to take into account the nature of this Lucan narrative. It was argued in previous chapters,
in response to 1.4, that this Lucan description should be seen both as an authentic account
(see 2.4.3.3 and 4.6) and as representative of Paul's apologetic thinking and practice (see
3.3.3). This Lucan narrative, however, presents a highly condensed summary of Paul's
apologetic in Athens, and can therefore in no way claim to be a complete model of the
apostle's approach in agora contexts such as Athens. There is thus a need to be cautious.
both in terms of explicit and implicit apologetic elements in the Lucan account. However.
the originally assumed definition of apologetics (in 1.2.2) provides, together with 5.2-3. a
basis for the identification of various significant elements of this Lucan-Pauline apologetic
model in Acts 17: 16-34.

The preceding discussion in this chapter has identified a number of explicit and
implicit elements in this text related to apologetic challenges and responses. Such clements
_ from the Lucan account of the original encounter between the orator (Paul) alld the
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oratees (the Athenians) - include the following:

1) Paul was shocked by Athenian idolatry.

~) Paul reacted to the idolatry by setting forth truth claims about' Jesus and the

Resurrection'.

J) Paul's initial presentation was misunderstood and provoked curiosity. 1)

Paul was confronted by significant questions, objections and alternatives to the Christian
faith. ~) Paul applied different justification procedures in the synagogue and the agora, and
here he focused on challenges in the pluralistic agora context. 2) In his speech before the
Areopagus, Paul engaged significant alternative worldviews and argued for the truth of
essential Christian truth claims.

These elements must be supplemented with apologetic perspectives related to the probable
intentions of the narrator (Luke) and needs of the narratees (Theophilus and other
Christian readers) in writing and reading about Paul as apologist in Athens. This leads to
the question whether Acts 17: 16-34 originally was intended, understood and applied as a
positive apologetic model.

It was suggested in 2.4 and confirmed in 4.6, that Luke approves of Paul's overall

apologetic approach in Athens, since it both conforms to a positive apologetic pattern in
Acts and can be related to a plausible apologetic purpose of Acts. This implies (as argued
in 4.6) that Luke wrote this to his Christian readers both as a confimation of the truth of
their Christian faith (over against pagan religious and philosophical alternatives) and as a
role model for their apologetics (providing them with apologetic tools for contexts
characterized by pagan beliefs and biblical illiteracy). It seems plausible. in the light of
chapters 2, 4 and 5, that these Lucan perspectiYcs were communicatcd etTccti\oeJy to the
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narratees. Accordingly, the theory that Acts 17:16-34 is a Lucan d escnptlOn
"
.
0 f a mistaken
overall apologetic approach by Paul- and thus , as a whole , would cons t'tut
.
1
e a negah\'e
role model- has previously been rejected as incompatible with the biblical evidence. 562

This section, then, has argued for the plausibility of interpreting the apologetics of
Acts 17: 16-34 as an overall positive role model, where Luke provided his readers -with
"the beginnings of a model and some important lessons to follow ,,563.

It remains to assess, however, ~) whether there may be any negative elements, where Luke

intended his readers to learn from any supposedly apostolic mistakes in Athens, and Q)
whether the identified positive elelnents in the model should be considered as normative,
recommended or repeatable. 564

See esp. 4.5 and 5.3.3.1.
563 Cook 1996: 171. Witherington claims, accordingly, that it is "hard to doubt that Luke sees
this speech in Acts 17 as something of a model for how to approach educated pagan Greeks, and
means it to reflect positively on his hero Paul, especially since he records only three major speech
summaries from Paul's travels, and this is the only major one specifically directed at Gentiles".
(Witherington 1998:533)
564 On the one hand, to interpret the overall model in Acts 17: 16-34 as 'normative' seems to be
to claim too much. Such an interpretation seems foreign to the nature of the Book of Acts, as
indicated in chapter 2, since elements concerning the apostles' actions and strategies do not appear
to be intended by Luke as prescribed approaches (i.e. as 'blueprints for action') for the narratees, It
seems plausible, however, that elements concerning the defining content of the apostles' truth
claims should be seen as normative. On the other hand, to interpret the overall approach in Acts
17: 16-34 as only a 'repeatable' model seems - in the light of the discussions in chapters 2. -+ and 5
- to be to claim too little about the apologetic responses recorded in the Lucan account. Paul's
overall apologetic approach and strategy seem thus not only to be possible, but intended hy l,uke
as a suggested and recommended approach. It may be, however, that single elements ofth(, model
562

should be seen as 'repeatable' rather that 'recommended'.
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5.4.2 Significant interlocking elements of the apologetic model in Acts 17: 16-34

5.4.2. 1 The truth claims as indicators of a Judea-Christian worldview

This chapter has shown that Paul presented a number of essential Christian truth claims
in Athens (see 5.2.2.2). These truth claims are indicators of the apostle's theological
convictions, i.e. his Judeo-Christian worldview.

It has been pointed out that key theological convictions form the basis for the practice
of apologetics (as defined in this thesis).565 This chapter has shown that Paul's apologetic in
Athens was grounded in his theological commitment to ~) creational and providential
monotheism (as expressed by OT prophets; see 5.3.2.1 and 5.3.3.2) and :Q) the uniqueness
of the Christian Gospel (as expressed in the apostolic kelygma; see 5.2.2.2 and 5.3.2.3).

This theological framework is not only the underlying basis for Paul's apologetic in
Athens, but also seems to inform it explicitly.566 As shown in 4.4 and 5.3.3.2, both God's
transcendence and immanence and God's self-disclosure in general and special revelation

Gustavsson points out, perceptively, that there are at least four ke}' theological convictions
underlying the apologetic entelprise and making it both possible and plausible: ~) The consistency
between the proclaimed Gospel and the content of the Gospel - as an open and public message in
the marketplace; 12) The consistency between God the Creator and God the Redeemer - thus
through the Gospel God addresses humankind in its humanity; f) The continuity between the
general and special revelation - thus indicating the consistency between God's \\'orld and God's
Word; 9) The continuity between a personal God and human persons made in God's image- thus
making rational discourse about God possible and legitimate (Gustavsson 1997:201-20-+) . . ls
arf!Ucd
in this chapter'
these
theoloaical c011l'ictions are . found - explicitly or implicit~l' - in Acts
o
0
17: 16-34.
566 The use of the word' explicit' in this context does not imply that these theological
convictions and apologetic strategies necessarily are obvious in the Lucan redaction, hilt rather
565
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are key theological convictions informing Paul's apologetic strategy in Athens. On the one
hand, Paul's Judeo-Christian understanding of God as both transcendent and immanent
enabled the apostle to 'positively deconstruct' Athenian idolatry, Stoicism and
Epicureanism (see 4.4, 5.2.2.1, 5.3.2.1 and 5.4.2.5). On the other hand, Paul's appreciation
of God's self-disclosure generally in creation and specifically in history enabled the apostle
simultaneously to affirm genuine elements of truth within other beliefs as well as the
uniqueness of Christian truth claims about' Jesus and the Resurrection' (see 4.4, 5.3.3.2
and 5.3.3.2.). This implies that 'all truth is God's truth' and "the uniqueness and finality of
Christ"S67 seem to have functioned - at least implicitly - as complementary strategic
principles for Paul in Acts 17: 16-34.

Thus, Luke describes Paul as an apologist steeped in a genuinely Judeo-Christian
worldview in the midst of the challenging pluralistic and pagan context of Athens. As
shown in 5.3, convictions about who God is and how he has revealed himself are at the
core of the apostle's apologetic enterprise in Athens. It seems plausible to assume, then,
that Luke intended this 'worldview element' of his model as normative, since it primarily
relates to the defining content of Christian apologetics and not just to various strategic or

tactical approaches.

that they seemed to have been obvious to Paul while being in Athens.
567 Cook 1995b:667; see also Zacharias 2000b.

232

5.4.2.2 The need for a 'proactive' apologetic approach in agora contexts

As noted above (see 4.3.3 and 5.4.1), Paul's initial presentation of 'Jesus and the
Resurrection' in the agora was misunderstood, at least to a large extent. 568 This is described
in the context of pagan idolatry in Athens (17: 16), which provoked Paul to proclaim the
Gospel both in the synagogue and in the agora (17: 17). The initial responses in the agora
to Paul's new teaching were characterized by incomprehension, intrigue, and an invitation
to the apostle to present his views before the Areopagus Council. Paul perceived that their
ignorance was basic to their idolatry. This led to a renewed presentation and justification of
Christian truth claims in this new setting. As in Lystra (Acts 14), Paul initially seems to
have underestimated the influence of the pluralistic and pagan context on the listeners'
appreciation of his Gospel about' Jesus and the Resurrection'.

This may imply that Paul had to rethink his initial approach in Athens along more
'proactive' lines (probably in view of key OT precedents, as suggested in 5.3.2.1), and that
the Areopagus Speech constitutes this renewed 'proactive' approach. Whereas Paul's initial
'reactive' presentation resulted in misunderstandings and curiosity, the apostle's later
'proactive' presentation provoked the Athenians to three different reactions: rejection,
reconsideration and repentance. As indicated in 4.3.3, this!!!:QI be intelpreted as an implicit
I . AI

'i69

and soft Lucan critique o/the apostle's initial 'reactive' approac 1 111 t lens.-

This section is partly indebted to Cunningham 1993:21-26..
,
·'
1
Dent
III the k:x( as a I.Lllan
th
5<>'1 The alten1ative interpretative approach would be to see
ls e el
.
568
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This way of interpreting the account seems plausible in the light of ~) the dynamics of
apologetic challenges and responses in Acts 17: 16-34 as outlined in this chapter and b) the
consistency with the pattern of the Lystra incident. It is appropriate to ask however \\"hv
,
'the previous experience of misunderstanding in Lystra didn't result in an initial 'proactive'
approach in Athens. The reasons for this, though, may have been~) Paul's zealous reaction
against idolatry, which (as shown in 4.3.1-2) was the direct cause for his initial
communication in Athens, and/or:Q) Paul's possible initial over-estimation of the educated
public in Athens (over against the uneducated crowd in Lystra).

Thus, Luke probably describes Paul as an apologist who gradual~v sees the needfor a
proactive approach in agora contexts. This would imply that Luke intended this both as a
negative element (i.e. as a soft, implicit criticism of Paul's initial 'reactive' approach) and
as a positive, recommended element (i.e. as an approval of Paul's willingness and ability to
adopt a lTIOre 'proactive' approach when faced with such a challenging pagan and
pluralistic context).570

emphasis on the demanding nature of a religious and philosophical contex~ like Athcns. Thi.s, it
could be argued, is seen not only in the initial misunderstandings, but also ~n the abse~ce .l)j. ~n:
evidence of long-term results of the visit. To expect immediate understandmg a~~r bnef II11tIai
.
.
Slgru'filcant resu Its after one follow-up 'lecture
. m such a
proclamatIons
and dIalogues
an d'
· . Thi S \\ ou ld then be a contrast m.
the O\'l'rall
challengino- context would thus be unrea 1IStIC.
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.
I ' cont ex,t s a
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account to bthe results m
comparable chaIengmg
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.
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Ephesus). Both interpretations seem posslb
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necessarily be contradictory.
, .
570 Th~s, this should l1(~f on~l' be seen as a Lucan narratil'c techniquc to create SUSplI1Se.
!
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5.4.2.3 The contextual understanding of relevant questions, objections and
alternatives in the agora

It has previously been argued

571

that the Lucan description - of Paul as apologist in the

Athenian agora - shows his contextual understanding of relevant questions, objections and
alternatives to his truth claims about' Jesus and the Resurrection'. These apologetic
challenges in Athens included the following (as indicated in the exegetical study of 17: 1721; cf. 4.3.2-5):

1. Key questions to the apostle's claims were the explicit "Can we hear more about this?",
the implicit "Who are' Jesus and the Resurrection '?", and the implicit "Is there a need for a
new altar?". The presence of these questions corresponds to the Lucan narrative aside about
Athenian curiosity in 17:21.

2. Key objections to the apostle's clailTIs were the explicit "This is foolish!", the explicit
"This is foreign!", as well as the implicit "If we are wrong, why is there no plagueT,,,72. The
presence of these objections indicates that (at least) part of the audience had a critical
attitude towards Paul.

3. Key alternative worldviews were popular Athenian religion, Stoicism, and
Epicureanism. The key role of Paul's polemical engagement

57
)

with these beliefs indicates

See the following sections: 2.4, 3.6.3,4.6.2.2,5.2.1.2 and 5.-+.2.2.
572 See 3.4.3.2 ( ..l), 4.4.3, 5.2.2.3 (4), and 5.-+.2.8.
573 See 5"
.-' .4.3.
571
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that the apostle was aware that such alternative belief-systems shape how the Christian
worldview is perceived in a given context and thus affect people's questions and objections
to Christian truth claims. Paul's understanding of these challenges enabled him to identify
both legitimate 'points of continuity and contact' and significant 'points of discontinuity
and tension'.

Thus, Luke implicitly describes Paul as a Christian apologist with a contextual
understanding of relevant questions, objections and alternatives in Athens to his claims
about 'Jesus and the Resurrection '. This enabled him to reflect (in the light on his Judeo-

Christian worldview; see 5.4.2.1) on how to respond appropriately to these challenges. It
seems plausible (on the basis of the discussion in this chapter as well as in chapter 2) to
assume that Luke intended this as a highly recommended element of the model.

5.4.2.4 The application of appropriate justification procedures in the synagogue
and the agora

As suggested in 2.2 and 2.4, and shown in 5.2.1, the Lucan description of Paul in
Athens includes an increasing awareness of different justification procedures of the
synagogue and the informal and formal agora contexts. The following conclusions on the
justification procedures of the synagogue and the agora - and on the apostle's application
of these - should be seen as indicative rather than definitive.

. In
. At h ens, I't h as b een ass umed in this chapter (see
In the JCl1'ish svnagogue sett1l1g

5.2.1.1). on the basis of a consistent pattern else\\'here in Acts (as shown in 2.2), that Paul

236

sought to justify the truth claims of the Christian faith on the basis of Scriptural and
historical evidence. Implicitly, in 17: 17, Luke seems to describe the justification
procedures of what might be called 'the Scripture community', i.e. those, whether Jews,
'godfearers' or others, who had a knowledge of the OT Scriptures and a belief in it as
God's authoritative revelation. The Lucan narrative seems to imply that the proper
justification procedure for Paul in the context of 'the Scripture community' is to
demonstrate the consistency between the OT Scriptures (as the assumed shared authority)
and Christian truth claims about 'Jesus and the Resurrection' (as confirmed by historical
evidence). The OT Scriptures were thus the common ground in the synagogue context in
Athens.

The focus of Luke's narrative, however, is on the pluralistic context of the agora, both
in terms of the open discussions in the marketplace (see 5.2.1.2) and the more formal
setting before the Areopagus (see 5.2.1.3). Paul encountered Hellenistic people - both in
the informal and formal contexts of the agora - who were biblical illiterates, had no
knowledge of the Christian worldview, and did not accept the Jewish Scriptures as the final
authority. A justification procedure on the basis of the formal authority of Scripture would
thus have seemed largely irrelevant - or even invalid - in these pluralistic contexts. Paul
seems to have been - or have become - aware of this, since he - at least gradually - is
adopting a completely different justification procedure in these agora contexts.

This thesis has identified some of the key characteristics of Paul's apologetic approach
in the agora:

~) Paul appeals to available evidence, explicitly both to the altar ( 17:23) and
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to the Athenians' human and religious experience (17:22-29) as 'signposts' of a
transcendent-immanent God, and implicitly to the historical evidence for the Resurrection
(17:31) as 'signpost' of the identity, authority, and credibility of Jesus. Q) Paul appeals to
Athenian authorities and traditions, explicitly to Aratus (17:28), and implicitly to Stoic
and Epicurean philosophies in general (17:24-29) and possibly also to traditions associated
with Epimenides (17:23, 28) and Aeschylus (17:31). These authorities and traditions are all
seen as exponents of elements of truths (or at least as 'half-truths').

~)

Paul appeals to

logic, explicitly in terms of inference ('therefore') in 17:29a (a logical conclusion, given

that the premise of the poets is accepted), and implicitly in terms of implication ('if ...
then') in 17:30-31 (the appropriateness of conversion in view of the credibility of the
Resurrection and the plausibility of the future divine judgment).

These appeals to evidence, Athenian authorities/traditions and logic seem to indicate
that Paul assumed that there was a common ground between him and the Athenians, not
only ontologically but also (at least to some extent) epistemologically. The ontological
common baround is indicated in the references both to a shared created reality (since 'being,

order and life' is in God; see 17:28) and to a shared, created humanity (since humanity is
made in the image of God; see 17:28-29). This clearly implies, that - however differently
reality may have been described and experienced by representatives of different
worldviews in the Athenian agora - there is, according to Paul, an ontological givenness of
shared, created reality and humanity. The epistemological common grolLnd is indicated in
what implicitly SeelTIS to be considered by Paul as common or shared criteria of truth. The
appeals to evidence, authorities and logic mentioned above seem thus to be implicit appeab
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to the criteria of coherence and consistency, correspondence with reality, and adequacy and
relevance.

Thus, Luke describes Paul as an apologist with an awareness 0/ and an ability to app~v
appropriate justification procedures in various contexts, relative to whether people have
any knowledge o/the OT Scriptures and/or belie/in the OT Scriptures as authoritative. 5 -:./
Luke's focus is on Paul's justification procedure in the pluralistic contexts of the agora.
The implicit premise of Paul's justification procedure in these 'agora contexts' seems to
have been, as indicated above, that a worldview should be seen as rationally justified if its
central truth claims can be shown ~) to be coherent, Q) to correspond to the known facts,
and~)

to be adequate (i.e. whether a given worldview makes any difference and in that case

what it changes and transforms). This interpretation of Paul's approach in Athens is
consistent with Luke's description of Paul as an apologist in Acts 26:25-29 (see 2.3.3).
This would ilnply that Luke intended this as a highly recommended element of his model.

5.4.2.5 The role and strategy of the 'positive deconstruction' of alternative
worldviews

It has been shown (in 5.4.2.2) that the Lucan description of Paul shows an apologist
with a proper contextual understanding, including an appreciation of the key role of
worldviews. The Lucan account clailns that Paul started where the Athenians were in his

574

For a significant parallel: see Blockmiihl 1992 on the ethical argumentati\,e approach of thL'

early church in a pluralistic setting.
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follow-up speech before the Areopagus, i.e. he started with their popular piety and with
their Stoic and Epicurean beliefs. Paul claims that Stoicism and Epicureanism are 'halftruths' (see 5.3.3.3), thus simultaneously identifying and affirming elements of truth (i.e.
'points of continuity and contact'; see 5.2.2.1) and identifying and challenging elements of
error (i.e. 'points of discontinuity and tension'; see 5.2.2.3) within these worldviews. The
Lucan emphasis seems to be, then, that Paul began his apologetics with "the beliefs people
were familiar with and showed that in Christ there was a better, fuller understanding of
God"S7S. The apostle saw Stoicism and Epicureanism as influential beliefs, which a) do not
fully or adequately explain both the transcendence and the immanence of God and hl
should not have accepted the popular idolatry.

Paul relates the question of the nature of God to the question of the purpose of
humanity. As shown in 5.3.3.2, Paul argued in Athens that human beings are not fulfillable
- ultimately - on the basis of their own beliefs/views of themselves, but only on the basis
of the one, true God and the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul's implicit claim, then, as
indicated in 5.4.2.4, seems to be that holding a non-Christian worldview, such as Stoicism
and Epicureanism, in fact implies being in tension both with reality (since human beings
are not fulfillable on the basis of their own views of themselves) and with God (since
humanity substitute the one, true transcendent-immanent God with counterfeit idols).

appn)3ch in
. the apos tl e . s~. pr0"<Ie'tl've' apollwl'tic
Cook 1996:6. There seems to an element 111
~
Athens of earning his right to speak about the Christian truth claims.
<'7)
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Thus, Luke describes Paul before the Areopagus as a 'proactive' Christian apologist
who starts with the beliefs of the Athenians and 'positively deconstructs ' these beliefs.5-r,
Popular idolatry, Stoicism and Epicureanism are thus shown by Paul to be inconsistent, as
failing to correspond to reality in key areas - and as much less adequate than the JudeoChristian worldview. It seems plausible that Luke explicitly intended this approach - of
beginning where the Athenians were - as a recommended element of his modeL whereas
the actual 'positive deconstruction' approach seems to be more implicit as a recommended

element from the original Pauline setting.

5.4.2.6 The overall structure of the arguments for the Christian faith before the
Areopagus

Luke describes Paul as countering the objection that he and his message are 'foolish'
by presenting a coherent argument before the Areopagus in the agora about 'the knowable
God' and 'Jesus and the Resurrection'. Paul's overall argument before the Areopagus could
be expressed as follows (in the light of 4.4 and 5.2): 1) As shown by natural theology (i.e.
Judeo-Christian reflections on how God's general revelation indicates the personal origin
and sustenance both of the universe in general and of humanity specifically). the theistic
God is the one and true God, 2) Whereas the delaying of this one and true God's judgment
is evidence of his mercy in the past, the inevitability of the future judgment day is evidence

It should be noticed that the first part (' starting with their beliefs') is explicit in tl:c Lu~an
. t l1eIr
' bel'Ie f s ') IS
. no t nee'essanh. e\'ldent
account, whereas the latter part ('positively deconstructmg
576

in the Lucan redaction (see 3.3.2.1).
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both of God's ultimate authority and of humanity's ultimate responsibility before him.l}
As shown by the evidence of the Resurrection (i.e. the historical evidence and its plausible
implications), Jesus has already been given unique and final authority (as Judge) by this
one and true God. Paul's overall argumentative structure seems consistent with the
justification procedures in the agora (as outlined in 5.4.2.4).

The structure of Paul's overall argument seems thus to have been a movefi'om natural

theology through ultimate authority to resurrection. This would confirm the suggestion in
2.2.3 that Paul approached the Jews in Athens (and elsewhere) via the OT Scriptures and
the pagans in Athens (and elsewhere) via the light of general revelation, i.e. an apologetic
approach in each case on the basis of an assumed common ground (see above, 5.4.2.4). On
the one hand, Luke seems to imply that, for Paul the evidence from the OT Scriptures and
the evidence from general revelation point in the same direction, i.e. towards the ultimate
authority of God - and the need for and the fact of his revelation in Jesus. On the other
hand, Luke seems to imply that, when there is no knowledge of the OT Scriptures, Paul
found it necessary (in his renewed, 'proactive' approach) to start with the nature of God
and humanity and the authority and judgment of God before coming to the specific claims
about 'Jesus and the Resurrection'.

Thus, Luke describes Paul as a Christian apologist vvith an overall argument before
the Areopagus, where he moves kom arguments about the credibility of a Judeo-Christian
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natural theology through the plausibility and implications of God's ultimate authority to
the significance and evidence of the Resurrection. It seems plausible to assume (in the light
of chapters 2 and 5) that Luke intended this overall argument as recommended - both in its
three main points and in how they are related - for apologetics in comparable pluralistic

agora contexts.

The three main points ofPaul's overall argument are expounded in the following (see
sections 5.4.2.7, 5.4.2.8 and 5.4.2.9).

5.4.2.7 The content and role of 'the natural theology argument' for the Christian
faith

The rhetorical starting-point for Paul's 'natural theology argument', which was
delivered in the context of competing natural theologies (see 3.4.4.1), was the ignorance
expressed in the altar 'To an unknown god'. This ignorance seems to have been interpreted
by Paul, at least in relation to some Athenians, as a sign of openness and interest, since he
claims that he will make known the true nature of the unknown god.

There are three parts to Paul's 'natural theology argument' (see 4.4.2 and 5.1.3), which
(as indicated in 3.4.4.3) seems to have affinities with a Stoic apologetic 'natural theology
outline': a) God has revealed himself as the sovereign Creator (transcendent) and Sustaincr
(immanent) of the universe (and thus also of the Athenians). These aspects - of who God
really is - are in fact confirmed by the Athenians' own experience.

h) This one, true God

has significant intentions with hUlnanity, both 'horizontally' (to fill the earth) and
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'vertically' (to seek him). This God is near humanity, but humanity is actually blind. ~)
Humanity is God's offspring, a fact confirmed by the Athenians' own writer(s). The logical
absurdity of idolatry should thus be evident, according to the apostle.

This argument has a number of functions in Paul's apologetic: ~ It simultaneously
answers the question 'Is there a need for a new altar?' and meets the objection 'This is
foreign!'. 12.) It shows the plausibility of a Judeo-Christian natural theology over against
alternative natural theologies such as Stoic pantheism and Epicurean (polytheistic) deism
(see also 5.4.2.5). ~) It provides a credible premise for Paul's claims about God's
judgement - since God in fact has ultimate authority as the Creator and Sustainer. 577 4) It
provides a theistic context for Paul's claims about 'Jesus and the Resurrection'.

It should be noticed that, since there are no explicit appeals to 'proofs' of God's existence

in Paul's argument, in this speech the created order seelns to constitute the circumstances
in which a Judeo-Christian belief in a transcendent-immanent Creator and Sustainer is
'properly basic', rather than to serve as the basis for inferring this Creator's existence.

578

Thus, Luke presents Paul as an apologist with the argument that, 1111ereas natural
theologies such as Stoicism and Epicureanism contain elements o/truth, a Judeo-Christian
natural theology provides the most adequate view 0/ God, the universe and humanity. It

seems plausible to assmne that Luke intended this element of his model as recommend('d

577
578

See also Cook 1988b:51-56.
See also Craig in Cowan 2000:39.
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for pluralistic contexts characterized by competing natural theologies and biblical illiteracy
(since knowledge of and belief in the OT Scriptures do not constitute necessary premises
for Paul's natural theology argument).

5.4.2.8 The content and role of 'the ultimate authority argument' for the Christian
faith

Paul's 'natural theology argument' raised implicit questions about the status of the
Athenians and about the authority of God. He anticipated these questions by presenting a
subsequent 'ultimate authority argument', which is much more compressed in the Lucan
account than the preceding 'natural theology argument' .

There are three parts to Paul's 'ultimate authority argument' (see 4.4.3):

~)

The

delaying of the one, true God's judgment does not imply that the Athenians are innocent,
but it is evidence of his abundant mercy in the past. Q) The present status made known by
Paul to the Areopagus Council is that God - as the authoritative Creator and Sustainer of
the universe and humanity - summons all of humanity to repentence. f) The reason for this
appeal to repentance is the inevitability of the future judgment: God - as the one with
ultimate authority - has (already) set a day for judgment and appointed a Judge.

This argument has a number of functions in Paul's apologetic: ~) It answers the
implicit question 'If we are wrong, why is there no plague?,s79. Q) It relativizes or

579 See 3.4.3.2 (4), 4.4.3,5.2.2.3 (4), and 5.4.2.3. TI1is indicates the crucial difference bCl\\'ccn
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deconstructs any claims frOln the Areopagus Council (or from any philosophical or
religious worldviews) to any kind of ultimate authority.580 f) It challenges fundamental
Athenian attitudes - such as their escapism, attempts at safety-precautions and feelings of
self-sufficiency - as being futile. d) It presents God's final judgment (as an expression of
his ultimate authority) as the plausible reason for the universal summon to repentance (thus
claiming the 'epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith). ~) It reintroduces the topic 'who
is Jesus?' in an indirect and 'proactive' way.

Thus, Luke presents Paul as an apologist with the argument that the claim that the
Judeo-Christian God has ultimate authority - as expressed in the claims about his final
judgment - qJ is plausible, since he is the Creator and Sustainer, and!z) constitutes an
appropriate basis for claims about 'the epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith. It
seems plausible to assume (in the light of 3.3.3.1 and 5.2.2) that Luke intended this as a

recommended element of his model for pluralistic, biblical illiterate contexts with
competing claims to ultiInate authority.

an Athenian concept of the capricious wrath of the gods 'here and now' and Paul's concept of
God's righteous, final judgment.
:;80 Paul simultaneously seems to have accepted the fonnal procedural role of the Areopagus
. of' foreIgn
. go ds ' III
. t0 Ath ens a
nd to.
have challowt'd
an\'
Council in relation to the introductIOn
b~ I .
.
. .
attempts of the Councilor any of Its
members to reIatI\,lze
any Christian claIms abl)ut a so ute
truth and ultimate authority.
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5.4.2.9 The content and role of 'the Resurrection argument' for the Christian faith

Paul's 'ultimate authority argument' raised questions about the credibility of these
claims, thus whether any evidence could be presented in favour of the staggering claims.
He anticipated these questions by presenting a subsequent 'Resurrection argument', which
is even more compressed in the Lucan account than the preceding 'ultimate authority
argument'.

There seems to be two key parts to Paul's condensed 'Resurrection argument' (as
indicated in 4.4.3 and

5.2.2):~)

The Man of God's appointment was vindicated by God

through his Resurrection, being exalted to a status of lordship and given ultimate authority.

Q) Paul states that credible and available historical evidence exists for this unique claim
about the Resurrection of Jesus.

This argument has a number of functions in Paul's apologetic:~) It answers in an
indirect way the questions 'Can we hear more about this?' and 'Who are Jesus and the
Resurrection?'. b) It reintroduces the controversial question of the Resurrection (from
17: 18) in a theistic contexe S1 with claims to ultimate authority. f) It implicitly introduces
the Christian claims about the Resurrection as more attractive than Stoicism ('the soul lives
on after death but is finally absorbed into god') or Epicureanism ('death is the end of all

Paul seems thus to argue implicitly, over against ~reek objecti?n,s to th~ Re~urre~~o~~i;L'e
.fA.3), that, given the God of creation, providence and ultIma,t~ autl.lOnt:. descn~ed In 17._.f - .
the explanation or hypothesis 'God raised him from the dead 15 neIt~er Impl)~Slble.., nor
intrinsically more improbable than other explanations. (See also CraIg 1998b.ll-l_.)
581
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existence'), since the message of the Resurrection ('death conquered!') speaks to ultimate
human needs and concerns.

4) It provides evidence of the unique role of the man Jesus as

God's appointed Judge. ~) It implicitly invites the listeners to check the credibility of the
historical evidence for the Resurrection.

Thus, Luke presents Paul as an apologist with an argument about the historical
Resurrection ofJesus - as resonating with ultimate human concerns, as indicating the
uniqueness and authority ofJesus, and as being based on sufficient, available evidence. It
seems plausible (in the light of2.2.4 and 5.2.2) to assume that Luke intended this element
of his model as recommended for pluralistic, biblically illiterate contexts. 582

5.4.2.10 The threefold apologetic aim: 'to interest', 'to persuade' and 'to confront'

The preceding discussion has shown that Paul presents the Christian faith - through the
'natural theology', the 'ultimate authority' and the 'Resurrection' arguments - as a
coherent and adequate belief, which corresponds to the known facts. Paul's arguments
were met with three different responses: mocking, interest and repentance. It seems
plausible to assume (in the light of 4.4.3,4.5.1,5.3.2 and 5.3.3) that these responses - to a
certain extent - correspond to what SeelTIS to have been Paul's threefold apologetic aim: 'to
interest', 'to persuade', and 'to confront'.

It should be noticed that a parallel argument was prescnte~ for Jews. wl~ich ~ocused on the
.
~.1
. n'c status ot Tesus SCL' ab(J 2._.·.L
Resurrection as a confim1ation of the umque, 1\ eSSla 1
.,
.
582
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It is evident frOln the Lucan text that Paul leads his hearers "from their self-confessed
ignorance of the divine nature to the point where the Man of God's appointment is
introduced"

583

. This resulted naturally, as shown above (see 5.4.2.5), in a critique of

Athenian beliefs, where idolatry, 'escapism' and dismissal of althe Resurrection constitute
some significant 'points of discontinuity and tension'. The mocking attitude (17:32a) of
some Athenians (who obviously persisted in their pagan attitudes 584 ) should thus probably
be seen as indicating that the apostle confronted their untenable convictions at the basic
worldview level. This may suggest that Paul in his apologetic seems to have confronted the
unbelief when people persisted in their rejection of the Christian faith.

Some Athenians, however, expressed a genuine interest in listening further to Paul's
justification of his claims (17 :32b). This corresponds to Paul's positive and immediate aim

to generate further interest in 'Jesus and the Resurrection' (see also 3.5.1.4). The apostle
achieved this, not just by answering their questions but also by 'proactively' generating
genuine and significant questions about the Christian faith.585 This could be seen as an
implicit cOlnmunicative principle underlying Paul's apologetic approach.

583
584

Bruce 1977:47.
'
The Lucan account seems to indicate that the mocking Athenians had blInded themsel\'es to

the truth.
'
.'
585 Thl's could have included questions such as these: "Does this JewIsh herald of for~lgn
.
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Paul's ultimate apologetic aim, however, was to persuade 586 interested Athenians of
'the epistemic obligation' of Christian truth claims about 'one God and one Lord', and the
Lucan narrative shows that some Athenians were persuaded (17:34).

The structure of Paul's apologetic argument should thus be expressed in tenns of a
movement from 'negative'to 'positive' apologetics. In 17:22-28, Paul argues that the
Christian view of God makes sense as it is in itself and over against Athenian questions,
objections, and alternatives. But the apostle goes even further in his argument in 17:29-31,
where he argues that the Christian view of God, divine judgment and the Resurrection,
should be accepted as true on the basis of the supporting evidence. This means that Paul in
his apologetics in Athens moves from 'the epistemic permission' to 'the epistemic
obligation' of the Christian faith. The aim of Paul's approach is thus to justify his belief in
a personal God and a risen Lord as well as to justify why the Athenians ought to believe in
this Christian Gospel. This is conceptual clarification and a positive encouragement to - as
well as a challenge to - belief.

Thus, Luke presents Paul as an apologist with a threefold apologetic aim: 'to interest',
'to persuade', and 'to conji-ont '. There seems to be an underlying awareness (at least in the
Lucan narrative and probably also in Paul's approach) that people's perspecti\'l~s affect

.'
,
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their perceptions. Accordingly, there is a need in apologetics to appreciate the relativity of
people's presuppositions.

It seems plausible to assume that Luke wanted his readers to be aware ofpeople's
perspectives and presuppositions and to act in their apologetics according to this
awareness. Luke seems to urge his readers, then, when encountering a degree of openness,
to aim primarily to generate further interest about the Christian faith and

ultimate~l'

to

persuade people who are interested of 'the epistemic obligation' of the beliefs in 'one God
and one Lord' - and when encountering scepticism, persistent rejection, and scorn to

confront the unbelief.
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6. APPLYING ACTS 17:16-34 AS AN APOLOGETIC
MODEL 'NOW': A CRITICAL DIALOGUE WITH
ALISTER E. MCGRATH AND DONALD A. CARSON

Outline:

hl Introducing the Chapter
6.2 A Common Apologetic Base and A Common Apologetic Challenge
6.3 A Critical Review of McGrath's and Carson's Apologetic Use of Acts 17: 16-34 in
Relation to the Postmodem Challenge
6.4 Conclusions

6.1 Introducing the Chapter

6.1.1 Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model: From 'then' to 'now'

It seelns appropriate to start this chapter with a biblical scholar's claim ahout the
relevance of Acts 17: 16-34 to contelnporary apologetics:
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"Contemporary apologists for Christianity operate in a very different
in Acts. The closest parallel to our own sItuatIOn
"
context
.
, from the preachers
"
IS Paul s encounter wIth paganIsm in Acts 17 . In modem w es tem cuI ture
few have any knowledge of the biblical background assumed in the
'
apostolic preaching to the Jews. But those who wish to communicate the
gospel to our ~wn generation would do well to recover and apply those
same perspectIves, even as Paul does embryonically in Acts 17."587
As indicated in 1.3, a number of contemporary apologists would agree with Peterson and
thus consider Acts 17: 16-34 - at least to some extent - as relevant and applicable for
apologetics in the modem secular and pluralistic world. 588

This chapter critically assesses the use ofActs 17: 16-34 by two significant
contemporary apologists in relation to a specific contemporaJY challenge. The aim is not
just to assess to what extent these two apologists appreciate and apply the elements
outlined in 5.4.2, but also critically to compare Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model
'then' and 'now'.

Peterson 1998b:55.
588 One significant early example would be W. Smith. He applied his exegetical understanding
of Acts 17: 16-34 (see 5.2.2.2) to the mid-twentieth century context in a major discussion on ~) 'the
creation of the world by God [as] the apologetic for this era of scientific emphasis', Q) 'the
resurrection of Christ from the dead [as] the apologetic for an age demanding historical certitude'.
and~) 'a righteous judgment to come [as] the apologetic for this time of disappearing ethical
standards'. (See Smith 1981:203-466; see also Giertz 1966.)
Some of the most developed uses of Acts 17: 16-34 in more recent contributions to apologetics
are found in: Carson 1996b:496-505; Cook 1996:2-7,171-174; Charles 1995; DiCello 2001 a;
DiCello 2001 b; Gustavsson 1997: 222-233; McGrath, A. 1998c; and Dahle 1998. Key suggest ions
for contemporary apologetics on the basis of Acts 17 are also found in: Brosche 1993; Clark &
Geisler 1990:7; Guinness 1994b:350,358; Hicks 1995; Johansson 1986:26-2~.82: \1ayers
1984: 164-171; Mreland 1985:32; McGrath, A. & Green. M. 1993:77-80; i\et land 1991 a:57: Prior.
K. 1995: 176-1 82; Proctor 1992; and Soderlund 1991. Paul's approach in Acts 17: 16-~4 are used to
legitimize various apologetic approaches (or 'schools') in: Frame 1987:36 7-3~8: \ 1pntg~mc~, . . , . .
1978:36-42; and Thornton 1986. References to Acts 17: 16-3-+ are also found In e.g. CraIg I ):\4._'.
Dyrness 1983:25; Geisler 1999:39: McGrath, A. 19923:.+9: and Moore 19~9:28-29.
587
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Before outlining the format of this critical dialogue (6.1.4), this introductory section
identifies what a number of apologists consider as a major contemporary challenge
(6.1.2), and selects two significant contempormy apologists, who have responded to this
specific challenge, at least to some extent, by applying Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic
model (6.1.3).

6.1.2 Selecting postmodernism as a key contemporary challenge

This thesis assumes that Christian apologetics responds to relevant questions.
objections and alternatives (see 1.2.2). It was indicated in 5.4.2.3 that non-Christian
worldviews (i.e. 'alternatives') often tend to affect questions and objections to Christian
truth claims. This would imply that a contextual understanding of significant altematiyc
belief-systems is crucial for the apologist. If so, contemporary apologists need to be aware
of and understand influential present-day alternative worldviews.

A number of Christian theologians and apologists claim that postmodernism
constitutes a major contemporary 'worldview challenge' to Christian truth claims.

589

Thiselton's assessment seems to be representative for many of these Christian authors:

"Nietzsche and Foucault, among others, argue that claims to truth often
represent disguised attempts to legitimate uses of power ... With the rise of

See e.g. Allen, D. 1989; Bartolomew 1997; Burson & Walls 1998: 17-19: ~ar,so.n 19~~h:
Clayton et al 1999' Coffey 1996' Cook 1996:9-47: Cooper 1993; Foshaugen 1998. CJr~Ilz ,I 6.
. '
'"'6 1I 'k
1999' Hicb 199"" Jhnbl)11 ,\:
Groothuis 2000' Guiru1ess 2000; Gustavsson 1997:14--: enn sen
.
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1 G h G 199~b' Phdltps ,\: ()~ 10 m
Ganssle 2000; Ingraffia 1995: McGrath, A. 1996: 16_~-2~0: !\ c rat..
-', ~ ") )
1995: Reid, J. et al 1996; Sire 1997; Thiselton 1995: VeIth 199.+; and Zachan,b -( OOa.
589
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postmodem notions of the self, of language and meaning and of s . t
··
h
'
OCle y.
thI~ Issue as become perhaps a more far-reaching cause for disbelief about
claIms to truth on the part of Christian theology than older, more tired
appeals to materialist world-views as monolithic responses of secular
modemity.,,59o
Thiselton claims further that the alleged shift from the attitudes of 'modernity' to those of
postmodemism represents one of "the major intellectual debates oftoday".591 Accordingly,
Lyon in Postmodernity describes postmodemism as "the new but paradoxical cultural
paradigm,,592 whereas Taylor and Winquist in the recent Encyclopedia of Postm odern ism
describe it as a "critical concept that is so much a part of our intellectual and cultural
context,,593.

The precise meaning of 'postmodem' as a concept seems unclear. 594 It seems widely
agreed, however, that it usually refers (in various ways) "to the exhaustion - but not
necessarily to the demise - ofmodemity,,595. Critics have analysed this 'exhaustion of

Thiselton 1995:ix. Maltby provides a somewhat parallel description of post modem
philosophy in Encyclopedia ofPostmodernism: "Postmodem critique, which emerged in the
1960s, is chiefly a neo-Nietzschean variant of the practice of contesting the authority of forms of
knowledge derived from Enlightenment philosophy. Its goal is to delegitimize these institutional
orders of knowledge by exposing the contingent nature of their authority and the oppressin: power
relations inscribed within them." (Maltby 2001:302)
591 Thiselton 1995:8-9.
592 Lyon 1999:91. This section (6.1.2) is dependent on Lyon 1999, which is "a good and
accessible introduction, charting the lineage of the concept of postmodemity as idea, critique,
cultural experience and social condition, with a broad range of cultural references" (\Vonds
1999:260; Woods refers to the first edition of Lyon's widely acclaimed work from 1994).
593 Taylor & Winquist 2001: xiii.
, .'
. ')
5')4 See e.g. Sampson 1994; Lyon 1999:6-24; Thiselton 2000; and Taylor 8: \\ \l1q~lSt _001 ..
The two latter authors claim that it is "the on-aoing, irresolvable dispute o\,er the precIse mean1I1g
of the tenn and its application that makes rese~rch in this area interesting and dYI~amic" (Tayll)r 8:
I
,.
,
' 1'"
th
t
.. say's~~.'
1 \'otard "I detm e f 1(1\'/I11I
Jern
.
\\ mqUlst 2001 :xiii). Howe\,er, "SImp dymg to e ex reme.
as incredulity towards metanarrati\'es" (Lyotard 1984:xxiv),
595 Lyon 1999:9,
590
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modernity' both in social and cultural tenns.596 As a challenge to Ch rzs
. t'zan apo Iogetlcs,
.

however, the cultural - or intellectual - asnects
are usually cOI'd
1-'
1SI ere d as most
significant. 597

'" Post~odemism', refers here to cultural and intellectual phenomena, to the
productIon, c?nsumption ~d distribution of symbolic goods. Intellectually,
one example IS the forsakIng of 'foundationalism', the view that science is
built on a finn base of observable facts, in the philosophy of science. This
escalated in~o the so-called 'science wars' of the 1990' s. Beyond this,
pos~modernIsm questions all the key commitments of the European
E~l~ghtenment. ~s Gary Woller says, 'postmodernism is about deposing the
tnmty of the EnlIghtenment - reason, nature and progress - which
presumably triumphed over the earlier Trinity'. But in everyday life, the
postmodern may be seen in the blurring of boundaries between 'high' and
'low' culture; the collapse of hierarchies of knowledge, taste and opinions~
and the interest in the local rather than the universal. If science is soft, its
authority is dethroned. 'Learn from Las Vegas' (or from natives, or nature)
becomes the slogan. Beyond this lies the loss of 'logocentrism' in the

Lyon makes a tentative, but helpful, analytical distinction between "postmodernism, when
the accent is on the cultural, and postmodernity, when the emphasis is on the social" (Lyon
1999:9). He adds: "In the end, however, postmodernism cannot be understood without
postmodernity, any more than the cultural makes sense without the social and vice versa." (Lyon
1999: 10).
597 It H'ould thus be a different kind of thesis if this chapter included a discussion on the social
aspects ofpostmodernity. It seems appropriate, though, to include Lyon's instll1ctil'e summary of
these Cll1cial social 'postmodern' dimensions: ,,, Postmodernity', on the other hand, while still
concentrating on the exhaustion of modernity, has to do with putative social changes. Certain
features of modernity are being inflated, and by contrast shrink others into insignificance, to yield
new social configurations. While still recognizable to those familiar with modernity, the reshaped
conditions call for reappraisal. The old organizational thrust of modernity, argues one group, is
jeopardized by the rampant differentiation and fragmentation of the present. Either a new kind of
society is coming into being, whose contours can already be perceived dimly (Zygmunt Bauman' s
view), or a new stage of capitalism is being inaugurated (David Harvey's position). In bpth cascs,
previous modes of social analysis and political practice are called into question, as po\\cr balances
shift and ties are unbound and re-bound. And in both cases, two issues arc crucial: the prominClll'C
of new infomlation and communication technologies, facilitating further extensinns of social
relationships such as globalization~ and consumerism, perhaps eclipsing the Cl)!1ventinnal
centrality of production." (Lyon 1999: 10; see also LYl)1l 2000)
596
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proliferation of discourses; the printed book and the TV scre
d d
.
598
en, wor an
Image, text and figure."
Accordingly, W. Welsch emphasizes plurality or pluralism as the central postmodem
concept

599
,

whether the focus is on the end of metanarratives, the deconstruction of truth, a

deconstructed and decentred self, decentred meaning, or conflicting communities,
traditions and rationalities.

Many Christian apologists would thus claim that such intellectual and cultural phenomena,
600
. ph'l
as encapsu1at ed In
I osoph'Ica1 and popular601 postmodemism 602 , constitute a major

challenge to contemporary apologetics.

Lyon 1999: 10. The quote is from G. Woller (ed.), Public Administration and
Postmodernism, special issue of American Behavioral Scientist, 41: 1, 1997, p. 9.
599 Cf. Welsch 1991:xv,4ff. See also Henriksen 1997:20-21.
600 Sire claims that philosophical postmodernism - as prefigured by Friedrich Nietzsche and
propounded by contemporary philosophers such as Jacques Derrida, Jean-Francois Lyotard,
Michel Foucault, Jean Baudrillard and Richard Rorty - can be summarized in the following
propositions: "1. The first question postmodernism addresses, is not what is there or how we know
what is there but how language functions to construct meaning itself. In other words, there has
been a shift in 'first things' from being to knowing to constructing meaning ... 2. The truth about
the reality itself is forever hidden from us. All we can do is tell stories ... 3. All narratives mask a
play for power. Anyone narrative used as a metanarrative is oppressive ... 4. Human beings make
themselves who they are by the languages they construct about themselves ... 5. Ethics, like
knowledge, is a linguistic construct. Social good is whatever society takes it to be ... 6. The cutting
edge of culture is literary theory ... " (Sire 1997: 175-184; see also Lundin 1995).
601 Cook provides a tentative summary of popular postmodernism: "Postmodernism moves
beyond the 'modem', scientifically based view of the world by blending a scepticism about
technology, objectivity, absolutes, and total explanations with a stress on image and appearance.
personal interpretation, pleasure and the exploration of every spiritual and material perspective."
(Cook 1996:9; italics added) It may be, at least to some extent, that such "postmodernism in
general culture is the effect of the trickle down from postmodem theory" (Hinkson & (;anssle
2000:68). Popular post171odernism, as defined by Cook abon', may also include phenomena such
as NCB' Age religiosity (cf. also Drane 2000:258 and Lyon 2000::2,:4).
.
602 'Philosophical postmodemism' and 'popular postmodemlsm are the present author s
tem1s.
598
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This chapter, however, does not offer a first-hand analysis and critique ofphilosophical
and popular postmodernism as such, but engages with two contemporGl), apologists' most
significant writings on apologetics, Acts 17: 16-34 and the challenge ofpostmodernism.

6. 1.3 Selecting McGrath and Carson as two key contemporary apologists

This chapter engages critically with the views of two influential contemporary

are amon
theologians, Alister E. McGrath and Donald A. Carson. 603 These two anoloaists
r o oa
the velY few contemporary theologians who have written substantial~v both on apologetics
in general and on postmodernism as a challenge to contemporGl), apologetics, as well as
specifically on Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model. 604

Furthennore, the selection of two contemporary theologians with a combined academic and
popular involvement in apologetics 605 reflects the combined emphasis in this thesis on the
'science' and the 'art' of apologetics, whereas the selection of one historical-systematic

603

Alister E. McGrath is Professor of Historical Theology at Oxford University and a

prominent British Anglican evangelical (with the major scholarly contributions in the areas of
Reformation history and theology), whereas Donald A. Carson is Research Professor of New
Testament at Trinity International University (Deerfield, Illinois) and a prominent American
Baptist evangelical (with the major scholarly contributions in the areas of New Testament Greek
and exegesis). It should be noted that the selection of two evangelical apologists reflects~) a
traditional emphasis on Scripture in evangelical theology and 12) that "one of e\"angelicalism's
most significant areas of theological activity is the field of apologetics" (McGrath, A. 1997b:334).
604 It should be added that McGrath and Carson also share a common interest in and concern
for 'spirituality'; see esp. McGrath, A. 1992c; McGrath, A. 1999a; McGrath, A ..1999b;. Carson
1992; Carson 1996b:555-569; Carson 1998a; Carson 1999. This topic, howcyer, IS outSIde the
scope of this thesis.
.
..
605 These two authors' popular involvement in apologetics is eyident from theIr \\'ntmgs: see
e.g. McGrath, A. 1994b: 100 and Carson 1996b:9-10.
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theologian (McGrath) and one biblical theologian (Carson) reflects the interdisciplinary
nature of this thesis.

These two authors' primary texts on apologetics, Acts 17: 16-34 and the challenge of
postmodemism are as follows:

~) Alister E. McGrath published a widely influential textbook on apologetics in 1992,

Bridge-building, where Acts 17:16-34 was referred to in passing and postmodemism was
treated briefly.606 The concept of bridgebuilding was popularized in Springboard for Faith
(co-authored in 1993 with M. Green).607 InA Passionfor Truth: The Intellectual

Coherence ofEvangelicalism (1996), the critical interaction with postmodemism was
further developed. 608 McGrath published a significant series of four articles in Bibliotheca

Sacra (in 1998) on "Biblical models for apologetics" in the Book of Acts (which included
an article on Acts 17:16-34609 ). His popular apologetic The Unknown God: Searchingfor

Spiritual Fulfillment (1999) is also crucial. 6\0

Q) Donald A. Carson published the bestseller The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts
Pluralism in 1996, which is a major critique of postmodemism. This influential study also
includes significant material on apologetics and on Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic

McGrath, A.
607 McGrath, A.
(lOS McGrath, A.
609 McGrath, A.
610 McGrath, A.
606

1992a.
& Green, M. 1993.
1996.
1998c; see also McGrath, A. 1998f.
1999f.
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mode1.

611

The popular Letters Along the Way: A Novel a/the Christian Life (co-authored

with 1. D. Woodbridge in 1993)612, the articles "Preaching that understands the world"

13
(l995t and "Athens Revisited" (2000)614, and the daily devotional guides For the Love of
God (published in two volumes in 1998 and 1999)615 also include key material.

6. 1.4 Introducing the format of this chapter
Thefirst major section (6.2) is a comparative analysis and critique of McGrath's and
Carson's views on ~) apologetics, Q) Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics, and 0 postmodemism
as a challenge to contemporary apologetics. The second major section (6.3) is a critical
review of McGrath and Carson's applications of Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model in
relation to the postmodem challenge. The final section (6.4) contains a critical comparison
between the original model ('then') and these contemporary applications of the model
('now'). This leads to a tentative answer to the second major research question (regarding
the validity and relevance of Acts 17: 16-34 to contemporary apologetics; see 1.5.2).

611 Carson 1996b.
612 Carson & Woodbridge 1993.
Carson 1995b.
614 Carson 2000a. See also Carson 1998b.
(>15 Carson 1998a and Carson 1999. These two devotional volumes lack p~ge numhers .. \ny
. have to be to the asslgne
. ddt
c the dailv devotIOns (e.g. Jan I).
references, therefore, \\"111
a es l
Or.,
~
613
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6.2 A Common Apologetic Base and a Common Apologetic
Challenge

6.2. 1 McGrath and Carson on apologetics: An analysis and a critique
This section presents a comparative analysis and critique of Alister E. McGrath and
Donald A. Carson's~) definitions of apologetics (including their descriptions of the
apologetic tasks)616, Q) interactions with major apologetic approaches 617 , and~) views on
the relevance and role of biblical material in apologetics.

616 See also the background material in 1.2.
617 In a recent helpful - but tentative - taxonomy, Cowan identifies five major argumentative
strategies in contemporary apologetics (see Cowan 2000: 14-20; see also a similar taxonomy in
Geisler 1999:41-44 and different taxonomies in Ramm 1962 and Lewis, G. 1990):
l. 'The classical method' is usually considered to have two foci (or two phases): first,
arguments for Christian theism from natural theology, and secondly, historical evidence for the
Christian faith. Key contemporary examples are: Craig in Cowan 2000:26-55; Craig 1994; Geisler
1976; Davis 1993; Davis 1997; and Swinburne 1979.2. The evidential method' is usually
considered to be a 'one-step' -approach with a primary focus on historical evidence in constructing
an argument for the Christian faith. Key contemporary examples are: Habermas in Cowan
2000:92-121; Habennas 1980; Montgomery 1975; Montgomery 1978; andPannenberg 1968.3.
'The cumulative case method' is usually considered to be "an informal argument that pieces
together several lines or types of data into a sort of hypothesis or theory that comprehensively
explains that data and does so better than any other alternative hypothesis" (Cowan 2000: 18). Key
contemporary examples are: Feinberg in Cowan 2000: 148-172; Evans 1982; Evans 1996; Lewis.
G. 1990; and Mitchell 1981. 4. The presuppositional method' is usually considered to be an
approach where arguments and evidence for Christian theism are presented while presupposing the
truth of the Christian premises, since it is argued 'transcendentally' that "all meaning and thought,
indeed every fact logically presupposes the God of the Scriptures" (Cowan 2000: 19). Key
contemporary examples are: Frame in Cowan 2000:208-231; Frame 1994; and \'an Til 1969. 5.'The reformed epistemology method' is usually considered to be an approach where the focus IS on
negative (or defensive) apologetics, since it is argued, "that belief in God does not require the
support of evidence or argument to be rational" (Cowan 2000:20). Key contemporary examples
are: Clark, K. in Cowan 2000:266-284; Plantinga 1983; and Alston 1989.
.
As shown below. AlcGrath and Carson critica/~,' interact l\'ithfour ofthcscfi\'L' arc!.,rzllnenlall\·c

strategies, Ol1~V /c([l'ing 'the cumulatil'c case method' aside.
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6.2. 1. 1 McGrath on apologetics

1: Alister McGrath has written extensively on apologetics. In Bridge-buildinac' he
defines Christian apologetics as "an apologia for the Christian faith - a presentation and
defence of its claims to truth and relevance in the great market-place of ideas"hI8. A
slightly different definition is provided in the more recent 'Glossary of Tenns', where
McGrath defines apologetics as "the area of Christian theology which focuses on the
defence of the Christian faith, particularly through the rational justification of Christian
beliefs and doctrines".619 In his earlier Bampton Lectures, McGrath suggested that one of
the major functions of doctrine is to make truth claims,620 which means that the latter
definition above could be taken as implicitly denoting apologetics as 'the rational

justification of truth claims '.

McGrath considers this apologetic task imperative both in relation to non-Christians and
Christians. ~) In relation to non-Christians, McGrath defines apologetics as pre-

618 McGrath, A. 1992a:9. Thus, "apologetics is basically about affinning the truth and the
attraction of the gospel." (McGrath, A. 199ge:70). Elsewhere, he presents a complementary
definition: "A good working definition of apologetics would be 'the attempt to create an
intellectual climate favourable to Christian faith', or 'a concern to enhance the public plausibility
of the gospel'. (McGrath, A. 1994b: 102) In a recent work, apologetics is defined as "the reasoned
defence and justification of the Christian faith against its critics" (McGrath, A. 200 I a:.+).
619 McGrath, A. 1997b:426. See also McGrath, A. 1999a: 179 and McGrath, A. 2001 a:75.+. In
another recent work, though, due to a growing critique of 'foundationalism', McGrath expresses
hesitance towards an uncritical use of terms such as 'rational' and 'rationality'. (McGrath. ,\.
1998e: 14).
620 McGrath, A. 1997a:37. McGrath suggests that doctrine~) functions as a social d~marcator.
Q) is generated by and subsequently interprets the Christian narrative. f) interpret: expenence. aI~d
Q) makes truth claims. (McGrath, A. 1997a:37-80) His emphasis on ""the wl)ndert~l cl1h~renc~ ()j
' t'Ian doc t·
nne "(M c G ra th " A 1999b'3'
. .cf' also McGrath ...\ . -'OOlb'6
. and the title l)t \1-:(Jrath.
Chr IS

262

evangelism, thus clearing the ground for evangelism621 ,, "Apo 1ogetIcs
' stresses the
reasonableness and attractiveness of the Christian faith', ev angeI'Ism rna k es the offer of
that faith,,,622 Bridgebuilding and Springboardfior Faith are wn'tt en t 0 eqUIp
. Chri stIans
.
for
this pre-evangelistic task, whereas The Unknown God is intended as pre-evangeI'Ism and
evangelism per se, b) In relation to Christians, McGrath suggests that apologetics should
be "part of the regular diet of faith ' if that faith is to grow,,623 . Th"IS Imp l'les th at
apologetics is related to key areas such as preaching, teaching, and writing. McGrath
argues thus in Bridge-building for the incorporation of apologetic material "into the
regular preaching rhythm of the church,,624, He also points out that his own work "as a
scholar, speaker and writer has centred on the defence of the intellectual foundations of
the gospel ,,625,

A, 1996) should also be noticed,

621 Already in The Genesis ofDoctrine (which contained his 1990 Bampton Lectures on
doctrinal criticism), McGrath asserted that apologetics, "understood as the explanation of
Christian ideas to an audience drawn from outside the community of faith, is clearly of continuing
importance as part of a broader evangelistic strategy" (McGrath, A. 1997a: 199). TI1is definition of
apologetics as pre-evangelism corresponds to his publication of the popular Explaining Your Faith
Without Losing Your Friends in 1988. See also McGrath, A. 199ge:70 and McGrath, A. 2000b:24.
622 McGrath, A. & Green, M. 1993: 17, See also McGrath, A. 1992a:9.
623 McGrath, A. 1992a:243; see also McGrath, A. 1990.
624 McGrath claims that apologetics should inform regular preaching in three key areas: "The
preacher must anticipate the difficulties which will be experienced by ordinary Christians. and
indicate how they may be handled. The sermon must explain basic ideas and concepts of the
Christian faith , in order that Christian congreaations
can achie\"e ne\\" depths of understanding.
b
And finally, the sem10n must reassure Christians of the credentials of their faith." (\1cGrath. :\.
1992a:243) McGrath's co-author, M. Green, claims in Springboard/or Faith, that apolog~11cs
should be integrated in the teaching of both local churches and theological (l)llegcs.
(,~5 McGrath, A. 1994b: 100.
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McGrath's influential 1992 textbook, with the significant title Bridgebui/ding, seems
largely to have been shaped by historical and systematic theology.626 His aim was, on this
theological basis

627

, to develop apologetics, both as 'science' and as 'art'. This key notion

of bridgebuilding

"implies a gap, a gulf fixed between two sides of a canyon. The two sides
will remain pennanently isolated, unless the gap can be bridged. Effective
Christian apologetics aims to locate the points at which there exists a
separation between the gospel and individuals and communities within the
world, and to identify the best points at which to build bridges, in order that
contact may be established. The nature and location of those gaps varies
from one culture and one individual to another, as do the sites and types of
the bridges, which need to be built. And the Christan apologist will
discover, with delight, that God has already laid the foundations for those
bridges in the world and in the human heart; our responsibility is to build
upon those foundations, and make the necessary connections. ,,628
On the basis of his definition of apologetics and this key notion of bridgebuilding,
McGrath identifies a number of crucial tasks for the apologist: ~) Apologetics must be
"receptor-orientated,,629, and therefore apologists should know the experiential world of an

McGrath claims that 'creative' and 'effective' apologetics must be properly i/~formed by
(systematic) theology in two distinctive ways: "First, it provides the apologist .with a net~ork of
beliefs and doctrines which enable him or her to detect weaknesses in alternative .worldvlL'\\·:; a~d
to identify the strengths of the Christian proclamation ... [Second, theology] proVides an analytIcal
framework by which the apologist may bring the full resources of the gospel to bear on the
situation in hand:' (McGrath, A. 1992a:41: see also McGrath, A. 1998a:6-7 and \1cGrath. A.
626

2000b:24-25.)
.
.
b 'Id'
627 McGrath claims that significant theological expressions of apologetlc.s as bndge- UI 1I1g
.
. I h
ht
} Calvin's "views on the crL'~ltL'd
are found a) historically in claSSIcal evangehca t oug . suc 1 as
' . II"
. .
. .. (M G th A 199'Ja' ~6) and b) theo}oglca \ In
order as a point of contact for dIvme revelatIOn
c ra , .
-=-. - .
~.
1 a·18-2)).
.
.
.
(M
G
th
A
199
the doctnnes of creatIOn and redemptIOn
c ra , .
-'
McGrath, A. 1992a: 17.
629 McGrath, A. 1992a:-B.
628
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audience. 630 h) Apologists should know the identity and potential of God-given key points
of contact for the Christian gospel. McGrath identifies six such significant points of
contact: a sense of unsatisfied longing, human rationality, the ordering of the world,
human morality, existential anxiety and alienation, and awareness of finitude and
mortality.631 f) Apologists should be able to identify and answer various intellectual
objections to the Christian faith in an audience. McGrath identifies six key intellectual
barriers to faith in the contemporary context 632 : the projection theory (God as a wishfulfilment)633, the problem of suffering 63 \ religious pluralism and relativism 635 , the
credibility of the historicity of the Resurrection, the credibility of the divinity of Christ,
and the credibility of the Christian views of sin and salvation. 636 4) Apologists should be
able to challenge637 non-Christian worldviews in a given audience. McGrath identifies six
significant contemporary rivals to the Christian faith 638 : Enlightenment rationalism,
Marxism, scientific materialism 639 , feminism, postmodemism

640

, and the New Age.

McGrath, A. 1992a:45-50.
McGrath, A. 1992a:51-75. Some of these themes are central in McGrath's writings:~) on
'a sense of unsatisfied longing' and 'existential anxiety and alienation', see e.g. Mc~rath, A.
1997c:420-436 and McGrath, A. 1999f:7-17; Q) on 'human rationality and 'the ordenng of the
world', see e.g. McGrath, A. 1998c:262-265 (on Acts 17), McGrath, A. 1998e and McGrath, :\.
1999c: 134-139.
632 McGrath, A. 1992a:95-99,132-187.
633 See also McGrath, A. 1999f: 18-25.
634 See McGrath, A. 2000d.
...., . .,
635 On Christian truth-claims and relativism, see esp. McGrath, A. 1997a. 7_-10_.
636 For the three latter topics, see esp. McGrath, A. 1997c.
.
..
637 McGrath writes elsewhere, however, about the "non-confrontatIOnal character of
apologetics. (McGrath, A. & Green, M. 1993: 18)
638 McGrath, A. 1992a: 188-238.
. , , ' , ~ d h h(lY -;L'C
639 For an in-depth discussion on justification procedures III (natural) sClenCl: an t eo l~ . • .
630
631

McGrath, A. 1998e and McGrath, A. 1999c.
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2. In developing his apologetics, McGrath critically interacts with and combines
major apologetic approaches. 'Classical apologetics', in the shape of Aquinas, is largely
positively treated. McGrath claims that, through the' Five Ways', "Aquinas was not out to
prove the existence of God by rational argument, but to provide a rational defence of an
already existing faith in God,,641. Aquinas is criticized, however, for his appeal to a
universal rationali ty642, since frameworks of rationality should be seen, not as universal,
but as "socially and historically located,,643. 'Historical evidentialism " McGrath argues,
"fulfils a vital and central function in the annoury of the Christian apologist,,644, e.g. as
represented by W. Pannenberg's seminal argument for the historicity of the
Resurrection 645 . McGrath claims, however, that evidentialism "tends to imply that facts
anchor meaning, whereas the reverse appears to hold true,,646. The apologist, therefore,
needs "to establish not just what has happened, but how that event should be
interpreted".647 'Presuppositional apologetics' is criticized for its denial of any points of

For McGrath's apologetic interaction with postmodernism, see further 6.2.3.1.
641 McGrath, A. 1992a:60. See also McGrath, A. 1992a:85-86 and McGrath, A. 1999c:88-110.
It is also a positive reference to "the excellent study ofR.C. Sproul, John Gerstner and Arthur
Lindsley Classical Apologetics: A Rational Defence of the Christian Faith as a Critique of
Presuppositional Apologetics" in McGrath, A. 1992a:267.
642 McGrath, A. 1992a:86.
(,43 McGrath, A. 1997a:90.
644 McGrath, A. 1992a:83
,. t ')
645 See McGrath, A. 1992a:164-165; McGrath, A. 1994a:332-334 and McG~ath, A. 199-k.l )-194. McGrath points out that "many observers sense that Pannenberg has mad~ It t~eol()glcal.l.:
respectable to speak once more of the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth as an hlstoncal event
(McGrath, A. 1994c: 194: see also Pannenberg 1968).
(146 McGrath, A. 1992a:83.
. . .
.
647 McGrath, A. 1992a:84. A brief defence of the historicity ~fthe R~surrectl~n ;~~~~~;\1~_
McGrath, A. 1992: 160-165: see also McGrath, A. 1997b: 102-11b and \ 1lGrath. A.
,.137.
640
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contact or 'common ground' .648 McGrath credits C. van Til, however, for having "shown
the necessity of grounding apologetics upon a solid theological foundation",649 but claims
that neither C. van Til nor K. Barth have succeeded "in undermining the foundations
which give theological justification to a limited and informed appeal to nature".650
McGrath refers with assent to the 'Reformed epistemological' rejection of 'classical
foundationalism' ,651 but disagrees with A. Plantinga's objection to natural theology
(which, according to McGrath, is based on a belief that natural theology intends to prove
the existence of God). McGrath claims, however, that natural theology "is to be
understood as a demonstration, from the standpoint of faith, of the consonance between
that faith and the structures of the world,,652. Natural theology, then, should be used in
order to affirm 'the epistemic permission' (rather than 'the epistemic obligation') of a
(Christian) theistic worldview. 653

It seems then, as

if McGrath does not explicit~v identify with any of these apologetic

traditions, but his aim is rather "to supplement them ,,654. He characterizes his own

See McGrath, A. 1992a:36-41,86-89.
649 McGrath, A. 1992a:41. See also McGrath, A. 2000b:24.
650 McGrath, A. 1992a:39.
I.
651 McGrath, A. 1998e: 11-14: see also McGrath, A. 1996: 172 and Plant~nga 1983, \1cGrat 1 s
appropriation of central insights from Reformed epistemology is also found m a more recent
.
'
't'
hich may not be evaluated bv others as
statement: "Beliefs systems possess theIr own mtegn Ies, w,
"
') - ,
'f
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"
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h'ch
all
may
be
Judaed
(McGrath,
A,
_000b,3..+)
1 t lere were some pnVI ege posItIon rom w I e '
.,
652 McGrath A. 1998e:l07-108. See also McGrath, A. 1999c:133-b4.
,
653 See McGrath, A. 1992a: 85-86 and McGrath, A. 1998e: 108.11~, It s~nuld .be ~ot1.cl'd that
,
"
'
. ' n' and 'eplstem1c oblwatlOI1 ,
McGrath does not use the expresSIOns epistemic permlsslO
~
654 McGrath, A. 1992a: 13.
648
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apologetics a 'creative approach', "based upon the notion of the point of contact,,655 (see
above) and making "a judicious use of an arsenal of apologetic techniques,,656. McGrath's

apologetic emphasis, however, seems to be more on demonstrating the coherence and the
attractiveness of Christian beliefs657 than on the actual presentation and defence of
theistic arguments 658 and historical evidence.

1.: McGrath did not engage in any extended discussion on the relevance and role of
biblical material in apologetics in his 1992 textbook, although there are a few illustrations
from Scripture, including some key observations on Acts 17: 16_34. 659 In 1998, howeyer,
McGrath explicitly added biblical material to his primary theological resources for the
apologetic tasks. Significantly, he argues (in a series of articles entitled "Biblical models
for apologetics") that insufficient attention has been given in contemporary apologetics to
the various models in the Book of Acts.

"Here is material that is explicitly apologetic in nature. In a series of
addresses and incidents Paul and others directly interacted with the ideas
and concerns of a number of major social groups. As the narrative of Acts
(and the history of the early church) makes clear, each of these groups came
to be represented in the early church. The apologetic approaches illustrated
in Acts led to conversions within each of these groups. These early
apologetic approaches offer insights into authentically biblical methods of

655 McGrath, A. 1992a:87.
656 McGrath, A. 1992a:39.
657 See e.g. McGrath, A. 1998a:5.
.
658 For a brief presentation of philosophical arguments for the eXI~tence of God. see \ tcGrath,
A. 1999c:88-102. It should also be noted that an apologetic for the eXIstence and persl)nal nature
of God is presented in McGrath, A. 1997c:125-183.
.'
_.
659 See McGrath, A. 1992a:47-50. He also refers in passmg (m footnote .f)) to the Important
study by F.F. Bruce on The Defence of the Gospel in the .\TL'lr Tt'St(Jl11~'111 (Bruce 1977; ~ce
~1cGrath, A. 1992a:269), but this does not seem to haye influenced hIS u\~r311 approach.
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apologetics, as well as strategies for interacting with specific groups that
were of major importance to the development of the early church. The same
issues remain as relevant today as they did at the dawn of the Christian
era. ,,660
For McGrath, then, this leads to a discussion of Paul's approach in Athens as a key
apologetic model in Acts (see further 6.2.2.1).

This analysis has shown that McGrath q) defines apologetics as a rational just~ficatioll
of Christian beliefs and doctrines (including an affirmation and defence of their claims to
relevance and attractiveness) for both non-Christians and Christians, Q)

critical~\'

combines insights from various apologetic traditions, but with an emphasis on material
showing the coherence and attractiveness of Christian beliefs (especially through the use
ofsignificant points of contact ,), and f) recently has added apologetic models in the Book
ofActs, with an emphasis on Acts 17: 16-34, to his primary theological resources for
apologetics.

6.2. 1.2 Carson on apologetics

1 Donald Carson does not present an explicit definition of apologetics. He claims,
however, that the apologetic enterprise includes "rational arguments,,661 and "the use of the
theistic proofs and historical evidence for the resurrection,,662. The role of apologetics,

660
Illd

()()~

McGrath, A. 1998a: 10.
Carson & \Voodbridge 1993:150.
Carson & Woodbridge 1993: 150.
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according to Carson, is both to sustain the beliefs of Christians 663 and to present evidence to
non-Christians.

664

Elsewhere, he argues that the apostolic injunction in 1 Pet. 3: 15 should

lead to a commitment among Christians "to grow in apologetic competence,,665.
Furthermore, Carson emphasizes simultaneously the necessity of and the limitation of "an
intellectually responsible and biblically faithful apologetic,,666.

2. In his endeavour to be 'intellectually responsible', Carson critically interacts with
major apologetic approaches, as found in contributions from some significant
contemporary apologists. He refers thus with critical approval to 'Reformed epistemologist'
A. Plantinga's argument "that belief in God is 'properly basic' (i.e., that it does not need

some other foundation to be considered rational,,667), but claims that this approach must be
complemented with an emphasis on 'epistemic obligation', as argued by H. Netland.

668

Carson emphasizes, with evidentialism,669 over against 'Reformed epistemology', that
biblical passages such as 1 Cor. 15:3-15 and Acts 17:2-3 seem "to provide us with Biblical

This includes arguments in support of beliefs "in the divinity of Christ or in the a~thority of
the Bible" (Carson & Woodbridge 1993: ISO). It should also be added that Carson h~s. wntten two
significant studies for Christians ~) on suffering and evil (Carson 1990) and Q) on dIvme
sovereignty and human responsibility (Carson 1994).
.
.
664 See e.g. Carson & Woodbridge 1993: IS0-IS6; where the example IS eYldence about the
uniqueness of Christ in a world of religious pluralism.
665 Carson 1999 (on May 16).
666 Carson 1996b:96.
.
667 Carson 1996b: 186. Carson describes this as "the non-foundational found~tionahs~ o~ ~
Alvin Plantinga" (Carson 1996b:9S). See Plantinga 1983 and Carson & \\'oodbndge 199_,: 1~- 156.
668 Carson 1996b: 188. See Netland 1994: 102.
. ,
669 Carson seems to treat 'eYidentialism' as a fonn of 'classical apologetICs (see Carsl10
663

1996b:9S).
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warrant for some form of evidentiary apologetics,,670. He expresses an ambiguity. ho\\'eyer,
towards the role and effect of evidence in apologetics: "From one perspectiYe. God has
supplied such ample evidence that men and women are without excuse; from another. the
evidence is never such that in itselfit overcomes our innate self-centeredness, our profound
lostness, our deep rebellion. ,,671 Carson claims further that, whereas more narrower forms
of presuppositionalism "do not justify the Christian's worldview over against other

.
. world'
competIng
VIews ,,672 ,J. F rame ' s work (as a modIfied
presuppositional apologist)
"marks the most mature melding of various components of apologetics I have seen so

"For example, he makes clear that he has no objection to the forceful
presentation of evidences in Christian apologetics; what he objects to is the
adoption (implicit or otherwise) of the assumption that evidence or reasons
are neutral. He does not object to appeals to extrabiblical data in
apologetics, but refuses to assign them independent authority to which
Scripture must measure up to.,,674
3. Carson's focus is on the relevance and role of biblical material in apologetics. Like
Frame67 \ Carson emphasizes a 'biblically faithful' apologetic

676

. Whereas Frame

670 Carson & Woodbridge 1993: 151. See also Carson 1996b:508.
671 Carson & Woodbridge 1993:156. See also Carson 1983:142.
..
.
672 Carson 1996b: 186. Carson describes such narrower forms of presupposIt!onahsm as
"fideistic" (Carson 1996b:95).
.
673 Carson 1996b: 188. Carson observes that "one wonders if the claSSIcal debates between.
. between empincism
. . . an d fid
. m, would look
say, evidential and presuppositional apologetIcs,
I e.ls
.
vastly different if they were forced to butt up against a well-articulated analYSIS of the ~ntatlments
of the fall and of biblical presentations of God' s rich bounty in providing general, speCl fic, and
personal revelation to meet our moral and spiritual blindness" (Carson 1993a:54).
674 Carson 1996b: 187-188.
675 See e.g. Frame in Cowan 2000:208.
676 Carson claims that a biblically faithful apologetic is possible since .. the kerygma has
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established a biblical worldview in the atemporal framework of systematic theolog}F7.
Carson claims that a wiser and more strategic approach in apologetics would be to establish
a biblical worldview within the framework of the Bible's plot-line (i.e. according to
biblical theol ogy678): "One is simultaneously setting forth a structure of thought. and a
meta-narrative; one is constructing a worldview, and showing how that worldview is
grounded in the Bible itself.,,679 Carson emphasises that this 'biblical storyline' should be
spelt out "to Christians and to non-Christians alike - to Christians, to ground them in
Scripture, and to non-Christians, as part of our proclamation of the gospel"OS(I. He claims
that this approach is exemplified, in relation to non-Christians, in Acts 17: 16-34 (see
further 6.2.2.2).

This analysis has shown that Carson q) implicitly defines apologetics as the presenting
of rational arguments and evidence for the truth of Christian if) , to both Christians and
non-Christians, f!) critically interacts with various apologetic traditions, but prefers
Frame's modified presuppositional approach, and f) suggests that 'the biblical plot-line'.
e.g. as seen in Acts 17: 16-34, should be allowed to shape contemporar) , apologetics,

content; the good news is definable" (Carson 1996b:507).
677 This is how Carson describes the approach in Frame 1994.
, ,
678 Carson uses the term 'biblical theology' to refer to "the theology of the biblIcal CDrpora as
.
.
.
If,c l'Imaxmg
. m
. th e comin :=o of his Son Jesus ChrIst.
and
God progreSSIvely
dIscloses
hImse
,
consummating in the new heaven and the new eart h . I n 0 th er \\ 'ds
or ' .sequence
. ' hIStl)!\'-,' the passa!!1?
,~.
of time - these are foundational to biblical theology, and relatively mmor 111 systematic theolo~:
(J

(Carson 1996b:502).
.
'
',' 'h
679 Carson 1996b:502. Carson claims that the biblical storylmc pro\'ldl?s a baSIS for L ,e .
"
. of a gl\
. ,en cu 1tura l'con text
Jre
. . commUnIcator
ChristIan
s evaluatIOn
' . i.e. "what cultural
. elemt:llh
r
(T)S cl
largely neutral, what are to be opposed and reforme db') tI1e :='
• P , \\'hat arc thl? fruIt 11 comnwl1
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6.2. 1.3 Commonalities and differences

McGrath and Carson share common views on apologetics in a number of areas. First,
their definitions of apologetics seem complementary rather than contradictory.681 Second(l',
McGrath and Carson both critique traditional versions of classical apologetics,
evidentialism and presuppositionalism as significant but inadequate apologetic strategies.
Both authors also acknowledge key insights from the more recent 'Reformed
epistemological' approach. Thirdly, there is a common concern for the integration of
biblical material in contemporary apologetics, with a focus on Acts 17: 16-34 as a
particularly significant text. Fourthly, Carson's emphasis on the primary role of the biblical
plotline in the establishment of a Christian worldview (over against a systematic theology
approach) seems- to a large extent - to be parallel to McGrath's claim that the Sola
Scriptura principle is "an assertion of the primacy of the foundational scriptural narrative
over any framework of conceptualities which it may generate,,682.

There are also some important differences between McGrath and Carson's views of
apologetics. First, whereas McGrath's work on apologetic theory is both extensive and
significant, Carson's work in this area is much more limited in scope but seems

grace and therefore to be espoused and cherished" (Carson 1995b: 152).
680 Carson 1996b: 194.
d . ,
681 The agreement between the two authors on 'the principle of accommo ~llIOn a::; a
.
1 b
. d A rdingl\' Carson quotes \ lcGrath
fundamental belief in apologetIcs should a so e notIce. cco
-- . '
_ , . ' ... ,
.
.hh
thr eah human lannuapl? I hI::; bellL j IS
approvin!.dy: "God is able to communIcate \\,It umans oU
.
..
e, ~
1 . '6'
~
.
.
Chri t' apolopctlcs (\1c(,rath J\. 19Q_a._ ,
fundamental, to the point of being aXIOmatIc, to
s Ian
~
.'
,
quoted in Carson 1996b: 130)
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nevertheless significant. Secondly, their respective areas of primary expertise - for
McGrath historical and systematical theology, and for Carson henneneutics and biblical
exegesis - seem to a large extent to shape their apologetic approach and tenninology.
Thirdly, whereas McGrath does not seem to associate himself explicitly with one specific
apologetic tradition, Carson favours a modified presuppositional apologetics (as proposed
by Frame).

6.2.1.4 A critique

The understanding of apologetics assumed in this thesis (see 1.2) fonns the basis for a
brief critique of McGrath and Carson's definitions.

~)

The understanding of apologetics as 'the rational justification of Christian truth claims'

is consistent with McGrath's explicit and Carson's implicit definitions. McGrath's
additional emphasis on attractiveness should be included as an essential part of one of the
actual criteria for truth (i.e. the test for adequacy and relevance).

!?) Apologetics as an activity

'over against specific questions, objections, and alternatives'

seems consistent with both McGrath and Carson's views of the apologetic task. but neither
has integrated this elelnent into their (normative) explicit or implicit definitions of
apologetics.

(1~2

McGrath, A. 1996: 114.
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~ Apologetics as having the dual aim of establishing 'the epistemic permission' and 'the

epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith' is briefly mentioned by Carson (but not
developed conceptually or in relation to relevant Scriptural passages), whereas this
tenninology is absent in McGrath's writings. It seems, though, that - in tenns of their
argumentative strategies - McGrath's emphasis is on 'epistemic pennission' whereas
Carson focuses on 'epistemic obligation'. The tension between the notion of 'epistemic
obligation' and McGrath's emphasis on the "non-confrontational" character of
apologetics 683 should also be noticed in this context.

4) Both authors recognize and practise apologetics as intended

for both Christians and

non-Christians'. These critical observations lead to the conclusion, that there is a large
measure of agreement between the assumed definition of apologetics in this thesis and
McGrath's explicit and Carson's implicit definitions - with the exception of McGrath's
possible hesitance towards the notion of 'epistemic obligation '.

It seems legitimate briefly to assess the two authors' contributions to apologetics: both

in light of their critical interactions with major apologetic strategies and their views of the
role of biblical In ateri al in apologetics.

McGrath's eclectic approach recognizes a number of key insights from various apologetic
'schools', but his many writings seem to lack any independent in-depth presentation and
defence of theistic arguments and/or historical evidence (in contrast to other major

h~.~

McGrath, A. & Green, M. 1993:18. See also McGrat 11,

A

.......

199') 'l"S l"ll)

_a. -'-- -
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contemporary apologists such as e.g. W. L. Craig, S. T. Davis, G. Habennas, W.
Pannenberg, A. Plantinga and R. Swinbume

684

).

It should also be added that McGrath' s

writings up to 1998 lacked any in-depth engagement with the foundation of apologetics in
the theology and practice of the New Testament.

It seems evident, though, that McGrath has made a number of significant contributions to
contemporary apologetics, esp. ~) the re-introduction of apologetics as a legitimate and
significant spiritual discipline in contemporary theol ogy 685, 12) the foundational arguments
on the (fourfold) nature of doctrine in The Genesis ofDoctrine (over against
postliberalism

686

,

historicism and cultural relativism), f) the creative development of

'points of contact' 687 - as a basis for claiIning the inherent attractiveness and relevance of
the Gospel - in Bridge-building, d) the in-depth demonstration of the coherence of key
Christian beliefs and doctrines, as seen e.g. in Studies in Doctrine, and~) the explorations

For references to significant works by these authors, see footnote 617.
685 As expressed by McGrath recently (when writing on 'theology and spiritual disciplines
within contemporary evangelicalism '): "Apologetics is thus much more than the art of
. .
communication and persuasion; it is a theological science, undergirded by a rigorous a~a~ysis ot
the nature of the gospel on the one hand and the situation and nature of those to wh?m It IS
addressed on the other." (McGrath, A. 2000b:26) It would have been ~ore appropnate, ho~\e\'~r.
to focus on 'the truth claims of the gospel' - as more precise and specIfic than the much \\Idcr thL'
684

nature of the gospel'.
.
.
..
.
686 Sumner's recent claim that even though "McGrath attacked [G.] Lmdbeck S pos.Itwn tor
shirking the questions of history and truth, .,. the altematiye McGrath offers sounds qUIte
Lindbeckian" (Sumner 2000:433) seems largely unfair.
. .....,.
687 In relation to the notion of a 'point of contact', McGrath refers repeatedly m hiS \\ nt1I1p to
the Barth-Brunner debate on natural theology (as in McGrath. A. 1992a:24: \1cC:r~th, .\ ..
1994c: 148-150; and McGrath, A. 1998e: 103-104; see also McGrath, A. 1~99d:.ll ~-194~. I ()r an
. "
. .'
H rt 1999'1 ~9-17') On the ImphcatlOI1S tor
mC1S1\'(' account of this mfluentlal debate, see a
. _.
apologetics. see Holder 2001.
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of a dialogue between (natural) theology and (natural) science, especially in The

Foundations ofDialogue in Science & Religion.

It remains to assess, however, whether McGrath's analysis and application o/Acts 17: 1634 as apologetics is equally significant (see 6.2.2.1).

Carson's tentative approval of Frame's modified presuppositional approach makes him
dependent on the strengths and weaknesses of Frame's position. Whereas Frame allows for
the use of theistic arguments and historical evidence, he still holds the traditional
presuppositional view that all arguments are circular. 688 This latter view, however, has been
subject to serious criticisms, both as begging the question 689 and as "based on a confusion
between ontology and epistemology,,690. Carson's selection of Frame's presuppositional
approach as a role model is thus at the very least a controversial choice.

Carson's contribution to contemporary apologetics seems largely limited to his significant
suggestion in The Gagging of God that the biblical storyline should shape the presentation
and defence of a Christian worldview; see 6.2.2.2.

688 See Frame's contributions in Cowan 2000.
.
689 'Classical apologist' W.L. Craig, 'evidentialist apologi.st', G.R. Habennas, '~~~ula~lve case
apologist' P.D. Feinberg and 'Reformed epistemology apologIst K.1. Clark all agrcc ~n. thb . "
,,
" 1 approac:
h "A s commonly understood
IS
cnhque
of Frame's presupposlhona
, . ~ presUppoSItlOllalism
,.
guilty of a logical howler: it commits the informal fallacy of petitio pr1l11Clpll, or beggmg .the
,
h f Chri t' theism in order to prove Chnstlan
question, for it advocates presupposmg the trot 0
s Ian
theism" (Craig in Cowan 2000:232).
.'
'
!'
'i- ~
Thus
690 Cowan 2000:379, which refers to Craig'S cntlque of Frame m Cowan _000.3 L _.1,6", f"
"if God did not exist, then the causal principle would be false (because the truth and eXbtLl1CL 0
c

•

277

It remains to assess, however, whether Carson's anahJsis and arn'Plz'cat'
J'

'1""

ift l

1011 0

'

I1lS

k
.
"ey notIOIl

in relation to Acts 17: 16-34 is equally significant (see 6.2.2.2).

6.2.2 McGrath and Carson on Acts 17:16-34 as apologetics: An analysis and a
critique

The previous section (6.2.1) indicated that both McGrath and Carson assigned a
significant role to Acts 17: 16-34 in apologetics. This section (6.2.2) presents a comparative
analysis and critique of McGrath and Carson's understanding of this passage, both
exegetically and as apologetics.

6.2.2.1 McGrath on Acts 17:16-34 as apologetics

In his NIV Bible CommentalY Alister E. McGrath presents his basic exegetical
understanding of - what he considers to be Luke's credible account 691 in - Acts 17: 16-3'+:

"After passing through Berea (17:10-14), the group finally arrive in Athens,
still widely regarded as the intellectual centre of the ancient world, The city
had a reputation for its short-lived interest in the latest ideas and intellectual
fashion, and appears to have seen in Paul the source of some exciting new
ideas. It is here that Paul delivers his famous address on the Areopagus, or
'Mars Hill'.692

anything is ontologically dependent on God's existence). But, according to Craig, it does nut
follow from this fact of reality that one's reason or justification for belie\'ing in the causal
.
principle is that one believes in God's existence:' (Cowan 2000:379)
691 McGrath considers Luke as the author of Acts (see McGrath, A. 1997b:7.66) and claIms
that Luke "aives us access to some of Paul's sermons, allowing us to appreciate the way in which
he presented the gospel in a \'ariety of different situations" (McGrath. A. 19:5b:~07),
(19
.. 199")a'}~1
- Contrary to th'IS re fierencc (and e.g. McGra tIl , ."-\..
- .-- and .\1c(ll-ath . .\.
1
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Rather than get caught up in some petty theological arguments, Paul
declares that it is common knowledge that there is a creator God, who has
authority over men and women. But who is this God? And how may he be
known? Having noted an altar in the city dedicated to 'an unknown god',
Paul declares that what the Athenians worship as something unknown, he
will proclaim693 as someone who can be known. Having thus laid the
foundations for the gospel, he develops the basic Christian message of the
need for repentance.
The reception accorded to his address is not particularly enthusiastic.
Nevertheless, the gospel has now been proclaimed in Athens .... There is
no letter from Paul to the Athenians. It seems that no church was founded in
this city. ,,694

It seems reasonable to assume that this exegetical understanding constitutes the
framework for McGrath's five major claims about Acts 17:16-34 as apologetics.

First, the passage is seen as a key apologetic model in Acts (see 6.2.1). It was thus intended
as "an object lesson in apologetics,,695. As such, it has considerable "apologetic
potential ,,696.

Secondly, the passage is seen as illustrating the principle that "apologist-evangelists must
know their audiences,,697: ~) Paul seems to have identified intelligibility as a major

1997b: 125,245), the location question is left undecided in McGrath, A. 1998c:260. .
693 Elsewhere, McGrath explains 'proclaim' in 17:23 (and a number of other ~cnptural
. of Go d" s savmg ac t"t'
the death and resurrectIon of Jesus
passages) as the "proclamatIOn
IVI y m
Christ" (McGrath, A. 1997c: 197).
694 McGrath, A. 1995b:323.
.
dn
695 McGrath, A. 1992a:49. The passage is thus referred to as an apologetIc model alrca y 1
McGrath, A. 1992a:49231,233,283.
696 McGrath, A. 1998c:260.
') . '\-"0
697 McGrath. A. 1998d:393: italics added. See also !\1cGrath,.c\. 199_3 ...t
.. .
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challenge in relation to this biblically illiterate audience,698 which led to at least two
implications: (1) "The basic theme of a living personal God needed to be introduced before
the fundamental themes of the gospel could be enunciated."699 (2) Relevant material (see Q
below), relevant authorities (see f below) and relevant lines of argument (see Qand ~
below) - which carry weight with the audience - were identified and utilized by the
apostle.

700

Q) Paul allowed the religious and philosophical curiosity of the Athenians to

shape "the contours of his theological exposition,,701. f) Paul "appeals to the authority of
Cleanthes, Aratus, and Epimenides ... (17:28),,702. d) Paul, it is claimed, "showed a clear
appreciation of the apologetic potential of Stoic philosophy, portraying the gospel as
resonating with central Stoic concerns, while extending the limits of what might be
known".703 ~) According to McGrath, Paul argued that Christianity "put a name to the god
whose existence ancient philosophy had recognized,,704. Thus, God is being made known to
the Athenians "a) by name and b) in full,,705.

McGrath, A. 2000c.
699 McGrath, A. 1998c:261.
.
.
700 McGrath, A. 1998d:393. Elsewhere, it is claimed that Pau~ '~aimed to ~aIn a .hean~g for the
gospel by engaging with ideas and tenns which were already famIlIar to Paul s audIence
(McGrath, A. 1997b: 125).
701 McGrath, A. 1992a:49 and McGrath, A. 1998c:261.
702 McGrath, A. 2001a:xi.
703 McGrath, A. 1992a:49 and McGrath, A. 1998c:261.
, ..
704 McGrath, A. 1997b:245. This (it is claimed elsewhere) is an example ot reh~Ious ,
. gospe I (s
ee below
experience as a point of contact for the Chri shan
· footnote 706); In othlr do, .
. realIty
. 0 f wh'IC h we are a\\are.
'and.. opens the wa\'- towar ~ a
words, Christianity puts a name to this
full appreciation of the richness and profundity of the experience of God (McGrath. A.
698

1997c: 146-147).
705 McGrath, A. 2000c.
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Thirdly, along with Romans 1-2, the passage is seen as indicating, Paul's awareness of
God-given points of contact within the created order (see 6.2.1), such as a sense of
unsatisfied longing,706 human reason, the ordering of the world and the beauty of the
world.

707

McGrath claims thus that Paul "explicitly appealed to the idea of creation as a

basis for his apologetic approach,,708, since the doctrine of creation gives a "'theological
foundation to the concept of a natural knowledge of God,,709. Paul used thus "'the 'sense of
divinity' present in each individual (vv. 28-29) as a powerful apologetic device".710

Fourthly, having spoken about the importance of creation, Paul "clinched his argument by
an appeal to Jesus' resurrection (Acts 17 :31 ),,711. Thus, "what the Greeks held to be
unknown (v. 23) and possibly unknowable, Paul said was made known through the
resurrection of Christ,,712.

McGrath claims (as indicated above, see footnote 704) that 17:23-24 id~nti~~s and ut~lizcs
a "point of contact that the gospel of justification addresses. The 'It' we know mtmtIvely to h~
through and beyond our quests and hopes discloses himself as a 'You'. We learn that our longmgs
point to something unknown, to someone, whom we were longing for .. :The g~spel thus
complements and develops such insights by proclaiming that a person lIes behind and un~er our.
personal existence - and more than that: it is possible to relate to this person, to the 'You \\"hl) lIes
beyond and behind every human 'I-You' relationship." (McGrath, A. 1997c:435: see also
McGrath, A. 1999f, where this notion is developed further.)
707 McGrath, A. 1998c:262-265.
708 McGrath, A. 1998c:262.
709 McGrath, A. 1998c:262.
710 McGrath, A. 1998c:261; see also McGrath, A. 1992a:49.
711 McGrath, A. 1998c:264; italics added.
"
.
712 McGrath A. 1998c:261; see also McGrath, A. 1992a:49. It is claImed that P.aul als~ m~: . ,
,
.
. h h'
I ' n the ResurrectIOn to a ,,~ml:
have appealed, at least implicitly, in connectIOn \\,It IS emp laSlS 0
•
of anxiety' (McGrath. A. 2000c).
706

281

Fifthly, the passage "illustrates the New Testament tendency to mingle kel)'gma
(preaching) and apologia (apologetics) as two aspects of a greater whole"?-'

For McGrath, then, Acts 17: 16-34 is a significant New Testament model of
apologetics, since it is a speech - with explicitly apologetic material - to Greek
unbelievers. It shows Paul as an evangelist-apologist, q) who knows his audience, 1l'/iich
enables him to respond appropriately to biblical illiteracy - evident both in the ~1'a)' the
Christian faith is introduced and in his use of relevant material (e.g. their curiosity).
relevant authorities (Cleanthes, Aratus and Epimenides), and relevant lines of argument
(from Stoic philosophy), Q) who appreciates and appeals to significant points of contact
(such as 'a sense of longing', 'a sense of divinity', and 'a sense of anxiety'),

fJ

11'ho

connects creation (where God can be known indirectly) and the resurrection (where God
has made himself known 'in full' and 'by name '), and dJ who combines kerygma and
apologia.

McGrath claims that this New Testament model is significant for contemporar) '
apologetics (see further 6.3.1).

6.2.2.2 Carson on Acts 17:16-34 as apologetics

Donald A. Carson's exegetical views on - what he considers to be Luke's cn.:diblc,
"con d ensed repo rt,,714 In
.
- A c ts 17·16
. - 34 could (on the basis of \'arious key. comments,

713
714

M G 1 A 1998 ·265 S also McGrath. A. 1992a:49.
c rat 1 , .
c.
. ee.
_
h
f A 'b and claims that thl' Lu(an
Carson 2000a:391. Carson conSIders Luke as the aut or 0
c
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primarily in The Gagging of God, For the Love of God J-II and "Athens Reyisited") be
summarized as follows: 715

Paul encountered "remarkable intellectual challenges in Athens,,716, 17: 16 shows how Paul
evaluated Athens on the basis of a "God-centred cultural analysis,,717, 17: 17 reflects Paul's
"persistent evangelism of both biblical literates and biblical illiterates,,718, 17:18 (and the
speech itself) indicates that Paul in his approach in Athens engaged simultaneously with
both Epicurean and Stoic philosophy,719 Paul is "finally brought before the Areopagus,,7 2o

(cf. 17:19-21),

Carson claims further that Paul's speech in 17:22ff demonstrates his courtesy and
sensitivity, yet it is "coupled with certain restraint ... lest he jeopardize the gospel',72I.
Paul's strategic use of the altar in 17:23 reflects the contrast between Athenian animistic
fears of unknown powers and Paul's message about the knowable God.

722

Paul's emphasis

on the doctrines of creation (as expressed in 17:24-26, 29) and resurrection (as expressed in

17:18,31) rule out~) Stoic pantheism (since God is the sovereign Creator), Q) Epicurean

account of Paul's speeches is credible (cf. Carson et al 1992: 185-190).
715 Carson refers primarily to the exegetical discussions in Balch 1990; Barr 1993: Ba~dt
1974' Bruce 1990a' Proctor 1992' Winter 1991; and Yeo 1994. See also Carson 1993c:51-2'3,
7'16 Carson 1990:210. Carson ~lsewhere describes these challenges as '"the enormous spiritual
and intellectual hurdles at Athens" (Carson 1992:80).
717 Carson 2000a:391; see also Carson 1998a (on Feb 10) and Carson 1996b: 498.

718 Carson 2000a:391.
.
719 Carson 1996b:498-50 1. See also Carson 2000a:389-390, where he points o~t that neIther
.
....
. l'
( 1
Lucretius) are mentwl1L'd
SOphIsts nor atheIstIc phIlosophIcal matena IStS suc 1 as
report.
720 Carson 1996b:498.
"I
'- Carson 1996b:498-499.

III

the lucan
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deism (since God is immanent), f) neo-Platonic dualism (since God is the God of both
creation and resurrection)723, ill Athenian polytheistic idolatry (since God is self-existent).
and ~) Athenian tribal deities (since God is sovereign over all the nations). 7:: .. In 17: ~ 5 Paul
stresses God's 'aseity' (i.e. his self-existence)725 and humanity's utter dependence on him
("as the human correlative of the doctrines of creation and providence,,726). This emphasis
in Paul's speech on "God's creative power and providential rule establish what the pagan
nations ought to learn, and their obligation to draw the right conc1usions,,727. '"From
theology proper, Paul turns to anthropology,,728 in 17:26, with an emphasis on unity and
universality. Universal human rebellion against the Creator is hinted at in 17:] 7729 and
clearly stated in 17:29-30. 730 Despite human rebellion and God's judgment, God is still
close (17:27), a fact underscored by some Greek poets (17:28).731 Paul uses the sentiments
of these poets in a sophisticated way "to bridge some gaps"n2, in order to express
meaningfully "God's personal and immediate concern for our well-being,,733. Paul
expounds in 17:29 on the implications of the theology and anthropology argued for in the

Carson 1996b:499.
723 See also Carson 1996b:202.
724 Carson 1998a (on Jan 1); Carson 1996b:500-50 1; and Carson 2000a:392:
,
725 Carson 1996b:500. See also Carson 1996b:223. Carson argues that the YleW of God a~
. 'IS fund amentalI'n 17'24-25
[Paul} makes any mentIOn vj
transcen dent an d sovereIgn
.
, "even before
Jl
Jesus" (Carson 1996b:230).
726 Carson 2000a:393.
m Carson 1996b:309.
728 Carson 2000a:393.
729 See also Carson 2000a:393.
730 Carson 1996b:500.
731 Carson 1996b:500.
m Carson 1996b:309.
m Carson 2000a:394.
722
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previous verses: it makes "idolatry utterly reprehensibl ,,734 Th fi
. .
e
.
e mal emphasIs m 17:30-

31 on 'teleological history,735 and 'realized eschatology,736 h 11

"

c a enges the worIdvIews of

the Athenians by the focus on "a particular man a man ac d't d b h
'.
,
cre 1 e y t e brute hlstoncal
fact that God raised him from the dead,,737.

The Gospel is thus presented, in 17:22-31, within the "linear framework"-~8 of biblical
739
theism.

Due to Greek dualistic attitudes among the listeners, Paul's affirmation of the

Resurrection (17 :31) "causes so much offense that Paul is cut off,740. Carson argues,
however, that 17:32-34 (and 1 Cor. 2: 1-5) clearly does not imply that Paul's approach in
Ath

. k 741
.
ens was a mIsta e. These final verses m the passage, it is claimed, should be

understood as describing two stages: "Following Paul's address, no one became a Christian

734 Carson 2000a:394.
735 C
arson 1996b:500; see also Carson 1996b:202.
736 Carson 1996b:310; see also the quote from Carson in 4.4.3.
737 Carson 1996b:50 1.
738 Carson 2000a:394.
739 Carson 1996b:230,50 1,503.
740 Carson 2000a:395.
741 Carson points to a number a/key reasons for this view of the consistency between Acts
17:32-34 and 1 Cor. 2: 1-5: ~) This is the natural reading of Acts, both in tenns of the narrative
flow (where there is no indications that Luke wanted his readers to consider this Athenian visit to
have been a mistake) and the Greek text of 17:32-34 (see the quote from Carson in -+.5.3). Q)
Paul's initial message in the agora was characterized as 'the good news' (17: IS). c;) The theology
of Paul's speech is in line with the theology of Romans 1-2. Q) The apostle was interrupted before
he could give a full exposition of the Gospel. ~) Paul's approach in Athens indicates that he
thought 'worldviewisbly', not that he suddenly (after twenty years' consistent witness among
pagan biblical illiterates) compromised the gospel. D The link between Acts 17 and I Cor. 2 is
chronological and not causal. g) 1 Cor. 2 should be understood, not against the background of what
happened in Athens, but rather against the triumphalism and sophistic rhetoric which seem tLl havL'
attracted many of the Christians in Corinth. (See: Carson et al 1992: 188-189: Carsnn 199_~b:~5:
Carson 1996a:13-+; Carson 1996b:503: Carson 1999 (on Feb 15): and Carson 2000~L~96-397.) Sec
also 3.3.3.2 and 5.3.1-2.
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on the spot. But some did become followers of Paul. In consequence, in due course they
grasped the gospel and believed; they became Christians.,,742

This exegetical understanding seems to be the basis for Carson's four major claims
about Acts 17:16-34 as apologetics.

First, it is claimed that Paul's speech in Athens shows that the apostle thought
'worldviewishly ,743: ~) Paul as an evangelist-apologist appreciates the differences between
biblical literates and biblical illiterates. This passage illustrates how the Christian
worldview is introduced to biblical illiterates in Athens.744 b) The Christian faith is
presented and argued for, as a coherent worldview, in a way which reflects the basic
biblical storyline or plotline: 745

"In a world of finite gods (often supported by one pantheistic deity),
cyclical views of history, sub-biblical understandings of sin, multiplied
idolatry, dualism that declares all that is material to be bad and all that is
spiritual to be good, tribal deities, and not a little superstition, Paul paints a
worldview of the true God, a linear view of history, the nature of sin and
idolatry, impending judgment, the unity of the human race and the oneness
of God - all as the necessmy framework without which his proclamation of
Jesus makes no sense. ,,746

Carson 2000a:397.
743 Carson 1999 (on Feb 15) and Carson 2000a:397.
744 See Carson 2000a:387.
.,
..
745 It is argued that this "biblical plotline establishes an entire worJd\"iew for Chnstl~ms
(Carson 1996b:313). Carson writes elsewhere that Paul's theological. ou~look (as found In the
epistles, e.g. on mission and prayer) is shaped by 'the Bible's story-hne (see Carson
742

2000c: 179,1 82-183).
. _ .'
.
74(1 Carson 1998a (on July 30; see also Carson 1995b:lS-l). Carson compares thIS \\lth\Ll.~
. b'
"
" tl e wav he doc.;; to thL' \thcl11dlls.
13: 13-S2, where Paul "does not ha\'c to explam aSlc catLgl)f]L:~ 1
(.
.
.
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£) Paul engages with the Athenians at the level of their worldviews,747 thus interacting with
both Stoicism and Epicureanism (as well as with neo-Platonic dualism and popular
idolatry).748 Carson seems to emphasize Paul's interaction with the Stoics, since it is
claimed that "many of the expressions in this address, especially in the early parts, are the
sorts of things one would have found in Stoic circles,,749 The major problem in the Stoic
worldview, as Paul seems to have realized, was that pantheism shaped both its view of the
world and of what is wrong with the world. 750

Secondly, Paul's speech in Athens is seen as a key biblical example of "a preparation for
the gospeL .. [where Paul] used as many contacts with [the Athenians'] culture as possible
in order to establish some common ground".751 Paul shows thus a specific understanding of
this particular cultural context. 752

Thirdly, Paul argues (Carson claims) that God has left traces in creation of his existence,
power and divine nature. This apologetic argument~) is used in evangelism over against
Gentiles (both in this passage and in Acts 14: 15-18),12) has as its starting point "the

who are biblically illiterate" (Carson 1999, on Jan 13).
747 Carson 1995b: 154.
748 See Carson 1996b:498-50 1.
..
.
dE"" n ~ is more c\ cnl\'
749 Carson 2000a:392. Paul's interactIOn wIth both StOICS an Plcurc,1 s emphasized in Carson 1996b:498.
750 See Carson 1998a (on Apr 28).
751 Carson et aI1992:188-189; italics added.
m Carson 1995b: 150-154.
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personal/ transcendent Creator-God of the Hebrew canon,,753, and f) claims "that there is
sufficient revelation in nature to rob human beings of excuses,,754.

Fourthly, it is emphasized that Paul considered the key defining elements of the Christian
worldview and the Christian Gospel as nonnegotiable. Carson writes accordingly:

"Although the gospel must be presented to any group in terms of the
categories and felt needs of that group, just as Paul wisely shapes his
presentation of the gospel to the Athenians to take into account their
intellectual history and structures (Acts 17), it must always press on to the
point where it is in some measure subverting and overthrowing the
categories of that culture" .755
This is especially evident in this passage from Paul's affirmation of the realities of sin, the
divine judgment, and the Resurrection of Jesus - in the face of Greek idolatry, scepticism
and dualism. 756

For Carson, then, Acts 17: 16-34 is a significant New Testament model of apologetics,
since it is the foremost example of a speech to biblical illiterates in a pluralistic setting. It
shows Paul as an evangelist-apologist, q) who is thinking 'worldviewishly', both in his use
of the biblical plotline and in his interaction with other beliefs (esp. Stoicism, but also

753 Carson 1996b: 182. Carson observes, incidentally, that Kant differs radically from Paul, by
arguing from below (with human reason as the test of all things) "that one cannot by reason move
from the phenomenal realm to the noumenal realm". (Carson 1996b: 182) Carson argues, however,
that there are "limits in how far Paul will go. Unlike [James] Barr, Paul will not use 'natural
theology' against biblical revelation." (Carson 1996b:498-499; see also Barr 1993 :27-28.) .
754 Carson 1996b: 183. Carson emphasizes that, according to Acts 17: 16-34, nature contams no
saving knowledge of God (see Carson 1996b: 183,308-310). He writes elsewhere: "l-Iuman bClIlgs
are supposed to know God. We are made in his image and enough of his nature and character has
been stamped on our conscience that we are eternally without excuse:' (Carson I99~a: 122)
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Epicureanism and neo-Platonic dualism),

!V who is seeking to establish some common

ground with his listeners (through the use of appropriate cultural features),£)

H110

appeals

to divine traces in creation in his arguments to Gentiles, and d) who affirms a challenging.
nonnegotiable Gospel in the face ofpluralism and paganism.

Carson claims that this New Testament model is relevant for contemporalY apologetics
(seefurther 6.3.2).

6.2.2.3 Commonalities and differences

McGrath and Carson share common views on Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics in a
number of areas. First, both authors focus on Acts 17:16-34 as a significant text on
apologetics in the New Testament material, due to the nature both of Paul's audience and
of his speech. Secondly, McGrath and Carson both focus on Paul's awareness of biblical
illiteracy as a key characteristic of the audience in Athens, and that this essential
knowledge about the listeners shaped his apologetic approach. A key example of this (both
authors point out) is Paul's emphasis on the nature of God before introducing the specific
gospel themes. Thirdly, there is a common emphasis on Paul's interaction with relevant
Athenian beliefs or worldviews, where both authors focus on Paul's use of Stoic
expressions and Stoic philosophy. Fourthly, Carson and McGrath both interpret 17:23ff as
an apologetic argUlnent from creation, based on 'God-given points of contact' (McGrath)

755
75(1

Carson 1995c:59.
See Carson 1996b:500-50 1 and Carson 2000a:395-396.
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or 'traces God has left' (Carson) within the created order. Fifthly, both authors highlight
the continning and challenging role of the Resurrection in Paul's argument. Sixthly, the
authors have a common emphasis on the close relationship between apologetics and
evangelistic preaching in Paul's speech.

There are also some important differences between McGrath and Carson's views of
Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics. First, they differ in their approach to the text, both in terms
of exegesis and apologetics. Exegetically, McGrath largely presupposes the exegetical
basis for his views, whereas Carson's arguments are more directly linked to the exegetical
discussion. In tenns of apologetics, McGrath for the most part uses commonly accepted
apologetic tenninology, while Carson largely does not develop his views with the use of
such tenninology. Secondly, they differ in what they emphasize about Paul's apologetics in
Athens. McGrath sets his focus on Paul's appreciation and use of God-given points of
contact within the created order. Thus, the emphasis is on the apostolic apologetic as a
bridgebuilding activity via natural theology. Carson, on the other hand, focuses on Paul's
appreciation and use of the biblical plotline to establish the Christian worldview over
against other worldviews. Thus, the emphasis is on the apostolic apologetic as a
challenging of alternative beliefs.
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6.2.2.4 A critique based on the model outlined in 5.4.2

This section presents a critique of McGrath and Carson's views on Acts 17: 16-34 as
apologetics on the basis of the model outlined in 5.4.2.757

1. On the Judeo-Christian worldview: It was argued in 5.4.2.1 that Luke in Acts 17: 16-34

describes Paul as an apologist steeped in a genuinely Judea-Christian worldview in the
midst of the challenging pluralistic and pagan context ofAthens. McGrath and Carson
would largely agree with this description, since both

emphasize~)

Paul's commitment to a

genuinely biblical view of who God is and to the Christian kel)'gma,

12) the pluralism and

biblical illiteracy of the audience, and ~) Paul's apologetic interaction with the audience as
an intended role-model. McGrath and Carson's focus, however, seems to be on Paul in
Athens - not only as an apologist - but as an evangelist-apologist. This is also evident
from their somewhat uncritical use of the inadequate term 'sermon' to describe Paul's
speech (contra 3.4.2 and 3.5.3).758 Carson's hesitant and ambivalent use of the term
'apologetics' to describe Paul's approach and address in Athens should also be mentioned
in this context. 759

Exegetically, as shown above, neither McGrath nor Carson offers a detailed and
,
comprehensive treatment of the text, but their studies seem largely to be based on a responsIble
757

exegesis.
b" S - )'
758 See e.g. McGrath, A. 1992a:47,233; McGrath: A. 1998c:261; and Car~on 1996 ,:_,.0, ,~~-'
759 On the one hand Carson refers to Christian WItness that follows the exampl~ ,ot Paull
,
'bI
d b'bl' all)' talthful
Athens as something "much more than an intellectually responsl e an ,1 lC
.
I '
("'
~ ng to Paul ~ speec 1 III
apologetic" (Carson 1996b:96). On the other hand. Carson relers m pas~1 ~ ,
'
..
..
8?) d' t d
(as shown pre\'lousl\') Paul ~
Athens as apologetics (cf. Carson 1996b: I ,- an m ro1" uces
, approac
- h to '"'ral11l:~. S~
Itematl\'e
emphasis on the Bible's plotline in 'world\'lew evange Ism as an a
(
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2. On the 'proactive' approach: It was argued in 5.4.2.2 that Luke probably describes Paul
as an apologist who gradually sees the need for a proactive approach in agora contexts.
Neither McGrath nor Carson interprets the text in this way. In fact, both authors seem to
come close to treating Paul's speech as a 'missionary primer' which included crucial
apologetic features, thus seemingly not adequately appreciating its key function as an
apologetic follow-up speech (see 3.5.2.2). This seems to be due to McGrath and Carson's
tendencies to mingle apologetics and evangelism in their interpretations of the text.

3. On the contextual understanding: It was argued in 5.4.2.3 that Luke implicit~1' describes
Paul as a Christian apologist with a contextual understanding of relevant questions,
objections and alternatives in Athens to his claims about 'Jesus and the Resurrection '. As
shown above (6.2.1), neither McGrath nor Carson uses this specific terminology in their
normative discussions of apologetics. Both authors, however, emphasize Paul's awareness
of the cultural presuppositions of the audience, which enabled him to build bridges to his
listeners (McGrath's emphasis) and to clarify the content of the gospel (Carson's
emphasis).

4. On the justification procedures: It was argued in 5.4.2.4 that Luke describes Paul as all
apologist with an awareness of and an ability to app(v appropriatejustijicatioll proct'j/lrcs
. varIOUS
.
. to wheth er peop Ie Iwve an) ) k:71011 'ledge o{the
OT Scriptures
contexts, relatIve
.

111

. . M G ath and Carson both emphasize
and/or belief in the OT Scriptures as aut!lOntative. c r

systematic-theological apologetics (cf. Carson 1996b:502).
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the biblical illiterate audience in Athens and the resulting need for Paul to establish as
much common ground as possible. McGrath also writes briefly on Paul's appeal to relevant
authorities and his use of relevant lines of argument. Neither of them, however, develops
what may have counted as appropriate justification procedures in the pluralistic context of
the Athenian agora, or discusses to what extent Paul may have appealed to such commonly
accepted criteria of truth and/or rationality.

5. On the 'positive deconstruction': It was argued in 5.4.2.5 that Luke describes Paul

before the Areopagus as a 'proactive' Christian apologist who starts with the beliefs of the
Athenians and 'positively deconstructs' these beliefs. Neither author uses this specific
terminology, but both are concerned with how Paul in his apologetics relates to other
beliefs. Whereas both McGrath and Carson focus on Paul's interaction with the Stoics,
seemingly at the expense of his dialogue with the Epicureans (see 3.4.4.3), they differ in
their emphases. While McGrath acknowledges Paul's argumentative move towards a
challenge to conversion, the emphasis is on relevant 'points of continuity and contact' with
Stoicism. Carson, on the other hand, recognizes Paul's positive use of Stoic beliefs and
expression, but the emphasis is on relevant 'points of discontinuity and tension' with
Stoicism. 760 However, the approach adopted in chapter 3-5 of this thesis, where both

emphases are seen as equally legitimate and upheld in creative tension, seems more
justifiable in the light of the Lucan text.

760

..

d

t t'

It should be noticed that 'points of contlDUlty an con ac

tension' are the expressions of the present author.

an

d 'points of discontinuiiv and
' .
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6. On the overall structure of the arguments: It was argued in 5.4.2.6 that Luke describes
Paul as a Christian apologist with an overall argument before
the Areonaaus
1l
r b
, I t 'h el.e Ile
1

moves from arguments about the credibility of a Judeo-Christian natural theology through
the plausibility and implications of God's ultimate authority to the significance and
evidence of the Resurrection. Neither McGrath nor Carson describes Paul's overall
argumentative structure in these categories, though both focus on Paul's emphasis on the
nature of God before introducing the specific gospel themes. Carson's main contribution to
the understanding of Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics, however, is his claim that Paul's overall
argumentative structure - when establishing the Christian worldview - reflects the biblical
storyline.

7. On 'the natural theology argument': It was argued in 5.4.2.7 that Luke presents Paul as

an apologist with the argument that, whereas natural theologies such as Stoicism and
Epicureanism contain elements of truth, a Judeo-Christian natural theology provides the
most adequate view of God, the universe and humanity. Although both authors mention
Paul's apologetic argument from creation, this is where McGrath makes his most
significant contribution to the understanding of Acts 17: 16-34 as apologetics, especially in
his exposition of 17:23-24. He claims that Paul's appreciation and use of God-gi\'cn points
of contact within the created order before the Areopagus Council should be seen as an
important role model for apologists. This claim seems highly valid in the light of this
thesis. McGrath's further discussion, however, on 'human reason'. 'the ordering of the
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world' and 'the beauty of the world' as three aspects of nature revealing something of the
nature of God, seems argued with a less than sufficient exegetical basis in this passage. 761

8. On 'the ultimate authority argument': It was argued in 5.4.2.8 that Luke presents Paul
as an apologist with the argument, that the claim that the Judeo-Christian God has
ultimate authority - as expressed in the claims about his final judgment - is plausible,
since he is the Creator and Sustainer, and constitutes an appropriate basis for claims
about 'the epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith. Whereas McGrath (implicitly, at
least) acknowledges the challenging nature of Paul's approach, this 'ultimate authority
argument' is not expounded in his writings on this passage. Carson, however, focuses on
this 'ultimate authority argument' when claiming that Paul in his speech argues that the
(Christian) notion of sin is justified since human responsibility and accountability are
appropriate before the Creator of humanity.

9. On 'the Resurrection argument': It was argued in 5.4.2.9 that Luke presents Paul as an
apologist with the argument that the historical Resurrection ofJesus resonates with
ultimate human concerns, indicates the uniqueness and authority ofJesus, and is based 011
sufficicnt, available evidence. Both authors mention the Resurrection as the climax of
Paul's speech - either as appealing to a sense of anxiety and clinching the argument about
the knowable God (McGrath) or as challenging Neo-Platonic dualism and accrediting
Jesus (Carson). However, neither author explores in depth the role of the Resurrection in

761

See McGrath, A. 1998c:262-265.
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Paul's apologetic argument nor develops Paul's implicit claim on the evidential force of
the Resurrection.

10. On the threefold apologetic aim: It was argued in 5.4.2.10 that Luke presents Pau! as

an apologist with a threefold apologetic aim: 'to interest', 'to persuade' and 'to confront "
While Carson acknowledges Paul's aim of generating interest, he emphasizes the
confrontational dimension of Paul's apologetic. McGrath, on the other hand, (with his nonconfrontational view of apologetics) focuses on Paul's aim of generating interest. Neither
author emphasizes nor develops 'to persuade' as an aim.

This section (6.2,2) has shown that g) both authors emphasize Paul as a JudeoChristian evangelist-apologist, with an appropriate contextual understanding which
enables him to engage in a meaningful way with relevant cultural elements and key beliefs
(especially Stoicism);

!!J neither author intelprets the Areopagus Speech as a proper

apologetic (follow-up) speech nor develops Paul's justification procedures in the agora
context; f} neither author presents a balanced view on Paul's 'positive deconstruction'
approach, since McGrath accentuates Paul's 'natural theology argument' and his creati\'e
use of significant points of contact whereas Carson's emphasis is

011

Paul 's 'ultimate

authoritl'
aroument'
and his challenging confrontation with their world\'ieH's; and dJ
.
b
although both authors mention the role of the Resurrection in Paul's argument, neither
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develops properly what is implied in Paul's stress on evidence and credibility in relation to
the Resurrection.

These critical observations indicate that whereas both authors make significant
contributions to the understanding ofPaul as an apologist in Athens, neither presents an
adequate or comprehensive view.

6.2.3 McGrath and Carson on postmodernism as a challenge to contemporary
apologetics: An analysis and a critique

As shown in 6.2.1, McGrath and Carson both view postmodemism as a major
contemporary challenge to Christian apologetics. This section presents a comparative
analysis and critique of these two authors' fl:) tentative definitions of postmodernism,

h)

descriptions of the postmodem challenge to apologetics, ~) views on possible
epistemological implications of the postmodem challenge for apologetics, and 4) proposals
for apologetic approaches to postmodemism.

6.2.3. 1 McGrath on the postmodern challenge to contemporary apologetics

1. Alister E. McGrath describes postmodemism as one of the major contemporary nonChristian worldviews (see 6.2.1.1). He defines it as "the general intellectual outlook arising
after the collapse ofmodemity,,/62 or as "a major change in cultural mood"-63. It is

. .
, challell"L' tl) apl)ll)!!L'ti(~
McGrath, A. 1992a:223. This world\'lew IS seen as a temporary . . _::-.
:.
. .
l'k I . t() remain '1 SH!tl1l!cant leauturL l)t our
since "there are indications that post modernism IS un Ie)
, eo
762
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characterized, he claims, by a "precOlnmitment to relativism or p Iura1"Ism

In

. to
relatIOn

.
'
questions of truth,,764. Elsewhere , McGrath defines postmodemlsm
more sub
stantlallyas
"something of a cultural sensibility without absolutes , fixed certal'ntl'es, or c
datIOns
' ,
loun
which takes delight in pluralism and divergence, and which aims to think through the
radical 'situatedness' of all human thought". 765

McGrath points out that representatives of postmodemism are found in structural
linguistics

766

and deconstruction

767

, and identifies Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard, Baudrillard

and Rorty as key writers. As an intellectuallTIovement, a key distinguishing characteristic
of postmodemism, McGrath claims, is "its contention that claims to truth often represent
disguised attempts to justify the power, status or vested interests of the claimants,,768.

cultural landscape" (McGrath, A. 1992a:229).
763 McGrath, A. 1994c:222. Accordingly, in 'A Glossary of Tenns' is is defined as follows: "A
general cultural development, especially in North America, which resulted from the collapse in
confidence of the universal principles of the Enlightenment" (McGrath, A. 2001a:759; cf. also
McGrath, A. 1997b:431 and McGrath, A. 1999a: 188).
764 McGrath, A. 1992a:223; cf. also McGrath, A. 1994a:l03 and McGrath, A. 1996:185. Its
leading general feature is further described as "the deliberate and systematic abandonment of
centralizing narratives" (McGrath, A. 1996: 185).
765 McGrath, A. 1994a: 102; McGrath, A. 1996: 184; and McGrath, A. 1998e:9-10.
766 McGrath remarks perceptively that postmodernism "represents a situation in which thc
signifier (or signifying) has replaced the signified as the focus of orientation and value" (\1cGrath.
A. 1994a:103). See also McGrath, A. 1992a:223 and McGrath, A. 1996:185.
767 McGrath observes that deconstructionism indicates the postmodem obsession with texts
and language, claiming that all interpretations are "equally valid, or equally meaningless
(depending upon your point of view). As Paul de Man .,. declared. the \ cry idea of 'meaning'
smacked of fascism." (McGrath, A. 1994a: 103-104)
.
768 McGrath, A. 1998e: 10. McGrath writes elsewhere that postmodemism as an l~ltellcctual
movement proclaims "that, in the first place, the Enlightenment rested on frau?ulent Jl1tdlcctual
foundations (such as the belief in the omnicompetence of human reason). and 1~1 ~he second. It
ushered in some of the most horrific events in human history - such as the Stalims\ purges and the
Nazi extennination camps" (McGrath. A. 1994b: 185).
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In his analysis, McGrath also connects postmodernism ("with its vigorous rejection of
universal truth claims and its commitment to openendedness,,769) with New Age religiosity.
since the latter movement (or worldview) is "widely regarded by cultural analysts as a
protest against the spiritual barrenness of the Enlightenment's emphasis upon pure
reason,,770.

2. McGrath claims that postmodernism represents a 'paradigm shift' (comparable to
the Reformation and the Enlightenment), which challenges theology in terms of "existing
understandings of background presuppositions, norms and methods,,771. For apologetics,
this postmodern challenge has various facets.

First, Christian apologetics needs to explore the epistemological and evangelistic

implications of postmodernism' s increasing questioning of the former major rival
worldview to the Christian faith, Enlightenment rationalism. McGrath claims in this
context that "the days of a blind secular faith in human reason are behind us ... [and that]
Christianity has as much right as any other belief-system to gain a hearing,,772.

Secondly, Christian apologetics needs to engage with this new, postmodem cultural mood,

seems
.
where all behef-systems
are regard ed as equa11 y p1aUSl'bl e and the truth-question
.

769 McGrath, A. & Green, M. 1993:52.
770 McGrath, A. & Green, M. 1993:52.
77I McGrath. A. 1999c:8~.
772 McGrath. A. 1992a:225.
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be dismissed by postmodernism in advance.

773

In this context McGrath maintains that

apologetics must offer substantial answers to such key questions as these: "How can
Christianity's claims to truth be taken seriously, when there are so many rival altematiYes,
and when 'truth' itself has become a devalued notion?,,774

1 McGrath claims that postmodernism should lead to a rethinking of apologetic
epistemology, due to (what he describes as) "the lingering death offoundationalism"7'5.
McGrath defines foundationalism as

"the pervasive western philosophical doctrine that every non-basic belief
must ultimately be accepted on the basis of universally compelling beliefs
or realities, which are themselves in need of no support, and which
transcend the particularities of culture, chronology, and geography. The
Enlightenment generally regarded such beliefs as being limited to those
which were self-evidently true, or which related directly to one's own
sense-experience, or which were evident to the senses."nb
Focusing on evangelical apologetics - from the perspective of "a committed yet critical
evangelical,,777 - McGrath claims that much apologetics has been influenced by this
Enlightenment epistemology.

See McGrath, A. 1992a:225. McGrath does not use the tenns 'epistemic penn:ssio~' and
'epistemic obligation', but they would be appropriate tenns to express his arguments 1I1 thIS
context.
. .
774 McGrath, A. 1996: 188. See also McGrath, A. 1992a:224, where the first questIOn IS
identified.
775 McGrath A. 1998e: 11. See also McGrath, A. 2000b:33-34.
."
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777 McGrath, A. 1994b:3.
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This secular influence on evangelical apologetics, he argues, is evident in ~ "its
foundational assumption of universal categories of evidence and rationality,,778, !2) a
seemingly widespread assumption that "the appeal of Christianity is purely rational"--cJ, and

f) its equation of "the biblical idea of 'truth' ... with the Enlightenment notion of
conceptual or propositional correspondence,,78o. McGrath refers thus, with assent, to
Bloesch's critique

781

of the writings of key evangelical contemporary apologists such as C.

F. H. Henry, J. W. Montgomery, F. A. Schaeffer and N. Geisler as embodying "a strongly
rationalist spirit". 782

Accordingly, McGrath claims that evangelical apologetics in a post-Enlightenment context
is "free to avoid the false lure of foundationalism, and to maintain the integrity of divine
revelation on its own terms and in its own categories,,783. Thus, evangelicalism needs to
allow its approach to apologetics "to be reshaped and fashioned by the New Testament.
rather than the outmoded presuppositions of a now defunct Enlightenment,,784. McGrath has
not (as yet) developed such an approach, but he refers especially to Topping's
contribution785 for "some promising indications,,786.

McGrath, A. 1996: 176.
779 McGrath, A. 1996: 176.
780 McGrath, A. 1996: 177.
781 B10esch 1979:267-268.
782 McGrath, A. 1996: 170.
783 McGrath , A. 1996: 172.
778

McGrath, A. 1996: 176.
..
'11f\' and S. C. Hackett as
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- 199'" 'h,'ch i ' written With
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4. McGrath's proposal for apologetics over against the postmodem challenge focuses
on a restructuring of the traditional argumentative strategy. 787

First, Christian apologists should "adopt a tactical approach,,788, where the attractil'cllCss
and relevance of God should be argued for first of all. This includes a focus on key
elements such as

"the ability of God to satisfy the deepest human longings, ... the
overwhelming love of God, as seen in the death of Christ, .. , [how] faith in
God anchors people, giving them stability and purpose, ... [and how
Christianity meets] the need to have a basis for morality, ... the need to
have a framework for making sense of experience, ... [and] the need for a
vision to guide and inspire people".789
This also implies that McGrath emphasizes experience as "a vital 'point of contact' for
Christian apologetics in a postmodem world,,790.

Secondly, Christian apologists should continue by arguing that "truth matters ..791.
McGrath claims that this may be shown clearly by the uncovering of a key internal
inconsistency in central postmodem writers, such as e.g. when M. Foucault writes about

superior tradition, being truer to reality, because it overcomes and explains the inconsistencies and
limitations of rival traditions" (Van den Toren 1993:60).
786 McGrath, A. 1996:278.
.
.'
787 McGrath links his approach to "the rise of a person-centred apolo~et~cs .....whIch ~.Ims ~o
remain faithful to the gospel while ensuring that it enmeshes fully and faIthfully \\'Ith the ~ltuat\Ons
to which it is addressed" (McGrath, A. 1994b: 103).
"' - \1 'C . h \
788 McGrath , A.1992a:225.SeealsoMcGrath,A.&Green,M.199_':.)1-~-+and c ,rdt ...
1994b: 103-104.
789 McGrath, A. 1992a:226. McGrath's The

['nknOl1'11

.'
. ,,
God exemplIfies thIS approach. Sl:l:

McGrath, A. 1999f.
"'
790 McGrath, A. 1996:87; see also McGrath, A. 199~:7-+ and 6._,.1.
791 McGrath, A. 1996: 197.
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ethics. Foucault rejects objective truth and morality, but passionately prefers freedom
before repression. Foucault's anti-oppressional ethics, McGrath argues, thus illustrates "the
need for foundational principles which Foucault has declared in advance to be oppressiyc
themselves,,792. McGrath's focus is on Foucault's inability to put forward "any normatiye
standard by which one might be able to distinguish acceptable social regimes (such as the
liberal-democratic) from unacceptable totalitarian regimes,,793. Accordingly, McGrath
suggests that the basic and casual question 'Is postmodemism true?' "innocently raises
fundamental criteriological questions which postmodemism finds embarrassingly difficult
to handle" 794 .

1) McGrath suggests another, complementmy approach with a focus on whether

Christianity could be seen as credible.

"If the word 'truth' continues to cause intractable problems, an alternative
approach may be tried. Instead of asking whether Christianity is true, the
postmodemist might be asked whether it can be regarded as credible. This
is a direct invitation to discuss the foundations of Christian belief, not least
the resurrection of Christ. Why should anyone believe that Christianity is
credible? The question of the evidential basis of Christianity can thus be
.
Iy upon t he agen da. ,,795
placed dIrect

792 McGrath, A. 1996: 195. McGrath points out that his argum:nt is an ap?l.ication to ...
postmodemism ofF. A. Schaeffer's argument over against the ethIcal a~o~tIcIsn~ a~d mhI.hsm of
1.-P. Sartre (in Schaeffer 1990:58). Schaffer expressed the underlyin.g ~nncIpl.e. of t.hIS ~L'~1I1a.1
.
h h ld
Chnstlan posItIon IS to hIS 0\\ n
argument as follows: "The more lOgIcal a man woo s a nonh' t th .>'>1 )rld the
.
h
l
I
d
'
and
the
nearer
presuppositions, the further he IS from t e rea wor ,
. . e IS 0 d' e rvu
\1 G... l tl • \
..
"(S chae ffer 1990'1
more illogical he is to his own presuppOSItIons.
. -~4'. quote 111. C ra 1, . .
\1/

1996: 195)
793 McGrath, A. 1996: 196.
."l1-_ -"'9
7(14 McGrath, A. 1996: 195. See also McGrath, A. 1992a.--1 -- .
795 McGrath, A. 1992a:229.
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1) Christian apologists should argue,finally, that truth is

"accessible ,,~y(), ultimate~l'. in the

person ofJesus Christ as "the embodiment and self-revelation of God,,797.

This analysis has shown that McGrath q) defines postmodernism as an i1~fluential.
contemporary worldview which deconstructs metanaJTatives, rejects thefoundationalism
of the Enlightenment, and delights in pluralism, Q) describes the postmodern challenge to
apologetics as an ambiguous combination of openness to any (personal) stories/beliefs alld
dismissal of any (absolute) truth-claims,£.} claims that (much evangelical) apologetics
must rethink its rationalist epistemology in the light of Scripture, and rj) suggests a
restructured argumentative strategy in a postmodern context, arguing first for the
attractiveness and relevance of God (especially through the exploration of experience as a
significant point of contact), secondly either that truth matters (by exposing key
inconsistencies in postmodernism) or that Christianity is credible, and finally, that truth is
accessible in Jesus Christ.

6.2.3.2 Carson on the postmodern challenge to contemporary apologetics

1. Donald A. Carson describes postmodemism as a major worldview with a vast
influence on contemporary culture798 . He defines postmodemism (which is "an almost

796 McGrath, A. 1996: 197.
.
d' I'
797 McGrath, A. 1996:37: see also McGrath 1997a:74-76. Elsewhere, he clal.ms a~c(\r mg ~.
.
, all the 0 l d
' t'Ies 0 f l'beralism
and ratIOnah~m
that 111 "a postmodern world .
m whIch
certam
I
. have
.
point of reference 111 J~~us
evaporated Christianity can and must contmue
to see k an d fim d't
1S
. Here' IS
. ItS
. centra11'
.
. an d d e fi'
eglt1matmg
mmg r esource .., (I\ 1cGrath . A . 1994c: 222)
CIIDSt.
798 Carson 1996b:9 L 133.
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infinitely flexible phenomenon,,799) tentatively as "an outlook that depends not a little on
what are perceived to be the fundamental limitations on the power of interpretation: that is,
since interpretation can never be more than my interpretation or our interpretation, no
purely objective stance is possible".80o Carson refers to Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard and
Rorty as primary spokesmen of po stmoderni sm.

Postmodernism, Carson claims, is linked to a specific epistemology, philosophical
pluralism and philosophical naturalism:

~)

The move 'from modernity to po stmodernity , , he argues, "is primarily

.
Ioglca
· 1,,801 ,symb 0 1·lzed b y th e successIve
. change of focus in interpretation "from
epIsterna
the author to the text to the reader,,802.

h) The notion that all interpretation is culturally conditioned and socially constructed 803 is
supported by philosophical (or hermeneutical) pluralism. 804 This is the view that "any

Carson 1998b:2.
800 Carson 1996b:57. Elsewhere Carson defines postmodernism, more popularly, as the view
that "all 'knowledge' is either a personal or a social construct, is never absolute, and is conditioned
by just about everything (language, heritage, presuppositions, ... ). The only heresy left is the
heresy that there is such a thing as heresy. " (Carson 199 5b: 156)
801 Carson 1996b:77. He admits, though, "that the term was used with reference to art and the
literature in the 1960s, and with reference to architecture and style in the 1970s, before it came to
be used with reference to radical hermeneutics and deconstructionism in the 1980s" (Carson
1996b:77).
802 Carson 1996b:77.
803 Carson argues that, due to postmodern sensibilities, "truth has perished" (J.er. 7:2~) i~l
contemporary Western culture, since postmodenlism claims that "all religi~us ~lallns
d~l\'en b:
sosciological pressures ... and not by a divine Being who actually speaks obJectl\'e truth (C ar~l)!1
799

a:,c

1999, on July 11).
804 Carson refers to contemporary philosophical pluralism as some\\hat comparable to the
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notion that a particular ideological or religious claim is intrinsically superior to another is
.
h as th us, accord'Ing to Carson, "convinced many of
necessan·zy wrong ,,805 . P ost mo d ernlsm
the absolute relativity of all truth claims, not least religious truth claims,,806.

o Carson argues that philosophical naturalism is a shared assumption of both modernity
and postmodernism,807 but that (contrary to modernity) in postmodernism "the quest for
certainty has gone, along with dependence on a single approved method in each discipline,
all forms of foundationalism, and the confident assertion that the 'truths' being discovered
enjoy an ahistorical universality,,808.

2. Carson describes the postmodern challenge to apologetics as implying both
possibilities and problems. This is due to an ambiguity in postmodemism, where openness
to 'stories' is combined with a suspicious attitude towards metanarratives. 809 Thus, whereas
arguments for 'the epistemic permission' of the Christian worldview (such as Plantinga's
argument that belief in God is 'properly basic ') largely seems acceptable in a postmodern
context, arguments for 'the epistemic obligation' of the Christian worldview is seen as
intolerant by postmodernists. 810 Carson also claims that postmodemism "powerfully
reinforces the most sentimental, syncretistic, and often pluralistic views of the love of God,

Gnostic heretic challenge to the church in the second century. (See Carson 1996b: 10)
805 Carson 1996b: 19. See also Carson 1996b:57.
806 Carson 1996b: 182.
.
807 Carson has later qualified this to that ·'the reading is mixed" (Carson 1998b:2) III
postmodemism regarding philosophical naturalism.
808 Carson 1996b:77.
809 See Carson 1998b and Carson 2000a:394.
810 Carson 1996b: 188, where Carson refers to Netland 199-t
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with no other authority base than the postmodem epistemology itself,811. Postmodemism
also treats 'sin' as a social construct. 812

Carson emphasizes the demanding nature of this postmodem context for Christian
apologetics. He claims that traditional approaches, such as various standard forms of
evidentialism and presuppositionalism, "simply do not touch the committed
deconstructionist,,813. However, the onset of postmodemism, he maintains, "is fostering
refinements in virtually every approach to apologetics, and the result might well be better
integration than has been achieved in the past,,814.

3. Carson presents an extensive critique of postmodem epistemology and
hermeneutics. 815 He claims that postmodemism is correct in emphasizing that the human
knower sees only in part, always with some measure of distortion, and that it is impossible
to escape the culturallocatedness. 816 It should also be acknowledged, he maintains, that
interpretations advanced to others (including Christian evangelistic statements) could be
instruments of power, thus controlling, defining and manipulating 'the others'. 817 Carson
claims, however, that the postmodem insistence on "either absolute knowledge or

811 Carson 2000b: 14.
812 See Carson 1998b:3.
m Carson 1996b:96; cf. also Carson 1995b: 156.
814 Carson 1996b: 188.
815 See the extensive discussion in Carson 1996b:57-191 on postmodem epistemology and
hermeneutics.
. .
816 Carson 1996b:97-100. He writes elsewhere: "Ifpostmodemity has taugJ~t us anythmg,~! ,
d fall paradl :=<!Ins .as
an L'n! Irch•
has taught us that it is impossible for any' knower , to th'nk
1
out'
SI e 0
'
'neutral' obsen1er and thinker." (Carson 1996b: 154)
817 Carson 1996b: 101-102.
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complete relativism" is an indefensible antithesis 818 , since "human beings can know
objective truth - doubtless not exhaustively and absolutely, but truly nonetheless"'J9. The
Christian worldview has thus, Carson argues, as one of its credible premises, that truth
"can be objective and transcendent even though it is necessarily expressed in culture-laden

ways and believed or known by finite, culturally restricted people"820.

Carson argues therefore, that Christians neither should embrace a modem nor a postmodem
epistemol ogy821, but be open to acknowledge elements of truth from both perspectives.

"I am simply asserting that a Christian view of our finitude makes
allowance for the valid insights from both modernity and postmodemity but
succumbs to the worldview of neither. On the one hand, there is such a
thing as objective truth; on the other, all human grasping of that truth is
necessarily interpretive, but it is not necessarily for that reason untrue or
removed from objective truth.,,822
Epistemologically, then, apologetics needs to take into account that the Bible's "appeal to
truth is rich and complex. It cannot be reduced to, but certainly includes, propositional
truth,,823. The truth of the biblical worldview, Carson claims (as indicated in 6.2.1.2 and
6.2.2.2), should be argued for in accordance with the biblical storyline, "with full

818 Carson 1996b:l07. See also Carson 1996b:129.
,
819 Carson 1996b:544. It should be noted that this expression is reminiscent of I·. A. Schaeffer.

e.g. in Schaeffer 1990:343-347.
.
I'd"
820 Carson 1996b:99. Carson defines 'objectiye ' as 'haying extra-mental realIty or va 1 Ity
(sec further Carson 1996b: 120).
_
X21 Carson 1996b:22. See also Carson 1995b: 156 and Carson 1996b:9 L I :-h.
X22 Carson 1996b:132-133.
82.~ Carson 1996b: 17.f.
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recognition of the developing plot-line in Scripture, and of Scripture's highly diYerse

·
,,824
11terary genres .

4. Carson's proposal for apologetics over against the postmodern challenge focuses on
a number of elements.

First, the Christian apologist is obliged to recognize a number of strengths - or certain

truths - within postmodemism. 825 These include some important epistemological and
hermeneutical insights (see above on limitations of the human knower and on truth claims
as possible instruments of power), as well as key aspects of the postmodern critique of
modernity. Thus, the sustained postmodern attack on modernity (accusing it as consisting
of manipulative metanarratives 826 ) ironically implies that "the modernity which has
arrogantly insisted that human reason is the final arbiter of truth has spawned a stepchild
that has arisen to slay it,,827.

Secondly, the apologist should expose inconsistencies within postmodernism. These include

(Carson claims) an indefensible antithesis in postmodern hermeneutics (see aboYe) and a
key commitment to relativism. Carson maintains that the "unswerving relativism of

Carson 1996b: 189.
8~5 Carson 1996b:91,96-97,136.
- d mIt\"
. '11K Iu de
.
• j
826 Carson points out that (according to Lyotard) the 'metanarratIves 0 ~10 e . .
.
,'Marxism Hegel's theory ofuruversal
."
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E
I'
ht
nment
view
oj prol!Tcss. and. III
spInto t e post- n Ig e
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.'
,
. l' h t- Id f tl ~ .IOlt\, onl\" what IS Jud~cd
theology, the view that we should accept as ratlOna In t e Ie 0 1 C l : = . .
~
rational by any reasonable and intelligent person" (Carson 1996b:63).
I (~I '. . _
', t ' . 1-) can hl' P m'll,m~
8~7 Carson 1996b: 100. Carson adds in passing that deconstruc]l)n a ~l
"
I'Ism "(C arso n1996b'lOl)
"to ovcr1hrow the hegemony of mere tradltlOna
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824

309

principled postmodernism,,828 is highly problematic, since "any statement of relati\'ism,
whether grounded in culture, linguistics, or hermeneutics, is fundamentally selfdestructive,,829. The apologist should thus challenge postmodernists (and philosophical
pluralists) to "justify the authority of their position,,830.

In this context Carson follows McGrath (see 6.2.3.1) in arguing that the truth question
naturally can be raised in relation to postmodernism (despite the postmodem aversion
towards truth):

"But the need to have the truth question on the agenda is relatively easily
argued. One method of approach might be the following. To the
postmodern suggestion that something can be 'true for me' but not 'true'
the following reply might be made. Is fascism as equally true as democratic
libertarianism? Consider the person who believes, passionately and
sincerely, that it is an excellent thing to place millions of Jews in gas
chambers. That is certainly 'true for him'. But can it be allowed to pass
unchallenged? Is it as equally true as the belief that one ought to live in
peace and tolerance with one's neighbors, including Jews? Should one
tolerate the burning of widows on Hindu funeral pyres?,,831

Thirdly, the Christian apologist should argue for the truth of the Christian faith on the basis
of 'the biblical plotline' (see 6.2.1.1). This means highlighting central biblical truth claims
about God, humanity, and salvation 832 , which together constitute "an essential way of

Carson 1996b:354.
8~9 Carson 1996b: 176.
b k d
830 Carson 1996b: 176. Carson claims also that postmodemism is fundamen"tall~ ac 'war
.
,
f h t 't .sn 't - and that \J1c\,ltahlv meal1:- a
looking since it "defines itself most clearly III tenns 0 w all
" .... '
.
"C
1996b:l~6)
cntIque of the past. [Postmodemlsm] has nowhere to go. (:rson.
- I \. 1992a:22:-:831 McGrath, A. 1992b:366, quoted in Carson 1996b: 16 i. See abl) \ 1cGrat 1.
828

229 and McGrath, A. 1996: 192.
m See esp. Carson 1996b: 195-2-+5.257-278.
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looking at the world,,833. Such an apologetic, Carson argues, challenges postmodemism at
the worldview level

834

and is exemplified in Paul's approach in Athens (see further

6.3.2).835

Fourthly, contrary to 'the intolerant tolerance' of postmodemism and philosophical
a for the truth of the
arczuin
pluralism, Christian apologists "ought to be simultaneouslv
b
b

gospel, and insisting that people have the right to disagree without fear of coercion"~'(1.

This analysis has shown that Carson g) defines postmodernism as a major
contemporary worldview characterized by epistemological scepticism, philosophical
pluralism, and philosophical naturalism, Q) describes the postmodern challenge to
apologetics as an ambiguous combination of openness to any (personal) stories/beliefs alld
dismissal of any (absolute) truth-claims, f) claims that apologists, on the basis of the
biblical worldview, should recognize elements of truths both within modern and
postmodern epistemologies, and!lJ suggests that Christian apologetics should recogni::e
certain strengths in postmodernism, raise the truth question by exposing key
inconsistencies within postmodernism, and challenge postmodernism with the biblical
metanarrative.

833

Carson 1995b: ISO.

S.~4 Carson describes this elsewhere as a challenging of plausibility structures (see Carsnn
1995b:1S4).
R-,5 See Carson 1995h: lS4 and Carson 1996b: 183-184.
836 Carson 1996b: 13-+: italics added.
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6.2.3.3 Commonalities and differences

It seems instructive to begin this critical comparison of McGrath and Carson's views

on the postmodern challenge to apologetics with McGrath's review of Carson's The

Gagging of God:

"Carson chooses to focus on the area of NT interpretation (an excellent
decision), and is able to set out clearly the weaknesses of postmodem
hermeneutics. Readers of Themelios who are active in any literary field will
find his criticisms of postmodern theory persuasive and helpful. Perhaps I
have misunderstood Carson at some points; however, I gained the
impression that he regards postmodernism as a uniformly negative matter.
My own impression is that it does have serious weaknesses; nevertheless it
at least allows evangelicalism to throw off its enslavement to
Enlightenment rationalism, which has so hindered its spiritual and
theological vitality in the first half of the present century. Postmodemism,
like the modernism which its aims to displace, is best viewed as containing
both opportunities and challenges for evangelicalism. It is the task of
theologians to distinguish these. While I personally have considerable
doubts about the merits of postmodernism, it does at least allow us to shake
off the 'evangelical rationalism' that has managed to infiltrate North
American evangelicalism at a number of points. ,,837
There are a nUlnber of areas, however, where McGrath and Carson clearly share common
views on postmodernisln and its challenge to apologetics. First, McGrath and Carson seem
largely to agree on the definition of postmodernism, as well as on the seemingly temporary
character of the postmodern worldview 838 • Secondly, both authors include both possibilities
and problelns in their descriptions of the postmodem challenge to apologetics. \\'11ereas the
possibilities primarily are due to postmodem openness to arguments for 'the epistemic

837
838

McGrath, A. 1997d:23.
McGrath, A. 1992a:229 and Carson 1996b: 136.
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permission' of the Christian faith, the problems seem related to postmodem aversion to
arguments for 'the epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith (or any other absolute truthclaims). McGrath's critique of Carson (see above) seems thus exaggerated, since both
authors acknowledge certain truths and point out fundamental weaknesses in
postmodemism (as well as in modernism). Thirdly, McGrath and Carson both emphasize
the appropriateness of exposing key inconsistencies within postmodemism and the
necessity of ultimately raising the truth question in a postmodem context.

As indicated by McGrath's critiqe of Carson, however, there are also some important
differences between the two authors. First, McGrath and Carson disagree in their views of
the extent to which evangelical apologetics has been shaped by Enlightenment
epistemology.839 Secondly, whereas the emphasis in McGrath's approach is on building
bridges between postmodern experience and the Christian gospel's claims to attractiveness
and relevance, Carson's approach has its focus on challenging the postmodem worldvicw
with the biblical metanarrative. Thirdly, while both authors analyze the postmodem
challenge to apologetics in terms of scepticism, pluralism and relativism, Carson highlights
the naturalistic claims of philosophical postmodernism more explicitly than McGrath does.

It should be noticed that this disagreement is part of a \\'ider discussion on the ~\tent to
which 19 th century American conservative theology (esp. as represented b~' the Old Pnnc~to~
Presbyterianism ofC. Hodge and B. B. Warfield) was influenced by Sc~ttIsh Commo~l ScnSl:
.
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6.2.3.4 A critique

The tentative definitions of postmodemism offered by McGrath and Carson seem
largely to be in accord with the tentative understanding of postmodemism assumed in
6.l.2. However, neither McGrath nor Carson seems to distinguish clearly and consistently
between £!) cultural (or intellectual) postmodemism and social postmodemity or between b)
philosophical and popular postmodemism. Whereas both authors emphasize the
postmodem aversion towards the notion of absolute truth and the resulting attempts to
'deconstruct' truth, neither accentuates the postmodem deconstruction of self and identity.
Furthermore, the claims that postmodemism is 'the general intellectual outlook' (McGrath)
and 'has a vast influence on contemporary culture' (Carson) probably need to be qualified,
at least in terms of the acad emy 840 but possibly also in terms of popular culture

R41

,

McGrath and Carson present a similar picture of the ambiguity of the postmodem
challenge to apologetics. In the light of the preceding discussion, this can be expressed as a
widespread cultural openness to personal stories and arguments related to 'the epistemic
permission' of the Christian faith combined with a widespread cultural aversion towards

t Theolof!1' (see e g Hel~cth 1998 lm
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claims and arguments related to 'the epistemic obligation' of the Christian faith. This
assessment of the postmodern challenge to apologetics seems plausible in view of the
definitions of postmodernism assumed by these two authors. Carson's emphasis on the
largely naturalistic character of (Philosophical) postmodemism seems appropriate in the
light of what was assumed in 6.1.2.

McGrath and Carson's contributions to apologetics and epistemology are highly
different.

Carson offers an insightful in-depth analysis and assessment of postmodem hermeneutics

and epistemology, but does not primarily develop his response to these challenges in terms
of apologetic theory and practice. Carson is largely pointing to Frame's modified
presuppositionalism as the way forward, but (as shown above; see 6.2.1.4) does not address
si b1J1ificant objections to Frame's approach.

McGrath, on the other hand, does not present an analysis and assessment of postmodcm

epistemology as such, but offers a controversial critique of (much) traditional evangelical
apologetics as being rationalistic (i.e. as decisively influenced by Enlightenment
'foundationalist' epistemology). It is appropriate within the scope of this thesis to offer a
critical assessment of some central aspects of McGrath's critique.
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First, McGrath's critique must be seen in the context ofhl's val'd
c:
1 concerns lor a

Scripturally based apologetic, which both avoids rationalism 842 and enabI es peop Ie In
. a
postmodem context to appreciate the attractiveness and relevance of the gospel.

Secondly, whereas postmodemism has shown the inevitable presence of subjective

perspectives and presuppositions in rational processes, this does not invalidate the
universal validity of basic laws oflogic

843

and standard forms of reasoning 844 . This relates

to Groothuis' claim (over against McGrath) that "Christianity and Enlightenment thought
are in basic agreement on the nature of truth; the disagreement concerns what is true, how
truth is known and what effect truth should have on

US,,845.

This does not imply that the rich

It seems appropriate to suggest (in the light of 1.2 and chapter 5) that Christian apologetics
becomes rationalistic ~) if the authority of Scripture is denied or neglected (which means that any
apologetic approach and argument should be in accordance with the normative content of
Scripture, but that the authority of Scripture - at least outside 'the Scripture community' - is an
innocuous presupposition, i.e. it does not enter into the actual arguments as a premise: cf. Craig
1989:xv-xvii); Q) if the decisive role of the Holy Spirit in bringing people to God - both on the
basis of and apart from argument and evidence (see e.g. Netland 1995:264-265) - is denied or
neglected; and f) ifarguments and evidence for the truth of the Christian faith are considered to be
coercive.
843 The basic laws of logic include the following: 1) the law (or principle) of non-contradiction
('A is not non-A'), I) the law (or principle) of identity ('A is A'), and J) the law (or principle) of
the excluded middle (' either A or non-A '); see e.g. Geisler 1999:427-429; Groothuis 2000:88,1-: (1178; Nash 1999:193-207; and Netland 1991b:183-184.
844 It has been pointed out that (at least) three crucial elements are imol\'ed in a good
argument: "First of all, it must be sound, which means that its premises must be true and the
conclusion must follow from the premises in accord with the rules of logic. Second, it 111 liS t not he
question-begging; that is to say, the reasons you believe the premises to be true must be
independent of the argument's conclusion ... Finally, the premises of the argll!ll.ent mllst he more
plausible than their denials." (Craig 2000:7) Such key elements seem to be valid and necessary.
842

regardless of contexts.
.
.
845 Groothuis 2000:l3l. Groothuis' critique of McGrath may be appropriate III rdatlOn :\' the
specific, controversial passage in A Passion/or Tl1lfh. but it does not present an adequ~!te analYSIS
of this passage in the context of other relevant discllssiL1J1s by \1cGrath.
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biblical concept of truth

846

is reduced to 'the Enlightenment notion of conceptual or

propositional correspondence', but that "without the correspondence theory of truth there
can be no such thing as informative language or factual meaning,,847.

Thirdly, whereas the (total) appeal of Christianity never is purely rational, the apologetic
task is by definition limited to 'rational justification'. For apologetics to make sense
outside 'the Scripture community', what is counted as 'rational' within the Christian faith
must be related to what may be shown - across contexts and traditions - as 'rational' on
the basis of key criteria of truth (such as coherence and consistency, correspondence with
reality, and pragmatic relevance and adequacy).848

Fourthly, a shared created reality - including a shared created rationality - constitutes the
basis for Schaeffer's apologetic approach to existentialism (and other worldviews such as
pantheism), an approach adopted by McGrath (as shown above, see 6.2.3.1) in relation to
postmodemism. This points to what seems to be an inconsistency in A Passion for Tl1lfh
between McGrath's principled rejection of any universal rationality and his practical appeal
to a shared rationality.

See Nicole 1983.
"
~47 Preus 1973:24. See also Willard 1998 and Willard 2000:_·t4-~9.
. _h " . lJ'd
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Fifthly, the claim that evangelical apologists C F H
. .

J W
enry,. . Montgomery, F. A.

Schaeffer and N. Geisler are rationalistic in their apol

oge

f

IC

.

.

approaches IS hIghly

disputed. 849

It is also appropriate to offer a critique of McGrath and Carson's largely
complementary proposals for apologetics in a postmodem context.

First, McGrath's suggestions for a restructured approach- both in tenns of emphasizing
relevance and attractiveness ('plausibility') before truth per se ('credibility') and of
showing the importance of truth and rationality before arguing for the truth of the Christian
faith - seem legitimate and strategic in view of the nature of the postmodern challenge. 85o It
seems, however, that 'positive deconstruction' should be seen as an equally legitimate (and
to some extent similar) strategy.

McGrath has more recently admitted that "it is not quite as simple as Bloesch suggests"
(McGrath, A. 2000b:33). Accordingly, Carson claims that the dismissal of Henl1' as a 'Christian
rationalist' "tends to be sloganeering" (Carson 1996b: 187). Such a dismissal of Henry is also
questioned in Brand 1999 and Groothuis 2000:116,120-127. Montgomel1"s strong c\'identialism
may be controversial, but it seems inappropriate - e.g. in view of his seminal "The Theologians
Craft" (Montgomery 1970) and his recent "The Holy Spirit and the Defence of the Faith"
(Montgomery 1997) - to describe him as a rationalist. The inclusion of ~~cha(;,//~'I- among supposed
evangelical rationalists seems surprising, since McGrath elsewhere refers to him with apprcl\al for
"some important comments on the limitations of rationality" (McGrath 1992a:267; see Sl'haetfer
1990: 1.23-125). Schaeffer's contribution to the discussion on apologetics. rationalism and
rationality should also be noticed in this context: see Schaeffer 1990: 175-187. (;t'is/~".·, neoThomistic approach may be controversial, but contrary to rationalism he claims <1) that t:llth is .
I1cn:r based on reason but (at best) only supported by reason or evidence and!:2) that the truths IJj
. (while not going against reason) surpasses reason (see Gels
- Ier 1999-:\:\
faIth
., '.-"l ..r.' ..~~7-+il9)
'.'.
.
850 Sire offers a similar strategy; cf. Sire 1995 and Sire 2000.
849
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Secondly, neither author develops the postmodem experience (McGrath) of' a

deconstructed self' as a vital point of contact for arguing for the relevance and
attractiveness of God. This is a key element, though, in some other recent apologetic
proposals. 851 Such an approach would emphasize key elements in 'the biblical storyline'
(Carson) - both about the nature and authority of God and the nature and accountability of
humanity - as the basis for arguing that a 'decentred' and 'destabilized' postmodem self
may be rescued and reconstituted. 852

Thirdly, neither McGrath nor Carson develops appropriate justification procedures for

apologetics in the postmodem context.

Fourthly, it remains to see whether McGrath's and Carson's applications of Acts 17: 16-34

to the postmodem challenge are consistent with their proposals.

6.3 A Critical Review of McGrath's and Carson's Apologetic Use
of Acts 17: 16-34 in Relation to the Postmodern Challenge

The preceding discussion has indicated that Alister E. McGrath and Donald A.

Car~on

both consider Acts 17: 16-34 as a key text in apologetics (see 6.2.2) and the postmodem
challenge as highly significant (see 6.2.3). This section presents a comparative analysis and
.'
f h' b'bl' I
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The focus is on whether (and in that case to what extent) ~) the Acts 17 and the postmodem
contexts are comparable and b) Paul's apologetic approach, arguments and aims in Athens
are valid and relevant in a postmodem context.

6.3.1 McGrath on applying Acts 17:16-34 to the postmodern challenge: An
analysis

McGrath claims that the Acts 17 and the postmodem contexts to a certain extent are
comparable, since both contexts are characterized by biblical illiteracy.85:1 Accordingly,
McGrath considers the issues of intelligibility and authority as major challenges both for
Paul as apologist in the pagan Acts 17 context and for the contemporary apologist in a
postmodem context. McGrath adds, however, that the present-day collapse in biblical
knowledge positively implies that an inherited aversion towards the Christian faith
increasingly seems to be absent. 854

McGrath maintains that Paul's general apologetic approach in Athens (see 6.2.2.1) - of
addressing the specific audience, identifying relevant authorities, using releyant lines of
argument, and making people want to hear more - is appropriate also in a postmodem
context. For the contemporary apologist, this means acquiring a sufficient understanding of
a given postmodem audience in terms of its degree of biblical illiteracy, its relevant

852
853

See further 6.3.4.3.
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854 See esp. McGrath, A. 2000c.
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authorities, and potential points of contact. 855 Due to the characteristic postmodem features
of pluralism (see 6.2.3.1) and "fragmentation,,856, this may lead to the apologetic use of a
diversity of relevant material and authorities. 857

McGrath claims that Paul's use of significant points of contact in his arguments (see

6.2.2.1) is both valid and relevant in a postmodem context, and suggests experience (as
indicated in 6.2.3.1) as a key point of contact in a postmodem setting. McGrath interprets
experience as follows:

1. In the popular apologetic The Unknown God, the experience of 'a sense of longing' (for
meaning and personal fulfilment) is explored in depth.858 The postmodem experience - of
looking for meaning and relevance but not finding it - is connected with the deep sense of
human restlessness. Such significant "signals of transcendence,,859 - together with the
postmodem openness to 'stories' - are in a postmodem context seen as a basis for
introducing the attractiveness and relevance of the gospel "of a God who can and wants to
be known ... What ifhe offered to give us that which we have been searching for, but ha\e
never found?,,860 On the one hand, McGrath sees such points of contact as intended for
"individuals who sense God's creative power,,86\ on the other hand, they are claimed to

855 See esp. McGrath, A. 2000c.
856 McGrath, A. 1996: 199.
857 Cf. esp. McGrath, A. 2000c and McGrath, A. 2000e.
858McGrath,A.1999f:7-71.
.
'.,
969'6J-Q-L \1cGrath . .\.
859 McGrath accredits P. Berger for thIS expressIOn, set: Berber J .
1992: 18, and McGrath, A. 1998f:4.
860 See McGrath, A. 1999f:71.
861 McGrath, A. 1998c:262.
{T
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"create receptivity to theism"862. This appeal to the experience of' a sense of longing' may
thus be seen as an application of Paul's 'natural theology argument'.

2. McGrath also touches on the experience of 'a sense of anxiety' as a significant point of
contact in 'postmodem apologetics' for the Christian message of real hope, "grounded in
the bedrock of the Resurrection,,863.

McGrath claims that Paul's 'Resurrection argument' is relevant to the New Age
86
challenge \ which he (as indicated in 6.2.3.1) considers to be closely related to the
postmodem challenge. He develops three ways in which the resurrection of Christ - as for
the Athenians - "may hold the key to engagement with New Agers" 865: First. in the light of
New Age interest in near-death experience, the claim that Jesus has returned from death
(with experience of death and beyond) would imply that he should get attention.

Second~l"

the resurrection establishes (in 'quasi-New Age language') that "Christ has broken through
into the realm of transcendent knowing, making it knowable and available"""'. Third~\', the
resurrection shows "that Christ has some superiority over the rest of us when it comes to
knowing spiritual reality,,867.

862 McGrath, A. 1998c:264.
863 McGrath, A. 2000c; see also McGrath, A. 1999f: 105-106.
"
.
864 McGrath claims that Acts 17: 16-34. as a key New Testament account of a ChristIan
.
.'
1 r t th ;-';1.'\\' .\0(, challcn!!c. SL'L' \1cGrath .. \. A:
encounter with classical pagamsm, IS esp. re e\ ant 0 e
~
Green, M. 1993:77.
865 McGrath. A. & Green, M. 1993:79.
.,
866 McGrath, A. 1992a:2.34 and McGrath, A. & Green. \1. 199~:~~.
867 McGrath, A. 1992a:2.34 and McGrath. A. & Green. \1. 199_.
.
I
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More recently, however, in The Unknown God, McGrath applies similar arguments more
generally in relation to any (postmodern) seekers: First, the argument that "only someone
who has been to that great beyond and returned to tell the tale is to be trusted."~~~ Second~\'.
"what if someone were to enter into a realm that lies beyond, and return to take us \\'ith him
into this new and wonderful realm?,,869 Paul's argumentative appeal to the Resurrection in
Acts 17 is thus considered by McGrath to be a valid and relevant model for apologetics to
popular postmodernism.

McGrath claims that Paul's aim in Acts 17 of generating interest is valid and rclc\'ant
in a postmodern context. For the contemporary apologist, this means introducing the
attractiveness and coherence of the Christian faith in such a way that postmodern people
want to hear more. 870 There is also an implicit link to Paul's other aims in Acts 17 of

persuading and confronting, when McGrath applies Schaeffer's apologetic approach to
non-Christian worldviews 871 to postmodernism (see 6.2.3.1).

This analysis has shown that McGrath claims that rY the Acts 17 and the postmodcrn
contexts are comparable in terms of biblical illiteracy (and possib~v also in terms of
pluralism), f!) Paul's approach - of using relevant material, relevant authorities and

McGrath, A. 1999f: 101.
869 McGrath, A. 1999f: 104.
870 McGrath, A. 2000c.
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relevant lines of arguments - is appropriate also in a postmodern context, f) Paul's usc of
points of contact is a significant role model for the contempormy apologist's use of
postmodern experience (esp. of 'a sense of longing' and 'a sense of anxiety'),

dJ Paul's

appeal to the Resurrection is a paradigm for apologetics to popular postmoderllism (e.g.
as found in New Age religiosity), and fV Paul's aim ofgenerating interest is sign(ficant in a
postmodern context.

6.3.2 Carson on applying Acts 17:16-34 to the postmodern challenge: An analysis

Carson claims that the Acts 17 and the postmodem contexts to a certain extent are
comparable, since both contexts are characterized by pluralism (with a number of
influential worldviews "far removed from that of the Judeo-Christian tradition"S72) and
biblical illiteracy. Accordingly, Carson considers the presence of "various non-Christian
frames of reference,,873 and ignorance of biblical data as major challenges both for Paul as
evangelist-apologist in the pagan Acts 17 context and for the contemporary apologist in a
postmodem context. There is, however, according to Carson, "at least one fundamental
difference between Paul's situation and ours ... We sometimes deal with [biblical illiterak~]
who have adopted a worldview that is not only at several points profoundly antithetical to a

however. is not brought out in McGrath's discussions.
~7~ Carson 1996b:496.
873 Carson 2000a:386.
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biblical worldview but also self-consciously chosen over against that biblical
worldview,,874.

Carson maintains that Paul's approach - when faced with such a context - is
significant. The apostle presents and defends the 'big stOlY' of the Bible, thus challenging
the listeners' worldviews.

875

In the same way, "we need to confront the postmodem

worldview with the big story of the Bible ... the story of Jesus ... within the Bible's
metanarrative,,876, since "without the big story, without the metanarrative, the little story or
the little expression becomes either incoherent or positively misleading"s77. Carson's
concern is, that whatever communicative bridges are used to relate to postmodemism, "all
such bridges IUUSt sooner or later set the gospel within a particular worldview"~"'. For
Carson, then, as indicated in 6.2.2.2, Acts 17 shows the need for the contemporary
apologist to think 'worldviewishly'.

Carson claims that Paul's argument about sin (i.e. 'the ultimate authority argument') is
highly relevant in a postmodern context. Carson maintains that the postmodem notions of
sin, good and evil as social constructs (see 6.3.2.2) must be challenged on the basis of "thc
Bible's big story line, which spells out the concept of sin, i.e. that God made us and

\\c

874Carson2000a:391.
., '·c ' '000 '~l)-+-~9':;
875 See Carson 1995b: 156; Carson 1996b:50 1.503; Carson 1998b.---~, ar~lm a,_
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owe him,,879. He points out that sin "at root [is] a defiance of God's authority. a deeply
rooted self-centeredness at enmity with God and his claims"880. Carson claims accordinoly
b ....

~

that atheism "in the last analysis [is] ... a defiant and stubborn rebellion ... [A] lust for
autonomy that refuses to recognize the rights of our Maker and our obligations to him. "'81

He maintains further, that postmodem atheist Foucault exemplifies this when he "frankly
acknowledges that it became important to him to destroy traditional notions of truth and
morality because he wishes to justify his own sexual conduct,,882. Thus, over against such
postmodem relativism Carson applies key parts of 'the ultimate authority argumenf as a
justification of Christian truth claims about sin and divine judgment.

This application of 'the ultimate authority argument' illustrates that Carson primarily
focuses on Paul's aim in Acts 17 of confronting. Thus, he maintains that, when relating to
postmodems, the primary focus is not how to get back into the discussion (i.e. generating
interest) but where the discussion goes (i.e. challenging and confronting the postmodem
worldview)883. This implies that contemporary apologist-evangelists need to know where to

---------------------'--
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go in relation to postmodems - "that is to a point where people grasp that we are sinful
before a holy God and need to be forgiven,,884. Thus, whereas Carson seems to consider 'to
interest' and 'to persuade' as legitimate but subordinate aims in a postmodem conte'.:t. the
aim 'to confront' is seen as primary.

This analysis has shown that Carson claims that q) the Acts 17 and the postmodern
contexts are comparable in terms ofpluralism and biblical illiteracy, t?J Paul's approach as an evangelist-apologist - ofpresenting and defending the Bible's stol'l)-line as a
challenging worldview is highly appropriate in a postmodern context,£} Paul's argument
about sin (i.e. God made us and we owe him) is a significant model for the contemporary
evangelist-apologist when faced with postmodern objections to sin as a social construct,
and rJ) Paul's aim of conji-onting other worldviews is primal)' in a postmodern context,

6.3,3 Carson and McGrath on applying Acts 17:16-34 to the postmodern
challenge: Commonalities and differences

McGrath and Carson share common views on the application of Acts 17: 16-3-+ to the
postmodem challenge in a number of areas. First, both authors claim that the Acb 17 and
the postmodem contexts to a certain extent are comparable, at least in terms of biblical
"
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pluralistic, biblically illiterate context - is applicable in a postmodern context. McGrath
would thus largely agree with Carson's claim that Acts 17:16-34, as an example ofT\c\\
Testament responses to the pluralism of the first century, "can be applied with relatiye
directness to the analogous pluralism of our day,,885. Thirdly, and following on from this,
both authors consider one or more of Paul's specific arguments to be valid and relevant
over against postmodemism. Fourthly, both McGrath and Carson consider Paul's aims as
legitimate in a postmodem context.

There are also some areas where McGrath and Carson differ in their views on applying
Acts 17: 16-34 to the postmodem challenge. First, they differ in their contextual

understanding. While McGrath emphasizes an increasing absence of inherited aversion
towards Christianity in the postmodem context, Carson points to the possible presence of
anti-Christian attitudes in the contemporary setting. Secondly, they differ in expressions
and emphases regarding the application of Paul's approach in a postmodern context.
Whereas McGrath focuses on Paul's 'audience sensitivity' and the relevance of the
apostle's bridgebuilding, Carson emphasizes Paul's 'worldview sensitivity' and the
significance of the apostle's defence of 'the biblical story-line'. Third~v, they differ in their
selection and application of Paul's arguments. While McGrath selects Paul's 'natural
theology argument' and 'the Resurrection argument' and to some extent dc\elops them for
and to :-;I.lme
postmodem seekers, Carson focuses on P au }' s 'It'
u 1mate authoritv_ aroument'
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divine judgment. Fourthly, and following on from the previous po'Int s, th ey d·f:t:'·
.
1 ler In theIr
perspectives on Paul's aims. McGrath's focus on bridgebuilding and points of contact
naturally leads to an emphasis on 'generating interest', so that postmodems may want to
hear more about the Christian faith. Carson's focus on the biblical metanarrative oyer
against other worldviews, on the other hand, naturally results in a stress on 'confronting',
so that postmoderns may be challenged to commit themselves to the Christian faith.

6.3.4 Carson and McGrath on applying Acts 17:16-34 to the postmodern
challenge: A critique

6.3.4. 1 Comparable contexts?

It seems appropriate of McGrath and Carson to stress biblical illiteracy and pluralism
as two common characteristics of the Acts 17 and the postmodem contexts. The modem
processes of secularization and pluralization have created a post-Christian setting in the
contemporary (Western) world, with a) a decrease both in knowledge of the Bible and in
the belief in its authority and b) a widespread influence from a number of secular and
religious alternatives to the Christian worldview. It has also been suggested that
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post-Christian context has appropriately been described as neo-pagan. 887 These

observations indicate that the Acts 17 and the postmodern contexts to a significant extent
may be seen as comparable in terms of biblical illiteracy and pluralism.

These common characteristics, however, need to be balanced against some kev features

of discontinuity related to the contemporary context in general and to postmodernism
specifically. First, as indicated by Carson (see 6.3.2), there is the significant difference
between the 'pre-Christian' Acts 17 context and the 'post -Christian' context of the
contemporary Western world. Secondly, there is the considerable difference between the
'pre-modem' ancient Acts 17 context and the 'post-modem' contemporary Western
context. Thirdly, whereas the Acts 17 context (at least according to the Lucan narrative)
seems to have been unambiguously a religious context, the postmodern context is an
ambiguous context of competing secular and religious beliefs and claims. Fourth~v, there is
the significant difference between the traditional emphasis on logos and rationality in
ancient Athens and the postmodern distrust of reason and emphasis on pathos.

----------------------~~--
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These discontinuous features are laraely
missing in McGrath al"d
Carson 's d·ISCUSSlOl1S,
.
b
•
but need to be taken into account if the Acts 17 model is to be appropriate~l· applied to the
postmodern challenge.

6.3.4.2 A relevant approach?

This thesis describes Paul's approach in Athens in tenns of~) contextual understanding
(5.4.2.3), Q) application of appropriate justification procedures (5.4.2.4), and f) 'positive

deconstruction' of alternative worldviews (5.4.2.5). McGrath and Carson's applications of
Acts 17 relate to all three aspects.

~)

McGrath and Carson's applications of Acts 17 to the postmodem challenge are

largely characterized by a proper contextual understanding of the postmodem context. This
includes both the identification of biblical illiteracy and pluralism as common
characteristics of the Acts 17 and the postmodem contexts (see 6.3.4.1) and the analysis of
postmodernism as a significant contemporary alternative to the Christian faith (see 6.2.3).
Thus, despite significant limitations in their cultural critiques of the postmodem
phenomena (as noted in 6.2.3.4), both authors appropriately describe the postmodem
challenge to Christian apologetics as an ambiguous combination of openness to any
personal storieslbeliefs and dismissal of any absolute truth-claims.

888

Neither author.

This analysis may be developed as follows: Whereas arguments for 'the epistcmic
pennission' of Christian truth claims to a large extent seem more acceptable in a postm()d~rn than in a modern - context, arguments for 'the epistemic obligation' of Christian truth dalI11s scem
to have become even more of a scandalol1 in the postmodern context.
888
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however, offers an in-depth assessment of how philosophical postmodemism influences
common contemporary questions and objections to Christian truth claims. 889

h) McGrath and Carson's applications of Acts 17 to the postmodem context are to
some extent characterized by the application of appropriate justification procedures. This
may be expressed both in terms of their awareness of the postmodem setting as an 'agora
context' (even though neither author uses this terminology) and their implicit applications
of two criteria of truth:

Q) The awareness of the marketplace character of the postmodem setting leads for both
authors, as shown in 6.2.3, to a legitimate emphasis on the need to establish common
ground with postmodemism, e.g. through the use of relevant material.

Q) The two authors' implicit application of two criteria of truth seems to be as follows:
First, both authors apply the criterion of 'pragmatic relevance and adequacy'. McGrath
explores the postmodem experience of 'a sense of longing' and 'a sense of anxiety' as
significant points of contact, which show the attractiveness and relevance of Christian truth
claims about the Creator and the Resurrection. Carson's argument, on the other hand, is
that postmodem notions of morality and sin negatively point to the need for a biblical view
of 'ultimate authority' and forgiveness.

For some insightful suggestions, see Sampson 2000: 153-161 on 'modem mylh~ in a
postmodem world". Cf. also Hinkson & Ganssle 2000:85-87.
889
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Secondly, both authors apply the critierion of 'consistency and coherence '. McGrath argues
that the specific, extraordinary claims of Jesus about the afterlife (see 6.3.1) make sense in
the light of his Resurrection. Carson, on the other hand, argues that the biblical storyline
constitutes a coherent worldview, which makes sense of individual Christian truth claims.

McGrath and Carson's applications of these two criteria seem appropriate and are
consistent with their proposals for apologetics (see 6.2.3).

Thirdly, neither author seems to apply the criterion of 'correspondence with reality' in their
explicit uses of Acts 17. This may be due to underlying factors such as McGrath's
hesitance towards the correspondence theory of truth (see 6.2.3.1) and Carson's preference
for presuppositionalism (see 6.2.1.2). However, the following section on the relevance of
Paul's arguments will indicate some key areas where an application of this criterion seems
appropriate - and to some extent unavoidable - in a postmodem context (see 6.3.4.3).890

~) McGrath and Carson's apologetic approaches to postmodemism are to a significant

extent in practice characterized by the 'positive deconstruction' of the postmodem
worldview, even though neither author uses this terminology nor argues this explicitly on

890 It should be noted that the utilization of these criteria of truth as appropriate justifi~ation
. a postmodem context does not deCl'd e th e commu n1'catiYe mode of apOlOget1c~.
procedures In
~
,
"
d
fi
h
l't
f
the
apolooist
the
form
of
the
whIch may vary consIderably In or er to It t e persona 1 y 0
c
.
occasion, and the relevant questions and objections,
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the basis of Acts 17. This implies, as shown in 6.2.3, that both McGrath R9 ! and Carson
affirm truths and expose errors in postmodemism:

~) Elements of truth include part of the postmodem critique of modernity (including some

key epistemological and hermeneutical insights )892 and the postmodern openness towards
'the epistemic permission' of any personal beliefs. It would also have been appropriate of
McGrath and Carson to include the telling postmodern description of the seemingly
dominant contemporary cultural and personal experience and mood among the elements of
truth in postmodemism. 893

h) Along with a number of other contemporary apologists 89\

both McGrath and Carson

have appropriately identified and exposed relativism as a crucial vulnerability (or error)
within both philosophical and popular postmodemism, arguing that relativism is selfreferentially incoherent. Carson has also identified and critiqued the epistemological
scepticism and the naturalism of philosophical postmodernism as inadequate frames of

As noted in 6.3.1, McGrath's use of Schaeffer's 'worldview criticism" (see Veith lYY'+:64)
is significant in this context.
892 Sire observes accordingly: "[As] apologists, we can accept much of the postmodern
critique of modernity. It properly identifies and sometimes destroys the prete~1sion~ of an
Enlightenment logos - a logos that assumes that people in the exercise of theIr ordmary mental
faculties can grasp the truth truly and certainly. That kind of ability has not been ours as human
beings from at least the time of the fall." (Sire 1995: 119)
893 An insightful summary of this postmodern 'mood' is found in Cook 1996:~()<~ 1: see abl)
891

McGregor 1994 and Lyon 2000.
.
894 See e.£!. Cook 1996: 167-170, Copan 1998: 11-90, Cowan 2000:376, GUlDl1C:-;-; 2()(lU: 100104, Griffiths: P. 1991:31-36, Keyes 1999:71-85, Lyon 2000:5-+. and Netland 1991b:166-180.
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reference. It would also have been appropriate of McGrath an de arson to ch allenge the
subjectivism of both philosophical and popular postmodernism. 895

However, such a 'positive deconstruction' of postmodernism may be Ql gue dfior exp I'IClt'1y
A

on the basis of the Acts 17 model (see 5.4.2.5), thus enabling the contemporary Christian
apologist to approach this contemporary worldview as Paul approached Stoicism and
Epicureanism, i.e. as a 'half-truth ,896. This implies arguing that postmodemism should be
seen as fundamentally inconsistent, failing to correspond to reality in key areas, and
inadequate as a way of living.

These critical observations indicate that McGrath and Carson's apologetic approaches to
postmodernism to some extent implicitly reflect Paul's apologetic approach in Athens of
contextual understanding, application of appropriate justification procedures, and
'positive deconstruction' of alternative worldviews. However, this section has suggested
that a more explicit and comprehensive application ofPaul's approach needs to be
developed. 897

For some suggestions, cf. Cook 1996:34 and Craig 1994:168.
896 Guinness notes accordingly, that "modernism and postmodemism both have their insights,
but both are ... equally inadequate half-truths" (Guinness 1994a: 107).
897 In contrast to a number of ancient Athenian worldviews, postmodemism seems to treat any
apologetics as an oppressive and manipulative activity (see 6.1.2). McGrath and Carson do not
seem to address this key objection sufficiently. This postmodem objection, however, may be dealt
with as follows. ~) The making of truth claims is unavoidable, as indicated by the critique of
postmodem relativism as self-referentially incoherent. The corresponding rationaljllst~ficatiol1 of
truth claims is an integral and necessary part of any argumentative discourse; Q) Truth claim~ are
not manipulative per se, when presented in an open and non-coercive manner. Thus, c(\\ert fonns
of persuasive communication (such as advertising and other similar forms of media discourse) are
much more likely to be manipulative than traditional apologetic discourse; ~) The mutual dialo<....T7Il'
and critique on competing truth claims between representatives of alternative worJd\,lL'wS ~l'l'1l1
significant for the public and private discourse in a pluralistic society (cf. Gri ffiths, P. 1991 and
895
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6.3.4.3 Relevant arguments?

This thesis describes Paul's arguments in Athens as~) 'the natural theology argument'
(5.4.2.7), Q) 'the ultimate authority argument' (5.4.2.8), and c) 'the Resurrection aroument'
-

b

(5.4.2.9). To some extent, McGrath and Carson's contributions may be seen as valid partial
applications of one or more of these arguments to the postmodem challenge, with an
emphasis either on natural theology and Resurrection (McGrath) or on ultimate authority
(Carson).

~)

McGrath argues that the postmodem experience of 'a sense oflonging' points to and

is fulfilled in a God who can and wants to be known (6.3.1). This application of Paul's

'natural theology argument' seems legitimate but incomplete. A more adequate
application, however, would have to address key issues related to the justification of
Christian claims about 1) humanity, 2) the universe, and 3) God. Some of these issues are
indicated in the following:

Q) The postmodem experience of 'a deconstructed and decentred self' (see 6.1.2 and
6.2.3.4) constitutes a significant point of contact for Christian claims about fundamental
human identity in God (17:28). However, such claims about the adequacy of a Christian

view of humanity would have to be justified over against the postmodem re-construction of

------------------------------------

1.2) .
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identities (which takes place, as Lyon points out, through various meaning-routes such as
'the plastic self', 'the expressive self', and 'the subsumed self'898).

Q) Popular postmodemism claims to be open to the exploration of any secular and
religious 'story'. Due to this curiosity and an increasing biblical illiteracy, such
postmodemists may thus be interested in a Christian view of the universe. If so, arguments
on 'the ordering of the world' and 'the beauty of the world' (cf. 6.2.1.1 and 6.2.2.4), as
indicators of a personal Creator and Sustainer, need to be developed for postmodem
seekers.

(1) The original 'natural theology argument' seems to presuppose a context of competing

religious claims, or at least openness to 'signals of transcendence' (McGrath). This would
imply that over against a thoroughly secular perspective, such as the naturalism of
philosophical postmodemism, Paul's 'natural theology argument' would have to be
extended to include arguments for the existence of a personal Creator. Despite their
disputed status (cf. 6.2.l )899, such arguments may (if argued non-coercively) present a
challenge to postmodem naturalists to consider the possibility and plausibility of a JudeoChristian view of God. 900 This presupposes that the apologist can show that these arguments

898 See Lyon 2000:91-96; cf. also McGregor 1994 and Cook 1996:15-19.
899 It should be noted that neither McGrath nor Carson makes an explicit use of traditional
theistic arguments (cf. 6.2.1). See, however, the defence of the possibility and plausibility of a
natural theology in Geivett 1993:90-139.
.
900 A prominent recent example would be Craig's exposition (e.~. in Craig 1994:91-122:')Cr~1~
2000: 11-19) of the ka/am cosmological argument: "I. Whatever begms to e~lst has a ca~~e. _. I,lll
universe began to exist. 3. Therefore. the universe has a cause." See also the rigorous cntlque 01
philosophical naturalism in Craig & Moreland 2000.
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are more than Christian linguistic and social constructs and don't mask a Christian play for
power.

h) Carson argues that the argument 'God made us and we owe him' justifies a
Christian view of sin and divine judgment over against postmodem notions of morality and
sin as social constructs (6.3.2). This is a legitimate application of key parts of Paul's
'ultimate authority argument'. A more adequate application, however, would have to

address key issues related to the justification of Christian claims about divine authority I)
as legitimate and 2) as obliging humanity. Some of these issues are indicated in the
following:

Q) In view of postmodem suspicion of (absolute) authority90I, legitimacy becomes a key
issue for the justification of Christian claims regarding divine ultimate authority. The
argument that the Sovereign Author of life has a legitimate authority over life, as Carson
argues in his valid application of Paul's argument, may have to be supplemented in a
postmodem context with an argument for the non-manipulative nature of God's claim to

See e.g. Bauckham 1999:1,8-9; Lyon 2000:39,41: and Cook 1996:27,165. The postmodem
approach to authority has been characterized as "the questioning of all attempts to ground
_
authority on any absolute foundation, whether that of religion or reason ... The ~e~eral thrust ot
postmodernism .. .is the recognition that authority is constituted throught the. shlftmg a~d
contextual uses of power, such that its legitimacy does not transparently den\\? from eIther natural
right or rational consent." (Hayden 2001 :23,24) This postmodem attitude may be related tC)
"human fear oflosing human lordship over human decisions and life" (Moser 2()OO:2~).
901
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ultimate authority. A number of contemporary apologists and theologians would emphasize
that 'the theology of the cross' constitutes a legitimate basis for such an argument. 902

(2) In view of the subtle religious shift from obligation to consumption in the postmodern
context

903
,

obligation becomes another key issue for the justification of Christian claims

regarding divine ultimate authority. As indicated by Carson (see 6.3.2). the meaning and
basis of human morality seem to constitute significant points of contact in this context.
This would imply that a sequential argument may need to be developed, where a) moral
obligations to 'neighbours' are shown to be inevitable also in a consumerist culture, b)
such moral obligations are shown to be objective (and thus point to the non-relativistic
nature of morality), and c) this objective morality is shown to have a plausible basis in the
nature of God as the divine Lawgiver. 904 Thus, 'moral obligation' would make sense both
in relation to 'the neighbour' and (ultimately) to God.

f) McGrath argues that the postmodem experience of 'a sense of anxiety' is a
significant point of contact for claims about the Resurrection, and he also develops an
argument for postmodem seekers on the basis of the Resurrection (6.3.1). These are

"In the face of postmodern critiques of the notion of power, the theolo~ia C111cis is a protest
against fonns of relationship between people, or between people and God, whIc~ are based .
primarily on manipulative power rather than love." (Tomlin 1997:71; cf. also MIddleton 8: \\ al~h
1995; Thiselton 1995:21-27; Vanhoozer 1998:453-468.)
903 This is amply documented in Lyon 2000.
_
904 For various parts of this argument, see Henriksen 1999: 116-1 ~4; CO(lk 1996:·b--t 7,167170; Zacharias 2000c:34-37; and Craig 1997. An alternative, more dIrect ap~ro3ch wo~~d b~ to
argue that the fact of God's judgment, in addition to being a ~hrea~ to humam.ty: ~l~o a,t:IITllS .. , ,
human value, giYes humanity an identity, and awards humamty WIth responsIbIlIty (sn: I Iennk~Ln
1999: 102-113 and Thiselton 2000:436).
902
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legitimate applications of key parts of Paul's 'Resun~ection argument'. A more adequate
application, however, would have to address key issues related to the justification of
Christian claims about the Resurrection as 1) resonating with ultimate human concerns, 2)
indicating the uniqueness and authority of Jesus, and 3) being based on sufficient. available
evidence. Some of these issues are indicated in the following:

(1) The claim that the Resurrection resonates with ultimate human concerns need to be
justified in the context of ambiguous postmodern attitudes to life, where anxiety, longing
and restlessness (McGrath's emphasis) seem to exist alongside cynicism, irony and
'nihilism with a smile,905. This means that a 'positive deconstruction' of the latter views
may need to be developed, where the application of an argumentative strategy of
'relativizing the relativizers' seems appropriate: "By this is meant applying to skeptics the
skepticism they apply to others, thus pushing them out toward the negative consequences
of their own beliefs.,,906 If so, the "absurdity and despair,,907 of postmodernism becomes
apparent. This may lead to an increased appreciation of the adequacy of the 'Resurrection
hope' for hUlnanity in a postmodem context of fading or lost hopes.

908

(2) The claim that 'the Resurrection argument' indicates the uniqueness and authority of

Jesus needs to be justified in the context of a widespread, continuous interest in Jesus as a

905 For the latter expression, see Sampson 1994:30; on postmodem cynicism and irony, see
.
e.g. Cook 1996: 19-20 and Hinkson & Ganssle 2000:85-86.
906 Guinness 2000: 101. Guinness refers to Berger 1969, but the same approach is also found 111
Schaeffer 1990: 134. This is also evident from the applications of Schaeffer"s arguments by
GuiImess (see 5.3.2.2) and McGrath (see 6.2.3.1).
907 Craig 1994: 70.
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figure of identification and legitimation for a number of worldviews.909 In view of
postmodem explorations of various perspectives, the Christian 'story' of Jesus (as found in
the New Testament Gospels) must be shown as coherent and attractive over against such
competing 'Jesus-stories'. This may imply that the evidential basis for the various 'stories'
is seen as a key issue, over against popular postmodem claims about the irrelevance of
history.910

(3) Neither McGrath nor Carson assesses the evidential force of the Resurrection in a
postmodem context. However, the claim that 'the Resurrection argument' is based on

sufficient, available evidence needs to be justified over against the historical relativism (i.e.
the non-realism and the non-objectivism) of philosophical postmodemism. If the general
credibility of historical knowledge is established over against this view 91 \ then the specific
case for the historicity of the Resurrection may be argued 912 . Even though 'the Resurrection
argulnent' seems preferable in a context of competing theistic truth claims 913 , it may even
present a challenge to philosophical postmodemism914 when argued on the basis of a

On 'Resurrection hope' in a postmodem context, see Bauckham & Hart 1999.
909 For various secular and religious views of Jesus, see Osborn 1992: 143-152: Stott 1992: 1923; Chapman 1995:237-244; and Davidsen 1998:23-39.
910 See Craig 1994: 158.
911 For such a justification, see Craig 1994: 166-190 and Geisler 1999:320-330.
912 See esp. Craig 1988; Craig 1994:272-298; Craig 1998; Craig in Copan & Tacell! 2000: 162206; Habermas 1980; Habermas in Geivett & Habermas 1997:262-275: and Habennas In CO\\'an
908

2000: 106-116.

Following Craig 1985, Carson claims that miracles enjoy certain eyidential force when
"made in the face of competing theistic claims" (Carson 1986:373).
..
914 This is claimed by Carson (in connection with Paul's rhetorical question i~ ,\~ts 26:~): .. I 0
people with naturalistic outlooks today, the same question remains a challe~ge: dIsmIssal of tl~c
. stems from an earl'ler d"Ismlssa
" I 0 fth e
G d of
the BIble
category of resurrectIOn
o
· Granted the lll)d
ofth....e Bible. why is the category of resurrection so difficult?" (Carson 1999. on Jan. 26)
913

341

, .,

1 f:

mInIma

acts approac

h ,915

. Thus understood, 'the Resurrection argument' would ha\c a

vital role in establishing the credibility of the Christian worldview in a postmodem
context. 916

These critical observations indicate that McGrath and Carson have presented help{it!
applications ofparts ofPaul's arguments, but also that neither author has developed these
arguments comprehensively and contextually. Even though these partial applications
illustrate the possibility of applying Paul's arguments in Acts 17 in a postmodern context,
this section has outlined a number of key issues that need to be addressed if Paul's
arguments are to be considered properly valid and relevant in a postmodern context.

6.3.4.4 Relevant aims?

This thesis describes 'to interest', 'to persuade', and 'to confront' as Paul's three aims
in Athens (5.4.2.10). McGrath and Carson's applications of Acts 17 relate to two of these
aims, with a focus either on the first (McGrath) or the third (Carson). These contributions
are critiqued in the following.

This implies using as historically established evidence only those reported facts in the
Gospels that are accepted by a majority of contemporary critical scholars, see Habermas in Cowan
2000:115-116 and Craig in Copan & Tacelli 2000:32,163
916 This is well expressed by Houston: "[Resurrection] is this mighty act of God \\'hi~h affirm~
the order of things, natural and moral, and provides a basis for [Paul's] call to the Athema.ns to
redirect their lives towards the God for whom they should seek and find ... In postmodemlty. many
of our neighbours may feel that such talk of resurrection from the dead is anoth~r ~·irtual real ity. a
construction of hopes and dreams. but nothing more. Others may sug~est th~t t~IS IS ~1erely thl'
ultimate power-play to gain control of hapless indiyiduals. But Paul Simply myJtc~ hiS readers
freely to enter into the world of Ultimate Reality." (Houston 1998: 187)
915
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First, McGrath and Carson's applications of two of Paul's aims ('to interest' and 'to

confront', respectively) to the postmodem challenge are consistent with their explicit yiews
on apologetics (6.2.1) and Acts 17 (6.2.2).

Secondly, the two apologists' shared balanced understanding of the ambiguous postmodem

context (6.2.3) has for both of them in practice become a one-sided emphasis. Thus,
McGrath and Carson's approaches seem representative of the 'either-or'-tendency noted in

5.3.1.2.917

Thirdly, whereas McGrath's focus on 'to interest' seems related to the postmodem

openness to any personal stories and beliefs, Carson's emphasis on 'to confront' seems
connected to the postmodem dismissal of any absolute truth claims. These different
contributions, however, indicate that both these aims are legitimate and complementary in
a postmodem context.

Fourth~v, the application of the two aims 'to interest' and 'to confront' needs to be

developed beyond McGrath and Carson's legitimate contributions. Thus, in order 'to
interest', Christian apologists would need to explore creative ways of using the postmodem
openness to 'the epistemic permission' of the Christian's 'story' to show how the 'biblical
story' Inakes sense of the shared 'human story'. Further, in order 'to confront', Christian
apologists would need to explore creative ways of challenging the postmodem \\'orldyicw

917

See footnote 529.
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so that postmodemists may see the need to investigate the moral and spiritual basis for
their 'life-story'.

Fifthly, McGrath and Carson's hesitance to apply 'to persuade' as an aim may be due to the
fact that neither author develops persuasive apologetic arguments per se (see 6.2.1.4) nor
appropriate justification procedures for the postmodem context (see 6.2.3). However. it
was argued in 6.2.3.4 that apologetics as persuasive argumentative discourse is
indispensable also in a postmodem context.

These critical observations indicate that McGrath and Carson have presented valid
and relevant applications to the postmodern challenge of two of Paul's aims. namely 'to
interest' and 'to confront', but that these applications may need to be further developed.
Even more importantly, however,

if Acts 17 is to be properly utilized as an apologetic

model, Paul's aim 'to persuade' also needs to be explicitly applied in a postmodern
context.

6.4 Conclusions

The second major research question (see 1.5.2) focused on whether. and (in that case)
to what extent, the content of the Acts 17 model may be applied with validity and re/cl'ance
in contemporQ1Y apologetics. These aspects are addressed in this section, primarily on the
basis of 6.2-3.
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6.4. 1 Comparing 'then' and 'now': On identical elements
This chapter has identified a number of identical elements between the Lucan-Pauline
model in Acts 17 ('then') and McGrath and Carson's applications of this model in relation
to postmodemism ('now'). First, both McGrath and Carson presuppose that the key

defining worldview elements of Paul's apologetic remain nonnative for Christian
apologetics in a postmodem context. Secondly, to some extent, McGrath and Carson's
apologetic approaches to postmodemism implicitly reflect Paul's approach. ThirdZv, both
authors apply parts of (one or more of) Paul's arguments. Fourthly, McGrath and Carson
both emphasize one of Paul's aims. Thus, both authors treat key parts of the Acts 17 model

as valid and relevant in a postmodern context.

In their most significant apologetic contributions, both authors rely on the Acts 17 model:
Whereas McGrath interprets and applies Paul's use of God-given points of contact in order
to generate interest for the Christian Gospel- as inherently attractive - in a postmodem
context, Carson interprets and applies Paul's use of 'the biblical storyline' in order to
confront postmodemism with a coherent Christian worldview. These key contributions

fi"om McGrath and Carson illustrate the possibility of applying key elements fi"om the
model in Acts 17: 16-34 to challenges in contemporalY apologetics.

6.4.2 Comparing 'then' and 'now': On missing elements

This chapter has identified a number of missing elements in McGrath and Carson's
applications of Acts 17, when compared with the first-century model. The following
reasons may account for such missing elements.
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First, some missing elements seem primarily to be due to limitations in McGrath and
Carson's interpretations of the passage as apologetics. Neither author~) interprets Paul's
speech as a proper apologetic follow-up speech, Q) develops Paul's justification procedures
in the agora, f) presents a comprehensive and balanced view on Paul's approach,
arguments, and aims, nor d) develops the evidential element in Paul's 'Resurrection
argument'.

Secondly, some missing elements seem primarily to be due to limitations in McGrath and
Carson's applications of the passage as apologetics. Their applications tend to be more
selective than their interpretations, as seen e.g. in the lacking emphases in Carson on
common ground and appeals to creation. Despite their contextual sensitivity, neither author
shows an adequate contextual understanding of 'postmodern phenomena'. Their
applications are also limited by commitments to 'non-foundationalism' (McGrath) or
presuppositionalism (Carson), esp. in their lack of explicit appeals to logic or evidence.

Thirdly, in any application of the Acts 17 model, missing elements may be due to
discontinuous characteristics when comparing the Acts 17 and the contemporary contexts.
Such contemporary features are 'post-Christian', 'post-modern', 'secular and religious'.
and 'emphasis onpathos'. Paul's speech dealt e.g. with a limited number of fundamental
apologetic issues in a pre-Christian setting and may thus be irrelevant - or relevant only hy
implication - to other issues in a post-Christian context. Even though such discontinuous
features for the most part neither are identified nor discussed in McGrath or Carson' s
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contributions, they need to be addressed if the Acts 17 model is to be applied \1'ith proper

contextual sensitivity.

Afourth possible reason, which neither McGrath nor Carson discusses, is that missing
features in any adequate application of the passage also may be due to proper limitations ill

the passage itself. Such elements include the following: ~ As shown in 5.4.1, the passage
is not intended as a complete Pauline apologetic model. Q) As argued in 5.4.2, the Acts 17
model has both explicit and implicit apologetic features. ~) As shown in 3.5.2.2 and chapter
4, the speech is not a 'missionary primer' but an apologetic follow-up speech.

4) As a

proper example of applied apologetics (cf. 1.2.1 and chapter 5), Paul's speech is intended
for and delivered to a specific audience in a specific context. Such key elements need to

control the potential use ofActs 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model 'now'.

6.4.3 Comparing 'then' and 'now': Towards a more adequate application

The contributions of McGrath and Carson have shown the legitimacy of the focus on
Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model in the postmodem context. However, neither author
develops the model fully.

It was suggested in 6.3.4 that the features of Acts 17, which justifiably may be seen as
valid and relevant in a postmodem context, go beyond those elements identified and
applied by either McGrath or Carson. This presupposes, however, that key postmodem
challenges are recognized and Inet.
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This chapter, then, has offered a perspectivefior an exegetl'ca11·
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6.4.4 Answering research question 2

It is now possible to offer an answer to the second research question, at least in relation

to the specific postmodem challenge:

~) The truth claims in the Acts 17 model remain valid and relevant also in the

contemporary context as the defining content of a Christian worldview. Q) The general
emphases in Acts 17 regarding contextual understanding, application of appropriate
justification procedures and 'positive deconstruction' of alternative worldviews seem valid
and relevant in any context. The common contextual features of biblical illiteracy and
pluralism point to the relevance of Paul's specific apologetic approach to the contemporary
postmodem challenge. f) Paul's arguments may be seen as potentially relevant, but need to
be further developed contextually, if they are to be seen as properly valid over against
philosophical and popular postmodemism. d) Paul's aims seem relevant and valid in a
postmodem context, ifproperly applied and when seen as complementary.

These conclusions indicate that the content, the approach, the arguments, and the aims
o/the apologetic model in Acts 17: 16-34 mayjust(fiably be seen as l'aNd and relel'antfor
contemporary apologetics in comparable 'agora contexts', at least ill relation fo the
postmodern challenge.
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7. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Outline:

llA Summary
7.2 Some Implications for Apologetics

7.1 A Summary

The intention of this critical exploration of Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model
'then' and 'now' has been to offer answers to the research questions identified in 1.5.

Thefirst sub-question addressed whether Luke (as the narrator) intended to provide his
readers (i.e. the narratees) with an apologetic model in Acts 17: 16-34 by recording what
Paul supposedly did in Athens. The analysis in chapter 2 indicated~) that Acts 17: 16-34
contains explicit apologetic material, h) that this material seems to fit a wider, positi\c
Lucan description in Acts of apologetic convictions, approaches and arguments, and f) that
this positive pattern can be related to a plausible dual Lucan apologetic intention with Acts
(as written for Christians both in order to confirm the truth-value of their Chri~tian faith

and to provide them with apologetic tools and models for reaching outsiders). This
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preliminary analysis was confinned in subsequent chapters and gl'ves a p /aUSI'ble /.lferary

context for seeing Acts 17: 16-34 as an intended apologetic model.

The second sub-question addressed whether Acts 17: 16-34 provides yalid insights into
the apologetic thinking and practice of the apostle Paul (as the supposed orator). The basic
historical purpose of Acts (chapter 2) and Luke's general credibility as a historian (chapter
3) make it highly probable that this specific passage should be seen as claiming to be
historically authentic. It was argued in chapter 3 that this claim should be seen as valid,
since the account in Acts 17:16-34 can be shown to be appropriate both for Athens as the
alleged situation (on the basis of an exploration of Athenian motifs in the text) and for Paul
as the alleged speaker (on the basis of a comparison with relevant passages in Paul's
letters). The subsequent exegetical study in chapter 4 confirmed the legitimacy of taking

this passage as Luke's credible, but highly condensed, account of the apostle Paul as
apologist in Athens.

The answers to these two sub-questions constituted the basis (together with the indepth exegetical discussion in chapters 3 and 4) for the analysis and assessment in chapter
5 of Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic model 'then'. This led to an answer to the (irst major

research question, i.e. whether the key elements of the Acts 17 model can be idcntUicd. (/nd
if so, whether they are intended as normative, recommended or repeatable. This
(i.e. the findings) may be summarized as follows:

alb\\ IT
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~) Luke's account describes the defining, normative content of Paul's truth claims as
consisting of key Judeo-Christian convictions about who God l'S and how he h
Id
as reVe;}
e
himself.

!?) Luke's account describes Paul's proactive approach in Athens as a recommended
apologetic in biblically illiterate and pluralistic contexts. The Lucan emphasis is on the
apologist's contextual understanding, his application of appropriate justification procedures
and his 'positive deconstruction' of alternative worldviews.

~)

Luke's account describes Paul's overall argument in Athens as a movefrom the

credibility of a Judeo-Christian natural theology (over against competing natural
theologies) through the plausibility and implications of God's ultimate authority (over
against competing claims to ultimate authority) to the significance and evidence of the
Resurrection (over against competing 'stories' and ideas). These arguments are
recommended to the narratees.

Q) Luke's account implicitly describes Paul's threefold aim ('to interest', 'to persuade'. and
'to confront') as recommended, thus encouraging his Christian readers - in their apologetic
- to be aware of and interact with people's presuppositions.

Having thus established Acts 17: 16-34 as an apologetic New Testament model. the
"
ITIOVed'In ch ap ter 6 fr om 'then' to 'now'
__ . After having selected pos/modernism
d ISCUSSlon
as a key contemporary challenge and Alister E. McGrath and Donald .-1. Carson as

t\\l)

significant dialogue partners, this chapter presented an analysis and critique of thesl' two
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authors' views on apologetics, Acts 17:16-34 , and the postmodem ch a11 enge. S'19m't~lcant
contributions to contemporary apologetics were identified, pn'man'l y on th e uses 0 f el.t Iler
points of contact (McGrath) or 'the biblical plot-line' (Carson). These contributions
demonstrate the legitimacy of the focus in this thesis on Acts 17 as an apologetic model.
The critical dialogue established, however, that neither author has fully developed this
model exegetically nor in terms of application to the postmodem challenge.

This led to an answer to the second major research question, i.e. to what extent the content
of the Acts 17 model may be applied with validity and relevance in contemporary
apologetics. This answer (i.e. the findings) may be summarized as follows:

~) McGrath and Carson appropriately presuppose that the worldview content of the Acts 17

model- about who God is and how he has revealed himself - remain valid and relevant as
defining elements of a Christian worldview also in the contemporary context.

Q) The Lucan emphases in the Acts 17 model on contextual understanding, application of
appropriate justification procedures and 'positive deconstruction' of altematiyc worldviews
may justifiably be seen as valid and relevant in any context. Despite a number of
significant differences between the Acts 17 and the postmodem contexts, the common
features of biblical illiteracy and pluralism (as identified by McGrath and Carson) indicate
that Paul's approach in the Athenian agora could be seen as releyant to the contempuLlry
challenge of postmodemism.
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£) McGrath and Carson's partial applications of Paul 's arguments illustrate the potential
relevance of the arguments in a postmodern context, but also that these arguments need to
be further developed in view of key postmodern challenges: L If 'the natural theology
argument' should be seen as showing the adequacy of Christian views about humanity, the
universe, and God, it must be justified over against postmodern deconstruction and
reconstruction of identities, explorations of various perspectives, and naturalistic
presuppositions. ~. If 'the ultimate authority argument' should be seen as showing the
legitimacy of God's authority and the obligation of humanity, it must be justified on'!"
against postmodern suspicions and consumerism.}, If 'the Resurrection argument' should
be seen as resonating with ultimate human concerns, indicating the uniqueness and
authority of Jesus, and being based on sufficient, available evidence, it must be justified
over against postmodern ambiguous attitudes, explorations of any 'stories', and
indifference to and uncertainty about history.

Q) McGrath and Carson's applications of Paul's aims show the validity and rele\'ance of 'tu
interest' and 'to confront' in a postmodern context. However. the aim 'to persuade' also
needs to be explicitly applied in such 'agora contexts', if Acts 17 is to be properly utili/cd
as an apologetic model.

. that Luke In
. Acts 17'16
model . {;'om
Thus, this thesis claims
. -34'
pI esen ts an apolouetie
0

. .

. . fi

. ,apoloueties ill comparable' J!..!ora
~

apostolic practice With ImplzcatlOns or contempOl aI)
contexts '.

0
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7.2 Some Implications for Apologetics

This critical exploration has focused on a point of "insufficient attention ..91 ~ in
contemporary apologetics, in order to make a critical and creative contribution both to the
'science' and the 'art' of apologetics. The uniqueness of this contribution to apologetics
lies also in its interdisciplinary approach, with an integration of New Testament exegesis,
apologetics, and cultural analysis. It is now appropriate, in view of the preceding summary
of this thesis, to indicate some key implications for apologetics, including some
suggestions for further research.

7.2.1 The thesis and the 'science' of apologetics

The preface to the thesis stated that contemporary apologetics largely seems to be
characterised by "a neglect of biblical foundations and models,,919. If so, this thesis should
be seen as making a significant contribution to apologetics as a theological science by
developing Acts 17: 16-34 as a key New Testament model both exegetically and in terms of
contelnporary apologetics.

First, the thesis implicitly demonstrates the biblical legitimacy of apologetics. It has
been shown that apologetics - as the rational justification of Christian truth claims o\er
against specific questions, objections and alternatives - was an essential part of ;\(ts 17: 1b34 in its New Testmnent context, both in tenns of Luke's intention (as the narLl!\lr) and

918 McGrath, A. 1998a:9; see also 6.2.1.1.
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Paul's strategy (as the orator). Ifbiblical material is to be consl'de d c: d'
I'
re loun atlOna tor
contemporary theology, the content and status of this key New Testam t
en passage seem to
indicate that apologetics should be seen as a legitimate endeavour.

Secondly, it seems appropriate to indicate that the New Testament model ill Acts

17: 16-34 has significant implications for some key issues ill the contemporary

'sciCllce

I

of

apologetics. Thefirst issue is "the importance of theology to apologetics "9~O. which is
amply illustrated in this New Testament passage with its emphasis on God's transcendence
and immanence and God's self-disclosure in general and special revelation as key
theological convictions for Paul's apologetic (see 5.4.2.1). The second issue is the

legitimacy and role ofpositive apologetics, where this thesis has shown that the notion of
'epistemic obligation' (as defined in 1.2.2), despite being controversial in a postmodern
context, was central to Paul's apologetic in Athens. Thus, the claim that a "careful study of
the biblical data makes it clear that it is legitimate for Christians to engage in both
defensive and offensive apologetics,,921 has been validated in relation to Acts 17: 16-3 . r::.
The third issue is methodology in apologetics. The developed' Acts 17 model'

(sec

5.4.2)

seems to rule out narrower forms of evidentialism, presuppositionalism and 'Reformed
epistemology'. However, the identified argumentative structure (of 'natural theology ultimate authority - Resurrection ') seems closer to, but not identical with, the classical

919 See preface, p. xxi.
920 McGrath, A. 2000d:24: see also 6.2.1.1.
921 Netland 1991a:57.
_
._". _."
. 10""' ~\. 11'4"': 2U:~tlNetland refers to Mark 2: 1-12: Luke 24:2)-27: John -l.) ..
,6 .. -l0.
.-- _.~, . . .
31; Acts 9:22: 13:16-41: 17:2-3.22-31: and 1 Cor. 1.:':~-19. (Sec :\etland 19913:))
<In

1 • .) ...
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apologetic "natural theology-then-historical-evidences approach,,923 . Th us, th e establ'lshed
'Acts 17 model' does not lead to a necessary commitment to any of the traditional
apologetic traditions, but rather (as indicated in 5.4.2 and 6.2.1-2) to a renewed critical and
creative engagement with such traditional approaches.

Thirdly, the need for further work in the area of biblical apologetics arises out of the
thesis. This thesis has established Acts 17: 16-34 as one significant biblical apologetic
model and has argued for the consistency between this specific passage and ~) Acts at large
and !!) the Pauline letters. This leads naturally to the question whether the developed Acts
17 model is consistent with the wider biblical material, with specific reference to the

Gospels ('the apologetics of Jesus'924) and the Old Testament (especially 'the apologetics of
the prophets'). Old Testament prophetic material has been shown (in chapters -+ and 5) to be
significant for the understanding of Paul's apologetic in Athens: specific passages (such as
Is. 42:5), the prophetic understanding of idolatry (such as Is. 40-44), and the general
creational and providential monotheistic outlook (such as in Is. 42:5-9) all playa
significant role in Paul's speech. An analysis of the meaning and significance of the

apologetic dimensions of significant Old Testament prophetic material such as Is, -/{}--/-/.
. .
.
r em
comprehcnsi
as set in the context of rehgIous
plurahsm,
would th us contn'b ute t0 o
a
· \e
view of the biblical validity of the 'Acts 17 model'.

92~

Cowan 2000:377.
924 See esp. Gustavsson 2001.
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Thus, this thesis contributes to the contemporary 'science' ,{,
I
. b
oJ apo ogetlcs Y g) all
implicit demonstration of the biblical legitimacy 01' anologetics bl
'J

r

, '::V

an exp

I' . .

.

IClf 11lIl'/"(]CT/OIl

with key contemporary issues related to (1) the foundational role of theology in
apologetics, (2) the legitimacy and role ofpositive apologetics, and (3) the methodology oj
apologetics, and f) a tentative indication ofIs. 40-44 as a significant topic for further
research in the area of biblical apologetics.

7.2.2 The thesis and the 'art' of apologetics

It was assumed at the outset of this thesis that the contemporary 'art' of apologetics to
a large extent seems to be characterised by a neglect of biblical models. If so, this thesis
should be seen as making a significant contribution to the contemporary practice of
apologetics by developing Acts 17: 16-34 as a role model.

First, the thesis explicitly illustrates that New Testament practices of apologetics are
significant resources for the contempora1Y 'art' of apologetics. Thus, the exploration of
the meaning and significance of potential biblical apologetic models seems highly
appropriate in order to uncover normative, recommended or repeatable apologetic
principles and/or strategies for contemporary apologetics.

Secondly, the thesis has established Acts 17: 16-34 as a significant and relevant m()dd

. .zn,agora COl1texts ,. The role model in Acts
fior contempora1Y apo Iogetlcs

17: 16-34

. WIt
. h apo Ioge1't
provides the contemporary apologIst
IC 0 ols (as~ summari/cd in 7.1 ) for

. to a plurahstIc
. . context of competmg
. \\'ld···'
nd .
c"p. for relating...
relatmg
or \ Ie\\ s, a

ttl

'hibliL'al
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illiterates'. Thus, the Christian apologist argues for the truth of an authentic biblical
worldview, but in contexts where people do not know of and belie\"e in the Bible. Scripture
should not be referred to as an authority ("the Word of God") which people have to acc..:pt

before coming to faith in Jesus Christ. Rather, it may be suggested that the appropriate way
to argue is the other way around, i.e. that a belief in the authority of the Bible is a possible
(or even plausible) consequence of a belief in the authority of Jesus. The apologist is thus
released to argue openly for the truth of the Christian faith in the contemporary
marketplace of ideas, without having to resort to an authoritarian approach. This means
inviting people openly to investigate the self-consistency, the empirical adequacy. and the
adequacy and experiential relevance of essential Christian truth claims about 'one God and
one Lord'.

Thirdly, the need for further work in the area of apologetic practice in relation to the
postmodern challenge arises out of the thesis. 925 One key question (which neither \1cGrath
nor Carson has addressed explicitly) is whether, and in that case to what extent,

(j

giv..:n

communicative context - such as the contemporary media - affects the shape and int1ucnc..:
of argumentative strategies in apologetics. The relevance of such an issue to this th..:sis is
due to descriptions

of~) the ancient Athenian agora as 'the first mass medium in histoI) ,":"

. may be related to the narratIve
. aSI'd'
see 4 .3. -I)) and -b) 'the postmodern'
(whIch
e III 17'21'
.,
and Inass media as related cultural phenomena (see 6.1.2). as \\"ell as to the nokd

. d'
adequate applicatil)1l (It"thL'
See esp. 6.3.4, where a perspective was offered to\\ ar ~ a more
Acts 17 model to the postmodem challenge.
926 See Berg Eriksen 1987.
925
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difference (in 6.3.4.1) between the traditional emphasis on logos and rationality in ancient
Athens and the postmodem distrust of reason and emphasis on pathos. There is thlls

Ll Ill'l'tl

to develop a critical analysis of the role and nature of 'postmodern media' as a
communicative context for apologetics. Such an analysis would address various si,gnificant
roles of the media in relation to apologetics

927

-

e.g. as a formative cultural presence (media

as 'wallpaper'), as an arena (media as 'marketplace of ideas'), and as a story-teller (media
as 'secular pulpit') - as well as the extent to which the content, the approach, the
arguments and the aims of the Acts 17 model are relevant in a communicative context of
'postmodem media'.

Thus, this thesis contributes to the contempormy 'art' of apologetics by q) illustrating
the significance ofNew Testament resources,

!!J providing ke)' toolsfor apologetics ill

'agora contexts', and f) indicating that the communicative context of postmodern media'
is a significant topic for further research in the area of apologetic practice.

For a tentative analysis of the content and fonn
Dahle 2000a. Cf. also Dalton 1999 and Dahle 2000b.
927

fthe media in relation
0

ttl

apolo~L,tic~: "L'C
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