2 Corinthians 11:32




- is the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the feminine singular proper noun DAMASKOS, meaning “In Damascus.”  This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and noun ETHNARCHĒS, which means:


1.  “A title used with various meanings: head of an ethnic community or minority, governor;”


2.  “A person appointed to rule over a particular area or constituency on behalf of a king - ‘official.’”


3.  “A title whose Greek etymology (‘leader’ or ‘ruler of a people’) is clear but whose application and significance in the Hasmonean and Roman periods remain unclear.  It occurs only once in the nt, where the rsv and niv render it ‘governor.’  From other sources, it is known to be a title given to Simon Maccabeus, Hyrcanus II, and Archelaus.  Perhaps it was a title given to rulers over their own people (e.g., the Jews) while under the overall rule of a foreign power (e.g., Rome), ranking somewhat lower than ‘king.’”


4.  “The nationality and function of this ethnarch are not certain, since scholars are divided about whether Damascus at this time was under Roman domination or under the full control of the Nabatean king Aretas IV (9 b.c.–a.d. 40).  The ethnarch was likely the leader of the Nabatean community in Damascus or its environs, responsible either to the Roman authority or to Aretas.  It is also possible, however, that he was a Jew with some control over the large Jewish community in Damascus, similar to the Jewish ethnarch in Alexandria.  According to the Acts 9 account of Paul’s escape from Damascus, it was the Jews who plotted to seize Paul (v 24). Apparently the Jewish community enlisted the support of the ethnarch — whatever his ethnic identity — in this scheme.”


5.  “The title is used by Josephus for subordinate rulers, particularly of peoples under foreign control, e.g. the Jews in Alexandria, cf. Simon, ethnarch of Judaea under Demetrius II (1 Macc 14:47).”

This is followed by the possessive genitive from the masculine singular proper noun HARETAS, which we incorrectly transliterate as “Aretas.”  With this we have the appositional genitive from the masculine singular article and noun BASILEUS, meaning “the king.”  Aretas was king of the Nabataeans.

“In Damascus the official of Aretas the king”

 - is the third person singular imperfect active indicative from the verb PHROUREW, which means “to guard: was guarding.”


The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, which describes what was actually taking place at some point in the past.


The active voice indicates that the official of Aretas was producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for the reality of what was going on.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular article and noun POLIS, meaning “the city.”  This is followed by the descriptive genitive from the masculine plural adjective DAMASKĒNOS, which means “a person who lives in or is a native of Damascus - ‘a Damascene.’”

“was guarding the city of the Damascenes”
 - is the aorist active infinitive from the verb PIAZW, which means “to seize, arrest, take into custody.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which presents the action as a fact without reference to its progress.


The active voice indicates that the official of Aretas produced the action.


The infinitive is a purpose infinitive, which indicates the purpose of the action of the main verb, guarding the city.

Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “me.” 

2 Cor 11:32 corrected translation
“In Damascus the official of Aretas the king was guarding the city of the Damascenes to arrest me,”
Explanation:
1.  To understand this passage, we need to understand the historical background or isagogics of the city of Damascus, the people who lived there, and Aretas the king mentioned here.  This means understanding the ruling tribe of the Arabs—the Nabataeans.


a.  Nebaioth, son of Ishmael and brother-in-law of Edom (Gen 25:13; 28:9), is possibly to be considered the ancestor of the Nabataeans, who may also be the Nabaiate of inscriptions of Ashurbanipal of Assyria (c. 650 bc). A difference in spelling between these two names precludes certain identification.  An originally South Semitic tribe that emerged in history and inhabited Petra in southeast Transjordan sometime in the 4th cent b.c.  Early identifications of this group with the Ishmaelite tribe of Nebaioth, the Nebayat of the Assyrian chronicles, or other similar-sounding tribal names are no longer accepted.  The prehistory of the Nabateans is unknown aside from allusions to Red Sea piracy thwarted by the Egyptians.  Diodorus Siculus (c. 50 bc) brings the Nabataeans into recorded history in his account of the end of the Persian empire and the career of Alexander.  Quoting from an earlier source, he describes them as a nomadic Arab tribe who neither built houses nor tilled the soil. Although of Arabic origin, the Nabateans apparently had given up their own language by at least the 4th century b.c. and had adopted the Aramaic script and language used by the rest of the Persian Empire. This is indicated both by Diodorus’s account of their letter to Antigonus (312 b.c.) and by the earliest recorded inscriptions.  Their territory, the area South and East of the river Jordan, straddled the trade routes from the Orient to the Mediterranean, and their capital, Petra, 80 km South of the Dead Sea, formed a base from which caravans could be attacked.  Antigonus, who gained power in Syria after Alexander’s death, sent two expeditions to Petra to subdue the Nabataeans and gain control of the trade (312 bc).  Both were unsuccessful.  The first historical note of the group is Diodorus’s description of an abortive campaign by the Greek general Antigonus I, who dispatched Athenaeus against Petra in 312 b.c. The action was little more than a raid, but it surprised the inhabitants of the Petra area during the absence of most of the male population and netted the victors considerable booty.  While the Greeks were returning northward, however, word of the pillage reached the absent warriors of Petra, who regained the spoil in an ambush.  A second expedition by the Greeks in the same year was foiled, and no record of further attempts is extant.  It is clear that at this time Petra was at least a stronghold, and Greek potsherds of c. 300 bc found there suggest a permanent settlement.

b.  Contact with the settled communities of Palestine during the 2nd and 3rd centuries bc resulted in the development of Nabataean villages and towns and in intensive cultivation of formerly barren desert areas. This was aided by well-organized lines of frontier posts to guard against Arab marauders and by the skill of Nabataean engineers in constructing irrigation systems to conserve the scanty rainfall. Many of their dams and reservoirs are still usable.  Petra is surrounded by high cliffs, pierced by narrow ravines, which form an almost impregnable defense.


c.  Native records (coins and inscriptions) are written in Aramaic in a curiously heightened form of the ‘square script’.  Papyri from the Judaean desert and ostraca from Petra exhibit a cursive form of this writing from which the Arabic scripts are derived.  Use of Aramaic indicates a wide assimilation to the culture of neighboring settled peoples.  This is evidenced by Nabataean sculptures, which contain features found in Syrian work and traceable in early Islamic ornamentation.  It may be seen also in the acceptance of Syrian deities, Hadad and Atargatis (Astarte-Anat) into the Nabataean pantheon.  Many open-air shrines (e.g. the high place at Petra) and temples have been discovered on isolated hill-tops.  The gods worshipped were especially associated with weather and fertility.  Nabataean potters developed a distinctive ware of their own unsurpassed in Palestine.


d.  When a Nabataean ruler arose (the earliest known king is Aretas I, c. 170 bc, 2 Macc 5:8) who was able to safeguard the caravans, Nabataean merchants led trade from Southern Arabia and from the Persian Gulf to Petra, whence it was forwarded to the coast, particularly Gaza. Increased demands by the Roman world for spices, silks and other luxuries from India and China swelled enormously the revenues of a power, which could levy tolls on all goods passing through its territory.  The redirection of the trade routes across the Red Sea to Egypt after Augustus’ failure to conquer Arabia (25 bc) was an important factor in the decline of Nabataean prosperity.


e.  Nabataean history, as reconstructed from incidental references by Jewish and Greek, consists mainly of struggles to gain control of the Negeb in the South and of Damascus in the North.  By the 4th cent b.c. the Nabateans had secured the site of Petra and had begun to amass considerable wealth through caravan trade.  After 312 b.c. nothing is recorded about them until 2 Macc 5:8, which notes their relations with the Hasmoneans in ca 169 b.c.  By that time the Nabateans had consolidated into a political body under a “tyrant” or king, Aretas I.  It was this ruler who held Jason, the Jewish high priest, prisoner after his escape from the Greek-appointed high priest Menelaus.  Aretas I was probably followed by an unknown king and then by Aretas II, known as Erotimus, who opposed Alexander Janneus at Gaza in 96 b.c. and expanded Nabatean territory during the internal disorder that weakened Seleucid power.  Obodas I became king ca. 95 b.c. and continued his predecessor’s skirmishes with Janneus (Ant. xiii.13.5 [375]; BJ i.4.4 [90]) and territorial expansions.

f.  Antiochus XII led an expedition against the Nabateans but was defeated and slain at Kana (Ant. xiii.15.1 [387–391]; BJ i.4.7 [99–102]), possibly by Rabbel I (88–86 b.c.).  Aretas II1 Philhellene was able to extend his kingdom somewhat farther, apparently with the help of the people of Damascus, and to defeat Janneus at Adida in 85 b.c.  No mention is made of Nabatean influence at Damascus until long after the Armenian conquest of the city (70 b.c.) and its occupation by the Romans (66 b.c.).  Aretas espoused the cause of Hyrcanus against Aristobulus, at the instigation of Antipater.  He helped to defend Jerusalem during the siege and thus incurred the displeasure of Pompey.  The Roman general Scaurus was sent against the Nabateans but soon withdrew after receiving three hundred talents as tribute.  In 55 b.c. Gabinius defeated a Nabatean force, but the victory was not decisive.

g.  Malichus I, the successor of Aretas, emerged in history only as an ally of Caesar in the Egyptian War and as an opponent of Herod.  Although Herod was part Nabatean through his mother Kypros, Malichus refused to grant him sanctuary and aid in his flight to Rome ca 40 b.c. to escape the Parthian puppet Antigonus II Mattathias.  Thus began anew a period of Nabatean-Jewish clashes, which culminated in 31 in an almost disastrous defeat of the Nabateans in a pitched battle with Herod over taxes.  Anthony had “granted” Nabatean lands to Cleopatra, with Herod as the guarantor.  Only Roman entanglement in the Egyptian civil war precluded Roman support of Herod in the field and probably reduction of all of Nabatene.
h.  Obodas II (30–9 b.c.) inherited the quarrel and let relations between the two states further degenerate under the influence of his prime minister Syllaeus, whose career was one of continual intrigue, abetted by the weakness of his monarch.  It was Syllaeus who led the forces of Augustus in circles through the southern desert until Gallus their commander, in sheer desperation, gave up searching for trade routes.  This action did not escape the notice of Augustus, however, and relations with Rome became even more strained.  In addition, Syllaeus became enamored of Salome, the sister of Herod, and after being spurned by Herod began aperiod of active harassment of the Jews.

i.  The death of Obodas brought to the throne Aretas IV (9 b.c.-a.d. 40), the most powerful ruler that Nabatene ever had.  After a period of estrangement from both Caesar and Herod, Aretas began a consolidation of strength and an ultimate expansion of territory.  Under Aretas the Nabatean kingdom reached its zenith culturally and artistically as well as commercially.  Its relationship to Rome is unclear, although the Romans obviously considered it a subject state.

j.  Domestic problems weakened Roman control in Syro-Palestine as well as Jewish strength in the north; Aretas used both factors for commercial and territorial gains.  He reexerted some influence over Damascus, as Paul’s report indicates (2 Cor. 11:32).

k.  Malichus II (a.d. 40–70) is known chiefly from coins and inscriptions.  During his apparently uneventful reign the kingdom weakened politically and in other ways.  Malichus II was the king cited by Josephus (BJ iii.4.2 [68]) who assisted the Romans during the First Jewish Revolt, but this identification is problematic.

l.  In the reign of Rabbel II (a.d. 70–106), the last king of the Nabateans, Nabatean holdings and power completely declined.  In a.d. 106 the army of Trajan occupied Petra, and Nabatene ceased to exist as a separate kingdom. Cornelius Palma, governor of Syria, made the area part of the province of Arabia with Petra as its capital.

Thus the Nabateans, who had risen to great commercial heights, political power, and national awareness, became once again an indistinct Transjordanian tribe: Culturally they rose from nomadic simplicity to hellenized sophistication and then returned to nomadic obscurity.

2.  “In Damascus the official of Aretas the king”

a.  The number of Jews in Damascus was apparently considerable; Josephus mentions both 10,000 and 18,000.  Luke’s account implies that Christianity had already spread to Damascus, even before the conversion of his missionary hero. Damascus was an important city of Syria, situated at the foot of Mt. Hermon on the western edge of the Syrian Desert and at the crossroads of important caravan routes.  It became part of the Roman Empire in 64 bc and eventually one of the cities of the Decapolis.


b.  The word Ethnarch (‘ruler of the people’ < —‘people’ + —‘ruler’) is a title used to designate a subordinate ruler.  The precise meaning of the term varied throughout the centuries of its use.


c.  The RSV uses this term only in 1 Maccabees, where Simon Maccabeus the high priest is called “commander and ethnarch of the Jews and priests” (14:47; cf. 15:1f).  Here the title denotes a representative of a subject people who has been given certain powers of control and discipline over his own people but is responsible to the foreign dominating power.  The title appears several times with this meaning in the writings of Josephus.  He reported that this title was granted by the Roman senate to Hyrcanus, “the high priest and ethnarch” of the Jewish people.  Archelaus son of Herod was appointed ethnarch over half of his father’s kingdom, while the other half was divided into two tetrarchies granted to Philip and Antipas; thus, the office of ethnarch was greater than that of Tetrarch.  The Jewish community in Alexandria is also reported to have had the privilege of being governed by an ethnarch of its own race .


d.  The word appears once in the NT.  The nationality and function of this ethnarch are not certain, since scholars are divided about whether Damascus at this time was under Roman domination or under the full control of the Nabatean king Aretas IV (9 b.c.–a.d. 40).  The ethnarch was likely the leader of the Nabatean community in Damascus or its environs, responsible either to the Roman authority or to Aretas.  It is also possible, however, that he was a Jew with some control over the large Jewish community in Damascus, similar to the Jewish ethnarch in Alexandria. According to the Acts 9 account of Paul’s escape from Damascus, it was the Jews who plotted to seize Paul (v 24).  Apparently the Jewish community enlisted the support of the ethnarch — whatever his ethnic identity — in this scheme.


e.  After returning from Arabia (possibly in the spring of ad 37), Paul spent about “three years” in Damascus (Gal 1:18).  This period corresponds to the “considerable time” of Acts 9:23. During his stay he confounded the Damascene Jews with proofs that Jesus was the Messiah, and when it drew to a close, he already had acquired disciples of his own.  Finally Jewish opposition, supported by the ethnarch of King Aretas IV in Damascus, made Paul leave the city.  His flight was arranged by his disciples who lowered him over the city wall in a basket.


f.  The king mentioned here is a reference to Aretas IV Philopatris, the last and most famous Nabataean king of that name (c. 9 bc-ad 40).  He was confirmed in the tenure of his client kingdom by Augustus, albeit somewhat reluctantly, for he had seized it without permission.  His daughter married Herod Antipas, who divorced her when he wanted to marry Herodias (Mk. 6:17). Aretas declared war on Herod and defeated him in ad 36.  Rome sided with Herod, but the punitive expedition which was eventually despatched under Vitellius, governor of Syria, had reached only Jerusalem when news of the death of the emperor Tiberius in ad 37 caused it to be abandoned.  From 2 Cor. 11:32 it seems probable, though very surprising, that Aretas had at some stage held Damascus, the old Syrian capital.  It is commonly assumed that he was given the city by Gaius (ad 37-41), whose policy it was to encourage client kingdoms.  In fact no Roman coinage is known to have been minted at Damascus between ad 34 and ad 62. This gap may or may not be significant.  An occupation by Aretas may well have intervened at some stage between 34 (or 37) and 40, or the activity of his ‘ethnarch’ may possibly admit of some other explanation.  If we may equate the occasion of 2 Cor 11:32 with the events both of Gal 1:17-18 and Acts 9:23-29, this may be set ‘3 years’ after Paul’s conversion.


g.  The kings named Aretas.



(1)  An Arabian king who accused (Gk and NEB “imprisoned”) Jason, causing him to become a fugitive (2 Macc 5:8).  He was a contemporary of Antiochus Epiphanes (ca 170 b.c.).



(2)  An Arabian prince surnamed Obodas, who defeated Antiochus Dionysius and reigned over Coele-Syria and Damascus.  He participated with Hyrcanus in the war for the Jewish throne against his brother Aristobulus; but the allies were completely defeated at Papyron by Aristobulus and Scaurus, the Roman general. Scaurus carried the war into Arabia and forced Aretas to make an ignominious peace, at the price of 300 talents of silver.  Of that event a memorial denarius still exists; one side shows a Roman chariot in full charge while the other has a camel by the side of which a kneeling Arab) holds out a branch of frankincense.



(3)  Aretas IV, the successor of Obodas, apparently surnamed Aeneas; the Arabian king who figures in the NT (2 Cor. 11:32; cf. Acts 9:24).  He was the father-in-law of Herod Antipas, who divorced his wife to marry Herodias, the wife of his brother Philip (Mt 14:3; Mk 6:17; Lk 3:19).


h.  Josephus provides a circumstantial narration of the events leading up to and following the conduct of Antipas.  Coupled with a boundary dispute, it occasioned a bitter war between the two princes, in which Antipas was completely overwhelmed, and thereupon invoked the aid of the Romans.  Tiberias ordered Vitellius, proconsul of Syria, to make war on Aretas and to deliver him dead or alive into the hands of the emperor.  On the way, at Jerusalem, Vitellius received intelligence of the death of Tiberius, a.d. 37, and stopped all warlike proceedings.

i.  Damascus, which had formerly belonged to the Arabian princes, was again in the hands of Aretas when Paul escaped from it, not immediately after his conversion, but on a subsequent visit, after his Arabian exile (Gal. 1:16f).  It is inconceivable that Aretas should have taken Damascus by force in the face of the almost omnipotent power of Rome.  Moreover, the picture that Josephus draws of the Herodian events points to a passive rather than an active attitude on the part of Aretas.  The probability is that the new emperor Caligula, wishing to settle the affairs of Syria, freely gave Damascus to Aretas, inasmuch as it had formerly belonged to his territory.  As Tiberius died in a.d. 37, and as the Arabian affair was completely settled in 39, it is evident that the date of Paul’s conversion must lie somewhere between 34 and 36.  This date is further fixed by a Damascus coin, with the image of King Aretas and the date 101. If that date points to the Pompeian era, it equals a.d. 37, making the date of Paul’s conversion a.d. 34.

2.  “was guarding the city of the Damascenes to arrest me.”

a.  The ethnarch of Damascus dispatched the local police (that is the army) to patrol the city streets and watch the city gates to find and arrest Paul.


b.  Paul’s life was clearly in danger.


c.  This story is given to us by Luke in Acts 9:22-25, “But Saul kept increasing in strength and confounding the Jews who lived at Damascus by proving that this Jesus is the Christ.  When many days had elapsed, the Jews plotted together to do away with him, but their plot became known to Saul.  They were also watching the gates day and night so that they might put him to death; but his disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a large basket.”


d.  This passage tells us that the Jews conspired with the Arab rulers to help identify and find Paul in order to kill him.  This was the same thing the Jews did to our Lord.


e.  Thus we have a great illustration from Paul regarding how he was a servant of our Lord.  He was hunted by the Jews who conspired with foreign rulers to attempt to arrest and kill him.
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