Acts 17:22



 is the continuative/transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now.”  With this we have the nominative masculine singular aorist passive participle from the verb HISTĒMI, which means in its transitive uses: “to set, put, or place, but in its intransitive uses (in the aorist and future tenses) to come up in the presence of others: come up, stand, appear before someone Mt 27:11; Lk 6:8; 21:36; Acts 10:30; Jn 20:19, 26; in the midst of someone Lk 24:36; Acts 17:22.”


The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which regards the action in its entirety with emphasis on its completion.  It is translated with the English auxiliary verb “having been stood.”

The passive voice indicates that Paul received the action of being stood in the midst of the Areopagus.


The participle expresses attendant circumstances in conjunction with the main verb.

Then we have the nominative subject from the nominative singular noun PAULOS, meaning “Paul” (the article in brackets is not in the best manuscripts and is not necessary in Greek grammar at this point; therefore, it was probably a scribal addition at some later date).  This is followed by the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the neuter singular adjective MESOS, meaning “in the middle” or “in the midst.”  With this we have the adverbial genitive of place from the masculine singular article and adjective AREIOS PAGOS, meaning “of the Areopagus.”  Then we have the third person singular aorist or imperfect (both forms of this verb are identical) active indicative from the verb PHĒMI, which means “to say: said.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the entire past action as a fact.


The active voice indicates that Paul produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.

“Now Paul, having been stood in the midst of the Areopagus, said,”
 is the nominative used as a vocative from the masculine plural noun ANĒR, meaning “Men” plus the nominative used as a vocative from the masculine plural adjective ATHĒNAIOS, meaning “Athenians.”  Then we have the preposition KATA plus the accusative of relationship from the neuter plural adjective PAS, meaning “in all respects Acts 17:22; Col 3:20, 22a; Heb 2:17; 4:15a.”
  This is followed by the conjunction HWS, which is used after verbs or hearing, seeing, communication, etc. to indicate the content of that hearing, seeing, communication, etc.  It is translated by the word “that.”
  Then we have the predicate accusative from the masculine plural adjective DEISIDAIMWN, which can “be used in a denigrating sense ‘superstitious’ or ‘flatterer of the gods’, but in the laudatory introduction of Paul’s speech before the Areopagus it must mean: devout, religious the comparative form being used for the superlative idea: I perceive that you are very devout people Acts 17:22.”
  The comparative used as a superlative demands the addition of the word “very” in the translation, in order to bring out the superlative idea.
  This is followed by the accusative, used as a subject of an ellipsis of the verb EIMI, from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “you” and referring to the people in Paul’s audience.   We have a subject accusative and a predicate accusative, which indicates the ellipsis or deliberate omission of the verb EIMI in an accusative absolute construction.  Finally, we have the first person singular present active indicative from the verb THEWREW, which means “to notice, perceive, observe, find especially on the basis of what one has seen and heard something Acts 4:13; 8:6; I perceive that you are very devout people Acts 17:22; Jn 4:19; 12:19; Acts 27:10; 21:20; Heb 7:4.”


The present tense is a descriptive and durative present, indicating something that began in the past and is now going on.


The active voice indicates that Paul produces the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.

“‘Men, Athenians, in all respects I observe that you [are] very religious.”

Acts 17:22 corrected translation
“Now Paul, having been stood in the midst of the Areopagus, said, ‘Men, Athenians, in all respects I observe that you [are] very religious.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now Paul, having been stood in the midst of the Areopagus, said,”

a.  Having concluded his parenthetical statement, Luke now takes us back to the scene before the Areopagus, the supreme court of Athens.  As mentioned previously, the Areopagus was a political body at the time that met in various places in the city of Athens throughout the history of the city.  In the first century, the group of men met in a corner of the Athens Agora or marketplace and sometimes they actually met on Mars Hill—the Areopagus (the hill of Ares).


b.  The exact location of where this meeting took place does not matter in the least theologically.  The issue is the fact that Paul was allowed to speak to the political and philosophical leadership of the city-state of Athens and they listened to what he had to say.  Regardless of where the scene takes place, Paul is made to stand in the middle of the group listening to him.  Generally they sat on three sides around the speaker, while the speaker stood to address his audience.


c.  Commentators have had an abundance of things to say about this speech.



(1)  “No text in Acts has received more scholarly attention than the ten verses of Paul’s speech before the Areopagus.  Debate has particularly raged over whether the core thought of the speech is that of the Old Testament or of Greek philosophy.  How one answers that question will very much determine how one views the total argument of the speech.  For instance, those who maintain the basically philosophical background to the speech often see its main thrust as being the knowledge of God as per​ceived through nature.  The concluding references to the resurrection and judgment are seen as a sort of afterthought that does not coordinate well with the main speech.  The gist of the speech is, however, thoroughly rooted in Old Testament thought throughout.  The main theme is God as Creator and the proper worship of this Creator God.  The language often has the ring of Greek philosophy, for Paul was attempting to build what bridges he could to reach the Athenian intellectuals.  The underlying thought remains thoroughly biblical.


The sermon can be divided into five couplets that follow a more-or-​less chiastic structure (an A-B-C-B-A pattern).  Verses 22-23 introduce the main theme-the ignorance of the pagan worship.  Verses 24-25 present the true object of worship, the Creator God, and the folly of     idol​atrous worship with temples and sacrifices.  Verses 26-27 deal with the true relationship of human beings to their Creator, the central theme of the chiasm.  Verse 28 provides a transition, capping off the argument of the relationship of persons to God and providing the basis for a renewed attack on idolatry in verse 29.  The final two verses return to the original theme.  The time of ignorance was now over.  With revelation came a call to repent in light of the coming judgment and the resurrection of Christ.”



(2)  “When the gospel was presented to pagans, even cultured pagans like the members of the Court of the Areopagus, it was necessary to begin with a statement about the living and true God.  The knowledge of God, according to Paul in Rom 1:19-22, was accessible to all in his works of creation, but the capacity or desire to acquire it had been impaired by idolatry.  If the author of Romans 1-3 had been invited to address an Athenian audience on the knowledge of God, it is difficult to see how the general purport of his words could have been much different from what Luke here reports Paul as saying.  The tone of this speech is different from that of Romans 1-3, but Paul knew the wisdom of adapting his tone and general approach to the particular audience or readership being addressed at the time.


If the address at Pisidian Antioch in 13:16-41 is intended to serve as a sample of Paul’s preaching to a synagogue congregation, the present speech is equally well designed to serve as a sample of his preaching to pagans.  Here he does not quote Hebrew scriptures which would have been quite unknown to his hearers; the direct quotations in this speech are quotations from Greek poets.  But he does not condescend to his hearers’ level by arguing from first principles as one of their own philosophers might do.  His argument is firmly based on biblical revelation; it echoes throughout the thought, and at times the very language, of the Old Testament.  Like the biblical revelation itself, his argument begins with God the creator of all and ends with God the judge of all.”



(3)  “Perhaps the major exigency [that which is required in a given situation] that Paul must overcome in this speech is the fact that he is a preacher of an idea that Greeks basically did not accept - namely, resurrection of the dead, coupled with the idea of a final judgment by the one true God.  These notions were so difficult for Greeks to accept that Paul resolved to refer to them only at the very end of the speech once some rapport and more or less convincing arguments had already been pre​sented.  He is following the proper rhetorical procedures when defending a difficult matter, namely, using delaying tactics.  The major bone of contention arises only at the end of the speech and is dealt with much pathos [emotion] - all people everywhere need to repent, for the world will be judged in righteousness on a day fixed by God, judged by a man suited to the task as was shown by God’s raising of him.  The speech in general follows the basic rhetorical pattern of first estab​lishing ethos [the distinguishing character, sentiment, moral nature, or guiding beliefs of a person, group, or institution], then offering logos [reason], finally concluding with pathos [an emotional appeal], and in this case an indirect appeal.”

2.  “‘Men, Athenians, in all respects I observe that you [are] very religious.”

a.  Paul uses the formal Attic Greek address to begin his speech.  “Demosthenes often said  = ‘Men, Athenians’ just as Paul did.”
  Paul knew how to make the correct formal address to this supreme court and did so in prescribed manner of Attic Greek rhetoric.


b.  Some commentators’ comments on Paul’s opening statement.



(1)  “Paul’s opening remark that he had observed the Athenians in every respect to be ‘very religious’ has often been described as an effort to win the favor of his hearers and thus secure their attention.  Such introductions were a standard device in Greek rhetoric, and Paul probably did have some such intention.  He surely did not wish to alienate his audience at the very outset. The term he used for ‘religious’, how​ever, had a definite ambiguity in current usage.  It could be used in a posi​tive sense for one who was very devoted to religious matters.  It was also used with a negative connotation for those who were overly scrupulous, even superstitious in their religious observance.  The context in which the word is used determines which connotation it has.  Perhaps Paul deliber​ately chose the ambiguous word.  For the Athenians his remark would be taken as commending their piety.  For Paul, who was already fuming at their idolatry (verse 16), the negative connotation would be uppermost in his mind.  By the end of the speech, the Athenians themselves would have little doubt about Paul’s real opinion of their religiosity.”



(2)  “He starts by mentioning that what he has seen in their city has impressed him with the Athenians’ extraordinary religiosity (an impression made on many other people in antiquity, some of whom considered the Athenians to be the most religious of all human beings).  This characteriza​tion of the Athenians by Paul was not necessarily meant to be complimen​tary: we are told that it was forbidden to use complimentary exordia in addressing the Areopagus court, with the hope of securing its goodwill. The expression Paul used could also mean ‘rather superstitious’; it was as vague a term in Greek as ‘religion’ is in English, and what was piety to Greeks was superstition to Jews (and vice versa).”



(3)  “Paul’s speech is meant to deny the suggestion that he was introducing new deities into Athens.  To the contrary, says Paul, he is simply proclaiming a deity that Athens had unawares already been honoring and recognizing, in a sense.  Furthermore, Paul would be denying that there was any need to follow the usual procedures when introducing a new deity into Athens of buying a piece of land and erecting an altar and temple, and setting up sacrifices because the God Paul proclaims doesn’t dwell in such structures and doesn’t need such sacrifices.  Paul’s deity is self-sufficient.  …However [Paul’s use of the word ‘religious/superstitious’] may have been heard, it seems very likely in view of verse 16 that Luke intends for us to see Paul using it in the negative sense.  This is confirmed by the usage in Acts 25:19 [Festus is explaining Paul’s case to King Herod Agrippa, “but they simply had some points of disagreement with him about their own religion and about a dead man, Jesus, whom Paul asserted to be alive”], where it clearly has a negative sense.  This interpretation of the word for the verse presently under discussion is further confirmed by the reference to the Athenians’ ignorance in such matters - they were truly too superstitious, even building altars to gods whose names they did not even know, just to protect themselves.  It is worth pointing out that this opening, which was capable of several interpretations, also probably allowed the speaker to avoid overtly doing what Lucian says one must not do when speaking to the Areopagus - offer complimentary exordia [introductory statements] to secure the goodwill of this court.”


c.  We would say that Paul was giving them a “left-handed complement.”  He appears to be praising them, and they take his statement as such, but in fact he is not complementing them, but rather are worshipping a lot of useless, meaningless idols that in Paul’s mind are “nothing” (1 Cor 10:19).


d.  As previously noted, Paul makes an issue of religion/superstition as the topic of his “philosophy.”  The Athenian’s “religion” and/or “superstition” makes an ideal introduction for Paul to connect his thinking with the thinking of the members of the Areopagus.


e.  What was the “religion” of Athens?



(1)  “Societies, cities, and towns had their own gods, portrayed in human form.  The goddess Athena protected the city of Athens; Artemis was the tutelary goddess of Ephesus, but these deities were venerated throughout the whole country.  Temples were built for them in which their images were placed.  Through his or her image the deity was present and entered into union with the people.  The will of the gods determined that a city or society would live in terms of a fixed order, and they saw to it that the city’s laws were honored.  The most serious sin, the greatest transgression, was pride or hubris, when a person overstepped the boundaries set for him as a mortal and thus brought down upon himself the wrath of the gods.  Veneration of the gods took place in cults which came into being through tradition and custom.  The Greeks and Romans had no weekly day of rest like the Jewish Sabbath, though they did have a great number of festivals [the Roman’s had 179 festival days each year] when people could rest and worship the gods.  The main festivals venerating the Greek gods were linked to games held at scheduled times across the whole of Greece.  Most famous of these were the Olympic Games every four years, during which sacrifices were offered to the gods and participants competed in the various events.  The victor here would be honored throughout the country.  At two-yearly intervals, the Isthmian Games were held in Corinth, also attracting many competitors and spectators.



(2)  The question arises as to whether the Greek religious spirit could find satisfaction in this religion with its anthropomorphic gods, which no one could regard as his or her superiors on the ethical plane.  But the Greek deities actually presented a paradox.  Though the supreme deity Zeus was not all that serious about his own marital fidelity, it was still the gods who watched over marriage.  Despite their human character and vices, the gods were still regarded as the custodians of justice.  None the less, there was criticism of this polytheism.  It began with Xenophanes (570–480 bc), and continued with Plato (429–347 bc).  But the fiercest antagonist of the traditional religion was Euripedes (480–406 bc); he directed his attack especially against the moral aspects of belief in anthropomorphic gods who were guilty of all kinds of misdeeds, concluding that such deities were fabrications.



(3)  Euripedes had been strongly influenced by the Sophists, who were themselves a threat to Greek religion.  The rationalism and skepticism in their views of life and the world had to bring them into conflict with religion in general and with polytheism in particular.  Protagoras (c. 485–416 bc) and especially Critias (c. 410 bc) expressed themselves on this subject.  The latter, for example, asserted that religion was an invention by a clever man to use fear of the gods to frighten the wits out of people who could not be kept in line by laws.  [This is the same argument used by Atheists today against Christianity.  Satan’s arguments are still as convincing to unbelievers today as they were to people 2500 years ago.]



(4)  As for the populace in general, we have to accept that the philosophers’ and scholars’ sharp criticism of polytheism largely passed over them.  Along with the old folk belief in natural forces, the official state religion continued to enjoy recognition.  Gradually, however, the mystery religions began to make their appearance, offering people the opportunity of personally experiencing religion.  The most ancient of these were the Eleusinian mysteries, celebrated at Eleusis, a town in Attica north-west of Athens.”
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