Acts 17:23



 is the explanatory use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, meaning “For” plus the nominative masculine first person singular present deponent middle/passive participle from the verb DIERCHOMAI, which means “to go through; to go about.”


The present tense is historical present, which describes what has recently taken place.


The deponent middle/passive voice functions in an active sense with Paul producing the action.


The participle is a temporal participle, which is coterminous with the action of the main verb, and is translated by the word “while.”

Then we have the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the nominative masculine first person singular present active participle from the verb ANATHEWREW, which means “(1) to examine something carefully, look carefully at Acts 17:23; (2) figuratively: to give careful thought to, consider, of spiritual things Heb 13:7.”
  It is more likely that second meaning, which is used in Heb 13:7, that is the meaning in our passage, since Paul was more likely to give careful thought to the entire subject of idolatry in the city of Athens rather than to carefully examine all of their idols.  The morphology of this participle is the same as the previous participle.  Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural article and noun SEBASMA with the possessive genitive from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “your devotional objects 2 Thes 2:4; Acts 17:23.  The plural together with the verb ANATHEWREW refers to the total visual impact of a city full of cultic monuments.”
  The translation “devotional objects” means the same thing as saying “your objects of devotion,” which is even better translated “objects of worship,” since the basic meaning of the root verb SEBW is “to worship.”  The translation “objects of worship” in the NASV is better than the translation suggested by BDAG.

“For while going about and considering your objects of worship,”
 is the first person singular aorist active indicative from the verb HEURISKW, which means “to find: I found.”


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.

Then we have the adjunctive or adverbial use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “also.”  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the masculine singular noun BWMOS, meaning “an altar.”
  Then we have the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the masculine singular relative pronoun HOS, meaning “on which.”  This is followed by the third person singular pluperfect passive indicative from the verb EPIGRAPHW, which means “to be inscribed; to be written on.”


The pluperfect tense is a consummative pluperfect, which emphasizes the completed action, and is translated with the English auxiliary verb “had.”


The passive voice indicates that the altar received the action of being inscribed.


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

This is followed by the dative of indirect object from the masculine singular adjective AGNWSTOS, meaning “to an unknown”
 plus the masculine singular noun THEOS, meaning “God.”

“I also found an altar on which had been inscribed, ‘TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.’”

 is the inferential use of the postpositive conjunction OUN, meaning “Therefore” with the accusative direct object from the neuter singular relative pronoun HOS, which means “what.”  Then we have the nominative masculine second person plural present active participle from the verb AGNOEW, which means “to not know; to be ignorant of.”


The present tense is a durative present for an action that has begun in the past and continues in the present.


The active voice indicates that the Athenians produce the action.


The participle is used adverbially, modifying the main verb.  Therefore, this is the epexegetical use of the participle, and therefore, can be translated like a prepositional phrase (which modifies verbs) or like an adverb (which modifies or explains verbs).  Thus we can translate it either “ignorantly” or “in ignorance.”

Then we have the main verb—the second person plural present active indicative from the verb EUSEBEW, which means “to worship.”


The present tense is a durative present for an action that has begun in the past and continues in the present.


The active voice indicates that the Athenians produce the action.


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

“Therefore what you worship in ignorance,”

 is the accusative direct object from the demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, meaning “this,” followed by the nominative subject from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “I.”  With this we have the first person singular present active indicative from the verb KATAGGELLW, which means “to proclaim.”


The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now about to happen.


The active voice indicates that Paul will produce the action of the verb.


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

Finally, we have the dative indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”

“this I proclaim to you.”

Acts 17:23 corrected translation
“For while going about and considering your objects of worship, I also found an altar on which had been inscribed, ‘TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.’  Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you.”
Explanation:
1.  “For while going about and considering your objects of worship,”

a.  Paul continues by explaining why he considers the Athenians to be very religious.


b.  Paul mentions that he has walked around throughout the city and observed and thought about the Athenians’ objects of worship.  He has considered their temples, their altars, the Acropolis, that is, the entire plethora of places of worship in the city.


c.  The point being made by Paul is that he has carefully observed and thought about the religion of the Athenians.  His observations were not casual nor were his considerations.  The philosophers would greatly respect the fact that Paul was using proper philosophical method: observe carefully, consider carefully, and then state your case properly.

2.  “I also found an altar on which had been inscribed, ‘TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.’”

a.  Paul now addresses what caught his attention the most in looking at all the religious objects of worship in the city.  It was not the magnificent Acropolis.  It was not the great temples or statues of the gods.  It was a little known and probably little used altar, on which was the inscription “To An Unknown God.”  Paul immediately thinks of the One God whom the Athenians really do not know—the Lord Jesus Christ.


b.  The historical proof for the actual existence of these altars is given by several commentators:



(1)  “Ludovicus Vives says that ‘in the Attic fields there were very many altars dedicated to unknown Gods,’ and that Pausanias in his Attics, speaks of The Altars of Unknown Gods, which altars were the invention of Epimenides, the Cretan.  [Paul also quotes from Epimenides in Tit 1:12, “A certain man from among them, their own prophet has said, ‘Cretans have been liars from the beginning, evil wild animals, lazy gluttons’.”]  For, when Attica was visited with a sore plague, they consulted the Delphian Oracle, whose answer was reported to be: That they must offer sacrifices, but named not the god to whom they should be offered.  Epimenides, who was then at Athens, commanded that they should send the beasts intended for the sacrifice through the fields, and that the sacrificers should follow the beasts with this direction: that, wherever they should stand, there they must be sacrificed to the unknown god, in order to pacify his wrath.  From that time, therefore, to the time of Diogenes Laertius these altars were visited.”



(2)  “Pausanias (Description of Greece, 1. 1. 4) says that in Athens there are ‘altars of gods called unknown’ and Philostratus (Life of Apollonius of Tyana, 6. 3. 5) similarly speaks of ‘altars of unknown divinities’ as set up there. They are frequently associated with a story told by Diogenes Laertius (Lives of Philosophers, 1. 110).”



(3)  “The existence of altars to “unknown gods” (plural) in the early Christian centuries is attested.  Pausanias (160-180 a.d.) referred to those at Olympia and near Phalerum (v 14.8; i.l.4). Philostratus (200-240 a.d.) quoted Apollonius (late 1st century a.d.) as referring to such altars in Athens (Life of Apollonius of Tyana 4.3).”



(4)  There is much argumentation amongst scholars concerning whether or not this altar actually existed, because one has not been found by archeology.  However, the greatest proof that the altar did exist exactly as Paul said it did is the fact that the members of the Areopagus did not stop Paul at this point and tell him he was wrong in making this statement.  Their silence is proof that what Paul was saying was true.


c.  By citing the name of one of the actual altars that existed in Athens at the time, Luke once again proves his authenticity as a historian, and gives us trustworthy evidence that Paul was actually in Athens and spoke before the Areopagus.


d.  Some older translations (such as the King James Version and Philips translation) translate this “To The Unknown God” instead of “To An Unknown God.”  The proper Greek construction in that case would be article noun article adjective as in Mt 16:16,  = the living God.  The phrase in our verse is  without any articles; therefore, it is indefinite.  Who or What was indefinite to the Athenians was very definite to the apostle Paul.
3.  “Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you.”

a.  Based upon the evidence of this altar, Paul comes to a simple conclusion, which is stated in two parts.



(1)  The Athenians worship an unknown God and do so in ignorance.



(2)  Paul will proclaim to them Who this unknown God actually is. “They were taking this God for granted but were conceiving him to be one who was similar to their other gods.  Paul is here to proclaim the very thing that is far from their knowledge, namely the facts about this God, the facts that will make them realize that all their other gods and divinities are fictions, base delusions, to be forever cast aside.”


b.  It wasn’t just the Unknown God that the Athenians worshipped in ignorance.  The truth was that all the gods they worshipped, they worshipped in ignorance.


c.  There is no question that there is a subtle and slight insult given by Paul here.  For the one thing the philosophers of Athens took pride in over all else was their lack of ignorance.  To be told that there was something about which they were ignorant was an insult.  However, they could hardly argue with Paul, since they themselves had inscribed the altar with the word indicating their ignorance.  The basic meaning of AGNWSTOS is ‘no gnwsis’ or ‘not knowing’ = ignorance.


d.  The very act of worshipping something or someone which you are ignorant of also implies stupidity on the part of the person worshipping.  Paul is subtly telling them that they were stupid for worshipping a God in ignorance.  Paul was right and there was nothing they could do about it.  Paul had made a logical point that they could not refute with any argument.  “Paul is suggesting here that the Athenians have an inkling that such a God exists, as is shown by their actions, but they do not either really know or properly acknowledge this God.”


e.  Paul then states that He will reveal to them what they do not know.  He will reveal to them who this Unknown God actually is.  Paul knows exactly who this God is.


f.  The revelation of this Unknown God in Scripture is the present proof by God in human history of the superiority of the word of God over human philosophy.  The revelation of Jesus Christ at the Second Advent will be the final proof of the superiority of the word of God over human philosophy.


g.  Notice that what the Athenians worship is a “what” not a “who.”  “Their worship object was a thing, a ‘what’; and not a personal God at all.  For Greeks, as for Stoics, ignorance was a cardinal sin.  The greatest virtue was to discover truth through pursuing the divine reason within oneself.  Not to live in accordance with reason, to live in ignorance, was the greatest folly imaginable.  Paul accused them of precisely this ignorance, this sin.  He would return to this theme in verse 30 with his call to repentance.”


h.  Paul’s revelation of the One True God as opposed to the pantheism and atheism of the Greek philosophers will now begin.
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