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Acts 17:22-31 
 

 22 Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, "Athenians, I see how extremely 
religious you are in every way. 
 23 For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I 
found among them an altar with the inscription, 'To an unknown god.' What therefore 
you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 
 24 The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and 
earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, 
 25 nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself 
gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. 
 26 From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the 
times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, 
 27 so that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him-- though 
indeed he is not far from each one of us. 
 28 For 'In him we live and move and have our being'; as even some of your own poets 
have said, 'For we too are his offspring.' 
 29 Since we are God's offspring, we ought not to think that the deity is like gold, or 
silver, or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of mortals. 
 30 While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all 
people everywhere to repent, 
 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness 
by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by raising 
him from the dead." 
 
 
Exegetical observations: 
 
1. The narrator (believed to be Luke) prefaces this story with the statement in verse 
16:  “16While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply distressed to see that 
the city was full of idols.”  The reason why Luke needs to say that Paul was “deeply 
distressed” is because any good Jew should be distressed by idols – but Paul’s rhetoric 
does not suggest that he is distressed by the idols.  Luke uses “friendly” words to 
describe Paul’s interaction with his philosophical opponents; they “argued” (diale,gomai, 
dialegomai) and “debated” (sumba,llw, sumballo) which are words suggesting polite 
discourse toward a common end. 
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2. The verses prior to this passage inform us that among the persons Paul was 
arguing with were Epicurean and Stoic philosophers.  Epicureans believed that if God 
exists, God would be uninvolved with the world, and therefore one is not to be filled with 
worry about God.  Epicureans emphasized happiness, but found happiness in freedom 
from worry; the suggestion (as in the phrase “Epicurean delight”) that Epicureans would 
endorse excess is wrong, because excess would only breed the worry of potential loss.  
Stoics, as the term “stoicism” suggests, believed that there was nothing you could do 
about anything – the universe is run by the gods (who are everything – they were 
pantheists) and subject to fate; for Stoics, one’s goal is the acceptance of one’s fate, 
therefore avoidance of emotion is the goal of life. 

3. Verses 24-25 make an argument that appeals to the Epicureans; an uninvolved 
god does not need shrines – but he concludes verse 25 with a subtle twist: God does 
not need anything from us, but God is involved with us because of what God gives to 
us. 

4. Verses 26-28 sound conciliatory to the Stoics, hinting at beliefs that are in accord 
with their fatalism (“he allotted the times of their existence”) and their pantheism (“in him 
we live and move”, a quote from Epimenides) but he then seizes on the same 
unidentified Stoic (believed to be Cleanthes, Zeno’s successor as leader of the Stoics) 
who referred to us as God’s “offspring.” Paul makes the point that if we (the animate) 
are God’s offspring, then the nature of God cannot be accurately represented using 
inanimate objects. 

5. Before Paul appears at the Areopagus, he is accused of being a “babbler” and a 
“proclaimer of foreign divinities.”  Both of these could conceivably be criminal offenses, 
so it is unclear whether Paul’s defense is legal in nature in order to stave off arrest.  It 
was a crime to teach if found intellectually substandard: hence the accusation of being a 
“babbler.”  It was also a crime to introduce “foreign divinities” to the city, just as there 
have always been nations where only government-sanctioned religions could be 
practiced.  Socrates was convicted of “corrupting youth” with bad philosophy and 
“impiety”.  These were capital offenses. 

 

 


