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ATHENIAN PHILOSOPHERS

through Athens, and two harbor towns situated about
five miles away, the great city had become a “university
town”—overpopulated by intellectuals. The elite citi-
zens of this “free city” were safely tucked away from
the rabble that often passed through merchant towns
like Corinth. Srill respected by the Romans, these
Athenian Greeks had the reputation for being pious,
carefully guarding the religious traditions of all people,
with shrines and temples for nearly every known god
built on the Acropolis and scattered throughout the
city. The greart Parthenon, which housed the altar to
the goddess Athena,? dominated the Acropolis (a rock
mountain that could be seen from the harbor). Also on
the Acropolis, Augustus erected a small temple hon-
oring Roma and himself, thus promoting the Roman
Imperial Cult. Careful to be “inclusive” of all religions,
the Arthenians even erected shrines to “unknown
gods”—something the apostle Paul noticed when he
was there (v. 23).

Luke gives the impression that Paul was so provoked
by a city filled with idols that it led to arguments in
the market place (vv. 16-17). Since Paul was waiting
around for his friends, he likely did not set up shop
as a tent-maker. Instead, he was there because the

market (agora)—especially in a city like Athens—-was
a popular gathering place for intellectuals to discuss
ideas and for visitors to be entertained by the debates.

therefore, that a Jewish

One should not be surprised,
d arguments

traveler would have been involved in heate
about idols. In fact, Roman satirists claimed that Jews
were “atheists” because they denied the existence of
other gods. Once a few philosophers got involved in
the discussion (vv. 18-20), they invited Paul to continue
the conversation at the Areopagus either to make sport
of the stranger (“what would this idle babbler wish to
say?”) or to accuse him of sedition (““he seems to be
a proclaimer of strange deities”—rthe same charge the
Athenian authorities brought against Socrates, which
led to his execution sewveral centuries before3). The
Areopagus (a governing council over religious mat-
ters) had the responsibility both to protect the sanctity
of the citizens’ religious traditions and to monitor the
intrusion of “strange deities” that would require the
construction of more temples.4 That could explain the
polite tone of their request, “May we know what this
new teaching is which you are proclaiming?” (v. 19).
Evidently they mistook Paul’s preaching as his attempt
to introduce two new gods, Jesus and Anastasis (Greek
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