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PART ONE – INTRODUCTION  

 

The Areopagus Speech is probably one of the most interesting and disputed passages of the entire 

Scripture. At the basis of this account lies a speech that, according to Luke in the book of Acts, 

Apostle Paul delivered in Athens (i.e., Areopagus) before some of the most cultured people of the 

Greco-Roman world. This narrative becomes interesting and at the same time attractive for 

scholars of the Acts of the Apostles for it encloses an eye-catching language. Intertextual allusions 

in relation to the Hebrew Scriptures and to Greek secular literature have often been noticed. On 

this basis, from the earliest times onwards scholars of the Scriptures have attempted to study Paul‘s 

speech on different grounds. 

References to Paul‘s speech in Acts 17 can be traced from the earliest times onwards in the 

writings of scholars of the Scriptures. Since the Post-Apostolic Period, an interest in this speech, or 

parts of it, has been manifested. Throughout time, this piece of work has been examined using 

different methods of interpretation. The aim of this thesis is to offer insight into one of the most 

recent methods of interpretation used in examining the Areopagus Speech, namely modern literary 

criticism.
1
 This thesis asks how the rise of modern literary criticism among scholars of Acts has 

contributed to the interpretation of Luke‘s Areopagus narrative. In other words, it is examined 

whether the rise of modern literary criticism looked anew in the interpretation of the Areopagus 

Speech, and whether such an assessment has indeed come with new insights in relation to Paul‘s 

speech. In order to accomplish the task, this thesis focuses on four main chapters.
2
  

As the first part is the general introduction of the thesis, the second part attempts to introduce the 

reader to a global perspective on examination of the Areopagus Speech. Examples from literature 

that take into consideration either parts, or a full-length of the text of Paul‘s speech are offered. 

These examples cover a vast period of time, namely from the second century A. D. up to the 

1970s, when the rise of modern literary criticism became prominent in the study of the Acts of the 

Apostles. Hence, a Post-Apostolic, a Protestant Reformation, and a Critical Period interests in the 

Areopagus Speech are examined in this second part. 

                                                 
1
 ―The approach known since 1910 by the umbrella designation of new (literary) criticism, sometimes 

bluntly called ‗the‘ synchronic approach, is typical of the English-speaking contribution to biblical 

interpretation. Not so much a method as a basket of methods working broadly along common lines, it was 

appropriated in biblical interpretation especially in America. Paralleled by related Israeli and European 

literary approaches (e.g., Y. Zakovitsch, the German ‗Werkinterpretation,‘ L. Alonso-Schokel [stylistics of 

poetry], and J.P. Fokkelman [stylistics of narrative]), North American scholarship continues to play a 

leading role in this field.‖ See, J. A. Loader, ―Twentieth Century Interpretation,‖ Dictionary of Biblical 

Criticism and Interpretation, ed. S. E. Porter (London/New York: Routledge, 2006), 375. 
2
 That is without counting the Introduction (part one) and the Conclusion (part six). 
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In the third part, particular attention is paid to five modern literary approaches and to their 

influence in the interpretation of Acts 17:16-34. These are: B. Witherington – an ancient rhetorical 

analysis of Acts 17:16-34; M. L. Soards – as analysis of Acts 17:16-34 in light of the other 

speeches in Acts; K. D. Litwak – a framing in discourse analysis of Acts 17:16-34; C. H. Talbert – 

an ancient biography analysis of Acts 17:16-34; and R. C. Tannehill – a narrative unity analysis of 

Acts 17:16-34. Alongside a representation of the work of these scholars, this chapter also presents 

a short overview of the focus of modern literary critics in interpreting the Acts of the Apostles. 

At the center of the fourth part lies an investigation of how the new literary methods of 

interpretation contribute to an understanding of the Areopagus Speech. An examination of five 

authors and their work has led to an identification of new aspects that literary criticism brings 

about for an interpretation of Paul‘s speech. Some of these more important aspects are pointed out 

in this chapter. In addition, some pitfalls of modern literary criticism in relation to an analysis of 

the Areopagus Speech are also listed in this chapter.  

The fifth part of this thesis attempts to take the new aspects that modern literary criticism elevates 

for an interpretation of the Areopagus Speech and examine them in light of the previous findings 

from the second part of the thesis. Interpretive aspects from the period before the 1970s that 

resemble modern literary criticism are taken into comparison with those aspects beginning with 

1970. Such an assessment endeavors to provide a better picture of how modern literary criticism 

looked anew in assessing Paul‘s speech, and whether it differentiates itself from older 

interpretations of this text.  

Finally, the concluding chapter (i.e., part six) lists the main findings of the thesis. In this section, a 

critical acclaim of the results of modern literary criticism is offered.  
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PART TWO – A HISTORICAL SURVEY 

2.0 A Short Survey in the History of Interpretation of Acts 17:16-34 

It did not take much time for the writings of the New Testament to be accepted and acknowledged 

as authoritative texts. Beginning with the second century A. D. onwards, the New Testament 

writings became equal in recognition with the Old Testament writings. Because of this recognition, 

Christian writers began to use extensive portions of the New Testament in their works. 

Unfortunately, it is not precisely known how great the interest of the first Christian writers in the 

book of the Acts of the Apostles was. In fact, a total number of nineteen works referring to or 

commenting on (parts of) the book of Acts are all that remain from the second century up to the 

fifteenth century.
3
 These nineteen works came to us in the form of homilies and commentaries. It 

is necessary to say that not all of these writings paid attention to the Areopagus Speech. The only 

complete work on the Acts of the Apostles from this time is that of John Chrysostom. Some of 

these works treat only a portion of the Areopagus Speech (e.g., Thomas Aquinas) and do not 

endeavor to present a full examination of the text. The fifteenth century marked a renewed interest 

in the book of Acts. With the birth of the Protestant Reformation, the interest in the Acts of the 

Apostles increased and the number of commentaries and works on this theme expanded. However, 

as it will be shown later in this chapter, it is in the eighteenth century and forward that marked an 

explosive interest in the interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles and implicitly of the Areopagus 

Speech.   

The subsequent lines will first highlight the work of the Post-Apostolic Christian exegetes on the 

Areopagus Speech. This will not exhaust all the opinions on the matter but it endeavors to present 

some of them. Christian exegetes, such as Justin Martyr, Ambrose of Milan, John Chrysostom, and 

Thomas Aquinas are taken into consideration in this chapter. This study, then, will continue with 

an examination of writers from the Reformation Period. The works of John Calvin and John A. 

Bengel in relation to the Areopagus Speech will be analyzed. Finally, this chapter will be 

concluded with an examination of some scholars of the eighteenth century up to the 1970s, which 

marked the rise of modern literary criticism. In this chapter, no attempts will be made to provide 

an exhaustive survey of the interpretation of Acts 17:16-34. Instead, the focus of this study will be 

limited to a number of authors that I have considered important for this section.  

                                                 
3
 W. W. Gasque, A History of the Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 

1989), 7. Among these authors are: Origen, Didymus the Blind, Eusebius, John Chrysostom. For a complete 

list of the nineteen authors, see, Gasque, A History of the Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles, 7. 
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2.1 The Pre-Critical Era: A Post-Apostolic Interest 

In the period following the Apostolic Era there are a number of Christian authors who manifested 

an interest in Paul‘s speech at the Areopagus. Some of those were Justin Martyr, Ambrose of 

Milan, John Chrysostom, and Thomas Aquinas. These authors, together with their writings are 

going to be explored in order to see an interpretation of Acts 17:16-34 in the time prior to the 

Reformation. At this point, no attempts will be made in critiquing on their views of Acts 17:16-34. 

Instead, this section will only inspect their knowledge of such a text alongside with their interest in 

examining it.  

Justin Martyr (ca. 110 - ca. 165 A. D.) was a Gentile Christian teacher who before his conversion 

to Christianity spent valuable time in philosophy searching for the true meaning of life.
4
 He is one 

of the first Christian authors from the Post-Apostolic Period who displayed knowledge of Acts 

17:16-34 in his writings. More specifically, in his Second Apology
5
 addressed to the Roman 

Senate, Justin Martyr appears to display knowledge of Paul‘s speech at the Areopagus. This is 

most evident in the way Justin describes Socrates‘ teaching in terms that remind of Acts 17 (i.e., 

‗unknown God‘). Due to this fact, there is a great probability that Justin (II. Apol. 10.5-6) talks in 

his accounts about the same situation recorded by Luke in Acts 17:23. Justin seems to see Socrates 

as a kind of an apostle sent to Athens to preach there about the divinity that is ignored. His 

contemporaries mainly rejected Socrates‘ proclamation on the grounds that he was introducing 

new gods, and by that, he did not manifest recognition of the gods of the state. In consequence, 

Socrates ended up in front of the Athenian tribunal being charged for introducing new divinities.  

Justin Martyr‘s account of Socrates resembles very much Luke‘s account of Paul before the 

Areopagus.
6
 This may be an echo of a common practice of the Greco-Roman world in the Lucan 

Areopagus Speech. Paul, as Socrates, preached the Word of God to the Athenians, ended up in 

front of a council, was inquired about his message, and finally the God that he proclaimed was 

rejected. The similarity between the two accounts testifies about the fact that Justin Martyr may 

have thought of Luke‘s report as a means to establish a connection between Christian revelation 

                                                 
4
 A. Roberts, and J. Donaldson, Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1950), 

159-160.  
5
 Justin Martyr‘s Apologies (I & II) are the earliest extant writings written on behalf of the Christians. See, 

Roberts, and Donaldson, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 160.   
6
 E. Haenchen observed decisive references in I Apol.50:12 of Justin Martyr and the book of Acts, and 

considers that there are grounds to attribute II. Apol. 10.6 to the influence of Acts 17:23. See, The Acts of the 

Apostles: A Commentary (Philadelphia: The West Minister Press, 1971), 8-9. M. Marcovich takes into 

account that Justin Martyr‘s speech may allude to Acts 17:23. Iustini Martyris Apologiae pro Christianis 

Dialogus cum Tryphone (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1994), 28. Nonetheless, the opinions are divided on 

Justin Martyr‘s knowledge of the Areopagus Speech. A. Gregory considers that ―the question as to whether 

Justin here draws on Lukan tradition or merely on common Christian ones remains unresolved.‖ See, The 

Reception of Luke and Acts in the Period before Irenaeus: Looking for Luke in the Second Century 

(Tubingen: Mohr Siebech, 2003), 321.   
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and pagan understanding of that revelation. According to Justin Martyr, the Greeks had a certain 

understanding of the true God, yet because this was limited, they often contradicted themselves (II. 

Apol. 10.3). Justin observes that even Socrates, who drew the attention of the Athenians to the 

unknown God, had a partial knowledge of God. Thus, if Justin Martyr had in mind Paul‘s speech 

when he wrote his second apology, he must have interpreted some aspects of the content of the 

speech in terms of natural revelation by strictly relating it to examples from the Greco-Roman 

world.         

The Areopagus Speech continued to be examined in the fourth century in the writings of Ambrose 

of Milan. Ambrose of Milan (ca. 339 - ca. 397 A. D.) was a well-educated Christian and a bishop 

of Milan.
7
 He was trained in law and manifested a real interest in the ecclesiastical and liturgical 

life of the Church. In his works, which contain dogmatic treatises, ethical works, sermons, and 

letters written to different people and on different occasions, he used ideas as well as extensive 

quotations from Acts 17:16-34. One of the most prominent quotations of Ambrose from Acts 

17:16-34 is found in his letter to Horontianus (XLIII. 10).
8
 In this letter, Ambrose answers 

Horontianus‘ concerns with regard to the sacred narrative (e.g., why man, the highest work of 

God‘s creation, was made the last).
9
 In order to answer these concerns, Ambrose made use of the 

text of the Scriptures, both the Old Testament and the New Testament. In his opinion, a man 

although created the last is the greatest being – ‗the dearest and the nearest to Him‘ (XLIII. 11). As 

a way to prove that, Ambrose made use of different passages from the Scriptures among which is 

also Acts 17:27-28. He used these verses to describe the relation of a human being with his/her 

Creator. In this letter, Ambrose employed Acts 17:27-28 to point to men‘s origin and to serves as a 

confirmation that men are indeed created in the image of God; hence, men are God‘s offspring. As 

beings created in the image of God, humans are rational responsible persons with a strong ability 

to search for God. According to Ambrose, the ‗rational nature‘ inherited within a person is what 

makes one seek for God. The presence of such ideas indicates that Ambrose was aware that the 

Areopagus Speech includes aspects of natural revelation.   

Further on, at the end of the fourth century and beginning of the fifth century John Chrysostom 

provided Christianity with a full-length exegetical assessment of the Areopagus Speech. 

Chrysostom (ca. 347 – 407 A. D.) was a well-known preacher of his time.
10

 He is especially 

renowned for his series of exegetical sermons. An important number of these sermons came down 

to us, of which a complete series of homilies on Acts can be mentioned. When one gets together all 

                                                 
7
 M. Wiles, Church Fathers, Encyclopedia of Christianity, ed. J. Bowden (Oxford/New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2005), 254.  
8
 See, The Letters of S. Ambrose, A Library of Fathers of the Holy Catholic Church, Anterior to the Division 

of the East and West: Translated by the Members of the English Church (Oxford: James Parker & Co., and 

Rivingstons, 1881), 291. 
9
 The Letters of S. Ambrose, 287. 

10
 Wiles, Church Fathers, 256-257. 
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these sermons in a single book, they form the earliest full commentary on the Acts of the Apostles 

that we presently have. It is little wonder that John Chrysostom‘s homilies on Acts are often called 

by scholars ‗A Commentary on The Acts of the Apostles.‘
11

  

Due to Chrysostom‘s interest in the book of Acts, a complete assessment of Acts 17:16-34 is 

enclosed in his homilies number XXXVIII and XXXIX. When one examines these two homilies, it 

can be observed that Chrysostom‘s manner of interpreting was mainly exegetical with an emphasis 

on relating the content of a sermon to the life and faith of that time. For example, Chrysostom‘s 

sermon on Acts 17:16-34 is divided in two parts: (1) the exegesis of the passage, and (2) the 

application of the content.  

The first part, exegesis, consists of explaining to his audience the meaning of different words (e.g., 

δεηζηδαηκνλεζηέξνπο, vs. 22), introducing the Stoics and Epicureans and their beliefs, illuminating 

some of the ideas that Luke/Paul used in the speech (e.g., was Paul on trial? Was the unknown 

God, Christ?), as well as making use of rhetorical literary categories to describe this speech (e.g., 

Paul‘s way of speaking is called ‗encomium‘). In his exegesis, when he refers to vss. 27-28, 

Chrysostom carefully makes a distinction between Christian and secular traditions, between what 

Greek poets said, and what Paul implied about these traditions. He sees that the secular, in the 

words of Aratus, speaks of Jupiter, whereas the spiritual, in the words of Paul (i.e., Scriptures), 

speaks of the true God. Chrysostom thinks that when Paul drew on these secular traditions, he used 

them to build on his argument that the pagan knowledge of divinities asserts some truth about the 

true God. However, that knowledge was not enough since Paul made that pagan truth explicit in 

vss. 24-26 when he explains to the Athenians the main doctrine about God. The second part of the 

sermon discusses the spiritual and moral application of the text. For such an appreciation of the 

text, Chrysostom at times made use of other passages from the Old and New Testaments (e.g., Ps 

1:13; Rom 14:9; 1 Cor 2:14; 2 Cor 5:10) and engaged them to support a practical application of the 

text. For example, Chrysostom made use of Rom 14:9 (πάληεο γὰξ παξαζηεζόκεζα ηῷ βήκαηη ηνῦ 

ζενῦ) in order to show that the words spoken to the Athenians in Acts 17:30 (ηὰ λῦλ παξαγγέιιεη 

ηνῖο ἀλζξώπνηο πάληαο παληαρνῦ κεηαλνεῖλ) apply to his audience at that time, too.  

This kind of assessment of the text made Chrysostom‘s work superior to that of the previous 

exegetes studied so far in this chapter. His interpretation follows very closely the characteristics of 

the Antiochene Christianity that was more concerned with exegesis and not allegory.
12

 Even 

though Chrysostom‘s exegesis should not be understood in terms of the modern expression of 

exegesis, his work remains very critical due to his methodology. It is clear that Chrysostom often 

                                                 
11

 S. Walton, Acts, Theological Interpretation of the New Testament: A Book-by-Book Survey, gen. ed. K. 

VanHoozer (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 2008), 74. See also, A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene 

Fathers of the Christian Church, ed. P. Schaff (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1980), 1.  
12

 Wiles, Church Fathers, 257. 
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surpasses the borders of a text by differentiating between secular ideas (e.g., Aratus‘ sentence) and 

their re-use in Acts 17, as well as by engaging rhetorical literary categories (e.g., encomium) in his 

critical assessment. Nevertheless, he was concerned to prove that Paul‘s audience was exposed to a 

complete testimony of the Scriptures and to show how such a text could be applied to the daily 

Christian life. Chrysostom‘s commentary of the Areopagus Speech also resonates with a time in 

the interpretation of Paul‘s speech when natural revelation is not anymore that prominent but still 

present.       

Moving into the thirteenth century, not much before the rise of Renaissance, the Areopagus Speech 

served as a model of interpreting the Scripture through the means of philosophy and reason for 

scholars such as Aquinas. Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225 - ca. 1274) was one of the most important 

philosophers and theologians of his time.
13

 As a Catholic Priest, Aquinas devoted his life to 

studying and writing. In this respect, he wrote many works of theology out of which the most 

influential is probably The Summa Theologica. The Summa Theologica is a work that encloses 

three parts: one is on God, one on ethics, and one on Christ.
14

 In the first part of The Summa 

Theologica, Aquinas made use of Acts 17:28, which is Luke/Paul‘s quote of Aratus: ‗sicut et 

quidam poetarum vestrorum dixerunt, genus Dei sumus‘ (ST. I.Art.8.2). This quotation is used in a 

context where Aquinas answers to the question whether sacred doctrines could be a matter of 

argument. According to Aquinas, the sacred doctrines make use of human reason in order for one 

to come to a clearer understanding of the holy teaching. At times, the sacred doctrines make use of 

the authority of philosophers, who in the past by natural reason were able to come to an 

understanding of the truth. A good example in this respect is Aratus, who was quoted by Paul in 

his sermon in order to emphasize that sacred doctrines indeed also use the authority of the 

philosophers apart from the canonical Scripture and the authority of the doctors of the Church. It 

seems that for Aquinas, Acts 17:28 was an example of natural revelation, which in the past had 

been beneficial for some philosophers and poets (e.g., Aratus) to come to a certain understanding 

of the truth and implicitly of God.  

2.2 The Pre-Critical Era: A Protestant Reformation Interest  

As it has been shown in the previous section of this chapter, the period preceding the Protestant 

Reformation does not reflect a great interest in the examining of Acts 17:16-34. A number of 

Christian authors did pay attention to the Areopagus Speech, but they did not exceed it with their 

interpretation.
15

 Furthermore, the interest in the book of Acts did not impress either; a number of 

                                                 
13

 R. M. Hutchins, Great Books of the Western World: Thomas Aquinas, nr. 19, vol. 1 

(Chicago/London/Toronto: William Benton Publisher, 1952), v-vi. 
14

 The third part of Aquinas‘ The Summa Theologica is an unfinished work.  
15

 Out of the nineteen works, only few of them mention Acts 17:16-34. The most important of them have 

been cited in the previous section, 2.1 The Pre-Critical Era: A Post-Apostolic Interest.  



10 

 

just nineteen authors manifested an interest in this New Testament book. However, beginning with 

the Protestant Reformation and continuing up to the nineteenth century, which culminated with the 

rise of historical criticism, the situation changed radically. It is worth mentioning that, from the 

Reformation up to the birth of historical criticism there are almost two-hundred works that dealt 

with the Acts of the Apostles.
16

 Among the most important writings on the Acts of the Apostles are 

the commentaries of John Calvin, John Lightfoot, Hugo Grotius, and John Bengel. As it was the 

case with the works from the Pre-Reformation Period, not all of these two-hundred writings from 

this period dealt necessarily with Acts 17:16-34. For instance, John Lightfoot‘s commentary on the 

New Testament does not treat chapter seventeen of the Acts of the Apostles at all.
17

 In this section 

of this chapter, the commentaries of scholars such as Calvin and Bengel will be taken into 

consideration.   

John Calvin (1509 - 1564) was one of the most important theologians and exegetes of his time.
18

 

Among his works, he wrote a commentary on the Acts of the Apostles.
19

 His commentary comes 

with an extensive assessment of Acts 17:16-34. Although Calvin wrote a few centuries before the 

rise of the Critical Era, his work on Paul‘s speech at the Areopagus is marked by a historical-

grammatical method of interpretation. According to this method of interpretation, in examining a 

passage Calvin looked for the intended meaning of the author and for what the original readers 

would have understood. Concerned with what the author was trying to communicate in a text, 

Calvin did not show an appreciation for a mass of opinions, instead he focused on an exposition of 

the text. Farrar, in his lectures given at Oxford, compared Calvin‘s commentary with other 

Reformed writers‘ work (e.g., Zwingli, Pellieanus) and called to attention the fact that Calvin in 

his commentaries ‗never drags his weary reader through a bewildering mass of opinions, of which 

some are absurd, the majority impossible, and of which all but one must be wrong.‘
20

 Farrar was 

convinced that Calvin‘s exposition is clearer than that of his contemporaries, and it focuses on the 

vital things that are voiced in the text. Calvin‘s method of approaching the Scriptures was 

considered at that time a very valuable tool that helped one to deepen his appreciation for the 

Scriptures over that of the masses. 

                                                 
16

 Gasque, A History of the Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles, 8. 
17

 John Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica, vol. 4 Acts-

1Corinthians (Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publication, 1989).  
18

 M. L. Mattox, Reformation, Encyclopedia of Christianity, ed. J. Bowden (Oxford/New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2005), 1012. For a detailed impression about Calvin as an exegete and theologian see, F. 

W. Farrar, History of Interpretation: Eight Lectures Preached Before the University of Oxford in the year 

MDCCCLXXXV (London: Macmillan and Co., 1886), 342 ff. 
19
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When Calvin‘s commentary on Acts 17:16-34 is examined, one sees that he divides the Areopagus 

Speech between two persons, Luke and Paul. Luke is certainly the more prominent figure; he is the 

author of the narration. Paul, on the other hand, is the genuine author of the speech, which was 

then recorded by Luke in his work. Calvin is often concerned with what Luke really said about a 

person (e.g., Paul), a place (e.g., Athens) a philosophy (e.g., Epicureanism), or about Athenian‘s 

poets (e.g., Aratus).
21

 Nevertheless, he is also aware of Pauline features in the Lukan Greek 

language (‗I grant that the apostles, according to the Hebrew idiom, often use the preposition in 

instead of per‘)
22

 and of extensive knowledge of Pauline concepts in his interpretation of the 

Areopagus Speech (i.e., Romans 1:20), thus, he considered the Lukan account an expression of the 

Pauline theology. Important for Calvin was the historical background in which elements of the 

speech occurred (e.g., Aratus‘ poem) as well as a grammatical and a theological consideration of 

the text. Of great value for Calvin was also to allow Luke to speak about the things he witnessed 

and to permit Paul to complement the Lukan account. A historical-grammatical interpretation 

required Calvin to pay attention to the author‘s choice of words in order to allow the text to speak 

for itself. For example, in his discussion of Acts 17:34 in relation to the outcome of Paul‘ sermon, 

Calvin‘s interpretation is straightforward following Luke‘s own words without adding unnecessary 

explanations that the text may not support: ‗Since Luke names only one man and one woman, it 

appears that at the beginning the number of believers was small.‘
23

 However, Calvin does stop and 

discuss certain Greek words (e.g., δεηζηδαίκωλ) that he considered of great importance for his 

audience in order to grasp a genuine understanding of Paul‘s speech. Although Calvin was aware 

of the presence of aspects of natural revelation in Acts 17:16-34, he is careful to communicate that 

the natural revelation serves as a guide towards God, and that the true knowledge of the divinity is 

a gift that comes from God.
24

 Calvin thinks that Paul‘s speech does not focus on human ability to 

know God, but on the fact that Athenians are without excuse in the light of the evidences displayed 

to them. The writings of the Athenian poets indeed contain confessions about the true knowledge 

of God, yet Paul‘s audience purposely ignored it even after his speech.  

The interest in the Areopagus Speech continued to be advanced by scholars other than Calvin. 

John A. Bengel (1687 - 1752) was a scholar of the Scriptures who ‗launched the modern science of 

New Testament textual criticism‘ and the author of ‗one of the most influential commentaries on 

the New Testament ever written.‘
25

 Written originally in Latin,
26

 his commentary was as influential 

as Calvin‘s commentary; however, it was alleged as a better-polished work in terms of writing. As 
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Gasque remarked when he talks about Bengel‘s work: ‗Bengel has the gift of careful and exact 

expression… He used words sparingly … choosing each expression carefully, until every sentence 

is a model of terse and polished expression.‘
27

 Throughout Bengel‘s commentary, evidences that 

he generally avoids long unnecessary discussions and refuses to debate with other commentators 

can be seen. Such an approach was used in order to allocate more space to what the text has to say 

and by that to allow a reader to grasp the full meaning of a text. The same approach is also applied 

when it comes to the interpretation of Acts 17:16-34. At times, he briefly comments on certain 

verses (e.g., vs. 20 is commented on in just over one line), and focuses more on those verses which 

can lead to far-reaching conclusions because of their linguistic and theological problems (e.g., vs. 

23 is commented in two pages and a half).   

Bengel‘s interpretation of Acts 17:16-34 takes place within an expository-historical framework, 

which provides a reader with well-organized and concise information about the text. The goal of 

this method of interpretation is to prove the author‘s theological or linguistic point of view with 

facts, as opposed to one‘s estimation of it. In his examination of the Areopagus Speech, Bengel 

observed that there are striking connections between ancient Geek literature and the canonical 

Scriptures together, and Acts 17:16-34. Bengel regards these connections as a valuable key for an 

interpretation of the Areopagus Speech. For instance, Bengel called to attention the fact that vs. 24 

(‗live in temples built by hands‘) may be a reminiscence of Stephen‘s speech in Acts 7:48 (‗live in 

houses made by human hands‘). Based on such findings, Bengel remarked that the Lukan Paul is 

somehow speaking like the Lucan Stephen. Also, the fact that vs. 26 (‗and He made from one, 

every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined their appointed 

times, and the boundaries of their habitation‘) resonates with Deut 32:8 (‗When the Most High
 

gave the nations their inheritance, when he divided up humankind,
 
he set the boundaries of the 

peoples, according to the number of the heavenly assembly‘) was highlighted. Advancing the 

information found in the book of Deuteronomy, Bengel touched on the point that this could be an 

evidence for the fact that the Areopagus Speech may as well be built up on reminiscences of Old 

Testament thought. Moreover, when he discusses about the inscription ‗to an unknown god,‘ he 

detected that the text (Acts 17:16-34) supports allusions to ancient Greek literature, e.g., 

Epimenides‘ purification of Athens. In order to show that there are connections between Paul‘s 

speech and Epimenides, Bengel drew upon the work of Diogenes Laertius, a 3
rd

 century Greek 

biographer. It seems that in the past, when the Athenian people experienced a pestilence, an 

unknown god was called upon to help with the plague. A Cretan philosopher named Epimenides 

taught the Athenian people a way to escape that pestilence: ‗He took sheep of black and white 

fleeces, led them to the Areopagus, and allow to go from it whithersoever they pleased; instructing 
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those who followed them to sacrifice each sheep wherever it lay down, to the proper God.‘
28

 As a 

response to the Athenian request and to their recognition of that god, the plague ceased. Without a 

doubt, such literary parallel was valid for an interpretation of Paul‘s speech, since the chief value 

of Bengel‘s commentary stands in its exposition of the Scripture.
29

 All the characters and places in 

the story have a history, and for Bengel details about their past were of great importance for a 

proper understanding of the Lucan account.                

Bengel‘s expository-historical framework does not only show obvious connections between other 

literature and Acts, but also proves that all these connections are certainly important elements for 

the interpretation of Acts 17:16-34.
30

 The importance of this commentary is even more significant 

when one keeps in mind that up to this point in time there were not many scholars of the Acts who 

attempted to interpret the Areopagus Speech in these terms. 

2.3 The Critical Era: An Interest in Acts 17:16-34 

The end of the eighteenth century marked a change in the interpretation of the Acts of the 

Apostles. Until this point in time, the tendency was to view the book of Acts as the history of the 

Christian Church. This traditional understanding of Acts began to weaken as the exegetes noticed 

more and more the fragmentary interpretation of the history presented by Luke in his work. In fact, 

the book was charged as presenting not the history of all the Apostles, but the history of Peter and 

Paul.
31

 Some scholars‘ view on Acts became even more critical as Paul‘s message was examined 

in relation to the things written in Paul‘s epistles. As a result of this attempt, the new criticism 

started to ask: ‗What is the purpose of Acts?‘
32

 The answer to this question divided the scholars of 

Acts in two groups, those who believed that Luke wrote generally to suit his purpose (tendency-

criticism), and those who considered that Luke was unable to provide a better account (source-

criticism).
33

    

This dispute marked the rise of the modern critical study of the book of Acts. The tendency-

criticism was concerned with the understanding of Luke‘s goal when he wrote his account. The 

advocates of tendency-criticism, such as F. C. Baur (1792 - 1860) did not emphasize a critical 

interpretation of separate speeches such as the Areopagus Speech. Their main concern was the 

reconciliation of a biblical book with the purpose of the author. The advocates of source-criticism, 

however, did pay extra attention to the speeches in Acts. One major source critical volume is that 
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of A. von Harnack.
34

 Harnack‘s focus in his commentary was mainly concentrated on clarifying 

the issue of sources in Luke‘s work, so the interpretation of Acts 17:16-34 in his work serves the 

purpose of answering the question of sources. This examination of the text tests the trustworthiness 

of the Lukan account. According to Harnack, the places described (i.e., Athens, Agora, 

Areopagus), the people mentioned (i.e., Epicureans, Stoics, Athenians, Damaris, Dionysius), the 

words used to describe people (Ἀζελαῖνη δὲ πάληεο θαὶ νἱ ἐπηδεκνῦληεο μέλνη εἰο νὐδὲλ ἕηεξνλ 

εὐθαίξνπλ ἢ ιέγεηλ ηη ἢ ἀθνύεηλ ηη θαηλόηεξνλ cf., 17:21), and the knowledge of the poetical Greek 

quotations (e.g., Aratus), all testify of a cultured writer (i.e., Luke) who painted ‗his portraits on a 

background of the very best tradition.‘
35

  

Following Harnack‘s work and starting with M. Dibelius (1883 - 1947), a new critical method of 

interpretation has been applied to the book of Acts, namely form-criticism. Dibelius first applied 

this method to the Acts of the Apostles in 1923.
36

 The idea behind this method was that at the back 

of the final form of the text of Acts small units of text are present. These small units form the 

authentic tradition of Acts; therefore, they should be first examined in order to do justice to a text 

in Acts. From this moment on, the history of interpretation of Acts has been marked by a time 

when the study of Acts 17:16-34 became of great interest to the scholars of the Acts of the 

Apostles. 

Dibelius applied this critical method to both the narratives and the speeches in Acts. An analysis of 

Paul‘s speech at Areopagus
37

 led Dibelius to affirm that this sermon is not necessarily Christian 

and only its conclusive part beginning with vs. 31 makes this message Christian.
38

 In order to 

reach this conclusion, Dibelius divided Paul‘ speech in three units: the pre-speech unit, the speech 

unit, and the conclusion unit. Examining the speech thoroughly, Dibelius observed that the first 

part of the speech is in nature philosophical with an emphasis on Stoic ideas, the second unit is 

based on Old Testament ideas expressed in a Hellenistic language, and the conclusion unit is 

generally Christian, however best understood within a philosophical framework. Dibelius‘ 

approach has challenged very much scholars of the Acts of the Apostles and after his death in 

1947, it set the agenda for further criticism of the speech.   

The early 1950s marked the limits of form-criticism and the rise of a new approach in the 

interpretation of Acts, namely redaction-criticism. If form-criticism attempted to evaluate a text in 

smaller units, redaction-criticism was concerned with the entire material. A pioneer of redaction-

criticism was H. Conzelmann. The famous speech at the Areopagus did not remain still in front of 
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the new criticism. Scholars such as Conzelmann continued to pay attention to this text, however at 

this time from another angle. In his works: ‗The Address of Paul on the Areopagus,‘
39

 and 

commentary on Acts,
40

 Conzelmann analyzed Paul‘s speech within the framework of redaction-

criticism. He set the premise that the Areopagus speech must be interpreted as the literary speech 

of Luke and not of Paul.
41

 Since Luke in his account drew upon Greco-Roman historiography, he 

certainly created what Paul must have said in any particular situation. So, according to 

Conzelmann, the question whether Luke ‗still had reliable reports about what Paul had actually 

said is only a secondary one.‘
42

 The speech as a Lukan creation is also reinforced by the fact that 

the Areopagus speech does not reflect ideas and thoughts similar to those written in Paul‘s epistles. 

Furthermore, Conzelmann paid particular attention to the similarities between Lukan expressions 

used in the Areopagus speech and those present in the Greco-Roman world. For example, the 

expression in vs. 23 (Ἀγλώζηῳ ζεῷ) is considered a Lukan redaction of texts such as that of 

Pausanias 1.1.4 (βωκνὶ δὲ ζεῶλ ηε ὀλνκαδνκέλωλ ἀγλώζηωλ θαὶ ἡξώωλ θαὶ παίδωλ ηῶλ Θεζέωο 

θαὶ Φαιήξνπ). This conclusion is supported by the fact that until today no inscription in that form 

has been discovered.  

Following Conzelmann, E. Haenchen continued Dibelius‘ work by using a type of form-criticism. 

Haenchen, unlike Dibelius, was interested in what is the real subject of Acts.
43

 Starting from the 

premise that Acts is about ιόγνο ηνῦ ζενῦ and its growth, he endeavors to interpret the book of 

Acts as Luke‘s product concerning the Early Church. However, the point here is not that Luke‘s 

account is not trustworthy, instead Haenchen emphasized that there is little evidence that Luke 

made use of written sources for his work, and a compilation of insufficient oral sources might have 

been used in his account. This is exactly what Haenchen proves when the Areopagus speech is 

examined. The narrative framework of Acts 17:16-34, he thinks, is composed of a diversity of 

insufficient oral sources, such as the following: ‗the many temples and images, the special 

religiosity of the Athenians, their philosophical schools, the Areopagus (hill and court!), the 

Socratic dialogues in the market place, the introduction of new gods, the Athenian curiosity.‘
44

 

These sources united together in a narrative unit gave birth to Paul‘s speech. The diversity of 

sources contributed more or less to create a universal picture of Athens, therefore Luke directs 

Paul‘s message to the whole of Athens and not necessarily to a specific audience (e.g., Greco-

Roman), philosophy (e.g., Stoic), or place (e.g., Areopagus). In conclusion, for Haenchen, the 
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Areopagus speech becomes an ‗ideal scene‘ that talks about a universal purpose that might be hard 

to translate into reality.
45

   

Successive to Haenchen, the study of Luke-Acts became ‗a storm center‘ in the interpretation of 

the Acts of the Apostle.
46

 Many commentaries and separate treatments of the Areopagus speech 

appeared on the academic market. Up to the 1970s, scholars such as Gartner,
47

 Stonehouse,
48

 

Jenkins,
49

 and Hemer
50

 all continued to manifest an interest in the interpretation of Acts 17:16-34. 

Interesting enough is that during the 1970s and continuing with the 1980s, the interest in this 

passage increased considerably. However, the new wave of scholars such as Talbert
51

 challenged 

the old method of interpretation (e.g., redaction- criticism) and moved towards a new means of 

examination, namely modern literary criticism.   

 

A short survey on the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech has shown that as early as the second 

century A. D. Christian exegetes such as Justin Martyr, Ambrose of Milan, John Chrysostom, and 

later Thomas Aquinas have manifested interest in relation to Paul‘s speech. Up to the Reformation 

Period, scholars of Acts 17:16-34 sought to interpret the text in relation to examples from the 

Greco-Roman world (e.g., Socrates‘ trial before Areopagus), in relation to philosophy and reason, 

as well as in relation to rhetorical literary categories (e.g., encomium). With the rise of the 

Protestant Reformation, the Acts of the Apostles became the source of many commentaries, and 

the Areopagus Speech has been exposed to different methods of interpretation (e.g., historical-

grammatical, and expository-historical). However, it is the eighteenth century that marked a new 

period in the interpretation of Acts. During this period Paul‘ speech has been examined in turn by 

means of source-criticism, form-criticism, and redaction-criticism. Nevertheless, beginning with 

the 1970s and continuing into the1980s, scholars of the Acts of the Apostles had begun to interpret 

this book in terms of modern literary criticism, a study that endeavors to examine a text in its final 

form. 
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PART THREE – MODERN LITERARY CRITICISM  

3.0 Modern Literary Criticism and Acts 17:16-34 

In the previous section, it has been shown that the Areopagus Speech has occupied the attention of 

the scholars of the Acts of the Apostles from the earliest times onwards. A significant number of 

authors have paid attention to this speech and comment on it using methods that they thought 

would suit the interpretation of the text in their time. As a result of this long history of the 

interpretation of Acts 17:16-34, different methods of analysis came to life. When unsatisfied with 

the result of the previous methods of interpretation, certain scholars of the Acts of the Apostles 

have endeavored to look anew.
52

 Beginning in the 1970s, little by little, scholars of the Acts of the 

Apostles moved into a new era of interpretation, namely literary criticism.
53

 This new method 

made the Areopagus speech one more time subject to interpretation.  

The goal of this chapter is twofold. First, it presents a short overview of the methods used by 

modern literary critics in interpreting the Acts of the Apostles. Secondly, it seeks to map recent 

trends in the literary criticism of the Areopagus Speech. It will limit its focus to major works (e.g., 

commentaries) with a particular interest in examining a variety of literary approaches.  

3.1 Literary Criticism 

Literary investigations are not a totally new thing. It seems that since the Enlightenment, literary 

analysis has been engaged in the study of Acts.
54

 Literary aspects that deal with structure, theme, 

motifs, and source were investigated by most of the critics in their interpretation of the Acts of the 

Apostles, particularly when it came to the Areopagus Speech. However, the modern literary 

critical study of the Scriptures differentiates itself from the classical understanding of a literary 

analysis. As it has been pointed out previously, certain scholars of Acts indeed employed in their 

work literary aspects (e.g., structure, theme, motif, source, and purpose of a text), but their goal 

was historical and not literary per se. In general, literary aspects were engaged only as part of a 
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method, such as source criticism, not necessarily as a critical method by itself.
55

 The modern 

literary-criticism conversely is preoccupied with a literary technique used by an author, and with 

the effect a technique has on a text.
56

 Whereas the criticism prior to modern literary criticism 

focused on examining the genuine form of a text, the modern literary criticism attempts to examine 

the final form of a literary text, despite its redaction. 

3.1.1 Modern Literary Criticism: Methods Used for Interpretation of Acts  

Modern literary criticism could be defined as ‗the analysis of the meaning of a written text by 

means of the study of the style, and how that meaning is communicated by an author(s) to a 

reader(s).‘
57

 Although historical values are not dismissed, this critical approach does not 

necessarily focus on the historical values of a text, but on the form of a text with a particular 

interest on how the form (e.g., narrative) impacts meaning. In doing that, the new literary criticism 

has considered for its study types of literature. As types of literature (i.e. narrative, poetry, and 

discourse) are represented in both the Old and New Testaments, literary criticism revolves around 

these types.  

Having said that, two of the most used methods of modern literary criticism are called narrative 

criticism and rhetorical criticism. Besides this classification, it is safe to say that modern literary 

criticism also includes considerations of genre (e.g., ancient biography, ancient historiography, 

ancient novel), and reflections on the use of the Scriptures as a key to understand an author‘s 

writing.
58

 

3.1.1.1 Literary Criticism: A Focus on Narrative 

As it has been said above, the Scriptures are composed of narrative units. The narrative nature of 

the Scripture is what makes a text be a literary story. As a literary story, a narrative text asserts 

important features about an author‘s capability in composing it. It also displays concerns for the 

final form of the story in a text. This approach is a shift away from the historical critical method, in 

that it does not emphasize the need to explore the meaning of a text in its historical background but 

it considers meaning as part of the final form of a text.  

                                                 
55

 T. K. Beal, K. A. Keefer, and T. Linafelt, ―Literary Theory, Literary Criticism, and The Bible,‖ Dictionary 

of Biblical Interpretation, ed. J. H. Hayes (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 79.   
56

 A. B. Spencer, ―Literary Criticism,‖ New Testament Criticism & Interpretation, ed. D. A. Black, and D. S. 

Dockery (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1991), 228. 
57

 A. B. Spencer, Literary Criticism, 245. 
58

 M. C. Parsons, ―Acts,‖ Dictionary of Biblical Criticism and Interpretation, ed. S. E. Porter (London/New 

York: Routledge, 2006), 8. 



19 

 

The subsequent lines will center on the main characteristics of literary criticism as a focus on 

narrative. The term ‗narrative criticism‘ has been first referred to by D. Rhoads in one of his 

articles. In his own words:
59

  

―Literary criticism, or more precisely that branch of literary criticism which looks at the 

formal features of narrative, is one such fresh approach with new questions for Gospel 

studies. Biblical scholars have long practiced literary criticism, sharing source criticism 

and redaction criticism and form criticism in common with literature scholars. But 

literary criticism is a broad field encompassing many approaches to a text, and only 

recently have biblical scholars begun to investigate the formal features of narrative in the 

texts of the Gospels, features which include aspects of the story-world of the narrative 

and the rhetorical techniques employed to tell the story. I shall refer to such investigative 

areas of literary criticism as ‗the literary study of narrative‘ or narrative criticism.‖ 

As Rhoads noted, at that time narrative criticism was yet to be further developed. This new trend 

was at its incipient phase and scholars were still searching for a definitive name for it e.g., ‗the 

literary study of narrative or narrative criticism.‘ Regardless of the name of the method, Rhoads 

acknowledged at that time that this was a fresh approach in the study of the Scriptures; an 

approach that scholars employed to investigate formal features of the narratives in relation to the 

Gospels. Soon after that, the study of the narrative moved into the book of Acts and it further 

reached the whole Scripture at a narrative level. 

Principally the narrative criticism of the Bible is a study of literariness of biblical texts, with a 

particular interest on how literature works. Thus, it places a lesser stress on theological ideas, it 

deemphasizes historical assumptions, and it lets go of grammatical issues. At the core of this 

method lie techniques such as: plot, character, style, rhetoric, point of view, imagery, and so forth. 

Examining these techniques, narrative criticism pays attention to details related to rhetorical 

devices, characterization and role of characters, the narrator‘s style/point of view, and the setting 

of narrative events:
60

  

1. Rhetorical devices such as: repetition, framing narratives, figures of speech/rhetorical 

figures, and figures of thought are important in that they persuade a reader in his 

assessment of a text to reach the interpretation that was intended by an author in his work. 
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Rhetoric is a part of a discourse and it is considered the means by which an author 

persuades a reader to reach the intended point of view of an author.  

2. Examining the depiction of characters in a narrative leads one to important information 

about who they are in the narrated world. Generally, characters reveal themselves through 

their speech, actions, and appearances. All this information comes from the point of view 

of an author who selects what is essential to say and what not to say about a character 

according to his purpose in a narration. An author‘s characterization of the characters 

reveals information about the role one character plays within a narrative.    

3. The narrator‘s point of view is important for a narrative critic because it asserts something 

about the narrator‘s worldview and about what a narrator wants his/her reader to see. The 

narrator already made his choices in relation to what his/her characters say and in relation 

to a scene or the progression of a narrative. Thus, for a narrative critic, understanding the 

narrator means understanding what to look for.   

4. The background/setting of a narrative is of great importance for a narrative critic. The 

narration may be surrounded by a religious or a socio-cultural setting; it may take place in 

a geographical (e.g., Judea, Athens), topographical (e.g., hill, river), political (e.g., Rome), 

temporal (e.g., night, day) and other settings. All of these data set the stage for a critic to 

understand why a conflict arises and what the factors that provoke it are.    

This kind of methodology has marked a re-birth of the biblical text in that it claimed back the life 

of the Scriptures, which was seriously diminished by the historical critical methods.  

3.1.1.2 Literary Criticism: A Focus on Rhetoric 

Rhetorical criticism, as narrative criticism, is part of the methods of synchronic analysis.
61

 One of 

the first scholars who came with the designation ‗rhetoric criticism‘ was J. Muilenburg in his work 

‗Form Criticism and Beyond’ delivered at the annual meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature 

in 1968.
62

 In his own words:
63

  

―What I am interested in, above all, is in understanding the nature of Hebrew literary 

composition, in exhibiting the structural patterns that are employed for the fashioning of 

a literary unit, whether in poetry or in prose, and in discerning the many and various 
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devices by which the predications are formulated and ordered into a unified whole. Such 

an enterprise I should describe as rhetoric and the methodology as rhetorical criticism.‖ 

It is to say that his main concern was to apply rhetorical criticism to the Old Testament literature. 

His method was not necessarily something totally new, since rhetorical criticism has its roots in the 

classical rhetoric of the Greco-Roman world. Instead, the new rhetorical criticism that Muilenburg 

talks about is more of a modern focus on the ancient rhetoric. The modern principle behind this 

methodology lies in the fact that if the writers of the New Testament have used similar interests, 

goals, and techniques with the Greco-Roman orators, then the writings of the New Testament 

could be interpreted in the light of specific ancient literary devices. As Melick observed, the 

modern scholars began to ‗look for specific literary devices that gave clue to the composition of 

the passage. If these devices could be found, they would unlock the interpretation of the text.‘
64

 

Rhetorical criticism, as any other branch of modern literary criticism, attempts to interpret the text 

of the Scriptures as a whole rather than at the level of individual pieces. It generally sees a text as 

an intended product able to persuade a reader towards its right interpretation. Being preoccupied 

with the text in its final form, a rhetorical critic is not bothered if a text is a product of editing or an 

imitation of a past work, a critic rather inspects why an author chose to transform a text in that 

form and what was the author‘s intent. In doing that, rhetorical criticism focuses on the following 

points,
65

 

1. The literal intentionality of a text – a rhetorical critic looks for the point an author 

developed in a text;    

2. The form of a literary text – a rhetorical critic focuses on how a text was put together by 

an author. 

 and underlines the following assumptions:
66

 

1. A literary text can reveal author‘s purpose within itself; 

2. The author of a text has intentionally used in his material rhetorical devices in order to 

persuade his reader to a proper understanding of a text;  

3. The writing consists of formal content, and a reader would have expected and understood 

such a formal writing. 

Based on these points and assumptions, rhetorical criticism underlines that a correct identification 

of a rhetorical unit through lexical devices (e.g. inclusion; repetition; rhetorical questions) and 
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assessment of a rhetorical unit using rhetorical categories (e.g., invention; arrangement; style) may 

disclose both the situation between writer-reader, as well as writer‘s intent.  

3.1.1.3 Literary Criticism: A Focus on Genre 

Besides narrative criticism and rhetorical criticism, literary criticism also includes consideration of 

the text‘s genre. Genre is basically a category of writing, which helps the interpretation of a text by 

categorizing literature according to a text‘s form (e.g., prose). Among the genres that are used for 

the interpretation of the New Testament are: gospel, epistle, apocalyptic, story, history, biography, 

novel. At times, a text of the New Testament can belong to one genre or to a mixture of genres.
67

 

That mostly depends on one‘s categorization of a text. Since some of the above genre cannot be 

applied to Acts, the subsequent lines will only mention those that are generally related to the study 

of this book.    

In modern research, the book of Acts was bordered by history, biography, or novel among other 

types of genre.
68

 A literary examination of Acts may reveal that each one of the previously 

mentioned genre can apply to this book and they can make a good case for its interpretation. 

1. Scholars of history genre inspect a text in order to find out whether a text conforms to a 

first-century method of recording history;  

2. When it examines a corpus of literature, scholars of biography genre try to find out 

whether that corpus of literature was at any level shaped by the patterns of an ancient 

biography; 

3. Scholars of novel genre evaluate a corpus of literature in terms of both history and fiction. 

The advocates of this approach see Luke as a writer in that he was not only concerned to 

provide information for his reader but also to entertain them. 

An emphasis on genre may lead one to a better assessment and interpretation of a text. That is due 

to the fact that a genre narrows a text to a particular literary type and it allows one to analyze that 

text within a specific literary framework. By doing that, genre categories help in the detection of 

the meaning of a text.    

3.1.1.4 Literary Criticism: A Focus on Biblical History 

Another category that will be presented here is the focus of literary critics on biblical histories. The 

concept of ‗biblical history‘ is generally used in relation to all the historical books of the Old 

Testament that hold together a number of features (e.g., language, themes, models, literary 
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techniques).
69

 Among those who look at Luke as a writer are also scholars who interpret Acts in 

terms of biblical histories, that is, Luke has consciously modeled Acts on the basis of the history 

found in the Old Testament Scriptures. As Parson regarded it in his own words: ‗Finally, while the 

search for oral and/or written sources in Acts has subsided, the interest in Luke‘s use of Scripture 

as a key to his hermeneutic and theology has increased.‘
70

  

The critics of Luke as a biblical historian argue that for the writing of the book of Acts, Luke made 

extensive use of biblical language as well as of Old Testament themes and models. An immersion 

in Luke‘s use of the Old Testament in his writings reveals that the Lucan concept of history 

derives from the Old Testament Scriptures. As a result of this, Acts is often interpreted in terms of 

biblical history.
71

 The subsequent lines highlight some features of biblical history:
72

 

1. Old Testament language. Biblical history analyzes the language of Acts manifesting a 

particular interest in syntax, especially in the use and positioning of conjunctions, 

prepositions, and articles. As a result of this analysis, it is often acknowledged that Acts is 

built on a Semitic language. At times, Lucan patterns of writing are considered to reflect 

an Aramaic and a Hebrew model. The cause for such a language in Luke is frequently 

thought to be current to an influence of the Septuagint.  

2. Themes. Theme study is an important tool in interpreting Acts as a biblical history. The 

purpose of theme study in Acts is to reveal points of contact between Acts and the Old 

Testament. These points of contact revolve around important subject matters that help one 

to understand Luke‘s purpose on a small scale (e.g., the reading of Deut 32:8 in Acts 

17:26), or on a bigger scale (e.g., Jerusalem as a bridge between Israel and the Church).  

3. Old Testament models. Scholars also focused their attention on Luke‘s use of the Old 

Testament patterns as a means of composing various narratives in Acts. This study asserts 

that Luke was aware of Old Testament models and he freely used them in modeling his 

stories (e.g., Paul, Jonah and the account of the shipwreck), the characters in a narrative 

(e.g., Paul as a model of Moses), and their language description.  

4. Old Testament literary techniques. It is believed that a number of Old Testament literary 

techniques have been used by Luke in his account. Some of these are: the repetition of a 

pattern (1 Kings 14:19-20, 31; 15:8, 24 // Acts 6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 16:5; 28:31), the use of 

speeches as an introduction or sum up of a unit (1 Kings 8:22-53 // Acts 4:24-30), the 

structure of history (1 Samuel 8:8; 10:18-19; 12:6 exodus and conquest - age of the judges 

- rise of monarchy // Luke-Acts: law and the prophets – Jesus – apostolic age – post 
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apostolic age), and the writing of an account based on main characters (Genesis is based 

on Abraham, Jacob, and Joseph // Acts is Peter and Paul based).  

3.1.1.5 Literary Criticism: A focus on Modern Methods of Interpretation  

This final section, which deals with literary critical approaches in the book of Acts, will present a 

final method of interpretation, namely framing in discourse. This method is generally applied to 

the speeches in Acts, but it may also hold great promise in further illuminating Luke‘s writing. 

Framing in discourse is a modern literary technique used for interpretation of a narrative. This 

method is governed by the principle that every means of communication is shaped by a certain 

frame of reference. It is applied to a wide range of materials in both film and literature. Although 

the concept of ‗framing‘ is generally attributed to G. Bateson,
73

 who observed that communication, 

verbal or non-verbal, cannot be understood outside of a frame of interpretation, the framing in 

discourse technique is commonly connected to Deborah Tannen and her work ‗What is a Frame? 

Surface Evidence for Underlying Expectations.‘
74

  

Tannen‘s framing in discourse can be classified in terms of discursive strategy, a method generally 

used as a means of persuasion. Framing in discourse asserts two things: (1) something about the 

author and his/her narrative, and (2) something about the reader and his/her perception of a 

narrative. The strategy behind a narrative can be unlocked only when one understands the 

framework in which a certain narrative functions and what a narrative intends to communicate in 

that framework. However in doing so, the concepts of ‗frame‘ and ‗framing‘ become very critical 

for understanding what is meant by framing in discourse. 

A frame is a mental structure that shapes the way one sees the world.
75

 In other words a frame is a 

structured set of notions which provides meaning within a specific surrounding. One‘s worldview 

is shaped by his/her collection of frames. When one hears a word, a certain frame is turned on. The 

same is within a written text; words, beyond their denotative sense, also evoke a frame. For 

example, the word ‗house‘ could border one‘s understanding of the word according to his/her 

frame of reference. ‗House‘ could mean a villa, as well as a cottage, or even a small construction 

of hay and wood.        

Framing, then, consists of attributing to a certain concept (e.g. word, expression, narrative, 

discourse) a specific frame or frames in order to make a concept mean what an author wants it to 
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indicate. In order to do that one must acquire a language that would fit his/her worldview. 

However, framing is not necessarily about language, it is about ideas. In framing, the language is 

the vehicle that carries and evokes ideas.
76

  

Framing in discourse can be carried through the use of figures of speech and certain grammatical 

constructions. Probably the most used are metaphors.
77

 

3.2 Modern Literary Critical Trends in Interpretation of the Areopagus Speech  

In order to see how modern scholars of the book of Acts engaged a literary critical method in their 

works, five authors will be examined. These authors have been chosen particularly for their 

interest in examining Acts 17:16-34 in light of literary criticism. All of these authors interpreted 

the Areopagus Speech in light of a distinct literary approach from each other. Thus, I limited this 

study to the following five different views on the matter. These are: B. Witherington – an ancient 

rhetorical analysis of Acts 17:16-34; M. L. Soards – an analysis of Acts 17:16-34 in light of the 

other speeches in Acts; K. D. Litwak – a framing in discourse analysis of Acts 17:16-34; C. H. 

Talbert – an ancient biography analysis of Acts 17:16-34; and R. C. Tannehill – a narrative unity 

analysis of Acts 17:16-34. At this point, no attempts will be taken in critiquing any of these five 

works. Instead, in this section space will be allocated for a presentation of a work of each one of 

these authors.  

3.2.1 B. Witherington – An Ancient Rhetorical Analysis of Acts 17:16-34 

The Areopagus Speech was studied among other methods in light of ancient rhetoric. B. 

Witherington operates in his commentary
78

 at a level of rhetoric in regard to both the speeches and 

the narratives. More specifically, he considers the Acts of the Apostles a sort of Hellenistic 

historiography, which bears similarities with it in form, method, and general arrangement of 

material.
79

 The kind of historiography that is discussed here is based on rhetoric. Witherington 

points to the fact that the period following Aristotle marked an explosion on writing of history by 

means of rhetorical conventions. As he states it: ‗By the time we arrive at the first century A. D. 

some works that claimed to be ηζηνξηα often owed more to declamation and Greco-Roman rhetoric 

than to careful historical study of sources and consulting of witnesses.‘
80
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Luke‘s use of rhetoric, or of the art of persuasion, is held by Witherington at a level with that of 

the most serious Greek historians (e.g., Polybius).
81

 The style, the content, and the arrangement of 

the material, he argues, suggest that Luke endeavored to be heard as a serious Hellenistic historian; 

a historian whose literary form of the text, choice of words, and arrangement of material show 

familiarity with rhetorical conventions used by Hellenistic rhetoricians in persuading an audience. 

According to Witherington, Luke‘s use of rhetoric is generally seen in his prologues, speeches, 

summaries, and Paul‘s trip at the end of Acts.
82

   

Witherington discusses the Areopagus Speech in light of Luke‘s literary artistry. Examining the 

speech from a literary point of view, he claims that Luke is responsible for arranging the material 

in a way that would provide valuable indices through his narrative in order to show his audience 

how the speech should be interpreted.
83

 In his assessment of the speech, Witherington first 

provides a discussion concerning the literary style of the speech and its function in the narrative. 

Then in the second part, a detailed assessment of textual and lexical concerns is offered.   

The Areopagus Speech reveals that Luke intended to persuade his audience to a certain 

interpretation of his text. According to Witherington this is clear when one notes that the 

Areopagus Speech is the place where both Luke‘s ethnographic interest and universalist approach 

(i.e., salvation for all) come together.
84

 An analysis of the literary style of the text shows that the 

speech goes towards this goal. If vs. 16 is a general introduction that serves mostly to make an 

audience familiar with what is to follow in the narrative, vs. 17 defines who Paul is i.e., an 

intellectual (i.e., diale,gomai)  capable to stand the intellectuals of his time. Witherington observes 

that the same word (i.e., diale,gomai) used by Luke in 17:2 is utilized in 17:17 where it serves as an 

indicator that the narrator used this word in a succession of narratives to build up Paul‘s portrayal.  

Since Paul had to confront intellectuals of his day (i.e., Epicurean and Stoic philosophers), the 

following verse (i.e., vs. 18) makes it clear that a presentation of Paul as a capable intellectual 

person comparable to Socrates was envisaged here by Luke.
85

 Furthermore, Witherington 

considers that the choice of words such as daimo,nion (vs. 18), evpilamba,nw (vs. 19), and xeni,zw (vs. 

20) represent allusions to Socrates, to his trial at the Areopagus, and to the facts that the Areopagus 

experience should not be regarded as a friendly one. 

Further examination of the Areopagus Speech led Witherington to notice that Luke indeed 

portrayed Paul as an orator and that he structured the speech in accordance to rhetorical devices.
86

 

For Witherington, the fact that in vs. 22 Luke describes Paul as ‗standing in the midst‘ of the 
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council, where he delivers his discourse, is imperative for an examination of the speech in terms of 

rhetoric. He partitions the speech as it follows: ‗(1) exordium, including captatio benevolentiae, 

vv. 22-23; (2) propositio, v. 23b; (3) probatio, vv. 24-29; (4) peroratio, vv. 30-31.‘
87

     

The first part, exordium, begins with the formula ‗men, Atheniens‘ introducing the audience which 

is being addressed. This kind of speaking was a common way of addressing an audience in Athens, 

and it functions in asserting that Paul‘s audience was much larger than those who represented the 

council. Captatio benevolentiae is regarded as one of the functions of the exordium since it 

includes words such as deisidai,mwn, which expresses in a proverbial way the religiosity of the 

Athenians, thus a negativistic sense is also in order here, namely superstitious. According to 

Witherington a negativistic sense of exordia is in order and resonates very well with what Lucian 

affirmed about Areopagus, namely one must not ‗offer complimentary exordia to secure the 

goodwill of this court (De gymn. 19).‘
88

 This kind of reading is regarded as being in agreement 

with vs. 16 when Paul was provoked by idols and with the word se,basma (vs. 23), which is 

generally used for worshipping of an idol, thus envisaging negative overtones.  

The second part, propositio, is introduced as a balance ‗between contact with the audience and 

condemning their idolatry.‘
89

 Witherington notices that the Athenians worship an unknown God, 

but they do not know this God. Without Paul‘s proclamation, the Athenians would never know the 

true God. A similar picture, argues Witherington, is drawn upon in Rom 1:20-23:
90

  

―This way of putting it is not much different from what we find in Rom. 1:20–23. Rom. 

1:23 shows that instead of proper worship pagans have chosen to honor images or idols 

resembling humans or animals, just as Paul saw in his tour of Athens. Rom. 1:22 says 

their thinking was futile because they rejected what they could know of the true God 

from creation and so their minds were darkened. As we shall see, this comports with 

what is said in Acts 17:27 about pagans groping around in the dark for the true God. In 

both texts there is an affirmation of natural revelation but not of anything that amounts to 

an adequate natural theology as a response to that revelation.‖ 

The third part of the speech, probation, vss. 24-29, introduces the audience to truth about the true 

God. As Witherington points out, in this speech ‗Greek notions have been taken up and given new 

meaning by placing them in a Jewish-Christian monotheistic context.‘
91

 Throughout the speech, 
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Luke draws upon both Greek and Jewish concepts. Verse 24 records the Greek term ‗cosmos‘ in 

relation to the Creator of the world. However, Luke is careful to explain in the same verse that the 

Creator that he envisages here is the ‗Lord of heaven and earth,‘ as the Hebrew Scriptures would 

use it. Furthermore vs. 25 is used by Luke to portray Paul in the footprints of Socrates, in a 

discussion whether human service to God is possible. Part of the explanation is given in vss. 26-27 

where Luke draws upon Scriptures (Gen 1:27-28; 2:7) to explain that humans are created beings, 

so, God cannot be served by men, rather God is close to his creation. Witherington points out that 

Athenians would not have been in ignorance of such a thing. However, they had understood it in 

other terms i.e., they originated from the soil of their land. According to Witherington, the effect of 

this verse is to present ‗the dilemma and irony of the human situation.‘
92

 Although the true God is 

omnipresent, close to all human beings, Athenians stumble in the darkness despite Paul‘s 

proclamation. Moreover, vs. 28 is regarded as an effort to translate familiar ideas into the minds of 

the audience. Witherington affirms that: 
93

  

―From a rhetorical point of view the function of the quotation or quotations here is to cite 

an authority recognized by one‘s audience to support one‘s point. It would have done 

Paul no good to simply quote the Scriptures, book the audience did not know and one 

that had no authority in the minds of these hearers. Arguments are only persuasive if they 

work within the plausibility structure existing in the minds of the hearers.‖ 

Finally vs. 29 confirms that the argument is not necessarily against building idols, but it goes 

against such a worldview that the true God is like gold, or an image formed by the human 

imagination.       

The abrupt ending of the last part of the speech, peroratio vss. 30-31, is held by Witherington as 

an evidence that Luke drove his audience to ‗a point of decision and judgment.
94

 As a result, vss. 

32-34 attest that the speech produced some positive results (e.g., conversion of Dionysius), as well 

as a mixed answer to his discourse (e.g., some were unconvinced; some were prepared to hear 

more).  

The content of the speech is considered Christian throughout all the narrative. As Witherington 

affirms in the beginning of this speech, Luke‘s ethnographic interest connects with his universalist 

interest. God has overlooked the time of pagan ignorance, but now as his salvation is made known 

to all the nations through Christ‘s death and resurrection such ignorance will no longer be 

accepted.        
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3.2.2 M. L. Soards – An Analysis of Acts 17:16-34 in Light of the Speeches in Acts 

M. L. Soards has also endeavored to interpret the Areopagus Speech from a literary point of view. 

Interested in how all the speeches in Acts work together in the Lukan account, Soards examines 

the Areopagus Speech in comparison to the other speeches in Acts. In his work on the speeches,
95

 

Soards states that his goal is ‗concerned with both the part the speeches play as a whole in the 

work as a whole and the place of Acts itself in the ancient world.‘
96

 From his point of view, 

examining the speeches in isolation of each other turns the book of Acts into ‗a series of episodes‘ 

and transforms it into a ‗peculiar narrative.‘
97

 Conversely, an examination of the speeches in light 

of other speeches in Acts will reveal consistency among the speeches at the level of form and 

content.  

Soards argues that the unity and dynamism of the Lukan account can be seen when all the 

speeches in Acts are considered. As he expresses it:
98

  

―By considering all the speeches in Acts together one may understand and interpret the 

book along these lines – diverse personalities, ethnic groups, communities, geographical 

regions, and historical moments are unified in Acts largely through the repetitive 

occurrences, form, and contents of the speeches.‖ 

An examination of form and content of the speeches led Soards to the conclusion that the speeches 

in Acts revolve around a mixture of Greco-Roman and Jewish literature.
99

 If the form of the 

speeches fit a Greco-Roman historiography, their content relates to the Septuagint. Finally, 

although the speeches reflect the fragmentary writing of the Greco-Jewish historians, the repetitive 

accent of the speeches makes Acts a separate work from all of these.  

Soards discusses the Areopagus Speech in the larger scheme of Luke‘s narrative, following the 

church council in Acts chapter 15 and Paul‘s ministry in Macedonia. The big narrative of Acts 

17:16-31 is divided by Soards in two units i.e., (1) the stage for Paul‘s speech vss. 16-21 and (2) 

the speech itself vss. 22-31.
100

  

The first unit, vss. 16-21, is regarded as the stage for Paul‘s speech. Information about Paul and his 

first encounter with Athens (i.e., Paul‘s spirit was provoked cf. vs. 16), concerning Athens (i.e., a 

city full of idols cf. vs. 16), in relation to Paul‘s audience (i.e., Stoics and Epicureans cf. vs. 18), 

                                                 
95

 M. L. Soards, The Speeches in Acts: Their Content, Context, and Concerns (Louisville, Kentucky: 

Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994). 
96

 Soards, The Speeches in Acts: Their Content, Context, and Concerns, 13. 
97

 Soards, The Speeches in Acts: Their Content, Context, and Concerns, 13. 
98

 Soards, The Speeches in Acts: Their Content, Context, and Concerns, 15. 
99

 Soards, The Speeches in Acts: Their Content, Context, and Concerns, 157-161. 
100

 Soards, The Speeches in Acts: Their Content, Context, and Concerns, 95-100. 



30 

 

and about Paul‘s proclamation (i.e., vs. 18 Jesus and the resurrection) is provided for Luke‘s 

readers. Besides these, vss. 19-22a described Paul‘s encounter with his audience (i.e., ‗we wish to 

know…‘ vs. 20) and Paul‘s role before the Areopagus (i.e., orator cf. vs. 22a). As Soards notes: ‗in 

17:20a Luke describes Paul‘s physical positioning prior to the outset of the speech. First, Paul is 

ζηαζείο (―standing‖), the recognizable posture of a Greek orator …; and he is located ἐλ κέζῳ (―in 

the middle‖) of Areopagus.‘
101

  

The second unit, vss. 22b-31 is structured by Soards in terms of a judicial rhetorical speech with 

deliberative overtones:
102

  

1.0  Paul‘s Refutation of the Philosophers‘ Charge (vv. 22b-28) 

 1.1  Address (v. 22b) 

 1.2  Paul‘s Observations (vv. 22b-23a) 

 1.3  Paul‘s Declarations (vv. 23b-28) 

  1.3.1  Statement of Purpose (v. 23b) 

  1.3.2  God the Creator (v. 24a) 

  1.3.3  God the independent Lord (vv. 24b-25a) 

  1.3.4  God the Source of All (v. 25b) 

  1.3.5  God and Humanity (vv. 26-27) 

  1.3.6  Poetic Perceptions (v. 28) 

2.0  Paul‘s Pressing of Charge (vv. 29-31) 

 2.1  Identification of Faculty Logic (v. 29) 

 2.2  Contrasting Times (v. 30) 

 2.3  The Surety of Divine Judgment (v. 31a) 

  2.3.1  The Day of Appointed Judgment (v. 31a) 

  2.3.2  The Evidence (v. 31b) 
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The speech encloses two main lines of thought: (1) Paul‘s refutation of the philosophers‘ charge 

for the proclamation of new gods, and (2) Paul‘s pressing of charges towards Athenian people. The 

speech in its nature is held as deliberative.  

The first line of thought (1.0) opens with the expression ἄλδξεο Ἀζελαῖνη (1.1), which is an ethnic 

designation to salute an audience also used by Luke in Acts 1:11. It further describes Paul‘s 

observation (1.2) regarding an altar inscription to a Ἀγλώζηνο ζεόο, and his declaration (1.3) of the 

Athenians‘ ignorance. Soards considers that this part of the speech is built in such a way that the 

reference (i.e., Ἀγλώζηῳ ζεῷ) becomes a motif in the speech, being repeatedly used in vs. 23 and 

vs. 30 when it refers to the times of ignorance.
103

 Paul‘s declaration (1.3) stands in continuity with 

Luke‘s refutation of the philosophers‘ charge against Paul. Soards points out that Paul‘s 

declaration encloses two statements: the first is about God‘s character (vss. 24-25) and the second 

concerns God‘s relation with human beings (vss. 26-27).
104

 According to Soards, the first 

statement either suggests a language of the Septuagint (e.g. Isa 42:5 // vss. 24-25) or reflects ideas 

from earlier speeches (e.g., Acts 4:24 // vs. 24a). For example, the theme of God as Creator (vs. 

24a) is comparable with Acts 4:24, which declares God as the Maker of the heaven and the earth. 

Also the wording ὁ πνηήζαο (‗the one making‘ cf. 4:24) attests similarity to ὃο ἐπνίεζελ (‗who 

made‘ cf. 14:15) in Paul‘s speech to gentiles, and both express the same idea with ὁ ζεὸο ὁ 

πνηήζαο (‗God who made‘) conform 17:24. Besides these examples, vs. 24b-25 (i.e., the idea that 

God cannot live in human building and does not require man‘s help) reiterates Stephen‘s speech in 

Acts 7:48 as well as Peter‘s declaration stated in 10:36, which asserts that God is Lord. Finally vs. 

25b is a repetition of Paul‘s speech at Lystra (14:17). The second statement, which concerns God‘s 

relation with human beings (vss. 26-27) alludes to some parallels in Acts and the Septuagint (Deut 

32:8). Soards considers that vs. 26 (God is responsible for the destiny of nations) resonates the 

language and thought of Paul‘s speech at Lystra (Acts 14:16), and the mention of θαηξόο in vs. 26 

parallels Acts 14:17. Soards also points out that vs. 27 (i.e., the idea that God is close to everyone) 

reiterates Peter‘s statement in 10:35 (God accepts all the nations). Finally, vs. 28 marks the end of 

Paul‘s defense before the Athenians.  

The second line of thought (2.0) marks the end of Paul‘s defense before Areopagus, and presents 

Paul‘s offensive.
105

 The first verse (vs. 29) identifies the faulty logic of Athenians, who hold an 

altered image of God. The condemnation of idolatry is in view here and Soards identifies it with 

other similar thoughts in Acts 15:2 and 21:25 (i.e., the accusations of eating food offered to idols). 

Verse 30 recalls the theme of ignorance and repentance already voiced in other speeches (i.e., Acts 

3:17; Acts 2:38) and it furthermore indicates the purpose of Luke‘s book, namely salvation is 
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universal. The last verse of the speech (vs. 31) attests the imminent coming of God‘s judgment, as 

it can be seen in the use of ὥξηζελ (‗he has set‘) which was also voiced in vs. 26. Soards observes 

that Luke points to Jesus as the man (ἐλ ἀλδξί) by whom God will judge humankind (a common 

thought of Acts 2:22) and portrays Jesus as the ‗future judge of the living and dead‘ cf. Acts 10:42. 

Nevertheless, echoes of other speeches can be found in vs. 31, especially on the theme of judgment 

(e.g., 2:20; 3:19-20).  

A last point that Soards remarked in the speech is the abrupt ending of Paul‘s proclamation.
106

 As 

in the case of the other verses, Soards sees a connection between this incident and Acts 2:36-37 in 

which circumstance the multitude unpleased with Peter‘s speech stopped him from his talking.          

3.2.3 K. D. Litwak – Areopagus Speech. A Framing in Discourse Analysis  

K. D. Litwak has also endeavor to examine the Areopagus Speech. This exercise of continuous 

looking for ‗the right method‘ in the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech had led scholars even 

to look into recent literary approaches that are usually applied to the study of modern literature. 

This is the case with Litwak. In his work Israel’s Prophets Meet Athens’ Philosophers: Scriptural 

Echoes in Acts 17,22–31, Litwak engages a modern literary technique called ‗framing in 

discourse‘ for an interpretation of Paul‘s speech. 

Litwak‘s main thesis is that ‗through the narrative technique of ‗framing in discourse‘ Luke uses 

the Scriptures of Israel to lead his audience to interpret Paul‘s speech as standing in continuity with 

anti-idol polemic of Israel‘s prophets in the past.‘
107

 The role of the intertextual echoes of the 

Scriptures in Acts 17:22-31 is seen as going beyond the simple fact of providing sources for Paul‘s 

speech. It is recognized as providing legitimacy to Paul‘s speech and confidence to Luke‘s 

audience. In order to develop his methodology, Litwak focuses on two main points: (1) the speech 

itself and (2) the larger function of intertextual echoes in Paul‘s speech.  

In assessing (1) the Speech, Litwak first focuses on Paul as a prophet. Marks of Old Testament 

prophetic reminiscences are often used in relation to Paul and his ministry in Acts. Connections 

between the book of Isaiah and Acts are often pointed out as an example that Luke characterized 

Paul as a prophet (e.g., Isa 49:6 // Acts 9:15-16; Isa 6:9-10 // Acts 26:16-18). Based on such 

examples, Litwak asserts that ‗it would … be no surprise to Luke‘s audience to see Paul speaking 

as a prophet in Acts 17.‘
108
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Furthermore, Litwak moves deeper into the Areopagus Speech paying attention to Luke‘s use of 

intertextual echoes of the Old Testament in Acts 17. He opines that, in general, scholars observe 

parallels between Paul‘s speech and the Scriptures, but they fail to take this beyond just an 

observation. Thus, he argues that these parallels represent ‗intentional intertextual echoes that are 

pervasive in Paul‘s speech and have a purpose far beyond simply making Paul‘s speech parallel in 

thought.‘
109

 A strong connection between the Old Testament prophets and Paul is envisaged here. 

Paul‘s speech is seen as standing in continuity with the oracles of the Old Testament prophets, 

which talk about the same theme, namely condemnation of idolatry. In addition to that, although 

recognized as a part of Paul‘s speech, Litwak considers that a Greek philosophical context can be 

hardly considered important for the background of the speech. That is true for several reasons: (1) 

the quote of Aratus is not situated in a Greek background, (2) the stress in the speech is on the 

Scriptures of Israel (e.g., anti-idol polemic), and (3) statements such as judgment and resurrection 

clearly do not reflect a Greek worldview. 

A verse-by-verse examination of Acts 17:23-31
110

 has led Litwak to considerable findings of 

scriptural traditions. When referring to scriptural traditions, Litwak did not include only direct 

quotation from the Old Testament, instead he also assesses echoes of Old Testament thoughts. 

Since in his study, Litwak listed as much Old Testaments echoes as possible, the subsequent lines 

will present only some of these intertextual echoes in relation to each verse examined.  

In his opinion vs. 23 (i.e., worshiping the unknown god) is very much in thought with Isaiah‘s 

anti-idol polemic (Isa 40-48), with Jeremiah‘s concern for the nations who do not know God (Jer 

10:25), and with Psalm 78:6 which addresses those who are ignorant of God.
111

 Verse 24 states 

two truths about God, and both are reminiscent of a Old Testament language.
112

 First, God is 

described as the maker of the world and of all that it encloses. This is similar with Gen 1 and with 

Isaiah‘s description of God as the Creator of the stars (Isa 40:25-26). Secondly, it is affirmed that 

God does not live in temples made by human hands. This idea is comparable with 1 Kings 8:27, 1 

Chr 6:18, and Isa 66:1-2a which acknowledge that God cannot be contained by an earthly form of 

sanctuary. In vs. 25, the idea that God has need of nothing is seen as a recollection of Isaiah‘s 

proclamation of God‘s self-sufficiency (cf. 42:5).
113

 This is also true when Acts 17:25 is compared 

with Psalm 50:7-13, which emphasizes that God indeed has need of nothing from human beings. 

Verse 26 is held as affirming another truth about God, namely God is sovereign over humans.
114

 In 

this case, intertextual echoes of Acts 17:26 have been detected as being in close relation to  Gen 
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2:7-8, which talks about God‘s creation of men, to Gen 5 and 10, which articulate the beginning of 

individuals and of nations, respectively to Gen 11:9, which verbalizes God‘s dispersion of men 

upon the face of earth. Furthermore, vs. 27 revolves around the motif of seeking God and echoes 

words of the prophets of Israel.
115

 Paul‘s message voiced at Athens (e.g., a concern for people to 

seek God) is enclosed by similar traditions of the Old Testament. For instance, the people of Israel 

were often told to seek for God (Deut 4:29), Solomon was told to seek God and he will find him (1 

Chr 28:9), and the Psalmist called for people to seek God (62:1; 68:7). Moreover, vs. 29 is closely 

linked with the anti-idol polemic in the Old Testament.
116

 It is particularly echoing Isaiah‘s 

statement ‗to what will you liken the Lord and to what likeness will you liken him?,‘ and Isaiah 

44:19 that talks against those who make idols. Finally vs. 31(God as a Judge) is perceived as a 

reminiscence of the Psalms 9:9; 95:13; 97:9, which affirm that God will judge people in the 

future.
117

  

The multitude of scriptural traditions found in Paul‘s speech made Litwak think that these echoes 

might be an intentional part of Luke‘s narrative strategy. Thus, in the second part of his study, 

which is concerned with the larger function of intertextual echoes in Paul‘s speech, Litwak argues 

that the function of these scriptural traditions could be unlocked by using a modern literary 

technique called ‗framing in discourse.‘ Aware of the fact that he borrowed this technique form 

Tannen, he defines this concept as follows:
118

  

―The concept of framing in discourse, discussed by Deborah Tannen, is the notion that 

the way a narrative is introduced and presented provides clues as to how to understand 

the narrative or creates expectations on the part of the audience regarding the ensuing 

narrative. For example, the familiar words, ‗it was a dark and stormy night‘, prepare the 

audience for a detective murder mystery or the like. The phrase ‗once upon a time‘, when 

read by a ‗competent reader‘, i.e., someone with the necessary background assumed by 

the author, would lead the reader to expect a fairy tale. These two introductory phrases 

have a very different effect, and create very different expectations for an audience than, 

say, a news report that begins with the words, ‗Here are our top stories‘. The first 

example leads an audience to expect a specific genre of fiction. The last phrase leads an 

audience to expect the reporting of actual events that have just happened. Since framing 

in discourse is a basic part of how narration, including dialogue, is structured, it is only 

natural to look for framing in discourse in Paul‘s Areopagus speech.‖ 
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Litwak shows that Luke is responsible for framing Paul‘s experience at Athens. That is clear in 

some instances. For example, Litwak points to: (1) the way Luke‘s narrative begins (i.e., Paul was 

provoked by idols vs. 16) and (2) the way Paul‘s speech is developed (i.e., echoing scriptural 

traditions). Both of these points are regarded as intended clues for the understanding of the speech, 

especially for Luke‘s audience. The incipient sentence of Luke‘s narrative in Acts 17:16 (i.e., Paul 

being provoked by Athens full of idols), Litwak believes is meant to led Lucan audience ‗to expect 

a narrative about condemnation of idolatry.‘
119

 Furthermore, Luke‘s framing of Paul‘s speech with 

Old Testament scriptural echoes would have also contributed to lead his audience to interpret 

Paul‘s speech in terms of Old Testament thought. Paul‘s speech, as Litwak proved in the first part 

of his study and developed in its second part, stands in relation to the Old Testament oracles of the 

prophets, who emphasize the condemnation of idol worshipers and teach about the true God. By 

framing his narrative like that, Luke intended for his audience to interpret the Areopagus Speech as 

‗an instance of prophetic anti-idol polemic.‘
120

 

Finally, Litwak proves that the framing in discourse technique helped Luke to prove that there is 

continuity between Paul‘s speech and the message uttered by the prophets before him.
121

 Both, 

Paul and the prophets taught that idols are false gods, proved that God cannot live in a temple 

made by hands, and proclaimed that a future judgment will come upon those who worship idols. 

Thus, this technique allowed Luke to authorize Paul‘s message. According to Litwak, ‗by looking 

to the revered past, and showing how the present is like it, historians validate present events.‘
122

 

Luke validates Paul‘s present message by showing that Paul took the same action as the prophets 

in the past when they dealt with similar situation of idolatry. The framing in discourse technique 

enabled Luke to legitimate the faith of his audience by showing that Paul‘s interpretation of the 

Old Testament is authentic and that those who believe it are legitimate.
123

  

By showing these things, Litwak is convinced that Luke is ‗responsible‘ for the final form of 

Paul‘s speech as well as for the function of Areopagus Speech in his writing.
124

 He does not see 

Paul‘s speech looking like this in its original form. Nonetheless, Litwak considers that the 

Areopagus Speech could be a model of Luke‘s use of the Scriptures in order to further understand 

the use of his writings elsewhere.  
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3.2.4 C. H. Talbert – An Ancient Biography Analysis of Acts 17:16-34 

Areopagus Speech did not escape the attention of Talbert either. Recognized for his interest in 

examining Luke‘s writing from a literary point of view, Talbert innovatively came in his work 

with a method that reads the Acts of the Apostle in terms of large units of thought and examines 

their relationship to Luke‘s writings as a whole.
125

 The focus of Talbert‘s commentary is on the 

final form of the text. In order to proceed with this method, Talbert considers that the book of Acts 

should be read in the interplay between the precanonical context, that is ‗hearing Acts as volume 

two of a narrative of which the Third Gospel was volume one,‘ and the canonical context, that is 

‗separate from Luke and set between the Gospels and the Epistles.‘
126

 Reading Acts in these terms, 

Talbert understands this book as both (1) a narrative of fulfillment that describes how Messiah 

accomplished God‘s mission and how his followers continued God‘s program, and (2) as a bridge 

between the Gospels and the Epistles.
127

 As a result of this approach, Acts is studied in terms of 

successive narratives that provide information, on the one hand, about Jesus and his followers, and 

on the other hand, about Jewish people and Pauline Christianity. At the core of his method lies a 

type of ancient biography often used in connection with parallels from Jewish and Greco-Roman 

literature for the understanding of each episode. Acts can be considered a biographical work on the 

following grounds: (1) it relates something about the life of the founder (i.e., Jesus) and of his 

followers (especially seen in Luke-Acts), and (2) it describes the life of a people (especially seen 

in the Acts of the Apostles). As Talbert argues:
128

  

―An ancient auditor in the precanonical period would have taken Acts to be volume two 

of Luke-Acts, would have heard its story against the background of the plan of God‘s 

fulfillment in the events of the narrative, would have regarded it as a succession narrative 

giving the biography of the founder of the Messianist movement and an account of the 

founder‘s followers…‖ 

and, 

―How would an ancient auditor have heard Acts when it was read in its canonical 

context–that is, separated from Luke and set between the Gospels and the Epistles?  … 

Acts, taken alone, would naturally have been regarded as a bios of a people, the church, 

… would have been heard to describe the character or essence of Jesus‘ disciples as a 

distinctive people after the resurrection/ascension.‖  
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Having said that, Talbert attempts to interpret the Areopagus Speech in terms of its larger narrative 

unit i.e., Acts 17:1-34.
129

 That means, Talbert regards the mission in Thessalonica (Acts 17:1-9), 

the mission in Beroea (Acts 17:10-15), and the mission in Athens (Acts 17:16-34) as part of the 

same unit. Whereas the first two small units are catalogued as summaries, the third unit is held as a 

fully developed incident in Athens. Although all three units assert something about real events in 

Paul‘s life, the story in Athens is the major focus in the big narrative Acts 17:1-34.  

The importance of the speech is given especially by the way the Areopagus Speech is framed in 

relation to the previous two smaller units i.e., 17:15 – to Athens; 18:1 – left Athens. The 

Areopagus Speech becomes a fully developed narrative in which a detail account of one of Jesus‘ 

followers is given. According to Talbert, the third unit can be divided in three sections: (1) the 

context, (2) the proclamation Acts 17:22-31, and (3) the conclusion Acts 17:32-34.
130

   

The first part of the Speech, Acts 17:16-21, introduces the reader into the topic of the section, 

namely an attack against pagan idolatry.
131

 The usual pattern of Paul going first to minister to those 

in synagogues (Thessalonica - Acts 17:1; and Beroea – Acts 17:10) is present in Athens, too cf. 

Acts 17:17. However, Talbert argues that by the insertion of vs. 16, Luke endeavored to change the 

attention of his audience. A reader would understand that this section is not anymore about a usual 

experience in synagogue, but it is about Paul‘s experience in a place full of idols. Carefully 

outlining the literary patterns of the Areopagus Speech, Talbert provides explanations to the text 

by drawing upon parallels from Jewish and Greco-Roman literature. Paul‘s experience is given 

from a Greek ancient point of view. His similarity with Socrates in teaching (i.e., ‗dialoguing‘) and 

in location (i.e., ‗marketplace‘) made Talbert see connections to figures from Greek literature (e.g., 

street preachers). Unlike Socrates, Talbert considers that Paul is not on trial before the Athenian 

council, but he is used to satisfy the Athenian curiosity. 

Talbert divides the second part of the speech, which encloses Paul‘s address to Athens, in three 

smaller units: vss. 22-23 – the introduction, vss. 24-29 – the common core, and vss. 30-31 – the 

Messianist conclusion.
132

 He points out that the first unit is an appeal to the Athenians to know the 

unknown god, whereas the second unit is the essence of the speech, which is to be read in a 

precanonical context. This observation is based on the structural organization of the text, namely a 

chiastic pattern: vss. 24-25 ABB′A′, and vss. 26-29 A′′B′′:
133
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A—Who God is: creator (v. 24a) 

B—Implication for worship: no temples (v. 24b) 

B′—Implication for worship: no sacrificial cult (v. 25a) 

A′—Who God is: giver of life, breath, everything (v. 25b) 

A′′—Who God is: maker of humans to seek after him (vv. 26–28) 

B′—Implication for worship: no idols (v. 29) 

The chiasm reflects how one would have heard Paul‘s speech. According to Talbert, the structure 

of the speech clearly shows that it stands in continuity to Luke-Acts. The content of this speech is 

designed by Luke to reach pagan philosophical critic in relation to who God is (e.g., Epictetus 

4.7.6 – ‗God has made all things in universe‘; Seneca, Epistles 95.47 – ‗God seeks no servants; He 

himself serves humankind‘) as well as to reach a Hellenistic Judaist audience (e.g., Acts 7:48- 

Stephen‘s speech). Furthermore it points to philosophical (e.g. Clement of Alexandria quoting 

Zeno, Miscellanies 5.76 – ‗men shall neither built temples nor make idols‘), to Hellenistic Judaism 

concepts (e.g. Wis 15:16-17 – ‗the Creator is not to be represented by the created‘), and to a 

reflection on how God is to be worshipped. Finally, Talbert points that these two truths about God 

are also reflected elsewhere in Luke. In relation to who God is, Luke wrote that God is the maker 

of all human beings (Luke 3:23-38) and showed that God is close to the human race so that people 

might seek him (Acts 14:17); and in relation to how one must worship God, Luke made it clear in 

Acts 7:41-43 and 14:15 that God cannot be represented by lifeless idols. Talbert argues that the 

Lucan Paul used the ‗common Mediterranean philosophic critique of temples, sacrifices, and idols‘ 

without ‗appearing ridiculous to his philosophic audience,‘ nor ‗violate the conscience of a 

Hellenistic Jew or a Lucan Messianist.‘
134

 By this kind of approach, a wide variety of audience was 

reached. If the second part of the speech was suggested to be read in a precanonical context, the 

last unit of the speech draws upon information from the Pauline epistles, thus requiring vss. 30-31 

– the Messianist conclusion – to be read in the canonical context. The conclusion of the speech 

asserts two things: (1) Paul‘s audience is called now to repentance, because (2) God has fixed a 

day of judgment. As Talbert expressed it, both information are reflections of Pauline thought:
135

  

―There is first the call for repentance. ‗God has overlooked the times of ignorance [of 

Gentiles—14:16; of Jews—3:17; 13:27; cf. Rom 3:25], but now he demands that all 

people everywhere repent‘ (2:38; 3:19; 14:15; Luke 24:47). Second, there comes the 

basis for the call to repentance: ‗because he has established a day on which he will judge 

the world with justice [24:25; cf. Rom 2:5, 16; 1 Thess 5:2, 4] through a man he has 
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appointed [10:42], and he has provided confirmation for all by raising him from the 

dead‘ (2:24; 10:40; 13:33).‖  

According to Talbert, only the information about Jesus‘ resurrection goes beyond his audience‘s 

comprehension. The notion of judgment was not a foreign idea for the Mediterranean world (e.g., 

Lucian, Zeus Catechized, talks about judgment).  

Finally Acts 17:32-34 is the conclusion of the whole narrative. It describes the outcome of Paul‘s 

message, as well as the common reaction of Paul‘s audience concerning his proclamation of 

resurrection.
136

 Talbert, again brings examples from both Acts (24:25) and Greco-Roman world 

(Lucian, Peregrinus 7-8,34) to show what could be a typical reaction of disagreement. If in Acts 

the postponement is a sign of unbelief, in Lucian scoffing is typical for fringe figures.   

3.2.5 R. C. Tannehill – A Narrative Unity Analysis of Acts 17:16-34 

The Speeches in Acts have attracted attention of many scholars, among whom is also R. C. 

Tannehill. Tannehill entitled his major work on Acts, ‗The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts,‘ a ‗new 

kind of commentary.‘
137

 The purpose of his work is to show how the unity of Luke-Acts is 

preserved ‗through narrative developments.‘
138

 In other word, Tannehill focuses on units of text, 

smaller or larger, as conveyers of meaning. In doing so, he understands that at the core of every 

narrative in Acts stand literary methods that envisage influencing its reader.  

Tannehill attempts to examine the Areopagus Speech from a narrative critical point of view, so he 

looks at Acts 17:16-34 as to a self-interpretive unit within the context of Luke-Acts. By this, 

Tannehill demonstrates that important parts of the Areopagus Speech voice themes that run 

throughout Luke-Acts. He shows that a study of the Areopagus Speech at a narrative critical level 

helps one to acquire information that leads to the narrator‘s point of view in the speech, namely 

God‘s salvation envisages all the nations. The speech becomes important for two things, on the 

one hand, it indicates an interest in spreading God‘s message to all the people, and on the other 

hand, it deals with ‗issues that emerged from core values affirmed in the narrative as a whole.‘
139

   

On a big scale, Tannehill‘s method argues that the Areopagus Speech is part of the big narrative of 

Luke-Acts. Within this narrative, it asserts information about the episodes that follows Paul‘s 

speech (i.e., Paul‘s ministry in Corinth and Ephesus) and it presents the inception of a new phase 

in the history of redemption, namely the proclamation of God‘s message to all nations.      
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Indebted to the work of Paul Schubert on the Areopagus Speech, Tannehill proves that the 

Areopagus Speech is not a foreign body in the book of Acts, but it is an inclusive part of Luke‘s 

technique to reveal his goal.
140

 Important parts of the speech, such as the verses 24, 24b, 26, 30, 

and 31 represent themes that were already in attention of Luke in Luke-Acts. Verse 24, which 

emphasizes the theme of God as Creator, was already considered two times by Luke in his work 

(i.e., Acts 4:24; 14:15) before being mentioned in Acts 17:24. Verse 24b, which promotes the idea 

that God cannot be enclosed by a human building, is a reflection of a previous Lukan thought, 

namely Stephen‘s statement before Jews in Acts 7:48. Furthermore, vs. 26 (the idea that all people 

were made from one) is inherited in Luke‘s genealogical interest that traces Jesus‘ genealogy back 

to Adam (cf. Lk 3:38). Moreover, vs. 30 (i.e., God‘s command to repentance) is similar to Jews‘ 

ignorance regarding Jesus (Acts 3:17-19; 13:27) and to Jesus command that repentance is to be 

proclaimed to all the nations (cf. Lk 24:47). Finally, vs. 31 (Jesus as judge) is also a theme 

pronounced by Peter in Acts 10:42-43. In this respect, the Areopagus Speech is considered a 

mirroring of the universal goal of God‘s saving word already proclaimed at the beginning of 

Luke‘s gospel in the words of Simeon (‗a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your 

people Israel‘ cf. Lk 2:32). 

Tannehill further indicates that Paul‘s speech does not only deal with already promoted themes in 

Lukan works, but it also asserts something about the episodes that follows Paul‘s speech, namely 

Paul‘s ministry in Corinth and Ephesus.
141

 Athens has marked the fulfillment of what was 

previously proclaimed in Luke, namely the gospel will be preached to all people. The gospel is 

proclaimed in Athens to people who are not related to Jewish people, and continues the same 

pattern in Paul‘s ministry in Corinth, and Ephesus. As Tannehill puts it in his own words:
142

 

―The order of the narrative invites us to understand Paul‘s work in Corinth and Ephesus 

in light of the programmatic speech in Athens. This speech is the charter of a mission 

that can reach all because it no longer depends on the instructions of Gentiles by the 

synagogue, which has prepared some to accept the God of Israel revealed in Scriptures. 

Paul speaks to Athenians but proclaims the God of all, who is close to every individual, 

an uneducated Ephesian as well as a sophisticated Athenian, thus providing the 

foundations for a mission that reaches beyond Athens.‖   

Athens becomes the place where God‘s message turns universal, and the place that marked the 

beginning of a new experience in Paul‘s ministry. According to Tannehill, this aspect of 

announcement of God‘s plan in its universal scope is particularly seen in Paul‘s speech before the 
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Ephesians elders. Acts 20:27 makes it clear that Paul has proclaimed Athenians the whole plan of 

God and no one was excluded (Jews or Gentiles). So, Paul is innocent of the blood of all of them 

(cf. Acts 20:26). In favor of this, Tannehill argues that the Areopagus Speech is Luke‘s 

presentation of God‘s plan in relation to humanity as a whole. 

Besides showing the universal goal of God‘s salvation with humanity, the speech also provides a 

model of encountering an audience outside of religious settings.
143

 In this respect Tannehill 

observes that Paul is addressing both an official corpus of people, who were responsible with the 

administration of the city, and to the Athenian philosophers. Therefore, the goal of this speech 

consists first in advancing points of view familiar to a Greco-Roman audience, secondly in 

pointing to God‘s displeasure toward a city full of idols, and finally in culminating to a call to 

repentance. By this kind of speech, the Athenians are given a complete picture of God‘s new plan. 

Moving from their misunderstanding of God (God lives in temples; God is served by human 

hands; God is like gold; cf. vss. 24, 25, 29), the speech culminates with a positive remark which 

articulates that God is not far for each one of them (cf. vss. 27, 28). The speech functions to show 

that even if they ignored God in the past, Athenians and Jewish people are part of God‘s big 

family. The concept of family in Luke becomes more evident in his use of the term γέλνο (race), 

which in Luke-Acts always refers to ‗a human group with a common origin and social life.‘
144

 

Thus for Tannehill, the speech asserts the universal scope of Paul‘s mission by showing that all 

human beings are part of God‘s family and that God is not far from those who seek for him.  

 

In this chapter, a methodology used by modern literary criticism in interpreting Paul‘s speech at 

Areopagus has been presented. Beginning in the 1970s and continuing until the present, literary 

critics have explored the book of Acts on grounds of new literary methods of interpretation. As it 

has been pointed out, a variety of new literary methods have been used. Some of these methods 

have been exhibited in this chapter. At a certain level, the new procedures/tendencies in 

interpretation the Areopagus Speech could have been observed throughout a presentation of a 

number of scholars and their works in relation to Acts 17:16-34. At this point, it is worth 

mentioning that this kind of approach has been taken in order to investigate how these new literary 

methods contribute to an understanding of the Areopagus Speech. To this matter, it is now turned 

towards an examination in the following chapter. 
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PART FOUR – AN EVALUATION 

4.0 An Evaluation of Modern Literary Criticism 

In the previous chapters, it has been shown that the Areopagus Speech has drawn the attention of 

Christian writers from the earliest times onwards. During all this time Paul‘s speech has been 

interpreted in light of many critical approaches and it was subject to many interpretations. 

Nevertheless beginning in the 1970s and continuing into the twenty-first century, the interpretation 

of Paul‘s speech has borne the marks of the influence of modern literary criticism. Literary critics 

of this period have explored the book of Acts on grounds of new literary methods of interpretation. 

Some of these literary methods were exhibited in the third part of this thesis. In the present 

chapter, it is investigated how the new literary methods contribute in general to the interpretation 

of the Areopagus Speech. Although a number of authors and their works have been explored in the 

previous chapter, the focus of this chapter, implicitly of this thesis, is not to critique an author but 

to focus on the literary method per se. Thus, this study will not expand on literary criticism in 

general, but it will limit its focus to an examination of the new aspects that literary criticism brings 

about for an interpretation of the Areopagus Speech. In this respect, a short appraisal of modern 

literary criticism is also in view in this chapter.  

4.1 Contributions of Literary Criticism for Interpretation of Acts 17:16-34 

An examination of Acts 17:16-34 in light of modern literary criticism reveals that the Areopagus 

Speech has been studied within this category by various literary approaches. As we have seen in 

the third part of this thesis a wide range of literary approaches have been taken into consideration 

for the examining of the Areopagus Speech. These are: B. Witherington – an ancient rhetorical 

analysis of Acts 17:16-34; M. L. Soards – an analysis of Acts 17:16-34 in light of the other 

speeches in Acts; K. D. Litwak – a framing in discourse analysis of Acts 17:16-34; C. H. Talbert – 

an ancient biography analysis of Acts 17:16-34; and R. C. Tannehill – a narrative unity analysis of 

Acts 17:16-34. In the subsequent lines of this study, some features that modern literary criticism 

brings about for an interpretation of the Areopagus Speech will be highlighted. All of these 

contributions of modern literary criticism are based on the findings in the works of the authors 

listed above.  
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4.1.1 An Emphasis on Luke’s Literary Artistry 

Modern literary criticism has brought to life Luke‘s literary artistry.
145

 Regardless of the use of a 

literary method, literary critics examine the Areopagus Speech in light of Luke‘s literary artistry.
146

 

This includes considerations of elements of literature, such as: background setting, tone of 

conversation, text features, argumentation, character depiction, imagery, and conclusion.  

A concern for Luke‘s literary artistry is evident in the works of the scholars examined in this 

thesis. In turn Witherington, Tannehill, and Soards have pointed to the fact that Luke intentionally 

allowed hints in his writings in order to lead his readers towards his target. For example, in the 

work of Witherington, elements of the speech (i.e., Athens; Areopagus) and parts of the structure 

of the speech (e.g., conclusion) are considered intended hints of Luke‘s literary artistry. Locations 

such as Areopagus are regarded as a strategic scene chosen by Luke in order to better pronounce 

his purpose in Acts, namely salvation is for all regardless of one‘s ethnicity.
147

 From a literary 

point of view, the Areopagus is not necessarily a historical device, but it becomes a Lukan literary 

device employed to persuade his readers towards his goal. Similarly in the work of Tannehill, 

Luke is held accountable for displaying Athens as a mark of the fulfillment of a Lukan theme i.e., 

the gospel needs to be proclaimed to all people. This theme is not something new in Luke, since it 

is a subject already pronounced in his writings elsewhere (Lk 2:30-32). Instead, this theme is 

important because its fulfillment starts in Athens and from there it is carried out among the 

nations. Hence, Athens becomes in the Lukan narrative the point where the gospel reaches all 

people, not only Jews or proselytes but also pagan philosophers. In addition, Tannehill holds 

Athens also as a marker that points to the beginning of a new experience in the Gentiles‘ world 

which is meant in the end to expand towards all the nations (i.e., Corinth, and Ephesus), therefore 

from a literary point of view Athens is the place where Paul‘s message becomes universal.
148

  

Furthermore, Witherington considers that the abrupt ending of the speech is due to Luke‘s 

stratagem to lead his audience to a point of decision and judgment. Looking at the speech in this 

manner, one does not have to answer anymore the question whether Paul‘s attempt to spread the 

word of God in Athens was or was not a successful experience. According to Witherington, an 

examination of the text from Luke‘s literary point of view reveals that this text is not necessarily 
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concerned with the results of Paul‘s mission, instead it focuses on the decision and judgment an 

Athenian was going to make as a response to Paul‘s proclamation.
149

 Then, both a positive as well 

as a negative answer can be expected in this narrative. On the one hand, there is a positive 

response, namely the conversion of Dionysius, and on the other hand, there is a mixed answer in 

relation to Paul‘s speech i.e., some were unconvinced by Paul‘s utterance, others were ready to 

listen more to Paul on another occasion. Certainly, looking at the Areopagus Speech from Luke‘s 

literary artistry also helps to the resolution of conflicts that always prompted the Areopagus 

Speech (e.g., Paul‘s result in Athens); such conflicts can now be solved on a literary basis.   

A consideration of Luke‘s literary artistry also helped literary critics in terms of character 

development/depiction and text‘s structural analysis and interpretation. Soards and Witherington 

found it useful to pay attention to Luke‘s literary artistry in these regards. According to Soards, 

Paul‘s physical positioning prior to the speech is described in a language that points to the posture 

of a Greek orator (i.e., staqei,j, evn me,sw|).150
 It is believed that Luke‘s depiction of Paul before the 

Athenians in this speech attests something about Luke‘s literary artistry. A closer examination of 

the narrative reveals that the kind of Greek words Luke used within the text (i.e., staqei,j, ἐλ me,sw|) 

were carefully chosen to point to his intentions for Paul. It is obvious that Paul among other things 

is an orator. Soards holds Luke accountable for his choice of words and for a depiction of Paul in 

these terms. Paul is a cultured intellectual, portrayed in such a way that he can stand any scholar of 

his time. Witherington has also recognized this piece of information in his commentary.
151

 Luke‘s 

positioning of Paul in the midst of the Athenian council, where he delivers a discourse, is part of 

Lukan strategy to point to Paul as an orator and as a capable intellectual equipped to stand even the 

most cultured people of Athens. Nonetheless, a depiction of Paul as an orator has also implications 

on how one would have expected the text‘s structure to look like. If Luke indeed depicted Paul in 

terms of an orator, then for literary critics rhetorical devices must rest at the basis of the speech. A 

detection of such rhetorical devices has led literary critics to examine the Areopagus Speech in 

terms of a rhetorical analysis. As a result, Paul‘s speech has been interpreted in terms of a forensic 

speech (Witherington) as well as a deliberative performance (Soards).  

An emphasis on Luke‘s literary artistry is further noticeable in the use of imagery. It is often 

pointed out by critics that Luke used his literary artistry in shaping Paul‘s speech. The image of an 

Athens imbued with idols and that of a Paul provoked at the sight of the idols are both held as 

intended hints of what one should expect to happen in the development of the narrative.
152

 For 
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example, a connection of Paul‘s character depiction in the story (i.e., Paul provoked by the idols) 

with the image of an Athens full of idol-worshipping people would have directed one to expect a 

narrative about condemnation of idolatry. Approaching the Areopagus Speech from this point of 

view, it provides one with clues about how Luke‘s narrative is meant to function together. 

Whereas dividing Luke‘s narrative in smaller pieces would have lost sight of any Lukan literary 

artistry and it would depict Luke in terms of a compiler, rather than a writer. More about the 

importance of examining the text in its present form will be discussed in the next section.    

4.1.2 An Emphasis on Rhetorical/Narrative Units of Text in Their Present Form 

Another contribution of literary criticism in the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech consists of 

an emphasis on a narrative as a whole, rather than attempting an analysis in terms of individual 

expressions or passages in a narrative.
153

 In other words, this approach ‗accepts the value of the 

document as it stands, rather than seeking to find how the individual parts came about or had 

meaning on their own.‘
154

 By rhetorical/narrative units of text in their present form is meant that 

the Areopagus Speech has been taken into consideration for study as a text in its final form (e.g., 

rhetorical composition) as well as in terms of a rhetorical composition that emphasizes the 

relationship between the text in question and the book of Acts as a whole (i.e., Paul‘s speech in 

relation to the other speeches in Acts). This is most clear in Witherington‘s and Soards‘ 

interpretation of Paul‘s speech, who attempt to examine it in terms of a rhetorical composition, 

thus it is assessed how Luke as a writer set the speech to function in its present form in his 

account. Such an examination differentiates itself from the work of Talbert, Tannehill and Litwak 

who explore the Areopagus Speech within the context of corpora of texts (e.g., Luke-Acts-Pauline 

Gospels; Luke-Acts; Luke-LXX).  

Witherington considers that the speech is a rhetoric unit written to be part of the larger Lukan 

history recorded by means of rhetorical conventions. Thus, a rhetorical structure has been assigned 

to the speech: ‗(1) exordium, including captatio benevolentiae, vv. 22-23; (2) propositio, v. 23b; 

(3) probatio, vv. 24-29; (4) peroratio, vv. 30-31.‘
155

 In order to acquiring a meaning in terms of 

rhetoric, Paul‘s speech is not divided into smaller pieces of text and it is neither examined how its 
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individual parts came together. As a rhetorical unit, Paul‘s speech was studied as an entity that is 

able to provide meaning in its present form (e.g., rhetorical structure), otherwise it is considered 

that one can lose sight of Luke‘s intention in his text.    

In addition, literary criticism provides opportunity to interpret the Areopagus speech in light of 

other texts that are part of a similar literary structure. In our case, the Areopagus speech could be 

examined in relation to the other speeches in Acts, and at their turn all the speeches in Acts can be 

examined in relation to Luke‘s purpose in his writings as a whole.
156

 A comparative analysis of all 

the speeches in Acts shows that they are all linked together by common themes. They all hold 

together details about a wide variety of personalities, display information about ethnic groups and 

communities, point out to a variety of geographical regions, and unify historical moments. A 

consideration of the Areopagus Speech in light of the other speeches in Acts contributes to the 

interpretation of Paul‘s speech by displaying information about the development of Lucan Paul‘s 

character up to his experience in Athens (i.e., an ability in confronting even the most educated men 

of his time), it further reveals that the message of God spread to ethnic groups outside Judaism 

(e.g., mission in Corinth, Ephesus), and it points out that the word of God will continue to be 

proclaimed further towards all the nations (e.g., Rome). Without a doubt, this kind of assessment 

displays literary aspects specific to Lukan style that run throughout all the speeches and it shows 

how some of these literary aspects climax in the account of the Areopagus Speech. Due to the fact 

that the speeches mark important moments in the Lucan story, an understanding of how Luke used 

these literary aspects is useful in determining the role of the Areopagus Speech narrative in the 

context of the speeches in Acts, as well as in the context of corpora of texts (e.g. Luke-Acts); as it 

will be shown in the next section. However, these literary aspects cannot be unlocked except if one 

recognizes the presence of such literary intentions in the Lucan narrative.  

4.1.3 An Emphasis on Corpora of Texts 

Literary criticism sheds a better light on the Areopagus speech by dealing with corpora of texts and 

with their relation as a whole. A tendency of literary critics is to use narrative criticism in order to 

highlight the relationship between the unfolding narratives and the story they hold together within 

a literary work. In this respect, literary critics manifested an interest in the narrative structure of a 

larger unit (e.g., Luke-Acts) working through matters such as plot development, character 

development, climax of a story, and implied reader.
157

 These matters are important to guide a 

literary critic to see how a text relates to other forms of texts and together to the writing of an 

author as a whole.  
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Examining Talbert‘s assessment of the Areopagus Speech, we have seen that he has styled the 

book of Acts as succession narrative, which stresses the relationship between Jesus‘ ministry and 

the ministry of his followers, consequently the relationship of the Acts of the Apostles with Luke‘s 

Gospel and the Epistles. In this regard, Acts becomes a narrative of fulfillment, which asserts how 

Messiah accomplished God‘s mission (The Gospel of Luke) and how his followers continued 

God‘s program (The Acts of the Apostles and the Epistles). It also serves in pointing to the fact 

that a unity in Messiah has been realized between the Jewish people and all nations. Examining 

Paul‘s speech at the interplay between a canonical and a precanonical reading allows one seen that 

the Areopagus Speech plays an important role by climaxing the spread of the word of God through 

Jesus‘ followers among the gentiles, including the educated and the ordinary. The Areopagus 

Speech is seen as being part of the phase two of Jesus‘ followers‘ mission (the acts of Paul - Acts 

13-28) which relates to the whole Lukan writing by asserting something about the life of one of 

Jesus‘ followers (i.e., Paul).  

Moreover, an emphasis on corpora of texts has opened a door to interpret the Areopagus Speech as 

an unfolding narrative in the larger Lukan literary work, Luke-Acts. Tannehill has proposed that 

the unity of Luke-Acts is preserved through narrative development.
158

 A narrative, in our case the 

Areopagus Speech, is a conveyor of meaning that points to the unity of Lukan writings. Paul‘s 

speech contributes to this unity particularly in revealing within itself themes that run throughout 

Luke-Acts.
159

 Themes such as: God the Creator, God‘s transcendence and immanence, and God‘s 

salvation for all the nations are only some of the themes that Luke emphasizes in both Paul‘s 

speech and Luke-Acts. Highlighting the place of the Areopagus Speech in Luke-Acts, it also 

reveals that Paul‘s speech is a conveyor of meaning for the larger Lukan literary work. The 

Areopagus Speech climaxes Luke‘s writing by pointing to the place where God‘s salvation 

becomes universal (e.g., pagan philosophers are exposed to the Gospel) and by confirming the 

inception of a new phase in Paul‘s ministry (i.e., mission in Corinth and Ephesus) and in the 

history of redemption, namely God‘s message begins to be spread to the ends of the earth (cf. Acts 

1:8).       

 4.1.4 An Emphasis on Author’s Persuasion of the Implied Reader 

Literary critics have also contributed to an interpretation of the Areopagus Speech in their attempts 

to determine how various signals within a text guided the implied reader in deciding the text‘s 

meaning. As Johnson states when he discusses about Luke‘s rhetorical intentionality: ‗The way the 

composition itself is put together suggests readers with certain characteristics and capabilities. 
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Analysis of the composition‘s rhetorical or narrative logic also reveals not only the writing‘s 

argument but also something about the direction in which that argument wishes to turn its intended 

readers.‘
160

 As far as the Areopagus Speech is concerned, Witherington called the attention to 

some signals present in the Lukan narrative that are meant to provide insights as how one should 

appreciate Paul‘s speech.
161

 For example, at the very beginning of the speech there is a hint in vs. 

16 that provides an indication (i.e., Paul‘s temper) how Paul encountered with Athens. Paul‘s 

temper is depicted by the Greek word παξωμύλεην, which in the Septuagint refers to God‘s anger 

in regard to an idol-worshipping Israel (e.g., Deut 9:18; Isa 65:3). Such a hint correlated with the 

manner Luke builds Paul‘s portrayal i.e., a man (orator) standing in the midst of the Athenian 

council (vs. 22), would have decisively contributed to the way the implied reader encountered 

Luke‘s account. Possibly, in this scene Paul would have been remembered as an orator whose 

message stands in conflict with the worldview of Athenians. If that is true, then it seems that from 

the very beginning of his account Luke intentionally introduces hints that are meant to provide 

information about what is to be expected in this episode. In an ideal scenario (e.g., one is aware of 

all these Old Testament and Greek features) the implied reader would have certainly picked up 

Luke‘s signals about Paul and would have interpreted the speech according to these lines. 

Furthermore, Litwak has also pointed in his assessment of the Areopagus Speech to some Lukan 

signals that are meant to lead the implied reader to the right interpretation of the text.
162

 Litwak 

thinks that in the development of Paul‘s speech Luke used intertextual echoes of the Old 

Testament as the main signal of persuasion towards the implied reader. As it has been presented in 

the third part of this thesis, many Old Testament echoes were found current in the development of 

Paul‘s speech. Scholars such as Litwak regarded these Old Testament intertextual echoes valuable 

indices towards how the implied reader would have encountered Lukan material. Accordingly, it 

was held that those echoes led the implied reader to understand the Areopagus Speech as ‗an 

instance of prophetic anti-idol polemic,‘ a narrative about condemnation of idolatry whose goal is 

to teach about the true God. 

Talbert has furthermore noticed some important signals that may have persuaded one towards a 

proper understanding of Luke‘s narrative.
163

 They are mostly connected to the introduction of the 

speech. The introduction of the Areopagus narrative (Acts 17:16-21) is regarded as a key for the 

understanding of what is going to follow in the text. The usual Pauline pattern, i.e., first 

ministering to those in synagogues (Thessalonica - Acts 17:1; Beroea – Acts 17:10) is present in 
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Athens in a slightly different way (Acts 17:16-17). By inserting vs. 16, Luke attempts to change 

the attention of his audience. A reader would have understood that the following section of the 

speech is not anymore about a usual experience in synagogue, as it happened in Thessalonica and 

Beroea, instead it is about Paul‘s ministering in a place full of idols. Using such a hint, Luke calls 

the attention of his readers to the fact that the Areopagus Speech is about another kind of audience, 

an idol-worshipping audience, who is in great need of a message about the true God. This is visible 

in the manner the speech is outlined (e.g., in a chiastic structure which talks about who God is, 

how God is to be worshipped, and the implication of worship that requires the extinction of 

idolatry). More about this, it will be discussed in the following section when the structure of the 

speech is dealt with.  

4.1.5 An Emphasis on Ancient and Modern Literary Models 

Modern literary criticism helped to an interpretation of the Areopagus Speech by providing tools 

(i.e., ancient and modern) for an analysis of the structure of Paul‘s speech. As we have shown in 

the third part of this thesis, scholars of Acts have examined the Areopagus Speech through modern 

(e.g., framing in discourse) and ancient (e.g., rhetoric) methods of interpretation. Talbert‘s ancient 

biography, Witherington and Soards‘ classical rhetorical assessment, and Litwak‘s modern method 

of interpretation (i.e., framing in discourse) can be mentioned. One of the advantages of having 

such tools for interpretation consists of the way they open a door to understand how the Areopagus 

Speech was constructed. As Melick also observed when he talks about the contribution of literary 

criticism to biblical studies:
164

  

―…literary criticism contributes uniquely to biblical studies in providing tools for 

analysis of the structure of a document. Here the parallels to other first-century literature 

provide helpful insights. The NT writers were products of their time in the way they 

constructed their materials. A sensitivity to such parallels, therefore, helps sharpen the 

analytical tools of biblical scholars.‖ 

Insights from Greco-Roman literature as well as insights from Jewish literature have pointed to 

ways the Areopagus Speech could be interpreted. These include a focus on characters in the story 

and a focus on the structure of the text. An emphasis on Paul‘s character in the Lukan narrative has 

often alluded to Paul‘s depiction in view of a Socratic model. Furthermore, allusions to Paul as a 

prophet have also appeared on the scene of the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech. However, 

the most influential depiction of Paul is that of Paul as an orator. In consequence, attempts to 

interpret the Areopagus Speech by means of rhetorical conventions and by means of the Old 

Testament intertextual echoes have been voiced by various scholars. Besides that, a focus on the 
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structure of the text has shown striking similarities between Paul‘s speech and the techniques of 

ancient oratory.
165

   

In our presentation of Paul‘s speech in terms of rhetoric two advocates of this method were given, 

Witherington and Soards. Although their approach is different, especially in their focus on types of 

rhetoric, they both presupposed that the Areopagus Speech has been influenced by classical 

rhetorical conventions, especially by the forensic and deliberative types.
166

 The structure of a 

forensic speech, as it is described by Aristotle (Rhetoric III. 13-19), is organized according to the 

following structure: exordium, narratio, partitio, confirmatio, reprehensio, and conclusio. The 

organizational structure of a deliberative speech follows the same pattern as in a forensic speech 

except that it misses the refutation, reprehensio. Although the two types of speeches are close in 

structure, they both address a different situation.
167

 The former centers its attention on a judge of 

the past with a particular interest in accusing or defending; thus, its outcome resumes to just or 

unjust. The latter focuses on a judge of the future with a particular attention to inspire an audience 

to advocate for the good and by that to avoid a potential future danger. It has been argued that 

Luke presents the Areopagus Speech according to a rhetorical structure similar to that voiced out 

by Aristotle. Soards fitted Paul‘s speech within the category of a forensic type, yet rhetorical 

deliberative in purpose.
168

 Even if he did not outline the speech according to an Aristotelian 

pattern, he indeed showed in its presentation that Luke envisaged Paul as delivering a deliberative 

speech in a judicial situation. A deliberative speech in this case would attest a judge of the future 

in the following: (1) Paul speaks about the Athenians‘ wrong, (2) Paul sees the necessity for 

Athenians to switch back to good (as their poets warned them), and (3) finally by their turning to 

good a possible future danger would be avoided (God‘s judgment). On the other hand, 

Witherington aligned the speech according to an Aristotelian forensic type:  ‗(1) exordium, 

including captatio benevolentiae, vv. 22-23; (2) propositio, v. 23b; (3) probatio, vv. 24-29; (4) 

peroratio, vv. 30-31.‘
169

 A forensic speech in this case would validate a judge of the past by 

showing the elements of wrongdoing and attacking idolatry present in Athens, as well as in 
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asserting that Athenians are presently unjust because of their ignorance of the true God and 

worshipping false idols.   

Besides a comparison of Acts to ancient works of Greco-Roman historiography (e.g., 

Witherington; Soards), there are also scholars who paralleled Acts to a Greco-Roman biography 

(e.g., Talbert).
170

 There are evidences that Luke shaped his account somehow similarly to the work 

of the third century Greek biographer Diogenes Laertius‘s ‗Lives of Eminent Philosophers‘ that 

deals with the lives of the philosophers and with that of their successors. Luke-Acts in this respect 

comes close to Diogenes‘s work by presenting the life of Jesus (The Gospel of Luke) and that of 

his successors (The Acts of the Apostles). Approached like that, Luke‘s work as a whole 

underlines the unity of the salvation-history, in which the Areopagus Speech plays a role in 

asserting how salvation climaxes in the Gentiles‘ world and how the word of God becomes a 

universal message for all the nations. More about this has already been said in the previous 

sections in this chapter. However, the point that is made here is that ancient biography represents 

another tool that literary criticism provides for the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech. 

Acts, and implicitly the Areopagus Speech, has also been provided with modern methods of 

investigation. An advocate in this regard is Litwak, who attempts to interpret the speech from a 

framing in discourse point of view.
171

 As it has been mentioned in the third part of this thesis (see 

section 3.1.1.5), at the basis of this method of interpretation there is a principle which states that 

communication, verbal or non-verbal, cannot be understood outside of a frame of interpretation. 

Litwak found in the Old Testament history a frame of interpretation for Paul‘s speech. If Luke has 

consciously modeled Acts based on the history found in the Scriptures, then the Old Testament 

becomes the frame through which Luke is framing the Areopagus Speech and the means by which 

the implied reader would have understood and interpreted Luke‘s account. Thus, the Old 

Testament Scriptures also represents a literary parallel for the interpretation of the Areopagus 

Speech.      

4.2 A Short Appraisal of Modern Literary Criticism 

Since the concern here is to see how literary criticism looked anew in the interpretation of the 

Areopagus Speech, some cautions are also in view in this chapter. The subsequent lines will 

highlight some of literary criticism‘s pitfalls in relation to an interpretation of the Areopagus 

Speech. These drawbacks are based on the examination of the works of the five authors presented 

in the third part of this thesis.   
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(1) An objection to the focus of literary criticism: it emphasizes the structure and function of a text 

above its meaning.
172

 This does not indicate that meaning is not part of an examination. Instead, 

literary critics attempt to examine the Areopagus Speech by looking first at the structure and 

function of the speech before getting to its meaning. As it has been noticed such an approach has 

led to different kinds of findings in relation to the structure and function of the text, and finally 

such an approach affected its meaning. For example, Witherington differs in his assessment of the 

structure and function of the Speech (i.e., rhetoric forensic) from Soards (i.e., rhetoric 

deliberative), and both of these differ from Tannehill (i.e., narrative unity of Luke-Acts), Talbert 

(i.e., larger narrative unit Acts 17:1-34), and Litwak (i.e., biblical history). Witherington pointed 

out that the structure of the speech is rhetorical and functions at a forensic level, thus with a 

meaning in terms of a judge of the past. Soards considered that the speech fits better a rhetorical 

structure with a deliberative function, so emphasizing a meaning in terms of a judge of the future. 

Furthermore, Tannehill regarded for the speech a structure in terms of a narrative that points to the 

unity of Luke-Acts (function) and displays a meaning in terms of God‘s universal goal of 

salvation. Moreover, Talbert situated the speech in a larger narrative structure (i.e., Acts 17:1-34) 

functioning in the context of Paul‘s mission to gentiles, thus producing a meaning in terms of an 

attack against pagan idolatry. Finally, Litwak pointed out to a structure in terms of a biblical 

history, which functions in the context of the Old Testament Scriptures, thus producing a meaning 

in terms of historical validation of present events. 

The above examples show that the structure of a text plays a significant role in producing a text‘s 

meaning. In certain cases, the way one looks at a text and at its structure could be determinative for 

its interpretation. Without a doubt, the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech was affected by the 

different analytical structures assigned to it. As it has been shown in this thesis, the specifics of 

Paul‘s speech were derived from a variety of directions (e.g., Greek literature; Old Testament 

Scriptures) and the meaning revolved around these guidelines. Then it is asked, how is a literary 

critic suppose to get to the author‘s intended meaning when there is so much uncertainty 

concerning the structure that one should assign to the Areopagus Speech? 

(2) An objection to the method of literary criticism: it sometimes applies modern literary methods 

of interpretation to ancient literature.
173

 This is the case with Litwak, who applied what modern 

literary critics call the theory of framing in discourse (see section 3.1.1.5). As it has been 

mentioned earlier in this study, this modern method of interpretation presupposes that 

communication, verbal or non-verbal, cannot be understood outside of a frame of interpretation. 

                                                 
172

 Melick Jr., Literary Criticism of the New Testament, 453. 
173

 M. A. Powell, ―Narrative Criticism,‖ Hearing the New Testament: Strategies for Interpretation, ed. J. B. 

Green (Grand Rapids, Michigan/Carlisle: Eerdmans/Paternoster Press, 1995), 254. See also, Longman III, 

An Appraisal of the Literary Approach, 126-128. 



53 

 

For Litwak, the frame is the Scriptures of the Old Testament through which is thought that Luke 

shaped his account and by which he provided enough hints for his readers to acquire such an 

interpretation. Although by choosing an ancient frame (i.e. Old Testament) for an ancient text (i.e., 

Areopagus Speech) Litwak‘s method does justice to a composition of the Areopagus Speech, yet 

when this method is applied, it remains anachronistic.
174

 What actually Litwak does is that he takes 

a new method of interpretation (framing in discourse), he adapts it by using the Old Testament 

Scriptures as the frame that stands at the basis of this method, and he finally applies it to an ancient 

text (i.e., Paul‘s speech). Even though Litwak might be right that the Old Testament Scriptures 

may constitute a frame of reference to Paul‘s speech, it is not clear whether Luke produced his 

speech exclusively alongside this kind of frame, since strong evidence of Greek ancient rhetorical 

devices is also present in the text. As Witherington noticed when he talks about Luke‘s use of 

rhetorical conventions in the Areopagus Speech: ‗Arguments are only persuasive if they work 

within the plausibility structure existing in the minds of the hearers.‘
175

 Without a doubt, he 

considers that ancient rhetoric is ‗the frame of reference‘ that made best sense in the minds of 

Luke hearers and fit best Paul‘s speech. Then, one may wonder if an ancient rhetorical model can 

also be taken as a frame of reference to Paul‘s speech, and whether a rhetorical frame of reference 

does more justice to Paul‘s speech than Litwak‘s choice does. However, since neither one of these 

two frames (e.g., the Old Testament Scriptures; a rhetorical structure) belong to a modern method 

of interpretation, a use of such ancient frames within the context of a modern method requires an 

adaptation. Litwak is an example of such methodology. He employed a modern method of 

interpretation in his study by adapting it to fit to an ancient text. It is clear that when biblical 

scholars apply modern methods of interpreting recent literature to biblical text, these methods have 

to be adapted simply because texts from Antiquity are different from modern texts. The danger 

does not only consist of applying a modern method of interpretation to ancient literature, rather it 

rests on the fact that modern literary critics due to their frustration, at time, revisit their work and 

try to reinterpret the same text in relation to other new modern methods as they make room in the 

field of biblical academic world.
176

 

(3) An objection to the approach: sometimes scholars tend to apply a favorite approach and lose 

sight of a text
177

 or (4) they are unsure what ancient literary parallel should be attributed to a 

document.
178

 A diversity of approaches to the Areopagus Speech is obvious, as well as an 
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emphasis on ancient literary parallels to it. Talbert has argued that the main body of the speech 

(vss. 24-29) stands in continuity with Luke-Acts and must be read in the precanonical context of 

Acts, and the second part of the speech (vss. 30-31) should be read in the canonical context, since 

it draws upon information from the Pauline epistles. In contrast, Tannehill sees the speech as a part 

of the big narrative of Luke-Acts. According to Tannehill, the themes and ideas presented in Paul‘s 

speech should be regarded in continuity with Luke-Acts and the speech as a whole as an inclusive 

part of Luke‘s technique to reveal his goal within his writings. Without a doubt both authors made 

their point and have shown that Paul‘s speech makes sense in each one of the two cases. However, 

one may ask what is the basis of each one of these methods of interpretation, and if that basis 

indeed does justice to the text. For example, at the basis of Talbert‘s interpretation lies a Greek 

ancient biography (i.e., Diogenes Laertius‘s Lives of Eminent Philosophers), which is dated around 

third century A. D., so, at a later time than Luke‘s work, which was written around 80-85 (A. 

D.).
179

 Giving the date matter of the two works, the choice of such a biography as base for the 

interpretation of the Areopagus Speech may remain questionable on the grounds of subsequence in 

time, as well as on the grounds of criteria by which one decides the best literary parallel for the 

interpretation of Paul‘s speech. 

(4) The choice of the right ancient literal parallel or literary model is also an issue. It has been 

shown that various scholars paralleled the Areopagus Speech to different ancient and modern 

literary models. Talbert has pointed that Paul‘s speech can be part of Luke‘s biographical work 

Luke-Acts, in which the Areopagus Speech provides information about the life of Jesus‘ followers. 

Conversely, Witherington and Soards have compared the book of Acts to an ancient work of 

Greco-Roman historiography shaped by ancient rhetorical conventions. In this case the Areopagus 

Speech becomes an episode that is part of a history (i.e., Acts) written by means of rhetorical 

conventions. Litwak has proposed a modern literary model (i.e., framing in discourse) that has the 

Old Testament as a frame of reference at its basis. Examining the Areopagus Speech in light of 

such literary models, sometimes one can get the impression that some alleged parallels are a bit 

far-fetched. Although I am aware that the search for the most apt ‗model‘ or ‗parallel‘ is part of the 

game, the diversity of the models proposed for the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech makes 

one asking whether a scholar indeed found the right ancient parallel and if he/she does justice to 

the Areopagus Speech by applying that method of interpretation.  

 

At the center of this chapter stands an investigation of how the new literary methods of 

interpretation contribute to an understanding of the Areopagus Speech. An examination of five 
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authors and of their works has led to an identification of several particular emphases that modern 

literary criticism brings about for an interpretation of Paul‘s speech. Some of these more important 

aspects have been pointed out in this chapter. In addition, some points of critique concerning 

modern literary criticism have also been presented. For a greater appreciation of what literary 

criticism has been offering to an interpretation of the Areopagus Speech, in the fifth part of this 

thesis we now turn to an inspection of this new aspects that modern literary criticism brought 

about. These literary aspects will be examined in light of some aspects that were considered for an 

interpretation of the Areopagus Speech in the period prior to the 1970s.
180
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PART FIVE – A COMPARISON OF METHODS 

5.0 A Comparison of Old and New Interpretive Aspects of the Areopagus Speech 

Some of the most important aspects that literary criticism brings about for an interpretation of the 

Areopagus Speech have been presented in the previous chapter of the thesis. The fourth part of the 

thesis helped to orient how literary critics approach the Areopagus Speech, and it exposed some of 

the tools that are often used in its interpretation. The present chapter attempts to take these 

particular emphases that literary criticism elevates for an interpretation of the speech and examine 

them in light of our previous findings in regard to the Areopagus Speech (see section 2.0). Such an 

assessment will provide a better picture of how modern literary criticism looked anew and how it 

differentiates itself from older interpretations of the speech. This chapter does not intend to 

exhaust all the potential examples that one may find in this regard, yet it proposes an examination 

of some examples that I considered most valuable for the purpose of this thesis.  

5.1 Aspects in Interpretation of the Areopagus Speech 

In the following sections, the study of the Areopagus Speech is divided into two main streams of 

thoughts. Interpretive aspects of the Areopagus Speech prior to the rise of modern literary criticism 

and interpretive aspects of the Areopagus speech generated by the rise of modern literary criticism 

are compared. In order to do that, space will be allocated in the first two sections of this chapter for 

a short presentation of these interpretive aspects. In the first section (Interpretive Aspects Prior to 

1970), a short overview of some interpretive aspects of the Areopagus Speech prior to 1970 will be 

given. In the second section (Interpretive Aspects Beginning to 1970), some of the interpretive 

aspects that modern literary criticism brought about in the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech 

will also be presented. Finally, a number of interpretive aspects (prior to 1970) that resemble 

modern literary interpretive aspects (beginning to 1970) will be taken into comparison in the third 

section. 

5.1.1 Interpretive Aspects Prior to 1970 

A short survey on the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech has shown that Christian exegetes, 

up to the Reformation Period, such as Justin Martyr, Ambrose of Milan, John Chrysostom, and 

Thomas Aquinas have endeavored to examine Paul‘s speech by different methods of 

interpretation. In their assessment of the text, they used examples from the Greco-Roman world 

(e.g. Socrates‘ trial before Areopagus), they placed the speech in the context of philosophy and 

reason, and they attempted to interpret it in relation to rhetorical literary categories (e.g. 
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encomium).
181

 The Protestant Reformation has also contributed to the interpretation of the 

Areopagus Speech using methods of interpretation such as historical-grammatical and an 

expository-historical analysis. The eighteenth century marked a new era in the interpretation of 

Acts. During this period, Paul‘s speech was examined in turn by critical methods of interpretation 

such as source-criticism, form-criticism, and redaction-criticism.                

The Post-Apostolic Period up to the rise of Protestant Reformation reveals that Paul‘s speech was 

of interest mostly because of certain aspects of its content, namely natural revelation. Scholars of 

that time focused on this one main aspect of the content of the speech in order to show that 

according to the Christian teaching there is natural revelation. Such a reading testifies that the early 

Christian writers, up to the Reformation, acknowledged that a certain understanding of God is 

available to all human beings. In order to support their reading of the Areopagus Speech, Christian 

authors of that period had drawn in their interpretation upon echoes from the Greek world. Among 

the most important connections drawn upon in their interpretation of Paul‘s speech were allusions 

to Socrates. In antiquity, Socrates served as an example of a person who had certain natural 

knowledge of the true God and as a philosopher who by means of reason exhorted Athenians to 

become acquainted with the unknown God.
182

 This category is of great interest for this study since 

modern literary criticism has also made use of Socrates as a possible hint in the interpretation of 

the Areopagus Speech. 

The period of the Protestant Reformation witnesses a shift in the interpretation of the Areopagus 

Speech. The concept of natural revelation is not anymore at the center of the text; instead, it 

represents one aspect in the text. The focus of the text does not necessarily boil down to human 

ability to know God, but on the fact that the Athenians are without excuse in light of such 

evidences that are displayed in their sight. In this respect, the use of the Old Testament Scriptures 

in the Areopagus Speech plays a determinative role in proving it. If in the Post-Apostolic Period, 

Socrates was used as an example of how the Areopagus Speech talks about natural theology, in the 

Reformation Period and further on, considerations of the Scriptures of the Old Testament as a key 

in the interpretation of Paul‘s speech are at its basis. The most obvious connection between the Old 

Testament and Paul‘s speech are found in vs. 24 // Ps 50:9, 10, and vs. 26 // Deut 32: 8; 2: 5, 9; Ps 

74:17; 115:16; Jer 5:24.
183

 In both instances (vss. 24, 26), Paul tries to expose the Athenians to the 
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right doctrine about God, and to make known to them who God is. Such considerations allowed 

one to see that Paul‘s speech resonates in thought with the Old Testament Scriptures, and that they 

play a role within the speech by showing how pagan philosophers were reached with doctrines 

above nature.
184

 

Furthermore, connections between ancient literature and the Areopagus Speech have also been 

noted. A parallel that interest here is that between the Greek biographer Diogenes Laertius (e.g., 

Epimenides‘ purification of Athens) and the Areopagus Speech as both talk about certain elements 

included by Luke in his account (e.g., the unknown God).
185

 Such parallel served especially as a 

reference to show that during Epimenides‘ life
186

 evidences that the unknown God is the proper 

God existed. By this, it is shown that points of contact between ancient literature and Paul‘s speech 

were acknowledged for the interpretation of Acts 17:16-34. As it will later be shown in this 

chapter, such ancient literary parallels were also used by modern literary criticism. 

The Critical Era, unlike the Pre-Critical Era, has manifested an interest in looking at the Areopagus 

Speech through Luke‘s glasses. Paul‘s speech is not anymore Paul‘s, but it represents Luke‘s 

account. In this period, Luke‘s role as a writer becomes the issue at stake. The Areopagus Speech 

has been put under the loupe of source-criticism, form-criticism, and redaction-criticism especially 

during the Critical Era. As an overall conclusion, such examination has revealed that the 

Areopagus Speech represents Luke‘s own creation built up on the background of a wide variety of 

traditions. Although scholars did not come to a consensus regarding the authenticity of the Lucan 

account, almost everyone agree that Luke had drawn upon Greek secular models of interpretation 

(e.g. Socrates),
187

 upon Greek literary devices (e.g. captatio benevolentiae),
188

 upon Old Testament 

ideas (e.g., all men are descendent from one),
189

 and Greco-Roman historiography
190

 in order to 

shape his account. In light of the things said above, Luke becomes a writer and a creative author 

who arranged his materials in order to suit his agenda, and the Areopagus Speech turns into an 

ideal scene in which his character (i.e., Paul) utters Lucan concepts and ideas rather than those of 

his own (Pauline). As Luke‘s role as a writer is at stake in the study of modern literary criticism, 

the aspects raised by the older literary criticism (e.g. redaction-criticism) are especially of 
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importance for this study in crystallizing how/whether modern literary criticism looked anew in 

the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech. 

Ancient parallels, the use of the Old Testament Scriptures, and Luke‘s role as a writer represent 

some of the most important interpretive aspects that scholars of the Scriptures have used when 

dealt with the Areopagus Speech prior to 1970. We now turn to see how modern literary criticism 

impacted the Areopagus speech especially on these three points.  

5.1.2 Interpretive Aspects Beginning with 1970  

Beginning to the 1970 onwards, which culminated with the rise of modern literary criticism, the 

tendency of scholars of the Acts of the Apostles was to look at Luke especially in his role as a 

writer. Within this category (Luke the writer), consideration of ancient literature and of the use of 

the Old Testament in the Areopagus Speech are at home. In the third part of this thesis, five 

authors who stress such considerations have been presented. The subsequent lines provide a short 

overview of such interpretive aspects that are emphasized by modern literary criticism in the study 

of the Areopagus Speech. 

An emphasis on Luke‘s role as a writer reveals that modern literary critics have interpreted the 

Areopagus Speech in terms of Lucan artistry. This kind of assessment has led them to look for 

hints that resemble Luke‘s style inside of Lucan writings as well as outside of them (i.e., ancient 

literature). Evidence that Luke shaped his account following closely a type of Greek ancient 

biographical work (e.g., Diogenes Laertius‘s Lives of Eminent Philosophers) has been pointed out 

as a potential interpretive aspect for the Areopagus Speech. In addition to parallels to Greek 

biography, interpretive aspects in terms of ancient rhetoric as a tool for the interpretation of Paul‘s 

speech have also been proposed. At least two models have been offered, namely forensic and 

deliberative types.   

Furthermore, in modern literary criticism another tendency is to look at the Old Testament writings 

as an intentional part of Lucan narrative strategy. An examination of the speech has revealed that 

themes and ideas from the Old Testament have been used in the Lucan account of the Areopagus 

Speech. An emphasis on the Scriptures of the Old Testament has led scholars to consider the 

speech in line with the Scriptures of Israel, and to interpret it in line with a Christian message 

rather than to a secular speech. Such considerations have revealed that the Old Testament 

Scriptures play a more important role in the Areopagus Speech than making Paul‘s speech parallel 

in thought. They reveal insights about Luke‘s purpose in this speech, provide clues about how to 

depict the characters in the story, and limit the boundaries within which the speech provides 

meaning.    
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The writings of the Old Testaments and ancient literature have been used as models for an 

interpretation of the Areopagus Speech, but our study of modern literary criticism has also shown 

that there is a tendency to look for models outside Christian writings, namely ancient literary 

models (e.g., Socrates). A comparison of the two lines of thoughts will show how each side has 

made use of Socrates, Old Testament Scriptures, and ancient literary models in the interpretation 

of the Areopagus Speech.  

5.1.3 A Comparison of Interpretive Aspects: Prior and Beginning to 1970  

If in the previous two sections some interpretive aspects of the two periods of time have been 

pointed at, in this section a comparison of these aspects is in order. This section attempts to point 

out through a comparative method how/whether modern literary criticism looked anew in its 

assessment of Paul‘s speech. A comparison between some of the interpretive aspects highlighted 

by the critical period prior to 1970 and some of the interpretive aspects emphasized by modern 

literary criticism are in view in this section. In the previous two sections of this chapter, we have 

seen that there are some tendencies in the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech that are stressed 

by both classes of scholars. Some of these are overlapping at a certain level, and some of them 

even point to a certain extent to some similarities in terms of meaning. Therefore, an examination 

of modern literary criticism in light of the previous periods of interpretation is in order. 

(1) There is a tendency to stress Luke’s role as a writer. Both lines of interpretation
191

 have more 

or less proposed that Luke could be studied in terms of his role as a writer. We begin with the 

previous periods of interpretation (prior to 1970). Within the periods of interpretation prior to 

modern literary criticism, however, it is the Critical Era (here I am especially referring to 

redaction-criticism) that has emphasized Luke‘s role as a writer in the study of the Areopagus 

Speech. An examination of one of the advocates of redaction-criticism has led to some valuable 

observations on how this critical method of interpretation encountered Luke‘s role as a writer in 

the development of Paul‘s speech. The following observations have been noticed:
192

 (a) the 

Areopagus Speech must be interpreted as Luke‘s literary speech and not Paul‘s, (b) the speech 

does not draw upon a Pauline set of thought or ideas, as a result Paul must not be regarded 

speaking here, and (c) the setting of the speech is created by an ideal scene in which Paul meets 
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Athenian philosophers. For Conzelmann, and thus for redaction-criticism in this case, the 

Areopagus Speech becomes ‗a purely literary product‘ in which ‗Luke is neither offering an 

excerpt of a real address, wherever delivered, nor does he want to sketch a model sermon for 

handy use by a missionary. Rather, as a historian he composes a unique situation which is of 

permanent importance just because of its uniqueness.‘
193

 The value of this situation does not rest in 

the ‗historical worth of its details,‘ instead, it represents an ideal scene that describes an example 

of how Christianity encountered a Greco-Roman philosophical culture from a position of faith in 

Christ. As Conzelmann noted: ‗It documents for us how a Christian around A.D. 100 reacts to the 

pagan milieu and meets it from the position of his faith.‘
194

 In the end, Conzelmann‘s assessment 

of the text demonstrates that this address plays a role only in showing a unique situation in which 

the establishment of the truth of the faith cannot be stopped even by its rejection of the wisest 

people of that time.
195

  

Modern literary criticism has looked anew at Luke‘s role as a writer by examining Acts as a piece 

of literature reflecting a history of that time. A phase of such history is Paul‘s speech in Athens. 

The Areopagus Speech does not represent an ideal, unique piece of literature, but it is a piece of 

information that corresponds to a determined point in the history of the Early Church in which the 

Gospel reaches even the most educated people of that time. Modern literary critics do not consider 

the text an ideal composition as it was previously labeled by advocates of Critical Era, but they 

recognize that the style, the content, and the arrangement of the material envisage Luke to be heard 

at the level with the Hellenistic historians.
196

 Hence, Luke the writer is envisaged here as a 

historian. It was pointed out that Luke‘s writings reflect organizational features at the same level 

with the writings of the historians Polybius and Ephorus. Luke‘s way of handling the Areopagus 

Speech (i.e., a summary of an event) and the manner in which the speech is set to function within 

Lucan historical account (i.e., as an unifying element) resonates with Polybius‘ way of writing 

history. Polybius articulated that: ‗The peculiar function of history is to discover, in the first place, 

the words actually spoken, whatever they were, and next to ascertain the reason why what was 

done or spoken led to failure or success‘ (XXII. 25b).
197

 In such a case, a historian had to make his 

part by searching for information according to ‗the most diligent inquiry‘ and report accurately to 

an audience what was said on an occasion, and even of that only the things that are the most ‗vital 

and effectual‘ (XXXVI. 1a).
198

 Nevertheless, it is clear that Polybius is very critical to those who 
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departed from the way Hellenistic historians recorded history: ‗A writer who passes over in silence 

the speeches made and the causes of events and in their place introduces false rhetorical exercises 

and discursive speeches, destroys the peculiar virtue of history‘ (XXII. 25b).
199

 If Luke indeed 

followed the Polybian way of treating history, as advocates of modern literary criticism argue, then 

the Areopagus Speech can definitely be regarded as a channel through which those things that 

were the most important and belong to this phase of Christian history had been indeed reported 

down to us in a trustful manner.  

Furthermore, both the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles bear similarities of 

arrangement to the historical writings of Ephorus. Ephorus is known for arranging his writings 

according to geographical and chronological matters.
200

 Although Ephorus‘ work did not survive, 

and information about his work come only from other sources,
201

 Polybius regards Ephorus the 

first and only writer of his time who really undertook to write a universal history.
202

 In this respect, 

Luke‘s literary style reveals a geographical arrangement of his material similar to that of Ephorus 

by providing an account of how Jesus‘ followers, beginning in Jerusalem, have spread the word of 

God throughout a wide variety of geographical regions. Luke the writer also endeavored to present 

a sort of history by telling the story of the spreading of the Gospel, beginning with the life of Jesus 

and, in a second phase, with Ascension and Pentecost. This account includes how Jesus‘ followers, 

beginning in Jerusalem, have spread the word of God to all the nations, reaching even the most 

educated men (Athens) of that time. The Areopagus Speech plays an important role in Lukan 

history by showing that the Gospel indeed started to be spread towards all the nations. Soards has 

pointed out in his assessment of the Areopagus Speech that Paul‘s speech proves its universalistic 

accents especially when it is studied together with the other speeches in Acts. It unifies Lucan 

narrative by means of a repetition of major themes (i.e., God as Creator, Savior, and Judge) and 

stresses a universalistic Lucan agenda (i.e., salvation is for all). Such a comparison of Luke‘s work 

with that of other ancient historians has led the advocates of modern literary criticism to indicate 

that Luke as a writer has endeavored to present through his artistic literary style those things of the 

Christian history that were most vital (e.g., Paul‘s encounter with pagan audience) and effectual 

(e.g., the spread of the Gospel to all the nations). It is worth mentioning that the new literary 

criticism is less skeptical about the historicity of what Luke reports. While the critical disciplines 

from the Critical Period thought that it would not be possible to say anything reliable about true 

history, modern literary criticism tends to be more optimistic. In this respect, modern literary 
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criticism looks anew and take a step forward from the old method of interpretation of Luke as a 

writer (i.e., redaction criticism) and shows that Luke the writer, was also concerned in his account 

to allow some things of the Christian history run through his literary artistry.  

(2) There is a tendency to look at the Old Testament writings as to a valuable interpretive aspect in 

the analysis of Paul’s speech. Since the earliest times of the interpretation of the New Testament, 

the writings of the Old Testament have been used as a key to explain certain aspects related to the 

content of the Areopagus Speech. As it has been exposed in the second part of this thesis, Ambrose 

of Milan had used parts from the Areopagus Speech in relation to the Old Testament Scriptures to 

prove that men are created in the image of God and that they are rational responsible persons. 

Certainly, this had an implication on the outcome of the interpretation of Paul‘s speech in terms of 

natural theology, for Ambrose acknowledges that man, by being God‘s offspring, is a human 

rational being with an inherited ability to search for God. Furthermore, scholars from the 

Reformation Period onwards have noticed extensive allusions to the Old Testament in the 

Areopagus Speech and became aware of the fact that Paul‘s speech may have been built on 

reminiscences of Old Testament thought. Bengel has shown in his commentary on the New 

Testament that Paul‘s speech resonates in thought with the Old Testament Scriptures.
203

 The most 

obvious connection between these two writings are found in vs. 24 // Ps 50:9, 10 and vs. 26 // Deut 

32: 8; 2: 5, 9; Ps 74:17; 115:16; Jer 5:24.
204

 In both cases, vss. 24 and 26, Paul tries to expose the 

Athenians to the right doctrine about God as well as to teach them about who God is. An 

immersion of Paul‘s speech into the Old Testament Scriptures served for Bengel as an indication 

of how Paul legitimated his message before the Athenians. This legitimacy comes from an 

attestation that his message is based on the deeds of a superior Ruler, who is in control over all 

humanity (e.g., Deut 32:8; Ps 74:17). Besides legitimizing Paul‘s message, the use of the Old 

Testament served even a greater purpose in Paul‘s speech, namely it introduced the Athenians to 

revealed theology. As Bengel pointed out that elsewhere in the speech ‗Paul, though drawing his 

discourse from natural Theology, yet blends with it some things from revealed Theology … For 

even the Gentiles are to be won by doctrine above nature.‘
205

 An examination of Bengel‘s 

commentary on Paul‘s speech has led to some valuable observations: (a) the speech should be 

understood as a Christian message proclaimed to the Gentiles, (b) it should not be understood in 

terms of a Lucan creation, at least not in terms of his literary artistry as it was discussed above, (c) 

the speech does not reflect a Lucan composition, instead it revolves around Paul‘s way of doing 

and saying things, and (d) the speech is about Paul‘s using of the Old Testament quotations as a 

means of persuasion, and not about Luke‘s emphasis of these quotations. Based on these 
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observations, it can be said that the Pre-Critical Period stressed throughout Bengel‘s commentary 

that the Old Testament Scriptures represented a key to illuminate/make clearer elements in the 

speech in order to understand its message. In this sense, the Areopagus speech stands as a 

Christian message voiced by Paul in order to help a pagan audience make the transition from a 

natural knowledge of God towards a revealed theology.   

Modern literary criticism did not only take a step forward from redaction-criticism and critical era 

in showing a more positive perspective concerning the historicity of the events and speeches 

recorded by Luke, but it also looked ahead and differentiates itself from Bengel‘s interpretation, 

too. The use of the Old Testament in the study of literary criticism has shown that these portions of 

the Scriptures mean more to the Areopagus Speech than making Paul‘s message parallel in thought 

to the Old Testament (i.e., testifying that his message is Christian) or make the transition from a 

natural knowledge of God towards a revealed theology. They are held as valuable indices of how 

the speech functions and how one would have interpreted it. For example, it has been said that 

Luke‘s use of the Scriptures of Israel would guide his audience to envisage Paul as a prophet of the 

Old Testament; a prophet whose message stands in continuity with an anti-idol polemic of the 

prophets in the past.
206

 This outcome has its basis on the fact that Paul‘s behavior in this narrative 

resonates with that of the prophets of Israel, who at the sight of idolatry went on and uttered God‘s 

punishment towards Israel unless repentance was attained. As a help to prove that Paul was indeed 

depicted in lines with the prophets of Israel, literary criticism often makes use of the big context in 

which the Areopagus Speech is set to function, that is Acts, or even Luke-Acts. An examination of 

Luke‘s depiction of Paul in Acts discloses valuable examples in which Luke, without a doubt, 

envisaged Paul as a prophet cf., Isa 49:6 // Acts 9:15-16; Isa 6:9-10 // Acts 26:16-18. Correlating 

Paul‘s image of a prophet with the way Paul displays his message at the Areopagus may indeed 

reveal that Luke‘s use of the Old Testament Scriptures plays a role in describing Paul as a prophet 

and in showing how Paul‘s speech functions within its context. According to modern literary 

criticism, an emphasis on Luke‘s use of the Old Testament would first serve to provide legitimacy 

for Paul‘s speech. Following the model of ancient historians who by paying attention to the past 

events validate present affairs, modern literary criticism considers Luke as the one who attests that 

Paul‘s message is not ‗recent‘, neither suspect. Instead, it is an ‗old thing‘ even older than the 

greatest Greek philosopher, Plato.
207

 Luke validates Paul‘s message not only by showing that it is 

in line with an old religion and with what earlier happened in God‘s history with his people as 

reported in the Scriptures, but also in revealing that Paul took the same action as the prophets in 

the past when it was dealt with a similar situation of idolatry. Secondly, by Luke‘s use of the Old 
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Testament, modern literary critics show that Paul‘s message uttered at the Areopagus is 

trustworthy and it bears confidence to those who hears it because it was written in line with the 

sacred Scriptures. 

 (3) Among the things said above, in the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech there is also a 

tendency to look for ancient literary models for Paul’s speech. The search for ancient literary 

models endeavors to discover tools that may lead to an interpretation of Paul‘s speech. Scholars 

were driven in their search for ancient literary models by different purposes. There were ancient 

Christian authors who have noticed parallels between ancient literature and Paul‘s speech, and 

took that literature as a base of an interpretation without advancing on that information. There are 

modern scholars from the Critical Period of interpretation who looked for such literature in order 

to discover the source, form, and redaction of Lucan material. Finally, there are scholars from the 

modern literary side of criticism who consider ancient literary materials as a main tool for an 

analysis of the structure of the Lucan writings.  

In the second part of this thesis, we have seen that since the second century onwards Christian 

writers have endeavored to look at the Areopagus Speech in light of a Socratic model. Socrates did 

not write any books, he is mostly known for his exemplary way of living as well as for his prints in 

the life of the Athenian people due to his dramatic death.
208

 According to Plato, the authorities of 

Athens charged Socrates for evil things, namely that he ‗is a doer of evil, who corrupts the youth; 

and who does not believe in the gods of the state, but has other new divinities of his own.‘
209

 

Similarly to Socrates, Paul seems to be represented in terms of a herald of new divinities. This is 

most clear in the Lucan use of Greek words such as daimo,nion. At the root of this word rests the 

Greek sense of ‗divinities or gods‘ alongside a charge of one being a herald of foreign or strange 

divinities. According to Witherington, it is believed that such a word is the very one which led to 

the death of Socrates.
210

 Justin Martyr is among the first Christian writers who used the portrayal 

of Socrates in his writings. Although I am aware of the discussion that is going on in relation to 

Justin‘s use of the Acts of the Apostles,
211

 I find convincing the argument forwarded by Haenchen 

that Justin‘s use of qeo.j a;gnwstoj (II Apol. 10:6) is in accordance with the Lucan expression 

VAgnw,stw| qew/|, and that once with Justin‘s writings a knowledge of Acts of the Apostles can be 
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recognized in the writing of the Post-Apostolic Period.
212

 Furthermore, Rowe has noticed that as 

early as the second century Christian scholars were interested in examining Paul‘s speech in 

relation to allusions to texts from the Greco-Roman world in order to develop an account about 

pagan knowledge of the true God.
213

 It is very much possible that Justin in his apology drew upon 

Luke‘s writings and Socrates in order to prove that pagans indeed displayed knowledge of the true 

God. In this instance, there is reason to believe that in the second century Justin made use of an 

analogy between Socrates and Paul primarily to provide an account whether pagans indeed had 

knowledge of the true God or not.    

Moving into the Critical Era, scholars of the Acts has also endeavored to pay attention to Luke‘s 

allusive references to Socrates in the Areopagus Speech. Haenchen observed that Lucan Paul 

behaves similarly to Socrates in some instances: ‗Paul speaks in the marketplace to every man–like 

Socrates. They think he is introducing new gods–like Socrates. And Socrates came before the court 

on that account and was sentenced to death.‘
214

 In this narrative, Socrates‘ model plays a role 

within the larger context of Luke‘s ‗motif technique.‘ Composed of a number of motifs, a motif 

technique is meant to describe an ‗ideal scene,‘ which does not necessarily represent Luke‘s own 

experience of Athens.
215

 Besides allusions to Socrates, this ‗ideal scene‘ encloses Luke‘s own 

imagination of Athens, of its idols, of Athenian religiosity and of their philosophical interest. Such 

elements correlated with an image of Athenian curiosity present a new kind of situation, namely 

‗Greek wisdom lends itself to Christian interpretation.‘
216

 If this is the goal of the Areopagus 

Speech, then a depiction of Paul that evokes Socrates functions within Luke‘s ‗ideal scene‘ only to 

suit a kind of program of the apostolic mission and not necessarily to show a true model that Paul 

might have ever employed in his mission. Thus, for Haenchen, Socrates is an interpretive model 

for the study of the Areopagus Speech as long as this analogy functions at a level of Luke‘s 

creation and it is not taken into account for an encounter with a real situation in Paul‘s life.  

Modern literary criticism, on the other hand, has seen more into these allusive references to 

Socrates than some scholars of the Pre-Critical and Critical Periods have endeavored to see. An 

emphasis at a level of literary criticism of Paul in terms of the Socratic model has revealed that 

Luke is presenting Paul as a new Socrates in a historical situation as opposed to an ‗ideal scene.‘ 
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Witherington and Soards have noticed Socratic thought inside the Areopagus Speech.
217

 The fact 

that Paul was advancing some strange divinities (vss. 18, 20), that Paul was brought before the 

Areopagus (vs. 19), and that he was standing in the midst of the Athenian council (vs. 22) were 

regarded by literary critics as getting their full force after the Socratic model. In this instance, a 

depiction of Paul that evokes Socrates serves to depict Paul in terms of a cultured scholar who can 

oppose the most educated men of his day. Even more interesting is that an implementation of 

Socratic allusions in Paul‘s speech had to some extent repercussions on how literary critics further 

interpreted the narrative. Since Paul, as well as Socrates, was brought to the Areopagus due to his 

proclamation, then Paul is charged to present an argument for his teaching. So, the situation has 

often been regarded to be judicial.
218

 As we have seen in the third part of this thesis, Witherington 

and Soards have proposed two ancient rhetorical models of interpretation for the Areopagus 

Speech i.e., forensic and deliberative. If Paul takes a defense before the Athenian council, then a 

forensic interpretation is in order, since the central idea of a forensic speech is to draw one‘s 

attention to a judge of the past with a particular interest in accusing or defending; hence its 

outcome resumes to just or unjust. Yet, if Paul‘s speech is premeditated, then a deliberate speech 

before the Athenian council is in order. The focus of a deliberative speech in this case is on a judge 

of the future with a particular attention to inspire an audience to advocate for the good and by that 

to avoid a potential future danger. An emphasis on allusions to Socrates lends to literary criticism 

tools for an interpretation of Luke‘s writings. Literary criticism took advantage of such literature 

and looked forward into it to find out the kind of persuasive devices Luke used in modeling Paul‘s 

speech. As we have seen, Paul is a new Socrates who utters his defense by means of rhetorical 

devices. By looking anew into these allusions, literary critics found out that Socrates‘ model does 

not function to Paul‘s speech as an example of natural theology (pre-critical interpretation), nor 

does it represent a category of sources implemented in an ‗ideal scene‘ (critical interpretation), yet 

it helped in depicting Paul in terms of a cultured scholar able to oppose the most educated men of 

his day.  

 

This chapter has revealed that modern literary criticism has endeavored to take a step forward from 

an older interpretation of the Areopagus Speech. A comparison of methods between the two lines 

of thoughts has illustrated that examples from ancient literature (e.g. Socrates), from the Old 

Testament, and an emphasis on Luke‘s role as a writer have been stressed within both periods of 

interpretation. An exposition of such interpretive aspects from the earliest times up to the critical 

era has shown that modern literary criticism has endeavored to take into consideration these older 
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interpretive aspects and use them as a launching platform in taking new steps in interpreting Paul‘s 

speech. As it has been shown in this chapter, modern literary criticism has emphasized a new kind 

of understanding of the Areopagus Speech in relation to each one of these interpretive aspects. 
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PART SIX – CONCLUSIONS    

6.0 A Critical Acclaim of the Results of Modern Literary Criticism  

This thesis has endeavored to show how modern literary methods of interpretation such as literary 

criticism, set its marks on the study of the Areopagus Speech. For a greater appreciation of how 

literary criticism interpreted Paul‘s Speech, five methods within this category have been presented 

and evaluated in this thesis. Since the field of literary criticism is so wide and confusion is often 

noticed concerning its particularities, in the third part of this thesis a short overview on this new 

method of interpretation has been offered. The goods that are claimed by literary critics and by the 

method itself have been compared with interpretive aspects from the previous periods of 

interpretation of the Areopagus Speech. Such an examination has revealed that Paul‘s speech is a 

‗trendy passage,‘ which has been taken into consideration by scholars of the Scriptures from the 

earliest times onwards (section 2.0). Although throughout the history of interpretation Paul‘s 

speech was the subject of many methods of analysis, it seems that scholars of the Acts of the 

Apostles did not give up the quest for the ‗right‘ method of interpretation, at least not yet. As the 

history shows it, new methods of interpretation appeared and disappeared. Modern literary 

criticism is one of the methods that have appeared recently in the study of the Acts of the Apostles. 

The rise of this method has culminated with a new kind of assessment of the Areopagus Speech 

(section 3.0). As the previous methods of interpretation have shown their limits, modern literary 

critics endeavored to look anew for better tools. An evaluation of such ‗new tools‘
219

 has revealed 

the most essential characteristics and pitfalls of modern literary criticism in assessing Paul‘s 

speech (section 4.0). For an illustration whether modern literary criticism has brought its 

contribution to an interpretation of the Areopagus Speech or not, interpretive aspects held by the 

previous periods of interpretation (section 2.0) together with interpretive aspects promoted by 

modern literary criticism (section 4.0) have been brought together in a comparison of methods 

(section 5.0). Based on the findings of this research, it has been argued that modern literary 

criticism has indeed looked anew in interpreting the Areopagus Speech. The subsequent lines will 

highlight the findings of this thesis.  
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6.1 General Contributions 

Modern literary criticism has emphasized the following interpretive aspects in studying the 

Areopagus Speech: 

(1) Luke’s literary artistry. It has been argued that Luke intentionally allowed hints in his 

account of the Areopagus Speech in order to permit his readers to follow the goal of this 

narrative. Historical locations (e.g., Athens, Areopagus), ethnographical aspects (e.g., 

Epicureans, Stoics), rhetorical devices (e.g., forensic speech), rhetorical allusions (e.g., evn 

me,sw|), intertextual echoes (e.g., Old Testament Scriptures), etc., are all regarded as Lucan 

literary devices employed to suit his agenda in the Areopagus speech and to offer hints for his 

readers in how the text is to be interpreted.   

(2) Luke’s persuasion of the implied reader. Literary critics have contributed to an 

interpretation of the Areopagus Speech in attempting to determine how various signals within 

the Areopagus Speech guide the implied reader in deciding the meaning of the text. Important 

hints have been found in the introductory verses of Paul‘s speech and in the way the text‘s 

composition is put together. They both hold power to suggest the implied reader with certain 

characteristics of the text, and to reveal the writing‘s direction and argument. For example the 

expression katei,dwlon … po,lin (vs. 16) is regarded as a hint to direct the implied reader 

towards an understanding of the speech in terms of a message displayed against an idol-

worshipping audience. It has also been argued that Old Testament intertextual echoes are the 

main signal of persuasion that Luke used towards the implied reader. In this respect, Old 

Testament echoes led the implied reader to understand the Areopagus Speech as an instance of 

a prophetic anti-idol polemic, a narrative about condemnation of idolatry that teaches about the 

true God. 

 (3) An emphasis on the text in its present form. Modern literary criticism values the text of the 

Areopagus Speech as it stands, rather than seeking to find how its individual parts came about 

or provide meaning on their own. In this regard, Paul‘s speech has been studied as a rhetorical 

composition, as a biblical narrative, and as a unit of text that can provide meaning within its 

own context, smaller (e.g., in the context of the other speeches in Acts) or larger (e.g., in the 

context of Luke-Acts-Pauline Gospels, or Luke-Acts). When the speech is taken outside of 

these literary contexts, the force of the text as a whole as well as the function of the Areopagus 

Speech is believed to be seriously diminished.   

(4) Ancient and modern literary models of interpretation. Modern literary criticism provides 

tools (i.e., ancient and modern) for an analysis of the structure of Paul‘s speech. Using modern 

(e.g., framing in discourse) and ancient (e.g., rhetoric; biography) methods of interpretation a 
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number of ancient literary models have been proposed for an analysis of the structure of the 

Areopagus Speech. Attention has been given to rhetoric, to an account of an ancient biography 

(i.e., Diogenes Laertius‘s Lives of Eminent Philosophers), and to the Scriptures of the Old 

Testament in the composition of the Areopagus Speech. An examination of the Areopagus 

Speech in light of such literary models has revealed that ancient literature represent a valuable 

tool for the analysis of the structure of the Lucan account. 

6.2 A Triumph over the Previous Periods of Interpretation 

An evaluation at a comparative level between the older interpretive approaches and modern 

literary criticism has revealed that the previous periods of interpretation have also made use of 

interpretive aspects that modern literary criticism generally employs within its affairs. However, 

the difference between the two lies in the new focus that modern literary criticism takes. When the 

Areopagus Speech is taken into comparison with the older methods of interpretation, modern 

literary criticism looked anew in the following directions:  

(1) Paul’s speech is not to be interpreted anymore in terms of natural theology.
220

 Throughout 

the time, it has been pointed out that Paul‘s speech is an example of natural theology by 

attesting that pagan philosophers have indeed acquired a certain understanding of the true God. 

The speech has also been held accountable as an example that human beings are indeed subject 

to their rational nature that predisposes and enables them to seek God. Modern literary 

criticism has departed from such an interpretation by asserting that the Areopagus Speech 

represents a plain Christian message, which Paul during his mission proclaimed to a pagan 

audience. It is not about how natural theology brings humanity to the true God, yet it exhibits 

how the Christian message has spread around the worlds and reached all the nations.  

(2) The Areopagus Speech represents Luke’s account of Paul’s speech, and it makes the case 

for a historical account. Up to the Critical Era, scholars were inclined to talk about Paul as the 

author of the speech. Furthermore, within the Critical Era
221

 this view has changed and 

scholars have argued for Luke and not Paul being the author of the speech. Nevertheless, they 

considered this speech an ‗ideal scene‘ without historical precedent in Paul‘s life. So, the 

Areopagus Speech was charged being a purely literary product. The new literary criticism has 

advanced on this idea that Luke (not Paul) is the author of the speech and it promoted a less 

skeptical view about the historicity of what Luke reports. So, literary criticism tends to be 

                                                 
220

 As it has especially been proposed in the Post-Apostolic Period. To a certain extent, traces of natural 

theology can also be found during the Reformation Period, and Critical Era. See the second part of this 

thesis.  
221

 Conzelmann‘s work on the Areopagus Speech has been examined in this regard. For Conzelmann and 

other scholars who promoted such an interpretation see section 2.3 The Critical Era: An Interest in Acts 

17:16-34. 
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more optimistic about the historicity of the speech. In this respect, literary critics has taken a 

step forward from the older methods of interpretation (e.g., redaction-criticism) by showing 

that Luke the writer was also concerned in his account to allow some things of the Christian 

history run through his literary artistry. Since the Areopagus Speech represents a determined 

point in the history of the Early Church (a stage when the gospel spread around and reached 

even the most educated people of that time), literary critics believe that Luke recorded in this 

account those things of the Christian history that were most vital (Paul‘s encounter with pagan 

philosophers) and effectual (the spread of the Gospel to all the nations) for his readers.  

(3) The Old Testament Scriptures shed light in the interpretation of the Areopagus Speech not 

only in illuminating Paul’s message or in regarding it as Christian, but also in asserting 

something about its function. It has been said that Paul‘s speech is intersected by a great 

variety of Old Testament thoughts.
222

 Before the rise of modern literary criticism, these Old 

Testament intertextual allusions were mainly held as an indicator of the type of speech that 

was delivered at the Areopagus (e.g. Christian),
223

 or in some instances as a help to trace down 

the source, form, and redaction of the text. However, modern literary criticism took a step 

forward and regarded these Old Testament allusions as valuable indices of how the speech 

functions in the bigger Lucan narrative, as well as how one would have interpreted it. The 

Areopagus Speech has been considered a kind of biblical history in which Paul‘s message 

becomes a sample of that of the Old Testaments prophets, who at the sight of idolatry went on 

and uttered God‘s punishment towards those involved in idolatry.  

(4) Ancient literary models represent a key to interpret the Areopagus Speech. As scholars 

from the previous periods of interpretation were driven by different purposes
224

 in their search 

for ancient literary models (e.g., Socrates), the scholars from the modern literary side of 

criticism consider ancient literary models a valuable tool for the analysis of the structure of the 

Areopagus Speech. If Luke is the product of the ancient world, then at the basis of his work 

must lie techniques similar to those used in the literature of his time. Thus, ancient literary 

tools (i.e., rhetoric) and literary works (i.e., ancient biography) have been proposed for an 

interpretation of the speech. A quest into ancient literature led literary critics find out that these 

literatures/literary models do not function purely as parallels to Paul‘s speech (pre-critical 
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 See especially Litwak‘s work on the Areopagus Speech, section 3.2.3 K. D. Litwak – Areopagus Speech. 

A Framing in Discourse Analysis. 
223

 Bengel in his commentary asserts that the Areopagus speech represents a Christian message voiced by 

Paul in order to help a pagan audience make the transition from a natural knowledge of God towards a 

revealed theology. 
224

 Ancient Christian authors have noticed parallels between ancient literature and Paul‘s speech and took 

that literature as a kind of a model for an interpretation of the Areopagus Speech, however, for some reason 

they did not advance on that information. Modern scholars from the Critical Period of interpretation looked 

for such literature mainly to discover the source, form, and redaction of the Lucan account. 
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interpretation), nor do they represent a category of sources implemented in an ‗ideal scene‘ 

(critical interpretation), yet they represents valuable ancient literary tools for the analysis of 

the structure of the Areopagus Speech.  

6.3 Problems Raised by This Research 

As it has previously been shown, modern literary criticism has its own positive aspects. Even 

though its contribution cannot be easily dismissed, some less fortunate aspects of literary criticism 

in interpreting the Areopagus Speech should also be pointed out. 

Modern literary criticism makes use of certain assumptions in its assessment of the Areopagus 

Speech. Here are some of the assumptions that rest at the center of Paul‘s speech:  

(1) The writer (Luke) intended a literary text; 

(2) The text was transmitted in a formal type, and the implied reader was comfortable with 

such an address; 

(3) Luke had consciously employed literary devices in his speech;  

(4) The implied reader was aware of the presence of literary devices/hints and looked for 

them in order to interpret the Areopagus Speech; 

(5) The implied reader was, to a certain extent, a cultured reader who could follow Luke’s 

writing; 

(6) The text has a purpose, and it is capable of revealing its own purpose. 

Certainly, such assumptions must be carefully considered when engaged in the study of the 

Areopagus Speech. As scholars of literary criticism were careful to see and point out such 

assumptions within the Lucan text, concerns whether Luke was aware of such matters when the 

Areopagus Speech was recorded remain at stake.  

6.4 Matters that Should Accompany Further Research 

Furthermore, considerations of ancient literary models, discussion of genres, and modern methods 

of interpretation in the study of the Areopagus Speech point to uncertainty. Although this study has 

shown that by this kind of tools, modern literary criticism contributes to an interpretation of the 

Areopagus Speech by claiming back the life of the text that was buried under uncertainty by the 

older historical critical methods of interpretation, the modern literary criticism is still uncertain in 

some regards:  
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(1) Modern literary criticism has not yet decided if Paul is either an Old Testament prophet, a 

Greek ancient orator, a Socratic figure, or a kind of a mixture of all of these. A real concern is 

how one reconciles Litwak‘s conclusions (Paul as a prophet) with those of the advocates of 

ancient rhetoric (Paul as an orator). Furthermore, how one would assess these views with that 

of Tannehill and Talbert, who do not think of Paul as a prophet, neither as an orator, yet they 

look at the Areopagus Speech in the context of Luke-Acts. For the former (i.e., Tannehill) Paul 

is more of a missionary who by his speech at the Areopagus fulfills what has already been 

proclaimed in Lk 2:32, so Paul becomes the proclaimer of God‘s universal salvation. For the 

latter (i.e., Talbert), Paul reveals a Socratic image, but he does not play a further role into that 

except being used to satisfy an Athenian curiosity. 

(2) It neither settled down the kind of message Lucan Paul used in the speech. Is it a message 

in terms of biblical history, or a message in terms of a Greek ancient model? Another concern 

is that a consensus has not yet been reached on the matter whether Paul spoke as an Old 

Testament prophet or as a Greek orator. Discussions on this matter have been at stake among 

scholars of New Testament studies. Litwak considers that Paul indeed had and exercised an 

authority like that of the prophets of the Old Testament.
225

 However, a caution is in order here, 

since Paul, unlike the prophets of the Old Testament, was not necessarily preoccupied with 

Israel‘s sin, but with the conversion of the pagans.
226

 This question becomes even more 

interesting when one notices that scholars of literary criticism, besides consideration of Paul as 

an Old Testament messenger, have also proposed Paul delivering his message following a 

Socratic model (e.g., diele,gomai).    

(3) It has not been agreed upon the point whether the Areopagus Speech should be read in the 

precanonical or canonical context of Acts. A precanonical reading emphasizes that Paul‘s 

speech makes better sense when it is read in the context of Luke-Acts; in this case the speech 

focuses on Lucan ideas. A canonical reading stresses that the Areopagus Speech can make 

sense when it is read separate from Luke and set between the Gospels and Epistles; in this case 

the speech reflects a mixture of Lukan and Pauline ideas. Modern literary critics have not 

decided to what extent the Areopagus Speech is a Lucan composition, and to what degree 

Pauline ideas play a role in the function of the speech.   
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 Grudem seems to share the same point of view. See, W. A. Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy: in the New 

Testament Today (Westchester: Crossway Books, 1990), 47-50.  
226

 B. Witherington III, The Paul Quest: The Renewed Search for the Jew of Tarsus (Downer 

Groves/Leicester: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 135. 
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(4) A consensus has not been reached in discussions of genre either.
227

 It is not sure whether 

the Areopagus Speech is structurally shaped by an ancient biography, a historiography, or a 

biblical history.
228

 A quest for the correct parallel is still at stake among modern literary critics. 

(5) Modern literary criticism encountered difficulties in choosing the right type of rhetoric for 

examining the Areopagus Speech.
229

 As I have shown in this thesis, scholars have endeavored 

to read into this speech more than one type of a rhetorical arrangement of the text. Thus, the 

analysis and interpretation of the speech may slightly differ from one case to another, and the 

outcome of such a methodology might be dangerous by permitting in the text a variety of 

meaning.  

6.5 Final Remarks 

A final remark in relation to modern literary criticism concerns the results of an examination of the 

Areopagus Speech. It seems that they are quite disparate. It has been shown that every scholar 

examined in this thesis came with an innovative method of interpretation. The speech has been 

exposed to Greek ancient literature, to biblical literature, as well as to modern methods of 

interpretation. As a result of such a diverse exposure, the Areopagus speech has been charged with 

a variety of interpretations: 

(1) Litwak – an  Old Testament anti-idol polemic;  

(2) Witherington – a  forensic situation;  

(3) Soards – a  deliberative state of affairs;  

(4) Talbert – an  attack against pagan idolatry;  

(5) Tannehill – the spread of the Gospel to all nations. 

Not only their interpretation but also the context for examination varies. Litwak allowed the 

Areopagus Speech to function within the context of the Old Testament Scriptures. Witherington 

found meaning for Paul‘s speech in the Greek ancient rhetoric. Soards studied the speech in the 
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 D. Marguerat, The First Christian Historian: Writing the ‘Acts of the Apostles,’ Society for New 

Testament Studies, trans. by K. McKinney, G. J. Laughery, and R. Bauckhman (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004), 26-42. See also, D. E. Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1989), 77-80.  
228

 Considerations of Acts as a ‗historical novel‘ have also been advanced. See, R. I. Pervo, Profit with 

Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the Apostles (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987).  
229

 Sandnes has approached the Areopagus Speech in relation to the three types of rhetoric mentioned in the 

rhetorical textbooks in antiquity (forensic, deliberative, epideictic). Although a case could be made for at 

least two of the three models, his conclusion was that Paul‘s speech should be studied according to the 

deliberative type. See, K. O. Sandnes, ―Paul and Socrates: The Aim of Paul‘s Areopagus Speech,‖ JSNT 50 

(1993), 13-26.  
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context of the other speeches in Acts. Talbert regarded this episode at the interplay between the 

precanonical and canonical context of Acts. Finally, Tannehill examined it in the big narrative 

unity of Luke-Acts. Such information shows that these scholars can hardly be labeled as a group of 

researchers at all. Their approaches and results seem to be too disparate. 
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