
"ATHENS" 
(Acts 17:16-34) 

(Ben Witherington and NET) 
  
Like Ephesus and Antioch, Athens was a free city, not a Roman colony city, in the middle 

of the first century A.D. Clearly, as a city of political importance, Athens had passed its prime. 
It was not even the capital of its own province, Achaia, that role falling to Corinth. In size as 
well, Athens seems to have dwindled since its prime in the golden age before Alexander. 
Athens may have had as few as five to ten thousand voting citizens in Paul’s day, with perhaps 
a total population of no more than fifty thousand. Nor was Athens as important a port city (its 
port was Piraeus) or commercial center as Corinth. Furthermore, it was not the locale for the 
famous Greek games, which were held at Olympia, Isthmia (near Corinth), and Nemia.  

 The reason Pliny the elder says of Athens, “Her celebrity is more than ample” (Natural 
History 4.24) was, of course, because of its reputation as the birthplace of Greek philosophy 
and its continued reputation as an academic center of some note. Yet outsiders perceived 
Athens as trading on the glories of its past, and being a place full of intellectually arrogant 
people and those who liked to bandy about the popular ideas and topics of the day. Luke was 
not alone in this opinion (cf. Acts 17:21; Thucydides, History 3.38.5; Demosthenes, Philippic 
1.10). In truth, both Alexandria and Tarsus, not to mention Rome, may have been more 
academically high-powered places than Athens in Paul’s day.  

 Then, too, Athens had become something of a museum of Greek culture, especially 
intellectual and religious culture, though its literary culture was nurtured there as well. Every 
religion imaginable wished to have statues of its gods erected in this ethereal place, 
especially upon the famous Acropolis. By Paul’s day, so many temples and statues of gods, 
ancient and modern, crowded the Acropolis that one could speak of a forest of shrines. Also, 
according to Pausanias, 
altars to unknown gods 
were erected to make sure 
that one was not on the 
bad side of some deity 
whose name was unknown 
(Description of Greece 
1.1.4). Besides the 
Parthenon, dedicated to 
the protector of the city, 
Athena, there were also 
the temple of Nike, the 
god of victory, and the 
famous Erechtheion, with 
its beautiful Porch of the 
Maidens. Of more recent 
vintage were the statues 

A view of modern Athens with the Acropolis in the center. 



on the Acropolis to Augustus, Tiberius, Germanicus, and Drusus. The altar to an unknown god 
is important for Paul because the God he worshiped was not to be called by name; hence, the 
connection was natural for him as a starting point for his discourse before the Areopagus.  

 Athens was dominated by its Acropolis, but much of daily life took place in the Stoa, 
especially the Stoa Basileios, which was adjacent to the agora and in the shadow of the 
Acropolis. Here, one could encounter Cynics, Stoics, and Epicureans, as well as rhetors, 
hawkers of all sorts of goods, businesses and their proprietors, and politicians. Apparently, the 
Areopagite council met in this Stoa, and deliberated various issues pertinent to the life and 
well-being of Athens, especially including religious issues. This in turn means that the small hill 
of marble named Ares’ Hill just below the Acropolis, while likely the locale of some court in 
antiquity, probably was not the site of Paul’s hearing before the council.  

Areopagus as a Council, Not a Site 
The Areopagus has been traditionally understood as reference to a rocky hill near the 

Acropolis in Athens, although this place may well have been located in the marketplace at the 
foot of the hill (L&N 93.412; BDAG 129 s.v. ῎Αρειος πάγος). This term does not refer so 
much to the place, however, as to the advisory council of Athens known as the Areopagus, 
which dealt with ethical, cultural, and religious matters, including the supervision of education 
and controlling the many visiting lecturers. Thus it could be translated the council of the 
Areopagus.   

A fragmentary catalog from Athens, dating possibly to A.D. 61-62, makes mention of a 
herald of the Areopagus (Inscriptiones Graecae 2.1723). This makes clear that the reference is 
not to the location (“Ares’ Hill”), but to an assembly, which comports with the usage in Acts 
17. It appears that the Areopagus was the governing body of the polis in all matters, including 
financial, judicial, and religious. (New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity 1:82).

The "site" of the Areopagus (in latin known as "Mar's Hill") 


