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SAMENVATTING

De dynamiek van de christelijke religieuze dialoog:
Een wetenschappelijk onderzoek van twee relevante scenario’s
Dit onderzoek richt zich op de onderliggende inzichten achter het voeren van
doeltreffende religieuze gesprekken. Na de inleiding in sectie I wordt in sectie II
ingegaan op de Bijbeltekst Handelingen 17:16-34 als een van de twee belangrijkste
scenario’s bij het verkennen van de inzichten die nodig zijn voor een geleide
discussie. Na het bespreken van enkele relevante hermeneutische kwesties om deze
oude tekst en de achtergrond van het boek Handelingen te bestuderen, werd de tekst
zelf bestudeerd en werden inzichten verkregen over bijvoorbeeld de hiërarchische en
structurele aard van kennis en het belang van het onderscheid tussen de inhoudelijke
kern en de bijzaken. De inhoudelijke kern verwijst naar de intellectuele houding van
een persoon, die essentieel is voor het begrip van de werkelijkheid en die voor de
betreffende persoon dient als uitgangspunt. De bijzaken verwijzen naar het deel van
iemands houding dat flexibel is en dat dient als het culturele pakket waarin de
inhoudelijke kern wordt gepresenteerd om een bepaalde houding begrijpelijk te
maken.
In sectie III wordt het tweede hoofdscenario voorgelegd in het materiaal van Izak
Spangenberg. Het materiaal van Spangenberg kan worden gebruikt om inzichten te
verwerven voor de huidige situatie in Zuid-Afrika. De verkregen inzichten hadden
onder andere betrekking op de hermeneutiek, de relatie tussen wetenschap en geloof,
geschiedenis en de historische Jezus en paradigmatische opvattingen over God en
moraliteit.
In sectie IV werden vruchtbare inzichten gepresenteerd die het belang onderstreepten
van persoonlijke bewustwording over vooronderstellingen, de geschikte reikwijdte
van onderzoek, epistemologische overwegingen, het zoeken naar raakvlakken, het
begrijpen van de kennisstructuur, de bereidheid om te overtuigen en te worden
overtuigd en ten slotte het voordeel van het zoeken naar raakvlakken. Uit het
onderzoek bleek dat deze inzichten zouden kunnen leiden tot een heilzame en
gezonde religieuze dialoog.
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SECTION I
CHAPTER 1
ORIENTATION AND OUTLINE OF THE STUDY
1.1

The problem

We live in an ever-changing world (Niemandt 2007: 9). As Naisbitt (2006: 3) put it,
“in a 24/7 media world, the hype is change”.1 That at least is the perception. On 8
August 2006, Amazom.com listed 56,170 book titles under the term “change”; 11,195
titles under “business change”, and 2,404 titles under “global change” (Naisbitt 2006:
3). On 24 September 2014, the number of titles under the term “change” rose to
1,311,041;2 under the term “business change” to 138,112,3 and under the term “global
change” to 95,875.4 Currently, several global cultural changes challenge the Christian
church5 or, specifically, Western expressions of protestant Christianity (Kim 2013:
33-34). These changing phenomena range from rapid scientific and technological
advancement through social changes, to changes in our ecological environment
(McLaren 2007: 4-7). It appears that these changes constantly make organisations and
institutions feel less capable and more confused (Wheatley 1999: 3).
Although our environment undergoes abundant and complex changes on several
levels,6 I shall mention only two relevant examples in this instance. First, it could be

1

Naisbitt (2006: 3-9) notes that, although many circumstances change in contemporary society, many
remain the same.
2
See http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=change#.
3
See http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss_2?url=search-alias%3Daps&fieldkeywords=business+change.
4
See http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss_2?url=search-alias%3Daps&fieldkeywords=global+change#.
5
When the word ‘church’ is used on its own in this study, it always refers to Western expression of
protestant Christianity as in the above sentence, unless otherwise indicated. For instance, the
expression ‘South African church’ or ‘church in South Africa’ refers to the Western expression of
protestant Christianity in South Africa and, more specifically, in Afrikaans-speaking circles. In
addition, the expression ‘church’ in general can refer to more general expressions of ‘church’,
including Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox traditions, or as otherwise indicated. Combinations could
also be used: for example, the expression ‘protestant church’, in general, refers to protestant churches
worldwide, regardless of denomination. The term ‘early church’ would obviously refer to the general
expression of the primitive Christian church as it existed in the first century.
6
See the group of publications of studies by the Barna Group, published in one commercial package
collectively named FRAMES, about the changes in Western culture as well as suggestions as to how
to address these changes. This research investigates changes worth noting among the twentysomething generation (Kim 2013); changes regarding women in society (Harris 2013); changes
regarding violence (Merrit 2013); changes regarding information overload (Young & Kinnaman
2013); changes related to spirituality and church life (Tyson 2013); changes regarding homelessness
and orphans (Medefind 2013); changes regarding what to expect in terms of success (Diaz-Ortiz
2013); changes regarding the nature of careering (Goff 2013), and changes regarding education
(Fulgham 2013). See also the publication on psychological changes (Myers 2000).

1

argued that the Western world is long becoming increasingly secular (Taylor 2007: 1)
and that Christianity is rapidly losing its former influence in traditional Western
societies (Niemandt 2007: 10). Despite some extant influence, Western Protestant
Christianity’s ability to capture the imagination of the world seems “mediocre at
best”, according to Tyson (2013: 39-40).
According to the philosopher Miroslav Volf (2009: ad loc.), the term ‘secular’ can be
used in several ways:

To indicate differentiation between secular spheres. This includes keeping
religious opinion out of public spheres. This leads to limiting religious
practices to religious institutions and the privatisation of religion, i.e. religion
becoming a private affair.

To speak about the decline in religious belief and practice.

The use of the term ‘secular’ can also entail the change in conditions of belief,
as Taylor (2007) describes it. He asks the question as to how the Western
world moved away from a scenario where religion was authoritative and never
challenged, to a place where religion is one of many options. His answer to
this question is that the conditions of belief have changed (Taylor 2007: 539772).
When the word ‘secular’ is used in this study, it will partly refer to all three meanings.
However, in general, there is currently a sense of growing scepticism in the Western
world against traditional Christian religious beliefs and practices (Keller 2008: ixxiii). It is even mentioned that the explosive growth of secularism creates the
expectation that religion and Christianity,7 in particular, will soon be abandoned or at
least marginalised (Skreslet 2012: 1). Already in 1968, a Gallup poll indicated that
67% of Americans believed that religion was losing its impact on society
(Micklethwait & Wooldridge 2009: 11-12). By the end of the twentieth century, a
considerable part of the intelligentsia hardly doubted that modern man had outgrown
God; many of the trend-setting books viewed the world through secular lenses
(Micklethwait & Wooldridge 2009: 12). In the early 1990s, some economical,
historical and political experts such as, among others, Stanford’s Fukuyama (1992:
328-339) predicted the victory of secularisation.8 Secular intellectuals maintain that
the “clash between civilizations” will not be between religions, but between
“superstition” (religion) and modernity (Harris 2006; Claassen 2008). This seems to
indicate the widening gap between religion and non-belief. Over the past ten to twenty
years, various publications have confirmed this escalating shift in Western culture

7

Although the idea is to focus on Christianity, the term ‘religion’ is also included, as many of the
‘new atheist’ publications do not distinguish between different religions, but frequently discuss all
faiths under this one heading. See Hitchens (2007a).
8
See Micklethwait & Wooldridge (2009) for a more optimistic view about God and religion, staking
the claim that ‘God is back’, even in some Western countries, with the exception of Europe.

2

from a religious, theist frame of mind to an increasingly sceptical one.9 It is said that,
in Europe, a general decline in faith was the result of two aspects: the confidence in
human reason and science, and the confidence in human goodness and the rejection of
the doctrine of human sin (Micklethwait & Wooldridge 2009: 33). However, the latter
was, to some extent, influenced by the two World Wars. Later, the development of
Darwin’s evolutionary theory and the emergence of biblical criticism provided two
additional setbacks (Chadwick 1975: 164, 224). Currently, in Britain, only 6% of the
population attend church (Micklethwait & Wooldridge 2009: 31). Another poll in
Britain indicated that belief in God dropped from 66% in 1983 to a current 50%
(Daily Mail 2009: ad loc.). The second half of the twentieth century saw an almost
complete secularisation of the British White working class, making present-day
Britain, to a large extent, an agnostic nation (Micklethwait & Wooldridge 2009: 5152). Some even call it a post-Christian and neo-pagan nation (Roberts 1996: 583).
In other European countries, it appears that faith and religion do not fare well. One in
ten individuals in France and two in ten in Germany state that religion is important to
them, compared with Britain’s one in three (Kohut & Stokes 2006: 102). In Denmark,
2.5% of the population attend church (Via Integra 2009: ad loc.). From a more formal
point of view, it appears that the figures are slightly more in favour of faith in some
Eastern European countries such as Poland, where 95% of the population attend
church and consider themselves religious (Puhl 2012: ad loc.),10 and Greece (98%).11
Yet, in Europe in general, only 21% of the population mention that God plays an
important role in their thinking (Micklethwait & Wooldridge 2009: 134).
The situation is different in the United States of America. Micklethwait & Wooldridge
(2009: 131) mention several interesting traits:

More than nine out of ten Americans believe in the existence of God or in
some kind of universal Spirit.

Six in ten individuals believe that God is a person and that one can have a
personal relationship with him.

The majority of American adults (56%) indicate that they pray once a day;
three quarters pray once a week, and nearly a third indicate that they have
received direct answers to those prayers at least once a month.

9

See Dawkins (1997, 2006); Harris (2006, 2010); Hitchens (2007a, 2007b); Shermer (2000).
Although this figure seems rather high, it is important to note that the church going public in Poland
is mostly Roman Catholic and that the Catholic Church holds an ecclesiology that allows them to view
themselves as religious (even though they only formally identify themselves with the Church) and not
necessarily devout. Further investigation points to the fact that approximately 21% might be devout
Catholics and that this figure is declining. See Puhl (2012).
11
Most of the church life in Greece centres around the Greek Orthodox tradition. Their numbers might
be so high partly because being Greek has a great deal to do with being Orthodox. Often there is no
distinction between being devout orthodox and being a Greek citizen. Consequently, the numbers
might be somewhat misleading (Photius 1994). Other sources claim that general religious devotion is
as low as 5%. See The Economist (2010).
10

3




Of all Americans, 74% believe in life after death and over 50% believe in
eternal punishment for the wicked.
Eight in ten persons believe that miracles still happen as they did in ancient
times.

Despite it being more religious than Europe, the United States of America is less
religious than it was a few years ago. According to data compiled by one of
America’s largest mainstream denominations, the Presbyterian Church of the United
States of America’s (PCUSA) Office of the General Assembly, by the end of 2013,
membership was approximately 1.76 million, compared to approximately 1.84 million
by the end of 2012. In addition, the number of PCUSA congregations decreased in
2013. There were 10,038 churches in 2013, versus 10,262 in 2012 (Gryboski 2014: ad
loc.). A general national survey conducted by American Faith Communities Today
from 2000 to 2005 showed that the average percentage of churchgoers over the age of
sixty increased, whereas that for the eighteen to thirty-four-year-old group decreased
over the same period. This trend remained constant between 2008 and 2010 (Rhoten
2011: ad loc.). In addition, non-affiliation to church life increased from 7.3% several
years ago to 16.1% in 2008 (Micklethwait & Wooldridge 2009: 133). The number of
atheists also increased to 21% and that of agnostics to 55% (Pew Forum 2005: 5).12
Even in academic theological circles, there have been shifts among scholars from
traditional theism to more sceptical13 or, at least, more impersonal understandings of
God (Taylor 2007: 221-295).14 According to its own tradition, the body of Christ need
not be caught unaware, but should engage in conversation with the daily body of
knowledge. Unfortunately, the evidence seems to indicate that the church has, to a
large extent, become ineffective in taking part in the discussion with secular culture,
frequently lacking intellectual respectability (Sweet 1994: 2).
Secondly, although churchgoing numbers in Western countries are decreasing
(Kinnaman 2007: 18),15 it could also be argued that the world is becoming

12

The majority of agnostics state that they do believe in some kind of universal Spirit (Micklethwait
& Wooldridge 2009: 133).
13
See Borg (2001, 2011a, 2011b); Ehrman (2005); Spong (1998).
14
See also Borg (1997, 2011a, 2011b).
15
In Eastern and other developing countries, however, the tendency seems to be the reverse, i.e. the
Church, in general, is growing. See World Council of Churches (2013). In addition, Micklethwait &
Wooldridge (2009) indicate the recent rapid growth of Christianity, especially in developing countries.
In China, the number of Christians increased tremendously in the past century. From 1997 to 2006, in
particular, the number of Christians increased from fourteen million to twenty-one million (4). This
also often holds for other religions. A poll in 2005 showed that over 50% of the Christians consider
themselves religious, to some extent. It is estimated that, in 2050, China might be the largest Christian
nation as well as a Muslim one (5). In Russia, according to a poll conducted in 2006, 84% of the
population indicated that they believe in a God, whereas only 16% were confessed atheists (13). In
1900, there were ten million Christians in Africa as opposed to the present four hundred million,
nearly half of the population (16). Latin America has been nominally Christian since the

4

increasingly spiritual as well as religiously pluralistic (Keller 2008: ix-x). This means
that, recently, our knowledge of other world views, including religious world views,
has dramatically increased (Knitter 2004: 2). At present, we know more about global
religions than we did previously. For centuries, the word ‘religion’ was used in
relation to “piety” and “devoutness” (Bosch 1996: 268). Non-Christian faiths were
mostly referred to as “religions”, whereas Christianity was considered to be the only
true worship of God. It was only in the seventeenth century that ‘religion’ was used to
allude to a general system of beliefs and practices that included Christianity. It
follows naturally that ‘religion’ can now be used in the plural and that the Christian
religion is now no longer viewed as “the truth”, but merely as one of many options
(Bosch 1996: 268). Christianity’s superiority over other religions became, at best,
relative. It appears that this did not occur all too recently. Already in the 1960s, Smith
(1962: 11) mentioned that Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists are no longer simply part
of the United Nations, but now live next door to Westerners, starting to challenge
more traditional paradigms. “Plurality is a challenge to the churches and serious
commitment to inter-faith dialogue and cross-cultural communication is therefore
indispensable” (World Council of Churches 2013: 53). Making this point even more
difficult is the growing sense of individualisation, the accompanying individual
freedom and emancipation that emphasises human choice (De Wachter 2013: 13).
Every man and woman has the right to choose what suits him/her. The liberal Western
institution currently views individual freedom as the ultimate measuring rod (De
Wachter 2013: 20). Although many of these changes are certainly welcome and long
overdue, it appears that the church is finding it difficult to keep abreast with these
changes. According to Kinnaman (2007: 11), the way in which the church has thus far
conducted the dialogue has caused the world to have neither much trust nor much
faith in it. Briner (1995: 31) describes this as Christianity having created a ghetto that
is easily dismissed by the rest of society. Tyson (2013: 51) calls it a “cultural
stagnation” that would need to be overcome.
In South Africa, all these global phenomena developed into a local debate/discussion
that gave rise to a plethora of opinions across the scientific, spiritual and theological
disciplines, each attempting to provide guidance to the way forward in answer to these
global shifts.16 Throughout all these developments and changes, it appears that the
South African church finds it difficult to keep her identity and to find effective ways
to address these changes (Niemandt 2007: 13-15). Regarding her missional nature
(World Council of Churches 2013: 51-52), the church, in particular, seems to find it
difficult to enter into dialogue17 with a secular and pluralistic society. What should be

conquistadores. It is still so at present, except that Protestants and Catholics in the region have become
religiously competitive (16).
16
See Claassen (2008); Claassen & Gaum (2012); Müller (2006, 2011); Spangenberg (2002, 2009a);
Muller (2002); Schutte (2008); König (2009); Durand (2013).
17
I will use the term dialogue interchangably with words like discourse and by it I imply a basic
definition as given by Bevens & Schroeder (2011: 21): Dialogue refers first of all to general good
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the nature of Christian religious dialogue between the Christian church and a rapidly
changing society? These relevant and pressing questions are discussed in global
church circles. “Plurality is a challenge to the churches and serious commitment to
inter-faith dialogue and cross-cultural communication is therefore indispensable”
(World Council of Churches 2013: 53).
1.2

Approach and methodology

It is the contention of this study that the discourse between the church and the world
could be taken to a higher level, not necessarily by viewing core traditional doctrines
as outdated or obsolete as many authors currently assert,18 but for both parties to
engage in dialogue by using healthy dialogical principles of engagement.19 However,
the purpose of such dialogue is not simply to exchange information, but to gain
insight into, and bring understanding to all involved parties. True understanding can
result in change (Witherington 2009: 11). The dialogical process can generate a
change of mind, beliefs and actions. Consequently, it should probably involve the
willingness to persuade and be persuaded. In ancient times, persuasion was always the
purpose of rhetoric, because it originated from the conviction that a personal
contribution in new understanding can be made and that, therefore, it is worth
challenging the other party with some bodies of knowledge (Aristotle Rhetoric
2.19.26). In the ancient world, many people considered it to be a sad day when
rhetoric was reduced to merely speaking eloquently; it thus lost its persuasive power
(Quintilian Institutio Oratio 2.17.37). The attempt to persuade does not aim to
manipulate, but grows out of respect for the other party to exercise the free will to
accept, reject or challenge what is being said (Witherington 2009: 15). This may be
achieved by means of proper dialogue. Hence, this study deals with gaining insight by
means of the principles of constructive dialogue.
It is assumed that these principles could be discovered for the present by investigating
at least two kinds of scenarios:

First, a key source text such as Acts 17:16-34 played a forming role in the
dialogical mission of the early church. I shall attempt to show how Paul
respectfully engaged from a position of conviction in an attempt to contribute
to his audience’s understanding by trying to persuade them of his message,
while adapting his body of secondary content.

communication among persons. Secondly it refers to an attittude of respect and thirdly a practise of
openness to, fairness and frankness with, and sincerity toward and appreciation of all people.
18
See Leaves (2011); Spong (1998).
19
The idea is not to oversimplify the problem and to reduce the task of the church to mere verbal and
rhetorical skills. The problem is complex and some of the solutions are very intricate. To appreciate
this, see Niemandt (2007: 62-144) who discusses nine essential practices of faith for the new world in
which we live. The strategy of the church to the contemporary challenges of society should probably
be creatively diverse and plentiful. However, this study focuses on the church’s specific calling for
discussion and dialogue.
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Secondly, I shall examine the nature of the current debate in South Africa by
exploring the works of Izak Spangenberg.

The insights that might be gained from these scenarios may relate to a plethora of
themes such as reasoning from certain fixed points of departure, secondary content,
hermeneutical principles, scope of works consulted, the effect of uncritical
assumptions, logical explanations of my arguments, the relation between faith and
science, the use and clarification of certain key terms, and the moral implications of
one’s own intellectual positions, among others.
To achieve the necessary outcomes and to determine the desired potential insights or
“principles of engagement” will be a twofold challenge. First, I shall investigate an
ancient text, namely Acts 17:16-34, and motivate later why this is necessary. This
ancient text represents the rich pool of source documents of the Christian tradition.
Even in my current theological environment, the church community views the biblical
texts and the NT documents, in particular, as authoritative, because they describe the
original story as well as some basic principles on which the first-century church grew
and expanded. As this study focuses on dialogue, Acts 17:16-34 has been, and still is
a significant historical example (Germiquet 1992: 2-3; Vince s.a.: ad loc.). I shall
study Acts 17 with the single purpose of seeking and, it is hoped, finding some
relevant lessons to be learnt for Christian religious dialogue in the South African
context. For example, did the first-century rhetoricians have fixed non-negotiable
points of departure as personal bases for discussion? Did they adhere to them or did
they end the discussion by uncritically departing from them and yielding to their
intellectual opponents? First, to investigate this text, I shall discuss a hermeneutical
process and some essential exegetical tools later. Secondly, I shall explain the method
of analogy whereby Acts 17 will be applied to the present day. Thirdly, I shall
systematise the results of Acts 17 into some insights for principles of engagement.
Since my research purpose is primarily to learn lessons for both the contemporary and
the local contexts, the second scenario to be investigated will be the current ongoing
dialogue in South Africa. However, in order not to make the study project one of
almost impossible scope, and to help provide focus, I shall investigate this local
dialogue by using the materials of a biblical scholar, Izak Spangenberg, emeritus
professor in Old Testament at the University of South Africa, who has published
extensively in South Africa as an active academic participant in the discussion. In
order to appreciate Spangenberg’s role even more, it will be insightful to understand
the wider context in which his voice is heard and in which he operates. This context is
at least partly provided by “Die Nuwe Hervorming-Netwerk” (NHN).20 A formal
book on the NHN, published and edited by Muller (2004), includes contributions by
Spangenberg and other prominent South African theologians such as Hansie

20

A direct translation would be The New Reformation Network.
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Wolmerans, Wilhelm Jordaan, Maretha Jacobs, Pieter Craffert, Jacques and Carol
Kriel, and Pieter Botha. In the introduction, Muller (2004: 7-18) tells of why and how
the NHN came into existence in 2002. According to these authors, orthodox
Christianity, with its patriarchal and theist view of God and a Jesus dying for the sins
of man, is fast becoming outdated and should be reinterpreted in light of
postmodernism (Muller 2002: 10-13, 19-37). The NHN is meant to be a reaction
against the traditional views of God as personal, human beings as sinful, and Jesus as
the only begotten Son of God. According to Craffert (2004: 77-79),21 this was based
on an ancient physical world view. Unlike orthodox Christianity, the NHN accepts the
scientific world view (Craffert 2002b: 80). According to Spangenberg (2004: 103),22
the NHN asks for and attempts to present a new view of scripture and exegesis that
would suit this scientific era. According to Muller (2004: 8), the visit of John Dominic
Crossan23 to South Africa greatly influenced the birth of the NHN. This is significant,
because the Jesus Seminar, with Crossan as one of its main proponents (Funk &
Hoover 1997: 533), forms the wider international context of the South African NHN.
In contrast with the theologians of the NHN, orthodox theologians and scholars such
as Pieter Potgieter, Piet Strauss, Johan Janse van Rensburg, Isak Burger and Adrio
König positioned themselves (Muller 2002: 8). According to Muller (2004: 10), the
“fundamentalist” Christians and, what he calls, the “modernists”, who identify
themselves more with alternative Christian groups in the first century, already have
hardly anything to say to each other. According to him, the influence of those between
these two extreme groups is also fading, hence the importance of this study. Although
these discussions also have many non-orthodox participants outside the NHN,24 it
appears that the context mentioned is the basic frame of reference in which
Spangenberg chooses to function. I shall study his primary works in light of other
national and international scholars, who will also contribute on certain relevant topics.

21

Muller (2004).
Muller (2004).
23
John Dominic Crossan is a prominent NT scholar who joined DePaul University, Chicago, in 1969
and until 1995. He is now a Professor Emeritus in its Department of Religious Studies. From 1985 to
1996, he Co-Chaired the Jesus Seminar, which met biannually to debate the historicity of the life of
Jesus in the gospels. He was Chair of the Parables Seminar in 1972-1976; Editor of Semeia. An
Experimental Journal for Biblical Criticism from 1980 to 1986, and, from 1993 to 1998, Chair of the
Historical Jesus Section in the Society of Biblical Literature, an international scholarly association for
biblical study based in the United States. Over the past forty years, he has written twenty-seven books
on the historical Jesus, the apostle Paul, and earliest Christianity. Five of these books have been
national religious bestsellers for a combined total of twenty-four months. The scholarly core of his
work is the trilogy that includes The historical Jesus: The life of a Mediterranean Jewish peasant
(1991), The birth of Christianity: Discovering what happened in the years immediately after the
execution of Jesus (1998), and In search of Paul: How Jesus’s apostle opposed Rome’s Empire with
God’s Kingdom, co-authored with the archaeologist Jonathan L Reed (2004). His work has also been
translated into thirteen languages, including Polish, Hungarian, Russian, Korean, Chinese, and
Japanese. He was elected Vice President of the Society of Biblical Literature for 2010-2011 and
President for 2011-2012. See http://www.johndominiccrossan.com/Biographical%20Summary.htm.
24
For example, former church pastor and current agnostic philosopher, Abel Pienaar, operates outside
of the NHN, although he identifies with some of the NHN’s priorities. See Pienaar (2010, 2014).
22
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With this analysis, it is hoped that insights will be gained of the dynamics of presentday discussions.
The results and insights from these two areas of study will be interrelated, but not
necessarily paralleled. This implies that the insights from each area of study will
likely interrelate without, for example, imposing all principles from Acts 17 on every
current situation. Lessons and insights will be gleaned from both these primary
sources to provide guidance for advancing and improving the current dialogue
between church and secular culture, and perhaps for even taking it to a next level of
excellence.
1.3

Outline of this study

This study consists of four sections. Sections I and IV will each consist of an
introductory and concluding chapter, respectively, whereas Sections II and III will be
of even length, although Section II contains more chapters than Section III. Section I,
Chapter 1 will be the introduction to the entire study. Chapters 2 to 8 will form the
content of Section II. Chapters 9 and 10 will form the content of Section III, and
Section IV will be the concluding chapter. In discussing Section II, Chapter 2, I shall
present a general overview and introductory explanation of Acts 17:16-34 as well as
briefly discuss its importance for this study. In Chapter 3, I shall explain my
hermeneutical approach to the text in light of my own theological and ecclesiastical
tradition. In Chapter 4, I shall discuss authorship and dating of the book of Acts as
well as its potential reading audience. In Chapter 5, I shall do a genre analysis to
assess how the general text of Luke-Acts should be read. An important part of
investigating Acts will be the rhetoric employed by Luke. Although the story in Acts
17 is about Paul, he is merely a character observed and described by Luke.
Consequently, I shall discuss the rhetoric of Luke in Chapter 6 as he applies it to Acts,
in general, and how he uses it to describe Paul’s conduct and speech in Acts 17:22-31,
in particular. Chapter 7 provides a brief verse-by-verse study of Acts 17:16-34. In
Chapter 8, I shall draw initial conclusions and lessons from the text for Christian
religious dialogue, in general.
Section III will start with a brief biographical discussion of Izak Spangenberg and his
personal story in Chapter 9. This chapter will be primarily descriptive and will neither
judge nor evaluate his theological positions. In Chapter 10, I shall explore and
evaluate the debate in South Africa, using Spangenberg’s work and drawing lessons
from the investigation. I shall bear Acts 17:16-34 in mind while doing so.
In Section IV, I shall interrelate the results and make concluding remarks as well as
suggestions as to future studies that could arise out of this investigation.
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SECTION II
CHAPTER 2
INTRODUCTION TO LUKE AND ACTS 17:16-34
In the Book of Acts, 17:16-34 is one of the most the most elaborate speeches (Hansen
1998: 297-298) and considered the most substantial (Peterson 1998: 382). Acts
presents two speeches to the gentiles. In our search for examples that can guide the
Christian church in her dialogue with a non-Christian and multi-faith world, we may
glean important information from Acts 17:16-34 to consider in this discussion. The
Athens interaction forms a special link to Acts 14:8-20 that tells of the first verbal
encounter with non-Jews (Hansen 1998: 307). However, the reason for choosing the
Areopagus speech is its extensive substantial nature (Germiquet 1992: 2). Some
scholars consider Acts 17 as “the exemplary meeting between Jerusalem and Athens”
(Vince s.a.: ad loc.), between Judeo-Christian religious thought and Greek
philosophical thought (Alexander 2005: 197). Others consider Acts 17 to be the most
important episode in Pauline mission and one of the highlights of Acts (Vince s.a.: ad
loc.). Rowe (2010: 31) labels Acts 17 as one of the most striking scenes in the entire
Acts narrative. Waaijman (2010: 9), among others, confirms this. Even a superficial
survey of the NT can reveal the truth of these statements. Nowhere else in the NT is
there such a detailed example of religious dialogue between representatives of the
Christian church and a pagan audience. The amount of attention it received over the
years bears witness to its prominence and importance (Witherington 1998a: 511). It
plays a key role in the second half of Acts, which describes the movement of the
gospel into the Gentile world (Germiquet 1992: 3).
Consequently, in light of the above remarks concerning the significance of this
discourse between Paul and the Athenians, it is noteworthy to at least briefly discuss
Chapter 17’s place in the bigger plot of the Book of Acts, as this will complement the
reasons as to why Acts 17 is such an important passage to help guide us forward. The
story, as told in Acts, resembles a unique period in the history of the church, as
eyewitnesses were still among the community (Conzelmann 1982: 210). Acts is
unique in the sense that, as far as we know, no one else has attempted to write an
account of the earliest community of Christians (Dibelius 2004: 3). As Acts starts by
concluding the story of Jesus’ ministry on earth, it continues with the story of how
Jesus’ mission and message expand in the outside world (Conzelmann 1982: 213). It
“narrates the progress of the gospel from a small gathering of Jewish disciples of the
earthly Jesus in Jerusalem, across formidable cultic, ethnic, relational and
geographical boundaries, to Paul’s bold and unhindered preaching of the risen and
ascended Jesus to Gentiles in Rome” (Rosner 1998: 216). Luke was the first Bible
writer to tell the story in terms of both this kind of systematic narrative and the
progress of events that resulted in a redemptive process (Conzelmann 1982: 214). The
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progress of Jesus’ mission and message is already announced and anticipated in Acts
1:1-11, especially in verse 8. The story of Jesus does not end with Jesus, but continues
in those who believe in him (Peterson 2006: 1594). The main storyline of Acts
addresses the spreading and expanding of the message through Jesus’ followers
(Marshall 1980: 26). It places the life of Jesus and the life of the church alongside
each other. As a whole, Acts can be considered a very important narrative beginning,
accounting for this continuation of the Jesus story through the emergence and
diffusion of a new religious group, the Christian church (Marguerat 2002: 31-34). It
links the Jesus story to the post-resurrection church (Barrett 2004: 31). Missional
historians are indebted to Luke for a great deal of what is known about the process
and patterns of first-century Christian religious dialogue (Skreslet 2012: 46).
2.1

Encounters and confrontations

It might be significant to note that this narrative of explosive expansion takes place
through a series of encounters and confrontations with existing teachings, powers and
philosophies. These encounters and confrontations have the following characteristics.
2.1.1 Conflicts and uprisings
The development of an ethic of martyrdom and conflicts becomes an essential
element in the Acts story (Conzelmann 1982: 210). This is evident in the story of
Peter and John who appear before the Jewish court after healing a man (4:1-22); the
murder of Stephen (7:54-60); the stoning of Paul (14:19-20); the imprisonment of
Paul and Barnabas in Philippi after freeing a woman from a spirit of divination
(πνεῦμα πύθωνα) (16:16-40); the uproar caused by the Jews in Thessalonica (17:1-9);
the uprising against Paul in Corinth (18:12); the stir caused by Demetrius against Paul
(19:23-29); the Jews seizing Paul accused of desecrating the synagogue (21:27-31);
the imprisonment of Paul in Jerusalem (22:22); Paul in chains defending himself
before Agrippa and Festus (26:1-32); 28:22 is very significant in that it virtually sums
up the world’s reaction to the story of the Jesus message with the words “But we
desire to hear from you what your views are, for with regard to this sect we know that
everywhere it is spoken against (πανταχοῦ ἀντιλέγεται)” (ESV). Although a story of
progress is told, the presence of these conflicts explains that this is not a triumphant
progress (Rosner 1998: 215).
2.1.2 Displays of power
The following verses show the power of Jesus’ message in contrast with other existing
spiritual forces: 3:1-10; 8:9-13; 9:32-35; 13:6-12; 16:16; 19:20; 28:5, 8. God had
opened the door to the gentiles (Barrett 2004: 49), leading to the confrontations of the
Jesus movement with pagan powers and forces. Luke’s emphasis on signs and
miracles (2:22, 43; 4:16, 22, 30; 5:12; 6:8; 8:6, 13; 14:3; 15:12) often serves as a
counter of the gospel to evil forces (Barrett 2004: 403-408). Unlike their own local
powers, these signs frequently impressed people as the gospel encountering Simon the
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magician in Samaria (8: 6). Simon was considered so powerful that people were
astonished by his achievements and attributed divine powers to him (8: 9). However,
the name of Jesus triumphs over this. There are several examples of evil spirits
screaming and crying out loud, as they are being exorcised out of people (16: 17-18).
2.1.3 Displays of the intellect and logic
The following verses show the intellect and logic of Jesus’ message: 3:21-26; 22:121; 17:2-4; 17:16-34; 23:1; 26:2-29; 18:4, 28; 19:8-9; 28:17-20; 28:23-24). This is
typically done by means of reasoning from Scripture, and conducting defences,
speeches and arguments (Hansen 1998: 307). This is central to the way in which Luke
tells the story. According to Dibelius (2004: 50), speeches such as those in Acts could
serve several purposes. They could provide insight, first, into the total historical
situation; secondly, into the meaning of the historical moment concerned, beyond the
facts of history; thirdly, into the character of the reader, and lastly, into the general
ideas that are introduced to explain the situation, even if they are only loosely
connected thereto. Throughout Acts, reason remains an important factor in advancing
the Jesus movement. Through the speeches in Acts, Luke consistently depicts
Christian faith in terms of reason, while simultaneously distancing it from movements
that would question its rational character (Germiquet 2001: 8). He has different means
and ways of doing so. Acts 17:16-34 is one of these stories. The result is the
expression of a logical and cultured Christianity that becomes the reasonable choice
for all peoples (Germiquet 1992: 2). I shall discuss this in more detail in Chapter 7
under ‘Doctrine of the reasonable mean’.
2.1.4 Some people turn to faith in Jesus
This is evident in the following verses: 2:41, 47; 9:1-25; 17:33-34; 19:17-19; 28:24.
Luke portrays Christianity as a dynamic movement advancing and gradually proving
itself to be superior to other forces, philosophies and powers, by showing that it is
accepted by many in the new world. In Acts, these persons turn to faith into a
community built around rather consistent common beliefs, social values, and a shared
sense of evangelistic purpose (Skreslet 2012: 45). Some may even maintain that Luke
tends to mute some of the sharp disagreements within the community, keeping a
rather idealised picture of the Christian church.
A brief reading of the text confirms the progressive expansion of the early Jesus
movement, as summarised by Barrett (2004: 49). The gospel is proclaimed in
Jerusalem (2:14-36); by 5:16, it is known in the neighbouring cities. In 8:5, it has
reached the city of Samaria. In the latter part of Chapter 8, it has reached a devout
Ethiopian, and by Chapter 10, a devout Roman is converted. This leads to the
inclusion of gentiles in the mission. Verses 11:18 and 11:20 confirm that Jesus’
message has reached the Greeks in Antioch; this receives the approval and
participation of Barnabas, a representative of the mother church in Jerusalem. Chapter
15 recounts the issue of the gentiles in relation to the gospel. After the meeting in
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Jerusalem, the gentile mission progresses without hindrance. However, the decree
enacted in Acts 15:29 is repeated in 21:25. By the time Paul arrives in Athens, the
gospel message had already progressed through several encounters with illnesses,
Jewish religion, temples and synagogues, pagan cults, and the supernatural powers of
magicians and priests (Peterson 1998: 382-383). The Jesus story, as depicted in Acts,
not only encounters, but also creates considerable cultural chaos in towns and cities
such as Lystra, Iconium, Philippi, Corinth and Ephesus (Rowe 2010: 46). Up to this
point in the story, before Chapter 17:16, Luke did well to display the Christian
message as stronger and superior to all other philosophies and powers it encountered
thus far, especially in terms of reasonability (Germiquet 2001: 8). However, a few
important challenges remain, one of which is: How would this message of the risen
Jesus fare against the mighty Athenian Greeks’ intellect and logic, famous for their
intellectual reasoning and logical thought? The Greeks and the Athenians, in
particular, were known for their philosophical sophistication. It is likely that Luke is
attempting to answer this question on the Areopagus: Can Jesus’ message successfully
be part of dialogue within the sophistication of the intellectual and philosophical
environment of Athens that was highly polytheistic and pluralistic? Luke’s reaction
would be that it can be.
Of course, there are those who opine that Acts 17:16-34 is of no significance for
dialogue concerning the gospel message in the present day (Winter 2004: 1). It is said
that, first, although the Areopagus speech had some success (some people came to
faith), it was very little. It was a failed apologetic, since it was never done prior to
Acts 17 and never was done since until the end of the Book. According to this point of
view, secondly, Paul himself resolved never again to attempt this approach in his
ministry and put the Areopagus style of evangelism behind him. The Acts 17 address
was included in Acts simply as an “interesting museum piece in the intellectual
heartland of Athens” and the Greek culture (Winter 2004: 1).
This study contends that although no known Christian community was formed, or
although Athens did not become a centre of Pauline mission after Paul’s visit (Keener
2014: 2678), that to consider the Areopagus discourse a failure cannot hold water
against closer examination and a thorough investigation of the text (Brown 1990: 67).
First, Dibelius (2004: 95) claims that the Areopagus speech is communicated as a
climax and not as a failure in the Book of Acts. This is concurred by many other main
stream scholars.1 It can also be seen in Luke mentioning converts of status in Acts 17
as is his habit when wanting to convey success (Keener 2014: 2678). Secondly, he
states: “Moreover the peculiarities of style and an abundance of motifs that appear to
be compressed into a few verses give the account a special importance” (Dibelius

1

See Witherington (1998a: 533), Keener (2014: 2677), Barrett (2004b: 855). Some other commentaries
do not even mention the possiblity of Athens being a possible failure: Conzelmann (1987: 146-149),
Marshall (1980: 308).

13

2004: 50). Thirdly, how does Luke define success? How is the mixed success that
Paul had in Athens any different from the limited success that Stephen had in
presenting the gospel in Acts 6 and 7, resulting in his own death? How is it any
different from the success Paul had in Acts 14 in Lystra, whereafter he was stoned as
a result of his limited success (Brown 1990: 67)? Witherington mentions (533) the
fact that Athens was one of the few instances in Acts where Paul was not run out of
town! It could hardly have been a failure. Fourthly, does Paul really act that
differently in Athens than in any other situation in Acts? Everywhere he went, he
adapted the outward appearance of his speeches to the specific audience, as in Acts
17:16-34 (Brown 1990: 68-69). I shall mention more about this later in the study.
Thus it is my contention that Acts 17 may be highly significant for presenting the
gospel message, which the contemporary church should take seriously in their
evangelistic endeavours in the world (Winter 2004: 2). If the specific rhetoric
structure of Acts 17 was never to be followed again after Athens, it would simply be
because Paul never again stood before a group of sophisticated philosophers, as at the
Areopagus. However, I shall point out in the course of this study that Acts 17 was not
at all out of touch with the rest of Acts in the sense that Luke always sketches Paul as
being culturally sensitive towards his listeners and not departing from certain core
beliefs, regardless of the situation. Athens was considered the apex of intellectual
thinking in the ancient world; hence, the specific content Paul used in this instance. It
could, therefore, be argued that it was never again necessary. As to the ‘limited
success’ in Athens, it could very easily be argued that Paul did not have great success
anywhere in Acts. Wherever he proclaimed Jesus, people turned to faith; there were
never large crowds that reacted positively to Paul’s message. How then, it could be
asked, do the results in Athens differ from most of the other instances in Acts?
2.2

Conclusion

This key text in Acts recounts a major philosophical confrontation with a tremendous
impact on the way in which the Greeks used to view their world as a whole.
“In accordance with a narrative pattern, the speech in Acts 17 is yet another
powerful example in Luke’s larger literary program of the collision between the
Christian habitus and (locally) antecedent pagan traditions, a moment in which
the wisdom of those who do not know God is transfigured by the bearer of the
message of Jesus’ resurrection. Athens is not little Lystra, of course, and so the
collision is more subtle and layered – in a word, philosophical” (Rowe 2010:
46).

This confrontational encounter in Athens does not consist of simply a few differences
in theoretical viewpoints. Rather, it is rooted in all-encompassing differences between
total configurations of life and conflicting claims to truth about the ultimate origin and
destiny of humanity (Rowe 2010: 46). A biblical approach to Christian engagement
with the non-Christian world requires several clear elements, all of which are found in
Acts 17 (Winter 2004: 2):

Paul’s important contact with the Athenian audience.

Paul’s correction of their misconception about introducing his God to Athens.
14





Paul’s conversing with the religious views of his hearers.
Paul’s critique of their compromise with worship in temples.
Paul’s call for them to repent.

Currently, the church is, by way of analogy, still on the Areopagus and needs to
understand how to confront the intellectual and sophisticated global spirit of our time,
which is also a secular and multi-faith environment.
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CHAPTER 3
HERMENEUTICAL ISSUES AND METHODOLOGY
Before proceeding to the practical exegesis, I shall discuss the hermeneutical and
methodological approaches that will be followed during the process of getting to
understand Acts 17:16-34. This section answers the ‘why?’ and the ‘how?’ of dealing
with the text. It thus addresses the underlying theories of the exegetical strategy that I
shall use. Hermeneutics is about interpreting and understanding reality, which, in this
case, is an ancient text (Evans 1971: 33). Interpretation and hermeneutics are often
used interchangeably (Thiselton 1980: 10). Interpretation and the process of
understanding are both an art and a science (Lategan 1997: 13). While exegesis is, as
a rule, viewed as the practice of interpretation, NT hermeneutics is considered to be
the theory of interpretation (Blomberg 2010: xii; Lategan 1997: 14). According to
Van der Watt (2011a: 1), “… we could say that hermeneutics refers to the theory of
reading texts and exegesis refers to the methods developed to solve the problems in a
practical way”. Thinking about the way of understanding should always precede the
practice of understanding, since there is a logical sequence: in attempting any practice
such as exercising or playing chess, we should first consider the game plan and
understand the way in which the pieces move before attempting to play the game. The
same is true of theology (Thiselton 1980: 11). Lategan (1997: 18) asserts that, before
trying to understand the text, we should first consider the question of what should be
important in the process of understanding. He suggests that we should first ponder
questions such as: What is the meaning of a literary text? How relevant is the
intention of the author in determining this meaning? Can we expect to understand
texts that are historically and culturally foreign to us? Is objective understanding
possible or are all such attempts utterly informed by our own horizon? If
understanding is possible, how should we go about attaining it?. These are some of
the important questions in hermeneutics (Fee 2002: 1). For the purpose of this study, I
shall focus on the last question, in particular, and apply it specifically to Acts 17:1634.
Hermeneutics has been an important subject for discussion since the days of Plato and
Socrates (Vanhoozer 1998: 17). During the historical development and expansion of
hermeneutical thought, the case was made for a special hermeneutic for the
interpretation of biblical texts (Lategan 2009: 19), although any kind of appropriate
hermeneutic would overlap with the interpretation of texts other than itself
(Vanhoozer 1998: 3). This claim of having a specific biblical hermeneutic was made
primarily on the basis of the specific nature of biblical texts and the interpretive
community in which they are read (Lategan 2009: 20). A discussion of the
hermeneutical approach is especially important, due to the large variety of past
interpretations of the Bible (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002: 22).
Many sources and numerous authors have recorded in detail this crucial history of the
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development of hermeneutical thought up to the present.1 I shall not devote any
attention thereto, in this instance, for fear of unnecessary repetition. However, in this
study, it is important to develop an approach from existing theories that will be
compatible with our purpose with the text (Thiselton 1980: 11). Consequently, I shall
explain my approach in interpreting an ancient text such as Acts 17:16-34, in a
responsible and contemporary manner.
3.1

The authority of the Biblical text2

I shall briefly explain the rationale behind the study of a biblical text such as Acts
17:16-34, as opposed to, for instance, an empirical study (although this present study
may include smaller empirical elements). The majority of Western theologians use the
Bible in their theological discussions; however, they do not all attribute the same
authority thereto. At present, some consider the Bible to be merely one among several
sacred texts (Newbigin 1989: 1-2). Of course, this was not always so. Since the early
apostolic times, the documents contained in the Bible have been regarded as sacred,
with a divine status and authority within the Christian faith community that is still
influential nowadays. However, since the time of the Enlightenment, many
theologians have developed and even adjusted its authority (Lategan 2009: 29). One
of the many ‘adjustments’ was the acceptance of a rational presupposition that, in
order to be completely ‘neutral’, the mere possibility of actual supernatural or Godly
encounters in, to, or from the text should be ruled out from the outset. To put it
differently, there were those who, in the name of neutrality, “dehumanized the reader,
requiring that all contextual factors and commitments be put off before the task of
biblical interpretation could begin” (Vanhoozer 1998:162). Consequently, the Bible
was now used simply as a human ancient document, relative to any other (Potgieter
2005: 105). A prominent exegetical method was used, namely the “historical critical
method” (Blomberg 2010: 64).
“The name of the approach is indicative of the programmatic intention:
‘Historical’ refers to the fact that it is not subjected to church dogma in any
way, but takes historical truth as its own criterion. ‘Critical’ refers to the fact
that it does not accept traditional views regarding the origin and meaning of
biblical texts at face value, but rel[ies] only on rational arguments and
procedures to validate and evaluate texts” (Lategan 2009: 92).

1

See prominent works by Thiselton (1980); Du Toit (2009); Ferraris (1996); Thompson (1981); Rae
(2005); Vanhoozer (1998).
2
The notion of authority of a biblical tradition does not need to contradict the endeavour towards a
scientific and theological neutrality. Newbigin (1989: 55-59) indicates how every scientific endeavour
has to, at least temporarily, depend on some kind of authoritative tradition in the process of
investigating and doing research, whether it be in the social or natural sciences. Thiselton (1980: 305,
432-438) elaborates on this, indicating that accepting authority does not need to be blind or irrational
obedience. It may be based on the thoroughly rational insight that, as a member of a certain historical
generation, I have my own built-in limitations and that I may be in need of learning from an outside
source which has a better understanding of some field of knowledge than I do. See also Blomberg
(2010: 266-267).
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Although the spiritual scepticism and relativism3 that resulted from this paradigm
initially seemed fatal to traditional Christian theology, this was not all bad, since the
process taught theologians to examine scripture from new scientific and academic
perspectives. Potgieter (2005: 16) points out that Christian scholarship, which pursues
the study of scripture and hermeneutics, should always take into account the latest
developments in science, philosophy and history that could have an influence on how
a sacred text can be interpreted. Biblical studies can and should learn extensively from
beyond the biblical sciences such as historic studies (Potgieter 2005: 16). Sadly,
however, Western culture has accepted, taught and now has to live with a
foundational divide between the secular and the sacred, between science and
spirituality (Kirk 2011: 14). This is probably not necessary.4 In this study, I shall take
the position of realism,5 more specifically, a Trinitarian, theistic realism that adheres
to a rather orthodox Christian orientation while noting all relevant scientific and
historic considerations. Part of these scientific considerations is to consciously reflect
on my own presuppositions and account for them in my reading of the text. My
Reformed tradition has strong theoretical and academic traditions of its own in
interpreting texts such as the Bible (Blomberg 2010: xii).6 The Biblical text functions
within those traditions and within a definite conceptual framework. This amounts to
studying the text from ‘within’ and for the community that considers it to be
authoritative and for whom study of this text remains relevant on a religious level and
thus carries authority (Newbigin 1989: 59). It adheres to the evangelical notion that
attributes divine authority to it. Therefore, it can be established that the Bible can still
serve as an authority in the life of a person in the Christian tradition. This implies that
the text may also be read in other ways with other presuppositions (Blomberg 2010:
xiv).
Moving and reflecting within this theological tradition, the Biblical narrative, that
regards God as a personal Being who desires to communicate with his creation (Van
der Watt et al. 2002: 33), serves as master narrative for the reflection of the
subnarratives offered in the text. God does so generally by virtue of both nature and
the Bible, in particular. Although it developed through organic processes over
hundreds of years, the Bible is viewed as the Word of God given to man in the
language of man. My point of departure is this attributed authority given to the text of
the Bible (Potgieter 2005: 99), making it a special and particular religious text. For
this reason, I shall approach the text and expect to find spiritual and theological
meaning for the reading community for whom it was intended (Van der Watt 2011a:

3

For a more complete description of the process that led to scepticism and relativism, see Vanhoozer
(1998: 29-73); Kirk (2011: 29-59).
4
For a detailed discussion of the problem of divide between science and faith, see Kirk (2011) and
also Chapter 10 of this study.
5
I shall mention more about critical realism later.
6
For a more detailed outline of the scientific disciplines used in the process of determining meaning
from biblical texts, see 2.1.2. In addition, for more works on Hermeneutics and Exegesis from a
broadly Reformed point of view, see Callahan (2001); Thompson (2006).
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3). Although different communities might treat these texts differently (Potgieter 2005:
13), this authority given to Scripture by mainstream Christian tradition will be an
important hermeneutical key (Potgieter 2005: 113). “Hoewel die Bybelskrywers die
Skrif geskryf het vanuit hulle eie herinnering, mondelingse oorvertellings en soms self
ander Skrifgedeeltes geraadpleeg het, was die Heilige Gees deur alles heen werksaam
om God se Woord aan ons te gee” (Potgieter 2005:115).7
A thorough epistemological process will hold all the areas, phases and methods of
research in this study, as well as the researcher’s biases accountable. This process can
assist in evaluating the question as to how we know that we possess legitimate
knowledge of the text and its applications. Therefore, we cannot elaborate on
hermeneutics without mentioning the concept of critical realism,8 an approach and
attitude that I shall use throughout this study.9 Critical realism is a philosophical tool
(Lopéz & Potter 2001: 5) that helps scholars distinguish between real knowledge that
can be reasonably attested, and superficial knowledge that needs to be questioned and
subjected to more research (Wright 1992: 32). The latter started as a philosophical
theory of our knowledge of the external world, which always involves a subject,
object and perceiver (Mautner 2005: 130). It started out as a reaction to the naïveté of
positivism,10 as well as the pessimism of phenomenalism.11 It argues that science
should make generalising claims in social sciences, and attempt to reveal the
mechanisms that produce them (Danemark, Ekström, Jakobsen & Karlsson 2002: 1).
It asserts that the world (reality) exists independently of the human mind, although it
cannot be described separately from human constructions and is only partly accessible
(Kirk 1999: 22). Although our knowledge of the world is partial, it can be true.12 True

7

Translation: Although the biblical authors wrote scripture from their memory, oral trnsmissions and
sometimes even consulted other biblical passages, the Holy Spirit was present in everything with the
purpose of providing us with God’s word.
8
As a leading scholar, Meyer (1989) applied critical realism to this area of the NT.
9
It is not the purpose of this study to scrutinise critical realism in detail, as this has been done
extensively elsewhere. Therefore, I shall briefly mention it and apply what others have already
learned.
10
Positivism holds that we can only know that which can be attested by empirical observation. See
Danermark et al. (2002: 4).
11
According to phenomenalism, we can never be certain of any knowledge except one’s own personal
sense data, i.e. there is only subjective truth. See Wright (1992: 33-35).
12
Kirk & Vanhoozer (1999: 21-27) ask the question as to whether the world has a determinative
character regardless of our language and conceptions about it. They then describe different kinds of
realisms, of which critical realism is one. Some kinds of realism as alternatives to critical realism
involve the following. First, external realism, like critical realism, asserts that there is an external
reality independently of how a human being speaks or thinks thereof and it is accessible to us.
Scientific knowledge approximates reality and sometimes even a “God’s eye view”. Secondly,
internal realism suggests that reality connotes something in contrast to human beings, but is in some
way dependent on how they think about it. It follows that the world’s differentiations are all human
constructions. If a mind-independent reality exists, we have no access to it. Thirdly, conceptual or
transcendental realism holds that the mind only has access to its own ideas and representations. The
world and reality are there, but they are undifferentiated and inaccessible. Fourthly, non-realism holds
that reality is only what human beings make of it and that the world is the product of various systems
of differentiation. All structures and differentiations are a product of mental activity and linguistic
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belief is an accurate representation of the world, not simply a useful fiction (Kirk
1999: 22-23). Thus, critical realism proposes epistemological caution with respect to
scientific knowledge, as opposed to a self-defeating relativist scepticism. Truth can be
difficult to grasp, but truth, error and even lies still exist (Lopéz & Potter 2001: 9).
However, several vocabularies are essential in order to give an adequate account of
how matters stand (Farrell 1994: 167). Critical realism offers a critical evaluation
process that can, to a large extent, be summarised in three steps:

First, the observation of objective reality. “Critical realism holds that one can
believe in a single correct interpretation without believing that one has full
possession of it” (Vanhoozer 1998: 300). This subjective observation of reality
is subjected to empirical scrutiny and investigation. Considering the NT, we,
as storytelling human beings, examine the story-laden world of Acts 17:16-34
and all the bigger stories in which it finds itself (Wright 1992: 44). We observe
and investigate an initial premise by means of thorough research.

Secondly, the researcher becomes aware of his/her own presuppositions and
sense data, and re-examines them by means of critical contemplation (Wright
1992: 35). In this instance, relevant materials, books and data that oppose the
researcher’s personal bias are consulted, while the following question is very
earnestly asked: Did I not come to the conclusion (in the first step), merely
because of my own intellectual, social and personal assumptions? In a literary
context such as Acts 17, our initial observations are challenged by critical
reflection on ourselves as storytellers, recognising that our claims about reality
may be mistaken.

Thirdly, the final conclusion is made based on the previous phase of critical
reflection (Wright 1992: 36). Either the results of the initial observation in the
first step survive the scrutiny of the second step and are accepted as
trustworthy, or they do not survive scrutiny and are rejected. The results of the
initial observation of Acts 17 can, through further narrative, find alternative
ways of speaking truly about the world, using new or modified stories (Wright
1992: 44).
There are two main presuppositions, namely that the text, in this case Acts 17:16-34,
was initially written for a specific purpose (Thiselton 1980: 442) and that the
hermeneutical approach proposed in this study should respect this notion (Lategan
2009: 65). Within this framework, I shall use acknowledged scientific methods
(literary, grammatical, historical) to analyse the text.

3.2

The exegetical process

practices. Kirk & Vanhoozer (1999: 27-34) describe situations where some people consider
themselves realists in certain areas, as in, for example, science and not in others, as in, for example,
morality.
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As stated in the previous paragraph, the text will be approached expecting to derive
theological meaning from it (Blomberg 2010: xii). How will this be accomplished? In
general, this is achieve in a scholarly fashion by making use of several academic
disciplines such as communication science, linguistics, literary science, philosophy,
history, sociology and archaeology: “Specific biblical applications of some of these
sciences have developed into important sub-disciplines of New Testament research,
such as textual criticism, background studies and biblical archeology” (Du Toit 2009:
110). Briefly, I shall do so, bearing in mind the following during the study process. I
shall first present Diagram 1, a hermeneutical, exegetical wheel developed from
existing academic material by Jan van der Watt (2011: 2) as a visual expression of a
holistic exegetical approach. This wheel helps us bear all the relevant scientific
considerations in mind when dealing with the text.

Diagram: Hermeneutical, exegetical wheel
The wheel should be read from the inside to the outside in the following way.
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There are three concentric circles with the text in the middle. The circle in the very
middle named “text”, serves as the axis on which the wheel turns. Immediately
outside the frame of the text, the context (A) serves as the first circle and can never be
a-historical or a-social. “The first important thing to remember when reading texts is:
always read the text against its context, social, historical, and literary” (Van der Watt
2011a: 3). All the elements in the green circle are determined by their specific
context.
The second circle (B) shows how the different aspects of the text should be taken into
account and dealt with. Every part (Literary, Historical, Theological, Applicative and
Social frameworks, as well as Structure and Grammar) is important as it contributes to
a better understanding of the text. Hermeneutical considerations are especially
important, in this instance: in his/her approach of a text, the interpreter will be
confronted with social, literary or other issues mentioned in the green circle. Within
his/her hermeneutics, s/he will have to formulate the theoretical challenges in
addressing these issues (Van der Watt 2011a: 3).
The third circle (C) “name[s] some of the exegetical methods needed to deal with the
aspects mentioned in the second circle. These are not all the methods but are just
some examples” (Van der Watt 2011a: 3). Not all of these detailed exegetical methods
are used each time a text is studied. This also applies to Acts 17:16-34. The relevant
ones are chosen according to the purpose of the study and the hermeneutical and
interpretive needs of the text.
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It is evident from the exegetical wheel that the Applicative framework is currently
under discussion (see diagram below).

I shall now focus on a few aspects from the wheel that will be relevant for our study
of Acts 17:16-34.13 I shall not discuss all the aspects, as this is simply an overview of
the workings of the wheel. I shall start with an important part that is implicit in the
wheel, but not visible.
3.2.1 The balance between attention to the sender, message and receiver
(Lategan 2009: 72)
Since the New Hermeneutical paradigm, the focus has always been on at least three
key aspects that roughly summarise the wheel. It is important to note that all the
aspects of the wheel serve the purpose of better understanding the text by maintaining
a balance between attention to the content of the text, the receiver and the sender.
First, the text is the medium used by the sender thereof. I shall thus examine the text’s
structure and language. The text is the focal point during the exegetical process;

13

For more detail on the exegetical and hermeneutical aspects mentioned in the wheel, see Du Toit
(2009); Fee (2001); Vanhoozer (1998); Thiselton (1980); Gorman (2005); Pokorný & Roskovec
(2002); Hayes & Holliday (2007).
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hence, its place in the wheel. However, every text comes to the reader in the form of
language (Deist & Burden 1980: 15). The centrality of the text is, therefore, the reason
for the focus on original languages such as Greek and Hebrew as well as
considerations about the nature of language (Thiselton 1980: 7). Consequently,
hermeneutics relates the technical problems of textual exegesis to the general
problems of meaning and language, as explained by Ricoeur (1974: 4).14 I shall
provide more details about the text later.
Secondly, the sender can take the form of the addresser, the source, the author, the
speaker, or the encoder (Du Toit 2009: 111). In essence, the sender is the source of the
message being conveyed. Various aspects on the part of the first sender will have an
influence on how the message should be encoded and interpreted. Additional
important factors such as presuppositions, convictions, world views, motivations,
attitudes, intentions, skills and knowledge may also play a significant role in the
hermeneutical process (Du Toit 2009: 115). It is vital for the receiver to realise how
far removed his/her own world is from that of the first sender. Consequently, the
following questions should be raised concerning the author (Du Toit 2009: 116):
What effects did the author want to produce? Did the author want to inform, persuade
or entertain? Tools that help us address these questions are reader response criticism,
speech-act theory and response criticism. These are all contained in the second circle
of the wheel (Du Toit 2009: 116).
In addition to these questions, the mental world of the sender should be studied as
thoroughly as possible. Joubert (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002: 100)
mentions a few examples of basic socio-historical areas of historical background in
biblical times that the exegete should consider in order to find his/her way in the New
Testament. These include themes such as the roles of men and women in the
Mediterranean world; ruling values such as honour and shame, and the benefactorbeneficiary relationship, to name but a few. Without knowledge of these few basic
topics in the world of the sender, a lack of adequately understanding the sender will
always prevail and result in misunderstanding certain key passages of the New
Testament (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002: 120-139). These topics
must be discovered while exploring the Literary, Historical, Theological, Applicative
and Social frameworks, Structure and Grammar of the wheel.
Thirdly, the receiver can take the form of an addressee, a reader, an audience or a
decoder (Du Toit 2009: 111). Approximately two decades ago, a major shift in
biblical hermeneutics and exegesis from the sender to the receptor occurred, placing

14

Ihde (1974).
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reception theory (or reader response criticism) near the centre of research on the NT
(Du Toit 2009: 116).15
In light of the above, the receiver should be aware of his/her own inner mental world
such as presuppositions, convictions, world views, motivations, attitudes, intentions,
skills and knowledge (Blomberg 2010: 244). As the readers of the text, we must
realise that our presuppositions function as filters through which we interpret
meaning. As mentioned earlier, we should be extremely critical of our own
presuppositions while working with the text in order to allow the text to speak for
itself (Du Toit 2009: 118). Joubert (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002:
108-109) mentions some important guidelines to bear in mind in order to keep the
reader’s presuppositions at bay while trying to derive meaning from the text:

First, the exegete should ensure that s/he knows his/her own motives when
s/he is doing exegesis. Blomberg (2010: 244-247) mentions some important
helpful presuppositions that deal with being forceful in finding out the intent
of the author of the text with whom one works. Is s/he certain that, through the
exegetical process, the evidence produced by the text will, in fact, guide
his/her objective or is s/he simply trying to find some evidence for a case that
has already been decided in the mind? Blomberg (2010: 247-249) also
mentions some dangerous and misleading presuppositions. It becomes
dangerous when one approaches the text with one’s own agenda such as
seeking some acceptable features of the text.

Secondly, does the exegete put realistic questions to the text? S/he should
realise that the Bible does not have direct and literal answers to modern

15

Reception theories have addressed nearly all areas of literary endeavour. Indeed, traces of its
methods have affected adjacent disciplines such as sociology and art history (Holub 1984: xi).
Reception theory can be understood as a cohesive, conscious and collective undertaking that shifts in
concern from the author and the work of the text, and the reader, to the receptor of a text. At present,
few can question the profound impact that reception theory has had on the interpretation of literature
and art (Holub 1984: xiii). Deist (1984: 213) defines reception theory as “The study of the way in
which works of literature have been received, understood and accepted or rejected by actual audiences
in the course of history”. It views literature from the perspective of the reader or “consumer” instead
of the traditional methods that emphasise the production of texts or a close examination of texts
themselves. It helps us understand the way in which texts are, in fact, read as opposed to how they
were prescribed to be read (Lategan 2009: 98). Reception theory holds that no text has an existence of
its own. Rather, it is only produced by the interaction between the reading instructions and the reader
(Lategan 2009: 99). A good example used by Lategan is that of a music score. The score should not be
confused with the music itself. The music is only produced when the orchestra plays. The score is
simply a guideline for the artist; the performance is what it is really about. “In the case of a text it is an
‘offer’ to the reader who compares this with his or her own experience and then produces a reading in
which the text really finds its culmination” (Lategan 2009: 99). It treats literature as a dialectical
process of production and reception (Kinoshita 2004: 1) and places the reader on centre stage
(Lategan 2009: 99). It has had a huge impact on the reading of biblical texts and has been the most
productive discipline in recent times (Lategan 2009). The advantage is that it makes the reader aware
of the different ways in which the text can be understood as well as of personal presuppositions and
ideas, before a final conclusion can be reached.
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controversies such as, for example, abortion, although it does give us sufficient
guidance to direct meaningful discussion on the topic.
Thirdly, the exegete should remember that s/he does not have an intellectual
monopoly on the text. It will be appropriate for him/her to know his/her own
place as well as the limitations, since s/he is not the first and will not be the
last person to examine the passage. Therefore, to have a real and earnest
interest in what other Christians and scholars have to say about the text will be
helpful, instead of simply trying to justify what s/he already thinks.

I shall study the three role players (sender, medium and receiver) in their historical
and social contexts, as represented in the wheel. A chronological flow starts with the
sender who produces the text and ends with the receiver who reads and interprets the
text (Lategan 2009: 73). Diagram 2 schematically explains the three elements (Van
der Watt 2011a: 1).

Diagram 2: Effective communication
The diagram shows how effective communication should take place. The meaning of
the message is determined by the interplay between the text, the context, the sender
and the receiver (Du Toit 2009: 111). The writer of the text is the sender who uses a
medium in order to convey ideas. This medium is the text (message) that is encoded
in the language of poems, stories, and historical biographies, relevant to the mental
world of the author (Potgieter 2005: 119). In order for the receiver to receive and
understand the sender’s message through the medium (text), the receiver must be on
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the same interpretive ‘wavelength’ as the sender when the latter wrote the message.
This is a good example (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002: 48). When
Paul gives the command that we should love one another, he might have in mind
some kind of loyalty, whereas nowadays the reader might interpret this as emotional
feelings of love. On the basis of his/her interpretation, the reader can feel something
for all the people s/he meets until s/he falls down exhausted and drained due to all the
emotional effort. Thus, misunderstandings can have tremendous consequences if the
sender and receiver are not on the same wavelength (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand
& Naudé 2002: 48). This means that the receiver would have to learn to understand
and decode the sender’s language (poems, stories, historical biographies, and so on).
The process of exegesis helps the receiver understand the sender’s grammatical and
linguistic background as well as his social and historical context (Van der Watt 2011a:
3). Exegesis is the process of ‘finding out’ the sender’s ‘wavelength’ in terms of
words, concepts and general message (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé
2002: 48).
The text is the point of departure and, in conjunction with all its referents, it is
primarily “the final arbiter of meaning” (Du Toit 2009: 112). One of the most decisive
rules of biblical interpretation is respect for the supremacy of the text (Du Toit 2009:
112). On the basis of the text, therefore, with all the available knowledge of the
ancient world, we have to reconstruct the mental world of the sender. We then build a
picture of the sender and his world from the text. We can use a different sketch for
this (Diagram 3).
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Diagram 3: The sender and his world
Therefore, the first receiver (whether a person, group, or church) of the biblical text is
not currently available, as they are no longer living.16 Paul, Luke and the first
receivers of their messages have passed on. If they were still alive, it would have been
easier to gain access to the mental world of the sender, since they would have a
relationship with him and might know him better as an individual than we would.
However, since neither they nor the second or third receivers17 can be interviewed,
our only access to the mental world of the sender is a study of what s/he wrote,
namely the text (Du Toit 2009: 112).
We can only bridge the gap between the mental mindset of the contemporary receiver
and that of the sender by studying the text and its context using the process of
exegesis. This is evident from the seven key areas of the wheel that were explained in
sections 3.2.2 to 3.2.8 and in section 3.3. See diagram 4.

16

In other words, by “unavailable” is meant that these receivers are not available in person, although
they might have left some evidence of what they received in the form of written materials. It is not
known how they received these bodies of knowledge.
17
Some of the readings of these receivers might be available in the documents or commentaries they
wrote, thus emphasising the importance of taking into account other ‘written readings’ reflecting the
Wirkungsgeschichte.
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Diagram 4: Gap bridged by the process of exegesis
Diagram 4 also illustrates how the text is all that the receiver has at present and how
the process of exegesis bridges the gap between our contemporary world and that of
the sender. This gap or distance is primarily of a cultural-historical nature and would
entail differences in language as well as wider cultural differences (Roberts & Du Toit
1978: 12). Over this distance, some readers may find it difficult to discern the
message accurately and can easily interpret the author as saying something he did not
intend to say (Blomberg 2010: 63). The responsible exegete’s task is to overcome the
obstacle of cultural distance by understanding and using the exegetical process
(Erickson 2005: 98-113). The sender’s thoughts and message, however, can be
accessed through the text he wrote in culturally coded language (Potgieter 2005: 119).
In order to understand and reconstruct the sender’s message, contemporary receivers
build an “exegetical bridge” to the text in order to “decode” it (Van der Watt 2011a:
4). This is the purpose of the wheel in all its aspects.
I shall now examine various other aspects of the exegetical process visible on the
wheel. It is important to note, however, that I shall not discuss all the aspects of the
wheel, but primarily those that are relevant to this study of Acts 17:16-34. The order
in which I shall discuss the aspects will not be as indicated in the wheel, but will
rather be chronological, as I shall conduct the process of exegesis logically.
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3.2.2 Exploration of the Greek text
I shall specifically refer to Du Toit (2009: 124). This means that, on the wheel, we are
dealing with the Grammar (second green circle). Once the text has been chosen, the
next step is the initial reading of the text (Roberts & Du Toit 1978: 55). By initial
reading, I do not mean that it will necessarily be the first time that I encounter the text,
but simply the first reading of the new exegetical process and the necessary translation
(Cotterall & Turner 1989: 19-25).
First, I shall read the text throughly and translate the Greek text word for word
(Roberts & Du Toit 1978: 67). Initially, the focus should be on a literal translation, as
a dynamic translation could be confusing at first (Blomberg 2010: 38; Du Toit 2009:
124). While reading and translating the text, it is important to determine whether the
meaning of the words is understood. I shall study the semantics of Acts 17 on the
assumption that “words actualize their meaning in context” (Van der Watt 2011a: 5).
This implies that “words get their meaning from sentences, sentences get their
meaning from paragraphs and paragraphs from sections in books and sections in
books from the book as a whole” (Van der Watt 2011a: 5). Consequently, it is
important to understand that meaning is directly related to culture, rhetoric and
structure (Blomberg 2010: 38-45). In order to be on the same wavelength as the
original author, we are interested in how s/he understood the words. This will be
accomplished by means of a dual process: using semantic dictionaries (such as Louw
& Nida, Liddel & Scott, BDAG) and studying the context in which the word is used,
since the meaning of any word is realised in its own context (Blomberg 2010: 38).
Secondly, I shall examine the dynamics of the text (Van der Watt 2011a: 5). By
dynamics, I mean issues such as, for instance, why is a participial used or why is an
imperfect used, etc. Grammatical intricacies can help fine-tune our understanding of
the text (Blomberg 2010: 38). “The most important task in grammatical analysis is to
assess – when it makes a difference for interpreting a passage – what kind of usage a
given case, tense, mood, voice, and so on, reflects” (Blomberg 2010: 151). In
addition, I shall identify, address and resolve immediate issues such as grammatical
problems, and the author’s specific use of words and idioms (Du Toit 2009: 124),
using dictionaries and other scholarly books on, for instance, style and grammar
(Roberts & Du Toit 1978: 56).
Thirdly, while reading the Greek text, I shall consider dividing the text into sections
and paragraphs (Blomberg 2010: 195-196). Du Toit (2009: 125) calls this the
demarcation of the text. Although I am still dealing with Grammar on the wheel, the
Grammar starts overlapping to structure (Fee 2002: 41-43). This goes hand in hand
with the structural analysis of the text, but is not quite similar. This is still part of the
initial reading of the text where broad divisions are identified. A chapter in a text may
typically consist of a few pericopes; the pericopes may consist of a few paragraphs,
and the paragraphs may consist of verses (Du Toit 2009: 125). The divisions provided
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by our used editions of the Greek text may be “on target, but all too often is not the
case”, and wrong demarcations can be misleading (Du Toit 2009: 125). Du Toit
(2009: 126-135) mentions three basic criteria that can be used for demarcating a text.
First, the lexico-grammatical criteria (Fee 2002: 42). Markers are sought that indicate
the beginning or the end of a passage (Blomberg 2010: 144-145). A few examples of
time changes are mentioned from the gospel of Matthew. 2:1 – Τοῦ δὲ Ἰησοῦ
γεννηθέντος (When Jesus was born); 2:7 – Τότε (thereupon); 2:13 – Ἀναχωρησάντων
δὲ αὐτῶν (When they departed). “In the letters, inferential conjunctions may indicate a
new beginning” (Du Toit 2009: 127). Examples are Romans 2:1 – Διὸ (therefore);
Romans 5:12 – Διὰ τοῦτο (therefore). Markers indicating the closure of a passage are
more difficult to spot, but examples include Matthew 1:17 οὖν – (therefore); Romans
14:12 – ἄρα (then/therefore) (Blomberg 2010: 144). Another important indicator is
cohesion (Fee 2002: 41-42), where words are often replaced; phrases or words are
repeated; a collection of associated words is combined (for example, in John 2:1-10:
Wedding, was invited, wine, servants, master of the banquet, bridegroom), when a
word or phrase is omitted that is essential to the meaning of a statement, but can easily
be determined from the context, or by the congruence of location, occasion, time,
participants, time sequence and modes of verbal action as well as the use of
conjunctions.18
An obvious example from Acts 17 is verse 16 Ἐν δὲ ταῖς Ἀθήναις ἐκδεχομένου
αὐτοὺς (While/when he waited for them in Athens …). The δὲ clearly distinguishes
the new sentence starting in verse 16 from the former in verse 15 and indicates why
the majority of Bible translations divide two paragraphs between the verses.
Another example is between verses 31 and 32. The latter starts with Ἀκούσαντες δὲ
(when they heard), and indicates that the speech has ended and we are about to
witness something new, namely the reaction of the hearers.
Secondly, the literary criteria (Du Toit 2009: 132-135). Demarcation can be guided by
a variation or change in literary forms within a specific genre. Stylistic figures such as
parallelisms, chiastic patterns, and inclusios can also create cohesion. A good example
from Acts 17 is the structural analysis in Chapter 7, between the verb ἔφη and the
form of address, ἄνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι. See the brief reflection below.

18

For an overview of Greek phrases and clauses, consult Black (1998).
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The obvious reason why I chose a division between ἔφη and ἄνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι is that
the latter indicates a form of address that starts a new genre, namely a speech. A
bigger division is, in fact, obvious between verses 21 en 22, starting with Σταθεὶς δὲ
[he then stood…], but there is, strictly speaking, no difference in genre.
Thirdly the semantic criteria (Du Toit 2009: 134). These are extremely important
because, since other criteria for demarcation can vary, “semantic coherence is a
constant prerequisite for any normal communication”. For semantic coherence to
occur, it requires a topic in the case of oratorical material, or an occasion in the case
of narratives. Four types of topics have been identified (see Diagram 5), indicating
type A-D. In model A, the triangle, the topic is announced and then expounded, as in
Romans 8:1 and further. In model B, the wedge, the theme appears at the end, as in
Romans 6:11 at the end of 6:3-11. In the hourglass shape of model C, several
propositions lead to the announcement of the theme and will be elaborated upon later.
A fine example of this is Philippians 3b-11. In model D (the diamond) the theme is
mentioned, then expounded upon, and mentioned again at the end. Additional biblical
examples are found in 1 Corinthians 12:4-11 and in Matthew 1:1-17. Of course, this
also coincides with the structure of an inclusio.

B
A

C

D

Diagram 5: Four types of topics
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In Acts 17:16-34, verses 22 (and/or 23) to 31 form a semantic coherent whole because
of the way in which the content is structured and the topic introduced and concluded.
The shape of a diamond (shape D above) can be identified, starting with Paul’s
statement that the Greeks are religious and the referral to the unknown god. This
whole theme of religiosity (in terms of the unknown god) is expanded and elaborated
upon from verses 24 onwards until the focus returns to and ends in verse 31, where
Paul announces the one who is to come to judge. By announcing this person’s
resurrection from the dead, he replaces the unknown god in verse 23 with Jesus, the
coming judge in verse 31, thus reflecting a diamond shape.
I paid some attention to text demarcation, because “it forms such an important part of
the exegete’s groundwork and also because new linguistic developments can help us
significantly in this respect” (Du Toit 2009: 135).
3.2.3 Textual criticism (Fee 2001: 85)19
In considering Van der Watt’s hermeneutical/exegetical wheel, it should be noted that
I shall now engage with Textual Criticism under Historical framework. Put simply,
textual criticism is “the practice of comparing the various copies of a work in order to
determine, as best as is possible, the exact wording of an original text that is either
undiscovered or no longer exists” (Blomberg 2010: 2), thus ensuring that the text used
is as authentic as possible. Textual criticism “should be done to establish which
textual variants are most reliable” (Van der Watt 2011a: 4). Currently, there are
numerous manuscripts on every passage in the NT (Roberts & Du Toit 1978: 61). The
ancient documents used to reconstruct the text of the NT (as it exists at present) can
be grouped into three main headings for easy reference, namely Greek manuscripts,20
ancient translations21 and patristic citations22 (Blomberg 2010: 2).

19

A detailed discussion of textual criticism is beyond the scope of this study for at least two reasons.
First, excellent and more adequate sources are available in publications by Fee (2002); Blomberg
(with Markley) (2010). Secondly, there are no reasons in this study to engage in new, more extensive
research in addition to what has already been done in works such as these. Consequently, the
discussion in this Chapter will consist of a few sentences.
20
The Greek manuscripts were further subdivided into Papyri, Majuscules and Minuscules. Papyri
comprise some of the oldest manuscripts available for investigation and were written on an ancient
paper-like material. Majuscules (also called Uncials) are the earliest codices and were written in
capital letters, frequently without spacing, word divisions or punctuation. There are approximately
320 Uncials and some of the most important are codices Sinaiticus, Alexandrinus, Vaticanus,
Ephraemi Rescriptus, Bezae and Washingtonianus. Minuscules are manuscripts written in the later
lower case, cursive style developed in the eighth or perhaps ninth century to speed up the copying
process. These manuscripts introduced not infrequent use of spacing between sections of a text as well
as some punctuation. See Metzger & Ehrman (2004: 48); Blomberg (2010: 2-6).
21
This category consisted of source material involving translations of the Greek NT into other
languages such as Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, Georgian, Slavonic and Ethiopic. An example of
this is the Latin Vulgate translated by Jerome in the fourth and fifth centuries. This became the
standard Roman Catholic Bible for over a thousand years. See Blomberg (2010: 3-4).
22
These citations of the NT were found in the writings of the earliest post-apostolic Christian leaders
such as Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Origin, Eusebius, Athanasius and Cyril of
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It is important to note that I shall use the Nestlé-Aland Greek text with Acts 17, since
it is generally considered to be a good and reliable text. I shall discuss any potential
text-critical challenges on merit, as encountered in the text.
3.2.4 Determining the socio-historical setting of the passage (Du Toit 2009:
136)23
On the wheel, we now move to the Social framework. In recent years, a new interest
developed, not only in the mere context of the NT text, but also in an exegetical task
that can analyse the social and cultural dimensions of the text even more adequately
than previously (Elliott 2011: ad loc.). Understanding the historical context of a
biblical passage can remove the haze of obscure cultural traditions that often veils the
meaning of the text from modern interpreters (Blomberg 2010: 63). The natural
human tendency to view and translate everything in life according to one’s location,
culture and world view poses a real threat to biblical interpretation. This is especially
true when there are such vast differences between the world of a first-century text and
that of a contemporary interpreter (Klein, Blomberg & Hubbard 2004: 13-16).
Studying the historical context will enable the exegete to better distinguish between
situation-specific details and timeless principles that need to be embraced as wisdom
to be learned (Erickson 2005: 98-113).
In the next two sections, I shall examine context study as a basic historical context
analysis of the text. Thereafter, I shall expand the conversation by elaborating in more
detail on context study as a social science.
3.2.4.1 Historical context analysis
Nowadays, our brains automatically translate the implications of a specific life
situation into sensible language. However, to bridge the two thousand-year gap
between the contemporary reader and the text can be a very complex and misleading
process without the proper study (Lategan 2009: 113). The term ‘historical world
view’ is often used to describe the total historical situation on which a text is based.
Historical context is devoted to the history behind the text (Hayes & Holliday 2007:
45). It is primarily concerned with diachronic (throughout time) aspects of the text
such as date, author, recipients and the historical events that necessitated or gave rise
to the NT documents being written, i.e. those events that situate the writing in the
broader context of history (Blomberg 2010: 67). Consequently, general meaning can

Alexandria. These leaders quoted what would later become the NT so frequently that nearly the entire
NT could be reconstructed from their writings, should the NT ever be lost. See Blomberg (2010: 4);
Wegner (2006: 236).
23
Also sometimes called the cultural-historical context. See Blomberg (2010: 63).
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be directly related to the cultural-historical setting (Van der Watt 2011a: 10). Consider
Lategan’s (2009: 113) example:
“The sentence ‘I shall get you’ could be the threat of a desperate sleeper to a
mosquito. It could be the words of a convicted criminal to the officiating
magistrate. It could be the groan of a disappointed lover addressing the object
of his affection. It could indicate the promise to fetch a friend at the airport,
etc., etc. Only when the social setting has been identified do these words
acquire a specific meaning.”

The latter can indicate the interrelatedness and interdependence of all the separate
elements in a holistic cultural system (Van der Watt 2011a: 10). Studying the
historical world view means that there should be an awareness of the historical, social
and geographical settings. In the text of the Bible, names and places often mentioned
and without knowledge of their relevance (literal or figurative), may evade the reader
in terms of its meaning (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002: 112-113).
There are several ways of relating to context. There is a distinction between social
(situational) context and linguistic context (Du Toit 2009:136). “Social context deals
with the life setting within which the participants in a given passage exist and
function. Linguistic context or co-text refers to the structural arrangement of linguistic
signs in a given document” (Lategan 2009: 114).
There is also a distinction between intratextual and extratextual contexts. The
intratextual context pertains to the real world created within the text (Blomberg 2010:
68-69). This real world will partly overlap with the real world outside of the text, but
cannot fully coincide with it, since the picture of the world in the text can be strongly
influenced by, for instance, the “subjectivity of a specific writer, authorial intentions
and many other factors” (Lategan 2009: 114). Extratextual context, on the other hand,
“refers to the real world context within which an utterance should be understood”
(Lategan 2009: 114). This does not originate from the text of the Bible, but rather
from the authors who wrote insightfully about their Jewish or Graeco-Roman contexts
during or around the first century when the NT originated (McKnight 1989: 21-51).
Thirdly, one can also distinguish between general and immediate context. “General
context indicates the general socio-political and religious context, which the sender
and receiver share with many others. Immediate context refers to the specific situation
of the writer and his/her readers. The writer may be in prison; the readers may be
facing burning pastoral issues, etc” (Lategan 2009: 115).
3.2.4.2 Context and social science
Social-scientific criticism is not an entirely separate discipline from historical context
analysis, but it often overlaps (Blomberg 2010: 85). This discipline is interested in
ancient social and cultural systems implicit in the writings of the NT (Elliott 1993: 8).
Social science, developed as an interdisciplinary operation of NT exegesis, uses the
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perspectives, theories, models and research of the social sciences (Elliott 2011: ad
loc.). Historical context analysis focuses on the history behind the text, whereas social
science focuses on the history at the same time as the text (Hayes & Holliday 2007:
67). Whereas historical context analysis is concerned with diachronic aspects of the
text, social science deals primarily with synchronic (with time) aspects of the text
(Hayes & Holliday 2007: 67). These include implicit cultural values, social
relationships, religious and political systems or patterns of behaviour in biblical times
that can help clarify the text (Blomberg 2010: 67). Social science goes beyond the
question as to what did the text mean then and there? to the question as to how and
why the text might have impacted its author and recipients in light of their social,
economic, political and cultural surroundings (Elliott 1982: 7-8). Like historical
criticism, social-scientific criticism attempts to better understand the context in which
the NT was written, to observe how the world would be understood in its original
setting (Morrison s.a.: ad loc.). This discipline emphasizes the community aspect of
the ancient world. Its most prominent advocates, who disagree considerably with one
another on core results, include scholars such as Gerd Theissen, E.A. Judge, Howard
Clark Kee, Richard Horsley, Wayne Meeks and Bruce Malina (Cranford s.a.: ad loc.).
Historical critics referred to this as the Sitze im Leben, but there was a need for a more
refined analysis and articulation; hence, scholars increasingly used it to apply to
biblical texts, especially since 1970 (Elliott 2011: ad loc.). Scholars who apply social
science to biblical texts presuppose that all knowledge is socially conditioned and
transferred to a specific community (Morrison s.a.: ad loc; Van Aarde & Joubert
2009: 419). This accentuates the historical particularity of the biblical content by
describing its wider original setting in detail (Morrison s.a.: ad loc.), and approaches
the interaction between the biblical writings and the contexts in which they originated
from a social angle (Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 419). As users of the social-scientific
method, we would insist that biblical interpretation must involve the clarification of
both the social location of the interpreters themselves and that of the texts and authors
under examination (Elliott 2011: ad loc.).
Comparatively, hardly any work has been done on the book of Acts as far as socialscientific interpretation is concerned (Barton 1998a: 460). The primary reason for this
could be that issues of historicity and theology were the interpreters’ main concerns.
Some authors also suggested that the material in Acts is not susceptible to socialscientific scrutiny (Brett 1991: 16-17). Some authors such as, among others, Scroggs
(1975: 1-23) even suggest that Acts is not useful for historical and sociological
investigation. Not ignoring justified warnings of caution, the consensus is that Acts
not only could, but also should be subjected to social-scientific investigation like any
other NT book (Barton 1998a: 465). The social-scientific interpretation of Acts is
important theologically, because it helps supplement the picture of the impact and
expansion of the earliest Christian communities that came into being by virtue of the
apostles’ testimony. The social-scientific interpretation can play a potentially
important role in guiding us to obtain knowledge of how the early church functioned
and came to be what she was in the first century (Blomberg 2010: 91-92).
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As far as Acts 17:16-34 is concerned, there are all kinds of realities in the narrative
world of the text, namely the altar to the unknown god, the Epicurian and Stoic
philosophers, the Athenians’ view of offering to idols and images, their view of
cosmology and cosmogony as well as the Stoic understanding of providence and
future judgement. The latter can serve as a prime example in this study in Chapter 7.
When Paul mentions the coming judgement in verse 31, it is likely that, although he is
referring to the Christian idea of future judgement, he also appeals to a Stoic
Poseidonian idea of judgement that would draw the attention of his Stoic listeners.
This means that Paul was aware of the formative social powers that influenced the
minds of his hearers. All these elements have social dimensions and it is likely that
history and literary criticism will not suffice to draw satisfactory conclusions (Barton
1998a: 465). The social-scientific method is preferred.
It would also be helpful to make use of the sociology of knowledge, especially Berger
and Luckmann’s notion of symbolic universes,24 as a way of making sociological
sense of the process of what Luke, by virtue of Paul, is trying to accomplish with the
Areopagus speech. This will be significant, especially in the second part of this study,
in an attempt to understand how the message of Luke should be conveyed to a
contemporary audience.
Although the majority of the proponents of social science consider their method to be
closely related to the historical-critical paradigm, there is no indication of
methodological homogeneity within the social-scientific framework (Van Aarde &
Joubert 2009: 436). This is obvious in the different approaches that developed within
the social-scientific paradigm. I shall briefly mention the four most prominent
examples25.
First, there is a methodological reflection on the epistemology of “ethnographic
anthropologists” (Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 436). The proponents of this model
use and test interpretive models in NT studies. This is a socio-cognitive theoretical
discussion of whether a model is an appropriate vehicle for interpretation and
explanation. It also poses questions concerning the theory of knowledge such as, for
instance: What is the nature of knowledge? What are the limits of knowledge? It also
considers the sources, criteria and possibilities of knowledge (Van Aarde & Joubert
2009: 437). Users of this approach believe that anthropologists have always attempted
to engage in close participant observation of cultures in order to generate principles
that might have wide applications. In addition, if one examines ethnography, one
discovers the closest combination of first-hand observation and discussion of the
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I shall discuss Berger & Luckmann’s (1967) notion of symbolic universes in more detail later.
For a more exhaustive and complete study of all the various approaches that developed since 1970,
see Elliott (1993).
25
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theoretical dimensions of what has been learned (Esler 2005: 58). It distinguishes
information and accounts provided by indigenous informants according to their
frameworks of experience, knowledge and rationalisations from the analytical
perspective and categories of the modern investigator (Elliott 2011: ad loc.). “This
distinction enables the exegete to remain conscious of the gaps separating the modern
scholar from the world and literary productions of the ancient cultures under
examination” (Elliott 2011: ad loc.).
The second approach draws attention to the social dynamics of the ancient
Mediterranean. It expresses both the model-based method as well as the actual
depiction of Mediterranean culture (Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 437). According to
Elliott (1991: xix), a social-scientific method applied to biblical texts aims to
determine the “meaning-in-context” of the text as well as its social-rhetorical strategy.
In this instance, it examines the social location of the interpreters themselves and that
of the texts and the authors (Elliott 2011: ad loc.). According to the social-historical
perspective, texts are units of meaningful discourse in oral or written form (Van
Aarde & Joubert 2009: 438). The text is thus viewed as “a vehicle of communication
whose genre, structure, content, themes, message and aim are shaped by the cultural
and social forces of the social system and the specific historical setting in which it is
produced and to which it constitutes a specific response” (Elliott 1991: xxii).
The third approach entails the work of Vernon Robbins who called it “Sociorhetorical criticism”.26 This was a combination of literary theory and social-scientific
criticism and meant a major new direction in biblical studies (Elliott 2011: ad loc.;
Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 439). This branch of social science is especially aware of
the fact that all kinds of texts were mere surrogates for oral speech. This applies to
many of the biblical texts themselves, as they are considered to be various kinds of
discourses, homilies, and rhetorical speeches. The authors could not be present to
deliver the texts themselves; instead, they sent a surrogate to deliver and enact the
texts (Witherington 2009: 2-3). These texts were believed to have power and an effect
on people if they were properly communicated and pronounced. That was the reason
why there were not only schools of rhetoric throughout the Mediterranean crescent,
but rhetoric was also part of primary, secondary and tertiary basic education. In other
words, rhetoric is essential not only to illuminate Paul and a few other authors in the
NT, but also to analyse all NT writings (Witherington 2009: 5). Consequently, in
theological exegetical studies, the focus would be on the biblical writings themselves,
their reference to specific sets of values, modes of social interaction or their social
situations and strategies to serve as effective means of social communication and
interaction (Elliott 2011: ad loc.). Since the text is the central object of the first part of
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See Robbins (1996). For another prominent scholar who uses socio-rhetorical criticism, see
Witherington (2009).
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this study, a sociological approach will primarily be used for the study of Acts 17:1634.
“Ideological criticism” is the fourth approach of the social-scientific method. This
concerns the work of feminists and liberation theologians who use and merge Marxist
and critical social theories (Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 439). Critical exegesis can be
added to this, from the angle of a “hermeneutics of suspicion”. The latter focuses on
the social conditions (social factors that influence an individual or a group) of the
people in the text and of those who read and are subject to the text. It refers to
experiences and perceptions that form the framework of people’s rationality and view
of reality (Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 440). Examples include factors such as gender,
sexual orientation, age, ethnic background, class, status, roles, vocation, nationality,
social groups, political and religious affiliations, language and culture. Examples
include the exilic/diaspora hermeneutics and post-colonial hermeneutics or gender
hermeneutics (Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 440).
Social-scientific criticism, as a deep and rich field of scholarship, abounds in
differences and debates. There are still many fields to be explored and new ways to be
investigated. One important question that is frequently asked in this ongoing debate is
whether social-scientific criticism would be guilty of the epistemological fallacy of
positivism (Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 441). By this I mean that the use of models
for analysing biblical data is none other than predetermined prescription (positivistic).
However, Elliott (1993: 48) describes social-scientific criticism as an abductive
epistemological approach and not as an “inductive positivistic” approach. “By
applying social-scientific criticism in an ‘abductive’ epistemological way, analysis
and explanation of biblical data would remain open to the possibility that the
exegete’s presumed theory and perspective could be falsified and therefore adjusted
(Van Aarde & Joubert 2009: 442). An example of a person who works abductively is
Charles Sanders, whose non-positivistic approach has become widely known in
epistemological studies. Finally, context has many advantages, some of which are the
awareness of ethnocentrism, differences in cosmology, ideology, and mythology. This
is crucial at a time when there has not always been sensitivity towards the historical
distance between the first century and modern times (Van Aarde & Joubert 2009:
443).
In concluding this section, I shall apply these social-scientific principles to Acts
17:16-34, in three ways. First, I shall investigate the world of the author behind the
text of Acts. Although very little is known about the character and person of Luke
himself, there is a great deal to learn about the world in which he lived. Certain parts
of the text can be examined and the sociological setting that caused Luke to utter them
as well as the setting in which they would have been experienced by the first readers
can be investigated. Secondly, I shall examine the world within the text, that is the
narrated world of the characters, intentions and events. One example is Luke’s
mention of the Epicurian and the Stoic philosophers. I shall investigate why that
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would be important to Luke, considering his purpose and the philosophicalsociological context of the Athenians. What difference would it have made if Luke
had not mentioned them and would it have made any difference in the effectiveness of
Pauls’ speech if he omitted the Stoic ideas? Other examples are Luke’s rhetorical
style, and the knowledge of what the Athenians believed concerning the gods. Thirdly,
I shall scrutinise the world of the reader. I shall integrate all these principles in the
process of studying the text verse by verse.
3.2.5 Determining the literary type of the text (Du Toit 2009: 137)
This refers to the genre and stylistic features of the text (Van der Watt 2011a: 9), the
Literary framework of the wheel. Three levels of genres can be identified, namely
macro, meso- and micro-levels. There are three macro-genres in the NT, namely
historical narratives, letters and apocalypse. Blomberg (2010: 102) mentions Acts as a
possible fourth genre. The majority of the NT texts belong to the narrative or letter
genre. The four gospels and Acts are considered historical narratives (Du Toit 2009:
138), although the gospels reflect a subgenre of their own, namely biographies (Van
der Watt 2011a: 9). The logic behind the importance of the genre is evident in the use
of a single sentence. If the genre in which the sentence is found is a joke, it shall not
be taken seriously. However, if the sentence is within the framework of a serious
political discourse, the reaction can be serious or even antagonistic (Blomberg 2010:
93). It all depends on the genre. Similarly, if we consider Genesis 1, for instance, as a
historical genre, the sixth day is viewed as literal. However, if we consider it to be
poetry, the number of days are not important; it could be taken as literal or not.
Interpretive decisions are made on the basis of genre. The importance of knowing and
understanding the literary type of a biblical text is obvious in the example of an
apocalyptic book such as Revelation:
“Without sufficiently respecting the specific characteristics of the apocalyptic
genre and giving due attention to the intertextuality between various
apocalyptic documents, would be exegetical suicide. … Every genre plays its
own tune and unless the exegete will dance to the tune (genre) of the text,
he/she will make a mess in the understanding process.” (Du Toit 2009: 137138).

In each of the macro-levels, there are meso-genres, multiple literary forms found in a
book (Blomberg 2010: 105). For instance, in the gospels, there are parables,
comparisons, wonder narratives, passion and birth narratives, confrontational
discussions, hymns, and arguments (Van der Watt 2011a: 9). Du Toit (2009: 138)
calls these subgenres episodes and adds speeches, genealogies, announcement
passages, and wisdom sayings. Some authors point out that a book such as Acts
contains several of these literary forms (speeches, sermons and even letters)
(Blomberg 2010: 105). The speeches contextualise the message in highly creative and
innovative ways for their varying audiences, even suggesting models to be followed
contemporarily (Blomberg 2010: 105).
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In addition to macro- and meso-levels, the latter contain micro-genres. These are
primarily stylistic features and examples of these are diatribes (Du Toit 2009: 138),
irony, contrast, hyperboles, chiasms and parallelisms (Van der Watt 2011a: 9).
“Elements like chiasm of parallelism points to emphasis. The kind of emphasis in the
text should then be determined. Irony or sarcasm draws the interpreter into the textual
dynamics of what is said and what is meant. These functions must be described” (Van
der Watt 2011a: 9). Many of these figures of speech use metaphorical language, as in
Revelation, but this is not only limited to apocalypse (Witherington 2003: 107). As an
example of a meso-genre, Jesus commands (Matt 5: 29) his disciples to gouge their
own eyes out when it leads them to lust (Blomberg 2010: 107). Jesus uses a vivid
metaphor to suggest drastic action in order to avoid stimuli that trigger their lust
(Noland 2005: 238-240).
In applying this to our text in Acts 17:16-34, it is obvious that the book of Acts
belongs in the macro-genre of historical narrative. The text itself (17:22-32) belongs
to the meso-genre of a rhetorically oriented speech; within the speech, the author uses
the detail of his word choices, stylistic figures and rhetorical devices in order to
effectively communicate his message. For instance, he uses the Greek form of an
exordium in verse 22.
3.2.6 Determining the place of the text within its literary macro-structure (Du
Toit 2009: 139)
I shall now address Structure, as it appears on the wheel. As noted earlier, a passage
derives its meaning from its broader macro-structure. It is thus fundamentally
important to determine the function of a paragraph within its macro- and mesocontexts (Du Toit 2009: 139). The reader should be in the habit of reading each book
of the NT as a whole and ensure that s/he understands how the passage fits into the
book as a broader unit (Van der Watt 2011a: 12). This means that one should study
the structure of the content of the book in which the passage appears. It would,
therefore, be unthinkable to start doing exegesis on a biblical passage without having
read and studied the entire book in which the passage appears. This could be
compared to reading a 300-page novel from page 150 without taking into account the
first part, or to walking into a movie theatre when the film is halfway through (Van
der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002: 92). It is just as important to start and to
stop reading at the right place, reading right to the end of the book. Study the entire
macro-context of any passage. During the process, at least two questions should be
considered. What difference would it make to the book if this passage were not part of
the book? What difference would it make to this passage if it were not part of this
book? (Van der Watt 2011a: 12).
3.2.7 Analysing the structure of the text (Blomberg 2010: 195-218)
Still within Structure on the wheel, I shall also analyse the structure of the text by
alluding to grammatical considerations. By analysing in detail the structure of the text
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(in the original language), the reader can discover how the sayings and ideas link
together and how the text was composed (Van der Watt 2011a: 8). The aim is “to
determine the semantic content and thrust of a text by applying all relevant
instruments that may serve that end” (Du Toit 2009: 141). This step concerns the
syntactical relationship between the words and word groups (Fee 2001: 67). This
process attempts to reconstruct the logic argumentation of a specific text. It is also
crucial to note where the emphasis lies in a text; the structural analysis is also valuable
(Van der Watt 2011a: 8). Commentaries, dictionaries, encyclopaedias, and
concordances might be used in this instance.
Van der Watt (2011a: 8) mentions several points in the process of analysing the
structure:27

Divide the section that you study into phrases and write them down.

Determine exactly what each phrase communicates. A word-by-word and
verse-by-verse analysis contributes to reading every word of the text
thoroughly, in order to avoid missing the smallest piece of possible meaning
and accidentally overlooking important parts (Du Toit 2009: 141). In this
instance, stylistic conventions and figures of speech such as metaphors,
foregrounding, chiasms, litotes, alliteration, assonance and idiomatic
expressions are very relevant (Du Toit 2009: 142).

Mark words or phrases that are frequently used or repeated.

Systematically link the sentences together and explain why they link together
in this way. Two questions are important. What would have been lost in the
argument if this sentence were left out? Why does this sentence follow the
previous sentence and what does this sentence contribute to the next one?

Summarise the message of a paragraph in one or two sentences.

Link the various paragraphs and explain why they belong together.

Summarise the message of the entire passage in one or two sentences.
In Chapter 7 of this study, I shall indicate how to do this when applied to Acts 17:1634. I shall illustrate this by going through the text verse by verse, using structural
analysis.
3.2.8 Formulating the message for the first readers (Du Toit 2009: 146)
In this section and in section 3.3, I am using the Applicative framework and
Hermeneutical theories. All the previous steps were aimed at leading up to the point
where the reader can determine the content of the text and its impact on its first
readers. “How were the issues at stake addressed? What solutions were offered to
resolve the problems facing the readers/hearers? How would the message touch their
lives, challenge their complacency, open their eyes, broaden their perspectives,

27

For similar points or steps for analysing the structure of a text, see Blomberg (2010: 197).

42

change their attitudes, guide them towards a decision, bring them to a re-appraisal of
their priorities, nurture their spiritual life, invigorate their discipleship, strengthen
their faith, widen their love, rekindle their hope, refocus their service, rectify their
misunderstandings, remove their distrust, build up the congregation, console them
amidst their affliction and persecution, enrich their worship, etc. etc.?” (Du Toit 2009:
146-147). At this point, the results of the exegetical process so far are collected and
applied to the first readers by establishing the nature of the specific author’s likely
universal message to them (Blomberg 2010: 227). This is followed with applying the
results to contemporary circumstances.
3.3

Another hermeneutical process: Translating the ancient message for
present-day readers – A method of analogy

The Applicative and Theological frameworks on the wheel are relevant in this section.
Present-day readers are far removed from the first readers of ancient times who
listened to, or read a biblical text. As mentioned earlier, this creates communicative
problems and leads to misunderstanding. How do we translate the message meant for
them to suit our situation in such a way that it also becomes our message? The answer
is by analogy (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002: 50)28. This phase of
the total process should not be underestimated. It often requires more individual
attention than all the previous steps discussed in this Chapter, since two millennia and
thousands of miles separate us from the original recipients of the NT documents.
Klein, Blomberg & Hubbard (2004: 483) mention four basic principles whereby the
core message of ancient texts such as the Bible can be translated and applied to a
contemporary audience in order to maintain academic integrity:

First, we should determine the ancient, original applications intended by the
passage to its first receivers. At this point, the meaning of the given passage to
its original hearers has already been established; yet the meaning has been
applied to the first audience by certain culture-specific commands, examples,
promises, warnings or beliefs. Consider for example, the meat being sacrificed
to idols in 1 Corinthians 8. These applications no longer apply to
contemporary culture, as we currently do not sacrifice animals.

Secondly, we evaluate the level of specificity of those applications to their
original cultural situation. The sacrifices are a good example. These practices
cannot be applied to our present culture.

Thirdly, if the original applications are not transferable, we should identify one
or more broader cross-cultural principles reflected in the passage. In 1
Corinthians 8, we could summarise Paul’s main cross-cultural principle as
follows: we should be aware that our God-given freedom and rights do not
become a stumbling block to the weaker members of our community; we
should act in love by refraining from exercising our rights.

28

Blomberg (2010) discusses this method extensively. He also mentions some of the pitfalls of using
this method.
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Lastly, we find currently appropriate applications that can express this
principle. In this instance, we translate the ancient coded language into
contemporary cultural and rhetorical codes, symbols and metaphors, package
them in a modern medium so that a twenty-first-century audience would
understand the ancient message without changing its essence. The art of
knowing one’s culture is extremely important. I shall discuss this aspect later.

During this process, the initial twenty-first-century receiver now becomes the new
sender. It is significant to introduce the notions of “surface structure” and “deep
structure”29 that form part of this process, and explain the encoded language used in
each culture. These terms will also be applied to Acts 17 and are used in
transformational, generative grammar and generative poetics (Deist 1990: 66) to
indicate the superficial or apparent structures as opposed to the underlying deeper
meaning of a sentence (Nordquist s. a.: ad loc.). Take the following sentences as a
simple example:
“John is easy to please.”
“John is eager to please.”
Syntactically, these two sentences appear to be similar, yet they are not. John is the
subject in the one instance and the object in the other (Warsi s.a.: ad loc.). Surface
structure refers to the sentence as it is written and as it appears on the surface (Deist
1990: 66). This can also be applied to science. Searle (1972: ad loc.) points out that
language describing something in scientific terms may sound intelligible on the
surface without any real “significant intellectual content”. In grammar, deep structure
relates to the underlying, “abstract structure that allows the native speaker of a
language to know what the sentence means” (Warsi s.a.: ad loc.). Therefore, a writer
can convey a potential idea (deep structure) by encoding it into a local, cultural
language of surface structure (Nordquist s.a.: ad loc.). This process of encoding and
decoding is called “transformation” (Deist 1990: 66). Transformations serve as the
“link between deep structure of sentences and their surface structures” (Warsi s.a.: ad
loc.; Deist 1990: 264). This is extremely relevant in interpreting the sayings of Luke
in Acts 17, since one has to decode the surface structure in order to understand Luke’s
deep structure the way his first readers would have understood it. Once the meaning
of, and applications to Luke’s first hearers is established (Blomberg’s first principle),
the specificity to ancient culture is determined (Blomberg’s second principle), and
cross-cultural principles are identified, his message should be encoded again in
contemporary language (Blomberg’s fourth principle), so that present-day hearers can
understand it, making the modern receiver the new sender. See Diagram 6.

29

Chomsky was the first person to mention surface structure and deep structure in grammatical
studies. For further reading, see Chomsky (1957, 1965).
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Diagram 6.
Another example from 1 Corinthians 11 explains this process of analogy, surface
structure and deep structure more clearly and extensively. Paul instructs women to
carry a head garment (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand & Naudé 2002: 50-51). If we
view the biblical text as currently authoritative, does this mean that contemporary
women should also wear head garments? No. Why not? What is the relevant message
for us nowadays of head garments? We determine this by the method of analogy,
using the concepts of deep structure and surface structure. By using this method, we
should understand that some matters remain the same between our time and the text,
but that others will differ from culture to culture. There are vast differences between
our culture and that of biblical times. Nowadays, women do not necessarily wear head
garments. In biblical times, wearing head garments was a woman’s sign of respect
towards men. Consequently, this concerns the discernment of timeless values as
opposed to cultural practices. In essence, Paul mentioned that women should respect
men in marriage and vice versa. He is appealing to a timeless value (deep structure).
Nowadays, this spiritual principle should still be valid: mutual respect. As the crosscultural principle, mutual respect will be revealed according to Blomberg’s (2010: ad
loc.) third principle. Once we have determined this, we should ask ourselves what
cultural practice, symbol or example, relevant in contemporary culture, can we use to
communicate women’s respect towards men in present-day marriages (Blomberg’s
fourth principle).
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In applying this to the study, I suggest a hermeneutical and critical-realist account of
reading in all its parts, throughout the study of Acts 17:16-34, Acts and Luke-Acts as
a whole, as well as all other relevant literature (Wright 1992: 61). The application of
the biblical message by means of the method of analogy also depends on the criticalrealist reading of the Acts text as well as well as the reading of the modern “text”.
This also includes the entire exegetical process.
The process, described and illustrated in Diagram 6, is especially relevant and
important for a contemporary interpretation of Acts 17. Taking the entire
hermeneutical and exegetical process into account, I shall determine the theological
content in Acts 17:16-34 and investigate the cultural and rhetorical language the
author uses to communicate the message of the text. Once the ancient codes have been
identified in Paul’s speech to the Greeks, they will be translated by way of analogy
(making use of the theory of deep structure and surface structure), based on critical
realism, into indicators as to how the twenty-first-century church can communicate
Luke’s and Paul’s message to our post-Christian society. The above structure will not
be followed visibly while dealing directly with the biblical text, since the text has a
very definite structure of its own. All the aspects discussed will be present and clearly
detectable when the study is read in detail.
For the sake of clarity, I shall explicitly point out the broad theoretical framework of
the process within which the remainder of this study is conducted. A few brief
procedures include:

The identification of some relevant sayings within Acts 17:16-34.

Determining exegetical dynamics. This will include aspects such as the social
and literary components, textual criticism, and structural analysis described in
this Chapter.

What can the text possibly communicate in the deep structure?

The analogical transfer of the possible message to the present day, with the
question as to how and in what situations it can be used and applied.
These are simple, yet, it is hoped, effective criteria whereby I can measure myself and
the process.
In summary, I repeat my earlier question. “If understanding is possible, how should
we go about attaining it?” (Lategan 1997: 18). I maintain that responsible
understanding (without falling into the trap of positivism) is possible by following the
process described so far. All these different aspects combine, each element
influencing another, and should be integrated into one comprehensive whole.
3.4

Conclusion

It is vital to conclude and summarise this section of the study by reminding the
exegete that, as one is engaged in the technical detail of analysis such as placing the
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text into context, studying the stylistic figures of the Greek text, and so forth, one
should bear in mind, especially in the case of a book such as Acts, that this process is
about learning to read and understand a story (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand &
Naudé 2002: 96). This awareness has very basic implications such as starting at the
beginning and finishing at the end of the book, as stated earlier. Stories are the
heartbeat of life and there is a story behind every text of the Bible. An exegete, at
heart, should thus be an effective story-reader (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand &
Naudé 2002: 97). The Bible is the story of the path of God with His people.
Therefore, every story has main characters to be studied. It is important to note who
says what under what circumstances and who are the secondary characters that help or
object to the purpose of the main characters (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand &
Naudé 2002: 97). Every story has a general theme and plan with a beginning (where
the story starts), a main part (where the story gradually unfolds around the main
characters), and an end (where the storyline concludes) (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du
Rand & Naudé 2002: 98). All stories take place within a certain place, time and space.
All the aspects discussed in this Chapter, from the authority of the biblical text
through the exegetical process to translating the message into a language for presentday receivers, serve the purpose of better reading and understanding the biblical story,
in general, and Acts 17:16-34, in particular.
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CHAPTER 4
AUTHORSHIP, DATING AND AUDIENCE
Detailed discussions of the authorship, dating and audience of Acts are available and
easily accessible in recent contemporary works.1 It is thus not the purpose of this
study to explore new thoughts in this field, but merely to position myself by drawing
on credible existing material for the purpose of creating a broad exegetical awareness.
As far as the author, date of writing and receivers of Luke-Acts are concerned, I shall
address the origin of the work and thus both the context and the historical framework
on the hermeneutical wheel (Van der Watt 2011a: ad loc.).2 In addressing these
questions, it is difficult to locate the document historically. This could then serve as a
framework for interpreting the text. For instance, if evidence points to a document
being published only in the second century, historical and social information will be
required in order to interpret the text written in the middle of the first century. See the
highlighted part in the graph below.

1

See works such as Keener (2012); Barrett (2004); Fee & Hubbard (2011); Van Eck (2005); Duling
(2003); Malina & Pilch (2008); Dibelius (2004). Even older works such as Bruce (1981); Conzelmann
(1987); De Villiers (1977) can be consulted.
2
Scholarly opinion concerning the authorship, dating and audience of Acts seems to be, to a certain
extent, in consensus, broadly speaking. Consequently, the purpose of this chapter is not to give an
exhaustive account of all the voices in NT scholarship, but to merely give a brief overview regarding
some mainstream opinions.
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4.1

Authorship

Since at least the second century, the majority of ecclesiastic writers have agreed that
the third Gospel and Acts are identified with Luke the physician, Paul’s companion
(Barrett 2004: 30). According to the superscription of the Gospel and the consensus of
tradition, the author is someone called Luke whom ancient authorities have identified
as the physician and Paul’s colleague (Johnson 1999: 214), although he was not an
eyewitness of the life of Jesus. However, it is likely that Luke was close to those who
were eyewitnesses (Witherington 1998a: 52). The Greek in both volumes suggests
that the author’s native tongue was Greek (Barrett 2004: xlxiii). Luke-Acts contains
the best Greek in the NT and alludes strongly to the probability that he was very well
educated (Witherington 1998a: 52). The author understands the conventions of
Graeco-Roman rhetoric, thus confirming a higher society education. All these clues
combined suggest the following (Witherington 1998a: 55): a writer not among the
social elite but who is in contact with them; an author with an excellent Hellenistic
education and at home in the Graeco-Roman world, although also very familiar with
its Jewish subculture (Conzelmann 1982: 212); a person who is deeply concerned that
Christianity should be accepted by the social elite and by the official elite of society,
in particular, despite the fact that Christ and Christians are repeatedly portrayed as
being in trouble, finding themselves on trial or in prison, something reserved for
society’s outcasts (De Villiers 1977: 15); a person who is aware of a distance between
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Christianity and Roman officials, and between Christians and Jews (Brawley 1987: 3;
De Villiers 1977: 15).
The earliest extant manuscript of the first volume of Luke-Acts contains the sentence
‘The gospel according to Luke’ (Witherington 1998a: 56). This papyrus dates back to
170-225 AD. Two strong arguments are in favour of Luke. The first argument is that
someone in the first person plural wrote significant parts of Acts, thus suggesting the
presence of an eyewitness (Johnson 1999: 214). We can rule out Paul’s two
companions, Timothy and Aristarchus, who are explicitly mentioned in Acts in the
first person. The only remaining person is Luke (Marshall 1980: 46). Secondly,
external evidence explicitly mentions Luke as the author (Marshall 1980: 46),
although this is not supported by a great deal of textual evidence (Johnson 1999: 214).
Consider the words from the Muratorian Canon dating from about 170-200 CE:
“Moreover, the Acts of the Apostles, were written on one book. For ‘most
excellent Theophilus’ Luke compiled the individual events that took place in
his presence – as he plainly shows by omitting the martyrdom of Peter as well
as the departure of Paul from the city of Rome, when he journeyed to Spain.”

According to Barrett (2004: 32), Jerome (De Viris Illustribus 7), from the fourth
century, sums up the current belief about Acts and its author:
“Luke a physician of Antioch, as his writings indicate, was not unskilled in the
Greek language. An adherent of the apostle Paul, and companion of all his
journeying, he wrote a Gospel, concerning which the same Paul says, ‘We send
with him a brother whose praise in the gospel is among all the churches and to
the Colossians Luke the beloved physician salutes you, and to Timothy Luke
only is with me.’ He also wrote another excellent volume to which he prefixed
the title Acts of the Apostles, a history which extends to the second year of
Paul’s sojourn at Rome, that is to the fourth year of Nero, from which we learn
that the book was composed in that same city. Therefore the Acts of Paul and
Thecla and all the fable about the lion baptized by him we reckon among the
apocryphal writings, for how is it possible that the inseparable companion of
the apostle in his other affairs, alone should have been ignorant of this thing.
Moreover Tertullian who lived near those times, mentions a certain presbyter in
Asia, an adherent of the apostle Paul, who was convicted by John of having
been the author of the book, and who, confessing that he did this for love of
Paul, resigned his office of presbyter. Some suppose that, whenever Paul in his
epistle says according to my gospel he means the book of Luke and that Luke
not only was taught the gospel history by the apostle Paul who was not with the
Lord in the flesh, but also by other apostles. This he too at the beginning of his
work declares, saying Even as they delivered unto us, which from the
beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word. So he wrote the gospel
as he had heard it, but composed the Acts of the apostles as he himself had
seen. He was buried at Constantinople to which city, in the twentieth year of
Constantius, his bones together with the remains of Andrew the apostle were
transferred.”3

3

Jerome again mentions Luke as the author of Acts in his Epistles (53.9).
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Luke is also mentioned as a companion of Paul in other ancient texts. Consider the
quote (Irenaeus Against heresies 3.1.1): “Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded
in a book the Gospel preached by him”. From then on, Lucan authorship is firmly
established and, by the end of the third century, the tradition was undisputed
(Witherington 1998a: 56; Marshall 1980: 46). One possible argument against the
authorship of Luke appeals to the alleged incompatibility of Luke’s portrait of Paul
with the historical Paul, although the argument lacks proper force (Marshall 1980:
47). Johnson (1999: 214), however, points out that the authorship does not help us a
great deal in interpreting Luke-Acts.
4.2

Dating

Opinions differ a great deal on the date of the composition of Acts and present many
possibilities.4 Conclusions mainly depend on who is believed to be the author. If the
author was indeed Luke, Paul’s companion, we could determine the date to be
between about 60-100 CE (Van Eck 2005: 14; Conzelmann 1987: xxxiii). Arguments
for the earliest dating depend on the absence of any information in Acts concerning
Paul’s trial by Nero and his death. In addition, Luke does not mention Nero’s
persecution of Christians that started in 64 CE, or even the Jewish revolt of 67-70 CE
(Fee & Hubbard 2011: 602). Therefore, one could conclude that Acts was completed
prior to Paul’s death (Kee 1997: 13-14; Marshall 1980: 49). Another argument for
early dating is the fact that Paul’s letters are never mentioned or used for Luke’s
account of Paul’s life. A third reason for early dating may be found in Acts’ relation
to other ancient documents (Marshall 1980: 48). If Luke made use of Josephus’
Antiquities, the date should be about 93 AD (Conzelmann 1987: xxxiii). If Luke’s
gospel was dependent on Mark, and scholarly consensus dates Mark to be in about 70
AD, then Acts must have followed Mark (Kee 1997: 14; Marshall 1980: 48).
Although some scholars date Acts as late as 115-130 AD (Pervo 2006: ad loc.), due to
the important role Acts played in the second century, there seems to be little doubt
that Acts was written by Luke before 100 AD (Johnson 1999: 214), since Luke’s
theology seems to be more relevant in the milieu of the first century (Hengel &
Schwemmer 1997: 11). The same applies to the historical, geographical and political
climate during the first century as opposed to the second century (Bruce 1981: 18). To
all intents and purposes, Keener (2012: 384) concluded that the number of adherents
for an early dating is four times more than the second-century datings. Although this
may not be an exhaustive argument, it might be of some value to consider this point.
Witherington (1998: 61) suggests that too many aspects count against a late dating for
Acts, namely Luke’s primitive Christology and lack of developed theology of the
cross; his primitive ecclesiology, which bears no resemblance to what we find in

4

Several discussions could be investigated in Keener (2012: 384); Hengel & Schwemmer (1997: 11);
Fee & Hubbard (2011: 602); Van Eck (2003: 14); Malina & Pilch (2008: 6).
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Ignatius or other Christian writers of the later era; his failure to address even
indirectly some of the major third- and fourth-generation problems facing the church,
and his apparent ignorance of many of the elements of Pauline theology such as in
Romans, Corinthians and Galatians. Several authors support these results (Joubert
1999: 1374; Duling 2003: 366-367; Van Eck 2005: 14).
It is widely accepted that Acts originated towards the end of the first century BC
(Keener 2009b: 86; Germiquet 1992: 9). Hengel and Schwemmer (1997: 11)
comment that anyone who does not date Acts within the first century AD should read
more ancient historiography and less “hypercritical and scholastic secondary
literature”. In the preface to his gospel, Luke indicated that he was aware of other
writings about the history of Jesus and early Christianity. This confirms that Acts was
written after 70 AD (Witherington 1998a: 61) and probably before 100 AD (Keener
2009b: 86; Germiquet 1992).
4.3

Audience

A composition dedicated to an individual would, as a rule, bear his name (Johnson
1999: 214). In light of Luke’s address to Θεόφιλος (Theophilus), Luke-Acts could
then be called ‘Ad Theophilum’ (To Theophilus) (Johnson 1999: 214). Such a formal
prologue often typified a formal publication. The identity of this ‘God-lover’
(meaning of Θεόφιλος) is not always certain. Was it a person or a symbol to Luke’s
readers? There is little doubt that Luke intended a particular person (Witherington
1998a: 63) without the possibility that Luke considered a more symbolic, plural
meaning with the name. Luke’s appeal is to insiders, using the categories provided by
outsiders (Witherington 1998a: 63). The implication of περὶ ὧν κατηχήθης (‘the
things of which you have been instructed’) (Luke 1:4) is that the reader should have
known of the Christian movement and was likely part thereof (Johnson 1999: 214).
The use of κράτιστε (‘excellent’) should indicate the reader’s high social status
(Witherington 1998a: 64). It should have been someone sufficiently prominent to
merit the honorific title of κράτιστε (‘excellent’) and sufficiently wealthy to perhaps
sponsor the publication of the two-volume work (Johnson 1999: 214). Witherington
(1998: 51) suggests that Theophilus could even have been Luke’s patron.
Barrett (2004: lxxix) asks the question as to whether we could determine the implied
readers of Acts in the same way as we could distinguish between the actual author and
the implied author. Taking the real and implied authors as examples, he uses the story
of Sherlock Holmes to illustrate this. The actual author of Sherlock Holmes is Arthur
Conan Doyle, a historical figure about whom a great deal is known. The implied
author, implied by the form and content of the stories, is Dr Watson, a person known
only from the stories themselves. In Acts, the actual author is known, but the implied
author less so. Perhaps the implied author shows his hand through the ‘we’ passages
(Barrett 2004: lxxix). Very little is known about the actual reader and the implied
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reader/s. After a very interesting study and an extensive discussion on the topic,
Tyson (1992: 35-36) suggested some interesting results worth noting:

Our reader is generally a well-educated person with rudimentary knowledge of
eastern Mediterranean geography and some knowledge of the provinces of the
greater Roman world.

The implied readers are familiar with some public figures, especially the
Roman emperors. They also have some knowledge of James and his position
in the primitive church.

The implied reader is not expected to speak any language other than Greek.

The implied reader has some knowledge of public affairs.

The implied reader has a working knowledge of common Greek and Roman
measurements and coinage.

The implied reader has a working knowledge of both pagan and Jewish
religions, pagan practices and Jewish religious life.

The implied reader is also familiar with the Jewish scriptures in its Greek form
and acknowledges their authority. However, he is not familiar with those
methods of interpretation that find the fulfilment of those scriptures in Jesus.
From these observations, Tyson (1992: 36) concludes that the implied readers are
similar to those who are called “God-fearers” in Acts 10, 11. This kind of
investigation can be helpful and fascinating in the study of Acts (Barrett 2004: lxxx).
4.4

Conclusion

This chapter is not meant to be an exhaustive research history on the topic, but simply
an outline of my position, namely that it is safe to accept the authorship of Acts to be
Luke, the physician, Paul’s companion (Marshall 1980: 47). Likewise, the date of
writing can fairly acceptably be determined as before 100 AD (Johnson 1999: 214),
and perhaps between 70 and 80 AD (Witherington 1998a: 61).
“Finally, Luke’s decision to use the methods and rhetoric of Greek
historiography, even though his message is in so many ways an essentially
Jewish one with many resonances with the OT, suggests an audience with a
Hellenistic education in at least some rhetoric and Greek history prior to
coming to Christian faith, and surely prior to becoming a synagogue adherent
as well.” (Witherington 1998a: 65).
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CHAPTER 5
REASONS AND PURPOSE FOR WRITING ACTS – A GENRE ANALYSIS
It is critical to note that my intention is not to cover new terrain as far as genre is
concerned, but rather to position myself according to excellent, existing research in
this field. In this chapter, I shall provide a brief and cursory analysis and description
of prominent scholars’ views on genre in Acts.
In interpreting what Luke meant in Acts is one of the most important hermeneutical
keys to determine why he wrote it. This is so closely linked to the genre he chose that
I shall investigate these two themes simultaneously. In the study, I shall use Luke’s
prefaces to both Luke and Acts (Cadbury 1922: 15).1 In ancient times, the beginning
of a text had a special function in the orientation process that forms an essential part
in determining the reader’s approach to a book (Alexander 2007: 22). Prefaces were
frequently used to determine the subject of the text and, more indirectly, the genre of
the text (Alexander 2007: 21).2 From these and other arguments, I hope to indicate
that Luke wanted to write a theological, but generally truthful account of events that
occurred in and through the life of Jesus and enable these events to continue in the life
of the early church in Acts. For this reason, it is believed that he chose a historical
narrative.
Luke-Acts is a conventional and much used abbreviation for the Gospel of Luke and
the Acts of the Apostles in NT studies (Johnson 1999: 213). Consequently, I shall use
this abbreviation to refer to the Gospel and Acts. This also indicates that the two
books are considered to be a unit written by the same author, and were meant to be a
two-volume work (Marguerat 2002: 63; Van Unnik 1966: 95). However, the widely
accepted assumption of the unity of Luke-Acts has recently been questioned.3 Parsons
and Pervo (1992: 82) concluded that, at the discourse level, it is inappropriate to speak
of a narrative unity: “The two works are independent narratives with distinct
narration, that is, they each tell the story differently”. Some authors disagree with
apparent good reason. Tannehill (1990: 488)4 practices a conservative form of
narrative criticism, approaching Luke-Acts as “an interactive whole, with harmonies
and tensions that develop in the course of narration”. Arguably, Parsons and Pervo
poorly considered and assessed this approach and might have inadequately evaluated
its implications, particularly the theological coherence between Luke and Acts

1

From such scholars came the notion that prefaces usually serve as genre indicators.
It would be incomplete, however, not to mention Alexander’s (2007) discussion of the connection
between prefaces and genre. Although it is, to a large extent, accepted that genre defines the rules
whereby the author is playing (Alexander 2007: 22). Prefaces do not necessarily directly imply the
nature of the remaining content (Alexander 2007: 12). See also Alexander (1993).
3
See Parsons & Pervo (1993).
4
See Coggins & Houlden (1990).
2
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(Peterson 2010: ad loc.). They rightly suggested, however, that, where theological
unity between Luke and Acts can be established, it should not be “a brush with which
to efface particularity” (Parsons & Pervo 1992: 126). They also rightly argued that
Acts is a sequel to the Gospel, rather than a simple continuation. They might however
have obscured the literary, stylistic, and thematic links between the two volumes
(Peterson 2010: ad loc.). Consequently, it is still likely that Acts is either a second
volume of a unified composition, or an independent monograph by the same author
that simply reminds the reader that its narrative is a sequel to the earlier work
(Alexander 2007: 27). However, NT scholars attest to and almost unanimously agree
on the unity (Van Unnik 1966: 95).5 As Luke-Acts is an ancient literary document, it
is important to determine what kind of document it is (Marshall 1980: 19), because it
can ultimately make a significant difference in its translation and interpretation. I shall
consequently, within the literary framework (see the exegetical wheel below), conduct
a genre analysis and a rhetorical analysis. The highlighted parts on the exegetical
wheel represent the literary process of genre analysis (see Diagram below):

5

For a more detailed discussion on the unity of Luke-Acts as a two-volume work by a single author,
see Marshall (1980); Wright (1992); Witherington (1998a); Bruce (1981).
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Scholars attempt to classify Acts into different genres. As these different attempts
usually overlap, it is important to examine some of the main views.
5.1

Passion narrative

On the one hand, Luke-Acts can be viewed as a long passion narrative (Wright 1992:
373). According to this view, Luke writes a long passion narrative consisting of two
parts, by reminding the reader again and again of the longer story of which the Jesus
story is the climactic moment (Wright 1992: 373). Luke focuses on Jesus’ death,
while also mentioning the tragic event in the history of Israel that took place in 70 CE.
In comparison with Josephus, whose Jewish War can also be viewed as a passion
narrative with an extended introduction, Luke has a double climax. According to
Wright (1992: 374), “[t]he fall of the temple, seen as future from within Luke’s
narrative world, is set in close parallel with the death of Jesus. The distinction
between Luke and Josephus at this point is a powerful clue to the theological point
that Luke is making”. Luke’s purpose for writing a passion narrative was to focus on
Jesus’ death and the suffering of the church.
In the closing chapters of Acts, there is an interesting comparison between Jesus and
Paul. Like Jesus, Paul goes on a long journey, and is ultimately tried before the Jews
and the Romans (Wright 1992: 375). Wright points out that, in Acts, the equivalent of
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the crucifixion of Jesus is not Paul’s death (he does not wish to portray Paul as a
second saviour), but rather the storm and the shipwreck. Paul’s safe arrival with his
party in Rome can be equated with the resurrection in the Gospel, the latter leading to
the unhindered proclamation of the “kingdom of Israel’s God” (Wright 1992: 375). In
conclusion to this point, the early church moves forward by the same means as Jesus,
the cross and resurrection being their constant companions. Wright correctly mentions
that, in comparison with Jesus, the work of the church derives from Jesus and is not a
mere parallel to Jesus (Wright 1992: 375).
Although Jesus’ and the church’s suffering are important themes in both the gospel
and Acts, it appears that the additional material in Luke-Acts does not warrant the
latter as being merely a passion narrative. Squires (1993: 2-3) superbly illustrates this
point, indicating that God’s plan in Luke-Acts is unfolding in five ways:

God himself is the primary actor throughout Luke-Acts.

God directs the life of Jesus and the mission of the church by virtue of
healings and miracles.

Epiphanies occur in the life of Jesus and throughout the Gentile mission, in the
context of people seeking God’s will as He directs history.

The life of Jesus and his passion, in particular, as well as the mission to the
Gentiles fulfil what was prophesied.

In the passion of Jesus and the missionary deeds of the apostles, there is a
necessity foreordained by Jesus. This necessity includes that human agents are
involved in carrying out God’s plans. His plans can, however, be opposed:
Those who disobey are lost and those who obey follow His will and become
part of God’s plan (Squires 1993: 3). God’s plan includes Jesus’ passion and
the church’s suffering. The notion that Luke-Acts should be a passion
narrative might thus not be the most appropriate.
5.2

Apologetic writing for the Christian church

At first glance, Acts can also be experienced as some kind of apologetic writing for
the Christian church (Wright 1992: 374). Of all the books in the New Testament that
have persistently attracted the label ‘apologetic’, the Acts of the Apostles prevails
(Alexander 2007: 183). Acts has been described as a book defending the church
against political charges; a defence of Christianity against Jewish and Greek religion;
a defence of Paul against rival theological parties within the church, or even a defence
of the Roman Empire against the church (Esler 1987: 205-219). A recurring theme in
Acts is the replacement of Israel as the people of God with the Christian church. Luke
obviously knows Daniel’s prophecies. This is evident in his ascension story where
Jesus, as in Daniel 7, is exalted on a cloud to the right hand of the Ancient of Days
(Wright 1992: 374). Jesus received the kingdom and is the ruler of the world. This is
precisely what Israel desired through history. Therefore, it appears that, for Luke, the
Christian church has taken on the traditional role of Israel. This new movement of
Christianity is the “divine answer to paganism” (Wright 1992: 375). It is interesting to
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note that apologetic historiography was common among the literary elite of minority
cultures who often wrote about their ancient traditions, seeking to counter Greek
ethnocentrism (Sterling 1992: 135). They argued that their own civilizations predated
the Greeks and that the Greeks borrowed their cultural practices from them (Keener
2009b: 93). Hellenistic Jewish traditions frequently followed these patterns, adapting
their stories to the styles and forms of Greek literature to indicate that their culture
was older than that of the Greeks (Sterling 1992: 137-225).
It appears that Luke-Acts has a propensity for this kind of rhetoric. For example, Luke
consistently paints the Christian church in a rather favourable light (Wright 1992:
376). Wright (1992: 377) acknowledges that, although Luke-Acts does not convey the
characteristics of a purely apologetic work, it seems highly likely that it does include a
measure of apologetic.6 The language of apologia is a prominent feature of the textual
surface of Acts (Sterling 1992: 385). Luke writes from a context in which the Jewish
religion had a special advantageous position for a long time. This was true in the
sense that, although the Jews were also persecuted by the Romans, this was not
simply because they were Jews. Judaism had been granted the status of a permitted
religion (Wright 1992: 376). Among many other issues, Luke claims that this
privilege now belongs to the Christians who inherited Israel’s promises of salvation
(Keener 2009b: 93). In ancient times, authors frequently used apologetic writing to
uplift their people (Keener 1992: 93). Luke shows the reader again and again that the
Christians are in the right; they are innocent despite officials pronouncing them guilty:
“from Jesus on the cross, to the apostles before the Sanhedrin to Paul (in Philippi,
before Agrippa and Festus, or on the boat), the Christians are declared to be innocent
of the charges of sedition or subversion that are laid against them” (Wright 1992:
377). The Romans, on the other hand, are considered exemplary, with the exception of
Pilate (Wright 1992: 377).
Although Luke-Acts is not an apology and lacks the formal structure of an apologetic
(Alexander 2007: 193), it is built around a series of apologetic scenarios. Luke uses
narrative to create a whole series of dramatic situations that call for apologetic
speeches (Alexander 2007: 193). These speeches have been related to the Diaspora
apologetic literature. The concepts and terminology used in the description of the
speeches are structured in a polemic, apologetic manner (Germiquet 1992: 5). It is,
however, highly unlikely that Luke’s purpose for writing was purely apologetic.
5.3

Biography

Could Luke-Acts be considered a two-part biography? A biography is a work written
against the background of certain historical events with the focus on character and
characterization of a particular person (Witherington 1998a: 16). The vast majority of

6

See also Marguerat (2002: 28); Keener (2009: 93-94).

58

NT scholars are of the opinion that Luke’s gospel is certainly a kind of biography, as
it focuses on the life of Jesus within a historical context (Licona 2010: 202).
Biographies address several issues pertaining to a subject, including the main
character’s death, moral philosophy, teachings, political beliefs, storytelling in tribute
to, and praise of the main character; all this should be presented in a narrative format.
Licona (2010: 203) mentions that this is what the gospels do. Luke-Acts’
historiographical pattern at least partially supported the notion of a biography.
Biographies are not meant to be mere stories unrelated to fact, but have strong
relationships with history (Licona 2010: 203). Although biographies are usually about
a single character, even Luke-Acts as a whole, Talbert (1974: 17) concluded that these
two volumes have significant similarities with patterns of biographical writing found
in Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of the philosophers. These patterns found in Luke’s works
were widespread in the Hellenistic school traditions and would almost certainly
demonstrate that biographical narrative had an important role to play in the ongoing
life of these schools (Talbert 2003: 19-55). Nevertheless, the problem with this view
appears to be not the function, but the form (Alexander 2007: 7): “Luke’s free flowing
narrative has a very different texture from the thematic structures and analytical
narrative mode of Diogenes Laertius (who though later than Luke-Acts is our best
surviving example of this tradition)”. It is likely that Luke-Acts and the narrative
texture of Acts, in particular, do not suit the biography genre. In addition, Luke’s
gospel on its own could easily have been part of the historical biography genre, but
not as part of a two-volume work like Luke-Acts. It cannot be considered a mere
biography as the story loses an individual focus in the second volume and includes a
broader range of events concerning the corporate movement of the early church
(Keener 2009b: 85).
5.4

Theological historiography

Is Luke-Acts a kind of theological historiography?7 Witherington (1998a: 7) is of the
opinion that, although the Gospel of Luke can certainly pass as a biography like the
other three gospels, he would rather label the two volumes of Luke-Acts as early
Greek historiography. Scholars, such as Marguerat (2002: 23), who is inclined to
consider Luke-Acts a Jewish historiography, do not share this conviction of it being
closer to Greek. Some call Acts a historical monograph (Conzelmann 1987: 4) and
others call it apologetic historiography (Sterling 1992: 331-339). It might be
significant to note that Alexander (2007) wrote an entire book in reaction to Acts
being Greek historiography. She draws her conclusions from studies of the dedication
(second-person addresses), recapitulatory prefaces in Greek histories, and apologetic
texts. She concludes that neither practice fits the normal generic expectations of
historiography for Greek readers (Alexander 2007: 6). She acknowledges, however,
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Conceptually, this term has been considered over the past few years among NT scholars who hold
that Luke is writing some kind of history that seems to be theologically interpreted. The term will be
explained in more detail throughout the rest of the Chapter. See Marguerat (2002: 21-25).
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that each of the above features does occur in Greek historiography: on the margins of
the genre and not central to it. She prefers to classify Acts as technical/scientific prose
(Alexander 2007: 6). Calling Acts technical prose instead of Greek history does not
mean that Alexander does not view Luke as some kind of history. To the contrary,
Alexander (2007: 12) points out that her conclusion about the genre of Acts is actually
about genre and not about historicity. It is not about whether Acts is historically
grounded or not, but rather about a particular way of writing history and its peculiar
etiquette of discourse. She claims that Acts is indeed writing history in the sense that
the author attempted to write a reliable account of recent events (Alexander 2007: 1213). She may indeed be correct, since the kind of history that Luke writes may be
more or less Greek, or more or less Jewish. Each may hold some trace of truth. It
appears that Luke owes his narrative devices to Greek historiography while he writes
a confessional history that sounds more Jewish in nature (Marguerat 2002: 25). In this
instance, the point does not depend on being either, but simply that Luke attempted to
write history in the broad sense in order to convey what is reliable. Of course, his
writing was tinged with theological intent, hence the broad term theological
historiography. In this instance, the emphasis will be on the historical nature of Acts.
Several respectable NT scholars affirm that Luke-Acts is some kind of historical
writing (Wright 1992: 373; Marshall 1980: 19). Some even go so far as to call Luke
the first Christian historian (Marguerat 2002: xi). Van Unnik (1955: 6) suggests that
Luke may rightfully join the ranks of prominent Greek historians such as Herodotus,
Thucydides, Polybius and Dionysius of Halicarnassus. Although some scholars
currently mention that it was not the purpose of the gospel writers to write history or
biography, but to establish in writing the foundation of Christian preaching, there are
too many facts in Luke-Acts that make it nearly impossible to adhere to that option
(Marguerat 2002: 25).
Luke-Acts as history seems to echo the reason why Luke is writing in the first
instance. Although he maintains a kind of poetic beat to his work (Marguerat 2002:
9), his purpose in writing is to elaborate on “actual events that have taken place in the
actual past” (Wright 1992: 377). He is known for treating his sources with respect as a
responsible historian would (Germiquet 1992: 3). Other than that, “Graeco-Roman
authors (historians) often tried to keep the size of books roughly symmetrical as in the
case of a work of two part like Luke-Acts” (Witherington 1998a: 7). Many scholars
suggest that Luke did, in fact, combine two main genres, namely history and
biography (Keener 2009b: 86). Wright (1992: 377) alludes to Luke 1:1-4 and 3:1-2
and claims that someone who talks like that desired to write history and describe
events that happened in history. The same applies to the preface in Acts 1 (Johnson
1999: 216; Witherington 1998a: 9, 11). I shall discuss Luke’s prefaces in more detail
later.
The verb ἤρξατο (Acts 1:1)
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“may also suggest an ongoing with historical eras and their sequence. Even if
this is over pressing the verb, it is surely no accident that the synchronisms in
Luke’s two volumes which connect John, Jesus and/or their followers with
important persons and events on the larger stage of political history occurring
near the beginning of each volume, signaling the historiographical intent of
the author to the audience … Luke in his second volume is writing a
continuous narrative about the growth and development of a remarkable
historical phenomenon, early Christianity … we are talking about the mighty
deeds of God performed on the stage of history by and through Jesus and his
followers.” (Witherington 1998a: 9, 21).

Of course, this does not mean that Luke was completely “objective” or “neutral”, as
any other historian, ancient or modern, is influenced by bias (Ladd 1974: 175). Luke’s
lack of complete objectivity, however, does not mean that it is necessarily bad history.
We know from experience that all healthy history is interpreted history (Ladd 1974:
175; Licona 2010: 204). This, of course, concerns the field of “Philosophy of history”
that not only deals with the content of historical events, but also attempts to consider
the way in which we should view history and what method of study we should use
(Lemon 2003: 7). I shall note a few matters concerning this discipline.8
Walsh (1967: 21-23), a prominent philosopher of history, mentions three tools that the
historian can use to deal with the lack of complete objectivity when considering
history. First, he suggests that not only is any good historian influenced by subjective
factors, but also that these should be subjective in order to be human. It is impossible
to write impartial history (Walsh 1967: 22). Healthy historians have always viewed
their only link to the past through the eyes of someone else. History is interpreted
history (Licona 2010: 31). A historian cannot avoid his own point of view (Walsh
1967). He views history through the lens of his own pre-understanding, the influence
of his culture, race, nationality, gender and ethics (Licona 2010: 38). The traditional
term for the historian’s own pre-understanding is ‘horizon’. The historian’s personal
horizon operates throughout the process of research. Secondly, this does not mean that
reports given by even very biased historians necessarily need to be dismissed as
providing inaccurate information (Licona 2010: 50). It is also important to note that
past failures of historians do not mean that historical truth will continue to elude them
(Walsh 1967: 22). Different results from different historians concerning the same
event in history need not drive us to pessimism concerning the specific historian, or
even the specific event. It is likely that Luke was a historian, not unlike Josephus who
sometimes even told a story in one book and the same story differently in another
(Wright 1992: 378). This does not mean that the historicity of the event is suspect, but
simply that Josephus tells it from a different angle and that his horizon may even help
him tell the event in detail. Similarly, with regard to Luke (Ladd 1974: 314), we can
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The purpose of this study is not to deal with ‘Philosophy of History’ extensively, but only to allude
to a few general and relevant ideas. For more in-depth discussions, see Lemon (2003); Walsh (1967).
For a more postmodern approach to history, see Jenkins (2009).
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be assured that the majority of contemporary scholars regard Acts as a work of
ancient historiography (Keener 2009b: 86). Thirdly, Walsh (1967: 22-23) suggests
that we bear in mind the fact that historical objectivity differ a great deal from
scientific objectivity and that reputable historians do not endorse the notion of wholly
impersonal thinking. The work of the historian, like that of an artist, should be an
expression of his/her own personality; this is vital for the subject under consideration
(Walsh 1967: 22). This does not necessarily affect the quality of the research or
historical accuracy, but it contributes to the quality of the work.
Like great historians such as Josephus and others, Luke is an artist who creates while
he reports history. In addition to the arguments given so far, I shall consider additional
reasons as to why Luke-Acts could be considered history.
5.4.1 A multitude of sources
Luke uses a multitude of sources in both his volumes, although the sources are not
easily distinguishable in Acts (Keener 2009b: 86). It appears that Luke used at least
four main sources for his narrative. First, whatever our historical evaluation of Acts
21:28, the author claims some contact with Philip the evangelist (Barrett 2004: 51).
Depending on the directness of his contact with Philip, or Philip traditions, these
would have provided him with the stories of the Samaritan city (8:4-8) and of the
Ethiopian (8:26-40). Secondly, 21:28 also refers to Caesarea, where Philip lives, as
mentioned in 8:40 (Barrett 2004: 51).9 The author seems to claim contact with
Caesarea because he had been there. It does not seem unrealistic to consider that Luke
might have asked the Christians in Caesarea how their church originated and
developed. He might even have met or heard of Cornelius. Thirdly, ancient tradition
considered Luke to be a native of Antioch (Jerome De Viris Illustribus 7). Although
this may be true or not, it is obvious from Acts that he was aware that Antioch was an
important Christian centre and one of the bases from which Paul conducted his
missions (Barrett 2004: 51). The entire first missionary journey in Acts 13-14
occurred under the jurisdiction of Antioch (13:3; 14:27f.). Antioch also sent them out
to the Jerusalem counsel (Acts 15:2). It could be said with reasonable probability that
Luke received traditional material from Antioch, including material about the origin
of their church and the fact that gentiles had been included from the beginning
(Barrett 2004: 51). Fourthly, Luke was likely a companion of Paul. If not, he
presented himself as, or drew on the memories of a companion (Barrett 2004: 51-52).
He surely used many Pauline sources to tell his story.

9

Caesarea is also mentioned in Acts 9:30; 10:1, 24; 11:11; 12:19; 18:22; 21:16; 23:23, 33; 25:1, 4, 6,
13.
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5.4.2 Luke investigates and knows his information
In accordance with historical writings, Luke (1:3) claims that he investigates and is
acquainted with his information (Keener 2009b: 86). This accounts for the entire story
ending with Paul proclaiming the Word in Rome (Witherington 1998a: 22).
5.4.3 First person plural
Luke’s use of the first person plural ἡμᾶς (we) suggests that he himself must have
been present in his story (Barrett 2004: xxv). The ‘we’ only appears sporadically in
Acts (16:10-16; 20:6-21:18; 21:1-8, 11, 12, 14-18; 27:1-8, 15, 16, 18, 20, 27, 29, 37;
28:1, 2, 7, 10-16), whereas the first person plural appears throughout a novel (Keener
2009b: 90). For this reason among others, although all scholars do not perceive the
ἡμᾶς accounts as authentic (Marguerat 2002: 24), many consider them to be authentic
eyewitness memoirs (Keener 2009b: 91). This emphasizes the ideal involvement for a
good Hellenistic historian (Witherington 1998a: 22; Keener 2009b: 86). Meister (s.a.:
421) asserts:
“Although Greek historians usually referred to only one or two predecessors
and quoted them uncritically (an ‘unscholarly’ practice according to modern
understanding), their primary research was often superior to that of modern
historians: they relied to a large degree on ‘autopsy’ and their own
experiences, collected and examined the oral transmission, questioned
eyewitnesses and sources, and visited the scenes of events in order to gather
their information on the spot.”

Barrett (2004: xxvii) mentions two possible alternative ways in which the “we”
passages can be interpreted: Luke must be distinguished from the person responsible
for a source he used. It was this latter person who used the “we” and Luke quoted
him. The second alternative is to view the passages as fictitious, and included in the
text for some editorial purpose. Arguments as to why Luke himself is the author of the
‘we’ material have been extensively noted and described elsewhere (Barrett 2004:
xxiv-xxx). It suggests that he would have been personally acquainted, perhaps through
his travels, with the material and locations in the more detailed accounts of the events
(Keener 2009b: 90). It claims that Luke attempts to profess that he meets the
requirements set by Thucydes, Polybius and other writers of his time for being a
historian (Witherington 1998a: 22).
5.4.4 Extensive use of public discourses
Another element that fits the conventions of ancient historical expressions as opposed
to novels is Luke’s extensive use of public discourses (Keener 2009b: 86). These are
the means whereby the reader comes to know Luke’s theology and purpose (Van
Unnik 1966: 105). Licona (2010: 216-217) notes that approximately 22% of Acts
consists of the primary speeches. However, when the speeches besides the main ones
are included, they take up a little more than half of the text of Acts (Hemer 1990: 415516). Thucydides (History of the Peloponnesian War 1.22.1-3) elaborates on how he
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as a historian preserved certain historical data on account of the speeches of his
characters:
“With reference to the speeches in this history, some were delivered before
the war began, others while it was going on; some I heard myself, others I got
from various quarters; it was in all cases difficult to carry them word for word
in one’s memory, so my habit has been to make the speakers say what was in
my opinion demanded of them by the various occasions, of course adhering as
closely as possible to the general sense of what they really said. And with
reference to the narrative of events, far from permitting myself to derive it
from the first source that came to hand, I did not even trust my own
impressions, but it rests partly on what I saw myself, partly on what others
saw for me, the accuracy of the report being always tried by the most severe
and detailed tests possible. My conclusions have cost me some labour from
the want of coincidence between accounts of the same occurrences by
different eye-witnesses, arising sometimes from imperfect memory,
sometimes from undue partiality for one side or the other.”10

Thucydides seemingly attempted to produce speeches with accuracy, employing his
own recollections when he had been present as well as those of people who witnessed
the specific events (Licona 2010: 217). As he found it difficult to sometimes recall
speeches from memory, he arranged them as he thought they might have been uttered.
According to Polybius (Histories 2.56), historians are only allowed to report speeches
that they knew for certain had actually happened. Their attempts should approximate
how the words were uttered. It appears that, like many of these historians, Luke
follows the same principles by showing the same respect for his sources as they do
(Licona 2010: 219-220). Unlike a Roman historian such as Livy who tended to write
from the luxury of his armchair without necessarily doing some detailed research or
consulting eyewitnesses, Luke mentions that he intends to write history in the
tradition of Thucydides or Polybius, a tradition involving detailed consulting of
eyewitnesses and other sources (Witherington 2009: 35).
5.4.5 Prefaces
Luke includes prefaces in his narratives (Luke 1:1-4 and Acts 1:1-3) that resemble
those found in histories (Keener 2009b: 87; Witherington 1998a: 22). In an oral
culture, opening signals such as prefaces are everything, if the question is what kind
of discourse or document one is listening to. This is the reason why Luke’s two
prefaces are so crucial in determining the genre of the Gospel and Acts (Witherington
2009: 4). Granted, the Lucan prefaces also reveal some features that overlap with
scientific treatise or technical prose (Alexander 2007: 29-36) and others that do not
(Keener 2009b: 87). Aune (2003: 370) points out that Luke-Acts “is obviously not a
scientific or technical treatise”. Moessner (2003: 158)11 indicates that Dionysius of
Halicarnassus combines three technical terms that Luke employs in his preface to the
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The Greek text is available at http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus:
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See Christophersen, Claussen, Frey & Longenecker (2003).
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Gospel; Luke and Dionysius also share four other terms. Scholars emphasize that
history is distinctively committed to truth, in the same way as Luke’s purpose is to tell
the truth (Luke 1:4, Acts 1:1) (Keener 2009b: 88). The dedication to Theophilus
shows that Luke conforms to the literary customs of his time and, by doing so,
communicates that he had a serious book to offer. He does not provide a somewhat
odd collection of pious stories, but a “church document” with a strong historical
character (Marguerat 2002: 23-24).
5.4.6 Events in the context of world history
Like the historians, Luke places his events in the context of world history (Keener
2009b: 88).12 Some historians have found stylistic echoes of the works of Polybius in
Luke’s work, whereas others in Hellenistic writings. This suggests that Luke not only
imitates the Septuagint, but also writes in the tradition of eastern Mediterranean
historians (Mealand 1991: 42-66).
5.4.7 Jewish approach
A Jewish approach seems to point us in the same direction. Some scholars refer to
Luke’s use of his understanding of the OT salvation history and suggest that he was
attempting to write salvation history as he knew it (Keener 2009b: 88). The
theocentric focus of Luke-Acts is on the “mighty deeds of God performed on the stage
of history” (Witherington 1998a: 21). Luke quotes the Septuagint far more than any
other source he uses and this is, in fact, the only extant historical source he uses (apart
from Mark). As with Josephus, the use of biblical information does not prevent one
from simultaneously writing Hellenistic history (Keener 2009b: 88).
5.4.8 Investigative language
It appears that the investigative language Luke uses as well as his claim to be
thoroughly familiar with the matters about which he writes (Luke 1:3) suggest that he
was attempting to write history (Keener 2009b: 89). For Greek historians, the term
used for historical investigation, ‘historia’, left no doubt as to what was considered the
defining characteristic of the genre. He focused on the interrogation of witnesses and
other informed parties, weaving their responses into a cohesive narrative (Fornara
1983: 47).
Consequently, Luke’s attempts to write good and reliable history have often been
questioned. It is important to note that Luke’s historical reliability had been under
almost constant criticism in NT scholarship. However, one of the primary reasons
why some academics question Luke’s historicity is because, according to them, he
was primarily a theologian with an agenda of his own (Germiquet 1992: 7). Thus he
had predetermined theological presuppositions that would have muddled his historical
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insight, because the content that Luke presents was handed down for the benefit of the
Christian church, with a view to the church’s needs (Van Unnik 1966: 97). Some of
these sceptics also drew attention to Luke’s portrayal of Paul, comparing it to
information that Paul gives about himself in his letters. For example, while Luke
describes Paul as doing many miracles, Paul does not mention them in any of his
letters (Germiquet 1992: 7). Others are of the opinion that a great deal of information
on the early church is omitted and that Luke was not an eyewitness to the reported
events; the information cannot always be checked (Van Unnik 1966: 97). Some
wonder what sources and recourses Luke really had at his disposal (Van Unnik 1966:
96).
Prior to the 1960s, there was a real need to investigate the historical reliability of Luke
by comparing him to other well-known historians of his time (Van Unnik 1966: 107).
Over the past few years, however, numerous scholars have extensively investigated,
scrutinized and answered these problems, with some interesting results, favouring
Luke as a good historian (Germiquet 1992: 8).
First, he was not a typical historian in the modern sense of the word, but he fared
excellently as a historian when compared with some of his contemporaries
(Germiquet 1992: 8). Some go so far as to suggest that questioning the historicity of
Luke is absurd and that Roman historians took it for granted (Licona 2010: 18). Like
most other ancient historians, he combined research and memory with free
composition. As stated earlier, the so-called “we” (ἡμᾶς) passages point to some
companion of Paul who frequently shows a very accurate understanding of local
usage (Van Unnik 1966: 98). Although it is not history in the modern sense of the
word (Aune 1990: 12), it is based on good traditions and is, therefore, reliable
(Germiquet 1992: 8). In the remainder of this section, I shall elaborate further on and
develop the historicity of Acts.
Secondly, on the fact that Luke omits some material, Van Unnik (1966: 109)
comments that we should perhaps be more moderate in our demands of Luke, because
he was not omniscient of all events of the apostolic age. This does not mean that he is
unreliable in what he does tell us or that he was a pious, but untrustworthy preacher
(Van Unnik 1966: 109). We should grant Luke the liberty to not be interested in all
matters that interest us. If some of the current noteworthy historians were to be
subjected to the same tests to which we subject Luke, they would not stand the test
(Van Unnik 1966: 109).
Thirdly, concerning Luke’s general accuracy, Johnson (1999: 217) would, in fact,
argue that Luke is indeed a good historian in the sense that he is accurate in what he
tells. The phrase ‘what he tells’ is important, because Luke tells his story selectively.
This concurs with the type of story Luke is attempting to write. It is obvious from the
way he writes that he is not trying to give a full and comprehensive report of the
Christian past. He does not have to in order to be a history writer, even according to
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modern standards (Walsh 1967: 21-22). Rather, he is communicating the realization
of God’s promises to a restored Israel, the characterization of the early Christians as
Spirit-filled prophets, and the development of a prophetic Christology (Johnson 1999:
219).
Fourthly, historical accuracy can be expected when we consider Luke’s intention as a
writer. He wanted to write about what can be accurately attested to (Luke 1:1-4). The
genre of history also suits Luke’s intention as a writer. According to Josephus
(Antiquities: preface), historians write histories for different reasons. Some write to
show their skill in composition. Others write to flatter and gratify those whose deeds
they mention. Others write with the single purpose to present the facts they have
witnessed and, in so doing, be of benefit to the general public. Historians should not
write for enjoyment, but for the love of truth (Josephus Bellum Judaicum: I 12). Of
course, Luke does not use the word ἀλήθεια (truth), but rather chooses τὴν ἀσφάλειαν.
The meaning of the word is depicted as “security against falling” or “assurance from
danger” (Liddel & Scott 1889: 177). This use of ἀσφάλεια is evident in some ancient
texts. Xenophon (Memorabilia 4.6.15) notes the following about Socrates’ work
method: ὁπότε δὲ αὐτός τι τῷ λόγῳ διεξίοι, διὰ τῶν μάλιστα ὁμολογουμένων
ἐπορεύετο, νομίζων ταύτην τὴν ἀσφάλειαν εἶναι λόγου (Translation: Whenever he
himself argued out a question, he advanced by steps that gained general assent,
holding this to be the only sure method). This text also mentions that Homer said the
following of Odysseus: Ὅμηρον τῷ Ὀδυσσεῖ ἀναθεῖναι τὸ ἀσφαλῆ ῥήτορα εἶναι, ὡς
ἱκανὸν αὐτὸν ὄντα διὰ τῶν δοκούντων τοῖς ἀνθρώποις ἄγειν τοὺς λόγους
(Translation: Homer gave Odysseus the credit of being “a safe speaker”, because he
had a way of leading the discussion from one acknowledged truth to another) [my
italics, RB]. As far as Luke’s use of ἀσφάλεια is concerned, Luke’s predecessors
already expounded the “truth” (ἀλήθεια) (vv. 1-2), but he was concerned about the
“infallibility” of the facts (Van Unnik 1055: 13). Thus, ἀσφάλεια assures that which is
already accepted and recognized (Van Unnik 1955: 14).
Luke also uses the word ἀσφάλεια several times in Acts with reference to certainty:
Acts 21:34: ἄλλοι δὲ ἄλλο τι ἐπεφώνουν ἐν τῷ ὄχλῳ. μὴ δυναμένου δὲ αὐτοῦ γνῶναι
τὸ ἀσφαλὲς διὰ τὸν θόρυβον ἐκέλευσεν ἄγεσθαι αὐτὸν εἰς τὴν παρεμβολήν
(Translation: And some shouted one thing, some another, among the crowd: and when
he could not know the certainty for the uproar, he commanded him to be brought into
the castle) (ASV); Acts 22:30: Τῇ δὲ ἐπαύριον βουλόμενος γνῶναι τὸ ἀσφαλές …
(Translation: But on the morrow, desiring to know the certainty …) (ASV); Acts
25:26: περὶ οὗ ἀσφαλές τι γράψαι τῷ κυρίῳ οὐκ ἔχω (Translation: Of whom I have no
certain thing to write unto my lord) (ASV). Luke “wants to remove doubt about the
exactitude of τῶν πεπληροφορημένων, Christ’s work of salvation and bring
Theophilus and his other readers, the complete certainty” (Van Unnik 1955: 14). A
person who wants to give certainty and who is concerned with truth conveys his/her
message by writing a history, as Luke does (Marguerat 2002: 14)
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5.5

Conclusion

In terms of ancient criteria, Luke can be regarded as a reasonably reliable ancient
historian (Van Unnik 1955: 13). From the data given in this chapter, I shall conclude
with a brief summary of the reasons for Luke’s writing.
5.5.1 The Jesus message
Van Unnik (1966: 103-104) states that Jesus did not return as soon as the first
Christians expected him to, and some may have wondered whether this Jesus message
was, in fact, the real thing. The church (and possibly Theophilus) was in a crisis and
needed to adapt to a new situation of remaining in existence in the world. Luke’s
answer was the writing of the Gospel and Acts. By writing a history of salvation, he
helped his fellow Christians cope with the crisis. The message of Jesus effected
forgiveness of sins and salvation. This salvation was given in and through the life of
Jesus, but had to be a continuous process once Jesus left. Conzelmann (1987) supports
this view, which many severely criticized (Peterson 1998: 534). However, there is still
a great deal of truth behind it. The eschatological expectation was more of a challenge
than a crisis, and Luke certainly partly addresses this in his writing of Acts. Although
this is not his main concern, he does not think in terms of sharply delineated periods
of salvation history (Peterson 1998: 534).
5.5.2 Trustworthy message
Acts has also partly been written to Theophilus and the Christian community for
encouragement in that the message they embraced in faith is still trustworthy (De
Villiers 1977: 15; Luke 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-2). Luke wrote to boost his Christian readers’
confidence by the way he told his story in sequence (Peterson 1998: 537). This should
also be viewed in light of the fact that Luke’s readers and the vast majority of the
Christian community were under severe threat and even persecution in his own time
(Peterson 1998: 540). Luke then encourages and enlightens them to the fact that the
Christian movement is spreading to previously unreached regions and is expanding
and triumphs despite all resistance.
5.5.3 Salvation events as history
Luke wanted to convey these salvation events as history (De Villiers 1977: 15). The
history of this course of events awakened faith (Van Unnik 1966: 104). In addition,
Luke discovered history as the horizon of revelation (Van Unnik 1966: 107). As a
historical narrator, he wanted to write about events that did, in fact, happen in the
developmental history of the early church (De Villiers 1977: 15), although he
arranged this according to his specific purpose (Burridge 1994: 101). He wanted to
write for the sake of the truth of Jesus and for the benefit of all who read his works.
This has a significant impact on how we should interpret Acts 17:16-34, since it is the
task of history to address human deeds (Witherington 1998a: 10). The historian
always aims to persuade and teach the listener by means of true deeds and speeches
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(Witherington 1998a: 11). Although certainly containing valuable life lessons, a story
that takes place within the literary form of mythology or metaphor can easily be
ignored and its power relativised. In delivering his speech in real history, however,
Paul can make a greater appeal to us finding ourselves living our lives in real history
(Johnson 1999: 216). Luke makes it clear in his prefaces that he reports events that are
of great importance and relevance to him and Theophilus. This is important, because
it contains the fulfilment of divine promises (Witherington 1998a: 11). If these events
in history were that important to so many individuals in ancient times, it might also
have significant importance for us. As in Acts 17:16-34, Christians are still living in
constant encounters with the secular or multi-religious world and struggle to find their
way and maintain their identity. Viewing our text as history is much more likely to
impact on our lives and on our view thereof.
5.5.4 An apologetic
It is obvious that Luke was no disinterested observer, but that he was interested in
influencing the outside, non-Christian world. In this sense, he also had a kind of
apologetic in mind (De Villiers 1977: 15; Johnson 1999: 218). This is also evident in
his general positive view of the Gentiles (De Villiers 1977: 15) as well as the political
“harmlessness” of the Christian movement (Peterson 1998: 532), which he tries to
convey in order to convince government officials to grant them the same amount of
freedom as other citizens (Johnson 1999: 218). He also attempts to sketch the
Christian faith as enlightened and beneficent and Christians as spirit-inspired prophets
(De Villiers 1977: 15; Johnson 1999: 219). Although an apologetic does not embrace
the full reason for Luke’s writing of Acts, some apologetic observations could be
identified (Peterson 1998: 532).
5.5.5 A theodicy
It is also likely that Luke wanted to impart the impression that God’s promises made
to Israel by virtue of Abraham were fulfilled and taken care of in Jesus (Wright 1992:
371-435). Luke makes a great effort to show the close relationship between the
Christians and their Jewish roots (De Villiers 1977: 15). Paul himself still keeps some
Jewish ceremonial practices such as Timothy’s circumcision (16:3), the regular
quotations of OT passages and the making of an oath so that Jews are aware that his
conduct is according to tradition (21:23). It is also important to note the potential
implications for the Gentiles. Would they, like the Jews, be able to rely on “the things
fulfilled among them”? Luke’s work is, therefore, also a theodicy, that is, defending
God’s work in history (Johnson 1999: 219). He wants to impart the news that God
did, in fact, first fulfil His promises to Israel prior to extending His blessings to the
gentile world (Johnson 1999: 219) [Italics RB]. Therefore, the Gentiles received a
trustworthy message.
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5.5.6 Prophetic Christology and a model of authority
It is highly likely that Luke also wanted to develop a prophetic Christology and a
model of authority (Johnson 1999: 219). When Luke wrote in the preface of Acts that
he started to report all that Jesus did and taught in the gospel, it is very likely that Acts
would be a report of what Jesus did after his own ascension as exalted Christ through
the work of the Holy Spirit and the church (Peterson 1998: 535; De Villiers 1977: 15).
This is the reason why Acts basically consists of descriptions of the expansion of the
Jesus message through the work of the church from Jerusalem to Rome. Behind the
expansion of the church is the exalted Christ, always present (De Villiers 1977: 15).
The unifying purpose of God is behind all events, and the mission of Jesus and his
witnesses represents that purpose being carried out through human action (Tannehill
1986:2).
Luke uses theological historiography in the tradition of ancient historical writings.
These thoughts express my own convictions in this regard, that I have tried to convey,
without attempting to give a comprehensive account of the full discussion, which is
beyond the scope of this study.
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CHAPTER 6
LUKE, ACTS AND RHETORIC
Luke uses rhetorical skills in writing Acts and rhetoric also plays a significant role in
the Acts 17 discourse. Consequently, before considering the verse-by-verse content of
Acts 17:16-34, it is appropriate to briefly examine its rhetorical style to enable us to
ascertain whether we could learn anything significant in our quest for effective
dialogue in a post-Christian world. In order to meaningfully examine the style of
Paul’s discourse in Act 17, it would help to first give a brief introduction to Classical
Greek rhetoric for a view of the philosophical world in which Paul delivered his
discourse.
The following diagram (highlighted parts) shows where rhetorical analysis lies on the
exegetical wheel.

After establishing Luke-Acts as historiography, it is naturally important to explore the
rhetorical style. The reason for this is that earlier Greek genres of drama and poetry
influenced the classical forms of historical writing, as exemplified by writers such as
Herodotus (Witherington 1998a: 40). In the course of time, other literary traditions,
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especially rhetorical principles, had an increasingly formative effect on the writing of
history. By the first century, historiography showed more affinity with Graeco-Roman
rhetoric than with a detailed historical study of sources and eyewitnesses
(Witherington 1998a: 40). The latter is true of writers such as Livy, Dionysius and
Halicarnassus, who are said to sometimes take creative liberties in designing rhetoric
speeches (Witherington 1998a: 43). This makes it essential to study rhetoric as part of
our hermeneutical process.
Aristotle (Rhetoric 1355b) himself gives a concise definition of what he means by
rhetoric: ἔστω δὴ ἡ ῥητορικὴ δύναμις περὶ ἕκαστον τοῦ θεωρῆσαι τὸ ἐνδεχόμενον
πιθανόν (Translation by Lawson-Tancred: “Let rhetoric be the power to observe the
persuasiveness of which any particular matter admits”). It is interesting to note that
Aristotle did not initially view the primary purpose of rhetoric as persuasion, as was
commonly thought (Aristotle Rhetoric 1355b). He did, however, define the rhetorician
as someone who can always perceive what is persuasive (Aristotle Topics VI.12,
149b25). Correspondingly, rhetoric is defined as the ability to perceive what is
possibly persuasive in every given instance (Aristotle Rhetoric 1355b). Later, the art
of rhetoric shifted from the ability to detect persuasive aspects to persuasion itself
(Kennedy 1963: 72). Deist (1984: 220) gives a most satisfactory definition of rhetoric
as follows: “The art of constructing and conducting a persuasive discourse”; “The
way, including stylistic devices, in which a speaker or writer presents his arguments
or his story with the view to convincing his listeners or readers”. The aim was to
convince an audience about a subject (Witherington 2009: ix). This is not to say that
the rhetorician will always be able to convince under every circumstance. Rather,
according to Rapp (2010: ad loc.), s/he is in a similar situation to that of the
physician: the latter fully understands his/her art only if s/he neglects nothing that
might heal his/her patient, though s/he is not able to heal every patient. Similarly, the
rhetorician fully understands his/her method, if s/he discovers the available means of
persuasion, though s/he is not able to convince everybody (Rapp 2010: ad loc.).
This definition immediately indicates the importance of knowing something about
rhetoric when studying Acts 17:16-34. In verses 22-32, a speech is delivered in a
philosophical paradigm, which brings us to the purpose of broadly viewing it through
a rhetorical framework. Consequently, I shall make a cursory1 enquiry from some
works in the field of rhetoric and attempt to apply this to Acts 17 with the purpose of
finding meaning from the text.
Greek society relied heavily on oral expression. The political system, for example,
operated the direct speech of the citizens among themselves and to their magistrates.

1

Extensive works have been written in the field of rhetoric. The purpose of this study is not an indepth analysis but, rather, a brief enquiry into the field of rhetoric. For more information on rhetoric,
consult Lausberg (1998); Kennedy (1963, 1972). For rhetoric applied to biblical passages, see Tolmie
(2007). The work of Aristotle (1991) should not be ignored.
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“All literature was written to be heard and even when reading to himself a Greek read
out loud” (Kennedy 1963: 4; Witherington 2009: 4). Greek oratory itself was an
extensive field and consisted of sermons, political pamphlets, educational treatises,
funeral encomiums, and imaginative exercises as well as the more expected judicial
and deliberative speeches, among others (Kennedy 1963: 7).
Rhetoric not only played a crucial role in the birth and development of democracy in
the ‘golden’ years of Greece, mainly because people had choices in a democracy and
had to be persuaded to pursue a particular course of action (Witherington 2008: ad
loc.). However, rhetoric was also one of the chief interests of the Greek people
(Kennedy 1963: 3). Both Plato and Aristotle agreed that persuasive rhetoric was
inseparable from philosophy and they viewed this as instrumental in advancing
ethical, noble purposes in civilized society (Witherington 2008: ad loc.). It is,
therefore, obvious that Greek society relied extensively on oral expression (Kennedy
1963: 3). It is said that oral rhetoric supplied clarity, vigour and beauty, and that it
rose logically from the conditions and qualities of the classical mind (Kennedy 1963:
3). It is, therefore, not surprising that several books were written on rhetorical theory
(Kennedy 1963: 57). Even the education system presented rhetoric as a subject and
boys started rhetorical training in public speaking at the age of fourteen and might
continue to do so for the rest of their lives (Kennedy 1963: 7). There were not only
schools of rhetoric throughout the Mediterranean crescent, but rhetoric also formed an
integral part of elementary, secondary and tertiary basic education (Witherington
2009: 5).
The Greeks viewed rhetoric as an art that required the acquisition of skills as well as
thorough and disciplined practice (Witherington 2008: ad loc.). While Quintilian
defined rhetoric simply as the art of speaking well, Aristotle viewed rhetoric as the
means of discovering the possible way of persuasion with reference to any subject
(Witherington 2008: ad loc.).
Lausberg (1998: 63) suggests that, in order to understand ancient rhetoric, it is useful
to consider the judicial speech as the model case. This especially helps in
understanding the importance of rhetoric for the individual. As relevant background, it
is important to know that the Greeks decentralized their justice system and had local
courts of justice called δικαστήρια spread around the cities and country with full
authority to hear cases and convict criminals (Kennedy 1963: 27). If it befell a Greek
citizen to be accused of a crime, he had but one opportunity to defend himself in a
single set speech, with often an occasional opportunity for a rebuttal (Kennedy 1963:
28). It can, therefore, be understood that the personal ability to present a case clearly,
concisely and effectively can be a question of life and death. Rhetoric ability,
however, is important not only for the defendant, but also for the prosecutor
(Lausberg 1998: 65).
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Persuasion may have been the main purpose of ancient rhetoric (Kennedy 1963: 72).
Similarly, with reference to Paul, Witherington (1998a: 517) makes the point that Paul
aims to change the opinions (persuade) and behaviour of his Athenian listeners by
using a particular rhetorical style to accomplish this. “Supporting his argument by
quotations from Epimenides and Aratus of Soli, Paul employs a line of reasoning not
unlike that of classical Greek orators” (Charles s.a.: ad loc.).
Despite society’s reliance on rhetoric, not all philosophers were excited about rhetoric
as an official part of education. At the time, rhetoric was in great conflict with
philosophy (Lausberg 1998:10). Socrates apparently distinguished between rhetoric
and dialectic (the question-and-answer methodology for obtaining the truth),
condoning the latter and dismissing rhetoric, which, according to him, was not
interested in truth, but simply in the persuasiveness of the moment (Kennedy 1963:
14). Plato (Gorgias 463a) developed his argument further by depicting rhetoric as a
kind of flattery, a sham counterpart of justice. His earlier work, Gorgias, is most
intensely against rhetoric (Kennedy 1963: 15):
“Σωκράτης (Socrates): μὴ ἀγροικότερον ᾖ τὸ ἀληθὲς εἰπεῖν: ὀκνῶ γὰρ
Γοργίου ἕνεκα λέγειν, μὴ οἴηταί με διακωμῳδεῖν τὸ ἑαυτοῦ ἐπιτήδευμα. ἐγὼ
δέ, εἰ μὲν τοῦτό ἐστιν ἡ ῥητορικὴ ἣν Γοργίας ἐπιτηδεύει, οὐκ οἶδα – καὶ γὰρ
ἄρτι ἐκ τοῦ λόγου οὐδὲν ἡμῖν καταφανὲς ἐγένετο τί ποτε οὗτος ἡγεῖται – ὃ δ᾽
ἐγὼ καλῶ τὴν ῥητορικήν, πράγματός τινός ἐστι μόριον οὐδενὸς τῶν καλῶν”
(Translation: I fear it may be too rude to tell the truth; for I shrink from saying
it on Gorgias’ account, lest he suppose I am making satirical fun of his own
profession. Yet indeed I do not know whether this is the rhetoric which Gorgias
practices, for from our argument just now we got no very clear view as to how
he conceives it; but what I call rhetoric is a part of a certain business which has
nothing fine about it.)

“Γοργίας (Gorgias): τίνος, ὦ Σώκρατες; εἰπέ: μηδὲν ἐμὲ αἰσχυνθῇς”
(Translation: What is that, Socrates? Tell us, without scruple on my account.)

“Σωκράτης (Socrates): δοκεῖ τοίνυν μοι, ὦ Γοργία, εἶναί τι ἐπιτήδευμα
τεχνικὸν μὲν οὔ, ψυχῆς δὲ στοχαστικῆς καὶ ἀνδρείας καὶ φύσει δεινῆς
προσομιλεῖν τοῖς ἀνθρώποις: καλῶ δὲ αὐτοῦ” (Translation: It seems to me
then, Gorgias, to be a pursuit that is not a matter of art, but showing a shrewd,
gallant spirit which has a natural bent for clever dealing with mankind, and I
sum up its substance in the name flattery.) (Gorgias 462e-463a).

Both Isocrates and Aristotle reacted to Plato’s (Rhetoric) criticism of rhetoric
(Kennedy 1963: 17). Plato and Aristotle both debated and engaged extensively with
each other on the subject, in order to establish the importance of rhetoric in Hellenistic
philosophy (Witherington 2008: ad loc.). The criticisms of Socrates and Plato have
not put an end to the development of rhetoric in becoming part of the educational
system. Aristotle started his own school after Plato died focusing on the educational
importance of rhetoric (Kennedy 1963: 18). During the second century BC, some
resistance to rhetoric flared up again, but gradually faded away, while other
rhetoricians continued teaching their subject with great passion (Kennedy 1963: 21).
“At the very least rhetoric imparted vigor to ancient intellectual life; it has long been
noted that oratory flourished most in the democracies and least under tyranny”
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(Kennedy 1963: 23). Ultimately, rhetoric became so popular that even the Roman
Empire assimilated it into their culture (Kennedy 1972: 5).
In the remaining section of this chapter, I shall examine general Hellenistic rhetoric in
terms of approaches, species, style, emotional phases, and structure.
6.1

Two approaches

Traditionally, there were two approaches to classic rhetoric. The first, called Sophistic
rhetoric, became popular during the rise of the Roman Empire when an increasing
number of orators were afraid to speak out openly about serious political issues of the
day (Witherington 2008: ad loc.). The focus shifted from the substance to the form of
the discourse (Witherington 2009: 11). The style was considered very eloquent and
focused on entertainment. Serious philosophers often frowned upon it, as it catered to
the populace and focused on entertaining the masses rather than on seeking the truth
(Witherington 2009: 11, 2008: ad loc.). For this reason, some ancient rhetoricians
called it “shadow boxing” (Witherington 2008: ad loc.).
The second approach of rhetoric is often called the Aristotelian style and was
considered to be a more serious and substantive approach (Witherington 2008: ad
loc.). This approach insisted that rhetoric was concerned more with philosophy and
the search for truth rather than merely entertaining. It is not difficult to notice that
Paul’s speech in Acts 17 falls into this latter category. The message of Jesus given in
the gospels was of a serious nature, given that he ultimately gave his own life for what
he taught. From the beginning of Acts, it is clear that the disciples were constantly in
trouble for what they had taught about Jesus. Nowhere is there a clue that they were
entertaining. The crowds and the people to whom they spoke never considered to be
entertained by the apostles. Their response was nearly always of a serious nature. In
Acts 17:16-34, the anger Paul feels in his spirit sets the emotional tone for the
remainder of the story: idolatry, his message, and the fact that he was being taken to
the Areopagus indicate the serious nature of his message. Although the Athenians
were willing to devote their leisure to listening to any new matters, the Areopagus as a
counsel considered serious issues of the day and was not concerned with
entertainment.
Rhetoric was a popular “spectator sport” not only for the well-educated elite. Most
people were either creators or consumers of some kind of rhetoric and taught their
children to be good orators, because it was considered the key modus of education
(Witherington 2008: ad loc.).
6.2

Three different kinds

In his very influential The art of rhetoric, Aristotle classifies rhetoric into three
different kinds. Although they were also called genres, they were not meant to be
genres in the sense of established rules for oral or written discourse, but rather they
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were created out of expectations that audiences bring to specific situations (Watson
2010: 43).2
The first kind, called deliberative rhetoric, was the rhetoric of the democratic
assemblies in Greece, and of advice and consent, or exhortation and deterrence, in
other words, an attempt at obtaining one course of action or the other (Aristotle
Rhetoric 1358b). The purpose of the orator was always either advantage or harm
(Aristotle Rhetoric 1358b). The temporal focus was on the future, as it was hoped that
some action in the near future would bring about change (Witherington 2008: ad loc.).
Deliberative rhetoric was mainly concerned with politics and explored matters such as
revenue, war and peace (foreign policy), defence, trade, and legislation (LawsonTancred 1991: 83; Aristotle Rhetoric 1359b). Although Paul’s speech in Acts 17
expresses characteristics of forensic speech, it is also of a deliberative nature, in the
sense that Paul was concerned about the Athenians’ well-being. It contains evidence
that Paul wishes the Greeks to whom he speaks expediency, although there are also
strong indications of exhortations against idolatry.
The second kind of rhetoric was called forensic rhetoric. Both forensic and
deliberative rhetoric were often considered to be two parts of a common category,
namely judicial rhetoric, although this was not always clear (Watson 2010: 43). In
general, forensic rhetoric was the rhetoric of the law court, of attack and defence
(Aristotle Rhetoric 1358b), with the focus on what had been done in the past (Watson
2010: 43; Witherington 2009: 13-14). In this instance, the content of the forensic
speech would be justice and injustice (Aristotle Rhetoric 1358b). This kind of rhetoric
was practised at the time of the NT. Witherington (2008: ad loc.) points out that this
was the case in Paul’s trials in Acts and in Acts 17:22-31, in particular, when Paul has
to defend himself against the accusation of bringing news of foreign deities
(Witherington 1998a: 518). Although this may be a friendly accusation, he moulds his
discourse into its clearly forensic form by presenting arguments of defence and attack
for a Christian vision of God, humankind, salvation, resurrection and judgement. In
doing so, he draws on both Hellenistic Jewish and Greek philosophical sources
(Witherington 1998a: 518).
Finally, there was the epideictic rhetoric, with the focus on display. It emphasised the
present (Aristotle Rhetoric 1358b) and used the agora as social venue. This was the
rhetoric of praise and blame, and its objectives were nobility and baseness (Aristotle
Rhetoric 1358b), or virtue and vice (Aristotle Rhetoric 1366a). It enabled one to
humoristically or seriously praise anything from a man or a god to random animals
(Aristotle Rhetoric 1366a). Nobility included everything that is praiseworthy by virtue
of its own intrinsic eligibility, or pleasant matters, because it is good (Aristotle
Rhetoric 1366a). Virtue included elements such as justice, restraint, courage,

2

See Lampe & Sampley (2010).
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splendour, magnanimity, liberality, prudence, and wisdom. Display oratory did not
seek to change, but simply reinforce existing beliefs or behaviours (Witherington
2008: ad loc.).
Some interesting insights emerge when this is applied to speech in Acts 17. Paul starts
from an epideictic perspective by praising the Greeks for their religiosity in verse 22
and he gradually moves to a forensic rhetoric starting in verse 24. Ultimately, it is
obvious that his purpose was also deliberative in nature, trying to persuade his
audience into a specific course of action.
6.3

Three emotional phases

“Luke-Acts is persuasive literature” (Du Plessis 2006: ad loc.). Evoking emotions was
an important characteristic in delivering a speech in ancient times (Shiell 2004: 62).
Thus, Rapp (2010: ad loc.) suggests that the orator has to arouse emotions, because
these have the power to modify judgements: to a judge who is in a friendly mood, the
person whom he is about to judge does not seem to do wrong or only in a small way;
to an angry judge, the same person will seem to do the opposite (Aristotle Rhetoric
II.1, 1378a1ff.). Therefore, Paul uses the classic Greek rhetorical discourse that
included three basic emotional phases. Shiell (2004: 62-76) identifies, among others,
the emotions of surprise, anger, acclamation or adoration, reproach, grief, insistence,
and aversion that were common in ancient speeches. The consideration of emotions is
important for Acts 17:16-34, since there certainly were strong emotions present. Some
commentators claim that Luke’s use of Παρωξύνετο gives an indication of the
emotional energy that gave rise to the agora and Areopagus discourse (Barrett 1998:
827). Paul felt strong emotions when he saw the idolatry in Athens; his speech thus
generated emotions. Some scoffed at his message, while others probably expressed
more serious emotions, stating that they want to hear Paul again. As strong emotions
can only be produced in the listeners, if the orator himself is inwardly seized by the
same emotions, he must master the arousal of these emotions in his own soul like a
professional actor (Lausberg 1998: 117). Is this what Paul did? This is not completely
true, although the structure of his speech certainly expresses the possible phases. It is
likely that he held back and controlled his emotion of anger, as was expected from
someone addressing a Stoic audience. The phases of accomplishing these emotions
are ethos, logos and pathos. These serve as persuasive techniques in the discourse (Du
Plessis 2006: ad loc.), and allude to the orator’s usual appeal on the surface emotions
of the hearers. He would, for instance, make them laugh at the beginning of the
discourse to establish authority over, or rapport with them (Witherington 2008: ad
loc.).


Ethos

The orator ensured that he impressed the audience sufficiently, in order to establish
some common ground that would open them up emotionally for what he was about to
say (Lausberg 1998: 114). This is where ethos comes in. The orator would attempt to
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persuade his audience that he is credible and trustworthy (Witherington 2008: ad loc.)
and that he possesses moral character (Kennedy 1963: 91). The persuasion is
accomplished by character whenever the speech is held in such a way as to render the
speaker worthy of credence. If the speaker appears to be credible, the audience will
form the second-order opinion that propositions put forward by the credible speaker
are true or acceptable. Thus, the orator must arouse emotions, because the latter have
the power to modify judgements (Rapp 2010: ad loc.). As such, the orator also shows
his emotional commitment to the subject presented to the audience (Rapp 2010: ad
loc.). He wins their sympathy and goodwill by creating a lasting emotional state
(Lausberg 1998: 114). This can be done by means of moving statements and using
humour (Lausberg 1998: 115). This probably forms part of what Paul wanted to
achieve when he complimented the Athenians on being religious.3


Logos

According to Witherington (2008: ad loc.), “logos refers to the real meat of the
discourse, its emotion-charged arguments”. In Acts 17, it is obvious that Paul attempts
to present his message as respectable theology by using thorough logical flow and
argument (Du Plessis 2006: ad loc.). This was often the most undeveloped, but the
most important part of the speech, according to some ancient philosophers (Kennedy
1963: 96). This is definitely the case with Paul in verses 24-29. There are, in general,
three levels of reasoning: scientific demonstration, dialectic (the art of discussion by
means of question and answer), and rhetoric (Kennedy 1963: 96). Whether Paul’s
statements can be ‘scientific’ in the modern sense of the word is probably not the
case. However, it cannot be denied that verses 24-29 form the core of Paul’s argument
in Acts 17: they are highly intellectual and philosophical and can, therefore, serve as
logos.


Pathos

When the discourse is nearing its end, the orator needs to appeal to the listeners’
deeper emotions such as love, joy, hate or pity, in order to create pathos
(Witherington 2008: ad loc.). Like ethos, pathos is also an element of drama and
oratory and is usually the most clearly developed element in the peroratio (Kennedy
1963: 93). The presentation of physical evidence, graphic pictures (such as a street
ballad), or the use of the intellectual-linguistic method, namely the emotive portrayal
of circumstances, was often meant to shock the listeners and truly arouse pathos
(Lausberg 1998: 117). When considering verses 30-31, it may well be that Paul is
appealing to the pathos of his hearers. He may have shocked them when he announced
that a person, who will be raised from the dead, will judge the world. The Greeks

3

This is the reason why no detailed exegesis is discussed, in this instance. I shall address this in
Chapter 7. For a more detailed discussion of this possibility, see the detailed exploration of Acts 17:22
in Chapter 7.
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were not prepared to consider this theological and philosophical possibility
(Aeschylus Eumenides L 647-8).4
As a rule, emotions do not form the main part of a speech, although fierce emotions
are detected in the narrative framework of Paul’s speech in Acts 17. This appeal to the
emotions serves mainly to persuade the readers to identify with the Jesus story (Du
Plessis 2006: ad loc.).
Witherington (1998a) states that the general pattern followed by Paul in Acts 17
synchronizes almost completely with the basic Greek rhetorical pattern of ethos, logos
and pathos, by appealing to the will of the listeners to repent on the basis that God has
appointed a day on which He will judge all people. “The speech in general follows the
basic rhetorical pattern of first establishing ethos, then offering logos, finally
concluding with pathos and in this case an indirect appeal” (Witherington 1998a:
518).
6.4

Structure

Paul’s discourse is very meticulously structured with considerable alliteration,
assonance, and paronomasia (Witherington 1998a: 520). As a rule, a typical classic
discourse has a general, normal structure characterized by certain elements that can be
rearranged or omitted, depending on the unique purpose of the discourse
(Witherington 2008: ad loc.). According to Witherington, Paul follows this structure
in Acts 17, with the exception of the narratio. According to him, this can be easily
explained, since the narratio would be a reduplication of the content of verses 18-19
(Witherington 1998a: 518). However, I would like to point out that a too rigid and
confident casting of a speech such as Acts 17:22-31 into these Greek rhetorical phases
can cause a problem, according to Barrett (1998: 825). I am weary of this and even
sympathetic towards warnings of rigidness. On the other hand, I am of the opinion
that Witherington may be right in suspecting that there might be a connection between
the rhetorical phase and the speech in Athens. My opinion is based on the fact that
Luke is fairly knowledgeable about the Greek rhetorical and sociological practices he
uses throughout the book of Acts.
I shall now explore these elements and structure in the light of Paul. According to
Witherington (1998a: 518), Paul’s speech on the Areopagus can consistently be
classified into the following elements of a classic rhetorical speech. Although this
theory of structure is not always considered completely reliable, the distinction
between the different elements can assist in better understanding classic rhetoric
(Witherington 2008: ad loc.).

4

For a more detailed discussion of the resurrection of the dead and what the Greek culture believed
about life after death, see Chapter 7.
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6.4.1 The exordium
The exordium refers to the beginning of a classic discourse that attempts to stimulate
the audience for the discourse.
Applied to the speech in Acts, verses 22-23 could be considered an exordium: Σταθεὶς
δὲ [ὁ] Παῦλος ἐν μέσῳ τοῦ Ἀρείου πάγου ἔφη· ἄνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι, κατὰ πάντα ὡς
δεισιδαιμονεστέρους ὑμᾶς θεωρῶ. 23 διερχόμενος γὰρ καὶ ἀναθεωρῶν τὰ σεβάσματα
ὑμῶν εὗρον καὶ βωμὸν ἐν ᾧ ἐπεγέγραπτο· (Translation, NIV: “Paul then stood up in
the meeting of the Areopagus and said: ‘People of Athens! I see that in every way you
are very religious. For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of
worship, I even found an altar with this inscription’”).
6.4.2 The narratio
The narration, a transition stage, is at times omitted in ancient rhetoric. In this
instance, the orator explains the nature and essence of the subject under discussion. As
stated earlier, Paul omitted the narratio for legitimate reasons (Witherington 2008: ad
loc.).
6.4.3 The propositio
The propositio is the third stage in the classic Greek discourse. This was the crucial
thesis statement where the orator introduces his main argument (Witherington 2008:
ad loc.). Verse 23b: Ἀγνώστῳ θεῷ. ὃ οὖν ἀγνοοῦντες εὐσεβεῖτε, τοῦτο ἐγὼ
καταγγέλλω ὑμῖν. (Translation, NIV: “TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. So you are ignorant of
the very thing you worship—and this is what I am going to proclaim to you”). One
should be very cautious not to force the biblical text into a mould that does not suit it.
However, Luke may well be following the Greek rhetorical format.
6.4.4 The probatio
In the probatio, the orator expands his main thesis statement using supporting
evidence and sources. This may often be followed by a refutation of the opponent’s
position (Witherington 2008: ad loc.). Verses 24-29:
“24 ὁ θεὸς ὁ ποιήσας τὸν κόσμον καὶ πάντα τὰ ἐν αὐτῷ, οὗτος οὐρανοῦ καὶ
γῆς ὑπάρχων κύριος οὐκ ἐν χειροποιήτοις ναοῖς κατοικεῖ 25 οὐδὲ ὑπὸ χειρῶν
ἀνθρωπίνων θεραπεύεται προσδεόμενός τινος, αὐτὸς διδοὺς πᾶσι ζωὴν καὶ
πνοὴν καὶ τὰ πάντα· 26 ἐποίησέν τε ἐξ ἑνὸς πᾶν ἔθνος ἀνθρώπων κατοικεῖν
ἐπὶ παντὸς προσώπου τῆς γῆς, ὁρίσας προστεταγμένους καιροὺς καὶ τὰς
ὁροθεσίας τῆς κατοικίας αὐτῶν 27 ζητεῖν τὸν θεόν, εἰ ἄρα γε ψηλαφήσειαν
αὐτὸν καὶ εὕροιεν, καί γε οὐ μακρὰν ἀπὸ ἑνὸς ἑκάστου ἡμῶν ὑπάρχοντα. 28
ἐν αὐτῷ γὰρ ζῶμεν καὶ κινούμεθα καὶ ἐσμέν, ὡς καί τινες τῶν καθʼ ὑμᾶς
ποιητῶν εἰρήκασιν· τοῦ γὰρ καὶ γένος ἐσμέν. 29 γένος οὖν ὑπάρχοντες τοῦ
θεοῦ οὐκ ὀφείλομεν νομίζειν χρυσῷ ἢ ἀργύρῳ ἢ λίθῳ, χαράγματι τέχνης καὶ
ἐνθυμήσεως ἀνθρώπου, τὸ θεῖον εἶναι ὅμοιον” (Translation, NIV: “The God
who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and
does not live in temples built by human hands. And he is not served by human
hands, as if he needed anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and
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breath and everything else. From one man he made all the nations, that they
should inhabit the whole earth; and he marked out their appointed times in
history and the boundaries of their lands. God did this so that they would seek
him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from any
one of us. ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your
own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’ Therefore since we are God’s
offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or
stone—an image made by human design and skill”).

Although there is no certainty about the rigid structure proposed by Witherington, it is
surprising that these verses contain the nearly exact characteristics of the traditional
probatio.
6.4.5 The peroratio
The peroratio completes the structure of the Greek discourse. In this instance, the
speech is summarized and/or a final appeal is made to the hearers to change their
behaviour. In verses 30-31 of Acts 17, there may be a peroratio in Paul’s discourse:
“30 τοὺς μὲν οὖν χρόνους τῆς ἀγνοίας ὑπεριδὼν ὁ θεός, τὰ νῦν παραγγέλλει
τοῖς ἀνθρώποις πάντας πανταχοῦ μετανοεῖν, 31 καθότι ἔστησεν ἡμέραν ἐν ᾗ
μέλλει κρίνειν τὴν οἰκουμένην ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ, ἐν ἀνδρὶ ᾧ ὥρισεν, πίστιν
παρασχὼν πᾶσιν ἀναστήσας αὐτὸν ἐκ νεκρῶν” (Translation, NIV: “In the past
God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere
to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the
man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to everyone by raising him
from the dead”).

It is vital to state again that, despite Witherington’s detailed analysis of Paul’s speech,
one should guard against forcing the discourse into too rigid and formal a mould
(Barret 1998: 825). On the other hand, many scholars are fairly convinced that Luke
makes Paul follow a classic rhetorical structure (Nissen 2004: 5). Although he does
not use the classic term ‘exordium’, Losie (2004: 228), for example, suggests that
Paul’s speech shows a clear introduction in verses 22b-23a, as in the classical rhetoric.
He also detects what he calls a thesis in verse 23b (Paul states what he wants to do:
proclaim the unknown god); a narrative of facts in verses 24-29 (Paul reaffirms what
the Stoics believe about the unknown god); an argument in verses 30-31 (call to
Repentance), and a conclusion in verses 32-34 (speech is interrupted before the
conclusion is reached).
6.5

Conclusion

Luke was well aware of the rhetorical conventions of history and of his own time
(Witherington 1998a: 46). He follows a basic Greek style of argumentation in his
speech material, in general, and in Acts 17:22-31, in particular (Witherington 1998a:
46). His speech shows an Aristotelean approach, a typical Greek forensic kind, and
Greek style. The discourse contains the three emotional phases typical of Greek
rhetoric, and the basic structure of Greek rhetorical discourses. Losie (2004: 230) calls
it a “Hellenistic speech about the true knowledge of God”.
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The above information is vital for the purpose of this study, because it illustrates how
Luke used poetic freedom to make Paul adapt his outer style to effectively
communicate Jesus’ message. This is one instance in Acts where this is most evident.
It has important analogical implications for communicating Jesus’ message in our
time and culture. It shows that Luke portrays Paul as adapting to the rhetorical
conventions of his culture, in order to communicate. I shall discuss this in more detail
towards the end of this study. In Chapter 7, I shall explore other relevant rhetorical
applications used by Luke in Acts 17.
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CHAPTER 7
A VERSE-BY-VERSE EXPLORATION OF ACTS 17:16-34
In this section of the study, I shall deal with the text itself (Acts 17:16-34) and allow
its structure to determine the order and sequence in which I shall approach the
content. First, I shall briefly explore the broad structure of the passage. Secondly, I
shall discuss the structural detail verse-by-verse, using commentaries, dictionaries and
encyclopaedias.
However, it should be borne in mind that I am implementing a hermeneutical and
exegetical process contained in Van der Watt’s wheel. In light of the holistic nature of
this chapter, a single section of the wheel need not be highlighted, as I shall discuss
various sections of the wheel as required by the exposition of the text.
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It is important for the reader to realize that this will be the part where most of the
aspects of the wheel will be present at some stage, following the structure of Acts
17:16-34. While going through the text, I shall emphasize certain aspects of the wheel
at certain times as I follow the leading of the text. The structure of the text is such that
I shall rapidly proceed from one element of the wheel to the other. This will make it
inappropriate to mention the shift of focus every time. However, the attentive reader
will be able to follow the content of the wheel during the process.
7.1

Syntactical and structural analysis of Acts 17:16-34
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The passage can be divided into three broad sections. The first section, the
background to the speech, is contained in verses 16-22 up to the word ἔφη (Soards
1994: 95). Luke guides us through the events that led to the actual speech starting
with verse 22. While he was waiting in Athens, he walked through the city and
became upset as he saw all the idols in Athens. He immedialtely started conversing
with people in the temple and later with passers-by on the Agora, among whom were
Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. Ultimately, he arrived at the Areopagus.
It is obvious from the syntactical and structural analysis above that the actual speech
is contained in verses 22b (ἔφη) to 31. This speech can be subdivided into the
following sections (Balch 1990: 54):

Verses 24-25. Luke, through Paul, states that God, the Creator of the cosmos,
does not need temples, because it would not make sense that God would need
anything from human hands as he himself created human beings. People need
not care for God as for other gods, as God himself provides life.

Verses 26-27. This Lord created human beings from one man and ordered
their world so that they can live in it. He also created human beings to seek
Him being not far from anyone.

Verses 28-29. Human beings are the offspring of God. This makes it unwise to
believe that he could be worshipped at all through images made by men.

Verses 30-31 serve as the conclusion of the speech. God overlooked the
nations’ previous ignorance, but now commands repentance and has appointed
a person to judge the world. His proof as to who the chosen person is, is that
God raised this person from the dead.

Verses 32-34 represent the third and last broad section of the text and serve as
the results of Paul’s speech as well as the concluding part of the passage
(Soards 1994: 95). We are told of three reactions to Paul’s address: Some
people scoffed and disregarded Paul’s message; others said that they wanted to
hear more before drawing a conclusion, and a third group of listeners came to
faith, among whom a woman named Damaris, and Dionisius, a member of the
Areopagus.
As I go through the text systematically, I shall attempt to discern what the most
important content is that Luke is trying to convey, and what cultural means he uses to
“clothe” this important content, in order to communicate to the Athenians.
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7.2

Discussion and analysis of the background (vv. 16-21)

16 Ἐν δὲ ταῖς Ἀθήναις ἐκδεχομένου αὐτοὺς τοῦ Παύλου, παρωξύνετο τὸ πνεῦμα

αὐτοῦ ἐν αὐτῷ θεωροῦντος κατείδωλον οὖσαν τὴν πόλιν / While waiting in Athens,
Paul’s spirit was angered at seeing how full of images the city is.
Like all the others, this sentence is divided by finding the main verb (indicative form),
in this instance, παροξύνεται. The main verb tells us which part of the sentence is the
main part with which we should begin. It is clear that the main focus of this verse is
Paul’s upset spirit; he felt angry (τὸ πνεῦμα αὐτοῦ ἐν αὐτῷ). In addition, the sentence
tells us of a few more aspects of Paul’s internal condition: it tells us what had
happened (παρωξύνετο), provoked, angered (Liddell & Scott 1983: 610; Brown 1986:
107); it informs us of where it happened (ταῖς Ἀθήναις), in Athens; it tells us when it
happened (Ἐν δὲ ταῖς Ἀθήναις ἐκδεχομένου αὐτοὺς), while he was waiting in the city,
and it tells us the reason for it happening (θεωροῦντος κατείδωλον οὖσαν τὴν πόλιν),
when he saw all the idols in the city. This first sentence is important, since it
introduces the main themes upon which the author will elaborate in the remainder of
the text. I shall now examine each of these themes and the weight they carry in the
story.
What happened (παρωξύνετο)?
Παρωξύνετο seems to be the reason and driving force behind the entire discourse in
Acts 17. I shall describe how the word is used on numerous occasions, how
commentators translate the word, and how dictionaries define the word. Not being
very impressed by Athens’ once great culture, Paul is rather annoyed by its idolatry
(Marshall 2008: 300). He is angered at the site of all the pagan worship. The use of
κατείδωλον is very straightforward and simply means ‘full of idols’, the reason for
Paul being upset. Many other sources attest to Athens as a city of many religious
sights and artwork (Conzelmann 1987: 139).
“Thence he went to Athens, which is also replete with ancient glory, but
nevertheless has many notable sights, the Acropolis, the harbours, the walls
joining Piraeus to the city, the shipyards, the monuments of great generals, and
the statues of gods and men – statues notable for every sort of material and
artistry.” (Titus Livius 45.27.11).

Παρωξύνετο (imperfect passive indicative third person singular of παροξύνω) is a
very strong verb (Witherington 1998a: 512) and Barrett (2004: 827) translates it as
“vexed”. It sets the mood for Paul’s speech and becomes the driving force of all that
happens in Athens (Conzelmann 1987: 139). It is only used once more in the entire
NT, i.e., 1 Corinthians 13:5, οὐκ ἀσχημονεῖ, οὐ ζητεῖ τὰ ἑαυτῆς, οὐ παροξύνεται, οὐ
λογίζεται τὸ κακόν (Kittel & Friedrich 1964: 856). In this instance, it is also used in
the passive indicative as in Acts 17; various translations have interpreted it as “not
provoked” (ASV 1901), “not provoked” (NASB 1995), “not … angered” (NIV 1984).
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Kittel and Friedrich (1964: 856) state that παροξύνω “usually means ‘to stir to anger,
to be irritated, incensed’”. Louw and Nida (1989: LN 88.187) give the meaning of
παροξύνομαι within the context of Acts 17:16 as ‘his spirit was greatly upset (literally
‘upset within him’) when he noticed how full of idols the city was’. They also state
that, “[i]n some languages the expression ‘to be greatly upset’ must be rendered
idiomatically as ‘his heart was eating him’ or ‘his stomach was hot’” (Louw & Nida
1989: LN 88.187). However, this is a different kind of anger from ὀργή, which is
frequently used in classical Greek works to refer to anger. Liddell and Scott (1983:
566) indicate that ὀργή means ‘passion, anger, wrath’. In classical works such as
Aristotle’s Rhetoric (1378a-137b), the noun ὀργή is more concerned with the idea of
wrath because of a wrong done to someone. Louw and Nida (1989: LN 171-191)
mention twenty different words for ‘anger’. Παρωξύνετο, however, is quite different.
It has the notion of being provoked or upset at someone or something, involving
severe emotional concern (Louw & Nida 1989: LN 88.189).
In LXX, παροξύνω is used to refer to God’s extreme anger at the idolatry of Israel
(Witherington 1998a: 512). Note the following examples from Deuteronomy 9:19, καὶ
ἔκφοβός εἰμι διὰ τὴν ὀργὴν καὶ τὸν θυμόν, ὅτι παρωξύνθη κύριος ἐφ̓ ὑμῖν
ἐξολεθρεῦσαι ὑμᾶς, καὶ εἰσήκουσεν κύριος ἐμοῦ καὶ ἐν τῷ καιρῷ τούτῳ, and from
Isaiah 5:25, καὶ ἐθυμώθη ὀργῇ κύριος σαβαωθ ἐπὶ τὸν λαὸν αὐτοῦ, καὶ ἐπέβαλεν τὴν
χεῖρα αὐτοῦ ἐπ̓ αὐτοὺς καὶ ἐπάταξεν αὐτούς, καὶ παρωξύνθη τὰ ὄρη. Similar
examples in LXX are found in Numbers 16:30, 20:24; Deuteronomy 9:8, 32:16; 2
Samuel 12:14; Psalm 9:25, 73:18, 77:41, 105:29, 106:11; Isaiah 37:23, 63:10;
Lamentations 2:6, and Malachi 2:17 (Kittel & Friedrich 1964: ad loc.). It can,
therefore, be reasonably concluded that Paul was quite angered or upset by the visibly
idolatrous environment around him.
Luke’s inclusion of παρωξύνετο is very interesting, since the presence and use of
emotions was crucial in ancient Greek rhetoric, as noted earlier in the discussion of
the three emotional phases in Chapter 6. This is important, since Paul’s emotion
ultimately gave rise to his rhetoric plea as from verse 22. In his treatise on rhetoric,
Aristotle (Rhetoric 1377b-1388b) discusses at length the importance and application
of emotions. To ignore one’s own emotions or those of the audience in rhetoric can be
fatal, as it can determine or greatly influence the outcome of a discussion. Consider
the following quote:
“τὸ μὲν οὖν ποιόν τινα φαίνεσθαι τὸν λέγοντα χρησιμώτερον εἰς τὰς
συμβουλάς ἐστιν, τὸ δὲ διακεῖσθαί πως τὸν ἀκροατὴν εἰς τὰς δίκας: οὐ γὰρ
ταὐτὰ φαίνεται φιλοῦσι καὶ μισοῦσιν, οὐδ᾽ ὀργιζομένοις καὶ πράως ἔχουσιν,
ἀλλ᾽ ἢ τὸ παράπαν ἕτερα ἢ κατὰ μέγεθος ἕτερα: τῷ μὲν γὰρ φιλοῦντι περὶ οὗ
ποιεῖται τὴν κρίσιν ἢ οὐκ ἀδικεῖν ἢ μικρὰ δοκεῖ ἀδικεῖν, τῷ δὲ μισοῦντι
τοὐναντίον: καὶ τῷ μὲν ἐπιθυμοῦντι καὶ εὐέλπιδι ὄντι, ἐὰν ᾖ τὸ ἐσόμενον ἡδύ,
καὶ ἔσεσθαι καὶ ἀγαθὸν ἔσεσθαι φαίνεται, τῷ δ᾽ ἀπαθεῖ ἢ καὶ δυσχεραίνοντι
τοὐναντίον.” (Translation: In deliberative oratory, it is more useful that the
orator should appear to be of a certain character, in forensic, that the hearer
should be disposed in a certain way; for opinions vary, according as men love
or hate, are wrathful or mild, and things appear either altogether different, or
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different in degree; for when a man is favorably disposed towards one on
whom he is passing judgment, he either thinks that the accused has committed
no wrong at all or that his offence is trifling; but if he hates him, the reverse is
the case. And if a man desires anything and has good hopes of getting it, if
what is to come is pleasant, he thinks that it is sure to come to pass and will
be good; but if a man is unemotional or not hopeful it is quite the reverse.)
(Aristotle Rhetoric 1377b-1378a).

It is clear that, according to Aristotle, the emotions exhibited by the orator as well as
the feeling produced in the hearers can and is likely to affect the outcomes of the
audience’s judgements. He then identifies four positive emotions (calmness,
friendship, favour, and pity) and six negative ones (anger, fear, shame, indignation,
envy, and jealousy). Emotions can be used in a positive way, but he is more aware of
the practice among rhetoricians to use emotions for manipulation (Aristotle Rhetoric
1377b-1388b). He then demonstrates the means whereby the chosen emotion can also
be elicited in the minds of the audience without any direct connection to the plea
being made (Aristotle Rhetoric 1377b-1388b; Lawson-Tancred 1991: 140-142). The
orator should then check his own emotions and the listeners should do the same, to
ensure that they are not being swayed by pure emotion instead of solid argument.
It is likely that the Stoic philosophers, in particular, who are part of Paul’s audience,
strongly hold this opinion (Attridge, quoted in Rasimus, Engberg-Pederson &
Dunderberg 2010: 83). This is important in Paul’s case, since the Stoics are an
important section of his audience (17:18) and devote a great deal of attention to
emotions, training themselves to deal with passionate impulses that could lead to
irrational beheviour (Attridge, quoted in Rasimus, Engberg-Pederson & Dunderberg
2010: 83). To the Stoics, it is an important point that men should not be made victims
of their emotions, but that emotions should be in the service of sound reasoning
(Witherington 1998a: 514). With their aim of a rational way of living (Bruce 1981:
350), the Stoics’ goal was to live according to the rational principle, λόγος, that dwelt
in all things and emphasized the rational over emotions (Russell 1976: 241). To the
Stoics, emotions could be hostile to moral flourishing and should be eliminated
(Attridge, quoted in Rasimus, Engberg-Pederson & Dunderberg 2010: 82-83). On
several occasions, the first-century Stoic philosopher Epictetus (Discourses I.18)
emphasized the importance of not using anger as a weapon against people, including
wrongdoers. He implies that evildoers should be pitied, not judged, and that no anger
should be expressed towards them, since they are simply confused about right and
wrong. He further claims that evildoers are likely to change their conduct when they
know of a better morality (Discourses I.18.3-4). According to Epictetus (Discourses
I.28.24), Achilles’ tragedy during the sacking of Troy did not lie in the fact that he
lost Patroclus, but in that he yielded to anger, that he complained about losing a lovely
woman, and that he lost sight of the fact that he was not there for romance, but for
war. Stoic intellectuals prided themselves on opposing irrational and destructive
emotions in favour of serenity and satiety (Fiore 1990: 138). Tempered emotion is
more useful than irrational ranting and raving, and has a more productive outcome in
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the long term, since it leads to genuine affection, with reason drawn from it, and
persuading the passionate element (Fiore 1990: 138). All this information provides
interesting possible significance for παρωξύνετο.
Therefore, it is likely that Luke had a twofold goal with παρωξύνετο: first, to
communicate to the reader the wrongness of the pagan idolatry. Idolatry is, in fact,
something to get upset or distressed about. Secondly, this is in contrast with the way in
which Paul conducts the remainder of his speech from verses 22 to 31. With his upset
spirit, we would expect him to rant and rave and verbally condemn their idolatry from
the outset. Paul does not do so. Verse 22 states that Σταθεὶς δὲ [ὁ] Παῦλος ἐν μέσῳ
τοῦ Ἀρείου πάγου. Like any other Greek philosopher, Paul stood in the middle of the
Areopagus and used Hellenistic rationality and logic, as well as classical rhetoric to
persuade them of both the folly of their pagan worship and the truth of the gospel.
Like the Stoic requirements, Paul did not allow his emotions to rule his reason.
Holding his upset emotion within himself is an act of discipline and self-restraint, as a
Stoic intellectual would do. As such, Paul kept his audience captivated, because he
knew that, if he lost his temper, he would also lose his listeners.
Where it happened (ταῖς Ἀθήναις)
One of the reasons why the Areopagus speech caught the attention of so many
scholars is that it took place in the famous city of Athens in front of an audience of
some of the most respected philosophers in history (Germiquet 1992: 18). Luke
deliberately chose Athens as the stage for a paradigmatic encounter (Conzelmann
1987: 139). This lovely city was the intellectual centre of the ancient world, although,
in Paul’s time, it was in a state of decline, and tried to live on its reputation (Marshall
1980: 300). Athens’ initial splendour no longer prevailed, although it was still a
respected city (Conzelmann 1987: 139). In the middle of the first century BC, Cicero
(Pro Flaccus 26.62) wrote:
“Athenians are here, citizens of that city from which civilization, learning,
religion, corn, laws, and institutions are supposed to have arisen, and to have
been disseminated over the whole earth – that city, for the possession of
which there is said to have been, by reason of its beauty, a contest even
among the gods: a city which is of that antiquity that she is said to have
produced her citizens from her own womb, so that the same land is called the
parent, and nurse, and country of her people. And she is of such authority that
the name of Greece, now enfeebled and almost broken, rests upon the glory of
this city.”

The Greeks and the Athenians, in particular, were especially known for their
intellectual and philosophical sophistication, calling the city ‘learned Athens’
(Ovidius Epistles 2.83). Athens was frequently described as the university city. As
stated earlier, Athens is an important strategic domain for the Jesus story to display its
potential worthiness. Throughout the book of Acts, Luke described how the followers
of Jesus went through several encounters with religion and culture. If this Gospel of
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Jesus were to make it as a religion in the world, it should be able to stand strong in the
face of Athenian logic and intellect. The remainder of this passage until the end of
verse 34 is an attempt to answer to this call by showing the gospel’s worthiness.
Athens, large cities and the public nature of the Gospel
By taking into consideration the various places and cities mentioned in Luke, one can
better understand many of his texts (Germiquet 1992: 18). Luke tried hard to reflect
the gospel of Jesus as a universal faith. He was also responding to a dangerous claim
that Christianity was obscure. Many Christians in the first century were aware of the
allegation that Christianity was secretive and, in their continual attempt to refute this
allegation, they spoke in secret, because they were afraid of open hearings (Germiquet
2001: 133). Luke displays the Christian faith openly in large cities without any shame
(Germiquet 2001: 132). He consistently presents the speeches of his characters as
taking place in public places, because he attempts to portray Christianity, not as a
superstition, but as a respectable faith (Germiquet 2001: 134). The public character of
Paul’s life is constantly displayed in Acts and reaches a climax in Chapter 26. Prior to
his conversion, he lived his life openly. On account of the gospel’s public nature,
Luke depicts Paul’s missionary activities, to a large extent, as a journey from one
important city to another, especially cities in Asia Minor (Germiquet 2001: 137).
Luke intentionally places this in stark contrast with allegations by first-century
ancients that “the superstition, Christianity” has chosen to target small villages and
rural areas (Germiquet 2001: 137). For this reason, Luke mentions Athens as the place
where Paul conducts his mission in Chapter 17. It directly plays into the perception
that the gospel of Jesus is not ashamed; it is not a secretive superstition, and it is not
afraid to proclaim what they believe in the open, even in an esteemed intellectual city
such as Athens where respectful philosophers such as Socrates taught in the streets.
When it happened (Ἐν δὲ ταῖς Ἀθήναις ἐκδεχομένου αὐτοὺς)
Bruce (1981: 348) remarks that Athens may not have been on Paul’s missionary
programme. While he was waiting for his friends, he had the time to stroll around and
see the city and its architecture (Wright 2008: 82). Because of his troubled emotion
from seeing the idols, he felt compelled to do something (Wright 2008: 82). His
emotion changed his mind, causing him to take action in verse 17 (Barrett 2004: 827).
The reason for happening (θεωροῦντος κατείδωλον οὖσαν τὴν πόλιν)
Why would Paul get upset? The participle active form of θεωροῦντος can state a
reason for something. Paul’s reason for being upset was κατείδωλον οὖσαν τὴν πόλιν.
Let us not forget that Paul was a devout Jew whose primary conviction was that there
was only one God and that he was to be worshiped without the use of images (Barrett
2004: 827). The early Jewish Christians consequently saw the message of the
resurrected Christ as the fulfillment of all the promises made by God to Israel (Wright
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2008: 93). Christianity was, strictly speaking, not the beginning of a “new” religion,
but the continuing story of new creation promised to Israel by the prophets (Wright
2008: 93). Due to this fact, Paul would have known how the God of Israel felt about
idol worship. Barrett (2004: 827) points out that κατα, in conjunction with other
words (as is the case with κατείδωλον), often refers to an abundance of something. In
Athens, idols were as widespread as “trees in a wood” (Barrett 2004: 827). Hence,
Paul’s soul was distressed. The images Paul saw might also remind him of the fact
that, in Greece, idol worship was in close association with immorality (Witherington
1998a: 513). It is not known whether this contributed to Paul’s anger. Faber (1993: ad
loc.) suggests that Paul might have spoken to them later at some length about God’s
second commandment, namely not to worship Him by means of images. Bruce (1981:
349) confirms this argument by reminding us that, although Paul was raised in Tarsus
and idol worship was nothing new to him, he was also raised in the spirit of the First
and Second commandments. This gives added insight as to why Paul’s soul was
distressed. He felt so passionate in his soul that he could not keep silent. This idea of
“not being able to keep silent” also occurs in other parts of Luke’s story (see Acts
4:20: οὐ δυνάμεθα γὰρ ἡμεῖς ἃ εἴδαμεν καὶ ἠκούσαμεν μὴ λαλεῖv).
17 διελέγετο μὲν οὖν ἐν τῇ συναγωγῇ τοῖς Ἰουδαίοις καὶ τοῖς σεβομένοις καὶ ἐν τῇ

ἀγορᾷ κατὰ πᾶσαν ἡμέραν πρὸς τοὺς παρατυγχάνοντας / He was therefore disputing
in the synagogue with the Jews and the people that worshipped there, and on the agora
the whole day, with people that passed by.
This section (vv. 17-21) starts with “… μὲν οὖν”, indicating a new division in the
passage (Witherington 1998a: 513), and describes the context and setting for Paul’s
speech that only starts in verse 22.
Διελέγετο, the Agora, Paul and Socrates
Paul’s distressed soul led him to action. The main verb is διελέγετο (imperfect
indicative passive) and indicates that Paul struck up a dialogue with people in the city.
Luke uses the word frequently in Acts (17:2; 18:4, 19; 19:8-9; 20:7, 9) and could
generally be translated with arguing, reasoning, discussing, giving an address,
conversing with, arguing with one another, or discoursing (Brown 1986: 820-821;
Liddell & Scott 1983: 190). In this text, however, διελέγετο might have a slightly
different nuance, very strongly reminding us of Socrates (Conzelmann 1987: 140).
Διελέγετο expresses Paul’s use of logic and rhetoric to persuade his audiences, much
like the archetypal Socratic figure (Barrett 2004: 828) and not simply “preaching”, as
Marshall (1980: 300) suggests. Lüdemann (1989: 189) also reasons that διελέγετο and
the rest of the sentence point to Paul as a kind of ‘Christian Socrates’, since Socrates
also reasoned with prominent schools of philosophy and spoke on the ἀγορᾷ with
whoever was willing to dialogue with him.
Progression and inclusivity: A message for everyone
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This passage points to two places of engagement and three groups of people. The use
of words indicates progression. Paul started in the synagogue, the Jewish local seat of
religion, and ended on the more universal ἀγορᾷ among τοὺς παρατυγχάνοντας (the
passers by). This progression can be better noted in the use of the people groups: Paul
started out with τοῖς Ἰουδαίοις (The Jews), moving to τοῖς σεβομένοις (those who
worship), and ended with τοὺς παρατυγχάνοντας. This verse is the last one to mention
the Jewish synagogue. For this reason, the synagogue is omitted in the sentence,
because the notable place of intellectual interaction in Athens is the ἀγορᾷ (Barrett
2004: 828). Sketching Paul as going directly to the gentiles is not a typically Lucan
description of Paul’s conduct. Going to the Jews first, however, is part of Lucan
tradition (Marshall 1980: 300). The use of τοῖς σεβομένοις indicates non-Jewish
worshippers (proselytes) in the synagogue, as Jews are already mentioned. In telling
the story this way, Luke sketches the world in which Paul finds himself, in Athens, as
a pluralistic and multi-theistic environment. The Graeco-Roman world was
characterized by extreme religious pluralism and syncretism; this was also true of the
Athenian culture (Germiquet 1992: 68). In this instance, Luke starts a nonjudgemental and tolerant pattern towards paganism that is kept and even expanded
throughout the passage. It indicates that his news is for all people, Jews, non-Israelites
worshipping the God of the Jews, and even pagans worshipping idols. He started to
reason with the Jews in the synagogue, with devout gentile synagogue adherents as
well as with passers-by on the ἀγορᾷ (Witherington 1998a: 513). He tries to engage
anyone who is open enough to listen. People from all existing religions should hear
and adhere to this message. This material is an important indicator to us as to whom
Paul must have borne in mind while standing on the Areopagus and whose
background information we can use to determine the context for the sayings in Paul’s
speech.
18 τινὲς δὲ καὶ τῶν Ἐπικουρίων καὶ Στωικῶν φιλοσόφων συνέβαλλον αὐτῷ, καί τινες

ἔλεγον Τί ἂν θέλοι ὁ σπερμολόγος οὗτος λέγειν; οἱ δέ Ξένων δαιμονίων δοκεῖ
καταγγελεὺς εἶναι: ὅτι τὸν Ἰησοῦν καὶ τὴν ἀνάστασιν εὐηγγελίζετο / Some Epicurean
and Stoic philosophers joined the conversation and some said ‘What is it that this
seedpicker (Philosopher-wanna-be) wants to say?’, and others ‘He seems to be a
bringer of foreign gods’. This was because he (Paul) proclaimed Jesus and the
resurrection.
In this verse, Luke builds his narrative progressively in the direction of the Greek
philosophical world and the local colour of Athens, in particular (Conzelmann 1987:
139). The Synagogue and the Jews are left behind, and Paul now goes deeper into the
Greek world of thought. The focus is on Paul’s encounter from τοὺς παρατυγχάνοντας
(the idea of talking to everyone that is willing to listen) to a much smaller circle of
specific Greek thinkers (τῶν Ἐπικουρείων καὶ Στοϊκῶν φιλοσόφων).
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When ones asks the question as to why these two groups were singled out among so
many others, Barrett (2004: 829) suggests that both were practical rather that
speculative philosophies and that they are not only alluded, but also responded to in
Paul’s speech. These were two rival schools of thought in ancient Greek philosophy
(Bruce 1981: 350); they were also the two best schools known to the general public
(Conzelmann 1987:139). “In what follows, Luke is building up a portrait of Paul as
being able to stand on equal footing with the intellectuals of his day, even in Athens.
Indeed, he seems to be presenting Paul as a new Socrates, as we shall see”
(Witherington 1998a: 514). Waaijman (2010: 11) also sketches Paul “als een soort
Socrates in debat met Griekse filosofen”. From the context in which Witherington
makes this statement, the idea is not that the content of Paul’s message is equal to that
of his Greek counterparts, but only the intellectual skill he uses. By using the optative,
τί ἂν θέλοι, Luke strives for a cultured style (Conzelmann 1987: 139). This is
important in the developing story in Acts regarding the story of Jesus as expanding
into the world and giving the world a better world view. Paul is bringing the better
meta-narrative in Jesus to the Greeks. For this purpose, Luke uses culturally relevant
terms, thus opening up the way for an ambassador of the Jesus story to take up the
challenge of the mighty Greek city of philosophy.
In light of their importance in the build-up of Paul’s argument, I shall pay some
attention to these two groups. The juxtaposition of these two schools serves to create a
certain milieu (Conzelmann 1987: 139). Luke does not side with the Stoics, as may be
interpreted by some readers, although he uses Stoic ideas later in the speech
(Conzelmann 1987: 139). I shall only focus on a few relevant theological points in
light of our text.
The Epicureans
An excerpt on the Epicureans and the Stoics could be inserted nearly anywhere in the
study of the text, since Paul’s speech subtly refers to them consistently throughout,
especially by means of ideas and slogans attributed to them (Neyrey s.a.: 1; Elledge
2006: 115). For instance, the Epicureans are also connected with scoffing in verse 32.
However, as both groups are explicitly mentioned in verse 18, I shall give some
relevant background that will remain important throughout until verse 34.
The Epicureans drew their philosophical and ethical suppositions from the
materialistic, atomic theory of Democritus (Elledge 2006: 115; Witherington 1998a:
514), of whom Epicurus was a student since a very young age (De Villiers 1997: ad
loc.). They considered the most pleasure-filled life as one of tranquility, freedom from
pain, negative emotions, and superstitious fears.
Theologically, they believed that they had nothing to fear in God, nothing to fear in
death (Dewitt 1954: 330). They held that good (pleasure) can be attained and evil
(pain) can be endured (Witherington 1998a: 514). They were often despised because
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of their preoccupation with physical pleasures and the pursuit of self-grattification
(Fiore 1990: 142). They did not openly deny the existence of the gods, although there
is good reason to think that a kind of ‘closet ateism’ could have been the case, as will
be noted later (Marshall 1980: 300; Rowe 2010: 37). Be that as it may, however, they
maintained that the gods took little interest in the affairs of men (Bruce 1981: 351;
Lohse 1976: 244) and that, therefore, there is no reason for men to pay any attention
to them (Goodman 1995: 65; Lohse 1976: 244). Not only were they not interested in
the gods, but supernatural interference was, to the Epicureans, also a major cause for
terror (Elias 2006: 15). This also accounted for the notion of immortality, as it took
away the hope of release from pain (Russell 1996: 235). Their materialistic view
made them believe that the human soul consisted of physical particles just like heat
and breath (Elledge 2006: 115; Russell 1996: 235). The soul perishes with the body at
the time of death, as it cannot exist without the body (Goodman 1995: 65; De Villiers
1997: ad loc.) and the soul’s particles are no longer capable of sensation (Russell
1996: 236). Consequently, they did not believe in an afterlife and focused their total
existence on the here and now (Lohse 1976: 244). There was no ground for the fear
that men may incur the anger of the gods or suffer in Hades after death (Goodman
1995: 65). Human beings, therefore, have free will and are, within limits, the masters
of their own fate (Russell 1996: 236). There was no belief in a heaven or hell (Elledge
2006: 115; De Villiers 1997: ad loc.), and non-existence (death) was accepted as a
deliverance of the pain and suffering of this world (Russell 1996: 239). Religious
activity was foolishness. It even makes one unhappy because it breaks the silence of
the soul and makes it worry about the judgement of the gods after death (Goodman
1995: 65; De Villiers 1997: ad loc.).1

The Epicureans as atheists

1

Some additional information on the Epicureans entails the following. The Epicureans were founded
by Epicurus (341-270 BC) and presented pleasure as the chief purpose of life. His followers had to
learn a kind of creed embodying his doctrines that no one was allowed to question (Russell 1996:
232). He turned his back on meta-physics and held that nothing could be known besides space and
atoms (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). The laws of the city should be obeyed but they are not god-given
and, therefore, there is hardly any mention of objective norms (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). Epicurus
encouraged his followers to withdraw from public and political life and enjoy these pleasures (De
Villiers 1997: ad loc.; Lohse 1976: 243). However, the highest pleasures were thus not considered to
be sensual such as sex or eating, but the pleasures of the mind (Witherington 1998a: 514). It would,
therefore, not be fair to call them Hedonists (Pohlman 2008: ad loc.). They were, however, on many
occasions, falsely accused of sensualism, although they did scorn it (Marshall 1980: 300). For them,
life pleasures rather consisted of matters such as human well-being that is achieved when one gains
true wisdom and in every situation finds the right thing to do (Lohse 1976: 243). The safest and best
of all social pleasures was friendship, according to Epicurus (Russell 1996: 234). The greatest source
of fear, on the other hand, was religion and death (Russel 1996: 234).
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Although the term ‘atheism’ or ‘atheist’ does not occur in Luke, he depicts several
characters in Acts as atheists; this probably referred to not believing in the living God.
Two examples are the Epicureans in Acts 17 and Festus in Acts 26. A few remarks
need to be made, however, in light of the absence of the term ‘atheist’ in the text
under study. These occurrences of atheism were in keeping with increasing
disillusionment with the official religions and the development of unofficial atheism
in the Roman Empire. The official religions proved unable to answer the inner needs
of the people. This was the reason for the infiltration of the mystery religions: the
Stoics’ pantheistic interpretation of the traditional Olympic deities, as well as the birth
and growth of atheism (Germiquet 2001: 105). Atheism arose among the intellectuals
and thinking people, because they could see through the traditional superstitious
aspirations of divinity. However, the secret nature of the atheism chosen by its
proponents is important. This secrecy stemmed from the fact that, in Luke’s time,
atheism was banned in Greece as well as the fact that the observance of public
religious rites was an important aspect of one’s responsibility to the state (Germiquet
2001: 105). Some texts mention the Epicureans as offering religious sacrifices
(Plutarch Stoicorum Repugnantiis 1034B). This should be viewed against the
historical background of the Roman Empire, when it was considered beneficial for all
Roman citizens to take part in sacrifices to the gods so as not to upset the divine order
of things (Germiquet 2001: 105). Casting any doubts on the importance of religion
could be regarded as treachery or subversion (Germiquet 2001: 105). For these
reasons, atheism remained the individual’s personal disposition.
Luke is clearly aware of this problem as confirmed by his highlighting thereof on the
Areopagus. I shall note this later when he specifically refers to the Athenian
philosophers’ comments that Paul was advocating foreign gods.
Be that as it may, some of the most prominent sources concerning the spreading of
atheism were the philosophical schools and, in particular, the Epicureans with their
materialism, their disbelief in the eternal nature of the soul, and their consistent
distrust in the reliability of the gods (Epictetus Discourses 2.20.9). The mention of
foreign gods would remind the listeners of the accusations against Socrates of leading
the youth astray by teaching them about foreign gods. He was not accused of
worshipping the gods, but of introducing a new god, thus corrupting the youth
(Germiquet 2001: 126). In doing so, Luke directly refers to the issue of atheism, as
this was, in essence, the main accusation against Socrates. No direct mentions of
atheism are made, because the atheism of high officials and respected philosophers
was probably an open secret that was referred to in the form of allusions rather than
through direct indictments (Germiquet 2001: 127). Consequently, rather than making
direct negative remarks to specific respected and distinguished people, Luke makes
allusions that could well be understood by the first-century reader (Neyrey s.a.: 6;
Germiquet 2001: 130). Luke’s silence in using a direct reference to atheism also
relates to the literary style expected from good authors of this period. Great respect
and even joy were derived from the literary game of recognizing allusions, cross98

references, arguments, characters and character traits from famous classical writers,
without having to name them directly (Neyrey s.a.: 3; Germiquet 2001: 133).
There is another reason why Luke is referring to atheism in the face of a lack of direct
indictments. It is important that the reader understands a crucial aspect about the
world of Luke. In ancient times, people knew and described themselves to other
people in a specific way, namely through stereotypes (Neyrey s.a.: 11). Nations and
towns, for example, were known in terms of stereotypes: “Cretans are always liars,
evil beasts and lazy gluttons” (Titus 1:12); “Jews have no dealings with Samaritans”
(John 4:9); “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” (John 1:46); “There came to
him some Sadducees, those who say that there is no resurrection” (Luke 20:27). The
Epicureans were traditionally regarded as the stereotypes of atheism (Germiquet
2001: 128). “Epicureans were popularly known in terms of stereotypes, in particular
their ‘atheism’, their denial of providence, and their rejection of theodicy. Luke
understands the Epicureans in Acts 17 precisely in terms of a stereotype, namely, their
denial of divine judgment and theodicy” (Neyrey s.a.: ad loc.).
Neyrey (s.a.: ad loc.) further identifies the Epicureans as being the group behind the
mocking of Paul as a “seedpicker” as well as the scoffing in verse 32. For him, the
Epicureans’ reaction was both predictable and desired by Luke and he deliberately
uses them as stereotypes of atheism (Germiquet 2001: 129). It is typical of Luke’s
style that he portrays a divided reaction to Paul’s speech, namely that a division takes
place and that some listeners respond favourably (Stoics), whereas others scoff at him
and reject his speech (Epicureans) (Neyrey s.a.: 9). Neyrey (s.a.: ad loc.) determines
that the identification in Luke in terms of stereotypes is so important that he pushes
this further. He argues that, since Luke does things in pairs and with parallels, he
intends the reader to link and compare the diverse reactions by Stoics and Epicureans
with the contrasting reactions by the Pharisees and the Sadducees to the issue of the
resurrection in 23:6-10. The fact that the Epicureans were perceived as atheists
remained uncontested (Germiquet 2001: 130). In addition “to the allusion to Socrates,
Luke’s direct reference to the Epicureans who were publicly known as atheists, is [a]
strong indication that the characteristic of atheism is intentionally introduced in the
text” (Germiquet 2001: 130).
Germiquet (2001: 133) mentions three reasons for the absence of the word ‘atheism’
in the text. First, it is understandable because Luke does not want to make direct and
serious allegations against high officials. Secondly, it is understandable in terms of the
literary technique of using stereotypes instead of naming people and places directly.
Thirdly, it is understandable as a literary quality that gives the reader the pleasure of
recognizing certain characters from the description of their attributes without them
being mentioned directly.
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Taking note of the Epicureans is vital to the understanding of our text, since Luke
intends to compare and contrast the Christian faith with Epicureanism as an
alternative doctrine (Neyrey s.a.: 1).
The Stoics
The Epicureans were “contemporaneous” with the Stoics (Russell 1996: 230).
Establishing the set beliefs of the Stoics is not as easy to do as with the Epicureans,
since their doctrine was not as static and rigid and developed considerably over the
years (Lohse 1976: 244; Russell 1996: 241). Broadly speaking, however, the Stoics
were primarily pantheistic in their theology, which was typically Greek in those days,
and they diverted quite drastically from the traditional religious views expressed in
Homer. In addition, being materialists (partially, like the Epicureans), they believed
that even the essence of god and soul consisted of highly refined matter (Witherington
1998a: 514). They believed that this refined matter was immersed in a divine rational
ordering principle called λόγος that was in all things and beings (Witherington 1998a:
514) and that this unified the world (Lohse 1976: 244). This means that the divine
(λόγος) was not simply localized somewhere in matter, but was totally dissolved
therein (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.).
There were conflicting opinions as to whether the human soul survived death.
Posidionius believed that the soul continues to live in the air (Russell 1996: 247),
although the majority of the Stoics agreed that the soul perishes with the body after
death (Russell 1996: 247).2

2

Zeno (340-256 BC), a materialist, founded the Stoic school of philosophy. The Stoics gradually
abandoned materialism until there was little thereof left at the time of Marcus Aurelius (Russell 1998:
241). Grissipus (born 280 BC), Panetius (born 180 BC), and Posidonius (born 130 BC), for example,
greatly influenced the establishment of Stoicism as a philosophy, although very few of their works
remain (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). In Paul’s time, Stoic philosophy still held a fairly materialistic
view, namely that not only everything was considered to be physical matter, but also their
characteristics (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). The good news is that the Stoics’ ethical doctrine changed
very little over the years (Lohse 1976: 244); most of them regarded it as very important (De Villiers
1997: ad loc.; Russell 2010: 241). They got their name from their meeting place, the Stoa Pokile, on
the north-western side of the Athenian Agora (Witherington 1998a: 514). The Stoics’ realization of
life’s meaning was characterized by great earnestness and a high sense of duty (Bruce 1981: 350;
Russell 1996: 243) and not by the pursuit of desires (Lohse 1976: ad loc.). They had a practical
outlook on life and believed that a man should behave modestly and dissociate himself from his own
needs (Lohse 1976: 246). They also believed that self-sufficiency is the highest good that can be
attained through stern duty and discipline (Witherington 1998a: 514). Not only bad, but also all
passions were frowned upon (Russell 1996: 244). Stoics were deterministic, their destiny being
determined by fate, and were consequently not interested in external existence. The individual’s life
was good when it was in harmony with the forces and laws of nature (Russell 1996: 243). The primary
calling of nature was to virtue. They were not seeking property and goods, wealth or even family
(Russell 1996: 243). They were not supposed to be affected by sickness and suffering, since fate may
do with them as it wills (Lohse 1976: 246). They accepted whatever happens to them as an expression
of divine will and they submitted to the divine hand that gives everything (Lohse 1976: 246). The
Stoics did not view the gods as the institutional religion did, although they did not attack the
conventional religion; rather, they interpreted the religious myths with the aid of an allegorical method
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It is likely that the next words, καί τινες ἔλεγον, do not refer only to the philosophers,
but also to another group of listeners that might have included some of the
philosophers (Barret 2004: 830). When the Epicureans, the Stoics and other hearers
heard what Paul had to say about Jesus and the resurrection, they did not react
positively. As much as the two philosophical groups differed from each other, they
seemingly agreed about this one aspect: this new message brought by Paul had not
made sense according to their sense of reason (Bruce 1981: 351).
The term σπερμολόγος definitely carries a derogatory connotation, according to
Witherington (1998a: 515), and is skillfully used by Luke to establish the expectation
of the coming conflict with Greek philosophy (Marshall 1980: 301).3 Conzelmann
(1987: 139) refers to it as an “Athenian term of derision”. It literally means “picking
up seeds” and, on many occasions, referred to inferior speakers or “loafers” (Rowe
2010: 37) who “picked up” other thinkers’ ideas and use them as their own (Barret
2004: 830). It can also be translated as “charlatan” (Winter 2004: 2). In light of the
previous discussion, Neyrey (s.a.: 9) was convinced that the Epicureans called him
‘seedpicker’ and that the Stoics mentioned that Paul brought news of new divinities.
The point lies in polarized opinions from contrasting groups (Neyrey s.a.: 9). This
point is taken up again at the end of the speech when Luke states that some
(Epicureans) mocked Paul while others (Stoics) responded positively by wanting to
listen again. The loose scraps of knowledge of the seedpickers, however, as the term
suggests, do not really amount to any substantial form of philosophical knowledge or
understanding.
“They looked upon him as a retailer of second-hand scraps of philosophy, a
type of itinerant peddler of religion not unknown in the Athenian market-place,
and they used a term of characteristic Athenian slang to describe him. Others
preferred to class him as a herald of strange divinities – he spoke of Jesus and
‘Anastasis’ and in the ears of some frequenters of the Agora these words
sounded as if they denoted the personified and deified powers of ‘healing’ and
‘restoration’” (Bruce 1981: 351).

Luke effectively uses the term to create distrust, in the reader’s mind, of those who
insult or scoff at the main characters (Rowe 2010: 37). The story is written in such a
way that the reader would never consider agreeing with either the Stoics or the
Epicureans, as in other parts of Acts (Rowe 2010: 37). It tends to prepare the reader

that enabled them to adhere to their pantheistic views about nature and life and the rational divine
λόγος that governed it (Lohse 1976: 245). Thus, when the Stoics used the names of gods, i.e. Zeus, the
name was not meant in a personal sense, as traditionally intended, but in a vague, impersonal
pantheistic sense (Russell 1996: 245). For them, Zeus, God, Mind, Destiny, Fate were all meant to
mean the same thing (Russell 1996: 247). The sober ethic and the cosmopolitan breadth of the Stoic
philosophy made it especially attractive and useful to the Romans. This finds expression in, for
instance, the writings of Cicero and Seneca, Nero’s tutor (Lohse 1976: 249).
3
See also Liddell & Scott 1889: 740, “babbler”; Brown 1986: 525, “chatterer, babbler, rag-picker”.
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for the potential conflict or confrontation between the gospel story and Greek
philosophy (Rowe 2010: 37).
Where σπερμολόγος conveys a degrading meaning, the potential accusation that Paul
is the purveyor of foreign gods (ξένων δαιμονίων) is dangerous (Witherington 1998a:
515). In this context, δαιμονίων obviously does not refer to devils, as in the gospels,
but rather to deities, as in the Greek semantic paradigm (Barret 2004: 830). However,
propagating foreign gods was, after all, the same accusation that caused the fall of
Socrates nearly three centuries earlier (Losie 2004: 225; Witherington 1998a: 515).
The term, ξένων, again relates very strongly to the accusation held against this great
philosopher (Conzelmann 1987). The accusation of foreign gods is essential in the
story, since it was an ancient pagan assumption that ‘old and traditional’ were
believed to the best time tested notions. New teachings were considered unreliable
and untrustworthy. It is, therefore, an accusation that Paul corrects in his argument by
presenting God as the Creator later.
I shall pay more attention to ξένων δαιμονίων, since it relates directly to the reason for
Paul’s entire discourse. The world of Greek deities was very complex before the time
of Homer (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). In the Mycenean and Minoan times (1600 BC1000 BC), deities consisted of daemons (Dietrich 1965: 15; De Villiers 1997: ad loc.;
Price 1999: 13); heroes (Dietrich 1965: 24-26; Price 1999: 19); Moirae and Keres
(Dietrich 1965: 59); Erinyes (Dietrich 1965: 91); the Olympic gods (De Villiers 1997:
ad loc.; Lohse 1976: 222; Dietrich 1965: 297), and many others. Some writers on
antiquity suggest that the early Greeks had over 300 gods (Price 1999: 11).4 Each and
every phenomenon in nature, for which the ancients did not have an explanation, was
attributed to an independent god or spirit that either helped them or threatened their
existence (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). However, the gods were not considered to be
all-powerful (Epictetus Discourses 1.1.8). All these deities had differing functions in
different eras in Greek history, depending on which author one read (Dietrich 1965:
15). Some of this was simplified after the time of Homer, when the roles, personalities
and functions of the gods were more clearly defined (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). The
many diverse local gods such as daemons, heroes and other spirits, faded into the
background in the overwhelming shadow of the Olympian Gods who dominated the
scene from then on. This was declared state religion after Homer (De Villiers 1997:
ad loc.). This is highly significant, since it forms the framework against which Luke,
through Paul, responds in Athens.
Before giving some additional essential information about the gods, it should be noted
that the purpose is not to explore this extensive area of study in all its detail, but

4

For a more complete and detailed account of many of the gods that existed and how they came to be,
see Hesiod (Theogony 1-1022). <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text;jsessionid=B00F18B70A
92EDC5D47D0DA4DED76B30?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0129%3Acard%3D53>
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simply to provide a brief understanding of the broad context. However, I shall give
some detail, in order to provide the necessary insight. The following table lists some
of the most prominent Greek Olympic Gods with their Latin equivalents (Rodgers
2010: 132):
Greek name
Zeus
Hera
Athena
Apollo
Artemis
Poseidon
Hermes
Ares
Aphrodite
Eros
Hephaestus
Dionysos
Helios
Pan
Persephone
Hades
Demeter
Orpheus

Latin name
Jupiter
Juno
Minerva
Apollo
Diana
Neptune
Mercury
Mars
Venus
Cupid
Vulcan
Bacchus
Sol
Faunus
Proserpine
Pluto
Ceres
Orpheus

These human-shaped gods made their entrance into the world, each with their own
history and area of functionality (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). At the head of the family
of Olympian gods was the chief god, Zeus, also referred to as the father of the gods.5
When lightning struck, Zeus was considered responsible (Lohse 1976: 222), and he
was almost considered omnipotent, with power, wisdom and majesty (Rodgers 2010:
134). He was worshipped at many sites throughout Greece, especially in Olympia,
where the games were held in his honour (Rodgers 2010: 135). I shall provide more
details about his history and how he came to be in charge of the gods later.
Ares, the sister and the unwilling wife of Zeus (Price 1999: 13), was portrayed
enthroned besides him as the queen of Olympus (Rodgers 2010: 135). She sometimes
wore a triple crown, was accompanied by a peacock, and had a famously fiery temper
(Rodgers 2010: 135). She had, on many occasions, thereatened the lives of Zeus’s

5

The word Ζηνὸς (Xenos) is often used in classical Greek to refer to Ζευς (Zeus). See Liddell & Scott
(1889: 344) or Rodgers (2010: 134). See γελᾷ δέ τε δώματα πατρὸς Ζηνὸς (and the house of [their]
father Zeus) (Hesiod Theogony 40-41); δὴ τότε τοῖς μετέειπε πατὴρ ἀνδρῶν τε θεῶν τε (then it was
that the father of men [Zeus] and gods spoke amongst them) (Hesiod Theogony 643).
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mistresses; she was particularly worshipped in Argos and on the island of Samos,
where one of the biggest temples was built in her honour (Rodgers 2010: 135).
Born fully developed and formed from Zeus’ forehead, Athena was responsible for
the protection of Athens (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.) and was, on many occasions, seen
with a shield and a spear. She became the patron of Athens after winning a
competition against Poseidon. She was also considered Zeus’ most brilliant child
(Rodgers 2010: 135) and was the goddess of wisdom, education and the arts. Together
with Hera and Zeus, she formed part of the Olympian Royal Family.
Apollo epitomizes reason and civilization (Rodgers 2010: 136). It is said that he sent
sickness and healing (Lohse 1976: 222; De Villiers 1997: ad loc.) and that he was
responsible for harpists, song and singers (Hesiod Theogony 85-103). He was the
archetypal Greek god who was associated with radiance and with Helios, the sun. He
was typically portrayed as handsome, noble and beardless. He was tremendously
popular as a beneficial god and even Augustus built a temple near his palace on the
Palatine in Rome to honour him (Rodgers 2010: 136).
Apollo’s twin sister, Artemis, was revered as the protective goddess of Ephesus (Price
1999: 13) and was portrayed as the tall and slim hunting goddess of the woods
carrying a bow (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.), and attended by Nymphs (Rodgers 2010:
137). She regularly turned enemies into animals; she had a chariot drawn by stags as
she journeyed through the woods (Rodgers 2010: 137). She was, however, considered
paradoxical as she was also revered and worshipped as the multi-breasted fertility
goddess in Ephesus whose cult Paul confronted in Acts 18. She was later identified
with the moon goddess Selene and a crescent moon became her symbol (Rodgers
2010: 137).
Zeus’ older brother Poseidon fought alongside Zeus against the titans. Subsequently,
the sea was allotted to him as his realm (Rodgers 2010: 138). He ruled over the sea
and rode through the waves on a chariot drawn by sea horses and dolphins (De
Villiers 1997: ad loc.). He was also known to have non-marine attributes such as
causing earthquakes and storms (Lohse 1976: 222), and being the god of horses and
springs (Rodgers 2010: 138). He was usually portrayed, much like his brother, as an
older, powerfully built man. Like the sea, he was given to unpredictable rages and, for
this reason, fishermen prayed to him for safe sea journeys (Rodgers 2010: 138). In
pre-classical times, he could have been more important than Zeus; later he became
subsurvient to Zeus (Rodgers 2010: 138).
Hermes, one of Zeus’ sons, was the eloquent messenger-god who always seemed
young, graceful and swift-footed (Rodgers 2010: 139). He was only hours old when
he stole cattle from his half-brother, Apollo. He managed this by virtue of his winged
sandals, and escaped from Apollo’s wrath because of his quick wit and gift of the lyre.
He usually wears a wide-rimmed, winged hat and carries a magic wand with two
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snakes wound around it (Rodgers 2010: 139). With this wand, he could put people to
sleep. His intelligence led him to invent many things, including the alphabet,
numbers, weights and measures. He was also the patron of both merchants and thieves
(Price 1999: 13).
Ares, the god of war, was an unpopular deity and was even disliked by his parents,
Zeus and Hera (Rodgers 2010: 139). He was assisted and tended to by his sons,
Phobos (fear) and Deimos (Terror), and roamed the battlefields on a chariot, killing
for pleasure. He was seldom successful on the battlefield, usually being outwitted by
Athena or heroes such as Hercules. He frequently received offerings on the battlefield,
and was not worshipped very significantly beyond Thebes.
No two gods could have been less alike than Aphrodite and Hephaestus. One is a
beautiflul warrior goddess, who brought love, erotic allure and beauty (De Villiers
1997: ad loc.), while the other was a lame, physically challenged and ugly blacksmith
(Rodgers 2010: 140). Aphrodite was born out of the bubbles that arose from where
Ouranus’ genitals, severed by Cronos, were thrown into the sea (Hesiod Theogony
185-187). She was blown ashore on a seashell, landing on Cyprus, which became a
centre of her worship and adoration, although other sources suggest that she was
simply the daughter of Zeus and the minor goddess Dione (Rodgers 2010: 140). It is
generally agreed that she was the most desired personality on Olympus and a source
of a great deal of strife. Accordingly, Zeus married her off to Hephaestus, who made
lavish jewels for her, including a magic gold girdle (Rodgers 2010: 140). She found it
difficult to stay true to her husband and her pleasure-seeking nature was responsible
for several affairs with some gods (Ares is one example) as well as with many
mortals.
Hephaestus, on the other hand, was considered the god of fire and metal forging,
although he was considered the odd god because he was lame and ugly (Rodgers
2010: 141). His lameness was caused by his intervening in an argument between Zeus
and Hera, who threw him off Olympus. He landed in the sea and was rescued by a
water nymph, Thetis. He took revenge by devising a golden throne for Hera that got
her trapped. He agreed to free her in turn for the hand of Aphrodite. She, however, fell
in love with Ares, which made Hepaestus desperately jealous. In secret, he forged a
kind of light iron net, which he draped over the sleeping adulterers. When they awoke,
they were trapped in it as the other Olympians gathered to laugh at them (Rodgers
2010: 141). Most of the time, he was kept busy at his forging furnace, on Stromboli
Island, or on Mount Etna, Sicily, both active volcanos; hence his Latin name, Vulcan.
Eros, the god of desire, was the son of Zeus and Aphrodite. He was, on many
occasions, portrayed as a boy shooting others with his arrows of love. He was,
however, considered a dangerous deity, since his lust for love was considered more of
a sickness than a joy (Rodgers 2010: 140).
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Although an important poet such as Homer hardly mentions him, after the sixth
century, Dionysus became one of the most significant gods in the Greek pantheon. He
was known as the god of wine, drama and ecstasy (Rodgers 2010: 142). According to
legend, Dionysus was the son of Zeus and Semele, a princess of Thebes. Urged by a
very jealous Hera, Semele rashly asked Zeus to appear in his glory and when Zeus did
so, she was incinerated by his radiant glory. However, Zeus rescued their child she
was carrying; Dionysus was raised by nymphs and taught by satyrs on how to make
wine (Rodgers 2010: 142). After he recovered from a fit given by Hera, he set off for
India in a chariot, making laws, planting vineyards, and founding cities. He later
returned to Thebes and adopted an image of danger, resembling deadly animals such
as snakes, leopards, panthers and tigers. He was usually portrayed as longhaired and
beardless. He was a transgressive deity, dissolving boundaries between men and
animals, males and females, and men and gods (Rodgers 2010: 143).
These twelve Olympian gods were the main ones, but many gods such as, among
others, Hades and his wife Persephone, were chthonic gods that lived in the
underworld (Price 1999: 12). Temples were erected for these gods who were present
through their images and temples and who connected with their worshippers through
these (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). The will of these gods determined whether a city
would live in peace according to a set order and the people that obeyed the gods. The
greatest sin was arrogance and pride when one overstepped the boundaries set for him
as a mortal being (Lohse 1976: 223; De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). This relevant
information about the Athenian culture should be borne in mind when reading Acts
17:16-34.6

6

Consider some additional information on the gods. Murray (1925: 16) suggests that the progress of
Greek religion can be naturally divided into three primary parts: the Age of Ignorance, which was the
era prior to Homer and the supremacy of Zeus; the Olympian or classical stage, and the Hellenistic
period approximately from Plato to Paul. For Murray (1925: 18-19) the third stage includes two less
significant stages that are not of primary importance for our study. What increases this complexity of
understanding the ancient gods even more in ancient literature is that there are no sacred texts,
religious dogma or orthodoxy, but rather common practices, competing events and actions (Murray
1925: 3). Practice, not belief, was the key (Murray 1925: 3). In addition, the reader does not always
know whether the content of what he reads simply addresses superstition, debased mythology or
formal Greek religion (Dietrich 1965: 21). A crucial point to understand is that, although the gods
were anthropomorphic in nature (Murray 1925: 13), they were also unlike human beings in the sense
that they had immortality and more power than human beings (Price 1999: 13). One reflection of their
superior nature was that all of these gods were also dispensers of fate (μοῖρα, μόρος, αἶσα, τύχη),
which determined the well-being of the people (Dietrich 1965: 58, 292; Lohse: 1976: 226-232). Fate
was defined as “the good which man obtains (τυγχάνει) by the favour of the gods, good fortune, luck,
success” (Liddel & Scott 1889: 825). By living according to the will of the gods, subjects obtain and
sustain positive fate from them. This good fortune was especially experienced through miraculous
events in the life of the worshipper (Lohse 1976: 226-227) and, since man’s destiny depended on
supernatural powers, it was important to gain more knowledge of these powers by studying astrology,
mathematics and astronomy (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). It was believed that man’s destiny was written
in the stars (Lohse 1976: 228). When they had acquired the (what they believed to be) necessary
knowledge, they tried to gain control over the course of destiny (fate) by means of sorcery and magic
(Lohse 1976: 230). This is where the mystery religions came in handy. These religions gave the
people both a perceived way of protecting themselves against fate and the promise of deliverance and
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I should also mention the use of καταγγελεὺς. This term was generally used for a
priest of an imperial cult or for the herald of a new divinity who had the responsibility
to announce this to the Athenians (Winter 2004: 2). A public meeting place such as
the Agora – the civic, administrative and commertial heart of the city – would have
been a convenient and appropriate forum in which to advertise the benefits of a new
god. Despite the danger of announcing new divinities, there is evidence of a number
of foreign divinities that made it into the Parthenon (Winter 2004: 3). The Areopagus
was responsible for admitting gods into the Parthenon, after examining the proofs that
a herald might bring in support of the existence of a new divinity (Winter 2004: 3). By
using the term καταγγελεὺς, Luke may have wanted to prepare the reader that Paul
was on his way to the Areopagus.
The last sentence (ὅτι τὸν Ἰησοῦν καὶ τὴν ἀνάστασιν εὐηγγελίζετο) proved to be an
interesting addition in Luke’s rhetoric strategy. The ὅτι gives us the reason for the
hearers’ reaction: Paul spoke of Jesus and the resurrection. It appears to be a pattern in
Acts (V 17:32; 26:23) that the resurrection causes a stir. It gives us, as the readers,
inside information in the story since this sentence was not uttered by one of the
characters. Luke wants us to know what exactly caused the stir among the hearers.
Witherington (1998a: 515) suggests that Paul’s mention of ἀνάστασις could have
been interpreted as referring to two gods, namely Jesus and Anastasis, the latter being
a female name (Barrett 2004: 831), not a concept or event. Lüdemann (1989: 190) and
Losie (2004: 224) confirm this notion; the former adds that this was exactly what
Luke intended. In some instances, scholars are of the opinion that this is highly
unlikely, since this misunderstanding would have been mentioned in the text.
Secondly, one of the central lines of thought in Acts is the resurrection causing a stir
and even division in crowds (Germiquet 2001: 121). They would rather have called
Paul a seedpicker, because they did not believe in a potential physical resurrection or,
in the case of the Epicureans, life after death.
As noted earlier, neither the Epicureans (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.; Russell 1996: 236)
nor most of the Stoics (Russell 1996: 247) believed in the survival of the human soul
after death. The vast majority of Greeks believed, according to popular fashion, that
the human soul either lives on in Hades (Russell 1996: 236) as shades (Lohse 1976:
232), or ascends into the celestial world into the heights to undergo purification and
perfection (Lohse 1976: 229). However, the notion of a literal physical resurrection,

resistance against suffering and death (Lohse 1976: 233; De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). These were called
mystery religions because the religious communities assembled for cultic activities whose content was
kept secret. By practising this cultic activity through drama, the fate of the god whom the believer
worshipped was enacted and the person was reborn to immortality and a better fate (Lohse 1976: 234,
236). Better fate could mean many things: a healthy future, a prosperous harvest, success in business,
and a good family life, among others (Lohse 1976: 236-237). The cult of Isis and Osiris, Adonis, the
cult of Cybele and Attis, and the religion of Mithras were the more popular mystery religions (Lohse
1976: 240).
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as in the story of Jesus, would have been foreign to them and thus still unknown and
susceptible to misunderstanding (Witherington 1998a: 515). Moreover, according to
Greek tradition, the god Apollo denied that there could be anything such as a physical
resurrection. The Greek god apparently stated that ἀνδρὸς δ᾽ ἐπειδὰν αἷμ᾽ ἀνασπάσῃ
κόνις ἅπαξ θανόντος, οὔτις ἔστ᾽ ἀνάστασις (But when the dust has drawn up the
blood of a man, once he is dead, there is no return to life) [Aeschylus Eumenides L
647-8]. The sceptical reaction towards that resurrection could thus be perfectly
understood.
19 ἐπιλαβόμενοι δὲ αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τὸν Ἄρειον Πάγον ἤγαγον, λέγοντες Δυνάμεθα γνῶναι

τίς ἡ καινὴ αὕτη [ἡ] ὑπὸ σοῦ λαλουμένη διδαχή; / They took him and led him to the
Areopagus saying ‘Are we able to know (understand) this new teaching that you’re
speaking of?’
Verse 19 states that Paul was taken to the Areopagus. To the question as to who did,
in fact, take him there, one can only note ἤγαγον, (they led). It is the indicative and
the main verb in the sentence. “They” refers back to τινες, (some), in verse 18. These
“some” cannot be the Epicureans or the Stoics, since in the following sentence, τῶν
Ἐπικουρείων καὶ Στοϊκῶν φιλοσόφων συνέβαλλον αὐτῷ, καί τινες ἔλεγον, they are
separated from the τινες by the καί. Τινες probably refers to a larger group of Greeks
of which the Epicureans and the Stoics might have been part. They led him saying
two things, two praesens indicatives followed by aorist infinitives. The first word pair
is found in verse 19, δυνάμεθα γνῶναι ἡ … διδαχή / Are we able to know
(understand) … teaching, and the second one is in verse 20.
The reason for Paul being taken there was probably related to the ξένων δαιμονίων in
verse 18, which became ξενίζοντα in verse 20 that they heard from him. The previous
discussion on καταγγελεὺς also confirms this. Their immediate reaction to hearing of
the “foreign gods” is to take him there and, although the Ἄρειον πάγον lost its
political power, it still had to prevail over philosophical and educational matters
(Pohlmann 2008: ad loc.) and any “foreign gods” should be heard and evaluated by
them. As stated earlier, Luke might be subtly comparing Paul with Socrates. This is
also strengthened in the notion that Paul allegedly brings this message of “ξένων
δαιμονίων”, although there was also serious accusation (brought against Socrates) of
leading the Greek youth astray (Lüdemann 1989: 190).
Was Paul seized or led?
Ἐπιλαβόμενοί is an ambiguous word, especially in this context. Barrett (2004: 831) is
of the opinion that this can mean an arrest with or without violence, or that it can refer
to a “well-intentioned attachment”. For this reason, Paul may have been led to the
Ἄρειον πάγον forcibly, as ἐπιλαβόμενοί can suggest, and that he found himself in an
adversarial situation (Witherington 1998a: 516; Soards 1994: 95). This could easily
have been the case under normal circumstances, since the city of Athens was known
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for its intolerance toward new teachings concerning the gods (Josephus Against
Appion 2.267).
Rowe (2010: 37) also follows this notion and suggests that, in Lucan writings, the
term is used more frequently in situations where the Christians were seized in a
violent manner to be dragged before a court or something similar (see Acts 16:19;
18:17; 21:30, 33). In addition, Rowe (2010: 37) points out that Δυνάμεθα γνῶναι does
not suggest a polite way of “may we know …”, but rather “it is our legal right to
know …”, which would make it more hostile. Furthermore the entire situation echoes
Socrates’ famous trial, in which the accusation of “introducing new deities” was
prominent (Rowe 2010: 38). Athens was “reputed to be a place of considerable risk
for all who would deal in foreign religious matters” such as the message that Paul was
trying to bring (Rowe 2010: 38). Rowe (2010: 38) concludes by suggesting that Paul,
like Socrates, appears before the governing Athenian council under suspicion of
introducing strange new deities.
In this instance however, I take Rowe to be mistaken and I hold the position that it
was not a case of intolerance or an adversarial situation like a trial (Losie 2004: 225;
Bruce 1981: 348). Pohlmann (2008: ad loc.) points out that the tone of the story is
more an enquiry than an interrogation: “The tone of the sentences is polite, for this
was no prosecution but a preliminary meeting of Counsel members with Paul after it
was reported that he appeared to be heralding new divinities in the Agora” (Winter
2004: 5). Luke (Acts 9:27; 23:19) also used the term Ἐπιλαβόμενοί to refer not to
arrest, but to “taking” someone somewhere. Consequently, it is more likely that he did
not mean that Paul was defending himself and that there was no accusation. Many
prominent scholars support this (Lüdemann 1989: 190). Barrett (2004: 833) also
concludes that the given context as well as δυνάμεθα γνῶναι suggest interest and
enquiry rather than an attempt to set in motion a legal process, as Rowe suggests.
Conzelmann (1987: 139) holds the view that Ἐπιλαβόμενοί could not refer to a trial,
but rather to the opposite of a trial, since Luke usually makes it very clear when he
describes a trial. Nor is the speech an apology of Paul for his own defence. The scene
and the speech should be viewed as two parts interwoven to form a whole; the issue at
hand is not a legal problem, but an epistimological one, as can be noted from the use
of γνῶναι [to know] (Conzelmann 1987: 140).
With regard to Rowe’s remarks about echoing the trial of Socrates, it is more likely
that Luke is attempting to sketch Paul as a new Socrates (Witherington 1998a: 514).
This does not mean, however, that every single detail between the story of Paul and
Socrates should be similar. There are also very distinct differences between Paul and
Socrates, the most prominent of which is that Socrates lost his life and Paul did not.
The similarities between Paul and Socrates can still hold ground without Paul being
on a life-and-death trial like the Greek philosopher. Luke’s attempt at drawing
similarities between Paul and Socrates is to make the reader aware of the gospel’s
ability to stand firm in the same way (and place) as the best philosopher that Athens
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knew. A strong argument for the opinion that Paul was in a conversational
environment rather than a hostile trial is the end of the story where Paul departs in
peace in verses 32-34. The Areopagus does not give a verdict. Paul definitely elicited
something radical in his audience by speaking of the resurrection of Jesus; their
reaction seemed rather friendly, even though they scoffed. The Areopagus did not
announce a negative judgement; Paul was not punished and some of the listeners even
reacted by indicating that they would want to continue the discussion later on (v. 32:
Ἀκουσόμεθά σου περὶ τούτου καὶ πάλιν). This appears to be a friendly, although
excited, discussion that has run its course and could be taken up later on.
The Areopagus
Paul is being taken to the Areopagus; this is, of course, very important in light of both
its prominence in the text and the previously discussed big cities as well as the public
nature of the Gospel. Lüdemann (1989: 190) claims that the Areopagus (Ἄρειον
πάγον) has great rhetorical significance and that Luke mentions this location for
narrative effect, in order to produce a worthy scene for his speech. The Ἄρειον πάγον
was a hill near the ἀγορᾷ, although the name was also given to the aristocratic body of
Greek ‘elders’ who met there concerning religious and moral matters (Marshall 2008:
301). “According to legend this ‘Hill of Ares’ was the first site for the court of justice
established by the city’s patron goddess, Athena. And in the early history of Athens
the judicial court did meet here” (Faber 1993: ad loc.). Some even suggested that the
Areopagus was the highest administrative and judicial body in Athens (Losie 2004:
225). The meaning of Ἄρειον πάγον in this passage should be determined by the
context. Witherington (1998a: 515) suggests two reasons why it primarily refers to the
counsel. The first is the reference that Paul stood in their midst. This would have been
difficult if Ἄρειον πάγον only referred to the hill, although the latter could also be
included. The second and more definitive reason is the reference to Dionysius the
Areopagite, where the latter refers to a member of the counsel. Lüdemann (1989: 190)
agrees with this and adds the presence of ἐπιλαβόμενοί as another reason why Luke
means the Ἄρειον πάγον as the counsel rather than the hill. Kennedy (1963: 27)
confirms this notion and refers to the Areopagus as a “large professional board since
its members were all ex-magistrates whose oratorical standards were austere”.
Luke’s use of the Areopagus was also significant in the sense that, although the court
lost a great deal of power due to the radical democracy that replaced the conservative
political system in the fifth century, it still remained a prestigious and venerable
institution (Faber 1993: ad loc.). Crimes of any kind could be tried and it probably
had authority to inflict capital punishment (Barrett 2004: 832). What made the
Areopagus even more important was the fact that Athens was the native city of
Socrates and Plato as well as the adopted home of Aristotle, Epicurus and Zeno
(Bruce 1981: 348). “In consideration of her splendid past, the Romans left Athens free
to carry her own institutions as a free and allied city within the Roman Empire”
(Bruce 1981: 348-349). Paul was brought before this court “not to be put on trial, but
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to give an account of his ‘philosophy’” (Bruce 1981: 352). Through his use of
location, Luke seems to express the Christian gospel as an openly discussed and
reasonable religion that has the ability to engage any culture (Germiquet 2001: 132133).
The Areopagus and the gods
Although the Areopagus might not primarily have referred to the hill, the location
where the elders met was of great importance. Whether the hill was called the
Areopagus or not, its location was probably significant since, for Luke, Geography
was Theology (Germiquet 2009: 2). Geography, places and locations always play a
big part in the story of the Gospel and Acts, as described by Luke. The Hill of the
Areopagus is no different (see the modern-day photo (below) of the Hill).

One can note its significance when one views its physical location in relation to the
rest of the city. The hill where the Areopagus met was located halfway down the
Acropolis from where the Parthenon, the temple of Athena, goddess of Athens, as
well as other shrines and altars could be clearly seen (see the photo (below) taken
from the Hill).
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The next sketch shows the location of the Areopagus hill, in relation to the Acropolis
(where one could see the Parthenon as a symbol of the rich religious traditions of the
city), as well as the agora and the rest of Athens (where a myriad of other temples and
altars were also visible).
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Notice the centrality of the Areopagus Hill in terms of the religious life of Athens.
From the hill were visible the Acropolis, the Hill of the Nymph deities, the agora with
its many temples and shrines as well as the temple of Hephaestus. This next photo
shows a modern-day view of the ancient Agora area from the Areopagus Hill. This
was no doubt strategic, since the belief was held that members of the counsel could
visually draw power and wisdom from certain deities while a meeting was being held.

This photo vividly portrays the visibility of the religious life of Athens. In conclusion,
both Athens, in general, and the Agora and Areopagus, in particular, are significant in
Paul’s speech in terms of their religious richness. Athens was the home of many of the
main Greek deities such as, among others, Athena (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.),
Poseidon (Price 1999: 48), the Erinyes (Dietrich 1965: 104, 110-112), and Nemesis
(Dietrich 1965: 166). The agora itself was the public religious space where countless
images and altars were displayed (Price 1999: 48-49). However, Paul’s final
showdown took place on the Areopagus, and a few Greeks believed that Athena
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Polias founded the venerable law-court of the Areopagus and established a shrine
there for the Erinyes, now placated as the Semnai (‘revered ones’) or Eumenides
(Price 1999: 43). It was also said that the Areopagus was named after Ares, the god of
war (Rodgers 2010: 139). This probably had no real significance, since the worship of
Ares hardly had any meaning outside of Thebes. However, the Areopagus was loaded
with religious meaning.
On the Areopagus Hill, Paul had the opportunity to convey the message he felt so
compelled to proclaim. It puts his speech right in the middle of Greek religious
pluralism and gives a great deal of visible significance to the story.
20 ξενίζοντα γάρ τινα εἰσφέρεις εἰς τὰς ἀκοὰς ἡμῶν: βουλόμεθα οὖν γνῶναι τίνα

θέλει ταῦτα εἶναι. / Because you bring foreign things to our ears. We would like to
know what it means.
The content of this verse is significant for this study, as it indicates that the message
Paul brought to them differed a great deal from what they were used to. I shall note
later that there is an everpresent play between Paul, on the one hand, communicating
in the language of their culture and, on the other, the content of his message sounding
very “foreign” to them. Indeed, Paul brought them a message that confronted their
culture and was foreign to their ears. The first indicative in the verse is εἰσφέρεις (you
bring). What is he bringing? Ξενίζοντα (Foreign things). This refers back to ξένων
δαιμονίων (foreign gods), in verse 18 (Conzelmann 1987: 140). Luke is establishing
the fact that what the Greeks thought of Paul’s message is that he brings ‘foreign
gods’, an accusation that Paul corrects throughout his discourse, showing that the God
he speaks of is the Creator God, One that they already know. This God is no stranger
(Conzelmann 1987: 140).
Βουλόμεθα, the indicative, followed by the infinitive γνῶναι, is the twin remark that
follows from δυνάμεθα γνῶναι in verse 19, that both fall under ἤγαγον. We would
like to know what it means. Βουλόμεθα γνῶναι is, therefore, a rhetorical statement
(Conzelmann 1987: 140). With these two sentences, Luke is showing the crowd’s
willingness and openness to hear and understand what Paul was saying.
21 Ἀθηναῖοι δὲ πάντες καὶ οἱ ἐπιδημοῦντες ξένοι εἰς οὐδὲν ἕτερον ηὐκαίρουν ἢ

λέγειν τι ἢ ἀκούειν τι καινότερον / Because all the Athenians as well as the foreigners
that were living there devoted their time to nothing but saying and listening to
something new.
The main verb in the sentence is ἠυκαίρουν, indicating that the main issue in the verse
is the devotion of the Greeks. They devoted their time to nothing else but saying and
hearing something new. Who did this? Ἀθηναῖοι δὲ πάντες καὶ οἱ ἐπιδημοῦντες ξένοι
(all the Athenians as well as all the foreigners living there).
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With this sentence, Luke is giving the reader ‘inside information’. None of the
characters is present in this instance, neither Paul, nor the Epicureans, nor the Stoics,
nor the Areopagus. Luke wants the reader to know and understand something of the
Athenian populace and culture before he continues the story. The Athenians were
known for idling around and seeking new scraps of knowledge as a luxurious pastime.
Even Greek philosophers admitted this. Note an example from Demosthenes
(Philipics 10):
“πότ᾽ οὖν, ὦ ἄνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι, πόθ᾽ ἃ χρὴ πράξετε; ἐπειδὰν τί γένηται;
ἐπειδὰν νὴ Δί᾽ ἀνάγκη τις ᾖ. νῦν δὲ τί χρὴ τὰ γιγνόμεν᾽ ἡγεῖσθαι; ἐγὼ μὲν γὰρ
οἴομαι τοῖς ἐλευθέροις μεγίστην ἀνάγκην τὴν ὑπὲρ τῶν πραγμάτων αἰσχύνην
εἶναι. ἢ βούλεσθ᾽, εἰπέ μοι, περιιόντες αὑτῶν πυνθάνεσθαι,‘λέγεταί τι
καινόν;’ γένοιτο γὰρ ἄν τι καινότερον ἢ Μακεδὼν ἀνὴρ Ἀθηναίους
καταπολεμῶν καὶ τὰ τῶν Ἑλλήνων διοικῶν;” (Translation: When, Athenians,
will you take the necessary action? What are you waiting for? Until you are
compelled, I presume. But what are we to think of what is happening now?
For my own part I think that for a free people there can be no greater
compulsion than shame for their position. Or tell me, are you content to run
round and ask one another, “Is there any news today?” Could there be any
news more startling than that a Macedonian is triumphing over Athenians and
settling the destiny of Hellas?)

This exhortation, given four hundred years earlier, rapped the people of the city over
the knuckles for asking what fresh news there was at a time when the rise to power of
Philip the Macedon threatened Athens. Other sources also express the same
exhortations toward Athens (Thucydides History ii 38.5; Bruce 1981: 352).
As stated earlier, verses 16-21 mainly describe the context in which this important
interaction takes place. Until verse 21, we still do not know the systematic content of
Paul’s words. We only know from verses 18 and 32 that teaching on the resurrection
of Jesus was relevant. However, we have not yet established how Paul practically
presents his theology in this evangelistic approach.
7.3

Discussion and analysis of the speech

22 σταθεὶς δὲ Παῦλος ἐν μέσῳ τοῦ Ἀρείου Πάγου ἔφη Ἄνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι, κατὰ πάντα

ὡς δεισιδαιμονεστέρους ὑμᾶς θεωρῶ: / Paul then stood in the midst of the Areopagus
and said: Athenians, I can see that you are very religious in all things.
In this instance, the focus is on the indicative, ἔφη, stating that this is the beginning of
the highlight of this passage. Paul starts his discourse as a representative of the
Christian faith.
Σταθεὶς δὲ … ἐν μέσῳ suggests that Paul assumed the position of an orator, ready to
deliver his discourse (Witherington 1998a: 517). This standing position would be
expected in Athens and not in a Jewish synagogue, where the rabbi sat down when he
started teaching (Barrett 2004: 834).
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His opening address to the Athenian crowd, ἄνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι, was a rhetorical
convention of starting speeches in the Greek-speaking world and also specifically in
Athens (Witherington 1998a: 520). In this regard, see Plato (Apologia A1): ὁ τι μὲν
ἡμεῖς ἄνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι. (How you, men of Athens …) [Translation: H N Fowler]. As
a rule, Luke uses this form of address in Acts. See Ἄνδρες Γαλιλαῖοι (1:11), Ἄνδρες
Ἰουδαῖοι (2:14), Ἄνδρες Ἰσραηλῖται (2:22), Ἄνδρες ἀδελφοί (2:29), and Ἄνδρες
Ἐφέσιοι (19:35), although Ἀθηναῖοι in Acts 17 reminds the reader of Socrates (Barret
2004: 834). Ἀνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι became the collective name for all the groups present,
namely the Epicureans, The Stoics and the ‘others’. Luke is addressing a mixed group
of Athenian citizens.
Why does Paul start by showing them that he recognises their religiosity? It is
assumed that he is first stating a fact about the Athenians. Indeed, it was true that they
were known for their devotion to religiosity (Conzelmann 1987: 139).
“Ἀθηναίοις δὲ ἐν τῇ ἀγορᾷ καὶ ἄλλα ἐστὶν οὐκ ἐς ἅπαντας ἐπίσημα καὶ
Ἐλέου βωμός, ᾧ μάλιστα θεῶν ἐς ἀνθρώπινον βίον καὶ μεταβολὰς
πραγμάτων ὄντι ὠφελίμῳ μόνοι τιμὰς Ἑλλήνων νέμουσιν Ἀθηναῖοι. τούτοις
δὲ οὐ τὰ ἐς φιλανθρωπίαν μόνον καθέστηκεν, ἀλλὰ καὶ θεοὺς εὐσεβοῦσιν
ἄλλων πλέον, καὶ γὰρ Αἰδοῦς σφισι βωμός ἐστι καὶ Φήμης καὶ Ὁρμῆς: δῆλά
τε ἐναργῶς, ὅσοις πλέον τι ἑτέρων εὐσεβείας μέτεστιν, ἴσον σφίσι παρὸν
τύχης χρηστῆς.” (Translation: In the Athenian market-place among the
objects not generally known is an altar to Mercy, of all divinities the most
useful in the life of mortals and in the vicissitudes of fortune, but honored
by the Athenians alone among the Greeks. And they are conspicuous not
only for their humanity but also for their devotion to religion. They have an
altar to Shamefastness, one to Rumour and one to Effort. It is quite obvious
that those who excel in piety are correspondingly rewarded by good
fortune.) (Pausanius Description of Greece 1.17.1).

Is Paul trying to compliment them? Scholars differ on this and there is tension
between two options, as both arguments are strong (Germiquet 2001: 72). It is
significant to note that δεισιδαιμονεστέρους is probably not used in a neutral manner,
and scholars are divided as to the meaning in this text (Germiquet 2001: 61, 72). The
term is ambiguous: it could mean ‘religious’, in which case Luke uses it as a
compliment, or it could mean superstitious, in which case it is meant as a derogatory
term. Vince (s.a.: ad loc.) suggests that the term is more likely to be a compliment,
because Paul wanted the Greeks to accept his message. It was, therefore, highly
unlikely that he would begin his speech with an insult. “‘I perceive that you are all
superstitious’ would hardly qualify as a rhetorically suave captatio benevolentiae”
(Rowe 2010: 39). If δεισιδαιμονεστέρους really serves as a compliment, it would be a
very important point. Vince’s opinion might have some truth in it, but that of Bruce
(1981: 355) should also be considered. He states that Paul is stating a point and not
paying a compliment, although he is doing so very courteously. Bruce (1981: 355)
points out that it was forbidden, especially in the hope of securing goodwill, to use
“complimentary exordia” when addressing the Areopagus. Aristotle (Rhetoric 1354a),
among others, complained about the fact that some orators use emotions such as
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anger, envy or compassion to drive their hearers towards a specific outcome. He states
that οὐ γὰρ δεῖ τὸν δικαστὴν διαστρέφειν εἰς ὀργὴν προάγοντας ἢ φθόνον ἢ ἔλεον:
ὅμοιον γὰρ κἂν εἴ τις ᾧ μέλλει χρῆσθαι κανόνι, τοῦτον ποιήσειε στρεβλόν (For it is
wrong to warp the dicast’s feelings, to arouse him to anger, jealousy or compassion,
which would be like making the rule crooked which one intended to use) (Aristotle
Rhetoric 1354a).
Witherington (1998a: 520) suggests that, in light of verses 16 and 25:19, Paul
probably used it in a negative, confrontational way. Germiquet (2001: 72) supports
Witherington, suggesting that “[i]t refers to be superstitious, religiosity off the mark,
gullible, or unenlightened about religious matters”. According to Witherington
(1998a: 520), Paul was accusing the Athenians of being too superstitious and ignorant
of important religious matters, as they even built altars to gods they did not know,
simply to spiritually protect themselves. This choice of translation is understandable,
however, since the word can be translated in both ways. On the one hand, Bruce’s
notion that complimentary exordia were not supposed to be used, combined with Paul
being distressed or vexed by virtue of their idolatry, makes it possible that he might
have spoken out of irritation.
On the other hand, Luke might mean δεισιδαιμονεστέρους in a positive sense, despite
Witherington (1998a: 520). Other scholarly sources indicate that, rhetorically
speaking, exordia were frequently used to secure the interest and goodwill of the
audience (Kennedy 1963: 11). In ancient times, the introduction (Exordium) of a
speech was rarely ever used in a negative or derogatory way, but rather to win the
sympathy of the audience (Lausberg 1998: 114-115, 121). Since Paul is being
sketched as a type of Socrates and since Luke follows a strong Greek form of rhetoric
throughout Acts, it seems just as likely that Paul’s intention was to start his speech on
a positive note by playing on the positive elements of the Greek worship, although he
did not condone it (Rowe 2010: 39). He was trying to “provide a way into his address
that would engage the attention of the audience” (Marshall 2008: 302). Another point
to consider is that Athens was frequently praised in ancient speeches for being the
most spiritual city in Greece (Conzelmann 1987:140; Lüdemann 1989: 190). See
Sophocles (Oedipus at Colonos): τάς γ᾽ Ἀθήνας φασὶ θεοσεβεστάτας εἶναι (Athens is
held of States the most devout).
Does it not sound realistic to assume that Paul was trying to start off in a positive
way? There is one last point that confirms the opinions of Lausberg, Kennedy, and
Lüdemann, namely the distinction by Liddel and Scott (1889: 177) between
δεισιδαιμονεστέρους (root δεισιδαιμων) and δεισιδαιμονία. The latter means “fear of
the gods” (god fearing), although in a negative and slightly derogative sense, whereas
Paul’s δεισιδαιμων relates to “fear of the gods” first in a positive sense of the word.
The relation is still very close, however, and the two words could be used
interchangeably.
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In light of the insights of Liddel and Scott, Lausberg, Lüdemann, and Kennedy, I
would disagree with Witherington and Bruce who mention that, in his speech, Paul
has in mind purely a confrontational or derogative hint from the outset. One can also
not ignore the opposite, namely that δεισιδαιμονεστέρους could (maybe even should)
be translated with ‘superstitious’. What could be the solution? Cambridge scholar
Rowe (2010: 40) provides a well-considered solution that listens seriously to both
sides of the argument. In light of all that has been mentioned, in particular 17:16
(παρωξύνετο τὸ πνεῦμα αὐτοῦ ἐν αὐτῷ θεωροῦντος κατείδωλον οὖσαν τὴν πόλιν), he
suggests that Paul had both meanings in mind. By using δεισιδαιμονεστέρους, Luke
wants to communicate both possible meanings simultaneously: “exceptionally
religious” and “quite superstitious”:
“That is to say, in the story world, the Areopagus hears the former … while
the reader, who is positioned hermeneutically by vv 16-21, also hears the
latter. To be sure, translation into English obscures the simultaneity of
meaning in the one Greek word … Luke’s point is rather clear. Through a
deft use of dramatic irony, Luke verifies historical verisimilitude – and
rhetorical skill – with theological judgment and, precisely in so doing, alerts
the readers of Paul’s speech to its multi-level discourse.” (Rowe 2010: 40).

Daniel Marguerat, prominent French scholar of Luke-Acts, presents another reason
for considering Rowe’s view. Marguerat (1999: 70-89) suggests that we will always
misinterpret the Areopagus speech if we do not understand that the speech should be
read with a hermeneutic of “the one or the other”, that is, as a Greek philosophical and
religious work and as a Jewish rendering based on the LXX. This implies that Luke
presents typical Jewish theology in Greek language, so that the Athenians will also
understand. In this regard, δεισιδαιμονεστέρους should be regarded as striking a
slightly ambiguous note. This is Luke’s intention, for he wants to enable the text to
potentially be read from a Greek philosophical as well as from a Jewish Hellenistic
point of view. The reader must decide which point of view. The person who reads
from an OT perspective will tend to read δεισιδαιμονεστέρους to mean superstitious,
whereas the Greek reader will take it to mean religious. This is of no consequence to
Luke, since at the end of his speech he confronts the superstitious idolatry without
having offended the Greek audience at the beginning of his speech (Marguerat 1999:
70-89).
For the purpose of this study, it would be important to mention a few aspects about
Luke’s leniency toward the Greek religion. It is likely that Luke is sketching Paul as
an orator who is fairly accommodating toward the Greek religious culture (Germiquet
1992: 67). Dibelius (1956: 55) strongly indicates that the condemnatory tone in Paul’s
speech is significantly played down in comparison with how idolatry is mocked in
Deutero-Isaiah. He also states that Luke wants Paul to be understood not as someone
who condemns the Greeks for their sin, but rather as someone who intends to
enlighten them in their ignorance (Dibelius 1956: 55). Paul’s words do not signify a
judgement upon the lost state of the gentiles, but rather a fulfillment of their
unconscious longings (Dibelius 1956: 76). The gentle way, in which Luke handles the
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gentile religion, is an important indicator of how the speech in Athens is to be
understood: Luke does not want to create the impression that he is in open revolt
against the established religions (Germiquet 1992: 67). Religious tolerance and
syncretism were important features in Graeco-Roman culture (Germiquet 1992: 68). It
was so characteristic of the ancient world that a tolerant attitude even rubbed off on
such an exclusive religion as Judaism (Germiquet 1992: 68). Jewish writers such as
Josephus (Against Appion 2.237) seemed to have had a fairly tolerant attitude towards
other religions when it was in their interests. Consequently, it appears that Luke is
taking this into account as he relates to the pagans in Athens.
To conclude, Luke (Paul) starts the audible side of his speech positively, by being
lenient toward the pagan crowd and simultaneously allowing the reader to realize that
their idolatry is simply blatant superstition (Rowe 2010: 40). By doing so, he
introduces a pattern that continues throughout the rest of the discourse, namely a
delicate balance between connecting with the audience on their grounds and subtly,
but explicitly, exposing their idolatry (Wright 2008: 90-93). The word he uses
strongly indicates that he intended to address the topic of people in the grip of
superstition (Germiquet 2001: 80).
23 διερχόμενος γὰρ καὶ ἀναθεωρῶν τὰ σεβάσματα ὑμῶν εὗρον καὶ βωμὸν ἐν ᾧ

ἐπεγέγραπτο ΑΓΝΩΣΤΩ ΘΕΩ. ὃ οὖν ἀγνοοῦντες εὐσεβεῖτε, τοῦτο ἐγὼ καταγγέλλω
ὑμῖν / For while I was strolling through, seeing your objects of worship, I found an
altar on which it was written: ‘To an unknown god’. What you worship then, without
knowing it, I proclaim to you.
The indicative, εὗρον, centralizes the focus on what Paul found, namely the altar to
the unknown god. This is important, because, in the rest of the speech, Paul is
attempting to deconstruct the notion of the unknown god. He does so by trying to link
the inscription phrase (as it should be) Ἀγνώστῳ θεῷ, to a theology of creation.
Combined with the following phrase ὃ οὖν ἀγνοοῦντες εὐσεβεῖτε, τοῦτο ἐγὼ
καταγγέλλω ὑμῖν, Paul attempts to put his hearers at ease, assuring them that he does
not bring them anything new, but that the one of whom he testified has preceded him
in Athens (Rowe 2010: 40). By using Ἀγνώστῳ θεῷ, Luke is identifying with the
well-known inscriptions in Athens (Conzelmann 1987: 140). See Philostratus, καὶ
ταῦτα Ἀθήνησιν,οὗ καὶ ἀγνώστων δαιμόνων βωμοὶ ἵδρυνται (especially at Athens,
where altars are set up in honor even of unknown gods …) (Philostratus Vita
Apollonii 6.3). The existence of such an inscription, whether it was in the plural or
singular, as stated in this instance, would have implicated a strong polytheism. It did
not refer to the unknown god of Gnosticism, but rather to the common Jewish and
Christian conviction that the Gentiles did not know the true God (Conzelmann 1987:
141).
By mentioning the altar to the unknown god, Paul is immediately starting to refute the
notion of his introducing “new gods” (Winter 2004: 6). Unlike other heralds of new
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divinities, Luke does not want his readers to think that Paul introduces something
new, as the Athenians already erected an altar to the god mentioned by Paul (Winter
2004: 6). It should, therefore, not be considered as anything new. He was going to tell
them what this god, whom they venerate as unknown, is like (Winter 2004: 6). This
emphasizes the unknown and lack of knowledge. Because it is not known, Paul can
fill in the missing information.
Διερχόμενος is not used, in this instance, in the same way as it is sometimes used in
Acts (see 8:4), but it means that Paul was simply making his way through the city
(Barrett 2004: 836-837). In addition, εὗρον does not refer to Paul finding something
that he was looking for, but that he merely “came across” (Barrett 2004: 837) the
βωμὸς, which almost certainly refers to an altar (Barrett 2004: 837). Although
archaeologists did not discover an altar with such inscriptions (Ἀγνώστῳ θεῷ) in
Athens, this does not mean that no such altar existed (Barrett 2004: 837; Witherington
1998a: 523). This is not important in the narrative (Waaijman 2010: 9). What is
important is the reason why Luke uses this imagery. This inscription becomes a basic
theme throughout the speech (Soards 1994: 97). The first is in verse 23 when Paul
declares the content of his argument, stating ὃ οὖν ἀγνοοῦντες εὐσεβεῖτε, τοῦτο ἐγὼ
καταγγέλλω ὑμῖν. The second is in verse 28, by referring to τοὺς … χρόνους τῆς
ἀγνοίας. Rhetorically, he starts his speech in an ad hoc manner to introduce his theme
(Barrett 2004: 838) and to identify with the audience (Bruce 1981: 355). He seems to
say that they are religious, but that their religion needs instruction. He wants to tell
them what they need to know for their religion to be real (Barrett 2004: 839).
On the other hand, he does convey strong Judeo-Christian beliefs in a thoroughly
Hellenistic form (Vince s.a.: ad loc.). In this instance, Paul suggests that the
Athenians tend towards the real God, as their acts of worship indicate. They do,
however, not know or properly recognize Him and are still in dire need of being
shown the way (Witherington 1998a: 523). Witherington (1998a: 523) also suggests
that this bears resemblance to Romans 1:20-23, namely that the Greeks reject what
could be known of God through creation and that there is some kind of natural
revelation, although this does not suffice to establish an adequate theology in response
to that revelation. Therefore, they require a more complete proclamation, in order to
fully understand these issues. Paul views this as his calling.
The last sentence, ὃ οὖν ἀγνοοῦντες εὐσεβεῖτε, τοῦτο ἐγὼ καταγγέλλω ὑμῖν, serves as
a transitional part. Thereafter, Luke starts his argumentation. It is likely that Luke
used the stronger form in the first person (ἐγὼ καταγγέλλω) to draw attention to what
he was about to say. It prepares the audience and the readers for the importance and
weight of what was coming. Consequently, the “not-know” and the proclaiming by
Paul are linked: he can reveal what they do not know.
24 ὁ θεὸς ὁ ποιήσας τὸν κόσμον καὶ πάντα τὰ ἐν αὐτῷ, οὗτος οὐρανοῦ καὶ γῆς

ὑπάρχων κύριος οὐκ ἐν χειροποιήτοις ναοῖς κατοικεῖ / The God that made the world
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and everything on it, He who is Lord over heaven and earth, does not live in temples
made by hands.
“The introductory phraseology is dependent on the Bible, but at the same time shows
Greek influence” (Conzelmann 1987: 141). In this instance, Luke already starts his
argument of theodicy, namely God as good, providing Creator who upholds the
universe (Neyrey s.a.: 4). This argument will be gradually developed in this study. By
using the indicative κατοικεῖ, Luke systematically starts to deconstruct the folly of the
Greeks’ idol worship, by bringing the reader back to the logical argument that, if God
had created everything, He cannot be worshipped in man-made temples. Paul
challenges the Greeks to accept the basis of logic that they cannot deny: God and his
relation to the world and men (Barrett 2004: 839).
The use of ποιήσας indicates that God is the Creator of everything that exists
(Conzelmann 1987: 141). This is, of course, frequently asserted in the OT (Barrett
2004: 839) (see Gen. 1:1; Ex. 20:11; Isa. 42:5). God is the great Provider and we are
the receivers of His care. Witherington (1998a: 525) praises the fact that Paul uses the
Greek term κόσμοs, instead of “heaven and earth” that the Hebrews would have used.
This shows that Paul adapts his language for his specific audience. This argument is
not thoroughly convincing though, in light of the fact that κόσμοs appears 26 times in
the LXX (e.g., Gen. 2:1; Ex. 33: 5-6; Deut. 4:19; 2 Sam. 1:24; Prov. 17:6; Isa. 3:1819, 49:14; Jer. 2:32; Ezek. 7:20; Nah. 2:10). Barrett (2004: 840) suggests that,
although κόσμοs is a Greek concept, Jewish writers also used this term. God is then
described in terms that both Jews and Greeks would understand, and He is naturally
κύριος of what He had made (Barrett 2004: 840). Paul consequently mentions that it
does not make sense to worship Him in temples as if He needs our nurture and
provision. The God who made everything does not require care from us by living in
temples, in which human beings provide for Him. The phrase οὐκ ἐν χειροποιήτοις
ναοῖς κατοικεῖ is Lucan and echoes Stephen’s speech in 7:48: ἀλλʼ οὐχ ὁ ὕψιστος ἐν
χειροποιήτοις κατοικεῖ.
Paul starts using language strongly reminiscent of OT scriptures. This does not,
however, distance him from his hearers (Bruce 1981: 356). It is important to note that
this notion of handmade things not being able to confine God occurs in both biblical
and pagan sources, strengthening the idea of Paul seeking ‘common ground’ in the
language he uses (Witherington 1998a: 525). The common ground is the logic of his
argument. Although the language of a Creator God is not as prominent in Greek
literature as it is in the OT, the idea of a (singular) Creator God was definitely widely
accepted in Greek thought, irrespective of the amount of ambiguity (Barrett 2004:
840). Consider the following examples from Plato’s Timaeus: τὸν μὲν οὖν ποιητὴν
καὶ πατέρα τοῦδε τοῦ παντὸς εὑρεῖν τε ἔργον καὶ εὑρόντα εἰς πάντας ἀδύνατον λέγειν
(Now to discover the Maker and Father of this Universe were a task indeed; and
having discovered Him, to declare Him unto all men were a thing impossible) [28C],
εἰ μέν δή καλός ἐστιν ὅδε ὁ κόσμος ὅ τε δημιοργὸς ἀγαθός (Now if so be that this
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Cosmos is beautiful and its Constructor good …) [29A]. This tendency did not
diminish in literature by the time Acts was written. See also the first century historian,
Epictetus (Discourses 4.7.6): ὁ θεὸς πάντα πεποίηκεν τὰ ἐν τᾧ κόσμῳ καὶ αὐτὸν τὸν
κόσμον. The Fatherhood of God as Creator is especially clear in Epictetus Discourses
1.3.1:
“εἴ τις τῷ δόγματι τούτῳ συμπαθῆσαι κατ᾽ ἀξίαν δύναιτο, ὅτι γεγόναμεν
ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ πάντες προηγουμένως καὶ ὁ θεὸς πατήρ ἐστι τῶν τ᾽ ἀνθρώπων
καὶ τῶν θεῶν, οἶμαι ὅτι οὐδὲν ἀγεννὲς οὐδὲ ταπεινὸν ἐνθυμηθήσεται περὶ
ἑαυτοῦ.” (Translation: If we could completely subscribe, as we should, to
the view that we are all primary creatures of God, and that God is Father of
both gods and men, I don’t believe that we would ever think mean or lowly
thoughts about ourselves).

He states that God created everything and the entire existing world is his home. By
showing the Athenians that this God is totally self-sufficient, Paul is diplomatically,
although directly, showing his audience the folly of their idol worship. This is Paul’s
point of departure and the basis he is trying to defend.
The phrase ἐν χειροποιήτοις ναοῖς is very appropriate in the face of the visibility of
the temples and statues on the Acropolis, Agora and the surrounding area, mentioned
in verse 19. When Paul follows the logic that the Creator God could not possibly live
in handmade temples, the implications of his reference to the worship of the Greek
gods is very clear. He challenges the Athenians to think twice about worshipping God
in their handmade temples. God is the Creator; He is Lord and for that reason He is
above all that He has created. Luke indicates that, by worshipping God in temples,
they drag Him down to something that He is not. He is not the pantheistic impersonal
force in everything, but He is above everything. See the next diagram.
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Creator God
God is above
and separate
from creation.
Don’t look for
Him in earthly
temples. He
does not live
there.

Handmade temples.
It is likely that Paul was reasonably certain that the Stoic philosophers would concur
with his statement that “οὐκ ἐν χειροποιήτοις ναοῖς κατοικεῖ” (v. 24), as the language
he used was very similar to that used by the Stoics (Faber 1993: ad loc.). That is not
to say, though, that the Stoics remain unchallenged by Paul’s words. On the one hand,
they would be happy to know that there is indeed a divine life in all human beings, as
Paul states, although Paul has identified it with life and breath rather than with the
cold principle of λόγος (Wright 2008: 91). As discussed earlier, one must bear in
mind how the Stoics viewed creation.
General Greek cosmology: A maze of diversity and confusion
The Epicureans had the simplest and most underdeveloped explanation for the origin
of the cosmos (Goodman 1995: 65). They did not believe in a creator God, but that
everything exists from atoms falling into an empty space, during which fall some of
them were touched by fate and the world consequently came into existence (De
Villiers 1997: ad loc.).
According to the Stoics’ story of creation, only one highly refined, prehistoric matter
existed from eternity and was indestructible. As materialists, they believed that even
the essence of spiritual things was viewed as being made up of matter (Witherington
1998a: 514). This prehistoric matter consisted of two separate principles that cannot
exist apart, but that form one cosmic unity (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). One of these
principles, the passive principle, which is without movement or form, is stimulated to
life by the active principle. Through tension and release, this eternal matter gave rise
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to the origin of the four basic elements, namely fire, air, earth and water. These four
elements can combine in unending variations of combinations from which the κόσμος
originated (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). This was their version of the creation story; this
process was called “the way down”. Everything was immersed in this divine rational
ordering principle. The Stoics called them god, logos, reason, fate, Zeus (De Villiers
1997: ad loc.) or simply natural law (Russell 1996: 242). However, there is also a
“way up” in the future, whereby the whole process will reverse: the κόσμος that
originated from the prehistoric matter will again be absorbed by it into the creative
fire (Russell 1996: 243). This will be called the ἐκπύρωσις (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.)
or cosmic conflagration (“world fire”) (Russell 1996: 243); thereafter, the entire
process will repeat itself infinitely (Russell 1996: 242; De Villiers 1997: ad loc.).
Consequently, the Stoics did not see progress in nature, but rather recurrence (Russell
1996: 244).
The vast majority of the general Greek (or Athenian) populace did not have such
sophisticated philosophical explanations for cosmology; it consisted of more
mythological material that was of a more superstitious nature. This is important,
because it is likely that Paul addressed a more general Athenian crowd on the
Areopagus, including the Stoics and the Epicureans. The sources for these more
primitive accounts of creation are limited and the most complete and authoritative
descriptions can be found in Hesiod’s Theogony (Haskas s.a.: ad loc.), and in Plato’s
Timaeus (Johansen 2008: xi). Hesiod and Homer were considered the first great
writers of Greek literature (Plato Timaeus 21d) and were crucial, since it was said that
Hesiod and Plato gave the Greeks their gods (Gill s.a.: ad loc.): “Hesiod probably
lived around 700 B.C., shortly after Homer, in a Boeotian village called Ascra”.
“He wrote two great poems, ‘Works and Days’ and ‘Theogony’. In ‘Works and
Days’, he speaks about justice and hard work, which is the only way to success,
and he gives advice about agriculture, commerce, navigation as well as about
marriage, bringing-up children and other moral and useful precepts.
‘Theogony’ is an Epic which consists of 1022 lines and his author treats the
birth and the history of the Greek gods as well as the creation of the Universe.”
(Haskas s.a.: ad loc.).

The majority of people are familiar with the works of Plato, as he was one of the most
prominent philosophers on whom Western thought was based (Enotes s.a.: ad loc.).
As stated earlier, in his Timaeus, Plato gives one of the very few thorough accounts of
the formation of the universe according to Greek thought; hence, the importance of
his work for our study of the pagans in Athens. Greek society based most of what they
understood and believed about the gods and the universe on the works of Hesiod,
Homer and Plato. I shall now give a brief summary of the story according to Hesiod
and Plato.
The general understanding of Greek cosmology is very complex, since the gods are
frequently mentioned as creating, although they do not seem to be the initial, first
creators. Plato would, therefore, recognize that our own human understanding of
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creation would be limited and that some parts of the initial creation stories would
logically be subject to speculation (Tim. 29c). According to Plato, cosmology also has
a strong ethical dimension, since the goodness in creation can teach us (by studying its
order) what kind of conduct we should pursue in our own lives (Johansen 2008: x).
Plato (Timaeus 28a) had the distinct philosophical view that everything that exists
must have a cause and that the universe could not have existed without a cause outside
of itself: πᾶν δὲ αὖ τὸ γιγνόμενον ὑπ᾽ αἰτίου τινὸς ἐξ ἀνάγκης γίγνεσθαι: παντὶ γὰρ
ἀδύνατον χωρὶς αἰτίου γένεσιν σχεῖν (In addition, everything that becomes must do so
owing to some cause; for nothing can come to be without a cause).
The Olympian gods were created just after the creation of the universe by a ποιητὴν
καὶ πατέρα … τοῦ παντὸς (“maker and father of everything”) [Plato Timaeus 28c].
This initial maker of the universe is part of what Plato calls the “unchangeable” forms
out of which the “changeable” comes (Johansen 2008: x). The changeable governs
everything else and is reasonably tenable; this should be the main object of this study
(Johansen 2008: xi). The natural (changeable) world is made according to the likeness
and especially the goodness of god the creator:
“τόδε ὁ συνιστὰς συνέστησεν. ἀγαθὸς ἦν, ἀγαθῷ δὲ οὐδεὶς περὶ οὐδενὸς
οὐδέποτε ἐγγίγνεται φθόνος: τούτου δ᾽ ἐκτὸς ὢν πάντα ὅτι μάλιστα
ἐβουλήθη γενέσθαι παραπλήσια ἑαυτῷ” (Translation: He was good and
what is good never has any particle of ill-will in it whatsoever; and being
without ill-will he wished all things to be as like himself as possible) [Plato
Timaeus 29e].

According to legend, there was only chaos (Physics s.a.: ad loc.). Out of the void
appeared Night and Erebus, the unknowable place where death dwells. All else was
empty, silent, endless, darkness and disorderly chaos (Plato Timaeus 30a). Then Love
(Ἑρος) was born and created by the maker, bringing the start of a kind of order
(Physics s.a.: ad loc.). A more uncertain part of this creation story is that somewhere
in this process (most probably at this point before light, day and earth came to be),
god created the four basic elements out of which the rest of creation originated: fire,
earth, water and air. Fire and earth were created first (Plato Timaeus 31b) and could
not combine. Consequently, the third and fourth elements, namely water and air,
became essential to form a bond between the first two elements (Plato Timaeus 32b).
Then the process continues. From Love came Light and Day. Once there was Light
and Day, Gaia, the earth, appeared and the world became a τῶν ζῴων αὐτὸν εἰς
ὁμοιότητα ὁ συνιστὰς συνέστησεν (“living being, with soul and intelligence”) [Plato
Timaeus 30c]. Thereafter, it appears that more natural processes took over, although
the maker was not apathetic from it, as he was still creating in secret. Erebus slept
with Night, who gave birth to Aether, the heavenly light, and to Day, the earthly light.
Night alone produced Doom, Fate, Death, Sleep, Dreams, Nemesis, and others that
came to man out of darkness. Meanwhile Gaia alone gave birth to Uranos, the
heavens. Uranos became Gaia’s mate covering her on all sides (Physics s.a.: ad loc.).
Out of their matrimony, everything else came into existence by the processes of
constant births (Hesiod Theogony 36-52).
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“Γαῖα δέ τοι πρῶτον μὲν ἐγείνατο ἶσον ἑαυτῇ Οὐρανὸν ἀστερόενθ᾽, ἵνα μιν
περὶ πάντα καλύπτοι, ὄφρ᾽ εἴη μακάρεσσι θεοῖς ἕδος ἀσφαλὲς αἰεί. γείνατο
δ᾽ Οὔρεα μακρά, θεῶν χαρίεντας ἐναύλους, Νυμφέων, αἳ ναίουσιν ἀν᾽
οὔρεα βησσήεντα. ἣ δὲ καὶ ἀτρύγετον πέλαγος τέκεν, οἴδματι θυῖον,
Πόντον, ἄτερ φιλότητος ἐφιμέρου …” (Translation: And Earth first bare
starry Heaven, equal to herself, to cover her on every side, and to be an
ever-sure abiding-place for the blessed gods. And she brought forth long
Hills, graceful haunts of the goddess-Nymphs who dwell amongst the glens
of the hills. She bare also the fruitless deep with his raging swell, Pontus,
without sweet union of love …) (Hesiod Theogony 126-132).

It was never clear as to what or who gave birth to Gaia in the first instane, according
to Hesiod. He tells the story as if she came into being without any outside intervention
from the maker. The notion of the maker was strongly developed, however, by the
time of Plato. I include it in my own interpretation of the story, as this was the view
held by the Greeks when Luke wrote Acts. Out of the union of Gaia and Ouranos,
however, the twelve titans Oceanus, Coeus, Crius, Hyperion, Iapetus, Theia, Rhea,
Themis, Mnemosyne, Phoebe, Tethys were born (Plato Timaeus 40e-41a). Thereafter,
Cronos was born, the youngest and most terrible of all (Hesiod Theogony 133-137;
see also Plato Timaeus 41a). Half of these titans were male and the other half females,
and they reigned with terror. Thereafter, Gaia gave birth to the three Cyclops, who
only had one eye in the middle of their forehead. They were fierce, strong and mighty.
Again she bore three children, each with fifty heads, and one hundred arms and hands
(Hesiod Theogony 147-160). Their father, Ouranos (heaven), hated them and hid them
in an abyss under the earth. Gaia, however, did not like this at all and manufactured a
sickle, communicated her plan to her other children, of whom only Cronos was
willing to help. He then used the sickle to castrate Ouranos, and where the drops of
blood fell from his wound, Gaia
“γείνατ᾽ Ἐρινῦς τε κρατερὰς μεγάλους τε Γίγαντας, τεύχεσι λαμπομένους,
δολίχ᾽ἔγχεα χερσὶν ἔχοντας, Νύμφας θ᾽ ἃς Μελίας καλέουσ᾽ ἐπ᾽ ἀπείρονα
γαῖαν.” (Translation: … she bare the strong Erinyes and the great Giants
with gleaming armour, holding long spears in their hands and the Nymphs
whom they call Meliae all over the boundless earth …) (Hesiod Theogony
185-187).

Rhea, one of the female titans, was deeply in love with Cronos and bore him five
children, among whom Zeus, the father of the gods (Plato Timaeus 41a). Cronos, who
was jealous and afraid of usurpation of his throne, swallowed all the children, except
Zeus, who was hidden on Crete by his mother Rhea (Rodgers 2010: 134). This was
how Hesiod (Theogony 453-491) told the story:
“Ῥείη δὲ δμηθεῖσα Κρόνῳ τέκε φαίδιμα τέκνα, Ἱστίην Δήμητρα καὶ Ἥρην
χρυσοπέδιλον ἴφθιμόν τ᾽ Ἀίδην, ὃς ὑπὸ χθονὶ δώματα ναίει νηλεὲς ἦτορ
ἔχων, καὶ ἐρίκτυπον Ἐννοσίγαιον Ζῆνά τε μητιόεντα, θεῶν πατέρ᾽ ἠδὲ καὶ
ἀνδρῶν, τοῦ καὶ ὑπὸ βροντῆς πελεμίζεται εὐρεῖα χθών. καὶ τοὺς μὲν
κατέπινε μέγας Κρόνος, ὥς τις ἕκαστος νηδύος ἐξ ἱερῆς μητρὸς πρὸς
γούναθ᾽ ἵκοιτο, τὰ φρονέων, ἵνα μή τις ἀγαυῶν Οὐρανιώνων ἄλλος ἐν
ἀθανάτοισιν ἔχοι βασιληίδα τιμήν. πεύθετο γὰρ Γαίης τε καὶ Οὐρανοῦ
ἀστερόεντος, οὕνεκά οἱ πέπρωτο ἑῷ ὑπὸ παιδὶ δαμῆναι καὶ κρατερῷ περ
ἐόντι, Διὸς μεγάλου διὰ βουλάς: τῷ ὅ γ᾽ ἄρ᾽ οὐκ ἀλαὸς σκοπιὴν ἔχεν, ἀλλὰ
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δοκεύων παῖδας ἑοὺς κατέπινε: Ῥέην δ᾽ ἔχε πένθος ἄλαστον. ἀλλ᾽ ὅτε δὴ
Δί᾽ ἔμελλε θεῶν πατέρ᾽ ἠδὲ καὶ ἀνδρῶν τέξεσθαι, τότ᾽ ἔπειτα φίλους
λιτάνευε τοκῆας τοὺς αὐτῆς, Γαῖάν τε καὶ Οὐρανὸν ἀστερόεντα, μῆτιν
συμφράσσασθαι, ὅπως λελάθοιτο τεκοῦσα παῖδα φίλον, τίσαιτο δ᾽ ἐρινῦς
πατρὸς ἑοῖο παίδων θ᾽, οὓς κατέπινε μέγας Κρόνος ἀγκυλομήτης. οἳ δὲ
θυγατρὶ φίλῃ μάλα μὲν κλύον ἠδ᾽ ἐπίθοντο, καί οἱ πεφραδέτην, ὅσα περ
πέπρωτο γενέσθαι ἀμφὶ Κρόνῳ βασιλῆι καὶ υἱέι καρτεροθύμῳ. πέμψαν δ᾽ ἐς
Λύκτον, Κρήτης ἐς πίονα δῆμον, ὁππότ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὁπλότατον παίδων τέξεσθαι
ἔμελλε, Ζῆνα μέγαν: τὸν μέν οἱ ἐδέξατο Γαῖα πελώρη Κρήτῃ ἐν εὐρείῃ
τραφέμεν ἀτιταλλέμεναί τε. ἔνθα μιν ἷκτο φέρουσα θοὴν διὰ νύκτα
μέλαιναν πρώτην ἐς Λύκτον: κρύψεν δέ ἑ χερσὶ λαβοῦσα ἄντρῳ ἐν
ἠλιβάτῳ, ζαθέης ὑπὸ κεύθεσι γαίης, Αἰγαίῳ ἐν ὄρει πεπυκασμένῳ ὑλήεντι.
τῷ δὲ σπαργανίσασα μέγαν λίθον ἐγγυάλιξεν Οὐρανίδῃ μέγ᾽ ἄνακτι, θεῶν
προτέρῳ βασιλῆι. τὸν τόθ᾽ ἑλὼν χείρεσσιν ἑὴν ἐσκάτθετο νηδὺν σχέτλιος:
οὐδ᾽ ἐνόησε μετὰ φρεσίν, ὥς οἱ ὀπίσσω ἀντὶ λίθου ἑὸς υἱὸς ἀνίκητος καὶ
ἀκηδὴς λείπεθ᾽, ὅ μιν τάχ᾽ ἔμελλε βίῃ καὶ χερσὶ δαμάσσας τιμῆς ἐξελάειν, ὃ
δ᾽ ἐν ἀθανάτοισι ἀνάξειν.” (Translation: But Rhea was subject in love to
Cronos and bare splendid children, Hestia, Demeter, and gold-shod Hera
and strong Hades, pitiless in heart, who dwells under the earth, and the loudcrashing Earth-Shaker, and wise Zeus, father of gods and men, by whose
thunder the wide earth is shaken. These great Cronos swallowed as each
came forth from the womb to his mother’s knees with this intent, that no
other of the proud sons of Heaven should hold the kingly office amongst the
deathless gods. For he learned from Earth and starry Heaven that he was
destined to be overcome by his own son, strong though he was, through the
contriving of great Zeus. Therefore he kept no blind outlook, but watched
and swallowed down his children: and unceasing grief seized Rhea. But
when she was about to bear Zeus, the father of gods and men, then she
besought her own dear parents, Earth and starry Heaven, to devise some
plan with her that the birth of her dear child might be concealed, and that
retribution might overtake great, crafty Cronos for his own father and also
for the children whom he had swallowed down. And they readily heard and
obeyed their dear daughter, and told her all that was destined to happen
touching Cronos the king and his stout-hearted son. So they sent her to
Lyetus, to the rich land of Crete, when she was ready to bear great Zeus, the
youngest of her children. Him did vast Earth receive from Rhea in wide
Crete to nourish and to bring up. Thither came Earth carrying him swiftly
through the black night to Lyctus first, and took him in her arms and hid
him in a remote cave beneath the secret places of the holy earth on thickwooded Mount Aegeum; but to the mightily ruling son of Heaven, the
earlier king of the gods, she gave a great stone wrapped in swaddling
clothes. Then he took it in his hands and thrust it down into his belly:
wretch! he knew not in his heart that in place of the stone his son was left
behind, unconquered and untroubled, and that he was soon to overcome him
by force and might and drive him from his honours, himself to reign over
the deathless gods).

As the years went by, Zeus grew stronger, succeeded and helped free his brothers and
sisters whom Cronos had swallowed (Rodgers 2010: 134). Out of gratitude, they gave
Zeus thunder and lightning, things that Gaia had hidden away until then (Hesiod
Theogony 492-506). Zeus married Rhea, his sister, seduced many other women and
fathered many children (Rodgers 2010: 134). A few generations later, Hesiod tells of
the almost lasting situation in which men and gods found themselves, one of constant
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strife between Cronos and the titans. Consequently, Zeus addressed the rest of the
gods and men to join him in battle against these creatures, in order to free the world of
their malicious deeds.
“κέκλυτε μευ, Γαίης τε καὶ Οὐρανοῦ ἀγλαὰ τέκνα, ὄφρ᾽ εἴπω, τά με θυμὸς
ἐνὶ στήθεσσι κελεύει. ἤδη γὰρ μάλα δηρὸν ἐναντίοι ἀλλήλοισι νίκης καὶ
κράτεος πέρι μαρνάμεθ᾽ ἤματα πάντα Τιτῆνές τε θεοὶ καὶ ὅσοι Κρόνου
ἐκγενόμεσθα. ὑμεῖς δὲ μεγάλην τε βίην καὶ χεῖρας ἀάπτους φαίνετε
Τιτήνεσσιν ἐναντίοι ἐν δαῒ λυγρῇ μνησάμενοι φιλότητος ἐνηέος, ὅσσα
παθόντες ἐς φάος ἂψ ἀφίκεσθε δυσηλεγέος ὑπὸ δεσμοῦ ἡμετέρας διὰ
βουλὰς ὑπὸ ζόφου ἠερόεντος.” (Translation: Hear me, bright children of
Earth and Heaven, that I may say what my heart within me bids. A long
while now have we, who are sprung from Cronos and the Titan gods, fought
with each other every day to get victory and to prevail. But do you show
your great might and unconquerable strength, and face the Titans in bitter
strife; for remember our friendly kindness, and from what sufferings you are
come back to the light from your cruel bondage under misty gloom through
our counsels) (Hesiod Theogony 644-653).

Consequently, the two armies fought in battle, one under the leadership of Zeus and
the other under Cronos (Rodgers 2010: 134). The army of Cronos and the titans
fought under the command of Atlas. Atlas, brother of the famous Promethius, was
born out of wedlock from Iapetus, one of the titans, and Clymene, one of the
daughters of Oceanus (Hesiod Theogony 507-509). Zeus conquered the Titans and
drove them to a foreign land on the other side of Chaos. Atlas was responsible for
upholding the wide heaven with unwearying head and arms, standing at the borders of
the earth before the clear-voiced Hesperides. Zeus gave him this task as a penalty for
opposing him in battle (Hesiod Theogony 507-525).
This is the story of how the world, gods and men were born and came to be, according
to Hesiod. It also explains how the Olympians, under the leadership of Zeus, came to
be in charge. Although Hesiod wrote almost eight hundred years BC, and Plato four
hundred years, these were some of the most popular and prevailing stories in Greek
literature about the beginning of everything and should be considered part of the
background against which Luke is writing and Paul is speaking.
It is significant to note at this point that so far I only mentioned the creation of the
universe and the gods, while Plato (Timaeus 39e-40a) distinguishes between four
kinds of living creatures, namely gods, birds, water animals and land animals
(Johansen 2008: 29). The maker created the gods; thereafter he gave command and
ability to the existing gods to help create the rest of the living creatures (Johansen
2008: 31). The maker believed that the rest of the living creatures should be mortal,
and if created by him, would be equal to the gods and possess immortality.
Consequently, the existing gods were given the task of creating the lesser beings. It is
worth examining this part of the story from the text. The maker addressed the gods as
follows:
“‘θεοὶ θεῶν, ὧν ἐγὼ δημιουργὸς πατήρ τε ἔργων, δι᾽ ἐμοῦ γενόμενα ἄλυτα
ἐμοῦ γε μὴ ἐθέλοντος. τὸ μὲν οὖν δὴ δεθὲν πᾶν λυτόν, τό γε μὴν καλῶς
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ἁρμοσθὲν καὶ ἔχον εὖ λύειν ἐθέλειν κακοῦ: δι᾽ ἃ καὶ ἐπείπερ γεγένησθε,
ἀθάνατοι μὲν οὐκ ἐστὲ οὐδ᾽ ἄλυτοι τὸ πάμπαν, οὔτι μὲν δὴ λυθήσεσθέ γε
οὐδὲ τεύξεσθε θανάτου μοίρας, τῆς ἐμῆς βουλήσεως μείζονος ἔτι δεσμοῦ
καὶ κυριωτέρου λαχόντες ἐκείνων οἷς ὅτ᾽ ἐγίγνεσθε συνεδεῖσθε. νῦν οὖν ὃ
λέγω πρὸς ὑμᾶς ἐνδεικνύμενος, μάθετε. θνητὰ ἔτι γένη λοιπὰ τρία
ἀγέννητα: τούτων δὲ μὴ γενομένων οὐρανὸς ἀτελὴς ἔσται: τὰ γὰρ ἅπαντ᾽
ἐν’ αὑτῷ γένη ζῴων οὐχ ἕξει, δεῖ δέ, εἰ μέλλει τέλεος ἱκανῶς εἶναι. δι᾽ ἐμοῦ
δὲ ταῦτα γενόμενα καὶ βίου μετασχόντα θεοῖς ἰσάζοιτ᾽ ἄν: ἵνα οὖν θνητά τε
ᾖ τό τε πᾶν τόδε ὄντως ἅπαν ᾖ, τρέπεσθε κατὰ φύσιν ὑμεῖς ἐπὶ τὴν τῶν
ζῴων δημιουργίαν, μιμούμενοι τὴν ἐμὴν δύναμιν περὶ τὴν ὑμετέραν
γένεσιν. καὶ καθ᾽ ὅσον μὲν αὐτῶν ἀθανάτοις ὁμώνυμον εἶναι προσήκει,
θεῖον λεγόμενον ἡγεμονοῦν τε ἐν αὐτοῖς τῶν ἀεὶ δίκῃ καὶ ὑμῖν ἐθελόντων
ἕπεσθαι, σπείρας καὶ ὑπαρξάμενος’ ἐγὼ παραδώσω: τὸ δὲ λοιπὸν ὑμεῖς,
ἀθανάτῳ θνητὸν προσυφαίνοντες, ἀπεργάζεσθε ζῷα καὶ γεννᾶτε τροφήν τε
διδόντες αὐξάνετε καὶ φθίνοντα πάλιν δέχεσθε.’” (Translation: Gods of
gods, those works whereof I am framer and father are indissoluble save by
my will. For though all that is bound may be dissolved, yet to will to
dissolve that which is fairly joined together and in good case were the deed
of a wicked one. Wherefore ye also, seeing that ye were generated, are not
wholly immortal or indissoluble, yet in no wise shall ye be dissolved nor
incur the doom of death, seeing that in my will ye possess a bond greater
and more sovereign than the bonds wherewith, at your birth, ye were bound
together. Now, therefore, what I manifest and declare unto you do ye learn.
Three mortal kinds1 still remain ungenerated; but if these come not into
being the Heaven will be imperfect; for it will not contain within itself the
whole sum of the hinds of living creatures, yet contain them it must if it is to
be fully perfect. But if by my doing these creatures came into existence and
partook of life, they would be made equal unto gods; in order, therefore, that
they may be mortal and that this World-all may be truly All, do ye turn
yourselves, as Nature directs, to the work of fashioning these living
creatures, imitating the power showed by me in my generating of you. Now
so much of them as it is proper to designate ‘immortal’, the part we call
divine which rules supreme in those who are fain to follow justice always
and yourselves, that part I will deliver unto you when I have sown it and
given it origin. For the rest, do ye weave together the mortal with the
immortal, and thereby fashion and generate living creatures, and give them
food that they may grow, and when they waste away receive them to
yourselves again.) (Plato Timaeus 41a-d).

In conclusion, Paul challenges the general Greek view that the gods were created and
were involved in sexual endeavours and that the universe was created out of sex and
conflict. God is not part of the created order, but He stands separate from it.
According to Hesiodian cosmology, creation consists of the gods: Earth is the goddess
Gaia; heaven is Ouranos; Styx is a river; Underworld is Hades, and so forth (Hesiod
Theogony 346-370). Even abstract matters such as Strife, Toil, Forgetfulness, Famine,
tearful Sorrows, Fightings, Battles, Murders, Manslaughters, Quarrels, Lying Words,
Disputes, Lawlessness and Ruin are divine (Hesiod Theogony 306-332). Not so with
the Creator God. He is separate from creation; He is οὐρανοῦ καὶ γῆς ὑπάρχων
κύριος, the Lord of heaven and earth.
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The Epicureans, on the other hand, believed that the gods, if they existed, were far
away and had more or less nothing to do with human beings (Bruce 1981: 351; Lohse
1976: 244). Since they could not openly affirm their atheism, they stated that even the
gods consisted of atomic matter (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.). They would consequently
agree with Paul’s degrading comments about normal pagan worship. However, this
would be for the opposite reason to the one Paul gives (Witherington 1998a: 525). For
them, the gods were far away; for Paul, God is very close; he is the giver of
everything and does not need animal sacrifices from us (Wright 2008: 91). As Paul
uses the argument of creation, one should not forget how the Epicureans view
creation. Like the Stoics, they did not believe in a creator god, but that everything
originates from atoms that fall into an empty space. During this process, some of them
are touched by fate, thus giving rise to the world (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.).
Paul is mainly challenging the Stoic pantheist by stating that God and the world are
not the same thing, “but the impulse that pushes you to suppose that they are is the
true impulse which ought to lead you to reach out and grope for the real God who is
indeed not far off“ (Wright 2008: 91-92). Lohse (1976: 249-150) confirms this notion.
Paul is walking a fine line between demonstrating his knowledge and comprehension
of their culture, and trying to bring them something fresh and revolutionary. Some
suggest that Paul’s parallels with Stoic thought should not surprise us, because Stoic
philosophy dominated the Greek culture at that time (Losie 2004: 230).
Be that as it may, the sentence structure in verse 24 indicates that God is the Creator.
The use of πάντα further prepares the reader for verse 25, namely that creation means
Lordship and care (Conzelmann 1987: 141).
25 οὐδὲ ὑπὸ χειρῶν ἀνθρωπίνων θεραπεύεται προσδεόμενός τινος, αὐτὸς “διδοὺς”

πᾶσι ζωὴν καὶ “πνοὴν” καὶ τὰ πάντα: / He also is not being cared for by human hands
as if he has need of anything, for He Himself gives life and breath and everything to
all.
The syntax of this sentence flows from θεραπεύεται, the main indicative. This verse
concerns the Creator who does not need care from human hands. Why? He is the
Giver, the Carer, not the receiver of care. God takes nothing; he gives everything
(Conzelmann 1987: 142).
This is the main thrust of verses 24-25, and introduces a very important theme,
namely God’s independent nature and providential care through nature. This is a core
idea in some Stoic writing of the time. I shall briefly explore this. Balch (1990: 52)
appealed to the idea that the Stoic, Posidonius, might shed new light on the Areopagus
speech. Posidonius was not only an empirical scientist, who lived in about 100 BC,
but he was also the only philosopher of antiquity known to us who wrote a political
history of his own time (Balch 1990: 53). In his article, Balch (1990: 53) argues that
some Posidonian texts clarify four aspects of the Areopagus speech, because they are
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related to contemporary (first-century) philosophical debates. The four aspects are
providence in nature, providence in history, debates concerning whether or not the
divine is to be worshiped by images in temples, and the sources of our knowledge of
God. In this study, I shall focus on the first aspect of providence through nature,
although Balch (1990: 53) would argue that the other three aspects are also relevant to
Acts 17. If it is true then that Paul is using language that reminded his hearers of
Posidonius, he is challenging them to return to their original Stoic roots, as opposed to
their contemporaries. Unfortunately, Posidonius’ writings are known only from
fragments of his works quoted by other authors. For this reason, I shall draw on his
ideas and philosophies from other ancient writers who quote him. His ideas became
well known especially through the works Dio Chrysostom, Diodorus Sicilus,
Diogenes Laertius, Plutarch, Athanaeus and even Strabo (who was Posidonius’
philosophical adversary) (Balch 1990: 53-63).
In this verse, the first of the four aspects becomes evident, namely providence through
nature (Balch 1990: 54). God is the One who created everything, so that we can know
that we need him as the Father of creation. The logical conclusion is that the God who
created all that is cannot be imagined as requiring anything from His creatures (Bruce
1981: 357). This is Posidonius’ view as noted in Dio Chrysostom’s thirty-sixth
Oration (36.39-60), which was dependent on the text of Posidonius (Balch 1990: 54).
However, this was in contrast with Paul’s contemporary Greek hearers who engaged
in daily practices of caring for their gods by offering to, and looking after them. A few
examples of this human caring for the gods in Luke’s day might be appropriate. The
ivory statue of Athena that stood on the Acropolis was regularly treated with water to
help stop the destructive effects of an overly arid location (Rowe 2010: 41). Similarly,
the statue of Zeus in Olympus was often saturated with olive oil. Asclepius in
Epidarus was built over a well for the purposes of having enough water (Rowe 2010:
41). Statues and images were regularly “wiped down, scraped clean, brought food
[and] proffered mirrors” (Rowe 2010: 41). This implies that these deities were
primarily tied to their images and could need all kinds of caring administrations. Luke
(Paul) consequently does well to connecting philosophical grammar with theological
discourse. In verses 24-25, it is the initial move in a continual endeavour to “speak
with easy recognizable words of pagan tradition” (Rowe 2010: 42). Luke is thus
trying to convince his audience to return to a more Stoic root by listening to a more
foundational Stoic authority (Posidonius) who also had a ‘biblical view’ of providence
through creation. I shall pay more attention to the influence of Posidonius in verses
26-27.
In the context of people caring for their gods, one needs to mention the GraecoRoman understanding of gods and sacrifices. Although the specific rite of sacrifice is
never mentioned in this passage, it is very likely that Paul is most certainly indirectly
referring to this in his speech. The reason is that sacrificial rites were in line with its
dominant role in Graeco-Roman religious life (Germiquet 1992: 51). If one alludes to
Acts 14:9-20, it is obvious that Luke already introduced the notion of sacrificial
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ceremonies as mentioned prior to, and after Paul’s speech, signifying its importance in
Greek culture. Luke could, therefore, predict that on reading about idolatry in Chapter
17, the reader would assume that the Greek sacrificial system served as background,
as in Chapter 14. However, one would not simply depend on assumptions, as
fingerprints of the sacrificial system are found in the text, although the specific term is
not used. By referring to the ‘altar’ to an unknown god, Paul almost directly gives us
an indication of the notion of sacrifices that were probably made to the unknown god,
since that is what one does on an altar.
In Hellenistic culture, sacrificing was believed to be the way in which people related
to the gods. The original notion of sacrifices was found in the sacred meal (Germiquet
1992: 51). It was believed that the life of the object being eaten was transferred to the
eater, thus ensuring a long life. If, for instance, one ate a deer, one would attain the
light-footed swiftness of the deer. A bull would give strength and stability (Germiquet
1992: 51). In the same way as the life of the plant or animal was transferred to the
eater, a sacrifice would transfer the life of the animal or plant to the gods. This was
believed to happen in the smoke rising from the sacrifice, carrying with it the life
forces, reaching and strengthening the gods (Germiquet 1992: 52). The gods were
believed to be cared for in this way.
The dominant motive in sacrifice is to give, so that some will be given back to the one
who sacrificed. Not taking part in sacrifice was an invitation to trouble, since it was
held that the gods could withdraw their help because either they might have been
angered, or they were unable to help, as they were deprived of strength (Germiquet
1992: 52).
Luke is trying to point out this absurdity through Paul’s speech. Verses 24-25 attempt
to state that God is the Lord of all created things and that He is not capable of
domestication by being cared for (Soards 1994: 97). He does not need to be
strengthened. The opposite is true. If he really is the Creator, he is the one who cares
for us and strengthens us. We cannot strengthen Him. We must not forget that Luke is
steadily building his argument of providential theodicy with God as judge that will
reach its climax in verse 31 (Neyrey s.a.: 4). He is simply laying the foundation that
God is the Creator and sustainer; He is the One who orders the universe; He is the
One who cares for everything (Neyrey s.a.: 4).
In light of verse 25, it is important to grasp that one will not have a proper
understanding of Luke’s argument if one does not note that Luke is structuring the
argument of Paul to present the Christian God according to the traditional and
acceptable category of providence (Neyrey s.a.: 4). In both Acts 14 and 17, the
argument of God’s providence is elaborated on in terms of antithesis: God Himself
does not need anything, but He provides us with everything (Germiquet 1992: 69). In
classical Greek theology, the gods were understood in a myriad of ways, one of which
is the complex category of ‘god-as-provident’. According to this category, the notion
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of God could, according to Neyrey (s.a.: 4), include the following: Gods exist and are
active; they are wise and good; when they act, they act in wisdom and goodness. They
create and maintain the world, but they also exercise judgemental actions.
Consequently, the gods should be both benevolent and just. The providence of the
gods is shown in various ways: the order and regularity of creation; the giving of
oracles and revelations to human beings; the protective care towards good individuals
and just judgement to evildoers; they know the future and control the world; they
bring things to pass, and intervene in history. This notion was not only true to the OT
and Christian theology, but it was familiar and well known in Stoic Greek philosophy
(Germiquet 1992: 69). Even a cynic philosopher such as Heraclitus stated: “God is not
locked up in temples, nor is he made of stone by men’s hands and put on a pedestal.
On the contrary, the whole ordered universe in his temple” (Heraclitus Episode 4).
Mocking the notion that gods live in temples was commonplace among many ancient
writers and even historians such as Lucian (Sacr. 11) gave their contributions. Lucian
notes sarcastically that the gods must be exceptionally poor to require anything to be
given through offerings (Charon 12.24). This is very significant for the purpose of
this study as it shows how many quotes Luke uses from Hellenistic sources to relate to
the Greeks, whereas he uses no quotes from the OT.
It is also important to note that Paul is stating common ground between what
Christianity proclaimed, on the one hand, and some common Athenian philosophy, on
the other. He uses the notion of God as Provider and Sustainer to create common
ground with many of the Greek philosophers so that he can prepare for the upcoming
proclamations of judgement later in the speech (Neyrey s.a.: 4). There are other areas
of common ground. Eusebius repeatedly claimed that sacrifices to gods do not make
sense, since the gods cannot need anything from men (Germiquet 2001: 107; Eusebius
Praeparatio Evangelica 4.13).
Verse 25 is thus a parallel to verse 24 with ὑπάρχων replaced by διδοὺς [since he is …
since he gives …] (Barrett 2004: 840). Although the notion of God being proficient
occurs in Greek literature (Witherington 1998a: 525), it is also a strong reminder of
OT language and imagery (Bruce 1981: 357). Take, for instance, the following words
of Psalm 50:9-12 (Bruce 1981: 357):

 ֹלא־א ַ ֶַּ֣קח ִמבֵּיתְ ךַּ֣ ָ֑פר ִ֝ ִמ ִמ ְכלְא ֹתֶֶ֗ יך עַּתּודִ ִֽים׃9
ְתֹו־יעַר ִ֝ ְבה ֵֶּ֗מֹות ְבה ְַר ֵּרי־אִֽלֶף׃
ִ  כ10
ָ֑ ִי־לִ֥י כל־ ַחי
 ָ֭ ידַ עְּתִ י כל־עַּ֣ ֹוף ה ִ ָ֑רים ְו ִזִ֥יז ִ֝שדֶַ֗ י עִמדִ ִֽי׃11
7
ִי־לִ֥י ִ֝תֵּ ֵֶּ֗בל ּומְ ֹלאִּֽה׃
ִ ֹלא־א ֹמַר לְָ֑ך כ
 אִם־ ָ֭ ֶא ְרעַב12
ַּ֣
7

Translation: “I will not accept a bull from your house or goats from your folds. For every beast of
the forest is mine, the cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds of the hills, and all that moves in
the field is mine. If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and its fullness are mine”
(English Standard Version).
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This verse expands the notion explained in Diagram 1: Although involved in His
Creation, the Creator stands separate from it and lords over it. He gives the care, but
does not need it.
26 ἐποίησέν τε ἐξ ἑνὸς πᾶν ἔθνος ανθρώπων κατοικεῖν ἐπὶ παντὸς προσώπου τῆς γῆς,

ὁρίσας προστεταγμένους καιροὺς καὶ τὰς ὁροθεσίας τῆς κατοικίας αὐτῶν, / Out of
one (man) He created all the nations of men to live on the whole earth, He determined
times and the borders where they would live.
In verse 26, ἐποίησέν (aorist indicative: the main verb in the verse) picks up and
continues with the idea of ποιήσας in verse 24 and probably determines the way the
word should be taken (Barrett 2004: 841). It is generally accepted that the infinitive
ζητεῖν is the word to wich ἐποίησέν should be applied, as it describes God’s purpose
for creating (Conzelmann 1987: 142). The presence of ἐξ ἑνὸς as an “adverbial
description of the circumstance of creation” may suggest that ἐποίησέν should be
taken as an equivalent of ‘created’ as in Genesis 1:1 (Barrett 2004: 841), and refers to
Adam (Conzelmann 1987: 142). The Koine tradition and D, based on the textual
aparatus of the 28th edition of Nestle-Aland (2013: ad. loc.) has an alternative reading,
namely ἐξ ἑνὸς αίματος. This makes no significant difference to the reading of the
meaning of the text, however, since Luke is trying to sum up and prepare for what is
mentioned about the destiny of all humankind in verse 27 (Conzelmann 1987: 142).
Picking up from verses 24-25, Luke develops the idea of God as Creator, adding that
God is the One who orders the universe. He is the Determiner of the origin of the
nations and where they live. This idea of God the Orderer of the world occurs notably
in Dio Chrysostom who relied on Posidonius’ opinions (Balch 1990: 56): “Yet the
present orderly constitution of the universe ever since the whole has been separated
and divided into a considerable number of forms of plants and animals, mortal and
immortal, yes, and into air and earth and water and fire, being nevertheless by nature
in all these forms one thing and governed by one spirit and force – this orderly
constitution …” (Dio Chrysostom Thirty-sixth discourse 36.30). Dio first explains that
the cosmos is created in an orderly fashion and that all things form one thing (Balch
1990: 56). Luke thus combines OT language and images with partially analogous
Stoic elements. This emphasis on the oneness and unity of the cosmos, including the
divine and human beings, is orthodox, Stoic doctrine that is likely to be from
Posidonius (Balch 1990: 57).
It is likely that Luke is attempting to prepare the Athenians for the fact that, by
creating and ordering everything making it one, He prepared the way for the coming
of Jesus, which comes to light near the end of the speech (Van der Watt 2011b: ad
loc.). But he does so in a language that helps his Greek audience understand that this
is the direction in which history, as told by their Stoic teachers, was going from the
beginning.
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God made the all “from one” and this method must be viewed in relation to dwelling
and seeking (Barrett 2004: 842). The ἑνὸς most probably refers to Adam, the one
father of all before the fall; Paul consequently states that God created diversity from
unity (Barrett 2004: 842). As stated earlier, Luke wants his work to be read from
either a Jewish or a Hellenistic philosophical perspective, that is, a “hermeneutic of
the one or the other” (Marguerat 1999: 70-89). If a Jewish person were to read the
text, s/he would interpret ἑνὸς in the masculine form (Adam), as s/he is comfortable
therewith. If a Greek person were to read the speech, s/he could read ἑνὸς as neuter,
typical to Greek thought. This is once again Luke’s intention. Marguerat (1999: 7089) suggests that modern commentators immediately opt for one meaning or the other.
It is also very likely that Luke meant that “[t]he Creator of all things in general, is the
Creator of mankind in particular” (Bruce 1981:357). All mankind was one in origin,
all created by God and descended from one common ancestor. Luke thus tries to
convey that it is all about the one and only God for every one. The Greeks know Him
as the unknown god. Although he is communicating biblical truth, Luke through Paul
is also connecting with Stoic thinking. Stoics believed that everything lives in unity
and that everything was created out of unity. Consider Epictetus (Discourses I.14.1):
Οὐ δοκεῖ σοι, ἔφη, ἡνῶσθαι τὰ πάντα; (Don’t you believe, he answered, that all things
are united as one?). God made everything and He does not need anything.
Consequently, He continues to give life, breath and all things (Barrett 2004: 841).
This should have removed all notions from the Greeks’ minds that they are, to some
extent, superior to other races (Bruce 1981: 358). This may be a crucial, point, due to
the fact that the Athenians believed that they originated from the very soil of their
own land of Attica (Witherington 1998a: 526). This is proof that Paul knows the
Athenian culture so well that he is able to find not only points of common ground, but
also dissimilarities in order to confront their traditions on the correct points. By
contrast, Paul stresses the fact that all humanity comes from one source (Witherington
1998a: 526). This is very important in both Lucan and Pauline writings. In the gospel,
Luke traces the genealogy of Jesus to one man, Adam, whereas Paul expresses the
notion that man fell in the first Adam and will be set in the second Adam, Christ
(Witherington 1998a: 526).
Attention should be paid to πᾶν ἔθνος ἀνθρώπων and παντὸς προσώπου τῆς γῆς.
God’s agenda is all the nations and the whole world. That is the reason why these are
all created from one man. His plan was a unified humanity. This also signifies that
Luke’s (Paul’s) message is for everyone. Nobody is excluded. This may correspond
with τοῖς ἀνθρώποις πάντας πάντας (all people everywhere) in verse 30. This is very
significant, given the pluralistic religious environment created by the Athenians.
Despite the respectful way in which Paul handles his audience, Luke wants his
listeners to accept his message, irrespective of their religious convictions. I shall
address this recurring theme in Acts later.
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Through ὁρίσας God’s activities are now expanding and the notion is that He created
time and space. There is progression from ἐποίησέν to ὁρίσας. It is unclear how the
terms καιρος and ὁροθεσίας should be translated. Witherington (1998a: 526) suggests
that ὁροθεσίας refers to periods in time and space, and is thus used differently than the
same word in Acts 14:17. On the other hand, ὁροθεσίας may also refer to the
boundaries that divide nations.
As far as “hermeneutic of the one or the other” is concerned, Marguerat (1999: 70-89)
suggests that one should not have to choose between the one or the other, but that it
could be understood as ‘the one way or the other’, according to Luke’s intention. The
term καιρος could, therefore, be understood as meaning ‘seasons’ in its Hellenistic
sense, as well as ‘periods of history’ in the Jewish sense. Likewise, ὁροθεσίας could
refer to natural limits, according to Greek interpretation, or, on the other hand, as
political boundaries, according to Jewish interpretation.
Luke, through Paul, makes it clear that God is the Creator and Orderer who put the
world in place in the first instance. By doing so, he is setting the table for theodicy
that reaches its climax in verse 31 (Neyrey s.a.: 4).
27 ζητεῖν τὸν θεὸν εἰ ἄρα γε ψηλαφήσειαν αὐτὸν καὶ εὕροιεν, καί γε οὐ μακρὰν ἀπὸ

ἑνὸς ἑκάστου ἡμῶν ὑπάρχοντα. / … so that they may seek God, even if they had to
feel in the dark in order to find Him, for He is not far from anyone of us.
The infinitive ζητεῖν still flows from ἐποίησέν in verse 26: God created … with the
purpose of men seeking after Him. The Creator God created human beings in such a
way that they would have a real desire to seek Him (Witherington 1998a: 528-529).
“To seek” (ζητεῖν) is similar to “to live” (κατοικεῖν) in verse 26. Both infinitives
allude to the purpose of creating.
The notion, in this instance, is that they would find Him only if they sought Him
(Barrett 2004: 844). Seeking God is a theme in the OT and is at most a matter of will
(Barrett 2004: 844). Examples are Isaiah 51:1: οἱ διώκοντες τὸ δίκαιον καὶ ζητοῦντες
τὸν κύριον (ְשי י ְהוָ֑ה
ַּ֣ ֵּ  ) ְמ ַבקand Isaiah 55:6: Ζητήσατε τὸν θεὸν ()דִ ְר ִ֥שּו י ְהוָ֖ה. It appears
that, in the text and in Stoic thought, seeking God in this speech is not only a matter of
the will, but also a matter of thinking (Plutarch Numa 8:7-8; Balch 1990: 63), a
consequence of reflection on the annual seasons and geographical boundaries (Balch
1990: 57).8 Consider the following lines from Dio Chrysostom’s Twelfth Oratory
(12.27):
“περὶ δὴ θεῶν τῆς τε καθόλου φύσεως καὶ μάλιστα τοῦ πάντων ἡγεμόνος
πρῶτον μὲν καὶ ἐν πρώτοις δόξα καὶ ἐπίνοια κοινὴ τοῦ ξύμπαντος
ἀνθρωπίνου γένους, ὁμοίως μὲν Ἑλλήνων, ὁμοίως δὲβαρβάρων, ἀναγκαία

8

For seeking as a matter of intellect and thinking, see also Conzelmann (1987: 142).
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καὶ ἔμφυτος ἐν παντὶ τῷ λογικῷ γιγνομένη κατὰ φύσιν ἄνευ θνητοῦ
διδασκάλου καὶ μυσταγωγοῦ χωρὶς ἀπάτης καὶ χαρᾶς διά τε τὴν ξυγγένειαν
τὴν πρὸς αὐτοὺς καὶ πολλὰ μαρτύρια τἀληθοῦς, οὐκ ἐῶντα κατανυστάξαι
καὶ ἀμελῆσαι τοὺς πρεσβυτάτους καὶ παλαιοτάτους” (Translation: Now
concerning the nature of the gods in general, and especially that of the ruler
of the universe, first and foremost an idea regarding him and a conception of
him common to the whole human race, to the Greeks and to the barbarians
alike, a conception that is inevitable and innate in every creature endowed
with reason, arising in the course of nature without the aid of human teacher
and free from the deceit of any expounding priest, has made its way, and it
rendered manifest God's kinship with man and furnished many evidences of
the truth, which did not suffer the earliest and most ancient men to doze and
grow indifferent to them …).

Again, the idea is that Paul is appealing to the notions of Posidonius (Conzelmann
1987: 142), the Stoic Greek philosopher, in an attempt to get his Athenian hearers to
buy into OT theology, by reasoning from their own tradition of intellectuals.
Conzelmann (1987: 142) suggests that there is a literary connection between Luke and
Posidonius via a Hellenistic-Jewish mediator. His attempt is to convince them that his
(Paul’s) arguments are entirely reasonable, and that they should rethink their idolatry
by observing and considering the way in which the Creator God ordered and
structured the universe. The structure and order of the universe is not accidental, as
suggested by some of their contemporaries such as, among others, Strabo (Geography
2.3.7).9 God provided for them and revealed his presence to them by giving them the
reason within themselves that makes them seek God and that can lead them to know
the unknown God.
The pagans’ search for God is, therefore, not an impossible one, although the
conclusion is not necessarily positive (Barrett 2004: 844). The phrase ends with a
more optimistic spirit, however, by starting the next section with εἰ ἄρα γε and having
εὕροιεν in the optative mood (Barrett 2004: 844). By using ψηλαφήσειαν, Luke
presents an uncertain outcome, although two aspects are clear. First, God intends man
to seek and find Him and, secondly, He is not far from any of us (Barrett 2004: 845).
In this instance, Luke might be quoting Seneca, a contemporary (Rowe 2010: 42). The
notion that God is not far from any human being was a strong Stoic one in Epictetus
(Discourses I.14.13-14):
“τίνι γὰρ ἄλλῳ κρείττονι καὶ ἐπιμελεστέρῳ φύλακι παρέδωκεν ἡμῶν
ἕκαστον; ὥσθ᾽, ὅταν κλείσητε τὰς θύρας καὶ σκότος ἔνδον ποιήσητε,
μέμνησθε μηδέποτε λέγειν ὅτι μόνοι ἐστέ: οὐ γὰρ ἐστέ, ἀλλ᾽ ὁ θεὸς ἔνδον
ἐστὶ καὶ ὁ ὑμέτερος δαίμων ἐστίν. καὶ τίς τούτοις χρεία φωτὸς εἰς τὸ βλέπειν
τί ποιεῖτε;” (Translation: For to what better and more careful guardian could
He have entrusted each of us? When then you have shut the doors and made

9

Strabo was probably born in 64-63 BC. It was reported that he stopped writing in approximately 24
AD. He became very old and was one of the most prominent ancient writers on Geography. He was,
however, trained in philosophy, had strong Stoic opinions, and had a love for Homeric poetry. See
http://www.answers.com/topic/strabo.
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darkness within, remember never to say that you are alone, for you are not;
but God is within, and your Daemon is within, and what need have they of
light to see what you are doing?).

Consider Dio Chrysostom (Twelfth Oratory 12.28):
“ἅτε γὰρ οὐ μακρὰν οὐδ᾽ ἔξω τοῦ θείου διῳκισμένοικαθ᾽ αὑτούς, ἀλλὰ ἐν
αὐτῷ μέσῳ πεφυκότες, μᾶλλον δὲ συμπεφυκότες ἐκείνῳ καὶ προσεχόμενοι
πάντα τρόπον …” (Translation: for inasmuch as these earlier men were not
living dispersed far away from the divine being or beyond his borders apart
by themselves, but had grown up in his company and had remained close to
him in every way).

See Seneca (Epistles 41.1), “prope est a te deus, tecum est, intus est” (God is near
you, he is with you, he is within you) (Translation: Conzelmann).
Of course, Luke does not state that pantheistic Stoicism means the nearness of God in
the same way as Paul does; Paul is definitely seeking common ground between the
Christian story and popular Greek philosophy. He is trying to convince them that they
should think more profoundly about what they already believe: God is near, but not
because He is in everything in an impersonal, pantheistic sense, but as Creator, God
chose to come near us by virtue of our longing for him, and ultimately by virtue of the
person of Jesus.
Bruce (1981: 360) points out that it is consistent with Paul’s general theological
position to make room for the fact that these pagan writers, as creatures of God, were
capable of valid responses as long as and to the extent that they stood in isolation
from their pagan systems. “Thus, thoughts which in their pagan contexts were quite
un-Christian and anti-Christian, could be acknowledged as up to a point involving an
actual apprehension of revealed truth” (Bruce 1981: 360). As the creation of God,
they have a history of seeking Him and experiencing Him in nature. Listen to the
voice of Stoicism (Epictetus Discourses I.14.6):
“ἀλλ᾽ αἱ ψυχαὶ μὲν οὕτως εἰσὶν ἐνδεδεμέναι καὶ συναφεῖς τῷ θεῷ ἅτε αὐτοῦ
μόρια οὖσαι καὶ ἀποσπάσματα, οὐ παντὸς δ᾽ αὐτῶν κινήματος ἅτε οἰκείου
καὶ συμφυοῦς ὁ θεὸς αἰσθάνεται;” (Translation: And if our minds are so
intimately connected with God as to be divine sparks of his being, is He not
going to perceive their every movement, since the parts in motion
participate in his nature?).

This does not mean that people in foreign cultures can attain salvation without Godly
revelation, but that because God is ‘near’, and because we have the drive to seek the
real God, we might find Him, although we might be stumbling in the dark. The
“unknown god” can become the “known God” (Losie 2004: 232).
I shall now provide more detail about καί γε οὐ μακρὰν ἀπὸ ἑνὸς ἑκάστου ἡμῶν
ὑπάρχοντα (because he is not far from anyone of us). In verses 24-26, Luke separated
the Creator God from creation. Now he establishes the closeness of God’s relationship
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with His creation and, in particular, with men. God created men in such a way that we
seek Him, and that He is near to us. See Diagram X1.

Creator God
God came
near to men
by making
them seek
Him. He is
separate
but near to
all people.

2.

1.

God is above
and separate
from creation.
Don’t look for
Him in earthly
temples. He
does not live
there.

Creation
Handmade temples.
Diagram X1.
In addition, Paul directly confronts the Epicureans’ purely materialist mindset when
he claims that God is near to everyone and that He wants an intimate relationship with
each one of us (Wright 2008: 91; Witherington 1998a: 524).
It could thus be said that Paul had the ability to make a connection between the world
that the Greeks knew and understood, and the content of the message he wanted to
convey concerning Christ. God as creator serves as the common denominator that
bridges the world of Athens with that of Paul.
28 ἐν αὐτῷ γὰρ ζῶμεν καὶ κινούμεθα καὶ ἐσμέν, ὡς καί τινες τῶν καθ᾽ ὑμᾶς ποιητῶν

εἰρήκασιν ‘ Τοῦ γὰρ καὶ γένος ἐσμέν. / Because in Him we live and move and [are].
Like some of your own poets said, ‘For we are his offspring’.
This verse seems to form the basis of the truth in verse 27. The reason that God is not
far from us is that it is in Him that we live and move and have our being (Barrett
2004: 846). In this instance, Luke combines οὐ μακρὰν with a Greek-pantheistic triad
and quotation (Conzelmann 1987: 142). Although this sentence is a quote from a
Greek priest, Luke uses the phrase in a different way (Barrett 2004: 847). The
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indicative triad formed by the three words ζῶμεν, κινούμεθα and ἐσμέν seems to
emphasize man’s utter dependence on God for his whole life (Barrett 2004: 847).
Conzelmann (1987:142) suggests that ζῶμεν refers to the physical life; ἐσμέν, to the
spiritual-intellectual, and κινούμεθα transposes both into the cosmic sphere. Luke
reminds them that they live daily by his grace and creation power and that, therefore,
he is not bringing some new teaching.
An important rhetorical remark, in this instance, is that Paul (Luke) again identifies
with the Stoics in the sense that the latter connected life with movement and
movement with being (Barrett 2004: 847). He might have heard the phrase in
discussion among Greeks and borrowed it in order to connect with his audience. As in
many other parts of this speech, Paul endeavours to relate what he just said to the
known world of the Greeks.
The speech also gets new direction by the anonymous quotes of two Greek poets. The
tendency to quote figures in history without mentioning their names was common
among classical writers (Soards 1994: 98). At this point, Paul takes his argument
further, using two quotations from Greek poets that highlight the relation of men to
this Creator God. The first of these is the fourth line of a quatrain, titled Cretica
(Κρητικά), which has been preserved from a poem attributed to Epimenides, the
Cretan. Diogenes Laertius (Lives of eminent philosophers 1.10) and Aristotle
(Athenian Constitution 1.1; Rhetoric 3.17) also mention this poem. Bruce (1981: 359)
quotes the poem as follows:
“They fashioned a tomb for thee, O holy and high one –
The Cretans, always liars, evil beasts, idle bellies!
But thou art not dead; livest and abidest for ever:
For in thee we live and move and have our being.”10

Witherington (1998a: 530) rightly points out that Epimenides could not have meant
this referral to Zeus in the pantheistic sense of the Stoics, because he pre-dated Zeno,
the father of the Stoics. On the other hand, in Paul’s day, it could have had a
reinterpreted meaning that would have been more pantheistic (Barrett 2004: 847). He
means it in a more personal sense than the pantheistic meaning that the Stoics
attributed to the sentence (Barrett 2004: 847).
Paul continues, showing them that another of their own poets, in this case Aratus, also
agreed with this truth. “Paul enhances his argument by adducing an authority even the
Athenians would respect” (Faber 1993: ad loc.). As such, he attempts to win his

10

Although Epimenides’ poem is widely known, no ancient Greek text could be found, only
translations. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epimenides. Rendal Harris attempted a hypothetical
Greek text (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epimenides): Τύμβον ἐτεκτήναντο σέθεν, κύδιστε
μέγιστε, Κρῆτες, ἀεὶ ψευδεῖς, κακὰ θηρία, γαστέρες ἀργαί. Ἀλλὰ σὺ γ᾽ οὐ θνῇσκεις, ἕστηκας γὰρ ζοὸς
αίεί, Ἐν γὰρ σοὶ ζῶμεν καὶ κινύμεθ᾽ ἠδὲ καὶ ἐσμέν.
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Greek audience by quoting a Greek poet who lived from 310 BC till 240 BC, thus
using the ideas and language of Stoic and Epicurean philosophers who were popular
in first-century Athens. His quoting Aratus is also very fitting. Paul quotes from a
poem written 300 years earlier and entitled Phaenomena (Φαινόμενα). This familiar
poem was widely known (Losie 2004: 231) and it would be difficult to overestimate
its fame (Rowe 2010: 42). It elaborates on the themes of stellar constellations and
signs of nature (Faber 1993: ad loc.). Phaenomena consists of three parts. The first
part is an 18-line introduction, in which Aratus states the purpose of his poem and
praises Zeus for his goodness in providing man with natural signs in order to realise
his vocation. The second part (lines 19-757) follows a poetic discussion of the stellar
constellations. The third part describes the use of weather patterns, a kind of “farmers’
almanac” (Faber 1993: ad loc.) whereby one can learn the significance of changing
seasons and weather systems. Aratus writes11:
“ἐκ Διὸς ἀρχώμεσθα, τὸν οὐδέποτ᾽ ἄνδρες ἐῶμεν ἄρρητον: μεσταὶ δέ Διὸς
πᾶσαι μὲν ἀγυιαί, πᾶσαι δ᾽ ἀνθρώπων ἀγοραί, μεστὴ δὲ θάλασσα καὶ
λιμένες: πάντη δὲ Διὸς κεχρήμεθα πάντες. τοῦ γάρ καὶ γένος εἰμέν:”
(Translation: From Zeus let us begin; him do we mortals never leave
unnamed; full of Zeus are all the streets and all the market-places of men;
full is the sea and the havens thereof; always we all have need of Zeus. For
we are also his offspring [my italics, RB]) (Aratus Phaenomena).12

This notion of human beings as offspring of Zeus is also found elsewhere in Greek
literature (Losie 2004: 231).13
The quote Paul uses derives from the introductory part and he thus uses the same
language as the Stoics in their description of the Zeus whom, they believed, controlled
the universe. The phrase “the Zeus” is used because the Stoics differed a great deal
from the traditional Hellenistic view that Zeus was an anthropomorphic being living
as man-god on Olympus. They had a more pantheistic view of Zeus as a living godly
being that permeated everything and everyone everywhere with his presence (Faber
1993: ad loc.). They called this guiding principle, which unites all living things into
one cosmos, Reason (λόγος). Therefore, they viewed Zeus as a power without
personality, not an immortal being (Faber 1993: ad loc.).
Why then does Paul, as Jewish believer in Jesus, quote Greek poets who lived three
centuries earlier and who had no idea as to who Jesus was? Does Paul identify the
Zeus of the Greek philosophy with Jesus Christ without distinction? Does he imply
that Aratus and Epimenides were referring to the same God in Jesus of whom Paul
speaks? That is simply not the case (Faber 1993: ad loc.). It becomes more obvious
towards the end of the speech that Paul is translating the pagan vocabulary into a
radically overall interpretive framework: the biblical story that stretches from Adam

11

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2008.01.0483.
English translation by G. R. Mair, at http://www.theoi.com/Text/AratusPhaenomena.html.
13
See Cleanthes Hymn to Zeus.
12
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to the return of Jesus Christ (Rowe 2010: 43). He does not claim that we are Zeus’
offspring, as the context of the Greek poem suggests, but rather the offspring of God
as Creator (Bruce 1981: 360). When Paul quotes Aratus and claims that we are all
offspring of one God, he is obviously not implying it in a pantheistic sense, as the
Stoic poets do, but in the sense of the Biblical doctrine of man, as being created by
God in His image (Bruce 1981: 360). Paul suggests, however, that it is the
responsibility of all God’s creatures to give Him the honour that is due. This could not
happen if men visualize God in terms of material images (Bruce 1981: 361).
Paradoxically, while Paul makes an effort to bridge the world of the Greeks with his
own, he is simultaneously attacking the idolatry as well as the underlying suppositions
that the idols are “things”, images made by the hands and imaginations of men. We
are God’s offspring; we are created in His image, not He in ours (Witherington 1998a:
530). The words of the phrase itself (τοῦ γὰρ καὶ γένος ἐσμέν) could, according to
Barrett (2004: 848), have a purely Christian meaning (through the Holy Spirit we are
born again as the children of God), but would lose its point in the context. Paul was
rather trying to say, “Not the regenerate but human beings as such are the children of
God – you cannot deny it for we have it on the authority of one of your own poets”
(Barret 2004: 848).
In addition, from a rhetorical point of view, he is aligning himself with an authority
recognized by his audience, in order to support his point (Witherington 1998a: 530). It
would not have helped Paul to simply quote the Hebrew Scriptures, for this book was
unknown to, and no source of authority for the audience (Witherington 1998a: 530).
Up to this point, Paul had taken his listeners to what must have seemed to them
familiar territory, in order to buttress his own argument, using pagan sources as a
means of reaching this particular audience (Vince s.a.: ad loc.).
By using authoritative Greek thinkers, he counters the potential Socratic accusation
that he brings strange new divinities. He is now showing them that “even their own
poets” affirm what Paul is attempting to persuade them of, namely that we are all one
people and should adhere to the one true Creator God. His defence against the idea of
“newness” and “new divinities” is effective, because he establishes coherence
between what he is saying and what the wisest pagans have always known (Rowe
2010: 42).
29 γένος οὖν ὑπάρχοντες τοῦ θεοῦ οὐκ ὀφείλομεν νομίζειν χρυσῷ ἢ ἀργύρῳ ἢ λίθῳ,

χαράγματι τέχνής καὶ ἐνθυμήσεως ἀνθρώπου, τὸ θεῖον εἶναι ὅμοιον. / Because we are
God’s offspring then, we shouldn’t think that divinity would be equal to gold or silver
or stone, handmade craft or human design.
The main phrase is οὐκ ὀφείλομεν νομίζειν … (We should not make the mistake of
thinking …). Thinking what? That divinity can ever be equal to earthly material or
human craft. In this instance, Luke’s logic in quoting the Greek thinkers in the
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previous verse becomes more definite. The idea is that, if humanity is related to God,
the “divine” can be represented in human form (Conzelmann 1987: 145). It can be
insightful to note that two notions intersect in this instance. The first is the Greek
notion that the living can be represented only by something that is living. The second
is the Jewish notion that the Creator is not to be represented by the created
(Conzelmann 1987: 145). Price (1999: 60) suggests that gold, silver and ivory were
regularly used to build altars, images and shrines for the gods. Barrett (2004: 849)
suggests that the
“… argument runs back from men to God: since we are the thinking and
feeling persons that we are we ought not to suppose that the divine being is
made of metal, even precious metal, or of wood … If human nature is what we
know it to be, and if we who have human nature are God’s children, the divine
nature will be of no lower order. We deny our proper being if we identify our
progenitor with material objects.”

We as men are not made of gold, silver or stone; therefore, God cannot consist of
these either, because we are His offspring. It is thus easier to understand why idolatry
was condemned not only by Jews and Christians, but also by some pagan
philosophers (Barrett 2004: 850). This concurs with Marguerat’s (1999: 70-89) notion
of the “hermeneutic of the one or the other”. The Greeks viewed the concept that God
cannot be compared to gold or silver or stone as implying that the living can only be
represented by what is alive; for the Jews, this corresponds to not worshipping God by
means of images.
Paul, through Luke, is again appealing to a strong Stoic tradition when he is being
critical of sacrifices and religious practices that involve images and altars crafted by
human beings (Balch 1990: 68). It was reported that Plutarch criticised Zeno, the
founder of Stoicism, of rejecting the Epicurean worship of the divine through material
objects, on the one hand, and doing the exact same thing themselves, on the other. See
Plutarch (Stoicorum Repugnantiis 6):
“ἔτι δόγμα Ζήνωνός ἐστιν ‘ἱερὰ θεῶν μὴ οἰκοδομεῖν ἱερὸν γὰρ μὴ πολλοῦ
ἄξιον καὶ ἅγιον οὐκ ἔστιν: οἰκοδόμων δ᾽ ἔργον καὶ βαναύσων οὐδέν ἐστι
πολλοῦ ἄξιον.’ οἱ δὲ ταῦτ᾽ ἐπαινοῦντες ὡς εὖ ἔχοντα μυοῦνται μὲν ἐν ἱεροῖς,
ἀναβαίνουσι δ᾽ εἰς ἀκρόπολιν, προσκυνοῦσι δὲ τὰ ἕδη καὶ στεφανοῦσι τοὺς
ναούς, οἰκοδόμων ὄντας ἔργα καὶ βαναύσων ἀνθρώπων. εἶτα τοὺς
Ἐπικουρείους ἐλέγχεσθαι δοκοῦσι θύοντας θεοῖς, αὐτοὶ δὲ μᾶλλον
ἐλέγχονται θύοντας ἐπὶ τῶν βωμῶν καὶ τῶν ἱερῶν, ἃ μήτ᾽ εἶναι μήτ᾽
οἰκοδομεῖσθαι δεῖν ἀξιοῦσιν” (Translation: It is moreover a doctrine of
Zeno’s, that temples are not to be built to the Gods; for that a temple is
neither a thing of much value nor holy; since no work of carpenters and
handicrafts-men can be of much value. And yet they who praise these things
as well and wisely said are initiated in the sacred mysteries, go up to the
Citadel (where Minerva’s temple stands), adore the shrines, and adorn with
garlands the sacraries, being the works of carpenters and mechanical
persons. Again, they think that the Epicureans, who sacrifice to the Gods
and yet deny them to meddle with the government of the world, do thereby
refute themselves; whereas they themselves are more contrary to
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themselves, sacrificing on altars and in temples, which they affirm ought not
to stand nor to have been built).

It is believed that Plutarch’s quote has a Posidonian source and that Paul is again
appealing to this ‘original’ Stoic historian (Balch 1990: 68). Posidonius is believed to
have defined God as fiery spirit, without form (Balch 1990: 70). This is supposedly
also true of Stoics, in general. See Diogenes Laertius (Lives of eminent philosophers
7.134):
“Δοκεῖ δ᾽ αὐτοῖς ἀρχὰς εἶναι τῶν ὅλων δύο, τὸ ποιοῦν καὶ τὸ πάσχον. τὸ
μὲν οὖν πάσχον εἶναι τὴν ἄποιον οὐσίαν τὴν ὕλην, τὸ δὲ ποιοῦν τὸν ἐν αὐτῇ
λόγον τὸν θεόν: τοῦτον γὰρ ἀΐδιον ὄντα διὰ πάσης αὐτῆς δημιουργεῖν
ἕκαστα. τίθησι δὲ τὸ δόγμα τοῦτο Ζήνων μὲν ὁ Κιτιεὺς ἐν τῷ Περὶ οὐσίας,
Κλεάνθης δ᾽ ἐν τῷ Περὶ τῶν ἀτόμων, Χρύσιππος δ᾽ ἐν τῇ πρώτῃ τῶν
Φυσικῶν πρὸς τῷ τέλει, Ἀρχέδημος δ᾽ ἐν τῷ Περὶ στοιχείων καὶ
Ποσειδώνιος ἐν τῷ δευτέρῳ τοῦ Φυσικοῦ λόγου. διαφέρειν δέ φασιν ἀρχὰς
καὶ στοιχεῖα: τὰς μὲν γὰρ εἶναι ἀγενήτους <καὶ> ἀφθάρτους, τὰ δὲ στοιχεῖα
κατὰ τὴν ἐκπύρωσιν φθείρεσθαι. ἀλλὰ καὶ ἀσωμάτους153 εἶναι τὰς ἀρχὰς
καὶ ἀμόρφους, τὰ δὲ μεμορφῶσθαι.” (Translation: They (Stoics) hold that
there are two principles in the universe, the active principle and the passive.
The passive principle, then, is a substance without quality, i.e. matter,
whereas the active is the reason inherent in this substance, that is God. For
he is everlasting and is the artificer of each several thing throughout the
whole extent of matter. This doctrine is laid down by Zeno of Citium in his
treatise On Existence, Cleanthes in his work On Atoms, Chrysippus in the
first book of his Physics towards the end, Archedemus in his treatise On
Elements, and Posidonius in the second book of his Physical Exposition.
There is a difference, according to them, between principles and elements;
the former being without generation or destruction, whereas the elements
are destroyed when all things are resolved into fire. Moreover, the principles
are incorporeal and destitute of form, while the elements have been
endowed with form).

It is very likely that some early Stoics, in theory, although not in practice, held the
view expressed in verse 29.
30 τοὺς μὲν οὖν χρόνους τῆς ἀγνοίας ὑπεριδὼν ὁ θεὸς τὰ νῦν ἀπαγγέλλει τοῖς

ἀνθρώποις πάντας πανταχοῦ μετανοεῖν, / Thus, God overlooked the age of ignorance
but now he has called all peoples everywhere to repent.
The main action in this verse is (τὰ νῦν) παραγγέλλει, ‘(But now) God announces’
that all people everywhere should repent. The phrase τοῖς ἀνθρώποις πάντας
πανταχοῦ refers back to τὸν κόσμον καὶ πάντα τὰ ἐν αὐτῷ in verse 24, and πᾶν ἔθνος
… ἐπὶ παντὸς προσώπου τῆς γῆς in verse 26. Everyone everywhere should submit
him-/herself to this announcement of repentance. This again gives the speech a
universal character (Conzelmann 1987: 146). The Creator God is the God of
everyone. We are all His offspring. This is God’s world, He is Lord over it and He
calls all creation and all peoples to Himself through this announcement.
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In addition, ἀγνοίας alludes to the altar to the unknown god in verse 23 and forms an
inclusio, emphasizing the focus of the speech: the movement from the unknown to the
known. Therefore, history can be divided into two epochs: one of the unknown and
the other of repentence (Conzelmann 1987: 146).
What does Paul mean by τοὺς μὲν οὖν χρόνους τῆς ἀγνοίας ὑπεριδὼν ὁ θεός in verse
30? Does he mean that people who were raised as pagans were all saved before the
time of Christ without knowing the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob? Barrett (2004:
850-851) proposes an answer: For the Athenians to identify the divine with material
objects, they act in ignorance (ἀγνοίας). From nature they arrived at nature idolatry
(Superstition), not nature theology, as they should have done. Liddell and Scott (1888:
837) translate ὑπεριδὼν with ‘to overlook, slight, despise’. Barrett (2004: 851) points
out that the word is sometimes translated literally in the NT, although more often
metaphorically. It is then likely that ὑπεριδὼν can mean something like ‘ignoring’ or
‘overlooking’. As far as the meaning is concerned, Luke suggests that God did not
suppress the development of idolatry, but allowed it to unfold (Barrett 2004: 851). He
does, however, demonstrate that this was not God’s will, that He took steps to end this
(Barrett 2004: 851), and that the coming of Christ implies a fresh start (Bruce 1981:
361). The hearers thus live in a new era in world history (Wright 2008: 92).
Previously, people were ignorant, but now something new has happened and there
was something to say (Wright 2008: 92). According to Bruce (1981: 361), the same
idea can be found in Romans 3:25. God overlooked men’s earlier ignorance of Him in
light of the new, fresh and complete revelation given in Jesus Christ (Bruce 1981:
361; Witherington 1998a: 531). Now there is particular news about a particular person
in a particular time in history (Wright 2008: 92). This is something so rich in content
that open-minded atheists or agnostics such as the Epicureans and the Stoics can, in
fact, take it into account (Wright 2008: 92).
God intends to end this idolatry with a command, namely that all men ought to repent
(μετανοεῖν). By using the paronomasia πάντας πανταχοῦ, special emphasis is given to
the command and reflects on some rhetorical refinement by Luke (Barrett 2004: 851).
Man is to activate God’s saving righteousness by repenting. What does Paul mean by
μετανοεῖν? What exactly should they repent of? It is fairly certain from the context
that Paul spoke of their idolatry and former ignorance (Bruce 1981: 361; Barrett 2004:
851; Witherington 1998a: 529-531). This repentance, however, is not merely
intellectual, but should also be existential. “Man is guilty of having withdrawn from
fellowship with the Creator” (Barrett 2004: 851). Consequently, men should free
themselves of these false gods and turn themselves to the living God by groping for,
and finding him (Wright 2008: 93).
31 καθότι ἔστησεν ἡμέραν ἐν ᾗ μέλλει κρίνειν τὴν οἰκουμένην ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ ἐν ἀνδρὶ

ᾧ ὥρισεν, πίστιν παρασχὼν πᾶσιν ἀναστήσας αὐτὸν ἐκ νεκρῶν. / Inasmuch He
commanded a day on which He plans to judge the populated world in righteousness
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through a man that He appointed and He gave assurance of this by raising him from
the dead.
This entire verse still falls under παραγγέλλει, as it forms part of God’s
announcement. Luke now takes Paul’s discourse to its climax by explaining that all
these spiritual forces, on which the Greeks depended, are under the Lordship of a man
whom God had chosen and raised from the dead. He implies that the Creator of all is
also the Judge of all (Bruce 1981: 361). This excellent Lucan eschatology does not
focus on the imminence of the judgement but on the fact of the judgement itself
(Conzelmann 1987: 146).
The term καθότι is a typically Lucan word that occurs twice in the Gospel, four times
in Acts, and nowhere else in die NT. Scholarly sources suggest that this word should
be translated with ‘inasmuch’ (Barrett 2004: 852) or even ‘in what manner’ (Liddell
& Scott 1888: 391). This is fairly straightforward and there is no need to doubt these
translations. The same applies to ἔστησεν, which can be translated in several ways;
within this context, it can be translated as “to set up, appoint to establish, institute”
(Liddell & Scott 1888: 384).
It is obvious that ὥρισεν refers to ὁρίσας in verse 26. God orders all of creation. He
determined the time, space and history of the world and all history was determined to
build up to this day and this man whom He appointed to judge. He thus links the
notion of God as providential Creator (Neyrey s.a.: 3).
Bruce (1981: 361) points out that Paul uses the expression κρίνειν … ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ, a
purely Biblical expression found in the OT as well as in other Pauline scriptures
(Psalm 9:8; 96:13; 98:9; Romans 2:5; 16:1; 1 Corinthians 1:8; Philippians 1:6). Luke
uses a “sort of instrumental ἐν”, which can be the equivalent of δικαιως. The idea of
such an eschatological day of judgement was nowhere to be found in Greek thought,
although there is a different kind of judgement in Posidonius (Balch 1990: 66). This is
not the eschatological kind that is on Paul’s mind, but a kind of judgement that
happens in history. This brings us to another aspect of Posidonius’ philosophy that
can shed light on Acts 17:16-34, namely the early Stoic understanding of the
providence of God found in history (Balch 1990: 66).14
According to the Posidonian Stoic understanding of the Providence of God, God is the
ruler of the world and thus controls the outcomes of life and history:
“Χρύσιππος δ᾽ ἐν τῷ πρώτῳ Περὶ προνοίας καὶ Ποσειδώνιος ἐν τῷ Περὶ θεῶν
τὸν οὐρανόν φασι τὸ ἡγεμονικὸν τοῦ κόσμου, Κλεάνθης δὲ τὸν ἥλιον.”
(Translation: Chrysippus in the first book of his work On Providence and
Posidonius in his book On the Gods say that the heaven, but Cleanthes that

14

For a brief introduction to Posidonius and the ‘four aspects’, see the discussion under verse 25.
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the sun, is the ruling power of the world) (Diogenes Laertius Lives of eminent
philosophers 7.139).

God uses fate to rule the world (Diogenes Laertius Lives of eminent philosophers
7.149) and, according to Posidonius, fate is defined as εἱμαρμένη αἰτία τῶν ὄντων (an
endless chain of causation) (Diogenes Laertius Lives of eminent philosophers 7.149).
This understanding of fate is, however, as some other Stoics perceive it, a passive
submission to the dictates of fate. According to Posidonius, the individual can control
fate through his own actions and especially through his thinking and intellect (Balch
1990: 62). By thinking and doing good, good shall come to the individual. It was,
therefore, part of the idea of God’s providence in history that people are already being
judged in history, as a result of a specific life lived through the expression of character
(Balch 1990: 61). It was believed that those who are impious or unjust shall be
judged.
“Examples of such judgment with negative consequences may be seen in both
Posidonius’s narration of Rome’s decline and in Acts 12:20-23; Luke narrates a
positive example in the ‘growth’ of the church. Thus, the Deuteronomic
emphasis that obedience brings blessings and disobedience brings curses is
‘translated’ into the Stoic, Posidonian assertion that one’s δικαιοσύνῃ, is to be
judged.” (Balch 1990: 67).

Of course, the theological accents are fairly different, since for Luke it is a judgement
at the end of time. For Posidonius, the providential consequences are immanent, in
history.
The idea of God or gods judging human virtue as part of godly providence is evident
in Greek philosophy, although not in the apocalyptic sense as portrayed in the NT.
In addition, the remainder of Acts is permeated with the aspects of providence:
Creation (4:24; 14:15; 17:24); Divine Foreknowledge and Plan (2:23; 4:28; 14:22;
17:3); prophecy-fulfillment: what God prophesied (2:14-21; 25-30; 3:19-22; 4:25-28);
oracles delivered during the narrative of Acts which come true (11:27-30; 21:10-14;
22:17-21; 27:23-27); the rescue of good people (4; 5; 12:1-12; 7:54-56; 16:19-39;
17:1-9, 12-15; 18:5-11; 19:23-20:1; 21:27-39; 22:22-29; 23:12-31; 27:9-44; 28:1-6);
Just Judgment of Sinners (5:1-6; 12:23), and Theodicy and post-mortem judgment
(10:42; 17:31; 24:25).
In Paul’s speech on the Areopagus, Luke underscores several aspects of the widely
accepted and popular doctrine of God’s providence. God is Creator (v. 24). God is the
benevolent orderer of the world (v. 26). God is also the just Judge (v. 30). This
wording in the text draws heavily on Stoic materials and would be received by Paul’s
hearers as traditional and respectable theology (Neyrey s.a.: 4). Groups such as the
Epicureans must confront this kind of issue.
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It is important to note that the announcement of a judgement would not at all surprise
the Stoics. Paul proclaimed that the date was set and the judge appointed (Bruce 1981:
361). Although the Stoic hearers would have accepted the broad idea of judgement,
Wright (2008: 92) suggests that κρίνειν … ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ should be understood in the
tradition of the correct Hebraic and biblical sense. This means that as a good and wise
Creator, God will come and rectify the world, call it into account and mend what is
wrong (Wright 2008: 92). This finer detail would have been a greater challenge for
the Stoics to accept.
God thus established an agency of justice by appointing a day of judgement (Barrett
2004: 852) and a person through whom this judgment will take place, namely Jesus
(Wright 2008: 92). This idea of judgement flows out of the doctrine of providence and
distinguishes the Christian God from the well-known Greek understandings of God,
namely the idea of “theodicy” (Neyrey s.a.: 2). By “theodicy”, Neyrey (s.a.: 1) means
the “argument that God’s providential relationship to the world entails a just judgment
of mortals, especially a judgment which takes place after death where rewards and
punishments are allotted”. Traditionally, the idea of theodicy included three elements:
divine judge, survival of death/resurrection, and post-mortem retribution (Neyrey s.a.:
3). According to Luke, leading thinkers from both Jewish and Hellenistic cultures
accepted this doctrine. Therefore, those who reject this part of the speech are to be
labelled as “eccentric, strange and wrong” (Neyrey s.a.: 3). Marguerat (1999: 70-89)
is of the opinion that, at this point, the “hermeneutic of the one or the other” comes
together and stops giving the hearers the choice to choose which interpretation they
want to follow. Jesus comes to judge τὴν οἰκουμένην (the populated world), both
Jews and Greeks, and so calls everyone to repentance. Luke’s emphasis on the
universality of God is now clear. Until verse 31, philosophical monotheism and
biblical faith have both moved forward side by side. This is now no longer the case.
The initial choice of the audience, namely to choose whatever interpretation they want
to accept, becomes the choice of accepting Jesus or not.
There is no mention, in this instance, of Jesus’ miracles and his death on the cross
(although his death is implied by alluding to his resurrection). In this instance, Paul
does not name Jesus by name, but the name was already known, because he spoke of
him in the marketplace. It might also be that Luke wants the focus to be on Jesus as
the judge.
Because this thought of judgement at the end of time, through a specific appointed
person, is unheard of in Greek philosophy, proof is needed to convince them. God
provided this proof by raising this man from the dead (Barrett 2004: 853). Every
person could be assured of this appointed judge, because God had raised Jesus from
the dead. This was not simply a foreign idea to the Athenians, but it went directly
against the basic character of the Areopagus itself (Wright 2008: 93). It is
significantly important to note that for Paul (Luke), Jesus’ resurrection proved more
than simply the fact that Jesus was God, or that he is now able to accomplish this
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difficult task of judging. It is rather that the resurrection inaugurates the beginning of
God’s new world, the beginning of the “great setting-right which God will do for the
whole cosmos at the end” (Wright 2008: 92). Therefore, Paul (Luke) implies that
everyone should always take note as to where they find themselves on God’s calendar
with the landmark of Jesus’ resurrection to guide them (Wright 2008: 93). Paul states
“leave behind the distant signposts of philosophies, poets and the religious rubbish
that humans manufacture. There is a living God, and he is now calling everyone,
everywhere” (Wright 2008: 94).
Witherington (1998a: 531) makes a valid point when he states that, in forensic
speeches, in the second half of Acts, it is always the topic of the resurrection that
pushes the audience over the edge. It is through the resurrection that they understand
that they will face judgement one day. The resurrection confronts the audience with a
decision (Witherington 1998a: 531). It is also clear from the text that the discussions
on the resurrection of Jesus (… ὅτι τὸν Ἰησοῦν καὶ τὴν ἀνάστασιν εὐηγγελίζετο v 18;
Ἀκούσαντες δὲ ἀνάστασιν νεκρῶν … v. 32) stirred the crowd and evoked the interest
of the people the most (Charles s.a.: ad loc.). It is obvious that, throughout the book
of Acts, the apostles’ eyewitness experiences of the resurrected Christ infused them
with the power to preach the message of Jesus. It was their interaction with Jesus after
his resurrection that turned a timid, trembling and scared group of disciples into a
mighty force that spread the gospel to the ends of the ancient world. It is thus
appropriate that the resurrection confronts the hearers with a choice to be made.
At the end of his speech, Paul presents Christ’s confrontation with the Greek culture
in terms of resurrection and judgment, after a whole argument of logic had been set
up, because ideas such as these were foreign to them. He uses the appropriate tactics
when defending a difficult issue, namely delaying the more foreign part of the
content, characteristic of an insinuative approach (Witherington 1998a: 518). Paul
does this not to compromise the gospel message in any way, but he uses point of
contact, familiar ideas and terms, in order to make a monotheistic statement in its
Christian form (Witherington 1998a: 518). The appeal to repent also seems to be an
important part of other speeches in Acts (2:38).
This concludes Paul’s Areopagitica. Bruce (1981: 362) suggests that this is an
admirably calculated introduction to Christianity for cultured pagans. After Paul left
Athens for Corinth, he no longer spoke in a philosophical manner (Losie 2004: 232).
It can thus be concluded that he especially adapted his style to suit his audience.
7.4

Discussion and analysis of the consequences

32 ἀκούσαντες δὲ ἀνάστασιν νεκρῶν οἱ μὲν ἐχλεύαζον οἱ δὲ εἶπαν Ἀκουσόμεθά σου

περὶ τούτου καὶ πάλιν. / When they heard about the resurrection from the dead, they
scoffed, others said: “We would like to hear you again on this”.
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This last section of the studied text also shows the results of the discourse. Reactions
were quite diverse. Verse 32 states that some (οἱ μὲν) mocked (ἐχλεύαζον) Paul when
they heard of Jesus and the resurrection. As noted earlier, these two groups could be
identified as the Epicureans and the Stoics, respectively. Some scholars suggest that
they could, in fact, have meant that “… we will hear you again; that is, we will not
listen to you now, and we shall be careful not to fix a date for a second session”
(Barrett 2004: 854). This is probably a misunderstanding of the text, because of the
use of οἱ δὲ. It is also clear that Luke does not intend to sketch Paul’s speech as a total
failure (Barrett 2004: 854). Germiquet (2001: 127-133) and Neyrey (s.a.: ad loc.)
have already convinced us that the Epicureans reacted by scoffing and the Stoics
responded more receptively. They did so by showing that, because Luke does things
in pairs and with parallels, he intends the reader to link these different reactions of the
Stoics and the Epicureans to the issue of theodicy in Acts 23:6-10, where the
Pharisees and the Sadducees reacted in a similar fashion. (Neyrey s.a.: 3). This idea of
a divided crowd is typical of Luke’s story. He often notes that the crowd of Jesus or
Peter or Paul is ‘divided’ over what it hears (Neyrey s.a.: 10). This situation in Acts
17:16-34 was, in fact, already noted earlier in the same chapter. In Thessalonica, Paul
had initial success (17:2-4), but then he meets with failure (5-8); similarly, in Berea,
he had success (10-12) and ends with failure (13-14). With this pattern, Luke
conditioned the reader to expect the same cycle of division among the crowds on the
Areopagus, the climax in Chapter 17 (Neyrey s.a.: 19).
Other Athenians could have been involved in each group, as there were other reasons
than those of the Epicureans, to react with scoffing. The idea of a resurrected human
being in the flesh was incompatible with general Greek philosophy to which they
were accustomed. It is likely that Luke knew of their strong belief that dead people do
not rise from the dead (Barrett 2004: 854). Greek religion, in general, held that, if the
human soul survives after death, it would be in a spiritual sense in, for example, the
underworld (Price 1999: 12). According to tradition, while he was inaugurating the
city of Athens (Wright 2008: 93), the god Apollo declared that once a person is dead,
there would be no resurrection of the body (Bruce 1981: 364; Wright 2008: 93;
Aescylus Eumenides 647).
As noted earlier, this scoffing should be viewed primarily in terms of the Epicureans.
They believed that the human soul, like heat and breath, consisted of physical
particles and that the soul perishes with the body at the time of death (De Villiers
1997: ad loc.; Russell 1996: 235). As they did not believe in an afterlife and focused
their total existence on the here and now (Lohse 1976: 244), they too would not have
liked the idea of resurrection. They adhered strongly to the view that there was no
heaven or hell (De Villiers 1997: ad loc.), that human beings have free will, and that
they are the masters of their own fate (Russell 1996: 236). Understandably, they
would not have warmed to the thought that they were going to be held accountable by
judgement. In the story of Paul on the Areopagus, the Epicureans were regarded as the
chief antagonists of belief in divine theodicy (Neyrey s.a.: 6). Because of the fact that
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it was not beneficial in ancient times to acknowledge atheistic beliefs, Epicurus
defined God in terms of absence of divine providence. God is neither kind nor angry,
because God is not moved by passions (Neyrey s.a.: 7). Consequently, God is not
Judge, death holds no judgement and the soul dies with the body at the moment of
death. There is no Judge, no survival after death, no resurrection and thus no postmortem retribution (Neyrey s.a.: 7).
Atheist Epicureans, the scoffers
As noted earlier, Germiquet (2001: 90) argues very strongly that scoffing, laughing
and even “insane and sardonic laughter” were typical of atheist reaction in the first
century. Plutarch (On Superstition 169D), among others, confirmed this. He describes
how atheists laugh at the manifestation of true religion (Germiquet 2001: 98; Plutarch
On Superstition 169D). It could, therefore, be reasonable to think that Luke’s referral
to scoffing can be traced to the Epicureans. Luke wants to link the scoffing of the
atheists to the opposition of the Sadducees, who rejected the resurrection in Chapter
23 (Germiquet 2001: 131).
Besides scoffing, atheism was also characterized by indifference. In Acts 18,
intellectuals and high officials such as Gallio display indifference. There are some
striking parallels between this trial and the trial before Felix and Festus in Acts 23-24.
The same is noted in Chapter 26 at Paul’s trial before Festus and Agrippa, both high
officials who are attentive, to but entirely indifferent towards Paul’s message
(Germiquet 2001: 114). In Chapter 17, the same spirit is noted in verse 32 when some
scoffed, some (Stoics) indicated that they would want to hear Paul again. The
Epicureans are also linked with indifference, an important theme in Acts.
The Stoics, intrigued but sceptical
Of course, the Stoics bring at least another view to the table. As stated earlier, there
were conflicting opinions as to what happened to the soul after death. The majority of
the Stoics agreed that the soul perishes with the body after death (Russell 1996: 247).
Be that as it may, a resurrected man was not something in which they would have
believed. This made them intrigued and more open-minded than the Epicureans, but
also sceptical. They could be compared to Agrippa, in Acts 26, who listened
attentively to Paul, but remained untouched and unconvinced (Germiquet 2001: 116).
Luke constantly plays between the superstitious, the sceptical and those who refused
to believe. In Chapter 17, they are the Athenians, in general, the Stoics and the
Epicureans (Germiquet 2001: 116). This reference to the three groups achieves its
climax at Paul’s trial in Acts 26. There is also superstition, scepticism and atheism in
this instance (Germiquet 2001: 131).
Perhaps, one could understand another reason for the sceptical reaction on the
Areopagus, as this may entail the enormous challenge of the Jesus story for the
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hearers. In this instance I wish to repeat what I mentioned earlier, namely that this
confrontational encounter in Athens does not consist of simply a few differences in
theoretical opinions. They are rather rooted in all-encompassing differences between
total configurations of life and conflicting claims to truth about the ultimate origin and
destiny of humanity: “Human beings, created by the God of Israel, now find their
‘telos’ – in every significant sense of the word – on a particular day and in relation to
a particular man … Human life is therefore to be lived in light of the intersection and
existentially thick correlation between the whole world and the resurrection of Jesus”
(Rowe 2010: 46). Briefly, the Greeks realized that accepting the revelation of Paul
concerning the unknown God would have to result in directing human life towards
one day, the day of judgement (Rowe 2010: 46). For the Athenians, turning from their
pagan gods to the ‘unknown God’, now fully understood as the Creator God in Jesus,
would imply that they live their lives in the world, according to a whole new allencompassing life direction (Rowe 2010: 46).
Consequently, the majority of the people on the Areopagus did not react very
positively toward Paul’s message. History seems to confirm this, as there was no
Christian community in Athens that we know of prior to 170 AD (Lüdemann 1989:
194).
The resurrection of Jesus as the pivotal point in Luke-Acts
The resurrection of Jesus plays a central role in the gospel of Luke and Acts (Ladd
1989: 317). The crowd in Athens only reacts when Paul speaks of the resurrection of
Jesus. The same happens in 26:23-24 when Paul defends himself before Festus and
Agrippa: εἰ παθητὸς ὁ Χριστός, εἰ πρῶτος ἐξ ἀναστάσεως νεκρῶν φῶς μέλλει
καταγγέλλειν τῷ τε λαῷ καὶ τοῖς ἔθνεσιν. Ταῦτα δὲ αὐτοῦ ἀπολογουμένου ὁ Φῆστος
μεγάλῃ τῇ φωνῇ φησιν, Μαίνῃ, Παῦλε· τὰ πολλά σε γράμματα εἰς μανίαν περιτρέπει /
‘… that the Christ must suffer and that, by being the first to rise from the dead, he
would proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles.’ As Paul was making
these statements in his defence, Festus said in a loud voice, “Paul, you are out of your
mind; your great learning is driving you out of your mind” (Bible, English Standard
version 2001). In both Acts 26 and 17, Paul was able to proceed with his speech
uninterrupted until he spoke of the resurrection (Germiquet 2001: 84). A similar
incident is noted in Acts 2:14-36, where Peter gave his famous speech on Pentecost,
although the reaction was different; the people were deeply moved when they heard
about the resurrection (Acts 2:37). Ladd (1989: 317) makes some interesting
observations concerning the speech. He mentions that Peter said almost nothing of the
life and earthly career of Jesus. He made no appeal to the personality and character of
Jesus. He did not say anything about Jesus’ teachings or tried to compare him with
contemporary rabbis. He made only passing remarks of the deeds that Jesus had done
among them. The all-important issue was that God raised Jesus, who was executed as
a criminal, from the dead and exalted him at His own right hand. On the basis of this
single fact, Peter demanded that the people in Jerusalem repent (Ladd 1989: 317). The
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earliest and primary function of the apostles was not to rule or govern, but to bear
witness to the resurrection of Jesus. Throughout the remainder of Acts, the
resurrection remains the central theme. This is apparent in 10:44, where the people
were filled with the Holy Spirit when Peter spoke of the resurrection. In Acts 5:33,
with Peter before the Jewish counsel, the resurrection made them react with
animosity. Paul was arrested over the issue of the resurrection (23:6). Luke
intentionally uses these interruptions, specifically in the Acts speeches, as literary
techniques to communicate the centrality of the resurrection and the seminal moments
in the presentations (Germiquet 2001: 85-86). The resurrection proves to be the vital
turning point in the speeches in Acts. Consequently, it is essential to understand why
and to investigate the role that the resurrection of Jesus plays in the gospel and Acts.
In his article on Luke-Acts, Germiquet (2009: 1) indicates that, within the genre of
Luke-Acts as historiography, Luke uses the literary structure of a journey narrative.
The thread of this journey narrative starts from the beginning of Jesus’ ministry in the
gospel and climaxes with Paul’s proclamation of the gospel in Rome (Germiquet
2009: 1). This journey in Jesus’ ministry starts gaining momentum when Jesus sets
out to Jerusalem (Luke 9:51). The initial goal is attained when he arrives in Jerusalem
where he dies, is raised from the dead and ascends to heaven. The form of the journey
narrative told in Acts is a mirror image of that in the gospel. Unlike the journey to
Jerusalem, the direction is reversed and everything moves away from Jerusalem, in
this instance. Patterns of this are evident in Acts 1:8; 8:1; Paul’s first (13-14), second
(16-18:22) and third (18:23-21:17) missionary journeys, and culminate with Paul in
Rome (Germiquet 2009: 2). This structure in Luke-Acts attributes a significant place
to the resurrection by making it the turning point in the story. At the point of the
resurrection, the journey towards Jerusalem changes into the journey away from
Jerusalem. This change in direction takes place on the day of the resurrection in Luke
24:1-12, when Jesus is portrayed as walking away from Jerusalem, and meeting the
two travellers on the road to Emmaus (Germiquet 2009: 2). Luke is the only gospel in
which this story occurs, unlike the other gospel stories where Jesus meets people in
the garden in Jerusalem. Luke does not tell the story of the women or of Peter and
John going to the tomb. In Luke, the first people who encounter the resurrected Jesus
are two persons walking away from Jerusalem. Following the Emmaus account, the
initial conversions in Acts happen to the potential converts who were travelling away
from Jerusalem (Acts 8:26-39; 9:22, 26). Jesus’ resurrection thus becomes the axis on
which the entire Luke-Acts pivots. Even the Scriptures are supposed to be read and
interpreted according to the resurrection (Acts 17:3; 26:22) (Germiquet 2009: 5).
Healings in Luke-Acts resemble a resurrection, as they bring hope and new life
(Germiquet 2009: 11). From the beginning of Acts, it is obvious that the resurrection
is the core content of nearly all the speeches (see Acts 2:24; 3:15; 4:2, 10; 4:33; 5:30;
10:40; 13:30; 23:6; 17:31; 26:23). In Acts 17, Luke through Paul presents the
resurrection as the reason to believe in the truth of his message. As proof that Jesus is
God’s chosen one and that he will be the agency of judgement, God raised him from
the dead.
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33 οὕτως ὁ Παῦλος ἐξῆλθεν ἐκ μέσου αὐτῶν: / And so Paul walked out from their

midst.
This sentence indicates the end of Paul’s contact with the Athenians. The aorist
indicative ἐξῆλθεν, together with ἐκ μέσου αὐτῶν, indicates the end of the discussion
and is contrasted with συνέβαλλον αὐτῷ in verse 18 and ἐν μέσῳ in verse 22. In verse
18, people joined Paul and, in verse 22, Paul went into the midst of people on the
Areopagus. Now it is the opposite. The Athenians rejected Jesus and Paul dissociated
himself from them, as is the general rule in Luke-Acts.
34 τινὲς δὲ ἄνδρες κολληθέντες αὐτῷ ἐπίστευσαν, ἐν οἷς καὶ Διονύσιος [ὁ]

Ἀρεοπαγίτης καὶ γυνὴ ὀνόματι Δάμαρις καὶ ἕτεροι σὺν αὐτοῖς. / Some men joined
him and believed among whom were Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named
Damaris and others with them.
The focus in this verse is the indicative ἐπίστευσαν, the action of some people turning
to faith. However, before he left Athens, and despite the issue with the Athenian
crowd, Paul secured a few converts, two of whom are mentioned by name. The
mention of names is very important to Luke. One of the converts named in Acts 17,
Dionysius, was a member of the Areopagus, an archon, and probably a very
distinguished person. According to some classical Christian writers, he could also
have been the first bishop of Athens, although this is not certain (Barrett 2004: 855). It
is likely that Damaris was a foreign woman, a member of the class of educated
Hetairai (Bruce 1981: 364; Witherington 1998a: 533). Besides what we know from
the text in Acts, she is unknown. Luke’s interest in the part women play in the story of
Acts and the gospel is familiar (Barrett 2004: 855).
However, Luke is trying to communicate a crucial point in mentioning Dionysius,
Damaris, and ‘the others’. Throughout verses 16-31, it is clear that Luke endeavours
to say that Jesus’ message is inclusive; it is a gospel for everyone. This is evident in
the phrases τοῖς ἀνθρώποις πάντας πανταχοῦ in verse 30; τὸν κόσμον καὶ πάντα τὰ ἐν
αὐτῷ in verse 24, and πᾶν ἔθνος … ἐπὶ παντὸς προσώπου τῆς γῆς in verse 26. Luke
completes this notion by making conclusive comments about Paul’s converts.
Dionysius was an Areopagite, part of the Athenian elite, whereas Damaris was a
woman, the lowest in the ancient social ladder. The name Dionysius forms an inclusio
with Damaris, with ‘the others’ in the middle. Luke’s message is clear: Those came to
faith include the highest in the social order (Dionysius) and the lowest (Damaris, a
woman), with everyone else in between. Jesus’ message is for everyone; it is
inclusive.
This conclusion of Paul’s speech should not be viewed as a “Christian addendum to
an otherwise Hellenistic piece of rhetoric” (Witherington 1998a: 531). Drawing on
Greek ideas, Paul’s argument was thoroughly biblical from the outset and is not at all
unlike other Jewish examples of apologetics for monotheism (Witherington 1998a:
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531). The first sentence is conceptually based on Aratus’ quotation in verse 28
(Barrett 2004: 849).
What did Luke and the early church mean by resurrection from the dead?
As the resurrection of Jesus is so important in Luke-Acts, it is critical to understand
what Luke meant by resurrection. I shall investigate various views of life after death
or ‘resurrection’, in both the ancient pagan and contemporary Jewish worlds, in order
to establish what Luke did not mean by ‘resurrection’. Did Luke mean that the
resurrection should be a parallel to some of the ancient pagan views on life after
death? Like Jesus’ disciples ate, drank and conversed with him after his death so, say
some, did some ancients with their late lamented friends (Wright 2003: 36). Jesus’
disciples saw him alive after he was killed. So have other peoples with their revered
dead, as some modern scholars claim (Wright 2003: 36). I shall thus very briefly
consider some examples of prominent ancient views on the afterlife. Previously an
Oxford and Cambridge scholar, Wright (currently at St Andrews), in his seminal and
monumental work The resurrection of the Son of God (2003), mentions several points
of view that existed in, or had a great influence on the Greek world. I shall use
Wright’s work as the main source, as it is presently the most complete and
comprehensive work. However, I shall substantiate his views with additional works
from other scholars.
The Pagan (Graeco-Roman) world
Senseless ghosts in a gloomy world
It was believed that some aspects of the human personality persist after death (Craffert
1999: 24). It is a kind of life lived in a dim world that can be regarded as neither
enjoyable nor torturous (Gill s.a.: ad loc.). The human spirit lives as a disembodied
entity (Higgins & Bergman s.a.: ad loc.). The god Hades is often seen sitting on the
throne of the Underworld next to his queen Persephone (Gill s.a.: ad loc.). Homer’s
two narratives, considered to be the Greeks’ bible, left huge imprints on the Greek
world in Luke’s time, with several appearances of ghosts or shadows of dead persons
(Wright 2003: 40). A vivid example is where the ghost of Patroclus appears to
Achilles after the former was killed in battle:
“ἦλθε δ᾽ ἐπὶ ψυχὴ Πατροκλῆος δειλοῖο πάντ᾽ αὐτῷ μέγεθός τε καὶ ὄμματα κάλ᾽
ἐϊκυῖα καὶ φωνήν, καὶ τοῖα περὶ χροῒ εἵματα ἕστο: στῆ δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὑπὲρ κεφαλῆς καί
μιν πρὸς μῦθον ἔειπεν: εὕδεις, αὐτὰρ ἐμεῖο λελασμένος ἔπλευ Ἀχιλλεῦ. οὐ μέν
μευ ζώοντος ἀκήδεις, ἀλλὰ θανόντος: θάπτέ με ὅττι τάχιστα πύλας Ἀΐδαο
περήσω. τῆλέ με εἴργουσι ψυχαὶ εἴδωλα καμόντων, οὐδέ μέ πω μίσγεσθαι ὑπὲρ
ποταμοῖο ἐῶσιν, ἀλλ᾽ αὔτως ἀλάλημαι ἀν᾽ εὐρυπυλὲς Ἄϊδος δῶ. καί μοι δὸς
τὴν χεῖρ᾽: ὀλοφύρομαι, οὐ γὰρ ἔτ᾽ αὖτις νίσομαι ἐξ Ἀΐδαο, ἐπήν με πυρὸς
λελάχητε.” (Translation: Achilles held out his arms to clasp the spirit, but in
vain. It vanished like a wisp of smoke and went gibbering underground.
Achilles leapt in amazement. He beat his hands together and in his desolation
cried: “Ah, then it is true that something of us does survive even in the Halls of
Hades, but with no intellect at all, only the ghost and the semblance of man; for
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all night long the poor ghost of Patroclus (and it looked exactly like him) has
been standing at my side, weeping and wailing and telling me of all the things I
need to do”) (Homer Iliad 23.65-76).

This excerpt from the Iliad portrays Patroclus, after his death, as being in Hades as a
ghost or spirit, unable to cross the river Styx and find his proper place of rest until the
appropriate funeral had been held (Wright 2003: 40). Spirits in the underworld are
told to be under the rule of Hades’ (Wright 2003: 44; Lewis s.a.: ad loc.). The
majority of them, whether their lives were lived well or not, had no form of comforts,
prospects or hopes, but only a profound sense of loss (Wright 2003: 44). Some reports
describe Hades in more positive terms (Patheos s.a.: ad loc.). Hades is often called the
Underworld, because it is in sunless subterranean regions (Gill s.a.: ad loc.). Different
traditions have teachings about the Underworld and no single belief is normative for
all (Patheos s.a.: ad loc.). However, Luke could not have meant this by resurrection.
Without a body, but otherwise normal
Despite the murky and hopeless picture that Homer sketched, some Greeks hoped and
expected that man would experience a disembodied immortality (Higgins & Bergman
s.a.: ad loc.), while otherwise living a fairly normal life with hunting grounds, farms
and cities (Wright 2003: 445). It was said that the rich had friends to keep them
company, and even slaves to tend to their needs. In Plato’s Apology (40c-41c),
Socrates even indicated that there was evidence of marriage and sexual activity in the
afterlife. The latter was also called the Elysian Fields (Gill s.a.: ad loc.). In postclassical times, Elysia was a beautiful and tranquil place and was considered to be
heaven, whereas Tartarus (the abyss) was regarded as a kind of hell (Higgins &
Bergman s.a.: ad loc.). The term ‘resurrection’ was used to describe this general
condition of afterlife; in this sense, it was not meant as a bodily return to life, but as
the continuing existence after death (Lohse 1988: 232). This view is mostly evident in
the burial customs of some cultures where the deceased is buried with all kinds of
household goods that the person might need. Even charms, toiletries and other
adornments were given. This makes it clear that the living family of the deceased
never expected the person to rise from death, but to continue living a normal kind of
life in the afterlife, almost as though in a place such as the underworld, but not as
gloomy (Wright 2003: 45).
Souls set free from prison
If one were to regard the Iliad and the Odyssey as a kind of ‘Old Testament’ of the
Greeks, Plato would be a kind of ‘New Testament’, in the sense that Plato expands on,
and improves many issues found in Homer (Wright 2003: 48). Plato was of the
opinion that Homer’s bleak picture of the afterlife will not benefit the young:
“τί δὲ δὴ εἰ μέλλουσιν εἶναι ἀνδρεῖοι; ἆρα οὐ ταῦτά τε λεκτέον καὶ οἷα αὐτοὺς
ποιῆσαι ἥκιστα τὸν θάνατον δεδιέναι; ἢ ἡγῇ τινά ποτ᾽ ἂν γενέσθαι ἀνδρεῖον
ἔχοντα ἐν αὑτῷ τοῦτο τὸ δεῖμα;” (Translation: What then of this? If they are to
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be brave, must we not extend our prescription to include also the sayings that
will make them least likely [386b] to fear death? Or do you suppose that
anyone could ever become brave who had that dread in his heart?) (Plato
Republic 3.386a-b).

Plato reasons as follows: How could people be expected to be good citizens and do
their duty towards their fellow countrymen, if the afterlife is portrayed as dark with
ghosts and a gloomy underworld. Death is not something to be dreaded, but
something to look forward to. Death would be the moment when the mortal soul is
released from the prison-house of the physical body (Wright 2003: 48). For Plato, the
soul is the non-material element of the human being that really matters. To those who
followed him, people were like prisoners chained in a cave from birth where they
could perceive only the shadows cast by models of objects that were passed in front of
a fire (Lewis s.a.: ad loc.). Death was an escape from this world of shadows to the
realm of pure ideas (Lewis s.a.: ad loc.). Life in the physical body abounds in
delusion and danger; the soul existed before the body and will continue existing after
the body is gone (Wright 2003: 49). Gnosticism is a later development of this point of
view: there is a great dualism between body and soul, the soul being the immortal and
noble part of the person (Wright 2003: 53). Epictetus mentioned a distinction between
soul and body (Discourses 3.10.13-16; 4.7.15). Plato’s criticisms led to a philosophy
in which a withdrawal from everything that is worldly was considered necessary, in
order to concentrate on higher, spiritual truths (Lewis s.a.: ad loc.).
I shall note later that none of the above, from Plato, to Gnosticism, to Epictetus bears
any resemblance to what the early church understood by ‘resurrection’ (Wright 2003:
55).
Becoming a star or a god
Some ancients believed that they could, in fact, join the pantheon of gods after death.
Caesar Vespasian was known to have said on his deathbed: “Oh dear, I think I am
becoming a god”. In ancient times, clear distinctions were made between gods and
heroes, the latter being closer to human beings than the gods were supposed to be. For
this reason, regular feasts were held at their tombs (Wright 2003: 55). However, there
were exceptions, even in world mythology. Hercules was one of the best known.
Heroes were often allowed to travel to the Underworld, in order to obtain information
or complete some kind of noble task (Gill s.a.: ad loc.). Hercules’ soul was allowed to
join the company of the gods after he properly accomplished his tasks (Wright 2003:
55). Dionysus, Castor, Pollux and Asclepius received the same status as heroes.
Hellenistic rulers were also divinized, as in the case of Alexander the Great who
represented himself as a son of Zeus (Wright 2003: 56). By the time of the NT,
emperors were continually worshipped as gods. Witnesses were frequently forced to
swear that they saw the soul of a late emperor ascend to the heavens and join the stars.
The burning of a physical corpse was often viewed as a process accompanied by the
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transportation of the soul to the world of the gods (Wright 2003: 57). In Timaeus,
Plato explains how Socrates is told how the world was made from the four elements
and how the Creator made it clear to the gods, themselves created beings, how to
make human beings and what should happen to them. He instructed the gods to create
an equal number of souls and stars and to assign each star to a soul (Plato Timaeus
41d-e). He who lived well will return to his own native star and will have a blissful
existence.
Returning from the Underworld
There are occasional tales in Greek mythology of characters attempting to leave the
Underworld (Wright 2003: 64). Sisyphus instructed his wife not to bury him properly.
As a result, he was not taken into Hades, but returned. The joy of his return was shortlived, however, when his ultimate return to the Underworld was worse than it would
have been (Alcaeus 1999: 38). Another example is a Greek soldier, Protesilaus, who
was killed during the siege of Troy. His wife was so upset that the gods felt compelled
to let him return from Hades for a day (Iliad 2.698-702). Prominent writers such as
Plato and Euripides have told similar stories about characters (Wright 2003: 65-67).
These stories are fascinating and were known throughout the classical period,
although they were never regarded as important reference points such as, for instance,
the writings of Homer and Plato (Wright 2003: 67). In addition, these stories hardly
provide evidence of actual belief in something such as the NT’s understanding of
resurrection (Wright 2003: 67).
Cheating death through apparent death
Ancient novelists used the technical term that Germans translated as ‘Scheintod’, to
refer to something that resembles death (Wright 2003: 69). The typical stories of
‘Scheintod’ often include regular features of romance such as a teenager meeting
someone of the opposite (or sometimes same) sex and falling in love; perilous
journeys to dangerous places; young love frustrated and then rediscovered again;
sexual intrigue, and something that resembles death, but turns out not to be (Wright
2003: 69). This notion of ‘apparent death’ appears time and again in, for instance, the
story of Callirhoe, written by the novelist Chariton (Wright 2003: 68). Set in
Syracuse, this story depicts the young man, Chaereas, who marries the beauty
Callirhoe. He was tricked, however, into thinking that she was unfaithful and kicked
her. She then appears to have died and was buried in a lovely tomb. She wakes up in
the tomb, however, just as grave robbers break through to rob it. Later on, after
several turns of events, Chaereas was believed to be dead, but he narrowly escaped
death (Wright 2003: 69-71). There are, of course, several other tales with a similar
perspective, although the combined world view given by Homer and Plato is not
considered to be challenged (Wright 2003: 75). It would be daring to assume that the
Bible stories of the resurrection of Jesus were copied from these ancient novels, since
the gospels are of an entirely different nature (Wright 2003: 75).
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Translated to be with the gods
Herodotus tells the story of Aristeas who fell down dead in a fuller shop. Later,
however, he was seen alive walking outside the town; he was missing from the shop
when the fuller returned. He reappeared seven years later, wrote a poem, and vanished
again. In a further twist, his ghost appeared and instructed the people of Marmora to
erect an altar to Apollo, beside a statue of himself; this they duly did, having
consulted the oracle of Delphi. Aristaeas, in other words, had joined the immortal
gods, at least at a junior level (Wright 2003: 76). The key point is that, at the time
these stories were read, nobody took them as evidence for the resurrection of Jesus
(Wright 2003: 77).
The transmigration of souls
It appears that several philosophers held one belief, according to which the dead did
return to some kind of bodily existence in this world (Lewis s.a.: ad loc.). This theory
was called metempsychosis, namely the transmigration of reincarnation of souls
(Wright 2003: 77). Basically, at the moment of death of the body, a soul can pass into
another body. Sometimes the souls must wait a while after the death of the previous
body, after which they can choose what kind of creature they will become next
(Wright 2003: 78). This idea was not originially Greek, but came to the Greeks from
the Celtic Druids who believed in the transmigration of souls (Patheos s.a.: ad loc.).
In the Myth of Er, Orpheus becomes a swan; Ajax, a lion, and Agamemnon, an eagle
(Wright 2003: 78). There are many more examples. Odysseus, for instance, chooses to
be an ordinary citizen who minds his own business (Wright 2003: 78). “Souls then go
through the Plain of Oblivion, drink of the River of Forgetfulness, and so pass into
their next existence” (Wright 2003: 78). This idea was often perceived as a kind of
reincarnation, whereby the deseased receives a “new life” through another body
(Patheos s.a.: ad loc.). This theory should be carefully distinguished from what we
believe by ‘resurrection’, since the souls in the transmigration do not come back as the
creatures, the persons, they once were. There is also no continuity between the
previous physical body and the new one. This continuity between the former and the
new is central to the Christian faith, as observed in Luke-Acts (Wright 2003: 79).
Dying and rising gods
The last category concerning life after death in non-Jewish circles, in the oriental
world, is the celebration of gods that were believed to have died and were reborn.
Since early times, in Persia, Egypt and elsewhere, some of the mainline religions’
worship practices were centered on the cycles of nature (Wright 2003: 80). The gods
were believed to enact these cycles of nature in themselves. Consequently, a vast
variety of dying and rising gods arose in and around the Middle East. Examples

159

mentioned earlier include Adonis, Attis, Isis and Osiris, Dionysus, Demeter, and
Persephone.
“At the heart of the cults was the ritual re-enactment of the death and the
rebirth of the god, coupled with sundry fertility rites. The productivity of the
soil, and of the tribe or nation, was at stake; by getting in touch with the
mysterious forces that underlay the natural world, by sympathetic and symbolic
re-enactment of them, one might hope to guarantee both crops and offspring.
The myth which accompanied these rituals was indeed the story of resurrection,
of new life the other side of death.” (Wright 2003: 80).

In light of the resurrection, a key question should be asked: Did any worshipper who
participated in the rituals of this cult worldwide think that actual human beings,
having died, do in fact came back to life? Of course not (Wright 2003: 80). The
resurrection of these gods was enacted as a metaphor, whose concrete referent was the
cycle of sowing and harvest, human reproduction and fertility (Wright 2003: 80).
Likewise, when the early Christians referred to resurrection, it was not something they
expected to happen annually with the sowing and harvesting of the crops. It would be
a serious mistake to misinterpret the biblical notion of resurrection as the rising and
dying of gods (Wright 2003: 80). The story told by the early church differed a great
deal from those of Adonis, Attis, Isis and Osiris. Their answers to the world-view
questions were vastly different (Wright 2003: 81).
In addition, none of these stories prove to be exceptions to the general rule that the
deceased do not rise from the dead (Wright 2003: 75). Whatever the gods or the crops
might do, human beings did not rise from the dead. The Greeks believed this and the
Greek religions proclaimed this. Even opposing religious groups such as from the
Stoics and the Epicureans to the most superstitious believed that dead people do not
rise from the dead (Wright 2003: 81).
The early Christians meant that something had happened to Jesus that does not happen
to anyone else. Many things happened to the dead, but resurrection did not. Although
some scholars claim that there was a kind of resurrection among some of the simpleminded Greeks,15 for the most part the pagan world believed that it was impossible
and the Jewish world believed that it would ultimately happen but that it had not yet
happened. The Christians claimed that it had happened to Jesus (Wright 2003: 83).
Resurrection was a way of describing something that everyone knew did not happen,
namely that death could be reversed, could be undone, and could, in fact, work
backwards (Wright 2003: 33). “Resurrection was, by definition, not the existence into
which someone might (or might not) go immediately upon death; it was not a
disembodied ‘heavenly’ life; it was a further stage, out beyond all that. It was not a
rediscription or redefinition of death. It was death’s reversal (Wright 2003: 83). It is,
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See Ensjø (2009).
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therefore, utterly understandable that some Greeks in Athens sneered when they heard
Paul speak of the resurrection, since this was not what the Greeks, in general, had in
mind when they thought of afterlife. If the Epicureans were sneering, they would not
even believe in the likelihood of the afterlife.
Resurrection in the Old Testament
It is clear that resurrection is not part of the pagan hope. If this notion were to belong
somewhere, it would be in the world of Judaism (Wright 2003: 85). It is, therefore,
surprising to find that the advanced idea of resurrection at the time of the early church
is almost non-existent in the OT (Childs 1985: 245). Instead of finding our notion that
developed over time, there is a plethora of expressions of afterlife that changed in
time, as tomb structures changed (Craffert 1999: 43). I shall now give a brief
overview of this.
Sheol, Abaddon, the Pit, the Grave
These words are found in OT Scriptures such as Psalm 6:5; 115:17; 30:9; 88:3-7;
Isaiah 38:10; 2 Samuel 14:14, and Job 3:13. These are almost interchangeable terms
that depict a place of gloom and despair, a place where one can no longer enjoy life
and where the presence of God himself is withdrawn (Craffert 1999: 45). It is a barren
place, a place of dust to which creatures made of dust returned (Wright 2003: 89).
Those who have gone there are shades, the dead, and they are ‘asleep’. It is simply a
dark place from which no one returns (Craffert 1999: 45). As in the works of Homer,
there is no indication that they are enjoying themselves and that nothing much is
happening (Wright 2003: 89). They are asleep with the ancestors and are counted
among the shadows and the weak ones (Crafftert 1999: 45). If there are any degrees of
Sheol, they are degrees of “misery and degradation” (Wright 2003: 89). In the Bible,
there are many accounts of people being forbidden from making contact with the
dead; this reality indicates that Israel tried to do so (Wright 2003: 93). The ancients
attempted to establish contact with departed loved ones, just as people currently make
attempts to do so (Craffert 1999: 24). Saul is a good example of this, as he tried to
establish contact with the dead Samuel (2 Sam. 28:3-25).
It is clear that the Biblical writers’ hope did not focus on the fate of human beings
after death, but on the fate of Israel and her promised land (Wright 2003: 99).
Wake up the sleepers
The people of Israel experienced the love of God so consistently that their experiences
suggested in some personal way that the faithfulness of God will after all be known
not only in this life, but also in a life beyond the grave (Wright 2003: 103). The
political scene started to change; Israel was later under the domination of the Persians,
especially under Antiochus Epiphanes, and the need for a new view of afterlife started
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to emerge as Israel saw some of its people being killed as martyrs (Craffert 1999: 49).
The question now arose as to whether there should not be some kind of reward for
them with God as their fair Judge (Crafftert 1999: 49). In Daniel 12:2-3, a fascinating
text gives the first semblance of resurrection (Childs 1985: 241):

עֹולם ו ֵּ ְִ֥אלֶה ַלחֲר ָ֖פֹות לְדִ ְר ִ֥אֹון עֹול ִֽם׃ ס
ָ֔ שנֵּ ִ֥י ַאדְ ַמת־ע ָ֖פר י ִ ָ֑קיצּו ֵ֚אֵּ לֶה ְל ַח ֵּיַּ֣י
ֵּ ְ ו ְַר ִִּ֕בים ִמי
16
ש ִכ ִָ֔לים יַז ִ ְָ֖הרּו כ ְַּ֣ז ֹהַר הר ִ ָ֑קי ַע ּו ַמצְדִ יקֵּ ֙י ה ִַֽר ִָ֔בים כַכֹוכ ִ ָ֖בים לְעֹולִ֥ם ו ֶעִֽד׃ פ
ְ  ְו ַַ֨ה ַמ3
According to Wright (2003: 109), there can be little doubt that these two verses refer
to a concrete, bodily resurrection. The term ‘sleep’ was widely used as a metaphor for
death (Craffert 1999: 50). It is, therefore, quite natural to continue the metaphor by
using ‘awake’ to refer to resurrection (Hoekema 1979: 240). This can, therefore, not
indicate a new form of sleep, but rather its abolition (Wright 2003: 110). It is clear
that, in a renewed body, God will give everlasting life to some and everlasting
judgement to others. In this instance, the former obviously refers to the righteous
being sacrificed in martyrdom, while the latter refers their torturers and murderers
(Hoekema 1979: 240). The righteous are said to “shine as the brightness of the
firmament [and] as the stars for ever and ever”. This should not be misread as to mean
that the resurrected persons would become stars, since the intended metaphor in the
text is not clear (Wright 2003: 110). The more likely explanation is that it is
metaphorical language, implying that they would carry the light of God. The
remaining majority of human beings (besides the righteous and their evildoers) are
simply not mentioned in this instance.
Another example of language concerning resurrection is, of course, in Isaiah 53:7-12,
although resurrection is not explicitly mentioned. However, the servant’s fate is
obvious: he dies, is buried and emerges in triumph, although this is densely expressed
(Wright 2003: 116). Hosea 13:14 and 6:1-2 also provide interesting examples of
resurrection, although their meaning might be slightly ambiguous. Lastly, it is likely
that Ezekiel 37 is the most famous of all ‘resurrection’ passages. The coming to life of
the dry bones in the valley creates vivid images of the dead coming to life (Hoekema
1979: 56-57). Because the text is set against the context of the exile, the meaning of
the imagery is quite obviously allegorical or metaphorical. Ezekiel’s theology was
very temple-centered and his main concern was Israel’s impurity (Childs 1985: 241).
As noted in Chapter 36, cleansing from that impurity formed a significant and key
part of his promise of recovery and restoration. The purpose of this prophecy,
therefore, is to provide a vivid picture of the renewal of Israel’s national life.
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Translation: “And many of them that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting
life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. 3And they that are wise shall shine as the brightness
of the firmament; and they that turn many to righteousness as the stars for ever and ever” (American
Standard version).
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It is thus evident that the concept of ‘resurrection’, as observed in the NT, is not yet
fully developed in the OT (Childs 1985: 245). There is the idea of life after death and
the somewhat uncertain promise of a good life for God’s people, on the one hand, and
a miserable fate for evildoers (Ladd 1974: 72), on the other. However, the images are
still rather indistinct (Craffert 1999: 50), as are our glimpses of resurrection as very
undeveloped in comparison with the NT (Hoekema 1979: 3). The promise of hope
paves the way for the resurrection narratives in the NT (Childs 1985: 245), although
there are significant differences with the resurrection in the time of Jesus and Paul.
Resurrection in Second Temple Judaism
Since there are nearly four hundred years of development between the time when the
history of the OT ended, until the time of Jesus, I shall briefly examine what Judaism
meant by ‘resurrection’, nearer the time of Jesus. Compared to the small diversity of
views on life after death in the OT, the Second Temple period provided a large prism
of options “with different ways of describing similar positions and similar ways of
describing different ones” (Wright 2003: 129). As stated earlier, the period between
the Testaments and Israel was mostly dominated by some kind of oppressor (Craffert
1999: 49). Diversity developed and from approximately 200 BC to 200 AD, some
groups of Jews somewhere took every likely position on the subject (Wright 2003:
129).
On the other hand, Wright (2003: 129) suggests that, despite the vast plethora of
opinions in the time of Jesus, and as opposed to the OT (which mentioned
immortality, but hardly resurrection), “most Jews either believed in some form of
resurrection or at least knew that it was standard teaching”.17 This era is extremely
relevant not only for the study of the NT, in general, but also specifically for our study
of Acts 17 in determining the nature of the theological content behind Luke’s view of
the resurrection.
I shall note another point before I explore some specific views of resurrection, namely
that the ambiguity in some OT texts are somewhat dissipating when translated into
Greek in the LXX in the time of Second Temple Jewish religion (Craffert 1999: 49).
The notion of resurrection became much clearer; even passages that seemed to have
nothing to do with resurrection in the OT, suddenly gave slight indications in that
direction (Wright 2003: 147). A typical example of this is found in Hosea 13:14. The
Hebrew Bible reads as follows:
18

ְָאלָ֑ם
ֵּ ִמ ַיַּ֤ד שְאֹול֙ ֶאפְדֵָּ֔ ם ִמ ָ֖מוֶת ֶאג

17

See also Craffert (1999: 50).
Translation: “Shall I ransom them from the power of Sheol? Shall I redeem them from Death?”
(English Standard Version).
18
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The Septuagint (1996: c1979), however, changed the question to a positive indicative
statement: ἐκ χειρὸς ᾅδου ῥύσομαι αὐτοὺς καὶ ἐκ θανάτου λυτρώσομαι αὐτούς …. (“I
will ransom them from the power of the grave. I will redeem them from death” (NIV).
This evidence in the Septuagint is worth considering, as the adaptation differs from
what we might expect. We might have expected to have the resurrection references
(which have been translated in Greek-speaking Egypt) flattened out into something
more platonic such as the disembodied eternal state found in Philo. Rather, it is not.
The indications are that the translators of the Septuagint understood the OT passages
in terms of a more definite ‘resurrection sense’ than the Hebrew text would
necessarily warrant (Wright 2003: 150). It is clear that development took place
between the ending of OT history and the start of the NT as far as understanding
‘resurrection’ is concerned. These developments indicate the importance of the
Second Temple period.
I shall now investigate various Second Temple opinions regarding resurrection.
The Sadducees and ‘No future life’
Traditionally, the Sadducees were the wealthy temple aristocracy, the big landowners
and wealthy merchants (Craffert 1999: 56). They were labelled as liberal, since they
did not believe in the resurrection, although the exact opposite is true and they should,
in fact, be regarded as conservative. The reason for this is that they held a very strict
view of the law (Craffert 1999:56). They only considered the first five books of
Moses as canon and, since the Pentateuch did not teach anything on the resurrection,
they did not accept it (Wright 2003: 131). Our main sources on the teachings of the
Sadducees are the NT, Josephus and the rabbis (Wright 2003: 131). Since Josephus
and the rabbis hardly mention the Sadducees’ teachings on the resurrection, one must
turn to the NT. There is no reason, however, to doubt its testimony (Wright 2003:
133). Mathew (22:23) bluntly states: Ἐν ἐκείνῃ τῇ ἡμέρᾳ προσῆλθον αὐτῷ
Σαδδουκαῖοι, λέγοντες μὴ εἶναι ἀνάστασιν, καὶ ἐπηρώτησαν αὐτὸν (On that day there
came to him Sadducees, they that say that there is no resurrection: and they asked
him …) [my italics, RB] (American Standard Version). They believed that the soul
perished with the body (Craffert 1999: 56) and, by denying the resurrection, they
denied any ‘age to come’, or future world to come, or future justice where every
wrong would be righted.
Blessed, but disembodied immortality
Hellenism had a tremendous effect on Judaism of the first two centuries. The
influence of both Alexander the Great in die fourth century BC and Antiochus
Epiphanies in die second century BC, in conjunction with all the social and cultural
changes, was responsible for an emergence and presence of a Hellenistic Judaism that
was firmly established by the time Paul and Luke arrived in the first century AD
(Wright 2003: 140). Most of the little pockets of Judaism that existed in the first
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century were essentially Hellenistic in nature (Wright 2003: 140). From this, one
group of Jews rejected the notion of the Sadducees who believed in no life after death.
They also rejected the widely accepted and popular idea of resurrection in the rest of
Judaism and postulated a blissful after-death-future for the righteous, in which souls,
disembodied from any physicality, would enjoy a perfect life forever (Wright 2003:
140). Those who give their lives to God share in the immortality of the patriarchs.
Examples of these are found in writings such as Pseudo-Phocylides,19 as well as the
Testament of Abraham.20
Renewed life to the martyrs
“The second Book of Maccabees begins where Daniel left off, with the promise of
new bodily life, at some future date, for those who died horrible deaths out of loyalty
to Israel’s God and the law” (Wright 2003: 150). Consider Chapter 13:14. “After him
was the third made a mocking stock: and when he was required, he put out his tongue,
and that right soon, holding forth his hands manfully. And said courageously, These I
had from heaven; and for his laws I despise them; and from him I hope to receive
them again” (KJV). The context of this was pagan persecution where Antiochus
Epiphanes was trying to torture a loyal Jewish mother and her sons into disobeying
and discard their god-given laws (Craffert 1999: 49; Wright 2003: 151). As they go to
their deaths, some make specific promises to their torturers about the coming
judgement as well as the new life for themselves. They will receive this new life in
bodily terms. It is a gift of the Creator God who made them and the whole world. This
expected future life was still to happen and certainly had not happened yet (Wright
2003: 152). In this instance, resurrection is not a rediscription of death, but an
overthrow and reversal of death (Wright 2003: 153). There is a similar idea in the
Suffering Wise in Wisdom of Solomon (Wright 2003: 175). I shall not investigate the
latter independently, as it is similar to the view discussed in this instance.
Apocalyptic judgement and life in God’s New World
In keeping with the style of apocalyptic writing, there are frequent references to the
purposes of Israel’s God for his people after their death. These created expectations
are not for a permanently disembodied immortality, but for a resurrection at some
time in the future (Wright 2003: 154). The book 1 Enoch opens with an immense
judgement scene and by Chapters 26-27, the vision of the New Jerusalem has the
same emphasis on a future earthly life of blessedness (Craffert 1999: 57). In Chapter
51, there is an explicit portrayal of a future resurrection, set within the promise for all
creation to be renewed:
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“In those days the earth will return that which has been entrusted to it, and
Sheol will return that which has been entrusted to it, that which it has received,
and destruction will return what it owes (Craffert 1999: 50). And he will
choose the righteous and holy from among them, for the day has come near that
they must be saved … And in those days the mountains will leap like rams, and
the hills will skip like lambs satisfied with milk, and all will become angels in
heaven. Their faces will shine with joy, for in those days the Chosen One will
have risen; and the earth will rejoice, and the righteous will dwell upon it, and
the chosen will go and walk upon it.” (1 Enoch 51.1, 4).

Resurrection in Josephus
Josephus’ view of the resurrection is straightforward. Consider the following
quotes from Jewish Wars (3.374):
“Do not you know that those who depart out of this life, according to the law of
nature, and pay that debt which was received from God, when he that lent it us
is pleased to require it back, enjoy eternal fame? That their houses and their
posterity are sure, that their souls are pure and obedient, and obtain a most holy
place in heaven, from whence, in the revolution of ages, they are again sent into
pure bodies; (3.375) while the souls of those whose hands have acted madly
against themselves, are received by the darkest place in Hades, and while God,
who is their father, punishes those that offend against either of them in their
posterity?”

See also Josephus (Against Apion 2.218):
“… but every good man hath his own conscience bearing witness to himself,
and by virtue of our legislator’s prophetic spirit, and of the firm security God
himself affords such a one, he believes that God hath made this grant to those
that observe these laws, even though they be obliged readily to die for them,
that they shall come into being again, and at a certain revolution of things
receive a better life than they had enjoyed before.”

These texts contain a two-stage personal eschatology. First, the souls go to heaven,
after which (secondly) they return to earth to live in a new kind of body (Wright 2003:
176). There is a similar view in Pseudo-Philo (Biblical Antiquities) where the twostage afterlife is expressed in practically similar terms (LAB 23.13.28.10; LAB 3.10).
Resurrection in Qumran
It is important to note that the Qumran writings mention hardly anything about
resurrection; this is a strong indication that it was not an important point of contention
(Wright 2003: 188-189). The few sources available offer various options. Translators
and interpreters do not agree exactly as to what to say about death and the afterlife
among the Essenes (Craffert 1999: 55). However, in the sources that mention
resurrection, it becomes evident that the Essenes of Qumran believed in the righteous
having souls that survive bodily death. This also points to a new bodily life after a
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temporary time of disembodiment (Hippolitus. Ref. 9.27.1-3).21 On the other hand,
there was a strong indication that death was not a theological issue for the Essenes,
since they believed that they had already transcended death simply by becoming
members of the community (Craffert 1999: 55).
What about the Pharisees, the rabbis and Targum?
The Pharisees were the most popular of the Jewish parties prior to 70 AD, when they
were taken over by the rabbis after the destruction of Jerusalem (Wright 2003: 190).
They were skilled scribes and craftsmen of the Judean society, with a good knowledge
of the law (Craffert 1999: 57). The crises of 70 AD and the subsequent events brought
major social, political and religious changes; the rabbis had to help the people of
Israel adjust to living in a world where social and political revolt against pagan
worship became unthinkable. Some of these changes that took place were a shift from
a focus on kingdom to a focus on Torah, from politics to piety (Deist 1982: 213;
Wright 2003: 191). This had a seemingly significant effect on what was already a
widely accepted belief in resurrection. The best-known rabbinic statement in the
Mishnaic period (70-200 AD) on the doctrine of resurrection is a warning that those
who do not believe in the age to come and, more specifically, in the resurrection, shall
forfeit it.
“All Israelites have a share in the world to come, for it is written, The people
also shall be all righteous, they shall inherit the land forever; the branch of my
planting, the works of my hands that I may be glorified. And these are the ones
who have no share in the world to come: he that says that there is no
resurrection of the dead, and he that says that the Law is not from heaven, and
an Epicurian.” (mSanh 10.1).

It can be assumed with a fair amount of certainty that these phrases about resurrection
can be dated back to the middle of the first century AD or even earlier (Wright 2003:
192). The Pharisees believed not only in resurrection, but also in rewards and
punishments after death and in afterlife for the righteous (Craffert 1999: 57). It is clear
from the context that the above text implies a bodily resurrection. That is the reason
why the body was crucial in burial rituals; its durable parts, the bones, were to be
rescued from any kind of destruction. For this reason, cremation was strictly avoided
(Wright 2003: 194).
In conclusion, with respect to the notion of resurrection in ancient Judaism, it can
without much controversy be stated that there was a wide variety of beliefs about the
fate of the dead in Judaism during the first century AD. Not all Jews believed in a
coming resurrection, although there was a strong line of belief emerging from several
biblical and extra-biblical passages (Wright 2003: 201).
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See also Qumran 4Q521, IQH 14.29, 4Q385 frag 2.2-9, and IQH 13.34.
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A definition of resurrection is very important in order to compare it with what Luke
and the early church had in mind when they used the term. Until now, it is very clear
that it was never simply a way of speaking about ‘life after death’:
“It was one particular story that was told about the dead: a story in which the
present state of those who had died would be replaced by a future state in
which they would be alive once more … Resurrection was life after ‘life after
death’, the second of two stages in the post-mortem programme. Resurrection
was more specifically, not the redefinition or redescription of death, a way of
giving a positive interpretation to the fact that the breath and blood of a human
body had ceased to function … but the reversal or undoing or defeat of death,
restoring some kind of bodily life to those who had already passed through that
first stage. It belonged with a strong doctrine of Israel’s God as the good
Creator of the physical world. It was the affirmation of that which the pagan
world denied …” (Wright 2003: 201).

It could be suggested with a fair amount of certainty that the eyewitnesses and Luke,
who investigated and interviewed them, did not mean the resurrection of Jesus to be
understood as life after death, in general, or a spiritual matter, but an objective bodily
reality (Ladd 1989: 320). Even a sceptic such as Craffert (1999: 52) admits that the
Jews regarded resurrection as the restoration of a body. The gospels go to a great deal
of effort to show that Jesus’ resurrection was clearly a bodily resurrection (Ladd 1989:
324). This was the faith that created the church. This was the central doctrine that
Luke presented throughout Acts, and this is what Paul meant by it in Chapter 17. The
life-generating faith of the church was not based on the hope of persistence of life
after death, the confidence of God’s supremacy over death, the immortality of the
human spirit or something similar. It was the belief in an event in time and space:
Jesus of Nazareth was raised from the dead (Ladd 1989: 320). An important
implication of the resurrection as understood in the NT is that the entire creation will
be remade and restored as celebrated in the OT. Some Athenians scoffed at this,
because this was exactly what the Greeks believed could not happen (Wright 2003:
201).
Resurrection in Second Temple Judaism was about the restoration of Israel, on the
one hand, and the newly embodied life of all Yahweh’s people, on the other, with
close connections between the two (Wright 2003: 205). The first fruit of this future
event was the resurrection of Jesus, which was the culmination of Paul’s speech.
Luke-Acts and the doctrine of the reasonable mean
In order to better understand the message of Acts 17 in light of Luke-Acts, it is crucial
to grasp an important philosophical framework that Luke uses, namely the
Aristotelian doctrine of the reasonable mean. Germiquet (2001: 6) explains this
doctrine by stating that virtue is presented as a mean between two extremes. This can
be better understood by considering the example of the prodigal son in Luke 15,
where the son, the father and the elder brother are represented as “prodigality”,
“liberality” and “meanness”, respectively (Germiquet 2001: 7). The father is the mean
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between the meanness of the elder brother and the prodigality of the younger. As
noted earlier, Luke portrayed Christianity in terms of reason and simultaneously sets
the Christian movement apart from any other that would question his rational
character (Germiquet 2001: 8). In the Acts story, Luke is constantly displaying
Christianity as the reasonable choice among other extremes. In Chapter 17, he
juxtaposes the general superstition of the Athenians, the scepticism of the Stoics and
the atheism of the Epicureans, as in Acts 26 in Paul’s defence against Festus and
Agrippa (Germiquet 2001: 8), although without the sceptic Stoics. Luke makes a great
effort to convince the reader, Theophilus, that the Christian faith is the reasonable
choice between these extremes. This unreasonableness of both atheism and
superstition is not at all foreign in Greek thinking and is especially evident in the
works of Plutarch. He was a prominent first-century Greek philosopher (50-120 AD).
He lived in Chaeronea, but made frequent and lengthy study visits to Athens and was
well known in the city (Russell 1993: ix). He moved in high circles, regularly lectured
in Rome and maintained Roman citizenship (Russell (1993: ix). In his works, he
frequently criticized both the extremes of superstition and atheism in favour of the
traditional beliefs of prophecy and providence (Russell 1993: ix). What makes him
important is that he was widely accepted by later Christian thinkers such as Clemens
of Alexandria, the Capadocians, Basil, and Gregory of Nyssa, one of the most
respected pagan theologians and moralists (Russell 1993: ix). Plutarch is one of the
most prominent sources of general knowledge about religion, superstition and
atheism. See the following example from Plutarch (Isis and Osiris 378A): ἔνιοι γὰρ
ἀποσφαλέντες παντάπασιν εἰς δεισιδαιμονίαν ὤλισθον, οἱ δὲ φεύγοντες ὥσπερ ἕλος
τὴν δεισιδαιμονίαν ἔλαθον αὖθις ὥσπερ εἰς κρημνὸν ἐμπεσόντες τὴν ἀθεότητα. (For
some go completely astray and become engulfed in superstition; and others, while
they fly from superstition as from a quagmire, on the other hand unwittingly fall, as it
were, over a precipice into atheism).
Another more elaborate example is taken from Plutarch (On superstition Sect. 2):
“Oὐκοῦν καὶ περὶ ὧν ὁ λόγος, ἡ μὲν ἀθεότης κρίσις οὖσα φαύλη τοῦ μηδὲν
εἶναι μακάριον καὶ ἄφθαρτον εἰς ἀπάθειάν τινα δοκεῖ τῇ ἀπιστίᾳ τοῦ θείου
περιφέρειν, καὶ τέλος ἐστὶν αὐτῇ τοῦ μὴ νομίζειν θεοὺς τὸ μὴ φοβεῖσθαι: τὴν
δεισιδαιμονίαν δὲ μηνύει καὶ τοὔνομα δόξαν ἐμπαθῆ καὶ δέους ποιητικὴν
ὑπόληψιν οὖσαν ἐκταπεινοῦντος καὶ συντρίβοντος τὸν ἄνθρωπον, οἰόμενον
μὲν εἶναι θεούς, εἶναι δὲ λυπηροὺς καὶ βλαβερούς. ἔοικε γὰρ ὁ μὲν ἄθεος
ἀκίνητος εἶναι πρὸς τὸ θεῖον, ὁ δὲ δεισιδαίμων κινούμενος ὡς οὐ προσήκει
διαστρέφεσθαι. ἡ γὰρ ἄγνοια τῷ μὲν ἀπιστίαν τοῦ ὠφελοῦντος ἐμπεποίηκε, τῷ
δὲ καὶ δόξαν ὅτι βλάπτει προστέθεικεν. ὅθεν ἡ μὲν ἀθεότης λόγος ἐστὶ
διεψευσμένος, ἡ δὲ δεισιδαιμονία πάθος ἐκ λόγου ψευδοῦς ἐγγεγενημένον.”
(Translation: To return then to our subject, atheism, which is a false persuasion
that there are no blessed and incorruptible beings, tends yet, by its disbelief of a
Divinity, to bring men to a sort of unconcernedness and indifferency of temper;
for the design of those that deny a God is to ease themselves of his fear. But
superstition appears by its appellation to be a distempered opinion and conceit,
productive of such mean and abject apprehensions as debase and break a man’s
spirit, while he thinks there are divine powers indeed, but withal sour and
vindictive ones. So that the atheist is not at all, and the superstitious is
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perversely, affected with the thoughts of God; ignorance depriving the one of
the sense of his goodness, and superadding to the other a persuasion of his
cruelty. Atheism then is but false reasoning single, but superstition is a disorder
of the mind produced by this false reasoning) (Perseus s.a.: ad loc.).

Again, Luke appeals to the philosophical background of the Greeks and, in doing so,
clearly argues the proposition that the qualities of the Christians such as Paul and
others represent the reasonable mean which falls between the extremes of irrational
superstition and the deficiency of atheistic indifference (Germiquet 2001: 142). The
purpose of this was to create a unified picture of rationality and intelligence, i. e., that
which is intellectually sound. One must elaborate on the concept of intelligence in
Acts in order to appreciate its contribution more fully. “The problem that early
Christians faced was that they felt constrained to explain their faith to an audience
which was often critical of religions perceived to be new. They therefore made use of
such concepts as reason and intelligence in order to deal with these erroneous
perceptions” (Germiquet 2001: 143). Christian apologists did so by emphasizing the
rationality and intellectual content of the Christian faith. Christian faith belongs to the
common acceptable idea of God maintained by good and reasonable people, whether
Stoics or Epicureans or superstitious Athenians (Neyrey s.a.: 15). In addition,
Christianity did not develop in a moral vacuum, but the Christian language was often
coloured in by the moral philosophers of the day. Much of the teaching of the
Christian faith resembled its pagan neighbours in more than one way. Christianity was
affected by the emphasis on reason (Germiquet 2001: 143). During Hellenistic times,
it was believed that reason was the basis for moral life. The absence or presence of
intelligence in a religious group could have a tremendous effect on the public opinion
of the day. For some philosophers, intellect was not merely akin to God; it was God
(Germiquet 2001: 144). Although Luke would not ascribe to the truth of this last
statement, he clearly and intentionally uses this emphasis on intellect and rationality
by presenting the Christian faith as having a crucial rational and intelligent dimension.
Not only is the message rational, but the proponents of the Christian faith are also
presented as having rational attributes. It is, therefore, clear that characters such as
Peter, Stephen and Paul never conduct themselves irrationally. They never rant or
rave, but present their defences and speeches in a rational manner. This is especially
important in Acts 17, since Paul is emotionally upset (παρωξύνετο) when he sees the
extreme idolatry. It is significant that Paul does not show any rage or outward overtly
emotional conduct; he remains emotionally calm and presents his objections rationally
and respectfully while displaying adequate knowledge of the Greek culture, in order
to engage with them. Irrationality was rather a characteristic of groups that rejected
Christianity or of religious superstition in Luke (Germiquet 2001: 17). False reason
was at the basis of superstition and rejection of the Christian faith. Superstition is an
emotion generated from false reason and its basic error is that it extinguishes the most
important light that a soul can have, namely knowledge of God. Instead, it produces
an irrational fear and terror of the gods (Germiquet 2001: 17). At the heart of
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superstition lies an inherent contradiction born out of fear of the gods whose desire it
is to help.
The irrationality of superstition is also usually expressed by means of false
accusations against characters representing Christianity (Germiquet 2001: 21). In Acts
26, Paul retells his own story: as a Pharisee, he would prosecute the followers of
Jesus, which was an irrational act. Paul’s accusations against the Christians were
irrational; so were the Jews’ accusations against Paul. The same is true of Paul in Acts
17. Although there was no serious legal accusation, there was the notion that Paul was
bringing a message of new and foreign gods. This can be considered as a kind of
accusation, although the environment was friendlier. In the remainder of the speech,
Paul refutes the ‘accusation’ by reasonably explaining that his message is not a new
one, but it tells of God the Creator.
Superstition is thus an irrational matter where the Christian faith is the right and
reasonable choice (Germiquet 2001: 20). For this reason, when Paul was upset in his
spirit, he did not act emotionally unbecoming, but conducted himself in a respectable
and rational manner.22

22

In the Greek world, it was the task of philosophy to analyze human phenomena, the arts, culture and
life, in general, in order to inform daily life with meaningful living. What is the chief means of
achieving this? This is the very question that many philosophers address, especially the first-century
Stoic philosopher, Epictetus. The answer that he and many other ancient thinkers give is that
analyzing and thinking about life is achieved through the faculty of reason (Epictetus 1.1.4). Man is
depicted as the rational animal that can tolerate anything besides irrationality. Consider the following
quote from Epictetus (B I 1.2.1-4) “τῷ λογικῷ ζῴῳ μόνον ἀφόρητόν ἐστι τὸ ἄλογον, τὸ δ᾽ εὔλογον
φορητόν. [2] πληγαὶ οὐκ εἰσὶν ἀφόρητοι τῇ φύσει. — τίνα τρόπον; — ὅρα πῶς: Λακεδαιμόνιοι
μαστιγοῦνται μαθόντες ὅτι εὔλογόν ἐστιν. [3] — τὸ δ᾽ ἀπάγξασθαι οὐκ ἔστιν ἀφόρητον; — ὅταν γοῦν
πάθῃ τις ὅτι εὔ [4] λογον, ἀπελθὼν ἀπήγξατο. ἁπλῶς ἐὰν προσέχωμεν, ὑπ᾽ οὐδενὸς οὕτως εὑρήσομεν
τὸ ζῷον θλιβόμενον ὡς ὑπὸ τοῦ ἀλόγου καὶ πάλιν ἐπ᾽ οὐδὲν οὕτως ἑλκόμενον ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ εὔλογον.” (To
the rational animal only is the irrational intolerable; but that which is rational is tolerable. Blows are
not naturally intolerable. How is that? See how the Lacedaemonians endure whipping when they have
learned that whipping is consistent with reason. To hang yourself is not intolerable. When then you
have the opinion that it is rational, you go and hang yourself. In short, if we observe, we shall find that
the animal man is pained by nothing so much as by that which is irrational; and, on the contrary,
attracted to nothing so much as to that which is rational). The ability to reason was not simply
regarded as that which the gods bestowed on human beings, but it was also considered divine in
nature: ὁ θεὸς ὠφέλιμος: ἀλλὰ καὶ τἀγαθὸν ὠφέλιμον. εἰκὸς οὖν, ὅπου ἡ οὐσία τοῦ θεοῦ, ἐκεῖ εἶναι
καὶ τὴν τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ. [2] τίς οὖν οὐσία θεοῦ; σάρξ; μὴ γένοιτο. ἀγρός; μὴ γένοιτο. φήμη; μὴ γένοιτο.
νοῦς, ἐπιστήμη, λόγος ὀρθός. (God is beneficial. But the Good also is beneficial. It is consistent then
that where the nature of God is, there also the nature of the good should be. What then is the nature of
God? Flesh? Certainly not. An estate in land? By no means. Fame? No. It is intelligence, knowledge,
and right reasoning) (Epictetus B II 2.8.1-2).
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CHAPTER 8
RELEVANT CONCLUSIONS DRAWN FROM ACTS 17:16-34
In this chapter, I shall address the Applicative Framework on the wheel.

In Chapter 3, I suggested a simple four-step research process. First, to identify some
relevant sayings within Acts 17:16-34; secondly, to determine exegetical dynamics;
thirdly, the issue of what the text can possibly communicate in the deep structure, and
lastly, the analogical transfer of the message to the present day with the question as to
how and in what situations it can be used and applied. I also used the following
diagramme to illustrate the process.1

1

See Chapter 3.
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I have analysed the sayings in the text by means of exegetical dynamics. In this
chapter, I shall categorize the relevant content used by Luke by putting it into
transferable insights that can be used in the process of dialogue. These principles will
be translated into the contemporary cultural language. To accomplish this, I shall now
explore the core content and the peripheral content in more detail, followed by its
implications.
In fact, this answers the research question. I shall now interpret Acts 17 from what the
text meant to the first readers, to what it can mean for the present readers. This
answers the following question: “What can we learn from the way in which Luke,
through Paul, presented the gospel story to a pre-Christian environment?”
It must be stated from the outset that the problem in this instance could have been
addressed in a variety of ways and on different levels, depending on the researcher’s
exact purpose. There is always the real risk to draw conclusions beyond what can, in
fact, be derived from the text. Although this temptation must be resisted, the reality
thereof is unavoidable, since it is imbedded in the communicative framework within
which work is being done. Even though I contend that I have been true to the content
and context of Acts 17:16-34, readers from other contexts might introduce other
perspectives that may be equally valid. In this instance, the purpose is to glean some
insights for dialogue in an increasingly secularizing environment in South Africa,
insights that will bring positive contact between the Jesus message and the
secularizing culture. By positive contact is meant that the core content of one’s
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message is not lost and that engaging contact will not be lost due to complete cultural
dissonance.
8.1

The way of Luke and Paul: Incarnation2

In his seminal and foundational book in the discipline of mission science, Bosch
(1996: 421) basically argues that, from the very beginning, the missionary message of
the Christian church incarnated itself in the life and world of those who had embraced
it.3 According to the Christian story, God came into our world and he was evidently
interested in, and concerned about the natural world around him; he was a keen
observer of his surroundings from which he drew many of his illustrations (Marshall
1980: 29). He did not view his local culture primarily as an enemy, but had a positive
attitude towards the world in which he lived, so that life in our world was a source of
joy to him (Bosch 1996: 30-31). Although he was indeed also critical of the culture of
his day, he did not give the impression that he, as a human being, was superior to the
cultural context and was formed by it, used it and acted in a positive relation to it
(Knitter 2004: 94-95). The majority of the early Christians as well as many
missionaries after them remained consistent with this view (Skreslet 2012: 86-95).
Despite an assumed cultural superiority that led some missionaries to act in an
arrogant and insensitive manner, rejecting the foreign cultures they were trying to
reach, not all stories adopt this tone. For example, Griffith (2008: 106-128) describes
an extraordinary “community of discourse” on religion and philosophy that existed
between Christians and Moslems in Bagdad in the ninth and tenth centuries. There are
many other documented instances where the missionaries worked tirelessly in order to
uplift and preserve parts of the local culture by committing to writing and translating
some of the ancient cultural stories, making them known to the rest of the world
(Ariarajah 1994: 3). It appears that this is the spirit in which Luke is writing his story

2

Although the term ‘incarnation’ may have been used before, the researcher derives his use of the
term largely from Bosch (1996: 421) and Sweet (2009: 151-253). In this study, it primarily refers to
the presence and communication of Christ in human culture. It relates very closely to the
anthropological terms of ‘contextualization’, ‘enculturation’ and ‘inculturation’. For relevant
definitions of these terms, see Kraft (2001: 21, 35, 344). Incarnation is almost synonymous in
meaning to inculturation and contextualization. Contextualization first emerged in the 1970s in
ecumenical Protestant circles as an alternative way to describe what has always been called
inculturation (Skreslet 2012: 88). The need for a new term arose to close the modern colonial era
where Western missionaries alone had the right to discern how the theology of orthodox Christianity
was to be indigenized in the foreign culture. Like Sweet (2009), I chose ‘incarnation’ for this study for
practical considerations, as it expresses more indigenous language to the Christian story. It will,
however, overlap extensively with what is meant by inculturation and contextualization. For a more
comprehensive treatise on contextualization, see Bevans (2012) as well as Kraft (2001: 188-202). The
purpose for choosing ‘incarnation’ is to go back to some early church history. Justin Martyr (2
Apology 8, 10; 1 Apology 46) suggested that incarnation embraced the best parts of Hellenistic culture
without endorsing idolatry or Greek polytheism. He thought it possible to incorporate the Greek
philosophical quest for truth within a Christian understanding of salvation history. Since this is partly
what this study is about, taking into account Acts 17: 16-34, ‘incarnation’ seems to be an appropriate
term to use.
3
Dawid Bosch was Professor of Missiology at the University of South Africa from 1971 until 1992.
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and Paul is conducting his speech: confronting as well as relating to the Athenian
culture. Mission historians seem to be indebted to Luke for much of what can be
known about the processes and patterns of early Christian evangelism (Skreslet 2012:
45-46).
But how does incarnation – as the presence of Christ in the world – work on a simple
level? What examples can we use for establishing the processes of incarnation? I shall
answer this question by alluding to Acts 17:16-34 and by drawing on some insights
from contemporary dialogue. It appears that there are two categories of content in the
Areopagus speech. The first is the basic elements that Paul considered to be central to
his message; I shall call this the Core Content (CC) that was confessional in nature
and forms the heart of Paul’s message. It appears that his theological make-up is
based on this. Blomberg (2010: ad loc.) would call this the cross-cultural insights, the
“universal content” that transcends cultural boundaries.4 Bevens & Schroeder (2004:
1) seems to refer to these CC as the Biblical constants in mission which need to be
preserved by the Christian mission. The second category is the content that could be
called the Peripheral Content (PC), which is also part of Paul’s speech that seems to
change when compared to other speeches in Acts. It seems to be the cultural colouring
or clothing in which Paul wraps the CC in order to effectively communicate with his
audience. Through the PC, he makes his message understandable to the specific
culture he addresses, as represented by Blomberg’s (2010: ad loc.) steps 1 and 2. It is
vital when spreading the Christian message that this should be presented and told
within the frame of reference of the relevant culture. Bevens & Schroeder (2004: 1)
talks about the vernacular context in which the CC needs to be incarnated. The
practical importance thereof is noted in the following example of two possible
situations, given by anthropologist Kraft (2001: 198).
SITUATION 1
Effective communication impossible
Frame of reference A
“A” seeks to communicate with “B” by
speaking entirely in terms of frame of
reference A.

Frame of reference B
“B” never hears “A”, because the frame
of reference, in terms of which the
message is phrased, is beyond the
comprehension of “B”, immersed as he is
in frame of reference B.

4

See Chapter 3: Blomberg’s four principles in applying the method of analogy. See also Blomberg
2010: Chapter 10.
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SITUATION 2
Effective communication possible
“A” seeks to communicate with “B” by
establishing a basis for communication
within frame of reference B.

“B” hears “A”, because “A” phrases his
message in terms of frame of reference B.

In elaborating on Kraft’s example, it can be stated that Paul might represent “A”,
wanting to communicate to the Athenian philosophers who might represent “B”. Had
Paul addressed the Athenians (“B”) within his own Jewish frame of reference (“A”),
they would not have understood what he said. Examining the reaction from the end of
the story, however, they must have had quite a firm grasp of what he was trying to
say. As representative of a Jewish-Christian frame of reference (“A”), he entered the
conversation adequately clothed in the language and cultural aspects of their frame of
reference (“B”) and, hence, effective communication took place.
8.1.1 The Core Content (CC)
The NT was written in a world saturated with the ideas and sayings of Greek thinkers,
irrespective of whether they were Epicureans, Stoics, cynics or others (Neyrey s.a.: 1).
As the early church moved through this Graeco-Roman world, it came into contact
with these philosophies in various ways (Neyrey s.a.: 1). In their encounters, it was
obvious that there were certain truths that the Christians were not willing to
compromise on or depart from (Neyrey s.a.: 1). In addition, Luke-Acts is persuasive
literature, as is obvious in the prologues, Luke 1:1-4 and Acts 1:1-8 (Du Plessis 2006:
5). These facts are distinctly evident in Acts 17:16-34. It is clear throughout the
discourse that a CC wove a line through Paul’s language, vocabulary, rhetorical skills,
and stylistic figures, a CC that he was not willing to leave behind. This line of CC was
the authoritative voice of God that climactically came to the world through creation,
the calling of Israel, culminating in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. It was
Luke’s purpose to persuade the readers of the truth of this story (Du Plessis 2006: 5).
Persuading means to have a stable point of departure, a teachable point of view based
on some kind of perceived reality (Knitter 2004: 207). Dialogue seemingly must be
built on firm truth claims according to Acts 17: 16-34. The mention of Jesus’
resurrection indicated this for Paul: the truth and legitimacy of his claim. This also
included, however, the world view that arose as a result of believing in the
resurrection. This is obvious in nearly every speech in Acts (2:24; 4:10; 7:56; 13:30;
26:23). His CC was always about Jesus as resurrected Lord, and it seems that this was
always the end goal of each of his conversations in Acts. His CC never changed,
regardless of the circumstances, the pressure or the type of listeners, because
persuasion was his purpose. Bevens & Schroeder refers to these
The following question could rightfully be asked: “What exactly were the themes of
Paul’s speech that were the main headings of his CC?” Bevens & Schroeder (2004:
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32-49) mentions six theological constants or CC points that is vital to Christian
mission namely: Christology, ecclesiology, eschatology, salvation, anthropology and
culture. I shall now consider a few important CC points or constants specifically from
Acts 17. The purpose is not to analyze the entire text, and to argue the specific themes
yet again, but merely to highlight and emphasize the most important areas that have
already become evident earlier in the study. The purpose of the research processes in
Chapters 2 to 7 was to establish the difference between the CC and the PC.

Insight gleaned: It appears that proper religious dialogue can be done only from some
core content, firm truth claims as a point of departure.
8.1.1.1

God as independent, personal Creator

In verses 24-29, Paul covers the theme of God as Creator (Nissen 2004: 4), declaring
that God and his work are mainly what he wants to transfer to them (Barrett 1998:
839; De Villiers 1983: 68). This is the foundational starting point of his argument
after the exordium (introduction) of his speech (Wright 2008: 90). He starts with the
good news that God as Creator is Lord of heaven and earth and that He created
everything (v. 24). It follows that it would be illogical to assume that God lives in
handmade temples and that He does not need any caring from human beings. He is the
provider of life, breath and everything (v. 25). Paul challenges the Stoic pantheist that
God and the material world is not one and the same thing, although this is the “right
impulse” that pushes one to believe that they are (Wright 2008: 91). By “right
impulse” is not meant that Paul theologically supports the ensuing of idolatry. This
means that it is right in the sense that it makes them aware of, and seek some kind of
divine presence. Paul then explains how God ordered the world, made all men from
one, and determined where they shall live (v. 26) (Barrett 2004: 842). He made them
with the urge to seek the one and true God and, therefore, He is not far from anyone.
Through him, we all live and move and have our being (vv. 27-28). The logical
conclusion, then, is that God cannot be equated with, and worshipped through images
made of gold, silver or stone (v. 29) (De Villiers 1983: 68-69). When quoting Greek
philosophers such as Aratus and Epimenides, Luke attempted to state that a nation
with such a rich and intelligent understanding of divinity in the past should not adhere
to an inferior view of God (De Villiers 1983: 71).
In this instance, Luke (Paul) does not merely address matters directly related to faith;
he also challenges the Athenians’ world view of reality (Rowe 2010: 46). In verse 24,
he challenges the Athenians’ view of reality by stating that they should not seek the
supernatural merely in material, visible things in the natural world. Luke (Paul)
attempts to convince them that they are mistakenly worshipping the supernatural by
ultimately worshipping the natural in handmade temples (Wright 2008: 90). Paul
applauds them for their effort, but asserts that they are seeking the divine, in all the
wrong places. If the divine is the source of all that is, then He is the Creator and is
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separate and independent of all that He has made (De Villiers 1983: 69). This is
important, because he is challenging them to have a view of reality that includes the
divine beyond this material world. God is separate from creation (Barrett 2004: 840).
That seems to be the logic of Luke. If, from the outset, one’s view of reality excludes
the divine prior to seeking Him, we seem to be flawed (Kirk 2007: 59, 71-72). This
would also be true for a pantheistic world view where the creator is to be found
materially in everything that he has made. Consequently, from the outset, our world
view must make room for the metaphysical as a potential part of reality (De Villiers
1983: 71).
Luke seems to be saying that the signposts God left so that people can know Him are
the only divine matter in creation (De Villiers 1986: 71). What He has made was
meant to lift one’s gaze from creation up to the heavens where He is. A person can
only know Him if He reveals Himself to that person. One saw the signs; hence all the
temples and all the signs should point one in the direction of the Creator. This Creator
intends that people know Him and recognize that He is near to all men (Barrett 2004:
854).
8.1.1.2

Theodicy, judgement and the call to repentance

Deist (1990: 258) refers to theodicy as justifying the concept of divine providence in
the face of suffering and death, including the problem of reconciling the existence of
evil in the face of God’s benevolence and loving care. In the pagan Greek culture,
theodicy and judgement had a somewhat different nuance. It meant “the argument that
God’s providential relationship to the world entails a just judgment of mortals,
especially a judgment that takes place after death, where awards and punishments are
allotted” (Neyrey 1990: 119; Nissen 2004: 5). The justification for suffering in the
face of God’s providence consequently entailed his putting injustices to rights after
death by judging all mortals. This idea came in direct conflict with what the
Epicureans believed about God (Du Plessis 2006: 4; De Villiers 1983: 71; Neyrey
1990: 119). Although the Stoics believed in judgement, they certainly did not believe
it to be something after death. The majority of the readers of Acts are well aware of
the Stoic language about God in Acts 17, but all agree that this is only up to a point
(Neyrey 1990: 120). What sets Paul’s presentation apart from the well-known Greek
understanding of God is the notion of Christian theodicy, the role of Jesus as Judge. It
did not matter to Paul that he disagreed with the Greeks (De Villiers 1983: 71). This
was Paul’s (Luke’s) truth. The reason why Luke (Luke 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-3) wrote was
to carefully examine everything for the purpose of knowing that whatever was
conveyed is trustworthy (τὴν ἀσφάλειαν). God’s coming judgement of the world
through Jesus, and repentance (Nissen 2004: 5) as the way to avoid it (Wright 2008:
93; Du Plessis 2006: 5), is part of this CC and Luke adheres to this, irrespective of the
external pressures to depart from it (Barrett 2004: 852).
8.1.1.3

The resurrection of Jesus
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The resurrection is the heart of Luke’s CC in Acts and the summit of the Areopagus
speech (Du Plessis 2006: 3). I already noted the importance of the resurrection of
Jesus in Luke-Acts as the theological pivot around which the remainder of the story
turns (Nissen 2004: 4). In Acts 17, this reaches a climax.
God will conduct His judgement through an agent, a human being whom God has
chosen. How could one recognize this person sent by God? How could the Athenians
determine the legitimacy of Paul’s message (Du Plessis 2006: 1-3)? Paul’s answer
was that God had raised Jesus from the dead (Barrett 2004: 853). The creator can be
recognized in him, because it was His creative power that brought new life to this man
(Dibelius 2004: 114). These words are distinctly Christian words (Dibelius 2004:
113). Therefore, the Athenians no longer have to seek the unknown God whose altar
has become obsolete. The unknown God has already come to known them in Jesus.
They do not have to waste their time and energy building all these endless temples
simply to cover themselves, should they have missed some important deity
somewhere. He found them in coming near to them. They can know this by observing
recent history: the resurrection of Jesus that makes him supreme Lord and Judge (Du
Plessis 2006: 4), thus providing proof for all (Barrett 2004: 853). By proclaiming
Jesus as risen from the dead, Luke asserts that he is indeed alive, as stated in Acts 1:3
(Du Plessis 2006: 4).
8.1.1.4

Core content: What Paul omitted

It is interesting to note and truly significant that Paul, as a Jew, omitted all the Jewish
background, especially when compared to his speech to the Jews in Acts 13:15-52. I
shall only mention a few elements that Paul omits in Acts 17, but includes when
speaking to the Jews in Acts 13:

the election of Israel (v. 17);

their time in Egypt (v. 17);

their exodus and time of dwelling in the desert (v. 18);

their conquest of Canaan (v. 19);

the reign of Israel’s important kings such as David and Saul (vv. 21-22);

the foundational fathers such as Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (v. 26);

the bloodline of Jesus (vv. 22, 33);

John the Baptist (vv. 24-25);

the Jewish name of Jesus (vv. 23, 33), and

the messianic predictions from the prophets and texts from the Old Testament
(vv. 33-35).
This is serious, as the church had, in the past, focused on such a great deal of
theological content that everything seemed equally important, much to the confusion
of many.

179

It is interesting and even strange that, as Paul’s proclamation in Acts 17 was an
evangelistic one, he did not mention the death of Jesus and the need for personal
atonement (Du Plessis 2006: 3). This seems to be so important in other parts of the
NT (Barrett 2004: 853).
In answering it could be said that, in order for people to accept Paul’s world view,
they must in essence accept the Lordship of Jesus whose resurrection would be the
ultimate proof. To merely speak of the death of Jesus would not necessarily mean
anything and would not convince the Greeks of Jesus’ supremacy, since many people
died, were crucified and did not live again. This makes the resurrection so
significantly important in Paul’s message. By accomplishing this unique feat in
history, God proved Jesus to be at the centre of reality and worthy of being Lord and
Judge; therefore, the Athenians can accept Paul’s world view. Because of the fact that
this was Paul’s main purpose on the Areopagus, mentioning the atoning death was not
necessarily crucial. It might, of course, have been crucial to individual salvation, but a
person who accepted the resurrection of Jesus would, by definition, be willing to
embrace the remainder of the story that would include Jesus’ atoning work on the
cross. Luke’s omission of the Jesus’ atoning work on the cross would, therefore, not
mean that Luke rejected it or that it was not central to the message, but merely that, in
terms of convincing people to accept the Christian world view, the resurrection came
first as a priority.
In conclusion: it is the God of the Scriptures, the God who revealed Himself in Christ,
who is the focus of Paul’s speech and who makes up his CC (Neyrey 1990: 121). He
is not on the Areopagus to discuss relative interesting philosophical ideas; he simply
uses philosophical language because he has something of vital importance to convey
(Nissen 2004: 6). It would probably be fair to say that Paul would have been a great
embarrassment for the church nowadays, since we live in a global culture that does
not believe in a faith-based CC, focused on Jesus, as a total explanation of reality.
Indeed, many do not even believe that there is such a thing as truth on an abstract
level (Van der Watt, Joubert, Du Rand, Naudé 2002: 31). This would not matter to
Paul who would say: “Let them laugh or scoff, Jesus is whom I proclaim”. He will not
compromise.
In conclusion: the universal, transferable CC of Paul in Acts 17:16-34 can be summed
up as follows:
“There is a personal God that created the world and everything in it. This God
created man with an inner tendency to seek him and therefore made it possible
for all men to find him even in foreign cultures, as he is near to everyone. The
summit of his revelation to man is found in Jesus and especially the
resurrection of Jesus from the dead. This is the proof that God will judge the
world through Jesus and all people everywhere should repent and turn to the
true God.”
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8.1.2 The Peripheral Content (PC)
On the other hand, Paul also had some peripheral content (PC) that, as a rule, also
formed part of the evangelistic thrust of his discourse. The gospel must always be
inculturated if persuasion is the purpose (Du Plessis 2006: 7).5 This PC served as
inculturation language, a bridge between Paul’s world and the world of his audience;
it usually prepared the way to speaking about Christ. This part of the conversation
seemed to always change, depending on the crowd he addressed. When Paul spoke to
the Jews, the argument differed from that on the Areopagus. There were nuanced
differences in how he presented his speeches to the Hellenistic and the Jewish crowds
(Germiquet 1992: 5). Definite Graeco-Roman characteristics were imported into
Paul’s speech on the Areopagus that were not present when he spoke to other crowds
(Germiquet 1992: 6). This leads to the one distinguishing characteristic of PC, namely
that it should be flexible and subject to change as the need arises. This does not apply
to CC, which serves as the immovable foundational rock in the speeches of Acts. The
amount of PC used by Paul seemed so radical and the translation from the Jewish to
the Greek world so immense that some viewed it as the betrayal of the core message
(Germiquet 1992: 10). This is, however, not the case. The Gospel was not necessarily
exposed to a process of degeneration, but it is contextualized “in the sense that the
Jewish gospel is translated to be accessible to groups who live in the Greek world”
(Germiquet 1992: 10).
Wright (2008: 92) reflects on this by stating that Luke (Paul) used the standard Jewish
critique against idolatry and temples, coupled with “creative use of local colour”.
Whether he used Jewish critique or Hellenistic rhetoric, the point, in this instance, is
that he changed and adapted the PC to maximize his effectiveness in communicating
the CC.
I shall now consider a few areas of PC or cultural rhetorical adaptation that Luke uses
through Paul to communicate the CC.
8.1.2.1

The Greek philosophical notion of reason

Luke’s presentation of the gospel, as the reasonable mean between the two Greek
cultural extremes of superstition and atheism, shows that he was aware of this
Aristotelian philosophical dogma. He uses it throughout Luke-Acts, but highlights it
in the Acts 17 discourse. Luke could have omitted this and made his point by using
any other rhetorical skill; instead, he chose to use the Aristotelian doctrine, because it
would appeal to the philosophical, Athenian audience.

5

The term ‘inculturated’ is a combination of incarnation and acculturation, as used by du Plessis
(2006).
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8.1.2.2

The rhetorical structure of the discourse

As was shown extensively throughout the study (Chapters 6 and 7), the rhetorical
style of Paul’s speech uses the pattern and format of discourse known to the Greeks
(Du Plessis 2006: 6), in order to persuade them and make them understand what he
was trying to convey (Nissen 2004: 5). “Paul’s proclamation, therefore, as was widely
accepted in Greco-Roman rhetoric and argumentation, rests on a well-argued case
with the necessary evidence” (Germiquet 2001: 89). Besides the rhetorical structure,
he also employed ethos, logos and pathos, the traditional emotional phases of
persuasion (Du Plessis 2006: 6).6
8.1.2.3

Paul’s Stoic control of emotion

As noted in Chapter seven, the verb παρωξύνετο in Acts 17:16 is essential and even
foundational to Luke’s portrayal of what happened in Athens. Paul was upset when he
saw the idol worship in the Greek city. This is what makes the events in the remainder
of the story so highly significant. He does not shout or tear his clothes as in Acts 13,
but speaks on both the agora and the Areopagus, conducting himself in a highly
controlled fashion as the Athenians and the Stoic philosophers, in particular, would
expect a respectable Greek intellectual to do. It is likely that Paul does so, not simply
to express spiritual maturity, but because it suits him for his audience. It would not
necessarily have been wrong for him to show his anger (according to Jewish
tradition); but he probably controls himself in order not to lose his Greek audience.
8.1.2.4

The reference to the altar to the unknown god

Hellenistic altars and images of gods were, in many respects, the antitheses of what
Paul was used to in the Jewish tradition, from which his belief in Jesus grew.
Although Paul was used to an altar tradition that centered around the temple, the way
in which the Greeks used altars was, to him, idolatrous. Verse 16 states that his soul
was distressed and that he was deeply upset by all the idols. Yet he does not start his
speech by directly condemning their idol worship, but by relating to them and
referring to the altar dedicated to the unknown god in verse 23. Their pantheon of
gods and religious images were fundamentally important symbols in the world view
of the Greeks, and that is where Paul begins. He captures their curiosity by stating
that, what is unknown to them, he knows and understands and will gladly convey to
them. He claims to have the answer to the important question portrayed by one of
their important symbols (altar to the unknown god). He gives the unknown god new
meaning by suggesting that, behind their idolatry, the true creator God is, in fact, the
God whom they seek (Nissen 2004: 6).

6

See Chapter 6 (6.3).
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As noted in Chapter seven, Paul started his speech on the Areopagus by using the
word δεισιδαιμονεστέρους, which carries a double meaning. He means that they
should initially understand the term as a compliment, although it also carries hints of
the Athenians being superstitious (Rowe 2010: 40-42). Paul implies that he is about to
make known what they already acknowledge by means of their altar. Vince (s.a.: ad
loc.) mentions that Paul engages in a kind of “fiction” to drive his point home. This is
not at all out of character for a man who was willing to be “all things to all men” for
the sake of the gospel. This “fiction” suggests a symbolic truth, namely that the
Athenians live simultaneously in a positive and a negative relationship with the true
God. The relationship is positive in the sense that they know of him and try to worship
him. It is, however, negative in the sense that they only know him partly in his
unrevealed form and are, in fact, to a large extent, ignorant of him. Paul then argues
the way to a positive relationship (Vince s.a.: ad loc.). He uses one of the strong
religious symbols in their culture to start engaging them and then proceeds to
deconstruct the unknown god without them at first realizing it. He uses their cultural
language of the unknown god as PC to ultimately get his audience to understand his
essential message (CC).
8.1.2.5

The Greek philosophical sources

Paul does not quote any Bible stories or OT prophecies directly, but he rather uses
images, arguments, authors and quotations from the world view of his Athenian
audience. Although the original meaning of these quotations differs from what he
wanted to say concerning Jesus as Lord, he felt free to use and reinterpret the
Hellenistic content. He starts from where the hearers are (much as our earlier example
of “situation 2” indicates): Paul seeks to communicate with the Greeks by establishing
a basis for communication within the frame of reference of the Greeks; the Greeks
hear Paul, because the latter phrases his message in terms of the Greeks’ frame of
reference. More radically, it is as though he enters the world of the pagan Greeks
incarnationally and tries to persuade them from the inside out. He presented the
gospel in a language that suited the current philosophy of his day (Losie 2004: 232), a
language that would not sound foreign to their culture (Nissen 2004: 6).
It appears that Paul believes that truth is to be found anywhere in creation, even in
“un-Christian” cultures, although this truth is still incomplete without Christ. This is
God’s created world and God’s world always contains God’s truth, although still
possibly undiscovered by man. Losie (2004: 230) states that
“Stoic theology was a form of pantheism, in which the supreme god was
equated with the cosmos and could be referred to as ‘Nature’. But since the
Stoics also held that the ruling force of the cosmos was reason (Logos), a
distinctively human trait, they could personify this force with many divine
names (for example Zeus, as the supreme god), and thus expressed their belief
that often sounded similar to Jewish and Christian monotheism. Stoic
statements about the supreme god would thus have been a point of contact that
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Paul could use for a speech that would lead to the proclamation of Jesus as
God’s agent, appointed to judge the world.”

For this very reason, Paul could use the Stoic citations.
Losie (2004: 233) goes on to say that, since the Bible itself is theology on the back
and shoulders (ideas and philosophies) of both its own people and neighbouring
groups, one should be watchful that modern theology might do the same in respect of
the ideas and philosophies of its own time.
He believes that this truth, found in foreign cultures, must be reinterpreted through the
lens of Christ. It can then be used meaningfully to bring people to Christ. Thus,
although Paul does not necessarily identify with the pagan sources he uses, he does
not believe that the use of these pagan sources – even something being said about
Zeus in a pagan spiritual context – can contaminate him or the gospel message. The
opposite seems to be true. Paul believes that this foreign material, in fact, enhances
and strengthens the thrust of the message. Therefore, he incorporates this material
with the belief that, because God is the Creator of all cultures, He can use this to bring
people to himself. Aristobulus of Alexandria did the same with the poem of Aratus
that Paul uses, and replaces the name of Zeus with the God of the OT (Losie 2004:
231).
8.1.2.6

The omission of Jesus’ name

With the Jewish name Jesus, Luke wanted to convey a universal message. The
discourse on the Areopagus was a message for all people throughout the world. In was
an inclusive message. Mentioning a Jewish name such as Jesus might introduce the
false assumption that Paul’s message was an exclusive Jewish religion that has no
place for Greek philosophers. It might have misdirected the Athenians as to think that
Paul merely wanted to scold them for their idolatry without inviting them into the
Jesus story. Luke wanted to obviate any misunderstanding. The name was not
important to Luke, but the Person that had been appointed by God.
Insight gleaned: It appears that one should listen carefully to one’s intellectual
opponent in order to employ cultural PC in every discourse through which dialogue
can take place. This PC should be flexible and changeable as the need arises, in order
to make the other party feel heard.7
8.2

Concluding remarks

7

This does not mean that the content of one’s opponent’s world view must be accepted as a starting
point, but only that common language, images and events are used to build bridges for
communication.
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In the past, Acts 17 proved to be a tremendous comfort to theologians and spiritual
workers in foreign cultures, since it freed them to honour the traditions and cultures of
the people with whom they work, without tainting the CC giving up the unique voice
of the Christian story (Losie 2004: 233). Luke shows how his main character in the
Acts 17 story entered the symbolic universe8 of the Athenians and challenged their
world view from the inside out. The term ‘symbolic universe’ was first used by two
sociologists, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1967), and can help us understand
Paul’s method from a sociological perspective. Symbolic universes “are bodies of
theoretical tradition that integrate different groups of meaning and encompass the
institutional order in a symbolic totality” (Berger & Luckmann 1966: 95). A symbolic
universe is, therefore, an individual’s or a society’s total all-embracing frame of
reference including powerful symbols that prioritises hierarchy. The entire historic
society and the entire story of the individual are perceived as events taking place
within this mental symbolic universe. Within such a universe, all detached realms of
reality are integrated within a meaningful totality that explains, and maybe even
justifies them (Berger & Luckmann 1966: 96).
In considering Acts 17:22-31 again and bearing in mind Berger and Luckmann, Paul’s
discourse obtains new significance. It is clear from the content of Paul’s speech that
Paul knew and understood the symbolic universe of his Greek audience. He used
cultural forms to enter the Athenians’ symbolic universe. He knew how to converse
with the Greeks within their world view. He proclaimed Jesus’ message by addressing
the strong symbols in their universe, thereby challenging the legitimacy of their
universe from the inside out and presenting Jesus as the highest symbol in a new
symbolic universe, which they were challenged to accept. Luke uses the material of
poets (even songwriters), teachers, religious practices, rhetorical style and
terminology of the Greeks in his attempt to persuade his audience. As previously
established by the exegesis in Chapter 7, he probably identifies Paul with Socrates and
thus uses a notable social symbol in their symbolic universe. He does not initially
condemn or reject any of these elements, but rather reinterprets them, assuming that
the risen Christ had something to do with it and revealed (not fully or completely so)
something of himself in and through this foreign culture.
Broadly speaking, Paul’s strategy may be summarized in three steps. First, he was
able to distinguish between his own CC and PC. Secondly, he must have previously
entered or known the Athenian philosophical culture well enough to be able to
understand how to speak to them. Thirdly, he communicated the essentials of his
message in the cultural language of the Athenians. These three steps will broadly
guide the remainder of this study.

8

Bevens & Schroeder (2011: 72) calls it “entering some else’s garden.”
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To better appreciate and comprehend the principles given in Acts 17, I shall provide a
brief background to missiology and anthropology. Bearing Acts 17 in mind, one of the
aspects that historically made Christianity unique is its ability to adapt to, and make
itself at home in any human culture (Sweet 2009: 152-153).9 This aspect may have
made the early church reasonably effective in partly producing its explosive growth in
the first century (Stark 1996: 3-27). It could be reasonably argued that Christianity
represents a kind of faith that found itself at home in ancient Greek, Roman, simple
and underdeveloped as well as highly intellectual cultures (Hesselgrave & Rommen
1989: 7-11). In the past, Christianity was firmly at home in the Western world, in
African societies as well as in eastern cultures such as China, Singapore and Korea
(Skreslet 2012: 86). It frequently expressed the ability to adapt itself without having to
lose its core identity. Some would state this more radically: “In fact the genius of
authentic Christianity is its ability to integrate ‘pagan customs’ with Christian faith
and practice” (Sweet 2009: 155). Of course, these practices are then reinterpreted
from within a Christian context, as is the case with Paul in Acts.
Niemandt (2007: 13-15) is of the opinion that the Christian church had, to a large
extent, lost this ability, especially in Afrikaans-speaking South Africa. Churchgoers
have lost the ability to bury the Christian story deep into cultural form when they
speak about it. Consequently, they no longer understand what the church is telling
them and do not desire any of the potential results:10
Faith among South Africans dropped from 83% in 2005 to 64% in 2012.
South Africa was fifth, behind Vietnam, to drop by 23%, Ireland by 22%,
Switzerland by 21%, and France by 21%.
According to the survey, 28% of South Africans do not consider themselves
religious; 4% are convinced atheists, and 5% did not respond to the questions.

9

As culture is one of the main themes in this Chapter, I shall reflect on possible definitions. What
does one exactly mean when one speaks of culture? There exists a myriad of definitions for culture.
First, culture can be viewed as “learned and shared human patterns or models for living; day-to-day
living patterns. These patterns and models pervade all aspects of human social interaction. Culture is
mankind’s primary adaptive mechanism” (Damen 1987: 367). Another definition reads: “Culture is
the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one category of people
from another” (Hofstede 1984: 51). “Culture is the shared knowledge and schemes created by a set of
people for perceiving, interpreting, expressing, and responding to the social realities around them”
(Lederach 1995: 9). Although all these definitions are good and thorough, the one that is preferred in
this study is by CARLA (2012: ad loc.): Culture is “the shared patterns of behaviours and interactions,
cognitive constructs, and affective understanding that are learned through a process of socialization.
These shared patterns identify the members of a culture group while also distinguishing those of
another group.” The reason for choosing this description is that it emphasizes and values the process
of socialization and “shared”-ness that characterizes the life in a particular group, as do Berger &
Luckmann (1967). When referring to culture, as in CARLA’s definition, I shall refer to the entire
activity of man in his ability to control and utilize his environment (Marshall 1980: 18).
10
These data are drawn from the results of the WIN Gallup company study “Global index of
religiosity and atheism 2012”, available at http://redcresearch.ie/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/RED-Cpress-release-Religion-and-Atheism-25-7-12.pdf. The survey, conducted during November 2011 and
January 2012, was based on interviews with 52,000 men and women from 57 countries on five
continents.
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The survey also indicated that globally the number of people claiming to be
religious dropped by 9%, while atheism rose by 3%.

It is significant to realize that statistics can be interpreted in many ways and have been
used in the past to claim many things. It certainly has its limits. However, in this
instance, it is merely used to indicate and illustrate broad tendencies. Currently, in
Afrikaans circles, an increasing number of authors claim to have been staunch
churchgoers, but have now left the church and the faith altogether (Van Wyk et al.
2001). One such publication contains twenty-four stories, many of which sounding
similar in the sense that they all convey the background to have been in the church.
According to these, they started thinking deeper about life and religion and
questioning some key traditional Christian beliefs (Van Wyk et al. 2001: 12, 18, 55).
They went to their church friends or the church leadership for guidance, but only
received a cold shoulder and vague or simplistic answers. Consequently, many drew
the conclusion that perhaps there are no intelligent answers to their questions and they
thus left the faith. A recent publication introduced to South Africans is more militant
in its atheistic approach (Claasen 2008; Claasen & Gaum 2012). Still another agnostic
segment had not necessarily left the church, but is increasingly seeking new
expressions of faith beyond the traditional orthodox paradigm (Müller 2011).
What if the most significant aspect that poses a threat to the church does not come
from outside, but from within the church? What if the problem does not necessarily lie
in the traditional message of the church (although that might be likely), but rather in
the way in which church people relate to “outsiders” (Kinnaman 2007: 181-197)?
What if the most prominent powers that prevent the church from growing are inside
and not outside the church (Gibbons 2009: 35)? I shall now consider three approaches
used by the church in the past towards “outsiders” in their approach to mission, and
suggest a fourth approach as a possible example worthy of following, as elicited by
the narrative in Acts 17.
8.3

Domination11

This is the first alternative to the way of Acts 17. Constantine and Theodosius’
decision to legitimate Christianity put the church and its dialogue with neighbouring
cultures on a different level, causing paganism to steadily erode over the course of the

11

At this point, the reader needs to be aware that the three terms, namely domination, isolation and
conformation, will not be discussed in detail, but that discussion will take place on a higher level of
abstraction. The researcher realises that what is being discussed, in this instance, has been done
historically in meticulous detail with many differentiating terms to describe a great deal of what will
now be discussed only in broad terms. For example, the term ‘domination’ will serve as a kind of
broad collective term for ideas such as colonialism (Bosch 1996: 275, 306-410), cultural imperialism
or any missiological practise that feeds on an oppressive system of thinking. Likewise, the purpose
with the terms ‘isolation’ and ‘conformation’ is merely to point to broad historical tendencies
concerning church and culture.
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fourth century (Skreslet 2012: 104). Although pagan religiosity did not disappear
altogether, but persisted in rituals and traditions closely connected to family life and
rhythms of agriculture, the official status of paganism was substantially degraded
(MacMullen 1997: 1-73). Consequently, since socially empowered Christians felt the
need less and less to engage paganism intellectually, second-century apologists such
as Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria had few counterparts of similar stature in
the post-Theodosian church (Skreslet 2012: 104). Augustine could perhaps be
mentioned as an exception. This kind of effort was usually the result of a point of
view that one’s own culture was considered superior (because it was supposedly
“Christian”), but especially because the new foreign culture is considered to be the
enemy of spirituality. Niebuhr (1949: 45-82) calls this the “Christ against culture”
approach. This position was characterized by the strict contrast between the truth as
presented in Christ and the particular forms of contemporary culture (Niebuhr 1949:
45). Christian dialogue adhering to this approach opted for an either/or method
between following Christ and engaging in popular culture. This can sometimes even
take on a physical separation of the church from wider culture (Lynch 2005: 99). The
logical counterpart of loyalty to Christ is rejection of cultural society (Niebuhr 1949:
47). Outside the church, it was commonly thought that one ventured into the realm of
demons and that the outside world should be opposed outright as an expression of
human depravity (Skreslet 2012: 105). In this instance, there is a strong psychological
and spiritual differentiation between “God’s people” and the “world” (Lynch 2005:
100). In the majority of instances, the mindset of superiority led the colonizers to
reject the culture of the people to whom the gospel was brought (Ariarajah 1994: 3).
At present, it is agreed, to a certain extent, that the devastation caused by this
missional interaction was severe and hurt the reputation of the church immensely
(Ariarajah 1994: xii).
Following this way of doing mission, even in very recent times, when Catholic and
Protestant mission ventures took Jesus’ message to Asia, Africa, Latin America and
the Pacific, the majority of the evangelistic work was accompanied by colonialization
and Westernization of these parts of the world, making the church a matter of
displacement and conquest (Bosch 1996: 475). Consequently and unfortunately
“mission acquired the unsavory odor of collusion with colonial domination, with
nationalist propaganda capitalizing on it by exploiting the reputation of mission as a
colonial relic” (Sanneh 2009: 122).12 Some argue that these dominating ways of
talking about Christ still prevail in many places across the globe and influence the
way in which one relates to another’s theology (Ariarajah 1994: xiii). Some attempt to
pull people away from, and out of their contexts, bringing them into the protected
zones of the Christian church and sending them out again to spread a unitary Christian
culture (Sweet 2009: 151). This is especially true among Afrikaners in South Africa.
Many people outside of the Christian faith find that they cannot relate to Christians,

12

Sanneh then provides several past examples (2009: 124-161) of this in Japan, India and Africa.
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since the latter do not know how to conduct meaningful dialogue about their faith
outside church circles, without wanting to dominate the discussion. This is apparent
from some of the popular evangelistic models used (See Kennedy 1996). This attitude
of the South African church may be partly due to the historical heritage of the joined
forces of church and state in the apartheid era (Deist 1989: 22-23). Although the
church at large has ignored apartheid, there may still be remnants of those days
(Mofokeng 2010: ad loc.). Through its intimate relationship with the government, the
church was accustomed to speaking from a position of power and it may
unconsciously still have an effect on how they relate to people outside the church
today (Pepler 2012: 76). This is especially true of the church’s attitude towards
secular people (Kinnaman 2007: 91-92). Although atheist communities very often
arise out of a thinking culture, the church, on many occasions, viewed atheists as
“unspiritual” and, therefore, inferior.
One of the results of this approach is that the Christian message is not properly, or at
least only partly understood, because it has been presented in “Christenese” rather
than in the understandable local language. Paul’s stance in Athens found it hard to
hold ground in such instances (Skreslet 2012: 105-106). Nowadays, it is fervently
affirmed that this approach should be abandoned, since it was highly ineffective in
establishing authentic relationships with people in anti-Christian subcultures
(Duraisingh 1994: vii).
Insight gleaned: It could be argued that, historically speaking, domination caused
some damage and would probably not be an effective way of engaging in dialogue.
8.4

Isolation

Despite the Christian missionaries’ work in attempting to preserve the good in foreign
cultures (Newbigin 1989: 184-185), many Christians seem to believe that nonChristian cultures should be avoided. In addition, stemming from the notion of
cultural superiority, isolation happens when missionaries or Christians abandon their
attempt to conquer the foreign culture and withdraw from it because it is viewed as
evil (Skreslet 2012: 104-105). Society is perceived as pagan, sensual, superficial,
pretentious, materialistic and egotistic, concerned with temporal passing values,
whereas Christ represents everlasting principles (Niebuhr 1951: 48). The general idea
is that everything that does not fall under the commonwealth of Christ is under the
direct rule of evil. Thus, the church withdraws from culture, including simple daily
aspects such as intellectual discussions or involvement in the entertainment industry.
Subconsciously, however, there is another reason why the church isolated itself from
culture, namely it feels inadequate and incompetent in engaging in the intellectual
culture of secularism. Due to its intellectual superficiality, it is unable to intelligently
connect its own faith and religion with important aspects of secular culture, thus
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living in a kind of modern Gnostic dualism between secular and sacred (Brown 1990:
81-82; Wright 2007b: 100-102, 1992: 155-156).
The paralysing problem of the church was a failure of cultural attention and attention
to the world around it. Needleman (1975: 158) states: “Without active attention is it
ever possible for man to see the inner aspects of reality? It is because of passive
attention that he is beguiled by appearances, both with regard to the nature of the
universe and the teachings that are offered to him”.
The effect of this isolated-from-culture approach is that the church, in its attempt to
engage the world, uses outdated language and methods (Sweet 1994: 26). Its
missional appeals and ambitions can frequently revert to a desperate attitude of
“recapturing what we have lost” instead of engaging with the culture of the day
(Sweet 1994: 26). This, in turn, can develop into a “pervasive condition of selfcenteredness” (Clifford 1988: 9). This can especially be applied to academic and
scientific culture. Some groups of Christians do not take the time to properly
understand scientific theories such as evolution, and then passionately resist it
(Claassen 2008: 99-100). They thus ignore natural scientific culture. It must be said,
however, that there are many Christians who operate within academic and scientific
circles and engage in the debate on a very high level of sophistication (Collins 2010).
Nevertheless, too many fail to pay attention to a specific culture and thus miss the
opportunity to listen and engage. The church is then attempting to be church on
intellectual capital and theological brainpower that is not only inadequate and
incomplete, but also flawed in its basic assumptions (Sweet 1994: 24).
In addition, a superficial understanding of the gospel and main message of the church
is one of the unfortunate results of this approach, since the Christian community and
the content of their beliefs are viewed from a distance, remaining un-translated to the
outside world (Knitter 2004: 205-216).
Insight gleaned: Drawing away from culture by way of isolation would make
dialogue very difficult, if not impossible.
8.5

Conformation

People in non-Western cultures have an increasing need to own the gospel anew in
their own culture and in an idiom that makes sense to their own people. This can, on
many occasions, apply especially to marginalized groups such as women in some
societies and the poor and needy in others (Ariarajah (1994: xii). This is not only
understandable, but also highly important for the future existence of the gospel
message (Skreslet 2012: 86). It can and does happen, however, that a particular
understanding of the gospel, in its effort to accommodate these needs, can often
become so far removed from the original roots and purpose of the specific tradition
that it no longer stands within the principles whereby the Church is defined (Ariarajah
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1994: ix). Niebuhr (1941: 83-115) calls this the “Christ of culture” approach. This
polar opposite to the first two approaches adopts a far more optimistic approach
towards the potential of human culture (Lynch 2005: 100). In this instance, Christ and
his work are viewed as achievements primarily of culture itself.13 In a sense, this
might sound completely valid, but the problem is that the gospel is being primarily
interpreted through the lens of culture and completely becomes what culture moulds it
to be, losing its prophetic voice14 to syncretism (Skreslet 2012: 92, 97, 128). In other
words, it leaves behind some important aspects of the core content. In South Africa,
OT scholar, Sakkie Spangenberg (2002, 2009) is a prime example of this kind of
thinking.15 He holds that, because thinking has shifted, new scientific discoveries have
been made and some ancient thoughts are no longer engaging to contemporary
culture, these essentials of the Jesus story should be altered so significantly as to
neglect the core message.16 Spangenberg appears to lean heavily on the writings of
scholars such as John Dominic Crossan17 and Geza Vermes,18 and even more popular
writers such as Philip Kennedy,19 Nigel Leaves20 and John Shelby Spong. The title of
one of Spong’s (1998) publications, “Why Christianity must change or die”, conveys
the basic assumption of this approach and corresponds a great deal to what
Spangenberg’s attitude to it entails.21
It is questionable whether this approach is any better than the previous two
approaches. By merely conforming to culture, the gospel can lose its ability to
challenge people to positive self-examination and its unique prophetic voice in the
community (Ariarajah 1994: xiii). Although it is true that culture shapes one’s
understanding of the gospel message and the Christian life, it is also true that the CC
of this message cannot be conformed to the culture, for fear of losing its intrinsic
moral and life-changing value (Duraisingh 1994: viii).22 The Christian story should
also be allowed to shape culture.23

13

Some of the proponents of this approach heed to a Gnostic idea that Jesus Christ was a cosmic
saviour of souls, imprisoned and confounded in the fallen material world (Niebuhr 1951: 87).
Knowledge of Jesus became a spiritual matter that becomes the pinnacle of human achievement.
Christ, therefore, is Lord, but not of all life, and not the Son of the Father who is the present creator
and sustainer of all things.
14
See Bevens & Schroeder (2004: 348-398; 2011: 38) who calls mission “prophetic dialogue.”
15
See Jackson (2003: ad loc.), available at http://www.beeld.com/Suid-Afrika/Nuus/Dink-tog-mooivra-NG-ring-20100617.
16
See Spangenberg (2011: 13-32, 2009, 2002: 13-34).
17
See Crossan (1994, 1998).
18
See Vermes (1983, 2010).
19
See Kennedy (2009).
20
See Leaves (2011).
21
I shall discuss Spangenberg’s views rather extensively in the following two chapters.
22
I should mention something about the effect of culture on the gospel. In order to make the gospel
message more accessible to, and comprehensible by more people, the Bible goes to great lengths to
adapt the PC, in particular, in which the initial message was clothed (Marshall 1980: 25). The earliest
development and spreading make this quite clear. The message had to be conveyed in a language
other than Hebrew or Aramaic, namely Koine Greek. Contemporary forms of thought needed to
replace less comprehensible ones from the past. The term ‘Son of Man’, for instance, had no history
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The problem does not necessarily lie with the core content of the Christian master
narrative, but rather in the way in which it was presented in the recent past. Can
secularization then, at least in part, be faced and held at bay by returning to a way in
which the early church related to its fellow men and women outside of its circles?
This brings us then to Luke and Paul.
Insight gleaned: Although the willingness to be persuaded is important, uncritical
conformation could not be viewed as healthy, since one’s unique world view can be
engulfed by the other without making a proper contribution to the other, or without
surviving in a plausible manner.

outside of Jewish society and the Greek equivalent of the term was, to use Marshall’s word,
“grotesque” (Marshall 1980: 25). It is thus understandable that the term fell out of use completely
outside Jewish renderings of Jesus’ teachings (Marshall 1980: 25). A title such as ‘Lord’ was used
much more frequently, as it was more acceptable in the secular Greek-speaking world. When one
considers Acts 17:28 where Paul quotes Epimenides (ἐν αὐτῷ γὰρ ζῶμεν καὶ κινούμεθα καὶ ἐσμέν)
and Aratus (τοῦ γὰρ καὶ γένος ἐσμέν), one notices that Luke takes the influence of the Greek culture
on the way in which he communicates the good news, to a surprising extent. Not only are these quotes
from pagan poets, but, as stated earlier, they refer unequivocally to Zeus (Marshall 1980: 26). Yet
Paul uses them to portray the character of God in Christ. Evidently, he was prepared to allow the
pagan culture of the Greeks to somehow depict Yahweh despite the fact that much of what the Greeks
would say about Zeus would certainly not apply to Yahweh. It can probably be safely assumed,
however, that Paul took the risk, based on the similarities between Zeus and Yahweh, not the
differences (Marshall 1980: 26). As a result, the truth of ideas is independent of their source, whether
it be pagan, heretical or Christian (Marshall 1980: 26). One can conclude, however, that the Bible
itself provides great freedom to change completely the PC around the CC to suit the specific relevant
audience. Therefore, one need not be overly concerned if the understanding of the gospel in one
culture does not seemingly correspond to the way it was discerned and conveyed in another culture
and at a different point in time (Ariarajah 1994: x). Incarnation means that the gospel keeps its CC,
while allowing culture to change as much of the PC as it can, so that culture will understand the
message. This forces one to explore what elements should really be foundationally important in our
discourse (CC) and what are mere superficial cultural expressions (PC). It appears that Paul was doing
so in Acts 17.
23
Some thoughts on the effect of the gospel on culture could be appropriate. When discussing
concepts such as culture, CC, PC, and the effect of culture on the gospel, it would be simply
appropriate to follow up on what effect the gospel should have on culture. The answer to this question
lies mostly in the field of behaviour and lifestyle (Marshall 1980: 26). Jesus and his followers were
pious Jews and followed the typical lifestyle of Palestinian Jews, which was mostly according to the
law. Yet, in the gospels, critical questions were always asked when Jesus and the disciples failed to
observe the accepted religious customs. Why did he not keep the Sabbath in the prescribed way? Why
did he ignore the ritual rules of cleanliness? One of the reasons for these criticisms certainly was that
he himself was criticizing the character of the surrounding culture in light of the message he taught
(Marshall 1980: 27). In addition, there were underlying trends in Jesus’ teaching that opened the way
for viewing life in an entirely new way. For example, by his commendation of the centurion’s faith
(Matt. 8:10), he helped prepare the way for the assimilation of the gentiles into the life of faith, thus
challenging the faith community to be more inclusive. This inclusion of the gentiles raised new issues:
do the gentiles now need to be circumcised if they want to become part of the faith community, or did
the Jews need to change their way of viewing gentiles? This led to an intensive struggle, which, in
turn, led to the recognition of two central points. First, gentiles did not need to be circumcised or to
keep the law of Moses, but only to believe in Jesus. Secondly, Jews and gentiles stood on equal
ground before God, the one not being labelled as “unclean” in relation to the other (Marshall 1980:
27).
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It should be noted at this point that the idea of incarnation, as used in this study,
relating very closely to the term contextualization, is not a simple matter. To get the
balance between standing one’s ground, preserving one’s own prophetic voice, on the
one hand, and really and honestly listening to the people and culture that is being
served, on the other, can be rather complex.
“Contextualization is a complex phenomenon: one may ‘baptise’ contemporary
culture, in the hope that some aspect of Christ makes sense to non-believers; or
one may simply repeat sacred language in the belief that the Holy Spirit will
translate it into comprehensible thought-forms. Both these strategies will fail,
though for different reasons. Actually getting the right balance between
affirmation of what is good in culture and denunciation of what contradicts the
Core Content is hard to achieve.” (Kirk 2014: ad loc.).

Consequently, a deep and comprehensive understanding of one’s own story and
background, while listening deeply and intently to others, and respecting their story
and right to choose, is essential (Skreslet 2012: 114, 151-152).
8.6

Is Acts 17 unequalled?

Are there any other Biblical passages besides Acts 17: 16-34 that convey and follow
the example of incarnation, or is Acts 17 the only example? This question is important
for the following reason: if no other examples exist of a prophetic message incarnated
into human culture, it reduces Acts 17 to a possible exception or even a mistake on the
part of Luke. This would give one less reason to take the example seriously. It is my
contention that what Luke tries to do in his writings and especially in Acts 17
corresponds comfortably with what other Bible authors do in their writings. Not more
than one or two examples would be necessary, since one or two examples would
already indicate that Luke was not alone. It could, for example, be argued that Paul
presents the case for incarnating the gospel to the gentiles in the language of pagan
culture in texts such as 1 Corinthians 9: 19-23 (Malina & Pilch 2006: 98-99). It can
also be mentioned that Genesis 1 – a foundational passage in Scripture – presents the
message of creation by God alone, in the terminology and language that would be
accessible to the Babylonian culture in which it might have been written (Cassuto
1989: 7, 24; Noort 2005: 3). In John 1, employing the concept of “λογος” (logos), it is
possible that John speaks in the Greek-speaking Jewish environment that received his
message (Culpepper 1998: 111; Bruce 1983: 29). All of these, and other examples are,
of course, not parallel with, or similar to each other, but they can be an indication of
how Biblical formulations and culture can flow together in specific circumstances.
Although delving into such examples is somewhat beyond the scope of this study, two
possible examples have been provided in Appendix A.
8.7

In summary

It seems clear then that the early church represented by Paul in Acts 17, although fully
realizing the foundational differences between pagan culture and Christianity, also
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sought out cultural commonalities in order to present their message in an
understandable way. Perhaps Brown (1990: 74-75) expresses it best:
“When Christianity came into the world, it did not invent a new language to be
spoken only by Christians …. They used and adapted what they found. The
same was true of culture and philosophy. The early church responded to, used
and adapted what it found …. Our quick look at the encounter of philosophy
and the Christian faith in the New Testament shows something that we shall
see repeated over and over in the course of the succeeding centuries. It is the
love/hate relationship that there exists between philosophy and faith. The New
Testament never turned to philosophy for a foundation for its faith. It did not
try to prove the existence of God by a series of philosophical arguments and
then build an edifice of theology on the philosophical foundation. It did not
turn to philosophy to give its beliefs academic sanction and an aura of
intellectual respectability. It certainly did not attempt to convert faith and the
practice of Christianity into a philosophical system. When it encountered
philosophies with fundamentally different outlooks from its own, the church
was not afraid to challenge them. On the other hand Paul and others were not
afraid to acknowledge the philosophical insights of pagan thinkers. Nor did
they disdain to use the language of philosophy in order to communicate their
message …. To Paul rational thinking was important. Without it the unbeliever
and the believer alike could bring disaster upon themselves. Philosophy could
be used, but not as a substitute for faith and discipleship. To Paul and the other
New Testament writers, philosophy was what it was to many other great
Christians in later ages – a good servant but a bad master.”
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SECTION III
CHAPTER 9
AN ALTERNATIVE VIEW: PROF I J J SPANGENBERG
A second scenario has been chosen whereby to reflect on Christian Religious
Dialogue. This theological paradigm presents an alternative view to “traditional
Christianity”1 in the current South African context. This is the view of Prof I J J
Spangenberg, a prominent South African OT theologian, who also has some
background and experience in lecturing on NT subjects such as the Synoptic Gospels
and Acts. Spangenberg is a prominent party in the current debate and is one of the
most vocal proponents in South Africa, for leaving behind the traditional Christian
framework, which he also calls the master narrative, and pursuing the development of
a new meaning-forming narrative that still includes Jesus. My only purpose with this
chapter is to describe the broad theological framework of Spangenberg, who serves as
a discussion partner representing a non-orthodox point of view, and to give an account
as accurate as can be determined from his own writings. In this chapter, I shall
describe Spangenberg in terms of both what he believes and his deconstruction of, and
attitude towards traditional Christianity. I use the word ‘deconstruction’ because
Spangenberg lives in a mental world that is rapidly moving towards a post-Christian
status. This means that, since Spangenberg grew up in and believed the traditional
Christian narrative at one stage in his life, and then left it behind, I shall have to focus
on the reasons why he left. For this reason, this chapter will sway gently between
being slightly biographical, on the one hand, and descriptive, on the other. This will be
important and vital, as it will help identify some of the important presuppositions with
which Spangenberg works.
All the content of this chapter will be interpreted material that comes directly either
from the pen of Spangenberg, or from personal discussions and interviews with him.2

1

Spangenberg uses this concept interchangeably with terms such as traditional Christianity, Orthodox
Christianity, master narrative, and Augustinian paradigm, as will be noted in this chapter. I shall allow
the initial confusion that this causes, as this is the way he himself uses these terms, and I would like to
give an authentic account of how he addresses this. This will be critically examined, however, in the
next chapter.
2
Several authors had a great impact on Spangenberg who drew his ideas from several of them. One
example, however, deserves to be mentioned. There are remarkable similarities between
Spangenberg’s Jesus van Nasaret (2009) and C J Den Heyer’s Van Jezus naar Christendom (2003). It
is likely that Spangenberg received his idea for writing Jesus van Nasaret from Den Heyer, since he
himself suggested that I should read the book, which is found in his Bibliography. As in Jesus van
Nasaret, Den Heyer starts his book by recounting the naïve faith of his childhood, listening to the
recitals of the Creed of Athanasius and the Apostolic Faith Creed only to later be disillusioned by the
fact that these were 4th-century formulations (Den Heyer 2003: 7-8). He also tells of the spiritual
disillusions and shifts that gradually took place, and that derived from his studies in the 1960s and his
learning of the development of science (Den Heyer 2003: 9-13). His book includes several
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Consequently, this chapter will indeed be my own version and interpretation of
Spangenberg’s story and beliefs. This will, however, all be based on Spangenberg’s
material and according to what he himself has written. For the sake of being as
objective and accurate as possible, the material in this chapter will be more
biographical and descriptive rather than critical. In this instance, I merely want the
reader to understand what Spangenberg thinks and not necessarily cast any judgements
on his thinking.3 For this reason, I have minimized the number of references, since all
the material derives from him. I shall mention the reference only when I switch
between different sources of Spangenberg. Quotes by additional writers are found in
exactly this precise way in his writings and are not added to my Bibliography, since
they are Spangenberg’s sources and his interpretations thereof. I did not always
attempt to verify whether he used the sources correctly or not, except where relevant
or necessary.
9.1

Recent biographical overview of Prof. Spangenberg: Theological shifts
that gradually took place

In reflecting on his own narrative, Spangenberg (2011d: 194) looks back to a time in
19844 when he still considered himself to be an intellectually “staunch insider”5 within
the Dutch Reformed Christian community of faith. In his case, this meant that he was
a member of the Dutch Reformed denomination in South Africa and that he identified
himself with the historical Church’s three ecumenical statements of faith. In addition,
he viewed these three confessions as model versions of the Christian faith. He uses his
own childhood experiences as examples of how many believers may experience their
faith.

introductory chapters on the context and background of the NT (Den Heyer 2003: 15-104), much like
Spangenberg, whereafter he gives a systematic account of the main theologies found in the NT. Like
in Jesus van Nasaret, Den Heyer starts with Paul (Den Heyer 2003: 105-127), then the synoptic
tradition (Den Heyer 2003: 128-138), Mark (Den Heyer 2003: 139-153), Matthew (Den Heyer 2003:
154-171), Luke (Den Heyer 2003: 172-188), and John (Den Heyer 2003: 189-203). There are several
chapters on the disparate views about Jesus in the first century (Den Heyer 2003: 204-218), as well as
several concluding chapters on Christology and canon (Den Heyer 2003: 219-230), Bible and dogma
(Den Heyer 2003: 231-243), and the Holy Spirit (Den Heyer 2003: 244-258). Den Heyer concludes
with a chapter in which he pleads against a modern docetism and, according to him, for a more
biblical, more human Jesus (Den Heyer 2003: 259-273). Like Spangenberg, Den Heyer (2003: 88,
130) also works with the historical-criticism.
3
Judgement and evaluation of Spangenberg’s material will be purposefully reserved for the next
chapter.
4
Spangenberg (2011: 194-208) speaks of this time in his contribution to a book entitled Hier staan ek
…. His chapter is entitled “Van onverwoesbare binnestaander tot onverwoesbare buitestaander”.
5
This is a translation of “onverwoesbare binnestaander” suggested by Spangenberg himself to me in a
telephonic text message sent on 8 October 2012 at 20:40. He also suggested “staunch believer” as an
alternative translation.
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He mentions three phases of intellectual and spiritual development that he went
through as a child, namely the Children’s Bible perspective, the primary school
perspective and the high school perspective (Spangenberg 2009a: 9, 13, 19).
First, the Children’s Bible perspective is a straightforward one (Spangenberg 2009a:
10): white, clean clothes and a neatly combed beard. He resembles a loving and
innocent man who cared for everyone around him. Spangenberg (2009a: 10)
elaborates:
“According to this perspective Jesus is God and for all pre-schoolers God is like
an ordinary full-grown human – with one exception of course: He can do what
ordinary grownups cannot do! He can walk on water and he can heal paralytics
and the blind. He can feed large crowds with five loaves and two fishes. He can
die and rise from the grave. Sometimes he hears small kids argue about how
strong Jesus really is. They would sometimes compare him to popular TV-story
characters. The idea of a Triune God is above their comprehension and it is not
important for them to understand this. For them Jesus is their protector and the
one that stands guard while they sleep. Jesus meek-and-mild stands guard and
he does not sleep.”6

Jesus is viewed as God himself and no complicated questions are asked about issues
such as the miracles he performed. It was simply naively accepted that he did
supernatural things (Spangenberg 2009a: 9-12).
In primary school, one learns to read and write and to swim. Thus, secondly, this
introduces the Sunday School perspective7 (Spangenberg 2009a: 13). This is merely an
extension of the previous one, according to Spangenberg. In this instance, the stories
one heard during the first phase unconsciously become the sea in which one “swims”.
It becomes your stories for relating to life and in South Africa, in particular, as
Afrikaner it lets you find your home in the Protestant Afrikaner community. These
stories now become one’s basic stories that start determining one’s view on life. One
believes that God literally made the earth in six days, that Adam and Eve had a great
life until the devil came to spoil everything by seducing this primal pair. In this
instance, one is not yet conscious of the fact that there are two accounts of creation in
Genesis 1 and 2, as well as two stories of the birth of Jesus in Mathew 1:18-2:23 and
in Luke 1:26-2:40 (Spangenberg 2009a: 13-18). He (Spangenberg 2009a: 15) claims
that, in this phase, as children we were not aware of certain historical perspectives:

6

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Volgens hierdie perspektief is Jesus God, en God is vir
alle kleuters en peuters soos ‘n gewone grootmens – natuurlik met één uitsondering: Hy kan doen wat
gewone grootmense nie kan doen nie! Hy kan op water loop en mense wat kreupel en blind is gesond
maak. Hy kan groot skares met vyf brode en twee visse voed. Hy kan sterf en weer uit die graf
opstaan. Soms hoor ‘n mens klein kindertjies stry oor hoe sterk Jesus werklik is. Soms sal hulle Hom
met gewilde TV-storiekarakters vergelyk. Die idee van ‘n Drie-eenheid is bokant hulle begrip, en dis
nie belangrik vir hulle om dit te verstaan nie. Vir hulle is Jesus hulle beskermer en die een wat
waghou wanneer hulle gaan slaap. Liewe Jesus staan wag en Hy slaap nie.”
7
By Sunday school perspective, Spangenberg is largely referring to a kind of thinking that relates to
children in primary school.
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“We also were not aware that each gospel writer told [his/her] own version of Jesus.
The impression was left [was] that a uniform story of Jesus had been told.”8
Thirdly, in the High School phase, the basic stories accepted in the first two phases are
more rationally validated and established (Spangenberg 2009a 19). In this instance, the
learning of church history, the official denominational confessions of faith and the
exploration of the different kinds of churches on the Christian horizon cement the
master narrative (following the structure of sin, Salvation and gratitude, the second
coming and the end judgement) of Western Christianity in Afrikaans Reformed
circles. Some of these were labelled as sects and condemned as not being proper
churches in the true sense of the word. In this phase, however, one also hears that God
is, in fact, very angry towards people, and He is portrayed as wrathful and, in general,
dissatisfied with people. Terrifying images can usually be portrayed in this phase such
as that of an eternal burning hell into which the devil and certain men and women will
be cast. Great emphasis is placed on individual salvation and being right with God in
order to be able to go to heaven when one dies. He (Spangenberg 2009a: 22) speaks of
a prominent South African theologian who expressed this phase in a book on how to
get to heaven:
“Dr Willie Marais even wrote a book about this: Die Hemel en hoe om daar te
kom (Heaven and how to get there). In this book he laid down four steps: (1)
Repent and acknowledge that you are lost. (2) Confess your sins toward God
with the intention to correct what you’ve done wrong. (3) Accept Jesus as the
carrier of your sins. (4) Tell others that God had saved your soul.”9

There is more. Spangenberg (2009a: 22) holds that, in South Africa, in particular, the
Bible was used to uphold apartheid, to teach that it was appropriate to preclude all
other ethnic groups from the right to vote. It was permitted to prevent non-White
groups from obtaining the best opportunities by means of official legislation, as long
as it could be justified from scripture. This and the fact that this did not worry the
church leaders at all really perturbed Spangenberg. He remembers how the names of
people such as Ben Marais, Beyers Naude and Albert Geyser, who resisted apartheid,
came up in conversations, not with appreciation or dearness, but as enemies of the
gospel who attempt to distort it (Spangenberg 2009a: 22). Spangenberg’s growing
social conscience was associated with an increasing awareness of human pain and
suffering, in general. This was especially true of the pain caused by Nazi Germany
during the Second World War. This led him to question the presence of a loving and
caring heavenly Father (Spannenberg 2003b: 4-6). While at university, he also started

8

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Ons was ook nie daarvan bewus dat elke
evangelieskrywer sy eie verhaal oor Jesus vertel het nie. Die indruk wat daar gelaat is dat daar in die
Nuwe Testament ‘n eenvormige verhaal oor Jesus vertel is.”
9
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Dr Willie Marais het selfs ‘n boek hieroor geskryf:
Die Hemel en hoe om daar te kom. In hierdie boek het hy vier stappe neergelê: (1) Bely en erken dat
jy verlore is. (2) Bely jou sondes teenoor God met die voorneme om reg te maak wat jy verbrou het.
(3) Neem Jesus as die draer van jou sondes aan. (4) Vertel aan ander dat God jou siel gered het.”
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to realise the relation between the Nazi policy and apartheid (Spannenberg 2003b: 6).
These and other global atrocities in human history, occurring on several occasions in
the name of the Christian God, infuriated him (Spangenberg 2003b: 5).
These three phases formed and shaped Spangenberg’s faith as a child and teenager. He
is of the opinion, however, that the content of these phases is the sum total of what
many Protestant Christians believe at present. The third perspective, the high school
phase, in particular, is the most important and is presented to adults every Sunday
(Spangenberg 2009a: 29, 97). As a “staunch insider”, he believed that Jesus was part
of the Godly Trinity and that he descended from heaven to earth, became human
through his birth from the virgin, Mary. He believed that Jesus died on the cross to
save the human race from the wrath of the Father and that this crucifixion reconciled
God with man. He believed that Jesus was raised to life to break the bondage of death
and that he bodily ascended to heaven to remain there until he comes again to
complete the Father’s judgement over those who still live in sin and do not accept the
good news.
Ultimately, Spangenberg was to become a “staunch outsider”,10 a term whereby he
(Spangenberg 2011d: 195) implies that he accepts the fact that the Bible consists of a
collection of religious literature from a world and culture that was totally different
from ours. His naive faith began to crumble when he started learning to read Hebrew
and Aramaic and learned that the culture of Israel was very closely linked to other
Near-Eastern cultures. Spangenberg (2009a: 44) states:
“My naïve views started to crumble when I learned to study Hebrew and
Aramaic. It wasn’t long before I realised that Israel’s culture was connected to
Old Mid-Eastern cultures. The first major shift in my thinking about the Bible
came when I discovered that Proverbs 22:17-24:22 appeared to show
similarities with an Egyptian Wisdom document called The Wisdom of Amenem-ope. Questions originated in my heart about the inspiration of Scripture.
‘Did God then also inspire the Egyptian Writers?’ I wondered. ‘How do we
explain the fact that the words of an Egyptian writer are found in Proverbs?’”11

Spangenberg explained that this left him with three possibilities. First, that the
Egyptian writer borrowed the ideas for his writing from Proverbs. Secondly, that both
the Egyptian and the writer of Proverbs used a common Semitic source. Thirdly, that
the writer of Proverbs received his ideas from the earlier Egyptian tradition.

10

This is also a translation of “onverwoesbare buitestaander” that Spangenberg himself suggested to
me in a telephonic text message sent on 8 October 2012 at 20:40. He also suggested “staunch doubter”
as an alternative translation.
11
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “My naïewe seining het begin verkrummel toe ek
Hebreeus en Aramees leer lees en skryf het. Kort voor lank het ek besef dat Israel se kultuur verwant
aan ander Ou Nabye-Oosterse kulture was. Die eerste groot verandering in my denke oor die Bybel en
die dogmas oor die Bybel, het gekom toe ek ontdek het dat Spreuke 22:17-24:22 met ‘n Egiptiese
wysheidsgeskrif, bekend as Die wysheid van Amen-em-ope ooreenstem. Vrae oor die inspirasie van
die Bybel-boeke het in my gemoed ontstaan. “Het God dan ook die Egiptiese skrywers geïnspireer?”
het ek gewonder. “Hoe verklaar ons die feit dat ‘n Egiptiese skrywer se woorde in Spreuke staan?””
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Spangenberg’s (2009a: 44-45) research led him to believe that the third option was the
more credible one.
This severely shook his views on biblical inspiration. Now, as an outsider, he believes
that Jesus was a Jewish prophet sexually conceived by his parents, as is the norm. He
(Jesus) was crucified for political reasons and that a Godly drama had nothing to do
with this tragic event. In this instance, he seems to echo the sympathies of one of his
mentors, Geza Vermes (1993: x), who mentioned the following about the death of
Jesus: “He died on the cross for having done the wrong thing (caused a commotion), in
the wrong place (the Temple), at the wrong time (just before Passover). Here lies the
real tragedy of Jesus the Jew.” Christian confessions are, in fact, human writings that
do not communicate eternal truths, but that are rather time-bound insights into faith.
Spangenberg took his leave of the Augustinian paradigm of “sin – redemption –
judgment” and asserted that man dies because death is an unstoppable part of life on
earth. He does not expect a second coming of Jesus and is aware of the fact that people
are destroying the earth in numerous ways and that the planet may shortly reach a
breaking point.
I shall now outline the process in which this shift happened, exploring important
events, books and life experiences from the life of Spangenberg. However, I shall also
give a more systematic summary of Spangenberg’s beliefs when necessary.
9.1.1 The first major shift
Spangenberg’s first major shift (2011d: 195) in his thinking about God and the Bible
came during his study vacation in 1993, six years after his appointment as senior
lecturer in Old Testament Studies at the University of South Africa (Unisa). In that
year, he read three books that would have a great influence on his life and faith,
namely Thomas Kuhn’s The structure of scientific revolutions (1972), Geza Vermes’
The religion of Jesus the Jew (1993), and Maurice Casey’s From Jewish prophet to
gentile God (1991). He tells of how he understood Kuhn’s description of paradigms
(the paradigmatic way in which natural scientists practise their research and subject
over the long term) and paradigm shifts (the transition of one paradigm to a new one).
He tells of how he realised anew how scientists may view the same object from
different perspectives, and thus observe different things. One of the best examples of
such a paradigm shift for Spangenberg was the transition from a geocentric (when
earth was viewed as the centre of the universe) to a heliocentric (where the sun is now
accepted as the centre of the solar system) world view, of which Nicholas Copernicus
was considered to be the intellectual father. Spangenberg (2002a: 14-17) explains that
this kind of revolution also happens in the domain of religion and mentions the
protestant reformation as an example. He (Spangenberg 2002a: 17) explains the
reformation paradigm in biblical studies as follows:
“The Bible is the Word of God. Through this Word God reveals himself to the
individual believer. The individual believer who is guided by the Holy Spirit,
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can interpret the Bible correctly because the Bible is clear and because it
interprets itself. For a correct interpretation the believer should depend on both
the guidance of the Holy Spirit and the historical-literal way of interpretation.”

According to Spangenberg (2002a: 18), this paradigm assumed two important
presuppositions by the reformers. First, the view of the world reflected in the Bible is
perfectly aligned with the experiments and views of natural scientists. Secondly, the
reformers’ view of God and their statements about Him are neatly aligned with those
of the authors of the Bible.
However, changes were imminent. Applying this insight into the revolutions that took
place on present-day biblical studies, Spangenberg (2011d: 196) realised that, at the
end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, OT as a science also
underwent a definite paradigm shift (revolution), with Julius Wellhausen12 as one of
its most important exponents. Wellhausen turned around the initial idea that the law
functioned from early on in Israel’s history, to show that it was only much later in
Israel’s history that the law was introduced. These new insights excited Spangenberg
to such an extent that he presented them at an Old Testament conference in
Stellenbosch under the title, “Die Ned Geref Kerk, die boek Jona en religieuse
pluralisme” (The Dutch Reformed Church, the book Jona and religious pluralism),
with less satisfying results than he hoped for. The Dutch Reformed “ring”13 of
Lyttleton14 charged Spangenberg with heresy (Spangenberg, in Van der Merwe 2011:
ad loc.), although the charges were soon dropped. It appears that Spangenberg was
charged because he did not acknowledge the uniqueness of the person of Jesus Christ.
The publication of the speech in article form in one of South Africa’s most prominent
theological magazines, the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Teologiese Tydskrif (NGTT)
was rejected in 1997 (Spangenberg 2011d: 197). This whole episode, however, led to
the publication of Spangenberg’s Perspektiewe op die Bybel (1998), a book on the
paradigm shifts in the theological sciences.15 In this publication, Spangenberg also
explains the development in thinking that started in astronomy through the Copernican
revolution, but was taken further by the Cartesian revolution, and lastly a revolution

12

Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918) was a prominent German scholar who completed his doctoral
studies at the University of Gottingen. He was considered a historian, linguist and textual critic whose
name was most commonly associated with the higher criticism of the OT. He also wrote
commentaries on each of the gospels, Acts and Revelation. He devoted most of his life to the study of
the ancient and medieval history of the Semitic peoples. See also http://www.answers.com/topic/
julius-wellhausen.
13
In this instance, the Afrikaans word ‘ring’ refers to an institutional and organizational body
consisting of the pastors and lay leaders of several Dutch Reformed congregations of a certain local
area in South Africa. These ‘ringe’ (plural of ‘ring’) were usually entrusted with investigations into
heresy when the accused was part of one of the congregations out of which the ‘ring’ consisted.
English Synonims could be words like “prebytery” or “circuit.”
14
Lyttleton referred to the specific physical, geographical area of the ‘ring’.
15
An English translation of this book, Perspectives on the Bible, was later published in 2003. See
bibliography at the end of this dissertation.
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on how scholars started viewing history. I shall briefly examine both these shifts in
thinking.
The thinking of René Descartes (1596-1650) gave rise to the Cartesian revolution.
Spangenberg (2002a: 20-24) stresses his idea that anything could be doubted, except
the existence of the self who has these doubts. This led to four basic assumptions that
also had a significant impact on how people viewed the Bible:
1.
One should never accept anything as true, if s/he is not him-/herself convinced
that it is true.
2.
One should avoid all prejudices and not take position before being convinced
of the truth through reasoning.
3.
One can only depend on one’s mind for the truth.
4.
No tradition or institution can provide a person of truth, but only one’s own
mind.
This way of thinking placed human beings as thinking beings in the centre of
philosophy. They could, therefore, judge the text of the Bible, examine it and submit it
to scrutiny. Although the church never caught on (according to Spangenberg), since
then some scholars started working with the Bible from within a new paradigm
(Spangenberg 2002a: 21). I shall address this matter later.
The revolution on viewing history was a natural consequence of the previous
developments known as the rational-16 and historical-critical paradigms (Spangenberg
2002a: 24). The latter was based on a historical conscience, implying that scholars
became aware of various developments taking place over a long period of time and
that history and historical events leave nothing untouched. Before that time, the
majority of scholars believed that the chronology compiled with the aid of the Bible
was fixed. A chronology researched and established by bishop James Usher suggested
that the date of creation was 4004 BC, that the flood happened in 2349BC, and that the
exodus took place in 1491BC (Spangenberg 2002a: 25). A crisis originated when the
awareness of the new upcoming knowledge was highlighted. The Bible was no longer
considered a reliable source for writing history and the standards for the newer
paradigm were applied to the Bible. It was soon realised that the books of the Bible
were
“addressed to people who had a very different way of life, who practised a
different culture and who held different religious convictions … It became
evident that the statements in the different biblical books could not be linked
unreflectively, since these statements came from different periods and reflected
different convictions.” (Spangenberg 2002a: 25).

16

The rational-critical paradigm emphasised that people should use their own reason in order to
distinguish between truth and falsehood. See Spangenberg (2002a: 22).
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Consequently, one could no longer refer to the Bible as the “written revelation of
God”. God did not speak to people audibly so that they could simply record what He
said. Men wrote the biblical books about God. In the NT study, it was still difficult to
be honest about the results of the pure historical criticism, but Hermann Samuel
Reimarus took the first step, although his works were published posthumously
(Spangenberg 2002a: 26). Thus started the paradigmatic revolution in biblical studies
that ultimately led to a number of people, including Spangenberg, to abandon the
traditional authority of the Bible and to view it as simply a human document.
Spangenberg’s story would, nevertheless, be incomplete without examining some
recent publications that had a significant influence on his thinking. The important
books are those of Geza Vermes and Maurice Casey, but especially John Hick’s The
rainbow faiths: Critical dialogue on religious pluralism (1995) and Reinhold
Bernhardt’s Christianity without absolutes (1995). These publications made
Spangenberg realise anew that Jesus belonged strictly within his Jewish context, and
that he was not a Christian as church traditions always perceived and proclaimed him
to be. Spangenberg engaged in the “historical Jesus” research and started reading
extensively on the Q-document17 under the guidance of Willem Vorster, former
professor of New Testament at Unisa (Spangenberg 2011d: 198). The gospel of John
had to surrender its position as a reliable source on the history of Jesus to the Synoptic
Gospels (Spangenberg 2002a: 27). These developments soon had a significant effect
on how people viewed Jesus of Nazareth and, indeed, David Friedrich Strauss
published the first controversial book on Jesus’ life in 1835. The unfolding of all this
progress soon gave rise to what is presently called modern literary theory, which was
built on the idea that any communication takes place when a sender sends a message
to a potential receiver. Whole theories and schools of thought were then established
around each of these three areas (the sender, the message, and the receiver). 18 I shall
return to additional developments in the biblical sciences and historical criticism,19 in
particular, when I examine Spangenberg’s view on the destabilization of the master
narrative.
These lines of critical thinking led Spangenberg to believe that the ecumenical
confessions were merely time-bound interpretations of selected biblical texts
(Spangenberg 2011d: 203). His thought about the Bible as the “Word of God”, shifted
to a position where the Bible seems to be the “Word of God in ordinary human
language”, and to a last position where he now views the Bible as mere “words about
God” (Spangenberg 2002a: 9).

17

The Q-document is a hypothetical document based on the “two-sources theory” which both
Matthew and Luke made use of in writing their gospels, namely the gospel of Mark and the written
source named Q. The common material used by both Matthew and Luke is called Q-material.
18
See Spangenberg (2002a: 30-33).
19
See 10.4.3 of this chapter.
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9.1.2 The second major shift
The second major shift for Spangenberg consisted of a few events between 2001 and
2004. The first event Spangenberg (2011d: 198-199) mentions was a political one
called the “Boetman” debate. The “Boetman” debate20 originated in May 2000, when
journalist Chris Louw wrote an open letter entitled “Boetman is die bliksem in” in
response to a book by Willem de Klerk, where Louw criticized the De Klerk and the
older generation in South Africa for the regime that forced all young White South
Africans to spend two years of their life in compulsory military service and to go to a
senseless war (Spangenberg 2003b: 281). According to Piet Muller (2002: 7-8), one of
Spangenberg’s allies in the New Reformation church also received a lot of criticism as
a result of the “Boetman” debate. He mentions the fact that Louw later published many
of the media correspondence, letters and newspaper articles in a book in 2001. He also
mentions the fact that another author, Tienie Swanepoel, wrote a similar book in 1997.
In Spangenberg’s (2003b: 281) own words:
“The question of how it came to be that the Christian religion in its Reformed
expression helped to give shape to the policy of apartheid, haunts both writers.
So also the reality that religion was used to justify the war on the border. Here
was a younger generation speaking, who decided to break out so that they could
think in a renewed way. These books got a lot of Afrikaans-speaking Christians
thinking and talking about the faith that they have been brought up in.”21

Using religion for political gain seems to be a strong theme with Spangenberg (2003b:
284). He seems to claim that this is indeed the danger of any “conservative” or
“fundamentalist” religion that is too sure of itself.22 The change of government in
South Africa in 1994 again highlighted this notion and spurred on this discussion even
more. Nearly every aspect of the Christian religion was questioned even more
extensively among the disillusioned (Spangenberg 2003b: 281-282). The church was
forced, according to Spangenberg (2003b: 282), to urgently rethink its standing on
three issues. First, the authority of the Bible; secondly, the Christian religion’s
relationships with other faiths and, lastly, the identity of Jesus, in the light of the
historical Jesus research that was again highlighted.

20

See Spangenberg’s article, “Om oor God te praat: ’n Kritiese oorsig van gesprekke onder
Afrikaanssprekende Christene van die gereformeerde tradisie”, that was first presented as a paper
delivered at the C B Powell Bible Centre at Unisa.
21
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die vraag hoe dit gekom het dat die Christelike
godsdiens in sy gereformeerde baadjie help vorm gee het aan die apartheidsbeleid spook by beide
skrywers. So ook die kwessie dat godsdiens gebruik is om aan die Grensoorlog legitimiteit te verleen.
Hier was ’n jonger geslag aan die woord wat besluit het om uit te breek sodat hulle nuut kon dink.
Hierdie boeke het heelwat Afrikaanssprekende Christene aan die dink en aan die praat gesit oor die
geloof waarmee hulle opgevoed is.”
22
In his article (2003: 283), Spangenberg also alludes to both the 9/11 event in the US and the war in
Iraq, to enforce this idea of the danger of what he calls “fundamentalist religion”.
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The second event mentioned (Spangenberg 2011d: 199-200) was a religious debate on
the LitNet website that holds discussions on Afrikaans books.23 Spangenberg does not
mention a great deal about this, except that a report he wrote on LitNet in response to
the “Boetman” debate was incorporated in the Boetman stage play. 24 He also states
that, on LitNet, he defended a liberal Christian view in an attempt to point out how the
most recent research can help people meaningfully engage with the Christian religion.
From material on the website itself, it is evident that considerable debate and
interaction took place over a period of time. Some correspondents agreed with
Spangenberg, whereas others criticised him severely.25
The third and fourth events seemed to have had a bigger impact on Spangenberg’s
faith formation. The third was the visit of Dr John Dominic Crossan26 to the
University of Pretoria, whereafter a few South African biblical scholars started
considering the possibility of formally presenting lectures on the “historical Jesus”
research on a more popular level. Spangenberg writes (2011a: 9):
“Lastly there were discussions around a new reformation (nuwe hervorming)
within Christianity. A group [of] academics and other interested parties met just
after the New Testament congress of 2002 at UNISA and decided to share the
newer Jesus research with ordinary people. Several of the people present got
cold feet but Pieter Botha, Pieter Craffert, Hansie Wolmerans, Piet Muller and
myself decided to push through. We kicked off with lectures at the then Randse
Afrikaanse Universiteit. This was followed up with lectures in Bloemfontein as
well as in Newcastle. Piet Muller was the driving force behind the idea to
publish a book as soon as possible. We reworked some of our lectures and other
parties also wrote contributions. The result was the book Die Nuwe Hervorming
(The New Reformation) that still appeared in the same year. Beeld27 gave
prominance to discussions around the idea of a ‘new reformation’ and soon
there were proponents as well as opponents to the idea.”28

23

See www.litnet.co.za.
See Spangenberg (2011d: 194-208).
25
See, for example, the typical reaction of one respondent, Johan Horn, to Spangenberg at
http://www.oulitnet.co.za/senet/senet.asp?id=19556. See also a more favourable response to him at
http://www.oulitnet.co.za/senet/senet.asp?id=21296.
26
“John Dominic Crossan (born 1934) is an Irish-American New Testament scholar, historian of early
Christianity, and former Catholic priest known for co-chairing the Jesus Seminar. Crossan is a major
figure in the fields of anthropology of the Ancient Mediterranean and New Testament Studies,
particularly in the application of postmodern hermeneutical approaches for the avant-garde Biblical
studies journal Semeia. He is also a lecturer who has appeared in television documentaries about Jesus
and the Bible. He is a key figure in research into the historical Jesus”. See http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/John_Dominic_Crossan.
27
Prominent Afrikaans newspaper.
28
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Laastens was daar gesprekke rondom ’n ‘nuwe
hervorming’ in die Christendom. ’n Groep akademici en ander belangstellendes het na afloop van die
Nuwe-Testamentiese kongres van 2002 by Unisa vergader en besluit om die nuwere navorsing
rondom die Bybel en Jesus met gewone mense te deel. Heelwat van die teenwoordiges het egter koue
voete gekry, maar ek, Pieter Botha, Pieter Craffert, Hansie Wolmarans en Piet Muller het besluit om
deur te druk. Ons het afgeskop met lesings by die destydse Randse Afrikaanse Universiteit. Dit is
opgevolg met lesings in Bloemfontein en ook in Newcastle. Piet Muller was die dryfveer agter die
idee om so gou moontlik ’n boek te publiseer. Ons het van ons lesings verwerk en enkele ander mense
het ook bydraes geskryf. Die uiteinde was die boek Die Nuwe Hervorming wat nog daardie selfde jaar
24

205

This started the “Nuwe Hervorming” (New Reformation),29 expressing the sympathies
of the liberal Jesus Seminar in the US. These influences also helped confirm the new
world view that Spangenberg started to accept.
The fourth event was that the Dutch Reformed Church again formally charged
Spangenberg with heresy, this time for his views on the fall and original sin
(Spangenberg 2011d: 200). Spangenberg states the following (2011a: 10):
“During this time I got in trouble again. Some of the articles that I wrote for
Beeld’s religious column were about aspects of the New Reformation. One of
those focussed on the fall and the doctrine of original sin. This article, as well as
an article that I wrote for Die Kerkbode,30 and a radio recording, led to the
reverend Theo Danzfuss of Dutch Reformed Church Witfield (Benoni) laying a
complaint of heresy against me to my home congregation. This happened
during November 2002 although I was only informed of this during
March/April 2003. This time the church council of the Dutch Reformed Church
Pierre van Ryneveld didn’t know what to do with me. The impression that I got
was that the church board didn’t know how to handle this complaint.
Consequently they referred it to the ‘Ring’ of Lyttelton. They too, did not know
how to go about. They did not want to formally address the complaint as a case
of heresy but wanted to settle it like the previous complaint, by way of informal
discussion.”31

The “ring” of Lyttleton had hoped that Spangenberg would retreat after a few
discussions and mitigated his point of view. This designated church commission
consisted of respected theologians and pastors of the Dutch Reformed Church such as
Dr Johan Fick, chairman of the “ring” and Prof Adrio König, head of the Department
of Systematic Theology at Unisa (Jackson 2004a: ad loc.). Finally, they conceded that
they would drop the charges if Spangenberg would simply confess to the doctrines that
Jesus died for our sins and that he rose bodily from the dead. Spangenberg disagreed
with this turn of events, as he was of the opinion that it had nothing to do with the

verskyn het. Beeld het prominensie aan die gesprekke rondom die idee van ’n ‘nuwe hervorming’
verleen en gou was daar voor- en teenstanders van die idee.”
29
“Die Nuwe Hervorming Netwerk”’s (The New Reformation Network) mission statement reads as
follows: “Om ‘n ondersteuningsnetwerk te implementeer vir ‘n vrye, kreatiewe en kritiese
lewenswyse.” (To implement a support network for a free, creative and critical way of life). See also
http://nuwe-hervorming.co.za/wie-ons-is-visie.php and http://nuwe-hervorming.co.za/wie-ons-isdoelstellings.php.
30
The official newspaper of the Dutch Reformed Church of South Africa.
31
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “In hierdie tyd het ek wéér in die warm water beland.
Van die artikels wat ek vir Beeld se godsdiens-rubriek geskryf het, het oor aspekte van die nuwe
hervorming gehandel. Een daarvan het op die sondeval- en erfsondeleer gefokus.31 Hierdie artikel, ’n
brief wat ek vir Die Kerkbode geskryf het, asook ’n radio-opname het daartoe gelei dat dominee Theo
Danzfuss van die NG Gemeente Witfield (Boksburg) ’n klag van leerdwaling by my tuisgemeente
teen my ingedien het. Dit het in November 2002 gebeur maar ek is eers in Maart/April 2003 daaroor
ingelig. Hierdie keer was die kerkraad van die NG Gemeente Pierre van Ryneveld ietwat raadop met
my. Die indruk wat ek gekry het, was dat die kerkraad nie mooi geweet het hoe om hierdie keer met
die klag te handel nie. Hulle het gevolglik die klag na die NG Ring van Lyttelton verwys. Ook húlle
het ook nie mooi geweet hoe om te werk te gaan nie. Hulle wou die klag nie formeel as ’n klag van
leerdwaling hanteer nie, maar wou dit, soos met die vorige klag, deur middel van ’n gesprek of twee
afhandel.”
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initial charge that dealt with the fact that he denied the doctrine of original sin.
However, Spangenberg and the commission could not find a way to reconcile their
opinions, and it was clear that Spangenberg differed strongly from some of the
viewpoints of the Church in which he grew up.
Spangenberg emphatically stated (in Jackson 2004b: ad loc.):32
“It is difficult for me to believe in a physical resurrection, because in my world
view it is not possible for people to get resurrected … When I confess that Jesus
rose from the dead, I thereby confess that his resurrection should become part of
my life story … Like Paul and other New Testament writers I give meaning to it
by reinterpreting the story. The confession that Jesus rose from the dead
receives new meaning when I break away from bad thing[s] that I am prone to
do …”33

In another article, Spangenberg states (2011a: 10):
“The Dutch Reformed ‘Ring’ of Lyttelton only [at]tended to the complaint in
2004 – after I took the initiative of enquiring as to what was happening. For a
second time I had to face the harsh and unapproachable side of the Dutch
Reformed Church. Because of all these happenings I landed outside the Dutch
Reformed Church and since then I am a Christian without a church.”34

On 31 March 2004, Spangenberg resigned as a member of the Dutch Reformed
Church. This was obviously an extremely negative emotional experience for
Spangenberg, and he undoubtedly believed that the Church misunderstood,
manhandled and hurt him.35 (Spangenberg 2011d: 202-206).
Despite Spangenberg’s unorthodox viewpoints, he still seemed to consider himself
being part of the Christian faith in some sense, although no longer part of the church
(Spangenberg 2011d: 205). Taking sides with Prof Philip Kennedy of Oxford,
however, he quotes the following words: “We have taken leave of ‘traditional

32

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Dis vir my moeilik om aan ‘n fisieke opstanding te
glo, want in my leefwêreld staan mense nie op nie ... Wanneer ek bely dat Jesus opgestaan het, bely ek
dat sy opstanding deel van my lewensverhaal moet word ... Ek gee soos Paulus en ander Nuwe
Testamentiese skrywers betekenis daaraan deur die verhaal te herinterpreteer. Die belydenis dat Jesus
opgestaan het, kry nuwe betekenis wanneer ek wegbreek van slegte dinge wat ek geneig is om te doen
...”
33
See the article published in Die Beeld on 25 March 2004, for Spangenberg’s unorthodox views on
the virgin birth, the death of Jesus and the second coming. http://www.beeld.com/In-Diepte/Nuus/
Broedertwis-20100617-2.
34
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die NG Ring van Lyttelton het eers in 2004 werk
gemaak van die klag — nadat ek die inisiatief geneem en navraag gedoen het oor wat aan die gang
was. Vir ’n tweede keer in my lewe het ek met die ongenaakbare kant van die NG Kerk te doen gekry.
Op grond van al die gebeure beland ek in 2004 dus buite die NG Kerk en sedertdien is ek self ’n
kerklidmaatskaplose Christen.”
35
Official reports of the Spangenberg case by the ‘Ring’ of Lyttelton were not available to the public
due to its “strictly confidential” (“streng vetroulik”) nature. See Appendix D for the researcher’s Email correspondence in Afrikaans with the Executive Officer of the Eastern Synod of the Dutch
Reformed Church in South Africa.
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Christian theology’ which we may define as the ‘long-standing Augustinian account of
the fall and its doctrine of a Father-Creator God’” (Spangenberg 2011d: 208).
9.2

Spangenberg’s view on the “master narrative” of Western Christianity

The master narrative (sin, salvation, gratitude, second coming, and end judgement) of
Western Christianity primarily received its current form only in the fourth and fifth
centuries AD in the time of the Roman Empire Spangenberg (2011a: 13). The
following diagram is a visual representation that Spangenberg uses to communicate
the master narrative.

CHRISTIAN MASTER NARRATIVE ACCORDING TO PROF
SPANGENBERG

Prophecies

Fulfilment
and
salvation

Creation and
original sin

Pentateuch

History
+ poetry

Second coming and
end judgment

Prophets

Gospels

Acts

Letters

Revelation

Spangenberg claims that this master narrative cannot be used as a summary of the
Bible stories, as many Christians do, since the Bible stories contain a great diversity of
narratives that include totally conflicting and even contradictory perspectives. The
Bible presents a totally different story from that represented by the traditional
Christian master narrative (Spangenberg 2009a: 31). This story (master narrative) was
initially expressed in the form of confessions around which more substantial
theologies developed over time. This was specifically due to the work of the Caesars
Constantine (275-337AD) and Theodocian (346-395AD) who called together several
counsels that determined the church in the future. “The Christian religion (as we know
it) is nothing more than the state religion of the Roman empire.” (Spangenberg (2011a:
14).36
What is important, however, is that Theodocian declared the Christian religion the
state religion, burned down pagan temples, and prohibited any gatherings of heretics.

36

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die Christelike godsdiens (soos ons dit tans ken) is
niks anders nie as die staatsgodsdiens van die Romeinse ryk.”
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These two Caesars were not the only contributors to the origin of the master narrative.
According to Spangenberg (2009a: 31), the creative interpretation of three church
fathers, Ambrosius (339-397), Hieronimus (342-420), and St Augustine (354-430) also
played a significant role. They reinterpreted the Bible stories in a radically new way
and their works were very influential, as they were written in Latin, which would
become the dominant church language of the Western church for over a thousand
years. Many theologians would, in the future, turn to the works of these three men
when writing about church matters. The Christian religion (as we currently know it) is
thus simply a state religion of the Roman Empire (Spangenberg 2011a: 14). These new
ideas would be carried out and endorsed by the church and Christian artists for years
to come. Spangenberg (2009: 31) claims that even the twentieth-century theologian
Karl Barth (1886-1968) could not escape the influence of these third- and fourthcentury church fathers and that Barth expressed his own theology in these terms. Barth
also spent a large portion of his time studying Augustine’s works. Therefore, the Bible
was being interpreted typologically without any historical consciousness of what the
social and cultural contexts and meanings of the relevant biblical passages actually
tried to convey (Spangenberg 2009a: 36). The mighty Roman Empire, which was
initially responsible for the death of Jesus, now succeeds in avoiding its responsibility
by presenting the crucifixion as the death of a mediator that came to recover the
broken relationship between God and man. The Jews now became the
“Godmoordenaars” (God murderers), branded throughout the centuries. Even Martin
Luther did not show them a great deal of respect and, years later, Adolf Hitler justified
his conduct against the Jews by referring, among others, to Luther’s words. The master
narrative became the hermeneutical key for reading all of scripture and history.
Spangenberg (2009a: 37) maintains that the master narrative is not merely an
abbreviation of the biblical stories, but a completely newly created narrative.
9.3

Ecumenical confessions and the three-storey universe.

The majority of Christians currently acknowledge three ecumenical confessions of
faith, namely The Confession of Nicea, The Confession of Athanasius and The
Apostolic Confession of Faith. Spangenberg (2011: 14) claims that these three
confessions are formulated against the background of an ancient three-storey world
view. This is evident from the formulations of the confessions themselves.
Spangenberg encourages his readers to especially turn to the words of The Apostolic
Confession of Faith in this regard:
“I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth:
And in Jesus Christ, his only begotten Son, our Lord:
Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary,
Suffered under Pontius Pilate; was crucified, died and buried: He descended
into hell:
The third day he rose again from the dead:
He ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty:
From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead:
I believe in the Holy Ghost:
I believe in the holy Catholic Church: the communion of saints:
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The forgiveness of sins:
The resurrection of the body:
And the life everlasting. Amen.”37

According to Spangenberg, when one reads the confession closely, it becomes clear
that the three-storey universe is woven through the words. As far as The Confession of
Nicaea, The Apostolic Confession of Faith and The Confession of Athanasius are
concerned, Spangenberg (2011a: 15-16) explains:
“In this confession Jesus Christ makes a complete journey through the three
storey universe. He comes from heaven and is being born on earth. He suffers,
dies, gets buried and descends to hell (the underworld); gets resurrected after
three days and then ascends back to heaven .... What was being said about the
Confession of Nicaea, also goes for the Confession of Athanasius, namely that
it is being interwoven with the three storey universe.”38

Spangenberg (2011a: 16) states that churches feel uncomfortable when confronted
with the new world view due to the fact that their confessions of faith are interwoven
with an ancient world view. He asserts that churches imprison people with their
doctrines rooted in the ancient world with her three-storey universe (see the following
diagram).

Three Storey
Worldview

Upper storey (Heaven)

Moon

Sun
Middle Storey (Earth)

River
Tartarus
(Hell)

Hades
(Kingdom
of the dead)

37

The Apostles’ Creed available at http://www.ccel.org/creeds/apostles.creed.html.
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Jesus Christus maak in hierdie belydenis ’n volledige
reis deur die drieverdieping-heelal. Hy kom uit die hemel, word op aarde gebore. Hy ly, sterf, word
begrawe en daal neer na die hel (die onderwêreld); staan na drie dae op en vaar dan terug na die
hemel .... Wat ten opsigte van die Belydenis van Nisea en die Apostoliese Geloofsbelydenis gesê is,
geld ook van die Geloofsbelydenis van Atanasius naamlik dat dit met die drieverdieping-heelal
verweef is.”
38
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According to Spangenberg (2009a: 36-39), the cosmological world view that produced
the confessions of the master narrative was primitive and resembled the above
diagram. The Ancient peoples believed that there was an upper storey where God/the
gods lived. Stars were stuck on the dome of heaven and both the sun and the moon
also moved along this dome. Underneath the upper storey was the middle storey that
made out our sky and the earth. Beneath the earth was a river that connected earth with
the underworld, which consisted of Hell and the place where the dead dwelled.
According to Spangenberg, this was a primitive world view out of which the Christian
master narrative grew. This is outdated and a new world view is called for in a
scientific era.
9.4

The master narrative as closed system

Spangenberg (2011a: 17-18) maintains that the master narrative basically consists of
five core ideas that were introduced under the rule of the Roman Empire in the fourth
century, as represented in the sketch of the following five pentagrams. We have
mainly Augustine to thank for these five core truths. Each of the pentagrams
represents one core truth and is intrinsically bound to every other truth. Changes that
could be made to any of these truths have a ripple effect on every other truth and on
the entire master narrative as a unit.

Pentagram 1: Skepping (Creation) [Spangenberg 2011a: 18]. The master narrative of
orthodox Christianity maintains that the Triune God created the cosmos and in this
paradigm the earth is one of the most prominent works of creation. The entire human
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race stems from one father and one mother, namely Adam and Eve (Spangenberg
2009a: 29).
Pentagram 2: Sondeval (Fall into sin) [Spangenberg 2011a: 19]. Everything was
created good, but then was corrupted by the devil and affected all future generations
(Spangenberg 2009a: 29). It was God’s purpose for human beings to live forever, but
Adam and Eve were misled by the snake, flouted God’s law and the relationship with
God was broken. According to Spangenberg (2011a: 17), this narrative in Genesis 3 is
not at all concerned with falling into sin, but was misinterpreted by Augustine in the
fourth century. It does not attempt to convey any eternal truth about man. Spangenberg
quotes from the Heidelberg Catechism39 to confirm his statement:
“Question 7. Whence then proceeds this depravity of human nature?
Answer: From the fall and disobedience of our first parents, Adam and Eve, in
Paradise; (a) hence our nature is become so corrupt, that we are all conceived
and born in sin. (b)
Question 10. Will God suffer such disobedience and rebellion to go
unpunished?
Answer: By no means; but is terribly displeased (a) with our original as well as
actual sins; and will punish them in his just judgment temporally and eternally,
(b) as he has declared, ‘Cursed is every one that continueth not in all things,
which are written in the book of the law, to do them.’ (c).”40

According to Spangenberg (2009a: 30), the master narrative maintains that the OT
tells the story of how God prepared the world for the coming of His son who was
ordained to break the hold of Satan.
Pentagram 3: Jesus Christus en verlossing (Jesus Christ and salvation) [Spangenberg
2011a: 19]. In the fullness of time, Jesus came from heaven as the eternal son of God
and became man (Spangenberg 2009a: 30). Since then, the fall has caused every
person to die, but was turned around by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ
because of Jesus’ obedience to the plan of God. With his death, Jesus carried all the
punishment that was actually due to all men. He died substitutionally for all men and,
by doing so, reconciled human beings with God.
Pentagram 4: Opstanding en hemelvaart (Resurrection and ascension) [Spangenberg
2011a: 19-20]. The proof that Jesus was successful in saving mankind is evident in his

39

The Heidelberg Catechism is “a Protestant confessional document taking the form of a series of
questions and answers, for use in teaching Reformed Christian doctrine. It has been translated into
many languages and is regarded as one of the most influential of the Reformed catechisms”. See
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heidelberg_Catechism. “It was written by Zacharias Ursinus (1534-1583)
and Caspar Olevianus (1536-1584) in Heidelberg, Germany, and published in 1563 in German. It was
endorsed by the Synod of Dort and embraced by Reformed Churches in many different countries. It is
the custom of many churches that use it to explain it from the pulpit every Sunday afternoon, so it is
divided into fifty-two sections”. See http://carm.org/heidelberg-catechism.
40
Heidelberg Catechism available at http://www.reformed.org/documents/index.html?mainframe=
http://www.reformed.org/documents/heidelberg.html.
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resurrection and ascension to heaven (Spangenberg 2009a: 30). Jesus conquers death
through his own bodily resurrection, which consequently also became the first fruit of
the new process of creation. Spangenberg (2011a: 19) again refers to the Heidelberg
Catechism Sunday five, that stated that not any person could have died for all, but that
this person ought to have been fully human as well as fully God.
Pentagram 5: Wederkoms en eindoordeel (Second coming and end judgement)
[Spangenberg 2011a: 20-21]. The resurrection of Jesus, however, also points to a
greater future reality when all creation will be fully restored and Jesus Christ will
reappear and return to earth to judge all those who have not accepted the good news
(Spangenberg 2011a: 20). He will then reward believers with eternal life and those
who rejected him will meet their end in an eternal hell and damnation (Spangenberg
2009a: 30). There Satan abides and rules forever.
9.5

The master narrative as pseudo-history

According to Spangenberg (2011a: 20), the master story of Western Christianity
creates the false impression that it is a comprehensive historical narrative and that it
tells of how creation began and how it will ultimately end. This is, however, not at all
the case. According to Spangenberg (2011a: 20):
“The master narrative is however everything but history. It is pseudo-history, or
actually gives the false appearance of history (skyngeskiedenis). It is based on
diverse stories and literary genres in the Bible and pretends to be a pure
summary of these narratives but it is everything but this. There hides behind it a
whole bunch [of] Christian-philosophical arguments.”41

Spangenberg presents the first three chapters of Genesis as an example. According to
him (Spangenberg 2011a: 21), these chapters do not contain history, but are meant to
do so by means of clever Christian-philosophical reasoning. Genesis 1-3 contains two
Jewish stories of creation and is an expression of how those people thought about
themselves and their world. Christian theologians drew the following faulty
conclusions from these three chapters: How the Triune God created everything; that
God created from nothing, and that He created people in His image.
9.6

Spangenberg’s view on the destabilization of the master narrative

Philip Kennedy is quoted by Spangenberg (2011a: 22) to assess that the three concepts
of “sin – salvation – end judgement” are the core of the Christian master story.
Agreeing with Kennedy, he calls it the “Augustinian paradigm of theology”. This

41

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die meesterverhaal is egter alles behalwe
geskiedenis. Dit is pseudo-geskiedenis oftewel, skyngeskiedenis. Dit is gebaseer op ’n uiteenlopende
aantal verhale en literêre genres in die Bybel en gee voor om ’n suiwer samevatting van hierdie
verhale te wees, maar dít is dit allermins. Daar sit ’n hele klomp Christelik-filosofiese redenasies
daaragter.”
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paradigm dominated Christian theology for over a thousand years. Spangenberg
(2011a: 22) asserts the following: “This paradigm was however proven to be untenable
by discoveries in natural science and research in Biblical science over the last four
hundred years and that is why some theologians suspect that it came to the end of its
term.”42
According to Spangenberg (2011a: 22), in order to understand why he and “vele ander
teoloë en wetenskaplikes” (many other theologians and scientists) are convinced that
this master narrative is untenable, we have to start with the Bible and the three-storey
universe.
9.6.1 The Bible and the three-storey universe
Spangenberg (2011a: 22) starts this discussion by quoting Genesis 1:1-2 from two
different bible translations, the Afrikaans translation (1983) and the Jerusalem Bible
(2000). Spangenberg (2011a: 22) quotes:
“Die Afrikaanse Bybelvertaling (1983) open met die volgende woorde (The
Afrikaans Bible translation opens with the following words): ‘In die begin het
God die hemel en die aarde geskep. Die aarde was heeltemal onbewoonbaar, dit
was donker op die diep waters maar die Gees van God het oor die waters
gesweef’” (Gen. 1:1-2).
“Die Joodse vertalers van The Jerusalem Bible (2000) vertaal soos volg (The
Jewish43 translators of The Jerusalem Bible translate as follows): ‘In the
beginning GOD created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without
form and void; and darkness was on the face of the deep. And a wind from
GOD moved over the surface of the waters’” (Gen. 1:1-2).

Spangenberg then states that it is clear from the Jerusalem Bible, in particular, that the
text presents a three-storey universe. We read of heaven, earth as well as chaos waters
called the “deep”. He then refers back to the Afrikaans translation and the fact that the
translators of the Afrikaans Bible translated the text with the Godly Trinity in mind, by
translating the  וְרּו ַח אֱֹלהִיםwith “Gees van God” (Spirit of God) and uses the capital
letter G because in their minds it is all about the Trinity. The Jewish scholars, on the
other hand, translated the same words with “a wind of God”, which is more accurate
according to Spangenberg. He continues, saying that this three-storey notion of the
universe is present throughout the entire Bible (see Ex. 20:4; Rev. 5:3). This
understanding of the world became part of the ecumenical confessions of Western
Christianity; it was never remedied by the church.

42

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Hierdie paradigma is egter deur natuurwetenskaplike
ontdekkings an Bybelwetenskaplike navorsing van die afgelope vierhonderd jaar as onhoudbaar
bewys en daarom reken sommige teoloë dat dit einde van sy leeftyd bereik het”.
43
It appears that Spangenberg mistakenly assumed that The Jerusalem Bible is a Jewish translation.
Rather, it is a Catholic translation by order of the Vatican. Catholic scholars, including scholars such
as J R R Tolkien worked on its translation. See http://www.amazon.com/The-Jerusalem-BiblePopular-Edition/dp/0232512833 and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem_Bible.
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9.6.2 Research in natural sciences
Spangenberg (2011a: 23) states: “Initially it was the discoveries in the area of
Astronomy that destabilised the Bible and the master narrative, but it wasn’t long
before contributions in the areas of geology and biology contributed to this.”44
Spangenberg (2011a: 23) alludes to the Polish mathematician and astronomer Nicholas
Copernicus who challenged the Ptolomesian world view of his day that the earth stood
in the centre of creation. With the intellectual support of Galileo Galilei, Copernicus
emphasised the facts that the earth was not the centre of the universe, as reflected in
the Bible, and that the other heavenly bodies do not circle around our planet. He was
declared innocent when comparing his fate with that of Galileo who was condemned
by the church with the words, “the earth stands firm for ever”. These events began to
destabilize the Bible as foundational document of the master narrative. Spangenberg
(2011a: 23) quotes two authors in this regard:
“Until the thirties of the seventeenth century, the situation remained essentially
unchanged. However, the trial of Galileo in 1633 then suddenly made clear the
whole range of difficulties that Copernicus’ discovery was to present to
Christian theology.” (Scholder 1990: 53).
“Indeed, the seventeenth century was ‘the first time in over a thousand years
that this traditional world-view was seriously challenged’.” (Kennedy 2006:
57).

Initially, only discoveries in the field of astronomy began to destabilize the master
story, but it was not long before discoveries in the fields of Geology and Biology
contributed to this (Spangenberg 2011a: 24). As for Geology, it was associated with
discoveries of fossils of animals that lived millions of years ago. Initially, it was
assumed that those animals died during Noah’s flood, but geologists later realized that
one cannot hold the flood responsible for the existence of these fossils.
In the field of Biology, the doctrine of evolution went hand-in-hand with the
development of Geology; this led to the radical questioning of the basic doctrines of
Christianity. The doctrine of evolution had an especially significant impact on the
church doctrine of original sin. Spangenberg (2011a: 23-24) allows James Barr, Weber
and Kennedy to contribute respectively:
“The thought that all death, at all times and in all circumstances, is due to a
primeval fault is difficult to take seriously, and all the more so when we
perceive that Old Testament scripture by no means supports this idea. Similarly,
the belief that God really, on the ground of a fault committed by two humans in
the beginning of the world, ordained death as a destiny for all later humanity,

44

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Aanvanklik was dit net die ontdekkings op die terrein
van die sterrekunde wat die Bybel en die meesterverhaal gedestabiliseer het, maar kort voor lank het
ontdekkings op die terrein van die geologie en die biologie daartoe bygedra.”

215

throughout history, has truly staggering effects on the idea of God.” (Barr 1992:
90).
“The change from a static to an evolutionary picture of the world which was
pioneered a century ago by Darwin is likely to be even more momentous for
faith than the collapse of the geocentric picture of the world as a result of the
discoveries of modern astronomy since Copernicus.” (Weber 1998: 17).
“Augustine’s doctrine of the Fall, like Humpty-Dumpty, if construed literally,
has fallen from favour among many modern historically minded biblical
critics.” (Kennedy 2006: 117).

9.6.3 Research in biblical sciences
Galileo’s clash with the church led to the Bible being increasingly studied critically
over the years (Spangenberg 2011a: 25). For instance, the idea that Moses wrote the
first five books of the Bible was questioned rather early and other possibilities such as
the JEDP theory were considered. Excavations in the Middle East led to discoveries
that made people wonder about the origin of some Bible stories. For example, the
story of Noah and the discovery of other flood stories such as the Gilgamesh epoch led
to some questions about the authority of the Biblical accounts. Spangenberg (2011a:
24) asserts:
“With ongoing study it became clear that the Bible was written by pre-modern
people and that it was meant for pre-modern people. It doesn’t come directly
from God. It also was not whispered into people’s ears by the Holy Spirit as it
was earlier believed (the so-called verbal inspiration that was based on 2
Timothy 3:16). Bible scientists were forced to formulate a view of scripture
other than the traditional one that was formulated by theologians.”45

According to Spangenberg (2011a: 25), Western society developed a historical
consciousness during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that led to the
development of the historical-critical method of research in the biblical sciences.
These methods of research had the following point of departure (Spangenberg 2011a:
25-26):
“The modern world view that developed since the seventeenth century.
The conviction that people were responsible for the writing of the Bible.
The conviction that Biblical texts were rooted in specific historical contexts.
The insight that the books of the Bible were written in ancient languages that
should be studied to engage meaningfully with it.
The knowledge of linguistic and literary theories.
The refusal to be limited by any church authority.”

45

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Dit het met voortgaande studie duidelik geword dat
die Bybel deur premoderne mense geskryf is en vir premoderne mense bedoel was. Dit kom nie direk
van God nie. Die Heilige Gees het dit ook nie vir mense ingefluister soos daar vroeër gereken is nie
(die sogenaamde verbale inspirasieleer wat op 2 Tim. 3:16 gegrond is). Bybelwetenskaplikes was
genoodsaak om ’n ander Skrifbeskouing te formuleer as die tradisionele een wat deur teoloë
geformuleer is.”
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The scientific study of the NT led scholars to distinguish between the Jesus of history
and the Jesus of church confession and traditions (Spangenberg 2011a: 26). An
increasing number of scholars started pointing to the fact that the religion of Jesus
differed radically from the religion about (italics, Spangenberg) Jesus and that Jesus
himself would have been amazed to see what church tradition did to him. According to
Spangenberg (2011a: 26), the church denies the Jewishness of Jesus. Jesus and his
followers practised early Judaism and would never have identified himself with the
Trinity (Spangenberg 2009a: 127). Jesus believed that the God of the OT was the only
God and he would never have equated himself with Yahweh. For Spangenberg
(2011a: 227), the Triune God is not the God of the Bible, but of the Christian
confessions that emerged in the fourth to fifth centuries AD. For this and other
reasons, the Bible itself became a problem for the Christian faith. Spangenberg
(2011a: 26) quotes Robert Carroll (1991: 24) in support of this statement: “The critical
reading of the Bible has exposed its errors and mistakes, its contradictions and
contrarieties, its xenophobic values and its many advocacies of violence, intolerance
and hatred of others.”
It is one of Spangenberg’s (2003: 287) major criticisms that some church theologians
cannot break away from this fourth-century master narrative. He even names some of
South Africa’s most credible and foremost theologians whom, he believes, are
endeavouring to work with “the new bible knowledge” and to make the old message
more accessible to the public. According to Spangenberg, Jan van der Watt, Stephan
Joubert, Jan Durand and Piet Naudé, wrote a book in 2002,46 in an attempt to explain
their position. Spangenberg (2003b: 287) reacts as follows:
“In it [the book of these authors] God is still viewed as the primary author of the
Bible, and the stories in the Bible are still equated with the master narrative of
Christianity. The doctrine of substitution [that the Christian religion replaced
Judaism] also plays an important role in it … In spite of their attempts to
formulate the Christian faith in a contemporary style and work with the new
bible knowledge these writers still cannot escape the magnetic power of a
historical-literal interpretation of the bible stories. So the stories of Adam and
Eve, that flood and entry story, the story of the tearing of the temple veil and
other bible stories, are being read historical-literal. In my opinion the reason is
that the master narrative [the overarching salvation narrative] is the lens through
which the authors read the bible. That narrative demands that Adam and Eve
should be literal people and that one day there is going to be a literal second
coming.”47

46

I made use of this particular book in this study, as is evident in Chapter 3 and in the Bibliography.
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “God word hierin nog beskou as die primêre skrywer
van die Bybel (vgl Van der Watt 2002:53-54), en die verhale in die Bybel word gelyk gestel aan die
meesterverhaal van die Christendom (vgl Joubert S 2002:101-110; Du Rand 2002:189-191). Die
vervangingsleer (die siening dat die Christelike godsdiens Judaïsme vervang het) speel ook hierin ’n
beduidende rol ... Ten spyte van hulle pogings om die Christelike geloof eietyds te formuleer en om
met die nuwere Bybelkennis te werk, ontkom die skrywers nie aan die suigkrag van ’n historiesletterlike interpretasie van die Bybelverhale nie. So word die verhaal van Adam en Eva (Joubert S
2002:105), die vloed- en die intogverhaal (Naudé 2002:195) die verhaal van die skeur van die
tempelvoorhangsel (Joubert S 2002:105) en nog ander Bybelverhale histories-letterlik gelees. Na my
47
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9.7

Spangenberg’s sixteen statements

In one of his articles, Spangenberg summarises what he believes mainly about the
traditional Christian position in sixteen concise statements. As an introduction to the
latter, Spangenberg (2003a: ad loc.) wrote the following:
“Knowledge determines how I think and believe about God, Jesus, the Spirit,
the Bible, the universe and about ourselves as human beings. Here are sixteen
statements that I formulated a few years ago [while I was still part of the Dutch
Reformed church]. It was too heretical for pastors that’s why I left. I still try to
formulate my faith [that which drives and moves me emotionally] in terms of
the tradition that I grew up in. ‘To be able to know’ goes hand in hand with ‘to
be able to believe’. I can surely not believe things that clash with what I
know.”48

1.
2.

3.

4.

Informed and thinking persons know that the universe, the continents and life
on our planet came into existence differently than told in the book Genesis.49
Informed and thinking persons do not work with a three-storey universe and
can no longer formulate their insights and experiences of faith based on those
terms. Heaven and hell are for them no longer tangible and liveable places.50
The doctrine of original sin is an outdated theological construction that does
not appear like this in the OT and that was not proclaimed like this by Jesus
and his disciples. Sin is, however, a reality that goes together with our actions
for which we have to take responsibility – the last thing we should do is to
blame it on the devil and his angels. Informed and thinking persons work with
an internal locus of control, not with an external locus of control.51
The OT narratives, poems, proverbs and even laws contain rich meaning when
studied against the background of the relevant history and culture. These
narratives, poems, proverbs and laws can still contribute value to our lives.52

mening is dit omdat die meesterverhaal (die oorkoepelende verlossingsverhaal) die bril is aan die hand
waarvan die skrywers die Bybel lees. Daardie verhaal vereis dat Adam en Eva werklike mense moet
wees en dat daar eendag ’n werklike wederkoms gaan wees.”
48
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Kennis bepaal hoe ek oor God, Jesus, die Gees, die
Bybel, die heelal en oor onsself as mense dink en glo. Hier is sestien stellings wat ek enkele jare
gelede (toe ek nog binne die NG Kerk gestaan het) geformuleer het. Dit was vir predikante te ketters
en daarom het ek geloop. Ek probeer steeds my geloof (dit wat my emosioneel roer en dryf) aan die
hand van die tradisie waarin ek groot geword het, formuleer. “Om te kan weet”, hang saam met “om
te kan glo”. Ek kan tog nie goed glo wat bots met wat ek weet nie.”
49
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Ingeligte en denkende mense weet dat die heelal, die
kontinente en lewe op ons planeet anders ontstaan het as wat die boek Genesis vertel.”
50
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Ingeligte en denkende mense werk nie met ’n
drieverdieping heelal nie en kan nie meer hulle geloofsinsigte en -belewenisse aan die hand daarvan
formuleer nie. Hemel en hel is vir hulle nie meer aanwysbare en bewoonbare plekke nie.”
51
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die erfsondeleer is ’n uitgediende teologiese
konstruksie wat nie só in die Ou Testament staan en ook nie só deur Jesus en sy dissipels verkondig is
nie. Sonde is egter ’n realiteit wat saamhang met ons doen en late waarvoor ons verantwoordelikheid
moet aanvaar — ons moet dit allermins op die rekening van die duiwel en sy engele plaas. Ingeligte
en denkende mense werk met ’n interne lokus van kontrole en nie ’n eksterne lokus van kontrole nie.”
52
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die Ou-Testamentiese verhale, gedigte, spreuke en
selfs wette het ryke betekenis as hulle teen die agtergrond van die destydse geskiedenis en kultuur
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5.

6.

7.

8.

The OT prophets did not predict Jesus of Nazareth. The NT writers did,
however, use the OT prophesies, poems and stories to proclaim Jesus to the
people of their time, but each one’s proclamation differs from the other. We
should appreciate and cherish this rich diversity in the NT, because it helps
different people identify with Jesus in different ways.53
The narratives of Jesus’ virgin birth in Mathew and Luke should be read as
stories that present Jesus as an extraordinary person. Extraordinary people in
ancient times had extraordinary birth stories. Also consider the examples of
Samuel and Samson. The birth stories have nothing to do with original sin and
Jesus had to be born without sin. 54
In his preaching, Jesus focused primarily on the kingdom of God. That
kingdom has nothing to do with a heavenly kingdom behind the clouds. To
Jesus of Nazareth, it was all about God’s rule on earth. It is after all here that
people live, suffer and experience pain. Christians should make visible God’s
kingdom here and now. There is clearly a social dimension to Jesus’
preaching.55
The melting pot of events in Palestine after the fall of Jerusalem and the
destruction of the temple in 70AD led to the birth of the Christian religion. The
Christian religion is, therefore, not a direct continuation of early Judaism, but is
like Rabbinical Judaism, a continuation of one of the important traditions of
early Judaism. In the former (Christianity), it is primarily a continuation of the
prophetic tradition and, in the latter (Rabbinical tradition), it is mainly the
continuation of the Mosaic tradition.56

bestudeer word. Hierdie verhale, gedigte, spreuke en wette kan steeds aan ons lewens betekenis
toevoeg.”
53
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die Ou-Testamentiese profete het nie Jesus van
Nasaret voorspel nie. Die skrywers van die Nuwe Testament het wel die Ou-Testamentiese profesieë,
gedigte en verhale gebruik om Jesus aan hulle tydgenote te verkondig, maar elkeen se verkondiging
lyk anders as die ander s’n. Hierdie ryke verskeidenheid in die Nuwe Testament moet ons waardeer en
koester, want dit help verskillende mense om op verskillende maniere met Jesus te identifiseer.”
54
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die verhale van Jesus se maagdelike geboorte in
Matteus en Lukas moet as verhale gelees word wat Jesus as ’n besonderse persoon voorhou.
Besonderse mense het in die antieke tyd besonderse geboorteverhale gehad. Neem gerus ook die OuTestamentiese voorbeelde van Samuel en Simson. Die geboorteverhale het niks te doen met erfsonde
en dat Jesus sondeloos gebore moes word nie.”
55
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Jesus het in sy prediking hoofsaaklik gefokus op die
koninkryk van God. Daardie koninkryk het nie met ’n hemelse ryk agter die wolke te doen nie. Vir
Jesus van Nasaret het dit gegaan om God se regering hier op aarde. Dis immers hier waar mense lewe,
swaar kry en pyn beleef. Christene moet God se regering hier en nou sigbaar maak. Daar is duidelik ’n
sosiale dimensie aan Jesus se prediking.”
56
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die smeltkroes van gebeure in Palestina ná die val
van Jerusalem en die vernietiging van die tempel in 70 nC het gelei tot die geboorte van die
Christelike godsdiens. Die Christelike godsdiens is dus nie ’n reglynige voortsetting van die vroeë
Judaïsme nie, maar is net soos die Rabbynse Judaïsme ’n kontinuëring van een van die belangrike
tradisies van die vroeë Judaïsme. In die eerste geval (Christendom), is dit hoofsaaklik die voortsetting
van die profetiese tradisie en in die laaste geval (Rabbynse Judaïsme), hoofsaaklik die voortsetting
van die Mosaïese tradisie.”
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To try to convert people who practise Rabbinical Judaism as if they lost their
way is to ignore the birth history of the Christian religion. God was and still is
working with believers within that religion. They are not lost sinners who need
to be saved by the blood of Jesus.57
Some NT scholars interpret Jesus’ death on the cross as a final offering,
because the Jewish sacrificial cult fell away after the fall of the second temple.
This interpretation helped those believers cope with a second traumatic event
in their relationship with God (fall of the second temple). The first Christians
were Jews; that is why they interpreted it this way.58
Jesus’ death on the cross was a political event and not a prerequisite for God’s
forgiveness. Throughout the OT, the central idea is that God forgives when
believers confess their sins and leave them behind (Ps. 103). Jesus connects
God’s forgiveness – like the prophets of old – to how we live out the
forgiveness, which we have received, towards others (Matt. 6:14). If we want
to interpret the crucifixion theologically, we can also use other metaphors and
state that it is more a confirmation of God’s love and willingness to forgive
rather than an event that had to silence his dad’s wrath (Luke 15:11-32). That is
how God was for Jesus: endlessly loving. He is merciful and gracious, slow to
anger and abounding in steadfast love (Ex. 34:6; Ps. 103:8-10; Jona 4:2).59
The resurrection narratives should be read as reappearance narratives. It is
unquestionable that these reappearance narratives played an important role in
early Christianity. In the world within which we live, we no longer experience
reappearances; therefore, we should read these narratives as they were meant in
that (Jewish) context. These stories confirm that Jesus was a righteous man –

57

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Om mense wat die Rabbynse Judaïsme beoefen, te
bearbei asof hulle op ’n dwaalspoor is, is om die geboortegeskiedenis van die Christelike godsdiens te
ignoreer. God was en is ook binne daardie godsdiens met gelowiges aan die werk. Hulle is nie verlore
sondaars wat gered moet word deur die bloed van Jesus nie.”
58
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Jesus se kruisdood is deur sommige NuweTestamentiese skrywers as ’n finale offer geïnterpeteer omdat die Joodse offerkultus met die val van
die tweede tempel vir goed daarmee heen was. Hierdie interpretasie het dáárdie gelowiges gehelp om
’n tweede traumatiese gebeure in hulle verhouding met God (die val van die tweede tempel) te
verwerk. Die eerste Christene was deur die bank Jode en daarom het hulle so geïnterpreteer.”
59
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Jesus se kruisdood was ’n politieke gebeurtenis en nie
’n voorvereiste vir God se vergifnis nie. Dwarsdeur die Ou Testament staan dit sentraal dat God
vergewe wanneer gelowiges hulle sondes bely en laat vaar (vgl Ps 103). Jesus verbind God se
vergifnis — soos die profete van ouds — aan hoe ons teenoor ander die vergifnis wat ons ontvang het,
uitleef (vgl Matt 6:14). As ons die kruisiging teologies wil dui, kan ons ook ander metafore gebruik en
kan ons ook sê dat dit veel eerder ’n bevestiging van God se liefde en vergewensgesindheid is as ’n
gebeurtenis wat sy toorn moes stil. Jesus sterf nie om ons van sondes te verlos en ons in die hemel te
kry nie. Hy vertel immers die verhaal van die verlore seun wie se vader hom onvoorwaardelik
vergewe — sonder dat die seun een of ander offer moes bring om sy pa se toorn te stil (Luk 15:11-32).
Dis hoe God vir Jesus was: oneindig liefdevol. Hy is barmhartig en genadig, lankmoedig en groot van
goedertierenheid (Ex 34:6; Ps 103:8-10; Jona 4:2).”
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that is the reason why his life does not merely disappear into nothing, but his
life serves as a blessing, example and compass to others.60
Jesus’ entire life and preaching turned around God. He neither preached about
himself nor mentioned that he was conceived from a virgin through the Holy
Spirit and thus without sin. He did not proclaim himself to exist in two natures
(human and godly). The doctrine of the two natures is an imaginative creation
of the church fathers who attempted to proclaim Jesus meaningfully in their
time and context.61
The testimony of his first followers who saw him as an extraordinary person
stands firm. Some of them describe him as the suffering servant of God, as the
expected messiah; others talk of him as God’s son, as a great prophet and
wisdom teacher par excellence. The way in which his first followers describe
him and the metaphors they used must be viewed against the background of
early Judaism.62
Jesus himself did not practise the Christian religion, but the religion in which
he was raised by his mother and father, namely Judaism of the second temple
period. Consequently, he was circumcised as a child; he visited the temple and
the sinagogues; he uttered proverbs and told parables related to that religion.
His sayings, stories and acts unmistakenly carry the fingerprints of that religion
and milieu.63
His first disciples kept recalling Jesus’ deeds and words to memory, because
they saw and heard in him something of God. This should remain our task in
this world, if we identify with him and his message.64

60

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die opstandingsverhale moet as
herverskyningsverhale gelees word. Dis onbetwisbaar dat hierdie herverskynigsverhale in die vroeë
Christendom ’n belangrike rol gespeel het. Binne ons leefwêreld beleef mense nie meer
herverskynings nie, daarom moet ons hierdie verhale lees soos dit in dáárdie konteks (Joodse konteks)
bedoel was. Dis verhale wat bevestig dat Jesus ’n regverdige mens was — daarom verdwyn sy lewe
nie sommer in die niet nie, maar is sy lewe vir ander tot seën, voorbeeld en rigsnoer.”
61
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Jesus se totale lewe en prediking het gedraai om God.
Hy het nie Homself kom preek en nie vertel dat Hy maagdelik verwek is deur die Heilige Gees en
daarom sondeloos is nie. Voorts het Hy ook nie verkondig dat Hy uit twee nature (’n menslike en ’n
goddelike) bestaan nie. Die twee-natureleer is kreatiewe skeppings van die kerkvaders wat probeer het
om Jesus sinvol in hulle tyd en konteks te verkondig.”
62
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die getuienis van sy eerste volgelinge wat Hom as ’n
buitengewone mens gesien en beleef het, staan vas. Van hulle beskryf Hom as die lydende kneg van
God, as die verwagte messias, ander praat van Hom as God se seun, as ’n groot profeet, en ’n
wysheidsleermeester by uitnemendheid. Die wyse waarop sy eerste volgelinge Hom beskryf en die
metafore wat hulle gebruik het, moet teen die agtergrond van die vroeë Judaïsme verstaan word.”
63
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Jesus self het nie die Christelike godsdiens beoefen
nie, maar die godsdiens waarin sy moeder en vader Hom groot gemaak het, te wete Judaïsme van die
Tweede Tempeltydperk. Daarom is Hy as kind besny, het Hy die tempel en sinagoges besoek, spreuke
uitgespreek en gelykenisse vertel wat verband hou met daardie godsdiens. Sy uitsprake, verhale en
handelinge dra onmiskenbaar die vingermerke van dáárdie godsdiens en leefwêreld.”
64
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “In Jesus het sy eerste dissipels iets van God gesien en
gehoor, daarom het hulle sy woorde en dade in herinnering bly roep. Dit behoort steeds ons taak in
hierdie wêreld te wees indien ons met Hom en sy boodskap identifiseer.”
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Afrikaans-speaking Christians in South Africa thus have four options to choose from,
according to Spangenberg (2003b: 288-289):
1.
The traditional Christian master narrative is above suspicion and should be
defended and advocated.
2.
Some matters in the master narrative do not make sense and should be
harmonised with the new scientific knowledge.
3.
The master narrative does not make sense at all and cannot be harmonised with
the new knowledge. In this instance, an alternative tradition would be the only
way out.
4.
The Christian tradition should be abandoned all together and the quest for
another religious tradition explored.
9.8

Spangenberg’s elements for a new meaning-giving narrative

One of Spangenberg’s (2011a: 29-30) main concerns is that the church is so focused
on individual salvation that it does not perceive the imminent global crisis in terms of
the ecological challenge. Why would it care if it believes that the earth is going to, and
should perish in any event? To be able to focus on, and care for creation, everyone’s
thinking must change. The church needs a new theology. Consequently, a new
paradigm should at least have the following characteristics (Spangenberg 2011a: 3031):
“It should be a theology that accepts that we don’t live in a three-storey world
but one that is built on an expanding universe. It should be a theology that
accepts that creation is not completed but is still continuing. It should be a
paradigm where human beings are not considered the crown of God’s creation
but merely one of the branches of the ‘tree of life’. It should be a theology
where the idea of a fall into sin is left behind and replaced by a focus on people
that currently do wrong. It should be a theology where the divine is not outside
or above creation, but rather interwoven in it.”65

Spangenberg (2001: 135) states that he does not want to turn his back on Jesus of
Nazareth, but rather switch to a human Jesus, not a divine being. He (Spangenberg
2001: 135) quotes Don Cupitt to elaborate: “I can’t save Jesus as divine saviour, but I
can perhaps do something for him as ethical teacher — provided that you don’t mind
learning to see him not as a god who can’t be wrong, but as a man who might be
right.”

65

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Dit moet ’n teologie wees wat aanvaar dat ons nie in
’n drie-verdieping-heelal leef nie, maar in ’n uitdyende heelal. Dit moet ’n teologie wees wat aanvaar
dat die skepping nie voltooi is nie, maar steeds voortgaan. Dit moet ’n teologie wees wat aanvaar dat
mense nie die kroon van die skepping is nie, maar slegs ’n vertakking van “die boom van lewe”. Dit
moet ’n teologie wees wat die idee van ’n sondeval in die oertyd links laat en fokus op wat mense tans
verkeerd doen. Dit moet ’n teologie wees wat God/die goddelike nie buite- en bokant die aarde in ’n
hemel plaas nie, maar daar binne en verweef daarmee.”
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He also asserts that a possible future meaning-giving narrative should probably consist
of the following diagram of the five pentagrams modelled on the master narrative of
traditional Western Christianity.

This diagram is taken directly from Spangenberg (2011a: 31); it does not present a
closed system and it is not pseudo-history. It merely wants to show that our scientific
knowledge influences our culture and our thinking about ourselves as human beings
(Spangenberg 2011a: 31). The top three pentagrams (Cosmology, Geology and
Biology) represent the highlights of the new creation narrative, which we should take
up into our political and economic policies. Geology and Biology can no longer ignore
the fact that we are destroying our planet. In this instance, the Bible can serve us well.
Although the Bible and the teachings of Jesus are not aimed at our present-day society,
they form part of our cultural heritage that may not only be cherished, but to which we
can also listen. In them, we read stories of real people who lived and struggled with
daily matters of real life. We read how they related to their world with mighty empires
and smaller ones that came and went, with kings who compromised for the sake of
survival, and others who were more courageous. We read from the pens of wisdom
teachers, prophets and priests who tried to influence their world for the good. Their
world is not our world, but their stories, poems, and wisdom sayings became part of
our world, in which we currently try to live and let live (Spangenberg 2011a: 32).
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9.9

The Bible – a useless book?66

Despite all his efforts to deconstruct the Godly authority of the Bible, Spangenberg
(2002a: 106) is determined that the Bible should not be rendered a useless document.
He acknowledges that the Bible is still important to Christians, that it should be
viewed as such, and that the role it plays in the lives of many should be respected. One
can still use the Bible extensively while holding a realistic view of Scripture. This
means that it should not be used as a religious reference book, thinking that it contains
a simple solution to “every contemporary problem” (Spangenberg 2002a: 17). One
should rather gather all the relevant information regarding the time and place where
the Bible story takes place and understand that the people at that time believed
differently from the way people believe nowadays. We should consider that their
views about God changed over a long period of time; contemporary readers should
guard against merely transferring the meaning of God to these ancient people to today.
Spangenberg (2002a: 107) reasons that the Bible can still play a significant role in
people’s lives. It can still comfort and encourage. It cannot, however, play the
“traditional role of problem solver and that of final arbiter in religious debates. We
can no longer base decisions on a single verse or a few verses from different biblical
books and then force these decisions on other Christians”67 (Spangenberg 2002a: 107).
Spangenberg (2002a: 112, 115) claims that we need the Bible, because the human race
has always needed and will need literature against which they can interpret life and
which can offer them encouragement, as the modern reader notes how individuals
struggle with their relationship with God. As religion played an important role in the
lives of these ancient biblical people, their literature often conveys a religious
perspective. Many of the books of the Bible were written to help people make sense of
their lives and, in so doing, help contemporary readers make sense of theirs
(Spangenberg 2002a: 114). Without the narratives and poems of others to give us
perspective, we may even become spiritually poor.
9.10

Concluding remarks: What does Spangenberg in essence communicate?

Applying Chomsky’s68 hermeneutical idea of surface structure and deep structure, it
appears that, in the majority of his writings, Spangenberg endeavours to communicate
only two essential aspects beneath the surface.

66

The title of one of Spangenberg’s concluding chapters in his book Perspectives on the Bible (2002:
106).
67
As an example of this erroneous use of the Bible, Spangenberg (2002a: 107-110) alludes to how
women were prohibited from ordained ministry in the past, with arguments based on the Biblical
texts.
68
See Chapter 3 (3.3) of this study.

224

First, in light of current scientific knowledge, the Bible and the NT, in particular,
cannot be trusted to provide us with enough substance to believe in the Christian
master narrative, or to believe in a divine, worshipped and resurrected Jesus in history.
This appears to be the central thrust behind the majority of his writings and is obvious
in the conclusive chapters of Jesus van Nasaret (Spangenberg 2009a: 359-370) and
Perspectives on the Bible. He uses a myriad of arguments, ideas and reasonings to
draw these conclusions, most of which I have covered in this chapter. Nearly
everything seems to amount to the same aspect. In the last chapter of Jesus van
Nasaret (Spangenberg 2009a: 359), Spangenberg states: “Everything written in the
Bible about God and Jesus, [was] written by people. Everything said in the Christian
tradition about God, Jesus and the Spirit, [was] said and written by people.” 69 In the
same chapter, Spangenberg (2009a: 366) mentions that “Western Christianity in its
Roman Catholic as well as its Protestant veneer are remnants of the state religion of
the Roman empire …”.70 This is the kind of language being used nearly all the time to
indicate that what the church thinks it knows about Jesus cannot be trusted. All the
other aspects Spangenberg mentions about, for example, the origin of the church, the
various portrayals of Jesus in the Bible, his use of history and all the other arguments
in which he engages, have the single purpose of drawing the above conclusions.
Secondly, the only other essential truth that Spangenberg tries to convey (that I can
find in his writings) is his offer of the new meaning-giving narrative with Jesus still
included, as described in this Chapter (9.5, 9.6). However, Spangenberg does not
frequently or often expand or elaborate on this theme. He mostly attempts to
deconstruct the Christian story. It appears that this is what Spangenberg does most of
the time.
As noted earlier, these essentials communicated by Spangenberg are supported by his
own story. It seems then that, over a long period of time, he experienced a major
intellectual shift that caused him to reject the traditional Christian ‘master narrative’. A
complex network of several interrelated factors guided this shift. I shall now
summarise some of these primary factors.

An intellectual tension highlighted by the primitive three-storey universe
presented in the Bible, and the modern intellectual revolutions (Cartesian,
Copernican) that seemed to have unmasked the limitations of the first.

The first two revolutions that were soon to influence Biblical sciences. In light
of these developments, the notion of Biblical revelation did not stand up to the
scrutiny brought about by modern historical criticism, under the leadership of
scholars such as Julius Wellhausen, so Spangenberg reasons.

69

Original Afrikaans words by Spangenberg: “Alles wat in die Bybel oor God en Jesus geskryf staan
is deur mense geskryf. Alles wat in die Christelike tradisie oor God, Jesus en die Gees gesê word, is
deur mense gesê en geskryf.”
70
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die Westerse Christendom in sy Rooms-Katolieke én
Protestandse baadjie is oorblyfsels van die staatsgodsdiens van die Romeinse emperium ...”
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Pagan connotations and origins of some Biblical texts. These include texts such
as Genesis 1 and the influence of the Babylonian Enuma Elish, texts in
Proverbs that seemed to have their origin in Egyptian wisdom literature, the
story of Noah, and the parallels in the Gilgemesh epoch. It appears that this
caused Spangenberg to question the divine authority of the Bible.
Spangenberg’s realisation that the church of Jesus Christ was only established
after the fall of Jerusalem in 70AD, when they had to deal with the trauma of
losing the temple for a second time. It did not originate in, and shortly after the
time of Jesus, as suggested by the later Christian tradition.
Spangenberg’s realisation that Jesus never claimed to be God in the Synoptic
Gospels, but that this claim only emerged in the gospel of John that was
written much later. However, the deity of Jesus only took hold after 325AD at
Nicea, when it was essential to unite people in a polytheistic world under one
monotheistic religion.
Spangenberg’s reading of the gospels from a Jewish perspective with the help
of scholars such as Geza Vermes. He realised that the main message of the
Jesus stories was about God establishing His kingdom in this life and that it
had nothing to do with the “master narrative”, or Jesus dying for the sins of the
world. According to this perspective, Jesus as a Jew would have never equated
himself with Yahweh, as claimed by the Christian tradition.
The fact that the Christian “master narrative” was used to condone apartheid in
South Africa, and that it is still used for political gain seemed to have
discredited it severely in Spangenberg’s eyes.
Spangenberg’s realisation that Jesus’ death was purely political and not part of
God’s plan to reconcile the world.
According to Spangenberg, Jesus’ resurrection was not a historical event, since
the Bible stories of Jesus’ appearances were merely reappearance accounts,
representing fond memories of Jesus, and since science has proven that dead
people do not rise from the dead.
The need for, and possible formulation and development of a new and better
meaning-giving narrative rather than the “master narrative”.

I shall broadly examine and critique these factors in the next chapter with the purpose
of gaining insights that will help understand the theological dialogue in South Africa.
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CHAPTER 10
THE CURRENT SOUTH AFRICAN SCENE –
WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES?
10.1

Orientation of this chapter

For the sake of clarity, it is important to briefly explain the nature of this chapter, and
to affirm the methodology to be followed.
10.1.1 The study thus far
I have explored an ancient first-century scenario from a core source document of
earliest Christianity, using the hermeneutical tools at my disposal, in an attempt to
understand the nature of such a dialogue. I have drawn some insights from Acts 17
that could perhaps inform our contemporary situation. I have noted that Paul had to
know and understand his own message, and his own integrated version of the Jesus
story, which he received from the primitive church, sufficiently well so that he could
distinguish between the essentials (CC) and non-essentials (PC) of his own world
view. Secondly, Paul had to have been exposed to the Athenian and Greek culture
(perhaps as a result of his education in Jerusalem or his exposure to Hellenistic
culture1) in order to understand it sufficiently enough for the sake of relevantly
conversing with them on the Areopagus. It appears that he knew and understood some
of the relevant indigenous Greek sources and could apply Greek thinking. Thirdly, he
conveyed his message by integrating his essentials (CC) and their culture, translating
his core Christian message into their cultural language.
In Chapter 9, I investigated a second scenario, namely the discussion in South Africa
from which I also wish to draw some insights for learning as I did with Acts 17.
Chapter 9 was merely a descriptive summary of Spangenberg as well as the major
theological shifts that took place in his thinking that impacted on his current theology.
Why did I do this?
10.1.2 The purpose of this chapter
The purpose of Chapters 9 and 10 is the same, in general, as for the entire study,
namely to gain understanding. I wish to understand the nature and trends of Christian
religious dialogue in South Africa through the lens of two historic scenarios: one
situation in the first century and the other a contemporary situation. In this chapter, I
wish to continue what I started in Chapter 9, namely to continue and expand the

1

For an extensive discussion of where Paul received his knowledge of Greek thought, see Keener
2014: 2615-2617, 3206-3215.
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listening in order to ultimately understand more deeply and to explicitly draw out
some practical knowledge and insights from the dialogue with Spangenberg that could
help provide some guidance for a religious dialogue. I shall, accordingly, do so not
merely by referring back to the material in Chapter 9,2 but also by complementing and
illustrating the material with numerous additional relevant examples from
Spangenberg. This will be framed within numerous contributions by other relevant
material, scientifically related to the specific fields being discussed within a religious
dialogue.
10.1.3 Methodology
First, one approach that I do not wish to follow is a to-and-fro argumentation between
Spangenberg and myself, with myself simply reacting to everything Spangenberg
says. This approach can prove to be scientifically problematic, resulting in mere
argumentation instead of academic analysis. The aim is not to primarily focus on
Spangenberg as the object of study, but rather to consider the process of religious
dialogue. It may compromise and influence my objectivity as a researcher to simply
follow a responsive or reactionary mode, without effectively analysing and observing.
To help establish a methodology that would restrict direct subjective engagement in
favour of a more neutral analysis, I shall not present myself as Spangenberg’s direct
intellectual opponent in a one-on-one debate, but rather develop a theory in order to
facilitate an effective analysis. This means that I analyse the debate using
Spangenberg as a primary partaker in the current South African scene. I shall,
therefore, be an analytical and systematizing observer of present-day discussion.
Consequently, my aim is not to directly enter into dialogue with Spangenberg, but to
use the chosen material in order to observe the dynamics of such a debate and attempt
to derive insights that could sensitize potential participants for the dynamics of the
religious dialogue in South Africa.
I shall thus proceed to structure my approach with some insights from narratology3 by
way of analogy. Narrative communication usually includes several analytical
categories such as a real author, an implied author, a narrator, a narratee, an implied
reader and a real reader (Tolmie 1999: 6). A normal and basic situation can be
visually expressed as follows:

2

I shall assume that the reader of this Chapter will also have read the previous Chapter where I
describe Spangenberg’s ideas and life story in more detail. Chapter 9 is, for this very reason, essential
to understanding and following the arguments in this Chapter.
3
For more detailed discussions on narratology, see Tolmie (1999); Powell (1990).
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Characters,
Events, Time,
Setting,
Focalization.
Real

Implied

Author

Author

Narrator

Narratee

Implied

Real

Reader

Reader

Narrative communication situation.
I shall not expound on these analytical categories, but only briefly comment according
to what is needed. The real author is usually the actual person who wrote the text,
whereas the actual reader is the person reading the narrative text, i.e., you and I
(Tolmie 1999: 6). The implied author can be the author as implied by the narrative
(the idea of the author, formed in the mind of the reader), an implied version of the
author (Booth 1983: 71-75). The implied author can also exist in a depersonalized
sense where he is being defined not in terms of his relationship with the author, but
rather in terms of the narrative text itself. It can be a difficult task to understand the
implied reader, since there is a “bewildered range of possibilities” of what this means
(Tolmie 1999: 7-8). Possible meanings are notions such as ideal reader, hypothetical
reader, informative reader, super-reader, average reader, authorial reader, and even
encoded reader (Fowler 1983: 31). It is vital to know what is understood by the
implied reader, since the implicit observer whom I shall construct is an implied
reader, to some extent. This grows out of the idea that there exists, in scientific
thinking, a category where a textual construct such as an implicit reader can grow in
substance as s/he accumulates knowledge while continually observing, and
consequently grows as his/her content grows. For purposes of this study, however, it
suffices to merely understand that the implied reader is usually created by the existing
material of the author to be studied, which has to be constructed by the real reader
through the reading process in order to attribute meaning to the text (Vorster 1989:
27). While a character such as the implied author knows the text backwards, the
implied reader has knowledge only of what has been read up to a given moment.
Although he has perfect knowledge of what has been read, he is limited by his
temporal status (Staley 1988: 35). This is vital in order to appreciate the role of the
implicit observer in this chapter.
The three characters
Applying all this to the current interaction with Spangenberg, I shall develop three
analytical categories in the analysis in this Chapter, namely Spangenberg (S) (not the
real person, but a presentation of his ideas and modus operandi through his writings),
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the implicit observer (IO) and the scientific observer (SO). Spangenberg will be
present in the discussion in the form of his written materials (S), whereas the IO will
function analogous to an implied reader, as explained earlier. It will solely be an
analytical construct, systematically accumulating the information available in the
writings of Spangenberg.
Implicit observer (IO)
The implicit observer (IO) represents a first phase in relation to Spangenberg’s
material, primarily analysing and systematizing Spangenberg’s material. Like the
implicit reader in narratology, the IO is an analytical construct by the reader (in this
case myself). This analytical construct is based on, and driven by the available written
material of Spangenberg (i.e., the analytical category called Spangenberg (S) – see
previous paragraph). This IO will serve as a functional mechanism that will interact
with Spangenberg’s material by collecting and systematizing the full scope offered by
Spangenberg’s written material (S) on the basis of relevant issues for the purpose of
this study. The IO is also an inner textual construction and as such will only be
implicitly present as analytical category within Spangenberg’s material. The aim of
the IO is to crystallize Spangenberg’s presuppositions, views, modus operandi, and so
on, from his material and present these in a clear, systematized manner with as ‘little
interference’ as possible from outside S. By this I do not mean to leave the impression
that I shall not at all interpret S’s material. I obviously will. IO is one of the tools
however whereby the researcher attempts to be as objective as possible. It is a
mechanism of building up knowledge from Spangenberg’s pool of recourses. IO can
thus ‘move’ through Spangenberg’s material in order to gain information. He is not
judgemental, but analytical. As such, the strengths, weaknesses, dynamics and
rhetoric of such a dialogue may be observed (whether one agrees with the content or
not, since that is not the point of this analysis). The modus operandi will primarily be
in dialogical form, where IO will restrict his/her own remarks to the minimum, but
rely on questions to give S the opportunity to offer the necessary answer and thus the
analytical material for systematizing S. The IO will possess the ability to move around
freely within Spangenberg’s pool of material, listening, asking for, and drawing out
information that could then be systematized. This process can be graphically
summarised as follows.
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Scientific4 observer (SO)
The third analytical category is the scientific observer (SO) and represents another
phase in relation to Spangenberg’s material. This phase will involve an interpretation,
analysis, evaluation, systematization, and scientific consideration of the body of
information (from S) resulting from the analysis by the IO in light of the challenges of
religious dialogue. The SO will scientifically consider the results from the analysis of
IO of S with the purpose of gaining insights for the South African religious dialogue.
SO will also analyse and systematize as well as draw conclusions based on the
information provided by the IO in discussion with available scientific insights
concerning the relevant issues under consideration. Neither the SO nor the IO will
attempt to prove Spangenberg right or wrong per se, since S would only be used as an
example of a key partaker in the debate in order not to base the analysis on a fictive,
but on a concrete and real situation. Some conclusions as to the weaknesses or
strengths in S or whether he met the demands of a scientific discussion can, however,
not be prevented, since it forms part of the general analysis.
It is crucial to note that the SO would indeed not be able to comment exhaustively on
everything that could be commented on. The academic fields to be covered are

4

I realise that, by using the word ‘scientific’ in ‘scientific observer’, I am using a loaded term with
different nuances in varying academic fields. However, in this instance, I used it to indicate the
attempt to be an objective observer.
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numerous, and it is likely that each field could require a separate study in its own
right. The SO will, however, attempt to make some relevant comments and shed some
light on possible consequences of, and pose some questions that might be produced by
S. SO would also be led by some additional writers who have perhaps read S or who
can make appropriate comments or add insights to the relevant fields of enquiry. By
doing this, the SO will place S within the wider academic context of the South
African discussion.

It is hoped that this process involving Spangenberg, the IO and the SO will keep the
discussion public, reasonable and controllable, making it as accessible as possible for
any reader to study and follow.
I am indeed critically aware of the fact that I am still somewhat compromised by
being subjectively involved. I am also aware that the analytical construct IO is still my
own creation. First, it is important to remember that no researcher is ever detached
from his/her own personal biases and that is exactly the reason for developing the IO:
an attempt to limit direct subjective engagement by ‘objectifying’ the analytical
process, so that it may be open, controllable and rational as part of the scientific
activity. Secondly, I also hold that, although this approach uses an analytical category,
IO, the reason for it to exist at all is not fictional. Spangenberg’s material is not
fictional and is the reason why both the IO and the SO exist. Thus, if Spangenberg’s
material had not existed, both the IO and the SO would not have existed. They only
exist because of, and in reaction to what already exists, namely S. Consequently, I am
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of the opinion that this approach, though not perfect, nevertheless assists in giving this
analysis a scientific form. It remains scientific in the sense that it (the created
narrative) is accessible, rational, and controllable.5
Beginning the discussion
An initial point of departure – since an analysis must start somewhere – seems to be
Spangenberg’s essentials, his core content.6 He communicates this, using intellectual
knowledge and some academic tools available to him. It could be concluded,
however, that a more thorough discourse is necessary; one that engages with the
various academic fields involved, asking the relevant questions regarding possible
implications of his methods.
Continuing with the conversation, an IO could observe the essentials of most of what
Spangenberg communicates into primarily two statements:
First, he seems to convey that, in light of the current scientific knowledge, the
Bible and the NT, in particular, cannot be trusted to provide us with enough
substance to believe in the Christian master narrative, or to believe in an exalted,
divine and resurrected Jesus in history.
Secondly, he describes the need for, and offers a new meaning-giving narrative
on a purely scientific basis, still including Jesus, as described in Chapter 9.
At this point, it is important to remind the reader that the SO aims to draw insights
and lessons from the S material. The purpose is not to affirm S or to prove him wrong.
For this reason, the SO will not elaborate on each and every detail of S’s arguments.
To do so would warrant another study in its own right. The IO, however, will mention
S’s arguments for the sake of being as thorough as possible. The SO, on the other
hand, will only react to S’s arguments in broad terms.
From this point onwards, the IO and SO will proceed to observe each of the relevant7
categories to determine what valuable insights can be obtained for the advancement of
the South African discussion.

5

By “accessible” and “controllable”, I mean that Spangenberg’s material is obtainable and available
for anyone who wishes to investigate it for themselves.
6
As noted in Chapter 9.
7
The relevance of these fields depends on Spangenberg who mentions this in his material and, in so
doing, brings it into the discussion.
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10.2

Hermeneutical theories and processes established for acquiring relevant
knowledge8

Since the conversation must start somewhere, the IO could start by wondering what S
would say about the status of the Bible.
In answering it seems that S (2009a: 360) views the Bible as a collection of purely
human documents that are not divinely inspired. Consider the following.
a)
The OT is a collection of diverse documents without any central theme
(Spangenberg 2009a: 360).
b)
The bible is a collection of ancient religious documents written by ordinary
people (Spangenberg 2009a: 365). The Bible is merely a human document and
not divine (Spangenberg 2009a: 359). Everything in the Bible about God,
Jesus and the Spirit was said and written by mortal people and is not the words
of God (Spangenberg 2009a: 359).
c)
The scientific revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the
growing historical awareness of the eighteenth century, Darwin’s theory of
evolution, the modern scientific inquiry into the Bible, and the recent results of
physics and mechanics changed the essence of interpreting the Bible
(Spangenberg 2009a: 364).
d)
S (2009a: 105-106) also seems to claim that the departure from the ancient
three-storey world view had enormous consequences for the traditional
message of the Bible.
The IO would immediately be interested in how S arrives at these specific conclusions
in respect of the status of the Bible.
S would maintain that he arrives at these conclusions by way of his scientific
research.9 This would be the reason why he seemingly arrives at many theological
conclusions. He holds that scientific research could be held responsible for indicating,
among other aspects, that
a)
Augustine’s doctrine of original sin is faulty (Spangenberg 2009a: 51);
b)
Daniel is not a prophetic book, but an apocalyptic one (Spangenberg 2009a:
67);

8

One of the most obvious and primary questions in any academic endeavour is the following: From
which philosophical point of departure will the research be done? Which presuppositions will be
involved? (Van Wyk 2012: 2). As a result, proper hermeneutical theories are chosen to prevent those
biases of the researcher from distorting the results of the work being done. The use of theories is the
recipe with which the scientific method is monitored and controlled (Van der Watt 2011a ad loc.). In
this Chapter, I shall return to several of the principles I discussed in Chapter 3 concerning
hermeneutics and exegetical method. First, I shall apply what I discussed in theory earlier about,
among other things, presuppositions and tools such as critical realism and analogy. This will not be a
repetition, but rather a practical application of what I discussed earlier in Chapter 3.
9
Van Wyk (2012: 3), a close reader of Spangenberg, would confirm this. He would also assert that
this would be Spangenberg’s answer to the above question.
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c)
d)
e)

f)

fundamentalism is wrong (Spangenberg 2009a: 72);
the Jewish interpreters of Isaiah understood him correctly, but first-century
Christians did not (Spangenberg 2009a: 78-79);
there was a four-level pantheon in the history of Israel and no Trinity
(Spangenberg 2009a: 101. See also Spangenberg 2009a: 147-148 in Jesus van
Nasaret), and that
in this scientific age, we cannot accept doctrines such as dead people rising
from the dead as in the case of the Christian master narrative (Spangenberg
2012a: 5), since this cannot be scientifically proven.

S made certain interpretations of the Bible. Consequently, hermeneutical thinking
becomes the framework of this part of the discussion. What can IO observe from this?
It appears that S might consider hermeneutics as somewhat important, but not
definitively so. The closest he probably gets to discussing hermeneutical theory would
be in his book Perspectives on the Bible (2002), where he rather briefly overviews
a)
paradigm shifts that took place in the recent past (Spangenberg 2002a: 1-13),
b)
as well as how they affected some areas in biblical studies (Spangenberg
2002a: 14-34).
c)
S (2002a: 25-55) then deals very briefly with some exegetical methods.
d)
An application of all this on the books of Jonah and Daniel then follows
(Spangenberg 2002a: 65-105), indicating how the new research impacts on
these biblical narratives.
e)
He then concludes his book with two chapters attempting to indicate how the
Bible could still be appreciated and used without its previous divine
inspiration and authority.
Knowing this, the IO would consequently be interested in the question as to whether S
provides an account of any alternative hermeneutical considerations that developed
since the dawn of modernity, other than his own point of departure. Had he explained
why these rationalist and Enlightenment methods should be accepted the way he
accepts them? Did he deem it necessary to apply this to his own personal study of the
NT and to his assertions of orthodox Christian theology, in particular?
Merely considering what is available to us, it appears that S neither mentions nor
elaborates on any possible alternative hermeneutical and exegetical methods that
might have developed since the Enlightenment. He leaves us with the impression that
a)
to him, the only relevant two categories that exist for the debate are the old
orthodox view expressed in the traditional Christian master narrative, and the
‘new research’ expressed by Enlightenment developments (Spangenberg
2002a: 14-55).
b)
When S critiques intellectual opponents, it suffices for him to merely point out
that they still work with the old master narrative. He does not deem it
necessary to explain step-by-step why their hermeneutical thinking is flawed
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c)

or why his results should be superior or more readily accepted (Spangenberg
2003a: 187). If they still work with these old results or if they do not work
with pure historical criticism, he cannot accept it (Spangenberg 2003a: 188). S
(2003a: 188) stated earlier: “The systematic theologian Dirkie Smit during this
time published a trilogy that is nothing more than an exposition of the Bible on
the basis of die statement of faith of Nicaea. It is surely not exegesis in the
tradition of the historical criticism.” Historical Criticism is S preferred method
of exegesis.10
S (2003b: 287) seems highly sceptical of people who still work with the “old
master narrative” and might even consider them to be stubborn or even
slightly deluded.11

If he seemingly does not extensively use hermeneutical thinking in order to engage his
opponents, the IO would be interested in knowing what S has to say in order to
explain his own positions?
a)
S indeed mentions the fact that he works with historical criticism. Other than
that, he does not seem to think it necessary to explain himself in terms of
hermeneutical and exegetical theory.12
b)
He seems to leave the impression that he considers the mere fact that these
hermeneutical shifts historically took place as a result of the Enlightenment, as
sufficient reason to accept its underlying assumptions.13 These shifts seemed
to suffice to change his mind from his own childhood until he ultimately

10

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die Stellenbosche dogmatikus, Dirkie Smit, het in
hierdie tydperk ’n trilogie gepubliseer wat niks anders is as ’n uitleg van die Bybel aan die hand van
die geloofsbelydenis van Nicea (2001a, 2001b, 2003). Eksegese in die tradisie van die historiese
kritiek is dit allermins.”.
11
Spangenberg (2011a :21) states elsewhere: “Op grond van die skeppingsverhale het latere
Christelike teoloë allerlei afleidings gemaak oor hoe die Drie-eenheid die heelal sou geskep het. Hy
het alles uit niks geskep — creatio ex nihilo (om dit op Latyn weer te gee). Hy het ook die mens na sy
beeld geskep. Christelike teoloë het oor die Imago Dei (die beeld van God) boeke vol geskryf. Adrio
König is een van hulle. Twee van sy boeke in die reeks “Gelowig nagedink” fokus hierop. Die een
boek dra die titel Bondgenoot en Beeld (1991) en die tweede dra die titel Menslike mense (1993b).
Vergelyk in hierdie verband ook die boek Die Mens: Bybelse en Buite-Bybelse Mensbeskouings
(1974) van Johan Heyns, en Skepping, Mens, Voorsieningheid (1981) van Jaap Durand”. (Translation:
Later Christian theologians made all kinds of conclusions on the basis of the creation narratives about
how the universe was to be created by the Trinity. He created everything out of nothing – creatio ex
nihilio (to give it in Latin). He also created man in his image. Christian theologians wrote numerous
books on the Imago Dei (the image of God). Adrio König is one of them. Two of his books in the
series ‘Gelowig Nagedink’ focus on this. The one boek carries the title Bondgenoot en beeld (1991)
and the second one carries the title Menslike mense. Compare in this regard also the book Die mens:
Bybelse en Buite-Bybelse mensbeskouings (1974) by Johan Heyns, and Skepping, mens,
Voorsienigheid by Jaap Durand (1981).) He does, however, add the following: “Pieter Botha het die
boek aan grondige kritiek onderwerp (Botha 1993) en ek het later daarop ingespeel (Spangenberg
1994). Adrio König was nie baie ingenome met die kritiek nie (vgl. König 1993a)”. (Translation:
Pieter Botha submitted the book to thorough criticism on which I elaborated later on. Adrio König
was not impressed with this critique).
12
This is the only conclusion a reader of Spangenberg can draw, since he never explains himself
hermeneutically to let himself be guided by responsible academic theory.
13
See Spangenberg (2002a: 65-105).
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c)

concluded that he has changed his mind, as can be seen in the sketch below
(Spangenberg 2009a: 9-27, 359).
S (2001: 1-12) claims to have thoroughly studied the biblical sciences, and this
seems to make out much of the logic of his personal story with its theological
shifts that took place.

The following diagram shows some phases of his story.

Children
Bible’s
perspective

Primary
school
perspective

High school
perspective

Other shifts
that
gradually
took place

5.

1.

2.

3.

4.

Spangenberg’s
eventual truth
based on
science

Spangenberg’s developmental stages on his story
line.
In light of what has been said, the IO would consequently like to know some of the
results when S applies his position on NT texts.
S’s approach leaves us with the impression that he is highly sceptical of ancient
authors. I shall consider several examples:
a)
S (2009a: 78) points out that Christians read their own opinions into the book
of Isaiah.
b)
He says: “It is clear that Paul manipulates here like a fox with his reasoning
…” (Spangenberg 2009a: 187).14
c)
“He ignores it completely!” (Spangenberg 2009a: 188).15
d)
“Paul confuses the readers here …” (Spangenberg 2009a: 190).16
e)
In addition, he points out that Matthew and Luke committed plagiarism for
using Mark as a source (Spangenberg 2009a: 138).
f)
It appears that S (2009a: 318) is very weary of the writer of Hebrews when the
ancient author interprets Psalms 8 and 110 as prophecies, exactly the way it

14

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Paulus gooi hier duidelik jakkalsdraaie met sy
redenasies.”.
15
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “… hy ignoreer dit heeltemal!”.
16
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Paulus verwar die lesers hier …”.
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g)

h)

i)

j)

suits him, without taking into account the historical context of the day.
According to S (2009a: 325), most of the quotes that the author of Hebrews
uses from the OT have nothing to do with Jesus and the writer does what he
likes. He seems to follow, in good faith, the lead of scholars such as Kennedy
who asserts that the Bible cannot be trusted (Spangenberg 2009a: 113).17
He refers to 1 Thessalonians 2:15-16 to suggest that Paul was negative
towards the Jews; that these negative remarks are found frequently throughout
Paul’s letters, and that these words partly led to anti-Semitism and hatred for
Jews in Western Christianity (Spangenberg 2009a: 178).18
In addition, S remarks that Paul completely contradicted himself in the same
text. S (2009a: 208) asserts that Paul holds one line of thought in Romans
11:1-36 and mentions the opposite in 9: 6-29.
S (2009a: 261) alludes to Luke 14: 5 where Jesus mentions that anyone whose
cow falls into the well will save that animal from certain death. He then states
the following: “What this scripture indicates is that Jesus was a good
humanist. He values people more than the rigid obedience to religious
Commands and prescriptions”.19
S quotes Mathew 27:25 where the Jewish people shouted: “Let his blood be on
us and on our children!”, pleading for Jesus to be executed and then
comments:20 “These words only occur in the gospel of Mathew and were

17

Spangenberg may have picked up this suspicious kind of rhetoric from Kennedy (2009). He alludes
to Kennedy no less than seventeen times in various key articles and publications (2009: 360, 361, 367,
2011a: 13-14, 21-22, 24, 25, 28; 2011b: 234, 235; 2011c: 13, 14 [x 3]; 2012b: 2, 4; 2014: ad loc.).
Although Kennedy (2009: 162-178) devotes an entire chapter to hermeneutics, his discussion thereof
seems to be very brief and even one-sided. He gives a very brief overview of hermeneutical highlights
in history since the Enlightenment. He challenges orthodox believers to use hermeneutical studies in
order to get rid of their naïvetés (2009: 163); he explains why Christianity needs to undergo some
changes (2009: 171), and asks them not to misinterpret (2009: 164). He identifies the “hermeneutical
problem” (2009: 167-172) as interpretation being a complex issue and points to Christian theology as
being consequently rather ambiguous (2009: 174-175). While he does recognise that some Christian
thinkers have had a positive impact on research, he basically only unmasks (sometimes rightfully)
unhealthy practices used by some Christian theologians, but never applies the hermeneutical
principles to himself and his own approach. He (2009: 178) concludes his chapter on hermeneutics by
stating: “In Christianity’s present context of rapid and far-reaching cultural change, a primary goal of
this chapter has been to illustrate that it cannot be assumed that ancient Christian beliefs and doctrines
are readily intelligible to contemporary audiences”. He only uses hermeneutics to criticise
Christianity, but does not use it to question his own presuppositions or those of the enlightenment
research which he seemingly uncritically defends, much like Spangenberg. Kennedy entitles his
Chapter 6, “Can the Bible be trusted?” and then answers the heading in his first sentence, “The answer
to the question posed of the title is ‘No’”.
18
It is likely that Spangenberg derives this from Vermes (1993: 212), since he himself stated
previously that Vermes played an important role in the shifts of his views of Christianity and that
Vermes has the same sympathies (Spangenberg 2011d: 195-196). 18 Vermes (1993: 213) also claims
that Christianity tends to demonise the Jews.
19
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Wat hierdie gedeelte uitwys is dat Jesus ‘n goeie
humanis was. Hy ag mense belangriker as die slaafse uitlewing van godsdienstige gebooie en
voorskrite.”.
20
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Hierdie woorde kom net in die Matteus-evangelie
voor en is waarskynlik nooit in die geskiedenis uitgespreek nie … Die skrywer van die Matteus-
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probably never uttered in history ... The writer of the gospel of Mathew
thought out these words and laid it in the mouths of the spectators that were
present during Jesus’ hearing!”21
From the above, the IO might wonder how S thinks about the way the NT writers use
OT passages, especially regarding prophetic tradition?
S makes many statements that early Christians, in general, mistakenly read OT
passages through the lens of the Christian master narrative. These were not
predictions by Isaiah about Jesus. In his view, first-century Christians read these
messianic interpretations into the texts (Spangenber 2009a: 79). A few examples can
be considered:
a)
The ‘Immanuel’ sign in Isaiah 7:1-16 (Spangenber 2009a: 81) does not refer to
Jesus, as many early Christians naively suggested, but rather to King Ahas.
b)
In addition, the famous Isaiah 52:13-53:12 is not a prediction of Jesus’
suffering, death and/or resurrection, but rather the early Christians used the
story of Isaiah as building blocks to construct their own story of Jesus. Luke
“created” (“geskep”) his story based on the Isaiah story, making it sound as if
these ancient writers fabricated their stories (Spangenber 2009a: 91, 93).
c)
S (2009a: 185) takes from Jesus van Nasaret where it may seem as if he is
blaming Paul for “bending” (“buig”) the text (Genesis 23:3) to suit his own
message.
d)
He points to Galatians 3:8 where Paul says: “The Scripture foresaw that God
would justify the gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to
Abraham: ‘All nations will be blessed through you’. So those who have faith
are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith” (Tr. NIV 2000). In reality,
however, Genesis 12 says nothing of faith and justification, but because these
two ideas are important to Paul, he reads them back into the OT text
(Spangenberg 2009a: 186).
e)
S (2009a: 186-187) comments on Galatians 3:10, where Paul quotes
Deuteronomy 27:26: “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do
everything written in the Book of the Law” (Tr. NIV 2000). He seems to
interpret Deuteronomy as a threat and not as a curse, holding the position that
Paul bluntly and purposefully misinterprets it.
f)
S (2009a: 187-188) seems to question the way in which Paul uses Leviticus
18:5 and Deuteronomy 21:22-23 and wrongly applies these to the death and
crucifixion of Jesus.
g)
S questions the possibility that the Scriptures in the OT used by Paul support
his (Paul’s) point of view and then answers his own question by saying: “No!

evangelie het hierdie woorde uitgedink en in die monde van die van die toeskouer gelê wat tydens
Jesus se verhoor teenwoordig was!”.
21
Den Heyer (2003) might have influenced Spangenberg. See Den Heyer (2003: 85) where the same
text is used with the same idea.
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h)

Paul quotes these texts incompletely and out of context – and frequently
virtually arbitrarily …”22
S (2009a: 327, 332) seems to feel the same about the writer of Hebrews. He is
of the opinion that the author misinterprets Psalms 8 and 110 incorrectly by
applying it as a prophecy to Jesus.

I shall now introduce some possible insights the SO could have gleaned from the
discussion, as well as what could be some appropriate responses. In this instance, the
SO will also place S within a much wider academic context, namely one in which the
South African dialogue is taking place. SO will analyse and reflect on S, using other
additional relevant material that could shed light on the nature of Christian religious
dialogue.
What insights can a scientific observer glean from this material so far?
Personal biases and hermeneutical approaches
Every scholar has biases and presuppositions. Consequently, neglecting one’s
personal assumptions and not sufficiently reflecting on one’s hermeneutical
approaches might lead to subjectivity and severely biased opinions. Danie Strauss23
(2009: 59) states: “Special scientists have two options (but just one choice!): (i) either
they give an account of the philosophical presuppositions with which they work – in
which case they operate with a philosophical view of reality, or (ii) implicitly (and
uncritically) proceed from one or another philosophical view of reality – in which
case they are the victims of a philosophical view”. This is a legitimate statement,
since there is no such person as a detached observer (Wright 1992: 36). We are all
socially conditioned by society and our own environment and interpret the world from
that perspective (Berger & Luckmann 1966: 3). We cannot escape our philosophical
biases and we can, rather easily and unconsciously, become victims of our own
prejudices. This necessitates the importance of one’s own hermeneutical and
philosophical awareness, proper exegesis and scientific research (Wright 1992: 3237). It also includes the necessity to reflect on personal philosophical presuppositions,
theories and foundations behind one’s research, about the mind processes and
intellectual commitments that are present even before the research starts (Thiselton
1980: 17). This is exactly what makes this point so relevant. Unfortunately,
hermeneutical reasoning is often conspicuously absent in the writings of other biblical

22

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Nee! Paulus haal hierdie tekste onvolledig en buite
konteks aan – en dikwels op die klank af.”
23
Prof. D F M Strauss was the head of the Department of Philosophy and Dean of the Faculty of
Humanities (1998-2001) at the University of the Orange Free State (Bloemfontein, South Africa). In
2008, he received the NP Van Wyk Louw Prize – the highest award for academic work within various
academic fields, also from the South African Academy of Art and Science. See Strauss (2009).
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scholars and popular authors, both sceptic and orthodox.24 If a scholar does use his/her
own story the way S25 uses his own personal story (Spangenberg 2009a: 9-27, 359;
Spangenberg 2011a: 1-12), s/he must make sure to have extensive insight into the
power that his/her own story would have on the lens through which s/he views life. If
not, s/he might be experienced as being biased, possessing such a strong interpretive
key that s/he seems unaware of the subjectivity thereof (Ladd 1989: 75). It is obvious
that the IO finds it difficult to obtain material in S where this is being adequately
discussed. The implication thereof is that S might not be aware of the presuppositions
that lie behind his own narrative and approach. This is true of many others from
different and diverse backgrounds. A good example from orthodox circles is Klaasing
and Mouton (2010: 7), two editors of a rather conservative Christian publication.
Ironically, they take on historical criticism, saying nothing positive about it,
mentioning hermeneutics, but not applying hermeneutical theory to their own position
beyond four short sentences in the preface as well as a few remarks throughout the
remainder of the book (Klaasing & Mouton 2010: xiii, 7, 9-11, 67). This can simply
not do, as it results in a rather poorly reasoned thesis with weak argumentation.
Likewise, a person with S’s position as an academic and historical critic may also
have personal reasons or desires to be aware of. Some of these hidden desires can
become sufficiently powerful for him/her to want to undergo these philosophical
changes away from orthodox Christianity. The reasons for leaving the orthodox faith
can be just as biased and unhealthy as uncritically clinging thereto. Paas and Peels
(2014: 119) mention a few examples of such possible desires and childhood dreams
that may drive some people to leave and replace a conservative position in a latemodern time such as ours:

24

Sweet (2004) pleads for a relational Hermeneutic in reading the Bible. This is not at all unwelcome,
except that it seems rather incomplete and that the book leaves the reader with many hermeneutical
questions still unanswered. In what is, in fact, a fairly good book on the historical Jesus, South African
New Testament theologian Wessels (2006) gives an overview of the Historical Jesus Research of the
past one hundred and twenty years, but then immediately proceeds to the sources he was going to use,
whereafter he starts discussing tangible Historical Jesus issues. There is very little hermeneutical
reasoning about his personal biases as well as a consciously chosen historical method. He very briefly
touches on some thoughts on it in his conclusion, but it could hardly be considered a proper
discussion. The book could have benefited immensely with an additional section on hermeneutics.
Bell (2011) gives a good rhetorical exposition of kingdom theology, but unfortunately no
hermeneutics. This would have been welcome, given that he makes some apparent controversial
remarks in his book. An example of a very conservative orthodox author is Marais (2003: 7-13).
While addressing, probably with good intentions, the authority of the Bible by discussing solutions for
difficult biblical texts where mistakes seemed to have sneaked in, he does not mention or discuss
hermeneutical theory or his preferred method at all. He (2003: 7) merely starts by saying that the Bible
is directly given by God and that it contains no mistakes. He then proceeds to explain each case, but
nearly nowhere does he explain himself. A second conservative example is MacArthur (1982: 1-12)
who discusses the Bible and its reliability without any hermeneutical explanations. In these
publications, the authors also do not refer to any other publication of their own that deals with their
Hermeneutical views.
25
I still use S when speaking of Spangenberg’s personal story, since the story of Spangenberg is part
of the S material, also considering the previous Chapter.
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A person may emphasise personal individuality to such an extent that s/he
would want to dissociate him-/herself from anything that might represent the
smothering conservative traditions or social pressures.
Moving away from orthodox faith may give other individuals the promise of
adventure and tragic heroism seeking the lonely path of the pilgrim.
Others would like to grow up, show courage, be honest with themselves and
stand on their own legs.
Many may want to claim that they value being part of a small group of
freethinking radicals over against the crowd of paranoid sheep seeking safety
in the masses.

All human beings seem to be driven by wishes, desires and by what they believe they
can gain. This is true whether our personal position gravitates towards orthodox
belief, relativist agnosticism, freethinking liberalism, atheism, activism, pacifism or
any other paradigm (Paas & Peels 2014: 123).
It follows that processes of understanding and acquiring knowledge are still extremely
complex and that every scholar needs to be critically aware of personal
presuppositions and biases such as those mentioned (Fiorenza 2013: 16-17). It would,
for example, have been interesting to see how S might engage with some of the works
of Edward Schillebeeckx (1963) who argued rather convincingly (Jesson 2002: 3) that
not not only historical study but also religious experience can not only serve as a
hermeneutic category, but has tremendous epistemological significance in establishing
theological reality. Furthermore, historical criticism26 does not guarantee freedom
from bias (Averbeck 2012: 155).27 Academic accountability through hermeneutic
reasoning is necessary so that the research being done does not merely become a
projection of personal ideas or preconceptions (Thiselton 1980: 17). To make this
possible, one needs interpretive virtues such as, for instance, an honest awareness of
strengths and weaknesses in one’s own approach, a critical openness towards the ideas
and positions of others, critically engaging with the whole spectrum of possibilities
(Vanhoozer 1998: 377). These are important to guide us through the process of
research and help us be accurate in our conclusions (Thiselton 1980: 11).
I shall allude to an example in the field of historical research. Licona (2010: 52-62), a
historian researching the first century CE, explains some of the guidelines he uses to
remain as neutral and objective as possible in his research. Knowing and

26

Spinoza could be considered the father of historical criticism, although many contributed to its
development (Averbeck 2012: 152-153). The idea behind his “Theologico-Political Treatise” (1670)
was to guard men against naiveties such as superstition. Historical criticism itself can, however,
become biased as much as any other exegetical framework (Averbeck 2012: 152-154).
27
Averbeck in Hoffmeier & Magary (2012).
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understanding his own biases, Licona chose the following tools: method;28 keeping
his own horizon and method public for scrutiny and criticism; seeking out the right
kind of academic peer pressure where colleagues would naturally and spontaneously
maintain the culture of honesty, accountability and neutrality; submitting scholarly
ideas to a wide variety of unsympathetic experts; consistently accounting for the
relevant historical bedrock in respect of an event investigated,29 and detachment from
bias must be non-negotiable.30 It is critical to note that not all scholars would use the
same academic tools and that Licona chose these because of his awareness of his
specific personal philosophical biases.
In this regard, a person with S’s sympathies might seem to run the risk of not being
sufficiently aware of the power of his/her own philosophical biases. For example,
when a scholar makes the statement as S (2012a: 5) does, namely that he does not
believe that Jesus rose from the grave, because in his world dead people do not rise
from the dead, it might not be found helpful without explaining why and how such a
conclusion is made. Nor can it suffice to say that to live in a scientific age means that
we can no longer believe in such things (Meyer 1979: 102).31 This may result in the
habit of uncritically making statements without thoroughly considering them. In such
a world, untested assumptions and unjustified presuppositions rule. This would be
truly unfortunate and even dangerous to religious dialogue.
Insight gleaned: The importance of understanding one’s own philosophical biases
and continuously and critically rethinking one’s own hermeneutical approaches and
exegetical methods as crucial to a religious dialogue of this nature.
Critiquing opponents

28

He uses the method of Arguments of Inference to the best Explanation, which he discusses and
explains extensively (2010: 108-114).
29
Licona (2010: 56-57) explains this by stating that some facts are so strongly evidenced that they are
virtually indisputable. These facts are referred to as “historical bedrock”, since any legitimate
hypothesis could be built on it. If a hypothesis fails to explain all the elements of the historical
bedrock, it would be appropriate to rather drag that hypothesis back to the drawing board or to
disregard it. Historical bedrock includes those facts that meet two basic criteria. First, they are so
strongly evidenced that the historian can fairly regard them as historical facts and, secondly, the
majority of contemporary scholars regard them as historical facts.
30
Licona (2010: 58-61) states the importance of the experience that scholars are sometimes so
attached to their biases that they do not even recognise them. He explains that one can know that one
is detached from personal bias when one is willing to abandon a preferred paradigm when evidence
points in that direction. For example, Christians who believe in the physical historical resurrection of
Jesus should be willing to abandon their faith in the exalted Christ if archaeologists were to discover
the bones of Jesus’ body. If not, their bias controls them and they will not be objective in their
research.
31
Such points of view make use of the historical principle of analogy, which I shall discuss later in
this Chapter, especially pertaining to the resurrection of Jesus.
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On the Areopagus, it appeared that Paul approached dialogue, with participating
opponents being on equal footing when it comes to engaging one another (see Chapter
8). Without participating opponents interacting with each other on equal intellectual
footing, proper dialogue would certainly not be possible. One should ensure not only
to read the material that supports personal views, but also rather to throw oneself into,
and deepen one’s understanding of criticisms against one’s own positions for the sake
of understanding one’s opponents. For example, when S (2003b: 287) points to
theological opponents with whom he disagrees, and criticizes them for trying, but
failing to work with the new research, he does not explain why he differs from them
or why they are wrong or their approach is unsatisfactory. This might create the
impression that he is merely biased, expressing no real interest in what his opponents
really believe and why they believe it. One concrete result of this principle was that
some critics were led to conclude that S’s writings are built on the assumptions of
naïve rationalism and positivism32 (Van Wyk 2012: 2).33
Another critic of S complains that:
“Apparently, I am not the only one that had enough of these seemingly selfcentred, ‘scientific-analytical’, academic and especially uninvited opinions of
Professor Spangenberg in the general public media. The professor should
probably consider to first present his analytical/critical opinions to peerreviewed academic literature for publication and criticism BEFORE he presents
his insensitive views for publications to the general public. We as other normal

32

A positivist believes that there are some things about which one can have definite and
unquestionable knowledge (Wright 1992: 32).
33
For example: While most would agree that the Enlightenment was a welcome and necessary
advancement in scientific reasoning, many might wonder, in light of some of Spangenberg’s
comments, whether he, perhaps too uncritically, accepts the strict modernist method of historical
criticism as the only legitimate exegetical method presently available and whether nothing else will
suffice? (Kirk 2007: 59). To do so, however, without explaining himself in the face of serious and,
many would think legitimate, critique that has been raised against the approaches of the historical
criticism, might certainly lead to unnecessary academic criticism against himself. Many scholars
currently assert that the underlying assumptions of historical criticism are highly suspect (Tolmie
1999: 3). According to Frye (1957: 315), many historical critics have indicated that they read the
Bible as if it were only a scrapbook of corruptions, redactions, glosses insertions, misplacings,
conflations and misunderstandings. This would not do justice to an ancient text, as it would ignore the
genre and narrative character of many Bible texts (Barton 1998a: 179; Tolmie 1999: 2). What about
alternative exegetical methods? What about, for example, social-scientific or socio-rhetorical
approaches (Barton 1998a: 178)? Would a wholesale allegiance to pure historical criticism and the
above Enlightenment assumptions consequently not blind someone to any potential a-material realities
present to such an extent that someone might ultimately not allow anyone who offers a more orthodox
view, even if s/he might be able to coherently and rationally explain it? In doing so, someone might
create the impression that s/he considers anyone with a more orthodox Christian view to be
intellectually blinded and deluded, as Spangenberg (2003: 287) seems to think. A potential reader of
such material might believe that anyone has to agree with the author in order to keep his respect and,
if he does not see it the way you do, he will be considered blinded by his own narrow-mindedness
and, therefore, blinded to the truth. Can a truly academic debate really work like this? Would it not be
better for the broader debate if someone who works with a method such as historical criticism
acknowledges his/her inclination towards Enlightenment assumptions and systematically argues
against the critique and warnings that have been given by some, instead of uncritically following a
pure modernist and reductionist approach?
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human beings still use these established and proven scientific methods of
communication in our work.” (Horn 2004: ad loc.).

The sharp language in this article is unfortunate and illustrates what happens when
dialogue occurs through labelling and stereotyping. This is a good example of how a
discussion can stall when partakers engage with animosity and bias, without taking
hermeneutical principles into account. These biases could be overcome by reopening
the dialogue and continuing the discussion, while truly and honestly listening to the
other party and each party questioning his/her own bias (Meyer 1979: 102).
It might not advance the scientific debate when different proponents suspect one
another of rigid, dogmatic and naïve thinking because of a lack of rigorous
engagement. If a person such as S persists in doing this, he might reveal himself as
having an unsubstantiated confidence in enlightenment rationalism.34
Insight gleaned: The importance of applying these hermeneutical observations not
only to personal points of view and biases, but also in truly trying to understand and
only then critique an intellectual opponent.
An unhealthy hermeneutic of suspicion
Unchecked personal presuppositions can lead to an unhealthy hermeneutic of
suspicion. This implies unhealthy personal biases that are so strong that they may
compromise the entire interpreting process. In general, a hermeneutic of suspicion is a
thoroughly valid method of approaching the process of interpretation with a certain
bias of scepticism usually for the sake of the accuracy of the interpretation being
made (Vanhoozer 1998: 290). This is not a question of taking any text at face value,
but of forcing the exegete to ask the tough questions in an attempt to decode disguised
meanings (Josselson 2004: 1).35 This can also sometimes mean distrusting the
integrity of a text until it has proven itself to be trustworthy. 36 It can happen, however,
that suspicion sometimes takes on a darker meaning, referring more to a continuing
negative bias of distrust towards the text studied, for more hidden reasons, rather than
a healthy scholarly scepticism (Vanhoozer 1998: 290). In other words, scepticism is
part of scientific practice. But any scepticism should have a temporary status until
justification for this scepticism is proven. If the scientific process however cannot

34

This can, for instance, be observed in a new wave of research by NT scholars cautioning others
about some flaws of the Historical Jesus research based on pure Enlightenment biases. See scholars
such as Dunn (1996, 2003, 2005: 15-57); Barton (2006); Wright (1996, 1998b, 2003); Bauckham
(1998, 2006).
35
This is also sometimes called the ‘hermeneutic of demystification’. See Josselson (2004: 13-28).
36
The opposite of a hermeneutic of suspicion is a hermeneutic of trust (or naïve hermeneutical
realism) where the integrity of the text would be trusted until it has proven itself untrustworthy. See
Van Hoozer (1998: 290-291, 299-300). A more moderate version of this is also called a hermeneutic
of faith. See Josselson (2004: 1).
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justify the scepticism, the latter should be rejected. Scepticism should be given the
opportunity to grow out of itself by giving the text a “voice” to speak for itself
(Josselson 2004: 1). A healthy hermeneutic of suspicion consistently applied should
thus also be willing to doubt itself. If this is not done, scepticism can become just as
biased as naïve trust.
Consequently, on the one hand, S should be commended for his frequent sceptical
statements about the biblical authors (see IO’s allusion to Spangenberg 2009a: 78,
138, 178, 187, 188, 190, 208, 261). This is vital for academic work. On the other
hand, when someone makes these kinds of negative statements about the way in
which some biblical authors write and interpret their own traditions,37 especially
without explaining himself, does that not lead S readers to suspect him of merely
having an unhealthy hermeneutic of suspicion? Should suspicion not first be applied
to one’s own intellectual positions? For example, when S alludes to 1 Thessalonians
2: 15-16 claiming that it had been used to enflame racism against Jews, without
investigating other commentaries on the text, would that not enforce the impression of
someone being overly and negatively biased against Paul?38 The same applies to the
assertion of Romans 9 and 11 contradicting each other. However, should one decide
to oppose the opinions of what seems to be a consensus that Romans 9-11 is internally
coherent,39 should one not perhaps explain oneself in greater detail with more

37

See Spangenberg’s comments earlier in this Chapter.
Especially if very few other commentaries agree with his assertion. I consider other possibilities.
Some certainly recognise that the verses mentioned are difficult to interpret (Richard 1995: 123-124).
Some even suggested that these words, especially verse 16, are so strong that they cannot be originally
Pauline (Bruce 1982: 48-49); they must have been a later interpolation (Williams 1992: 48). However,
is the difficulty in the text not all the more reason to explore these verses in more detail before making
hasty judgements? Some scholars note that this wrath upon the Jews has nothing to do with Paul being
negative towards the Jews in view of his other remarks in 1 Thessalonians and elsewhere such as
Romans 9:5. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul makes other statements that might provide a context for 2:1516. He talks about “your love for one another and for all” (3:12). In 4:11-12, he refers to the “proper
conduct in the company of outsiders” that would have included Jews (Richard 1995: 124). In
Galatians 2:22-23, he considers himself to have been part of the problem in persecuting Christians
before he came to faith. Yet if he himself turned to God, why would there not be hope for other Jews.
Davies (1977-1978: 6-9) suggests that one should first of all not exclude Paul from writing these
words. (Not that Paul means that all Israel be excluded from God’s election and promise). In this
instance, Paul uses the term “Jews” and not “Israelites”, pointing not to Israel as a whole, but to
individual unbelieving Jews who killed the prophets and now hamper the gospel. This wrath awaits all
men if they do not turn to God (Williams 1992: 48-49). These are mere alternative possibilities to the
one interpretation that Spangenberg offers and I do not offer them as the final solution. I am simply
offering the role of devil’s advocate and, as such, I have to suggest that some may view
Spangenberg’s seemingly sure conclusion that Paul was anti-Semitic as somewhat hasty in light of
other more reasonable possibilities.
39
See Witherington (2004: 236-279); Keener (2009a: 115); Haacker (2003: 78-80); Barrett (1962:
180); Cranfield (1979: 445-592); Edwards (1992: 228). That Romans 9-11 has its problems with
interpretation is certainly true (Cottrell 1998: 23); Wright (1993: 231) even suggests that it is as full of
problems as a hedgehog is full of prickles. The possible impression of contradiction however, is
almost certainly a superficial one (Cranfield 1979: 445) and the majority of scholars still view
Romans 9-11 as a carefully constructed and coherent whole, as noted earlier. This piece is in the
classic diatribe style (Witherington 2004: 279) with a great deal of cross-argumentation. Bryan (2000:
160) points to the fact that there is a great variety of stylistic figures such as rhetorical questions (9:14,
21; 10:8; 11:1, 7, 11), dramatic interventions and arguments with imaginary opponents (9:14-21),
38
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complete and thorough argumentation? Would it not perhaps be better to also explore
or at least mention these alternative possibilities on the text for the sake of one’s
readers? Would it not supply one with more credibility as an academic, rather than
sounding uncritically suspicious of Paul’s intellectual integrity?
The key question is: If a scholar speaks with a constant bias of suspicion, without
giving the ‘other side’ an opportunity to prove itself, what message would s/he leave
to the reader? It may indeed sound like a naïve kind of positivism. It sounds as though
S and Kennedy consider this intellectual revolution in bible sciences to be final,
complete and settled.40 This does not appear to be the case if one considers the
disappointment and disillusion experienced by prolific scholars after years of working
with pure Enlightenment methods such as historical criticism. Some scholars do not
seem that excited after many years of research into the historical Jesus. Nowadays,
they use titles such as A new perspective on Jesus: What the quest for the historical
Jesus missed (Dunn 2005).41 In light of these alternative possibilities, it may be even
more unhelpful when a partaker in the debate does not explain him-/herself
hermeneutically.
Insight gleaned: The importance of being weary of a possible unhealthy hermeneutic
of suspicion as to not allow one’s judgement to be clouded.
Cultural sensitivity, ancient writers and prophecy
From the material gathered by IO from S, it appears that this discussion on
hermeneutics should also be applied to biblical prophecy and the NT use and
interpretation of OT passages. This seems to be important for religious dialogue, since
there is simply no significant element in NT theology that is not, to some extent, a
development of a tradition or theology expressed in the OT (Evans 2004: 1-2). S also
made it important in this instance by employing NT use of the OT to discredit the
trustworthiness of NT authors. If a field such as Jewish prophecy is used in academic
discussion, it would be helpful if all parties in the discussion speak from the same
page. By this is meant that all should possess a minimum knowledge of the ancient
field being discussed so as not to misinterpret or misrepresent these ancient writers,

protestations of the author’s own passion and sincerity (9:1-4; 11:1), direct appeals to the hearers
(11:13, 25), antithesis and parallelism (11:15-16), and illustrative parable (11:16- 20). All these crossargumentations can easily be interpreted as contradictions if the text is not explored in depth
(Witherington 2004: 236). The majority of scholars consider Romans 9-11 to be artfully and carefully
constructed (Hultgren 2011: 349; Dunn 1988: 518), with 9:1-5 and 11:33-36 as purposefully designed
counterparts of a thoughtful and coherent whole (Jewett 2007: 556).
40
Kennedy (2009: 113), from whom S obtains much of his material, states: “The principal religious
consequence of the Enlightenment for Christianity was that the ‘figure of Jesus and the vast system of
ideas and institutions that had grown around his story as told in the Bible lost much of the political
and cultural influence that had built up in Europe during the medieval period’”.
41
See also Allison (2007) who severely challenges some of the typical Enlightenment assumptions
and who can himself be considered a sceptic when it comes to religious matters.

247

but to maintain the quality and sensibility of the debate by treating them fairly
(Witherington 1998c: 281).
That some NT writers appear to use OT passages out of context from a strictly
modern-day perspective should be acknowledged. It could indeed be considered true
that these OT scriptures are, in the first instance, not being interpreted within their
original context, but in a new one (Dunn 2006b: 95). This means that these preChristian writers and prophets certainly did not have Jesus of Nazareth in mind when
they wrote their texts (Witherington 1998c: 65).42 However, as if this phenomenon is
not sufficiently challenging, it can become even more complex. There are examples in
the NT where more than one NT writer interprets the same OT passage differently
(Dunn 2006b: 104).43 These phenomena are used to produce some severe criticism
against the NT writers’ and, in particular, Paul’s use of OT passages. Vermes states
(1993: 212) “In ‘Paulism’, which is largely identical with Western Christianity, the
Torah is perversely metamorphosed from a well-spring of life into an instrument of
death …” How should one interpret these matters in order to make progress in
religious dialogue? Does this imply that the NT authors interpreted the OT incorrectly
in terms of their own tradition merely to suit their own agenda? One cannot really
know until one has answered certain questions. The following questions seem relevant
in this debate.
First, is there on the side of S, an adequate understanding of, and respect for this
ancient prophetic tradition that is being criticised? This seems to be important,
especially if their methods are being used to discredit a centuries-old respected
tradition such as orthodox Christianity.
Secondly, do their strange methods mean that Paul and the other NT writers were
illegitimate, dishonest and untrue to their own tradition when using the OT? Were
they out of touch with their own intellectual and religious heritage? Were they really
that blind, ignorant or malicious? Can the problem not also be that current scholars
interpret their (the NT writers) actions from a typical twentieth-century paradigm and
with an unfair bias?
These questions could probably be answered by examining how ancient Jewish
prophecy worked in the first century (Dunn 2006b: 88). The logic works as follows. If
one could argue that Matthew, Paul and other NT writers were more or less consistent
and in accordance with their own traditions and practices of their times, it could
follow that they were probably not dishonest, manipulative or untrustworthy. It may
also indicate that their prophetic message may even have an important message going

42

See, for example, Ephesians 4:8 on Psalm 68:18; Matthew 27:9-10 on Zechariah 11:13; Matthew
2:23 on Judges 13:5 and Isaiah 1:1.
43
Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 in Romans 4:3 and James in James 2:23 to respectively prove something
differently.
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back into their own history, relevant for us at present. It appears that S is rather void
of such considerations.
I shall allude to some examples that may be helpful.
i)
First, it may be helpful to note that OT prophecy may, in principle, be about
the expectation of restoration possibly through a messiah figure. It is not, as
many hold today, about specific verses rigidly fulfilled in an almost magical
sense (Combrink 1985: 82). It is generally accepted that first-century Jewish
exegesis is the correct background to understanding Christianity’s
interpretation and use of the OT (Dunn 2006b: 88). A great deal has been
learned over the past century. For instance, prophecy in ancient Israel was
usually associated with eschatology (Combrink 1985: 63-64, 99), which
referred to the last or final events that will ultimately occur (Van der Watt
2011d: 114). In general, it could be said that prophetic eschatology refers (Van
der Watt 2011d: 114] to the idea that there is an era in Israel’s history that is
experienced as not ideal, i.e. a crisis; the hope exists and persists that this crisis
will be replaced by an era in history where the situation will be ideal again,
and this changed situation will bring a final and lasting end to the crisis. It
deals with the tight tension between present and future, the connection
between the current realities coupled with an expectation about the future in
light of past prophecies (Deist & Le Roux 1987: 152). From the time of the
NT looking back, what was eschatology for the people in the OT that was
partly fulfilled in the NT and considered fulfilled eschatology by some when
Jesus came (Combrink 1985: 99-100). Although these people believed that
although the kingdom had come, it was not a complete consummation; some
eschatological events were still awaiting final consummation (Van der Watt
2011d: 115).
ii)
Secondly, in Second Temple Judaism, prophecy was viewed as unfolding
history. It was consequently considered to be dynamic in nature. The older
revelation (OT) was probed and pondered, from which gradually emerged new
meaning and new relevance and application (Evans 2004: 3). It was very
seldom viewed as linear and rigid predictions that called for specific and rigid
events to fulfil it (Combrink 1985: 82). The broad framework within which
prophecy takes place is, in the past, present and future relationship between
God and people, often determined by covenant-like agreements (Bosch 1996:
17). It then happens through history that this relationship is sometimes
disturbed, resulting in non-ideal situations for disobedient human beings (Van
der Watt 2011d: 115). While living in this less than ideal situation, promises
were being made by God in the form of prophetic traditions (Combrink 1985:
60). These prophecies referred to a restoration of these circumstances at some
point in the future when their hardships will also end (Bosch 1996: 17). This
would restore God’s relationship with his people as well as their situation.
This will all happen in the presence of God (Deist & Le Roux 1987: 150). This
ideal situation in the future, as addressed in prophecies, is expressed by means
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iii)

iv)

of several symbolic imageries such as living in a restored Jerusalem, enjoying
the fullness of their land, living in peace and harmony, governing themselves
and even their enemies (Combrink 1985: 90). The expectation and belief that
God will keep his promises and agreements lies at the basis of all this (Bosch
1996: 17). Both the present and the future are then interpreted from the
perspective that God is present in these promises, prophecies and covenantal
agreements with his people (Van der Watt 2011d: 116). This interpretive
framework helps the people of God cope with the non-preferable present and
face the future, due to their hopeful expectations (Carson 2006: 117-123). The
conviction of prophecy and fulfilment is firmly grounded in the unfolding
lives of each successive generation, confirming the covenant truthfulness of
God and cementing the covenant relationship (Van der Watt 2011d: 117). In
God, His people’s future becomes present. In many instances, the fulfilment of
these promises has been experienced repeatedly in concrete situations
throughout history. This was how they viewed prophecy. What is vital to
understand for our study is that God was considered to be an active part of this
dynamic and complex process of interpretation and reinterpretation. This
correlation and interplay between complex human processes on the one hand,
and divine guidance on the other, stands central to understanding prophecy.
Thirdly, this does not mean that it was always simple. In ancient Judaism,
prophecy was considered dynamic and called for constant reinterpretation
(Evans 2004: 2-3). The unfolding and fulfilments of these promises were not
entirely moulded or fixed, but formed a rather complex process (Van der Watt
2011d: 118).44 Promises were not always fulfilled as expected (Deist & Le
Roux 1987: 151). On many occasions, there was only partial or even no
fulfilment that asked for reinterpretation of history and prophecy (Van der
Watt 2011d: 118). When specific explanations were not fully realized, they
were understood anew. Thus, the old prophecies overlapped with the new
ones, constantly drawing people into the future (Van der Watt 2011d: 119).
For this reason, many scholars are of the opinion that there is hardly any or no
tension in new prophecies that address new problems and situations. This way
of dealing with disillusions and suffering has always been part of the Jewish
prophetic heritage and was considered to be the way in which God works to
create revelation (Deist & Le Roux 1987: 131-134, 136-140).
Fourthly, within this eschatological interpretive framework, NT writers
claimed that Jesus came to announce the new order of existence by
proclaiming the kingdom of God (Bornkamm 1985: 142; Van der Watt 2011d:
120). However, as in the times of the OT, the coming of Jesus as messiah

44

It is vital to understand that the experience of the promises being fulfilled, paired with the
conviction that God will keep his promises, created dynamic possibilities for new or reformulated
promises that formed the basis for the development of eschatological expectations.
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brought with it elements of both fulfilment and non-fulfilment (Beker 1982:
48-49).45
In conclusion, bearing in mind the above discussion, Paul and the other NT writers
could have written purely from within their own Jewish heritage and need not
necessarily be suspected of hermeneutical foul play. In the context of this discussion,
one could argue that more informative reflection is needed in order to understand the
topic of prophecy and interpreting ancient writers more comprehensively. Allusion to
all of S’s NT examples is may not be necessary.46
Insight gleaned: In dialogues about ancient texts, instead of harbouring negative
biases towards ancient authors and their message, it may be considered more helpful
and responsible to develop a cultural sensitivity towards them by trying to understand
their hermeneutics, and take into account their exegetical methods regarding an issue
such as prophecy.
10.3

The cultural character of ancient texts and the three-storey universe

As an introduction to this part of the study, the IO would find it interesting to know
how important S thinks an understanding and knowledge of a possible three-storey
world view would be in Christian religious dialogue.
This seems to be crucial to S, since he mentions this frequently in respect of the
deconstruction of the Christian master narrative (Spangenberg 2009a: 36-39; 2002b:
14-17, 22; 2011d: 14, 16; 2012a: 3-4; 2012c: 447). S claims the following:
a)
In light of the latest scientific progress, he seems to think that the three-storey
universe of the first century keeps the modern church intellectually trapped in
an ancient world view.
b)
The ancients believed in a heaven above, the underworld below, and the earth
in between (Spangenberg 2012b: 3).
c)
The language that the Bible and early creeds use is captured within this world
view. The doctrines of Jesus’ dissension of hell, his resurrection and ascension

45

The messiah of God did not bring the final presence of God, but opened up the way for the final
consummation. This tension between partial fulfilment and moving into the future with new
prophecies could scarcely be better observed than in the cross (Van der Watt 2011d: 135). Again, the
prophecies were fulfilled, but not as expected. Ordinary expectations were that the messiah would
come as king to save his people from oppression, but not as somebody who dies on a cross. This
change is explained by prophecy, for instance, in the gospel of John (11:50-51). Without realizing it,
the high priest prophecies that one man will die for the advancement of the entire nation, thus giving a
prophetic quality to Jesus’ death.
46
For an application of this discussion in answering S’s examples, see Appendix B.
47
These (2012: 3-4, 2012: 4) were two separate articles both published in the same year: the first one
in August 2012 and the second one in September 2012.
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d)

e)

to heaven are dependent and interwoven with the world of knowledge
represented by the three-storey model (Spangenberg 2012c: 4).
Nowadays, science maintains that there is neither a heaven above nor a hell
below and that corpses do not get raised from the dead (Spangenberg 2012c:
4). In our new scientific cosmos, there is no physical room for notions such as
heaven above the earth and hell below, as possible realities.
The cosmos was thus hierarchically ordered with heaven above and hell
below.48 It provided an explanation of what the universe was like, where
human beings were positioned and where heaven and hell could be found
(Kennedy 2009: 55).49

The IO would definitely be interested in how these insights influenced S’s view of the
inspiration of the Bible.
This seemed to be a major explanatory key in how S communicates some of his
convictions. S asserts the following:
a)
People writing from a primitive three-storey world view cannot be trusted,
since their physical three-storey world view fundamentally clashes with our
updated scientific world view (Spangenberg 2009a: 360).
b)
The cosmos is much bigger than we initially estimated; the earth is no longer
the centre of the universe, and we, as human beings, are not unique or special
in any way (Spangenberg 2009a: 16-17; 2009b: 8-12). For this reason, the
Bible was wrong and, if the Bible was wrong about the physical universe and
people’s place within it, then theologies that rely on this world view need to be
either overhauled or rejected.50
c)
Kennedy is correct in saying:
“Rehearsing ancient thought in isolation from new knowledge torpedoes
any chance of articulating meaningfully and truthfully a Christian
theological vision because, unlike Augustine, Aquinas, Dante, Luther and
Calvin, people now know that there is no hell in the bowels of the earth,
and no heaven above a canopy of stars.” (Spangenberg 2012b: 4).

To sum up and for the sake of clarity, the IO would be interested in knowing what
kind of logical argument S uses to illustrate the incompatibility of the three-storey
universe with the new scientific era.
It appears from S’s material mentioned earlier that the logical steps of his argument
would probably be as follows:
a)
Premise 1: There existed in ancient times, including the times of the origin of
the NT, a three-storey world view shared by these ancients.

48

Again Kennedy (2009: 17) makes the same statements in his book.
See sketch in Chapter 9.3 under the heading “Ecumenical confessions and the three-storey
universe”.
50
Kennedy (2009: 55) confirms this.
49
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b)
c)
d)
e)

f)

Premise 2: The Bible seems to accept this world view and proclaims this
physical world view as part of its central message.
Premise 3: The central theological message of the NT cannot be separated
from this ancient physical world view.
Premise 4: The Enlightenment revealed a new much larger, older and very
different universe than this ancient three-storey one.
Premise 5: The Enlightenment consequently revealed the primitivity, the
untrustworthiness, the faulty and incomplete nature of the Bible writers’
physical world view.
Premise 6: Since the physical world view of these ancient writers is
inseparable from the theology of the NT, their theist theology, with a high
Christology, is also faulty and incomplete.

The SO might want S to explain the logical thinking process that led him to draw his
conclusions, by answering certain questions. The SO could expect a few questions to
be explored and answered in order to clarify this part of the dialogue. (The purpose
will not be to answer each question or to prove S to be true or false concerning the
three-storey universe, but merely to determine the relevance of each of these questions
and let them provide guidance in the direction of more conclusive insights for
religious dialogue.)
a.

Is it currently widely accepted that the three-storey universe was the
dominant world view in the first century?

This question might be important to the SO, since it appears that there may be an
accepted assumption that the three-storey world view was the only possible world
view that existed in the ancient world. No other possibilities were ever mentioned by
S. First, no serious scholar would deny the existence of a three-storey structure early
in Jewish history that was based on an early Greek understanding (Loewen 2000: 35).
It is also easy to see how some scholars would come to the conclusion of the threestorey world view in light of certain biblical passages. Upon examining some basic
additional evidence, however, the process reveals some interesting discoveries. It
seems possible that several physical world views might have existed or that there
might at least have been development in the field of physical world views (Loewen
2000: 43).51 If so, proponents of the three-storey argument like S, should at least
mention this, if not elaborate thereon.

51

Loewen (2000: 43-45) indicates that, even within the three-storey world view, small parts thereof
changed; for example, the heaven did not merely remain “the heaven”, but later developed into three
heavens (the heaven of the birds, the heaven of the sun and clouds, and the heaven of God; this
sometimes differed, i.e., heaven of water, heaven of light and heaven of God) and still later into more
than three heavens.
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Long before the Christian era, Anaximander (611-546 BCE), who probably ran the
School of Philosophy in Miletus, asserted that the earth was rather cylindrical in shape
and he did not view creation in terms of three storeys (O’Connor & Robertson s.a.: ad
loc.). Anaximander was also accredited with inventing a sundial and a weatherproof
clock (Lennox 2009: 48-49) and an early version of evolutionary biology (Brown
1990: 21-22). But there is more. Aristarchus (310 BCE-230 CE) was a famous Greek
mathematician and astronomer, popular for his theories regarding the heliocentricity
of our solar system. He might have been the first to say that the Sun, and not the
Earth, was the centre of our universe, although he certainly could not have expected
how expansive the universe is. Of course, this theory brought him ridicule during his
lifetime, but was corrected only in the time of Copernicus (Greeka s.a.: ad loc.).
In their commentary on the Book of Revelation, Malina and Pilch (2000: 1-2) seem to
confirm this general phenomenon of a spherical world view. By the time of the first
century, some considered it common that a spherical concept of the universe was
rather widely accepted in Hellenistic cultures (Scott 1991: 55). According to Scott
(1991: 55), the popular Hellenistic view of the cosmos was that
“the earth is a sphere, remaining motionless in the centre of the universe, and all
the other heavenly bodies were likewise spheres. Surrounding the earth were
seven planets (which include sun and moon), each moving in its own sphere and
these in turn are enclosed by an eighth sphere containing the fixed stars. This
general picture of the universe was very common, and working its way into
popular philosophy so that calling the cosmos ‘the whole eight’ became an
adage.”

Even in Second Temple Judaism, writers such as 1 Enoch52 had apparently been
influenced by this spherical view of the universe (although his view might not be
considered philosophically as sophisticated as that of Aristarchus). In more recent
times, this book helped clarify the rich complexities of both intertestamental Jewish
thought and early Christian theology (Isaac in Charlesworth 1985: 9). In 1 Enoch
(72:1-82:20),53 the writer devoted a whole section to a detailed description of the
physical cosmic reality as it was “revealed” (1 Enoch (72:1) to him. Malina and Pilch
(2000: 63-65) indicate that St John’s language in the Book of Revelation seemed to
reflect clear indications of having fed on 1 Enoch’s spherical physical world view.
Milik (1976: 18, 40) had drawn a map based on 1 Enoch that had been modified and

52

1 Enoch is a typical Jewish apocalyptic document (Kee in Charlesworth & Evans 1993: 54) written
in the early intertestamental period, some sections (12-16; 91:12-17; 93:1-10) probably prior to and
some during the opening years of the Maccabean revolt (Olsen 2013: 1). Others sections were written
later between 165-100 BCE. Its original language is uncertain, although it might have been originally
written in Aramaic or Hebrew, and shortly thereafter translated into Greek. However, the oldest
manuscripts nowadays are Ethiopic fragments. Its cultural and theological importance is immense,
since it made an impact on early Christian thought and left an indelible mark on the NT (Isaac 1983:
10). It is also considered to contribute indirectly to our understanding of Western culture.
53
This section inside the Book of 1 Enoch is called the Book of Heavenly Luminaries (72).
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adapted by Malina (1995: 166). This map now appears as follows (Malina & Pilch
2000: 65).

These remarks and the sketch might be an indication that ancient physical world
views were not static, but dynamic and developed over time (Pilch 2012: 21-23).
Pliny the Elder (23-79 CE) (Natural History II.46) already criticised this later
spherical development as outdated in his time, because it presents only four winds.
This seems to suggest that, during his lifetime, there were already more advanced
world views than this one. Neugebauer (1983: 374) reasoned that Pliny might have
resonated more with an even newer physical world view that emerged from first- and
second-century Egypt, that was known and accepted by many in the ancient midEastern world. This world view portrayed ten winds (although Pliny may have
preferred eight) and the earth as completely spherical with North and South Poles, an
equatorial circle, and summer and winter circles, much similar to current latitude
circles. See the following sketch below published in both Neugebauer (1983: 374) and
Malina and Pilch (2000: 120).
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Considering this, S does not seem to present a complete picture. If an academic debate
is to be conducted with the best possible likelihood of success, it might be better,
when a party decides to use the three-storey universe as part of his/her argument, to at
least acknowledge that there might have been other world views as well as younger
post-three-storey developments. These facts and alternative information should at
least be mentioned, if not discussed. This will assist in not sounding biased or
uninformed. It will communicate that a wide array of material was consulted and
indicate the possibility that the NT theology might not have arisen from this threestorey concept, as some such as S accept, since other views existed and were known
by the time the NT was written. This brings me to the importance of the scope of
material being consulted.
Insight gleaned: When making claims such as stating that the three-storey world
view was the accepted world view in the first century CE, it would help, in widening
the scope of historical possibilities being investigated, to more accurately ascertain
the legitimacy of the statement being made.
b.

Did the Bible writers actually proclaim a rigid cosmic structure like a
three-storey world view as a central theme to their message?
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The SO might reason that if a rigid cosmic structure could indeed be viewed as part of
the central message of the Bible, then it could be concluded that the Bible writers
intended the three-storey universe to be a permanent and non-negotiable part of
human knowledge. It could be argued that their physical world view had intertwined
with their theology and that the two were inseparable. If not, then they never meant
the three-storey universe to be part of a permanent eternal truth and could not have
been as important as scholars such as S make it out to be. If not, then this physical
mental paradigm should probably be interpreted as part of their cultural background
that could be transcended by a more permanent and lasting theological message. This
physical paradigm can then certainly be separated from their theology, without the
latter depending on the three-storey universe. How could one briefly determine this?
A few investigative questions could be suggested as possible criteria (König 2010:
319-330; 2013: 166-185):
Does the topic seem to be a repeated concern by the Bible writers across the
broad spectrum of the Bible? In other words, are the Bible writers frequently
concerned about this?
Is it portrayed in relation to different themes? In other words, do several Bible
writers view it as important in relation to more than one aspect?
Does it possess constant theological significance? In other words, is it an
ongoing central concern expressed in other biblical texts?
Is it relevant to the person and ministry of Jesus in die NT? In other words,
does the NT message of Jesus relate to, fulfil or change the specific theme?
To illustrate the explanatory power of these questions, one could consider a prominent
biblical theme such as creation. Not only does the event of creation appear at the
beginning of the Bible (Gen. 1:1-2:25), but it is also repeated on many occasions.
Psalms 19, 74, 89, 104 and 148 are significant psalms elaborating on the creation
event. In other texts, images of the creation event are used differently from the
account in Genesis. Consider the struggle/war images used in Psalms 74:12-15, 89:911, 104:6-9. The prophets are tremendously interested in creation (Jer. 31:35, 5:22-23;
Isa. 30:7, 40:28-31, 51:9-10; Ezek. 32:1-8). Creation is constantly used in the wisdom
literature to derive theological wisdom (Job 8:9, 26:12-14, 38:8-11; Prov. 3:19-20,
4:5-9, 7:4, 8:29, 9:1-6). In the NT, there are numerous references and applications
from Genesis 1-2 in texts such as Acts 14:15; Revelation 5:13, 10:6, 14:7; Romans
15:20-22; 1 Corinthians 11:7; Ephesians 4:24, 5:31; Colossians 3:10; Matthew 19:8;
Mark 13:19; 1 Timothy 2:8-15. Jesus refers to his own pre-existence in relation to
what happened at or before creation (John 1:2-5, 17-24; Eph. 1:4; Phil. 2:6). Jesus is
viewed as co-creator and co-sustainer in the NT next to the Father54 (John 1:1-3, 10; 1

54

I shall pay more attention to this notion of Jesus as co-creator and co-sustainer later in this Chapter.
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Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:16). From all these references, one can determine that God as Creator
is a supreme part of the Biblical message.55
The SO could thus rather confidently conclude that the creation event seems to be an
important and central theme to the total biblical narrative. The same kind of exercise
could be performed to test Biblical themes such as the Exodus from Egypt, God’s
loving care for his people, or the idea of salvation.
When applying this method to the three-storey universe, however, the results seem
enlightening. It is interesting to note that the Bible does not contain any dedicated
section that is completely devoted to a fixed structure of the universe such as, for
example, the Book of 1 Enoch (72:1-82:20). The best example could be Genesis 1,56
although its 34 verses (the first four verses of Chapter 2 included) could hardly be
compared to a detailed description such as Enoch 72-82.57 Due to their great
reverence for the Torah, writers used different descriptions and images for creation
throughout the OT. Consider scriptures such as Psalm 74, 104, and Job 38. Creation
remains an important topic throughout the OT, but the sequence of Genesis 1 is never
used or repeated in the same form. Suggestions of struggle and war are sometimes
found in the description of the creation process (Ps. 74:12-15, 89:9-11, 104:6-9) that
is rather obscured in Genesis 1 (König 2010: 136). St John proposes a two-level world
that merges into one in the Book of Revelation. Never does he speak of three stories.
It was hardly ever taken up in any of the primary historical creeds, pre- or postEnlightenment. This indicates that the writers felt free to elaborate, innovate and be
creative in their description of nature; they do not seem to advocate a consistent
physical form or structure (Alexander 1981: 216-217). They apparently did not
consider one description as literally dogmatic in its finest detail (König 2010: 135). It
appears that there was always a deeper permanent meaning such as the power and

55

In the mid-1900s, von Rad (1984: 53-64) opened a heated debate, stating that creation was a
subordinate theme in the OT with regard to salvation, since it developed secondarily in the history of
Israel. Although others consider these two themes to be correlatives and allow numerous creative
interactions between the two, they do consider it to be highly questionable that the creation was
considered secondary in principle. See Childs (1985: 32-33).
56
Job 38-39 could probably also be used.
57
It is obvious how frequently phrases such as “fixed positions” (twice in 74:2, 9, 12, 17; 75:1, 2), and
“rules for every day” (79:2) occur in 1 Enoch. The opening verse of this section states: “The book of
the revolutions of the Itinerary of the Luminaries of heaven: the position of each and every one, in
respect to their ranks, in respect to their authorities, and in respect to their seasons; each one according
to their names and their places of origin and according to their months, which Uriel, the holy angel
who was with me, and who also is their guide, showed me – just as he showed me all their treatises
and the nature of the years of the world unto eternity, till the new creation which abides forever is
created.” One phrase about how the sun works, reads (82:5): “On this account there are people that
err; they count them as the computation of the year: for the people make errors and do not recognise
them accurately. Truly they are recorded for ever: one in the first gate, one in the third, one in the
fourth and one in the sixth. The year is completed in one hundred and sixty four days.” It sounds as
though the writer might have meant these details as part of his primary message, which should be
static and unchanging.
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creation act of God Himself as Creator (Koole 1997: 581).58 The rhetorical variations
seem to indicate that it is always about creation in general and a rigid physical three
storey structure never seems to be the centre of attention (Alexander 1981: 216-217).
It is nearly always about something (Someone) else.
A person such as S should consider these important thoughts, since Paul or any of the
NT writers never referred to a static structure of a three-storey universe as being
theologically significant.
Insight gleaned: One should be careful to uncritically assume whether a theme in the
Bible is part of its central message or not, merely because language is often used to
indicate such a possibility. Instead, correct exegetical criteria should be employed to
determine whether this is so. For example, when these criteria are applied in biblical
investigation, it seems highly improbable that the three-storey world view is, in fact,
central to the biblical narratives.
c.

Can it be argued that the central theological message of the NT cannot be
separated from this ancient physical world view?

The answer to this question depends, to a large extent, on the answer to the previous
two, hence its importance. Two thoughts could be explored. First, it could be argued
that the inseparability of the physical world view from the theological world view is
somewhat questionable, since the ancients probably held a (mono-) theist view of
God, at least since the Davidic period, that remained reasonably consistent, whereas
their physical world view, on the other hand, underwent several developmental
changes, as noted earlier.59 This could mean that their theist view of God was perhaps
not as closely connected to their physical world view, as S may have assumed.
Would one not force the cultural context to become the biblical message when it is
insisted that it cannot co-exist with a modern physical one? A theological world view
usually does not develop out of, but can rather give meaning to a physical one. Surely,
this deeper truth does not have to change when the physical environment changes? If
one claims it to be so, one would have to explain it. It appears that S never does so,
even in the face of the fact that this never seems to be a big problem in academic
circles. It was always generally accepted that God spoke through foreign world views.
Referring to S’s argument about the three-storey world view, Vorster (2011: ad loc.)
states: “It is inaccurate to assert that all churches are being held captive in an ancient

58

Hartley (2000: 39) mentions the following purposes of, for example, the Genesis account of
creation. First, it teaches essential facts about the way in which God ordered the world so that human
beings might understand their place and role in creation. Secondly, it seems to be written to motivate
us to praise God as the wise, all-powerful Creator. Thirdly, it attempts to prevent the deification of any
created elements or forces regardless of their splendour.
59
See the discussion under a).
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world view. In the Reformed tradition it has generally [been] accepted that God spoke
to ancient people in terms of the world view of their time, but that the theological
message of scripture is not dependant on that ancient world view. Scripture carries
across theological truths and is not concerned with the transmission of scientific truths
or ancient world views. Instead of demythologizing scripture[,] it should rather be
responsibly interpreted within its ancient context.”
Insight gleaned: If one holds the opinion that the physical world view of the Bible
writers cannot be separated from their theological message, more complete and
thorough discussion and explanation are needed in Christian religious dialogue
especially since: 1. It appears to be difficult to prove this inseparability because of the
apparent phenomenon that a theist view of God was being rather consistently held
from somewhere in the OT times to the newer developments in world view in the
second century CE, and 2. It seems difficult to argue that the three-storey world view
was a central theme in biblical tradition and, consequently, that the three-storey world
view is indeed inseparable from the more central biblical narrative.
d.

Assuming, for the sake of argument, that a theist God does exist and
wants to communicate truths about nature to human beings in a way that
transcends all cultures and time zones, how would one expect him to
communicate?

This might be considered a wildly imaginative question asked in vain. However, it
contains philosophical undertones that might contribute to one’s understanding as to
what kind of material the biblical texts might try to be and consequently, how it
should be read, especially related to the three-storey universe. It could also help to
understand what one should be able to expect from biblical texts in terms of the threestorey dialogue. The logic might work as follows. How would one expect God to
communicate in a language so that everybody could understand what he is saying,
despite a person’s specific time-bound cultural peculiarities (Sweet 2009: 153)? For
the sake of argument, if God as described in the Bible did indeed exist, how would
one have expected Him to communicate about the physical reality? The God
described in the Bible does seem to be in the revealing business (Mounce 1991: 107).
The scriptures seem clear that God desires to speak our language and meet us where
we are (Sweet 2009: 153). If he had communicated in scientific terms in the first
century, however, would his prophets and authors not have been ridiculed and
rejected in the ancient times? No description of nature in scientific language can be
timeless. To tell us the timeless truth of creation, the revelation had to be something
more than a scientific treatise (O’Brien 1990: 168). However, there appears to be a
common universal language between the first century and modern scientific times,
namely naked eye observational language (König 2012: 77). God could speak in the
common language of daily human experience, since that would make sense to people
in every era and level of sophistication. This makes sense from a purely human
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rhetorical point of view, as engagement initiative is always on the terms of the
engaged, appealing to their minds (Sweet 2009: 185).
For example, some would consider it significant that, even in a new scientific age, one
still experiences life not in terms of scientific knowledge, but in terms of common
human naked eye observation. A few examples are in order (König 2012: 77-80):
We still generally experience daily life from our naïve naked eye observation.
We still experience the earth as standing still, although we know it is turning
around its own axis as well as moving around in the universe.
We still experience the earth as being flat when we travel, although we know
that it is round in reality.
We still experience and observe the sun as revolving around the earth,
although we know that the opposite is true.
We still experience the stars as smallish kinds of lights hanging above our
heads in the sky not too far above us, although we know that they are light
years away.
We still stand outside our homes, point to the sky and call it “up” while we
know that, in the big universe, it is completely relative.
We still talk about astronauts descending “down” to earth, although we do not
believe that they are truly “coming down”. We know that it is an easy and
human manner of speaking. That is how human beings speak, whether they are
modern or ancient, scientists or not.
Thus, we still experience physical reality nowadays just as the ancients did, although
we have more scientific knowledge. If God really existed and wanted to communicate
some basic truths about nature, would it not make a great deal of sense to
communicate in a way that all peoples in all times could understand and relate to Him
in terms of a naked eye experience? From a revelatory perspective, it can make sense
to think that God spoke in timeless, non-scientific language informing us where we
came from, what our place in the creation order would be (not dependant on our
physical position), and why our human experience is so ringed by pain and effort
(O’Brien 1990: 169). He carefully chose not to burden His revelation with scientific
language that would rapidly find itself outdated and exclude the less developed mind.
Apart from the creation power of the Word in Genesis 1, there is no mention of atoms,
galaxies, the nature of light, or the laws of genetics (O’Brien 1990: 170). Life is not
lived in a laboratory, thus scientific language would not have included the whole
spectrum of human experience. Consequently, it does seem to make rational sense and
it does apparently coincide with the language in the Bible (Sweet 1994: 1-2). If this
could indeed be a possibility, then the biblical language of a three-storey world
universe need not be regarded as outdated, since it represents the everyday language
still in use at present (Sweet 2009: 153-155).
These questions and the discussions under each of these merely represent examples of
knowledge gaps and possible alternatives to S’s position in the three-storey
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discussion. The purpose is to point out that, until these questions can be answered
satisfactorily, S’s logic and conclusions made on the basis of the three-storey
universe, seem to be incomplete and inconclusive. Further reflection is essential.
Insight gleaned: As far as the three-storey universe is concerned, a deeper discussion
is necessary in order to explore more detailed explanations as to the logic behind why
it would or why it would not be expected of God to communicate in scientific
language or naked eye observational language.
10.4

Language of dualism: The relation between orthodox faith and
contemporary science, theology and history

Following the previous discussion, the IO would be interested in clarifying whether S
considers orthodox Christian theology to be in direct conflict with modern scientific
discoveries.
It appears that S views orthodox faith and science to be in conflict to the point of
incompatibility. First, it appears that S (2011a: 23) is fond of polarising the histories
of science and faith:
a)
“The Polish spiritual leader, mathematician and astronomer Nicholas
Copernicus [1473-1543] with his book De revolutionibus orbium caelestium,
challenged the Ptolemaic worldview. The earth does not stand in the centre of
the universe and the sun and the other heavenly bodies do not revolve around
the earth … Galileo Galilei [1564-1642] supported the view of Copernicus and
proclaimed it as fact with great conviction. This brought him no favour with
the theologians of the Catholic Church … These events began to destabilise
the Bible as basis document of the master narrative. Concerning this, Klaus
Scholder and Philip Kennedy write respectively as follows: ‘Until the thirties
of the seventeenth century, the situation remained essentially unchanged.
However, the trial of Galileo in 1633 then suddenly made clear the whole
range of difficulties that Copernicus’ discovery was to present to Christian
theology.’”60

60

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die Poolse geestelike, wis- en sterrekundige Nikolas
Kopernikus (1473-1543) het met sy boek De revolutionibus orbium caelestium (“Oor die
omwentelinge van die hemelse sfere”) die Ptolomeuse wêreldbeeld uitgedaag. Die aarde staan nie in
die sentrum van die heelal nie en die son en ander hemelliggame wentel nie om die aarde nie ...
Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) het die siening van Kopernikus onderskryf en dit met groot oortuiging as
’n feit verkondig. Dit het hom in onguns by die Katolieke kerk se teoloë gebring ... Hierdie gebeure
het die Bybel as basisdokument van die meesterverhaal begin destabiliseer. Klaus Scholder en Philip
Kennedy skryf respektiewelik soos volg hieroor: ‘Until the thirties of the seventeenth century, the
situation remained essentially unchanged. However, the trial of Galileo in 1633 then suddenly made
clear the whole range of difficulties that Copernicus’ discovery was to present to Christian
theology’.”.
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b)

c)

“Briefly, the historical movement from a geocentric to a heliocentric universe
challenged the legitimacy of orthodox faith and introduced a years-long
animosity between the religious and the scientific.”
“He also labels it the ‘Augustinian paradigm of theology’ that dominated
Christian theology for more than a millennium. This paradigm however was
proved untenable by the natural scientific discoveries and Biblical scientific
research during the past four hundred years …” (Spangenberg 2011a: 21-22).61
S seems to hold that modern scientific developments mean the end of faith as
defined by orthodox (Augustine) Christianity. In other words, the Augustine
paradigm was proved untenable by one thing: science (Spangenberg 2011a:
24). To be more specific: recent developments in natural and biblical sciences.
There seems to be, in his approach, a divorce between science and faith. He
also views other natural sciences as enemies of faith (Spangenberg 2011a: 24):
“Initially it was only discoveries on the terrain of astronomy that destabalised
the Bible and master narrative, but shortly discoveries in the area of geology
and biology contributed to this. Geology went together with discoveries of
fossils of animals that lived millions of years ago … On the terrain of Biology,
the doctrine of evolution went hand in hand with geology and had led to a
radical questioning of the traditional Christian doctrines”.62

It is likely that IO would want to know how these developments in natural sciences
would apply to, and influence the biblical sciences and, in particular, NT and
Christology.
a)
According to S, the Christian master narrative cannot survive in light of these
new discoveries and ways of thinking. S (2011a: 25) states that new theories
concerning the origin of the Pentateuch saw the light and that the four sources
theory (or the JEDP theory) ultimately became the most acceptable.
Excavations in the Near East, in turn, led to discoveries that made people
wonder about the origin of certain Biblical stories. Archaeologists discovered
that there are materials in the Bible that were most likely borrowed from other
cultures. Some of the best examples of these are the flood narrative or the
narrative of Noah and his ark (Gen. 6-9; Prov. 22:17-24:22). S concludes from
this that it became evident that the Bible was written by, and meant for pre-

61

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Hy tipeer dit ook as die ‘Augustiniaanse paradigma
van die teologie’ wat vir meer as ’n millennium die Christelike teologie gedomineer het. Hierdie
paradigma is egter deur natuurwetenskaplike ontdekkings en Bybelwetenskaplike navorsing van die
afgelope vierhonderd jaar as onhoudbaar bewys ...”.
62
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Aanvanklik was dit net die ontdekkings op die terrein
van die sterrekunde wat die Bybel en die meesterverhaal gedestabiliseer het, maar kort voor lank het
ontdekkings op die terrein van die geologie en die biologie daartoe bygedra. Wat die geologie betref,
hang dit saam met ontdekkings van fossiele van diere wat miljoene jare gelede geleef het ... Wat die
biologie betref, het die evolusieleer hand aan hand met die geologie geloop en dit het tot ’n radikale
bevraagtekening van die tradisionele Christelike leerstellings gelei.”.
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modern men. It does not come directly from God (Spangenberg 2011a: 25).
Consider the following quote (Spangenberg 2012b: 2):
“What the JEDP sources theory has taught us [is] that the Bible does not have its
origin in heaven, but here on earth amongst people with a foreign culture. In the
words of Philip Kennedy: ‘The Bible was not written in heaven, but in a dusty corner
of the earth’”.63
b)
S uses rather sharp language of dualism. These texts came either from God or
from other human cultures. Since it became clear that these texts originated in
foreign human cultures, he concludes the latter. Consider another quote of S
(2011a: 26):
“The result of the Biblical scientific research over the past four centuries
is that the Bible itself became a problem to the Christian faith. Robert
Carroll gives beautiful expression to this in the title of his book Wolf in
the Sheepfold: The Bible as a problem for Christianity [1991]. He writes
as follows concerning the matter: ‘The critical reading of the Bible has
exposed its errors and mistakes, its contradictions and contrarieties, its
xenophobic values and its many advocacies of violence, intolerance and
hatred of others’.”64

c)

d)

It thus seems rather clear to S that the modern sciences, including biblical
sciences, oppose orthodox faith: the scientific nature of theology exposed the
reason for no longer believing in the God of the master narrative. In addition,
according to S (2012b: 2), the conviction that Godly inspired writers received
all the words from God and wrote them down was also disposed of. It was not
the Holy Spirit that gave these words to Moses, but other writers found the
words and wrote them down.
S seems to employ an either/or interpretation. Something like the cross of
Jesus could have been either a political/historical or a divinely inspired event.
S (2011c: 13-14) states:
“The death on the cross which was a political deed, was turned around
and reinterpreted as an event that took place between God and people ...
But this is what Jesus’ death on the cross was – a political execution. We
also know that Jesus’ death on the cross was not a religious event, but a
political event. Jesus does not die on the cross because God willed it, but
because the Roman imperium willed it.”65

63

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Wat die JEDP-bronneteorie ons dus geleer het, is dat
die Bybel nie in die hemel sy oorsprong het nie, maar hier op aarde onder mense met ‘n vreemde
kultuur. In die woorde van Philip Kennedy: ‘The Bible was not written in heaven, but in a dusty
corner of the earth’”.
64
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die resultate van die Bybelwetenskaplike navorsing
oor die afgelope vier eeue is dat die Bybel self ’n probleem vir die Christelike geloof geword het.
Robert Carroll gee hieraan mooi uitdrukking in die titel van sy boek Wolf in the Sheepfold: The Bible
as a problem for Christianity (1991). Hy skryf soos volg oor die saak: ‘The critical reading of the
Bible has exposed its errors and mistakes, its contradictions and contrarieties, its xenophobic values
and its many advocacies of violence, intolerance and hatred of others’”.
65
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die kruisdood, wat ’n politieke daad was, is omgedop
en herinterpreteer as ’n gebeure wat tussen God en mense afgespeel het ... Maar dit is wat Jesus se
kruisdood was – ’n politieke teregstelling. Ons weet ook dat Jesus se kruisdood nie ’n godsdienstige
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e)

As far as theology and history are concerned,66 S claims that the same
principles can be applied in this instance as with natural sciences.67 Jesus can
only be either human or divine, but he cannot be both. It seems that, according
to S, historical criticism clearly shows Jesus to be human and nothing more.
Thinking scientifically means that one cannot make room for Jesus to be more
than that.68

The IO would consequently be interested in knowing which Christian doctrines in
particular, according to S, are being refuted by scientific69 development.
It appears that S is of the opinion that the development of evolutionary theory
questions, challenges and deconstructs, among others, the following traditional
Christian values and doctrines.
a)
The first is the doctrine of original sin (Spangenberg 2011a: 24): “On 6
February 2009 I delivered a lecture entitled ‘Darwin and the Christian faith
[1809-2009]’ here in Midrand. The doctrine of evolution especially made a big
impact on the doctrine of the church on original sin.”70
i)
The doctrine of sin was affected, because it rested on the story of
Adam and Eve being historically true. Later development in biblical
sciences showed that this was not the case (Spangenberg 2009b: 8).

gebeurtenis was nie, maar ’n politieke gebeurtenis. Jesus sterf nie aan die kruis omdat God dit gewil
het nie, maar omdat die Romeinse imperium dit gewil het.”.
66
I would like to point out that I do not deem it necessary to answer Spangenberg quote by quote,
since the common thread in all his mentioned quotes is the polarization of faith and history, much as
described under the previous point of inspiration theories. He seems to constantly claim that Godly
inspiration and historical circumstances are at war with each other. It is either the one or the other. It is
merely this “either/or” factor that I suspect might be proven untenable or unjustified.
67
This part of this discussion might slightly overlap with the previous point of inspiration theories,
since this also concerns the notion of dualistic “either/or” language. I am of the opinion, however, that
that dualism between science and faith, history and theology deserves a separate and additional
discussion.
68
Leaves (2011) has a similar unspoken argument: because natural science as well as biblical science
changed, orthodox faith should also change. In his book, he pleads for a “progressive faith” (Leaves
2011: 1) and starts by indicating and alluding to the cultural and religious changes that are currently
taking place and impact on religion (2011: 1-20). He states that the pressures and changes that could
be perceived in the rise of atheism (2011: 21-52), the growing dichotomy between science and
religion (2011: 53-97), the voices of other religions such as Islam (2011: 99-144), the current
debunking of the institutional church and the growth of non-institutional spirituality (2011: 145-166),
should make conservative believers re-evaluate their religious beliefs. In the last chapter, he (2011:
197) emphatically states that religion must “change or die”. He gives no explanation, however, as to
why orthodox beliefs would no longer make sense or why new beliefs would make more sense from
an academic or at least an intellectual position. He (2011: 197-230) merely pleads that old beliefs
should fall under the pressure, join the “Emerging Church movement” (his definition of the Emerging
Church also seems problematic: much too narrow) and get their “theology right”. Bishop Spong’s
book is along the same lines as that of Leaves.
69
“Scientific”, in this sense, refers primarily to the development in both natural sciences and biblical
sciences.
70
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Ek het op 8 Februarie 2009 ’n lesing met die titel
‘Darwin en die Christelike geloof (1809-2009)’ hier in Midrand voorgedra. Die evolusieleer het veral
’n groot impak op die kerklike erfsondeleer gehad”.
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ii)

b)

c)

d)

71

Evolution also deconstructed the notion that death came into the world
because of the fall (2009b: 8-9). It showed that all species prior to the
fall died out. Death could, therefore, not have entered history as the
story of the fall indicated. There is no evil cycle of sin, but this was
theological construction of Augustine who could not deal with his own
sexuality (Spangenberg 2009b: 9).
However, it is not only original sin. In this same article, he names other
Christian doctrines affected by evolution. The second doctrine is the doctrine
of creation (Spangenberg 2009b: 7-8).
i)
First, Darwin accepted Charles Lyle’s (1797-1875) view that the earth
was very old. Genesis proposes a young earth created in six literal days.
ii) Secondly, he departed from the idea that the world was created perfect
and that plant and animal species are eternal and unchangeable. Prior to
this, the general idea was that there was a ruling order in creation (Great
chain of being) with human beings at the top (Spangenberg 2014: 1).
iii) Thirdly, because of Darwin linear evolution was rejected, but opted for
branching evolution.
iv) Fourthly, Darwin squashed the notion that human beings are at the end
and summit of progressive development. Another issue was the notion
that human beings were created after God’s image. How can they be
superior when they developed out of lesser species? How can they be
superior when there is no such thing as linear evolution, but only
branching evolution?
v)
Fifthly, the world moved away from the notion of design of the different
species.
S (2009b: 9) holds that, until creationist Christians understand that their
theology is simply a creation of fourth and fifth-century theologians, there will
always be irreconcilable tension between evolution and traditional
Christianity.
The third doctrine that is being affected by scientific development, especially
bible sciences and new developments in historical studies, is high Christology,
i.e. a divine and resurrected Christ.71
A fourth doctrine that is being affected by science, according to S, is the future
salvation of man and creation (Spangenberg 2014: 7).
i)
We currently know that we are not on our way to a new heaven and a
new earth, but rather to an ecological catastrophe of extreme immensity
(Spangenberg 2014: 7-8).
ii) It is not in agreement with modern scientific knowledge to believe that
the cosmos will be restored to its original perfect state (Spangenberg
2014: 8).

I shall address Christology in a later section of this Chapter.
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The SO72 might want to raise a few questions in order to clarify the discussion so that
one can learn from S’s material on the conflict between orthodox faith and science. Is
there a rational basis for assuming that there is and should necessarily be conflict
between orthodox faith and science?
As far as science, in general, and the natural sciences, in particular,73 are concerned,
one should appreciate the intellectual awareness highlighted by S that a tremendous
revolution in the natural sciences did indeed occur over the past few hundred years
(Kirk 2007: 11-12). It is indeed true that these revolutions ultimately had a great
impact on world view, hermeneutics, exegetical, historical and theological method
(Kuhn 2012; Thiselton 1980; Van Hoozer 1998). It may also be true that these
developments seemed, at some stage, to have created an intellectual challenge to the
church and the faith of the church. It appears to be a given that many believers as well
as unbelievers currently express these tensions as conflict. Atheist journalist Lee
Strobel (2004: 15-16) tells of how he came to the following conclusion after speaking
to some conservative religionists: “… I felt like I stared unadorned Christianity in the
face – and saw it for the dinosaur it was. Why could these people not get their head
out of the sand and admit the obvious: science had put their God out of a job!”
Harvard geneticist Richard Lewontin (1997)74 writes: “The problem is to get people to
reject irrational and supernatural explanations, the demons that exist only in their
imaginations, and to accept a social and intellectual apparatus, Science, as the only
begetter of truth.”
Some even consider science to be the enemy of society. The late Henry Morris (2000:
ad loc.), a leader in the creationist movement, stands out:
“Evolution’s lie permeates and dominates modern thought in every field. That
being the case, it follows inevitably that evolutionary thought is basically
responsible for the lethally ominous political developments, and the chaotic
moral and social disintegrations that have been accelerating everywhere …
When science and the bible differ, science has obviously misinterpreted its
data.”

72

This section of the study contains a great deal of material by S. Every little detail cannot be
discussed due to the scope, nature and purpose of this study. The SO will only broadly ask some
relevant questions concerning the chasm S perceives between orthodox faith and science in general by
considering some thoughts on the origins of the new scientific era, some possible alternative sources
for the conflict not frequently mentioned, the possibility of some scientists who have successfully
resolved the conflict, the possible benefit of employing some inspiration theories, and some
consequences of using S’s language of dualism. I shall discuss the section on bible sciences and NT in
one of the next sections of this Chapter.
73
The purpose of this discussion is not an in-depth and technical investigation into the nature of the
natural sciences and faith, but simply a very brief reaction thereto in relation to how Spangenberg
himself handles this topic. For readers interested in some scientists’ resolving the conflict between
natural sciences and orthodox faith, see Oxford scientist Lennox’s (2009) discussion; Polkinghorne
(1998, 2000).
74
This was a review of Sagan’s (1995) book in the New York Review of Books (9 January 1997).
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The conflict seems to be real indeed. Although this conflict is nothing new (Collins
2007: 153),75 the SO might wonder whether it could be as simple as S suggests. Is it
as straightforward to assume that all these scientific advances made orthodox faith
intellectually obsolete. Is it not possible that there can be reasons for the conflict other
than the implied rational incompatibility of science and orthodox faith? Many are of
the opinion that the destruction caused by this divorce between orthodox faith and
science was, to a large extent, due to unnecessary polemic (Ruse 2001: 217). For
example, it has been reasoned that the assumptions, methods and conclusions of
science raise theological and ethical questions that only sources beyond those that
science itself provides can answer satisfactorily. In addition, theology and science
share some of the same basic principles of rational enquiry (Kirk 2007: 12).76 Many
contend that this separation might be tragic for the academic community and many
Christian scientists hope to show, by providing several reasons, why this divorce is,
according to them, unnecessary (Tyson 2011b: ad loc.; Durand 2013). I shall now
consider a few of the questions, which the SO might ask. This again serves merely as
an example of possible information that a person such as S needs to take into account
when explaining his own position.
Insight gleaned: The assumption that there is necessary rational conflict between
orthodox faith and science should be revisited.
a)

Does the history and origin of modern science tell us anything about
Christian religious dialogue as far as conflict between science and faith is
concerned?

The reason for this question is the following. A great deal of current rhetoric is similar
to that of S. Does it portray a one-sided view or does it contain some merit? Did those
who started the intellectual revolutions of the Enlightenment do so because they were
unspiritual, unchristian or out of touch with their own religious and ecclesiastical
traditions? Early scientists, such as, among others, Galileo, are frequently mentioned
as scholars in conflict with the church and faith, viewing their own scientific advances
as reasons for questioning faith. These kinds of rhetoric seem rather popular
nowadays and need to be discussed (Dawkins 1997: 26-29). To illustrate the point, the

75

Attempts to obliterate religion in the name of science are not a modern tendency. Scientists such as
Anaximander, Tales, Xenophanes, and Epicurus from the pre-Christian era already attempted to do
this (Lennox 2009: 48-49). Recently, the “New Atheism”, with proponents such as Richard Dawkins,
Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris and the late Christopher Hitchens, used this view.
76
For example, some scholars maintain that belief and rational critical method are linked in an
unbreakable chain. Knowledge is impossible without prior belief. Belief can only assume the status of
knowledge if there is sufficient propositional evidence for it. In other words, knowledge is not
possible without accepting some kind of fundamental assumption; belief is not accepted, unless
supported by sound evidence. Consequently, it might be a major conceptual mistake to suggest a
necessary dichotomy between belief and reason. See Kirk (2007: 15-17).
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SO might want to shed some additional light on these assumptions about the birth of
the Enlightenment merely to plead for some reason in the discussion.
When one considers some pointers as to the origin of modernity, one notes that many
of the Enlightenment fathers did not view the movement they started as the enemy of
orthodox faith. Quite the opposite; it appears that the conviction in a personal God led
Francis Bacon (1561-1626), regarded by many as the father of modern science, to
teach that God provided human beings with the “two books of knowledge” – the book
of Nature and the book of the Bible (Lennox 2009: 21). He held that, in order to be
properly educated, one should give one’s mind to studying both (Kirk 2007: 29).
Some considered the intellectual split between these two ‘books’ unnecessary and
even fateful, since the one was viewed as God’s ordinary and the other as his special
disclosure about human and natural existence (Kirk 2007: 29). Many of the towering
figures in science agreed (Sweet 1994: 4). Galileo (1564-1642), Kepler (1571-1630),
Pascal (1623-1662), Boyle (1627-1691), Newton (1642-1727), Faraday (1791-1867),
Babbage (1791-1871), Mendel (1824-1884), Pasteur (1822-1895), Kelvin (18241907), and Maxwell (1831-1879) were theists. The majority of them were, in fact,
orthodox Christians (Lennox 2009: 21) and they did not find it difficult to maintain
this unified field of knowledge between God’s word and his world (Kirk 2007: 29).
Their scientific beliefs did not hinder their faith and were, in fact, on many occasions,
the inspiration for their scientific research (Lennox 2009: 21). Kepler (in Kline 1980:
31) described his own motivation for doing science as follows: “The chief of all the
investigations of the external world should be to discover the rational order which has
been imposed on it by God, and which he revealed to us in the language of
mathematics”. Such men considered God to be the revealer of all knowledge, whether
speaking through prophets or through scientists. Langdon-Davies (1930: 10-11)
writes:
“The whole history of science had been a direct search for God; deliberate and
conscious, until well into the eighteenth century, and since then unconscious,
for the most part, because so much had been discovered about God by then that
scientists began to think it fit to change the name of the subject of their search
…. Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Newton, Leibniz and the rest did not merely
believe in God in an orthodox sort of way, they believed that their work told
humanity more about God than had been known before.”

Several venerated traditional beliefs first had to be overturned in order for modern
science to be born and to develop. None of these beliefs seems to have had anything
to do with God or faith. One of the chief belief systems was the Aristotelian world
view that had formed the core of the curriculum in universities in Europe from 1250
to 1650 (Nebelsick 1992: 160). Although there were several surprisingly early
attempts to break free from the Greek categories concerning the nature of the
universe,77 the first significant attempt was probably in the twelfth century by Etienne

77

See Turner (1998: 101).
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Tempier, the bishop of Paris. He condemned a number of propositions held by some
Christian followers of the Arabic scholar Averroes (1126-1198), a commentator of
Aristotle (Kirk 2007: 31).78 The French historian and philosopher Pierre Duhem
(1861-1916) commented on the work of Tempier as the most important initial
contribution to weakening the Aristotelian hold on natural philosophy (Kirk 2007:
31). He even suggested that modern science was born on 7 March 1277, reflecting on
Tempier’s contributions.79 As is obvious from the history of the origin of science,
many scientists who inspired these intellectual changes towards the development of
modern science were theistic believers (Tyson 2011b: ad loc.). At present, there are
still well-respected believers who do not pose science as a threat, but who embrace it
completely and can give a coherent account of why they do so (as will be discussed
shortly). Yet, some respected scientific writers are fond of polarising science with
orthodox belief.80
It may be helpful when scholars who do so explain their own positions in terms of
people such as Galileo. Fingers are frequently pointed at Galileo’s conflict with the
church, mostly without the most obvious never being discussed, namely that Galileo
himself was a scientist and a devout believer in God (Lennox 2009: 24). He was not at
all known as an atheist or agnostic nor was he at loggerheads with the deism of his
day. In her well-known biography Galileo’s daughter (1999), Dava Sobel debunks the
mythical impression that Galileo was a rebel who scoffed the Bible. It appears that he
was a firm believer in the Bible and remained so until his death. In fact, religious
intellectuals supported him well, at least at first. The trouble started when Galileo was
not satisfied with carrying out mathematical analyses of other people’s data, or
following posing theories without requiring experimental support; he was involved in
both experimental measures and using mathematics to interpret them (Collins 2007:
154). As Galileo (1997: ad loc.) himself perceived it in his famous Letter to the
Duchess Christina of Tuscany 1615, the academic professors opposed him and
influenced the church authorities to speak out against him (Lennox 2009: 24). He
irritated the elite of his day by publishing many of his works in Italian instead of
Latin, in order to make his works more accessible to the general public (Lennox 2009:
25).
Galileo did, however, remain a strong believer until his death. He continued to argue
that scientific exploration was not only an acceptable, but also a noble course of

78

The most important elements derived from Aristotelian cosmology that seemed difficult to some
scholars were the affirmations that God could not move the heavenly bodies with rectilinear motion,
because it would result in a vacuum; that God was thus bound by laws of logical necessity; that
nothing could be made out of nothing; that the human will is subject to the power of the celestial
bodies, and that God cannot make several worlds (Kirk 2007: 31).
79
Cited in Jaki (1978: 70).
80
See, for example, the unfortunate quote by Wood (1996: 250): “By definition, faith is belief that
cannot be verified by reason. Faith is the blind acceptance of an idea or doctrine without any rational
evidence or tangible proof. Faith is non-intellectual.”.
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action for a believer (Collins 2007: 158). In a famous remark, that could perhaps serve
as a motto for many believing scientists nowadays, Galileo (1997: ad loc.) stated: “I
do not feel obliged to believe that the same God that has endowed us with sense,
reason and intellect has intended us to forgo their use”.
This does not mean that all parts of Christianity everywhere have contributed to the
advancement of science; this will surely be problematic and inaccurate.81 Many
Christians resisted the new knowledge based on their fundamentalist views of the
Bible. It should merely be suggested that belief in a creator God, who created
everything in an orderly fashion, had played an important role (Calvin 1969: 258).
Faith was not constantly at war with science, but very frequently fought for its
advancement, inspired by Christian beliefs that included doctrines such as creation,
sin and a high Christology (Lewis 1947: 110). As far as the impression of historical
conflict between science and faith is concerned, historian of science Colin Russell
(1989: 1, 3-26) draws the following general conclusion:
“The common belief that … the actual relations between religion and science
over the last few centuries have been marked by deep and enduring hostility …
is not only historically inaccurate, but actually a caricature so grotesque that
what needs to be explained is how it could possibly have achieved any degree of
respectability.”

The SO could observe then that deeper study and reflection on the birth and history of
modern science are essential for religious dialogue. As far as Galileo is concerned, it
is rather clear that the conflict he had with the church seemed to have had hardly
anything to do with his faith in God.82 The question then remains as to why some
scholars persist in viewing faith and science as opposing points of view. These are
certainly some of the considerations that scholars such as S need to take into account.
Insight gleaned: Some of the one-sided assumptions currently taken for granted about
the nature of the historical conflict between science and faith since the birth of
modernism need to be reinvestigated.

81

Torrence (1996: 57), commenting on Whitehead’s study, points to the fact that the development of
science was frequently severely hampered by the some parts of the Christian church when, within it,
modern thoughts were beginning to take root. He suggests that the Augustinian theology that
dominated the church for a thousand years had a power and a beauty that made great contributions to
the advancement of the arts in the Middle Ages, but that it had an eschatology which perpetuated the
notion of decay and collapse of the world and of redemption as salvation. This eschatology was to be
replaced before it could contribute to the growth of science.
82
Although the church indeed used some theological arguments, using texts such as Psalm 93:1: “The
world is firmly established; it cannot be moved”, and Psalm 104:5: “He set the earth on its foundation;
it can never be moved”. Ecclesiastes 1:5 was also cited: “The sun rises and the sun sets, and hurries
back to where it rises (Collins 2007: 155).
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b)

Could there be valuable reasons for the conflict between science and faith
other than assuming an intellectual incompatibility between the two?

The following key question should be addressed: What factors seem to be responsible
for creating this impression of conflict between orthodox faith and science? S seems
to assume that the only reason is that orthodox faith is outdated. Is this really so? Is it
really because the two are incompatible? Have all the necessary data and possible
options been explored in order to reach a responsible conclusion? Many are of the
opinion that this impression of conflict between science and orthodox faith does not
appear to be created by the rational incompatibility of the two, but rather by other
factors. I shall mention only a few examples as alternative possibilities.
i)

Theological superficiality and religious fundamentalism (Botha &
Mabille 2012: 7-9). One example of this is that some Christian scholars
insist that the earth was created in six literal days (Marais 2003: 15-17).
Viewing Genesis 1 in this light creates the impression that science is in
direct conflict with the text when it claims that the universe is thirteen
billion years old (Howe 2012: ad loc.).83 However, when proper exegesis
is done on the text (using contemporary methods), it is clear that Genesis
1 is not meant as a scientific handbook that attempts to describe exactly
how God created, but merely that He created the universe by contrast
with the gods of the Babylonians (Collins 2007). Equally unfortunate are
statements by some religious extremists that evolution is simply another
religion and that it will ultimately be part of the empire of the antichrist
(Klaasing & Mouton 2010: 16). Surely, such hasty and unthoughtful
remarks do not help Christian religious dialogue and only enhance the
perception of a chasm between science and religion and will not improve
the debate.
If Genesis 1 could be interpreted more like a theological document
instead of a scientific treatise, might S’s problem not wear off, at least in
part? It will not, if his need is to interpret Genesis 1 literally like a
science textbook. Many might object, however, that it was only after the
Enlightenment that the six days in Genesis were being interpreted “more
loosely”. Consequently, it is said that the text is not open to a more than
literal interpretation (Tyson 2014: ad loc.). This does not seem to be the
case, however. Although less literal interpretations since Darwin are
considered somewhat suspect, since they could be suspected of merely
yielding to evolutionary theory, this does not seem so simple (Collins

83

Seemingly much more sophisticated than many other young earth creationists, Howe (2012: ad loc.)
claims that he adheres to a literal reading of Genesis 1 which leaves him with a literal Adam and Eve,
Fall of the human race, a universal global and catastrophic flood in Noah’s time with all the animals,
just as Genesis recounts.
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ii)

2007: 151). It seems to be inaccurate to simply state that Genesis 1
demands only a literal interpretation84 in order to be true to itself, when
even some of the most influential Jewish thinkers such as Philo and early
church fathers such as Irenaeus, Ambrose, Clement and Augustine85 did
not interpret the six days literally or chronologically. 86 Rather, it is a way
of categorising God’s created order, providing a framework for
understanding and appreciating creation (McGrath 2010: 112). Bishop
Usher’s famous, but hasty conclusion that the date of creation was 4004
BCE, based on a literal interpretation of Genesis 1-2, was not the only
one. Other exegetes viewed the six days of Genesis not as markers of
time, but as a literary device (Dickson 2014: ad loc.; Collins 2007: 152153).
A misunderstanding as to what the role of both religion and science
should be. This implies that the role of religion (in this instance, the
Bible) is not to make scientific assertions, but to establish theological

84

However, some respectable OT scholars view Genesis 1 as advocating six literal days. See Barr
(1978: 40ff.) who maintains that the key hermeneutical insight needed is not what the modern reader
thinks about “day”, but rather what the author meant by day. He is of the opinion that the writer had
literal days in mind.
85
Augustine (Original Sin 64-65) indicated that his view was highly influenced by Philo’s view who
was a Jew and viewed the days in Genesis not as six literal days, but as a literary device. Augustine
was always fascinated by the first two chapters of Genesis and wrote no less than five extensive
analyses of these texts. It is obvious from his writing that he did not understand many aspects and that
he put more questions to the texts than answers (Collins 2007: 151-152).
86
Although it was indeed true that many early church fathers had a completely literal understanding of
the Genesis creation account (see Victorinus (280 CE) On the creation of the world; Lactantius (307
CE) Divine institutes 7:14; Basil the Great (370 CE) The six days work 1:1-2), it seems equally true
that some diversity regarding the issue was allowed. Revered church fathers such as Iranaeus 189 CE)
Against heresies 5:23:2 and Ambrose of Milan (393 CE) Hexaemeron questioned the sanity of
viewing Genesis 1 literally. Ambrosius (Hexaemeron) mentioned that a day in Genesis 1 could be any
revolution of time. I shall allude to Clement of Alexandria (Miscellanies 6:16): “And how could
creation take place in time, seeing time was born along with things which exist? … That, then, we
may be taught that the world was originated and not suppose that God made it in time, prophecy adds:
‘This is the book of the generation, also of the things in them, when they were created in the day that
God made heaven and earth’ [Gen. 2:4]. For the expression ‘when they were created’ intimates an
indefinite and dateless production”. Origen (225 CE) (The fundamental doctrines 4:1:16) makes
similar comments: “For who that has understanding will suppose that the first and second and third
day existed without a sun and moon and stars and that the first day was, as it were, also without a sky?
… I do not suppose that anyone doubts that these things figuratively indicate certain mysteries, the
history having taken place in appearance and not literally”. In addition, Augustine (The literal
interpretation of Genesis 5:2): “[A]t least we know that it [the Genesis creation day] is different from
the ordinary day with which we are familiar”. He adds to this in his work The city of God (11.6-7):
“For in these days [of creation] the morning and evening are counted until, on the sixth day, all things
which God then made were finished, and on the seventh the rest of God was mysteriously and
sublimely signalized. What kind of days these were is extremely difficult or perhaps impossible for us
to conceive, and how much more to say! … We see that our ordinary days have no evening but by the
setting [of the sun] and no morning but by the rising of the sun, but the first three days of all were
passed without sun, since it is reported to have been made on the fourth day. And first of all, indeed,
light was made by the word of God, and God, we read, separated it from the darkness and called the
light ‘day’ and the darkness ‘night’; but what kind of light that was, and by what periodic movement it
made evening and morning, is beyond the reach of our senses; neither can we understand how it was
and yet must unhesitatingly believe it.”.
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truths. For example, when some Christians claim that the universe had to
have been not more than a few thousand years old (Howe 2012: ad loc.),
they enter the field of science (McGrath 2010: 80-84, 87-89). They then
step out of the area of their own expertise and out of the field of
theology. It is not the purpose of Genesis 1 to claim what the process or
organic mechanism was that God may have used to create, but rather that
God created everything out of his own power (Childs 1985). Christians
were warned centuries ago through the voice of Augustine not to tread in
areas foreign to their fields of knowledge (Augustine, Genesis 19:39).
He warned Christians not to display their ignorance by making claims to
science, by quoting scripture as though the latter attempted at all to tread
in the field of science.
Likewise, when scientists such as Dawkins (2004) claim that God does
not exist purely on the basis of science, he might be overconfident in the
power and explanatory ability of natural science. Science gives us some
valuable tools to observe physical reality, but may be poor at answering
some other important life questions. Paas and Peels (2014: 105) state the
following:
“Wie beweert dat het altijd en overall verkeerd, irrationeel of
onverantwoord is om iets te geloven zonder bewijs, importeert
procedures uit het laboratorium in het dagelijkse leven. Maar wat
in ene domein een waardevolle en nuttige procedure is, helpt ons
op andere gebieden niet verder …”

Paas and Peels (2014: 108) proceed to explain that, when science or
religion moves outside its own field of expertise, it might be similar to a
plumber making judgements about whether someone has a virus on
his/her computer or not. Similarly, when religion attempts to prescribe to
the scientist what observational method should be used, it moves beyond
its area of knowledge (Collins 2007: 6), as would be the case when
scientists use their observational skills, designed for the material world,
to make judgements about God’s existence who would be a spiritual
being. It is generally accepted nowadays that the question of whether
God exists and what the meaning of life is, is in essence a philosophical
question and falls outside the realm of science.
It thus appears that one of the reasons for the conflict between science
and orthodox faith might not necessarily be because the two are truly
incompatible, but rather because both believers and scientists created the
impression of conflict by daring to speak up in fields in which they
should have kept silent.
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iii)

The presence of unrecognized and undealt with personal
philosophical presuppositions (religious, atheist or agnostic
dogmatism)87 within the scientific process. This happens when, for
instance, a scientist allows his philosophical (religious, non-religious or
other) presuppositions to overstep the boundaries of his own field. For
example, when a Christian scientist allows his presupposition (that the
earth was only a few thousand years old) to cloud his judgement and,
therefore, reject the scientific assertion that the universe is over thirteen
billion years old, he allows philosophical ideas to enter the scientific
process and alter the results. Faith then becomes such a strong
presupposition that it radically affects the scientific outcome, as is the
case with many in the Creationist movement (Collins 2007: 171-179).
Another example would be when a materialist (atheist/agnostic) scientist
allows his materialist ideas (that all that exists is the material world) to
determine his judgements about the existence of God, and does so in the
name of science. He then drags his own philosophical ideas into the
world of science where they do not belong.
This statement clearly indicates that scientific results can be and indeed
are sometimes swayed and redirected due to individual bias. Unchecked,
these biases may exacerbate the perceived conflict between science and
orthodox faith.

Insight gleaned: Additional sources concerning the conflict between faith and
science, other than the incompatibility of the two, should be properly investigated,
rethought and rediscovered.
c)

Are there respectable scientists who claim to have solved the tension
between science and orthodox faith? What should one make of them?

Some of those who attempt to bridge the gap between faith and science would perhaps
not be viewed as successful. Ham (2012: ad loc.) gives ten “scientific reasons” why
he believes the earth to be young.88 By doing this, he is, in fact, not bridging the gap

87

Incidentally, it should be mentioned that, in general, the question of whether God exists or what He
is like is, in essence, a philosophical question and not a scientific one. Flew (2008: 89), the atheist
turned deist, states: “You might ask how I, a philosopher, could speak to issues treated by scientists.
The best way to answer this is with another question. Are we engaging in science or philosophy here?
When you study the interaction of two physical bodies, for instance, two subatomic particles, you are
engaged in science. When you ask how it is that those subatomic particles – or anything physical –
could exist and why, you are engaged in philosophy. When you draw philosophical conclusions from
scientific data, then you are thinking as a philosopher.”
88
The ten reasons are, according to Ham (2012), very little sediment on the sea floor; bent rock layers;
soft tissue in fossils; the faint sun paradox; rapidly decaying magnetic fields; helium in radioactive
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between faith and science, but rather ignoring and even eliminating some of the most
fundamental results produced by science (Schimelpfening 2014: ad loc.).
However, the existing impression is that there are currently many respectable
scientists in almost all fields of inquiry who have coherently and with academic
integrity embraced the implications of this new research. They call themselves theistic
believers and many are orthodox Christians. In 1996, Larsen and Witham (1997: 386,
435-436) did the most interesting studies in this regard. Their study was a repeat of a
study conducted in 1916 by Professor Leuba, in which one thousand scientists, chosen
at random from the 1910 edition of American men of science, were asked whether
they believed in a personal God who answers prayer as well as in personal
immortality. The response rate was 70%, of which 41.8% said ‘yes’, 41.5% said ‘no’,
and 16.7% were agnostic. In 1996, the response was 60%, of which 39.6% said ‘yes’,
45.5% said ‘no’, and 14.9% were agnostic.89 The relatively little change in the
proportion of unbelievers to believers during the eighty years of tremendous scientific
advancement is perhaps surprising (Lennox 2009: 18). Some scholars seem to
embrace the general presuppositions and results of history and science, completely
embrace evolutionary theory and still believe in, for instance, the doctrine of creation,
sin, the trinity, the physical resurrection of Jesus, and life after death. 90 Why then is
the development of the modern scientific enterprise so devastating to orthodox
Christian beliefs as many claim? Many of these religious individuals mentioned are
considered scientists per se (Tyson 2013: ad loc.). They do not view their scientific
fields as a contradiction of their faith. They seem to do so intelligently and with a high
degree of scientific integrity, and are respected by their unbelieving colleagues (Nagel
1997; Tyson 2011b: ad loc.). To them there seems to be no dualism or chasm. Many
of these believing scientists feel a deep concern that the existing dualistic chasm
between faith and science stubbornly persists and is constantly being resurrected,
while it has seemingly long been discredited by serious scholarship (McGrath 2010:
77). Even more surprising: many of these scientists were atheists or agnostics when
they started their scientific careers and claim to have turned to an orthodox faith at

rocks; the presence of carbon 14 in fossils, coal and diamonds; short-lived commets; very little salt in
the sea, and DNA in ancient bacteria.
89
These results were, of course, given different interpretations in the media on the basis of the glass
half full/half empty principle. Some used the evidence as evidence of the constancy of unbelief,
whereas others perceived it as an indication of the survival of faith (Lennox 2009: 18).
90
As far as evolutionary scientists who are dedicated Christian believers are concerned, Collins (2007:
199) writes: “Yet theistic evolution is the dominant position of serious biologists who are also serious
believers. That includes Asa Gray, Darwin’s chief advocate in the United States, and Theodosius
Dobzhansky, the twentieth century architect of evolutionary thinking”. Lennox (2009: 18) mentions
names such as Bill Phillips, winner of the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1997; Brian Heap, former vicepresident of the Royal Society, and John Houghton, former Director of the British Meteorology
Office, to mention but a few. Flew (2008: 106) mentions other well-respected scientists who also
maintain the position that science and faith do not collide: Paul Davies, John Barrow, Freeman Dyson,
Owen Gingerich, and Roger Penrose, as well as philosophers such as Richard Swinburne and John
Leslie.
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least in part on the basis of their personal research.91 Of the numerous instances,
Sweet (1994: 3) mentions a few in one sentence: John Polkinghorne, the physicistturned-Anglican-priest; Charles Coulron, the mathematician-turned-Methodistpreacher; William Pollard, the astrophysicist-turned-Episcopal priest, and Arthur
Peacock, biochemist-turned-Anglican-priest. Such scholars found that the natural
sciences – including evolutionary theory92 – were consistent with, and complemented
both atheism and orthodox religious belief (Collins 2007: 11-31, 197-211; McGrath
2010: 81). As far as Christian or believing scientists are concerned, Gould (1992: 118121),93 himself a non-believer, makes an insightful comment about his Christian
colleagues in science:
“Either half of my colleagues are enormously stupid, or else the science of Darwinism
is fully compatible with conventional religious beliefs – and equally compatible with
atheism”.
At some point in the past, sceptic Carl Sagan had a rather negative opinion of theism
and religion, indicating that science and religion are not compatible. In later years,
however, Sagan (1995: 277) seemed to have changed his mind, asserting that certain
religions are not his enemy:
“Of course many religions – devoted to reverence, awe, ethics, ritual,
community, family, charity, and political and economic justice – are in no way
challenged but rather uplifted by the findings of science. There is no necessary
conflict between science and religion. On one level, they share similar and
consonant roles, and each needs the other.”

How would scholars such as S, who claim that science and faith are not compatible,
answer all of this? Although S does not utterly and completely ignore orthodox

91

See the personal stories of scientists such as McGrath (2010: 77-84) and Collins (2007: 11-33),
previous leader of the human genome project. Collins (2007: 198) writes: “At the same time, I had
reached the conclusion that faith in God was much more compelling than the atheism I had previously
embraced, and I was beginning for the first time in my life to perceive some of the eternal truths of the
bible”. See also Fulwiler (2013) who tells of how she came to faith after being an atheist based on
what she called scientific reasons. When she discovered Christianity, however, she found that it was
much more intellectually alive and that the majority of Christians embrace science, but had another
advantage: their faith provided for them a fuller version of human experience (Fulwiler 2013: ad loc.).
92
Hence the term “theistic evolution” (Collins 2007: 197), used by scientists who fully embrace
evolutionary theory and consider themselves believers in a personal, theistic God. Collins (2007: 200201) describes creation very briefly: “God, who is not limited in time and space, created the universe
and established natural laws that govern it. Seeking to populate the otherwise sterile universe with
living creatures, God chose the elegant mechanism of evolution to create microbes, plants and animals
of all sorts. Most remarkably, God intentionally chose the same mechanism to give rise to special
creatures that would have intelligence, knowledge of right and wrong, free will and a desire to seek
fellowship with Him”. This brief description is, however, extremely cursory and I would suggest that
the entire chapter (Collins 2007: 197-211) on Theistic Evolution be read for a clearer understanding.
93
Gould (1941-2002) was among the best-known and widely read scientists of the late twentieth
century. A paleontologist and educator at Harvard University, Gould made his largest contributions to
science as the leading spokesperson for evolutionary theory. His monthly columns in Natural History
magazine and his popular works on evolution have earned him numerous awards and one of the
largest readerships in the popular-science genre — penning altogether over twenty successful books
throughout his career. See http://www.stephenjaygould.org/.
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Christian academics,94 he does not systematically discuss, analyse and deconstruct the
relevant arguments. He does not logically build his own case. This remains an open
question. In conclusion, would it not be more beneficial for this debate that a person
such as S should at least engage with the arguments of some of these scientists,
instead of assuming that science made the Augustinian paradigm “untenable”?
Shouldn’t well-respected scientists with opposing views be heard, engaged with and
answered? Would they not beg to be answered? They can certainly not merely be
ignored, while their repeated outcry is that the chasm between science and orthodox
faith has been bridged and the content harmonised.
Insight gleaned: In order to determine whether the conflict between orthodox faith
and science is justified, more serious attention should be paid to the content and
arguments of respectable scientists who claim to have resolved the intellectual
conflict.
d)

What about the inspiration theories?

Would it not be insightful and enlightening to apply some of the known inspiration
theories to S’s language of dualism? One seems to wonder why many orthodox
scholars, as well as scholars such as S would not mention or use any of the accepted
and proven theories of inspiration when talking about the Bible. The language of
dualism would, for example, relate to the mechanical inspiration theory. The organic
inspiration theory, however, fully embraces the probability of the divine inspiration of
the Bible in the face of the historical and human development of biblical texts. It can
easily abandon the dualistic “either/or” language that scholars such as S use. The
organic theory takes into account the cultural background of the authors without
forcing the reader to choose between either the human or cultural causes of events, on
the one hand, or the divine causes, on the other. Organic inspiration means that God,
in communicating to people, made use of human speakers and writers in organic
coherence with their own time, history, culture and circumstances (Roberts 1978: 23).
It maintains that God did not separate these people from their circumstances before he
used them, but used them just as they were with their weaknesses and their ancient
world views still intact (Roberts 1978: 19). The benefit of this specific inspiration
theory is that it prevents one from polarising the human and the divine, but unites
them into a coherent whole. When scholars constantly criticise people, because they
seemingly believe that God “whispered the words directly into their ears”
(Spangenberg 2002a: 111-112), it might appear to the readers that he takes on a kind

94

Spangenberg (2014) criticises Du Rand’s view that the compatibility of evolutionary theory with
orthodox faith can be observed in the life and work of Pierre Teilhard De Chardin. Spangenberg
simply states what Du Rand basically says, then dismisses it all by making a few brief observational
comments and then proposes Albert Schweitzer as a more appropriate example to support his
(Spangenberg’s) opinion. There is hardly any critical analyses and engagement.
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of primitive Christianity (Spangenberg 2009a: 360) that only believes in a mechanical
theory of biblical inspiration. When Spangenberg (2009a: 360) quotes Kennedy as
saying: “The Bible was not written in heaven, but in a dusty corner of the earth”, to
what kind of Christian faith is such a scholar trying to react? Very seldom would one
conclude that such a person attempts to engage on equal footing with an intelligent
Christianity that is founded on thorough intellectual thinking, is a keen academic, and
believes in the organic inspiration of the Bible.
Insight gleaned: A proper understanding and application of inspiration theories by all
parties, and positioning oneself according to it, might be beneficial in dialogue and
can help resolve the unnecessary language of dualism.
Closing the comments in this section of the study provides no final resolution to the
perception of conflict between science and religion. A great deal still remains to be
said. Several orthodox theologians acknowledge that “unfortunately the church is still
under the scientific spell of old teachings that science itself has long since repudiated”
(Sweet 1994: 4). This does not necessarily imply that there are no sophisticated
grounds for harmony. Perhaps the “battle” between science and orthodox faith is not
as polarized as it seems? Perhaps it is possible that the evidence of potential harmony
is often stifled by the high-decibel pronouncements of those who occupy the extreme
poles of the debate (Collins 2007: 4).
Insight gleaned: Perhaps the conflict between orthodox faith and science can be at
least partially resolved by not merely adhering to those who occupy the extreme poles
of the debate, but rather by all participants listening to their fellow participants in
opposing camps.
10.5

History and the historical Jesus

It appears that S has very specific opinions and convictions concerning Jesus, in
particular in the field of Christology. The IO would be interested in knowing what
specific scientific sources of evidence S would consider foundational in arriving at
these conclusions about Jesus?
One of S’s crucial statements would be that the evidence derived from historical
awareness is paramount. Having acute historical awareness cannot easily be
overstated (Spangenberg 2009a: 367, 368, 2011a: 20-22). First, it appears that S is
keen on using history and the notion of historical awareness in many of his arguments.
For example, S considers it problematic for orthodox Christianity that the master
narrative seems to be pseudo-history and that the Bible story does not contain a
“comprehensive historical line” (Spangenberg 2011a: 20-21).
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The IO would want some assurance as to how certain one can be of some of these
claims.
S (2009a: 363-365) claims that one can have no doubt about some of the data. I shall
allude to a few examples. There is no doubt about the following:
a)
The roots of the Christian master narrative, with its high Christology, can be
traced back to the fourth and fifth centuries. Jesus’ divinity did not originate in
the first century, as so many people are led to believe (Spangenberg 2009a:
361-362).
b)
There is great tension between orthodox Christian doctrines and the Bible. The
notions of the fall, salvation and coming judgement were not part of the
central message of the Bible and certainly not of Jesus’ main message
(Spangenberg 2009a: 360).
c)
Jesus himself did not believe in a Trinity and certainly would not have been
part of a movement that did (Spangenberg 2009a: 363).
d)
Some of the words attributed to him were not truly uttered by him in history
(Spangenberg 2009a: 265).95
The IO might want to hear what role historical research plays in contributing to S’s
view of the biblical gospels as historical accounts of Jesus? It appears that S has the
following opinion:
a)
Seeing and using the gospels as reliable accounts of Jesus’ life seems
problematic, since none of the gospels were written by eyewitnesses. They are
testimonies of “third level” (see graph below) writers which cannot be trusted,
since they are mere faith interpretations and such interpretations are
unhealthily biased (Spangenberg 2009a: 140).
b)
He uses Luke 1:1-4 to indicate that some levels of authorship should be taken
into account when considering gospel reliability.

95

I shall discuss more examples of Spangenberg’s historical insights later.
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SPANGENBERG’S USE OF LUKE 1:1-4 TO
EXPLAIN THE PROCESS OF GOSPEL
AUTHORSHIP.
LEVEL 3:

LEVEL 2:

INTERPRETATION OF THE AUTHORS OF THE
GOSPELS.

INTERPRETATION OF THE PEOPLE THAT
WERE EYEWITNESSES.

LEVEL 1:

c)
d)

e)

f)

WHAT JESUS SAID AND DID.

This diagram clearly shows that none of the gospel writers were eyewitnesses.
Therefore, it was pure faith interpretation that cannot be taken seriously
nowadays as trustworthy historical reports.
To get to the true historical “facts”, S purports that one has to drill through two
thick levels of interpretation and that this is not an easy process.
According to S, the gospel writers also introduced their own ideas and agendas
into the gospel stories. This makes them unreliable. He uses Matthew as an
example. When he wished to give an OT sound to his gospel, Matthew could
not find any OT text on which to build his story. Rather, he creates his own
similar text out of thin air (Spangenberg 2009a: 254)! The gospel writers
fabricated many parts of their stories and thought them up as the need arose
(Spangenberg 2009a: 265).
The gospel of John is not historically reliable, since he attempts to portray a
very different Jesus than the Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels (Spangenberg
2009a: 295). It was also written much later and, therefore, sketches a rather
derogatory picture of the Jews. The high Christology in John is also a result of
John being written towards the end of the first century (Spangenberg 2012c:
2). The story serves John’s own purpose, as it points to where Godly authority
comes from, especially after 70 ACE (Spangenberg 2009a: 315).
Scholars of John currently agree that the gospel was probably not the product
of one writer, but of several (Spangenberg 2011c: 2). Therefore, the gospel’s
narratives of Jesus’ resurrection and ascension should not be taken as history,
but viewed as interwoven within the ancient three-storey world view of the
authors (Spangenberg 2012c: 4). One must realise that these were mythical
colourings (Spangenberg 2012c: 4). S (2011c: 3) is of the opinion that,
although the biblical gospels refer to historical characters, they do not meet the
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historical criteria that pertain to historical reports. Therefore, one cannot know
the historical Jesus from the biblical gospels (Spangenberg 2011c: 3).96
The IO would naturally want to know if S asserts whether one can indeed know
anything of the historical Jesus? S is of the opinion that one can.
a)
S (2012c: 5-6) states:
“The historical Jesus was an extraordinary prophet, an excellent Jewish
wisdom teacher, and a Jewish believer that lived near to God. He was
drenched with God’s Spirit and came to reveal God’s heart to his
contemporaries and modelled a life under God’s rule. He accentuated
God’s love, mercy and empathy and against the religious leaders of his
day witnessed that God cares more about love, forgiveness, mercy and
caring than cleanliness (holiness).”97

The SO could probably comment as follows:
1.
Scope of reading material. After reading and considering the dialogue in
texts such as those of S and others, the SO might deem it necessary to widen
the scope of study material in order to establish S’s claims and strengthen the
academic insight of the dialogue pertaining to the historical Jesus, in
particular. As such, a scholar could ensure that scholars with alternative points
of view test his/her own point of view. A wider scope of material would also
provide a richer and broader framework in which S’s arguments can be
understood and evaluated. As far as the biblical gospels, in particular, are
concerned, one can discuss a few examples of material that represents points
of view not addressed by S.98 The point of presenting these alternative
statements is not to oppose S, but simply to ask the question as to why the
materials and arguments that support these statements are frequently not
included and thoroughly answered in the dialogue nowadays. For example, as
far as research on the historical Jesus is concerned, some interesting
developments and a new awareness of some weaknesses in modern studies on
the historical Jesus have emerged (Ratzinger 2007: xii). Dunn (2005) explains
why research on the historical Jesus, on which S bases many of his
conclusions, has failed us. In another publication with the same kind of
sympathies, Allison (2007) challenges the presuppositions of historical
criticism and historical research, in general. It may be interesting to note that

96

Perhaps Spangenberg would agree with Armstrong (2009: 2), who claims that biblical stories were
not historical (in our sense), because they were allegedly more than history.
97
The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Die historiese Jesus was ‘n besonderse Joodse
profeet, ‘n uitnemende Joodse wysheidsleermeester, en ‘n Joodse gelowige wat naby God geleef het.
Hy was deurdrenk van God se Gees en het God se hart aan sy tydgenote kom wys en sy regering kom
voorleef. Hy het God se liefde, barmhartigheid en empatie beklemtoon en teen die godsdiensleiers van
sy dag getuig dat God meer begaan is oor liefde, vergewensgesindheid, barmhartigheid en sorg as oor
reinheid (heiligheid)”.
98
Of course, several scholars agree with S in broad terms as far as the reliability of the gospels and a
low Christology are concerned. See Vermes (1983, 1993, 2008); Borg (1997, 2011a); Crossan (1994,
1998); Funk & Ehrman (1996); Spong (2005).
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these criticisms come from two highly respectable scholars who themselves
are rather sceptical when it comes to an orthodox Christology (Dunn 2006:
147; Allison 2009: 5). According to Dunn (2005: 15-16), two of the initial
primary failures are the perspective from which Jesus had been viewed and the
failure to distinguish what kind of impact Jesus had in the first century, using
completely the wrong kind of tools for the investigation for the historical Jesus
(Dunn 2005: 12). Why does S not discuss such opposing material? In addition,
several other observations have been made.
i)

In recent years, when reading a wider scope of material, one would
recognise a growing realization that the gospels were not simply
written to fulfil the needs of early communities (Wessels 2006: 282296). Why is this important in light of the reliability of the gospels? For
a large part of the previous century, the most intense focus in research on
Jesus was not to reconstruct Jesus’ life, since it was deemed that there
were hardly any sure facts about Jesus. For this reason, a great deal of
attention was rather paid to how the stories about Jesus (rather than what
Jesus himself said) originated and developed, i.e., the Christian
communities where these stories had their beginning (Wessels 2006:
281). The majority of scholars who used this model were unaware of the
assumption uncritically used and took it for granted as their point of
departure (Bauckham 1998: 10), namely that the gospels were written
purely as answers to certain problems or needs of the churches to whom
they were addressed in the seventies and eighties AD. Hence the position
posed by S. Based on these assumptions, researchers would mention that
they are aware of the fact that Jesus did not really utter these words in
the text, but that the biblical authors made them up as answers to the
people who needed to hear them. These assumptions were so strong
among mainstream scholars that it was difficult for any alternative
viewpoint to have an unprejudiced hearing (Bauckham 1998: 12). It
appears that many people such as S may still follow suit.
There is a second idea inherent in this assumption, namely that each
gospel writer focused on his own local community and that there
developed several of these Jesus communities that were rather isolated
and withdrawn in the development of their own theology and spirituality
(Bauckham 1998: 2). For this reason, people believed that a significant
number of diverse communities each had its own unique context,
character, Christology and theology, such as, for instance, the Markan
community, the Lucan community, the Matthean community and the
Johanine community (Bauckham 1998: 1).
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The SO would realise that many scholars currently question these
assumptions, seemingly underlying S’s points of view, for several
reasons.
First, although it is true that the gospels were written with specific needs
in mind, this did not mean that they were letters such as the letters of
Paul (Stanton 1994: 9-23; Burridge 1998: 117-118). Neither does it
mean that their messages and historic reliability rest on shaky
foundations.
Secondly, more recent discussions have challenged the academic
community with the notion that the needs of the local church
communities could not have been so determinative in the writing of the
gospels (Burridge 1998: 132-133). For example, the Christians of the
eighties could really have benefited from a discussion about
circumcision; unfortunately, the Jesus of the gospels mentions nothing
about this. The local church leaders would also have wanted some word
from Jesus that the elders rule the church, but there is no mention of this
either. Relatively new research that started in the mid-1990s and that is
still ongoing suggests that the gospel audiences were probably much
wider and general than simply an isolated local geographic community
(Bauckham 1998: 9-48). The gospels were not merely products for the
needs of the church, although each writer had his own agenda and theme
when writing (Wessels 2006: 283). A new academic movement is
suggesting that these gospel writers knew about each other’s writings
and even used them (Dunn 2005: 105). For instance, if this was not the
case and if we assume Markan priority, how did both Matthew and Luke
have the gospel of Mark available to them (Bauckham 1998: 12)? Their
aim was the broader Christian community, and not merely a local
church. Nowadays, many scholars don’t even question the gospel of
John as being written for a specific Jewish community. Some scholars
maintain that John’s gospel was available to the readers of Mark
(Bauckham 1998: 147-171).
iii)

In widening the scope of studied materials, an additional growing
insight that the gospels are biographical in nature is currently
accepted. Scrutinising the gospels is important in order to determine
their genre. Many attempts to address the gospels fail, because scholars
do not consider the issue of genre, according to Burridge (1998: 120).
For example, when one hears the words: “Have you heard the one
about …”, one knows that a joke is about to follow. It would then be a
mistake to treat the words as a scientific report. When one hears the
words “Good evening, here is the news”, one knows that the genre of a
news broadcast is about to follow (Burridge & Gould 2004: 48) and
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one cannot treat the words as a fairy tale. The same applies to the
gospels (Burridge 1994: 5). In order to understand to which genre the
gospels belong determines how they should be interpreted. The gospel
writers were initially viewed as theologians who were more concerned
with the welfare and needs of their local flock, as opposed to
biographers who tried to convey something that had really happened
(Burridge 1998: 117). Consequently, theories developed around the
gospels as reflections of local, rather isolated communities that had
different and conflicting views of Jesus.
Recent studies of ancient biographies, however, led many scholars to
believe that the gospels should be regarded as ancient biographies
(Wessels 2006: 284). Using the word ‘biographies’ does not mean that
the gospels are biographies of Jesus’ life in the modern sense of the word
(Sanders 1993: 58). It is well known that the gospels are not always
chronological (Bornkamm 1973: 17) and that they were not written to
give information about Jesus’ life trajectory, but rather to call readers to
faith in him and to inspire them to follow him (Wessels 2006: 284).
However, this does not mean that gospel writers wanted to give a purely
impressionist view of Jesus without a historical basis. Biographical
details were important to them (Wessels 2006: 284). Burridge (1994: 6),
an ancient classicist now of King’s College of London, argues that,
although the gospels could not be considered modern biographies, they
are increasingly being viewed as ancient biographies, or more precisely
Christology in historical-narrative form (Burridge & Gould 2004: 53).
This is based on a detailed analysis that points to the generic features
that ancient Graeco-Roman biographies have in common with the
gospels (Burridge & Gould 2004: 47). Gospels are biographical; they
contain historical and descriptive material of Jesus, and attempt to
persuade the reader to faith in Jesus (Wessels 2006: 284). Although the
gospels each had their own emphasis and theme, they did try to
accurately convey their message (Luke 1:1-4). The point remains that,
like other ancient biographies, the gospels focus on the life of one person
and not on mere theological ideas (Burridge 1998: 123). This implies a
historic genre.
iv)

Another view that can be discovered when widening reading
material is the view that the faith communities where Jesus was
remembered and followed, served to control the free creations of
Jesus narratives (Thomson 1998: 70). The gospel writers were bound to
what the Jesus communities of faith remembered and told about him. It
was highly unlikely that the evangelists could have created a believable
Jesus image that did not correspond with reality; for example, a Jesus
who consistently rejected tax collectors (Wessels 2006: 285). Such a
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portrayal of Jesus could hardly have survived, since too many people
knew and experienced Jesus. The gospel writers were not free to adapt or
manipulate the traditional oral material as they wished, since the people
who knew him were still living (Sanders 1993: 3-4). These communities
were not isolated. In 35-50 AD, they served and functioned as a kind of
internal control (Thomson 1998: 68-70). Fictional stories that were out
of touch with Jesus’ real words and conduct, according to the traditions
in the communities, would not easily have become part of the tradition
without any corrections (Sanders 1993: 2).
v)

There seems to be a growing awareness that oral traditions were
remarkably more reliable than initially assumed. This is significant
in the context of our discussion with S, since some scholars like him
question the historical accuracy of the gospels, dismissing it as a product
of a years-long oral transmission process which is assumed to be rather
untrustworthy compared to written transmissions. Ong (1982: 12-13)
reasons that this is only because modern-day scholars very seldom
succeed in making the leap from our literary written culture to one where
less than 10% of the people were literate.99 Illiteracy made the majority
of people extremely dependent on the memory of the community.
The point is that, in the time of Jesus, the effectiveness of the oral
traditions was at an all-time high (Wessels 2006: 290). The teaching
traditions of important Rabbis such as Hillel and Shammai were
committed to memory by their talmidim (disciples) and handed down
orally to the next generation (Longenecker 2005: 62).
Gerhardsson (1961, 2001) explains how the rabbis’ disciples memorised
the utterances of the rabbis in Jesus’ time with great precision, like the
Moslems do nowadays (Breytenbach 2012: 10; Longenecker 2005: 6263). One of the most important alluded to was the fact that the first and
foremost task of any disciple was the word-for-word memorization of
the tradition of his rabbi (Gerhardsson 1961: 124). Further scriptural
interpretation was appropriate only once memorizing had occurred. It
would have been the same with the words of Jesus. His disciples would
have viewed their primary responsibility as carefully memorizing his
words and taking care of the Jesus tradition (Longenecker 2005: 62;
Wessels 2006: 290).

99

Harris (1989) indicates that the estimated percentage of literacy in Roman Palestine in the first
century was probably closer to 3%.
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James D G Dunn, at the University of Durham, who followed in the
footsteps of Gerhardsson, was one of the most recent authorities on the
topic of oral transmissions. For Dunn (2003: 329), it is not that important
that one cannot return to the historical Jesus himself, but it suffices to
return to how Jesus was remembered,100 i.e., the impressions he left. It
appears that Dunn is of the opinion that one can get adequate access to
the historical Jesus through the memories of his followers, since these
were carefully preserved (Byrskog 2000: 214-220; Bauckham 2006:
505-508). In fact, many historians preferred “living voices” to written
materials (Quintilian Institutio oratoria 2.2.8; Pliny Letters 2.3). On the
basis of Luke’s introductory four verses, S’s conclusion might
consequently call for more explanatory detail.
Referring to the scholarly criteria used by historical criticism (dissimilarity, multiple
attestation, embarrassment, and coherence), Allison (2009: 54-60) is of the opinion
that the wrong tools were used in an attempt to identify the historical Jesus. Observing
the discussion and reflecting on what has been mentioned thus far about the historical
Jesus, the SO might consider a crucial question. If scholars such as S build their view
of Jesus on a movement such as the historical Jesus movement with form and
historical criticism as their main methods of exegesis (currently, many scholars
consider this movement lacking in so many respects) (Allison 2009: 15-17;101
Bauckham 2006: 1), should these scholars not consider these recent developments and
either answer the arguments or adapt their views accordingly?
Insight gleaned: Widening the scope of reading material to include unsympathetic
scholars in one’s own view would be beneficial for religious dialogue, specifically
pertaining to the reliability of the gospels.
10.5.1 Unity and diversity and first-century depictions of Jesus
The IO could possibly want to know from S that, if one cannot arrive at a uniform
picture of Jesus in the first century, what does one have in terms of Christology?

100

Again the works of Schillebeeckx (1963) – although coming not from a historical but from a
systematic theological perspective – relates somewhat to this view by implicating that we can today
only experience Jesus through the experiences of the disciples. His correlation between past and
present historical experiences also seems helpful (1980).
101
Allison (2009: 16-17) indicates how, after many years of research on Jesus, he had come to the
disillusion that he, like so many other scholars, had created a Jesus after his own image: “It was only
sometime after my book on Q appeared in print that I opened my eyes to the obvious: I had created
Jesus in my own image, after my own likeness. Having enthusiastically occupied myself with the
study of intertextuality for decades, I had simply discovered that the Jesus of ancient Palestine was
just like me, at least in one important respect. He may have been a first-century Jew and in so many
ways a stranger and an enigma, but he was also skilled at setting up the sort of intertextual dialogues
that I love to unravel. So I found Jesus, and he just happened to be a learned and admirable expositor,
a man after my own intertextual heart”.
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S maintains that different communities in the first century carried different,
contradictory pictures of Jesus. The Christian master narrative with a high Christology
did not exist at that time (Spangenberg 2009a: 142).
a)
The Synoptic Gospels present a low Christology, whereas John presents a high
Christology and a much more divine Jesus (Spangenberg 2011c: 3, 2012c: 2).
b)
In the Book of Revelation, written by a different author, there is a completely
different Jesus than the one in the gospels (Spangenberg 2009a: 141).
c)
The writer of Hebrews again presents a different Jesus altogether
(Spangenberg 2009a: 142).
d)
John (Spangenberg 2009a: 295) and the sayings gospels such as Thomas and
Q present the more gnostic Jesus. Thomas and Q present Jesus as a wisdom
teacher whose life events (such as, for example, miracles, crucifixion and
resurrection) were not as important as his words (Spangenberg 2009a: 139,
147-161). Other Christian groups often viewed them as heretics (Spangenberg
2009a: 295).
e)
Small Christian communities came to exist across Roman cities thanks to
Paul102 (Spangenberg 2009a: 135). They had their own unique identity and
existed separately from the Jewish Synagogues (Spangenberg 2009a: 222).
Some of Paul’s writings did not pay any attention to Jesus’ message of the
Kingdom of God found in the gospels, but he created his own message
(Spangenberg 2009a: 267). Paul did not believe in the divine nature of Jesus
either (Spangenberg 2009a: 172). He rejected the divinity of Jesus, because, as
a Jew, he valued the unity of God (Spangenberg 2011c: 12). Many theologians
use Philippians 2:6-11 to assert that Paul viewed Jesus as pre-existing, equal
with God. This interpretation of the text is incorrect, however, since it focuses
on Jesus’ obedience to the point of exaltation rather than divinity
(Spangenberg 2009a: 174). Verses 6-7 can only mean that Jesus carried the
image of God like the people whom God created in Genesis 1:27. There is no
need to assume that Jesus had a pre-existence. In contrast with the gospels,
Paul also places Jesus’ crucifixion in a theological, and not in a historical
context (Spangenberg 2009a: 174). He focuses on Jesus’ death and
resurrection and pays no attention to the historical life of Jesus as wisdom
teacher (Spangenberg 2009a: 136).
f)
James’s letter was a wisdom letter. It did not deem Jesus’ death and/or
resurrection as important (Spangenberg 2009a: 231).

102

Spangenberg (2009a: 136) is of the opinion that Paul did not convert to another religion, namely
Christianity. He still saw himself as part of Judaism. He rather repented from persecuting other Jews
for viewing Jesus as a very important prophet, wisdom teacher and messiah. Paul was not an early
follower of the earthly Jesus, but he developed some of his views after he had seen the apocalyptic
vision on his way to Damascus, and some views he gained from other early Christians. Paul focused
on Jesus’ death on the cross, his resurrection, second coming, and role of the Spirit (Spangenberg
2009a: 136). Spangenberg (2009a: 168, 174) states that Paul did not place Jesus’ crucifixion within a
historical context, but rather within a theological one. Jesus’ historical life was not that important.
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g)

h)

S (2009a: 360) views the OT as a collection of diverse Jewish stories with no
central theme. The same applies to the NT, which offers nothing different in
terms of a unifying picture of Jesus, but contains diverse, conflicting
perspectives of him (Spangenberg 2009a: 142, 151).103
In summary: one could conclude that S (2009a: 251) maintains that there
existed three groups of Christians: Christian Jews, Pauline Christians, and a
mixed group of non-Jews and Hellenised Jews who identified with Jesus.

What can one learn that could benefit Christian religious dialogue in South Africa?
The SO could make some observations.
Like some of the previous points, this one addresses the various opinions researched
and represented by all parties involved in the religious dialogue. Scholars must open
up to opposing points of view in order to challenge one’s own thinking and
understanding.
S might indeed hit the nail on its head in some respects. Even a superficial survey of
the NT documents indicates that, in agreeing with S, the diversity in it is immense and
this reality is even more strongly confirmed when one goes deeper (Dunn 2006a:
216). For example, Jesus proclaimed the kingdom of God, whereas Acts and Paul
proclaimed Jesus (Dunn 2006a: 17). Acts does not have an extensive theology of the
cross, while we cannot imagine Paul’s theology without it (Bornkamm 1985: 140141). Dunn does not view these differences as an issue in terms of the authority of the
Bible. He (2006a: 6-7) asks the question: Were there unifying strands of beliefs about
Jesus in earliest Christianity that identified it as Christianity? Or is S right in asserting
that the Christology of the synoptics irreconcilably differed from John, that Paul
differs from the gospels, and that Peter differs from John? It is well known that there
was diversity among the writers of the NT as well as those outside of the NT, but was
there anything in the person of Jesus that united these diversities? Were these
diversities perhaps bound together around common things believed about Jesus as a
unifying centre?
One of the reasons that the SO might suggest a greater variety of material than that
represented by S is that many scholars indicate that there were indeed a few unifying
strands that bound together the diversity in the NT. These unifying strands seem to
revolve around Christology. I shall only discuss one that is found to be more relevant
than the others, namely the discovery of an exalted, risen and worshipped Christ
(Burridge & Gould 2004: 8).

103

In this instance, Spangenberg’s rhetoric again resembles that of Den Heyer (2003: 204, 205-207,
271-272). He also poses the problem of the diverse portrayals of Jesus and asks which of these
depictions is the true or, at least, the most accurate depiction.
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The commonality of the resurrection of Jesus is so universal in the NT that Dunn104
claims that the resurrection could be considered the one thing that gave the Christian
faith its distinctive character. Dunn (2006a: 32) concludes that a proclamation of
Jesus, without the proclamation of Jesus as the Christ risen from the dead, would not
be Christian proclamation (Costa 2011: 337). It would cease to be valid as Christian
gospel (Dunn 2006a). Strictly speaking, according to Dunn (2006), those who reject
the resurrection break with the Christian tradition. As a redemptive act in history, the
resurrection of Jesus is central to Paul’s thought (Hurtado 2003: 126-133), the
synoptics, Acts, John as well as the wider Christian community represented in the NT
(Keener 2009b: 330-332). It is likely that the belief in the resurrection of Jesus
represented in our earliest written testimonies, namely in Paul, goes back to sources
that originated much earlier than when they were written (Keener 2009b: 345).
Currently, some scholars are of the opinion that the deity105 of Jesus only developed
towards the end of the first century, as is evident in John (Spangenberg 2012c: 2), and
that it was lacking in the earlier Christian writings (Spangenberg 2012c: 1). Yet,
according to recent research, the early Christians apparently created the perception,
even to the outside world, that they were used to singing hymns to Jesus as if to
worship him (Costa 2011: 253). Even outsiders recognised this phenomenon later.106
In the late nineties of the previous century, a highly influential group of NT scholars
did some groundbreaking work on this particular field in our earliest Christian
witness, such as Paul. This has led to a widely appreciated acknowledgement
nowadays that Jesus was worshipped as Lord long before the gospels were written
(Burridge & Gould 2004: 8). Baukham (2008: 128) comments that acclamations and
prayers addressed to Jesus go back to very early times. Paul’s evidence alone offers a
decisive contradiction to the idea that Christians only gradually evolved the notion of

104

Referring only to the resurrected Jesus, not a divine Jesus.
On the subject of the deity of Jesus, his humanity has, on many occasions, been underplayed for the
sake of his high Christology found in the gospels. In this regard, Spangenberg’s contributions are most
welcome. Spangenberg (2009a: 359) should be commended and acknowledged for his emphasis on
the humanness of Jesus. The church has always been highly anti-docetistic (Van Wyk 2012: 3) and
nearly always affirmed the fact that Jesus was completely human in the sense that he could, for
example, be tempted like any other human being (Hebr. 2:18, 4:15). A one-sided emphasis on Jesus’
divinity, neglecting his humanity can also harm the church. Den Heyer (2003: 261) states: “Toch
dreigt hier ook een docetisch gevaar. De accentuering van de goddelijkheid van Jezus Christus laat
nog maar weinig ruimte over voor sijn mens-zijn.” Incarnation means that Jesus became human,
without which we would also be poor. Recently, scholars such as Vermes (1983, 1993; Spangenberg
and Sanders (1985, 1993) have re-emphasised one crucial factor concerning Jesus’ humanness,
namely his Jewishness. They pointed out that Jesus should be studied as a religious Jew within his
Jewish religious context. To seek a Jesus who differs from Judaism would take one down a dubious
road (Dunn 2005: 63). (We should, of course, not sway to the opposite extreme, i.e. to assume that
Jesus would be characteristically Jewish in every aspect. Despite their tremendous contribution,
Vermes and Sanders have been criticised on this point, in that they have minimised the tensions
between Jesus and the Pharisees, in particular. See Dunn (2005: 63-64)).
106
Note the interesting remark by Pliny the Younger (Letters 10.96), governor of Bithynia-Pontus,
written to the emperor Trajan in AD 112-113: Christians were chanting hymns “to Christ as unto a
god”.
105
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Jesus’ exalted status (Keener 2009b: 279). For him and the rest of the gospel
traditions, Jesus was not only human, but also the pre-existent Wisdom in Jewish
tradition and the exalted Lord (Costa 2011: 333; Keener 2009b: 279). The latest
development in this section of the NT started during 1991-1997, when a subgroup of
the prestigious Society of Biblical Literature made a detailed study of this topic with
some interesting results (Wessels 2006: 297). In the earliest NT documents, they
discovered characteristics that are attributed to Jesus and that only belong to God in
the OT. First, Jesus is worshipped; secondly, he is considered co-Creator, and thirdly,
he sustains creation. They concluded that the incorporation of Jesus’ divine status
could not have been delayed long after his death (Burridge & Gould 2004: 9). Yet it
appears that some scholars still argue that Jesus’ divinity was a faith confession that
was not based on the first followers of Jesus, but on the followers that came a
generation later. They claim that Paul did not believe that Jesus was divine and that
the first gospels did not proclaim Jesus God until the fourth gospel was written.
According to the scholars of the Society of Biblical Literature, one problem with this
point of view, however, is that it does not seem to coincide with the simple data found
in the earliest records (Wessels 2006: 296).
“The devotion to and worship of Jesus as divine, erupted suddenly and quickly,
and not gradually and late among his first century followers. In historical terms
we may even refer to a veritable ‘big bang’, an explosively rapid and
impressively vast Christological development in the first century of the
Christian movement.” (Hurtado 2003: 135).

S (2011c: 12) cannot simply state, that Jesus would not have been accepted as God,
because the unity of God was non-negotiable to Paul and the first Christians without
alluding to the kind of scholars mentioned. Kennedy’s (2009: 14)107 assertion that the
divinity of Jesus was later developed from the second century and evolved through the
third and fourth centuries seems to be problematic when it is not properly defended
and explained in the context of unsympathetic scholars at our disposal.
One of the ways in which scholars establish their own points of view is to test them
against good opponents to determine whether they could be placed under scrutiny. It
would be helpful if scholars such as S would actively engage in this way to contribute
towars their academic opponents. Consequently, S could raise the academic quality of
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Kennedy (2009: 14-15) claims that the Greek word trias, the state of being triple, is not found in
Christian theology until the second century in the writings of Theophilus of Antioch. The African
theologian Florence Tertullianus (160-222 CE) coined the Latin equivalent trinitas, English Trinity,
only in the third century. What has been known as the doctrine of the Trinity is not found until the
middle of the fourth century, mainly among three Greek-speaking eastern theologians Basil of
Caesarea (330-379 CE), Gregory of Nyssa (330-395 CE), and Gregory Nazianzus (330-389 CE). In
362 CE, Athanasius (296-373 CE), bishop of Alexandria, started speaking of God as one substance
and three persons. However, studies by Hurtado and others have shown that, although the language of
the Trinity may have developed later, it is likely that Jesus was worshipped already in the first century
CE. If this is true, Jesus was already “God” in the first century, although the official formulations
followed later.
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dialogue by listening to these mentioned points of view, and critique them
systematically argument-by-argument.
Insight gleaned: Participants in the dialogue should include a wider variety of NT
historians to include scholars who support their own as well as alternative points of
view pertaining to Christology, in particular.
The IO and SO merely began exploring the unity and diversity in the first century by
examining the NT documents. What about extrabiblical sources? Would they shed
some additional light on the historical Jesus, especially pertaining to Christology? It is
one thing to find unifying strands in the NT, but what would S opine about other
sources? What about the Q-source and a Gnostic Gospel such as Thomas? Do they not
indicate that other contradictory portrayals of Jesus existed outside the Bible and
should be considered? The IO would want to know how S views Q and the gospel of
Thomas.
For S (2009a: 152), Q and Thomas indicated that groups calling themselves Christians
did not regard his life events as important, but rather his words.
a)
Q and Thomas contain neither birth narratives nor Easter narratives, but
portray Jesus as a teacher of wisdom (Spangenberg 2009a: 151).
b)
S (2011c: 13) asserts: “Not all Christians however made Jesus’ crucifixion and
resurrection the focal point of their identification with him. The Q-sayings
gospel and the gospel of Thomas are testimony to that.”108 Therefore, S
considers these two sources as important, historically trustworthy, and
authoritative to give us information about first-century Christianity and what
they believed about Jesus.
c)
The two gospels represent the notion that there was a Q community and a
Thomas community whose ideas about Jesus vastly differed from those in the
biblical gospels. According to S, it helps us understand that early Christianity
was varied and that it was only in the fourth century that Theodosius forced
the Christians to speak from one page (Spangenberg 2012c: 3).
What can the SO learn from this discussion?
a)
The need for adequate alternative points of view. Inherent in these data
from S is the assumption that Q109 and Thomas are authoritative sources for

108

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “Nie alle Christene het egter Jesus se kruisdood en
opstanding die fokuspunt van hul identifisering met Hom gemaak nie. Daarvan getuig die Q-Spreukeevangelie en die Tomas-evangelie”.
109
Some background on Q would be appropriate. The Q source is a hypothetical document containing
some common information, primarily sayings, of Jesus used by both Matthew and Luke in their
gospels (Licona 2010: 210). This common material in Matthew and Luke is so impressive that one
sometimes finds lengthy sections in these two gospels that agree verbatim. I shall consider the
following example of similarity in Matthew 12:41-2 and Luke 11:31-32. Like Licona (2010: 210211), I shall invert Luke 11:31-32 so that it reads vv. 32-31, in order to better appreciate the
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the study of the life of Jesus. Other scholars certainly supported S’ viewpoints
(Ehrman 2003). Q would probably be dated before Mark, Matthew and Luke
(Spangenberg 2009a: 139). Because Mathew and Luke used words from an
earlier source, other scholars (see Mack 1993; Robinson, Hoffmann &
Kloppenborg 2002) also hold that a group of people, called the Q community,
followed the teachings of Jesus and that they did not really value his acts as
important as his words.110 However, many academics would also question
some of S’s conclusions. Consequently, the dialogue could be stimulated by
exploring a few arguments opposing S as to why the question of whether Q
and Thomas provide us with good historical data about Jesus. I shall first
discuss Q and then address Thomas. The reasons as to why some scholars
maintain that Q does not serve as a good source for drawing the same
conclusions as S, are as follows.
i)

First, some hold with seemingly good reasons, that the idea of a Q
community rests on the unjustified accepted assumption that the Q
source was the fundamental authoritative document of this

similarities between these two gospels. ἄνδρες Νινευεῖται ἀναστήσονταιἐν τῇ κρίσει μετὰ τῆς γενεᾶς
ταύτης καὶ κατακρινοῦσιναὐτήν: ὅτι μετενόησαν εἰς τὸ κήρυγμα Ἰωνᾶ, καὶἰδοὺ πλεῖον Ἰωνᾶ ὧδε.
βασίλισσα νότου ἐγερθήσεται ἐντῇ κρίσει μετὰ τῆς γενεᾶς ταύτης καὶ κατακρινεῖ αὐτήν: ὅτι ἦλθεν ἐκ
τῶν περάτων τῆς γῆς ἀκοῦσαι τὴν σοφίαν Σολομῶνος, καὶ ἰδοὺ πλεῖον Σολομῶνος ὧδε. (The men of
Nineveh shall rise up in the [day of] judgment with this generation and will condemn it, for they
repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold one greater than Jonah is here. The queen of the south
will be raised in the [day of] judgment with this generation and will condemn it, for she came from the
ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold one greater than Solomon is here)
(Matthew 12:41-42). ἄνδρες Νινευεῖται ἀναστήσονταιἐν τῇ κρίσει μετὰ τῆς γενεᾶς ταύτης καὶ
κατακρινοῦσιναὐτήν: ὅτι μετενόησαν εἰς τὸ κήρυγμα Ἰωνᾶ, καὶ ἰδοὺπλεῖον Ἰωνᾶ ὧδε.
βασίλισσανότου ἐγερθήσεται ἐν τῇ κρίσει μετὰ τῶν ἀνδρῶν τῆςγενεᾶς ταύτης καὶ κατακρινεῖ αὐτούς:
ὅτι ἦλθεν ἐκ τῶνπεράτων τῆς γῆς ἀκοῦσαι τὴν σοφίαν Σολομῶνος, καὶ ἰδοὺπλεῖον Σολομῶνος ὧδε.
(The men of Nineveh shall rise up in the [day of] judgment with this generation and will condemn it,
for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold one greater than Jonah is here. The queen of
the south will be raised in the [day of] judgment with the men of this generation and will condemn
them, for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold one greater
tan Solomon is here) (Luke 11:32, 31). With the exception of the inverted sequence of the two verses,
the only differences are that Matthew claims that the queen will be raised with “this generation” and
will condemn “it”, whereas Luke writes that the queen will be raised with the “men of this generation”
and condemn “them”. There are several such examples that led scholars to conclude that there are two
possible explanations for this: Matthew and Luke shared a common source or one used the other as his
source (Licona 2010: 211). One may never really know which option is the correct one, although the
current NT consensus has opted for the first possibility. This includes an additional step. Since this
source was necessarily earlier, scholars maintain that this source was probably as early as Mark and
possibly even earlier. It was, however, held that it was distinct from Mark. By the end of the
nineteenth century, scholars had begun to refer to this source as Q.
110
Mack (1993: 245-247) asserts that Q documents a Jesus movement that was not Christian, since it
is the bedrock of the earliest traditions about Jesus; Q is the best record of the first forty years of the
Jesus movements; the first followers of Jesus did not know about or imagine the dramatic events
found in the biblical gospels. This last statement includes aspects such as the baptism of Jesus, his
conflict with the authorities and their plot to kill him, his instruction to his disciples, his
transfiguration, his march into Jerusalem, his last supper, the trial, his crucifixion, his resurrection, and
stories of an empty tomb. These aspects must and can be accounted for as mythmaking in the Jesus
traditions.
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hypothetical community (Wessels 2006: 61). In other words, the
assumption is that Q was a gospel. In light of what was discussed
concerning the gospel as biographies, this seems quite unlikely, since Q
mentions nothing about the life of Jesus, but simply contains sayings
(Witheringtom 2006: 378-379). In addition, what do we, in fact, really
know about Q? We only assume, perhaps with some credible rationality,
that Q might be a source containing some of Jesus’ sayings (Keener
2009b: 61). We literally know nothing more.111

b)

ii)

Secondly, why are there no references to the Q community within
first-century literature? It appears that there are no references to any
community, in the first century, who followed Jesus as merely a wisdom
teacher without valuing his life, miracles, death and resurrection (Keener
2009b: 61; Wessels 2006: 62).

iii)

Thirdly, could there not be alternative reasons for the existence of a
source containing Jesus sayings other than the existence of a
separate community? It is likely that there could easily be practical
reasons for the existence of a sayings source, simply to preserve some of
Jesus’ sayings or to make them available to readers in an accessible form
(Licona 2010: 213-214).

Getting to the gospel of Thomas.112 Can Thomas113 be considered an
authoritative, independent, historical source on which we can make the choice

111

Not all scholars believe in the existence of Q. Witherington (2006: 378) indicates that some
scholars are of the opinion that Matthew could have used Luke or that Luke could have used Matthew.
112
Despite the fact that numerous Gnostic Gospels were found at Nag Hammadi, Spangenberg only
refers to, and uses the Gospel of Thomas. Consequently, this as far as my investigation will go in this
study. For more detailed discussions on the most important gospels found at Nag Hammadi, see
Blomberg (2007: 264-280); Gilchrist (2013).
113
Of all the noncanonical Christian literature, the gospel of Thomas probably receives the most
attention (Licona 2010: 257). Of all the forty-five discernable titles from the fourth century included
in the Nag Hammadi Library found in 1945, the gospel of Thomas has received the greatest scholarly
interest (Ehrman 2003: 51; Hurtado 2003: 452). Spangenberg (2009a: 151) considers this to be
sufficient reason to make the same argument as he makes using Q: that early Christianity was so
diverse that the Jesus of the Bible is not the only authoritative figure to consider, but simply one of
many possibilities. Like Q, Thomas is a sayings gospel which records one hundred and forty sayings,
many of them recorded particularly in the gospels of Matthew and Luke as well as several unfamiliar
sayings not found in Matthew and Luke (Gilchrist 2013: 139). The manuscripts at our disposal are
written in Coptic and are likely the most important finding of ancient documents in modern times
(Ehrman 2003: 53). Unlike the sayings in Q, however, there is no readily discernable thematic
organization in Thomas, although small clusters of sayings could be identified (Hurtado 2003: 455456). Because of the sayings character of Thomas, some scholars, including Spangenberg (2002b:
101), claim that Thomas presents a different Jesus to the one in the biblical gospels: a Jesus who was
simply a wisdom teacher (Gilchrist 2013: 139). The very first statement in Thomas reveals its purpose
as being about salvation (Gos. Thom. 1). This gospel addresses salvation, but does not make anything
significant of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus (Ehrman 2003: 58). According to this
interpretation, Jesus was simply a teacher of aphoristic, quasi-Gnostic, quasi-Cynic wisdom; his first
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that the biblical picture of Jesus seems inaccurate or at least questionable. In
other words, does Thomas bring us closer to answering the question: Who was
Jesus? S and scholars such as Bart Ehrmen (2003: 55-56) seem to think it
possible that Thomas could be closer to the historical Jesus than the sayings
offered in the Synoptic Gospels. The Jesus Seminar considers Thomas to be an
independent and authoritative source (Funk & Hoover 1997: 15). These points
of view would certainly find themselves at home with S. The question then is
whether this is all to be said of Thomas or not.114 If there is indeed more to be
said, and if one bases one’s view of the unity and diversity in the first century
partly on the legitimacy of Thomas as a valid historical source, should these
alternative points of view not be heard and addressed? Consider the following
points of view.
i)

Like Q, the gospel of Thomas as a sayings document does not, in fact,
qualify as a gospel when the definition of a gospel is considered a
biography, as discussed earlier.115 Consequently, as with Q, it might
not be appropriate to use Thomas as basis for the diverse portrayals of
Jesus. A gospel tells a story about someone; Thomas does not (Hurtado
2003: 472).

followers collected his sayings in the way that one would expect from this kind of teacher, as Arrian
did with Epictetus (Wright 1992: 437). It is true that Thomas represents a very different picture of
Jesus and deliberately advocates a very different devotion to him than has traditionally been accepted
in the NT (Hurtado 2003: 453). In Thomas, Jesus appears to be more a lecturer in philosophy than a
Jewish prophet (Gilchrist 2003: 140). Many sayings in Thomas have clearly been revised,
reinterpreted and developed to suit the Gnostic purpose of the editor (Hurtado 2003: 459). In Thomas,
Jesus’ sayings become the subject of wisdom literature (Gilchrist 2013: 139); they do not fit into the
context of his earthly life, purposefully seeking and bringing the kingdom of God through his deeds.
Consequently, Thomas is also characterised by what he does not say about Jesus (Gilchrist 2003:
142). As far as content is concerned, Thomas affirms a divine Jesus, although his divine nature does
not make him unique in comparison to others who also became ”worthy” of receiving the secret
knowledge and thus becoming children of the light (Hurtado 2003: 472; Gos. Thom. 77). The elect are
represented as more intrinsically divine in their own right. They have not had divinity inferred to
them; instead, they have come to realize that they have always had divine origins, like Jesus has.
Jesus’ divinity was thus not unique. Thomas also mentions the elect as sinners who need redemption,
and no reference to Jesus as redeemer. There is only one mention of Jesus’ death in Thomas (Gos.
Thom. 55) and no symbolic or theological meaning is ever attached thereto (Hurtado 2003: 472). The
Gnostic Gospels, in general, did not portray history in terms of something that happened to change the
world. Jesus did not come to save the world, but he brought advice in order to escape from it. The
biblical gospels brought good news; Thomas and the Gnostic Gospels brought useful suggestions
(Gilchrist 2013: 139).
114
One could certainly investigate the origin of the Gospel of Thomas, its authenticity and credibility,
Gnostic tendencies, and its use by the Jesus Seminar. However, in terms of the purpose and scope of
this study, there is simply the need to broadly indicate alternative views on Thomas to those used and
discussed by Spangenberg as an academic. It is to indicate how one-sided and narrow-minded some
scholars can be in their presentation of Thomas and Q. It is not the purpose of this Chapter to engage
in an exhaustive study of Thomas.
115
See 11.6.2.1 where I discussed the fact that arguments cannot be deduced from the position of
silence as in Q. I shall not repeat the entire argument. The same argument applies to both Thomas and
Q. I shall only discuss new arguments that apply to Q under 11.6.2.2.
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ii)

Although some scholars date Thomas rather early, even before
Mark, it seems highly unlikely that the Gospel of Thomas was
written in the first century. I shall mention some reasons. First, a text
belonging to the genre of sayings literature does not require an early
dating. Such forms of literature existed at least a millennium before Q
(Keener 2009b: 55) and centuries later even in Syria (Licona 2010: 261;
Keener 2009b: 55). Secondly, Thomas lacks coherence with, and has
even lost its pre-70 Jewish Palestinian setting. Instead, Thomas is much
more in line with late second-century Syrian tradition (Licona 2010:
262). Thirdly, another argument for a later dating is the high degree of
Gnostic tendencies (Ehrman 2003: 64) in Thomas, even if this seems
less Gnostic than some later documents (Keener 2009b: 54). Fourthly, it
is widely accepted that, in its current form, Thomas depends on the
Synoptics (Keener 2009b: 55; Wright 1992: 442). Fifthly, Thomas shows
familiarity with late traditions distinctive of Eastern, Syrian Christianity
(Evans 2006: 71-72). It shows remarkably more similarities with this late
second-century Christianity than it does with first-century Jewish
Christianity from a Palestinian background (Keener 2009b: 57). Finally,
the majority of scholars still date Thomas to the mid-second century
(Keener 2009b: 56). It thus appears that, even if Thomas were to be
dated in the early second century, it still would be at least a hundred
years after the crucifixion of Jesus, placing it outside the personal
memory of any eyewitnesses (Keener 2009b: 55).

iii)

Indeed, despite Thomas’s appeal on certain scholars with a particular
non-eschatological tendency, most of what appears in the Thomas
gospels, in general, does not seem to have a great deal to offer for
reconstructing the historical Jesus, even if it be merely his teachings
(Keener 2009b: 52). Some view the academic weight accredited to
Thomas in particular to determine the historical Jesus to be unwarranted.
If it is true that significant differences can be identified between a late
sayings gospel such as Thomas and early, apostolic sources such as the
NT gospels, why should equal weight be attributed to Thomas for
historical investigation (Licona 2010: 267)?

As far as the NT is concerned, it seems that many respected scholars are of the
opinion that it contains different portrayals of Jesus, but ultimately communicates one
person: they consistently tell the story of a preacher who taught and healed, was
rejected, suffered, died and rose again (Sanders 1993). The other extra-biblical
sources such as the early church fathers seem to confirm this aspect (Burridge 2004:
113-133); the Gnostic Gospels such as Thomas do not provide us with sufficient
reason to question this aspect in the NT, according to others. Hengel (2000: 1-55)
states that there is no reason to think that Christians in the first century based their
faith solely on sayings material and did not believe in the redemptive nature of Jesus’
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death and resurrection. These considerations seem very different from S’s
conclusions. It would seem important then that S and other scholars partaking in the
debate should take note of the majority of the alternative opinions, so as to talk from
the same perspective. After all, as Allison (2009: 5) states, “The unexamined Christ is
not worth having”.
Insight gleaned: Participants in the dialogue using Q and Thomas should take notice
of counter arguments as to why Q and Thomas should or should not be good sources
for historical research on the historical Jesus.
10.6

The partings of the ways116 and the origin of the Christian church

The IO would want to know S’s opinion on the first century, the era when Christianity
parted from Judaism, and the origin of the church.
It appears that S (2009a: 135) believes that the church of Jesus did not originate with
Jesus in the early thirties ACE.
a)
According to S (2009a: 128-129, 133, 135), the early church saw the light only
after 70 ACE when some Jews were disillusioned with the destruction of the
temple and started to replace their focus on the temple with a focus on, and
belief in Jesus as the new temple.
b)
Jesus himself did not write anything; no NT document was written in Jesus’
lifetime (Spangenberg 2009a: 135).
c)
A scientific approach to both the OT and the NT clearly leads to the view that
70 ACE had led Second Temple Judaism to develop into two religious
streams, namely Rabbinical Judaism and Early Christianity.
d)
Another important milestone in the final parting between the two groups
occurred at the end of the first century in 90 ACE when the Rabbinical Jews
met at Jamnia to consider the future of Judaism (Spangenberg 2009a: 133134). Their definition of Judaism led to the belief that the Christians had been
labelled as unfaithful (Spangenberg 2009a: 133).
e)
The gospel of John is ample evidence of the break between these two groups.
The Pharisee tradition within early Judaism thus became the dominant
tradition. The Christians’ interpretation of Judaism came to be regarded as a
serious deviation and a threat (Spangenberg 2009a: 134).
f)
If the Romans had not conquered and destroyed Jerusalem, it is likely that
Jesus’ followers would still have worshipped in the temple, gathered in
synagogues, and viewed their religion as an expression of early Judaism

116

This term is derived from Dunn’s (1991; 2006) publication of the same title, concerning the
historical process describing the partings between Christianity and Judaism in the first and early
second centuries.
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(Spangenberg 2009a: 135, 318). The following diagram illustrates the
historical events.

Early Christianity
nd

2 Temple
Judaism

70 ACE

Rabbinic Judaism

The SO could comment on the lessons learnt from this discussion.
a)

The importance, relevance and complexity of the parting process
Although some of S’s arguments sound logical, the process of parting could
have been much more complicated and drawn out than most realize
(Witherington 2006: 370-389). It can prove important to establish when this
parting took place, since it reflects on the reliability of the earliest traditions
about Jesus. If Jesus is the incarnation of God in history, then he in all his
historical detail provides one with an essential definition of God, essential to
one’s understanding of God and of God’s will for human kind (Dunn 2006a:
22). First, if Christianity originated later than 70 CE, this meant that
Christianity was probably not built on the historical Jesus himself, but rather a
later development that was not grounded in history. Secondly, the Christian
canon makes the documents of that period constitutionally important.
Consequently, an understanding of these documents as well as their impact on
the first century should be central to defining Christianity (Dunn 2006a: 22). It
follows that it is crucial to attempt to determine where Christianity did indeed
originate and what the earliest documents mentioned about it. Could one, for
example, find some traces of an earlier Christian faith that already saw Jesus
as the new temple, even before the destruction of the old one, or did it develop
later? Had there already developed some theological tension between Jewish
Christianity and Judaism prior to 70 CE or not? S should answer these vital
questions.

Insight gleaned: When the dialogue reflects on the topic of Christian origins, the
importance, relevance and complexity of the parting process should be noted and
more thoroughly investigated.
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b)

Jesus and the temple
As a Jew, Jesus would use language and engage in practices that would be
fitting for a Jewish rabbi in a strictly Jewish context. This might mean that he
would also display a positive attitude towards the temple (Dunn 2006a: 49).
This seems to be at least partly true.117
However, it is also widely accepted that, despite Jesus’ traditional Jewish
sympathies, he also perceived some discontinuity with the temple; this could
already indicate the beginning of a break between the temple and what Jesus
taught (Malina & Rohrbaugh 2003: 121). The three Synoptic Gospels do not
hesitate to report Jesus’ prediction of the destruction of the temple (Mt. 24:1-2;
Lk. 21:5-6) (Cranfield 1997: 391; Hurtado 2001: 211].
What could Jesus have meant by these sayings? If only the first half of the
saying goes back to Jesus, he could have sought an age without the temple
(Dunn 2006a: 66). Alternatively, if the fuller form of the saying goes back to
Jesus, he was probably echoing an apocalyptic hope of a new heavenly temple
in the new age (Mounce 2002: 221-222). Although these expectations of Jesus
regarding the future of the temple sets Jesus firmly within Jewish apocalyptic,
he was critical of the present temple, recognising the need for it to be
sanctified afresh and maybe even reinterpreted (Keener 2009b: 560-563).
One should also ask the question as to whether Jesus saw his own death as a
sacrifice to replace other sacrifices, a positive event that God will use in order
to bring new life. S (2011c: 14) answers this question in the negative. Yet it
would not be controversial to mention that Jesus certainly expected his own
death (Dunn 2006a: 70-71). This is highly probable from evidence mentioned
by Dunn (2006a: 71-72), namely the sayings about sharing his baptism and
drinking his cup (Mk. 10:38; Mt. 20:22-23; Lk. 12:50) and the passion
predictions (Mk. 8:31, 9:31; 10:33, 45); the tradition about the fate of prophets
(Mk. 12:12; Mt. 23:29-36; Lk. 20:47-51, 13:33; Mt. 23:37; Lk. 13:34); the
deeply rooted Jewish tradition of the suffering of the righteous (Ps. 22, 34, 69;
Isa. 53; Dan. 7), and the words of institution of the last supper and communion
(Mk. 14:22-24). It appears that Jesus’ famous remark in Mark 10:45, namely

117

The gospel traditions have Jesus attending the temple (Lk. 2:41-51; Jn. 5:1, 7:10). In Mark 14:49,
Jesus tells a few people who were sent to arrest him that he has been in the temple day after day,
teaching the people. Dunn (2006: 49) points to the fact that in the “Q tradition of Matthew 23:3739/Luke 13:34-35 suggests more frequent visits to Jerusalem and so presumably to the temple”.
Matthew (5:23-24) alludes to the fact that to Jesus the temple cult was an accepted presupposition.
Matthew (17: 24-27) also elaborates on the fact that Jesus was willing to pay temple tax. It might also
be worth mentioning that Luke (1:5-23, 24:52) makes an effort to begin and end his gospel in the
temple. Jesus is also presented as a devout Jew in other relevant and fitting spheres. The gospels
mention the tradition of Jesus attending the synagogue “as his custom was” (Lk. 4:16; Mk. 1:21-27;
Mt. 9:34). Mark 1:44 and Luke 17:14 indicate Jesus’ readiness to work within the Jewish social
system when he sends the cleansed lepers to offer their cleansing that Moses commanded.
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that he came to give his as a ransom for many, is a fair indicator that Jesus
understood his own death in a sacrificial way to bring salvation (Witherington
2001: 288-289). Dunn (2006a: 71) concludes that Jesus must have anticipated
his death and that he saw his own death certainly not as something to be
avoided (Mounce 1995: 164, 170).
I shall go even further. A covenant sacrifice to introduce the new covenant is
clearly expressed in the Lucan and Pauline expression of formulation for
communion and the last supper (Bock 1996: 1724-1729): καὶ τὸ ποτήριον
ὡσαύτως μετὰ τὸ δειπνῆσαι,λέγων Τοῦτο τὸ ποτήριον ἡ καινὴ “διαθήκη” ἐν
“τῷ αἵματί”μου, τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν ἐκχυννόμενον (Translation: In the same way,
after the supper he took the cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my
blood, which is poured out for you”).118 These words indicate that, although a
broader and more final breach between Christianity and Judaism occurred only
later, the cracks already began to show in the gospel traditions in what is being
remembered about Jesus and in his life and teachings.
Insight gleaned: While engaging in Christian religious dialogue, it would seem
important to take the words of Jesus about the temple seriously and to answer the
reasons as to why a chasm would already have emerged between Christians and
traditional Jewish temple theology.
c)

The first Christians and the temple
Luke paints a steady picture, from the end of his gospel and throughout the
first five chapters of Acts, that the members of this sect never moved from
Jerusalem and remained focused on the temple (Barrett 2004a: 390-393; Lk.
24:53; Acts 2:46; 3:1; 5:42). There were, however, also distinct differences in
how the early Christians viewed certain Jewish practices after Jesus.
In support of a view that the early Christians had their own distinct
characteristics as well as some anti-Jewish traits, it is worth noting that the
Qumran community was a priestly community, evincing a clear sense of
functioning as an alternative to the corrupted cult in Jerusalem. It is likely that
the early Christians did not understand themselves in this way and there was
never any hint that any of the Jewish priests who joined them functioned as
priests within groups or house churches (Dunn 2006a: 79). Nor was there a
hint of the twelve having any priestly functions with regard to the rest of the
believers, although their leadership pattern might have been partly modelled
after the local community synagogue.

118

See also 1 Corinthians 11: Τοῦτοτὸ ποτήριον ἡ καινὴ “διαθήκη” ἐστὶν ἐν “τῷ” ἐμῷ “αἵματι:”τοῦτο
ποιεῖτε, ὁσάκις ἐὰν πίνητε, εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν ἀνάμνησιν (In the same way, after supper he took the cup,
saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of
me”).
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The accusations against Stephen as well as his trial and stoning could be
viewed as mainly responsible for considerably widening the already existing
chasm between Christianity and Judaism (Dunn 2006a: 84). According to
Luke (Acts 6:11), the complaint brought against Stephen was that, in
preaching his new faith, he spoke out against the temple (Marshall 2008: 138).
The similarities with the charge against Jesus are striking. In his preaching,
Stephen seems to have seized upon that emphasis in Jesus’ teaching with
regard to the temple, which was the central case against Jesus (Mk. 14:58)
(Cranfield 1997: 441-442). The warning lights started to flash when this new
teaching was directed at the temple (Conzelmann 1987: 55-57). The speech
itself contains two basic themes, namely the rejection of the temple as the
focal point of God’s presence and purpose, and the rejection of Jesus as the
climax of the repeated rejection of God’s messengers (Dunn 2006a: 87). If the
historical sources at our disposal are reliable, this may already have happened
in 36-37 CE (Keener 2013: 1294), probably under the interregnum after Pilate
left when no Roman governor was present to prevent it (Josephus Antiquities
20.200).
If the book of Acts is slightly, if at all, historically sensitive (one has reason to
believe that it is (Keener 2012: 26-37)) one could assume that the Stephen
account was accurate and that the first big sign of separation found in postEaster early Christianity already emerged long before Paul even wrote his first
letter (Dunn 2006a: 90). This may also imply that the sacrificial system (for
which the temple existed) had ceased to be used by, or be meaningful for at
least Hellenist Christians (De Villiers 1977: 68).
Insight gleaned: Those scholars, who engage in religious dialogue and who wish to
maintain that the early church originated only after 70 CE, should answer the fact that
the early church leaders did not take on priestly functions nor deal with Stephen’s trial
in Acts.
d)

The witness of Paul
At present, many scholars insist that the main reason for the parting of the
ways was the temple. In light of the above, one could assume that the early
Christians remained true to Judaism and the temple, although they viewed
themselves as the new eschatological temple (Bauckham 1993: 143-145). This
notion is nowhere more developed than in Paul. This meant that the temple no
longer functioned for him as the focus of God’s presence (Orr & Walther
1976: 173-174). It no longer functioned as provider of the means whereby a
positive relation with God can be maintained (Witherington 1998b: 55, 68-69).
He consequently seems to transpose the category of the temple from a
physical, geographical place to persons and their immediate relationship with
God through to the Spirit (Fee 1988: 146-147). The way in which the divine
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presence, for Paul, was located not so much in the temple as a sacred building,
but in the body of Christ is also striking (Rom. 12:4-8; 1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4)
(Käsemann 1986: 335; Witherington 2007: 279, 283-293).
A similar perspective arises as far as Paul’s treatment of the category of
sacrifices is concerned. Paul’s position seems to be rather clear: Christ’s death
was a sacrifice. As a result, no more sacrifice was necessary (Cranfield 1988:
75). The description of Jesus’ death in Romans 3:25 can hardly be interpreted
other than by referring to the mercy seat (ἱλαστήριον) on the ark of the
covenant on which the blood of the sacrifices was sprinkled on the day of
Atonement (Dunn 2006a: 104).
In addition, the language of priesthood is unmistakable in texts such as
Romans 12:1, 15:16, and Philippians 2: 25 (Käsemann 1986: 327). It serves as
a strong indication that Paul was a Pharisee and still interpreted his new faith
in Jewish terms, but with new content (Cranfield 1988: 294).
It is certain that the destruction of the temple in 70 CE had a tremendous
impact on the development of the Jewish religion (Witherington 2006: 377). It
appears that the ultimate replacement of the sacrificial system by rabbinical
tradition, which regrouped in Jamnia under Johanan Ben Zachai and became
the dominant way to live out Judaism, was a high historical probability (Hayes
& Mandell 1998: 210). It may even be that the Gospel of John reflects some of
these events (Witherington 2006: 378). However, in light of the seemingly
poor evidence in support of a theory that the Jesus movement originated as late
as 70 CE, some additional explanation by S could be helpful.
Insight gleaned: Those partakers in Christian religious dialogue, who resonate with
the notion that the early church originated only after 70 CE, should answer some
phenomena, i.e., the impression that Paul no longer viewed God’s presence in the
temple, but in the early church, as well as the fact that he regarded Jesus’ death as a
final sacrifice that ended all sacrifices.
10.7

The resurrection narratives as mere memories of Jesus’ disciples

As far as the resurrection narratives of Jesus are concerned, the IO would probably
want to know S’s opinion on the position, held by many biblical scholars, that Paul
and the NT gospels propagate a literal and historical resurrection of Jesus.
S (2011c: 1) maintains that one can believe in the message of the resurrection stories
without the belief that Jesus’ resurrection really happened literally and historically.
The IO would then want to know whether S rejects, for example, the literal bodily
resurrection of Jesus.
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S (2011c: 1) rejects the literal resurrection of Jesus, because “today we know” at
present that dead bodies do not get raised.
The IO would specifically want to know whether S could give some academic reasons
for his conclusions.
It appears that S (2011c: 3) first rejects the resurrection of Jesus, because he does not
reckon that people living within the scientific world view can believe in even the
possibility that dead people could rise from the dead.
a)

b)

c)

d)

e)

According to S (2011c: 15), “we know” at present that, like Jesus, one will not
be resurrected one day, but that the matter of which one’s body consists will
be recycled back into nature.
One cannot persist in literalising and dogmatising everything one reads in the
Bible (such as the resurrection of Jesus), but one needs to develop a new
theological paradigm that will make sense for the person of the twenty-first
century (Spangenberg 2011c: 15). Some scholars do not take this into account.
It seems important for S to note that the resurrection accounts of the four
gospels disagree; hence, they cannot be taken seriously as historical accounts.
For example, consider the number of women who were present at the grave.
Mark mentions three women at the empty tomb, while Mathew mentions only
two (Spangenberg 2011c: 4-5); Luke mentions more than three women and
John mentions only Mary Magdalene (Spangenberg 2011c: 6, 8-9). Matthew
mentions an earthquake, whereas others keep silent about it. John makes his
Jesus eat in order to emphasise his physicality, whereas others do not. Luke
and John’s resurrection narratives are reasonably longer than those of Mathew
and Mark (Spangenberg 2011c: 10). These differences indicate that the
resurrection narratives in the four gospels are filled with uncertainty and doubt
(Spangenberg 2011c: 11).
According to S (2011c: 13), not all characters in the stories agree that it is
Jesus who appears to them. Similarly, not all first-century Christians made
Jesus’ death and resurrection the focus of their faith in Jesus.119
Another thought to consider is that, according to S (2011c: 14), after Jesus’
death, his disciples began to tell stories of reappearances so as to keep their
hope for the kingdom alive. They told these stories to undermine the Romans’
claim that Jesus of Nazareth (Jewish rebel) was dead (Spangenberg 2011c:
14). The early Christians used the reappearance narratives to establish that not
power, but love triumphs and that people may continue to hope for a better
future.

119

I shall not discuss this notion of the diversity and the many historical faces of Jesus again, as I
addressed it under Unity and Diversity. I only mention it in this instance for the sake of being
complete.
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f)

Lastly, one of the reasons, according to S, that some Christians insist that
Jesus’ resurrection should be literal, bodily and historical has, on many
occasions, not been mentioned deliberately. This must be believed to enable
Christians to be assured that death elicited by Adam and Eve can be salvaged
and reversed (Spangenberg 2011c: 11). As such, the Christians can be certain
of a place in heaven. Without a physical resurrection, there is no victory over
death (Spangenberg 2011c: 14).

The SO could consider the following thought as a possible stepping stone to improve
the academic quality of the debate.
a)

Principle of analogy120
When some scholars assume that they cannot believe in the resurrection of
Jesus, because nowadays, within a scientific understanding of the world, we
can no longer accept (“we know” as S states) the possibility that people rise
from the dead (Lüdemann 1989: 45), they seem to be making use of an
interpretive method called the principle of analogy (Licona 2010: 569). This
theory argues that we, as historians, can only write about matters that have
some kind of analogy in our own natural and everyday experience (Wright
2003: 16). Applying this to the resurrection of Jesus, scholars currently use
this to imply that, since resurrections do not occur in our own everyday
experiences, it could not have occurred in history (Craffert 1989: 342).121
The method of analogy, however, does hold some serious drawbacks to an
unqualified usage of this principle (Licona 2010: 569). S never addresses these
aspects. Several of these drawbacks are the following. First, numerous modern
beliefs would fail when analogy is applied to them (Licona 2010: 140-141).
For instance, we cannot claim that dinosaurs never existed simply because we
do not see them nowadays. Therefore, the principle of analogy can be taken
too far (Dunn 2003: 70). The strength of cumulative data might be more
important than analogous events.122 Secondly, some maintain that analogy
makes it difficult to recognise unique events and might be too restrictive
(Dunn 2003: 70). We did not have to wait for a second or third space flight
before being able to talk, as historians, about the first one (Wright 2003: 17).
Thirdly, analogy does not seem to allow even for the possibility of an act of
God, but rules it out a priori (Licona 2010: 141). In this instance, the

120

This notion can be traced back to Hume (1975: 117): “We ought to give preference to such as are
founded on the greatest number of past observations. But though, in proceeding by this rule, we
readily reject any fact which is unusual and incredible in an ordinary degree.” On the other hand,
analogy may be somewhat subtler than Hume in that it considers the possibility that Jesus’
resurrection may have occurred, but one simply cannot mention anything about it (Wright 2003: 17).
121
See also Crossan (1995: 215) who uses this principle; Borg & Crossan (2006: 218-219).
122
See also Pannenberg (1983: 49, n90).
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historian’s hermeneutical horizon comes again into play.123 Analogy seems to
presuppose that miracles do not occur nowadays and assume metaphysical
naturalism.
Insight gleaned: When employing academic theories such as the principle of analogy,
one should be aware not only of its strengths, but also of its weaknesses, thus
avoiding an uncritical use of the principle.

b)

Spectrum of historical certainty
Not all historical events or theories can be held with the same degree of
historical certainty, since some hypotheses are supported by stronger evidence
than others (Licona 2010: 120). When a historian, however, is convinced that a
historical theory is true, he would speak of historical probability rather than
certainty (Evans 1999: 217).124 Scholars such as Meier (1991: 33) use degrees
of “very probable”, “more probable”, “less probable” or “unlikely”.125
Consequently, language such as S’s “today we know” is not appropriate in
historical research.

Insight gleaned: When making claims about historical events, it seems important for
a partaker in the dialogue to explain him-/herself in terms of the widely and
academically accepted spectrum of historical certainty.
a.

Historical tools and criteria. To minimize the negative impact of
hermeneutical horizons and personal bias on the work of the historian,

123

As I have already discussed hermeneutical theories in this Chapter, I shall only describe this
section briefly.
124
Evans (1999: 217) writes: “We rake over the ashes of the past, and only with difficulty can we
make out what they once were; only now and then can we stir them onto a flicker of life. Yet we
should not despair at the difficulty of the goals that we set ourselves … History is an empirical
discipline, and it is concerned with the content of knowledge rather than its nature. Though the
sources we use and the methods with which we handle them, we can, if we are very careful and
thorough, approach to a construction of past reality that may be partial and provisional, and certainly
will not be totally neutral, but is nevertheless true. We know of course that we will be guided in
selecting materials for the stories we tell, and in the way we put these materials together and interpret
them, by literary methods, by social science theories, by moral and political beliefs, by an aesthetic
sense, even by our own unconscious assumptions and desires. It is an illusion to believe otherwise.”
Appleby, Hunt & Jacob (1994: 254-255) seem to make similar statements: “In reality the past as a
series of events is utterly gone. Its consequences, which are very real, remain to impinge on the
present, but only a retrospective analysis can make their influence apparent. What stays on visibility
on the present are the physical traces from past living – the materials are objects that historians turn
into evidence and they begin asking questions. These traces, alas, never speak for themselves (even
oral histories occur after the event).
125
See also other examples such as Dunn (2003: 103) who uses criteria such as “almost certain”,
“very probable”, “probable”, “likely”, “possible”; Allison’s (2005: 338) degrees do not even contain a
word such as ‘probable’. He uses “plausible but uncertain”, “unlikely but still possible”, and “we just
do not know”; Meier (1991: 33) uses the degrees of “very probable”, “more probable”, “less
probable”, or “unlikely”.
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an explanation of methods is vital (Licona 2010: 50).126 These tools
include examples such as explanatory scope (Licona 2010: 109),
explanatory power (entails the quality of the explanation of the facts)
(Licona 2010: 109), plausibility (McCullagh 1984: 19), and simplicity
(Wright 1992: 110-101).
Many scholars who reflect on the historical data we possess in terms of the
resurrection narratives, use these and other criteria. When S and other scholars
want to make any claims regarding Jesus’ resurrection, should they not refer to
such criteria, or alternatively explain why they choose their own and how it
pertains to their conclusion regarding Jesus’ resurrection? One cannot simply
deny the historical resurrection of Jesus, a cherished belief held by many
intellectuals for two thousand years, without thoroughly explaining one’s
positions by means of a preferred method and criteria. We probably already
have too many historians relying more on their own intuition than on sound
and responsible research (Licona 2010: 613).
Insight gleaned: When making historical claims, a partaker in the debate should
consider and explain the use of some historical tools and criteria that were used to
arrive at the specific conclusion.
c)

When making claims in the field of a topic such as the resurrection of
Jesus, a scholar should probably consider and discuss various scholarly
and historical theories on the topic, instead of merely proposing one’s own
view as the only option
I shall use the example of the appearance narratives, as S comments mostly on
these.127 There are different ways in which many scholars try to assess what
happened during the appearance experiences of the resurrection narratives as
well as explain their theory. It is accordingly surprising that S does not discuss
his own view in light of other prominent available possibilities. I shall
consider several thoughts.128

126

I have already discussed suggestions for minimizing the negative impact of one’s philosophical
presuppositions and biases, of which method is one. However, I shall mention a few additional
thoughts on method.
127
There are other rather important historical factors to consider which historians usually discuss
when considering the possibilities concerning the resurrection of Jesus. They are topics such as the
discovery of the empty tomb, the explosive and rapid growth of the early church, about which
Spangenberg seems to be rather silent.
128
It is important to emphasise that this will be a very brief discussion of the subject of the
appearances in the resurrection narratives, since the aim of the discussion is not to establish whether
Spangenberg’s perspective of the appearance stories being memories is correct or wrong, but to ask
the question as to what one can learn from the dialogue with Spangenberg and, in particular, whether
he was explaining himself thoroughly compared to alternative points of view.
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First, there is the question as to what the disciples believed about their own
resurrection experiences. They cannot simply be ignored. This implies that
there are several highly respected scholars who do not doubt that the disciples
really believed that Jesus had literally appeared to them a few days after his
death (Lüdemann 2004: 24).129
Secondly, there is the issue of what Jesus’ followers meant and believed when
they spoke of the resurrection. If the appearance narratives were simply ways
of wanting to remember Jesus, i.e., as living on in their memories as an
extraordinary man, there must be some kind of explanation for the seemingly
historical-literal way in which the early church interpreted and proclaimed the
resurrection appearance narratives directly after the disciples’ more ‘loose’
way of interpreting it (Licona 2010: 525).
Thirdly, there are diverse scholarly explanations for what may possibly have
happened to the disciples that made them tell these appearance stories.130 For
example, Vermes (2010: 440-441) attributes the majority of the postresurrection appearances to visions and perhaps sometimes hallucinations.
However, he (2008: 141) does endeavour to explain Jesus’ post-resurrection
appearance to his disciples in Luke and John as a “spirit” and a “ghost”.
Crossan (1995: 204) contends that the experiences of the risen Jesus occurred
while in a trance, since Luke’s account in Acts agrees on its “dissociative” and
“ecstatic” character. Lüdemann (2004: 163) also describes the appearance
experiences of the disciples mostly in terms of psychological studies, but from
a different perspective. Peter, for example, was a victim of self-deception as a
result of his intense grieving process (Lüdemann 2004: 24). An additional
proponent worth mentioning is Craffert (2003: 369) who views the appearance
narratives from a social-science perspective with a postmodern approach to
history. When the disciples saw the body of the risen Jesus in a vision, they
deemed it to be reality, thus employing an Altered State of Consciousness
(Craffert 2002a: 98-100). He also applies the principle of analogy, stating that
one can only judge historical claims in terms of everyday life experiences; this
also renders the literal resurrection of Jesus highly improbable (Craffert 1989:
343). After a thorough investigation into an exhaustive, eight hundred-page
study, some scholars conclude that, among other things,131 the disciples

129

Vermes (2008: x-xi) deems the resurrection accounts so unique that he calls them “an unparalleled
phenomenon in history”, given the emphasis placed on it and its centrality in the teachings of the early
church.
130
A detailed or even a cursory overview of these different views is well beyond the scope of both this
study and this chapter. I shall merely attempt to mention some views to indicate the alternative
possibilities that could have been explored.
131
Wright (2003: 614) concluded that the historical resurrection of Jesus was the best explanation for
the empty tomb, the post-resurrection appearances and the explosive growth of the early church.
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probably132 encountered the physically resurrected Jesus (Wright 2003: 719738).
Fourthly, there is the issue of the range of potential historical implications for
the differing and disparate reports in the gospels such as Matthew, Mark, Luke
and John’s different accounts of how many women there were. To
Spangenberg, the conclusion seems very simple: as these differences between
the gospels exist, they cannot bear historically trustworthy witness to the
resurrection. The differences in the reports between the gospels are indeed
challenging to determine the historicity of these events (Vermes 2008: 141).133
For the sake of argument, I shall consider some opposing thoughts. Licona
(2010: 177) refers to the differing accounts involving Carloman’s death in 771
C.E. It is certain that he died prematurely, but how he died is a mystery: Did
his brother Charlemagne kill him or did he die of natural causes? There is no
doubt, however, that he had died and the differing reports are considered to be
indications that point to his certain death. Similarly, Plutarch (Romulus 27.4-5)
reported several competing reports of how Scipio Africanus died. Some
claimed that he died of natural causes; others held that he was poisoned, and
still others maintain that his enemies smothered him while he was sleeping.
However, present-day historians may still conclude that Scipio was dead at
that specific point in time, without discarding the notion due to differing
reports. Historians generally make peace with the fact that they can frequently
establish the “what” of an occurrence without answering the “how” or even the
“why” (Licona 2010: 177). In this regard, a wide variety of differing reports
may consequently be pointing to a central event or tradition. Hypothetically,
one could also thus establish that Jesus rose from the dead with only differing
reports available to us, or without knowing exactly which of the eyewitnesses’
accounts is the most accurate (Licona 2010: 177-178). The fact that there is
such a plethora of reports might surely indicate that something very
extraordinary might indeed have happened. Some claim that the
inconsistencies between the gospel accounts are, to a large extent, superficial
(Wright 2003: 612) and that the event must have been so extraordinary that it
might not suffice to simply try to explain it away with a seemingly illsupported theory that his disciples wanted to remember him this way.

132

Wright frequently writes his study and conclusions using extremely cautious language and critical
realism, creating the impression of true humility, not boasting or trying to sound overly confident. He
(2003: 614) writes: “I do not wish to retreat from the critical realist position advanced in Part II of The
New Testament and the People of God; I am simply concerned to be absolutely sure, here of all places,
that I do not appear to smuggle into my historical argument anything more than it will bear”.
133
Vermes (2008: 141) maintains that, although the embarrassment of the reports of the women
convinces him of the empty tomb, the differences in the gospel accounts decrease their value for
proper historic enquiry. It, therefore, leaves us only with speculation. He suggests that these elements
(empty tomb and appearance accounts) only convince the already converted.
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The question is: Why does S not discuss some of these alternative possibilities
some of which may sound more plausable than his own? Historical studies
cannot afford overly biased attitudes. This is not conducive to proper scholarly
dialogue. One must be devoted in one’s attempt at being more thorough in the
discussion.
Insight gleaned: When making claims in a field such as the resurrection of Jesus, a
scholar should probably consider and discuss a diversity of scholarly and historical
theories on the topic, instead of simply proposing one’s own view as the only option.
10.8

A naturalistic and panentheistic world view with a low Christology: What
are some of the implications?

Appropriate for study in Christian religious dialogue, the IO might conclude the
enquiry by wanting to know S’s opinion on a more holistic world view.
S nowhere defines historical criticism or mentions something about it.
S (2012c: 6) uses spiritual language combined with a naturalistic, scientific view of
the Bible, God and a purely human Jesus, with a low earthly Christology.134
a)
b)

c)

d)

He believes that we need a new world view for a new time and that theism will
no longer do.135
When working with panentheism, however, he recognises that God is a
mystery, but that in Jesus one sees something of his character. Spangenberg
(2012c: 5) quotes Spong as saying: “God is beyond Jesus, but Jesus
participated in the being of God, and Jesus is my way into God”.
See also his quoting Macquerrie: “It is this kind of Christology – from beneath
… the Jesus that can be known through critical studies, [that] can let you heart
throb just as warm as before – if not warmer” (Spangenberg 2012c: 5).
S (2012c: 5) also mentions that “God is love, and God is revealed in Jesus
Christ. These two affirmations would stand even if there were no mysteries
beyond Calvary”.

134

Spangenberg could mention another reason, namely that he also partly bases his opinions on the
fact that, currently, many scholars have similar points of view and that he is not alone. He mentions
several of them in Jesus van Nasaret (2009: 359): Marcus Borg, John Dominic Crossan, Cees den
Heyer, Bart Ehrman, Julie Galambush, Daphne Hampson, John Hick, John Hunt, Harry Kuitert, Cas
Labuscagne, Gerd Lüdemann, Elaine Pagels, John Shelby Spong, Geza Vermes, Günther Weber,
Herman Wiersinga, among many others. However, I shall not elaborate on this reason, as it is beyond
the scope of this section.
135
Spangenberg (2011c: 30-31), however, does assert that a new needed and proposed world view
should be a theistic theology where the divine is not outside or above creation, but rather interwoven
in it. He only mentions this once, however, and from the context, it is clear that what he means is
panentheism, hence the wording that the divine should not be outside, but interwoven into nature.
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e)

f)

g)

In his article Die Drie-Eenheid in ‘n ander baadjie, S (2012c: 6) states that the
historical Jesus was an extraordinary prophet, an excellent teacher and a
Jewish believer who lived near to God. He was drenched in God’s Spirit and
came to show God’s heart to his people and how to live. He emphasised God’s
love, mercy and empathy and against the religion of his day asserted that God
is more interested in love, forgiveness, mercy and caring than in cleanliness.
According to S (2012c: 6), this message can still inspire one to reach out to
others in need, misery and pain. Consequently, he does not want to turn his
back on Jesus of Nazareth, but rather to switch to a human Jesus, not a divine
one. See his quoting Cupitt (2001: 135) to elaborate: “I can’t save Jesus as
divine saviour, but I can perhaps do something for him as ethical teacher —
provided that you don’t mind learning to see him not as a god who can’t be
wrong, but as a man who might be right.”
Despite his spiritual language, he sounds rather naturalistic136 (although he
does not mention the term explicitly) in that he provides decidedly natural
rather than theological explanations for phenomena and historical events. In
addition, one could consider S’s proposal for a new world view, as illustrated
in the following diagram. Sketch A represents the old Orthodox world view
which S left behind and sketch B illustrates his new proposed world view.

In this purely naturalistic world view, there seems to be no room for God. This
can also be derived from the naturalist language that S uses. He views the
Bible not with Godly authority, but as simply cultural heritage. Human beings,

136

At this point in the Chapter, I assume that the reader is already aware of Spangenberg’s plethora of
naturalistic explanations. See several specific examples earlier in 10.2 and 10.4. This entire Chapter
abounds in relevant examples. However, at this point, I shall only add a few naturalistic statements
that have not yet been mentioned.
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not God produced the Bible (Spangenberg 2009a: 359). S makes rather
explicit either/or choices. If the Bible’s origin is cultural, it cannot be divinely
inspired. Its existence is explained in naturalistic terms. I shall allude to some
examples.
i)

ii)

iii)

S (2009b: 7-8) does not consider that human beings occupy a special
place in the universe and should not be viewed as the crown of creation,
but should be classified within one of the branches of evolutionary
development (Spangenberg 2011a: 30).
According to S (2011c: 14-15), “we know” nowadays that human beings
do not live on after death and that the matter out of which our bodies
consist will be recycled as all other living and non-living things on earth.
This leaves us with the impression that his view of God must probably
be non-transcendental and non-personal.
S (2011c: 13) quotes Sullivan: “Viewing Jesus’ death as religious event
(an act bringing about reconciliation between God and humankind) does
not harmonize with viewing Jesus’ death as a political event (the
execution of a potential rebel against the Roman empire)”. Jesus does
not die on the cross, because God willed it, but because the Roman
Imperium willed it (Spangenberg 2011c: 14).

In summary, it appears that S wants to adhere to some idea of God who is, however,
not involved in historical events. Having said that, he believes that Jesus does reveal
something of God. This revelation is, however, not supernatural, but natural. The view
of panentheism seems to provide him with his conclusions in terms of a view of God.
The IO might distinguish and would like to know some of the moral values in S’s
work.
Although S does not often discuss this directly or extensively in his written materials,
it can be determined indirectly from some writings.
a)

b)

c)
d)

It can be stated, from his reflection and commentary on his childhood during
apartheid, that he does not favour any form of ethnic discrimination or racism
(Spangenberg 2003b: 5).
Equal opportunities such as for education are important, and everyone in
South Africa should receive equal respect and a fair share of human dignity
despite race, gender or skin colour (Spangenberg 2009a: 22).
It could be stated from his view of God that love, mercy and empathy are very
high on his list of basic moral values.
The preservation of life on this planet is important to him and one should do
everything in one’s power to halt the earth’s destruction (Spangenerg 2011a:
30-31). A responsible green theology would be very difficult to reconcile with
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e)

a traditional Christian theology where human beings are considered to be the
axis around which everything on earth turns (Spangenberg 2009b: 9).
As far as a future ecological crisis is concerned, S (2014: 8) states: “We need a
completely different theology or philosophy if we were to face the ecological
crisis meaningfully and Schweitzer’s philosophy of ‘Honor and respect for all
life’ may be of help.”137

S’s ethics can thus be summed up as follows:
a)

At this point of exposure to his material, one seems to be able to deduce from
S that, according to him, theism and Jesus with a high Christology are not
acceptable to him as this usually goes hand-in-hand with being unscientific,
naïve, prone to oppression (like apartheid) and lack of love, and compassion.
On the other hand, it seems that panentheism and Jesus with a low Christology
is the more intellectually tenable position and it can free us to a world of love,
compassion, equality, without oppressive ideologies such as apartheid.
Graphically, this can be expressed as follows:

What can the SO deduct from this conversation so far that can serve as insight?

137

The original Afrikaans text reads as follows: “… ons het ‘n totale ander teologie of filosofie nodig
as ons die ekologiese krisis sinvol wil aanpak en Schweitzer se filosofie van ‘Eerbied en respek vir
lewe’ mag dalk as hulp dien”
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a)

The diverse use of the term
The term panentheism is fashionably and frequently used nowadays in both
popular and more sophisticated writings.138 In Afrikaans sceptic circles, it has
become a buzzword, hence S’s using it (Müller 2011:147-171; Craffert 2007:
ad loc.; Louw 2013: ad loc.). The Penguin Dictionary of Philosophy (2005:
448) defines panentheism as “[t]he doctrine that all things are in God. In
contrast to pantheism, the world is not identified with God, but as seen as
intimately dependent on God”.139 Although this may be true depending on the
specific definition, these and other definitions might be an oversimplification,
since it appears that what writers and scholars mean by “all is in God” differs
from person to person. Its definition is still under discussion (Peacock 2002
xix) and the concept of panentheism is not stable in itself (Gregersen, in
Clayton & Peacocke 2004: 19). There may be as many panentheisms as there
are ways of qualifying the world’s being “in God” (Gregersen 2004: 19). In his
publication alone, Clayton (in Clayton & Peacocke 2004: 250) sums up
thirteen variations of panentheism from different writers, some of which still
sound like a traditional form of theism, but with an accent on God’s
immanence, while others sound like impersonal pantheism.140 It seems rather
obvious that one has to determine which kind of panentheism S and other
authors speak of when one wants to engage discussion partners such as them.
Gregersen (2004: 21) suggests that these variations of panentheism may be
summarised into three basic strands, namely soteriological panentheism (also
called eschatological panentheism), because the world’s being “in” God is not
taken as a given, but as a gift (Gregersen 2004: 21; Case-Winters 2007:
126);141 expressivist panentheism (Gregersen 2004: 21),142 and dipolar

138

Brierly (in Clayton & Peacock 2004: 3-4) mentions eighty-four prominent scholars who consider
themselves to be panentheists. The following identify themselves as process theists, a subset of
panentheism: Norman Pittenger, Charles Birch, Schubert Ogden, John Cobb, James Will, Jim
Garrison, David Pailin, Joseph Bracken, David Griffin, Jay McDaniel, Daniel Dombrowski and Anne
Case-Winters. Others who identify themselves as panentheists are Alan Anderson, Leonardo Boff,
Marcus Borg, Scott Codell, Denis Edwards, Peter Hodgson, Christopher Knight, John Macquarrie,
Paul Matthews, Sallie McFague, Jürgen Moltmann, Hugh Montefiore, Piet Schoonenberg, Claude
Stewart, Kallistos Ware, Philip Clayton, and Arthur Peacock.
139
See also Klaasing & Mouton (2010: vii).
140
He asks the question: When some speak of panentheism, of which kind do they speak? Do they
speak of Participatory Panentheism, or of “Divine Energies” Panentheism, Ecclesial Panentheism,
Eschatological Panentheism (also called Soteriological Panentheism), Sapiential Panentheism,
Emergentist Panentheism, Sacramental Panentheism, Trinitarian Panentheism, Pan-sacramental
Naturalistic Panentheism, Process or Dipolar Panentheism, “Body of God” Panentheism, NeoPanentheism or Pantheism.
141
It is only by the redeeming grace of God that the world can dwell in God. Not everything
automatically shares in divine life, since wickedness and sin, for example, have no place in the reign
of God. The reality remains a created reality and only in the eschatological consummation of creation
shall God finally be “all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28) (Gregersen 2004: 21),. In other words, while the world
cannot exist without God, God can exist without the world. Accordingly, the mind-body metaphor is
at its most useful, in this instance, and used for the intimacy of the God-world relation once the world
is created out of divine love. It is by divine grace that the world is codetermining God, so that
temporal events may influence God and created beings share the life of God. All that is redeemed in
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panentheism (Spong 1998: 54).143 One may infer from S that he implies the
latter panentheism, because of its naturalistic inclinations and possibilities.
The kind of language S uses seems to lead to this very conclusion.
It is thus obvious that clarification is needed in dialogue as to what exactly is
meant by panentheism. Constantly refraining to explain oneself in terms of
terminology may create the impression that one wants to remain unclear and
employ and maintain a haphazard, illogical and irrational approach. Practising
rigorous scholarship demands clarity and logic.
Insight gleaned: To avoid ambiguity and a lack of clarity, and so stall the process of
discussion, users of terms such as panentheism should properly define and explain the
term and position themselves through awareness of, and with reference to the
diversity of usages by other authors.144

the end participates in divine love. This view remains rather popular among those who attempt to
maintain the doctrines of the transcendence and the immanence of God and can still make room for a
Trinitarian understanding of God (Gregersen 2004: 24). This is important to some scholars, since it is
easy for panentheists to rise in immanence in such a way that God’s transcendence collapses (CaseWinters 2007: 126).
142
This notion emerged to counter a purely anthropocentric concept of God. The point is that the
divine Spirit expresses itself in the world by going out of, and returning to God, enriched by the
experiences of world history. God contains the world, yet He is also more than the world.
Consequently, the world is, in some sense, “in God”. As the world is contained “in God”, it not only
derives its existence from God, but also returns to God, while preserving the characteristics of being a
creature. Thus the relations between God and the world are, in some sense, bilateral. This can be
viewed as a universalized or secularized version of the received Christian view, and the language used
sounds Christian, although expressed in secular terms. In fact, it emerged from post-Hegelian
philosophical theology (Gregersen 2004: 21).
143
Whereas the two aforementioned models are only panentheistic in a restricted sense and frequently
still resemble a form of theism, this form is worked out more fully in terms of panentheism. In this
instance, God is assumed to be in some respects timeless, beyond space and self-identical, while in
other respects temporal, special, and affected by the physical world. In the soteriological form, the
“all” of panentheism is qualified (truth, love and beauty can certainly exist in God, although evil
cannot exist in God in the same way). This approach seems to offer a kind of synthesis between
theism and pantheism, although some lean much more towards pantheism than theism on the
continuum. In fact, some are very anti-theistic (Spong 1998: 54). In dipolar panentheism, however, it
would appear that there is a problem in preserving the identity of God as well as in giving evil an
ontological status not supported by the three Abrahamic religions. God is the world’s creator insofar
as God gives form and shape to everything, but God is also a creature of the world who absorbs and
coordinates the events that from time to time enter into divine experience. God did not create the
world “from nothing”. The world transcends God, as God transcends the world. Put differently, God
cannot exist without generating a world, analogous to the way in which a soul cannot exist without a
body. God can, however, exist by embodying other worlds than our physical cosmos. It is, therefore,
by metaphysical necessity that God and the world coexist and codetermine one another, so that God
influences the world and temporal experiences flow into the actual nature of God. All that exists
participates in divine life (Gregersen 2004: 21-34).
144
See Craffert; Spong (1998: 56-70); Mouton (2012: ad loc.); Müller (2011: 147-171). Louw (2013:
ad loc.) expresses certain concerns about the doctrine of the Dutch Reformed Church. He mentions
panentheism as one of his concerns and generalizes by labelling it as “verwerplike, mensgemaakte
afbeelding van God” (rejectable, man-made image of God), without explaining the different kinds of
panentheisms and which one he finds “rejectable”. See also König’s (2009: 275-279) plea for clearer
definitions.
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b)

Unanswered questions about terms such as panentheism need to be
addressed
There still remains a myriad of questions that seem unanswered by S and other
proponents of panentheism. König (2012: 73-75) notes several logical
questions posed to dipolar panentheists that are not being answered in the
South African dialogue.145
i.

According to the view of panentheism, exactly how does the interactive
mix between God and the world work? Are they mixed in a way that
they can be separated (like nuts and raisins) or can they not be separated
(like milk and coffee)?
ii.
Are they permanently or only temporarily intertwined? Is this
intertwined status between God and nature eternal or historical? If this is
so from the beginning, God could not have created nature; He is simply
part of it. If, however, this intertwined status was not eternally so from
the beginning, he was at one stage separate from it and could, therefore,
exist without nature. He would then be of a different reality than nature,
even though currently mixed into each other.
iii. If this intertwined status is temporal, when will it end, how will God and
nature be separated, and why?
iv. If God and nature could be separated again, why would God have
weaved himself into nature, if he is essentially distinguishable and
separate from nature?
v.
Can God be nearer to some things in nature and further away from
others, or is God’s distance (or nearness) consistent with everything else,
like the equal distribution of oxygen?
vi. Will creation be recreated in the future and will it receive new structure
or will it remain the same?
vii. If reality will be restructured in the future, will God be restructured with
it or will He essentially remain the same?
viii. If God is personal in nature, would His relationship with nature and with
human beings, in particular, not be free, dynamic and mobile, like
relationships seem to be?
Insight gleaned: Unanswered questions regarding terms such as panentheism need to
be addressed.

145

It appears that some of the academic sources mentioned in this Chapter (Clayton, Peacock, CaseWinters) endeavour to partly answer some of the questions in very broad terms. In the South African
debate, however, the explanations are lacking. These questions are directed at this pool of scholars.
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c)

Moral and ethical consequences of world views
To leave an audience with glaring epistemological and logical gaps between
intellectual points of departure and moral conclusions might cause listeners to
lose confidence or at least interest in what they hear. This pertains to every
part of academic study, but will be applied, in this instance, specifically to
morality, theology and Christology. The question is: What possible logic could
be used by someone to consider that theism with a high Christology will lead
to oppression and disrespect, and that panentheism with a low Christology will
lead to freedom from oppression, respect for life, and so on. There seems to be
a logical gap between S’s view of God and Jesus, on the one hand, and his
desired values of love and compassion, on the other. If the essence and
character of S’s God is unknown to one (S never defines his image of God and
one does not exactly know what panentheistic model he follows), except for
what one knows of him through a purely human Jesus, how would anyone
know that the values, for which Jesus stood, were sound moral values or
values worth following? This is important, since S seems to receive his moral
values such as love, compassion, and respect for all life, exclusively from a
God revealed by Jesus, a human un-resurrected Jesus that accidentally died as
a result of oppressive political power. Such a Jesus can perhaps serve as
inspiration or noble example, but certainly not as divine moral revelation. If
Jesus has no divine authority to command love and forgiveness from his
subjects, why would anyone feel obliged to follow him? From a philosophical
point of view, knowledge of morality usually stems partly from a certain
authority. The kind of authority (human authority such as parents, scholars, or
divine authority such as Allah, Christian God, or a specific kind of panantheist
expression of the divine) in which a scholar believes will have a significant
impact on his/her moral values. Of course, some scholars find the way in
which S reasons rather popular.
Since S’s moral values are derived from - as far as one can tell - an impersonal
God, one with nature, who neither performs miracles nor intervenes in human
affairs, and a human Jesus, whose life and death had nothing to do with God,
but simply with human circumstances, nothing remains except nature. Taking
all this into account as well as the diagram of his new naturalist meaninggiving narrative, S’s naturalist way of explaining historical events, his moral
values seem consequently to be essentially based on nature. For S, even what
is known of God is derived from nature, since he does not allow for divine
intervention. Would such a morality naturally, logically and coherently lead to
values such as love, compassion and respect for life if something like natural
selection seems to be the dominating force on the planet?
Although several thinkers would support S’s view of a natural morality (see
Wilson 1975: 562; Harris 2010: 2), this position is not without serious
problems. Some of these challenges are mentioned as alternative examples to
316

S’s position in order to illustrate the point. They merely indicate the need for
an explanation of personal positions by scholars such as S.
1.

How could morality be derived from pure nature. This can prove to be
rather difficult. Some atheists even acknowledge that justifying moral
choices without a moral authority such as God can become extremely
problematic (Street 2006: 109-166). If nature determines one, and one is
a completely unguided product of a long evolutionary process, one
experiences some intellectual problems (Paas & Peels 2014: 230):
A. If everything is natural, as S experiences the world, why do good
and evil even exist in a purely natural cosmos without an objective
moral authority (Linville in Craig & Moreland 2012: 391-448)?
How does one determine that something is evil?146 Most people
seem to believe that slavery or torturing children is wrong. Many
moral philosophers suspect that we, as human beings, do not only
find some things good or evil, but the consensus seems to be that
human beings are moral. We do not seem to believe that torturing
children is wrong, because we have come to think that it is wrong.
Rather, we think that it is wrong in, and of itself, irrespective of
what some people may think. However, the problem seems to be
that the majority of naturalists, who believe that there are no nonphysical causes for the universe and our existence, also believe
ardently in some kind of good and evil, which is, in essence, nonphysical/natural. Consequently, in a purely natural universe, moral
choices cannot be so easily packaged, measured or weighed (Paas
& Peels 2014: 230). In light of this potential alternative, S does not
explain himself. This leaves S’s readers intellectually frustrated.
B. If no non-physical force guides us or interferes in our world, then
we are only dependent on nature and nothing else. This can make
values rather relative. This brings us to two distinct kinds of
language, namely indicative (what is) and imperative (what ought
to be), in which the latter is not deducible from the former (Kirk
2007: 176). Nature might explain moral feelings, but it cannot
demand moral obligation. Atheist philosopher Michael Ruse
(1993: 507-508) asserts that “[m]orality remains without
foundation … Why does such a thesis … seem so intuitively
implausible? Why does it seem … so ridiculous to argue that
morality is no more than an illusion of the genes?”

146

For examples of secularists who attempt to arrive at moral conclusions without an external moral
authority, see Harris (2010).
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On reflection, it seems highly unlikely how the description of a state of
affairs (indicative) can give rise to moral judgement (imperative).
2.

The issue of possible inconsistency. Some readers may perceive some
inconsistency in a scholar’s reasoning when s/he seems to reject the
traditional Christian narrative on the basis of a morality provided by that
same orthodox Christianity in the first instance. As an explanation,
Fukuyama (1992: 56)147 states that Christianity first introduced the
concept of the equality of all men in the sight of God, and thereby
conceived of a shared destiny for all the peoples of the world. Ancient
Graeco-Roman material strongly supported Fukuyama’s claims. In his
Nicomachean Ethics (1110b.5), Aristotle (2004) mentions at least twenty
necessary virtues for human beings; aspects such as mercy and love for
enemies were not sought after. Mercy was considered a weakness. In this
regard, Hesiod (Works and days 349-354) is very insightful when he
claims that good should be done to a neighbour who treats you well, but
that the same should not be done to a bad neighbour who is not generous
in nature.148 Cicero (2004: 111) casually mentions virtues such as
friendship, justice, generosity, bravery and moderation as existing in his
time without, however, evaluating any of them. Even Nietzsche, one of
the greatest critics of Christianity, had a great deal to say about secular
humanists’ futile efforts to justify morality without God. While
commenting on Elliot losing his faith, Nietzsche, in his The twilight of
the idols (2004: 41-42), stated:
“They are rid of the Christian God and now believe all the more
firmly that they must cling to Christian morality. That is an English
consistency … When one gives up the Christian faith, one pulls the
right to Christian morality out from under one’s feet. This morality
is by no means self-evident … Christian morality is a command; its
origin is transcendent; it is beyond all criticism, all right to
criticism; it has truth only if God is the truth — it stands and falls
with faith in God … When the English actually believe that they
know ‘intuitively’ what is good and evil, when they therefore
suppose that they no longer require Christianity as the guarantee of
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Francis Fukuyama is Olivier Nomellini Senior Fellow, Stanford University, of History, Economics
and Politics (see Stanford at http://fsi.stanford.edu/people/fukuyama). This virtue is also considered
important and mentioned by Cicero (2012: 114); hence, the saying seemingly originating from Plato.
Available at http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=koina%.
148
Hesiod (Works and days: 349-354) writes about being a friend and neighbour: εὖ μὲν μετρεῖσθαι
παρὰ γείτονος, εὖ δ᾽ ἀποδοῦναι, αὐτῷ τῷ μέτρῳ, καὶ λώιον, αἴ κε δύνηαι, ὡς ἂν χρηίζων καὶ ἐς
ὕστερον ἄρκιον εὕρῃς. μὴ κακὰ κερδαίνειν: κακὰ κέρδεα ἶσ᾽ ἀάτῃσιν. τὸν φιλέοντα φιλεῖν, καὶ τῷ
προσιόντι προσεῖναι. καὶ δόμεν, ὅς κεν δῷ, καὶ μὴ δόμεν, ὅς κεν μὴ δῷ. (Take fair measure from your
neighbor and pay him back fairly with the same measure, or better, if you can; so that if you are in
need afterwards, you may find him sure. Do not get base gain: base gain is as bad as ruin. Be friends
with the friendly, and visit him who visits you. Give to one who gives, but do not give to one who
does not give.) Cicero (2012: 125) describes this quote as “Hesiod’s command” and was commonly
accepted among the ancients.
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morality, we merely witness the effects of the dominion of the
Christian value judgment and an expression of the strength and
depth of this dominion: such that the origin of English morality has
been forgotten, such that the very conditional character of its right
to existence is no longer felt. For the English, morality is not yet a
problem.”

Great philosophers agree (Russell 1996: 691) that Nietzsche’s objection
to Christianity was due to the fact that, with the French revolution and
Socialism, it proclaimed all men to be equal. He himself did not want to
treat men as equal in any circumstances whatsoever. Morality derives
from authority and what authority does Jesus have as a mere human? He
can only serve as human inspiration and nothing more. In his Beyond
good and evil, Nietzsche (2003: 108-109) states that philosophers who
argued for a moral position without Godly authority took morality for
granted, since love and equality were historically never a self-evident
truth, but have always been contingent and were introduced by the
divine Jesus of Christianity.
How then does S arrive at a compassionate morality of love with an
undefined, impersonal God with a purely human Jesus? In light of S who
sketches as opposites a Jesus who is purely human and an imperial
Christ who has to do with the exercise of power, in what ways is the
contemporary orthodox view of God related to the imperial? This begs
for extensive explanation.
Insight gleaned: Participants in religious dialogue should thoroughly consider the
logical consequences of their own arguments or world views in terms of morality and
ethics, and fill in the argumentative gaps satisfactorily.
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SECTION IV
FINALE
THE DYNAMICS OF CHRISTIAN RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE
As mentioned at the beginning of this study, the aim was to investigate the dynamics
of Christian religious dialogue. A large measure of success could be claimed. Both
Acts 17 and the chosen South African scenario revealed a pool of interesting
knowledge relevant for this study and both proved to be very fruitful. This conclusion
was reached by attempting to scientifically investigate the dynamics of Christian
religious dialogue. Where mission is about proclaiming one’s faith (based on the
mission of God [Skreslet 2012: 31-34]) and apologetic is about defending one’s faith
(Burson & Walls 1998: 142-169), dialogue although it can serve as one of the
methods of mission and can include proclamation in some circumstances, mostly
concerns talking about one’s faith on equal footing (Skreslet 2012: 150-153).
I investigated dialogue by studying two relevant scenarios. One scenario was a key
text from the NT that expresses a view of how the early church expanded in her
approximate time of origin, but also represents some key source documents of that
time reflecting on social discourse. I studied Acts 17:16-34 by using known and
established scientific hermeneutical theories and exegetical methods explained in
Chapter 3. The results were discussed in Chapter 8. The second scenario was the state
of the current contemporary discussion in South Africa through the voice and works
of Izak Spangenberg. I studied Spangenberg’s material by using a pool of his articles
and books called S. In addition, some examples and wisdom from the world of
narratology were employed, using an implicit observer (IO) and a scientific observer
(SO), in an attempt to achieve maximum objectivity. The results were discussed in
Chapters 9-10. I studied these two scenarios in order to gain some insights into the
dialogical process that could be helpful to the discussion in South Africa.1
From the beginning, the interest was more in the systems and structures of dialogue
and not so much in certain individuals as such. As a result of this process, several
insights surfaced. It is hoped that all the participants in the discussion, regardless of
the nature of their persuasions and convictions, will learn from, and use these insights

1

It might be important at this point to explain why there has not been extensive engagement with other
contemporary dialogical models that are available. Engagements could have been made with ideas such
as socio-cognitive discourse analysis (Van Dijk 2014), other approaches to discourse analysis (Wodak
& Meyer 2009), missiological expressions of dialogue (Bevens & Schroeder 2011), interreligious
discourse (Pranger 1994) or even general characteristics of healthy dialogue as mentioned by Bevens &
Schroeder (2011: 29-31. The purpose of the researcher however was rather purely to study dialogue
from the two raw examples in this study. Although aware of many of these these areas, to accomplish
the desired outcome it seemed important to the researcher to postpone in depth exposure to other
models of dialogue until the resluts in this study became clear. More in depth comparitive studies of the
resluts in this study with all these ideas might consequently be a theme for a next, separate study.
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to improve mutual understanding and enhance the quality of the response by each
party toward the other. The insights gained extend over many areas, namely the
person of the participant, the scope of the study material, the structure of the content,
rhetoric and persuasion, cultural common ground, and epistemology.
1.

The person

This entails the importance of the person’s own inner and intellectual readiness for the
discussion. From the examples studied, it became clear that one needs to reckon with
one’s own personal presuppositions. For this reason, knowledge, understanding and
application of hermeneutical theories are paramount for Christian religious dialogue.
The first point is that, as noted in Chapter 10.2, the outcome of a discussion is
determined not simply by the content discussed, but especially by the presuppositional
basis on which it stands. One’s presuppositions form part of the meta-theoretical
foundation, on which a position is being built, and can influence and determine the
flow and even the outcome of the discussion. This is especially important in religious
discussions, since such discussions include elements such as world view, which
directly influence thinking and the lines of argument. Subsequently, this calls for
scientific reflection and conscious cogitation on one’s own position, biases and
assumptions. For example, one hermeneutical question to ask would be whether a
world view could include transcendent and non-controllable elements. As noted
earlier, some would answer with a resounding “No” from the outset, since such
elements could not be proven on the basis of a naturalistic scientific approach. If such
a position were held, it would be important to understand and be sensitive to where
such presupposition will eventually lead. For example, it might lead to the exclusion
of important and excepted epistemological tools such as general human experience of
morality, goodness and beauty (Chapter 10.8; see also Kreeft 2015: ad loc.). If one
participant takes this position and the other participant maintains a more open
epistemology, this hermeneutical question should be the subject of discussion before
debating any other content. This proves to be very relevant for the South African
situation, as studied in Chapter 10. As noted earlier, the lack of hermeneutical
reasoning as well as an uncritical use of one’s own personal story can leave someone
vulnerable to the blinding power of presuppositions such as naïve positivism.2
Secondly, the research illustrated that hermeneutics is necessary in order to determine
whether both participants engaging in dialogue are playing according to the same
rules. This can help answer the question of whether two intellectual opponents might
be able to find one another. The reality of dialogue is that it can contain certain
elements of a power struggle and that participants should guard against falling in
struggles that centre on winning or losing arguments. For this reason, one should
agree on prior determined hermeneutical rules. For example, when one participant

2

See Chapter 10.2.
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holds the position that the Bible is a primary source of divine revelation and the other
opines that the Bible is simply a collection of purely human documents, containing
possible wisdom but nothing else, discussion could not successfully take place if the
one position is being made suspect by the other, as noted in Chapter 10.2. The first
point being discussed in the dialogical process should then be the hermeneutical
question as to why the other person holds the position of the Bible that he holds. It
seems quite fashionable nowadays to cast suspicion on scholars holding the position
of the Bible as divine revelation. However, if the opposing participant were to enquire
as to the why behind holding such a position, instead of merely concluding that it is
due to mere naïveté, he would frequently encounter healthy hermeneutical and
epistemological reasoning and find proper and honest scientific reflection behind such
a position. For this reason, hermeneutics is necessary to make participants of different
persuasions understand the rules whereby the other is playing as well as establish
ground rules for both in the discussion. This starts with acquiring a healthy amount of
self-awareness and personal self-insight. Hermeneutical reflection should thus be
applied to oneself and the perhaps unconscious rules that seem important to oneself.
After examining one’s own position, it could also be applied to understanding one’s
opponent’s rules, philosophical points of departure and methodologies.
Lastly, hermeneutical reflection will also help determine which method of scientific
investigation should be followed in preparation for dialogue in order to ensure a
desired outcome for growth for both participants. It will help understand that the
legitimacy of one’s theories and methodologies should not be assumed merely
because it is accepted by certain experts, as we have observed some scholars do. For
example, if one participant rejects the resurrection of Jesus as a historical event, based
on the method of analogy (see Chapter 10.7), it would help him understand the
hermeneutical logic behind such a method. Using such a method uncritically would
again lead to excluding certain unique historical events in history that should not be
discarded. Methods of enquiry should rather be embraced and employed, because they
were subjected to unsympathetic experts and consequently withstood the scrutiny of
careful investigation and the coherency of fact, reason and argument. This is what
makes hermeneutics invaluable and necessary for the South African situation.
2.

Structure of content

Flowing from the discussion on presuppositions, this point addresses the structure and
hierarchy of knowledge and how certain bodies of knowledge relate to other parts of
knowledge within a broader world view. By this is first meant that, as noted in
Chapter 8 (8.1.1-8.1.2), most content, by nature, appears to be structural and
hierarchical, in the sense that not all elements of a person’s, institution’s or church’s
convictions are equally significant as pertaining to a fundamental understanding and
view of life. Accordingly, not all parts of knowledge are found to be on the same level
of importance, especially in a theological debate. Considering some Biblical themes
may prove helpful to illustrate the point. Events such as Jacob seeking a wife may be
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significant, but it is not nearly as important as the exodus from Egypt; Jesus walking
on water has great theological significance, but does not prove to be as significant as
his crucifixion and resurrection. In Acts 17, for the Lucan Paul talking about Jesus
and his resurrection is much more important than trying to convince the Athenians of,
for example, the blood line of Jesus, or Israel’s wanderings in the desert, as mentioned
in Acts 13. For Paul, theological knowledge is hierarchical: the resurrection of Jesus is
paramount to most other theological truths and, from this event being true, flows the
legitimacy of other theological notions such as the soteriological value of the
crucifixion; that God is pursuing humankind through Jesus; that men can receive
salvation; that all men should love one another; that community, prayer and the
breaking of bread are important, or even that joy is a virtue. For Paul, all of these
aspects would only have been interesting ideas without divine significance, if they did
not flow from the historic reality of the resurrection. In other words, in the Areopagus
discourse, the resurrection is at the hierarchical top, keeping most of the other truths
together in a coherent and logical system of thought. Although Biblical theological
truths could be organised into many different categories, we can at least distinguish
between what we call Core Content (CC) and Peripheral Content (PC). The CC
represents the most authoritative parts in one’s content that maintains all the others in
place. In this study, I was mostly concerned with this kind of knowledge, the kind of
CC and foundational knowledge that maintains a system of thought. The purpose for
this was to avoid getting involved in small and insignificant trivialities.
Secondly, knowing and comprehending this about how knowledge works will enable
each participant to understand, accept and even expect that the other participant will
start and practise the discussion from a certain core conviction or intellectual point of
departure (CC). The difficulty and complexity to determine the CC is appreciated and
acknowledged, but the research indicated that it is crucial to determine the CC in
dialogue. The part of one’s knowledge that is peripheral in nature and that is not an
essential part of one’s viewpoint is called one’s Peripheral Content (PC). With
dialogue in mind, it will be extremely helpful if each participant or community could
determine for him-/her-/itself not only which parts of his/her/its own and his/her/its
opponents’ convictions belong to the CC and which belong to PC, but also why each
body of knowledge belongs to each of these two categories and how they relate to
each other. Consider the following list to illustrate the point.
Own convictions
Opponent’s convictions
What is my Core Content?
What is his/her Core Content?
Why is this my Core Content?
Why is this his/her Core Content?
How does my Core Content relate to my How does his/her Core Content relate to
Peripheral Content?
his/her Peripheral Content?
The consequences of these questions can assist in understanding and structuring the
discussion. The challenge is that, when it comes to engaging the CC of an opponent, it
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should be of utmost priority to represent the latter correctly and properly. For
example, when scholars present general Christian theology as believing that God
dictated the Bible to passive receivers of knowledge (Chapter 10.2), they are grossly
misrepresenting most of Protestant and Catholic Christianity. However, if dialogue
could occur from a position of seeking and understanding the “what” and “why” of
one’s opponent, the process could lead to positive growth for both parties. Arguing
and attempting to reason from a shouting distance will not help. In this instance, the
process of incarnation, as discussed in Chapters 7 and 8, proved helpful.
Lastly, viewing knowledge as structured and hierarchical can help avoid the dialogical
process of being trapped in unimportant and insignificant issues. This does not mean
that peripheral issues are never addressed, but it does mean that there is a logical
sequence. The CC determines the PC, since all the parts of knowledge are related to
each other. The Areopagus discourse would have sounded very different and proved
to be much less productive if Paul had wandered off talking about the importance to
be baptised, or had challenged the Athenians about what the altar to the unknown god
is like from an architectural perspective. This would have been proof of Paul not
being a worthy dialogical opponent, due to his lack of ability to focus on the most
basic issues. This can certainly help the Western protestant church learn a great deal
about the nature and strategy of talking about her message.
3.

Epistemology

This point, to a large extent, underlies all the other points in this Chapter.
Epistemology is one issue in this study that has so far not been explicitly mentioned
as a term, although the concept has been inherently present throughout the study.
Epistemology is also known as the Theory of Knowledge (Deist 1990: 84)3 and serves
as the reason for explaining hermeneutical theory in Chapter 3. Hermeneutical
explanation was necessary, because I needed to clarify how he was going to acquire
the knowledge and insights from Acts 17 that he wanted to gain. Chapter 3 is thus
attempting to answer, among other things, an epistemological question. The same
applies, to a large extent, to Chapters 9 and 10. When, as noted in Chapter 10.4, faith
and science are polarised as exclusively irreconcilable, the implication is that the
scientific method, as some scholars understand it, supplies the only valid means of
gaining knowledge, even about spiritual things, hence the epistemological nature of
such claims. Nearly all the other areas discussed in Chapter 10 have epistemological
implications: hermeneutical reasoning and theory directly serve epistemology; the
three-storey universe discussion, since the implication was that people with such an
ancient view cannot be trusted to provide knowledge about God; expanding the scope

3

Deist (1990: 84) defines epistemology as “Philosophical reflection science/scholarly knowledge,
enquiring into its origin, foundations, nature, language structure, validity, explanatory potential,
limitations and means of acquiring it.”
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of reading materials in the fields of science and faith; historical Jesus studies; unity
and diversity, and panentheism all have significance for gaining or not gaining the
appropriate knowledge about these subjects. The topics discussed in Chapter 10
address, in some form or another, a scholar’s perceptions, evidence, proof, belief and
certainty, and rather consistently relate with the nature and possibility of theological
knowledge, that is knowledge about God.
On a practical level, when a subject is being discussed, it is important to know how
the acquisition and transmission of knowledge works in that specific academic field.
For example, as noted in Chapter 10.5, when a discussion takes place in the field of
ancient history, it is vital to know how historical knowledge works. It would be
crucial to have some knowledge of the philosophy of history and sufficient knowledge
of how the ancient epistemologies under study and discussion worked. Understanding
the role that ancient genres played in acquiring and discussing knowledge would be
highly advisable, since it would probably differ from modern epistemologies.
Adequate comprehension is necessary about the assets and liabilities of basic modern
historical methodologies such as analogy, explanatory scope, plausibility and
simplicity. Historical probability and degrees of historical certainty would be
important epistemological tools to get to understand and employ. Lastly, interpreting
ancient genres by way of the criteria for authenticity such as multiple independent
attestation, coherency and embarrassment would also be required.
4.

The scope of study material

This point is concerned with an ongoing openness during the research process as well
as with exploring all the major positions on a topic. Some ground rules for widening
the scope of reading material have already been established inherent in the notion of
Critical Realism, as explained in Section II Chapter 3 (3.1). In addition, in Section III
Chapter 10, I frequently alluded to the need of widening the scope of data studied and
the width of positions and possibilities being consulted. As noted in 10.2-8, it can
easily happen that a scholar draws extensively on material that merely supports
his/her own position, while remaining under the unfortunate impression that s/he is
doing proper research. The need to counter this possibility was discovered in nearly
all the categories that were discussed: hermeneutics; prophecy; the ancient
understanding of creation and the three-storey universe; the tension between orthodox
faith and science; historical Jesus studies; Christology; the reliability of Biblical and
extra-Biblical materials; the origin of the early church, and panentheism and morality.
The consequences of a scholar not widening his/her scope of consulted material are
first, that he may fall into careless formulations of his/her own position. For example,
if some scholars were to widen their scope of discussed material concerning their
preferred view of God (panentheism), they would probably have realised how
ambiguously this complex term is used in academic literature. Increasing their
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awareness of these uses of panentheism might have spurred them on to produce more
nuanced definitions and explain what they themselves exactly meant by the term.
Of course, widening the scope of material does not imply that all material that exists
on each topic must be read before any dialogue can take place. Frankly not everything
could always be read due to time constraints as well as the large amounts of material
that is often available. However, widening the scope implies that a topic should be
approached from a sufficiently informed pool of data and material that reflects a rich
diversity of opinions, including those by unsympathetic readers, and that represents
the basic main streams of thinking on the topic. Should this not happen, a second
consequence would be the creation of a “straw man” or caricature image of one’s
opponent’s position. I have mentioned the importance of revealing one’s own
opinions to unsympathetic experts for reasons of accountability. This also means that
the authors or data chosen to be studied – especially those of an opponent’s point of
view – should represent the opponent’s strongest argument. This entails that one
should deliberately seek sophisticated and intelligent representations of an opponent’s
view. For example, if a local church community in Bellville near Cape Town wishes
to gain insight into, and enter into discussion with the New Atheist movement in its
area, it would be neither beneficial nor fair to seek the weakest and most naïve
representations of atheism and attempt to debunk those timid and incoherent
arguments. Every good and valuable point of view can have weak representatives.
This does not mean that the point being criticised is necessarily weak. Academics
need to ignore weak representations. It would prove much more advantageous for the
conversation, if the church could find the strongest form of atheism available in order
to gain the most comprehensive understanding and to test the strength of her own
theology against it. Similarly, it would be equally easy for sceptical scholars of the
NHN to seek simple-minded and naïve representatives of orthodox Christianity and
tear their arguments to shreds. I have mentioned the unfortunate result illustrated in
Chapter 10 (10.2, 10.4) where scholars seem to react against a straw-man-kind-ofChristianity that adheres to a mechanical inspiration of the Bible. Following this,
these scholars often fail to explain their perception of orthodox Christianity in light of
other inspiration theories. This leaves the impression that not nearly enough material
was considered and consulted in order to fully understand the view being opposed. By
doing so, he would have achieved nothing worthwhile except to win a superficial
rhetorical game. It is thus vital to the process of dialogue to first enrich one’s own
pool of research data by reading as widely as possible, including fundamental material
that supports an opponent and, secondly, to know the position of an opponent in its
strongest and most sophisticated form so as not to react to a straw man.
Thirdly, widening the scope can enrich one’s understanding of the interwoven nature
of the different aspects and issues. As noted in Chapter 10.8, the morality of love is,
for the orthodox Christian scholar, deeply interwoven with the deity and resurrection
of Jesus. A merely human Jesus still in his grave puts no obligation on any follower of
such a Jesus to be loving at all. The logic is that such a perception of Jesus puts him
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on an equal level of authority with any other human being such as Adolf Hitler or
Friedrich Nietzsche. Therefore, if one departs from a divine resurrected Jesus, a
widening of scope of positions will make one aware of this and prompt one to more
thoroughly explain oneself in relation to the other positions.
Fourthly, widening the scope of positions and possibilities will help identify relevant
and difficult points that need to be investigated. For example, Epistemology,
mentioned earlier in this chapter, begs for discussion, although it was never
mentioned in the discussions in Chapter 10.
5.

The willingness to persuade and be persuaded

This entire study was based on the assumption that each participant expresses a
willingness to grow, engage and take part and possibly even change his/her position in
the process. Dialogue is a rhetorical skill and rhetoric is about persuasion.
Consequently, the willingness to persuade and be persuaded should be embraced.
Although dialogue is on equal footing and deeply respectful, it assumes that adhering
to any CC makes such content worth of persuading someone else. Valuable
knowledge should be worthy of persuasion. If it is not, why should a scholar maintain
such a position himself? However, it also assumes that, if one’s CC does not stand up
to scrutiny by the opposing side of the field, even after extensive reflection and study,
perhaps one’s own position should be reconsidered and even exchanged for a more
substantial and coherent one. It also implies an honest willingness to really engage
with the material and opinions of the opposing side, regardless of whether it severely
challenges one’s position and shakes one’s convictions to the core. Gaining valuable
knowledge should certainly be important enough to be pursued in this way.
Embracing persuasion does, of course, not mean that a scholar vacillates between
ideas and opinions as discussions go without any intellectual stability. It does,
however, mean that there is an openness for intellectual reflection and growth in
understanding. Opening oneself up for the challenges of the opponent can lead one to
deeper reflection, correction and adapting one’s own position. Perhaps this eagerness
to grow and learn needs to be an underlying assumption for each participant in order
to have meaningful dialogue. Perhaps being persuaded to adapt one’s CC might
happen only once or twice in a lifetime, or perhaps we are all in a constant process of
change as we converse through our life. Thomas Kuhn (2012: 67) calls this a
paradigm shift.4 Since the CC of a scholar is the foundation of one’s faith system and
position, the shift that takes place is paradigmatic in nature. The point is, however,
that without this willingness to be persuaded, dialogue will only be reduced to a mere
rhetorical battle, with the main purpose of winning one argument over the other. Such
a motive will have an unfortunate blinding effect on one’s own view of the academic

4

See also his use of the term paradigm change (2012: 84-92).
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field being discussed. The purpose is not to win, but to grow. This seems to be a great
challenge and area for potential growth for both the Western protestant church and the
sceptic community in South Africa.
6.

Seeking common ground

The idea of PC revealed by Acts 17 in Chapter 8 (8.1.2) represents the notion of
common ground between the participants in the communication process. The
differentiation between one’s own CC and PC first implied a way of communication:
to always attempt – like Paul on the Areopagus – to communicate one’s own CC in a
language that reflects the other person’s PC (culture, language and other forms of
common ground). This would include clearly defining certain terms and concepts and
logically explaining arguments, in order for one’s opponent to gain the best possible
advantage for properly understanding and intelligently reacting to one’s own point of
view. The participant mostly willing and eager to fully engage in the conversation
initiates the search for common ground. It would, of course, be most ideal if both
participants pursue this. This is evident in Paul actively and eagerly pursuing the
engagement in Athens. In Athens, the common ground was found in Paul’s use of the
Greek notion of reason, his rhetorical structure of the speech, his stoic control of
emotion, and quoting pagan poets. Rhetorically, he started on a positive note by
complimenting their religiosity, pointing their attention to the fact that this is the one
thing he has in common with the Athenians. The common ground that the researcher
has with S includes the desire to gain knowledge by scientific means as well as the
field of theology; hence, the significance of communicating in scientific and
theological language. The purpose of common ground is to communicate with both
clarity and respect. It is respectful, in the sense that one voluntarily enters the other’s
cultural universe.
A second implication or benefit of seeking common ground is that it indicates on what
parts of the content the participants agree. In turn, this awareness can help highlight
the essential issues.
This seems to be the dynamics of Christian Religious dialogue. It was never the
intention to investigate a live discussion, but to do a literature study and investigate
texts. Studying live discussions might have entailed practical issues such as the
validity of being good mannered or the significance of body language. This could
perhaps be a topic for a separate study. However, taking into account the factors put
forth in this study and in this chapter, in particular, can advance the effectivity and
quality of the discussion in South Africa.
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APPENDIX A
Examples of incarnation from two other key biblical passages
As the first chapter of the Bible, Genesis 1 is profoundly foundational and sets the
tone for the remainder of Scripture. It is also important because of its content. It
speaks its view of how everything came to be, becoming the theological foundation of
a personal God creating the cosmos in Judaism, in particular, and theism, in general.
John recounts the creation in Chapter 1, but he is famous for explaining his version of
the story (and the remainder of the story of Jesus) in terms of the “from above” and
“from below” dualism (Beasley-Murray 2000: 45). If there is one gospel that might be
severely critical towards human culture, it would probably be John. If, however, John
also tells his story by way of incarnation, it is likely that one can also expect this from
the other gospel writers. John’s first chapter is the foundation of what follows in the
remainder of the book, in which the creation story is, in a sense, repeated. But now it
differs, not only because John has additional information in the divine-human life of
Jesus, but also because he recounts the story to a new audience.
It is also important to note that no in-depth exegetical study will be done on these two
texts; the purpose is rather to accept the extensive scholarship in respect of Genesis 11
and John 1,2 and to allude to the cultural sensitivity of these key passages.
1.

Genesis 1 and the Enuma Elish

“The Genesis creation story does much more than just commence the bible. It is at
once the sacred story of God’s wondrous creation and an important cultural icon that
has inspired readers for centuries” (Smith 2010: 1). Currently, it is generally accepted
in OT scholarship that this masterfully crafted creation story in the first chapter of the
Bible leans heavily on ancient, Near Eastern cosmogonies found in nearby cultures
(Cassuto 1989: 7, 24) that were significantly developed and probably much older than
the Genesis account (Brueggemann 2003: 29). The majority of scholars suggest that
the parallels and similarities may stem from a Babylonian creation story called Enuma
Elish,3 which the Jews probably borrowed from them while in exile, although
opinions differ on this (Hamilton 1990: 104). If it is true that this priestly tradition of
Genesis 1 started after 586-7 BC, after the fall of Jerusalem, then this biblical creation
story was addressed to a downtrodden Jewish people who had lost everything, victims
of their own lack of spiritual insight, and at the mercy of the foreign powers around
them (Gowan 1988: 16). The narrative would have been a bold challenge for them to

For in-depth studies of Genesis 1, consult Van Kooten (2005); Hamilton (1990); Mathews (1996);
Cassuto (1989).
2
For in-depth studies of John 1 and the Logos, consult Beasley-Murray (2000); Brown (1984); Bruce
(1983); Culpepper (2000).
3
Enuma Elish is named after its opening words, “When on high …”. See Van Wolde (1995: 188).
1

329

believe something that was not visible in their immediate world. It would likely have
claimed that the whole world belonged to God, that it is good, and that He is in charge
(Gowan 1988: 16).
The author decided to use the Enuma Elish as cultural PC, in order to convey the CC
of God as creator. Manuscripts of this Babylonian creation narrative could be dated
back to the second millennium BC, although it is generally agreed that the tradition
can be much older (Mathews 1996: 92). Its origins could be traced back to the 19th
century BC and the text, as it is presently known, consists of seven clay tablets in
Akkadian that belonged to the library of the Assyrian king Assurbanipal (Van Wolde
1995: 188). It would have been well known to the Babylonians and to the Jews living
in Babylon, since it was probably recited on the fourth day on Nissan during the New
Year’s Festival (Noort 2005: 3). The first half of the Enuma Elish describes the births
and some of the conflicts of the gods and, in particular, the conflict between Tiamat
and Marduk (Vawter 1977: 38), whereas the second half hails Marduk as the
organiser and provider (Tigchelaar 2005: 33). Of course, the many differences
between the Babylonian and the Genesis accounts are highly significant for
understanding the message. However, one should not underemphasize this at the
expense of the similarities and so lose important parts of the message (Kumar 1980:
34). These possible similarities are crucial to the present discussion, although some
view them as fairly general in nature (Tigchelaar 2005: 33). However, they are
important, as they can show how extensively the writer of Genesis knew and used the
cultural stories in his day and time (Mathews 1996: 92-94). I shall now consider the
similarities.

In both accounts, the creation starts from a state of darkness, water and chaos
(Kumar 1980: 34). In addition, the first nine lines of the Enuma Elish parallel
the first two verses of Genesis 1 (Hamilton 1990: 104).




The term ( תְ הֹוםthe deep) in Genesis 1:2 refers back strongly to the
Babilonian Tiamat (Gowan 1988: 18; Hamilton 1990: 110), used like a proper
name (Cassuto 1989: 23).4 Tiamat was the Babylonian goddess of the great
deep (Smith 2010: 140; Kumar 1980: 35), the mighty foe of the creator God
(Cassuto 1989: 23), the personification of evil (Hamilton 1990: 110) and
disorder (Gowan 1988: 19).5
In Genesis, God divides the initial waters by means of a firmament. This
corresponds to the description in the fourth tablet of the Babylonian creation
epic where Marduk split Tiamat in two halves like a fish (Hamilton 1990: 110;
Cassuto 1989: 32) and used the one half as heaven (Kumar 1980: 35), and the
other half to create earth (Tigchelaar 2005: 33; Hamilton 1990: 140).

4

Not all agree that ‘the deep’ in Genesis relates to Tiamat. See Mathews (1996: 94).
More specifically, Tiamat represented salty water, whereas Apsu symbolized the sweet (Van Wolde
1995: 188).
5
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The creation of the sun, moon and stars (Genesis 1:14-19) parallels the
creation of the heavenly bodies by Marduk (Kumar 1980: 36).
The creation act of man according to God’s image to inhabit the earth, in
Genesis, parallels the Babylonian account: “My blood I will take, and bone
will I fashion, I will make man …”. Such a relation is not uttered with
reference to the creation of other things and animals either in Genesis or in the
Babylonian story (Kumar 1980: 35). There is, however, also a fundamental
distinction, namely that, in Genesis, God did not create human beings out of
Himself. They belong to the earth, the order of creation and not to the order of
divinity (Kirk 2014: ad loc.).
In Genesis, God declares good everything that he has made. In the Babylonian
epic, Marduk is praised for what he created (Tigchelaar 2005: 34; Kumar
1980: 36).
The declaration of the seventh day as a day of rest is essentially of Babylonian
origin (Kumar 1980: 36). Seven was considered the number of perfection and
the “basis of ordered arrangement” among other nations from the ancient east
to the west (Cassuto: 1989: 12).
In the Genesis account as well as in the Enuma Elish and the Atrahasis Epic,
the gods rest after creating man (Hamilton 1990: 142).
It should finally be observed that the order of creation followed in the Genesis
account is similar to that in the Enuma Elish, except for the specific place of
the creation of the plant world and the heavenly bodies (Hamilton 1990: 128;
Kumar 1980: 36).

Of course, these similarities are not exact in every detail (Vawter 1977: 37), but the
impact of the discovery of these existing parallels between Genesis 1 and the Enuma
Elish was considered so significant that the latter was used, to a large extent, to
interpret, explain and illuminate Genesis 1 (Tigchelaar 2005: 32). Genesis 1 does not
only have parallels with tales such as the Enuma Elish, but it also seems to meet the
common definition of a typical Near Eastern myth centred on divine figures
(Brueggemann 2003: 29; Smith 2010: 140).6 Others are convinced that it is not a
creation myth (Gowan 1988: 16). It must be said that myths, in this regard, do not
imply “falsehood”, but rather refer to basic poetic narratives that provide selfunderstanding of a society and its fundamental view of reality (Brueggemann 2003:
29). However, for the purpose of this study, it is more important to accept that this
brilliant piece of poetry is still God’s story, incarnated in the language and literary
style of the Jews living in Babylon. The similarities between Genesis and Enuma
Elish are definitely apparent and cannot be a coincidence (Vawter 1977: 38).

6

For an in-depth discussion of the creation story of Genesis 1 as myth, see Smith (2010: 139-159).
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Just as important as there are similarities between these two stories, it is vital to also
note, for the sake of correctly interpreting this phenomenon, the differences between
Genesis and the Babylonian creation accounts. These differences also distinguish the
Genesis story from the Babylonian account, indicating that the former was not simply
copied over from the latter without any discernment (Vawter 1977: 39).

The Genesis account rejected all polytheistic expressions in Babylonian
mythology (Hamilton 1990: 105). In addition, it begins with the phrase
 ב ָָּּרא אֱֹלהִים,שית
ִ ( ב ְֵראIn the beginning God created), which belongs to God alone
(Noort 2005: 15) and which is absent in the Babylonian story (Hamilton 1990:
107; Kumar 1980: 37). Most of the other extra-biblical myths happen outside
history, whereas the Genesis story authoritatively puts creation within history,
inaugurating the beginning of history (Mathews 1996: 120).

References to all the fighting between the gods, that was so prevalent in the
stories of the Near East (Mathews 1996: 93; Cassuto 1989: 7), and to their
battle to overcome the goddess of the great deep are omitted, leaving the
creator God of Genesis as sovereign and unchallenged (Cassuto 1989: 7;
Kumar 1980: 38).

Another important difference, in this peaceful context in Genesis 1, with the
Babylonian story, is the authority given to God by means of his words: he
creates through speaking. God commands and things come into being
(Mathews 1996: 120).

All references to idolatry are omitted from the Genesis account (Kumar 1980:
38).

All the mythological details mentioned in the Enuma Elish are omitted from
the Genesis version of the story (Kumar 1980: 28). A few examples are:

First, both stories note that the heavenly bodies are given in order to rule
over the day and night as well as to regulate the seasons. The Genesis
account, however, is stripped of all mythological implications (for
instance, the Babylonian story mentions the moon god Nannaru [Cassuto
1989: 43], the marker of time and provider of signs and omens
[Tigchelaar 2005: 34]).

Secondly, ( תְ הֹוםGenesis 1:2) parallels Tiamat, the goddess of the deep.
However, in Genesis, the term conveys a new meaning, namely the
depth of the dark sea (Tigchelaar 2005: 33). As a result, the biblical term
does not refer to some goddess, but rather to the reality of a physical
feature in the sea that still prevails nowadays.

Thirdly, the coarse mythological element of splitting Tiamat into two
gave way to God dividing the chaos into heaven and earth (Cassuto
1989: 33). The reader is thus confronted by a reality he experiences
daily, namely the sky and the earth, and must address the primitive
notion that the dome consists of one half of a cadaver of an evil goddess
(Hamilton 1990: 122).
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These differences between the two creation stories show how the writer of Genesis
reasoned from a specific CC that he wanted to convey, namely that the Jewish God
was the sole creator of heaven and earth (Smith 2010: 156). By using his own CC, the
writer somehow obliterated the initial ‘mythical’ content of the Enuma Elish and
created his own message that became the beginning of Israel’s national story
(Hamilton 1990: 141-143). For this priestly tradition of the author, the Genesis story
became the creation account in the face of all other creation stories (Smith 2010: 157).
He clothed this message in the popular cultural language of the Enuma Elish, which
the majority understood and with which they were familiar. This is evident from all
the similarities. The author probably does so in order to connect his CC with the
culture of the day. One can clearly observe a process of elimination, adaptation and
transformation whereby the Genesis account distances itself from the Babylonian epic
(Kumar 1980: 37). This means that, after the Babylonian context was taken into
account, the story was shaped and reshaped as a vehicle for Israel’s faith
(Brueggemann 2003: 34). In this process, one can note how an author used culture to
communicate along lines familiar to his audience; yet, by virtue of new and refined
content, it impressed its prophetic authority upon its readers. In writing Genesis, the
author used great skill, caution and care. It can be stated that the literary sophistication
with which he tells his story could not be matched by any other creation story, neither
by the Near Eastern view of creation, nor by the vision of Lady Wisdom in Proverbs
(8:22ff.), so balanced and polished is his style (Noort 2005: 5). He eliminated all the
polytheistic and mythological elements that were in conflict with the sovereignty and
majesty of God the Creator, producing an indigenous theology relevant to Israel’s
situation (Kumar 1980: 40). This story, which is the CC that the priestly writer used,
is that the God of Israel created the heavens and the earth and that he reigns
supremely over His creation (Smith 2010: 157). There is no conflict with other gods,
no violence, no challenge. Rather God speaks, creates, separates, observes and
blesses, and there is not the slightest sense of tension in the way in which these
fantastic events are recorded (Gowan 1988: 13). It just flows. God is in control. He
acts, creates, orders and rules (Vawter 1977: 39).
2.

John 1:1-18 and the “λογος”

The prologue to the fourth gospel is one of the most profound passages in the Bible
(Culpepper 1998: 110) and is composed in rhythmical prose (Bruce 1983: 28). In the
following paragraphs of the study, I shall focus on the term λογος. I shall not
investigate the technical details and how John uses this term within the Johanine
context. That kind of detailed analysis is beyond the scope of this Chapter. I shall only
examine the use of λογος as it pertains broadly to the receiving audience. Although
John’s creation account is not presented in so much sophisticated detail as that in
Genesis 1 (Noort 2005: 5), it has a sophistication of its own. Several keywords that
occur in the remainder of the gospel, also appear in the prologue; for example, life,
light, witness and glory. What is considered to be the most characteristic term,
however, ‘word’ (λογος) does not appear again carrying the same meaning as it does
333

in Chapter 1 (Bruce 1983: 28). It does set one up for understanding that everything in
the remainder of the story tells of how the eternal word of God became flesh, and that
men and women might believe in him and live (Bruce 1983: 28).
Although the term ‘word’ is probably a good translation of λογος, it is also an
inadequate rendering of the word, since it cannot possibly embody all that the term
meant in the first century. It is surely not accidental that the gospel begins with the
same phrase as does the book of Genesis (Bruce 1983: 28-29). “In the beginning …”
(Ἐν ἀρχη) links the gospel with the story of old creation in Genesis (Beasley-Murray
2000: 10). The majority of scholars agree that the Johannine concept of λογος is
deeply imbedded in Jewish wisdom literature and also serves as reminder of Moses
and the giving of the Law (Culpepper 1998: 111). The principle of personified
wisdom of λογος is also found in the OT (Job 28:12, Prov. 8: 22-30; 9). It is not easy
to know for certain exactly how literally people took such passages, but it is well
beyond doubt that, in the first century, Jewish thinkers speculated about such a
heavenly being as wisdom (Morris 1990: 226). This wisdom is, however, hidden from
man. In this sense, John 1 serves as revelation (Vincent 1887: 25-33). The subject in
John 1:1 is surprising. One expects to read “in the beginning … God”, but instead it
reads “In the beginning the Word …” Beasley-Murray (2000: 10) states that no other
title for Jesus could be used instead of “the Word”. To read “In the beginning the
Christ …”, or “the son”, or “the son of man”, would not make sense. No other term
than λογος could convey the associations with what follows. A ‘word’ is a means of
communication, the expression of what is in one’s mind (Bruce 1983: 29). Some have
translated the phrase in John 1 as follows: “In the beginning God expressed himself.
That personal expression, that word, was with God …” Although Rieu and Phillips
(1955: 157) protect the personal quality which John assigns to the Godly selfexpression, they acknowledge that their translation is not accurate, although it is a
better option than ‘word’ which is too ambiguous to their taste. Bruce (1983: 29)
agrees at least in the sense that, when one thinks of λογος as “word in action”, one
may begin to do it justice. In the OT, even outside of Genesis 1, the λογος is used to
describe the creation of the heaven and the earth (Ps. 33: 6). Although strongly
influenced by Greek philosophy, Philo believed that the wisdom of the Greeks
originated in the law and legislation of Moses, and considered the λογος to be an
intermediary divine being – he could often speak of the λογος as a “second God”
(Morris 1990: 226-227) – the sum total and free exercise of divine energies. By virtue
of this, God, as far as he reveals Himself, is called λογος, whereas the λογος as far as
he reveals God, is called God (Vincent 1887: 25-33). Philo used the term λογος over
thirteen hundred times (Howard 1943: 36-37) and his usage is remarkably close to
Johannine Christology (Morris 1990: 226). These contacts of Philonic thoughts with
the Fourth Gospel are the more significant, considering the independence of these two
authors from each other, for they clearly reflect related traditions and modes of
thinking (Beasley-Murray 2000: 6).
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In John, it is indicated that, through the divine λογος, Jesus, just as in the beginning,
some kind of new creation is still taking place in the ensuing story (Bruce 1983: 29).
This new creation will take place through the word. In Genesis, God spoke words and
everything came to be. In John, God’s word takes on the form of a person:
“The life of Jesus, of whom the gospel will tell, is set in relation of the God of
eternity, who is the Lord of the ages, Creator of all, Sustainer of all, and
Redeemer of all. He in whom the Word took flesh is presented as divine
appointed Mediator in all the works of God: He is Mediator of creation and
new creation, and in and through both, the Mediator of revelation.” (BeasleyMurray 2000: 16).

Despite its clear Jewish roots, the term λογος was also familiar and even popular in a
wide array of ancient life from the Egyptians who saw the Logos divinely involved in
creation (Beasley-Murray 2000: 6) to some Greek philosophical circles where it
carried the principle of reason or order saturating the universe (λόγος σπερματικός),
the principle which imposes “form on the material world and constitutes the rational
soul of man” (Bruce 1983: 29). Some Greeks distinguished between the λόγος
προφορικός, the word going forth from a person, and the λόγος ἐνδιάθετος, the word
remaining within a person (Morris 1990: 225). The former referred to the way in
which “word” is used, while the latter meant something very similar to our notion of
“reason” (Morris 1990: 225-226). As the Greeks viewed the universe, they saw a rule
of reasonability: the sun and the moon set with regularity; the planets moving in their
orbits; the seasons following each other in regular sequence. They thought of λόγος
ἐνδιάθετος, a Word that runs throughout the universe, something like a “world soul”
(Morris 1990: 225-226). The works of Augustine (Conf. 9. 13-14), in particular, first
made the connection between the λογος in John 1 and the Hellenic and Hellenistic
worlds. Heraclitus (Fr. 1, 50) was possibly the first known Greek who spoke of the
λογος, indicating it as the omnipotent wisdom whereby all things are steered. 7 He
claims the Word as Reason, a Reason that rules the universe. Still, for Heraclitus, man
remained trapped within the cycles of the earth such as spring, summer, autumn,
winter; birth, middle age, death (Birzer 2012: ad loc.). The Stoics believed that, at the
heart of all things, was the universal principle, the “artistic fire” or Word known as
Logos, which was closely tied to fate. It existed at the beginning of the universe, and
it would bring all things back together in the end, perfecting all through the Logos
(Birzer 2012: ad loc.). The various Greek gods represent simple names or

7

Heraclitus (Fr. 1, 50): (τοῦ δὲ) λόγου τοῦδ' ἐόντος ἀεὶ ἀξύνετοι γίνονται ἄνθρωποι καὶ πρόσθεν ἢ
ἀκοῦσαι καὶ ἀκούσαντες τὸ πρῶτον· γινοµένων γὰρ (πάντων) κατὰ τὸν λόγον τόνδε ἀπείροισιν
ἐοίκασι, πειρώµενοι καὶ ἐπέων καὶ ἔργων τοιούτων, ὁκοίων ἐγὼ διηγεῦµαι κατὰ φύσιν διαιρέων
ἕκαστον καὶ φράζων ὅκως ἔχει. τοὺς δὲ ἄλλους ἀνθρώπους λανθάνει ὁκόσα ἐγερθέντες ποιοῦσιν,
ὅκωσπερ ὁκόσα εὕδοντες ἐπιλανθάνονται / “Of this Word’s being forever do men prove to be
uncomprehending, both before they hear and once they have heard it. For although all things happen
according to this Word, they are like the unexperienced experiencing words and deeds such as I explain
when I distinguish each thing according to its nature and show how it is. Other men are unaware of
what they do when they are awake just as they are forgetful of what they do when they are asleep”.
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manifestations of different aspects of the One; the Stoics understood each as an
allegory or a myth, not as a reality in and of itself (Birzer 2012: ad loc.):
“Zeno is reported as according the status of gods to the law of nature, the
aether, reason, the stars, the years, months, and season; and as depriving, in his
interpretation of Hesiod’s Theogony, Jupiter, Juno, and Vesta of their divinity
insisting that their names allegorically signify divine entities of a material
nature … The Hellenic polis had been conquered, but the Stoics developed the
myth of the cosmos as the common habitat and polis of gods and men, a
symbolism that satisfied the needs of an ecumenic society after a fashion …
into the myth of the cosmos as the megalopolis which comprises all nations.”
(Voegelin 1974: 40-41).

Although the background of λογος should naturally be sought in Genesis, one should
not neglect one of John’s likely aims to use λογος as a bridge-word whereby people
familiar with Greek philosophy would also find their way into Johannine Christianity
(Bruce 1983: 29). Although Bruce (1983: 29) cautions that the true background of
λογος, however, should primarily be sought, not in Greek philosophy, but rather in
Hebrew revelation, the choice is not strictly a case of either this or that, but probably
a case of both. Primarily, it might be in the Jewish background of God in action
especially in creation, revelation and deliverance (Bruce 1983: 29), but there is also
John’s purpose to relate to potential Greek elements in his audience.
This probably relates to John’s purpose and his target audience. He wanted to
incarnate the person and message of the divine Jesus to Greek-speaking Jews as well
as to people living in the Greek world of the day (Culpepper 1998: 115). How would
he attempt to do that? Perhaps by connecting Jesus to theological terms, they would
already understand. They were Jews, who lived in a Greek-speaking world among
Greek-speaking people; hence, John’s framing of the Genesis idea that could also be
heard in terms of the Word of Genesis as well as the Greek λογος. This appears to be
incarnational language at its best.
At this point, it should be borne in mind that incarnational language supposes not only
friendly cultural language, but also CC that will most frequently also disagree with
culture, confront culture and attempt to transform culture. This is also true of λογος.
Ladd (1989: 241-242) explains that how John eventually redefines λογος in all its
detail differs rather radically from how both Greeks and Jews thought of the term. He
elaborates by indicating that John uses λογος to assert the deity of Jesus, that λογος
was the agent of creation; that λογος became flesh, and that λογος serves as divine
revealer. All these ideas would have startled the listeners probably as much as when
Paul started talking about the resurrection of Jesus in Acts 17 and was scoffing by
some. Consequently, incarnation is about similarities and dissimilarities, continuity
with culture as well as discontinuity (Kirk 2014: ad loc.).
Nevertheless, it can be considered part of John’s genius to use λογος, since it was
familiar to both Jews and Greeks (Ladd 1989 238-241). Beasley-Murray (2000: 10)
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considers the use of λογος in the Prologue of John to be the “supreme example”
within Christian history of the communication of the Christian story in terms
understood and appreciated by “the nations” of the times. Justin Martyr (2 Apol. 13)
agrees that John 1 speaks of the “seminal Word” present in all men and that it
prepared the way for Christian revelation to pave the way for profound conversation
with Hellenistic culture with its special vocabulary, classic texts, philosophical
problems and authoritative figures from the past (see also Skreslet 2012: 86). BeasleyMurray (2000: 109) states:
“As Paul stood on Mars Hill and declared, ‘That which you worship but do not
know, I now proclaim’ (Acts 17:23), so the Evangelist set forth to the world of
his day thoughts familiar to all about the Logos in relation to God and the
world, startlingly modified by the affirmation of the Incarnation, and then went
on in the Gospel how the Word acted in the words and deeds of Jesus and
brought about the redemption of the nations.”

337

APPENDIX B
Jewish prophecy and the New Testament interpretation of
Matthew 1:21-23 and Galatians 3:8, 10
In light of the discussion so far, it would not be out of line with Jewish prophetic
tradition for Matthew or Paul to relate the new history of Jesus to a prophet such as
Isaiah. Indeed, it might be likely that, by using Isaiah 7:14 in Matthew 1:21-23, the
author is altering the text for his own purpose (Davies & Allison 1988: 242).
However, this is not highly likely since some changes of Isaiah 7:14 were already
present in the LXX that Matthew was using (Menken 2004: 125-128).1 This might be
an indication that, at least in some Jewish writings before the NT era, texts such as
Isaiah 7-9 were linked together, and that there was a possible expectation that had
been a fulfilment, over the longer term, by a messianic king portended by a more
supernatural conception (Blomberg 2007b: 4). Another aspect that Matthew may not
suggest is that the Isaiah text in its detail refers entirely to Jesus. It would be a mistake
to interpret it in this way. Some historians do not view this as being about the OT
predicting certain NT events, nor does it serve as a proof text in support of Jesus’
miraculous birth (Watts 2004: 93). It might be more likely that the double naming in
Matthew 1:21-23 is programmatic for the gospel’s literary and theological scheme
(McKnight 1993: 55-79). Instead of being concerned with Mary’s virginal conception,
the story seems to be focussed on the questionable circumstances surrounding this
child’s nativity, but perhaps more specifically explaining Jesus’ significance as
expressed, not unlike Isaiah’s parable children, in his two names: Jesus and
Immanuel (Watts 2004: 102). It seems, therefore, important to read beneath the
surface of the text into the depth of the tradition where the underlying current appears
to indicate that Paul used the images and metaphors to try to convey Jesus as an
“Isaiah-kind-of-prophet” (Combrink 1985: 83). For Matthew, just as Isaiah had
proclaimed Yahweh’s offer of salvation, so now God acted in Jesus to save His
people. In this instance, as in Isaiah, trusting Yahweh was at the centre of the appeal
(Watts 2004: 112). Matthew may consequently be saying that Jesus is a prophet in the
tradition of Isaiah. In Jesus there is a similar offer and promise of the fulfilment of
that restoration, of which Isaiah spoke in general (Combrink 1985: 90-91). Isaiah 7
might historically have referred to Ahas, but again that is not the point Matthew is
trying to make. However, many would have an issue with his use of the OT, if they do
not view prophecy as creative and dynamic in character. New situations called for
new interpretations. That was the way it was done. That was the pesher way (Dunn
2006b: 102-103). The early Christians referred to the text in Isaiah 7, not trying to
state that everything there is singularly refers to Jesus, but rather trying to indicate that
the same God was at work in the times of Isaiah and Ahas, that is now also present in,

1

Menken (2004: 263) does not argue that Matthew alters some other parts of his gospel such as Mic
5:2 in Matthew 2:6. Recently, it has often been argued that the differences between the OT prophets
and the NT writers should not uncritically be attributed to mere apologetic or theological motivations
(Moyise 2013: 23).
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and working through Jesus (Combrink 1985: 83). When reflecting from a more
diverse plethora of material, it seems that a case could be made that strongly
suspecting Matthew might be unjustified.
A similar example can be found, for instance, in Galatians 3:8, 10. Paul is merely
linking Jesus with the history of Judaism as being the fulfilment of the prophetic
expectation of restoration (Bornkamm 1985: 142). The Old Testament passage was
being read in light of the new events in Christ (Dunn 2006b: 103). It seems that it had
no significance for Paul within the old dispensation. It is however much more
probable that by connecting Abraham’s faith to the NT he grounds his argument in
redemptive history (Silva 2007: 793). Consequently, Paul might be using some Old
Testament passages out of its direct context from a twenty first century perspective
(Bornkamm 1985: 144). However, he was not using them “out of tradition” from a
first-century Jewish perspective. After all, the early Christians viewed themselves as
an extension of Judaism and continued the Jewish tradition of reinterpreting (Silva
2007: 793). Paul’s point is not simply that people nowadays should believe as
Abraham believed, but by doing so they become recipients of the redemptive
blessings associated with the patriarch (Silva 2007: 793). The OT traditions were
quoted precisely, because they could be interpreted in favour of the point being made,
in relation to the situation being addressed (Dunn 2006b: 102). The writers of the NT
did not value the OT as an independent authority, but rather as an interpreted
authority. The ancient writers did not merely take any OT passage and create new
texts, ex nihilo, but they mostly used texts that were already, in essence, being
considered messianic (Dunn 2006b: 102). The NT writers who all lived in the SecondTemple context, and who would have greatly respected their Jewish heritage,
considered Jesus to be at least some kind of fulfilment of this prophetic tradition. That
was precisely how pesher quotation was achieved. This emerged from combining the
old given text with the given gospel tradition (Dunn 2006b: 103).
It is certainly not necessary to cover every example that S uses in detail. These few
examples suffice to show the general principle: Criticising the NT authors for using
texts such as Isaiah out of context (Spangenberg 2009a: 74-83) might lead some
readers to suspect that there is a lack of understanding or respect for the ancient
Jewish rabbinic way of interpretation. It appears that S (2009a: 205) is not aware of
the existence of the pesher method of rabbinical interpretation, but he does plead for
cultural sensitivity in interpreting biblical texts (Spangenberg 2012c: 4). It may lead to
confusion, however, when he seems to ignore it in his interpretation of Paul and other
NT writers. Some participants may interpret this as exegetical discrimination against
the ancients that can result in cultural modern superiority and imperialism. This
touches on what Fiorenza (1999: 195) calls the “Ethics of Interpretation”. It has to do
with what it means to work scientifically and ethically and has as its goal scholarly
responsibility and accountability as an integral part of the research process (Fiorenza
1999: 195). In it, it contains an Ethics of Reading that pertains to the text and the
methods used to interpret it. It investigates not only the values, norms, principles and
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visions of the text, but also the value-laden assumptions and theoretical frameworks
that are used in the methods of reading. It attempts to do justice to, among other
things, the text that is being read (Fiorenza 1999: 196-197). Consequently, for the
sake of the debate, one could suggest that it might be better to consistently appreciate
and respect how the ancient writers worked with their texts, although that might not
be the way in which we work with texts nowadays (Witherington 1998c: 282). It is
likely that some might consider this to be a better way of taking religious dialogue
forward.2

2

Dunn (1985: 523) states that “[b]asic to good exegesis is respect for the integrity of the text, and in
the case of someone like Paul, respect for his intellectual calibre and theological competence”.
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APPENDIX C
High Christology in the New Testament
In Galatians (1:2) and in 1 Thessalonians (1:1), already written in 50 AD, Paul uses
the greeting that seemingly puts the Father on an equal footing with Jesus. The
believers belong to God the Father and to the Lord Jesus Christ. One must first reflect
on this in order to understand the weight of this phenomenon: Paul, a monotheistic
Jew trained as a Pharisaic rabbi, mostly wrote these kinds of sayings (Wessels 2006:
296). In approximately 50 AD, not longer than eighteen to twenty years after Jesus’
crucifixion, he mentions the fact that Jesus should receive worship as if it is the most
natural thing to say. Wessels (2006: 297) mentions two important insights that need to
be considered concerning this topic. First, we can only understand early Christianity
when we take into account their religious experiences and worship, and not merely
their theology and thought patterns. Secondly, one should be able to explain how a
monotheistic group such as the early Christians, the majority of whom were probably
born as Jews, came so rapidly to the place where they felt the pressure to worship
Jesus as if he was God (Hengel 2004: 383; Burridge & Gould 2004: 9). These
questions were considered so important and profound that this group of scholars
started to focus on a new field of research: the earliest worship of Jesus (Wessels
2006: 297). The worship of Jesus and the belief in his divinity would have caused real
problems for Christians who were raised in a strict Jewish religious environment
(Burridge & Gould 2004: 9). This tension between their inherited beliefs and the
experiential demands of their faith in Jesus may have forced Christians to think more
conceptually about who Jesus was. Consequently, this group of scholars focused
mainly on the question of how a group of monotheistic Jews who became followers of
Jesus, as early as twenty years after Jesus’ death, could have written a text such as the
following:
“… οἴδαμεν ὅτι οὐδὲν εἴδωλον ἐνκόσμῳ, καὶ ὅτι οὐδεὶς θεὸς εἰ μὴ εἷς. καὶ γὰρ
εἴπερ εἰσὶνλεγόμενοι θεοὶ εἴτε ἐν οὐρανῷ εἴτε ἐπὶ γῆς, ὥσπερ εἰσὶνθεοὶ πολλοὶ
καὶ κύριοι πολλοί, [ἀλλ᾽] ἡμῖν εἷς θεὸς ὁπατήρ, ἐξ οὗ τὰ πάντα καὶ ἡμεῖς εἰς
αὐτόν, καὶ εἷς κύριοςἸησοῦς Χριστός, δι᾽ οὗ τὰ πάντα καὶ ἡμεῖς δι᾽ αὐτοῦ.”
(Translation: We know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and that there is
no God but one. For even if there are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on
earth [as indeed there are many gods and many lords], yet for us there is but one
god, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is
but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom
we live) (1 Cor. 8:4-6 NIV).

Instead of simply dismissing this data by saying that these Jewish believers would
never have seen Jesus as divine, it is more apt to ask: How did it happen that Jewish
Christians started talking about Jesus the way they have always talked about God?
Scholars such as Hurtado (1988, 2003) did some valuable work in this field and
yielded some interesting results. He explains that Paul, as in 1 Corinthian 8, frequently
uses wisdom language for Jesus that could often refer to pre-Pauline formulas (Keener
2009b: 280). He is probably adapting the Shema, while suggesting that Jesus shares
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responsibility for both creating and sustaining the world (Keener 2009b: 280). Hurtado
(2003: 55) explains that it is, first, significant to note that, often in Second-Temple
Judaism and in the OT, there are ‘divine agents’, who are portrayed as representatives
of God (Wessels 2006: 298). There were basically three kinds of divine agents in the
Jewish tradition, namely the Wisdom of God (personified in Proverbs in such a way
that it is as though God speaks through it); exalted patriarchs such as Moses or Enoch,
and archangels. The big test that should now be applied is to determine whether these
agents were ever equated with God. In this instance, Hurtado (2003: 50-64, 65) has an
interesting observation: Nowhere in the OT or Second-Temple Judaism were these
divine agents ever worshipped as God, like Jesus is worshipped1 in the NT, or being
attributed Godly responsibilities such as co-creator of the universe. It seems to remain
within the framework of Jewish monotheism. Bauckham (1998) affirms the two
additional tests arising from the Judaism of that time mentioned in 1 Corinthians 8:
first, God alone created everything and, secondly, God alone rules over everything.
The significant point is that the worship of Jesus, his involvement in creation and his
rulership seem to have been applied to Jesus in the NT. Scholars such as S need to
discuss and answer this, in order to be academically more thorough.
This is particularly important in terms of our discussion since S (2009a: 172) asserts
that the NT writers and Paul, in particular, had no concept of either the two natures of
Christ, or the Trinity. According to scholars such as S, Paul did not perceive Jesus as
God, but simply as human. They hold that these concepts of divinity were fourthcentury interpretations read into Paul by Anselm and Augustine. 2 When one considers

1

Hurtado (2003: 134) talks of binitarian worship, i.e. the worship that Jesus shares with the Father
without it being anything like pagan god worship.
2
Although Paul’s theology had a flavour of its own, he was certainly considered part of the general
Christian community that believed in Jesus’ exalted status as risen and worshipped messiah. Consider a
few thoughts. It is also clear from the sources at our disposal that sources such as Luke (for a
discussion of the genre of Luke-Acts as well as the historic reliability of Luke’s works, see Chapter 5)
definitely considered Paul to be part of the early Christian community. That Paul did not convert to
Christianity might be partly true, in the sense that the entire NT church viewed their faith as an
extension of Judaism. We already established that. We might be wrong, however, if we mean by that
that he did not view Jesus as the messiah, the resurrected son of God. The conflict between Paul and
some other leaders of the early church was due to the fact that Paul was decidedly part of the large
group that worshipped a risen Christ. If he were not, he would surely have been ignored, to a large
extent. By saying that Paul interpreted Jesus theologically and not historically, Spangenberg surely
could not have meant that he moved outside the broad boundaries of the established church, since the
rest of the leadership of the first-century Jesus movement would have held him accountable. Nowhere
do we find a document in which the church leadership berates Paul as a heretic. He was part of them,
although he had some newly developed ideas. The idea that Paul did not put Jesus’ life into a
theological instead of a historical context could surely not mean that his theology is a-historical? As
noted earlier, the argument from silence is not the best way to argue. This does not mean that he did not
accept the historical traditions of the church. We might again be positioning theology over and against
history as two opposite poles on a continuum. This is not necessarily correct, since a historical event
can sometimes have a theological meaning. They may stand in relation to each other and do not have to
exclude one another. This is indeed how Israel wrote religion. Pagan cultures wrote mythology,
whereas Israel wrote history (Peterson). However, he probably reflected and elaborated thoroughly on
the meaning of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.
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studies such as the one by Hurtado, one can begin to see the possibility that, although
the fourth-century formulations might not be present in these first-century writings, the
foundational grounds for these might have already been present. Scholars who want to
engage the debate will have to at least address these arguments as well as those of
scholars such as Den Heyer and S.
To continue the plea for considering more material, one could seek glimpses of Jesus’
divinity in texts such as Philippians 2:6-11 that might reflect his pre-existence (Keener
2009b: 280). Although S rejects Philippians 2 as authoritative to determine Jesus’
divinity, this passage is usually considered the most explicit attestation, with shorter
and more allusive references often encountered in other Pauline writings (Hurtado
2003: 119).3 How are we to understand especially verses 6-8 that refer to Christ as
being ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ (in the form of God) and εἶναι ἴσα θεῷ (being equal to God)?
“ὃς ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ ὑπάρχων οὐχ ἁρπαγμὸν ἡγήσατο τὸ εἶναι ἴσα θεῷ, ἀλλὰ
ἑαυτὸν ἐκένωσεν μορφὴν δούλουλαβών, ἐν ὁμοιώματι ἀνθρώπων γενόμενος:
καὶ σχήματι εὑρεθεὶς ὡς ἄνθρωπος ἐταπείνωσεν ἑαυτὸν γενόμενος
ὑπήκοοςμέχρι θανάτου, θανάτου δὲ σταυροῦ” (Translation: who though in
God’s form, did not regard his equality with God as something he ought to
exploit. Instead, he emptied himself, and received the form of a slave, being
born in the likeness of humans, and then having human appearance, he humbled
himself, and became obedient even to death, yes even the death of the cross”
(Wright 2012: 403).

Many scholars consider these few verses to be the most commented on in the NT
(Bockmuehl 1997: 115) and, to many of them, they indicate Paul’s belief in the
personal pre-existence and incarnation of Christ (Hurtado 2003: 121).4 Using the
language of Isaiah 45:23, Philippians 2 applies an OT passage about God to Jesus (De
Jonge 1988: 46; Keener 2009b: 280). This specific text is again very relevant to our
discussion, since S (2009b: 174) claims that theologians, who interpret Philippians 2 in
this way, are reading more into the text than the latter is, in fact, trying to
communicate. S seemingly holds the position that this text is all about Jesus’ deed of
obedience that led to his exaltation and ascent into heaven. This can only mean that
Jesus was the image-bearer of God in the same way as the first man Adam was the
first image-bearer in Genesis 1:27. There is no need to consider this as that Jesus
existed before his birth. Another perhaps more sophisticated variant of this view can
be found in the works of Dunn himself. Like S, Dunn (2006a: 147)5 maintains that ἐν
μορφῇ θεοῦ (in the form of God) is simply another way of saying “in the image of

3

Other examples are 1 Corinthians 8:6 (already mentioned); 1 Corinthians 15:47; 2 Corinthians 8:9;
Galatians 4:4, Romans 8:3; 1 Corinthians 10:4. For the scope and purpose of this Chapter in the
broader study, I shall only allude to Philippians 2 regarding Jesus’ pre-existence.
4
See other commentators on Philippians 2 for Paul’s belief in Jesus’ pre-existence: Witherington
(2011: 136); Hawthorne (1983: 78-79) remarks that Jesus’ pre-existence in the text emphasises Jesus’
humility; Nebreda (2011: 299); O’Brien (1991: 268); Beare (1959:78); Bruce (1995: 68); Martin (2005:
195-196).
5
Although Dunn (2006a: 32; 1996: 113) elaborates on this more extensively than S, he does view Paul
as proclaiming a high Christology, i.e. Jesus as exalted and risen from the dead.
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God”, as in Genesis 1:27. Neither does he view this text as proof of Paul’s belief in
Jesus’ pre-existence, but he believes that Paul alludes to the first Adam and the
language that the snake used to seduce him: “You shall be as God” (Dunn 1996: 117119). He rather perceives it as contrasting Adam’s failure as the first image-bearer
with Jesus’ success through obedience on the cross (Dunn 1996: 113). However, as
linguistic scholars have indicated, words require their specific meanings and
denotations when used with other words in phrases and sentences (Hurtado 2003:
121). The question is consequently not whether the general meanings of μορφῇ (form)
and εἶκων (image) have similarities, but rather whether the specific expression ἐν
μορφῇ θεοῦ (in the form of God) is, in fact, used interchangeably with εἶκων θεοῦ
(image of God) in Greek texts (Witherington 2011: 134). The answer seems to be a
fairly consistent negative (Hurtado 2003: 122; Witherington 2011: 134). In the
Genesis passages, εἶκων θεοῦ is used to express the status and significance of the
person created by God (Gen. 1:26-27; 5:1; 9:6). Moreover, NT writers use εἶκων θεοῦ
rather consistently in sayings that seem to make explicit Christological appropriations
of this theme (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15) as well as in other passages where the
allusion/appropriation is less direct, but still likely (1 Cor. 15:49; 2 Cor. 3:18)
(Hurtado 2003: 122). By contrast, μορφῇ θεοῦ is never used elsewhere in any allusion
to Adam. Indeed, it is not used at all either in the Greek OT, or in any other prePauline Greek writing (Nebreda 2011: 299). The phrase εἶναι ἴσα θεῷ (being equal to
God) is never used elsewhere in any identifiable reference to Adam, although, in
Philippians 2:6, it seems to present something already within Christ’s grasp
(Witherington 2011: 134), for he is portrayed as refusing to exploit this status for his
own selfish gain (Hurtado 2003: 122; O’Brien 1991: 268). Adam did not choose to
become a human being, but this is precisely what the beginning of the Philippians
Hymn is all about: the existence of a pre-existent person who takes on a human form
(Costa 2011: 318-321). The phrase καὶ σχήματι εὑρεθεὶς ὡς ἄνθρωπος (and being
found in form as man) is very strange indeed if it refers to a person who had never
been anything else but a man (O’Brien 1991: 267). The point is that Christ gave up the
highest of conceivable positions (Nebreda 2011: 299). What other status could Christ
previously have had and given up that other human beings do not also possess
(Witherington 2011: 134)? This thus appears to mean that this idea developed so early,
namely that Philippians 2:6-7 should be read as describing the action of the preexistent, pre-incarnate Christ (Hurtado 2003: 123; De Jonge 1988: 47).
The point is that this raises the likelihood that Paul’s Corinthian readers would have
been expected to consider Jesus’ self-impoverishment in 2 Corinthians 8:9 as
involving the range of actions in Philippians 2:6-8, which would include the preexistent Jesus to give himself over to costly obedience (Hurtado 2003: 123). This text
is a reminder to the readers of Jesus’ generosity and self-impoverishment from some
prior position of advantage (Costa 2011: 318-319). Paul would then not deem it
necessary to explain what he expects his readers to know already. The notion of a preexistent Christ was probably already part of the Jesus tradition, making a detailed
explanation by Paul unnecessary (Keener 2009a: 280). Would it not help the debate
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and the integrity of partakers as academics to at least mention these other alternatives
as possible ways in which to interpret relevant texts such as Philippians 2 in this
instance?
A few more examples might be appropriate. Terms used for God in the OT are
attributed to Jesus in prayers (Costa 2011: 256-261). One such an example is the term
‘Marana ta’ (Come Lord) (1 Cor. 16:22). This Aramaic or Hebrew prayer was prayed
to Jesus in Aramaic Christian contexts asking him to come and judge; this same prayer
was now prayed to Jesus in the NT, referring to Jesus by the same title as is used for
God in the OT (Keener 2009a: 279-290). This prayer is also considered a parallel
prayer in Revelations 22:20, where John is urging the risen Jesus through prayerful
petition to hasten the parousia and coming judgement. This places the prayer in an
eschatological context (Costa 2011: 260-261). In addition, in the NT he created
everything, like God. In 1 Corinthians 8:6, Paul explains that it is Christ through
which everything exists and through whom we live (Ἰησοῦς Χριστός, δι᾽ οὗ τὰ πάντα
καὶ ἡμεῖς δι᾽ αὐτοῦ). In this instance, Dunn (1996: 182) argues that Paul is merely
using the Wisdom language to Christ to affirm of him what the Jews believed of
Wisdom, namely that it embodied the power of God. Although Paul indeed referred to
Jesus as the Wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:24), Wisdom language cannot be used to deny
the creative power of God (De Jonge 1988: 48-49;). In this instance, Jesus is directly
linked to God; the repetitious use of the preposition δια (through) emphasises his role
as agent in both creation and redemption (Hurtado 2003: 123). Paul now attributes to
Christ the work of creation, which the Jews often attributed to Wisdom. His preexistence is thus logically presupposed with reference to his agency in creation. Paul’s
cursory statement in this text also seems to suggest that the idea was already known
and familiar to his readers, thus requiring no explanation and elaboration from him. It
also indicates that, historically, the idea was already disseminated among his churches
in such a way that, by the time he wrote his letters, he could take it for granted as
known theology. In addition, Colossians 1:15-17 states that everything was made by
and for Christ. Although this letter may not have been written by Paul, as many
scholars such as S suggest, but in the 1960s by one of his students, it quotes a song or
poem in verses 15-17 that goes back to long before it was written (Wessels 2006: 300).
S (2009a: 220) states rather emphatically that Paul did not believe in the Trinity and
that he would have found such an idea completely foreign to his own monotheistic
background. He was a Jew for whom the unity of God was non-negotiable. Indeed, I
agree that Paul was Jewish to the bone and that he still thought of his faith in
monotheistic terms. The term ‘Trinity’ certainly does not appear in Paul, although the
concept seems to be powerfully present in the worshipped Jesus. The later developed
term ‘Trinity’ tries to express something of what the early church believed, but did not
express quite in that way yet. It shows us, however, how the early Christian
community thought about Jesus.
Although I am mostly discussing the earliest Christian documents such as Paul, it
would also be significant to allude to the synoptic tradition, which strongly indicates
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that Jesus was worshipped after his resurrection. I am after all discussing the general
unity and diversity relevant to Christology in the NT as a whole. Discussing the
synoptics is, of course, important since S (2012c: 1-2) asserts that the Gospel of John
proclaims a Christology “van bo” (from above), whereas the Synoptics work with a
Christology “van benede” (from below). This does not appear to be so simple. Even a
highly sceptical Jesus researcher such as Allison (2009: 80-90) writes with the aim of
pointing to some gaping lacunae in current historical Jesus research and making some
much-needed suggestions (Allison 2009: 1-5). In doing so, he pleads researchers to
overcome their biases and to stop ignoring the fact that both high and low
Christologies are found in the Synoptics. High Christology is not only found in John.
On the contrary, Allison (2009: 80) asserts that Mark also seems to have an exalted
view of Jesus (Keener 2009b: 280), despite opposite views (Vermes 1993: 210). It is
true, however, that Mark expresses Jesus’ deity in another kind of language than John
does. Mark is an episodic narrative; this implies that he would likely not communicate
something like Jesus’ deity in bland, direct language, but he would tell stories to
convey this kind of message (Van der Watt 2011a: ad loc.). In Mark 1:2-3, prophetic
language is attributed to Jesus, whereas in the OT it is only attributed to God, the
Father Son and Spirit are together at Jesus’ baptism (Allison 2009: 80). In Mark 2,
Jesus upsets the Jewish leaders, because he forgives sin against other men, the way
only God does, as though sin against others was against him personally. He is equated
with the bridegroom of Israel in Mark 2, like God in the OT (Is. 54: 5; 62: 5; Hos. 2:
19-20). In Mark 4:35-41, he calms the waves and, in 6:45-52, he walks on water. Such
feats are attributed to God in the Jewish scriptures (Pss. 65:7; 77:19; 89:9; Job 9:8)
(Allison 2009: 80). In addition, a high Christology is found in Mark 12:35-37 where
Jesus explains himself not simply as being David’s son, the messiah, but also David’s
Lord (Keener 2009b: 270). How could he be both David’s son and Lord? This may
refer to a custom in rabbinic didactic questions that functioned as “haggadic
antinomy”, where both sides of a question were correct, but their relationship needed
to be resolved (Keener 2009b: 270). Consequently, the messiah was the son of David.
In addition, the title of ‘Lord’ was, in fact, more fitting to describe him. It is quite
significant that Jesus applies this to himself, since he used the word ‘Lord’ to refer to
God in the previous paragraph (12:29-30). It seems very unlikely that the Christian
community would make up these words that could have challenged Jesus’ Davidic
descent and sonship. This is probably true to Jesus’ words and refers to him being
more than King David, more than a mere man.
Matthew 11:27 and Luke 10:22 quote Jesus as saying that the Son alone – not
Abraham, Moses or David – knows the divine Father (Allison 2009: 81). Gundry
(1975: 214) seems to reason that Jesus assumes the role of Yahweh in his teachings in
the Gospel of Matthew (10:32-33; 11:5, 10, 28-29; 13:41; 16:27; 17:11; 24:31; 25:31).
Some of these passages use images typically associated with God in early Judaism
(Keener 2009b: 278). When Jesus invites his followers to take his yoke upon
themselves, he might be referring to the law (Jer. 5:5), but probably also to the yoke as
God’s yoke (Ps. Sol 7:9). In Matthew 1:23, Matthew uses Isaiah 7:14 when calling
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Jesus “God with us”, attributing the role of God’s presence among his people. The
same is evident in 18:20 and 28:20, when Jesus promises his own presence using the
same kind of language with which God promises his presence to Israel. In Matthew
28:9, the two Marys went to the grave, found that he had risen, fell before him and
worshipped him. The most extraordinary aspect is that Jesus had not stopped him
(Burridge & Gould 2004: 68). In verse 17 of the same chapter, the remainder of the
disciples were with the women and also worshipped him.
In addition to Jesus baptising in the Spirit (Luke 3:16), in Acts 2:33, he “pours out” the
Spirit, possibly an allusion to God pouring out his Spirit in Acts 2:17-18, linked to Joel
2:28-29 (Keener 2009b: 279). In Luke 24:52, his disciples again worshipped him and
returned to Jerusalem with joy. In Luke, the salvific name of God is ‘Jesus’.
In the context of unity and diversity in the NT, I should mention something about the
Gospel of John in relation to the Synoptics. The question is: What do we make of the
differences between John and the Synoptics? Do they collectively leave a common
thread of tradition about Jesus, besides what had already been said? The common view
in antiquity was always that John knew the Synoptics and wrote a view to complement
them (Brown 1984: CLIII); hence Clement calling John a complimentary “spiritual
gospel” (Eus. 6.14.7). However,, in 1820, Karl Gottlieb Bretschneider (1972: 85-86)
wrote a book in which he postulated that the Synoptic Gospels were more historical
than John and that John innovatively made up his own creation. His work had a great
influence on David Friederich Strauss who concluded (1972: 368) that the discourses
of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel about himself were free theological creations of a later
writer and did not represent the historical memory of John the apostle. These two men
and their works set the stage for a hundred and fifty years of debate as to whether John
should be read as either history or theology. Critical scholars seem to have found real
issues for which they posed the solution of de-historicizing John (Anderson 2006:
191). For years after Bretschneider and Strauss, it was thought that John should be
forced to give up historical reliability to the Synoptic Gospels (Schweitzer 2000: 11).6
Many were of the opinion that the picture of Jesus in John is so theologically involved
that the gospel was viewed as wholly unsuitable for historical investigation. Den
Heyer (2003: 21) agrees that John is completely unreliable as a historical source.
Bornkamm (1960: 14) put it more mildly and considers John to be a product of a
developed theological reflection and thus simply a secondary historical source.
Consequently, it came to be held that the Fourth Gospel is so distinctive among the
gospels that the community in which it took shape must have been, to a large extent,
out of touch with the rest of the early Christian movement (Bauckham 1998: 147). It
thus happened that John was so de-historicized that it was later excluded from the
historical quest for Jesus. This, in turn, led to the de-Johanification of Jesus (Anderson
2006: 191). Gradually, however, shifts started to take place in how scholars, in

6

See also Vermes (1993: 4) who has a rather negative view of the historicity of John.
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general, viewed John (Culpepper 1998: 18). Some (i.e., Culpepper 1998: 18) were
convinced that, although the uniqueness of John is clear in comparison with the
Synoptics, a skewed picture emerges unless one considers both the differences and the
similarities. For example, there have been sophisticated arguments regarding John’s
knowledge of Mark,7 the special relationship between John and Luke, as well as the
origins of the passion tradition (Beasly-Murray 2000: xxxv-xxxviii; Culpepper 1998:
26). Though scholarly consensus agrees that John’s relation to history is different to
that of the Synoptics,8 many scholars currently acknowledge that there is a remarkable
degree of common ground in these four records about Jesus (Bornkamm 1960: 14). It
appears that some scholars choose to ignore these (Anderson 2006: 191-192).
Perhaps, a few commonalities between John and the Synoptics are worth mentioning
(Brown 1984: XCIII):
Both John and the Synoptic Gospels are part of the gospel genre, in the sense
that they are written accounts of the life, teachings and ministry of Jesus.
The story of his ministry is told from his baptism to his death and resurrection
from both Johanine and Synoptic perspectives.
All four gospels are combined accounts of Jesus’ works and words.
All four stress the significance of John the Baptist.
All four gospels feature Jesus’ relationships with his disciples and the tension
with religious authorities.
All four contain the feeding of the multitude in Galilee.
All four describe Jesus’s demonstration at the temple.
All four mention the Roman connivance and Jesus’ arrest.
All four have descriptions of the entry into Jerusalem.
All four contain Jesus’ last meal with his disciples.
All four gospels narrate the events leading up to Jesus’ death on the cross.
Both the Synoptic and Johanine traditions portray a physically resurrected
Jesus.

7

See, for example, Bauckham’s (1998: 150-171) arguments that it is difficult to comprehend certain
parenthetical explanations in John, until they are understood as indicators of how the readers of John,
who also knew Mark, should relate John’s telling of the narrative to that of Mark. One of these
explanations, for example 3:24, serves to relate John’s chronological sequence to that of Mark. A
second example, 11:2, serves to identify a named character in John as someone anonymously known in
Mark.
8
It is often pointed out (Culpepper 1998: 18-25) that John differs significantly from the Synoptic
Gospels in terms of Jesus’ journeys and travels (for example, the Synoptics have Jesus travel to
Jerusalem only once, whereas John has Jesus travel to Jerusalem three times); the chronology of events
(for example, John has Jesus’ cleansing of the temple at the beginning of his gospel, whereas the
Synoptics have it at the end; John also sketches Jesus’ ministry duration as being over three Passovers,
whereas the Synoptics mention nothing of the duration of Jesus’ ministry); signs and miracles being
told (the Synoptics mention over twenty miracles, whereas John mentions only a few; John also calls
them signs instead of miracles, as Mark, Matthew and Luke call them); Jesus’ teachings (the Synoptics
have Jesus utter short pithy sayings, whereas John has long discourses), as well as the Christology and
the view that the evangelists saw Jesus (each of the four gospels present both historically based and
theologically developed portraits of Jesus).
348

Although John’s handling of each these events differs from that of the Synoptics,
Brown (1984: XLIII) seems to think that a historical defence could be made for each
of these detailed differences in favour of John. Some hold that it might be a flaw in
historical analysis at present to assume that an eyewitness account will have no
variation from the facts or subjectivity of perception to it as seen (Anderson 2006: 83).
If two witnesses disagree, such as between John and the Synoptic Gospels, historical
analysis, in general, holds that one of them must be wrong or must be lying – so the
assumption goes. It can, however, be considered highly likely that memory of ‘what
happened’ will always be impacted by developing understandings of the meaning of
‘what happened’ within later situations and generations. This being the case, any
narrative will naturally accrue elements of its own evolving history of narration along
the way. While this is interesting, it does not remove the tradition from the genre of
historiography – so the argument goes (Anderson 2006: 84).
Applying Dunn’s principle of unity and diversity discussed earlier, we can clearly
discern the “unity” (common Jesus tradition/similarities) in the similarities between
the four gospels, linking the differences between these stories (Beasly-Murray 2000:
xxxvi-xxxvii). Like the examples alluded to earlier in Acts 9, 22 and 26, the
similarities mentioned above can serve as a thread, a common foundational content
that holds together the differences (Brown 1984: XLII). It could be argued that the
exalted Christ could be found in all four gospels. The argument goes that, if Mark
were the first gospel written, then John, Matthew and Luke must have known him to
write three additional stories so similar to the first (Beasly-Murray 2000: xxxv, xxxvii;
Culpepper 1998: 18). Anderson (2006: 183) states the following.
“Even with John contributing to the mix, despite the variety of presentation
among the gospels, they convey a remarkable coherence of impression. This
can especially be seen in the elements of multiple attestation between John
and the various gospel traditions. Even though John’s differences have been
extensive and significant, it must be acknowledged that John’s portrait of
Jesus coheres more with the Jesus of the Synoptics that it does with the Odes
of Solomon, the writings of Homer, the book of Exodus, the biography of
Apollonius and even the Gospel of Thomas. In that sense, the impressive thing
about John’s distinctive tradition is the way it nonetheless coheres with the
Markan traditions. In particular, the multiple attested Jesus, catapulted into
public ministry by John the Baptist, cleanses the Temple, heals the sick and
raises the dead, teaches about the Kingdom of God and the Way of the Spirit,
challenges religious authorities and receives hostile treatment in return, travels
with a group of twelve disciples and others, including women, feeds the
multitude and delivers his followers on the lake, marches to Jerusalem, is
welcomed by the crowd triumphally, dines with his disciples and predicts his
betrayal, goes to the garden and is there arrested, is tried before Jewish and
Roman tribunals, is sentenced to death by Pilate, dies on the cross, is buried
and is attested by post-resurrection encounters by his followers. This basic
commonality of elements (plus a few others if a more detailed analysis were
performed) produces an impressively coherent portrait of Jesus despite the
variety of presentation. In that sense, despite John’s distinctives, the larger
quest is not scandalized – even with the Johannine witness directly on the
table.”
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It is obvious that some scholars realised that John was much more sensitive to history
and other kinds of facts than initially thought (Brown 1984: XLII).9 At present, many
regard John as both history and theology (Culpepper 1998: 291). Consequently,
critical biblical scholarship requires a more nuanced view of John and the quest for
Jesus (Anderson 2006: 192).10
This is not only evident in the worship of Jesus as creator and ruler, but also in his
main titles such as Son of God, Lord, and messiah (Burridge & Gould 2004: 30-31). I
shall not discuss this aspect now. Although it could be argued that the NT does not
know the two natures of Christ in fourth-century terms, the general idea seems to be
conceptually present in the language of the first-century Jesus tradition. “In the final
analyses then, the unity of first-century Christianity focuses (often exclusively) on
Jesus the man now exalted, Christ crucified but risen” (Dunn 2006a: 406).
“In short once again, it becomes evident that for the NT writers, not just the
unity but also the diversity of Christianity were determined by reference to
Christ – the centrality and primacy of the exalted Lord, and the identity of the
crucified Jesus with the exalted son of God – this is the decisive mark of
Christian faith.” (Dunn 2006a: 335).

Despite all the diversity, Hurtado (2003: 485) claims that nearly all the first-=century
Christian writings, canonical or otherwise, considered Jesus divine. To him, it was
rather the human Jesus that seemed to be the big challenge. From birth, Jesus was
worshipped by men from the east, through the disciples to the storm-tossed boat, to the
new community on the mountain. Contrary to S and others who believe that the
divinity of Jesus was something that developed later in church history, Hurtado (2003:
650) writes:
“Christians were proclaiming and worshiping Jesus, indeed, living and dying for
his sake, well before the doctrinal/creedal developments of the second century
and thereafter that have received so much attention in histories of Christian
tradition. The early convictions about Jesus and the corresponding devotion
offered to him that became so widespread in earliest Christianity were
sufficiently robust to nourish the prolonged and vigorous efforts to articulate
Christian faith in persuasive doctrinal formulations.”

9

Brown (1984: XLII) mentions only a few examples of historical accuracy. In Chapter 6, John’s
reference to the Samaritans, the worship in Gerizim and the location of Jacob’s well seem to be
accurate; the detailed descriptions of the name, location and construction of the pool of Bethesda in
Chapter 5 seems accurate. The theological themes in relation to Passover in Chapter 6 and the Feast of
Tabernacles in Chapters 7 and 8 seems to reflect an accurate knowledge of the festive ceremonies and
of the synagogue readings associated with the feast. Details about Jerusalem also seem to be accurate.
For example, the references to the pool of Siloam; Solomon’s Portico as a shelter in winter, and the
stone pavement of Pilate’s Praetoriam. In addition, John’s gospel gives the impression of good
knowledge and information about Palestine as it was before it was destroyed in 70 CE, when some of
these specific landmarks were destroyed.
10
Anderson (2006) offers such a solution.
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APPENDIX D
E-mail correspondence to the East Synod of the Dutch Reformed Church,
requesting official reports of the case between Spangenberg and the ‘Ring’ of
Lyttelton
Correspondence was conducted with Henry van der Schyff, Executive Officer of the
East Synod.
26 Mei 2015
Middag Roedolf
Jy is reg dat die inligting, wat as vertroulik gesluit is, vir almal so sal wees. Elkeen
wat toegang wil hê, sal die ring daarvan moet oortuig.
Ek kan nie ’n ander plan maak nie. Miskien meld dat dit as vertroulik gemerk is en dat
’n persoon via die ring daartoe toegang moet verkry.
Jammer ek kan nie beter nie.
Baie groete
Henry van der Schyff

From: Roedolf Botha [mailto:roedolf@dialoog.co.za]
Sent: 23 May 2015 02:23 PM
To: uitamp@sinoos.co.za
Cc: Jan van der Watt; Jan vd Watt (Univ)
Subject: RE: Ringsverslag Ring van Lyttelton 2004
Middag Henry!
Baie dankie vir die tyd wat jy geneem het hiermee. Ek waardeer dit regtig. Man daar
is regtig geen inligting uit die verslag wat ek wil plaas in die tesis nie maar het
gemeen dat ek net ‘n verwysing (voetnota) in my tesis kan insit waar ek die leser heen
kan verwys indien hy meer sou wou lees oor die Sakkie-saak. Indien dit egter streng
vertroulik is, sal dit seker nie sin maak om die verwysing in te sit nie aangesien die
leser in elk geval nie gaan toegang he daartoe nie. Verstaan ek dit reg?? Dalk is dit
dan beter om dit maar net te los. Of het jy ‘n beter voorstel?
Groete!
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Roedolf
From: Henry van der Schyff [mailto:uitamp@sinoos.co.za]
Sent: 22 May 2015 12:13 PM
To: 'Roedolf Botha'
Subject: RE: Ringsverslag Ring van Lyttelton 2004
22 Mei 2015
Middag broer Roedolf
Ons het navrae gedoen en gevind dat die stukke van die ring wel hier by ons in die
argief is.
Die stukke in verband met prof Sakkie Spangenberg is “streng vertroulik” gemeld.
Indien jy my meer spesifieke inligting gee oor die inligting wat jy soek, kan ek dit aan
die ring voorlê, wat kan besluit oor toegang daartoe.
Hoop dat dit help.
Groetnis
Henry van der Schyff

From: Roedolf Botha [mailto:roedolf@dialoog.co.za]
Sent: 20 May 2015 01:04 PM
To: uitamp@sinoos.co.za
Subject: Ringsverslag Ring van Lyttelton 2004
Middag Henry.
Dankie vir die tyd wat jy neem met hierdie. Soos telefonies bespreek vra ek toegang
tot die Ringsverslag van die Ring van Lyttelton van 2004 aangaande die gesprek
tussen die Ring en Prof Sakkie Spangenberg. Die doel is bloot n verwysing wat
benodig word vir my Ph.D tesis wat ek doen by Prof Jan vd Watt.
Ek sal jou hulp in hierdie verband geweldig baie waardeer.
Groete!
Roedolf Botha
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