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17:16       While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply troubled by all the idols he saw 

everywhere in the city.  What can be viewed today in Athens as wonderful works of art and architecture 

were, in their day, the worshipful expression of a culture steeped in godless idolatry. Athens was named 

after the goddess Athena, and there were temples in Athens for all the gods in the Greek pantheon. Paul 

was deeply troubled by all the idolatry he saw everywhere in the city. “Deeply troubled” is literally 

“greatly upset in his spirit.” This representative of God could not help but be infuriated that such a 

great city and such a great culture would be so deeply involved in worshiping anything or anyone 

other than the living God. Paul would not be able to keep very silent for very long. 

Athens, with its magnificent buildings and many gods, was a center for Greek culture, philosophy, and 

education. Philosophers and educated people were always ready to hear something new—thus their 

openness to hear Paul speak at their meeting in the Areopagus (17:18–19). Athens had been the 

political, educational, and philosophical center of the world in its prime, the home of men such as 

Plato, Socrates, Aristotle, Epicurus, Zeno. But that was four hundred years before Paul’s visit. When 

Paul arrived, it was a small town (ten thousand or so residents) reliving the glory days and filled with 

intellectuals spending their days philosophizing. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (pp. 298–299). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

      Good philosophy must exist if for no other reason because bad philosophy needs to be answered. 

The cool intellect must work not only against cool intellect on the other side but against the muddy 

heathen mysticisms which deny intellect altogether…. The learned life is for some, a duty. 

      C. S. Lewis 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 299). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

17:17       He went to the synagogue to debate with the Jews and the God-fearing Gentiles, and he spoke 

daily in the public square to all who happened to be there.  Paul had a balanced and adaptive approach 

to his ministry in Athens. In the synagogue, he debated with the Jews and worshiping Gentiles, likely 

using the arguments recorded at other places in the book of Acts (for example, 13:16–41), seeking to 

prove to them that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah. 

Between his Sabbath debates with the worshipers in the synagogues, however, Paul spoke daily in the 

public square (the agora, which was the central marketplace) to whomever would listen. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 299). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

DEBATING WITHOUT BERATING 

Luke wrote that Paul went to the synagogue to “debate” with those who were there (17:17). He was 

discussing, listening carefully, and yet gently and firmly stating his convictions. Effective witnessing 

doesn’t include yelling, belittling, or attempting to ram beliefs down someone’s throat. This caricature 

of evangelism probably explains why so many believers are so reluctant to engage their unbelieving 



friends and neighbors in spiritual conversations. The good news about the Good News is that we can 

share it in an inoffensive manner! Ask God for an opportunity to engage in dialogue about your faith. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 299). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

The Epicureans and Stoics were the dominant philosophers in Greek culture. The Epicurians, followers 

of Epicurus (341–270 B.C.), believed that the chief purpose for living was pleasure and happiness. If 

God existed, he didn’t interfere in human affairs. Epicurians are similar to modern-day materialists and 

hedonists. 

The Stoics were followers of Zeno (320–263 B.C.), who taught on a porch or patio called a “stoa,” 

hence the name “Stoics.” The Stoics were pantheistic and felt that a great “purpose” was directing 

history. Humans’ responsibility was to align themselves with that purpose through duty and self-

discipline. This, quite logically, led to pride and self-sufficiency (“I am the master of my fate!”). The 

Stoics are similar to modern-day New Age followers and pantheists. 

These philosophers began to dispute with Paul. The word for “dispute” in this context connotes the 

batting around of ideas. Some of these philosophers characterized Paul’s arguments as “babbling” 

(literally, “seed picker”—a picture that calls to mind a bird fluttering around and picking up any shred of 

food with no thought of order or consistency; this was not a compliment!). In the same way that a bird 

collects seeds, or a junk collector gathers trash, Paul was accused of collecting little pieces of knowledge 

that wouldn’t take him anywhere. They were saying that his ideas were not as well thought through or 

as valid as theirs. 

Others of these philosophers recognized in Paul’s teaching about Jesus and the resurrection the fact that 

he was advocating foreign gods. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 300). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

Paul’s dialogue in the marketplace led to an invitation to address the Areopagus, which had been the 

judicial and legislative seat of government of Athens—a council or court. By Paul’s time, however, their 

responsibilities involved little more than overseeing certain areas of religion and education. 

The Areopagus often met on a low hill in Athens near the Acropolis. As Paul stood there and spoke 

about the one true God, his audience could look down on the city and see the many idols representing 

gods that Paul knew were worthless. 

These intellectuals, ever interested in hearing new ideas, wanted to hear this new teaching that Paul 

was presenting. The word “know” will surface a good deal in the verses that follow. Here the 

descendants of the most influential thinkers in Western civilization, who had been on a centuries-long 

quest for knowledge, were given an opportunity to receive the ultimate knowledge—God entering the 

human race to redeem fallen humanity and put them in a position to know not philosophy but rather a 

person, the person of Jesus Christ. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (pp. 300–301). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

 

 



17:19 Areopagus. Means “Hill of Ares” or “Mars Hill.” Ares was the Greek god of war, the Roman 

equivalent of Mars. The term could refer to (1) the hill itself, located below and to the west of the 

Acropolis and south of the Agora (marketplace) or (2) the council that originally met there. The NIV 

follows the second interpretation by referring to “a meeting of the Areopagus.” The council oversaw 

civic and religious affairs of the city. This is not an official “trial” for Paul, but rather an opportunity for 

the philosophers to hear and judge this new teaching. 

Zondervan. The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, eBook: Built on the Truth of Scripture and Centered on the 

Gospel Message . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 

17:22–31 The central theme of Paul’s address is that the one Creator God is real and true (unlike false 

idols) and that humans are responsible to him as his offspring. 

Zondervan. The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, eBook: Built on the Truth of Scripture and Centered on the 

Gospel Message . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 

There are a series of steps in his sermon.  
 
     (i) God is not the made but the maker; and he who made all things cannot be worshipped by anything 
made by the hands of man. It is all too true that men often worship what their hands have made. If a 
man's God be that to which he gives all his time, thought and energy, many are clearly engaged in 
worshipping man-made things.  
 
     (ii) God has guided history. He was behind the rise and fall of nations in the days gone by; his hand is 
on the helm of things now.  
 
     (iii) God has made man in such a way that instinctively he longs for God and gropes after him in the 
darkness.  
 
     (iv) The days of groping and ignorance are past. So long as men had to search in the shadows they 
could not know God and he excused their follies and their mistakes; but now in Christ the full blaze of 
the knowledge of God has come and the day of excuses is past.  
 
     (v) The day of judgment is coming. Life is neither a progress to extinction, as it was to the Epicureans, 
nor a pathway to absorption to God, as it was to the Stoics; it is a journey to the judgment seat of God 
where Jesus Christ is Judge.  
 
     (vi) The proof of the preeminence of Christ is the resurrection. It is no unknown God but a Risen 
Christ with whom we have to deal. 
DSB, William Barclay 
 
17:22–31. The broad structure and content of Paul’s Areopagus speech are similar to what is heard 

earlier at Lystra, where he championed “the living God who made the heaven, the earth and sea and 

all that is in them” and asserted its predicate “that you should turn from these worthless things to the 

living God” (14:15). But we are in Athens, not Lystra; and here before the Areopagus, Paul is asked to 

defend this new religion he is proclaiming throughout the city. 



R. Garland recently has demonstrated that three claims were necessary to establish a new religion in 

Athens: (1) the sponsor must claim to represent a deity; (2) he must provide evidence that this deity is 

eager to reside in Athens; and (3) the deity’s residence in Athens must benefit Athenians as a mark of its 

goodwill. In this light, Paul’s Areopagus speech may be read as an apologia (however subversive!) in 

response to these three criteria. Accordingly, Paul introduces himself as an authorized herald (22–23) of 

a living deity whose transcendent residence above the earth requires no Athenian residence, priesthood 

or religious practices (24–29). Paul’s deity does not therefore seek formal induction into the Athenian 

Pantheon—of this the Areogapus need not worry; rather, his God seeks to judge and save all repentant 

Athenians as disclosed in the Lord’s resurrection—and of this they need worry (30–31)! 

Wall, R. W. (1994–2004). The Acts of the Apostles. In L. E. Keck (Ed.), New Interpreter’s Bible (Vol. 10, p. 

245). Nashville: Abingdon Press. 

17:19 Areopagus. Athens’ aristocratic city council and leading court, with roughly a hundred members. 

Most were not professional philosophers but they were familiar with philosophy. They could investigate 

foreign cults and determine whether visiting speakers would be granted public lectureships. Centuries 

earlier they had tried Socrates for “advocating foreign gods” (v. 18) and had him executed; although 

there is no danger here of Paul being executed, most of Luke’s audience would catch the implicit 

comparison with Socrates and his rejected wisdom. 

17:21 some new thing. Athenians were widely known for always seeking what was new. 
 
Keener, Craig S.. NKJV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook . Zondervan. Kindle Edition.  
 
If we understand the word Areopagus to refer to the council, the phrase in the midst of fits perfectly. 

Conversely, if the term Areopagus refers to the hill, we have difficulty explaining how Paul could stand in 

the midst of a hill. Standing in the midst of council members, philosophers, students, and interested 

spectators, Paul seizes the occasion to teach the “latest ideas” about Jesus Christ. 

Kistemaker, S. J., & Hendriksen, W. (1953–2001). Exposition of the Acts of the Apostles (Vol. 17, p. 630). 

Grand Rapids: Baker Book House. 

There is something enthralling about Paul in Athens, the great Christian apostle amid the glories of 

ancient Greece. Of course he had known about Athens since his boyhood. Everybody knew about 

Athens. Athens had been the foremost Greek city-state since the fifth century BC. Even after its 

incorporation into the Roman Empire, it retained a proud intellectual independence and also became a 

free city. It boasted of its rich philosophical tradition inherited from Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, of its 

literature and art, and of its notable achievements in the cause of human liberty. Even if in Paul’s day it 

‘lived on its great past’, and was a comparatively small town by modern criteria, it still had an unrivalled 

reputation as the empire’s intellectual metropolis. 

Stott, J. R. W. (1994). The message of Acts: the Spirit, the church & the world (p. 276). Leicester, 

England; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 

17:22 religious. Could mean either “devout” (positive) or “superstitious” (negative). Perhaps Paul is 

intentionally ambiguous, seeking to gain a hearing but preparing for the message he is about to deliver. 



Zondervan. The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, eBook: Built on the Truth of Scripture and Centered on the 

Gospel Message . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 

Luke recorded this sermon in more detail than many of the others, likely as a sample of how Paul 

addressed the typical lost, intellectual Greek. Rather than arguing the Scriptures as he would with a 

Jewish audience, he adapted his message and backed up a step or two to speak of a Creator; then he 

moved toward speaking about a Savior and Judge. The speech had three major movements: (1) the 

introduction in 17:22–23; (2) the section on the unknown god in 17:24–29; and (3) the section explaining 

the revelation of God in 17:30–31. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 301). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

22–23 Paul does not begin his address before the council by referring to Jewish history or by quoting the 

Jewish Scriptures, as he did in the synagogue at Pisidian Antioch (cf. 13:16–41). He knew it would be 

futile to refer to a history that no one knew, or to argue from the fulfillment of a prophecy that no one 

was interested in, or to quote from a book that no one read or accepted as authoritative. Nor did he 

develop his argument from the God who gives rain and crops in their season and who provides food for 

the stomach and joy for the heart, as he did at Lystra (cf. 14:15–17). Rather, he took as his point of 

departure and his feature of contact an altar he had seen in the city with the inscription Agnōstō Theō 

(“To an Unknown God”). Later, the second-century geographer Pausanias (Description of Greece 1.1.4) 

and the third-century philosopher Philostratus (Vit. Apoll. 6.3.5) spoke of altars to unknown gods at 

Athens, by which they meant either (1) altars to unknown deities generally or (2) altars to individual 

unknown gods. But while there is insufficient evidence for us to know the nature or number of such 

altars at Athens or what their dedicatory inscriptions were, it is not surprising that Paul came across 

such an altar in walking about the city. And Paul used the words of the inscription to introduce his call to 

repentance. 

Longenecker, R. N. (2007). Acts. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 983). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

17:22–23. Characteristically Luke cues the speech by dramatic gesture: “Paul stood in front of the 

Areopagus” and addressed his auditors directly by name, “Athenians.” Paul clarifies his motive by 

responding to the earlier charge that he is a “seed picker” (spermologos)—a babbler of secondhand 

ideas and therefore without scholarly credentials in the scholar’s agora where Socrates once taught. The 

scholar’s most important talent is the capacity to make careful observations. Paul’s first words intend to 

cultivate the impression that he is a skilled practitioner of the scholar’s trade who “went through the 

city” and “looked carefully at objects of your worship,” concluding that the Athenians are “extremely 

religious [δεισιδαιμονέστερος deisidaimonesteros] in every way.” The superlative deisidaimonesteros 

could mean that they are very superstitious or, more likely, that they are keenly pious—a characteristic 

of the educated person in the ancient world. Paul’s opening words thereby intend to elicit a positive 

impression (rhetoricians regarded such an opening of a discourse as the captitio benevolentiae). They 

also help to cue his religious motive: He intends to address them as a religious audience in a religious 

idiom about religious matters in anticipation of a religious response (i.e., conversion). While doing so he 

challenges the perception that he lacks the scholar’s talent, which would disqualify him from the 

marketplace of important ideas. 



Wall, R. W. (1994–2004). The Acts of the Apostles. In L. E. Keck (Ed.), New Interpreter’s Bible (Vol. 10, 

pp. 245–246). Nashville: Abingdon Press. 

 
Paul next explained what he had seen in their city. Note that Paul did not come in and blast their 

religion without seeking to understand it first. Nor did he fail to do some appropriate observation of 

their culture, art, and architecture before addressing the fallacies. We would do well to learn from his 

example. 

      Before you can convince a man of anything, you must first convince him that you are his true 

friend. 

      Abraham Lincoln 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 302). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

TAILORING THE MESSAGE 

Paul began his address to the Athenians by highlighting their religious interests (17:22). This address is a 

good example of how to communicate the gospel. Paul did not begin by reciting Jewish history as he 

usually would do when addressing Jews, for that would have been meaningless to his Greek audience. 

He began by building a case for the one true God, using examples the philosophers understood 

(17:22–23). Then he established common ground by emphasizing what they agreed on about God 

(17:24–29). Finally, he moved his message to the person of Christ, centering on the Resurrection 

(17:30–31). When you witness to others, you can use Paul’s approach: use examples, establish common 

ground, and then move people toward a decision about Jesus Christ. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 302). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

MAKING THE VAGUE SPECIFIC 

Paul explained the one true God to these educated men of Athens (17:24–25); although these men 

were, in general, very religious, they did not know God. Today we have a “Christian” society, but to most 

people God is still unknown. We need to proclaim who he is and make it clear what he did for all 

mankind through his Son, Jesus Christ. We cannot assume that even religious people around us truly 

know Jesus or understand the importance of faith in him. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 302). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

17:22–31 In addition to citing Greek poets (v. 28), Paul’s speech here employs high quality literary 
Greek and rhetorical devices. Especially in vv. 24–29, there are many points of contact with the 
dominant Stoic philosophy; the connections follow a long-standing Jewish intellectual legacy. For more 
than 300 years Diaspora Jewish intellectuals had selected ideas in Greek philosophy useful for making 
Judaism respectable among Greeks. 
 
17:22 I perceive ... you are very religious. Speeches customarily opened by praising the audience, 
including in Athens. Although Paul is not pleased with the city’s cults (v. 16), he concedes that they are 
“very religious.” very religious. The expression can be either positive or negative; his hearers will assume 
that it is positive, whereas Luke’s audience will understand it as at best guarded language. Granted, the 
Stoic and Epicurean philosophers who brought Paul to the Areopagus (17:18–19) will not be interested 



in altars (17:23; see notes on 17:24 and 25), though Stoics would consider themselves devout (17:22). By 
contrast, members of the Areopagus, being civic officials, would be publicly supportive of Athens’ civic 
religion, which was inseparable from civic pride. 
 
Keener, Craig S.. NKJV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
 
“Men of Athens.” Skillfully Paul addresses his audience with the same formula that had been used by 

the famous orator Demosthenes. With this address he touches the hearts of his hearers. Then he 

follows it with words of praise for their ostentatious religiosity. Paul needs a point of contact from which 

he gradually can lead his audience to a knowledge of eternal values in Christ. The presence of numerous 

temples, idols, and altars in Athens gives Paul a magnificent point of contact, notwithstanding that he 

himself is thoroughly provoked by the idolatry of this city (v. 16). For the sake of the gospel he is willing 

to accommodate his speech to the level of his audience. 

Kistemaker, S. J., & Hendriksen, W. (1953–2001). Exposition of the Acts of the Apostles (Vol. 17, pp. 630–

631). Grand Rapids: Baker Book House. 

If the address at Pisidian Antioch in 13:16–41 is intended to serve as a sample of Paul’s preaching to a 

synagogue congregation, the present speech is equally well designed to serve as a sample of his 

preaching to pagans (cf. the much briefer summary in 14:15–17). Here he does not quote Hebrew 

scriptures which would have been quite unknown to his hearers; the direct quotations in this speech are 

quotations from Greek poets. But he does not condescend to his hearers’ level by arguing from first 

principles as one of their own philosophers might do. His argument is firmly based on biblical 

revelation; it echoes throughout the thought, and at times the very language, of the Old Testament. 

Like the biblical revelation itself, his argument begins with God the creator of all and ends with God the 

judge of all. 

Bruce, F. F. (1988). The Book of the Acts (pp. 334–335). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Co. 
 
He starts by mentioning that what he has seen in their city has impressed him with the Athenians’ 

extraordinary religiosity (an impression made on many other people in antiquity, some of whom 

considered the Athenians to be the most religious of all human beings). This characterization of the 

Athenians by Paul was not necessarily meant to be complimentary: we are told that it was forbidden to 

use complimentary exordia in addressing the Areopagus court, with the hope of securing its goodwill.55 

The expression Paul used could also mean “rather superstitious”; it was as vague a term in Greek as 

“religion” is in English, and what was piety to Greeks was superstition to Jews (and vice versa). 

Bruce, F. F. (1988). The Book of the Acts (p. 335). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 
 
22. Paul begins by commending the Athenians for being very religious. This word could be used in a 

positive sense or in a derogatory fashion. It is most likely that Paul meant it in a good sense, to provide a 

way in to his address that would engage the attention of the audience. Nevertheless, Luke also uses the 

corresponding noun in what is perhaps a slightly derogatory sense in 25:19, and it is likely that he 

intended his readers to perceive the irony of the situation (cf. verse 16). For all their religiosity, the 

Athenians were in reality thoroughly superstitious and lacking in knowledge of the true God. 



Marshall, I. H. (1980). Acts: an introduction and commentary (Vol. 5, p. 302). Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press. 

Speakers sometimes praised local sites. Paul could have seen any one of Athens’ many inscriptions to 
unknown gods. Athenian tradition declared that during an ancient plague sacrifices to all known deities 
failed to end the plague. The Cretan Epimenides (cf. v. 28) advised the Athenians, and they built altars 
to unknown gods wherever the sheep designated for sacrifice rested. 
 
Keener, Craig S.. NKJV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
 
23 Paul goes on to tell them that, among their religious installations there was one which particularly 
attracted his attention: an altar inscribed “to the Unknown God” (or possibly “To an unknown god”). 
Other writers say that altars to “unknown gods” were to be seen at Athens;58 Didymus of Alexandria 
and Jerome probably had such statements in mind when they said that Paul changed the plural “gods” 
into the singular. Jerome60 indeed says that the altar seen by Paul bore the inscription “To the gods of 
Asia, Europe and Africa, to unknown and foreign gods” (presumably he knew of such an altar-inscription 
in Athens, which he translates into Latin). But Paul may have seen an altar dedicated exactly as he says. 
When a derelict altar was repaired and the original dedication could not be ascertained, the inscription 
“To the (an) unknown god” would have been quite appropriate. An altar on the Palatine hill in Rome was 
rebuilt about 100 B.C. and dedicated “whether to a god or to a goddess”; the vagueness of the wording 
reflects ignorance of the divinity in whose honor it had first been erected.62 
 
Bruce, F. F. (1988). The Book of the Acts (pp. 335–336). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Co. 

—Ver. 23. To an unknown God. Something similar is found also in other heathen religions, and is 

possible, yea probable, and intelligible in every heathen religion, since each one is simply a guess in so 

far as it purports to answer the question who is to be considered and worshipped as divine, and hence is 

never sure whether that divine being which in the special case can be expected to help has been 

recognized and worshipped. 

Stellhorn, F. W. (1896). Annotations on the Acts of the Apostles. (H. E. Jacobs, Ed.) (Vol. VI, p. 246). New 

York: The Christian Literature Co. 

But he did not express himself quite so personally, as if unreservedly identifying the “unknown god” 
of the inscription with the God whom he proclaimed. He used neuter, not masculine, forms: “what 
therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you” (RSV).63 Since they acknowledged their 
ignorance of the divine nature, he would tell them the truth about it. 
 
Bruce, F. F. (1988). The Book of the Acts (p. 336). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 
 
Paul hardly meant that his audience were unconscious worshippers of the true God. Rather, he is 

drawing their attention to the true God who was ultimately responsible for the phenomena which they 

attributed to an unknown god. But what was this inscription? The Greek traveller Pausanias (cf. AD 150) 

tells us that near Athens there were ‘altars of gods both named and unknown’, and other writers speak 

of altars to unnamed or unknown gods. Later, however, Tertullian and Jerome bear witness to an altar 

‘to unknown gods’ and the latter asserts that Paul deliberately altered the wording to suit his purpose. 



Some of these cases may have been where altars were placed on graves that had been disturbed in 

order to placate whatever gods or demigods might take vengeance on the desecration. 

Marshall, I. H. (1980). Acts: an introduction and commentary (Vol. 5, pp. 302–303). Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press. 

† 17: 23 TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. A reference to the Altar of the Twelve Gods at Athens or to some other 

altar with this inscription that was erected to ensure that no god had been slighted. Paul used this point 

of contact to lead to his discourse on the living and personal God who has made the world, who is not 

carved out of stone or confined to some temple, who personally created humankind and who 

providentially controls the time and place where people are to live. See WLC 105, 113. 

Zondervan. NIV Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible: The Life-Changing Power of God's Word (Kindle 

Locations 257851-257855). Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 

17:24–28 Paul describes God as both transcendent and immanent: (1) he is the sovereign creator and 

sustainer of all things, so he needs nothing from humans and guides history as its sovereign Lord; and (2) 

he wants his creatures to know him personally, and he cares for them as his offspring. This teaching 

refutes both the agnosticism of the Epicureans and the pantheism of the Stoics. 

Zondervan. The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, eBook: Built on the Truth of Scripture and Centered on the 

Gospel Message . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 

This was likely a subtle shot at the Greek notion of the gods’ needing human services; it would appeal to 

the Epicureans in the group, who believed the gods were above human events. Paul’s remark about God 

as the source of “all life and breath” may have appealed to the Stoics in the crowd, who were trying to 

align themselves with the cosmic “purpose.” 

Certainly Paul understood the philosophical positions of his audience and was willing and able to 

dialogue with them in their frame of reference before leading them to his. Paul had no difficulty in 

speaking authoritatively concerning the Athenians’ belief systems and pointing out their strong points 

and, soon, their flaws. 

      We need to accept the non-Christian as he is, go for the cure, and then help him pick his way 

through the things that are destroying him. Whenever we get this sequence turned around, we 

become reformers rather than offerers of true healing. 

      Jim Peterson 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 303). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

EQUIPPED TO WITNESS 

When it comes to witnessing, passion alone is not enough. Like Paul, we must be equipped with a 

knowledge of Scripture. The more we know about the Bible, what it means, and how to apply it to our 

lives, the more convincing our words will be. This does not mean that we should avoid presenting the 

gospel until we feel adequately prepared. We should work with what we know, but we must make it a 

priority to keep learning. Our goal should be to reach more people by being prepared to answer their 

questions and arguments more effectively. 



Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 303). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

17:24–29 Paul’s argument from nature included a basic natural theology: God is Creator of all things; 

God is beyond the human realm (transcendent); God is not obligated to any human; God is sovereign 

over all peoples; God as Creator is quantitatively different from his creation. 

Sills, M. D. (2017). Opportunities and Challenges in Global Missions. In E. A. Blum & T. Wax (Eds.), CSB 

Study Bible: Notes (p. 1751). Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers. 

17:24 does not dwell in temples. Epicureans (v. 18) denied the need for temples or sacrifices; although 
some Stoics (v. 18) accepted such activities, their early tradition was pantheistic and saw no need for 
them. While relating to philosophers on this point, Paul also evoked Scripture, unknown to them (cf. 
7:49). The meeting place of the Areopagus, meanwhile, was surrounded by temples. 
 
Keener, Craig S.. NKJV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
 
17:25 as though He needed anything. That God does not need anything was a basic premise of Stoic 
philosophers and was commonly affirmed in Hellenistic Jewish works. In Scripture, cf., e.g., Ps. 50:9–13. 
 
Keener, Craig S.. NKJV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
 
24–25 The substance of Paul’s Athenian address concerns the nature of God and the responsibility of 

people to God. Contrary to all pantheistic and polytheistic notions, God is the one, Paul says, who has 

created the world and everything in it: he is “the Lord of heaven and earth” (v. 24; cf. Ge 14:19, 22). He 

does not live in temples “built by hands” (en cheiropoiētois); nor is he dependent for his existence on 

anything he has created. Rather, he is the source of life and breath and everything else that humanity 

possesses (v. 25). Earlier in the fifth century BC, Euripides asked, “What house built by craftsmen could 

enclose the form divine within enfolding walls?” (Fragments 968); and in the first century BC, Cicero 

(Verr. 2.5.187) considered the image of Ceres worshiped in Sicily worthy of honor because it was not 

made with hands but had fallen from the sky. While Paul’s argument can be paralleled at some points by 

the higher paganism of the day, its content is decidedly biblical (cf. 1 Ki 8:27; Isa 66:1–2) and its forms of 

expression are Jewish as well as Greek (cf. Isa 2:18; 19:1; 31:7 [LXX]; Sib. Or. 4.8–12; Ac 7:41, 48; Heb 

8:2; 9:24 on the pejorative use of “built with hands” for idols and temples). 

Longenecker, R. N. (2007). Acts. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 983). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

17:26 one man every nation. All people are descended from Adam. determined allotted periods and the 

boundaries. God is involved in the lives of all peoples and nations on earth, even setting in order the 

times and places of their existence. Cf Gn 10–11; see note, Jb 38:4. 

Engelbrecht, E. A. (2009). The Lutheran Study Bible (p. 1872). St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House. 

 

 

 

 



from one ancestor. This would likely rub proud Greeks the wrong way, since they believed themselves 

to be racially superior to all other nations (whom they called “barbarians”). 

This Creator God not only created the nations, but he also allotted the times of their existence as well as 

the boundaries of their borders. The purpose of all this was so that people would search for God … and 

find him. The word “grope” is a vivid picture of the way a person in darkness (without the help of the 

light of God’s revelation) searches for God (see Ecclesiastes 3:11). Paul was affirming the validity of the 

Athenians’ search, though he painted the picture as “groping” rather than what they would likely prefer 

to call “intelligent, philosophical, and logical reasoning.” 

This “unknown god” is not only knowable, indeed he is not far from anyone! This contrasted to the 

Greek gods, which lived in seclusion and could not be approached. The need that motivated the 

construction of an altar ”to an unknown god” (17:23) could be realized in Christ, for he was very near 

and available—to be known! 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (pp. 304–305). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

Acts 17:24 

 17:24-27 The God who made the world . . . allotted the times of their existence and the . . . places 

where they would live: Paul challenges both the Stoics, who think that God is a sort of force in all nature, 

and the Epicureans, who think that all times, places, and events are by chance. 

(LSB) 

Acts 17:24 
 Paul's critique 'seems to go out of its way to find common ground with philosophers and poets,' but 
his presuppositions are 'not drawn from Platonism or Stoicism but unambiguously from the OT.' 
(Pillar New Testament Commentary Set) 
 
17:26    From one man he made every nation. All people are of one family (whether Athenians or 

Romans, Greeks or barbarians, Jews or Gentiles).  

Hoeber, R. G. (1997). Concordia self-study Bible (electronic ed., Ac 17:26). St. Louis: Concordia Pub. 

House. 

ACTS— NOTE ON 17: 26 One man refers to Adam. every nation of mankind. This idea of ancestral unity 

would have appealed to the Stoics’ strong sense of human brotherhood. Paul 

ESV Bibles by Crossway. ESV Global Study Bible (Kindle Locations 264316-264317). Crossway. Kindle 

Edition. 

17:26 From one blood. Evokes the Biblical account of Adam, although Greeks had some similar 
traditions. (This does contrast with one Athenian tradition about Athenians springing from the soil, 
separate from other peoples, though Luke’s audience may not have thought of this.) determined their 
preappointed times and the boundaries of their dwellings. Biblically, God established the boundaries of 
nations (Gen. 10; many Greeks agreed) and of epochs in history. Jewish thinking about epochs included 
especially the historical succession of empires, including Rome. 17:27 Stoics taught that God pervaded 
everything; Jewish thinkers affirmed His omnipresence, though denying (against early Stoics) pantheism. 
17:28 “For in Him we live and move and have our being.” This is usually credited to Epimenides (cf. note 
on v. 23); the same poem is quoted in Titus 1:12. “We are also His offspring.” Since Paul was from Tarsus 



in Cilicia, he undoubtedly knew of the Cilician poet Aratus, the likeliest author of this statement; 
Cleanthes, a Stoic, wrote similarly. Although Jewish people regularly prayed to God as Father of His 
people, they sometimes portrayed Him, as Gentiles also sometimes did, as Father of all creation. 17:29 
shaped by art and man’s devising. Most philosophers refused to identify gods with their statues; some, 
however, justified the statues as mere reminders of the gods. Paul and other Jews rejected idols 
altogether. 17:30 ignorance. Speakers on controversial topics built rapport from the beginning of their 
speeches, reserving the most controversial points for the end. Most of Paul’s hearers in the Areopagus, 
who belonged to the educated elite, would balk at their statue-venerating heritage being called 
“ignorance,” despite admitting their ignorance of the unknown god (v. 23). repent. Jewish people 
welcomed Gentiles to repent, turning to God; philosophers spoke of conversion to philosophy. 
 
Keener, Craig S.. NKJV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
 
17:27 seek God. The goodness and power of God revealed in creation should lead people to seek Him 

(cf Rm 1:19–21). feel their way. Apart from God’s direct revelation, it is like groping for God in the 

darkness. See notes, Rm 1:20–23. not far. Chem: “Paul says that God can almost be contacted through 

these evidences.… Nine proofs are listed [by Melanchthon]: (1) the very order of nature itself, (2) the 

nature of the human mind, (3) the difference between the honorable and the shameful, (4) the 

truthfulness of natural knowledge, (5) the terrors of conscience, (6) the structure of human society, (7) 

the orderly process of cause and effect, (8) the signs of future events, (9) the ultimate purpose of 

things.… These proofs of the natural knowledge of God can be quite favorably compared with the 

arguments of Paul by which in his preaching to the gentiles he marshals his argument concerning the 

natural knowledge of God” (LTh 1:52). Cf Ac 14:15. 

Engelbrecht, E. A. (2009). The Lutheran Study Bible (pp. 1872–1873). St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing 

House. 

17:27 Paul did not believe a person could achieve salvation through his own search for God (v. 30), but 

he did believe God is near to each person and that people through their own reasoning and 

observation of nature can achieve rudimentary knowledge of who God is. Special revelation from God 

is necessary for fuller understanding and salvation (see note at Rm 10:14–15). 

Sills, M. D. (2017). Opportunities and Challenges in Global Missions. In E. A. Blum & T. Wax (Eds.), CSB 

Study Bible: Notes (p. 1751). Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers. 

17:28 Paul quoted (For we are also his offspring) someone whom these philosophers would have 

recognized—a Greek poet named Aratus who lived about 315–240 BC. 

Sills, M. D. (2017). Opportunities and Challenges in Global Missions. In E. A. Blum & T. Wax (Eds.), CSB 

Study Bible: Notes (p. 1751). Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers. 

28: Although the first quotation is sometimes attributed to Epimenides, its language is probably to be 

associated with Posidonius (based on Plato); the  second quotation is from Aratus (Phaenomena 5), a 

Greek poet of Cilicia educated as a Stoic. In Paul’s usage the  original pantheistic sense of both 

“quotations” is reinterpreted. 

Coogan, Michael D.. The New Oxford Annotated Bible with Apocrypha: New Revised Standard Version 

(p. 1953). Oxford University Press. Kindle Edition. 



 

17:28 In Him we live. Paul here refers to pagan poets who, through their natural knowledge of God 

(Rm 1:20–21), correctly assessed and asserted this truth about the Creator God. C 600 BC, Epimenides 

concluded that one god is the creator and sustainer of all life. “In order that God’s creation and work in 

mankind may be distinguished from the devil’s work, we say that it is God’s creation that a person has 

body and soul. Also, it is God’s work that a person can think, speak, do, and work anything” (FC SD I 42). 

Chem: “[God] watches over and sustains the order which He has established in nature” (LTh 1:167). 

See p 1291. For we are indeed His offspring. Both Aratus and Cleanthus made this statement c 300 BC. It 

agrees with Paul’s assertion in v 26 (cf Ps 8; Jn 10:34–35). offspring. Gk genos, similar in meaning to Eng 

“generation.” Luth: “Natural life is a part of eternal life and its beginning, but it ends through death 

because it does not acknowledge nor honor him from whom it comes. Sin cuts it off, so that it must 

die eternally. On the other hand, those who believe in him, and acknowledge him from whom they have 

their being never die. Their natural life will be stretched out into life eternal, so that they never taste 

death” (AE 52:55). 

17:28 in him we live and move and have our being. According to early Christian sources, this comes from 

the Cretan poet Epimenides (ca. 600 BC) in his poem Cretica. Some scholars doubt this and think that 

Paul is summing up general Greek thought. Paul quotes from this same poet in Titus 1:12. We are his 

offspring. Comes from the Stoic poet Aratus (315–240 BC) in his Phaenomena. In a real sense, all people, 

because they are created in God’s image, are his children, though this relationship is fractured and 

needs to be restored through the salvation available in Jesus Christ. 

Zondervan. The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, eBook: Built on the Truth of Scripture and Centered on the 

Gospel Message . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 

Engelbrecht, E. A. (2009). The Lutheran Study Bible (p. 1873). St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House. 

17:28 The quotations are from two Greek poets, Epimenides (cf. Tts 1:12 note) and Aratus. The wise 

Greeks sensed the presence and working of God, yet did not turn from their idols to respond to Him 

with thanks and praise. (Ro 1:21) 

Roehrs, W. H., & Franzmann, M. H. (1998). Concordia self-study commentary (electronic ed., Vol. 2, p. 

115). St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House. 

† 17: 28 in him we live and move and have our being. Paul said that this God brought us into being and 

that we exist only by his providence. In the ancient world the three great mysteries of philosophy and 

science were the questions of life, motion and being. some of your own poets. Paul knew that the 

Athenians did not know the Old Testament, so he quoted from three of their own poets whose primary 

reference was to Zeus, the chief of the Greek gods. Paul reapplied the quotations to the living and 

personal God of heaven. First, Paul gave a quotation attributed to the Cretan poet Epimenides (c. 600 

B.C.) in his Cretica: “For in you we live and move and have our being.” Then he cited Cleanthes (331– 

233 B.C.) in his Hymn to Zeus, 4, and the Cilician poet Aratus (c. 315– 240 B.C.) in his Phaenomena, 5: 

“For we are also his offspring.” In spite of the distorted ideas of God that pagans have, they show that 

they know some things about God (Ro 1: 20– 21). See WCF 5.1; WLC 2, 101. 

Zondervan. NIV Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible: The Life-Changing Power of God's Word (Kindle 

Locations 257858-257866). Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 



 

It should be observed that in addressing these pagan philosophers Paul did not quote extensively from 

the Old Testament which would have related only to a Jewish audience, Nothing in the text itself 

indicates that Paul used the wrong approach with his audience. In fact, he actually quoted from two 

Greek poets: Epimenides of Crete and Aratus of Cilicia. By referring to men as the offspring of God Paul 

is not implying by any means that all men are saved, but rather, that they are all God’s creatures and, 

therefore, responsible to Him.  

Hindson, E. E., & Kroll, W. M. (Eds.). (1994). KJV Bible Commentary (p. 2175). Nashville: Thomas Nelson. 

17:28    some of your own poets. There are two quotations here: (1) “In him we live and move and have 

our being,” from the Cretan poet Epimenides (c. 600 B.C.) in his Cretica, and (2) “We are his offspring,” 

from the Cilician poet Aratus (c. 315–240) in his Phaenomena, as well as from Cleanthes (331–233) in his 

Hymn to Zeus. Paul quotes Greek poets elsewhere as well (see 1Co 15:33; Tit 1:12 and notes). 

Hoeber, R. G. (1997). Concordia self-study Bible (electronic ed., Ac 17:28). St. Louis: Concordia Pub. 

House. 

17:29 God’s offspring. God created Adam; as Adam’s offspring, we are similarly God’s creation and 

offspring; see note, v 26. Note that elsewhere Paul and other apostles distinguish the children of God 

(believers) from the world (unbelievers). See notes, Jn 1:12; Rm 8:17. art and imagination of man. We 

cannot make God in our image or find Him in the gods of other religions. See p 141. Original sin drives all 

people to idolatry. 

Engelbrecht, E. A. (2009). The Lutheran Study Bible (p. 1873). St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House. 

Also, the Athenians had to understand that although God had overlooked people’s former ignorance 

(not in the sense that he condoned it but rather that he had not yet judged it—see Acts 14:16; Romans 

3:25), he now commanded everyone everywhere to turn from idolatry and turn to him. 

Barton, B. B., & Osborne, G. R. (1999). Acts (p. 305). Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House. 

17:30 overlooked such ignorance. God did not judge people for their idolatry as severely as they 

deserved when they committed it (Rom 3:25), giving people time to repent (2 Pet 3:9). But the coming 

of Jesus the Messiah means that God’s full revelation has arrived (2:38; 3:19–21; Luke 3:7–9). 17:31 day 

when he will judge the world . . . given proof. This day is coming, and Jesus is the one “appointed” to 

enact this judgment (10:40–42; Dan 7:13–14; Matt 25:31–46), as his resurrection confirms (cf. 2:24, 32; 

13:33–34). 

Zondervan. The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, eBook: Built on the Truth of Scripture and Centered on the 

Gospel Message . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 

God overlooked. God did not immediately judge the world in previous times. 

ESV Bibles by Crossway. ESV Global Study Bible (Kindle Location 264331). Crossway. Kindle Edition. 

17:31 He has appointed a day. Most Jewish views of history included an eschatological climax with a day 
of judgment; Greeks lacked such a view. judge the world in righteousness. See Ps. 96:13; 98:9. 17:32 
resurrection of the dead. Greeks lacked not only belief in an eschatological climax, but also belief in a 



bodily resurrection (v. 31); unfamiliar with Jewish understandings of eschatological transformation, 
some Greeks might even envision such an event as corpses being reconstituted and entering the world 
of the living. Most who believed in an afterlife believed either that the soul would experience a shadowy 
netherworld or that it would fly up to the heavens freed from the encumbrance of bodily existence. 
 
Keener, Craig S.. NKJV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook . Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
 
General Revelation 

God’s world is not a veil hiding the Creator’s power and majesty; “the heavens declare the glory of 

God; and the firmament shows His handiwork” (Ps. 19:1). The natural order proves that there is a 

mighty and majestic Creator. Paul says the same in Rom. 1:19–21, and in Acts 17:28 calls Aratus, a Greek 

poet, to witness that every living person was created by the same God. Paul also affirms that the 

goodness of the Creator is evident from kindly providences (Acts 14:17; cf. Rom. 2:4), and that some at 

least of the demands of His law are apparent to every human conscience (Rom. 2:14, 15), along with the 

uncomfortable certainty of eventual judgment (Rom. 1:32). These evident certainties are the content of 

general revelation. 

General revelation is so called because it comes to everyone, just through their being alive in God’s 

world. God has revealed Himself this way from the start of human history. He actively discloses these 

aspects of Himself to everyone, so that failure to thank and serve the Creator is always a sin against 

knowledge. In the end no denial of having received this knowledge will be admitted. Paul uses God’s 

universal revelation of His power and goodness as the basis for his indictment of the whole human race 

as sinful and guilty before God for our failure to serve Him as we should (Rom. 1:18–3:19). 

God has added to general revelation the further revelation of Himself as the Savior of sinners through 

Jesus Christ. This revelation, accomplished in history and written in Scripture, is called “special 

revelation.” It includes explicit verbal statement of all that general revelation tells us about God.❐ 

Whitlock, L. G., Sproul, R. C., Waltke, B. K., & Silva, M. (1995). The Reformation study Bible: bringing the 

light of the Reformation to Scripture: New King James Version. Nashville: T. Nelson. 

† 17: 31 a day when he will judge … by the man he has appointed. The final day of judgment (Rev 20: 

12– 15). Capricious rejection by the Athenians of the man whom God appointed would result in Jesus 

finally and justly rejecting them on that day of judgment. Paul stressed that God’s call to repentance and 

faith is not an invitation but a command. See WCF 8.1; 33.1; WLC 51, 56; WSC 28. 

Zondervan. NIV Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible: The Life-Changing Power of God's Word (Kindle 

Locations 257871-257875). Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 

The origin of the doctrine of common grace was occasioned by the fact that there is in the world, 

alongside of the course of the Christian life with all its blessings, a natural course of life, which is not 

redemptive and yet exhibits many traces of the true, the good, and the beautiful. 

How can we account for it that sinful man still “retains some knowledge of God, of natural things, and of 

the difference between good and evil, and shows some regard for virtue and for good outward 

behavior”? What explanation can be given of the special gifts and talents with which the natural man is 

endowed, and of the development of science and art by those who are entirely devoid of the new life 



that is in Christ Jesus? How can we explain the religious aspirations of men everywhere, even of those 

who did not come in touch with the Christian religion? How can the unregenerate still speak the truth, 

do good to others, and lead outwardly virtuous lives? These are some of the questions to which the 

doctrine of common grace seeks to supply the answer. 

In general it may be said that, when we speak of “common grace,” we have in mind, either (a) those 

general operations of the Holy Spirit whereby He, without renewing the heart, exercises such a moral 

influence on man through His general or special revelation, that sin is restrained, order is maintained in 

social life, and civil righteousness is promoted; or, (b) those general blessings, such as rain and sunshine, 

food and drink, clothing and shelter, which God imparts to all men indiscriminately where and in what 

measure it seems good to Him. 

Special grace removes the guilt and penalty of sin, changes the inner life of man, and gradually cleanses 
him from the pollution of sin by the supernatural operation of the Holy Spirit. Its work invariably issues 
in the salvation of the sinner. Common grace, on the other hand, never removes the guilt of sin, does 
not renew human nature, but only has a restraining effect on the corrupting influence of sin and in a 
measure mitigates its results. It does not effect the salvation of the sinner, though in some of its forms 
(external calling and moral illumination) it may be closely connected with the economy of redemption 
and have a soteriological aspect. 
 
Calvin suggests some of these when he, in speaking of the restraining influence of common grace says: 
“Hence, how much soever men may disguise their impurity, some are restrained only by shame, others 
by fear of the laws, from breaking out into many kinds of wickedness. Some aspire to an honest life, as 
deeming it most conducive to their interest, while others are raised above the vulgar lot, that, by the 
dignity of their station, they may keep inferiors to their duty. Thus God by his providence, curbs the 
perverseness of nature, preventing it from breaking forth into action, yet without rendering it inwardly 
pure.”229 The following are some of the most important means through which common grace effects its 
work. 
 
1. The light of God’s revelation. This is fundamental for without it all other means would be impossible, 
and even if possible, would fail to function properly. We have in mind here primarily the light of God’s 
revelation that shines in nature and lightens every man coming into the world. It is itself the fruit of 
common grace, but in turn becomes a means for the further manifestation of it, since it serves to guide 
the conscience of the natural man. Paul speaks of the Gentiles who do by nature the things of the law, 
“in that they show the word of the law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness 
therewith, and their thoughts one with another accusing or else excusing them.” Rom. 2:14,15. Calvin in 
commenting on this passage says that such Gentiles “prove that there is imprinted on their hearts a 
discrimination and judgment by which they distinguish between what is just and unjust, between what 
is honest and dishonest.”230 In addition to this, however, it may be said that common grace in a more 
restricted sense also operates in the light of God’s special revelation, which is not itself the fruit of 
common, but of special, grace. 
 
2. Governments. 
3. Public Opinion. 
 
4. Divine punishments and rewards. The providential arrangements of God, whereby He visits the 
iniquity of men upon them in this life, and rewards deeds that are in outward conformity with the divine 
law, serve an important purpose in curbing the evil that is in the world. punishments have a deterring 



effect, and the rewards serve as incentives. By these means, whatever there is of moral goodness in the 
world is greatly encouraged. Many shun evil and seek that which is good, not because they fear the 
Lord, but because they feel that good brings its own reward and best serves their interests. 
  
4. The performance of outward good and civil righteousness. Common grace enables man to perform 

what is generally called justitia civilis, that is, that which is right in civil or natural affairs, in distinction 

from that which is right in religious matters, natural good works especially in social relations, works that 

are outwardly and objectively in harmony with the law of God, though entirely destitute of any spiritual 

quality. This is in harmony with our Reformed Confession. Art. XIV of the Belgic Confession speaks in its 

title of man’s incapacity to perform what is truly good, says that man retained only small remains of his 

excellent gifts, so as to render him without excuse, and rejects only the Pelagian error that man can of 

himself perform spiritual or saving good. The Canons of Dort III-IV, Art. 3, speak in a similar vein: 

“Therefore all men are conceived in sin, and are by nature children of wrath, incapable of saving good” 

etc. It may be objected that the Heidelberg Catechism speaks in absolute terms when it says in Question 

8 that we are incapable of doing any good unless we are regenerated. But it is quite evident from the 

Commentary of Ursinus himself that he would not and for good outward behavior. But so far is this light 

of nature from being sufficient to bring him to a saving knowledge of God and true conversion that he is 

incapable of using it aright even in things natural and civil. Nay, further, this light, such as it is, man in 

various ways renders wholly polluted, and hinders in unrighteousness, by doing which he becomes 

inexcusable before God.” III-IV. 4. 

 

 

4. The performance of outward good and civil righteousness. Common grace enables man to perform 

what is generally called justitia civilis, that is, that which is right in civil or natural affairs, in distinction 

from that which is right in religious matters, natural good works especially in social relations, works that 

are outwardly and objectively in harmony with the law of God, though entirely destitute of any spiritual 

quality. This is in harmony with our Reformed Confession. Art. XIV of the Belgic Confession speaks in its 

title of man’s incapacity to perform what is truly good, says that man retained only small remains of his 

excellent gifts, so as to render him without excuse, and rejects only the Pelagian error that man can of 

himself perform spiritual or saving good. The Canons of Dort III-IV, Art. 3, speak in a similar vein: 

“Therefore all men are conceived in sin, and are by nature children of wrath, incapable of saving good” 

etc. It may be objected that the Heidelberg Catechism speaks in absolute terms when it says in Question 

8 that we are incapable of doing any good unless we are regenerated. But it is quite evident from the 

Commentary of Ursinus himself that he would not deny that man can do civil good, but only that he can 

perform good works such as are defined in Question 91 of the Catechism. Reformed theologians 

generally maintain that the unregenerate can perform natural good, civil good, and outwardly religious 

good.233 They call attention to the fact, however, that, while such works of the unregenerate are good 

from a material point of view, as works which God commanded, they cannot be called good from a 

formal point of view, since they do not spring from the right motive and do not aim at the right purpose. 

The Bible repeatedly speaks of works of the unregenerate as good and right, II Kings 10:29,30; 12:2 

(comp. II Chron. 24:17-25); 14:3,14-16,20,27 (comp. II Chron. 25:2); Luke 6:33; Rom. 2:14,15. 

L. Berkhof Systematic Theology 
 



 
 
 
 
 


