
The Book Of Acts: Verse-by-Verse 
___________ 

 
Study Notes: Acts 17:19-23 

 
 
Paul is in the seedbed of every Greek philosophy and the locus of 
universal idolatry, and they are accusing him of babbling and 
advocating foreign gods. They asked, “What is this babbler trying to 
say”? 
 
• They Brought Him To The Areopagus: v. 19 
 
Let’s pick up at verse 19: 
 
“So they took Paul and brought him to the Areopagus, where they 
asked him, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are 
presenting? For you are bringing some strange notions to our ears, 
and we want to know what they mean.” 
 
The name ‘Areopagus’ literally means ‘Hill of Ares’ or ‘Mars Hill’. Mars 
is the Roman equivalent of the Greek god Ares, the god of war.  
 
Location: A limestone outcrop, about 1,000 feet long and 400 feet 
wide, some 350 feet above city level. (Shares the same limestone-
capped outcrop as the Acropolis). 
 
• The Areopagus In History: 
 
The history of the Areopagus is entwined with Athenian mythology, 
history and religion.  
 
- 7th Century BC: Justice was administered by the Eupatridae – a 
council of Greek aristocrats.  A parallel assembly of citizens also had 
civil jurisdiction. 
 
- 5th Century BC: The Athenian Court of the Areopagus relinquished  



much of its authority to the council. Matters were heard in the Royal 
Gallery before the city magistrates, known as “archons”.  
 
The Areopagus Council was given the responsibility of protecting the 
city from the incursion of teachings promoting foreign gods. 
 
When the Areopagus Council was in session, serious cases were held 
in an open air, public forum. 
 
• Advocating Foreign gods? 
 
The Stoic and Epicurean philosophers equated Paul’s preaching 
about a “foreign deity’ called Jesus as a threat to Athenian state 
security. Paul was ushered to the Areopagus and asked to defend 
himself against the charge of bringing a new deity into Athens. 
 
• The Love Of Ideas: v. 21 
 
“Now all the Athenians and foreigners who lived there spent their time 
doing nothing more than hearing and articulating new ideas.” 
 
The Greek historian, Theophrastus’ parallel comment on the 
Athenians: “Is there anything new? . . . Is there anything yet newer?" 
Demosthenes rebuked them, noting that Philip of Macedon’s 
aggressive policy called for deeds, not words. 
 
- I Timothy 6:20: “Guard what has been entrusted to you, avoiding 
worldly and empty chatter and the opposing arguments of what is 
falsely called “knowledge”. 
 
- Colossians, 2:8: “Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy 
and vain deceit.” 
 
• “Babblers” and “Seed Pickers”: v. 19 
 
“May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? For  



you are bringing some strange notions to our ears, and we want to 
know what they mean.” 
 
Note verse 18: “What’s this babbler trying to say with these strange 
ideas he’s picked up?”  
 
The Greek word here for “Babbler” is actually, “seed-picker”. The word 
was originally used for various seed-eating or scavenging birds and 
later applied to humans (vagrants or beggars who lived off scraps of 
food they found in the gutter).  
 
Eventually “seed-picker” was used to describe teachers, who, as Stott 
notes, “unscrupulously plagiarize from others, picking up scraps of 
knowledge from here and there.” 
 
“Seed picker” teachers were second-rate – not having any original 
ideas to present. New Testament translations: “babbler”, “ignorant 
plagiarist’, “charlatan”, “parrot”, or “intellectual magpie”. 
 
• Is The Areopagitica An Authentic Pauline Sermon? v. 22 
 
“So Paul, standing before the council, addressed them as follows: 
“Men of Athens, I notice that you are very religious in every way, for 
as I was walking along I saw your many shrines. And one of your altars 
had this inscription on it: ‘To an Unknown God.’ This God, whom you 
worship without knowing, is the one I’m telling you about.” 
 
Was Paul preaching at the Areopagus or simply defending himself 
against the charges levied by the Stoics and Epicureans? 
 
The crux of the debate: The style of message in Acts 17 – compared 
to Paul’s other Acts sermons. 
 
• Percy Gardner: “The least authentic of the Pauline discourses in 

Acts.”   
 



• Eduard Norden: “Out of the question that Paul could have 
delivered this speech…” 

 
• F.F. Bruce: “The tone of the Areopagitica is different from that of 

Romans 1–3, but Paul knew the wisdom of adapting his tone and 
general approach to the particular audience or readership being 
addressed at the time.” 

 
• The Flexibility Of Paul’s Sermons: 
 
The Athen’s speech is very different in tone and approach from what 
we have seen of Paul’s sermons in Acts, but it takes into account 
where he was and whom he was addressing. 
 
Example: Paul’s Acts 13 message at Pisidian Antioch: As He preached 
to a synagogue filled with Jews and God-fearers, Paul simply started 
with the Old Testament Kerygma and reminded his hearers of Israel’s 
story. 
 
For that audience, the recitation of the Jew’s storied history was the 
perfect place for Paul to begin his message about Jesus being the 
long-awaited Messiah. 
 
Example: Paul’s Acts 14 message at Lystra: After the crowd attempted 
to offer sacrifices to the apostles, Paul told them: “We are bringing you 
good news that you should turn from these worthless things to the 
living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in 
them.” - Acts 14:15 
 
At Mar’s Hill, Paul utilizes his audience’s deep relationship to the Greek 
gods and endeavors to explain the gospel from this point of 
reference.  He does not revert to making arguments from their own 
Greek philosophers.    
 
• “Men Of Athens”: vv. 22-23 
 
“Men of Athens, I see that in every way you are very religious. For as I  



walked around and examined your objects of worship, I even found 
an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Therefore what 
you worship as something unknown, I now proclaim to you.” 
 
Paul begins by noting the religiosity of Athens. He chose a very long 
Greek word for “religious” that was intentionally ambiguous. It could 
mean either “religious” in a neutral sense or it could mean 
“superstitious.”  
 
How religious were they? The Athenians boasted of some 30,000 
altars to various gods. One historian said that it was easier to find a 
god than a man in Athens.  
 
• To An Unknown God – The Background: 
 
A deadly plague hit Athens some 600 years before Paul’s visit to 
Athens. The Athenians released a flock of black and white sheep in 
the Areopagus. They sacrificed the sheep at whatever altar they 
stopped at. If there was no adjacent altar, they built one and 
dedicated it to “An Unknown God.”  
 
• Next time:  We will see more of Paul’s sermon at Athens. 
 
 


