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On the Areopagus Speech and its Reception 
in Second-Century Apologetics

Sven-Olav Back

Introduction

The Areopagus Speech (AS) in Acts
fathers.1 Tertullian alluded to it when trying to discredit Marcion and his ‘unknown god’,2 
Irenaeus used it against the Gnostics,3 Origen against Celsus,4 and Augustine against both 
Pelagians and Donatists.5 Gregory of Nyssa remarks against the Eunomians that these 
people seem very keen on anything ‘new’, but that they lack the humility to admit, as 
certain pagans did, that their god is ‘unknown’ to them; they imagine, indeed, that they 
have reached the full knowledge of God.6

These are but a few examples of the fathers’ polemical use of the AS. More can be 
7 Fiedrowicz also 

shows that the fathers did not refer to the speech only for polemical purposes. They could 
also draw on it, for example, when commenting on the way a bishop should behave,8 when 

9 or when 
10 This has to be done carefully, in 

steps, beginning with the doctrine of the one God, then proceeding to opposing idolatry, 
and only then proceeding with talk about Christ, exactly as Paul did it in Athens; thus for 
example, did Ambrose of Milan proceed.11 In passing, we may note that the fathers paid 
special attention to Paul’s talk about the altar dedicated to the ‘unknown god’,12 as well as 

13

Fiedrowicz has investigated a vast body of material – from Irenaeus and Clement 
to the Cappadocians, John Chrysostom and Augustine. My task is more modest: to 
investigate the (possible) reception of the AS in some apologetic writings of the second 
century. I will begin with a short overview of the AS. Then I will go on to the Kerygma 

1 Fiedrowicz 2002, 86: “Es scheint kaum eine Kontroverse im kirchlichen Altertum gegeben zu haben, in der 
die Kontrahenten nicht in irgendeiner Form auf die Areopag-Rede Bezug nahmen, um eigene Positionen zu 
begründen oder gegnerische Thesen zu widerlegen.”
2 Tert. Marc. 1.9.2.
3 Iren. Haer. 3.12.9.
4 Or. Cels. 4.5.
5 August. C. Iul. 4.3.25; Cresc. 1.12-15–1.14.17.
6 Greg. Nyss.  557M.
7 Fiedrowicz 2002.
8 Fiedrowicz 2002, 90–91.
9 Fiedrowicz 2002, 91–93.
10 Fiedrowicz 2002, 93–102.
11 Expositio in Lucam 6.104–105.
12 Acts 17:23; Fiedrowicz 2002, 93–98.
13 Acts 17:28; Fiedrowicz 2002, 98–99.
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Petrou and the Apology of Aristides. Lastly, there are some comments on Justin Martyr’s 
Apologies. I will end with Justin, and hence not deal with all the second-century apologists. 

The Areopagus Speech

In the Acts of the Apostles, Luke has Paul deliver three great sermons: in Pisidian Antioch 
to a Jewish audience (Acts 13:16–41), in Miletus to a Christian one (Acts 20:18–35) and 
lastly in Athens to a pagan audience (Acts 17:22–31).14 Commentators have often pointed 
out that Luke probably did not simply want to show how the apostle did preach or used to 
preach on certain occasions. Rather, this is Luke’s view about how a Christian preacher 
should address Jews, Christian leaders and pagans of culture.15 Hence, if the AS was 

when he penned it.
I will now in broad lines indicate the theme and the disposition of the speech, and 

16

Paul has arrived in Athens from Thessalonica and Berea and is waiting for 
his companions Silas and Timothy. He is distressed to see the city full of idols. He 

wondering what he is trying to say. Others remark that he seems to be advocating foreign 

and asked to explain himself. As many commentators have remarked, Luke seems to be 
describing Paul’s Athenian activity in terms harking back to the activity of Socrates, as 

Ap. 33B) 
Ap. 17D), whomever he happened to run into 

Ap. 29D), and was accused of introducing new divinities 
Ap. 24B, 26B) into Athens.17

What, then, is the theme of the AS? Martin Dibelius described the speech as “eine 
hellenistische Rede von der wahren Gotteserkenntnis.”18 The thesis that it is totally Stoic 
in character – for this is what is meant with “hellenistisch” – is controversial, but Dibelius 

consequences of this right knowledge, i.e. about how to worship God in the right rather 

14 Dupont 1984, 382; Marguerat 2015, 161.
15 Dibelius 1939, 50: “Die Reden antworten auf die Frage: Wie soll man reden? und nicht auf die andere: Wie 

16 Acts 17:16–22a. For a history of research (until 1981), and a detailed exegesis of the Lukan text, see Gatti 
1982. 
17 For a more detailed discussion, involving not only the prelude to the speech (17:16–22a), but also the speech 
itself, see Sandnes 1993. Jervell remains skeptical regarding the Socratic echoes of Acts 
derart allgemeine Dinge, dass man nicht von Parallelen reden möchte” (Jervell 1998, 443 n. 210). 
18 Dibelius 1939, 36.
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than in the wrong way.19

20 
What about the disposition and the line of thought? The speech has a beginning, 

a middle part and an end. The beginning and the end correspond to each other. At the 
beginning, there is an Anknüpfung consisting of the reference to the altar dedicated to 

21 These words do not amount to a positive assessment of Greek religion. Paul does 
not say that the Athenians worship the true God already; he avoids this by using the neuter 

22 “Non seulement il ne dit pas que 

23 The emphasis is on Paul now bringing an end to the Athenians’ 
ignorance as far as the true God is concerned. For they do worship in ignorance – without 
knowing it.24

and pagans in general. Paul indicates that their ignorance of God is not an innocent matter, 
but a blameworthy one.25

world, which will be carried out through ‘a man’ whom God appointed to this status, 
26

In the middle part of the speech there is, on one hand, a proclamation of the true 
God, the Lord of heaven and earth.27 On the other hand, there is criticism of popular 
Greek piety; this criticism is delivered in the form of three negations regarding God or 
‘the divine’.28

made temples, for having created the cosmos he is the Lord of heaven and earth.29 The 

gods: God needs nothing, for it is he who gives life, breath and everything to everybody.30 
The third negation is a denunciation of images: one should not suppose that ‘the divine’ 
is similar to things invented by humans and formed by them out of gold, silver and stone. 

19

20 Dupont 1984, 415.
21 Acts 17:22b–23. By ‘Paul’ here and in what follows, I mean ‘Paul as portrayed by Luke’.
22 Schneider 1982, 238; Dupont 1984, 419. Many manuscripts, especially those of the Byzantine text-type, read 

Acts 17:23; this reading is however secondary. Cf. Fiedrowicz 2002, 93–98 for references to 
several church fathers’ reasoning based on the secondary (Byzantine) reading.
23 Dupont 1984, 418.
24

bestimmt.”
25

26 Acts 17:30–31.
27 Acts 17:24–29.
28 Acts 17:24, 25 and 29.
29 Acts 17:24.
30 Acts 17.25.

On the Areopagus Speech and its Reception in Second-Century Apologetics
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in the image of God (see below) – and things that are ‘below’ humans cannot represent 
‘the divine’.31 

In addition to these three critical negations, there is a passage about God’s twofold 
intention with his creation of humankind. He created it out of one person, Adam, with 

seek God.32

33 
this is because he is not far from any of ‘us’.34

35

36

(a) The speech contains thoughts of both Old Testament/Jewish/Christian and 
Greek – especially Stoic – provenance. Martin Dibelius emphasized the Stoic element 
and downplayed the Jewish/Christian one. Bertil Gärtner did the opposite. They were 
both one-sided.37 Eduard Norden was closer to the truth when talking about “das jüdisch-
christliche Grundmotiv” and “das stoische Begleitmotiv”.38 In reality, it is a matter of 
both-and,39 not only in the sense that there are clear instances of both the one and the 
other – such as the Aratus quotation in 17:28 and the references to Is. 42:5 in 17:24–25 – 
but also in the sense that we can talk about a merging of elements. Dibelius’ comment on 

Dibelius, the Old Testament sees the seeking of God as “eine sache des Willens”, whereas 
in the AS it is a typically Greek phenomenon: “eine Sache des Denkens”.40 However, in 

31 Acts 17:29. Regarding the question of the appropriateness of images representing gods, cf. especially Dio 
Chrystostom’s Olympian discourse (Or. 12 Olympicus
images. According to Dio, having images is preferable to not having them. People need them, and the gods 
do not mind. The kinship ( ) between God and mankind means, in fact, that anthropomorphic images 
of gods are appropriate in principle. Dio, speaking in sight of Phidias’ statue of Zeus at Olympia, argues (Or. 
12.77–79) that this statue does adequately represent the attributes of Zeus: his sovereignty, his kingship, his 
fatherhood and so on. For a careful discussion of Dio’s Olympicus in the context of Greek philosophical debate 
of images, see Blomqvist 1999.
32 For the syntax of Acts 17:26–27, see Gärtner 1955, 153; Schneider 1982, 240–241; Dupont 1984, 395; 
Marguerat 2015, 170. With these commentators, I take  (17:26) and  (17:27) as two parallel 

 .  is not dependent on the participal clause 
 ., which determines  .

33 BDR, 

34  Acts 17:26–7.
35 In this much discussed line,  should probably be understood in an instrumental sense: we live etc. ‘through 
him’. Thus, for example, Schneider 1982, 241; Marguerat 2015, 171.
36 Acts 17:28.
37 Dibelius 1939; Gärtner 1955; Jervell states, with an eye on the subsequent scholarly discussion: “Dibelius 

(Jervell 1998, 444 n. 214). I agree with this assessment.
38 Norden 1971, 3–30.
39 Marguerat 2015, 163–164; cf. the discussion in Dupont 1984, 399–403.
40 Dibelius 1939, 9.

Sven-Olav Back



19

the speech it is probably, or at least presumably, the case of a both-and.41 How the seeking 
should be carried out is not explained.42 

b) When Stoic thoughts are appropriated and used in the speech, this is not a 
question of importing foreign features and allowing these features to remain the same 
as they were in their original context.43 On the contrary, these elements are – when they 

The article ‘Acculturation’ in the New Encyclopaedia Britannica may explain this 
phenomenon. There are, according to the NEB, two major types of acculturation, viz. 
‘incorporation’ and ‘directed change’. In the latter case, it is a question of dominance: 
there is a dominant power that forces its subordinates to adapt to its ways. In the former 
case – the case of ‘incorporation’ – there is a process of ‘selection’, of ‘free borrowing’ 

The unconquered Navajo Indians, in frequent and varied contact with Spanish colonists in the 18th 
century, selected elements of Spanish culture such as clothing and metalworking techniques that were 
integrated into their own culture in their own way.44

In the AS, we see an example of this ‘incorporation’ type of acculturation: Stoic 
thoughts are not just taken over as such, but are integrated in such a way that their contents 

45 For example, the Aratus quotation does 
not carry a pantheistic line of thought into the speech, for it is evident that, according to 

46 
This is made clear, among other things, by the genealogy in Luke 3, according to which 
Adam was “the son of God” (Luke 3:38), and by the reference to Adam in the speech 
itself (17:26).

(c) In the speech, Paul uses thoughts appropriated especially from the Stoics in 
order to attack Greek popular religion. This concerns all the three negations – regarding 

47 
Schneider observes:

ist (VV 24–29), nimmt die griechische Philosophie zum Bundesgenossen der biblischen Kritik am 

heidnischen Volksglaubens an die Götter dienlich ist.48

41 Dupont 1984, 420–421; cf. Marguerat 2015, 170–171 (both interpretations are possible). According to 
Gärtner, to ‘seek’ God is not a function of the intellect, but rather to “live for His glory, obey and serve and 
worship Him”; Gärtner 1955, 152–158 (quotation from p. 155).
42 Marguerat 2015, 171.
43 Thus the principal error of Dibelius throughout his study (Dibelius 1939) is that he does not discuss the 
possibility that the Stoic-sounding phrases may have been reinterpreted in the speech. 
44 NEB 1, 57; italics added.
45 For a similar strategy among the apologists, see Fiedrowicz 2000, 243–245.
46 Dupont 1984, 408, 414. Jervell 1998, 449: “Es wird von einer Gottverwandtschaft gesprochen, das Ganze ist 
also ursprünglich so gemeint, dass die Menschen in sich etwas Göttliches haben. Lukas aber denkt nur daran, 

47 For references, see Marguerat 2015, 169 nn. 32 (temples) and 33 (lack of need). On images, see above, n. 26.
48 Schneider 1982, 242.

On the Areopagus Speech and its Reception in Second-Century Apologetics
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The Kerygma Petrou

The Kerygma Petrou 
Christian missionary preaching (as witnessed by the New Testament) and the apologetic 
literature of the second century.49 Perhaps written in Egypt early in the century – for the 
sake of argument, about AD 110 – and known only in fragments, viz. ten quotations by 
Clement of Alexandria, the writing contains material which is clearly related to thoughts 
expressed in texts such as 1 Thess. 1:9–10, Rom 1:18–32 and Acts 17. When discussing 
the AS in his Agnostos Theos, Eduard Norden drew attention especially to the Kerygma 
Petrou to show parallels in terms of theme and topoi – without, however, assuming any 
direct literary relationship between the two texts.50 

Gattung of the Kerygma Petrou, and the 
same goes for the structure of the work. The fragments may, however, perhaps be arranged 
in the right order.51

preach the Gospel in the whole world, beginning with Israel;52 he also instructs them 
about what to preach.53 Then, we see the disciples consulting the prophetical writings and 

54 Lastly, we hear Peter preaching – it is not clear to 
whom – and thus carrying out the orders of Christ.55 

It is here, in Peter’s addressing his audience, that we – presumably – have the 
heart and centre of the writing, viz. the contrast between the right way of worshipping 
God and wrong ways of doing so. The Christians possess the true knowledge of God and 
worship accordingly,56

accordingly.57

The overall theme of this speech – right worship based on true knowledge of God 

points of contact between the two speeches. (a) The reference to the (one) Creator at the 
beginning of the speeches. Peter says, “Know then that there is one God who made the 
beginning of all things and has power over their end.”58 (b) The repeated use of the word 

59 (c) The description of God in negative terms is 
combined with positive statements about him: he is, according to Peter’s speech, 

49 E.g. Pellegrino 1947a, 6; Schneemelcher 1989, 37; Fiedrowicz 2000, 30. Text and commentary: von 
Dobschütz 1893; German translation together with an introduction: Schneemelcher 1989. Important studies: 
Paulsen 1977; Malherbe 2014.
50 Norden 1971, 3–7.
51 See Paulsen 1977, 4–8. The references to the Kerygma Petrou follow Paulsen’s system. Hence, ‘Keryg. Petr. 
3b’ = the second part (‘b’) of the third fragment. See Schneemelcher 1989, 36 n. 36 for a synopsis of three 

adopts Paulsen’s system.
52 Keryg. Petr. 3b, 3a.
53 Keryg. Petr. 3b–c.
54 Keryg. Petr. 4.
55 Keryg. Petr. 2a–d.
56 Keryg. Petr. 2a, d.
57 Keryg. Petr. 2b–c.
58 Keryg. Petr. 2a; cf. Acts 17:24.
59 Keryg. Petr. 2a; cf. Acts bis bis bis
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the invisible who sees all things; the incomprehensible who comprehends all things; the one who needs 

Acts
uncreated, who made all things by the word of his power, that is, his Son.60

(d) This ‘negative theology’, which was picked up from contemporary Hellenistic 
philosophy, is used to discredit pagan worship: the objects of worship are visible, created 
and perishable, whereas God is invisible, uncreated and imperishable.61 In a similar way, 
as we have seen, the Paul of the AS aligns himself with Hellenistic philosophy in his 
criticism of Greek worship.62 

In spite of the similarities, scholars usually do not assume any direct use of the AS 
in the Kerygma Petrou, and I agree with this assessment.63 It is probably rather the case 
that the Kerygma Petrou 
and that the AS had contributed to that development. At the time of the making of the 
Kerygma Petrou, there was a common ‘pool’ of themes and expressions that Christian 
preachers and writers could avail themselves of.64

The Apology of Aristides

The Apology of Aristides from Athens, perhaps originally written in the time of Hadrian 
(AD 117–138),65 is similar to the AS and to the Kerygma Petrou as far as its topic is 
concerned: the overarching theme is knowledge of God. “Aristide è veramente un 
predicatore missionario che vuol portare ai pagani la retta  .”66 This right 
knowledge, in turn, is the basis for a morally sound life and the prerequisite for worship 

60 Keryg. Petr. 2a; cf. the combination of positive and negative statements in Acts 17:24–25, 29.
61 Keryg. Petr. 2a–b. Palmer 1983, 238.
62

question of a possible use of the former by the latter, we may ignore them in principle here. However, it might 
Kerygma Petrou where Peter seeks to dissuade his audience 

Keryg. Petr. 2b). Does 
this passage suggest that the Greeks do worship the true God already, but do so in the wrong way? Clement 
of Alexandria thinks so: according to him, the Kerygma Petrou makes the point that the Greeks, or at least the 

did not say, “Do not then worship the God whom the Greeks worship”, but instead, “not as the Greeks”. This 
means, Clement argues, that Peter was not talking of another God but just about another way of worshiping this 
same God (Str. VI.5.39:1–5). As Pellegrino points out, this interpretation by Clement seems far too benevolent 
(“troppo benevola”) with regard to the Greeks (Pellegrino 1947a, 21–23). Cf. the remarks on Acts 17:23 above.
63 E.g. von Dobschütz 1893, 70; Paulsen 1977, 10 n. 55, 27–28, 35–36.
64 In the Kerygma Petrou there is “eine Verbindung von Vorstellungen, die auch im NT begegnen (z.B. 1Thess 

37). Cf. Alexandre 1998.
65 Thus (with reference to Eusebius, HE 4.3.3) Alpigiano 1988, 129–130; Grant 1988, 38–39; Fiedrowicz 2000, 
38. These scholars all propose that the Apology may later have been presented to Antoninus Pius in a second 
edition.
66 Pellegrino 1947b, 12.

On the Areopagus Speech and its Reception in Second-Century Apologetics
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of the true God. A false view of God, on the other hand, will lead to immorality and 
misguided worship. These are the sure beliefs of Aristides.

The disposition of the Apology is clear: Aristides starts with a description of the true 
God, whose existence and attributes can be grasped by way of contemplating the cosmos 

67 “He has no need of 
68 We observe here similar negative epithets as 

in the Kerygma Petrou, which Aristides may well have been using.69 Having laid this 
foundation,70

71 Humankind may be divided into four groups: 
Barbarians, Greeks, Jews and Christians.72 Barbarians and Greeks are totally going astray 
in their religion.73 Jews are closer to the truth but still in error.74 The Christians, however, 
have found the truth and are to be praised for their morality and for their doctrine,75 which 
is “the door of light”.76 People living in error should stop slandering the Christians, start 
speaking the truth and turn to worshiping the true God.77 All those who do not know God 
should accept the eternal incorruptible words (i.e. the doctrine of the Christians) and thus 
avoid the terrible judgment of all humankind which will take place through Jesus, the 
Messiah.78 

From the preceding comments, several similarities between the Apology of 
Aristides and the AS can easily be observed: (a) the overall theme of the Apology (true 
vs. false knowledge of God, and the respective consequences) is close to that of Paul’s 
speech; (b) the reference to the coming judgment of all humankind through Jesus;79 (c) 
the use of contemporary philosophy – including ‘negative theology’ – to discredit ‘false’ 
religion,80 especially (d) the idea of the true God as not being in ‘need’ of anything, such 

Apol. Apol. 1.5; cf. Acts 
17:25).81 Here we may add: (e) a criticism of temples and images. The barbarians, “not 

67 Apol. 1.4.
68 Apol. 1.5.
69 Seeberg 1893, 216–220; Paulsen 1977, 13; Schneemelcher 1989, 35.
70 For a closer analysis of Apol. 1, see Lazzati 1938. According to Lazzati, Aristides is an exponent of a 
‘philosophical syncretism’: he appropriates thoughts not only from Stoicism, but also from Platonism and 
Aristotelianism (Lazzati 1938, 41–49). 

71 Apol. 3.1.
72 Apol. 2. The Greek version mentions only three groups:      , 

 and  (2.2). 
Syriac and Armenian). I have used Alpigiano’s edition.
73  Apol. 3–13.
74 Apol. 14.
75 Apol. 15–17.
76  Apol. 17.6.
77 Apol. 17.6.
78 Apol. 17.7.
79 Apol. 17.7; cf. Acts 17:31.
80 Esp. Apol. 1; on Paul, see Acts 17:31.
81 Apol. 1, note also the criticism and insinuations against 

Apol. 10.2, 5; 11.1).
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knowing God, went astray after the elements and began to worship created things rather 

Apol. 3.2). They have also made images 
which they call gods, they have locked them up in temples, venerate them and guard 
them, fearing that they might be stolen by robbers.82

It seems plausible to say that the Apology of Aristides (3.2) makes use of Romans 
83 Aristides may also 

have used the Kerygma Petrou, as pointed out above. But as far as the similarities 
between the Apology and the AS are concerned, there is no convincing reason to explain 
them in terms of a direct use by the former of the latter. What we see is, as in the case of 
the Kerygma Petrou, a use by Aristides of common Christian material, including certain 
terms and themes.

Justin Martyr’s Apologies

Let us now turn to the Apologies of Justin Martyr, viz. The First Apology and the Second 
Apology. Justin wrote these works in Rome, presumably sometime between AD 150 and 
155.84 topoi and 
expressions. 

In most cases, the similarities can be explained in the same way as in the cases of 
the Kerygma Petrou and the Apology of Aristides: Justin picks up thoughts and phrases 
that were widely used in contemporary Christian preaching and teaching. So – to name 
a few examples – the Christians “worship the Creator of this world”, knowing that “he 

85 Christians also 
know that “God provides all things” and “has no need of material services from human 
beings”;86 it is an insult to the true God to give the appellation ‘god’ to “things that are 

1 
Apol. 9.3); and the false gods, but not the true God, are formed by human beings and “set 
up in temples”.87 There is no need to assume that Justin came to think of these matters 
precisely when reading the AS. It has even been argued that it is uncertain if Justin was 
acquainted with the Acts.88 

Nevertheless, there seems to be good reason to believe that Justin was in fact 
familiar with Acts 17. I have in mind the passage in 2 Apol. 10, where Justin portrays 

knowledge, through rational enquiry, of the God who was unknown to them.”89 Here, it 
90 

82 Apol. 3.2; cf. Acts 17:24, 29.
83 Alpigiano 1988, 143.
84 Skarsaune 1988, 472. 
85 1 Apol. 13.1.
86 1 Apol. 10.1.
87 1 Apol. 9.1.
88 For a discussion, see Gregory 2003, 317–321. Gregory argues that Justin may have known Acts, but that there 
is no certain evidence for this. He sees no clear allusion to Acts 1:8–10 in 1 Apol. 50.12 (cf. Luke 24.49) and 
does not discuss 2 Apol. 10.6; cf. below.

On the Areopagus Speech and its Reception in Second-Century Apologetics



24

Justin has a high regard for Socrates. He portrays him as an example, indeed as 

Socrates as an exemplum was common in the times of both Luke and Justin, both among 
Graeco-Roman and Christian writers.91 According to Seneca, for example, Socrates was 
the ideal Stoic sage. Similarly, Epictetus and Dio Chrysostom depicted Socrates as ‘their 
man’.92

93 on the other hand, he 

to death on the instigation of the demons. In other words: Socrates fought the same battle 
as the Christians do, was accused of the same crime as the Christians and was punished 
in the same way as Christians in Justin’s day. Socrates, as depicted by Justin, was also 
an instrument of the Logos, who unmasked the demons through Socrates and his “true 
reason”.94

The two main passages in the Apologies depicting Socrates are found in 1 Apol. 5 
and 2 Apol.

Since, in ancient times, wicked demons, in apparitions, committed adultery with women and seduced 
boys and made people see horrifying things, so those who did not rationally evaluate what the demons 
were doing were stunned with terror. Carried away with fear, they named them gods, not knowing they 
were wicked demons. And they called each of them by a name which each of the demons had given 
it. When Socrates attempted with true reason and judicious inquiry to bring these things into the open 
and to draw people away from the demons, the demons, using people who delight in evil, worked it 

likewise they are working to bring about the same thing for us. For these things were brought to light 
not only among the Greeks by reason, through the words of Socrates, but also among the barbarians 
by the Logos himself, who acquired physical form and became a human being and was called Jesus 
Christ.95 

89 2 Apol. 10.6.
90 For scholars arguing (or assuming) that Justin alludes to Acts 17 here, see Benz 1950/51, 206–207; Holte 

According to Chadwick, Justin’s Logos doctrine (as it is articulated in the Apologies) indicates that he had 
“deeply considered” Romans 1–2 and Acts 17 and his doctrine may be taken as “a commentary” on those New 
Testament texts (Chadwick 1965, 295).
91 Döring 1979.
92 Döring 1979, 18–42 (Seneca on Socrates), 43–79 (Epictetus on Socrates), 80–113 (Dio Chrysostom on 
Socrates).
93 Pl. Phd. 118A. These points appear in later, more critical assessments of Socrates on the part of Christian 

94 1 Apol. 5.3.
95 1 Apol. 5.2–4. I quote the most recent English translation, Minns and Parvis 2009, 91. In this passage as 

(2009) and Marcovich (1994). While I prefer the text of Marcovich here and in the following passage, the 

discussion of the merits of various editions of the Apologies of Justin Martyr, see Back 2014, 26–30. I disagree 
with Minns and Parvis regarding the interpretation of 1 Apol. 5.4:         

  , where I think there is a reference to Logos working through Socrates: “these things were 
brought to light not only among the Greeks by Logos through Socrates.” For this interpretation, see for example 
Trakatellis 1976, 112–113. 
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In the second passage (2 Apol. 10) we observe several of the same points being 
made about Socrates.96 But in addition to his ‘negative’ or destructive function as an 
enemy and unmasker of the demons, there is also a ‘positive’ element in the portrait,97 in 
that Socrates is said to have urged his compatriots to seek the “unknown god”. By way of 
the allusion to Paul’s words in Acts 17:23, 27, Socrates is now not only Christianized, but 
also ‘Paulinized’ and viewed as “der frühergeborene Bruder des Apostels”:98

And those born before Christ who attempted by human reason to see into things and to expose them 
were dragged into court for being irreligious and meddlesome. But Socrates, who was in this regard the 
most vigorous of them all, was accused of the same things as we are, for they said of him also that he 
brought in new divinities, and that those whom the city recognized as gods he did not. But he, throwing 
Homer and the other poets out of the city, taught men to shun wicked demons and those who did what 
the poets said, and urged them to knowledge, through rational enquiry, of the God who was unknown 
to them

all’.99

Acts 17:16–
22a) which inspired Justin to draw this ‘Pauline’ picture of Socrates. Be that as it may, let 
us now look at Justin’s reception of the speech.

Acts 17   2 Apol. 10.6

  (17.22)     

    through rational enquiry”)

cf. also:

100 

There is no hint in Justin that the pagan worship may have the “unknown god” 
as its object in some way. The Greek gods are in fact demons.101 This is what Socrates 
found out with the help of “true reason”, and he proceeded to draw people away from the 

96 I agree with Minns and Parvis that the so-called Second Apology is “a series of disconnected fragments” (Minns 
and Parvis 2009, 21–31, quotation from p. 27). The material, however, is authentic and from approximately the 
same time as the First Apology. 
97 Benz 1950/51, 206; Döring 1979, 152: “Sokrates ist hier nicht mehr nur der, der die falschen Götter entlarvt 

98 The quotation is from Benz 1950/51, 207.
99 2 Apol. 10.4–6. Minns and Parvis 2009, 311, 313. Italics added.
100 Pl. Ti. 28C. On the wording of the rather free quotation, see Andresen 1952/53, 167–168.
101 On Justin’s uncompromising stance on this, see Skarsaune 1996, 591–594; Skarsaune 2001, 140–141.
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demons.102 According to Justin, this was Socrates at his best. In fact, unmasking the gods 
as demons is the most important task of philosophy.103 

However, the Justinian Socrates did not only teach his compatriots to shun the 
demons (the gods), but also urged them to seek the “unknown god” through “rational 

104 Interestingly enough, the Justinian Socrates, then, 
indicated what the Lukan Paul did not, viz. how human beings are to seek God. This is 
left without comment in Acts 

2 Apol.

seeking of God in Acts 17:27 in the same way as Professor Dibelius: it is “eine Sache des 
Denkens”.105

Acts 17:28), 
is a reference to humankind as having been created in the image of God. Furthermore, it 

above). Maybe Justin, if asked about it, would have explained Paul’s thinking in this way: 
when God created man, he did so through his Logos – Logos was a Schöpfungsmittler;106 
therefore, through creation human beings are ‘marked’ by Logos in the sense that they 

107 108

2 Apol.
109 

This thought is also articulated by Justin, but by way of the quotation from Pl. Ti. 28C: 
110 In 2 Apol.

111

112 

102 1 Apol. 5.3; 2 Apol. 10.6.
103 Skarsaune 1996, 594, 598.
104 2 Apol. 10.6.
105 Dibelius 1939, 9. 2 
Apol.
106 E.g. 1 Apol. 64.5; 2 Apol. 5.3. Trakatellis 1976, 22–23; Heid 2001, 836; Skarsaune 1996, 604–607; Skarsaune 
2001, 147–148. Minns and Parvis see no explicit evidence of the Schöpfungsmittlerschaft of the Logos in Justin 
(Minns and Parvis 2009, 62–65). They emend the text in 2 Apol. 5.3, excising the words     

   . The sentence is retained for example by Marcovich (1994, 145).
107 1 Apol. 28.3; cf. 1 Apol. 46.2, 2 Apol. 10.8 and especially 2 Apol. 7.1–3 and 13.3–6.
108 For Justin’s doctrine of the Logos (incl. Logos spermatikos), see esp. Holte 1958; Waszink 1964, 385–390; 
Skarsaune 1988, 473; Skarsaune 2001, 144–150; Minns and Parvis 2009, 61–66. On the problem how Justin’s 
view of ‘natural revelation’ through human ‘participation’ in the divine Logos in the Apologies can be held 
together with the criticism of Platonism in Dial. 4–7, see Trakatellis 1976, 129–130; Skarsaune 2001, 150–154 

109 See above, n. 33.
110

111 Until this point I follow the translation of Minns and Parvis 2009, 309. I cannot follow their edition in the 
rest of 2 Apol. 10.2.
112 Text: Marcovich 1994, 151. 
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In the context of 2 Apol. 10, drawing on the AS, Justin does not explain in what 

exactly was “uttered well” or “found” by philosophers and lawgivers. However, the 
answer to these questions would seem to be, in the words of Skarsaune: 

knowledge; he can, or should, see through the illusion of idolatry and begin to seek the unknown God. 
However, Justin regards all true knowledge beyond this not as a product of revelatio generalis, but as 
a borrowing from revelatio specialis.113

Summary

While both the Kerygma Petrou and the Apology of Aristides show considerable similarity 
with the AS in theme, topoi, phrases and vocabulary it is only Justin Martyr who shows 
knowledge of the speech and has used it in 2 Apol. 10, viz. in his depiction of Socrates in 
the context of his doctrine of the Logos.

113 Skarsaune 2001, 154 (my translation from the Norwegian).
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