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Abstract

The wording yvvaw@v te T@v mpwtwy in Acts 17:4 is ambiguous. It has been either
glossed as “the leading women” or “wives/women of the leading men.” Relevance
Theory (RT) uses encoded text, co-text, and context to understand how a hearer
attempts to disambiguate meaning. When the RT approach is applied, it appears that
“wives/daughters of leading men” may have been to an ancient reader the more rel-
evant and salient reference and therefore the intended reference of the author.
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1 Introduction

The author of Acts uses a similar turn of phrase on three occasions to describe
Paul’s reception by both gentile women and men. On the first missionary jour-
ney in Pisidian Antioch, it is said that the Judaeans incited “the devout women
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340 LLEWELYN AND ROBINSON

of high standing and the leading men of the city” (tdg oeBopévag yuvaixag tag
ebaynpovag xal Todg TpwToug THS TMoAews) and drove him and Barnabas from
their region (Acts 13:50). On the second journey, the reception is more accept-
ing. In Thessalonica some of the Judaeans were persuaded as well as “a great
many of the devout Greeks and not a few of the leading women” (t&v te oefo-
uévay EMvewv Affog ToAD Yuvak@v Te T@V TpwTwy odx dAlyat, Acts 17:4). But
then, the Judaeans, with help, turned the people against Paul and Silas, drag-
ging Jason, their host, and some of the believers (twog d3gApois) before the
city authorities (Tobg moArtdpyas, Acts 17:6, 8). Paul and Silas were dispatched
to Beroea, where the Judaeans are said to have been more receptive and
where “many of them believed as well as not a few Greek women and men
of high standing” (t&v EMnvidwv yuvam@v v edoympuévwv xal avdpiv odx
OAbyol, Acts 17:12). It will be necessary to bear in mind all three expressions,
though the primary focus here is on the ambiguity found in Acts 17:4. While
most English translations make reference to “not a few of the leading women”
(NRSV; ESV) or “quite a few prominent women” (NET; N1V) in this verse, the
Greek is more ambiguous than one might first expect.

Several scholars have not only adopted the reading “leading women” but
have also drawn conclusions from it regarding the nature of women'’s roles in
the early church. For example, Witherington points to the variant in Codex
Bezae (xal yvvaixeg Tév mpwtwv) to argue for a deliberate suppression of Luke’s
emphasis on female leadership or prominence.! Likewise, Wenkel argues that
the Western text represents “a programmatic effort” to suppress Luke’s affirm-
ing portrayal of prominent women.? Similarly, Holmes accepts the reading
“leading women,” treating it as evidence of women’s active civic and religious
prominence in Paul’s mission.? What these readings share is, first, the transla-
tion “leading women” in Acts 17:4 and, second, an assumption that “leading,” if
applied to these women, carries similar civic force as it does when applied to
men elsewhere in Acts. It is precisely this assumption that the present article
calls into question.

1 B. Witherington, “The Anti-Feminist Tendencies of the ‘Western’ Text in Acts,” JBL 103 (1984)
82-84, esp. 82. He argues that Luke’s presentation of women “rubbed people the wrong way”
(84) and was toned down in the “Western” text—a point readdressed in a later part of this
article.

2 D.H. Wenkel, “Paul and Dangerous Devout Women of High-standing in Acts,” Biblica 102.3
(2021) 386—400, 392.

3 M.W. Holmes, “Women and the ‘Western’ Text of Acts,” in The Book of Acts as Church History/
Apostelgeschichte als Kirchengeschichte (ed. T. Nicklas and M. Tilly; Berlin/Boston: de Gruyter,
2003) 202—203, 190-191. These positions will be discussed in more detail in §3 “The Problem.”
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First, it will be argued, on grammatical and contextual grounds, that the
reading “wives/women of leading men” (yvvaw@v te TV TpwTwv) is a more
probable interpretation than “leading women.” The syntax of the phrase, its
semantics in relation to the usage of mp&tog elsewhere in Acts and in con-
temporaneous texts, and the co-textual evidence all favour this interpreta-
tion. Second, it will be shown that even if one retains the translation “leading
women,” the expression must not be taken to imply civic authority comparable
to that which it carries when applied to male wp&Tot. The contextual evidence
shows that when the title was extended to women in the Hellenistic-Roman
period, it signified wealth and social influence embedded within family struc-
tures rather than independent administrative power. To import the male civic
meaning of mp&tog into the reading of Acts 17:4 would be to misread both the
expression and its social setting. The aim of this article, in short, is to clarify
how yuvaxév te T@v Tpwtwv should be translated and make clear what wpétat
meant when applied to women at this time.

2 Reading np&tog as “Leading”

Before addressing the question as to how best to understand yuvai@v te Tév
mpwTwy in Acts 17:4, a word should be said about the translation of mpé&tog
as “leading.”

Liddell-Scott-Jones (Lsj) lists one of its applications as referring to rank or
dignity and notes its use in relation to civic authority.* Bauer’s Lexicon (BDAG)
notes its use in relation to persons and offers the translations “most promi-
nent” and “leading.”® If one assumes its primary referent is time or ordered
sequence, the use for persons must entail a figurative (i.e., metaphorical)
extension in meaning. As much metaphor is embodied (i.e., based in the
human experience of the world), its use in particular instances can extend
beyond any one language; thus, in English, a person who leads the way goes
“first”; and the “first secretary” is often a title given to a high-ranking and thus
prominent administrative official. It is in this sense that mp&tog is under-
stood here.

One further point to note is the adjective’s nominalization, as in Todg -
Toug Tiig ToAEws (Acts 13:50) cited above, to indicate a leader or leadership
group. In that sense, the extended meaning of the adjective has become or is
becoming lexicalized, i.e., the hearer does not have to work out the meaning

4 LSJ, s.v. mpoTepog B.4.
5 BDAG, s.V. Tp&Tog f.2.
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of the metaphor but has direct access to that meaning given its context of
utterance. What is entailed by leadership in its civic context will be discussed
in due course. However, to pre-empt that discussion, when applied to males,
“first/leading” references, for the most part, their capacity to make decisions
for the body-politic. However, we find that over time the term’s application
broadens to include females, who cannot, by virtue of their gender within
the ancient context, exercise that same capacity. Nonetheless, as civic needs
evolved, the wealth and influence of prominent families (including women)
had a bearing on how the term mp&tog was used (see discussion under
“Context” below). The question that is posed here, then, is on which side of
this transition (from male only to female also) does the text of Acts sit. When
reading Acts 17:4, would the author’s contemporaries hear “leading women” or
“women of leading men,” and, relatedly, what might they have understood by
this expression?

3 The Problem

At Acts 17:4 the expression yuvaw®v te T@v Tpwtwy is ambiguous. Grammati-
cally, mpwtwv can be construed as an attributive adjective that qualifies yvvai-
x&v, or &V TpwTwv can be construed as a substantive in the genitive case and
governed by yuvaw@v. In the former, one might gloss the reading as “leading
women” and in the latter as “women (i.e. wives/daughters) of the leading men.”
Most modern translations prefer to gloss the expression as “leading women.”®

6 English translations, with the exception of Phillips, refer to “leading/chief/influential
women”; German to “vornehmste/einflussreiche Frauen der Stadt, Frauen aus der oberen
Gesellschaftsschicht”; French, like the Vulgate (mulieres nobiles), to “femmes de la haute
société/de qualité/importantes”; and Italian, with the exception of NRigg4 and NR2006,
to “donne in vista della citta/della nobilta/ragguardevoli” Looking at German commen-
taries, one finds several examples where t@v mpwtwy is read unambiguously as a reference
to men; for example, A.A. Steinmann, Die Apostelgeschichte (Berlin: Hermann Walther,
1013) 144, notes the ambiguity but translates “die Frauen der ersten Méinner”; T. Zahn,
Die Apostelgeschichte des Lucas (2 vols.; Leipzig: Deichert, 1921) 2:588 interprets “Frauen
der ‘ersten’ (Méanner) der Stadt” and points to ol mp&Tol THg TéAEwS at Acts 13:50; see also
E. Preuschen, Die Apostelgeschichte (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1912) 105; E. Haenchen, Die
Apostelgeschichte (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1977) 486; W. de Boor, Die Apostel-
geschichte (Wuppertal: Brockhaus, 1986) 307; H.H. Wendt, Die Apostelgeschichte (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1899) 286; A. Schlatter, Die Apostelgeschichte: ausgelegt fiir Bibel-
leser (Stuttgart: Calwer, 1962) 208; H. Conzelmann, Die Apostelgeschichte (Tiibingen: Mohr,
1963) 94; J. Roloff, Die Apostelgeschichte (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1981)
250; and G. Schneider, Die Apostelgeschichte (Freiburg: Herder, 1980) 220, who leaves the
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The question might be asked: To what extent does a reader’s ideology
impinge on his/her understanding of the text?” Codex Bezae, whose text is
often viewed with suspicion, reads: moAol T&v gefouévawv xal EMvwv TAHbog
TOAD xal yuvaixeg T@v mpwtwy odx 6Alyat.® Clearly, with the change in case
from a genitive (yuvaux@v) to a nominative (yuvaixes) in agreement oAfya, the
scribe understood the text to mean “women of the leading men.”® According
to Ropes, xai yuvalxes t@v mpwtwy “seems a better reading” which could easily
have been altered for “grammatical uniformity.”'© Metzger prefers yuvaix@v te
to Bezae’s xal yuvaixes due to its better textual support and the assumption
that “copyists would replace the less usual connective by the more common

interpretation open and translates “Frauen aus den vornehmen Kreisen,” and comments
“In ihr haben wieder Frauen aus der Prominenz einen beachtlichen Platz.”

7 Despite the hermeneutic of suspicion, feminist scholars appear to accept the gloss
“leading women” without question. E. Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Femi-
nist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New York: Crossroads, 1963) 52,
accepts the reading “not a few of the noble women” (“prominent Greek women” at
167). LR. Reimer, Women in the Acts of the Apostles: A Feminist Liberation Perspective
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995) 244-246, contends concerning Acts 13:50: “There
is no reason to suppose that these women of high standing were the wives or mothers
of the ‘leading men of the city” and for 17:4 accepts the translation “leading women.”
L. Schottroff, “Towards a Feminist Reconstruction of the History of Early Christianity,”
in Feminist Interpretation: The Bible in Women’s Perspective (ed. L. Schottroff, S. Schroer
and M. Wacker; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998) 186, offers no comment on the wom-
en’s standing in their communities but rather only observes their communal activity.
S. Matthews, “More than a few Greek women of high standing’ ‘God-fearing’ noble-
women in Acts,” in First Converts: Rich Pagan Women and the Rhetoric of Mission in early
Judaism and Christianity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001) 51-71, accepts the
reading “leading women” (54-55, 60) and views the portrayal of them as a fopos shared
with Josephus (62) and facilitated by their role of in civic and religious benefaction (65).
T.K. Seim, The Double Message. Patterns of Gender in Luke-Acts (London: T&T Clark, 2004)
22, in commenting on D accepts the reading “noble women” against “wives of many (sic)
noble men.”

8 For a full list of variants in Acts see the Editio Critica Maior (https://ntvmr.uni-muenster
.de/ecm). We note also the reading yuvam@v te xai avdp@v Tév TpwTwv odx OAlyol (MSS
g15f and 1642), which supports our contention.

9 On the so-called anti-feminist tendency of the “Western” text, see also, with regard to the
portrayal of Prisca/Priscilla in Acts 18, A. von Harnack, “Uber die beiden Recensionen der
Geschichte der Prisca und des Aquila in Act. Apost. 18,1—27,” in Studien zur Geschichte
des Neuen Testaments und der alten Kirche (ed. A. von Harnack; Berlin/Leipzig: de
Gruyter, 1931) 48—61; F. Blass, “Priscilla und Aquila,” sk 74 (1901) 124-126, on Acts 18:26;
D.A. Kurek-Chomycz, “Is There an ‘Anti-Priscan’ Tendency in the Manuscripts? Some
Textual Problems with Prisca and Aquila,” JBL 125.1 (2006) 107-128.

10  ].H. Ropes, “The Text of Acts,” in The Acts of the Apostles (5 vols.; ed. FJ.F. Jackson and
K. Lake; London: MacMillan, 1926) 3:162.
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xai”™™ As mentioned in the introduction, Witherington considers 17:4 as one
of the verses where “the Western text attempts to tone down or eliminate”
the prominence of women.!? Wenkel argues that the change is “a ‘program-
matic effort’ to mould the text of Acts in a certain theological direction” and
betrays the Western text’s anti-feminist!® stance.'* Holmes offers a considered
and careful review of the alleged instances of anti-feminist readings in the
“Western” text and finds ten instances that have the apparent effect of dimin-
ishing the “emphasis on women of leadership or prominence in Acts.”5 Of
these, he notes: “only one is clearly intentional, clearly negative in its portrayal
of women, and clearly ‘Western’ ... in its textual affiliation: 17,4.” His charac-
terization of 17:4 unfortunately rests on the assumption that the intended ref-
erent of yuva@v te TV Tpwtwy was “leading women” and that xal yuvaixeg
TAV TpWTwWY was at best an attempt to accommodate its implication to a less
inclusive ideology. This article seeks to untangle the ambiguity in the phras-
ing of yuvau@v te t@v mpwtwv. Using Relevance Theory, the following section
will analyse the encoded text of Acts 1734, its co-text, and the context of the
expression, in order to determine which reading is more grammatically and
contextually probable and what “leading women” or “women of leading men”
would have implied to a first-century audience.

4 Approach

Ambiguity of meaning and the ways in which it is resolved are important ele-
ments in the employment of natural language, as they facilitate its efficiency.
If it were not so, the encoded text (i.e., the words themselves with the vari-
ous meanings that can be inferred in terms of semantics and syntax) would
become cumbersome and difficult to understand, much like the language of

11 B.M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (London: UBS, 1981)
453. On the alternate use of conjunctions in Bezae, see B. Weiss, “Der Codex D in der
Apostelgeschichte: textkritische Untersuchung,” in Zur Geschichte der altchristlichen
Literatur (ed. O. von Gebhardt and A. Harnack; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1899) 29—30.

12 Witherington, “The anti-feminist tendencies of the ‘Western’ text in Acts,” 82—84.

13 The use of the term “anti-feminist” like “feminist” is anachronistic as it applies a modern
worldview to the ancient copyist/scribe. See C.S. Keener, Acts. An Exegetical Commentary
(4 vols; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012—2015) 1:605: “It is anachronistic to evaluate
Luke’s approach to gender without reference to the views of his milieu.” On the basis of
“repetition and emphasis” in the text, however, Keener places Luke “among more pro-
gressive, rather than less progressive, voices of his era” (1:638).

14  Wenkel, “Paul and Dangerous Devout Women of High-standing in Acts,” 386—-400, 392.

15  Holmes, “Women and the ‘Western’ Text of Acts,” 202—203, 190—191.
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a legal document. According to Relevance Theory'® (rT), individual words
(the encoded text) do not fully determine the meaning of an utterance; rather,
speakers and hearers draw on context to form meaning. To be technical, both
co-text (i.e., the discourse that surrounds and informs the spoken or written
text) and context (i.e., the non-discursive factors that situate the written or
spoken expression and include social, cultural and embodied settings, par-
ticipants, past events, as well as the general or shared knowledge and its con-
ceptual systems that both enable and constrain what can be expressed in a
community)'” are used to constrain and guide the implicatures or invited
meanings (i.e. ambiguities) of the encoded text. In other words, meanings
are ruled in or out based on an unconscious assessment of their relevance
given the co-text and context of the encoded text. RT also postulates a sort of
procedural economy at work, (i.e., a maximisation of relevance with a mini-
malisation of effort). The hearer accepts the most easily derived meaning
that is relevant to an utterance’s situation. In what follows, we organise our
argument in terms of the three elements of RT, namely, encoded text, co-text
and context.

41 Encoded Text

411 Syntax

To gloss yvvawdv te Tév Tpwtwv by “leading women,” one might have expected
to read either TGv Te TPWOTWY YuvaK@Y Or TGV TE Yuvax®v Tév TpwTtwv.!® In Acts,

16 D. Sperber and D. Wilson, Relevance: Communication and Cognition (Oxford: Blackwell,
1995); D. Wilson and R. Carston, “Metaphor, Relevance and the ‘Emergent Property’
Mind & Language 21.3 (2006) 404—433; D. Sperber and D. Wilson, “A Deflationary Account
of Metaphors,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor and Thought (ed. R.W. Gibbs, Jr.;
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) 84—105; and N. Allott, “Relevance Theory,”
in Perspectives on Linguistic Pragmatics (ed. A. Capone, F.L. Piparo and M. Carapezza;
Heidelberg: Springer, 2013) 61-84.

17  See Z. Kovecses, Where Metaphors Come From: Reconsidering Context in Metaphor
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015) 176—200, for the relevance of context in under-
standing metaphor. More generally, cf. Markus Tendahl, A Hybrid Theory of Metaphor:
Relevance Theory and Cognitive Linguistics (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009).

18  DBF §270. Instances of a post-positioned arthrous adjective with anarthrous noun is
more frequent in participial phrases that function as relative clauses, e.g., Acts 20:9:
TELPATUAV TOV gupfBdvTwy pot év tals émtBovials Tév Toudaiwy, and Luke 23:49: yuvaixes ai
auvaxorovfodoat adtd dmd Tig FaAthalog; see also Acts 7:35. The te ... Te construction here
links the two phrases: té&v te gefopuévwy EMAvwy mAfjfog ToAd and yuvoux@v e T6v mphtwy
oVx 6Alyat According to J.D. Denniston, The Greek Particles (2nd ed.; Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1954) 503—-504, prose writers tend to use this construction to link two clauses (cf.
Isococrates., Paneg., 137; Thucydides, 1.84.3) as opposed to single words. This is what we
observe in Acts 17:4. A helpful translation of Acts 17:4 might be “and some of them were
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one finds an arthrous noun with a post-positioned arthrous adjective in the
following instances:! 1:25: €ig Tov TémOV TOV 1310V; 2:40: G706 THG YEVEAS THG THOALAG
TAUTYG; 3:1: ETTL THY Wpav THS TPOTEUXTIS TV EvaThy; 6:13: xortd Tod TéTOL Tod dryiov;
7:8: T Népa 1) 6ydoy; 12:10: Emtl THY TOANY TNV T1dV)pav TNV GEPOVTAY EIG THV TIOALY;
13:10: TG 6300g xuplov Tag evBeiog; 13:33: €v TQ PaAU® Yéypamtal 7§ devtépw;
13:34: & 8ot Aawld Ta TIOTA; 13:50: TAS TEBOUEVAS YLVATXAS TAS EDTYYMOVAS; 16:17:
SodAot Tod Beod Tod vlaTov; 17:12: T@V EANviSwy yuvady tév edoynudvwy; 19:12,
13, 15, 16: Td T€ TVELpOTA TA IOV Pd; 20:28: 318 ToD allpartog Tod idiov. This list does
not include the 15 instances of 6 mvedua 10 dytov. There is only one instance of
a post-positioned arthrous adjective with an anarthrous noun, i.e., 2:20: )ué-
pav xuplov TV peydAny xal émigavi}.20 If the analysis is extended to the Gospel
of Luke, one finds 21 instances of an arthrous noun with a post-positioned
arthrous adjective?! but one example of an anarthrous noun with an arthrous
adjective (toyd é&evéyxate atoAy TV Tpwy xal évdboate avtéy, Luke 15:22).
We will return to this one instance shortly. Allowing the one exception in Acts
to stand, the disproportionate distribution (32 to 1) indicates that the latter
form is emphasised in some way or other. For example, one might choose to
read the emphasis in yuvaw@v Te T@v TpwTwy ox dAlyat as falling on tév mpw-
Twv. Support for this is found in Acts 2:20, where emphasis appears to fall on
TNV peydAny xai émpavi) and certainly in Luke 15:22, where the narrated events
lead one to infer that the father wants his prodigal son not to have just any
atoAy, but rather the best. However, one might also cite Heb 9:2 (axnwn ydp
xateaxedady 1) ety v 1) 1) te Avyvio xal ) Tpdmela xal V) mpdheais Ty dpTwy,
g Aéyetar "Ayia); Josephus, A.J. 17.301 (Kaioopds te ouvédplov @ldwy Te T@v
adtod ol Pupainv T@V TpwTwy cuvdyovtog ev iepd AméMwvog, “Caesar conven-
ing in the temple of Apollo a council of his friends and leading Romans”); and
Josephus, 4.7. 18.7 and 121 (dvdpdv T@V Tpdtwv), where constructions paral-
lel to that in Acts 17:4 are met but where there is no clear emphasis on the

persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, both (t¢) a great multitude of devout Greeks and
(t€) not a few women/wives of the first ones/men.”

19  Omitted are the instances of post-positioned prepositional (e.g., Acts 26:4: THv pév odv
Blwatv pov v €x vedtytog ™V AT dpxTis yevouévyy), participial (e.g., 13:27: TaS Quvdg TGV
TPOPNTRV TaS XaTd &V adPPatov dvarywwaxopévag) and genitival phrases (e.g., 11:23: v
Xdpw v 100 Beod).

20  The exception at Acts 2:20 occurs with textual variants that have the article (see Mss B,
X and D) and is found in Luke’s citation of Joel 2:31 (LXX 3:4: mplv €éABelv Tv Nuépav Kupiov
TV MEYAANY xal €mipavij, par. Mal 4:4) where the article also occurs. The more difficult
reading appears to have been accepted.

21 Luke 1:59; 2:7, 26; 3:22 twice; 5:37; 6:6; 9:42; 7:47; 8:8, 29; 10:21; 11:3, 44; 12:42; 15:23, 25, 27;
18:33; 20:13; 22:50.
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post-positioned adjective. In view of these contrary examples, it appears that
in each of the above instances an indefinite noun, on utterance, is felt to need
further clarification and thus an arthrous adjective is added afterwards. If so,
its presence speaks to the manner of articulation. To read Acts 17:4 as referring
to “leading women” or “women, the leading ones” must be judged to be a pos-
sible interpretation. But given Luke’s tendency to use an arthrous noun with a
post-positioned arthrous adjective, the syntax here (post-positioned arthrous
adjective with an anarthrous noun) strongly suggests the translation “women
of the leading men.”

4.1.2 Semantics

Meaning is processed recurrently as the text is heard or read. This implies that
the relationship between yvvaw@v and té&v mpwtwy is constructed in part by
the semantic ranges of each term. It is here that one particular semantic refer-
ent of the expression ol Tp@tot must be considered.?2 In the works of Josephus,
a contemporary author, one finds the expression some 55 times used of lead-
ing men and not once of women.23 Though this result is not unexpected given
the subject matter of his books, the fact that the plural masculine (ot) mpédTot
is so widely attested suggests that “(the) leading men” would be a salient refer-
ent for tév mpwtwy at Acts 17:4. Of further relevance is the prevalence of the
phrase (0) mp@Tog T MOAews in other, both earlier and later, literary sources.?*

22 In the examples that follow some inscriptions that evidence the expression “the leading
men (of the city)” are later than the putative date of Acts. They are cited as instances of
the expression’s continued usage for a particular class of men. As such, they show the
entrenched nature of civic structures (and this despite changes in financial resourcing
[n. 38] and the constraints of Roman administration) and the use of a linguistic refer-
ent that persisted from earlier times. See Thucydides, Polybius, Chariton of Aphrodisias
(1st cent. CE), and Josephus (see n. 24 and n. 23 respectively). See also the co-textual evi-
dence of Acts 13:50. The range in dated evidence further allows a comparison with the
later development in the expression’s reference to women of wealth and influence.

23 Josephus. B.J. 1.515; 4.416; A.J. 2.310; 4.21; 4.140; 4.174; 7.230; 10.213; 11.142; 11.203; 12.174 and
196; 12.183; 12.210; 13.17; 13.146; 14.9; 14.165; 14.379; 15.6; 15.253; 16.288 with exaggeration;
17.81; 17.301; 17.342; 18.7; 18.64; 18.99; 18.121; 18.273; 18.376; 19.304; 20.2; 20.4; 20.6; 20.53;
20.119; 20.125; 20.134; 20.180; 20.183; 20.194; Vita 9; 21; 21; 28; 56; 64; 66; 67; 108; 131; 163;
381; 410.

24  See, for example, Thucydides, 1.55: Tp&tot dvteg Tig MéAews; Dio Cassius, Rom. Hist. 55.12:
316 e TAV tAdpywv xal 31 TV £¢’ ExdaTng TOAEWS TpWTwWY; Polybius, Hist. 2.39.2: Tév Tpk-
Ty dvdpdv & éxdotg méhews; Plutarch, Quaest. conv. 679¢; Chariton, Chaer. 6.7.10 (of
Chaereas): Téiews Tp@dtog; Josephus, B.J. 4.416: 00tog Yap Hiv 00 pévov dEtdpatt xol yével
Ths méAews TpdTog; Vita 9: Tév THS méAews TpwyTwy; and 410: o Tp@TOL TAV THS Lupiag Séxa
mérewv. To these references one can add numerous references to the leading men of
either a region, people, boule, sect or family/tribe, e.g, A.J. 12.210: TTpdg OV Pagidéa petd
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Again, and as expected, we find no reference to women. Two texts, however,
are of particular interest in that they juxtapose women and “leading men”:
(a) In Josephus, A.J. 14.379, Herod speaks of Antigonus’ bribe that gained him
the throne. He promises the Parthians 1,000 talents and five hundred women
who would be from leading families (lit. of leading [men]) and of their race:
yuvalxog Tevtoaxoaiog, ol TV TP Twy xdx Tod Yévoug Tod adtév Euelov Egeadat.
(b) Athenaeus, Deipn. 10.444f (63), cites a passage from Theopompus where
Hegesilochus and his fellow Rhodian oligarchs are said to shamelessly disgrace
many women who were noble-born and (wives/women) of the leading men
(of Rhodes): xai moMag pév yuvalxag e0yevels xal TOV TPWTWV Av3p&Rv Ny uvav.
In both instances, the women are described as being women of leading men.25

Turning to the documentary evidence (as demonstrated in Table 1), the
expression (6) mp@Tog Thig MéALws is variously attested for leading men in the
city, who appear to be predominantly of the bouleutic order.26

Table 1 demonstrates that the expression (6) mp@tog Tijg TéAewS is consis-
tently used of men who belong to the bouleutic order or who held formal
civic magistracies. The expression connotes active participation in the city’s
administrative structures. Particularly significant are the three inscriptions
that reference both edoyuwv and Tp@Ttog (Tig méAews/TdEews) (16 VII 2712; SEG
65.1468; CIG 4412a cited n. 26), since both descriptors appear in the Acts pas-
sages under discussion (13:50; 17:4; 17:12). These inscriptions will now be dis-
cussed in more detail.

TRV TPATWY TS XWpag; 20.6: ToUg dpxtepels xal Todg TpawTous T@V Teposovptdy; Vita 64:
mpdg TV Tieptéwy BovAny xal Todg TpwToug Tod dYuov; and 381: Tév &x THis BovAijs ol mpditot.
See also Chariton, Chaer. 2.4.4 (of Dionysius): dvi)p 6 mp@Ttog Tig Twviag; 2.5.4: Atoviaids eiut,
MuAnaiwy TpdTog; 2.11.2: TOV pév Tucehiag, Tov 8¢ Twviag mpdtov; and 3.6.5 (of Dionysius): Tod
mpwtov T@V Twvwy. See n. 26 below for epigraphical evidence related to this feature.

25  Of further consideration, it appears that the arthrous adjective is in the process of
becoming a substantive (see BDF §263) and thus taking an independent referent, i.e., not
one dependent on any other proximate noun.

26  Unsurprisingly in view of the administrative structure in Egypt, the expression mpétog
Ths méAews vel sim. was not found in a search of Papyri.info. However, in the case of
inscriptions, similar constructions are found in which tfjg méAews is replaced by a
larger administrative unit. See SEG 27.262 (Beroia, late 1st cent.): mp&tov Tijg émapyeiog;
SEG 34.678 col. 3 (Stoboi, Macedonia, 3rd cent.): 6 mp@tog Tiis €[t ]apyelag; AArchSyr 23
(1973) 41,2 (Apamea, undated): 6 mpétog Ths Emap[xelag; TAM Vv,2 976 (Lydia, Thyateira,
undated): év Tolg mpwroig Tis Aciag. Other relevant usages are: C16 4412a (Iotape, west-
ern Cilicia, undated): dv8pds edoynuoveotdrtov xal Thig Tpdg TdEews; ISebastopolis 5
(Caria, 2nd/3rd cent.): &v3pa [£]0yevi) & thig mpwmg [t]dkews; IAphrosias 12 (Caria, Roman
period): dwp tis mpwtng [t]dEews; IGR 111 115 (Sebastopolis, Pontus, mid 2nd cent.):
Gvdpdg TPWTELOVTOG €V TH WY TPOTOAEL AUATEIQ.
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— IG VII 2712 is a decree of the boule (archons and synod) and demos to hon-
our Epaminondas. In listing his benefactions, it speaks of the difficulty
faced by the Achaean and Panhellenic synods in finding persons for the
embassy to the new Caesar. Those who were of “high-standing” and “first in
their cities” declined and called on others to volunteer instead (o[ M\]&v te
GUVEANALBOTWY EDTYNEVIWY XOl TTPWTWY EX TRV TTEAEWY Xail TEVTWY APVOUNEVWY
xad em[x]oahoupévwy, lines 40—41).

— SEG 651468 (SEG 68.1302) is a vote of honour by the boule and demos to
Stanamoas, son of Setos, grandson of Stanamoas, who is described as a man
of “good-standing” and “first of the city,” son of leading councillors (&vdpa
EDTYYHOVaL Xail TTPGTOV TG TOAEWS, €x TTpoydvwv TpoPouAik@v). He himself had
held several magistracies in the city, i.e., high-priesthood twice, archonship
twice, eirenarchship twice, as well as his always being of service to the city.
His brother pays for the accompanying statue in his memory.

— CIG 4412a (Iotape, western Cilicia, undated) is a statue base on which the
demos honours: (a) Nana, daughter of Tetes and wife of Konon, for her vir-
tue and wifely affection; and (b) her young son, Nineis, son of Konon, for his
virtue and goodwill to the demos. In the former, Nana’s husband is recorded
as “most high-standing and of the first rank” (yvvaixa 3¢ Kévwvog Sig tod
Nuwet, dvdpds edayypoveatdrou xal ThS Tpw Ty Td&ews). Both the Konon and
his son Nineis (Nwew Kévwvog, veavioav @tadAoyov, Tdyuatos fovievtinod) are
of the bouleutic order.

As noted, these three inscriptions are of interest in that they collocate the

same descriptors, namely, edoyuwy and mpdtog (Thg TOAEws), as used in

Acts 13:50, 17:4, and 17:12. When read intertextually, as indeed they must be, all

three expressions manifest the stylistic convention used by Luke to designate

the reception of the gospel by prominent or devout women and leading men.

When describing the women in Acts 13:50, Luke writes tdg aefopévag yuvaixag

Tag evaypovas, “the devout women of high standing,” using an arthrous noun

with a post-positioned arthrous adjective. When describing men in this same

verse, he refers to them as todg mpwtoug Tig éAews. Here we have a clear exam-
ple of a substantive adjective in reference to a group of men (todg Tpwroug). In

Acts 17:12, both men and women are being referred to with the one descriptor

@V ENviSwv yuvadv év edoyxnuévay xat avdpdv odx dAtyol, “not a few Greek

women and men of high standing” In Acts 17:4, when speaking of “a great

many of the devout Greeks” (t&v te gefopuévwv EMAvwy mAffog moAd), Luke ref-
erences yuva@v Te TV mpwtwy odx SAlyat Given that (a) Luke speaks of “the
first of the city” Todg mpwToug Tig MéAews in Acts 13:50 (a clear reference to lead-
ing men) using an arthrous substantive; (b) when describing women, they are
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mentioned using an arthrous noun with a post-positioned arthrous adjective
on two occasions (1dg geBopévag yuvaixag tag ebaynuovag; Tav EMnvidwy yuvat-
xGV TRV ebaynuévwy); and (c) (6) mpdTog TH TéAEwS was a common descriptor
for prominent men at this time, it seems probable that when Luke speaks of
YUVaLXQY TE TAV TpWTwy 00X GAlyal, it would more naturally be read as “women
of the leading men.”

It should be noted, however, that there are a small number of instances
where women are referred to using the descriptor mpaty (“first”). As dem-
onstrated in Table 2, the earliest female uses of mpw), 16R 1V 257 (Augustan
period), 16 X1I 2 260 (1st cent. CE), and MAMA 1V 151 (Augustan period), employ
mpw Y in a sense that explicitly highlights the novelty of the woman’s achieve-
ment, a point that is clearly demonstrated by the use of “women” (and not a
city or region) to modify “first” (mpawty T@v yuvaikdv). This is consistent with
the observation of Siekierka, Stebnicka, and Wolicki who comment that “the
‘first/first and only one’ was not a mere honorific title but rather highlighted
the novelty of civic benefactions or offices ... she [i.e. the woman celebrated
by inscription] was the first (and often at the time of the honouring, the only
one) to hold a given office or undertake a certain type of action for the benefit
of the citizen body."%”

The expressions first woman of the province (IGR 111 191, an honorific
inscription for Claudia Balbina voted by the phyle) and first of women (16 X11,2
260),28 however, are cited by Siekierka, Stebnicka, and Wolicki as possible “for-
mal honorific titles.”?? The first of these two inscriptions reads:

27  Siekierka et al., Women and the Polis, 119—121. In support of the reading “leading women,”
J-M. Arlandson, “Lifestyles of the Rich and Christian Women, Wealth and Social Freedom,”
in A Feminist Companion to the Acts of the Apostles (ed. A. Levine; London/New York: T&T
Clark, 2004) 155-170, 156, cites K.Aphrod. 328 (late 1st cent.?), a vote of honour to Tata
by the city’s demos and boule, to conclude that “rp&tog and mpdwty) are used of men and
women of wealth, prestige, and political power.” The inscription, however, supports only
the contention that “first/leading” refers to men. In the first instance only the highest
honours (tais mpwraig tepa[is]) were voted to her. She herself is not designated mpoy).
Moreover, it is her family that is called “first/leading” (a0 v yévoug mpwtov xai Aaumpod)
with her father, grandfathers (both adoptive and natural) and husband named.

28  IG XII,2 260 is an honorific inscription for Philo. It is to be noted that yuvau[x@v (at least
in its reconstruction) is a genitive which depends on mpcymy; this is hardly the case at
Acts 17:4 where in the translation “leading women” assumed that mpdtwv is an attributive
adjective which modifies yvvai@v. The phrases may appear similar but are structurally
different.

29 P. Siekierka, K. Stebnicka, and A. Wolicki, Women and the Polis: Public Honorific Inscrip-
tions for Women in the Greek Cities from the Late Classical to the Roman Period (vol. 1;
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Claudia Balbina, having held the ancestral office of sacral queen and first
(woman) of the province, wife of Claudius Arrianus of senatorial status,
mother of the metropolis, exceeding all her contemporaries by virtue
of her love of honour to the fatherland, the 5th pAyle of Zeus Trapezon
(honours), Marcus Flavius A ...] being phylarch.

The text of 7GR 111 101 lines 2—5 (Vv éx mpoydvwy PactAicoay x& TpwTV THS
émapyiag) might be usefully compared to another inscription (IGR 1v 257,
Troas, Augustan period) where Lollia Antiochis, after being described as “hav-
ing held the office of sacral queen according to ancestral custom first among
women” (BagtAed|[cgaoa] xatd & TATPI TEWTY Yuva®v). In IGR 111 191, one is
tempted to question the reading of ¢ (xat) and to understand “first woman of
the province” as a reference to her being the first woman to hold the provincial
priesthood, but this is not necessarily the case.

As regards the second inscription 16 X11,2 260, a female, named Philo, only
appears as pre-eminent among women3° (i.e., it does not concern her status
in relation to the city or province), though she is honoured by the demos as
a priestess of Isis. One also notes the lacunae in the inscription which must
leave any precise interpretation open.

One late inscription, that should give pause to any speculation that the
expression was only used of leading men, is TAM 11 1204. It reads:

To Aurelia Bettia, daughter of Eukratidos son of Apellas, citizen of
Phaselis, having been a modest and husband-loving woman and first of
the city (yuvaixa coppova xal gidavdpov xal TPWTNY TS TOAEWS YEVOUENY),
having acted piously, with pride and honoured as priestess of the divine
Augusti, having been wife of the most noteworthy Aurelius Zeniketos,
son, grandson and great grandson of Zeniketos, a citizen of Phaselis,
holder of all magistracies and loving of homeland. Aurelia Bettia, daugh-
ter and granddaughter of Kolalemis, also known as Myrtilis, citizen of
Phaselis, in memory and goodwill for her sweetest daughter.

Here, a mother memorialises her deceased daughter. There is clear evidence of
pride within the family; one notes the extended genealogies, the compounding
of modifiers for the manner of her daughter’s priesthood, the continued rep-
etition of the family’s deep connection to Phaselis, and the all-encompassing
nature of her husband’s magistracies. That said, one further notes that the

Berlin/Boston: de Gruyter, 2021) 120, citing §914 (977-978) and §352.1 (513). Omitted from
consideration is §930 at 992 as the critical “in the city” is restored before mpwteboagav.
30  Cf. for example, [Priene 147 and IMagnMai 158 (1st cent.).
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inscription is not a civic but personal dedication, unlike those for males listed
above. “First of the city” is a title afforded to her sweetest daughter by a lov-
ing and proud mother. It is risky, of course, to suggest on the basis of a single
inscription that this title has been adapted from the civic domain for use in the
personal domain and that thereby the title’s application broadened to include
females as well. However, the developing fluidity of terminology and statuary
practice between the private and the civic spheres is well documented and
occurred at the same time as women were assuming a range of offices in the
cities.3! We will return to the expression “first woman of the city” momentarily,
when we discuss its uses in Christian hagiography. However, in view of 7AM 11
1204 it is best to retain the reading x¢ (xaf) in IGR 111 191.

Returning to IGR 111 191, Claudia Balbina was honoured by her phyle or civic
tribe/division in view of her holding the ancestral office of priestess, the status
of her husband, her title as mother of the metropolis, and her benefactions
which exceeded those of both male and female contemporaries (note masc.
mdv[ta]s todg xad’ E[a]uthv). However, unlike TAM 11 1204, the honour is civic
and offers confirmation of the broadened application of the title to a woman
who was not, however, a member of the decision-making authorities (i.e., of
either the boule or demos). Indeed, the honour itself appears to have been
moved by and voted on by men. Even so, it would appear that the expression’s
application was not altogether fixed to a specific gendered class; rather its
application has been broadened to include women of wealth and influence.

To conclude this section, then, both the syntax and semantics of Acts 17:4
make “women of leading men” the more salient interpretation, but “leading
women” remains a possible translation. As observed in the introduction, the
evidence indicates a broadening of usage over time and its application to
women of elite families who exercised wealth and influence in their respec-
tive communities. Further evidence for this broadened meaning is found
in Christian hagiography. For example, in the Acts of Paul and Thecla (late
2nd cent.) Thecla’s fiancé, Thamyris, in conformity with customary usage,
declares eyl yap mpdtog Tiig méAews (ATh 11). Later, however, in protest at
the unwanted advance of Alexander, qupidpyys ... Avtioxéwv mpdTog, Thecla
declares her present position as a &wy in Antioch but then goes on to affirm
her status as “first of the Iconians” (Txoviéwv eiul mpayty, ATh 26).32 Though she

31 R.van Bremen, The Limits of Participation. Women and Civic Life in the Greek East in the
Hellenistic and Roman Periods (Amsterdam: Gieben, 1996) 55-81 for civic offices, and
165-190 for the intrusion of terminology from the private to public sphere.

32 Thecla’s status might also be inferred from her intended marriage to Thamyris as well as
the later patronage of queen Tryphaena. In its paraphrase of ATh, the Life and Miracles of
Thecla (ca. 470 CE) changes the first-person declaration by Thecla (‘Ixoviéwv eipl mpoyt),
ATh 26) to a second-person address to her (mpcyty 3¢ méAewg LM 4.22) and places it in
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could not exercise civic leadership comparable to that of either her fiancé or
Alexander, Thecla makes a claim to her civic status in a possible attempt to
avoid damnatio ad bestias.3® Further examples might be cited for the expres-
sion’s continued use for Christian women of high-standing.3*

4.2 Co-text

Elsewhere in Acts “the first” refers to men. Thus, at Acts 13:50 we read of the
leading men of the city: tag gefopuévag yuvalxag Tag edayNpHovas xal ToUG TPK-
Toug g méAews. The phrase Todg mpwtoug Tig MOAEws occurs here in a verse
that clearly parallels the form and content of 17:4 and 12. Acts 25:2 speaks of
the chief-priests and leading men laying charges against Paul before Festus:
gvepaviady te a0 ol dpytepels xal ol mpdtol T@V Tovdaiwv3® xatd tod IabdAov.
Acts 28:7 narrates that Publius owned land within a part of Malta and that he
was a leading man of that island: "Ev 3¢ Tolg mepl tov témov éxelvov Omijpyev xwpla
¢ mpwTw THS vigou dvopartt ITomAlw. After Paul had arrived in Rome, the lead-
ers of the Judaeans assembled to hear him speak, Acts 28:17: 'Eyéveto 3¢ peta
Nuépag Tpels auyxoiéoaadat adtédv Todg dvtag Tdv Tovdaiwy mpwtoug. Equally, we
note that Acts 25:23 (dv3pdatv Tolg xat’ eEoynv Ths méAews) recognises that males
play the leading roles in civic life. More remote co-texts are Luke 19:47: Kol v
S13danwv 1o xab’ Nuépav &v TG lepd of 8¢ dpytepels xal of ypauuatels 4 Tovy adTdv

Thamyris’ address as he tries to dissuade Thecla from an action that would cause shame
(ATh 10). As Scott Fitzgerald Johnson, The Life and Miracle of Thecla. A Literary Study
(Hellenic Studies 13; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 2006) 28, observes, Thamyris
attempts here “to play on her aristocratic sensibilities.”

33 See J.W. Barrier, Acts of Paul and Thecla (WUNT 270; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009) 141,
n. 12.

34  Cf. Martyrium sancti Procopii 2 lines 9-10 and 19—20 (post 4th cent.): @zodoaia 3¢ Tig,
ouyxAnTIK) TpWwTY THS ToAEws Alliwv; Passio mulierum quadraginta et Ammonis 2
lines 15-16 (post 4th cent.): §6ev Kehatva 1) Aaumpotdty xal Tpwty ThS TOAEWS Xal ad Ty dTo-
aThoaca &mo v Bedv xal géPetat ‘Inoodv Xpiotév); Georgius Alexandrinus, Vita Joannis
Chrysostomi 16 lines 147-154 (7th cent.): Al 3¢ mpdrton i TéAews yuvaixes, aloyuvopeval
TQ 8w ouvekebelv; Martyrium sanctarum martyrum atque virginum Pisteos et Elpidos
et Agapae et matris earum Sophiae 14 lines 9—16 (7-gth cent.): Zuviildov odv al mpdtau
Ths méhews Pwung dua T wtel; Leontius Monachus, Vita et miracula sancti Gregorii
Agrigenti 57 lines 2—4 (8—gth cent.): xal Tapéxwpév oot xpYpata ToAG xal TTolodpey ot Tpw-
™V TS TTOAEWS.

35 At Acts 2515 ol mp&tot @V Toudaiwv are designated as of mpeafitepot Tév Tovdaiwv. The
high priest(s) variously act in concert with: (1) oi mpeafitepor (Luke 9:22; 20:1; 22:52;
Acts 4:2; 23:4; 24:1); (2) 10 mpeaPutéplov (Luke 22:66; Acts 22:5); and (3) 0 guvédptov
(Luke 22:66; Acts 5:27). See Acts 5:21 for an apparent distinction between 1 cuvédptov and
7 Yepovala t@v viGv TopanA. On the designations of the Jerusalem council as gerousia,
sanhedrin or presbuterion see E. Schurer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of
Jesus Christ (5 vols.; ed. G. Vermes, F. Millar and M. Black; London: Bloomsbury, 2014)
2:200—209), esp. 206.
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amoAéaat xal ol mp&tot Tod Aaod; and Mark 6:21: Kat yevouévng nuépag edxaipov
6te Hpwdng Tols yeveaiolg avtod Seimvov émoinaev Toig ueytotda adTod xal Toig
XtALapyotg xat Toig mpwTolg T FadAaiog.

One might object that it is not surprising that the number of instances
where males are designated “first” should outnumber that for females. After
all, men more often played leading roles and were celebrated for it by their
communities. However, the argument cuts both ways. Why would Luke leave
the expression ambiguous and likely to be construed as “women of the lead-
ing men” if that were not his intention? A more significant objection, how-
ever, is that when mpdTtog is nominalized to indicate a leader, it is used in the
above instances with qualification by either city, region or ethnos where that
leadership is exercised. Clearly, such a qualification is missing at Acts 17:4,
and one must ask why this is the case. Perhaps an answer lies in its narra-
tive setting where the reader was to infer from 17:1 that they were “leaders” of
Thessalonica. However, this is not quite the same as t@v mpwtwv Thg TOAEWS.

4.3 Context

What exactly does it mean to say that the women in 17:4 were “leading”? In
the Graeco-Roman world of the 1st to 3rd cent. CE women could hold both
magistracies and liturgies; however, as Riet van Bremen points out, a number
of magistracies were not open to them and they were never members of the
deliberative bodies of the Greek city, i.e. the boule and ekklesia.3¢ Indeed, she
argues that it is wrong to speak of “female magistrates” if, by that, one under-
stands that “women had formal access to political power and had administra-
tive and deliberative duties to carry out.”” Instead, the offices they held were
“largely nominal or eponymous” which carried a “significant liturgical compo-
nent” (i.e. they entailed personal expenditure)3® and required “public activity

36  van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 55-56: “[women] never had direct and formal
access to any of the civic bodies or magistracies which entailed (at least in theory) vot-
ing, deliberating, decision-making, the supervision of the marketplace, of buildings, of
food-provision or the keeping of public order; nor did they serve their cities as ambas-
sadors.” Men, because of their membership in boule and ekklesia, were likely to be con-
tinuously engaged in civic affairs; they had a political career, as it were. Women, however,
held magistracies (archai) and liturgies (leitourgiai) that were usually only for a year, and
were often voted to the positions by the male members of the boule or ekklesia. See van
Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 85-86. See further Siekierka et al., Women and the
Polis, 128-131, and Sviatoslav Dmitriev, City Government in Hellenistic and Roman Asia
Minor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) 178-188, for a brief survey of female offices.

37  van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 4. For offices and liturgies held in the Roman
period, see 55-81.

38  From 2nd century BCE the financial component started to become an increasing element
in priesthoods and magistracies. In some cities, this was caused by a lack of public funds
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only in a ritual and ceremonial sense.” That said, social status did accrue to the
women who filled such magistracies and/or liturgies, and it was through these
that women and their families could exert influence in the city.

On the question of female wealth and euergetism, additional qualification
is needed. There is in the epigraphical evidence an association between the
woman honoured and “the civic activities of her relatives and ancestors.”3?
As Siekierka et al. note concerning 1st to 3rd century inscriptions: “Private
inscriptions issued with a public body’s sanction usually contained more
information on the honoured women’s familial connections or offices held by
her family members.”4? Moreover, van Bremen argues that a search for female
“independence from” (sc. father, husband, brothers etc.) is anachronistic and,
in light of the role played by elite families in civic life, she prefers to call female
participation “belonging to” (sc. the family).*! In other words, their role was
essentially embedded in and circumscribed by the family. As such, the pres-
sure for a woman to assume an office and/or expend her wealth was transmit-
ted through her male relatives and “internalized” within the family,*? with this

to cover the costs of civic and religious offices. And it was this civic need that prompted
them to turn to wealthy families which included their women.

39 It was not just the woman who attained prestige by her office-holding. The family as a
unit also gained in prestige by it, as van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 296, con-
cludes: “Family ideology, rather than an increase in female independence and power,
explains the presentation of joint civic generosity, and the harmoniously united couple
symbolized much beyond their domestic felicity” The prestige of office-holding is also
made manifest, for example, in the claim to be the first woman to hold that office. See
van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 42—4, 57-58. On joint office-holding at 14-14s,
and the joint expending of assets at 283—295. She further suggests that it was the practice
of joint office-holding in the imperial cult which provided “the model for the develop-
ment in civic office-holding” (133).

40  Siekierka et al., Women and the Polis, 108. Siekierka et al. also note a growing practice of
making what was formerly implicit in the honouring of women now explicit in naming
the male relatives (92—97). They observe: “women started being publicly praised for their
relations with their relatives, especially husbands and children” (13) and they further
speak of “the entwining of the two spheres: the public and the private” (94). For example,
see IG XII 5, 29. The decree was issued by the demos in honour of Ariston’s wife erected
“at his own cost.”

41 van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 45 and 121. Also see 46: “many, if not most, of
women'’s civic titles and activities were directly generated by such a system of obliga-
tions, which itself was based largely on an assessment of wealth. They were further deter-
mined by family traditions and privileges”; and 113: “In putting too much emphasis on
self-reliance and independence we are distorting the very values of the society to which
these women belonged.”

42 van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 54. In terms of the Roman period, the process
of Romanization extended Roman citizenship to the local elite and aristocracy. Those
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pressure persisting after the death of male relatives, be they father, husband or
son.*3 Even a woman’s appointment to an office or liturgy was a decision of an
all-male process.**

And as to the source of a woman’s wealth and power to administer it, van
Bremen*> argues for the persistence of the legal requirement that a Greek
woman have a kyrios or guardian to safeguard the interests of her family. It
appears that women “acted always under the authority of a guardian” but
equally a guardian could not act alone on behalf of the woman whom he rep-
resented.*6 Guardianship, however, was just one element in male control, with
inheritance always favouring the male offspring or with endogamous mar-
riage (daughter to uncle or cousin to cousin marriage) safeguarding a fam-
ily’s wealth. Social norms also restricted women. Independent female wealth
is found to be limited to a number of instances: (1) where there were only
female offspring#” and where there was no adoption of a male heir; (2) when
a wife inherited from her husband or, on his death, her dowry was returned
to her; or (3) when the woman belonged to one of the wealthiest families that
were able to fund her beyond her dowry.#® Points (1) and (2) indicate the high

who attained either a senatorial or equestrian rank might hold posts around the empire
and, as unaccompanied officials, relied on their wives to uphold the family’s prestige at
home (108).

43  van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 78 and 111-112. In terms of younger women hold-
ing offices, she finds that the associated costs were often paid by their relatives and that
these relatives were mentioned in the commemorative inscription: “It is clear from
a great many inscriptions that most women acted as members of families rather than
individuals (as did men)” (96; see also 247—250). All the same, many women who were
commemorated often appear to have possessed their own wealth but the number of
commemorations for them is less than that for males. This arises from the limited range
of civic offices and liturgies they could hold and the legal and social impediments to their
acquisition of wealth (195). See also Siekierka et al., Women and the Polis, 74—75.

44  van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 301, concludes: “The overall structures that
shaped civic euergetism were dominated by men, and it was the decisions of all-male
civic bodies (council, magistrates, assembly) that determined who would take on an
office or liturgy. These decisions were political, social and familial all at once, for families
that dominated the council and the decision-making process were the fathers, and hus-
bands, and brothers of our women.”

45  van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 208—236, esp. 225 and 230.

46  van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 278.

47 van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 256, estimates that there was a 1 in 5 chance of
only female offspring.

48  van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 270271 and 283-296.
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correlation between a woman'’s age and the wealth that she might indepen-
dently possess.*®

5 Conclusion

The present study has surveyed the use of mp&tog in reference to male and
female leadership. According to RT, a hearer will accept the most easily
derived meaning that is relevant to an utterance’s situation. In terms of our
survey the reading “women/wives of leading men” appears to be the most eas-
ily derived meaning. In sum:

(1a) In terms of syntax, “women/wives of leading men” is the more straight-
forward reading of yvvau@v te v Tpwytwy in Acts 17:4. The post-positioned
arthrous T@v mpwtwv is more naturally read as a substantive governed by
the genitive yovaw@v than as an attributive adjective modifying it. It is pos-
sible that the author felt that the indefinite noun, yuvaix&v, was in need of
further clarification with the arthrous adjective t@v mpwtwv added either
as an after-thought or by way of emphasis. But to read “women, the leading
ones” would be unusual and requires the interposition of an unnecessary
assumption.

(1b) In terms of semantics, if the author intended the reader to infer from
Acts 17:1 that these were “leading women” of Thessalonica, then such a reading
would represent the earliest extant evidence for the usage. The inscriptional
and literary evidence surveyed above shows that the adjective mpct, when
applied to women as possible “formal honorific titles,” does not occur prior
to the first half of the 2nd century CE (Z6R 111 191), and even then with sig-
nificant qualifications. The semantic evidence makes clear that even if “lead-
ing women” is retained as the translation, the expression cannot be taken to
imply that the women exercised a role analogous to the male mpédTot of a city.
Rather, the expression would refer to women belonging to prominent fami-
lies with significant wealth and social influence. As such, its sense would more
closely align with the descriptor eboynuoves used of women elsewhere in Acts

(13:50; 17:12).50

49  See further van Bremen, The Limits of Participation, 239—261 and 236: “Freedom to act
appears more connected with the woman’s age and familial circumstances.”

50  1and 2 Thessalonians offer little help in resolving the ambiguity of Acts 17:4. Reliance on
wealthy patrons might be read into Paul’s warning that believers avoid idleness and work
to support themselves (1 Thess 4:11-12; 5:14; and 2 Thess 3:6-13). Equally, it might be read
as a response to their eschatological expectations which Paul seeks to dampen.
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(2) In terms of co-text, the employment of mp&tog in Acts, and more par-
ticularly at Acts 13:50, favours the translation “women/wives of leading men.”>!
The absence of any analogous use of wpwty for women elsewhere in Luke-Acts
and the consistent employment of mp&tog in Acts for men who exercise for-
mal civic authority, i.e., leading men of the city (13:50), chief priests and lead-
ers of the Judaeans (25:2), the leading man of Malta (28:7), and the leaders of
the Judaeans in Rome (28:17), strengthens the reading “leading men.”

And lastly, (3) the contextual evidence requires scholars to reconsider the
inference that has been drawn from the translation “leading women.” It is evi-
dent that, over time, the expression’s meaning was broadened by application
to women; however, when applied to women, its meaning differed from when
applied to men. When women in the first to third centuries CE are described
as “leading” or “first,” that designation reflects their wealth, their family con-
nections to the male political class, and at most the holding of largely nomi-
nal or liturgical positions. Therefore, if the translation “leading women” is
retained, then one needs to delineate carefully the nature of that leadership/
authority/influence. Authority to make decisions for the community, to rep-
resent it officially, to interpret its constitution, etc., was in the hands of men.
One cannot properly translate Todg mpwtoug THg TOAEwS (Acts 13:50) by “leading
men of the city” and yuvam@v te T@v mpwtwv (Acts 17:4) by “leading women”
and mean the same thing. However, when both Rome and wealthy local fami-
lies were increasingly exerting power and influence in the cities, the models
of traditional civic and communal institutions were often reconfigured in a
de facto (though not necessarily de jure) manner. In such circumstances, ter-
minology might be fluid, and the ambiguity in Acts 17:4 an expression of that
fluidity and transition in civic structure. Even so, “women/wives of leading
men” appears to be the more contextually sound translation, with the term
mp&ol referring to the leading men through whose families women exercised
social influence.

51 Under such circumstances, the reading in the “Western” text can be excused as an
attempt to make more explicit what was for the scribe implicit in the text. Cf. also
Acts 114 where the absence of the article before yvvai&iv in the “Alexandrian” text leaves
the women’s identity ambiguous and thus open to interpretation. Kurek-Chomycz, “Is
There an ‘Anti-Priscan’ Tendency,” 122 n. 39: “The addition of xai téxvoig in Codex Bezae
does not necessarily indicate that the copyists wanted to marginalize the role of women
as witnesses by identifying them as ‘wives’ of the apostles. It could just as well suggest
that they made more explicit what according to them was already implicit in the text.”
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