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Can I Get a Witness? 
David Anguish 

At a time when alternative views vying for their place alongside Christianity include some 
that actively seek to discredit the faith, we are wise to review how the first Christians responded 
to the challenges in their world.  

Think about the audiences Paul tried to persuade. In the Jewish communities, where he typi-
cally went first (cf. Acts 13.46; 17.1, 10; 19.8), he encountered fellow monotheists who believed 
God had spoken in the Scriptures and revealed moral absolutes. His primary aim in those settings 
was to show that Jesus had fulfilled the promises of the Scriptures (cf. 13.16–41). But the situa-
tion was different when he reasoned with non-Jews. With the exception of God-fearing Gentiles 
like Cornelius who, without proselyting, accepted the one God and the moral teachings and reli-
gious practices of the Jews (cf. Acts 10.2; 13.16, 26), the Gentiles Paul met would have been in-
credulous at the idea that there was only one God (cf. Ferguson 1993, 512–517; Hurtado 2010, 
27–37). So Paul had to convince them that “the God who made the world and everything in it … 
is Lord of heaven and earth [and] does not live in shrines made by hands,” and not to “think that 
the divine nature is like gold or silver or stone, an image fashioned by human art and imagina-
tion” (Acts 17.24, 29). 

But convincing their hearers about monotheism and to stop participating in polytheistic ritu-
als was not the preachers’ only challenge when reasoning with Gentiles. They also had to per-
suade them to cease the “unrestrained behavior, evil desires, drunkenness, orgies, [and] carous-
ing” common in the Greco-Roman culture (1 Pet 4.3; cf. Rom 1.24–32; 1 Cor 6.9–11; 1 Tim 1.8–
10). In mid-first century Ephesus, for example, where the silversmith Demetrius protested Paul’s 
affirmation “that gods made by hand are not gods” (Acts 19.26), Paul was confronted with a 
cosmopolitan population of 200,000–250,000 people. The city’s principal deity was the goddess 
Artemis, but as many as fifty other deities were also honored, including the cult of Dionysius 
whose worship featured frenzied rituals and revelry. Magic, occult arts, and emperor worship 
were also among the plurality of choices (cf. Arnold 2002, 301–303; McRay 1991, 250–261; 
Rogers 1979, 249–257). 

In that climate, we readily understand why Paul would describe the Christian mission in 
terms of a war, even as he expressed confidence that the “weapons” the believers were using in 
the conflict were more powerful than those employed by their opponents and would enable them 
“to demolish arguments and take every thought captive for Christ” (2 Cor 10.3–5). The nature of 
the believers’ weapons is revealed in multiple words used in Acts to describe their preaching. 
Foremost among them are the words translated “witness” and “testify.” 
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According to Acts 1.8, the last thing Jesus told his apostles before the cloud took him from 
their sight was that they would be his “witnesses [μάρτυς, martys] in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Although other prominent themes in Acts have been pro-
posed as the theme of the book (e.g., the conversions, the role of the Holy Spirit), none appear as 
consistently throughout the writing as the witness theme (Oster 1989, 40–45). The noun martys 
appears thirteen times (1.8, 22; 2.32; 3.15; 5.32; 6.13; 7.58; 10.39, 41; 13.31; 22.15, 20; 26.16). 
The verbs μαρτυρέω (martyreō, 11 times), μαρτύρομαι (martyromai 2 times), and διαμαρτύρομαι 
(diamartyromai, 9 times) appear twenty-two times (2.40; 6.3; 8.25; 10.22, 42, 43; 13.22; 14.3; 
15.8; 16.2; 18.5; 20.21, 23-24, 26; 22.5, 12; 23.11; 26.5, 22; 28.23).  Two related nouns meaning 
“testimony” (μαρτυρία, martyria in 22.18; μαρτύριον, martyrion in 4.33; 7.44) appear three times.   

In their various forms, the witness words are used about the same number of times in each of 
the book’s three sections (chapters 1–9, 10–20, 21–28). Also, nearly every main character named 
in Acts is described by one of the words: Peter and the twelve in 1.8, 22; 2.32, 40; 3.15; 4.33; 
5.32; 10.39, 41–43; 13.31; Stephen in 22.20; and Paul in 18.5; 20.21, 24; 21.15, 18; 23.11; 
26.16, 22; 28.23 (notice especially those that appear in the extended account of Paul’s arrest, tri-
als, and journey to Rome in chapters 21–28) (Oster 1989, 40–45). 

As we look closer at these words and their use, we gain insight into: (1) the nature of the first 
disciples’ preaching, as seen in the meanings of the words; and (2) the content of their testimony, 
that is, what they testified to or about. We’ll explore those ideas in future articles. 
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