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Biblical scholars and theologians who defend the classical view that Adam and Eve 
are the sole progenitors of humanity typically appeal to Acts 17:26 as a key proof text. 
This verse is part of Paul’s speech in Athens, and is usually translated to say some-
thing like, “from one ancestor [God] made every human nation to dwell upon the entire 
face of the earth”; in this instance ancestor is normally understood to be Adam. This 
article surveys several alternative exegetical analyses of the passage that do not suggest 
that humanity descended from one single couple, and compares the considerations that 
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opt to favor those plausible interpretations that align with the scientific consensus of 
polygenism over those that imply monogenism.
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In his speech in Athens, Paul states that 
“from one [God] made every nation of 
humans to dwell on the whole face of 

the earth” (Acts 17:26).1 Modern English 
translations of the Bible typically render 
the phrase “from one” (Greek: ex henos) 
to indicate that the “one” refers to one 
human. For example, the New Revised 
Standard Version translates the phrase 
as “from one ancestor,” the English Stan-
dard Version has “from one man,” and the 
Common English Bible reads “from one 
person.”2 The majority of commentators 
on the passage likewise understand the 
phrase to refer to Adam, the first ancestor 
of humanity,3 and Christian authors who 
argue against an evolutionary under-
standing of human origins usually cite 
this passage as decisive evidence that the 
Bible teaches that Adam and Eve are the 
first parents of all humanity.4

Evolutionary science challenges the claim 
that Adam and Eve are the sole parents 
of all humanity (i.e., monogenism) in that 
genetic analysis points to a population 

bottleneck in Homo sapiens of about 10,000 
individuals, about 100,000–200,000 years 
ago.5 In other words, our genetic diver-
sity suggests that we have descended 
from a population of ancestors that was 
not less than several thousand indi-
viduals at any point since biologically 
modern humans have walked the earth. 
The evidence suggests that no single pair 
of humans ever gave rise to the rest of 
humanity; this does not cohere well with 
the conventional interpretation of Paul’s 
claim that God made all human nations 
“from one” (Acts 17:26). This presents an 
interesting critical problem for those who 
wish to take both the scientific evidence 
and the scriptures seriously.

Although the standard interpretation 
of Acts 17:26 does seem to contradict 
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the claim that the smallest bottleneck in human 
population involved thousands of individuals (i.e., 
polygenism)6 rather than two, the meaning of “from 
one” in this verse is not as clear as the mainstream 
translations and widespread view of commenta-
tors would suggest. Ambiguities in the language of 
the passage in question give rise to several differ-
ent, plausible interpretations of the phrase in which 
Paul identifies that from which God made all the 
nations of humans. In other words, it is not clear that 
the passage refers to Adam at all, and thus the pas-
sage does not necessarily present a problem vis-à-vis 
polygenism.

In this article, I will survey several possible inter-
pretations of what the phrase “from one” refers to 
in Acts 17:26. I will present the best arguments in 
favor of and against each interpretation, and I will 
ultimately suggest that it is not definitively clear on 
exegetical grounds which of the possible meanings is 
best. I will then briefly discuss the Christian tradition 
of the unity of truth, in order to suggest an approach 
to adjudicating between the potential interpretations 
in the face of scientific evidence for polygenism. In 
short, I suggest that it is reasonable to favor those 
plausible exegetical options that cohere with the sci-
entific consensus over those that do not.

Paul’s Athenian Address
The reference to God’s making every human nation 
“from one” (Acts 17:26) falls within an address Paul 
delivers while in the ancient Greek city of Athens. 
In order to assess potential interpretations of this 
phrase, it is necessary to consider the account of Paul 
in Athens more broadly (17:16–32). There are numer-
ous interesting interpretive matters that I will not be 
able to cover, but several specific issues will be rel-
evant to my discussion below.

In a number of ways, Paul’s visit to Athens is atypi-
cal of his ministry as recorded in the book of Acts. 
First, Paul does not appear to have planned to visit 
Athens. Rather, believers from the city of Beroea 
bring Paul to Athens to keep him safe after contro-
versy erupts there in response to his ministry (see 
Acts 17:1–15). Paul waits in Athens for Timothy and 
Silas, his traveling companions, to join him, and 
while he is waiting there, he becomes distressed 
because the city is full of idols (17:15–16). It appears 
that Paul begins to minister in the synagogues and 

the marketplace specifically in response to the dis-
tress that the idols cause him (17:17). In other words, 
Paul’s Athenian ministry is impromptu.

Paul’s visit to Athens is also unusual in that this is the 
only passage of Acts in which Paul is explicitly said 
to interact with philosophers. In particular, the text 
mentions philosophers from the Stoic and Epicurean 
schools (Acts 17:18), both of which originated 
in Athens several centuries earlier. Controversy 
about Paul’s ministry is usually sparked by objec-
tions among the Jewish community of a given city 
(Acts 13:44–45; 14:1–2; 17:5; 18:5–6, 12–13; 19:8–9; 
21:27–28), or failing that, by Pauline actions that 
threaten to take a financial toll on certain influential 
people in a particular locale (Acts 16:19; 19:23–27); in 
Athens, however, the plot moves forward because 
of the philosophers’ reactions to Paul (Acts 17:18–
19). Although the text does make passing mention 
of Paul engaging in discussions in the Jewish syna-
gogue (Acts 17:17), Jewish concerns are not central to 
the narrative. Greek philosophy is front and center 
in the Athenian account in a way that is not found 
elsewhere in Acts.

The particularity of Paul’s ministry in Athens can 
also be seen in Paul’s speech to the Areopagus 
(Acts 17:22–31), which was the chief court of Athens. 
Most of the other speeches in Acts make heavy and 
explicit reference to the Jewish scriptures, typi-
cally in order to show that Jesus fulfills prophecies 
(Acts 2:14–36; 3:12–26; 4:8–12; 7:2–53; 13:16–41, 46–47; 
15:13–21; cf. 26:22–23). By contrast, Paul’s address 
in Athens includes no explicit appeals to scripture, 
though arguably certain elements, such as God’s 
creation of the world (Acts 17:24), could be consid-
ered implicit allusions to elements of scripture. Paul 
does explicitly quote from the Athenians’ own poets 
instead: “as some of your own poets have also said, 
‘For we also are [God’s] offspring’” (Acts 17:28).7 
Paul’s choice of allusions in this speech reflects the 
non-Jewish, philosophical audience to whom he 
tailors his remarks. Whereas references to biblical 
prophecy would be compelling in a Jewish syna-
gogue, they would be of little use in front of a council 
of Athenian intellectuals.

Paul is brought before the Areopagus because some 
of the Athenian philosophers understood him to be 
proclaiming “foreign divinities” (Acts 17:18). An 
educated ancient reader could not help but recall the 
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fifth century BCE Athenian philosopher Socrates, 
who was widely known to have been executed after 
standing trial before the Areopagus for introducing 
“new divinities.”8 So, although it may seem at first 
glance that the Areopagus is simply curious to know 
more about Paul’s new teaching,9 we can reason-
ably imagine that his “new teaching” about “foreign 
divinities” makes him suspect in the eyes of his audi-
ence (see esp. Acts 17:20).10

One of the major apparent aims of Paul’s address is 
to convince his audience that the God he proclaims is 
not actually foreign or new to Athens. A number of 
elements drive at this basic point. At the beginning 
of his speech, Paul mentions an altar “to an unknown 
god” which he found as he went through Athens, and 
states that he is about to proclaim to the Athenian 
council that which they worship without knowl-
edge (Acts 17:23). The idea seems to be that the God 
Paul proclaims is not a foreign divinity that is new to 
Athens, but rather a God of whom the Athenians are 
already at some level aware, and whom they already 
worship implicitly. Likewise, Paul’s God is the cre-
ator of the whole world (Acts 17:24), and provides 
life, breath, and everything else to everyone (Acts 
17:25). These claims would obviously include God’s 
creation of Athens, and providential sustenance of 
the people of Athens. Again, the God in question is 
not novel or foreign, but rather familiar and relevant. 
God is near to everyone (Acts 17:28), including the 
people of Athens, and apparently, they have already 
been feeling around for this God, as if blindfolded 
or searching in the dark (Acts 17:27). Paul’s allusion 
to the Athenian poets (see above) likewise estab-
lishes that the people of Athens already have some 
knowledge of the creator God, albeit an incomplete 
knowledge (Acts 17:30). All of these elements serve 
to establish that the God Paul proclaims was already 
at work among the Athenians before he arrived 
there, and although his proclamation has novel ele-
ments (see esp. Acts 17:31), it is in a certain kind of 
continuity with already-accepted Athenian thought 
about God.

Within the context of Paul’s refutation of the claims 
that his teaching is new and his God is foreign, the 
assertion that God made all human nations “from 
one” (Acts 17:26) serves to unify humanity under the 
providential care of the singular creator. Regardless 
of which interpretation one chooses for this phrase, 
the import of the claim is that the Athenians and 

Paul share a common origin stemming from the 
same God.

Manuscript Ambiguity in Acts 17:26
The breadth of interpretive possibilities for the 
phrase “from one” is due in part to textual differ-
ences among ancient manuscripts of the passage. 
The text of the New Testament is based on thousands 
of ancient manuscripts—many of them fragmen-
tary—the earliest of which date to the third century 
CE, or perhaps the end of the second century CE 
in a few cases. No two of these manuscripts match 
completely, since the process of transcribing a text 
by hand is prone to various kinds of error. Textual 
criticism is the discipline by which scholars compare 
differing manuscripts and attempt to reconstruct 
critically the earliest ascertainable version of a given 
passage.11 Some manuscript differences can be 
resolved easily, such as when a scribe clearly made 
an obvious spelling mistake, or failed to copy an 
entire line of text. Other discrepancies are more diffi-
cult to resolve, and decisions are made with varying 
degrees of confidence.12 In the case of Acts 17:26, 
the majority of ancient manuscripts read “from one 
blood” (Greek: ex henos haimatos), but the manu-
scripts generally considered to be the very most 
reliable read “from one” (ex henos).13

The committee responsible for producing the stan-
dard critical edition of the Greek text of the New 
Testament considered several potential arguments in 
favor of the “from one blood” variant of the text.14 
First, because the Greek word here translated “blood” 
(i.e., haimatos) has a similar ending to the Greek word 
here translated “one” (i.e., henos), it is possible that 
the eye of a scribe may have skipped past the word 
for “blood” after writing the word for “one.” This 
kind of error is not uncommon in the transcription 
of biblical texts. Second, it is conceivable that some-
one deliberately deleted the word “blood” because 
Genesis describes God forming humanity from dust, 
not blood (Gen. 2:7). This sort of editing of the text 
did sometimes occur in the process of the dissemi-
nation of the Bible. Third, it is likewise possible that 
“blood” was removed from the text because “from 
one blood” may have sounded like an unnatural way 
to describe the descent of humanity from Adam. Any 
of these hypothetical scenarios is a possible explana-
tion for how an earlier reading of “from one blood” 
might have given rise to some manuscripts that read 
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“from one,” though it should be borne in mind that 
the second and third scenarios rely on the assump-
tion that the scribes would have understood the 
phrase in question to refer to Adam, and I argue that 
this is less than clear.

Though words were occasionally left out of the text 
during the process of transcription, it was also quite 
common for extra words to be inserted into the text 
that were not original, and the majority of the com-
mittee ultimately found the attestation of “from 
one” in important early manuscripts compelling rea-
son enough to conclude that “blood” was added to, 
rather than removed from, the text of Acts.15 Because 
most modern translations of the New Testament are 
based on the standard critical Greek text, they typi-
cally leave “blood” out of the English rendering of 
Acts 17:26.

Recently, Fred S. Cannon has argued that the “from 
one blood” textual variant should be taken seriously, 
based on significant early attestation of this reading 
in the manuscript tradition.16 For this reason, I will 
consider interpretive options that would follow from 
both the “from one” and the “from one blood” tex-
tual variants in this article.

Linguistic Ambiguity in Acts 17:26
In addition to the ambiguity introduced by differ-
ences between manuscripts, the meaning of “from 
one” is ambiguous in that the Greek word translated 
“one” (henos) could potentially be masculine or neu-
ter in gender. Greek adjectives change spelling based 
on whether they are singular vs. plural, whether 
they are gendered masculine, feminine, or neuter, 
and how they function in relation to other words 
within the sentence (i.e., “case”). The Greek word 
translated “one” (henos) in Acts 17:26 is singular, and 
appears in the genitive case.17 The masculine singu-
lar genitive and neuter singular genitive forms of 
an ancient Greek adjective are spelled in exactly the 
same way. In most cases, context clarifies whether 
a given adjective should be understood as neuter 
or masculine, but occasionally, a genuine ambigu-
ity occurs. If “blood” is considered to be part of the 
text of Acts 17:26 (see above), then “one” (henos) is 
clearly neuter, since the adjective modifies the neu-
ter noun “blood” (haimatos). However, if “blood” is 
not considered to be part of the text, then nothing 
concrete remains to  disambiguate whether “one” is 

neuter or masculine, which expands the set of pos-
sible referents.

The majority of interpreters of Acts 17:26 understand 
“one” to mean “from one person” (i.e., Adam); this 
view would make the adjective masculine.18 By con-
trast, if the adjective is neuter, it would potentially 
express the idea “from one thing,” which some schol-
ars take to mean something like “from one source.” 
Additionally, the text could be understood to express 
the following thought: “from one (nation) [God] 
made every nation of humans.” The word “nation” 
(Greek: ethnos) in this passage is a neuter noun, so 
if this is what the text expresses, the adjective “one” 
would be neuter, as well. In short, the Greek word-
ing of Acts 17:26 potentially accommodates multiple 
interpretations of what it is from which all human 
nations originate. Other interpretations are certainly 
conceivable beyond the ones I have mentioned, but 
these seem to be the most plausible, and I will dis-
cuss reasons for and against each of these options.

Option 1: From One Human
A number of exegetical considerations weigh in 
favor of the majority interpretation, namely that 
“from one” means “from one human,” that is, Adam. 
A reference to “one human” establishes a tidy par-
allelism with “of humans” (Greek: anthrōpōn) later 
in the verse: “from one human [God] made every 
nation of humans.” Further, an appeal to the descent 
of all humanity from Adam would serve Paul’s rhe-
torical purposes in this passage, since the common 
lineage of all humanity does serve to unify the vari-
ous human nations and potentially to challenge the 
xenophobia that can be found in the Athenians’ reac-
tion to Paul’s “foreign divinities.” Paul was certainly 
familiar with the biblical account of Adam and Eve; 
this is apparent both because they were notable fig-
ures within the Judaism of Paul’s era, and because 
Paul appeals explicitly to Adam and/or Eve in a 
number of his letters.19 Further, in his letter to the 
Romans, Paul repeatedly refers to Adam as “one” 
(i.e., one person) using the same word found in 
Acts 17:26 (hen[os]; Acts 5:15, 16, 17, 18, 19; cf. 5:12). 
So, it would not be surprising to hear Paul refer to 
Adam as “one” in a speech. Given that virtually all 
critical scholars acknowledge that Luke and Acts 
were written by the same author,20 it is relevant that 
Luke includes a genealogy of Jesus that continues 
back to Adam (Luke 3:23–38; cf. 1 Chron. 1:1), and 



81Volume 74, Number 2, June 2022

William Horst

so an attentive reader of Luke/Acts could in some 
sense be primed to imagine the creation of human-
ity “from one person” as a reference to the descent 
of numerous generations of humans from Adam, 
despite the fact that Paul does not use Adam’s name 
is his speech.21

The notion that “from one” refers to Adam is further 
supported by several other elements in the sur-
rounding verses that can potentially be understood 
to evoke the early chapters of Genesis. Just before 
the comment about God’s creation of all nations of 
humanity “from one” (Acts 17:26), Paul describes 
God’s creation of heaven and earth: “The God who 
made the world and all the things in it, who is Lord 
of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made 
by hand” (Acts 17:24). He likewise states that God 
“gives to everyone life and breath and all things” 
(Acts 17:25); the passage is potentially reminiscent 
of God’s breathing the breath of life into Adam, as 
described in Genesis 2:7. The wording of these com-
ments more closely resembles a passage from Isaiah, 
which describes God as creator and giver of life: 
“Thus says the Lord, the God who made the heaven 
and established it, who made firm the earth and the 
things in it, and gives breath to the people who are 
on it, and spirit to those who walk it” (Isa. 42:5).22 
Nonetheless, at a thematic level, biblically informed 
readers could easily find themselves thinking of the 
account of creation in Genesis when they hear Paul’s 
address to the Areopagus, since it describes God’s 
creation of heaven and earth (Gen. 2:4; cf. 1:1–2:3), 
and the bestowal of divine breath (Gen. 2:7). Further, 
just after his reference to God’s making of the 
nations “from one,” Paul says that God created the 
nations “to dwell upon the whole face of the earth” 
(Acts 17:26). The phrase, “upon the face of the earth” 
occurs regularly in the early chapters of Genesis (2:6; 
6:7; 7:4, 23; 8:8, 9, 13), including a number of specific 
references to the spread of groups of humans over 
the face of the earth (Gen. 11:4, 8, 9). These textual 
connections, or “intertexts,” add to the likelihood 
that Paul intends a reference to Adam when he refers 
to God’s creation “from one,” since they suggest that 
Paul has creation, human origins, and the like, in 
mind at this point in his address.

So then, a substantial case can be made in favor of the 
Adamic reading of “from one” in Acts 17:26, and this 
helps to explain why so many interpreters under-
stand the phrase as a reference to Adam. However, 

this position is weakened by the fact that if “from 
one” is meant to refer to Adam, Paul’s non-Jewish 
Athenian audience would not reasonably have 
understood him to intend this allusion, since they 
would not be familiar with the Jewish scriptures, and 
thus would not share Paul’s assumption that Adam 
and Eve were the progenitors of humanity. A Jewish 
or Christian reader of Acts could potentially under-
stand “from one” in reference to Adam, but given 
that Paul’s speech otherwise appears to be aimed 
at presenting his intellectual Athenian audience 
with an intelligible message (see above), it would be 
surprising if he is found to base his rhetoric on an 
appeal to scripture that his audience would not be 
able to recognize.

It is worth noting that a typical Greek understand-
ing of human origins did not include the notion of a 
common ancestor that united all of humanity. Greek 
literary tradition does include genealogical accounts 
of various people-groups descending from earlier 
progenitors and migrating to various regions,23 but 
such traditions did not paint a picture of the forma-
tion of all peoples from a single primordial nation, 
let alone a single common progenitor. Rather, the 
development of the human race includes the descent 
of some bloodlines from initial progenitors who were 
conceived directly from deities, other nations that 
were said to be “autochthonous” (Greek: autochthōn), 
meaning that they sprang directly from the soil of 
their particular region,24 and other cases of extraor-
dinary origins for particular groups of people. For 
that matter, different sources reflect multiple incon-
sistent traditions that the Greeks maintained without 
feeling the need to harmonize them into a consis-
tent account. Some traditions identify Phoroneus 
as the first man,25 but genealogical literature often 
begins with Deucalion—the son of the Titan god 
Prometheus—who survived a great flood together 
with his wife Pyrrha.26 After the flood, at the behest 
of Zeus, Deucalion and Pyrrha throw stones over 
their heads which turn into humans; this unusual 
event gives rise to a particular people group.27 Yet, 
Deucalion and Pyrrha also gave rise to progeny by 
more conventional procreation, and the relationship 
between this line and the people created from rocks 
is never explained.28 Pseudo-Apollodorus’s account 
of Deucalion and Pyrrha’s progeny also includes 
additional people who were conceived by deities.29 
The point is, Greek genealogical tradition presents 
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a hodgepodge of different people and groups origi-
nating from multiple sources, and could not readily 
be summarized in terms of all human nations origi-
nating from a single primordial nation or people. 
As John van Seters puts it, “The Greek tradition of 
origins … seems to focus more on the origins of par-
ticular states, tribes, and peoples than on humankind 
in general.”30

For the purposes of Paul’s address to the Athenians, 
it is particularly relevant that the founding mythol-
ogy of Athens maintained that the Athenians were 
autochthonous. In other words, their forebears did not 
migrate to a certain region and there found a city. 
Rather, they literally sprang from the soil of Athens. 
This gave the Athenians a particularly strong claim 
to their land, grounds for civic pride, and, in some 
cases, a sense of superiority over ethnically mixed 
groups whose ancestral heterogeneity was under-
stood to produce social inequity and a lack of loyalty 
to their city. The people of Athens understood them-
selves as pure descendants from a common set of 
ancestors who were particular to them.31 This is quite 
a different picture from the formation of all human 
nations “from one” (Acts 17:26), which Paul includes 
in his address to the Athenian council.

It is certainly possible that Paul could claim that all 
human nations descended from one ancestor, and 
that the Athenians could understand this concept, 
even though they would not have understood the 
“one” in question as Adam, in particular. However, 
this would presumably not have been rhetorically 
compelling to a people who did not hold to Genesis 
as an authoritative text, and did not think of human 
origins in terms of a single family tree. If Paul does 
intend to refer to God’s beginning human cre-
ation with a single progenitor, this claim would 
serve as a challenge to the Athenians’ traditional 
self-understanding.

Option 2: From One Nation
Although the Adamic interpretation of “from one” 
(Acts 17:26) is certainly the most popular, a rela-
tively good case can be made for understanding the 
phrase to mean “from one nation.”32 First, this sense 
of “one” would establish parallelism with “nation” 
later in the verse: “from one nation [God] made every 
nation of humans.” Given that the occasion for Paul’s 
speech has to do with the perceived foreign nature of 

his teaching in an Athenian context, and given the 
abundance of ethnic and cultural attributions in the 
passage in general,33 a discussion of nations seems 
slightly more relevant than a discussion of a single 
human progenitor.34

In the biblical tradition, God’s formation of all the 
nations of the earth from one nation would corre-
spond to the Babel incident of Genesis 11:1–9. This 
passage describes unified humans resisting being 
scattered across the face of the earth (Gen. 11:4). 
Instead of dispersing across the earth, humans settle 
in the land of Shinar and work together to build a 
fortified city with a tall tower, in order to make a 
name for themselves and avoid the vulnerability of 
being spread across the earth. The Lord confuses the 
language of the people so that they cannot continue 
to undertake further endeavors of this nature, and 
thus, the people are scattered across the face of the 
earth despite their efforts to avoid this. Apparently, 
the spread of humans across the face of the earth 
was God’s intention from the beginning, which is 
consistent with God’s instruction earlier in Genesis 
for humans to “be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth 
and subdue it, and rule over the fish of the sea and 
over the flying creatures of the sky, and over every 
living thing that creeps over the earth” (Gen. 1:28). 
The language of the passage is ambiguous as to 
whether it describes a universal human unity and 
scattering or a local unity and scattering,35 but the 
Babel story certainly could be understood as the 
origin of the diversity of human nations, especially 
by ancient readers who would not have had anthro-
pological evidence to challenge such an account of 
human origins.

A number of specific parallels between Paul’s 
address to the Areopagus and the biblical account of 
Babel support the notion that Paul could have Babel 
in mind when he describes God making all human 
nations from “one” (Acts 17:26). Indeed, a number 
of scholars note the parallels between the passages, 
even if they understand Adam to be the “one.”36 
Although the language of “nation” per se does not 
occur in the passage, this notion is basically implied 
by the comment that “the people are one, and 
they have one language among them” (Gen. 11:6). 
Likewise, the verse just before the Babel passage 
describes the “nations” spreading over the earth 
from the descendants of Noah (Gen. 10:32), so the 
reader of Genesis is certainly primed to find the same 
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concept of nations in the unification and scattering 
of the people in the Babel account (Gen. 11:1–9). So, 
when Paul describes God making all human nations 
“from one,” it is quite plausible that he has in mind 
one nation, and that the nation in question is the uni-
fied people who gathered together in the land of 
Shinar before being scattered by divine intervention.

The plausibility of a Pauline reference to Babel is fur-
ther supported by his description of human nations 
being made “to dwell on the whole face of the earth” 
(Acts 17:26). Although the language of “the face of 
the earth” occurs in a number of instances in the 
early chapters of Genesis (2:6; 6:7; 7:4, 23; 8:8, 9, 
13), the instances that refer to peoples being spread 
across the face of the earth all occur within the Babel 
account (Gen. 11:4, 8, 9; cf. 10:32). Thus, Paul’s refer-
ence to nations dwelling on the face of the earth is 
less a parallel to the early chapters of Genesis in gen-
eral, as some scholars suggest (see above), and more 
a parallel to the Babel incident, in particular.37

The major difficulty with the proposal that “from 
one” refers to the single nation gathered at Babel, 
from whom God produced all human nations, is 
essentially the same as the key difficulty with the 
Adamic interpretation (see above). If Paul does 
intend to refer to the Babel account and the subse-
quent diversification of ethnic groups, this is not a 
reference that his audience would be able to pick up 
on. As with the Adamic interpretation, it is certainly 
possible that Paul’s hearers could have grasped the 
notion that all human nations descended from one 
common primordial nation, but this would not have 
been a matter of common ground between Paul and 
the Athenians. Rather, the point would be a chal-
lenge to their cherished self-understanding.

Option 3: From One (Source)
One point of contention within scholarly interpre-
tation of Paul’s speech in Athens is whether the 
character of the speech is more biblical or more 
consistent with Greek philosophical tradition.38 A 
biblical background is certainly more consistent with 
Paul’s speeches in Acts in general, but biblical allu-
sions would not be intelligible to Paul’s Athenian 
audience. A philosophically oriented speech would 
be congenial to the Athenian audience, especially the 
Stoic and Epicurean philosophers mentioned in the 
text (Acts 17:18). Consistent with a philosophically 

focused interpretation of the speech, certain scholars 
have suggested that the phrase “from one” (ex henos, 
Acts 17:26) should be understood as a grammatically 
neuter construction (“from one [thing]”), implying 
“from one (source),” and that the reference should 
be understood in terms of Stoic philosophical convic-
tions about the unity of humanity and the origination 
of all humanity from the divine.39 Thus, Paul does 
not explicitly affirm here that God made all human-
ity from Adam—one ancestor—but instead affirms 
that humanity is unified in that all human nations 
share a common source—namely, the creator God.

Although both Stoic and Epicurean philosophers 
are mentioned in the account of Paul’s ministry in 
Athens (Acts 17:18), his speech has much more over-
lap with Stoic thought than with Epicurean thought. 
Epicureans denied the idea of divine providence, 
and taught that the gods were not interested in the 
lives of humans. By contrast, the Stoics were basi-
cally pantheistic and emphasized the nearness and 
providence of the divine.40 Paul’s address in Athens 
likewise emphasizes God’s nearness and involve-
ment in human lives (esp. Acts 17:27–28), so a typical 
Stoic would find much more to agree with than a typ-
ical Epicurean.41 Paul’s speech certainly differs from 
Stoic thought on many points, especially his procla-
mation of the resurrection of Christ and the coming 
day of judgment (Acts 17:31), but he is clearly shown 
in this passage to be presenting his gospel in a man-
ner that overlaps as much as it could with a Greek 
philosophical perspective, especially a Stoic perspec-
tive. For this reason, it should not surprise us to find 
that the phrase “from one” also has resonance with 
the Stoic tradition.

The Stoic notion of human unity due to a common 
source is rooted in Stoic cosmology. Although views 
differ significantly from author to author, Stoic 
cosmology generally understands the universe to 
be unified by an all-pervading spirit, which gives 
order and organization and ensures a deterministic 
chain of fate.42 The divine is everywhere providen-
tially present. Thus, God or the gods can be said to 
be the source of everything in the universe, includ-
ing all people. Some Stoic writings appeal to the 
divine source of humanity in order to encourage 
equality and regard for others. For example, Seneca 
the Younger, a first-century CE thinker shaped by 
Stoicism, appeals to the common source of human-
ity in order to encourage people to treat their slaves 
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ethically: “Kindly remember that he whom you call 
your slave sprang from the same stock [literally 
‘from the same seeds’].”43 Stoics often regarded all of 
existence as a unified, interconnected body or society 
based on the pervasive presence of the divine spirit.44 
Widespread human awareness of the divine is also 
explained by the origination of humanity from God. 
Cicero says, “Man recognizes God because, in a way, 
he remembers and recognizes the source from which 
he sprang.”45 If Paul does intend to convey that God 
created every human nation “from one (source)” 
(Acts 17:26), this comment would be quite at home 
within Stoic discourse about divinity.

A number of other points of contact can be found 
between typical ancient Stoic teaching and Paul’s 
speech to the Athenians, which further strengthen 
the plausibility that “from one” may well also reflect 
Stoic ideas. First, a number of authors associated 
with the Stoic tradition refer to God as the ancestor of 
humanity,46 much as Paul claims by quoting Aratus 
(Acts 17:28; see above). Indeed, Aratus’s writings 
betray that he himself was informed by Stoic thought 
to a significant extent.47 Of course, the idea that all 
humans are God’s offspring is consistent with God 
being the “one” source from which all humans have 
sprung (Acts 17:26).48 Another important Stoic con-
cept is the idea that humans of various groups share 
an innate awareness of God,49 and this constitutes 
a second point of congeniality with Paul’s speech, 
especially his appeal to the altar to an unknown 
god (Acts 17:23). Third, much as Paul appeals to 
the common source of humanity in order to chal-
lenge the potential Athenian objection to that which 
is foreign (see above), Stoicism often includes a con-
viction about the unity and equality of humanity.50 
These additional parallels between Paul’s address 
and typical Stoic discourse about the relationship 
between divinity and humanity increase the likeli-
hood that the phrase “from one” (Acts 17:26) ought 
to be understood in reference to the common divine 
source of humanity.51

Another important element of Paul’s Athenian 
address is his opposition to idols. Although he 
does appeal to the altar to an unknown god to help 
make his case (Acts 17:23), he repeatedly insists that 
idols, altars, and other elements of pagan devotion 
are unsuitable ways to honor the divine creator (see 
Acts 17:24–25, 29; cf. 17:16). This aspect of the speech 
is not distinctly Stoic, but similar anti-idol polemic 

can certainly be found within Stoic tradition.52 In fact, 
Paul’s opposition to idols is something that Jewish, 
Stoic, and Epicurean audiences would be able to 
agree on fairly easily.53

In sum, a solid historical-cultural case can be made 
in favor of reading “from one” in Acts 17:26 as a 
reference to God as the universal divine source of 
every human nation, rather than an evocation of 
the account of human origins found in Genesis. 
Although such an interpretation understands the 
phrase to be rooted in Hellenistic and especially Stoic 
philosophical tradition, this does not imply that Paul 
holds a thoroughly Stoic view, nor would it neces-
sarily mean that Paul is implicitly denying that all 
humans descended from Adam. It would simply 
mean that Paul is describing his gospel in a man-
ner that is as accessible as it can be to his audience 
while still challenging a number of their assumptions 
(Acts 17:32–33).

It is not absolutely necessary to choose between an 
Adamic and a Stoic interpretation of “from one” 
(Acts 17:26). Several scholars posit that the author of 
Acts intentionally includes an ambiguous phrase, so 
that the biblically informed reader (or hearer) under-
stands that Adam is intended, whereas the Athenian 
audience would have been expected to understand 
the phrase in terms of the more familiar Stoic con-
cepts just discussed.54 In other words, the reader of 
Acts is to understand that Paul is employing words 
that would sound like popular philosophical con-
cepts to his Athenian audience, while the biblically 
informed audience of Acts knows the true meaning 
behind his carefully selected words. This is certainly 
within the realm of possibility, but it seems to 
assume exceptionally attentive and insightful read-
ers. If the author of Acts does intend such a clever 
double entendre, it is difficult to imagine that very 
many people would pick up on it, especially since 
most would have heard the text recited aloud, rather 
than reading it off a page themselves. At the very 
least, a significant possibility exists that Paul refers 
to God as the source of humanity rather than to Adam 
as a common progenitor of all humanity, even if this 
is not the only possible interpretation.55

Option 4: From One Blood (Collective)
Considering the “blood” textual variant (see above), 
the creation of all human nations “from one blood” 
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Interpretations involving the descent of all humans 
from one nation or people group (i.e., options 2 
and 4) square relatively well with polygenism, 
insofar as a polygenetic understanding of human 
evolution would involve descent from a relatively 
small population of ancestors in the remote past, 
though in the case of the “from one nation” option 
(i.e., option 2), we would perhaps need to treat the 
term “nation” loosely, as an interbreeding popula-
tion does not imply an organized society. Indeed, 
the human ancestral population likely lived in small, 
scattered groups among which individuals migrated 
from time to time.60 There are other critical difficul-
ties involved with a literal interpretation of the Babel 
narrative of Genesis,61 but Paul’s explicit claim that 
humans descended from a single interbreeding 
population rather than certain groups having inde-
pendent origins (as in the autochthonous origin of the 
Athenians) would be consistent with contemporary 
scientific consensus. The interpretation that humans 
were made from one (divine) source (i.e., option 3) 
works quite well vis-à-vis a Christian faith informed 
by polygenism, though of course we should be care-
ful not to interpret Paul in an overly Stoic way that 
ignores his uniqueness as a proclaimer of the gos-
pel of Christ. This third interpretive option has the 
added benefit that it would constitute a compel-
ling basis for the sort of universality for which Paul 
argues not only to his Athenian audience (or at least 
the Stoics present in it) and to the earliest readers of 
Acts, but also to modern Christian readers. Although 
Stoicism is no longer a popular philosophical school 
of thought, the notion that humans should be unified 
because they all have their origin in one God is cer-
tainly sensible to many modern people.

Acts 17:26 and the Unity of Truth
Given that Acts 17:26 presents scholars with legiti-
mate textual and exegetical ambiguities that allow for 
multiple plausible interpretations, how might mod-
ern Christians adjudicate between these possibilities, 
especially since some possible interpretations are 
more or less problematic vis-à-vis genetic science? 
The Christian tradition does not present us with an 
obvious, definitive answer to how such issues ought 
to be resolved, but insofar as a relevant thread of 
tradition can be found, potential conflicts between 
science (or natural philosophy, as the predecessor to 
modern science) and the Bible have been addressed 
in the West using the theological  conviction of the 
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could be interpreted collectively, as Cannon does.56 
Such language could certainly be taken to indicate 
an idea similar to the “from one nation” reading 
that I discuss above (i.e., option 2), namely, that all 
human nations emerged from one common group, 
in contrast to the common Greek understanding 
that certain communities of people (e.g., the people 
of Athens) had distinct, exclusive origins that ren-
dered them superior to the people of other states (see 
above).57 The advantages and disadvantages of this 
view would be roughly the same as the “from one 
nation” interpretation.

Option 5: From One Blood (Adam)
The reading “from one blood” does not necessarily 
imply a collective interpretation of human descent. 
It could just as readily be understood in reference 
to the singular bloodline of Adam and Eve, the 
common human progenitors.58 However, it would 
render an allusion to Adam still more implicit than 
the “from one (person)” interpretation because one 
would have to understand that humanity’s common 
bloodline has its roots in the creation of Adam and 
Eve. In other words, to an uninitiated audience like 
the Areopagus, it would not be apparent that Paul 
was referring to an individual couple at the head of 
humanity, especially since Greek culture narrated the 
development of humanity in a much more piecemeal 
manner (see above). Still, if one thinks less in terms 
of Paul’s Athenian audience and more in terms of 
Luke’s biblically informed audience, one could rea-
sonably imagine that the reader of Luke is intended 
to understand that Paul has the bloodline of Adam 
and Eve in mind, but refers to the primordial couple 
implicitly since the Athenians would not understand 
the reference anyway. So, this fifth option can be 
added to the list of plausible interpretations.

Normative Interpretation of 
Acts 17:26
Multiple understandings of Paul’s reference to 
God’s making the nations “from one” (Acts 17:26) 
are reasonable on exegetical grounds. However, for 
the purposes of normative Christian interpretation, 
the options are not equally congenial to evolution-
ary science, especially scientific evidence in favor of 
polygenism. Interpretations involving the descent of 
all humans from one common ancestor (i.e., options 1 
and 5) do not square well with polygenism.59 
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insisted that the Bible should trump natural philoso-
phy on the matter.65

As a biblical scholar with no serious training in biol-
ogy, I am not in a position to determine the degree of 
certainty with which we can now affirm polygenism 
in human evolution, though what I have heard and 
read gives the impression that such a model should 
be affirmed with high confidence. For that matter, 
written records pertaining to Galileo and Bellarmine 
do not go very far toward establishing specific cri-
teria for determining how to categorize a particular 
scientific claim in terms of certainty. Moreover, it 
is not a given that Galileo, Bellarmine, or any other 
individual in the history of interpretation should 
get to decide how modern Christians ought to 
adjudicate between scripture and science, not least 
because, as Blackwell notes, biblical truth was gen-
erally regarded as superior to scientific truth in the 
cultural milieu of Galileo and Bellarmine, whereas 
scientific truth is typically regarded as superior to 
biblical truth in much of modern Western culture.66 
Furthermore, as I argued above, it would not be cor-
rect to say that polygenism contradicts Acts 17:26, 
since Paul’s comment about the origin of human 
nations can reasonably be interpreted in multiple 
ways. To say the least, the question of how to inter-
pret this passage in the face of genetic science is less 
than straightforward, and past discussions at the 
intersection of science and scripture do not perfectly 
correspond to it. At best, my suggestions along these 
lines are provisional and invite further constructive 
discourse.

Given all of the above, I submit that the following 
three elements should characterize a faithful and sci-
entifically informed approach to Acts 17:26:

1. The subject should be confronted and discussed. 
Scholarship opposing evolution on biblical and 
theological grounds routinely cites Acts 17:26 
as a proof text against polygenism (see cita-
tions above), but many scholarly works written 
in favor of evolutionary creationism ignore the 
verse entirely.67 My discussion in this article 
should deprecate any scandal associated with this 
passage for evolutionary creationists, since the 
passage does not necessarily demand a monoge-
netic understanding of human origins.

2. The range of plausible interpretations should be 
acknowledged. In all likelihood, most  readers of 

unity of truth. In other words, nature and scripture 
are held to be God’s “two books,” both of which 
reveal God’s truth in unique ways, but which, prop-
erly understood, cannot contradict one another, since 
both come from the one supreme God. As Kenneth J. 
Howell has shown, the strategies that have been 
adopted for reconciling God’s two books vary greatly 
across situations, but the varied strategies are rooted 
in the shared core conviction that the natural world 
and faith can and should be reconciled in the rare 
case where they are found to conflict.62 For example, 
in the case of the Copernican revolution, both Galileo 
Galilei and his key interlocutors agreed on the unity 
of truth, and agreed that if the heliocentric model 
were proven indubitably, then biblical interpretation 
would need to be updated to correspond to nature. 
They disagreed primarily on the extent to which the 
heliocentric model was demonstrable.63

More specifically, Richard J. Blackwell shows that 
both Galileo and Cardinal Robert Bellarmine—who 
confronted Galileo on behalf of the Roman Catholic 
Church regarding heliocentrism—seem to have pre-
sumed that scientific propositions that appear to 
conflict with scripture could be placed into one of 
three meaningful categories: 

Category I: propositions demonstrated to be true; 
Category II: propositions not demonstrated to date 

but which could be demonstrated in the future; 
Category III: propositions which can never be con-

clusively proven to be true.64 

Both Galileo and Bellarmine agreed that issues in cat-
egory I necessitate a reinterpretation of scripture, or 
at least an acknowledgement of ignorance in how to 
interpret problematic passages correctly. If a claim 
about the natural world is indubitably true, biblical 
interpretation must bend to accommodate this truth. 
Both apparently also agreed that issues in category III 
should not prompt a reinterpretation of scripture or 
Christian faith. Rather, our understanding of nature 
should bend to accommodate the Bible. Galileo’s dis-
cussion of issues in category II is not always clearly 
consistent, but he generally argues that the meaning 
of the Bible should not be fixed in the face of issues 
in category II. Further, he apparently regarded helio-
centrism as an issue in category II (i.e., provable, but 
not yet definitively proven in his day), and history 
has of course vindicated this view. By contrast, it 
seems that Bellarmine may have placed heliocen-
trism in category III (i.e., not ever provable), and thus 
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Acts in English assume that the text must refer 
to human descent from Adam, given the consis-
tency with which modern English translations 
say something like “from one ancestor.” To raise 
awareness about this interpretive issue is to 
give more people the chance to have insightful 
thoughts about it, and this is presumably advan-
tageous for all.

3. To the extent that polygenism is affirmed with con-
fidence, plausible interpretations consistent with 
polygenism should be favored with corresponding 
conviction over those that imply monogenism.68 
This is not to say that science should dictate all 
aspects of biblical interpretation. Such an approach 
makes scripture subordinate to nature. The case 
of Acts 17:26 is particular in that multiple reason-
able interpretations can be found, some of which 
cohere with scientific consensus and others which 
are problematized by science. This hermeneutical 
approach may potentially apply to other current or 
future points of tension between science and bibli-
cal interpretation, but it does not necessarily apply 
to all such points of tension.

We might say that both science (as the interpretation 
of nature) and exegesis (as the interpretation of scrip-
ture) involve degrees of confidence. In Galileo’s day, 
heliocentrism had not yet been demonstrated defini-
tively, though there were good observational reasons 
for natural philosophers to think it was true. In the 
twenty-first century, scarcely anyone would question 
that the earth revolves around the sun. Galileo’s dis-
cussion of biblical interpretation involved a certain 
tentativeness, since he expected heliocentrism would 
be proven in the future (relative to his day). His argu-
ment was not that biblical interpretation should be 
revised based on what he thought would be proven 
eventually, but rather that the church’s interpretation 
should not be fixed on geocentric assumptions while 
the issue was unresolved. Analogously, biblical 
interpretation could also be said to involve degrees 
of confidence. Some elements of scripture are clear 
and pervasively agreed upon, whereas certain pas-
sages are exegetically controversial and cause a great 
deal of ink to be spilled in the course of scholarly 
interlocution. Furthermore, we could reasonably say 
that neither science nor exegesis are ever finished. 
The possibility always exists that a new scientific 
discovery will require revision of an entrenched 
consensus, and likewise, on occasion, a particularly 

striking exegetical argument causes a shift in biblical 
interpretation.69

We could consider a general principle that a strongly 
evidenced scientific consensus should take a certain 
kind of hermeneutical priority over a biblical pas-
sage with multiple plausible interpretations (if one or 
more interpretations fit the scientific consensus and 
one or more others do not), whereas a strongly held 
consensus about biblical interpretation should be 
maintained in the face of less-than-definitive scien-
tific controversies. In some circumstances, definitive 
interpretation may need to be deferred until greater 
exegetical or scientific clarity can be reached. Such a 
principle seems to me a fair application of the con-
cept of the unity of truth.

In the case of Acts 17:26, I have argued that multiple 
exegetically plausible interpretations are available, 
which cohere with polygenism to varying extents. 
Insofar as polygenism is deemed to be strongly evi-
denced, it can reasonably prompt faithful Christian 
interpreters of Acts to prefer exegetical options that 
accommodate this scientific conviction. It is pos-
sible that a new, brilliant exegete could come along 
with an insight that will settle the interpretation of 
this biblical passage in such a way that polygenism 
(or some other scientific claim) cannot reasonably be 
accepted by faithful Christians, though admittedly 
this sort of consensus among biblical interpreters 
is rare.

Navigating the interpretation of God’s two books in 
the sort of way I here propose has obvious poten-
tial pitfalls. Some scientifically minded people will 
want to prioritize scientific claims over exegesis to 
an undue extent, especially in cases where their own 
scientific contribution sits uncomfortably alongside 
biblical interpretation. Likewise, exegetes may tend 
to prioritize their understanding of a given biblical 
passage over scientific claims to an inappropriate 
extent, especially if their own research has yielded an 
interpretation that shapes their view. To avoid these 
extremes will require humility, patience, and a will-
ingness for thinkers of various disciplines to listen to 
one another and assess their own convictions criti-
cally and carefully. ◄

Notes
1All translations of ancient texts are my own unless other-
wise noted.
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