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The Story of Sosthenes (Acts 18:1-17):

A Hermeneutic of the Story of Sosthenes
within the Context of Semi-Public Synagogue

Kyu-Hong Cho*

1. Introduction

The narrative in Acts 18:1-17 presents a series of intriguing
events that culminate in the enigmatic story of a synagogue
leader named Sosthenes. Unlike his experience in Athens, Paul’s
mission in Corinth appears to bear significant fruit. In Corinth,
he encounters individuals who are unequivocally identified as
Christians: Aquila, his wife Priscilla, Titus Justus, and Crispus,
a synagogue ruler. Notably, these names also appear in 1 or
2 Corinthians (Aquila and Priscilla in 1 Corinthians 16:19;
Titus, though not certain whether he is Justus, in 2 Corinthians
2:13; Crispus in 1 Corinthians 1:14).

Another figure who abruptly enters the scene and is men-
tioned in 1 Corinthians 1:1 is Sosthenes. The reader is informed
that Sosthenes is a synagogue ruler (Acts 18:17). However, he
unexpectedly becomes the victim of a violent beating by a mob,
with no further explanation provided. Additionally, the pro-
consul Gallio appears indifferent to the assault, as though he
bears no responsibility for the incident. The narrative is ambig-
uous and cryptic, leaving scholars divided on its interpretation.

Although this story has not received extensive scholarly at-
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tention, it raises several important issues worthy of closer
examination. Some key interpretative questions emerge from this
passage: Is the narrative historically reliable? Who are the in-
dividuals involved in the beating? Why does Gallio dismiss the
case brought against Paul by the plaintiffs? Are Crispus and
Sosthenes the same person? Is the Sosthenes mentioned in this
pericope the same individual referred to in 1 Corinthians 1:1,
who is identified as a Christian? Why does Sosthenes, rather
than Paul, become the target of the mob’s violence?

Commentators have offered varied perspectives on these
issues. For instance, while Craig S. Keener views the narrative
as depicting a judicial action, F. F. Bruce interprets it as in-
dicative of mob violence.D) It appears that both scholars ex-
trapolate their arguments significantly from their own inferences.
A crucial element to consider in understanding this incident
is the centrality of the synagogue setting. Paul engages in debates
and attempts to persuade both Jews and Greeks within the
synagogue. Crispus, a leader of the synagogue, converts to
Christianity. Another figure, Sosthenes, who may be another
synagogue ruler or possibly the same individual as Crispus, sud-
denly appears in the narrative and is beaten by the crowd. Given
that the narrative is closely associated with the synagogue setting,
it is reasonable to suggest that studies on the synagogue in
first-century Corinth can provide valuable insights interpreting
the enigmatic story of Sosthenes.

The aim of this paper is to understand the cryptic story
of Sosthenes within the context of the first-century diaspora
synagogue. To support this hermeneutic endeavor, the study
examines the hypotheses concerning the origin of the synagogue

1) Craig S. Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, vol.2 (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2014), 2776-7; Keener, Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2020), 460-63; F. F. Bruce, The Book of the Acss, rev ed. (Grand Rapids: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1988), 353.
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to appropriately orient the data toward understanding the dia-
spora synagogue. By defining the synagogue in Corinth as a
semi-public institution within a diaspora context, this paper will
focus on how the synagogue functioned in the ancient world.
Although public and semi-public synagogues shared several gen-
eral functions, their legal roles differed depending on the
circumstances. Additionally, this paper will scrutinize the status
of the synagogue ruler within the Jewish society of Greco-Roman
cities. Following these preliminary examinations, the paper will
address the issues presented in the passage. The conclusion
drawn will argue that Sosthenes was a different individual from
Crispus, that he was a Christian, and that the assault against
him was not an accidental act of violence but an ad hoc judicial
action approved by Gallio.

2. The Hypotheses of the Origin of the Synagogue: Public and

Semi-Public Association Synagogue

This section draws extensively on Anders Runesson’s mono-

graph, The Origin of the Synagogue, published in 2001.2) His

2) Anders Runesson, 7he Origins of the Synagogue: A Socio-Historical Study (Stockholm:
Almqvist and Wiksell, 2001). Many scholars assess that in the last three decades
we have seen the “advent of what we might call a New Perspective on the
Second Temple Synagogue.” Jonathan Bernier, “Jesus, Amoouviywyoc, and Modes
of Religiosity,” R. Alan Culpepper and Paul N. Anderson, eds., John and Judaism:
A Contested Relationship in Context (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2017), 127. Such an
advent of the deluge of the synagogue-related studies is represented by Donald
D. Binder, Into the Temple Courts: The Place of the Synagogues in the Second
Temple Period (Atanta: SBL Press, 1999); Lee 1. Levine, The Ancient Synagogue:
The First Thousand Years, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005),
21-173; Runesson, The Origins; Runesson, Binder, and Birger Olsson, 7he Ancient
Synagogue from Its Origins Until 200 C.E.: A Sourcebook (Leiden: Brill, 2008).
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research is crucial for accurately understanding the origin and
general functions of the synagogue. Runesson suggests four key
terms in defining the synagogue: (1) institutional, (2) liturgical,
(3) non-liturgical, and (4) spatial aspects.3) He argues that these
four components are integral to defining any synagogal in-
stitution, and the absence of any one of them results in a dis-
torted picture of the synagogue.?

Historically, scholarly debates regarding the origin of the
synagogue have generally split into two main assertions. One
view holds that the synagogue’s origin is rooted in the cities
and towns of Palestine, the Land of Israel. The other perspective
contends that the synagogue emerged in the Diaspora, partic-
ularly within Greco-Roman contexts, as a form of voluntary
association.

One of the prominent scholars advocating for a Palestinian
origin of the synagogue is Lee I. Levine, who proposes the city-gate

hypothesis.>) According to Levine, scholars over the years have

3) Ibid., 34-5. For the studies that have contributed to the institutional aspect
include Philip A. Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations: Claiming
a Place in Ancient Mediterranean Society (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003);
Peter Richardson, “Early Synagogues as Collegia in the Diaspora and Palestine,”
John S. Kloppenborg and Stephen G. Wilson, eds., Voluntary Associations in
the Graeco-Roman World (London: Routledge, 1996), 90-109. For the studies
of the liturgical aspect, see Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1993). Also, for the contributions
to the study of the non-liturgical aspect, see Harland, Associations. Scholars who
have discussed the spatial aspect include Stephen K. Catto, Reconstructing the
First Century Synagogue: A Critical Analysis of Current Research (London: T&T
Clark. 2007); Monika Triimper, “The Oldest Original Synagogue Building in
the Diaspora: The Delos Synagogue Reconsidered,” Hesperia 73 (2004), 513-598.
Runesson, The Origins, 35-6. For the same argument, see Bernier, Aposynagigos
and the Historical Jesus: Rethinking the Historicity of the Johannine Expulsion Passages
(Leiden: Brill, 2013), 56-57; Jordan Ryan, The Role of the Synagogue in the
Aims of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2017), 24.

5) Lee 1. Levine, “The Nature and Origin of the Palestinian Synagogue Reconsidered,”

4

=
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suggested three main options for the origin of the synagogue.
The first is to place its origins in the First Temple period, the
pre-exilic era. The second view holds that the synagogue arose
during the exilic period as an alternative to the Temple, when
the traditional place of worship was no longer accessible. The
third option argues that the synagogue emerged during the
Restoration epoch, primarily for the purpose of Torah reading.®)

Levine contends that all three perspectives view the syna-
gogue primarily as a religious institution: the first two as a place
of worship in place of sacrifices, and the third as a litur-
gical-scriptural setting focused on Torah reading.””) However,
he argues that religious and liturgical functions alone are in-
sufficient to fully explain the synagogue’s origin.8) Instead,
Levine posits that a range of factors—including communal, judi-
cial, political, and religious functions—must be considered.?) He
contends that these activities, originally conducted at the city
gates during the First Temple period, were transferred to the
synagogue when the gates’ function became merely that of an
entrance and exit in the Hellenistic era.l0)

In contrast, another perspective posits that the synagogue
originated as a type of Greco-Roman voluntary association. For
instance, John S. Kloppenborg situates the synagogue within the
context of Greco-Roman voluntary associations. He argues that

JBL 115 (1996), 425-48; Levine, Ancient, 130-34.

6) Ibid., 24-6.

7) Ibid., 26.

8) This does not mean that he obviates religious and liturgical dimensions thoroughly
from the factors of the synagogue origin. Rather, he argues that “the formative
stages of a new phenomenon are very often not marked by any one moment
of dramatic innovation.” His claim is that the synagogue’s origin, as previous
scholars have maintained, cannot be determined by only one aspect. See, Levine,
The Ancient, 29.

9) Ibid., 31.

10) Ibid., 34-5.
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such associations, or collegia, existed in the Greco-Roman world
as cultural institutions, mediating loosely interconnected social
infrastructures between citizens and poleis.!!) Kloppenborg views
the synagogue as one of these voluntary associations, playing
a role in social networking within Greco-Roman society.

Similarly, Peter Richardson supports the voluntary associa-
tion model as the origin of the synagogue.l?2) Drawing on
Kloppenborg’s concept of collegia, Richardson asserts that the
diaspora setting caused the synagogue to bring about, which
took the form of collegia rather than “basilicas, ekklesiasteria,
triclinia, naoi and the like.”13) He further explains that the syna-
gogue in Palestine was also imported as a form of voluntary
association. Thus, according to Richardson, synagogues in both
Palestine and the diaspora functioned as collegia.l9

While the scholars mentioned above provide plausible theo-
ries regarding the origin of the synagogue, a significant issue
in their theoretical frameworks is their failure to distinguish be-
tween the different geographical contexts of the synagogues. It
is important to recognize the distinct contexts: the Palestinian
context, where most of the population was Jewish, and the Greek
city context, where the Jewish population did not dominate
the social mainstream.15)

Runesson rightly separates these cases and addresses the syna-
gogue’s origins in distinct terms: in the Monarchic era, the syna-

11) John S. Kloppenborg, “Collegia and Thiasoi: Issues in Function, Taxonomy,
and Membership,” in Voluntary Associations, 17. Also see Kloppenborg and Stephen
G. Wilson, eds., Associations in the Greco-Roman World: A Sourcebook (Waco:
Baylor University Press, 2012).

12) Richardson, “Early Synagogues,” 90-109.

13) Ibid., 90.

14) Ibid., 104.

15) Ryan notably claims that “while recent scholarly reconstructions of early synagogues
have been occupied with avoiding anachronism, less care has been taken to avoid

anatopism and anatypism.” See, Ryan, The Role, 36.
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gogue originated in the Land of Israel, while in the Hellenistic
era, its origins should be understood within a diaspora context.16)
He thus proposes distinguishing synagogues based on their origins
—the former being what he calls the “public synagogue,” and
the latter the “semi-public association synagogue.”!7) Runesson’s
demarcation between these types of synagogues informs the ori-
entation of this paper. Considering that the synagogue setting
in Corinth aligns with the diaspora milieu, the next chapter will
focus on the first-century semi-public association synagogue.

3. Semi-Public Synagogues in a Diaspora Context

3.1. General Function of the Synagogue in a Diaspora Context

According to Runesson ‘non-official semi-public’ assemblies,
or synagogues, can be defined as denominations, sects, and
non-administrative assemblies. In other words, while the official,

16) Runesson engages in scholarly discussion as to the synagogue origins. He provides
exemplary scholars who maintain the city-gate theory and points out that the
scholars, although they all support the theory, differ in providing the date in
which the synagogue came into being. He therefore contends that while the
city-gate theory can be considered as a strong candidate, it cannot fully solve
the problems, especially concerning date. See Runesson, The Origins, 87-97.
Concerning the voluntary association theory, Runesson criticizes that Richardson
does not incorporate the liturgical dimension in his arguments. Also, he maintains
that Richardson “does not treat the introduction of the synagogue into the land
of Israel at any length.” See Runesson, The Origins, 131.

17

—

Runesson himself remarks that “there is little to be gained in arguing whether
the synagogue originated in Judaea or the Diaspora. In fact, the institution evolved
in both places more or less simultaneously, under varying circumstances and
for very different reasons.” Ibid., 4. Bernier rightly contends that choosing either
hypothesis is to depend on a false premise that “there can be only one model

that adequately describes the ancient synagogue.” Bernier, Aposynagigos, 59.
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municipal, or public synagogues located in the Land of Israel
hold formal administrative status and functioned as part of the
state apparatus, semi-public association synagogues in the
Diaspora context did not enjoy such an official role. 18 As
Runesson’s model effectively delineates which data are pertinent
to the semi-public model, this section focuses on how the
semi-public association synagogue functioned in a diaspora
context. While it is essential to carefully consider the data within
the distinct contexts of public and semi-public synagogues, there
are activities that occur in both settings.!9) Therefore, our inves-
tigation now turns to identifying the functions shared by public
and semi-public synagogues and those that may be unique to
one model. We will briefly examine the characteristics of the
synagogue in terms of its liturgical and non-liturgical dimensions.

The first activity that characterizes the synagogue, regardless
of whether it is public or semi-public, is the public reading

18) Runesson, 7he Origins, 395-400. The concept, ‘semi-public association synagogue,’
itself has never been contested. It is evidenced by a recent scholar who takes for
granted the terminology. See Matthew J. Grey, “Priest, Judean Community Assemnblies,
and Synagogue Development in the Second Temple Period,” Raimo Hakola, Rick
Bonnie, and Ulla Tervahauta, eds., The Synagogue in Ancient Palestine: Current Issues
and Emerging Trends (Gottingen: Vandehoeck & Ruprecht Verlage, 2021), 98-131.
However, as Raimo Hakola, Rick Bonnie, and Ulla Tervahauta recently remarks,
the issue of the origin of the synagogue “still remains unresolved.” Raimo Hakola,
Rick Bonnie, and Ulla Tervahauta, “The Synagogue in Ancient Palestine: Current
Issues and Emerging Trends,” in The Synagogue, 7. A Korean scholar, I. H. Lee,
also mentions that a consensus concerning the origin of synagogue has never made.
Unfortunately, his article does not quote Runesson’s study. I. H. Lee, “The Origin
of the Synagogue,” Bible & Archaeology 60 (2008), 41-60. At any rate, many concede
that Runesson’s separation in dealing with the origins of synagogue well integrates
the distinctive theories of the synagogue origins into “a coherent narrative.” For
this, see Bernier, Aposynagogos, 59. Also see Ryan, The Role, 31-33.

19) Runesson also points out that “regardless of the nature of the institutions designated
by ‘synagogue’ terms multiple activities were found in them, both non-liturgical

and liturgical.” Runesson, The Origins, 190.
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of scripture, particularly the Torah. This liturgical and religious
function is applicable to both types of synagogues.20) This ob-
servation aligns with New Testament passages, where abundant
evidence supports the practice of Torah reading in public syna-
gogues, as seen throughout the Gospels (Matthew 4:23; 9:35;
13:54; Mark 1:12; 6:2; Luke 4:15, 16, 20; 6:6; 13:10; John
9:20; 18:20). Although information about the diaspora context
is primarily drawn from the Acts of the Apostles, these texts
vividly depict Torah reading in the semi-public synagogues (Acts
13:15; 15:21; 18:4; 19:8). Stephen K. Catto supports this idea
by asserting that sacred texts were read in synagogues and that
Torah reading was “a central component.”2!) Isaac Levy also
notes that the Bimah, a platform established during the Exile,
served as a structure for Torah reading in the synagogue.22)

Another function common to both types of synagogues is
communal gathering, as suggested by the term ‘synagogue’ itself.
The Greek word oueywyn is a combination of the prefixed prep-
osition owv (with) and the verb dyw (to lead), together meaning
‘to gather together.” Levine notes that people assembled in syna-
gogues for a variety of purposes, including “political meetings and
social gatherings, courts, schools, hotels, charity activities, slave man-
umission, meals, and, of course, religious-liturgical functions.”23)
Similarly, Ryan highlights the role of political ‘meetings,” arguing
that in Palestine, where the Torah was “not only a sacred text,
but also functioning normative law.”24) He claims that after read-
ing of the Torah, people were permitted to interpret the text,

20) See, Ibid., 231-233.

21) Catto, Reconstructing, 123.

22) This book, however, does not provide separate pictures between public and
semi-public synagogue. See Isaac Levy, The Synagogue: Its History and Function
(London: Vallentine, Mitchell & Co. LTD, 1963), 59-63.

23) Levine, “The Nature and Origin,” 430-1.

24) Ryan, The Role, 41.
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an activity that Ryan argues should be understood as both religious
and carrying religio-political implications.2>)

Our biblical sources also support the notion that public
meetings were held in both public and semi-public synagogues.
Jesus routinely attended public meetings in synagogues on the
Sabbath (Mark 1:21; Luke 4:16; 6:6). In the diaspora context,
Paul’s participation in synagogue gatherings on the Sabbath
(Acts 13:14) suggests that such meetings were likely held regu-
larly on that day (Acts 15:21; 18:4). This evidence confirms
that communal gatherings were a feature of synagogues both
in the Land of Israel and in the diaspora.

One dimension that Palestinian and diasporic synagogues
shared, but which functioned differently, is the juridical aspect.
Evidence of this function in the Land of Israel is well attested
in our biblical sources. For example, Mark 13:9 and Luke 21:12
refer to the courtroom setting where disciples and Christians
would be brought for trial. However, while both types of syna-
gogues possessed a juridical function, it is likely that synagogues
in the diaspora operated differently, given the potentially restricted
political and social status of Jews in those circumstances.2®) The
next section will focus more on this matter.

3.2. Judicial Function of the Semi-Public Association Synagogue

This section specifically focuses on the legal function of the
semi-public association synagogue. Understanding this aspect
may help shed light on the enigmatic story of Sosthenes, as
the act of beating him in front of Gallio, the proconsul of Achaia,

appears to be more of a judicial action than the chaotic mob

25) Ibid., 41-43.
26) See Ibid., 29.
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violence often depicted in Acts (Acts 13:50; 14:5, 19; 16:19-23;
17:4-8; 19:28; 21:27-32). The question raised here is to what
extent the first-century semi-public association synagogue in the
diaspora possessed legal authority.

As stated above, the legal function of the public synagogue
is well-attested in multiple sources, particularly in the New
Testament.27) Acts 9:1-2 provides an intriguing depiction suggest-
ing that the semi-public association synagogue lacked judicial au-
thority, as Paul requested letters from the high priest in Jerusalem
to the synagogue in Damascus—a semi-public synagogue. The
authoritative role of the public synagogue as a legal court is highly
plausible, given that the synagogue was the official institution
where the entire town’s populace gathered and where the Jewish
population, which relied on the Torah as normative law, held
the majority. In the diaspora context, however, where Jews did
not form the majority of the society, the semi-public association
synagogue likely held little to no legal authority.

Despite the limited official legal function of synagogues in
the diaspora, where the non-Jewish population was in the ma-
jority, the extent of their authority varied across different cities.
For example, in the case of Sardis, Josephus provides two docu-
ments that allude to the extent of social and legal rights enjoyed
by Jews in the city. One is a letter from Lucius Antonius, a
proquaestor and a proprietor in Asia from 49 B.C.E., and the
other is a decree addressed to the Jews in Sardis, allowing them
to observe their custom.28) Both documents indicate that the
Jews in Sardis were permitted, to some degree, to exercise com-
munal, religious, and judicial discretion in accordance with their
own customs and laws. Especially, the letter of Lucius Antonius
states that “they (Jews in Sardis) have had an association of
their own in accordance with their native laws and a place of

27) Matthew 23:43; Mark 13:9; Luke 12:11; 21:12; Acts 9:1-2; 22:19.
28) Josephus, A.J. 14.235 and A.J. 14.259-61.
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their own, in which they decide their affairs and controversies
with one another.”29) This statement suggests that the Jews likely
possessed jurisdiction at least over their own community.30)
However, Carsten Claussen argues that Josephus’s account pres-
ents a biased picture that favors a legal status quo for the Jews
in the Roman Empire. Claussen’s point is that Josephus may
have provided a distorted, overly positive depiction of the Jews’
situation in Sardis. He also asserts that the letter and decree
were addressed not to the Jews but to the broader populace
of Sardis, implying that the Jews may not have received every-
thing they requested.3!) Claussen concludes that “although the
legal position of the Jewish communities in the Diaspora seems
overall strong, it was threatened at quite a few places.”32)
Another example is the case of Alexandria in Egypt. John
M. G. Barclay argues that the rights of self-governance and the
practice of ancestral laws were granted to the Jewish community
in Alexandria by the Ptolemies and later sustained by Augustus.33)
The former right, “the rights of self-governance,” included the
establishment of a law court where the Jews of Alexandria could
resolve internal controversies and conflicts on their own.34)
However, these examples represent only a few cases. Although
diaspora Jews were often granted the authority to manage and
resolve internal disputes autonomously, the extent of this author-
ity was likely limited and varied across different territories.

29) Josephus, A.J. 14.235

30) See, Carsten Clausse, “Meeting, Community, Synagogue—Different Frameworks
of Ancient Jewish Congregations in the Diaspora,” Birger Olsson and Magnus
Zettetholm, eds., The Ancient Synagogue from Its Origins until 200 C.E. (Stockholm:
Almqvist & Wiksell International, 2003), 156.

31) Ibid.

32) Ibid.

33) John M. G. Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora: From Alexander to
Trajan (323 BCE — 117 CE) (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996), 65-6.

34) Ibid.
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3.3. The Status and Role of a Ruler of the Synagogue (¢pyLovvaywyoc)

Given that in Acts 18:1-17 a dpyLowaywyog (synagogue
ruler) is beaten by what are likely synagogue members, it is
logical to explore the social and political status of synagogue
leaders within the Jewish diaspora community as a whole. An
extant inscription relevant to the issue of the synagogue ruler
is the Theodotus inscription.3> The inscription, found in
Jerusalem, describes the dpyLovvaywyog as one who “constructed
the assembly house for the reading of the law and for the teach-
ing of the commandments and the guest house including the
rooms and the water installations for lodging those from
abroad.”36) Regarding the inscription, Runesson argues that be-
cause the synagogue mentioned here accommodated “those from
abroad,” it was directed towards “a separate group of people,
namely those living in the diaspora.”3”) However, while it is
reasonable to agree that the synagogue mentioned in the in-
scription was an association synagogue, it is also important to
consider that the synagogue, which describes the @pytouviywyog
as a financial supporter of its construction, was still located in
the Land of Israel. Therefore, this paper suggests that the sit-
uation of the synagogue and the status of its leader within society
could differ significantly from that of Corinth.

T. Rajak and D. Noy particularly focus on the roles of the
apyLovvaywyos in the diaspora, proposing several characteristics
of the position. Their fundamental point is that the status system
within the Jewish community, particularly within the synagogue,

35) For the issue of the date of the inscription, see, John S. Kloppenborg, “The
Theodotos Synagogue Inscription and the Problem of First-Century Synagogue
Buildings,” James H. Charlesworth, ed., Jesus and Archaeology (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), 236-82.

36) See Kloppenborg’s translation in Ibid., 244.

37) Runesson, The Origins, 228.



250 Canon&Culture 183 2% | 20244 712

cannot be separated from the external context of Greco-Roman
cities.38) They argue that the role of the apyLovvaywyoc was
influenced by “certain external forms of organization from their
co-religionists in other societies.” This influence extended be-
yond naming conventions and methods to include distinctive
ethos.40) Rajak and Noy further assert that the dpyLovvaywyol
in Greco-Roman cities were benefactors in a manner similar
to, though not entirely assimilated with, Greek benefactors.4!)
The title “GpxLovvaywyol” is commonly found in donor in-
scriptions, indicating that synagogue rulers contributed finan-
cially to the construction of synagogues.42) The scholars also
describe the a@pyLovvdywyoL as patronal figures.43)

Another useful perspective for understanding the authority
of synagogue rulers in the diaspora is provided by Levine. He
notes that there is no Talmudic rabbi associated with synagogue
leadership in the Roman diaspora.44) Additionally, Levine points

38) However, they deal with the data not clearly differentiating the cases of Palestinian
and Diasporic context. For example, explaining the terminology of dpyLouviywyoc
in diaspora circumstances, they invoke the story of Jairus in Luke 8:41. See,
Tessa Rajak and David Noy, “Archisynagogoi: Office, Title, and Social Status
in the Greco-Jewish Synagogue,” The Journal of Roman Studies 83 (1993), 84.
Furthermore, their argument that appearance of dpxLouvaywyoc in Mark and
Luke cannot be conceived as those of Palestine since the accounts reflect a later
context in which the authors wrote the gospels seems to be debatable and vulnerable
to critiques. For this, see Rajak and Noy, “Archisynagogoi,” 79.

39) Ibid., 87.

40) Ibid., 84.

41) Ibid., 87.

42) Ibid., 83.

43) However, their conclusion is that the honorary title “GpyLovvdywyoc” signifies
a donor or respectful person rather than religious role. The conclusion that they
make is that “if there were any such strong figures in the Jewish communities
of the Roman Empire, then they were not the archisynagogoi but others, perhaps
prophets or charismatics, hidden from our view.” Ibid., 89.

44) Levine, The Ancient, 303.
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out that only a few diaspora religious leaders are mentioned
in inscriptions.45) Therefore, if the dpytovvaywyog in the dia-
spora was considered a respected and honored figure, and if
other religious authorities were not involved in the institution,
it can be comprehensively assumed that the dpyiouviywyog like-
ly held a higher status in the diasporic milieu within the Jewish
community than in the Palestinian context.40)

4. The Enigma of the Story of Sosthenes: A Hermeneutic
within the Semi-Public Synagogue Study

The preliminary research discussed above offers several in-
sights into our passage. First, typologically the synagogue under
consideration in this paper should be categorized as a semi-public
association synagogue rooted in diaspora context. Secondly, al-
though the judicial function of semi-public synagogues varied
between cities, it is undeniable that the autonomous legal author-
ity of this synagogue type was restricted compared to that in
the Land of Israel. Third, the apyLovvaywyoc (the synagogue
ruler) maintained a high social status within Jewish communities
in diaspora setting. Within these preliminary points, this section
is dedicated to interpreting and clarifying Acts 18:1-17 by engag-
ing with the issues raised by scholarship.

First, the study of synagogues aids in interpreting the gram-
matical ambiguity in Acts 18:8: “Kplomog &€ 0 apyLovvaywyog
EMLOTEVOEY TG KUPLW oLV OAW TG Olky adTOD, Kol TOAAOL TV

45) Ibid.

46) However, we do not have sufficient data for reconstructing any leadership of
diaspora situation. It is presumable that the status of apyLovvaywyoc varied in
cities. Levine comments that “any religious leadership in the Roman Diaspora

was probably locally nurtured.” Ibid.
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Kopwbiwy akovovteg émiotevor kol épamtiovto (Crispus, the
official of the synagogue, became a believer in the Lord, together
with all his household; and many of the Corinthians who heard
Paul became believers and were baptized).”47) While the subject
of the clause “moAdol tév Kopuwbiwv dxovovtes” is clearly
“many Corinthians” (literally, “many of the Corinthians”), the
object of “@kovovtec” is equivocal. What did the Corinthians
hear that led them to become Christians? Was it Paul’s preach-
ing, mentioned in the preceding verses 4-5, or the news that
Crispus himself had become a Christian (18:8)?

David G. Peterson suggests that “Gxolovtec” signifies a typical
response to the preaching of the gospel.48) Bruce similarly asserts
that the Corinthians in this scene heard “the good news.”49)
However, a closer grammatical analysis supports the opposite
interpretation. Acts 18:8 consists of one sentence. Crispus be-
came a believer, and the verb used to describe this event is
in the aorist tense (“émiotevoer”), which suggests Crispus’ con-
version at that moment, rather than indicating that he was sim-
ply continuing a previously held faith.50) In the same sentence,
the Corinthians became believers, and here the verb is in the
imperfect tense (“émlotevor”), which can be inceptive and may
be translated as “they began to believe.”>1) The use of two differ-
ent tenses of the same verb (TLotelw) in one sentence suggests
that Crispus became a Christian, and those who heard this news
began to become Christians.

Additionally, the study of synagogues supports this

47) Acts 18:8. English translation is from NRSV.

48) David G. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 2009), 512

49) Bruce, The Book of the Acts, 350

50) See C. K. Barrett, Acts (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1998), 868.

51) Ibid., 869. For this grammatical usage, see Bradley H. McLean, Hellenistic and
Biblical Greek: A Graduated Reader (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2014), xxxii.
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interpretation. It is plausible that the “moAiot tév Kopubiwy”
in 18:8 included both Jews and Greeks, and that they were likely
members of the synagogue congregation mentioned in 18:4. If
the synagogue ruler (&pytovvaywyoc), as discussed earlier, held
an esteemed position within the synagogue, it is likely that his
conversion had a significant impact on and influenced the syna-
gogue attendees. Keener supports this idea by arguing that the
synagogue ruler’s conversion “led to more conversions.”>2)
Therefore, it can be inferred that what the Corinthians, the
synagogue congregation, heard was the news that their leader
had become a believer in Christ.

Another issue pertaining to the passage is whether Sosthenes
was formerly called Crispus. This question is crucial for under-
standing why Sosthenes was beaten, especially since Crispus is
obviously identified as a Christian. Augustine Myrou wrote an
article dedicated solely to the matter of nomenclature. He argues
that it is a common theme in both the Old Testament and
New Testament for a person’s name to change after conversion
or being called by God.53) In addition, Myrou suggests that
since the name Crispus means “unsteady,” it was not fitting
as a Christian name.>¥ Hence, Myrou believes that Paul changed
Crispus’s name (which means unsteady) to Sosthenes (which
means steady) when he baptized the synagogue ruler.5%)

Richard G. Fellows disavows this view, arguing that it is
based on Myrou’s mistranslation.>0) According to Fellows, the
Latin name “Crispus” signifies “curly,” which may indicate a

52) Keener, Acts: An Exegetical, 2748. For the same view, see, Ernst Haenchen,
The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1971), 535.

53) Augustine Myrou, “Sosthenes: The Former Crispus?” GOTR 44 (1999), 208.

54) Ibid., 209.

55) Ibid.

56) Richard G. Fellows, “Renaming in Paul’s Churches: The Case of Crispus-Sosthenes
Revisited,” TynBul 56 (2005), 124-5.
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physical peculiarity, making the significance of his name unlikely
to be the rationale for any name modification.57) Despite his
critique of Myrou, Fellows still maintains that Crispus and
Sosthenes are the same person. He argues that the conversion
of two different synagogue rulers is highly implausible.>8) He
also points out that in any New Testament writing, a second
individual holding the same title does not appear without
comment.>?) Only one case that he invokes for the clue to solve
this problem is Bar-Jesus and Elymas in Acts 13:6-8.60) He con-
tends that Elymas in 13:8 is likely the same pdyoc as the afore-
mentioned Bar-Jesus in 13:6. For him, this case suggests that
Luke’s naming practice supports the idea that Crispus and
Sosthenes are the same individual.6!)

Fellows’ first inference must be repudiated as untenable be-
cause it is based on the argument from nothing. Why couldn’t
two synagogue leaders convert to Christianity? It should be not-
ed that it is not simply implausible. Likewise, his second corrob-
oration is flawed. For instance, Bar-Jesus (Bapinooic), already
introduced as a Jew (13:6), is a Semitic name, transliterated
into Greek, meaning ‘son of Jesus.” Elymas in 13:8 should indeed
be identified as Bar-Jesus, but he appears to have had a Greek
name, which may have led Luke to darify its meaning (13:8).62)
Besides, Fellows overlooks Luke’s consistent naming style.
Whenever a name change occurs that could confuse readers,
Luke attempts to mitigate the potential confusion by mentioning
both names. Examples abound: “Joseph called Barsabas, who
was surnamed Justus (Acts 1:23);” “John, also called Mark (Acts

57) Ibid.

58) Ibid., 116.

59) Ibid., 121.

60) Ibid., 123-4.

61) Ibid., 122.

62) For the same view, see, Peterson, The Acts, 380, Bruce, The Book of the Acts,
249; Haenchen, The Acts, 398.
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12:12, 25; 15:37);” “Judas called Barsabba (Acts 15:22);” “Saul,
who was also called Paul (Acts 13:9);” “Simeon who was called
Niger (Acts 13:1);” “Joseph, a Levite of Cyprian birth, who
was also called Barnabas by the apostles (Acts 4:36);” “Simon,
who is also called Peter (Acts 10:5; 11:13).”

Furthermore, Fellows agrees with the assertion that
Sosthenes in Acts 18:17 and 1 Corinthians 1:1 is the same
individual.63) This claim is plausible, given that Luke intention-
ally introduces names found in 1 and 2 Corinthians within this
passage.0 However, if the verses in Acts 18:17 and 1
Corinthians 1:1 refer to the same Sosthenes, why does Paul
mention Crispus in 1 Corinthians as if he is still among the
Corinthian congregations?65)

Moreover, it is equally plausible that there was more than
one synagogue in first-century Corinth. The only evidence con-
firming the existence of a synagogue in Corinth is an inscription
discovered there, which consists of one line “[Zvva]yoyn togv
EBplawwv] (Synagogue of Hebrews).”66) However, it remains
a distinct possibility that two or more synagogues existed in
Corinth. Another observation is that Acts 18:11, which men-
tions that a year and six months had passed, suggests that
Sosthenes could have been the successor to Crispus. On the
other hand, Keener argues that it is likely that more than one
synagogue ruler was involved in a single synagogue, given Luke’s
use of the plural form “Gpyiouvviywyog” in Acts 13:15.67) These
together collectively support the conclusion that Crispus and

63) Fellows, “Renaming,” 115.

64) See, Colin J. Hemer, The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History (Winona
Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 308.

65) 1 Cor 1:14 says “o0déva duGv épamtion el uf Kplotov (I baptized none of
you except Crispus).”

66) Irina Levinskaya, The Book of Acts in Its Diaspora Setting (Grand Rapids: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 162.

67) Keener, Acts: An Exegetical, 1748.
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Sosthenes are different individuals. Fellows’ misinterpretation
leads to his hasty conclusion that Sosthenes was a Christian.
If Crispus and Sosthenes were not the identical person and
it is not yet certain whether Sosthenes was a Christian, how
should we understand the cryptic scene in which Sosthenes is
beaten by a group of people? It might be perplexing to read
that the conversion of one respected synagogue ruler (Crispus)
leads to the subsequent conversion of other synagogue members,
while another respected synagogue ruler (Sosthenes) is beaten
by a group of people. Viewing this through the lens of the
synagogue’s legal function may help resolve this issue.

We should consider who were involved in the beating of
Sosthenes (18:17). Some manuscripts insert “oi “EAAnec” after
“mavtec,” whereas other texts leave “mavtec” undefined.68) C.
K. Barrett argues that adding “ol “EAAnvec” is a correct inter-
pretation since Jews were “often unpopular; they were for the
moment out of favour and it would be safe to attack one of
them.”69) Hans Conzelmann, without furthered inference or evi-
dence, asserts that “mavtec” were definitely not Jews.70)
However, these scholars overlook the narrative context, as no
Greeks are mentioned in the pericope (Acts 18:12-17).
Furthermore, the proconsul Gallio remarks that this matter per-
tains to “words and names and your [Jewish] law.”71) It is reason-
able to infer that if the Jews who accused Paul were driven
away from the court, they may have returned for an additional
action. Fellows similarly argues that understanding “mavtec” as

68) See, Barrett, Acts, 875.

69) Ibid. This is the interpretation that the most commentators hold. For this, also
see Keener, Acts, 463.

70) Hans Conzelmann, Aczs of the Apostles, trans. James Limburg and A. Thomas
Kraabel, ed. Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 154. Also see Bruce,
The Book of the Acts, 353.

71) Acts 18:15.
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referring to the Jews mentioned earlier in 18:12 allows for a
smoother reading of the pericope.”?) Thus, it is more likely that
the referent of mavtec in Acts 18:17 is the Jews.

How, then, can we define the collective action of beating
Sosthenes? Bruce interprets it as an anti-Jewish mob action. He
suggests that the crowd of bystanders, after witnessing the pro-
consul’s dismissal of the case, seized one of the Jewish leaders,
Sosthenes, and beat him up. According to Bruce, Gallio, imbued
with anti-Jewish sentiment, did not intervene in this matter.”3)
Moyer V. Hubbard, however, contests this anti-Semitic
interpretation. He views the incident as a mob action within the
Greco-Roman social context.”4 Hubbard argues that the “mavrec”
in Acts 18:17 were Jews. He suggests that the beating of Sosthenes
parallels urban unrest, a common social phenomenon in the
Greco-Roman world, often triggered by economic factors such
as poverty or a shortage of employment opportunities.”>) As such,
he contends that the story of Sosthenes represents inner-ethnic
sedition rather than a xenophobic social issue.

More specifically, Hubbard’s historical reconstruction is as
follows: Gallio dismissed the legal case against Paul and ordered
the plaintiffs to be ejected. The individuals who received this
order attempted to forcefully remove the plaintiffs and their

72) Fellows, “Renaming,” 113. For this view, also see Seung-Ho Lee, “Paulus und
Sosthenes: Eine Untersuchung ueber Apg 18, 17,” Theology and Ministry 35
(2011), 148.

73) Bruce, The Book of the Acts, 353-4.

74) By introducing emic (insider) and etic (outsider) approach borrowed from
anthropologist methodology, he posits that our perspective focused upon this
matter ignores the point of “emic” which views an incident through the lens
of insider. His claim is that one should consider the story of Sosthenes within
the cultural and social setting of the Greco-Roman world. Moyer V. Hubbard,
“Urban Uprisings in the Roman World: The Social Setting of the Mobbing
of Sosthenes,” NTS§ 51 (2005), 416-28.

75) Ibid., 417-23.
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leader, Sosthenes. The Jews became embroiled in this violence,
which escalated into a physical altercation. Sosthenes, in-
advertently, was beaten the most, while Gallio failed to take
notice.”6) Although Hubbard correctly identifies the narrative
as an inner-Jewish conflict, he overlooks the fact that the story
still unfolds within a trial setting rather than as an accidental
mob action.

We may draw upon the study of Ernest Metzger, a jurist
who addresses Roman civil trials in his article. His work provides
valuable insight for understanding our passage. Metzger briefly
introduces the process of a Roman civil trial:

A plaindff seeking a civil lawsuit against another would appear
before a magistrate, bringing along with him the person he
wished to sue. The plaintiff would then request permission
to bring a particular kind of action; the defendant, for his
part, might request the inclusion of a particular defense. This
proceeding, though brief, might require the parties to recount
their stories: how one’s opponent had failed to pay, stolen
a thing, agreed not to pursue a debt etc.””)

Given this procedure of civic trial in the Roman world, our
passage offers reliable historical data, as it closely aligns with
the civic trial process depicted by Metzger. The crowd brings
Paul to a magistrate and recounts the story (Acts 18:12-13).
We can infer why the Jews, the plaintiffs, brought the case to
Gallio: the synagogue in Corinth lacked legal autonomy, neces-
sitating the presentation of the case to the proconsul. Gallio’s
reaction in Acts 18:14-15 ostensibly appears to be a rejection
of the lawsuit. However, it can be argued that his response was

76) Ibid., 426.

76) Ernest Metzger, “Remedy of Prohibition against Roman Judges in Civil Trial,”
Paul Brand and Joshua Getzler, eds., Judges and Judging in the History of the
Common Law and Civil Law: From Antiquity to Modern Times (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 178.
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rather to grant them legal authority to resolve their internal con-
flict, similar to the cases in Egypt and Sardis (as discussed earlier),
even if this authority was temporary and provisional.”8) Fellows
rightly states that the beating Sosthenes was undertaken in accord
with Gallio’s tacit approval as a “quasi-judicial punishment.”79)
He correctly posits that “it is hard to believe that an un-
anticipated, illegal beating would take place immediately after
the hearing and in front of the judgement seat in apparent de-
fiance of Roman authority.”80) This narrative, therefore, shows
a judicial interplay within Jewish community, pivoted on the
synagogue setting and connected to Corinthian society.

The final issue to address here is why Sosthenes was beaten.
Some suggest that he was the leader of the Jewish plaintiffs
who brought Paul’s case to Gallio, and his mismanagement of
the case led to the violence.8!) However, the assumption that
one synagogue leader’s conversion led to others becoming be-
lievers, while another synagogue leader was beaten by the syna-
gogue attendees, seems implausible. Sosthenes being beaten is
only understandable if his social position within the Jews in
the synagogue had changed. If he had still retained a high social
status within the Jewish community, such as that of a benefactor
or financial supporter, this narrative would appear preposterous.
Thus, even though we may not agree that Sosthenes was formerly
known as Crispus, he is, in this scene, evidently a Christian
based on the synagogue study, which explains the social status
of synagogue rulers within the diaspora. It is conceivable that

77) For this, see Keener, Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 461-62.

78) Fellows, “Renaming,” 114. Richard I. Pervo, however, claims that the scene
does not show a typical trial procedure. His inference unfortunately neglects
the semi-public synagogue context, which the present study is pursuing. Richard
I. Pervo, Acts: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 454.

79) Ibid.

80) Bruce, The Book of the Acts, 353; Barret, Acts, 875; Haenchen, The Acts, 357;
Peterson, The Acts, 518.
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when the group could not find Paul, they assaulted Paul’s fol-
lower, Sosthenes.

5. Conclusion

The study of the synagogue offers valuable insight that help
to clarify the enigmatic and abstruse story of Sosthenes. By exam-
ining the Corinthian synagogue within the framework of a
semi-public synagogal institution, we can better understand its
limitations in legal autonomy. This lack of full legal authority
is evidenced by the fact that the Jewish community in Corinth
brought their case against Paul before the Roman proconsul
Gallio, rather than resolving it within the synagogue.

Gallio’s response to the case is particularly telling. Rather
than outright rejecting the case, Gallio appears to have tacitly
permitted the Jewish community to make an internal decision
in accordance with their own laws and customs. This provisional
and implicit consent likely emboldened the Jewish crowd to
take matters into their own hands. When they failed to appre-
hend Paul, they turned their frustration toward Sosthenes.

The act of beating Sosthenes is difficult to comprehend with-
out considering a significant change in his social status within
the synagogue. The evidence strongly suggests that Sosthenes
had converted to Christianity at some point, and this conversion
likely altered his standing within the ‘Jewish’ community. The
context of a semi-public synagogue in the diaspora, where the
Jewish community had limited legal autonomy and where social
roles could shift dramatically based on religious affiliations,
makes this conclusion more convincing.
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<Abstract>

The Story of Sosthenes (Acts 18:1-17):

A Hermeneutic of the Story of Sosthenes
within the Context of Semi-Public Synagogue

Kyu-Hong Cho
(University of Toronto, Ph.D. Candidate)

The pericope in Acts 18:1-17 narrates an intriguing story
that culminates in an enigmatic scene of group violence against
Sosthenes, a figure who had not been previously mentioned.
As Paul’s evangelistic efforts bore fruit in the city of Corinth,
the Jews opposed him and brought the matter before Gallio,
the proconsul. Gallio appears to have declined to adjudicate
the case, leading to an unexpected assault on Sosthenes, a syna-
gogue ruler. This puzzling narrative has not reached a consensus
within scholarly interpretation. Given that the story is centered
around a synagogal context, it is essential to interpret the passage
in light of synagogue studies.

To address this interpretative challenge, the present article
first explores different theories regarding the origins of
synagogues. Relying primarily on Anders Runesson’s research,
the study identifies two types of synagogues: public and
semi-public association synagogues. By focusing on the
semi-public association synagogue setting, the article examines
three aspects common to all types of synagogues: Torah reading,
communal meetings, and legal roles. It is argued that while the
first two aspects did not differ significantly across synagogue
types, the juridical function was likely limited within diasporic
Jewish settings. Additionally, the article notes that synagogue
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rulers in the ancient world were often benefactors and respected
figures.

Building on these preliminary studies, the present paper ad-
dresses the hermeneutical issues related to the passage. First,
it argues that Crispus (a synagogue ruler mentioned in Acts
18:8) and Sosthenes (another synagogue ruler mentioned in Acts
18:17) were distinct individuals. Second, the fact that the Jews
brought their case to Gallio indicates that the legal autonomy
of the Corinthian synagogue was restricted. While Gallio’s re-
sponse may supertficially seem like a dismissal of their case, it
actually granted the Jews tacit and temporary legal authority
to resolve the matter according to their own laws and customs.
When the Jews involved in the incident failed to locate Paul,
they turned their aggression toward Sosthenes, who was a fol-
lower of Paul. Consequently, Sosthenes, having converted to
Christianity, experienced a shift in status from a respected bene-
factor to a Christian, a status that provoked hostility from the
Jewish community.
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