
Did Paul Behave as an Infant or Imbecil, or as a Gentle Nurse?

The Interpretation of 1 Thessalonians 2:7

There are several links between the eminent Honoree of this volume and the above
pauline letter: for many years he has served the Aristoteles University of the city of
Thessaloniki – which was the original recipient of this letter – as Professor of New
Testament exegesis; he is one of the editors of the latest editions of The Greek New
Testament and of the Novum Testamentum Graece, both of which, by adopting the
variant nhvpio", have brought the problem under discussion to the surface; and he
has himself touched upon this text – even if briefly – in his discussion of the
significance of the Athos MSS for the text of the Thessalonian epistles.1

The present study is occasioned by an increasing trend in interpreting this
passage in a way that seems to me to be based on an inadequate examination of the
evidence. This interpretation figures in the current text of the NT, in translations
and in exegetical work (including that of the symposium volume, T h e
Thessalonians Debate)2. The present investigation will address the text-critical and
the exegetical issues by discussing the philological evidence that is so crucial for
correct exegetical decisions, and by critically assessing the grounds on which this
recent turn of emphasis has been based. In the process there will also be a critical
assessment of my esteemed friend, Jeffrey Weima’s attempt in NTS 2000,3 to
consolidate this view.

1. The Text-critical Problem

The MSS are divided between the readings nhvpioi and h[pioi. The N-A gives:

                                           
1 See « JH  JAgioreitikh; ceirovgrafh paravdosh tw'n duvo pro;" Qessalonikei'" ejpistolw'n tou'
ajpostovlou Pauvlou» in I. D. Karabidopouvlou, Biblike;" Melevte" B v, Qessalonivkh:
Pournavra", 2000, 182-197, p. 194.
2  The Thessalonians Debate, eds. K. P. Donfried – J. Beutler, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000.
3 J. Weima, “ ‘But We Became Infants Among You’: The Case for NHPIOI in 1 Thess 2.7”, NTS
46 (2000), 547-564. Incidentally, the page heading of this article uses NEPIOI instead of
NHPIOI, a result of the Erasmian pronunciation. Weima’s study represents a number of positions
held by various contributors to the The Thessalonians Debate, which was based on the work of
the SNTS seminar on the “Thessalonian Correspondence”, of which the present author was a
member.
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1. Nhvpioi  P65 S* B C* D* F G I Y* 0150 104* 263 326c pc Itar, b, d, f,g, mon, o Vgcl, ww

    sams bo. To this evidence, GNT adds: 459 1962  l 147  l 592 l 593 l 603c Eth
    Origen (gr 1/3), lat Ambrosiaster Jerome Pelagius Augustine.

2.  [Hpioi S2 A C2 D2 Yc 0278 33 1739 1881 ÷ Vgst (sy) samss Cl. To this evidence,
    GNT adds: 075 Byz (K L P) Lect Syrp, h Fay Arm (Geo) Slav Origen2/3 Basil
    Chrysostom Theodorelat.

The above presentation does not offer a complete coverage of the witnesses, since
there are more Greek authors who support the reading h[pioi: e.g. Klemes
Alexandreus,4 Catenae NT (on 1 Corinthians),5 Catenae NT (on 1 Thessalonians),6

Theodoretos,7 and Ioannes Damaskenos.8

The reading nhvpioi is found in manuscripts and Christian authors of the third
and fourth centuries, whereas the reading h[pioi has its earliest manuscript
representatives in the fourth century, but is also witnessed by Christian authors of
the third century. Moreover, Sinaiticus, Ephraemi, Claromontanus and Athous
Lavrensis, the first three of which are considered to belong to the most important
uncials, were all perceived by their correctors or users to be mistaken in having the
reading nhvpioi, which was, accordingly, corrected to h[pioi. It is impossible to
know when exactly this happened, but it was usual for the scribe or for a corrector
to go through the MS as soon as it was finished and to correct it before it was
published.9 This implies that the correction may be almost as old as the reading of
the prima manus. Moreover, almost the entire Byzantine textual tradition, with the
important minuscules 33 and 1739, support h[pioi. It ought to be pointed out here
that although a corrector’s touch is later than the first hand, it does not follow that
the corrector was wrong and that the first hand is necessarily correct. The first hand
is, of course, older, but that is not tantamount to representing the correct reading.
Other factors need to be taken into consideration.

The codices Vaticanus and Ephraemi, for example, written in scriptio continua,
read EGENHQHMENNHPIOI. Writing in this way could easily have given rise to errors
of dittography, in which case the original reading would have been h[pioi.
Unfortunately, this is no certain ground to built on, since the opposite error (the
reading HPIOI) could have arisen by haplography. Codex Sinaiticus, however, has

                                           
4  Klemes Alexandreus, Paedagogos, I, 5; Stromateis, I.
5  Catenae on 1 Corinthians (typus Vaticanus), e cod. Paris gr. 227, ed. J. A. Cramer, Vol. 5,  84.
6  Catenae on 1 Thessalonians (typus Parisinus) e cod. Coisl. 204 ed. J. A. Cramer) Vol. 6, 350.
7  Theodoretos, Intrpretatio in XIV epistulas sancti Pauli [Migne] Vol. 82, 636.
8  Johannes Damaskenos, Commentarii in epistulas Pauli [Migne] Vol. 95, 402, 90.
9  See Caragounis, The Development of Greek and the New Testament, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck
2004, p. 499 f.
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the first word (EGENHQHME) end one line and the second word (HPIOI) begin the
next line, with a stroke placed above the final E of EGENHQHME to indicate that at
the end of the line –  as was often the custom – the final N was omitted, thus:

                                                    ALLA EGENHQHME
10

                                                                  NHPIOI EN MESW

This could, of course, have led copyists using Sinaiticus to overlook the stroke and
to copy

                                                    EGENHQHMEN HPIOI

thus giving rise to this reading. On the other hand, a careless copyist such as the
scribe of Sinaiticus, who in this brief letter perpetrated no fewer than 29
orthographical errors and who, a few verses further down from our text, was found
guilty of gross dittography, writing 25 words twice (in vv. 13-14), could very well
have fallen victim to such oversight in vs.7, too, especially since in the previous
line he had written expressly only the form EGENHQHME without the final N,11

thinking that starting the new line with a N he was simply writing the last letter of
the previous word. But all this is mere speculation.

From the above it is obvious that the external evidence is incapable of supplying
a viable solution.12 Transcriptional probabilities could have gone either way. Hort’s
favorite MSS, Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, which have largely preserved their
supremacy over the other MSS ever since and the continued neglect of the
Byzantine tradition especially following K. Aland’s death,13 ought to be matters for
reassessement.14 This implies that we cannot unproblematically speak of superior
MS evidence supporting the reading nhvpioi.15

                                           
10  The pdf file did not accept the stroke above the final E, but should be read.
11  Codex Sinaiticus has committed for the Gospel of John alone no fewer than 470
orthographical errors, see Caragounis, The Development of Greek, p. 497. Cf. Eustathios, the
Byzantine commentator of Homeros (Commentarii ad Homeri Iliadem, II, 753, also Commentarii
in Odysseam, I, 354), who demanded an uJpodiastolhv, a pause or comma in uttering the two
words pevmpe nhvpion, so that no one might join the n with the verb and understand pevmpen h[pion.
12  Although it is true that according to the current rules of Textual Criticism, the reading nhvpioi
is better supported in the MSS, Weima’s view of the indisputable superiority of this reading (NTS
46 (2000) 548 f.) is an exaggeration.
13  Cf. for example how the material on the value of the Byzantine MSS in the introduction of the
26th edition (1979) has been removed from the corrected 27th edition (1998).
14  Cf. Caragounis, The Development of Greek, pp. 475-84.
15  As, e.g. O. Merk, “1 Thessalonians 2:1-12: An Exegetical-Theological Study”, in The
Thessalonians Debate, p. 106 f.; Weima (op. cit.), and others.
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2. In Vindication of the Reading nhvpioi

Weima tries to refute four arguments set forth by various scholars for the reading
h[pioi. It is true that some of these arguments ought never to have been used, but
unfortunately, Dr Weima falls into the same trap himself offering arguments that
lack cogency.

1. Weima thinks that since both dittography and haplography  were in
themselves possible, and moreover, since he is of the opinion that “there is no
scribal tendency toward committing one error more than the other”,16 this issue is
indecisive and should not be pursued any further. We ought to follow the best-
supported reading. But the matter is not quite so simple. In this case, we do know,
for example, that the scribe of Sinaiticus pleads guilty to gross dittography!17

2. Rebutting the argument that “scribes, either intentionally or by accident,
replaced the rare term h[pioi by the more common nhvpioi”,18 he, along with S.
Fowl, refers to the statistics of these words in Paul. He also makes reference to T.
Sailors’ statistics based on the TLG, that “h[pio" occurs 42 times in the first
centuries BCE and CE compared to 274 occurrences of nhvpio" in its nominal,
adjectival and verbal forms”.

                                           
16  Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 550.
17  The situation is as follows. Codex Sinaiticus omits the following words which are included in
the N-A and GNT editions: 1:5: [ejn] (bis); 1:8: gavr; 2:13: ajlhqw'"; 2:19: h[; 2:20: hJ; 4:1: i{na; 4:10:
[touv"]; 5:8: kai; ajgavph"; 5:15: [kaiv]; 5:21: dev; and 5:25: [kaiv]. Leaving aside the five words
within square brackets, whose inclusion in the editions is uncertain, we may say that Codex S
omits 8 words that are accepted by N-A and GNT. The additions of this MS are, however, far
more serious: 1:1: ajpo; Qeou' patro;" hJmw'n kai; kurivou ÆIhsou' Cristou'; 1:4: tou' Qeou'; 2:13-14:
ejdevxasqe ouj lovgon ajnqrwvpwn ajlla; kaqw;" ejstin lovgon Qeou' o}" kai; ejnergi'tai ejn hJmi'n toi'"
pisteuvousin uJmei'" ga;r mimhqhte ejgenhvqhte ajdelfoi; tw'n ejkklhsiw'n tou' Qeou'; 3:6: uJmw'n; 4:4:
ejn; 40:10: uJmw'n; 5:1: tou'; 5:13: kaiv. This means that if Codex Sinaiticus has omitted 8 words
from the text, it has added no fewer than 40 words to the text! This implies that at least in this
letter, the scribe of Sinaticus has a longer text. Not only that, but in the long dittography this
scribe has spelled two words wrongly while in his first attempt at copying he had spelled them
correctly: ejnergi'tai (in place of ejnergei'tai) and mimhvqhte (in place of mimhtaiv). Moreover,
Codex Sinaiticus has fourteen more readings for which the editions use equivalents: 1:7: tuvpou"
(for tuvpon); 2:9: uJmi'n (for eij" uJma'"); 2:10: kalevsanto" (for kalou'nto"); 3:2: diavkonon (for
sunergovn); 3:3: qlivyesi (for qlivyesin); 3:9: kuri vou (for Qeou'); 4:2: dedwvkamen (for
ejdwvkamen); 4:14: ejpisteuvomen (for pisteuvomen), 5:1: gravfesqai uJmi'n (for uJmi'n gravfesqai);
5:3: the altogether wrong unaspirate form ejpivstatai (for the aspirate ejfivstatai); 5:10: periv (for
uJpevr); 5:13: aujtoi'" (for eJautoi'"); 5:27: oJrkivzw (for ejnorkivzw), and 5:27: the Attic pa'si (for the
Koine pa'sin). In the face of these facts it is not possible to overlook the unreliability of this MS
as Weima and others are inclined to do.
18  Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 550, used e.g. by I. H. Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians (NCBC), 70.
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These remarks and statistics lack a proper linguistic perspective. It must not be
forgotten that the NT constitutes only a tiny fraction of the lexical treasure of the
Greek language, with a vocabulary of 4900 words out of the hundreds of thousands
of words in use at that time. Any statistics as to the frequence or rarity of words
will have to address the larger picture.19

3. Weima attacks the argument that nhvpioi is always used with pejorative
sense20 by arguing, among other things, that “that Paul uses nhvpioi in 2.7 with a
positive sense receives further support from the use of this term by other biblical
and non-biblical writers”21 and refers to Diodoros Sikeliotes, Philon, and Josephos.
This time, apparently, we are prompted to take account of the larger picture.
However, the attempt is to no avail, since the ‘positive’ meaning for nhvpio" in these
texts does not reside in the word itself, but in the context. If this positive sense will
hold good for 1 Thessalonians as well, it must be shown from the context of this
letter. It is no good saying that “Furthermore, the term nhvpioi was used with a
positive sense by both biblical and non-biblical writers. It thus remains entirely
possible that Paul in 1 Thess 2.7 employed the infant metaphor in a positive manner
and that such a usage by no means ought to be judged non-Pauline”. This is
altogether too loose a ground on which to base the desired conclusion.

4. The fourth argument, that nhvpioi creates a mixed metaphor, and that this
reading is not merely “the lectio difficilior but the lectio impossibilis”,22 is solved
by Weima through proposing a different punctuation. According to this, the full
stop needs to be removed from ajpovstoloi (7a) and to be placed instead after ejn
mevsw/ uJmw'n, thus reading 7b ajlla; ejgenhvqhmen nhvpioi as correlative with the ou[te
… ou[te of verses 5-6, and beginning a new sentence with 7c wJ" eja;n trofo;" ...
which has its correlative in ou{tw" oJmeirovmenoi (vs. 8).23 The improbability of this
punctuation will be discussed below.

3. The Philological Examination of nhvpioi and h[pioi.

In my recent investigation, The Development of Greek and the New Testament, I
have shown that in linguistic and philological inquiry it is necessary to address the
evidence of the entire history of Greek. This is so, because the NT belongs to a

                                           
19  On the vocabulary of the Greek language, see Caragounis, The Development of Greek, 60-63,
123.
20  This argument has been used e.g. by J. Delobel, “One Letter too Many i Paul’s First Letter? A
Study of (n)hvpioi in 1 Thess 2.7”, Louvain Studies 20 (1995), 127.
21  Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 552.
22  Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 554.
23  Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 555-56.
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period during which Greek makes the transition from classical Greek to
Neohellenic. This period is characterized by new developments in morphology,
vocabulary and syntax, which implies that later Greek literature casts important
light on the NT; further, as a safeguard against making confident assertions about
linguistic matters which later Greek shows to be uninformed; and thirdly, because,
for instance, since later Greek has preserved many NT words and constructions, the
way a particular element of the NT is felt or perceived in later Greek (up to
Neohellenic) must be of considerable significance for its correct interpretation. It is
thus obvious, that in linguistic investigations pertaining to the NT, confining
oneself to the NT evidence alone or even to that of the LXX and the papyri, will
inevitably often lead to misunderstandings and misrepresentations of the facts. The
holistic approach to the language is the only feasible way.

The words nhvpio" and h[pio" occur as ordinary words with the main meanings
attached to them all the way from Homeros to the present day. Today they are the
ordinary words for expressing these meanings for both forms of Neohellenic, i.e.
Katharevousa and Demotic. Therefore, since these words have never ceased to be
used in the living language, if we inquire into statistics, we need to take account not
merely of the centuries around NT times or of the papyri, but of the entire spectrum
of the language.

According to the TLG (covering the period from Homeros to [in some cases] the
XVIth century A.D.), the word nhvpio" / nhvpion in the masculine and neuter occurs
almost 1400 times in the singular24 and about 1360 times in the plural.25 By contrast
the masculine h[pio" occurs only 319 times in the singular26 and 62 times in the
plural.27 However, the fact that nhvpio" occurs far more often than h[pio", does not
make the latter word “rare”.  [Hpio" was and is the ordinary Greek word for “mild”,
“gentle”, “kind”, “meek”, “soothing”, etc. It occurred everyday – as it does today –
and it must have been used by Paul times without number in his ordinary
transactions from day to day. The word nhvpio", on the other hand, bore two main
meanings, the basic meaning of “infant”, “baby”, “child” and a metaphorical one

                                           
24  The above figures include also the neuter instances, since the masculine genitive, dative, and
accusative correspond in form with all five cases of the neuter. Accordingly, the purely masculine
forms must be lowered considerably. Thus: Nominative: c. 600 x; Genitive (including the neuter):
210 x; Dative (including the neuter): 66 x; Accusative (including the neuter): 469 x, and Vocative
48 X.
25  Again the plural neuter forms for genitive and dative correspond with those of the masculine,
hence the purely masculine forms are considerably lower. Thus: Nominative: 275 x; Genitive
(including the neuter): 573 x; Dative (including the neuter): 338 x; Accusative: 168 x, and
Vocative: 4 x.
26  I.e. Nominative: 205 x; Genitive: 17 x; Dative: 9 x; Accusative: 88 x, and Vocative: 0 x.
27  I.e. Nominative: 24 x; Genitive: 4 X; Dative: 20 x; Accusative: 14 x, and Vocative: 0 x.



7

derived from this, namely “childish”, “fool(ish)”, “senseless”, “silly”. It is quite
natural, therefore, that there were far more daily circumstances in real life for
people to use nhvpio", both in its primary and in its metaphorical senses than h[pio".
It should, therefore, cause no surprise that in the NT nhvpio" occurs 13 times, while
h[pio" only twice. But no conclusions can be drawn from this NT circumstance as to
the rarity of h[pio" and hence (as the argument goes) its substitution by the ‘more
common’ nhvpio".

In order to give some indication of the semantic range of the two words, the
following brief specimens of their respective uses will be presented.

1.  [Hpio". In Homeros’ Ilias and Odysseia this term occurs sixteen times, always
in the singular. The basic meaning of “gentle”, “mild” “tender”, “meek”, “kind”
comes through in Ilias XXIV. 770, where Helen, speaking to prince Hektor of the
gentleness of his father (her father-in-law), King Priamos, towards her, says:
eJkuro;" de; path;r w}" h[pio" aijeiv “thy father / my father-in-law was always gentle to
me as if he had been my own father”, a phrase that becomes almost proverbial,
being repeated in the epics28, and still more often in Homeros’ mediaeval
commentator, Bishop Eustathios of Thessaloniki29 as well as in other authors.30

[Hpio" is often used in combination with other adjectives, which thus reveal the
scope of its meaning (space allows only a few examples): provfrwn, ajgano;" kai;
h[pio" “willing, kind, and gentle”;31 swvfrwn te kai; h[pio" “prudent and gentle”;32

nhmerthv" te kai; h[pio" “trustworthy and gentle”; h[pio" oJ ajpalovfrwn “gentle is one
who is soft-hearted”;33 h[pio" ei\nai kai; pra'o" “to be gentle and meek”;34 h[pio"

                                           
28  Homeros (VIII B.C.), Odysseia, II. 47, 234; V. 12; XV. 152.
29 Eustathios (XII A.D.), Commentarii ad Homeri Iliadem, I.419.19; I. 630.1; II. 303.7; ad
Odysseam I.77. 40; I. 81. 29, 45, 46: I. 94.1, 19; I. 188.17; II. 95.2; De capta Thessalonica 52. 34.
30  E.g. Euripides (V B.C.), Fragmenta,  950. 1; Themistios (IV A.D.), Peri; filanqrwpiva", 17. a.
6; Eusebios (IV A.D.), Evangelike Proparaskeue, 10. 3. 22 (ed. BEPES 25, p. 368), and Scholia
in Hesiodum: Scholia in Theogoniam (scholia vetera), 86. 5.
31  Homeros (VIII B.C.), Odysseia, II. 230; V. 8. Cf. Ioannes Stobaios (V A.D.), Anthologion, IV.
25. 28: provfrwn te kai; h[pio". So, too, Arsenios Paroimiographos (XV-XVI A.D.),
Apophthegmata, XI. 50a.
32  Athenaios (II-III A.D.), Deipnosophistai, X. 32.
33  Klemes Alexandreus (II-III A.D.), Paidagogos, I. 5. 19 (ed. BEPES 7. p. 89).
34  Porphyrios (III A.D.), Quaestionum Homericarum ad Iliadem pertinentium relinquae, VIII.
39-40. 9. Cf. Orion Grammatikos (V A.D.), Etymologikon, 145. 1: h[pio" ga;r oJ pra'o". Similarly
Eusebios, Commentarius ad Isaiam, I. 82.29; Ioannes Stobaios (V A.D.), Anthologion, II. 8. 39.
77; Etymologicum Gudianum (XI A.D.), Ny: 408. 52; Lexica Segueriana (Late Byz. times), Eta:
251. 30; Lexica in Opera Gregorii Nazianzeni, Lexicon in carmina Greg. Naz. (XI A.D.) Eta:
77.1.
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kai; proshnhv" “gentle and mild”;35 crhstov" te kai; h[pio" w[n “being kind and
gentle”;36 o{sio" logiko;" h[pio" ajnhvr “a holy, reasonable, gentle man”;37 h[pio":
prauÖ", h{suco", eujdiovwn “h[pio": meek, quiet, tranquil”;38 h[pion de; ma'llon ei\nai
kai; meilivcion “but to be even more gentle and tender”;39 h[pion kai; tapeinovn
“gentle and humble”;40 h[pion kai; cariven “gentle and graceful”.41 The
Etymologicum Magnum, at 434. 20, defined it as: h[pio" ga;r shmaivnei to;n
logismovn “h[pio" signifies the reasoning (faculty)”. Of interest is also the
explanation in Scholia In Homerum: Scholia in Odysseam (scholia vetera), II. 47:
oiJ ajrcai'oi th;n basileivan ejmevrizon eij" triva ejpivqeta. to;n me;n pra'on basileva
wjnovmazon patevra, to;n ajphnh' kai; qumwvdh, despovthn to;n feidwlo;n kai;
filovcruson kavphlon “the ancients distinguished kings by three epithets: the gentle
king they called ‘Father’, the hard and wrathful ‘Master’, and the niggard and gold-
loving ‘Huckster’”.

In addition to its use of men’s character and disposition, h[pio" is used as a
characterization of a large number of entities, qualities, or things (again space
allows only a few examples): e.g. h[pio" u{pno" “gentle / sweet sleep”,42 h[pio" ...
uJgrovth" “the mild moistur [of water],43 h[pio" ijcquv" “gentle fish”,44 h[pion pu'r
“gentle fire”,45 h[pion ... sevla" “gentle light”,46 h[pion pneu'ma “gentle wind”,47

hjpivw/ au[rh/ “gentle breeze”,48 hjpivw/ megaloyuciva/ “gentle magnanimity”,49 h[pio"

                                           
35  Konstantinos Porphyrogennetos (X A.D.), De virtutibus et vitiis, I. 185. 17. Cf. the neuter form
of this expression in Plotinos (III A.D.), Enneades, V. 5. 12. 33 and Basilios, Epistles, 257. 1. 7.
36  Ioannes Antiocheus (VII A.D.), Fragments, 115. 8.
37  Concilia Oecumenica: Synodus Constantinopolitana et Hierosolymitana anno 536 (uncertain
date), III. 97. 31.
38  Scholia in Opianum: Scholia et glossae in Halieutica (scholia vetera et recentiora) (uncertain
date), III. 58.
39  Plutarchos (I A.D.), Peri; filadelfeiva", 491 E. Similarly Hesiodos, Theogonia, 407.
40  Markos Diakonos (V A.D.), Vita Porphyrii episcopi Gazensis, VIII. 16.
41  Scholia in Aristophanem; Scholia in Plutum (scholia vetera et fort. …) (uncertain date), sch.
plut.1022. 1.
42  Ploutarchos, Marius, 20. 1. 6; Posidonios, Fragments, 201. 46.
43  Ploutarchos, De tuenda sanitate praecepta, 132 E.
44  Oppianos (II A.D.), Halieutica, III. 519.
45  Parmenides (V B.C.), Fragments, VIII. 57; Dion Chrysostomos (I A.D.), Orations, XX XVI.
56. 6. Cf. also Chrysippos (III B.C.), Fragments, 622. 11 and Fragmenta Alchemica (II A.D.), 75.
5.
46  Paulus Silentiarius (VI A.D.), Descriptio Sanctae Sophiae, 1002.
47  Ploutarchos, De amore prolis, 496 A.
48  Anthologia Graeca, X. 17. 1.
49  Eusebios, Constantini imperatoris oratio ad coetum sanctorum, XI. 16. 8
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lovgo" “mild word”,50 mu'qon ... h[pion “a gentle word”,51 hjpivoi" ejpaggelivai"
“gentle promises”,52 h[pion nou'n “gentle mind”,53 h[pion trovpon “gentle / meek
behavior / way”,54 h[qo" h[pion “mild / gentle ethos”,55 h[pion divkhn “mild
judgment”,56 h[pion gevlwta,“gentle / mild laughter”,57 h[pion h\mar “propitious /
favorable day”,58 h[pion u{yo" “moderate hight”59 h[pion favrmakon “mild
medicine”,60 and finally as epithets of Asklepios,61 Zeus,62 and even Poseidon.63

 This evidence for the use of h[pio" is wholly in line with how this word is used
and understood in Neohellenic. The word h[pio" is a perfectly natural characteristic
of a trofov", “nurse”, so that no objection to such a combination would ever arise
for a Greek.

2. Nhvpio". In the Homeric writings this term occurs some 40 times in the
singular and 12 in the plural. Like h[pio", the word nhvpio" has been the ordinary
Greek word for “infant” in all periods of the language.64 Not seldom it occurs with

                                           
50  E.g. Eusebios, Fragments, I. 47 and Ioannes Stobaios, Anthologion, III. 1. 103. 44;
Konstantinos Porphyrogennetos, De legationibus, 226. 17; Georgios Synkellos, Ecloge
chronographike, 328. 13.
51  Homeros, Odysseia, XX. 327.
52  Eusebios, Evangelike Proparaskeue, X. 2. 11. 4.
53  Loukianos (II A.D.), Podagra, 179.
54  Sopatros (IV A.D.), Diairevsei" zhthmavtwn, VIII. 59. 23; Theodoretos, De providentia
orationes decem, 83. 689. 48.
55  Markos Diakonos, Vita Porphyrii episcopi Gazensis, 88. 6.
56  Eustathios, Commentarii ad Homeri Odysseam, I. 81. 4.
57  Anna Komnene (XI-XII A.D.), Alexias, VIII. 2. 3. 16.
58  Hesiodos (VII-VIII B.C.), Works and Days, 787.
59  Ploutarchos, Quomodo adulator ab amico internoscatur, 63 D. See also Sextus Empeirikos,
Adversus mathematicos, IX. 10. 5; Athenagoras, Legatio sive Supplicatio pro Christianis, XXII.
2. 5.
60  Aristophanes Gramm. (III-II B.C.), Aristophanis historiae animalium epitome subjunctis
Aeliani Timothei aliorumque, II. 514; Appianos (I-II A.D.), Bellum civile, II. 3. 20; Eustathios,
Commentarii ad Homeri Illiadem, III. 338. 23. Also hjpivwn ajkesmavtwn “of mild medicaments”
Aeschylos (V B.C.), Prometheus Bound, 482;
61  Ploutarchos, Vitae decem oratorum, 845 C; Eustathios, Commentarii ad Homeri Odysseam, I.
100. 20.
62  Eustathios, Commentarii ad Homerum Iliadem, II. 521.
63  Ploutarchos, De sollertia animalium, 985 A.
64  E.g. Homeros, Ilias, XXII. 484: pavi>" dÆ e[ti nhvpio" “a child that is still an infant”; Euripides (V
B.C.), Iphigenia Aulidensis, 466; Aristoteles (IV B.C.), Problemata, 901 b; Theokritos (IV-III
B.C.), Epigrammata, VII.1; Diodoros Sikeliotes (I B.C.), Bibliotheke, VII. 6.1; Philon, D e
decalogo, 69. 3; Ploutarchos (I A.D.), Consolatio ad Apollonium, 110 F; Arrianos (I-II A.D.),
Alexandri anabasis, II. 11. 9: Cassios Dion (II-III A.D.), Historiae Romana, 72. 7. 2:  JHraklh'"
e[ti nhvpio" “while Herakles was still an infant”; Porphyrios (III A.D.), Peri; ajgalmavtwn, VIII.
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the sense of “baby”,65 and even the more general sense of “a little child”.66

However, in a large number of instances nhvpio" bears the metaphorical sense of
“childish”, “fool(ish)”, “imbecil”, “silly”, “senseless”, “stupid”.67 This

                                                                                                                                             
114; Constitutiones apostolorum (IV A.D.), IV. 11. 15; Nonnos (V A.D.), Paraphrasis sancti
evangelii Joannei, XI. 108; Ioannes Damaskenos (VII-VIII A.D.), Sacra parallela, 96. 298. 42;
Georgios Monachos (IX A.D.), Chronikon, 110. 1032.7; Konstantinos Porphyrogennetos (X
A.D.), De legationibus, 338. 7;  Michael Psellos (XI A.D.), Poemata, VIII. 725; Etymologicum
Gudianum (XI A.D.), Ny: 408.48; Ioannes Zonaras (XI-XII A.D.), Epitome historiarum, 128. 2;
Eustathios (XII A.D.), Commentarii ad Homeri Iliadem, II. 833. 14; Ioannes VI Kantakouzenos
(XIV A.D.), Historiae, I. 526. 2;  Michael Apostolios (XV A.D.), Collectio paroemiarum, XIV.
94.5; Pseudo-Sphrantzes (XV-XVI A.D.), Chronikon, 270. 29.
65  E.g. Homeros, Odysseia, XI. 449: pavi>" de; oiJ h\n ejpi; mazw/' nhvpio" “a child was at her breast /
sucking, an infant”; Plutarchos (I A.D.), De amore prolis, 496 a: eujmene;" tw'/ tou' nhpivou stovmati
“pleasant [i.e. is the breast] to the mouth of the babe”; Chrysostomos (IV-V A.D.), De patientia
(Migne) 60. 726. 34: dia; se; nhvpio" gevgonen ejn favtnh/ “for your sake he became a babe in the
manger”; Ioannes Theologos (VIII A.D.), Adversus iconoclastas (Migne) 96. 1360. 25: wJ" nhvpio"
ejbastavzeto “He [Christ] was borne as a babe”. Cf. also Anonymi in Hermogenes (uncertain
date), Commentarium in librum Peri; euJrevsew", sch. 131b. 1: nhvpio": pai'" oJ mhv dunavmeno"
eijpei'n “nhvpio": a child that cannot speak”.
66  E.g. Homeros, Odysseia, XVIII. 229: pavro" dÆ e[ti nhvpio" h\a “untill now I have been but a
child”; Aristoteles (IV B.C.), Fragmenta varia, I. 11. 76. 18: e[ti nhvpio" w]n   {Omhro" e[fh “while
a child, Homeros said”; Basilios (IV A.D.), Homilia in principium proverbiorum (Migne) 31.
396. 48: o{tan se paidivon nhvpion loidorhvsh/ “When a child, an infant reviles you”. In his Lexiko;
th'" neva"  JEllhnikh'" Glwvssa", Mpampiniwvth", defines nhvpio as covering the age from 1 to 6
years old, that is, following the age of brevfo", i.e. the first months after its birth. The
Triandafyllides Foundation Lexiko; th'" Koinh'" Neoellhnikh'", on the other hand, defines nhvpio
as covering the age of 2 to 5 years of age, following the age of brevfo", i.e. from the second to the
twelfth month of its life, cf. Theokritos (IV-III B.C.), Epigrammata, 16. 4: eijkosavmhnon
ajdelfo;n nhvpion “a brother twenty months old, an infant”.
67  The transition was easy. An infant (< Lat infans = ‘that cannot speak’ = Gr nhvpio": usually
explained as nhv ‘not’ + e[po" ‘speech’, i.e. “one that cannot speak”) is a child that cannot
articulate speech. Thus, the Grammarian Philoxenos (I A.D.), Fragmenta, 552. 3, explains it as:
nhvpio": para; nh sterhtikovn: kata; stevrhsin tou' eijpei'n kai; lalei'n, oi|on ... oJ levgein mh;
dunavmeno" “nhvpio": with n privativum, of one deprived of speech, that is to say, … he who
cannot speak”. Cf. Etymologicum Magnum (XII A.D.), 604. 19: nhevpio", kai; kata; sugkoph;n
nhvpio", oJ mh; dunavmeno" levgein “nhevpio" and by syncope nhvpio" is he who cannot speak”.
Similarly Orion Grammatikos (V A.D.), Etymologikon, Ny: 108. 11; 180. 26; 615. 32;
Etymologicum Gudianum (XI A.D.), Ny: 408. 48.  Hence it is used times without number of
adults who are inarticulate, backward, or who, although advanced in years, are childish, senseless,
foolish.  Cf. Scholia in Odysseam (uncertain date), IV. 371. 1: ‘nhvpio" ei\", w\ xei'ne’ ajnti; tou'
ajmaqhv", e[ti paivdwn fronw'n “ ‘are you nhvpio", stranger’ is used instead of ignorant, of one who
thinks like a child”; Chrysostomos, In Epistulam ad Galatas commentarius (Migne) 61. 657. 10:
nhvpio": ejntau'ta ouj th;n hJlikivan fhsivn, ajlla; th;n gnwvmhn “by nhvpio" here he does not refer to
age, but to understanding”; Scholia ad Aristophanem (uncertain date), Scholia in Nubes, sch.
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metaphorical meaning is applied first by Homeros and continues to obtain ever
since.68 The frequency of this meaning may be gauged by the fact that in Homeros
the word occurs 22 times with the sense of “infant”, “babe”, “child”,69 and 30 times
with the sense of “fool”, “senseless”, “imbecil”, etc.70 Though this high frequency
is not sustained throughout the centuries, the meaning, however, is quite rife.71

Accordingly, one can still say in Neohellenic: “he is nhvpio(")”, i.e. “he is an
imbecil”.72

                                                                                                                                             
recent. nub 868c Alpha: 1: nhvpio" oJ mwrov", ajpo; metafora'" tou' nhpivou brevfou" “nhvpio" means
imbecil / foolish metaphorically from nhvpio" in the sense of babe”.
68  E.g. Homeros, Ilias, II. 38; Hesiodos (VIII-VII B.C.), Works and Days, 218;  Empedokles (V
B.C.), Fragmenta, 137.6; Herodotos (V B.C.), Historiae, I. 85. 7; Platon (V-IV B.C.), Symposion,
222. b; Krantor (IV-III B.C., Fragmenta, X. 22; Apollonios Rhodios (III B.C.), Argonautica, IV.
875; Chrysippos (III B.C.), Fragmenta logica et physica, 132. 14; Dionysios Thrax (II B.C.),
Fragmenta, 57. 2; Dionysios Halikarnasseus (I B.C.), Antiqvitates Romanae, XX. 9 (10). 2;
Oppianos (II A.D.), Halieutica, III. 568; Galenos (II A.D.), Adhortatio ad artes addiscendas,
VIII. 22; Kelsos (II A.D.), True Word, III. 44.6; Claudios Ailianos (II-III A.D.), Fragments, 72.
9; Porphyrios (III A.D.), Quaestionum Homericarum ad Iliadem pertinentium relinquae, II. 8 ff.;
Gregorios Nysses (IV A.D.), Oratio catechetica, 25. 3; Ioannes Stobaios (V A.D.), Anthologion,
III. 18. 13; Eudokia Augusta (V A.D.), Homerocentones, VIII. 262; Olympiodoros (VI A.D.), In
Platonis Alcibiadem Commentarii, 139. 14; Theodoros Studites (VIII-IX A.D.), Epistulae, 476.
34; Konstantinos Porphyrogennetos (X A.D.), De virtutibus, II. 83. 14; Souda Lexicon (X A.D.),
Aplha: 1218. 6; Ioannes Rhetor (XI A.D.), Commentarium in Hermogenes, VI. 381.19; Anna
Komnene (XI-XII A.D.), Alexias, I. 11. 6; Konstantinos Manasses (XII A.D.), Compendium
chronicum, 6475; Eustathios (XII A.D.), Commentarii ad Homeri Iliadem, I. 260. 11 (and dozens
of times); Ioannes Kinnamos (XII-XIII A.D.), Epitome, 267. 15; Pseudo-Zonaras (XIII A.D.),
Lexicon, Ny: 1397. 11; Ioannes Kantakouzenos (XIV A.D.), Historiae, II. 469. 5; Doukas (XV
A.D.), Historia Tourkobyzantine, 24. 5. 22; Michael Apostolios (XV A.D.), Collectio
paroemiarum, XV. 22; Arsenios (XV-XVI A.D.), Apohthegmata, XII. 8a;
69  E.g. Homeros, Ilias, XXIV. 726;  Odysseia, II. 313: ejgw; dÆ e[ti nhvpio" h\a “I was still a child”;
IV. 818; in VI. 301 princess Nausica gives Odysseus directions to her father’s house, assuring
him that it is easy to find: even a little child could lead him to it: kai; a]n pavi>" hJghvsaito nhvpio";
XI. 449: pavi>" de; h\n ejpi; mazw'/ nhvpio" “and a child was at her breast, a babe”; XVIII. 229; XIX.
19, 530; XX. 310; XXI. 95, etc.
70  A few examples are: Homeros, Ilias, II. 38; 873; V. 406; XII. 113; XVI. 833; XVIII. 295;
XXI. 99; XXII. 333; Odysseia, III. 146; IV. 31; IX. 442; Aischylos (V B.C.), Prometheus Bound,
443: wJ" sfa'" nhpivou" o[nta" ta; pri;n e[nnou" e[qhka kai; frenw'n ejphbovlou" “who once were
fools, I made them thinking, and gave them wits”.
71  For example, all of the 48 instances in the singular vocative have the sense of ‘fool(ish)’.
72  Cf. also Dhmhtravkou, Lexikovn, s.v. nhvpio", which cites Zerbo;" (ÿ 1944), Tragouvdia tou'
kalou' kairou', 19: swvpasÆ,  [Erwta spanev, pou; gela'/" movno ta; nhvpia “shut up, you unbearded
Eros, who can deceive only fools”.
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4. What Could Paul have Written?

If nhvpio" is the original reading, then Paul must have meant that he had behaved
among the Thessalonians either as an infant, a babe, a small child or as an imbecil,
a senseless, foolish person. These are the two basic meanings that we find in the use
of this word throughout the centuries. Now, no advocate of nhvpio" would
contemplate the sense of “imbecil” or “fool” for Paul, on account of its absurdity,
though this is the primary meaning of the word, when used of an adult.

The advocates of nhvpio" are, of course, aware that this is a ‘difficult’ or
‘impossible’ reading, but its very difficulty becomes a reason for accepting it. The
abruptness in the change of metaphor which this reading introduces is explained by
reference to Gal 4:19, where, it is claimed, Paul uses an even more abrupt
metaphor. This claim can be controverted. In tevkna mou, ou}" pavlin wjdivnw mevcri"
ou| morfwqh/' Cristo;" ejn uJmi'n there is no transition in imagery with regard to Paul.
He is the ‘mother’ throughout the imagery. It is the Galatians who are first
addressed as tevkna, i.e. already born, sc. in Christ, but are so immature as to be in
need of Christ taking form within them afresh, in other words, they are still an
embryo in development. Thus, the change of imagery is accounted for. In the
Thessalonians imagery, on the other hand, Paul, according to the theory, presents
himself first as an infant among them and in the same breath he goes on to tell them
that he has cared for them as a nurse cares for her children. This is sheer confusion
of mutually excluding images, which no amount of rationalizing can dispel.

To alleviate the difficulty, it has been claimed that nhvpio" is used both in the
Bible and outside it with positive sense. As Biblical evidence is given: 1 Cor 14:20,
ajdelfoiv, mh; paidiva givnesqe tai'" fresi;n ajlla; th'/ kakiva/ nhpiavzete where,
however, the verb nhpiavzw rather than the adjective nhvpio" is used. Nevertheless,
the sense is that the Corinthians should behave not like small children, i.e like fools,
but with reference to evil, they should behave innocently like babies. The word
nhpiavzw, therefore, does not in itself carry the sense or the connotation of
innocence, but it is the context that gives it that meaning, for in a different context
the same verb could have been used to carry the sense of “acting childishly”.73

Hence, it is a logical mistake to assume – as Dr Weima appears to do,74 – that the

                                           
73  Hippokrates, Epistulae, 17. 25, makes Demokritos say: ejgw; de; e{na gelw' to;n a[nqrwpon,
ajnoivh" me;n gevmonta, keneo;n de; prhgmavtwn ojrqw'n, pavsh/sin ejpiboulh'/si nhpiavzonta “I for one
laugh at mankind because it is full of folly, empty of right things, and acts childishly in all its
schemes”. Cf. also the phrase: ejscatovghro" nhpiavzwn “a very old man acting childishly”.
74  Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 552 f.
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word sometimes has a negative sense and sometimes a positive sense.75 This is the
result of confusing semantics with contextual meaning. The word nhvpio" as such is
not negative. When referring to babies or infants, it is a purely neutral term
denoting their age as a perfectly natural stage in human growth and development.
But when the word refers to adults absolutely, it treats them as immature,
undeveloped, senseless, or foolish. In no instance that I have examined, have I
found that adults are called nhvpioi as a positive characterization absolutely, i.e. in
order to extol some positive quality in them.76

Nevertheless, there are certain passages in Christian authors, – which Dr Weima
does not cite – that do use nhvpio" in a positive context. It appears that such biblical
passages as o}" a]n mh; devxhtai th;n basileivan tou' Qeou' wJ" paidivon ouj mh; eijsevlqh/
eij" aujthvn (Mk 10:15), o{sti" ou\n tapeinwvsei eJauto;n wJ" to; paidivon tou'to (Mt
18:3), th'/ kakiva/ nhpiavzete (1 Cor 14:20), ta; mwra; tou' kovsmou ejxelevxato oJ Qeov"
(1 Cor 1:27), led Christian authors, in their polemic against Greek wisdom and
philosophy, to use the image of the child, and particularly of the infant, as a model
of humility, simplicity, innocence and absence of worldly wisdom. The earliest
writer is probably Klemes Alexandreus. In his Paidagogos, I. 5. 19, he makes the
absurd claim that oujk ejpi; ajfrovnwn tavttetai to; nhvpion: nhpuvtio" me;n ga;r ou|to"
“the word nhvpio" is not used of fools, such is the meaning of nhpuvtio"” (dim. of
nhvpio"), when from the time of Homeros on we have countless examples of nhvpio"

                                           
75  Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 553: “the positive sense that nhvpioi has in many LXX texts”. One
should rather say that a writer can use it in a negative or positive context. On the LXX evidence
see below.
76  In Mt 11:25 (= Lk 10: 21) the nhvpia are set over against the sofoiv and sunetoiv of this world.
This is not to underline any positive qualities in the disciples, but merely the fact that their
understanding is not their own, but comes from God. The same goes for Mt 21:16. Similarly
(LXX) Ps 18:8; 114: 6; 118:130; and Wisdom 10: 21. In all these cases the word signifies those
who lack wisdom and are given it by God (cf. the apposite saying in Jas 1:5: eij dev ti" uJmw'n
leivpetai sofiva", aijteivtw para; tou' didovnto" Qeou' pa'sin aJplw'" kai; mh; ojneidivzonto") but no
particular merit attaches to an adult who is nhvpio". As non-biblical evidence, Weima further
quotes Diodoros Sikeliotes, Biblical (sic) History (read: Roman History), 20. 72. 2. I must
confess that I do not understand how a passage that speaks of the execution of a number of people
among whom also of nhpivou" pai'da" ejn ajgkavlai" feromevnou" “infant children borne in the
arms [of their mothers]” can be quoted here as proving the positive sense of nhvpio" for an adult.
Is the mere fact that these are small children or infants enough to qualify for positive sense? The
same is the case with each one of the non-biblical texts that he quotes: Philon, Flaccus, 68;
Josephos, Antiquities, VI. 133, according to which Samuel commands Saul to kill all the
Amalekites, beginning with the infants; 136; 138: oJ ... Qeo;"  ou{tw" ejmivshsen to; tw'n
ÆAmalhkitw'n e[qno" wJ" mhde; nhpivwn feivsasqai “God so hated the nation of the Amalekites that
he did not even spare the infants”. Similarly, VI. 260; XIV. 480; War, I. 352; II. 307; 496; IV. 82.
One may rightly wonder whether Dr Weima has actually examined the above passages.
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with the sense of ‘fool’, the Lexicographers assure us that nhvpio" means a[frwn,77

and this meaning still obtains in Neohellenic. Then, Klemes goes on to give us his
mistaken etymology: nhvpio" de; oJ nehvpio", wJ" h[pio" oJ aJpalovfrwn, oi|on h[pio"
newsti; kai; pra'o" tw'/ trovpw/ “but nhvpio" means nehvpio", as h[pio" ‘soft-hearted’,
that is to say, newly h[pio" and meek in his manner”. Obviously Klemes derived
nhvpio" from nevo" + h[pio", and gave nhvpio" the basic sense of h[pio". This
understanding seems to be accepted by Klemes’ pupil, Origenes, who in his
Commentary on Luke, 163. 9, collocates tapeino vfrwn  with nhvpio"; in his
Philokalia, 18. 15.7, he approves of anyone who is ajmaqhv", ajnovhto", ajpaivdeuto",
nhvpio" “unlearned, foolish, without education, and infant(ile)”, and in his
Commentary on Matthew, 15. 7. 152, he paraphrases 1 Th 2:7: ejn bavrei ei\nai wJ"
Cristou' ajpovstolo", ejgevneto nhvpio" kai; paraplhvsio" trofw'/ qalpouvsh/ to;
eJauth'" paidivon, “he became nhvpio" and close / similar to a nurse who cares for her
child”. We can now understand that it was the connotations of humility, innocence,
etc. that these authors read into nhvpio" (= ne + h[pio") that led them to adopt this
reading in 1 Th 2:7.78

The punctuation that Dr Weima proposes, putting a comma after ajpovstoloi and
a full stop after ejn mevsw/ uJmw'n, gives a rather un-Greek syntax.79 Thus, a sentence
such as wJ" eja;n trofo;" qavlph/ ta; eJauth'" tevkna, ou{tw" oJmeirovmenoi uJmw'n
eujdokou'men ..., with two unrelated verbs (and hence unrelated clauses) that are
being compared, is inelegent Greek. The ideas here brought together do not sound
harmoniously. In the rare NT cases where wJ" is collocated with ou{tw" and precedes
it, the same verb does service for both clauses, i.e. Eph 5:24: wJ" hJ ejkklhsiva
uJpotavssetai tw'/ Cristw'/, ou{tw" kai; aiJ gunai'ke" [uJpotasevsqwsan] toi'"
ajndravsin.80 Rather, the comparative wJ"-clause is more naturally understood as
exemplifying the meaning of h[pioi, i.e. “we were gentle among you, as when a
nurse (or simply: like a nurse who) tenderly cares for her children”.

                                           
77  E.g. Pseudo-Zonaras, Lexicon, Ny: 1397. 11: nhvpio": a[frwn “nhvpio": one who is senseless”.
78  Similar examples occur in Klemes Alex., Paidagogos, 1. 5. 17; 1. 6. 32; 1. 7. 58; Didymos
Caecus (IV A.D.), Fragmenta in Psalmos, 48. 25; Asterios (IV A.D.), 15. 20; 16. 14; Gregorios
Naz. (IV A.D.), In sanctum baptisma, 36. 380. 44; Kyrillos (IV-V A.D.), De adoratione, 68.
1053. 53; Chrysostomos, Commentary on Psalms, 15. 20; In Matthaeum, 57. 429. 54.
79  It is not possible to split up vs. 7 into 7a, 7b, and 7c, and to read 7a-b with vv. 5-6 and 7c with
vs. 8. It is also a mistake to think that because 7c begins with wJ" it must necessarily have its
correlate in the ou{tw" of vs. 8 (Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 556; also Merk, in The Thessalonians
Debate, 105-107). In vs. 4 kaqwv" is used, not wJ" (!), which makes a perfectly normal comparison
in Greek, as also Mt 24:27: w{sper hJ ajstraphv ... ou{tw" ... though the usual order is ou{tw" ... wJ",
as e.g Mk 4:26: ou{tw" ejstin hJ basileiva tou' Qeou', wJ" ...
80  Similarly, 1 Cor 7: 14: ajllÆ wJ" pavnta ejn ajlhqeiva/ ejlalhvsamen uJmi'n, ou{tw" kai; hJ kauvchsi"
hJmw'n ... ejn ajlhqeiva/ ejgenhvqh. Both word and deed were true.
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The conclusion from the above examination of nhvpio" is that this term does not
in itself convey positive qualities, and could not have been used by the apostle Paul
of himself in order to emphasize his supposed humility and child-mindedness.

5. What is the Meaning of ejn bavrei ei\nai?

The next problem for discussion is the expression dunavmenoi ejn bavrei ei\nai wJ"
Cristou' ajpovstoloi. This has been understood as suggesting that Paul and his
friends could, as apostles of Christ, have exercised their authority or demanded
privileges and honors.81 It appears more probable, however, that this is another
form for the later expression bavro" ei\nai or givnesqai (to be / become a burden on
someone)82 which is equivalent to the verbs ejpibarw'83 and the later ejpibaruvnw.84

                                           
81  E.g. NAB, NASB, New Luther, Einheitsübersetzung, JB, La Sainte Bible (1979), La Bible en
français courant (1997), Spanish Santa Biblia (1994), Italian La Sacra Bibbia, Swedish Bibeln
2000. Similarly many commentators, e.g. W. Neil, The Epistle of Paul to the Thessalonians,
London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1950, 39; B. Rigaux, Saint Paul: Les Épitres aux Thessaloniens,
Paris: Gabalda, 1956, 417; Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians (NCBC), 68; Best, First – Second
Thessalonians (BNTC), 100; Wanamaker, 1 & 2 Thessalonians (NIGTC), 98; Malherbe, “‘Gentle
as a Nurse’: The Cynic Background to 1 Thess ii” NovT 12 (1970), 203-17 and more recently The
Letters to the Thessalonians (AB), Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 2000, 144. Cf. Merk, in The
Thessalonians Debate, p. 105 “The phrase … is generally interpreted as ‘to have prestige’,
‘power’, or ‘honor’”. Morris, First and Second Thessalonians (NICNT), 75 f. is undecided but
inclines to financial burden. Bruce, 1 & 2 Thessalonians (WBC), 30 f. understands it of a
financial burden.
82  The expression bavro" ei\mai or givnomai is late, but has its antecedents both in various uses of
bavro" (see LSJ and Dhmhtravkou, Lexikovn) or equivalent as well as in the verbs ejpibarw' and
ejpibaruvnw. The idea occurs first in Homeros, Odysseia, XX. 379, where one of the woers in
reference to beggar-clad Odysseus says to Telemachos that his guest is “a burden on the earth”
(a[cqo" ajrouvrh"), a phrase that has become proverbial till Neohellenic times (see Dhmhtravkou),
said of a lazy, useless person, or one who is a burden along with the more modern phrase bavro"
th'" gh'" or bavro" on someone. Similarly Sophocles (V B.C.),  Elektra, 1241: perisso;n a[cqo" “a
greater burden”. Ioannes Malalas (V-VI A.D.), Chronographia, 75 quotes Orpheus’ saying
a[cqea gh'" and rephrases it with to; bavro" th'" gh'". P Oxy 1451 (III A.D.) Ptolemai'o" mevtriov"
ejstin kai; ouj duvnatai to; bavro" uJpofevrein presumably speaks of a financial burden (cf.
Ptolemaios’ own words: mevtriov� eijmi, para; patri; trevfoma»i] “I am of modest means, being
provided for by my father”). Similarly OGIS I-II (Egypt), 194 (42 B.C.),19: eujgenw'� movno"
uJposta;" to; bavro" pavlin ... to;n ga;r eJautou' bivon oJloscerw'" ajnevqeto toi'" crh'sqai
boulomevnoi". “nobly he again bore alone the burden … putting his whole substance at the
disposal of those who wished to use it”. The Epistle to Diognetos (II A.D.) 501, speaks of ajllÆ
o{sti" to; tou' plhsivon ajnadevcetai bavro" “he who takes on himself the burden of his neighbour”.
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This sense suits the context of 1 Thessalonians admirably. The meaning of
‘authority’, ‘honor’, etc. for bavro" has been derived from dovxa in vs. 6. However, it
has been overlooked that Paul’s whole sentence includes vs. 5, which speaks of
kolakeiva and pleonexiva, the first of which aims at financial gain and the latter
actually denotes greed. In saying that he did not use flattery and was not motivated
by greed, Paul insinuates that he, as an apostle of Christ, had the right to live by the
Gospel, but did not make use of it to achieve personal gain. In contrast to such
behavior – that characterized sophists and itinerant rhetors – Paul served the
Thessalonians like a loving nurse and was pleased to impart to them not only the
free Gospel, but also his own life. This gives him occasion to remind them of his
previous conduct. Thus, vv. 9-12 correspond to vv- 1-7a (-8). In vv. 1-7a Paul
dwells mainly on the negative things that did not characterize his conduct, while in
vv. 9-12 he dwells on the positive things that did characterize his conduct. Vv. 7b-8
is the positive dénouement of the first part and prepares the transition to the detailed
second part. That vv. 9-12 are an expansion of the thought contained in a nutshell in
vv. 7-8 becomes clear from the similar ideas expressed in 1 and 2 Thessalonians:

1 Th 2:3-12 2 Th 3:6-10

5 Ou[te ga;r pote ejn lovgw/ kolakeiva" ejgenhvqhmen,
kaqw;" oi[date, ou[te ejn profavsei pleonexiva", Qeo;"
mavrtu", ou[te zhtou'nte" ejx ajnqrwvpwn dovxan ou[te ajfÆ
uJmw'n ou[te ajpÆ a[llwn,

(7 dunavmenoi ejn bavrei ei\nai wJ" Cristou' ajpovstoloi),
ajlla; ejgenhvqhmen HPIOI ejn mevsw/ uJmw'n, wJ" eja;n trofo;"
qavlph/ ta; eJauth'" tevkna.
8 Ou{tw" oJmeirovmenoi uJmw'n eujdokou'men metadou'nai
uJmi'n ouj movnon to; eujaggevlion tou' Qeou' ajlla; kai; ta;"
eJautw'n yucav", diovti ajgaphtoi; hJmi'n ejgenhvqhte.

9 Mnhmoneuvete ... to;n kovpon hJmw'n kai; to;n movcqon:
nukto;" kai; hJmevra" ejrgazovmenoi pro;" to; mh; ejpibarh'saiv
tina uJmw'n

6 Paraggevllomen ... stevllesqai uJma'" ajpo; panto;"
ajdelfou' ajtavktw" peripatou'nto" kai; mh; kata; th;n
paravdosin ... 7 aujtoi; ga;r oi[date pw'" dei' mimei'sqai
hJma'", o{ti oujk hjtakthvsamen ejn uJmi'n

8 oujde; dwrea;n a[rton ejfavgomen parav tino",
(9 oujc o{ti oujk e[comen ejxousivan,
 ajllÆ i{na eJautou;" tuvpon dw'men uJmi'n eij" to; mimei'sqai
hJma'")

                                                                                                                                             
83  Cf. e.g. P Oxy 1481 (II A.D.), where Theonas, writing to his mother who had heard that he had
been sick, urges her twice mh; ojclou' de; pevmpein ti hJmi'n “do not trouble yourself about sending us
anything” and mh; ejpibarou' pevmpein ti hJmi'n “do not burden yourself with sending us anything”.
84  The idea of being a burden on someone is expressed in Neohellenic in many different ways
and all of them are essentially based on ancient uses: ei\mai bavro" (tou' ei\nai bavro" “he is a
burden on him”); givnomai bavro" (tou' e[gine bavro" “he became a burden on him”); ejpibaruvnw
(de;n qevlw na; sa'" ejpibaruvnw “I do not wish to be a burden on you”), ei\mai / givnomai fortivo(n)
“I am / become a burden”; ei\mai / givnomai fovrtwma “I am / become a burden / burdensome /
annoying”; fortwvnomai [< fortivon] (tou' ejfortwvqh / fortwvqhke “he became a burden on him”).
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10 uJmei'" mavrture" kai; oJ Qeov", wJ" oJsivw" kai; dikaivw"
kai; ajmevmptw" uJmi'n toi'" pisteuvousin ejgenhvqhmen,
11 kaqavper oi[date, wJ" e{na e{kaston uJmw'n wJ" path;r
te vkna e Jautou '  parakalou 'nte" u Jma '"  kai ;
paramuqouvmenoi kai; marturouvmenoi eij" to; peripatei'n
uJma'" ajxivw" tou' Qeou' tou' kalou'nto" uJma'" eij" th;n
eJautou' basileivan kai; dovxan.

ajllÆ ejn kovpw/ kai; movcqw/ nukto;" kai; hJmevra"
ejrgazovmenoi pro;" to; mh; ejpibarh'saiv tina uJmw'n:

(7 aujtoi; ga;r oi[date pw'" dei' mimei'sqai hJma'", o{ti oujk
hjtakthvsamen ejn uJmi'n)
9 oujc o{ti oujk e[comen ejxousivan, ajllÆ i{na eJautou;"
tuvpon dw'men uJmi'n eij" to; mimei'sqai hJma'".
10 kai; ga;r o{te h\men pro;" uJma'", tou'to parhggevllomen
uJmi'n, o{ti ei[ ti" ouj qevlei ejrgavzsqai mhde; ejsqievtw.

The two texts reveal an analogous conception in thought, which sometimes has
even exact verbal parallels. The emphasis that Paul places on his right to
remuneration or free maintenance – of which he did not take advantage, but instead
worked night and day in order not to burden them – leaves no doubt that ejn bavrei
ei\nai refers to financial burden, and not to any other kind of ‘authority’ or
‘honor’.85

6. Can only Children or also Parents Be Orphaned?

Finally, the verb ajporfanivzw. In order to strengthen the case for the originality
of nhvpio", it has been urged that Paul presents himself not only as an infant, but
also as an orphan (1 Th 2:17). It is, thus, confidently asserted that

This verb [ajporfanivzw] occurs … one [time] in classical Greek, two in Philo, one in the
NT (1 Thess 2.17) and 28 in the patristic literature. An analysis of these occurrences in
their respective contexts gives a clear and consistent picture of how the verb ajporfanivzw
was used: it never refes to parents who are orphaned from their children but consistently
refers to children who are orphaned from their parents. … Paul presents himself and his
co-workers as children whose forced departure from Thessalonica has meant that they are
orphaned from the believers in that city.86

                                           
85  This is, indeed, a matter to which he often returns, e.g. 1 Cor 9: 4-18, a passage that has many
identical thoughts and even much of the wording of 1 Th 2:3-12 and 2 Th 3:6-10. See also my
study “OYWNION: A Reconsideration of its Meaning”, NovT 16 (1974), 35-57. The expression
is so understood also by Donfried, “The Epistolary and Rhetorical Context of 1 Thessalonians
2:1-12” in The Thessalonian Debate, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000, 52; W. Stegemann, “Anlaß
und Hintergrund der Abfassung von 1 Th 2, 1-12” in Theologische Brosamen für L. Steiger, zu
seinem fünfzigen Geburtstag (ed. G. Freund-E. Stegemann), Heidelberg: Selbstverlag 1985, 397-
416, p. 408, and others.
86  Weima, NTS 46 (2000), 558. Actually the TLG gives 56 instances, but there are more. See
Kriara'", Lexikovn s.v. and  JIstoriko;n Lexikovn, s.v.
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These claims are simply uninformed, being based on a fragmentary review of
the evidence – a mere 32 instances – which, moreover, has not always been
interpreted correctly.

Actually, in a semantic discussion, a broad range of the cognate terms should be
considered in order to show the breadth of semasiological reference. The most
important of these are: ojrfanov" (1356 times), ojrfaneuvw (8 times), ojrfanivzw, (41
times), and ajporfani vzw  (56 times) not to speak of ejxorfanivzw, ojrfaniva,
ojrfanikov", etc. These words occur about 2000 times in the extant literature, while
in the inscriptions and the papyri the letter sequence ojrfan- occurs 305 times.
Since the limits imposed on the present study leave no room for a detailed
presentation of all the data that I have examined, I will content myself with a brief
treatment of how a few of these words are applied.

The word-group ojrfanov" etc. basically means “bereaved”,87 and it is applied to
children without parents or to parents bereft of their children.88 Thus, Euripides,
Hekabe 148 f., can say of Hekabe: se ... ojrfano;n ei\nai paido;" “that you be
orphaned of your child”. Pindaros, Olympian Odes, IX. 61 has Zeus bring Opus’s
daughter to Lokros, so that the latter might not be ojrfano;n genea'" “orphaned of
issue (i.e. without a child).89 ”This meaning is upheld by the lexicographers.90

                                           
87  Cf. ojrfo- [in ojrfobovth" ‘superintendent of orphans’]. It is related to Latin orbus ‘bereaved’,
‘bereft’ see Lewis, C. T. - Short, C., A Latin Dictionary, Oxford, 1879, rp. 1966, s.v. orbus:
“bereaved, bereft of parents or children”;  I-E orbhos, Germ. Erbe.
88 The word-group is also used generally of the idea of being deprived or devoid of something:
e.g. Anthologia Graeca, XVI. 186: ojrfano;" (sc. ceirw'n kai; a[poda) iJstavmeno" “standing orphan
(i.e. without arms and legs)”, said of a statue. Scholia In Sophoclem (various dates), Scholia in
Sophoclis Ajacem (scholia vetera), 512a. 5: ojrfano;" oJ o{ron e[cwn to; mh; faivnesqai, oJ a[shmo"
kai; mhkevti ejmfanh;" w[n “ojrfanov" he whose limit is not to be seen, he who is obscure, and no
longer manifest / significant”; Philostratos, Heroikos, 664. 3: tou;" dÆ a[llou" ajgrou;" ajfeivlontov
me oiJ dunatoi; komidh'/ ojrfanovn “the powerful took away from me my other fields leaving me
altogether an orphan [i.e. without anything]”; Pindaros, Pythian Odes, IV. 283: ojrfanivzei me;n
kaka;n glw'ssan faenna'" ojpov" “he orphaned (i.e. deprived) malicious tongue of her clear voice”
(see also Bernardavkh, Lexiko;n  JErmhneutikovn, II, 808); Theokritos, Epigrammata in
Anthologia Graeca, IX. 433: Pa'na to;n aijgibavtan ojrfanivswme" u{pnou “Let us deprive Pan, the
goat-mounter, of sleep”; of a boat that is deprived of its anchor and drifts in the sea (Nikephoros
Gregoras, Historia Romana, III. 556. 9: ejpeida;n sfetevrwn ajgkurw'n ojrfanisqei'sa nau'"
ejxwsqh/' pro;" pevlago"). The Sibylline Oracles (II B.C. – IV A.D.), II. 270, speak of ojrfanikou;"
chvra" “orphaned widows”, so, too, II. 76, while Asia Minor MAMA I. IV-VII, VIII, IX-X. 8 121
speaks of chrw'n ojrfanw'n “orphan widows”.
89  See also Scholia in Pindarum (sch. vetera), Olympian Odes, IX. 92 b: ojrfano;n genea'":
a[teknon “orphan of issue: without children”.
90  See e.g. Hesychios, Lexicon, O: 1355: ojrfanov": oJ gonevwn ejsterhmevno" kai; (h]) tevknwn
“ojrfanov" is one who is deprived of parents and  (or) children”. Similarly Lexicon Vindobonense
(XIV A.D.), O: 30: ojrfanov" levgetai kai; path;r ejpi; paidiv ... kai; gunh; ejpÆ ajndriv “ojrfanov" is
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The substantive ojrfaniva (-eiva) occurs in Is (LXX) 47:8: ouj kaqiw' chvra oujde;
gnwvsomai ojrfaneivan (NIV : “... or suffer loss of children”).91 The adjective
ojrfavnion may be illustrated by an epigram of Leonidas of Tarentum (III B.C.) in
Anthologia Graeca, IX. 466: ojktwkaidevth" o}" ajpwvleo, tevknon: ejgw; de; ojrfavnion
klaivw gh'ra" ojduromevnh “you were eighteen years old when you perished, my
child; and I mourn weeping for my orphaned [i.e. bereaved] old age”.92 The verb
ojrfanivzw may be illustrated by Gorgias (V-IV B.C.), Helen’s Enkomion, 11. 46, in
which, defending Helen for her abduction, he says: hJ dev … th'" patrivdo"
sterhqei'sa kai; tw'n fivlwn ojrfanisqei'sa “but she ... deprived of her country and
orphaned from her friends”. Scholia in Pindarum (sch. vetera), Olympian Odes IX.
90 c. 2: i{na mh; a[tekno" teleuthvsh/. devdwken aujtw'/ mh; ojrfaneuvsh/ tou' gevnou" “that
he might not die without children. He gave [her] to him that he might not be
orphaned of issue”.

Finally, a few instances of the use of the verb ajporfanivzw -omai. In his
Ekklesiastike Historia, VII. 11. 23, Eusebios relates of certain Christians exiled to
Libya, three of whom were orphaned (i.e. separated) from the others: ejgw; de; nu'n
kai; Gavi>o" kai; Pevtro" movnoi, tw'n a[llwn ajdelfw'n ajporfanisqevnte" “I, Gaius,
and Petros alone, having been orphaned from the other brethren”. There is no
difference in the structure and circumstances between this text and 1 Th 2:7; the
two are identical. In his Commentary on Job, 59. 2, Julianus (IV A.D.) makes Job
say to his friends: oJrw'nte" me ejk pavntwn ajporfanisqevnta “You see me orphaned
[i.e. deprived] of everything”. Ephraim Syros, Interrogationes et responsiones, 92.
9 speaks of those who, having seen the eternal blessings, reject them, as
ajposcoinizovmenoi kai; ajporfanizovmenoi pavntwn tw'n dikaivwn kai; fivlwn kai;
gnwrivmwn “they exclude and orphan themselves [i.e. separate themselves] from all

                                                                                                                                             
also a father who has lost his son ... and a woman who has lost her husband”. It illustrates the first
by Euripides, Hekabe, 148 f: se ... ojrfano;n ei\nai paido;" ‘that you be orphaned of your child’,
and the second by Euripides, Orestes 1136: nuvmfa" t Æ e[qhken ojrfana;" xunaovrwn ‘he made
nymphs orphans of their consorts’; Ionia: Smyrna 246. 4: kavllipe" aijakto;n soi'si tokeu'si
govon,  JErmiovnh: lugro;n d Æ oiJ me;n livbousi kat Æ o[sswn davkru so;n ojrfanivh" povtmon
ojdurovmenoi “you left a mournfull wailing to your parents, Hermione, who pour forth lamenting
tears mourning your death that left them orphans (i.e. childless)”; Supplementum Epigraphicum
Graecum XXX. 252 (III A.D?). 7: ojrfano;n w{ste mevnousan ejnim megavrousi gunai'ka
muvresqai, paivdwn a[mfw ajpofqimevnwn “so that you remain an orphan woman within the palace
wailing your children, both destroyed”;
91  This is cited and commented upon by e.g. Didymos Caecus, Commentarii ad Zacchariam, I.
59. 3. See also Scholia in Pindarum (sch. vetera),18. 14a. 2: mhvtÆ ejn ojrfaniva/ pevswmen stefavnwn
“Let us not be deprived of (our) crowns”.
92  See also Anthologia Graeca, VII. 540: tovde faivh", wJ" ouj to;n dovlion klaivomen a[mmi movron, ...
ajlla; to; keivnou gh'ra" ejn ajrgalevh/ keivmenon ojrfanivh/ “say this, that we do not lament our
treacherous murder ... but his old age left in evil bereavement”.
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the just, friends, and acquaintances”. The meaning is that “they deprive themselves
of the company of …” Theodoros Studites (VIII-IX A.D.), Epistolai, 265. 8 speaks
of one who had given up everything as ajporfanisqei'san tevleon kai; mhdemivan ejn
tw'/ bivw/ paramuqivan kekthmevnhn “completely orphaned [i.e. deprived of
everything] and having no comfort in life”. The poet Manuel Philes (XIII-XIV
A.D.), Carmina, III. 58. 148, bemoans the state of the stranger as ajporfanisqei;"
fulh'" kai; patrivdo" “bereft / deprived of people and fatherland”. Ionia: Teos (pre-
Christian times), 144. 4: oijktra;n Eijravnan aJbra'" paido;" ajporfanivsa" “He
orphaned pitiful Eirene of her graceful daughter”.

This meaning for (ajp)orfanivzw continues to obtain in mediaeval and modern
times. Kriara'" in his Lexikovn, Vol. 14, p. 92, cites M. Falievrou (XV-XVI A.D.),
Qrh'no", 92:   {Ole" ojrfanisqhvkamen kajgw; perivssia hJ mavnna “All of us [mothers]
became orphaned, and I am a superfluous mother” [i.e. ‘we all lost our children,
and I am no longer really a mother’ (sc. since I have no child)]. According to the
Historical Lexicon of the Academy of Athens,93 this meaning is still found in the
Pontic dialect: hjpevqanen hJ qugatevra mou ts Æ ei\nai fcaristhmevnh, giat Æ h[fhse
th;n mavnna th" ts Æ ei\nai ajpwrfanismevnh “my daughter died and is happy that she
left her mother orphaned” [i.e. ‘alone’, ‘bereft’]. MM quote Abbott, Songs, p. 226,
No. 50, “where a lover mourns that his mistress is going away and leaving him
friendless” [i.e. “an orphan”]: kai; mÆ ajfivnei ojrfanov.94

7. Conclusion

The above linguistic and philological examination of h[pio", nhvpio", ejn bavrei
ei\nai, and the  ojrfanov" - (ajp)orfanivzw-group as well as the parallelism between 1
Th 2 and 2 Th 3 and other contextual considerations, leave no doubt that the case
for nhvpio" has been based on an inadequate investigation and a misinterpretation of
the evidence. This, together with the contextual evidence, leave no doubt that the
original reading or, at any rate, the originally intended reading was ajlla;
ejgenhvqhmen h[pioi ejn mevsw/ uJmw'n wJ" eja;n trofo;" qavlph/ ta; eJauth'" tevkna.95 A

                                           
93  See  JIstoriko;n Lexiko;n th'" neva" eJllhnikh'", ÆEn ÆAqh'nai":  JEstiva: 1939, Vol. II,  s.v.
ajporfanivzomai.
94  Moulton-Milligan, Vocabulary, s.v. ojrfanov", citing G. F. Abbott, Songs of Modern Greece,
Cambridge, 1900.
95  This reading is accepted by e.g. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission,
Corruption, and Restoration, Oxford, 19923, 230-33; Malherbe, “Gentle as a Nurse”, NovT 12
(1970), 203-17 and The Letters to the Thessalonians, 145; Neil, To the Thessalonians, 40;
Rigaux, Les Épitres aux Thessaloniens, 418 f. Donfried, in The Thessalonian Debate, 52; T.
Holtz, “On the Background of 1 Thessalonians 2:1-12” in The Thessalonian Debate, p. 73; I.
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semantic display, showing the structure and punctuation of 1 Th 2:5-8, would look
like this:

ou[te gavr pote ejn lovgw/ kolakeiva" ejgenhvqhmen,
               kaqw;" oi[date,
ou[te ejn profavsei pleonexiva",
               qeo;" mavrtu",
ou[te zhtou'nte" ejx ajnqrwvpwn dovxan
ou[te ajfÆ uJmw'n
ou[te ajpÆ a[llwn
          (dunavmenoi ejn bavrei ei\nai wJ" Crist. ajpovstoloi),
ajlla; ejgenhvqhmen h[pioi ejn mevsw/ uJmw'n,
          wJ" eja;n trofo;" qavlph/ ta; eJauth'" tevkna.

          Ou{tw",
          oJmeirovmenoi uJmw'n
eujdokou'men metadou'nai uJmi'n
          ouj movnon to; eujaggevlion tou' qeou'
ajlla; kai; ta;" eJautw'n yucav",
               diovti ajgaphtoi; hJmi'n ejgenhvqhte.

We never used flattery
               as you know,
nor a pretext for greed,
               God is our witness,
nor did we seek praise from men:
neither from you
nor from any others
       (although we could have been a burden as Chr.’s ap),
but we were gentle in your midst,
       like a nurse who cares for her children.

       Thus,
       in our longing for you
we were willing to impart to you
       not only the gospel of God
but even our own lives,
               because you were dear to us

The long list of ou[te-clauses has its dénouement in “although we could have been a
burden as apostles of Christ”. Indeed, it is this God-given right that sets the ou[te-
clauses in sharp relief. These clauses are balanced by the antithetical clause, which
positively describes how Paul conducted himself: gentle like a nurse. Finally, he
concludes (ou{tw" = ‘Thus’) his argument by summarising his devotion to them
which made him willing to impart to them even his own life. This is a fitting
characterization of a nurse’s love and devotion to her children.96

                                                                                                                                             
Galavnh", Prwvth pro;" Qessalonikei'", 156, and Karabidovpoulo", Biblike;" Melevte" B, 194,
who refers to the bearing of the Athos MSS on this variant.
96  Contrary to what is often believed, e.g. by certain contributors to the Thessalonians Debate,
the term trofov" can actually be used also of mothers, see e.g. Sophokles, Aias, 849: a[ggeilon
a[ta" ta;" ejma;" ... gevronti patri; th/' te dusthvnw/ trofw/' “tell of my madness to my old man and my
poor mother”;  Cf. also Xenophon, Oikonomikos, V. 17: o}" e[fh th;n gewrgivan mhtevra kai; trofo;n
ei\nai “Who said that husbandry was mother and nurse”. Cf. Neohellenic ejkeivnh pou; me; e[qreye
/ ajnevqreye (< trevfw, trofov") “she who fed me / brought me up” [said of one’s mother]. Galanis,
Prwvth pro;" Qessalonikei'", 158, makes the interesting observation that trofov" refers to the
sucking mother (qhlavzousa mhtevra).


