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θεοσέβεια, θεοσεβής  
θεοσέβεια 
1. Greek literature 

The word group formed from θεός and the verbal root σεβ* (Chantraine, 993; Wieger, “Εὐσέβεια et ‘crainte de Dieu’”, 101) is already established in the classical period. In all its forms (θεοσέβεια, θεοσεβής, θεοσεβέω), including rarer derivatives (θεοσεβητέον, θεόσεπτος, θεοσέπτωρ), it denotes piety, proper reverence, and the acknowledgment of divine claims. 

The substantive θεοσέβεια in Greek literature often implies a concrete, practical form of reverence toward the divine. Xenophon (Anab. 2.6.26) contrasts Menon’s crookedness with the one “who exults in θεοσέβεια, truthfulness, and justice,” portraying θεοσέβεια is a visible, praiseworthy quality, combined with ἀλήθεια and δικαιοσύνη, thus expanding θεοσέβεια from cultic reverence alone into the moral sphere. Ps.-Plato employs the noun to warn legislators against innovation in unclear religious matters (οὔποτε μὴ τολμήσῃ καινοτομῶν ἐπὶ θεοσέβειαν ἥτις μὴ σαφὲς ἔχει,  Epin. 985d) and asserts that piety can be learned (Epin. 990a). Later philosophical literature, such as Iamblichus’ Protr. 20, treats θεοσέβεια as a moral habit and practical discipline grounded in philosophy or wisdom: knowing how to practice godliness (θεοσέβειαν ἀσκεῖν) requires wisdom, moral discernment, and knowledge of human nature and social interaction. Plutarch (In Hes. 46) likewise presents θεοσέβεια as guiding action: workers invoke the gods overseeing their tasks so that these may be brought to completion; thus the farmer calls upon Demeter before plowing, to secure the proper outcome. Here, piety is practical, but also stresses divine presence and help when called upon under proper θεοσέβεια. This sense of pious propriety is also attested later: a certain Pyrrhos who did not sacrifice to Persephone, mocks “untimely θεοσέβεια” as fearful superstition (ἐπισκώψας τὴν ἄκαιρον θεοσέβειαν εἶναι δεισιδαιμονίαν: Appian, Samn. 12). 

In classical Greek, δεισιδαιμονία “fear of the divine” initially stands close to θεοσέβεια “piety, reverence”, both expressing proper religious respect. Xenophon explicitly links them when describing Cyrus’ troops chanting the paean piously (θεοσεβῶς, Cyr. 3.3.58), adding that those who fear the gods (οἱ δεισιδαίμονες) are less afraid of human enemies; here θεοσεβῶς marks pious conduct, and δεισιδαίμονες denotes a fear that fosters courage. Over time, however, δεισιδαιμονία took on a negative sense: Ps.-Andronicus defines it as “excessive honor toward the gods” (De pass. 1.3.1), and by Theophrastus (Char. 15) it denotes fearful, pathological superstition. Unlike δεισιδαιμονία, increasingly used as anxious or excessive fear of the gods and later superstition, θεοσέβεια and its cognates describe a practical, cultic, and morally valued form of reverence (Cuany, Proclaiming the Kerygma in Athens, 65–9; Wieger, “Εὐσέβεια et ‘crainte de Dieu’”, 118–119).
The term θεοσέβεια is also related to εὐσέβεια. While εὐσέβεια denotes “piety” in its full Greek range (reverence toward gods, ritual correctness, and especially the moral and civic obligations sanctioned by religion, e.g., Aeschylus, Eum. 525–526; Plato, Euthphr. 12e–13c; Xenophon, Mem. 1.4.16–17), θεοσέβεια appears later and is narrower, referring specifically to practical and cultic reverence directed toward the gods, largely lacking εὐσέβεια’s broader ethical and civic scope. (Wieger, “Εὐσέβεια et ‘crainte de Dieu’”; Leonardi, “Why is εὐσέβεια so Rare?”; → εὐσέβεια) 
Xenophon articulates this distinction in Cyr. 8.1.25: Cyrus values εὐσέβεια as an overarching moral, personal quality, comparing the safety of sailing with εὐσεβεῖς men, and then adds that if all participants were θεοσεβεῖς, they would refrain from impious acts against one another or against him (8.1.25.5). Similarly, Pollux (Onom. 1.22) groups under “Περὶ εὐσεβοῦς καὶ ἀσεβοῦς,” the noun θεοσέβεια alongside εὐσέβεια, ὁσιότης, θεῶν ἐπιμέλεια, and λατρεία θεῶν, and paires εὐσεβεῖν with θεοσεβεῖν and θεοσεβῶς as expressions of devout conduct. While εὐσέβεια remains the primary, comprehensive term for piety, θεοσέβεια is recognized as a specific, god-centered form within it.
The proper name Θεοσεβεία appears as the author’s name of an epigram in Anth. Pal. 7.559, lamenting Ἀκεστορία, who, after mourning Hippocrates and Galen, now grieves for Ἀβλάβιος. The name likely functions as a virtue-name, akin to Εὐσέβεια or Σωφροσύνη (Cf. Tod, “Laudatory Epithets in Greek Epitaphs”).
The related verb θεοσεβέω, absent from the LXX and NT, appears later in Greek with the sense “to honor the deity, to practice reverence,” denoting active, cultic behavior such as sacrifice, prayer, or abstention from impiety. Cassius Dio (54.30.1) uses it of Augustus ordering senators to burn incense “that they may show reverence to the gods” (ἵνα θεοσεβῶσι). Plutarch (Fr. Inc. 22) employs the verb critically, to equate those who act piously out of desacralization (ἀπὸ ἱεροσυλίας θεοσεβοῦσιν) with those who display public virtue, funded by questionable means 

2. Papyri and inscriptions 

In papyri, θεοσέβεια appears only in Late Antiquity as a fixed Christian honorific address, marking the religious authority and moral standing of the addressee. From the fourth century onward it is regularly applied to ascetics (e.g., “σ̣ὴ̣ν θεοσέβιαν” for Apa Palamon, P.Gascou 66, 4th cent. C.E., Hermopolis), and to high-ranking clergy (e.g., “ἀντέγραψ[α] τῇ αὐτοῦ θεοσεβείᾳ,” P.Giss. 1.57, 6th–7th cent. C.E., Oxyrhynchus), including archimandrites (P.Köln 2.112, 5th–6th cent. C.E., Egypt), presbyters (P.Bingen 121, late 4th cent. C.E., Memphis; P.Giss. 1.55, 6th cent. C.E., Upper Egypt), and abbots (P.Köln 2.111, 5th–6th cent. C.E., Egypt). Thus, a fifth–sixth-century letter of the presbyter Phoibammon to an archimandrite appeals to the “compassion for the poor of your God-fearing piety” (φιλόπτ̣ω̣[χ]ο̣ν̣ [τῆς σῆς] θεοσεβείας: P.Köln 2.11 = SB XII 10965, Egypt). The title likewise appears in intimate monastic letters: praising “your incomparable piety” (τὴν ἀναμίλλητόν σου θεοσέβιαν: P.Lond. V 1658, late 4th cent. C.E., Egypt), addressing monks (πρὸς τὴν θεοσέβειάν σου P.Lond. 6.192, 326–375 C.E., unknown provenance), or repeatedly addressing Apa Ioannes as “τῇ σῇ θεοσεβείᾳ” (P.Bingen 121; P.Herm. 8.5; 9.21; cf. P.Amh. 2.145.6; possibly P.Misc. inv. II 11a: Gonis, “Further Letters from the Archive of Apa Ioannes”, 82). Beyond letters, θεοσέβεια can occur in legal documents, such as contracts listing debts owed “τῇ σῇ θεοσεβείᾳ” (P.Alex. 38, 6th–7th c. C.E.), and it may even be applied to the emperor in fourth century Christian literature (Dineen, Titles of Address, 6–9; → 6.). The consistency of this usage suggests a Christian scriptural origin (possibly 1 Tim 2:10) and solidifies within Byzantine epistolary convention (LTNT, 710).
In Greek inscriptions, θεοσέβεια denotes personal piety toward the gods and functions as both a moral virtue and a civic-religious honorific. It appears from the Hellenistic period onward: SEG 49.423 (2nd cent. B.C.E., Messene) praises the sculptor Damophon for θεοσέβεια alongside his public benefaction to the city. Other decrees in honor of Damophon specify his θεοσέβεια as restoring an Aphrodite statue “in a manner worthy of the goddess, the city, and his craft” (SEG 51.466, 200–190 B.C.E., Messene), combining religious piety, civic virtue, and personal practice under the name θεοσέβεια.

In the Roman period the term retains this civic-religious sense. At Histria, donors to a Mithraic cult building state that their gift serves worship and θεοσέβεια (εἰς τ[ὴν] [οἰ]κοδομίαν τοῦ ἱεροῦ σπηλέου καὶ [θεο]σέβειαν, SEG 27.369 = I.Histriae 137, 159–160 C.E.). At Nysa, an honorary decree for Claudia Cognita praises her generosity to the sanctuary as “omitting nothing pertaining to honor and θεοσέβεια” (SEG 60.1130, 1st cent. C.E.), and connects her θεοσέβεια with other virtues such as σωφροσύνη, ἀρετή, and εὐσέβεια. A fragmentary Histrian inscription (SEG 32.684 = I.Histriae 227, early 3rd cent. C.E.) also mentions θεοσέβεια, though its reconstruction and sense is uncertain. (Wander, Gottesfürchtige und Sympathisanten, 128)

The verb θεοσεβέω likewise appears in inscriptions: SIG 708.18 (100 B.C.E., Istropolis) praises Aristagoras for civic service and his progress “in god-reverence” (εἰς τὸ θεοσεβεῖν). The boundary between civic virtue and piety is blurred.

Also Θεοσέβεια appears as a female personal name in inscriptions, as in Anth. Pal. 7.559 (→1). In Attica, it occurs among a series of names: “Θεοσέβεια ⋮ Καλλιάδου Ἀναφλυστίου” (IG II² 5752, 340–317 B.C.E.). Later, it is used as a Christian name (4th–6th cent. C.E.; Breytenbach & Zimmermann, Early Christianity in Lycaonia, 410). Examples include Laodicea: Flavios (?) Alexandros and Θεοσεβίῃ ἔνθα κατάκιτε (ICG 241 = SEG 15:818, 400–500 C.E.), and Zoe with her sister Theosebia, “the most devout virgin” (σὺν Θεοσεβίῃ εὐλαβ. παρθένῳ: ICG 507, 350–400 C.E.), linking θεοσέβεια with εὐλάβεια. In Corinth, Ioulianos commemorates his partner Theosebia the Corinthian (IG IV² 3.1614, 4th/5th cent. C.E.), and in Phrygia, Mestrianos’ daughter is Θεοσεβίης (ICG 1576, 5th–7th cent. C.E.). A Christian graffito from Epheseos invokes God for Leontios and Θεο[σεβ]ία (IEph 1285.14 = ICG 4554, 5th–7th cent. C.E.). While the name retains a distinctively Christian connotation in later contexts, its early Attic use shows it was not originally exclusive to Christianity.
Septuagint

a) Statistical observations

The noun θεοσέβεια is quite rare in the LXX, with only seven attestations, as it appears only once in the Pentateuch (Gen 20:11), thrice in 4 Mac (4 Mac 7:6, 22; 17:15), once in Job 28:28, once in Sir 1:25 and once in Bar 5:4. Its scarcity is striking, especially when compared to the frequent occurrence of the “fear” of God, typically rendered in the LXX by φόβος θεοῦ.
b) Hebrew equivalents

The compound θεοσέβεια usually renders a combination of two terms in Hebrew, with the latter part, from the verb σέβομαι “to revere, worship” corresponding to yir’āh “fear, reverence,” and the first part, θεός, typically corresponding to the divine name. Its semantic field closely aligns with the Hebrew yirʾaṯ + divine name, where fear of God is not only emotional but also normative, and stimulating adherence to divine commandments. The verb yārāʾ and the substantive yir’āh convey the basic semantic range of fear. Alone, yir’āh denotes ordinary fear or terror, a general emotional reaction to danger or the unknown. When combined with a divine name, the expression takes on a normative, religious dimension: it refers to reverential awe, moral obedience, and fear of divine consequences (Clines, “The Fear of the Lord is Wisdom”, 59–61; Gruber, “Fear, Anxiety and Reverence”, 142)

The noun θεοσέβεια is a rare equivalent of the Hebrew yirʾaṯ + divine name. The more standard rendering in the LXX is φόβος θεοῦ or κυρίου (2 Sam 23:3; Isa 11:3; Ps 5:8; 18:10; 33:12; 90:11; 111:10; Prov 1:7, 29; 2:5; 8:13; 9:10; 10:27; 14:26; 15:16.33; 19:23; 22:4; 23:17; Neh 5:9; 2 Chr 19:9). Where the verb yārāʾ, rather than the noun yir’āh, is combined with the divine name, the rendering φοβέομαι τὸν θεόν or τὸν κύριον is pervasive (only Jos 4:24; 22:25; Jonah 1:9; Job 1:9 use the verb σέβομαι; the verb θεοσεβέω is nowhere used). Yet, φόβος primarily conveys fear and secondarily emotional reverence or awe, often without the broader ethical or philosophical connotations implied by θεοσέβεια (Wieger, “Εὐσέβεια et ‘crainte de Dieu’”, 104–6). The noun εὐσέβεια is attested in Isa 11:2; 33:6, as a translation of yirʾaṯ  yhwh. While εὐσέβεια can sometimes translate the same Hebrew expression as θεοσέβεια, it accentuates pious virtue and moral excellence. (→ εὐσέβεια)


In Gen 20:11, θεοσέβεια renders yirʾat ʾĕlōhîm, while in Job 28:28 it renders yirʾaṯ ’adonai, with Adonai instead of the expected tetragrammaton. The occurrences in 4 Mac and Bar have no Hebrew equivalent, and for Sir 1:25 there is no extant Hebrew witness.

c) LXX use

The noun θεοσέβεια is rare in the LXX, unlike the more common φόβος θεοῦ / κυρίου. The translators reserve θεοσέβεια for contexts requiring ethical, moral, or Hellenistic nuances. 
In Gen 20:11, its sole Pentateuchal occurrence, yirʾat ʾĕlōhîm is rendered with θεοσέβεια rather than φόβος θεοῦ, likely because Abraham addresses non-Israelites; the term thus fits broader Hellenistic discourse on piety (Bons, “Rappresentazioni del femminile”, 150–1; BibAlex 1, 186). In Job 28:28, where fear of the Lord is equated with wisdom, θεοσέβεια is chosen to express the nexus of reverence, moral insight, and intellectual virtue (ἡ θεοσέβεια ἐστὶν σοφία), which φόβος alone cannot convey (Wieger, “Εὐσέβεια et ‘crainte de Dieu’”, 104–6). This contrasts with Proverbs and Sirach, where φόβος κυρίου dominates wisdom language (e.g., Prov 9:10). In Sirach, the single use of θεοσέβεια (1:25) within a triad with σοφία and ἐπιστήμη underscores the author’s claim that reverence for God is not merely an affective stance but an intellectual and ethical capacity that grows alongside wisdom. 
In the later books, θεοσέβεια reappears in markedly Hellenistic contexts. In 4 Mac 7:6, it designates the “pure devotion” that forbids the defilement of Jewish identity through unclean food; θεοσέβεια here names fidelity to God expressed through the observance of the law (cf. v. 7: ὦ σύμφωνε νόμου καὶ φιλόσοφε θείου βίου). In 7:22 it indicates endurance through suffering, and in 17:15, the term denotes the virtuous steadfastness of the martyrs, whose endurance and overcoming of passions of torture becomes the highest embodiment of piety. Throughout 4 Mac 17, εὐσέβεια and θεοσέβεια together define the martyrs’ god-centered virtue, courage, and willingness to die for the law, within a philosophical framework that sees suffering as the perfection of virtue. There, θεοσέβεια stands in the middle between ἀσέβεια, which is too little devotion, and δεισιδαιμονία and θρησκεία, which is too much; it designates the willingness to die for the law, indicated by εὐσέβεια or θεοσέβεια in 4 Mac (Boyarin, “Thrēskeia in 4 Maccabees”, 223).
 Finally, in Baruch 5:4, the phrase “glory of θεοσέβεια” is paired with “peace of righteousness” in an eschatological vision of Jerusalem’s restoration. The new name for Jerusalem “εἰρήνη δικαιοσύνης καὶ δόξα θεοσεβείας” can be read as an etiological translation of Yərū-šālayim with εἰρήνη reflecting its latter part, read as šālōm “peace”, and θεοσέβεια rendering the first part, understood as yirʾāh “fear,” here understood as “fear of God”, or piety (BibAlex 25.2, 125) 

3. Jewish literature in Greek

In Jewish Greek literature θεοσέβεια is less common than the adjective θεοσεβής. In Philo, θεοσέβεια is comparatively rare, yet occupies a central role: Philo esteems θεοσέβεια as the greatest of the virtues (Opif. 154:6; Congr. 131; Abr. 114-115: exemplified by Abraham’s hospitality), and the fairest possession (Fug. 150:2). In these passages, θεοσέβεια functions essentially as a synonym for εὐσέβεια, expressing the same notion of devoted service to God. Philo explicitly links θεοσέβεια with εὐσέβεια in Opif. 155 and Abr. 114. While Philo is aware of the Stoic virtue lists (φρόνησις, σωφροσύνη, ἀνδρεία, δικαιοσύνη: Leg. 1.63), he modifies them to include θεοσέβεια, placing the term alongside other cardinal virtues such as justice (δικαιοσύνη), prudence (φρόνησις, sometimes replaced by σοφία: Quaest. Gen. 2.23), and strength (δύναμις instead of σωφροσύνη) (Spec. Leg. 4.134:3; 4.170:8; Virt. 186:6), and in Mos. 1.303 juxtaposes ἐγκράτεια and θεοσέβεια (cf. Córdova, Philo of Alexandria’s Ethical Discourse, 90–7).

The noun θεοσεβεια appears only once in Josephus, Ant. 14.54-55, where it denotes moral integrity and reverence, as when he reports on Pompey that “he touched nothing of the many goods in the temple,” which makes him an example of “moderation and piety” (ἐπιείκεια καὶ θεοσέβεια). 

Besides these rare occurrences, the verbal form θεοσεβέω appears once in Test. Jos. 6.7, where pious conduct has positive, protective effects: over those who are pious in prudence, the wicked have no power (τῶν ἐν σωφροσύνῃ θεοσεβούντων οὐ κατισχύει κακία ἀσεβούντων). 
4. New Testament

In the New Testament, θεοσέβεια occurs only once, in 1 Tim 2:10, where women “who profess θεοσέβεια” must demonstrate this confession of their religion “through good work” (δι’ ἔργων ἀγαθῶν), instead of fancy clothes (v. 9). Here, θεοσέβεια is not an inner attitude, nor a matter of extravagance, but a publicly verifiable commitment. In its social context, given the list of luxury clothes (v. 9), the term might reflect the milieu of well-to-do women, whose piety was expected to express itself in concrete support and benefaction for the community. Moreover, these women, ἐπαγγελλόμεναι θεοσέβειαν, might reflect an institution of Greco-Roman civic life, where a public promise (ἐπαγγελία, pollicitatio) was a formal ritual in which affluent citizens were asked, even strongly pressed, to contribute to public expenditures. Thus, 1 Tim 2:10 instructs that the confession of θεοσέβεια must be matched by visible deeds of benefaction consistent with it. (Adrian, “Female God­Fearers in 1 Timothy”, 23–5)
5. Early Christian literature

In early Christian literature, θεοσέβεια gradually becomes a technical designation for Christianity, especially in apologetic contexts. It is still rare in Apostolic writings but already in Diogn. 1.1, θεοσέβεια denotes Christianity (τὴν θεοσέβειαν τῶν Χριστιανῶν), contrasted with pagan cult (μωρία) and Jewish ritual observance (Diogn. 3.3; 4.5–6). Christian worship is presented as the true, yet invisible and interior θεοσέβεια (Diogn. 6.4).

With the Apologists, especially Justin Martyr, θεοσέβεια grows into a polemical concept. Justin calls Christians the true “nation,” τὸ ἔθνος τὸ θεοσεβὲς καὶ δίκαιον (Dial. 91.3), and insists that the “true piety” (ἡ ἀληθινὴ θεοσέβεια) is known only through Christ (Dial. 110.2). He also uses θεοσεβής for Judaism-sympathetic figures, exposing tensions between Christian and Jewish claims to piety (Dial. 10.3–4; 44.2). Tatian contrasts Christian θεοσέβεια with Greek cult and medicine, accusing pagan culture of misleading humanity “by an artifice of piety” (τέχνῃ τῆς θεοσεβείας, Or. Graec. 17.3–5). Athenagoras deploys θεοσέβεια as a response to charges of ἀθεότης, identifying Christians themselves as θεοσεβεῖς (Legat. 4.2; 37.1). The same use governs the apologetic usage in the controversy between Origen and Celsus, where Origen treats θεοσέβεια as a settled name for Christianity (ἡ Χριστιανῶν θεοσέβεια, Cels. 3.8.27), and speaks of converts drawn to “our piety” (τὴν καθ’ ἡμᾶς θεοσέβειαν, Cels. 3.57.9). Its specificity is emphasized in the formula ἡ κατὰ Ἰησοῦν θεοσέβεια (Cels. 3.60.17; 3.81.6–8), irreducible to philosophy, Judaism, or civic cult.
 The apocryphal Acts reflect the same shift: in Act. Jo., Christian θεοσέβεια is acknowledged as socially beneficial and morally superior (12.5), transformative of households and idolatry in conversion scenes (41.5; 63.6, 63.11; 64.7), while in Act. Andr., the conversion of Stratocles is framed as moving from defective to “true” θεοσέβεια (7.12–15) (Kraemer, “Giving up the Godfearers”, 67).

From the fourth century onward, θεοσέβεια also functions as an honorific address, used for emperors in Christian correspondence (e.g., Athanasius, Apol. Const. 1; Basil, Ep. 104.1; →2; Dineen, Titles of Address, 6–9).

θεοσεβής 
1. Greek literature 

The adjective θεοσεβής, from θεός and the root σεβ* (Chantraine, 993; Wieger, “Εὐσέβεια et ‘crainte de Dieu’”, 101), is the earliest and most widely attested member of the θεοσεβ-family. Its first secure occurrence is in Sophocles (Oed. Col. 260), where Athenians are praised as θεοσεβεστάται for their ritual correctness and hospitality. In general, the adjective describes persons, actions, or even objects marked by visible reverence toward the gods: observance of sacrifice, purity rules, or dietary practices. Herodotus applies it to individuals and peoples: Croesus is θεοσεβής (1.86), and the Egyptians are exceptionally so (2.37). Euripides uses it of a trustworthy, god-fearing man (Alc. 604–5) and of a pious chorus member who initiates prayer (Iph. Taur. 268). Aristophanes applies it to a song fit for libations (Av. 897–98) and has characters claim the title for themselves in a joking fashion (Plut. 28). Xenophon extends the term to cities and peoples (Mem. 1.4.16–17), as does Plato, for whom man is “the most pious of creatures” (ζῴων τὸ θεοσεβέστατον, Tim. 42a).

From Xenophon onward, θεοσεβής acquires ethical depth: imitating the θεοσεβής cannot lead to impiety (Ages. 10.2; such persons are restrained from wrongdoing, Cyr. 8.1.25) and is linked with σωφροσύνη, δικαιοσύνη, ἐγκράτεια, and moral excellence (Cyn. 12.16). Plato similarly contrasts the θεοσεβής with vanity and ignorance (Leg. 841c; 902b; 967d), ties piety to moral goodness (Crat. 394d), and depicts θεοσεβεῖς youths as future guardians (Rep. 383c). Ps.-Plato (Epin. 977e) uses τὸ θεοσεβές substantively for proper reverence.

In Hellenistic literature, θεοσεβής denotes genuine religious seriousness. Strabo describes the meat-abstaining, peaceful Mysians as θεοσεβεῖς (Geogr. 7.3.3), contrasts this with excessive or anxious δεισιδαιμονία (Geogr. 7.3.4), and praises early Jewish priests as truly θεοσεβεῖς in contrast to later superstition or tyranny (Geogr. 16.2.37) (Cuany, Proclaiming the Kerygma in Athens, 65–9).
2. Papyri and inscriptions

The term θεοσεβής and its superlative θεοσεβεστάτος appears in papyri either as an honorific, or as a general reference to piety. In PGM 4.685 (300–350 C.E., Egypt), the petitioner describes himself as θεοσεβὴς καὶ εὐσεβὴς ἄνθρωπος and receiving in consequence health and a sound body, within a polytheistic prayer formula. Early imperial evidence from P.Lond. 1.23 (158 B.C.E., Memphis) similarly appeals to the protection afforded to θεοσεβοῦς by the gods. Other occurrences of θεοσεβής appear in later Christian epistolary and administrative correspondence, where the superlative emerges prominently, in addressing monastic fathers (P.Bingen 12, 375–425 C.E., Memphis; P.Vind. Sijp. 28, 5th–6th cent. C.E., Hermopolis), a bishop (P.Gascou 66, 5th–6th cent. C.E., Hermopolis; P.Giss. 1.55, 5th–6th cent. C.E., Upper Egypt), or a senior church official (P.Köln. 2.112, 5th–6th cent. C.E., Egypt), similar to θεοσέβεια. 
The adjective θεοσεβής appears in many inscriptions whose religious affiliation is unclear, and scholarly classification often depends on a priori assumptions about the term itself. An overview and detailed description of the following inscriptions: Wander, Gottesfürchtige und Sympathisanten, 87–137; Kraemer, “Giving up the Godfearers”, 73–82). In clearly pagan contexts, θεοσεβής belongs to a general vocabulary of reverence for the divine. Thus, the funerary stele for Epitherses and Theoktiste (SEG 29.1697 = I.Prusa 115 = ICG 4764, 3rd cent. C.E., Bithynia) calls Epitherses θεοσεβής. The iconography and formula are fully pagan, despite alternative interpretations as Christian, Jewish, or belonging to the Θεὸς Ὕψιστος cult (Öhler, “Early Christianity in Bithynia-Pontus”, 79–80). Likewise, θεοσεβῶς in IG 7.2712 (Akraiphia, after 37 C.E.) describes the pious performance of ancestral dances and rituals in a pagan setting.

Other inscriptions use θεοσεβής without explicit ethnic or cultic markers, leaving its affiliation indeterminate: in the epitaph of Agrippa son of Phouskos (CIJ 500 = JIWE 2.627, 3rd–4th cent. C.E., Rome), the Rhodian altar for Euphrosyne (CIJ 731e, 3rd cent. C.E.), and its parallel from Cos for Eirene (SEG 26.949 = IJO 2.6, 3rd cent. C.E.), θεοσεβής by itself cannot securely identify pagan, Jewish, Christian or a separate “God-fearing” status. Two Latin epitaphs transliterating θεοσεβής underline this ambiguity: in the epitaph of Eparchia (CIJ 228 = JIWE 2.207, 3rd–4th cent. C.E., Rome), found in a Jewish catacomb but using an atypical formula, and of Marcus (Marcus teuseves, CIJ 619a = JIWE 2.113, 4th–5th cent. C.E., Venosa), the term may indicate either exceptional Jewish piety or a “God-fearer.”

Similar uncertainty arises in inscriptions linked to Jewish institutions. A fragmentary sarcophagus inscription from the Vigna Randanini catacomb (CIJ 202 = JIWE 2.392, 3rd–4th cent. C.E.) is too damaged, lacks the name of the deceased, and its reconstruction ([Ιο]δεα προση[λυτο … θ]εοσεβ[η]ς) is conjectural. An inscription from Deliler (CIJ 754 = IJO 2.49, 3rd cent. C.E.) records a dedication to the synagogue by Eustathios ὁ θεοσεβής, but the term’s function (personal epithet, Jewish affiliation, or general piety) remains unclear. The epitaph of Rufinus (JIWE 1.12, 2nd- 4th cent. C.E., Lorium) echoes Jewish language (ἁγίων τε νόμων and σοφίης τε) yet resists firm classification. The Tralles inscription of Capitolina (IJO 2.27 = CIG 2429, mid 3rd cent. C.E.) calls her θεοσεβής in connection with synagogue donations; given her elite pagan background, Capitolina can be an example of a pagan elite showing significant interest in Judaism. Yet, θεοσεβής alone cannot compel the conclusion that Capitolina was a proselyte, but it unmistakably reflects a Jewish evaluation of her benefaction as an act of piety toward God. (Adrian, “Female God­Fearers in 1 Timothy”, 7;  Kraemer, “Giving up the Godfearers”, 76)
A complex case is the Pantikapaion manumission inscription (CIJ 683a = CIRB 71 = IJO 1.282), which places the freed woman Elpis under the synagogue of the Jews and “those who revere God” (θεοσεβῶν / θεὸν σεβῶν). Whether this denotes Jews, non-Jewish God-fearers, or a mixed category remains unresolved.

Besides these, three main (groups of) inscriptions form the core of the θεοσεβής discussion. Firstly, the debated seat inscription from the theatre of Miletus (Τόπος Ἰουδαίων τῶν καὶ θεοσεβίων CIJ 748 = SEG 4.441 = IvM 940 = IJO 2.37) has been read either as “Jews and God-fearers” or as an honorific description of Jews themselves. Philologically and contextually, it likely reflects a pagan administrative categorization that subsumed θεοσεβείς under the Jewish collective, comparable to Cassius Dio’s remark that all who practiced Jewish customs could be called Jews (Hist. Rom. 32.17). A related fragmentary inscription (IvM 940h) referring to Jews associated with the circus faction of the Blues (Βενετων ΕΙΟ.EΩΝ = Εἰο[υδ]έων), belongs to a later phase (probably 2nd–5th cent. C.E.) does not clarify the issue (Baker, “Who Was Sitting in the Theatre at Miletos”; Kraemer, “Giving up the Godfearers”, 78; Wander, Gottesfürchtige und Sympathisanten ,105–10).

Secondly, the Aphrodisias marble further complicates the picture. On face A, within a list of members of a charitable association, several individuals are designated προσήλυτος and θεοσεβής; face B bears the collective heading καὶ ὅσοι θεοσεβεῖς followed by about fifty names (SEG 36.970, 4th–5th cent. C.E., Aphrodisias). The inscription shows that θεοσεβής could function locally as a  classificatory term within a Jewish communal framework (Wander, Gottesfürchtige und Sympathisanten, 121–7; Kraemer, “Giving up the Godfearers”, 79–82).

Thirdly, the Sardis inscriptions likewise fail to settle the question. Six votive inscriptions from a complex widely identified as a Jewish synagogue designate male donors as θεοσεβεῖς (IJO 2.67; 2.68; 2.83; 2.123; 2.125; 2.132 = I.Sardis 8, 9, 22, 57, 59, 66; ca. 320 C.E., Sardis, Lydia; e.g., Αὐρήλιος Εὐλόγιος θεοσεβής εὐξὴν ἔτελεσα). The non-Jewish personal names and the findspots (forecourt and main hall) leave open whether these were Jews expressing piety, Gentile supporters, or Gentile worshippers of the Jewish God with continuing native ties (Wander, Gottesfürchtige und Sympathisanten, 118–21; Kraemer, “Giving up the Godfearers”, 74–5).

Finally, in explicitly Christian contexts of late antiquity, θεοσεβής is fully integrated as a Christian virtue. The epitaph of Benenatos at Heraklea Lynkestis calls him ἀνὴρ θεοσεβής and ends with a prayer to Christ (ICG 3303, 5th–6th cent. C.E., Heraklea Lynkestis). Further examples include the Latin inscription for the donor couple Theosebes and Victorinus contributing to a church mosaic (AE 1975.410), mosaics and dedication inscriptions from Arabia (SEG 30.1704.1; SEG 30.1715.8a, 5th–6th cent. C.E.), Cyrenaica (SEG 30.1787B, 539/540 C.E.), Palestine (SEG 32.1492, 482/483 C.E.; SEG 35.1552.28.4), and a hospital mosaic in Syria (SEG 37.1435, 511 C.E.), where θεοσεβεστάτος marks exceptional devotion, often linked with episcopal or civic office (Wander, Gottesfürchtige und Sympathisanten, 132 n. 161), similar to fourth Christian literature, where it serves as an honorific (→ 6).
3. Septuagint

a) Statistical observations

The adjective θεοσεβής appears only seven times throughout the LXX, once in Exod 18:21, once in Judith 11:17, twice in 4 Mac (15:28; 16:11) and thrice in Job (1:1, 8; 2:3). The closely related expression φοβούμενος (τὸν) κύριον is more usual.
b) Hebrew equivalents

The compound adjective θεοσεβής combines θεός with the root σεβ- and corresponds to the Hebrew construction yᵉrēʾ + divine name. While the verb yārāʾ, the noun yirʾāh, and the adjective yāreʾ denote fear in general, when linked with God they express a distinctly religious attitude that includes reverential awe, moral obedience, and accountability before divine judgment. Thus, θεοσεβής parallels an expression that is not merely emotional but normative and ethical (cf. Clines, “The Fear of the Lord is Wisdom”, 59–61; Gruber, “Fear, Anxiety and Reverence”, 142).

In the LXX, θεοσεβής is a relatively rare equivalent of Hebrew yāreʾ with the divine name. The LXX more often renders this idea with φοβούμενος (τὸν) κύριον/θεόν (Isa 50:10; Mal 3:16; Ps 14:4; 22:24; 24:12; 25:14; 30:20; 32:18; 34:8, 10; 59:6; 60:6; 66:16; 115:11, 13; 118:4; 128:1, 4; 135:20; Eccl 7:18; 8:12). However, φοβέομαι primarily conveys fear and only secondarily reverence, and largely lacks the broader ethical and normative range of θεοσεβής (Wieger, “Εὐσέβεια et ‘crainte de Dieu’”, 104–6).

In all four verses where a Hebrew witness is preserved, θεοσεβής translates yᵉrēʾ ʾĕlōhîm (Exod 18:2; Job 1:1, 8; 2:3).

c) LXX use

In the LXX, the adjective θεοσεβής occurs only sporadically, notably in passages that distinguish the moral and religious qualities of individuals which can be men or women, Jews or non-Jews. This attests to the broadness of the term, and its general positive sense, appreciated by Jews and non-Jews alike. In Exod 18:21, Moses is advised by Jethro to select from the capable men (δύνατοι) those who are θεοσεβεῖς (a Pentateuchal hapax), to become judges. The adjective θεοσεβεῖς is chosen as a Greek equivalent (instead of the more recurrent, yet Semitic φοβούμενος (τὸν) κύριον or θεόν) that can communicate the concept of piety in terms intelligible to Jethro, Moses’ non-Hebrew father-in-law, a Midianite priest. (BibAlex 2, 197; Bons, “Rappresentazioni del femminile”, 150) The Book of Job opens with the description of Job as θεοσεβής (1:1, 8, 2:3) alongside important moral attributes such as ἀληθινός, ἔμπειρος, δίκαιος, ἀκάκος, characterizing Job as an ethical prototype of the God-fearing non-Israelite. The adjective also appears in Judith 11:17, where Judith self-identifies as θεοσεβής in her dialogue with the foreign general Holofernes, in order to persuade him of her supposed good intentions, thereby employing a term understandable to Holofernes and carrying the positive tone of piety and devotion. (Bons, “Rappresentazioni del femminile”, 151). That the term could not only be applied to god-fearing men but also to women, is further visible in 4 Mac, where the adjective appears in reference to the mother of the martyrs, described as god-fearing Abraham’s daughter (15:28) and as stoic and persevering through her sons’ death (16:12). In 4 Mac 15–16, chapters governed by the key-word εὐσέβεια, θεοσεβής might stress the religious aspect, her Jewish devotion expressed in extreme perseverance, modelled on the piety of Abraham.  
4. Jewish literature in Greek

In Josephus, θεοσεβής is used both collectively and individually: the Israelites are called θεοσεβεῖς (Ant. 12.284), as are King David (Ant. 7.130, 153), King Hezekiah (Ant. 9.260), and John Hyrcanus in correspondence with Mark Antony (Ant. 14.308). Notably, the Gentile Poppaea, Nero’s wife, is described as θεοσεβής (θεοσεβὴς γὰρ ἦν, Ant. 20.195–96) because of her support for for the Jewish delegation concerning a temple wall in Jerusalem. The adjective denotes sympathy and patronage rather than formal religious (Jewish) affiliation (Williams, “θεοσεβής γάρ ήν”; Lieu, “The Race of the God-Fearers”, 495).

In Philo, θεοσεβής occurs only twice, with a philosophical-ethical nuance: in Mut. 197.5, godliness (τὸ θεοσεβές) is praised and opposed to impiety, while in Quaest. Gen. 1.66.1 Philo debates whether praise belongs to the god-fearing (θεοσεβοῦς) or to their deeds.

Further occurrences appear in Test. Naph. 1:10, where a non-Israelite ancestor is described as θεοσεβής, ἐλεύθερος καὶ εὐγενής, emphasizing next to religious reverence also moral integrity and social status. Similarly, Test. Abr. 4.25 includes θεοσεβής in a catalogue of Abraham’s virtues (ἐλεήμων, φιλόξενος, δίκαιος, ἀληθινός, θεοσεβής). These usages parallel LXX Job 1:1, 8; 2:3 (→ 3c) and Josephus’ description of Poppaea, showing that also non-Jews could be called θεοσεβής when aligned with Jewish ethical ideals.

Jos. Asen. contains the most sustained use of the term. It first appears in the speech of Pentefres, Aseneth’s Egyptian father, presenting Joseph as an ideal husband: “θεοσεβὴς καὶ σώφρων … δυνατὸς ἐν σοφίᾳ καὶ ἐπιστήμῃ” (4:7). Here, spoken by a non-Jew, θεοσεβής acknowledges Joseph’s religious distinctiveness positively. Joseph is consistently described as θεοσεβής throughout the novel (4:9; 8:5–7; 20:18; 23:9; 28:4; 29:3), marking both ethical and ritual propriety. For instance, he refuses to kiss a non-Jewish woman whose lips would have touched offerings to idols (8:5–7) and prohibits premarital contact with his future wife (8:7; 20:18), while his brothers, as ἄνδρες θεοσεβεῖς, refrain from retaliatory violence (23:9–10; 29:3–4). Notably, Aseneth is never explicitly called θεοσεβής. (Cf. Bons, “Rappresentazioni del femminile”, 150–4) 

Finally, in Ep. Arist. 179, θεοσεβεῖς ἄνδρες appears in a royal address to the Jewish envoys by the Ptolemaic king, employing Hellenistic language of piety to honor their devotion to God and justify royal favor.
5. New Testament

The adjective θεοσεβής appears only once in the New Testament, in Jn 9:31. In the healed man’s reply, being θεοσεβής is presented as the condition for God’s hearing, inseparable from doing God’s will. This reflects established wisdom traditions (Prov 15:29; Job 27:9; Ps 33[34]:15; Qoh 12:13), where God listens to the righteous and God-fearing, not the wicked. The statement also broadens access to God: while excluding those who live outside His will (ἁμαρτωλοί), it does not confine divine responsiveness to ethnic Jews. Using θεοσεβής, the former blind man defines piety by reverence and obedience to God, rather than by descent. (Cf. Cirafesi, John within Judaism, 112)
6. Early Christian literature

In early Christian literature, θεοσεβής is relatively rare compared to the more common εὐσεβής. Justin Martyr regularly applies it to Christians (e.g., Dial. 52.4; 93.2; 110.4; 119.6; 131.5), often Gentiles, who have become θεοσεβεῖς or turned from idolatry to θεοσέβεια, marking Christian faith as the true fulfillment of piety. In Dial. 93.2, the believer is “full of god-fearing purpose” (πλήρης θεοσεβοῦς γνώμης), whose love for God excludes any honor to other deities (οὐδένα ἄλλον τιμήσει θεόν). In Dial. 110.4, persecution even multiplies “believers and God-fearers” (πιστοὶ καὶ θεοσεβεῖς) through Jesus Christ.

Tatian (Or. 13.3) and Athenagoras (Suppl. 37.1) similarly apply the term apologetically to Christians, linking their piety, justice, and moral integrity to worthiness before the emperor. In Mart. Pol. 3.2, the crowd marvels at “the God-loving and God-fearing race of the Christians” (τὸ θεόφιλον καὶ θεοσεβὲς γένος), echoed by Melito (in Eusebius, Hist. Eccl., 4.26.5) as Christians as a persecuted γένος τῶν θεοσεβῶν. (cf. Lieu, “The Race of the God-Fearers”). The apocryphal Acts use θεοσεβής for exemplary Christians: Thecla (Act. Paul. Thecl. 38.5), Andronicus and Callimachus (Act. Jo. 63.7; 76.32), Andrew (Act. Andr. 59.17), and Ariston (Act. Petr. 6).

From the fourth century onward, θεοσεβής, especially θεοσεβεστάτος, becomes an honorific. Theodoret uses it for clergy (e.g., “ὁ θεοσεβέστατος πρεσβύτερος Εὐστάθιος”, Epistula 5.15). At the Council of Ephesus, it appears in official salutations (e.g., “τῶι εὐλαβεστάτωι καὶ θεοσεβεστάτωι συλλειτουργῶι Κυρίλλωι”, ACO 1.1.1, 29.4). (→ 2; Dineen, Titles of Address, 6–9) 
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