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Acts 16:6-8—Text and Exegesis III

We have been taking an extended look at Acts 16:6-8, and now come to the last of the four points under discussion, namely,

4)
i) Can “being prevented” (kolythentes) in v.6  be read as “a participle 
of subsequent action” (as opposed to a participle of antecedent action)? 
ii) How would accepting the participle reading dielthontes for the first 
word of v.6 affect possible interpretations? 

In this section then, I wish to look at two participles, both in v. 6. The main one we will be considering is kolythentes, but we will also take a look at dielthontes which, as mentioned earlier, is only found in “Byzantine” manuscripts and which form the basis of the Textus Receptus. (The King James Version uses the TR, and so it uses the dielthontes reading in Acts 16:6)

First, a general point about participles. Clauses containing participles occur in longer sentences where there is a main verb somewhere. When the  participle is in the Aorist tense, this usually means that the action of the participle clause is to be thought of as already having occurred by the time the main verb “happens”. It is then called a participle of antecedent action. It is claimed that sometimes such Aorist participles can describe action simultaneous to or even after the action of the main verb. In the latter case, it would be a “participle of subsequent action”.

Let us consider the Nestle-Aland version of Acts 16:6-8, in particular, “And they went through the Phrygian and Galatian region having been prevented  (kolythentes) by the Holy Spirit from speaking the word in Asia . . .”. 

The NGH of course, takes these verses in their natural sense—and explains why Paul and company went through the Phrygian and Galatian region: it was because, either at Pisidian Antioch or soon after, their intended journey westwards to Asia would have been rendered fruitless as a result of the Holy Spirit’s prohibition on preaching there. Kolythentes here is a participle of antecedent action, and describes an event occurring before (and also explaining) the dielthon of the main clause.  

Now what about the SGH interpretation? Let’s assume for now that we have our “Cheshire Cat” in place, so we can have the effects of a journey without the journey itself in verses 4 and 5, and that “the Phrygian and Galatian region” is taken in the unprecedented sense of the “region common to Phrygia and Galatia”. If we now try to apply the straightforward “participle of antecedent action” to kolythentes on an SGH interpretation, we have the prohibition 
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occurring at Derbe/Lystra or even before. In this case, it does not explain the journey through the SGH’s “Phrygian and Galatian” region, because that region, containing Iconium and Antioch, is en-route to Asia. OK, so we can in principle say that kolythentes doesn’t explain this journey, but that even so, it describes why the party didn’t proceed further west and on into Asia once they had visited Iconium and Pisidian Antioch.  Nevertheless, many South Galatianists feel the force of the criticism that kolythentes is in the “wrong” place here—it appears to have explanatory power for an event for which it is irrelevant —and so the explanation that kolythentes is a participle of subsequent action (or occasionally simultaneous action) is invoked. On this understanding, unusual, but not impossible, the preventing occurs after or at the same time as, the journey through the SGH’s “Phrygian and Galatian region”. Thus, the sense is “And they went through the P&G region after which they were prevented by the Holy Spirit . . “ or possibly “And they went through the P&G region being prevented during this time by the Holy Spirit . . ”. This, to my way of looking at it, simply adds a minor improbability to several major ones, all of which need to “work” before the SGH as a whole could be accepted. It is a circuit with a lot of switches arranged in series!

Some South Galatianists however, do not regard the positioning of kolythentes to be a problem at all however! They assume that the “prohibiting by the Holy Spirit” really did take place before (or near the start of) the “going through the Phrygian and Galatian region” - where of course the P&G region is the “South Galatian” understanding of that term. Thus for example F. F. Bruce says, in “Galatian Problems—North or South Galatians?”, 

“The prohibition against preaching in Asia was probably communicated at Lystra*” and, in a footnote, “* The prohibition was given in good time to enable the missionaries to change their plans without inconvenience.”

In this way, it is assumed that the kolythentes in the subordinate clause “having been prevented” truly is a participle of antecedent action, not one of subsequent action, but that it supplies only a time reference, but not an explanation, for the action of the main clause, “They went through the P&G region”.

Grammatically, I agree that this is entirely possible. The problem is with the meaning, not the grammar!

Now there are two quite distinct variants of the SGH at this point, and we will have to treat them separately. They are both described by F. F. Bruce in the previously mentioned article. (They both of course require that the “Cheshire Cat” disappearance of the journey (but not the effects of that journey) in verses 4 and 5 and the “Venn Diagram” error with regard to v.6 be brought into play before we can even start!) However, here  are the two variants as described by F. F. Bruce:
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The prohibition against preaching in Asia was probably communicated at Lystra* . . . Now they had to follow some road than that which led to Asia, but it was necessary to go on to Iconium in any case. [this is true—the Via Sebaste links Lystra and nearby Iconium SF] If by this time they thought of Bithynia they could cut out Pisidian Antioch and take the road to Phrygia Paroreios (the territory lying north and south of the range of Sultan Dag) . . . they would reach Philomelium. Leaving Philomelium by either of two possible routes they passed at once into Phrygia Asiana. They would not touch ethnic Galatia . . ”

Let us consider the first variant: this involves Paul and Silas missing out Pisidian Antioch. It would not be one of the churches that received the decree, and it would not therefore have been strengthened (these were the effects of the journey described in verses 4 and 5. We have already seen that the journey itself through Iconium and Pisidian Antioch had to be deemed not to exist, otherwise the “travel narrative” of verses 1-3 couldn’t resume in verse 6 as required by the SGH.) Now we are seeing that even the effects of the journey with regard to Pisidian Antioch—namely decrees, strengthening and increasing in number daily—have to disappear! Having seen the good effects produced at Derbe, Lystra and Iconium, Paul chose to ignore Pisidian Antioch’s needs. 

Brief Digression

Actually, F. F. Bruce goes even further than this in “downplaying” verses 4 and 5 of Acts ch. 16. He believed that Galatians was written “early” - before the events of Acts 16, and even before the Jerusalem Conference of Acts ch. 15, and so he says there is reason to doubt whether Acts 16:4 - which has Paul and Silas delivering an edict ( from Jerusalem to churches to whom Paul a relatively short while before had written an impassioned letter proclaiming his independence from Jerusalem—is genuine. (As F.F. Bruce understands it though, it is Silas alone who delivers the edict —although this view seems not to take into account the fact that Silas and Judas had earlier been “dismissed” by the church at Syrian Antioch”.) For example, in one of his commentaries on Acts he says, speaking of  Acts 16:4:

“But if the churches in these cities were those to which Paul’s letter to the Galatians had only recently been sent, how would they have reacted to the delivery of directives from Jerusalem from Paul’s fellow traveller? . . . There are reasons for doubting if this verse is part of the original text of Acts.”

Now the strengthening etc. of the churches in v.5 is attributed to the delivery of the decrees in v.4, so this verse must be doubted too, or the strengthening attributed to some other cause.

End of Digression

F. F. Bruce mentions Paul and Silas “thinking of Bithynia”, and presents this as 
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a reason for taking the road to Philomelium, on the north side of Sultan Dag (Pisidian Antioch and the road through P.A. to Asia being on the south side). He also says that there were only two routes from Philomelium to Bithynia”, neither of which would touch ethnic Galatia. He even goes so far as to say,

“Although there were naturally lines of communication linking the various regions of the province, the cities of North Galatia were not readily accessible from the road leading from the Cilician Gates through Lystra . . . anyone proposing to evangelise North Galatia would be well advised to set out from somewhere other than Lystra”. 

Is this true? A straight line from Iconium to Nicomedia, one of the chief cities of Bithynia passes to within 22km of Pessinus, and Pessinus is on the main route  to Bithynia from Iconium through Philomelium, Synnada, Amorium, Pessinus and Dorylaeum! Good (though not paved) roads all the way!

The route proposed (through Philomelium) crosses into Asia from the “Phrygian and Galatian region” as understood by South Galatianists, but  it misses out the part of that region which includes Pisidian Antioch. 

This South Galatian way of looking at Acts 16:6-8 explains why a significant minority of maps in the backs of bibles show Paul’s Second Missionary Journey missing out Pisidian Antioch, and going straight from Lystra to Troas.

The second variant has Paul and Silas go to Pisidian Antioch, and then through the Sultan Dag mountain range (probably by goat tracks) to get to Philomelium as before. Although this is possible, both for the SGH and the NGH, it doesn’t meet the explanation given by F F Bruce that, “The prohibition was given in good time to enable the missionaries to change their plans without inconvenience.” (Goat tracks, in most people’s estimation being an inconvenience!)
In attempting to sum up these views of the matter given by F. F. Bruce, I wish to point out that, whereas the NGH reads Acts 16:6-8 in a perfectly natural and straightforward sense, these SGH explanations pile up one improbability upon another. We have:

1)
Ignoring the chiastic structure of Acts 15:36-16:5 with respect to the identity of the cities referred to at the beginning and end of that chiasm.

2)
Ignoring Luke’s conventions respecting movement of people in and out of cities and regions.

3)
Ignoring the structured transitions between singular and plural in these verses.

4)
Downplaying verses 4 and 5  by i) expressing doubt as to their authenticity 
and appropriateness, ii) the “Cheshire Cat” separation and removal of the 
Iconium/Pisidian Antioch part of the journey in v. 4 from the effects of that 
part of the journey described in vs. 4 and 5 (effects which by a philosophical 
impossibility are nevertheless allowed to stand!) iii) making 
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even the effects of the journey inapplicable to Pisidian Antioch in the second variant.

5)
Misinterpreting the Phrygian and Galatian region (the Venn diagram error) - so that it represents a region which Luke never refers to by that name during the entire First Missionary Journey, (but for which he does use the adjectives Pisidian and Lycaonian), rather than the bigger region made up of Phrygia and Galatia in accordance with Luke’s characteristic usage.

6)
Removing explanatory power from the relation of the subordinate clause to the main clause in 16:6.

7)
Misrepresenting the geographical nature of the putative journey from Iconium to Bithynia: Paul would have had the opportunity to preach in ethnic Galatia even if he had followed this hypothetical route. In seizing on Bithynia as an object of Paul’s hypothetical “thought” whilst at Lystra, F. F. Bruce is displaying a bias against ethnic Galatia. Why would Paul not think of ethnic Galatia, at least in addition to Bithynia? Paul would surely have wanted to preach there too, and an important city like Pessinus was a lot nearer to Lystra than Bithynia! So, even if we could somehow go along with points 1 to 6, by insisting that F. F. Bruce is wrong about point 7, we would still have an ethnic Galatian mission! This “ethnic” Galatian mission is something South Galatianists wish to avoid at all costs, because, if Paul made contact with “real” Galatians, then this undermines the SGH case that Paul would have addressed the members of mixed churches in the South as “Galatians” in his letter. This, I suggest, is the real reason underlying all the exaggerated claims about “massive detours” and “inaccessibility”  put forward by South Galatianists.

We come now to the second of our two participles. We recall that Nestle-Aland has dielthon: “And they went through the Phrygia(n) and Galatian region . . .” in Acts 16:6, and we saw that this created a difficulty for the SGH because this seems to start a new section of Paul’s journey, rather than recapping a part of the journey just described in Acts 16:1-5. (We also saw that this was “solved” by making the claim that this journey actually started from Derbe/Lystra, and that vs. 4-5 do not actually describe a journey at all through Iconium and Pisidian Antioch, only its effects etc, and even then sometimes not even the effects either!)  If scholars had been able to accept the TR reading, dielthontes, here however, this would have helped the SGH interpretation, and we said that we would explain how William Ramsay’s acceptance of the TR reading in one of his books does precisely this, even though the TR is not accepted in scholarly circles.

We also noted that in order for William Ramsay’s explanation using the TR at this point to work, he also has to reject the TR’s inclusion of the word “the” (ten) in the TR which occurs just five words after dielthontes, since this would mean that Phrygia and the Galatian region were two separate areas, and so the SGH interpretation of this phrase would not stand. To give an example of the scholarly situation, Craig Keener has written a massive (4000+ pages!!) 
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commentary on Acts. He doesn’t even mention that there is a textual issue in this verse—Nestle-Aland is accepted without comment, and the TR assumed by default to be wrong!  

However, to see how dielthontes helps the SGH, we need to discuss, very briefly, the grammatical basis for this.  Dielthontes is a participle, and it means “having gone through”. Now participles belong to clauses, and clauses are parts of sentences. The question that one asks about a participle-type clause is, “Where is the main clause to which this subordinate clause refers?” This of course, is not always obvious in Paul’s, sometimes very long, sentences, and Greek grammar has no punctuation to guide us! 

When we were assuming Nestle-Aland for Acts 16:6-8, Paul’s sentence in v.6 could be “parsed” as follows: 
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And they   went through    the Phrygian and Galatian region

 

  Main Clause

 

having been prevented 

 

Subordinate adverbial clause of manner and time

 

by the Holy Spirit

 

Adverbial phrase of manner

 

to speak the word in Asia

 

Noun clause, object

 


With “And they went through the Phrygian and Galatian region” as a main clause, it is assumed to stand in temporal sequence with what has gone before. Thus, the “going through the P&G region” is assumed to come after the delivery of the decrees in v. 4 (and the consequent strengthening of the churches in v.5). It was the desire by South Galatianists to avoid this sequence that led to the “Cheshire Cat” approach to verses 4 and 5.

However, if dielthon is replaced by dielthontes, “And having gone through  Phrygia and the Galatian region” now becomes a subordinate clause, and we have to look further afield for a main clause. Here is a possible analysis (next page):

Now, the past tense of dielthontes tells us that our “having gone through Phrygia and the Galatian region” clause will normally describe an event that took place prior to the attempt to go into Bithynia. In other words our clause contains a regular participle of antecedent action. But how antecedent is antecedent?! 
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And having gone through  Phrygia and the  Galatian region

 

Subordinate adverbial clause of time

 

But coming against Mysia 

 

Subordinate adverbial clause of manner and time

 

they attempted

 

Main Clause

 

into Bithynia to enter

 

Noun clause, object

 

having been prevented 

 

Subordinate adverbial clause of time

 

by the Holy Spirit

 

Adverbial phrase of manner

 

to speak the word in Asia

 

Noun clause, object

 


Grammar doesn’t help us here, and, the “going through” could very reasonably refer back to recap an event as far back as Acts 16:1-5, (provided we can locate the P&G region in the same place as some of the events in those verses!!)

So, adopting the TR reading dielthontes actually increases the range of meanings made grammatically possible in Acts 16:6-7, since it allows, grammatically anyway,  the “dielthontes” clause to recap events described in 16:4—a necessary condition for a straightforward reading of 16:4-5 which avoids the “Cheshire Cat” anomaly.

Personally, I wouldn’t criticise the SGH for following the TR. The NGH of course works equally well with either, so this is yet another “switch” in the SGH circuitry. However, having accepted the TR in one place because “it serves”, one shouldn’t then reject the extra “the” which occurs five words later in v.6 simply because it “doesn’t serve”. The TR is favoured amongst some Conservative Evangelicals, and with good reasons too, but people who accept the TR, except for the second “ten” in 16:6 (such as Bishop Lightfoot and William Ramsay) undermines the theological basis (and for some, the pre-suppositional basis) for accepting the TR in the first place. That’s my opinion anyway. 

There is one further problem to which I wish to draw attention, and that is that the SGH version that William Ramsay has here adopted is actually an even less 
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“respectful” reading of Luke than the SGH version using Nestle-Aland. In that version, the SGH holds that Luke describes Paul’s entire First Missionary Journey without mentioning the “fact” that Pisidian Antioch and Iconium were in the “Phrygian and Galatian region”- leaving us to figure it out for ourselves by means of a “Cheshire Cat” interpretation of  events during the Second Missionary Journey. However, with the “selective Textus Receptus” version of the SGH just described, not only is there no mention of the SGH’s “Phrygian and Galatian region” throughout the First Missionary Journey, there is no mention of it whilst Paul is apparently in that very region during the Second Missionary Journey either!! It is only after Paul and Silas have left that Luke gives us the entirely redundant new piece of information that the region that Paul has now left for the third time was in fact called “the Phrygian and Galatian region” - a fact which has no bearing on the narrative either before or after. Is this a respectful way to treat a serious and careful author, never mind Scripture?!

Summary

1)
The two participles, kolythentes and the dielthontes of the TR, both found in Acts 16:6 were analysed grammatically, and their roles in various versions of the SGH were discussed.

2)
One of William Ramsay’s interpretations of these verses was discussed as well as the work of F. F. Bruce. 

3)
Attention was drawn to yet more difficulties posed in Acts 16:6-8 for a “South Galatian” reading of these verses—both from grammatical and literary aspects.
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