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Pamphylia, Phrygia and the List of Nations 

in Acts ch. 2

The nations listed in Acts ch. 2—the chapter which describes events in Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost—constitute the first occurrence in Acts of some important geographical terms which occur later in Acts, and therefore they may provide hermeneutical clues to the later events. 

This passage has been the object of much analysis and debate, including its  relationship to the famous “Table of Nations” in Genesis ch. 10 as well as to some other lists of nations in the Old Testament. However, the structure of the passage has, as James Scott points out, not always received sufficient attention, and so on the next page is a structural analysis of Acts 2:9-11. I think that the structure may help us with regard to our “Galatian Question” by putting Paul’s First and Second Missionary Journeys in a certain perspective. The ideas presented here are not definitive by any means but are put forward for the consideration of the reader. Part of the difficulty with a “Table of Nations” analysis is uncertainty connecting the names in Acts, which are “First Century” names, with those in Genesis ch. 10, which are much older, and hence—for this and other reasons—in some cases, uncertainty whether descendants of Shem, Ham or Japheth are being referred to. I have chosen to concentrate therefore on the structure of the passage, paying particular attention to grammar, and to a “Jerusalem and Judea”- centred approach—the latter also being a feature of some of the analyses of the passage found in the commentaries and other literature.

Notes:

1)
The list is rather selective, and some places which we might have expected on the basis of subsequent events in Acts—for example, Macedonia and Greece—are missing.

2)
Acts 2:9-11 is at the centre of a larger chiastic structure—immediately on either side of these verses for example, are references to the tongues (languages) and the amazement of the crowds. 

3)
The grammar in the verses leading up to verse 9  is about “peoples”, and so when the list starts in v.9, it begins with peoples.

4)
But part of the way through verse 9, the change to “lands” is signalled by  the expression “the ones inhabiting . . “ . Thereafter the list continues with lands until part of the way through verse 10 when the corresponding phrase “the temporarily residing ones . . ” signals the change back to “peoples” which continues to the start of v.11. The presence of both lands and peoples in these verses is also found in Gen. ch. 10.

5)
The two transitions above occur in corresponding places in the analysis 
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shown on the previous page.

6)
Judea  (Ioudaia) and Jews (Ioudaioi) occur in corresponding places in the chiasm. These words are very similar in the original Greek: the word translated Jews is really Judeans—inhabitants (or their descendants) of the land of Judea. 

7)
Strangely, Phrygia and Pamphylia come at the centre.

8)
If we count both Judea (top half of the list) and Jews (Judeans) (bottom half of the list), we will get a total of 17 (10+7) nations/peoples. The asymmetry (9 peoples/lands in the top half and 8 lands/peoples in the bottom half) occurs because of the (unexpected) presence of the word proselytes in the lower half. This total of 17  links with the 70 (10x7) nations/peoples in the Table of Nations in Genesis ch. 10. On this basis, one of the things that Luke is perhaps suggesting is that the Judeans/Jews, whether “at home” in Judea or abroad are being treated just like all the other nations—being included in the Age of the Outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the same terms as them. There is nevertheless something odd about this, as we know from earlier and later verses that all the people in the lists are in fact Jews, Ioudaioi. However, the inclusion of “proselytes” in the second half of the list is “new information”. It is also rather odd as proselytes are not really a “people”.

9)
The correspondence of the two sections, A and A` is “grammatically exact” with the exception a slight variation in the sub-sections marked a and a` where the expression “the regions of Libya” occurs where we would have expected just “Libya”, and  kata replaces the kai we might have expected before “Cyrene”. This will be discussed shortly. 

Well, what is going on?! Why for example, do Judea and Judeans both occur (in corresponding places) whereas all other people/lands occur only once—either as lands or peoples but not both? Why do the lands and people not follow some regular pattern—such as a circular pattern around Judea etc? Is there any other pattern related, for example, to the three-fold division of humanity into descendants of Shem, Ham and Japheth? Why were these particular (representative) lands and peoples out of “all the nations under heaven” the ones described as being present at Pentecost—was it simply a matter of “happenstance” or is there a deeper underlying reason or pattern?

I think that there is a pattern, but to follow it will require a sort of “symbolic” view of the geography of the land of Israel as informed by Scripture.

The land originally allotted to Israel’s tribes is listed in Numbers ch. 34. The southern boundary was from the southern end of the Dead Sea across to the Mediterranean, in a southwards bending curve that included at its western side a river called “the Brook of Egypt” (i.e. the Wadi El-Arish or according to some, to an eastern-most branch of the Nile the “early” Pelusian branch which has now dried up as the course of the Nile has changed.) The western boundary 
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was the Mediterranean sea, the Northern boundary was land-based, and ran west-east at the level of Hamath (north of Sidon, but south of the location of Antioch on the Orontes) The eastern border extended out to the east in the north half of the country, but further south  consisted of  Sea of Chinnereth, the River Jordan and the Dead Sea. The Numbers account (ch. 32) also describes the territory to the east of Jordan allotted to the two and a half tribes. 

The boundaries mentioned in Exodus 23:31 are more extensive to the north and south—they reach the Euphrates and the Red Sea respectively, and God’s promise to Abraham speaks of the river (brook) of Egypt and the Euphrates, so perhaps represents an “intermediate” view between the Joshua 34 account and the Ex. 23:31 account. 

The land of Israel “proper” then was  bounded to the west by a watery boundary, but to the east, north and south by boundaries that are part land and part water. Nevertheless, in the history of Israel, the watery boundary to the south with Egypt, the Red Sea, had great symbolic significance, and likewise the Jordan to the east. These watery boundaries were miraculously crossed at the beginning of Israel’s national life. The watery part of the northern boundary, the Euphrates, also had symbolic significance: beyond was Assyria and Babylon—places associated with Exile and with the  return from captivity (e.g. Is. 7:20, 43:2). Although places like Babylon were to the east of the Promised Land, in a symbolic sense they are “northern” because the route to and from these places did not cross the intervening desert, but curved round to the north, and so invaders from Babylon etc. would enter Israel from the north. 

We think of the Euphrates also as being far to the east of Israel, but the Euphrates extends to the north and west, actually getting quite close to the Mediterranean at one point as illustrated below:  
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Antioch

 


Folllowing the Conquest, Israel’s tribes do not seem to have ever quite conquered the full extent of the land allotted to them, either to the west, the north 
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or the south. Proverbially, the land extended from Dan in the north to Beer Sheba in the south.  The full territorial limits were however briefly achieved by Solomon, but thereafter the territory progressively shrank, and by the time immediately following the Exile, the land was effectively just Judea, the area of Jerusalem and its environs.  

Despite this, Jerusalem, biblically was still seen as the centre of the earth, from which the blessing of Abraham to all the nations was expected to flow. This conception of Jerusalem, or more generally Israel as the centre is biblically founded on the Table of Nations tradition: here places for all the nations were allotted according to the boundaries of Israel, and, very broadly, Ham’s allotment was to the South—Libya (Africa), Shem’s to the East and North-East—Asia proper, and Japheth’s to the North and West—Asia Minor and Europe. Ham’s allotment also included the land of Canaan until that was given to Israel.  

We will see how this biblical view of world geography is “fulfilled” in the events described in Acts. However first I would like to mention very briefly something about Greek geography.

Rather than Jerusalem, the Greeks saw either Delphi or Rhodes as the centre of the earth. For example, Decaearchus of Messala (c. 350– c. 285 BC) represented the world as divided by two imaginary lines through Rhodes. The horizontal one was called the Diaphragma and ran through the Mediterranean, the southernmost part of Asia Minior including Pamphylia and then  further East through the Eastern Taurus range as far as the Himalayas, and his work was developed by

Eratosthenes of Cyrene (275-194 BC). 
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Strabo made the entire Taurus mountain range, starting from Caria in the west the dividing line between north and south Asia. 

We also note that, with the Taurus range of Asia Minor as the dividing line, Pamphylia is to the south of this line, but the other places mentioned in Asia Minor in Acts 2:9-11 are north of this line. Here is a map produced from the work of the famous geographer Ptolemy (c. AD 90-168):
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If we now consider the Land of Israel in its relation to the nations as represented in Acts 2:9-11 here is a possible symbolic representation (below):
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I would like to suggest that Acts represents a spiritual conquest of the land, as outlined in Acts 1:8. The first part of Acts, Acts 1-12, deals with the expansion of the territory conquered by the Gospel from the relatively small area of Jerusalem and Judea (shaded pink) at the start of Acts, progressively in all four directions until by the end of Acts 12, the Gospel has gone out to everywhere in the maximal extent of Israel at the time of Solomon (shaded pale yellow) In particular, we can see:

1)
Judea and Samaria (Acts  8:1)

2)
North to Samaria (8:5)

3)
South to Gaza and beyond (Acts 8:26) (Note the Eunuch crosses water to continue his journey south to Ethiopia)
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4)
West to Azotus and Caesarea (8:40)

5)
East to Damascus (Acts 9)

6)
West to Joppa (Acts 9 and 10) (Note, Peter is as far west as one can go—he is dwelling in a house by the seashore (10:7)!)

7)
North to Syrian Antioch  (Acts 12:20)

Future developments are also referred to: West (Cyprus) (10:20), North (Tarsus) (9:30) and South (Ethiopia to where the Eunuch was journeying.) We also know from Galatians that Paul went East (Arabia) at this time (Gal. 1:17).

Starting in Acts 13, attention turns to the ministry of Paul, and we will come back to some “patterns” in his journeys soon. Let us now continue to look at Acts 2:9-11. I would like to suggest that the nations mentioned really do follow a pattern. I think that all the places and peoples mentioned (apart from Judea and the Judeans) are “beyond” the boundaries of Israel-plus-places-controlled by-Israel-at-the-time-of-Solomon (the areas shaded pink and yellow in the “symbolic” map above). To show this, I have reproduced an actual map showing the locations involved. (previous page).

In the top half of the list in Acts and shown earlier in diagrammatic form in our “preliminary analysis”, are places and peoples symbolically to the north—The list basically runs from East to West, with Judea itself correctly placed in the middle. It is possible that in addition to Judea dividing the four “eastward” from the four “westward” peoples/lands that we can also understand that the four westward lands are situated north of the Taurus mountains, but the four eastward lands/peoples are situated south of the (eastward extension of the) Taurus range. The ancient geographer Strabo (64/3 BC-AD 24) structures his geography of Asia (i.e. the continent) around this mountain range. (He places the Parthians and Medes partly to the south of these Taurus Monuntans, and partly within them). The only “anomaly” in the pattern is that Phrygia, which geographically should be second last on the list—between Pontus and Asia—is in fact situated at the top of the middle, “B” section. Noting that Phrygia has been (deliberately) misplaced, let us now put Phrygia in its “logical” place. If we do this, we get the following list (with Judea at the centre):






Parthians






Medes






Elamites






Mesopotamia






Judea






Cappadocia






Pontus 






Phrygia






Asia
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Thus Phrygia has been moved to the second to last place in the top list.

The lower half of the list is places and peoples in the other three cardinal directions.  The order of the list is south, then west then east. Once again there is one anomaly. This is Pamphylia. It, like Phrygia, is given prominence by being in the central “B” section of the chiasm. Nevertheless, it is still (correctly) in the lower half of the chiasm since it is reached from Israel via the Great Sea. Logically however, it should be placed immediately below Cretans in the list since it is nearer to Israel than Rome and Crete. Once again, this position is the second to last place—this time in the lower list.

Now the next point to address is the curious fact that the relation between Libya and Cyrene is odd. They are not independent places; rather, as the anomalous wording makes clear, Cyrene is part of, belongs to, and is “embedded within”  and “approached through” Libya. Why would Luke choose this sort of wording here. Well, the answer that occurs to me is that Luke is helping us to interpret “Jews and Proselytes” a little further down the list: Proselytes are part of, belong to and are “embedded within” and “approached through” Jews. Now that we realise that Libya and Cyrene is really one place, Libya, and Jews and Proselytes are really one people, Jews, the  lower list looks like this:






Egypt






Libya/Cyrene






Romans 






Jews/Proselytes






Cretans






Pamphylia






Arabs

So, Jews/Proselytes are at the centre of the lower half of the chiasm, just as Judea was at the centre of the upper section. Furthermore, the Jews/Proselytes are within the “western” portion of the lower section, between the southern and Eastern portions. This may possibly be significant since “going west” on our symbolic map can only be done by crossing water. Proselytes are typically made by crossing land (i.e. the land of Israel) and then by crossing “sea” - as Jesus pointed out. Water and sea in particular are associated with Gentiles.

Well, I hope that provides a rationale for the ordering and wording of Acts 2:9-11. However, it raises the further question, “why are Phrygia and Pamphylia given such prominence?

My answer to that is that Paul has four “mission tours”, and Pamphylia is the first “water-based” tour, and Phrygia is the first “land-based” tour. The tours look like this:
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1)
Pamphylia  (water-based)

2)
Phrygia (land-based)

3)
Asia  (land-based)

4)
Crete/Rome (water-based)

So the mission structure is chiastic with “water-based” journeys (1 and 4) outside and  “land-based” (2 and 3) at the centre of the chiasm. Greece and Macedonia are incorporated  missions 2 and 3, and so are, in this sense, embedded within Acts 2:9-11.

Mission 4) is actually two half-missions—to Crete and Rome. They are half missions since Paul only visits them once, whereas all the other missions start at the designated place, go elsewhere, and then return to the starting point. All of them include going to and from Jerusalem, except that mission 4 starts from Jerusalem but never returns.

Asia is immediately below Phrygia in the amended list; Crete and Rome (in that order) are the places immediately above Pamphylia. The places above these are Pontus and Cyrene respectively—both of which are mentioned in connection with Paul’s friends (Aquila from Pontus and Lucius of Cyrene (Luke himself?)). Apart from Judea, none of the  other places in the list occur again in Acts.

These missions sort of correspond to Paul’s three  “traditional” Missionary Journeys plus the final journey to Rome, as will be described shortly. However, I should point out that Paul’s First Missionary Journey, on this analysis, is based around Pamphylia—the “Cyprus” mission is a “preamble”, just as the similar and corresponding events in Malta are a preamble to the Rome mission, Paul’s Last Missionary Journey (again, a chiastic aspect). Typologically, both of these preambles correspond anti-typically to Pharaoh and the Exodus (magicians, snakes, sticks, miracles, rulers, Passover (need to stay inside the boat to survive), goodwill, wealth on departure etc.)

We have already seen that Acts chs. 2-12 describe the earlier expansion of the Gospel—the extension of the Gospel to the maximum bounds of Israel, and so in this way, Acts 2:9-11, which places Judea and the Jews at the centre of both halves of the chiasm, anticipates the whole of Acts.  

Thus Acts 2:9-11 provides a programme for the whole of the rest of Acts. In the next chapter, we will see how the occurrences of the word “Pamphylia” in Acts refer to the First Mission, the occurrences of Phrygia to the Second Mission, and the occurrences of Asia to the Third Mission. If any of this is correct, the arguments of the “South Galatianists” do not correspond to the intrinsic structure of Acts. They associate Phrygia with the first mission, whereas, Phrygia and Galatia are only mentioned in connection with the Second Mission, and despite Paul’s three visits to Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra (and two to Derbe), 
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Luke never mentions either Phrygia or Galatia in connection with any of these visits!! Rather, the additional geographical areas associated with the Pamphylian mission are Pisidia and Lyaconia. 

Phrygia, by contrast, forms the starting and finishing point of the Second Mission, and Galatia occurs with Phrygia, and no-where else, chiastically nested within the two mentions of Phrygia (see Acts 16:6, 18:23—which together form the inclusio for Paul’s Second Journey). Furthermore, Phrygia, as we have seen from Acts 2:9-11 is Phrygia—a key geographical area in Luke’s description of the events in Acts. It is not, on the above analysis, to be “relegated” to a small portion of the Roman Province Galatia by means of the hypothetical expression, “Phrygian Galatia”, which occurs nowhere - neither in Acts, nor in any ancient text or inscription! Rather, Luke is clear what the expression “the X and Y region” - “the Phrygia(n) and Galatian region” (“ten Phrygian kai Galatiken choran”) - actually means since an exactly equivalent expression (except in the genitive rather than the accusative case) occurs in Luke 3:1 “the Iturean and Trachonitis region”. Here again, two separate geographical areas are being treated as one region (as in the Kent and Surrey countryside or the Dumfries and Galloway region or the East Anglian and Essex coastline). No-one doubts this is the case in Luke 3:1, and nowhere else in any ancient literature or inscription, besides our occurrences in Luke and Acts, does the expression occur, and Luke doesn’t use it, despite ample opportunity, (three visits!) to describe Pisidian Antioch, Iconium and Lystra or the areas in which they are situated. 

We can link some of the places of Paul’s missionary journeys with places in the Table of Nations. Some of these connections are described in Kenneth Kitchen’s book, On the Reliability of the Old Testament. Thus, Cyprus corresponds to the Kittim and Elishah. Pamphylia doesn’t actually correspond to a particular name in Gen. 10. Rather, the name, “Pamphylia” (pam-phylia) means “land of every tribe/nation” in Greek, and so is typologically significant as the starting point proper of the work to which Paul has been called. We have seen that Paul’s First Missionary Journey has typological affinities to the wilderness years of the Exodus, during which time the great mixed multitude (Ex. 12:38) that accompanied Israel in the Exodus (was incorporated into the nation. Pamphylia is thus also appropriately placed at the top of the central section (the section we labelled the “B” section) in the earlier diagram of the Acts 2:9-11 chiasm—describing “every nation under heaven” and corresponding to Gen 10—the Table of Nations: “These are the families (phylai) of the sons of Noah, after their generations in their nations, and by these were the nations divided in the earth after the flood”  (Gen. 10:32).

Phrygia corresponds to Mesech, Asia to Javan (Ionia) and Lud (Lydia), Tubal and Togarmah to Cappadocia and Pontus, Madai to the Medes, Crete to Caphtor, Libya to Lebahim, Egypt to Mizraim. Arabia covers a number of tribes/areas such as Dedan, Havilah, Ophir etc. and likewise Mesopotamia to several 
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places/peoples including Babylon and Ashur (Assyria). Some of the places/peoples mentioned in Acts 2:9-11 do not correspond to First Century “political entities”—for example, Phrygia in the 1st Cent. was a geographical/ethnic region straddling two Roman Provinces—nevertheless, the people concerned “self-identified” as being from Phrygia. In this connection, it is perhaps significant that, according to Josephus, 20,000 Jews were earlier re-settled by Antiochus IV (Antiochus Epiphanes) in Phrygia and Lydia (the latter being part of  the Roman province Asia during the 1st Century). The extensive Parthian Empire of 1st Century AD covered much land east of the Euphrates including Mesopotamia, and the former Media and Elam. Elymais (“Elam”) in the 1st Century AD was a semi-independent kingdom under Parthian control. The fact that some of the faithful Jews at Pentecost identified themselves as “from Elam”, rather than from the then current designation, Elymais, could suggest that they were conscious of Elam’s role in prophecy—e.g. Jeremiah ch. 49 where God promises to restore the fortunes of Elam (a prophecy which, through the Gospel, was about to be fulfilled!) The same principle of “inhabiting biblical promises” may apply to some of the other self-designations by the Jews present at Pentecost in Acts ch. 2. Media corresponds to the kingdom of the Medes, (see Daniel). Darius the Mede wrote to all the peoples, nations, and languages that dwell in all the earth, that people should fear the God of Daniel, the living God, 
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who endures for ever, whose kingdom shall never be destroyed. Parthia and Elam were both part of the Persian Empire.   

Summary

1)
Ancient geographers regarded the Taurus Mountains, both in Asia Minor and their eastward extension into the continent of Asia as forming a significant boundary dividing places to the north (Cis-Tauran) from places to the south (trans-Tauran). Also some tribes were seen as dwelling within the Taurus mountains themselves.

2)
Thus the Greek geographical tradition places Pamphylia in a different category from the other places on Asia Minor mentioned in Acts 2:9-11.

3)
The biblical geographical tradition starts with the Table of Nations of Noah’s sons, Ham, Shem and Japheth, in Genesis ch. 10, but is continued in many places in the OT. In addition there is a “symbolic” aspect to the geography of the land of Israel based upon God’s promises to Israel including the geographical extent of the Land itself, and also on Israel’s chequered historical career.

4)
Acts 2:9-11 continues the “Table of Nations” and conquest traditions by pointing to the spiritual conquest, not only of Israel but of the Gentile lands to the North, South, West and East, as described in Acts and a rationale for the arrangement of the nations and people in these verses was proposed.

5)
The significance of Pamphylia and Phrygia—places emphasised by the structure of Acts 2:9-11—in relation to Paul’s ministry will be discussed in the next chapter.
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