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Is There a Pattern to Paul’s Ministry?
Most people who have studied Paul know that in his ministry he would, on coming to a new city, try to find and engage with the local synagogue if there was one, and in that way he would present the Gospel first to both Jews and “God-fearers”. However, I’m going to try to look for another kind of pattern  - one that looks back over the course of Paul’s career as recorded in Acts to see how it might be structured.

The main way that this is done is by describing Paul’s three missionary journeys, at the end of each of which he returns to Antioch and visits Jerusalem. This is followed by a fourth journey—or perhaps a half-journey because this time he goes to Rome, but does not return. 

A number of places in the narrative of Paul’s ministry also occur in Acts 2:9-11 - the peoples and places represented in Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost—and since we have spent some time investigating the structure of that passage, I want to see if that structure “maps” onto Paul’s ministry in some way.

There is an interesting parallel, or more accurately an inverse relationship, between Paul’s visits to Pisidian Antioch and the other three cities in South Galatia and his visits to the cities in Macedonia and Greece—Philippi etc. For convenience, rather than referring to the individual cities I will refer to the locations of the first visit as Pisidia and Lycaonia since these are two geographical terms that Luke uses with respect to these places. It looks like this:

South Galatia:

First visit:  Pisidia—Lycaonia—Pisidia  (a “round trip”) (Acts 13:14-14:24)

Second visit: Lycaonia—Pisidia (one way) (Acts 16:1-5)

Macedonia and Greece:

First visit: Macedonia—Greece (Acts 16:11-18:18)

Second visit:  Macedonia—Greece—Macedonia  (a round trip) (Acts 20:1-6)

We have the makings here of a chiastic structure :

   P     L    P     -       L     P   —   M    G     -    M    G    M

Here, Pisidia and Macedonia correspond as do Lycaonia and Greece.
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The next point to note is that both  “round trips” actually start and finish at another place. In the case of Pisidia/Lycaonia, that “other place” is Pamphylia. For Macedonia/Greece, that other place is Ephesus (or Asia). Well we have started to incorporate Asia and Pamphylia into our structure, what about another region common to Paul’s ministry and to Acts 2:9-11—namely Phrygia?

Well, Phrygia too is mentioned in Acts in a symmetrical way (in an inclusio). The outer parts are Acts 16:6 (Phrygia and Galatia) and Acts 18:23 (Galatia and Phrygia). Putting all this together, here is a sort of outline structure for the main body of Paul’s ministry:
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I’m regarding Ephesus and Asia as sort of equivalents here. We have already suggested that, for Luke, Asia is the geographical region centred on Ephesus, perhaps broadly corresponding to the geographical extent of the province Asia at its inception (i.e. Lydia, S.W. Phrygia, Ionia and the southern part of Mysia—but we exclude Pamphylia). Perhaps we could say that Ephesus is to Asia (in Luke’s terminology) as Jerusalem is to Judea (again, in Luke’s terminology) In both cases, the wider Roman province included some additional territory—Greater Phrygia, Caria, the rest of Mysia and the Troad in the case of  Provincial Asia, and Samaria and Idumea in the case of Provincial Judaea. (Needless to say, the similarities between Ephesus and Jerusalem are not restricted to geography—an idolatrous, temple-based religion with murderous hatred of believers in Christ for example.) 

The composite picture is quite complicated combining both chiastic and linear elements. Thus, superimposed on the chiastic structure already mentioned is the linear pattern of initial preaching followed by later re-visiting with strengthening and encouraging (called “building up” in the diagram.) We note though that both preaching tours are to places that are not included in Acts 2:9-11, but that they start and finish from such places (Pamphylia and Phrygia respectively.)

In some ways, Cyprus corresponds to Crete, Malta and Rome. (Just a suggestion!) To see the fuller picture here, one would need to include information from Paul’s letter to Titus. From this letter we can see that there had been earlier preaching and Jewish opposition in Crete (“deceivers of the circumcision party” - Titus 2:11) corresponding to the Jewish magician Bar-Jesus/Elymas on Cyprus. We can also infer that the preaching had involved synagogues since Titus is to appoint elders—thus similar to Paul’s activities on Cyprus. But also Paul had appeared before the Roman governor in Cyprus, anticipating a further aspect of Paul’s Roman ministry and appearance before Caesar. The Malta episode involved “Moses and Exodus” typology as discussed earlier—including a positive response from the chief of the island—similar to what happened at Cyprus.

If we are “allowed” to include also information from Galatians, we know that Paul had a tour of Arabia (an “Acts 2:9-11” place) starting and finishing from Damascus prior to his missionary journeys. We can also include in the diagram Paul’s visits to Jerusalem recorded in Acts (labelled “J”.) This structure follows the more conventional way in which Paul’s journeys are usually structured. The pattern is chiastic—major visits to Jerusalem occur on either side of the “minor” middle visit (mentioned in Acts 18:22). However, there is also a developmental pattern since Paul’s missionary journeys start from Antioch and end at Rome. Also there are basically 4 locations in Paul’s missionary activities: 1st journey: “Pisidia/Lycaonia” evangelised. Second journey: “Macedonia/Greece” evangelised. Third Journey: Asia evangelised. Fourth journey: Rome evangelised. This follows a basically westerly progression, but Asia is initially “leapfrogged”. Is it 
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possible that we are here recapitulating the (westerly) dispersion of the nations after the Flood, but incorporating the fact that the Greek settlements in Asia Minor’s western seaboard had to occur after the formation of Greece itself? Likewise, Phrygians were  an earlier settlement group than the Galatians (who, as one ancient writer puts it, were “superimposed” on the Phrygians), so could this be partly why Galatia is included “chiastically within” Phrygia in Acts chs. 16 and 18? 

We could also include in the diagram places where others, operating individually, briefly enter the “Paul” narrative in Acts —Barnabas and his Cyprus (and presumably Pamphylian) visit and Apollos visiting Ephesus and Corinth. These episodes seem to occur structurally in approximately chiastically equivalent places and occur simultaneously to activities by Paul. Interestingly, authoritative letters/recommendations are involved in both cases—one from Ephesus and one from Jerusalem (a “good” Jerusalem connection this time!!) Barnabas and Apollos are indicated in the diagram with asterisks.

I suspect it would also be possible to find a structural pattern in Paul’s involvement with places within Israel’s greater boundaries too—Damascus, Caesarea, Syrian Antioch etc. The one area that Paul didn’t seem to go is “south” - neither within Israel, nor outside it. (Hamite territory?) I have not attempted to explore these interesting possibilities however.

This chapter has been really just a “putting together” of some ideas. I hope I have nevertheless shown, even though I have been unable to see some of the details clearly, that Paul’s missionary work appears to be intimately structurally connected with places and peoples mentioned in Acts 2:9-11: Jerusalem/Judea and Judeans (i.e. Jews), Ephesus/Asia, Pamphylia, Phrygia, Arabia, Crete and Rome. I would really welcome help and further thoughts on this interesting and important topic.

Summary

1) Paul’s missionary activities seem to follow structural patterns which combine both chiastic and linear elements, and which relate in complicated ways to places mentioned in Acts 2:9-11. This chapter has been included somewhat tentatively, and many details, and questions, remain.
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