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The Problem Stated

This book is about a famous biblical question: who were the recipients of Paul's Epistle to the Galatians? Everyone is agreed that they were Christians living in the Roman Province Galatia in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey). But were they so-called "ethnic" Galatians living in the north of the province - in the region (rather confusingly) also known as Galatia - or were they the believers, consisting of a mixture of Jews and Gentiles, in the south of the Roman province who were converted during Paul's First Missionary Journey - specifically the churches in "Pisidian" Antioch, Iconium, Lystra and Derbe, mentioned in Acts chs. 13 and 14 and possibly others formed nearby around the same time? These two alternatives are known as the North and South Galatian Hypotheses respectively.

To help us visualise the situation, here is a map showing the two regions:
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I have also shown the locations of three cities in the north and four cities/towns in the south. The three cities in the north were the centres or “capitals”  of the three tribes of Galatians (Celts) who invaded the area in the third century BC (subduing and partly displacing the indigenous Phrygian population). Pessinus was the “capital” or centre of the magnificently-named Tolistobogian tribe in the west, the Trocmi in the east had their centre at Tavium, and the Tectosages were situated between them, around Ancyra, which in due course became the capital of the kingdom of Galatia. The four cities/towns in the south are the named places in the province of Galatia that Paul and Barnabas visited on Paul’s First Missionary Journey. The question of whether Derbe should actually be included in the province of Galatia was first opened in the 1950s and 60s when the hitherto unknown location of Derbe was discovered—much further to the east than had originally been considered likely. The question remains open—Stephen Mitchell places Derbe and nearby Laranda in Galatia, Graham Ogg maintains that neither place was included when King Amyntas’ extensive Galatian kingdom became the main part of the Roman Province Galatia in 25 BC, and that at the time of Paul, Derbe and Laranda were both ruled by the client king Antiochus IV of Commagene—a small kingdom whose main territory was to the east of Galatia. Although I suspect that the evidence presented by scholars such as G. Ogg and D. Magie on this issue is strong—particularly the evidence from Pliny and Ptolemy regarding Derbe and nearby Laranda—in the map I have followed F.F. Bruce and placed Derbe exactly on the border!  

For me, the question of the recipients of Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians has a simple answer: Galatians clearly seems to me to have been written to Gentile believers. So the churches that Paul wrote to must have either been exclusively Gentile, or so preponderately Gentile that Paul could address them in this way. This fits the North Galatian Hypothesis perfectly. But we know from Acts (chapters 13 and 14) that the churches of Pisidian Antioch and Iconium had approximately equal numbers of Jews and Gentiles, so cannot, according to my interpretation of Paul’s epistle, have been the recipients. Although the New Testament data for the two remaining churches in South Galatia (Lystra and Derbe) is more sparse, the evidence points to a similar ethnographic mix in these churches.

Needless to say, this argument is not generally accepted! In this book therefore,  I shall offer a (hopefully!) reasonably full account of both the North and South Galatian Hypotheses in which I present the arguments put forward by supporters of both "sides" but also my reasons, besides the one above, for supporting the Northern view.

Once we move away from the simple solution proposed above, things start to get quite complicated! Nevertheless, even at this point, perhaps surprisingly, most of the important arguments revolve around one basic question, “Did Paul visit North Galatia?”, and this wider question reduces to one specific question concerning one single verse. The verse is Acts 16:6, and the question is,  Where 
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is “the Phrygia(n) and Galatian region”?  For the North Galatian Hypothesis, the answer is an area made up of, or including substantial parts of, the two geographical/ethnic regions of Phrygia and (north) Galatia; for the South Galatian Hypothesis the answer is that it is the much smaller region in South Galatia made up of places which lie simultaneously in geographical Phrygia and in the Roman Province Galatia, (or even a substantially smaller part of this area). In terms of “set theory”, (let the reader understand!) the NGH basically argues for the union of P and G (where “G” is usually taken to be broadly ethnic (north) Galatia, but the NGH also “works” when “G” is taken in the provincial sense too), but the SGH argues for the intersection of P and G (where “G” is, necessarily, provincial Galatia.) (We will give a map showing these regions in the next chapter). This simple fact regarding the focus of the debate should be borne in mind! For example, when the very technical question regarding whether a certain participle in Acts 16:6 could ever be regarded as an “aorist participle of subsequent action”(!) is raised, it helps to realise that this is, in a way, not really about the finer details of New Testament Greek grammar: it is about the location of the Phrygian and Galatian region!! This is the “battle” that both sides need to win! 

With this context for the wider debate in mind, we will, as previously mentioned, try to present a reasonably full account of the debate. Besides the biblical data itself, there is a lot of evidence, including historical, geographical and archaeological data to be taken on board and assessed. In addition to this, the question of the destination of Paul’s Galatian Epistle (which we shall hereafter call the Galatian Question - though it is by no means the only question asked about Galatians!) is one that has been vigorously debated over the last 200 years, and the history of the debate itself is important in its own right. Therefore as well as presenting the arguments for and against the North and South positions in this debate,  I would like also to deal, as mentioned in the Preface, with this important history even if only to a limited extent. 

A further topic, also mentioned in the Preface, that will take our attention concerns the criteria by which the data and arguments should be assessed. The Galatian Question looks rather different when viewed from the perspective of the secular historian than it does from the viewpoint of, for example, a conservative Evangelical who accepts the inerrancy, not only of Acts and Galatians, but of the whole of Scripture. The approach of this book will be to take a conservative Evangelical worldview, which includes a Christian view of history as centred on the death, resurrection and ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ. Nevertheless, I hope that the book will be interesting, and possibly even persuasive, to those readers who start from a different set of pre-suppositions. Even within conservative Evangelicalism however, there are significant differences in what might constitute a convincing argument. In the course of the book, I will be presenting some arguments that depend on biblical structures and typology, and I will be “reading” inter-textually and canonically: these ways of proceeding may be unfamiliar, and not necessarily convincing, to some Evangelicals!
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Putting the thoughts of the above  paragraphs in order then, and adding one or two more  ideas, we could say that we will need to discuss the two hypotheses, North and South, with reference to nine separate but inter-related “strands”. These strands are:

1)
   The biblical data—mainly, but by no means exclusively, from Acts and    
Galatians.

2)

The structural and typological analysis of this biblical data.

3)
Extra-biblical data—the history and geography of Asia Minor, 
particularly as reflected in the writings of ancient geographers and 
historians such as Pliny and Strabo, classical authors such as Homer, and 
the vast amount of archaeological evidence amassed over the last 200 
years including Roman roads and many inscriptions (epigraphs), all of 
which pro-vide important evidence for conditions in Asia Minor during 
the time of Paul’s travels there.

4)
Evidence from later history—for example, the later boundary changes in 
Roman provinces in Asia Minor, the subsequent spread of Christianity in 
Asia Minor, and the writings from later secular historians and from the 
Church Fathers  such as Origen and Jerome.

5)
Arguments for and against both hypotheses based on 1) - 4) above and 
in-cluding discussion of the significant related question of the date 
Galatians was written.

6)
The history of discussions of the Galatian Question over the last 200 
years or so in which we will introduce some of the interesting people 
involved in the debate!.

7)
Discussion of the nature of history, a Christian view of history, the rel-
ationship between history and typology etc. We will also ask what kind 
of historian Luke was, and discuss the relationship between his history 
and his theology in Acts. 

8)
Miscellaneous factors and arguments not covered in the above.

9)
Application, including practical application, of our findings to our under
standing of the messages of Galatians and Acts as well as to our 
approach to hermeneutics (biblical interpretation) generally.

Given all these interwoven “strands”, it was not initially clear to me how to proceed in my account of the Galatian Question. After some thought I decided to look in some detail at the biblical data—particularly in Acts and Galatians (that is, strands 1 and 2) and to attempt to incorporate the other strands at appropriate points. However, the geography and history of Asia Minor—at any rate as they affect the Galatian Question—seemed better treated as a complete section, and so this information appears in summarised form as an appendix to which the reader will be referred from time to time. Thus, I will be trying to act as a sort of guide—taking us on a fairly leisurely trip through the biblical passages involved in the quite complicated “terrain” of the North/South debate, introducing other topics as they occur, returning to them in more detail when thought necessary, 
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and pointing out important or interesting features of the “landscape” en route. 

Fortunately, as indicated earlier, there is an obvious biblical starting point for our journey! If St. Paul never visited North Galatia, then the North Galatian Hypothesis cannot be correct, and so the South Galatian Hypothesis can be confidently accepted. (Of course, if Paul did visit North Galatia, then Galatians could still have been written to the South Galatians, so, in that case, the question remains open.) Let us therefore start by examining Acts to see if a “North Galatian” journey by Paul is a reasonable interpretation of the data. As a supporter of the NGH, I need to demonstrate that this is, or could be, the case if the North Galatian Hypothesis is to have a chance of “succeeding”! Accordingly, we start our journey at Acts 16:6, and for the first part of the book, I will essentially be looking at the data from a “North Galatian” perspective.  If it is shown to be reasonable, then we can go ahead and compare and contrast it with the South Galatian Hypothesis.

Note: I will be assuming that the reader has not really investigated the Galatian Question previously, and so I apologise in advance if my descriptions and explanations start at too basic a level or are too long-winded for readers who are already familiar with some (or all!) of the material presented.  

Summary

1) Galatia can refer either to the entire Roman Province Galatia in Asia Minor, or it can refer to a limited area in the north of the province—the area inhabited by, amongst others, Gauls (“ethnic” Galatians). (It can also refer to an area in Europe also inhabited by Gauls, but that is outside the scope of our discussion!)

2) The Galatian Question (as we are using the expression) refers to the recipients of Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians. Were they the churches of South Galatia (Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra and Derbe) - i.e. the South Galatian Hypothesis (SGH) or were they the (putative) churches in the north of the province made up of “ethnic” Galatians—the North Galatian Hypothesis (NGH)?

3) According to Acts, the churches of the south were mixed (Jews and Gentiles). It is likely that the churches in the North, if they existed, were/would have been overwhelmingly Gentile. Data about Jewish populations in “ethnic” Galatia in the 1st Century AD is scanty, unlike in many other parts of Asia Minor, though inscriptions, or lack of them, point to the Jewish population in the “ethnic” Galatian region being small during Paul’s time and only increasing at a later stage in the history of the region. 

4) The author’s view is that the evidence of the letter itself points to a Gentile audience, and therefore to the correctness of the NGH.

5) For readers who do not view the Galatian Epistle in this way, there are many 
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further issues to consider in arriving at a balanced view, and much of the remainder of the book will be an attempt to address these issues. 

6) Nevertheless, a key issue, around which many of the more technical arguments revolve, is whether Paul ever visited “ethnic” (North) Galatia, and this question is almost synonymous with the question of the location of “the Phrygian and Galatian region” in Acts 16:6. If Paul “went north”, then the NGH might be correct. (Galatians could still have been written to the churches of the south). If he didn’t then the SGH is the correct view.
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