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Did Paul Visit North Galatia?

We have seen that (in the language of logic) a necessary but not sufficient condition for the acceptance of a “North Galatian” destination for Paul’s Galatian Epistle is that Paul actually visited North Galatia in the first place! There are just two verses in Acts where the name “Galatia” is mentioned, Acts 16:6 and Acts 18:23, and both times Phrygia is also mentioned. In both of these verses, Paul is described as travelling through the region referred to. If Paul evangelised North Galatia, it is to the first of these  two verses, Acts 16:6, that we must appeal. The second verse, 18:23, describes a return visit where Paul “strengthened the disciples”. (Interestingly, they are described as disciples, not churches—unlike Acts 16:5 where the South Galatian churches are strengthened.)

Here is Acts 16:6-8 (according to the RSV translation):

v.6: “And they [Paul, Silas and Timothy] went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia.”

v.7: “And when they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them;”

v.8: “so, passing by Mysia, they went down to Troas.”

The setting is Paul’s Second Missionary Journey. In previous verses, Paul and Silas have set out on the Second Missionary Journey from Antioch (that is, Syrian Antioch on the Orontes River, not Pisidian Antioch in Asia Minor), and have collected Timothy en route, and have delivered the decisions of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) to churches in South Galatia evangelised on the First Missionary Journey (or only to some of these churches according to some versions of the SGH). However, in arriving at the above translation, the RSV translators have made one textual, and one interpretive, “decision” which are different from how some versions of the South Galatian Hypothesis understanding the original Greek manuscripts. We will come back to this.

Besides these translational points, there are further interpretive differences in these verses between the NGH and the various South Galatian Hypotheses. (There are some minor differences between different versions of the NGH too, but we will not look at these for the moment.)

Clearly, this is all getting rather complicated! In this chapter therefore, I would like to introduce the geographical places mentioned in 16:6-8 and to state how the NGH interprets these verses. That will be quite enough for one chapter! In a 
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future chapter we will describe how different versions of the SGH interpret the verses and so I would like to postpone a detailed discussion of the reasoning behind the respective views until later!

As already indicated, according to a North Galatian understanding of the verses preceding Acts 16:6-8, Paul and his party have been travelling from east to west delivering the Jerusalem Decree to, and strengthening, the churches of South Galatia formed during the first Missionary Journey. The last church visited then, according to the NGH, is presumably the westernmost, Pisidian Antioch. It is from here that v.6 continues the journey.  Paul’s party then 1) travels through “the Phrygia(n) and Galatian region”, but 2) at some point prior to this (i.e. not necessarily immediately prior to this, though that would be the most reasonable construction) they were forbidden by the Holy Spirit from preaching in Asia. It is assumed, surely correctly, by all commentators that prior to this prohibition, Paul and his party had originally intended to continue in a westerly direction, (probably preaching as they went, but) making for Ephesus, the glamorous and flamboyant capital of the Roman Province Asia which had a considerable Jewish population. 

Commentators also note that going through Asia was not forbidden by the Holy Spirit, only preaching, though whether, after such an intervention by the Holy Spirit, Paul would have contemplated an extensive journey through Asia whilst not preaching is open to considerable doubt: “Woe unto me if I preach not the Gospel!” In fact, I suggest that verse 6 supports the view that Paul and Silas preached as they went through the Phrygian and Galatian region. It is a question of logical reasoning (reductio ad absurdum,  but admittedly using rather “fuzzy” logic!) The argument looks like this: the reason given for Paul and Silas journeying through the Phrygian and Galatian region is that they were forbidden to preach in Asia. If they had no intention of preaching in Phrygia/Galatia, they might just as well have carried on through Asia, keeping quiet. But they didn’t do this . . ergo . . . they preached in P&G. We will need to return to this, as will very soon become apparent. I should also point out that Paul and Silas had no other guidance at this point in time. It is sometimes suggested or implied by South Galatianists that P&S were already, this early in the journey, deliberately making directly for Bithynia and so “ethnic” Galatia would have been “out of their way”. Not so—there was at this point no such “way” for them to be “out of”, and in any case, as we have previously pointed out, Pessinus, one of the three leading cities of “ethnic” Galatia, was in fact, on one of the two main options for this very route (the other option was through Cotiaeum)!! This is one of the many ways in which I believe some South Galatianists misread or misinterpret this section of Acts.

Eventually, after further guidance—this time by the Spirit of Jesus—the party reaches Troas, a seaport in the far north west of Asia Minor as described in Acts 16:7-8. It is at Troas that Paul has his famous vision of a man from Macedonia beseeching Paul to “come over to Macedonia and help us”.
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These three verses suddenly bombard us with place names: five names referring to geographical regions and/or Roman provinces - Phrygia, Galatia, Asia, Mysia, Bithynia—and one town—Troas (also known as Alexandria). In order to see the route Paul might have taken, we will have to do some serious geography! I think that most Evangelical Christians would be amazed at the enormous amount of scholarly effort that has gone into working out Paul’s likely route in these three verses (and also at the vehemence with which the various proposals are often attacked and defended!)

Clearly, Paul started (v.6) somewhere in South Galatia, and we have assumed that the “somewhere” was either Pisidian Antioch or some point along the road leading west between Pisidian Antioch and Asia (if the prohibition was possibly received after Paul had already set out from Antioch for Asia) and he ended up 
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at Troas but where did he go in-between? In order to try to answer this question, I think we should risk another map! (shown on the previous page).

This  map looks really complicated! Basically, this map is formed from the one in the previous chapter, but with two additions: the Roman Province Asia (yellow) and the geographical/ethnic region Phrygia (red squares). Phrygia is shared by the provinces of Asia and Galatia, but it has no overlap with the “ethnic” part of Galatia!

Thus, in this map we can see the interplay between “political” divisions (in this case, the Roman provinces of Galatia and Asia) and geographical/ethnic regions (in this case, the old tribal territories of Phrygia and “ethnic” Galatia): Roman provinces can, and do, overlap with ethnic regions!

I have also included Mysia, a geographical region within the province of Asia, as well as Bithynia. Bithynia was, at one time, a Roman province in its own right, but, in the time of Paul, was part of the combined Roman Province of Bithynia and Pontus (Pontus lying to the north east). Four new towns/cities have also been added: Antioch in Syria (Antioch on the Orontes)—the largest city in the Eastern Roman Empire and the starting point of Paul’s Second Missionary Journey, Troas—the seaport on the Aegean coast which Paul, Silas and Timothy eventually reached after their journeying through “the Phrygia(n) and Galatian region”, and Dorylaeum—a Phrygian city through which Paul and companions may well have travelled en route to Troas (according, incidentally, to some versions of the SGH also).

Perhaps it would be helpful to show the “Phrygian and Galatian Region” as understood  by the two hypotheses (next page). As previously mentioned, the region is basically the “Phrygia plus ethnic Galatia” considered as a single region in the NGH (although Phrygia plus provincial Galatia would also “work” for the NGH), but the area common to (i.e. “simultaneously in both”) Phrygia and the Roman Province Galatia in the SGH.

It is worth mentioning that the extent of Phrygia within the Roman Province Galatia was understood in William Ramsay’s day (late 19th-early 20th Cent.) to comprise only the southern area (labelled 1 on the map) which included Pisidian Antioch and Iconium. Area 2, which, according to Pliny was called a tetrarchy (and which was probably approximately the same as the Proseilemmene  - the “added land” - described by Ptolemy) was considered by William Ramsay,  to be basically part of ethnic Galatia (a southerly extension of the territory of one of the three Galatian tribes to the north). It was acquired by Galatia as a “tetrarchy” from Lycaonia sometime in the middle years of the 2nd Century BC. (Stephen Mitchell suggests the middle of the first century BC as an alternative to this view). The “reduced” Lycaonia of Paul’s day still included the cities of Lystra and (probably!) Derbe.
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Subsequent epigraphic and other archaeological data adduced by Sir William Calder amongst others however, indicates that our “Area 2” was basically Phrygian, (i.e. ethnologically) although it is not usually described as Phrygian by ancient  writers, except for Strabo who sees it as part  of “Greater Phrygia”. 

Geographically, Area 2 is part of the central plateau (“steppe”) region of Asia Minor. In this area there were villages but no cities and no proper roads at all in Paul’s time—long-distance travellers tended instead to use roads, including Roman roads, which skirted round this area. The region was quite arid, but where there was adequate rainfall, wheat and other crops could be grown. In drier areas, the farming was pastoral and nomadic, and the wool from the sheep raised in these harsh conditions was highly regarded. If Paul and Silas went to North (ethnic) Galatia as required by the NGH it is unlikely, though not impossible, that they would have traversed any of this region. Therefore, having introduced “Area 2”, and its somewhat ambiguous Phrygian/Galatian ethnic status, we will effectively exclude it from further discussions!

Area 1 contains within it a part of Phrygia called Phrygia Paroreus. This fairly small area is described by Strabo (64/63 BC - c. AD 24) in his famous Geographica. Phrygia Paroreus is shown on the map overleaf. It includes Pisidian Antioch (but not Iconium) and is related to the Sultan Dag mountain range.
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We will start this work properly in future chapters but on the previous page is a map in which I have given  typical “versions” of  Paul’s journey  for each hypothesis. 

These are not being presented as necessarily the best representatives of each hypothesis, but they give a flavour of the amount of variation involved. We also note that the difference in route between the SGH and the NGH, if it exists at all, is not necessarily large: it has on a number of occasions been given as an inordinately large distance by some South Galatianists—200 km (each way!) has been given for example, and one writer even manages to describe a “detour” of over 1000 km!! — this on the assumption that the NGH requires Paul to have reached Ancyra. Since Paul was only just over 100 km away from Pessinus even before he set out on his journey northwards, whilst these figures have, no doubt, considerable polemical value for the SGH, they are most misleading indeed. The NGH does not require that Paul reached Ancyra, let alone Tavium to the east, and as we will see later, there is, in my view anyway, a possible doubt about whether Paul penetrated that deeply into Galatian territory.

However, there is a second point here. In order to claim that North Galatia would have been far out of Paul’s way, it is often suggested by South Galatianists that Paul and his company were making for Mysia (or sometimes Bithynia) when they left South Galatia. This is not what Acts ch. 16 tells us—such a proposed intention is an interpolation by the South Galatianists. Mysia in any case had no large towns or cities (with the possible exception of Troas, if that is to be considered part of Mysia) and it is far more likely that Paul was making for some large cities such as Pessinus and Ancyra (Galatia), via cities in Phrygia, where he could preach the Gospel, with the possibility of subsequently going on to Bithynia with its large cities. This incorrect notion by the South Galatianists is necessary on order for them to use the word, or at least the notion, “detour” with respect to a putative journey into North Galatia by Paul: a detour between some starting point A, and some destination B only exists if one moves away from the intended route between A and B, and the detour only exists if there is a known “B” whilst the traveller is still at “A”! This manoeuvre by these particular South Galatianists enables them to marginalise North Galatia since a “detour” suggests an intermediate location of less importance. 

Anyway, having carried out their work in the Phrygian and Galatian region, and, presumably making for Bithynia, Paul and his party found themselves “opposite” Mysia (Mysia here may well be understood to be part of “Asia” as Luke uses the term, and therefore “off-limits” for preaching - a topic to be discussed soon) and in attempting to reach the large cities in the geographical region of Bithynia to the north, they were again re-directed—this time by the Spirit of Jesus. 

We will also have to look at some stage at the road “infrastructure” of Asia Minor at the time of Paul’s travels to see which of the many proposed routes are 
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possible and/or plausible. D. H. French has made a thorough study of the Roman road system of Asia Minor and both he and Stephen Mitchell point out that in Paul’s time, many of the roads used by the Romans in the Province Asia, and all of them in N. Galatia, were not yet paved roads, but were basically the road system “inherited” by the Romans from earlier rulers (e.g. the Seleucids, following  Alexander the Great’s conquests, and then, (in Asia and Phrygia), the kingdom of Pergamum).

Finally, I suggested earlier that Acts likely implies that Paul and Silas preached as they went through the Phrygian and Galatian region as understood by the NGH. The rationale for this claimed preaching activity can be easily seen when we look at the preaching options available to Paul after he had been forbidden to preach in Asia. The “west” was forbidden (Asia) and the south (Pisidia and Pamphylia) and east (Iconium, Lystra, Derbe) had already been evangelised. This left the north and north-east—i.e. the Phrygian and Galatian region as shown in the map (above).

Descriptions of what is involved in the NGH frequently include this preaching activity, although it is not, strictly speaking, a necessary requirement of the hypothesis. A frequent objection to the “Phrygian” component of the preaching tour is that Paul and Silas would not have preached in Phrygia because the part 
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of Phrygia through which they travelled according to the NGH lay very largely, though not totally, within the Roman Province of Asia. Now Paul and Silas had been forbidden to preach in Asia, so there is a possible problem here if this Phrygian preaching aspect is included in any particular version of the NGH!! This is an important topic which we will look at much more fully soon. For now, I just wish to state that I think Luke here, as in some other parts of his narrative (e.g. Acts 2:9-10) , intends his readers to understand Phrygia as a separate region from Asia and if this is correct, then preaching in Phrygia at this point by Paul is most likely. 

Summary

1)
The Roman province of Asia occupied the area to the west of the province of Galatia—it extended westwards right up to the Aegean sea, and included the islands offshore. 

2)
To the north of Asia and Galatia lay the region of Bithynia—in Paul’s time part of the Roman province Bithynia and Pontus.

3)
Phrygia at the time of Paul was a geographical region shared  between the provinces of Asia and Galatia, contiguous with, but not overlapping, “ethnic” Galatia. The part of Phrygia lying within Asia occupied the larger area, unless the “Proseilemmene” is considered to be part of Phrygia, in which case the areas are more nearly equal.

4)
All versions of the NGH and most versions of the SGH envisage that Paul travelled through Pisidian Antioch during his Second Missionary Journey.

5)
Almost all versions of the NGH require a subsequent journey that passes through at least some of ethnic Galatia—usually Pessinus (at least), which was traditionally the regional centre of the westernmost Tolistobogii tribe of Galatians.

6)
Almost all versions of the SGH require that the journey subsequent to Pisidian Antioch/South Galatia should avoid “ethnic” Galatia, though such a journey could still be completely consistent with the SGH: Paul could have visited ethnic Galatia, but written to South Galatia.

7)
It is not an absolute requirement of the NGH that Paul preached in Phrygia during the journey described in Acts 16:6, but the existence of disciples when Paul revisited the area (according to the NGH, that is!) in Acts 18:23 suggests that he did—and with some success. This part of Phrygia (according to the NGH) was almost entirely in the Roman Province of Asia, and Paul had been forbidden to preach in Asia! We examine this possible difficulty for the NGH in the next few chapters.
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It straddles both this mountain range and (in a different way) the border between the Roman provinces of Asia and Galatia. I mention it here because it is seen to be broadly synonymous with the Phrygian and Galatian region in some versions of the SGH (e.g. Stephen Mitchell, James M. Scott). 





Let us then try to follow Paul’s journey. Since the SGH interprets the Phrygian and Galatian region differently from the NGH,  it will actually be helpful to start a little earlier  - at Antioch on the Orontes (Syrian Antioch) - at the beginning of Paul’s Second Missionary Journey and follow Paul all the way until he reaches Troas. For our analysis, I propose to divide the journey into two parts—the first part from Syrian Antioch to South Galatia, and the second part from South Galatia to Troas. (I am being somewhat evasive in using the term “South Galatia” 








here. I would be quite happy to be more specific and say Pisidian Antioch instead, but a minority of versions of the SGH do not have Paul visiting Pisidian Antioch on his Second Missionary Journey at all—an omission which I personally find unlikely but which we will discuss further later.) 


In order to keep our discussion within manageable limits, I propose to show first how this journey “looks” when seen from a North Galatian Hypothesis perspective
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perspective, and then later to discuss why this interpretation is unacceptable to the South Galatian Hypothesis supporters, and to look at some of the alternative routes proposed by the SGH. By proceeding in this way, we will eventually be describing Paul’s journey from both “North” and “South” perspectives, and we will also be following, to some extent at least, one of our earlier “strands”, namely the historical contours of the debate: the SGH developed historically after the NGH and it did so in reaction to the apparent shortcomings of the NGH, and not vice versa.  However, as mentioned earlier, many of the arguments I will be putting forward for the NGH were never part of the “historical” debate, but I will attempt to indicate these as we go. I also think the NGH is  in some ways more straightforward to explain, and so is a convenient place to start. I hope this is OK! 
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