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Excursus

Where and What is Asia?

The difficulty of determining what Luke means when he uses the term “Asia” is part of a more general problem regarding this use of this term. When we encounter the term Asia, we immediately and naturally think of the vast continent which stretches from the border of Europe all the way to China in the Far East., though we (hopefully!) realise that that meaning cannot be the one Luke intended when he tells us that Paul was forbidden to preach in Asia!  Some more modern translations of the bible try to help the reader by translating Asia in various places in Acts as “the Roman province of Asia”. Even the NIV succumbs to this mistranslation in its rendering of Acts 16:6. This is no doubt well intentioned, but it is not what Luke actually says! It would surely be better to simply transliterate Asia as, well, Asia, since it is by no means clear that Luke intended this, strictly provincial, usage (and plenty of internal evidence in Acts to suggest that he didn’t!) either here or in a number of other places in Acts.

In this chapter then, I would like to offer a very brief survey of the meaning and uses of the term Asia in Acts, in some classical writers and in Roman documents and epigraphs. Although I will be doing this with the intention of supporting the North Galatian Hypothesis, this is an issue that, to some extent, straddles the “North vs. South” divide. For example, F.F. Bruce, a quintessential “South Galatianist”, suggests in one of his commentaries that when Luke uses the term Asia in Acts 16:6, he may have had in mind, not the entire Roman Province Asia, but the restricted “geographical subset” of the Province consisting of Lydia—corresponding to “Lud” (a descendent of Shem) of Old Testament prophecy—and most commentators concur that Asia in Acts 2:10 appears to be used in some geographically restricted sense too rather than referring to the entire Roman province..

The term Asia has a long history! It is thought that the term originally derived from the Assuwa League—a confederation of 22 states occupying the western
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region of Asia Minor and defeated by the Hittites around 1400 BC.

The kingdom of Arzawa of S.W. Asia Minor was the successor to the Assuwa League and had its capital at Apasa—the site of the future Ephesus. Asia is also mentioned several times in Homer’s Iliad. Here, in addition to being the name of two characters in the story, it refers to the geographical area of the Cayster River around what would eventually become the city of Ephesus, and this usage by Homer is repeated by Strabo in his Geographica: Homer speaks of “the Asian mead about the streams of the Cayster”.  
Strabo, quoting the poets Callinus and Callisthenes, also refers to a tribe called the Aesiones whom he suggests are to be equated with the Esiones who were found further north in the area of Sardis—the royal city of the Lydians whom Homer calls Meionians and thus suggests that Asia may be identical with Meionia. Above Sardis is Mt. Tmolus which overlooks the Cayster plain.  In this way, both the ancient kingdom of Lydia centred on Sardis and Ephesus are connected through the classical tradition with the term Asia, referring to the region of the plains of the Cayster River. 

Strabo in fact spends some time elaborating the further meanings of the term Asia in his own day, namely 1) the continent of Asia, 2) the area which later became known as “Asia Minor” (a somewhat smaller area than modern day Turkey—see Appendix A)  and 3) the Roman Province Asia.
Let us now consider briefly how the Roman Province Asia came about. It was formed in 133 BC when the king of Pergamum, Attalus Philometor died having earlier bequeathed his entire kingdom to Rome (see map opposite). Pergamum’s  kingdom included  the western seaboard of Asia Minor and the regions inland (Mysia, Lydia and Caria), Pisidia, Lycaonia, part of Pamphylia and the various parts of Phrygia.

Rome gave Lycaonia to Ariarathes VI the king of Cappadocia and “Great Phrygia” to  Mithridates V, the king of Pontus. Eventually however, both these were returned to Asia—Great Phrygia in 116 BC (though for a brief interim period it was granted the status of a “free state”). Pisidia too was given to Cappadocia at some point (for some details of Pisidia’s subsequent history, please see the Appendix.)  The Phrygian part of the province thus initially consisted of SW Phrygia (the Meander and Lycus valleys including Laodicea, Colossae and Hierapolis) and presumably the land corridor to the east including much of Phrygia Paroreus, and the area (to the south of this) called “Phrygia towards Pisidia” by Strabo, and also the area known as Phrygia Epictetus (Hellespontine Phrygia). (Strabo defines Phrygia Epictetus and Greater Phrygia somewhat differently from the above usage). 

Lycaonia was eventually removed once again, as was the Pamphylian part of the Asian province which became part of the Province Cilicia. Part of Asian Phrygia, including most of the Paroreus, was given to Amyntas (who went on 
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to become King of Galatia) in 39 BC . Thus, at the time of Paul, Asia consisted of the area shown on our maps. 

Pergamum was the capital of the province after 133 BC, a role later re-assigned to Ephesus—possibly in the time of Augustus.

There were many Jews in the province.  For example, Josephus said Seleucus I (312-281 B.C.) granted Jews “full civic rights” in all the cities he founded. Antiochus II is said to have planted Jewish colonies in the cities of Ionia, (the  central coastal region of western Asia Minor which included Ephesus)  and Jewish settlements in the interior of Asia Minor were known as early as the late 3rd century BC (214 BC) when Antiochus III resettled 2000 Jewish families from Babylonia into Lydia and Phrygia. Josephus identifies Lydia with Lud, one of the sons of Shem in his account of the Table of the Nations (Gen. 10).

So far, we have considered the Roman province in purely “geographical” terms. However, things are not always quite so straightforward. The term “province” was used by the Romans in a variety of ways. For example, it could refer to i) the functions of a Roman magistrate, without reference to a particular area, ii) to a particular aspect of responsibility such as defence as well as iii) to a precise geographical area where such responsibilities were undertaken—a province in the conventional sense. Here is a quotation from Stephen Mitchell (Anatolia Vol. 1, Note on Map 3) - referring to the situation in the 1st Century BC:
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"Any attempt to indicate firm territorial boundaries for the provinces of Asia and Cilicia would be fundamentally misleading. The provinces were constructed around the routes that ran through them. ‘Just as Macedonia may with propriety be regarded as the via Egnata . . . So Cilicia is in the years 56—50 BC is the high road from western Asia to Syria’ (R. Syme). Not simply in those years one may add. Republican Asia was built around the road which M’ Aquillius built from Pergamum to Ephesus,  along the Maeander to Laodicea, south-east through Pisidia to Pamphylia and to its destination Side . . ” 

From the foregoing, it can be seen that initially, Asia was an ambivalent term, one usage referring primarily to the road and the important cities such as Pergamum, Smyrna and  Ephesus connected by it. By the time of Augustus, the geographical extent of Asia had become more formally fixed, but it is possible that this more limited usage persisted simultaneously. The cities of the western seaboard, and the nearby cities of the river valleys to the east, such as Sardis, were strongly Hellenistic and had been formed, in reality (or at least by tradition in the case of Pergamum) as Greek settlements. These large and cultured cities formed, in Paul’s day, the “heartland” of the province. Ephesus as the capital city was the “flagship” and symbol for the whole province, and I am suggesting that there could be a natural more colloquial usage of the term Asia to refer to Ephesus and the surrounding region. 

There is another reason for suggesting that this might be the case too, as can be seen by comparing the situation of Asia with that of Galatia which became a Roman province just over a hundred years later.  Galatia was made a province when the kingdom of Galatia was handed over to Rome as a bequest at the death of King Amyntas. At this time, the term Galatia was the name as we have seen both of the Celtic tribal heartland as well as the wider kingdom, and this usage persisted: Galatia was the name both of the ethnic region in the north and also the natural name for the province as a whole (just as New York refers to the city and simultaneously to the state within which the city is located). The case was different with Asia: the name had to be invented! The kingdom in this case was the Attalid kingdom of Pergamum. Pergamum was an unsuitable name since, (unlike the Americans!), the Romans didn’t use city names for regions and besides, Ephesus later became the capital in place of Pergamum. Attalia would be an unsuitable name, since that was the name of the no-longer-ruling dynasty. The  name Asia seems to have been chosen by Manius Aquilius, and, as Strabo tells us, it was chosen “for the continent” - presumably meaning that the province was “the gateway to the continent of Asia”. Now the “heartland” of the province, already discussed, was the Hellenised cities of the western seaboard and the adjoining fertile valleys—basically those in the southern part of Mysia, such as Pergamum, and in Lydia, such as Sardis (the ancient capital of Lydia), Ephesus and Miletus etc. and perhaps extending further up the Meander valley into SW Phrygia (e.g. Laodicea) too.  But there was no name for this “central heartland” as a whole. When Pergamum ruled, all these places could be referred to appropriately by their regional names, as belonging to the Kingdom Pergamum,
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but when the Romans took over, there was no such hierarchy—it all belonged to Rome! If someone wished to refer to this “civilised” central heartland of the newly named province, there was no previous name for this important grouping, so it would be very possible that Asia came to refer to the “heartland” centred on the capital Ephesus, as well as to the province as a whole, at least in informal usage. It would then be possible to use context to determine, if necessary, which usage was intended. We have the precedents of Homer, as attested by Strabo, for Asia to refer to the Cayster valley area around Ephesus and the “functional” provincial definition of Asia from Republican times as possible precursors to this usage. 

As someone who grew up in a London suburb, I am familiar with the sort of “double-usage” proposed above. “London” refers to the great big sprawling conurbation in its entirety as well as to the central area that tourists flock to—Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey, the theatres etc. I could truthfully say, “I come from London”, as well as planning to go “up London” if I wanted for example to go and visit one of the famous bookshops in the metropolis. On a different scale, both in terms of size and time, we know that Anglia has continued as a limited geographical designation long after our whole country became known as “Angle-land”.

The usage suggested above seems to have been adopted by Luke in some places in Acts, as is agreed to be possible by both North and South Galatianists, and by scholars generally. The extent of this usage is however disputed. I suggest that Luke intends this “geographical”, as opposed to the wider “political”, provincial, usage quite often so in the remainder of this chapter I propose to look at several of the references so that the reader can decide for himself, and I will also be quoting from several authorities on the subject.

Acts 2:10

Here Luke is reporting the words of Jews visiting Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost. Some Jews say they are from Asia, others from Phrygia. These two places seem to be being represented as separate, non-overlapping areas—like all the other places and nationalities represented in Luke’s list. Here, the context suggests that Luke is using the designation Asia to refer, not to the entire province, which in fact included most of Phrygia, but to Asia excluding Phrygia, that is, effectively, the Hellenistic cities, and especially perhaps Ephesus, and the Ephesus region, in the west of the province. Had the Jews been determined to use Roman provincial designations, they would have had to have said Asia and Galatia, not Asia and Phrygia—so here we have a de-emphasising of strictly  “Roman” categories. Here are some representative comments from South Galatianists regarding the use of the word Asia in this passage, and more generally in Acts:

1) William Ramsay (From “The Church in the Roman Empire before A.D 
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170”), speaking of what he sees as the different meaning attached to the term Asia in the early and later parts of Acts says:
“Throughout these chapters a distinction has been drawn between the author of Acts and the writer of the original document [the “Travel Document” SF]describing the journeys of St. Paul, which we assume to have been worked into the book as it has come down to us. This distinction seems to be proved, both by other reasons which do not come within our present purpose, and by the variation in Acts in the use of names denoting the districts of Asia Minor. The original document employs these names in the Roman sense, while in the earlier part of Acts the names are used in the popular Greek sense which was common in the century before and after Christ. There was at that time great uncertainty in the usage of the names denoting the great territorial districts of Asia Minor. Not merely were the boundaries of several of these districts very uncertain (so that, for example, the difficulty of drawing a dividing line between Mysia and Phrygia was proverbial) ; but also several of them had, according to the Roman provincial system, an extent different from that which they had according to older history, ethnical facts, and popular usage. The only source of diversity which concerns us here is the latter.”

And in commenting on Acts 2:9-10 in particular he says:

In Acts ii. 9 the enumeration,  Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia” is distinctly popular and Greek in style. According to the Roman fashion Phrygia was included in Asia, except a small part which belonged to Galatia. In making such an enumeration a Roman would not have omitted Galatia, nor would he have mentioned Phrygia, for to a Roman Phrygia had no political existence. Mysia and Phrygia and Lydia were in the Roman sense merely geographical terms denoting parts of the province of Asia, which he might sometimes feel himself obliged to use (as, e.g., in Acts xvi. 9), in order to specify more distinctly some exact position within the province, but which he would not employ in an enumeration of countries and provinces like Acts ii. 9ff.

Asia is a term about which it is very difficult to decide. The Roman province Asia had been formed in 133 B.C., and the name seems to have soon come into popular use, because there was no other term to denote the AEgean coast lands. But during the first century before Christ, the province was greatly increased in size, and it is very difficult to determine after this time whether the name Asia is used in the popular sense of the AEgean coast lands, or denotes the entire Roman province ; in short, whether it includes Phrygia or not. In Acts ii. 9 Asia is pointedly used in the popular sense, excluding Phrygia.”

In this otherwise excellent summing up of the options for understanding the meaning of the term Asia, William Ramsay has also included a putative “travel document” for Acts (his only foray into source criticism) in order to account for Luke’s use of geographical terms in the earlier part of Acts (such as Acts 
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ch. 2) and what he insists are Roman provincial names in the latter part of Acts. William Ramsay’s explanation of this hypothetical source document to account for Luke’s usage of both popular (Greek) and provincial (Roman) location designations in Acts is thus an essential part of his description of the South Galatian Hypothesis.  

2) Colin Hemer likewise recognises that “ . . Phrygia is mentioned as an item separate from Asia . . ” (referring to 2:9), but, in contrast to William Ramsay, he nevertheless maintains that,  “There is no case, either in Acts or elsewhere where it [the term Asia]  may not be taken of the province Asia  . . .”.  However,  he goes on to say, “ . . though some examples in Acts are not explicit, or ‘Asia’ may be used informally where the great cosmopolitan centre of Ephesus was mainly in view”.
To account for the usage in Acts 2:9 (and also 6:9), whilst maintaining the possibility that Asia may be a provincial designation in this verse, he, like William Ramsay raises the question of sources and says “ . . the passages rest on earlier information, and Luke may have lacked the contextual knowledge to place the persons more exactly”.

3) Paul Trebilco, speaking of Acts 2:9 in his chapter on Asia in Gill and Gempf: “The Book of Acts in its Graeco-Roman Setting” says, “Since the province of Asia included Phrygia, Luke must here be using Asia in its narrower sense of the western coastal cities and adjacent territory”.
Acts 16:6

Whilst South Galatianists then are generally agreed that Asia in Acts 2:9 can, and probably does, refer to a smaller area than provincial Asia, they are nevertheless agreed that the meaning is different in Acts 16:6 where Paul is forbidden to preach in “Asia”. Here, they insist that provincial Asia is referred to, and some at least have proposed a source document, ( which as noted earlier was called by William Ramsay the “Travel Document”) to account for the difference. By contrast, I suggest that we can let Luke “speak for himself” and allow him to be consistent in his use of the term Asia in these two verses. In both cases, a list of geographical areas is given, and both include one that cannot be a Roman province, namely Phrygia. The insistence that Asia and Galatia  must refer to Roman provinces in Acts 16:6 is thus not the result of anything in the text—quite the reverse—rather it is a prior assumption made by South Galatianists in their determination that Paul must not be allowed to visit North (ethnic) Galatia. 

I would like to suggest that Acts 16:6-8 is simple to understand and entirely consistent with Acts 2:9. It tells us that Paul was not permitted to preach in Asia, so he went through Phrygia and Galatia—all these three being non-overlapping geographical regions—and in Acts 18:23 he revisited and strengthened the disciples
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made on the earlier occasion  in the latter two regions. As I have mentioned before however, the North Galatian Hypothesis does not require that Asia be taken in this non-provincial sense, but rather that this view is indicated by the usage in Acts 2:9, and that it makes for a consistent understanding of Acts 18:23 when Paul strengthens disciples previously evangelised in Phrygia as well as in Galatia.

 Let us conclude this chapter with a very brief look at one or two other verses in Acts where Luke seems to use Asia in a more limited geographical sense:

Acts 19:9-10

“But when some were stubborn and disbelieved, speaking evil of the Way before the congregation he withdrew from them, taking the disciples with him, and argued daily in the hall of Tyrannus. This continued for two years, so that all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord both Jews and Greeks.”
This passage describes Paul’s residence in Ephesus. Asia here seems to have particular reference to Ephesus, and “all the residents of Asia” seems to be speaking of those who came into the city during this period, (and thus also presumably those connected with them) and probably not to everyone in the province generally, many of whom were quite remote from Ephesus itself. Again in Acts 19:22, we read that Paul stayed “in Asia” for a while, but the following events in ch. 19  took place exclusively in Ephesus, which again seems to “represent” Asia generally. It reminds me of places in the OT where Jerusalem is referred to where the context suggests that it is actually Judea, or even  the nation of Israel as a whole is being spoken of. 

Acts 20:16—18
In these verses, we read that Paul decided to sail past Ephesus in order not to spend time in Asia. Again, Asia and Ephesus are closely identified. But, further, we note that Paul has, in the immediately preceding verses, just spent time (seven days) in Troas which is indeed in Provincial Asia—it is “the ‘first’ of Asia” as one comes from  Europe—in this case, from Philippi. I think the verses read somewhat awkwardly unless we take “Asia” in a more restricted geographical sense.

Likewise, Paul calls the Ephesian elders to him at Miletus, and speaks of their knowledge of his manner of life among them “from the day he first set foot in Asia”. Well, this makes good sense if Asia “is” Ephesus and the surrounding area, and the “first stepping foot in Asia” occurred either when he called in briefly at the synagogue at the end of the Second Missionary Journey (in which case, the elders would have got to know Paul then) or, definitively, when he arrived overland during the Third Missionary Journey (and perhaps the elders 
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could be from amongst the twelve who “knew John’s baptism”.) Again, I think the passage sounds a bit odd if Paul considered places visited earlier, such as Phrygia, Hellespontine Phrygia and/or Mysia and Troas during the Second Missionary Journey (and also in some cases subsequently), to be as much a part of Asia as Ephesus itself—in this case there would seem to be a class of events which were “subsequent to Paul’s first stepping foot in Asia” but which did not occur “amongst the Ephesian elders” - in somewhat awkward tension with what Paul states. Thus Paul here seems to regard arriving in Ephesus to be synonymous with “first stepping foot” in Asia. 

The examples show that Luke seems uses Asia in a more restricted sense than provincial Asia to refer to, or to emphasise, Ephesus and its environs. The opposition to this usage wherever possible by South Galatianists seems more driven by a prior commitment to their point of view than by the verses in Acts. By contrast, the North Galatian viewpoint does not depend on any particular usage of the term “Asia” in Acts, but is happy to support what appears to be the most straightforward and natural usage in each case. 

Finally, we also note that Asia does not necessarily mean “provincial Asia in its entirety” in Revelation: John writes to the seven churches which are in Asia, but they are restricted to a limited part of Asia, and have Ephesus as the “leading” church of the group. Colin Hemer, somewhat predictably, insists that “Asia” here nevertheless means provincial Asia, but, perhaps more objectively, we, along with many others (e.g Paul Trebilco), can suggest that Asia is here being used in a more limited geographical way—similar to that already described—to cover the cities of the lowland area consisting of the western seaboard and of the adjacent valleys of the Hermus, Cayster, Meander and Lycus. After all, there were many other churches elsewhere in provincial Asia at the time John wrote, but to whom he did not address his letter. It is possible that John’s use is nevertheless not quite the same as Luke’s—the last of the seven Churches mentioned is Laodicea which, being in the Lycus valley, is in the south western corner of Phrygia, so here there is a slight overlap which contrasts with the fairly sharp disjunction between the “restricted” Asia and Phrygia that we have suggested above. Perhaps Laodicea’s difficulty with “boundaries” (“neither hot not cold” etc.) extends to its ambiguous geographical status too? The history and development of this Hellenised south western corner of Phrygia is in marked contrast to corresponding aspects of the rest of the Asian part of  Phrygia—it was for example part of Provincial Asia at its inception.

Summary

1)
 The meaning of the term Asia, both in Acts and elsewhere is problematical.

2)
We have suggested that Acts, as well as the usage of classical writers and 
the history of the region itself sometimes point to a  meaning of “Asia” 
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that is more geographically restricted than the geographical interpretation of the term “the province of Asia” - a term which dates from the creation of the province by the Romans in 133 BC.

3) 
South Galatianists need to interpret “Galatian”  in Acts 16:6 and 18:23 as referring to provincial, as opposed to ethnic, Galatia, and to bolster their case, they try to interpret Asia also as meaning provincial Asia wherever possible in Acts, even when the more limited geographical sense “works” more naturally in context. By contrast, the North Galatian viewpoint is not constrained in any such way, and does not need to propose different sources to account for such proposed variation in meaning by Luke.

4) 
The proposed  restricted geographical understanding of “Asia” gives the NGH the freedom to allow for Paul to preach in Phrygia in Acts 16:6. The NGH does not require this restriction to be the case, but it makes better sense of the NGH interpretation of Acts 18:23.
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