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Preface 

When one finishes a dissertation, it is interesting to look back on the 
route and compare the final manuscript with one’s earliest plans. 
Originally, I wanted to write a book about the conversion of Paul in 
the Lucan Acts with an appendix on the Apocryphal Acts of the 
Apostles. On my arrival at Groningen, Professor G.P. Luttikhuizen 
suggested I pay more attention to non-canonical texts. I gave in after 
some hesitation, and this was the beginning of an exciting tour of the 
field of apocryphal literature. My thanks are due to him for being a 
resolute but tactful advisor, who urged me to develop my own ideas 
on the subject rather than forcing his on to me. Professors J.N. 
Bremmer and A. Hilhorst, the co-advisors, have been especially im-
portant discussion partners on Greco-Roman literature and patristics. 
The three of them read my emerging chapters with unrelenting scru-
tiny, and many of the arguments and footnotes in the book are an-
swers to their remarks. 

The roots of this study reach back to earlier stages of my schol-
arly peregrinations in Hungary, the United States, Romania, Switzer-
land, and the Netherlands. It would be impossible to mention the 
names of all the teachers, friends, colleagues, and students, who con-
tributed to the formation of this book. Let me here express my grati-
tude to Professors J. Bolyki and T. Fabiny (Budapest), D.P. Moessner 
(Atlanta, now in Dubuque), V.K. Robbins (Atlanta), H. Klein (Sibiu/ 
Hermannstadt), U. Luz (Bern), and S. Vollenweider (Bern, now in 
Zürich). 

The yearly conferences on the early Christian apocrypha, held in 
Groningen and Budapest since 1994, provided an invaluable impulse 
for my studies. This pertains not only to the actual sessions, but also 
to the memorable evenings that the group has spent in the homes of its 
various members over the years. The present work is also scheduled 
to be published in the series of that research project. 
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The Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies at the Rijksuni-
versiteit Groningen provided the material resources as well as a fasci-
nating intellectual milieu. I thank Professor Martin Gosman and the 
Rudolf Agricola Research School for accepting the research project 
into their interdisciplinary programme on Cultural Change. Col-
leagues and friends gave advice on a number of particular questions 
or read chapters of the dissertation, especially Professor R.R. Nauta, 
G. Xeravits, L. Roig Lanzillotta, J.H.F. Dijkstra, and A. Diem. 

My wife Gyöngyi and my daughter Éva have been faithful 
companions ‘from stage to stage’ (Acts of Peter and the Twelve 5.25). 
This book is dedicated to them. 
 



 

Introduction 

In this study, we will examine the narrative pattern of commission in 
the canonical and apocryphal apostolic Acts1. These stories tell how 
God sent the apostles to various lands and people to spread the Chris-
tian message. 

Former investigations of commission stories in early Christian 
literature were usually restricted to the four canonical Gospels and the 
Lucan Acts of the Apostles2. These studies were inspired mainly by 
the results of form-critical work on the Jewish Scriptures and Near 
Eastern Literature3. With the help of previous scholarship, one can de-
fine ‘commission form’ in terms of its constant elements4: 

 
1) Introduction. Remarks are made about the time and place of 

the commission, as well as the ancestry and titles of the commis-
sioned person. 

2) Confrontation. The sender appears and breaks in upon the 
hero’s everyday life. We read about visions, heavenly voices and 
creatures. The term ‘epiphany’ could also be used to designate this 
motif. 

3) Reaction. The commissioned person reacts to the presence of 
the holy, often covering his face or falling on the ground with fear. 

 
1. Throughout this study, ‘Acts of the Apostles’ and ‘apostolic Acts’ refer to 

the canonical Acts of the Apostles plus the non-canonical Acts of various apostles. 
Reference to a specific writing is always in italics (Acts of Paul, for example). 
Acts of the Apostles or Acts designates the canonical (Lucan) book. 

2. Important works include Hubbard, Matthean Redaction and ‘Commission-
ing Stories’; Mullins, ‘Commission Forms’. 

3. Habel, ‘Form and Significance’; Richter, Berufungsberichte, 136–79; Balt-
zer, Biographie. 

4. The scheme is adapted from Czachesz, Prophetic Biography, 32–34 and 
‘Socio-Rhetorical Analysis’, 19–20; cf. notes 2–3. 
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4) Commission. The hero is charged with a new duty. 
5) Protest. The commissioned person claims that he is unable or 

unworthy to fulfil the task. 
6) Reassurance. The sender encourages the hero, typically with 

the words ‘fear not’ and ‘I will be with you’. 
7) Description of the task. The sender might talk about the hero’s 

sphere of authority, the details of his service or the speci fic situation 
in which he acts—as, for example, the critical situations in Israel’s 
history. 

8) Inauguration. A ceremonial act may follow, such as 
anointing, the laying on of hands, or a sacramental meal. 

9) Conclusion. The hero begins to carry out the task. 
 

The occurrence of these elements will help us to recognise commis-
sion stories in different literary environments. If we take a look, for 
example, at the famous story of Paul on the Damascus road in Acts 9, 
it is not difficult to isolate most of the above-mentioned components 
there: introduction, epiphany, fear, reassurance, commission, descrip-
tion of the task, inauguration, and the beginning of Paul’s ministry5. 
Scholars agree that Acts 9 presents us with a commission narrative 
which shows remarkable similarities to the commission of the proph-
ets in the Jewish Scriptures6. However, if we want to interpret this 
narrative as a whole, the idea of ‘commission form’, characterised by 
the above-mentioned elements, is of limited use. How does, for ex-
ample, the role of Ananias fit into that ‘commission form’? What is 
the function of Paul’s blindness and healing? Why are there three vi-
sions—rather than only one—in the narrative? 

Commission stories (and literary texts in general) provide us with 
complex models of personality, culture and society. A better under-
standing of commission narratives requires a shift of approaches. In 
this study, I will expand the scope of previous research in the follow-

 
5. Cf. Mullins, ‘Commission Forms’, 606; Hubbard, ‘Commissioning Stories’ 

117–118; Czachesz, Prophetic Biography, 40–71. 
6. Munck, Paul, 24–35; Baltzer, Biographie der Propheten, 189–191; John-

son, Acts, 166–69 (cf. idem, Luke, 16–17, on ‘the apostles as prophets’); Cza-
chesz, ‘Socio-Rhetorical Criticism’, 19–21; Storm, Paulusberufung, 19–22 and 
passim (concentrating on ch. 22); Hollander, ‘Bekering van Paulus’, 32–3. 
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ing directions: (1) The investigation also covers the non-canonical 
apostolic Acts. (2) In addition to Near Eastern and Jewish passages, 
the range of textual parallels will include different areas of Greco-
Roman literature and various early Christian texts. (3) Different 
modes of literary analysis will be used to examine various aspects of 
commission stories as rhetoric, narration, plot, social texture and cog-
nitive structures. (4) Finally, I will interpret commission as a key epi-
sode of biographical narratives. 

The broader horizon of literary investigation raises the question 
of how relevant are the parallels mentioned under (2) for the under-
standing of early Christian texts. It seems reasonable to assume that 
Near Eastern biographies influenced the Jewish literary tradition, 
while both Greco-Roman and Jewish biographical models influenced 
early Christian literature. Suggestions to direct or indirect dependen-
cies will be made in this book, especially in the last chapter. However, 
phenomenological similarities are not necessarily due to the depend-
ence of texts and traditions upon one another. This problem requires 
some further consideration. 

As a starting point, I will differentiate between three contexts of 
interpreting literary texts: the anthropological, cultural, and social-
historical. The anthropological context has remained more or less 
unchanged in historical times. In its history, humankind has lived ba-
sically in the same sort of natural environment and with very similar 
biological and psychological capacities. On the cultural level we find 
major differences in time, space, language, technological skills, re-
ligion, social structures and other characteristics. There are no gener-
ally accepted criteria to differentiate between cultures. Culture is a 
rather flexible concept, which allows identifications such as ‘Jewish 
culture’ or ‘Greco-Roman culture’ together with generalisations like 
‘Hellenistic culture’ and even ‘Mediterranean culture’. The most par-
ticular level is the social-historical one. We can talk about the history 
and society of countries, regions, and even particular settlements. 

Comparative studies can yield generalisations on all three levels, 
resulting in overarching anthropological, cultural, sociological, and 
historical models. I will use a concept of intertextuality that embraces 
these three levels. Although I will attempt to explain literary parallels, 
when this is plausible, by suggesting a direct influence of one text on 
the other (in the form of quoting, imitation, etc.), I will also reckon 
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with social, cultural, and anthropological levels of intertextuality. 
Similarities (especially structural ones) are often due to the shared 
background of two texts in one of these levels7. I will suggest histori-
cal references as well as more general sociological and cultural ori-
entation also when interpreting the social world of the commission 
narratives. A combination of cultural and anthropological aspects 
characterises most literary analyses, and the literary-critical efforts of 
this study are to be understood in the same context. 

The biographical framework of commission narratives is a key 
factor. The protagonists of these narratives receive life-long tasks that 
demand full dedication of their time and resources. In my earlier in-
vestigations of the Lucan Acts, I approached commission in the frame 
of the ‘prophetic biography’ as elaborated by K. Baltzer8. This is a 
scheme of five topoi: the commission story (Einsetzungsbericht), the 
securing of peace, the leading of the holy war, the restoration of social 
justice, and the purification of the cult. The prophetic biography con-
centrates on the public activity of the hero and relies on fixed topoi. 
Although Baltzer suggested the application of his scheme to the New 
Testament, his categories do not quite fit there. I therefore applied the 
concept of ‘reconfiguration’, a category of intertextuality, in order to 
understand how the topoi of the prophetic biography have been trans-
formed in the usage of the New Testament authors. I argued that 
‘Luke in the Book of Acts systematically reconfigures the Old Testa-
ment prophetic narrative. When “imitating” and “surpassing” the pro-
phetic biography, he presents the early Church as a reconfigured pro-
phetic community. The calling and competence of the apostles as well 
as the situation and tasks of the congregation are understood in the 
light of the Old Testament prophetic biographical tradition’9. 

The application of fixed topoi is known also from the Greco-Ro-
man biographical tradition. Friederich Leo (1851–1914) associated 
 

7. According to Robbins, Tapestry, 97–120, ‘intertexture concerns the relation 
of data in the text to various kinds of phenomena outside the text’. He differenti-
ates between four types of intertexture: oral-scribal (this includes differents 
modes of citation and imitation), historical intertexture, social intertexture, and 
cultural intertexture. 

8. Baltzer, Biographie der Propheten, 193–194. 
9. Czachesz, Prophetic Biography, 105. For ‘reconfiguration’ see Robbins, 

Tapestry, 107–8. 
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this model with the Alexandrian type of biography10. Alexandrian 
philologists divided their material into categories and attached bio-
graphical sketches to their textual editions. They organised the history 
of philosophy into schools and completed it with the available bio-
graphical material of philosophers. In their biographical sketches, 
they applied neither an elaborated style nor a narrative form. They 
reported the youth and death of the hero and a series of notes about 
the hero’s friends, pupils, works, and achievements. Alexandrian bi-
ography reached its climax in Suetonius, who applied the approach of 
a grammarian to his literary work. He did not want to create an artistic 
portrait, but rather a transparent collection of his biographical mate-
rial. Leo also identified the peripatetic type of biography11, which pre-
ferred the artistic presentation of great individuals and concentrated 
on the hero’s ethos. In its full-fledged form it was represented by 
Plutarch12. Among the apostolic Acts we find examples of both mod-
els. 

Instead of relying on formal categories, Albrecht Dihle proceeded 
from the function of biography. Starting his discussion with Plato’s 
Apology, he argued that the most important impulse to the develop-
ment of Greek biography was the conflict of the individual with the 
community13. The lives of the heroes served as (ethical) models for 
imitation14. According to Baltzer, the public activity of the hero is the 
scope also of the prophetic biographies of the Jewish Scriptures. Near 
Eastern texts bear evidence to the same tendency15. It is difficult to 
decide how far biographies in Near Eastern and Jewish literatures 
could serve as examples to be imitated; in Hellenistic times, the he-
roes of Jewish history are explicitly mentioned as moral examples16. 
Biographies often served as literary models for the writing of later 

 
10. Leo, Biographie, 118–45, 318–20. 
11. Leo, Biographie, 85–117, 316–8, 320. 
12. For the reception of Leo, see Momigliano, Greek Biography, 19–20, who 

prefers to talk about ‘political’ and ‘antiquarian’ approaches to biography. 
13. Dihle, Biographie, 19, 35, 36, for example. 
14. Dihle, Biographie, 20. 
15. Baltzer, Biographie der Propheten, 20, 29. Cf. Chapter 2 below. 
16. Sirach 44–50; 1–4 Maccabees (cf. 1 Maccabees 2.25; 2 Maccabees 6.31). 

Kurz, ‘Narrative Models’, 179–84, points out similar intention in Tobit, Philo and 
Josephus. 
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ones17. An extreme form of literary imitation appears when the re-
cords of a Pharaoh’s ‘deeds’, including the names of his enemies, are 
copied verbatim unto the walls of his temple from a monument two 
centuries older18. 

In which sense shall we use the term ‘biography’ in this book? 
Shall we mean by it the use of certain topoi (Baltzer; Alexandrian 
type), an artistic portrait with a moral focus (peripatetic type), or the 
presentation of ethical models (Dihle)? Arnaldo Momigliano, in an 
attempt to avoid the discussion of ‘how biography should be written’, 
proposed a practical definition of biography as ‘an account of the life 
of a man from birth to death’19. However minimalist this definition 
seems to be, it would exclude most of the biographical texts we are 
going to deal with in this study, since they usually miss the birth and 
sometimes the death of the hero. They also largely miss historical cu-
riosity or an interest in personal details, attributes that are typically 
associated with ancient biographies20. The literature with which we 
are concerned is interested in general types rather than personal de-
tails. To capture the biographical traits of our texts, we propose the 
following working definition: biography is the presentation of some-
one’s public career as a narrative model for life and literature. The 
questions of form, chronological order, the application of fixed cate-
gories, the way the texts deal with the birth and death of the hero will 
be secondary. These aspects are helpful in the analysis of our texts, 
but do not decide whether a given piece of literature qualifies as biog-

 
17. For literary imitation in Greco-Roman and Jewish literatures, see Brodie, 

‘Greco-Roman Imitation’, 22–6 and idem, Luke, 33–70, respectively. Cf. p. 33, 
note 31 below. 

18. Frankfort, Egyptian Religion, 48, on Pepi II and Sahure; cf. pp. 29ff below. 
19. Momigliano, Greek Biography, 11. 
20. Momigliano, Greek Biography, 102, places biography ‘among the […] 

products of the new historical curiosity of the fifth century BC’. Hellenistic bio-
graphy, he suggests, is characterised by ‘its distinctive features of erudition, 
scholarly zeal, realism of details, and gossip’ (103). Swain, ‘Biography and Bio-
graphic’, 1–2, proposes that ‘Biographical texts are texts which furnish detailed 
accounts of individuals’ lives. […] It is the aim of every biographical text to 
gather detailed information about the individual’. 
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raphy. We will understand as biographical narratives even parts of 
larger works, such as the portrait of Paul in the Lucan Acts21. 

The literary corpus to be investigated is that of the apostolic Acts. 
The group of texts designated by this term includes the Lucan Acts, 
and a number of apocryphal Acts relating the deeds of various apos-
tles. Among the apocryphal Acts, it is usual to differentiate between 
five ‘major Acts’ and other ‘later’ or ‘minor’ ones22. This study will 
concentrate on Greek and Coptic writings up to the fifth century23. In 
the frame of this book, I will not deal with commission in the broader 
context of religious studies. Visions and call stories are known from 
different religious traditions and the records of anthropologists. In 
such a comprehensive study, one should discuss stories about Bud-
dha, Muhammad, well-known Christian figures, leaders of revival 
movements and sects, shamans and leaders of tribal religions. Al-
though a study that complex would substantially enhance the under-
standing of commission on the anthropological level, we have to put 
aside this task for the moment. Thus, we will limit ourselves to the 
ancient Greco-Roman and Near-Eastern texts that by and large con-
stituted the precedents and the closer environment of early Christian 
literature. 

To sum up, I will pursue a close reading of apostolic commission 
stories with special attention to their function as biographical models. 
During my study, I attempt to answer the following questions: What 
is the narrative concept of divine call that emerges from those texts? 
How do apostolic commission narratives establish the character of 
their protagonists? In which typical ways do characters interact in 
commission stories? What is the function of such narratives in the 
broader literary frame of the texts? What is the connection between 
the narrative world of the commission narratives and their social-his-
torical contexts? How did the apostolic Acts utilise existing literary 
patterns? What is the mutual relation of the commission narratives 
 

21. For Luke-Acts in the context of Greco-Roman biography, see Talbert, 
Literary Patterns, 125–140; idem, ‘Biographies’, 1647–50; idem, ‘Acts’; Barr 
and Wentling, ‘Classical Biography’. 

22. Cf. Schneemelcher, ‘Second and Third Century Acts’, 76; Elliott, Apocry-
phal New Testament, 229–30; van Kampen, Apostelverhalen, 14; Bremmer, 
‘Apocryphal Acts’, 150–1. 

23. For a survey of the relevant texts, see pp. 23ff below. 
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found in the different apostolic Acts? In which ways could ancient 
readers (communities and individuals) use apostolic commission nar-
ratives as models for their own lives? 

My hypothesis is that apostolic commission stories provided bio-
graphical models of self-definition in changing social and ecclesiasti-
cal environments. In these narratives, groups and individuals mod-
elled their relations to society and Early Christianity. For this purpose, 
they utilised a large scale of intertextual resources. Commission in the 
apostolic Acts is an important vehicle of the social and cultural struc-
tures of Early Christianity, and as a cognitive scheme, it exerted a 
lasting influence on European culture. 

A few words have to be said in advance about the methodological 
aspects of this study. As a starting point, I use the form-critical obser-
vations of previous scholarship about commission stories. In Chapter 
1, I will complete the form-critical description of commission with a 
number of elements that concern the narrative structure and function 
of commission narratives. Whereas the form-critical approach asks 
which are the standard parts of commission stories, my focus is how 
commission narratives work. The threefold typology suggested in 
Chapter 2 helps us to understand the social texture of commission. 
Synchronic-narrative analysis remains the major interest of the main 
chapters where I examine commission narratives in the individual 
apostolic Acts, although important historical links will also be consid-
ered at several points. In Chapter 10, I organise the motifs observed 
through the analysis of individual texts into a systematic presentation 
of commission narratives. As the title of that chapter, ‘Morphology’, 
suggests, I draw to some extent on the theories of V.J. Propp and A.-J. 
Greimas. It is, however, not my intention to replace the form-critical 
model with a rigid structuralist scheme. Rather, actantial analysis 
serves as a general framework to discuss the most common dramatic 
relations and developments in commission stories. The notions of 
Propp and Greimas appear already at earlier points of the study when 
I speak of ‘sender’, ‘hero’ and ‘helper’ in the texts. 

The study has the following design: Chapters 1 and 2 form a tan-
dem and elaborate on the literary context in which the commission 
stories of the apostolic Acts will be examined. In Chapter 1, I will 
compare the commission narratives in Plato’s Apology and the Lucan 
Acts. These texts and some theoretical passages by Epictetus will pro-
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vide new insights into the form and function of commission narra-
tives. This will be followed by an initial overview of commission sto-
ries in the apostolic Acts. In Chapter 2, I will survey the motif of di-
vine commission in the literary environment of Early Christianity. In 
the same chapter, a preliminary typology of commission will be sug-
gested. Chapters 3 through 9 are dedicated to the study of individual 
commission narratives. Chapters 10 and 11 form another tandem, in-
tended to systematise the close reading of commission passages. In 
Chapter 10, I will examine the typical motifs of the apostolic commis-
sion narratives, and establish a narrative sujet of commission. Finally, 
in Chapter 11, I will summarise the results of the study with special 
attention given to the question of literary influence and the role of the 
apostolic commission stories as biographical models. 





 

1. Commission, Conversion, and 
Biography 

This chapter will look at narrative, rhetorical, and theoretical texts 
from antiquity, in order to approach the phenomenon of divine com-
mission1. We will also discuss the concept of conversion, commis-
sion, and biography, as well as the hermeneutical difficulties related 
to the form and function of commission stories. 

‘As God Counselled Socrates’: Stories of Divine Call 

In Plato’s Apology Socrates first refutes some false accusations, and 
then raises the question whence prejudice has arisen against him. To 
answer that problem he tells the story of the ‘Chaerephon oracle’2: 
Socrates’ friend Chaerephon went to Delphi and asked the oracle 
whether there was anyone wiser than Socrates. Pythia replied that 
there was none. When Socrates heard the oracle, he began to ponder 
‘what does the god mean’ (21b3). As he did not understand, ‘he set 
himself at last with considerable reluctance to check the truth of it’ 
(21b7–8). Socrates ‘went to interview a man with a high reputation 
for wisdom’ (21b9) in order to refute the prophecy, but he realised 
that he was not wise at all. Thus, since he ‘was trying to find out the 

 
1. We will deal mainly with Greco-Roman culture, a context that was hitherto 

neglected in the discussion of commission narratives. For the moment, a handful 
of texts will suffice to sketch the basic concepts. Several additional examples 
(Near Eastern, Jewish, and Greco-Roman) will be studied in the next chapter. 

2. Plato, Apology 20d–21b, trans. H. Tredennick in Hamilton and Cairns 
(eds), Plato, adapted. Xenophon, Apology 14, also reports the oracle. 
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meaning of the oracle’, he ‘was bound to interview everyone who had 
a reputation for knowledge’3. 

The Chaerephon oracle constitutes a recurring theme of Socrates’ 
first defence. He seeks in Athens someone wiser than himself, but he 
fails. Finally, ‘Socrates understands that Apollo has entrusted him 
with a mission’4: 

But the truth of the matter, gentlemen, is pretty certainly this, that real 
wisdom is the property of God, and this oracle is his way of telling us 
that human wisdom has little or no value. It seems to me that he is not 
referring literally to Socrates, but has merely taken my name as an ex-
ample, as if he would say to us, ‘The wisest of you men is he who has 
realized, like Socrates, that in respect of wisdom he is really worth-
less’. That is why I still go about seeking and searching in obedience 
to the divine command, if I think that anyone is wise, whether citizen 
or stranger, and when I think that any person is not wise, I try to help 
the cause of God by proving that he is not. This occupation has kept 
me too busy to do much either in politics or in my own affairs. In fact, 
my service to God has reduced me to extreme poverty. (23a5–c1) 

Towards the conclusion of the first defence speech, Socrates affirms 
once again: 

This duty I have accepted, as I said, in obedience to God’s commands 
given in oracles and dreams and in every other way that any other di-
vine dispensation has ever impressed a duty upon man. (33c) 

The episode which Plato reports here is the commission story of Soc-
rates. It tells how Socrates became a philosopher, or more precisely, 
how he began his public activity as a philosopher in Athens. The god 
used the Chaerephon oracle to commission him to converse with the 
people of Athens and look for a wise man among them. This was also 
commanded to Socrates by the god in (other) oracles and dreams5, 
which he calls the usual way for gods to commission people. He says 
he dedicated himself fully to his god-given task, and had hardly any 
time to intermingle with politics or to seek his own benefit. The Soc-
 

3. Plato, Apology 21e4–22a1: kôÝïí […] dðr Rðáíôáò ôïýò ôé äïêï™íôáò åkäÝ-
íáé. Cf. Paul’s visiting the reputed ones (äïêïýíôåò åqíáß ôé) of the Jerusalem 
church (Galatians 2.6). 

4. De Strycker and Slings, Apology, 22. 
5. Cf. Phaedo 60e4–61a4; De Strycker and Slings, Apology, 82. 
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rates of the Apology has a message that ‘the god had given him for 
humankind’6. Within the plot of the book, the purpose of telling his 
commission story is to defend himself against the accusations of Me-
letus before the jury of the Athenians. On the referential level, Plato 
may have intended to defend Socrates’ public activity before his read-
ership. In the rhetorical structure of the Apology, the narratio of the 
Chaerephon oracle supports af firmative arguments for the refutatio 
(refutation of opposing views) in the first speech7. 

In Acts, we find a similar literary use of a commission narrative. 
Paul’s story of the Damascus road is probably the conversion story in 
biblical literature. Since its detailed discussion follows later in this 
book, I will not paraphrase the episode here. We have to notice, how-
ever, that the three versions which Luke offers (Acts 9, 22, 26), are 
considerably different from each other. Twice Luke lets Paul himself 
talk about his experience on the Damascus road in the frame of 
apologies: first before the Jerusalem crowd (ch. 22) and then before 
the proconsul Festus and King Agrippa (ch. 26)8. The word ‘apology’ 
occurs eight times (as a noun or a verb) in chapters 22–69. In compari-
son to Plato’s work, one could call these chapters in Acts the Lucan 
apologia Pauli. This apology of Paul contains three defence 
speeches10, in two of which Paul relates his commission story. In the 
rhetorical framework of these speeches, the narratio of the Damascus 
road serves as the most important argument11. 

Let us point out the most important similarities between the two 
texts. Both Plato and Luke composed three defence speeches for their 
heroes. In one or more of these speeches, the hero relates the story of 
his divine commission. The commission episode is a key feature in 
drawing the portrait of the hero. In the rhetorical structure it serves as 
a narratio of the speech and also immediately constitutes an impor-
tant element of the proof. When telling their stories of divine commis-
sion, both Socrates and Paul shift responsibility for their deeds upon 

 
6. Stokes, Apology, 115. 
7. Cf. De Strycker and Slings, Apology, 22; also p. 72, note 45 below. 
8. The word Pðïëïãßá is used in Acts 22.1, PðïëïãÝù in 26.1. 
9. Cf. p. 69, note 31 below. 
10. Acts 22.3–21, 24.10–21, 26.2–29. 
11. Cf. pp. 69–86 below. 
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God, a rhetorical technique nicely called metastasis by G. Kennedy12. 
Socrates offers ‘the god of Delphi’ as the witness of his wisdom, and 
Chaerephon’s brother—since Chaerephon himself is dead—of his 
commission. Paul names as his witnesses—though not directly to his 
Damascus experience—the high priest, the elders, and ‘all the Jews’13. 
Like Socrates, Paul talks about God’s command to him: ‘Get up and 
go to Damascus; there you will be told everything that has been as-
signed (commanded) to you to do’14. Similarly to Socrates’ total 
devotion, Paul claims he ‘was not disobedient to the heavenly vision’. 
Or, as he earlier stated to the Ephesian elders: ‘I do not count my life 
of any value to myself, if only I may finish my course and the minis-
try that I received from the Lord Jesus’15. 

There are further important motifs in common to be mentioned. 
The heroes’ missions will occupy them for the rest of their lives. The 
task to be performed is initially unclear and the hero reluctant. Paul 
‘kicks against the goads’, goes to Damascus, and sits there blind 
among fasting and prayers, not knowing what will happen to him.16 
Socrates uses the typical topos of protest: ‘I am only too conscious 
that I have no claim to wisdom, great or small’. He is ‘for a long time 
at a loss’ what the oracle means, and then he proceeds ‘with consider-
able reluctance’. Finally, there is an important secondary character in 
both stories. Chaerephon in Socrates’ and Ananias in Paul’s commis-
sion mediate between deity and hero. 

The Concept of Commission 

Our observations about the two texts render it indispensable to look 
for a hermeneutical framework in which their similarities can be ex-
plained. In New Testament scholarship a usual way to interpret com-
mission stories has been to compare them to Old Testament parallels. 
The concept of a ‘commission form’ has been established and applied 
 

12. Kennedy, Rhetorical Criticism, 134. 
13. Apology 21a; Acts 22.5 (twice), 26.5; note also Acts 20.23, ‘the Holy 

Spirit testifies to me’. 
14. Acts 22.10. Luke’s wording (ôÝôáêôáß óïé ðïéyóáé) is very close to Plato’s 

(dìïé äc ôï™ôï […] ðñïóôÝôáêôáé ›ð’ ôï™ èåï™ ðñáôôåsí) in Apology 33c4–5. 
15. Acts 26.19 and 20.24, respectively. 
16. Acts 26.14 and 9.9. 
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to Old and New Testament texts17, and Paul’s conversion itself has 
been interpreted as a prophetic call18. Did a comparable concept of 
divine commission exist in the Greco-Roman philosophical tradition, 
and more closely, in the first century AD? 

First, let us consider whether we are correct in quoting Greco-
Roman stories about philosophers as parallels to early Christian ap-
ostolic stories. Are conversion and call to philosophy appropriate par-
allels to the religious conversion and commission of the early Chris-
tian heroes? The structural and functional similarities between the 
stories of Socrates and Paul that we have highlighted above suggest 
that the comparison of such texts is a workable alternative19. While 
conversion and commission episodes in Jewish and Christian texts 
focus the goals and horizons of human life into a central biographical 
episode, these human goals and perspectives are also major concerns 
of eudaemonistic philosophies20. 

According to A.D. Nock, ‘in ancient paganism […] philosophy 
[…] held a clear concept of two types of life, a higher and a lower, 
and […] exhorted men to turn from the one to the other’. Whereas for 
Nock, it is the moral claim of philosophy that makes it comparable to 
biblical religion(s), we have to point out—while maintaining his 
truth—the deeper lying similarities of conversion and call in the two 
ideological systems. When stressing the motif of ‘conversion’ in the 
texts—and this was the subject of Nock’s study—the moral implica-
tions are pushed into the foreground. When—often using the very 
same texts—we talk about ‘call’ or ‘commission’, the existential per-
spectives receive the main emphasis. Whereas conversion results in a 
nobler and godlier conduct, a commission story sets up a new frame-
work for human life, with a task to be ful filled in the centre. It is the 
narrative, biographical role of commission that we will examine in 
our study. 

The religious affinity of late Stoic philosophy is well-known. A 
survey of a chapter by Epictetus (c. 55–c. 135) will illuminate the 

 
17. See p. 1, notes 2–3 above. 
18. See p. 2, note 6 above. 
19. Droge, ‘Call Stories’ and ‘Call Stories (Gospels)’ argued for the similarity 

of the philosopher’s call and the call stories of the Gospels (cf. pp. 54–50 below). 
20. Cf. Nock, Conversion, 14. 
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idea of divine commission in the Greco-Roman world in New Testa-
ment times. While also discussing the task of philosophers in many 
other passages of his writings, Epictetus dedicates a full chapter in his 
Discourses to the ‘call of the Cynic’. Instructing one of his acquaint-
ances who has an inclination to take up the calling of a Cynic, he tells 
the following parable: 

[T]he man who lays his hand to so great a matter as this without God, 
is hateful to Him, and his wish means nothing else than disgracing 
himself in public. For in a well ordered house no one comes along and 
says to himself, ‘I ought to be manager of this house’; or if he does, 
the lord of the mansion, when he turns around and sees the fellow 
giving orders in a high and mighty fashion, drags him out and gives 
him a dressing down. So it goes also in this great city, the world; for 
here also there is a Lord of the Mansion who assigns each and every 
thing its place21. 

The true Cynic has to know, Epictetus argues, that he is sent by Zeus 
to the people as a messenger to show them that they have gone astray, 
and as a scout to find out what things are friendly to men and what are 
hostile22. The Cynic has to be prepared to endure sufferings23. 
‘[K]now yourself, ask the Deity, do not attempt the task without God. 
For if God advises you, be assured that he wishes you either to be-
come great, or to receive many stripes’. The Cynic should take the 
trials like Diogenes, taking pride in his distress rather than blaming 
God for it. Moreover, he must love those who flog him ‘as though he 
were the father or brother of them all’. The attitude which Epictetus 
prescribes here reminds us of a number of New Testament passages24, 
and is perfectly fulfilled by Paul, at least as he writes about his minis-
try in his epistles, ‘boasting’ and ‘rejoicing’ in his sufferings25. In the 

 
21. Epictetus, Discourses 3.22.2–5. This passage sounds almost like an 

apocryphal logion of Jesus, cf. especially Mark 12.1–9; Matthew 24.45–51, 
25.14–30. 

22. Epictetus, Discourses 3.22.23. 
23. Epictetus, Discourses 3.22.53–58. 
24. See especially Matthew 5.38–48; James 1.1–2. 
25. 2 Corinthians 11.16–33; Colossians 1.24. For Paul’s epistles and stoic 

philosophy, see recently Malherbe, Paul and Engberg-Pedersen, Paul. 
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Acts of the Apostles Luke portrays Peter and John as receiving their 
sufferings as a confirmation of their divine commission26. 

Epictetus is also fond of the picture of the Olympic games27. The 
Cynic participates in an Olympic contest, he says, and not in some 
other miserable or cheap one. Using Diogenes as an example, he also 
connects the metaphor of the Olympic games to endurance in trials28. 
In a previous chapter he compares preparation for philosophy to am-
bitions of Olympic victory29. In his first epistle to the Corinthians Paul 
also speaks about two different contests: athletes exercise for the per-
ishable wreath, while Christians for the imperishable one30. As for his 
own ministry, he writes: ‘I am running toward the goal for the prize of 
the upward calling of God in Christ Jesus’31. 

Freedom, heavenly citizenship, poverty, the welcoming of death, 
and many other topoi of Epictetus and Paul could be set up side by 
side. Almost every sentence of Epictetus’ exhortation evokes a pas-
sage from the Pauline corpus32. For the time being, however, we are 
concerned with commission in the apostolic Acts. We can find that 
one of Paul’s speeches in Acts, namely his farewell to the Ephesian 
elders in Miletus, mirrors exactly Epictetus’ teaching on the Cynic’s 
call33: 

 
26. Acts 5.41. 
27. This was one of the favourite metaphors in Cynic and Stoic philosophy, 

cf. Pfitzner, Agon Motif, 28–35. 
28. Epictetus, Discourses 3.22.51–2, 58–9. 
29. Epictetus, Discourses 3.15. 
30. 1 Corinthians 9.24–7. 
31. Philippians 3.14 (NRSV, adapted): êáôN óêïð’í äéþêù åkò ô’ âñáâåsïí 

ôyò Tíù êëÞóåùò ôï™ èåï™ dí ×ñéóô² EÉçóï™. Cf. 2 Timothy 4.7–8. 
32. The Byzantine scholiast Arethas (c. 850–c. 940) suggested that Epictetus 

read the New Testament (Schenkl, Epictetus, xv). 
33. In the chart below, I added a passage from Discourses 2.3 in row (c) and 

from 2.20 in row (d). 
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Miletus speech 
(Acts 20)  The call of a Cynic 

(Discourses 3.22.1–109) 
You yourselves know how I lived 
among you the entire time […] serv-
ing the Lord with all humility a 

The Cynic ought to be free from dis-
traction, wholly devoted to the service 
of God, free to go about among men 
(69). 

among tears and trials that came to me 
through the plots of the Jews (18–9). b 

He must be flogged like an ass, and 
while he is being flogged he must 
love the men who flog him (54). 

I did not shrink from […] proclaiming 
the message to you (Píáããåsëáé), and 
teaching you publicly and from house 
to house (20). I did not shrink from 
declaring (Píáããåsëáé) to you the 
whole purpose of God (27). 

c 

He has been sent by Zeus to men as a 
messenger (Tããåëïò) (23). To show to 
the individual, as well as to the 
crowd, the warring inconsistency in 
which they are floundering about 
(2.3.23). 

I testified about […] repentance to-
ward God and faith toward our Lord 
Jesus (21). 

d 
Our citizens may be converted and 
may honour the Divine (2.20.22). 

And now, as a captive to the spirit, I 
am on my way to Jerusalem, not 
knowing what will happen to me 
there, except that the Holy Spirit testi-
fies to me in every city that imprison-
ment and persecutions are waiting for 
me (22–3). 

e 

Exile? And to what can anyone thrust 
me out? Outside the universe he can-
not. But wherever I go, there are sun, 
moon, stars, dreams, omens, my con-
verse with gods (22). 

But I do not count my life of any 
value to myself, f My paltry body is nothing to me. […] 

Death? Let it come when it will (21). 
if only I may finish my course. (24) 

g 

Man, it’s an Olympic contest in which 
you are intending to enter your name, 
not some cheap and miserable contest 
(51). 

I coveted no one’s silver or gold or 
clothing (33). 

h 

I am […] without property. [I have] 
only earth, and sky, and one rough 
cloak (47). [It does not fit a Cynic] to 
devour or put away what people give 
him (50). 

Keep watch over yourselves and over 
all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit 
has made you overseers, to shepherd 
the church of God that he obtained 
with the blood of his Son (28). 

i 

The Cynic has made all mankind his 
children; the men are his sons, the 
women are his daughters. And in this 
spirit he approaches them all and ca-
res for them all. […] It is as a father 
he does it, as a brother, and as a ser-
vant of Zeus, who is father of us all. 
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The chart could be completed from other passages by Epictetus, and a 
third column could be added for the Pauline epistles. Further parallels 
can be found in great number in Dio Chrysostomos and other phi-
losophers34. The main interest of this comparison, however, lies in the 
fact that here Epictetus’ specific and coherent presentation of the 
philosopher’s divine call is compared to a confession of the Lucan 
Paul about his ministry, and surprising agreements are found between 
the two. 

We can identify the following common topoi in the two texts: (a) 
full dedication of one’s life to the service of the deity among people; 
(b) endurance in trials35; (c) being a messenger of God showing his 
purpose to the people; (d) urging people to convert; (e) wandering 
from place to place, not fearing the persecutions; (f ) not caring even 
for one’s own life; (g) running toward the goal (like in an Olympic 
contest); (h) expecting no payment for one’s ministry; and (i) caring 
for people as a father or shepherd. 

As for the last topos, the picture of the shepherd is used also by 
Epictetus, but it does not designate so much the task of the Cynic, as 
rather the responsible leader’s worries about his people, like the con-
cerns of Homer’s Agamemnon: ‘For you wail as the shepherds do 
when a wolf carries off one of their sheep; and these men over whom 
you rule are sheep’36. Further, in Acts the image of the shepherd refers 
to the office of the Ephesian elders rather than to that of Paul. Finally, 
the Ephesian elders are appointed as oversees by the Holy Spirit, 
whereas the fatherhood of the Cynic is rather an imitation of God’s 
acting as a father. 

There are also differences between the literary settings of the two 
texts. Epictetus’ passage is part of a lengthy series of more or less 
consistent philosophical discussions. Paul’s farewell is a rhetorical 
composition by Luke at an important point of his historical narrative. 
 

34. Malherbe, Paul, 152–4, identifies typical ‘Greco-Roman elements’ in the 
Miletus speech; from Epictetus he quotes Discourses 3.23.33–4. 

35. Epictetus warns here to the love of one’s persecutors, which is also a 
Christian topos (cf. Matthew 5.44), but missing from the Miletus speech. 

36. Epictetus, Discourses 3.22.35-36, cf. 3.22.92. Also Paul talks about 
wolves watching for the flock (Acts 20.29; cf. Matthew 7.15; John 10.12). 
Malherbe, Paul, 153, calls the depiction of the false teachers as wolves a stereo-
type; cf. Lucian, Fisherman 35–36. 
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It is all the more remarkable that Paul’s confession evokes the pattern 
of divine commission as depicted by Epictetus, and that Luke finds 
these thoughts an appropriate conclusion of Paul’s journeys in Asia 
Minor and Greece. 

The Narrative Context: Biography 

Both Plato’s Apology and Luke’s Acts are biographical narratives37. In 
both texts, it is divine commission that defines the personality of the 
protagonist. Whatever is told about their characters and deeds is sub-
ordinate to and dependent on the call stories. In this way, the commis-
sion narrative becomes a literary device to create characters, and it 
functions as a core element of biographical narratives. The apostolic 
Acts studied in this book are also biographical narratives, because 
they present the public careers of their heroes38. Some of them give a 
narrative from birth to death, while others concentrate on a certain 
period of the protagonist’s life. In the rest of the book I hope to show 
that commission stories play a similar central role in the apostolic 
Acts, as has been shown in the Apology or Acts. 

Let us consider the biographical function of commission stories 
in a broader framework for a moment. Commission seems to play a 
central role in human life (âßïò) reconstructed as a biographical nar-
rative. Commission stories are aetiological: in a narrative form, they 
give the reason of one’s being who and what one is. They define the 
main themes of one’s biography. Even in a non-explicitly theistic 
frame of thought, stories about people’s ‘call’ or ‘mission’ play a 
central role in creating and maintaining the organised self. The 
‘sender’ function can be attributed to different personal or non-per-
sonal factors. When viewed from the perspective of a life-story, these 
ideas are obviously of religious nature. 

 
37. Dihle, Biographie, 18, considered Apology as the first Greek biography. 

Cox, Biography, 7, affirms that ‘The apologies produced after Socrates’ death by 
Plato and Xenophon, while not biographies in flower, contain elements that 
became standard features of later biographical portraits’. For Acts, cf. p. 6, note 
21 above. 

38. For our concept of biography, see p. 6 above. 
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In modernity, the idea of divine call is echoed in the concept of 
‘vocation’. As Max Weber put it: 

Now it is unmistakable that even in the German word Beruf, and per-
haps still more clearly in the English calling, a religious conception, 
that of a task set by God, is at least suggested39. 

Weber takes this concept as unique to the Protestant thought begin-
ning with Luther’s Bible translation. He claims that there are neither 
Greek nor Roman equivalents of the idea40. ‘Neither the predomi-
nantly Catholic peoples,’ Weber suggests, ‘nor those of classical an-
tiquity have possessed any expression of similar connotation for what 
we know as a calling—in the sense of a life-task, a definite field in 
which to work’. He concludes, ‘like the meaning of the word, the idea 
is new, a product of the Reformation. […] But at least one thing was 
unquestionably new: the valuation of the fulfilment of duty in worldly 
affairs as the highest form which the moral activity of the individual 
could assume’. In fact, the texts hitherto quoted suggest that there is 
something more to say about that subject. The narrative patterns that 
we will examine in the apostolic commission narratives and their 
ancient literary parallels hopefully also provide a better understanding 
of the modern notions of calling. 

Let us turn our attention again to our ancient passages. The 
apologies of Socrates and Paul are separated by five centuries in time. 
It is difficult to answer how tradition came down from Plato to Luke, 
and perhaps it is not the most important question to ask. If we work 
solely with an idea of traditions descending linearly in time, this may 
lead to false conclusions. Let us be reminded of the three levels of 
interpretation (anthropological, cultural, historical) as suggested in the 
Introduction41. Commission stories have intertextual relations with 
their specific social and historical settings, their cultural context, and 
long lasting anthropological structures. Our discussion of commission 

 
39. Weber, Protestant Ethic, 79. 
40. In a lengthy note, Protestant Ethic, 204–5, Weber examines the meaning 

of the Greek expressions hñãïí, ðüíïò, ôN ðñïóÞêïíôá, and ôÜîéò as well as the 
Latin opus, officium, munus, professio, and ars, and also the biblical usage, and 
concludes that none of them has the ethical and religious implications that Beruf 
and calling do. 

41. See pp. 3f above. 



22 Commission, Conversion, and Biography 

extends to all three levels, because culture is available only through 
its historical manifestations, and anthropological phenomena can be 
detected only in their various cultural forms. In some cases, we can 
find a concrete historical Sitz im Leben for the texts. At other times, 
we have to satisfy ourselves with situating the text in a more general 
cultural environment. Anthropological structures perhaps play a role 
more often than we assume. The pattern of commission probably 
overarches all the three levels. Stories of divine call, as we will see in 
the following chapter, are detectable in the larger cultural environ-
ment of Early Christianity. The form in which they appeared in a 
given literary tradition was certainly determined by actual historical 
circumstances, which elicited specific human needs and concerns. Yet 
the appearance of the model in all of these literatures, as well as in 
extremely different cultural traditions42, suggests that anthropological 
factors may be equally important for the understanding of the phe-
nomenon. In this book, we will limit ourselves to the cultural envi-
ronment of early Christian literature. We will also attempt to establish 
the sujet of commission and describe the models of self-identification 
reflected by these texts43. These observations may serve as points of 
departure for the understanding of the form and function of commis-
sion in other ages and different cultures. 

Returning to commission in the context of ancient literature, as 
exemplified up to this point by our textual evidence, let us give a phe-
nomenological description of the commission narrative: 
 
A. A commission narrative is found in a biographical framework. It 

summarises and defines the main topoi of biography. 
B. A commission story tells how a deity (as the ‘sender’44) com-

mands a (usually human) hero to perform a task. 
C. The commission is given through a vision, oracle, or dream, one 

of the ‘usual ways’ of communication between god and man, as 
Plato’s Socrates put it. 

 
42. For example, Goodman, ‘Visions’; Lang et al., ‘Dreams and Sleep’. 
43. See Chapters 10 and 11 below. 
44. When we talk about ‘sender’ and ‘helper’ (below), we use the terminology 

of A.-J. Greimas, on whose theory more will be said on pp. 215f below. 
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D. We can discern the importance of a secondary character, the 
‘helper’. Chaerephon in Socrates’ and Ananias in Paul’s commis-
sion mediate between the deity (‘sender’) and the hero. 

E. The hero has to perform a task in (or for) the public. The mission 
will occupy him for the rest of his life45. 

F. The episode redefines the relation of the sender and the hero. The 
hero becomes the agent of the sender. 

G. The task is not clear at the first instance, and/or the hero is reluc-
tant. Ambiguity keeps Paul sitting in Damascus among fasting and 
prayers, and forces Socrates to dialogue in Athens. 

H. The hero dedicates himself totally to the mission and neglects his 
own benefit. In the end he might pay with his life. 

 
Our description is intended to be more dynamic than the ones used in 
previous scholarship. We want to underline the functional rather than 
the formal characteristics of commission. What we try to identify is a 
system of narrative-textual strategies rather than a form or a genre. 
The aspects outlined here are by no means rigid rules that necessarily 
apply to all commission narratives. They provide, nevertheless, an 
initial set of criteria for the examination of commission passages. 

Commission Narratives in the Apostolic Acts 

With these observations in mind, we can preliminarily draw the circle 
of apostolic commission narratives to be studied in the subsequent 
chapters. First of all, we have to realise how difficult it is to define the 
genre ‘Acts’ and the circle of texts belonging to that genre46. As a 
point of departure, we will regard as apostolic Acts the texts to which 
either ancient or modern tradition attached that label. Most of the ap-
ostolic Acts are biographical, describing the deeds of the hero and 
often concluding with his death. The biographical framework is, nev-

 
45. Accordingly, our concept of commission narratives excludes episodes like 

Jesus’ commanding Peter to walk on the sea (Matthew 14.29). Mullins, ‘Commis-
sion Forms’, 605, takes up this and similar stories into his charts. 

46. To my knowledge, no attempt has been made yet to settle this issue. For 
the problems related to the term ‘acts’ see Mortley, ‘The Title of Acts’; Hilhorst, 
‘Apocryphal Acts’, 1–2; for a general discussion see Schneemelcher, ‘Second and 
Third Century Acts’, and Schäferdiek, ‘Manichean Collection’. 
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ertheless, not rigidly followed by all of them: while most of them re-
port the death of the apostle, only the Acts of Titus—the latest of the 
texts we will discuss—mentions the lineage of the hero. Further, the 
fragmentary nature of the extant texts often makes it difficult to re-
construct the plot of the narrative. The beginning of the Acts of Paul, 
the Acts of Peter, and the Acts of John seems to be lost altogether. 

The Lucan Acts provides a relatively simple case: the commis-
sion of Paul is told three times, and much of the book presents his 
deeds. His death, however, is not reported. In the extant parts of the 
Acts of Paul, in contrast, we do not find the commission narrative of 
the hero. Nevertheless, there is an unpublished Coptic papyrus in the 
Bodmer Library that probably belonged to these Acts, in which Paul 
gives a brief report of his commission. The Acts of John relates the 
commission of the hero in three different passages. In the Acts of Pe-
ter 5, Jesus appears to Peter in a vision and commands him to go to 
Rome47: 

Peter, the man Simon whom you expelled from Judea, proving him a 
sorcerer, has again forestalled you (pl.) at Rome. In short, you must 
know that Satan is cunning and his power has perverted all those who 
believed in me; and (in this way Simon) proves himself his agent. But 
do not delay; set out tomorrow (for Caesarea), and there you will find 
a ship ready which is sailing to Italy. And in a few days I will show 
you my grace which has no bounds. 

On the one hand, this passage shows some features common with 
commission narratives: it contains a vision, and the deity endows the 
hero with a task. The mission to Rome will lead ultimately to the 
martyrdom of Peter. On the other hand, the vision itself claims that 
the task to be performed is the continuation of a previous mission48. 
There is no interaction (dialogue) between the sender and the hero as 
in most commission narratives, and the episode does not change the 
relation of the sender and the hero. Therefore, we will not include this 
passage in the detailed discussion of apostolic commission narratives. 

 
47. Text in Lipsius, Acta Apostolorum, vol 1, 49, lines 24–31, trans. Schnee-

melcher, ‘Acts of Peter’, 290–1. 
48. This is probably also true of Acts of John 18, which, however, definitely 

fits into our paradigm when viewed in the context of the other two commission 
passages (chs. 88–9 and 113) of the book. 
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We can find, however, some more ‘Acts’ that deal with Peter among 
the Nag Hammadi texts. One of them, the Acts of Peter and the 
Twelve (NHC VI, 1), narrates the commission of Peter and the other 
apostles—Peter and John being the real protagonists of the story. The 
text does not present actual ‘acts’ performed by the apostles, but de-
scribes a mysterious journey which serves as a preparation for their 
ministry. 

The Acts of Thomas begins with Thomas’ commission to India. It 
relates the apostle’s protest and how thereupon Jesus sells him as a 
slave. Although Thomas appears as an apostle from the beginning of 
the book, the first chapters not only set a new task before him, but 
also substantially redefine his relation to Jesus. The commission of 
Thomas begins with the division of the lands among the apostles, a 
motif that appears in several other texts. Among others, it is related in 
the Martyrium prius of Andrew, the Acts of Andrew and Matthias, 
and the Acts of John by Pseudo-Prochorus. I will discuss these epi-
sodes in Chapter 10. 

From the Acts of the fourth and fifth centuries, I have selected 
three texts which contain interesting commission episodes: the Acts of 
Philip, the Acts of Barnabas, and the Acts of Titus. In all of the three 
writings, the relation of the hero to the sender as well as to the social 
institutions receives much attention. Whereas it is possible that some 
examples escaped my attention (the discussion necessarily remains 
selective especially in case of the numerous later Acts)49, the texts 
studied below surely represent the main variations and important fea-
tures of apostolic commission in the canonical and apocryphal Acts. 
However, before analysing our major passages one by one, we have to 
consider commission in a larger area of ancient literature. In the next 
chapter, we will survey a number of commission stories in different 
literary traditions, in order to gain a perspective for the study of ap-
ostolic commission narratives. 

 
49. De Santos Otero, ‘Later Acts’, enumerates forty different texts, many of 

them known in several versions and recensions. 



 

2. Commission in Ancient Literatures 

The commission stories of the apostolic Acts have antecedents in a 
large scale of ancient texts. In this chapter, we will survey five ancient 
literary circles: Egypt and the ancient Near East, Jewish literature, 
Greco-Roman biography, the ancient novel, and the canonical Gos-
pels. The question as to how far these texts served as models for the 
apostolic Acts can be answered only later when we have accom-
plished a detailed analysis of the apostolic commission stories. This 
chapter serves to gain a broader perspective of the literary pattern of 
commission, and to establish a preliminary typology of the genre. 

Egypt 

The tomb of Rekhmire, vizier of Thutmose III, is decorated with re-
liefs and inscriptions depicting and narrating the vizier’s career1. 
Rekhmire’s appointment is related in two narratives; one in the third, 
and the other in the first person. The third person narrative accompa-
nies a relief that shows Thutmose III enthroned, and before him, in 
accordance with the statement of the inscription, Rekhmire appears 
for appointment2. The third person narrative concentrates on the du-
ties of the vizier. In the autobiographical passage, Rekhmire relates 
his commission in much detail3. The autobiography first reports Rekh-
mire’s titles and noble descent, and then relates the two audiences 

 
1. Rekhmire was vizier (prime minister, the highest official of the kingdom) 

under Thutmose III and Amenhotep II, c. 1470–1445 BC; Davies, Rekh-mi-re’, 
vol 1, 3. Baltzer, Biographie der Propheten, 137–57, discusses the commission of 
Rekhmire as a precursor of the commission of the prophets. 

2. Davies, Rekh-mi-re’, vol 2, plates xiii-xvi. The figure of the vizier was 
erased, but its place and direction facing the king can be inferred from the titles 
above it; Davies, Rekh-mi-re’, vol 1, 16; Breasted, Eighteenth Dynasty, 267–8. 

3. Davies, Rekh-mi-re’, vol 1, 79–83. 
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during which he received his commission. Talking about the first au-
dience, he emphasises the fine clothes he wore, and the honour he re-
ceived from the servants of the Pharaoh. He seems to have received 
the insignia of the vizier and experienced a sort of transformation: 

My ability was not as it had been (before); my yesterday’s nature had 
altered itself since I had come forth in the adornments (of the vizier, 
promoted) to be the priest of Ma’et. Thus praise of me was established 
in the midst of both tall and short. Everyone looked upon me as the 
sheen walls wrought with turquoise. 

The actual charge of the vizier takes place at the second audience, 
when the Pharaoh entrusts Rekhmire with the ‘judgment of cases’ that 
should be in accordance with what the Pharaoh says. He also encour-
ages the vizier to be strong and not weary. The other two-third of the 
autobiography tells how the vizier acted out his office. 

Another text tells the commission story in the third person4. It 
does not talk about the peripherals of the ceremony, but more accu-
rately describes the task of the vizier. While the autobiography speaks 
in an enthusiastic tone, the third person narrative says that the office 
of the vizier ‘is not pleasant at all’ but rather ‘it is bitter as gall’. We 
can easily identify various elements of commission in these texts: au-
dience, description of the task, act of appointment, encouraging form, 
and delineation of sphere of authority. 

The first person narrative forms the central part of an autobiogra-
phy. It contains several shorter episodes and describes a sequence of 
audiences that we can compare to different Jewish, Christian and 
Greco-Roman passages. The first audience scene relates a mystical 
experience, surprisingly similar to Apuleius’ account of Lucius’s ap-
pearance in the temple of Isis. Lucius tells the story in the first person, 
in an enthusiastic tone similar to Rekhmire’s. The detailed description 
of his attire, and the honour and admiration of the people play a major 
role in the passage5. We also have a parallel in the Old Testament. 
Zechariah describes the appointment of the high-priest Joshua by the 

 
4. Davies, Rekh-mi-re’, vol 1, 85–8. 
5. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.23–24. See esp. confluunt undique turbae 

[…] variis quisque me muneribus honorantes’ and ‘repente velis reductis in 
aspectum populus errabat. (‘Suddenly crowds flowed in from every direction 
[…] to honour me with their various gifts’. Trans. J.A. Hanson, LCL) 
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angel of Yahweh6. His filthy clothes are removed, he receives a clean 
turban and a ‘festal apparel’, and the angel gives him Yahweh’s 
commands. In the court visions of Isaiah 6 and Ezekiel 1, the words of 
commission immediately follow the description of the heavenly 
scene. Shining raiment is an attribute of divine epiphanies in Helle-
nistic and early Christian tradition7. Paul’s epiphany on the Damascus 
road is separated from the actual commission: it is a manifestation of 
God’s power, though not a court vision. Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Paul—
unlike Rekhmire, Lucius, Zechariah, and Jesus—do not appear as ex-
alted or glorified in these passages. The pattern of a visionary episode 
followed by a commission episode is found also in the apocryphal 
Acts8. 

Another interesting feature of the Rekhmire passages is the con-
trast between the first and third person narrations—although they are 
contained by two separate texts. Within one text we can find this op-
position in the Lucan Acts. Paul’s commission is told in the third per-
son in chapter 9 and in the first person in chapters 22 and 269. Also in 
Acts it is the third person narrative that talks about the ‘bitterness’ of 
the task: ‘I myself will show him, Jesus says, how much he must suf-
fer for the sake of my name’10. In sum, the autobiography of Rekh-
mire contains several of the structural elements of the commission 
pattern as found in the early Christian tradition. 

Not only the vizier, but also the Pharaoh himself had his commis-
sion story. Thutmose III, the Pharaoh’s son from a mother not of the 
royal family, began his career as a humble priest. This is the way he 
tells about his ‘installation to be a prophet’11: ‘(The god Ammon), my 
(father) is he; I am his son, whom he commanded that I should be 
 

6. Zechariah 3.1–10 
7. Cf. p. 225, note 46 below. 
8. Acts of John 18 (cf. 21), 88–89; Acts of Barnabas 3–4; Acts of Titus 1–4; 

cf. Acts of Thomas 91–93. For epiphany and vision in the apostolic Acts, see pp. 
224–234 below. 

9. Cf. Acts of John 18 vs. 88–89. 
10. Acts 9.16 
11. Breasted, Eighteenth Dynasty, 59–68, and idem, New Chapter. I also 

relied on Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 446–7. The inscription was 
found in Karnak and is the introductory speech at an audience that Thutmose III 
gave on the occasion of the completion of one of his great additions to the Karnak 
temple of Amon. 
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upon his throne, while I was one dwelling in his nest’. Then comes 
the vision which the young priest saw in the temple: 

He made heaven and earth festive with his beauty; he received the 
great marvels; […] I prostrated myself in his presence. He set me be-
fore his majesty; I was stationed at the Station of the King [i.e. the 
Pharaoh’s place in the temple]. […] (He opened for) me the doors of 
heaven. 

The hero ascends to heaven as a hawk, where he sees ‘the glorious 
forms of the Horizon-God’. Re crowns him, gives him different titles, 
and assigns him power over the countries. His rule over both Upper 
and Lower Egypt is emphasised. He will do what the god requires of 
him and build him a temple in Karnak ‘as an eternal work’. 

This commission story also forms part of a larger autobiographi-
cal narrative. There is a court vision in the temple, such as in Isaiah 6, 
and a father-son relation between god and king, as in Psalms 2. The 
commission story forms a turning point of an autobiographical narra-
tive told in the first person. The honour and glory of the hero at the 
moment of commission is emphasised like in the narrative of the vi-
zier. The task is especially defined in terms of the new titles that the 
Pharaoh-to-be receives. The text also describes the territory of his 
rule. 

Another member of the dynasty, Thutmose IV, still as a young 
prince, was on the road at noon during a hunting expedition12: 

A vision of sleep seized him at the hour (when) the sun was in the ze-
nith, and he found the majesty of this revered god speaking with his 
own mouth, as a father speaks with his son, saying, ‘Behold thou me! 
See thou me! my son, Thutmose. I am thy father, Harmakhis-Khepri-
Re-Atum, who will give to thee my kingdom on earth at the head of 
the living’. 

Then the text describes the parts of Egypt, which the Pharaoh is 
going to receive as his land, and finally we read the prince’s reaction. 
This is a vision on the road at noon, like Paul’s vision before Damas-
cus13. Its structure is more simple than that of the stories of Rekhmire 
and Thutmose III. The details of the vision are given less attention 

 
12. Breasted, Eighteenth Dynasty, 322–4. 
13. For epiphany at noon, see p. 73, note 48 below. 
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than the act of commission itself. The relation of sender and hero (‘as 
father and son’) and the description of the task receive major empha-
sis. Like the Jewish prophets, the hero is provided with instructions 
concerning the territory of the mission. 

The hero is entrusted with a ‘kingdom’ also in the apostolic 
commission stories. Paul is sent to the ‘Gentiles and kings and the 
people of Israel’, Paul and Peter divide the world among themselves 
into ‘circumcision’ and ‘Gentiles’14, and in the Acts of Thomas the 
apostles ‘portion out the regions of the world’, in order that each one 
‘might go to the region that fell him by lot, and to the nation to which 
the Lord had sent him’15. Not only in the Egyptian texts, but also in 
the ideology of Early Christianity the commissioned hero is the repre-
sentative of the sender at the place where he is sent. 

Finally, not only viziers and Pharaohs, but gods themselves had a 
commission in Egypt. In an interesting passage Re commissions 
Thoth16: 

Behold ye, I am in the sky in my (proper) place. Inasmuch as I shall 
act so that the light may shine in the Underworld and the Island of 
Baba, thou shalt be scribe there and keep in order those who are in 
them. […] Thou shalt be in my place, a place-taker. Thus, thou shalt 
be called: ‘Thoth, the place-taker of Re’. 

There is a hierarchical order of commission in these texts. Re com-
missions other gods and the Pharaohs, while the Pharaohs commis-
sion the viziers. The viziers, in turn, manage the life of the country. 
The commissioned persons always rule in a certain territory with full 
powers, but also in total obedience to their sender’s words. The se-
quence of commissions provides a hierarchical scheme of power, a 
universal structure. If somebody becomes commissioned, the life of 
that person is integrated into this order. In this way, biography is set 
into a cosmic (and mythological) perspective. The fact that the ‘Sports 
Stela’ of Amenhotep II almost repeats the story of Thutmose IV17 

 
14. Acts 9.15 and Galatians 2.7–9, respectively. 
15. Acts of Thomas 1, trans. Elliott; cf. pp. 219–224 below. 
16. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 8. 
17. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 448. 
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shows how well established such cognitive patterns were in that cul-
tural milieu18. 

The commission of officials is a subject still found toward the 
end of dynastic Egypt. The last Pharaoh was Nectanebo II of the 
Thirtieth Dynasty, who ruled until 341 BC19. He was the subject of 
various legends in Hellenistic literature20, and the following episodes 
suggest that he was a devoted restorer of decaying Egyptian cults. A 
papyrus reports a vision of Nectanebo21: 

[He] is made witness to a carefully designed meeting between the 
goddess Isis and the god Onuris. The latter, characterised as a giant, 
approaches the goddess, who is installed upon a throne erected on a 
papyrus boat, complaining about the neglect of his sanctuary by Nek-
tanebo and, specifically, about the unfinished work on the re-cutting of 
the obliterated hieroglyphs on the stone walls of the god’s sanctuary in 
Sebennytos. 

After his vision, Nectanebo ‘sets aside a large sum’ and ensures that 
the work would be finished in a few days, because ‘it was the will of 
god’. Another story set under Nectanebo relates the commission of 
the scribe Nechautis22. The papyrus, copied in the 2nd century AD, 
reports how the Pharaoh restored the cult of Imhotep, relying on data 
that he found in an ancient book. The Pharaoh’s scribe Nechautis, 
undertook the translation of the book at the command of the deity. 

There are differences between the earlier and later commission 
stories. The biographies of the Eighteenth Dynasty are written on the 
hidden walls of magnificent tombs and suggest a static order of things 
established and maintained through the commission of kings and 
ministers. The texts from the late dynastic period stand on papyri and 
show decay, restoration, and changeability. The composition of the 
later stories and their circulation as late as the 2nd century AD suggest 
 

18. For the ideological function of imitation in Egyptian art, see Frankfort, 
Egyptian Literature, 46–9, 59. For a comparable use of imitation in totalitarian 
systems in history, see Frye, Double Vision, 50ff. 

19. Helck, ‘Nektanebos II’. 
20. Among others, he was thought to be the father of Alexander the Great. 
21. Papyrus Leyden U, published by Wilcken, Urkunden, vol 1, 369–74; 

trans. Oppenheim, Dreams, 253. I quote the paraphrase by Oppenheim, ibidem, 
196. 

22. Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1381, see pp. 236ff below. 
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that the Egyptian models of this literary pattern could find their way 
also to Hellenistic and early Christian literature. Trajectories between 
Egyptian commission narratives and the apostolic Acts can be estab-
lished through the Greek novels, with which we will also deal below. 
Egyptian themes are abundant in these texts23, and the protagonists of 
some novels are initiated as the priests of Egyptian cults24. Jewish 
literature provided yet another way for the aforementioned motifs of 
commission to make their way into the plots of the apostolic Acts. 
One has to think not only of the call stories of the Hebrew Bible, 
which probably imitated Egyptian patterns25, but also of Hellenistic-
Jewish literature: the plot of Joseph and Aseneth, for example, plays 
in Egypt, and the heroine’s conversion (or better, initiation) to Juda-
ism is the central theme of the narrative26. 

 
23. Kerényi, Romanliteratur, has particularly emphasised the influence of 

Egypt and the cult of Isis on the Greek novels. On the itinerary of the novels he 
noted (45): ‘Our Greek novels play likewise in a semicircle around Egypt, with 
this included as the centre’. He suggested that the plot of the novels is an 
imitation of the myth of Osiris and Isis (p. 229, cf. 58, 61, 127ff, 147ff.). Hägg, 
Novel, 98, rejects the idea, arguing that the earliest of these novels, Chariton’s 
one, contains no reference to Egypt, and is the least ‘oriental’ of all. He opposes 
B.P. Reardon and J.W.B. Barns who claimed that the first (but lost) Greek novels 
were written under the influence of Egyptian demotic stories (existing in Greek 
translation) and other narratives. 

24. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11; Heliodorus, Ethiopian Story 10.40–1. 
25. Baltzer, Biographie der Propheten, 148–9 suggests two possible contacts 

between Egyptian commission stories and Jewish literature. Either Israel took the 
model of the Pharaoh and the vizier directly from Egypt, and applied it to the 
relation between Yahweh and the prophet as ‘Vezier Gottes’ (cf. pp. 153–69), or 
the cultural traditions of Syria-Phoenicia mediated between Egypt and Israel. 

26. Burchard, Der dreizehnte Zeuge, 59–87, compares Aseneth’s conversion 
to the commission of Paul in Acts 9. He finds several parallels (böse Absichten, 
göttliche Erscheinung, Fasten, Gebet, Heilung, Besuch des himmlischen Man-
nes/Ananias, Visionen, p. 86–7), but these can be understood, in my opinion, 
much better within the larger theme of commission than through assuming a di-
rect dependence between the two texts in question. 
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Jewish Scriptures 

Numerous stories of divine commission are found in the Hebrew 
canon27. In this section, I will compare four of them with four pas-
sages in Acts, suggesting that the Lucan texts—with or without the 
intention of the author—imitate them or their details. Such an imita-
tion is all the more likely to occur, since Acts contains numerous di-
rect quotations from the prophetic texts of the Jewish Scriptures28. 
The book ends with a passage from Isaiah’s commission29, a verbatim 
reproduction of the Septuagint text. Allusions to Isaiah’s call are also 
found in the second narration of Paul’s commission30. Luke’s literary 
technique makes a special use of intertextuality, by not only quoting 
passages of Jewish Scriptures and alluding to them, but also adapting 
(emulating) complete narrative cycles31. The texts discussed in this 
section are the commission of king Saul32, and the calls of the proph-
ets Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Jonah. 

 
27. Baltzer, Biographie der Propheten, discusses the following Einsetzungs-

berichte: Law: Joseph (Genesis 41), Moses (Exodus 2.23–7.7), Joshua (Numbers 
27.12–23; Deuteronomy 31, 34.9ff ). Prophets: Gideon (Judges 6.11–24), Samuel 
(1 Samuel 3), Saul (1 Samuel 9–11), David (1 Samuel 16.1–13), Solomon 
(1 Kings 3.4–11.43), Elisha (1 Kings 19.19–21), Isaiah 6, Ebed-Jahweh (Isaiah 
42.1–9, etc.), Trito-Isaiah (Isaiah 61.1ff ), Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1 and passim), 
Ezekiel 1.1–3.15, Haggai 1.1, Zechariah 1.1. Writings: Nehemiah 1.4–2.8. Apoc-
rypha and Pseudepigrapha: Ethiopic Enoch 71, Testamentum Levi 8. 

28. Among the quotations collected by Fitzmyer, ‘Use of the Old Testament’, 
there are 39 verbatim or almost exact quotations of the Septuagint in Luke-Acts, 
of which nine are quotations in Acts from the prophetic books (in the Christian 
sense). Cf. Sanders, ‘Prophetic Use’. 

29. Acts 28.26–27 is a quotation of Isaiah 6.9–10. The same passage is quoted 
also in Luke 8.10. On both loci see Evans, To See, 115–27. 

30. Acts 22.3–21, see pp. 69–77 below. 
31. Brodie, Luke, analyses numerous larger blocks of Luke-Acts (among them 

Acts 9) as systematic adaptations of 1–2 Kings; cf. recently idem, Crucial Bridge, 
79–97. In ‘Luke-Acts’, 78–80, he uses the categories of imitation and emulation 
(aemulatio, rivalry) to express that Luke did not slavishly copy his models, but 
also surpassed them.  

32. Mullins, ‘Commission Forms’ and Hubbard, ‘Commissioning Stories’ do 
not mention 1 Samuel 9–11. It is discussed as a call narrative by Baltzer, Biogra-
phie der Propheten, 71–80 and Richter, Berufungsberichte, 13–56. 
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The commission of King Saul betrays interesting structural par-
allels with the story of the Lucan Saul33. Although in 1 Samuel 9–11 
we have a longer narrative than in Acts 9, we can compare between 
the disposition of the episodes, the number and function of the char-
acters, and many formal motives. The story of Saul, son of Kish, 
contains three shorter episodes: (1) Samuel, judge of Israel, recog-
nises and anoints Saul as king. (2) Saul is proclaimed king by the 
people. (3) Saul defeats the Ammonites. These episodes are encapsu-
lated by scenes where Samuel is the protagonist, and the theological 
evaluation of monarchy in Israel is the major issue. The text then de-
scribes the reign of Saul until his death in the rest of the book. Paul’s 
(Saul’s) commission in Acts 9 is bracketed by the deeds of Philip and 
Peter, where the problem of mission among the Gentiles is prominent. 
The themes and episodes of (1) Saul and Ananias, (2) Saul recognised 
by the disciples in Damascus and Jerusalem, and (3) Saul’s coura-
geous action as an evangelist mirror the threefold division of the Old 
Testament narrative. 

The story of the son of Kish has a fairy-tale beginning: Kish 
sends out his son to find lost cattle. Saul, accompanied by a slave, sets 
out on a journey. After passing through different ‘lands’ and looking 
for the donkeys in vain, they finally decide to visit ‘the seer’ (Sam-
uel), give him a piece of silver, and ask him to tell where the donkeys 
strayed. Before their arrival, Samuel received a revelation in a vision. 
Thus the plot gets an unexpected twist, and the rest of the story is 
about Saul’s kingdom rather than his father’s donkeys. In Acts 9, 
Saul’s mission to collect the followers of Jesus from Damascus corre-
sponds to this plot. The heavenly revelation on the Damascus road 
changes his plans, and Ananias is also prepared in a vision to make 
him a disciple. 

In the Old Testament story, Saul and the slave participate in a sa-
cred meal at the shrine where Samuel resides, and the next day Sam-
uel anoints Saul. Then he sends them away and foretells three signs 
which will be fulfilled on their way home. The first one is that people 
will report to them on the way that the donkeys have already been 
found, and the last one that Saul will fall in trance with a group of 
 

33. Czachesz, ‘Socio-Rhetorical Exegesis’, 21–2 and Prophetic Biography, 
40–71. 
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prophets and ‘be turned into a different person’34. We should remem-
ber at this point the autobiography of Rekhmire, who fell into ecstasy 
and became a prophet: ‘my yesterday’s nature had altered itself since 
I had come forth in the adornments to be the priest of Ma’et’35. In 
Acts 9, the blinded Saul is sitting among fasting and prayers in Da-
mascus, and sees a vision about Ananias coming to heal him. Ananias 
comes, and after laying his hands on him, his eyes open. Then he is 
baptised and takes food. Trance, sign, meal, and ritual act (baptism or 
anointing) are parts of the commission story here as well. 

The second episode in the Old Testament tells how Saul was 
elected king by lot. It is unimportant for our present analysis that this 
episode must have come from a different tradition. In the text as we 
have it, it is the continuation of the donkey-story. The tool used here, 
casting a lot to get an oracle, is typical in Old Testament literature36. It 
also appears in several of the apostolic Acts37. A third variant of 
Saul’s election is told in 1 Samuel 11. Here he appears as a fearful 
warrior, tearing apart bulls in trance38, and as the rescuer of the city of 
Jabesh. For the third time, he is elected king. The latter episodes 
evoke the naturalistic storytelling of Judges and are not typically par-
alleled in the apostolic Acts. However, Saul in Acts 9 also proves his 
charisma among the Damascus disciples, and is confirmed by the 
board of the apostles in Jerusalem. 

The structure of both Saul narratives is based on three main fea-
tures. (1) The texts combine an initial task (mission) and the actual 
commissioning. These are the donkey-story and kingship, and the per-
secution of the disciples and apostleship, respectively. (2) Both stories 
contain a sequence of smaller episodes where the legitimacy of the 
hero is questioned and reconfirmed. (3) There is an interplay of the 
commissioned hero, the helper figure and the community where the 
hero is going to perform his ministry. This main narrative framework 
is completed and supported by a series of standard elements: miracu-
 

34. 1 Samuel 10.6 (NRSV). 
35. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 213, translates ‘Prophet of Maat’. 
36. For the sacred lots used in the Jewish Scriptures, called ‘urim and tum-

mim’, see de Vaux, Israel, 352. Lots also play an important role at a later point of 
Saul’s biography in 1 Samuel 14.41–2. 

37. See pp. 219–224 below. 
38. 1 Samuel 11.7. On Saul’s gigantic stature see 9.2. 
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lous sign, festive meal, ritual act, and, even more importantly, experi-
ences of vision, trance, and transformation. 

Our second example concerns a famous story of prophetic call: 
the Book of Jonah. There is also an apostolic parallel to this text, 
namely, Peter’s mission to Cornelius in Acts 1039. The main theme of 
both narratives is the reluctance of the prophet to preach to the Gen-
tiles. Both the Assyrian city of Nineveh and the Roman centurion 
Cornelius represent oppressors of the Jewish people. The scandal for 
both prophets is that the hated Gentiles might convert to their faith 
and be saved. As the name of Jonah is emblematic of this problem in 
Jewish literature, Peter struggles with it the most among the apostles 
in Acts40. 

The sending of the prophet becomes necessary in both cases be-
cause the fame of Nineveh or Cornelius, respectively, ‘ascended’ to 
God41. It is surprising that the narrative of Jonah is not discussed 
among the examples of the commission form in any of the studies 
known to us. The elements of epiphany, commission, protest and re-
assurance are obvious in the text. The occurrence of a miraculous 
‘sign’, Jonah’s spending three days in the huge fish, is crucial to the 
narrative. The ‘sign of Jonah’ became a phrase also used by Jesus in 
the Gospels42. Peter, too, receives a sign in the form of a vision of un-
clean animals that he has to eat. The reluctance of both Jonah and 
Peter is marked by the repeated imperative: ‘Get up!’43. The con-
verted Gentiles are pictured as outstandingly pious in both narratives. 

As the name ‘Saul’ in the previous texts, also here we have 
‘catchwords’ connecting the two stories. The city of Joppa is crucial 
for both narratives (this is where Jonah takes a ship and Peter sees the 

 
39. Also Wall, ‘Peter’ and Williams, Acts, 152–3, called attention to the 

similarities. Cf. Czachesz, Prophetic Biography, 72–85. 
40. Cf. Acts 15.7–11. In Galatians 2.11–4, Paul relates that Peter immediately 

turned his back to the non-Jewish Christians as soon as people from the circle of 
James arrived from Jerusalem. For the reluctance of Thomas, an important motif 
in his Acts, see pp. 120ff below. 

41. The verb used is Píáâáßíù both in Acts 10.4 and Jonah 1.2 (Septuagint). 
42. Matthew 12.39–42. In Luke 11.29–32 Jonah himself is the sign. 
43. The verbal forms PíÜóôçèé and PíáóôÜò are repeated in Jonah 1.2 and 

3.2; Acts 10 vv. 13 and 20. 
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vision). Peter is also known as the ‘son of Jonah’44. We have to note 
that ancient readers were sensitive to names and their meanings. In 
sum, commission to the Gentiles is the major interest of both stories, 
and we find similar motifs in them which express the deep con flict 
inherent to this constellation: forceful protest of the hero, repeated 
command of the sender, miraculous sign to persuade the hesitant 
prophet, and the piety of the Gentiles. 

The motif of ‘prophet on board’ will appear in several of the ap-
ostolic Acts. In the canonical Acts, Paul’s sea voyage occupies the last 
chapters. It has been taken for a typical Hellenistic feature, or directly 
the marker of the in fluence of Greek novels on the book45. Greco-Ro-
man examples are in fact abundant, nevertheless we have to recognise 
the existence of the motif also in Old Testament literature. In other 
apostolic Acts, the sea voyage comes at the beginning, namely, the 
apostles reach their allotted missionary fields in this way. The Acts of 
John by Pseudo-Prochorus relates a story that is close to that of Jo-
nah46. The apostle is first reluctant to travel to Asia, but Peter rebukes 
him47. Then John and his companion Prochorus depart from Joppa 
and suffer shipwreck. All of the forty-six passengers reach the land 
near Seleucia with only John missing. The passengers fall upon Pro-
chorus and accuse John to be a sorcerer who bewitched them. After 
forty days, Prochorus arrives at a field called Marmareon, where pre-
viously John commanded him to go. While sitting on the seashore, 
suddenly he catches a glimpse of a wave heaving from the sea with a 
great noise, which casts out John. 

Our third example is the biography of Jeremiah. Rather excep-
tionally, this prophetic book contains much narrative material, and the 
story often takes turns similar to the apostolic Acts. As in many Acts, 
we have a lengthy report of the prophet’s imprisonment, but—as with 
Paul in Acts—we do not learn about his death. For the book of 
Jeremiah, the theme of prophetic call is of major interest. The book 

 
44. In Matthew 16.17 Jesus calls him Óßìùí ÂáñéùíO. In John 1.42 and 

21.15–17 he is called ‘son of EÉùÜííçò’. 
45. Pervo, Profit with Delight, 50–7. 
46. Zahn, Acta Joannis, 5–14; cf. the Arabic Travels of John in Smith Lewis, 

Mythological Acts, 37ff. 
47. Cf. pp. 263f below. 
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begins with a commission episode, and the prophet laments the diffi-
culties of his task in several passages48. Controversy between the 
‘true’ and the ‘false’ prophets49, and Jeremiah’s faithfulness to his 
commission are central to the narrative chapters of the book. Almost 
with the same words as Paul in Acts 9, Jeremiah is explicitly sent to 
the Gentiles: ‘I appointed you a prophet to the nations. […] See, today 
I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms’50. But in the bio-
graphical parts of the book we read about Jeremiah’s struggles with 
his own people rather than his mission among other nations, as in the 
case of Jonah. 

Let us now turn our attention to Jeremiah’s imprisonment. Its 
story is found in Jeremiah 37.11–45.5, and we will compare it to 
Paul’s imprisonment in Acts 21.27–28.30. Both stories presumably 
narrate the end of their heroes’ lives, but we are left without informa-
tion as to whether they survived the imprisonment. The historical 
situation as well as the characters and places of the two stories are 
similar. In both cases, Israel is occupied by a great empire: Babylon 
and Rome, respectively. Both prophets are imprisoned in Jerusalem. 
Later they are taken to a Gentile metropolis: Jeremiah to Tahpanhes, 
where the Pharaoh resides51, and Paul to Rome, the capital city of the 
Roman emperor. 

We can also draw parallels between the characters of the two nar-
ratives. The stories of Jeremiah and Paul are recorded by their faithful 
companions: just as Baruch, who was taken to Egypt with Jeremiah, 
Luke (the ‘I’ of the prologues and the ‘we passages’) accompanies 
Paul on the ship, as the ‘we’ of Acts 27.1–28.16 witnesses. Both Ba-
ruch and Luke play the roles of companion, witness and chronicler. In 

 
48. Jeremiah 11.18–23, 15.10, 17.14–18, etc. 
49. Jeremiah is lined up with Micah of Moreseth, a true prophet (Jeremiah 

26.18–19), and the martyr Uriah (26.20–23). In ch. 28 he has controversy with 
the false prophet Hananjah, whom Yahweh ‘did not send’. 

50. Jeremiah 1.5 (yTit'nÒ !y I/ Gl' ay bin :, ðñïöÞôçí åkò hèíç ôÝèåéêÜ óå) and 1.10 
t/ kl;m]M'h'Al['w Ò !y I/ Gh'Al[' hZ <h' !/ Y h' *y TidÒq ¾p]hi, êáôÝóôáêÜ óå óÞìåñïí dðr hèíç êár 
âáóéëåßáò). Cf. Acts 9.15, 22.21, 26.23. 

51. Jeremiah 43.9. In history, Tahpanhes was an Egyptian outpost in the Nile 
delta, where Psammetichos I located a garrison around 663 BC. There is no 
archeological evidence of a large scale palace at that place. Cf. Jones and Fiema, 
‘Tahpanhes’; Keown et al., Jeremiah, vol 2, 257. 
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fact, to have travelling companions who are in a way subordinate to 
the hero is typical in the apocryphal Acts. From non-Christian literary 
parallels we can mention, for example, Damis in Philostratus’ Life of 
Apollonius of Tyana, who also functions as an eyewitness and chroni-
cler52. 

While Jeremiah claims obedience to the Babylonian king Nebu-
chadnezzar, Paul appeals to the Roman emperor. Kings of Israel re-
ceive both heroes in audience and are benevolent to them: Zedekiah to 
Jeremiah, and Agrippa to Paul. While the Babylonian king appoints 
Gedaliah governor in the land, in Acts Paul meets two successive 
governors: Felix and Festus. Both heroes are protected by officers: 
Ebed-melech and the tribune Claudius Lysias. Jeremiah is constantly 
accused by the Egyptian party, as Paul is by ‘the mob’ or ‘the Jews’53. 
There is one accuser especially: Johanan ben Kareah, the leader of the 
Egyptian party, in Jeremiah, and Tertullus in Acts. Both stories end in 
the Jewish Diaspora, in Egypt and Rome, respectively. 

The plots contain many similar details: Jeremiah was arrested 
when he wanted to leave Jerusalem through the Benjamin Gate; Paul 
was arrested in the Temple, and ‘immediately the doors were shut’54. 
Jeremiah was beaten, and so was Paul. Right after his arrest, Jeremiah 
is taken to prison, Paul to ‘the barracks’55. Both Jeremiah and Paul 
immediately appeal to the authorities. Jeremiah speaks to the king and 
Paul to the tribune. They also to speak to the public. Paul speaks from 
the stairs and before the Sanhedrin. But their words bring about fur-
ther violence and a plot against them56. Jeremiah ends up in the cis-
tern. Now they find powerful patrons. Ebed-melech intervenes with 
the king, while Lysias writes a letter to Felix. Then Jerusalem falls in 
Jeremiah, and Paul is taken to Caesarea in Acts. 

Here the second part of the story begins. Jeremiah has the good-
will of Gedaliah, and Paul defends himself before the governors Felix 

 
52. Cf. Norden, Agnostos theos, 34–40. 
53. Acts 21.35 and 22.30. 
54. Jeremiah 37.13 and Acts 21.30. 
55. Jeremiah 37.15, Acts 21.34 (ðáñåìâïëÞ must designate here the Fortress 

Antonia, cf. Haenchen, Apostelgeschichte, 547). 
56. Jeremiah 38.4–6 and Acts 23.12–15. 
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and Festus, and King Agrippa. Although the two situations are paral-
lel, there is not much textual similarity. 

The third scene begins when the murderers of Gedaliah want to 
flee to Egypt, and Paul has to sail for Rome. Jeremiah’s travelling 
company consists of murderers; Paul’s companions are prisoners. But 
they both have with them a faithful friend, witness and chronicler: 
Baruch and Luke. On their journey, the heroes encourage the others in 
sermons, and communicate with God in prayers57. 

Now we shift to the final act of the story. Jeremiah arrives in 
Tahpanhes, the city of the Pharaoh; Paul arrives in Rome. They both 
continue preaching, and they condemn the disobedience of Israel. God 
has sent his prophets to his people, but they did not listen. At this 
point, the biography ends. We have prophecies in Jeremiah 46–52, 
and the letters of Paul, but neither supply data about the end of the 
heroes’ biographies. 

The broader narrative context of commission becomes visible in 
the Jeremiah narratives. The basic theme is faithfulness among suf-
ferings to the original commission, and the struggle with the hero’s 
unbelieving and disobedient environment. Imprisonment and journey, 
the two major narrative elements of the apostolic Acts can be identi-
fied in this classical Jewish prophetic book. The stories of Jonah and 
Jeremiah show that sea journey, preaching in foreign lands, impris-
onment, adventurous or miraculous escape from danger, are not nec-
essarily Hellenistic features in the apostolic Acts. The commission of 
the apostles is the starting point of their ‘acts’ in which they prove 
their devotion to the divine call, and the same relation can be found 
between the call and biography of Jeremiah. 

The fourth commission episode to be mentioned is the call of 
Isaiah58. The vision begins with the description of Yahweh’s heavenly 

 
57. See especially the use of the prophetic form ‘Thus says the Lord’ (many 

cases in Jeremiah, cf. Acts 27.24); the prediction of the danger of lives (Jeremiah 
42.16, Acts 27.10); the call for obedience (Jeremiah 42.13,21 and Acts 27.21); the 
encouraging of the listeners to stay (Jeremiah 42.10 and Acts 27.31) with the 
grant of survival for the obedient and the prediction of death for others. 

58. Isaiah 6. For a recent literary critical analysis of the passage see Landry, 
‘Strategies’. The short narrative parts of the book provide little biographical con-
text to Isaiah’s commission. Narrative sections are chs. 7 and 36–39, the latter 
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court: ‘I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and the hem 
of his robe filled the temple. Seraphs were in attendance above him’. 
The scene reminds one of the commissions of Rekhmire and Thut-
mose III: ‘He made heaven and earth festive with his beauty’. When 
Luke describes Paul’s commission in Acts, he makes allusions to this 
text. This is especially clear in Acts 22, where the vocabulary of the 
narrative is thoroughly Jewish59. Paul sees a vision in the temple, in 
which Jesus affirms that his testimony has been rejected in Jerusalem, 
and sends Paul to the Gentiles: ‘Hurry and get out of Jerusalem 
quickly, because they will not accept your testimony about me. […] 
Go, for I will send you far away to the Gentiles’. In the centre of 
Isaiah’s commission we also find the motif of confrontation with his 
people, summarised in the words about Israel’s obduracy, a passage 
that Luke selected as a conclusion to his book60: 

Go and say to this people: ‘Keep listening, but do not comprehend; 
keep looking, but do not understand. Make the mind of this people 
dull, and stop their ears, and shut their eyes, so that they may not look 
with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and comprehend with their 
minds, and turn and be healed’. 

Isaiah’s sending is to the people of Israel—although the book also 
contains prophecies against foreign nations61. Paul quotes Isaiah’s 
judgment on Israel at the end of Acts as an argument for continuing 
his mission among the Gentiles. The narrative of Acts, however, con-
tains a repeated scheme of the apostle’s turning away from his fellow 
Jews and then still going to them again. In this context, the last words 
of the book also cannot be taken as a final decision on the issue62. 

 
copied form 2 Kings 19–20. Some ‘autobiographical’ motifs of the book, for 
example, the name of Isaiah’s son in 8.1, are highly allegorical. 

59. See Chapter 3, p. 74f. 
60. Isaiah 6.9–10, quoted in Acts 28.26–7, and alluded to in Acts 7, vv. 25, 

51–3, and 57; Acts 13.40–1. Cf. Evans, To see, 120–3. 
61. E.g., Isaiah 13–21, 23. 
62. As Landy, ‘Strategies’, 81–2, concludes, Isaiah himself suffers from the 

same barriers of understanding during his vision. This is made explicit in Isaiah 
29.11: ‘And the vision of everything shall be for you like a sealed book’. It seems 
that Paul’s position in Acts is less ambiguous: from his commission in Acts 9, he 
is shown as ultimately superior to his fellow-Jews, and indeed, to his fellow-
Christians. 
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Finally let us notice that the theme of individual and commu-
nity—which is irrelevant for the cosmic hierarchy of the Egyptian 
texts—became important in the context of Jewish literature. Saul, the 
prophets, and the apostles alike are pictured as exclusive bearers of 
divine truth, who are always confronted with their communities. They 
are real ‘heroes’, struggling, winning, and suffering. Many of these 
heroes meet a tragic end, although their death or martyrdom in most 
cases is only suggested rather than explicitly reported. The relation of 
the prophet to other religions and people (Gentiles) is crucial to many 
of these stories, and constitutes a basic source of conflict first for the 
prophet himself, and then between the prophet and his community. 

Greco-Roman Literature 

In the previous chapter, we have dealt already with the idea of com-
mission in Greek literature. Here we will add a few interesting exam-
ples that contribute to our understanding of the subject in the early 
Christian context. 

Commission in Greco-Roman literature most often occurs as 
commission to philosophy63. This is often coupled with a certain mo-
ment of conversion, similarly to Paul’s Damascus experience. As 
Nock argued, Greco-Roman antiquity did not expect from religion 
‘anything more than cults’, and they ‘looked to philosophy for guid-
ance in conduct and for a scheme of the universe’64. Conversion there-
fore is most likely to occur within the context of an encounter with 
philosophy or famous philosophers. However, we remain interested in 
these stories only inasmuch as they talk about one’s call to practice 
philosophy, especially if this story appears as the turning point of a 
biographical narrative. 

There are basically three ways of becoming a philosopher in the 
Greco-Roman tradition: (1) joining a school or a teacher, (2) being a 
self-made-man, and (3) receiving teachings from divine revelation. A 
number of anecdotal episodes, many of them preserved by Diogenes 

 
63. Many of these texts are discussed by Gigon, ‘Berufung’ and Droge, ‘Call 

Stories’. 
64. Nock, Conversion, 16. 
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Laertius65, report how people joined a teacher or a school. Socrates is 
especially known for gaining new disciples by his sudden impact. 
Xenophon is told to have met Socrates in a narrow passage: 

[Socrates] stretched out his stick and did not let him pass along, while 
he inquired where every kind of goods was sold. Upon receiving a re-
ply, he put another question, ‘And where do men become good and 
honourable?’ When Xenophon was puzzled, Socrates said: “Then 
follow me, and learn”. From that time on, he was a student of Socra-
tes66. 

It is interesting to compare Socrates’ resolute command with that of 
Jesus when calling his disciples67. The rhetoric of Socrates is also 
similar to Jesus’ springing from one theme (fishing, burying the dead) 
to the necessity of following him. The totality of personal commit-
ment involved by the conversion is also significant with Socrates’ dis-
ciples: 

Aeschines said to him, ‘I am poor and have nothing else, but I give 
you myself ’, and Socrates answered, ‘Nay, do you not see that you are 
giving me the greatest thing?’68 

The commission contains elements of conversion in the case of Po-
lemon. As a young man, one day he ‘burst into the school of 
Xenocrates quite drunk, with a garland on his head’. Xenocrates, 
however, went on undisturbed with his lecture on self-control, and 
Polemon was gradually overcome69. He repented, became a philoso-
pher, and was later elected head of the Academy. The story appears 

 
65. Diogenes Laertius’ Lives, written in the 3rd century AD, postdates most of 

the earlier Acts. It is, however, basically a collection of anecdotes that the author 
derived from earlier texts, and many of which had certainly circulated since 
several centuries. Cf. Runia, ‘Diogenes Laertius’, 603. 

66. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 2.48. 
67. Compare Socrates’ fðïõ ôïßíõí with Jesus’ commands: äå™ôå “ðßóù ìïõ 

(Mark 1.17, Matthew 4.19), and Pêïëïýèåé ìïé (Mark 2.14, 10.21; Matthew 8.22, 
9.9, 19.21, Luke 9.59, John 1.43). Cf. Droge, ‘Call Stories’, 251. 

68. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 2.34. Cf. Jesus’ advise to the rich man: ‘Go, sell 
what you own, and give it to the poor. […] Then come and follow me’ (Mark 
10.27). A similar thought appears in the words of Peter to the lame man at the 
Beautiful Gate: ‘I have no silver and gold, but what I have I give you’ (Acts 3.6). 

69. Literally he was ‘hunted’, dèçñÜèç. 
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also in the Church Fathers70. The concept of discipleship and succes-
sion was typical, of course, also in Early Christianity. It has been sug-
gested that the composition of Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of Eminent 
Philosophers, presenting succession in philosophical schools, relied 
on a pattern that existed from pre-Christian times, and was used also 
by the author of Luke-Acts71. Succession becomes especially impor-
tant in the later apostolic Acts, where the hero is identified as the dis-
ciple of an apostle: the Acts of Philip and the Acts of Barnabas are 
good examples of this. 

Autodidacts belong to the second type of philosophical commis-
sion. Philosophers who are known in tradition as autodidacts include 
Heraclitus, Democritus, Socrates, and Epicurus72. As for Heraclitus, 
there are two ways to understand his däéæçóÜìçí dìåùõôüí73. This 
means either that Heraclitus was searching as an autodidact, ‘on his 
own’, or that he pursued introspection in the spirit of the Delphic 
‘know thyself ’74. Diogenes Laertius means that ‘he was nobody’s stu-
dent, but he claimed that he “inquired himself”, and learned every-
thing from himself ’75. 

Whereas historical evidence shows that Democritus was younger 
than Protagoras and certainly influenced by him, Epicurus makes up a 
story in which he turns their relation around. Protagoras was a slave, 
he says, who invented a new method of carrying a burden. On seeing 
him, Democritus recognised his talent and began to teach him phi-
losophy76. Making Democritus the master—rather than the pupil—of 
Protagoras, Epicurus probably wants to show him as an autodidact 

 
70. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 4.16. Polemon led the Academy from 314 to c. 

276 BC. For a list of the patristic applications see Malherbe, Paul, 161, note 79. 
71. Talbert, Literary Patterns, 127, describes the literary pattern in Diogenes 

Laertius as a composite of (a) the life of the founder, (b) the narrative about 
disciples and successors, and (c) the summary of the doctrine of the school. He 
argues (133) that works with a similar design existed at least since the second 
century BC, and (134) both Diogenes Laertios and the author of Luke-Acts 
followed this pattern. 

72. Cf. Gigon, ‘Berufung’, 19. 
73. Heraclitus, frag. 101 (Diels and Kranz). 
74. Cf. Robinson, Heraclitus, 147; Marcovich, Heraclitus, 57. 
75. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 9.5. 
76. Epicurus, frag. 172 (Usener). 
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and thus create an example for himself. According to his own state-
ment, Epicurus had namely ‘no teacher’77.  

Tradition has it that Socrates had teachers78, but then turned away 
from natural philosophy and ‘his own conversation was ever of hu-
man things’79. Whether or not his dialectic was actually influenced by 
Zeno of Elea, and his ethics by Archelaus, Protagoras, or anyone else, 
in the Socratic literature he appears as ‘the ignorant son of the stone-
mason and the midwife who can play with the greatest Athenians like 
a cat with a mouse’80. Plato lets him remark sarcastically at the begin-
ning of the Cratylus: 

If I had not been poor, I might have heard the fifty-drachma course of 
the great Prodicus, which is a complete education in grammar and lan-
guage—these are his own words—and then I should have been at once 
able to answer your question about the correctness of names. But, in-
deed, I have heard only the single-drachma course, and therefore I do 
not know the truth about such matters81. 

Other philosophers received their teachings from divine revelation. 
Aristoxenus reports that Pythagoras received most of his ethical doc-
trines from the Delphian priestess Themistocleia82. According to the 
Suda, his name expresses that ‘he reveals the truth not worse than the 
Pythian’83. The doctrines which Parmenides presents in his De rerum 
natura supposedly were revealed to him by a goddess84. Diogenes 
Laertius quotes the following epigram about Epicurus: 

Ye toil, O men, for paltry things and incessantly begin strife and wars 
for gain; but nature’s wealth extends to a moderate bound, whereas 

 
77. Epicurus, frag. 123 (Usener). 
78. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 2.19, mentions Anaxagoras, Damon and 

Archelaus. 
79. Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.1.16, ðåñr ô§í Píèñùðßíùí óêïð§í. 
80. Gigon, ‘Berufung’, 5. 
81. Plato, Cratylus 384b, trans. B. Jowett in Hamilton and Cairns (eds), Plato. 
82. Aristoxenos frag. 15, in: Wehrli, Die Schule des Aristoteles, 12. The 

fragment is preserved by Diogenes Laertius, Lives 8.8. Porphyry, Life of 
Pythagoras 41, calls the priestess Aristocleia. Cf. Burkert, Lore, 91. 

83. Suda s.v. Ðõèáãüñáò ¿ ÓÜìéïò (2). 
84. Diels and Kranz, Vorsokratiker, vol 1, 231. 
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vain judgments have a limitless range. This message Neocles’ wise son 
heard from the Muses or from the sacred tripod at Delphi85. 

Finally, Philostratus writes that Apollonius of Tyana ‘conversed with 
the gods, and learned from them what makes them rejoice on people 
and what makes them angry, and also about nature he taught what he 
had learned from them’86. 

As the case of Epicurus shows, philosophers might appear in dif-
ferent traditions with regard to their commission and their source of 
authority. Being self-taught and being taught by the gods are related 
ideas87. Xenophon reports that Socrates also received his teachings 
from Delphi: 

First, then, for his attitude towards religion; his deeds and words were 
clearly in harmony with the answer given by the Pythia to such ques-
tions as ‘What is my duty about sacrifice?’ or about ‘cult of ancestors’. 
For the answer of the Pythia is, ‘Follow the custom of the state: that is 
the way to act piously’. And so Socrates acted himself and counselled 
others to act88. 

Aristotle also connected Socrates’ wisdom to Delphi: according to 
him, Socrates turned to philosophy when he read the famous ‘know 
yourself ’ on the temple of Apollo89. The idea that someone’s wisdom 
comes from God occurs also in early Christianity. In Galatians Paul 
seems to originate his knowledge about Jesus exclusively from divine 
revelation: 

But when God […] was pleased to reveal his Son to me, so that I 
might proclaim him among the Gentiles, I did not confer with flesh 
and blood, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were already 
apostles before me […]90. 

From the divine origin of their doctrines, it is only one step to the dei-
fication of the teachers themselves. Philosophers who allegedly de-
scended from the gods, went through subsequent reincarnations, went 

 
85. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 10.12, trans. R.D. Hicks in LCL. 
86. Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of Tyana 1.1. 
87. Cf. Odyssey 22.347f; Dodds, Greeks, 10. 
88. Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.3.1, trans. O.J. Todd in LCL. 
89. Aristotle, frag. 1–3 (Rose3); Cf. Xenophon, Memorabilia 4.2.24. 
90. Galatians 1.15–17 (NRSV). 



 Commission in Ancient Literatures 47 

down to the Hades, worked miracles, resurrected from the dead, and 
who were worshipped in cults, include Epimenides, Pythagoras, 
Empedocles, Epicurus, and Apollonius of Tyana. The heroes of the 
apostolic Acts also show superhuman abilities, but they always refuse 
any attempt to deify them91. The discussion of this problem—clearly 
related to the appearance of ‘divine men’ in antiquity—exceeds the 
limits of this study. 

Authors who promoted the image of the prophetic and divine 
philosopher at the time when the apostolic Acts were written include 
Philostratus, Diogenes Laertius, Porphyry, and Iambichlus92. Greco-
Roman philosophers are often told to have been called and commis-
sioned by gods, similarly to the Jewish prophets. In a way they also 
seem to have fulfilled a similar role in relation to the (religious) value 
system of their communities as the Jewish prophets in Israel. Obedi-
ent to divine commission, they denounced moral corruption, appeared 
as cult reformers, promoted ways of perfect life, and envisioned the 
ideal state. 

The portrait of Epimenides by Diogenes Laertius is a very in-
structive example. Epimenides, who lived on the edge of the archaic 
and classical times (probably 6th century BC), was known in Athens 
as well as in Sparta93. Plato calls him a ‘divine man’, Plutarch one of 
the seven sages, the favourite of gods, and wise about the divine 
things94. Apuleius praises him together with Orpheus and Pythagoras: 

Others call those magicians who bestow unusual care on the investi-
gation of the workings of providence and unusual devotion on their 
worship of the gods, as though, forsooth, they knew how to perform 
everything that they know actually to be performed (quasi facere 
etiam sciant quae sciant fieri). So Epimenides, Orpheus, Pythagoras, 
and Ostanes were regarded as magicians […]95. 

 
91. Already in Acts 14.8–18 we read an attempt to worship Barnabas and Paul 

as gods. 
92. Cf. Cox, Biography, 34. 
93. Dodds, Greeks, 142, proposed that Epimenides’ figure has Thracian col-

ours; recently Bremmer, Afterlife, 37, (supporting Burkert’s view) suggests a 
Near Eastern influence. For ancient testimonies on Epimenides, see Diels and 
Kranz, Vorsokratiker, vol 1, 27–31. 

94. Platon, Laws 1, 642d; Plutarch, Solon 12. 
95. Apuleius, Apology 27, trans. H.E. Butler in LCL. 
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His ritual purification of Athens is reported already by Aristotle96. The 
fullest version of the ‘Epimenides novel’ is found among Diogenes 
Laertius’ Lives, and we will concentrate on this narrative97. In a short 
introduction we are informed about Epimenides’ descent (son either 
of Phaestius or Dosias, or Agesarchus), his birthplace (Cnossus on 
Crete), and appearance (long hair untypical of Cretans). Then comes 
the commissioning episode98: 

Once he was sent into the country by his father to look for a stray 
sheep. At noon he turned aside from the way, and in the shelter of 
some cave he slept for fifty-seven years. After this he got up and went 
in search of the sheep, thinking he had been asleep only a short time. 
When he could not find it, he came to the farm. And when he found 
everything changed and another owner in possession, he went back to 
the town very puzzled. On entering his own house there, he fell in 
with people who asked who he was. Finally, he found his younger 
brother, now an old man, and learnt the truth from him. So he became 
famous throughout Greece, and was believed to be a favourite of the 
gods. (109) 

This is immediately followed by the story of the Athenian pestilence. 
On the behest of the Pythia to purify the city, a ship was sent to Crete 
for Epimenides, who came to Athens in the 46th Olympiad (595–
592). He purified the city, and stopped the pestilence: 

He took sheep, some black and others white, and brought them to the 
Areopagus. There he let them go wherever they pleased, instructing 
those who followed them that where each sheep should be sacrificed 
to the local god where it may lay down, and thus the plague would be 
stayed. Hence even to this day anonymous altars can be found in dif-
ferent parts of Attica, which are memorials of this atonement. 

According to another version the plague was stopped when two young 
men, Cratinus and Ctesibius, were put to death (110). Epimenides 
refused the money offered to him, and concluded a treaty of friend-
ship and alliance between Cnossus and Athens. Then he returned 
home and soon afterwards died. By this the ‘novel’ is actually 
 

96. Aristotle, Athenian Constitution 1.1. 
97. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 1.109–115. The expression ‘Epimenides-Roman’ 

is used by Kern, ‘Epimenides’, 174. 
98. Trans. R.D. Hicks in LCL, adapted. 
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finished (111). We read still the list of works attributed to Epimenides 
(111–112) and a letter he wrote to Solon (113). The chapter concludes 
with miscellaneous information (114–115). For example, we are told 
about Epimenides’ claim that he went through many reincarnations, 
and about his body being guarded in Sparta. 

Epimenides’ ‘life’ thus consists basically of two parts: a call nar-
rative and a typical episode of his activity. The length and disposition 
of the material is similar to the autobiography of Rekhmire or the Acts 
of Titus99. That Epimenides’ long sleep takes place in a Cretan cave 
suggests that the episode relates an initiation100. The two parts of the 
bios are connected by the motive of the ‘sheep’. As with Saul’s com-
mission in 1 Samuel, the call narrative contains a primary and a sec-
ondary ‘mission’. Both Saul and Epimenides were sent by their fa-
thers to look for lost cattle: Saul for donkeys, and Epimenides for 
sheep. Before they could ful fil their task, both got involved in adven-
tures that diverted them from it. Both went through a kind of initiation 
experience attesting to their divine election, and became leaders of 
their communities. As we have seen, the commission of Paul in Acts 9 
has a similar structure, where the role of the first ‘sender’ is taken by 
the high priest, and the primary mission is a ‘police raid’ against 
heretics in Damascus. 

The last example from Greco-Roman literature is the commission 
story of Dio Chrysostom. A contemporary of Paul and Luke, Dio 
gives in one of his speeches an autobiographical account of his call as 
a wandering philosopher101. When banished under Domitian, he began 
to ponder whether exile is really a painful and unfortunate thing, or 
whether it can be also light and easy. He decided to draw an oracle 
from the god: 

 
99. See pp. 26ff above and Chapter 9 below. 
100. Cf. Dodds, Greeks, 142 and Bremmer, Afterlife, 37. Long sleep also 

occurs in Jewish and early Christian writings: Pareleipomena Jeremiou 5; Honi 
the circle drawer (Babylonian Talmud Taanith 23a and Palestinian Talmud 
Taanith 3.9); the Byzantine legend of the seven young men; cf. Herzer, Paralipo-
mena Jeremiae 92–100. For encountering gods in (Cretan) caves see Rohde, 
Psyche, vol 1, 111–45; Faure, Caverns cretoises, 81–197. For long sleep in fairy 
tales, see Karlinger, Zauberschlaf. 

101. Dio Chrysostom (of Prusa) lived c. 40–112 AD. The passage quoted is his 
thirteenth discourse ‘In Athens, about his banishment’. Cf. pp. 206f below. 
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And when I consulted him, he gave me an oracle which was strange 
and not easy to interpret. For he commanded me to do this very thing 
in which I am, with full zeal, as some honourable and useful activity, 
‘until you go’, said he, ‘to the furthest part of the world’102. 

Thus our hero exhorted himself ‘neither to fear nor be ashamed’ of his 
action, ‘put on humble attire’ and set out on his journey. Some took 
him for a beggar, while others called him a philosopher. He won fame 
and many came to him and asked him to tell what he thought about 
good and evil. ‘Again, they invited me to stand in the middle and talk 
in the public’103. The key motif in this commission story is again a 
divine oracle. It is ‘not easy to interpret’, and the hero also uses his 
knowledge of literary examples to understand the command. He is 
sent to the utmost parts of the world, as the apostles, and he leaves 
behind everything to fulfil his mission. 

We should note that Dio is a solitary figure. He has no ‘helper’, 
no travelling companion. His friend Flavius Sabinus—mentioned at 
the beginning of the discourse—was executed at the same time as Dio 
was banished. The social structure of the text is thus different from 
the hierarchical world of the Near East as well as from the prophetic 
conflict between hero and community. We have a cosmopolitan hero, 
who goes wherever the god sends him, and preaches his message 
fearlessly to people at the ends of the world. Commission is here the 
exclusive business of the sender and the hero. 

The Ancient Novel 

The apocryphal Acts have often been claimed to stand close to the 
ancient novels104. In the Greek novels, the dangerous journeys of the 
heroes frequently begin out of divine will105. In the Ephesian Tale by 

 
102. Discourses 13.9, trans. J.W. Cohoon in LCL, adapted. Compare Dio’s 

words fùò Uí dðr ô’ œóôáôïí PðÝëèwò ôyò ãyò with Acts 22.21 (åkò hèíç ìáêñÜí 
dîáðïóôåë§ óå), and especially 1.8 (hóåóôÝ ìïõ ìÜñôõñåò […] fùò dó÷Üôïõ ôyò 
ãyò). 

103. Cf. Acts 13.15, 17.19–22. For speaking boldly in the public, see p. 83, 
note 82 below. 

104. See p. 251 below. 
105. Söder, Die apokryphen Apostelgeschichten, 44–6, 171–80. 
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Xenophon of Ephesus106, the tribulations of hero and heroine are fore-
told by the following oracle107: 

Why do you long to learn the end of a malady, and its beginning? 
One disease has both in its grasp, and from that remedy must be 
accomplished. 
But for them I see terrible sufferings and toils that are endless; 
Both will flee over the sea pursued by pirates108, 
They will suffer chains at the hands of men who mingle with the 
waters, 
And a tomb shall be the burial chamber for both, and fire the 
destroyer; 
And beside the waters of the river Nile, to Holy Isis 
The saviour you will afterwards offer rich gifts; 
But still after their sufferings a better fate is in store. 

The characters of the novel immediately begin to interpret the oracle, 
and thus the oracle contributes to the development of the plot109. It 
does not give, however, a very precise prediction of the events of the 
narrative110. Trials are foretold by an oracle in the Wonders Beyond 
Thule111: 

There, an oracle declared that they would go to Thule, and that they 
would see other homeland later but that first they would undergo trials 
and make atonement for their, albeit unintentional, irreverence to-
wards their parents […]. 

 
106. Probably mid-second century AD, Hägg, Novel, 20; Reardon, Ancient 

Novels, 5; Bremmer, ‘Novel’, 170. 
107. Xenophon of Ephesus, Ephesian Tale 1.6, trans. G. Anderson in 

Reardon, Ancient Novels, 132. 
108. ëwóôïäßùêôïé, see Liddel-Scott, Supplement, 196b. 
109. Chance, ‘Divine Prognostications’, 220–3. 
110. Chance, ‘Divine Prognostications’, 224–5, contra Schmeling, Xenophon 

of Ephesus, 27. 
111. Photius, Bibliotheca 166.110a, trans. G.N. Sandy in Reardon, Ancient 

Novels, 779–80. The novel dates from the 1st–2nd century AD, Sandy, ibidem, 775. 
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A similar oracle is found in Heliodorus’ Aethiopica, promising hero 
and heroine ‘the great reward of virtuous life’, but not warning them 
of the sufferings. The elaboration of the episode deserves attention112: 

Without more ado, we set off towards the temple, where the Thessali-
ans had already made all the arrangements for the sacrifice. We had 
reached the altar, the priest had spoken the introductory prayer, the 
young man was on the point of commencing the ceremony, when from 
the inner shrine the voice of the priestess of the oracle rang forth. 

One who starts in grace and ends in glory, another goddess-born: 
Of these I bid you have regard, O Delphi! 
Leaving my temple here and cleaving Ocean’s swelling tides, 
To the black land of the Sun will they travel, 
Where they will reap the reward of those whose lives are passed in 
virtue: 
A crown of white on brows of black. 

So spake the god, but the bystanders were completely nonplussed and 
quite at a loss to explain the meaning of the oracle. They each tried to 
extract a different interpretation from it; each understood it in a sense 
that matched his own wishes. As yet not one of them had discovered 
its real meaning, for by and large the interpretation of dreams and ora-
cles depends on the outcome. In any case, the people of Delphi were 
in too much of a hurry, for they were highly excited at the prospect of 
this pageant for which such magnificent preparations had been made: 
no one took the time to investigate exactly what the oracle signified. 

The author gives the oracle the form of an epiphany, describes the 
circumstances and the place (the Pythian games in Delphi), 
the amazement and obtuseness of the bystanders, and emphasises the 
opacity of the oracle—as in many stories that we already examined. 

The deity sometimes gives orders to the hero in a vision. Apollo 
and Artemis appoint Calasiris as patron of Theagenes and Charik-

 
112. Heliodorus, Ethiopian Story 2.35, trans. J.R. Morgan in Reardon, Ancient 

Novels, 408–9. For its dating around 230 AD, see Bremmer, ‘Apocryphal Acts’, 
157. 
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leia113. An angel sends Apollonius, king of Tyre, to the temple of 
Diana, where he is reunited with his wife114. 

Divine oracles and commands thus play an important role in 
these narratives. The novels can assume various kinds of relations 
between the protagonists and the gods. The suffering of the protago-
nists is often the result of their offending the deity115, but the gods 
also rescue them from the greatest perils116. Furthermore, hero and 
heroine often experience divine appearances, or descend from a di-
vine lineage, and people worship them117. Kerényi claimed that the 
suffering and deliverance of the heroes imitate the myth of Isis and 
Osiris118: 

Reading a Greek novel with the knowledge of an initiate of the mys-
teries of Isis […] meant to read it from the perspective of providence 
instead of the perspective of destiny. 

[T]he typical novel and the divine passion narrative [of Isis and Osiris] 
contain the same set of motifs. […] One attains salvation in the holy 
quarter of the Isis temple by participating in the pain and bliss of that 
journey. 

 
113. Heliodorus, Ethiopian Story 3.11. 
114. History of Apollonius King of Tyre 48. For its dating shortly after 215 

AD, see Bremmer, ‘Novel’, 169–70. 
115. E.g., Achilles Tatius, Leucippe and Clitophon 2. EÅã¦ ôá™ôá Uí åkäåßçí, 

höç, ôïóáýôáò œâñåéò dî hñùôïò ðáèþí. ‘How well I know it—for all the indig-
nities Love has made me suffer’, these are the first words of the hero in the novel. 
In Xenophon’s Ephesian Tale 1.1, Habrocomes did not recognise Eros, because 
he thought he was more handsome and powerful: ‘Eros was furious at this’ (cf. 
note 117 below). 

116. Cf. Kerényi, Romanliteratur, 123–50, ‘Rettung vom Kreuze und Verklä-
rung’. 

117. Xenophon, Ephesian Tale 1.1: ‘[The citizens] treated the boy [Habro-
comes] like a god, and some even prostrated themselves and prayed at the sight of 
him’. As for the heroine Anthia, ‘often as they saw her […] the Ephesians would 
worship her as Artemis’. Of Heliodorus’ heroine, the robbers think ‘she must be a 
god—the goddess Artemis, or the Isis they worship in those parts’ (Ethiopian 
Story 1.2). The hero is an offspring of Achilles (2.34). Apollonius’ wife is mis-
taken for Diana (History of Apollonius King of Tyre 48): ‘she radiated so much 
glittering beauty that they thought that she was the goddess Diana’. For other 
examples, see Kerényi, Romanliteratur, 95–9, 256ff. 

118. Kerényi, Romanliteratur, 229. His thesis was followed by Merkelbach, 
Roman und Mysterium, 53–5. For their reception see Bremmer, ‘Novel’, 160–1. 
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The protagonists of some novels become priests. In Heliodorus’ 
novel, Charikleia is a priestess of Artemis at Delphi and Theagenes a 
priest of Apollo119. At the end of the novel, both are initiated as the 
priests of the Egyptian gods Sun and Moon120. Apollonius’ wife is a 
priestess of Artemis (Diana) in Ephesus121. Apuleius’ Metamorphoses 
11 relates Lucius’ initiation into the cult of Isis and Osiris122. In the 
end, Lucius becomes a priest himself and he walks around proudly 
with his head shaven: ‘Then, once more shaving my head completely, 
neither covering up nor hiding my baldness, but displaying it wher-
ever I went, I joyfully carried out the duties of that ancient priesthood, 
founded in the days of Sulla’123. 

We can conclude that divine destiny and guidance, as well as ini-
tiation into the mysteries belong to the central themes of ancient nov-
els. How far these episodes can be regarded as commission narratives 
has to be decided in the larger context of our study. 

Commission Stories in the Gospels 

All four canonical gospels relate that Jesus collected disciples around 
himself by walking around and calling people to follow him. Many of 
these stories simply report Jesus’ words of call and how the to-be dis-
ciples follow him immediately124. These narratives are rather similar 
to our first type of call to philosophy; namely, when someone joins a 
school or a teacher125. Some of the call stories also include a miracu-
lous act of Jesus, which is understood as divine epiphany by the dis-
ciples. Luke’s well-known episode relates that after they were fishing 
without result for a whole night, Jesus commanded the disciples to 
cast out the net once again, whereupon they ‘caught so many fish that 
their nets were beginning to break’126. Peter falls down at Jesus’ knees 
and says, ‘Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man’. According 
 

119. Heliodorus, Ethiopian Story 1.22 
120. Heliodorus, Ethiopian Story 10.40–1. 
121. History of Apollonius King of Tyre 48. 
122. Cf. p. 27, note 5; p. 239 below. 
123. The conclusion of the novel, Metamorphoses 11.30. 
124. Mark 1.16–20 and parallels; Mark 2.13–17 and parallels; John 1.35–51. 
125. Cf. pp. 42f above; Droge, ‘Call Stories’ and ‘Call Stories (Gospels)’. 
126. Luke 5.1–11 
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to John127, when Nathanael comes to Jesus, the latter already knows 
that he is a ‘true Israelite’ and that he was sitting under a fig tree. In 
these narratives we can identify the following motifs: encounter with 
Jesus, miraculous act, astonishment, acclamation of Jesus as divine, 
words of call, and finally, the disciple’s following Jesus. 

Other synoptic passages talk about the call of twelve disciples, 
whom Jesus sent out to proclaim the kingdom and to heal: ‘he ap-
pointed twelve, to be with him, and to be sent out to proclaim the 
message, and to have authority to cast out demons’128. The narrative 
frame of these texts is simple: they state Jesus’ command and attach a 
list with the names of the twelve. In a Lucan variant of the story, Je-
sus sends out seventy disciples ‘in pairs to every town and place 
where he himself intended to go’129. The Gospel of Matthew ends with 
the ‘Great Commission’130, in which Jesus commands the eleven dis-
ciples ‘to make disciples of all nations’. The text ends with the reas-
surance: ‘Lo, I am with you always, to the end of the age’. In the 
longer ending of Mark, we find a somewhat different version of this 
passage, in which the reassurance clause contains a list of signs ac-
companying the believers131. 

One more passage has to be mentioned from the gospels, namely, 
the baptism of Jesus, which is reported in all four canonical gos-
pels132. Jesus goes to the Jordan, where John is baptising, and lets 
himself be baptised. In Matthew and John, there is a dialogue between 
Jesus and the Baptist. When Jesus is baptised, the heavens open and 
the Spirit descends on Jesus in the form of a dove. In the Synoptics, a 
voice is heard from heaven: ‘You are my beloved son, with you I am 
pleased’. This sentence has different variants in the other gospels133. 

 
127. John 1.47–51 
128. Mark 3.13–19, cf. Matthew 10.1–4 and Luke 6.12–16. 
129. Luke 10.1–20. 
130. Matthew 28.18–20. Hubbard, Matthean Redaction, interpreted this pas-

sage in the context of Old Testament commission narratives. 
131. Mark 16.15–8. 
132. Mark 1.9–11, Matthew 3.13–17, Luke 3.21–22, John 1.29–34. 
133. Luke 3.22 speaks in the third person: ‘This is my son […]’. In John 1.34, 

the Baptist witnesses that ‘This is the son of God’. The Western textual tradition 
of Luke 3.22 and the Gospel of the Ebionites, frag. 3, follow Psalms 2.7 and add 
‘I have this day begotten you’. Cf. Gospel of the Hebrews 2. 
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The commission episodes of the gospels have a relatively simple 
structure, usually combining one or two motifs. A biographical con-
text can be found only in the baptism of Jesus. These gospel narra-
tives are nevertheless interesting because they provide us with early 
Christian commission texts before the apostolic Acts were written. 

A Preliminary Typology of Commission Narratives 

This survey covered only a part of the extant passages about commis-
sion. We did not undertake a detailed historical study of the commis-
sion pattern, but rather pointed to texts which are representative of the 
main trajectories of this conspicuous literary structure. We have to 
omit the discussion of several interesting passages134. A certain 
consistence of form, theme, and motifs is well discernable in the re-
ferred texts, but also substantial differences, first of all with regard to 
the social texture of the narratives. 

I suggest a threefold typology of the social texture of commission 
narratives. The first type is called institutional and is exemplified in 
its purest form by the early Egyptian stories. Its main characteristic is 
that it integrates the hero into an institutional hierarchy. It reinforces 
and justifies the existing order of things, the social-cultural status quo. 
The hero becomes to represent and to defend this very order. The sec-
ond type is called prophetic and is represented mainly by the pro-
phetic call stories of Jewish Scripture. In these narratives the conflict 
between the individual and the community is the central problem. The 
prophet is in the paradoxical situation of being a member of his social 
environment but opposing its goals and beliefs. In the very moment 
that the prophet tries to escape this paradox, either by detaching him-
self from his environment or giving up his critical stance, he ceases to 
be a prophet. The third type is called philosophical. In a philosophical 
commission story, the hero is called to engage in an intimate relation 

 
134. Egypt and the Near East: episodes of Gilgamesh (tablets V, VII, XI.); 

dreams of the Hittite Hattushili and Pharaoh Djoser (Oppenheim, Dreams, 251, 
254, respectively). Hellenistic Egypt: Herodotus, History 2.139; Tacitus, Annals 
4.83; Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 28 (cf. Oppenheim, Dreams, 252; Nock, Conver-
sion, 49–58). Greco-Roman literature: the letters of Aristotle on his becoming a 
student of Plato (frags. 652, 653, Rose3); Lucian, Dream. 
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with his sender, leaving behind the world. The hero is alienated from 
his environment and becomes an outsider. If he exercises criticism, he 
does so from the position of a teacher of truth rather than as a suffer-
ing member of his own people. 

At the same time, the three types of commission offer three bio-
graphical models, three modes of interpreting personalities, and three 
models for the individual to define his relation to society—in fact, to 
the rest of the world. We can ask to what extent a certain story pro-
motes institutional integration, prophetic conflict with one’s social 
environment, or the detachment from the institutional frameworks and 
obedience to one’s own guiding spirit. On a more abstract level, we 
can speak of different strategies of finding one’s social identity: 
within the framework of the institutions, against the framework of the 
institutions, or outside the institutions. 

These are not so much clear-cut alternatives, as rather basic com-
ponents, which are necessarily mixed in most narratives, and in most 
human lives. They offer different perspectives that will help us to in-
terpret the individual stories. Most of the commission narratives, 
whether Egyptian, Jewish, Greco-Roman, or early Christian, provide 
a synthesis of the three basic types. 



 

3. Paul before Damascus 

The most surprising feature of Paul’s commission in the Lucan Acts is 
the threefold narration of the story in Acts 9.1–30, 22.3–21, and 26.9–
20. These are not parallel reports in different texts (as in the tomb of 
Rekhmire), or references to different episodes within the same text (as 
in the Acts of John)1. Luke obviously writes about the same event in 
all the three narratives, but he retells it with surprising discrepancies. 
There are similar ‘doublets’ and ‘triplets’ in many passages of the 
Jewish Scriptures2. 

The inclusion of three accounts of the same episode in the book 
and the differences between them can be explained in more than one 
way. Several studies assume different sources behind the three ver-
sions3. In looking for the author’s purpose, scholars suggest that Luke 
offered complementary versions with different theological accents4. 

 
1. Acts of John 18, 88–9, 113, see Chapter 4. 
2. Cf. von Dobschütz, ‘Die Berichte’; add 1 Samuel 9–11. Dobschütz cited 

parallels also from the Gospels, but concluded that ‘the relation of the three ac-
counts in Acts to each other is yet different’. 

3. Hirsch, ‘Die drei Berichte’, hypothesised that ch. 9 comes from Damascus, 
ch. 26 from Paul, and ch. 22 is a mixture of the two. Burchard, Der dreizehnte 
Zeuge, 52–88, suggested that ch. 9 contains a novelistic tradition, comparable to 
Joseph and Aseneth and Apuleius’ Metamorphoses 11, on which Luke elaborated 
in chs. 22 and 26 (120); ch. 26 contains Pauline tradition (128). Witherington, 
Acts, 309, suggests that Luke was present at the speech delivered before Agrippa 
(ch. 26), and used information from Paul for the other two accounts. Cf. Lentz, 
Luke’s Portrait, 19f. For earlier attempts, see Haenchen, Apostelgeschichte, 274–5. 

4. Stanley, ‘Paul’s Conversion’, argued that ch. 9 expands Paul’s account in 
ch. 22 (325), while ch. 26 shortens the same (332–3); the three accounts empha-
sise, respectively, that Paul really saw Christ; that he saw him exalted in glory; 
and that he was inaugurated as a servant of Yahweh (338). Hedrick, ‘Paul’s Con-
version’, 432, concluded that ch. 9 adapts a traditional miracle story of Paul’s 
conversion, whereas ch. 22 is an edited, while ch. 26 is an abbreviated, version of 
the legend; the three accounts were composed to correct and complement each 
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This chapter will approach these repetitions from a socio-rhetorical 
perspective, with an emphasis on the social world of the texts, and 
interpret the threefold narration as multiple attempts to define the nar-
rative figure of Paul in Acts. 

Already in the discussion of King Saul’s commission we found 
different ways of legitimation that the three episodes described: com-
mission through epiphany, prophetic transformation of consciousness, 
and a sacramental act in the first narrative; mantic techniques and rec-
ognition by the people in the second one; and rising to political lead-
ership as a fearful warrior in the third one. This shows that commis-
sion stories about the same hero (with the same sender and helper: 
Yahweh and Samuel) might situate the plot in very different social 
structures. In our reading of the three Lucan narratives about Paul’s 
commission we will be looking for literary strategies of creating so-
cial identity, making use of the social typology of commission that we 
described in Chapter 2 above. 

Acts 9 

(1) Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the dis-
ciples of the Lord, went to the high priest (2) and asked him for letters 
to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any who belonged 
to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 
(3) Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a 
light from heaven flashed around him. (4) He fell to the ground and 
heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ 
(5) He asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ The reply came, ‘I am Jesus, whom 
you are persecuting. (6) But get up and enter the city, and you will be 
told what you are to do’. (7) The men who were travelling with him 
stood speechless because they heard the voice but saw no one. (8) Saul 
got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see 
nothing; so they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. 
(9) For three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank. 

 
other. Hedrick’s view of a ‘cumulative effect’ is followed by Witherington, Acts, 
303–4. According to Gaventa, From Darkness to Light, 90, ch. 9 presents Paul as 
the overthrown enemy, ch. 22 as the loyal Jew, whereas ch. 26 underscores his 
call as a witness and his faithful obedience to that call. 
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(10) Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias. The 
Lord said to him in a vision, ‘Ananias’. He answered, ‘Here I am, 
Lord’. (11) The Lord said to him, ‘Get up and go to the street called 
Straight, and at the house of Judas look for a man of Tarsus named 
Saul. At this moment he is praying, (12) and he has seen in a vision a 
man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him so that he 
might regain his sight’. (13) But Ananias answered, ‘Lord, I have heard 
from many about this man, how much evil he has done to your saints 
in Jerusalem; (14) and here he has authority from the chief priests to 
bind all who invoke your name’. (15) But the Lord said to him, ‘Go, for 
he is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before 
Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel; (16) I myself will 
show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name’. (17) So 
Ananias went and entered the house. He laid his hands on Saul and 
said, ‘Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on your way 
here, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with 
the Holy Spirit’. (18) And immediately something like scales fell from 
his eyes, and his sight was restored. Then he got up and was baptised, 
(19) and after taking some food, he regained his strength. 

For several days he was with the disciples in Damascus, (20) and 
immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, 
‘He is the Son of God’. (21) All who heard him were amazed and said, 
‘Is not this the man who made havoc in Jerusalem among those who 
invoked this name? And has he not come here for the purpose of 
bringing them bound before the chief priests?’ (22) Saul became in-
creasingly more powerful and confounded the Jews who lived in Da-
mascus by proving that Jesus was the Messiah. (23) After some time 
had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, (24) but their plot became 
known to Saul. They were watching the gates day and night so that 
they might kill him; (25) but the disciples5 took him by night and let 
him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a basket. 
(26) When he had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the disciples; 
and they were all afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a 
disciple. (27) But Barnabas took him, brought him to the apostles, and 
described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, who had 
spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in the 

 
5. For ‘the disciples’ against ‘his disciples’ (the latter supported by the oldest 

manuscripts) see Haenchen, Apostelgeschichte, 279 and Metzger, Textual Com-
mentary, 366. 
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name of Jesus. (28) So he went in and out among them in Jerusalem, 
speaking boldly in the name of the Lord. (29) He spoke and argued with 
the Hellenists; but they were attempting to kill him. (30) When the be-
lievers learned of it, they brought him down to Caesarea and sent him 
off to Tarsus. (NRSV) 

 
If we look at the account of Acts 9, we find a highly complex narra-
tive, consisting of several minor episodes with the interaction of a 
number of characters. Still it has to be understood as one episode in 
the flow of the Lucan narrative: it is bracketed by accounts about the 
missionary acts of other apostolic figures. Philip baptises the Ethio-
pian eunuch in the previous section, and Peter baptises Cornelius in 
the next one6. Paul’s story is also rounded off by a typical Lucan sum-
mary on the growth of the church7. 

The commission story of Paul (called Saul throughout in this nar-
rative) can be divided into the following scenes: (1) Saul’s vision on 
the Damascus road (verses 1–9); (2) Ananias’ vision (10–16); Saul’s 
healing and baptism (17–19a); his preaching in Damascus (19b–22); 
his adventurous escape from the city (23–25); his acceptance in Jeru-
salem (26–28); and his escape from there (29–30). If we want to take 
the narrative context seriously—and this is the only possibility for 
literary analysis—we cannot reduce our investigation to the first three 
scenes. 

The framework of the social texture of the story is drawn by the 
opposition of ‘disciples’ and ‘persecutors’8. This basic scheme ex-
 

6. For Acts 8–11 as a larger thematic unit see Tannehill, Narrative Unity, vol 
2, 113f. 

7. A similar summary in Acts 6.7 preceded the trial of Stephen, where also 
Paul was introduced to the reader (7.58, 8.1–3). Notice that the division given by 
the two summaries does not correspond to the thematic units observed above. 
Sterling, ‘Athletes of Virtue’, argues that summaries in Acts higlight the apolo-
getic purpose of the author rather than being markers of structural divisions. 

8. The disciples are also ‘those of the Way’ (ôyò ¿äï™ –íôåò, 9.2). For a 
comparable use of &r<D< in the Qumran community, see Community Rule (1QS) 
9.18 and 10.21; Damascus Document (CD) 1.13, 2.6, 20.18. For more examples, 
see Fitzmyer, Acts, 423–4, who suggests that the name comes from Isaiah 40.3 
and preserves the original self-identificaiton of Christianity. Guilbert, Les textes 
de Qumran, vol 1, 65, comments on 1QS 9.18: ‘Le terme de « Voie » désigne le 
mode propre à la secte d’envisager la fidélité aux prescriptions divines. Par la 
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presses people’s relation to the central figure of Jesus. The dynamic is 
created by Saul’s moving from one side to the other. It is remarkable 
how passively he is dragged across this social field: he is hit on the 
ground, lead by the hand to Damascus, healed by Ananias, let down 
from the walls in a basket, introduced to the apostles by Barnabas, 
and again rescued and sent off by the disciples. 

There are basically three levels of church authority involved in 
the process: a single disciple (Ananias), a local church (Damascus), 
and finally the supreme authority of the ‘golden age’, the board of the 
apostles in Jerusalem9. Saul is taken before these authorities one by 
one, where he is examined and confirmed as a disciple. The narrative 
structure presents a bureaucratic machine which produces, so to 
speak, apostles from Pharisees. Immediate interaction with the divine 
sender is reduced to the annihilating demonstration of power on the 
Damascus road. 

This narrative embodies the institutional model of commission, 
with the purpose of integrating the hero into the institutional frame-
work of a community. This is first achieved through various stages of 
initiation. Saul’s annihilating experience of the divine power on the 
Damascus road causes temporary blindness. It is followed by the 
liminal stage in the house of Judas10. Here Ananias, the representative 
of the divinity appears (the helper figure) and recovers Saul’s sight. 
Baptism is the final seal on the procedure. Then the new initiate is 
examined in practice. He produces a ‘masterpiece’ on which basis he 
is judged by the leading authorities of the community. His bold proc-
lamation in Damascus is the credential which his second helper 
Barnabas presents to the board of the apostles. Barnabas appears as an 
‘advocate’. He plays the role that is assigned to him also by the ex-
planation of his name in an earlier passage of the book: ‘Joseph, 

 
suite, ce terme est devenu assez traditionnel pour désigner n’importe quelle secte 
judaïque et même le christianisme naissant’ (my italics). 

9. Haenchen, Apostelgeschichte, 283, notices that this is the last occasion that 
‘the apostles’ (meaning the ‘twelve’, cf. 2.14, 37; 6.2) represent the supreme 
authority of the Church in Acts. From now on, James the Lord’s brother (15.6) 
and the ‘elders’ (11.30) join (and actually replace) them. 

10. For the concept of liminality, see p. 235, note 95 below. 
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whom the apostles called also Barnabas, which means “son of en-
couragement”’11. 

The social structure we have here is a fully developed hierarchy. 
We have to notice that the original mission of the hero occurs within 
the framework of a similar system: as the agent of the high-priest, 
Saul is also part of a bureaucratic machine. He acts with official 
documents in hand. The ‘letters’ he asks from the high-priest most 
probably serve to identify himself in the synagogues of Damascus and 
ensure the support of the Jewish authorities of that place. It is ‘agent 
Saul’ of the high-priest’s police who manages to establish himself 
within a short period of time as ‘agent Saul’ of the community ‘of the 
Way’. 

However well organised the institutions of the Christian commu-
nity seem in the narrative, there are also several discrepancies in the 
text. Ananias is instructed by Jesus in a vision to visit Saul. He pro-
tests against the task, and refers to Saul as one who did much evil to 
the disciples in Jerusalem. Then he talks about the ‘high-priests’ (in 
plural, notwithstanding the singular of the former episode), who gave 
Saul authorisation (rather than an epistle). His words suggest that Saul 
was cooperating with the Jerusalem priestly circles on a larger basis. 
Jesus’ argument about Saul’s future role as a witness and martyr is 
enough to refute Ananias’ objections, but this calling is not actually 
‘delivered’ to Saul by Ananias. Visiting the blind Saul in Damascus, 
Ananias talks to him about Jesus ‘who appeared to you on the road’. 
Notwithstanding Ananias’ claim, the first report does not mention that 
Saul saw Jesus—he saw only the flashing light that blinded him—, 
but rather that he talked with Jesus12. The heavenly voice promised 
him that in Damascus he would be told what to do, but Ananias gives 
him no instructions at all. Jesus told Ananias that Saul had seen a vi-
sion about him (Ananias), but Ananias forgets this obvious point of 
reference when visiting Saul. Instead, he mentions Saul’s first vision 
on the Damascus road, the one Jesus did not mention to him. Jesus 
also did not inform him about Saul’s blindness, and did not commis-
sion him to baptise Saul. 

 
11. Acts 4.36, õj’ò ðáñáêëÞóåùò. 
12. The difference is somewhat explained by the synesthesia that character-

ised the accounts of visions in antiquity, cf. p. 228, note 66 below. 
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From the next episode we learn that Saul proclaimed Jesus as the 
Messiah in the synagogues of Damascus. Then ‘everyone’ is upset by 
his words, and they recall him at once being the agent of the ‘high-
priests’ (in plural). But whom does ‘everyone’ cover? And what was 
the precise reason of their astonishment? From the narrative context 
we know that the Damascus disciples were also members of the syna-
gogue (v. 2). It is precisely for them that Saul went to Damascus. The 
reason of their surprise could not be the content of Saul’s preaching, 
but rather the change of his role. But where is Ananias, the disciple 
from Damascus who baptised Saul?13 Did he disappear, or did he for-
get to introduce the new convert to the community? A related ques-
tion is from where did Saul receive the material that he preached. 
Again, one thinks of Ananias, but his role is not mentioned in this 
context either. The most probable solution is that Saul was inspired by 
revelation—an idea that can be inferred from all three accounts in 
Acts as well as from Paul’s autobiographical narrative in Galatians14. 

There were evidently members of the synagogues who did not 
accept Jesus as the Messiah. They could be also astonished by the 
sudden change in Saul’s attitude. Their later plan to kill Saul, how-
ever, suggests that they also were scandalised by his message. But 
was this message so radically new for them? It would be surprising 
because the presence of the disciples in Damascus has been taken for 
granted throughout the narrative of Acts 9, and also in the introduction 
of the Damascus episode itself. Did they not preach in the synagogue? 
Or did they teach something else than Saul? Saul appears surprisingly 
lonely as he preaches his new heresy in the synagogues, much like on 
his later missionary journeys. 

In sum, the rhetoric of the text affirms the boldness of Saul as a 
preacher of Jesus, while his status in the Damascus church remains 
unclear. The episode implies that the Damascus disciples were endan-
gered by the agents from Jerusalem (like Saul) rather than by their co-
religionists in the synagogue, and that the synagogue was tolerant to-
ward the disciples but intolerant toward an enthusiastic guest-
preacher. In any case, Saul’s person and proclamation was enough to 
undermine peace in Damascus, and the disciples found it best to re-
 

13. Acts 9.10, ƒí äÝ ôéò ìáèçôxò dí Äáìáóê² “íüìáôé FÁíáíßáò. 
14. Cf. p. 46 above and p. 84 below. 
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move him from the stage. The whole situation, however, contradicts 
the efforts of the chapter to integrate Saul into the institutional 
framework of the disciples’ community. 

Such an institutional integration is of course the major interest of 
the next episode. If we wonder why Ananias failed to smooth the con-
flict and integrate Saul into the Damascus community, we can be also 
surprised of the unexpected advocacy from the side of Barnabas in 
Jerusalem. Barnabas, similarly to Ananias at Straight Road, refers to 
the vision on the Damascus road, the knowledge of which Luke seems 
to assume with all his characters who take Saul’s part15. Similarly to 
Ananias, Barnabas also interprets the vision on the road as seeing the 
Lord. In the narrator’s report, Jesus promised that Saul will be told in 
the future (ëáëçèÞóåôáß óïé) what to do, while Barnabas points out 
that the Lord revealed things to Saul (dëÜëçóåí ášô²) in the epiph-
any. Barnabas also refers to the courageous proclamation in Damas-
cus ‘in the name of Jesus’. The mention of ‘the name’ switches back 
to the description of Saul’s role in the dialogue between Jesus and 
Ananias. Again, there is no mention of Ananias as a witness to Saul’s 
baptism, and also the adventurous escape seems unknown or forgot-
ten, though it would perfectly fulfil Saul’s calling ‘to suffer’ for the 
name and testify to his commitment. The conflict with a group of 
synagogue people and a second adventurous escape serve to create 
continuity with the ministry in Damascus, and also foreshadow the 
normal course of Saul’s missionary activity: preach and run16. 

This brief survey has shown the fragmentary nature of the narra-
tive and the lack of a minute editorial work. It seems that the author 
combined various pieces of tradition in order to argue for Saul’s 
 

15. The story of the Damascus road might have been generally associated 
with Paul’s person at the time of Luke, thus the knowledge of his characters of 
the narrative represents the knowledge of his readership. For the hypothetical 
‘Paulusnovelle’ see Löning, Saulustradition, 62f, 93–7; Dietzfelbinger, Berufung, 
78–9. 

16. The ‘Hellenists’ (9.29) are probably identical with the diaspora Jews who 
initiated Stephen’s trial in 6.9–14. A closer analysis of that rather puzzling as-
sembly is not with our task here. In the same story, Paul is probably associated 
with that formation (7.58), but he could as well belong to other groups involved 
in the action (6.11–3). For the (conceptional) improbability of the alternative 
reading GÅëëçíáò (Greeks) see Haenchen, Apostelgeschichte 280. Cf. Johnson, 
Acts 172, 198; Witherington, Acts, 240ff, 325. 
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unanimous acceptance and integration into the institutions of the Je-
sus-followers, but he only set them side by side rather than thoroughly 
harmonising them. In fact, the majority of readers will be completely 
satisfied by the narrative as it is, and unconsciously synchronise the 
contradicting elements. 

Interestingly enough, the institutional type of commission that we 
discerned here has little background in the writings of the Old Testa-
ment. In none of the stories quoted in the previous chapter are there 
authorities confirming the divine call of the hero, or patrons who help 
them integrate into the institutions. The prophets who belong to the 
royal court are pictured in several passages as the ‘false prophets’17, 
but nothing is told about their commission or appointment. On the 
other hand, we have a fully developed hierarchy in the Lucan story: 
Jesus is the supreme authority who instructs Ananias to act for him. 
Ananias’ sphere of action is restricted to Damascus. When it comes to 
introducing Saul to the apostles, the more influential Barnabas18 takes 
the new convert under his protection. The hierarchy from the top to 
the bottom thus includes Jesus, the apostles, Barnabas, Ananias and 
the rest of the disciples. In the Egyptian commission narratives we 
had similarly the supreme god Re, who commissioned the other gods 
(Thot) as well as the Pharaohs, who in turn commissioned the viziers, 
who dealt with the rest of the people19. 

There are also parallels in the other apostolic Acts and in Greco-
Roman literature. The Acts of Barnabas and the Acts of Titus will be 
considered in detail later in our study. From Rome, we refer to the 
story of Gaius Flaccus, a negligent youth20: 

 
17. E.g. Jeremiah 14.13–15, 23.30–32, 26.7–9. 
18. Barnabas was already introduced in Acts 4.36–7. Luke mentions him as an 

important donator, who sold his landed property and gave its price to the Jerusa-
lem church. That the apostles gave him a new name (his original name was Jo-
seph) suggests in itself hierarchical subjection, cf. Johnson, Acts, 87. 

19. Cf. the seven ‘deacons’ in Acts 6, who are appointed in order to deal with 
the everyday matters of the community so that the apostles can concentrate on the 
‘word of God’. Also Moses appointed ‘officers’ or ‘judges’ to deal with the minor 
cases of judgment in Israel while he represented the people before God (Exodus 
18.13–27). 

20. Livy 27.8.5–10, trans. F.G. Moore (LCL), adapted. The story plays in 209 BC. 
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Because of his irresponsible and dissipated youth Gaius Flaccus, who 
was odious to his own brother, Lucius Flaccus, and other relatives on 
account of the same vices, had been seized upon as flamen (flamen 
captus erat) by Publius Licinius, pontifex maximus. As soon as the 
charge of rites and ceremonies took possession of his soul (animum 
eius cepit), Gaius so suddenly put off his old character that no one 
among all the young men stood higher in the estimation and approval 
of the leading senators, both of his own family and strangers alike. 

He also attempted to revive the old usage that the flamen was auto-
matically invested with senatorship. Indeed, he achieved his goal, but 
not so much by his position as a flamen, but rather by the sanctity of 
his life (magis sanctitate vitae). Here the action of a powerful patron 
(the pontifex maximus) precedes the encounter with the sacred. The 
result is integration into the institutional order (as opposed to earlier 
‘negligence’), acceptance by the authorities, and advance in the social 
hierarchy. 

Finally we refer to Lucian’s Peregrinus Proteus, whose career 
among the Christians is a parody of the institutional form of commis-
sion narrative21: 

It was then that he learned the wondrous lore of the Christians, by as-
sociating with their priests and scribes in Palestine. And—how else 
could it be?—in a trice he made them all look like children; for he was 
prophet, cult-leader, head of the synagogue, and everything, all by 
himself 22. He interpreted and explained some of their books and even 
composed many, and they revered him as a god, made use of him as a 
lawgiver, and set him down as a protector, next after that other, to be 
sure, whom they still worship […]. 

Lucian suggests that it was not at all difficult to integrate into the in-
stitutions of the Christians and make quick advance there. He even 
might have had the opinion that their leaders—or many of them—
were charlatans. It is interesting to look at Lucian’s account of the 
imprisonment of Peregrinus23: 

 
21. The Passing of Peregrinus 11, trans. A.M. Harmon (LCL). Lucian wrote 

his story shortly after the death of Peregrinus in AD 165.  
22. Peregrinus was ðñïöÞôçò, èéáóÜñ÷çò, îõíáãùãåýò. 
23. The Passing of Peregrinus 12. 
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Well, when he had been imprisoned, the Christians, regarding the in-
cident as a calamity, left nothing undone in the effort to rescue him. 
Then, as this was impossible, every other form of attention was shown 
him, not in any casual way but with assiduity; and from the very break 
of day aged widows and orphan children could be seen waiting near 
the prison, while their of ficials even slept inside with him after bribing 
the guards. Then elaborate meals were brought in, and sacred books of 
theirs were read aloud, and excellent Peregrinus […] was called by 
them ‘the new Socrates’. 

Similarly to the martyrdom texts in the apostolic Acts, imprisonment 
provides here an opportunity to demonstrate the solidarity of the 
community24. The bribing of the guards and the presence of the 
women in the prison are especially typical. Though among the apos-
tolic Acts we read about the celebration of the eucharist25 rather than 
about ‘elaborate meals’ (äåsðíá ðïéêßëá), and prayers and hymns 
rather than the reading of sacred texts. Although the Christian Acts 
never call their heroes ‘the new Socrates’, Lucian’s ironic remark 
proves that such imprisonment episodes reminded ancient readers of 
Plato’s Socrates in Phaedo and Crito26. 

In sum, Acts 9 describes Paul’s integration into the institutions of 
the primitive Christian community. The community is represented by 
its members with authority, and the helper figure appears as an advo-
cate on the hero’s side. Integration is especially expressed and pro-
moted by common rituals and actions of solidarity. Such narratives 
may turn into career stories, talking about positions and titles 
achieved, as shown by the Egyptian texts, the parody by Lucian, and 
some later apocryphal Acts. 

 
24. Cf. Thecla in Paul’s prison Acts of Paul 18–9; Paul’s imprisonment in 

Ephesus (Pap. Hamb. pp. 1–3), Acts of Andrew 27–51; Acts of Thomas 142–63. 
One can add some acts of the martyrs: Perpetua and Felicitas 3.7; Montanus and 
Lucius 4.7; cf. Saturnius and Dativus 5. Eusebius, Church History 6.3.3–5 reports 
how the young Origen comforted the martyrs in their prisons. 

25. Acts of Thomas 121. 
26. Cf. p. 256, note 32 below. 



 Paul before Damascus 69 

Acts 22 

One fourth of the Lucan Acts (chs. 22–8) is dedicated to Paul’s cus-
tody. Paul’s trial is given more elaboration than any other event in the 
Lucan books: the two years of Paul’s trial27 are told in one fourth of 
Acts which relates the events of thirty years28. Proportionally, the 
‘Pauline apology’ occupies the largest part of Luke-Acts, comparable 
only to the middle section of the gospel (Luke 9–19). It is in this 
framework that the second and third accounts of the Damascus story 
are told29. 

In these two cases, we hear the story from Paul himself. That is to 
say, not only is the story told from his point of view, but also the nar-
rative voice shifts to him. In other words, we have to do with Pauline 
autobiographical narrations within a Pauline biographical narrative. 
This is similar to the farewell speech in Miletus, where Paul talks 
about his ministry in Asia Minor30. But the Miletus speech, which 
also contains apologetic elements, was delivered before a sympathetic 
audience, while the Damascus story is told both times before hostile 
listeners. 

Paul himself calls these two speeches ‘apologies’31. In the first 
case it is an ad hoc self-defence before the angry crowd in Jerusalem, 
while in the second case it is a formal forensic apology before gover-
nor Festus and King Agrippa32. This is indicated also by Agrippa’s 
 

27. Cf. Acts 24.27. 
28. For a chronology see, for example, Becker, Paulus, 32–3. 
29. Tajra, Trial, situates Paul’s trial in the context of Roman law. Recently 

Brown, ‘Paul’s hearing’, 322–7, compares Paul’s trial in Acts with contemporary 
Greek legal documents, and finds that none of the structure, style and vocabulary 
of the documents appears in Acts. 

30. Acts 20.18–35. 
31. Acts 22.1: Pðïëïãßá, Acts 26.1: Pðïëïãåsóèáé; cf. Acts 24.10, 25.8, 25.16, 

26.1,2,24. 
32. Some caveats are in place before the discussion of those texts. Firstly, as 

Mack, Rhetoric, 49, warns, rhetorical patterns were ‘never understood in antiquity 
as rigid templates’. Secondly, these speeches are prosopopoeiae, ‘inventions of a 
writer on the basis of what a speaker probably would have said, analogous to the 
speeches in Greek historians’ (Kennedy, Rhetorical Criticism, 37). Finally, ‘the 
speeches in Acts are often too short for the occasions to which they are attributed; 
[…] those in the classical historians are generally much longer’ (ibidem, 115; cf. 
Veltman, ‘Defense Speeches’, 252, 256). Cf. note 29 above. 
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words ‘You have permission to speak for yourself ’33. The rhetorical 
form of the speeches is underlined in both cases by Paul’s stretching 
out his hand—just like earlier in Antioch of Pisidia—assuming a 
usual orator’s position34. 

In Acts 22, Paul speaks ‘in the Hebrew dialect’—that is, in Ara-
maic35—after his command of Greek has testified to the colonel 
Claudius Lysias that he is not an Egyptian terrorist36. 

(3) I am a Jew, born in Tarsus in Cilicia, but brought up in this city at 
the feet of Gamaliel, educated strictly according to our ancestral law, 
being zealous for God, just as all of you are today. (4) I persecuted this 
Way up to the point of death by binding both men and women and 
putting them in prison, (5) as the high priest and the whole council of 
elders can testify about me. From them I also received letters to the 
brothers in Damascus, and I went there in order to bind those who 
were there and to bring them back to Jerusalem for punishment. (6) 
While I was on my way and approaching Damascus, about noon a 
great light from heaven suddenly shone about me. (7) I fell to the 
ground and heard a voice saying to me, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you per-
secuting me?’ (8) I answered, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ Then he said to 
me, ‘I am Jesus of Nazareth whom you are persecuting’. (9) Now those 

 
33. Acts 26.1. 
34. Acts 21.40, 26.1, cf. 13.40, 19.33. Luke may want to show by this gesture 

that Paul is a professional orator. The motif probably was a literary topos, cf. 
Apuleius, Metamorphoses 2.121. We can compare it to the advise of Quintilian, 
Education of the Orator 11.3.141, ‘The left arm should only be raised so far as to 
form a right angle at the elbow, while the edge of the toga should fall in equal 
lengths on either side’. Trans. H.E. Butler in LCL; cf. 11.3.159.  

35. Acts 21.40 and 22.2. Most commentators argue for Aramaic, cf. Acts 1.19, 
26.14, John 5.2. Hyatt, ‘Dead Sea Discoveries’, 10, argued for the possibility of 
(some form of) Hebrew as a spoken language in first century Palestine. For 
bilingualism among Jews in the first century AD, see Horsley, New Documents, 
vol 5, 19–26. 

36. Acts 21.37–8, ‘The tribune replied, “Do you know Greek? Then you are 
not the Egyptian who recently stirred up a revolt and led the four thousand assas-
sins out into the wilderness?”’ Luke clearly means that Paul’s cultivated Greek 
made it impossible to take him for a bandit. Josephus, Jewish War 2.261–3 and 
Jewish Antiquities 20.169–71, reports that an Egyptian false prophet took a mass 
of people (through the wilderness) to the Mount of Olives. Luke confused this 
movement with the terrorism of the Sicarii, who were also active under Felix; 
Horsley and Hanson, Bandits, 167–70. 
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who were with me saw the light but did not hear the voice of the one 
who was speaking to me. (10) I asked, ‘What am I to do, Lord?’ The 
Lord said to me, ‘Get up and go to Damascus; there you will be told 
everything that has been assigned to you to do’. (11) Since I could not 
see because of the brightness of that light, those who were with me 
took my hand and led me to Damascus. (12) A certain Ananias, who 
was a devout man according to the law and well spoken of by all the 
Jews living there, (13) came to me; and standing beside me, he said, 
‘Brother Saul, regain your sight!’ In that very hour I regained my sight 
and saw him. (14) Then he said, ‘The God of our ancestors has chosen 
you to know his will, to see the Righteous One and to hear his own 
voice; (15) for you will be his witness to all the world of what you have 
seen and heard. (16) And now why do you delay? Get up, be baptized, 
and have your sins washed away, calling on his name’. (17) After I had 
returned to Jerusalem and while I was praying in the temple, I fell into 
a trance (18) and saw him saying to me, ‘Hurry and get out of Jerusalem 
quickly, because they will not accept your testimony about me’. (19) 
And I said, ‘Lord, they themselves know that in every synagogue I 
imprisoned and beat those who believed in you. (20) And while the 
blood of your witness Stephen was shed, I myself was standing by, 
approving and keeping the coats of those who killed him’. (21) Then he 
said to me, ‘Go, for I will send you far away to the Gentiles’. (NRSV, 
adapted) 

Though Paul does not explicitly identify the case in which he defends 
himself (quaestio), it can be inferred from the context. Before his ar-
rest, Jews from Asia charge him with (a) teaching against the Jewish 
people, the Torah, and the temple; and (b) defiling the temple by 
bringing in Greeks37. The charges do not have to be formally repeated 
in the speech, since they are clear from the narrative. The main line of 
defence (ratio) can be concluded from the speech itself: Paul transfers 
responsibility for his deeds to God38. The story of the Damascus road 
constitutes the proof to Paul’s defence39. Had Paul not been inter-
 

37. Acts 21.28; similarly Long, ‘Paulusbild’, 98. 
38. Kennedy, Rhetorical Criticism, 134, writes: ‘Since Paul does not deny that 

his actions have been inconsistent with the law, the stasis is best regarded as 
metastasis, transferring responsibility to God’. Plato’s Socrates argues similarly, 
cf. p. 14 above. 

39. Long, ‘Paulusbild’, 98, identifies verse 3 as narratio, and verses 4–21 as 
the proof. In the text, however, nothing indicates such a division. 



72 Paul before Damascus 

rupted by the mob40, Kennedy suggests, he could have added also 
Scriptural evidence and concluded by an exhortation41. A comparison 
with the defence before Agrippa, however, suggests that we should 
not expect much more formal rhetorical argumentation42 even if the 
speech were completed43. In Acts 26.22–3 Paul claims that he 
preaches ‘nothing but what the prophets and Moses said would take 
place’, and concludes with a Lucan creed rather than a Scriptural 
quotation: ‘that the Messiah must suffer, and that, by being the first to 
rise from the dead, he would proclaim light both to our people and to 
the Gentiles’44. We have to conclude that the main emphasis in this 
speech (ch. 22) falls on the retelling and reframing of the commission 
story, which serves itself as an argument supporting the ratio45. 

 
40. Interruption occurs also in the Greco-Roman parallels, cf. Veltman, ‘De-

fense Speeches’, 252. 
41. Kennedy, Rhetorical Criticism, 135. 
42. Witherington, Acts, 668, claims: ‘In which [the narratio] Paul will insinu-

ate what the following proofs will involve, but they are never developed’. 
43. One has to keep in mind the warning of Kennedy, Rhetorical Criticism, 

37: ‘Only a few speeches in the New Testament, the Sermon on the Mount and 
the defense of Stephen, for example, are extensive enough to represent an entire 
speech without compression or abbreviation’. Cf. note 32 above. 

44. Cf. Luke 24.25–6: ‘Then he [Jesus] said to them, “Oh, how foolish you 
are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! Was it 
not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his 
glory?”’ In both cases, Luke quotes an early Christian hermeneutical thesis rather 
than any actual testimony. For the elementary rhetorical use of citation, see Her-
mogenes, Progymnasmata, in Hock and O’Neil, Chreia, vol 1, 177; cf. Mack, 
Rhetoric, 44, 46. Luke uses lot of real scriptural testimony at other places, cf. 
Fitzmyer, ‘Use of the Old Testament’ and Sanders, ‘Prophetic Use’. 

45. Although this is not a standard dispositio when compared to the rules of 
the handbooks, it has its exact parallel in Plato’s Apology. In Socrates’ first 
speech, the narratio of the Chaerephon oracle and its consequences also served as 
a major part of the proof (see pp. 12f above). This manner of composition was 
probably taught by Isocrates (436–338 BC). De Strycker and Slings, Apology, 60, 
observe: ‘According to Syrianus, the well-known Neo-Platonist […] Isocrates 
taught that “one should narrate the event (ô’ ðñOãìá), what preceded it (ôN ðñ’ 
ôï™ ðñÜãìáôïò) and what followed it (ôN ìåôN ô’ ðñOãìá), and make clear the 
intention with which each of the parties acted in their own way”. […] When we 
compare the Narration of the Apology with those of the Orators, we find that they 
have scarcely anything in common; however, the Narration in the Apology con-
firms exactly to Isocrates’ advice’. And so the narration of Paul, we may add. 
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The narrative of Acts 22 contains only three episodes, of which 
the vision in the temple is found only in this version. The introduction 
of the first vision is further amplified, so that it can serve also as a de-
scription of Paul’s career and thus as an exordium of the speech46. 
The reference to the time (‘at noon’) may serve to underline the au-
thenticity of the first person narrative47, but we also find it elsewhere 
as a topos of commission narratives48. We find three major changes 
here as compared to Acts 9: (a) The insertion of the notice about the 
travelling companions into the dialogue stresses the exclusivity of the 
vision. In the first version this remark occurs only later. There, others 
hear the voice, but do not see the light. Here, everyone sees the light 
but only Saul hears the voice49. (b) Saul’s question ‘What shall I do?’ 
gives emphasis to the act of commissioning. (c) The three days of 
blindness and fasting are omitted. 

These changes suggest that the motif of divine election and 
commission came to the foreground, while the defeat of the persecu-
tor is less important. The tendency is confirmed by the changes made 
in Jesus’ promise: ‘You will be told about everything that has been 

 
46. The way Luke changed here the grammatical person from the third to the 

first (cf. Acts 9.1–3 and 22.4–6) is in the manner of a typical school exercise, cf. 
Theon, Progymnasmata, 101. This also suggests that the author created the 
speech from a third person narrative rather than of any kind of notes or personal 
memories. For studies representing some form of the latter opinion, see Brown. 
‘Paul’s Hearing’, 319–22, to which add Stanley, ‘Paul’s Conversion’, 325 and 
Witherington, Acts, 309. 

47. Witherington, Acts, 671. 
48. In addition to Acts 22.6 and 23.10, it is found in the commissions of 

Thutmose IV (pp. 29 above), Epimenides (Diogenes Laertius, Lives 109, cf. pp. 
47ff above), and Thomas (Acts of Thomas 2, Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/2, 
101, line 8, cf. p. 120 below). For noon as a typical time for epiphanies in 
antiquity, see Bremmer, Afterlife, 128 and 185, note 5. Versnel, ‘Epiphany’, 48, 
quotes IG XIV, 1014 on Pan appearing ‘overtly, not in a dream but in the middle 
of the day’. 

49. For a survey of scholarly opinions on this difference, see Meyer, ‘Light 
and Voice’, 28–30, who considers both versions as ‘equally appropriate ways of 
declaring that Paul’s fellow travellers did not share in his christophanic encoun-
ter’ (34). Yet, Luke’s moving this remark earlier in the second narrative suggests 
to me a stronger emphasis on exclusivity. For a classical example of exclusive 
revelation, see Iliad 1.193–8, where only Achilles can see Athene: ‘none of the 
others saw her’; cf. Dodds, Greeks, 14–5. 
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assigned (ôÝôáêôáé) to you to do’. The vision of Ananias, so central to 
the structure of the first narrative, is eliminated. Ananias is not called 
a ‘disciple’ either, but rather his ethos is established by his credentials 
as a devout Jew: ‘pious according to the Law’ and ‘testified to by all 
the Jews’. There is not only no vision, but also no reference to 
Ananias’ commission to come to Paul. We are not told how he 
learned about Saul and how much time has passed since Paul’s vision 
on the Damascus road. 

Paul’s healing is reported with a few words—without mentioning 
the laying on of hands—and then the event is interpreted as a sign of 
divine election. The conclusion is drawn: Saul should quickly get 
baptised and be cleansed from his sins. The episode is considerably 
different from the first version. It is more crisply and logically told, 
and it contains inside links which make up for the lack of description 
of outside circumstances. Thus Jesus’ words ‘you will be told’ are 
here actually fulfilled by Ananias. Also the promise ‘you will be my 
witness’ points further toward Saul’s temple vision. This version of 
the Ananias episode provides a real joint between the visions on the 
Damascus road and in the temple. 

What is still intriguing in this episode is the careful circumven-
tion of all Christian vocabulary. Ananias is introduced as a pious Jew, 
talking about the will of the God of the fathers and about the vision of 
the Righteous One. Identifications like ‘Jesus the Messiah’ or ‘Jesus 
the Son of God’ are avoided in the whole story. While the ‘Righteous 
One’ is also a messianic name, applied to Jesus by Peter and Stephen 
earlier in the book50, it also allows a wide range of associations with 
biblical heroes or with Yahweh51. The call of Saul is depicted here as 
something to be interpreted in the context of Jewish piety, and deeply 
rooted in Israel’s tradition. 

The third episode is mentioned only in this version. The vision in 
the temple further links Saul’s career to traditional Jewish topoi. He is 
not only shown himself as a pious Jew praying in the temple, but his 
vision also evokes the call of Isaiah. Already ‘the glory of that light’ 
in verse 11 echoes ‘the glory of Yahweh’ in Old Testament epipha-

 
50. Acts 3.14 and 7.52; cf. Ethiopic Enoch 38.2, 53.6, cited by Haenchen, 

Apostelgeschichte, 205, note 2. 
51. Cf. for example Genesis 7.1, Job 32.2, Psalms 7.12, 2 Maccabees 12.6. 
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nies, alluded also in Isaiah’s temple vision52. As the reference to 
Isaiah shows, the frequent Jewish topoi in this version are hardly to be 
understood as apologetic arguments before a Jewish audience. Paul is 
not presented simply as a pious Jew53, but rather as a prophet called 
by Yahweh. This is an offensive rather than a defensive manoeuvre54. 
Imitating Isaiah with an apologetic purpose would surely miss the 
point. From Josephus we know that there was no shortage of prophets 
in Israel in the first century AD: ‘Impostors and demagogues, under 
the guise of divine inspiration, provoked revolutionary actions and 
impelled the masses to act like madmen’55. Indeed, Claudius Lysias 
has just concluded that Paul was not the Egyptian false prophet—was 
Paul intending to prove the opposite? Especially in that narrative 
context, it is hard to believe that Paul wants to establish his ethos be-
fore his fellow Jews as a prophet56. The real importance of the use of 
Jewish vocabulary is to reinterpret the Saul-story of chapter 9 against 
a speci fic cultural and literary background—for the implied reader 
rather than for the assumed Jerusalem audience. 

The episode itself is briefly told and clearly structured, similarly 
to the previous one. The only difficulty is produced by Saul’s words57: 

Lord, they themselves know that in every synagogue I imprisoned and 
beat those who believed in you. And while the blood of your witness 
Stephen was shed, I myself was standing by, approving and keeping 
the coats of those who killed him. 

Relying on the standard framework of a commission story, exegetes 
understand Saul’s answer functioning as a protest against the divine 

 
52. hw :hy Ò d/ bK] (Exodus 16.7, 24.16, etc.), cf. Isaiah 6.3. 
53. Long, ‘Paulusbild’, 101. 
54. As Veltmann, ‘Defense Speeches’, 256, concludes, Paul never makes a 

claim of innocence in the introductions of the Lucan apologies (as most of the 
heroes do in the Greco-Roman parallels). 

55. Josephus, Jewish War 2.259; cf. Horsley and Hanson, Bandits, 160–89; 
Boring, ‘Early Christian Prophecy’. 

56. Alternatively, one may argue that Paul identifies himself as an oracular 
prophet in his speech. For oracular prophecy in the first century AD, see Boring, 
Sayings, 22–52; Horsley and Hanson, Bandits, 172–87. Paul, however, does not 
tell the future (as Agabus does in Acts 11.28 and 21.10–14); rather he appears as a 
charismatic leader. 

57. Acts 22.19–20. 
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call58. The words are similar to Ananias’ objection in Acts 9.13–14, 
additionally relating also Saul’s role at Stephen’s death. Jesus’ answer 
to Paul, as well, is an abbreviated form of his answer to Ananias in 
Acts 9, beginning with exactly the same words: ‘Go, because I…’. 
Paul’s words, however, simply cannot be understood as a protest 
against what Jesus first tells him. They are rather arguments confirm-
ing Jesus’ claim that Paul was not accepted in Jerusalem: ‘Of course 
not’, Saul answers, ‘because I was well known as a persecutor of the 
Church’. The point he makes here is identical with the argument of 
the synagogue members of Damascus (9.21), who claimed that Saul’s 
ethos completely undermines his message. Moreover, the solution is 
similar: ‘hurry and quickly leave the city’. 

It is characteristic of this narrative that we do not learn of any 
contact with the disciples in Damascus and Jerusalem. In the second 
version of Paul’s commission we find nothing from the institutional 
framework of the first story: the disciples, Barnabas, the apostles, 
helpers and rescuers, ‘walking in and out’, the peaceful growth of the 
church are all forgotten altogether. The use of Jesus’ name is avoided 
again. As I have suggested earlier, in Acts 22 Saul’s commissioning 
and legitimisation come directly from the God of Israel59. 

Whereas mediation by helper figures was foremost in the previ-
ous version, in this narrative the immediate communication with the 
sender receives the major emphasis. This narrative mainly represents 
the ‘prophetic’ model of commission. The integration of the hero into 
the institutional framework of a community gives way here to the 
election of the individual as a messenger responsible for his deeds 
only to the sender. This is expressed by the final word of the story: 
‘Go, for I will send you far away to the nations’ (22.21). This echoes 
Jeremiah’s commission: ‘I appointed you a prophet to the nations’ 
and ‘Today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms’60. 

A prophetic role assumes the hero’s ambivalent status in a com-
munity. On the one hand, he remains a member of his social group; on 

 
58. So Hubbard ‘Commissioning Stories’, 120; Mullins, ‘Commission 

Forms’, 606; Storm, Paulusberufung, 64. 
59. See especially verse 14, ‘the God of our ancestors has chosen you to know 

his will’. 
60. Jeremiah 1.5 and 10. 
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the other hand, he becomes responsible to his sender rather than to his 
group. It is precisely Paul’s loyalty to Jewish culture and society that 
is emphasised throughout this narrative. Nevertheless, the rhetorical 
framework of the text shows him standing alone before the crowd, 
and arguing that he has to act as God ordered him to do. The conflict 
is best characterised by the dialogue in the temple: Paul (preaching 
about Jesus) is not accepted in Jerusalem, and therefore he is sent to 
the ‘nations’. This motif is typical of Acts, together with the fact that 
Paul tells the story precisely to his own people by whom he is rejected 
in the narrative, and from whom he has turned away already several 
times in the book. This ambivalent position in one’s social group is 
the most characteristic of the prophetic commission. 

Acts 26 

Paul tells his commission in Acts for the second time before king 
Agrippa61. For this occasion, Luke makes the political elite of 
Caesarea gather in the royal audience hall: Agrippa and his wife 
Berenice (‘with great pomp’, ðïëëyò öáíôáóßáò), the proconsul Fes-
tus, the military leaders, and the nobility62. The narrative suggests that 
Paul is handled as a captive of strategic importance for the Empire63. 
If for the first time he told his story to the mob, now he retells it be-
fore an exclusive audience. 

(2) ‘I consider myself fortunate that it is before you, King Agrippa, I 
am to make my defence today against all the accusations of the Jews, 
(3) because you are especially familiar with all the customs and contro-

 
61. Identifiable as Herod Agrippa II; cf. Fitzmyer, Acts, 748–9. Not indicating 

the language of the speech, the author lets us assume Paul told this defense in 
Greek. 

62. Acts 25.23. Who were exactly the Tíäñåò êáôÒ dîï÷Þí? The expression 
êáôÒ dîï÷Þí is attested in the meaning ‘par excellence’ (Liddell and Scott, Lexi-
con, 599). Probably we do not have to think of a specific social group here: Luke 
wants to assure the reader that there was ‘everyone who counted in the city’. 

63. Pervo, Profit with Delight, 32ff, comes to the same conclusion in connec-
tion with Saul’s transport to Caesarea (Acts 23.23–35): ‘It required 470 men and 
two days to rescue Paul from the hands of his co-religionists. […] While enjoying 
the excitement, the reader is assured, not for the first or the last time, that Paul is a 
VIP’. 
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versies of the Jews; therefore I beg of you to listen to me patiently. (4) 
All the Jews know my way of life from my youth, a life spent from the 
beginning among my own people and in Jerusalem. (5) They have 
known for a long time, if they are willing to testify, that I have be-
longed to the strictest sect of our religion and lived as a Pharisee. (6) 
And now I stand here on trial on account of my hope in the promise 
made by God to our ancestors, (7) a promise that our twelve tribes hope 
to attain, as they earnestly worship day and night. It is for this hope, 
your Excellency, that I am accused by Jews! (8) Why is it thought in-
credible by any of you that God raises the dead? (9) Indeed, I myself 
was convinced that I ought to do many things against the name of Je-
sus of Nazareth. (10) And that is what I did in Jerusalem; with authority 
received from the chief priests, I not only locked up many of the saints 
in prison, but I also cast my vote against them when they were being 
condemned to death. (11) By punishing them often in all the syna-
gogues I tried to force them to blaspheme; and since I was so furiously 
enraged at them, I pursued them even to foreign cities. (12) With this in 
mind, I was travelling to Damascus with the authority and commission 
of the chief priests, (13) when at midday along the road, your Excel-
lency, I saw a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, shining around 
me and my companions. (14) When we had all fallen to the ground, I 
heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew language, “Saul, Saul, why 
are you persecuting me? It hurts you to kick against the goads”. (15) I 
asked, “Who are you, Lord?” The Lord answered, “I am Jesus whom 
you are persecuting. (16) But get up and stand on your feet; for I have 
appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you to serve and testify to 
the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will ap-
pear to you. (17) I will rescue you from your people and from the Gen-
tiles—to whom I am sending you (18) to open their eyes so that they 
may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, 
so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those 
who are sanctified by faith in me”. 

(19) ‘After that, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the heav-
enly vision, (20) but declared first to those in Damascus, then in Jeru-
salem and throughout the countryside of Judea, and also to the Gen-
tiles, that they should repent and turn to God and do deeds consistent 
with repentance. (21) For this reason the Jews seized me in the temple 
and tried to kill me. (22) To this day I have had help from God, and so I 
stand here, testifying to both small and great, saying nothing but what 
the prophets and Moses said would take place: (23) that the Messiah 
must suffer, and that, by being the first to rise from the dead, he would 
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proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles’. (24) While he 
was making this defence, Festus exclaimed, ‘You are out of your 
mind, Paul! Too much learning is driving you insane!’ (25) But Paul 
said, ‘I am not out of my mind, most excellent Festus, but I am 
speaking the sober truth. (26) Indeed the king knows about these things, 
and to him I speak freely; for I am certain that none of these things has 
escaped his notice, for this was not done in a corner. (27) King Agrippa, 
do you believe the prophets? I know that you believe’. (28) Agrippa 
said to Paul, ‘Are you so quickly persuading me to become a Chris-
tian?’ (29) Paul replied, ‘Whether quickly or not, I pray to God that not 
only you but also all who are listening to me today might become such 
as I am—except for these chains’. (NRSV) 

Paul’s speech before Agrippa is the best elaborated of his apologies. 
He begins with an exordium, containing an appeal to the judge (verses 
2–3) and an introduction to establish his ethos before the audience (4–
5). Similar to the apologies before the Sanhedrin and before Felix64, 
Paul states that he is on trial because of his hope in the resurrection of 
the dead (verses 6–7). His main argument seems to be that resurrec-
tion was promised by God to the fathers and is hoped for by every 
pious Jew. The point for judgment is whether ‘God raises the dead’ 
(verse 8). His proof consists of two main parts. In the first part (verses 
9–21) he retells the conversion story, in the second part (22–27) he 
refers to scriptural evidence65, and finally he concludes by an exhorta-
tion (28–29)66. 

Does this mean that we have to read the third narrative of the 
conversion story as an argument for resurrection?67 In that case the 
encounter with the risen Lord should prove that there is in fact resur-
rection from the dead. This, however, does not seem to be a major 
concern in the story. If we look at the broader context, we will recog-
 

64. Cf. 23.6 and 24.21. 
65. We cannot speak of scriptural citation as proof in this case, cf. note 44 

above. 
66. This analysis certainly applies the rules with freedom (cf. note 32 above), 

extending the speech to the subsequent dialogue. For different dispositions, see 
Neyrey, ‘Forensic Defense, 221’; Witherington, Acts, 737. The perplexing issue 
is again that the bulk of the speech consists of a narratio. This is a classical 
problem also in the analysis of Galatians 1.11–2.14, cf. Kennedy, Rhetorical 
Criticism, 144–9. 

67. Neyrey, ‘Forensic Defense’, 216 and 221. 
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nise that the theme of ‘resurrection’ became involved in Paul’s de-
fence speeches only in an indirect way: Before the Sanhedrin, men-
tioning it was a trick inspired by the situation to stir dissension be-
tween Pharisees and Sadducees68. Later before Felix, Paul recalls this 
episode as the only occasion when he had caused disturbance. In nei-
ther case is ‘resurrection’ the actual focus of the defence. This also 
suggests that the quaestio of the speech before Agrippa should not be 
taken literally. Beyond some formal references to ‘Moses and the 
prophets’, we do not find real arguments supporting this point. Nev-
ertheless, the story does make claims about Satan and conversion, 
which are missing from the other two versions. Although resurrection 
is not especially argued for here, the third version—rather than the 
previous two ones—betrays a definite interest in theological argu-
mentation69. 

The presentation of Saul as a persecutor is elaborated into an epi-
sode of its own. A series of new motifs are invented. We are informed 
about Paul’s voting for the execution of Jesus’ followers, and his au-
thorisation by the ‘high-priests’—in plural, as Ananias and the Da-
mascus disciples formulated it in Acts 9. Whether ‘voting’ means a 
formal participation in jurisdiction or not, the importance of Paul and 
his official status in these actions is clearly emphasised here. He him-
self punished the Jesus-followers. His role as an ‘inquisitor’ is sug-
gested in that he forced the disciples to ‘blaspheme’—most probably 
against Jesus. Altogether, he was ‘furious beyond measure’. The rhe-
torical function of this catalogue is to embellish the topic ‘Saul the 
persecutor’ as much as possible in order the make the ‘conversion’ all 
the more impressive. 

This is a typical technique applied by Greco-Roman conversion 
stories: When describing the outrageous youth of Polemon, Diogenes 
Laertius adds that ‘he actually carried about with him money to pro-
cure the immediate gratification of his desires, and would even keep 
sums concealed in lanes and alleys. Even in the Academy a piece of 
three obols was found close to a pillar where he had buried it for the 

 
68. Acts 23.6–7. 
69. This can be understood in the context of prosopopoeiae: Luke wants to 

show that Paul was a theologian of resurrection—an issue that Paul himself ar-
gued with much vehemence in 1 Corinthians 15. 
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same purpose’70. In the previous section of this chapter we have dis-
cussed the conversion of Gaius Flaccus, where Livy applies similar 
topoi. Let us also quote the story of Thespesius by Plutarch71: 

[He] spent his early life in great dissipation, and then, soon running 
through his estates, had for some time practised a further villainy 
brought on by his straitened circumstances. Reversing his attitude to-
ward wealth, he now courted it […]. Abstaining, then, from no shame-
ful act conducive to gratification or gain, he accumulated no very con-
siderable fortune, but in a brief space a prodigious reputation for vil-
lainy. 

In these stories the detailed and even passionate description of the 
hero’s moral corruption prepares the way for the climax of the narra-
tive that brings about a radical change in the hero’s behaviour. We 
find the same tendency in Paul’s narrative, although he is concerned 
about his attitudes toward Jesus and his followers rather than his 
moral character. Consequently, the motif of conversion is stressed in 
Acts 26 more than in the other two accounts. 

The narration of the epiphany contains a number of new details. 
Though it happened at noon, the light was ‘brighter than the sun’, it 
shone around Paul as well as his companions, and all of them fell on 
the ground. It is for the first time stated that Paul actually saw the 
light. As also the substitution of ‘shine’ for ‘flash’ and the complete 
omission of blindness suggest, the motif of defeat or punishment is 
almost completely eliminated, while the moment of revelation is con-
firmed. The theatrical details prepare the way for the commissioning. 

That the heavenly voice spoke ‘in the Hebrew dialect’ serves 
double purposes. First, it underlines the authenticity of the revelation. 
It also prepares the use of the name ‘Saul’, supposing that Paul’s au-
dience did not know his Jewish name. In this way the clause stresses 
the distance between the Greek-speaking Hellenist Paul and the Ara-
maic-speaking Jew Saul. 

The famous ‘kick against the goads’ is probably a direct quota-
tion from Euripides72, and it fulfils the rhetorical topos of ‘citation of 

 
70. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 4.16, trans. R.D. Hicks in LCL. Cf. p. 43 above. 
71. Plutarch, On the Delay of Divine Vengeance 22 (Moralia 563b–c); trans. 

Ph.H. de Lacy in LCL, adapted. 
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authority’. It is in sharp contrast to the claim of Jesus speaking ‘in 
Hebrew’, and shows that Paul the Hellenist prevails here above Saul 
the Jew. 

According to the rules of commission stories, we read reassur-
ance of the divine protection73. Then the task of Paul is more closely 
specified: 

To whom I am sending you to open their eyes so that they may turn 
from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, so that 

 
72. For classical expositions of the problem, see Windisch, ‘Christusepi-

phanie’ and Vögeli, ‘Lukas und Euripides’. The key passage is Euripides, 
Bacchanals 795, èýïéìÒ Tí ášô² ìOëëïí ~ èõìïýìåíïò / ðñ’ò êÝíôñá ëáêôßæïéìé 
èíçô’ò −í èå². (‘Better slay victims unto him than kick / Against the pricks, man 
raging against God’. Trans A.S. Way in LCL. Cf. Euripides, frag. 604, ðñ’ò 
êÝíôñá ìx ëÜêôéæå ôïsò êñáôï™óß óïé.) W. Nestle, Windisch and Vögeli pointed 
out further coincidences between Euripides and Luke, and claimed that the latter 
used the parallels consciously in an attempt to picture Paul as one ‘fighting 
against god’ (èåïìÜ÷ïò). Smend, ‘Untersuchungen’ 36–7, gives other occurrences 
of ‘kick against the goads’ suggesting it was a proverb, but maintaining Luke’s 
direct dependence on Euripides (41). 

Johnson, Acts, 435 and Witherington, Acts, 745, mention three additional 
references. The phrase is quoted as a proverb by Julian the Apostate, dðr ô† dîüäv 
5.5 (Oration 8.246B): ” öçóéí ½ ðáñïéìßá, ðñ’ò êÝíôñá ëáêôßæåéí. His witness 
from the fourth century AD is hardly a decisive argument on Luke’s usage. God 
uses êÝíôñïí to force humans also in Psalms of Solomon 16.4 and Philo, On the 
Decalogue 87 (varia lectio). For the ‘god-fighters’ (èåïìÜ÷ïé) of Greek literature, 
see pp. 124f below. 

73. Acts 26.17, dîáéñïýìåíüò óå dê ôï™ ëáï™ êár dê ô§í dèí§í. In Acts the 
middle voice of dîáéñÝù is used consistently in the sense of ‘deliver’ or ‘rescue’ 
(e.g. from Egypt), similarly to the Septuagint: Acts 7.10,34, 12.11, 23.27; cf. 
Exodus 3.8 and Psalms 36.40 (37.40 LXX). This is consistent with the classical 
usage of dîáéñÝïìáé dê, cf. Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 581 and Supplement 120. 
The alternative translation (followed by few, e.g. the Dutch Leidse Vertaling) is 
‘choosing you’. In this meaning (‘choose for oneself from the booty’) the verb 
usually appears with a genitive (Liddell and Scott, ibidem), but the addition of dê 
is not surprising since the classical genitivus separationis is normally completed 
by Pðü or dê in the New Testament (Blass – Debrunner – Rehkopf, Grammatik, 
145, §180). However, Paul’s election ‘from the nations’ is very difficult to 
interpret in the context of Acts. 
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they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are 
sanctified by faith in me74. 

Although a few expressions in this passage occurred already in the 
earlier versions (‘send out to the Gentiles’ and ‘forgiveness of sins’), 
here we find a completely new topic introduced: the conversion from 
darkness to light and from the power of the Satan to the power of God 
as well as the promise of the share among the holy. The conflict be-
tween the powers of God and Satan is an important theme in Luke-
Acts75, and it is occasionally combined with ‘light and darkness’, as in 
the expression ‘power of darkness’76. Luke also uses the phrases ‘turn 
to God’77 and ‘fruits worthy of repentance’78 elsewhere in the context 
of conversion, and ‘share’ occurs in a comparable meaning79. In the 
Miletus speech Paul uses both ‘repentance to God’ and ‘inheritance 
among all who are sanctified’80. But the combination of all these ele-
ments into a theology of conversion, especially the application of the 
dualistic symbolism of light and darkness (reminding one of the vo-
cabulary of the Gospel of John), is particular to this passage in the 
Lucan books81. 

This version of the story of ‘Paul before Damascus’ stands very 
close to the philosophical examples presented in the previous two 
chapters82. The ideal Cynic described by Epictetus, the commission of 
 

74. Acts 26.17–19: åkò ïŸò dã¦ PðïóôÝëëù óå Píïsîáé “öèáëìï˜ò ášô§í, ôï™ 
dðéóôñÝøáé Pð’ óêüôïõò åkò ö§ò êár ôyò dîïõóßáò ôï™ óáôáíO dðr ô’í èåüí, ôï™ 
ëáâåsí ášôï˜ò Töåóéí Pìáñôé§í êár êëyñïí dí ôïsò ½ãéáóìÝíïéò ðßóôåé ô† åkò dìÝ. 

75. Luke 4.13 and 22.3. Cf. Conzelmann, Mitte der Zeit, 21–2, 73–4, 158, 
175; Johnson, Acts, 437. 

76. Luke 22.53. In other passages, such as Luke 1.77–9, 2.30–3, Acts 13.47, 
darkness and light symbolise salvation (under the influence of Isaiah 42.6–7) 
rather than conversion. 

77. Acts 3.19, 15.19. 
78. Luke 3.8. 
79. Acts 8.21, ïšê hóôéí óïé ìåñrò ïšäc êëyñïò dí ô² ëüãv ôïýôv (You have 

no part or share in this). Cf. Acts 1.17, 7.5. For the idea of ‘lots’ in antiquity, see 
pp. 219–224 below. 

80. Acts 20.21,32. 
81. Cf. Poimandres 28; Joseph and Aseneth 8.10, 15.12; 1 Peter 2.9; 

2 Clement 1; Norden, Agnostos theos, 6–7. 
82. Malherbe, Paul, 154–63, identifies important philosophical themes in Acts 

26. Like moral philosophers, Paul claims divine guidance, does not confine his 
activity to a corner (retiring from the public, of which Christians as well as Stoics 
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Socrates and Dio Chrysostom, and especially the claim that Pythago-
ras, Epicurus and others received their doctrines from divine revela-
tion. Though Paul claims that these ideas are derived from Moses and 
the prophets (cf. vv. 22–23), from the narrative one concludes rather 
that these doctrines were revealed to him on the Damascus road. He 
emphasises his obedience to the ‘heavenly vision’, and gives a picture 
of his early activity of wandering preacher demanding ‘conversion to 
God’ and ‘deeds appropriate to conversion’. There is no talk about 
Ananias, Barnabas, baptism, disciples, or ‘the Way’, but also no men-
tion of ‘Son of God’, ‘Jesus the Messiah’83, or prayers in the temple. 
What we have here is the message of Lystra and Athens84. Paul urges 
people (much in the style of Epictetus) to convert to God, and warns 
them (much in the style of the Stoics) to revise their morals85. 

Paul is, indeed, emancipated here from any institutional frame-
work as a wandering philosopher who exclusively obeys his ‘dai-
monion’—to speak with Plato’s Socrates86. Let us add one more pas-
sage from the Apology87: 

Well, supposing, as I said, that you should offer to acquit me on these 
terms, I should reply, Gentlemen, I am your very grateful and devoted 
servant, but I owe a greater obedience to God than to you (ðåßóïìáé äc 

 
were), speaks fearlessly before rulers, and offers himself as an example (Acts 26, 
vv. 16–7, 22, 26, and 29; Epictetus, Discourses 1.29.36, 55–7). Like Paul (v. 24), 
the Cynics were often regarded mad because of their ascetic life or unconven-
tional behaviour. 

83. These were argued in 9.20 and 9.22, respectively, but they are missing 
also from chapter 22. In 26.23, however, Paul quotes scriptural arguments (see p. 
72 above) about the Messiah. 

84. Acts 14.15–17 (Pð’ ôïýôùí ô§í ìáôáßùí dðéóôñÝöåéí dðr èå’í æ§íôá) and 
17.30–31 (ðÜíôáò ðáíôá÷ï™ ìåôáíïåsí). The best discussion of the Stoic motifs 
of the Athenian speech remains Norden, Agnostos theos 13–29. 

85. Epictetus, Discourses 2.20.22; Diogenes Laertius, Lives 10.12; cf. Nock, 
Conversion, 179–83. 

86. Note that Socrates’ ‘daimonion’ tells him rather what not to do: ”ôé ìïé 
èåsüí ôé êár äáéìüíéïí ãßãíåôáé· […] dìïr äc ôï™ô’ hóôéí dê ðáéä’ò PñîÜìåíïí 
öùíÞ ôéò ãéãíïìÝíç, | ”ôáí ãÝíçôáé Pår PðïôñÝðåé ìå ôï™ôï • Uí ìÝëëù ðñÜôôåéí, 
ðñïôñÝðåé äc ï¡ðïôå (…that I am subject to a divine or supernatural experience 
[…], a sort of voice which comes to me, and when it comes it always dissuades 
me from what I am proposing to do, and never urges me on). Apology 31c–d, 
trans. H. Tredennick in Hamilton and Cairns (eds), Plato. 

87. Plato, Apology 29d. 
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ìOëëïí ô² èå² ~ ›ìsí), and so long as I draw breath and have my fac-
ulties, I shall never stop practicing philosophy and exhorting you and 
elucidating truth for everyone that I meet. I shall go on saying, in my 
usual way, ‘My very good friend, you are an Athenian and belong to a 
city which is the greatest and most famous in the world for its wisdom 
and strength. Are you not ashamed that you give your attention to ac-
quiring as much money as possible, and similarly with reputation and 
honor, and give no attention to thought to truth and understanding and 
the perfection of your soul?’ 

When we apply the category ‘philosophical’ to the third narrative of 
Paul’s commission experience, we have to be aware that in philoso-
phy itself there are various types of commission narratives, and they 
are told in different situations with different purposes. These might 
fall rather far from the philosophical ideal of Socrates and Epictetus. 
Favorinus, for example, the disciple of Dio Chrysostom, told a kind of 
‘commission story’ before the emperor—quite in the manner as Paul 
before Agrippa—as an excuse for his opportunism in the question of 
whether he should take the service of high-priest88: 

O Emperor, he said, I had a dream of which you ought to be informed: 
My teacher Dio appeared to me, and with respect to this suit admon-
ished and reminded me that we come into the world not for ourselves 
alone, but also for the country of our birth. Therefore, O Emperor, I 
obey my teacher, and I undertake this public service. 

The application of the ‘commission story’ means ‘I obey you but only 
because I obey the revelation’. The social rhetoric of this story—if we 
want to apply to it our own typology—is institutional rather than 
philosophical. Other philosophers’ commission stories can be called 
‘prophetic’: Socrates obeys the god, quarrels with his people, and is 
put to death by them. In sum, philosophy itself has its different types 
of commission—but this falls beyond the scope of our study. Our 
category of ‘philosophical’ commission, as in the other two cases, 
basically designates a narrative structure and a sociological model, 
where the hero is commissioned directly by the sender, without any 
reference to an institutional framework, owes loyalty only to the 
sender, and acts much on his own, obeying his ‘daimonion’. 
 

88. The story of Favorinus (c. AD 80–c. 150), as recorded by Philostratus, 
Lives of the Sophists 490, trans. W.C. Wright in LCL. 
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Conclusions 

In Chapter 2, I have suggested that commission narratives can be 
interpreted with the help of the three categories of ‘institutional’, 
‘prophetic’ and ‘philosophical’. This typology proved helpful in in-
terpreting the threefold narrative of Paul’s commission in the Lucan 
Acts. We found that the orientation of the first version is institutional. 
In this story Paul is integrated into different groups and institutions of 
the community ‘of the Way’. This is understandable also in the 
broader narrative context, where also Matthias, Barnabas and the 
seven Hellenists are appointed and supervised by the ‘twelve’. In the 
second version, Paul addresses his fellow Jews in Jerusalem: the ma-
jor issue here is his relation to his co-religionists. In this case, his 
commission defines his call against his religious background. Again, 
the problem which here culminates is present already in the larger 
narrative framework. Earlier in chapter 15, Luke arranged for an ap-
ostolic conference whose subject was the relation of Paul’s teaching 
to Jewish tradition. Although he let the conflict be formally settled 
there, it becomes acute again from chapter 21, where Paul is attacked 
by James and his conservative party. In order to conciliate them, Paul 
performs purification rituals in the temple and takes four men with 
him, whose costs he pays himself 89. This leads to the confrontation 
with the mob in the temple, which provides the immediate context of 
the second narration of the commission story. 

Luke achieved the different characterisations of Paul’s commis-
sion in Acts 22 and 26 partly by relying on different traditions of 
Jewish Scripture. When portraying the young Saul in Acts 7–8 and his 
commission story in chapter 9, he drew on the narrative about the ap-
pointment of King Saul in 1 Samuel 9–1190. There we find a typically 
institutional concept of divine commission. Namely, the one that 
Jewish tradition inherited from Egypt91. The narrative of Paul’s trial, 
in turn, makes use of the biography of Jeremiah92. The blueprint that 
Luke used this time is characteristically a prophetic narrative in terms 

 
89. Acts 21.23f, 27f. 
90. See Chapter 1, 34ff. 
91. See p. 32, note 25. 
92. Acts 21.27–28.30 and Jeremiah 37.11–45.5. Cf. Chapter 1, pp. 37–40. 
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of our typology, and Paul’s story as well as Jeremiah’s one presents 
the conflict of the prophet with his people. In this section, Luke in-
serted the second account of Paul’s commission. Paul’s vision in the 
temple alludes to the temple vision of Isaiah93 and emphasises Paul’s 
rejection in Jerusalem. This whole narrative section thus focuses on 
the conflict between the prophet and his community. In the final part 
of Acts, Paul finds himself, again, in conflict with James and his con-
servative party in Jerusalem94. Paul’s primary conflict is thus with his 
fellow-Christians, from which the conflict with the visitors of the 
temple arises95. 

The third narrative addresses the problem from a radically new 
perspective. Paul is elevated, so to speak, above the frameworks of in-
stitutions and religious tradition. Nothing else than the heavenly reve-
lation is left from the commission story. The message entrusted to 
him is neither Christian nor Jewish: Luke picks up here the philoso-
phical line of the Athenian scene where Paul debated with Epicureans 
and Stoics. The reactions of the proconsul Festus and King Agrippa 
are probably to be understood as sarcastic as was the reaction of the 
Athenians96. Thus, on the one hand, Luke seems to admit that Paul is 
not a really convincing philosopher. On the other hand, he lets Paul 
make extensive and adventurous journeys across the Mediterranean, 
and attests his ability to address different audiences all over the re-

 
93. See Chapter 1, p. 40f. 
94. See esp. Acts 21.18–25. 
95. Acts 21.23f and 27f. In order to conciliate James’s party, Paul takes four 

men with him to the temple and pays the costs of their purity rituals. 
96. Acts 26.24 (ìáßíw Ðá™ëå · ôN ðïëëÜ óå ãñÜììáôá åkò ìáíßáí ðåñéôñÝðåé) 

and 26.28 (dí “ëßãv ìå ðåßèåéò ÷ñéóôéáí’í ðïéyóáé), cf. 17.18 (ôß Uí èÝëïé ¿ óðåñ-
ìïëüãïò ï£ôïò ëÝãåéí) and 17.32 (PêïõóüìåèÜ óïõ ðåñr ôïýôïõ êár ðÜëéí). Espe-
cially Agrippa’s answer in 26.28 and the interpretation of dí “ëßãv gave much 
headache to the exegetes. Malherbe, Paul, 161–3, quotes contemporary opinions 
about instant conversion: ‘accounts of such conversions, or the claim that one had 
undergone a sudden change, expectedly met with ironic, if not sarcastic re-
sponses. Such responses are the more intelligible when it is recognised that the 
conversion accounts had a protreptic purpose, especially when they drew atten-
tion to the speaker or another convert as an example to follow’. Agrippa recog-
nised such a purpose in Paul’s account, and he rejected the impetous response. 
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gion97. He certainly needs a model other than that of the disciple or the 
prophet, and the figure of the wandering philosopher is at his hand. 

In sum, the narrative of the Lucan Acts makes use of all the three 
types commission, picturing Paul alternately as a disciple, prophet and 
philosopher. 

Appendix: the Acts of Paul 

The Acts of Paul in its extant form does not contain the commission 
of Paul. There is, however, a text that was preserved in Coptic (like a 
great part of this Acts) and relates Paul’s commission98: 

My brothers, listen to what happened to me while I was at Damascus 
during the time when I used to persecute the faith in God. When His 
mercy—which proceeds from the Father—came to me, it was his Son 
whom he announced (åšáããåëßæåéí) to me so that I might live in Him, 
for there is no life outside of the life in Christ. So it was that I entered 
into a great assembly (dêêëçóßá), helped by blessed Judas, the Lord’s 
brother, the one who from the beginning had given to me the high love 
of the faith. At that time I lived my life as a believer in grace, aided by 
this blessed prophet and by the revelation of Christ, begotten before all 
time. Since He was proclaimed, I rejoiced in the Lord, nourished by 
His words. As a result, when I was able to be judged worthy of the 
ministry of the word, encouraged (ðñïôñÝðåéí) by Judas, I spoke to the 
brothers, and I did it in such a way that I was loved by those who 
heard me. But when evening came, I left the agape which Lemma, the 
widow, with her daughter Ammia, were giving. I walked, therefore, at 
night, desiring to go to Jericho of Palms. 

The basic motifs of the narrative agree with the accounts of Acts as 
well as of Galatians 1: Paul was a persecutor of the Church, but he 
became a Christian in (or near) Damascus99. The report of his stay in 

 
97. This seems to be consistent with Paul’s own claim in 1 Corinthians 9.20. 
98. The papyrus from the Bodmer Library in Geneva is not yet published. I 

quote the English translation in Rordorf, ‘Paul’s Conversion’, 138. This relies on 
Kasser’s French rendering in Bovon and Geoltrain, Écrits apocryphes, 1151–61, 
where he introduces new readings as compared to the version that he published in 
Schneemelcher and Wilson, New Testament Apocrypha, 263–5. 

99. Rordorf, ‘Paul’s Conversion’, 143, suggests that the author knew Gala-
tians, but did not know Acts (contra Pervo and Bauckham). 
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Damascus is more coherent than in Acts 9. Paul does not ‘immedi-
ately’ preach, but rather follows the catechesis of Judas and speaks 
only when prompted by the latter. He is perfectly integrated into the 
community: when he speaks to the brothers they ‘love him’ and two 
women accompany him when he leaves. Judas from Straight Street 
(Acts 9.11) is identified as the Lord’s brother, probably Judas Thomas 
‘the twin’, from the authority of Thomasine texts of Early Christian-
ity100. His role as a helper is quite different from that of Ananias and 
Barnabas: Judas does not baptise Paul, nor escorts him to higher au-
thorities. Judas himself represents authority in the story, and he ac-
cepts Paul without hesitation from the first moment. 

While describing Paul’s relation to the Church as smooth as pos-
sible, the text nevertheless maintains that Paul’s gospel of Jesus (the 
Son) was revealed to him directly by the Father. The latter claim is 
also implied by the accounts of Acts (especially in ch. 26, see above), 
and corresponds to Paul’s claim in Galatians 1.15–6101. However, in 
his early period as a believer, Paul is lead by two authorities: the 
‘blessed prophet’ (most probably Judas) and the revelation of Christ. 
We probably can understand this in such a way that Paul’s revelation 
becomes interpreted with the help of an official prophet of the 
Church. In that sentence, Paul’s ‘mentor’ is mentioned in the first 
place, having a higher authority than his private revelation. In other 
words, Paul’s gospel has to be adjusted to tradition, and his claim on 
independent authority is limited by the existing institutional order102. 

 
100. Rordorf, ‘Paul’s Conversion’, 142. 
101. Similarly Rordorf, ‘Paul’s Conversion’, 139. 
102. Brock, ‘Acts of Paul’, 120–4, interprets the text of the papyrus in the 

context of the Acts of Paul, and suggests that Paul’s commission by the Father, 
his subsequent trip to the desert, and his activity in the Acts of Paul imitate the 
gospel narratives. Although this is an interesting perspective, we have to notice 
that Paul’s authority here is not as unquestionable as Jesus’ in the Gospels, and is 
less independent than in the rest of the Acts of Paul. A detailed exegesis of the 
text will be possible when the Coptic text is published. 



 

4. The Acts of John 

Among the early apostolic Acts, only the Acts of John and the Acts of 
Thomas narrate the commission of their heroes1. In the Acts of John 
we find three commission stories of the apostle: chapter 18 relates his 
sending from Miletus to Ephesus, chapters 88–9 the call of John and 
James, and finally chapter 113 tells about John’s call and celibacy. 
This threefold narration resembles the threefold report of Paul’s con-
version in the Lucan Acts, containing one biographical (third person) 
and two autobiographical (first person) narratives2. The relation of the 
plots of the respective texts to each other is, however, different in the 
two books: whereas Paul’s conversion stories are re-readings of the 
same plot, centred around the encounter with Jesus on the Damascus 
road, in the Acts of John there is little coincidence between the events 
narrated in the individual passages. From the reader’s point of view, 
however, the process is similar: we gradually receive information 
about John’s commission, and build up our story adding new ele-

 
1. There seems to be a scholarly consensus that five ‘earlier Acts’ date to the 

second and third centuries: the Acts of John, Acts of Peter, Acts of Paul, Acts of 
Andrew, and the Acts of Thomas. Recent opinions about the date and provenance 
of the Acts of John largely differ. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 692–4 and 
Histoire, 4, suggest the second half of the second century in Egypt; Schäferdiek, 
‘Acts of John’, 166–7, the first half of the third century in East Syria; Lalleman, 
Acts of John, 244–70, the second quarter of the second century in Asia Minor. 
Recently Bremmer, ‘Apocryphal Acts’, 158–9, confirms Asia Minor as a place of 
origin and suggests c. 150 as the date of writing (pp. 153–4). Chapters 94–102 
and 109 probably were added later, cf. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 700–2 
and Histoire, 4; Lalleman, Acts of John, 59–66 and 266–8; Luttikhuizen, ‘Gnostic 
Reading’. Unless otherwise indicated, I rely on the text edited by Junod and 
Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, vol 1, and adapt the translation by Elliott, Apocryphal 
New Testament, 310–38. 

2. The third person narratives are Acts 9 and Acts of John 18–9; the first per-
son narratives are Acts 22 and 26, Acts of John 88–9 and 113. 
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ments and modifying our previous reading. In this respect, the book 
bears an interesting retrospective structure, with the call story devel-
oping toward the end of the narrative, where John’s farewell speech 
sheds new light on it. 

Acts of John 18 

The Acts of John in its recent form is a modern reconstruction from a 
fragmentary textual tradition3. In the manuscripts, its episodes usually 
accompany the later and more widespread Pseudo-Prochorus4. The 
first commission episode in chapter 18 stands at the head of the recon-
structed text of the Acts of John. Scholars seem to agree that the 
original beginning of the book is lost, and we have different sugges-
tions as to what stood originally before this episode5. Nevertheless, 
the passage logically introduces the Ephesian activity of the apostle, 
and is likely to have stood near the beginning of the original text. It is 
confirmed by the fact that none of the earlier apocryphal Acts have an 
extant formal prologue similar to the canonical Acts (something that 
Schäferdiek proposes)6, while the apostle’s departure to a new scene 

 
3. Junod and Kaestli, Acts Iohannis, 1; Lalleman, Acts of John, 5–6. 
4. According to Lalleman, Acts of John, 6, ‘the division of the episodes 

belonging to the AJ and those belonging to the Acts of John by Prochorus is be-
yond dispute’. 

5. Junod and Kaestli, Acts Iohannis, 81–5, suggest that the lost beginning con-
tained either the division of the missionary fields among the apostles or an ex-
panded version of the autobiographical narrative in the present chapter 113 (cf. 
Cartlidge, ‘Evangelist’). Lalleman, Acts of John, 14–7, suggests an account of the 
end of John’s exile on Patmos. Schäferdiek, ‘Acts of John’, 172, proposes a pro-
logue by the narrator speaking in ‘we’ style. Bonnet’s chapters 1–17 relate John’s 
ministry in Rome, his exile to Patmos, and his teaching in Miletus and Ephesus. 
Eusebius, Church History 3.1 reports that John received Asia as his allotted land. 
If this information comes from the Acts of John (through Origen, cf. p. 118, note 
100 below), it suggests that the division of lands (cf. pp. 219–224 below) stood 
earlier at the beginning of the text. 

6. Schäferdiek, ‘Acts of John’, 172. Such prologues characterise the later 
Acts, cf. our discussion of the Acts of Barnabas (Chapter 8) and the Acts of Titus 
(Chapter 9). 
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is a typical beginning in the extant narratives7. This is chapter 18 of 
the Acts of John8: 

John hastened to Ephesus, prompted by a vision. For this reason 
Damonicus9 and his relative Aristodemus and the very rich Cleobius 
and the wife of Marcellus persuaded him with some difficulty to re-
main a day at Miletus and they rested with him. When they had left 
early in the morning and had covered about four miles, a voice from 
heaven was heard, ‘John, you are to procure for your Lord at Ephesus 
the glory which you know, you and all your brethren with you, and 
some of those there who shall believe through you’. And John re-
joiced, realizing what it might be that was to happen to him at Ephe-
sus, and said, ‘Lord, behold I go in accordance with your will. Your 
will be done’. 

The narrative reports two subsequent visions of John, the first of 
which serves to launch the story, and the second contains the actual 
commissioning words. We can see a similar structure in many com-
mission narratives10. However simple the plot seems to be, the epi-
sode contains several minor details that are not easy to interpret11. 
First, one may ask whether John received the first revelation in Mi-
letus or whether Miletus was already a stop on his journey after the 
revelation. The second question is whether his companions were with 
him from the beginning, or joined him only in Miletus. Further, one 
may inquire whether the persons called by name are identical with the 
travelling companions involved in the second scene. Finally, one has 
to explain the sudden appearance of first person plural in the revela-
tion episode. We hope to solve these problems in our interpretation of 
the passage.  

We suggest that chapter 18 enables the reconstruction of two dif-
ferent plots. According to the first plot, John received a revelation in 

 
7. In the Acts of Peter, Paul leaves Rome; in the Acts of Thomas, the apostle 

departs for India; Philip in his Acts leaves Galilee. 
8. Text in Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 161. 
9. The name appears as Äáìüíéêïò or Äáéìüíéêïò, cf. Bonnet, Acta apostolo-

rum, vol 2/1, 160. 
10. Cf. pp. 228ff. 
11. Although one can explain away most problems by referring to the hy-

pothetical contents of the lost beginning, we try to answer the questions in the 
framework of the given text. 
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Miletus to depart for Ephesus, wanted to leave immediately, but 
members of the church in Miletus (Damonicus and other people 
called by name) convinced him to leave only a day later. John and 
others departed early in the morning. Among the companions, we 
may find the aforementioned people from Miletus12, but also others—
for example, the first person narrator. After a while, they heard a 
voice speaking with John, who became excited about the adventures 
awaiting him in Ephesus. 

According to the second plot, John was rushing down the road 
from an unknown place to Ephesus, accompanied by a group of 
Christians, including the first person narrator. As they came near to 
Miletus, four members of the group convinced the apostle to spend a 
day in the city. Early in the morning, they (possibly accompanied by 
people from Miletus) set out for Ephesus, and then heard the heavenly 
voice on the road. 

Both reconstructions have implications for the interpretation of 
the whole book. In the first case, the narrative takes a special interest 
in Miletus. John seems to have spent a longer period there, and he 
leaves only because a vision instructs him to go to Ephesus. The 
reader is supposed to know by name at least two persons from the 
city, Damonicus and Marcellus. This suggests that in a more complete 
version of the Acts of John, a longer cycle about the apostle’s Mile-
sian activity preceded chapter 18, where also Damonicus and Mar-
cellus played a role. 

Two mentions of Miletus in the Acts of John may support this 
scenario. First, in chapter 19 we read that ‘someone’ assured Ly-
comedes in a vision that he sent ‘a man from Miletus named John’, 
who would raise his wife13. Another mentioning of Miletus occurs in 
chapter 37, where ‘brothers from Miletus’ urge John to proceed to 
Smyrna. Andronicus, however, rebukes them, and the apostle decides 
to stay and visit the famous Artemision. We do not find these refer-

 
12. Cleobius, Aristodemus, and Damonicus appear in Ephesus with John (chs. 

19, 25, 59). 
13. Lalleman, Acts of John, 88–90 (following Wikenhauser, ‘Doppelträume’, 

107–8) interprets chapters 18–9 as a ‘double dream’ narrative. We find the struc-
ture here somewhat different, because in John’s visions there is no reference to 
the healing of Lycomedes’ wife.  
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ences forcing us to adopt the first plot, because they make sense also 
if John spent only one night in that city. As for ‘the brothers from 
Miletus’, they are mentioned only here and never explicitly identified 
with the names of chapter 18. 

We also have to consider two philological problems. As for the 
translation of zðåßãåôï åkò ôxí IÅöåóïí, we can see two solutions. 
The first possibility is ‘long for’, and this would fit into the first plot: 
‘John was longing for Ephesus’ (while still in Miletus). This would 
normally require, however, either a different preposition (ðåñß) or a 
subsequent infinitive14. The attested usage of dðåßãïìáé åkò is ‘hasten’ 
or ‘run’ to somewhere15, as all the modern translations render the pas-
sage, but this fits better into the second plot than into the first one. The 
other difficulty is óõíáíáðáõüìåíïé ášô², which makes better sense 
if the four people called by name were underway with John. Then the 
clause means that they either were already taking a rest in Miletus, or 
convinced John that they would do so16.  

The second plot implies that there is no need for a Miletus cycle 
preceding chapter 18. After perhaps a short prologue17, the story be-
gins with John’s travelling to Ephesus, the place of his miraculous 
acts. The people in the opening chapter may be known figures of the 
church where the tradition originated, possibly delegates of the church 
of Ephesus18. We will opt for this second scenario, because it gives a 
smoother reading of the text, especially with regard to zðåßãåôï and 

 
14. Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 614a, lines 4–9. The verb occurs with an infin-

itive in the Greek Vatican Codex 654 (Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, 159, line 30), 
in a passage that we discuss below: ‘John sought to run straight (åšèõäñïìåsí 
zðåßãåôï) to the shore near the city of the Milesians’. 

15. For example, dðåéãüìåíïò åkò FÑþìçí (Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 
14.79.3). 

16. Koine Greek uses the present participle (óõíáíáðáõüìåíïé) also in final 
clauses (instead of the future participle), cf. Blass – Debrunner – Rehkopf, Gram-
matik, 347, §418.4. Otherwise, one can also translate ‘keep him back for one day 
when they were taking a rest with him in Miletus’. In the first plot, óõíáíáðáõü-
ìåíïò ášôïsò would make some sense: ‘that he would rest with them for one more 
day’. 

17. Lalleman, Acts of John, 17 agrees that ‘nothing forces us to suppose that 
the missing beginning of the AJ was very long’. 

18. A rather confusing passage in chapter 59 seems to identify Cleobius as an 
Ephesian. In the same chapter, we read about envoys from Smyrna. 
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óõíáíáðáõüìåíïé, and it does not require us to hypothesise a longer 
Miletus cycle, which is otherwise unknown.  

Finally, there is a passage in the folios 145–6 of the Greek Vati-
can Codex 654, which Bonnet edited as chapters 14–7 of the Acts of 
John, and which supports my solution19. When ‘the king of the Ro-
mans’ dies, John (in the company of Prochorus) leaves the island of 
Patmos clinging to a cork oak. He navigates his vessel to the shore 
near Miletus, and finding a small village there, sits on a stone and 
teaches the people. ‘Then he got up from there and travelled to the 
city of the Ephesians. During his journey he went into the city of the 
Milesians’. In Miletus, the apostle ‘accomplished many miracles’, 
‘made many disciples of Christ at that place into heavenly citizens’20, 
and survived an attempt of the evildoers to poison him. Then we learn 
that the inhabitants of the small village venerated the stone on which 
the apostle sat while teaching them. The next sentence already goes, 
‘when we arrived in Ephesus, all the people came out to greet the 
apostle’. 

This passage conforms to our preferred scenario in three respects. 
First, the only concrete event that it connects to Miletus is the poison-
ing story, which imitates the Acts of John in Rome21. Even the local 
legend of an unnamed nearby village receives more attention. In 
Miletus, there are no persons mentioned by name either. Second, the 
text describes precisely the same situation that we reconstructed: John 
is travelling to Ephesus and makes a short stop in Miletus. After his 
visit there, he continues his journey ‘rejoicing’, as in chapter 18. Third, 
the Miletus episode is told in the third person, while the first person 

 
19. Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/1, 159–60. The codex is dated to the 12th 

or 13th century, cf. ibidem, xxvii. 
20. Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/1, 160, lines 20–2. The text contains the 

expression ïšñáíïðïëßôçò, a word attributed to Plato by the anonymous Prole-
gomena to Plato’s Philosophy X, ïj äc êáèáñïr êár ›ð’ ášôï™ Pëëá÷ï™ ïšñáíï-
ðïësôáé ëåãüìåíïé (cf. Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 1273a). Its use is documented 
from the late fourth century AD onward; Lampe, Lexicon, 978; Sophocles, Lexi-
con, 824; cf. the electronic Thesaurus Linguae Graecae. 

21. Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/1, 156–7 (as chs. 9–10 of the Acts of 
John); Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 873–7. 
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narrator reappears after Miletus22, as in chapter 18. This suggests that 
we have to do with two different versions of the same tradition. 

Consequently, our reading of chapter 18 has an analogy in the 
rich tradition of the Acts of John, while a longer stay in Miletus with a 
local narrative cycle and distinguished disciples is unattested. We can 
hypothesise that the ‘lost beginning’ of the book was simply a state-
ment that John was released from his exile on Patmos after the death 
of Domitian23. Finally, we can regard the present chapter 18 as a com-
mission story that formed the introduction to the original Acts of John. 

Acts of John 88–9 

The next commission story appears in chapters 88–9, in the context of 
John’s preaching (chs. 87–105). We will not engage in the debate 
about the latter’s position within the Acts of John24, because it does 
not affect the order of the three commission narratives. Another pecu-
liarity of this section, the ‘polymorphic’ appearance of Christ, will be 

 
22. Much of the Acts of John by Prochorus is told in the first person. 
23. From different premises, Lalleman, Acts of John, 16, reaches a similar 

conclusion: ‘the AJ began with a scene describing the end of John’s exile on the 
isle of Patmos’. 

24. Schäferdiek’s arguments, ‘Johannesakten’, 132–4 and ‘Acts of John’, 
178–9, are convincing for the postulation of some lost episodes (including the 
imprisonment of Drusiana and John in a tomb). The question is whether we have 
to add John’s preaching (chs. 87–105) to this hypothetical complex, and place it 
before chapters 37–86. Schäferdiek claims that both the reference in chapter 87 to 
Drusiana’s account (‘because Drusiana said, “The Lord appeared to me in the 
tomb etc.”’) and John’s depiction of God in chapter 103 (‘he hears us all, as now 
also myself and Drusiana, because he is the God of the imprisoned’) must imme-
diately follow the lost episodes. Lalleman, Acts of John, 30, note 18, answers that 
the perfect åkñçêõßáò in chapter 87 ‘does not suggest that Drusiana had recently 
given her account’. However, we have to notice that the same refers to immediate 
antecedents at the end of the gospel section (ôá™ôá åkñçêüôïò ðñüò ìå in chapter 
102, ‘after he said these things to me’) and in chapter 113 (Junod and Kaestli, 
Acta Iohannis, 311, line 6). Lalleman does not deal with Schäferdiek’s argument 
concerning chapter 103. Consequently, one still has to consider seriously Schäfer-
diek’s reconstruction, which is also followed by Junod and Kaestli and the major-
ity of translations. 
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important for the interpretation of the commission passage. This is the 
text25: 

For when he had chosen Peter and Andrew, who were brothers, he 
came to me and to my brother James, saying, ‘I have need of you, 
come unto me’. And my brother said, ‘John, this child on the shore 
who called to us, what does he want?’ And I said, ‘What child?’ He 
replied, ‘The one who is beckoning to us’. And I answered, ‘Because 
of our long watch that we kept at sea you are not seeing straight, 
brother James: but do you not see the man who stands there, fair and 
comely and of a cheerful countenance?’ But he said to me, ‘Him I do 
not see, brother; but let us go and we shall see what it means’. So we 
steered the boat in silence26, and we saw him helping us to beach the 
ship. And when we left the place, wishing to follow him again27, he 
again appeared to me, bald-headed but with a thick and flowing beard; 
but to James he appeared as a youth whose beard was just starting. We 
were perplexed, both of us, as to the meaning of what we had seen. 

The story evokes the call of John and James in the synoptic tradi-
tion28. A closer look, however, will reveal that it has little in common 
with those texts. The Acts of John does not discuss the ‘choosing’ of 
Peter and Andrew in any detail, and it contains almost nothing of the 
information about John and James that is found in the synoptic text: 
that they were the sons of Zebedee29, had hired workers, and were 
repairing the nets on the shore. They omit the point of the story, that 
‘they immediately left the boat and their father, and followed Jesus’. 
What remains is the general setting: at the side of the sea, Jesus calls 
John and James, brothers and fishermen, after he has ‘chosen’ Peter 

 
25. Acts of John 88–89, based on the text of Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 

2/1, 194, lines 8–20. This section is contained in a single manuscript, the Vienna 
codex historicus graecus 63, written in 1319 or 1324 (cf. Junod and Kaestli, Acta 
Iohannis, 26 and Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/1, xxx). 

26. James, Apocrypha anecdota, 4, lines 8–9, suggests åkò ãyí for óéã†, which 
is accepted by Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, vol 1, 193. 

27. ”ðåóèáé seems to be a confusion of fðïìáé and ¿ðÜæù. 
28. Mark 1.16–20 and Matthew 4.18–22. 
29. The Acts of John never calls John the son of Zebedee. The name appears 

with all of the Synoptics, and in John 21, a post-Easter appearance of Jesus at the 
Sea of Galilee, which Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 480–1 and Lalleman, 
Acts of John, 112–3 bring into relation with our text. 
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and Andrew, who were also brothers30. Everything else is different 
from the Synoptics: the brothers are at sea (we do not know which 
one) rather than on the shore, we read Jesus’ words to them, and he 
helps them bring the boat on the shore. 

The main peculiarity of the story is that the brothers see Jesus in 
different forms, a feature that has attracted the attention of scholars. 
However, we have to notice that apart from Jesus’ different forms, the 
whole story tells a divine epiphany rather than a synoptic gospel nar-
rative. John’s words at the beginning of chapter 89 especially empha-
sise this when he says, ‘he appeared to me (¯öèç dìïß) again’31. We 
can say that all John’s autobiographical accounts about Jesus have an 
epiphanic character32, and there is no significant difference between 
Jesus’ appearances before and after the cross. This corresponds to the 
fact that the Acts of John does not mention the death and resurrection 
of Jesus33. 

Among the commission stories in the apostolic Acts, only the 
Acts of John refers back to the call of the disciples in the gospels, 
while all others talk about commission stories as related to the mis-
sion of the early Church. However, the narrative in chapter 88 of the 
Acts of John transforms the synoptic ‘call story’ pattern into an epiph-
any. The commission of Thomas at the beginning of his Acts provides 
another interesting example: Jesus initially appears in a vision, but 
then he acts as a flesh and blood person34. None of these texts presup-
poses a radical change in the relation between Jesus and the apostles 
during time, a change that we find in the canonical writings between 
the pre-Easter gospel narratives, the post-resurrection narratives, and 

 
30. Cf. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 479 and Lalleman, Acts of John, 125. 
31. In the New Testament, ¯öèç always (except in Acts 7.26) describes divine 

revelation, cf. esp. Luke 24.34, and 1 Corinthians 15.5–8. For the apocrypha, see 
Acts of Paul 7.33, Hermas, Pastor 18.3 and 18.7 (Visions 3.10), 19.2 (Visions 
3.11). For the Septuagint, see Michaelis, ‘¿ñÜù êôë.’, 353. 

32. These are found in chapters 88–101 and 112–3. 
33. Lalleman, Acts of John, 162–3. Lalleman (p. 35) found that there is no 

mention of the incarnation either. He describes (p. 208) the Acts of John as ‘do-
cetic’ in the sense that ‘the text presents only a divine Christ and emphatically 
denies his humanity’. 

34. Acts of Thomas 2–3; cf. Chapter 5 below. 
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the canonical Acts35. Consequently, the three commission narratives 
of the Acts of John—although one of them echoes the theme of ‘the 
call of the disciples’—talk about a continuous apostolic commission. 
Chapter 113, which we will discuss later, affirms this continuity when 
it relates Jesus’ words to John on chastity at his different ages, with-
out presupposing any change in John’s apostolic status and the way 
Jesus communicated with him36. 

Scholars have paid attention to the ‘polymorphic’ appearances of 
Jesus in the Acts of John, although they use the term in different 
ways37. The strictest sense of the term is ‘a metamorphosis of such a 
kind that the person or deity can be seen differently by different peo-
ple at the same time’38. Indeed, our text relates that John and James 
saw Jesus in different forms at the same time, and this recurs in 
chapter 89. However, in the preaching of John we can see no distinc-
tion between this sort of (synchronic) polymorphy and the (dia-
chronic) metamorphosis, the subsequent appearance in various 
forms39. Immediately after the second parallel vision of John and 
James, John relates that Jesus’ body was sometimes soft, but some-
times hard as stone. In the same section (ch. 89), he remembers that 
Jesus’ eyes were always open, and that he often saw him as a small 
figure looking upwards to the sky. We can see no reason to separate 
these remarks about Jesus’ appearance from each other, and pick out 
only those where he appears in different forms simultaneously. Rather 
they form together the theme of the ‘polymorphous Jesus’40. The 

 
35. One should compare, for example, Matthew 4.18–22, 10.1–42, and 28.16–

20, or Luke 5.1–11, 9.1–6, 10.1–20, 24.36–53, and Acts 1.4–8. 
36. In other words, the Acts of John does not have a sense of the ‘middle of 

time’ which Conzelmann, Die Mitte der Zeit, 139–41, attributed to Luke-Acts. 
The ‘time of Jesus’ and the ‘time of the Church’ are not clearly distinct. In other 
words, the christology of the apocryphal Acts implies a particular ecclesiology. 

37. Junod, ‘Polymorphie’; Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 466–93; Schnei-
der, Mystery, 57–66, 98–113; Lalleman, ‘Polymorphy’; Garcia, ‘Polymorphie’. 

38. Lalleman, ‘Polymorphy’, 99. 
39. Recently Garcia, ‘Polymorphie’, 31, proposes a broad definition: ‘La poly-

morphie peut être ainsi globalement définie comme un thème religieux et lit-
téraire, où est souvent mise en scène l’apparition d’une divinité sous une ou plu-
sieurs formes autres que la sienne propre’. 

40. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 466–93, analyze chapters 87–93 and 
104–5 as a rhetorical unit, and speak about John’s ‘twelve testimonies’ of Jesus’ 
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discussion of polymorphy in chapters 87–93 provides the immediate 
context of the commission narrative, whereas the ritual dance and the 
‘mystery of the cross’ in chapters 94–101 (which also elaborate on 
polymorphy) provide a broader frame. 

In the parallel visions of John and James, Jesus assumes the fol-
lowing forms: a child (ðáéäßïí), a handsome man, a bald man with 
long beard, and a youngster (íåáíßóêïò). It is apparent that these im-
ages depict a man at his different ages. We may add John’s observa-
tion that immediately follows about a small and distorted man41, and 
understand it as a description of an old man. With the exception of 
James’ second vision (a youngster), the images appear in a sequence 
from childhood to old age. One cannot avoid the conclusion that Jesus 
somehow grows older in the eyes of the brothers. We can also discern 
that both brothers see an older figure for the second time than they did 
at first. Does this symbolise some form of spiritual progress?42 It is 
difficult to find literary parallels for such an interpretation43. It is eas-
ier to demonstrate the idea that Jesus revealed himself according to 
the abilities of people44. The Acts of Thomas speaks about the ‘poly-
morphous Jesus’ who appears ‘according to the measure of our man-
hood’45. Origen repeatedly states this in connection with the synoptic 
transfiguration narrative46. In the Gospel of Philip we read: ‘He (Je-
 
polymorphy. We find the formal rhetorical analysis somewhat artificial, but agree 
with them insofar as they do not reduce the theme of polymorphy to the simulta-
neous appearances. 

41. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 193, lines 9–10, ìéêñ’ò Tíèñùðïò […] 
äýóìïñöïò. 

42. Schneider, Mystery, 62, writes, ‘with James and John seeing progressively 
older manifestations of the Lord, the spirituality of both groups of Christians 
should be seen as maturing’.  

43. Schneider, Mystery, 62, cites Origen, Against Celsus 4.15–6, but we can-
not conclude from that passage that ‘the Logos’ polymorphism also includes 
one’s growing maturity in the faith’. 

44. Origen, Against Celsus 2.64; cf. Lalleman, ‘Polymorphy’, 98 and 102; 
Schneider, Mystery, 61. 

45. Acts of Thomas 153, äüîá óïé ðïëýìïñöå EÉçóï™, óïr äüîá ¿ öáéíüìåíïò 
êáôN ôxí ìåôñßáí ½ì§í Píèñùðüôçôá. 

46. To the passages mentioned in notes 43 and 44 above, add Origen, Com-
mentary on Matthew 12.37, ‘in the same way you can say Jesus was capable to 
transfigure [with this transfiguration] before some people, but before others he did 
not transfigure at the same time’. This is also an example of Lalleman’s ‘poly-
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sus) did not appear as he was, but in the manner in which they would 
be able to see him (Nue etoynaé qMqom Nnay). […] He appeared to 
the great as great. He appeared to the small as small. He appeared to 
the angels as an angel, and to men as men’47. Indeed, in the Acts of 
John 90, John alone can see a second transfiguration after the one he 
saw together with James and Peter48. There is also a distinction be-
tween the brothers, inasmuch as in the parallel visions John sees ma-
ture men whereas James only young boys49. 

Nevertheless, it would be mistaken to regard these chapters as a 
chain of purely symbolic statements about Christ’s polymorphy, and 
overlook the unfolding narrative plot. The structure of chapters 87–
105 is that of a gospel narrative50. It begins with a prologue and the 
call of the disciples at the sea, relates Jesus’ transfiguration (in two 
versions), a visit in the house of a Pharisee51, and the multiplication of 
bread52. There are episodes that do not readily evoke any of the 
canonical gospel narratives: John watches Jesus on several occasions, 
Jesus never blinks his eyes, leaves no footprints on the ground, and 
once pulls John’s beard. The ritual dance replaces the last supper, and 
a peculiar crucifixion scene, concluding directly with the ascension, 
closes the section. In sum, we find a ‘miniature gospel’ inserted into 
the Acts of John, which the apostle relates in the first person singular. 
 
morphy proper’ (note 38 above). Cf. Origen, Fragments on the Gospel of John 
119.1–8, ‘Not all of the disciples enjoyed the transfiguration on the mountain, and 
not everyone participated in the sight of the resurrection’.  

47. Gospel of Philip 57.29–58.2, trans. W.W. Isenberg in Robinson (ed), Nag 
Hammadi Library. I thank G.P. Luttikhuizen for calling my attention to this par-
allel. 

48. Acts of John 90, where Jesus is shining, and his head reaches the sky. In 
the resurrection scene of the Gospel of Peter 38–41, the angels’ heads reach the 
sky, and Jesus’ even surpasses them. 

49. Schneider, Mystery, 64, explains that ‘James’ visions of the Lord are not 
incorrect, but only younger than those seen by John. This suggests that our author 
and his community are not opposed to the Christians personified by James, al-
though they probably claimed to have a higher understanding of the Lord’. 

50. Several scholars labeled this section a gospel, cf. Lalleman, Acts of John, 
42, note 72. 

51. Cf. Luke 7.36–50, 11.37–54. 
52. Mark 6.35–44. This is the only miracle that we find in all the four canoni-

cal Gospels. The Acts of John inserts it into the frame of the dinner at the Phari-
see’s house. 
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There is only one miracle in this gospel, and no healings, because 
these are ‘unspeakable’53. Among the episodes that we can identify 
with the canonical gospels, the synoptic stories are in the majority54. 
However, the narrative as a whole focuses on the characteristically 
Johannine theme of Jesus’ self-revelation before his disciples55. The 
prologue states that John relates these things in order that the listeners 
‘might see the glory about Jesus’—clearly echoing the prologue of the 
Gospel of John56. Concerning its overall structure, ‘John’s miniature 
gospel’ evidently talks about a gradually unfolding self-revelation of 
Jesus, beginning with the child whom James saw on the shore and 
concluding with the cosmic vision of the cross of light. We would not 
go as far as talking about the ‘maturing spirituality of Christian 
groups’57, but the disciples as well as the readers evidently receive an 
increasingly elaborate view of Jesus. 

However, John cannot share everything with the listeners even at 
the end of the ‘gospel’: ‘When he had spoken to me these things, and 
others which I know not how to say as he would have me, he was 
taken up’ (102). John concludes the first part of the gospel section (the 
ministry of Jesus) with the following words: ‘For we must at the pre-
sent keep silent about his mighty and wonderful works, inasmuch as 
they are mysteries (Tññçôá) and doubtless cannot be uttered or heard’ 
(93). This formulation is close to the epilogue of the Gospel of John: 

 
53. Acts of John 93, Tññçôá (Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 199, line 16). 

For the idea of the ‘unspeakable’ see pp. 114f below. 
54. We tend to identify the synoptic stories as Lucan. The invitation to dine in 

the Pharisee’s house (åk äc ›ðü ôéíüò ðïôå ô§í öáñéóáßùí êëçèåßò) clearly echoes 
the beginning of a Lucan story. In both Luke 7.36 (dñùôZ ášô’í öáñéóásïò) and 
11.37 (zñþôá äÝ ôéò ášô’í ô§í öáñéóáßùí), we read that a Pharisee (called Simon 
in Luke 7.41) invited Jesus. In contrast, Mark 14.3 (–íôïò ášôï™ dí Âçèáíßu dí ô† 
ïkêßu Óßìùíïò ôï™ ëåðñï™) and Matthew 26.6 (ôï™ äc EÉçóï™ ãåíïìÝíïõ dí 
Âçèáíßu êôë.) state that Jesus was in Bethany in the house of ‘the leprous Simon’. 

55. As does the second half of the Gospel of John. To John 13–20 Bultmann, 
Johannes, 348, gave the title ‘Die Offenbarung der äüîá vor der Gemeinde’: ‘Der 
neue Teil des Ev[angelium]s ist durch die erste Szene deutlich charakrerisiert: er 
handelt von dem Verhältnis Jesu zu seinen Jüngern, von seiner PãÜðç zu den 
näéïé’. 

56. John 1.14, ‘we beheld his glory’. Cf. Acts of John 90, ‘I will tell you an-
other glory’ (eôÝñáí äc ›ìsí äüîáí dñ§). 

57. Cf. note 42 above. 
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‘But there are also many other things that Jesus did; if every one of 
them were written down, I suppose that the world itself could not 
contain the books that would be written’58. John spoke similarly also 
in the prologue of the gospel section: ‘I, indeed, am able neither to set 
forth to you nor to write the things which I saw and heard’ (88)59. At 
Jesus’ transfiguration, the disciples see ‘such a light on him that it is 
not possible for a man who uses mortal speech to describe what it was 
like’ (90). We can see that as the gospel narrative unfolds, John re-
peatedly talks about more and more unspeakable things that remain 
hidden. The apostles, and especially John, received much ‘unspeak-
able revelation’ that they cannot share with others. 

Therefore, there is a tendency that proceeds in parallel with the 
unfolding revelation, and that is the growth of secrecy and intimacy of 
the revelation. Above we discussed the possibility that John’s figures 
in the parallel visions are superior to James’ ones. After the brothers’ 
second vision (bald man and young lad), ‘both were at a loss what 
their vision wanted to be’, and when they followed him, ‘both became 
gradually more perplexed’. The next sentence apparently contrasts 
John’s observation with the brothers’ common experience: ‘Yet to me 
there appeared a still more wonderful (ðáñáäïîüôåñïí) sight’. The 
comparative degree adds further emphasis to the exclusivity of the 
observation. After the transfiguration scene, John alone approaches 
Jesus. At a later occasion, all the disciples of Jesus (½ì§í ðÜíôùí ô§í 
ìáèçô§í ášôï™) were sleeping in a house at (the lake of?) Genne-
saret, but John alone (dã¦ ìüíïò) was watching what Jesus was doing. 
Two echoes from the Gospel of John that we did not mention yet, 
emphasise intimacy in a particularly sensible manner. On the mount 
of transfiguration, first James, Peter, and John together saw Jesus’ 
shining light, but then John alone approached Jesus ‘because he [Je-
sus] loved him’. Then he alone observed Jesus’ fantastic polymor-
phous appearance, and talked to him. This is the only reference in the 
 

58. John 21.25, NRSV. Cf. the use ÷ùñåsí in the Acts of John 88, quoted be-
low, and in Acts of Thomas 1 (p. 119, note 4 below). The beginning and end of 
the Acts of John and the Gospel of John together with the parallel in Acts of John 
93, are lexically and semantically closely related formulations of the ‘unspeak-
able revelation’. Cf. Lalleman, Acts of John, 114–5. 

59. The text echoes the prologue of John’s gospel especially when it talks 
about seeing Jesus’ ‘glory’. 
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Acts of John that John was the ‘beloved disciple’, and our text explic-
itly connects it with John’s exclusive experiences about Jesus60. 

The motif of the beloved disciple first occurs in the Gospel of 
John in the narration of the last supper: ‘One of his disciples, whom 
Jesus loved, was leaning on his bosom’61. The Acts of John detaches 
this episode from the last supper, and presents it as a habitual manner 
of John reclining at the table: ‘When I sat at table he would take me 
upon his breast and I held him; and sometimes his breast felt to me to 
be smooth and tender, and sometimes hard, like stone’ (89). The motif 
of physical touch occurs once more: ‘Sometimes when I meant to 
touch him, I met a material (›ëþäçò, lit. ‘woody’) and solid (ðÜ÷õò, 
lit. ‘thick’) body; and at other times when I felt him, the substance 
was immaterial and bodiless and as if it were not existing at all’. The 
theme of physical touch, we suggest, is not only a vehicle for the 
subject of polymorphy. Physical closeness is a peculiar aspect of 
commission in the Acts of John, a synonym for the intimate spiritual 
relation between master and disciple. 

Why did the gospel section of the Acts of John emphasise the 
subject of fondness and intimacy between master and disciple? Was it 
due to an interest in anecdotal details, or did it have a deeper-lying 
theoretical reason? This matter has precedents in classical literature. 
In Plato’s Symposium, when Socrates after some delay arrives for the 
dinner, Agathon expresses his wish that Socrates would recline next 
to him62: ‘Here you are, Socrates. Come and recline next to me; I 
want to share this great thought that has just struck you in the porch 
next door’ (175c8–d2). Socrates namely had been waiting outside, 
deeply immersed in his thoughts. He complies with Agathon’s wish, 
reclines next to him and answers: ‘“My dear Agathon”, Socrates re-
plied as he took his seat beside him, “I only wish that wisdom were 

 
60. In the Gospel of John, all five occurrences of the expression are in the sec-

ond half of the book (from chapter 13 on). This indicates that also the canonical 
Johannine gospel tradition associates the phrase with the revelation of Jesus be-
fore his disciples. 

61. John 13.23, ƒí Píáêåßìåíïò åpò dê ô§í ìáèçô§í ášôï™ dí ô² êüëðv ôï™ 
EÉçóï™, •í zãÜðá ¿ EÉçóï™ò. John 21.20 as well connects the two motifs: ‘the 
disciple whom Jesus loved […], who also leaned on his breast at the supper’. 

62. Trans. M. Joyce in Hamilton and Cairns (eds), Plato, adapted. I follow K. 
Dover’s commentary at many points. 
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the kind of thing once could share by sitting next to someone—if it 
flowed, for instance, from the one that was full to the one that was 
empty, like the water in two cups finding its level through a piece of 
worsted”’ (175d4–7). Then the company decides to spend the night 
by each of them delivering an encomium about Eros. 

In his speech, Socrates reports what the wise Diotima had taught 
him about Love63. The speech consists of two parts, the first one de-
scribing the nature of Eros, the second describing its effect on peo-
ple64. Eros, she said, is ‘a very powerful spirit (äáßìùí ìÝãáò), and 
spirits (ðOí ô’ äáéìüíéïí) are half way between god and man’ 
(202d14–e1). ‘They (spirits) are the envoys and interpreters of men’s 
things to gods, and of gods’ things to men (202e3–4). Born of Re-
source (Ðüñïò) and Need (Ðåíßá), Eros is barefoot and homeless, but 
also a schemer (dðßâïõëïò) after the beautiful and good (203b–d). The 
gods and the wise do not seek wisdom, because wisdom is already 
theirs. Neither do the ignorant, because they are satis fied with what 
they are. Eros is between them, a philosopher, because Eros is the 
love of what is beautiful (hñùò ðåñr ô’ êáëüí), and wisdom is one of 
the most beautiful things (204a–b) 65. 

Speaking of the effect of Eros, Diotima differentiates two groups 
of people. Most people are ‘fertile in body’ (dãêýìïíåò êáôN ôN 
óþìáôá). They turn to women and raise a family, in the hope that 
they secure immortality, a memory of themselves, and happiness 
(208e2–6). Those, in contrast, who are ‘fertile in soul’ (ïj äc êáôN ôxí 
øõ÷Þí), conceive and bear the things of the spirit: ‘Wisdom and all 
her sister virtues’. They look for beautiful souls, educate them, and 
procreate more beautiful and immortal children66. 

 
63. Plato, Symposium 201d–212b. 
64. Plato, Symposium 201d–212b. The nature (das Wesen) of Eros: 201e8–

204c6; the effect (das Wirken) of Eros: 204c7–212c3. Cf. Stier, Rede der Dio-
tima; Hupperts, Eros dikaios, vol 2, 170–1. 

65. Eros is thus intermediate between (1) wise and ignorant, (2) beautiful and 
ugly, (3) mortal and immortal; cf. Chen, Acquiring Knowledge, 38. These are 
three types of striving, and therefore, three possibilities of ascent, attested also in 
the Phaedo; ibidem, note 4. 

66. Plato, Symposium 208e–209e. ‘Who would not prefer such fatherhood to 
merely human propagation, if he stopped to think of Homer, and Hesiod, and all 
the greatest of our poets? Who would not envy them their immortal progeny, their 
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Then Diotima comes to ‘the final revelation’ (ôN ôÝëåá êár dð-
ïðôéêÜ, 210a1). She differentiates between a lower and a higher sort 
of knowledge, and claims that not everyone is capable of acquiring 
the latter67. ‘The candidate for this initiation cannot, if his efforts are 
to be rewarded, begin too early to devote himself to the beauties of 
the body. First of all, if his preceptor instructs him as he should, he 
will fall in love with the beauty of one individual body, so that his 
passion may give life to noble discourse’68. Then one becomes the 
lover of the beauty which is manifested in all beautiful bodies; there-
after of the beauty of laws and institutions. ‘And next, his attention 
should be diverted from institutions to the sciences, so that he may 
know the beauty of every kind of knowledge […] until he will come 
upon one single form of knowledge, the knowledge of the beauty I am 
about to speak of ’ (210c7–d9). Diotima then describes the highest 
phase (210e1–6): 

Whoever has been initiated so far in the mysteries of Love (ôN dñùôé-
êÜ) and has viewed all these aspects of the beautiful in due succession, 
is at last drawing near the final revelation. And now, Socrates, there 
bursts upon him that wondrous vision which is the very soul of the 
beauty he has toiled so long for. 

At this point, Diotima gives a description of the beauty that the lover-
initiate-philosopher contemplates69. Finally, Diotima recapitulates the 
whole journey (211b6–d1)70: 

 
claim upon the admiration of posterity?’ (209d1–5). Cf. Gospel of Philip 58.17–
59.6. 

67. Diotima uses the language of the Eleusinian mysteries, differentiating be-
tween the ‘Lesser Mysteries’ at Agrae, and the ‘Greater’ ones at Eleusis; cf. 
Rowe, Symposium, 193–4 and Hupperts, Eros dikaios, vol 2, 201–2. 

68. Diotima speaks about three persons. (1) The initiate is called ‘lover’ 
(dñáóôÞò), a name used for the philosophers also in Phaedo 66e2. (2) The object 
of his love is a ‘beautiful body’, in whom he procreates ‘beautiful words’. (3) The 
third figure is ‘the leader’, who can be identified as the ìõóôáãùãüò of the mys-
teries. This is the role of Diotima beside Socrates. The initiate, however, may 
accomplish his journey also without a leader (210b9–c1). Cf. Hupperts, Eros 
dikaios, vol 2, 203. 

69. 210e6–211b5. I highlight only the main points: beauty is eternal (Pår —í), 
it neither comes into being nor perishes (ï¡ôå ãéãíüìåíïí ï¡ôå Pðïëëýìåíïí), 
neither increases nor diminishes (ï¡ôå ášîáíüìåíïí ï¡ôå öèßíïí), is always itself 
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And so, when his correct boy-loving (ðáéäåñáóôåsí) has carried our 
candidate so far that he begins to catch sight of that beauty, he is al-
most within reach of the final revelation. And this is the way, the only 
way, he must approach, or be led toward the matters of love 
(ôN dñùôéêÜ). Starting from individual beauties, the quest for the uni-
versal beauty must find him ever moving upwards, stepping from rung 
to rung—that is, from one to two, and from two to every lovely body, 
from bodily beauty to the beauty of institutions, from institutions to 
learning, and from learning in general to the special lore that pertains 
to nothing but the beautiful itself—until at last he comes to know what 
beauty is. 

When Socrates has finished his speech, Alcibiades arrives and re-
clines between Agathon and Socrates. A handsome young man, he 
relates that once he invited Socrates and offered to sleep with him 
(218b–219d). ‘If there is one thing I am keen on it is to make the best 
of myself, and I think you are more likely to help me there than any-
body else’ (218d1–3). Socrates answered (218d7–219b2) that Alci-
biades had to find him ‘so extraordinarily beautiful’ that his ‘own at-
tractions (åšìïñößá) must be quite eclipsed’. Alcibiades was trying, 
Socrates suggested, ‘to exchange the semblance of beauty for the 
thing itself ’. ‘We must think it over one of these days,’ Socrates con-
cluded, ‘and do whatever seems best for the two of us’. Alcibiades 
thought that Socrates gave in, lay beside him, but to his disappoint-
ment, nothing happened between them. Alcibiades, who ‘seemed to 
be still in love with him’ (222c2–3), now goes on praising Socrates. 
Finally they agree that Agathon will change his place and lie between 
Alcibiades and Socrates. Agathon rises up to do so, but then a revel-
ling band enters and spoils the order of the banquet. 

We have seen how the Symposium interconnects the themes of 
intimacy between master and disciple, love, and the way to perfection. 
Socrates teaches that the intimacy between master and disciple, of 
which Agathon and Alcibiades think in erotic terms, must be clean 
and spiritual. The real Eros is a guide who leads one to the view of 
 
by itself (ášô’ êáèÒ á›ôü), is in its own company (ìåèÒ á›ôï™), and is uniform 
(ìïíïåéäÝò). 

70. Beside its rhetorical function, this recapitulation gives emphasis to the 
correct order of the steps of cognition (Erkenntnisschritte; Sier, Rede der Dioti-
ma, 160). 
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beauty. The Symposium helps us to understand why and how the Acts 
of John could elaborate on the Johannine gospel traditions of the be-
loved disciple and John’s leaning on Jesus’ bosom. 

It is important to compare the role played by Socrates in the nar-
rative parts with the theory of cognition as laid down in the Diotima 
speech. If we depart from the theory of Diotima in interpreting the 
relation of Socrates to his pupils (Agathon and Alcibiades), we have 
to conclude that in them Socrates is the ‘lover’ or philosopher, the one 
who proceeds toward the vision of the beauty, and he ‘procreates 
beautiful words’ in his students. In terms of the Diotima speech, the 
student is not immediately destined to see the ultimate beauty. One 
has to assume, however, that the student will become himself a ‘lover’ 
one day. In the Acts of John, the role of the ‘lover’ is taken by Jesus. 
The idea that he ‘procreates beautiful words’ in John is especially ap-
plicable to the revelation of the cross of light: ‘But to you I am 
speaking, and listen to what I speak. I put into your mind to come up 
to this mountain so that you may hear what a disciple should learn 
from his teacher and a man from God’ (97). Further, in accordance 
with the Diotima speech, Jesus has need of teaching John: ‘John, there 
must be one man to hear these things from me; for I need one who is 
ready to hear’ (98). It is impossible, however, to claim that it is Jesus 
who reaches the vision of the absolute beauty in this way. 

This contradiction will be solved if we look at the narrative parts 
of the Symposium, where Socrates is characterised as ‘superhuman’, 
someone who has already achieved the highest phase of contempla-
tion71. In these passages, it is always his pupils who are admiring his 
beauty, and want to dine beside him or sleep with him. They either 
hope to share in his wisdom (Agathon) or Socrates teaches them to do 
that (Alcibiades). This description of the roles already can be applied 
to the relation of Jesus and John. Both texts use the topics of fond-
ness, intimacy, and celebration to approach the theme of spiritual per-
fection. Socrates teaches the whole company at the banquet how to 
ascend to the realm of the absolute beauty. Jesus, after manifesting 
himself in different ways to his disciples, not least during common 

 
71. In his encomium, Alcibiades praises Socrates as ‘truly superhuman’ 

(äáéìüíéïò ©ò Pëçè§ò, 219c1). According to Hupperts, Eros dikaios, 262, ‘Soc-
rates is an example of an erastes-philosopher who is on the second level’. 
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meals, finally lets them participate in the ritual dance72. Socrates is 
willing to share his spiritual beauty with Alcibiades to help him to 
achieve excellence. Jesus reveals his polymorphic body to John, and 
finally shows him the cosmic vision of the cross of light so that he 
might hear ‘what a disciple has to learn from the master, and a human 
from God’73. 

Finally, the idea of twofold initiation is present in the Acts of 
John, as well as in the Symposium. In the Symposium, it emerges as a 
distinction between the ‘Lesser’ and ‘Greater Mysteries’, only the 
latter leading to the vision of the beauty. In the Acts of John the first 
level includes miracles and ethical teaching, and the second level 
contains the final revelation as described on the foregoing pages74. 

Inevitably, there is some difference between the symbolisms of 
the two books. The Symposium uses a plainly erotic vocabulary 
(hñùò, ðáéäåñáóôÝù), while the Acts of John designates the relation of 
John and Jesus with more general terms of ‘fondness’ (Pãá-
ðÜù, öéëÝù)75. In the night, Alcibiades lies beside Socrates and puts 
his cloak around him, whereas John only watches Jesus from a dis-
tance, after wrapping himself in his cloak. Sensual overtones, how-
ever, are not missing from the Acts of John either. The intimacy of 
Jesus and John during meals is even more direct than that of Socrates 
and Agathon at the banquet. The handsome young man on the shore 
whom John sees is physically attractive (å¡ìïñöïò), depicted pre-
cisely as Alcibiades (½ ðáñN óïr åšìïñößá). 

With regard to our commission narrative, this literary parallel 
prompts us to add three important aspects to its interpretation. First, a 
progress in the subsequent polymorphic figures express a tendency of 
an unfolding revelation. Second, an unspeakable secret accumulates 
about the words and deeds of Jesus. Third, we can speak of develop-
ing intimacy and love (whether we interpret it as hñùò or PãÜðç) as 
 

72. In chapter 101, he says to John that he wants the dance to be called a mystery. 
73. Acts of John 97. 
74. Cf. Lalleman, Acts of John, 52–3. Lalleman connects the addition of the 

second level to the final redaction of the text. 
75. Eventually these verbs can also mean sexual love. Cf. Acts of John 113, 

‘you established my spotless love toward you’ or ‘you rendered my love toward 
you spotless’. The text emphasises that this is a merely spiritual öéëßá, in the 
same way as Socrates talks about Eros as a spiritual guide. 
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the vehicle of revelation, a drive to acquire knowledge from and about 
the master, or, as Diotima put it, the guide toward the vision of the 
absolute beauty. 

Acts of John 113 

We find the third commission narrative in the farewell speech of John. 
If one follows Bonnet’s reconstruction of the text, this episode comes 
soon after the gospel section, whereas in Schäferdiek’s sequence the 
bulk of the narrative material falls between the two passages76. Al-
though it contains no direct references to the previous two commis-
sion episodes, it evokes especially the topics of the second commis-
sion story. Let us quote the passage77: 

You who have preserved me also till the present hour pure to yourself, 
and free from intercourse with a woman; who, when I inclined in my 
youth to marry, appeared to me and said, ‘I am in need of you, John’; 
who prepared for me beforehand my bodily weakness; who, on the 
third occasion when I wished to marry, prevented me immediately, 
and said to me at the third hour on the sea, ‘John, if you were not 
mine, I would let you marry’; who for two years mutilated me (¿ 
ðçñþóáò ìå)78, so that I would mourn and entreat you, submitting my-
self 79; who in the third year opened up the spiritual eyes, and gave me 
back my visible eyes; who, when I regained my sight, disclosed to me 

 
76. For the possible order of the sections, see p. 96, note 24 above. 
77. Acts of John 113, Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 311–13. For this sec-

tion (the Metastasis or Consummatio), there are now more manuscripts available 
than Bonnet used. Junod and Kaestli also published two alternative Greek texts of 
the Metastasis (pp. 317–43), together with the Coptic text (pp. 383–97). John tells 
these words in a prayer, therefore the text originally consists of a series of parti-
cipial clauses, with which he addresses the deity: ‘The one who preserved me etc.’. 

78. In the context of this narrative, ‘mutilated’ can be understood as ‘blinded’. 
However, John was also known in church tradition as a eunuch: Tertullian, On 
Monogamy 17.1, calls him spado (Greek óðÜäùí, eunuch); Jerome, Against Jovi-
nianus 1.26, calls him eunuchus. 

79. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 311, line 8, ðáñáó÷üìåíïò. The omis-
sion of the reflexive pronoun after this verb in this meaning is standard usage, cf. 
Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 1338 (A.II.2). The use of middle voice in this mean-
ing is unorthodox, but not exceptional in the Koine, cf. Blass – Debrunner – 
Rehkopf, Grammatik, 261, §316.3. 
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the repugnance of gazing upon a woman; who delivered me from tem-
porary show, and guided me to the eternal one80. 

The apostle speaks about the things from which Jesus released him: 
‘the foul madness of the flesh’, ‘bitter death’, ‘the secret disease of the 
soul’ and its ‘open deed’, and ‘the one who rebelled in him’. Then he 
speaks of the things Jesus gave to him: ‘spotless love to him’, ‘a safe 
way to him’, ‘undoubting faith in him’, and ‘pure thoughts toward 
him’. He continues: 

[W]ho have given the due reward to every deed; who have set it in my 
soul to have no other possession than you alone—for what can be 
more precious than you? Now, since I have accomplished your stew-
ardship with which I was entrusted, make me worthy, O Lord, of your 
repose, and give me my end in you, which is the unspeakable and inef-
fable salvation. 

This passage governs the discourse toward the end of the book, the 
peaceful death of the apostle. From this perspective, John gives a 
summary of his divine call, and the subject of his commission belongs 
organically to that theme. His task is only generally designated: ‘I am 
in need of you, John’. The apostle is commissioned here neither to 
‘procure glory for the Lord’ (ch. 18) nor to become initiated in order 
to lead others (chs. 87–105). His sole task seems to be his own per-
fection. At first sight, the topic of encratism occupies a major position 
in this autobiographical summary81. It tells how Jesus thwarted three 

 
80. Although åkò ôxí Pår ìÝíïõóáí is elliptic, it is logical to connect it with the 

preceding öáíôáóßá. Elliott completes the phrase with æùÞí, ‘guided me to eter-
nal life’, which corresponds to the Coptic eawàareà eroç  epvnä  etmhn ebol 

(Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 394, lines 15–6). 
81. Lalleman, Acts of John, 217, affirms that ‘it is commonly assumed that the 

AJ and the other AAA [apocryphal Acts of the apostles] originated in a strongly 
ascetic environment and that they are very much characterized by their asceti-
cism’, and supports this with an extended bibliographical survey (ibidem, notes 
1–3). Our passage is quoted in the Pseudo-Titus Epistle, which was written in the 
fifth century, according to its subtitle, ‘on the state of chastity’ (for the relevant 
passage see Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 139). De Santos Otero, ‘Pseudo-
Titus Epistle’, 54, affirms that this writing ‘absorbed with a special enthusiasm 
the apocryphal Acts of the Apostles’ (which he calls ‘strictly ascetic’). Lalleman, 
Acts of John, 234–5, claims that our text teaches ‘celibacy for some’. 
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times John’s wish to marry, and in this context, one tends to read 
John’s various miseries in body and soul as sexual sins and desires. 

How does this passage relate to the other two commission sto-
ries? As for the first passage, John’s claim ‘I have accomplished your 
stewardship with which I was entrusted’ responds to the conclusion of 
chapter 18, ‘Your will be done’. However, there seem to be no par-
ticular cross-references between the two texts. In contrast, we can find 
several points in common with the second commission episode. There 
are two points in the plot of chapter 113 that tempt the reader to 
match them with the call story of John and James. First, at John’s first 
attempt to marry, Jesus’ claim ‘I have need of you’ repeats his words 
on the shore in chapter 88. Second, Jesus’ appearance ‘on the sea’ 
after John’s third attempt also reminds one of the same episode. Nei-
ther identification seems satisfactory. If we opt for the second possi-
bility, we have to place many events (visions and punishment) before 
the call story. If we chose the first solution, we arrive at the following 
plot: John wants to get married, but Jesus calls him (together with 
James) and wishes him to remain unmarried. He wants to get married 
for the second time, but Jesus strikes him with illness. The third time 
he receives revelation at sea—in that case, the Mediterranean Sea 
rather than the Lake of Gennesaret—and Jesus blinds him for two 
years82. Then Jesus opens his physical as well as spiritual eyes, and 
cleans and heals him in the way that he relates in the rest of his 
prayer. Thus, the first attempt to marry is connected with John’s call 
as a disciple, while the second and third with his call as an apostle. 
The commission to Ephesus, with which the book begins, occurs as 
the last of these episodes. 

It is also possible that the original readers had a substantially dif-
ferent perspective on the narrative, due to the existence of additional 
texts unknown to us, the later insertion of some parts, or a different 
sequence of the sections. These circumstances might have changed 
even several times during the early history of the text. However, there 
are more possibilities to establish a connection between the second 
and third commission episodes than the mere reconciliation of the 
narrative plots. Since chapter 113 evidently belongs to the conclusion 
 

82. Paul’s blindness in Acts 9 offers a close parallel. For illness as a motif of 
commission, see pp. 234–240 below. 
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of the book—whatever we think of the sequence of the preceding 
chapters—it is reasonable to read it with an eye at the whole gospel 
section. In that case, we will find that this concluding passage de-
scribes a similar progress of revelation as John’s miniature gospel. 
Both begin with the claim that Jesus has need of John, and conclude 
with the theme of a large-scale vision. There is even a progress be-
tween the two conclusions: the cross of light is but a ‘hint’83, whereas 
at the end of chapter 113 John is already prepared for ‘the end in Je-
sus’ and the ‘unspeakable salvation’. John’s increasingly close rela-
tion with Jesus guides him towards the view of the final things (in 
chapter 104), which corresponds to salvation (in chapter 113). 

Love appears as a guide to the vision of beauty in John’s prayer 
(chs. 113–4). The text combines the metaphors of love and affection 
with the expressions of seeing. Jesus does not permit John to marry, 
and repeatedly expresses his claim on him: ‘I am in need of you’ and 
‘you are mine’. This culminates in John’s blindness, when he ‘sub-
mits’ to Jesus. Subsequently, Jesus establishes in John a ‘spotless 
love’ and a ‘safe way’ toward him. He sets it in his soul to have no 
other possession than Jesus. John’s blindness is also the starting point 
of the building up of a new vision in him. First, Jesus opens John’s 
spiritual eyes and makes the sight of women hateful for his visible 
eyes. Then he guides John from the sight of transient things to the 
sight of the eternal. Finally, John reaches the end in Jesus. 

This progress resembles love’s way to absolute beauty as de-
scribed in the Symposium. Let us remember what Socrates taught in 
the Diotima speech84: ‘Whoever has been initiated so far in the 
mysteries of Love and has viewed all these aspects of the beautiful in 
due succession, is at last drawing near the final revelation. And now, 
Socrates, there bursts upon him that wondrous vision which is the 
very soul of the beauty he has toiled so long for. […] And this is the 
way, the only way, he must approach, or be led toward the matters of 
love. Starting from individual beauties, the quest for the universal 
beauty must find him ever moving upwards […] until at last he comes 
to know what beauty is’. The different phases of John’s life corre-

 
83. ‘I give you a hint (ákíßóóïìáß óïé) of what they are, for I know you will 

understand’. Acts of John 101, Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, 201, lines 23–4. 
84. Plato, Symposium, 210e–211d, cf. p. 106 above. 
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spond to this description. In his career, we may discover the elements 
of the ‘Lesser’ as well as of the ‘Greater Mysteries’. The more ele-
mentary stage of encratism is followed by the superior stage of the 
contemplation of the unspeakable beauty. Whereas the initiate lover-
philosopher of the Diotima speech gained immortality, John at the 
climax of his ascent receives salvation. We may conclude that John’s 
farewell speech summarises the message of the gospel section in a 
theoretical discourse, describing a similar structure as the way of per-
fection in the Symposium. 

The Ascent of the Soul and Apophatism 

The commission narratives of John, especially the second and third 
stories, show theological peculiarities that have to be discussed in 
more detail. That the Acts of John relied on Platonic texts is abso-
lutely believable. Already Schäferdiek associated the text with ‘Hel-
lenistic cultivated classes’, who were inclined to ‘philosophical life’85. 
The commission narrative of chapter 113 shows similarities with 
views about the ascent of the soul to absolute beauty that were held by 
the Alexandrian philosophers and especially by the Neo-Platonist 
Plotinus (c. 205–70)86. Consider especially the following passages87: 
‘Let him who can, follow and come within, and leave outside the 
sight of his eyes and not turn back to the bodily splendours which he 
saw before. When he sees the beauty in bodies he must not run after 
them’ (1.6.8). ‘And what does this inner sight see?’ (1.6.9) For im-
proving the inner sight, Plotinus describes a similar sequence of con-
templation as the Diotima speech: ‘beautiful way of life’, ‘beautiful 
works’, ‘the souls of people who produce the beautiful works’88. ‘This 
alone is the eye,’ Plotinus concludes, ‘that sees the great beauty. But 
anyone who comes to the sight blear-eyed with wickedness, and un-
purified, or weak and by his cowardice unable to look what is very 

 
85. Schäferdiek, ‘Acts of John’, 166f. 
86. Cf. O’Meara, Plotinus, 100–10; Miles, Plotinus, 130–61. For the idea as 

part of a common Alexandrian heritage, see Sinnige, Six Lectures, 26–47. 
87. Plotinus, Enneads 1.6, trans. A.H. Armstrong (LCL). 
88. Cf. Plato, Symposium 210. 
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bright, he sees nothing, even if someone shows him what is there and 
possible to see’ (1.6.9). 

Another peculiarity of the text is its emphasis on ‘secrecy’. 
Whereas religious secrets of various kinds were found in Greco-Ro-
man antiquity, including Early Christianity89, the notion of secrecy 
that the Acts of John uses can be identified with a specific theory 
called apophatism. It becomes especially clear from the term Tññçôïò 
(unspeakable) used in chapter 9090. Apophatism claims that human 
language is incapable of talking about God: mystical experience is the 
only way to know him. In various forms, it is represented, among oth-
ers, in Plato’s Parmenides 142a, in Middle Platonism (1st century BC–
3rd century AD), in the thought of Philo of Alexandria (c. 25 BC–50 
AD), Justin Martyr (died in 165), and Clement of Alexandria (c. 150–
215), as well as in Gnostic texts and the Corpus Hermeticum (2–5th 
century AD)91. As an elaborate system, apophatism appears with Plot-
inus92, and (Pseudo-)Dionysius the Areopagite93. In a characteristic 
passage, Plotinus claims: ‘Strictly speaking, we ought not to apply 
any terms at all to It’ (6.9.3). 

In the Acts of John, as in later Neo-Platonic systems, apophatism 
logically implies the theory of the ascent of the soul. Since human 
language cannot encapsulate the essence of God, the soul has to be 
purified and transformed in order to be able to experience God in a 
mystical union. Whereas chapters 88–102 describe various forms of 

 
89. Religious secrecy was often related to something that had to be concealed, 

as in the examples of Bremmer, ‘Religious Secrets’. The same applies to the 
‘messianic secret’ of the gospel tradition, although there the disciple’s lack of 
understanding is also important (cf. Schweizer, Introduction, 125f, recently 
Theißen, ‘Die pragmatische Bedeutung’). Cf. 2 Corinthians 14.2, Gospel of Tho-
mas 13. 

90. Line 16 in Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, 199. 
91. Farrow, ‘Apophatische Theologie’, 633; Widdicombe, ‘Justin Martyr’s 

Apophaticism’; cf. Mortley, From Word to Silence. 
92. Sells, ‘Apophasis in Plotinus’; Mortley, From Word to Silence 44–62. 
93. Fifth or sixth century AD, cf. p. 201, note 17 below. However, the Neo-

Platonic form of the idea was used already by Christian thinkers much earlier. 
Synesius of Cyrene (370–c. 414) was a student of Hypatia (370–415) in Alexan-
dria at the end of the 4th century, and later wrote hymns in which he used apo-
phasis to talk about God. Seng, ‘Reden’; Vollenweider, Synesios, 13–27. 



116 The Acts of John 

mystical experience, chapter 113 emphasises the necessity of gradual 
purification. 

Conclusions 

The three narrations of John’s commission in his Acts are different 
from each other in many aspects. We suggested that the first account 
formed the beginning of the original Acts of John. This episode uses 
traditional motifs of commission, which are also known, for example, 
from the Lucan Acts: twofold vision, epiphany on the road, and trav-
elling companions. It gives a brief statement of the task that Jesus sets 
before John. The final episode in turn offers a retrospective view of 
John’s career, but it refers to a broader spectrum of biographical data 
than those touched upon in the rest of the Acts of John. This may also 
confirm that it comes from a different source than the Asian tradition. 
Moreover, it contains elements that are known from the second narra-
tive: the narrative motif that Jesus called John on the sea, and the 
whole (Neo-)Platonic epistemological concept. This shows that those 
two speeches of John, both containing autobiographical flashbacks, 
are closely related. 

The position of the second account is highly interesting. Since it 
is contained in a (single) separate manuscript, its place in the narrative 
sequence is hypothetical. Its position in the narrative plot, however, 
can be established with more certainty. As a part of the miniature 
gospel narrative, it wants to tell events that are antecedent to the plot 
of the Acts of John. It uses synoptic (Lucan?) as well as Johannine 
gospel motifs and elaborates them into a symbolic narrative of the 
intimate relation of John and Jesus. 

Appendix: Date and Place of Composition of the Acts of John 

Our findings allow some conclusions also about the historical aspects 
of the composition of this writing. First, chapters 88–102 and 113 
present John’s commission in a similar way, both sections relying on 
the Platonic idea of ascension to the beauty, especially as described in 
the Symposium. If the ‘Gnostic chapters’ (94–102) were added later to 
the book, they remained faithful to the concept of commission that 
was already present in the book. The second and third commission 
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stories suggest a similar Platonic in fluence and were probably com-
posed in the same area at the same time94. Our investigations point 
towards Alexandria, the place of origin suggested also by Junod and 
Kaestli95. This was the city of Philo and Clement, and it was there at 
the beginning of the third century that Ammonius Saccas (died c. 242) 
initiated Neo-Platonism. Ammonius Saccas, who did not leave any 
writings behind, was the teacher of Plotinus as well as of Origen 
(184–254)96. The Acts of John shows not only a general influence of 
Middle Platonism, but rather it uses Platonic tradition much in the 
same way as Plotinus, although on a less sophisticated level. We can 
detect contacts of the commission narratives with two great theologi-
ans of Alexandria of that time. Clement of Alexandria quotes a pecu-
liar motif of the gospel section around 200: ‘There are traditions that 
when John touched that body that was outward, he extended his hand 
in depths, and that the solidity of the flesh in no way hindered it but 
rather gave way to the hand of the disciple’97. This motif is not at-
tested anywhere else than in Clement and the Acts of John, and it is 
closely related to the epistemological concept discussed above. 
Somewhat later, Origen re flects on the idea of Christ’s polymorphy98. 

If we put these clues together, we come to the conclusion that the 
Acts of John was revised in Alexandria at the beginning of the third 
century by educated Christians who were influenced by Neo-Platon-
 

94. Lalleman, Acts of John, 46, claims that the gospel section (belonging to 
his section B) is ‘more esoteric’ than the Asian narrative (his section A) to which 
chapter 113 belongs. If we consider the similarities of the two commission stories 
(belonging to Lalleman’s section A and B, respectively) this it is not necessarily 
the case. 

95. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, vol 2, 692–4. They date the text (p. 
700) to 150–200. 

96. Eusebius, Church History 6.19.6–8. Cf. Williams, ‘Origenes’, 398. 
97. Clement of Alexandria, In epistola Iohannis prima, ad 1 John 1.1: Fertur 

ergo in traditionibus, quoniam Iohannes ipsum corpus quod erat extrinsecus tan-
gens, manum suam in profunda misisse et ei duritiam carnis nullo modo relucta-
tam esse, sed locum manui praebuisse discipuli. (Stählin, Clemens, vol 3, 210, 
lines 12–5; trans. in Ante-Nicene fathers, vol 2). For the evaluation of the pas-
sage, see Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, vol 2, 486–7 and Lalleman, Acts of 
John, 268. 

98. Cf. note 44 above. Lalleman, ‘Polymorphy’, 98 and 102 proposes that Ori-
gen took the idea from Philo. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, vol 2, 692–3, also 
suggest contacts between the Acts of John and Origen. 
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ism just emerging in that city99. Clement probably knew the tradition 
about Jesus’ body before it became part of the Acts of John; Origen 
could have already known the text itself100. In sum, we suggest that an 
earlier form of the Acts of John, consisting of the Asian narrative cy-
cle101 arrived at Alexandria in the last quarter of the 2nd century, 
where the two larger speeches of John (roughly identifiable as the 
gospel flashback and the farewell speech) containing the second and 
third commission narratives, were added to it102. 

 
99. Cf. p. 256 below. 
100. Eusebius, Church History 3.1, quotes ‘tradition’ (ðáñÜäïóéò) from Ori-

gen on the apostles, including a reference to John’s Ephesian mission and martyr-
dom. Junod, ‘Origène, Eusèbe’, 242, concludes (contra A. Harnack) that Eusebius 
could actually take the passage from Origen; MacDonald, Acts of Andrew, 56–9, 
argues that Origen’s information comes from the Apocryphal Acts. However, the 
idea that Origen knew several of the major Acts, does not especially confirm the 
Alexandrian links to the Acts of John. 

101. Bremmer, ‘Apocryphal Acts’, 156–7, argues that the social terminology 
of the Asian narratives locates them to Aphrodisias and Northern Lycia. 

102. This hypothesis will have to be checked in the future against the whole of 
the Acts of John, with special attention to the source-critical problems of the book. 



 

5. The Acts of Thomas 

Whereas the Acts of John reports the apostle’s commission in three 
separate passages, the Acts of Thomas contains one continuous com-
mission story at the beginning of the narrative1. This interesting epi-
sode, which offers possibilities for various symbolic interpretations, 
has drawn the attention of scholars writing on the Acts of Thomas2. We 
begin with a brief summary of this episode. 

The book begins with the description of the ‘apostolic lottery’, a 
motif that frequently occurs at the beginning of the apostolic Acts3. 
The apostles gather in Jerusalem and cast a lot in order to see to 
which part of the world the Lord sends each of them. Thomas’ lot 
falls to India, but he refuses to depart and seeks excuses: his inability 
due to his bodily weakness and his ignorance of the language4. At 

 
1. Acts of Thomas 1–3. My analysis is based on the Greek text edited by Bon-

net, Acta apostolorum 2/2, 99–288. Occasionally I refer to the Syriac (editions by 
Wright, Bedjan, and Smith Lewis). I adapt the translation by Elliott, Apocryphal 
New Testament, 447–511. As for the date and provenience of the text, I proceed 
from the hypothesis that the work originated before 240 in a bilingual (Greek–
Syriac) environment; cf. Klijn, ‘Acts of Thomas’, 4 and Bremmer, ‘Apocryphal 
Acts’, 153–4. 

2. Bornkamm, Mythos und Legende, esp. 18–23; LaFargue, Language and 
Gnosis, esp. 58–76; Drijvers, ‘Acts of Thomas’, 326–7. 

3. For a detailed discussion, see pp. 219–224 below. 
4. Bonnet, Acta Apostolorum, vol 2/2, 100, lines 5–6, ëÝãùí ìx äýíáóèáé ìÞôå 

÷ùñåsí äéN ôxí PóèÝíåéáí ôyò óáñêüò êôë. Figuratively, ÷ùñÝù can mean ‘to be 
capable of ’, cf. Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 2015b. It occurs in this meaning in 
Acts of John 88 (line 4 in Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, vol 1, 191). There-
fore, the two verbs are synonyms, forming a case of hendiadys: ‘neither capable 
nor fitted because of bodily weakness’. LaFargue, Language and Gnosis, 67, 
argues that ÷ùñåsí is a (Gnostic) term for spiritual-mental advancement, attested 
in Corpus Hermeticum 1.27. Thomas’ words imply that the body has to be over-
come so that the spirit can advance. This is similar to John’s sickness and healing 
in Acts of John 113. Cf. John 21.25; Acts of John 88; p. 103, note 58 above. 



120 The Acts of Thomas 

night the Saviour appears to him and encourages him, but Thomas 
answers: ‘Send me wherever you want to send me: to India I do not 
go’. At this point, the Indian travelling agent Abbanes appears whom 
Gundaphorus entrusted to buy a builder (ôÝêôùí) for him. Jesus sees 
him on the marketplace at noon5 and sells Thomas, whom he shows to 
the merchant from a distance. They sign a contract, and only then, the 
Saviour brings Thomas to Abbanes. The merchant asks him, ‘Is this 
your master (äåóðüôçò)?’ Whereupon Thomas answers, ‘Yes, he is 
my Lord (êýñéïò)’6. Abbanes says, ‘I bought you from him’, and Tho-
mas remains silent7. 

The next morning Thomas embarks with Abbanes8, carrying with 
himself his price, which he received from the Lord. Jesus takes leave 
of him with the words ‘Let your price be with you together with my 
grace, wherever you may depart’9. A highly interesting dialogue be-
tween Abbanes and Thomas rounds off the scene. When Abbanes 
asks Thomas about his craftsmanship, the latter answers: ‘Of wood [I 
can make] ploughs, yokes, scales, boats, oars for boats, masts, and 
disks, and of stone columns and temples, and royal palaces’. And Ab-
banes confirms, ‘Such a craftsman we need’. 

Protest and Reassurance 

One can easily recognise the similarity between our text and the 
commission stories of the Jewish Scriptures. As in many of those nar-
ratives, the sequence commission–protest–reassurance creates the ba-
sic dynamics of the plot. In the Jewish Scriptures, the pattern is espe-

 
5. While Jesus previously appeared in vision at night (äéN ôyò íõêôüò), now he 

is on the marketplace at noon (ô’ ìåóçìâñéíüí). For epiphanies at noon (probably 
meant to be more powerful than visions at night) see p. 73, note 48 above. Jesus’ 
physical presence is found also in chapter 11. 

6. For Jesus as äåóðüôçò see pp. 125–134, note 44. 
7. The Greek ½óõ÷Üæåí also implies Thomas ‘found rest’, ‘consented’. 
8. His words, ô’ èÝëçìá ô’ ó’í ãåíÝóèù, allude to Matthew 6.10 (the Lord’s 

prayer), ãåíçèÞôù ô’ èÝëçìÜ óïõ. Cf. Bolyki, ‘Human Nature’, 95; Acts of John 18. 
9. LaFargue, Language and Gnosis, 70, translates ‘May your authority be 

with you’. Although ôéìÞ in the passage may symbolically refer to the authority 
that Jesus assigned to Thomas at his commission, its primary meaning ‘price’ also 
fits the context perfectly, as we will see later. 
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cially significant in the commission stories of Moses, Gideon, Saul, 
and Jeremiah10. The Acts of Thomas represents this scheme more char-
acteristically than any other apostolic commission stories do. 

In the biblical parallels, the protesting heroes often mention 
‘smallness’11, but this refers to little significance (or honour) rather 
than the lack of bodily or mental strength. Thomas also mentions 
weakness (Póèåíåßá), which occurs in the same sense in the Septua-
gint version of Gideon’s commission12. Jeremiah is ‘young’13, which 
is also close to what Thomas means. Both Jeremiah and Moses men-
tion their inability to speak. Jeremiah complains, ‘behold, I do not 
know how to speak’14. Moses says, ‘I am of heavy lips and heavy 
tongue’15. This is parallel with Thomas’ objection that he does not 
know the language of the Indians. 

The reassurance is also similar to the commission stories of the 
Jewish Scriptures. In a vision, Jesus promises Thomas ‘Do not be 
afraid […] my grace is with you’16. ‘Do not be afraid’, a frequent ex-
pression of encouragement in biblical texts17, occurs in the answer to 
Jeremiah’s protest. It is immediately followed by ‘because I am with 
you’, as in the commissions of Moses and Gideon, being another 
usual form of encouragement in the biblical passages18.  
 

10. Exodus 3–4 (cf. 6.10–13), Judges 6.11–24, esp. verses 14–6, 1 Samuel 9–
11, esp. 9.20-2, Jeremiah 1.1–10, esp. verses 4–6. The pattern also occurs in 
other passages; cf. Habel, ‘Form and Significance’, 311–3; 315–6; 321–2; Rich-
ter, Berufungsberichte, 145–6. 

11. In the Septuagint: ìéêñüò (@/fq;, 1 Samuel 9.21; ry[ix;, Judges 6.15), dëÜ-
÷éóôïò (ry[ix;, 1 Samuel 9.21). 

12. Judges 6.15 (lD"). 
13. Jeremiah 1.6 (íåþôåñïò, r['n"). 
14. Jeremiah 1.6. 
15. Exodus 4.11. The Septuagint interprets ‘heavy lips’ as ‘stuttering’. In the 

version of Exodus 6.10–13, Moses is of ‘uncircumcised lips’ (Tëïãïò in the Sep-
tuagint). 

16. Acts of Thomas 1, Bonnet, Acta apostolorum 100, lines 9–10. 
17. Jeremiah 1.8 (ìx öïâçè†ò, ar:yTiAla'). ‘Do not fear’ is widely attested, but 

is not especially frequent in the commission narratives (as, for example, Hubbard, 
‘Commissioning Stories’, 105, suggests). 

18. Also in Jeremiah 1.17,19, 26.28; cf. Genesis 26.24 (Abraham), 28.15 
(Jacob), etc.; Psalms 73.23 (Septuagint 72.23); Isaiah 41.10; Acts 18.10. The 
usual Hebrew form is *T]ai ykinOa; (or *M][i ykinOa;), the Greek is dãþ (åkìé) ìåôN óï™. 
Again, the expression is frequent but not typical in the commission passages. 
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It is remarkable that Jesus does not answer Thomas’ actual ob-
jections. In the biblical parallels, Yahweh promises Moses ‘I will be 
with your mouth and teach you what you shall say’19 and appoints 
Aaron as his spokesman20. Gideon is assured ‘you shall cut Midian as 
one man’21. In the Acts of Thomas Jesus does not promise he will help 
Thomas with speaking or will strengthen him in his weakness. He 
does not even promise he will be with Thomas: it is rather his ‘grace’ 
that is with him22. Does this divergence signify a different relation 
between the sender and the hero than in the Old Testament commis-
sion stories? One might argue that in the Old Testament the hero usu-
ally functions as the ‘mouth’ or ‘hand’ of the sender, who puts the 
appropriate words on his lips, directs and strengthens his arms23. 

Whereas Thomas is left on his own with a more independent au-
thority24. As the twin brother of Jesus he replaces him, as it were. In-
deed, several passages of the Acts of Thomas emphasise that Thomas 
and Jesus are twins, and they look alike25. If we consider the whole 
story, however, we can see that Jesus’ farewell from Thomas in the 
commission story does not mean that he is left on his own as his rep-
resentative. Jesus’ active presence and the idea that it is he who acts 
through Thomas are attested all over the text26. ‘Replacement’, in-
deed, occurs in the first act, but here Jesus acts instead of Thomas, 
 

19. Exodus 4.12. In the Septuagint ‘I will open your mouth and teach you 
what you shall say’. 

20. Exodus 4.14. 
21. Judges 6.16. 
22. Acts of Thomas 1 and 3, Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/2, 100, line 11 

and p. 103, line 4. 
23. See above; cf. Numbers 21.38; Isaiah 42.6; Jeremiah 1.6–10, 17–9; 

Psalms 32.8, 144.1. 
24. Also Herczeg, ‘Theios aner’, 33–8, argues that the heroes of the Apocry-

phal Acts stand close to the ideal of the divine men, who are more on equal terms 
with the gods than the biblical heroes. 

25. Acts of Thomas 11–2, 31, 45, 39, 54–7. Thomas’ cognomen ‘twin’ is 
found in John 11.16, 20.24, 21.2 and in the prologue of the Gospel of Thomas. He 
appears as the twin brother of Jesus in the Book of Thomas the Contender and the 
Acts of Thomas. For the development of the motif, see Puech, ‘Gnostische Evan-
gelien’, 206, Drijvers, ‘Acts of Thomas’, 324, and Poirier, ‘Writings’. For the 
symbolic meaning of twins in the Acts of Thomas see Kuntzmann, Symbolisme, 
173–182; Pesthy, ‘Thomas’, 69–72. 

26. Acts of Thomas 27, 50, 65, 77, etc.; cf. 141. 
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rather than the latter representing the former27. In addition to the idea 
of ‘twin’, on which many interpretations of the book have concen-
trated, the relation of the sender and the hero is also defined in the 
commission narrative through the metaphors of ‘slavery’ and ‘sell-
ing’, which we will examine later in this chapter. 

Another peculiar motif of the story, the repeated protest of the 
hero after the reassurance by the sender, is also not without its paral-
lels in the Old Testament28. An excellent demonstration for the exis-
tence of such a story line in the Jewish Scriptures is the above-men-
tioned commission of Moses. In the narrative of Exodus 3–4, Moses 
protests not less than five times against his mission. He invents a dif-
ferent objection each time: ‘Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh?’; 
‘And if they ask me, “What is his name?”, what shall I say to them?’; 
‘They will not believe me and will not listen to my voice’; and ‘I am 
not a man of words, neither I was yesterday or the day before, nor I 
am after you have spoken to your servant’29. For the fifth time, having 
run out of excuses, he says, ‘Send [him] whom you will send’30. Ei-
ther this can be a submission to the divine will or a desperate final 
attempt to escape: probably Yahweh will still send someone else. 

The most famous disobedient prophet is Jonah, but the pattern of 
commission–protest–reassurance appears with substantial modifica-
tions in his case. When Yahweh sends him to Nineveh at the begin-
ning of the story, Jonah—instead of protesting against the commis-
sion—simply tries to escape to Tarsus. His protest, or even better his 
complaint, appears only at the end of the story, and the ensuing dia-
logue forms a theological evaluation of the plot rather than a commis-

 
27. Acts of Thomas 11, ‘And he [the bride-groom] saw the Lord Jesus bearing the 

appearance (ôxí Pðåéêáóßáí) of Judas Thomas and conversing with the bride etc.’. 
28. LaFargue, Language and Gnosis, 70, takes this motif as an interruption of 

the biblical narrative pattern. 
29. Exodus 3.11,13; 4.1,10 (NRSV, adapted). 
30. Exodus 4.13. The Hebrew phrase jl;v]TiAdy "B] an :Ajl'v] is difficult to translate. 

The prepositional structure dy "B] marks an instrument rather then an object: ‘Send 
by the hand of him etc.’. The Septuagint renders ‘Choose someone else whom 
you will send’. ‘Send someone else’ (NRSV) seems to be an overinterpretation. 
Durham, Exodus, 48, translates ‘send anybody you want to send’, and gives 
‘send, please, by a hand you will send’ as the literal translation. 
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sion episode that launches the events31. Since there is no protest, there 
is no place for a reassurance either, and Yahweh completes his will 
through the sea storm and the fish. This story pattern is closer to the 
second scene of Thomas’s commission, where Jesus sells him without 
his knowledge32. We have two different models here: On the one 
hand, in the sequence of commission–protest–reassurance, the hero 
stands in a dialogue with the sender much as an equal partner. On the 
other hand, in the latter story pattern the hero is subordinate and de-
fenceless. This motif is common to Jonah, Thomas, and another fa-
mous ‘deceived’ prophet, namely, Jeremiah. His words depict the de-
fenceless position of the hero: 

O LORD, you enticed me, and I was enticed; 
you have overpowered me, and you have prevailed. 
I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone mocks me33. 

Consequently, these commission narratives do not only tell how the 
divinity calls and sends the hero; there is also an element of violence 
involved. In this respect, these narratives are similar to the stories of 
‘god-fighters’ (èåïìÜ÷ïé), to which Paul’s Damascus story in Acts is 
closely related34. In both narrative schemes, the hero finds himself in 
opposition with the deity, and the deity overcomes the hero. Yet, there 
are major dramaturgical differences between the two patterns. In the 

 
31. Jonah 4.2. 
32. That Thomas did not know he was sold seems to me evident for several 

reasons. First, he was not present when Jesus made the deal with Abbanes; Jesus 
showed him to Abbanes from a distance (Pð’ ìáêñüèåí, Bonnet, Acta apostolo-
rum, vol 2/2, 101, line 11). Second, in his answer to Abbanes’ question whether 
Jesus is his master (äåóðüôçò), Thomas uses Lord (êýñéïò), Jesus’ usual title 
(ibidem, 102, lines 7–8, cf. below), rather than repeating Abbanes’ word that di-
rectly expresses a master-slave relation. Third, Abbanes’ words ‘I bought you 
from him’ (ibidem, lines 8–9) would be superfluous (in this otherwise economic 
narrative) if Thomas had known this fact before. Finally, Thomas’ reaction also 
suggests he has just learned he is sold. 

33. Jeremiah 20.7 (NRSV). The distress of the prophet is expressed with five 
different roots in a threefold parallelism: jtp (open), q z j (be strong), and lky 
(prevail), q jc (laugh), and g[l (mock). 

34. The most important texts are Iliad 22.445f; Euripides, Bacchanals 794–5; 
2 Maccabees 3.24–40; 4 Maccabees 4.1–14. Cf. Windisch, ‘Christusepiphanie’; 
Vögeli, ‘Lukas und Euripides’, 437f. Add Iliad 5.431–42 and Xenophon, Ephe-
sian tale 1.1.4–1.2.1 (cf. p. 128 below). 
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‘god-fighter’ pattern the conflict between the divinity and the 
èåïìÜ÷ïò is generated by the hero’s arrogance. Further, the story of 
the èåïìÜ÷ïò actually concludes by his spectacular defeat, and al-
though sometimes he becomes an agent of the divinity in the end, this 
is not necessary for the solution of the plot35. On the other hand, in the 
Acts of Thomas and the other examples that we quoted above, com-
mission itself causes the conflict and the action of the sender, and af-
ter his defeat the hero always becomes an agent of the sender. 

To sum up the first section of this chapter, we have found analo-
gies from the Jewish Scriptures to various aspects of commission in 
the Acts of Thomas: the sequence of protest and reassurance, the re-
peated objection of the hero, and the use of power by the divinity to 
force the hero to obedience. Expressed in psychological terms, the 
hero understands his call in this pattern as a destiny forced upon him 
by the sender. We will further refine these observations through ana-
lysing two highly symbolic motifs of Thomas’ commission: the sell-
ing into slavery and his craftsmanship. 

Slavery and Craftsmanship 

Selling as a slave is frequent in the ancient novels36 and occurs in 
other apostolic Acts as well37. ‘The motifs of exposure, kidnapping 
and abduction by pirates are among the most maligned of literary plot 
devices, but ancient comedy and the novel would be unthinkable 
without them. They allow the characters and readers to get out and see 
the world […]; they provide the thrill of sudden changes of status 
[…], and they register extraordinary recognitions and paradoxical en-
counters’38. Whereas the Acts of Thomas agrees with the novels inas-

 
35. 2 Maccabees 3.24–40 and 4 Maccabees 4.1–14 end with the spectacular 

defeat of Heliodorus and Apollonius, respectively; cf. p. 234, note 92 below. 
36. Kerényi, Romanliteratur, 198–9, esp. notes 95–6; Söder, Apostelgeschich-

ten, 148–50; Wills, ‘Slavery in the Novel’; cf. Hermas, Visions 1.1.1. 
37. Psuedo-Prochorus, in Zahn, Acta Joannnis, 14–29; Acts of Bartholomew, 

in Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts, 72–5 (epitome in Budge, Coptic Apocrypha, 
49–50, 231–2; cf. De Santos Otero, ‘Later Acts’, 451–2); Gregory of Tours, Epit-
ome 23 (of the Acts of Andrew). Cf. Söder, Die apokryphen Apostelgeschichten, 
148–50. 

38. Fitzgerald, Slavery, 93 
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much as selling to slavery occurs at the beginning of the story and 
launches the plot, the use of the motif can be fully understood only if 
we examine it in a religious context. 

Slavery (ák÷ìáëùóßá, äÝóìéïé, äåóìÜ, äïõëåßá) as a religious 
concept presents itself in different forms in the cultural environment 
of the Acts of Thomas. That a deity owns his or her adherents as 
slaves appears in various forms in this context. According to the tra-
ditional Jewish view expressed in the book of Leviticus, Yahweh 
owns the members of Israel as slaves: ‘For to me the sons of Israel are 
slaves. They are my slaves whom I brought out of Egypt, I the Lord 
your God’39. This traditional Israelite interpretation of one’s belong-
ing to Yahweh might have been the source of the frequent use of ex-
pressions as ‘slave of Christ’ in the language of Paul and the Pauline 
literature40. At least two alternatives have been suggested as the basis 
of the Pauline usage. One is the idea that a deity buys a slave to set 
him or her free (an idea attested by the inscriptions in the wall of the 
temple of Apollo at Delphi)41, and the other one is the notion that the 
initiates of a mystery cult are (at least during the initiation period) the 
slaves of the deity42. 

Whatever the origin of the Christian usage of the master and 
slave metaphor may have been43, the Acts of Thomas uses it in a 
different way than the above-mentioned religious systems. The basic 
difference is, namely, that Jesus does not buy Thomas, or owns him, 
but rather sells him to someone else. The traditional Christian usage 
appears in the story when Abbanes asks Thomas, ‘Is this your mas-
ter?’ and Thomas answers, ‘Yes, this is my Lord’. Thomas, however, 

 
39. Leviticus 25.55, !y dIb;[} laer:c]y I A y n E B] y li A y Ki. The idea had roots in oriental cul-

ture, where concepts of ruler/subject and master/slave were closely interwoven; 
cf. Callender, ‘Servants of God(s)’; Combes, Slavery, 43. 

40. For example Romans 1.1, Galatians 1.10, Colossians 4.12, Titus 1.1 (also 
James 1.1, 2 Peter 1.1, Judas 1.1). In Galatians 4.7, in contrast, Paul claims that 
the Christians are ‘sons’ rather than ‘slaves’ of God. For this paradox, see 
Combes, Slavery, 94. 

41. Deissmann, Licht vom Osten, 271–80. The idea is explicit in 1 Corinthians 
6.20, ‘For you were bought with a price’ (zãïñÜóèçôå ãNñ ôéìyò) and 7.23. 

42. Reitzenstein, Mysterienreligionen, 192–215, at 192 and 196; Fitzgerald, 
Slavery, 111–2. 

43. Recently cf. Combes, Slavery, 68–94. 
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does not repeat the merchant’s word äåóðüôçò, but says êýñéïò, the 
more usual title of Jesus44. Although both words can refer to an actual 
slave-owner, the use of two different expressions, of which the second 
is the usual title of Jesus, indicates that there is an element of cheat in 
the situation. This ‘cheating’ consists of an unusual application of the 
slave metaphor in the text, and Thomas falls prey to this theological 
innovation45. The reinterpretation of the slave metaphor consists of 
two elements. Firstly, the social status of Christians did not change 
because they regarded themselves as ‘slaves of Christ’. The Acts of 
Thomas, however, translates the sociological metaphor ‘slave of 
Christ’ into sociological reality. Secondly, the very purpose of being 
Christ’s slave was not to be the slave of someone else46. In both re-
spects, Jesus breaks the rules of the game, giving a radically new in-
terpretation to the slavery metaphor. 

In antiquity, selling free people into slavery was a usual practice. 
Poor parents often sold the children whom they could not nourish47. 
Free persons from the lower class sold themselves in the hope of a 
more secure existence48. Christians sold themselves into slavery in 
order to release someone else, or to give their price to the needy49. 

 
44. The word äåóðüôçò occasionally refers to Jesus in the New Testament 

(2 Peter 2.1 = Jude 1.4), but more frequently to God. It is sometimes used for 
Jesus in the apocryphal Acts (for example, Acts of Philip 117, Acts of Titus 2). In 
the Acts of Thomas, it is a name for the Father (30, 97, 104). It probably refers to 
Jesus in chapter 78 (Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/2, 193, line 8). In the other 
recension (the main witness of which is the Parisian Greek Codex 1510, called 
‘P’ by Bonnet, Acta apostolorum 2/2, xvi), Thomas applies it to Jesus when he 
tells King Misdaios that Jesus sold him (ch. 163, Bonnet, Acta apostolorum 275, 
vol 2/2, line 15 and 276, line 12). 

45. Cf. note 32 above. 
46. Both aspects are discussed in 1 Corinthians 7.17–24. In verse 23 Paul 

warns, ‘You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of human masters’. 
47. Aelian, Historical Miscellany 2.7; Suetonius, Grammarians 5; Pliny, Let-

ters, 10.65 and 66; Code of Theodosius 3.3.3 and 5.10.1; cf. Wiedemann, Slavery, 
118–9. 

48. Dio Chrysostom, Discourses 15.23, ‘Great numbers of men, we may sup-
pose, who are freeborn sell themselves, so that they are slaves by contract, some-
times on no easy terms but the most severe imaginable’ (trans. J.W. Cohoon in 
LCL). Cf. Bartchy, ‘Slavery’, 67. 

49. 1 Clement 55.2, cf. 1 Corinthians 7.23. 



128 The Acts of Thomas 

Debtors were sold by their creditors50. Nevertheless, the most signifi-
cant for our passage is the stealing of people and selling them into 
slavery, which had been a widespread practice in the Mediterranean 
basin for many centuries. Although within the Empire piracy had been 
eliminated and kidnapping had been reduced by the middle of the 1st 
century BC, the idea is assumed by the text of the New Testament 
when ‘manstealers’ (Píäñáðïäéóôáß) are included in a catalogue of 
sinners51. 

Similarly, the commission episode of the Acts of Thomas presents 
Jesus as a manstealer or kidnapper, who sells the free man Thomas as 
a slave. The subject is also frequent in the Greek novels, where the 
hero and the heroine are sold into slavery as part of the tribulations 
that the gods in flicted on them. In Xenophon’s Ephesian Tale, for ex-
ample, this is clearly part of Eros’ defeating the rebellious Habro-
comes. The hero of Xenophon, overcome by Eros whom he has de-
spised, falls in love with Anthia (1.4). Before their marriage, an oracle 
promises them sufferings and salvation (1.6). Habrocomes marries 
Anthia (1.8), and then both of them are kidnapped and sold as slaves 
(2.2). The changes in Habrocomes’ status parallel the career of Tho-
mas. When he fell in love with Anthia, ‘Habrocomes pulled at his hair 
and tore his clothes; he lamented over his misfortunes and exclaimed: 
“What catastrophe has befallen me, Habrocomes, till now a man, de-
spising Eros and slandering the god? I have been captured and con-
quered, and am forced to be the slave of a girl (ðáñèÝív äïõëåý-
åéí)”’52. When he is kidnapped, however, his metaphorical slavery 
turns into slavery in the sociological sense. 

There is an important difference, however, between the sort of 
slavery that appears in the novels and in the Acts of Thomas. In the 
novels, slavery is a cruel punishment or a trial of the gods, and conse-
quently it means an inferior social status (the heroine is typically sold 
into a brothel53). The slavery of Thomas is different. It better resem-
 

50. For example, Plutarch, Moralia 429d–e; cf. Wiedemann, Slavery, 36–44. 
51. 1 Timothy 1.10, Revelation 18.13; cf Wiedemann, Slavery, 110–7. 
52. Xenophon, Ephesian Tale 1.4.1, trans. G. Anderson in Reardon, Ancient 

Novels, 130. 
53. Xenophon, Ephesian Tale 5.5ff; Apollonius King of Tyre 33ff. Roman au-

thorities applied this to Christian martyrs, e.g., in the Martrydom of Agape, Irene, 
Chione, and Companions 6.2. Trophima suffers the same punishment in the Acts 
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bles those cases when people sold themselves to obtain special jobs54. 
Slavery in that case could have meant the way to obtain important 
administrative positions. Erastus mentioned in Romans 16.23 as the 
‘city treasurer’ (ïkêïíüìïò ôyò ðüëåùò) of Corinth, was probably such 
a slave55. In fact, the new occupation of Thomas as the architect of 
king Gundaphorus was such a high position. It also fits the pattern 
that before his departure to India Thomas receives his price (ôßìçìá) 
from Jesus, who also says good-bye to him with the words, ‘Let your 
price (ôéìÞ) be with you […] wherever you may depart’. Before 
speculating over the abstract meaning of ôéìÞ, we have to consider it 
as a synonym for ‘price’56. It was namely usual that persons who sold 
themselves into slavery deposited their price. This might have formed 
the basis of one’s personal funds and ensured that one could buy his 
freedom back57. 

The comparison with the contemporary Roman practice of slav-
ery helps us toward a better understanding of the narrative function of 
the selling scene. First, the episode does not (primarily) depict Tho-
mas as a ‘servant of God’ either in the sense of the Jewish tradition, 
the Pauline usage, or the mystery religions. Second, it refers to the 
historical fact of ‘manstealing’ when telling how Jesus deceived 
Thomas. Third, slavery is not meant here as a punishment or revenge 
as in the novels, and consequently it is not coupled with a humiliating 
social position. Thomas’ function as an ‘architect’ of Gundaphorus is 

 
of Andrew (Gregory of Tours, Epitome 23). Cf. Bremmer, ‘Acts of Paul’, 51; 
idem ‘Acts of Andrew’, 22–3. 

54. Bartchy, ‘Slavery’, 67, writes: ‘According to Roman law, such special 
slaves were usually held in provincial municipal slavery until about age 40, at 
which time as freedmen and Roman citizens they were given opportunities to 
pursue political careers’. Cf. Pliny the Elder, Natural History 12.5; Wiedemann, 
Slavery, 162. 

55. Earlier Cadbury, ‘Erastus’, 51, argued that he had been a city-owned slave 
with very humble duties. Theißen, Social Setting, 75–83, identified him with an 
Erastus who (according to an inscription from the mid-first century AD) was ae-
dile in Corinth. (At that time the city was a Roman colony and had Roman mu-
nicipal organisation.) Cf. Gillman, ‘Erastus’. 

56. Both Bornkamm, Mythos, 18 and LaFargue, Language, 70 emphasise the 
symbolic meaning of the expression. Bornkamm, ibidem, claims, ‘the wish that 
Thomas should always carry with himself his price is of course pointless’. 

57. Bartchy, ‘Slavery’, 67. 
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not only an important office, but also a metaphor of his task as an 
apostle58. Finally, Jesus gives Thomas the possibility to buy back his 
freedom59. Therefore, his slavery retains an element of willingness, 
which also becomes important for the soteriological interpretation of 
the episode. 

In the analysis of Thomas’ selling into slavery, his function as a 
craftsman receives a crucial importance. This is emphasised already 
in the commission episode itself, when on Abbanes’ inquiry Thomas 
enumerates the things he can fabricate: ‘Of wood ploughs, yokes, 
scales, boats, oars for boats, masts, and disks, and from stone columns 
and temples, and royal palaces’. What shall we do with this seemingly 
haphazard list? It is possible to refer to the tradition that Jesus himself 
was a carpenter, and that this probably played a role in the shaping of 
Thomas’ figure. We can find some of the above-mentioned objects in 
references to Jesus’ original occupation, and many patristic texts at-
tribute allegorical meanings to them60. Ordericus Vitalis in the twelfth 
century claimed that when Thomas mentioned ‘sailing’ he spoke 
‘mystically of the knowledge of his art’61. 

In our interpretation of the passage, however, we will first pay 
attention to the structure of the list itself. There are two text-critical 
problems to begin with. The word ‘scales’ (ôñõôÜíáò) appears to be 
out of context and scholars have been inclined to accept the reading of 
the Syrian text, namely, ‘pricks’62. This would result in a group of 
three, consisting of basic agricultural instruments, each playing an 

 
58. Similarly to Peter and Andrew’s occupation as fishermen in Matthew 

4.18–9. 
59. This reminds us of the ancient novels, where ‘no one falls irrevocably into 

the orbit of slavery’, which corresponds to the sociological fact that ‘Roman law 
regarded freeborn status as inalienable’ (Fitzgerald, Slavery, 93). 

60. That Jesus was a carpenter appears in Mark 6.12. Bornkamm, Mythos, 20–1, 
quotes the relevant patristic passages. 

61. Quoted in Bornkamm, Mythos, 21. 
62. Nöldeke, in Lipsius, Apostelgeschichten, vol 2/2, 423. However, the ap-

proach of Bornkamm, Mythos, 20, is questionable when he simply corrects the 
Greek to êÝíôñá, because we do not have this reading in any of the Greek manu-
scripts. Another possibility is offered by the textual variant ôñõðÜíç. Liddell and 
Scott, Lexicon, 1830, define this as a ‘thong for working a ôñýðáíïí’, if we are 
correct, a leather strip for driving a carpenter’s borer. 
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important role in Jewish and Christian symbolism63. The second 
group consists of three objects related to sailing, but we can perhaps 
add a fourth element, especially if we accept the reading ‘pulleys’ 
(ôñï÷ßóêïõò)64. The final part contains three architectural objects. The 
three groups differ from each other considerably. While the first con-
sists of simple agricultural tools, produced by a rural carpenter, the 
items in the last one require the highest architectural proficiency. The 
three groups not only appear in an ascending order of difficulty, but 
also the three elements of the last group. The most composite object, 
the palace, comes at the end of the whole list, and it anticipates the 
heavenly palace that Thomas will build for Gundaphorus. 

In the narrative of Thomas and Gundaphorus (ch. 17), the whole 
list occurs repeatedly, but only three items appear otherwise in the 
book: the plough, the temple, and the palace, that is, the first and the 
last two elements in the list. ‘Plough’ occurs in a free quotation of 
Luke 6.19 in the martyrdom: ‘I put my hands on the yoked plough and 
did not turn back lest the furrows do not go crooked’65. ‘Temple’ oc-
curs frequently in Thomas’ speeches and prayers, and it always means 
the body of Christians, which has to remain clean66. ‘Palace’, as we 
already mentioned, appears in the ‘second act’67. When Thomas re-
ceives the task to build a palace for Gundaphorus, he gives all the 
money to the poor and thus builds a palace in heaven. The use of 
these concepts in the Acts of Thomas seems to suggest that Thomas’s 
list marks a way of perfection, or a way of salvation: ‘putting one’s 
hand on the yoke’ means the beginning of Christian life, ‘temple’ 
stands for ascetic life, and ‘palace’ for the heavenly dwelling which 

 
63. Important passages include: plough in 1 Kings 19.19 and Luke 9.62 

(quoted in Acts of Thomas 147), yoke in Jeremiah 27 and Matthew 11.29–30, 
prick in Acts 26.14 and 1 Corinthians 15.55–6. 

64. A diminutive of ôñü÷ïò (wheel). Two codices (Bonnet’s H and Z) read 
ôñï÷éëÝáò (pulleys), and two (Bonnet’s U and R) ôñï÷éëßóêïõò (diminutive of the 
latter). The form ôñï÷éëÝáò appears also in ch. 17 when Thomas repeats the list 
before king Gundaphorus. 

65. Acts of Thomas 147 (Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, 255, lines 18–20). 
66. The idea is found in chs. 86, 87, 94, 144, 156, and follows 1 Corinthians 

3.16–7, etc. In ch. 79 the Jerusalem temple is meant. 
67. Acts of Thomas 17–29. (The whole book is traditionally divided into four-

teen ‘acts’.) 
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one earns with a pious life on earth68. It would be an overinterpreta-
tion to force all the objects in the list into this scheme. Nevertheless, it 
is clear that the ascending order of complexity that appears in the list 
corresponds to a progress in life that leads toward heaven69. In this 
way we can provide a simple and reasonable interpretation of the 
cryptic workshop inventory and, indeed, of the whole commission 
episode, without going into speculative details and remaining within 
the narrative world of the text. 

The dialogue with King Gundaphorus at their first encounter is 
decisive for understanding Thomas’ craftsmanship. After Thomas has 
enumerated the things he can make, Gundaphorus asks him, ‘Can you 
build a palace for me?’ Whereupon Thomas answers: 

Yes, I shall build it and finish it; for because of this I have come, to 
build and to do carpenter’s work70. 

A comparison with the New Testament will show that this is a solemn 
statement about Thomas’ mission. First, we can easily discern the re-
lationship between this sentence and the so-called ‘ich Worte’ of Je-
sus71. We can immediately narrow down the circle to the sayings 
about Jesus’ coming, the so-called ‘ƒëèïí-sayings’72. These sayings 
in the first person singular are statements about the purpose of Jesus’ 
coming: ‘I have come to call not the righteous but sinners’73. Another 
element of this sentence as well deserves our attention, namely, the 
proleptic position of äéN ôï™ôï (‘to this end’). Alternating with åkò 
ôï™ôï, in New Testament Greek74 this phrase typically appears in sen-

 
68. Hilhorst, ‘Heavenly Palace’, 64, finds that whereas earning the right to a 

heavenly dwelling through charity is attested before the Acts of Thomas, building 
it during one’s lifetime is a new development in the literary tradition. 

69. At this interpretation, we proceed from the final compositional unity of the 
text. For a synchronic analysis, we put aside the problem that the different styles 
of ‘acts’ 1–6 and 7–13 may indicate their independent transmission. Cf. Born-
kamm, Mythos, 2–3; Drijvers, ‘Acts of Thomas’, 323. 

70. Acts of Thomas 17, my italics. Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, 125, lines 8–9, 
äéN ôï™ôï ãNñ ƒëèïí, ïkêïäïìyóáé êár ôåêôïíå™óáé. 

71. Bultmann, Synoptische Tradition, 161–9. 
72. Bultmann, Synoptische Tradition, 164–8. 
73. Mark 2.17 (NRSV). 
74. Such a use of äéN ôï™ôï and åkò ôï™ôï seems to be rare before the New 

Testament. In the Septuagint, äéN ôï™ôï normally introduces consequence 
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tences that declare one’s purpose: ‘For to this end also I wrote, that I 
know your worth’75. Among the sentences that apply this structure, 
we can find especially numerous statements related to people’s com-
mission76: ‘However, to this end I received mercy, that in me first Je-
sus Christ might show the utmost patience’77. ‘For to this end Christ 
died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both the dead and 
the living’78. The most remarkable passage for our purpose is in the 
dialogue of Jesus and Pilate in John’s passion narrative. On Pilate’s 
question ‘So you are a king?’ Jesus answers: 

You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into 
the world, to testify to the truth79. 

This statement uses the proleptic structure with åkò ôï™ôï twice in a 
typical ‘ƒëèïí-saying’. Moreover, Jesus pronounces this emphatic 
formula in his answer to Pilate, similarly to Thomas, who uses it be-
fore King Gundaphorus. Consequently, when Thomas begins his sen-
tence with ‘for to this I came’, he is introducing an emphatic state-
ment about his commission. 

Into this framework of Thomas being the ‘architect of salvation’, 
we can integrate the remaining, equally important motifs of his com-
mission narrative. Many elements suggest that his fate mirrors that of 
Jesus, which is anticipated already in the twin-metaphor80. Thomas is 

 
(Psalms 1.5, 15.9 [16.9 LXX], etc.) and åkò ôï™ôï (which is less frequent) never 
has a proleptic position (cf. Psalms 75.8 [74.9 LXX], 144.13 [143.13 LXX], 
3 Maccabees 1.21). It seems that they do not have such a function elsewhere in 
the apostolic Acts either (cf. Acts of John 39, 97, 104). 

75. 2 Corinthians 2.9. 
76. The phrase åkò ôï™ôï occurs altogether fourteen times in the New Testa-

ment, and in eleven cases it introduces a statement about the commission of Jesus 
or the Christians: Mark 1.35, John 18.37 (twice), Acts 26.16, Romans 14.9, 
1 Thessalonians 3.3, 1 Timothy 4.10, 1 Peter 2.21, 3.9, 4.6, 1 John 3.7. 

77. 1 Timothy 1.16. 
78. Romans 14.9 (NRSV). 
79. John 18.37 (NRSV, my italics), dã¦ åkò ôï™ôï ãåãÝííçìáé êár åkò ôï™ôï 

dëÞëõèá åkò ô’í êüóìïí, líá ìáñôõñÞóù ô† Pëçèåßu. 
80. Kuntzmann, Symbolisme, 176, concludes ‘there is no doubt that the author 

of the Acts [of Thomas] largely drew on the writings of the New Testament, par-
ticularly on the biographical fragments of Jesus, for the elaboration of the story of 
Thomas’ missionary life. […] This leads to the result that the biography of Tho-
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praised because his slavery brought salvation to others: ‘Twin brother 
of Christ, apostle of the Most High and initiated into the hidden word 
of Christ, who receives his secret utterances, fellow worker of the Son 
of God, who being free has become a slave, and being sold has 
brought many to freedom’81. In another passage, Thomas suggests the 
parallel between Jesus and himself: ‘I thank you, Lord, in every re-
spect, that you died for a short time, that I may live in you for ever, 
and that you have sold me, to deliver many through me’82. But this 
quotation also marks the significant difference between the two ca-
reers, namely, that Jesus’ death brought salvation to others, which is 
not true of the latter’s death. Thomas’ death is only a release from 
slavery for himself: ‘I have become a slave; therefore today I do re-
ceive freedom’83. In sum, Thomas’ slavery brings salvation to others 
because of his apostolic ‘craftsmanship’—but his suffering and death 
themselves have no effect on others84. 

Conclusions 

In the commission of Thomas in his Acts, we have identified three 
major themes: (1) the defeat of the resisting prophet, (2) reinterpreta-
tion of the slave motif as selling into slavery, and (3) craftsmanship as 
a metaphor of perfection and salvation. These themes are interrelated 
and built upon each other in such a way that each development offers 
a specific interpretation of the previous element. Thomas is not only 
defeated through his selling as a slave, but his defeat immediately re-
 
mas is an “imitation” of that of Jesus, which constitutes for our survey the pri-
mary approach to this document’. 

81. Acts of Thomas 39. Bornkamm, Mythos, 19, discussed this passage, to-
gether with the following ones.  

82. Acts of Thomas 19. 
83. Acts of Thomas 167, trans. Drijvers. That is, Thomas’ death means free-

dom to him. 
84. This has to be added to the interpretation of Bornkamm, Mythos, 19: ‘Tho-

mas’ selling into slavery is a widely attested motif in the novels and the legends, 
but for the Acts of Thomas it has more significance: the fate of the Saviour is re-
peated in it, who humiliated himself in order to set his people free’. But the dis-
tinction between Thomas and Christ remains clear in spite of their being twins. 
As Pesthy, ‘Thomas’, 72, puts it, ‘Thomas himself never becomes the Saviour, 
and he never claims it to be, he is only the helper of the Saviour’; cf. ibidem, 67. 
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ceives a positive, soteriological interpretation. Thomas’ spectacular 
defeat and Jesus’ appearance as a manstealer are necessary steps to-
ward establishing Thomas as an architect of King Gundaphorus85. He 
is commissioned as an architect in the same manner that Andrew and 
Peter are commissioned as fishermen in the Gospel narrative86.  

The commission of Thomas shares motifs with the classical Old 
Testament commission stories as well as with the Greek novels. Yet 
the impact of the former, together with allusions to the figure of Jesus 
in the New Testament and in the patristic tradition seems far more 
decisive in the narrative. The Acts of Thomas fits well into the cate-
gory of the ideal biography, beginning with the commission of the 
hero and finishing with his death. The hero’s death is, however, less 
important in the Old Testament ideal biographies than in the Gospels 
and in the early apocryphal Acts which always relate the hero’s mar-
tyrdom. Thomas’ commission itself presents craftsmanship and ar-
chitecture as a biographical program. 

 
85. In the Coptic Acts of Bartholomew (cf. p. 125, note 37 above), Bartholo-

mew asks Peter to sell him to a merchant so that he may get into the merchant’s 
vineyard and preach there. The vine, of course, receives a symbolic meaning in 
his preaching. 

86. Matthew 4.18–9. 



 

6. The Acts of Philip 

The Acts of Philip is an extensive collection of loosely connected epi-
sodes1. However, it is possible to identify four cycles within the mate-
rial: chapters 1–2, 3–7, 8–14, and chapter 15 with the martyrdom2. A 
part of the text is extant in two versions, a shorter and a longer one. 
This is the case with chapters 3 and 8, where the two commission nar-
ratives are found3. There is no commission narrative preceding the first 
act, which relates that Philip was coming from Galilee and raised the 
son of a widow. The first reference to commission occurs in chapter 3, 
where a loosely connected sequence of ‘acts’ begins (chs. 3–7). 

Acts of Philip 3 

At the beginning of chapter 3, Philip meets Peter and the disciples ‘in 
a certain city’, and addresses them in the following way4: 
 

1. The Greek Acts of Philip contains fifteen ‘acts’ plus the martyrdom text, of 
which acts 11-15 (whose existence was indicated by the title of a known recen-
sion) were found only in 1974 by F. Bovon and B. Bouvier, cf. Bovon, ‘Actes de 
Philippe’, 4434 and ‘Editing’, esp. 12–3. Chapter 10 is still missing, and some 
others (11, 14, 15) are fragmentary. Bovon, ‘Actes de Philippe’, 4467, dates the 
composition of the fifteen acts to the end of the fourth century. De Santos Otero, 
‘Acta Philippi’, 469, situates the Acts of Philip ‘in encratite circles in Asia minor 
somewhere about the middle of the 4th century’. Amsler, Actes de l’apôtre Phil-
ippe, 80, calls it a ‘first hand document’ (except for the second ‘act’) of the Asian 
encratic milieu on the turn of the fourth and fifth centuries. I relied on the Greek 
text in Bovon et al., Acta Philippi, vol 1. 

2. Amsler, Acta Philippi, vol 2, 21. Whereas the third and fourth cycles are 
clearly detectable units, the first two ‘cycles’ are rather haphazard. 

3. For an overview of the textual witnesses see Amsler, Actes de l’apôtre 
Philippe, 88. 

4. This chapter is preserved in two codices, the shorter version in the Greek 
Vatican Codex 824 (11th century, quoted as V), the longer in Codex Xenophontos 
32 from Athos (14th century, quoted as A). We deal with the shorter text first. 
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I entreat you, who won the crown of Christ in the apostolic rank (dí ô† 
Pðïóôïëéê† ôÜîåé), endow me with your power that I may go and 
preach, and take part in your glory in heaven. You showed your zeal 
according to your power. Pray, therefore, also for me now, that I may 
go and preach the gospel, and may be counted among those who real-
ised the power that is in them5. 

Peter and the disciples pray for Philip. Then ‘the blessed John’ 
speaks, and reminds Philip that ‘Andrew went to Achaia and Thrace, 
Thomas to India and the wicked flesh-eaters, and Matthew to the re-
lentless cave dwellers, whose nature is savage, and the Lord is with 
them’. He encourages Philip not to wait, because Jesus will be also 
with him. They pray for him and send him out to preach (åkò ô’ 
êÞñõãìá). 

In this narrative, Philip’s legitimacy comes from the apostles Pe-
ter and John. This falls in line with the accounts of the canonical Acts 
about Philip, one of the seven Hellenists6. Acts introduces Philip 
among the seven whom the Jerusalem church entrusted with the task 
of charity7. We learn that the apostles ‘prayed and laid their hands on 
them’. Later Philip preaches in Samaria8. When the apostles in Jerusa-
lem hear that ‘Samaria had accepted the word of God’ they send out 

 
5. Acts of Philip 3.1. Cf. Letter of Peter to Philip (NHC VIII, 2) 132.15–

133.5: ‘Now I want you to know, our brother [that] we received orders from our 
Lord and the Savior of the whole world that [we] should come [together] to give 
instruction and preach in the salvation which was promised us by our Lord Jesus 
Christ. But as for you, you were separate from us, and you did not desire us to 
come together and to know how we should organize ourselves in order that we 
might tell the good news’. Trans. M.W. Meyer in Robinson (ed), Nag Hammadi 
Library, 434. 

6. The Acts of Philip identifies the apostle of the Gospels (and the list of Acts 
1.13) with the Hellenist of Acts. This is evident also in the long text of chapter 3. 
Although in the first part of the chapter Philip seems to be identical with the Hel-
lenist of Acts, in 3.9.1–7 he speaks as a disciple who was with Jesus, witnessed 
his ascent to heaven, and received the Holy Spirit. Already Papias blended the 
two figures when he spoke of the daughters of the apostle Philip (Eusebius, 
Church History 3.39.9, cf. Acts 22.8–9). Theißen, Religion, 351, note 15, recently 
argued for the identi fication of the Philip of the Gospel of John and the Philip of 
the Lucan Acts (6.5, 8.5–40, and 21.8), on the basis that Luke was interested in 
separating the disciple Philip from the Hellenist. 

7. Acts 6.1–6. 
8. Acts 8, especially verses 4–8, 14–17. Cf. Amsler, Acta Philippi, vol 2, 147–54. 
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Peter and John, who pray that the new converts may receive the Holy 
Spirit, because ‘they had only been baptised in the name of the Lord 
Jesus’. Then Peter and John lay their hands on them, and they receive 
the Holy Spirit. The important difference between the two narratives 
is that in the Lucan Acts Philip does not ask for the apostle’s support. 
In the same passage, however, Simon Magus beseeches Peter and 
John to give him the power to share the Holy Spirit by laying his 
hands on others, and this might have influenced the formulation of the 
episode in the Acts of Philip9. 

The author of the longer text added further elements of divine 
commission to the episode. In the Codex Xenophontos (A) we first 
find additions to the story, and then a completely new version. Among 
the minor additions, one is especially interesting if we relate it to the 
passage in the Lucan Acts. When Philip addresses Peter and the disci-
ples, he calls them óõìðíåýìïíåò10, the ones who have the same 
Spirit. This is probably a reaction to Acts 8, where he is not capable of 
giving the Spirit to the new converts, and Peter and John have to help 
him. This is also understandable because he did not receive the Spirit 
in Jerusalem with the twelve11. Our text affirms that Philip is equal to 
them as a possessor of the Holy Spirit. According to the second ver-
sion of the story, Philip reports his mission in Athens (ch. 2 of the 
Acts of Philip), and the disciples praise God. Then Philip asks John 
and Peter, 

‘I beseech you, blessed John, and you, blessed Peter, pray for me, so 
that I too may accomplish my apostleship (ôxí PðïóôïëÞí ìïõ) as the 
Lord entrusted to me’. When they were praying at length for him, a 
voice came from heaven and said, ‘Hurry, Philip! Behold, my angel is 
with you12, do not neglect your task’. The blessed Philip went out re-
joicing in the same hour, because he was found worthy of such a 

 
9. Cf. Simon’s words äüôå êPìïr ôxí dîïõóßáí ôáýôçí with Philip’s words 

díäõíáìþóáôå êPìÝ. 
10. We have to do with a hapax legomenon, and therefore the translation 

necessarily remains interpretative. Bovon et al., Acta Philippi, vol 1, 77, translate 
‘mes compagnons par l’Esprit’. For the interpretation see Amsler, Acta Philippi, 
vol 2, 151. 

11. Acts 2.1–4. 
12. The archangel Michael helped Philip in 1.8 and 11, and will be with him 

in Martyrdom 31. 
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voice. He took three breads and five staters with himself, because he 
went for a long journey. Jesus was secretly walking with him and 
strengthened him, and opened the senses of his new man. The Spirit of 
the Lord filled him with answers, because earlier he did not have 
enough practice in speaking. 

The divine epiphany that we find here is very similar to the visions in 
the commission narratives discussed in previous chapters13. Instead of 
legitimation through the apostles, this version of the episode speaks 
about legitimation from Jesus in a revelation. Yet, I hesitate to call it a 
commission story. First, Philip speaks about apostleship as something 
that he has already received earlier. Second, if we compare the epi-
sode with the structure of the commission stories, we find that it lacks 
most of the crucial elements (conflict, protest, description of the task), 
and is restricted to the motifs of reassurance and reference to the be-
ginning of the hero’s ministry. 

The story can be interpreted as the manifestation of power con-
flicts between different Christian groups, who identified themselves 
with the individual apostles. If we try to situate it in our basic typo-
logy, we find that it is close to the institutional form of commission. It 
confirms the overall hierarchy of the Church by integrating the hero 
into that structure. Philip’s authority is dependent first on Peter’s and 
then on John’s. The longer text tries to democratise this system by 
emphasising equality between the apostles, and linking Philip’s legiti-
macy immediately to divine epiphany. 

The long text further relates how Philip prays to Jesus on the road: 
Filled with the Holy Spirit in grace, he longed for the sight of the 
glory and said, ‘Lord Jesus, describe for me the words of that under-
standing. If the concord of your visitation is with me14, and if I am 
worthy of that understanding, as my brethren, reveal yourself to me. 
[…] You, who offered to us the good things from your father’s good-

 
13. Voice from heaven: Acts 9, Acts of John 18, Acts of Titus 1, etc. Opening 

of senses: Acts 9.18, Acts of John 113. Rejoicing: Acts of John 18. The hero’s 
incapability: p. 121 above. For the Spirit telling the answers, see Matthew 10.19. 

14. The expression ½ ¿ìüíïéá ôyò dðéóêïðyò is as difficult to translate as 
many others in this prayer. (Already remarked by Bovon et al., Acta Philippi, vol 
1, 82, note 23.) 
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ness, Saviour of the weak, reveal yourself to me, the one who loves 
you’. (3.4.2–7, 12–14) 

As an answer to his prayer, a tree appears in the desert, and an eagle 
on it. The apostle recognises that Jesus appeared to him in that form, 
and—speaking ‘by the Spirit’—he glori fies Jesus and the Father. 
Then Jesus promises the apostle again that he will guide, protect, and 
strengthen him. Speaking animals as helpers of the apostles are fa-
miliar figures in the apostolic Acts, and the Acts of Philip is especially 
fond of them: from chapter 8, a leopard and a kid will be Philip’s 
faithful travelling companions15. However, a theriomorphic repre-
sentation of Jesus is rather surprising in an early Christian text. It was 
probably inspired by another apocryphal legend, the Paraleipomena 
Jeremiou, the Christian edition of which can be dated to the first half 
of the second century16. 

The Acts of Philip develops the tradition of polymorphy and 
metamorphosis of Christ in a radical way when it turns to the therio-
morphic representation of Jesus. The eagle appears because Philip 
wishes to see Jesus—he had already heard his voice—as further evi-
dence of his equal rank among the apostles. Jesus neither explicitly 
con firms Philip’s position as an apostle, nor does he give him a task 
or assign a missionary field to him17. Therefore, we can classify this 
narrative as a story of divine call, emphasising the theme of reassur-
ance (a specific motif of commission), rather than a complete com-
mission narrative, where the assignment of a task plays a major role. 

Acts of Philip 8 

In chapter 8 of the Acts of Philip another sequence of ‘acts’ begins 
(chs. 8–15). This takes Philip and his companions to the city of Ophe-
orymos, interpreted as ‘the promenade of the serpents’ and occasion-

 
15. For example, a lion accompanies Paul in his Acts (cf. Adamik, ‘Baptized 

Lion’, with further literature), a dog assists Peter (Acts of Peter 9–12), and asses 
help Thomas (Acts of Thomas 68–81). Cf. Chapter 7, p. 167. 

16. Amsler, Acta Philippi, 172. For a detailed discussion of this parallel, see 
the Appendix to this chapter. Cf. Iliad 7.58–60, where Apollo appears in the form 
an eagle and sits on the oak of Zeus. 

17. Cf. Amsler, Acta Philippi, vol 2, 154–6. 
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ally also identified as Hierapolis of Phrygia in Asia Minor18, where 
Philip suffers martyrdom. The chapter begins with the division of the 
missionary fields19, where Philip receives ‘the country of the Greeks’. 
He finds this task difficult and begins to complain. His sister Mari-
amne20 speaks to the Lord about him, who appoints her as his 
companion. This is also necessary because Philip is audacious, irasci-
ble and likely to inflict much punishment on the people21. Jesus sends 
also Bartholomew and John with them22. He also orders Mariamne to 
disguise herself as a man—to which the long text adds an explanation 
about Adam, Eve, and the serpent, disclosing also that their destina-
tion will be Opheorymos, ‘the promenade of serpents’. 

Then Jesus said to Philip, ‘Why do you hesitate, Philip? Did you not 
hear my teaching: “Behold, I am sending you [plur.] out like sheep 
into the midst of wolves”? Do not fear, therefore, their savageness. I 
will be always with you [sing.], helping and assisting [you]. Behold, I 

 
18. The name of the city appears as EÏöåüñõìïò, EÏöéüñõìïò, EÏöéïñýìç. Its 

identification with Hierapolis is secondary: it never appears in the text of chapters 
8–15 except for the title of chapter 13 (the chapter is known only from A) and in 
one form of the martyrdom. Already Lipsius, Apostelgeschichten, vol 2/2, 11–2 
suggested that the narrative retains historical reminiscences to the cult of the ser-
pent in Hierapolis. Recently Amsler, ‘The Apostle Philip’ and Acta Philippi, vol 
2, 305–10, argued that the viper, the leopard, and the kid all fit into the imagery of 
the Phrygian cult of Cybele. De Santos Otero, ‘Acta Philippi’, 469, also identifies 
the serpent with Cybele and the city with Hierapolis. Cf. Amsler, Actes de 
l’apôtre Philippe, 69–76 and Acta Philippi, vol 2, 17–20. Bovon, ‘Les Actes de 
Philippe’, 4493–4 rejects the identification of the city with Hierapolis on philol-
ogical grounds. 

19. Only the beginning of the chapter is preserved in A. As a witness to the 
longer text of this chapter, we have the Athenian Codex 346 (15th century, 
quoted as G). For the division of the missionary fields, a frequent motif in the 
apostolic Acts, see pp. 219–224 below. 

20. In G Mariamne ‘keeps record of the allotted lands’. 
21. It is interesting to compare this with Jesus’ remark in the long text that 

‘the character of women went into Philip, and the manly and brave character into 
you [Mariamne]’. The text echoes the classical Roman ideal: loosing one’s tem-
per is a feminine trait of character and a man who acts out of anger is ridiculous; 
cf. Brown, Body and Society, 12. 

22. According to the long text (G), Bartholomew is sent ‘to suffer with him’ 
(óõìðÜó÷åéí), and John is sent ‘so that he would encourage (ðáñáèáññýíw) them 
in the sufferings of martyrdom’. Cf. the classical example of Aaron, who was sent 
to serve as a mouth for Moses (Exodus 4.16). 
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send you [plur.] out as rays, I, the sun of righteousness. I am with you 
everywhere’23. 

From this point on, the two extant witnesses considerably differ from 
each other. The text of G elaborates at length on the theme of com-
mission. The metaphor of the rays evokes a meditation about the be-
neficent operation of the sun and the moon due to the providence of 
the Father24. For this reason, Jesus concludes that Philip and his com-
panions have nothing to fear. Jesus will be with them in all dangers, 
and if people will persecute and abuse them, he will be there as ‘a 
good physician’ for them. If vipers threaten them, they only have to 
raise the cross, and the vipers will bow their heads25. But Philip is yet 
worried. He is afraid that if he goes to his allotted place, they will per-
secute him, because ‘their nature is the serpent’. He will then avenge 
himself, and therefore transgress the commandment of Jesus not to 
take revenge26. In his answer27, Jesus tells about creation as the com-
bination of contradictory elements: light and darkness, water and fire, 
good and bad. Then he tells the story of the Flood, pointing out that 
Noah brought also unclean animals to the ark. Peter remembered this 
when he asked Jesus, ‘Do you want me to forgive my brother seven 
times, as Noah forgave?’28 Then the discussion of providence in the 
creation continues with the lesson that ‘you yourself should work for 
the salvation of the whole cosmos’. Now Philip and all who were with 
him, ‘rejoiced in the teaching and precepts of the Lord’. 

Here the two texts unanimously state that Philip, Bartholomew 
and Mariamne, ‘holding the right hand of the Saviour’ departed to the 

 
23. Acts of Philip 8.5 (V). Cf. Acts 26.17–8, ‘to whom I am sending you to 

open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light’. ‘Sun of righteous-
ness’ comes from Malachi 4.2 (3.20 LXX); the phrase was frequently applied to 
Jesus in the early Church, cf. Lampe, Lexicon, 606, s.v. {ëéïò B4. 

24. Acts of Philip 8.5.5–19, cf. Psalms 8.4, 19.2–7, etc. 
25. Acts of Philip 8.6.1–8.7.6. 
26. Acts of Philip 8.8; cf. Matthew 5.38–48. 
27. Acts of Philip 8.10–4. 
28. Matthew 18.21-22 and Luke 17.4. There Peter does not mention Noah. 

However, he has to eat unclean animals in Acts 10.9–16, which God ‘has made 
clean’. 



 The Acts of Philip 143 

land of the ‘Ophians’29. This is the conclusion of the chapter in G. As 
for V, it relates a highly interesting story of a leopard that wanted to 
devour a kid, but instead both animals received a human voice from 
Philip, praised God, and followed the apostles. 

The differences between the two versions are considerable at first 
sight, but there is a core that remains the same in both. If we set aside 
for a moment the episode of the leopard and the kid in V and the les-
son of natural philosophy in G, the basic narrative tells about the divi-
sion of the missionary fields, Philip’s protest, Mariamne’s interces-
sion, and the appointing of Mariamne, Bartholomew (and John) as 
Philip’s companions. 

The division of the missionary fields, which we encountered al-
ready in the Acts of Thomas, is a frequent motif of the apostolic 
Acts—although it is not found in the earliest ones. Where it occurs, it 
always stands at the beginning of the narrative. This con firms that 
chapter 8 forms the beginning of a cycle that ends with the martyr-
dom, and can be best titled as ‘The Acts of Philip in the city of the 
serpents’30. This episode talks about the commission of Philip quite 
differently from chapter 3. Philip has a stable position among the 
apostles, and his authority is not dependent to any extent on Peter, 
John, or others. The redactor who connected this sequence with the 
preceding ‘acts’ made no effort to harmonise the profiles of the pro-
tagonists31. 

The next motif is also typical, belonging to the basic elements of 
commission. Similarly to Thomas, he is unhappy with the land allot-
ted to him32. It is, however, dif ficult to talk about ‘protest’ in Philip’s 
case. He is reluctant, he murmurs, but does not protest. Although he is 

 
29. Acts of Philip 8.15. Both texts are silent about John, who was also sent 

with them in 8.3. 
30. De Santos Otero, ‘Acta Philippi’, 469, talks about the ‘Acta Philippi in 

Hierapolis’, cf. note 18 above. 
31. For this reason, in the case of the Acts of Philip I refrain from interpreting 

the text and the different commission motifs within the framework of a single 
plot. 

32. Cf. Acts of Thomas 1, Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, 100, lines 8–9 and 101, 
lines 1–2: ‘Send me wherever you want to send me: to India I do not go’. For that 
passage and the dynamics of commission–protest–reassurance, see pp. 120–125 
above. 
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an apostle with full powers, he relies on the mediation of his sister 
Mariamne to settle his conflict with the sender. The helper figure in 
this commission narrative becomes more important than in any other 
text that we have examined33. In this passage, indeed, Mariamne is an 
alter ego of Philip, rather than simply his helper. She talks with Jesus 
on his behalf, and she has to go everywhere with him34. The long text 
explains that the female nature ‘went into Philip’, while the male 
character went into Mariamne (see above). Although Mariamne has to 
disguise herself—because Eve put on the skin of the serpent35—this 
affects only her outward appearance, and does not mean that she has 
become a man36. She appears as a female counterpart of Philip when 
they baptise the converts in the city of Opheorymos: ‘And Philip bap-
tised the men and Mariamne the women’37. When he healed the blind 
Stachys, he first ‘put his finger into the mouth of Mariamne’, then ‘he 
smeared [his eyes]’. Clearly, Philip healed the blind man with Mari-
amne’s spittle38. They healed in cooperation. Or even better, the heal-
ing power of Philip came from Mariamne. The relation of Philip and 
Mariamne is a variation on the theme of twins and brothers, an es-
teemed motif in early Christian tradition. Mariamne could just as eas-
ily deserve the cognomen ‘twin’ as Thomas. When the text introduces 
Mariamne, it also mentions Martha who ‘serves’ and ‘works’, implic-
itly identifying them with the sisters Mary and Martha of Bethany39. 
In the Martyrdom text of the Acts of Philip, Mariamne and Nicanora, 

 
33. For a discussion of the function of the ‘helper’, see pp. 240–242 below. 
34. Acts of Philip 8.3.1. 
35. Acts of Philip 8.4.16, ô’ Pðüäõìá ôï™ –öåùò […] díåäýóáôï äéN ôyò 

Å¡áò. The expression Pðüäõìá seems to be a hapax legomenon. In the context it 
must mean ‘slough’, the layer of skin that a snake leaves behind, cf. Bovon et al., 
Acta Philippi, vol 1, 246, note 16.  

36. Cf. Gospel of Thomas 114, ‘Jesus said, “I myself shall lead her [Mary] in 
order to make her male, so that she too may become a living spirit resembling 
your males. For every woman who will make herself male will enter the kingdom 
of heaven”’. Cf. Meyer, ‘Making Mary Male’. 

37. Acts of Philip 14.9.1–2. 
38. Acts of Philip 14.7. The text breaks off here. Bovon et al., Actes de Phil-

ippe, 328, note 33, suggest that the lacuna resulted from censorship. Cf. Mark 
7.33, 8.23, John 9.6. 

39. Cf. Luke 10.38–41 and John 11.1, 12.1–8. 
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the proconsul’s wife, are also twins (Acts of Philip, Martyrdom 9)40. 
Mariamne also seems to replace Philip’s four daughters as his female 
companions, as they nowhere appear in the Acts of Philip41. Unlike 
Thecla at Paul’s side (in the Acts of Paul and Thecla), or Peter’s 
daughter, she is neither Philip’s disciple nor subordinate to him in any 
way. Her emancipated—indeed, leading—position among the apos-
tles is similar to the figure of Mary Magdalene in a group of texts re-
lated to the Gnostics and the Nag Hammadi Library. One of the most 
important instances is the Gospel of Mary. 

The Acts of Philip and the Gospel of Mary 

The Gospel of Mary relates the gathering of the apostles after Jesus’ 
ascent to heaven42. The extant part begins with a dialogue of Jesus 
and the disciples about nature and sin. The dialogue ends with words 
of commission: ‘Go then and preach the gospel of the kingdom. Do 
not lay down any rules beyond what I appointed for you, and do not 
give a law like a lawgiver lest you be constrained by it’43. After say-
ing this, Jesus departed from them. The disciples 

 
40. Other famous siblings in early Christian tradition include Peter and An-

drew, John and James, Mary and Martha (also Lazarus) of Bethany, Jesus and 
James (and Jude), Alexander and Rufus (Mark 15.21), Clement and his brothers 
(Recognitions), Jesus and Thomas (see pp. 133f above), Mary (Magdalene) and 
Salome (Pistis Sophia 132), and Maximilla and Iphidamia (Acts of Andrew). 

41. De Santos Otero, ‘Acta Philippi’, 470. Cf. note 6 above. 
42. Only a part of the text is extant. Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 3525 (late 3rd cen-

tury) and Papyrus Rylands 463 (early 3rd century) contain fragments in Greek. 
The main witness is Berlin Codex 8502, containing a Coptic translation from a 
Greek text that was somewhat different from the text in the two papyri. The Gos-
pel of Mary probably existed (maybe in a different form) already in the second 
century. Cf. Pasquier, Évangile selon Marie, 4; Luttikhuizen, Gnostische ge-
schriften, 38. The Coptic and Greek texts with an English translation are found in 
Wilson and MacRae, ‘Gospel According to Mary’. In the Greek text, Mary is 
called Mariamme. 

43. Gospel of Mary 8.21–9.4. An alternative reading is ‘I have left no com-
mandment but what I have commanded you, and I have given you no law, as the 
lawgiver did, lest you be bound by it’. 
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were grieved and wept greatly, saying, ‘How shall we go to the gen-
tiles and preach the gospel of the kingdom of the Son of Man? If they 
did not spare him, how will they spare us?’ 

Now Mary stands up and encourages them, ‘Do not weep and do not 
be irresolute, for his grace will be entirely with you and will protect 
you’. Peter asks Mary to tell the words of the Saviour that only Mary 
heard, because the Saviour loved her ‘more than the rest of women’. 
Mary recounts a revelation about the ascent of the soul past the cos-
mic powers. Andrew and Peter receive her report with reluctance, and 
Peter cannot believe that Jesus revealed this to a woman. But Levi 
rebukes him, ‘Peter, you have always been hot-tempered. Now I see 
you contending against the woman like the adversaries. But if the 
Saviour made her worthy, who are you indeed to reject her? Surely 
the Saviour knows her very well. That is why he loved her more than 
us’. The end of the text states that ‘they began to go forth [to] pro-
claim and to preach’. 

The Gospel of Mary also shows some traits of the commission 
narratives, emphasising the role of the helper figure at the expense of 
other motifs. It contains few narrative elements and lacks the bio-
graphical interest that characterises the apostolic Acts. Its central fig-
ure is Mary. Although the text does not identify her with any of the 
women by this name in the New Testament, she is most probably 
Mary Magdalene44, who appears as an important witness to Jesus’ 
passion and resurrection in the canonical gospels45, and in apocryphal 
writings46. She is a dialogue partner of Jesus and receives special 
revelations47. In the Gospel of Philip (late 3rd century48) Jesus calls 
 

44. Cf. Pasquier, Évangile selon Marie, 6; Luttikhuizen, Gnostische geschrif-
ten, 41–4; Collins, ‘Mary Magdalene’, 580. Mary Magdalene played an important 
role in the Gnostic tradition, and often appeared as a rival of Peter: Gospel of 
Thomas 114, Pistis Sophia 36 and 72. 

45. Matthew 27.56,61, 28.1, Mark 15.40,47, 16.1, Luke 24.10–1, and espe-
cially John 20.11–8. Cf. Koivunen, The Woman, 119–33. 

46. The Epistle of the Apostles (Epistula apostolorum) 10; Gospel of Peter 
12–4 (both from the 2nd century). For a comprehensive study of ‘the myth of 
Mary Magdalene’ see Koivunen, The Woman, 119–88. 

47. In The Sophia of Jesus Christ 98 and 114 (1st century), the Dialogue of 
the Saviour (2nd century), and especially in Pistis Sophia (early 3rd century). The 
first two texts speak about Mariamme and Mariam, respectively, the third about 
Mariam or Maria Magdalene. 
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Mary Magdalene his ‘companion’49, whom ‘he loved more than all 
the disciples and used to kiss her on her [mouth]’50. It is noteworthy 
that the text tells about three women who were with Jesus, namely his 
mother, her sister, and Magdalene. Each are called Mary, but only 
Mary Magdalene has the title ‘companion’. The Gospel of Mary re-
ports both claims of the Gospel of Philip about Mary. Peter says that 
Jesus loved Mary more than the rest of women51, but when Levi re-
bukes Peter he adds that Jesus also loved her more than the rest of the 
disciples52. We may conclude that the figure of Mary in the Gospel of 
Mary reflects the portrait of Mary Magdalene in the aforementioned 
texts. In these writings, Mary Magdalene takes the role of the ‘be-
loved disciple’ as John in the Johannine tradition. And similarly to 
John, her special position as the companion of Jesus enables her to 
receive revelations that the rest of the disciples do not. 

The parallels with the Acts of Philip are evident. The ‘weeping’ 
of the disciples, the mediating position of Mary, the encouraging 
words to the disciples, and the disapproval of Peter’s irascible tem-
perament, even the formulation of many parts echoes chapter 8 of the 
Acts of Philip. Also in the longs text of Acts of Philip 8, there is a 
teaching of Jesus about nature and salvation. The Gospel of Mary 
probably served as a source to Philip’s commission story in the Acts 
 

48. Cf. Isenberg, ‘Introduction’, 134. Isenberg proposes that the original lan-
guage of the book was Greek, but it was composed in Syria. The text is an 
‘eccentrically arranged’ compilation of traditions related to different subjects, 
including seventeen sayings and a few deeds of Jesus. Cf. Isenberg, ‘Introduc-
tion’, 133 and ‘Gospel of Philip’, 139. 

49. Gospel of Philip 59.9, tewkoinvs. 
50. Gospel of Philip 63.34–6. ‘Mouth’ is a feasible conjecture. According to 

the Gospel of Philip 59.2–6, ‘It is by a kiss that the perfect conceive and give 
birth. For this reason we also kiss one another. We receive conception from the 
grace which is in one another’. Kiss must be understood in the sacramental con-
text of the Gospel of Philip. Rites enable the body to enter the world of light after 
death. The word ‘loved’ is also a conjecture, but there is hardly any arguable al-
ternative for it. Cf. Isenberg, ‘Gospel of Philip’, 140–1; Luttikhuizen, Gnostische 
geschriften, 69. For a recent analysis of the sacramental language of the book in 
the context of Jewish and Christian sexual symbolism, see DeConinck, ‘True 
Mysteries’, 245–58.  

51. Gospel of Mary 10.2–4, para pkeseeepe nSàime (Nsàime?). Cf. the 
words of Elizabeth to Mary in Luke 1.42, åšëïãçìÝíç ó˜ dí ãõíáéîßí. 

52. Gospel of Mary 18.14–5, awoyoéS Nàoyo eron. 
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of Philip 8. Whether this was a direct or indirect influence, this writ-
ing—together with the related tradition about Mary Magdalene—
helps us to understand the role of Mariamne in that episode53. As a 
record keeper of the allotted lands (in the long text) and ‘elected 
among women’, she appears as the confidante of Jesus standing above 
the apostles. She intervenes on behalf of Philip and escorts the apostle 
to support him. In the Acts of Philip, however, Mariamne is also 
closely associated with Philip. Rather than competing with him as 
Mary does with Peter in the Gospel of Mary, being Philip’s sister and 
the one who completes his personality, she is depicted as the apostle’s 
companion. This is, indeed, the key to understanding her figure: her 
close relationship with Jesus as well as Philip enables her to play a 
role similar to that of the Johannine Paraclete54. Mariamne’s remark-
able role in the healing of Stachys also gains deeper sense in light of 
the Gnostic tradition about Mary (Magdalene). Philip’s putting his 
finger into the mouth of Mary can be connected with Jesus’ kissing 
her. Bodily contact mediates divine power from Jesus to Mary, and 
then from Mary to Philip. Earlier we have seen a similar idea of inti-
macy in the Acts of John, where bodily contact served as a source of 
knowledge about the polymorphous Jesus. 

Conclusions 

In the commission stories of his Acts, Philip is an ambivalent charac-
ter. This is apparent already in his identity: he is an amalgam of Philip 
the disciple and Philip the Hellenist55. The Acts of Philip probably 
derived the figure of Mariamne from the Gospel of Mary; Mariamne 
completes and balances the character of Philip. The commission nar-
ratives contain references to the Jewish Scriptures. The Acts of Philip 
could have used the Lucan Acts in depicting the relation of Philip and 
the other apostles, and it drew on the Acts of Thomas in reporting the 
division of the world among the apostles. With the Acts of Peter and 

 
53. Amsler, Acta Philippi, vol 2, 312, states that Mariamne ‘is no one else 

than Mary Magdalene of the gospels’, with traits of the figures of Martha and 
Jesus’ mother. 

54. John 14.16. 
55. Cf. p. 137, note 6 above. 
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the Twelve, as we will see in the following chapter, it shares the motif 
of the apostles’ commission to heal people. 

Philip appears as a somewhat marginal figure in the company of 
the apostles, first seeking their confirmation and then rebelling against 
his allotted missionary field56. His commission story also contains 
mystical and speculative elements; it is enough to think about Jesus’ 
appearance to Philip in the form of an eagle (see below) or his cosmo-
logical explanations to him. The group of the Acts of Philip, therefore, 
may have understood itself as an eccentric stream marginally related 
to an established institutional Church57. 

Appendix: The Eagle in the Acts of Philip and the Paraleipomena 
Jeremiou 

The Paraleipomena Jeremiou58 is a Jewish legend with a Christian 
interpolation, dating from the first half of the second century AD59. In 
contrast to the narrative chapters of the canonical Book of Jeremiah, 
where rebels take the prophet to Egypt60, it relates how Jeremiah ac-
companied the people of Jerusalem to Babylon, and then led them 
home. In the meantime, his secretary Baruch remains in the devas-
tated city and God’s angel commands him to write a letter to the cap-
tives. At this point, an eagle appears to Baruch, sent by God to deliver 

 
56. At the beginning of the Letter of Peter to Philip (note 5 above) he is also 

depicted as a ‘loner’. 
57. For the relation of ‘groups’ and texts, see p. 260 below. 
58. Also known as 2 Baruch, 3 Baruch, 4 Baruch, ‘The rest of the words of 

Baruch’, or ‘The rest of the words of Jeremiah’. Cf. Herzer, Paralipomena Jere-
miae, 1. We quote the text after Kraft and Purintun, Paraleipomena Jeremiou. 
The major studies on the book are Delling, Paralipomena Jeremiae, Herzer, op. 
cit., and Schaller, Paralipomena Jeremiou. Cf. Czachesz, ‘Jeremiás’, 49, 55–61. 
Amsler, Acta Philippi, vol 2., 172 also reports this parallel (and the Syrian 
Apocalypse of Baruch, which is related in many points to the Paraleipomena 
Jeremiou, cf. Schaller, op. cit., 671 and note 75 below). 

59. Herzer, Paralipomena Jeremiae, 177–92, dates the Jewish text between 
125 and 132, the Christian ending a little after 136. Recently Schaller, Paralipo-
mena Jeremiou, 678–81, suggested 118–132 AD for the Jewish text, but left open 
the question of the date of the Christian ending of the book. 

60. Jeremiah 43.1–7. 
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the letter to Babylon61. Baruch addresses the bird: ‘You who are cho-
sen from among all the birds of heaven, for this is clear from the 
gleam of your eyes: tell me, then, what are you doing here?’ Compare 
this with Philip’s words to the eagle on the tree: ‘O you graceful ea-
gle, with your wings spread out, fly up and carry up my prayer [to 
heaven]. […] For I can see that you are a chosen bird, and that your 
beauty is not of this place’62. The eagle arrives at Babylon and sits on 
a pole outside the city, reminding one of the eagle sitting on the tree 
in the desert in the Acts of Philip. 

Then Jeremiah comes along, leading a group of Jews who bring a 
corpse to bury it outside the city. The eagle talks to Jeremiah: ‘I say to 
you, Jeremiah the chosen one of God, go and gather together the peo-
ple and come here so that they may hear a letter which I have brought 
to you from Baruch and Abimelech’. Again, one can compare this 
with the manner in which the eagle addresses Philip: ‘Behold, I have 
blessed you because of your prayer, and in my glory, I condescended 
to you. I will strengthen you with my light among those who do not 
know me and I will become strong in you. Powerful times are com-
ing. […] I will not depart from you nor leave you alone. […] Raise 
up, Philip, and go: behold, I am with you’63. The most surprising inci-
dent follows; Jeremiah gathers the people along with the women and 
children, and brings them to where the eagle sits. Then the eagle 
comes down to the corpse and revives it. The text adds: ‘Now this 
took place so that they might believe’. The people are astounded and 
exclaim, 

Is not this the God who appeared to our fathers in the wilderness 
through Moses? And he made himself into the form of an eagle, and 
now he has appeared to us through this great eagle?64 

The eagle then orders Jeremiah to read the letter to the people. The 
narrative of the Paraleipomena Jeremiou expands the imagery to the 
same point as the Acts of Philip: the eagle becomes the actual repre-
sentation of the deity. This becomes clear also in the words of Philip: 
‘Now indeed, Lord Jesus Christ, you are the one who revealed your-
 

61. Paraleipomena Jeremiou 6.12, 7.1–21. 
62. Acts of Philip 3.5.5–7, 9–11. 
63. Acts of Philip 3.8–9. 
64. Paraleipomena Jeremiou 7.20. 
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self in this form, as you are accustomed to appear to the saints. […] 
Great is this form, the form in that I behold you’65. 

The function of the eagle in the Paraleipomena Jeremiou is 
rather surprising. Whereas the eagle was a unanimously positive sym-
bol in Greco-Roman culture66, it is very difficult to reconcile the ap-
pearance of Yahweh in the form of an eagle with Jewish tradition. 
The Torah categorised the eagle as an unclean animal67. In the Near 
East, the eagle was the symbol of Baal Shamem, ‘the Lord of 
Heaven’68. The ‘desolating sacrilege’ (âäÝëõãìá dñçìþóåùò) that the 
Seleucid King Antiochus IV erected in the temple in 168 BC69, proba-
bly contained the statues of eagles, representing this deity70. Josephus 
relates that Herod the Great placed the image of an eagle above the 
temple gate, which raised the anger of the people and was destroyed71. 
He also describes the eagles on the ensigns of Vespasian’s army 
marching into Galilee72, as a symbol the Romans believed to secure 
their victory. 

Whereas the image of the eagle is repeatedly attested as an offen-
sive symbol for the Jews in Hellenistic times, in the Hebrew Bible the 
eagle often occurs as a positive symbol. Yahweh brought Israel ‘on 
eagle’s wings’ out of Egypt, those who trust in God shall ‘mount up 

 
65. Acts of Philip 6.2–6. There are two possible interpretations of ªóðåñ 

ånùèáò dðéöáßíåóèáé ôïsò Qãßïéò. It can mean that Jesus appears to all the saints 
(and so he also appeared to Philip) or that he usually appears in the form of an 
eagle to them (and so he appeared also to Philip in this form). 

66. Schneider and Stemplinger, ‘Adler’, 87–90; Hünemörder, ‘Adler’. 
67. Leviticus 11.13, Deuteronomy 14.12. 
68. Klauser, ‘Baal-Schamim’, 1079. Baal Shamem is attested in Phoenicia 

from the ninth century BC, and in Hellenistic times his cult was widespread ‘from 
Hatra to Carthage’. 

69. 1 Maccabees 1.54. Daniel 9.27 is a vaticinatio ex eventu that reports the 
same event. 

70. Schroer, In Israel gab es Bilder, 352–3. Schroer’s interpretation relies on 
the text of Daniel, which she reads ‘on the wings of the abomination there is the 
!m`m’. The meshomem could be an astral symbol (cf. Baal Shamem). Zeus Olym-
pios in 2 Maccabees 6.2 is then a Graecised form of Baal Shamem. The earlier 
hypothesis was that the object described in Daniel and 1 Maccabees was the altar 
of Zeus Olympius; cf. Koch, Daniel, 136–40 and Wenham, ‘Abomination of 
Desolation’, 28–9. 

71. Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 17.146–63; Jewish War 1.650–3. 
72. Jewish War 2.123. 
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with wings like eagles’, and the heavenly creatures in Ezekiel’s court 
vision have the face of an eagle on one side73. Archaeological evi-
dence shows that the image of an eagle as a decoration of synagogues 
was usual in late antiquity74. Finally, the eagle functions as the mes-
senger of Yahweh in the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch 77.19–25. This 
text is parallel with the Paraleipomena Jeremiou75, and praises the 
eagle that surpasses all the other birds. There is, however, no trace of 
the eagle working miracles or being identified with Yahweh. The dif-
ference between these two parallel texts shows excellently the limita-
tions of Jewish symbolism of the eagle. We can conclude that al-
though the eagle often represented the oppressors of Israel from the 
2nd century BC to the 2nd century AD, apart from this period the Jews 
used the eagle also as a positive symbol in literature and art. They 
refrained, nevertheless, from identifying it with their God, as other 
nations did76. The Paraleipomena Jeremiou seems to be the only 
exception. 

Theriomorphic symbolism was not unknown to early Christian 
tradition. An obvious example is Jesus as a lamb in Revelation 5, 
where the participants of the heavenly liturgy praise him: ‘You are 
worthy to take the scroll and open its seals’, ‘Worthy is the Lamb that 
was slaughtered’, and ‘To the one seated on the throne and to the 
Lamb be blessing and honour and glory and might forever and ever’. 
The eagles in the Paraleipomena Jeremiou and the Acts of Philip are 
praised in a similar manner. The symbolism of the lamb was wide-
spread in early Christian literature, and specifically served to interpret 
Jesus’ death77. Whereas the Fathers of the second century criticised 

 
73. Exodus 19.4, Isaiah 40.31 (cf. Psalms 103.5), Ezekiel 1.10. Irenaeus, 

Against Heresies 3.8 used the latter passage to justify the number of the Gospels, 
and claimed that the eagle symbolises the pouring out of the Holy Spirit. Not-
withstanding later tradition, he identified the eagle with the Gospel of Mark (and 
not the Gospel of John). 

74. Meyers, ‘Giscala’ 1029; ‘Shema‛, Khirbet’, 1198; ‘Synagogue’, 257; 
Hachlili, ‘Diaspora Synagogues’, 260; Turnheim, ‘Eagle and Snake’, passim. 

75. One of the writings certainly used the other, but there is no consensus 
which was earlier. Cf. Herzer, Paralipomena Jeremiae, 72–7 (suggesting the 
primacy of the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch). 

76. For the eagle as Zeus/Juppiter, see Pliny, Natural History 10.5. 
77. 1 Corinthians 5.7; cf. John 1.29,36; Acts 8.32; etc. 
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and ridiculed the role of the eagle in Greek mythology78, later the ea-
gle appeared as a symbol of Christ. In the Acts of Xanthippe and 
Polyxena 17–879 we read a vision that contains, among others, an ea-
gle. The interpreter later says that the eagle stands for Christ. The vi-
sion in general imitates the eagle visions of Ezekiel 17, 4 Ezra 11–2, 
or the Acts of Thomas 91. In other early Christian texts, eagles appear 
around the throne of God, at the gates of the Paradise, or escort the 
righteous ones to heaven80. Ambrose compares Jesus to an eagle 
whose nest is the Church81. In addition to these written sources, there 
is evidence of the eagle symbolising Christ in early Christian art82. 
However, whereas the symbolism of the eagle was inevitably popular 
in early Christian literature, I did not find a text, other than the Acts of 
Philip, where an eagle would talk and identify itself as Christ. 

In the radical use of the eagle imagery, the Acts of Philip is as 
unique among the early Christian texts as the Paraleipomena Jere-
miou among the Jewish writings. It is important to note, however, that 
the latter text received its final form from Christians. Was the identifi-
cation of the eagle as Yahweh the work of a Christian redactor? The 
wider popularity of the eagle image in Christianity than in Judaism 
would support the idea. The eagle resurrects a corpse, which also fits 
Christ’s image as a physician. Whether it was a Jewish or a Christian 
redactor, who made that surprising identification in the Paralei-
pomena Jeremiou, he could find much inspiration in Greco-Roman 

 
78. Tatian, Address to the Greeks 10; Tertullian, Ad nationes 2.13. 
79. Dated by M.R. James to the third century; Elliott, Apocryphal New Testa-

ment, 524. Cf. Amsler, Actes de l’apôtre Philippe, 128, note 154 and Acta Philip-
pi, vol 2, 172. 

80. Arabic Preaching of Saint Matthias, in Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts 
129; Coptic Apocalypse of Paul, in Budge, Miscellaneous Coptic Texts, 570; 
Apocalypse of Moses 33. The second text is the Coptic version of the Visio Pauli, 
not identical with the Apocalypse of Paul in the Nag Hammadi Library (NHC V, 
2). Add these examples to Amsler, Actes de l’apôtre Philippe, 128, note 154 and 
Acta Philippi, vol 2, 172–3 

81. Sermons 46.2. 
82. For example, the eagle sits on the cross and Christ’s monogram on the sar-

cophagi (Schneider and Stemplinger, ‘Adler’, 92); an eagle of spread wings 
wearing a cross on its chest decorates one of the capitals in the fourth century 
cathedral of Elusa in the Negeb (Negev, ‘Elusa’ 486). In the Acts of Philip 3.5 the 
eagle’s wings were also dêôåôáìÝíá êáôN ô’í ôýðïí ôï™ Pëçèéíï™ óôáõñï™. 
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thought where the eagle was a representation of the supreme God, the 
guide of souls (psychopompos), and its parts bore healing powers83. 
The image of an eagle on the top of a pole (precisely as it appears in 
the Paraleipomena Jeremiou) was part of the triumphal wear of the 
consuls and the Caesars. A Jewish redactor may have adapted this 
symbol polemically, as a Christian redactor could refer in the same 
manner to the eagle as the symbol of the emperor’s cult. The symbol-
ism of the eagle in the Paraleipomena Jeremiou can be probably ex-
plained with the Jewish wars and/or the Christians’ confrontation 
with the emperor’s cult. It fits perfectly in the Acts of Philip for a dif-
ferent reason: the eagle was known as the natural and mythological 
enemy of the snake84, the most important demonic symbol in the Acts 
of Philip85. 

The two writings in question are unique in early Christian litera-
ture with regard to the radical theriomorphic representation of Yah-
weh or Christ as an eagle. If one of the two texts borrowed from the 
other, it was the Acts of Philip that is two centuries younger that the 
Paraleipomena Jeremiou. The latter text was widely read in the East-
ern Church in late antiquity86, and it cannot be excluded that it served 
as the source of the startling epiphany in the Acts of Philip. 

 
83. For ancient references to these and the following points, see Schneider and 

Stemplinger, ‘Adler’, 88–91. 
84. Cf. p. 225 below. 
85. Acts of Philip 8.4.6–10 (G), 13.1.11–2, etc. 
86. Schaller, Paralipomena Jeremiou, 693, thinks ‘an early and broad circula-

tion’ of the text ‘very plausible’. The Ethiopian Church included it in the canon, 
and in other orthodox churches it found its firm place in the monastic lectionary. 
From antiquity, it survives in Greek, Ethiopic and Armenian; early medieval ver-
sions include Romanian and various Slavic languages; cf. op.cit., 696–8. 



 

7. The Acts of Peter and the Twelve 

The Acts of Peter and the Twelve from Nag Hammadi differs from the 
apostolic Acts discussed in the previous chapters1. Instead of report-
ing the teachings and miracles of an apostle, the narrative concen-
trates on the commission of the twelve apostles. The text resembles 
fairy tales and is filled with symbols2. The narration changes back and 
forth between the first and third persons, the first person narrator be-
ing identified as Peter (1.30). 

 
1. NHC VI, 1. I adapt the translation of Parrott and Wilson in Robinson (ed) 

Nag Hammadi Library, 289–94. Schenke, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 414 
and Parrott, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 289, date the text to the second cen-
tury. Molinari, Acts of Peter and the Twelve, 235, suggests that it was written in 
the second half of the third century in Alexandria. 

2. Schenke, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 414, compares it to Lucian’s True 
Story, which is, however, a literary composition of much larger scale (not to 
mention its overtly sarcastic tone). From Jewish and Christian literature, one may 
cite perhaps the Book of Tobit or the ‘Hymn of the Pearl’ in the Acts of Thomas. 
Whereas all of these parallels are imperfect, nevertheless, they point out some-
thing Märchenhaftes (fairy tale-like) in the story. Fairy tale is still the best name 
for these short narratives with a straightforward plot that is based on the motif of 
wandering, in the course of which the hero deals with angels, demons, monsters, 
speaking animals, some dangerous, others helpful, and prevails in the trials and 
difficulties. Molinari, Acts of Peter and the Twelve, 83–92, suggests narratio 
fabulosa, quoting Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of Scipio (late 4th or 
early 5th century AD). Macrobius defines ‘fabulous narrative’ as a fable that ‘rests 
on a solid foundation of truth’. He describes a subcategory of fabulous narrative, 
where the plot involves ‘a decent and dignified conception of holy truth, with 
respectable events and characters, presented beneath a modest veil of allegory’. 
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Journey to the Nine Gates 

Let us summarise the contents of the book. Following some scattered 
words of the badly damaged beginning of the text3, we learn that the 
apostles were resolute to fulfil their ministry: 

And in our hearts, we were united4. We agreed to fulfil the ministry to 
which the Lord appointed us. And we made a covenant with each 
other. 

When the opportune moment (eykairia) comes from the Lord, they 
go down to the sea and find there a ship. The sailors are kind—as was 
ordained by the Lord—and they embark. After sailing a day and a 
night, a wind comes that takes them to a small city in the midst of the 
sea called Habitation (qvrQ)5. A man comes out of the city, ‘beautiful 
in his form and stature’, whose appearance is described in detail, and 
who cries out in the city, ‘Pearls, pearls!’ Peter greets him, and he 
identifies himself as a fellow stranger. He cries again, ‘Pearls, 
pearls!’—but the rich men of the city do not even recognise him be-
cause of their disdain. The poor, however, ask him to show them the 
pearls. The merchant invites them to his city, where he will not only 
show them pearls, but will also give pearls to them free. 

In a dialogue with Peter, the merchant identifies himself as Lith-
argoel, ‘the interpretation of which is, the light, gazelle-like stone’6. 

 
3. The upper part of the first eight pages (out of the total twelve) is damaged, 

thus the beginning of the narrative is also unclear. 
4. Acts of Peter and the Twelve 1.9–10. anR oyàht oyvt, ‘we were of the 

same mind’, cf. 1 Corinthians 1.10, ƒôå äc […] dí ô² ášô² íït êár dí ô† ášô† 
ãíþìw; see also Acts 2.44. 

5. The upper parts of all the pages (2–7) containing the episode in this city are 
damaged (see note 3 above), and ironically, the name of the city seems to have 
occurred precisely in those lost parts. Thus it actually appears nowhere in this 
account, only in a flashback at 10.3. Schenke, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 
416, argues that ‘behind the catch-words of the city names [Habitation, Nine 
Gates], or round about them, there stand all kinds of elements which are not in-
tended to yield any proper sense, and at any rate do not carry on the narrative at 
all’. These words, according to Schenke, belong to the names of the cities, giving 
complex names like ‘Be founded on endurance’. 

6. Acts of Peter and the Twelve 5.16–9. pvne Nqaàse etasivoy, ‘a gazelle-
like stone that is light’. Wilson and Parrott, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 214–
5, suggest that the name ‘Lithargoel’ was composed ad hoc of ëßèïò (‘stone’), 
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Then he describes the road to his city: ‘No man is able to go on that 
road, except one who has forsaken everything that he has and has 
fasted daily from stage to stage’7. On the road, there are black dogs, 
which kill people for their bread; robbers, who kill them for their 
garments; wolves, which kill them for water; lions, which eat them for 
the meat in their possession; and bulls, which devour them for the 
vegetables that they carry. Finally he tells the name of the city: ‘Nine 
gates’8. The apostles forsake everything and set out to Lithargoel’s 
city. They do not take garments with them, nor water, meat, or vege-
tables. Thus, they evade the robbers, wolves, lions, and bulls. As they 
sit down in front of the gate and talk, Lithargoel appears as a physi-
cian: ‘An unguent box9 was under his arm, and a young disciple was 
following him carrying a pouch full of medicine’ (8.16–9). The apos-
tles do not recognise him, but he identifies himself first as Lithargoel 
and then as Jesus himself. He gives them the unguent box and the 
pouch, and commands them, 

Go into the city from which you came, which is called Habitation. 
Continue in endurance as you teach all those who have believed in my 
name, because I have endured in hardships of the faith. I will give you 
your reward. To the poor of that city give what they need in order to 

 
Pñãüò (‘light’ or ‘quick’), and lae (‘divine being’); ‘gazelle-like’ refers to the eyes 
of the gazelle. Krause, ‘Petrusakten’, 51, translates ‘Gott der Perle’. According to 
Schenke, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 419, the figure may have existed as a 
Jewish angel, ‘something like a Jewish Asclepius’ (cf. 8.14–9 of the text). Moli-
nari, Acts of Peter and the Twelve, 135 suggests ‘the shining stone of God’. 

7. Acts of Peter and the Twelve 5.21–5. ‘Fasting daily from stage to stage’ 
(Rnhsteye Mmhne èin monh éa monh) may either designate a spiritual journey 
(of preparation), or an actual manner of travelling from monastery (ìïíÞ) to mon-
astery. 

8. Schenke, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 417, relates the subsequent words 
also to the name of the city, ‘In nine gates, let us praise him, mindful that the 
tenth is the chief gate’; cf. note 5 above. The gates probably represent subsequent 
heavens (idem, ‘Taten des Petrus’, 13). 

9. The word appears as nartos in 8.16, and as nardos in 9.30. Krause, ‘Pet-
rusakten’, 58, note 4, identified it with íÜñèçî. Note also the similarity to íÜñäïò, 
designating different sorts of ‘nard’, plants whose aromatic extracts were used in 
medicines, cf. Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 1160. The woman in the house of the 
leprous Simon, and Mary of Bethany both poured ointment of nard (ìýñïí 
íÜñäïõ) on Jesus’ head or feet, respectively (Mark 14.3, John 12.3). 
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live until I give them what is better, which I told you that I will give 
you for nothing (10.1–13). 

When Peter doubts how they could provide for the needs of the poor, 
Jesus answers that his name and the wisdom of God surpasses gold, 
silver and precious stones. He gives them the pouch (this is a repeti-
tion in the narrative, cf. above) and adds, ‘Heal all the sick of the city 
who believe in my name’10. Now Peter 

signalled to the one who was beside him, who was John: ‘You talk this 
time’. John answered and said, ‘Lord, before you we are afraid to say 
many words. But it is you who asks us to practice this skill. We have 
not been taught to be physicians. How then will we know how to heal 
bodies as you have told us?’ (11.3–13) 

Jesus answers, 
[T]he physicians of this world heal what belongs to the world. The 
physicians of souls, however, heal the heart. Heal the bodies, there-
fore, so that through the real powers of healing for their bodies, with-
out medicine of this world, they may believe in you, that you have 
power to heal the illnesses of the heart also […]. (11.16–26) 

Finally, Jesus warned the apostles against partiality to the rich in 
many churches, and ordered them not to dine in the houses of the rich, 
nor make friends with them, rather ‘judge them in uprightness’ (12.8–
9); and he ‘departed from them in peace’ (12.18–9). 

The Acts of Peter and the Twelve and Pachomian Monasticism11 

At the end of the text, the time of the apostles is suddenly blended 
with the present of the narrator. The contemporary reader may have 
had the feeling that he or she arrived from the past to the present, and 
also received a ready-made moral lesson as in an Aesopian tale: Jesus 
disapproves of the influence of the rich in the Church. This simple 

 
10. Acts of Peter and the Twelve 10.34–11.1. Cf. Acts 3.6, where Peter says to 

the lame man, ‘I have no silver or gold, but what I have I give you: in the name of 
Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up and walk’ (NRSV). 

11. In his recent monograph on the Acts of Peter and the Twelve, A.L. Moli-
nari interprets the text against the background of the Decian persecution (250 AD). 
This section attempts a different interpretation. Cf. note 40 below. 



 The Acts of Peter and the Twelve 159 

conclusion, in fact, captures much of the complicated symbolism of 
this short narrative. It seems as if the author had been aware of the 
difficulties of the interpretation of his text, and unwilling to leave the 
deciphering to chance, he laid down different possibilities within the 
text itself. For a more advanced interpretation, we can also turn to the 
text itself. After their arrival at ‘Nine gates’, Peter relates, 

We rested ourselves in front of the gate and we talked with each other 
about that which is not distraction of this world. Rather we continued 
in contemplation of the faith. As we discussed the robbers on the road, 
whom we evaded, behold Lithargoel, having changed, came out to us 
(8.6–15). 

First of all, let us note the pun in the Coptic: the same expression (èi 

àra), literally ‘take the face of ’12, is used both for ‘talk’ and ‘distrac-
tion’. In order to preserve the cohesion in English, one can translate 
‘we talked about what is not the talk of this world’. Rather, they con-
tinued in contemplation of faith, or literally, they ‘remained in an ex-
ercise of faith’13. This implies that the previous journey was already 
an exercise of faith itself, which the apostles now continue. The actual 
topic of their contemplation is nothing else than the dangers of the 
road. We learn that they ‘discuss’ (taoyo) the robbers, who, as we 
learned earlier, kill people for their costly garment. This is the first or 
second difficulty of the road14, a symbol that seems to subsume all the 
others. The costly garment of the world stands for possessions and 
bonds that prevent one from beginning the journey to the city. All the 
other dangers are connected to some sort of food (bread, water, meat, 
and vegetables), and the apostles’ travelling without them is most 
probably a reference to fasting. Let us remember that Lithargoel ex-
plicitly stated previously that fasting was a prerequisite to accomplish 

 
12. The verb èi, meaning ‘take’, is widely used to create composite phrases in 

Coptic. The prepersonal form (status pronominalis) àra can belong to two differ-
ent nouns, ào (‘face’) and àrooy (‘voice’), Layton, Coptic Grammar, 103. In 
12.4–5, èi ào exactly corresponds to the Greek ðñüóùðïí ëáìâÜíåéí in Luke 
20.21 and Galatians 2.6, ‘to show deference to someone’. 

13. Acts of Peter and the Twelve 8.10–11, nenmhn pe eymeleth Nte 

pnaàte. 
14. In 5.28–31, Lithargoel also speaks about the dogs who kill people for their 

bread, but they are not mentioned during the actual journey in 7.26–8.3. 
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the journey to the city15. The travel narrative is evidently understood 
here as a spiritual exercise. 

The apostles’ ‘talk’ further expresses that contemplation takes 
place in a community. These details, when we put them together, sug-
gest that the Sitz im Leben of the book is the life of a monastic com-
munity, rather than ‘wandering asceticism’16 or other individualist 
form of monastic life. Pachomius, the father of coenobite monasti-
cism, organised communities from the early 320s in Upper Egypt17. 
They had a uniform dress18. In contrast to other monastic liturgies that 
emerged in Egypt and in the West and put heavy emphasis on the 
singing of the Psalter, in the Pachomian community it was the reciting 
of Scriptures and reflecting on them that shaped daily life19. Such a 
meditation may be meant by the ‘exercise of the faith’ (perhaps better 
‘spiritual exercise’) of Peter and the twelve. A number of themes 
mentioned in Pachomius’ monastic Rules20 are discussed in a similar 
manner by the Acts of Peter and the Twelve. First, let us quote the rule 
describing how the newcomer should be admitted to the monastery: 
 

Rules 49 Acts of Peter and the Twelve 8.6–15 
When someone comes to the door of the 
monastery, wishing to renounce the world 
and be added to the number of the 
brothers, he shall not be free to enter. 
First, the father of the monastery shall 
be informed. He shall remain outside at 
the door a few days 

We rested ourselves in front of the 
gate 

and be taught the Lord’s prayer and as and we talked with each other about 

 
15. Cf. note 7 above. 
16. Schenke, ‘The Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 414. 
17. McGuckin, ‘Pachomius’, 985. The first monastery was formed gradually 

at the village Tabennesi; cf. Rousseau, Pachomius, 61–2. 
18. Pachomius, Rules 69 and 81, Jerome’s Preface 4, cf. note 20 below. The 

dress of the monks had a symbolic interpretation from early times, cf. Sozomen, 
Ecclesiastical History 3.14. 

19. Rousseau, Pachomius, 80–1. 
20. The Rules in their fullest form are known to us from the Latin translation 

by Jerome, edited by Boon, Pachomiana Latina 11–74. The English translation is 
adapted from Veilleaux, Pachomian Koinonia, vol 2, 139–95. The Rules in their 
present form characterise Pachomian monasticism of the fourth century, rather 
than the views of the founder himself. Cf. Rousseau, Pachomius, 48–53. 
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many psalms as he can learn. He shall 
tell his story carefully (diligenter sui ex-
perimentum dabit): has he done some-
thing wrong and, troubled by fear, sud-
denly run away? […] Can he renounce 
his parents and spurn his own posses-
sions? If they see that he is ready for 
everything, then he shall be taught of 
the rest of the monastic discipline. 

that which is not a distraction of this 
world. Rather we continued in con-
templation of the faith. As we dis-
cussed the robbers on the road, whom 
we evaded, 

Then they shall strip him of his secular 
clothes and garb him in the monastic 
habit. 

[the one who carries a costly garment 
of the world with him the robbers kill 
5.31–6.1] 

He shall be handed over to the porter so 
that at the time of prayer he may bring 
him before all the brothers. 

behold Lithargoel, having changed, 
came out to us. 

 
The parallels are impressive. Peter and the twelve rest themselves 
before the gates as the newcomer at the entrance of the monastery21. 
Just as the novice learns the Lord’s Prayer and Psalms, so the disci-
ples engage in a spiritual exercise. In the same manner that the novice 
examines his past and the way he came to the monastery, so the disci-
ples discuss the dangers of the road to the Nine Gates. While the 
novice examines if he can renounce the world, the disciples renounce 
the ‘distraction of this world’. As the novice is stripped of his secular 
cloth, the disciples had to come to the gates without a costly garment. 
Finally, in the same manner that the novice is handed over to the por-
ter, Lithargoel comes out to the gates to receive the disciples. 

Further, the ‘dangers of the road’ that the disciples had to avoid, 
can be understood as the breach of different monastic rules: 
 

Rules Acts of Peter and the Twelve 
As regards the small loaves given to the 
housemasters to be distributed to those 
who dedicate themselves to greater ab-
stinence and do not want to eat in 
common with the others, they must see 
to it that they give them to no one as a 
favour, not even to someone going 
away (79). If the brothers who are sent 

The one who carries bread with him 
on the road, the black dogs kill be-
cause of the bread (5.28–31). 

 
21. Cf. Acts of Philip 13.4; Acts of Barnabas 16–20. 
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out on business or are staying far away 
eat outside the monastery, the weekly 
server who accompanies them shall 
give them food but without making 
cooked dishes, 
and he shall himself distribute water as 
is done in the monastery. No one may 
get up to draw or drink water (64).  
No one shall […] carry jars full of wa-
ter […] until the housemaster says so 
(123). 

The one who carries water with him, 
the wolves kill because of the water 
(6.1–3). 

No one shall take vegetables from the 
garden unless he is given them by the 
gardener (71). [Fish broth (liquamen de 
piscibus) is consumed only by the ill 
(43–6).] 

The one who is anxious about meat 
and green vegetables, the lions eat be-
cause of the meat. If he evades the li-
ons, the bulls devour him because of 
the green vegetables (6.4–8). 

 
It is notable that the warnings in the Acts of Peter and the Twelve are 
uttered by Lithargoel. The text views the monastic rules as given by 
Jesus in a different shape. This is consistent with the legend that an 
angel gave the Rules to Pachomius on a bronze tablet22. Obedience to 
the Pachomian rules was a matter of salvation: ‘Whoever transgresses 
any of these commands shall, for his negligence and his contempt, do 
penance publicly without any delay so that he may be able to possess 
the kingdom of heaven’23. The city of Habitation could be readily un-
derstood by the Pachomian monks as the symbol of the monastery. In 
the Bohairic Life of Pachomius, Saint Antony says: ‘Then the path of 
the apostles was revealed on earth. This is the word our able Apa Pa-
chomius undertook. He became the refuge for everyone in danger 
from the one who has done evil from the beginning’24. 

Various features of the Acts of Peter and the Twelve can be inter-
preted against this background. First, it describes the novice’s arrival 
at the monastery, the renunciation of the world, and the life-saving 
power of the community rules. Second, Lithargoel’s giving precepts 
to the disciples is analogous to the angel’s bestowing the Rules to Pa-
chomius. It is also possible that Pachomius himself became identified 
 

22. Palladius, Lausiac History 32. 
23. Rules 144. 
24. Bohairic Life of Pachomius 127, trans. Veilleux, Pachomian Koinonia, 

vol 1, 23–295. 
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with Lithargoel25. Thirdly, on the figurative level, the text describes a 
spiritual journey among different dangers and temptations. It reflects 
the exercises and development of the monk who meditates over the 
dangers of the world and the polymorphy of Jesus. The animals 
threatening him on the road are tempting demons. Wolves, lions, and 
bulls all occur in the vivid description of the temptation of Saint An-
tony (c. 251–356) in his biography by Athanasius (295–373)26, and it 
is not unlikely that the Acts of Peter and the Twelve took the motif 
from traditions about Antony. It is remarkable that from the list of 
animals mentioned by Lithargoel (5.28–6.8), one is missing in the 
disciples’ account of the journey: ‘the black dogs’ do not appear in 
Antony’s temptation either. This change can attest the gradual as-
similation of the two traditions: Antony’s legend was probably well-
known in the monastic communities at the time of the final redaction 
of the Acts of Peter and the Twelve. 

The final dialogue between Jesus and the disciples also fits into 
the framework of monastic life. It comprises three major themes: Je-
sus’ sending the apostles to the poor (10.1–21), commission to heal 
them (10.22–11.26), and warning against the rich (11.26–12.16). 
When Jesus commands the apostles to serve the poor, Peter gives an 
answer that reflects the circumstances of monastic life: ‘Lord, you 
have taught us to forsake the world and everything in it. We have re-
nounced them for your sake. What we are concerned about [now] is 
the food for a single day. Where will we be able to find the needs that 
you ask us to provide for the poor?’ (10.15–21) Jesus (giving them a 
pouch of medicine) answers, ‘Heal the sick of the city who believe in 
my name’ (10.33–4). When John protests, saying that they are not 
trained as physicians, Jesus responds: 

Rightly have you spoken, John, for I know that the physicians of this 
world heal what belongs to the world. The physicians of the souls, 

 
25. Pachomius had visions, and regarded himself as a salient figure of salva-

tion history. Tradition made him the successor of prophets and apostles. Rous-
seau, Pachomius, 57–63. 

26. Life of Antony 9. The demons assumed the forms of lions, bears, leopards, 
bulls, serpents, asps, scorpions, and wolves (9.6). Pachomius himself is tempted 
by demons in the Bohairic Life of Pachomius 21, although not in the form of 
animals. On the questions of authorship and date of the Life of Antony, see Barte-
link, ‘Introduction’, 27–35. 
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however, heal the heart. Heal the bodies first, therefore, so that 
through the real powers of healing for their bodies, without medicine 
of this world, they may believe in you, that you have power to heal the 
illnesses of the heart also. (11.14–26) 

This passage can be understood again in the light of Pachomian tradi-
tion. It fits well into the programme of Pachomius, for whom the mo-
nastic community was an instrument of salvation27. Within that con-
text, we can understand the paradoxical ‘healing of the body without 
medicine of this world’. Ascetic life in the monastery transformed the 
body in order to achieve the salvation of the soul. Moreover, Pa-
chomius himself is reported to have performed many miraculous 
healings28. He also expounded his theory of healing to the brothers: 

Do not think that bodily healings are healings; but the real healings are 
the spiritual healings of the soul. So, if today a man who was blinded 
in his mind through idolatry is led to the way of the Lord, to the point 
of seeing plainly and acknowledging the Creator, is that not healing 
and salvation for the soul and for the body before the Lord at once and 
forever? And if someone else is dumb from lying, not speaking the 
truth, but his eyes are opened for him and he walks in righteousness, 
again is that not healing?29 

We can see that the subsequent levels of bodily and spiritual healing 
were present in Pachomian tradition similarly as in the Acts of Peter 
and the Twelve. Besides, the Rules attests the medical provisions for 
the sick of the monastery30, and Pachomius’ care for them is reported 
in his biographies31. Healing ‘the sick of the city who believe’ may re-
flect this other aspect of healing, the caring for the members of the 
monastic community. 

In the last section of the closing dialogue Jesus exhorts the apos-
tles to condemn the rich: 

Do not dine in their houses, nor be friends with them, lest their parti-
ality may influence you. For many in the churches have shown partial-
ity to the rich, because they also are sinful, and they gave occasion for 

 
27. Rousseau, Pachomius, 58. 
28. Bohairic Life of Pachomius, 41, 43–5. 
29. Bohairic Life of Pachomius, 41 
30. For example, Rules 40–6. 
31. Bohairic Life of Pachomius 48. 
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others to do [likewise]. But judge them with uprightness, so that your 
ministry may be glorified, and that my name also, may be glorified in 
the churches. (12.1–13) 

The ‘partiality of the rich’ that has to be avoided can be perfectly un-
derstood in the context of early hagiography, 

[which] gives the impression that the only care dogging these monks 
in their alternative, monastic world was eluding the visitations, solici-
tations, and flatteries constantly thrust on them by pursuing admirers32. 

However, the ideal picture drawn in these hagiographic texts has to be 
compared with contemporary social reality33. Monasteries were 
competing for patronage, and a great number of failed monks went 
begging in the cities, many of whom actually gained entry into 
houses. The middle part of our passage actually reflects the practice of 
competition for patronage (12.4–8): ‘For many in the churches have 
shown partiality to the rich, because they also are sinful, and they 
gave occasion for others to do [likewise]’. Note that in the warning, 
‘partiality’34 is supposed to be exercised by the rich, whereas the 
explanation makes it plain that the churches are guilty of doing it. As 
in the hagiographic text, proud theory (there illustrated with the ex-
ample of the famous ascetics) is contrasted with miserable practice. 
The conclusion of the Acts of Peter and the Twelve can be compared 
to the warning of Nilus of Ancyra (390–430) half a century later: 

If we remain tranquil in our monasteries preserving in prayer and 
psalms, and if we do not press upon the people of the world, then God 
will rouse those very people […] and compel them furnish our bodily 
needs gladly35. 

To the internal evidence of the text, we may add the widespread view 
that the Nag Hammadi codices themselves were manufactured and 
used in a Pachomian monastery36. If one looks at the history of the 
 

32. Caner, ‘Nilus of Ancyra’, 401. 
33. Caner, ‘Nilus of Ancyra’, 403–4. 
34. Coptic trewèi ào. Cf. Greek ðñüóùðïí ëáìâÜíåéí and note 12 above. 
35. Nilus of Ancyra, Ascetic Discourse 3.58, quoted by Caner, ‘Nilus of 

Ancyra’, 408. 
36. Wisse, ‘Gnosticism and Early Monasticism in Egypt’, passim; Goehring, 

‘New Frontiers’, 247–52; Pearson, ‘Nag Hammadi Codices’ 987; more cautiously 
Veilleux, ‘Monasticism’ 283. 
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community, one finds two possible periods when the Acts of Peter 
and the Twelve could be written. The first of them comprises the years 
from the founding of the first monastery around 32337 to Pachomius’ 
death in 346. The second period extends from Pachomius’ death to 
367, when Athanasius’ paschal letter certainly restricted the produc-
tion and use of heterodox literature38. If we assume that the figure of 
the Lithargoel in the Acts of Peter and the Twelve was seen as a sym-
bol of Pachomius, a date after the latter’s death is more likely. When 
Theodore assumed leadership of the community after an interim pe-
riod of disturbances, Pachomius’ figure was soon idealised to consoli-
date the institutional order of the monasteries39. 

Let us summarise the major points of this section. (1) The narra-
tive of the Acts of Peter and the Twelve can be understood as an alle-
gorical tale about the monks’ renunciation of the world. (2) The text 
handles some typical administrative issues of cenobite monasticism in 
a similar way as the Rules of Pachomius. (3) The Acts of Peter and 
the Twelve addresses the sociological conflicts of monasticism that 
also influenced early hagiographic literature. (4) The central character 
of the book might have been inspired by the figure of Pachomius that 
was surrounded by legendary tradition soon after his death. (5) Fi-
nally, the use of the text in the Pachomian monasteries fits into the 
larger theory of the production and use of the Nag Hammadi Codices 
in that milieu. In conclusion, several features of the Acts of Peter and 
the Twelve make it plausible that the final redaction of the book took 
place in Upper Egypt in a Pachomian monastery between 347 and 
36740. 

 
37. Veilleux, ‘Monasticism’, 273. 
38. Bohairic Life of Pachomius 189. Veilleux, ‘Monasticism’, 290–1, warns 

that the purge of the monasteries from heretic books, an idea repeatedly echoed 
by scholarship, has not been proven. 

39. Goehring, ‘New Frontiers’, 245–6; Rousseau, Pachomius, 45–8, 178–83. 
40. Molinari, Acts of Peter and the Twelve, 233, proceeding from different 

premises, also suggests Egypt as the place of the final redaction. He also suggests 
(p. 76) that its genre is ‘between a revelation dialogue and a church order’. How-
ever, he connects the text with the Decian persecutions, and therefore dates it to 
the second half of the third century. He suggests Alexandria, rather than Upper 
Egypt, as its place of origin. The two hypotheses perhaps can be combined (an 
earlier form of the text might have come into being under the circumstances that 
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Relation to the Other Apostolic Acts 

If this is true, our document was written about the same time in Egypt 
as the Acts of Philip in Asia Minor41. The parallels between the two 
books42, which we are going to discuss shortly below, can be ex-
plained with the help of a third text, which perhaps was identical with 
one of the sources of the Acts of Peter and the Twelve43. First, one 
may refer to the presence of animals in both narratives. Philip and his 
companions domesticate a leopard and a kid on the road, annihilate 
dragons, and charm snakes44. Dragons and snakes represent the evil, 
whereas the leopard and the kid probably symbolise the latter days as 
foretold by the prophets45. The animals of the Acts of Peter and the 
Twelve are demonic symbols, as we noticed above. Since animals 
play a role in many of the apostolic Acts46, we should not attribute too 
much importance to this coincidence. Further parallels between the 
two texts include the identification of Jesus as a physician, the giving 
of medicines to the apostles and their commission to heal people47. 

As we have just seen, in the Acts of Peter and the Twelve, Jesus 
appears as a physician in the figure of Lithargoel. In the Acts of 
Philip, all three motifs occur abundantly. In chapter 3, Philip prays, 
‘Physician of our inner man, strengthen also me with your wisdom’48. 

 
Molinari assumes), but this would require a careful re-examination of the whole 
text from a redaction-critical perspective. 

41. Cf. p. 136, note 1 above. 
42. Cf. Molinari, ‘Petrine Traditions’, 21–3. 
43. Molinari, Acts of Peter and the Twelve, 52, identifies three sources, repre-

sented in the following sections: story of the pearl merchant (1.1–9.1); the resur-
rection appearance (9.1–29); and the author’s theology (9.30–12.19). For earlier 
theories see ibidem, 20–31. 

44. Acts of Philip 8.16–21, 9.1–5, 13.1–3. 
45. Isaiah 11.6–7. (According to verse 8, also the vipers will be harmless.) In 

the temptation of Antony, the leopard also occurs as a demonic symbol (cf. note 
26 above). 

46. Cf. recently Matthews, ‘Animals’. 
47. In the New Testament, Jesus is called ‘physician’ only once (Luke 4.23). 

The motif appears as a topos with the apostolic fathers, and remains popular until 
Augustine. It probably relies on the image of Asclepius. Cf. Honecker, ‘Christus 
medicus’, 310–17. A command to heal people occurs in Matthew 10.1,8, and 
Luke 9.1 

48. Acts of Philip 3.4.20 (A). 
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In chapter 4, he heals Charitine, the daughter of Nicoclides, friend of 
the king. The girl says to her father, ‘Behold, last night I heard news 
about a foreign physician, who preaches about foreign medicines that 
are in his store. He is the only one who can heal me’. When Nico-
clides asks Philip if he is the doctor, he answers, ‘Jesus is my physi-
cian, the healer of hidden and visible [illnesses]’. Later he encourages 
Charitine, ‘Do not be afraid, girl, the medicines of my physician are 
going to heal you’. When the girl is healed, she confesses, ‘I worship 
the physician who is in you’49. 

The theme returns in the commission episode of chapter 8. Jesus 
himself encourages Philip, ‘I will put medicines on your wounds, and 
take them [and put them] on your hurts, and I will be your good phy-
sician’50. When they meet the leopard that attacked the kid, Philip 
says to Bartholomew, ‘Let us go and see him who was smitten and 
healed, and who healed the smiter’51. 

In chapter 13, Philip and his companions arrive at Opheorymos 
and establish themselves in an abandoned medical dispensary: 

Entering into the village, the apostles found a dispensary in the vicin-
ity, which was vacant and none of whose physicians was there. Philip 
said to Miriam: ‘Here our Saviour has preceded us and has prepared 
for us this spiritual dispensary. Let us occupy it and find rest, because 
we are exhausted from the exertion of the road’. To Bartholomew, he 
said: ‘Where is the unguent box (íÜñèçî) that the Saviour gave to us 
on that occasion when we were in Galilee? Let us set up practice in 
this dispensary and attend to the sick until we see what purpose the 
Saviour sets for us’52. 

 
49. Acts of Philip 4.4–5 (V). 
50. Acts of Philip 8.6.12–3 (G). 
51. Acts of Philip 8.18 (V), näùìåí ô’í ðåðëçãìÝíïí káèÝíôá êár èåñáðåýïíôá 

ô’í ðëÞîáíôá (trans. Elliott, Apocryphal New Testament 516, adapted). This may 
contain a reference to Jesus, who was wounded (and killed), but God healed him 
and he became the healer of those who crucified him. 

52. Acts of Philip 13.4, trans. Molinari, ‘Petrine Traditions’, 21 (my italics). 
Molinari, op.cit., 23, suggests that the Acts of Philip drew on the Acts of Peter 
and the Twelve 9.1–11.26. 
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In chapter 14, the blind Stachys says to his sons53, ‘There are people 
sitting at the gate, and I heard that they said, “let us settle in this dis-
pensary, and heal every suffering and every illness”’ (14.1.10–1). 
Stachys entreats Philip, ‘I beseech you, man of God, cure me from 
this suffering’. He relates his vision of a young man with three faces 
(child, woman, old man); the woman put a lamp to his eyes, and they 
were filled with light. He has seen the vision three times, and inter-
prets it as a vision of God, ‘I believe that God is the one who revealed 
himself to me’ (14.4). 

Although references to Jesus as a physician are widespread in 
Early Christianity, yet the medicines of Jesus and the apostles, healing 
as the task of the apostles, and especially the unguent box that Jesus 
gave them, are so close to the Acts of Philip that a literary connection 
between the two texts becomes likely. It seems that what Jesus com-
missions the apostles to at the end of the Acts of Peter and the Twelve, 
they fulfil precisely in the Acts of Philip. Whereas the Acts of Peter 
and the Twelve ends where the apostles are supposed to begin healing 
the people, in the Acts of Philip an explicit commission to heal is 
missing. 

There is also a reminiscence of Johannine traditions at least at 
one point in the Acts of Peter and the Twelve. In the final encounter 
with Jesus (Lithargoel), Peter, who was afraid to ask him any more, 
urges John to speak for him. The critical words are ‘He signalled to 
the one who was beside him, who was John’ (11.3–4). The scene can 
be compared to the Gospel of John, where during the Last Supper 

one of his disciples—the one whom Jesus loved—was reclining next 
to him; Simon Peter therefore motioned to him to ask Jesus of whom 
he was speaking. So while reclining next to Jesus, he asked him, 
‘Lord, who is it?’54 

The two texts are even closer to each other, if we revise the transla-
tion ‘beside him’ as ‘on his bosom’55, ‘he’ referring to Jesus rather 

 
53. Note the parallels between the whole Stachys episode and Tobit’s blind-

ness and healing in the Book of Tobit. 
54. John 13.23–5. 
55. Acts of Peter and the Twelve 11.3–5. etàitoyvw ete çvàannhs literally 

means ‘the one who was on his breast, who is John’. However, the idiom is not 
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than Peter. Apart from the question whether we interpret this clause as 
an echo of the Gospel of John56, the text evidently suggests that John 
was in a con fidential relation with Jesus and could ask him things that 
others could not. Mary or Mariamne plays the same role in the Acts of 
Philip and other texts. This is a special variation of the ‘helper’ func-
tion in the commission narratives, which we may label as the ‘confi-
dential’. This function can be filled by different figures who have 
attributes in tradition that make them fitting for this role, as Mary 
Magdalene or John. 

Another feature that connects the Acts of Peter and the Twelve 
with the Acts of John (as well as with the Acts of Thomas) is the pres-
ence of polymorphy. Here polymorphy is presented as metamorpho-
sis, the subsequent appearance of Jesus in various forms. The subse-
quent appearances are related to different stages of the disciples’ 
journey, and the disciples do not recognise Jesus until they arrive at 
their destination. The spiritual journey described in the text leads to a 
true vision of Jesus. From this perspective, the commission of Peter 
and the twelve is similar to the commission of John in the Acts of 
John 88–105 and 113. Both describe the ascent of the soul, in which 
encounters with the polymorphous Jesus play a central role. 

Conclusions 

Various references suggest that the Acts of Peter and the Twelve was 
written in a Pachomian monastery between 347 and 367. Most of its 
symbolic motifs are rooted in that monastic milieu. In addition to that, 
one of its sources had contacts with the tradition of the Acts of Philip, 
and it also incorporated the motif of John as a mediator between Jesus 
and the disciples. Its plot is quite different from the story line of the 
other apostolic Acts. It is not biographical in the sense as the other 
apostolic Acts: it does not contain miracles, teachings, and legendary 
details from the life of an apostle. Instead, it contains one long com-
mission narrative, describing a journey through the stages of contem-
plative ascetic life. It is not a biography, but rather a biographical 
 
normally used in the literal sense, cf. Wilson and Parrott, ‘Acts of Peter and the 
Twelve’, 227 note; Crum, Dictionary, 444b. 

56. Cf. Acts of John 89. 



 The Acts of Peter and the Twelve 171 

program, an abstract model for imitation. In its present form, it does 
not seem an introduction to a longer text, but rather a self-contained 
allegorical tale about divine call to an ascetic and spiritual life. 



 

8. The Commission of John Mark in the 
Acts of Barnabas 

The Acts of Barnabas is one of the ‘later’ apostolic Acts, and it has 
received little attention in modern research1. Lipsius and De Santos 
Otero found the Sitz im Leben of the text to be the church-political 
milieu of Cyprus in the fifth century. According to this interpretation, 
the book was intended as a proof of the ‘apostolicity’ of the Church of 
Cyprus, supporting its efforts to gain institutional independence from 
the patriarchate of Antioch, the main issue being the right to conse-
crate its own bishops2. While the canonical Acts mentions Barnabas’ 
Cypriote birth and his missions there3, the Acts of Barnabas adds the 
founding of churches, the consecration of bishops, and also locates 
the apostle’s grave on Cyprus, the latter being at that time a criterion 
of ‘apostolicity’. 

 
1. The text was published by Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/2, 292–302. I 

adapt the translation by Walker, Apocryphal Acts, 293–300. For other modern 
translations, see Elliott, Apocryphal New Testament, 524, to which add Kollmann, 
Joseph Barnabas, 76–82. The only thorough discussion remains Lipsius, ‘Acten 
des Barnabas’, also dealing with the Milanese legend of Barnabas and the 
Encomium by Alexander the Monk. On the textual tradition see idem, Acta 
apostolorum apocrypha, vol 2/1, xxvii–viii. Kollmann, Joseph Barnabas, 66–68 
and De Santos Otero, ‘Acta Barnabae’ are short introductions. Also Walker, 
Apocryphal Gospels, xv, James, Apocryphal New Testament, 470 and Elliott, 
Apocryphal New Testament, 523–4 give a brief note each. 

2. The independence of the Church of Cyprus was declared first by the Coun-
cil of Ephesus in 431 and later confirmed by the emperor Zeno in 474–5 (De San-
tos Otero, ‘Acta Barnabae’, 465) or 485–8 (Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 297). 
Zeno reigned from 474–491. On the whole political debate see Hackett, Church 
of Cyprus, 13–32. Thurston, ‘Christian Cyprus’ is forthcoming in ANRW II.24. 

3. Acts 4.36, 13.4–12 and 15.39. 
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The Story 

Before going into more details, it is worth summing up the plot. The 
book is titled ‘The Travels and the Martyrdom of the Holy Apostle 
Barnabas’. The first two chapters contain a preface by the inscribed 
author ‘John’ (in chapter 3 identified as John Mark), who will narrate 
the whole story in first person. In the next two chapters John Mark 
and Barnabas are sent out by visions on their missionary journeys. In 
chapter 5 the story assumes the ‘itinerary style’ of the canonical Acts 
and the Acts of Paul4: 

After I was instructed in these things by him, we remained in Iconium 
for many days. […] From there, we came to Seleucia, and after stay-
ing three days sailed away to Cyprus. […] Setting sail from Cyprus we 
landed in Perge of Pamphylia. Then I stayed there about two months, 
wishing to sail to the regions of the West, but the Holy Spirit did not 
allow me. Turning back, therefore, I again sought the apostles, and on 
learning that they were in Antioch, I went to them5. 

Chapters 6 to 10 contain an elaborated version of the controversy 
between Barnabas and Paul reported in Acts 15.36–41. John Mark 
entreats Paul for his departure in Pamphylia. In two visions Paul is 
warned to let Barnabas go to Cyprus, and himself instructed to travel 
to Jerusalem. 

The narrative here reassumes the ‘itinerary style’. The major dif-
ference to chapter 5 is that the itinerary described here is not known 
from the canonical Acts (or the Acts of Paul). The rest of the book can 
be seen as an extension of Acts 15.39: ‘Barnabas, taking Mark with 
himself, sailed away for Cyprus’. They want to cross to Cyprus from 

 
4. The ‘itinerary style’ (a special form of travel account in the first person) 

probably had its roots in the Odyssey, and became a standard form followed by 
many Greek authors: Odyssey 14.244–58; Lucian, True Story 1.6; Pseudo-Lucian, 
Ass 36–41; Achilles Tatius, Leucippe and Clitophon 3.1–5, etc. Reports of 
military expeditions and accounts of sea storms often assume a similar style. Cf. 
Norden, Agnostos theos, 313–27; Pokorný, ‘Romfahrt des Paulus’, 234–8; 
Robbins, ‘By Land and by Sea’, 217–28; Pervo, Profit with Delight, 57. 

5. The itinerary of Acts 13 (esp. verses 4 and 13) is followed here, except that 
in Acts Iconium comes much later (14.1–6). One should note, however, that the 
itinerary of the Acts of Paul and Thecla begins precisely in Iconium; cf. note 41 
below. 
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Laodicea, but because of the unfavourable wind they visit first locali-
ties in Isauria and Cilicia. On the island of Pithyusa they are enter-
tained by the pious Euphemus (ch. 11), and in Anemurion they con-
vert and baptise two Greeks (chs. 12–3)6. 

One of the Greeks, Stephanus by name, wants to follow them, but 
Barnabas does not allow him to come. They manage to cross to 
Crommautica on Cyprus by night (ch. 14), and put up with Timon and 
Ariston, who are temple servants. Timon falls ill and Barnabas cures 
him by laying his hands upon him. He also cured many others in the 
regions where they proceeded by laying upon them ‘the wisdom 
(ìáèÞìáôá) he received from Matthew, a book of God’s voice, a text 
about miracles and teachings’7. 

In chapter 16 Barnabas and Mark are not allowed to enter the city 
of Lapithus because there is an idolatrous feast (åkäùëïìáíßá) in the 
theatre. Thus, they rest a little at the city gates, and this will be a re-
current motif in the narrative8. Timon, the temple servant healed by 
Barnabas in Crommautica, joins them here. Through the mountains 
they arrive at Lampadistus9. This is Timon’s place of origin, and they 
are entertained here by Heraclius (or Heraclides) whom earlier 
Barnabas converted and baptised in Citium. They appoint him as a 
‘bishop of Cyprus’ (ch. 17) and plant a church at Tamasus. 

 
6. For the localities on the itinerary see Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 288ff. 

For GÅëëçí meaning ‘pagan’ see note 11 below. 
7. We do not quite see the point in the complicated identification of Barnabas’ 

book, evidently meant to be a copy of the Gospel of Matthew: in ch. 22 it is called 
ô’ åšáããÝëéïí, in ch. 24 again ìáèÞìáôá. In the Acts of Andrew (Gregory of 
Tours, Epitome 23), when Trophima is condemned to prostitution she protects 
herself by putting a copy of the Gospel (euangelium quod secum habebat) on her 
breast (cf. p. 128, note 53 above). For books with magical power in antiquity, see 
Speyer, ‘Das Buch’; for books as relics, see Vezin, ‘Les Livres’. In patristic 
Greek ìÜèçìá often means Scripture or Gospel (Lampe, Lexicon, 819, s.v. B4), 
here it might be a pun with Ìáôèásïò (as A. Hilhorst suggests to me). Why 
Barnabas and John Mark sailed to Cyprus by night also remains unexplained. On 
the temple servants (John Mark fulfilled a similar post, ›ðçñÝôçò ôï™ Pñ÷éåñÝùò 
ôï™ Äéüò, before his conversion) we will come back later in this Chapter. 

8. Cf. Acts of Barnabas 16–20; Acts of Philip 13.4; Acts of Peter and the 
Twelve 8.6–7. 

9. This place remains unknown also for Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 288, 
note 2. 
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In Palaia Paphus (ch. 18) Rhodon, another temple servant, is 
converted and joins them. At this point ‘some Jew called Bariesus 
coming from Paphus’ appears, who recognises Barnabas as the earlier 
companion of Paul. He is of course Bar-Jesus or Elymas, known from 
Acts 13 as the ‘magician’ and ‘false prophet’ from Paphus. He will be 
the negative protagonist in the narrative, the arch-enemy of Barnabas 
(much like Simon is Peter’s rival in Rome in the Acts of Peter) who 
stirs up the Jews against Barnabas at all places on Cyprus. Thus, they 
cannot enter Paphus and proceed to Curium. 

Near Curium (ch. 19), Barnabas and his companions find a cer-
tain äñüìïò, which can mean either an event (race) or an object 
(course), and has the adjective ‘abominable’ (ìéåñüò10). There are na-
ked men and women, and ‘lots of deception and error’ (ðïëëx PðÜôç 
êár ðëÜíç. Barnabas turns around to rebuke the place and the ‘West-
ern part’ collapses. Many people are wounded and killed, but a few 
manage to escape to the nearby temple of Apollo. At Curium Bariesus 
turns up with a ‘great multitude of Jews’, and Barnabas with his team 
have to lodge under a tree outside the city. 

In a village, they meet Aristoclianus (ch. 20), who was conse-
crated bishop by Paul and Barnabas. He entertains the missionaries in 
a cave where he lives in the mountains11. In Amathus they find a 
multitude of indecent (Tóåìíïò) men and women who are pouring 
libations in a temple on the mountain12. Bariesus finds them also here, 
and turns the Jewish population against them. Thus, Barnabas and his 

 
10. A late spelling for ìéáñüò. 
11. This seems to be a strange residence for a bishop. Aristoclianus could be a 

hermit, but his task was explicitly that of a missionary: he was sent back to his 
village ‘because of the many pagans (GÅëëçíåò, cf. Lampe, Lexicon, 451b) who 
lived there’. The scene can also be a reminiscence of the persecutions, the first of 
which (immediately after the martyrdom of Barnabas) is reported by Alexander 
the Monk, Encomium 550–553 (cf. note 27 below). The episode can be perhaps 
better understood in connection with the next scene (see below). 

12. It is quite possible that pagan rites occurred in the rural areas and hidden 
places still at the time of the Acts of Barnabas (cf. also chs. 18, 21, 22). This 
makes also the situation of a ‘bishop’ like Aristoclianus understandable: ‘A 
village might be formally catechized by a resident monk, followed by a presbyter 
who recited the Christian liturgy at a local chapel. Some baptisms might occur, 
but the populace would summon the aid of the traditional deities in their daily 
concerns […]’ (Trombley, Hellenic Religion, vol 1, 148). 
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group cannot enter the city. But an eighty year old widow who does 
not worship the idols takes them into her house for an hour. They 
shake the dust off their feet against the pagan temple13. 

In Citium (ch. 21) they find ‘much uproar’ in the hippodrome, 
and no one receives them. They shake the dust off their feet and rest 
at the gates next to the aqueduct. Near to Salamis (ch. 22) there is a 
religious festival again. They find here Heraclides and educate him 
how to preach the gospel, how to found churches and install officials 
to them.  

Arriving at the city of Salamis, they go to a synagogue ‘near to 
the so called Biblia’14 and Barnabas teaches from the Gospel which he 
received from Matthew. This is the spot of Barnabas’ martyrdom. 
Bariesus appears (ch. 23) and stirs up the Jews who take hold of Bar-
nabas and try to deliver him up to Hypatus (his name itself meaning 
‘consul’), the governor of Salamis15. When the pious Iebusaius (or 
Eusebius), kinsman of Nero, arrives on the island, the Jews take ac-
tion themselves, drag Barnabas by his neck to the hippodrome and 
burn him ‘so that even his bones became dust’. They wrap up the 
ashes in lead and plan to throw it into the sea. 

John Mark, however, together with Timon and Rhodon, stole the 
ashes in the night, and buried them together with the book from Mat-
thew at a hidden place. It was the fourth hour of the night on the sec-
ond day of the week. From the rest of the book (chs. 25–6) we learn 
how John Mark and his companions managed to escape from the 
Jews, spending three days in a cave, and finally sailing over to Alex-
andria. John there continues teaching the brothers ‘of everything that 
he learned from the apostles of Christ’, the ones from whom he also 
received the name Mark from baptism. The text is rounded off by a 
doxology. 

 
13. Cf. Matthew 10.14; Mark 6.11; Acts 13.51, 18.6. 
14. Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/2, 301, lines 15–6, åkò ôxí óõíáãùãxí 

ôxí ðëçóßïí ôyò dðéëåãïõìÝíçò Âéâëßáò (or Âõâëßáò). Lipsius did not identify this 
place. Is ‘Biblia’ perhaps an epithet of the synagogue (although this makes the 
grammatical structure clumsy)? Cf. Acts 6.9, dê ôyò óõíáãùãyò ôyò ëåãïìÝíçò ô§í 
Pð’ Êéëéêßáò êôë. 

15. Either the name must be corrected to ‘Hypatios’ (supported by the 
Parisian Codex) or the word ½ãåìþí understood as a gloss, cf. Lipsius, ‘Acten des 
Barnabas’, 284, note 1. 
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Political Themes 

Evaluations of the Acts of Barnabas (the few we have) are mainly 
interested in the church-historical setting of the book. Walker is close 
to classifying it as a reliable historical document: ‘[T]his work has 
more air of truth about it than any of the others [i.e., other Acts]. 
There is not much extravagance in the details, and the geography is 
correct, showing that the writer knew Cyprus well’16. If one feels an 
‘air of truth’ in the book, it is due, in our view, to two components. 
One is the feature emphasised also by Lipsius, namely, the accurate 
geography. This indicates the presence of Cypriote local traditions in 
the text and the pen of a local patriot as the editor of the book. Fur-
ther, the Acts of Barnabas imitates the style of the canonical Acts 
better than any of the other apocryphal Acts. This is mainly achieved 
by the rather schematic use of the itinerary style, references to names 
and events in the Lucan Acts, and the use of a prologue (also men-
tioning Jesus’ incarnation, words and deeds). It cannot be said, how-
ever, that this book is less ‘extravagant’ as far as the miraculous ele-
ments are concerned. Barnabas’ conspicuous ‘rebuking’ of the 
‘abominable race’ (ch. 19), for example, turns into a massacre that is 
unparalleled in the other Acts (see below). 

True enough, we know more about the immediate historical cir-
cumstances of the genesis of these Acts than is usual with other 
examples of the genre. In addition to the documents about the church-
political conflicts with Antioch and the declarations of the independ-
ence of the Cypriote church in the fifth century (see note 2 above), 
there are also reports on the finding of Barnabas’ tomb on the island. 
Three sources from the sixth century write about the finding of 
Barnabas’ tomb under the emperor Zeno, the location of which had 
earlier became unknown because of the persecutions17. The major 
difference is, however, that they all know about the finding of the 
whole corpse (rather than of ashes), with the Gospel of Matthew on its 
 

16. Walker, Apocryphal Gospels, Acts, xv. 
17. Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 291–2. Alexander the Monk writes in his 

Encomium of Barnabas 550–554: dãÝíåôï äc dí dêåßív ô² êáéñ² äéùãì’ò ìÝãáò 
[…] êár ðÜíôåò äéåóðÜñçóáí Tëëïò Pëëá÷ï™ · êár ëïéð’í Tãíùôïí ãÝãïíå ô’ 
ìíyìá ôï™ Qãßïõ Pðïóôüëïõ ÂáñíÜâá. Lipsius discusses the Encomium in detail 
on pages 298–304. 
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breast. Since it makes no sense writing about the ashes when the 
whole body is thought to be found, the earliest of these sources helps 
us to set the latest date for the writing of the Acts of Barnabas. This 
date then will be 527, when the church-historian Theodorus Lector 
(reporting on the finding) died. The earliest date of writing for our text 
can be inferred from an indirect argument: in the records of the Ephe-
sian council of 431, whose decreta confirmed the position of Cyprus, 
the Cypriotes do not mention Barnabas at all. 

Knowledge about the church-political background may certainly 
help us to interpret some details of the narrative. First of all, in chap-
ters 6 to 10 the necessity of a second ministry on Cyprus is argued for 
in length. The original plan of the apostles is to begin their second 
missionary journey in the East and then visit Cyprus (ch. 7). But 
Barnabas repeatedly entreats Paul to go first to Cyprus and visit ‘his 
own ones in his village’ (while Lucius wants to visit his own city 
Cyrene)18: 

When they finished teaching in Antioch, they gathered on the first day 
of the week and decided to set out for the places of the East, and then 
go to Cyprus, and oversee all the churches in which they had spoken 
the word of God. But Barnabas entreated Paul to go first to Cyprus and 
oversee his own ones in his village. 

Paul, however, saw a vision in [his] sleep that he should hasten to Je-
rusalem because the brothers expected him there. But Barnabas asked 
that they would to go to Cyprus and spend the winter there, and then 
go to Jerusalem for the feast. 

[Barnabas said,] ‘Since it has thus seemed good to you, Father Paul, 
pray for me that my labour would become worthy of praise. […] For I 
go to Cyprus and hasten to be made perfect’. 

Paul said to him, ‘The Lord stood by me also this night, saying, “Do 
not force Barnabas not to go to Cyprus, for there it has been prepared 
for him to enlighten many”’. 

 
18. Lucius of Cyrene appears in Acts 13.1 as a disciple in Antioch. That he 

accompanied Paul and Barnabas already on their first missionary journey is 
maintained, for example, by Ephrem Syrus, Commentary on Acts, 416, where he 
calls him the evangelist Luke (and John Mark the author of the first Gospel); cf. 
Czachesz, ‘Acts of Paul’, 118. 
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None of these sentences appear in any of the other Acts, and all of 
them emphasise the importance and divine necessity of Barnabas’s 
second ministry on Cyprus. The conflict, which in the canonical Acts 
is referred only in a passing remark, becomes an elaborated debate 
here. The ministry on Cyprus is not even an issue in Acts 15.36–40, 
where Mark is the only cause of the dissent. In the Acts of Barnabas, 
however, it is supported by several arguments. First, it is Barnabas’ 
personal will. His loyalty toward his homeland is emphasised. Fur-
ther, he regards the island as the place where he has ‘to be made per-
fect’; that is, the place of his future martyrdom19. Finally, the most 
significant argument is Paul’s vision where he is instructed to support 
Barnabas’ plans because they fulfil divine dispensation. 

Another theme of major political interest is the establishing of 
churches and clergy on Cyprus. We learn about the consecration of 
two bishops: Heraclides is consecrated ‘bishop of Cyprus’ by Barna-
bas in Tamasus (ch. 17). Aristoclianus, in turn, was consecrated by 
Paul and Barnabas (ch. 20). The two of them had been considered in 
local tradition as the first bishops on the island20. Moreover, the itiner-
ary of the narrative touches all the episcopal seats of Cyprus: Lapi-
thus, Tamasus, Curium, Citium, and Salamis21. Barnabas and his team 
also plant a church at Tamasus (ch. 17). It is even more remarkable 
that they teach bishop Heraclides the know-how of church administra-
tion: 

When we found there [in Salamis] Heraclides again, we taught him 
how to proclaim the gospel of God, and establish churches and minis-
ters in them22. 

This shows Heraclides a clergyman of similar importance as Titus or 
Timothy, who are instructed about the administration of churches by 
 

19. Cf. Lampe, Lexicon, 1383b, s.v. ôåëåéüù 8. 
20. Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 286 and 289, without specifying his 

sources. 
21. Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 290: ‘The itinerary is planned with the 

purpose that Barnabas may travel through all parts of the island, both on the coast 
and inland. […] Meanwhile he touches all the places that were later to become an 
episcopal see: Lapithus, Tamasus, Curium, Citium, and Salamis’. 

22. Chapter 22: å›ñüíôåò äc êPêås ðÜëéí FÇñáêëåßäçí, däéäÜîáìåí ášô’í ð§ò 
êçñýóóåéí ô’ ôï™ èåï™ åšáããÝëéïí êár êáèéóôÜíáé dêêëçóßáò êár ëåéôïõñãï˜ò dí 
ášôásò. 
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Paul in the canonical epistles bearing their names. The Acts of 
Barnabas thus demonstrates that the Cypriote church came to being 
through the hands of the apostle Barnabas—he ordained its first bish-
ops, founded or supervised all of its important congregations, and laid 
down its institutional frameworks23. 

The last theme of political importance to be mentioned is the 
martyrdom and the grave of the apostle. The possession of the re-
mains of the apostle was regarded just as important in the contempo-
rary political debate as the founding of the church by the apostle24. It 
is therefore all the more surprising that the text does not seem to pro-
vide sufficient certainty at this point. 

Let us examine briefly four crucial issues: The narration of the 
martyrdom, the remains of the apostle, their placement, and the pre-
cious manuscript. (1) The narration of the martyrdom (ch. 23) is 
strikingly terse. Within a few lines Barnabas is lynched by the ‘Jews’. 
Superficial references are made to a governor and a pious relative of 
Nero. There is no process, no imprisonment, no farewell address to 
the brothers or revelational sermon in the minutes of death, which all 
seem to have been obligatory topoi of the apostolic martyrdom texts. 

(2) The apostle is dragged by the neck from the synagogue to the 
hippodrome and then burned on a pyre. The ashes are then put into 
linen and closed into lead. Does this (dí ìïëßâäv PóöáëéóÜìåíïé) 
mean that they put them into a vessel that was made of lead, or rather 
that they cast lead around it?25 In either case, such a relic provides 
little clue for identification. This makes sense, of course, if there is a 
similar thing at hand (not too difficult even to forge), of which it has 
to be proven that it is identical with the vessel containing the remains 
of the apostle. All the documents from Cyprus, however, talk about 
the full body of the apostle, the location of which was forgotten and 
then newly found26. 

 
23. The motif has its precedent in Acts 14.23, which reports that Paul and 

Barnabas ‘appointed elders in each church’. Cf. Acts of Titus 4 and 8. 
24. De Santos Otero, ‘Acta Barnabae’, 465. 
25. Casting lead around the remains may have had the purpose of preventing 

resurrection, as J.N. Bremmer suggests to me. 
26. Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 291–292. The church of Milan, however, 

claimed precisely the possession of the ashes, ibidem, 295. 
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(3) The place of the burial by John Mark and his companions is 
identified ambiguously (ch. 24). ‘Where the Jebusites lived’ might 
identify the cave, as well as the area in general. The mentioning of ‘a 
certain place’ and ‘a cave’ (without article) in the Greek seems to 
support the latter reading27. We also read that they bury the remains 
‘in a hidden place’. In the possession of a concrete finding, one could 
have given a precise description of the place. The time of the burial is 
indicated by the exact hour, and in view of the competence of the au-
thor in local geography, we would expect a similar precision also at 
the description of the place28. 

(4) The last issue related to the martyrdom is the placement of the 
precious manuscript into the tomb. In the later documents it is found 
on the breast of the apostle, and told to be a copy made by him of the 
Gospel of Matthew. This confirms the claim that the corpse is that of 
Barnabas. If the text is an autographon, however, it is certainly more 
precious, and even lends higher authority to the teaching of Barnabas, 
but counts less as a piece of evidence for the identity of the ashes. 

The above four points, although they do not exclude the possibil-
ity, certainly make it less evident that the text was written to prove the 
identity of a concrete relic29. Although the knowledge of the church-
political events of the period is useful for the interpretation of the text, 
it cannot be connected with certainty to any of the related historical 
events or documents. Especially when looking at the proportions of 
the narrative, one can see that the problem of the apostle’s death and 
remains is not the major concern of the author. The idea of a (politi-
cal) tendency in early Christian texts, so typical for Lipsius’ genera-
tion30, sheds light only on a narrow segment of the narrative. In the 

 
27. Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 284, note 2, quotes a Latin translation 

which supports the first possibility: collocavi in cripta, quae olim fuerat habitatio 
Jebuseorum (placed them into the vault where earlier the Jebusites lived). The 
whole island was believed, however, to have been colonised by the tribe of the 
Jebusites after they had been driven out by King David from Palestine (Walker, 
Apocryphal Gospels, Acts, 299, note 2). 

28. Alexander the Monk, Encomium of Barnabas 547–549, informs us, for 
example, that the cave was ‘five stadia away from the city’. 

29. As Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 297, argues. 
30. For an overview of nineteenth century Tendenzkritik in the interpretation 

of the Lucan Acts, see Haenchen, Apostelgeschichte, 14–22. 
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final part of this chapter, we will attempt to read the text from another 
perspective, one that also better fits the purpose of our recent study. 

The Commission of John Mark 

In the second half of this chapter we will read the Acts of Barnabas 
from the point of view of John Mark, the inscribed author of the text, 
who also narrates the story in the first person. As Lipsius already re-
marked, there is relatively little told about Barnabas’ actual ‘deeds’ in 
this book31. Although the death and burial of the apostle forms be-
yond doubt an important concern of the author, we found in the previ-
ous section that it hardly provides the key for the interpretation of the 
whole text32. One has to notice that much of the narrative is focused 
on the person of the inscribed author John Mark. Not only is the 
whole book written from his narrative perspective, but also chapters 
1–6 with chapters 24–26 contain a frame where he is the protagonist. 
John Mark speaks here in the first person singular, and this frame con-
stitutes roughly a third of the whole text33. His figure is rather in the 
centre of the controversy between Barnabas and Paul (chs. 7–10). In 
the rest of the book, most of the events are told in the plural ‘we’, in-
cluding the founding of churches, consecration of bishops (ch. 17), 
and instruction of local leaders (ch. 22). 

It is logical to suggest that a certain version of the Acts of Mark 
served as a source for the Acts of Barnabas. That hypothetical version 
seems to be lost. The longer Acts of Mark is most probably dependent 
on the Acts of Barnabas34, and the shorter Martyrdom of Mark which 

 
31. Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 286. He identifies the recurring theme of 

Bariesus’ stirring up the Jews against Barnabas (an echo of Acts 13.6–12) as the 
basis of the missionary story on Cyprus, and calls the report on the rest of 
Barnabas’ deeds ‘extremely scanty’ (ausserordentlich dürftig). 

32. Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 287, finds that the ‘remarkable connection’ 
between Barnabas and the Gospel of Matthew and the ‘closer identification’ of his 
manner of death and place of burial form the ‘really characteristic content’ of the 
narrative. 

33. In Bonnet’s edition, 80 lines out of 253. 
34. Halkin, ‘Actes inédits de Saint Marc’, 345. Cf. the observations on the fig-

ures of Mark and Barnabas below. 
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predates the Acts of Barnabas35 basically agrees with it only in that 
Mark was in Alexandria36. We have to notice that in most of the pas-
sages related to John Mark in our text, the figure of Barnabas is also 
presupposed. One could perhaps speak about the ‘Acts of Barnabas 
and John Mark’. If we now concentrate on those parts of the narrative 
which are centred around the figure of John Mark, we can easily no-
tice that the theme of his commission is foremost in them. The fol-
lowing passages pertain directly to the subject of our study: 

Since from the end of the parousia of our Saviour Jesus Christ37, the 
unwearied, the philanthropic, the mighty, the Shepherd, the Teacher, 
the Physician, I beheld and saw the unspeakable, holy, and blameless 
mystery of the Christians who hold the hope in holiness and who have 
been sealed38; and since I have zealously served it39, I, John, have 
deemed it necessary to give account of the mysteries which I have 
heard and seen. I was accompanying the holy apostles Barnabas and 
Paul, being formerly a servant of Cyrillus the high-priest of Zeus, but 
now having received the gift of the Holy Spirit through Paul, 
Barnabas, and Silas, who are worthy of the calling, and who baptized 
me in Iconium (chs. 1–2). 

 
35. The Martyrdom of Mark is dated back to the middle of the fourth or the 

beginning of the fifth century by Lipsius, ‘Acten des Markus’, 345. We have two 
(published) Greek recensions from a Parisian and a Vatican codex (see the 
Bibiography). 

36. Martyrdom of Mark 3, Acts of Barnabas 26. For other similarities see our 
discussion below. 

37. It is difficult to translate Pð’ ôyò êáèüäïõ ôyò […] ðáñïõóßáò. Walker, 
‘Acts of Barnabas’, 293, renders it literally ‘from the descent of the presence’, 
which does not help us further. Bonnet (in the critical apparatus) suggests that ôyò 
êáèüäïõ might be superfluous. In Patristic Greek, the word êÜèïäïò in itself can 
mean the descent or incarnation of Jesus (Lampe, Lexicon, 690). ‘Parousy’ cer-
tainly means here the period of Jesus’ ministry until his ascension. The prologue 
is an imitation of the beginning of the Gospel of Luke and of Acts (Luke 1.1–4 
and Acts 1.1–8), which are also referring back to the earthly ministry of Jesus. 

38. The word dóöñáãéóìÝíùí is an echo of Revelation 7.1–8: ‘And I saw 
another angel rising from the East who hold the living seal of God and cried […], 
“do not damage the earth […] until I seal the servants of our God on their 
foreheads”, etc.’. Later óöñáãßæù was a usual word for baptism; cf. Lampe, 
Lexicon, 1355, s.v. C; Yseabert, Baptismal Terminology, 391–421. 

39. Or: ‘served him’, that is, Jesus. Even then the expression means service 
among the Christians. A claim for John serving Jesus during his ministry is hardly 
reconcilable with the context (especially chs. 2 and 3). 
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After I was baptized, I saw in a vision a man standing clothed in 
white raiment, and he said to me: ‘Take courage, John, because your 
name will be changed to Mark, and your glory will be proclaimed in 
all the world. And the darkness that was in you has departed from you, 
and you have been given understanding to know the mysteries of God 
(ch. 3)’. 

When I saw the vision, becoming greatly terrified, I went to the 
feet of Barnabas, and related to him the mysteries that I had seen and 
heard from that man40. The apostle Paul was not present when I re-
ported the mysteries. Barnabas said to me: ‘Do not reveal the sign that 
you have seen. For the Lord appeared also to me last night and said, 
“Take courage, for as you have given your soul for my name to die 
and be excluded from your people, so also you shall be made perfect. 
Moreover, as for the servant who is with you, take him also with your-
self [plural]; for he has certain mysteries”. Now, my child, keep to 
yourself the words that you have seen and heard; for a time will come 
for you to reveal [them]’. (ch. 4) 

After I was instructed in these things by him, we remained in 
Iconium for many days; for there was a holy and pious man, who also 
entertained us, whose house also Paul had sanctified41. From there, we 
came to Seleucia, and after staying three days sailed away to Cyprus; 
and I was ministering to them until we had gone round all Cyprus. 
Setting sail from Cyprus we landed in Perge of Pamphylia. Then I 
stayed there about two months, wishing to sail to the regions of the 
West, but the Holy Spirit did not allow me42. Turning back, I again 
sought the apostles, and on learning that they were in Antioch, I went 
to them (ch. 5). 

In Antioch, I found Paul in bed from the toil of the journey. 
When he saw me, he was exceedingly grieved because of my delaying 
in Pamphylia. Barnabas came and entreated him, and he tasted bread, 
and took a little of it. They preached the word of the Lord, and 
enlightened many Jews and Greeks. I only attended to them, and did 
not dare to approach Paul, because he held that I spent much time in 

 
40. Cf. 1 Samuel 3.5–9. 
41. The ‘holy and pious man’ entertaining Paul and his companions in 

Iconium might be identical with Onesiphorus in the Acts of Paul and Thecla 2. 
However, we do not see enough reason to suggest that the author of the Acts of 
Barnabas used the Acts of Paul and Thecla. Cf. note 5 above. 

42. Cf. Acts 16.6–7. 
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Pamphylia, and was quite enraged against me. I gave repentance on 
my knees on the ground to Paul, and he would not endure it43. Al-
though I remained for three weeks in entreaty and prayer on my knees, 
I was unable to prevail on him about myself; for his great grievance 
against me was on account of my keeping several parchments in Pam-
phylia (ch. 6)44. 

Now great dissension arose between them. Barnabas urged me 
also to accompany them, because I was their servant from the begin-
ning, and was serving them in all Cyprus until they came to Perga of 
Pamphylia; and I there had remained many days. But Paul cried out 
against Barnabas, saying, ‘It is impossible that this one may come 
with us’. Those who were with us there urged me to accompany them, 
because there was a vow upon me to follow them to the end. Thus, 
Paul said to Barnabas, ‘If you want to take with you John, who is also 
called Mark, go another way; for he shall not come with us’. Barnabas 
coming to himself, said, ‘The grace of God does not abandon the one 
who has once served the Gospel and journeyed with us. If, therefore, 
this be agreeable to you, Father Paul, I take him and go’. Paul an-
swered, ‘Go in the grace of Christ, and so we in the power of the 
Spirit’ (ch. 8). 

(In chs. 24–5 John Mark steals the ashes of Barnabas, buries 
them in a cave, and escapes from ‘the Jews’.) 

Coming to the shore, we found an Egyptian ship, and after em-
barking in it, we landed in Alexandria. I remained there teaching the 
word of the Lord to brothers who came [to me], enlightening them, 
and preaching what I had been taught by the apostles of Christ, who 
also baptized me in the name of Father, and Son, and Holy Ghost; who 
also changed my name into Mark in the water of baptism, by which 
also I hope to bring many to the glory of God through His grace. Be-
cause to Him is due honour and everlasting glory. Amen (ch. 26). 

This is the narrative frame of the book, which consists essentially of 
the commission story of John Mark. From the perspective of John 

 
43. Or: ‘he did not refuse it’. The middle voice of PíÝ÷ù can mean both (see 

Lampe, Lexicon, 137). Paul is shown, however, as rather unrelenting in the whole 
episode. 

44. Or: ‘the rest of the parchments’, ‘the major parchments’ (ôNò ðëåßïõò 
ìåìâñÜíáò). We do not know about this affair from other sources. The motif is 
reminiscent of 2 Timothy 4.13. The objects in question are parchment codices 
(membranae); cf. Gamble, Books, 51–2, 64–5. 
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Mark’s commission, we can divide the text into the following epi-
sodes: (a) prologue and conversion to Christianity; (b) the revelation 
of mysteries; (c) commission for the apostolic mission with Barnabas; 
(d) first journeys with Paul and Barnabas; (e) conflict with Paul; [(f ) 
the ‘Acts of Barnabas’ proper, rounded off by the stealing and bury-
ing of the ashes;] and (g) ministry in Alexandria. Below we will have 
a closer look at each of these episodes. 
 
(a) The prologue of the book, which also contains the remarks on 
John Marks’ conversion to Christianity, clearly imitates the opening 
verses of the Gospel of Luke (and to a lesser degree the beginning of 
Acts). Both prologues consist of two parts, the first beginning with 
dðåéäÞðåñ (since, after), the second with the personal pronoun ‘I’ 
(êPìïß, dãþ), and claim the competence of the author who ‘followed’ 
(ðáñáêïëïõèÝù, óõíáêïëïõèÝù) the events45. The imitation of the 
Lucan prologue already clearly shows that pseudo-Mark wants to 
(re)write a piece of biblical history46. Whereas the Acts of Titus (ch. 2) 
depicts its hero as an eyewitness to Jesus’ ministry and death in Jeru-
salem, the Acts of Barnabas situates John Mark in the institutional 
framework of the early Church. He is not an eyewitness to Jesus’ 
ministry, but rather to the ‘mysteries of the Christians’47. 

The conversion of John Mark is told as part of the prologue. 
Given that the prologue carefully imitates the Lucan writings, it is 
remarkable that the conversion story itself contradicts the information 
of Acts 12 (esp. verses 12 and 15), where we read that John Mark and 

 
45. What ðáñáêïëïõèÝù in Luke 1.3 means remains ambiguous. Moessner, 

‘Eyewitnesses’, 122, after examining the occurrences of the verb in Josephus 
concludes that ‘Luke is either presenting himself as a contemporary who stayed 
actively informed about Jesus and his followers […], or as one who […] has an 
immediate comprehension or valuation of their significance’. 

46. Other parallel expressions include ‘servant’ and ‘serve’ (›ðçñÝôçò, äïõ-
ëåýù), which Luke applies to the apostolic generation, but John Mark to himself; 
‘write’ and ‘expound’ (ãñÜöù, dîçãÝïìáé); ‘eyewitnesses and servants of the 
word’ and ‘the Christians who devoutly preserve the hope’. 

47. This is in accordance with the witness of Papias (Eusebius, Church 
History 3.39.15), who claimed John Mark’s authorship for the Gospel of Mark, 
but denied that he would have ‘heard’ or ‘followed’ Jesus: ï¡ôå ãNñ }êïõóå ôï™ 
êõñßïõ, ï¡ôå ðáñçêïëïýèçóåí ášô². A similar passage is found in Megethios, 
see Lipsius, ‘Acten des Markus’, 328, note 1. 
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his mother Mary lived in Jerusalem and their house was a meeting-
point of the Jesus-followers. This suggests that they were Jews who 
from an early time belonged to the Christian community of Jerusalem. 
The Acts of Barnabas, however, places the baptism of John Mark into 
the context of the first Pauline mission in Iconium (reported also in 
Acts 14.1–7), and makes him a servant of a high-priest of Zeus. Our 
text relies here on a tradition that was obviously independent from the 
canonical Acts. In the patristic tradition, John Mark is a Levite from 
Jerusalem who amputated his thumb to become ineligible for the 
priestly service48. With some assimilation to the conversion story of 
Paul one could have made John Mark easily the agent of the Jewish 
high-priests. But whence did the tradition come that he was the ser-
vant of Cyrillus, the high-priest of Zeus? 

A survey of the whole book shows that pagan temple-servants are 
typical figures of the social world of the Acts of Barnabas. In Crom-
mautica, the first stage of the second ministry on Cyprus (ch. 14), 
Barnabas and his group are entertained by two temple-servants, Ti-
mon and Ariston. Timon is healed, and soon we find him in the com-
pany of Heraclius, the to-be bishop of Cyprus (chs. 16–7). A third 
temple servant, Rhodon, appears in Palaia Paphus (ch. 18). If we now 
look at the finishing chapters, we will find precisely these three per-
sons, Timon, Rhodon, and Ariston, as the companions of John Mark 
when stealing and burying the ashes of Barnabas and sailing to Alex-
andria. Thus with John Mark, there is a tight group of four temple-
servants in the Acts of Barnabas, who convert to Christianity, bury 
the remains of the apostle, and continue missionary work in Alexan-
dria. Although they occasionally appear in the company of Cypriote 
clergymen, they themselves do not seem to have been leading figures 
in the history of the Church of Cyprus. They might have had, how-
ever, more importance in Alexandria. We can conclude that the figure 
of John Mark in the Acts of Barnabas is coloured by Cypriote local 
tradition—perhaps with Alexandrian ties—about the four temple-ser-

 
48. A witness from the fourth century is the prologue to the Gospel of Mark in 

the Codex aureus: sacerdotium in Israel agens secundum carnem Levita […], 
denique amputasse sibi post fidem pollicem dicitur ut sacerdotio reprobus habe-
retur (quoted in Lipsius, ‘Acten des Markus’, 325, note 1; cf. ibidem, 326, note 1 
and p. 327, note 1). 
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vants who were converted by Barnabas. This tradition is singular (no 
jåñïäïýëïé are found in the other apostolic Acts) and unrelated to the 
political controversies (discussed earlier in this chapter) of the fourth 
and fifth centuries49. 
 
(b) The baptism of John Mark by Paul, Barnabas, and Silas is not the 
final seal on his commission (as with Paul in Acts 9), but rather the 
first step. It is immediately followed by a vision, in which he receives 
the name Mark. The man in a white stole who appears to him is meant 
to be an angel rather than Jesus50, who is explicitly named in the vi-
sions of Barnabas and Paul (chs. 4 and 10). In the Martyrdom of Mark 
it is Jesus himself who appears to Mark, on this and other occasions51. 
The difference is signi ficant because it once again shows that our text 
makes no effort to elevate John Mark to the rank of an apostle either 
by making him an eyewitness to Jesus’ life and death52 (as Titus in his 
Acts) or by epiphanies (as Paul the canonical Acts53). John Mark re-
mains an ideal figure of the second generation, initiated to the ‘mys-
teries’ of Christianity as a religious system54, rather than being one of 
the founders. It seems likely that the ‘mysteries of God’ mentioned in 
this vision are the same as the ‘mysteries of the Christians’ in the 
prologue. What the ‘mysteries’ exactly are is a difficult question. 
They have probably less to do with speci fic doctrines (such are not 
 

49. The reminiscence of pagan cults on Cyprus is typical of the book: cf. 
chapters 16, 18, 20–1; Lipsius, ‘Acten des Barnabas’, 287–8. Although Hackett, 
Church of Cyprus, 11, thinks that the cult of Zeus (Jupiter) on Cyprus—in which 
even human sacrifice occurred—was extinct by the time of Epiphanius the Great, 
bishop of Salamis (Constantia) from 368 or 369 (ibidem, 304), in rural areas 
pagan rites might well have survived until the time of the Acts of Barnabas; cf. 
note 12 above, and the discussion of the jåñïäïýëïé below. 

50. For similar appearances of Jesus, see p. 225, note 46 below. Angelic fig-
ures appear in white raiment in Matthew 28.3, Luke 24.4, Acts 1.10. 

51. Chapter 2 of the Parisian, chapter 3 of the Vatican text. The content of the 
revelation is different. In chapter 8 of both texts Jesus converses with Mark 
before his death. 

52. Cf. the prologue of the book; notes 37 and 39 above. 
53. Paul’s argumentation in his own epistles is similar, cf. Galatians 1.15–17 

and 1 Corinthians 15.1–8; pp. 46 and 84 above. 
54. The expressions ô’ dí óïr óêüôïò ðáñyëèåí and däüèç óïé óýíåóéò ðñ’ò ô’ 

ãí§íáé êôë. belong to the language of conversion that is attested in Acts 26.18; cf. 
p. 83, note 81 above. 
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mentioned in the book) than with the life and institutions of the 
Church. They perhaps included the apostolic ‘know-how’ of mission 
and church-founding, as mentioned in chapter 22, where John Mark 
himself participates in the instruction of the new bishop Heraclides on 
‘how to proclaim the gospel of God, and establish churches and offi-
cials in them’55. 
 
(c) As the next episode shows, one of the narrative functions of the 
revelation is to qualify John Mark as a co-worker of the apostles. It is 
in this sense that Barnabas calls the revelation a ‘sign’ (äýíáìéò). 
Barnabas is told in a vision to take John Mark with him because ‘he 
has certain mysteries’. He commands John Mark to keep them until 
the appropriate time comes to reveal them. We can only speculate 
what time is meant. If we want to find it within the context of the 
story, it might refer to the preaching of John Mark in Alexandria (ch. 
26), although there he is said to speak what he learned ‘from the 
apostles of Christ’. This also calls our attention to the complexity of 
John’s figure in the book. On the one hand, there is a tendency to sub-
ordinate him to Paul and Barnabas. On the other hand, there is a ten-
dency to emancipate him from this role. 
 
(d) Such an autonomous act is his staying in Perge, with the plan to 
embark on a missionary journey to the West on his own. This plan is 
not known either from the canonical Acts (whose itinerary is other-
wise followed), or from earlier traditions on John Mark56. Had he 
gone to the Western parts and founded churches there, he would have 
managed to emancipate himself from the position of an apprentice to 
that of an apostle. But the rules of the narrative do not allow him to do 
that. Until the end of the story he has to remain the faithful (and infe-
rior) companion of Barnabas, the admiring student and chronicler, 

 
55. Lipsius, Acten des Barnabas, 290, note 3, suggests the mysteries of Mark 

are ‘specielle Anweisungen in Betreff seines künftigen Lehrberufs’. 
56. The later Acts of Mark (ch. 8) probably took it from the Acts of Barnabas: 

‘The most holy apostle Mark wanted to reach the Western parts of the Galls, but 
he did not execute this [plan] because of divine revelation’. This motif is basically 
different from Mark being the ‘translator’ of Peter in Rome (Eusebius, Church 
History 3.39.15). 
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similar to the figures of Luke, Baruch, and Damis57. Therefore, an 
echo of Acts 16.6 is used as a deus ex machina to keep him on the 
correct track: ‘But the Holy Spirit did not allow me’58. 
 
(e) Already in the commission story of Paul in Acts 9 we have seen 
that a hero can have two patrons. In that case, however, Ananias and 
Barnabas helped Paul at two different stages of his career. In the Acts 
of Barnabas it is Paul, Barnabas and Titus who baptise John Mark in 
Iconium, and soon he finds himself involved in the conflict of two of 
his patrons, Paul and Barnabas. That he is bound to Barnabas by 
stronger ties is clear already from chapter 4, where Paul is absent 
when John Mark relates his heavenly revelation. 

It is remarkable how many details the text supplies about the con-
flict of the two apostles; this is the best elaborated episode in the 
whole book. The person of John Mark becomes quite important in this 
conflict. He is depicted as ultimately humble, creeping on his knees 
before Paul, who is shown, in turn, as a crotchety old fellow, lying in 
bed and refusing food, unrelenting because of a few books, crying out 
against his fellow apostle in public, and finally turning up his nose 
and departing from his co-workers. The public sentiment in the Antio-
chian church also supports John Mark and Barnabas, who are evi-
dently the positive heroes of the episode. 

The figures of Paul and Barnabas are drawn according to the 
‘iconographical’ rules of the tradition. Barnabas is not the patron of 
Paul any more (as in Acts 9), but rather his disciple, calling him ‘fa-
ther’ (three times in chs. 8–9) and serving him when he lies in bed 
after the tiresome journey (ch. 6). It means that even from the Cypri-
ote point of view Paul stands higher in the hierarchy, and while claim-
ing that Barnabas was more gentlemanly in character, his subordinate 
position among the saints is not denied. 

The two heavenly visions that occur to Paul in this episode fulfil 
multiple purposes. (1) They justify Paul’s behaviour in two respects: 
the first vision (ch. 7) confirms that he had to go to Jerusalem, while 

 
57. In Acts, Jeremiah, and Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana, respec-

tively; cf. Norden, Agnostos theos, 34–40. 
58. There Paul and his companions were ‘forbidden by the Holy Spirit’ 

(êùëõèÝíôåò ›ð’ ôï™ Qãßïõ ðíåýìáôïò) to preach in Asia. 
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the second (ch. 10) explains the separation from Barnabas: ‘Do not 
force Barnabas not to go to Cyprus’. (2) The second vision states that 
Barnabas’ ministry on Cyprus is necessitated by divine provision: 
‘For there it has been prepared for him to enlighten many people’. (3) 
The second vision at the same time serves as a conclusion to the con-
flict episode, sealing the farewell of the two apostles. 

Such a peaceful and ‘pneumatic’ settling of the conflict is im-
portant also for John Mark. After all, he did not cause a schism be-
tween the two leaders of the early Christian missions to the West, but 
rather his figure smoothly fitted into the scenario written by God. Af-
ter his emancipatory efforts in Perge, he is shown (especially by his 
spectacular mea culpa before Paul) to accept his subordinate position, 
from now on as a co-worker on the side of Barnabas, rather than an 
apprentice, until he will be let on his own in the final chapters of the 
book. 
 
(f ) The stealing and burial of the ashes of Barnabas has already been 
discussed in the previous section. After the death of the apostle, John 
Mark evidently assumes the leadership in the team, which seems to 
consist basically of the other converted temple-servants, Timon, Rho-
don, and Ariston. It is remarkable that he does not become a successor 
of Barnabas in any sense. When his master dies, he provides for an 
appropriate burial of the remains, and by the same act he separates 
himself from his master and from the whole Cyprus tradition.  
 
(g) With his group John Mark sails to Alexandria, and begins to teach 
(äéäÜóêùí) there. One has to notice, however, that there is no men-
tion of any real missionary activity in Alexandria. John Mark teaches 
only the brothers he already finds there, ‘enlightening’ them, and 
‘preaching’ whatever he ‘learned from the apostles of Christ’. He is 
explicitly less than an apostle even at the end of the story: a witness to 
the apostolic teaching—rather than to the life and death of Jesus. 

Conclusions 

The figure of John Mark seems to have been downgraded consciously 
in the Acts of Barnabas. There is a tradition behind the text in which 
he is commissioned as an apostle and entrusted with ‘mysteries’ 
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(whatever these actually meant) in a heavenly revelation. The tradi-
tion that John Mark introduced Christianity to Alexandria is attested 
at least from the early fourth century: 

It is told about Mark that he was sent to Egypt and preached the Gos-
pel (which he also wrote down) for the first time there, and founded 
the first church in Alexandria itself 59. 

This tradition is elaborated in the Martyrdom of Mark and the Acts of 
Mark. It is also remarkable that the Acts of Barnabas never identifies 
John Mark with the writer or the gospel wearing his name, but pays 
much attention to the Gospel of Matthew, referring to the ties between 
its author and Barnabas. 

Thus our text treats the tradition about Mark in an ambivalent 
way. First, it introduces a lengthy commission narrative about him. 
(Let us notice that there is no commission story about Barnabas in the 
book.) In this story it is emphasised several times that he was en-
trusted with ‘mysteries’ and that he planned to pursue his own mis-
sion to the West. In the notable conflict episode, however, he totally 
surrenders to Paul and is happy to continue his career as the co-
worker of Barnabas. After doing the services of a faithful disciple of 
Barnabas, he ends up in Alexandria as the mouthpiece of the apostles. 

The reason for this odd treatment of his figure is probably that the 
legendary material about Mark was used to fill up the thin tradition 
about Barnabas. The lively figure of the student in the book is in-
tended to emphasise the somewhat light figure of his master, but not 
allowed to overshadow it. It is also possible that certain deeds which 
earlier tradition attributed to Mark are simply told about Barnabas 
here. We have some clues to suggest that. (1) Barnabas is martyred in 
a similar way as Mark in his Martyrdom; both are dragged by the 
neck, and then their bodies are burned60. (2) The healing of Timon is 
attributed to Mark in his Acts61. (3) Another interesting issue is 
Barnabas’ use of the precious roll. It is (unfortunately for our thesis) 
not mentioned in the Marcan Acts known to us. But there is another 
 

59. Eusebius, Church History 2.16.1. 
60. Martyrdom of Mark 9–10. 
61. Acts of Mark 15, cf. Acts of Barnabas 15. Since Timon is not mentioned in 

the Martyrdom, the similarity can be explained also the other way around: a 
healing by Barnabas was later attributed to Mark. 
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point where the two traditions can be compared. In chapter 22 of his 
Acts, Barnabas unfolds the roll of the Gospel of Matthew and teaches 
from it62. In earlier tradition (see the quote from Eusebius above) 
Mark preaches the gospel that he also wrote down. Consequently, the 
use of the notable book in the Acts of Barnabas (and the silence about 
Mark being the writer of a Gospel) might be also a sign of the blend-
ing of the two traditions—which in this book happens to the benefit of 
Barnabas and at the expense of Mark. 

Another important aspect of the commission of John Mark is his 
original job as a pagan temple-servant, along with his appearance in 
the company of another three Christians with that background (Mark 
being the leader of the group). At this point the book represents a new 
development of the institutional type of commission. Not only does 
an individual become integrated into the institutional frameworks of a 
community, but several individuals associated with a Greco-Roman 
institution are converted and find their place in Christianity as a 
group. 

Can the story be interpreted as the collective conversion of Cyp-
riote temple-servants into Christian clergy, or even as the transforma-
tion of a Greco-Roman religious institution into a Christian one? Al-
though there is no direct evidence to prove that, still we have a few 
analogies and hints. 

 
62. Although the codex was more widespread in Early Christianity, there are 

arguments for identifying this book as a roll. (1) The Acts of Barnabas uses two 
words for books. The Latin membranae meant a parchment codex (note 44 
above); the Greek âßâëïò designated a papyrus sheet or roll, later any kind of 
book. The books held by John Mark in Pamphylia (ch. 6) are membranae; Bar-
nabas’ book is âßâëïò (ch. 22). The differentiation implies that the latter is not a 
(parchment) codex. (2) A distinction between âéâëßá (rolls?) and membranae is 
found in 2 Timothy 4.13, on which Acts of Barnabas 6 probably relies. (3) When 
Barnabas opens the book in ch. 22, Píáðôýóóù is used, the term for unfolding a 
roll (Liddel and Scott, Lexicon, 118a). (4) The roll appears in early Christian lit-
erature in a similar context. In the Nazareth synagogue, Jesus opens the scroll of 
Isaiah (Píáðôýîáò ô’ âéâëßïí), reads from it, rolls it up, and begins to speak 
(}ñîáôï ëÝãåéí, Luke 4.17–21). This scene may have inspired our text: Barnabas 
opens the Gospel (Píáðôýîáò ô’ åšáããÝëéïí) and begins to teach (}ñîáôï äé-
äÜóêåéí). Another example is found in the Acts of Peter 20: when Peter finds 
someone reading the Gospel, he rolls up the book. Cf. Revelation 5.1ff; Acts of 
the Scillitan Martyrs 12. 
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The conversion of a coherent group of Hellenic rhetoricians is 
known from Alexandria at the time of the Acts of Barnabas. This 
group, known as the philoponoi, became actively engaged in mission-
ary activity among the pagan population of the city63. Conversions at 
that time were often connected (as a reason as well as a consequence) 
with the destruction of pagan temples. The philoponoi themselves 
actively took part in the demolishing of a temple of Isis64. The pagan 
temples were not necessarily demolished to the ground, and ‘temple 
conversions’ around the time of the Acts of Barnabas may have well 
meant the reconstruction of the place for Christian use65. Even the 
pagan rites might have been continued with some Christian adjust-
ment and reinterpretation66. 

The episode about the ìéåñ’ò äñüìïò at Curium (ch. 19) may fit 
into the context of the temple conversions. The motif of the apostle’s 
destroying a pagan sanctuary with his words is known from the Acts 
of Paul 5 (Papyrus Heidelberg 37–9), the Acts of John 42–7, the Acts 
of Titus 9, and the Coptic Acts of Philip67. Notwithstanding our 
passage, there are no victims in those stories; the only one in the Acts 
of John is raised and converted. There are at least three similar 
episodes in Pseudo-Prochorus, which is dated tentatively to the 5th 
century, when the Acts of Barnabas was also written68. In this book, 
John destroys pagan sanctuaries on two occasions, first the temple of 
Artemis in Ephesus (a parallel to Acts of John 42–7 mentioned 
above), and later the temple of Apollon on Patmus69. The former 

 
63. Their story is mainly known from the Vita Severi by Zachariah of 

Mytilene, himself a philoponos; cf. Trombley, Hellenic Religion, vol 2, 1–51. The 
events reported took place at the time of the emperor Zeno (p. 14), when also the 
independence of the Cypriote church was reconfirmed (cf. above in this Chapter). 

64. Trombley, Hellenic Religion, vol 2, 13–5. 
65. Deichmann, ‘Frühchristliche Kirchen’ 115–36, lists a great number of 

‘converted temples’ (gewandelte Heiligtümer) all over the Mediterranean (unfor-
tunately none from Cyprus). Trombley, Hellenic Religion, vol 2, 378, writes: 
‘The work may only have entailed knocking out walls to add the apses for the al-
tar, reliquary, and diakonikon, and furnishing the interior suitably with cut marble 
slabs’. 

66. Examples in Trombley, Hellenic Religion, vol 1, 147–68. 
67. In von Lemm, ‘Koptische Apostelacten’, 191. 
68. See p. 172 above. 
69. Zahn, Acta Joannis, 42 and 81, respectively. 
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episode is especially interesting for us. It elaborates on the much 
earlier Acts of John 42–7 (mentioned above), but contains several new 
motifs. Pseudo-Prochorus uses the same adjective (ìéáñüò) for the 
temple of Artemis70 as the Acts of Barnabas for the notable äñüìïò. 
The word is attested as a name for pagan temples in the the same 
century71. Before finally destroying the temple, John also calls about 
an earthquake, which kills eight hundred persons. This reminds the 
reader of the death of ‘many people’ at Curium after Barnabas 
‘rebuked the place’. The place described in the Acts of Barnabas is 
known to us from excavations. There was a monumental temple-
complex of Apollo one and a half miles to the west of the city, and a 
stadium near the temple beside the road72. Both of our texts may re-
flect actual aggression against the remnants of pagan cults in the fifth 
century, or the ‘abominable’ (ìéåñüò) places, as they call them. 

In conclusion, the religious situation of the fifth century makes is 
plausible that a group of pagan temple personnel converts and contin-
ues its career as a team of Christian missionaries. The group-cohesion 
and the missionary zeal of the Alexandrian philoponoi provides a 
good parallel. The Acts of Barnabas probably made John Mark the 
leading figure of this team because tradition held he was a Jewish 
temple servant73. In one of the typical Lucan summaries of the canoni-
cal Acts we read: ‘The word of God grew and the number of the dis-
ciples in Jerusalem increased greatly; also a large multitude of the 
priests (ðïëýò ôå –÷ëïò ô§í jåñÝùí) were obedient to the faith’74. Al-
though the group of the Cypriote temple-servants was certainly im-
portant at one time (it also formed the local basis of the ministry of 

 
70. Zahn, Acta Joannis, 42, lines 10–1: ô’ ìéáñ’í jåñ’í ôyò EÁñôÝìéäïò. 
71. Constantine of Antioch (4–5th century), Epistles 2.61.1, quoted in Lampe, 

Lexicon, 870. 
72. Rigsby, ‘Missing Places’, 258; Masson, ‘Sur le nom’, 22. 
73. Cf. note 48 above. 
74. Acts 6.7. Josephus provides some background here: In Against Apion 

2.108 (cf. 2.119) he writes about four tribes of priests each with over 5000 
members. (One may compare this to the data of the Letter of Aristeas 95 about 
700 priests and many other persons on duty at one time in the temple.) In Jewish 
War 2.409–10, Josephus reports a schism on the issue of the sacrifice for the 
emperor. It also happened that the high-priests confiscated the tithe due to the 
lower priesthood (Antiquities 20.181). 
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Barnabas, see ch. 14)75, they never became the leading force in the 
Cypriote church, as the subordinate position of John Mark in the story 
shows. 

In sum, this late example of commission in the apostolic Acts tells 
us about a game of power related to religious institutions. The realities 
of contemporary church politics—namely, the tendency of centralisa-
tion around a few important patriarchates (like the Roman administra-
tive centre Antioch) and the struggle for independence of communities 
with less power and influence (like the Church of Cyprus)—presents 
itself in the legendary narratives. The account of the conflict in Antioch 
might be read as a miniature imitation of the lengthy controversies at 
the ecumenical councils76. It is against this background that the figure 
of John Mark is drawn. During his commission story he tries to find his 
place in a changing network of religious institutions; between pagan 
and Christian offices on the one hand, and personal emancipation and 
Church hierarchy on the other hand. 

 
75. ‘[A]nd going to the place called Crommautica we found Timon and 

Ariston the temple servants, by whom we were also entertained’. 
76. Perhaps of the Council of Ephesus itself, where the Cypriote delegates 

were fighting for their independence. Cf. Hackett, Church of Cyprus, 16–21. 



 

9. The Acts of Titus 

The Acts of Titus is similar to the Acts of Barnabas in several aspects: 
age, length, purpose, and compositional technique1. Written in Greek 
some time between the fifth and seventh centuries, the Acts of Titus is 
preserved in two epitomes2. It elaborates on ecclesiastical traditions 
from the canonical Acts and the Acts of Paul, and embellishes the fig-
ure of Titus, the saint of the island, with Cretan colours. The inscribed 
author of the Acts of Titus, ‘Zenas the Lawyer’, is a biblical person—
just as John Mark in the Acts of Barnabas3. This time, however, the 
biographer remains in the background. There is no mention of him 
apart from the preface, and there are no ‘we passages’ in the text, ei-
ther. The position of the protagonist is unchallenged in the narrative, 
and his commission is told in much detail. 

According to his Acts, Titus stemmed from the lineage of Minos, 
the mythological king of Crete. At the age of twenty, while devoutly 
studying ‘Homer and the other philosophers’, he heard a voice: ‘Titus, 
you must depart from here and save your soul, for this learning will 
be of no benefit for you’. He waited nine years for a confirmation of 
the voice, and finally he was commanded in a vision to read the book 
of the Hebrews. He took up Isaiah, and read the following verse: 
‘Return to me, many islands. The Lord saves Israel with everlasting 
 

1. The text has been edited by Halkin, ‘La légende crétoise de Saint Tite’. An 
English translation has been published by Pervo, ‘Acts of Titus’, 467–473. 

2. We can only roughly date the text. On the one hand, it presupposes the 
metropolitan organisation of Crete in the early fifth century. On the other hand, it 
was used by Andrew of Crete in the seventh. Cf. Lipsius, ‘Acten des Titus’, 403; 
James, ‘Acts of Titus’, 555; Halkin, ‘La légende crétoise’, 242; Castelfranchi, 
‘Crete’ 208; Pervo, ‘Acts of Titus’, 457. The extant texts are probably epitomes 
of a longer writing, cf. James, ibidem, Halkin, ibidem, Pervo, ibidem and 468, 
note 82. 

3. ÆçíOò ¿ íïìéêüò (Zenas the lawyer) is known from Titus 3.13, where Paul 
is told to have sent him to Titus, together with Luke. 
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salvation’4. The proconsul of Crete happened to be the uncle of Titus, 
and when he heard of ‘Christ the Master’ he sent Titus to Jerusalem. 
Titus witnessed the ministry and death of Jesus, and became a be-
liever. 

After some allusions to the Lucan Acts and the Acts of Paul, we 
learn that ‘St Titus was ordained by the apostles and sent with Paul to 
teach and ordain whomever Paul might desire’5. Then we read about 
Titus’ ministry, first on the side of Paul, and after the death of the lat-
ter with other Pauline disciples: Timothy and Luke. The book further 
contains details about the saint’s diet, his marvellous deeds, and his 
correspondence. It reports his peaceful and wondrous death, and the 
miracles at his tomb. Finally it gives a chronology of his life. 

The similarities with the commission of John Mark in the Acts of 
Barnabas are remarkable. In our typology we can classify both as ‘in-
stitutional’ commission stories. Like John Mark (who was a pagan 
temple-servant of Zeus before his conversion), Titus comes from a 
Greek background. Both of them receive heavenly revelations, and 
the apostles lay their hands on them6. They join the Pauline circle (in 
Antioch, although this is not explicit in the Acts of Titus), and spend 
years as the companions of Paul (and of Barnabas, in the case of John 
Mark). After the death of Barnabas and Paul, respectively they engage 
in missionary activity on their own. In both writings, much emphasis 
falls on the institutional organisation of Christianity. John Mark and 
Titus ordain bishops under the supervision of Barnabas and Paul7, and 
Titus also ordains bishops on his own. 

The differences between the two commission stories are also evi-
dent. In the Acts of Barnabas John Mark is a chronicler and compan-
ion, a figure similar to Baruch, Luke, or Damis8, who receives an un-

 
4. A combination of Isaiah 41.1 and 45.17. The mention of the islands in 

Isaiah is understood in the text as a reference to Crete. 
5. Acts of Titus 4, probably containing an allusion to the canonical Titus 1.5–9 

where Paul (the inscribed author) instructs Titus about the ordination of elders 
and bishops. 

6. We read about John Mark’s baptism (Acts of Barnabas 1) and Titus’ 
ordination (÷åéñïôïíåsôáé, Acts of Titus 4). 

7. Acts of Barnabas 17; Acts of Titus 4, 8. 
8. In Jeremiah, the canonical Acts, and the Life of Apollonius of Tyana, re-

spectively. 
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usual amount of attention—at least as compared to his function. Thus 
the narrative of the book becomes bipolar, a story of Barnabas and 
John Mark, the latter figure remaining subordinate, however, to the 
end. In contrast, the Acts of Titus is the most complete biography 
among the apostolic Acts examined in this study. It follows the life of 
its hero from his youth until his death, which is a common practice in 
Greco-Roman biographies9. The Acts of Titus, or at least the hypo-
thetical longer text from which the epitomes were made, drew on a 
number of biographical topoi. Commission appears in an elaborated 
biographical framework in this writing, and yields the conclusion that 
the later form of the apostolic Acts assimilated the virtues of the genre 
of bios. 

The Acts of Titus as Biography10 

That the Acts of Titus was intended to be a biography is made clear by 
the preface: 

Zenas the Lawyer, whom the holy apostle Paul mentions, is the one 
who wrote his [Titus’] biography (ô’í âßïí), the content of which is as 
follows. 

Since the term biographia was coined by Damascius only in the late 
fifth or early sixth century, in antiquity bios (or the Latin vita) was the 
word which designated the genre of biography11. Other two keywords 
belonging to biographical literature are found soon after these lines 
towards the beginning of the text: ‘descent’ (ãÝíïò) and ‘education’ 
(ðáéäåßá). This encourages us to compare our text to an example of 
the mature form of Greek biography, a text of approximately the same 
length and relatively close in date to the Acts of Titus. We will use for 
this purpose one of the bioi by Diogenes Laertius, namely, the Life of 

 
9. Cf. the definition of Momigliano, Greek Biography, 11. This is not 

necessarily true of Jewish and Christian texts with a biographical character, where 
birth, or death, or both are often neglected. 

10. On the relation between Christian and Greco-Roman biographies see 
Luck, ‘Heiligenviten’; Bartelink, ‘De vroeg-christelijke biographie’; Van Uyt-
fanghe, ‘Het “genre” hagiografie’ and ‘L’hagiographie’. 

11. Momigliano, Greek Biography, 12; Görgemanns and Berschin, ‘Biogra-
phie’, 682. 
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Epimenides, another famous native of Crete. In the epistle to Titus, 
the Pauline author calls Epimenides a Cretan ‘prophet’, and cites his 
hexameter about the Cretan morals12. Since we have discussed the 
biography of Epimenides in some detail earlier, for the time being we 
restrict ourselves to pointing out the most important similarities with 
the Acts of Titus. If we look at the whole work of Diogenes Laertius, 
we can see that—apart from the two books dedicated to Plato (Book 
3) and Epicurus (Book 10)—most of his biographies are of approxi-
mately the same length as the extant versions of the Acts of Titus (or 
the Acts of Barnabas). The technique applied to achieve this size was 
also basically the same: abridgement. Diogenes Laertius wrote mainly 
by combining excerpts from existing biographical works13. Similarly 
to Suetonius and other biographers, he made use of some recurring 
rubrics (topoi) when compiling his vitae14. The narratives on Epi-
menides (chs. 109–112 of Diogenes Laertius’ Book 1) and Titus can 
be summarised under the following categories15: 

(a) descent (ãÝíïò): Epimenides was the son of Phaestius or Do-
siadas; he was a Cretan from Cnossus (109). Titus was a descendent 
of Minos, the king of Crete (ch. 1). 

(b) appearance (åsäïò): Epimenides had long hair, which was not 
a typical Cretan style (109). Titus’ resting on ‘coarse cloths and 
sheepskin’ perhaps belongs to this category (ch. 7)16. 

 
12. Titus 1.12, ‘It was one of them, their very own prophet, who said, “Cre-

tans are always liars, vicious brutes, lazy gluttons” (ÊñÞôåò Pår øå™óôáé, êáêN 
èçñßá, ãáóôÝñåò Pñãáß)’. 

13. Leo, Biographie, 36–7; Wellman, ‘Diogenes Laertios’, 753–8; Lesky, 
Greek Literature, 854–5; Runia, ‘Diogenes Laertios’, 603. 

14. Cf. Leo’s Alexandrian biography, pp. 4f above. For Suetonius’ use of 
categories cf. idem, Biographie, 11–6. 

15. The Greek terms between parentheses are generally used in the scholarly 
tradition. 

16. Píåðáýåôï dðr êéëéêßïõ êár êväßïõ. Cilicium occurs frequently in 
hagiography and ascetic literature (as A. Hilhorst suggests to me). The coarse 
fabric was originally made of Cilician goat’s hair, and used for sails and mats 
(Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 951; Sophocles, Lexicon, 664). Here, as well, it 
means some kind of mat, cf. dðr êéëßêïõ dîáðë§í eáõôüí, Georgius Monachus, 
Chronicon 590.1.4. The monks produced cilicium, cf. Pachomius, Epistles 8 
(Lefort, Pachomiana Latina, 96–7). Cf. Innocent III, De miseria condicionis hu-
mane 38. 
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(c) youth and education (ðáéäåßá): Epimenides tended the sheep 
of his father and had a fifty-seven year long sleep in a cave (109–10). 
Titus read the classic authors in his youth but then was turned to the 
Hebrew Bible by two subsequent visions. He saw the ministry and 
death of Jesus (chs. 1–2). 

(d) acts (ðñÜîåéò): Epimenides purified Athens from the pesti-
lence (110–11). Titus first accompanied Paul, then himself wrought 
miracles and ordained bishops (chs. 3–9). 

(e) writings and correspondence (óõããñÜììáôá): Diogenes refers 
to a considerable bulk of literary work by Epimenides. He quotes 
Epimenides’ letter to Solon (111–2). Titus ‘constantly sang and gave 
praise to God’, although he is not explicitly said to have written hymns. 
He wrote letters to Dionysius the Areopagite17 and others (ch. 10). 

( f ) dietary habits: Epimenides received food from the Nymphs, 
kept it in a cow’s hoof, ate small portions which were entirely ab-
sorbed in his body, and was never seen to eat (114)18. Titus ate only 
garden vegetables (ch. 7)19. 

(g) death: Epimenides died on returning from Athens at the age 
of 175 or 199 (111). Titus died at the age of 94 peacefully in his home 
(ch. 10). 

(h) veneration of the hero: Cretans are said (114–5) to have sacri-
ficed to Epimenides as to a god. The Spartans also claim to guard his 

 
17. Dionysios Areopagites, converted by Paul in Athens according to Acts 

17.34, is the fictive author of a collection of theological treatises written around 
the turn of the fifth and sixth centuries AD, containing a lengthy letter to Titus. Cf. 
Touwaide, ‘Pseudo-Dionysios Areopagites’, 647. 

18. Theophrastus (c. 371–287 BC), Opinions of Natural Philosophers 7.12.1, 
warned that only those parts of squill are edible which Epimenides used to eat, 
and that are also named after him. This plant (óêßëëá or urginea maritima, a sort 
of onion) was known for its use in purification rituals (Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 
1610). Thus, Epimenides’ assumed diet reflects his function as a cult reformer, cf. 
point (d) above. 

19. Titus’ diet dê ëá÷Üíùí êçðßùí (of garden vegetables) may reflect an influ-
ence of the Epimenides tradition, or an application of Romans 12.1,21. It is inter-
esting to note that neither of the two strict diets described in the Bible, those of 
the Nazirites (Numbers 6.1–4) and John the Baptist (Mark 1.6), were vegetarian. 
One can readily attribute Titus’ assumed eating habits to the practice of the 
monks, cf. pp. 160f. Porphyry, Life of Plotinus 2, also depicts his hero as a vege-
tarian. 
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body. Wondrous healings are reported (ch. 11) to have occurred on 
the tomb of Titus. 

(i) chronology: Chronological data on Epimenides are distributed 
over the whole text of Diogenes. The Acts of Titus ends (ch. 12) with 
the chronology of the life of Titus. 

( j)  persons by the same name (¿ìþíõìïé): Diogenes lists two 
other well-known men called Epimenides. 

Although Diogenes Laertius largely varied his rubrics, and did 
not use them as consistently as earlier Suetonius, the above mentioned 
categories can be called typical of his book20. We did not put commis-
sion into a separate rubric. Although the biographies by Diogenes 
Laertius contain several commission narratives, they are mostly inte-
grated into the account of ‘youth and education’ (ðáéäåßá)21. The fore-
going comparison should be evaluated from two different—although 
interconnected—perspectives: (a) the literary form and structure of 
the book, and (b) the commission narratives themselves. 

(a) The Acts of Titus assumed a Greco-Roman biographical form. 
The earlier Acts can be considered as biographical writings primarily 
in the sense of the ‘prophetic’ or ‘ideal’ biographies of Jewish and 
Near Eastern literature. They are lacking either the provenance and 
youth of the protagonist, or his death, concentrating basically on his 
‘acts’ (ðñÜîåéò). The Acts of Titus, in contrast, gives a brief account of 
the whole career of their hero from his youth to his death. The idea of 
martyrdom, typical of all the previous Acts, is missing from the text. 
There are no flagellations, chains, stoning, lynching, tortures and 
spectacular execution, which were stock material in the earlier Acts. 
Here the hero comes from a high social stance, and remains there 
throughout his life. He receives a classical education (ch. 1), and he is 
a nephew and a delegate of the governor of Crete (ch. 2) and brother-
in-law of another governor, Rustillus, whom he also converts to 
Christianity and foretells his consulship (ch. 5). He convinces a dep-
uty of the emperor to build a Christian sanctuary instead of a pagan 
one, and supervises the works himself (ch. 9). What we have here is 

 
20. The biography of Zeno (7.1), for example, begins with ãÝíïò, åsäïò, dietary 

habits, ðáéäåßá, and óýããñáììá. Cf. Leo, Biographie, 37–84, esp. 39–41, 49. 
21. As in 2.48, 6.20–1, 7.2–3. For Greek paideia in hagiography, see pp. 

204ff below. 
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the life of a notable person, a public career of a Roman vir illustris 
brought to completion. 

The consideration of other details, however, will make the rela-
tion of our text to Greco-Roman biography appear as more complex. 
First of all, we have to be aware that it is basically the public activity 
of the apostle that is reported by his Acts. The remarks on diet and 
sleeping do not add up to a characterisation of private life (vita 
domestica, interior ac familiaris vita), as for example, in Paulinus’ 
biography of Ambrose22. Although the appearance of the rubric of 
ðáéäåßá is remarkable, it is basically told from the point of view of the 
conversion and commission of the hero. The Acts of Titus depicts per-
sonality in terms of its importance for the community, in which it 
complies with early Christian biographical tradition: 

[Suetonius or Plutarch] wants to show a given person as he actually 
was, no matter whether good or bad. The Christian biographer, in 
contrast, […] ‘omits all the traits from the portrait of his hero that 
make out his being in its particularity. For him, these are accidental 
and unimportant’. He depicts an ideal life, an ideal development, as a 
model for others23. 

The Acts of Titus, even if it assimilates a Greco-Roman pattern, does 
not abandon the tradition of the ideal biography. One has to note that 
the portrait of Epimenides (together with other lives by Diogenes 
Laertius) also exhibits much resemblance to the ideal (prophetic) bi-
ographies. The two texts therefore witness to a stage of development 
where the life of a philosopher and the life of an apostle is seen in 
very similar terms by their biographers. In fact, there is even more 
realism in the figure of Titus, while Epimenides remains in a mytho-
logical distance. 

(b) The commission narratives of the heroes are crucial in both 
stories. They give the impetus to the public career of both heroes and 
the driving force of the biographical narratives. After his miraculous 
dream, Epimenides is known as ‘the most beloved by the gods’, and it 
is for this reason that the Athenians call him to purify their city. Titus’ 
revelations and visit to Jerusalem leads up to his ordination by the 

 
22. Cf. Luck, ‘Heiligenviten’, 238. 
23. Luck, ‘Heiligenviten’, 236, quoting Holl, ‘Heiligenleben’, 410. 
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apostles, and his missionary activity on the side of Paul. But the 
commission stories themselves are considerably different, which can 
be made clear by referring back to our basic threefold typology. On 
the one hand, Epimenides’ commission is best called philosophical, 
being basically the affair of the individual and the gods. His activity 
in Athens might be called prophetic. Titus’ commission, on the other 
hand, is clearly institutional. His belonging to the formations of Early 
Christianity is underscored by the narrative, and his legitimacy finally 
comes from the ordination by the apostles. This highlights another 
important difference between the philosophers’ lives by Diogenes 
Laertius and the Acts of Titus. Diogenes Laertius (like the early 
Christian biographies) often strives to create ideal biographies of the 
Greek heroes, and (unlike Suetonius or Plutarch) occasionally ne-
glects realistic traits of his figures in this process. His protagonists are 
nevertheless established as emancipated individuals in his narrative 
world. In the Acts of Titus, in contrast, the hero receives his personality 
through integration into the institutional framework of Christianity. 

Tolle lege 

There are other important literary parallels as well that help us to un-
derstand various aspects of Titus’ commission. We will first focus on 
the hero’s turning away from the classic authors and his turning to the 
Hebrew Scriptures as ordered by the subsequent heavenly revelations. 
Independently from each other, both motifs occur in early Christian 
literature. 

Appropriately to his social rank, Titus is depicted as a young man 
widely read in the canon of Greco-Roman education. He studied ‘the 
poems and dramas of Homer and other philosophers’. A heavenly 
voice, however, warned him that this education (ðáéäåßá) does not 
serve his benefit and he has to depart from it in order to save his soul. 
A similar turning away from the Greek authors occurs in the autobio-
graphical accounts attributed to Clement of Rome24. According to the 
Pseudo-Clementines (4th century AD), young Clement in his doubts 
begins to visit the schools of the philosophers, but he does not find 

 
24. Cf. Pervo, ‘Acts of Titus’, 459, note 20. 
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there anything else than ‘the setting up and refutation of doctrines, 
and controversies, contests, and the art of syllogisms and the inven-
tion of premises’25. Then, similarly to Titus, he receives reports about 
Jesus and travels to Judea. But notwithstanding the Acts of Titus, he 
meets there only the apostles rather than Jesus26. On his listening to 
the preaching of Barnabas, he disapproves of the philosophers’ 
mocking Barnabas because of his uneducated style27. 

Augustine in his Confessions (c. 397 AD) also denies the use of 
the classics in education28. He criticises Homer for depicting Jupiter 
as ‘thunderer and adulterer’, transferring human traits to the gods 
rather than divine ones to humans and Terence for stimulating im-
moral conduct. In conclusion, he says: 

But what is this to me, o True Life, my God, that when I was reciting I 
was applauded above many of my contemporaries and fellow-stu-
dents? Behold, is not all this smoke and wind? Your praises, Lord, 
your praises might have supported the offshoot of my heart through 
your Scriptures, and I would not have been dragged away by the van-
ity of the crooks as an ugly prey to the birds. There are namely more 
than one ways to sacrifice to the fallen angels. 

Although the bitterest of these utterances about the ‘crooks’ and ‘sac-
rifice to the fallen angels’ might be references to the Manicheans to 
whom Augustine later attached himself, the tenor of the sentences—
as in the Acts of Titus—is that the reading of Scriptures is useful for 
the youth, while the reading of the classics is seductive and danger-
ous. In sum, the same anti-intellectual tendency, a turning away from 
classical education is discernable in the Pseudo-Clementines, Augus-
tine, and the Acts of Titus. We have to conclude that the readership of 
the Acts of Titus is to be sought among the educated of the time who 
had similar conflicts of whether or not they should read the classical 
authors. The social setting of the Acts of Titus is different from the 

 
25. Pseudo-Clement, Homilies 1.3.1–2, cf. Recognitions 3.1. 
26. Homilies 1.6ff, cf. Recognitions 6ff. 
27. Homilies 1.10.1. 
28. Confessions 1.16–7, cf. 13–4. In Confessions 3.4.8, Augustine quotes 

Colossians 2.8–9: Videte, ne quis uos decipiat per philosophiam et inanem 
seductionem secundum traditionem hominum [etc.]. 
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one generally attributed to the earlier Acts29. The commission of Ti-
tus, as far as his departure from the classics if considered, could have 
been a paradigm for educated higher-class individuals who happened 
to hesitate between pagan philosophy and Christianity30. 

There is, however, an important difference between the accounts 
of Clement and Augustine, on the one hand, and the Acts of Titus, on 
the other hand. The former two texts present their heroes struggling 
for a solution among their spiritual con flicts, and then consciously 
deciding to depart from the classic authors. In the Acts of Titus this is 
commanded, in contrast, by the heavenly voice, in order that Titus 
might save his soul. Here the rejection of the Greek authors is not the 
result of spiritual seeking, but rather is demanded by divine authority. 
As for the motif of the heavenly voice, it is likely to have been in-
vented on the analogy of the following episode, where Titus is told to 
read the book of the Hebrews. 

The first revelation is followed by a period of nine years when 
Titus is waiting for the heavenly voice to speak again. His hesitance 
may imply that he continued his old way of education or that he re-
treated to meditate or pray. Frequently in the commission narratives, 
the hero has to wait for a subsequent revelation in order to receive a 
straightforward command from the divinity31. The narrative function 
of this interlude is also to give emphasis to the following episode. 

The role that Jewish Scripture plays in Titus’ commission is not 
without its parallels in late antiquity. Dio Chrysostom (c. 40–112 AD) 
quotes Homer, Euripides, and Herodotus in his autobiographical ac-
count of his commission to philosophy32. The relation between the 
ancient authors and divine oracle is rather complex in this story, but 

 
29. Cf. pp. 253f below. 
30. Cf. the context of conversion from Hellenism to Christianity in the Acts of 

Barnabas; pp. 193f above. For the problem of Greek paideia in hagiography, see 
Rubenson, ‘Philosophy and Simplicity’, who examines eight biographies (differ-
ent from the ones discussed above) and identifies three types of dealing with 
paideia (133–6): (1) omission of the subject; (2) rejection and withdrawal from 
Greek paideia (as in our narratives); and (3) using paideia as the foundation upon 
which Christian knowledge and piety can build. 

31. 1 Samuel 3.2–15, Acts 9.1–19; Diogenes Laertius, Lives 6.20–1, 7.2–3. 
For a discussion of subsequent visions, see pp. 228f below. 

32. Discourses 13, cf. pp. 49f above, trans. J.W. Cohoon in LCL, adapted. 
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still the basic pattern remains the same. After his banishment from 
Rome, Italy, and his native Bithynia, Dio contemplated the texts of 
the classics. ‘Bearing in mind all these things’ he decides to consult 
the god in his temple, and receives the order to continue the very 
thing he was doing (i.e. roaming) until he would go ‘to the furthest 
part of the world’. Then Dio turns to Homer: 

I remembered that Odysseus, after so much straying, did not murmur 
at wandering again and carrying an oar—as advised by the dead 
Teiresias—until he would meet people who did not know the sea even 
by hearsay. And should I not do so if the god commands me? 

This passage contains an indirect quotation of Odyssey 11.119–34, 
where Odysseus consults the spirit of Teiresias the Theban diviner. 
Dio does not actually open a book, but this would be also difficult in 
his situation—nevertheless, earlier in the narrative he directly quotes 
from Homer and other authors. In Greco-Roman antiquity, Homer 
was consulted for oracles in a similar way as was the Bible by Jews 
and Christians33. In the case of Dio, the god’s behest corresponds to 
Teiresias’ oracle, and this evokes the Homeric passage. Previously to 
the oracle, Dio is already engaged in meditating over the classics, as 
Augustine already read the Bible before he heard the famous tolle lege. 

The pattern appears also in the biographies by Diogenes Laertius 
(3rd century AD). About Zeno of Citium (333–261 BC) we read34: 

When he consulted the oracle about what he should do in order to at-
tain the best life, the god answered that he should be in contact with 
the dead35. When he understood what this meant, he read the ancient 
authors. […] While carrying purple from Phoenicia to Piraeus, he was 
shipwrecked. He went up to Athens—he was then thirty—and sat 
down in a bookstore. As he was reading the second book of Xeno-
phon’s Memorabilia and found pleasure in it, he asked where such 
men can be found. Just at the right moment Crates passed by, and the 
bookseller pointed to him and said, ‘Follow that man’. From that time 
on he studied with Crates. 

 
33. Examples are quoted by van der Horst, ‘Sacred Books’, 162–6. For the 

sacred status of Homeric literature in Neoplatonism, see Alexander, ‘Homer’, 141. 
34. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 7.2. 
35. åk óõã÷ñùôßæïéôï ôïsò íåêñïsò. The verb expresses (defiling) contact with 

the dead and sexual contact (Liddell and Scott. Lexicon, 1669). 
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In this story the divine will to read the book is communicated in two 
ways. First, the oracle bids Zeno to read the ancient authors. Then the 
shipwreck—a most important tool of divine guidance in antiquity36—
takes him to Athens, where he hits upon the Memorabilia by Xeno-
phon. Although the passage he reads is not explicitly specified, it is 
clear that it was the teaching of Socrates, as expounded in the dia-
logues of the second book of the Memorabilia, that compelled Zeno 
to become a student of philosophy. 

The reading or hearing of biblical passages plays a crucial role in 
some early Christian biographies37. In Athanasius’ Life of Antony38, 
the hero, while contemplating how the apostles followed Jesus in the 
gospels and sold their possessions in Acts, enters a church and hears 
the citation from Matthew: ‘If you wish to be perfect, go, sell all your 
possessions, give [it] to the poor, come, follow me, and you will have 
treasure in heaven’39. In the Life of Saint Martin by Sulpicius Severus 
(end of the 4th century)40, the hero’s adversary is defeated when a 
member of the congregation randomly opens the Bible during a wor-
ship and reads out a verse from Psalms: ‘Out of the mouths of infants 
and sucklings you have perfected your praise because of your ene-
mies, so that you may destroy the enemy and the defender’41. The last 
word of the passage (defensorem42) agrees with the name of Martin’s 
adversary, called Defensor, and this gives the clue to reject him, and 
to appoint Martin bishop. Similarly to these examples of biblio-

 
36. Cf. Pokorný, ‘Romfahrt’; Robbins, ‘Eye of the Storm’. 
37. Van der Horst, ‘Sacred Books’, collects evidence for the Jewish, Chris-

tian, and Greco-Roman practice of divination from a book. In his recent article on 
‘Jewish Bibliomancy’, 10, he suggests the term ‘bibliomancy’ to identify this 
technique. 

38. Cf. p. 163, note 26 above; van der Horst, ‘Sacred Books’, 151. 
39. Life of Antony 2.3, a quotation of Matthew 19.21. 
40. Cf. Fontaine’s introduction, Vie de Saint Martin, 1ff; van der Horst, ‘Sa-

cred Books’, 155. 
41. Ex ore infantium et lactantium perfecisti laudem propter inimicos tuos, ut 

destruas inimicum et defensorem (Life of Saint Martin 9.6, quoting Psalm 8.3 
from the Vetus Latina). 

42. The Septuagint translates the Hebrew !q n (avenge) with dêäéêçôÞò, 
coming from dêäéêÝù which can also mean ‘defend’—thence the translation 
defensor in the Old Latin. 
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mancy43, Titus reads a randomly selected Bible verse, which he 
understands as God’s message. 

The closest parallel to the heavenly command to read the ‘Book 
of the Hebrews’ is the well known tolle lege episode of Augustine’s 
Confessions. Although the influence of bibliomantic practices44 in our 
text is possible, it remains a peculiarity that both Augustine and Titus 
open the Scriptures on divine command. In the case of Augustine, the 
command itself comes from overhearing the children’s play in the 
neighbouring garden. This particular pattern of commission consists 
of a divine command which directs the hero to the consultation of 
books. In other words, these stories legitimate bibliomancy by a pre-
ceding heavenly voice, vision, or oracle. Augustine in his distress 
contemplates biblical passages45, as Dio meditated over Homer, 
Euripides and Herodotus: ‘And you, Lord, how long? How long, 
Lord, will you be angry forever? Do not remember our iniquities of 
old’46. In this state of mind he hears the voice of a child: Tolle lege, 
tolle lege. Suddenly he remembers the case of Antony’s hearing the 
quotation from Matthew, and this helps him interpret the voice as a 
command to open the Scriptures and read the first verse he finds there: 
‘Not in devouring and drunkenness, not in lechery and shamelessness, 
not in quarrelling and rivalry; but put on the Lord Jesus Christ and 
make no providence for the flesh in desires’47. 

It is difficult to say why this specific passage appealed in such a 
way to Augustine that ‘all shadows of doubt disappeared from his 
heart’. In those years (in his early thirties48) he was in a stage of men-
tal struggle rather than of carnal licentiousness, which—according to 
his perhaps exaggerating account—characterised his adolescence49. 
At this point we have to mention the helper-figure in the story, 
Augustine’s friend Alypius, who was being introduced to Christianity 

 
43. Cf. note 37 above. 
44. For ‘bibliomancy’, see note 37 above. For Confessions in that context, see 

van der Horst, ‘Sacred Books’, 152–5. 
45. The episode we are talking about is Confessions 8.12. 
46. Et tu, domine, usquequo (Psalm 6.4)? Usquequo, domine, irasceris in finem 

(Psalm 79.5)? Ne memor fueris iniquitatum nostrarum antiquarum (Psalm 79.8). 
47. Romans 13.13–4. 
48. Cf. Confessions 8.7.17 
49. Cf. Confessions 2.1–2. 
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at the same time. Together they studied the subject of conversion, 
meditating over models as Paul or Antony50. The soil was well pre-
pared for Augustine’s conversion, and almost any biblical passage 
would have had the same effect on him in the given situation. Biblio-
mancy occurs here in an institutionalised context, where the reaction 
of the individual is guaranteed by the socio-psychological framework. 
The best proof of this is that when Alypius hears of Augustine’s ex-
perience, he reads one verse further and also ‘converts’, following his 
friend ‘without any hesitant delay’ (sine ulla turbulenta cunctatione). 

Is the conversion of Titus in his Acts also the result of such a 
systematic preparation? The present form of the text does not provide 
us with any clue. The book that is used for bibliomancy must be, of 
course, that ‘of the Hebrews’, since Titus’ conversion is projected 
back to Jesus’ lifetime. The actual passage consists of two quotations 
from Deutero-Isaiah: ‘Return to me, many islands: the Lord saves 
Israel with everlasting salvation’51. The particular verse sought out is 
to be interpreted similarly as the biblical passage in the Life of Saint 
Martin (see above). We can observe an important distinction here. On 
the one hand, Dio’s Homeric quotation as well as Antony and 
Augustine’s texts are more easily applicable to the hero’s situation on 
a literal level, by drawing a parallel between their personal conflicts 
and Odysseus’ obedience to the gods in continuing his wanderings, 
the command to the young man to give his riches to the poor, and 
Paul’s warning against dissipating life, respectively. In the case of 
Martin and Titus, on the other hand, the oracle is interpreted with the 
help of formal coincidences, namely, that Martin’s adversary is called 
Defensor and that Titus comes from an island. 

In the Acts of Titus, bibliomancy also serves to legitimise the 
churches of Crete, proving that heavenly revelation urged for the 
Christianisation of the island from the earlier times. The sending of 
Titus as an envoy of the governor to Jerusalem demonstrates that the 
Roman administration of the island took official measures toward in-

 
50. Cf. Confessions 8.2ff 
51. Isaiah 41.1 and 45.17. This was not necessarily intended in an earlier 

version as a ‘frame’ (implying the verses between) as Pervo, ‘Acts of Titus’, 466, 
note 61, suggests. The combination of clauses taken from different contexts is not 
unusual in ancient (biblical) interpretation. 
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troducing the new cult from the earliest times of its formation. The 
journey to Jerusalem and the observation (from a distance) of the life 
and death of ‘Christ the Master’52 might imply the spirituality of pil-
grimage in the author’s time. It is interesting that while neither the 
Acts of Paul nor the Acts of Barnabas took interest in representing 
Paul, Barnabas, or John Mark as eyewitnesses to Jesus’ life and death, 
the Acts of Titus assumes its necessity in order to establish the hero’s 
authority. Nevertheless, Titus the eyewitness is featured throughout 
the book as subordinate to Paul. Cretan tradition seems uninterested in 
challenging the positions of Paul in the narrative—as the Cypriote 
stories on Barnabas did. 

Conclusions 

We can call the commission of Titus institutional in more than one 
way: It integrates its hero into the institutional frameworks of the ap-
ostolic Church, the life of the higher classes, and Roman politics. And 
in this way it also establishes the official status of Christianity. The 
commission of Titus is a cult-narrative which tells the initiation of a 
cultic hero and thus explains the introduction of a new cult. The pat-
tern is found in Hellenistic Egypt in the so called Zoilus-letter, where 
the hero writes that Sarapis had more than once ordered him in a 
dream to sail over to Apollonius [the minister of Ptolemy II] and tell 
him that a temple of Sarapis must be built and a priest established in 
the Greek quarter of the city53. Among the other apostolic Acts, the 
Acts of Thomas relates that the apostle converted kings to Christian-
ity54. Sometimes it is the rulers themselves who are commanded by 
the divinity to introduce the new religion. A good example from dy-
nastic Egypt is the cultic reform of Pharaoh Ikhnaton, who introduced 
the worship of Aton the new solar god and built the new capital Akhe-
taton (Tell el-Amarna)55. Among Christian biographies we can quote 

 
52. Acts of Titus 2: ôï™ äåóðüôïõ ×ñéóôï™. 
53. Cf. pp. 238f below. 
54. Acts of Thomas 16, 26 (Gundaphoros), 170 (Misdaios). 
55. Breasted, Eighteenth Dynasty, 390–1. An inscription in the tomb of the 

vizier Ramose (translation in Breasted, Eighteenth Dynasty, 389) suggests that the 
new faith was revealed to Ikhnaton by the god Re. 
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Eusebius’ account of how the visions of Constantine the Great pre-
pared his reforms introducing Christianity as an imperial cult56, in-
cluding the transfer of the capital to Constantinople, which marked his 
‘own transformation from a Western to an Eastern ruler’57. In this 
context we have to understand the ‘renewal of the islands’ in the Acts 
of Titus as a political program. This agenda is fulfilled when the 
apostle Titus, member of the local higher class, establishes Christian-
ity on Crete in cooperation with proconsuls and relying on the permis-
sion and support of emperors. 

To sum up, the commission of Titus in his Acts follows estab-
lished literary patterns better than does any of the previously dis-
cussed texts. We can observe here (1) the structure of Greco-Roman 
biography, (2) the influence of Christian biographies, (3) an estab-
lished tradition of conversion in hagiography, making use of biblio-
mancy (perfectly embodied by the Confessions of Augustine)58, and 
(4) the pattern of introducing new cults, especially as formulated in 
Eastern traditions. The institutional form of commission is brought to 
perfection in this text, which projects the positive reception of Chris-
tianity by the Greco-Roman higher class back to the lifetime of Jesus, 
and presents the introduction of the new cult as the concern of the 
political establishment of that age. Commission becomes political fic-
tion when a Roman proconsul sends an envoy to Palestine to learn 
from Jesus, or a Christian sanctuary is built from imperial money un-
der Trajan. 

 
56. Eusebius, Life of Constantine 1.28–9. For the visions, see recently 

Cameron, ‘Vita Constantini’, 158–63; idem, ‘Form and Meaning’. Eusebius 
compares Constantine to Moses, and assigns to him a key role in salvation 
history. 

57. Frend, Rise of Christianity, 501. 
58. Possidius in his Life of Augustine 11.5, writing aroung 435, asserts that 

Augustine’s books were translated into Greek. An imitation of the tolle lege epi-
sode probably occurs in Mark the Deacon’s Life of Porphyry of Gaza 45. Al-
though these witnesses are subject to criticism (cf. Courcelle, Les Confession, 
202), the Acts of Titus may provide one more piece of evidence of Augustine’s 
influence in the East. However, it is also possible that the author of the Acts of 
Titus elaborated on the same topos as the Latin authors did without having read 
them, using the Life of Antony or another Greek source as his model. 



 

10. Morphology 

In the Introduction, I gave a preliminary form-critical description of 
commission with the help of its constant elements, whereas in the first 
two chapters I completed this with a number of literary critical obser-
vations. In this chapter, we turn our attention to both the dramatic re-
lations between the characters and the dramaturgical function of the 
commission episode in the larger narrative context. The latter aspect 
also provides a criterion for the closer definition of commission sto-
ries. We have talked about ‘commission’ only in such stories where 
the hero enters into the service of the deity and receives a life-long 
task; that is, we anchored commission into a biographical framework. 
In the last two chapters of the book, we will systematise both aspects 
of apostolic commission stories: their inner organisations as well as 
their functioning in the larger literary and social frameworks. 

First, we will elaborate on the inner dramatic structure of com-
mission. I will use various commission passages discussed in the pre-
vious chapters to examine what I call the ‘sujet’ of commission. I dis-
tinguish the sujet from the narrative ‘plot’, the latter referring to the 
(hypothetical) sequence of the narrated events. At the examination of 
the sujet, I will draw on the narratological insights of three theoreti-
cians. First, as already the title of this chapter suggests, I will rely on 
the narrative theory of V.J. Propp as explicated in his famous Mor-
phology of the Folktale. It is important to note that I will use Propp’s 
methodology rather than his results. Propp’s morphology has too of-
ten been applied as a ready-made universal narrative scheme, which it 
is not intended to be. What we will borrow from Propp is the defini-
tion of the sujet as the complex of motifs. The sujet is not a static 
scheme, but rather a variable organisation of motifs, where newer 
motifs can integrate into an existing sujet, or different sujets may 



214 Morphology 

form combinations with each other1. As for the definition of motifs, 
for different reasons we do not stick to Propp’s ideas, who examined 
the ‘functions of the characters’, and thereby identified a limited 
number of constant elements2. First, the genre of the apostolic Acts is 
different from that of the folktale. Second, we have to keep in mind 
that the commission stories, which we examine, are parts of larger 
narratives rather than being rounded-off tales themselves. Therefore, 
the sujets that we describe are also incomplete as compared, for ex-
ample, to the sujet of a folktale. Third, the small size of the corpus 
does not enable us to completely break down motifs into elementary 
‘functions’. Finally, we have a narratological reason not to slavishly 
follow Propp’s approach. The sole concentration on ‘actions’ is not 
completely justifiable. Persons and objects in a narrative function also 
in other ways, for example, by their symbolic content, or more gener-
ally, by all kinds of intertextual references. 

Propp found that the thirty-one functions he identified in the Rus-
sian folktale fall into seven ‘spheres of activities’3: those of the 
antagonist4, the donor, the helper, the princess (sought-for person), the 
dispatcher, the hero, and the false hero. Three of these spheres of ac-
tion correspond to the basic roles in commission stories that we iden-
tified at the beginning of our study5: sender (comparable to the donor 
as well as the dispatcher), hero (commissioned person), and helper. 
 

1. Propp, Morphology, 12, trans. L. Scott, adapted. Propp himself elaborates 
on A.N. Veselovskij: ‘Veselovskij understands by sujet a complex of motifs. A 
motif can occur in different themes. “A series of motifs is a sujet (Серия 
мотивов—сюжет). Motifs develop into sujets”. “Sujets vary: new motifs intrude 
into sujets, or sujets combine with each other”’. 

2. Propp, Morphology, 21, trans. L. Scott, adapted. ‘Function is understood as 
an act of a character, defined from the point of view of its significance for the 
course of the action. […] Functions of characters serve as the invariable, constant 
elements of the tale, independently of by whom and how they are fulfilled. They 
constitute the fundamental components of the tale. The number of functions 
known to the folktale is limited’. 

3. Propp, Morphology, 79–80. 
4. Drawing on the English translation, literary critics talk about ‘villain’, 

whereas Propp himself uses the word ‘antagonist’ (антагонист) or ‘saboteur’ 
(вредитель). He clearly applies a Marxist vocabulary, evoking the irreconcilable 
antagonism of social classes as well as the image of the saboteur who undermines 
the stability of the communist state and the proper functioning of planned economy. 

5. See p. 22 above. 
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Later developments of Propp’s theory are also relevant for the 
understanding of the roles of the commission stories. Let us consider 
the actantial model of A.-J. Greimas. Greimas, analysing Propp’s the-
ory of the folktale and Souriau’s theory of drama, came to the conclu-
sion that the core of both narrative structures is the relation between 
the categories of subject and object, which can be expressed as ‘de-
sire’ or ‘quest’6. There are two other pairs of ‘actants’ in Greimas’ 
model: sender and receiver (their relation is expressed as ‘communi-
cation’)7; helper and opponent8. Greimas immediately offers two 
applications of the model: ancient philosophy and Marxism. This is 
the philosopher’s story: 

Thus, with great simplification, it could be said that for a learned phi-
losopher of the classical age the relationship of desire would be 
specified, by a semic investment, as the desire of knowing, and the 
actants of his drama of knowledge would be distributed more or less in 
the following manner: 

Subject ......................  philosopher 
Object .......................   world 
Sender .......................  God 
Receiver ...................  mankind 
Opponent ..................  matter 
Helper .......................  mind 9 

It is not difficult to apply this model to the apostolic Acts. The apostle 
(subject) desires salvation (object), which is offered by God (sender) 
to mankind (receiver). This is hindered by Satan (opponent) and pro-
moted by the Church (helper)10. The idea of commission (although 
not mentioned by that name) is structurally inherent to Greimas’ 
model. In the folktale, the father of the princess (sought-for person) 
 

6. Greimas, Structural Semantics, 203. 
7. Greimas, Structural Semantics, 203–5. The original terminology is desti-

nateur and destinataire, referring to the sender and addressee of a letter. 
8. Greimas, Structural Semantics, 205–6. 
9. Greimas, Structural Semantics, 208. It is also interesting to note his Marxist 

‘militant’ scenario, and compare it to the Marxist terminology of Propp himself 
(note 4 above): Subject: man; Object: classless society; Sender: history; Receiver: 
mankind; Opponent: burgeois class; Helper: working class. 

10. Cf. the application of the scheme to the Gospel of John by Stibbe, ‘Return 
to Sender’. 
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commissions the prince to find and rescue her. Similarly, God com-
missions the philosopher, history commissions the Marxist activist, 
and the economic system commissions the entrepreneur11. Greimas’ 
interpretation of modern ideologies provides examples of how the 
idea of commission functions in post-enlightenment, European 
thought. 

In the analysis of the plot of apostolic commission, I will not 
slavishly follow Greimas’ own application of the model to the theme 
of philosophy. The a priori reduction of the commission stories to 
bipolar oppositions of six actants would unnecessarily confine our 
investigation. However, the narratological analyses of Propp and 
Greimas can serve as promising starting points for the interpretation 
of the sujet of apostolic commission stories. 

A third approach to narrative structures has to be added at this 
point. R.C. Schank developed the model of ‘scripts’ for the purpose of 
Artificial Intelligence research. Scripts are intended to model episodic 
memory12. It is not necessary to discuss the notion of episodic mem-
ory in much detail now. Let it suffice that this model describes the 
narrative organisation of information, as opposed to ‘semantic’ or ‘hi-
erarchical’ memory, which explains the storing of purely lexical data. 
Episodic memory makes use of scripts: ‘Some episodes are reminis-
cent of others. As economy measure in the storage of episodes, when 
enough of them are alike they are remembered in terms of a stan-
dardized generalized episode which we will call a script’13. Schank’s 
scripts are in fact narrative sujets, as it were, of shorter ‘stories’ taken 
from everyday life. Schank described a script as a series of elemen-
tary actions14. Their explanatory power lies largely in the fact that the 
occurrence of a motif belonging to a script evokes (‘triggers’) the rest 
of the script. 

I will elaborate on this model in order to complete the dramatic 
model based on the works of Propp and Greimas. Commission, too, 
can be described as a ‘script’, and a number of other scripts can be 

 
11. Cf. Greimas, Structural Semantics, 203–11; note 9 above. 
12. Schank and Abelson, Scripts, 17–9. 
13. Schank and Abelson, Scripts, 19. 
14. Originally, Schank and Abelson, Scripts, 11–7, used the notion of ‘primi-

tive acts’ that represent ‘the meaning of sentences’. 
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identified in biblical literature; for example, the exodus script, the 
gospel script, or the martyrdom script. These scripts describe, instead 
of stories of everyday life, abstract narrative thought patterns that are 
implemented (actualised) in different literary contexts15. The model of 
scripts will be adapted in the following way: I will collect an array of 
typical motifs, and then attempt to describe the rules according to 
which they can follow (evoke or trigger) each other. In this manner, 
we do not receive a static list of constant elements, but rather a dy-
namic array of motifs which combine in different ways as to yield 
variations of the commission script. I also propose a shorthand refer-
ence to motifs. In this system, the name of the motif is followed by 
three components between square brackets: subject, object, and indi-
rect object. 

motif [subject, object, indirect object] 

Let us now proceed with the analysis of the motifs of apostolic com-
mission. How can one acquire a list of motifs? Propp’s motifs are 
formal abstractions from the more elementary ‘functions of the char-
acters’. Since I do not examine the functions of the characters ex-
haustively (neither do I describe, as Schank, every sentence with the 
help of ‘primitive acts’), I have to take a different approach. I exam-
ine a number of narrative patterns within commission stories that may 
contain one or more motifs. Thus, a higher level of abstraction is in-
volved in the process; namely, the selection of significant narrative 
patterns. Many narrative patterns have already been discussed at some 
length, as for example, commission–protest–reassurance, the defeat of 
the hero, or legitimating by the authorities16. Now I will investigate 
others: villainy, sortes, epiphany, vision, sickness and healing, and the 
role of helper figures. 

 
15. A good example of the exodus script would be Deutoronomy 26.5–9; of 

the gospel script 1 Corinthians 15.1–8; of the martyrdom script Acts 6.8–8.1. Cf. 
my forthcoming article on ‘The Gospels and Cognitive Science’ in the first vol-
ume of Groningen Studies in Cultural Change. 

16. Commission–protest–reassurance and defeat: pp. 120–125 above. Legiti-
mating by the authorities: pp. 59–69, 136–140, 211f above. 
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Villainy 

Villainy is the element in Propp’s sujet by which ‘the actual move-
ment of the tale is created’17. In the context of biblical narratives, it 
frequently occurs before the commission of a prophet, when either a 
foreign enemy attacks Israel or the people turn away from God. The 
prophet is then called to restore Israel to its original state18. In the 
apostolic commission stories, the motif occurs in the commission of 
Paul in all the three Lucan versions (Acts 9, 22, 26), and in the Acts of 
Peter. To the former we can add Paul’s autobiographical account in 
Galatians 1.13–4. 

Paul’s commission in Acts (and Galatians 1) provides an inter-
esting example of villainy. Here Paul himself is first the antagonist 
and then the hero. The defeat of the antagonist and the commission of 
the hero are the same event. The hero’s task, of course, cannot be here 
to defeat the antagonist. The antagonist is defeated already during the 
commission story itself, on the Damascus road and the transient 
(liminal19) period of Paul’s blindness and prayers. The description is 
persecute [hero, addressee]. ‘Addressee’ is a standard actant of the 
commission stories, and denotes those to whom the commissioner 
sends the hero. 

Villainy occurs in one of the apostolic Acts that we did not dis-
cuss earlier in detail20. In the Acts of Peter 5 Jesus sends Peter to 
Rome because Simon Magus has appeared there and gained respect 
among the Christians. Chapter 4 relates Simon’s arrival at Rome, how 
he denunciated Paul and the Christians as deceivers, and won over to 
himself everyone except a presbyter and two women. Simon’s activity 
does not directly harm the people of Rome, but rather it is an indirect 
attack on Jesus, as becomes clear from his words: ‘his power has per-
verted all those who believed in me’. The description of the motif is 
therefore: mislead [antagonist, addressee].  

 
17. Morphology, 30. 
18. Baltzer, Biographie der Propheten, 29, 64, 112–3, 193–7, and passim. 
19. For liminality, see p. 235, note 95 below. 
20. Cf. p. 24 above. 
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In both variations21, villainy contains an element of conflict 
whereby it creates tension. The antagonist and the addressee in mis-
lead and the hero in persecute get into a position that contradicts their 
functions. The addressee is not supposed to associate with the antago-
nist, and the hero is not supposed to persecute the addressee. The re-
sult is a complete exchange of the narrative roles. The antagonist as-
sumes the role of the hero, but the hero acts as an antagonist. A 
structural displacement, as it were, occurs in the sujet. This tension 
naturally moves the plot forward and launches a sequence of motifs 
that restores the integrity of the narrative functions. 

Sortes: ‘Apostolic Lottery’ and Sacred Books 

Whereas the aforementioned two motifs use dramatic conflict to initi-
ate the course of events, commission stories more frequently begin 
with some kind of deus ex machina. The deity can launch the story in 
different ways, of which we can discern two categories in our texts: 
(1) in epiphanies the deity breaks directly upon human reality, 
whereas (2) different methods of divination serve as more indirect 
ways of governing the events. There is also a difference between 
these categories with regard to their function in the sujet. Epiphanies 
(discussed in the next section) may occur at various points of the nar-
rative, often as a reaction to the already developed conflict. Divina-
tion, in turn, is a typical mode of creating conflict at the beginning. 

Out of the different methods that ancient people utilised to learn 
the will of the deity, we have already dealt with the random opening 
of (sacred) books22. It was used in Christian biographical literature 
from the fourth century onwards. Among the apostolic commission 
stories, we find it in the Acts of Titus23. In this narrative, the commis-
sion of the hero is tied up with his conversion. His task requires him 
to change first his basic set of beliefs. 

 
21. For a list of motifs and their variations, see pp. 244f below. The name 

‘motif ’ will be used also for a given variation of a motif. Villainy is the only mo-
tif whose variations include different actions (persecute, mislead); otherwise, 
different subjects and objects will characterise variations. 

22. Cf. pp. 204–211 above. 
23. Cf. ibidem. 
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A typical beginning of the apostolic Acts is the division of the 
missionary fields. Among the texts that we discussed hitherto, this is 
found in the Acts of Thomas 1 and the Acts of Philip 8, but it also oc-
curs in many other apostolic Acts. The motif has several variations. 
Sometimes Jesus himself assigns the missionary fields to the apostles 
(Acts of Philip24 and the Arabic Preaching of Andrew25), but more 
often, the apostles divide the world among themselves. In the latter 
type we often read about the ‘casting of lots’26. In the Preaching of 
Philip, Jesus himself commands the disciples, ‘Now cast lots among 
each other, and divide the world into twelve parts’27. Subsequently the 
texts report that ‘the lot fell’ on a given apostle to go to a certain 
country28. This may occur with or without the explicit mentioning of 
the casting of lots. We also read about ‘allotted places’29. In some Jo-
hannine Acts, the episode is situated after Pentecost, and Peter exhorts 

 
24. Acts of Philip 8.1: ‘And it came to pass when the Saviour divided the 

apostles according to cities and countries...’ (dìÝñéóåí/dìÝñéæåí ôï˜ò Pðïóôüëïõò 
êáôN ðüëéí êár ÷þñáí). Cf. p. 141 above. 

25. Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts, 1. ‘And when the disciples went out into 
the world to preach the Gospel of the Kingdom of Heaven, the Lord appeared 
unto them, and spake unto them, saying thus: “Peace be unto you, O my brethren, 
and my beloved, heirs of the Kingdom. Know that I will never separate myself 
from you, I will strengthen you”. And He turned to Matthias and commanded him 
to go to the city of the Cannibals; and Andrew his brother was to pass to Lydda to 
preach in it, he and his disciple Philemon, the son of Philip; “for I have many 
people in it whom I have chosen”’. 

26.  Martyrium Andreae prius 2 (Bonnet, Acta apostolorum, vol 2/1, 46); Acts 
of Andrew and Matthias 1 (MacDonald, Acts of Andrew, 70); Syriac History of 
Mār Matthew and Mār Andrew (Wright, Apocryphal Acts, vol 1, 102, trans. vol 2, 
93); Pseudo-Prochorus (Zahn, Acta Joannis, 5); Arabic Travels of John (Smith 
Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts, 38, parallel with Pseudo-Prochorus); Coptic and 
Arabic Preaching of Philip (von Lemm, ‘Koptische Apostelacten’, 170 and Smith 
Lewis, op.cit., 60); Arabic Preaching of Simon (Smith Lewis, op.cit., 115). 

27. von Lemm, ‘Koptische Apostelacten’, 168. tenoy qe neèklhros mN 

netNerhy. NtetN R pkosmos MmNtsnooys Noyvm. Cf. the Arabic version in 
Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts, 60: ‘Behold now, cast lots among yourselves, 
and make the world into twelve lots, that ye may go forth and preach in it’. 

28. The typical terms are dêëçñþèç, (êáôN êëyñïí) hëá÷åí, apeklhros ei. 
29. Acts of Philip 8.1 (G), êåêëçñùìÝíïò ôüðïò. 
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the disciples to divide the world30. In other cases, the episode occurs 
between Jesus’ resurrection and ascent to heaven, and Jesus exhorts 
the disciples31. 

Although we cannot decide with certainty when the motif of di-
viding the world by lottery emerged (see below), in early Christian 
literature its earliest extant witness is probably the Acts of Thomas32. 
There it occurs in a rather simple form in both the Greek and the 
Syriac texts. There is no introductory exhortation, and no direct men-
tion of the act of casting lots. We can discern that in the Arabic 
Preaching of Thomas the exhortation appears (Jesus orders the disci-
ples to divide the world), but the rest of the episode is reported simi-
larly to the Greek and Syriac Acts of Thomas33. The casting of lots is 
not mentioned in the Acts of Philip either. There (in the Greek text) 
Jesus himself divides the world, and afterwards the text uses the ex-
pression ‘lot’, but not with the technical expression ‘fell’ (hëá÷åí). 
Therefore, it seems that the ‘lot’ of the apostles was the primary idea, 
and it was only later that the actual ‘casting of lots’ appeared in the 
texts34. This variation first occurs in texts about John and Andrew, 

 
30. Pseudo-Prochorus (Zahn, Acta Joannis, 3–5); Arabic Travels of John 

(Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts, 37); Syriac History of John (Wright, Apocry-
phal Acts, vol 1, 5 and vol 2, 4; Arabic Story of John (Smith Lewis, op.cit., 157). 

31. The scene often takes place on the Mount of Olives, as in Acts 1.12. In the 
Preaching of Philip Jesus commands the casting of lots (see note 27 above); in 
the Arabic Preaching of Thomas he commands the disciples, ‘Assemble and di-
vide the world into twelve portions and let each one of you go to his portion’ 
(Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts, 80). The Martyrdom of Saint Mark paraphrases 
Matthew 28.18–20 (ibidem, 147). Cf. the Arabic Preaching of Simon and 
Preaching of Thaddeus (ibidem, 115 and 120, respectively). 

32. Cf. Kaestli, ‘Scènes d’attribution’, 250, ‘A l’exception des Actes de Tho-
mas, qui appartiennent au groupe des cinq grands Actes apocryphes des IIe et IIIe 
siècles, tous les textes qui comportent une scène de départ en mission sont 
d’origine tardive: aucun d’eux ne remonte plus haut que le IVe siècle’. 

33. Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts, 80. 
34. In the Syriac Didascalia apostolorum (3rd century) the apostles divide 

(gLP) the whole world into twelve parts, but they do not cast lots. Cf. Vööbus 
(ed), Didascalia, vol 2, 229 and idem (trans) Didascalia vol 2, 212; for the date 
see ibidem, vol 1, 23. Eusebius, Church History 3.1, writes that Thomas, Andrew, 
and John received (ånëç÷åí) Parthia, Scythia, and Asia, recpectively. The verb 
ëáã÷Üíù with accusative means simply ‘obtain as one’s portion’, without an explicit 
reference to the casting of lots; Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 1022b (I). The tradition 
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namely, in Pseudo-Prochorus and the Martyrium prius, and in both 
instances it is coupled with Peter’s central position. In the later ver-
sions, it found its way by analogy into the stories of other apostles. 

The casting of lots and Peter’s prominent role resemble the first 
two chapters of the canonical Acts, where we read about the election 
of Matthias as an apostle by casting lots, the gathering of the apostles, 
the coming of the Holy Spirit, and Peter’s Pentecost address. Scholars 
have emphasised the influence of the beginning of Acts on the apoc-
ryphal division episodes35. There are, however, also weak points of 
this theory. In Acts we do not read about the division of the mission-
ary fields, and in the Acts of Thomas, where the motif occurs among 
the apostolic Acts for the first time, both the act of casting lots and the 
prominent role of Peter are missing. We want to point out other possi-
ble sources of this motif. 

The division of the earth as well as the idea that these parts are 
inherited by ‘lot’ have close parallels in the division of Canaan in 
Joshua 13–2136. The actual ‘casting of lots’ occurs in Joshua 18.10, 
but it was probably a secondary addition to the already existing geo-
graphical description of the land37. A closely related idea is one’s fa-
vourable ‘lot’, ‘allotment’, and ‘inheritance’, which frequently occur 
in Psalms38. The oracle of the lot is a well-known metaphor in the 
 
probably goes back to Origen, cf. Junod, ‘Origène, Eusèbe’ and MacDonald, Acts of 
Andrew, 56–9. 

35. Lipsius, Apostelgeschichten, 12–3, suggests that Acts 1.23–6 (the election 
of Matthias by casting lots) and Matthew 28.19 (Jesus’ commissioning the disci-
ples) served as the sources of this tradition. On the basis of Pseudo-Prochorus he 
claims that the motif was present in the ðåñßïäïé EÉùÜííïõ already in the second 
century. Zahn, Acta Joannis, cxxxix, regards the Acts of Thomas as the (indirect) 
source of the motif. He makes Leucius [Charius] (the alleged author of the earli-
est apostolic Acts, cf. Schäferdiek, ‘Manichean Collection’, 94) responsible for 
the introduction of the theme into the respective Acts of John and Andrew. Mac-
Donald, Acts of Andrew, 33–7, claims that beginning of the Acts of Thomas was 
inspired by the Acts of Andrew and Matthias, whose opening scene, in turn, was 
modelled after Acts 1–2. Cf. Junod, ‘Origène, Eusèbe’, 242–3. 

36. Also described in Numbers 32.33–42 and Deuteronomy 3.12–17. 
37. de Vos, Das Los Judas, 181–5, concludes that mention of lots belongs to 

the last phase of the Redaktionsgeschichte of the text. For earlier research, see 
Butler, Joshua, ad 15.1. Cf. Jubilees 8.10ff. 

38. Psalms 16.6 (15.6 LXX), 78.55 (77.55), 135.12 (134.12), 136.22 (135.22). 
In Psalms one speaks of hl;j}n " rather than lr:/ G, the latter being the proper term for 
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Dead Sea Scrolls39. The occurrence of the motif, however, is not re-
stricted to Jewish literature. In the Iliad as well in Akkadian and Hit-
tite mythology, the gods cast lots to distribute the regions of the world 
among each other40. The division of land into êëÞñïõò is reported sev-
eral times in classical Greek literature41. Finally, we have seen that the 
description of the territory of one’s mission (Zuständigkeitsbereich) 
was an essential part already in the Egyptian and Old Testament 
commission passages42.  

Consequently, the motif of the division of land and the talk about 
one’s ‘inheritance’ or ‘lot’ is much earlier than the lottery episode of 
Acts 1.23–26. In Acts, too we read about the ‘share’ (êëyñïò) of the 
saints quite independently from the casting of lots43. Its stereotyped 
occurrence in commission texts as well as the classical Greek usage of 
the motif are likely to have served as the sources of the division epi-
sodes in the Acts of Thomas and the Acts of Philip. As in the Book of 
Joshua, the actual casting of lots was probably a secondary addition 
to the list of missionary fields. The lottery episode in Acts 1.23–6 pro-
vided an excellent analogy, which influenced the description of the 
division of lands in the Martyrium Andreae prius, the Acts of Andrew 
and Matthias, Pseudo-Prochorus, and the later versions of the apos-
tolic Acts. In this phase, other elements in Acts 1–2, such as the ex-
hortation by Jesus or Peter and the location of the scene on the Mount 
of Olives, were also added to the description of the episode. 

In the Acts of Thomas 1 and Acts of Philip 8, as in most Hebrew 
and Greek parallels, the central issue is the ‘inheritance’ or ‘share’ of 
the hero rather than the actual technique of allotting the lands. The 
division of lands is attributed either to Jesus (Acts of Philip) or to the 
community of the apostles (Acts of Thomas). In both texts, as in many 

 
the share received by lot. Cf. Prayer of Enosh (4Q369). For Saul’s election by lot, 
see p. 35 above. 

39. Lange, ‘Determination of Fate’; cf. note 38 above. 
40. Iliad 15.187–93; West, Helicon, 109–111; Demont, ‘Lots héroïques’. 
41. In Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 3.50.1, the Athenians divide the occu-

pied island of Lesbos (êëÞñïõò äc ðïéÞóáíôåò ôyò ãyò) into three thousand allot-
ments. In Herodotus, History 2.109, Sesostris gives ‘equal lots’ (êëyñïí nóïí) to 
everyone in Egypt. Cf. Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, 959. 

42. Baltzer, Biographie der Propheten, 193. 
43. Cf. p. 83, note 79 above. 
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parallels, the hero immediately protests against the allotted task. We 
have analysed this narrative pattern at the discussion of the commis-
sion of Thomas. This means that the division episode is also a source 
of conflict in the sujet, similarly to the variations of villainy previ-
ously discussed. The nature of the conflict is similar as in that case, 
namely, the actants are out of place in the actantial structure. The hero 
does not want to play the role of a hero. It seems that one basic aspect 
of commission stories is the negotiation of the narrative functions; 
that is, the deciding of the question who will play which role. 

Epiphanies on the Road and on the Sea 

Divine epiphany, the appearance of a deity to a human, is such a 
widespread phenomenon of pre-modern Western culture, that we can 
hardly undertake even a partial discussion of it44. As far as the narra-
tive function of epiphany is concerned, either it launches the story, or 
it occurs as a reaction of the deity to a conflict situation that is already 
present in the sujet. We will deal with two aspects of epiphany in our 
texts: (1) the place and time of the epiphany, and (2) the shape in 
which the deity appears. 

Let us first see in which forms the sender appears in our commis-
sion stories. On the Damascus road, Paul sees a flashing light; in the 
Acts of John, Jesus appears in different human shapes (boy, handsome 
man, bearded man, young lad, giant, short man), and as a voice above 
the cross of light; Philip in his Acts sees him in the form of an eagle; 
in the Acts of Peter and the Twelve he assumes the figure of a physi-
cian; John Mark in the Acts of Barnabas sees a man clothed in white 
raiment. In other cases, we read only that ‘Jesus appeared’ to the hero, 
without a closer identification of the form (i.e., in Paul’s temple vision 
and in the Acts of Thomas). Finally, in the Acts of Titus the hero only 
 

44. Graf, ‘Epiphanie’, defines it as ‘the appearance of a deity, as manifested in 
a spontaneous vision, in an actual ritual event (ecstasy), or in a narrative’. Since 
the Homeric hymns, epiphany has fixed parts: the superhuman size of the deity, 
the accompanying light and divine fragrance; and human reaction of fear, which 
the deity tries to dissolve. This narrative scheme, Graf claims, persisted through-
out ancient literature, including the New Testament. For an examination of Paul’s 
Damascus vision in the framework of ancient epiphanies, see Brenk, ‘Greek 
Epiphanies’. 
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hears heavenly voices but sees no figures. This is an astonishing di-
versity, which suggests that no canonised form of Jesus’ epiphanies 
existed in Early Christianity. The ‘polymorphous Jesus’45 is not a 
theoretical speculation of particular texts, but rather an empirical re-
ality of early Christian literature. In some cases, the texts pick out and 
combine traditional Jewish and Christian motifs: light, cross, angelic 
figures, shining robe46. Most forms of epiphany correspond to Greco-
Roman patterns47. At certain times, one even suspects an interpretatio 
Christiana of other cults48: such are the figures of the eagle or the 
physician Lithargoel49. 

In addition to detecting the cultural and mythological roots of the 
various forms of epiphany, one also cannot overlook their symbolic 
values within the narrative plots themselves. The fight of the eagle 
and the snake, the latter representing false belief in the Acts of 
Philip50, was emblematic in antiquity51. The motif was popular in art, 
and later (from about the 4th century BC) it became the visual symbol 

 
45. Acts of Thomas 153. 
46. Shining raiment as an attribute of epiphany: Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1381, 

lines 119–20 (see pp. 236ff below); Mark 9.2–8 and parallels, 16.5 and parallels; 
Acts of Barnabas 3. Cf. Revelation 1.12–16, Acts of Peter 16, Acts of John 90, 
Apocalypse of Peter 6 (ch. 15 in the Ethiopic text). 

47.  Cf. Versnel, ‘Epiphany’. On p. 53, he concludes that when an ancient 
man saw a god, ‘sometimes he saw a god, sometimes a human shape, sometimes 
a phantom, sometimes an animal form, sometimes he had an hallucination of light 
or a vision of bliss and sometimes he did not see anything at all but was none the 
less aware of the divine presence’. 

48. This could happen in the form of transferring the attributes of deities to 
Christ (Herzog ‘Asklepios’, 798b; Detschew, ‘Apollon’, 530a; cf. the art of the 
Roman catacombs). Another possibility was the reinterpretation of gods as de-
mons that revealed destructive powers; cf. Trombley, Hellenic Religion, vol 1, 
99–108, at 107. 

49. For the eagle, see pp. 149ff and below. For Lithargoel as Asclepius, see 
Schenke, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 419; Molinari, Acts of Peter and the 
Twelve, 139. 

50. Acts of Philip 8.4.6–10 (G), 13.1.11–2, etc. 
51. Ancient passages include Iliad 22.200–29; Aeschylus, Libation Bearers 

247–9; Sophocles, Antigone 111–24; Aristoteles, Historia animalium 609a (9.1); 
Aelian, De natura animalium 17.37; Pliny, Natural History 10.17; further 
Schneider and Stemplinger, ‘Adler’, 87 and 89. 
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of the future that was revealed to the seer52. This symbolism is further 
elaborated in the Acts of Philip when Jesus assumes the role of a phy-
sician. This is, in Greek religion, the function of Asclepius, wearing 
the form of a snake53. Thus, the victorious deity takes over the func-
tions of the defeated one. In the representation of the sujet, we have 
only limited tools to describe these metaphorical connections. They 
contain references to myths (that is, other sujets) and ideas outside the 
text, and therefore belong to the intertextual aspects, which were dis-
cussed in connection with the individual passages. 

Let us turn our attention to the place of the epiphanies in the 
commission stories of the apostolic Acts. Jesus appears to Paul on the 
road before Damascus and in the Jerusalem temple54; to John on the 
road near Miletus and on the sea (of Galilee?)55; to Philip on a road in 
the desert56; and to Peter and the twelve twice at city-gates57. In some 
cases the place of the epiphany is not indicated. The Saviour appears 
to Thomas at night, John Mark sees a vision after his baptism, and of 
Titus’ visions we learn neither the place nor the time (only that the 
second one followed the first after nine years)58. First, we can see that 
the majority of epiphanies (of which the place is indicated) occur 
during a journey: on the road, at sea, or at the city-gates. We find 
similar scenes in the earlier literary tradition. The epiphanies of 
Thutmose IV and King Saul, as well as Epimenides’ long sleep, occur 
on the road. Dio Chrysostom receives his call to philosophy when he 
is banished59. Sea voyage is also a recurrent theme of the commission 
stories60. However, comparison with other literatures also demon-
strates an important difference. Whereas in our early Christian texts 
 

52. Schmidt, ‘Adler und Schlange’, 64–5. The motif also appears on two 
synagogues and a Jewish religious school in the fifth and sixth centuries AD; cf. 
Turnheim, ‘Eagle and Snake’, 106–7. 

53. Cf. Fauth, ‘Asklepios’, at 644–5. For a healing by Asclepius see below in 
this chapter. 

54. Acts 9.3, 22.6, 26.16 and Acts 22.17–8. 
55. Acts of John 18 and Acts of John 88, 113. 
56. Acts of Philip 3.5.1–3 (dí ô† dñçìßu); cf. 3.4.1 (êáôN ôxí ¿ä’í). 
57. Acts of Peter and the Twelve 2.10, 8.4–15; cf. 6.27–34. 
58. Acts of Thomas 1; Acts of Barnabas 4; Acts of Titus 1. 
59. Thutmose IV: 29f; Saul: 34ff; Epimenides: 47f; Dio Chrysostom: 49f. 
60. Acts of John 88, 113; Acts of Thomas 3; Acts of Peter and the Twelve; Acts 

of Barnabas 5, 26; cf. Acts of Titus 2 and p. 37 above. 
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the sender immediately communicates with the hero on the road or at 
sea, in other religious contexts usually a third party is involved in the 
process. Communication between the sender and the hero is often 
connected to a sacred place and a religious institution. Thus, the 
Egyptian heroes appear in an audience hall, and the Greek ones con-
sult an oracle61. Among the apostolic commission stories, only one 
epiphany occurs in a cultic building, namely, Paul’s vision in the Je-
rusalem temple62. 

The commission stories of the apostolic Acts suggest that God 
was immediately available to the apostles at any place. This is an im-
portant aspect of the mobility of the Christian mission. Especially in 
the later Acts, however, divine presence is claimed to be bound to 
particular spots, including sanctuaries founded by the apostles63 and 
their burial places64. The itinerant heroes of the Christian tradition 
become the originators of the settled forms of worship65. 

 
61. For example, pp. 11–14, 26–33, 49f, 207f. In Homer and later Greek and 

Roman epic, the gods often communicate directly with the heroes. 
62. The Lucan Acts takes an intense interest in the Jerusalem temple. Never-

theless, only one version of Paul’s commission story refers to the temple. 
63. Acts of Titus 9, Acts of Barnabas 17, 20, 22. 
64. Acts of Titus 11; cf. Acts of Barnabas 25 (pp. 177–182 above). 
65. The classical formulation of ‘wandering radicalism’ comes from G. 

Theißen, ‘Wanderradikalismus’. Recently in Religion, 328, he writes about ‘wan-
dering charismatics’ (Wandercharismatiker) who urged people to follow Jesus, 
leave their houses and households, break with their family and parents, and live 
without work and possessions. In Jesusbewegung, 14, he also described the coop-
eration of the itinerants and the local churches (Ortsgemeinden) that gave them 
‘social and material support’. Crossan, Christianity, presents a complex analysis 
of that cooperation. He finds that itinerants offered healing in exchange for food 
(330), and whereas itinerants criticised the householders (355–61), the local 
churches developed strategies to control the itinerants, as we read in the Didache 
(363–82). From many respects, the protagonists of the apostolic Acts are ideal-
ised itinerant charismatics, whose authority is beyond the control of the local 
churches. That the issue of itineracy did not diminish after the first century, is 
exemplified by the controversies of the ascetics in the fourth century, cf. pp. 158–
167 above. For a sharp criticism of Theißen’s itineracy hypothesis, see recently 
Arnal, Village Scribes, 67–95. 
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Twofold, Threefold, and Double Vision 

Dreams and visions are found throughout ancient literature, and play 
an important role in commission stories. In addition, we find in our 
texts different combinations of visions: twofold, threefold, and double 
visions. The question can be raised why we deal with visions under a 
separate heading once we have already discussed epiphany. Visions, 
whereas they often contain epiphanies, include also various other 
sorts of experiences that surpass the limits of everyday perception66. 
For example, Paul, sitting in the house of Simon in Damascus, sees 
Ananias in a vision coming to him and healing him67. At other times, 
the heroes hear heavenly voices instructing them, or see angels and 
other messengers. We speak of twofold and threefold vision when a 
person sees more than one vision subsequently and about double vi-
sions when two persons see visions about the same subject at the 
same time. During the discussion of individual passages, we have al-
ready talked about the visions that occurred in them. In this section, 
we will consider the specific complexes of visions that we have just 
introduced. 

In two of the narratives relating Paul’s commission in Acts, we 
find a sequence of visions68. In both versions, the second vision is im-
plied by the first one: ‘Go to Damascus, there you will be told what to 
do’. Similarly, in the Acts of John 18, the hero is sent to Ephesus by a 
vision, and he receives a second revelation on the road. In chapters 
88–9 there is a threefold sequence, although without strong causality. 

 
66. We cannot formulate an exhaustive definition of vision at this place. 

Goodman, ‘Visions’, 282, defines it as ‘a religious experience that involves see-
ing, and frequently, the other senses as well. The quality of the experience sug-
gests that the content of the perception is real, a direct, unmediated contact with a 
nonordinary aspect of reality that is external and independent of the perceiver’. 
Dreams, according to her, may also qualify as visionary experiences. From these 
she distinguishes hallucination, which is delusion and occurs with mentally ill 
persons. We use the term in a broad sense, and qualify visions only from a narra-
tive perspective, rather than from biological, anthropological, or psychiatric 
points of views. For examples of ‘symbolic synesthesia’ in Christian and Greco-
Roman visions, see Meyer, ‘Light and Voice’, 30–3; add Acts of Peter 5, visa 
mihi est vox humana de caelo dicens. 

67. Acts 9.11–2. 
68. Acts 9.3–6 and 12; Acts 22.6–10 and 17–21. 
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The brothers first glimpse Jesus on the sea, then see him helping them 
to carry the boat onto the shore, and finally observe him in two differ-
ent shapes, as they want to follow him. In his autobiographical ac-
count (ch. 113), John relates several subsequent and intensifying vi-
sions of Jesus. The same applies to the rest of the gospel cycle in 
chapters 87–105. In the Acts of Thomas, Jesus appears to Thomas first 
at night, and later as his master (owner) on the marketplace. The Acts 
of Titus, again, provides an excellent case of twofold vision. The first 
vision urges Titus to stop reading Greek literature, whereas the second 
instructs him to open the Hebrew Scriptures. 

These narratives describe commission as the result of multiple 
encounters with the sender, and suggest that commission is a compli-
cated progress rather than an isolated event. Similar narrative struc-
tures occur in many other texts discussed earlier in the book69. This 
justi fies also our attempt to describe the sujet of commission as a co-
herent cluster of motifs within biographical narratives. Are there typi-
cal narrative functions that one can associate with the subsequent vi-
sions? We have already seen that earlier visions may serve as prepa-
rations for later ones. At a closer look we can identify a pattern in 
which the first vision serves to defeat and punish the hero, forcing him 
to abandon his previous way of life, whereas the second serves his 
healing and his beginning of service of the deity. Paul is defeated be-
cause he is a persecutor of the Church, John because he wants to get 
married70, and Titus is warned because he seeks salvation in the Greek 
authors. Later Paul is healed, John is healed and presented with a 
higher vision, and Titus is directed to the Hebrew Scriptures. At other 
times, as with Thomas (and the prophet Jonah) subsequent visions 
appear within the scheme of commission–protest–reassurance71, and 
serve to break down gradually the resistance of the hero. In this case, 

 
69. Examples include Rekhmire, Saul (cf. 1 Samuel 10.10 and 11.6–7), Jonah, 

Zeno of Citium, and Dio Chrysostom, all discussed in Chapters 2 and 9 (pp. 204–
211) above. Cf. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 6.20–1, Judges 6.11–7.14, 1 Samuel 
3.2–15, Ezechiel 1–3. Finally, there is a similar structure in some fairy-tales, 
when the hero has to accomplish subsequent tasks, each implying the next one. 
This often assumes the form of backtracking: the hero cannot do the tasks, until 
he finds the solution of the last task. 

70. In the autobiographical narrative of Acts of John 113. 
71. For further examples, see pp. 120–125 above. 
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the enforcing of the divine will is coupled with consolation and 
promises. 

In general, one can say that two sorts of visions evoke the occur-
rence of a subsequent vision: (1) if the deity defeats the hero, because 
to this only a new intervention of the deity can provide a sufficient 
remedy; and (2) if a vision is followed by the hero’s protest, because 
the sender has to enforce divine will. It is important to notice that 
these narrative structures may also occur within a single visionary 
episode. This is probably the more primitive literary form, whereas 
the introduction of a series of visions is due to a more elaborated nar-
rative technique. At the same time, it emphasises the antagonistic 
traits in the relation of the sender and the hero in the commission 
story. 

Double visions constitute the other important pattern examined in 
this section. Double visions occur in various sorts of ancient texts. 
These are ‘parallel revelations that occur to two (groups of) persons, 
but serve one and the same goal’72. The ‘goal’ of the double vision 
can be war, love, and healing, but also initiation and commission. 
Some of the healings also occur within a commission narrative. In 
Greco-Roman literature, we can mention first the well-known last 
book of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, which relates the healing of 
Lucius (he regains his human shape) and his initiation to the cult of 
Isis73. Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1381 contains the healing of an Egyptian 
scribe, which, at a closer look, proves to be a commission narrative 
(see below). 

As for the apostolic Acts, among Wikenhauser’s texts we find the 
Acts of John, the Acts of Thomas, the Acts of Andrew, and the Acts of 
Barnabas. In the Acts of John 18, as we have mentioned above, there 
is a twofold vision about John’s commission. Alternatively one may 
add to them Lycomedes’ vision about Cleopatra’s healing in the next 
chapter, and regard this complex as a double vision. In that case, the 

 
72. Wikenhauser, ‘Doppelträume’, 100, ‘parallel[e] Offenbarungen, die an 

zwei verschiedene Personen(kreise) ergehen, aber zu ein und demselben Zweck 
zusammenwirken’. Wikenhauser mentions Acts 9 (Ananias and Saul) and 10 
(Cornelius and Peter) as the occurrences of the pattern in the New Testament, and 
lists nineteen Greco-Roman and early Christian literary parallels. 

73. To Wikenhauser’s three passages add a fourth one in 11.6. 
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narrative complex will focus on the healing rather than John’s com-
mission74. The problem can be resolved if we assume that a vision 
originally focusing on John’s commission received a double function 
in the present form of the text. As for the Acts of Thomas 29–34, it 
does not have to do with Thomas’ commission; thus we can exclude it 
from our investigation. We will return to the Acts of Barnabas later. 
An additional early Christian passage is found in Eusebius’ Church 
History 6.11.1–2 about the ordination of Narcissus as bishop of Jeru-
salem. 

Now let us examine the double visions that occur in our commis-
sion narratives in more detail. The double vision of Paul and Ananias 
in Acts 9.10–6 provides an especially interesting occurrence of the 
pattern, where double vision has a sophisticated narrative function as 
well75. Ananias’ vision stands in the centre of the whole commission 
narrative of Acts 9. It is connected to the individual scenes of the epi-
sode by a series of narrative flashbacks and prolepses (see Diagram 1 
below). First, it makes up an organic unit with Saul’s vision of 
Ananias and the healing episode (thick arrows): Jesus reports Paul’s 
vision to Ananias, which in turn contains a reference to the later event 
of Paul’s healing. The healing episode itself contains a report of 
Ananias’ vision76, by which this inner chain of cross-references re-
turns to itself. There are also flashbacks and prolepses within this in-
ner circle to earlier and later events of the story (thin arrows). The 
vision of Ananias contains an anticipation of Saul’s future role as Je-
sus’ ‘chosen instrument’, thereby to the reports of his activity in Da-
mascus and Jerusalem. It also contains a flashback to Paul’s earlier 
role as a persecutor. The healing episode refers back to the vision on 
the Damascus road77. There are also other cross-references, as the dia-
gram shows (dotted arrows), between the events preceding and fol-
lowing the inner circle. 
 

74. Cf. p. 93 note 13. There is a similar case in the Acts of Peter 5, where first 
Jesus sends Peter to Rome in a vision, later captain Theon is warned to esteem 
Peter higher than the rest of the passengers, finally Theon converts, and Peter 
baptises him. Although the two visions result in Theon’s baptism, it is not their 
primary goal. 

75. For the text see pp. 59f above. 
76. Acts 9.17, ‘the Lord has sent me’. 
77. Acts 9.17, ‘Jesus who appeared to you on your way here’. 
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Diagram 1 

 

Ananias’ vision evidently forms the centre of the whole chain of ref-
erences that permeate the narrative texture of the episode78. At a 
closer look, it appears that the structure of the episode applies an es-
pecially sophisticated variation of the double vision. This is achieved 
by inserting Saul’s second vision into Ananias’ one. In this inserted 
vision of Saul, Ananias himself appears as a character. Ananias is not 
only told what he would do later, but it is shown to him through the 
vision of Saul, the third party involved. Jesus’ narrative voice holds 
together the whole complex: he appears to Ananias, reports Saul’s 
second vision, and foretells his healing. Jesus thus functions in that 
frame as an omniscient narrator, able to report Saul’s thoughts. Saul 
can see the future about Ananias, and Jesus can see that Saul can see 
the future and appears to Ananias to tell this to him. So complex are 
the effects of this brilliant ‘vision in the vision’ composition! This is, 
indeed, an especially concentrated moment in the narrative, when the 
characters’ thoughts, lives, and futures are mirrored in each other’s 
minds, or even better, where people are made each other’s thoughts 
for a moment. 

In the Acts of John 88–9, John and James can see Jesus in two 
different forms at the same time. Whereas this evidently qualifies as a 
case of polymorphy79, it is difficult to decide whether it is a double 
vision. The first question is whether we talk about two visions, or only 

 
78. That these cross-references contain a number of contradictions has been 

observed at the discussion of this passage earlier in this book, pp. 63ff. 
79. Cf. pp. 99ff. 

 

persecution 
vv. 1-2 

epiphany
vv. 3-9 

Saul’s vision 
of Ananias 

v. 12 

Ananias’ 
vision 

vv. 10-16 

healing 
vv. 17-19 

Damascus 
vv. 19-22 

Jerusalem 
vv. 26-30 
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one appearance before two persons. If we suppose there are two vi-
sions, another difficulty is related to the ‘common goal’. Although the 
call of the brothers as Jesus’ disciples undoubtedly sets a common 
purpose before them, this is not manifested in a particular encounter 
or common affair as in other double visions. What is missing here is 
the dynamics of bringing together different people (enemies, people 
unknown to each other, or belonging to different ranks) for a common 
goal. From the dramatic point of view, the polymorphic visions seen 
by John and James rather serve to give individual faces to the initially 
undistinguished couple of characters80. 

Jesus appears to another pair of siblings in the Acts of Philip: 
Philip and Mariamne81. Mariamne here receives the task of accompa-
nying and supporting Philip in his mission. The narrative does not 
explain how Jesus communicated with the siblings. First, ‘Mariamne 
speaks with the Saviour about Philip’. Then, without an explicit refer-
ence to the change of the addressee, Jesus begins to speak to the dis-
ciples in plural82, but Philip is evidently one of the listeners83. Finally, 
Jesus speaks only with Philip84. Like Paul’s commission in Acts 9, the 
recipients of the visions are the commissioned hero and the helper fig-
ures85. This is the case also in the Acts of Barnabas (chs. 3–4), where 
Barnabas (together with Paul and Silas) appears as John Mark’s 
helper at his commission. After his baptism, John Mark sees a vision 
at night promising him ‘knowledge of mysteries’, and at the same 
time, Barnabas has a vision in which John Mark’s role is mentioned. 
Here double vision serves as a confirmation of the hero’s call. 

We can conclude that the combination of more than one vision in 
different forms was a well-known literary device in Early Christian-
ity. Whereas twofold and threefold series of visions are found in the 
Jewish literary tradition as well as in Greco-Roman texts, the more 

 
80. For the question, what their relation symbolises see pp. 100f, also the 

following chapter. 
81. Acts of Philip 8.2–14 (G). For the textual transmission of this section of 

the Acts of Philip, see p. 141, note 19. 
82. Acts of Philip 8.2, lines 8–9 (G) and 8.5–7 (G). 
83. Acts of Philip 8.7, lines 1–2 (G). 
84. Acts of Philip 8.8–14 (G). 
85. According to Acts of Philip 8.3, Bartholomew and John are also sent with 

Philip and Mariamne. 
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sophisticated pattern of double vision was probably adapted from 
Hellenistic models86. 

Sickness and Healing 

Whereas usually it is the apostles who work miracles in these books, 
in certain instances the apostle himself is healed from sickness at his 
commission. In some cases, one can speak of sickness and healing 
only figuratively. When Thomas complains of ‘bodily weakness’87, 
this is a well-known excuse from the commission stories of the Jew-
ish Scriptures88. Philip also finds his lot ‘rude’, and he ‘murmurs and 
weeps’, or, as Mariamne says, ‘he is in pain’89. In these narratives, 
sickness and healing are figurative expressions of the hero’s protest 
and the sender’s breaking down his resistance. In other stories, the fig-
urative use of healing refers to conversion. Titus is commanded to 
abandon the Greek philosophers ‘to save (or heal) his soul’ (ôxí 
øõ÷Þí óïõ ó§óáé)90. This is implicit also in John Mark’s conversion 
and commission91. Earlier (ô’ ðñrí), he was the servant of the high 
priest of Zeus, but now (í™í äc), he receives the grace of the Spirit. 

In certain commission narratives, the sender first afflicts the hero 
with sickness, and later heals him. Paul (Saul) was blinded when he 
was approaching Damascus with the plan to arrest the people ‘of the 
Way’. Jesus’ question during the epiphany, ‘Why are you persecuting 
me?’ suggests that Paul’s blindness is divine punishment92. His heal-

 
86. A double dream occurs in Augustine, The City of God 18.18; for a modern 

version of the story see Lang et al., ‘Dreams’, 32. 
87. Acts of Thomas 1. 
88. Cf. pp. 120f. 
89. Acts of Philip 8.2, óêëçñ’í ášô² döÜíç, êár ãïããýæùí hêëáõóåí. […] ƒí 

“äõíþìåíïò. 
90. Acts of Titus 1. Cf. ‘everlasting salvation’ promised in the quote from 

Isaiah that Titus reads when prompted by the second vision. 
91. Acts of Barnabas 2. 
92. 2 Maccabees 3 and 4 Maccabees 4 are often quoted parallels; cf. Win-

disch, ‘Christusepiphanie’, 1–9. These texts relate the legend that Heliodorus or 
Apollonius went to Jerusalem at the command of King Seleucus to confiscate the 
treasures of the temple, but were stopped by a revelation. The former text writes 
about a fearful horseman, the latter about ‘angels on horseback with lightning 
flashing from their weapons’ (ðåñéáóôñÜðôïíôåò ôïsò ”ðëïéò, cf. Acts 9.3, 22.6). 
 



 Morphology 235 

ing from blindness was a complex process, which is suggested espe-
cially by Acts 9. In the Acts of John 113, the hero recalls that Jesus 
‘prepared a bodily sickness’ for him and ‘mutilated him’93. Later we 
learn that John was blinded, from which he was also cured. It has 
been suggested that Paul’s sickness and healing describe an initiation 
rite94, which can be equally stated of the Acts of John. The state of 
blindness that both heroes undergo evidently forms a stage of limi-
nality95. The experience of suffering, or death and resurrection, was 
essential in Greco-Roman mysteries as well as in the Christian tradi-
tion96. In connection with John’s blindness, one has to mention that 
initiation in tribal cultures is often a rite connected to marriage97. Not-
withstanding those rituals, John’s initiation prepares him for living 
without marriage. Meals completed the initiations to the cults of Isis 
and Mithras98. The symbolism of darkness and light can be called 
omnipresent99. Blindness as the punishment of the gods and the subse-
quent miraculous healing are attested at multiple places100. The gen-
eral occurrence of these motifs in religionsgeschichtliche parallels, 
 
In the Greek tradition, lightning sometimes meant punishment, but at other times 
it made people holy; cf. Rohde, Psyche, vol 1, 320–2. 

93. Cf. p. 110, note 78. 
94. Johnson, Acts, 169 identifies three stages of a rite de passage: entry into 

the mystery, liminality, and re-entry into the profane world. Cf. note 95 below. 
95. ‘Liminality’ comes from limes (threshold). Turner, Ritual Process, 94–

113, built on the ideas of A. van Gennep, and suggested that during transforma-
tive rituals the initiate must strip away the old identity: the period in which the 
individual is naked of self, neither fully in one category nor in another, is the 
liminal state. Cf. Myerhoff et al., ‘Rites of Passage’, 382–3. 

96. Reitzenstein, Mysterienreligionen, 28–35; Eliade, Birth and Rebirth, 112, 
131f; Turcan, ‘Initiation’, 97, 117, 121, 141 and passim; Burkert, Mystery Cults, 
74–7. Initiates experience and reproduce the sufferings of Demeter, Isis and 
Osiris, or Jesus Chirst. Burkert, ibidem, 101, concludes that the motif of dying 
and rebirth was less explicit in the mystery cults than in Christianity; cf. the locus 
classicus, Romans 6.4. 

97. Turcan, ‘Initiation’, 90. 
98. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.24; Dieterich, Mithrasliturgie, 102ff; Tur-

can, ‘Initiation’, 115, 119, 121. 
99. For a survey of Greco-Roman literature, see Bultmann, ‘Lichtsymbolik’; 

for an anthropological approach, see Wulff, Psychology of Religion, 146–52. 
100. Herodotus, History 2.111; Plato, Phaedrus 243a–b (see below). For 

blindness in Jewish and Christian visions of hell, see Himmelfarb, Tours of Hell, 
104–5. 



236 Morphology 

however, raises the question whether there are texts where the motif 
of commission is also significant. 

Tradition holds that the lyric poet Stesichorus (7–6th century BC) 
in his Helena wrote unfavourably about the goddess, who conse-
quently blinded him as a punishment101. Stesichorus realised from 
whom the blow came, and wrote his Palinodia praising Helena, 
whereupon he was able to see again102. In this story, the hero is struck 
with blindness because he hurt the deity (as did Paul), and is healed 
when he is willing to serve her. We can speak of commission only in 
a limited sense here since even though the hero steps into the service 
of the deity to accomplish a specific task, there is no reference to his 
life-long commitment to Helena. 

The commission narrative of the Egyptian scribe Nechautis is 
preserved on Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1381103. It forms a preface to a 
historical account about Pharaoh Mencheres’ establishing the cult of 
Imouethes or Imhotep104. Only the beginning of the historical account 
is extant. The events related in the preface take place in Memphis un-
der the reign of Nectanebo (reigned until 341 BC), the last Pharaoh105. 
The worship of Imhotep had decayed and his temple was largely de-
serted, when the king—undertaking the restoration of the worship—
entrusted Nechautis, who was his ‘archidicastes’, with examining a 
roll. ‘Nechautis conducted his researches with much strenuousness, 
and brought the list to the king after spending only two days instead 
of thirty upon the inquiry’. From the subsequent lines, we learn that 
the king renewed the cult of Imhotep/Asclepius. Nechautis undertook 
the translation of the whole book, but he advanced slowly. The narra-
tive shifts to the first person at this point, and remains so until the end 
 

101. Plato, Phaedrus 243a–b; Isocrates, Helenae encomium 64; Pausanias, 
Description of Greece 3.19.13–3.20.1; Suda s.v. Óôåóß÷ïñïò. 

102. Isocrates, Helenae encomium 64, dâëáóöÞìçóÝ ôé ðåñr ášôyò, cf. Acts 
26.11, ášôï˜ò zíÜãêáæïí âëáóöçìåsí. Plato, Phaedrus 243a–b, ðáñá÷ñyìá PíÝ-
âëåøåí, cf. Acts 9.18, êár åšèÝùò […] PíÝâëåøåí and 22.13, ášô† ô† ªñu Pí-
Ýâëåøá. 

103. 2nd century AD; published and translated by Grenfell and Hunt, Oxyrhyn-
chus Papyri, vol 11, 221–34. 

104. Menkaura is Mencheres, who built the third of the Gîza pyramids. The 
god is mentioned in the text also as Imouthes son of Ptah, or Asclepius son of 
Hephaestus. 

105. Cf. pp. 31f above. 
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of the preface. For three years, the scribe has completely abandoned 
his work on the book. When suddenly both he and his mother are 
struck with serious illness, Nechautis petitions the god: 

I quickly hastened to the helper of the human race, and he, being again 
disposed to pity, listened to me, and displayed still more effectively 
his peculiar clemency, which, as I am intending to recount his terrible 
powers, I will substantiate. 

Imhotep/Asclepius appears to mother and son in a vision: 
Suddenly she perceived—it was no dream or sleep, for her eyes were 
open immovably, though not seeing clearly, for a divine and terrifying 
vision came to her, easily preventing her from observing the god him-
self or his servants, whichever it was. In any case there was some one 
whose height was more than human, clothed in shining raiment and 
carrying in his left hand a book, who after merely regarding me [sic] 
two or three times from head to foot disappeared. 

Nechautis sees the same vision at the same time, and both of them are 
healed. The scribe realises that the god wants him to finish the trans-
lation of the book: 

After these pains in my side had ceased and the god had given me yet 
another assuaging cure, I proclaimed his benefits. But when we had 
again besought his favours by sacrifices to the best of our ability, he 
demanded through the priest who serves him in the ceremonies the 
fulfilment of the promise long ago announced to him, and we, al-
though knowing ourselves to be debtors in neither sacrifices nor votive 
offering, nevertheless supplicated him again with them. But when he 
said repeatedly that he cared not for these but for what had been pre-
viously promised, I was at a loss and with difficulty, since I disparaged 
it, felt the divine obligation of the composition. 

The scribe rounds off his prologue by referring to his accurate philol-
ogical work and praising the deity. In Nechautis’ preface, similar to 
the previously examined stories, sickness and healing prepare the hero 
for the service of the deity. Although there is no explicit mention that 
sickness is divine punishment, Imhotep/Asclepius clearly uses it for 
his goals. The description of the epiphany is elaborated in much de-
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tail, resembling the scene of Lucius’ initiation in Apuleius’ Metamor-
phoses106. 

Another healing story has been mentioned earlier in Chapter 2. In 
258 or 257 BC, Zoilus of Aspendus wrote a petition to Apollonius, the 
finance minister of Ptolemy II, in which he related the following 
story107. At an earlier time, he did service to Sarapis on behalf of 
Apollonius and the king. On several occasions, the deity ordered him 
in dreams (÷ñçìáôßæåéí ðëåïíÜêéò dí ôïsò œðíïéò) to sail over to 
Apollonius and tell him that a temple of Sarapis must be built and a 
priest established in the Greek quarter of a city (the name of the city is 
lost), and sacrifices must be performed on behalf of the minister and 
the king (›ðcñ ›ì§í). When Zoilus begged Sarapis to excuse him the 
god struck him with a grave illness (åkò Pññùóôßáí ìå ðåñéÝâáëåí 
ìåãÜëçí), whereupon Zoilus promised that he would continue the ser-
vice (›ðïìåí§ ôxí ëåéôïõñãßáí) and comply with his command. 
Meanwhile someone began to build a sanctuary in Cnidus, but the 
deity commanded him to stop. Zoilus travelled to Alexandria, but he 
hesitated (“êíÝù) to mention the issue to Apollonius. Then he fell 
back into the illness for four months, so that he was not able to return 
to Apollonius. 

Therefore, you are doing well, o Apollonius, if you follow the com-
mands of the god so that Sarapis would show himself merciful to you, 
and make you much greater and more famous than the king, and also 
heal your body. Do not be afraid that the costs would mean a great ex-
pense for you. On the contrary, everything will be very advantageous 
to you, because I will jointly supervise all these works. 

We do not know whether Zoilus’ petition was successful, and Apollo-
nius provided the costs of the new sanctuary. The words that Zoilus 
uses to describe his relation to Sarapis, èåñáðåýù (line 3) and 
ëåéôïõñãßá (line 11), and the fact that he performs this service on be-
half of the king and his minister, suggest that he was a priest of Sara-
pis (Osiris). He must have been in a leading position, since he was 
accountable to the finance minister (lines 15–8). In this letter, he uses 
a very similar literary pattern as Nechautis did a century earlier when 
 

106. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.3–7. 
107. Text in Edgar, Zenon Papyri, vol 1, 55–7; cf. Deissmann, Licht vom Os-

ten, 121–8; Nock, Conversion, 49. 
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he prefaced the translation of the book about the cult of Imho-
tep/Asclepius. Sickness and healing are in both cases the irrefutable 
signs of the will of the deity. If the god wanted to have a book trans-
lated, or a new sanctuary built, he struck one of the high priests with 
grave illness. It seems that this was a powerful argument in the hands 
of religious leaders in order to prove that they were acting at the be-
hest of the deity. The motif was certainly known in the 2nd century 
AD, since Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 1381, containing the story of Ne-
chautis, was copied at that time. If the Acts of John was revised in 
Alexandria at the beginning of the third century, the author could rely 
on this motif when describing John’s commission in chapter 113. 

Did Apuleius, writing in the 2nd century, use the same pattern 
when he related the initiation of Lucius as a priest of Isis and Osiris? 
At the beginning of the Metamorphoses, Lucius is transformed into 
the shape of an ass when his lover smears him with a magic ointment 
to make him younger. After a series of adventures that constitute the 
bulk of the book, Lucius invokes Isis who appears to him in an epiph-
any. The goddess promises him deliverance from his misery, but at 
the same time she declares that Lucius will be bound to her for life: 
‘the rest of your life’s course is pledged to me until the very limit of 
your last breath’108. After his healing, Lucius is initiated as a priest of 
Isis, and later of Osiris. As in the previous example, the goddess uses 
the hero’s malady to render him to her service. The hero undergoes a 
complex process of initiation, which Nock compares to the entry into 
a Christian monastic community109. The motif of a lifelong commit-
ment that was not explicit in the stories of Stesichorus, Nechautis, and 
Zoilus, is central to this narrative. 

We have good reasons to believe that John’s blindness and heal-
ing in the Acts of John 113 are connected to the same tradition that 
appears in the above-mentioned texts, although it seems more difficult 
to argue this in the case of Paul. The Acts of John was probably influ-
enced by the Egyptian cultic legends and emerging Neo-Platonism. 
Could Luke draw on the same traditions when writing chapter 9 of his 

 
108. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.6, mihi reliqua vitae tuae curricula adus-

que terminos ultimi spiritus vadata. 
109. Nock, Conversion, 155. 
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Acts? If a legend of Paul’s conversion (Paulusnovelle)110 ever circu-
lated, it might have come in contact with the above-mentioned tradi-
tions111. A peculiarity of early Christian narratives is the explicit 
figurative meaning of the hero’s sickness. In the commission stories 
of Paul and John, healing from blindness leads to the true vision of 
God112. Thus, sickness and healing not only attest to the power of the 
deity, but also symbolise the transformation of the senses that is nec-
essary for the hero in order to fulfil his task. The achievement of early 
Christian literature was the integration of the motif of sickness and 
healing into its own biographical model of divine commission. 

Helper Figures 

Helpers appear in nearly all of the commission narratives, and they 
fulfil multiple roles. They often mediate between the sender and the 
hero. The helper can heal, comfort, and advise the hero, or integrate 
him into an institutional order. 

In Paul’s commission, there are two helpers, Ananias and 
Barnabas, and also three groups of people fulfilling the same role, 
namely, the travellers on the Damascus road, the disciples of Damas-
cus, and the disciples of Jerusalem113. Ananias and Barnabas play dif-
ferent roles as helpers. The former mediates between Jesus and Paul, 
the latter between Paul and the leaders in Jerusalem. Both of them are 
members of the local communities, and their acts contribute to the 
institutional character of Christianity in these narratives. John, on the 
contrary, has only companions, but no real helpers. In the Acts of John 
18, there is a group of disciples escorting him to Ephesus. In chapter 
88 he is with his brother James, who is an ambivalent duplicate of his 

 
110. Cf. p. 65, note 15 above. 
111. The specific use of darkness and light in Acts 26 is a closely related prob-

lem, see pp. 77–86 above. 
112. For Paul’s healing, see especially Acts 26.18: dðéóôñÝøáé Pð’ óêüôïõò 

åkò ö§ò êár ôyò dîïõóßáò ôï™ ÓáôáíO dðr ô’í èåüí. Hamm, ‘Paul’s Blindness’, 71, 
concludes that here ‘Paul’s own experience of loss and recovery of physical vi-
sion is transmuted to a metaphor describing the end-time mission of Israel, Jesus, 
and Paul’. 

113. The travellers (as helpers) and Ananias appear in Acts 9 and 22, Barna-
bas and the disciples only in Acts 9. 
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rather than a helper. In the Acts of Thomas, the merchant Abbanes 
plays the role of a helper. His figure proves that the narrative function 
of the helper is to be understood from the sender’s point of view 
rather than from the hero’s one. The helper serves the interest of the 
sender, even against the hero’s will, if necessary. Abbanes is also a 
dialogue partner of Thomas, asking him about his craftsmanship. This 
is a crucial moment for the interpretation of Thomas’ commission, as 
well as of the whole book114. In the Acts of Philip 8, the role of the 
helpers is to comfort and strengthen the hero. Jesus appoints Mari-
amne, Bartholomew, and John as companions (see above). There are 
also animals that accompany Philip: the leopard and the kid. The ea-
gle is a special sort of a helper because in the end it turns out to be 
Jesus himself115. 

In the Acts of Peter and the Twelve, we find a number of helpers: 
the sailors (1.16–26), the people on the dock (2.1–6), the merchant 
(2.10–6.26), the old man (6.33–7.19), and the physician (8.14 to the 
end). The merchant and the physician are identi fied as Lithargoel, 
who (like the eagle in the Acts of Philip) is identi fied with Jesus in the 
end. All these figures help the disciples toward their destination, the 
city of Habitation. In this text, the journey of the disciples symbolises 
the process of commission itself. Thus, when people transport them or 
provide them with information about different places, they actually 
take part in commissioning them, as Ananias and Abbanes do in the 
stories of Paul and Thomas, respectively. 

In Acts of Barnabas, John Mark has three helpers: Paul, 
Barnabas, and Silas, who baptise him after his conversion (ch. 2). In 
his commission, the greatest role is played by Barnabas, who is also 
directed in a vision to take John Mark as a companion with him (ch. 
4). The debate of Barnabas and Paul in Antioch is a central theme of 
this narrative (chs. 6–10), and thus helpers represent the power con-
flicts within the institution116. In the Acts of Titus, the governor of 
Crete (Titus’ uncle) sends the protagonist to Jerusalem (ch. 2). After 
listening to the teaching of Peter, he is ordained by the apostles (ch. 
4). The helpers are embodying institutions in this narrative, even more 

 
114. Cf. pp. 125–134 above. 
115. Leopard and kid: Acts of Philip 8.16–21. Eagle: Acts of Philip 3.5–6. 
116. See pp. 172, 177–182 above. 
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directly than in Acts 9. Titus is converted by two heavenly visions, but 
he is commissioned by the state and the Church, the former repre-
sented by the governor and the latter by the apostles117. 

The different roles played by the helper figures in the commis-
sion stories can be grouped into the following categories: (1) assistant, 
playing a minor role as Paul’s travelling companions; (2) instructor, a 
teacher, conversation partner, or associate who helps the hero realise 
his call; (3) healer; and (4) authoriser, appointing the hero as member 
of a community or official of an institution. In the latter role, the 
helper represents the actant ‘authority’. At other times, as in the Acts 
of Philip and the Acts of Peter and the Twelve, the helper is ultimately 
identified with the sender. Helpers may appear in all kinds of com-
mission narratives, but their role is especially crucial in stories be-
longing to the institutional type. The few examples where we find no 
helper figures in the texts, the Acts of John and Paul’s commission in 
Acts 26, show clear traces of the philosophical model, where the true 
knowledge of the sender is the main purpose of the commission118. 

The Sujet of Commission 

The description of the sujet of the commission narratives consists of 
two parts. First, we will map out the relations between the actants 
(synchronic or actantial structure)119. Second, we will outline the sujet 
as a series of motifs (diachronic or episodic structure). The following 
diagram describes the relations of the actants of the commission nar-
ratives: 

 
117. See pp. 202 and 211ff above. 
118. Helpers with an instructive function might appear also in the philosophi-

cal call stories, as, for example, Chaerephon in Plato’s Apology or the bookseller 
in Zeno’s call. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 7.2. Cf. pp. 11–14 and p. 207 above, re-
spectively. 

119. This can be called also the semantic description of the sujet. 
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Diagram 2 

The diagram shows a hierarchical disposition, which is typical of the 
ideological structure of the commission narratives. This hierarchy is 
bipolar; most commission stories imply a dualistic world-view. On 
the top of the hierarchy, there are the sender and his opponent, the 
false sender. The presence of the false sender is not always explicit. 
According to Acts 22.18, Paul has to release ‘the people and the na-
tions’ from ‘the power of Satan’ (ôyò dîïõóßáò ôï™ ÓáôáíO). The he-
roes’ fight against the power of Satan is an important motif in the Acts 
of John and the Acts of Thomas120 as well, but it is not mentioned in 
the respective commission stories. When Jesus commissions Philip in 
his Acts, he talks about the serpent, ‘the arch-enemy’, whom the in-
habitants of the city Opheorymos worship121. In the commission of 
John Mark (in the Acts of Barnabas), the false sender is Zeus, whom 
John Mark served as a temple-servant. 

In the same narrative, one may identify Zeus’ high priest, Cyril-
lus, as the false helper. The high priests of Acts 9 function rather as 
the false authority, an institution supporting the antagonist. It is re-
markable that in this narrative the antagonist turns out to be the hero, 
and the false sender is in fact the true sender as represented by the 
false authority. As we have seen above, in Acts 22 the false sender is 
identified as Satan. This implies that Paul’s persecuting the disciples 
was Satan’s will, and the false authority (the high priests) represented 

 
120. Acts of John 54, 63, 69, 70, 84 (èåï™ d÷èñ’ò ÓáôáíOò). Especially dualistic 

passages are found in chs. 98 and 114. In the Acts of Thomas see chs. 32 and 160. 
121. Acts of Philip 8.4 (G), ¿ ðáëáé’ò d÷èñüò, line 17. 
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Satan’s power. In the Acts of Titus, the Greek poets (or ‘philoso-
phers’) are explicitly identified as false authorities, but not associated 
with a false sender. 

In the earlier part of this chapter, we have seen the typical modes 
of interactions between the actants. The arrows in the diagram show 
that all communication is ultimately directed toward the addressee: 
healing, conversion, and baptism from the hero (this is the ‘TASK’, 
the actual object of all communication in the sujet), misleading and 
persecute from the false hero. The addressee is thus the central actant 
in the semantic structure of commission. But it becomes also immedi-
ately clear that the hero participates in the largest number of interac-
tions. This is not unexpected, for he is the protagonist of the narrative. 
With few exceptions, communication occurs downwards. The actants 
on the bottom line seldom say anything to the actants above them, 
except that they protest against their fates. Occasionally the helpers 
approach the sender on behalf of the hero, as Mariamne does on be-
half of Philip. The helper might also advocate the hero before the au-
thority, as Barnabas does on behalf of Paul in Acts 9 and on behalf of 
John Mark in the Acts of Barnabas122. 

The sujet of commission can be described in a diachronic scheme 
as well. This diachronic description is based on the actantial structure 
outlined above. The difference is that it is organised along the actions 
rather than the actants, and it is indexed by the actants instead of the 
actions123. First, we will prepare a list of the motifs, and then describe 
how they can combine into sujets. 
 
I. Villainy 

1. The hero persecutes the addressee. 
2. The antagonist misleads the addressee. 
3. The false authority misleads the hero. 

II. Sortes 
1. The hero receives his TASK by lot. 
2. The hero receives his TASK from a book. 

 
122. Paul: p. 62; Barnabas: pp. 190f. 
123. Translated into the level of narrative analysis, this means: narrative plots 

emerge from the interaction of characters, whereas characters are built up from 
their actions. 
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III. Assignment 
1. The sender assigns the TASK to the hero. 
2. The sender assigns the helper to assist the hero. 

IV. Defeat 
1. The sender defeats the antagonist. 
2. The hero defeats the antagonist. 
3. The sender defeats the hero. 

V. Conversion 
1. The hero converts from the false sender to the true sender. 
2. The addressee converts from the false sender to the true 

sender. 
VI. Protest 

1. The hero protests against the TASK. 
2. The helper protests against the assignment. 

VII. Advocacy 
1. The helper advocates the hero before the sender. 
2. The helper advocates the hero before the authority. 

VIII. Exhortation 
1. The sender exhorts the hero. 
2. The sender exhorts the helper. 
3. The helper exhorts the hero. 
4. The hero exhorts the addressee. 

IX. Healing 
1. The sender heals the hero. 
2. The helper heals the hero. 
3. The hero heals the addressee. 

X. Baptism 
1. The helper baptises the hero. 
2. The hero baptises the addressee. 

XI. Authorisation 
1. The authority authorises the hero. 
2. The false authority authorises the antagonist. 

 
Although the above list offers a comprehensive presentation of the 
motifs of the commission narratives, it does not yet provide us with a 
satisfactory diachronic description of the sujet. We still have to give 
the rules how these motifs can be connected to each other. A few re-
marks and refinements are also needed. Epiphany has been excluded 
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from the list, because it indicates only that communication occurs 
between a divine and a human being. The actual narrative motif be-
hind epiphany is always one of defeat, healing, assignment, or exhor-
tation. Further, the variations of the motifs often differ from each 
other only in the subject and/or the object: Defeat 1–3, Protest 1–2, 
Advocacy 1–2, Exhortation 1–4, Healing 1–3, Baptism 1–2, Authori-
sation 1–2. These variations can be indicated with the help of the de-
notation that I proposed at the beginning of the Chapter124. For the 
sake of brevity, at this time I do not mark all three of subject, object 
and indirect object, but only as many of them as needed for the clear 
differentiation: defeat [sender, antagonist], protest [hero], etc. As for 
sortes, its two variations are irrelevant as far as the sujet is concerned. 

Every motif in the sujet evokes other motifs. If we can define the 
possible connections between the motifs, then the possible variations 
of the sujet can be traced back from the list of motifs. For example, 
villainy [antagonist, addressee] implies defeat, namely [sender, an-
tagonist] or [hero, antagonist]. If one opts for the hero as subject, this 
must be preceded by either sortes or assignment. But villainy [antago-
nist, addressee] can also imply exhortation [hero, addressee] and then 
conversion [addressee]. This leads us back to the necessity of sortes 
or assignment. Not only villainy, but also sortes and assignment can 
begin the sujet. Whereas villainy and sortes always come at the first 
position, assignment may occur only later (as a consequence of vil-
lainy, and a necessary antecedent of defeat). Villainy may be pre-
ceded by the authorisation of the antagonist by the false authority. 
The rest of the motifs never occur at the first place. These three (or 
four) motifs represent the theme of ‘conflict generation’ in the sujet. 

Defeat [sender, hero] is always followed by one or more of as-
signment [sender, helper], conversion [hero], advocacy, exhortation, 
healing. The sujet of the commission story can never be tragic. The 
hero is always helped out of the trouble, and in case the helper 
her/himself is at loss, the sender intervenes. If the antagonist has to be 
defeated, that can be done either by the hero or directly by the sender. 
Further, protest is always preceded by sortes or assignment, and fol-
lowed by the same motifs as defeat. These motifs, defeat, conversion, 
protest, advocacy, exhortation, and healing, together can be called the 
 

124. See p. 217 above. 
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theme of ‘conflict handling’. They provide an immediate answer to 
the conflict caused by villainy, sortes, or assignment. 

Baptism [helper, hero] and authorisation [authority, hero] define 
the hero’s relation to the existing institutional frameworks. Together, 
they can be called the theme of ‘normalisation’, the adapting of the 
conflict situation to existing norms. Finally, a number of motifs are 
repeated in two variations, first with the hero, then with the addressee 
as the object: exhortation, healing, and baptism. The two variations of 
conversion (with two different subjects) also belong to this group. 
These four motifs make up the theme of ‘recursion’. They apply the 
same pattern to the addressee that has already worked with the hero. 
This is an important aspect of commission stories, the hero serving as 
a model for the addressee. 

It is not necessary to trace all possible combinations of the motifs 
at this place. The examples given illustrate how the theory works. 
More important is the identification of the four major themes (groups 
of motifs) within the sujet: sc. conflict generation, conflict handling, 
normalisation, and recursion. The sequence of the four themes shows 
how the sujet of the commission tries to answer a specific need that is 
formulated during ‘conflict generation’. The conflict of the commis-
sion narrative always represents the social, historical, cultural, and 
anthropological problem of being called as experienced and formu-
lated by (the members of ) the communities who transmitted, au-
thored, and read the narratives125. The sujet of commission does not 
provide an absolute conclusion or a satisfying solution of this conflict 
in the narrative. It launches a new course of events, rather than 
bringing the plot to equilibrium. As a reaction to the conflict gener-
ated, the commission story advances a pattern that will be repeated 
over again in the subsequent narrative. It answers the problem by 
prolonging rather than solving it. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter, we have analysed a variety of narrative patterns, mo-
tifs, and themes. With the help of the analysis of the significant pat-
 

125. This is a broad interpretation of the Sitz im Leben of commission, relying 
on the idea of intertextuality as proposed in the Introduction. 
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terns, we identified a set of motifs, which were organised into four 
major themes. The sujet of commission has been described with the 
help of an actantial and an episodic diagram. 

It is notable, however, that these diagrams by no means give the 
essence of the analyses offered in the foregoing sections and chapters. 
The actantial diagram cannot replace a detailed analysis of the multi-
faceted relations between characters, objects and scenes, and the epi-
sodic description of the sujet does not eliminate the need for a de-
tailed narrative analysis of the motifs. The plot cannot be reduced to 
the sujet and cannot be deduced from it because the symbolic and 
metaphoric contents of the story emerge from the cultural intertex-
tures in which the narratives are told, edited, written, copied, and re-
told. Nevertheless, the sujet helps us to recognise some dramatic laws 
of narratives, which can then be studied in their actual literary appear-
ances. 



 

11. Retrospects and Prospects 

Which literary models did apostolic commission stories follow? What 
is the biographical ideal that these stories promote? What are the 
problems and conflicts that these narratives address at the individual, 
social, historical, cultural, and anthropological levels? In this last 
chapter we will try to give a tentative answer to these questions. 

The Literary Models of Apostolic Commission 

Whereas Chapters 1 and 2 attempted to survey a large circle of 
commission texts in various literatures, I will now establish fewer but 
more concrete connections between apostolic commission stories and 
their literary environment. It is not my intent to cover all possible 
scribal-intertextual aspects of these texts (echoes, allusions, citations, 
reframings, etc.)1, but rather to survey the major literary patterns that 
the apostolic commission stories possibly borrowed from previous 
literature. I will rely on the discussion of the individual passages and 
motifs earlier in this book. 

That narratives of the Jewish Scriptures influenced the commis-
sion of Paul in the Lucan Acts is beyond dispute2. Although the paral-
lels extend to all the three versions, they use different traditions. The 
portrait of the young Saul and his commission story in Acts 9 draw on 
the appointment of King Saul in 1 Samuel 9–11, borrowing a typically 
institutional concept of divine commission. The narrative of Paul’s 
trial makes use of the biography of Jeremiah, and Acts 22 alludes to 

 
1. ‘Scribal intertexture’ delimits the problem of intertextuality to the connec-

tion between written texts. ‘Oral-scribal intertexture’ was introduced by Robbins, 
Tapestry, 97. 

2. Chapter 1, pp. 33–42ff; Chapter 3, pp. 69–77 and 86ff; Windisch, ‘Chri-
stusepiphanie’, 1–9, 19–23. 
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the temple vision of Isaiah, both focusing on the conflict between the 
prophet and his community. Acts 26 contains fragmented allusions, 
rather than a systematic imitation of any passage of the Jewish Scrip-
tures. 

Knowledge of the Jewish Scriptures cannot be automatically as-
sumed with all of the apostolic Acts. For example, there is no refer-
ence to them in the Acts of Peter and the Twelve, and the Acts of John 
contains only a few allusions3. P. Lalleman called attention to three 
possible points of contact4: John’s character is drawn with allusions to 
the figures of Moses and Elijah; the language of Wisdom (Sapientia 
Solomonis) can be detected at several points in chapters 94–102 and 
109; and a typically Jewish speech about God is found in chapters 18–
86, 106–8, and 110–5. There are numerous references to the Jewish 
Scriptures in the Acts of Thomas5 and the Acts of Philip6. Because of 
their date and place of origin, one may assume knowledge of the 
(Greek) Christian canon with the Acts of Barnabas and the Acts of 
Titus, although the former does not refer to any speci fic passage of the 
Jewish Scriptures. In the Acts of Titus, the ‘Book of the Hebrews’ is 
the means of Titus’ conversion, and a programmatic prophecy is de-

 
3. Junod and Kaestli, Acta Iohannis, vol 2, 891, list altogether four citations of 

Jewish Scriptures in the main text of the Acts of John: Exodus 33.23 (ch. 90), 
Psalms 62.13 (ch. 113), Proverbs 62.13 (ibidem), Wisdom 15.3 (ch. 109). If we 
deduct the passages from Psalms and Proverbs, both probably quoted after Mat-
thew 16.27 or Romans 2.6, we are left with two instances. One is Pöïñ§í åkò ôN 
“ðßóèéá (ch. 90) perhaps alluding to –øw ôN “ðßóù ìï™ (Exodus 33.23); the other 
one is ¼ßæá ôyò Pèáíáóßáò (ch. 109) possibly quoting ¼ßæá Pèáíáóßáò in Wisdom 
15.3. The first passage is found in the context of the gospel section. The parallel 
between Acts of John 90 and Exodus 24 and 32–4, proposed by Fossum (cited in 
Jakab, ‘Actes de Jean’, 312) is probably due to the connection of both texts with 
the transfiguration scene of the gospels (Matthew 17.1–13 and parallels). 

4. Lalleman, Acts of John, 142–4, who does not assume knowledge of the 
Jewish Scriptures in the community of the Acts of John, concludes that the simi-
larities stem from the vocabulary of early Christian communities. 

5. Cf. Drijvers, ‘Acts of Thomas’, 405–11. In chapter 10, for example, ‘Christ 
is named with names generally taken from the Old Testament’ (Klijn, Acts of 
Thomas, 181). The summary of Acts of Thomas 32 covers Genesis 1–6 and events 
of Exodus. 

6. Cf. Amsler, Actes de l’apôtre Philippe, 295–8. 
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rived from Deutero-Isaiah7. In the apostolic commission stories we 
can identify the following narrative patterns of Jewish Scriptures: the 
idea of ‘lots’ appears in the Acts of Thomas and the Acts of Philip8; 
and John Mark’s rushing to Barnabas after his night vision may imi-
tate the visions of the child Samuel who asked the priest Eli about 
their meaning9. The sequence of commission, protest, and reassurance 
occurs most clearly in the Acts of Thomas; it is alluded to in the Acts 
of Philip, and perhaps in Acts 22 and 2610. The apostolic Acts apply 
this motif rarely as compared to its regular appearance in the commis-
sion stories of the Jewish Scriptures. In sum, substantial dependence 
on the Jewish Scriptures is demonstrable in the Lucan Acts, whereas it 
is limited to a few cases in the other apostolic commission stories. 

A number of scholars have favoured the idea of a close relation 
between the apocryphal Acts and the Greek novels11. This thesis has 
been extended to the Lucan Acts as well12. Opinions divide, however, 
what this relation actually means13. Did the novels exert an influence, 
in particular, on the literary pattern of commission in the apostolic 
Acts? We have seen that the novels often talk about the gods’ wrath, 
their protection, commands to the heroes, and the heroes themselves 
are dei fied14. Do these motifs add up to a story of man’s salvation (as 
Kerényi and Merkelbach suggested15), or is the ‘divine apparatus’ of 
 

7. Acts of Titus 1 quotes Isaiah 41.1 and 45.17 verbatim from the Septuagint: 
dãêáéíßæåóèå ðñüò ìå íyóïé [ðïëëáß …] EÉóñáçë ó±æåôáé ›ð’ êõñßïõ óùôçñßáí 
ákþíéïí. This programmatic quote is to be compared with Acts 1.8. For oracles 
with a similar function in the novels, see pp. 51f above. 

8. Acts of Thomas 1–3, Acts of Philip 8.1–3; cf. pp. 120–125, 143f, 222 above. 
9. Acts of Barnabas 3–4, 1 Samuel 3.2–18. 
10. Acts 22.17–21 and 26.16–7, cf. Chapter 3, pp. 76 and 82. 
11. For a survey, see Schneemelcher, ‘Second and Third Century Acts’, 78–82. 
12. Pervo, Profit with Delight, 137, concludes that Acts belongs to the genre 

of the ‘historical novel’. On p. 122, Pervo identifies also the apocryphal Acts as 
specimens of that genre. 

13. In her much quoted book, Die apokryphen Apostelgeschichten, R. Söder 
found a ‘close relationship’ (181), but also concluded that her findings ‘speak 
against the origin of the apocryphal Acts from the novel, almost excluding it’ 
(185). Bremmer, ‘Apocryphal Acts, 175, claims that ‘the authors of the A[cts of] 
J[ohn] and A[cts of] P[aul], at least, had read the contemporary novels and taken 
from them part of their inspiration’. 

14. Cf. pp. 50–54 above. 
15. Cf. p. 53 above. 
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the novels ‘a literary device to give the plot a sense of direction, pur-
pose, and eventual closure, rather than a statement of belief intended 
to instruct its readers in the ways of god?’16 

This is not the place to undertake a thorough investigation of 
such a complex subject. It is important to notice that the two ap-
proaches are not wholly incompatible. That which is a model of di-
vine salvation from the religious point of view, is realised as a literary 
device of plot motivation in the actual text17. Commission, however, 
implies more than the general theme of providence and salvation; it 
presupposes that the hero is called to the service of a deity. This can 
be isolated in the novels as the motif of the protagonist’s becoming a 
priest. Two types of this motif can be immediately identified. To the 
first group belongs priesthood as a temporary duty of the protagonist, 
possibly as a measure to shelter the heroine until she can be reunited 
with the hero. Chariclea and Theagenes’ priestly service is a tempo-
rary duty18, and Apollonius’ wife quits priesthood when she is re-
united with her husband19. The second group comprises episodes 
where the protagonist is initiated as the final act of the novel. This sort 
of conclusion is found in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses and Heliodorus’ 
Aethiopica. 

In the apostolic Acts, commission always means a call to a per-
manent service, the appearance of a new and final goal in the protago-
nist’s life. Only the latter form of priestly service in the novels can be 
compared to this, where Apuleius and Heliodorus’ protagonists are 
initiated into a life-long service of the deity. A basic difference yet 
remains with regard to the place of commission within the narrative. 
In the apostolic Acts, commission normally stands at the beginning of 
the plot, and it launches, rather than concludes, the story. Whereas in 
the novels initiation into a cult means a stage of completion and sta-
bility, the apostolic commission stories generate, handle, and institu-
tionalise con flict rather than resolve it. In sum, the narrative function 
of commission (if one calls the initiation of Lucius and similar epi-

 
16. Morgan, ‘Heliodorus’, 350–1, discussing the Ethiopian Story. 
17. For the Lucan Acts see especially Moessner, ‘Script’, 222 and Squires, 

Plan of God, 26–36. 
18. Heliodorus, Ethiopian Story 1.22. 
19. History of Apollonius King of Tyre 49. 
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sodes by that name) is quite different in the apostolic Acts than in the 
ancient novels. 

We will now turn to the connections between the apostolic Acts 
and Greco-Roman philosophical tradition. We have used two types of 
texts in our study; first, biographies and texts with a biographical 
character, and then, theoretical treatises. The connection between the 
apostolic Acts and the philosophers’ biographies has received little 
attention in previous scholarship20. We found that in Acts Luke drew 
on the Cynic ideal of divine call, which was formulated also by Epic-
tetus, and Luke possibly alluded to Plato’s Apology in presenting 
Paul’s trial21. When narrating Paul’s commission story, he used 
philosophical models especially in Acts 26. Here, in addition to par-
allels with Epictetus, Luke uses motifs which we detected with Livy, 
Plutarch, Dio Chrysostom, and Diogenes Laertius. In the same pas-
sage he probably quotes Euripides22. John’s commission story in the 
Acts of John 88–9 and 113 probably drew on Plato’s Symposium, and 
contains considerable similarities with Plotinus’ Enneads. I argued 
that the Acts of John (at least the relevant chapters) were written un-
der the influence of emerging Neo-Platonism in Alexandria at the be-
ginning of the third century. Finally, the Acts of Titus uses a structure 
similar to Diogenes Laertius’ Lives, and applies the standard topoi of 
ancient biography. The connection between the apostolic Acts and the 
above-mentioned philosophical traditions raises the question of the 
educational level and (consequently) the social location of the authors 
and readers of those texts. The problem is complex, and its discussion 
requires a thorough examination of the texts rather than the analysis 
of select passages, as in our study. 

That the apostolic Acts were ‘für das Volk bestimmt’23 is an old 
generalisation that is no longer tenable. Texts written (just to talk 

 
20. Cf. Junod, ‘Les vies de philosophes’, whose conclusions are generally 

negative (see pp. 210, 214, and 218). Van Kampen, Apostelverhalen, 267–9, 
confirms him. 

21. See pp. 11–23 above. 
22. Cf. p. 82, note 72 above. Van der Horst, ‘Drohung und Mord’, 265, sug-

gests that in Acts 9.1 Luke also cites Greek authors. 
23. Söder, Die apokryphen Apostelgeschichten, 186, ‘written for the lower 

classes’. At the same time, Söder (ibidem) maintained that the novels were writ-
ten for educated readers. 
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about the ‘major’ Acts) in as distant places as Rome, Asia Minor, 
Syria, and Alexandria24, by and for Christians speaking different lan-
guages and living in different cultural contexts, can hardly be an-
chored to a stereotypical social location. If one takes into account all 
the texts that we discussed in this book, it is even more imperative to 
look for specific social and cultural contexts in each case. The texts 
are also different from each other in terms of literary quality. Again, 
concentrating on the major Acts, one finds that the style of the Acts of 
Andrew (excluding the Acts of Andrew and Matthias) is ‘well edu-
cated’, whereas the rest of the (major) apostolic Acts is mostly ‘sim-
ple’ and ‘unsophisticated’. Even at their best they are lacking rhetori-
cal skill and do not meet the classical standards of syntax25. Stylistic 
observations alone, however, provide an unstable ground for describ-
ing the social context of the apocryphal Acts, because most of these 
texts came down to us fragmentarily and through a complicated 
transmission, including translations, rearrangements and epitomisa-
tion. 

Another possibility to establish the social setting of these texts is 
literary analysis. Studies of the social worlds of the major apostolic 
Acts suggest that the upper class is widely represented in them26. 
Shall we situate then these writings (despite their stylistic defects) in 
an upper class milieu? Without attempting to resolve this dilemma 
completely—a problem that involves the whole issue of the social 
setting(s) of early Christianity—we suggest that a non-elite authorship 
and an elite narrative world are not necessarily irreconcilable. Already 
Pervo demonstrated Luke’s strong ambitions to depict Paul as an 
equal partner of the higher class, portraying him as a ‘VIP’, by which 
the author embodied the ambitions rather than the actual social 

 
24. Diversity characterises the history of research. Recently Bremmer, ‘Apoc-

ryphal Acts’, 152–9 argues that all of the major Acts except the Acts of Thomas 
were written in Asia Minor. 

25. Warren, ‘Greek’, 122–4; cf. Zachariades-Holmberg, ‘Philological As-
pects’, 140. 

26. For Luke, see Malherbe, Paul, 150; Pervo (below); Neyrey (below). For 
the apocryphal Acts, see Bremmer, ‘Women’, 53–4; ‘Acts of Peter’, 5–6; ‘Apoc-
ryphal Acts’, 164–70. 
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standing of himself and his implied readers27. We may add that Chris-
tians regarded their movement as one of ultimate historical impor-
tance. Most early Christian narratives, beginning with the gospels, tell 
stories about emperors, kings, and governors, and this tradition is 
continued in the apostolic Acts. It is therefore not improbable that the 
elevated social milieu of the Acts often reflects political fiction rather 
than social reality. 

These examples may illustrate the complexity of the issue. Again, 
the best strategy seems to be to avoid generalisations as far as the 
cultural and social location of the apostolic Acts is concerned. Conse-
quently, differentiation is desirable when we approach the question of 
which Greek literary sources the authors of these texts could use. On 
the basis of his commission narratives, we can conclude that Luke 
was acquainted with many Cynic topoi (represented in the texts of 
Epictetus, Dio Chrysostom, and the later compilation of Diogenes 
Laertius), and a few elements of rhetorical composition. Obvious 
sources of such knowledge were the Cynics themselves whose 
speeches he probably attended. Stories of moral conversion (the one 
we quoted from Livy) and divine call may have come from the same 
source as well as from Christian tradition. 

The fact that Luke imitated the compositional techniques of his-
torians28, using prefaces29 and prosopopoeiae (speeches written for 
historical personages30) indicates that he read classical texts at least at 

 
27. Pervo, Profit with Delight, 32–4, 77–81. He calls the Lucan style ‘propa-

gandistic fiction’, and finds that ‘the achievements of Paul coincide with the 
fondest social aspirations of the “petite bourgeoisie” of that time’. Recently 
Neyrey, ‘Social Location’, 278, provides a thorough analysis of Paul’s social 
standing in Acts, and concludes that ‘Luke perceives and presents Paul as a per-
son of considerable honour and social status’. Neyrey does not comment on the 
rhetorical purpose of this presentation. Cf. Robbins, ‘Social Location’. 

28. Van Unnik, ‘Luke’s Second Book’; McCoy, ‘Thucydides’. 
29. Alexander, Preface, compares the Lucan prologues with prologues in 

different ancient genres. Idem, ‘Preface to Acts’, 103, concludes that ‘Luke is 
fully at home in the broad tradition of technical prose, and much less so among 
the historians, who have a well-recognized repertoire of preface-topics which 
Luke does not use’. 

30. Kennedy, Rhetorical Criticism, 23; 114–5. McCoy, ‘Thucydides’, 12–6. 
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the level of the grammar school31. In this educational context, one can 
also expect knowledge of the trial of Socrates32. It is more dif ficult to 
talk about the education of the author(s) of the Acts of John. We 
found an appropriate setting for the philosophical thoughts of the 
book in Alexandria. Eusebius in his Church History provides us with 
some detail about the intellectual life of Alexandrian Christians at the 
beginning of the third century33. He mentions not only that Origen 
studied with Ammonius Saccas (6.19.6)34, the founder of Neo-Platon-
ism, but also that he gave catechesis (in addition to his work as 
grammaticus), and these lectures were attended also by non-Chris-
tians, many of whom converted and became martyrs (6.3 and 18)35. 
Eusebius (6.19.12–14) quotes a letter by Origen, where Origen him-
self reports that he had listeners who were versed in Greek philoso-
phy36. In that milieu, it is not difficult to situate the author of Acts of 

 
31. In Hellenistic primary schools pupils learned writing and reading on the 

texts of Homer and Euripides. In the grammar school, they read mainly Homer, 
Euripides, Menander, and Demosthenes, but also historians: Herodotus, Xeno-
phon, Hellanicus, and, above all, Thucydides. Latin texts were first used under 
Augustus: Virgil, Cicero, Sallust, Terence (Marrou, Education, 153, 162–4; Bar-
row, Education, 80). Morgan, Literary Education, 90–151, provides an inspiring 
study of how literature was actually read at school. In his excercises for the 
‘grammar school’, Theon of Alexandria (1st century AD), Progymnasmata 86ff, 
takes many examples from Herodotus and Thucydides, and prescribes the compo-
sition of prosopopoeiae (115.12–118.6). Cf. Cribiore, Gymnastics, 178–80; 192–
205; 225–38; Hezser, Jewish Literacy, 90–109. 

32. Scholars have often remarked that Luke alludes to Socrates when he re-
ports Paul’s debates with the philosophers in Athens (Acts 17); O’Neill, Theology 
of Acts, 160–71. Lucian, Passing of Peregrinus 12, reports that the Christians 
(whom he depicts as rather single minded) called Peregrinus, when he was in 
prison, ‘the new Socrates’. For Socrates with the second and third century Fa-
thers, see Döring, Exemplum Socratis, 143–61. For the imitation of Socrates in 
Eusebius’ Life of Origen 6.3.7, see Cox, Biography, 87. 

33. We also have an important source regarding the end of the second century: 
Clement of Alexandria, Instructor 2–3, provides us with substantial information 
about the everyday life of the rich Christians of Alexandria; cf. Jakab, Ecclesia 
alexandrina, 257–292. 

34. Cf. p. 117 above. 
35. Cf. Jakab, Ecclesia alexandrina, 157–8; 162–9. 
36. Origenes’ asceticism (philosopher’s life, öéëïóïöåsí) provoked much 

admiration (6.8), not to talk about his self-castration. The latter ideal might have 
played a role in the Johannine tradition, cf. p. 110, note 78. 
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John 88–9 and 113, who could have visited the schools of Origen and 
Ammonius Saccas at the same time. The composite (and fragmentary) 
character of the text warns us against extending this hypothesis to the 
rest of the book. The narrative parts of the Acts of John could have 
been composed at a different place (in Asia Minor?37) in a different 
educational milieu. As for the Acts of Titus, its author, a Cretan cleric 
of the fifth century, was well acquainted with the biographical pat-
terns used by the then already numerous hagiographic texts. He could 
easily mould whatever he found and invented into a tidy bios of his 
hero. 

Next we consider the mutual dependence among the apostolic 
Acts. This is a very complex issue, which is tied up with the problem 
of the dating of these texts. As was the case with the use of philoso-
phical passages, it is often impossible to decide whether an author 
used a speci fic text as a primary source, or was influenced by it 
through one or more intermediary stages. Sometimes one cannot de-
cide which of two texts used the other one; often a hypothetical com-
mon source provides a further alternative. In addition to that, many 
texts were lost, and the textual relations of the extant witnesses are 
often uncertain. Rather than citing the controversial results of previ-
ous scholarship38, I will depart from the (more or less) undisputed 
premises, and focus comparison on the commission narratives them-
selves. Initially I assume that any of the Acts could use any other that 
was written before it. Therefore, the first task is to sketch the plausible 
temporal sequence of the books. No one ever challenged the premise 

 
37. Cf. p. 118, note 101 above. 
38. The chart of MacDonald, ‘Which Came First’, 32, depicts the following 

relations: The Acts of Paul used Acts; the Acts of Peter used both; the Acts of 
John used the Acts of Paul and the Acts of Peter; the Acts of Andrew used the Acts 
of Peter and the Acts of John; finally, the Acts of Thomas used the Acts of Peter, 
the Acts of John and the Acts of Andrew. Stoops, ‘Peter, Paul’, 233 and ‘Acts of 
Peter’, 83, suggests the priority of the Acts of Peter over the Acts of Paul (but cf. 
Rordorf, ‘Acts of Peter’). Pervo, ‘Response’, 55 (cautiously) as well as Lalleman 
‘Relation’, 168 and Acts of John, 106, propose that the Acts of Peter used the Acts 
of John. For his suggestion of the Acts of John using Acts, see below. Most re-
cently Bremmer, ‘Apocryphal Acts’, 152, endorsing the priority of the Acts of 
John, suggests the following order: ‘AJ, AP, APt, AA and ATh within a period 
stretching from about AD 150–230’. For a summary of earlier research, see Jones, 
‘Principal Orientations’, 486–91. 
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that the Lucan Acts was the first in this series. Therefore, all of the 
other apostolic Acts may have used it as a source39. The temporal se-
quence of the five ‘major’ Acts has not yet been definitively estab-
lished. Therefore, we can depart from the premise that any of them 
could use any other of them40. We examined three of the later Acts in 
this book: the Acts of Philip (fourth century), the Acts of Barnabas 
(fifth century) and the Acts of Titus (fifth to seventh century)41. The 
position of the Acts of Peter and the Twelve is ambiguous. Some date 
it as early as the second century42, whereas we concluded that in its 
present form it dates from the middle of the fourth century, being ap-
proximately a contemporary of the Acts of Philip. 

In the commission of John in his Acts, we find two motifs of the 
Lucan Acts: the heavenly voice on the road, and John’s blindness and 
healing43. Both motifs may have come independently from other 
sources as well. The Acts of Thomas makes no self-evident use of 
earlier apostolic commission stories. One may mention that it begins 
with the gathering of the apostles in Jerusalem, which is described 
also by Luke, and I assumed that it was the first of the apostolic Acts 
that related the division of the missionary fields44. The Acts of Philip 
probably used the Lucan Acts in depicting the relation of Philip and 
the other apostles and drew on the Acts of Thomas in reporting the 
division of the world among the apostles45. With the Acts of Peter and 
 

39. Consider, however, the puzzle of the Western text of Acts, especially as 
preserved in Codex Bezae. The substantial textual variations of Acts either imply 
a second edition by the author, or otherwise they witness a remarkable fluidity of 
the text of this book in the second century. For the former, see Metzger, Textual 
Commentary, 260–4; for the latter, Birdsall, ‘Three Centuries’ xvii–xviii. Strange, 
The Text of Acts, 186–9, suggests that both the Western and ‘non-Western’ ver-
sions were edited from the unpublished (and unfinished) Lucan text as late as the 
second half of the second century. For some possible connections between the 
Western text of Acts and the Acts of Paul, see Czachesz, ‘Acts of Paul’. 

40. Except perhaps for the Acts of Thomas, which was likely the last of the 
‘major’ Acts, dated unanimously to the third century; cf. p. 119, note 1 above. 

41. Cf. p. 136, note 1; pp. 172 and 197. 
42. Schenke, ‘Acts of Peter and the Twelve’, 414. 
43. Acts of John 18, lines 6–10, cf. Acts 9.3–7; 22.6–10; 26.12–6; Acts of John 

113, cf. Acts 9.8–18 and 22.11–13. Based on a broader comparison, Lalleman, 
Acts of John, 97–8, concluded that the Acts of John used the Lucan Acts. 

44. Cf. Acts of Thomas 1 and Acts 1.12–2.13; pp. 222f above. 
45. Cf. pp. 136f and 223 above, respectively. 
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the Twelve it shares the motif of the apostles’ commission to heal 
people, which is symbolised in both texts by an ‘unguent box’ that 
Jesus gave the apostles46. The Acts of Peter and the Twelve otherwise 
did not use elements of the commission narratives of other apostolic 
Acts. The Acts of Barnabas and the Acts of Titus are indebted to the 
Lucan Acts. Both elaborate on episodes of the Lucan book, and pay 
much attention to the relations of the commissioned hero and the 
apostles. One important result of this brief survey is that none of the 
commission stories in the books examined is a direct imitation or 
emulation of an earlier apostolic commission story. This does not 
mean that the authors of the individual Acts did not know earlier 
commission stories. They applied this genre, however, with consider-
able freedom. The development of commission stories in the given 
texts is due to the creative combination of the inherited motifs and the 
use of different literary models. 

Finally, a number of other literary traditions contributed to the 
development of commission narratives in our texts. Egyptian exam-
ples certainly exerted an (indirect) influence on the idea of divine 
commission in the apostolic Acts47. This includes elements as the 
institutional and hierarchical structure of commission, as well as a god 
striking the hero with illness. Similar motifs of cultic legends appear 
in the Zoilus letter and the preface of Nechautis, and may have influ-
enced the commission narratives of the Acts of John if it was revised 
in Alexandria. Further, the Acts of Philip perhaps relied on the Gospel 
of Mary when depicting the figure of Mariamne. However, it could 
derive the character from other texts as well48. Early monastic litera-
ture shaped the Acts of Peter and the Twelve49. In the case of the later 
Acts, one cannot neglect the growing number of Christian biogra-
phies. The use of bibliomancy in the Acts of Titus probably comes 
from that literary tradition50. 

In sum, the apostolic Acts did not take the pattern of commission 
narrative from a single source. The concept was influenced by differ-

 
46. Cf. pp. 167ff above. 
47. Cf. pp. 31ff above. 
48. Cf. p. 147 above. 
49. Cf. pp. 158–167 above. 
50. Cf. pp. 208ff above. 
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ent literary models, which were themselves interconnected by a vari-
ety of intertextual aspects. The latter applies to the relation of the ap-
ostolic commission narratives. Instead of counting with a single linear 
tradition, we have to assume that the apostolic Acts were in fluenced 
by earlier Acts as well as other literary models. None of them relied 
exclusively on the commission stories of the previous Acts. 

Apostolic Commission Stories as Biographical Models 

An important function of ancient biographies was that they served as 
examples and models. They were examples and models in a twofold 
sense. First, often explicitly declared by the author, they were lessons 
for posterity, positive examples to be imitated, or negative ones to be 
avoided51. Second, rather implicitly, they represented actual concerns 
of a person or a community. These two aspects were interrelated. The 
problems and interests of an author or the author’s community moti-
vated the selection of a given genre and hero. In this last section of 
our study, we will sum up and organise what we have already told to a 
great part on this subject in connection with individual texts and the 
sujet of apostolic commission. 

Let us begin with the observation that the apostles as biographi-
cal heroes first emerged in a stage of advanced institutionalisation of 
the Church. The earliest apostolic commission story preserved is that 
of Paul in the Lucan Acts. Especially if we compare Acts 9 with 
Paul’s autobiographical account in Galatians 1 and 2, it becomes 
clear that Luke (or his sources) added an elaborate institutional back-
drop to the original story as communicated by Paul. We can come to a 
similar conclusion if we compare Acts 9 to the remaining two versions 
in the Lucan book, which are reported as Paul’s recollections in the 
story. To do justice to Luke, it cannot be excluded that already Paul 
himself changed his story during his lifetime. Precisely the analysis of 
Galatians shows that he had—or better, he felt he had—reasons to 
define himself and his call more and more independently from the 
Jerusalem church and its hierarchy. The last version of his call in Acts 

 
51. Dihle, Biographie, 20; Talbert, ‘Biographies’, 1620–5; Cox, Biography, 

13–4; Kurz, ‘Narrative Models’, 176–85; cf. p. 5, note 14 above. 
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resembles Paul’s own story much better than the first one52. This does 
not change the fact that the first apostolic commission story of early 
Christian literature is similar to an Egyptian commission narrative, the 
purpose of which was to integrate the hero into a universal hierarchy. 
Therefore, the Lucan commission stories of Paul offer a dynamic bio-
graphical model. While biblical scholarship has often regarded the 
Lucan Acts as a literary manifesto of Frühkatholizismus53, the analy-
sis of the commission narratives suggests that its protagonist proceeds 
on a path of emancipation from the Christian institutional hierarchy 
presented by Luke. 

Can we read the Lucan account as mirroring an actual problem of 
his time, the end of the first century AD? One should not overlook the 
warning of social-science criticism, that the personality of early 
Christians, like Mediterranean persons of the time, was basically 
group-oriented. We would read the Lucan narrative anachronistically 
if we populated his church with freelance Christian intellectuals. The 
Lucan Paul—similarly to the Paul of the epistles—finds his identity in 
his divine call to the Gentiles, in other words, as a founder and ac-
knowledged leader of Christian churches in Asia Minor and the Ae-
gean region. Jesus’ disciples do not reach the utmost borders of the 
ïkêïõìÝíç in Acts, notwithstanding the theological program of the 
author54. As Pervo remarked, ‘none of the audience of Acts 1.8 came 
any closer to Rome than Caesarea Maritima’55. This also corresponds 
to the division of the missionary fields between Paul and Peter as de-
scribed by Paul in Galatians 2.9. The Lucan Acts witnesses a division 
within Christianity, or better, a vivid interaction between groups 
 

52. Cf. Hirsch, ‘Die drei Berichte’, 309. 
53. The term ‘Frühkatholizismus’ (early catholicism), introduced by Käse-

mann, ‘Neutestamentliche Fragen’, 20, is rarely applied to Luke since the seven-
ties; cf. Plümacher, ‘Acta-Forschung’, 158–60. Nevertheless, many commentators 
characterise Luke in a similar vein. Dunn, Acts, xii, suggests that the book makes 
‘a deliberate attempt to underline the unity of the expanding movement’ by ‘em-
phasizing the centrality and oversight of the Jerusalem church […] and of the 
apostles’ and ‘drawing a discrete veil over the tensions provoked by “the Hellen-
ists” and Stephen, not to mention those involving Paul’ (Dunn’s italics). Cf. John-
son, Acts, 15–6. 

54. Acts 1.8, ‘you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth’ (fùò dó÷Üôïõ ôyò ãyò). 

55. Pervo, Profit with Delight, 129. 
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rather then the emergence of a single institutional body. The book 
concentrates so strongly on Paul that it is very likely the author re-
garded this figure as a paradigm. The three versions of Paul’s com-
mission can be read as an expression of the changing self-definition of 
Lucan Christians; initial identification within existing institutional 
frames, and then a continuous realisation of the group’s own divine 
call, that is, its independence as a stream of Christianity. A more de-
tailed analysis of Acts would be needed to say more about the identity 
of this group. 

In the commission stories of the Acts of John and the Acts of 
Thomas, institution does not appear as a central problem. The heroes 
of these Acts do not seek their legitimacy from other apostles. Nev-
ertheless, both texts depict an apostolic community, to which the hero 
belongs. John is presented as superior to his fellow apostles. The 
commission story of Acts of John 88–9 is unique among the apostolic 
Acts as far as it reports Jesus’ call of John as a disciple, similarly as 
the synoptic gospels do. He is privileged by an especially intimate 
relation with Jesus, which culminates in the revelation of the cross of 
light. Consequently, the community of the Acts of John traces back its 
origins to John’s pre-Easter experience. Or, to put it more consistently 
with the thought-world of the Acts of John56, the commission stories 
of the apostle identify an ideal Christianity that originated with John’s 
call as Jesus’ disciple, was legitimated through the intimate relation of 
John to Jesus, and its position did not change essentially with Jesus’ 
ascent to heaven. 

In the Acts of Thomas, the role of the other apostles is reduced to 
a plain list of names. Thomas does not have any interaction with 
them. The text narrates Thomas’ protest as a conflict between him and 
Jesus. We can conclude that the group of the Acts of Thomas under-
stood itself as an equal partner of other Christian streams, and its re-
lation to them did not play a major role in its self-definition. 

In the Acts of Philip, the hero appears as a somewhat marginal 
figure among the apostles, first seeking their confirmation, and then 
rebelling against his allotted missionary field. This ambivalence is 
apparent also in his identity. He is an amalgam of Philip the disciple 
 

56. In the Acts of John, there is no incarnation, death, and resurrection of Je-
sus. Cf. Chapter 4, pp. 98f, esp. note 33. 
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and Philip the Hellenist. It is remarkable that, beside other apostles, 
he is supported by the female figure of Mariamne, who had a leading 
role in Gnostic tradition. As we concluded, Mariamne is an alter ego 
of Philip. Mystical and speculative elements are not missing from his 
commission story. It is enough to think about Jesus’ appearance to 
Philip in the form of an eagle, or his cosmological explanations to 
him. The group of the Acts of Philip, therefore, may have understood 
itself as an eccentric stream marginally related to an established in-
stitutional church. Whereas it seeks the proximity of what it accepts 
as unquestioned apostolic authority, it retains a mystical and specula-
tive tradition. 

Hitherto, we have found only Thomas and Philip rebelling 
against their allotments. It is interesting to quote Pseudo-Prochorus, 
who provides a similar picture of John. According to this episode57, 
the apostles cast lots and John received Asia. He ‘suffered this ill’58, 
he ‘sighed three times’59, ‘wept’, then ‘fell on his face, and prostrated 
himself (ðñïóåêýíçóåí) before all the apostles’. This self-humiliation 
of John before his fellow apostles is rather surprising when we com-
pare it to the assumed superiority of the protagonist in the Acts of 
John. Even Philip in his Acts, who seeks legitimacy from the apostles, 
does not prostrate himself before them. Pseudo-Prochorus dissolves 
the tension immediately. Peter reproaches John, but he does this by 
reminding John of his distinguished position among the apostles: ‘We 
all regard you as our father’. John repents, and returns the compliment 
by calling Peter ‘father’60. This small scene shows that in some tradi-
tions John was not elevated above the other apostles, but rather his 
status was subject to negotiation61. The episode preserved the stamp 
of an elaborate interaction between different streams of Early Christi-

 
57. Zahn, Acta Ioannis, 5–7; cf. Acts of Peter and Andrew 1. 
58. Zahn, Acta Ioannis, 5, line 13, âáñÝùò }íåãêåí ðåñr ôïýôïõ. Liddell and 

Scott, Lexicon, 308, give instances for âáñÝùò öÝñåéí followed by the accusative 
or hðé with dative. 

59. Zahn, Acta Ioannis, 5, line 13–4, óôåíÜîáò ôñßôïí. 
60. John is addressed as ‘father’ in Acts of John 81. Barnabas in Acts of 

Barnabas 8–9 uses addresses Paul repeatedly as ðÜôåñ Ðá™ëå, but Paul does not 
return this. The title is frequent in the later Acts. Cf. Lampe, Dictionary, 1050. 

61. The Arabic version of the story completely eliminates the self-humiliation 
of John, see Smith Lewis, Mythological Acts, 38. 
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anity, and provides an adjustment to the picture gained from the Acts 
of John. 

Although the Acts of Peter and the Twelve represents the apostles 
as a close-knit group, almost as a collective person, it nevertheless 
contains an episode that shows John as Jesus’ intimate, in the role of a 
mediator62. This Johannine reminiscence—especially if we attribute 
the passage to the final redactor of the text—can be important for the 
reconstruction of the group behind the book. A further affinity can be 
discovered between the way of perfection that is described in meta-
phorical terms in both writings. However, the Acts of Peter and the 
Twelve—at least in its present form—stresses the unity of the 
‘twelve’ rather than depicting their mutual relations. This only con-
firms our proposal that it is the document of a coenobite (Pachomian) 
monastic community. 

A twofold purpose characterises the commission stories of the 
later apostolic Acts, represented in our book by the Acts of Barnabas 
and the Acts of Titus. On the one hand, they endow a given territorial 
church (that of Cyprus or Crete, respectively) with as much apostoli-
city as possible. On the other hand, they claim as much independence 
for themselves as possible. This is not achieved, however, through a 
combination of institutional and mystical elements, as in the Acts of 
Philip and partly in the Acts of John. Their strategy is rather to ma-
nipulate institutional relations. If we labelled the Acts of Titus as ‘po-
litical fiction’, the same is true, although to a lesser degree, of the Acts 
of Barnabas. The difference between them is the scale of political 
operations. Whereas the Acts of Titus lets the Roman political elite 
engage in the life of primitive Christianity, the Acts of Barnabas 
elaborates on Church political conflicts of the same period. Both ef-
forts gained much inspiration from the Lucan Acts. 

The Acts of Titus resourcefully balances the subordinate position 
of its hero to Paul and the apostles by presenting him as an eyewitness 
to Jesus’ ministry and death. The leaders of Crete were, the text sug-
gests, Jesus’ followers, and Titus was commissioned by God and sup-
ported by the local hierarchy long before any Christian missionary set 
his foot on the island. The Acts of Barnabas interestingly inverts the 
succession of Barnabas and Paul, presenting the latter as an older per-
 

62. Acts of Peter and the Twelve 11.3–5, cf. pp. 169f above. 



 Retrospects and Prospects 265 

son and a higher authority. It is in line with the plan that I have sug-
gested above. For Cyprus, it pays to subordinate Barnabas to Paul, 
who has a higher stance in the hierarchy of the saints. It is not their 
purpose to undermine the authority of Paul, but rather to prove that he 
acknowledged Barnabas as an equal and approved of his mission to 
Cyprus. Barnabas, in turn, becomes the mentor of John Mark, his 
faithful companion and chronicler. I have already analysed their mu-
tual relation, and suggested that the Acts of Barnabas used Marcan 
tradition to enhance Barnabas’ reputation. 

The apostolic commission stories served as models for the self-
definition of their respective communities. They provided aetiological 
explanations of the norms, values, and theological systems of those 
groups. This was a complex phenomenon. Traditions were reread and 
rewritten by different communities and later generations. As this hap-
pened, the new readers interpreted their situation with the help of the 
traditions handed down to them, whereas their own problems left their 
imprints on the texts. The narratives also meant biographical models 
for the individual. The life of the members of those groups was based 
on a combination of group loyalties and individuality, of institutional 
ties and mystical (speculative) elements of thought. How these inter-
ests are reflected in the texts, or better, how the texts served to cope 
with such situations, is difficult to say. We certainly cannot apply the 
above-mentioned patterns automatically to the lives of the individuals. 
The text did not necessarily mean the same for the individual as it 
meant for the community as a whole. As Christians reread these sto-
ries later in their own frames, they drew on the (sub)cultural and an-
thropological levels of the texts (rather than the actual social and his-
torical ones), and read them in their own ways as biographical mod-
els, assigning to them new social and historical references63.  

The sujet of the commission narratives, described in the previous 
chapter, belongs to the cultural and anthropological layer of the texts 
that offered possibilities of social and historical actualisations of the 
stories from time to time. At the same time, the use of commission 
narratives as biographical models was certainly predetermined by the 
political and sociological themes inherent in the narratives. The sujet 
 

63. This line of thought proceeds from the notion of intertextuality sketched in 
the Introduction, pp. 3ff. 
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of commission offered patterns to channel the basic conflicts of hu-
man life. Whereas the sujet describes a general thought-pattern, the 
actual ways of conflict-handling vary between the different texts. The 
mystical Christians of the Acts of John followed life-strategies differ-
ent from the ambitious middle-class of the Lucan Acts, or the Pa-
chomian monks of the Acts of Peter and the Twelve. Yet our texts 
witness a recurring biographical pattern in all those Christian groups, 
namely, the pattern of divine commission. Within the limits of that 
general sujet, people found variations that corresponded to the aetio-
logical traditions64 of their communities. 

Since we have already analysed the narratives in much detail, a 
few examples suffice to illustrate the idea. Lucan Christians (the term 
designates at this time readers who found the Lucan text appropriate 
to reflect on their problems) thought about themselves as converted 
from darkness to light, wounded and healed by God, sent out as en-
gaged missionaries to the world, and established as loyal members of 
the apostolic Church. They probably found their Ananias or Barnabas 
to help them integrate into the Church. They may have ambitiously 
tried to find their ways in Roman society, and became increasingly 
conscious of their own assigned task in the world. Johannine Chris-
tians emphasised, in turn, their call to spiritual growth in an intimate 
relation with Jesus. They valued the ideal of chastity, and experienced 
conflicts regarding their sexual desires. They remembered that Jesus 
struck John with blindness for his disobedience, but he also healed 
him, and gave him a higher vision of reality. Further, Thomasine 
Christians may have thought about themselves as rebels against the 
will of Jesus, who captured them as slaves, and sent them out to the 
world as his representatives or twin brothers. They were also called to 
spiritual growth, but this implied a more active role than the ideal of 
the Johannine stream. Their active life-strategy was symbolised by the 
work of an architect. 

Finally, we can observe that the apostolic commission stories 
rarely promote a prophetic world-view. They do not demand the hero 
to confront his community. On the level of a social-historical reading, 
this suggests that these texts were not the documents of revolutionary 
 

64. By ‘aetiological traditions’, I mean traditions that explain the origins, 
goals, and raison d’être of a community. 
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movements. Their groups either went along with the given social 
frameworks, or withdrew into isolation. They may have been reform-
ists, who hoped to exert an influence on society, but they were not 
revolutionists attempting to turn it upside down. Perhaps the only ex-
ception is Paul’s commission story in Acts 22, where he is opposed by 
his fellow Jews, and—in the larger narrative context—his conserva-
tive fellow-Christians. It would be a mistake, however, to generalise 
this finding in view of the apostolic Acts. First, because the three 
types of institutional, prophetic, and philosophical commission are 
always represented in combinations rather than in isolation. Second, 
because a study of the social rhetoric of the apostolic Acts must be 
built on the analysis of the texts in their entirety. 

General Conclusions 

It is time to draw the general conclusions of our study of apostolic 
commission narratives. Divine commission is a literary pattern that 
presented itself in different cultural contexts. It probably has anthro-
pological roots, which we did not explore in this study. Thus, com-
mission narratives in early Christian literature did not arise in isola-
tion, nor did they follow only patterns of the Jewish Scriptures. 
Rather they combined elements of Jewish literature, Greco-Roman 
biographies, philosophical traditions, novels, cultic legends, gospel 
traditions, and the emerging Christian biographies. Egyptian and Near 
Eastern traditions influenced them mainly with the mediation of Jew-
ish literature, Greek novels, and cultic legends. Later apostolic Acts 
derived motifs from earlier ones, but this did not assume the form of 
direct imitation. 

During an initial survey of commission in various literary tradi-
tions, we could establish a threefold social typology of commission 
narratives: institutional, prophetic, and philosophical. In Paul’s com-
mission in the Lucan Acts we could clearly identify all the three types. 
This author made the most extensive use of Jewish Scriptures. He also 
drew substantially on the tradition of divine call in contemporary 
Cynic philosophy. The subsequent appearance of the threefold typol-
ogy in the commission stories of this text can be interpreted as a wit-
ness to the formation of a new group within Early Christianity. The 
commission stories of the apostolic Acts from the second to the fourth 
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centuries attest a broad plurality of Christian formations. In these 
texts, the interactions of the hero with the other apostles symbolise the 
links that the respective groups maintained with other Christian 
groups. In all those texts, there is an element of mysticism, which in 
some cases can be associated with the influence of Platonic texts or 
Gnostic writings. The commission stories of the heroes provide a 
combination of these institutional and mystical elements. In the Acts 
of John, we could identify an imitation of Plato’s Symposium, used as 
a program of spiritual perfection. This urges a subtle investigation of 
the social and cultural milieu of the early apocryphal Acts, and a care-
ful application of the traditional labels ‘popular’ and ‘uneducated’. 
The Acts of Philip and the Acts of Peter and the Twelve, although 
scholarly tradition excluded them from the circle of the ‘major Acts’, 
belong to the same literary and cultural milieu, as far as it can be 
judged from the study of their commission narratives. Whereas the 
Acts of Philip otherwise draws substantially on the earlier Acts, its 
commission stories are genuine compositions, reflecting the ideal of a 
pluriform Christianity. The Acts of Peter and the Twelve originated in 
the milieu of coenobite monasticism. All of the Acts from the second 
to the fourth centuries contain a mystical model of Christian self-
definition. The Acts of the fifth century, of which we examined the 
Acts of Barnabas and the Acts of Titus, concentrate rather on institu-
tional themes, both using the Lucan Acts as a model. They provide 
political propaganda for local churches, in a twofold effort to establish 
their authority in apostolic tradition on the one hand, and maintain 
their independence on the other hand. The Acts of Titus makes use of 
the topoi of the Christian biographies, as well as of Greco-Roman 
biographical tradition. 

In addition to the social-historical perspective, we analysed the 
use of the commission narratives on a social-anthropological level. 
We delineated the sujet of commission, suggesting that it provided a 
narrative framework of self-definition for early Christians. We sug-
gested that commission stories describe the interaction of the five 
agents of sender, helper, authority, hero, and addressee, together with 
their negative counterparts. An episodic description of the sujet 
showed how commission serves to generate and handle conflict. The 
local variations of this model provided a biographical system of coor-
dinates for the members of different Christian communities. 
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Many questions have been raised in this study that await further 
investigation. These include the textual history of the Acts of John, the 
cultural settings of several apostolic Acts, the intertextual relations of 
the texts, and a broader analysis of the narrative pattern of commis-
sion in late antiquity and beyond. Whereas my primary purpose was 
to give a literary analysis of commission narratives in the apostolic 
Acts, I have often engaged in historical-critical issues. In literary 
criticism, alternative readings are possible, and indeed, desirable. 
They can coexist peacefully even within the same book. In historical 
issues, on the contrary, alternative solutions most often completely 
exclude each other. Therefore, the suggestions that I made in connec-
tion with the textual reconstruction and historical setting of texts will 
probably be subject to more intense criticism than my literary critical 
interpretations. We have to realise, however, that historical explana-
tions and literary interpretations are strongly bound to each other. For 
example, my literary examinations of the Acts of John and the Acts of 
Peter and the Twelve necessarily prompted new theories with regard 
to their historical settings. I hope that this study will provoke not only 
critical remarks on individual points, but also complex literary and 
historical interpretations of the apostolic Acts. 
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SAMENVATTING 
 
Eerdere onderzoeken van opdrachtverhalen (commission stories) in 
vroegchristelijke literatuur waren beperkt tot de vier canonieke evangeliën 
en Lucas’ Handelingen. Deze studies werden door vormanalyse van joodse 
geschriften en de literatuur van het Nabije Oosten ingegeven. In ons onder-
zoek is het terrein in vier richtingen uitgebreid: (1) de studie dekt ook de 
niet-canonieke Handelingen, (2) tekstuele parallellen omvatten niet alleen 
teksten uit het Nabije Oosten en joodse literatuur maar ook teksten uit ver-
schillende gebieden van Grieks-Romeinse literatuur en het vroege christen-
dom, (3) literairkritische benaderingen worden gebruikt om meerdere 
aspecten van opdrachtverhalen te analyseren, o.a. retorica, narratie, plot, 
sociale en cognitieve structuren, (4) het geven van een opdracht wordt als 
een centraal onderdeel van biografische verhalen beschouwd. 

Hoofdstuk 1 beoogt een beschrijving van ‘opdrachtverhaal’ te geven. 
Omdat het onderwerp tot nu toe meestal met behulp van oudtestamentische 
analogieën werd benaderd, analyseert dit hoofdstuk parallellen tussen vroeg 
christelijke en Grieks-Romeinse teksten om het traditionele vormanalyse 
van het ‘opdrachtverhaal’ aan te vullen. In ons model worden vormele-
menten met een functionele beschrijving gecombineerd. 

Hoofdstuk 2 biedt een overzicht van opdrachtverhalen in de literatuur 
van de Oudheid en er wordt een drievoudige typologie van de sociale 
structuur (texture) van opdrachtverhalen gepresenteerd. Het eerste type 
wordt ‘institutioneel’ genoemd, waarvan de typische voorbeelden komen 
uit de biografieën van dynastisch Egypte. De hoofdfiguur wordt in deze 
teksten in een bestaande institutionele hiërarchie geïntegreerd. Het tweede 
type wordt ‘profetisch’ genoemd, omdat vele van de roepingen van de pro-
feten in de joodse geschriften tot dit type horen. Het centrale probleem van 
deze teksten is het conflict tussen het individu en de gemeenschap. Het 
derde type wordt ‘filosofisch’ genoemd. In de filosofische opdrachtverhalen 
wordt de hoofdfiguur geroepen tot een intieme relatie met de godheid, 
waarvoor hij de wereld verlaat. 

Hoofdstuk 3 behandelt de drie versies van Paulus’ bekering in het ca-
nonieke Boek van Handelingen (hoofdstukken 9, 22, 26). Concepten van 
antieke retorica worden gebuikt, vooral bij de analyse van de laatste twee 
teksten. De toepassing van de in Hoofdstuk 2 uitgewerkte sociologische 
typologie leidt ertoe dat de drie versies als uitdrukkingen van de wisselende 
zelf-definitie van een groep christenen worden gezien. Deze groep heeft 
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zich in het begin binnen het bestaande institutionele kader geïdentificeerd 
maar heeft toen zijn eigen roeping gevonden als een stroming van het 
christendom. Dit hoofdstuk wordt gevolgd door een appendix over Paulus’ 
bekering in de apocriefe Handelingen van Paulus. 

In Hoofdstuk 4 gaat het om de Handelingen van Johannes. De drie 
opdrachtverhalen van dit boek laten zich niet makkelijk systematiseren 
vanwege het fragmentarisch karakter van deze Handelingen. We suggere-
ren dat de eerste tekst (hoofdstuk 18), die een scherpzinnige beschrijving 
van Johannes’ opdracht biedt, het begin vormde van een vroegere versie 
van de Handelingen van Johannes, terwijl de derde tekst (hoofdstuk 113) 
tot de conclusie van het boek hoorde. Het tweede verhaal (hoofdstukken 
88-89) en zijn bredere context (hoofdstukken 87-105) imiteren het Sympo-
sium van Plato, en beschrijven een programma van spirituele perfectie. 
Hetzelfde programma speelt ook in het derde verhaal een rol. ‘Apofatisme’ 
en andere elementen van neoplatonisme zijn zowel in het tweede als in het 
derde verhaal te identificeren. Dit leidt tot de hypothese, dat de redevoe-
ringen van de Handelingen van Johannes tot de narratieve tekstdelen rond 
200 in Alexandrië werden toegevoegd. 

Hoofdstuk 5 analyseert het begin van de Handelingen van Thomas 
(hoofdstukken 1-3). Drie onderwerpen worden in de roeping van Thomas be-
sproken: het oudtestamentische motief van protest en nederlaag van een 
profeet; verkoop tot slavernij (een typisch motief van de Griekse roman), 
en vakmanschap als een metafoor van perfectie en redding. 

Hoofdstuk 6 onderzoekt de Handelingen van Philippus. De held van 
deze teksten wordt beschreven als een enigszins marginale figuur in het 
gezelschap van de apostelen. In hoofdstuk 3 verzoekt Philippus de aposte-
len om hem als apostel te erkennen, terwijl hij in hoofdstuk 8 protesteert 
tegen het aan hem uitgedeelde werkgebied. Het is opmerkelijk dat hij door 
Mariamne wordt begeleid, een vrouw die in de gnostische overlevering een 
belangrijke functie heeft. In de Handelingen van Philippus, is Mariamne 
een bemiddelaar tussen Philippus en Jezus, maar zij is ook het alter ego van 
de held. Mariamne representeert o.a. de kracht waarmee Philippus zieken 
kan genezen. Achter dit hoofdstuk bevindt zich een appendix over de ade-
laar als een afbeelding van God/Jezus in de Paraleipomena Jeremiou en de 
Handelingen van Philippus. 

In Hoofdstuk 7 gaat het om de koptische Handelingen van Petrus en 
de twaalf apostelen. Volgens onze interpretatie, kreeg deze tekst zijn laatste 
redactie door de monniken van Pachomius in de vierde eeuw. Het boek 
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behandelt verschillende problemen van het leven van de monniken die in 
de Regulae Pachomii en de Vita Pachomii op een soortgelijk manier wor-
den besproken. Sociale spanningen binnen de monastieke beweging zijn in 
het boek eveneens op te sporen. De Handelingen van Petrus en de twaalf 
apostelen is vergelijkbaar met de Handelingen van Johannes voor zover 
beide teksten beschrijven een programma van spirituele perfectie. In de 
Handelingen van Petrus en de twaalf apostelen dit is voltooid door de mid-
delen van een georganiseerd ascetisch gezelschap. 

Hoofdstuk 8 analyseert de Handelingen van Barnabas, waarin de roe-
ping van Johannes Marcus wordt beschreven. Wij suggereren dat het boek 
tradities bevat die vroeger over Marcus werden overgeleverd, maar later 
werden gebruikt om de schrale traditie over de persoon van Barnabas aan te 
vullen. Het boek getuigt van de (collectieve) bekering tot het christendom 
van de dienaren van Griekse tempels op Cyprus. Een goede parallel met dit 
verschijnsel is de bekering van een groep retorici (philophonoi genoemd) in 
Alexandrië in de vijfde eeuw. Marcus werd waarschijnlijk als de leider van 
de bekeerde cultische dienaren beschreven omdat vroegere christelijke tra-
dities hem voor zijn bekering voor een dienaar van de tempel in Jeruzalem 
hielden. 

Hoofdstuk 9 behandelt de bekering van Titus in zijn Handelingen. Dit 
verhaal gebruikt verschillende literaire patronen van de late Oudheid: de 
structuur van Grieks-Romeinse biografieën, een hagiografisch patroon van 
bekering, dat o.a. in Augustinus’ Confessiones voorkomt, en verhalen over 
de inleiding van nieuwe religieuze culten. Deze tekst is een perfect voor-
beeld van het institutionele type van opdrachtverhalen. De Handelingen 
van Titus projecteert de positieve ontvangst van het christendom door de 
Griekse en Romeinse maatschappelijke elite terug naar de tijd van Jezus en 
beschrijft de introductie van de nieuwe cultus als een verworvenheid van de 
regering van deze tijd. Het opdrachtverhaal wordt ‘political fiction’ als een 
Romeinse proconsul een envoi uitzendt naar Palestina om zich over de 
werkzaamheid van Jezus te laten informeren, of als onder keizer Traianus 
een christelijke kerk met de hulp van statelijke middelen wordt gebouwd. 

De laatste twee hoofdstukken bieden een systematische interpretatie 
van de opdrachtverhalen. Hoofdstuk 9 behandelt een aantal typische motie-
ven van de teksten. De structuur van de opdrachtverhalen van de apostelen 
wordt met behulp van twee diagrammen beschreven. Het eerste (semanti-
sche) diagram toont de onderlinge relaties van de belangrijke dramatis per-
sonae, terwijl het tweede (diachronische) diagram een lijst van elementaire 
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acties bevat die als grondslagen van de opdrachtverhalen fungeren. 
Hoofdstuk 10 bestaat uit twee delen, waarvan het eerste een overzicht biedt 
van de intertekstuele relaties tussen de bestudeerde teksten en andere 
literatuur, terwijl het tweede deel een interpretatie biedt van de bestudeerde 
teksten t.o.v. hun maatschappelijke modellen van religie. Geconcludeerd 
wordt dat de teksten mogelijkheden bieden van zelf-definitie óf binnen de 
instituties óf daarbuiten, terwijl een belangrijke type, dat we als profetisch 
beschreven hebben (waarin de hoofdfiguur zich tegenover de instituties 
definieert), alleen in Lucas’ Handelingen is te vinden. 
 


