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perspectives on the lycus Valley:  
an inscriptional, archaeological, numismatic,  

and iconographic approach

Alan H. Cadwallader and James R. Harrison

This chapter discusses the archaeology, epigraphy, numismatics, and ico-
nography of the lycus Valley and its famous three new Testament cities 
(Colossae, laodicea, hierapolis). part 1 of the chapter, written by alan h. 
Cadwallader, is an epigraphic portrait of Colossae. Crucially, among other 
important contributions, Cadwallader provides an up-to-date list of the 
thirty-one Colossian inscriptions available for new Testament researchers 
on ancient Colossae. What is known archaeologically about the (as yet) 
unexcavated city may be found in his book on the few archaeological frag-
ments that we do have, as well as the collection of essays on the city, edited 
with michael Trainor.1

parts 2 and 3 have been written by James r. harrison. part 2 explores 
the history of laodicea and its archaeological excavation, proceeding then 
to an archaeological, epigraphic, numismatic, and iconographic investi-
gation of the site. The reason for such a comprehensive approach is that 
the publications on the archaeological excavation of the city are either 
in French, italian, or Turkish. gratifyingly a small but helpful collection 
of english essays on laodicea and hierapolis has recently appeared.2 in 

1. alan h. Cadwallader, Fragments of Colossae: Sifting through the Traces (hind-
marsh: aTF press, 2015); Cadwallader and michael Trainor, eds., Colossae in Space 
and Time: Linking to an Ancient City (göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 2011). 
note most recently his authoritative essay: alan h. Cadwallader, “The historical 
sweep of the life of Kolossai,” in Epigraphical Evidence Illustrating Paul’s Letter to the 
Colossians, ed. Joseph Verheyden, marcus Öhler, and Thomas Corsten, WUnT 411 
(Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2018), 25–67.

2. Celal Şimşek and Francesco d’andria, eds., Landscape and History in the Lykos 

-3 -
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harrison’s treatment, he draws attention to the intersection of the mate-
rial evidence of laodicea and hierapolis with the new Testament at 
various places.

part 3 adopts a more constricted approach to the evidence of hier-
apolis, examining the severan theater reliefs at hierapolis and their 
significance for the city’s identity in the second sophistic period, as well 
as several epigraphic vignettes of its urban life. although the results of 
the archaeological and epigraphic investigation of hierapolis continue 
to be published in the ever-expanding italian series Hierapolis Di Frigia, 
eleven volumes having appeared so far, there are for the english reader 
two invaluable publications on the archaeology of hierapolis and its 
epigraphy.3 The history of the city and of the archaeological teams who 
unearthed its remains can also be consulted there.4 The coinage of the city 
has also received detailed attention in english scholarship over the years.5 
This allows us to pursue the more focused approach adopted in this sec-
tion. however, for specialists, the technical study of the city’s epigraphy is 
exceptionally well served by several publications of the highest quality.6

in 2013 the pioneering publication of Ulrich huttner on the history 
of early Christianity in the lycus Valley appeared to subsequent critical 
acclaim. The current volume pays homage to his scholarly contribution 

Valley: Laodikeia and Hierapolis in Phrygia (newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge schol-
ars, 2017). additionally, Francesco d’andria, “hierapolis of phrygia: its evolution 
in hellenistic and roman Times,” in Urbanism in Western Asia Minor: New Studies 
on Aphrodisias, Ephesos, Hierapolis, Pergamon, Perge and Xanthos, ed. david parrish, 
Jrasup 45 (portsmouth: Journal of roman archaeology, 2001), 96–115.

3. Tullia ritti, An Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis (Pamukkale) (istanbul: ege 
Yayinlari, 2006); Francesco d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia (Pamukkale): An Archaeo-
logical Guide, trans. p. arthur (istanbul: ege Yayinlari, 2010). additionally, d’andria, 
“hierapolis of phrygia,” 96–115.

4. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 9–13, 17–19.
5. see leo Weber, “The Coins of hierapolis in phrygia,” NumC 13 (1913): 1–30, 

161; Weber, “The Coins of hierapolis in phrygia (Continued),” NumC 13 (1913): 133–
61; ann Johnston, “hierapolis revisited,” NumC 144 (1984): 52–80.

6. Carl humann, et al., ed. Altertümer von Hierapolis (berlin: reimer, 1898); 
Tullia ritti, Hierapolis I: Fonti Letterarie ed Epigrafiche, archeologica 30 (rome: 
giorgio bretschneider, 1985); ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis; ritti et al., Museo 
Archaeologicodi Denizli-Hierapolis: Catalogo delle iscrizioni greche e latine (naples: 
liguori, 2008); ritti, Hierapolis di Frigia IX: Storia e istituzioni di Hierapolis (istanbul: 
ege Yayinlari, 2017). For the documentary evidence regarding asian Jews, including 
those at laodicea and hierapolis, see IJO 2.
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with three incisive responses to his work from seasoned lycus Valley schol-
ars.7 as a further contribution in this volume, huttner brings the coins 
of hierapolis into dialogue with the epistle to the Colossians. rosemary 
Canavan, alan h. Cadwallader, and harry o. maier respond to huttner’s 
magnum opus from various viewpoints and methodologies, appreciatively 
highlighting his enormous contribution to the discipline, while posing 
new questions about his arguments, use of evidence, and conclusions. The 
remaining essays in the volume—authored by Clinton e. arnold, peter 
arzt-grabner, angela standhartinger, michael p. Theophilos, michael 
Trainor, allen brent, and James r. harrison—present thematic and exe-
getical essays on aspects of the historical, social, and religious life in the 
lycus Valley from a variety of methodological viewpoints involving the 
material and documentary evidence.

part 1. an epigraphic portrait of Colossae

Colossae is frequently represented as the poor relative of the major triad 
of cities in the lycus Valley: that is, of hierapolis, laodikeia, and Colossae. 
hierapolis and laodikeia have received extensive excavations and analysis 
(see above). Their inventories of inscriptions are significant and expanding 
(see above), but, perhaps significantly, have yet to reveal any epigraphical 
mention of their neighbor to the east, at the entrance to the valley. rather, 
they carry mutual references (both affirming and contesting),8 in addi-
tion to their many connections with other cities, villages, and sanctuaries 
in ever-widening circles across asia minor (and occasionally beyond). 
This mutuality of notice seems to be mirrored in the roman institutional 
perspective that at times grouped laodikeia and hierapolis as a pair9 but 
neglected any grouping of these cities with Colossae. no Colossian-minted 
bronzes have been found thus far in the coins discovered in finds from 

7. Ulrich huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, trans. david green, aJeC 
85; early Christianity in asia minor 1 (leiden: brill, 2013).

8. For conflict (over fishing taxes/rights) between the two cities (with Tripo-
lis joining hierapolis in the dispute), see ritti, Hierapolis di Frigia IX, 388–95; for 
(a form of) cooperation, see the laodikeian northern theater seat-allocation to the 
famed association of purple-dyers: Celal Şimşek and m. a. sezgin, “laodikeia Kuzey 
Tiyatrosu (The north Theatre at laodikeia),” Olba 19 (2011): 186.

9. see michel Christol and Thomas drew-bear, “Un sénateur de Xanthos,” Jour-
nal des Savants 3 (1991): 195–226, especially at 213; see also TAM 2:194.
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laodikeia or hierapolis, even though the latter boasts at least twenty-eight 
other cities among those civic coins found in excavations at the ancient 
site.10 references to either city in a Colossian connection must await a 
fourth century date.11 This is not to suggest that Colossae was either isola-
tionist or reduced to the decaying rump that earlier scholarship predicated 
of the city.12 even with the minimal amount of evidence that we possess, 
Colossae can be demonstrated to have enjoyed contact with other cities 
such as apameia, aphrodisias, attouda, boubon, ephesus, eumeneia, 
Keretapa, sardis, smyrna, and Tripolis. other cities might reasonably be 
affirmed to be connected with Colossae by reason of road networks. Cer-
tainly, the roman army, when passing the city, seems to have relied on 
supplies from her civic warehouses (IGRR 4.870.9).

Colossae’s list of inscriptions has witnessed only small increments 
since the initial discoveries of Francis arundell in 1826, and the fixing 
of the site itself by William hamilton in 1836.13 it is clear that earlier epi-
graphic evidence was seen,14 but transcriptions were not executed. To 

10. a. Travaglini and V. g. Camilleri, Hierapolis di Frigia, Le Monete: Campagne 
di Scavo 1957–2004 (istanbul: ege, 2010), 9–12, 23.

11. a positive reference to hierapolis occurs in the early byzantine story, The 
miracle of st michael of Chonai, which probably originates in the late fourth cen-
tury as a popular reaction to the implicit laodikeian impugning of Colossian religious 
practices in the synod of laodikeia canon 35; see alan h. Cadwallader, “inter-City 
Conflict in the story of st michael of Chonai,” in Religious Conflict from Early Christi-
anity to the Rise of Islam, ed. Wendy mayer and bronwyn neil (Tübingen: de gruyter, 
2013), 109–28.

12. see Cadwallader, Fragments of Colossae, 5–24.
13. published in F. V. J. arundell, A Visit to the Seven Churches of Asia Minor with 

an Excursion into Pisidia (london: John rodwell, 1828), 98, 156; arundell, Discoveries 
in Asia Minor, 2 vols. (london: r. bentley, 1834), 170; W. J. hamilton, Researches in 
Asia Minor, Pontus and Armenia, 2 vols. (london: J. murray, 1842).

14. in 1750, robert Wood mentions an inscription when he was journeying from 
laodikeia that caused him to surmise that Colossae was nearby; this suggests a mile-
stone: journal 6, fol.67 (Joint library of the hellenic and roman societies, University 
of london). The italian explorer, antonino picenini, in 1705, commented on many 
columns, inscriptions, and other remains strewn along the space of a mile, but he pro-
vided no more than this general observation: travel diary, asia minor, fols. 68–69 (bl 
add ms 6269). in 1828, Francis arundell relayed a report from a greek correspon-
dent that an inscription was to be seen high on a cliff face above two artificial caves 
that were probably used by religious ascetics overlooking the saint michael shrine at 
what is now the göz picnic ground between honaz and emirazizli. investigations by 
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date, thirty-one inscriptions are known if two inscriptions from elsewhere 
(smyrna, boubon) that mention Colossae are added.15 also included in 
this number is an inscription on a recently rediscovered double-sided 
intaglio gem held in a swivel ring—“Tyche protogeneia of the Colossians.” 
The extensively carved cornelian was first published in 1780 but was 
thought to be lost.16 some efforts to expand the list have been encouraged 
by the misleading descriptions in the collection of epitaphs published by 
ernst pfuhl and hans möbius, who referred to a number of discoveries as 
somehow related to Colossae.17 The stylistic similarities in funerary stelae 
from Colossae and attouda are manifest, but stylistic similarities can also 
be found in the funerary bomoi (altar-like tombstones) from Colossae 
and eumeneia without suggesting that the eumeneian bomoi should be 
included as those of Colossae. When the original publications of the stelae 
and their inscriptions are traced, it is clear that they are to be assigned to 
attouda and its surrounding region, not to Colossae.18

This small (but for that reason treasured) aggregate provides schol-
arly analysis of Colossae with an even more penurious supply than that 

the author of this section revealed the carved cavities but no inscription. it may well 
have been painted. see arundell, Visit to the Seven Churches of Asia Minor, 318–20.

15. iK 23.440 (smyrna); milner, Epigraphical Survey, 3.4.11 (balboura). see the 
list following in the main text. 

16. a. belley, “observations sur une Cornaline antique du Cabinet de mgr le 
duc d’orléans,” in Histoire des Ouvrages de l’Academie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles-
Lettres (paris: panckoucke, 1780), 17–27; p. g. p. meyboom, The Nile Mosaic of Pal-
estrina (leiden: brill, 1995), 210 n. 37. Cadwallader announced the “rediscovery” at 
the annual meeting of the society of biblical literature in atlanta in 2016: “a forgot-
ten intaglio gem of Colossae: exploring religious aggregation in a first-century polis 
of asia minor.” however, the gem had remained secure at The hermitage museum in 
saint petersburg for more than two hundred years. it was included as part of a special 
exhibition of the duc d’orléans collection in 2001 and published in a russian-French 
catalogue to the exhibition; see Y. o. Kagan and o. Y. neverov, Le Destin d’une Collec-
tion: 500 pierres gravées du Duc d’Orléans (saintt petersburg: musée de l’hermitage, 
2001), §274/92.

17. so “aus der gegend von attouda bis Kolossai”; see ernst pfuhl and hans 
möbius, Die Ostgriechischen Grabreliefs, 4 vols (mainz: von Zabern, 1977–1979), nos. 
236, 1607, 1634, 1665b, 1920, 1973, 2005.

18. This requires that one funerary stela for Zeuxis, son of Zeuxis (pfuhl and 
möbius, Die Ostgriechischen Grabreliefs, no. 1920), now found at the basmahane 
museum at izmir and listed there as from Colossae (sometimes so found on the web), 
should be corrected.
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of lystra,19 a similarly unexcavated site of particular interest to new Tes-
tament commentators. There has been no collation of the discoveries to 
date. The published transcriptions of arundell and edward T. daniell were 
incorporated into the early massive compilation, the four-volume Corpus 
Inscriptionum Graecarum.20 subsequently, several more inscriptions were 
published in various journals.

The largest number of inscriptions was provided by William buckler 
and William Calder in 1939, the result of half a day’s on-site coverage in 
1933, with a handful of further days spent scouring denizli and honaz.21 
The resultant publication contained twelve new inscriptions (MAMA 
6.38–49), along with two broken funerary stones (a stela and a sarcophagus 
side), both of which could be expected to have contained an inscription on 
lost fragments of the respective installations (MAMA 6.50, 51). one item 
found on site was adjudged to be too fragmentary for inclusion.22 Calder 
and buckler also provided a list of all inscriptions of Colossae up to the 
time of their publication, a further eight inscriptions.23 These are indicated 
by an asterisk in the list below. The inscribed swivel-ring carnelian gem 
was not included in their list.

since 1939, a small number of inscriptions have been published and 
previously published inscriptions have been revised in their readings, 
translations, and analyses. noteworthy has been Tullia ritti’s inclusion of 
a number of inscriptions from Colossae that are now held in the denizli 
museum at hierapolis.24 For the sake of providing the most up-to-date 
(compressed) concordance of inscriptions for ongoing research, the fol-
lowing list has been compiled.25 The abbreviated publication references 

19. For the number of inscriptions assigned to lystra, much depends on the des-
ignation of the catchment area. MAMA 8 lists fifty-one inscriptions for lystra itself, 
with another forty-seven if the region includes the territory bordered by the Çarşamba 
river.

20. CIG 3955, 3956, 4380k3. a selection of daniell’s inscriptions were also pub-
lished in T. a. b. spratt and e. Forbes, Travels in Lycia, Milyas and the Cibyratis in 
company with the late Rev. E. T. Daniell, 2 vols. (london: John van hoorst, 1847).

21. see alan h. Cadwallader, “revisiting Calder on Colossae,” AS 56 (2006): 
103–11.

22. Cadwallader, “revisiting Calder on Colossae,” 108.
23. MAMA 6:142.
24. ritti et al., Museo Archaeologicodi Denizli-Hierapolis, nos. 59, 73, 80 (= MAMA 

6.50, anepigraphic), 113.
25. There are possible additions to this list. high up the monolith above the 
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may be checked against the list of abbreviations and the bibliography to 
obtain full details.26

1. belley, “observations,” 17–27 = belley 1784, 11–14 = Kagan nev-
erov, Destin d’une Collection, 274/92. Tyche protogeneia of the 
Kolossians (intaglio gem).

2. MAMA 6.45. epitaph for Trophimos and his wife.
3. MAMA 6.44 = Cadwallader, “new inscription,” 40.112 §2 = SEG 

57.1385. epitaph for dion the leatherworker.
4. CIG 3956 = arundell, Discoveries in Asia Minor, 170 = arundell, 

Visit to the Seven Churches of Asia Minor, 98 = MAMA 6.51 = 
Cadwallader, “new inscription,” 40.114 = SEG 57.1383. Tomb of 
datys (?) son of Zenon.

5. MAMA 6.46. epitaph for damokrates by Testamentary disposition.
6. MAMA 6.41. honour for herakleon.
7. CIG 3955 = arundell, Visit to the Seven Churches of Asia Minor, 

156 = MAMA 6.53*. epitaph (?).

spring that was likely the site of the saint michael hagiasma, there appears to be the 
letters T h p carved vertically. Confidence is impossible, but it may suggest ὁ σωτήρ, 
which would fit with the story of saint michael of Chonai and its possible forebears in 
a Zeus cult. see alan h. Cadwallader, “‘as if in a Vision of the night…’: authorising 
the healing spring of Chonai,” in Dreams, Memory and Imagination in Byzantium, ed. 
bronwyn neil and eva anagnostou-laoutides (leiden: brill, 2018), 265–92. The ak 
khan caravanserai outside denizli (built in 1253–1254) made extensive use of materi-
als quarried from ancient sites. There are reasons to suspect that Colossae rather than 
laodikeia was a preferred source. The wall contains two re-used fragmentary inscrip-
tions. see alan h. Cadwallader, “one man, Two Women, one grave: Complicating 
Family life at Colossae,” in Stones, Bones and the Sacred: Essays on Material Culture 
and Ancient Religion in Honor of Dennis E. Smith, ed. alan h. Cadwallader (atlanta: 
sbl press, 2016), 165 n. 36. Two other references to inscriptional evidence have been 
made, a stone reused in the old moslem cemetery adjacent to the fortress above the 
town of honaz seen by george lampakis in 1909; the other noted by harold mare in 
1976. both inscriptions were said to be too abraded for recording. see g. lampakis, 
Οἱ ἑπτά ἀστέρες τῆς Ἀποκαλύψεως [The seven stars of revelation] (athens: Tzabella, 
1909), 452–54; W. harold mare, “archaeological prospects at Colossae,” NEASB 7 
(1976): 39–59. one bomos with relief, situated in a honaz café, is heavily weathered 
but could be expected to have contained a funerary inscription when pristine; see 
Cadwallader, “one man, Two Women, one grave,” 167.

26. references to the journals JHS, BE, GRBS, MDAIA, and BCH include only the 
volume and pages. 
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8. Clerc, “inscriptions de la vallée du méandre,” 11.353 §11 = 
MAMA 6.40 = magie, Roman Rule, 1523 n. 57. games honors for 
Zenon.

9. MAMA 6.48 = pfmb 2.1974 = BE 1979:15 = SEG 29.1391 = ritti 
et al., Museo Archaeologicodi Denizli-Hierapolis, §73 = huttner, 
Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 31. epitaph for Tatianos.

10. IGRR 4.869 = JHS 18:90 §25 = MAMA 6.47* = magie, Roman 
Rule, 1479 n. 28 = pflaum, Les Carrières, 1.262 §109. dedication 
to the emperor hadrian.

11. JHS 18:90 §26 = MAMA 6.50* = merkelbach and stauber, Steinepi-
gramme, 1.02.15.01. Kastor the pugilist.

12. MAMA 6.49 = GRBS 48:334. offering at saint Theodore’s Church 
(?).

13. MDAIA 16:199 = IGRR 4.871 = MAMA 6.52*. epitaph of Karpon.
14. MAMA 6.42 = robert, “les inscriptions,” 328. epitaph of aurelios 

herakleon.
15. MAMA 6.38 = Foss, History, 2.483. dedication to Constantius i, 

diocletian, and maximian.
16. LBW 1693b = IGRR 4.870 = ramsay, Cities and Bishopric, 212 = 

MAMA 6.48* = robert, “les inscriptions,” 269 = BE 1970:584 = 
magie, Roman Rule, 986 n. 22. honor for a boularch.

17. Cadwallader, “revisiting Calder,” 56.108. a cautionary (funerary) 
fine to the fiskos.

18. MDAIA 18:206 §3 = bell, “archives,” F210 = Wilson, Handbooks, 
104. Funerary bomos for dionysios and family.

19. Clerc, “inscriptions de la vallée du méandre,” 11.354 §12 = IGRR 
4.868 = MAMA 6.46* = robert, “les inscriptions,” 278. Votive 
(road marker?) to Trajan.

20. Clerc, “inscriptions de la vallée du méandre,” 11.353 §10 = MAMA 
6.49*. priest of dionysos.

21. MDAIA 18:207 §4 = MAMA 6.43 = iK 49.104 = emrys-evans, 
“notes on the Consonants,” 12.162. epitaph for markos.

22. Cadwallader, “new inscription,” 40.114 §3 [109 §1] = EBGR 
2007:25 = SEG 57.1382. honor for markos, chief translator of 
Colossae.

23. MAMA 6.47 = BE 1939:392 = pfmb 1.594 = ritti et al., Museo 
Archaeologicodi Denizli-Hierapolis, §113. epitaph for glykon.

24. Cadwallader, “new inscription,” 40.109 §1 = SEG 57.1384. epi-
taph for Karpos and his family.
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25. MAMA 6.39 = ritti et al., Museo Archaeologicodi Denizli-Hierapo-
lis, §59. Funerary honor for Crispinus.

26. spratt and Forbes, Travels in Lycia, 2.289 = LBW 1220 = CIG 
3.4380k3 =  BCH 107:552 n. 9 = milner, Epigraphical Survey, 3.4.11 
= IBoubon 102. epitaph for (arphias/apphias/)aphias.

27. iK 23.440 = michon, “erwerbungen,” 1900.156 §24 = dain Inscr 
§53 = robert, Opera Minores, 3.1587 §53. epitaph for diodotos 
the Colossian.

28. Konakçi-duman Denizli Sempozyumu 1.61 §8 (pl. 12b). a votive 
altar for bacchus?

29. Cadwallader, “honouring the repairer of the baths,” 2012 = New-
Docs 10.17 = AÉ 2011.1347 = BE 2013:407 = SEG 61.1160 = SEG 
62.1235 = reasoner, Roman Imperial Texts, 138–39. honour for 
Korymbos for the repair of the baths.

30. Cadwallader, “one man, Two Women,” 168. epitaph for epictetus 
and ariste.

31. Cadwallader, “one man, Two Women,” 171. epitaph for menian-
dros, Zenonis and hieikis (?).

The inscriptions span a period from perhaps the first century before 
the common era (no. 5) to the fifth or early sixth century (no. 12). so 
the inscriptions, though few, witness to six hundred years of epigraphical 
activity, even without any archaeological excavations. The majority (eigh-
teen) are epitaphs or funerary memorializations. only one inscription is 
in latin (no. 15, an imperial reuse of a greek memorialization, no. 14, 
executed barely sixty years previously). The inscriptions in their style and 
geographical context have also enabled some insights into the religious, 
political, and social structures and influences within Colossian society.

most significant for the interpretation of the history of Colossae in 
the first century has been the discovery of a large honorific pedestal that 
acknowledges the beneficence of a certain Korymbos in repairing the baths 
and extending the water infrastructure of the city (no. 29). The inscription 
is dated to the late first century to early second century Ce on the basis of 
letter style and the hellenistic naming formulae of the thirty honorands.27 
This has laid to rest the axiom that Colossae was either destroyed or set 

27. alan h. Cadwallader, “honouring the repairer of the baths: a new inscrip-
tion from Kolossai,” Antichthon 46 (2012): 150–83.
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into a terminal spiral by the earthquake of 60 Ce that hit the lycus Valley.28 
it has revived attention directed toward other inscriptions that belong to 
the second and third centuries. most important in this regard has been the 
short honorific inscription (IGRR 4.869) for the emperor hadrian set up at 
Colossae by one of the commanders of hadrian’s military escort loukius 
(statius) makedo.29 hadrian’s pan-hellenic tour of 129 Ce brought special 
contact with those ancient cities that had a proud heritage of the wor-
ship of Zeus. Colossae seems to have been one of the stations for this 
propaganda extravaganza. how important was the honor of an imperial 
adventus for the city can be witnessed in its coins. Two separate benefac-
tors sponsored the minting of bronzes that accorded hadrian the key title 
marking his tour—olympios. one coin, struck by the named benefactor, 
hieronymos, has already been published. it has a bare-headed hadrian, 
wearing a paludamentum and featuring the legend “olympian hadrian.”30 
hieronymos was responsible for eight different coins struck from the 
Colossian mint, so one might expect him to have joined the honor roll 
exalting hadrian. but he was joined by another benefactor, octavios apol-
lonios, son of Valerianos or Valerios. (he seems concerned to give his full 
identification on his coins.) Four of his civic coins, running through to 
the end of hadrian’s reign have been published.31 recently, a fifth has 
come to light that probably indicates the enthusiasm of Colossae’s ruling 
elite to join the celebrations honoring hadrian on tour. apollonios also 

28. alan h. Cadwallader, “refuting an axiom of scholarship on Colossae: Fresh 
insights from new and old inscriptions,” in Cadwallader and Trainor, Colossae in 
Space and Time, 151–79; lukas bormann, Der Brief des Paulus an die Kolosser, ThhK 
10.1 (leipzig: evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2012), 12–28; paul Foster, Colossians, 
bnTC (london: T&T Clark, 2016), 1–24; Janice C. anderson, Colossians: An Intro-
duction and Study Guide: Authorship, Rhetoric, and Code (london: T&T Clark, 2018), 
20–21, 55–58.

29. see h-g. pflaum, Les Carrières Procuratoriennes Équestres sous le Haut-
Empire romain, (paris: p. geuthner, 1960), 1.109 (262–64); h. halfmann Itinera 
principum: Geschichte und Typologie der Kaiserreisen im Römischen Reich (stuttgart: 
steiner, 1986), 206; anthony r. birley, Hadrian: The Restless Emperor (london: rout-
ledge, 1997), 216–20. 

30. hans von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2 vols., istmitt 25, 27. 
(Tübingen: Wasmuth, 1980, 1987), 2.547; RPC 3.2309.

31. see von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens 2.447, 550, 551. on the coins 
from Colossae for the reign of hadrian, see alan h. Cadwallader, “Wealthy, Widowed, 
astute and beneficent: Claudia eugenetoriane and the second Century revival of the 
Colossian mint,” New Docs 12 (forthcoming).
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minted a coin bearing the Colossian banner, his own name, and honoring 
“olympian hadrian.” The iconography is virtually identical to that minted 
by hieronymos.32 This evidence shows clearly that Colossae remained a 
vibrant city into the second century (and beyond). in fact, the evidence of 
coins, including a homonoia coin indicating an alliance with aphrodisias 
struck early in the reign of the emperor Commodus, plus that of inscrip-
tions, suggests that Colossae, along with a number of cities in asia minor, 
experienced a substantial increase in its prosperity in this period.33

The yield of names (of subscribers, with their genealogies) from this 
inscription amounts to sixty-six that survive in whole or in part on the 
damaged shaft of the bomos. it probably originally contained about one 
hundred names. This list has substantially bolstered the onomastic stock 
of Colossae, so as to make a significant contribution to the Lexicon of 
Greek Personal Names.34 The hellenistic-style genealogies sometimes run 
to five generations and so provide the names of Colossian citizens, some 
dating back to the turn of the common era. scholarly interaction since 
the publication of the editio princeps has made a few valuable suggestions 
as to alternate onomastic forms and their origins.35 but this list enables 
tentative assessments of the shifting identities and ethnic origins of the 
Colossian population. particularly interesting is that the dedicants all have 
greek names, even one, named Theodore, who could claim a roman name 
(likinnios) belonging to a (servile?) forebear. at the same time, the names 
in the genealogies for these dedicants occasionally reveal indigenous phry-
gian, Thracian, and perhaps scythian, lycian, Carian, and lydian names. 
This suggests that ethnicity was somewhat fluid in this period, with a clear 
preference for greek identification. Colossians were self-curating as greek, 
none more so than the family that gave a son the rare name of a homeric 
character, Tudeides. none of these Colossian citizens either has or wants to 
display a roman citizenry name, and all proudly display stability in their 
family lines (at Colossae) with a clear adherence to “greekness.”36 This 

32. rpC 3.2310a online.
33. see generally, Cadwallader, “historical sweep of the life of Kolossai.”
34. see LGPN 5C., e.g., s.v. “Κόρυμβος.” 
35. see especially the comments of patrice hamon in BE 2013.407, who suggests 

Τρυφωνίων for Τρυφωνίωνος in l. 27.
36. see harry o. maier, Picturing Paul in Empire: Imperials Image, Text and 

Persuasion in Colossians, Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles (london: T&T Clark, 
2013), 92–93.
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valorization of greek identity may explain the unique occurrence in the 
new Testament of greek being placed before Jew in Col 3:11, a recogni-
tion of the dominant cultural commitment permeating Colossian society.37 
This seems to be corroborated by one Colossian youth who ventured to 
smyrna for further education in philosophy (no. 27), perhaps at the feet 
of the renowned cosmological theorist, Theon, and the reliance on greek 
epiphany stories and foundation narratives for a pagan and greek shrine 
that is reflected in the early byzantine text related to the site, called The 
miracle of saint michael (the archangel) of Chonai.38

one inscription (no. 22) has received considerable attention since it 
was first published in 2007.39 The slightly incomplete text reads (as first 
published) Μάρκωι Μάρκου | Κολοσσηνῶν | ἀρχερμηνεῖ | καὶ ἐξηγητῆ[ι] …; 
“[… dedicated this] to markos son of markos, chief interpreter and trans-
lator for the Colossians.” The limestone pedestal was found wedged in 
mud low in the northern bank of the ak su (lycus river) near the site tra-
ditionally designated the Church of saint michael, to the east of the höyük 
(artificial mound) and across the river from the western edge of the build-
ing remains identified by locals as the roman baths.40 The initial analysis 
of the inscription took the pedestal as an agora installation honoring an 
official largely responsible for commercial, administrative matters, though 
recognizing that a wide range of tasks (including military, imperial, or reli-
gious responsibilities) might be envisaged. The ἀρχ- compound was taken 
as suggesting a leadership position, perhaps the head of a bureau with “a 
focus on the activities of the commercial and civic agoras,” especially in 

37. see alan h. Cadwallader, “greeks in Colossae: shifting allegiances in the 
letter to the Colossians and its Context,” in Attitudes to Gentiles in Ancient Judaism 
and Early Christianity, ed. david C. sim and James s. mclaren (london: bloomsbury, 
2013), 224–41. Compare mark reasoner, Roman Imperial Texts: A Sourcebook (min-
neapolis, mn: Fortress, 2013), 139.

38. see leonard l. Thompson, “ismyrna753: gods and the one god,” in Reading 
Religions in the Ancient World: Essays Presented to Robert McQueen Grant, ed. david 
e. aune and robin darling Young (leiden: brill, 2007), 101–24.

39. alan h. Cadwallader, “a new inscription, a Correction and a Confirmed 
sighting,” EA 40 (2007): 112–18 (no. 3).

40. Unfortunately, the spring rains and melting snows subsequent to the summer 
low water level apparently washed the pedestal away. The discovery had been made 
following information from a local farmer that he had pushed a cylindrical, carved 
stone from his field into the river.
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a region where multiple languages operated.41 The inscription was seen 
as making a contribution to and informed by the monograph on ancient 
translation by Claudia Wiotte-Franz.42

While a number of commentators have adopted this line of 
interpretation,43 there have been two alternate readings provided. ange-
los Chaniotis argued that the inscription honors a temple official and that 
the work envisaged in the phrase ἀρχερμηνεύς καὶ ἐξηγητής was religious 
in nature, the interpretation of oracles, a position specifically rejected 
in the editio princeps interpretation.44 however, one should be mindful 
that the rigid demarcation of categories, such as religious and commer-
cial, is artificial. Chaniotis’s reason was that “it is not very likely that the 
translation needs of Kolossai were so substantial as to require a board of 
translators.”45 here Chaniotis has clearly been influenced by the received 
convention that Colossae was a shadow of its former pre-laodikeia days. 
laodikeia was manifestly the largest city in the lycus Valley, but Colossae 
had maintained its civic pride and, as noted above, had enjoyed consider-
able prosperity, ascendant in the second century but, from the number of 
paraded long genealogies, built at least during the previous decades. more 
important, Colossae was the gateway to and from the phrygian highlands 
to the east and had an institutional memory of the past far longer than the 
other main cities of the lycus. nevertheless, Chaniotis’s interpretation has 
been endorsed by his coeditor in the Supplementum epigraphicum grae-
cum series, h. W. pleket.46

a recent examination by lukas bormann has challenged this religious 
reading.47 bormann suggests that the compound ἀρχερμηνεύς is an hon-
orific title indicative of status rather than a hierarchical position, much 

41. Cadwallader, “new inscription,” 116.
42. C. Wiotte-Franz, Hermeneus und Interpres: Zum Dolmetscherwesen in der 

Antike (saarbrücken: saarbrücker druckerei und Verlag, 2001).
43. see rick strelan, “The languages of the lycus Valley,” in Cadwallader and 

Trainor, Colossae in Space and Time, 91; Foster, Colossians, 7; rosemary Canavan, 
Clothing the Body of Christ at Colossae: A Visual Construction of Identity, WUnT 
2/334 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2012), 13–14.

44. Cadwallader, “new inscription,” 116 n. 21.
45. angelos Chaniotis, “epigraphic bulletin for greek religion,” Kernos 23 

(2010): 285–86, no. 25. This is repeated at SEG 57.1382.
46. see pleket’s comment at the conclusion of the entry for SEG 61.1160.
47. lukas bormann, “barbaren und skythen im lykostal? epigraphischer Kom-

mentar zu Kol 3:11,” in Verheyden, Öhler, and Corsten, Epigraphical Evidence, 193–96.
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like ἀρχισυνάγωγος. however, he does not use this parallel to authenticate 
a religious connection, even though he does not examine how the ele-
ment ἀρχ- operates in other contexts, apart from an undeveloped aside 
to ἀρχιγεωργός in p.oxy. 477. he also seems to place undue weight on the 
languages of the few inscriptions that we currently have from Colossae, 
namely, greek and latin, to argue that translational demands were far 
more limited than rick strelan assumed. but strelan had been careful to 
underscore that inscriptional language cannot be taken as indicating the 
range of languages that might be heard in the Colossian marketplace and 
environs.48 indeed, a greek name is no guarantee that the bearer can actu-
ally speak greek, as p.oxy. 237 demonstrates.49

bormann’s alternative to both previous interpretations is to take the 
greek and latin of the published inscriptions as an indication of the 
much-needed assistance for the interpretation and translation of impe-
rial administrative and legal requirements. he claims that only the name 
apphia (no. 19; cf. phlm 2) might claim a phrygian background but con-
signs this to rural areas. however, he neglects those theonyms built on the 
phrygian god mên in the Korymbos inscription (menas and especially 
menogas) as well as the likelihood of a phrygian origin in the name min-
nion.50 The multitude of inscriptions from neighboring laodikeia even 
more indicates the presence of phrygian names, especially held by those 
who often maintained family histories and allegiances, namely, women.51 
moreover, he makes no reference to the phrygian influence to be found in 
grave stylistics. of course, this does not necessarily collate to the survival 
of the phrygian language, but it does provide a fertile support.

Certainly, the demand for services to cope with the legal pluralism of 
the empire was considerable in the eastern empire, where cities such as 
Colossae had a long history of development of their own constitutional 
and jurisprudential frameworks.52 Though bormann does not mention it, 

48. strelan, “languages of the lycus Valley,” 79–82.
49. in a dispute over a will, a certain dionysia, daughter of Chaeremon, was 

apparently so non- or ill-versed in greek, that an interpreter had to be appointed for 
the hearing of her case.

50. so ladislav Zgusta, Kleinasiatische Personennamen (prague: Czechoslovakian 
academy, 1964), 318, 522.

51. see p. o. aytaçlar and e. akıncı, “a list of Female names from laodicea on 
the lycus,” EA 39 (2006): 113–16.

52. see alan h. Cadwallader, “Complicating Class in the letter to philemon: a 
prolegomenon,” in The Struggle over Class: Socioeconomic Analysis of Ancient Jewish 
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the names surviving on the inscription, markos and markos, are sugges-
tive of a roman connection (perhaps servile in origin, given the use of a 
common praenomen without elaboration).53 his interpretation is sugges-
tive and has the value of comparative support. however, his reliance on 
the languages of the small number of extant Colossian inscriptions and 
a failure to consider the valuable work of Wiotte-Franz means that the 
sociopolitical setting in the interpretation of this inscription must be con-
sidered as still debatable.

of course, the limited number of inscriptions demands circum-
spection about too-encompassing assertions about the overarching 
characteristics of Colossian society. The small cache has fostered scrutini-
zation of any other material that may assist in filling in the sketchy outline 
we can form. This has meant a sifting of the coins, a careful appraisal of 
the layout of the site itself, and analysis of anepigraphic finds that have 
surfaced—primarily ceramics.54 numismatics has historically been sepa-
rated from epigraphy but, like gems, can offer pertinent insights through 
their legends and iconography. Colossae is well-served in this regard 
by the catalogue assiduously compiled by hans von aulock.55 since the 
publication of his work, several new coin types have surfaced, mainly 
through auction rooms. one type (the two “olympian hadrian” coins) 
has already been mentioned. These discoveries have expanded the range 
of key benefactors and magistrates exerting their influence in Colossian 
society in the second and third centuries, including one named epa-
phras (unrecognized by von aulock) and a woman named eugenetoriane 
(who designated herself “widow” on one legend of the three coin types 
she sponsored). The coins have begun to be analyzed for more than the 
simple equation of their iconography with the range of deities worshiped 
at Colossae, though the recent discovery of two coins displaying a silenus 
typology,56 combined with a (probably) votive altar to bacchus (no. 28, an 

and Christian Texts, ed. g. anthony Keddie, m. Flexsenhar, and steven J. Friesen 
(atlanta: sbl press, forthcoming).

53. The name is common in the region of phrygia though often as part of a citi-
zenry formula. see LGPN V.C, s.v. “Μᾶρκος.”

54. see b. duman and e. Konakçi, “The silent Witness of the mound of Colossae: 
pottery remains,” in Cadwallader and Trainor, Colossae in Space and Time, 247–81, 
and, generally, Cadwallader, Fragments of Colossae.

55. Von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.83–94.
56. The small denomination coin (probably worth a quarter of an assarion, that is, 

about a quadrans) was minted under the auspices of (Tiberius Claudius) sacerdos, who, 
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inscription yet to be critically published), has increased the likelihood of 
a significant dionysian cult in the city. The role of benefaction in under-
girding civic mints and the subtle political posturing of hellenistic cities 
in relation to their imperial masters have begun to be explored. There 
is greater awareness of the delicate imperative on Colossian leadership 
to balance civic and imperial institutions (such as the local demos and 
the imperial senate, as well as the emperor and his family) and to culti-
vate productive and cohesive inter-city relations. The detailed research of 
andrea armstrong, Katharina martin, and robert bennett is critical and 
exemplary for extracting an invaluable yield from numismatics.57

a second broad vein of materials has been mined in the effort to 
supplement and color our picture of Colossae. This is the harvesting of 
potentially relevant evidence from sources outside of the ancient city. This 
utilization of comparanda (in papyri, inscriptions, and coins in the main, 
with occasional reference to literary sources outside of testimonia) is par-
ticularly to be found in the ground-breaking work of arnold, though its 
progenitor in the work of the classicist david magie is still worth sifting.58 
The methodology has gained increasing refinement and diversification in 
the two decades since 1996, notably in the publications of standhartinger, 
maier, Canavan, huttner, and, most recently, a collection that focuses on 
epigraphical contributions to the understanding of the letter to the Colos-
sians.59 We eagerly await the eventual publication of the contribution on 

on other coins, is self-identified as archon of the Colossians. one coin (2.62 g, 14 mm) 
was sold as lot 227 at the Kölner auction in october 2017 (misidentifying the mag-
istrate as aristides); a second (1.95 g, 15 mm) was sold as lot 259 at the savoca silver 
auction, 29 december 2018. The obverse features the head of silenus, facing right, with 
the legend ΚΟΛΟCCΗΝΩΝ; the reverse has a running boar, facing right, with the 
legend CAKEPΔΩC, the sponsoring magistrates—on other coins designated an archon.

57. andrea J. armstrong, “roman phrygia: Cities and Their Coinage” (phd 
thesis, University College, london 1998); Katharina martin, Demos—Boule—Gerou-
sia: Personifikationen städtischer Institutionen auf kaiserzeitlichen Münzen aus Klei-
nasien, 2 vols (bonn: habelt, 2013); robert bennett, Local Elites and Local Coinage: 
Elite Self-Representation on the Provincial Coinage of Asia, 31 BC to AD 275 (london: 
royal numismatic society, 2014).

58. Clinton e. arnold, The Colossian Syncretism: The Interface between Christian-
ity and Folk Belief at Colossae (grand rapids: baker, 1996); david magie, Roman Rule 
in Asia Minor to the End of the Third Century after Christ, 2 vols. (princeton: princeton 
University press, 1950).

59. angela standhartinger, Studien zur Entstehungsgeschichte und Intention des 
Kolosserbriefs (leiden: brill, 1998); “Kolosserbrief,” Das wissenschaftliche Bibelpor-
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Colossians in the papyrologische Kommentare zum neuen Testament 
series.. of course, there is a fine balance to be struck between the survey 
of comparanda and the explicit evidence deriving from the city itself.60 
equally the importance of material culture generally as a corrective to a 
narrow concentration on a new Testament letter cannot be underesti-
mated and one can only repeat a century-long hope that Colossae will be 
permitted to be fully surveyed in preparation for excavation.

part 2. an archaeological, numismatic and epigraphic  
portrait of laodicea

1. The history of laodicea

The prehistory of the lycus Valley stretches back to the neolithic and early 
Chalcolithic periods.61 laodicea itself was founded by King antiochus ii 
on behalf of his wife laodike.62 This means that the city was so named 
before 253 bCe, when laodike was divorced. an alternative tradition 
claims that the city was named after the sister of antiochus i, called lao-
dike. but, as magie notes, “there is no record of any sister of antiochus 

tal der Deutschen Bibelgesellschaft (2010): https://www.bibelwissenschaft.de/stich-
wort/51912/; maier, Picturing Paul in Empire; Canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ; 
huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley; Verheyden, Öhler, and Corsten, Epi-
graphical Evidence, loc. cit. see also paul mcKechnie, Elect Cities: Christianity in Phry-
gia from the First Century to the Great Persecution (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
press, 2019);

60. see alan h. Cadwallader, “on the Question of Comparative method in his-
torical research: Colossae and Chonae in larger Frame,” in this volume.

61. see ali ozan et al., “prehistory of the lykos Valley,” and erim Konakci, “The 
lykos Valley during the second millenium bC,” in Landscape and History in the Lykos 
Valley: Laodikeia and Hierapolis in Phrygia, ed. Celal Şimşek and Francesco d’andria 
(newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge scholars, 2017), 53–77 and 79–107.

62. For discussions of the history of laodicea, see Jean des gagniers, “première 
partie: introduction historique,” in Laodicée du Lycos: Le Nymphée Campagnes 1961–
1963, ed. Jean des gagniers et al. (paris: Éditions e. de boccard, 1969), 1–11; giogio 
bejor, “per Una ricerca di laiodicea ellenistica,” in Laodicea Di Frigia I, ed. gustavo 
Traversari, rdasup 24 (rome: bretschneider, 2000), 15–23; Celal Şimşek, “Urban 
planning of laodikeia on the lykos in the light of new evidence,” in Landscape and 
History in the Lykos Valley: Laodikeia and Hierapolis in Phrygia, ed. Celal Şimşek and 
Francesco d’andria (newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge scholars, 2017), 2–7.
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with this name, and her existence is very doubtful.”63 pliny the elder tells 
us that the city was first called diospolis (“city of Zeus”) and later renamed 
rhoas, before its eventual hellenistic foundation by antiochus (pliny the 
elder, Nat. 5.105). The name “diospolis” explains the strong attachment of 
laodicea to Zeus in its coinage.64 The strategic geographic position of the 
city, situated in a fertile plain,65 cannot be understated: “roads ran west 
along the lycus and maeander valleys to ephesus, south east to apamaea 
and Cibyra, beyond to syria, and southeast to pamphylia.”66 later, the first 
roman governor of asia, m. aquillius, erected milestones along the roads 
between 129–126 bCe, several of which have been found.67

our earliest inscription from the hellenistic age of laodicea (January 
267 bCe, the reign of antiochus i) is an honorific decree eulogizing two 
officials from the villages of neoteichos and Kiddoukome in asia minor 
(ilaodikeia 1.6, 31), both near the foundation site of laodicea (ilaodikeia 
1).68 The officials are praised for administering the property of achaeus, 
who was probably the younger brother of antiochus i.69 several other 

63. magie, Roman Rule, 2:986 n. 23.
64. armstrong, Roman Phrygia.
65. gagniers, “première partie,” 2.
66. stephen mitchell, “italian and Turkish archaeological Work in the lycus 

Valley around laodicea and hierapolis,” JRA 14 (2001): 632. armstrong writes: “The 
position of laodicea near these major routes would ensure that both goods and per-
sonnel would pass by in the vicinity of the city and in turn this would ensure the city’s 
growth and development” (Roman Phrygia, 35–36).

67. david French, Roman Roads and Milestones of Asia Minor: An Interim Cata-
logue of Milestones, vol. 2.1, baris 392 (oxford: british institute of archaeology at 
ankara, 1988), 101 no. 266; 106 no. 279; 111 nos. 294–295.

68. Translated by michel m. austin, The Hellenistic World from Alexander to the 
Roman Conquest: A Selection of Sources in Translation, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University press, 2007), §168. For usages of κώμη (“village”) in this hellenistic 
inscription that refer to other small local settlements outside of the city of laodicea, 
see ilaodikeia 1, 19 (Βάβα κώμη), 21/29 (Κιδδίου κώμη). There are no further refer-
ences to villages in Corsten’s collection of the laodicean inscriptions. For a discussion 
of the villages and communities in the territory of hierapolis, including their religious 
affiliations, see ritti, Hierapolis di Frigia IX, 35–36. note especially the revealing clash 
between shepherds and vineyard owners over vines damaged by grazing cattle and 
sheep in the hieropolitan village of Kagyetteia (mama 4.297: 250 Ce). For a transla-
tion, see peter Thonemann, The Maeander Valley: A Historical Geography from Antiq-
uity to Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2011), 194.

69. see michael Wörrle, “antiochus i., achaios der Ältere und die galater: eine 
neue inschrift in denizli,” Chiron 5 (1975): 59–97.
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inscriptions illustrate the daily life of laodicea in the hellenistic age: a 
decree in honor of three laodicean citizens for erecting public buildings 
(ilaodikeia 2); a decree of laodicea recognizing the asylum of artemis 
leukophryne in magnesia on meander (ilaodikeia 4); last, a decree in 
honor of three judges from priene for their legal work in laodicea (ilao-
dikeia 5), among several other very fragmentary decrees.

however, political stability was not necessarily assured at this time 
and ultimately laodicea would transition, along with rest of asia minor, 
to be under roman rule. polybius writes regarding achaeus who chose 
laodicea as the site in 200 bCe to rebel against his nephew antiochus iii 
(Hist. 5.57.5). This would-be king was executed and anatolia was returned 
to the seleucid rule of antiochis iii. Two years later garsyeris, the gen-
eral of achaeus, led the seleucid forces southwest from laodicea to fight 
a war against pisidian selge (polybius, Hist. 5.772). laodicea remained 
under seleucid rule until 190 bCe when, after the battle of magnesia, 
the victorious romans prized laodicea from seleucid rule and placed its 
newly acquired territory under the control of the pergameme dynasty, 
client-kings and allies of rome, as agreed under the terms of the Treaty of 
apameia (180 bCe).

eventually, however, pergamum—and therefore laodicea—was 
annexed to rome in line with the specifications of the will of attalos iii in 
133 bCe, with the result that the roman province of asia was established 
in 129 bCe (strabo, Geogr. 13.4.2). but laodicea was not yet immune 
from external threat. The pontic armies under mithridates Vi besieged 
the city during the First mithridatic War (87–85 bCe) until a peace treaty 
was formalized between rome and mithridates in 85 (appian, Bell. Mith. 
20).70 The roman consul sulla demanded that five years of unpaid taxes be 
paid, along with war reparations, by the asian cities. Consequently, cities 
were impoverished, borrowed money at high interest, and mortgaged 
their public buildings (appian, Bell. Mith. 62–63). notwithstanding, the 
laodiceans astutely offered a bilingual inscription to the city of rome as 
an appeasement to the roman people, “which have become its saviour and 
benefactor because of their virtue and good will towards it.”71

70. appian’s historical account is truncated when viewed against the inscriptional 
evidence of aphrodisias. see armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 26.

71. For translation, see e. h. Warmington, Remains of Old Latin IV: Archaic 
Inscriptions, lCl (london: heinmann, 1940), “1. inscriptions proper: honorary 
inscriptions” §23.
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economic problems still continued for laodicea, hierapolis, and 
Colossae during Cicero’s governorship of Cilicia, though caution is 
required with his evidence because Cicero is highlighting his success as 
a governor (Att. 5.16).72 Further difficulties resulted from the occurrence 
of an earthquake in the 20s bCe (suetonius, Tib. 8). but, despite the trou-
bles, wealth increasingly accrued to laodicea in the imperial age (strabo, 
Geogr. 12.8.13; 12.18.16) and the city became famous for its wool and the 
production of woolen fabrics (pliny the elder, Nat. 21.9.27; 25.9.67; Vitru-
vius, Arch. 8.13.14; Cicero, Fam 2.17.2; 3.5.4; strabo, Geogr. 12.8.13). it is 
perhaps this economic self-sufficiency and its seductive dangers spiritually 
in the first century Ce that John of patmos pinpoints in his critique of the 
laodicean church (rev 3:17–18). indeed, laodicea recovered from fur-
ther severe earthquakes in the lycus Valley in 60 Ce and did not require 
imperial munificence like hierapolis to recover (Tacitus, Ann. 14.27).73

laodicea grew in political and civic status as well in the imperial age. 
The city, pliny writes (Nat. 5.105), became famous in the Cibyratic conven-
tus, one of the asian juridical districts. hadrian also visited the city, one of 
his letters reveals (IGRR 4.1033: 129 Ce), during his eastern tour of asia, 
lycia, and syria. in the frenetic competition for imperial patronage among 
the asian cities, laodicea became a neokoros city during the reigns of (pos-
sibly) hadrian, (possibly) Commodus, Caracalla, and severus alexander.74 

72. armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 28.
73. note sib. or. 4.106: “Wretched laodicea, at some time an earthquake will 

throw you headlong and spread you flat, but you will be founded again as a city, and 
stand.” For discussion of earthquakes in the region, see armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 
31–33; halil Kumsar, “historical earthquakes that damaged hierapolis and laodikeia 
antique Cities and Their implications for earthquake potential of denizli basin in 
Western Turkey,” Bulletin of Engineering Geology and the Environment 75 (2016): 
519–36.

74. The attribution of neokorate status to laodicea under hadrian and Com-
modus finds no explicit published epigraphic or numismatic confirmation, despite 
the claim of Şimşek (“Urban planning of laodikeia,” 4) to the contrary. does Şimşek 
know of unpublished inscriptions in each case? but, as Cadwallader notes in private 
correspondence, “Certainly there is no ‘twice/thrice neokoros’ statement in the evi-
dence which one would expect if there were separate awards.” possibly the hadrianic 
neokorate status is inferred on the basis of ilaodikeia 53 below, though, i would note, 
precise dating of the inscription is debateable. i am grateful to Cadwallader for his 
methodological cautions regarding Şimşek’s arguments. The laodicean coins minted 
under the reigns of Caracalla, and severus alexander emphasize the neokorate status 
either on the obverse or reverse (ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ ΝΕΩΚΟΡΩΝ). For the coins, see 
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moreover, the laodiceans enthusiastically adopted roman habits such as 
bathing, demonstrated by the proliferation of bathhouses in the city.75 Fur-
thermore, games in honor of the imperial rulers were held at laodicea,76 
and the adoption of roman gladiatorial spectacles in the greek east and 
the lycus Valley in particular, discussed below, also became highly popu-
lar. but one last earthquake levelled the city in 494 Ce.

Finally, the place of Jews in laodicean society, as revealed in the epig-
raphy, will be discussed in our last section.77 We now turn to the history of 
excavation of the city.

2. history of the excavations of laodicea

prior to the major excavations conducted at laodicea from the mid-twen-
tieth century onward, there were many individuals, too many for us to list 
here,78 who had visited the site from 1671–1939, often as part of a wider 
itinerary of visits to ancient sites in asia generally. They wrote journals and 

armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 268–70 §§95–110 (Julia domna in the reign of Cara-
calla), 271–76 §§120–158 (Caracalla), 279 §§173–174 (severus alexander). note, too, 
ilaodikeia 135 (third century Ce): “the augustus-loving temple-warden (νεωκόρ[ος]) 
metropolis of asia, the city of laodicea”; cf. ilaodikeia 50 (third century Ce), ilao-
dikeia 136 (third century Ce). additionally, the honorific inscription of antonia from 
the Zenon family underscores neokorate status: “antonia, daughter of l(ucius) anto-
nius Zeno, the greatest high priest of asia, priest of the city … gymnasiarch … best 
wife, temple-warden (νε[ωκόρον]) and high-priestess of asia and priestess of … gym-
nasiarch” (ilaodikeia 53 [first–second century Ce]).

75. armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 150.
76. an inscription (second–third century Ce) mentions the games in honor of 

the emperor Commodus held at laodicea (ilaodikeia 59: “high priest and agono-
thete of the five-year festival of the great games dia Kommodeia”). on the role of the 
agonothete, see James r. harrison, “paul and the agōnothetai at Corinth: engaging the 
Civic Values of antiquity,” in The First Urban Churches 2: Roman Corinth, ed. James r. 
harrison and l. l. Welborn (atlanta: sbl press, 2016), 271–326.

77. For an excellent discussion of the Jewish community in the lycus Valley, see 
F. F. bruce, “The Jews and Christians in the lycus Valley,” BSac 141 (1985): 3–15. on 
Jews in phrygia more generally, see William m. ramsay, The Lycos Valley and South-
Western Phrygia, vol. 1.2 of The Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia (oxford: Clarendon, 
1895), 667–76.

78. For a detailed history of the visitation and excavation of the site from 1671–
2008 onwards, see Celal Şimşek, Laodikeia (Laodicea ad Lycum) [Turkish], laodikeia 
Calismalari 2 (istanbul: ege Yayinlari, 2013), 23–26.
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books on what they saw, conducted preliminary investigations of features 
of the site (e.g., W. J. hamilton), or catalogued the extant epigraphy on 
public monuments and tombstones.79

The first major excavation of an important laodicean complex com-
menced with the 1961–1963 campaigns carried out by l’Université laval, 
Québec, Canada. The team, under the direction of professor Jean des gag-
niers, excavated the Caracalla nymphaeum, with the archaeological results 
being published in 1969. in a wide-ranging coverage, gagniers and his col-
laborators, including the formidable epigraphist louis robert, discussed 
the history and geography of laodicea, as well as the sculptures, ceramics, 
lamps, and inscriptions of the nymphaeum.80 robert’s superb coverage of 
the epigraphy remains as authoritative, insightful, and penetrating as the 
day it was written.81 robert’s masterful coverage was eventually crowned 
in 1997 by Thomas Corsten’s pioneering publication of the entire corpus 
of laodicean inscriptions, accompanied by german translations and com-
mentaries on each of the 126 documents. standing now on the shoulders 
of buckler and Calder, robert, and Corsten, classical and new Testament 
scholars are well placed to establish a clear epigraphic portrait of the city 
from hellenistic times to the late imperial period, notwithstanding the 
relative poverty of our laodicean epigraphic resources in comparison to 
the eight volumes of inscriptions from ephesus.82

79. e.g., F. V. J. arundell, r. Chandler, W. Cochran, C. Fellows, W. m. leake, r. 
pococke, W. m. ramsay, g. Weber, among others. For a list of their publications, see 
Şimşek, Laodikeia, 521–22. sherman e. Johnson writes appreciatively: “early travel-
lers, such pockocke, hamilton, and Fellows, laid the basis for later archaeological and 
topographical study of asia minor.” sherman e. Johnson, “early Christianity in asia 
minor,” JBL 77 (1958): 1. note especially the pivotal english publication of ramsay, 
Lycos Valley and South-Western Phrygia; ramsay, St Paul the Traveller and the Roman 
Citizen (london: hodder & stoughton, 1897). Şimşek notes that W. J. hamilton visited 
laodicea during his tour through anatolia, investigating “the post-earthquake situa-
tion of the city and the remaining structures like the stadium, gymnasium, theatre and 
aqueduct” (Laodikeia, 23; see hamilton, Researches in Asia Minor, Pontus, and Arme-
nia). For the laodicean inscriptions available before World War ii, see MAMA 6.1–37.

80. gagniers et al., Laodicée du Lycos.
81. louis robert, ed. “les inscriptions,” in gagniers et al., Laodicée du Lycos, 

247–389.
82. Thomas Corsten, Die Inschriften von Laodikeia am Lykos (bonn: habelt, 

1997); James r. harrison, “an epigraphic portrait of ephesus and its Villages,” in The 
First Urban Churches 3: Ephesus, ed. James r. harrison and l. l. Welborn (atlanta: 
sbl press, 2018), 1–67.
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The next major excavation of laodicea occurred under the auspices of 
Ca’Foscari University of Venice, under the direction of professor g. Tra-
versari. surveys of the city were carried out by the archaeological team 
from 1995 to 2002. new topographical maps of the city were undertaken, 
its structures then imposed upon the new plan and then related back to 
the initial survey. The results were published in italian in 2000, though 
to some critical reviews.83 The aerial photographs of the site are nonethe-
less spectacular, and the coverage of the southern complex of monuments 
in the city (i.e., bouleterion, bath-gymnasium, stadium) is very helpful 
because it also draws on previous archaeological reports as much as the 
evidence of the new italian reports.84

an entirely new Turkish archaeological campaign, including major 
restorations of existing monuments at the site as well as new excavations, 
has been carried out since 2003 by professor Celal Şimşek of pamukkale 
University, in cooperation with the ministry of Culture and Tourism. on 
any day onsite, Şimşek has a team of fifteen archaeologists, eight resto-
ration specialists, and master craftsmen specializing in stonework and 
masonry.85 There would also be a continuous stream of doctoral candi-
dates from pamukkale University present as well. From 2008 there has 
been established a protocol between the denizli metropolitan munici-
pality and ministry of Culture and Tourism, where the municipality acts 
as a benefactor of the campaign in twelve month turnovers, ensuring a 
continuous advancement of new excavations and restorations through the 
provision of secure funding. The impressive list of what had been accom-
plished since 2003 can be found on the UnesCo World heritage list 
website.86 most recently, in 2018 the denizli metropolitan municipality 
has announced that, under the guidance of Şimşek, the 2,200-year-old 

83. see luigi sperti, “ricognizione archaeologica a laodicea di Frigia 1993–
1998,” in Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia I, 29–102. For critical reviews, see, e.g., mitch-
ell, who bluntly states: “The first publication results from the italian survey at laodi-
cea on the lycus is extremely disappointing” (“italian and Turkish archaeological 
Work,” 632).

84. Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia I, pls. i–XVi; sperti, “ricognizione archaeo-
logica a laodicea di Frigia 1993–1998,” 29–102.

85. mark r. Fairchild, “laodicea’s ‘lukewarm’ legacy: Conflicts of prosperity in 
an ancient Christian City,” BAR (march/april 2017): 36.

86. see the section on “statements of authenticity and/or integrity” on “archae-
ological site of laodikeia,” UnesCo World heritage Centre,” https://tinyurl.com/
sbl4218a.
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western theater, with a capacity for 15,000 people and operative in hel-
lenistic and roman times, will be restored in a three-year project, with a 
view to hosting in the theater various cultural and arts events.87

as a result, there has been an explosion in scholarship on the archaeol-
ogy of laodicea since 2003. First, there has appeared a massive two-volume 
study, published in Turkish, of the necropolis surrounding the city in all 
directions, comprising some 283 tombs.88 second, the results of the archae-
ological campaigns in laodicea from 2003–2013 were published in 2014.89 
Third, this has been followed by Şimşek’s definitive archaeological guide 
to the city, incorporating the excavation and new finds until 2013, written 
in Turkish, but needing translation into english so that its scholarly riches 
can be more widely accessed.90 Fourth, this guide has been most recently 
followed up by a helpful english collection of essays on laodicea and hier-
apolis, edited by Şimşek and Francesco d’andria.91 Fifth, a volume on the 
amphorae of laodicea also appeared in the same year.92 sixth, another 
volume explores how laodicea became a venue of religious pilgrimage 
from the fourth century Ce onwards. Christian churches spread as archi-
tectural monuments across the city and family chapels were established 
in private houses. The main focus of the study, however, is upon the 2010 
excavation of the Church of laodicea, with its various architectural ele-
ments, and the development of a Christian quarter around it.93 in sum, the 
appearance of the four volumes of the laodikeia Çalismalari series, as well 
as Şimşek’s various archaeological guides to the city in its graeco-roman 
and Christian expressions, testifies to the momentum and continuing 
vitality of the archaeological campaigns at laodicea and their scholarly 

87. “laodikeia’s Western Theatre to be restored,” Hurriyet Daily News, 23 march 
2018, https://tinyurl.com/sbl4218b.

88. Celal Şimşek, m. okunak and m. bilgin, Laodikeia Nekropulü (2004–2010 
Yillari), laodikeia Çalismalari 1.1–2 (istanbul: ege Yayinlari, 2011).

89. Celal Şimşek, 10. Yilinda Laodikeia (2003–2013 Yillari), laodikeia Çalisma-
lari 3 (istanbul: ege Yayinlari, 2014).

90. Şimşek, Laodikeia. The dated chapter of edwin Yamauchi on laodicea (The 
Archaeology of New Testament Cities in Western Asia Minor [grand rapids: baker, 
1980], 135–46) still retains some value.

91. Şimşek and d’andria, Landscape and History in the Lykos Valley.
92. C. Şimşek, a. alkac, and b. duman, Laodikeia amphora mühürleri, laodikeia 

Çalismalari 4 (istanbul: ege Yayinlari, 2017). 
93. Celal Şimşek, Church of Laodikeia: Christianity in the Lykos Valley (istanbul: 

ege Yayinlari, 2015). 
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significance for our understanding of phrygian society, culture, and his-
tory. it is therefore not surprising that the site of ancient laodicea, with 
several other archaeological sites, was added to UnesCo’s World Tenta-
tive heritage list in June 2013.

3. The main structures of laodicea: The archaeological, epigraphic and 
iconographic evidence

What are the main structures of the city?94 The structures discussed 
below were highlighted as significant features in laodicea’s UnesCo’s 
World heritage Temporary list application.95 however, we will only dis-
cuss those sites where there are intersections between the inscriptional, 
iconographic, and archaeological evidence (though, pace, the Church of 
laodikeia, omitted below, where such intersections exist).96 This means 
that the following structures will not be discussed: (1) the conjectural 
identification of the council house (bouleuterion) or, possibly, odeon; 
(2) houses with a peristyle design (house a complexes, peristyle house 
with church [oratory]); (3) temples (Temple a); and (4) churches (east, 
north, West, Central, southwest Churches, and laodikeia Church).97 s. 
mitchell assesses the importance of laodicea in comparison to its nearby 
neighbor in these words: “The remains of laodicea, compared to those 
of hierapolis, are unspectacular and attract few tourists, but the city was 

94. see now the excellent english coverage of Şimşek, “Urban planning of lao-
dikeia.”

95. see “archaeological site of laodikeia.”
96. There are several inscriptions in the laodikeia Church, now conveniently 

translated into english with greek texts supplied (Şimşek, Church of Laodikeia, 37, 
45). Three inscriptions are found on the altar table pieces, a marble vessel, and the 
ambo of the church’s nave: specifically, an honorific memorial of family members, a 
vow, and the names of the presbyters at the time of the pulpit restoration. There are 
also two honorific mosaic inscriptions accompanied by a cross on the south aisle of 
the church, citing in each case the name of the benefactor deacon, including the status 
conscious “first deacon polykarpos” (Şimşek, Church of Laodikeia, 75 figs. 108–109).

97. For identification as bouleuterion or odeon, see Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia 
I, 42–54; Şimşek, Laodikeia, 240–43. For house a complexes, see Şimşek, Laodikeia, 
307–19; Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 13–14, 18–19. For the peristyle house 
with church (oratory), see Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 45–46, figs. 34–35. 
For Temple a with chapel in courtyard, see Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 
46, fig. 36. For plan of laodikeia Church, see Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 
47 fig. 37. For basilicas north and south, see Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia I, 95–97.
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not simply a centre of regional significance but one of the key cities of 
asia minor.”98

at the outset, it should be noted that the city was surrounded by rivers 
(maeander, lycos) and minor creeks (Kadmos, asopos) on three sides.99 
however, the absence of any springs within the urban territory of laodi-
cea meant that complex water supply systems had to be devised to secure 
the city’s water needs. These consisted of two water distribution terminals, 
as well as an elaborate piping system, comprising thick-walled terracotta 
pipes in the hellenistic age and travertine pipes (less susceptible to pres-
sure) in roman times.100 aqueducts and open channels also contributed 
to the overall water distribution system.

in terms of urban planning, the city had three main streets (syria, sta-
dium, ephesus), each flanked with porticoes that had shops behind them.101 
There were two monumental gates (ephesus and syria),102 as well as six 
other city gates. What, then, do we learn from the city’s major sites?

3.1. The stadium

The doubled-ended laodicean stadium, a structure 285 m long and 70 m 
high, was the largest in anatolia.103 its enclosed structure hosted gladi-
atorial combats, as we learn from Cicero who had privately criticized 
the young hortensius for behaving badly with gladiators while he was 

98. mitchell, “italian and Turkish archaeological Work,” 632.
99. on the reverse of a laodicean coin (henry Clay lindgren and Frank l. 

Kovacs, Ancient Bronze Coins of Asia Minor and the Levant from the Lindgren Col-
lection [san mateo: Chrysopylon, 1985], §599), we see a reclining river god holding a 
flower (or branch) in his hand and reed in his left, while water flows from an inverted 
vase poised on his right arm.

100. see Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 10; for travertine pipes, see 36 
fig. 19.

101. on each street, see Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 10–13.
102. The syria gate is dated by an inscription (ilaodikeia 24) to 84/85 Ce, dis-

cussed below. on the ephesian monumental propyla (gate) in the Western agora, 
see giorgio bejor and Jacopo bonetto, “recognizione del 1999: dalla porta efesia 
all’agora occidentale” in Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia I, 105–24. For the monu-
mental propylon of the northern agora, see Şimşek, Laodikeia, 276–77, figs. 371, 
373. pholostratus (Vit. soph. 1.25) refers to the syrian gates of laodicea, the eastern 
entrance to the city.

103. on the stadium, see Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia I, 63–74 (figs. 30–32); 
Şimşek, Laodikeia, 208–18 (plates 275–79). 



 perspectives on the lycus Valley 29

at laodicea (Cicero, Att. 6.3.9). There are nine extant gladiator inscrip-
tions at laodicea, with rich accompanying iconographic evidence in some 
cases.104 Four examples will suffice.

on a first–second-century Ce inscription, the stela depicts a loin-
clothed and belted gladiator whose left hand is placed on his shield, 
whereas his right hand holds a palm branch. To his right a small dog 
stands away from the gladiator, but the animal looks back towards him. 
The gladiatorial contests of the gladiator are honored thus: “[n.n. erected 
this stela] for Kallimorphos, her own husband, from Thyateira, out of her 
own means in memory (of him). Kallimorphos the beautiful greets the 
passers-by.”105 elsewhere, in a first-century Ce (?) inscription, gladiators 
are honored for the contests, sponsored by the high status imperial priest 
of the city, in which they have participated: “(This monument) of the glad-
iators (is) given by the archierus and stephanephoros, diokles, the son of 
metrophilos.”106 Finally, we see panelled reliefs of venatio contests where 
the wild animals to be fought included a wild bull, depicted as falling for-
wards, and a bear.107 The relevance of this background for new Testament 
studies has not escaped the attention of scholars. in this regard, paul’s 
strategic use of gladiatorial imagery in his epistles has been exhaustively 
demonstrated by James r. Unwin, along with forays from other scholars.108

Finally, there are three inscriptions of a wealthy and elite laodicean 
family whose members had acted as benefactors in various civic liturgies 

104. ilaodikeia 73–78, 81a; louis robert, “monuments des gladiateurs dans 
l‘orient grec,” Hellenica 7 (1949): 140 (plate 16, 1); robert, Les gladiateurs dans l’orient 
grec (paris: Champion, 1940), 151, no. 116. For laodicean gladiator inscriptions and 
their iconography, see michael J. d. Carter, The Presentation of Gladiatorial Spectacles 
in the Greek East: Roman Culture and Greek Identity (phd thesis, mcmaster Univer-
sity, 1999), “Catalogue of inscriptions,” §§351, 352, 353, 354, 355, 355a.

105. ilaodikeia 75. Throughout i am indebted to the german translations of Cor-
sten, Die Inschriften von Laodikeia am Lykos.

106. ilaodikeia 73.
107. ilaodikeia 78; robert, “monuments des gladiateurs dans l‘orient grec,” 140 

(plate 16, 1).
108. James r. Unwin, Subversive Spectacles: The Struggles and Deaths of Paul and 

Seneca (phd thesis, macquarie University, 2017). note also C. W. Concannon, “‘not 
for an olive Wreath, but our lives’: gladiators, athletes, and early Christian bodies,” 
JBL 133 (2014): 193–214; alan h. Cadwallader, “paul and the games,” in Paul in the 
Greco-Roman World: A Handbook, ed. J. paul sampley, vol. 1 (london: T&T Clark 
bloomsbury, 2016), 363–90.
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from Vespasian’s reign to the first half of the second century Ce.109 an 
inscription honors nikostratos, the son of lykios, for his role in the com-
pletion of the incomplete parts of the stadium at the time of the inscription 
in 79 Ce:

To imperator Titus Caesar augustus Vespasianus, consul for the seventh 
time, son of the divine Caesar Vespasianus, and the (laodicean) people: 
nikostratos, the son of lykios, the son of nikostratos, has consecrated 
the amphitheatre stadium in white marble from his own funds, (with) 
nicostratos’ inheritance being, (in the estimate of posterity), that he 
completed the parts of the structure not yet completed, and the procon-
sul marcus Ulpius Traianus made the consecration.110

subsequent family members up to first half of the second century Ce—the 
time of the premature death of Tatia in our honorific inscription below—
had continued to exercise civic beneficence in the city and serve in various 
magistracies as required. The granduncle of deceased Tatia below, for 
example, had assumed the prestigious position of priest of the city and 
had performed the same role as his forebears in conserving the stadium 
for future generations by maintaining its white marble facades:111

The Council and the people have honoured Tatia, daughter of nicostra-
tos, son of pericles, who died young, for the sake of the magistracies, 
services, and supervision of public works filled by her father and for 
the cause of his granduncle nicostratos, who, in other services, had 
been priest of the city and has consecrated the amphitheatre stadium 
in white marble.112

109. For the family tree, see Corsten, Die Inschriften von Laodikeia am Lykos, 
referring to the following inscriptions: ilaodikeia 9, 13, 83. We will not discuss the 
statue inscription in honor of Vespasian erected by the “Caesar-loving” nicostratos, 
son of nicostratos Theagenes (ilaodikeia 9). 

110. ilaodikeia 15. The editors of RPC 2.194, suggest that the appearance of an 
athletic designs on the reverses of the coins of Titus (RPC 2.1272–1280) “can be plau-
sibly connected to the building of a new stadium at laodicea in 78/80.”

111. on the importance of the marble trade in asia minor, see lea emilia long, 
Urbanism, Art, and Economy: The Marble Quarrying Industries of Aphrodisias and Roman 
Asia Minor (phd diss., University of michigan, 2012). Şimşek (“Urban planning of lao-
dikeia,” 9) notes that laodicea had its marble and travertine quarries at the foot of mount 
Cökelez in the north, mount salbakos in the south, and mount Kadmos in the southeast.

112. ilaodikeia 83 (first half of the second century Ce). Translated by Yamauchi, 
Archaeology of New Testament Cities, 142.
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here we see how certain laodicean elites maintained their prestige over 
several generations not only by exercising beneficence and assuming 
magistracies, but also by continuing to care for particular sites in the 
city, such as the stadium, reputed over time to be their peculiar preserve 
as benefactors.

3.2. Two Theaters (Western, northern)

The western theater was constructed in the hellenistic age whereas the 
northern theater was built in the second century Ce.113 Two laodicean 
inscriptions underscore the importance of the theater in civic honorific 
rituals. building commissioners and two judges from other cities visiting 
laodicea were rewarded with (respectively) the privilege of the front seats 
in the hellenistic theater and were crowned with gold crowns before the 
people at the same site.114 Şimşek incisively observes that “the existence 
of two theatres and one of the largest stadia in anatolia sheds light on the 
population, and reveals the importance of sports, art and culture.”115

like most theaters in antiquity there was reserved seating in the 
theaters of laodicea.116 There are reserved seats for guilds, high-status 
magistrates (“[place] of paulinus, man of consular rank”), and other indi-
viduals of whom we only possess the names.117 by contrast, the teaching of 
Jesus eschews the ancient quest for public conspicuousness (matt 6:1–4) 
and social precedence (luke 14:7–11; cf. prov 25:6–7) that was associ-
ated with honorific rituals and feasting culture in antiquity. instead Jesus 
maintains the priority of personal humility before god and others (matt 
19:30; 20:16; mark 10:31; luke 13:30; 18:9–14) and inculcates a culture of 
honoring of the weak and marginalized (luke 14:12–14), as opposed to 

113. For full discussion, see C. Şimşek and m. a. sezgin, “The West and north 
Theatres in laodicea,” in Restoration and Management of Ancient Theatres in Turkey: 
Methods, Research, Results, ed. Filippo masino, paolo mighetto, and giorgio sobra, 
archaeologia e storia 11 (lecce: Congedo editore, 2012), 103–28. additionally, see 
Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia I, 81–91; Şimşek, Laodikeia, 219–27 (West Theater), 
228–40 (north Theater).

114. ilaodikeia 2, 5.
115. Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 17.
116. on seating in theaters in antiquity, see Tamara Jones, “seating and spectacle 

in the graeco-roman World” (phd diss., mcmaster University, 2008). 
117. ilaodikeia 32–33 (guilds); ilaodikeia 31 (magistrates); ilaodikeia 29 

(Zenon), ilaodikeia 30 (sacerdotos pomponianos), ilaodikeia 34 (Titus Varus).
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courting the favor of the powerful (luke 22:25–27). The pauline epistles 
similarly invert honorific rituals within the body of Christ (rom 12:8b, 
16b; 1 Cor 12:24b).

3.3. Five agorae (east, Central, West, south, north)

despite the wide distribution of agorae throughout the city, there are only 
two inscriptional references to the ἀγορά (marketplace): both are from the 
hellenistic age and refer to the erection of honorific stone stelae in the 
most prominent place in the marketplace.118 once again, the city’s cultiva-
tion of honorific culture had to be publicly conspicuous for the honorand 
to be properly reciprocated for his civic favors to the people.119

3.4. Five Fountains (Nymphaea), latrines, bath Complexes (east, Central, 
West), and Two large Water distribution Terminals

Under this diverse group of structures in the city we are concentrating upon 
the importance of water distribution throughout the city. There are five 
laodicean fountains (nymphaea), each situated on one of the main streets: 
(1) the Caracalla nymphaeum and septimus severus nymphaeum (nym-
phaeum a) on syria street; (2) the Trajan nymphaeum and nymphaeum 
b on stadium street; and (3) the West nymphaeum on ephesus street.120 
The nymphaea at laodicea were one or two-story structures situated on 
the corners of main streets or in plazas.121 Three inscriptions survive from 
the nymphaea, two of them too fragmentary to be comprehensible,122 but 
the third is sufficiently legible for the honorific epigram eulogizing gover-
nor skylakios (340–359 Ce) to be understood: “There are many miracles 
of older (times); but now, as the greatest of our generation in his tenure as 

118. ilaodikeia 2.22; 4b.12–13.
119. note in this regard the boastful epigraphic dedication of the governor (or 

high official) of syria called dyscolius (317–24 Ce) on a statue base found in the 
southwest stoa of the so-called Temple a: “dyscolius, by far the best of governors, 
dedicated the wonderful statue of me, artemis.” see Celal Şimşek and F. guizzi, “a 
dedication of the praeses dyscolius from laodikeia on the lykos,” Mediterraneo 
Antico 14.1–2 (2012): 511–18.

120. on the nymphaea, see gagniers, Laodicée du Lycos, passim. additionally, see 
Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia I, 63–74; Şimşek, Laodikeia, 143–76.

121. Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 16.
122. ilaodikeia 16–17.
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eparchos, with wisdom built this edifice in just twelve months, he who has 
done no harm to anyone, aiakide skylakios.”123 of fundamental impor-
tance among the many fragments of sculpture found among the nymphaea 
is a superbly rendered and undamaged statue of the egyptian goddess isis.124

With such an abundance of water at these sites, it should not surprise 
us that there were also latrines at nymphaeum b on stadium street.125 in 
a latrine vestibule at laodicea the remains of a fragmentary but beautifully 
colored geometric mosaic, with a wonderfully rendered goat, shows how 
pleasant such facilities could be visually.126

regarding the bath complexes, of which there were three, Şimşek 
encapsulates their significance well in a 2014 interview at the archaeo-
logical site:

baths were prepared at noon for people to wash and later served as a 
school in the afternoon. They were places for young people at the same 
time. The baths also hosted between 20–30 people for private meetings. 
The baths were very important in that era because they were the places 
for meeting and education, as well as trade centres.127

Finally, we turn to the two large water distribution terminals and the 
important question of how adequately the city maintained its water sup-
ply.128 an inscribed fragment of a marble architrave block found in the 
north-western moor of the water tower retains this crucial phrase: “he 
made the reservoir from his own funds.”129 Furthermore, several scholars 
have argued that an inscribed block, found on a block at the foot of a water 
tower, represents the dedication of the freedman hedychrus to his patron: 
“he, hedychrus, built me and he called me ‘hedychrus’ by establishing 

123. ilaodikeia 18.
124. see lilly Kahil, “la sculpture,” in Laodicée du Lycos: Le Nymphée Campagnes 

1961–1963, ed. Jean des gagniers et al. (paris: de boccard, 1969), 189–92, with plate 
opposite 190.

125. on the latrines, see Şimşek, Laodikeia, 177–79.
126. Şimşek, Laodikeia, 178 plate 232.
127. “ancient baths double as schools in laodicea,” Hurriyet Daily News, 11 June 

2014, https://tinyurl.com/sbl4218c.
128. For the large water distribution terminals, see Traversari, Laodicea Di Frigia 

I, 63, figs. 19 and 20; Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” fig. 20. For the travertine 
pipes, see fig. 19.

129. ilaodikeia 12 (first century Ce).
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me for his masters as the fruit of their labours.”130 Craig Koester help-
fully writes that the name hedychrus, “which means ‘sweet complexioned’, 
apparently suited the pleasing quality of the water provided by the city’s 
first-century water system.”131 This is confirmed by a laodicean epigram 
(fourth–fifth century Ce), probably belonging to a fountain house, which 
speaks of its high quality water in this manner: “To good fortune. We, the 
nymphs of the spring, have the sweet, clear water of the aldiskos.”132

but perhaps the most revealing find is a new inscription, excavated by 
Şimşek and announced in a popular 2015 Turkish publication,133 though, 
disappointingly, without the provision of the greek text or a translation. 
Şimşek elaborates upon the pivotal significance of the inscription thus: 
“This inscription, which is of utmost importance, addresses issues such 
as maintenance of waterways to laodikeia, their destruction, keeping the 
water uncontaminated and unlittered, and its use for orchard irrigation, as 
well as indicating severe fines for illegal use.”134 The prominent inscription 
was inscribed on the eastern wing of the façade of Trajan’s nymphaeum, 
overlooking the public square.

in a 2018 publication,135 Şimşek helpfully summarizes the con-
tent of the water law. initially, the law deals with the illegal retention of 
public water from the city for private interests by means of its re-routing 
(ll. 7–9). people who illegally use the city water for personal use will be 
fined 5000 denarii (ll. 9–11), as will corrupt public officials who siphon 
off water to private individuals (ll. 11–12). however, those who legally 

130. ilaodikeia 13. For discussion, see pp. 362–63.
131. Craig r. Koester, “The message to laodicea and the problem of its local 

Context: a study of the imagery in rev 3:14–22,” NTs 49 (2003): 410. see also the 
methodological discussion of the proper use of archaeological evidence in lynn r. 
huber, “making men in rev 2–3: reading the seven messages in the bath-gymna-
siums of asia minor,” in Stones, Bones, and the Sacred: Essays on Material Culture 
and Ancient Religion in Honor of Dennis E. Smith, ed. alan h. Cadwallader, eCl 21 
(atlanta: sbl press, 2016), 101–28.

132. ilaodikeia 11.1–3. Trans. Koester, “message to laodicea,” n. 6.
133. Celal Şimşek, “1900 Yillik su Yasasi balundu,” Tübitak Bilim ve Teknik 49.576 

(2015): 66–67, here 67.
134. Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia,” 8.
135. Celal Şimşek, “laodikeia Water law,” in Future Cities: Second International 

Urban Environment Health Congress. 16–29 April, 2018 Cappadocia, 199. The article 
is found on Şimşek’s academia.edu website. The publication is in Turkish, with a brief 
english abstract.
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buy water for their homes, gardens, and farms do not violate the imperial 
edict (ll. 12–14). in terms of the care of the water supply, the diameter 
of pipes for the water reservoir has very clear specifications (ll. 14–15); 
but, conversely, the illegal use of piped water for gold digging is fined (ll. 
15–16). moreover, 30,000 denarii are allocated for closing the top of the 
city water reservoir in order to protect this valuable resource (ll. 16–19). 
at an administrative level, any magistrate or city official who removes any 
work on the pipes will be fined 12,500 denarii (ll. 19–20). Two honorable 
citizens from the city attend to the safety of the urban water supply (ll. 
20–22), whereas the governor of the aqueduct and waterways ensures the 
security of provincial people’s water as much as the water destined for the 
city center (ll. 23–25). in sum, the “magnificent cities” water formula cre-
ates equity for all (ll. 25–27).

This new evidence is pertinent for an important debate opened up by 
Koester.136 The great care that laodicea took in maintaining the high qual-
ity of its water supply has been clearly demonstrated by the archaeological 
and epigraphic evidence. Consequently, Koester has justifiably called into 
question the suggestion that the so-called lukewarm water of laodicea in 
rev 3:16 was undrinkable. Certainly strabo did not think so: his telling 
concession, “although their water was drinkable,” proves otherwise (Geogr. 
13.4.14). nevertheless, revelation commentators have often proposed that 
the laodicean water changed its temperature from being cool to being 
lukewarm because it was channeled to the city from its springs source by 
means of an aqueduct: this, they claim, was the local origin of John’s imag-
ery. alternatively, other scholars, as lynn r. huber notes, find the origin 
of the image to be drawn from hierapolis: laodicea piped in her water 
from her neighbor, with the result that the water was “medicinal tasting 
and nauseous.”137

but, if these suggestions founder on the local evidence available, noted 
above, is there another ancient context that might be invoked to explain 
John’s imagery? Koester suggests that the lukewarm imagery should be 
understood against the backdrop of the hospitality rituals of antiquity 
where wine was served either chilled or warmed.138 The idea of a host 
offering lukewarm wine to his guests would have been highly insulting, 
and, therefore, the wine would be justifiably spat out of the mouth of its 

136. Koester, “message to laodicea,” 409–11.
137. huber, “making men in rev 2–3,” 104.
138. Koester, “message to laodicea,” 411–16.
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recipients. Thus the context of the metaphor is one of ancient feasting ritu-
als as opposed to laodicea’s water distribution system. This is reinforced 
by John’s later invitation to the auditors of his apocalypse to accept the 
invitation to the lamb’s wedding feast (rev 19:7–10).

3.5. a gymnasium

The south bath-gymnasium complex, adjacent to the stadium, finds 
equivocal confirmation in the epigraphic evidence.139 in a 135 Ce inscrip-
tion the greek word for “gymnasium” (γυμνάσιον) has been entirely 
restored by the editor: “To imperator Traianus hadrianus Caesar augus-
tus and to sabina augusta: the council and people of laaodicea dedicated 
the [gymnasium?] … when gargilius antiquus was proconsul.”140 how-
ever, given the amount of spaces available on the stone, the editor Corsten 
also suggests that the original word could also be restored as βαλανεῖον 
(“bath”).141 however, an inscription of the Zenon family, in a dedication 
to antonia (first half of first century Ce), there is reference to the “priest 
and gymnasiarch of the city.”142 We have here, at the very least, epigraphic 
confirmation of the officials belonging to the gymnasium.143

The hermeneutical potential of bringing a bath-gymnasium per-
spective to rev 2–3—enculturated as John’s auditors were to the values 
of the gymnasium which was devoted to the construction of elite male 
identity—has been demonstrated by huber. although the values of the 
ancient gymnasium and early Christian communities are different, there 
are nonetheless interesting resonances in the rhetorical topoi employed 
in revelation: that is, the construction of community identity, endurance 
in the face of hardship, valorized virtue, and the coronal awards of hon-
orific culture, though postponed to the eschaton, to name a few.144 did 
John decide to pitch his summons to faithfulness to the risen Christ on 

139. on the south bath-gymnasium complex, see Şimşek, Laodikeia, 196–201.
140. ilaodikeia 14.2.
141. Corsten, Die Inschriften von Laodikeia am Lykos, 50.
142. ilaodikeia 53.3; see also ilaodikeia 28.1; 47.4.
143. see James r. harrison, “paul and the gymnasiarchs: Two approaches to 

pastoral Formation in antiquity,” in Paul: Jew, Greek, and Roman; Pauline Studies, ed. 
stanley e. porter, vol. 5 (leiden: brill, 2008), 141–78.

144. huber, “making men in rev 2–3,” 108–25. on honorific crowning, see James 
r. harrison, “‘The Fading Crown’: divine honour and the early Christians,” JTS 54 
(2003): 493–529.
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the part of the asian churches (rev 2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14) in terms that, 
while resonating in familiar rhetorical ways, were designed to challenge 
the dominant values of the asian elites and their paideia as much as the 
hegemony of the imperial beast?

3.6. The Cemeteries (Necropoleis) surrounding the City on its Four sides

The grave contents of the laodicean necropoleis are typical of burial 
sites: bowls, ceramic lamps, coins, beads, jewellery, et cetera. sometimes 
we find figurines of deities accompanying the deceased (e.g., dionysius, 
aphrodite).145 but what religious beliefs undergirded such practices are dif-
ficult to identify. The quality of the other figurines found among the grave 
goods, including models of theater masks, is generally high.146 however, 
it is especially surprising that out the 1603 necropoleis finds catalogued by 
Şimşek only five inscriptions appear. some of these merely comprise a list 
of three names with patronymics, accompanied by the traditional farewell 
of the deceased (ΧΑΙΡΕΤΕ).147

another inscription imposes a fine upon anyone who violates the 
burial site by burying corpses other than the immediate family of the 
deceased.148 The heaviness of the fine and the preservation of the funer-
ary epigraphic record in the public archives, while entirely conventional, 
demonstrates the seriousness with which such grave violations were 
viewed in antiquity:

neratia eutyche is buried in the coffin.
no one else can be buried in it
except aurelius Zosimianus and neratius.
if anyone violates this (prohibition),
the (fine) will be 2500 denarii

145. Şimşek, okunak, and bilgen, Laodikeia Nekropulü, §912 (dionsius), §1531 
(aphrodite).

146. Şimşek, okunak, and bilgen, Laodikeia Nekropulü, §§605, 795, 913, 1506–
1508.

147. Şimşek, okunak, and bilgen, Laodikeia Nekropulü, §1149. similarly, the 
inscription of the deceased apollonides (p. 416). sometimes the claim to possession 
of the burial site is made with great brevity (p. 414): “The sarcophagus belongs to 
maustaria aurelius dionysius, who lived in laodicea.”  

148. on the violation of tombs generally, see dig. 47.12. i am indebted to Cadwal-
lader for this reference.
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to the sacred treasury.
a copy of this (inscription) is placed
in the (public) archives.149

Finally, there is in the necropolis of laodicea an intriguing variation to 
conventional funeral practices, registered in our final inscription below.150 
as we have seen from the inscription above, only family members were 
to be interred in allocated grave sites, with the possibility of penalties 
being invoked if this procedure was violated. but, in this case, a nonfamily 
member, as far as we can discern, is allowed to be buried in the grave of the 
very much alive grave-owner called marcus. marcus accedes to the corpse 
of Tatas being placed in his own grave site and donates the stela in memory 
of the deceased Tatas because of the public virtue (ἀρετή) of Tatas’s two 
sons, Zosimos and nikanor.

The inscription is silent as to whether there was a prior connection 
between the family of Tatas and the family of marcus. Were they distant 
relations or perhaps close family friends? Was marcus reciprocating a 
prior favor of Tatas and his sons? Was he ingratiating himself with the 
two sons for reasons unknown to us? Was he simply struck by the virtue 
of the family and helped these worthy fellow citizens of laodicea in a time 
of crisis? nevertheless, ancient readers may have been surprised by this 
departure from traditional burial rites on marcus’s part and would have 
responded to the grave-owner’s own display of ἀρετή as much as the virtue 
of Tatas’s two sons eulogized on the stone.

4. The numismatic identity of laodicea

in this section, for the sake of brevity, we will only focus on the laodicean 
numismatic evidence from the death of Caesar to domitian (44 bCe–Ce 
96), roughly corresponding to the period of the first two generations of the 
early Christians at laodicea.151

in terms of the Julio-Claudian coins, we have already highlighted the 
strong association of laodicea with Zeus through its original village, dio-

149. Şimşek, okunak, and bilgen, Laodikeia Nekropulü, p. 506. 
150. Şimşek, okunak, and bilgen, Laodikeia Nekropulü, §229.
151. For a much wider-ranging discussion of all the laodicean coins, see arm-

strong, Roman Phrygia, 156–249. For a convenient list of all the available coins, see the 
“Catologue” therein, 254–358.
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spolis. This is heavily reinforced on the reverse of the Julio-Claudian and 
Flavian coins which depict Zeus laodiceus standing to the left, accom-
panied by an eagle and staff.152 The phrygian culture of laodicea is also 
foregrounded with the reverse side showing its main deity, men, wear-
ing a phrygian cap.153 on the Julio-Claudian and Flavian coins apollo 
(obverse) is accompanied by isis (reverse), underscoring the importance 
of the apolline oracular sites and the revelation dispensed there for laodi-
cea and hierapolis.154 other deities such as aphrodite appear during 
the Julio-Claudian period, whereas nike first appears on the domitianic 
issues.155 The civic institutions of laodicea receive attention too. notably, 
the importance of the laodicean demos, appearing on a republican coin 
issue and reappearing on an issue from the reign of nero, predates the 
much later personification of the roman senate, which is found on the 
coins of Caracalla.156

so far, the Julio-Claudian coin issues on their reverses have maintained 
local phrygian and laodicean referents notwithstanding the recognition 
of the Julio-Claudian and Flavian rulers on the obverse. nonetheless, the 
Julio-Claudian obverses acknowledge the augustan imperial age of bless-
ing (ΣΕΒΑΣΤΟΣ), symbolized on one issue by the cornucopia of plenty 
and the astrological auspiciousness of Capricorn, augustus’s birth sign.157 
other Julio-Claudian and Flavian relatives such as agrippina ii and domi-

152. augustus: RPC 1.2893–2896, 2898; Tiberius: RPC 1.2901, 2905, 2908, 2911; 
Claudius: RPC 1.2912–2914; nero: RPC 1.2917–2923, 2926; Vespasian: RPC 2.1268–
1270; domitian: RPC 2.1282 [hera facing Zeus laodicus], 1288, 1292.

153. RPC 1.2907, 2927. issues showing the phrygian deity men drop out in the 
Flavian period. 

154. RPC 1.1294, 2903, 2905, 2909. see James r. harrison, “The inscriptions and 
oracular prophecy in the eastern mediterranean basin: assessing the book of revela-
tion in its graeco-roman revelatory Context” in this volume.

155. aphrodite: RPC 1.2910, 2924–2925. nike: RPC 2.1286, 1293.
156. For coins of nero, see armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 199; RPC 1.2892 (first 

century bCe?): the laureate head of demos with drapery on shoulder; RPC 1.2928: the 
demoi of laodicea and smyrna face each other, clasping hands and holding scepters. 
For the Flavian period, see RPC 2.1271, 1276–1278. For coins of Caracalla, see arm-
strong, Roman Phrygia, 179–219, “Catalogue,” §§b65–66. For discussion of personifi-
cations, indigenous (e.g., hierapolis and Tyche; demos; gerousia; boule) and roman 
(e.g., roman senate; goddess roma), in the inscriptions, numismatics and iconogra-
phy of hierapolis, see ritti, Hierapolis di Frigia IX, 129–32.

157. RPC 1.2897. see Tamsyn barton, “augustus and Capricorn: astrological 
polyvalency and imperial rhetoric,” JRS 85 (1995): 33–51.
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tia are also honored, and the potential future heirs to imperial power in 
the Claudian era, brittanicus and nero, are similarly acknowledged.158 The 
goddess roma makes her appearance from the Flavian period onwards.159 
The three deities Zeus, hera, and athena make their first appearance on a 
coin of domitian and correspond to the Capitoline deities (Jupiter, Juno, 
minerva) at rome.160 on a domitianic era coin with roma on the obverse, 
the wolf and twins of roman mythological origins are found on the 
reverse.161 here we see a seamless interplay between the Julio-Claudian 
realities of political power in asia minor and the laodicean commitment 
to their indigenous religious identities of the city.

last, an intriguing coin issue emanates from the neronian period, 
already noted. purportedly, it shows on the reverse the demoi of laodicea 
facing each other, who mutually clasp hands, while holding scepters.162 What 
has grabbed scholarly attention and has divided interpreters is the legend 
on the reverse: ΑΝΤΩ ΖΗΝΩΝΟΣ ΖΗΝΩΝ ΥΙΟΣ ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ 
ΖΜΥΡΝΑΙΩΝ ΟΜΗΡΟΣ. The odd order of the words, the difficulties 
posed by their interrelation, and where the punctuation should be placed 
has led to competing translations of the legend. This also affects how we 
understand the identity of the two figures on the coin’s reverse and how we 
understand the intention of the coin. We cannot enter here into the reasons 
for the differing translations, but the reader is referred to the comments in 
the Roman Provincial Coinage (vol. 1) and in the doctoral thesis of arm-
strong.163 Three alternate translations have been proposed:

1. antonius Zenon, son of Zenon. peace pledge [ΟΜΗΡΟΣ] of the 
laodicians and of the smyrnans.164

2. Zenon, son of antonius Zenon. peace pledge [ΟΜΗΡΟΣ] of the 
laodicians and of the smyrnans.

3. antonius Zenon. Zenon, son of the laodicians. homer 
[ΟΜΗΡΟΣ], (son) of the smyrnans.

158. agrippina ii: RPC 1.2918; domitia: RPC 2.1281–1285, 1290–1292; brittani-
cus: RPC 1.2915; nero: RPC 1.2915. 

159. RPC 2.1279–1280, 1293–1295. see armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 220–49.
160. RPC 2.1282–1283. see armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 165–78.
161. RPC 2.1295.
162. RPC 1.2928.
163. RPC 1.2928 (notes); armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 156–63.
164. For discussion of antonius, see Thonemann, Maeander Valley, 210–12.
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at the outset, it must be acknowledged that certainty of interpretation 
in the case of this coin is impossible. in translations (1) and (2), the first 
named figure—however we translate his name—is the magistrate respon-
sible for the coin’s minting (i.e., the moneyer). The word ΟΜΗΡΟΣ, 
translated here as “peace pledge,” is arguably the precursor of the later 
abstraction ΟΜΟΝΟΙΑ (“sameness of mind,” “unity”), a word which is 
found on coins establishing concord between the cities of asia minor (e.g., 
hierapolis and ephesus; laodicea and smyrna).165 hence the figures on 
the reverse represent the demoi of laodicea and smyrna, who demon-
strate their unity by facing each other and clasping hands, while retaining 
the symbols of their independence by holding scepters. Thus the potential 
conflicts aroused by interstate rivalries in asia minor are overcome by this 
act of homonoia. notably, as John lotz has argued, the peace and unity 
articulated in eph 1:21 represents an alternative construct to the political 
model espoused in asia minor.166

in translation (3), the first named individual is the moneyer. The next 
two individuals are Zenon, a member of a wealthy family from laodicea,167 
and homer, the famous greek epic poet whose home town was, according 
to tradition, smyrna. Thus, as strong argues, the coin reveals laodi-
cea’s concern with its own status and identity. This laodicean coin “is a 
definitive statement about its own hellenism and cultural importance.”168 
simultaneously, however, the legend on the reverse on this neronian coin, 
represents an astute nod to nero’s phihellenism on the part of laodicea.

5. epigraphic Vignettes of laodicea: gods, benefactors, the heroic past, 
and the Jewish Community

so far we have touched upon many laodicean inscriptional motifs: the 
relation of archaeological sites to their inscriptions, spectacles and gladia-
tors, theater seating, funeral culture, and water distribution, among others. 

165. see John paul lotz, “The HOMONOIA Coins of asia minor and ephesians 
1:21,” TynBul 50.2 (1999): 173–88; armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 294–300 (laodicea), 
338–48 (hierapolis), 349 (Colossae).

166. lotz, “HOMONOIA Coins.” see the fragmentary letter of an unidentified 
Caesar or governor on rivalries between states: ilaodikeia 10.

167. For the evidence, see armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 163.
168. armstrong, Roman Phrygia, 164.
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in our final section we will explore four inscriptional vignettes that throw 
further light on laodicean society.

5.1. The gods

The divine world is always at the center of laodicean society, an emphasis 
which the inscriptions consistently reveal. First, the involvement of lao-
dikeia in the apolline cult at Claros surfaces in several inscriptions. There 
is mention of a prophet, lucius antonius aurelianus, in an honorific dedi-
cation.169 among the twenty-five inscriptions discussed by robert, each of 
which records the arrival of a laodicean delegation to the oracular sanctu-
ary of apollo of Claros, there is mention of various prophets of laodi-
cea among the delegates.170 last, a fragmentary oracle of Claros and a lot 
oracle have also been discovered at laodicea.171

second, an inscriptional dedication links the roman ruler to the tute-
lary deity of laodicea in an address to domitian, whose name has been 
erased from the inscription in damnatio memoriae: “for Zeus megistos 
soter and imperator [[domitian]] Caesar augustus germanicus.”172 else-
where there is another dedication to Zeus soter and the divine augusti.173 
significantly, in both dedications above, the address to Zeus precedes the 
address to the roman ruler: the founding god of the city, therefore, had 
preeminence. There are also dedications to Zeus patrios by himself or in 
conjunction with other closely associated deities, as seen in a splendid relief 
of Zeus and hermes on the stela of an inscription (cf. acts 14:11–12).174

Third, in a fragmentary inscription, an unnamed laodicean dedicates 
gilded statues to the erotes for his “night generalship,”175 which, in his 
case, was carried out according to decree in his role as a night police offi-

169. ilaodikeia 67. see the exhaustive discussion on pp. 289–312.
170. ilaodikeia 1, 3, 4, 5, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 18, 19, 21 [restored], 22, 23, 24; see 

also the discussion on pp. 299–303.
171. ilaodikeia 68–69.
172. ilaodikeia 24. For discussion, see rosalinde a. Kearsley, “epigraphic evi-

dence for the social impact of roman government in laodicea and hierapolis,” in 
Cadwallader and Trainor, Colossae in Space and Time, 132–38. on erasure in antiquity, 
see James r. harrison, “The erasure of honour: paul and the politics of dishonour,” 
TynBul 66.2 (2016): 161–84.

173. ilaodikeia 62a.
174. Zeus: ilaodikeia 26; see also 62. Zeus and hermes: ilaodikeia 125, with plate.
175. ilaodikeia 70.
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cer. importantly, the fear of night crime in antiquity is also reflected in 
Jesus’s brief parable on the thief in the night (matt 24:43)

Fourth, an honorific inscription employs the language of mercy to 
describe the goddess, hestia, whose role of protecting home, family and 
state is enlisted for the fatherland. What is slightly unusual is that mercy or 
pity is not readily granted by the gods in antiquity:

[–] Terentius longinus (consecrated) the gracious [ἵλεων] goddess hestia 
to the fatherland with the base and altar for the office over and above 
the revenues; he has also twice gone on an embassy at his own expense, 
both to lucius Caesar and to the great imperator Titus aelius hadrianus 
antoninus augustus pius to rome for the time of (his) office.176

5.2. benefactors

our epigraphic evidence provides us insight into the benefaction culture 
of the elite citizens of laodicea. building programs and monetary foun-
dations were the substance of their munificent activity. We have already 
referred to the role that the family of nikostratos played across the gen-
erations in the building and maintenance of the stadium amphitheater 
at laodicea. other examples surface in our inscriptions. Q. pomponius 
Flaccus is honored by the city because he “has laid out a marble pave-
ment for Zeus at his own expense.”177 Ti Claudius Tryphon, freedman 
of Tiberius Claudius augustus, “built the walls and towers and the triple 
gate.”178 pythadoros gives 3000 drachmae for “a crown for the apollonis 
tribe of the council.”179

however, other types of activities such as embassies and night-policing 
on behalf of the city were also conducted at the expense of the benefactor, 
as the previously mentioned honorific inscription to Terentius longinus, 
ambassador of the city, demonstrates. The honorific decree of Q. pom-
ponius Flaccus, also mentioned above, sums up his night-policing role and 
ambassadorship on behalf of laodicea thus: “who, according to the laws, 

176. ilaodikeia 65. david Konstan (Pity Transformed [london: duckworth, 
2001], 110) writes: “divine pity, however, is not a quality on which human beings can 
rely safely. in general, characters in homer do not ask the gods for pity, and when they 
do, it is always with the recognition that the result of such petition is at best doubtful.”

177. ilaodikeia 82.11–12.
178. ilaodikeia 24b.3.
179. ilaodikeia 84.7–8.
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was a night general and undertook at his own expense an embassy for his 
hometown to rome.”180 We have also already seen that a dedication of 
gilded statues to the erotes was made for the worshiper’s (presumably dan-
gerous) role as a night policeman. benefactors, it seems, were as concerned 
for the city’s civic safety as much for its buildings and grain provision.

5.3. The heroic past reborn

an epigram from a tomb at laodikeia praises the σωφροσύνη and the 
appearance of its honorand, epigonos, claiming that he is superior in 
virtue and descent to the mythological heroes of the Trojan war: namely, 
the greek achilleus and the Trojan hector.181 The inflated claim is bold 
when one remembers that rome derived her mythological origins solely 
from the Trojan heroes, aeneas and his family, who had fled the war upon 
the sack of the city by the greeks:

Tomb none other you see, passers by, than that of epigonos, whose virtue 
[τὰν ἀρετάν] Time will not quench, leaving behind first place in the pres-
ence of the living on account of his prudence [σωφροσύνας] and his most 
godlike shape [θειοτάτος μορφᾶς]; even achilleus, hector, son of priam, 
and hippolytus, who fled his father’s marriage bed, were not as epigo-
nos, the son of andreas, the well-born [εὐγενέτα], a king of same father. 
but epigonos remains with the survivors on a monument; also achilleus 
the son of Thetis, did not escape Fate [μοιρ(ᾶ)ν].182

Whereas Fate had triumphed over the greek hero achilleus, the virtue 
of epigonos not only trumps Time itself but also outshines the illustrious 
reputation of all homeric heroes, greek and Trojan. but that is not the end 
of the mythological allusions in the epigram. hippolytus, the illegitimate 

180. ilaodikeia 82.10–12.
181. ilaodikeia 81.
182. For another homeric epigraphic example, see IG 10051 in stephen mitchell, 

“The ionians of paphlagonia,” in Local Knowledge and Microidentities in the Imperial 
Greek World, ed. Tim Whitmarsh (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2010), 
95. see also g. h. r. horsley, “homer in pisidia: aspects of the history of greek 
education in a remote roman province,” Antichthon 34 (2000): 46–81. For a hero 
cult inscription at philippi, see James r. harrison, “excavating the Urban and Coun-
try life of roman philippi and its Territory,” in The First Urban Churches 4: Roman 
Philippi, ed. James r. harrison and l. l. Welborn (atlanta: sbl press, 2018), 29.
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son of the athenian king Theseus, was killed after rejecting the sexual 
advances of his stepmother phaedra (“who fled his father’s marriage bed”). 
once again, epigonos is not only vastly superior in virtue to the adulterous 
royal house of athens but also, in contrast to its tragic illegitimate prince 
hippolytus, is “well-born.” in reality, this pretentious funerary epigram 
was a curious expression of a wider phenomenon of the second sophistic, 
best exemplified by philostratus’s On Heroes. in that literary work, readers 
were exposed to what was claimed to be a truer and more accurate ver-
sion of the Trojan War than homer’s version, reflecting through the epic 
tradition the continuing historical importance of hero cults in the third 
century Ce.183

5.4. The Jewish Community of laodicea

The Jewish inscriptions at laodicea are especially sparse. only two inscrip-
tions are extant: IJO 2.212–213, but, importantly, the sarcophagus of l. 
nonius glycon (IJO 2.213) refers to the stipulations of deuteronomy in 
issuing a warning against the unauthorized use of the grave: “to him (will 
come) the curses that are written in deuteronomy.” This feature was also 
found at Jewish graves in acmonia in phrygia (CIJ 760; cf. MAMA 6.335).184 
not only is the explicit reference to the old Testament scriptures signifi-
cant, but also the fact that is assumed that the Jewish reader knows to which 
section of deuteronomy is being referred: peter W. van der horst postu-
lates deut 28:22, 28–29.185 We are dealing with a diaspora community that 
draws its identity and ethics from the old Testament scriptures in its urban 
context and which demonstrates its piety by warning (presumably) other 
Jews about the divine wrath facing those who violate the deuteronomic 
commandments.186 graeco-roman readers would have been puzzled by 

183. Flavius philostratus, On Heroes, trans. ellen bradshaw aitken and Jennifer 
K. berenson mclean (atlanta: society of biblical literature, 2001).

184. see peter W. van der horst, Ancient Jewish Epitaphs: An Introductory Survey 
of a Millennium of Jewish Funerary Epigraphy (300 BCE–700 CE) (Kampen: Kok 
pharos, 1991), 56–57.

185. Van der horst, Ancient Jewish Epitaphs, 56; see also paul Trebilco, Jewish 
Communities in Asia Minor, snTsms 69 (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
1991), 62–69.

186. Trebilco (Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 65–66) rejects the suggestion 
that this is a magical use of the deuteronomic text, arguing that the Jewish community 
“was acting in accord with the intent of the passage” (66).
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the deuteronomic reference but, in line with their culture, they would 
have understood the prohibition perfectly well at a general level. but the 
very specificity of the deuteronomic reference poses the question whether 
the prohibition is only intended for intra-mural consumption.

Furthermore, historical caution is required regarding the distinctive-
ness of such sentiments among Jews living in the lycus Valley. as we have 
seen from an inscription from the laodicean necropolis, noted above, 
warnings regarding the violation of tombs were widespread in antiquity. it 
seems probable, then, that the Jewish community at laodicea adapted cul-
turally to well-known graeco-roman funeral customs in asia minor, but in 
their case articulated these practices from an old Testament perspective.187

however, it is not the case at nearby hierapolis that warnings regard-
ing violations of Jewish tombs carried a reference to the deuteronomic 
commandments.188 This textual reference is a predilection of acmonia 
and laodicea alone in phrygia, both of whom, seemingly, felt that they had 
to redefine existing funeral conventions by reference to scripture. Why, 
then, did Jews in laodicea resort to this scriptural strategy whereas other 
Jews living in the same valley at hierapolis did not? We do not know the 
answer other than the variegation with diaspora Judaism in asia minor.

part 3. hierapolis: an iconographic and epigraphic portrait

1. iconography, mythology, and the Civic identity of hierapolis

The cities of the greek east, in the period of the second sophistic, turned 
to the mythic past and their traditional gods in negotiating place for 
their own civic identity in the roman empire. Various manifestations of 
cultural archaism in the greek world occurred during the period of the 
second sophistic (late first century Ce−early third century Ce) and were 
also facilitated by the philhellenism of hadrian. This movement was not 

187. Walter ameling (“The epigraphic habit and the Jewish diasporas of asia 
minor and syria,” in From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in the 
Roman Near East, ed. hannah m. Cotton et al. [Cambridge: Cambridge University 
press, 2009], 207–8) argues that the Jews of laodicea adapted to the phrygian cultural 
custom of “cursing” in funerary epitaphs.

188. richard s. ascough, philip a. harland, and John s. Kloppenborg, Asso-
ciations in the Greco-Roman World (Waco, TX: baylor University press; berlin: de 
gruyter, 2012), §§150–151.
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only confined to linguistic atticism and paideia but also demonstrated 
increased concern for the mythical past and local religious traditions, 
including the continuing vitality of the greek oracular sanctuaries. elite 
benefactors in the greek east vied with each other to build large urban 
monuments and sponsor elaborate civic processions that honored their 
city’s protecting deities and celebrated the founder traditions associated 
with local myths.189 however, roman rule and its cult were not supplanted 
by the elite endorsement of greek religious traditions relating to the civic 
identity of each asian city. rather the elites worked cooperatively with 
their roman overlords, acquiring additional status through imperial 
priesthoods and by integrating local religious traditions with the realities 
of roman power and patronage.

The theater reliefs at hierapolis, finished during the severan period 
(206 Ce), are found on the large richly decorated scaenae frons, which 
provides a spectacular backdrop to the stage (logeion).190 The originals, 
housed in the pamukkale museum, “present a narrative through images of 
the myths tied to the two most important deities at hierapolis and, indeed, 
in the whole of asia minor.”191 at the central exedra, the apollo cycle of 
reliefs radiates to the right whereas the artemis cycle radiates to the left. 
The details of the reliefs are set out below.

(1) The apollo cycle of reliefs commences with the sacred wedding of 
Zeus and leto and moves to the birth of the child apollo and his training 
from infancy to adulthood, highlighting apollo’s maturation in his punish-

189. For discussion of processions at hierapolis, see ritti, Hierapolis di Frigia IX, 
139–42.

190. see d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 157, figs. 135, 137. For discussion, see 
ritti, Hierapolis I, 55–77, 105–25; Francesco d’andria and Tullia ritti, Hierapolis II: 
Le sculture del teatro; I rilievi con I cicli di Apollo e Artemide, archaeologica 54 (rome: 
bretschneider, 1985); simon price, “local mythologies in the greek east,” in Coinage 
and Identity in the Roman Provinces, ed. Christopher howgego, Volker heuchert, and 
andrew burnett (oxford: oxford University press, 2005), 118–19; diana Yi-man ng, 
Manipulation of Memory: Public Buildings and Decorative Programs in Roman Cities of 
Asia Minor (phd Thesis, University of michigan, 2007), esp. 97–143; d’andria, Hier-
apolis of Phrygia, 147–81; bailey benson, The Creation of Shared Memory: The Theater 
Reliefs from Hierapolis (ma thesis, Chapel hill, 2014). on the theater and stage at 
hierapolis, note the fragmentary inscription: “and [author of] contributions of theater 
and stage [ … ]” (Tullia ritti, Fonti Letterarie ed Epigraphi: Hierapolis Scavi e Ricerche 
[rome: bretschneider, 1985], 91–92, pl. 9a).

191. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 161.
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ment of the hubristic adonis and his triumph over a serpent-like giant on 
a griffin-led chariot.192 From here the relief concentrates on the local asian 
marsyas myth, with another scene of the punishment of hybris, leading to 
the eventual apotheosis of apollo and his crowning by the nymphs.193 in 
the final section of the relief, apollo is identified as the god of purification 
and as the god musagetes, the conductor of the choir of the muses.194 The 
relief culminates in the personification of Tyche (Fortune) of hierapolis.195

(2) The artemis cycle of reliefs parallels the progression of the apollo 
cycle.196 The birth of artemis progresses from her infancy to her matura-
tion as the huntress goddess, symbolized by another chariot scene with 
artemis as the driver.197 another example of the punishment of hybris is 
displayed in the images of artemis killing the fleeing daughters of niobe.198 
The local anatolian myths about artemis are preferred to classical tradi-
tions about the goddess, with imagery derived from the annual procession 
from ephesus, along the sacred Way, to artemis’s sanctuary, as well as 
scenes of cultic sacrifice and the divinities (dike, nemesis) from the asian 
athletic contests.199

(3) Further reliefs, found on the upper orders of the theater, show the 
god dionysos. his presence on these reliefs is appropriate because he is 
the god “who presides over all dramatic performance, (and) reinforces the 
significance of the muses.”200 The allusion back to the deities musagetes 
and the muses in the apollo cycle is clear enough.

(4) on the central block of the porta regia above the doorway, various 
reliefs of the imperial family of septimius severus are depicted.201 rather 
than the roman ruler in rome being personally disconnected from the 

192. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 162–165, figs. 142a and 142b.
193. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 162, figs. 142a 6, 7 and 163, figs. 142a 8, 9, 

10. For details of the myth, see price, “local mythologies in the greek east,” 118.
194. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 164–5, fig. 142b.
195. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 165, fig. 142b 16.
196. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 171–75, esp. figs. 150a and 150b.
197. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 172, fig. 150a 1, 2 and 173, fig. 150a 3.
198. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 172, fig. 150a 4. For details of the myth, see 

price, “local mythologies in the greek east,” 118–19.
199. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 175, fig. 150b 5, 6, 7, 8; 176.
200. d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 139.
201. on the central section, ng, Manipulation of Memory, 127–35; benson, Cre-

ation of Shared Memory, 34–38. on the left and right sections of the port regia reliefs, 
omitted here, 30–34.
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eastern provinces, this relief probably alludes to severus’s visits to the prov-
ince of asia in 194 and 202 Ce.202 hierapolis was intimately connected 
to the imperial family by virtue of the fact that one of their prominent 
citizens, the sophist aelieus antipater, was tutor to severus’s sons geta 
and Caracalla (philostratus, Vit. soph. 2.24). Finally, other nearby figures 
show (probably) agon crowning himself and a figure epigraphically iden-
tified as agonothesia (Αγωνο[θε]σία), alluding to the local pythian games.203 
another figure personifies the city hierapolis, placed alongside the local 
god of the Chrysorhoas river.204

What do we make of this rich interplay of apolline, artemesian, 
and imperial motifs at the theater of hierapolis? The apolline connec-
tion underscores the presence of the oracular at hierapolis and apollo’s 
healing and purifying powers over a local plague.205 This connection was 
also present in an oracle articulating the triumph of artemis over (the 
perceived) sorcerer’s infliction of a plague at sardis.206 specific motifs 
from local myth are emphasized in the cycles of apollo and artemis as 
opposed to the generic myths ubiquitously found abroad. The punishment 
of hybris in each cycle warns hierapolis to be faithful and submissive to 
her local gods and goddesses. The local artemis traditions of hierapolis 
are brought into dialogue with the artemis traditions of ephesus, con-
veying the impression of a shared past.207 The crowning of artemis by 
the nymphs would link the myth directly with the nymphaeum of the 
Tritons, which was soon afterwards dedicated at hierapolis (ca. 218–236 
Ce).208

202. benson, Creation of Shared Memory, 39–42.
203. ritti, Hierapolis I, 61, pl. 2a.
204. note the two inscriptional acclamations of hierapolis: “prosper, o hierapo-

lis!”; “great fortune of the city!” (ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §22). see also 
ritti, Hierapolis I, 62, pl. 2a.

205. ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §§16, 38.
206. James r. harrison, “artemis Triumphs over a sorcerer’s evil art,” NewDocs 

10 (2012): 37–47.
207. benson, Creation of Shared Memory, 27.
208.  see Francesco d’andria, “gods and amazons in the nymphaeums of hier-

apolis,” in Roman Sculpture in Asia Minor: Proceedings of the International Confer-
ence, May 24–26, 2007, Cavallino (Lecce), ed. Francesco d’andria and ilaria romeo, 
Jrasup81 (portsmouth: Journal of roman archaeology, 2011), 150–72. For the nym-
phaeum’s dedications, see ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §12. note the third 
century epigram honoring hierapolis for its nymphs (§21): “sacred town, town of 
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last, these mythic traditions are entwined with imperial cult, given 
resonance by the roman ruler’s visits to asia and the strong connection 
of hierapolis with the imperial family. d. Yi-man ng proposes that the 
emperor “is shown as but one of the devotees, albeit the most exalted one, 
of hierapolis’ local cults.”209 While this interpretation is possible in terms 
of the iconography, the dedicatory inscription in the theater points to the 
status equivalence of septimius severus, marcus aurelius, septimius geta, 
and Julia domna with apollo archegetes and the ancestral gods.210 The 
central position of septimius severus and his family in the upper level of 
the theater’s decoration, with the personified hierapolis to the imperial 
family’s left, reinforces the message of equivalence. elsewhere in the the-
ater, reliefs of the old pergameme kings, attalus and eumenes, also appear, 
affirming the fact that the romans and their gods are the legitimate suc-
cessors to the ruler cult of the pergameme royalty.211

2. epigraphic Vignettes of hierapolis

2.1. The indigenous gods of hierapolis

at the outset we might ask how worship of the indigenous gods adapted 
to the arrival of the imperial cult at hierapolis.212 While there are dedica-
tions to the roman rulers for their beneficence at hierapolis and honorific 
monuments erected by their clients at laodicea,213 the inscriptions of 
hierapolis are fascinating for the way that the roman rulers and their 
family are often linked with the indigenous deities in the initial address 
to the ruler: for example, gaius Caesar, son of augustus, and Zeus; apollo 

gold, may you own the most advantageous territory of all of vast asia, lady of the 
nymphs, adorned by the splendour of (your) waters.”

209. ng, Manipulation of Memory, 142–43.
210. ng, Manipulation of Memory, 236–37; ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, 

§24 (206–208 Ce).
211. ritti, Hierapolis I, 119–20; price, “local mythologies in the greek east,” 124.
212. For discussion of the imperial cult at hierapolis, see ritti, Hierapolis di Frigia 

IX, 132–37.
213. e.g., Titus: ilaodikeia 9 [l. 9: φιλόκαισαρ ἐκ τῶν ἰδίων]; domitian: ilaodikeia 

24. ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §10. note also the dedication to apotheosized 
livia (Λιβίαν θεάν) in Tullia ritti and h. hüseyin baysal, eds., Museo Archeologico di 
Denizli-Hierapolis: Catalogo delle iscrizioni greche e latine (naples: liguori editore, 
2008), §48: For hadrian, see §19: “to [hadrian] olympios and panhellenios.”
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archegetes, the protecting deity of the city, and severus alexander; Zeus 
olympios, the ancestral gods, and hadrian.214 From the beginning of 
the Julio-Claudian era, some of the local asian mints either identify the 
roman ruler and his family with various deities or the local deity with the 
goddess roma on their coins.215

The roman rulers were also occasionally involved in official deci-
sions regarding the rights of the indigenous cults. in a letter of hadrian 
to hierapolis, which was returned with the city’s ambassadors upon 
their congratulating him at rome with a gold crown at his accession to 
power, the roman ruler reaffirmed the rights of shelter (asylium: “place 
of refuge”) at their sanctuaries.216 This was a prestigious honor and a 
rare privilege, given that Tiberius had formerly abolished such rights in 
asia (Tacitus, Ann. 3.60–63; suetonius, Tib. 37). Furthermore, hadrian 
sent back the crown with the ambassadors, not because he was snubbing 
hierapolis (indeed, contra: “feeling satisfied by the honor”), but rather, on 
account of the enormous expense of the crown, he was returning it as an 
unexpected benefaction.

in addition to dispensing asylum, the indigenous gods could dispense 
punishment.217 insight into the invocation of the retribution of the indig-

214. gaius Caesar: ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §34. apollo archegetes: 
note the prayer: “may the archegetes be propitious to you” (ritti, Epigraphic Guide to 
Hierapolis, §22). severus alexander: ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §12; see also 
§14 [unnamed emperor]). see also ritti and baysal, Museo Archeologico di Denizli-
Hierapolis, §29: “to Zeus sotēr and to the divine augusti.” Zeus olympios: ritti, Epi-
graphic Guide to Hierapolis, §20.

215. For example, on the reverse of a leaded bronze coin from smyrna, livia is 
shown as aphrodite (RPC 1.1.2467 [augusta]), drusilla as persephone (RPC 1.1.2473 
[Caligulan]), and poppaea as nike (RPC 1.1.2486 [neronian]). in the case of ephesus, 
on the reverse of a copper coin roma stands, holding the scepter and cult statue of 
artemis (RPC 1.1.2632). sometimes an entirely roman emphasis is articulated. on a 
brass coin of Tiberius from smyrna (RPC 1.1.2469), the obverse displays the senate 
and livia, whereas the reverse renders a temple with four columns enclosing a statue 
of the emperor as pontifex. no identification with any indigenous deity is made in this 
instance. The Flavian coins from asia universally identify the roman ruler or family 
member with indigenous deities by coupling his/her image on the obverse with a deity 
on the reverse.

216. ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §36: hadrian says, “as far as the rights 
of asylum that were given to your ancestral gods by the kings and emperors and senate, 
that have been ratified even by the divine Trajan, i [confirm] them as well.”

217. For the inscriptions of the indigenous deities at hierapolis, see ritti and 
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enous gods is afforded by the imprecation of p. ail. apollinarios makedon 
against potential desecrators of his and his wife’s tomb at hierapolis. after 
outlining the fines against those who might interfere with the burial site, 
the inscription (second half of second century Ce) on the blocks beneath 
the entablature above the tomb’s entrance then says:

The man who does anything against the prescriptions will be liable to 
fines, and may he not know the pleasure of children and of life, may 
the earth be not accessible and the sea not navigable, but may he die 
with all sufferings, childless [ἄκτενος] and destitute [ἄβιος] and deformed 
[πήρος], and may he find after his death the gods of the underworld pun-
ishing and enraged, both the man who has ordered it to be built or made, 
and the workman.218

The unusual savagery of the retributive justice invoked in this particular 
inscription can be deduced from the fact that among J. strubbe’s collec-
tion of 404 imprecations,219 ἄβιος and πήρος (literally, “disabled in a limb,” 
“maimed”) are only found in this inscription. otherwise the imprecation 
is entirely conventional.

last, usually little is revealed in the honorific inscriptions regarding 
the rituals of the indigenous cults, other than the glimpses we receive, for 
example, in the honoring of an ephesian priestess of artemis, whom i have 
discussed elsewhere (ieph 3.987).220 but an inscription from hierapolis 
reveals on what days the priest Tiberius Julius myndios was to make liba-
tions and sacrifices to Zeus, presentations of new roses, bathing for Zeus, 
and sacrifices for the deia after the augustus day.221 such cultic knowl-

baysal, Museo Archeologico di Denizli-Hierapolis, §§27–47. see also their accompany-
ing iconography in plates §§31a, 31b, 32–34, 42. For discussion, see ritti, Hierapolis 
di Frigia IX, 99–129. 

218. Johann strubbe, ed., ΑΡΑΙ ΕΡΙΤΥΜΒΙΟΙ: Imprecation against Desecrators 
of the Grave in the Greek Epitaphs of Asia Minor; A Catalogue (bonn: rudolf habelt, 
1997), §285.9–12 (= Walther Judeich, “inschriften,” in Altertümer von Hierapolis, ed. 
Carl humann [berlin: reimer, 1898], §339). For a picture of the tomb and the entabla-
ture on which the inscription is, see ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, 57.

219. strubbe, ΑΡΑΙ ΕΡΙΤΥΜΒΙΟΙ, passim. note the ephesian curse against 
impiety and sacrilege in a synhedrion decree regulating the annual sacrifices to the 
emperor Commodus for his eternal continuance (ieph ia 26.10, 22–23).

220. James r. harrison, “Family honour of a priestess of artemis,” NewDocs 10 
(2012): 34–35.

221. ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §37 (117–137 Ce).
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edge, taken for granted by its adherents and casual observers, is seldom 
revealed epigraphically. Finally, it is important to realize that benefactors 
of the indigenous private associations could also be sponsors of the impe-
rial cult in various capacities in the public sphere: the elites sought honor 
on multiple fronts.

2.2. benefactors of hierapolis

in the case of hierapolis, an archgallos, the head of the college of worship-
ers of Cybele and attis, “has taken decorous care and has served the gods 
in a way worthy of the praise.”222 again at hierapolis, the latin-named 
pompeianus dedicates a statue of Tyche to apollo archegetes for his posi-
tion of stephanephoros (holder of apollo’s sacred crown) and agoranomos 
(inspector of the market).223 Without the eastern mediterranean elites 
heavily funding the official civic cults and festivals, local association activi-
ties, the gods of the gymnasia and the games, including filling their various 
priesthoods, we would not be witnessing the strong revitalization of tra-
ditional indigenous religion during the first three centuries Ce. examples 
of other traditional civic benefactions can also be cited, such as the hon-
orific list of the financiers of a building or the temple and stoas funded by 
glykon, son of the priest Teimoxenos.224 again, without the wealthy elites 
and the honorific culture driving them, the city would not have been able 
to afford the beautifying of its public spaces.225

222. ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §27. on the archaeology of the pluto-
nium (“place of pluto”) and the castrated priests of Cybele who descended into the 
small cave at hierapolis, see Francesco d’andria, Cehennem‘Den Cennet’e Hierapo-
lis (Pamukkale): Ploutonion Aziz Philippus’un Mezari ve Kutsal Alani (istanbul: ege 
Yayinlari, 2014), written in Turkish; d’andria, “nature and Cult in the Ploutonion of 
hierapolis before and after the Colony,” in Landscape and History in the Lykos Valley: 
Laodikeia and Hierapolis in Phrygia, eds. Celal Şimşek and Francesco d’andria (new-
castle upon Tyne: Cambridge scholars publishing, 2017), 207–40. larry J. Kreitzer 
(“The plutonium of hierapolis and the descent of Christ into the ‘lowermost parts 
of the earth’ (ephesians 4:9),” Bib 79 [1998]: 381–93) has argued that the plutonium 
is the geographical location that paul wants his ephesian auditors to imagine when he 
speaks of Christ entering the lowermost parts of the earth (eph 4:9). For a picture of 
the entrance to the plutonium, see d’andria, Hierapolis of Phrygia, 142, fig. 125.

223. ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, §43.
224. ritti et al., Museo Archaeologicodi Denizli-Hierapolis, §§22–23.
225. it would be unwise to restrict the contribution of building at hierapolis to 
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2.3. spectacles at hierapolis

We have already discussed the gladiatorial spectacles that were held at 
laodicea’s stadium, along with the gladiator inscriptions and the ico-
nography of their funeral stelae in the city. We have a similar wealth of 
information for spectacles at hierapolis.226 several examples will suffice.

a singular epigram from a gladiator stela at hierapolis reveals how its 
honorand, stephanos, died. The epigram arouses pathos through its expla-
nation of the circumstances leading up to his death. despite his display 
of courage and being crowned for victories in ten contests, stephanos is 
nevertheless disconsolate. The reason, it seems, is that before he died he 
had to kill, probably in gladiatorial combat, a companion who had saved 
his life on another occasion. The gladiatorial cycle of bouts, if the competi-
tor was to survive and be successful, sometimes involved heart-wrenching 
decisions for the combatant:

First celebrated in stadiums, i met death
after killing an opponent filled with unreasoning hate.
my name is stephanos; crowned ten times in contest,
i die and in the long ages i will remain encircled
in the womb of the earth; but my courage never left me,
before with my hands i had to come to kill the defender of my life.
polychronis made the inscription in memory.227

the elite benefactors alone. note the inscription dedicated to the citizen of herapolis, 
m. aur. ammianos, who devised a water-powered twin saw for cutting stones for 
civic building projects. For the third century Ce inscription and the iconography of 
the device on the sarcophagus relief, see Tullia ritti, Klaus grewe and paul Kessner, 
“a relief of a Water-powered stone saw mill on a sarcophagus at hierapolis and its 
implications,” JRA 20 (2007): 139–63.

226. For the inscriptions, see ritti, Fonti Letterarie ed Epigraphi, 97–101; robert, 
Les gladiateurs dans l‘orient grec, §§121–126. see also ritti et al., Museo Archaeologi-
codi Denizli-Hierapolis, §§62–63, plates 62–63. For description of the iconography, see 
Carter, Presentation of Gladiatorial Spectacles, “Catalogue of inscriptions,” §§341–348. 
on gladiators at hierapolis, see Tullia ritti and salim Yilmaz, Gladiatori e venationes 
a Hierapolis di Frigia (rome: accademia naz. dei lincei, 1998); ritti, Hierapolis di 
Frigia IX, 181–86. For victors at the athletic and artistic games held at hierapolis, see 
ritti et al., Museo Archaeologicodi Denizli-Hierapolis, §§60–61. For discussion of the 
games, see ritti, Hierapolis di Frigia IX, 168–81.

227. ritti, Fonti Letterarie ed Epigraphi, 97–98 (= robert, Les gladiateurs dans 
l‘orient grec, §124). The translation is indebted to ritti. 
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last, what light does the iconography of the hierapolis stelae throw 
upon the new Testament? We will focus on two important reliefs which 
depict prisoners condemned to death by the beasts (damnatio ad bestias) 
in the arena.228 First, a graphic relief shows three loin-clothed men, crimi-
nals to be executed in the arena, walking towards the right in a procession 
with eyes cast down towards the ground. each man carries a placard over 
his right shoulder and has a rope draped around his neck.229 There are, 
however, no indications of any beasts in the relief, but dismemberment by 
wild animals would have been a typical punishment. nevertheless, paul 
was well aware of the potency of visual imagery like this throughout the 
roman empire. in 1 Cor 4:9b the dishonored apostles are depicted as shuf-
fling last of all into the Corinthian theater, appointed to die or perform 
there for the entertainment of the highly honored, including the celestial 
audience (1 Cor 4:9b). significantly, the visual dimensions of shame in the 
hierapolis relief (placards, downcast eyes, neck rope) are also reflected in 
the terminology of shame (μωροί, ἀσθενεῖς, ἄτιμοι) that paul applies to the 
apostles (1 Cor 4:10) so that, in a paradoxical reversal of status, the Cor-
inthians might become wise (φρόνιμοι), strong (ἰσχυροί), and honorable 
(ἔνδοξοι) in Christ.230

second, a partially mutilated relief displays the execution of a con-
demned man. The man, covered by an undergarment, is tied to a pole across 
his chest, with his legs and arms free. To his left a large bear, clambering up 
the pole, begins to tear him apart. The horror and cruelty of the scene is 
not avoided, with greater precision of rendering being given to the bear.231 
again, in 1 Cor 15:32, the apostle graphically says he fought with wild beasts 
at ephesus, so much so that, rather than this merely being a metaphorical 
reference, some commentators from the past have wondered whether the 
apostle actually did fight wild animals in the city’s amphitheater.232

228. For a highly weathered relief showing diverse scenes of gladiators and a 
bound wild animal, see robert, Les gladiateurs dans l‘orient grec, §123; ritti, Fonti 
Letterarie ed Epigraphi, 100 plate 11b; Carter, Presentation of Gladiatorial Spectacles, 
“Catalogue of inscriptions,” §344.

229. ritti, Fonti Letterarie ed Epigraphi, 102 plate 13.
230. see James r. harrison, “paul and ancient Civic ethics: redefining the 

Canon of honour in the graeco-roman World,” in Paul’s Graeco-Roman Context, ed. 
Cilliers breytenbach, beTl 277 (leuven: peeters, 2015), 75–118.

231. ritti, Fonti Letterarie ed Epigraphi, 102–3, plate 12d.
232. robert e. osborne, “paul and the Wild beasts,” JBL 85 (1966): 225–30. 

more recently, the majority of scholars, however, have regarded the reference in 1 Cor 
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2.4. The Jews of hierapolis: The Family Tomb of p. aelius glykon and 
aurelia amia in the northern necropolis

philip a. harland has extensively treated the Jewish inscriptional evidence 
of hierapolis.233 all the Jewish inscriptions are found on either tombs or 
sarcophagi, either in the northern (IJO 2.189, 192–194, 198, 201–203, 205–
209) or eastern (IJO 2.188, 196) necropoleis, or elsewhere in tumuli tombs 
closer to the city (IJO 2.200, 204). These are sometimes accompanied by 
Jewish symbols such as the menorah (seven-branched candlestick), the 
lulav (palm branch), the ritual trumpet made from the horn of a ram, and 
a (messianic?) lion.234 The inscriptions are entirely conventional. There 
are the names of the interred, sometimes the explicit identification of the 
interred as Ἰουδαίου or Ἰουδέων, warnings against the violation of the tomb, 
the fines to be paid “to the people of the Judaeans” if there were a violation 
(IJO 2.206)235 and, last, a copy of the inscription in the civic archives (pace, 
a Judean archive: IJO 2.205).

The intriguing exception to the rule is the tomb of p. aelius glykon236 
and his wife aurelia amia, the inscription of which is cited in part below 
(IJO 2.196.5–11: late second–third century Ce):

15:30–32 as metaphorical: abraham J. malherbe, “The beasts at ephesus,” in Paul and 
the Popular Philosophers (minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 79–89; l. l. Welborn, “paul’s 
spectacle metaphor in 1 Corinthians 15:30–32,” The Bible and Critical Theory 8 (2012): 
39–51.

233. philip a. harland, “acculturation and identity in the diaspora: a Jewish 
Family and ‘pagan’ guilds at hierapolis,” in The Religious History of the Roman Empire: 
Pagans, Jews, and Christians, ed. John a. north and simon r. F. price (oxford: oxford 
University press, 2011), 385–418; harland, North Coast of the Black Sea, Asia Minor, 
vol. 2 of Greco-Roman Associations: Texts, Translations and Commentary, bZnW 204 
(berlin: de gruyter, 2014), §116. see also a. Thomas Kraabel, Judaism in Western Asia 
Minor under the Roman Empire: With a Preliminary Study of the Jewish Community at 
Sardis, Lydia (Cambridge: harvard University library, 1969), 125–29. also, see elena 
miranda, “la communità giudaica di hierapolis di Frigia,” EA 31 (1999): 109–55.

234. For the tomb of the Jew mar(cus) aur(elius) philoumenos streneion, with 
menora, lalav and trumpet symbols flanking the entry, see ritti, Epigraphic Guide to 
Hierapolis, §54 fig. 18 (= IJO 2.203). For messianic lion and menorah on the family 
“(grave) of the Judaeans,” see harland, “acculturation and identity in the diaspora,” 
389, fig. 11.1 (= IJO 2.187).

235. Fines were also paid to civic institutions (IJO 2.192, 193, 198, 199, 200, 202, 
204) and the gerousia (IJO 2.189).

236. The name could be either “p. aelius glykon, son of Zeuxis aelianus” (har-
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he (aelius) left behind 200 denarii for the grave-crowning ceremony to 
the most holy presidency of the purple-dyers, so that it would produce 
from the interest enough for each to take a share in the seventh month237 
during the festival of the Unleavened bread. likewise he also left behind 
150 denarii for the grave-crowning ceremony to the association of car-
pet-weavers, so that the revenues from the interest should be distributed, 
half to the festival of Kalends on the eighth day of the fourth month238 
and half during the festival of pentecost.

here we see depicted a citizen’s experience of the religious pluralism and 
multiple identities of hierapolis. The competing religious affiliations of 
the city collide in the social lives of the city’s inhabitants and demand 
allegiance at various levels, depending upon one’s professional, cultic, 
ethnic and client-patron obligations. note (1) the presence of local trades 
associations (purple-dyers, carpet-weavers), among which were people of 
diverse social and ethnic status;239 (2) the calendrical observance of the 
traditional festivals by the Jews (Unleavened bread, pentecost); (3) the 
romanization of hierapolis evidenced by its observance of the roman 
calendar (the celebration of the roman new Year festival of the Kalends); 
and (4) the practice of indigenous funerary rituals of hierapolis (the 
grave-crowning ceremony).

an important question emerges at this stage, but one without a defini-
tive answer. is aelius—most likely a roman citizen240—a native-born Jew, a 
god-fearer, or a gentile attracted by Jewish customs?241 Certainty is unachiev-
able. most probably the family’s choice of the festival days of Unleavened 
bread and pentecost for the performance of the grave ceremonies on behalf 

land, “acculturation and identity in the diaspora,” 395 n. 19) or “p. aelius glykonia-
nos Zeuxainos aelianus” (IJO 2.196).

237. march–april.
238. 1 January.
239. on whether the ethnic membership of these two associations in our inscrip-

tion were Jewish, gentile, or a mixture of both, see harland, “acculturation and iden-
tity in the diaspora,” 405–9. harland and Kraabel (Judaism in Western Asia Minor, 
134–35) opt for a mixed constituency, whereas miranda (“la communità giudaica di 
hierapolis di Frigia,” 140–45) opts for a Jewish constituency. For the inscriptions relat-
ing to the associations of hierapolis, see ascough, Associations in the Greco-Roman 
World, §§148–158.

240. harland, “acculturation and identity in the diaspora,” 397–98.
241. harland, “acculturation and identity in the diaspora,” 396–97.



58 alan h. Cadwallader and James r. harrison

of the family points to Jewish extraction.242 if this inference is correct, more 
puzzling is the inclusion of the grave ceremonies on the feast of Kalends, 
given that various Jewish prohibitions were placed on commerce before 
and, though disputed by some rabbis, after the roman festivals, including 
Kalends (m. avod. Zar. 1:1–3). however, this sensitivity expressed by the 
Tannaim in the mishnah regarding any Jewish association with the gen-
tiles during the roman festivals was not reflected in the more acculturated 
and romanized urban life of hierapolis. are we witnessing here a collision 
between the ideals of Jewish piety and the practical realities of routine urban 
life in the Jewish diaspora?

Finally, aelius’s arrangements reveal what was the common custom 
for grave-ceremonies at hierapolis.243 one paid the local associations to 
act as burial societies, arranging the family interment for the grieving 
relatives and the maintenance of ongoing grave ceremonies for posterity.244 
however, the fact that aelius does not mention that he is a purple-dyer 
or carpet-weaver in the inscription makes it unlikely that he belonged 
to either association.245 aelius’s transaction regarding his family burial, 
therefore, was an entirely financial and organizational matter, reflect-
ing no personal commitment to the local associations of hierapolis and 
their associated cults. Consequently, the document is striking testimony 
to how well the Jews had assimilated to the culture of asia cities, with-
out compromising their core covenantal identity. surprisingly, funerary 
segregation between gentiles and Jews was not the rule in the diaspora, if 
the Jewish adoption of the burial customs of hierapolis for their families 
is representative.246

Conclusion

although Colossae is characterized as the poor relative among the 
family of our three lycus Valley cities, to borrow Cadwallader’s words, 
the epigraphic remains of the city and its coinage reveal a complex and 
self-assured community, notwithstanding the fact that our knowledge is 

242. harland, North Coast of the Black Sea, 173.
243. harland, North Coast of the Black Sea, 173.
244. harland, North Coast of the Black Sea, 170–72.
245. harland, “acculturation and identity,” 406 n. 49.
246. Éric rebillard, The Care of the Dead in Late Antiquity (ithaca: Cornell Uni-

versity press, 2009), 22.



 perspectives on the lycus Valley 59

severely hampered by the fact that it awaits excavation in the modern era. 
The wealth of material and epigraphic evidence available for hierapolis 
and laodicea gives us keen insight into the romanized phrygian culture 
of the valley, including its Jewish communities living within its territory, 
as well as affording us strong insight into the civic and mythological iden-
tity of each polis. We have noted several strong intersections with the 
new Testament documents that help to enrich exegesis of the texts. Until 
Colossae itself is finally excavated, perhaps the archaeological, epigraphic, 
numismatic, and iconographic evidence of hierapolis and laodicea can 
continue to provide some indirect light from the lycus Valley on the epis-
tle to the Colossians.
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nysa, attuda, laodicée et Colosses.” BCH 11 (1887): 346–54. 

Concannon, C. W. “‘not for an olive Wreath, but our lives’: gladiators, 
athletes, and early Christian bodies.” JBL 133 (2014): 193–214.

Corsten, Thomas. Die Inschriften von Laodikeia am Lykos. bonn: dr rudolf 
habelt gmbh, 1997.

dain, alphonse. Inscriptions grecques du Musée du Louvre: Les textes 
inédits. paris: belles lettres, 1933.

d’andria, Francesco. Cehennem‘Den Cennet’e Hierapolis (Pamukkale): 
Ploutonion Aziz Philippus’un Mezari ve Kutsal Alani. istanbul: ege 
Yayinlari, 2014.

———. “gods and amazons in the nymphaeums of hierapolis.” pages 
150–72 in Roman Sculpture in Asia Minor: Proceedings of the Interna-
tional Conference, May 24–26, 2007, Cavallino (Lecce). edited by Fran-
cesco d’andria and ilaria romeo. Jrasup 81. portsmouth: Journal of 
roman archaeology, 2011.

———. “hierapolis of phrygia: its evolution in hellenistic and roman 
Times.” pages 96–115 in Urbanism in Western Asia Minor: New Stud-
ies on Aphrodisias, Ephesos, Hierapolis, Pergamon, Perge and Xanthos. 
edited by david parrish. Jrasup. 45. portsmouth, Journal of roman 
archaeology, 2001.

———. Hierapolis of Phrygia (Pamukkale): An Archaeological Guide. Trans-
lated by p. arthur. istanbul: ege Yayinlari, 2010.

———. “nature and Cult in the Ploutonion of hierapolis before and after 
the Colony.” pages 207–40 in Landscape and History in the Lykos Valley: 
Laodikeia and Hierapolis in Phrygia. edited by Celal Şimşek and Fran-
cesco d’andria. newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge scholars, 2017.



 perspectives on the lycus Valley 63

d’andria, Francesco, and Tullia ritti. Hierapolis II: Le sculture del teatro; 
I rilievi con I cicli di Apollo e Artemide. archaeologica 54. rome: 
bretschneider, 1985.

duman, b., and e. Konakçi. “The silent Witness of the mound of Colossae: 
pottery remains.” pages 247–81 in Colossae in Space and Time: Link-
ing to an Ancient City. edited by alan h. Cadwallader and michael 
Trainor. göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 2011.

emrys-evans, d. “notes on the Consonants in the greek of asia minor.” 
ClQ 12 (1918): 162–70.

Fairchild, mark r. “laodicea’s ‘lukewarm’ legacy: Conflicts of prosperity 
in an ancient Christian City.” BAR (march/april 2017): 31–39, 67–68.

Flavius philostratus. On Heroes. Translated by ellen bradshaw aitken and 
Jennifer K. berenson mclean. atlanta: society of biblical literature, 
2001.

Foss, C. History and Archaeology of Byzantine Asia Minor. aldershot, 
hampshire: Variorum, 1990.

Foster, paul. Colossians. bnTC. london: T&T Clark, 2016.
French, david. Roman Roads and Milestones of Asia Minor: An Interim 

Catalogue of Milestones. Vol. 2.1. baris 392. oxford: british institute 
of archaeology at ankara, 1988.

gagniers, Jean des. “première partie: introduction historique.” pages 1–11 
in Laodicée du Lycos: Le Nymphée Campagnes 1961–1963. edited by 
Jean des gagniers et al. paris: Éditions e. de boccard, 1969.

gagniers Jean des, et al. Laodicée du Lycos: Le Nymphée Campagnes 1961–
1963. edited by paris: Éditions e. de boccard, 1969.

halfmann, h. Itinera principum: Geschichte und Typologie der Kaiserreisen 
im Römischen Reich. stuttgart: steiner, 1986.

hamilton, W. J. Researches in Asia Minor, Pontus and Armenia. 2 vols. 
london: J. murray, 1842.

harland, philip a. “acculturation and identity in the diaspora: a Jewish 
Family and ‘pagan’ guilds at hierapolis.” pages 385–418 in The Reli-
gious History of the Roman Empire: Pagans, Jews, and Christians. 
edited by John a. north and simon r. F. price. oxford: oxford Uni-
versity press, 2011. 

———. North Coast of the Black Sea, Asia Minor. Vol. 2 of Greco-Roman 
Associations: Texts, Translations and Commentary. bZnW 204. berlin: 
de gruyter, 2014.

harrison, James r. “artemis Triumphs over a sorcerer’s evil art.” New-
Docs 10 (2012): 37–47.



64 alan h. Cadwallader and James r. harrison

———. “an epigraphic portrait of ephesus and its Villages.” pages 1–67 in 
The First Urban Churches 3: Ephesus. edited by James r. harrison and 
l. l. Welborn. atlanta: sbl press, 2018.

———. “The erasure of honour: paul and the politics of dishonour.” 
TynBul 66.2 (2016): 161–84.

———. “excavating the Urban and Country life of roman philippi and its 
Territory.” pages 1–61 in The First Urban Churches 4: Roman Philippi. 
edited by James r. harrison and l. l. Welborn. atlanta: sbl press, 
2018.

———. “‘The Fading Crown’: divine honour and the early Christians.” JTS 
54 (2003): 493–529.

———. “Family honour of a priestess of artemis.” NewDocs 10 (2012): 
30–36.

———. “paul and the Agōnothetai at Corinth: engaging the Civic Values 
of antiquity.” pages 271–326 in The First Urban Churches 2: Roman 
Corinth. edited by James r. harrison and l. l. Welborn. atlanta: sbl 
press, 2016.

———. “paul and ancient Civic ethics: redefining the Canon of honour 
in the graeco-roman World.” pages 75–118 in Paul’s Graeco-Roman 
Context. edited by Cilliers breytenbach. beTl 277. leuven: peeters, 
2015.

———. “paul and the gymnasiarchs: Two approaches to pastoral Forma-
tion in antiquity.” pages 141–78 in Paul: Jew, Greek, and Roman; Pau-
line Studies. edited by stanley e. porter. Vol. 5. leiden: brill, 2008.

horsley, g. h. r. “homer in pisidia: aspects of the history of greek edu-
cation in a remote roman province.” Antichthon 34 (2000): 46–81.

horst, peter W. van der. Ancient Jewish Epitaphs: An Introductory Survey 
of a Millennium of Jewish Funerary Epigraphy (300 BCE–700 CE). 
Kampen: Kok pharos, 1991.

huber, lynn r. “making men in rev 2–3: reading the seven messages in 
the bath-gymnasiums of asia minor.” pages 101–28 in Stones, Bones, 
and the Sacred: Essays on Material Culture and Ancient Religion in 
Honor of Dennis E. Smith. edited by alan h. Cadwallader. eCl 21. 
atlanta: sbl press, 2016.

humann, Carl, et al., eds. Altertümer von Hierapolis. berlin: reimer, 1898.
huttner, Ulrich. Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley. Translated by david 

green. aJeC 85; early Christianity in asia minor 1. leiden: brill, 
2013.



 perspectives on the lycus Valley 65

Johnson, sherman e. “early Christianity in asia minor.” JBL 77 (1958): 
1–17.

Johnston, ann. “hierapolis revisited.” NumC 144 (1984): 52–80.
Jones, Tamara. “seating and spectacle in the graeco-roman World.” phd 

diss., mcmaster University, 2008.
Judeich, Walther. “inschriften.” pages 67–179 in Altertümer von Hierapolis. 

edited by Carl humann. berlin: reimer, 1898.
Kagan, Y. o., and o. Y. neverov. Le Destin d’une Collection: 500 pierres 

gravées du Duc d’Orléans. saint petersburg: musée de l’hermitage, 
2001.

Kahil, lilly. “la sculpture.” pages 187–226 in Laodicée du Lycos: Le Nym-
phée Campagnes 1961–1963. edited by Jean des gagniers et al. paris: 
de boccard, 1969.

Kearsley, rosalinde a. “epigraphic evidence for the social impact of 
roman government in laodicea and hierapolis.” pages 130–50 in 
Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to an Ancient City. edited by alan 
h. Cadwallader and michael Trainor. nToa 94. göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & ruprecht, 2011.

Koester, Craig r. “The message to laodicea and the problem of its local 
Context: a study of the imagery in rev 3:14–22.” NTs 49 (2003): 407–
24.

Kokkinia, Christina. “The inscriptions of boubon: a Catalogue.” pages 
27–126 in Boubon: The Inscriptions and Archaeological Remains; 
A Survey 2004–2006. edited by C. Kokkinia. ΜΕΛΕΤΗΜΑΤΑ 60. 
athens: de boccard, 2008. 

Konakçi, erim. “The lykos Valley during the second millenium bC.” pages 
79–107 in Landscape and History in the Lykos Valley: Laodikeia and 
Hierapolis in Phrygia. edited by Celal Şimşek and Francesco d’andria. 
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part 2 
responses to Ulrich huttner’s perspectives 

on the lycus Valley





Colossians, hierapolitan Coins—and the  
Young bearers of hope

Ulrich Huttner

at about the same time when paul was in contact with the Christian 
community at Colossae, perhaps some years before, m. syillios (suillius) 
antiochos, who held the post of a grammateus in hierapolis, had the 
responsibility of issuing a series of coins (RPC 1.2969–2973) to celebrate 
the reigning emperor Claudius together with his sons, britannicus, his 
own son, and nero, who had been adopted in 50 Ce.1 antiochos had kept 
good relations with senatorial circles, since at the beginning of the fifties 
p. suillius rufus, the then governor of asia, had rewarded the excellent 
notable from hierapolis with roman citizenship.2

Five pieces belong to the series of coins.3 on the obverse of two of 
them can be seen the laureate portrait of Claudius, while the reverse 
shows the god of hierapolis: apollo, one classical version with the lyra 
and another indigenous version with the double axe.4 on the next two 
coins can be found the portraits of the princes: britannicus, about ten 

Thanks to Julien ogereau for improving my english.
1. For dating the letter to philemon, see Ulrich huttner, Early Christianity in the 

Lycus Valley, trans. david green, aJeC 85; early Christianity in asia minor 1 (leiden: 
brill, 2013), 98–102: during the 50s or early 60s of the first century.

2. on p. suillius rufus, see Werner eck, “suillius 3,” DNP 11:1092–93; steven h. 
rutledge, Imperial Inquisitions: Prosecutors and Informants from Tiberius to Domitian 
(london: routledge, 2001), 270–1; PIR 7.22 (2006): 357–58. For the grant of roman 
citizenship by the governor, see bernard holtheide, Römische Bürgerrechtspolitik und 
römische Neubürger in der Provinz Asia (Freiburg: hochschulverlag, 1983), 20. in the 
case of m. suillius antiochos, holtheide (Römische Bürgerrechtspolitik, 66) thinks of 
the influence of m. suillius nerullinus (cos. 50), the son of p. suillius rufus.

3. see the appendix to this chapter.
4. on different forms of apollo in hierapolis, see saskia Kerschbaum, “die apol-
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years old, and nero—some years older. They have the faces of boys, while 
the reverses display cultic motifs: two crowns on a table—the prizes of 
festival games—and a double axe. The most interesting is the fifth coin, by 
which the members of the imperial family are both paired with the patron 
deity and divinized. on the obverse is a head of the god apollo framed by 
the name of suillius, while the reverse represents the front of a temple with 
six columns and some unidentified figure in the gable. The legend hints 
at the dedication of the sanctuary: Γένει Σεβαστῶν—“to the family of the 
augusti” (RPC 1.2973).5 This is a little bit difficult to interpret, as Claudius 
is not given the title “augustus” on the above-mentioned coins, and neither 
britannicus nor nero bore the title in these years at all.6 in spite of these 
inconsistencies there cannot be any doubt that the members of the Clau-
dian dynasty were caught up in the aura of sacred reverence dedicated to 
the first emperors and descending from augustus. The significance of such 
temple-buildings in the urban landscape is not to be underestimated: they 
were monumental examples of the imperial orientation of the cities look-
ing for a place in the political and cultural system of the roman empire 
over which a person with the title of augustus reigned single-handedly.7

looking at these coins, one can find more than one reference to the 
text of Colossians composed some years later, soon after the death of paul 
during the 60s.8 during the second, and, above all, during the third century, 
agonistic motifs on coins were quite normal, but not in the first century.9 We 
may conclude that the emblem on the hierapolis coin was a peculiar repre-
sentation of a rather special agonistic self-confidence in the lycus Valley. in 
several passages of Colossians we read metaphors about greek games (Col 
1:29–2:1; 4:12). This is expressed in particular by the word καταβραβεύειν 

lines von hierapolis in phrygien,” Jahrbuch für Numismatik und Geldgeschichte 64 
(2014): 29–30.

5. additionally, bmC phrygia p. 229 n. 11; simon r. F. price, Rituals and Power: 
The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia Minor (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
1984), 264 n. 85; Kerschbaum, “die apollines von hierapolis in phrygien,” 40 n. 5.

6. dietmar Kienast, Römische Kaisertabelle. Grundzüge einer römischen Kaiser-
chronologie, 2nd ed. (darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche buchgesellschaft, 1996), 93 and 96.

7. harry o. maier, Picturing Paul in Empire: Imperial Image, Text and Persuasion 
in Colossians, Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles (london: bloomsbury, 2013), 2. see 
also price, Rituals and Power, 156–62.

8. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus-Valley, 113–14.
9. see Wolfgang leschhorn, “die Verbreitung von agonen in den östlichen 

provinzen des römischen reiches,”  Stadion 24 (1998): 31–58.
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used to warn against the authority of the followers of the angels (Col 2:18).10 
The table with the prize crowns would have been part of the symbolic imag-
ery associated with the metaphoric language in Colossians.

Taking the series of five coins issued by antiochos together, the hiera-
politans perceived a message of trust that can be set in contrast to the 
message of Colossians: young imperial hope bearers, nero and britanni-
cus, took their positions at the side of their father Claudius and also at the 
side of the familiar apollo. as divinized members of the imperial family 
they became prominent figures in the religious and cultic life of hierapo-
lis. They were young and mighty gods, just like Jesus Christ.

during the years before his accession nero gained the favor of greek 
communities by representing their interests.11 apamea, east of hierapo-
lis, had been destroyed by an earthquake, and it was the prince’s public 
pronouncement in greek language that exempted the town from taxes 
(Tacitus, Ann. 12.58, with suetonius, Nero 7.2.). at the same time in apol-
lonia salbake, to the south of the lycus Valley, young nero had already his 
own priest.12 how intensely had hope been placed on nero is indicated by 
seneca some years later, who celebrated him as the new star a short time 
after Claudius had died in autumn 54. in the Apocolocyntosis, seneca’s sar-
castic pamphlet on the dead emperor, the god apollo sings verses of hope 
for the young successor who would provide for a golden future: 

let the duration of human life be surpassed by him who is my like in 
looks and grace, and my equal in voice and song. he will guarantee an 
era of prosperity to the weary and break the silence of the laws. like the 
morning star, as he rises scattering the stars in flight, or like the evening 
star, as he rises when the stars return, like the gleaming sun, as soon as 
rosy dawn has dispelled the shadows and led in the day, as he gazes on 
the world and begins to whip up his chariot from the starting barrier: 
such a Caesar is at hand, such a nero shall rome now gaze upon. his 

10. see lukas bormann, Der Brief des Paulus an die Kolosser, ThKnT 10.1 
(leipzig: evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2012), 143. on βραβευτής in agonistic contexts, 
see Christof schuler, Ländliche Siedlungen und Gemeinden im hellenistischen und 
römischen Kleinasien, Vestigia 50 (munich: beck, 1998), 238–39.

11. Christopher Jones, “nero speaking,” Harvard Studies of Classical Philology 
100 (2000): 453–54.

12. MAMA 6.156. see Jakob munk højte, Roman Imperial Statue Bases from 
Augustus to Commodus (aarhus: aarhus University press, 2005), 325–26.
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radiant face blazes with gentle brilliance and his shapely neck with flow-
ing hair. (seneca, Apol. 4.21–32 [eden])

The sixteen-year-old youth was able to play the part of the youthful god of 
light: nero was apollo.

seneca’s verses on nero belong to a tradition of celebrating messiah-
like boys that dates to the beginnings of the principate—a tradition that 
has been retraced in a masterly manner by eduard norden in his famous 
book Die Geburt des Kindes: Geschichte einer religiösen Idee.13 one of the 
paradigmatic poems expressing the hope of a newborn divine prince was 
written by Virgil in 40 bCe with his fourth eclogue announcing a new era 
full of peace and happiness. here also we find apollo taking the world 
under his wings (Ecl. 4.10). nobody knows whom Virgil meant with the 
figure of the divine boy (puer), however, as specialists have not succeeded 
in identifying that bearer of hope.14 but it is clear that in the first decades 
of the principate, similar hopes were placed on young members of the 
emperor’s family again and again.15 The trail of Virgil’s fourth eclogue is 
followed up by Calpurnius siculus, who glorifies a youthful peacemaker 
as well, and there are good reasons to identify this peacemaker with nero 
receiving imperial government in 54 (Ecl. 1.42–88; 4.84–159).16

in Colossians, god’s son “is the image of the invisible god” (εἰκὼν τοῦ 
θεοῦ τοῦ ἀοράτου, 1:15). on the coins the contemporaries became aware 
of a visible god, that is, the emperor Claudius, and of two divine princes, 
visible as well, and one can ask with good reason, whether people did not 
recognize the image of Christ in the portraits of britannicus and nero, 
two rather normal, well-behaved boys, but without doubt great bearers 

13. eduard norden, Die Geburt des Kindes: Geschichte einer religiösen Idee 
(leipzig: Teubner, 1924).

14. most reasonable seems the solution of Karl galinsky, Augustan Culture: An 
Interpretive Introduction (princeton: princeton University press, 1996), 92: “The mirac-
ulous child ultimately is no more than a symbol or personification of the new age.”

15. see andreas alföldi, “der neue Weltherrscher der Vierten ekloge Vergils,” in 
Saeculum Augustum II: Religion und Literatur, ed. gerhard binder (darmstadt: Wis-
senschaftliche buchgesellschaft, 1988), 210–12.

16. For dating the first eclogue, see Joachim Fugmann, “nero oder severus alex-
ander? Zur datierung der eklogen des Calpurnius siculus,” Philologus 136 (1992): 
202–4; on both John garthwaite and beatrice martin, “Visions of gold: hopes for the 
new age in Calpurnius siculus’ ‘eclogues,’ ” in Writing Politics in Imperial Rome, ed. 
William J. dominik, John garthwaite, and paul a. roche (leiden: brill, 2009), 307–8.
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of hope in the eyes of the observer. so one can discover points of refer-
ence in the visual culture to create a new idea of the relation between god 
and god’s son. harry maier reminds us that “paul represents his teachings 
with the help of imperial image and vocabulary, often only to reconfigure 
it.”17 it is clear that the listeners and readers interpreted pauline texts also 
“with the help of imperial image and vocabulary,” so that we can ask the 
question whether now and then people’s minds would not have provided 
Jesus Christ with the features of an imperial prince. paul’s addressees were 
beyond his control, and he did not constantly take into account the diver-
gence between christological monotheism and imperial divinization.18

one last remark on m. sullius antiochus’s coin series in hierapolis. it 
may be surprising that this is a purely male series. agrippina, the empress 
and symbol of concord of the imperial family,19 is missing. presumably it 
would be too far-fetched to make a connection with the missing reference 
to male and female in Colossians’ enumeration of the opposite identi-
ties that will be dissolved by Jesus Christ: gentile versus Jew, circumcised 
versus uncircumcised, barbarian versus scythian, slave versus free (Col 
3:11), but not male versus female as in galatians (gal 3:28). We should not 
exclude the possibility that agrippina’s portrait was part of the series as 
well and that no specimen has been discovered until now, since evidence 
for the britannicus-type is constituted only by a single coin in the collec-
tions of oxford (RPC 1.2971).

appendix: RPC 1.2969–2973:  
series of coins in hierapolis (ca. 50–54, m. suillios antiochos):

2969
obv.: ΚΛΑΥΔΙΟΣ ΚΑΙΣΑΡ; laureate head, r.
rev.: Μ ΣΥΙΛΛΙΟΣ ΑΝΤΙΟΧΟΣ ΓΡΑ ΙΕΡΑΠΟΛΙΤΩΝ; apollo, 
standing r., playing lyre

17. maier, Picturing Paul in Empire, 40. For similar considerations on luke in 
the context of the imperial symbolic language of the golden age, see stefan schreiber, 
“goldene Zeiten? politische perspektiven der lukanischen geburtsgeschichte,” in 
Neues Testament und politische Theorie: Interdisziplinäre Beiträge zur Zukunft des Poli-
tischen, ed. eckart reinmuth (stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2011), 83–97.

18. maier, Picturing Paul in Empire, 82.
19. see anthony a. barrett, Agrippina: Sex, Power, and Politics in the Early Empire 

(new haven, CT: Yale University press, 1996), 108–10; maier, Picturing Paul in 
Empire, 95–96.
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2970
obv.: ΚΛΑΥΔΙΟΣ ΚΑΙΣΑΡ; laureate head, r.
rev.: Μ ΣΥΙΛΛΙΟΣ ΑΝΤΙΟΧΟΣ ΓΡΑ ΙΕΡΑΠΟΛΙΤΩΝ; apollo, on 
horseback, r., with double axe

2971
obv.: ΒΡΙΤΑΝΝΙΚΟΣ ΚΑΙΣΑΡ; draped bust of britannicus, r.
rev.: ΣΥΙΛΛΙΟΣ ΑΝΤΙΟΧΟΣ ΙΕΡΑΠΟΛΙΤΩΝ; table with two 
crowns; to r., palm branch

2972
obv.: ΝΕΡΩΝ ΚΑΙΣΑΡ; draped bust of nero, r.
rev.: ΣΥΙΛΛΙΟΣ ΑΝΤΙΟΧΟΣ ΙΕΡΑΠΟΛΙΤΩΝ; double axe on basis, 
with snake coiled around and surmounted by radiate head (?)

2973
obv.: Μ ΣΥΙΛΛΙΟΣ ΑΝΤΙΟΧΟΣ ΓΡΑ ΙΕΡΑΠΟΛΙΤΩΝ; draped bust 
(of apollo?), r.
rev.: ΓΕΝΕΙ ΣΕΒΑΣΤΩΝ; temple with six columns
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Unraveling the Threads of identity:  
Cloth and Clothing in the lycus Valley

Rosemary Canavan

When peering into the ancient past, we are sometimes like scavengers, 
scouring the surviving artifacts and records for scraps and threads in 
order to piece together the life and times of the ancient peoples. Yet we 
do not have all the pieces, threads, or fragments. There are many lacu-
nae. This paper engages the scraps and threads of evidence for the textile 
trade and especially the cloth and clothing industry of the lycus Valley 
as well as considers some of the lacunae. i do this in conversation with 
Ulrich huttner’s volume, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, to further 
elucidate the propensity of this industry to act as vivid imagery in identity 
formation in the letter to the Colossians.

huttner’s volume is a magnificent compilation of information. While 
taking a historian’s approach, he admits that it is too ambitious to think 
that he would be embarking on illuminating the “mission and expansion 
of Christianity” by his focus on the lycus Valley.1 recognizing the frag-
mentary nature of the sources available, huttner ponders the questions 
that might be answered.2 determining the Christ followers as a commu-
nity within a community, huttner notes that “the collective identity of 
Christians” becomes the difference between “they” and “us.”3 of course, 
it is not that simple, for identity and belonging is multilayered. huttner 

This chapter was originally presented by invitation by dr. rosemary Canavan, 
Catholic Theological College, University of divinity at the annual meeting of the 
society of biblical literature in atlanta, 22 november 2015.

1. Ulrich huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, trans. david green, aJeC 
85; early Christianity in asia minor 1 (leiden: brill, 2013), 1.

2. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 5–7.
3. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 6–7.
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sets out to show how the Christ followers in the lycus Valley successfully 
created a “locus,” “a space for themselves where they could put their ideas 
about realizing Jesus’ message into practice.”

in response i wish to explore some threads of context and material 
culture that have the propensity for vivid imagery for the hearers of the 
letter to the Colossians in the lycus Valley. specifically, i will look at the 
overlay and interconnection of clothing as identity in the production and 
trade of the clothing and textile industry, religious life and practice, and 
the associations and guilds of the larger community.

Textile production and trade is not only a major area of life and indus-
try in the lycus Valley, but it is vital to their identity and survival. it is not 
surprising to me that clothing becomes the defining metaphor of how the 
Christ followers are identified in Christ: clothing themselves with the new 
self, virtues, and love (Col 3:10, 12, 14). Within this the “us” and “them” of 
other identities is overlaid with their identity in Christ. before we go much 
further a word about identity.

identity Construction

identity is a twentieth-century concept that can be gainfully employed 
in describing the belonging of peoples to communities in ancient times. 
While using identity as a tool, it is vital to retain a sense of how people 
belonged in the first century. significantly, families presided over by the 
patriarch spring to mind. Families were also the determiners of labor 
skills, mentoring young generations into the skills of their forefathers. 
ethnic connection is first and foremost as is kinship, with layers of tribe, 
intermarriage, and changes of provincial boundaries to be factored in. 
Then, what about wars and new ruling elites, subjugation to new rulers 
and exile to foreign lands, and invasion by barbarians and marauding 
hoards? Captivity and slavery were the fate of many oppressed and con-
quered peoples. The list of identities in Colossians (3:11) seems to cover 
some of these happenstances of how people came to be recognized. The 
nomenclature indicates differentiation between one and another: greek 
and Jew, scythian and barbarian, circumcision and uncircumcision, and 
slave and free. These divisions indicate difference between ethnic group 
identity and within categories of barbarians or aliens, within religious 
groups and along economic and political lines. These differences could be 
recognized in a number of ways, such as the way they spoke, the way they 
lived and worked, and the way they practiced religion. it is clothing as an 
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overt and visual means of identification and differentiation of one group 
from the other that i wish to follow through in the tapestry of the lycus 
Valley community identities and the distinction of Christ followers in the 
larger community.

Context of Clothing and Textile production

huttner describes the lycus river as “a lifeline” bringing water for domestic 
consumption as well as providing the necessary conditions for productive 
farming of the area.4 This river is fed by the asopas, Capros, and Cadmus, 
the latter being likely a tributary of the Capros in the first century. Today 
the Turkish name for this river is Çürüksu, meaning “rotten water,” which 
does not speak well of its quality. in addition to these fresh water streams, 
there were hot mineral springs whose alkalinity made them undrink-
able. This mineral laden water was advantageous to textile trades, being 
ideal for such processes as bleaching, setting dyes, and bating leather.5 a 
recent discovery at the laodikeia site of a water law dating to 114 Ce adds 
a further perspective. The rule lists fines for interference with the water 
channels that fed the river water through the arable plain.6 The water law 
inscription includes a fine for using this water for agricultural purposes. 
This fine indicates a priority for this water for consumption as drinking 
water and imposes penalties to deter landholders, farmers, or other inter-
ested parties from hijacking the water to the benefit of their crops, herds, 
or industry. The institution of such a law implies that such practices were 
occurring and needed to be controlled.

Trade routes were also determined by the lycus river providing a 
natural way through the plains and mountains of the lycus Valley with 
laodikeia as the hub. routes ran to and from the east, ephesus, or mile-
tus via the lycus Valley to apamea-Celanae and beyond to syria or down 
from laodikeia to the coast to attalia (antalya) and side.7 These routes 
were established as early as the time of persian rule. milestones from the 

4. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 18.
5. huttner does not mention the setting of dyes—my addition. see huttner, Early 

Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 19.
6. “ancient ‘Water law’ Unearthed in laodicea,” Hurriyet Daily News, 21 august 

2015.
7. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 19; William m. ramsay, The 

Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia, 2 vols. (oxford: Clarendon, 1895), 1:217; h. a. 
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roman imperial period attest to the continuance of the routes linking 
Tripolis, hierapolis, and laodikeia as well as Tripolis to philadelphia.8 
These trade routes provided the means for the cloth, clothing, and textile 
industry to offer viable commodities for interregional and world markets 
rather than just for local consumption.

Cattle, pigs, sheep, and goats all appear on funerary stelae throughout 
the area, reflecting the importance of animal husbandry to the livelihood 
of the community. The breadth of industry ranging from the cloth, cloth-
ing, and textiles, to leather, lanolin, rope, and string is too much for this 
response. i note it here to assist in building the perspective of the people 
in the cities of the lycus Valley as being immersed in this industry and in 
a life that connected their work, religious practice, and familial and social 
connections.

religious life and practice

let me move then to the religious life and practice. huttner recognizes 
that “the Christian communities emerged within and alongside a cosmos 
of religious affiliation from which they isolated themselves but which they 
also sought to penetrate.”9 isolating from religious practices that were 
woven into their way of life in the larger lycus Valley and local Colos-
sian community is likely more difficult than the first fervor of conversion 
might have seemed. Family, kinship, friendship, and association connec-
tions were at stake. social cohesion would be brought into tension. philip 
a. harland ably embraces this complexity by paying attention to the “prin-
cipal social network connections” of associations, namely, the familial or 
household, shared ethnic or geographical origin, neighborhood or local-
ity, and deity worship or ritual links.10 one association of friends (ἑταῖροι) 
honored on a stela from Colossae is a prime focus for the visual identity 
through clothing.11

ormerod, “a note on the eastern Trade-route in asia minor,” The Classical Review 
26.3 (1912): 76–77.

8. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 19.
9. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 42.
10. philip a. harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations: Claiming a 

Place in Ancient Mediterranean Society, 2nd rev. ed. with links to inscriptions (Kitch-
ener, on: philip a. harland, 2013), 19.

11. MAMA 6.47, plate 10.
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The marble stela was raised in honor of glyko by the association of 
friends (ἑταῖροι) and is now housed at the denizli archaeological museum. 
it is dated to late first to early second century Ce.12 The couple on the stela 
are dressed with their outer garment, himation, in the arm-sling style por-
traying a public posture of reserve and discipline.13 This pose is known 
from demosthenes (384–322 bCe) as a model of self-restraint (σοφροσύνης 
παράδειγμα) (De Falsa Legatione 251). both wear an outer garment, a cloak, 
made from a specially woven cloth, trimitos, a twill woven with three spe-
cial threads, mitos.14 The weave is more pronounced on the tunic revealed 
below the cloak on the woman to the left. This garment may be a locally 
styled tunic of the trimitos cloth that is identified as laodikeian trimita 
by the time of the price edict of diocletian.15 The mottled appearance is 
achieved through weaving two finer threads with a thicker one to produce 
its mottled appearance. This has also been suggested as a web-like pattern 
implying a link with Cybele and the net of prophecy that is visible in some 
of her depictions.16 it may well be possible for a specific style of weave to 
be used for ritual or religious garments, yet the style appears to have had a 
broader market than this.

a recent find from laodikeia of athena’s head reasserts her association 
with weaving and the textile and clothing industry of the lycus Valley.17 in a 
frieze in the Transitorium in the Forum in rome, minerva (rome’s equiva-
lent of athena) is depicted in a weaving contest with arachne. dated to the 

12. buckler and Calder, MAMA 6.47, plate10.
13. The arm-sling is one of two styles used in statuary and identified as such in r. 

r. r. smith, “Cultural Choice and political identity in honorific portrait statues in the 
greek east in the second Century ad,” The Journal of Roman Studies 88 (1998): 62; 
rosemary Canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ at Colossae: A Visual Construction of 
Identity, WUnT 2/334 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2012), 97. 

14. For twill woven with three heddles, see liza Cleland, glenys davies, and 
lloyd llewellyn-Jones, eds., Greek and Roman Dress from A to Z (london: routledge, 
2012), 89, 199. 

15. ramsay likens this material to greek or smyrna muslin and links it to the 
laodikeian trimita tunic. ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia, 1, 41. see also 
Cleland, davies, and llewellyn-Jones, Greek and Roman Dress, 89, 126, 99; e. J. W. 
barber, Prehistoric Textiles: The Development of Cloth in the Neolithic and Bronze Age 
with Special Reference to the Aegean (princeton: princeton University press, 1991), 
107–11.

16. alan h. Cadwallader, Fragments of Colossae: Sifting through the Traces (hind-
marsh: aTF press, 2015), 51.

17. “athena’s head Unearthed in laodicea,” Hurriyet Daily News, 15 august 2015. 
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first century Ce in the time of domi-
tian, this frieze affirms a restoration 
of roman virtues espousing women 
in the domestic arena with wool 
working skills as symbolic of stability 
and traditional values.18 This discov-
ery of athena adds to the current 
knowledge of the localized manifes-
tation of Zeus, Zeus Ktesis (Ktesios) 
patrios, as the god of sheep and shep-
herds who is depicted in woolen garb 
and holds an eagle-topped crook on 
a funerary stela found at heracleia 
salbake (near modern Vakif), not 
far from Colossae.19 There is another 
eagle perched on his other hand. The 
undergarment or tunic appears to be 
roughly woven, indicating a course 
wool weave and the wrap of the cloak 
shows close folds as of a heavy wool 
cloth, even perhaps felt, that may 
indicate a dual function as blanket. 
To the right of the figure of Zeus is 
a small representation of a youth-
ful hermes, protector and patron of 
herdsmen and trade.

There are two other images extant in this area: one is a bust, head and 
shoulders, on the front of an altar with a running dog on one side panel 

18. lena larsson lovén, “Wool Work as a gender symbol in ancient rome: 
roman Textiles and ancient sources,” in Ancient Textiles: Production, Craft and Soci-
ety, ed. Carole gilles and marie-louise b. nosch (oxford: oxbow books, 2007), 234.

19. This funerary stela and the two further depictions of Zeus Ktesis patrios men-
tioned are now housed in the denizli archaeological museum. see rosemary Cana-
van, “Weaving Threads: Clothing in Colossae,” in Cadwallader, Fragments of Colossae, 
118; hatice erdemir, “Woollen Textiles: an international Trade good in the lycus 
Valley in antiquity,” in Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to an Ancient City, ed. 
alan h. Cadwallader and michael Trainor (göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 
2011), 110.

Fig. 3.1. Zeus Ktesis patrios, 
roman period. denizli archaeo-
logical museum. author’s photo.
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and a thunderbolt on another (see fig. 220); the other is a stone relief show-
ing the god grazing his sheep.

in addition, the god mên was depicted in lunar iconography with 
moon-shaped horns on his shoulders. he normally wore a phrygian cap 
and a belted tunic. both the phrygian cap and the moon-shaped horns 
identify him on coins minted at laodikeia and attouda. The head of mên 
graced the obverse of coins minted in laodikeia, such as one from 14–37 
Ce with an eagle on the reverse with the name of Dioskouridēs magistrate.21 

20. see also MAMA 6.87, plate 16.
21. RPC 1.2907; bmC phrygia 64; sng Copenhagen 513. see an image of the 

laodikeian coin at muenzen and medaillen deutschland. accessed 11 october 2015, 
see http://www.muenzenundmedaillendeutschland.de. issued under roman rule in 
the time of nero, Kornelios aineas, ca. 66–68 Ce. ae18 (4.04g). on obverse: ΛΑΟΔΙ-
ΚΕΩΝ, draped bust of mên right, wearing laureate phrygian hat, and with a crescent 

Fig. 3.2. altar for Zeus Ktesis patrios. 
his distinctive woolen clothing vis-

ible on the bust. dog on the side 
of the altar. denizli archaeological 

museum. author’s photo.

Fig. 3.3. bust of mên in the  
anatolian archaeological museum, 

ankara. author’s photo.
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at a sanctuary north of hierapolis, mên Karou was also portrayed in this 
manner. he was associated with healing in this area.22

These few examples show the distinctiveness of clothing to identity in 
the valley and its religious connections. Worship of these gods and many 
more attested in the area in conjunction with festivals to honor them are 
part of the fabric of the greater community life. in the letter to the Colos-
sians the community is exhorted to not be condemned for matters of 
observing festivals, new moons and sabbaths (2:16), worship of angels, or 
dwelling on visions (2:18).

guilds, associations, and the social strata

huttner identifies some of the extraordinary men and women in the lycus 
Valley. These we know from inscriptions, stelae, monuments, and sarcoph-
agi. he elucidates three women of the famous laodikeian Zenonis family. 
Julia, Claudia, and antonia were descendants of polemon i, son of Zenon, 
who ruled as king of pontus under augustus.23 both Julia and Claudia 
issued city coins, one under nero honoring poppea (ca. 62 Ce) and the 
other under Titus (79–81 Ce). antonia stands out particularly as being 
one of a select few to attain the provincial high priesthood and the only 
one attested to hold the office of imperial neokoros in asia minor.24 she 
held the office of priestess for the province’s emperor cult (Αρχιέρεια τῆς 
Ἀσιάς) as well as a priestly office in the city.25

in previous studies i also focused on inscriptions honoring women 
especially from asia minor.26 The names of these women engraved in 
stone for their benefaction, office-holding, and virtue offered a place of 

around his shoulders. on the reverse: ΑΙ-ΝΗ-ΑΣ, eagle with open wings standing 
facing and head left; ΚΟΡ monogram to left.

22. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 53.
23. For the source of this paragraph, see huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus 

Valley, 96–97.
24. rosalinde a. Kearsley, “epigraphic evidence for the social impact of roman 

government in laodicea and hierapolis,” in Colossae in Time and Space: Linking to an 
Ancient City, ed. alan h. Cadwallader and michael Trainor (göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& ruprecht, 2011), 146.

25. rosalinde a. Kearsley indicates that there is no evidence to affirm that anto-
nia held both titles concurrently. see Kearsley, “epigraphic evidence for the social 
impact of roman government,” 146.

26. rosemary Canavan, “Texts, houses and public offices: investigation of 
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comparison for the opportunity for women to take leadership positions 
in the Christ communities of the lycus Valley and beyond in asia minor.

huttner also shines the spotlight on aelia larcia d., honored as “bene-
factress of her native city” for whom sosthenes son of skymos, clothier, 
raised a statue at his own expense, including the base and pedestal.27 This 
honor brings the clothier also into the historical record. another clothier, 
a linen-worker supervisor, in nearby aphrodisias is memorialized on a 
stela.28 The inscription is damaged and the remaining words reveal: “[… 
the] market supervisor, greets the association of linen-workers and the 
passersby.”29 robert smith suggests that this stela was raised by the guild of 
the local linen-workers for their supervisor (ἐνποριάρχης).30 The recogni-
tion of these men as clothiers indicates the importance of this industry to 
the region. Their inclusion in the honors also points to the large workforce, 
formal and informal, male and female, who are engaged in this indus-
try, an industry in which some might rise to honorable levels. huttner 
notes that the association of wool-washers or fullers (ἐριοπλύται) and 
that of purple-dyers (πορφυροβάφεις) honor Tiberius Claudius Zotikos in 
two separate inscriptions.31 Zotikos was a member of the highest execu-
tive body of the city of hierapolis in the period from 212 Ce: the college 
of the strategoi.32 raising monuments and honoring significant leaders 
in the community has a dual function in the honor system as those who 

Women in leadership in pauline Communities in asia minor in the First Century” 
(bThhons thesis, Flinders University, 2006).

27. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 167. huttner refers to the 
inscription in Thomas Corsten, Die Inschriften von Laodikeia am Lykos (bonn: habelt, 
1997), 104–7, no. 51.

28. dated to the late second century Ce. dimensions: height: 51.5 cm, Width: 
33.5 cm, depth: 17 cm. r. r. r. smith and Kenan T. erim, Aphrodisias Papers 2: The 
Theatre, a Sculptor’s Workshop, Philosophers, and Coin-Types, Including the Papers 
given at the Third International Aphrodisias Colloquium Held at New York University on 
7 and 8 April, 1989, Journal of Roman Archaeology, supplementary series (University 
of michigan, 1991), 300, r2, plate 154.

29. smith and erim, Aphrodisias Papers 2, 301.
30. smith and erim, Aphrodisias Papers 2, 301.
31. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 166; richard s. ascough, 

philip a. harland, and John s. Kloppenborg, Associations in the Greco-Roman World: 
A Sourcebook (Waco, TX: baylor University press; berlin: de gruyter, 2012), 98–99.

32. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 166. huttner refers to the 
inscriptions in Tullia ritti, An Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis (Pamukkale) (istanbul: 
ege Yayinlari, 2006), 144–46, 82, no. 32, 44.
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supply the inscription and monument are also named and take their place 
of honor. The profile of wool washers/fullers, purple-dyers, and clothiers 
is enhanced by their association with important people. Their association 
or the individual’s name and occupation are etched into the public record 
and raise the status of these associations and individuals. similarly, the 
inscription for publius aelius herogenes and marcus aurelius diodorus 
mentions dyers (βάφεις) and purple dyers (πορφυροβάφεις) respectively.33 
a further large heroon at hierapolis is inscribed “the association of dyers 
crowns this heroon.”

ΤΟΥΤΟΤΟΗΡΩΟΝ
ΣΤΕΦΑΝΟΙ
ΗΕΡΓΑΣΙΑΤΩΝΒΑΦΕΩΝ

There is no mention of the honorand who, in statue form, may have pre-
viously reclined on the top of the heroon. While the recipient is now 
disconnected from his honor, the association of dyers are well preserved 
for their investment.

The inscriptions and monuments honoring leading individuals via 
associations of the textile trade not only indicate the size of this industry 
in the area but also the raising of the profile of the industry. one further 
inscription of publius aelius glykon, also noted by huttner, mentions 
both purple-dyers and carpet weavers. The inscription lists funds left to 
the presidency of the purple-dyers (πορφυροβάφεις), which should produce 
sufficient interest for participation in the festival of the Unleavened bread, 

33. ascough, harland, and Kloppenborg, Associations in the Greco-Roman World, 
97–98.

Fig. 3.4. inscription on heroon raised by the association of the dyers at hierapo-
lis. author’s photo.
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plus further funds whose interest would provide for the carpet weavers to 
distribute revenue during Kalends and pentecost festivals.34 even though 
dated to the third century Ce, we gain some insight into the continuance 
of festivals of differing religious groups, here Jewish, and the integration of 
religious life and textile production. huttner dispels any case for glykon as 
a Jewish Christian.35 glykon’s presence does imply the strength of the con-
nection between the trade and religious practice. should we assume that 
these associations were only for Jewish purple-dyers and carpet weavers? 
What consequences would there then be for Christ followers who might 
separate themselves within a broader community?

recent work by richard ascough has shown that evidence of associa-
tions and collegia is not a consistent pattern across locality or time.36 one 
consistency that needs to be noted is the lack of any inscriptional evidence 
of associations for spinning. This can be surmised to be a gender issue as 
women were spinners. at this point let us move from the structures to the 
people of the many strands of the textile industry and trade.

34. ascough, harland, and Kloppenborg, Associations in the Greco-Roman World, 
95–97; huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 251–53.

35. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 252–23.
36. richard ascough presented a paper at annual meeting of the society of bibli-

cal literature, baltimore in 2013.

Fig. 3.5. heroon at hierapolis crowned by the association of dyers. author’s photo. 
located not far before the Frontinus gate, 2016.
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The people and the industry

here i am keen to recover something of the wider group of people in the 
city of Colossae and the lycus Valley and their identity relationship with 
the industry in which they participated. huttner notes an inscription 
from laodikeia where fullers (γναφεῖς) and “simple workers” (ἀπλουργοί) 
traded.37 huttner considers these ἀπλουργοί to be engaged in the initial 
preparation of the wool for dyeing alongside the fullers.38 perhaps their 
designation reflects their work with unwashed wool. These workers along 
with weavers, wool workers, dye workers, purple dyers, and textile dyers 
are all inscribed in the record even if not in the same location.

as noted earlier, there appear to be no associations for spinners. 
spinning and weaving of wool in the domestic arena is the activity of 
women. in rome wool and wool-work are part of a young girl’s edu-
cation and preparation for womanhood and household management. 
symbols of distaff, wool, and wool basket often appear on stelae and 
funerary reliefs as indication of the virtue of women. elite women are 
noted with such symbols as they illustrate their virtue rather than their 
practice of this work. in Terrace house 2 in ephesus, decorated distaffs 
were discovered and are believed to have been displayed in the public 
area of the house as testament to the virtue of the matrona or women of 
the house therein.39

The denizli archaeological museum displays spindle whorls from 
the middle bronze age (1900–1450 bCe) discovered at beysesultan, less 
than one hundred kilometres north east of the lycus Valley.40 The exis-
tence of these indicates the advance in the technology of spinning in this 
area, so that spinning was more consistent, efficient, and faster than hand 
spinning.

37. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 168.
38. huttner refers to the inscription listed in Corsten, Die Inschriften von Lao-

dikeia am Lykos, 102–4, no. 50. see huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 168.
39. elisabeth Trinkl, “artifacts related to preparation of Wool and Textile pro-

cessing Found inside the Terrace houses of ephesus, Turkey,” in Ancient Textiles: 
Production, Craft and Society, ed. Carole gillis and marie-louise b. nosch (oxford: 
oxbow, 2007), 85.

40. Very similar examples of pottery from the middle bronze age were found in 
both beycesultan and Colossae. see bahardır duman and erim Konakçi, “The silent 
Witness of the mound of Colossae: pottery remains,” in Cadwallader, Colossae in 
Space and Time, 259.
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There still appears, though, no consensus of opinion on how the 
workers were organized. an often-made argument is that production for 
markets beyond the local city and region required professional workers 
and production centers.41 These centers were primarily located near the 
raw material. The lycus Valley had both raw material and resources to 
produce a variety of qualities of wool product for local, regional, and over-
seas markets. beyond this there was potential for related products such as 
leather goods, lanolin, rope, webbing, and more. The people who worked 
in these centers were a significant part of the industry but not the full 
picture. The diversity of work allied to the textile industry brings me to 
consider that a majority of people in the valley were connected in some 
way, whether in administration of trade or water, in production of gar-
ments and wool, in dyeing, as traders, graziers and shepherds, or engaged 
in associations or religious practices or festivals connected to the industry. 
The identity of the people in Colossae and the lycus Valley was connected 
to their work and what brought status and prestige to their area.

41. Jeroen poblome, “Comparing ordinary Craft production: Textile and pottery 
production in roman asia minor,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the 
Orient 47.4 (2004): 492–94.

Fig. 3.6. symbols of wool working on a stela in 
boğazköy museum garden. author’s photo.
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domestic weaving is not considered to be sufficient to provide enough 
products for trade. large weaving mills are in evidence as early as 2000 
bCe in mesopotamia staffed by up to five thousand adult female workers 
and up to a thousand children.42 in 246 Ce there is papyri evidence of a 
weaver leasing two-thirds of a house for three looms and one extra, if he 
was to make garments for his own use as well.43 The membership of guilds 
or associations is given as an indication of the size of production centers. 

For example, at philadelphia, in asia minor, in 138 Ce the wool-weavers 
association has twelve members.44 huttner draws our attention to the con-
crete evidence of a dyers workshop that was discovered in laodikeia in 
2007.45 dated to the fifth century Ce,46 this workshop also revealed the 
presence of grinding stones, presses and containers, terracotta and lime-
stone strainers, and a metal cauldron for heating the dye and dyeing the 
textile.47 of itself, this dyers workshop can only show that in the fifth cen-
tury Ce this was a form of organization in the dye trade in laodikeia.

it simply is not clear how the production of textiles and clothing was 
organized in the lycus Valley. The stages of production from growing wool, 
shearing, dyeing the fleece, carding, spinning, and weaving to the end product 
have quite gendered roles. if this industry was household-based, then centers 
of production may have had familial and religious links. Within the lycus 

42. hartmut Waetzoldt, “The Use of Wool for the production of strings, ropes, 
braided mats and similar Fabrics,” in Ancient Textiles: Production, Craft and Society, 
ed. Carole gillis and marie-louise b. nosch (oxford: oxbow, 2007), 113.

43. poblome, “Comparing ordinary Craft production,” 499.
44. poblome, “Comparing ordinary Craft production,” 499.
45. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 21.
46. This was discovered by Celal Şimşek as director of the pamukkale archaeol-

ogy department and the director of the excavation. see huttner, Early Christianity in 
the Lycus Valley, 12; Celal Şimşek, “laodikeia’da Tekstíl ve Üretím atölyelerí/Textile 
and production ateliers in laodikeia,” Home Textile 86 (2015): 142–44.

47. isabella benda-Weber, “Textile production Centers, products and merchants 
in the roman province of asia,” in Making Textiles in Pre-Roman and Roman Times: 
People, Places and Identities, ed. margarita gleba and Judit pásztόkai-szeöke, ancient 
Textiles series 13 (oxford: oxbow, 2013), 178. see also Şimşek, “laodikeia’da Tekstíl,” 
142–44.

Fig. 3.7. spindle whorls from middle bronze age (1900–1450 bCe). beycesultan, 
denizli archaeological museum. author’s photo.
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Valley it would also seem there was a segmentation between cities. What is 
clear is that all these stages of production were completed in order to make 
the fine cloth for which laodikeia and the lycus Valley became famous.

social and Cultural Texture and intertexture

huttner indicates that the identities listed in Col 3:11 are social and cultural 
barriers and suggests that the greek/Jew, circumcision/uncircumcision, 
and slave/free pairs in Col 3:11 are antitheses.48 he joins a plethora of 
scholars who are perplexed by the insertion of scythian and barbarian. so 
much ink has been spilled trying to work out whether the barbarians and 
scythians were represented in the lycus Valley and how they fit in this list-
ing. i agree with huttner that, whatever the relationships of these divisions, 
there is now only one center of belonging: Christ. in clothing oneself with 
Christ, the prime identity is as a member of the body of Christ regardless 
of any other affiliations. huttner also suggests that the equality afforded 
greeks and barbarians in the isis cult may have assisted the crossing of bar-
riers.49 if we think of these as layers of identity rather than barriers, it may 
be possible to see something of the acculturation or integration that occurs 
as people live and work in communities together. importantly in the letter 
to the Colossians, male and female do not feature among the list of identi-
ties as in gal 3:28, where there is “neither male nor female” among those 
who are baptized and clothed with Christ. This also points for me to the 
cities and their involvement in the textile industry as the place of dialogue 
between text and image and text and the surrounding world.

The adapted sociorhetorical diagram below assists in understanding 
the interaction between the text and the world of the text.50 Within this 
model, particularly the social and cultural texture and the intertexture 
show transfer between the represented world of the text and information 
from the greco-roman world and between the verbal signs in the text and 
language of the world. This interpretive approach has allowed significant 

48. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 135–37.
49. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 136.
50. This diagram is adapted from that originally created by Vernon robbins. see 

Vernon robbins, “social-scientific Criticism and literary studies,” in Modelling Early 
Christianity: Social-Scientific Studies of the New Testament in Its Context, ed. philip 
esler (london: routledge, 1995), 279.
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breadth of investigation particularly in relation to image and text and the 
discussion of visual exegesis.51

indeed, i propose that the sociorhetorical analytic is a profitable tool 
to bring together the findings of a historically based investigation such as 
huttner’s with the biblical text and allow each to illuminate the other. i 
have determinedly focused on information and language in the world of 
the text (specifically the lycus Valley) that interact with the social and cul-
tural texture and intertexture of the letter to the Colossians. in this focus 
we have observed evidence of how the cities and communities functioned. 
We have a complex tapestry of religious, political, cultural, ethnic, and 

51. The recommendation of the use of visual exegesis for the interpretation of 
biblical text is made and demonstrated in Canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ.
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civic threads that serve as identity and power, inclusion and exclusion. 
many of these aspects are represented in the major industry of the valley: 
textile production. Zeus, who in the greek pantheon reigned supreme, is 
manifest in this region as god of the sheep and shepherds. in the roman 
regime, Zeus Ktesis patrios’s woolen garb does not compete with the 
power of the cuirassed and toga-draped heads of the world. The quality of 
the wool and garments, the dye, and the cloth provide the means of trade, 
prosperity, and status not only in the locality but in the wider world, a 
world governed from rome. all power and authority in this realm belongs 
to the emperors who would be gods themselves, clothing themselves in 
the highest of virtues and managing an uneasy peace born of conquest and 
oppression. in nearby aphrodisias, the sebasteion provided a three-story 
stone pictogram carving of the order of power. how can the followers of 
Christ find and maintain their new identity and location within this?

in the letter to the Colossians, there is a reordering of the cosmos 
from the beginning of the letter. The faithful ones share in “the inheri-
tance of the saints in the light” (Col 1:12), having been rescued from the 
power of darkness and transferred to the reign of god’s beloved son (Col 
1:13). Christ is the head of the body, the ekklēsia, in direct opposition to 
roman rule where the emperor, definitively nero, was the head of the 
body of rome and the head of the world, the cosmos.52 This new body, 
the ekklēsia, needs to be clothed in a recognizable way that identifies as 
Christ. The members having clothed themselves in this “new self ” (Col 
3:10) are, as god’s chosen and beloved (Col 3:12), to clothe themselves in 
virtues that emanate Christ. The intricacies of clothing that is the lifeblood 
of the region becomes the metaphor of their new life, a growing in wisdom 
and becoming as Christ, being formed as Christ’s body, identified through 
clothing in the virtues of god.

The focus is on Christ as the identity of the members of the body of 
Christ: the community of believers. The author is exhorting the members 
to conform to this body by being clothed in virtues and love which will 
hold them together despite any other allegiances or belonging. it is not 
the clothing spun, woven, and dyed in their neighborhood but symbolic, 
metaphorical clothing with virtues and love, providing an outward sign 
of their belonging and of recognizing each other in Christ. it is these 

52. lucius annaeus seneca, Clem. 2.2.1. For further discussion of the body of the 
emperor, see Canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ, 121–23.
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metaphorical images of clothing, body, and virtue that have the propen-
sity to interact with the plethora of propaganda in the form of idealized 
clothing, body, and virtues of the roman emperors, their families, and 
officials expounded in carved statues, reliefs, coins, and funerary monu-
ments. it is the juxtaposition of standing victorious naked hero figures 
of emperors above crouched naked female personifications of conquered 
nations that gives rise to a strident discourse between what it is to belong 
to Christ and be identified in Christ in contrast to being a member of the 
roman regime.

among the list of virtues, huttner notes “meekness,” which he inter-
prets as “meek friendliness” (πραΰτης), as appropriate to a person in 
authority.53 paul refers to this meekness as a quality of Christ in 2 Cor 
10:1, characterizing it as the way he relates to them while with them. 
paul is a master teacher by example and exhorts his communities to imi-
tate him in imitating Christ (1 Cor 4:16, 11:1; 1 Thess 1:6, 2:14). putting 
on the same clothes, clothing in the virtue of Christ makes the follow-
ers identifiable in Christ. This same term and virtue is listed as a fruit 
of the spirit in gal 5:23 and translated as “gentleness.” in this way the 
meek friendship or gentleness is further identified with god, like Christ 
and the bounty of the spirit. This meek friendliness (πραΰτης) fits well 
also with χρηστότες, which is usually translated as “kindness” (Col 3:12). 
Yet this word also extends in meaning through the range from goodness, 
excellence, honesty, and uprightness to goodness of heart.54 in terms of 
intertexture, χρηστότες accompanies virtue in relation to the friendship 
that, in the civic sense, builds a state of good citizens.55 such kindness 
and integrity clothes the members of the body of Christ in the means of 
belonging and holding together.

engaging huttner’s diligent research, the inscriptional evidence, 
images of the gods, trade symbols, and all that we can glean and imagine 
from the historic record, we have a picture of the significance of the cloth-
ing industry. i set out to see the propensity of this industry to be a source 
of vivid imagery to the letter to the Colossians. it is fair to say that the 
clothing industry is instrumental in a network of images. For the emerging 
faith communities in the lycus Valley, the imagery of clothing and body 

53. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 134.
54. lsJ, s.v. “χρηστότες.”
55. For Cicero, virtue comes first but friendship is “the greatest of all things.” see 

Cicero, Amic. 27.71.
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assists the development of identity, which may be enhanced by the inten-
sity of engagement with cloth and clothing in this area.

We see in the text of the letter traces of the world in which it was 
written: the named identities, the reference to festivals, new moon, and 
sabbath, and the references to the worship of angels and dwelling on 
visions. all of these would elicit vivid pictures in the minds of the hearers. 
The issues of influence of other philosophy and the engaging in festivals, 
new moon, and sabbath indicate something of the identity of the inhab-
itants of Colossae and the cities of the lycus Valley and the competing 
claims on belonging. in chapter 2 the believers are warned against being 
held captive through philosophy and empty deceit (2:8) according to both 
human and elemental spirits rather than Christ. The persuasion is then 
reiterated three times using “in him”:

◆ In him the whole fullness of the deity dwells bodily. (2:9)
◆ You have come to fullness in him. (2:10)

Fig. 3.9. nero standing above 
naked female personification 
of armenia, white marble relief 
circa first century Ce, aphro-
disias archaeological museum, 
geyre, Turkey.
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◆ In him also you were circumcised with a spiritual circumcision. 
(2:11)

each of these usages points to the identity framework for Christ followers, 
marking them off for Christ and etching the difference of “us” and “them” 
with the connection to god, through Christ with no outward identifying 
sign. The new locus of this community is embraced in the cosmos where 
“god rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the 
kingdom of his beloved son” (1:13). The reconfiguration of the cosmic 
realm reorders all the other allegiances.

having elucidated this framework, there is a further exhortation not 
to be condemned in regard to matters of food and drink and observing 
festivals, new moon, and sabbaths. each of these matters are easily rec-
ognizable as adherence to Jewish practice and law. Yet they also intersect 
with local religious practice in relation to mên, Zeus (especially the Ktesis 
patrios representation), athena, and other deities worshipped in the lycus 
Valley. These activities are not required for those belonging to the body of 
Christ (2:17). The alignment of identity to the head, Christ (1:18), facili-
tates the new cosmic order that is not presided over by the pantheon of 
greek and roman gods nor ruled by the emperor of rome.

The tour de force of how to be “us” in Christ is the clothing of this 
body. The rhetorical force of the clothing imagery is delivered through the 
blending of the rhetography of the cosmos where god reigns in heaven 
and on earth and his son is head of the body, the ekklēsia, of god’s chosen 
and beloved in the letter to the Colossians with the reality of the roman 
empire, best illustrated in physical architecture and statuary at the three-
story aphrodisian sebasteion: the top story being devoted to the pantheon 
of gods, the second the imagery of the emperors as heroes and victors 
making the way for the reign of peace over subjugated peoples and citi-
zens.56 Through this blending there is a transformation of the discourse of 
the Christ followers that builds their identity in collective terms in Christ. 
The clothing that they are to put on or clothe themselves with is the new 
self (3:10), one that is conforming to Christ, one that is not complete but 

56. Rhetography is defined as “the progressive, sensory-aesthetic, and/or argu-
mentative texture of a text (rhetology) that invites a hearer/reader to create a graphic 
image or picture in the mind that implies a certain kind of truth and/or reality.” see 
Vernon robbins, The Invention of Christian Discourse, rra 1 (blandford Forum: deo, 
2009), xxvii.
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still being renewed in knowledge according to its creator (3:10). Further-
more, they are to clothe themselves with the heart of compassion, kindness, 
humility, gentleness, and patience (3:12). Upon all love that is the bond of 
maturity (3:14). These community members from all differing identities 
can relate to clothing that covers over the usual identification markers. 
What they are putting on are threads of virtue, ways to weave unity in the 
body, “holding fast to the head” and “nourished and held together by its 
ligaments and sinews” so that it “grows with a growth that is from god:” 
(Col 2:19). These clothing and body metaphors create a contrast to the 
body of rome whose head is the emperor, in this case nero.57 The iden-
tity of those living in the lycus Valley is embedded in their greco-roman 
cities, which operate as members of the empire. These cities are renowned 
for their clothing industry. The focus of their status and their daily work 
becomes the metaphor the Christ followers engage for the understanding 
of their identity in Christ. such a strong immersion in the clothing indus-
try suggests the propensity for it to provide a rich source of vivid imagery. 
While the hearer or reader in the lycus Valley may have an enhanced 
view of the clothing imagery, clothing is specifically linked with virtue 
and identity drawing a new collective of diverse identities into the body 
of Christ. The clothing in virtues is distinctive just as the trimitos cloth 
is in its weave. The list of virtues does not replicate common lists in the 
greco-roman world or those espoused by the roman empire but some 
of these are included in other new Testament writings. The clothing in 
the letter to the Colossians is more easily broadly applied. The advantage 
within the community of believers in the lycus Valley would be for subse-
quent local preaching and teaching to pick up on the threads and use them 
to advantage.

The use of clothing is paramount to setting the identity of the believers 
in Christ, not just between “us” and “them” but in a new cosmic order. The 
clothing that is not a barrier but a layer of virtue and relational cohesion is 
not just about membership of the body but also existence in all the warps 
and wefts.

57. it is seneca who implements the term corpus imperii, the body of the empire, 
and adds nero as the head of this body. rome is the head of the world, caput mundi, 
so by implication nero is the head of the world. see seneca, Clem. 2.2.1. For further 
explanation of the body of the roman emperor, see Canavan, Clothing the Body of 
Christ, 121–23.
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Conclusion

This response engages only a few threads of the thick-spun fabric of this 
magnificent volume by huttner. i trust my little unravelling has shown the 
value of this work as well as offering persuasion that the context of the tex-
tile industry and trade provides vivid imagery for the hearers of the letter 
to the Colossians in binding their identity in Christ.
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on the Question of Comparative 
method in historical research:  

Colossae and Chonai in larger Frame

Alan H. Cadwallader

at the conclusion of an overview essay on the development of the city 
of aphrodisias, Chris ratté reflected that “archaeologists tend to vacil-
late between the extremes of seeing their sites as unique and as exemplars 
of general trends. all cities are both, and much historical research boils 
down to trying to distinguish between the typical and the exceptional … 
of what cities had in common with each other and of how a particular city 
forged its own local identity.”1 regional comparison can yield considerable 
insight, as, for example, in rosalinde Kearsley’s study of latin and greek 
bilingual inscriptions providing a measure of the chronology, societal 
level, geographic spread and degree of linguistic and cultural interaction 
across asia.2 Comparative archaeology and history can be turned to the 

1. Christopher ratté, “The Founding of aphrodisias,” in Aphrodisias Papers 4: 
New Research on the City and Its Monuments, ed. Christopher ratté and r. r. r. smith 
(portsmouth: Journal of roman archaeology, 2008), 36.

2. iK 59. The collection includes one example from hierapolis (iK 59.169) and 
four from laodicea (iK 59.56, 57, 96, 170). significantly perhaps, there is only one 
from Kibyra (iK 59.95), the city after which the conventus organizing roman admin-
istration in the lycus Valley, was named. see, however, from Kormasa, 80 km due 
northeast of Kibyra, a bilingual inscription not included by Kearsley, possibly because 
it fell into the province of pisidia: n. p. milner, An Epigraphical Survey in the Kibyra-
Olbasa Region, reCam 3 (london: biaa, 1998), §152. aphrodisias also has only one 
example (§128), significant because the city is the other contender for the assize center 
in the third century, according to some interpreters, on the basis of viewing aphro-
disias as the capital of the new province of Caria; see C. roueché, Aphrodisias in Late 
Antiquity: The Late Roman and Byzantine Inscriptions, rev. 2nd ed. (london: King’s 
College, 2004), 1.5, 1.9–10 (with qualifications).
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highlighting of characteristics that mark out one city from another, for 
example. but they can also obfuscate distinctives that may characterize 
particular locations or even particular aggregations within a single loca-
tion. given the inheritance of competition between greek poleis in asia 
under roman rule, and the interest of imperial authorities in cultivating 
contained rivalry as a mechanism for reinforcing imperial commitments,3 
a comparative approach, carefully directed, is clearly the way forward, 
even when narrowed to the investigation of an isolated site.

michael smith and peter peregrine have detailed nine dimensions 
for harnessing the value of comparative work. These are sample size (the 
number of cases compared), sample selection (what governs the cases 
brought into interpretative play), contextualization (the extent to which a 
context is provided for any particular artifact or text), scale (how vast is the 
societal focus), primary and secondary data, archaeological and historical 
data, synchronic and diachronic comparisons, the stage in the research 
trajectory at which the comparison is invoked, spatial and temporal 
domains.4 all these factors are critical as a methodological hold on com-
parative research to provide a check on compression whereby overarching 
interpretations skim over local distinctives and a check on idiosyncracy, 
whereby the local (defined anywhere from infra-city to infra-region) is 
somehow hermetically sealed from outside influence.

When one’s focus is turned to Colossae/Chonai, the comparative 
method becomes immensely attractive precisely because of the poverty of 
material and textual resources. indeed, one might argue that the succeed-
ing imperial sweep of seleucid and roman control cultivates a recognition 
of impact on everything from agriculture to architecture that emanates 
from a center located elsewhere. The chora basilike of the seleucids, 
asserted through asia (albeit with regular interruptions and challenges), 
did bring wide-ranging adjustments to human and religious settlement.5 

3. see, generally, anna heller, “Les bêtises des Grecs”: Conflits et rivalités entre 
cites d’Asie et de Bithynie à l’époque romaine (129 a.C.–234 p.C.) (bordeaux: de boc-
card, 2007).

4. see michael e. smith and peter peregrine, “approaches to Comparative analy-
sis in archaeology,” in The Comparative Archaeology of Complex Societies, ed. michael 
e. smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2011), 4, 9–15.

5. see Christian mileta, Der König und sein Land: Untersuchungen zur Herrschaft 
der hellenistischen Monarchen über das königliche Gebiet Kleinasiens und seine Bev-
ölkerung (berlin: akademie Verlag, 2008).
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one need only point to the seleucid penchant for colonization that so com-
prehensively made use of royal landholdings (as well as existing cities on 
occasion) to recognize the flow-on effects in linguistic change, appropria-
tion of myths and cultural expression, let alone economic infrastructure.6 
a significant hint that Colossae was caught into this almost-programmatic 
hellenization may be late in appearing, but it is clear both numismatically 
and onomastically.7 The Treaty of apameia of 188 bCe established the 
independence of the attalid kingdom, but many of the cultural markers 
fostered by the seleucids remained intact. indeed, the devolving shift in 
attalid benefaction and support allowed a greater parade of self-identifi-
cation by cities even as attalid control was enhanced.8

The earliest known coins of Colossae are thought to come from the 
mid-second to early first century, that is, in the period of attalid rule char-
acterized numismatically by “a patchwork of types, denominations and 
weight-standards produced in different places at different times.”9 Three 
types are known, though only one has gained formal catalogue publication 
and analysis.10

6. see bezalel bar-Kochva, The Seleucid Army: Organization and Tactics in the 
Great Campaigns (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1976), 26; richard a. bil-
lows, Kings and Colonists: Aspects of Macedonian Imperialism (leiden: brill, 1995), 
146; see generally, getzel m. Cohen, The Seleucid Colonies: Studies in Founding, 
Administration and Organization (Wiesbaden: steiner, 1978); Frank daubner, “seleu-
kidische und attalidische in Westkleinasien—datierung, Funktion und status,” in Mil-
itärsiedlungen und Territorialherrschaft in der Antike, ed. Frank daubner (berlin: de 
gruyter, 2011), 41–63.

7. nicholas Wright (“seleucid royal Cult, indigenous religious Tradition and 
radiate Crowns: The numismatic evidence,” Med Arch 18 [2005]: 71) sees the coin-
age especially as stressing “the greek character of the empire.” Compare the nuanced 
assessment of rolf strootman: “in the course of time a supranational imperial cul-
ture came into existence based on the hellenic culture of the court”; rolf strootman, 
“seleucids,” in The Encyclopedia of Ancient History, ed. roger bagnall et al. (malden: 
Wiley-blackwell, 2012), 6122.

8. see peter Thonemann, “The attalid state, 188–133 bC,” in Attalid Asia Minor: 
Money, International Relations and the State, ed. peter Thonemann (oxford: oxford 
University press, 2013), 38, 47.

9. andrew meadows, “The Closed Currency system of the attalid Kingdom,” in 
Thonemann, Attalid Asia Minor, 195.

10. hans von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2 vols., istmitt 25, 27 (Tübin-
gen: Wasmuth, 1980–1987), 2.43–46. additional examples may be found at https://gal-
lica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b103235058 and https://tinyurl.com/sbl4218a1. a fourth 



108 alan h. Cadwallader

The published coin has an obverse with the laureate head of Zeus 
facing right and a reverse of a winged thunderbolt contained in parallel 
by the legend ΚΟΛΟΣ | ΣΗΝΩΝ.11 The stock interpretative approach 
to such numismatic evidence is reductive—simply asserting the pres-
ence of a cult of Zeus at Colossae.12 occasionally the combination of 
images expands the name to Zeus bronton. such an atomistic sampling 
of artefacts may succeed as a reasonable commentary, if diachronic 
corroboration is gathered from the prevalence of Zeus on Colossae’s 
imperial coinage and/or other remains.13 but a comparative approach 

type was suggested by an auction house for a coin that came onto the market in 2012, 
but the coin is so worn as to defy confidence, even though it appears to display late hel-
lenistic iconography (obverse: laureate head of Zeus; reverse: standing demeter holding 
sheaves in her right hand and a scepter in her left). see https://tinyurl.com/sbl4218d.

11. The inscription uses a four-bar sigma which disappears when Colossae’s mint 
reemerges early in the reign of hadrian, to be replaced by a lunate style.

12. For examples of this practice, see markus barth and helmut blanke, Colos-
sians, trans. astrid b. beck, ab 34b (new York: doubleday, 1994), 11; Clinton e. 
arnold, The Colossian Syncretism: The Interface between Christianity and Folk Belief 
at Colossae (grand rapids: baker, 1996), 107–8; lukas bormann, Der Brief des Paulus 
an die Kolosser, ThKnT 10.1 (leipzig: evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2012), 22. For a 
caution against a too-ready equation, see barbara levick, Roman Colonies in Southern 
Asia Minor (oxford: Clarendon, 1967), 130–32. Compare barclay head’s comments 
that, in spite of the variety of types in the Colossian catalogue, he considers them to 
be like medallions, issued only for “religious festivals and games” (BMC Phrygia, pp. 
l–li). The sheer variety of weights and sizes—exactly as one would expect for differ-
ent values—renders this most unlikely. That Colossae’s coins were part of currency 
exchange is clear from a recently-surfaced geta-artemis ephesiaca coin with a sardis 
countermark (Capb) designating a value of two assaria: see http://www.vcoins.com/
ancient/tomvossen/store/searchitem.asp.

13. Von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens 2.458–60 (nikephoros); 470 (lau-
reate head); 471–482, 534–536, 546–547, 580, 588, and 590 (aetophoros). note that 

Fig. 4.1. hellenistic coin 
of Colossae, probably 
mid-second century bCe. 
Zeus and his thunderbolt. 
From a private collection, 
used by permission.
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affords greater sophistication in results. The iconography of both faces 
in fact closely imitates some coinage of the royal seleucid mints. other 
cities did the same,14 albeit, like Colossae, confirming their own cul-
tural inheritance from the appropriated representation. although civic 
bronzes of the late seleucid, attalid, and roman republic times often 
began to exert their own creativity,15 Colossae was quite restrained. but 
of particular significance, given Colossae’s pre-greek eminence (see 
Xenophon, Anab. 1.2.6; herodotus, Hist. 7.30; diodoros siculus, Bib. 
hist. 14.80.8; polyaenus, Strateg. 7.16), is that the chosen representation 
is drawn from bronzes (not gold or silver) of mints further east, not the 
seleucid coinage of the western mediterranean sea-board.16 in other 

occasionally Zeus aetophoros is dubbed Zeus laodikensis on the basis of the fre-
quency of this representation at laodicea—this is misleading; so Christopher how-
gego, Greek Imperial Countermarks: Studies in the Provincial Coinage of the Roman 
Empire (london: royal numismatic society, 1985), 157. some have identified a blend 
between mediate serapis and Zeus on other coins from Colossae—this invites further 
enquiry; compare david magie, “egyptian deities in asia minor in inscriptions and 
on Coins,” AJA 57.3 (1953): 163–87; James Walters, “egyptian religions in ephesos,” 
in Ephesos: Metropolis of Asia: An Interdisciplinary Approach to its Archaeology, Reli-
gion, and Culture, ed. helmut Koester, hTs 41 (Valley Forge: Trinity press interna-
tional, 1995), 281–309, who however, omits numismatic evidence.

14. see, for example, the very similar Zeus-thunderbolt coin from abbaitis in 
eastern phrygia, distinguished only by a wreath circling the thunderbolt: BMC Phry-
gia 1.1–7, plate 2.1. The addition of the wreath is found on coins issued by the mint of 
seleuceia pieria in the first century bCe. 

15. s. psoma, “War or Trade? attic-Weight Tetradrachms in seleukid syria,” in 
Thonemann, Attalid Asia Minor, 294.

16. edward T. newell, The Coinage of the Western Seleucid Mints: From Seleucus I 
to Antiochus III, with a Summary of Recent Scholarship by Otto Mørkholm (new York: 
american numismatic society, 1977), 86–87 §894, 896, 898, 899 [with split place-
name] and plate 15.2, 6, 8, 10 (seleucia pieria; seleucus i); 107 §§949–951 and plate 
19.8–14 (antioch; seleucus i, some with monogram and additional symbols); see also 
in an addendum to newell’s volume on “eastern seleucid mints,” plate 1.17 (seleucia 
on the Tigris; antiochus ii). see also robert h. mcdowell, Stamped and Inscribed 
Objects from Seleucia on the Tigris (ann arbor: University of michigan press, 1935), 
115 who noted the greek association of the thunderbolt with fertility (n. 6). newell 
considers that the die-cutters, or at least their styles, for the mints on the eastern 
mediterranean seaboard came from seleucia on the Tigris (Coinage of the Western 
Seleucid Mints, 97). newell’s observations in this instance have been substantially con-
firmed by arthur houghton and Catharine C. lorber, Seleucid Coins: A Comprehen-
sive Catalogue, 2 vols. (new York: american numismatic society, 2002, 2008), even 
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words, Colossae—on the basis of this hellenistic coin—is continuing to 
look toward the achmaenid east of its past hey-days,17 albeit through the 
lens of seleucid preferences combined with the advantages to be gained 
from the new attalid realities. attalid rule, following the peace of apa-
meia, probably devolved to Colossae the ability to mint and name its 
own bronze coinage. The recognition of additional attalid favorites, such 
as athena and dionysos, and the dynastic hero-founder, heracles, has 
only begun to be evidenced for Colossae’s hellenistic coins, with a single 
small bronze featuring artemis on the obverse with the lion pelt and club 
of heracles on the reverse.18 This coin must await further analysis.

however, another significant coin-type suggests that Colossae had 
deliberately adopted the second of the two favored seleucid gods, Zeus 
and apollo.19 The royal romance propaganda lauded apollo as providing 
the paternity for seleucus i; accordingly, the blood-line of the seleucids 
was set.20 This coin again involves Colossae’s selection from the narrow 
range of bronze coin imagery, accenting a radiate apollo with the choice 

though this generally improved catalogue does not distinguish between “plain” and 
“winged” thunderbolts: 1.32–33 (seleucus i); 1.343–344, 1.355–356 (antiochus i); 
1.625–626, 1.638 (antiochus ii). it does however note what it calls “thundering Zeus” 
iconography, that is, an advancing Zeus brandishing a thunderbolt (see, for example, 
1.635–637. i recognize that my use of eastern may be confusing here. For the seleucid 
empire, east is generally understood as indicating mesopotamia, bactria, and beyond, 
with west encompassing levantine cities such as antioch on the orontes as well as the 
more familiar area of asia minor. even so, for Colossae, regardless of the origins of 
most of the early iconographic features (see next note), these cities to her east, rather 
than the output from sardis and other western mints, appear to have provided the 
template.

17. This east-bearing compass is implicit in the early testimonia of Colossae and 
is reflected on the ground with the stylistic parallels to various strata of pottery; see 
my “The historical sweep of the life of Colossae,” in Epigraphical Evidence Illustrat-
ing Paul’s Letter to the Colossians, ed. Joseph Verheyden, markus Öhler, and Thomas 
Corsten, WUnT 411 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2018), 25–67.

18. Kairos numismatik sold via ebay may 21st 2017; 13 mm, 2.15 g. see also 
robert parker, Greek Gods Abroad: Names, Natures and Transformations (berkeley: 
University of California press, 2017), 219–20.

19. hendrik Jan Willem drijvers, Cults and Beliefs at Edessa (leiden: brill, 1980), 
70–72. drijvers has followed the lead of newell, Coinage of the Western Seleucid Mints, 
96, but added further nonnumismatic evidence. The privileging of Zeus and apollo is 
seen in respective temples to each in babakome and Kiddioukome, villages governed 
by laodicea: ilaodikeia 1.

20. paul J. Kosmin, The Land of the Elephant Kings: Space, Territory, and Ideology 
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of symbol, a lyre.21 The lyre was not the dominant symbol in seleucid 
apollonian coinage from the eastern mediterranean (the preference is for 
omphalos or tripod), but Colossae joins with ionian and lycian coinage.22

The obverse radiate head is found on seleucid royal coinage only from 
around 173–170 bCe and applied only to the kings’ portraits not apollo.23 
a bust of radiate helios does occur as a small symbol in various sectors 
of the reverse field, additional to the representation of Zeus aetophoros 
(seated), standing nike, or athena in an elephant-drawn biga on some gold 

in the Seleucid Empire (Cambridge: harvard University press, 2014), 95–98; see Justin, 
Epit. 15.4.3–9.

21. newell, Coinage of the Western Seleucid Mints, 96 §922, plate 17.5, 6 (seleu-
cus i; laureate apollo on obverse, kithara on reverse; from antioch on the orontes); 
houghton and lorber, Seleucid Coins, 1. 20 (seleucus i); 1.418, 1.424, 1.443 (antio-
chus i); 1.528–529 (antiochus ii).

22. see Jodi magness, “some observations on the roman Temple at Kedesh,” IEJ 
40 (1990): 179, who takes the lyre and tripod as the key attributes for apollo on seleu-
cid coins. see also J. grafton milne, Kolophon and Its Coinage: A Study (new York: 
american numismatic society, 1941), plates i–V. The kithara is also known on ptole-
maic coinage, also in bronze, from the same period: otto mørkholm, philip grierson, 
and Ulla Westermark, Early Hellenistic Coinage from the Accession of Alexander to the 
Peace of Apamea (336–186 BC) (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1991), 70.

23. see Wright, “seleucid royal Cult,” 74, for the variety of dating options. occa-
sionally in the late greek west, radiate crowns for gods are known on coins, such as 
the third century coin from leontinoi in sicily featuring a radiate demeter or Tyche: 
BMC Sicily 62. radiate crowned heads appear on coins of macedonia often with thun-
derbolts on the reverse.

Fig. 4.2. hellenistic coin of Colossae, slightly off-center strike, of radiate and lau-
reate apollo on the obverse and his four-string kithara on the reverse. some coins 
show only a three-stringed lyre, indicating different die-lots and therefore signifi-
cant output from the Colossian mint. From a private collection, used by permission.
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and silver coins of seleucus i.24 arthur houghton and Catharine lorber 
interpret this as likely an official mint-mark for identifying production 
output, so its significance for seleucid iconography is minimal.25 by con-
trast, the political importance of rhodes in the attalid kingdom almost 
certainly can be traced in its coin output;26 here the emphasis on radi-
ate helios is pertinent. This may be an aid to the dating of this Colossian 
coin. The image tenaciously revived on Colossae’s roman-imperial-period 
coins. but on these coins, the radiate crown was not conferred upon the 
imperial head. rather, it has been designated as helios, possibility on the 
basis of the radiate driver of a quadriga that appears on other coins.27 if 
this is the case, there appears less diachronic numismatic support for a 
sanctuary of apollo at Colossae, compared with the previous coin. how-
ever, if the hierapolitan coins of apollo lairbenos in the imperial period 
are indicative of the region, it seems clear that apollo was quite capable of 
becoming radiate28—the falling curled locks on these coins of hierapolis 
seem to me to be a characteristic of apollo rather than helios, even though 
inscriptions can combine the names.29 The radiate heads of Colossae’s 
imperial coinage lack this feature and therefore confirm the identification 

24. houghton and lorber, Seleucid Coins, 1.162.2, 1.173.16, 1.174.9 (standing 
nike, some with trophy); 1.165.1, 1.169 (seated Zeus aetophorus); 1.177.1, 1.179 
(athena in biga).

25. houghton and lorber, Seleucid Coins, 1.xxi–xxii, 2.223.
26. see richard ashton, “The Use of the Cistaphoric Weight-standard outside the 

pergamene Kingdom,” in Thonemann, Attalid Asia Minor, 257–58.
27. Von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.448–452, 458–460, 483, 515–

517 (radiate head designated helios); see also 487–493, 496–506, 546 (helios in quad-
riga); 564 (apollo as child, with artemis, of leto). of the radiate “helios” coins, all in 
von aulock’s collection face right; however, one coin has emerged in the auctions with 
the head facing left; see now RPC 3.2313a online: https://rpc.ashmus.ox.ac.uk/search/
browse?q=2313a.

28. RPC 4.2070, 4.9991–3; these coins follow head in avoiding helios in the 
description: bmC phrygia 54–66 plate XXX.6.

29. on locks as a characteristic of apollo rather than heliosote, see houghton and 
lorber, Seleucid Coins, 1.188. For inscriptions that combine the names, see MAMA 
4.269, 270, 275a, 275b, roughly the same time as the coins. These form the basis for 
Ulrich huttner’s accent on a heliotic apollo: Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 
trans. david green, aJeC 85; early Christianity in asia minor 1 (leiden: brill, 2013), 
48–49. but it should be noted that the ascription of helios is not present in all dedica-
tions to apollo lairbenos. inscriptions dated earlier and contemporary appear to be 
lacking this epithet: see MAMA 4.277a (i) with commentary (p. 102), 282; m. ricl, 



 Colossae and Chonai in larger Frame 113

as helios. The off-centered strike of the fine examples of the coin do not 
allow an assessment of whether there were trailing locks. one very worn 
example does not appear to have this feature,30 so it would suggest that a 
control symbol on seleucid mints has grown in importance.

The debate over the seleucid obverses is whether the radiate crown 
indicates a heliotic or even an oriental association rather than an apollo 
connection.31 The option may be of minimal importance for Colossae itself; 
the city doubtless invested something of its own cultural commitments 
into the choice. but more significant than an early inventory of Colossian 
gods is the self-positioning of Colossae that these coins indicate. given 
the seleucid establishment of laodicea and hierapolis as preferred cities,32 
Colossae’s polis-pride, probably at least in relation to its neighbors, asserted 
itself through a display of distinctive iconography. it needs to be borne in 
mind that the hellenistic coins of Colossae thus far known portray the very 
gods claimed as the patrons of laodicea and hierapolis (respectively, Zeus 
and apollo), but the attributes and/or style of presentation differ markedly. 
moreover, houghton and lorber consider that laodicea at the end of the 
third century bCe began to have some involvement in royal coin produc-
tion.33 This continued under the attalids. Colossae’s choice of symbols and 
attributes for its hellenistic coinage appears to eschew that which emanated 
from the laodicean mint. perhaps, by stylistic affinities with early seleucid 
iconography, Colossae may have subtly paraded its far greater antiquity.

a similar pattern of negotiation of the larger imperial realities impact-
ing a local context can be discerned in the revival of the Colossian mint 
at the beginning of the reign of hadrian.34 For whatever reason Colossae’s 

“les ΚΑΤΑΓΡΑΦΑΙ du sanctuaire d’apollon lairbenos,” Arkeoloji Dergisi 3 (1995): 
179 §30. 

30. see https://tinyurl.com/sbl4218a4.
31. Wright, “seleucid royal Cult,” 72, 77–82.
32. hierapolis in early scholarship was thought to have been an attalid flower-

ing. however, the tribal names in the city, such as seleukis, antiochis, and laodikis, 
clearly indicate a seleucid foundation, even if laodicea remained the leading city into 
the early roman imperial period; see F. Kolb, “Zur geschichte der stadt hierapolis in 
phrygien: die phyleninschriften im Theater,” ZPE 15 (1974): 269–70.

33. houghton and lorber, Seleucid Coins, 1.900–903 (antiochus hierax; apollo 
on omphalos with bow); 989–998 (antiochus iii; apollo on omphalos with arrow 
and bow).

34. see my “Wealthy, Widowed, astute and beneficent: Claudia eugenetoriane 
and the second Century revival of the Colossian mint,” NewDocs 12 (forthcoming).
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mint had fallen into abeyance.35 in a rare occurrence, a woman took respon-
sibility for reinvigorating the mint.36 Claudia eugenetoriane timed her 
munificence to perfection, launching the coinage with a type that acknowl-
edged hadrian as Caesar, exactly what was contested immediately after 
the death of Trajan (117 Ce).37 a second coin-type has recently surfaced 
with two examples.38 it also carries her name, though without an imperial 

35. one suggestion is that it was the result of a roman restriction imposed on 
Colossae at the end of the First mithradatic War for its (forced?) compliance with 
mithradates Vi’s seige of laodicea in 89 bCe in the rebel’s hunt for the roman gen-
eral oppius. laodicea had sycophanted its way back into roman favor (CIL 1.2 728) 
and within a short time had restored prolific production of bronze coinage; see ann 
Johnston, “greek imperial statistics: a Commentary,” Révue numismatique 26 (1984): 
240–57. Under hadrian, it even regained its early second-century (bCe) authority, 
for a brief period, to mint imperial cistaphoric coins; see William e. metcalfe, The 
Cistophori of Hadrian (new York: american numismatic society, 1980), 64–71. inter-
estingly, the mint of hierapolis does not appear to have been affected.

36. The coin credited to Caligula by von aulock (Münzen und Städte Phrygiens 
2.545) has been removed from consideration because it is a forgery: RPC Supp. 1 
35.2891. among the forty or so Colossian coins that have surfaced since von aulock’s 
catalogue was published, none have predated the time of hadrian’s reign. laodicea 
also provides examples of women underwriting coin production: RPC 1.2924, 2925; 
2.1273, 1275, 1277, 1279. a similar rarity is attested in the West as well: peter Weiss, 
“The Cities and Their money,” in Coinage and Identity in the Roman Provinces, ed. 
Christopher howgego, Volker heuchert, and andrew burnett (oxford: oxford Uni-
versity press, 2007), 63, 67.

37. Von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.548. on the disputed credentials 
of hadrian to succeed Trajan, see hildegard Temporini, Die Frauen am Hofe Trajans: 
Ein Beitrag zur Stellung der Augustae im Principat (berlin: de gruyter, 1979), 123–24.

38. see https://tinyurl.com/sbl4218a2; and https://tinyurl.com/sbl4218a3.

Fig. 4.3. small civic coin minted under the auspices of Claudia eugenetoriane, 
probably in 117/118 Ce. From a private collection, used by permission.
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obverse; it is a familiar-styled civic coin, but striking because of the unique 
designation in the reverse legend carrying her name. she is now “Claudia 
eugenetoriane, widow” (ΚΛ•ΕΥΓΕΝΕΤΟΡΙΑΝΗ•ΧΗΡΗ).

a number of features point to a careful negotiation of roman realities:

1. even though the language of the legend is greek, there are inter-
puncts on the reverse legend between the words on both coins, a 
feature of roman inscriptions that had begun to interrupt greek 
scriptio continua even in athens.39 it recurs on some later Colos-
sian coins.40

2. The legend of the coin bearing hadrian’s portrait even adopts 
the latin dative of dedication—ΚΛ•ΕΥΓΕΝΕΤΟΡΙΑΝΗ• 
ΚΟΛΟCCΗΝΟΙC—rather than the usual genitive, ΚΟΛΟC
CΗΝΩΝ, again a feature of roman epigraphy, though also 
known occasionally on other coins accenting the euergetism.41

3. The woman is concerned to promenade her roman citizenship 
on both coins. later munificent underwriters of Colossian coin-
age were occasional in this display, including two who maybe her 
descendants in a family-dynastic, albeit partial, provision of coins 
for Colossae: (Tiberius) Claudius sacerdos and, later, Claudius 
priscus.42 The adjustment in cognomens is significant—from the 

39. Thomas n. habinek, The Colometry of Latin Prose (berkeley: University of 
California, 1985), 43; leslie Threatte, The Grammar of Attic Inscriptions (berlin: de 
gruyter, 1980), 82. of remaining interest is the use of the ionic form, χήρη. 

40. Von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.518–519.
41. Kearsley, Greeks and Romans in Imperial Asia, 152–53. The dative occurs 

again on Colossian coinage under the reign of antoninus pius: von aulock, Münzen 
und Städte Phrygiens, 2.455–457 and RPC 4.10833 (≠ MSP). The dative is common 
in greek inscriptions when honors for the imperial family are in view, as at Colos-
sae (IGRR 4.468, 469). see generally, simon r. F. price, “gods and emperors: The 
greek language of the imperial Cult,” JHS 104 (1984): 79–95. see, on the example 
of the provision at smyrna by the famous rhetorician polemo, dietrich o. a. Klose, 
Die Münzprägung von Smyrna in der römischen Kaiserzeit (berlin: de gruyter, 1987), 
68–69, 248–49, 250–54.

42. Von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.471–482, 559–653. on family 
dynasties exercising significant input into a city’s coin production, see peter Weiß, 
“euergesie oder römische pragegenehmigung? aitesamenou-Formular auf städtmün-
zen der provinz asia, roman provincial Coinage (RPC) ii und persönliche aufwend-
ungen im münzwesen,” Chiron 30 (2000): 237–38, 250–51.
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greek eugenetoriane to the transliterated conversion of an office, 
sacerdos, to the latin name priscus.

4. The symbolism is extremely carefully chosen. athena is partic-
ularly apt for hadrian, given his attic service, credentials and 
display.43 The choice of demeter on the second coin, especially 
in combination with the self-designation “widow,” is deliberate 
mimesis of the imperial widows, marciana and plotina, respec-
tively sister and wife of Trajan, both supporters of hadrian.44 
The combination of legend and iconography makes for a quite 
different communication than the later striking of demeter by 
male magistrates.45

eugenetoriane has exuded exemplary wisdom in her negotiation of 
roman imperial realities and turned these realities to serve Colossae’s 
interests, at least according to the lights of a wealthy, widowed leader in 
society at Colossae.

This lengthy, mainly numismatic example of the reality of Colossae’s 
place in larger geopolitical movements has served as a warrant for the 
use of the comparative method in interpreting the city’s life. regardless 
of the surveys and excavations that one hopes will attend the site in the 
future, the necessity of the method is clear. in bringing the comparative 
method to bear in the course of this demonstration, the impact of politi-
cal realities on coin production at Colossae has been demonstrated as 
well as the hints of Colossian self-definition in its chosen (and modi-
fied) iconography, opening up far more interpretative possibilities than a 
simple identification of deities as a register of cultic activity at Colossae. 
The connections of Colossae that strengthen the case for reference to a 

43. Compare p. Karanastasi, “hadrian im panzer: Kaiserstatuen zwischen real-
politik und philhellenismus,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts 127–
128 (2012–2013): 323–91.

44. see RIC 2.750. The city layout of antinoopolis contained the district of 
matidia among the ten phylai. matidia was the name of Trajan’s niece. of particular 
interest are the names of the five demoi within the designation: demetrieus, Thesmo-
phorios—both recalling the keys of the eleusinian mysteries—then Kalliteknios and 
then markianios and plotinios, recalling the deified widows. The association is clear: 
see anthony r. birley, Hadrian: The Restless Emperor (london: routledge, 1997), 
254–55. he interprets kalliteknios as a reference to sabina; it is worth noting however 
that there was a cult of Kalliteknia for the deified Julia (SEG 43.711; AÉ 1993.1521).

45. Von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.447 = RPC 3.2316.
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wider frame for interpretation, could be expanded beyond the limits of 
this chapter.46

but, even as wider parallels have brought assistance, so also some dis-
tinctive elements of Colossae’s life have surfaced, not least the question of 
a distanced relationship between Colossae and its immediate lycus Valley 
neighbors, laodicea and hierapolis. The two examples that follow address 
this question and are designed to demonstrate, firstly, that the comparative 
method, especially in the context of the hold of empire upon the mind of 
the lycus Valley, can generate new insights; and secondly, that the com-
parative method must be sensitive to the particular distinctives that any 
one site may suggest. For the first, i will explore the critical impact of the 
immediate post-Julian years for interpreting one of Colossae’s key surviv-
ing texts, The miracle of the archangel michael at Chonai, in the light of 
the antagonism expressed in the text towards laodicea. For the second, 
i will return to the thorny problem of the nature, extent and location of 
Jewish settlement in phrygia and argue that the evidence for a significant 
Jewish population at Colossae is lacking.

The miracle of michael

a crucial but too-often forgotten informant of history and archaeology is 
the geographical setting that embeds text and artefact alike. as Kevin Walsh 
accents, “We need to consider why people chose to settle and establish set-
tlements in particular topographic situations.”47 The story of michael of 
Chonai is replete with references to a multitude of geographical features that 
are given religious, narratival even onomastic significance (the monolith, 
the chasm, rock formations, the rivers and most of all, the spring). These 
became key visual markers for pilgrims to Chonai, of old called Colossae, 
in later byzantine times both guiding the journey and confirming the story 
(Constantine porphyrogenitus, Them. 1.3).48 They were also imbued with 

46. see my Fragments of Colossae: Sifting through the Traces, 2nd rev and exp. ed. 
(hindmarsh: aTF press, forthcoming), ch. 10. 

47. Kevin Walsh, The Archaeology of Mediterranean Landscapes: Human-Envi-
ronment Interaction from the Neolithic to the Roman Period (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 2014), 5.

48. The issue of the relationship between Colossae and Chonai cannot be 
explored here. see, briefly, my “refuting an axiom of scholarship on Colossae: Fresh 
insights from new and old inscriptions,” in Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to an 
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unfolding theological significance, especially in the iconoclast crises of the 
eighth and ninth centuries, just as they factored prominently in what was 
probably a pagan story of an epiphany of rescue.49 accordingly, distances, 
whether by crow-flight or by negotiating roman roads and local tracks, 
only give a snatch of the story. The features of an area shape consciousness 
and carve associations by which a city, its people and surrounds become 
known: mountains, springs, rivers, caves along with peculiar formations 
such as monoliths and travertine mouldings. roman land surveys tended 
to use natural features to form their judgments.50

The influence of local conditions was held, for example, to lie behind 
the area’s famous textile manufacture, even though laodicea as the prime 
center in the lycus had begun to stamp its name on the regional produc-
tion as a whole, not merely to its own city’s output.51 The recognition that 
the heavily urbanized areas often made recourse to rural religious centers, 
as at the site of the sanctuary of apollo lairbenos, and harnessed indig-
enous expressions that were linked to landscape,52 shows how important 

Ancient City, ed. alan h. Cadwallader and michael Trainor (göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& ruprecht, 2011), 160–61. see also glenn peers, Subtle Bodies: Representing Angels in 
Byzantium (berkeley: University of California press, 2001), 151.

49. see alan h. Cadwallader, “The inversion of slavery: The ascetic and the 
archistrategos at Chonai,” in Prayer and Spirituality in the Early Church V: Poverty 
and Riches, ed. geoffrey d. dunn, david luckensmeyer, and lawrence Cross (strath-
field, nsW: saint pauls publications; Virginia, Qld: Centre for early Christian studies, 
2009), 215–36; Cadwallader, “epiphanies and religious Conflict: The Contests over 
the hagiasma of Chonai,” in Reconceiving Religious Conflict: New Views from the For-
mative Centuries of Christianity, ed. Chris de Wet and Wendy mayer (london: rout-
ledge, 2017), 110–35.

50. see, for example, SEG 24.1109. This was recognized among the jurists on 
disputes over land: see J. b. Campbell, The Writings of the Roman Land Surveyors 
(london: society for the promotion of roman studies, 2000), 61.

51. see especially huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 20–22, 166–70; 
see also his “die Färber von laodikeia und hierapolis: eine nachricht aus dem Corpus 
der alchemisten,” MBAH 26 (2009): 139–57; peter Thonemann, The Maeander Valley: 
A Historical Geography from Antiquity to Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity press, 2011), 187–8; see generally rosemary Canavan, “Weaving Threads: Cloth-
ing in Colossae,” in Cadwallader, Fragments of Colossae, 111–33.

52. Tullia ritti, Celal Şimşek, and h. Yıldız, “dediche e καταγραφαί dal santuario 
frigio di apollo lairbenos,” EA 32 (2000): 3. note the express connection between 
hierapolis and the sanctuary in MAMA 4.276a (i) (dedication of apollonios the 
hierapolitan), 276a (iii) (dedication of aphphia the hierapolitan), 276b (dedica-
tion of dion the motellan; motella a town under hierapolis’s orbit); see also 277a 
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topography can be in the formation of identity and behaviors. The gods 
frequented the high places especially, even though known in the depths 
and the waters, and recourse to them—a “going up” (ἀναβαίνω) from city 
or village as expressed in some devotions to apollo lairbenos—appears 
to have been invaluable for status, confession, manumission and the like.53

of course, difficulties attend the handling of the materials, especially 
textual materials that have survived. references to topography in hagiog-
raphies, foundation stories, or epiphanies may be useful for locating the 
sites that such stories were intended to support. The issue comes when one 
attempts to derive historical information from these stories. occasion-
ally one sees a privileging of, for example, the acts of the apostles over 
such hagiographies, which, while justified to some extent, can cultivate a 
default surface acceptance of the canonical book.54 The loose appreciation 
of the difference between rhetoric and history, say in luke’s hyperbolic 
sweeps referencing phrygia (acts 2:10, 16:6 with its dissonance between 
asia and phrygia, 18:23), forges greater historical weight for paul’s mis-
sionary activity into a back-reading of Colossians.55 “paul’s defining role 
for early Christianity in asia minor is undisputed”56 may be true as a 
general observation, but the application of this affirmation to the lycus 

(ii) (dedication of Charixenos the dionysopolitan), 281 (dedication of apellas from 
blaundos, about 50 kilometres north of hierapolis). one inscription also provides a 
connection with laodicea (and erriza): ritti, Şimşek, and Yıldız, “dediche,” 34 §K44.

53. see, for example, georg petzl, Die Beichtinschriften Westkleinasiens (bonn: 
habelt, 1994), 128–30 §110; MAMA 4.279, 283, 289.

54. as, for example, the acceptance of three missionary journeys: huttner, Early 
Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 82–83. paul’s own recall of multiple shipwrecks (2 
Cor 11:25) compared to only one in acts (27:39–44) urges caution. Compare also 
huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 99 who takes the designation of paul as 
a πρεσβύτης in phlm 9 as an indication of age rather than as part of paul’s rhetorical 
self-positioning in relation to philemon. see ronald F. hock, “a support for his old 
age: paul’s plea on behalf of onesimus,” in The Social World of the First Christians, 
ed. l. michael White and o. larry Yarbrough (minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 67–81. 
on the importance of the elder in social relations, see the character of the father in 
plutarch’s Table Talk (Quaest. conv. 1.2.2 [615f–616b]). note also that a senator from 
Xanthus is designated, inter alia, as a πρεσβύτης Ἀσίας an honorific title designating a 
legate or envoy with no necessary correlation with age: michel Christol and Thomas 
drew-bear, “Un sénateur de Xanthos,” Journal des savants 3 (1991): 197, 203–6; see 
also IGRR 3.174, 175.

55. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 123.
56. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 82; see also paul Trebilco, The 
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Valley may be an example of the compression occasionally charged against 
comparative history and archaeology. it certainly does not cohere with the 
interpretation of those scholars who accept the pseudonymity of Colos-
sians. Thus, in my view, it is unconvincing to combine acts 18:23 with Col 
2:1 to produce a meaning that paul did not meet all Christians in the lycus 
Valley, having skipped hierapolis in the course of a lycus Valley visit.57

The problem here is that in the aftermath of the pauline mission, the 
memory of paul did not credit him with a defining role, at least for the 
lycus Valley.58 The acts of John, acts of philip, michael of Chonai, and 
an array of martyrologies are notably scant in mentions of paul’s impact; 
they rather esteem other apostles with a decisive shaping on the lycus 
Valley. The cultivated Christian memory did not reiterate lukan remem-
brance, nor indeed much of Colossians and philemon. rather, John is the 
key apostle along with philip, even though both John and philip are figures 
coalesced in amalgams of the evangelist and the author of revelation, on 
the one hand, and the gospel apostle and the acts evangelist/deacon/father 
of prophets on the other.59 Ulrich huttner certainly tracks the formation 
of these apostolic figures in the lycus Valley texts. but the implication of 
this for the legacy of paul is left muted.60

paul is briefly revived in the martyr stories of philemon, archippus, 
and apphia in the synaxarion of Constantinople, sometimes known as 
the menologion of basil, but that is eleventh century and hardly reliable 
for historical reconstruction.61 its patchwork précis seems to owe some 

Early Christians in Ephesus from Paul to Ignatius, WUnT 166 (Tübingen: mohr sie-
beck, 2004), 145–46.

57. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 123. The argument of paul’s 
familiarity with the Christian communities in the lycus Valley on the basis of names 
shared in Colossians and philemon (huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 83) 
is not sufficient to substantiate a visit—rom 16 shows the distinction between know-
ing people and having been “on the ground.” 

58. The assessment of pauline influence in the lycus Valley clearly depends on the 
time-frame one adopts; see paul Trebilco, “Christians in the lycus Valley: The View 
from ephesus and from Western asia minor,” in Cadwallader and Trainor, Colossae in 
Space and Time, 196–97.

59. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 185–90 (John), 190–95 (philip).
60. Compare Trebilco “Christians in the lycus Valley” (193–208) who seeks to 

establish for the apostolic and subapostolic period a compatibility/complementarity 
even if separateness in pauline and Johannine influence.

61. The menologion of basil ii as it is commonly (though incorrectly) called 
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material to the opening chapter of the michael of Chonai narrative, which 
privileges John and philip, and a little to the pagan foundation story for the 
city of ephesos in the naming of the governor as androcles, a quite typi-
cal mid-byzantine conceit of compacting multiple Christian and pagan 
allusions.62 but overall, the pauline tradition in the lycus Valley, outside 
of canonical and subapostolic transmission of epistolary texts, is some-
what like the figure of paul in the acts of Thecla—known more by his 
absence than his presence! paul Veyne’s caution is pertinent here: “by no 
means what the historians call event is seized directly and entirely; it is 
always completely and laterally … should we say, through the tekmeria, 

is usually dated to the eleventh century, though clearly drawing on prior traditions. 
see nancy patterson Ševčenko, “The Walters ‘imperial’ menologion,” Journal of the 
Walters Art Gallery 51 (1993): 43–64; F. d’aiuto, El “Menologio de Basilo II”: Città 
de estudios con occasion de la edición facsímil (Vatican: biblioteca apostolica Vati-
cana; athens: diaconía apostólica de la iglesia de grecia; madrid: Testimonio Com-
pania editorial, 2008), 6. it should be noted that this synaxarion does not represent 
an already-established stable tradition of the november martyrs. The tenth–eleventh 
century Codex leimonos 48 (a menologion), for example, does not include the lives 
of philemon, apphia, and archippos in its collection; see athanasios papadopoulos-
Kerameus, Mαυρογορδάτειος Bιβλιοθήκη [The Mavrogordati Collection], 2 vols., 
(Constantinople: boutura, 1884), 1:57–58. it is also omitted in the bl add ms 24372 
and elsewhere. other manuscripts include the martyrology on different days, for 
example, november 22 in bl add ms 11870, fol 325v; elsewhere the feast-day is Feb-
ruary 21; see basilius latyšev, Menologii anonymi byzantine saeculi X quae super sunt 
(petropoli: 1911). There was a late byzantine church of philemon, archippos, and 
onesimos in Constantinople, notably substituting onesimos for apphia; see n. a. 
beê, Τα χειρόγραφα των Μετεώρων: Κατάλογος περιγραφικός των χειρογράφων κωδίκων 
των αποκειμένων εἰς τὰς Μονάς των Μετεώρων [meteōrōn manuscripts: a descriptive 
list of manuscript codices belonging to the meteōrōn monastery], 4 vols. (athens: 
akadēmia athēnōn, 1967–1993), 3:771. but, despite Theodoret of Cyrrhus refer-
ring to a pilgrim site of philemon’s house (Interpretatio Epistolae ad Philemonem [pg 
82.871–72a]), no church under such patronage is recorded: see my “The reverend 
doctor John luke and the Churches of Chonai,” GBRS 48.3 (2008): 319–38.

62. so, for example, the reference to greeks, idolaters, artemis, an attack, and 
an overpowering. These are stock features in hagiographies. The use of the term 
σιτοφὐλαξ as androcles’s office may be a deliberate reminisce of strabo’s association 
of androcles’s descendants with control of the sacrifices for demeter (strabo, Geogr. 
14.1.3). The specific term σιτοφύλαξ is not found in any surviving materials from 
ephesos; however, the renowned salutaris is known, among many offices, for being an 
ἀρχώνης σἰτου (ieph 36d). on the importance of the name of androcles in connection 
with ephesos well into the Common era, see pausanias, Descr. 7.2.8–9, ephorus apud 
stephanus, Ethn. 2.68; suda, s.v. “ Ἰωνία” (ι.494).  
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the vestiges.”63 acts, in this sense, is itself a vestige for us, as well as dis-
playing its own perspective on retrieved vestiges, and needs to be handled 
as such. its difference from later lives and acts, outside of its canonical 
status, is one of degree rather than kind.

The question of how such stories might yield up their historical value 
is well illustrated by Johan leemans’s close analysis of gregory of nyssa’s 
380 Ce encomium on holy Theodore the recruit.64 at the surface level, 
the setting is the reign of the emperor galerius (305–311), during which 
time Theodore is alleged to have been martyred (gregory of nyssa, De 
sancto Theodoro [pg 46.741b]).65 but leemans shows that this earliest 
panegyric of Theodore is an opportunity for gregory to mount a scathing 
critique of the period of Julian the apostate (361–363). even though that 
emperor is never explicitly named, the allusions are patent.66 The history 
to be derived from this constructed memory therefore hangs below the 
surface level.67 it speaks of the struggles of the church to reform its identity 
in the aftermath of the catastrophes and collusions of the Julian period, 

63. paul Veyne, Comment on écrit l’histoire: Essai d’épistémologie (paris: seuil, 
1987), 14.

64. Johan leemans, “gregory of nyssa: a homily on Theodore the recruit,” in 
‘Let Us Die That We May Live’: Greek Homilies on Christian Martyrs from Asia Minor, 
Palestine and Syria (c. AD 350–AD 450), ed. Johan leemans et al. (london: rout-
ledge, 2003), 82–90; see also his “a preacher-audience oriented analysis of gregory 
of nyssa’s homily on Theodore the recruit,” StPatr 37 (2001): 140–46.

65. The emperor is known here under the name maximian.
66. leemans, “gregory of nyssa,” 83. it is worth noting that there is a specific 

reference not only to the mother of the gods (De sancto Theodoro [pg 46.741d], 
i.e., Cybele), one of the focal devotions of Julian, but also a reference to her temple 
at amasea (pg 46.744a) and special attention to the pagan (high) priesthood ([pg 
46.744d–745a])—all concerns of Julian: see Or. 3; Or. 5; Fragmentum epistolae. 
moreover, Theodore is related as impugning emperors (plural), especially those 
assuming the title of high priest and becoming “cooks” aka “butchers” (De sancto 
Theodoro [pg 46.745a])—a clear indication of Julian’s revival of and personal 
involvement in sacrifices, even though the plural could be taken as a reference to 
the rule of the three: Constantius i, diocletian, and maximian (209–305 Ce). more 
direct homiletic criticisms did come, inter alia, from asterius of amasea, from a city 
renowned for its cult of the great mother: see asterius of amasea, Hom. 3, 4, and 10; 
and see Johan leemans, “Christian diversity in amaseia: a bishop’s View,” Adaman-
tius 13 (2007): 247–57.

67. Christopher Walter simply observes that the period between a saint’s mar-
tyrdom and the textual remembrance in a life or homily reduces the reliability of the 
text, for the martyr and her/his martyrdom—but this is not the only historical value in 
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particularly through a redirection of church building (with an accent on 
martyrions), the lavish painting designed to instruct the faithful, the ritual 
reiteration of the faith and its exemplars,68 and, what gregory does not 
mention, the weeding out of apostates (asterius, Hom. 4.9).

This has particular relevance for the popular version of the story of 
michael of Chonai. The narrative lampoons laodicea as “the city of the law-
less mob”69 in a deliberate distortion of the etymology of its name. laodicea 
becomes a staging point for idolatrous villains bent on the destruction of 
the michael healing spring, its hagiasma and custodian.70 The story’s own 
chronological indicators, admittedly imprecise, point to the third century 
or fourth century.71 The portrayal of laodicea is quite tendentious. The city 
is unremittingly pagan; even the father of the healed daughter is introduced 
as living in laodicea as a “godless idolater” (ἀσεβὴς καὶ εἰδωλοθύτης) who, 
himself, is violently opposed to the healing spring as a Christian center.72 
This Colossian/Chonian story completely ignores laodicea’s history—

such accounts. Christopher Walter, The Warrior Saints in Byzantine Art and Tradition 
(aldershot: ashgate, 2003), 292.

68. see Vasiliki m. limberis, Architects of Piety: The Cappadocian Fathers and the 
Cult of Martyrs (oxford: oxford University press, 2011), 55–62.

69. michael of Chonai 7.4 (bonnet 11.10). in the references to the story of st 
michael of Chonai, the first reference is to the chapter and section breakdown of my 
english translation in “The story of the archistrategos, st michael of Chonai,” in Cad-
wallader and Trainor, Colossae in Space and Time, 323–30. The second reference is to 
the greek edition of max bonnet, Narratio de Miraculo a Michaele Archangelo Chonis 
Patrato (paris: librairie hachette, 1890), by page and line number.

70. michael of Chonai 3.6 (bonnet 5.3–5); michael of Chonai 5.2–4 (bonnet 
8.13–9.11); michael of Chonai 7.3–4 (bonnet 11.5–12.4); michael of Chonai 8.2–3 
(bonnet 12.8–13.2); michael of Chonai 10.1–3 (bonnet 13.16–14.7).

71. The apostolic period (michael of Chonai 1–2 [bonnet 1.5–3.7]); a period of 
“many years” after that (michael of Chonai 3.1 [bonnet 3.8–10]), the global fame of 
the spring (michael of Chonai 3.1 [bonnet 3.11–12]); then the coming of a laodicean 
pagan for his daughter’s healing following a vision (michael of Chonai 3.2–4 [bonnet 
3.14–5.3]); the building of a εὐκτήριον in honor of saint michael following the healing 
(michael of Chonai 3.5 [bonnet 4.17]); the coming of the first custodian, archippos, 
some ninety years after that (michael of Chonai 4.1 [bonnet 5.6]), for a period of sev-
enty years (michael of Chonai 4.2 [bonnet 5.10]). if one takes the end of the apostolic 
period as about 100 Ce and “many years” as a half-century, we arrive at the second 
half of the third century into the first half of the fourth. of course, in such stories, time 
allocations are notoriously loose.

72. michael of Chonai 3.2 (bonnet 3.15, 17–19). This is overlooked by huttner 
(Early Christianity in Lycus Valley, 374). it should also be noted that the baptized 
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laodicea is neither Johannine (as from revelation and the acts of John) 
nor pauline (as from Col 4:13–16); rather it is heathen. The story arrogates 
John to itself and to hierapolis and completely ignores any pauline refer-
ence or, as far as i can tell, any allusion to a pauline text.73 any stories of 
Christian presence in that city that clearly fall within the time-frame envis-
aged by the michael narrative simply do not appear: not the acts of John, 
not the martyrdom of bishop sagaris or artemon74 and, significantly, not 
the pauline witness. by contrast, hierapolis is noteworthy for its Christian 
presence, not only harnessing the legends of philip and even a visitation 
from the apostle John to its credentials but also providing from its numbers, 
the foundational custodian, archippos, for the hagiasma near Colossae.75 
Clearly, this is a distortion of the historical record; consequently, a surface 
reading of the text cannot be allowed. but it does raise the historical ques-
tion of the rationale behind such a blatant misrepresentation.

The clue is to be found in elements that remain a constant in the 
relations between greek poleis in roman times.76 huttner, rightly in my 
view, understands that part of the dynamic behind the hagiographies of 
the acts of John and the acts of philip is a tense competition between 
laodicea and hierapolis for preeminence and accord.77 but this tension 
is not confined to ecclesiastical jockeying for position. it is evident also 
in relationships between the two cities under rome (such as the claim 
on the title “metropolis,” the maneuvering for the award of “neokoros”), 
no doubt exacerbated by the roman tendency to collate the two cities.78 

father and healed daughter are never said to return to laodicea. They simply depart, 
glorifying god: michael of Chonai 3.5 (bonnet 5.2–3).

73. by contrast, the description of the devil as ἀνθρωποκτόνος seems to be an allu-
sion to John 8:44 (michael of Chonai 8.2 [bonnet 12.13]). There are multiple old Tes-
tament allusions and a lengthy quotation from ps 92/93: 2–5 (michael of Chonai 11.1 
[bonnet 14.11–15]). in illuminated psalters, the story of saint michael of Chonai came 
to be used as the illustration for this psalm. see bl add ms 19.352, fol 125r.

74. see huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 250–51, 334–35.
75. significantly, archippos, even though ten years old when he becomes the 

προσμονάριος of the εὐκτήριον is noted as sprung from Christian parentage—from 
hierapolis (michael of Chonai 4.1 [bonnet 5.6–9]). one can perhaps hear echoes of 
the katagraphai inscriptions at apollo lairbenos here, some of which explicitly name 
parents dedicating their child as from hierapolis (e.g., MAMA 4.276a [iii]).

76. see generally, heller, “Les bêtises des Grecs.”
77. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 25, 189, 265, 365.
78. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 278–79. as in a certain sena-
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hagiography is but an example in a more long-standing strain in the rela-
tion between the two cities.

This is where the application of the comparative method must be mind-
ful of the impact of imperial policies on the relations between neighbors in 
a confined region. This means more than the intense activity engendering 
civic projects that preface the visits of dignitaries—hadrian’s pan-hellenic 
tour, for example, clearly fostered mintings, inscriptions and building in 
the main cities of the lycus in preparation for the 129 visit, including at 
Colossae.79 rather, it pertains to the constant attentiveness to imperial 
shifts that local authorities trained themselves to refine for direct dealings 
with the central authorities; more importantly, these factors fired these 
authorities in how to position themselves in relation to central govern-
ment by asserting themselves over neighbors who were likewise attentive 
to the same realities.80

The key to michael of Chonai, in my view, is the aftermath of the 
Julian years, where already-existing tensions became inflamed as cities 
sought to establish their credentials positively in relation to imperial 
and, in this case, ecclesiastical centers. in fact, it appears to have been a 
policy of Julian to cultivate ecclesial conflict.81 it is no coincidence that 
the story appears to side with hierapolis over laodicea, the one cleansed 
and Christian, the other under the stranglehold of the devil; here a tacit 
alliance is signaled. The incendiary action and reaction can be sheeted 
home, i would suggest, to the synod of laodicea. it is a general observa-
tion that those dioceses subjected to criticism at synods rarely are found 
in attendance, so it is unlikely that Colossae and probably hierapolis were 
among the small number gathered.82 What is not noted in regard to this 

tor, honored by a monument at Xanthos. among other honors, he is designated an 
οἰκιστὴς Λα[ο]δικέων καὶ Ἱεραπολειτῶν; see Christol and drew-bear, “Un sénateur de 
Xanthos,” 197 at lines b.3–4 of the inscription.

79. see IGRR 4.869; von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.547.
80. see alan h. Cadwallader, “inter-City Conflict in the story of st michael of 

Chonai,” in Religious Conflict from Early Christianity to the Rise of Islam, ed. Wendy 
mayer and bronwen neil (berlin: de gruyter, 2013), 109–27.

81. “no wild beasts are so hostile to men as are Christian sects in general to 
one another” was ammianus marcellinus distillation of Julian’s approach: res gest. 
divi aug. 22.5.4, translation from John J. norwich, Byzantium: The Early Centuries 
(london: penguin, 1990), 92.

82. see huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 291–92 for one attempt to 
calculate the number of attendees. The total is disputed.
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council is that Constantinople at this time (ca. 365 though huttner places 
it later, at 380 Ce)83 is still under arian-derivative control and would 
remain so until 380 with the death of bishop demophilos. even though 
the synod of laodicea is replete with denunciations of heresies,84 there is 
no mention of arianism or its successor variants nor is there the avowal 
of nicene orthodoxy so familiar from the opening of other synod texts.85 
The Council of nicea had prescribed two provincial synod meetings each 
year (Canon 5), and this had been reiterated at the Council of antioch 
in 338 (Canon 20), but laodicea omits any reference to this authority 
for its gathering.86 The mention of photinian heretics in Canon 7 makes 

83. in the face of other evidence, the use of the reference to an ambo (Canon 15) 
to help the dating of the synod (huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 296) 
is too fragile to sustain the weight put upon it. The word was already being extended 
in the first century bCe to refer to a construction of steps leading to a height (apol-
lonios Citiensis, Hipp. 1.7)—its movement into a church setting is probably a natu-
ral development, with the synod canon noting a preexistent reality (especially in a 
city with already established substantial church buildings). What is clear is that the 
church defined in terms of building is set off against the place to which those who 
worship angels retire, according to Canon 35: ἐγκαταλείπειν τὴν ἐκκλησίαν καὶ ἀπιέναι 
καὶ ἀγγέλους ὀνομάζειν καὶ συνάξεις ποιεῖν. 

84. synod of laodicea 7–8, 11, 32–34. The council is called the synod “against 
montanus and other heresies” in a mosaic in a twelfth-century church at bethlehem 
(CIG 8953). only Canon 8 actually refers to “the heresy of the so-called phrygians” but 
see Canon 11 and the reference to female leadership that stephen mitchell takes as a 
mark of Christian phrygia rather than montanism per se: s. mitchell, “an epigraphic 
probe into the origins of montanism,” in Roman Phrygia: Culture and Society, ed. 
peter Thonemann (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2013), 196–97; see also 
huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 311–12. William Tabbernee overrates 
the number of canons (59 or 60) as indicating the importance of the synod of laodi-
cea: Fake Prophecy and Polluted Sacraments: Ecclesiastical and Imperial Reactions to 
Montanism (leiden: brill, 2007), 301–2.

85. For example, the denunciation of the photinians at the Council of Constanti-
nople in 381 (§1) was on the basis of a lack of conformity with nicea; this was not the 
basis of the laodicean canon (§7) where the photinians are simply numbered with the 
novations and the Quartodecimans (now deemed a heresy) on the issue of reception 
of heretics.

86. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 291 is slightly misleading in 
implying that laodicea was specifically mentioned by the nicean canon, rather than 
provinces in general. it should be noted, on the one hand, that Canon 5 was by a 
lack of observance and, on the other, canon lists credited to one synod are often 
a compilation of a succession of recommendations/decisions of smaller gatherings. 
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no reference to the nicean settlement and advises reception without 
rebaptism,87 even though it was precisely the Trinitarian formula that was 
at issue elsewhere. significantly, the absence of the laodicean metropoli-
tan from the Council of Constantinople in 381 is usually explained on 
the basis that laodicea was still unready to relinquish an arian remnant 
in its theology.88 it is only the after-reach of the orthodox church that has 
made laodicea nicean. There is no question, however, that the laodicean 
synod, if it can be characterized under a single summation, is concerned 
to assert control and direction under a central authority.89 The very form 
under which the synod canons survive carries the atmosphere of legisla-
tive rescript.90

The story of michael of Chonai by contrast emphasizes the Trinitarian 
formula, especially in the context of baptism.91 moreover, in designating 
laodicea as idolatrous and the forces “gathered” there, it takes the specific 
language of Canon 35 (εἰδωλατρία, συνάξεις ποιεῖν) and turns it against its 
authoritarianism. indeed, the slightly quizzical use of ἀγγέλους ὀνομάζειν in 
the canon (usually translated “worship,” as from Col 2:18 θρησκεία)92 finds 

see Christopher W. b. stephens, Canon Law and Episcopal Authority: The Canons of 
Antioch and Serdica (oxford: oxford University press, 2015), 86–89.

87. The lack of reference to the nicean settlement is unlike the synods of antioch 
1, sardica (apud socrates, Hist. eccl. 2.20.7–11), and Constantinople 1, among others. 
The reception without rebaptism was “whether they are among the catechumens or 
among the faithful.” arguments for the deletion of “photinians” as a later accretion 
on the basis of the conflict with “the mainstream view of the Trinity” (huttner, Early 
Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 296 n. 128) become unnecessary once laodicea’s own 
Trinitarian heterodoxy is admitted. 

88. J. b. lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 9th ed. 
(london: macmillan, 1890), 62. see, for example, Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 4.7.

89. The prohibition against bishops for country or villages (§57) is but a focused 
demonstration of the point.

90. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 297 calls them “lapidary 
summaries.”

91. michael of Chonai 3.1 (bonnet 3.14); michael of Chonai 3.3 (bonnet 4.9–10); 
michael of Chonai 4.4 (bonnet 4.16–17); michael of Chonai 12.4 (bonnet 18.13–14).

92. so Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Interpretatio epistulae ad Colossenses (pg 82.613, 
620d). The word can certainly bear the sense of worship (see Clement of alexandria, 
Protr. 2.32–41 [gCs 12.17–31]) but could also be narrowed to onomastics—the very 
sophistic sleight-of-hand that later councils relished in order to restore the veneration 
of angels, as in the letter of the second synod of nicea: erich lamberz and Johannes 
b. Uphus, “Concilium nicaenum ii, 787,” in The Oecumenical Councils from Nicaea I 
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a direct parallel in the michael narrative with an emphasis on the name of 
michael: “mark my name” (in direct imitation of an oath “by Zeus”)93 and 
in the dedication of the εὐκτήριον.94 given that the period of Julian, on the 
one hand, and of arianism on the other, are both dubbed “idolatry,” it is 
little wonder that cities sought to elevate their own standing by demeaning 
their neighbors in such terms.95 laodicea deflected unwanted attention 
about its own embroilment in arian and probably Julian alignments96 
by denigrating Colossae, suggesting perhaps through the reference to 
“hidden idolatry” (κεκρυμμένη εἰδωλατρία), the exact imitation of Julian’s 
deception—“crypto-paganism” is huttner’s apt description.97

Colossae returned the favor, not by synodal decision, given that it was 
in no position to call a council but by appeal to the populace and to the 
country where many ordinary people, far below the ethereal spheres of 
elite ecclesiastical battles, lived.98 The story intimates that laodicea’s idola-
try was characterized by devotion to the very female gods cleansed from 
hierapolis and the ones given such favor by Julian: artemis, echidna, and 

to Nicaea II (325–787), vol. 1 of Conciliorum oecumenicorum generaliumque decreta: 
Editio critica, ed. giuseppe alberigo et al. (Turnhout: brepols, 2006), 314; see also 
Charlemagne, Capitularia Admonitio Generalis 16 (ca. 789 Ce) (alfred boretius and 
Victor Krause, eds., Capitularia Regum Francorum (hanover: hahn, 1960).

93. see alan h. Cadwallader, “st michael of Chonai and the Tenacity of pagan-
ism,” in Intercultural Transmission throughout the Medieval Mediterranean: 100–1600 
CE, ed. david W. Kim and stephanie l. hathaway (london: Continuum, 2012), 37–59.

94. michael of Chonai 3.5 (bonnet 4.5), see also michael of Chonai 12.4 (bonnet 
18.14–15) where the name of god and of michael are both to be esteemed.

95. For Julian, see sozomen, Hist. eccl. 5.19 (gCs nF 4.226); Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 
3.14 (gCs nF 5.190–92); for arians, see severus of antioch Ep. 5.6. For fuller analysis, 
see the previously cited articles.

96. The accent on “greeks” ῏Ελληνες (michael of Chonai 5.4 [bonnet 9.9–10]) 
in addition to “the godless” ἀσεβεῖς (michael of Chonai 7.4 [bonnet 11.12]) prob-
ably reflects Julian’s hellenic and polytheistic campaign. see Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 3 
(gCs nF 5.177–206 passim); socrates, Hist. eccl. 3.1 (gCs nF 1.187–93); Zonaras, 
Hist 13.12. John malalas, Chron. 13.19, tied Julian’s soubriquet to his becoming “a 
hellene.” see shaun Tougher, Julian the Apostate (edinburgh: edinburgh University 
press, 2007), 48–62.

97. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 302. allusions to the time and 
figure of Julian quickly developed as the typology of the false Christian. see severus 
letter 3 to sergius.

98. in the story it is the country, not the city, that is privileged as the place of 
michael’s beneficence and protection.
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especially the great mother. Colossae has reacted against the thinly-veiled 
attacks on its own privileged pilgrimage site by constructing laodicea as 
thoroughly Julian—“idolian,” as gregory of nazianzus punned the name 
and the period (gregory of nazianzus, Or. 4.77)—and completely fail-
ing to live up to its high-aspiring name: unjust, not just in any fashion. 
one can hardly see the laodicean metropolitical church being impressed, 
though the story’s claim to fame for the spring indicates a turning to popu-
lar acclaim and devotion as a means to resist synodal decree.99 huttner is 
right in asserting that such stories as michael of Chonai and the acts of 
philip show “how history was constructed and identities were created in 
the churches of the lycus Valley”;100 even more, however, it can be asserted 
that such stories were constructed over against neighboring rival claims. 
The spurning of Colossae in favor of laodicea by antiochus ii in the mid-
third century bCe had bequeathed a long-standing virulent strain into 
ancient poliadic competition.101

This analysis demonstrates how a widening of the range of com-
parison to embrace imperial upheavals can be used to illuminate the 
particularities of local texts, in this case in relation to each other. it also has 
implications for how apologetic texts are interpreted, most particularly in 
assessing whether such texts, like the acts of the pagan martyrs, were ever 
intended for an imperial audience or were cast in such terms as a means 
of shaping the identity of a local group.102 The great world, specially when 
undergoing regime change, inevitably has massive ripple effects on regions 

99. Compare slater’s reading of the acts of philip as a resistant document: r. n. 
slater, “an inquiry into the relationship between Community and Text: The apoc-
ryphal acts of philip 1 and the encratites of asia minor,” in The Apocryphal Acts of 
the Apostles, ed. François bovon, ann graham brock, and Christopher r. matthews, 
harvard divinity school studies, religions of the World (Cambridge, ma: harvard 
University press, 1999), 295–96.

100. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 4.
101. see my “When You say Concord You mean Competition: numismatic Wit-

ness to Colossae’s Conflict with laodicea” (paper presented at the australasian society 
for Classical studies Conference, adelaide, 28 January 2015). This conflict may add a 
quite different dimension to the sharing of resources implied in Col 4:16.

102. see huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 231, 239–40. i find it far 
more likely that the apology of apollinarius, as other second century apologies, were 
written for internal consumption (as huttner acknowledges on 236 and 241), espe-
cially in a context where there were highly fraught relations with imperial powers.
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and localities, but these effects rarely are directly fed back to the source.103 
rather they generate lateral renegotiations of positions, power, and access 
to resources.104

Jews at Colossae?

The converse side of the application of comparative archaeology and his-
tory, that is, the need for caution in compressing local particularities into 
subjection to generalized statements, develops from a striking omission in 
the michael of Chonai story. The synod of laodicea dedicated a number of 
its canons to issues that have been categorized under the heading of Jewish 
practices (Canons 29, 37, 38, and perhaps 16). The seeming reference to 
Jewish practices in Col 2 has led some commentators to assume that the 
“worship of angels” was a Jewish practice, in both the new Testament text 
(Col 2:18) and in the later synod canon (Canon 35), again a compression 
of the evidence. more expansive is severian of gabala’s interpretation of 
Colossians as addressed to a Jewish and a greek audience, with different 
results in the meaning of the text for each group.105 moreover, Thomas 
Kraabel has alerted us to the rhetorical use of such terms as Jewish to foment 
identity formation rather than necessarily have a specific group presence 
in mind.106 The supercessionism of a recent artifact unearthed at laodicea 

103. see huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 286. Johannes nollé sees 
occasional entrepreneurial efforts at direct dealing with central authorities but this is 
rare and, in fact, not encouraged in the roman hierarchical construction of the world. 
see Johannes nollé, “marktrechte außerhalb der stadt: lokale autonomie zwischen 
statthalter und Zentralort,” in Lokale Autonomie und römische Ordnungsmacht in den 
kaiserzeitlichen Provinzen vom 1. Bis 3. Jahrhundert, ed. Werner eck and elisabeth 
müller-luckner (munich: oldenbourg, 1999), 92–113.

104. daniel n. posner, “regime Change and ethnic Cleavages in africa,” Com-
parative Political Studies 40 (2007): 1307–9.

105. John a. Cramer, ed., Catenae Graecorum Patrum in Novum Testamentum 
(oxford: academic Typographer, 1844), 6:292; Karl staab, Die Pauluskommentare aus 
der griechischen Kirche (münster: aschendorff, 1933), 315.

106. a. Thomas Kraabel, “Synagoga Caeca: systematic distortion in gentile 
interpretations of evidence for Judaism in the early Christian period,” in “To See Our-
selves as Others See Us”: Christians, Jews, “Others” in Late Antiquity, ed. Jacob neusner 
and ernest s. Frerichs, scholars press studies in the humanities (Chico, Ca: scholars 
press, 1985), 236–41. Compare the historicist reading of paul Trebilco, Jewish Com-
munities in Asia Minor, snTms 69 (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1991), 
101–3.
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suggests that there may be some on-the-ground religious conflict occur-
ring along with the rhetorical positioning of church pronouncements.107

What is absent in the michael narrative is any mention of Jews. This is 
all the more remarkable given that one particular text appears to contribute 
two key episodes to the story (namely, apostolic exorcism of snake-filled 
hierapolis by philip and John and the encratitism of the ascetic practice 
of a leading character, the shrine-custodian archippos). That text is the 
acts of philip (including the appended martyrion of philip). The philip 
collection is far from reserved in its inclusion of Jews in the narrative, 
even attempting to reproduce the sound of hebrew (acts phil. 2.18; mart. 
phil. [15.]26; see also 9, 21, 26). but the michael of Chonai story has no 
reference to Jews whatsoever.108 This must raise the question of whether 
Jews were present at all at Colossae and, if so, in what way (an ethnohis-
torical question) and, if not, in what way did Jews function in the letter 
(a sociorhetorical question). one could readily see how the figure of the 
Jew could have been brought into service as the dangerous other against 
which to be defined. indeed, this can be amply demonstrated in Julian’s 
own manipulations of Jews and consciousness of Jews (Frag. ep. 295C–d; 
Gal. 96C–e). but the Jew is clearly not the enemy in the story; that indict-
ment fixes upon laodicea.

The direct evidence for Jews at Colossae is in fact remarkably thin. of 
the approximate 250 identified Jewish inscriptions in asia minor, 48 of 
which are from phrygia, none are found at Colossae (and a large number 
of other cities as well, despite philo’s hyperbole).109 even the references to 

107. a column drum, dated to the late fifth century, bears a menorah, palm 
branch, and shofar, over and above which has been heavily carved a cross. see Celal 
Şimşek, Laodikeia (Laodikeia ad Lycum) (istanbul: ege, 2007), 148–49, steven Fine, 
“The menorah and the Cross: historiographical reflections on a recent discovery 
from laodicea on the lycus,” in New Perspectives on Jewish-Christian Relations: In 
Honor of David Berger, ed. elisheva Carlebach and Jacob J. schacter (leiden: brill, 
2012), 31–50. The contrast with earlier practice is seen in Theophanes, Chron. 62 
where Christians are reported as celebrating pesach with Jews.

108. The reference to moses (michael of Chonai 12.3 [bonnet 17.13–14]) and the 
allusions to and quotations of the septuagint (michael of Chonai 3.3 [bonnet 4.2] [gen 
46:2, dan 7:13]; michael of Chonai 11.1 [bonnet 14.11–15] [ps 93:2–5]) hardly count 
given that the greek old Testament is largely the province of Christians by this period.

109. Walter ameling, “The epigraphic habit and the Jewish diasporas of asia 
minor and syria,” in From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in the 
Roman Near East, ed. hannah m. Cotton et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
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Jew or those “of the circumcision” in the letter to the Colossians generate 
a sense of a marked diminution of significance.110 on the one hand, Colos-
sians departs decisively and uniquely in the new Testament by inverting 
the salvation-historical succession of “Jew (first) and (then) greek” (Col 
3:11).111 on the other hand, the greeter named Jesus is identified by the 
more familiar gentile homonym “Justus,” as well as being singled out 
with barnabas, mark, and perhaps aristarchos,112 by an ethnic identifier 
(circumcision), again unique in the greetings lists in the pauline corpus. 
moreover, these Jews are extracommunal brothers. it raises the question 
of whether the pressure alluded to in Col 2:16 originates within the Colos-
sian Christ-community/ies at all.

outside the letter, the only further evidence for Jews in Colossae 
comes from a brief reference to metropolitan nicetas of Chonai resisting 
the presence of Jews in the city (Chron. 88). There is simply no evidence 
of Jews at Colossae between the first and twelfth century. and if the ref-
erences to Jewish practices (new moon, sabbath) are combined with the 
suggestion of little significant demographic presence, then such references 
take on more of a rhetorical than historical construction in Colossae in 
the second half of the first century or even that the reference alludes to 
pressure from Jews or Jewish-influenced Christ-followers outside the city 
of Colossae.

The usual means of populating Colossae with Jews is by referral to 
Josephus’s record of the forced/enticed movement of Jews from mesopo-
tamia and babylonia to phrygia (Josephus, A.J. 12.148–153), sometimes 
combined with the hyperbolic references to Jews through phrygia/asia 

press, 2009), 203; pieter W. van der horst, “The Jews of ancient phrygia,” EJJS 2.2 
(2009): 285.

110. i develop this argument at length in “greeks in Colossae: shifting allegiances 
in the letter to the Colossians and its Context,” in Attitudes to Gentiles in Ancient 
Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. david C. sim and James s. mclaren (london: 
bloomsbury, 2013), 224–41.

111. precisely here one would expect a scribal correction conforming the reading 
to the pauline order (fourteen times in the pauline corpus; nine times elsewhere in 
the new Testament suggesting a more-than-pauline adherence). but only one greek 
minuscule (17) makes the adjustment. it would appear that a gentile-dominant church 
was happy with the recognition this text afforded.

112. see margaret macdonald, Colossians and Ephesians, sp 17 (Collegeville: 
liturgical press, 2000), 181; James d. g. dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to 
Philemon, nigTC (grand rapids: eerdmans, 1996), 278.
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in philo and acts (philo, Legat. 45, 281, 311; see also 214, 216; Flacc. 46; 
acts 2:10) and a perhaps-tendentious extrapolation from Cicero’s defense 
of the former governor of asia, Valerius Flaccus (Cicero, Flac. 67–69).113 
The regional identification of Jews with phrygia was a marker prepared 
to be worn by some Jews even in israel, above or at least alongside a 
polis connection, so the ancient connection did carry some meaningful 
weight.114 according to Josephus, Jews were sent to phrygia and lydia as 
oil on troubled waters adversely impacting seleucid interests. neither the 
details nor the authenticity need detain us here.115 This action of moving 
peoples through the empire is well-attested among the seleucids. baby-
lonians had been transferred to seleucia on the Tigris under antiochus 
i, primarily as a means of advancing agricultural production in a time of 
dearth.116 The iranian tribe of the Kardakes were shifted to create a set-
tlement in lycia near Telmessus and were given land allotments and tax 
exemptions.117 so the settlement was, in the scheme of things, “scarcely [a] 
major development.”118 What is significant is that the demographic profile 

113. see especially, anthony J. marshall, “Flaccus and the Jews of asia (Cicero 
‘pro Flacco’ 28.67–69,” Phoenix 29.2 (1975): 139–54. 

114. IJO 2.184: ἀρχησυνάγωγος Φρύγιος, as minimally reconstructed. The city is 
harder to reconstruct and may be dorylaion or dokimeion. less sure is pieter van 
den horst’s identification (on the basis of similar phrasing) of a phrygian Jew in rome 
(JIWE 2.360): “Jews of ancient phrygia,” 289. This marker would illustrate that the 
famous denunciation of the impact of phrygia (especially the wine and baths) on 
Jewish practice reflects the hyperbole of infra-Jewish contests.

115. against authenticity: Jörg-dieter gauger, Beiträge zur jüdischen Apologetik: 
Untersuchungen zur Authentizität von Urkunden bei Flavius Josephus und im I. Makk-
abäerbuch (bonn: hannstein, 1977); for (qualified) authenticity, philippe gauthier, 
Nouvelles Inscriptions de Sardes II (geneva: droz, 1989) 41–42. For appraisals, see 
huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 67–79; lester l. grabbe, A History of 
the Jews and Judaism in the Second Temple Period, 2 vols. (london: T&T Clark, 2006, 
2008), 2:324–26; John m. g. barclay, Jews of the Mediterranean Diaspora: From Alex-
ander to Trajan (323 BCE–117 CE) (berkeley: University of California press, 1996), 
261–63; John ma, Antiochos III and the Cities of Western Asia Minor (oxford: oxford 
University press, 1999), 267.

116. see mcdowell, Stamped and Inscribed Objects, 202–6.
117. m. segre, “iscrizioni di licia i: Tolomeo di Telmesso,” Clara Rhodos 9 (1928): 

179–208. Compare OGIS 229 where a force of persian cavalry under omanes is sup-
ported by local estates at palaimagnesia near smyrna.

118. J. d. grainger, The Seleukid Empire of Antiochus III: 223–187 BC (south 
Yorkshire: pen & sword, 2015), 83.
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of the settlers was not the usual greek or macedonian.119 This supply had 
largely been exhausted.120 The move of Jews nevertheless appears to have 
been accompanied by a range of privileges (land, tax exemption, family 
groups) that were a familiar strategy of seleucid colonization. The mili-
tary component may have been minimal (see 1 macc 10:36–37; 13:40).121 
supply and stabilization of city life were crucial issues for antiochus iii 
at the time and military service may have been occasional rather than 
continuous.122 Josephus’s text of the rescript accents agriculture and sub-
ordinate service (A.J. 12.152). The choice may have been facilitated by 
the experience that antiochus iii and his viceroy Zeuxis had gained in 
dealing with expatriate Jews when both were in babylon at an earlier 
time before Zeuxis’s promotion (see 2 macc 8:20). That experience may 
well lie behind the text of Josephus, where antiochus states “i am per-
suaded that they have the disposition to be protectors of our interests” 
(πέπεισμαι … εὔνους αὐτοὺς ἔσεσθαι τῶν ἡμετέρων φύλακας; A.J. 12.150; 
see also 152–153, where an incentive to safeguarding imperial interests 
is provided). admittedly, this is not quite the lavish praise of loyalty that 
antiochus in another letter to Zeuxis (209 bCe), his viceroy in asia, cred-
ited to nicanor (τῆς αὐτοῦ πίστεως καὶ εὐνοίας ll. 23–24),123 justifying his 
appointment as high priest of all the temples “beyond the Taurus” (ἐν τῆι 

119. see T. boiy, Late Achaemenid and Hellenistic Babylon (leuven: peeters, 2004), 
288. For an example of a macedonian settlement near philadelphia, see TAM 5.1:221.

120. daubner, “seleukidische und attalidische in Westkleinasien,” 41–63.
121. abraham schalit, in my opinion, overstates the military aspect: “The letter 

of antiochus iii to Zeuxis regarding the establishment of Jewish Colonies in phrygia 
and lydia,” JQR 50.4 (1960): 289–318; see also barry F. parker, “‘Works of the law’ and 
the Jewish settlement in asia minor,” JGRChJ 9 (2013): 46–47. The use of mercenar-
ies was an established seleucid practice, stemming from alexander, and would have 
been sufficient to meet antiochus’s objectives if military instability was the only or 
even primary concern. The appointment of nicanor as high priest over a swathe of 
temples in 209 bCe in support of the dynastic cult (see the following) and with sig-
nificant bureaucratic responsibilities (including contracts), indicates that antiochus 
was advancing on a well-constructed plan of economic and political stabilization. see 
h. malay, “a Copy of the letter of antiochos iii to Zeuxis (209 bC),” in Ad Fontes! 
Festschrift für Gerhard Dobesch, ed. herbert hefner and Kurt Tomaschitz (Vienna: 
phoibos, 2004), 407–13. moreover, land grants were generally consequent upon mili-
tary service (arrian, Anab. 4.4.1; see also SEG 32.1252 [attalid practice]).

122. see ma, Antiochos III, 117, following Jeanne and louis robert’s assessment 
that the essential character of these settlements was rural and nonstrategic (n. 39).

123. Compare the language in Josephus, A.J. 12.402 of a later nicanor.
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ἐπέκεινα τοῦ Ταύρου ll. 29–30), but the coincidence of the cognates in each 
letter (εὔνοος ~ εὔνοια) is striking.124 indeed, the valorization of this virtue 
is replicated in inscriptions from the period (e.g., OGIS 238). Josephus 
is at pains to accent the support of antiochus iii in a number of ways 
(A.J. 12.137–153), but his apologetic does not override complete histori-
cal probability: there is a hint in the rescript’s admission that the transfer 
was not without problems—“even though removing them will be oner-
ous” (καίπερ ἐργώδους ὄντος τούτους μεταγαγεῖν). Josephus’s main concern 
is to accent that Jews throughout the diaspora were a recognized blessing 
to empire (A.J. 4.115–116)125 in large part because they were permitted to 
observe their own customs (πάτριοι/ἰδίοι νόμοι). Yet from what we know 
of seleucid movements of people, this was not the accent. The letter’s use 
of ὑπηρέτης—subordinate service (A.J. 12.152)126—is in keeping with 
seleucid understanding of these colonies. The extant inscribed honors 
for seleucid leaders demonstrate that the settlers met the expectations of 
reinforcing seleucid power relationships and civic administration.127

Crucial is the recognition that the action of relocating two thousand 
Jewish households in phrygia and lydia comes at the instigation of the 
seleucid King, antiochus iii. given that there were both stabilizing and 
agricultural-supply motivations behind the decision, it would be wise 
execution of the initiative to ensure connection with and preservation of 
seleucid interests, that is, of the foundations that the seleucids had made. 
This probably lies behind Josephus’s reference to “garrisons and indispens-
able places” (εἰς τὰ φρούρια καὶ τοὺς ἀναγκαιοτάτους τόπους; A.J. 12.149), 
which indicates that the settlements of Jews were to be attached to preex-
isting habitations that had garrison facilities.128 “Colonies” in this sense 
were frequently attachments to a preexisting city rather than independent 
settlements. John grainger points out that founding or refounding cities 

124. h. malay, “letter of antiochos iii to Zeuxis with Two Covering letters (209 
bC),” EA 10 (1987): 8; Compare Tullia ritti et al., Museo Archaeologico di Denizli-
Hierapolis Catalogo delle iscrizioni greche e latine (naples: liguori, 2008), 42 §3 l.8.

125. Josephus makes a significant extension of the balaam oracle (num 21:35).
126. occasionally the word can have a military sense (lsJ, s.v. “ὑπηρέτης”), but 

this is a derivative connotation.
127. SEG 20.411; m. Wörrle, “antiochos i, achaios der Ältere und die galater. 

eine neue inscrhift in denizli,” Chiron 5 (1975): 59–87.
128. so, Walter ameling, “die jüdischen gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” in 

Jüdische Gemeinden und Organisationsformen von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, ed. 
robert Jütte and abraham p. Kustermann (Vienna: böhlau, 1998), 33.
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was not the contribution of antiochus iii.129 significantly, Christopher 
Tuplin considers that Colossae was not even an achmaenid garrison-city, 
precisely because it was a capital in the satrapic organization.130 accord-
ingly, it is likely that Colossae was reduced to part of the supply chain (a 
“billeting station”) for these newly founded and fortified “indispensable 
places.”131 The loss of its privileged and strategic place as a “ducal” capi-
tal in the phrygian satrapy132 appears to be a deliberate objective in the 
foundation of laodicea and, to a lesser extent, hierapolis. With the rapid 
expansion of population brought by the movement of Jews into the region, 
it seems to me highly likely that seleucid-founded cities would be the ones 
to receive Jewish settlers into their ambit of control (whether in the city 
itself, on land connected with a temple or in the villages and countryside 
connected with the cities).133 That these two cities remained collated in 
the roman administrative conception has been noted already.134 The same 
pairing of these cities of the lycus Valley occurs in another inscription 
honoring a Xanthian citizen, again in the context of roman benefac-
tion.135 it clearly shows that, in the roman mind, laodicea and hierapolis 
held an eminent standing, even being thought of together as recipients of 
formal roman attention. it is likely that this roman framing derived from 
the seleucid privileging. For example, when a dispute over temple lands 
erupted at aezani in northern phrygia during hadrian’s time, the action 
was settled by reference to what could be found from the time of the seleu-
cid kings.136

129. grainger, The Seleukid Empire of Antiochus III, 83.
130. Christopher Tuplin, “Xenophon and the garrisons of the achmaenid 

empire,” Archäologische Mitteilungen aus Iran 20 (1987): 183, 236.
131. gerassimos george aperghis, The Seleukid Royal Economy: The Finances and 

Financial Adminsitration of the Sleukid Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
press, 2004), 200.

132. nicholas sekunda, “Changing patterns of land-holding in the south-West-
ern border lands of greater phrygia in the achaemenid and hellenistic periods,” in 
Colossae in Space and Time, 56–57.

133. some of these villages we know of, such as heleinokapria (CIG 3954, tied 
to laodicea) and mamakome (MAMA 4.276a iii for hierapolis), masakome (ritti, 
“dediche,” 28 §K28, for hierapolis).

134. Christol and drew-bear, “Un sénateur de Xanthos,” 213–16. 
135. TAM 2.1:194 iia.
136. so critical was the exchange of letters that they were made part of inscribed 

temple fabric: MAMA 9.xxxvi–xliii; see also MAMA 9.9. Compare the practice of 
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one particular inscription from hierapolis ties the Jews to the ancient 
settlement mentioned in general terms by Josephus. These “colonies” were 
designated κατοικίαι137 regardless of whether they were independent of a 
city (Kardakon Kome), near a city (dura europos), or established as part 
of a city (smyrna).138 They might, at a later date, obtain polis status.139 The 
settlers might be granted citizenship at the time of colonization or acquire 
it later or look to their successors to gain the grant, perhaps as individuals.140 
it is the terminology of the seleucid placement of settlers (κατοικία) that is 
emphasized in the inscription. i give the inscription in full:

ἡ σορὸς καὶ ὁ περὶ αὐτὴν τόπος Αὐρ(ηλίας) Αὐγούστας Σω
τικοῦ ἐν ᾗ κηδευθήσεται αὐτὴ καὶ ὁ ἀνὴρ <αὐ>τῆς Γλυκωνιανὸς
ὁ καὶ Ἄγνος καὶ τὰ τέκνα αὐτῶν· εἰ δὲ {ETE} ἕτερος κηδεύσει, δ
ώσει τῇ κατοικίᾳ τῶν ἐν Ἱεραπόλει κατοικούντων Ἰουδαί
ων προστείμου (δηνάρια) τ’ καὶ τῷ ἐκζητήσαντι (δηνάρια) ρ’. ἀντίγραφον
ἀπετέθη ἐν τῷ ἀρχίῳ τῶν Ἰουδαίων.

This grave and the surrounding place belong to aurelia augusta, daugh-
ter of Zotikos. in it she, her husband, who is called glykonianos, also 
known as hagnos, and their children will be buried. but if anyone else is 
buried here, the violator will pay a fine of 300 denaria to the settlement 

inscribing decisions impacting the life of a temple, known elsewhere; see OGIS 669 (el-
Khargeh, egypt); imagnesia 115; see a similarly based decision of Trajan: AÉ 1913.2. 

137. see bar-Kochva, Seleucid Army, 26 for a list.
138. Kardakon Kome: Compare also the village of parloai where the villagers 

are called κάτοικοι: h. malay and C. Tanriver, “The Cult of apollo syrmaios and the 
Village of parloai near saittai, north-eastern lydia,” in Between Tarhuntas and Zeus 
Polieus: Cultural Crossroads in the Temples and Cults of Graeco-Roman Anatolia, ed. 
maría paz de hoz, Juan pablo sánchez hernández, and Carlos molina Valero (leuven: 
peeters, 2016), 172–73. dura europos: see Charles bradford Welles, robert o. Fink, 
and Johnson Frank gilliam, The Parchments and the Papyri, excavations at dura 
europos 5.1 (new haven: Yale University press, 1959), 77. smyrna: OGIS 229; see 
getzel m. Cohen, “Katoikiai, Katoikoi and macedonians in asia minor,” AncSoc 22 
(1991): 41–50.

139. SEG 47.1745. The opening of the inscribed letter illustrates the official desig-
nation: Βασιλεὺς Εὐμένης Τοριαιτῶν τοῖς κατοικ̣οῦσι χαιρεῖν (ll. 2–3).

140. There is no necessary equation between settler and citizen; see imylasa 306; 
istratonikeia 186, 256. For citizenship at a later date, see ismyrna 573. For citizenship 
for successors, see SEG 42.1791 and commentary. For individual citizenship, see, as an 
example, the citizenship gained by menestratos of phokaia (BE 1984.421) “under the 
reign of antiochus the great” in 201 bCe. 
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of the Judeans who are settled in hierapolis and 100 denaria to the one 
who found out about the violation. a copy of this inscription was placed 
in the archives of the Judeans.141

it should be noted that this inscription is one of twenty-three identified as 
Jewish in the most recent collection.142 although these inscriptions date 
from the second century Ce, the number demonstrably points to a sizable 
and long-standing Jewish population. This is confirmed by the reference 
in the inscription (l. 6) to archives maintained by the Jews in hierapolis.143 
secondly, we have seen that the records from the period of “the kings” in 
asia were often maintained as part of the memory and securing of posi-
tion, privilege and history well into the second century roman empire. 
This means, thirdly, that the deliberate analepsis of κατοικ- in line 4 is 
more likely, in my view, to be tapping into a time-honored, officially recog-
nized position of the Jews in the city of hierapolis. That is, this inscription 
recalls that Jews were part of the seleucid resettlement of Jews noted in 
the rescript of antiochus iii provided by Josephus. This resettlement 
into “phrygia and lydia” included the city of hierapolis. accordingly, the 
recalling of a hellenistic technical term, as Tessa rajak admits is evident 
here, is not, as she and others argue, to draw some ancient warrant into 
a synonym for a Jewish συναγωγή or λαός,144 which to date would be a 

141. IGRR 4.834 = CIJ 2.775 = miranda §16 (e. miranda, “la comunità giudaica 
di hierapolis di Frigia,” EA 31  [1999]: 109–56) = IJO 2.205. Translation from philip a. 
harland, Dynamics of Identity in the World of the Early Christians (london: blooms-
bury, 2009), 127.

142. IJO 2.
143. other identifiably Jewish inscriptions refer in general to “the archives.” given 

the citizen status of the deceased, this is likely to mean the city archives: miranda §10; 
see also §14a (= IJO 191a) where, after the reference to the archives (εἰς τὸ ἀρχεῖον), is 
added a seemingly free-standing Ἰουδαηκή. elena miranda takes this as referring to the 
grave (ἡ σορός l.1), though admits it may refer to one of the interred (apphia); to this 
might be added the possibility that it is a classification within the archives (again, tied 
to ἡ σορός or to an understood ἡ ἐπιγραφή).

144. Tessa rajak, “synagogue and Community in the graeco-roman diaspora,” 
in Jews in the Hellenistic and Roman Cities, ed. John r. bartlett (london: routledge, 
2002), 32. The explanation of the term λαός is almost always tied to its ubiquity in the 
First Testament. however, it should be considered that it was a semi-technical term in 
settlement language of the hellenistic period in asia minor. see Fanoula papazoglou, 
Laoi et Paroikoi: Recherches sur la structure de la société hellénistique (beograd: Univer-
sité de belgrade, 1997); this invites further research.
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unique application. rather, it indicates the authority that the Jews of hier-
apolis wanted to and could claim from antiquity in that city.145 philip a. 
harland takes the κατοικία as a term used by ethnically based associations 
but has to admit that the repetition in line 4 involves “migration either in 
this generation or some previous generation.”146 This established position 
may help to explain not only why the inscribed protection on a number 
of epitaphs includes reference to the city archives but also, in a number of 
cases, of the payment of fines for grave disturbance to civic not only reli-
gious authorities.147

hierapolis’s relatively rich supply of identifiably Jewish inscriptions 
overshadows those from laodicea, though one eagerly awaits the publi-
cation of new inscriptions from recent excavations. however, some are 
present.148 of course, this may easily fall into the standard assessment of 
Colossae’s lack of importance.149 Comments are replete about how laodi-

145. so margaret h. Williams, “semitic name-Use by Jews in roman asia minor 
and the dating of the aphrodisias Stele inscriptions,” in Old and New Worlds in Greek 
Onomastics, ed. elaine matthews (oxford: oxford University press, 2007), 177–78; 
contra ameling, “die jüdischen gemeinden,” 34 (who does not take into account 
the survival of seleucid records/identity fragments into the roman imperial period). 
Whether or not this implied a Jewish quarter, as van der horst suggests, must remain 
moot (“Jews of ancient phrygia,” 286). 

146. harland, Dynamics of Identity, 127 (my emphasis). Used, for example, by 
romans at apameia (MAMA 6.177). Compare, however, ameling (IJO 2:433–35), 
who is more cautious about both the equation with an association and in the syn-
onymity proposed by rajak.

147. City archives: IJO 2.189 (reconstructed), 192–193. presumably these are the 
same archives as mentioned in other epitaphs not identifiably Jewish; see, for example, 
Fabrizio a. pennacchietti, “nuove iscrizioni di hierapolis Frigia,” AAT 101 (1966–
1967): 297 §7. payment of fines: IJO 2.198. Unlike van der horst (“Jews of ancient 
phrygia,” 286), i do not read a reference to “the most holy treasury” (e.g., IJO 2.199, 
207) as indicating a Jewish agency, given that the same expression occurs in numer-
ous inscriptions with no indication of a Jewish connection: pennacchietti, “nuove 
iscrizioni di hierapolis Frigia,” §22, l.4; Walther Judeich, “inschriften,” in altertümer 
von hierapolis, ed. Carl humann (berlin: reimer, 1898), nos. 169/170, 195, 216, etc., 
as well as in a number of places beyond hierapolis. see david noy, The City of Rome, 
vol. 2 of Jewish Inscriptions of Western Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
press, 1995), 306.

148. IJO 2.212, 213.
149. huttner’s reappraisal of the honor for Zenon, twice successful in the “new 

olympics” (MAMA 6.40) takes Ἀπολλωνίηα as a dedication to apollo (Early Chris-
tianity in the Lycus Valley, 45) rather than as a place-name (= Tripolis, according to 
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cea eclipsed Colossae’s size and status. but what is not considered in such 
assessments is that this is likely to be reflected in the Jewish component in 
Colossae’s demography. it makes sense that not every city or city environs 
in phrygia or lydia received Jewish settlers.150 Walter ameling’s collation 
for phrygia lists fourteen cities; a brief glance at the Barrington Atlas (with 
Thomas drew-bear’s list) demonstrates that this is a small, if significant, 
proportion of the total number.151 antiochus iii did not engage in a scat-
ter-gun approach to the movement of populations, especially given the 
careful advisor he had in his viceroy friend, Zeuxis. it also makes sense, 
i would suggest, that Colossae was not one of those cities considered for 
Jewish settlement. accordingly, even though one may admit that there was 
a “high percentage of Jews in the overall population of the lycus Valley,” 
this does not require that such numbers be evenly distributed through the 
cities of the lycus (including those in the high country such as attouda, 
Trapezopolis, and mossyna).152 The absence of Jewish inscriptions from 
these places, as well as from Colossae, may, of course, be reversed in subse-
quent years. but, given the existing evidence and the probabilities deduced 
from the analysis of the seleucid period, the eventuality appears unlikely. 
This may well cohere, as i have suggested above, with that decidedly non-
pauline word-order “greeks and Jews” in Colossians (Col 3:11) and may 
explain how Jews do not figure in later texts such as the manifold versions 
of michael of Chonai or the letters of elias the monk (eleventh century),153 

buckler and Calder in MAMA 6). This would suggest that Colossae had a stadium, 
a claim on status and wealth that not even hierapolis possessed. however, Tripolis 
did construct its own stadium in the third century, the date assigned to the Colos-
sian inscription: compare C. Tanriver, “Three new inscriptions from Tripolis,” EA 42 
(2009): 81–86.

150. aizanoi, akmoneia, amorion, apameia, apollonia, appia, diokleia, doki-
meion, dorylaion, eumeneia, hierapolis, Kotiaeion, laodicea, synnada.

151. it must be admitted that many of the cities are roman foundations (or rec-
ognized through roman remains); but this does not particularly affect the argument.

152. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 122. one inscription from 
hierapolis, names the deceased as from Tripolis (IJO 2.191b). This invites speculation 
about a Jewish community at Tripolis but could equally conjure a move (and burial) 
to hierapolis to link with an established Jewish community. Compare pennacchietti, 
“nuove iscrizioni di hierapolis Frigia,” 304 §22.

153. see george T. dennis, “elias the monk, Friend of psellos,” in Byzantine 
Authors: Texts and Translations Dedicated to the Memory of Nicolas Oikonomides, ed. 
nicolas oikonomides and John W. nesbitt (leiden: brill, 2003), 43–62.
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even after laodicea has effectively ceased operating. in such a scenario, 
the differences between laodicea (hierapolis) and Colossae become 
more pronounced and more pronounced with respect to demography 
than simply volume. a concerted inquiry has therefore illustrated that the 
tendency to compression of the evidence to generalize about Colossae’s 
Jewish population is ill-founded.

Conclusion

Comparative archaeological and historical method has been demon-
strated to be invaluable for the task of interpretation, especially in the 
case of a place where the material and textual evidence is limited. The 
foundation was laid by setting Colossae into the context of successive 
imperial realities, the seleucids, attalids, and the romans. a handful of 
coins, once put into this context, yielded considerably more insight than 
has traditionally been achieved and it laid the prima facie case for the 
use of the method. This was then applied so as to demonstrate the need 
for a careful negotiation of the path between idiosyncracy and compres-
sion. For the former, this meant avoiding treating Colossae in isolation or 
only in terms of its biblically attested neighbors. The story of michael of 
Chonai was shown not only to be a resistant text to the weight of author-
ity imposed by its metropolitical neighbor, laodicea, but to be part of 
both cities’ renegotiation of their position in the face of rapidly changing 
imperial realities in the aftermath of the rule of Julian ii. For the latter, 
this meant a cautionary approach to taking evidence of Jews found in 
other centers, notably laodicea and hierapolis, and holding that this 
was representative for other cities in the region such as Colossae. but the 
method for negotiating both extremes that have been charged against the 
comparative method, has been shown to lie in a careful application of 
the method. Throughout, my dialogue partner has been Ulrich huttner, 
and i am grateful to him in his research for providing the impulse for the 
questions addressed here.
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salience, multiple affiliation, and Christ belief in the 
lycus Valley: a Conversation with Ulrich huttner’s  

Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley

Harry O. Maier

it would not be an overstatement to suggest that Ulrich huttner’s Early 
Christianity in the Lycus Valley is a watershed in the study of Christ reli-
gion in phrygian asia minor.1 The book is a monument of gathered and 
sifted evidence, analysis of primary literary data and material culture, and 
bibliographical resources. it is a meticulous, state-of-the-art work that no 
future research on the development of Christianity in central asia minor 
will be able to ignore. dedicated studies to pauline literature, phrygian reli-
gious movements, and differing moments in the unfolding of Christianity 
in the first four centuries can easily suffer from the peril of microhistorical 
study, namely, a precise focus that ignores a wider swath of evidence and 
thus fails to see the forest for the trees. but a clear strength of Early Chris-
tianity in the Lycus Valley is that it takes a long and wide view of the topic 
under consideration. long, because it seeks to chart out the topography of 
an emerging Christian tradition from the first through to the fifth century, 
and wide, because it seeks to analyze it with the help of known data that 
includes epigraphical and archaeological data as we know it from each of 
the decades and centuries under consideration. in doing so it aims to fulfill 
a chief objective of the ancient Judaism and early Christianity series and 
its subseries, early Christianity in asia minor, in which the monograph 
finds its place, namely, as the volume’s frontispiece indicates, to “focus on 
the rise and expansion of Christianity in a specific geographic region of 
asia minor up to the Council of Chalcedon in ad 451.”

1. Ulrich huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, trans. david green, aJeC 
85, early Christianity in asia minor 1 (leiden: brill, 2013).
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What lies behind the series in general is the goal of revisiting adolf 
von harnack’s Mission and Expansion of Early Christianity, with a view to 
bringing to bear on the topic new data that has emerged for our under-
standing of the emergence of Christianity in the ancient world.2 Early 
Christianity in the Lycus Valley is the first volume to appear in the sub-
series, and at the time of press another one was anticipated on lycaonian 
Christianity.3 huttner has set the bar very high. he extends far beyond 
harnack’s discussion of Christianity in the lycus Valley, if only because 
harnack dedicated barely a paragraph to the topic, constrained as he was 
by the available evidence at the time.4 Further, harnack ended his analysis 
with the Council of nicaea; the early Christianity in asia minor series has 
Chalcedon as its terminus. nevertheless, in its overall orientation, the her-
meneutical focus of the book remains that of harnack, namely, to explain 
how Christianity expanded in the lycus Valley and what factors contrib-
uted to its growth. in that sense, huttner’s, like harnack’s, is a teleologically 
driven account. Unlike, harnack, however, huttner does not describe the 
expansion of Christianity as a tragic decline of the Christian gospel as rep-
resented by the church but a movement toward institutionalization and 
centralization of the Christian message. We might speak then not so much 
of a narrative that betrays the acute hellenization of the Christian mes-
sage and thus a fall from gospel to philosophy (harnack), so much as the 
steady growth of Christianity in the lycus Valley until it became recog-
nized by the state as a legitimate and finally official religion. at the same 
time, huttner is interested in how Christian community (Gemeinschaft) 
was embedded in a larger society (Gesellschaft) and how lines between 
the two were often blurred as so-called Christians moved back and forth 
between so-called pagan society as well between other groups.5

my interest in what follows is largely hermeneutical and historio-
graphical in orientation. To put it simply, what do we mean when we 

2. adolf von harnack, Die Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums in den ersten 
drei Jahrhunderten, 4th ed. (leipzig: hinrichs, 1924). The two-volume english transla-
tion (most recently reissued in 1972) is of the enlarged and second edition of 1908, The 
Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries, trans. James moffatt 
(london: Williams & norgate, 1908). The first german edition was published in 1902.

3. editor note: The volume has appeared since the time of the composition of 
maier’s response.

4. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 1–2.
5. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 5–7, 388–93.
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speak of Christianity in the lycus Valley, and what tools should we use 
to measure it? i aim to describe how huttner answers those questions, 
and then i will furnish my own response to them. Early Christianity in the 
Lycus Valley presents, i will argue, a too static way of answering them. my 
proposal will be to champion a more dynamic response. To begin with, i 
will survey huttner’s historiographical methods and the way he builds and 
develops conclusions about data based on his survey of a wide array of 
data. my own perspective in what follows is guided, like huttner’s, in the 
social geographical study of space, and, after some other observations, this 
is where i will present a different kind of spatial approach to the kind that 
Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley presents. 

spatiality furnishes the center point of discussion because the series 
and subseries where huttner’s study is lodged arises out of the excel-
lence Cluster Topoi, a german federal and state funded programme 
that started in 2005 and concluded in 2017. huttner’s monograph arises 
from cooperation with a team at the humboldt University of berlin 
under the oversight of Cilliers breytenbach. The subtitle of the proj-
ect is “The Formation and Transformation of space and Knowledge in 
ancient Civilizations.” The description of the project repays attention for 
its sophistication in presenting a spatial approach to a host of cultural 
phenomena that extend far beyond the study of emergent Christianity.6 
The website reveals a well-formulated and ambitious research prospectus 
divided into four overarching foci listed from a to d: (a) spatial and 
environment and Conceptual design; (b) Constructing historical space; 
(C) perception and representation; and (d) Theory and science. each 
theme is further subdivided into four to six categories, with a host of ded-
icated teams leading projects in each subgroup. This is a rich complement 
comprised of a variety of aspects of the study of space ranging from the 
biological cognitive to the historical symbolic. Early Christianity in the 
Lycus Valley is the fruit the second of the four foci, namely, “Constructing 
historical space,” specifically “research group b-4”: “space—identity—
locality: The Construction of Knowledge related identity spaces.” The 
website represents the theoretical orientation of the research group. The 
prospectus warrants quotation at some length because it will steer the 
comments that follow:

6. “excellence Cluster Topoi: The Formation and Transformation of space and 
Knowledge in ancient Civilization,” www.topoi.org.
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our conceptions of space, knowledge and cultural players, as well as of 
their interaction, have changed dramatically in recent decades; in the 
course of the already ancient processes of globalization and universal-
ization, what role is played by distinctions that emerge as a result of 
contrary tendencies such as regionalization, particularization and/or 
“localization”? and what connections to possible concepts of identity 
shared by the bearers of these bodies of knowledge do such distinc-
tions indicate? These issues are explored through the analysis of diverse, 
interdependent bodies of knowledge and their respective media (e.g. lit-
erary and religious texts, paintings, inscriptions, archaeological artifacts, 
rituals and performances), which on the one hand are connected with 
space to varying degrees, and yet on the other hand are also concretely 
situated in space. space, knowledge and identity are understood here as 
interdependent social constructs; consequently, factual or fictional self-
assignations play just as important a role as the hotly disputed topics 
of remembrance and collective memory.… The research group focuses 
on knowledge-based spaces of identity, whose founders, designers and 
addressees create, modify and materialize spatial arrangements and 
knowledge, and are thus essential for the production of relational space 
and bodies of knowledge. This becomes clear, e.g. in place- and space-
oriented narratives, through spatially referenced material culture, in the 
form of discourses on memory, and in the course of cultural transforma-
tion within the scope of spatial mobility and cultural contact situations.7

The goals of the project express well what is the promise of spatial study 
in the investigation of Christian origins even as they point to a neglected 
area in the existing state of affairs. in other words, the spatial turn is yet 
to be undertaken in the disciplines of new Testament and early Christian 
studies despite the fact that it has long been made in ancient near eastern, 
old Testament / hebrew bible, and classical studies.8 Early Christianity in 
the Lycus Valley offers an avenue into this more spatially oriented study.

From the quotation just cited two statements deserve further explora-
tion to address the hermeneutical and historiographical analysis this essay 
intends: “space, knowledge and identity are understood here as interdepen-
dent social constructs; consequently, factual or fictional self-assignations 
play just as important a role as the hotly disputed topics of remembrance 

7. “space—identity—locality: The Construction of Knowledge related identity 
spaces. research group b-4,” http://www.topoi.org/group/b-4/.

8. For a general overview, eric C. stewart, “new Testament space/spatiality,” BTB 
42 (2012): 139–50.



 salience, multiple affiliation, and Christ belief in the lycus Valley 157

and collective memory.” “The research group focuses on knowledge-
based spaces of identity, whose founders, designers and addressees create, 
modify and materialize spatial arrangements and knowledge, and are thus 
essential for the production of relational space and bodies of knowledge.” 
in other words, space is a social product as much as it is a material phe-
nomenon. spatial study involves the ways in which people in engagement 
with one another produce relational spaces around them, and how physi-
cal space creates types of social relations. These include the ways in which 
the practitioners of space view the actors around them and the histories 
of the spaces to which they belong. historians are also entailed in this 
production, of course, since the way they describe ancient actors and their 
spaces results in a constructed past made more or less persuasive depend-
ing on their perspective and analysis and presentation of data. historians 
are, even as are their sources, entangled in the complexities of the material 
under investigation.9

With all of this orientation behind us, then, there are two things the 
aforementioned quotation furnishes as a point for critique of Early Chris-
tianity in the Lycus Valley. The first is early Christianity and the second is 
the Lycus Valley. both phrases reveal critical hermeneutical decisions and 
reflect an orientation rather closer to that of the historical positivism of 
harnack than i think it should be over a century after his work.

it will hardly come as a surprise that in the second half of the second 
decade of the twentieth-first century a north american biblical scholar 
should challenge usage of the phrase “early Christianity” as a concept whose 
content, from a historical point of view, is self-evident. The pendulum has 
swung very far in the direction of contesting straightforward designations 
like this. The presence of the phrase in the title of the monograph is an 
easy target, but my intention is to do more than invoke a reigning fashion 
in the historical study of an emergent religious movement we today call 
Christianity. my interests are rather more precise and pointedly herme-
neutical. as Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley unfolds, there appears to 
be two Christianities in a hermeneutical tug-of-war with one another. on 
the one hand, as already indicated, one of the chief interests of the book 
is to describe the process by which a collection of believers became a self-

9. For a hermeneutical engagement with entangled historiography within the 
framework of “histoire croissée,” a phrase coined by its authors, see m. Werner and b. 
Zimmerman, “beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the Challenge of reflexivity,” 
History and Theory 45 (2006): 30–50.
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defined institution—a Gemeinschaft with a particular standpoint within a 
Gesellschaft. i will query that linear model directly. First, i want to remark 
how insightful i think it is that huttner names the concluding chapter of 
his book: “Communitization and the search for a standpoint.” he remarks, 
“Two aspects of [the everyday world of the average Christian] can be illu-
minated through the diverse facets of the source material: community 
formation and the search for a defining position, a standpoint.”10 as the 
conclusions unfold, he notes how standpoints were not always shared, a 
point amply attested by the canons of the fourth century synod of laodi-
cea (ca. 363–364 Ce). They represent a highly diverse set of beliefs and 
practices among Christ believers at a time when an imperially sponsored 
cult close to the capital was seeking to eliminate diversity in favor of a 
sanctioned unity. among other things, the decrees condemn the worship 
of angels, attendance by Christ believers at synagogues, observation of 
the Jewish sabbath rather than sunday as the lord’s day, women holding 
clerical titles and perhaps presiding at eucharistic celebration, the observa-
tion of easter on the wrong date, and so on. so it is that huttner writes, 
“When we address the question of who determined the boundaries and 
assigned the Christians their proper place, we see the dependence of the 
churches on the authorities.”11 i pause here to ask of this quotation: What 
does “their proper place” mean? is this a native category or one brought 
in from the outside? The issue becomes more pronounced when on the 
next page he writes, “The lycus Valley presents us with an interesting con-
stellation precisely because ideas and practices of Christians outside the 
churches emerged and left sufficient traces of, especially in the context of 
pagan cults, to allow comparisons.”12 These include offices, prophecies, 
penitential inscriptions, prophets, and cultic singing in so-called pagan 
cults. This he argues resulted in what he describes as the emergence of 
“divided identities.”13 “on account of their common tradition, the many 
Jews of the lycus Valley were much closer to the Christian than the pagans: 
however often the Christian spokesmen urged distance, it was a long time 
before Jews and Christians went their separate ways.”14 i whole-heartedly 
agree with this assessment of things on the ground and how it must have 

10. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 385.
11. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 389.
12. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 390, emphasis added.
13. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 391.
14. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 391.
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collided with clear demarcations dividing Christ followers from Jews and 
adherents of greco-roman religion that certain leaders wanted. Yet, as the 
book proceeds, huttner appears unconsciously to have taken on the point 
of view that such leaders advanced against those with divided loyalties.

The long arch of the book’s discussion of evidence from the first through 
to the fifth century includes a host of normative statements such as the 
ones that follow, cited in a more fulsome manner in order to make explicit 
the counter-argument being advanced in what follows. The red thread that 
runs through huttner’s patient distilling and description of evidence rel-
evant to the emergence of Christ belief in the lycus Valley is comprised 
of statements such as these: The author of the Colossians was opposing “a 
competing concept, primarily of Jewish origin, circulating in the guise of 
a philosophy, reduced to crude angel worship, pointless self-mortification, 
and pedantic observation of rules,” three adjectives that the Colossian 
polemicist nowhere deploys.15 “The lukewarmness of the laodiceans [in 
rev 3:16–17] finds expression in unthinking self-righteousness.”16 philip’s 
daughters [acts 21:9] offered prophecies that “appear not to have over-
stepped the boundary of what was generally accepted by the Christian 
churches: their inspiration was obviously not accompanied by irritating 
phenomena, such as symptoms of ecstasy”; they were free from “the loss 
of control of [montanist] pseudo-prophets, whose appearances regu-
larly culminated in frenzy.”17 it is difficult to know when exactly but “the 
hierarchalization of the clergy was moving forward and the monarchic 
episcopate was becoming standard in western asia minor, as ignatius 
attests for a series of churches.”18 “With his treatise Πρὸς Ἰουδαἰους, apol-
linaris takes his place in a process of emancipation that was soon to reach 
the latin West with Tertullian’s Adversus Iudaeos.”19 The light is diffuse 
that “blurs the lines between Christians and Jews on the fringes of cultic 
communities at the time of apollinarius.”20 “apollinarius had every reason 
to speak out against the suspect ecstatics [i.e., montanists].”21 an anony-
mous anti-montanist author “contrasts the ecstatic prattling of montanus 

15. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 131, emphasis added.
16. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 158.
17. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 199.
18. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 214.
19. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 246.
20. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 247.
21. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 261.
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with the messages of true prophets actually transported by the spirit.”22 
“The inscriptions therefore do not constitute an independent witness that 
might help us describe the influence of the montanists on the Christian 
church of hierapolis in greater detail.”23 in the fourth century “members 
of the mainstream church thus occasionally found spiritual fulfillment 
at the cultic sites of sectarians.”24 The canons of laodicea show that “this 
was not the first time that conflict with heretics flared up in the lycus 
Valley.”25 “Though the pagans might be classed together [by the synod of 
laodicea] with Jews and heretics, the danger that they presented and the 
potential for conflict with them was smaller: they had little in common, 
and hence there were only a few bridges that might tempt Christians to 
cross over to them.”26 “The dubious activities of the montanists and their 
prophetesses along with the integration of women into the clergy within 
that heresy, which likewise sought to appeal to local traditions, may have 
led the bishops assembled at laodicea to eliminate the presbytides [i.e., 
female clergy officiants].”27 Flavian deposed “the scheming dioscorus,” 
“increasing institutionalization beginning in the [second] century offered 
the churches of the lycus Valley a basis for participating in the structures 
of the universal church.”28

huttner can hardly be faulted for quoting his sources, but not all—
indeed few—of his evaluative descriptions can be found there, however 
much one may assume many of the champions of what would emerge as a 
mainstream of Christ belief from the second century onward might have 
agreed. Tertullian, for example, had far more strident things to say about 
those opposed to what he conceived as a predetermined set of beliefs 
handed down from Christ to the apostles than anything found in Early 
Christianity in the Lycus Valley. and it is possible that huttner’s origi-
nal german text that was subsequently translated and then published in 
english used the first rather than second subjunctive, namely, the gram-
matical construction one uses in german to recount the point of view 
of one’s quoted source to distinguish a reporter’s own perspective from 

22. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 261.
23. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 265.
24. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 299.
25. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 299.
26. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 305.
27. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 312.
28. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 318, 329.
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the one cited. That grammatical possibility notwithstanding, the overall 
impression nevertheless stands: huttner is telling us a story about lycus 
Valley Christianity that came to espouse a Christian orthodoxy and the 
developments of that Christianity are ultimately measured in the light 
of it. how otherwise can one explain such evaluative phrases one finds 
in this long list of citations? When we read that some believers had not 
overstepped the boundaries of what was generally accepted Christian 
teaching in the second century, a number of assumptions are being made 
that should be challenged. What was accepted Christian teaching in the 
second century? What was Christianity in the second century for that 
matter? The search for a standpoint seems, despite huttner’s statement 
of its inchoate nature, to have already been present. The hermeneutical 
basis of that position is implied by the assertion of a normative accept-
able Christianity. The description of the search for a standpoint is hardly 
aided by the use of adjectives and concepts such as “unthinking self-righ-
teousness,” “dubious activities,” “pseudo-prophet,” “emancipation from 
Jews,” “scheming,” “ecstatic prattling,” and “universal church.” again, it is, 
of course, the case that some representatives of what would ultimately 
emerge as a state-endorsed Christianity and who represented themselves 
as the spokespersons of the universal church would wholeheartedly have 
endorsed such evaluative commentary. it is hard to imagine the followers 
of montanus and marcion not deploying the same invective against those 
opposed to them, yet nowhere do we find adjectives used by opponents 
of an emergent mainstream set of beliefs and practices to describe the 
normative form of Christ belief that represents, in huttner’s scheme, the 
Christianity of Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley. This is because, at 
least if one is to take seriously the adjectives deployed to describe them, 
they either simply were not Christians or they promoted retrograde ver-
sions of right belief.

it is worth pausing to take up by way of illustration a more detailed 
reading of the emergence of a monepiscopate and finally monarchical 
episcopate in asia minor. it is a commonplace to see ignatius invoked 
as evidence of an advanced level of institutionalized Christ belief and 
organization in asia minor because the bishop from antioch can single 
out a single individual as a bishop of a church in each of the cities to 
which he addresses his respective letters. Consistent with this line of 
argumentation, huttner writes of ignatius of antioch already evidencing 
the institutionalization of the asia minor church by his ability to name a 
monarchical bishop separate from the rest of the so-called clergy. but to 
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speak of deacons, presbyters and bishops as clergy is already problematic, 
since ignatius himself is starting to construct the category by calling off-
side any eucharistic celebration not conducted by a bishop or someone 
he (the bishop) designates (ignatius, Smyrn. 8.1, 2; 9.1; ignatius, Magn. 
4.1; ignatius, Tral. 2.2; 3.1; ignatius, Phld. 8.2). and it is not the case that 
ignatius treats these as discrete orders; indeed, he portrays them as a col-
lective, and their legitimate leadership is assigned by their being treated 
as such (for example, ignatius, Eph. 4.1–2; ignatius, Magn. 2.1; 7.1; 13.1–2; 
ignatius, Trall. 3.1; 7.1–2; ignatius, Phld. inscrip.; 4.1; 7.1; 10.1; ignatius, 
Smyrn. 12.2; ignatius, Pol. 6.1).

Further, it is not so straightforward that ignatius is evidence of an 
achieved institutionalization; he is in a battle with Christ followers who 
seem to enjoy integration within certain asia minor churches, and it is 
arguable that they were surprised to hear themselves singled out as follow-
ers inimical to the Christian witness (ignatius, Eph. 7.1; ignatius, Magn. 
3.2; 4.1; ignatius, Phld. 7.2). in ignatius, Phld. 7.1–2, ignatius records the 
suspicion of his opponents that he was able to detect their presence in an 
assembly he personally addressed.29 he defends himself against an accusa-
tion that someone tipped him off by appealing to a divine gift of spiritual 
discernment. it is a curious passage a full discussion of which lies outside 
the confines of the topic taken up here. it is sufficient to indicate the very 
real possibility that some in the assembly at philadelphia found no reason 

29. Εἰ γὰρ καὶ κατὰ σάρκα μέ τινες ἠθέλησαν πλανῆσαι, ἀλλὰ τὸ πνεῦμα οὐ 
πλανᾶται, ἀπὸ θεοῦ ὄν· οἶδεν γὰρ πόθεν ἔρχεται καὶ ποῦ ὑπάγει, καὶ τὰ κρυπτὰ ἐλέγχει. 
ἐκραύγασα μεταξὺ ὤν, ἐλάλουν μεγάλῃ φωνῇ, θεοῦ φωνῇ· Τῷ ἐπισκόπῳ προσέχετε καὶ τῷ 
πρεσβυτερίῳ καὶ διακόνοις. οἱ ὑποπτεύσαντές με ὡς προειδότα τὸν μερισμόν τινων λέγειν 
ταῦτα. μάρτυς δέ μοι ἐν ᾧ δέδεμαι, ὅτι ἀπὸ σαρκὸς ἀνθρωπίνης οὐκ ἔγνων. τὸ δὲ πνεῦμα 
ἐκήρυσσεν, λέγον τάδε· Χωρὶς τοῦ ἐπισκόπου μηδὲν ποιεῖτε· τὴν σάρκα ὑμῶν ὡς ναὸν θεοῦ 
τηρεῖτε· τὴν ἕνωσιν ἀγαπᾶτε· τοὺς μερισμοὺς φεύγετε· μιμηταὶ γίνεσθε Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, 
ὡς καὶ αὐτὸς τοῦ πατρὸς αὐτοῦ. “For even though certain people wanted to deceive me, 
humanly speaking, nevertheless the spirit is not deceived, because it is from god; for 
it knows from where it comes and where it is going, and exposes the hidden things. 
i called out when i was with you; i was speaking with a loud voice, god’s voice: ‘pay 
attention to the bishop, the council of presbyters, and the deacons.’ To be sure, there 
were those who suspected that i said these things because i knew in advance about the 
division caused by certain people. but the one for whose sake i am in chains is my wit-
ness that i did not learn this from any human being. no, the spirit itself was preaching, 
saying these words: ‘do nothing without the bishop. guard your bodies as the temple 
of god. love unity. Flee from divisions. become imitators of Jesus Christ, just as he is 
of his Father’ ” (trans. holmes).
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for marking internal boundaries of belief before ignatius came through 
asia minor and tried to draw them. To put it differently, there is no reason 
to suppose that they would have had any reason not to be present. it is, in 
other words, ignatius marking distinctions that were not definitive in the 
way ignatius thought they should be before he travelled through the area. 
The fact that he can name people as bishops is not proof of a monarchical 
or even monepiscopate, only that he has found someone to represent his 
own interests. The letter of polycarp to the philippians in which polycarp 
treats himself as a copresbyter and not a bishop of smyrna is, i think, testi-
mony to a more general state of affairs (polycarp, Phil. inscrip.).30 it is thus 
that i find huttner’s notion of a search for a standpoint the most credible 
way of treating the evidence which honors the data without asking it to 
conform to categories some Christ believers were bringing to the world 
around them for often polemical reasons. but i query his own standpoint 
vis-à-vis the evidence. one of the goals of the excellence Cluster Topoi 
project is “to conduct a—likewise thoroughly (self) critical—inquiry into 
the contribution made by our own research practices to the constituting of 
contemporary identities.”31 in other words, the ways we are entangled with 
our sources are as critical to take note of as it is to recognize the fraught 
nature of traditional taxonomic constructions of boundaries in the analy-
sis of ancient Christianity.

This leads to a second observation that focuses on the issue of linear 
developments. as the epigraphic evidence of some Jews living in the lycus 
Valley suggests and huttner himself concludes from it, we are dealing in 
the religious world of Jews and Christ followers with complex patterns of 
affiliation. he points, for example, to some funerary data that shows lucius 
nonios glykon, probably a Jew, setting forth instructions for the disper-
sion of funds to his association of fellow weavers at the feast of Kalends and 
the festival of passover to set a wreath on his grave and likewise to an asso-
ciation of purple-dyers to do the same on the feast of unleavened bread.32 
The conclusion to be drawn from this is that glykon has no trouble seeing 

30. Πολύκαρπος καὶ οἱ σὺν αὐτῷ πρεσβύτεροι τῇ ἐκκλησίᾳ τοῦ θεοῦ τῇ παροικούσῃ 
Φιλίππους· ἔλεος ὑμῖν καὶ εἰρήνη παρὰ θεοῦ παντοκράτορος καὶ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ τοῦ 
σωτῆρος ἡμῶν πληθυνθείη. “polycarp and the presbyters with him, to the church of god 
that sojourns at philippi: may mercy and peace from god almighty and Jesus Christ 
our savior be yours in abundance” (trans. holmes).

31.“space—identity—locality,” www.topoi.org/group/b-4/.
32. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 251.
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himself as occupying two social groups that from a strict ideological point 
of view should have been kept separate. We can see this reflected as well in 
the canons of the synod of laodicea that forbid Christians from keeping 
Jewish sabbath, attending synagogue, angel worship, and so on. This is but 
the extension of what we discover already in the canon, in the letter to the 
Colossians where the author exhorts Christ followers of the lycus Valley 
to avoid new moons and sabbaths, ascetical disciplines, and the worship 
of angels (Col 2:16–19). huttner describes this as “a competing concept,” 
which is true, but it is too easy from there to reify such beliefs into the fault 
lines of competing communities and make one Christian and the other 
not. We may say that if there was a search for a standpoint, there was com-
petition that involved several standpoints. like ignatius with respect to the 
so-called docetists, could it not rather be that our author is making a line 
rather than describing one? surely Colossians itself attests to a complex 
affiliation of one view with other ones, the former given a rhetorical seal of 
approval by associating it with paul’s name.

eric rebillard offers a promising avenue into a discussion of the 
social complexity of multiple affiliation.33 in his work on identity and 
Christianity in north africa he contests the picture presented by Tertul-
lian of the call to more fervent discipleship through refusing to go to the 
games, meeting with Jews, opposing pagans, and so on. drawing on the 
ethnographical studies of rogers brubaker, he uses the term groupism to 
describe “the tendency to take discrete, sharply differentiated, internally 
homogeneous and externally bounded groups as basic constituents of 
social life, chief protagonists of social conflicts, and fundamental units of 
social analysis.”34 in place of groupism, again following brubaker, he asks 
that we focus instead on “the processes through which categories are used 
by individuals to make sense of their social world.” in favor of groupism, 
he uses the term groupness to describe how identity as a process refers to 
“a type of contingent event.”35 groupness, he argues, depends on shifting 
points of salience. Salience refers to how identities are marked and acted 
upon in differing situations: “The ‘salience’ of an identity is its probabil-
ity of being active in a situation, and ‘activation’ refers to the conditions 

33. Éric rebillard, Christians and Their Many Identities in Late Antiquity: North 
Africa, 200–450 CE (ithaca, nY: Cornell University press, 2012).

34. rebillard, Christians and Their Many Identities, 2, quoting rogers brubaker, 
“ethnicity without groups,” Archives européennes de sociologie 43.2 (2002): 163–69.

35. rebilliard, Christians and Their Many Identities, 2.
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in which an identity is actively engaged, as opposed to being latent and 
inactive.”36 salience is what determines how one can be in one group at 
one time and another group at another time while the two groups pro-
mote values and practices that taken as a whole are from a groupism 
perspective antagonistic to one another. if we apply these insights con-
cerning groupism to the lycus Valley, we arrive at a picture different from 
huttner’s and one that contests the linearity of the model of the so-called 
rise and expansion of Christianity.

rather than a linear model, we should imagine a model of overlap-
ping circles and a series of rhetorical moves to create groupism from 
shifting events of groupness. such moves often occasioned a rhetorical 
attempt to advance one point of salience over another. For some Christ 
followers, there is no conflict between angel and Christ worship, because 
what counts as salience and group identification belongs somewhere else 
than cosmic devotion to a singular deity. This does not mean that angel 
worship was crude, self-mortification pointless, and observation of rules 
pedantic: instead it means that such practices were events of affiliation, 
an affiliation Colossians seeks, through a rhetorical performance of the 
pauline voice, to end through the assertion of groupism. The search then 
is not so much for a standpoint, but there is rather a conflict of com-
peting standpoints, with the result that ideological considerations come 
into play that include the uses of rhetoric to malign a rejected position 
and set of practices. nor can we speak straightforwardly of Gemeinschaft 
embedded in Gesellschaft since either category reifies shifting, collid-
ing, and recombinant social allegiances. Ultimately in the lycus Valley 
the state endorsed one set of positions and not the other, but even then 
salience changed as debates over so-called arianism and then the pro-
alexandrian christology of eutyches made their way through the lycus 
Valley. even so, people continued to do their own thing—if the canons of 
laodicea are anything to go by—in practices that could not be confined to 
one circle or another. We will then not speak, like harnack, of a rise and 
expansion of Christianity but rather of the creation of circles and their 
delimitation and strategies for control. nor will we speak in a simple way 
of Christianity; rather, we will refer to strategies such as those undertaken 
by figures such ignatius, apollinarius, or the formulators of the canons 
of laodicea to create something normative out of diverse practices and 

36. rebilliard, Christians and Their Many Identities, 3.
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commitments. The question is then not a battle for Christianity per se 
but over what counts as salience and the rhetorical means of affirming 
groupism in the face of an inchoate groupness.

The second challenge to huttner’s formulation of the evidence is his 
study’s use of the phrase Lycus Valley. again, there are two valleys, as it 
were, that emerge in Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley. There are the 
geographical empirical boundaries of the valley, and then there are the 
social networks that form a web of relations both by those within and out-
side it. To focus too strictly on the valley as a limit for the consideration 
of data becomes problematic in some cases. For example, in his treatment 
of the message to the laodiceans in rev 3:15–22, huttner invites us to 
consider the valuable material evidence of a thriving textile industry at 
the city. he then takes up each of the phrases of the admonitions and 
exhortations of the message (3:17–18) and shows how they can find an 
analogue in laodicean material culture: eye salve, gold, white clothing, 
wealth. however, the message to the laodiceans is one of seven messages, 
and one must ask how valid it is to seek to interpret the message without 
reference to the other six messages. it is true that none of the other cities 
addressed are in the lycus Valley, but it is arguable that the messages are 
to be taken as a rhetorically constructed whole so that those Christ fol-
lowers living in the lycus Valley receive the references to the other cities 
as well. The difference this makes is, again, that we discover a contest 
over salience. it falls outside the confines of this essay to discuss in detail 
the scholarship that argues that John’s messages reveal a contest over the 
kinds of economic practices and involvement Christ followers should 
have in imperial asia minor.37 arguably some—perhaps like believers in 
Corinth (1 Cor 8:10)—were inviting a much more relaxed attitude and 
did not limit them from meeting with colleagues in temple dining rooms 
where sacrificed food was consumed; John stridently opposes this. We 
cannot see this if we take up the message to the laodiceans alone. The 
broader view allows us again to witness a battle over salience and the 
limits of affiliation. While some in laodicea practice a groupness with 

37. For example, paul b. duff, Who Rides the Beast? Prophetic Rivalry and the 
Rhetoric of Crisis in the Churches of the Apocalypse (oxford: oxford University press, 
2001), and leonard l. Thompson, The Book of Revelation: Apocalypse and Empire 
(oxford: oxford University press, 1990), furnish two studies that take up compet-
ing interpretations among Christ believers regarding believers’ participation in the 
roman imperial economy.
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more porous boundaries, John under the rhetorical form of an apocalypse 
seeks a much more defined set of markers.

This then brings me to my third and final point, that of social geogra-
phy and the social construction of space and identity. There is, of course, 
a physical lycus Valley, and then there is an imagined and practiced one. 
edward soja, developing the categories of henri lefebvre outlined in his 
The Production of Space, distinguishes between first, second, and third-
space.38 applying these concepts to the topic discussed here: firstspace is 
the topography and material geography and geology of the lycus Valley as 
a set of earth coordinates; secondspace is the human design of firstspace 
for particular activities (the creation of cities, roads, trade routes, housing 
blocks, temples, and so on); thirdspace designates the idiosyncratic ways 
in which the inhabitants of the lycus Valley lived first and secondspace. it 
is at the third level that the excellence Cluster Topoi project is for me the 
most exciting: namely, we may describe thirdspace as the ways in which 
inhabitants of the valley used religious imagination and ideological strate-
gies to live and delimit the living of space. The lycus Valley under this 
aspect is an imaginary world with protagonists and antagonists, mythic 
narratives, socially constructed memory, and a set of rhetorically charged 
incentives to live space in one way rather than another. here polemic and 
apologetic find their place as what people do when they meet are taken 
up in overarching narratives and places are populated with heroes and 
villains. it is this imaginary world where we can legitimately use a host of 
adjectives to describe differing accounts of Christian practices. but we do 
so knowing that we are engaging in the creation of a kind of noumenal 
or imagined lycus Valley. perhaps that particular chapter has yet to be 
written about the lycus Valley—the imaginary valley made up of destruc-
tive and constructive religious forces and their chief characters with their 
corresponding virtues and vices. it is this imagined paul who addresses 
this imagined set of Christ followers in the lycus Valley in a letter alleg-
ing to come from him. it is a world where the Colossians Christ followers 
are part of a grand narrative that like the imperial gospel is growing and 
taking the world by storm (Col 1:6) in which angel worshipers only reveal 
that they have fallen prey to a villainous philosophy (2:8).

38. edward soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imag-
ined Places (oxford: blackwell, 1996); henri lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. 
donald nicholson-smith (oxford: blackwell, 1991).
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such an imagined valley is central to the establishment of competing 
standpoints and overlapping circles i have discussed. groupness springs 
forth from imaginary fields of belonging. salience appears and disap-
pears as some practices and beliefs become the focus of one imaginary or 
another. These do not continue statically but rather are made and remade 
in different kinds of encounters. on such an account religion in the lycus 
Valley is a dynamic lived phenomenon, even as its intersections with the 
poleis of the region unfold in differing constellations of actors with shifting 
interests and objectives. historians by virtue of hindsight have the capacity 
to furnish a kind of freeze frame perspective on one moment or another, 
a particular set of actors, and on material spaces and identities. in doing 
so they also inhabit their own spatial imaginaries, sometimes consciously 
and often unconsciously.
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part 3 
Thematic essays on the lycus Valley





initiation, Vision, and spiritual power:  
The hellenistic dimensions of the problem at Colossae

Clinton E. Arnold

The precise nature of the problem at Colossae has been an insoluble riddle 
in biblical scholarship. We are no closer to a consensus solution now than 
we were thirty years ago when i began puzzling over this conundrum.1 
so why not join the mounting chorus of voices that claim that there is no 
more to be said on this issue? precisely because there is more to be said—
actually a lot more. There are new texts and new vantage points on familiar 
texts. our understanding of the depth and complexities of Judaism at this 
time has been greatly expanded by both the publication of new texts and 
insights into what these texts reveal about life in these diaspora commu-
nities. it is simply no longer adequate to conclude that the source of the 
competing teaching in the church at Colossae was some sort of Jewish 
influence and leave it at that. We need to ask: What kind of Judaism?

We have also learned more about the local religions, particularly the 
apollo cult, arguably the most important local god in the lycus Valley. 
our knowledge of the nature and function of the apollo oracle sanctuaries 
in western asia minor has increased through ongoing excavations, espe-
cially at Claros.

perhaps most importantly, over the past thirty years we have learned 
a great deal more about roman-era interest in ritual power. how does 
one gain access to spiritual power for personal well-being and the good 
of the community? This was a practical concern for matters of daily life. 
how do i keep my livestock from dying? how do i protect my kids from 
the ravages of fever? how do i avert the evil eye or a curse placed on 

1. see my The Colossian Syncretism: The Interface between Christianity and Folk 
Belief at Colossae, WUnT 2/77 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 1995).
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me by my disgruntled neighbor? interest in ritual power is a phenom-
enon that crossed all religious lines and was exceedingly important to 
common people.

interpreting the Colossian problem as some form of syncretism 
has actually been the consensus view until recently. For many scholars, 
martin dibelius’s important 1917 essay, “The isis initiation in apuleius 
and related initiatory rites,” confirmed that the teaching was syncre-
tistic.2 dibelius appeared to provide proof positive that the Colossian 
teaching was informed by mystery initiation ritual through the discovery 
of the Colossian catchword ἐμβατεύω in a series of oracular inscriptions 
in the apollo temple at Claros. This view held sway until Fred Francis 
wrote two highly influential essays attempting to refute dibelius’s claims 
and locating the problem squarely in Judaism.3 his two major lines of 
contribution were in seeking to establish (1) that ἐμβατεύω from Col 2:18 
was not a technical term of the mysteries and that it could be used simply 
in the sense of entering, especially entering into possession of property, 
and (2) that “the worship of angels” could and should be taken as a subjec-
tive genitive meaning that the angels were not the objects of worship but 
were the ones doing the worshipping. Thus, Francis argued, the author 
of Colossians was concerned about Jewish ascent to heaven visionary 
experiences and the Colossian believers were seeking to worship with the 
angels around the heavenly throne. This view made it possible for Fran-
cis, and many subsequent interpreters, to deny any kind of hellenistic or 
local religious influence on the problematic teaching at Colossae. Conse-
quently, James dunn and others could contend that the issue is simply the 
persistent influence of the synagogue down the road and that the prob-
lem is much like the one looming in the background of galatians4 (never 
mind that the word “law” never appears in Colossians, much less “works 
of the law”).

2. martin dibelius, “The isis initiation in apuleius and related initiatory rites” 
in Conflict at Colossae, ed. Fred o. Francis and Wayne a. meeks, sblsbs 4 (missoula, 
mT: scholars press, 1973), 61–121.

3. Fred o. Francis, “humility and angelic Worship in Col 2:18,” in Francis and 
meeks, Conflict at Colossae, 163–95, and Francis, “The background of embaTeUein 
(Col 2:18) in legal papyri and oracle inscriptions,” in Conflict at Colossae, 197–207.

4. James d. g. dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, nigTC 
(grand rapids: eerdmans, 1996), 23–35, esp. 33–35. see also his “The Colossian phi-
losophy: a Confident Jewish apologia,” Bib 76 (1995): 153–81.
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advocates of this perspective, in my view, have certainly been correct 
in affirming that there are Jewish elements to the Colossian philosophy. 
dibelius and lohse went much too far in denying this.5 “Festivals, new 
moons, and sabbaths” is clearly a Jewish contribution. but, again, what kind 
of Judaism are we talking about? and has the trend to resist seeing any form 
of hellenistic or local religious influence neglected important data?

initiation

The achilles heel to a purely Jewish view of the Colossian problem has 
been the presence of the term ἐμβατεύω in Col 2:18 as part of the author’s 
polemical description of the variant teaching. if this is a technical term 
from mystery initiation ritual and is reflective of the experience of the rival 
teacher at Colossae, then the problem at Colossae truly is a mixing of reli-
gious traditions. Joachim gnilka has rightly characterized the expression, 
ἃ ἑόρακεν ἐμβατεύων, as the most puzzling clause of the entire letter.6 Was 
ἐμβατεύω a technical term of the higher stage of initiation ritual (parallel 
to the ἐποπτεία at elesusis), or was it a simple equivalent of εἰσέρχομαι? 
more important, had the ringleader of the competing teaching at Colos-
sae undergone ritual initiation as the basis for his knowledge and claims? 
There are many reasons for maintaining that it was indeed a technical term 
of ritual initiation and that its presence in Colossians implies that initia-
tion had something to do with the Colossian problem.

in spite of Francis’s claim that ἐμβατεύω was a well-known term and 
“was the common property of any man on the street,” the evidence proves 
otherwise. Whereas εἰσέρχομαι appears 710 times in the lXX and 194 times 
in the new Testament, ἐμβατεύω never appears in the new Testament (out-
side of Colossians) and only seven times in the lXX. it never appears in the 
greek pseudepigrapha, nor does it ever appear in the apostolic Fathers. even 
philo never makes use of the term. it is also quite rare in all other ancient 
literature. Thus, the fact that it appears four times in oracle inscriptions at an 

5. martin dibelius and heinrich greeven, An die Kolosser, Epheser, an Philemon, 
hnT 12, 3rd ed. (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 1953), 38–40; eduard lohse, Colossians 
and Philemon, hermeneia (philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 116: “The ‘philosophy; 
made use of terms which stemmed from Jewish tradition, but which had been trans-
formed in the crucible of syncretism to be subject to the service of ‘the elements of 
the universe.’ ”

6. Joachim gnilka, Der Kolosserbrief, hThKnT 10.1 (Freiburg: herder, 1980), 150.
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oracle center for apollo just north of ephesus where delegations came from 
the lycus Valley could be rather relevant to our inquiry.7 Francis does recog-
nize the unusual concentration of the term’s usage at Claros, but he contends 
that its use there probably spurred the popular nontechnical use.8 he has no 
answer to the question of why it was used so frequently there.

Francis and others who have embraced his conclusions regarding 
ἐμβατεύω have sought to argue that the term had no technical signifi-
cance at Claros. Yet three of the four occurrences are preceded by a widely 
recognized technical expression of the mysteries as a dependent adver-
bial participle—μυηθέντες (μυέω), to be initiated into the mysteries.9 The 
fourth is a different but equally technical expression of the mysteries, 
“having received the mysteries” (παραλαβὼν τὰ μυστήρια).10 although it 
could be argued that the μύησις, or “receiving the mysteries,” was the ini-
tiation proper and that experience was the prelude to entering the oracle 
chamber, that argument would accomplish nothing since the climax of the 
whole ritual was yet to come with the entering. it is in the entering when 
the prophet would receive his mantic inspiration and convey the oracle 
as well as the occasion when the god himself would make an appearance. 
it is precisely in this second stage where the visionary experience would 
occur. The unique and rare term ἐμβατεύω is, in fact, the technical term for 
conveying the climax of the ritual initiation.

We now know much more about the sanctuary of apollo at Claros 
thanks to the excavations over the past couple of decades by a French del-
egation led by Juliette de genière and now under the direction of professor 
nuran sahin. There was, in fact, a labyrinth-like subterranean level under-
neath the temple structure.11 This was built around the sacred spring—the 

7. see the collected inscriptions with english translation and discussion in my 
Colossian Syncretism, 109–13.

8. Francis, “background of embaTeUein,” 203.
9. The first three inscriptions were originally published by Theodore macridy in 

“altertümer von notion,” JÖAI 8 (1905): 165 (= §2.2), 170 (= §5.4); see also OGIS 
530 (192–97); IGRR 4.1586 (521), and in macridy, “antiquités de notion ii,” JÖAI 15 
(1912): 46, no. 1.1.

10. This inscription was originally published by Charles picard, “Un oracle 
d’apollon Clarios a pergame,” BCH 46 (1922): 190–97. see also CIG 2.3538; rein-
hold merkelbach, Philologica: Ausgewählte Kleine Schriften, ed. Wolfgang blümel et al. 
(stuttgart: Teubner, 1997), 162–67 (= no. 2).

11. Fritz graf, Apollo, gods and heroes of the ancient World (new York: rout-
ledge, 2009), 72.
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source of the water from which the priest would drink for prophetic inspi-
ration. The term ἐμβατεύω gave expression to the action of going down 
the steps of the sanctuary leading to this underground area and entering 
the room where vision and revelation would take place. only three ancient 
writers provide written testimony to how the oracle operated (Tacitus, 
Ann. 2.54; pliny, Nat. 2.232; iamblichus, Myst. 3.11). iamblichus gives us 
the most detail:

it is agreed by everyone that the oracle at Colophon [the Clarian apollo] 
prophesies by means of water. There is a spring in a subterranean cham-
ber, and from it the prophet drinks on certain appointed nights, after 
performing many preliminary ceremonies, and after drinking, he deliv-
ers his oracles, no longer seen by the spectators present.… still, not every 
inspiration that the water gives is from the god, but this only bestows the 
receptivity and purification of the luminous spirit in us through which 
we are able to receive the god. but the presence of the god is different 
from and prior to this, and flashes like lightning from above. This holds 
aloof from no one who, through a kindred nature, is in union with it; but 
it is immediately present and uses the prophet as an instrument while he 
is neither himself nor has any consciousness of what he says or where 
on the earth he is, so that even after prophesying, he sometimes scarcely 
gets control of himself. even before drinking, he fasts the whole day and 
night, and after becoming divinely inspired, he withdraws by himself to 
sacred, inaccessible places, and by this withdrawal and separation from 
human affairs, he purifies himself for receiving the god; and through 
these means, he has the inspiration of god illuminating the pure sanctu-
ary of his own soul, and providing for it an unhindered divine possession, 
and a perfect and unimpeded presence. (iamblichus, Myst. 3.11)

although iamblichus writes later than the first century, he likely conveys 
an accurate framework for how the oracle at Claros operated in the first 
century and before.

archaeological evidence and comparison with what happened at the 
apollo sanctuaries at didyma and delphi can bring further clarification. 
Celeste guichard describes it in this way:

The cult officials accompanied the mantis in his descent. The entire 
group first walked through a small doorway at the back of the porch 
and the left of the large, central door. after crossing the threshold, the 
officials turned right, descended the staircase and followed a corridor 
to the first of two subterranean rooms—all of the cult officials, except 
the mantis, remained in the first room. The mantis continued alone into 
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the next, hypaethral chamber and drank from the sacred spring, which 
enabled him to communicate with apollo.12

as guichard contends, because the mantis received inspiration in the 
hypaethral chamber, the oracular inspiration took place in a portion of 
the temple open to the sky, thus lending an astrological flavor to the entire 
experience. “The hypaethral spaces at didyma and at Klaros enabled the 
mantis to be in contact with the cosmos as it exists above, below, and all 
around.”13 This would also fit with the experience of apuleius who wit-
nessed the cosmic powers in his initiation in the isis sanctuary at Cenchrae 
(apuleius, Metam. 11.23).

so why did members of delegations consulting the Clarian apollo seek 
initiation? Fritz graf describes the initiation experience at Claros in this way:

not everybody, however, was allowed to come so close: in order to “go 
down” [embateuein], one had to undergo an initiation, a presumably 
costly privilege offered only to the select few. Throughout greece, ini-
tiations were a ritual means of entering into close and often personal 
contact with a divinity.14

The experience of initiation provided one with direct contact with the 
divine. it was a source of spiritual power and imparted wisdom into spiri-
tual matters. it was often a foundational and prerequisite experience for 
becoming a community healer and wise man, a role anthropologists refer 
to as a shaman.15 as guichard notes, “initiates received the arcane knowl-
edge that elevated them above the unenlightened masses.”16 This arcane 
knowledge would likely be closely related to the major areas of apollo’s 
contributions to a community. he is not only an oracular god who can 
advise on the future or reveal what is behind a situation (like the reason 
for a plague), but he is a healing god.17 he is also the “averter of evil” 

12. Celeste l. guichard, “Travels and Traversals in the hellenistic oracular Tem-
ples at Klaros and didyma” (phd diss., Columbia University, 2005), 89.

13. guichard, “hellenistic oracular Temples,” 102.
14. graf, Apollo, 59.
15. on the topic of shamanism, see Thomas a. dubois, An Introduction to Sha-

manism (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2009). see especially chapter 5, 
“The shamanic Calling,” 56–81.

16. guichard, “hellenistic oracular Temples,” 97.
17. see graf, Apollo, 79–102 (= chapter 4: “apollo, god of healing”).
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(Alexikakos) and the “guardian of the gates” (Propylaioi).18 healing and 
protection from evil were the concerns of every rural community and 
would certainly have been a concern for individuals within the Christian 
community at Colossae.

how, then, is the apollo temple at Claros relevant to people living 
in the lycus Valley? of the twenty-seven epigraphic oracles extant from 
Claros dating between the first and third centuries, nineteen were deliv-
ered to cities, and two of these cities included laodicea and hierapolis. 
Cities of the lycus Valley were not only familiar with the oracle, but some-
times they sent embassies to seek a response from the god. hierapolis was, 
in fact, one of five cities where Clarian epigraphic oracles survive outside 
of Claros.19 hierapolis was also home to two local forms of the god apollo: 
apollo Kareios (the epithet could mean “Carian”) and apollo archegetes. 
The most well-known embassy from hierapolis took place in 160 Ce to 
seek the god’s input about the problem of a plague after the parthian cam-
paign of lucius Verus (see Cassius dio, Hist. rom. 71.2.4; aelius aristides, 
Or. 33.6, 48.38–39, 51.25).20 laodicea also consulted the Clarian apollo 
with great frequency.21 Thus, there was a direct connection between the 
lycus Valley and Claros, which can explain how the vocabulary of the cult 
would be familiar to people living in Colossae.

This evidence does not prove that the use of ἐμβατεύω in Colossians 
must be derived from its technical use in the language of mystery initiation 
practices associated with the apollo temple at Claros.22 but it definitely 

18. graf, Apollo, 93.
19. Zsuzsanna Várhelyi, “magic, religion, and syncretism at the oracle at Claros,” 

in Between Magic and Religion: Interdisciplinary Studies in Ancient Mediterranean Reli-
gion and Society, ed. sulochana r. asirvatham, stephen harrison, and Jaś elsner (new 
York: rowman & littlefield, 2001), 15.

20. Várhelyi, “oracle at Claros,” 15; the text is translated by ian rutherford, 
“Trouble in snake-Town: interpreting an oracle from hierapolis-pamukkale,” in Sev-
eran Culture, ed. simon swain et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2007), 
450–51.

21. louis robert and Jeanne robert, Claros I: Décrets Hellénistiques (paris: Édi-
tions recherche sur les Civilisations, 1989), 5.

22. during the discussion period of the “polis and ekklesia: investigations of 
Urban Christianity” section of the society of biblical literature on november 21, 2015 
where i presented this paper, angela standhartinger objected to the relevance of these 
inscriptions for Colossians by observing that the Clarian inscriptions relate to embas-
sies and not individuals (like a shaman). Yet we know that individuals did consult the 
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enhances the plausibility. and, of course, if the Colossian philosophy has 
something to do with mystery initiation ritual, then it is clearly syncretis-
tic. but does the idea of ritual initiation fit with the other indicators that we 
have from the text of Colossians on what this rival teaching and practice 
was advocating?

Vision

The immediate context for the occurrence of ἐμβατεύω in Colossians is the 
relative clause ἃ ἑόρακεν, “what he has seen” (2:18). The neuter accusative 
plural relative pronoun could refer to the immediately preceding “humil-
ity” and “the worship of angels” as the objects of entering. but this creates 
an awkward picture, for how does one see humility? Francis tried to escape 
this difficulty by arguing that ταπεινοφροσύνη should be understood here 
as “instruction in humility for the purpose of obtaining visions,” that is, 
angelic instruction is the object of the vision.”23 but such an explanation 
grossly overinterprets ταπεινοφροσύνη. many of the followers of Francis do 
not sense this difficulty.

The more likely interpretation is that the relative clause, “what he has 
seen,” is the object of ἐμβατεύω, thus giving the result, “entering what he 
has seen.” This would fit with the idea of entering into the oracle grotto 
or entering into the visionary experience that is associated with this cul-
minating experience of initiation. The priest would have led the initiate 
through ecstatic visionary experiences—perhaps including descent to the 
underworld and ascent to heaven—ultimately culminating in a vision of 
the god. “What he has seen” thus sums up the totality of the visionary 
experience as part of the second stage of the mystery initiation following 
the μύησις.

all interpreters of Colossians agree that the clause “what he has seen” 
signals visionary experience of some sort. The key question remains: 
Was this a Jewish visionary ascent to heaven experience, such as we see, 
for instance, in the Qumran songs of the sabbath sacrifice? There the 

oracle as we can see in the example of germanicus who travelled to Claros to consult 
the oracle shortly after he was made consul for the second time (Tacitus, Ann. 2.54). 
The inscriptions set up to honor the oracle god appear only to be necessary for the 
groups who came and received the oracle. The fact that individuals were not put under 
this obligation may relate to the expense.

23. Francis, “humility and angel Worship,” 195–98.
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mystic observes angels “enter through the gates of glory … the gates of 
the entrance” and sees even the gates “blessing and praising all the spirits 
of god in the exits and in the entrances through the gates of holiness” 
(4Q405 23 i, 8–10). or was this visionary experience something that the 
Colossian teacher experienced in a pagan ritual initiation?

markus barth asks the right question when he says, “From the context, 
which points to visionary experiences, we could deduce that ‘naturally’ 
heaven was meant where the worship of angels was observed. but still we 
need to ask why embateuein was even put here when it cannot explain the 
context, but rather must be explained from within it.”24 This, of course, 
could be easily explained if ἐμβατεύω were a catchword of the opponents 
related to ritual initiation. There is still no evidence of ἐμβατεύω ever used 
to speak of entry to heaven in a visionary way in Jewish texts.25 but we do 
have it used multiple times to speak of entry into the oracle grotto as the 
higher stage of an initiation ritual in the Klaros inscriptions.

spiritual power

There has been strong resistance to seeing the problem at Colossae as 
having some kind of meaningful connection with local religions or helle-
nistic religious thought. Thus, Witherington says that my case “underplays 
the Jewishness of what paul is dealing with here.”26 so also, bevere, who 
notes, “arnold’s position ultimately does not take seriously the Jewishness 
of the philosophy.… he and others who want to propose some sort of 
syncretistic thesis fail to take seriously the Jewishness of the practices of 
the philosophy.”27

but the question needs to be posed to them: What kind of Judaism? 
one of the lessons of the last thirty years is that there is a dimension of 
Judaism that can be described as a Judaism of ritual practices to gain power 

24. markus barth and helmut blanke, Colossians, trans. astrid b. beck, ab 34b 
(new York: doubleday, 1994), 348.

25. Contra michael bird, Colossians and Philemon, new Covenant Commentary 
series (eugene, or: Cascade books, 2009), 86 n. 38, who erroneously claims that “the 
word was frequent in Jewish apocalyptic literature in reference to visionary ascents.”

26. ben Witherington iii, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephe-
sians: A Socio-rhetorical Commentary on the Captivity Epistles (grand rapids: eerd-
mans, 2007), 162.

27. allan r. bevere, Sharing in the Inheritance: Identity and Moral Life in Colos-
sians, JsnTsup 226 (new York: sheffield academic, 2003), 113.
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for the well-being of the community.28 This is precisely the kind of Judaism 
that is reflected in a figure such as sceva in acts 19—an itinerant Jewish 
exorcist who styled himself as a high priest. This is the Judaism of folk 
piety that was interested in exorcism, healing, counteracting curses, and 
insuring prosperity. This is actually a substructure to Judaism that could 
cross a variety of other group boundary markers within Judaism.

it is also a form of Judaism where we can expect to see some of the 
highest levels of assimilation to the beliefs and practices of local religions. 
as John barclay notes in his important volume on Jews in the Mediterra-
nean Diaspora, this is a facet of Judaism where there was a strong tendency 
toward syncretism.29 We have learned much about this dimension of 
Judaism through the study of texts like the hekhalot literature, sepher 
harazim, the eighteenth chapter of the Testament of solomon, newly pub-
lished sectarian texts from Qumran, amulets, curse tablets, magical bowls, 
and even Jewish texts embedded in the greek magical papyri (such as the 
eighth book of moses). all of these texts show a level of syncretism that 
goes beyond what we find in any other Jewish texts. Those involved in 
these arts were far more concerned about power than orthodoxy or piety. 
This is why helios is invoked in sepher harazim, why apollo is invoked 
alongside Jewish angels in PGM 1.296–300, and why the god aion/helios 
is called upon in the eighth book of moses.

although there is little evidence for Jewish involvement in pagan ritual 
initiation, there is some—precisely in the realm of magic and folk belief. 
The initiation experience is central in the so-called eighth book of moses, 
a handbook for magic/religious ritual that serves as an important “witness 
to the rich interpenetration of Judaism and paganism in late antiquity.”30 
This syncretistic text contains a variety of ritual preparations that are essen-
tial to being filled prior to the initiation proper.31 This includes seven days 

28. see rebecca m. lesses, Ritual Practices to Gain Power: Angels, Incantations, 
and Revelation in Early Jewish Mysticism, hTs (harrisburg, pa: Trinity press interna-
tional, 1998). see also James r. davila, Descenders to the Chariot: The People behind 
the Hekhalot Literature, JsJsup 70 (leiden: brill, 2001).

29. John m. g. barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora: From Alexander to 
Trajan (323 BCE–117 CE) (berkeley: University of California press, 1996), 121.

30. Todd e. Klutz ,“The eighth book of moses,” MOTP 1:189.
31. This text was ultimately pagan, but it is infused with a number of Jewish ele-

ments reflecting the kind of Jewish magic and shamanistic practices of the roman 
era. bert Jan lietaert peerbolte, “The Eighth Book of Moses (pleid. J 395): hellenis-
tic Jewish influence in a pagan magical papyrus,” in A Kind of Magic: Understanding 
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of purification (involving various taboos) and a set of rituals that begin 
with the new moon. This particular initiation is closely associated with the 
god apollo. The book is replete with invocations of spirits and gods. The 
end result is that the initiate is endowed with wisdom and spiritual power 
that enables him to serve the community such as in providing healing for 
assorted ailments and casting demons away from people.

There is no doubt that there were Jewish elements in the Colossian 
philosophy. The real issue is how these Jewish elements fit with all of the 
other features of the teaching that we can identify. i have argued elsewhere 
that θρησκεία τῶν ἀγγέλων, “the worship of angels,” in Col 2:18 is the letter 
writer’s reference to the tendency to invoke and call upon angels in the 
practice of the Colossian philosophy.32 The genitive τῶν ἀγγέλων is thus 
an objective genitive. θρησκεία is not the normal word for “worship” in 
the biblical texts; those would normally be προσκυνέω or λατρεύω. in fact, 
θρησκεία never appears in the greek old Testament and only four times in 
the new Testament. bauer characterizes it as an “expression of devotion to 
transcendent beings, esp. as it expresses itself in cultic rites, worship, the 
being who is worshiped is given in the obj. gen.”33 Thus, Wis 4:27 says, “For 
the worship of idols [εἰδώλων θρησκεία] not to be named is the beginning 
and cause and end of every evil.” The sense in Colossians is that the rival 
teachers were advocating rituals directed at angels. This would encompass 
invoking angels, the use of charms and amulets to solicit their help, and 
rituals designed to obtain their assistance.

There are numerous Jewish texts that illustrate this kind of an approach 
to angels, and i have documented these elsewhere. archaeologists have 
recently uncovered an important text of this type in very close proximity 
to Colossae that has now been published in Epigraphica Anatolica.34 in the 
necropolis just north of hierapolis, excavators found a bronze scroll in a 
silver tube in a tomb. The text reads: “i adjure you by god who founded 

Magic in the New Testament and Its Religious Environment, ed. bert Jan lietaert peer-
bolte and michael labahn, lnTs 306 (london: T&T Clark, 2007), 192, notes, “next to 
the mention of the temple in Jerusalem, there are more Jewish elements in Moses VIII 
that are difficult to account for if not by postulating some kind of interaction between 
Jewish and pagan sorcerers.”

32. arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 90–102.
33. bdag, s.v. “θρησκεία.”
34. murat aydaş, “new inscriptions from asia minor,” Epigraphica Anatolica 37 

(2004): 124.
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the earth and the heavens; i adjure you by the angels, Cherubim, the har-
mony above, michael, raphael, abrasax [at this point the text breaks away 
and no other names are legible] to be averted from injury.”

Conclusion

my contention is that the ringleader behind the spiritual practices advo-
cated at Colossae is a Jewish (now Christian) shaman-like figure that bears 
a resemblance to sceva in acts 19. he is someone of stature within the 
community and known for his wisdom, knowledge, and expertise regard-
ing spiritual power. he is the go-to person in the community for matters 
related to healing, exorcism, and protection from evil. in continuity with 
the tradition of spiritual healers and shamans in the past, he performs an 
important function in the community.

The various identifiable features of the Colossian philosophy cohere 
well in this kind of figure. ritual initiation and visionary experience serve 
as a basis for his wisdom and arcane knowledge. This knowledge extends 
to the operations of spirits and powers. because he has knowledge of their 
ways, he can function as a healer and can prescribe measures to counteract 
curses and provide protection from spirits. asceticism, including fasting 
and taboos, are important aspects of preparation in rituals of power.

The author of Colossians takes strong exception to this person and his 
ritual methods for the community. in the author’s view, this rival leader 
is full of pride and his arrogance is leading him to exploit the church. 
although he claims to be spiritual, the leader is not in a close connection 
with Christ, according to the letter writer. The letter therefore admonishes 
the Colossian Christians to reject this person’s leadership and teaching. 
rather, they should hold on tight to Christ, immerse themselves in the 
Word about Christ, and grow in the knowledge of who Jesus is and who 
they are in him.
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everyday life in a roman Town like Colossae:  
The papyrological evidence

Peter Arzt-Grabner

a recently published ostracon (o.did. 412), inscribed before the year 140 
Ce in didymoi in the eastern desert of egypt, preserves a letter addressed 
to ammonios from a sender whose name is lost and who—among other 
things—asks ammonios to bring him a jar of filtered laodicean wine, if 
he comes and has a donkey.1 alas, this ostracon does not provide evidence 
that laodicea in the lycus Valley exported wine to egypt but rather that 
this wine had been transported from the famous port laodicea in syria,2 
south to egypt. The syrian port is also mentioned in a register of merchant 
ships that was drawn up in alexandria in second century Ce (p.bingen 77 
with BL 12:36), registering ships bringing into alexandria different goods 
from different ports, among them a ship3 from laodicea bringing wine (ll. 
17–18). several days later—we are informed by the register—a ship from 

1. see lines 7–9: ἐὰν ἔρχῃ καὶ ὄνον | ἔχῃς καὶ δύνῃ ἡμεῖν τῆς τειμῆς ⟦. ⟧ ὑλισ|τὸν 
ἐνένκαι (read ἐνεγκεῖν) Λαδικηνοῦ (read Λαοδικηνοῦ), καλῶς ποιήσις (the ed. trans-
lates: “if you come, and if you have a donkey, please, if you can, bring a jar of filtered 
laodicean wine—you will be reimbursed”).

2. or does λαδικηνόν in line 9 refer to a type of jar? on the discussion see the refer-
ences and bibliography given by a. bülow-Jacobsen in “private letters,” in Les textes, 
vol. 2 of Didymoi: Une garnison romaine dans le désert oriental d’Égypte, ed. hélène  
Cuvigny, FiFao 67 (Cairo: institut français d’archéologie orientale , 2012), 347; and 
hans-Joachim drexhage and Kai ruffing, “p. bingen 77 und der handel zwischen asia 
minor und Ägypten,” in Vom Euphrat bis zum Bosporus: Kleinasien in der Antike; Fest-
schrift für Elmar Schwertheim zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. engelbert Winter, asia minor 
studien 65 (bonn: habelt, 2008), 154 note 5. p.bingen 77.17–18 (see below) refers to a 
cargo of wine brought into alexandria from laodicea in syria.

3. of the ship’s name only the first part (“hope,”  Ἐλπίς) is preserved in line 17, the 
cargo of wine is mentioned in line 18.
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side in asia minor named “hope (and) ourania” (Ελπὶς Οὐρανία̣), owned 
by the roman citizen gaius Ulpius iason, arrived after twenty days at sea 
bringing in wood, and 216 half-jars (about 700 liters) of oil from aspendos 
(ll. 21–23).4

in the year 142 Ce, a certain pamphilos aka Kanopos was traveling the 
same route from side to alexandria. he was an alexandrian slave dealer 
carrying with him the ten-year-old slave girl abaskantis who was of gala-
tian origin and whom he had just bought at the slave market in side.5 We 
learn this from the slave sale contract p.Turner 22 (with BL 12:284),6 which 
was written by the city scribe of side in the forum of that very city. The slave 
dealer carried the contract with him to alexandria where he obviously sold 
the slave girl to an egyptian who was living in the Chora where the papyrus 
was found in modern times. The structure, formulae, contents, and details 
of this contract as well as of two other contracts from asia minor7 are well 
comparable with other slave sale contracts from different places through-
out the roman empire: with contracts from syria, dacia superior (modern 

4. see drexhage and ruffing, “p. bingen 77”; peter herz, “beiträge zur organi-
sation der getreideversorgung roms,” in Ad fontes! Festschrift für Gerhard Dobesch 
zum fünfundsechzigsten Geburtstag am 15. September 2004 dargebracht von Kollegen, 
Schülern und Freunden, ed. herbert heftner and Kurt Tomaschitz (Wien: eigenverlag 
der herausgeber, 2004), 612–13; on the trade between side and egypt, see also hans-
Joachim drexhage, “die Kontakte zwischen side, alexandria und Ägypten in der 
römischen Kaiserzeit (1.–3. Jh. n. Chr.),” in Studien zum antiken Kleinasien: Friedrich 
Karl Dörner zum 80. Geburtstag gewidmet, ed. anke schütte, daniela pohl, and Jutta 
Teichmann, asia minor studien 3 (bonn: habelt, 1991), 75–90

5. on the archaeological, literary, epigraphic, and papyrological record con-
cerning side, including its port and commerce, see Johannes nollé, Geographie–
Geschichte–Testimonia–Griechische und lateinische Inschriften (1–4), vol. 1 of Side im 
Altertum: Geschichte und Zeugnisse, igsK 43 (bonn: habelt, 1993); nollé, Griechische 
und lateinische Inschriften (5–16)–Papyri–Inschriften in sidetischer Schrift und 
Sprache–Ergänzungen und Berichtigungen–Konkordanzen–Epigraphische Indices, vol. 
2 of Side im Altertum: Geschichte und Zeugnisse, igsK 44 (bonn: habelt, 2001); peter 
r. Franke, et. al., Side: Münzprägung, Inschriften und Geschichte einer antiken Stadt 
in der Türkei; Beiträge zu einer Ausstellung in Saarbrücken, Homburg, München, Kiel, 
Wien, Augsburg und Aalen. 2nd ed. saarbrücken: landesbank saar girozentrale; insti-
tut für alte geschichte der Universität des saarlandes, 1989.

6. see the new edition by nollé, Griechische und lateinische Inschriften (5–16), 
613–17.

7. bgU 3.887 (with BL 1:77, 350; 3:15; 7:16; 8:36; side/pamphylia; July 8, 151 Ce) 
and bgU 3.913 (with BL 1:82; 4:6; myra/lycia; June 12, 206 Ce).
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romania), italy, rhodes, and, of course, egypt. most of these contracts are 
preserved on papyrus, some on waxed tablets.8

They all give clear evidence that egypt can no longer be seen as a 
“sonderfall”—a special case—within ancient studies but that the papyri 
from egypt provide us with a more or less accurate view of private, business, 
and administrational life that should be valid throughout the empire. egypt 
has ceased to be the only locus of papyri and other perishable documents 
from the roman empire, although about 98 percent of the edited docu-
ments still come from egypt. about 2 percent have been excavated outside 
egypt: in israel and Jordan, syria, afghanistan, iran, libya, Crete, romania, 
italy, switzerland, great britain, and spain.9 additionally, documents that 

8. The references for slave sale contracts from outside egypt are given in the fol-
lowing notes.

9. The most recent list published is still hannah m. Cotton, Walter e. h. Cockle, 
and Fergus g. b. millar, “The papyrology of the roman near east: a survey,” JRS 95 
(1995): 214–35 (listing 609 papyrus documents from outside egypt). several more 
can be added meanwhile: israel and Jordan: p.murabba’ât (most of them second cen-
tury Ce), p.masada (papyri and ostraca, most of them 66–73/74 Ce), p.Yadin 1 and 
2, p.hever (archives of two Jewish women, babatha and salome Komaïse, daughter 
of levi; documents written in Maḥoza/roman province arabia; the women brought 
these archives with them when moving to en gedi during the Jewish revolt under the 
leadership of bar Kochba; both early second century Ce), p.Jud.des.misc. (Jericho) 
4–6; 16–19; (Naḥal Ḥever) 4; (Naḥal mishmar) 2; (Naḥal Ṣe’elim) 4 und 5, p.petra 
(152 carbonized papyri found in a room near byzantine basilica; sixth century Ce). 
syria: p.dura (from dura europos; second–third centuries Ce), p.euphrates (docu-
ments from roman province syria Coele, especially from beth phuraia, on papyrus or 
leather; 232–256 Ce [no. 1–5 = sb 22.15496–15500]), palmyra (ca. sixty unpublished 
papyrus fragments in greek and palmyrene, found in the tower of Kitot, built in 40 
Ce; according to the writing dating to second–third centuries Ce). afghanistan: sb 
22.15765: tax receipt on leather from bactria; second century bCe. iran: Two deeds 
on parchment from avroman (Kopanis): Jur.pap. 36 (october 20–november 18, 88 
bCe); JHS 35 (1915): 22–65, no. 2 (ed. ellis h. minns; 22–21 bCe). libya: o.bunjem: 
latin ostraca; third century Ce. rodney ast, to mention only one recently started 
project, is about to edit and reedit all ostraca from northern africa outside egypt 
that have been found so far, among them ostraca from gigthi in libya and Carthage 
in modern Tunisia. Crete: o.Cret.Chers.: greek ostraca from Chersonesos (second 
century Ce). romania: T.dacia: wax tablets from alburnus maior/dacia superior; 
second century Ce; two slave sale contracts (tablets 6 and 7) reprinted as CIL 3.6 
(139 Ce); 3.7 (142 Ce). italy: Tablets from pompeji: T.Jucundus and T.sulpicii (writ-
ten in puteoli; no. 42 and 43 are slave sale contracts), wax tablets from herculaneum: 
T.hercul. (no. 60 and 62 are slave sale contracts), ravenna: Ch.l.a. 12.547 (after Feb-
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had been written in asia minor, syria, rhodes, or italy were sent or brought 
to egypt in antiquity and preserved there until the nineteenth or twentieth 
century.10 Thus, the material from egypt can now be collated with similar 
material originating from elsewhere.11

ruary 22, 433 Ce) and p.rain.Cent. 166 (sixth–seventh centuries Ce). switzerland: 
T.Vind. (= C.epist.lat. 16–71): wax tablets; first half of first century Ce. great britain: 
Vindolanda (hadrian’s Wall): T.Vindol. (wooden tablets, late first/early second cen-
tury Ce), luguval(l)ium (Carlisle): C.epist.lat. 3.88bis.1–43 (wooden tablet, Flavian 
time), londinium: C.epist.lat. 1.87–88. The discovery of more than four hundred 
roman waxed tablets from londinium was announced in 2016 by the museum of 
london archaeology; the tablets are written in latin and can be dated to the second 
half of the first century Ce, among them notes, bills, and contracts. spain: Christian 
tablets on stone (fifth–seventh centuries Ce), edited by isabel Velázquez soriano: Las 
Pizarras Visigodas (Entre el latín y su disgregación: La lengua hablada en Hispania, 
siglos VI–VIII), Colección beltenebros 8 (madrid: real academia española; brugos: 
instituto Castellano y leonés de la lengua, 2004).

10. asia minor: as already mentioned, from side/pamphylia: p.Turner 22 (with 
BL 12:284; 142 Ce; sale of slave), and bgU 3.887 (with BL 1:77, 350; 3:15; 7:16, and 
8:36; July 8, 151 Ce; sale of slave); from myra/lycia: bgU 3.913 (with BL 1:82 and 
4:6; June 12, 206 Ce; sale of slave); further from bithynia: p.münch. 3.63 (may 8, 248 
Ce; fragment with date of philippus arabs and philippus ii), pompeiopolis/paphla-
gonia: p.mich. 9.546 (with BL 7:113 and 9:162; 207 Ce; copy of sale of slave, origi-
nal drawn up in pompeiopolis), Caria: especially three letters to Zenon: p.Cair.Zen. 
1.59037 (after June 12, 258 bCe; business letter); 59036 (with BL 3:37; February 1, 
257 bCe; letter); 59056 (march 14, 257 bCe; private letter), Cappadocia(?): Ch.l.a. 
11.477 (first–third centuries Ce; letter[?] of a veteran in latin), mysia–Kyzikos(?): 
sb 3.6260 (with BL 8:324; before June 13, 230 Ce; administrational[?] letter). syria: 
p.lond. 2.229 (p. XXi) (seleucia pieria; may 24, 166 Ce; sale of slave). rhodes: p.oxy. 
50.3593 (238–244 Ce; sale of slave); 3594 (prob. 238–244 Ce; subject not clear). italy: 
rome: p.mich. 8.487, 491 and 501 (all second century Ce; private letters); bgU 1.27 
(with BL 12:10; second–third centuries Ce; private letter); p.mich. 8.490 (portus ostia; 
second century Ce; private letter); sb 6.9557 (with BL 6:155; rome; 264–282 Ce; busi-
ness letter by a Christian), misenum: bgU 2.423 (with BL 8:27 and 9:20) and probably 
632 (with BL 1:58; both second century Ce; private letter), puteoli: p.oxy. 18.2191 
(with BL 5:81; second century Ce; private letter), nea polis: p.lond. 3.1178 (p. 214) 
(with BL 1:290; 3:96; 8:186 and 9:141; 200–212 Ce; diploma), ravenna: sb 3.6304 
(wax tablet; ca. 151 Ce; sale of slave). 

11. about 102,500 clay impressions of seals were found in the agora archives 
in the rescue excavations at Zeugma in 1998–2000; some of them have papyrus or 
leather traces preserved on the reverse side, thus confirming the use of papyrus for 
documents filed in Zeugma and, moreover, the cultural interrelations between egypt 
and other provinces as several clay impressions carry the images of sarapis or isis; see 
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Concerning the lycus Valley, none of the three major cities (hier-
apolis, laodicea, Colossae) is mentioned in any documentary papyrus or 
ostracon of the ptolemaic or roman period, yet it is worth mentioning that 
the region of phrygia is attested in two papyri: the other slave sale contract 
from side, besides p.Turner 22, deals with the purchase of the twelve-year-
old slave girl sambatis who is of phrygian origin (cf. bgU 3.887.3–4 and 
14–15 with BL 3:15 [July 8, 151 Ce]).12 sb 22.15538 (with BL 11:238; alex-
andria; march 27–april 25, 13 bCe) is a contract by gaius iulius philios 
who is apprenticing his slave narcissus to gaius iulius eros to learn to 
play with several kinds of flutes, among them also with “phrygian flutes” 
(l. 4: Φ̣ρ̣υ̣γ̣[ιαυλίοις]), which are thus attested to have been well-known in 
egypt.13 only in a byzantine anonymous letter from oxyrhynchus, psi 
4.311 (first half of the fourth century Ce), we find the note that there are 
two laodiceas, one in phrygia (i.e., in the lycus Valley) and one in syria.14

due to the ever-increasing evidence from papyri, ostraca, and tablets 
from outside egypt, we learn more and more, and the information obtained 
from the egyptian material serves also to illuminate various aspects 
of roman government and society elsewhere in the roman empire. of 
course, we can find regional and local differences already between egyp-
tian nomes and villages, and the more detailed something is, the more 
different it might be locally or regionally. but the basics of life are, nev-
ertheless, the same everywhere: people were born, and if a child survived 
the first five years, she or he had a good chance to live thirty, forty, or fifty 

mehmet Önal, “deities and Cultures meet on the seal impressions in Zeugma,” Bol-
letino di archeologia online 1 (2010): 25–53.

12. see also the new edition by nollé, Griechische und lateinische Inschriften 
(5–16), 617–22 (concerning the name sambatis and its attestation, see pp. 621–22; 
in the note on lines 3 and 14 in BL 12:16, Σαμβτίς has to be corrected to Σαμβατίς).

13. on this contract, see annie bélis and daniel delattre, “À propos d’un con-
trat d’apprentissage d’aule ète (alexandrie; an 17 d’auguste = 13a),” PapyLup 2 (1993): 
103–62; angela bellia, “Una regione e la sua musica: il caso della Caria,” Bollettino 
dell’Associazione Iasos di Caria 19 (2013): 25–26.

14. The context of this note are orders to deliver a letter (this letter?) to Theodo-
tos, the bishop of laodicea in syria. se annemarie luijendijk, Greetings in the Lord: 
Early Christians and the Oxyrhynchus Papyri, hTs 60 (Cambridge: harvard Univer-
sity press, 2008), 81 n. 1; see also the new edition of this letter by lincoln h. blumell, 
“PSI 4.311: early evidence for ‘arianism’ at oxyrhynchus?,” BASP 49 (2012): 277–
96; blumell, Lettered Christians: Christians, Letters, and Late Antique Oxyrhynchus, 
nTTsd 39 (leiden: brill, 2012), 139–49.
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years, some even up to their seventies, eighties, and nineties. perhaps the 
son or daughter received some education, maybe some training in a craft, 
or a son joined the army or navy. several years later they probably married 
and founded a family, ran a business, paid taxes, suffered from diseases 
or the difficulties of life, joined an association, took part in a cult group, 
made a career in the roman administration or in their business affairs, 
and finally died.

in the following i will present the papyrological evidence of three 
major events in the life of an average family: the birth of a child, the census, 
and marriage. after concluding what the papyri from egypt may teach us 
about birth, census, and marriage in Colossae, i will briefly deal with the 
issue15 of the place of philemon’s household, before presenting the papy-
rological evidence on two topics that are well represented in both letters: 
slavery and textile industry (in particular the weaver’s craft).

birth returns

The first papyrus document that we may encounter at the beginning of 
the life of a greco-egyptian relates to his or her birth.16 most recently, 
the documents in question have been called “birth returns,” but in former 
days also the terms “declarations of birth,” “birth certificates,” or “applica-
tions to register a child” had been in use.17 There is no specific term that 

15. To comment on all possible details of philrmon and Colossians that could 
be illuminated by documentary papyri, ostraca, and tablets would by far exceed the 
length of this article. Concerning philemon, see peter arzt-grabner, Philemon, pKnT 
1 (göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 2003); the Colossians volume of the series 
papyrologische Kommentare zum neuen Testament will be published in due time by 
its newly appointed author.

16. in this short overview, i will not include a different type of birth returns that is 
covered by latin documents of which some are explicitly submitted by roman citizens 
(an early example is p.mich. 3, p. 154–56 [wax tablet; alexandria; July 23, 62 Ce]).

17. on the discussion, see Carlos sánchez-moreno ellart, “Υπομνήματα 
ἐπιγεννήσεως: The greco-egyptian birth returns in roman egypt and the Case of 
p.petaus 1–2,” APF 56 (2010): 94 (with bibliographical references in n. 8), who uses 
the term birth returns. The designation “application to register a child in a privileged 
order” was first brought forward by bo Frid in his edition of p.Ups.Frid. 6 (see also 
andrea Jördens using the term “registrierungsgesuch” for p.bingen 105); the term 
explains best the function of the oxyrhynchus documents. on the administrational 
procedure concerning birth returns, see also especially Thomas Kruse, Der Königliche 
Schreiber und die Gauverwaltung: Untersuchungen zur Verwaltungsgeschichte Ägyptens 
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is applicable to all sorts of these documents as they differ in some details 
from one nome to the other nome of egypt.18 What is common to all of 
them is the fact that they are typically roman, the earliest are dating back 
to the mid-first century Ce.

by submitting p.Tebt. 2.299 (with BL 11:278) to the village scribe 
(κωμογραμματεύς) of Tebtynis in the arsinoite nome, the priest psyphis 
registered the birth of his son pakebkis, born in the tenth year of Claudius 
(i.e., 49–50 Ce). The text reads:

Ἀρείωι Λυσιμά[χου κωμο-]
γραμματεῖ Τεβ[τύνεως]
παρὰ Ψύφιος19 το[ῦ Ἁρπο-]
κρᾶ̣ τοῦ Πακή[βκιος μη-]

5 τρὸς Θενμαρσ[ισούχου]
τῆς Ψύφιος μη[τρὸς Κελ-]
λαύθιος τῶν ἀ[πὸ τῆς κώ-]
μης πέμπτη[ς φυλῆς]
ἱερ̣έο̣ς20 τῶν ἐν ̣[τῇ κώμῃ]

10 θεῶν Κρόνου [θεοῦ μεγίστ(ου(?))]
καὶ Εἴσιδος21 κα[ὶ Σαράπιδος]
θεῶν μεγάλ[ων ἀπολυσί-]
μ[ο]υ ἀπὸ ἀνδ[ρῶν πεντή-]
κοντα. ἀπογρ[άφομαι]

15 τὸν γεγονώτ[α22 μοι υἱὸν]
Πακῆβκιν μ[ητρὸς(?) Τα(?)-]
ασ̣ιε̣ίους τῆς [ … ]
μητρὸς Ταώ[πεως τῶι]

in der Zeit von Augustus bis Philippus Arabs (30 v.Chr.–245 n.Chr.), 2 vols, apF series 
11.1–2 (munich: saur, 2002), 171–76 (with bibliography on 171 n. 326).

18. For complete lists, see tables 1–3 in peter arzt-grabner, “Census declara-
tions, birth returns, and marriage Contracts on papyrus and paul’s ideas on These 
matters,” in Second Annual Meeting of Bertinoro (1–4 October 2015), vol. 2 of Texts, 
Practices and Groups: Multidisciplinary Approaches to Jesus and the History of His Fol-
lowers in the First Two Centuries, ed. adriana destro and mauro pesce with andrea 
annese (Turnhout: brepols, 2019); see also nn. 24, 30, and 37 below. on the different 
features, see sánchez-moreno ellart, “Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 98–114; on different 
remarks made by public officials in the birth returns, see 128.

19. read Ψοίφιος here and in line 6.
20. ἱερ̣εο̣ς corr. ex α̣ιρ̣εο̣ς, read ἱερέως.
21. read Ἴσιδος.
22. read γεγονότ[α].
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δεκάτωι ἔτ[ει Τιβερίου]
20 Κλαυδίου Κα[ίσαρος]

Σεβαστοῦ Γε[ρμανικοῦ]
Αὐτοκράτορ[ος, καὶ ἀξιῶ]
ταγῆναι τὸ [τοῦ προκει-]
μένου μο[υ υἱοῦ Πακήβ-]

25 κιος ὄνομα [ἐν — ]
– – – – – – – – – –

To areios, son of lysimachos, village scribe of Tebtynis, from psyphis, 
son of harpokras, the son of pakebkis, his mother being Thenmarsi-
souchos, daughter of psyphis and Kellauthis, inhabitants of the village, 
priest of the fifth tribe of the gods at the village, Kronos the most great 
god, and isis and sarapis, the great gods, and one of the fifty exempted 
persons.23 i register pakebkis, the son born to me and Taasies daughter 
of n.n. her mother being Taopis in the tenth year of Tiberius Claudius 
Caesar augustus germanicus imperator, and request that the name 
of my aforesaid son pakebkis be entered on the list [here the papyrus 
breaks off].

Unfortunately, this earliest preserved birth return breaks off before we get 
the date of the document, which makes it impossible to learn about the 
age of the boy at the time he was registered. so far, seventeen birth returns 
from the arsinoite nome have been edited,24 and they all follow, more or 
less, the same pattern. most documents are submitted by both parents, 
only a few either by the father or the mother of the child who—at the time 

23. Fifty priests at the temple of sokneptynis were exempt from ordinary taxes, 
especially the poll-tax (see also p.Tebt. 2.298.11 and 292.6).

24. besides the document from Tebtynis, we can list: from the arsinoite nome 
without any further (preserved) specification: p.Warr. 2 (July 11, 72 Ce) and bgU 
11.2020 (with BL 6:19–20; december 24, 124 Ce); from nilopolis and soknopaiou 
nesos: SPP 22.37 (with BL 11:268; February 25, 184 Ce); from ptolemais euergetis: 
Cpr 15.24 (with BL 11:72; 119 Ce); bgU 1.110 (with BL 1:21; 138–139 Ce); 111, col. 
2 (with BL 1:21; after october 1, 138 Ce); p.gen. 4.162 (138–143 Ce); 12.33 (septem-
ber 9, 155 Ce); sb 26.16803 (second century Ce); from ptolemais hormu: p.petaus 
1 and 2 (February 14, 185 Ce); from soknopaiou nesos: SPP 22.100 (with BL 11:268 
and 12:279; 147–148 or 170–171 Ce); 18 (with BL 2.2:116, 8:479, and 11:268; april 14, 
149 Ce); 38 (with BL 8:481; september 3, 155 Ce); p.berl.Cohen 12 (= sb 26.16074; 
178–179 or 210–211 Ce); bgU 1.28 (with BL 1:9 and 6:10; october 11, 183 Ce); 
from Theadelphia: p.Fay. 28 (150–151 Ce). see also table 1 in arzt-grabner, “Census 
declarations.” 
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of the birth return—is between one and eight years of age. The description 
of the parents follows the usual form how a person is generally identified, 
giving the person’s name, the names of parents and grandfathers, the age 
of the person, and if this person had scars or marks on his or her body. 
The birth returns from the arsinoites are addressed to the responsible 
local official: in ptolemais euergetis and Theadelphia to the scribes of the 
metropolis, in soknopaiou nesos, ptolemais hormu and Tebtynis to the 
village scribe, and in one case that cannot be attributed to a particular 
village or city (p.Warr. 2) to the amphodarch, the head of a quarter. Until 
mid-third century Ce, the documents are more or less clearly related to 
the house-to-house census (κατ’ οἰκίαν ἀπογραφή, see below),25 thus being 
used to update the census records. but as there are several birth returns 
that register daughters26 and, thus, testify that fiscal privileges were not the 
only issue of those applications (as females were generally exempted from 
the poll tax, see below). also because almost all preserved birth returns are 
filed by privileged people, these documents most probably also intended 
to register the privileges for the child.27 What privileges or rights were 
addressed in these cases is not clear.28

25. a clear reference to the census is, e.g., preserved in bgU 1.111, col. 2.12–15 
(ptolemais euergetis; after october 1, 138 Ce): ἀπογραφόμεθα [τ]οὺς γεννηθ(έντας) 
ἡμεῖν | με[τ]ὰ τὴν τοῦ ις (ἔτους) θεοῦ Ἁδ[ρι]ανοῦ | κατ οἰκ(ίαν) [ἀπο]γραφὴν ἐξ ἀλλήλ(ων) 
υἱοὺς | τῷ μὲν κ (ἔτει) θεοῦ Ἁδριανοῦ (“we register the sons, who were born to us jointly 
after the house-to-house registration of the 16th year of the god hadrianus in the 
20th year of the god hadrianus”).

26. see two documents from soknopaiou nesos (p.berl.Cohen 12 [178–179 
or 210–211]; bgU 1.28 [with BL 1:9 and 6:10; october 11, 183 Ce]), and one from 
ptolemais hormu (p.petaus 1–2 [February 14, 185 Ce]); another document from the 
arsinoites, bgU 11.2020 (with BL 6:19–20; december 24, 124 Ce), returns the births 
of two sons and of twins, one male and one female.

27. From p.mich. 11.603 (ptolemais euergetis; February 4, 134 Ce) we learn that 
scribes were not only drawing up the registration from the census but also lists of 
katoikoi, lists of minors, and of those excluded from the tax estimate (l. 6–10: συν|θε̣ῖναι 
μόνα ἀντίγραφα λαογραφιῶν | [κ]α̣τ̣’ ἄνδρα καὶ λόγους κατοίκων καὶ | ἀπ̣ολογισμοὺς 
ἀφηλίκων καὶ ἐκτὸς ̣| συνόψεως). see roger s. bagnall and bruce W. Frier, The Demog-
raphy of Roman Egypt, Cambridge studies in population, economy and society in past 
Time 23 (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1994), 102–4. 

28. John r. rea (in p.oxy. 43, p. 109) refers to girls who were often required to 
prove their privileged status before marriage, or parents could have been interested in 
registering the child’s legitimate status (see, e.g., Kruse, Der Königliche Schreiber, 173); 
we know that a girl of a priestly family had special rights in the temple, which could 
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an important contribution to our knowledge was the edition of two 
documents from ptolemais hormu, p.petaus 1 and 2 (February 14, 185 
Ce). both papyri preserve two copies of the registration of the girl Taesis, 
who was already eight years old at the time of the application, and this 
birth return also informs us that Taesis’s parents were not privileged as 
they are identified as “fatherless” (i.e., their father was not known) and, 
therefore, could not prove their paternal ancestors. one of the two copies is 
addressed to the village scribe of ptolemais hormu as the local official that 
relates this document to the other birth returns from the arsinoite nome, 
but p.petaus 2 is addressed to the royal scribe (βασιλικὸς γραμματεύς) of 
the heracleides part of the arsinoite nome. moreover, it contains an order 
by this scribe, written below the birth return and addressed to the village 
scribe of ptolemais hormu, “to follow the usual procedure” (cf. ll. 13–14). 
according to Thomas Kruse, it is probable that p.petaus 1 and 2 do not 
cover an exception but the usual procedure, at least in the arsinoite nome: 
that the declarant(s) had to submit two copies of a birth return, one to 
the local official and one to the royal scribe who added his order to the 
subordinate in the local administration and had this copy sent to him. 
after fulfilling his duties, the local official stored both copies in his archive 
as, again, becomes evident from p.petaus 1 and 2: both documents were 
found in the archive of the village scribe petaus.29

The preserved documents from oxyrhynchus30 differ from those from 
the arsinoites in several details. The earliest of these “applications to register 

explain the existence of bgU 1.28 (with BL 1:9 and 6:10; october 11, 183 Ce), a birth 
return concerning the daughter of a local priest in soknopaiou nesos. another option 
is supposed by sánchez-moreno ellart, “Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 120: “We should 
also take into account again that the census did not exclude women, despite their non-
liability from the poll tax.”

29. see Kruse, Der Königliche Schreiber, 175–76; sánchez-moreno ellart, 
“Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 126–29.

30. These are twenty-two documents so far: p.oxy. 38.2858 (august 23, 171 Ce); 
p.bingen 105 (201–202 Ce); p.oxy. 10.1267 (January 5, 209 Ce); 12.1552 (with BL 
8:247; 214–215 Ce); psi 12.1257 (249–250 Ce); p.Col. 8.231 (249–261 Ce); p.oxy. 
74.4993 (253–254 Ce?); 4994 (may 26 or June 24, 254 Ce); 4995 (January 6, 254 Ce); 
p.Köln 2.87 (with BL 7:73; June 25–July 24?, 271 Ce); p.Ups.Frid. 6 (July 25–august 28, 
273 Ce); p.oxy. 66.3295 (august 24–28, 285 Ce); psi 3.164 (with BL 1:391 and 8:393; 
may 10, 287 Ce); p.Corn. 18 (cf. BL 2.2:49 and 8:90; July 24, 291 Ce); p.oxy. 38.2855 
(april 4, 291 Ce); 43.3136 (June 21, 292 Ce); 44.3183 (July 26, 292 Ce); 74.4999 
(august 12, 292); 43.3137 (July 4, 295 Ce); p.FuadUniv. 13 (with BL 3:61 and 4:32; 
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a child” was submitted by the parents of the child and by the female owner 
of the house in which the family lived (p.oxy. 38.2858 [august 23, 171 Ce]).31 
Within the next one hundred years following this document, all applications 
are submitted by the owner(s) of the house in which the child had been born.32 
From the end of the third century Ce onward, it seems that the applications 
have to be submitted by a man who is in some way responsible for the family, 
be it the father, grandfather, an uncle, or a friend.33 Two applications are sub-
mitted (also) for daughters (p.Corn. 18 [July 24, 291 Ce] concerning two 
sons and two daughters; p.oxy. 43.3136 [June 21, 292 Ce] for one daughter). 
Up to mid-third century Ce, the child is between one and six years old at the 
time of the application’s submission; later on, starting with 254 Ce, the given 
age increases to six to seventeen years. The authorities to whom the applica-
tions are submitted differ from time to time. during the fourteen-years cycle 
of the census declarations, the applications are more or less clearly related 
to the census system;34 that people continued to file such applications also 
afterwards seems to confirm that they also had their privileges registered for 
their children by doing so.35 maybe it is no coincidence that the applications 
for girls in oxyrhynchus “appear precisely at this moment, i.e. after the end 
of the fourteen-years cycle.”36

297–298 Ce); p.oxy. 65.4489 (august 5, 297 Ce); 54.3754 (320 Ce). see also table 2 in 
arzt-grabner, “Census declarations.”

31. it is not impossible that earlier birth returns from oxyrhynchus were sub-
mitted by the father or by both parents, like in the arsinoite nome, and that p.oxy. 
38.2858 was written at a time when it had already become important to have a child 
registered at a particular place within the city for which the personal confirmation of 
the owner of that accommodation was compulsory. Unfortunately, we do not have 
birth returns from oxyrhynchus from the first or early second century Ce. but maybe 
it is important to observe that the owner’s personal confirmation is part of the birth 
returns only up to some time before 285 Ce.

32. in several cases, the owner was identical with the father: p.bingen 105 (201–
202 Ce); p.oxy. 10.1267 (January 5, 209 Ce); 74.4995 (January 6, 254 Ce); p.Köln 2.87 
(with BL 7:73; June 25–July 24?, 271 Ce); in two cases the owners can be identified 
with both parents: p.oxy. 74.4994 (may 26 or June 24, 254 Ce) and p.Ups.Frid 6 (July 
25–august 28, 273 Ce; the parents are divorced).

33. p.oxy. 66.4489 (august 5, 297) is submitted by the child’s mother.
34. see sánchez-moreno ellart, “Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 104–8.
35. on the privileged classes from oxyrhynchus, see sánchez-moreno ellart, 

“Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 106–9.
36. sánchez-moreno ellart, “Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 109.
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birth returns from antinoopolis are thus far preserved from the 
second and the first half of the third centuries Ce,37 the earliest was writ-
ten on may 5, 133 Ce (p.Fam.Tebt. 30 with BL 8:198), that is, soon after 
hadrian had founded the city in commemoration of his deified lover 
antinous. all the documents are related to the so-called fundationes 
alimentariae, special alimentary programs installed by hadrian for the 
maintenance of children as proclaimed by the praefectus Aegypti petronius 
mamertinus that, to receive the benefits, it was obligatory to enroll a child 
within thirty days after birth, to prove the citizenship of the parents, and 
to present an ἀπαρχή (that is by which the declaration was called) to the 
βουλή of the city.38 The declaration had to be confirmed by three witnesses. 
all preserved birth returns from antinoopolis concern sons. it seems that 
the procedure consisted of two steps: (1) submission of an application for 
enrolment by the father or both parents, and (2) issue of a certificate con-
taining the core of the application, confirmed a few days later and signed 
by the responsible official.39 actually, the requirement to submit an appli-
cation within thirty days after the child’s birth was only complied with in 
three cases out of ten.40

37. p.Fam.Tebt. 30 (may 5, 133 Ce); 33 (February 9, 151 Ce; cf. p.Fam.Tebt. 34); 
sb 12.11103 (June 3, 155 Ce); 16.12742 (september 28, 157 Ce; cf. sb 16.12743); 
p.diog. 2 (after 197 Ce); p.stras. 7.634 (with BL 8:427; 206–211 Ce); p.ant. 1.37 (with 
BL 3:6, 4:2 and 8:9; 208–209 Ce); p.diog. 3 (october 17, 209 Ce); 4 (212–217 Ce); 
p.Vind.bosw. 2 (with BL 3:101, 6:66 and 7:93; 247–248 Ce).

38. This fund is explicitly mentioned in p.Fam.Tebt. 33.3–6 (February 9, 151 Ce) 
and sb 16.12742.6–10 (september 28, 157 Ce).

39. in two cases, both documents are preserved: p.Fam.Tebt. 33 (February 9, 151 
Ce) is the application for enrolment of the twenty-days-old son heracleides aka Vale-
rius, and p.Fam.Tebt. 34 is the certificate (issued on February 24 of the same year, i.e. 
fifteen days later); sb 16.12742 (september 28, 157 Ce) is the application for enrol-
ment of the twenty-five-days-old son philantinoos aka isidoros, and 12743 is the cer-
tificate (issued on october 27 of the same year, i.e. almost a month later). of the other 
documents, p.stras. 7.634 (with BL 8:427), p.ant. 1.37 (with BL 3:6, 4:2, and 8:9), and 
p.Vind.bosw. 2 (with BL 3:101, 6:66, and 7:93; on doubts that this is an ἀπαρχή, see 
andrea Jördens in p.bingen, p. 391) seem to be applications, whereas p.Fam.Tebt. 30 
(with BL 8:198), sb 12.11103 and p.diog. 2–4 are obviously certificates.

40. p.Fam.Tebt. 33 (February 9, 151 Ce) within twenty days, sb 16.12742 
(september 28, 157 Ce) and p.Vind.bosw. 2 (with BL 3:101, 6:66 and 7:93) within 
twenty-five days. The other applications were submitted within about a year after the 
child’s birth, except the earliest document p.Fam.Tebt. 30 (with BL 8:198), which was 
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besides the birth returns from the arsinoite nome, from oxyrhyn-
chus, and from antinoopolis, we should mention an ostracon from Thebes 
(o.brux. 14 [38–39 or 42–43 Ce]), which was a formulary for scribes in 
Thebes to write a birth return in copying the text and filling in the personal 
names. The ostracon reads as follows:41 

Σαραπίωνι βασιλ(ικῷ) γρα(μματεῖ) Κοπ(τίτου) καὶ Περὶ Θ(ήβας)
παρὰ ὁ δῆν(α) τοῦ δῆ(νος)42 ⟦α … ⟧ τῶν
ἀπὸ Δ(ιοσπόλεως) τῆς μεγάλη(ς). ἀπογρά(φομαι) εἰς τὸ γ (ἔτος)
τοὺς γεγενημένους μου παῖδα(ς)

5 μετὰ τὴν ἐπίκρισιν τοῦ κ (ἔτους), ὧν
ὁ δῆ(να) τοῦ δῆ(νος)43 ὡς (ἐτῶν)·
Σποδῆς κομογρα(μματεύς).44

To sarapion, the basilikos grammateus (royal scribe) of Kopites and peri 
Thebas, from n.n., son of n.n. … of those from the great city diospolis. 
i register for the 3rd year my children45 who have been born after the 
epicrisis of the 20th year, of whom n.n., son of n.n., about … years of 
age. spodes, village scribe.

Carlos sánchez-moreno ellart argues, following Thomas Kruse, that μετὰ 
τὴν ἐπίκρισιν in line 5 of the formulary refers to the house-to-house census 
and “possibly alludes to the census of ad 33/34.”46 so far, we do not have 
any preserved birth returns following exactly this formulary, but we do not 
have any birth returns from Upper egypt either. presumably, we have here 

submitted when one of the two children to be registered was already seven years of 
age (the other one was one year old).

41. according to sánchez-moreno ellart, “Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 126.
42. read παρὰ τοῦ δεῖν(ος) τοῦ δεῖ(νος).
43. read ὁ δεῖ(να) τοῦ δεῖ(νος).
44. read κωμογρα(μματεύς).
45. The male form τοὺς γεγενημένους μου παῖδα(ς) probably refers only to sons, 

but as this document is a formulary, i.e., a genre that uses male forms throughout 
(see p.Turner 22 with BL 12:284, the slave sale contract from side where we find male 
forms although they refer to a slave girl), a male form can refer to anyone.

46. sánchez-moreno ellart, “Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 127; see also Kruse, Der 
Königliche Schreiber, 174. indeed, a reference to a previous κατ’ οἰκίαν ἀπογραφή with 
a μετά clause can be found in two birth returns from ptolemais euergetis/arsinoites, 
in bgU 1.111, col. 2.12–14 (after october 1, 138 Ce) and p.gen. 4.162.9–12 (138–143 
Ce).
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evidence for an early birth return from Upper egypt, even earlier than all 
other birth returns so far but in a form similar to that of the arsinoites. 
as it is addressed to the royal scribe, a similar administrational procedure 
as in p.petaus 2 (see above) seems to have been usual also in other nomes 
besides the arsinoites and, presumably, from the earliest birth returns 
onwards. as a summary, sánchez-moreno ellart writes: “this document 
makes one contribution to our knowledge, that the practice might have 
been more widespread than we can deduce from the documents filed by 
privileged people in the capitals of the nomes.”47 Together with p.petaus 
1–2, we have two references that hint in the direction of a widespread and 
compulsory practice of submitting birth returns.

What does this mean for the probable filing of birth returns in other 
roman provinces, and particularly in a city like Colossae during the first 
century Ce? We have no idea what a comparable formulary in the lycus 
Valley may have exactly looked like, if it was similar to that of the arsinoite 
nome and the formulary from Thebes or that of oxyrhynchus. a similar-
ity with the one of antinoopolis, which is related to alimenta programs, 
is the least probable as this program was installed by hadrian after he had 
founded the city in 130 Ce. and a comparison with the birth returns from 
oxyrhynchus is problematic as we do not have documents earlier than 171 
Ce (p.oxy. 38.2858). it is not impossible that earlier birth returns from 
oxyrhynchus were submitted by the father or by both parents, like in the 
arsinoite nome, and that p.oxy. 38.2858 was written at a time when it had 
already become important to have a child registered at a particular place 
within the city for which the personal confirmation of the owner of that 
accommodation was compulsory, but so far, we do not have birth returns 
from oxyrhynchus from the first or early second century Ce. maybe it is, 
nevertheless, important to observe that the owner’s personal confirmation 
is part of the birth returns only up to sometime before 285 Ce.

Concerning Colossae, we can only assume that also the people of that 
city were interested to file birth returns in order to have their privileges 
registered for their children or that they were obliged to do so, so that the 
local authorities could update the census records. according to the earliest 

47. sánchez-moreno ellart, “Υπομνήματα ἐπιγεννήσεως,” 127; see also Kruse, 
Der Königliche Schreiber, 174: “dass bisher keine weiteren an den Königlichen sch-
reiber adressierten geburtsanzeigen bekannt geworden sind, ist wohl lediglich auf 
den Zufall der Überlieferung zurückzuführen, denn offenbar war es auch in anderen 
gauen üblich, solche anzeigen an den βασιλικὸς γραμματεύς zu richten.”
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documents from egypt, those from the arsinoite nome and from Thebes, 
it is probable that during the first century Ce it was the responsibility 
of the father or of both parents to file a birth return. What all preserved 
birth returns from different egyptian nomes, cities, and villages have in 
common is the fact that people clearly tended to submit them only at a 
later time after the birth of a child (even the applications from antinoopo-
lis show this tendency). obviously due to high infant mortality, an earlier 
submission was not at all advisable—in egypt and elsewhere.

The Census system

as any other government, the roman government had to collect taxes. 
The romans taxed more or less everything they could, but the main tax 
was the poll tax that had to be paid annually for every male (including 
slaves) who did not have any fiscal privileges (e.g., roman citizenship) and 
who was between the ages of fourteen and sixty. Therefore, the romans 
set out to know exactly who the men were, who were between the ages of 
fourteen and sixteen. The roman census system served exactly that pur-
pose and was carried out—not accidentally—every fourteen years, so that 
nobody would ever escape.

With the help of the papyri and ostraca from egypt we are able to 
reconstruct the whole process that was connected with the census.48 We 
know that the first census in egypt was taken under augustus in 11/10 

48. see especially Ulrich Wilcken, Historischer Teil: Grundzüge, vol. 1.1 of Grun-
dzüge und Chrestomathie der Papyruskunde, by ludwig mitteis and Ulrich Wilcken 
(repr. hildesheim: olms, 1963), 192–96; sherman l. Wallace, Taxation in Egypt from 
Augustus to Diocletian (repr. new York: greenwood press, 1969), 96–115; rafael 
Taubenschlag, The Law of Greco-Roman Egypt in the Light of the Papyri 332B.C.–
640A.D., 2nd ed. (repr. milan: Cisalpino-goliardica, 1972), 611–13; orsolina mon-
tevecchi, “il censimento romano d’egitto: precisazioni,” Aev 50 (1976): 72–84; marcel 
hombert and Claire préaux, Recherches sur le recensement dans l’Égypte romaine, 
papyrologica lugduno-batava 5 (leiden: brill, 1952); roger s. bagnall, “The begin-
ning of the roman Census in egypt,” GRBS 32 (1991): 255–65; bagnall and Frier, 
Demography of Roman Egypt; bernhard palme, “die ägyptische κατ’ οἰκίαν ἀπογραφή 
und lk 2,1–5,” PzB 2 (1993): 1–24; palme, “neues zum ägyptischen provinzialzensus: 
ein nachtrag zum artikel pzb 2 (1993) 1–24,” PzB 3 (1994): 1–7; Walter scheidel, 
Measuring Sex, Age and Death in the Roman Empire: Explorations in Ancient Demog-
raphy, Jrasup 21 (ann arbor, mi: Journal of roman archaeology, 1996).
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bCe.49 in the early times of the roman census we find a seven-years cycle, 
but from 19/20 Ce50 onwards and until mid-third century Ce a fourteen-
years cycle is attested for egypt. The process of a single census started with 
the edict of the roman governor, like the one preserved in p.lond. 3.904, 
col. 2 (p. 125) (with BL 3:94, 5:54, and 11:112; alexandria; June 25–July 
24, 104 Ce). in this document, C. Vibius maximus, the prefect of egypt, 
declares that—the house-by-house census (ἡ κατ’ οἰκίαν ἀπογραφή) having 
begun—it is necessary that all persons, who for any reason whatsoever 
are absent from their home districts, be alerted to return to their place of 
origin so that they may complete the customary formalities of registration 
and apply themselves to the farming for which they are responsible. only 
those people from the countryside, who show their presence in alexandria 
to be necessary, shall receive signed permits to stay, but all others are to 
return home within thirty days.51 From the egyptian papyri we also learn 

49. according to sb 20.14440 (Theadelphia/arsinoites; January 22[?], 12 Ce), 
the declarations had to be submitted in 11/10 bCe for the first time; the registrations 
took place in 10/9 bCe. From then onwards we find a seven-years cycle of declara-
tions and registrations until 19/20 Ce, i.e., declaration in 4/3 bCe and registration in 
3/2 bCe, declaration in 4/5 Ce and registration in 5/6 Ce, declaration in 11/12 Ce 
and registration in 12/13 Ce. see bagnall, “beginning of the roman Census”; palme, 
“neues zum ägyptischen provinzialzensus,” 5–6. The first census in 11/10 bCe is also 
confirmed by a recently published census declaration from Theadelphia (p.mich. inv. 
4406a; January 26–February 24, 3 bCe; ed. W. graham Claytor and roger s. bagnall, 
“The beginnings of the roman provincial Census: a new declaration from 3 bCe,” 
GRBS 55 [2015]: 637–53).

50. see p.oxy. 2.254 (with BL 10:137–38 and 11:143; ca. 13–26 Ce).
51. see adolf deissmann, Light from the Ancient East: The New Testament Illus-

trated by Recently Discovered Texts of the Graeco-Roman World, trans. lionel r. m. 
strachan (repr., peabody, ma: hendrickson, 1995), 271. see also p.gen. 12.16 (octo-
ber 12, 207 Ce) with a reference to the edict of subatianus aquila in lines 18–21; on 
this edict p. schubert and i. Jornot comment in p.gen. 12, p. 72: “dans notre docu-
ment (17–21), les paysans font référence aux ordres du préfet subatianus aquila les 
enjoignant de rester dans leur ἰδία, c’est-à-dire vraisemblablement le village où ils 
étaient enregistrés pour le recensement. l’édit dont il est question ici, attribué aux 
empereurs septime sévère et Caracalla dans sb 14284 (207 ap. J.-C.), ne fait malheu-
reusement pas partie de ceux qui nous ont été conservés. les édits renvoyant les gens 
dans leur ἰδία étaient généralement promulgués en vue d’un recensement, comme par 
exemple p.lond. 3.904 (p. 125; = W.Chr. 202; 104 ap. J.-C.), ou à la suite de troubles, 
comme bgU 2.372 (= W.Chr. 19; 154 ap. J.-C.). U. Wilcken, dans l’introduction de 
W.Chr. 354, a rapproché 16 du recensement de 201/2. Comme notre document (18–
21) fait allusion à l’édit du préfet subatianus aquila, lequel est en fonction entre 206 et 
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that—contrary to luke 2:1–3—the roman census was not exacted at the 
same time throughout the empire but in different years in particular prov-
inces: the census in syria, for example, was conducted one year later than 
the census in egypt.

The census declarations52 themselves hold an enormous treasure 
of information: we learn who the people were, who completed them, 
where they lived, what type of property they lived in, and who was in the 
household. We learn about the head of the household, if he had a wife, or 
sometimes the head of the household was a woman who was divorced or 
widowed or simply living by herself. We discover if there were children, 
whether there were grandparents, aunts, uncles, slaves, or others taken in 
as lodgers, and just about anyone else who might have lived with them. 
We find out as well, where the people had scars or marks on their bodies 
and how old they were, and we read about their occupation or if they were 
unemployed. The papyri also evidence that the same tax rate had to be 
paid per person, no matter if the people were rich or poor, if they earned 
a high salary or were unemployed.53 it happened quite often that whole 
families or even a large part of a village preferred fleeing to another nome, 
where the general rate of the poll tax was lower, to losing everything and 
dying of starvation.

sb 1.5661 (with BL 2.2:120 and 9:243–44) is a census declaration by a 
woman submitted to the responsible authorities (the so-called λαογράφοι 
and the village scribe) of philadelphia in the arsinoite nome on June 13, 

211, il faut considérer que l’édit est promulgué non pas en vue du recensement, mais 
après le recensement.”

52. see bagnall and Frier, Demography of Roman Egypt, 179–312; additions in 
amphilochios papathomas, “drei unveröffentlichte papyri aus der sammlung der 
griechischen papyrologischen gesellschaft,” APF 42 (1996): 201; see also, e.g., p.Col. 
10.262 (60 Ce); 269 (second–third centuries Ce).

53. a dramatic example is SPP 20.11 (with BL 3:236, 8:461 and 10:269; July 23, 
175 Ce): peteamunis, son of peteamunis and Tamasis, seventy-five years of age, grave 
digger in the village moithymis in the memphite nome, registers himself and his 
family, including his daughters-in-law and grandchildren, as homeless; also his three 
sons are grave diggers (so altogether four grave diggers in the small village moithy-
mis), and all their wives are currently unemployed. nevertheless, the three sons are 
obliged to pay the poll tax. see peter arzt-grabner, “Christlicher alltag anhand der 
papyri aus dem 2. Jahrhundert,” in Das ägyptische Christentum im 2. Jahrhundert, 
ed. Wilhelm pratscher, markus Öhler, and markus lang, snTsU 2/6 (Vienna: liT, 
2008), 107–9.
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34 Ce. below the woman’s declaration, we find a registration note by one 
of the officials and finally the notification by the village scribe. The docu-
ment reads:

Εἰρηναίῳ καὶ Μάρωνι καὶ Ἡρακλείδῃ
καὶ Ἀμμωνίῳ καὶ Πετεσούχωι λαο-
γράφοις καὶ Ἡρακλείδῃ κωμογραμ-
ματε[ῖ] Φιλαδελφείας

5 πα̣ρὰ̣ Τατυβύγχιος τῆς Μαρήους
τῶν ἀπὸ τῆς αὐτῆς κώμης
μετὰ κυρίου τοῦ ἐματῆς54 συγ-
γενοῦς Πατουάμτιος τοῦ Πτόλ̣-
λιδος. ἀπογράφομαι εἰς τὸ ἐ̣ν[̣εσ-]

10 τὸς κ (ἔτος) Τιβερίου Καίσαρος Σεβαστοῦ
τὸν ὑειόν55 μου Πανετβεῦειν Κεφά-
λωνος καταγινόμενον ἐν τῇ εἰ-
δίᾳ56 οἰκίᾳ,
καὶ ἔστι[ν] ὁ προγεγραμμένος μου

15 ὑειὸς57 {π}
Πανετβεῦεις Κεφάλωνος ὡς (ἐτῶν) ε,
καὶ ἐματὴν58 Τατυβύγχιν Μαρήους
ὡς (ἐτῶν) λε οὐλὴ ὑπ’ ἀντίχιρα59

δεξιόν,
20 μετὰ κυρίου τοῦ προγεγραμμένου

Πατουάμτιος τοῦ Πτόλλιδος
ὡς (ἐτῶν) λϛ οὐλὴ ὑπ’ ὀφρὺν δεξιόν.
(ἔτους) κ Τιβερίου Καίσαρος Σεβαστοῦ, Παῦνι ιθ.
(hand 2) κατακ(εχώρισται) (ἔτους) κ Τιβερίου Καίσαρος Σεβαστοῦ, 
Παῦνι ιθ.

25 (hand 3) Ἡρακλείδ(ης) κωμογρ(αμματεὺς) σεσημείομ(αι).60

To eirenaios and maron and herakleides and ammonios and pete-
souchos, laographoi, and to herakleides, village scribe of philadelphia, 
from Tatybynchis, daughter of mareis, of the same village, with my rela-

54. read ἐμαυτῆς.
55. read υἱόν.
56. read ἰ|δίᾳ.
57. read υἱὸς.
58. read ἐμαυτὴν.
59. read ἀντίχειρα.
60. read σεσημείωμ(αι).
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tive patouamtis, son of ptollis, as guardian. i register for the present 20th 
year of Tiberius Caesar augustus my son panetbeveis, son of Kephalon, 
who lives in my own house, and my abovementioned son panetbeveis, 
son of Kephalon, is (about)61 5 years of age, and myself, Tatybynchis, 
daughter of mareis, (about) 35 years old, with a scar/mark on my right 
thumb, together with the guardian, the abovementioned patouamtis, son 
of ptollis, (about) 36 years of age, with a scar/mark below his right brow. 
in year 20 of Tiberius Caesar augustus, payni 19.
(2nd hand) registered in year 20 of Tiberius Caesar augustus, payni 19.
(3rd hand) i, herakleides, village scribe, have noted it.

From census registers we learn that the declarations were taken seri-
ously by the authorities. To build the registers, the collected declarations 
were arranged according to the particular districts or streets of a place, 
and then glued together.62 a special evidence for the authorities’ accuracy 
is preserved in p.lond. 2.324 (p. 63) (with BL 1:245 and 10:98; prosopite 
nome): the papyrus contains copies of two extracts from census registers, 
the first one referring to the census of year 131–132 Ce and the second one 
referring to the follow up census of year 145–146 Ce; both declarations 
evidence that a certain anikos and one Thamistis are siblings of the same 
mother and father, but in his cover letter, which follows below the two 
copies (ll. 28–34) and is dated to march 24, 161 Ce, anikos informs his 
sister that they are only brother and sister from the same mother and that 
she is ἀπάτωρ (i.e., her father is not known).63

The only papyrological evidence for the census outside egypt so far 
is preserved in a document of the famous archive of babatha, a woman 
from Maḥoza in the roman province arabia, who refers to “an evaluation 
of the province that is conducted by Titus aninius sextius Florentinus,” 
the provincial governor (p.Yadin 1.16.11–13 [rabbath-moab/arabia; after 

61. many age numbers in the papyri are preceded by ὡς (maybe the majority); 
therefore, ὡς in this context rather means “as exactly as possible” than just “about.”

62. bgU 13.2228 (with BL 8:55; soknopaiou nesos/arsinoites; 175–188 Ce) is 
the extract of such a census register. similar documents are, e.g., bgU 1.124 (with BL 
1:22, 8:19, and 10:12; ptolemais euergetis/arsinoites; after 187–188 Ce); p.amh. 2.76 
(with BL 1:2; hermopolis; second–third centuries Ce).

63. Concerning reasons for this change, see myrto malouta, “Fatherless persons,” 
in Law and Legal Practice in Egypt from Alexander to the Arab Conquest: A Selection of 
Papyrological Sources in Translation, with Introductions and Commentary, ed. James g. 
Keenan, Joseph g. manning, and Uri Yiftach-Firanko (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity press, 2014), 198–200.
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december 4, 127 Ce]: ἀποτιμήσεως | Ἀραβίας ἀγ̣̣ομένης ὑπὸ Τίτου Ἀνεινίου 
Σεξ{σ}τίου Φλωρεντείνου | πρεσβευτοῦ Σεβαστοῦ ἀντιστρατήγου). according 
to hannah m. Cotton, this was the first census of the province, conducted 
shortly after it became part of the roman empire.64 The narrative of the 
nativity in luke’s gospel, although problematic in several details and not 
in consistency with luke’s own chronology concerning Jesus of nazareth, 
is, according to graham Claytor and roger bagnall, “important evidence 
for the provincial impression of the census as universal and stemming 
from the direct command of the emperor”65 (see luke 2:1). and Claytor 
and bagnall add, what is also relevant for Colossae and the lycus Valley: 

The census reinforced imperial ideals, strengthening the notion that the 
emperor could “see everything and hear everything,” even when ruling 
from the palace in rome. it also of course aided imperial interests, such 
as the collection of revenue and the maintenance of social hierarchy. For 
most provincials, on the other hand, the census and the closely-related 
poll tax were simply facts of life and burdens from which there was little 
chance of escape; for some, the imposition of a poll tax and regular cen-
suses could have become “a potent symbol of subjection to roman rule.”66 
in short, the census was a common feature of the imperial experience 
and a key component of rome’s control over provincial society.67

marriage Contracts

From marriage contracts we learn that marriage, in general and before 
the time of diocletian, was a private matter and not regulated by any 
public, administrational, or religious authority; occasionally contracts 
were filed in a notary’s office and registered in the record office or gra-
pheion.68 marriages without a written contract (ἄγραφος γάμος) shared 

64. see hannah m. Cotton, “Η νέα Ἀραβία: The new province of arabia in the 
papyri from the Judaean desert,” ZPE 116 (1997): 206; see also Claytor and bagnall, 
“beginnings of the roman provincial Census,” 645.

65. Claytor and bagnall, “beginnings of the roman provincial Census,” 637–38.
66. Quotation from dominic W. rathbone, “egypt, augustus and roman Taxa-

tion,” Cahiers du Centre Gustave Glotz 4 (1993): 86.
67. Claytor and bagnall, “beginnings of the roman provincial Census,” 638. For 

a survey of literary and legal sources as well as inscriptions related to the provin-
cial census see peter a. brunt, “The revenues of rome,” in Roman Imperial Themes 
(oxford: Clarendon, 1990), 329–35 (with tables on 345–46).

68. see hans Julius Wolff, Organisation und Kontrolle des privaten Rechtsverkehrs, 
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the same value or status with marriages with a written contract (ἔγγραφος 
γάμος).69 actually, there is no particular type of document that could just 
be called a “marriage contract.” according to the papyrological record, 
Uri Yiftach-Firanko distinguishes between Ekdosis documents (widely 
used in greco-roman societies, containing a clause about the “giving 
away” of one’s daughter for the purpose of marriage), marriage Sunchore-
seis (from augustan alexandria, filed by bridegroom and bride declaring 
“to have come together”), dowry receipts, loan Contracts (from oxy-
rhynchus), Paratheke documents (deeds of deposit with a list of objects 
“deposited” on the occasion of marriage), dowry inventories, several 
unique documents, and unclear cases.70 in addition to these various 

vol. 2 of Das Recht der griechischen Papyri Ägyptens in der Zeit der Ptolemäer und 
des Prinzipats, handbuch der altertumswissenschaft 10.5.2 (munich: beck, 1978), 
136–37 n. 2, 177–78. in the grapheion, the contracts could also be stamped in order to 
attach complete legal validity (such a stamp is preserved, e.g., on p.dime 3.39 [sokno-
paiou nesos/arsinoites; 11–10 bCe]; see Katelijn Vandorpe in p.dime 3, p. 437).

69. p.ryl. 2.154 (with BL 3:160; bakchias/arsinoites; october 19, 66 Ce) is filed 
between a certain Chairemon and his father-in-law, from whom he receives the dowry 
for Taisarion who is described as προούση[ι] κ̣[αὶ] συνούσηι τοῦ Χα[ιρήμονος] γ̣υ̣να̣̣ικ̣̣ί 
(line 4: “being already before and being together with him as Chairemon’s wife”). 
Contracts that transform an ἄγραφος γάμος into an ἔγγραφος γάμος, are often filed 
between husband and wife, cf. psi 1.36a (with BL 1:390, 6:172, and 12:248; oxyrhyn-
chus or arsinoites; october 29–november 27, 11 Ce, or october 28–november 26, 
12 or 13 Ce); bgU 1.183 (with BL 1:24–25, 5:10, 7:10, 8:20, and 12:11; soknopaiou 
nesos/arsinoites; april 26, 85 Ce); p.oxy. 2.265 (with BL 1:319, 2:94, 6:96, and 9:179; 
oxyrhynchus; 81–96 Ce); bgU 1.252 (ptolemais euergetis/arsinoites; december 24, 
98 Ce); 232 (arsinoites; october 28–november 26, 108 Ce): this contract explicitly 
states that the wife “has been before and is together with him as his wife according to 
the laws” (l. 3–4: τῇ προούσῃ κ[αὶ συν]ούσῃ αὑτῷ κατὰ | νόμους γυναικεί).

70. Uri Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements: A History of the 
Greek Marriage Document in Egypt; Fourth Century BCE–Fourth Century CE, mbpF 
93 (munich: beck, 2003), 14–20 (for an inventory of marriage documents by prov-
enance, including documents from outside egypt, see 27–32; on the formulaic fea-
tures, see table 1 on 271–72). on marriage and marriage documents in documentary 
papyri, see also orsolina montevecchi, “ricerche di sociologia nei documenti dell’ 
egitto greco-romano, ii. i contratti di matrimonio e gli atti di divorzio,” Aeg 16 (1936): 
3–83; ilias arnaoutoglou, “marital disputes in greco-roman egypt,” JJP 25 (1995): 
11–28; david instone-brewer, Marriage and Divorce Papyri of the Ancient Greek, 
Roman and Jewish World: A Collection of Papyri from Fourth C BCE to Fourth C CE. 
2000. http://www.tyndalearchive.com/brewer/marriagepapyri/index.html; ruth e. 
Kritzer in peter arzt-grabner et al., 1. Korinther, pKnT 2 (göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
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documents dealing with marriage, we find a broad variety of clauses and 
arrangements within one and the same document type.71 What they all 
have in common is—as hans Julius Wolff and Uri Yiftach-Firanko have 
observed—“that marriage documents were composed not for record-
ing the formation of marriage, but rather for documenting property 
arrangements connected with marriage, whenever, in the course of joint 
life, these arrangements became sufficiently important to be commit-
ted to writing.”72 The contracts focus most of all (if not exclusively) on 
the dowry, the parapherna (consisting of the woman’s personal chattels), 
and the prosphora (consisting of land and slaves):73 what and how it was 
handed over to the bride groom, in which way he was allowed to use it, 
and how and in which time frame he had to hand it back in the case of 
divorce. it is, therefore, understandable that many couples did not file a 
marriage contract at all. if there was no dowry that was worth mention-
ing, there was no reason for a contract.

a rather small portion of the contracts is dedicated to moral issues, 
the so-called terms of joint life:74 that the couple should live together 
blamelessly, that the husband should supply to his wife and to their chil-
dren whatever is necessary according to his means, that he must not set 
up a house different from the home which he is sharing with his wife, not 
have children from another wife, and not introduce another wife into the 
joint house. These prohibitions had two objectives: “protecting the family 
resources from embezzlement and guarding the exclusivity of the union.”75 
The wife, on the other hand, was not allowed to have sex with another 

& ruprecht, 2006), 247–53. The most complete list of marriage documents has been 
compiled by Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements, 9–13. on latin 
marriage documents see, e.g., martti leiwo and hilla halla-aho, “a marriage Con-
tract: aspects of latin-greek language Contact (P. Mich. Vii 434 and P. Ryl. iV 612 = 
ChLA iV 249),” Mnemosyne 55 (2002): 560–80.

71. see below on the different arrangements in case of divorce.
72. hans Julius Wolff, Written and Unwritten Marriages in Hellenistic and Post-

classical Roman Law, philological monographs 9 (lancaster: lancaster press, 1939); 
Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements (quote from 104; see the full dis-
cussion 81–104).

73. on the papyrological evidence of the dotal system in the roman period, see 
Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements, 129–82 (and tables 3–11 on 
276–311).

74. see Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements, 182–95.
75. Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements, 190.
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man, to cause any shame to her husband, or to ruin the common home, 
which “probably means a ruin caused by lax moral conduct.”76 The terms 
concerning the wife also established her “active participation in the man-
agement of the family estate throughout the marriage,” but also instructed 
her “to abide by, and show obedience to, her husband.”77 The documents 
themselves show a broad variety of forms and a remarkable individuality 
in the selection of obligations to be included in a contract.78

many marriage documents already address the case of a possible 
divorce.79 We find different forms in different nomes, and several times the 
scribes who draw up the contracts seem to use variants of their own devis-
ing. The contracts of the arsnoite nome show a great variety of options 
even within one and the same city or village and at about the same time. 
some people distinguished between the husband’s sending away his wife 
and the wife’s voluntary withdrawal, in the latter case granting the hus-
band a time frame of thirty or sixty days to hand back the dowry and 
parapherna,80 whereas in case of the husband’s divorce they should be 

76. Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements, 191.
77. Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements, 191.
78. a good evidence for this is given in table 12 of Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and 

Marital Arrangements, 312–17, covering every single contract. regarding divorce, it 
has to be underscored that—somewhat similar to marriages (becoming valid with or 
without a written contract)—“spouses who wished to dissolve their marriage were 
offered routine procedures for doing so by the marriage documents. Yet these pro-
cedures were by no means obligatory” Uri Yiftach, “Was There a ‘divorce procedure’ 
among greeks in early roman egypt?,” in Atti del XXII Congresso Internazionale di 
Papirologia, Firenze, 23–29 agosto 1998, ed. isabella andorlini et al., vol. 2 (Florence: 
istituto papirologico “g. Vitelli,” 2001), 1338.

79. on the papyrological evidence for the roman period, see especially Yiftach-
Firanko, Marriage and Marital Arrangements, 205–19. 

80. The thirty-days variant is preserved, e.g., in p.ryl. 2.154.24–30 (bakchias/
arsinoites; october 19, 66 Ce): ἐὰν δὲ διαφορᾶς αὐτοῖς γεναμένης | [χ]ωρίζονται (read 
χωρίζωνται) ἀπ’ ἀλλήλων, ἤτοι τοῦ Χαιρήμονος ἀποπέμποντος τ[ὴ]ν Θαισάριον ἢ καὶ 
αὐτῆς ἑκουσίω[ς | ἀ]παλλασσομέν[η]ς [ἀ]π’ αὐτοῦ, ἔστω{ι} τοῦ τῆ[ς] Θα[ι]σαρ[ί]ου πατρὸς 
Σισόιτος, ἐὰ[ν] δ̣ὲ̣ [ο]ὗτος μὴ περιῆι, αὐ[τῆς] Θ̣[α]ισαρί[ου | ὁ] σημαινόμενο[ς κλῆρ]ος 
τῶν ἀρουρῶν δ[έκα] ἡμίσους τετάρτου καθὼ[ς] πρόκειται· ἔτι δὲ καὶ προ[σα]πο|δώσ<ε>ιν 
αὐτῆι ὁ Χ[αιρ]ήμων καὶ τὴν προγ[εγρα]μμένην φερνὴν καὶ τὰ παράφερνα οἷα ἐὰν ἐκ 
τῆς τρί|ψεως ἐγβῆι (read ἐκβῆι), ἐπ[ὶ μὲν] τῆς ἀποπομπῆς πα[ραχρῆ]μα, ἐπὶ δὲ {του}τῆς 
ἑκουσ[ίο]υ ἀπαλλαγῆς ἐν ἡμέρα[ι]ς τριά|[κο]ντα ἀ̣φ̣’ ἧς ἐὰ[ν ἀπαι]τηθῆι (“but if any dif-
ference arises between them and they separate the one from the other, either Chaire-
mon divorcing Thaisarion or Thaisarion withdrawing of her own free will, then the 
before-mentioned holding of ten [and] a half [and] a quarter [= 10¾] aruras shall 
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handed back at once. other couples did not distinguish between the two 
cases, some of them granting the husband a time frame of thirty or sixty 
days, others obliging him to hand back dowry and parapherna at once.81 
in the contracts from oxyrhynchus that show a smaller variety of options, 
we find two main groups: either people did not distinguish between the 
husband’s sending away his wife and the wife’s voluntary withdrawal (but 
wrote about the couple’s “separation”), or they included a clause in the 
contract that explicitly mentioned the wife’s decision to withdraw and, in 
this case, allowing the husband a sixty-day time frame for handing back 
the dowry, which seems to be the standard time frame also if the contract 
contains only a clause about the couple’s possible separation.82 some of the 
preserved contracts have been crossed out, which is a clear hint that the 
respective contract was cancelled, that is, the marriage ended in divorce 
and the dowry had been handed back.83

all these aspects concerning marriage in the roman empire, some 
of them quite different from marriages in modern societies, must be kept 
in mind also when interpreting ancient literary or new Testament texts 
about marriage or divorce. particularly concerning new Testament texts, 

belong to Thaisarion’s father sisois, or, if he be no longer living, to Thaisarion her-
self; and Chairemon shall also restore the dowry aforesaid and the parapherna as they 
emerge from wear and tear, in the case of divorce at once, and in the case of voluntary 
withdrawal within thirty days from the day on which he is demanded to do so”).

81. see table 4 in arzt-grabner, “Census declarations” (with some differences 
compared to, and some updates to the data given by, Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and 
Marital Arrangements, 207 [incl. nn. 40 and 41]). in SPP 20.15.16–20 (with BL 8:461; 
ptolemais euergetis; before october 27, 189 Ce), the parties made a distinction only 
regarding the dowry (at once / thirty days), but they did not regarding the parapherna 
that should be handed back at once in any case.

82. For contracts that do not distinguish, see, e.g., p.oxy. 49.3491.18–20 (oxy-
rhynchus; 157–158 Ce), and p.oxy. 6.905.11–14 (psobthis/oxyrhynchites; march 14, 
170 Ce); both contracts distinguish between handing back the parapherna (at once), 
and the dowry (within sixty days). For contracts that explicitly mention of wife’s deci-
sion to withdraw, see e.g., p.oxy. 3.497.4–6 (oxyrhynchus; early second century Ce). 
For contracts that contain only a clause about the couple’s possible separation, see 
table 5 in arzt-grabner, “Census declarations” (with some differences compared 
to, and some updates to the data given by, Yiftach-Firanko, Marriage and Marital 
Arrangements, 209 [incl. notes 45–47]).

83. see, e.g., the demotic and greek “ehefrauenurkunde” p.dime 3.40 (sokno-
paiou nesos/arsinoites; august 15, 28 Ce?); p.Choix 10 (Tebtynis/arsinoites; June 
25–July 24, 162 Ce).
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it is worth noticing that we do not find anything about the dowry or the 
parapherna, that is, about the central issue of a marriage document, but 
solely terms of joint life that were more or less freely arranged in marriage 
documents or not even mentioned. even those are sometimes very short 
and of a general character in new Testament texts, as in Col 3:18–19: wives 
should be subject to their husbands, and husbands should love their wives 
and never treat them harshly. however, we find nothing in new Testament 
texts concerning marriage that would be inconsistent with arrangements 
expressed in marriage documents, even the possibility of divorce, which, 
also according to marriage documents, should not but may happen (see 
1 Cor 7:11).84 on the other hand, everything could be more or less well 
represented in a marriage document filed by members of an early Christ 
group. if it is true that the majority of the members of early Christian 
communities did not belong to the privileged classes and were not very 
wealthy, we have to assume that only few couples filed a contract when 
entering into marriage. perhaps, someone like apphia’s father or her par-
ents were wealthy enough to make arrangements for a dowry in a written 
document with philemon and hand it over to him on the occasion of the 
couple’s marriage (or sometime after that event took place)—if the first 
two addressees of paul’s letter to philemon (see phlm 1–2) were husband 
and wife.

The place of philemon’s household

recent new Testament scholarship has situated philemon’s house (see 
phlm 1–2) either in Colossae or in rome (or nearby). one of the more 
important arguments for the Colossian hypothesis is Col 4:9 where a cer-
tain onesimus is referred to as ὅς ἐστιν ἐξ ὑμῶν, that is, who is one of the 
Colossian community.85 Thus, it has been argued, paul’s prison while writ-
ing philemon must have been in the vicinity of Colossae, most probably 
in ephesus. other scholars have opted for rome and have argued that the 

84. There is a difference between new Testament texts regarding divorce and 
explicit documents of divorce where the couple agrees upon that—contrary to 1 Cor 
7:11 (cf. matt 5:31–32; 19:9)—each one is legally free to marry another partner with-
out either of them being liable (cf., e.g., bgU 4.1103.22–25 [alexandria; march 28, 
13 bCe]).

85. see, e.g., dietrich-alex Koch, Geschichte des Urchristentums: Ein Lehrbuch 
(göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 2013), 572.
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supposed imprisonment in ephesus would, according to a chronology 
derived from paul’s letters, have been too short86 to write philippians and 
philemon from there. Consequently, it has been suggested that paul was 
imprisoned in rome, and that also philemon’s household has to be set-
tled in rome or nearby.87 in support of the roman hypothesis it has been 
underscored that apphia and philemon are not mentioned in Colossians, 
which should have been the case if they were living in Colossae, and it has 
been argued that Col 4:9 does not necessarily mean that onesimus’s master 
was also from Colossae, but that only his slave originated from there before 
becoming philemon’s slave.88

From a papyrological perspective, none of these suggestions can be 
decisively confirmed. even the identification of the onesimus of Col 4:9 
with the slave of philemon is not absolutely certain,89 although plausible. 
it is true that, if the origin of a slave is mentioned (most of all in slave sale 
contracts, i.e., as a legal issue mentioned in legal documents),90 this notice 
usually refers to the place or region where the respective slave was born 
(and raised) and is introduced because slaves of special origin were known 
for special abilities. of course, and it almost goes without saying, a slave’s 
place of origin was not necessarily identical with the site where she or he 

86. according to marlis gielen, “paulus—gefangener in ephesus?,” BN 2/131 
(2006): 79–103; 133 (2007): 63–77, esp. 71, it lasted only about two weeks.

87. see gielen, “paulus—gefangener in ephesus?”; Vicky balabanski, “Where is 
philemon? The Case for a logical Fallacy in the Correlation of the data in philemon 
and Colossians 1.1–2; 4.7–18,” JSNT 38 (2015): 141–43, 145–48.

88. see balabanski, “Where is philemon?,” especially 134, 139–40.
89. Onesimus is a very common and widely attested slave name; see heikki 

solin, Griechische Namen, vol. 2 of Die stadtrömischen Sklavennamen: Ein Namen-
buch, Forschungen zur antiken sklaverei 2 (stuttgart: Franz steiner, 1996), 465–68: 
185 references for Onesimus, 18 for Onesime, 1 for Onesimio(n), 2 for Onesi[—]. For 
inscriptions from attica, see Charilaos Fragiadakis, “die attischen sklavennamen von 
der spätarchaischen epoche bis in die römische Kaiserzeit: eine historische und sozi-
ologische Untersuchung” (diss., Universität mannheim, 1986), 52 no. 23–25; 54 no. 
3; 364 no. 584–587. also a figure of menander’s Epitrepontes is a slave called onesi-
mus. Concerning papyri from egypt see, e.g., sb 16.12764, col. ii 17 (oxyrhynchus; 
first–second centuries Ce), and p.lond. 2.208, recto a 3–5 (with BL 10:97; ptolemais 
euergetis/arsinoites; June 25–July 24, 138 Ce).

90. see, e.g., p.Turner 22.3 and 16–17 (side; 142 Ce) where the ten-year-old slave 
girl abaskantis, who is ppurchased at the forum in side by an egyptian slave dealer, is 
described as being galatian according to her origin (γένει Γαλάτιν). 
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currently served,91 which was very important to know in (private or busi-
ness) relationships; there it was not to be neglected whose property a slave 
was or to which household she or he belonged. if the onesimus of Col 4:9 
has to be identified with philemon’s slave, i have, therefore, strong doubts 
that ὅς ἐστιν ἐξ ὑμῶν refers to his geographical or ethnic origin92 because, 
moreover, this phrase is neither an established way of referring to a slave’s 
geographic or ethnic origin, nor does it, in Col 4:9, refer to a particular vil-
lage, city, or region, but to a group of people, thus describing onesimus as 
a current (ἐστιν!) member of the Christ group in Colossae.

That a certain apphia, a name well attested in inscriptions from west-
ern asia minor (Cig 4380, k3,1 [3:1168] is from Colossae), is addressed 
in phlm 2 does not prove that this woman has to be located there, since 
she, or even one of her ancestors, could have left the place of origin and 
traveled to another province (or, e.g., to rome) in earlier days, without 
leaving any traces in the inscriptions.93 philemon itself suggests that, if the 
letter was addressed to a house church in rome and written during paul’s 

91. see Jean a. straus, “le pays d’origine des esclaves de l’Égypte romaine,” CdE 
46 (1971): 363–66; iza bieżuńska-małowist, Période romaine, vol. 2 of L’esclavage dans 
l’Égypte gréco-romaine, archiwum Filologiczne 35 (Wrocław: Zakład narodowy imie-
nia ossolińskich; Warsaw: Wydawnictwo polskiej akademii nauk, 1977), 13–42; Jean 
a. straus, L’achat et la vente des esclaves dans l’Egypte romaine: Contribution papy-
rologique à l’étude de l’esclavage dans une province orientale de l’Empire romain, apF 
series 14 (munich: saur, 2004), 276–83 (with a list of references).

92. it is also possible that philemon’s slave onesimus was a house-born slave 
(οἰκογένης). on the different options of onesimus’ origin, see arzt-grabner, Philemon, 
87–96.

93. see the references in arzt-grabner, Philemon, 82–83, and especially arzt-
grabner, “die auswertung inschriftlicher Zeugnisse für die neutestamentliche 
exegese: erfahrungen, Chancen und herausforderungen,” in Epigraphik und Neues 
Testament, ed. Thomas Corsten, markus Öhler and Joseph Verheyden, WUnT 365 
(Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2016), 36–37. so far, the name is not attested in papyri or 
ostraca. see p. 37 concerning the epigraphic record of apphia: “insgesamt ist also die 
beleglage hier für West-Kleinasien, bes. lydien, hervorragend, während inschriften 
aus rom und italien erst aus späterer Zeit stammen. es erscheint nicht unmöglich, 
dass Trägerinnen des namens apphia in rom zur Zeit des paulus noch nicht vertreten 
waren, doch sicher ist dies keineswegs: zum einen findet sich ja nicht jede person auf 
einer inschrift, zum anderen besagt der befund nur, dass bisher keine apphia vor 
dem 3. Jh. n.Chr. für rom nachweisbar ist. die apphia des phlm könnte nach rom 
eingewandert sein, ohne dort spuren zu hinterlassen. der epigraphische befund lässt 
also auch hier kein eindeutiges Urteil zu.”
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roman imprisonment, it must have been written a certain amount of time, 
maybe several months, after paul’s arrival in rome as he already shares 
a close relationship with philemon, apphia, archippus, and the Christ 
group meeting in philemon’s house. on the other hand, and based on 
the conventions of ancient letter writing in general and those concerned 
with people who are in jail in particular,94 a short letter like philemon 
could easily have been written within a day, especially while being forced 
to stay in a prison cell. That paul was in detention several times before 
being arrested in Caesarea and eventually sent to rome is evidenced by 
paul himself in 2 Cor 6:5 and 11:23, which also suggests that one or the 
other of the respective arrests took place in the province of asia. philemon 
could easily have been written during any of these imprisonments; more-
over, there is no absolute certainty that philippians and philemon were 
composed and written during one and the same imprisonment. of course, 
this does not mean that philemon was definitely written in ephesus or 
nearby, but that, as a location of paul’s prison while writing philemon, 
ephesus remains at least as plausible as rome and that Colossae is still a 
good option for the location of philemon’s household.

paul’s reference to his old age in phlm 9 does not necessarily evidence 
a roman origin of philemon, as πρεσβύτης sometimes refers to people who 
are over sixty, but in other cases to persons who are still in their fifties.95

The fact that apphia and philemon are not mentioned in Col does 
not mean that they are not living (or do not live anymore) in Colossae. 
it is a common feature in ancient letter writing that a sender of several 
letters, addressed to one and the same person or group, does not always 
address or greet every single member of the household or family (even 
the major figures of a household are no exception to that). For example, 
within the correspondence of a certain athenodoros, who lived during 
the time of the emperor augustus, we find two letters that were sent by 
a certain Tryphas to athenodoros. both letters are preserved completely, 
and they were written and found in the herakleopolite nome; moreover, as 

94. on the papyrological record concerning prisons and the bad conditions 
therein as well as concerning detentions before trial, see arzt-grabner et al., 2. 
Korinther, pKnT 4 (göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 2014), 207–10.

95. see arzt-grabner, Philemon, 76–77 (with literary and documentary refer-
ences); michael Wolter, Der Brief an die Kolosser: Der Brief an Philemon, ÖTK 12, 
gütersloher Taschenbücher siebenstern 519 (gütersloh: mohn; Würzburg: echter, 
1993), 260.
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both are exactly dated, we know that they were written within only about 
two months. bgU 16.2618 was written on may 10, 7 bCe, and addressed 
to athenodoros, the son,96 and artemis, the daughter, whereas via bgU 
16.2617, written on July 11 of the same year and addressed to athenodo-
ros, Tryphas sends greetings to her “ladies and daughters” Tryphas and 
artemis. daughter Tryphas is mentioned only in one of the two letters, 
the later one (2617). on the other hand, only the earlier letter (2618) also 
contains greetings by nardos, neikas, and all the others in the house (see 
ll. 22–24). besides the option that the author of Colossians simply did not 
have in mind to mention philemon and apphia explicitly, papyrus let-
ters also offer another convincing and simple solution to the question why 
he did not do so: philemon and apphia may have died after philemon 
and before Colossians was written, and archippus may have been the new 
patron of the household. a good example for a comparable situation is, 
according to the unanimous interpretation, attested by two letters of the 
roman soldier apion aka antonius maximus who is of egyptian origin 
but garrisoned at misenum. both letters were written during the second 
century Ce, the earlier one (bgU 2.423 with BL 1:45, 8:27, and 9:20), 
addressed to his father in philadelphia (arsinoite nome), and mention-
ing already in the letter opening his brother and his sister together with 
her daughter. in the letter corpus, apion informs his father that he safely 
arrived in misenum and received some journey-money (l. 9 βιάτικον = 
viaticum) from the Caesar. after sending greetings to a certain Capito, to 
his siblings, to a certain serenilla and to his friends, he certifies that he had 
already sent his father an image of himself and that his name in the impe-
rial fleet is now antonius maximus. bgU 2.632 (with BL 1:58) is clearly 
the later one of the two letters, as apion now uses only his roman name 
antonius maximus and makes clear that he has started a family several 
years ago (he sends greetings from his spouse aufidia, his son maximus, 
and his daughters elpis and Fortunata). but what is most important in 
comparison with Colossians is this: he does not mention his father but 
addresses the letter to his sister sabina and sends greetings to a certain 
maximus (“probably the sister’s son, who would then be named after his 

96. it is not certain if Tryphas was athenodoros’s mother as in bgU 16.2615.1–2 
(ca. 21 bCe–5 Ce); the couple menelaos and herakleia address athenodoros also 
as “son”; one of the two “mothers” must have addressed athenodoros as “son” in a 
metaphorical way.
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uncle”) and to Copres “the lord” (probably his brother-in-law).97 epima-
chos, his father, has most probably died some time before, which is also 
suggested by the soldier’s confirmation that he on every occasion does not 
delay to write to his sister who has become the main “link between her 
brother and his old home” (see ll. 11–14).98 Concerning Colossians, it is 
also worth noticing that archippus is the only person mentioned by name 
who is currently in Colossae. The term διακονία in Col 4:17 is probably 
referring to his care for the local Christ group that is still intending to meet 
in his house.99 and, probably, one of the main purposes of Colossians was 
to remind archippus of his important function as patron of the Colossian 
community, a function inherited from philemon some time before.

Two topics, extensively represented in documentary papyri, are 
referred to in both letters, philemon and Colossians: First, slavery is the 
main issue of philemon, and slaves are—more extensively than other 
groups—addressed in Col 3:22–25 (masters in 4:1). second, the textile 
industry and its regulations and conventions are an important background 
of Col 3:9–14, and a particular clause in several contracts of apprenticeship 
to a weaver is paralleled in phlm 13 and provides some fresh informa-
tion about paul’s own craft and his position in it. both letters, therefore, 
must have been written to communities where slavery and textile industry 
were an important fact, well-known among the inhabitants and generally 
known by people from outside, including paul of Tarsus and the author 
of Colossians. This does not prove that both letters were written to the 
same Christian community, but, and in combination with the arguments 
discussed above, it is most probable that we have to think of the same 
city, but at different times, when dealing with the addressees of philemon 
and Colossians. Concerning rome, slavery and textile production was not 
worth mentioning as anything special or known as particularly roman, 
whereas Colossae and laodicea were well-known centers of producing 

97. deissmann, Light from the Ancient East, 185 nn. 7–8.
98. deissmann, Light from the Ancient East, 186. on the interpretation of both 

letters, see also reinhold scholl and margit homann, “antike briefkultur unter Fami-
lienmitgliedern,” in Papyrologie und Exegese: Die Auslegung des Neuen Testaments 
im Licht der Papyri, ed. Jens herzer, WUnT 2/341 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2012), 
80–85.

99. notice also that 1 Cor 16:15 is the only passage where paul himself uses this 
term to attribute it to a known person other than himself, namely, to stephanas, the 
head of a Corinthian household. in phlm 5–6, paul writes about philemon’s ἀγάπη and 
πίστις that he has for the local Christian community.
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special textiles (also with many slaves working in this industrial branch) 
and making a fortune by exporting them. This observation may point to 
Colossae rather than to rome as the place of philemon’s household and 
the Christ group meeting there, addressed again in Colossians.

slavery

among the many aspects of ancient slavery about which we get extensive 
information from documentary papyri, ostraca, and tablets, i would like 
to focus, in a first step, on slave sale contracts. besides house-born slaves 
for whom a slaveholder could file a declaration of οἰκογένεια to register the 
slave’s status as such,100 the best option to get slaves for one’s household or 
branch of business was to buy them on the slave market, and side, one of 
the biggest and most important slave markets in antiquity, was connected 
with the lycus Valley by a roman road that started in pergamum and ran 
via Thyateira, sardis, philadelphia, hierapolis, laodicea, Colossae, Takina, 
attalia, and perga into side.101 in general, the slave market was regulated 
by the edict of the Curule aediles,102 a large part of which has been pre-

100. like birth returns for one’s legal offspring, these declarations were not filed 
immediately after a slave’s birth, but when the slave boy or girl was already two, three, 
or even seven years old. see psi 6.690 (with BL 2:141; arsinoites; first–second centu-
ries Ce) for the seven-year-old slave girl iulia, sb 3.6995 (Tenis/memphites; april 26, 
124 Ce) for the three-year-old slave boy phoineikas (a later copy of this document is 
preserved in sb 3.6996, col. i [Tenis/memphites; april 3, 127 Ce]), and 6996, col. 2, 
for the two-year-old slave boy Zosimos; the declarations for both boys were submit-
ted by the female slaveholder baibia rufilla, the mother of both boys was her slave 
Tyche who had been bought at the slave market. see also sb 16.12950 (ptolemais 
euergetis/arsinoites; 230–231 Ce), a declaration filed by aurelia Kyrilla regarding 
two slaves (names and ages not preserved), who had been born by Kyrilla’s slave 
Techosous aka isidora.

101. a bilingual milestone (in latin and greek) from side, which can be dated 
to 129–126 bCe (SEG 41.1336), reads: M.’ · Aquillius ·M.’ · f ·| (vacat) cos · CCCXXXI | 
Μάνιος Ἀκύλλιος Μανίου, | (vacat) ὕπατος Ῥομαίων· | τλα’ (“m. aquillius, son of manius, 
consul of the romans. 331 [miles]”). according to the first editor, the distance of 331 
miles suggests the described route (see david h. French, “sites and inscriptions from 
phrygia, pisidia and pamphylia,” Epigraphica Anatolica 17 [1991]: 53–54 no. 3). see 
also nollé, Griechische und lateinische Inschriften (5–16), 497 no. 175; nollé, Geogra-
phie–Geschichte–Testimonia–Griechische, 23.

102. on this edict, and especially on its clauses concerning the guarantee for 
slaves, see especially Éva Jakab, Praedicere und cavere beim Marktkauf: Sachmän-
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served in book 21 of Justinian’s digest. The aim of the edict was to protect 
the purchaser from false information about a slave by the vendor, ordering 
the vendor to provide clear and public information about any diseases or 
defects of the slaves, if they had ever run away, or proved to be truants, or 
had not been released from liability for damage that they had committed. 
if nothing of that kind was true, the vendor was not obliged to provide any 
information at all. on the other hand, the edict clearly forced the vendor 
to keep all the promises he made, which means: the vendor was liable for 
all that he said or promised (dictum promissumve) at the time of the sale.103

gel im griechischen und römischen Recht, mbpF 87 (munich: beck, 1997); berthold 
Kupisch, “römische sachmängelhaftung: ein beispiel für die ‘ökonomische analyse 
des rechts’?,” Legal History Review 70 (2002): 21–54; peter arzt-grabner, “‘neither 
a Truant nor a Fugitive’: some remarks on the sale of slaves in roman egypt and 
other provinces,” in Proceedings of the Twenty-Fifth International Congress of Papyrol-
ogy, Ann Arbor, July 29–August 4, 2007, ed. Traianos gagos and adam hyatt, ameri-
can studies in papyrology special edition (ann arbor: The University of michigan 
library, scholarly publishing office, 2010), 21–32. on the guarantee clauses in papy-
rus contracts, see also hans-albert rupprecht, “die eviktionshaftung in der Kaute-
larpraxis der graeco-ägyptischen papyri,” in Studi in onore di Arnaldo Biscardi, ed. 
Franco pastori and mariagrazia bianchini, vol. 3 (milan: la goliardica, 1982), 463–79; 
straus, L’achat et la vente des esclaves, 152–57; giuseppe Camodeca in T.sulpicii, pp. 
115–16; Camodeca, L’archivio Puteolano dei Sulpicii, vol. 1, pubblicazioni del dipar-
timento di diritto romano e storia della scienza romanistica dell’Università degli 
studi die napoli “Federico ii” 4 (naples: Jovene, 1992); Camodeca, “Tabulae her-
culanenses: riedizione delle emptiones di schiavi (Th 59–62),” in Quaestiones Iuris: 
Festschrift für Joseph Georg Wolf zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Ulrich manthe and Chris-
toph Krampe, Freiburger rechtsgeschichtliche abhandlungen 2/36 (berlin: duncker 
& humblot, 2000), 74–76 (the documents are cited as T.hercul.); otto eger, “eine 
Wachstafel aus ravenna aus dem zweiten Jahrhundert nach Chr,” ZSS Romanistische 
Abteilung 42 (1921): 456–58.

103. see dig. 21.1.1.1 (Ulpianus 1 ad ed. aedil. curul.): qui mancipia vendunt cer-
tiores faciant emptores, quid morbi vitiive cuique sit, quis fugitivus errove sit noxave 
solutus non sit: eademque omnia, cum ea mancipia venibunt, palam recte pronuntianto. 
quodsi mancipium adversus ea venisset, sive adversus quod dictum promissumve fuerit 
cum veniret, fuisset, quod eius praestari oportere dicetur: emptori omnibusque ad quos 
ea res pertinet iudicium dabimus, ut id mancipium redhibeatur. […] item si quas accessi-
ones ipse praestiterit, ut recipiat. item si quod mancipium capitalem fraudem admiserit, 
mortis consciendae sibi causa quid fecerit, inve harenam depugnandi causa ad bestias 
intromissus fuerit, ea omnia in venditione pronuntianto: ex his enim causis iudicium 
dabimus. hoc amplius si quis adversus ea sciens dolo malo vendidisse dicetur, iudicium 
dabimus. (For an english translation by s. p. scott, see http://www.constitution.org/
sps/sps05.htm).
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in the exegetical discussion that has been generated by scholars, trying 
to illuminate paul’s description of the case of onesimos in philemon by 
referring to roman jurists, it has been argued that “it is quite unclear to 
what extent the categories of the roman jurists might be relevant to the 
dialogue between paul and philemon.”104 but slave sale contracts preserved 
on papyri and waxed tablets, and from different roman provinces, suggest 
that such doubts are not justified. several documents explicitly refer to 
the edict: documents from egypt, from puteoli and herculaneum in italy, 
from syria, and—most relevant for Colossae—two contracts from side.105 
most of the preserved slave sale contracts do not give any information 
about diseases or defects but provide promises that none of these is rel-
evant; many vendors confirm the slave’s healthy condition, whereas some 
exclude a guarantee concerning epilepsy and leprosy and others refuse to 
guarantee that the slave is neither a truant nor a fugitive; comparably few 
slave dealers include such a guarantee in the contracts.106 only recently, 

104. Ulrich huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, trans. david green, 
aJeC 85, early Christianity in asia minor 1 (leiden: brill, 2013), 106. see also peter 
lampe, “Keine ‘sklavenflucht’ des onesimus,” ZNW 76 (1985): 135–37; J. albert har-
rill, Slaves in the New Testament: Literary, Social, and Moral Dimensions (minneapolis: 
augsburg Fortress, 2006), 8–11; John g. nordling, “onesimus Fugitivus: a defense of 
the runaway slave hypothesis in philemon,” JSNT 41 (1991): 114–17. 

105. egypt: p.hamb. 1.63 (with BL 7:66; Thebais?; 125–126 Ce); see Wolff, Organ-
isation und Kontrolle, 167–68. puteoli: T.sulpicii 43 (august 21, 38 Ce; cf. T.sulpicii 42 
[march 18, 26 Ce?]; 44). herculaneum: T.hercul. 60 (before 63/64 Ce; cf. T.hercul. 
62 [november 30, 47 Ce]). syria: p.lond. 1.229 (p. xxi) (seleucia pieria; may 24, 166 
Ce). side: p.Turner 22 (with BL 12:284; 142 Ce), and bgU 3.887 (with BL 1:77, 350; 
3:15; 7:16, and 8:36; July 8, 151 Ce). in addition, also the clause bonis condicionibus, 
signifying that the sale took place “under good conditions” is a reference to the condi-
tions explained in the edict (see Jakab, Praedicere und cavere, 187–90); it is attested in 
a contract from ravenna (sb 3.6304 [117–161 Ce]). a contract from seleucia pieria 
(p.lond. 1.229 [p. xxi] [may 24, 166 Ce]) contains both clauses. probably, the clause 
καλῇ αἱρέσει can be identified as the greek equivalent to bonis condicionibus; it is 
attested in several contracts from egypt and one from ascalon/phoenicia (sb 5.8007.5 
[hermoupolis?; first half of the fourth century Ce]; p.abinn. 64.15 [alexandria or 
philadelpha; 337–350 Ce]; p.Cair.masp. 1.67120.5 [but see BL 3:34; aphrodites Kome/
antaiopolites; ca. 567–568 Ce]; bgU 1.316.5 [ascalon/phoenicia; 359 Ce]; see Jakab, 
Praedicere und cavere, 208–9). it is also important to notice that the contracts from 
side, ravenna, seleucia, and ascalon were brought to egypt, obviously together with 
the purchased slaves, and found there.

106. For references see arzt-grabner, “‘neither a Truant nor a Fugitive,’ ” 25–30; 
arzt-grabner, “how to deal with onesimus? paul’s solution within the Frame of 
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the first documentary evidence of a vendor, who explicitly informed the 
buyer about any disease or defect of the slave, has been edited: p.oxy. 
78.5166 (oxyrhynchus; 29–20 bCe) offers at least an indirect hint to the 
fact that the vendor of the female slave Thermuthion, about thirty years 
old, had clearly informed the buyer, a certain philiscus, that the slave was 
a runaway. The document is an instruction to the banker apollophanes to 
receive from philiscus the tax on the sale of the slave.107 The female slave 
is literally described as “a runaway, whom philiscus will track down and 
bring back for himself ” (ll. 5–6: οὔσης ἐν δρασμῶι, ἣν ἀναζητήσας | ὁ Φιλ̣[ί]
σκος ἑαυτῶι ἀνάξει̣)̣. obviously, Thermuthion is not only a slave who ran 
away once, but she is still on the run at the time when the contract is filed 
and the tax on the sale is paid.108

if someone from Colossae wanted to make a good decision when 
intending to buy a slave, he almost certainly went to side, which could 
be reached within about ten days when traveling on foot but in five days 
when using a fast carriage.109 in both contracts originating from there, 
the vendors provide information about the slaves age, origin, and body 

ancient legal and documentary sources,” in Philemon in Perspective: Interpreting a 
Pauline Letter, ed. d. Francois Tolmie, bZnW 169 (berlin: de gruyter, 2010), 126–33.

107. as stated in line 8, the price for the slave was “10 talents, 3,000 drachmas in 
bronze”; the tax, which philiscus paid, is calculated as “2 talents, 693 drachmas and 
3½ obols in bronze (converted) to silver.” Thus, this document gives clear evidence for 
a sales tax of 20 percent on slaves and not 10 percent as has sometimes been assumed 
on the analogy of the rate on other sales (already questioned by Wallace, Taxation in 
Egypt, 230, and straus, L’achat et la vente des esclaves, 76–77). on the rate of 20 percent 
sales tax on slaves from the early ptolemaic period see p.Col. 1.inv. 480 (arsinoites; 
ca. 198–197 bCe) and p.sijp. 45 (arsinoites or herakleopolites; January 7, 197 bCe); 
see also reinhold scholl in C.ptol.sklav., p. 62. on the prices paid for slaves, see Kai 
ruffing and hans-Joachim drexhage, “antike sklavenpreise,” in Antike Lebenswelten: 
Konstanz–Wandel–Wirkungsmacht; Festschrift für Ingomar Weiler zum 70. Geburtstag, 
ed. peter mauritsch et al., philippika, marburger altertumskundliche abhandlungen 
25 (Wiesbaden: harrassowitz, 2008), 321–51.

108. an interesting document is also p.Cair.preis. 1 (2nd ed.), the report of pro-
ceedings about a fugitive slave girl, possibly written in oxyrhynchus between 147 and 
150 Ce. The case of the anonymous plaintiff is all the more dramatic as the slave girl 
eutychia, whom he had purchased from a certain sarapion, has not only taken “much 
of his belongings” but also “her sales contracts” (line 6 τάς τε ἀσφαλείας τὰ<ς> τῆς 
πράσεως ἑα[υτῆς]) so that he is no longer able to prove whether the contract contained 
a guarantee against flight or not. 

109. The calculations were executed by using http://orbis.stanford.edu.
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marks, but also that they are free of any claim by anyone else, neither tru-
ants nor fugitives (μήτε ῥέμβον μήτε δραπετικόν),110 and not suffering from 
epilepsy. The distinction between a truant and a fugitive (also preserved in 
other contracts),111 which is also important for the interpretation of phi-
lemon, is in coincidence with a juridical discussion that is again preserved 
in Justinian’s digest. Ulpian, who died in 223 Ce in rome, argued that the 
truant slave roams about with no reason but returns home to his master at 
a late hour.112 The same idea is expressed—earlier than Ulpian—by paul in 
phlm 15 when he argues that onesimus “went away for only a while,” so 
that philemon might “have him back forever.”113 We do not know for sure 
what was really going on with onesimus before he visited paul in prison; 

110. see p.Turner 22.4 and 20–21 (142 Ce) and bgU 3.887.5 and 16–17 (July 8, 
151 Ce).

111. see, in addition to the contracts from side: T.sulpicii 43 (puteoli/italy; 
august 21, 38 Ce); T.hercul. 62 (herculaneum/italy; nov. 30, 47 Ce); 60 (before 
63/64 Ce); T.dacia 6 (alburnus maior/dacia; march 17, 139 Ce); 7 (may 16, 142 
Ce). The contracts that were written in egypt, either state that the slave is faithful 
and not (given to) running away (πιστὸς καὶ ἄδραστος, see sb 3.6016.26 [alexandria; 
march 28, 154 Ce]; 5.8007.5 [hermoupolis?; first half of fourth century Ce]; p.abinn. 
64.14 [alexandria or philadelphia; 337–350 Ce]; see also, from ascalon/phoenicia, 
bgU 1.316.29 [359 Ce]), or they exclude a guarantee concerning a later(!) flight (the 
earliest reference, bgU 4.1059.17–18 [alexandria; reign of augustus], expresses this 
by δρασμὸς δὲ καὶ θάνατος τῆς δούλης ἀπὸ τοῦ νῦν οὐκ ἔσται πρὸς τὴν | Λαοδίκην [“but 
flight and death of the slave are from now on not in the responsibility of laodike,” the 
vendor] whereas later contracts from the arsinoite nome guarantee the sale with every 
guarantee, except against flight, πλὴν δρασμοῦ: bgU 3.987.7–9.22–23 [with BL 4:6 and 
10:18; arsinoites; 19 or 45 Ce]; p.mich. 5.278 and 279.5–6 [Tebtynis; ca. 30 Ce; the 
duplicate nr. 279 ed. by straus, L’achat et la vente des esclaves, 327–28]; 264.11–14.24 
and 265.6 [Tebtynis; February 7, 37 Ce; the duplicate nr. 265 ed. by straus, L’achat et la 
vente des esclaves, 328–30]; 281.6 [Tebtynis; ca. 48 Ce]; p.stras. 6.505.23–26 [Tebtynis; 
107–115 Ce; on line 14 cf. straus, L’achat et la vente des esclaves, 356]; bgU 3.859.11–
13 [with BL 1:74, 3:15 and 8:35; arsinoites; 161–163 Ce]; on this interpretation see 
arzt-grabner, “‘neither a Truant nor a Fugitive,’ ” 28, contrary to Jakab, Praedicere 
und cavere, 205–6).

112. see dig. 21.1.17.14: sed proprie erronem sic definimus: qui non quidem fugit, 
sed frequenter sine causa vagatur et temporibus in res nugatorias consumptis serius 
domum redit.

113. in literary as well as in documentary sources, a passive form of χωρίζω is 
always used in the active sense “to go away,” when expressed about a person; see arzt-
grabner, Philemon, 103–5; arzt-grabner, “onesimus erro: Zur Vorgeschichte des phi-
lemonbriefes,” ZNW 95.1–2 (2004): 136–39.
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at least, paul does not picture onesimus as a fugitive but as a slave who was 
just roaming about, as he had done before.114 We are not able to know, and 
we never will be, whether paul was downplaying a much more dramatic 
situation or providing a more or less authentic description of the facts. but 
in drawing this particular picture of onesimus as truant, not as fugitive, 
paul also—in addition to slave sale contracts—offers good evidence that 
at least the basic ideas and intentions of the edict were generally shared 
and that they should have been known also to the Christ group meeting in 
philemon’s house.

as mentioned above, no other group is more extensively addressed in 
Colossians than slaves (see 3:22–25). some points of the author’s appeals 
in this section can be illuminated by documentary papyri. according to 
verse 22, slaves should obey their masters in everything, not to please 
them (ἀνθρωπάρεσκοι), but wholeheartedly (ἐν ἁπλότητι καρδίας). neither 
the rare adjective ἀνθρωπάρεσκος115 nor the clause ἐν ἁπλότητι καρδίας are 
attested in documentary papyri so far, but bgU 4.1141.24 evidences that 
it was a slave’s usual behavior to please her or his master. The papyrus pre-
serves a private letter, or more probably a draft of it, written on the verso 
of the sheet, presumably in alexandria between august 30, 14 bCe, and 
august 28, 13 bCe.116 if, as i assume, the recto has been inscribed before 
the verso, this letter draft must have been written after april 9, 13 bCe. The 
author of the letter is probably a freedman addressing his patron, a certain 
erotes.117 The text refers to a previous letter, which obviously contained a 
great deal of information that we are missing for a clearer understanding of 
the whole situation. now, the anonymous author reproaches his addressee 
for mistrusting him, and he also expresses fundamental thoughts about 
the behavior of a slave toward his master in lines 23–25: οὐδὲ γὰρ ἐφιλίασά 

114. see arzt-grabner, “onesimus erro”; arzt-grabner, Philemon, 101–108; 
arzt-grabner, “how to deal with onesimus?,” esp. 133–35.

115. lsJ, s.v. “ἀνθρωπάρεσκος,” refers only to biblical texts (besides Col 3:22 only 
ps 52:6 lXX and eph 6:6), DEG, s.v. “ἀνθρωπάρεσκος” also to 2 Clem. 13.1 and later 
Christian literature.

116. see berliner papyrusdatenbank, berlpap.smb.museum/00523/. see there 
also for a digital image. Concerning the greek text (and german translation), see, in 
addition to the editio princeps by Wilhelm schubart, bror olsson, Papyrusbriefe aus 
der frühesten Römerzeit (Uppsala: almquist & Wiksells, 1925), no. 9; BL 3:17; 8:42; 
11:25; amphilochios papathomas, “Textkritische bemerkungen zu berliner papyrus-
briefen,” APF 53 (2007): 188; arzt-grabner et al., 2. Korinther, 62–66. 

117. see BL 11:25.
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σοι εἰς τὸ ἀφαρπάσαι τι, ἀλλὰ ἡ | σὴ ψυχὴ ἐπίσταται, ὅτι ὡς δοῦλος ἐπ᾽ 
ἐλευθερίᾳ θέλει ἀρέσαι ο̣ὕ̣τω | κἀγὼ τη⟦ς⟧\ν/ φιλίαν σου ⟦θέλω{ι}⟧ \θέλων/ 
ἄμεμπτ[ον] ἐμα<υ>τὸν ἐτήρησα (“for i have not become a friend to you to 
steal anything from you, but your soul knows that like a slave in the hope 
of manumission wants to please, i too, wanting your friendship, behaved 
blamelessly”). The author describes the relation between a pleasant slave 
and his master as it is and without glossing over it: a slave wants to please 
the master because he or she hopes to get manumitted one day. moreover, 
he himself confesses that, similarly, he behaved blamelessly because he 
wanted his (former) master’s friendship. it seems that the author’s inten-
tion is not to manipulate his patron with sweet words but to underscore 
that everything that he writes is true and without any personal exaggera-
tion. his words are as true and honest as possible and might have served 
him well in his intention to gain his patron’s trust and friendship (again).118

it is possible that the author of Col 3:22 had a similar connection in 
mind (to please one’s master in order to get manumitted) and that he rejects 
this attitude. but in comparison with bgU 4.1141.23–25, it is more prob-
able that he appeals to slaves to behave truthfully and honestly, with their 
whole heart—or blamelessly (ἄμεμπτος) as the author of the papyrus letter 
confirms, with whatever intention in mind. as the papyrological record 
shows, there was—it almost goes without saying—nothing wrong with 
slaves who hoped for manumission. That blameless slaves with goodwill 
and long-lasting affection toward their masters had some reason to do so 
and that masters sometimes really manumitted them because of their atti-
tude and behavior is (in addition to bgU 4.1141) attested by two wills that 
are preserved on two papyri from the first or second century Ce: accord-
ing to p.scholl 5.3 (Tholthis/oxyrhynchites; first–second centuries Ce), 
the testator is manumitting several slaves “on account of their goodwill 
and affection” ([ — κατ’ εὔνοιαν κα]ὶ φιλοστοργίαν δουλικὰ σώματ[α — ]). 
The same clause is attested by p.Col. 10.267.5 (oxyrhynchus; 180–192 Ce).

in Col 3:23, slaves are told to do everything “out of [their] soul” (ἐκ 
ψυχῆς ἐργάζεσθε, nrsV translates: “whatever your task, put yourselves 
into it”). documentary papyri or ostraca do not attest a similar appeal so 
far, but, nevertheless, it is worth having a closer look at sb 24.16257. in 

118. see also peter arzt-grabner, “Wisdom in non-Christian papyrus letters 
from roman egypt,” in Tra pratiche e credenze: Traiettorie antropologiche e storiche; 
Un omaggio ad Adriana Destro, ed Claudio gianotto and Francesca sbardella (brescia: 
morcelliana, 2017), 197–216.
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col. i, the papyrus preserves a petition, written after october 18, 123 Ce, 
and submitted to eudemos, the strategos of the herakleides division of 
the arsinoite nome. Two priests of soknopaiou nesos claim that another 
priest, harpagathes, had deluded and abducted two of their slaves, named 
horion and soteris, after the slaves had also stolen some of their mas-
ters’ belongings. afterward harpagathes had written to them by means of 
an officially registered document, with the surety of his wife and another 
harpagathes, in which he had promised to return the slaves within thirty 
days or to pay a sum to be adjudicated. but harpagathes did not keep his 
promises. on the contrary, the priests claim, he disappeared together with 
his wife and the other harpagathes.119 in connection with Col 3:23, line 
5 of the petition is of special interest where the priests claim that harpa-
gathes “deluded” the two slaves: [ψ]υχαγωγήσας δουλικὰ σώματα δύο. if 
we are allowed to take the phrase literally, it means that slaves have a soul 
that can be (mis)guided to do something in particular. in this context, Col 
3:23 includes the notion that the slaves of the Christian community should 
have control over their own souls, never let anyone mislead them to act 
against their masters, but always act in accordance with their inner selves.

as brief and simple as the appeal to the slave masters in Col 4:1 may 
seem, as strange it must have sounded to them, a master might have 
treated his slaves in a just way, but not all of them equally. The differences 
between slaves concerning their duties and opportunities were huge, not 
only if we look at the whole spectrum of ancient slavery, where we find all 
types of slaves from those miserable fellows who were forced to work in 
the mines or on the galleys up to stewards and physicians, but also within 
a household, where a messenger or steward was entrusted with much 
higher responsibilities120 than one working in the fields or in the kitchen. 
needless to say, the opportunities to earn and save less or more money of 

119. see ann e. hanson, “a petition and Court proceedings: p. michigan inv. 
6060,” ZPE 111 (1996): 175–79.

120. a steward, e.g., could be entrusted with “filing of tax-returns, loans, sure-
tyship, hiring of service or work to be done, accepting or receipting of payments, 
management of estates” (Taubenschlag, Law of Greco-Roman Egypt, 90–91); on the 
papyrological record of slaves working in the roman administration, see bieżuńska-
małowist, “les esclaves imperiaux dans l’egypte romaine”; concerning the papyro-
logical evidence of the great variety of the duties and occupations of slaves, see also 
Jean a. straus, “l’esclavage dans l’egypte romaine,” ANRW 10.1:867–876 (with bib-
liography p. 867 n. 141); straus, “Quelques activités exercées par les esclaves d’après 
les papyrus de l’Égypte romaine,” Historia 26 (1977): 74–88; bieżuńska-małowist, 
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the so-called peculium121 were also different. on special occasions, a slave 
could even be in higher esteem than a freeborn or freedman, which is 
attested, for example, by an ostracon from didymoi in the eastern desert 
of egypt (o.did. 438 [before about 110–115 Ce]) whose addressee is 
asked to “recommend [someone] to your slave since he is inexperienced” 
(ll. 6–8: συνστῆσαι τῷ παι|δαρίῳ σου ἐπειδὴ αὐτὸς ἰδιώτης | ἐστίν). This letter 
represents just another example of a slave who was a trained craftsman or 
steward with some experience so that other slaves or—as most probably 
in this case—even inexperienced freeborn persons or freedmen would be 
entrusted to him to take care of them.122 paul of Tarsus attests that he had 
something similar in mind when he asked the slave-holder philemon to 
take his slave onesimus as his partner (κοινωνός, see phlm 17).

Weaving industry

The lycus Valley was well known for its produce of cloth and clothes, well 
known beyond the lycus Valley.123 it makes perfect sense that Col 3:9–14 

Période romaine, 73–108; arzt-grabner, “how to deal with onesimus?,” 116–19, 
122–23.

121. The ostracon p.scholl 9 (memnoneia [Thebes west]; after? september 12, 
131 or 152 or 175 Ce) probably confirms that already child slaves could earn some 
money. it is an account, listing the wages for workers on an estate between 12th and 
15th Toth of year 16. The workers are listed in groups of ἄνδρες (“men”), ὀνηλάται 
(“donkey drivers”), and παιδ( ), who are—most probably—to be interpreted as παιδ(ία) 
(“child slaves”) as they are paid less: they get only 1 chalkine (= 1 bronze drachma) 
whereas men and donkey drivers receive at least 1 drachma and 1 obol, except the one 
donkey driver mentioned in line 4 who also receives just 1 chalkine and, therefore, 
most probably was a slave, too. if the interpretation for slave children is correct, they 
were hired from a slaveholder. on the value of the χαλκίνη, see Fabian reiter, “Uner-
kannte bronzedrachmen,” in Honi soit qui mal y pense: Studien zum pharaonischen, 
griechisch-römischen und spätantiken Ägypten zu Ehren von Heinz-Josef Thissen, ed. 
hermann Knuf, Christian leitz, and daniel von recklinghausen, ola 194 (leuven: 
peeters, 2010), 419–23.

122. For other examples, see arzt-grabner, Philemon, 96–101, 230–34; arzt-
grabner, “how to deal with onesimus?,” 137–39.

123. see hatice erdemir, “Woollen Textiles: an international Trade good in the 
lycus Valley in antiquity,” in Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to an Ancient City, 
ed. alan h. Cadwallader and michael Trainor, nToa–sUnT 94 (göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & ruprecht, 2011), 104–29; rosemary Canavan, “Weaving Threads: Clothing in 
Colossae,” in Fragments of Colossae, 111–33. similarly, also paul’s hometown, Tarsus, 
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reflects metaphorically how convenient it was in a town such as Colossae 
to buy new garments and dress oneself nicely. documentary papyri and 
ostraca broadly illumine all the steps from sheep rearing and producing 
wool to fulling, dyeing, and especially weaving. most excitingly, a particu-
lar clause in some contracts of apprenticeship to a weaver is paralleled in 
phlm 13.

Contracts of apprenticeship of the first century Ce are preserved from 
the arsinoite nome and from oxyrhynchus.124 an adult relative (in most 
cases a father or mother or the master of a slave) apprentices a boy or girl 
to a master weaver to learn the weaver’s craft. such a contract usually con-
tains a clause by which the apprenticing party confirms that the apprentice 
will do everything that is ordered by the master weaver according to his 
craft.125 among the contracts from the first century Ce, we have three 

was known for a special type of weaving, and tarsikarioi, who were familiar with it, 
are to be found also among weavers in egypt from the third century Ce onwards 
(the earliest references are p.oxy. 14.1765.2, 21, 30 [oxyrhynchus; third century Ce]; 
p.laur. 3.79.3 [oxyrhynchus; third–early fourth centuries Ce]; see John peter Wild, 
“The Tarsikarios, a roman linen-Weaver in egypt,” in Hommages à Marcel Renard, ed. 
Jacqueline bibauw, vol. 2, Collection latomus 102 [bruxelles: latomus, 1969] 810–19; 
concerning the references cf. arzt-grabner, Philemon, 65 n. 26). 

124. The earliest one on a larger scale is p.Tebt. 2.384 (with BL 3:242, 6:198, and 
9:356; oxyrhyncha/arsinoites; august 9, 10 Ce). on apprentice contracts in general, 
see William l. Westermann, “apprentice Contracts and the apprentice system in 
roman egypt,” CP 9 (1914): 295–315; Joachim hengstl, Private Arbeitsverhältnisse 
freier Personen in den hellenistischen Papyri bis Diokletian (bonn: habelt, 1972), 
83–97; marco bergamasco, “le διδασκαλικαί nella ricerca attuale,” Aeg 75 (1995): 
95–167; peter van minnen, “Urban Craftsmen in roman egypt,” Münsterische Beiträge 
zur antiken Handelsgeschichte 6 (1987): 31–88; angela Zambon, “Διδασκαλικαί,” Aeg 
15 (1935): 3–66; orsolina montevecchi, I contratti di lavoro e di servizio nell’Egitto 
greco romano e bizantino (milan: Vita e pensiero, 1950); Johannes herrmann, “Ver-
tragsinhalt und rechtsnatur der διδασκαλικαί,” JJP 11–12 (1957–1958): 119–39; for 
references, see further r. a. Coles in p.oxy. 41, p. 72, and marco bergamasco, “Una 
petizione per violazione di un contratto di tirocinio: p. Kell. g. 19.a,” Aeg 77 (1997): 
7–26 (including bergamasco, “p.Kell. g. 19.a, appendix,” ZPE 119 [1997]: 193–96).

125. e.g., p.Tebt. 2.384.23–25 (oxyrhyncha/arsinoites; august 9, 10 Ce): 
[ἐ]ργαζόμενον [κατὰ τὴν] | γερδιακὴν τέχνην καὶ ποιοῦντα τὰ ἐ̣π̣[ιταχθη]|σόμε[να] πάντα 
(he will “work according to the weaver’s craft and do everything that is ordered”); 
p.mich. 5.355.2–3 (Tebtynis/arsinoites; ca. 48–56 Ce; duplicate psi 8.902.3–4): 
διατρίβοντα καὶ ποιοῦντα πάντα | τὰ ἐπιτασσόμενα (a certain harmiysis apprentices 
himself to a master weaver and promises that he will “work and do everything 
that is ordered”); p.oxy.hels. 29,12–15 (september 8, 54 Ce): ποιοῦντα π̣[άντα τ]ὰ 
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documents that were filed between weavers, that is, a member of a family 
of weavers apprenticed one’s son to another master weaver. in these three 
contracts, all from oxyrhynchus, the clause just mentioned is preceded by 
the confirmation that the apprentice will also “serve” (διακονέω) the master 
weaver.

in the earliest reference, sb 10.10236 (with BL 7:216–17; septem-
ber 25, 36 Ce), a certain Thamounion apprentices her son onophris to 
the weaver abaros, son of didymos; lines 13–15 read: διακονοῦν|τα κ[αὶ] 
ποιοῦντ[α τὰ] ἔργα πάντα τὰ ἐπι|τα[σσ]όμενα α[ὐτῷ] ὑπὸ τοῦ Ἀβάρου | κατὰ 
τὴν γερδιακ[ὴ]ν τέχνην (onophris will “serve and do all the works ordered 
to him by abaros according to the weaver’s craft”). This papyrus is part of 
an archive, the protagonist of which is the weaver Tryphon, son of dio-
nysios.126 in this contract Tryphon himself acts as guardian (κύριος) of his 
mother Thamounion whose husband dionysios, the father of Tryphon 
and onophris, is obviously no longer alive.127 The taxation account p.oxy. 
2.288 (with BL 1:320 and 7:129), written in oxyrhynchus after July 22, 
25 Ce, contains the copy of an epicrisis extract of the year 11–12 Ce (ll. 
35–40 with BL 7:129) from which we learn that Tryphon’s grandfather was 
a weaver; in 11–12 Ce this Tryphon, son of didymos, was the head of the 
household, and sixty-four years old. From the same list we learn that also 
Tryphon’s father dionysios (in 11–12 Ce, thirty-two years old) and his two 
uncles, didymos (thirty-seven years old) and Thoonis (twenty-one years 
old), were weavers.128 The taxation account itself proves that our Tryphon 
paid the weaver’s tax (see p.oxy. 2.288.1–34 with BL 1:320), thus confirm-
ing that he had been a weaver himself for several years when he acted as 
guardian for his mother Thamounion at the time when she apprenticed 
her other son onophris to the weaver abaros.

in 66 Ce, Tryphon himself apprentices his own son Thoonis to the 
weaver ptolemaios, son of pausirion, and both weavers file a contract 
of apprenticeship on september 18, 66 Ce (p.oxy. 2.275 with BL 9:179). 

ἐπιτασσόμενα αὐτῶι | ὑπὸ τοῦ Ἡρ̣ᾶ̣[τος] κατὰ τὴν γερδιακὴν | τέχνην ἥνπερ κ̣α̣ὶ̣ αὐτὸς 
ἐκδιδάξει | το̣ῦ\το̣ν̣/ καθὼς ἐπί̣στατα̣[ι] (he will “do everything that he is ordered by 
heras according to the weaver’s craft which also he himself will teach as he knows 
it”).

126. see Trismegistos archives: www.trismegistos.org/archive/249.
127. see maria Valentina biscottini, “l’archivio di Tryphon, tessitore di oxyrhyn-

chos,” Aeg 46 (1966): 209.
128. see also sb 10.10220 (with BL 7:216; oxyrhynchus; after July 25, 22 Ce).
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The respective clause in lines 10–13 is almost identical: διακονοῦ(ν)|τα καὶ 
ποιο[ῦ]ντα πάντα τὰ ἐπιτασσόμε|να αὐτῷ ὑπὸ τοῦ Πτολεμαίου κατὰ τὴν | 
γερδιακὴν τέχνην πᾶσαν (Thoonis will “serve and do everything ordered to 
him by ptolemaios according to the entire129 weaver’s craft”).

The third example, p.Wisc. 1.4 (with BL 6:69; august 29–september 27, 
53 Ce), is part of another weaver’s archive, of pausiris, son of ammonios:130 
We know that several years earlier, in 49 Ce, the same weaver pausiris, 
son of ammonios, wished to apprentice his son ammonios to the master 
weaver apollonios, son of apollonios, and that on september 16 of that 
year, he applied to the topogrammateis and komogrammateis of oxyrhyn-
chus, apollonios and didymos, to register his son in the list of apprentices 
(see p.mich. 3.170 with BL 3:109). The contract of apprenticeship is not 
preserved in this case, but p.Wisc. 1.4 (august 29–september 27, 53 Ce) 
deals with another son of pausiris, dioskous, who is now apprenticed 
by his father to the same master weaver as before, again to apollonios, 
son of apollonios. The respective clause is shorter than the other two but 
starts identically; lines 9–10 read: διακονοῦντ̣α καὶ π̣ο̣ιο̣ῦντα π̣[άντα τὰ] | 
ἐπιτασσόμ̣ενα αὐτῶι (dioskous will “serve and do everything ordered to 
him”). nine years later, pausiris wishes to apprentice a third son, pau-
siris, to the master weaver epinikos, son of Theon, and he applies to the 
tax-farmer of the weaver’s tax, Theon, that his son be registered in the 
list of apprentices (see p.mich. 3.172 [oxyrhynchus, october 20, 62 Ce]). 
The contract of apprenticeship itself is, unfortunately, not preserved, but 
we see that the weaver pausiris apprenticed his three sons, one after the 
other, to another master weaver in oxyrhynchus. a similar document as 
p.mich. 3.170 and 172 is p.mich. 3.171 (oxyrhynchus, september 26, 58 
Ce) which is also connected with pausiris, but this time he is the master 
weaver to whom helene, daughter of horion, and her husband epinikos, 
son of Theon, the weaver to whom pausiris will apprentice his son pausiris 
four years later (see p.mich. 3.172 above), wish to apprentice her nephew 
amoitas, son of helene’s deceased brother pasion.

The intention of this procedure, followed by Tryphon’s family, by 
pausiris, and by epinikos and his wife helene, was most probably that a 
master weaver not only wanted his son(s) or, as in the case of epinikos, 
his nephew to learn the weaver’s craft solely in one’s own workshop but 

129. b. p. grenfell and a. s. hunt translate “in respect of the weaver’s art in all its 
branches” (p.oxy. 2, p. 264).

130. see Trismegistos archives: www.trismegistos.org/archive/176.
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to improve the weaver’s art and perhaps even learn a technique different 
from his own.131

The clause that the apprentice will serve and do all the works ordered 
to him by the master weaver according to the weaver’s craft can be fully 
restored in yet another contract from oxyrhynchus, sb 24.16253,132 writ-
ten during the reign of the roman emperor Trajan (98–103 Ce). The two 
parties filing the contract were brothers, hermas and papontos, both the 
sons of hermas, but we know only of papontos that he was a weaver.133 
Yet, διακο[νοῦντα] in line 7 suggests that we have here a situation simi-
lar to those in the other three contracts of apprenticeship where we find 
this form: that in this case both brothers were weavers, presumably run-
ning separate workshops, so that the weaver hermas apprenticed his son 
hermes to his brother papontos.

Why do we find the clause, that the apprentice will not only do every-
thing ordered by the master weaver but also serve him, only in contracts 
filed between two weavers or the heads of two weaving workshops? per-
haps because the apprentice has already been serving his own father or 
uncle in the family workshop, and it is, therefore, clarified that from now 
on he is to serve another master weaver. Whatever the reason may have 
been, it is fascinating that paul of Tarsus, who had been trained in the 
weaver’s craft in his hometown, perhaps even ran his father’s workshop 
for some time,134 and who claimed that he still worked as a craftsman (see 

131. see o. m. pearl and V. b. schuman in p.mich. 3, p. 164, who, alternatively, 
think of “a tax law or trade regulation, unknown to us, which forbade that a son be 
apprenticed to his father” (this theory had been suggested earlier by John g. Winter, 
Life and Letters in the Papyri: The Jerome Lectures (ann arbor: University of michigan 
press, 1933), 71.

132. The respective clause is preserved, and partly restored, in lines 7–9: 
διακο[νοῦντα καὶ ποιοῦντα τὰ ἐργα] | πάντα τὰ ἐπιτασσ̣[όμενα αὐτῷ ὑπὸ τοῦ αὐτοῦ] | 
Παποντῶτος κατ[ὰ τὴν γερδιακὴν τέχνην πᾶσαν (?)].

133. Concerning his reconstruction of γέρδιος in line 1, the editor writes: “Γέρδιος 
habe ich zwar lediglich exempli gratia ergänzt, weil der weitaus überwiegende Teil der 
mir bekannten lehrlingsverträge das Weberhandwerk betrifft, jedoch scheinen mir 
auch alle anderen in Frage kommenden berufsbezeichnungen für den in der Zeile zur 
Verfügung stehenden platz zu lang zu sein” (Thomas Kruse, “eine neuedition von sb 
Xii 10946,” ZPE 111 [1996]: 151).

134. Joachim hengstl, “Zum erfahrungsprofil des apostels paulus aus rechtshisto-
rischer sicht,” in Light from the East: Papyrologische Kommentare zum Neuen Testament; 
Akten des internationalen Symposions vom 3.–4. Dezember 2009 am Fachbereich Bibel-
wissenschaft und Kirchengeschichte der Universität Salzburg, ed. peter arzt-grabner and 
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1 Cor 4:12; 9:6; 1 Thess 2:9), mentioned the same obligation in philemon, 
this time attributing it to the slave onesimus and his mission of preaching 
the εὐαγγέλιον: in phlm 13, paul writes that he wanted to keep onesimus 
with him, so that the slave might serve him in philemon’s place during his 
imprisonment for the gospel (ὃν ἐγὼ ἐβουλόμην πρὸς ἐμαυτὸν κατέχειν, ἵνα 
ὑπὲρ σοῦ μοι διακονῇ ἐν τοῖς δεσμοῖς τοῦ εὐαγγελίου). Thus, paul’s expres-
sion may hint at his familiarity with the relevant feature in apprentice 
contracts of weavers, and it may also attest that the clause was known also 
outside egypt. it is not necessary that philemon was familiar with this 
background of verse 13; its meaning was understandable by itself. but 
it would have made perfect sense if also philemon was running a weav-
ing workshop because, in that case, he would have understood exactly 
that paul was talking about him, philemon, potentially apprenticing his 
slave to paul, the master, and that paul would have taught onesimus 
everything that he himself knew about the important task of his mis-
sion. There are, at least, two more hints in paul’s letter that philemon 
could have been a weaver himself. First, in verse 17, paul calls himself a 
κοινωνός of his addressee, which in the papyri most of all has the meaning 
of a business partner.135 although there is certainly a connection between 
philemon’s κοινωνία τῆς πίστεως in phlm 6 and κοινωνός in verse 17, which 
attributes to κοινωνός an equivalent metaphorical meaning, the choice of 
that term was certainly intentional so that philemon would immediately 
get its principal meaning and agree to it. second, already in the introduc-
tory greeting of the letter, paul addresses philemon as his and Timothy’s 
coworker (συνεργός).136 also paul’s idea of a συνεργός originates most 
probably from his craft, as two out of only three clear papyrological refer-

Christina m. Kreinecker, philippika–marburger altertumskundliche abhandlungen 39 
(Wiesbaden: harrassowitz, 2010), 77–79, argues that paul must have been an entrepre-
neur who filed apprentice contracts himself; see also giovanni bazzana, “new Testa-
ment studies and documentary papyri: interactions and new perspectives,” PapyLup 
22 (2013): 23.

135. see arzt-grabner, Philemon, 226–29; alan h. Cadwallader, “name punning 
and social stereotyping: re-inscribing slavery in the letter to philemon,” ABR 61 
(2013): 52; Julien m. ogereau, Paul’s Koinonia with the Philippians: A Socio-historical 
Investigation of a Pauline Economic Partnership, WUnT 2/377 (Tübingen: mohr sie-
beck, 2014), passim.

136. besides philemon, only Titus is called κοινωνός and συνεργός by paul (see 
2  Cor 8:23).
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ences for συνεργός in a positive sense137 deal with a coworker or partner 
of a weaver.
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a City with a message: Colossae and Colossians

Angela Standhartinger

although acts has paul wandering through phrygia twice and even 
“strengthening all the disciples” there, we have no evidence that he ever 
visited Colossae.1 nor does the letter to the Colossians make this claim. 
rather, Colossians insinuates that it was paul’s coworker, or more literarily 
“coservant” (σύνδουλος), epaphras, who brought the gospel to Colos-
sae (Col 1:7; cf. 4:12). later, epaphras met paul at an unnamed place of 
imprisonment, from which paul and Timothy wrote to the congregation 
in the lycus valley. 

Yet, Colossians was most likely not written by paul. by means of his 
detailed comparison of the language and style of Colossians to the seven 
letters generally accepted as having been authored by paul, Walter bujard 
convinced most scholars, including myself, that Colossians was written 
not by paul himself but rather by one or more of paul’s friends and com-
panions, most likely after paul’s death, which occurred sometime after 65 
Ce.2 This observation raises the question of why the author—or as i prefer 
to assume, the group of authors—chose to address their letter to a city 
about 170 km east of ephesus, where there was no documented history 
of any pauline congregation. What did they know about this city in the 
lycos valley on the western border of phrygia? Was Colossians prompted 
by pressing questions emerging at a concrete historic location and pauline 
ekklesia, or is its address part of the message the letter intends to convey? 
in the following i will argue for the latter option. but first i shall summa-

1. see acts 16:6; 18:23. it is not explained where the μαθηταί of acts 18:23 came 
from.

2. Walter bujard, Stilanalytische Untersuchungen zum Kolosserbrief als Beitrag zur 
Methodik von Sprachvergleichen, sTUnT 11 (göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 
1973).
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rize what modern historians know about ancient Colossae in the first two 
centuries of our era.

ancient Colossae

The ruins of Colossae have never been excavated. information about 
the city and its history can only be gleaned from the writings of ancient 
historians and geographers, coins, eighteenth–twentieth-century travel 
accounts, and the few archaeological surface finds collected in the vicin-
ity of the remaining höyük (mound). alan h. Cadwallader and his team 
from Flinders University in australia are to be thanked for the most recent 
finds and observations.3 Current excavations of the neighboring cities of 
hierapolis and laodicea as well as of some smaller villages in phrygia 
have changed our picture of the region and of its development in the early 
roman empire.4 any statements we might make about ancient Colossae 
must remain provisional until the city is excavated, hopefully in the not so 
distant future.

pottery finds testify to a more or less continuous settlement from the 
late Chalcolithic (4000–3000 bCe) to the byzantine period.5 in literature, 
Colossae is first mentioned in persian times, when it was referred to as 
the most important city in the lycos valley. herodotus reports that Xerxes 
rested in this “large city” (πόλις μεγάλη) in 480 bCe on his way to the 
phrygian interior (Hist. 7.30). Xenophon recounts that eighty years later 
the persian king Cyros stopped at Colossae, a “large, prosperous and cos-
mopolitan city” (πόλις οἰκουμένη καὶ εὐδαίμονα καὶ μεγάλη) on his march 
with the famed “ten thousand” greek mercenaries. later he arrived at the 
even more important city of Kelainai/apamea in central phrygia, where 

3. see alan h. Cadwallader, and michael Trainor, eds., Colossae in Space and 
Time: Linking to an Ancient City, nToa–sTUnT 94 (göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
ruprecht, 2011) and most recently Cadwallader, Fragments of Colossae. Sifting through 
the Traces (adelaide: aTF, 2015).

4. see for instance axel Filges, Blaundos: Berichte zur Erforschung einer Kleinstadt 
im lydisch-phrygischen Grenzgebiet, istForsch 48 (Tübingen: Wasmuth, 2006). peter J. 
Thonemann, “phrygia: an anarchist history, 950 bC–ad 100,” in Roman Phrygia: 
Culture and Society, ed. peter Thonemann (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
2013), 1–40.

5. bahadir duman and erim Konakçi, “The silent Witness of the mound of 
Colossae: pottery remains,” in Cadwallader and Trainor, Colossae in Space and Time, 
247–81.
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Kyros himself owned a παράδεισος μέγας, a palace with hunting grounds 
(Xenophon, Anab. 1.2.7). in 396 we hear of a persian satrap having been 
appointed to Colossae, a further indication of its status and importance.6 

however, when the macedonians appeared on the scene, Colossae 
declined in influence. From the hellenistic and early roman times, our 
evidence is limited to four similar coins dated to the second or first cen-
tury bCe, featuring on one side the head of Zeus with a laurel wreath 
and on the reverse, a winged thunderbolt.7 hence, while there must have 
been a town there in hellenistic and early roman times, it was certainly a 
small one. The dimensions of the biconical höyük, which is approximately 
30 m high and 280 m by 330 m broad/long, testify to this. still visible is 
the cavea (seating sections) of a theater with twelve–fifteen rows, which 
could seat about nine hundred people.8 at the turn of the era, strabo 
refers to Colossae as merely a πόλισμα (Geogr. 12.8.13). by the first cen-
tury Ce, the honor of being called an urbs celeberrima (famous city) was 
transferred to laodicea,9 located about 15 km downriver (pliny the elder, 
Nat. 5.29).

laodicea was founded by antiochos ii Theos around 250 bCe on a 
private estate belonging to one of his generals and named after his wife.10 
The höyük of laodicea is about 5km in size. on the basis of its success-
ful wool and textile industry, which boasted a distribution network that 
extended throughout the empire, laodicea prospered greatly between 
the first and third centuries Ce. Under Tiberius, the city first applied 
for the privilege to house a temple to roma and Caesar but was judged 
at that time to be too small (Tacitus, Ann. 4.55). it received the neoco-
rate recognition only at the end of the second century under Commodus 
and two decades later again, under Caracalla. reliefs indicate that in the 

6. The satrap arisaios summoned by a letter to murder ataxerxes military com-
mander Tissaphernes. see diodorus siculus, Bib. hist. 14.80.7–8; polyaenus, Strateg. 
7.16.

7. hans von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2 vols., istmitt 25, 27 (Tübin-
gen: Wasmuth, 1987), 2:83 and table 14, no. 443–46. 

8. georg bean, Jenseits des Mäander: Karien mit dem Vilayet Mugla (stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer, 1985), 268–70.

9. in Nat. 5.41, pliny calls Colossae an oppida celeberrima (famous town) but uses 
an older list. This list still names apamea Celaenae. 

10. Thomas Corsten, “laodikeia by the lykos,” Encyclopedia of Ancient History 
7:3905–6.
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intervening period, the laodiceans worshipped Zeus laodiceus, hera, 
and athena in imitation of the Capitoline Triad.11

some 19 km to the north of Colossae, on the road between sardis 
and apamea, the seleucids also founded the city of hierapolis. hierapolis 
was famous not only for its thermal springs and hard water but also for 
its temple to apollo Kareios with a cave, the Plutonion, which emitted 
lethal gases and in which one could consult with an oracle.12 inscrip-
tions indicate that this city was home to associations of wool-washers, 
carpet-weavers, and dyers.13 Foremost among them were the purple-
dyers, who, aided by the area’s calcium-rich water, earned their fortune 
by imitating the purple of sea-snails with plants called Anchusa tincto-
ria and rubia Tinctorum (strabo, Georg. 12.8.16).14 one of them was 
a wealthy benefactor who funded the celebration of the Festival of the 
Unleavened bread.15 There was at least one synagogue at hierapolis and 

11. Zeus = Jupiter, hera = Juno; athena represents minerva. Those coins appear 
from domitian onwards. see andrea J. armstrong, “roman phrygia: Cities and Their 
Coinage” (phd diss., london, 1998), 167–78.

12. For the history of the city and recent excavation, see Francesco d’andria, 
“hierapolis of phrygia: its evolution in hellenistic and roman Times,” in Urbanism 
in Western Asia Minor: New Studies on Aphrodisias, Ephesos, Hierapolis, Pergamon, 
Perge and Xanthos, ed. david parrish, Jrasup 45 (portsmouth, ri: Journal of roman 
archaeology, 2001), 96–115.

13. see imogen dittmann-schöne, Berufsvereine in den Städten des kaiserzeitli-
chen Kleinasiens (regensburg: s. roderer Verlag, 2001), 219–31.

14. see Ulrich huttner, “die Färber von laodikeia und hierapolis: eine nach-
richt aus dem Corpus der alchemisten,” in MBAH 26 (2008): 139–57. For associations 
of textile workers in hierapolis, see heinrich-Wilhelm drexhage, Wirtschaftspolitik 
und Wirtschaft in der römischen Provinz Asia in der Zeit von Augustus bis zum Regier-
ungsantritt Diokletians, asia minor studies 59 (bonn: habelt, 2007), 172–73, 338–39. 
isabella benda-Weber, “Textile production Centers, products and merchants in the 
roman province of asia,” in Making Textiles in Pre-Roman and Roman Times: People, 
Places, Identities, ed. margarita gleba and Judit pásztókai-szeoke, ancient Textiles 
series 13 (oxford: oxbow, 2013), 171–91.

15. Walter ameling, Kleinasien, vol. 2 of Inscriptiones Iudaicae Orientis (Tübin-
gen: mohr siebeck, 2004), 308–448, nos. 187–209, 414–422, no. 196.n; see also philip 
a. harland, North Coast of the Black Sea, Asia Minor, vol. 1 of Greco-Roman Associa-
tions: Texts, Translations, and Commentary, bZnW 204 (berlin: de gruyter, 2014), no. 
116. The deceased publious aelius glykon Zeuxianos aelianus mandates not only that 
the purple-dyers should commemorate his death at the festival of Unleavened bread 
but also that the carpet-weavers should commemorate it at the (roman) festival of 
the Kalends. Therefore, his religious identity is much debated. see philip a. harland, 
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more than twenty gravestones on which the deceased is referred to as a 
Ιουδαῖος.16 The archaeological record points strongly to the integration 
of Jews within the city of hierapolis.17 in addition, there is evidence of 
a Jewish presence at laodicea as well as in twenty-three other towns in 
phrygia, confirming the extensive Jewish presence in the region referred 
to by Cicero and Josephus.18 

laodicea and hierapolis enjoyed such prosperity that they were able to 
bounce back from the five documented earthquakes that shook the region 
between 20 bCe and the early third century Ce.19 Tacitus reports that in 
60 Ce, “the famous asiatic city” of laodicea was laid to ruin but recovered 
through its own resources (Ann. 14.27).20 The fourth-century Christian 
authors, eusebius and orosius, report that Colossae was also destroyed 
by the earthquake of 60 Ce (eusebius, Chron. 2.154. orosius, Adv. pag. 
7.12). For bo reike, this indicates that the letter to the Colossians must 
have been written before 60 Ce and therefore by paul himself.21 andreas 
lindemann has advanced the opposite argument, that the devastation 
of Colossae allowed the author(s) to get away with the pseudepigraphon 
because the authenticity of a letter to a city that no longer existed could 
not be verified.22 

“interaction and integration. Judean Families and guilds at hierapolis,” in Dynam-
ics of Identity in the World of the Early Christians: Associations, Judeans, and Cultural 
Minorities (new York: T&T Clark, 2009), 123–42.

16. see ameling, Kleinasien, 308–448, nos. 187–209. For the synagogue, see 406, 
no 191.

17. Tullia ritti, An Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis (Pamukkale) (istanbul: ege 
Yayinlari, 2006), 196.

18. ameling, Kleinasien, 443–447 nos. 212–213. see Cicero, Flac. 28.68–9. in A.J. 
12.148–153, Josephus cites a (fictive) letter from antiochos iii (223–287) in which he 
orders two thousand Jewish families from babylon to settle in phrygia. in A.J. 14.241–
243 he quotes a letter from the “Archontes” of laodicea to the consul of the province 
asia of 45 bCe guaranteeing the right to life according to the laws of their fathers for 
the Jews of the city. 

19. T. r. s. broughton, “roman asia minor,” in An Economic Survey of Ancient 
Rome IV, ed. Frank Tenney (paterson, nJ: pageant, 1959), 601–2.

20. The date is disputed in ancient sources. For the evidence see Ulrich huttner, 
Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, trans. david green, aJeC 85; early Christianity 
in asia minor 1 (leiden: brill, 2013), 100–3.

21. bo reike, “The historical setting of Colossians,” RevExp 70 (1973): 429–38.
22. andreas lindemann, “die gemeinde von ‘Kolossä’: erwägungen zum ‘sitz 

im leben’ eines pseudopaulinischen briefes,” WD 16 (1981): 111–34. see recently, 
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but Colossae did not cease to exist.23 between hadrian’s reign and 
the middle of the third century Ce, Colossae resumed minting pseudo-
autonomous copper coins.24 The likely inducement was a visit to the 
lycos valley by hadrian, which is documented at least for hierapo-
lis as having taken place in the year 129 Ce.25 strikingly, the coins no 
longer feature the images of Zeus and the thunderbolt. instead many 
of the 157 coins of 55 different types minted from the time of hadrian 
till the time of gallienus bear images previously used by the laodiceans 
and therefore belong to the laodicean stylistic group.26 These include 
Zeus laodiceans, the reclining river god lykos, and artemis of ephe-
sus.27 Two images peculiar to the Colossian coins are those of the god 
helios, with or without his quadriga (four-horse chariot), and artemis as 
a huntress. helios is represented on phrygian gravestones as the highest 
godhead, while depictions of artemis hunting might refer either to the 
good hunting conditions in the region or to her significance as a fighter 
of illness.28 Thus it remains to be seen how these coins represent the cults 
and temples of the city. Unfortunately, neither architecture nor temples 
are featured on Colossian coins.

Colossian coins were sometimes authorized by the δῆμος (“citizens”), 
but more often by one of its officers, such as the ἄρχων (leader), the 

Vincent a. pizzuto, A Cosmic Leap of Faith: An Authorial, Structural, and Theological 
Investigation of the Cosmic Christology in Col 1:15–20 (leuven: peeters, 2006), 817.

23. see also alan h. Cadwallader, “refuting an axiom of scholarship on Colos-
sae: Fresh insights from new and old inscriptions,” in Cadwallader and Trainor, 
Colossae in Space and Time, 151–79.

24. The coin BMC 2891, earlier dated to the time of Caligula, must be deleted.
25. Francesco d’andria, Hierapolis in Phrygien (Pamukkale): Ein Archäologischer 

Führer (istanbul: ege Yayinlari, 2010), 10.
26. see andrew burnett, michael amandry and pere pau ripollès, Roman Pro-

vincial Coinage, vol. 1 (london: british museum press, 1998), 375–76.
27. amstrong, “roman phrygia,” 350 (von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 

2.551–552), 351 no. 12 (marcus aurelius, von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 
2.565); 355 no. 8 (von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.458); 256 no. 17 (von 
aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.495–498, 507–512).

28. see reinhold merkelbach and Josef stauber, “die orakel des apollon von 
Klaros,” EA 27 (1996): 1–53. The oracle of apollon of Claros no. 2 to pergamon orders 
songs also to artemis against pestilence; the oracle to Kallipolis no. 9 orders statues of 
apollon with an arrow at each town gate to fight a pestilence and an oracle to phrygian 
place orders an altar to apollon-helios (no. 20). 
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γραμματεύς (town clerk), or στεφανηφόρος (magistrate).29 some coins also 
bear the name of the elite benefactor who financed its minting. one of 
those benefactors was a lady called eugenetoriane.30 The approximately 
thirty inscriptions from Colossae that have thus far been recorded and 
published have broadened our knowledge of the city’s authorities. in one 
of the oldest inscriptions, the council and the people of Colossae honor 
m(arcus) larcius Crispinus, the son of m(arcus) larcius papias, who was 
the caretaker of the “honor” (most likely a statue) of asinius epaphrodius. 
The two larcii, whose roman citizenship is shown by their tria nomina 
(combination of praenomen, nomen, and cognomen), were of italian 
origin. asinius epaphrodius were probably relatives of Caius asinus 
pollio, who was proconsul of asia at the beginning of the first century Ce.31 
another roman is referred to in an inscription as a benefactor of the city.32 
Thus the city seems to honor roman officials. in a further inscription, 
we hear about the priestess apphia who dedicated something, perhaps a 
statue, to Trajan; we also learn of a χε[ι]λίαρχο[ς] (commander) perhaps 
named lukios the macedonian and another priestess named apphia, each 
of whom dedicated a statue to the emperor hadrian.33 another townsper-
son, perhaps a former soldier, is represented on his gravestone with his 
weaponry.34 This might suggest the presence of some roman veterans 

29. For the coins see armstrong, “roman phrygia,” 349–58; von aulock, Münzen 
und Städte Phrygiens, 2.83–94 and plates 15–19. Two coins from the Time of gallienus 
show the figure of the “senate” (von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.543 and 
542, see also armstrong, “roman phrygia,” 357 no. 28). For the number of coins see 
Cadwallader, “refuting an axiom of scholarship on Colossae,” 162–63.

30. Von aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens, 2.548.
31. MAMA 6.39 = Tullia ritti et al., Museo Archeologico di Denizli-Hierapolis: 

Catalogo delle iscrizione greche e latine (napoli: liguori editore, 2008), no. 59. 
32. Klaudius menander Flavianus; michel armand Clerc, “inscriptions de la vallée 

du méandre: Tralles, nysa, attuda, laodicée et Colosses,” BCH 11 (1887): 353.5, no. 10. 
33. IGRR 4.868–869. but the name of the χειλίαρχος is not well preserved, being 

reduced to Λ. Μα[. For the bearer of this, lucius, see lukas bormann, Der Brief des 
Paulus an die Kolosser, ThKnT 10.1 (leipzig: evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2012), 25. 
To whom apphia was a priestess is debated. some argue to Zeus’s son herakles, but 
this would be unusual. louis robert, “inscriptions,” in Laodicée du Lycos: Le Nym-
phée; Campagnes 1961–1963, ed. Jean des gagniers, pierre devambez, lilly Kahil, 
and rené ginouvès (Québec: presses de l’Université laval, 1969), 279, argues that 
the name of the husband is herakles diosoride but loses the identification of god by 
this reconstruction. 

34. IGRR 4.869 = J. g. C. anderson, “a summer in phrygia ii,” JHS 18 (1898): 90, 
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among the citizenry. an unnamed member of the city’s elite, who had 
accumulated a long list municipal offices, traveled as an ambassador to the 
emperor and made a sacrifice (συνθύσας) with him at the second temple 
of Caesar, most likely at ephesus.35 in addition, a patriot called Korumbos 
financed the repair of a bath that had been damaged, probably during of 
the era’s major earthquakes. For this, he was honored by a bomos (altar) 
financed by twenty-nine of his fellow Colossians.36 Yet another townsman 
went to study philology at smyrna.37 Two further inscriptions refer to a 
sporting event called nea olympia and a local boxer, respectively.38

Yet most Colossians appear to have been farmers. The relief on the 
aforementioned bomos for Korumbos includes the image of a hunting dog. 
on gravestones, people from Colossae are represent variously with a herd 
of pigs, a goose, a sheepdog, and agricultural products.39 one gravestone 
mentions a leatherworker.40 perhaps the hetairoi (calvary) of glykonas 
were wool-workers, judging by the striking coats of the two figures rep-
resented on the stone.41 as strabo tells us at the beginning of the first 
century Ce, Colossae was famous for its wool; indeed, a particular color 
of wool was named after the city (Geogr. 12.8.16; see also pliny the elder, 

no. 25; ernst pfuhl and hans möbius, Die Ostgriechischen Grabreliefs, 4 vols. (mainz: 
Zabern, 1977–1979), no. 1607 (late imperial times). 

35. IGRR 4.870 = robert, “inscriptions,” 278–79.
36. alan h. Cadwallader, “honouring the repairer of the baths: a new inscrip-

tion from Kolossai,” Antichthon 46 (2012): 150–83.
37. ismyrna 440.
38. BCH 11 (1887): 353–54 n. 11 = MAMA 6.40 (after 212 Ce); anderson, 

“summer in phrygia,” 90 no. 26 = reinhold merkelbach and Josef stauber, Die West-
küste Kleinasiens von Knidos bis Ilion, vol. 1 of Steinepigramme aus dem griechischen 
Osten (stuttgart: Teubner), no 199802/15/01. 

39. pigs: pfuhl and möbius, Grabreliefs, no. 1165 (around 200) = MAMA 6.50; 
ritti et al., Museo Acheologico di Denizli-Hierapolis, no 80. goose: pfuhl and möblius, 
Grabreliefs, no. 1974; MAMA 6.48 tav. 10; ritti et al., Museo Acheologico di Denizli-
Hierapolis, no. 73 (second–third centuries Ce). sheepdog: pfuhl and möbius, Grabre-
liefs, no. 236 (late imperial times); no. 1635 (late imperial time); no 1973 (late impe-
rial times); no. 2005 (late imperial times). agricultural products: pfuhl and möbius, 
Grabreliefs, no. 1665b (200 bCe); no. 1920 (third century Ce); no. 1973 (late imperial 
times); no. 2005 (late imperial times).

40. alan h. Cadwallader, “a new inscription, a Correction and a Confirmed 
sighting from Colossae,” EA 40 (2007): 111, no. 2; SEG 57.1385.

41. pfuhl and möbius, Grabreliefs, no. 594 (third century Ce); MAMA 6.47 and 
plate 10; ritti et al., Museo Acheologico di Denizli-Hierapolis, no. 113. 
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Nat. 21.27.51). pliny the elder tells us that the water at Colossae was also 
extremely chalky, which would have made it well suited for dying (Nat. 
31.21.29).

in sum, the famous persian city of Colossae had an afterlife during hel-
lenistic and roman times and never, or at least not in the first and second 
centuries Ce, ceased to exist. located in a prosperous region, Colossae 
remained or was reestablished as a polis with institutionalized offices in 
early imperial times. The wealth of its benefactors originated from agri-
culture and especially wool and textile production. some romans and 
veterans settled there, among the greco-phrygian farmers. proud of their 
city, the wealthy elite promoted it by means of coins, buildings and dedi-
cations, or diplomatic missions to the emperors. however, compared to 
its flourishing neighbors, laodicea and hierapolis, Colossae remained 
small and much less developed. For example, only one coin celebrating 
homonoia (unity) with aphrodisias, dating from the end of the second 
century, is known.42

Colossae and Colossians

how much is the specific context of ancient Colossae reflected in the letter? 
some scholars point to the so-called Colossian philosophy or opponents, 
others to the clothing metaphors in the paraenetic section or to the multi-
ethnic environment of phrygia reflected in the addition of barbarians and 
scythians to the baptismal formula in Colossians (3:11). 

Clinton e. arnold and more recently Ulrich huttner find a parallel 
to phrygian cult practice in the admonishment in Col 2:18: “let no one 
keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and the 
worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen” (nasb). 
Following William m. ramsey and martin dibelius, they explain the rela-
tive clause ἃ ἑόρακεν ἐμβατεύων in Col 2:18 as a reference to a mystery cult 
at the oracle sanctuary of apollo at Claros, which was visited by people 
from hierapolis and laodicea seeking answers on behalf of their cities.43 

42. david macdonald, “The homonoia of Colossae and aphrodisias,” JNG 33 
(1984): 25–27 and plate 9.2.

43. Clinton e. arnold, The Colossian Syncretism: The Interface between Christi-
anity and Folk Belief at Colossae, WUnT 2/77 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 1995), esp. 
108–27; see also huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 131. see also Wil-
liam m. ramsay, “The relation of st. paul to the greek mysteries,” in The Teaching of 
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hierapolis and laodicea recorded in stone such official visits to the oracle 
sanctuary on the ionian coast, which featured boys and girls singing hymns 
to the god at Claros. Two inscriptions mention that the leader of such a 
delegation “received mysteries” as they entered (μυηθέντες ἐνεβάτευσαν). 
Yet, this does not mean that they were initiated into a mystery cult. rather, 
at Claros some kind of staging of their worthiness took place by allowing 
them to enter the subterranean rooms beneath the temple where the priest 
delivered answers from apollo in metrical verse.44 although the fourth-
century Ce Christian synod of laodicea forbade the idolatry of angels 
(angelos idolatriam), we have no other evidence of cultic worship of angels, 
nor of any other mystery religion, for that region before the eight century 
Ce.45 of course, apocalypticism and other forms of mysticism cannot be 
ruled out among the large Jewish population of the region. however, it 
remains difficult to identify the message of the opponents in Colossians 
with Jewish apocalypticists, gnostics, followers of a cult of angles, pla-
tonists, stoics, epicureans, or adherents to Cynic philosophy and the like, 
because the authors refer to those with whom they disagree only in vague 
terms.46 The letter argues against not one specific heresy but contains a 

Paul in Terms of the Present Day: The Deems Lectures in New York University, 2nd ed. 
(london: hodder & stoughton, 1914) 281–305; martin dibelius, “die isisweihe bei 
apuleius und verwandte initationsriten,” in Botschaft und Geschichte II (Tübingen: 
mohr, 1956), 30–79, 55–65.

44. Theodore macridy, “altertümer von notion,” JÖAI 8 (1905): 168, no. 4/5.4: 
θεοπρόποι (meet for a god) ἦλθο[ν] Κρίσπος Τρύφωνος καὶ Π(όπλιος) Πούπιος Καλλικλῆς 
οἵτινες μυηθέντες ἐνεβάτευσαν. macridy, “anitquités de notion ii,” JÖAI 15 (1912): 46, 
no. 2: θεοπρόπος Ἀνδρικὸς Ἀλεξάνδρου παραλαβὼν τὰ μυστήρια ἐνεβάτευσεν. see also 
merkelbach and stauber, “die orakel des apollon von Klaros,” 6, no. 2[2]: οἵτινες μυ]
ηθέντες καὶ ἐμβα[τεύσαντες ἐχρήσαντο καὶ ἀπέδωκαν τ]ὸν ὑπογεγραμμένον [τοῦ Κλαρίου 
Ἀπόλλωνος ἀκέρ]αιον χρησμόν. see also Jean-louis Ferrary, “le sanctuaire de Claros à 
l’époque hellénistique et romaine,” in Colloque Les Sanctuaires et Leur Rayonnement 
dans le Monde Méditerranéen de l’Antiquité à l’Époque Moderne, ed. Juliette de la 
genière (paris: de boccard, 2010), 111–14.

45. Council of laodicea, canon 35. see also glenn peers, Subtle Bodies: Repre-
senting Angels in Byzantium (berkeley: University of California press, 2001), 143–93. 
Theodoret’s Commentary on Colossians (pg 82.613 a–b) concludes this from the 
council of laodicea as he admits himself. pace huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus 
Valley, 128. 

46. see most recently george h. van Kooten, Cosmic Christology in Paul and the 
Pauline School: Colossians and Ephesians in the Context of Graeco-Roman Cosmology, 
with a New Synopsis of the Greek Texts, WUnT 2/171 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2003). 
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cluster of general warnings that point to many philosophical schools, reli-
gious groups, and syncretistic movements.47 

While they are not unique to it, clothing metaphors play a strik-
ingly prominent role in the letter’s rhetoric.48 For rosemary Canavan, 
this reflects the importance of the local clothing and wool industry.49 
The letter builds on this specific local environment to discuss Christian 
identity. Yet, while Colossian farmers, leatherworkers, weavers, and wool-
workers were likely proud of their products, the metaphorical language 
of Colossians—the “putting off ” of vices and “putting on” of virtue—does 
not so much refer to cloth production as to the change in status symbol-
ized by one’s clothing.

To Cadwallader and lukas bormann, the insertion of scythians in the 
baptismal creed of Col 3:11 reflects the multicultural environment of the 
region in which the city functioned as a mediator between the major cities 
in the lycos valley and the phrygian hinterland. a newly found inscrip-
tion “markos, son of markus, chief interpreter and translator […]” seems 
to indicate a multicultural environment in which indigenous languages 
like phrygian and scythian had to be translated.50 however, it is under 
debate if and how far phrygian were still spoken at this time.51 markus 
might also have been an interpreter of the revelations of apollo at hier-
apolis or elsewhere.52 on the bomos that honors Korumbos for repairing 

47. angela standhartinger, Studien zur Entstehungsgeschichte und Intention des 
Kolosserbriefes, novTsup 94 (leiden: brill, 1999), 16–27. 

48. For this imagery, see Col 3:8; 10; 12. 
49. rosemary Canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ at Colossae: A Visual Con-

struction of Identity, WUnT 2/334 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2012), 67–177.
50. SEG 57.1382. Cadwallader, “new inscription,” 109–18, nos. 3112–3118. see 

also bormann, Brief des Paulus, 26–28.
51. rick strelan, “The languages of the lycus Valley,” in Cadwallader and 

Trainor, Colossae in Space and Time, 77–103, argues by analogy from australia for 
multiple indigenous languages still in use. Claude brixhe, “interactions between 
greek and phrygian under the roman empire,” in Bilingualism in Ancient Society: 
Language Contact and the Written Text, ed. J. n. adams, mark Janse, and simon swain 
(oxford: oxford University press, 2002), 246–66, sees traces of phrygian language in 
greek inscriptions. more critical to the existence of spoken phrygian in phrygia is Ute 
Kelp, “grave monuments and local identities in roman phrygia,” in Roman Phrygia: 
Culture and society, ed. peter Thonemann (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
2013), 92–93.

52. angelos Chaniotis, “epigraphic bulletin of greek religion 2007,” Kernos 23 
(2010), 285–86.
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the bath at Colossae, two Thracian and one likely scythian name appear 
among sixty greek names.53 Yet the non-greek names all belong to the 
generation of the grandfathers. 

Until a full picture of the city emerges when excavations finally take 
place, none of these local contextualizations can be ruled out. however, in 
my view, the address “to the saints and faithful siblings in Christ in Colos-
sae” (1:1) sends a more open message to its readers. it is telling that no 
mention is made of an ekklesia in this city. The only geographically specific 
ekklesia referred to in the letter is said to gather in the house of nympha 
at laodicea, a place we hear of again at the end of the first century in rev-
elation (Col 4:16; rev 3:14–21). Colossae itself is part of the worldwide 
ekklesia, a body of which Christ is the head (Col 1:18; 1:24; 2:19). From the 
very beginning of the letter, Colossae symbolizes the worldwide spread of 
the gospel even to this far-flung corner of asia minor, a small polis at the 
edge of the lycos valley (see Col 1:6; 10).54

The letter implies a lot of contact between paul and the congregation 
at Colossae. not only has the gospel reached them through epaphras, 
their missionary, but they have also received some instructions regard-
ing “mark, the cousin of barnabas.” onesimos, “the faithful and beloved 
brother” (4:8), came from Colossae to paul’s place of imprisonment. Yet of 
the twelve names appearing in Colossians and the letter to philemon, ten 
are identical. as eduard lohse showed long ago, this concurrence is due to 
literary dependence.55 We do not know where the house of philemon once 

53. alan h. Cadwallader, “greeks in Colossae: shifting allegiances in the letter 
to the Colossians and its Context,” in Attitudes to Gentiles in Ancient Judaism and 
Early Christianity, ed. david sim and James s. mclaren (london: T&T Clark, 2013), 
224–41. one latin name, likinios, might be a slave because he bears no gentile name.

54. There is almost no afterlife of the community at Colossae. John Chrysos-
tomus, Hom. Col. 3.1 knows nothing and had to conclude from his knowledge of 
laodicea that Colossae was placed in the lycus valley. Theodoret, Interpretatio in xiv 
epistulas sancti Pauli (pg 82.628.4) claims that one can see the house of philemon still 
there, but this is a standard formulation and does not hint to local information. pace 
huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 111.

55. eduard lohse, “die mitarbeiter des apostels paulus im Kolosserbrief,” in Ver-
borum Veritas: Festschrift für Gustav Stählin zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. otto böcher and 
Klaus haacker (Wuppertal: brockhaus, 1970), 189–94; see also lohse, Der Brief an 
die Kolosser und an Philemon, KeK 9.2 (göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1968), 
247. see standhartinger, Studien, 81–85; angela standhartinger, “Colossians and the 
pauline school,” NTS 50 (2004): 572–93.
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stood. and the information provided in Colossians beyond that which 
we learn from the letter to philemon regarding those around paul only 
embellishes the story of the imprisoned paul, who is preparing himself 
to die.56 in Colossians, paul is on his way to “completing what is lacking 
in Christ’s afflictions” (1:24 nrsV), an expression most likely hinting at 
the recent death and martyrdom of the apostle. Therefore, it is not for 
paul’s release but for the release of the Word that the congregation should 
pray (4:3–4). some information contradicts what is said in the letter to 
philemon. While in the latter, epaphras sends greetings to those in phile-
mon’s house as paul’s “fellow-prisoner,” in Colossians he is referred to as a 
member of the local congregation (see phlm 23 with Col 1:7–8; 4:12–13). 
The information given in Colossians regarding aristarchus and markus—
that they are “the only ones of the circumcision among my co-workers for 
the kingdom of god, and they have been a comfort to me” (4:11 nrsV)—
evokes the impression that the righteous one, paul, has been forsaken by 
almost everybody and especially by the Jews. Yet, a mostly non-Jewish 
congregation is unlikely to have existed in the historical lycus Valley (see 
Col 1:21; 2:11). “a beloved physician” such as luke is definitely needed by 
somebody who is languishing in roman imprisonment. Thus, in my view, 
the additional information beyond the names already mentioned in the 
letter to philemon strengthens the impression of paul’s approaching mar-
tyrdom but does not provide details about historical personalities known 
to the authors.

some local information is given, however. although i am not sure that 
the authors ever saw Colossae in person—they might have picked up the 
name from the name of a well-known kind of colored wool—one piece 
of information about the city seem most important to them: that it was 
located in the lycos valley. They knew that Colossae was close enough to 
laodicea that a letter could easily be exchanged (4:16) between the two 
cities. paul fights not only for Colossae but also, if secondarily, for laodicea 
(2:1). at the end of the letter, epaphras’s work at hierapolis is mentioned 
as well (4:13). Yet, it is not the famous and prosperous laodicea, nor the 
equally wealthy hierapolis, that receives the honor of a letter from paul, 
but rather this small and modest city at the edge of the lycos valley. What 
addressing the letter to Colossae does most in effect is to redraw the map 
that most inhabitants of asia and the roman world would have in mind 

56. pace huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 111.
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when they thought about this region. The focus is shifted from the impor-
tant and prosperous cities to the rural hinterlands to which the gospel has 
spread and where it has already born fruit. it is this small and unimport-
ant city, known only for its sheep and colored wool that is honored by a 
letter documenting steadfastness and praising the spiritual life of its faith-
ful congregation. 

The address “to the holy and faithful siblings at Colossae” is in itself a 
message. The message is that is not the powerful, nor the many, nor those 
of noble birth but rather the foolish, the weak, and the lowly that god has 
chosen as most fitting for the message of the faithful crucified Christ.
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employing numismatic evidence in discussions  
of early Christianity in the lycus Valley:  

a Case study from laodicea

Michael P. Theophilos

1. introduction

This paper offers an analysis of the significance of numismatic material 
for our understanding of early Christianity in the lycus Valley. atten-
tion will also be given to methodological issues pertaining to employing 
numismatic evidence in linguistic, historical, and theological perspectives 
in asia minor. Cognizant that the geographical demarcation of the lycus 
Valley is a modern and relatively artificial boundary and that trade, com-
mercial relations, and other interactions were more geographically fluid, 
we will investigate a case study related to laodicea. This study could easily, 
and methodologically more plausibly, be expanded to include coinage of 
the immediate locale (Cibyra, Colossae, laodicea, hierapolis, hydrela) 
and the broader region of phrygia (Cadi, aezani, synaus, ancyra, dio-
nysopolis, apamea, Fulvia/eumenea, sebaste, eucarpia, sibilia, acmonea, 
synnada, iulia, prymnessus, docimeum, appia, Cotiaeum, midaeum, 
amorium, philomelium). Konrad Kraft, for example, has identified con-
nections between so-called coin workshops through a network of obverse 
die-links throughout asia minor.1 Kraft estimates that there were approxi-
mately twelve workshops servicing over two hundred cities minting coins 

1. Konrad Kraft, Das System der kaiserzeitlichen Münzprägung in Kleinasien: 
Materialien und Entwürfe (berlin: mann, 1972); ann Johnston, “die sharing in asia 
minor: The View from sardis,” Israel Numismatic Journal 6–7 (1982–1983): 59–78; 
Johnston, “greek imperial statistics: a Commentary,” Review Numismatique 26 
(1984): 240–57.
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pre-septimius (193 Ce), that one workshop could service more than ten 
cities simultaneously, and that the variety and output of new types seem 
linked to the availability of an engraver (in phrygia, for example, the apa-
meia workshop in 200–205 Ce and the sardis workshop in 242–247 Ce).2

2. previous research

First-century Ce roman provincial coinage of asia minor, as a distinct 
area of study, has regularly drawn attention from classical and roman 
historians.3 on the basis of hans von aulock’s index volume, Wolfgang 
leschhorn provided an analysis of the numismatic evidence in his arti-
cle entitled, “le monnayage impérial d’asie mineure et la statistique,” in 
which he detailed the distribution pattern of coinage in asia minor from 
augustus to Tacitus (276 Ce), focusing especially on numbers of cities 
issuing coins.4 ann Johnson, however, highlights one important method-
ological difficulty in this process by noting that true frequency is obscured 
“because we do not know how many issues per reign there were, or when 
precisely they were struck; we can only note the existence or absence of 
coins for a given emperor.”5 indeed, the variation in length of rule of indi-
vidual emperors further obscures, or perhaps, should nuance, any analysis 

2. Kraft, Das System, 6, 13.
3. Clemens bosch, “Kleinasiatischen münzen der römischen Kaiserzeit,” Jah-

rbuch des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts 46 (1931): 424–56; Tom b. Jones, “a 
numismatic riddle: The so-Called greek imperials,” Proceedings of the American 
Philosophical Society 107 (1963): 308–47; Jones, “greek imperial Coins,” The Voice of 
the Turtle: North American Journal of Numismatics 4 (1965): 295–308; Ursula Kamp-
mann, “Homonoia politics in asia minor: The example of pergamon,” in Pergamon, 
Citadel of the Gods: Archaeological Record, Literary Description, and Religious Develop-
ment, ed. helmut Koester (harrisburg: Trinity press international, 1998), 373–93; V. 
m. da Costa, “Five roman empresses: Chronology and style in the roman provincial 
Coin issues of asia minor,” in Notes of the First International Numismatic Symposium 
of the Turkish Numismatic Society (istanbul: Turkish numismatic society, 1999), 1–27; 
ann Johnston, Greek Imperial Denominations, ca. 200–275: A Study of Roman Provin-
cial Bronze Coinages of Asia Minor (london: royal numismatic society, 2007).

4. peter r. Franke and Wolfgang leschhorn, Index to Sylloge Nummorum 
Graecorum Deutschland: Sammlung H. von Aulock (berlin: mann, 1981); Wolfgang 
leschhorn, “le monnayage impérial d’asie mineure et la statistique” PACT: Revue 
de groupe européen d’études sur les techniques physiques, chimiques et mathematiques 
appliquées à l’archéologie 5 (1981): 252–66.

5. Johnston, “greek imperial statistics,” 241.
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of the distribution of coinage and mints in first century asia minor.6 Fur-
thermore, michael grant notes the additional factor of coin types being 
struck posthumously, a figure that he places at more than one hundred 
types for augustus.7 many of the cities in asia minor had been producing 
civic issues during the roman republic, so it is not surprising that they 
continued to do so during the reign of augustus. That being said, per-
haps one sustainable observation from leschhorn’s analysis is the distinct 
increase in the number of cities issuing coins in first-century asia minor, 
a figure which effectively doubles from augustus (ca. one hundred cities) 
to Trajan (ca. two hundred cities).8

regional differences within asia minor are also apparent.9 Coinage 
in phrygia was not limited to main cities but is also attested in popula-
tion centers that more closely resemble a village. Victor schultze’s three 
volume, four-part, work on Christianity in asia minor devotes a total of 
eighty-one pages to phrygia and forty-one pages to the cities of the lycus 
Valley.10 despite regular reference to the numismatic material (more than 
forty times), schultze typically engages the material in a tangential and 
relatively superficial manner. similarly, William ramsay, renowned for 
his pioneering work on the lycus Valley, included both the epigraphic 
sources and close attention to considerations of historical geography11 but 
rarely incorporated relevant numismatic material. ramsay does however 
acknowledge that his incorporation of all relevant sources for the lycus 

6. as noted by Johnston, “greek imperial statistics,” 242, if one does plot the 
length of reigns alongside leschhorn’s “mints in operation,” the two are in almost per-
fect synchronization.

7. michael grant, From Imperium to Auctoritas (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity press, 1946), appendix 7.

8. leschhorn, “le monnayage,” 256.
9. William e. metcalf, “regionalism in the Coinage of asia minor,” in Regional-

ism in Hellenistic and Roman Asia Minor, ed. hugh elton and gary reger (pessac: 
ausonius, 2007), 147–59.

10. Victor schultze, Konstantinopel, vol. 1 of Altchristliche Städte und Land-
schaften (leipzig: gütersloh, 1913); schultze, Kleinasien, vol. 2 of Altchristliche Städte 
und Landschaften, 2 parts (leipzig: gütersloh, 1922–1926); schultze, Antiocheia, vol. 
3 of Altchristliche Städte und Landschaften (leipzig: gütersloh, 1930). For phrygia, see 
Kleinasien, 1:397–477. For the lycus Valley, see Kleinasien 1:410–50.

11. William m. ramsay, The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia and Their Place 
in the Plan of the Apocalypse (london: hodder & stoughton, 1904), 413–30; ramsay, 
The Lycos Valley and South-Western Phrygia, vol. 1 of The Cities and Bishoprics of Phry-
gia (oxford: Clarendon, 1895).
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Valley was “the least satisfactory and the least complete.”12 While ramsay’s 
work in historical geography was furthered by his student J. g. C. ander-
son and the epigraphic survey of the region was carried further by W. m. 
Calder and W. h. buckler, “who consciously followed in the tradition of 
ramsay,” little attention has been paid to the numismatic material in its 
relation to early Christianity.13

3. methodological Considerations

The incorporation of coins as a distinct form of evidence for understanding 
nascent Christianity in the roman world raises a range of methodologi-
cal questions. This section will address a selection of the most important 
issues including, (1) the propagandistic nature of coinage and whether 
coins are a valid source of evidence given this potential bias? (2) addressing 
the question of whether coinage, both image and inscription, was noticed 
by the populace? and (3) does the (elite) social origin of coinage lessen its 
importance, impact, or relevance for the question under discussion? This, 
by no means, is an exhaustive analysis of the full range of concerns that 
may be relevant to our enquiry. We will not, for example, closely examine 
the methodological issues of applying visual phenomena in hermeneu-
tics, although it is readily acknowledged that coin iconography and coin 
inscription are to be mutually interpreted.14

12. William m. ramsay, Impressions of Turkey during Twelve Years’ Wanderings 
(london: hodder & stoughton, 1897), 88.

13. J. g. C. anderson, “a summer in phrygia i,” JHS 17 (1897): 396–424; ander-
son, “a summer in phrygia ii,” JHS 18 (1898): 81–128, 340–44; Ulrich huttner, Early 
Christianity in the Lycus Valley, trans. david green, aJeC 85, early Christianity in 
asia minor 1 (leiden: brill, 2013), 9. There are some notable exceptions to the dearth 
of numismatic investigation, which will be engaged with and acknowledged below.

14. For a discussion of this issue annette Weissenrieder and Friederike Wendt, 
“images as Communication: The methods of iconography,” in Picturing the New Testa-
ment: Studies in Ancient Visual Images, ed. annette Weissenrieder, Friederike Wendt, 
and p. von gemünden (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2005), 3–49. erika manders (Coin-
ing Images of Power: Patterns in the Representation of Roman Emperors on Imperial 
Coinage, AD 193–284 [leiden: brill, 2012], 30) notes, “on many coins the image either 
presents a visualization of the legend or the legend forms a textual rendering of the 
image. This cooperation between text and image facilitated not only illiterates’ under-
standing of the messages present on coins, it also reduced the various possibilities of 
how romans could interpret a message.” The Lexicon Iconographicum Numismatica is 
an effort to categorize visual types into a systematized catalogue, including the “cre-
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The first consideration is whether coinage is a legitimate source of his-
torical information given its propagandistic tendencies. harold mattingly 
has noted the relationship of coins and forms of propaganda in the roman 
world: “coin types are constantly changing, and constantly emphasising 
definite events and policies, and, as they change move in close agreement 
with the political changes of the time.”15 he continues by stating, “the pos-
sible influence of such coinage on public opinion could not possibly be 
overlooked or minimized by the emperor. he must … have censored, if not 
inspired it.”16 in similar regard, Warren Carter states that “coins demon-
strated roman sovereignty … [and] symbolized roman accomplishments 
and the blessings of the gods which the emperor mediated to the people. 
There was no escaping roman presence even in daily transactions.”17 in 
first-century mediterranean village life, K. dyer suggests that the circula-
tion of coinage operated as one of the most efficient and concrete forms of 
communication.18

The various media available in this effort of persuasion in the ancient 
roman world reinforced roman ideals. everything from architecture and 
inscriptions to the provision of “conveniences” (commoda) such as public 
leisure (baths), mass entertainment (chariot racing, gladiatorial games), 
and processions (triumphi), contributed to a well-defined roman cultural 
narrative. Coins distinctly contribute to our understanding of these phe-
nomena due to their ubiquity, distribution, and continuous use. J. rufas 

ation of a coin iconographic lexicon. see related diana project website here: http://
ww2.unime.it/diana/, and further m. Caccamo Caltabiano, l. Campagna, and a. 
pinzone, eds., Nuove prospsettive della ricerca sulla Sicilia del III sec. a.C.: Archeologia, 
numismatica, storia (messina: dipartimento di scienze dell’ antichita dell’Università 
degli studi di messina, 2004); marianna spinelli, “The ‘soma’ of the god: subtypes as 
Qualification of the Corporal gestures of the main subject on the Kaulonia Coins,” in 
Identity and Connectivity: Proceedings of the Sixteenth Symposium on Mediterranean 
Archaeology, ed. luca bombardieriet al. (oxford: aracheopress, 2013), 793.

15. harold mattingly, Coins of the Roman Empire in the British Museum, 6 vols. 
(london: british museum, 1936), 3:xlv.

16. mattingly, Coins of the Roman Empire, 3:xlv.
17. Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins (sheffield: sheffield academic, 

2000), 38.
18. K. d. dyer, “‘but Concerning that day …’ (mark 13:32): ‘prophetic’ and 

‘apocalyptic’ eschatology in mark 13,” in Society of Biblical Literature 1999 Seminar 
Papers, sblsp 38 (atlanta: society of biblical literature, 1999), 112; see also michael 
h. Crawford, “money and exchange in the roman World,” JRS 60 (1970): 40–46.
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Fears suggests that the numismatic material is preferable to any other evi-
dence in the discernment of imperial ideology,

The literary sources are secondary sources; at their best, they are idio-
syncratic, and at their worst they consciously distort the deeds and 
intentions of individual emperors. Thus, we will never know much of 
what ‘really’ transpired under Trajan, and nothing at all of his actual 
intentions. Through the coinage, however, we know an inordinate 
amount about what the roman government wanted its citizens and sub-
jects to believe happened and how it wished the person and deeds of 
Trajan to be perceived by those citizens and subjects. The coinage was a 
medium of propaganda. its purpose was the creation and propagation of 
a belie£ it is the medium by which we can best approach the ideology of 
the imperial system.19

although literary sources may never reveal the historical intentions of 
the ruling elite, be they in rome or in the provinces, coinage reveals, at 
a minimum, an objective perspective of how rulers wanted their subjects 
to perceive their political activity. edwin a. Judge alludes to a similar 
phenomenon of the treatment of history by ancient writers: “in the case 
of roman history, we typically mean by ‘documents’ the coins, inscrip-
tions, and papyri that survive directly from the time, as distinct from the 
treatment of the history by ancient writers.”20 While ancient coins were 
certainly not ideologically neutral, they do accurately depict a real picture 
of how the emperor wanted to be perceived. in this respect, the image and 
text can profitably be employed for historical purposes, be they linguistic, 
iconographic, or social and cultural windows into the roman world.21 but 
did people pay attention or notice the inscribed imagery of coinage?

19. J. rufus Fears, “The Cult of Virtues and roman imperial ideology,” ANRW 
17.2:945.

20. edwin a. Judge, “setting the record straight: alternative documents of a 
protest in the roman army of egypt,” in The First Christians in the Roman World: 
Augustan and New Testament Essays, ed. James r. harrison (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 
2008), 378.

21. peter brennan, michael Turner, and nicholas l. Wright’s comment resonate 
deeply at this point: the coins “are a true reflection of their time—of a ‘face of pow-
er’s’ perception of what he had done, what he was going to do, what he was going 
to get others to do, or what others were going to get him or her to do.” peter bren-
nan, michael Turner, and nicholas l. Wright, Faces of Power: Imperial Portraiture on 
Roman Coins (sydney: nicholson museum, 2007), 5.
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The second methodological question emerges out of a pragmatic 
concern for the effectiveness of the so-called propaganda noted above. lit-
erary and other evidence suggests that ancient people did pay attention to 
and were aware of the images, symbols, and inscriptions on the coinage 
that was handled on a daily basis. The stoic philosopher epictetus, writ-
ing toward the end of the first century or beginning of the second century 
Ce, notes that, “the imprints which he brought with him in his mind, such 
as we look for also upon coins, and, if we find them, we accept the coins, 
but if we do not find them, we throw the coins away. ‘Whose imprint does 
this sestertius bear? Trajan’s? give it to me. nero’s? Throw it out, it will 
not pass, it is rotten’” (τοὺς χαρακτῆρας, οὓς ἔχων ἐν τῇ διανοίᾳ ἐλήλυθεν, 
οἵους καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν νομισμάτων ζητοῦντες, ἂν μὲν εὕρωμεν, δοκιμάζομεν, ἂν 
δὲ μὴ εὕρωμεν, ῥιπτοῦμεν. τίνος ἔχει τὸν χαρακτῆρα τοῦτο τὸ τετράσσαρον; 
Τραιανοῦ; φέρε. Νέρωνος; ῥῖψον ἔξω, ἀδόκιμόν ἐστιν, σαπρόν; epictetus, Disc. 
4.5.16–17).22 While the images and symbols on the coins were the most 
noticeable and prominent features, coin inscriptions were often used to 
explain or clarify the potentially complex imagery that might then be fur-
ther extended for a particular purpose.23 The famous incident concerning 
Jesus in the temple when asked about paying taxes to Caesar also appeals 
to the hearers’ knowledge of the imagery on a denarius, “Whose image is 
this? and whose inscription?” (τίνος ἡ εἰκὼν αὕτη καὶ ἡ ἐπιγραφή; matt 
22:20; see also matt 22:15–22; mark 12:13–17; luke 20:20–26). These and 

22. W. a. oldfather, trans. Epictetus. Discourses, Books 3–4; Fragments; The Enchei-
ridion, lCl (Cambridge: harvard University press, 1928), 336–37. an important dis-
tinction is to be acknowledged between roman coins and their greek predecessors. 
although “designs on greek coins typically remained unchanged for decades or even 
centuries, varying only in style or detail over time” (Jonathan Williams, “religion and 
roman Coins,” in A Companion to Roman Religion, ed. Jörg rüpke [oxford: blackwell, 
2007], 143), roman coinage exhibited both continuity and discontinuity in its iconog-
raphy stamped on coinage. it is true that “it was the usual practice in the ancient world 
to imitate existing types that were current locally, in order to secure greater confidence 
in and prestige for a new coin minted by a recently established authority” (Ya‘akov 
meshorer, Jewish Coins of the Second Temple Period [Tel-aviv: am hassefer, 1967], 
58), but it is also apparent that roman coinage was much more dynamic and adaptable 
to new images and environments.

23. michael h. Crawford, “roman imperial Coin Types and the Formation of 
public opinion,” in Studies in Numismatic Method Presented to Philip Grierson, ed. C. 
brooke, b. steward, J. pollard, and T. Volk (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
1983), 54–57; Christopher howgego, Ancient History from Coins (london: routledge, 
1995), 75.
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other incidents,24 in both the republican and imperial periods, provide 
some literary evidence that the images and inscriptions on coinage were 
noticed and often elicited a vivid response.

in addition to the literary evidence, Tonio hölscher and paul Zanker 
have developed a theory by which imperial imagery became embedded 
in private contexts from augustus onwards.25 Zanker notes that numis-
matic imagery appears on “jewelry and utensils, furniture, textiles, walls 
and stuccoed ceilings, door jambs, clay facings, roof tiles, and even on 
tomb monuments and marble ash urns.”26 it is thus evident that numis-
matic imagery was one way in which imperial symbols and ideas came 
to be present in private roman life. This implies that people did not only 
notice what was on coinage, but they were demonstrably influenced by 
them in their personal lives, explicitly through active response and implic-
itly through culture adaptation.

The third specific methodological area of concern for the use of coin-
age is the social origin of the coins and the way in which this influences 
our historical or linguistic reconstruction. historians have frequently 
noted that coins are issued by the narrow, upper stratum of society, and 
thus forming a historical picture based only on numismatic evidence is 
not only methodological suspicious but may in many circumstances be 
outright misleading. This admission of a limitation seems obvious. how-
ever, rather than one’s response to be dismissal of numismatic evidence 
en toto, a more plausible solution is to simply acknowledge that the dis-
tillation of historical, social, and philological reconstruction on coinage 
does not represent the full spectrum of the contemporary social world. 
however, this does not discount the potential for valid contribution of the 
evidence, albeit of a relatively narrow section of elite social life. This being 
said, there are several significant contributions that do pertain to the larger 
social milieu, as will be discussed in the various case studies below.

24. For further evidence that imagery on coins was noticed, especially in the east-
ern roman empire, see linda-marie hans, “der Kaiser mit dem schwert,” JNG 33 
(1983): 57–66, esp. 63–64 and n. 21.

25. paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus, trans. alan shapiro 
(ann arbor: University of michigan press, 1988), 265–95; T. hölscher, Staatsdenkmal 
und Publikum: Vom Untergang der Republik bis zur Festigung des Kaisertums in Rom, 
Konstanzer althistorische Vorträge und Forschungen 9 (Konstanz: Universitätsverlag 
Konstanz, 1984), 20–32.

26. Zanker, Power of Images, 266.
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related to this is whether the extant numismatic record is represen-
tative, by ratio, of numbers of ancient coinage minted and circulated in 
antiquity. an illuminating study by Christopher howgego found that the 
absolute number of coins retrieved from an archaeological site was heavily 
dependent on local factors.27 elsewhere he notes that “the hoards left in 
the ground are the ones that were not recovered in antiquity. Concentra-
tions of coin hoards tend to reflect not prosperity or heavily monetized 
contexts, but rather the insecurity (particularly warfare) which resulted in 
owners not recovering their treasure.”28 hoards, which mainly consist of 
the more precious metals, may then give a skewed picture of the circula-
tion of coinage, excluding bronze coinage and lower denominations.29 it 
is also a relatively crude and obvious fact that we possess only a fraction 
of a fraction of a fraction of numismatic material that originally circulated 
in antiquity. edwin Yamauchi astutely notes the severely limited view that 
archaeological excavation affords in this regard: only a fraction of what is 
made or what is written survives, only a fraction of that material is pre-
served in archaeological sites that have been surveyed, only a fraction of 
the surveyed sites have been excavated, only a fraction of any excavated 
site is actually examined, and only a fraction of materials are actually pub-
lished.30 numismatic material that is published generally consists of the 
large and prestigious museum collections, which naturally marginalizes 
poor-quality or illegible coins that do not find their way into those col-
lections. There is also the problem of unprovenanced coins that appear 
in private collections and auction catalogues. problems abound with 
inaccurate attribution or failure to recognize inauthentic examples, espe-
cially so in the older collections. These can and have misled scholars in 
the recent past on the very topic under consideration. We therefore will 

27. Christopher howgego, “The supply and Use of money in the roman World 
200 b.C. to a.d. 300,” JRS 82 (1992): 1–31.

28. howgego, Ancient History from Coins, 88. see also richard duncan-Jones, 
Money and Government in the Roman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
press, 1994), 85.

29. For example, galba’s silver and gold coinage focused on garnering provincial 
support while bronze coins focused on rallying the urban citizens and featured urban 
symbols. see olivier hekster, “Coins and messages: audience Targeting on Coins 
of different denominations?,” in Representation and Perception of Roman Imperial 
Power, ed. paul erdkamp et al. (leiden: brill, 2003), 26.

30. edwin Yamauchi, The Stones and the Scriptures (new York: holman, 1972), 
146–54.
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limit our discussion to those numismatic examples that have appeared in 
peer-reviewed publication outlets and carefully weigh, where necessary, 
questions of authenticity.

despite these potential limitations, there are also several method-
ological strengths of numismatic evidence. First is the relative ubiquity 
of coinage in archaeological sites and throughout the mediterranean. 
The broad geographic distribution of evidence is particularly helpful for 
lexicography of the new Testament. The composition, dissemination, and 
reception of the new Testament is not confined to the levant. indeed, early 
Christian missionary interactions span the entire scope of the mediterra-
nean world. The extant record of contemporaneous coinage that circulated 
in the geographical areas inhabited by the recipients of paul’s epistles, for 
example, provide ideal linguistic evidence for comparison. Coinage in 
these provincial areas of the roman empire varied in value, shape, and 
size as much as they did in type, depiction, and linguistic value. paul’s 
movement “from city to city and region to region from the years span-
ning the mid-30s to the mid-50s, exposed him to an extraordinary maze of 
small change,”31 examples of which are mostly accessible in the publication 
of numismatic holdings in main museum collections. This geographical 
specificity is invaluable for consideration of localized communication in 
the provinces or cities, particularly in relation to civic rivalries. Further-
more, unlike literary texts, coins can often be precisely dated or at the very 
least be assigned limited ranges, which allow a clear demarcation for their 
introduction and circulation.

4. numismatic evidence from laodicea

phrygia already had a long history of minting coins by the first century 
Ce. otto mørkholm traces the silver cistophoros (κιστοφόρος) in phrygia 
back into the early to mid-second century bCe, most probably introduced 
in the years between 175 and 160 bCe as a substitute for seleucid coins 
and the tetradrachms of philetairos.32 peter Thonemann also notes that 

31. peter lewis and ron bolden, The Pocket Guide to Saint Paul: Coins Encoun-
tered by the Apostle on His Travels (Kent Town: Wakefield press, 2002), vii.

32. otto mørkholm, Early Hellenistic Coinage: From the Accession of Alexander to 
the Peace of Apamaea (336–188 BC) (Cambridge: Cambridge University press), 9–10. 
see also Fred s. Kleiner and sydney p. noe, The Early Cistophoric (new York: The 
american numismatic society, 1977), 86–89.
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the first half of the first century bCe witnessed “a sudden leap in the num-
bers of communities in phrygia minting bronze coins in their own name.”33 
leschhorn identifies at least twenty communities producing bronze and 
brass coinage in phrygia by the middle of the first century bCe.34 despite 
this apparent abundance, stephen mitchell has documented that there 
was, in fact, a significant shortage of coinage in asia minor from the first 
century bCe and that it was this shortage that catalyzed the allowance for 
payment of taxes in kind rather than cash.35 William metcalf suggests that 
the increase in mint activities during this period “was clearly to put money 
into circulation … and to ensure the functioning of a cash economy.”36 The 
manner in which this increased production of coinage enhanced the eco-
nomic circumstances was through encouraging community trade through 
this so-called small-change monetization of phrygia.37

The geographical positioning of the city contributed significantly to 
its prosperity. laodicea was situated on a plateau of the lycus river Valley 
at the junction of the north-south road from pergamum to the mediter-
ranean and east-west road from ephesus to the interior of an asia minor. 
as many commentators have noted, the location of the city at a key inter-
section of major routes enhanced the trade and commercial opportunities 
of the city. indeed, the thriving and prosperous city of laodicea is amply 
demonstrated in both inscriptional and literary sources of the period. ilao-
dikeia 48 and 82.1 attest to both greek and roman inhabitants of laodicea 
involved in business enterprises. additionally, strabo attributes the initial 
growth of laodicea and its ability to recover after invasion or disaster to 
the fertility of the region and prosperity of the inhabitants and also notes 
that one of the benefactors, polemon son of Zeno, was so impressive that 
he was appointed as a client king of the region by the romans (Geogr. 
12.8.16).38 in terms of specific business enterprises, strabo notes the pro-

33. peter Thonemann, “phrygia: an anarchist history, 950 bC–ad 100,” in 
Roman Phrgia, ed. peter Thonnemann (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
2013), 28.

34. leschhorn, “le monnayage,” 254.
35. stephen mitchell, Anatolia: Land, Men and Gods in Asia Minor, 2 vols. 

(oxford: Clarendon, 1993), 1:247–50, 256–57.
36. metcalf, “regionalism in the Coinage of asia minor,” 159.
37. Thonemann, “phrygia,” 28.
38. strabo, Geogr. 12.8.16: “laodiceia, though formerly small, grew large in our 

time and in that of our fathers, even though it had been damaged by siege in the time 
of mithridates eupator. however, it was the fertility of its territory and the prosper-
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duction of the high-quality and desirable black wool, which was a very 
lucrative local enterprise (strabo, Geogr. 12.8.16),39 a laodicean charac-
teristic echoed in both Vitruvius (Arch. 8.3.14) and pliny the elder (Nat. 
8.73.190). The only perceived detriment of laodicea that strabo highlights 
is that the region is prone to earthquakes, a phenomenon he attributes to 
the subterranean rivers (strabo, Geogr. 12.8.16).40

ity of certain of its citizens that made it great” (Η δὲ Λαοδίκεια, μικρὰ πρότερον οὖσα, 
αὔξησιν ἔλαβεν ἐφ᾿ ἡμῶν καὶ τῶν ἡμετέρων πατέρων, καίτοι κακωθεῖσα ἐκ πολιορκίας ἐπὶ 
Μιθριδάτου τοῦ Εὐπάτορος· ἀλλ᾿ ἡ τῆς χώρας ἀρετὴ καὶ τῶν πολιτῶν τινὲς εὐτυχήσαντες 
μεγάλην ἐποίησαν αὐτήν); “at first hieron, who left to the people an inheritance of 
more than two thousand talents and adorned the city with many dedicated offerings, 
and later Zeno the rhetorician and his son polemon, the latter of whom, because of his 
bravery and honesty, was thought worthy even of a kingdom, at first by antony and 
later by augustus” (Ιέρων μὲν πρότερον, ὃς πλειόνων ἢ δισχιλίων ταλάντων κληρονομίαν 
κατέλιπε τῷ δήμῳ πολλοῖς τ᾿ ἀναθήμασιν ἐκόσμησε τὴν πόλιν, Ζήνων δὲ ὁ ῥήτωρ ὕστερον 
καὶ ὁ υἱὸς αὐτοῦ Πολέμων, ὃς καὶ βασιλείας ἠξιώθη διὰ τὰς ἀνδραγαθίας ὑπ᾿ Ἀντωνίου μὲν 
πρότερον, ὑπὸ Καίσαρος δὲ τοῦ Σεβαστοῦ μετὰ ταῦτα). Translations from strabo, Books 
10–12, vol. 5 of Geography, trans. horace leonard Jones, lCl (Cambridge: harvard 
University press, 1928), 510–11.

39. strabo, Geogr. 12.8.16: “The country round laodiceia produces sheep that 
are excellent, not only for the softness of their wool, in which they surpass even the 
milesian wool, but also for its raven-black colour, so that the laodiceians derive splen-
did revenue from it, as do also the neighbouring Colosseni from the colour which 
bears the same name” (φέρει δ᾿ ὁ περὶ τὴν Λαοδίκειαν τόπος προβάτων ἀρετὰς οὐκ εἰς 
μαλακότητα μόνον τῶν ἐρίων, ᾗ καὶ τῶν Μιλησίων διαφέρει, ἀλλὰ καὶ εἰς τὴν κοραξὴν 
χρόαν, ὥστε καὶ προσοδεύονται λαμπρῶς ἀπ᾿ αὐτῶν· ὥσπερ καὶ οἱ Κολοσσηνοὶ ἀπὸ τοῦ 
ὁμωνύμου χρώματος πλησίον οἰκοῦντες; trans. Jones). see also ilaodikeia 50, which 
attests to the association of textile and garment industries.

40. strabo, Geogr. 12.8.16: “and here the Caprus river joins the maeander, as 
does also the lycus, a river of good size, after which the city is called the ‘laodi-
ceia near lycus. above the city lies mt. Cadmus, whence the lycus flows, as does 
also another river of the same name as the mountain. but the lycus flows under-
ground for the most part, and then, after emerging to the surface, unites with the other 
rivers, thus indicating that the country is full of holes and subject to earthquakes; for 
if any other country is subject to earthquakes, laodiceia is, and so is Carura in the 
neighbouring country” (ἐνταῦθα δὲ καὶ ὁ Κάπρος καὶ ὁ Λύκος συμβάλλει τῷ Μαιάνδρῳ 
ποταμῷ, ποταμὸς εὐμεγέθης, ἀφ᾿ οὗ καὶ ἡ πρὸς τῷ Λύκῳ Λαοδίκεια λέγεται. ὑπέρκειται 
δὲ τῆς πόλεως ὄρος Κάδμος, ἐξ οὗ καὶ ὁ Λύκος ῥεῖ, καὶ ἄλλος ὁμώνυμος τῷ ὄρει. τὸ πλέον 
δ᾿ οὗτος ὑπὸ γῆς ῥυείς, εἶτ᾿ ἀνακύψας συνέπεσεν εἰς ταὐτὸ τοῖς ἄλλοις ποταμοῖς, ἐμφαίνων 
ἅμα καὶ τὸ πολύτρητον τῆς χώρας καὶ τὸ εὔσειστον· εἰ γάρ τις ἄλλη, καὶ ἡ Λαοδίκεια 
εὔσειστος, καὶ τῆς πλησιοχώρου δὲ Κάρουρα; trans. Jones). strabo indicates in 12.8.18 
that the city received roman support for earthquake damage in 20 bCe (see seuto-
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The mint at laodicea, both in the late republican and early imperial 
period, was notably active, producing coinage with imperial portraiture 
as well as pseudo-autonomous issues.41 There are at least 70 provincial 
coin types from first-century laodicea presently attested in 538 extant 
specimens catalogued in Roman Provincial Coinage and its supplements.42 
adding to this diverse image is andrew burnett, michel amandry, and ian 
Carradice’s consideration of the possibility that laodicea was the home 
base for a numismatic die engraver who serviced the upper maeander 
valley and southern phrygia.43 in sum, the picture, in phrygia generally, 
and at laodicea in particular, is that of a diverse and extensive program of 
minting and circulation. our following case study analysis will seek to elu-
cidate themes significantly informed by the numismatic record and relate 
these to concerns that are particularly relevant for new Testament studies. 
although a somewhat artificial division, we will pursue these concerns 
along the following lines: (1) laodicea’s relationship with rome and its 
cultivation of imperial relations, (2) the polyvalent religious identities in 

nius, Tib. 8). Tacitus (Ann. 14.27) notes that on another occasion (60 Ce) laodicea 
declined roman support for repairs preferring to recover through recourse to its own 
resources; remarkable attestation of the wealth of the city. For further discussion, see 
section 4.3 below.

41. Pseudo-autonomous is the typical nomenclature for provincial coins without 
the depiction of the emperor’s portrait on the obverse. 

42. Coinage produced under augustus (RPC 1.2892, seven examples [seit-
alkas]; RPC 1.2893–2895, forty-two examples [Zeuxis philalethes]; RPC 1.2896–2897, 
twenty-three examples [sosthenes]; RPC 1.2898–2900, thirty-six examples [anto pol-
emon philopatris]); Tiberius (RPC 1.2901–2005, fifty-five examples [pythes pythou]; 
RPC 1.2906–2907, thirty-seven examples [dioskourides]; RPC 1.2908–2910, twenty-
nine examples [pythes pythou ii]; RPC 1.2911, thirteen examples [dioskourides ii]); 
Claudius (RPC 1.2912–2916 [inclusive of 2912a in RPC Supp. 4, 37, and s-2913a 
in RPC Supp. 1–3, 127, details of which see below], sixty-three examples [anto pol-
emon, son of Zenon, priest for the fourth time]); nero (RPC 1.2917–2918, twenty-six 
examples [gaios postomos]; RPC 1.2919, nine examples [Krateros nomothetes]; RPC 
1.2920–2925, sixty-nine examples [ioulios andronikos euergetes and ioulia Zenonis]; 
RPC 1.2926–2927, twenty-five examples [aineias]; RPC 1.2928, eighteen examples 
[anto Zenon, son of Zenon]), Vespasian (RPC 2.1268, three examples [no personal 
name]; RPC 2.1269–1270, five examples [ioulios andronikos euergetes]; RPC 2.1271, 
four examples [marcellus procus]); Titus (RPC 2.1272–1280, fifty-three examples 
[gaios ioulios Kotys and Klaudia Zeonis]); domitian, seventy-five examples (RPC 
2.1281–1296 [Kornelios dioskourides]), and three further types that are possibly late 
first century Ce attested in fifteen examples (RPC 2.1297–1299).

43. RPC 1, p. 376, 475.
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laodicea, and (3) other local traditions and difficulties in distilling a clear 
view of the issues.

4.1. laodicea’s relationship with rome and its Cultivation of 
imperial relations

The mid-twentieth century witnessed the canvasing of a minority view 
that postulated that the expansion and development of the roman empire 
should be classified as defensive imperialism, accidental, and lacking any 
deliberate policy of expansion or intent by the roman state.44 The same has 
also been suggested of rome’s cultural approach to conquered territory 
and the process of romanization. martin millett, for example, proposed 
that the native elite were responsible for initiating the change and setting 
new fashions,45 which at very best obfuscates rome’s role in the cultivation 
of the elites’ perpetuation of roman ideals. both these views of roman 
passive expansion (badien et al.) and passive romanization (millett et 
al.) have been tested throughout the last half of the twentieth century and 
been found to be wanting in several regards,46 not least in its omission of 
serious consideration of numismatic material.

44. ernst badian, Roman Imperialism in the Late Republic (oxford: blackwell, 
1968), 29–43; m. Cary, A History of Rome down to the Reign of Constantine (london: 
macmillan, 1954), 143–45; howard h. scullard, A History of the Roman World, 753–
146 BC (london: methuen, 1951), 141–45; paul Veyne, “Y a-t-il eu un impérialisme 
romain?,” Mélanges de l’Ecole française de Rome 87 (1975): 793–855.

45. martin millett, The Romanization of Britain: An Essay in Archaeological Inter-
pretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1990), 99–101.

46. on the former see peter a. brunt, review of Die Aussenpolitik des Augustus 
und die augusteische Dichtung, by h. g. meyer, JRS 53 (1963): 170–76; William V. 
harris, War and Imperialism in Republican Rome, 327–70 B.C. (oxford: oxford Uni-
versity press, 1985), 54–104; benjamin isaac, The Limits of Empire: The Roman Army 
in the East (oxford: oxford University press, 1990), 19–53, 372–418; C. r. Whittaker, 
Frontiers of the Roman Empire (baltimore: John hopkins press, 1994), 31–59. on the 
latter, see Francis h. haverfield, The Romanization of Roman Britain (oxford: oxford 
University press, 1915), 11–14; peter a. brunt, “The romanization of the local ruling 
Classes in the roman empire,” in Assimilation et résistance à la culture gréco-romaine 
dans le monde ancien: Travaux du VIe Congrès international d’études classiques, ed. d. 
m. pippidi (paris: belles lettres, 1974), 161–73; peter garnsey and richard p. saller, 
The Roman Empire: Economy, Society and Culture (oakland: University of California 
press, 1987), 186–95.
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asia minor is certainly no exception in this regard. among others, 
bruce W. Winter has argued that asia minor displays civic obligation that 
is more consistent with roman rather than greek traditions.47 mitchell 
notes that the “diffusion of the cult of augustus and of the other members 
of his family in asia minor and the greek east from the beginning of 
the empire was rapid, indeed almost instantaneous.”48 The aspirations and 
manner of governance of many cities in western asia minor in the first 
century Ce were defined by interest in/and allegiance to rome.49 This is 
demonstrably visible on multiple levels including governance where the 
greek ideals of independent city-state had been supplanted by roman 
civic obedience and duty. This commitment to and association with rome 
included (both real and perceived) benefits to the local community. bar-
bara levick has gone so far as to suggest that the wellbeing of the citizens 
in asia minor primarily depended on participating in the roman system 
of imperial expectations and relations.50

laodicea’s aspiration to demonstrate her positive standing with rome 
is celebrated on the so-called Ὁμόνοια (lit. “oneness of mind”) coinage. 
The roman ideal of homonoia contrasts sharply with historic greek civil 
unrest, from whence the term ὁμόνοια derived.51 a. r. r. sheppard notes 
the central role Concordia performed in administering this dimension 
of roman life during the imperial period, and h. l. Wilson highlights 
the importance of the cult of Concordia in its relation to the imperial 
family.52 it is certainly unproblematic to document widespread attesta-
tion of this connection in both epigraphic (CIL 2.3349; 3.14195; 4.91–94; 

47. bruce W. Winter, Seek the Welfare of the City: Christians as Benefactors and 
Citizens (grand rapids: eerdmans, 1994), 124–43. 

48. mitchell, Anatolia, 1:100.
49. Theodor mommsen argues for the intensified romanization of phrygia 

during this period, see Theodor mommsen, The Provinces of the Roman Empire: The 
European Provinces (Chicago: University of Chicago press, 1968).

50. barbara levick, Roman Colonies in Southern Asia Minor (oxford: Clarendon, 
1967), 104–5.

51. peter Funke, Homonoia und Arche: Athen und die griechische Staatenwelt vom 
Ende des Peloponnesischen Krieges bis zum Königfrieden (404/3–287/6 v. Chr.) (Wies-
baden: steiner, 1980); andrés rosler, Political Authority and Obligation in Aristotle 
(oxford: oxford University press, 2005), 210–14.

52. a. r. r. sheppard, “homonoia in the greek Cities of the roman empire,” 
Ancient Society 15–17 (1984–1986): 229–52; h. l. Wilson, “a new Collegium at 
rome,” American Journal of Archaeology 16.1 (1912): 94–96.
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8.15447) and numismatic (augustus RIC 1.72; Tiberius 1.55; nero 1.48; 
galba 1.35) evidence.

Turning to provincial coinage at laodicea, we note the following. 
RPC 1.2912 is an issue under Claudius (50–54 Ce). The obverse reads 
ΔΗΜΟΣ ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ ΚΑΙ ΖΜΥΡΝΑΙΩΝ (“people of laodicea 
and smyrna”) with the appropriate accompanying laureate head of the 
demos of laodicea facing the laureate head of the demos of smyrna. The 
obverse has ΕΠΙ ΙΕΡΕΩΣ ΑΝΤΩΝΙΟΥ ΠΟ ΥΙΟΥ ΖΗΝΩΝΟΣ (“at 
the time of the priest antonios polemon, son of Zenon”)53 with a depic-
tion of Zeus laodiceus standing facing left with eagle and staff. a similar 
homonoia issue under nero, RPC 1.2928 has ΝΕΡΩΝ ΣΕΒΑΣΤΟΣ 
(“nero augustus”) with laureate head on the obverse facing right. The 
reverse depicts the demoi of laodicea and smyrna clasping hands 
and holding scepters and inscribes the names of the two magistrates 
on the perimeter, ΑΝΤΩ[ΝΙΟΣ] ΖΗΝΩΝΟΣ ΖΗΝΩΝ ΥΙΟΣ 
ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ ΖΜΥΡΝΑΙΩΝ (“antonios, son of Zenon and Zenon”), 
with ΟΜΗΡΟΣ (“harmony”) between the figures. a third example of 
homonoia coinage appears during the reign of Vespasian under the mag-
istrate marcellus procos. RPC 2.1271 inscribes ΔΗΜΟ ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ 
(“people of laodicea”) with the laureate head of demos facing right. The 
reverse has ΟΜΟΝΟΙΑ ΕΠΙ ΜΑΡΚΕΛΛΟΥ ΑΝΘΥ(ΠΑΤΟΣ) (“con-
cord at the time of marcellus, proconsul”) in five lines in a laurel wreath. 
in 70–73 Ce Titus Clodius eprius marcellus held the proconsul, and it 
seems entirely probably that RPC 2.1271 was issued after a period of civil 
strife in asia in order to ease tensions in the region.54

peter r. Franke and d. a. o. Klose agree that there does not appear 
to be an overall explanation for the homonoia coinage, and burnett et 
al. suggest that they are “a single manifestation of many different sets of 
circumstances (rivalry between cities, political or religious links, bound-

53. RPC 1.2914 indicates antonios polemon was priest for the fourth time during 
this period.

54. peter J. Thonemann, The Menander Valley: A Historical Geography from 
Antiquity to Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2011), 152. For 
other homonoia coinage from the broader region during the reign of domitian see 
RPC 2.920 (pergamum and ephesus), RPC 2.1079–1093 (ephesus and smyrna), RPC 
2.1332 (philadelphia and ephesus), RPC 2.1317 (sardis and smyrna), and RPC 2.1369 
(aezani and Cadi).
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ary disputes).”55 examples in the Julio-Claudian period (such as RPC 
1.1553 [Thessalonica and rome], RPC 1.2143 [amisus and rome stand 
facing], RPC 1.2988 [pergamum and sardis under augustus], RPC 1.5445 
[hypaepa and sardis under Tiberius], RPC 1.5446 [hypaepa and sardis], 
RPC 1.2912 [laodicea and smyrna under Claudius] noted above, RPC 
1.2928 [laodicea and smyrna under nero] noted above) indicate that 
alliance coinages had not yet been standardized. For instance, the word 
OMONOIA does not always occur, rather two cities can simply be listed 
(RPC 1.1553, RPC 1.2143), joined by καί (1.2912), or even have a vari-
ant of OMONOIA, see also ΟΜΗΡΟΣ (1.2928)—which may refer to the 
person responsible for the issue rather than the relationship per se, but it is 
evident that the phraseology is not standardized. so much more is the case 
when one includes the “hundred different issues of homonoia (‘concord’) 
coinages, recording concord between two or more cities … [made] over 
seventy cities under the empire.”56

although there may not have been a homogenous catalyst for these 
homonoia issues, it was a distinct mechanism by which “the coin issues 
served as symbols that mediated the power within regional alliances, bol-
stered the prestige of the divine realm in human activity and provided 
the glue that bound together the political and the cosmic spheres.”57 it 
is readily apparent that the pronouncement of harmonious relationships 
between two cities on coinage was a meaningful cultural symbol, which 
implemented a local structure and enhanced civic identity, and an oppor-
tunity for the urban elite to operate as a “cultural conveyor and construct 
of roman imperialism,”58 precisely where the roman ideal of pax was 
embodied and eagerly embraced.

55. peter r. Franke, “Zu den homonoia-münzen Kleinasiens,” in Stuttgarter 
Kolloquium zur Historische Geographie des Altertums I, 1980, ed. eckart olshausen 
(bonn: habelt, 1987), 81–102; dietrich o. a. Klose, Die Münzprägung von Smyrna in 
der römischen Kaiserzeit (berlin: de gruyter, 1987), 44–63; RPC 1, 48.

56. simon r. F. price, Rituals and Power: The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia Minor 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1985), 126. on distribution and frequency 
see dietmar Kienast, “die homonoiaverträge in der romischen Kaiserzeit,” JNG 14 
(1964): 51–64; Jean pierre Callu, La Politique Monetaire Desempereurs Romains de 238 
à 311 (paris: de boccard, 1969), 29–33.

57. douglas r. edwards, “defining the Web of power in asia minor: The novelist 
Chariton and his City aphrodisias,” JAAR 63.3 (1994): 710.

58. C. r. Whittaker, “imperialism and Culture: The roman initiative,” in Dia-
logues in Roman Imperialism: Power, Discourse and Discrepant Experience in the 
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laodicea, like the other cities mentioned in rev 2–3, was deeply 
rooted in the roman administrative, commercial, and religious systems 
represented by the homonoia coinage. The early Christian community in 
asia minor generally, and laodicea in particular, would have been under 
considerable pressure to participate in and support notions of impe-
rial identity. arjan Zuiderhoek and Wouter Vanacker parse this identity 
as “belonging to, and identification with, the Imperium Romanum … 
[namely,] ideological notions, ideas, institutions and practices produced 
by the centre of power and/or its representatives.”59 in laodicea the Impe-
rium Romanum took many forms, including an impressive stadium (280 
m x 70 m) dedicated by Titus in 79 Ce, decorative city gates, two theaters 
(the latter one built under hadrian), baths, agora, temples, and a sophisti-
cated sanitation system that was masterfully engineered.60 several of these 
architectural features are accented in the iconography and inscriptions on 
first century laodicean coinage.

according to the most up to date record of coinage from laodicea,61 
domitian issued sixteen coin-types during his reign, preserved in seventy-
five extant coins as published in RPC 2.1281–1296. almost 40 percent of 
the domitian types (six out of sixteen) variously depict, on the reverse, an 
imperial temple as either a tetrastyle (four column, RPC 2.1284, 2.1286, 
2.1287, 2.1290), or hexastyle (six column, RPC 2.1281, 2.1291) façade 
rising above a flight of three or four steps.62 s. J. Friesen suggests that the 

Roman Empire, ed. david J. mattingly (ann arbor: Cushing-malloy, 1997), 145. 
Whittaker also notes that the “instruments of power to realize this imperial ideology 
were the army and the city.… [The] ideology of cities coupled them to the moral order 
of society as a whole and to the securitas of empire” (144).

59. arjan Zuiderhoek and Wouter Vanacker, “introduction: imperial identities 
in the roman World,” in Imperial Identities in the Roman World, ed. Wouter Vana-
cker and arjun Zuiderhoek (london: routledge, 2017), 2. see further andrew lintott, 
Imperium Romanum: Politics and Administration (london: routledge, 1993).

60. stadium: ilaodikeia 15; gates: C. Şimşek, Laodikeia (Laodikeia ad Lycum) 
(istanbul: Yayinlari, 2007), 92–102; Theatres: Şimşek, Laodikeia, 207–20; baths: ilao-
dikeia 14; agora: Şimşek, Laodikeia, 221–24. on temple, see further below; on sanita-
tion: iload 13–14; gerald l. stevens, Revelation: The Past and Future of John’s Apoca-
lypse (eugene, or: pickwick, 2014), 351.

61. RPC 1 and RPC 2, read together with supplementary material in RPC Supp. 
1–3, RPC Supp. 4, and RPC Supp. 5.

62. Thus far the imperial sacral structure has not been located, presumably 
because only a limited area of the city has been excavated. 1991 was the first time 
modern methods of archaeology were applied to laodicea. attention was directed 
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omission of the two columns in tetrastyle depiction is deliberate in order 
to provide space for the engraver to include images of statues.63 however, 
this cannot be consistently applied to even this very short series of domi-
tian, as RPC 2.1290 and 2.1291 have only four columns and no depiction 
of figures between. nonetheless, the obverses of the series depict domitian 
(RPC 2.1286, 2.1287), domitia (2.1281, 2.1290, 2.1291), or both domitian 
and domitia (2.1284).

of particular interest is RPC 2.1284, which in addition to the facing 
busts of the imperial couple, has the inscription ΔΟΜΙΤΙΑΝΟC KAICAP 
CEBACTOC ΓEPMANIKOC ΔOMITIA CEBACTH (“domitian Caesar 
augustus germanicus, domitia augusta”). The title germanicus would 
imply that the coin was struck subsequent to domitian’s victory over the 
Chatti (83 Ce), where he assumed that title.64 This is reinforced through 
other military themes that are evident on this particular coin, includ-
ing the cuirassed bust of domitian on the obverse, and the inscription 
EΠΙNEIKIOC (“of victory” or “triumphal”) on the architrave of the four-
column temple on the reverse. The male and female figures (domitian and 
domitia) are enclosed within the temple also support this military picture 
with a victory trophy of nike held between them. domitian is also cui-
rassed and holds a spear in his left hand, while domitia holds a scepter in 
her right.

The obverse of RPC 2.1281 depicts the draped bust of domitia 
facing right, with accompanying inscription ΔΟΜΙΤΙΑ CΕΒΑCΤΗ. 
The reverse has the name of the magistrate, ΔΙΑ ΚΟΡ(ΝΕΛΙΟC) 
ΔΙΟCΚΟΥΡΙΔΟΥ, an ethnic identification, ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ, and the 
aforementioned impressive hexastyle imperial temple. although the 
emperor cult was officially introduced to asia minor at pergamum in 29 
bCe through the construction of a temple to roma and augustus,65 it 

primarily toward the severan-era nymphaeum, the results of which were published in 
Jean des gagniers et al., Laodicée du Lycos: Le Nymphée, Campagnes 1961–1963 (paris: 
de boccard, 1969).

63. steven J. Friesen, Imperial Cults and the Apocalypse of John: Reading Revela-
tion in the Ruins (oxford: oxford University press, 2001), 61–62.

64. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 180; peter Kneissl, Die Sieges-
titulatur der römischen Kaiser (göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1969), 43–48.

65. Christian habicht, “die augusteische Zeit und das erste Jahrhundert nach 
Christi geburt,” in Les Culte Des Souverains Dans L’Empire Romain: 7 Exposés Suivis 
de Discussions, ed. W. den boer (geneva: Fondation hardt pour l’étude de l’antiquité 
classique, 1973), 55.
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was eagerly embraced by cities of the lycus Valley. inscriptions and other 
sources from the region indicate that the influential antonii Zenones/
polemones family was a significant part of advancing the emperor cult 
at laodicea and a role that Ulrich huttner describes as introducing ini-
tiatives that “support … [the] cultic veneration of the imperial house.”66 
allegiance to the imperial cult, as demonstrated on coinage of laodicea 
surveyed above, is consistent with the epigraphic evidence. in an honor-
ary inscription on a marble slab found at attouda (MAMA 6.66), livia, 
the wife of augustus, is identified as Λιβίαν θεάν, γυν[αῖκα αὐτοκράτορος] | 
Καίσαρος θεοῦ̣ [υῖοῦ θεοῦ Σεβαστοῦ].67

a frequently overlooked dimension of this theme at laodicea is the 
physical placement of the image of the emperor on a provincial coin. 
Typical for a standard provincial roman coin of laodicea is to depict the 
emperor’s bust on the obverse and an image of a deity (typically Zeus but 
other gods are also copiously attested) on the reverse. This phenomenon 
is clearly apparent in laodicea under augustus (e.g., RPC 1.2893, 2894), 
Tiberius (e.g., RPC 1.2901, 2908), Claudius (e.g., RPC 1.2913, 2916), 
nero (e.g., RPC 1.2917, 2919), Vespasian (e.g., RPC 2.1268, 1269), Titus 
(e.g., RPC 2.1273), and domitian (e.g., RPC 2.1282, 1283). This strategic 
positioning of portraits functioned on various levels to emphasize the 
connection between divinity and emperor. The obverse of coins, which 
hitherto had carried an image of the head of gods, now displayed a youth-
ful augustus and subsequently other emperors. ramsay highlights the 
significance of the subtle but profound iconographic shift when he notes, 
“there was nothing else to hold the province together in a unity except the 
enthusiastic loyalty which all felt to the roman imperial government.”68 
This theme is particularly evident in RPC 2.1295, a coin from laodicea 
under domitian, which depicts a helmeted and draped bust of roma 
with the ethnic inscription ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ on the obverse, and then, 
quite remarkably, depicts the celebrated image of rome’s founding of the 
wolf and twins on the reverse. RPC 2.1293 and 1294 have a similar bust 

66. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 180. see also ilaodikeia 53; 
peter J. Thonemann, “polemo, son of polemo (dio, 59.12.2),” EA 37 (2004): 144–50.

67. Compare the dedication to Zeus soter and the divine emperors (ΘΕΟΙ 
ΣΕΒΑΣΤΟΙ), Τ. ritti, h. h. baysal, e. miranda, F. guizzi, Catalogo delle iscrizioni 
latine e greche, Museo archeologico di Denizli-Pamukkale (naples: Università degli 
studi, 2008), 94, §29.

68. ramsay, Letters to the Seven Churches, 84.
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of roma on the obverse. The composite picture at laodicea is one of the 
aristocracy’s imperial indebtedness, political commitment, and ideologi-
cal allegiance to rome.

in this light the narratives of the new Testament that intersect with 
the immediate region or city of laodicea (Col 2:1; 4:13, 15, 16; rev 1:11; 
3:14) would have ostensibly been, at the very least, in ideological tension 
with the competing claims for allegiance between the Imperium Roma-
num, which demanded the loyalty of its subjects, and the distinct claims 
of the early Christians regarding the superiority of their κύριος over the 
imperial κύριος. This is distinctly highlighted in the broader context of 
the apocalyptic proclamation to laodicea (cf. rev 1:8; 22:21 [κύριος]; 3:14 
[ἀμήν]; 19:16 [κύριος κυρίων]) and the rhetoric of empire in Colossians 
(Col 2:15 [τὰς ἀρχὰς καὶ τὰς ἐξουσίας]), among many other examples that 
have been investigated.69

4.2. polyvalent religious identities in laodicea

The imperial cult (noted above) was not the only expression of commu-
nal identity in laodicea. indeed, there were a great variety of temples and 
diversity of gods and goddesses in and around the city. no less than a dozen 
deities, a significant portion of the greco-roman pantheon, were current 
throughout the first century. This diversity of tradition and local interest is 
well represented on the coinage of the city and provides a distinct window 
into the religious, socioeconomic, and political matrix of laodicea. 

by far the most popular divinity at laodicea was Zeus. The triple 
syrian gate dedicated by Vespasian in 79 Ce has an inscription (84–85 Ce) 
that associates Zeus and domitian Διὶ Μεγίστωι Σωτῆρι καὶ Αὐτοκράτορι 
[Δ̣ομιτιανῶ̣ι]̣ Καίσαρι (“for Zeus the greatest saviour and imperator 
domitian”).70 it is thus no surprise to see Zeus feature prominently on 
the iconography of coinage in laodicea, including several examples under 
augustus (RPC 1.2893, 2894, 2896, 3898), Tiberius (1.2901, 2906, 2908), 

69. among other good works are richard a. horsley, ed., Paul and Empire: Reli-
gion and Power in Roman Imperial Society (harrisburg: Trinity press international), 
1997, and horsley, ed., In the Shadow of Empire: Reclaiming the Bible as a History of 
Faithful Resistance (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008).

70. ilaodikeia 24b. see des gagniers’s discussion of earlier traditions of Zeus in 
the region based on pliny, Nat. 5.105 in gagniers et al., Laodicée du Lycos, 1.
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Claudius (1.2912, 2913, 2914), nero (1.2917, 2919, 2920, 2921, 2922, 2923, 
2926), Vespasian (2.1268, 1269, 1270), and domitian (2.1282, 1288, 1292).

Just outside the urban center of laodicea, on the road toward Carura, 
strabo, Geogr. 12.8.20 records that “between laodiceia and Carura is a 
temple of mên Carus, as it is called, which is held in remarkable venera-
tion. in my own time a great herophileian school of medicine has been 
established by Zeuxis, and afterwards carried on by alexander philale-
thes” (Μεταξὺ δὲ τῆς Λαοδικείας καὶ τῶν Καρούρων ἱερόν ἐστι Μηνὸς Κάρου 
καλούμενον, τιμώμενον ἀξιολόγως. συνέστηκε δὲ καθ᾿ ἡμᾶς διδασκαλεῖον 
Ἡροφιλείων ἰατρῶν μέγα ὑπὸ Ζεύξιδος, καὶ μετὰ ταῦτα Ἀλεξάνδρου τοῦ 
Φιλαλήθους; trans. Jones). representations of the god men wearing a 
phrygian cap are fairly common for the period and are attested in laodi-
cea. RPC 1.2907 is a small bronze issue of dioskourides under Tiberius 
which depicts a bust of men, wearing a phrygian cap facing right on the 
obverse with ethnic ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ. similar iconography of men with a 
cap occurs on RPC 1.2927, also from laodicea, by aineias under nero. 
Cognizant that huttner cautions against automatically assuming syncre-
tism with asclepius, which e. lane notes is rare in the ancient world,71 
we note with cautious optimism that Zeuxis philalethes, the director of 
the medical center under augustus, also minted coins as magistrate at 
laodicea in ca. 15 bC with the rod of asclepius, the god of healing, on the 
reverse. RPC 1.2895 is a leaded bronze issue that has, on the obverse, a lau-
reate head facing right with lituus (curved augural staff) in right field and 
ΣΕΒΑΣΤΟΣ inscribed in left. The obverse has ZEYΞΙΣ ΘΙΛΑΛΗΘΗΣ 
in two horizontal lines above a serpent-entwined staff, with ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ 
below. The connection with and interest in asclepius, the god of healing, 
given Zeuxis’s role is particularly appropriate.

although there is no recorded oracle of apollo in laodicea, the appeal 
of apollo was fervent. louis robert records a series of twenty-five inscrip-
tions at the shrine of apollo in Clarus (17 km northwest of ephesus), which 
record a cultic delegation from laodicea traveling over 200 km to consult 
the oracle of apollo every year at its height.72 This interest in apollo is also 
reflected in the coinage of laodicea. RPC 1.2903 displays, on the obverse, 
the laureate bust of apollo facing lyre to right, with ethnic inscription to 

71. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 180; eugene lane, Interpreta-
tions and Testimonia, vol. 3 of Corpus Monumentorum Religionis dei Menis (leiden: 
brill, 1976), 84.

72. louis robert, “les inscriptions,” in gagniers et al., Laodicée du Lycos, 299–303.
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left, ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ. The reverse has the name of the magistrate ΠΥΘΗΣ 
ΠΥΘΟΥ (“pythes, son of pythes”) in two vertical lines upwards to left 
and right of a serpent-entwined altar, which is surmounted by headdress 
of isis. RPC 1.2905 and 1.2909 similarly have, on the obverse, the laureate 
head of apollo facing right, but RPC 1.2905 has lyre to left and mono-
gram to right, whereas 1.2909 has lyre to the right and ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ 
to the left. both RPC 1.2905 and 1.2909 depict the headdress of isis on 
the reverse, but RPC 1.2909 has the headdress surmounted on an altar 
with the name of the magistrate ΠΥΘΗΣ ΠΥΘΟΥ ΔΙΣ (“pythes, son 
of pythes, the second”), rather than ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ as per RPC 1.2905. 
The sustained interest in representing apollo on the coinage of laodicea 
throughout the breadth of the first century, including issues under augus-
tus (RPC 1.2903), Tiberius (1.2905, 1.2909), and domitian (2.1294) is 
testament to the appeal of apollo to the inhabitants of the city.

depictions of and references to other gods are also evidenced on the 
first century coinage of laodicea, albeit less regularly than those surveyed 
above. They are nonetheless important in providing a more accurate 
picture of the breadth of numismatic themes. deities attested include 
aphrodite (RPC 1.2904, 1.2910, 1.2924, 1.2925), isis (1.2903, 1.2905, 
1.2909; 2.1278), hera (2.1282), and roma (2.1279, 2.1280, 2.1293, 2.1294, 
2.1295, 2.1297).

4.3. other local Traditions and Comparative statistics of production

There are several other motifs that emerge from the coinage of laodicea 
throughout the first century, two of which warrant brief further comment. 
First, a consistent theme in literary, epigraphic, and also numismatic 
sources is that of the abundant wealth of the city and region. as was high-
lighted in the survey of literary and epigraphic sources for the history 
and background of the city, the geographical positioning of the city con-
tributed significantly to its prosperity (strabo, Geogr. 12.8.16), as did its 
thriving economy (Vitruvius, Arch. 8.3.14; pliny the elder, Nat. 8.73.190). 
This picture of economic prosperity in laodicea, which even Cicero 
acknowledges and recommends as a place for financial services (Cicero, 
Fam. 3.5.4, Att. 5.15.2), is celebrated in the iconography of the coinage. 
RPC 1.2897, a leaded bronze minted by the magistrate sosthenes under 
augustus, depicts a capricorn with cornucopia on the obverse facing right, 
along with the inscription ΣΕΒΑΣΤΟΣ. The reverse has three ears of corn 
and accompanying ethnic and magistrate identification, ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ 
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ΣΩΣΘΕΝΗΣ. similarly, an issue under Titus by Klaudia Zenonis has the 
helmeted bust of roma facing right on the obverse and on the reverse has 
the ethnic and cornucopia. These symbols of abundance and nourishment, 
irrespective of its greek or roman aetiological account,73 provides a vivid 
symbol for a city to proclaim its prosperous status.

similar displays of wealth and status are evident in the titles of 
laodicean magistrates. RPC 1.2920 is a large bronze depicting a veiled bust 
of boule facing the laureate head of demos with accompanying inscrip-
tion on the obverse, ΒΟΥΛΗ ΔΗΜΟΣ ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ. The reverse has 
Zeus standing left with a staff and eagle with the name of the magistrate 
and title, ΙΟΥΛΙΟΣ ΑΝΔΡΟΝΙΚΟΣ ΕΥΕΡΓΕΤΗΣ ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ 
(“ioulios andronikos, benefactor, of the laodiceans”). it is significant that 
this issue accenting benefaction is dated to 62 Ce, a period shortly follow-
ing the earthquake of 60 Ce and laodicea’s sufficiency to rebuild without 
roman funds or monetary assistance. Tacitus records that “in the same 
year, laodicea, one of the famous asiatic cities, was laid in ruins by an 
earthquake, but recovered by its own resources, without assistance from 
ourselves” (Eodem anno ex inlustribus Asiae urbibus Laodicea tremore 
terrae prolapsa, nullo a nobis remedio, propriis opibus revaluit; Ann. 14.27).74 
RPC 2.1269 has the laureate head of Vespasian facing right on the obverse 
with inscription ΟΥΕΣΠΑΣΙΑΝΟΣ ΚΑΙΣΑΡ ΣΕΒΑΣΤΟΣ, and Zeus 
standing facing left on the reverse, with the name and then title of the 
magistrate, ΕΥΕΡΓΕΤΗΣ (“benefactor”), accompanied by the ethnic, 
ΛΑΟΔΙΚΕΩΝ. These examples of numismatic displays of benefaction 
are not surprising, given the quantity and admiration of benefaction in 
the city in its recent past. strabo, for instance, notes that an individual of 
extraordinary wealth gave 2,000 talents to the city of laodicea in the first 
century bCe, in addition to the civic improvements donated for public 
benefit (Geogr. 12.8.16).

The second theme that relates to coinage that deserves further con-
sideration is the volume of coinage minted by the city of laodicea in the 
first century and how this might compare with other locales. We noted 
above (§2) leschhorn’s landmark study, nuanced by ann Johnston’s com-

73. greek: david leeming, The Oxford Companion to World Mythology (oxford: 
oxford University press, 2005), 13; roman: Fears, “Cult of Virtues and roman impe-
rial ideology,” 827–948.

74. Translation from Tacitus, Annals: Books 13–16, trans. John Jackson, lCl 
(Cambridge: harvard University press, 1937), 150–51.
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ments, on the distribution and pattern of coinage in asia minor where his 
focus was primarily on the number of cities issuing coins.75 however, our 
question at this point is sharpened considerably. how does the output of 
coinage at laodicea, in terms of the numerical volume of coins minted, 
as well as their great variety of type, compare with the volume and type 
in other cities in asia minor and beyond? There are several models of die 
estimation formulae, in both absolute and relative terms, that have been 
proposed and contested over the last thirty years.76 it is rare to have a full 
record of the output of ancient coinage and to be able to compare it directly 
with coin issues, such as with the amphictionic coinage of delphi.77 pref-
erably numismatists attempt to develop statistical methods to calculate 
output at a < 95 percent confidence interval. Typically this involves, (1) 
an estimate of the number of dies used through detailed die studies which 
catalogue and link the slight variations of letter forms or relative placement 
of features of the coin in the hand cut dies, multiplied by, (2) an estimate 
of how many coins were struck per die. The difficulty in this process is the 
potential for methodological issues such as sample size, random selection 
of samples, assumptions regarding the consistent number of coin-strikes 
per die, et cetera … any of which has the potential to render the estimation 
wildly inaccurate. Warren W. esty has admirably attempted to preempt and 
minimize these biases in his own model, but no one model has emerged as 
the scholarly consensus among numismatists.78

let us now return to the question of coinage in asia minor more 
broadly and laodicea in particular. although some preliminary work has 
been carried out on die studies of the cistophoric coinage of asia minor 

75. leschhorn, “le monnayage”; see also Johnston, “greek imperial statistics.”
76. Christopher howgego, “Coin Circulation and the integration of the roman 

economy,” JRA 7 (1994): 5–21; T. V. buttrey, “Calculating ancient Coin production: 
Facts and Fantasies,” NumC 153 (1993): 338–45; buttrey, “Calculating ancient Coin 
production 2: Why it Cannot be done,” NumC 154 (1999): 342–52; buttrey, “The 
Content and meaning of Coin hoards,” JRA 12 (1999): 526–32.

77. philip Kinns, “The amphictionic Coinage reconsidered,” NumC 143 (1983): 
1–22.

78. Warren W. esty, “estimating the size of a Coinage,” NumC 144 (1984): 180–
83; esty, “estimation of the size of a Coinage: a survey and Comparison of methods,” 
NumC 146 (1986): 185–215. see the critique of esty in C. s. s. lyon, “die estimation: 
some experiments with simulated samples of a Coinage,” British Numismatic Journal 
59 (1989): 1–12. 
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during the republic,79 a detailed die study of the laodicean coinage in 
conjunction with a comprehensive hoard analysis remains a desideratum 
for numismatic studies. in part, the difficulty is highlighted by William e. 
metcalf who notes that, “in theory, with a large enough sample, it would 
be possible to document the entire history of a coinage based on the his-
tory of its dies.”80 but he willingly concedes that for many samples that are 
large, a “study by die is a practical impossibility.”81 Therefore in the current 
absence of either a detailed die study or agreed upon formula for a “die 
to coin production ratio,” we must appropriately nuance our view on the 
matter. however, if we were tempted to offer a crude summative statement 
on laodicea’s output, with the ready admission of its rudimentary and 
premature computation, one could note that within asia minor, phrygia 
does seem to have the largest number of mints in operation during the 
first century,82 with an average of eleven mints per emperor from augus-
tus to domitian. by similar analysis, most other regions of asia minor 
are dwarfed by phrygia’s activity.83 one could thus tentatively agree with 
huttner, subject to the provisional nature of the impression that emerges, 
that, “during the imperial period … only a few cities in asia minor minted 
as much local money as laodicea; the variety of coin types from laodicea 
is extraordinary.”84

5. Coins of laodicea and new Testament studies

laodicea is mentioned seven times in the new Testament, four times in 
relation to Colossae (Col 2:1; 4:15, 16 [2x]), once in relation to hierapolis 
(Col 4:13), and twice directly in reference to the laodicean church in rev-
elation (rev 1:11; 3:14). The significance of the roman provincial coinage 
of laodicea for helping understand elements of early Christianity in the 

79. William e. metcalf, The Silver Coinage of Cappadocia, Vespasian–Commodus 
(new York: american numismatic society, 1996).

80. William e. metcalf, introduction to The Oxford Handbook of Greek and Roman 
Coinage, ed. William e. metcalf (oxford: oxford University press, 2012), 5.

81. metcalf, introduction, 5–6.
82. leschhorn, “le monnayage,” 254.
83. Troas, two; mysia, five; ionia, seven; lydia, nine; Caria, ten; pontus, one; 

bithynia, five; lycia, one. a similar picture emerges on the raw calculation of coin cat-
alogue numbers representing coin types for each region as listed in RPC 1.2201–3248 
and RPC 2.801–1425.

84. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 162.
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lycus Valley is at least fivefold. First, the homonoia coinage at laodicea 
regarding their alliance with smyrna under Claudius (RPC 1.2912), and 
again with smyrna under nero (1.2928), and a third example of concord 
at the time of marcellus (2.1271) firmly establishes the eager willingness of 
the city to actively display loyalty to the program of Imperium Romanum. 
roman cultural assimilation of the church at laodicea has caused com-
plete misappropriation of allegiance and alliance so that the church can 
brashly declare, “i need nothing” (“οὐδὲν χρείαν ἔχω”; rev 3:17) without 
any realization of their deprivation. roman maintenance of power within 
the empire relied on mechanisms like the homonoia coinage to mediate 
power, especially so in the provinces, where roman identity was harder 
for the empire to foster. it is this identity that Jesus, speaking to the church, 
seeks to redeem. even now, despite the complete absence of any positive 
words to the church in laodicea, there is hope offered to respond to the 
love of Jesus in repentance (rev 3:19).

second, the prominent display of the imperial temple on almost half 
of domitian’s coins, in either tetrastyle (RPC 2.1284, 1286, 1287, 1290) 
or hexastyle form (2.1281, 2.1291), highlights the genuine threat that the 
state religion posed to the young church in laodicea. The posthumous 
deification of Julius Caesar in 42 bCe effectively set in motion the series 
of events which by the 80’s Ce saw domitian issue demands to be referred 
to as “lord and god” (suetonius, Dom. 13). There are several indications 
throughout the book of revelation that the early Christians were being 
pressured into emperor worship (rev 13:4, 14–17; 14:9; 15:2; 16:2; 19:20; 
20:4). The theme of the deified emperor in the coinage of laodicea is seen 
in the placement of the emperor’s image on the obverse and deity on the 
reverse, which serves to emphasize the connection between the two. There 
is a striking contrast between RPC 2.1284, with its militaristic titles (ger-
manicus, EΠΙNEIKIOC), dress (cuirass), and imagery (spear and victory 
trophy),85 and Jesus’s promise to give a heavenly reward to the one who 
can resist the lure and threat of rome in laodicea, “i will give the victor 
the right to sit with me on my throne” (Ο νικῶν δώσω αὐτῷ καθίσαι μετ᾿ 
ἐμοῦ ἐν τῷ θρόνῳ μου; rev 3:21).

Third, the thoroughly polytheistic context of the lycus Valley is reflected 
in the coinage at laodicea. That is not to say the inhabitants are presented 
with a generic one-size-fits-all version of the greco-roman gods. The indi-

85. see further price, Rituals and Power, 183.
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vidual gods are chosen, presented, and modified to suit the local laodicean 
context. in a relief of Zeus (ilaodikeia 49), the god is shown wearing a sheep’s 
skin coat, which is otherwise unknown. This was presumably motivated by 
a contextual connection to the thriving wool industry at laodicea surveyed 
above. The adaptation of the gods is frequently detectable on coinage also. 
Zeus becomes Zeus laodiceus (RPC 1.2898, 1.2096), Tyche become Tyche 
of laodicea with turreted bust (1.2925), and laodicea is presented with tur-
reted bust (2.1299). amid this polytheistic context, two divinities stand out 
in light of the stated spirit of the church in rev 3:17. The combination of 
the god men and associated sanctuary (RPC 1.2907 and 1.2927), asclepius 
(1.2895), and Zeuxis philalethes, the director of the medical center under 
augustus, provides an illuminating and deeply ironic background to the 
accusation in 3:17, “blind” (τυφλὸς). The reference to being blind could also 
have the connotation of spiritual blindness and not understanding their true 
condition, hence the disjuncture between what they say, and what corre-
sponds to reality.

Fourth, we briefly explored above the economic prosperity of the land 
and inhabitants of laodicea. The overall picture we have of the inhabitants 
of the city is one of financial strength, agricultural stability, and a thriving 
economy. The threefold claim, “i am rich > i have prospered > i have no 
need” (rev 3:17a) builds together as a climax, the first naming the fact, 
the second describing the process, and the third stating the result. Their 
prosperity was celebrated on coinage with symbols of abundance and nour-
ishment (RPC 1.2897) as well as commemorating the regular benefaction 
that has defined the city’s recent past (1.2920; 2.1269). however, despite 
the confidence of the church that they are self-sufficient (3:17a), they are 
informed of their true fivefold state (3:17b), “wretched, pitiful, poor, blind, 
and naked” (ταλαίπωρος καὶ ἐλεεινὸς καὶ πτωχὸς καὶ τυφλὸς καὶ γυμνός).

Finally, Jesus invites the church at laodicea to purchase from him 
“gold refined by fire” (χρυσίον πεπυρωμένον ἐκ πυρός). importantly, the 
verb used, συμβουλεύω (rev 3:18), connotes thoughtfulness, mutual par-
ticipation, and considered advice rather that stern command. although 
gold coinage had been introduced by Caesar from 46 bCe, it was relatively 
rare. augustus only permitted gold for his own coinage issues, but no 
other gold coins were officially minted. There were some bosporan gold 
coins minted, but they were exclusively for bosporan kings (RPC 1.1842–
1863, 1.1937–1938), but there had not been any gold coins in laodicea 
for centuries. every coin produced by laodicean mints in the first cen-
tury was bronze. The reference to gold could have also brought back a 
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vivid recollection of the confiscation of twenty talents of gold from the 
sizeable Jewish community by l. Valerius Flaccus in 61–60 bCe (Cicero, 
Flac. 28.68). nonetheless, the emphasis of the biblical passage is that they 
require something that their wealth could never purchase. herein lies 
the challenge to the ancient Christian church at laodicea: they perceive 
their physical reality (wealth, security, and self-sufficiency) as reflective of 
their spiritual reality, yet they are spiritually destitute and are required to 
acknowledge that the very thing they lack or need, in this case gold, their 
city has never produced and is not available to them.

6. Conclusion

robert grant’s words are as valid today as when they were penned in 1968, 
where he advocated a tactile engagement with the material and upon the 
“concrete actuality of the ancient historians, of papyri, inscriptions, coins 
and other archaeological remains.”86 our analysis in this chapter has sought 
to illuminate aspects of the new Testament’s interaction with laodicea in 
light of the provincial numismatic record for the purposes of enhancing our 
understanding of nascent Christianity in the lycus Valley. The above numis-
matic analysis sought (1) to offer a case study on laodicea but suggest one 
could more plausibly expand subsequent studies to include coinages of the 
broader region, (2) to contextualize previous research on the use of coins 
for this purpose, (3) to clarify methodological considerations in the use of 
numismatic material, specifically addressing the question of why the pro-
pagandistic character, noticeability, and social origin of coinage does not 
disqualify the source material from inclusion in scholarly consideration, (4) 
to focus attention on significant numismatic themes at laodicea, including 
representation of the city’s relationship with rome and active cultivation 
of the Imperium Romanum, the polyvalent religious identities in laodicea, 
and assessment of the local realities which informed life in the city, and 
(5) in sum, to demonstrate that the numismatic evidence from laodicea 
directly supports “the contention that the symbolism of the letters [rev 
2–3] was forcibly applicable to the original readers.”87

86. robert grant, “american new Testament study,” JBL 87 (1968): 48.
87. Colin J. hemer, The Letters of the Seven Churches of Asia in Their Local Setting 

(sheffield: sheffield academic, 1986), 210. 
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rome’s market economy in the lycus Valley:  
soundings from laodicea and Colossae

Michael Trainor

The mediterranean world of the first century was roman. imperial rome 
imposed its presence throughout this world, especially through its armies 
and local administrators—notwithstanding indigenous regional and local 
cultures that perdured and moderated rome’s influence. rome’s market 
economy, an essential characteristic of roman influence, pervaded the 
world, shaping values and determining relationships. its economic reach 
also spread into asia minor, though geographically distant and distinct 
from italy. its market economy affected those living in western anatolia’s 
lycus Valley in the mid-to-late first century Ce. its economy impacted 
philemon, a paterfamilias of a Jesus household, and other Jesus followers 
in Colossae, laodicea, and hierapolis, the three principal networked cities 
of the valley.

my aim in what follows is to offer some insights into these writings 
through the lens of rome’s pervasive market economy, appropriating 
perspectives from peter Temin’s recent monograph on the issue.1 eco-
nomics is a useful methodological approach, though not the only one, 
for providing insights into the ancient world.2 it was embedded within 

1. peter Temin’s The Roman Market Economy (princeton: princeton University 
press, 2012) and Ulrich huttner’s Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, trans. david 
green, aJeC 85, early Christianity in asia minor 1 (leiden: brill, 2013) are valuable 
sources for understanding the economic interactions that occurred among the Jesus 
followers in the lycus Valley with significant theological consequences, as we shall see.

2. Temin, Roman Market Economy, 2. For new Testament scholarship on the 
issue, see Thomas r. blanton iV and raymond pickett, eds., Paul and Economics: 
A Handbook (minneapolis: Fortress, 2017). For scholarship on the ancient roman 
economy, reflecting a variety of methodologies, see a. h. m. Jones, The Roman 
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everything that constituted roman society. i will suggest that a picture of 
the socioeconomic realities of Jesus followers living in the lycus Valley 
in the early empire period can be gleaned from the writings addressed to 
them. This picture was one of relative wealth and social stability shaped by 
a market economy, that is, an economy “where many resources are allo-
cated by prices that are free to move in response to changes in underlying 
conditions.”3 an identification of these resources and the conditions in 

Economy: Studies in Ancient Economic and Administrative History, ed. p. a. brunt 
(oxford: blackwell, 1974); richard duncan-Jones, The Economy of the Roman Empire: 
Quantitative Studies, 2nd rev. ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1982); 
duncan-Jones, Money and Government in the Roman Empire (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University press, 1994); Willem Jongman, The Economy and Society of Pompeii 
(amsterdam: gieben, 1988); Jongman, “The rise and Fall of the roman economy: 
population, rents and entitlement,” in Ancient Economies, Modern Methodologies: 
Archaeology, Comparative History, Models and Institutions, ed. peter F. bang, mamoru 
ikeguchi, and harmut g. Ziche (bari: edipuglia, 2006), 237–54; Jongman, “gibbon 
Was right: The decline and Fall of the roman economy,” in Crises and the Roman 
Empire: Proceedings of the Seventh Workshop of the International Network Impact of 
Empire (Nijmegen, June 20–24, 2006), ed. olivier hekster, gerda de Kleijn, and dani-
elle slootjes (leiden: brill, 2007), 183–99; roger s. bagnall and bruce W. Frier, The 
Demography of Roman Egypt, Cambridge studies in population, economy and soci-
ety in past Time 23 (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1994); Walter scheidel, 
ian morris, and richard saller, The Cambridge Economic History of the Greco-Roman 
World (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2007); dennis p. Kehoe, Law and 
the Rural Economy in the Roman Empire (michigan: University of michigan press, 
2007); p. F. bang, The Roman Bazaar: A Comparative Study of Trade and Markets in 
a Tributary Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2008); Walter scheidel 
and steven J. Friesen, “The size of the economy and the distribution of income in the 
roman empire,” JRS 99 (2009): 61–91; Keith hopkins, “The political economy in the 
roman empire,” in The Dynamics of Ancient Empires: State Power from Assyria to Byz-
antium, ed. ian morris and Walter scheidel (oxford: oxford University press, 2009), 
178–204; Koenraad Verboven, “City and reciprocity: The rome of Cultural beliefs 
in the roman economy,” Annales 67.4 (2012): 597–627. see, too, The oxford roman 
economy project, publishing the series oxford studies on the roman economy, cur-
rently listing fourteen publications, with further volumes projected. see http://oxrep.
classics.ox.ac.uk/oxford_studies_on_the_roman_economy/.

3. Temin, Roman Market Economy, 6. Temin’s analysis of the roman market 
economy is in reaction to the analysis of moses i. Finley (The Ancient Economy [berke-
ley: University of California press, 1999], 22), who argues that “ancient society did not 
have an economic system which was an enormous conglomeration of interdependent 
markets.” Temin’s work, however, is not without limitations. see the insightful critique 
of the monograph offered by paul erdkamp, “how modern Was the market economy 
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which they exist will assist us in interpreting the domestic relationships 
found in philemon and Colossians. it will further help spotlight the real 
issue that lies behind the concern of the seer John in his prophetic letter to 
the Jesus domus of laodiceans (rev 3:14–21) in the book of revelation.4

The roman market economy

economics today affects what we do and how we do it. it is embedded in 
everything. The accumulation of wealth provides security, comfort, and 
the possibility of a defined future. What concerns and affects us today 
has its parallel with the peoples of ancient rome and its provinces. While 
some have judged rome’s economic structure as a “conglomeration of 
interdependent markets,” the roman world was a huge market localized in 
provinces and towns.5 This economic strategy determined a trade system 
of supply and demand that provided an economy knit together, resilient, 
and secure. The local context in which the roman market and its eco-
nomics operated was also influential and adjusted the dominance of the 
imperial system. We shall see this below, when we look at the phrygian 
context and its industries.

The early roman empire, the time in which the three new Testa-
ment lycus Valley writings appear, was a period of economic security and 
growth, perhaps in a way that was unique before the industrial revolution. 
it was, overall, a period of wealth with ordinary people living within inter-
active networks designed to assist the exchange and transfer of goods and 
services.6 at the same time, a social pattern of wealth and poverty existed 

of the roman World?” Œconomia 4.2 (2014): http://journals.openedition.org/oeco-
nomia/399.

4. i take for granted that paul wrote the letter to philemon sometime in the mid-
50s Ce and that one evangelized by paul (possibly epaphras) wrote the letter to the 
Colossians within at least one or two generations after paul died—or certainly while 
paul’s historical ministry was within living memory. i date revelation after Colossians. 
i am convinced that all three writings emerge from the lycus Valley, contra Vicky bal-
abanski, “Where is philemon? The Case for a logical Fallacy in the Correlation of the 
data in philemon and Colossians 1:1–2; 4:7–8,” JSNT 38 (2015): 131–50, who argues 
for italy, possibly rome, as the provenance for philemon. see also michael Trainor, 
Epaphras: Paul’s Educator at Colossae (Collegeville, mn: liturgical press, 2008), 2–5.

5. Finley, Ancient Economy, 22–23.
6. Temin, Roman Market economy, 4. Temin (6–7) further expands polyani’s 

original analysis of ancient economic exchange (“reciprocity,” “redistribution,” and 
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in cities throughout the empire. This pattern decided people’s socioeco-
nomic status located within a hierarchy in which most people (about 90 
percent) lived at or near subsistence,7 while 3 percent could be classified as 
the super elite, and 7 percent were artisans, skilled merchants, and small 
property owners. These owners maintained their status in the sociopoliti-
cal hierarchy through rents and slave ownership who could manage and 
skillfully run workshops that addressed different urban demands. rome’s 
artisans, merchants, and landlords were insulated from the factors that 
would have compromised their subsistence, unlike the majority caught up 
in and victimized by the roman economic system.8

in other words, the economic situation of people in the empire was not 
a simple division between two groups, the haves and have nots, or the rich 
and the poor. it was multifaceted. Urban inhabitants and rural workers 
belonging to Jesus households in rome or asia minor, including the lycus 
Valley, reflected this complex socioeconomic reality. however, as i shall 
suggest, the principal though not exclusive addressees of the lycus Valley 
second Testament writings belonged to the middle strata of the economic 
hierarchy, though inscriptions pertinent to the valley suggest economic 
variations. The valley’s inhabitants, like everyone else in this stratum, ben-
efited from the financial stability and economic growth throughout the 
roman world in this early period of the empire. although, as we shall see, 
the socioeconomic status of lycus-Valley Jesus followers was variegated, 
reflecting local phrygian flavor and indigenous economic activity, and cer-
tainly not monochromatic.

Temin suggests two factors among many others for rome’s economic 
development. The first was the availability of food, particularly wheat. 
rome was the largest urban center in an ancient world that was 10 percent 
urbanized with a population of seventy million.9 rome’s population of 

“exchange”) in adopting pryor’s economic transactional analysis (market or recipro-
cal “exchanges”; centric and noncentric “transfers”; customary, command, and instru-
mental “behaviour”).

7. Katherine bain, Women’s Socioeconomic Status and Religious Leadership in Asia 
Minor in the Frist Two Centuries CE (minneapolis: Fortress, 2014), 17, borrowing 
from the research of steven Friesen, “poverty in pauline studies: beyond the so-called 
new Consensus,” JSNT 26 (2004): 323–61. however, see the reworked percentages 
of bruce W. longenecker (Remember the Poor: Paul, Poverty, and the Greco-Roman 
World [grand rapids: eerdmans, 2010], 44–53).

8. bain, Women’s Socioeconomic Status, 17.
9. Temin, Roman Market Economy, 252.
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approximately a million people required feeding on a diet mainly of wine, 
oil, dry legumes, and especially wheat. This grain was most popular in 
the roman diet and was universally sought after.10 one measure of wealth 
in roman society was its availability. italy itself could not supply all the 
wheat and other consumption needs for roman citizens. rome’s merchant 
providers drew heavily on the food resources that came from the empire’s 
provinces. a ship sailing to rome’s harbor, ostia, could carry an average 
of 6,700 metric tons of wheat. Two thousand ships a year berthed at ostia.11

The access to such a vast quantity of the grain in a balanced mediter-
ranean market economy, in which wheat prices in one far-off province 
reflected those in rome with relative consistency, indicated economic 
prosperity. The need for grain and its value as an economic commodity 
is well illustrated in the lycus Valley. Colossae and laodicea could boast 
of a purchaser of wheat or corn (a sitones).12 This meant that the presence 
of the office of a sitones for Colossae and laodicea implied the necessity 
of such an office to deal with the quantity of grain available for sale. it is 
not known for whom the sitones was purchasing the grain, but it would 
be conceivable that the transactions were conducted on behalf of a grain 
transporter with an eye to the roman international market.

The demand for wheat and other grains made agriculture the most 
important economic activity in the roman world. improved agricultural 
technology and farming techniques enhanced wheat’s quality and quan-
tity available for purchase by the sitones and offered material well-being 
and prosperity.

a second factor that led to rome’s economic prosperity was due to 
the Pax Romana, the political stability across the empire that began with 
the reign of augustus (27 bCe–14 Ce) and flagged earlier, in 67 bCe, by 
pompey ensuring the safe passage of ships across the mediterranean sea 
unhindered by piracy. shipping transportation became safer and econom-
ically more effective. it further allowed for a greater quantity and variety 
of foodstuffs (fruits and vegetables, hitherto unknown in rome) to arrive 
at ostia.13 meat, the food of the elite, was more consumed. This, in turn, 

10. Temin, Roman Market Economy, 30.
11. Temin, Roman Market Economy, 40.
12. The sitones in Colossae is mentioned in IGRR 4.870, and, in the case of laodi-

cea, in i.laodikeia 47.6.
13. Temin, Roman Market Economy, 225. The centrality of ostia as a receiver 

and distributor of food is illustrated by its epigraphic and archaeological evidence. 
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reflected the rise in income per capita and real wages around the empire.14 
overall, living standards seemed to increase throughout the empire.15

economic growth in the roman world, formed by its intricately linked 
market economy, partly mirrored the economic status of some of those 
from the middle economic strata living in the lycus Valley in Colossae, 
laodicea, and hierapolis and was influenced by the phrygian cultural, 
social, and economic context of this part of asia minor.16 We do have hints 
of the diverse local economic and market situations in which the valley’s 
inhabitants lived.

an example of an indigenous commercial activity that generated 
some wealth is seen in the third-century Ce funerary inscription dedi-
cated to m. aur. ammianos, from hierapolis. ammianos invented a 
water-powered twin saw for cutting stones for civic building projects. The 
inscription reads,

m. aur. ammianos, citizen of hierapolis, skilful as daedalus in wheel-
working (?), made (the represented mechanism) with daedalean craft 
(or: “with the skill of daedalus”), and now i’ll stay here.17

stone masonry was an important industry of the area and would have 
provided ammianos and his household with some economic security. 
however, the limestone nature of the inscription, rather than marble, 
would suggest that he was not a person of wealth or high social standing.18 

inscriptions mention a prefect/chief of the grain supply (l. bourke van der meer, 
Ostia: Inscriptions, Buildings and Spaces in Rome’s Main Port [leuven: peeters, 2012], 
29, 54), an office of grain traders (36), six superintendants of the granary (70), and a 
guild of grain measurers (71). The archaeological remains of the granary of hortenius 
also exist in the port city (107–8). note, too, the archaeological remains of fishmonger 
shops (90–91), mosaics of fish in the house of Fish (94–97) and, in a shop, a mosaic of 
a fisherman standing in a ship, holding two fish in his right hand (103). There is also 
mention of the macellum (“meat market,” 92) in another inscription.

14. Temin, Roman Market Economy, 225–31.
15. Temin, Roman Market Economy, 196.
16. sheidel and Friesen (“size of the economy,” 62) argue that “middling groups” 

(craftsmen, merchants) only comprised 10 percent of the roman empire. 
17. Tullia ritti, Klaus grewe, and paul Kessner, “a relief of a Water-powered 

stone saw mill on a sarcophagus at hierapolis and its implications,” JRA 20 (2007): 
139. more generally, see ben russell, The Economics of the Roman Stone Trade (oxford: 
oxford University press, 2013).

18. ritti, “relief of a Water-powered stone saw mill,” 139. For an example of 
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The stone-cutting machines that ammianos and, presumably, other col-
leagues constructed were important in an area where water mills operated. 
a second funerary inscription from the same period gives further weight 
to the presence and popularity of water-millers:

[This sarcophagus and the (surrounding) area] belong to mar. aur. apol-
lodotos Kalliklia(nos); apollodotos shall be buried in it, and also his wife 
aur. Tertia, their children and their son-in-law aur. Tatianos; burying 
and being buried in it is not permitted to others, except if apollodotos 
will give his consent; anybody transgressing shall pay to the most holy 
ficus 500 denarii, and the water-millers association 300 denarii. a copy 
of this inscription has been registered in the archives.

The penalty incurred by transgressing the restrictions engraved on the 
inscription was paid to the association of water-millers. That they were 
able to form an association indicated their number and influence. They 
would have formed one of the more numerous guilds in competition with 
other guilds, like the purple dyers, discussed below. The millers would 
have been necessary to ensure the good working of their machinery used 
by fullers and bakers.19 The relationship between all these, and epigraphi-
cal evidence of other guilds, gardeners, grocer, cattle breeders, metal, and 
textile workers,20 suggest a complex economic industrial environment that 
impinged on the valley’s village-domestic network.

This economic network would particularly affect the addressees 
of philemon, Colossians, and the letter to the laodiceans in the book 
of revelation (rev 3:14–22). The addressees were Jesus followers living 
within domestic contexts. The recognition of the household context adds 
a further level of economic implication and status. metaphors drawn from 
the market economy of rome and phrygia would also infiltrate Colos-
sians and the letter to the laodiceans. They shape the theological insights 

the building costs and the labor force required for a marble stoa at hierapolis, see 
dominik maschek, “The marble stoa at hierapolis: materials, labour Force and 
building Costs,” in Ancient Quarries and Building Sites in Asia Minor: Research on 
Hierapolis in Phrygia and Other Cities in South-Western Anatolia; Archaeology, Archae-
ometry, Conservation, ed. Tommaso ismaelli and giuseppe scardozzi (bari: edipuglia, 
2016), 393–402.

19. ritti, “relief of a Water-powered stone saw mill,” 145.
20. ritti, “relief of a Water-powered stone saw mill,” 144.
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which their respective writers offer their phrygian audiences. To these 
contexts and the respective economic imagery, i now turn.

paul’s letter to philemon addresses a Jesus household in general and 
its paterfamilias in particular. a similar domestic context lies behind 
Colossians. The explicit identification of the roman domus in both 
writings implies an economic institution. The household was “the most 
important ancient economic institution in which economic behaviour was 
embedded.”21 it was a residence for a large group of people (parents, chil-
dren, and slaves) and also a manufacturing or production unit within the 
other business and agricultural institutions, collegia, and associations of 
the lycus Valley.22 The domus linked to the market place of the nearby 
city, of the indigenous phrygian economic context indicated above, and 
rome’s larger mediterranean market composed of an intricate industrial 
and familial network. Whether the domestic contexts presumed in phile-
mon and Colossians was urban or rural is a moot point.

We know from the roman situation that wealthy landowners had 
two villas, one in the country and the other in the city. The urban setting 
provided the opportunity for the paterfamilias to display his grandiose 
wealth to the passers-by who would venture into the outer courtyard and 
therefore heap upon him honor and prestige as they awaited benefits to 
fall upon them from their acts of adulation.23 The urban villa would be 
supplied by products that came from the country estate. While south east-
ern asia minor was a long way from italy, there is no reason to suggest 
that this same situation did not apply in the lycus Valley and the domus 
context, explicit in philemon and Colossians, albeit with local indigenous 

21. ekkehard W. stegemann and Wolfgang stegemann, The Jesus Movement: A 
Social History of Its First Century (minneapolis Fortress, 1999), 18.

22. The interlocking nature of ancient roman houses as residential and work-
place spaces is confirmed by archaeological research on houses and the locale in per-
gamon and pompeii. see the summary of this in bain, Women’s Socioeconomic Status, 
83–84. The economic value and agricultural richness of Colossae throughout history, 
especially evidenced in its inscriptions and coins, is described in alan h. Cadwallader, 
Fragments of Colossae: Sifting through the Traces (hindmarsh: aTF press, 2015). on 
the nature of associations in the lycus Valley, see huttner, Early Christianity in the 
Lycus Valley, 30.

23. on the visibility of elite households, see Kate Cooper, “Closely Watched 
households: Visibility, exposure and private power in the roman ‘domus,’ ” Past and 
Present 197 (2007): 3–33.
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phrygian variations and competitive interests as the following inscription 
from the village of Kaygetteia illustrates.24

Kaygetteia is far from hierapolis but within its ambit of influence and 
locale. The inscription concerns the actions which vineyard owners can 
take if their vineyards are damaged:

… from all the vineyards, [it being permitted] to the owners alone to 
cut them down or, on the pretext of lack of substance, to engage in any 
[…]. if anyone acts contrary to this, [it is permitted] to the owners of the 
vineyards, and likewise to [anyone of their household] to whom they 
have entrusted their affairs, [to seize] all of the cattle or sheep in their 
vineyards, to carry them off and keep them in recompense for the harm, 
[doing with them] whatever they wish. (The vineyard-owner) may have 
the shepherds whipped, if they are slaves, once they have been reported 
to those appointed paraphylakes for the year, in that they may refrain 
from persistent [theft?]. as for the masters of the flocks, and free shep-
herds, and [headmen?] of the villages who do not prevent shepherds 
from herding their sheep into vineyards and breaking off vine-branches, 
(the vineyard-owner) is permitted to make exactions from their other 
property, and to take sureties from them … exacting from them … 
apollo archegetes … any inhabitant of the place … slave or shepherd.25

There are several things about this inscription that are noteworthy. like 
many others identified in the area around hierapolis, this inscription dates 
from the third century Ce, well after philemon, Colossians, and the letter 
to the laodiceans were written to the valley’s Jesus followers. however, it 
might well reflect the tense relations that existed between agriculturalists, 
herdsmen, and viticulturalists over centuries. Whatever this possibility, 
the inscription illustrates the rights and authority that the vineyard owner 
and the members of the vineyard household had over their property 
and its produce. in the event of crop or vine damage, their authority was 
clearly defined. They could confiscate the animals, the sheep or cattle, that 
belonged to others. This confiscation would continue until the vineyard 

24. in regard to the competitive interests between the poleis of the lycus valley, 
note the inscription revealing a fishing dispute between hierapolis and Tripolis with 
laodicea: Tullia ritti, Hierapolis di Frigia IX: Storia e istituzioni di Hierapolis (istanbul: 
ege, 2017), 388–95.

25. MAMA 4.297; trans. peter Thonemann, The Maeander Valley: A Historical 
Geography from Antiquity to Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
2011), 194.
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owner was compensated for the damage done. The shepherds could also 
be punished for theft from the vineyard. Further, vineyard owners could 
also exact compensation from the property of the actual flock owners, the 
shepherds who grazed freely on the land, and village leaders.

The inscription illustrates the local issues that created tension within a 
smaller village economic network and vineyard household. Whether this 
issue concerned a larger elite household or a smaller village-domestic unit 
involved with wine production is not clear. however, the relationships 
and tensions described in the inscription from a situation geographi-
cally related to hierapolis, and thus to the Jesus followers of the lycus 
Valley, though from a later era, might possibly reflect similar problems 
that occurred in much earlier times, involving households from another 
part of the lycus Valley and perhaps the addressees of the three letters. 
if this was the case, then the inscription might shed light on the affirma-
tion the author of Colossians gives to the ministry of epaphras, “who has 
worked hard for you [Colossians] and for those in laodicea and hierapo-
lis” (Col 4:13). epaphras’s role might not just be about the proclamation 
of the gospel, but also involve acting as intermediary when tensions arose 
among the villagers, herdsmen, viticulturalists, stone workers, agricul-
turalists, or any of the other workers in industries known to operate in 
the lycus Valley. The ministry of those “entrusted with the ministry of 
reconciliation” was one accentuated by paul in 2 Cor 5:19. The focus of 
this ministry concerned reconciliation with god, but it would have practi-
cal implications for reconciliation among Jesus followers who might have 
been at blows with each other over what might seem simple things such as 
grazing activities, vineyard care, and grape production.

no matter how speculative this reconciling aspect of epaphras’s min-
istry from Colossians might be, the inscription does indicate the relational 
and economic complexity that existed in village-urban economic life. This 
complexity would moderate the impression that the roman domus inte-
gral model offered a uniform template for urban-village domestic life and 
production all over the empire.26 The vineyard owners and wine producers 
of Kaygetteia would hold a different opinion.

26. see also peter Thonemann, “households and Families,” in Roman Phrygia: 
Culture and Society, ed. peter Thonemann (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
2013), 124–42, who argues for distinctions between family life in the domus at rome 
and at phrygia. 
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This reflection from the phrygian Kaygetteia inscription would fur-
ther temper the way the roman urban-rural relationship was perceived. 
one contemporary commentator describes that relationship this way:

our image of a city of antiquity, however, would be very different accord-
ing to our status. if we were a member of the roman elite, for instance, 
we would leave our country house—spacious, centrally heated, with a 
swimming bath, library, works of art, etc.—and estate, and drive, ride 
or be carried in a litter to the city. We would pass the tombs of the great 
along the highway nearer to the city. our entourage would make a way 
for us through the teeming city streets. We would thus make our way 
through the city centre, past splendid theatres, amphitheatres, public 
halls and baths and parks. eventually we would be welcomed by yet 
more attendants in our town house, which would be almost as elegant 
as our country house—and largely supplied with foodstuffs by our 
country estate. There our clients would be waiting to dance attendance 
upon us.27

This analysis describes the world of the roman elite, not the middle strata 
of the household owners envisaged in the lycus Valley context or the 
relationship that would have existed been sheep and vineyard owners. 
however, the description is helpful from another point of view. it reflects 
the patterned and interlocking network between the rural and urban 
contexts, with the urban domestic center acting as a collecting node for 
grain and other products harvested and manufactured in the surround-
ing countryside.

a rural or urban location of the domus of philemon or the Colossians 
would, in a sense, not matter, given the symbiotic relationship between 
rural producers and urban residences. The domus would still be the set-
ting for produce collection and cottage industries with its symbiotic and 
intertwining relationship within the wider roman market economy 
and reflective of the local economy and industries. The relative proxim-
ity of hierapolis, Colossae, and laodicea to one another would further 
underscore the economic symbiosis that existed in the valley, though not 
without its tensions and competition, as we have seen. every domus in 
the valley would also be economically attached and aligned to these cities. 
This would apply to the households envisaged in philemon, Colossians, 

27. T. F. Carney, The Shape of the Past: Models and Antiquity (lawrence: Coro-
nado press, 1975), 85.
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and the letter to the laodiceans and the cities and villages associated with 
them. These would be the locations for local business transactions and the 
gathering of food stuffs, especially grain, for distribution and transporta-
tion to rome’s market abroad.28

This trading relationship between the lycus Valley cities and rome is 
evident in an inscription concerning the merchant, Titus Flavius Zeuxis, a 
citizen of hierapolis:

Titus Flavius Zeuxis, merchant, who navigated around Cape maleas 
towards italy during seventy-two sailings, built the monument for 

28. see the instructive study of Jésus bermejo Triado, “Domus and household 
production. Towards a new model for the study of roman economy; The Case of the 
house of bachus ariadne (Thuburbo Maius),” in L’Africa Romana XVIII: I luoghi e le 
forme dei mestieri e della produzione nelle province africane atti del XVIII convegno di 
studio, Olbia, 11–14 dicembre 2008, ed. marco milanese, paolo ruggeri, and Cinzia 
Vismara (roma: Carocci, 2010), 851–62. in an investigation of the domus of bachus 
and ariadne in the romano-african city of Thuburbo Maius (the former province of 
Africa Proconsularis), Triado demonstrates how the household moved beyond a “self-
sufficiency economy” to a much higher level of household production than that which 
was required, based entirely around the products of its olive mill press. in sum, the 
rates of production showed a complexity of economic activity that was clearly “aimed 
at the market, at intraregional levels” (858). on household estates in asia minor, see 
Thomas Corsten, “estates in roman asia minor: The Case of Kibyratis,” in Patterns 
in the Economy of Roman Asia Minor, ed. stephen mitchell and Constantina Katsari 
(swansea: Classical press of Wales, 2005), 1–51. in the case of the lycus valley, any 
assessment of the urban domi of Colossae (Col 1:1: ἐν Κολοσσαῖς) is totally stymied by 
the fact that the site remains unexcavated. The inner-city evidence of nearby laodicea 
is ambiguous, with insulae predominating in house a alley and elsewhere there are 
two-story peristyle houses (Celal Şimşek, “Urban planning of laodikeia on the lykos 
in the light of new evidence,” in Landscape and History in the Lykos Valley: Laodikeia 
and Hierapolis in Phrygia, ed. Celal Şimşek and Francesco d’andria [newcastle upon 
Tyne: Cambridge scholars, 2017], 13–14, 18–19). but the most impressive candidate 
for a lycus valley domus of the kind discussed in this chapter is the southern roman 
Villa outside of laodicea, though, significantly, it postdates the new Testament 
period. Şimşek (“Urban planning of laodikeia,” 18) summarizes the archaeological 
finds there with these words: “The owners of the villa are believed to have not only 
cultivated the land but also to have manufactured and marketed things such as glass, 
wine and olive-oil, during the late roman imperial period (third century to the first 
quarter of the fifth century ad). Coins of attouda and hierapolis, as well as lead seals, 
demonstrate commercial relations with these cities. Thus, this villa is a complex that 
was intended for agricultural and industrial production” (18).
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himself and his sons Flavius Theodoros and Flavius Theudas, and for 
whoever shall obtain the concession for them.29

Titus’s mausoleum inscription indicates that he made a significant number 
of trips, seventy-two around Cape maleas towards italy and, presumably, 
rome. We do not know what he was trading, perhaps valley cloth or dyes 
that would have been commercially and internationally popular.30 nev-
ertheless, the inscription affirms the profitable commerce with rome and 
the importance of the roman connection for the citizens of hierapolis and 
those in other parts of the valley (see rev 18:15–17).

The Domus in philemon

in paul’s letter addressed to philemon, the addressee is clearly the owner 
of a house that gathers an association of Jesus followers. This is the 
ekklesia that paul identifies and salutes. it is a gathering place which has 
economic implications.

after greeting philemon, paul next addresses apphia, whom he calls 
“sister” (a significant title to which i shall return shortly); then, before 
finally greeting the whole ekklesia in philemon’s house, he hails archip-
pus, whom he describes as a “fellow-soldier.” This military designation 
that paul gives to archippus reflects, in paul’s imminent eschatology, the 
nature of those committed in a gospel ministry that involves an eschato-
logical battle preparing for the final coming of the Christ. nevertheless, 
these three, philemon, apphia, and archippus, represent part of the 
membership of a wider community that form the ekklesia of a larger (and 
wealthy) household.

The fact of apphia’s mention immediately after the letter’s addressee 
and before the male, archippus, in a social context of male hierarchy is 
not without its significance. it would suggest something of apphia’s status 
in the ekklesia gathering. paul calls her “sister” (phlm 2). The only other 
female that paul explicitly addresses with this title is phoebe, the female 
deacon of the ekklesia at Cenchreae, the harbor town of Corinth (rom 

29. IGRR 4.841. Translated by Tullia ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis (Pamuk-
kale), tran. p. arthur (istanbul: italian archaeological mission at hierapolis, 2006), 68. 
ritti speculates: “We may suppose that Zeuxis exported loads of cloths or clothes, in 
particular those coloured with the local vegetal dye” (70).

30. ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis, 70.
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16:1). paul conceivably entrusts her with his letter to the romans. she will 
carry it to rome, read it the Jesus followers there, and prepare them for 
his intended visit. her task in rome is quite delicate, given the competing 
jealousies and tensions that seem to exist among the leaders of the Jewish 
and gentile Jesus households there.

paul’s use of “our sister” in relationship to phoebe, therefore, implies 
status within the network of Jesus households. it affirms her colleagueship 
with paul in his mission and her authority to represent him in a very com-
plex and difficult situation. paul’s designation of her as “sister” precedes 
the other qualifiers that confirm her status. she is a diakonos at Cenchreae 
(rom 16:1b), a formal title that designates her as an entrusted communi-
cator of an important (and in this case with paul’s letter, divine) message.31 
she is also named prostasis (rom 16:2c), suggesting that she is a woman 
of wealth, paul’s benefactor.32 This woman’s high socioeconomic status 
and leadership at Cenchreae, flagged by the preeminent address that paul 
gives her—“sister”—would not be unknown among women in the roman 
world, as numismatic evidence testifies.33

a similar understanding might conceivably apply in paul’s address to 
apphia in philemon. she is a woman of at least equal rank and leadership 
with philemon in the ekklesia that meets in his domus, irrespective of her 
marital status and relationship to philemon. From the perspective of the 
rome’s market world, if she were his spouse, then apphia, whose anatolian 
name is frequently associated with wealth, would also share his socioeco-
nomic status like a roman matron.34 Though paul greets philemon first 

31. bain, Women’s Socioeconomic Status, 108.
32. see rosalinde a. Kearsley, “Women in public life in the roman east: iunia 

Theodora, Claudia metrodora and phoebe, benefactress of paul,” TynBul 50 (1999): 
189–211.

33. There is numismatic evidence of a Colossian female benefactor, Claudia 
eugenetoriane. she minted two bronze Colossian coins, one featuring hadrian on the 
obverse, the other with helios on the obverse. Claudia’s name is clearly present as the 
minter on both. on the smaller of the two coins she identifies herself very unusually 
as ΧΗΡΗ (“widow”). see, alan Cadwallader, “Wealthy, Widowed, astute and benefi-
cent: Claudia eugenetoriane and the second Century revival of the Colossian mint,” 
NewDocs 12 (forthcoming).

34. on the anatolian association of apphia’s name with wealth, see huttner, 
Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 85. For the name aphia/apphia at hierapolis, 
see MAMA 4.276; SEG 33.1128, 54.1330; idenizli 126; IJO 2.193 (of a Jew). There are 
two inscriptions where the name aphia/apphia is related to Colossae, one a priest-
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and apphia second, this order reflects the conventional patriarchal prece-
dence given to the paterfamilias of a household. philemon would also be 
greeted first because he is also the one to whom paul directs his appeal on 
behalf of onesimus who has fled the household and philemon’s authority.

if apphia were his wife, she held a position of authority within the 
domestic context parallel to the authority exercised by philemon in the 
public arena. Within the specific domestic setting, she would exercise reli-
gious leadership in the Jesus household, especially as it gathered for the 
lord’s supper, as we have seen with phoebe, not unusual in the pauline 
households. From a socioeconomic viewpoint, her influence would also 
extend over those responsible for the manufacturing aspects and market-
ing production of the domus, albeit under the supervision of philemon 
as paterfamilias who exercised authority over the slaves and the freed 
workers, of which onesimus was one. a final point about apphia is worth 
noting. The phrygian origin of her name suggests that she is local. This 
indigenous recognition adds further weight to the regional provenance of 
philemon’s domus situated in the lycus Valley, and given the duplication 
of names between philemon and Colossians (with Timothy, epaphras, 
aristarchus, onesimus, luke, and archippus) in or close to Colossae, 
though—with the network and urban symbiosis between Colossae, hier-
apolis, and laodicea—not necessarily.

The size and style of this agricultural and manufacturing unit are 
further hinted at by two further facts: its architecture and the explicit iden-
tification of onesimus.

◆ philemon’s house includes a guest room (phlm 22), not unusual 
in a roman styled villa. it existed within an intimate social and 
familial network upon which rested the security and stability of 
the province and the roman empire. set against rome’s economic 
backdrop, what distinguishes philemon’s house from many others 
in the valley is the affiliation of its members to Jesus. one resident 
was onesimus.

◆ We know from paul’s letter that onesimus has absconded from 
philemon’s authority, for reasons that are not at first apparent, 

ess (IGRR 4.868). There is also one example from laodicea: Jean-louis Ferrary, Les 
mémoriaux de délégations du sanctuaire oraculaire de Claros, d’après la documentation 
conserve dans le Fonds Louis Robert, des inscriptions et belles-lettres Tome 40 (paris: 
mémoires de l’académie, 2014), 1.31.20.
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though become clearer when we apply rome’s economic grid over 
the situation envisaged in philemon. onesimus comes to paul to 
request that he broker a renewed relationship with philemon. The 
letter is paul’s response to this request. but the status and name of 
onesimus are most interesting.

some scholars have suggested that onesimus is philemon’s sibling who 
has come to grief in the close-knit domestic relationship of philemon’s 
household. many more commentators are convinced the onesimus is a 
runaway slave seeking to be restored to his master.35 i am convinced by 
Ulrich huttner’s argument that onesimus is a freedman or manumitted 
slave. he would not be the only other person in a household that would 
accommodate other slaves and free men and women. Their presence 
would reinforce the fiscal value and status of the house and bring greater 
honor to philemon.

Further, a person’s name in the ancient world communicated iden-
tity, status, and relationships. it symbolized the slave’s occupational and 
economic value and the tribal and social network to which the person 
belonged. This is reflected in onesimus’s name. its meaning, “useful” or 
“beneficial,” reflects an industrial, pecuniary, and social status in phile-
mon’s household.36

35. Though most commentators consider onesimus a runaway slave, there are 
some who hold for the sibling relationship between onesimus and philemon. see 
allen dwight Callaghan, “paul’s epistle to philemon: Toward and alternative argu-
mentum,” HTR 86 (1993): 357–76; margaret m. mitchell, “John Chrysostom on phi-
lemon: a second look,” HTR 88 (1995): 135–48. For challenges to the runaway-slave 
theory, see John Knox, Philemon among the Letters of Paul (new York: abingdon, 
1935); sarah Winter, “paul’s letter to philemon,” NTS 33 (1987): 1–15; peter lampe, 
“Keine ‘sklavenflucht’ des onesimus,” ZNW 76 (1985): 135–37; peter arzt-grabner, 
“onesimus erro: Zur Vorgeschichte des philemonbriefes,” ZNW 95 (2004): 131–43; 
arzt-grabner, “how to deal with onesimus? paul’s solution within the Frame of 
ancient legal and documentary sources,” in Philemon in Perspective: Interpreting a 
Pauline Letter, ed. d. Francois Tolmie, bZnW 169 (berlin: de gruyter, 2010), 113–42. 
For a summary of scholarship on the letter’s occasion, see bonnie beattie Thurston 
and Judith m. ryan, Philippians and Philemon (Collegeville, mn: liturgical press, 
2005), 181–82; Joseph a. Fitzmyer, The Letter to Philemon (new York: doubleday, 
2000), 17–19.

36. The name onesimus was typical of a slave. of the 150 onesimus-names iden-
tified from north and west asia minor, several were free-born, and some had higher 
social status (huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 86–87).
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it is not inconceivable that onesimus may have been a freed slave, 
manumitted by philemon himself.37 perhaps he could have even been 
an imperial freed slave valued highly, in economic terms, by his previ-
ous owners. There is inscriptional evidence, for example, of imperial freed 
slaves in the lycus Valley.38 in one inscription from laodicea we note, 

Tiberius Claudius Tryphon, freedman of the emperor, donated the 
towers and the triple gateway, the proconsul sextus iulius Frontinus 
dedicated the whole construction.39 

it is clear from this that the freed imperial slave, Tryphon, had wealth 
enough to donate money for the construction of towers and a processional 
entrance to the city. This may not have been onesimus’s situation, but the 
high economic regard he is held in could well explain the reason that he first 
fled from philemon’s influence and later wanted to return to the household 
but under different conditions brokered by paul. paul redefines onesimus’s 
economic worth, “benefit” or “use.” he is now “useful” in a different, non-
economic sense within the Jesus household defined by his baptismal status 
rather than his market value (phlm 11). paul affirms onesimus’s new status. 
he challenges the hierarchically prescribed and economically determined 
social conventions that would have shaped the network of relations that 
operated in philemon’s house. paul judges onesimus’s departure from phi-
lemon as an opportunity of reminding him about the essential truth upon 
which every Jesus household is grounded: its relationship to the risen Jesus: 

perhaps this is why he was parted from you for a while, that you might 
have him back for ever, no longer as a slave but more than a slave, as a 
beloved brother, especially to me but how much more to you, both in the 
flesh and in the lord. (phlm 15–16)

paul reminds philemon that onesimus is no longer to be regarded as an 
economically viewed domestic possession. rather as a “beloved brother” 
he will have similar status, authority, and leadership as paul’s “sister,” 

37. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 104–7.
38. rosalinde Kearsley, “epigraphic evidence for the social impact of roman 

government in laodicea and hierapolis,” in Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to an 
Ancient City, ed. alan h. Cadwallader and michael Trainor, nToa-sUnT 94 (got-
tingen: Vandenhoek & ruprecht, 2011), 130–50.

39. i.laodikeia 24b; Kearsley, “epigraphic evidence for social impact,” 134.
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apphia, greeted in the beginning of the letter. Finally, as the letter comes 
to its concluding verses, paul reminds philemon that he plans to visit 
(phlm 22). paul’s reminder to philemon implies that he will check out 
what kind of treatment onesimus will receive from philemon when he 
returns.

in summary, there is nothing unusual about philemon’s household. 
like other houses in the early period of the roman empire occupied and 
owned by those of the middle economic social strata, it forms part of an 
integrated industrial and production complex within a network of mar-
ketable goods well-known in the lycus Valley. The nature of these goods 
we shall discuss below. however, philemon’s household would be simi-
lar to other Jesus households in the valley, including those addressed, one 
to two generations later, by the pseudepigraphic letter to the Colossians. 
an economic lens placed over these dwellings highlights the issues with 
which their inhabitants have to contend—relationships, material wealth, 
and social approval. all these surface in the writings from Jesus followers 
that emerge out of first-century Ce lycus Valley.

The Domus in the letter to the Colossians

While the household context of philemon is clear enough, unearthing the 
domestic setting for Colossians requires a little more excavation. The letter 
addresses “the saints and faithful brothers and sisters [adelphoi] in Christ 
at Colossae” (Col 1:2). The physical context in which they gather as Christ 
followers is not explicit, at least not at the beginning of the letter as the 
writer moves to applaud the ministry of epaphras. he is the faithful con-
duit of paul’s teaching for a new time. he carries the memory of paul’s 
gospel teaching as his authorized representative and link to the wider pau-
line “school” (Col 1:3–8). but there are two indicators towards the letter’s 
end in which the domestic setting becomes more explicit.

The first is the household code of Col 3:18–4:1. Commentators have 
written much about the nature and purpose of this code—the writer’s 
adoption of a classical topos that designates prescribed lines of domes-
tic authority to reinforce social stability, cultural harmony, and provincial 
security.40 Jesus followers are part of, and not sectarian disputants in, the 
social landscape in which they live. The theological twist that the writer 

40. see, for example, angela standhartinger, “The origin and intention of the 
household Code in the letter to the Colossians,” JSNT 79 (2000): 117–30.
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gives the code softens its hierarchal reinforcement and makes Christ the 
ultimate authority to whom all within the household are subject. before 
him all will be judged. The subject matter of the code with its designated 
lines of authority reinforce the status of those addressed and their inter-
relationship. This is not a small domestic dwelling occupied by people of 
lower social status. The code gives greatest attention to slaves. They are the 
most singled-out group among all the members of a household.41

Three reasons, all economically related, suggest themselves for this 
extra attention: the commercial value of slaves, the free status of epaphras, 
and the discouragement given to slave resistance or revolt that would 
compromise the potential for the Colossian Jesus households to become a 
marketing cooperative or association.

First, slaves were a prominent social group in the lycus Valley Jesus 
households. Within the early roman empire, they represented at least 10 
to 20 or 30 percent of the population and formed a distinctive institution 
upon which the roman economy depended.42 They were the most eco-
nomically exploited group in roman society.43

The institution of chattel slavery is one of the most striking features 
of roman society. slaves were an almost totally malleable product: they 
could be used to display the wealth of their owner or for the most spe-
cialized purposes, such as being virtual talking books. The roman upper 
classes were aware of this reliance and not uncommonly expressed con-
cern at this dependence on those beneath them. The demand for slave 
labor was supplied by domestically bred slaves and also by the purchase of 
considerable numbers of imported slaves, some from outside the empire 
but most from within the area of roman rule.44

41. in the greek text, forty-two words describe the conventional familial rela-
tionships (wives—husbands, children—parents, fathers—children). masters receive 
twenty-three. The code’s address to the slaves occupies fifty-six greek words.

42. see Temin, Roman Market Economy, 31, who estimates that slaves were 10 
percent of the roman population. other sources make them 20 to 30 percent (at 
least in roman italy, 1–1.5 million in an overall population of 5–6 million). see also 
Tim g. parkin and arthur pomeroy, Roman Social History: A Sourcebook (london: 
routledge, 2007), 157, 357; leonhard schumacher, “slaves in roman society,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of Social Relations in the Roman World, ed. michael peachin 
(oxford: oxford University press, 2011), 509–608. 

43. schumacher, “slaves in roman society,” 509.
44. parkin and pomeroy, Roman Social History, 154.
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in other words, slaves represented wealth and symbolized economic 
prestige for the household to which they belonged.

a second consideration comes from an appreciation of the background 
of epaphras and his status among the Jesus followers of the lycus Valley. 
epaphras is a shorted form of epaphroditus, derived from the greek name 
for the goddess aphrodite. This connection suggests that he was a hel-
lenized Jewish Jesus follower who moved away from the earlier religious 
practices of his parents, who had chosen to name him after the goddess of 
love. inscriptional evidence gleaned from around the mediterranean locates 
his name in macedonia, achaia, magna graecia (southern italy), and sicily. 
it is associated with a variety of backgrounds and occupations, with bene-
factors, slaves, freedmen, and, in one inscription from the imperial cult at 
ephesus, a priest. The majority of magna graecia references associate the 
name with conquered males from other countries forced into slavery.45

on balance then, it seems possible that epaphras came from a servile 
background, not necessarily from the poorer fringes of society, given that 
some slaves were the trophies of elite households. at the time of the writ-
ing of Colossians, his availability to move freely about the lycus Valley to 
laodicea and hierapolis (Col 4:13) suggests that he is now a freedman. if 
this is true, then epaphras would take not a little interest in the slaves of 
the lycus Valley Jesus households with whom he would identify. he would 
also be able to exercise considerable influence among them, especially if he 
was the one who brought paul’s gospel to the valley, if not the actual writer 
of Colossians at which some commentators have hinted.46

Third, this recognition of the prominence and market value of slaves 
at Colossae makes sense to the opening injunction in the household code 
(that slaves “obey in everything those who are earthly masters,” Col 3.22). 
This reinforces their status quo. in roman society slave resistance, rebel-
lion, and desertion was more common than previously thought.47 The 
code’s injunction counterbalances a perception easily derived from Col 

45. For more on epaphras, see Trainor, Epaphras, 6–10.
46. ephaphras as the author to the letter to the Colossians is not a new sugges-

tion. it first appeared in the nineteenth century with albert Klöpper, Der Brief an die 
Colosser: Kritisch untersucht und in seinem Verhältnisse zum paulinischem Lehrbegriff 
exegetisch und biblisch-theologisch erortet (berlin: reimer, 1882). see also mark Chris-
topher Kiley, Colossians as Pseudepigraphy (sheffield: JsoT press, 1986).

47. allen dwight Callahan and richard a. horsley, “slave resistance in Classical 
antiquity,” Semeia 83 (1998): 133–51.
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3:11 that there is “no greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, 
barbarian, scythian, slave, free, but Christ is all, and in all.” if this text 
were interpreted literally and acted out socially, the removal of any distinc-
tion between slave and free would lead to revolt or the growing demand 
for manumission. social anarchy and economic upheaval would follow. 
however, the content of the code’s address to slaves beyond its opening 
injunction offers a counter balance more aligned to paul’s gospel. The code 
subtly but carefully redefines the true social status of slaves in terms of 
their relationship to the lord, rather than their earthly masters, in a way 
that honors the spirit of Col 3:11.

The author addresses the members of the household in the plural 
(wives, husbands, children, slaves, and masters). This number would 
be part of the conventional inheritance carried over from the expected 
address already present in the code. The plurality of children and slaves 
addressed would not be surprising.

on the other hand, those addressed are members of the one household 
of Jesus in Colossae. The plurality of spouses (“wives” and “husbands”) 
indicates that those addressed by the letter do not form only one house-
hold (as envisaged in philemon). There exist a number of households in 
which the husbands were also slave masters. all the members of these var-
ious domi would form a domestic collective and an interrelated marketing 
cooperative that would gather in one structure, a larger domus, in order 
to celebrate the lord’s supper, remember the story of Jesus, and receive 
pauline instruction (as, say, by the letter to the Colossians). it would not 
take much to imagine how Colossians and its code would be heard and 
comprehended with everyone, from different social classes, attentive at the 
same time and in the same place. This liturgical setting would be a con-
crete expression and demonstration of Col 3:11.

nympha’s house

The Colossians author envisages several households. however, the writer 
identifies explicitly one house and greets it in words that echo philemon: 
“give my greetings to the brothers and sisters at laodicea, and to nympha 
and the ekklesia in her house” (Col 4:15). The fact that no other male is 
mentioned in regard to this household clearly indicates that nympha is 
a woman of elevated social and economic status. “as owner of the central 
assembly place,” asserts huttner,
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nympha did serve as one of the prominent pillars of her community. 
Clearly she came from a relatively wealthy family and was among the 
women—by no means rare in asia minor—who had more or less exten-
sive assets at their disposal more or less independently.48

she hosts and leads her household when the ekklesia gathers and conceiv-
ably presides at the lord’s supper. nympha is also a widow in the classical 
understanding of the word: one who did not live with a male or an elite 
woman who survived her older husband.49 in later history, as Jesus house-
holds become more male dominated and female household leadership 
discouraged and suppressed, her name was changed to the masculine in 
the new Testament text!50 in fact, nympha’s position, description, and 
status meant that she, like apphia and philemon and the other households 
envisaged in the Colossian household code, was responsible for a domus in 
laodicea with all the economic connections this implied. it was a produc-
tion and economic unit within the interrelated commercial symbiosis of 
the lycus Valley with its marketing and economic wealth from the prod-
ucts that we know were produced there. 

The Wealth of the lycus Valley

From inscriptions and steles discovered in the valley, this wealth could 
have come from the raising of pigs; the production of wine; the harvesting 
of wheat, other grains, fruits, and vegetables; and the production of addi-
tional marketable goods, especially dyed wool.51 inscriptions found on 
tombstones, reliefs, and agricultural equipment from the first and second 
centuries testify to the variety and quality of the goods produced and 
manufactured in the lycus Valley. huttner offers a helpful summary of 
the agricultural wealth of the region in which the houses of philemon 

48. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 96.
49. bain, Women’s Socioeconomic Status, 69. 
50. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 95. however, see the recent 

proposal of Thomas Corsten (“man oder Frau: nympha oder nymphas in laodikeia?,” 
in Epigraphical Evidence Illustrating Paul’s Letter to the Colossians, ed. Joseph Verhey-
den, markus Öhler, and Thomas Corsten, WUnT 411 [Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 
2018], 215–19) who proposes that the name is indeed Νυμφᾶς and that the person is 
therefore a male.

51. For more on these goods, especially in ancient Colossae, see Cadwallader, 
Fragments of Colossae. 



 rome’s market economy in the lycus Valley 315

and those addressed by Colossians, including nympha’s (Col 4:15), were 
located. huttner’s summary reflects the archaeological and numismatic 
evidence gleaned from the lycus Valley in recent years:

The lycus and its tributaries flow through a hilly alluvial landscape, 
including some ravines, that allows the cultivation of several crops. 
Where cotton is the primary crop today, followed increasingly by wine, 
in antiquity it is clear that grain flourished along with fruits and vegeta-
bles, which were naturally irreplaceable as fundamental foodstuffs, but 
also olive trees (probably mostly on the hillsides) and wine grapes, albeit 
without suggesting agricultural continuity. Vitruvius speaks in one place 
of the “gardens and vineyards” around hierapolis. at higher elevations, 
especially on the hillsides to the north and south, we may assume that 
cattle and especially sheep were raised.52

dried food, harvested grain, and locally produced wine, wool, and other 
material products that exceeded local demands could be easily trans-
ported along the main trade route, which was connected to ephesus in the 
west and then shipped across the mediterranean sea to rome. a tomb-
stone relief from the hierapolis necropolis witnesses to one involved in 
the transportation trade.

The letter to the laodiceans (rev 3:14–22)

before concluding, one final writing, the letter to the laodiceans in 
the book of revelation (rev 3:14–22), deserves brief attention. i have 
argued up until now for the roman domus as the setting for paul’s letter 
to philemon and in the later pseudonymous letter to the Colossians. 
The domus provides an entrée into considering the economic context 
and status for the Jesus followers of the lycus Valley, the addressees of 
the letters. i have suggested that they would represent a middle stra-
tum of social status and wealth. in turning to the third of the writings 
addressed to lycus Valley Jesus followers, John’s letter to the laodiceans 
(rev 3:14–22), a similar and more explicit economic picture emerges. 
This surfaces from a study of the writer’s language and metaphors used 
of the addressees and a consideration of these in the light of the eco-
nomic resources and material wealth that we know of the laodiceans. 
The domus setting is also clearly present.

52. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 20–21.
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The letter itself is part of a larger apocalyptic work designed to offer 
comfort and security to late first-century Jesus followers experiencing 
economic, civic, and social suppression from the civic authorities and 
those who enforce the pax Romana. after an initial heavenly vision in 
which the lordship and universal reign of Christ is affirmed (rev 1:1–8), 
the writer addresses seven churches: ephesus (rev 2:1–7), smyrna (rev 
2:8–11), pergamum (rev 2:12–17), Thyatira (rev 2:18–29), sardis (rev 
3:1–6), philadelphia (rev 3:7–11), and laodicea (rev 1:9–3:22). Whether 
these churches accurately reflect the local historical, social, and theologi-
cal situations of the various locales or whether they are symbolic of more 
universal ecclesial phenomena is debatable.53 however, the background of 
the places addressed helps to understand the issues about which the writer 
is concerned for each Jesus household. John encourages the Jesus disciples 
in smyrna in anticipation of the “tribulation” about to come upon them 
(rev 2:10). The other six churches are also encouraged, but they are also 
critiqued for their failures in discipleship. This same pattern emerges in 
the address to laodicea.

From the monetary perspective of rome’s market economy that influ-
enced commercial production, manufacturing, economic transactions, 
and industry in the lycus Valley, laodicea was clearly a city of wealth. 
its status emerged and bypassed ancient Colossae in the early imperial 
period. its natural resources, gold, wool, water, production of dyes and eye 
salves, and its medical reputation helped its growth in economic prosper-
ity, status recognition, and its capacity to rebuild itself without any outside 
support in the wake of the earthquake of 67 Ce.54 of significance was 
laodicea’s access to gold.

laodicea’s natural resources and production prowess, while the source 
of wealth and economic power, also have spiritual consequences, which 
the writer of the book of revelation names. disciples do not live in a 
vacuum but are influenced by the economic realities that surround them. 

53. see, for example, the summary comments offered by leonard l. Thompson, 
The Book of Revelation: Apocalypse and Empire (new York: oxford: oxford Univer-
sity press, 1997), 11–36. a celestial interpretation of the seven churches is offered in 
bruce J. malina, Social-Science Commentary on the Book of Revelation (minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2000), 34.

54. on the importance of the natural resources of the lycus Valley and its dye-
works as a means to economic wealth, see huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus 
Valley, 119.
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Their economic wealth and comfort lead them into a state of spiritual pov-
erty, which the writer names, using metaphors drawn from the economic 
world so familiar to the laodicean Jesus followers:

For you say, “i am rich, i have prospered, and i need nothing.” You do not 
realize that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked. Therefore 
i counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire so that you may be rich; 
and white robes to clothe you and to keep the shame of your nakedness 
from being seen; and salve to anoint your eyes so that you may see. (rev 
3:17–18)

John, in his visionary ecstasy, echoes the voice of the risen, apocalyptic 
Christ in identifying the real issues that are affecting these Jesus followers. 
he encourages them to a spirit of repentance (rev 3:19), converting their 
wealthy resources (refined gold, clothing, and eye salve) into theological 
symbols of this conversion that brings a refinement in their discipleship 
(“gold refined by fire”) and a renewed baptismal commitment (“white 
robes,” “salve to anoint your eyes”). The fruit of this repentance will be seen 
in their celebration of the communal meal of lord’s supper. The explicit 
context for this is the roman domus:

listen! i am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and 
open the door, i will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me. 
(rev 3:20)

The laodicean Jesus domus reflects the same qualities that we have seen 
in philemon and Colossians. it is the domestic setting for the gathering of 
Jesus householders, who represent a cross-section of Western anatolian-
phrygian-roman society, weighted towards the more wealthy industrialists 
and merchants representative of the middle stratum, who have benefited 
from the prosperity gleaned from the roman economic market. The seer 
John invites them to consider their wealthy situation and to return to the 
fundamentals of their discipleship: their relationship to the risen Christ 
and their relationship to each other.55 These same truths echo what we have 
already seen in the households addressed by philemon and Colossians.

55. note especially John’s critique of the merchants who were dependent upon 
the wealth of the (now fallen) rome in rev 18:15–17. see richard bauckham, “The 
economic Critique of rome in revelation 18,” in The Climax of Prophecy: Studies on 
the Book of Revelation (edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993), 373.
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Conclusion

The lycus Valley was an agriculturally rich and industrially successful 
region in south western anatolia, situated within the wider matrix of 
rome’s market economy. its regional wealth occurred because of the rich 
natural resources of the valley and the technical expertise of its inhab-
itants.56 access to its natural wealth and economic largesse influenced 
relationships within the Jesus households, which collectively would have 
formed a marketing cooperative, though, as we noted, competition was 
not unknown. as huttner notes, 

The readiness of individuals to form associations was deeply rooted in 
the lycus Valley, as is apparent from the epigraphic evidence, which doc-
uments a dense concentration of trade associations, cultic communities, 
family associations, and hetairiai.57

in this context, the roman market economy was embedded in everything 
that affected its members, though phrygian manufacturing and industrial 
practices indigenous to the valley moderated rome’s economic influence. 
my economic focus has been on the three new Testament lycus Valley 
writings, philemon, Colossians, and the letter to the loadiceans in the 
book of revelation. in all three writings, the domus is clearly the context. 
These were commercial and industrial units, besides places of habitation. 
an economic dynamic operated within the Jesus households. a key con-
sideration interprets the domus, not as a spiritual “cell” isolated from the 
social, commercial, and pecuniary interests of the valley in which it dwells 
but as a production and manufacturing unit within an integral economic 
network of the lycus Valley, perhaps in an association of cottage industries 
formed through an alliance in their discipleship to Jesus.

my focus here has been to conjecture about the effects of the roman 
market economy and its relative wealth upon the Jesus followers in the 
lycus Valley, who represent the middle social stratum. however, i have 
also suggested that this was not a monochromatic picture. local phrygian 
industrial and agricultural industries shaped relationships and balanced 
out rome’s influence. more thought is needed about those Jesus followers 
who represent the lower, poorer stratum of roman society, not explicitly 

56. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 119.
57. huttner, Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, 30.
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addressed by, but not excluded from the new Testament writings associ-
ated with the lycus Valley.

i have suggested that using a roman economic lens throws light on 
key issues in each of the writings. an appreciation of the nature of the 
roman market economy, in a period of relative wealth and social stability 
for those representing the middle strata of the roman economic ladder, 
illuminates the main concern in philemon with paul’s advocacy of one-
simus in his changed status. other inscriptional evidence from phrygia 
relevant to our discussion has thrown further light on this. This provides 
us with a variegated economic lens with which to view the transactions 
and relationships.

With regard to Colossians, the main focus has been upon the explicit 
households addressed in Colossians through the Haustafel and nympha’s 
singled-out domus. however, the use of the roman-phrygian economic 
dynamic also assists us in appreciating the main theological issues with 
which Colossians is concerned: the author’s reassertion of the cosmic 
authority of Christ among Jesus followers, who were beguiled by their 
attraction to indigenous Jewish ascetical practices and angelic worship in 
an effort to assuage the dominant “principalities and powers” (Col 2:13–
23). These “principalities and powers” are pervasive political and economic 
forces that Christ has disarmed (Col 2:15a). The communion with the 
Christ that the Jesus followers have through baptism is the real power that 
will thwart and overcome any form of suppression (Col 3:1–3).

Finally, a brief study of the letter to the laodiceans affirms the 
embedded nature of economics within the lycus Valley industrial, pro-
duction, and manufacturing network. rome’s economic system did not 
entirely dominate. laodicea’s gold and clothing resources, its dyeing 
industry, and its medical practice account for its wealth. economics are 
also embedded within the attitudes of the householders of the domus 
envisaged in laodicea. They have been distracted by their access to gold, 
their prosperous clothing and dyeing industry, and their manufacture of 
medical goods. The seer John invites them to a renewal in their baptismal 
discipleship of the apocalyptic and risen Christ with eucharistic hospital-
ity as central.
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has the Vita abercii misled epigraphists  
in the reconstruction of the inscription?

Allen Brent

This chapter seeks to show how the fourth-century Vita abercii is a legend 
that has reshaped the original words and meaning of the abercius inscrip-
tion, an original portion of which is found on one side of one surviving 
fragment (subsequently broken in two) of a βωμός (altar) that capped a 
tomb. W. m. ramsay and J. r. s. sterrett’s nineteenth-century discovery is 
now in the Vatican museo pio Christiano (plates 1 and 2). The legend rep-
resents the fourth-century Christianization, as peter Thonemann argues, 
of the original hellenistic culture of hierapolis by giving a Christian inter-
pretation of several of its originally pagan artifacts. if this is the case why, 
we shall ask, is prima facie abercius’s βωμός-shaped tomb to be excluded 
from that category? Why is it the one artifact that was always Christian 
and needed no reinterpretation from an original, pagan significance? 
Finally, what might its original significance have been if not Christian? let 
us begin with a brief sketch of the details of the Vita abercii.

1. The Vita sancti abercii

abercius is bishop of hierapolis and a contemporary of the emper-
ors marcus aurelius and lucius Verus. publius dolabella is governor of 
phrygia salutaris and implements the imperial command for a general 
sacrifice, in response to which abercius provokes a riot (Vit. aberc. 1–6).1 
The bishop preaches, heals three epileptics, and baptizes five hundred con-

1. all citations from the Vita abercii are from Theodor nissen, S. Abercii Vita 
(leipzig: Teubner, 1912). all citations from the epitaph (Grabschrift) are from Willy 
lüdtke and Theodor nissen, Die Grabschrift des Aberkios, Ihre Überlieferung und Ihr 
Text (leipzig: Teubner, 1910).
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verts (Vit. aberc. 9–11). phrygella, the mother of euxeinianus pollio, who 
is to be the correspondent of the two emperors, is healed of her blindness 
along with three others (Vit. aberc. 20–23; 33; 47–50).

abercius miraculously creates a thermal spring that becomes the loca-
tion of a bathhouse (Vit. aberc. 65–66). The devil flees to rome and takes 
possession of lucilla, daughter of marcus aurelius, sixteen years of age 
and the intended bride of lucius Verus his coemperor: they are to be mar-
ried at ephesus (Vit. aberc. 36–43). marcus takes the advice of the prefect 
Cornelianus and writes to euxeinianus in order to summon bishop aber-
cius to rome to exorcise lucilla (Vit. aberc. 45–49).

Valerius and bassianus are the emperor’s agentes in rebus (μαγιστριανοί, 
or messengers) and deliver the imperial letter to the governor spintha 
who has replaced dolabella in office (Vit. aberc. 50–51). The μαγιστριανοί 
subsequently bring abercius to the eparch Cornelius at rome. abercius 
expels lucilla’s daemon and commands it to pick up a marble altar and 
carry it to hierapolis. abercius’s previous miracle in producing the hot 
springs at agros is monumentalized by Faustina’s gift of a bathhouse and 
a frumentatio (grain dole) of 3000 modioi for the poor of hierapolis (Vit. 
aberc. 52–56).

on his way to rome, Trophimus joins abercius and carries bread and 
wine, though when the former drinks from the wine-flask without the lat-
ter’s consent, vinegar comes out instead (Vit. aberc. 56). abercius finally, 
before his death, builds a tomb for himself on top of which is the altar, 
brought by the daemon from rome, where we read the full text of the epi-
taph (Vit. aberc. 76–77).

From what historical sources if any was the Vita abercii constructed? 
Were there any elements that might be true and a record of what was wit-
nessed in the middle to late second century? We shall argue that there are 
various elements from secular history, put together in a somewhat garbled 
form, but no plausible details of Christianity at this time.

2. Vita sancti abercii: possible historical sources

The Vita abercii itself shows some historical details, a few accurate and 
others clearly anachronistic. These features complicate the question of 
possible sources for the legend: where did the author find the particular, 
true details from hierapolis that he wove into his fiction?

There are a host of post-fourth-century details. The emperor Julian 
ended Faustina’s frumentatio. The administrative divisions of phrygia into 
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pacatiana (prima maior) and salutaris (secunda minor) were only made 
under the administrative reforms of diocletian.2 Valerius and bassia-
nus, imperial letter bearers, are described here as μαγιστριανοὺς τῶν θείων 
ὀφφικίων (magistriani sacrorum officiorum) but elsewhere as βερηδάριοι. 
but these titles did not exist before 326 Ce.3

however, the letter purportedly written by emperor marcus aurelius 
excites most of Thonemann’s historical interest: its form as an imperial 
epistola can be paralleled with surviving epigraphs. it has two parts in the 
Vita abercii, the first of which contains some remarkably accurate histori-
cal details, but the second, involving the fabulous life of abercius, consists 
wholly of anachronisms (Vit. aberc. 48–49).4

Thonemann established the accuracy of this first half of the imperial 
epistula. euxeinianus pollio, the wealthy individual to whom the emperor’s 
letter is addressed, has a name that is also well attested epigraphically.5 
Claudius pollio, as asiarch (161–169 Ce), commemorated his office by 
minting coins of five types, with effigies of marcus aurelius, lucius Verus, 
and Faustina that date them. some of them abbreviated, they bear the 
legend ἐπιμεληθέντος Κλ. Πωλλίωνος ἀσιάρχου Ἱεροπολεῖτων.6 Furthermore, 
we have an inscription from neighboring acmonia where the city honors 
Κυ[ίντον] Κλαύδιον Πωλίων[α] Τιβερίου Κλα[υδ]ίου Εὐξένου υἱόν.7

The emperor’s titles “germanicus” and “sarmaticus” were used 
between 175–178 Ce when the deteriorating military situation led to their 

2. stephen mitchell, Anatolia: Land, Men, and Gods in Asia Minor, (oxford: 
oxford University press, 1993), 2:161.

3. Various forms of these title appear throughout as in Vit. aberc. 47; 49 
(μαγιστριανοὺς τῶν θείων ὀφφικίων); 50; 57. The same officials are called βερηδάριοι in 
52; 54; 57; 60. roland delmaire, Les institutions du bas-empire romain de Constantin à 
Justinien: Les institutions civiles palatines (paris: Cerf, 1995), 97–118; mitchell, Anatolia, 
1:129–32; anna avramea, “land and sea Communications, Fourth–Fifteenth Centu-
ries,” in The Economic History of Byzantium, ed. angeliki e. laiou, vol. 1, dumbarton 
oaks studies 39 (Washington dC: dumbarton oaks, 2002), 58–64, 74–77.

4. For details see peter Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis: Christianisation and 
social memory in late antique asia minor,” in Historical and Religious Memory in the 
Ancient World, ed. beate dignas and r. r. r. smith (oxford: oxford University press, 
2012), 266–67.

5. Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis,” 269–73.
6. For full references see Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis,” 272 n. 30: “with 

Claudius pollio, asiarch of hierapolis, taking responsibility.”
7. Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis,” 269, fig. 12.2: “Quintus Claudius pollio, 

son of Tiberius Claudius euxenos.”
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demise. The name mentioned of “our procurator [ἐπιτρόπος] Caecilius” 
seems likely to have been the m. Caecilius numa, a procurator Augusti, 
who was a contemporary with marcus aurelius and was responsible for 
the construction of the Trachon that was a highway through a mountain 
between ephesus and magnesia.8

one last name to be mentioned in this context is that of Cornelia-
nus, not mentioned in the text of the first half of the imperial epistula but 
introduced shortly before in the narrative as the “prefect” (ἔπαρχος) who 
commends euxeinianus to the emperor as a good contact through whom 
to contact the wonder-working bishop. There is a Cornelianus with the 
office of ab epistulis graecis (the emperor’s greek secretary) recorded at 
rome at the date claimed for the emperor’s letter to pollio (177–178 Ce).9 
Thus the cluster of different names and titles, all contemporaneous with a 
date around the smyrnaean earthquake also mentioned (177 Ce), repre-
sents an island of fact among so many bewildering anachronisms.

but the first part of the epistula contains no Christian historical 
details: the emperor thanks euxeinianus pollio at hierapolis for giving, 
at his command, material assistance to smyrna following the earthquake 
there (Vit. aberc. 48).10 as such this part stands alone without any details 
about bishop abercius: there is no mention of an order to summon aber-
cius the wonder-worker to heal the emperor’s daughter. euxeinianus’s 
assistance was reported to the emperor by a procurator named Caecilius. 
The emperor included in his titles “germanicus, sarmaticus.”

The names of the two unknown magistrani, Valerius and bassianus, 
appear to be derived from the names of a single figure, Valerius bassianus, 

8. ieph 3157; ieph 1799; Jeanne robert and louis robert, Exploration, histoire, 
monnaies et inscriptions, vol. 1 of Fouilles d’Amyzon en Carie (paris: de boccard 1983), 
30–32; Carlo Franco, Elio Aristide e Smirne (rome: bardi 2005), 503; Thonemann, 
“abercius of hierapolis,” 269 n. 27.

9. Werner eck, “p. aelius apollonides, ab epistulis graecis, und ein brief des Cor-
nelius Fronto,” ZPE 91 (1992): 239–41; reinhold merkelbach, “grabepigramm und 
Vita des bischofs aberkios von hierapolis,” EA 28 (1997): 135–36; glen W. bower-
sock, Greek Sophists in the Roman Empire (oxford: oxford University press, 1969), 
54–55.

10. περὶ ὧν κατ᾽ ἐπιτροπὴν ἡμετέραν ἔναγχος διεπράξω κατὰ τὴν Σμυρνέων πόλιν ὡς 
ἐπικουφίσαι τοῖς ἐκεῖσε οἰκοῦσιν τὴν συμβᾶσαν αὐτοῖς συμφορὰν ἐκ τοῦ κλόνου τῆς γῆς 
(“i recently took action in accordance with our duty of care for these matters toward 
the city of sirmium so as to relieve its inhabitants in the disaster that befell them from 
the earthquake”).
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who was executed late in the reign of Commodus (hist. aug., Comm. 
7.7).11 They deliver the eparch Cornelius’s letter to the hegemon spinther 
(dolabella having left office by this point) (Vit. aberc. 51).12 There is no evi-
dence of a hegemon spinther in asia in the second century, but in 44 bCe 
p. Cornelius dolabella seized the province, adopting the title of imperator, 
and, after his departure for syria, was succeeded by p. Cornelius lentulus 
spinther for a brief period in 43 bCe (Cicero, Fam. 12.14–15).13 it is the 
second part of the alleged imperial rescript that includes the anachronis-
tic titles of Valerius and bassianus.

Thonemann sees the Vita abercii therefore in the context of the lives 
of the saints that began to appear in the fourth century as part of the 
transformation of graeco-roman culture and its Christianization. The 
author had no earlier written source, but there were material artifacts. 
as Thonemann perceptively says, “The life of abercius should be under-
stood as a biography, not of a man, but of a city. it aspires to provide a 
Christian history for a city whose real history was insistently, inconve-
niently, and all too visibly pagan.”14 We can therefore seek to follow the 
fourth-century Christian reconstruction of the pagan narrative of hier-
apolis and its artifacts.

Thonemann’s account undoubtedly represents a considerable advance 
on earlier attempts to regard the Vita abercii as containing earlier second-
century Christian elements and so valid historical grounds to give the title 
of a Christian bishop to the abercius of the epitaph who uses no such 
title nor claims such status. reinhold merkelbach is the most recent rep-
resentative of such a claim for a limited historical accuracy.15 despite the 
reference to emperor Julian, merkelbach insists that there is something 
of historical value behind the final edition and earlier version composed 
soon after the death of abercius.16 This necessity merkelbach grounds 

11. With merkelbach, “grabepigramm und Vita,” 136.
12. [The Μαγιστριανοί] ἀπέδωκαν τὰ γράμματα Κορνηλιανοῦ τοῦ ἐπάρχου πρὸς τὸν 

ἡγέμονα Σπινθῆρα περὶ τούτου γραφέντα (“They handed over the document written by 
Cornelianus in reference to the matter at hand to spinther the governor”). see also Vit. 
aberc. 66: Σπινθῆρα τὸν κατ᾽ ἐκεῖνου καιροῦ ἄρχοντα Φρυγίας μικρᾶς (“spinther, who 
was the governor of lesser phrygia at that time”).

13. For further references, see Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis,” 275 n. 39.
14. Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis,” 278.
15. merkelbach, “grabepigramm und Vita,” 125–39.
16. merkelbach, “grabepigramm,” 128: “bald nach 363 ein geistlicher sich eine 

ältere lebensbeschreibung des aberkios vorgenommen und für seine Zweck herg-
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in the “fullness of reports historically verifiable” or that refer to places in 
hierapolis or its surroundings found in the Vita abercii.17

but if we examine carefully such examples, we find that they are such as 
the absence of marcus aurelius with lucius Verus for the roman–parthian 
War (161–166 Ce) and the feast of the Victoria Parthica anachronistically 
recorded as attacked by abercius in his preaching (Vit. aberc. 2–8).18 There 
are no accurate Christian references here. an analysis however of the text 
of abercius’s sermons on this occasion and later leads merkelbach to pos-
tulate parallels with Justin martyr, pliny, hippolytus on the elchasites, and 
melito of sardis that show an earlier form of missionary catechesis that he 
argues died out come the fourth century.19

it would, however, be false to draw a contrast between the catechu-
menate of the fourth with that of the second century on the grounds that 
in the former preparation for baptism after the peace of the church was of 
long duration but was quickly executed in the second.20 and apart from 
this feature, all other historical features of the Vita abercii, even when 
surprisingly evoking original sources, have been better explained by Tho-
nemann as a sometimes accurate, sometimes wildly inaccurate use of 
surviving public monuments given an interpretatio christiana from which 
to embroider a more detailed miracle tale.

The one exception is the general attempt to identify abercius with an 
avirkius marcellus mentioned by eusebius.21 but the latter is simply the 
name of an otherwise unknown person to whom an anonymous writer 
dedicates his work against the so-called phrygian heresy (montanism) 
(eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 5.16.3). This avirkius himself has no direct connec-
tion with hierapolis but is simply associated with apolinaris of hierapolis. 

erichtet hat. diese ältere Fassung müsste bald nach dem Tod des aberkios niederge-
schrieben worden sein.”

17. merkelbach, “grabepigramm und Vita,” 128: “den die Vita enthält eine solche 
Fülle von nachrichten, die historisch verifizierbar sind oder sich auf plätze in hier-
apolis und seiner Umgebung beziehen.”

18. merkelbach, “grabepigramm und Vita,” 129, where nevertheless the actual 
destruction of pagan temples and statues are considered a later addition to the text.

19. merkelbach, “grabepigramm und Vita,” 129–31. see Vit. aberc. 13 and 36; 
pliny, Nat. 10.96.7; pseudo-hippolytus, Ref. 9.15.67; Justin martyr, Dial. 85.

20. merkelbach, “grabepigramm und Vita,” 132.
21. Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis,” 258 n. 1 follows this general consensus 

with the unsubstantiated claim: “abercius himself is almost certainly to be identified 
with avircius marcellus.”
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he is described neither as a native nor a bishop of that city. but this is the 
one early Christian, literary text to which Thonemann can appeal.

Thonemann’s account has, in fact, critically undermined the case for 
any historical information contained in the Vita abercii that can give doc-
umentary corroboration to the case for the Christianity of the epitaph. 
but, notwithstanding, Thonemann makes the ill-considered conclusion 
directly in the face of where his analysis has taken us that the inscrip-
tion is “by far the longest and most explicit profession of Christian faith 
known to us from documentary sources of the period.”22 but despite this 
common opinion of the majority of scholars, i believe that the case for 
the Christianity of the epitaph can be shown to rest on nothing more than 
on a general acceptance of unexamined assumptions or at best a case like 
that of merkelbach that is exposed by Thonemann’s argument to rest upon 
somewhat flimsy grounds.

3. The Vita abercii as an inference from surviving  
Fourth-Century material artifacts

The Vita abercii, i submit, if constructed out of the author’s specula-
tion upon and reconfiguration of the material fabric of fourth-century 
hierapolis, included speculation also on a βωμός-capped tomb with 
an epitaph, dedicated to a man named abercius, that he interpreted as 
Christian, without any more grounds for doing so than other artifacts 
such as Faustina’s bathhouse as a reward for a Christian exorcism. The 
author of the Vita abercii had no episcopal list to support his bishop’s 
title, nor were there any other details of the life of a Christian bishop that 
he could not have inferred from the words of the epitaph. let us now 
attempt some reasonable inferences about how the author proceeded in 
embroidering so fabulously with a fourth-century Christian motif the 
artifacts that he observed.

The author of the Vita abercii looked first at the bathhouse (βαλανεῖον) 
at agros Thermôn and its dedication recording the beneficence of 
empress Faustina with her frumentatio (σιτηρέσιον, food allowance) (Vit. 
aberc. 66). The benefaction now in his Christian rewriting of the material 
fabric becomes a thanksgiving offering because the Christian abercius of 
hierapolis had exorcised a daemon from her daughter. The hot springs at 

22. Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis,” 259.
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agros had been themselves the result of a miracle performed by abercius, 
who had been concerned for the poor health of the poor (Vit. aberc. 40).

The author’s eyes now wandered around other artifacts. There was the 
imperial epistula of marcus aurelius that he found engraved on a pillar 
in the forum. euxeinianus (and therefore the city) had been publically 
commended for the smyrna relief with imperial mention of “our procura-
tor Caecilius.” The Christian hagiographer adds a second paragraph that 
brings in his legendary exorcist-bishop. The anachronistically described 
magistriani sacrorum officiorum derive their names from the epitaph or 
decree recording the execution of Valerius basianus. a further as yet 
undiscovered inscription would have been from 43 bCe recording the 
names both of dolabella and spinther, whose date was not clear to the 
hagiographer but who afforded conveniently the names of the governors 
immediately past and present. spinther is named the governor of phrygia 
minor (that did not exist as a separate entity at the time) with dolabella. 
Thus the writer of the Vita abercii can reorder the pagan material fabric of 
hierapolis within the matrix of his Christian legend.

but amidst these artifacts, some with remains (the βαλανεῖον at agros 
Thermôn) and others hypothesized from other remains but themselves 
having perished (e.g., the stele with the imperial epistula), there also stands 
the βωμός with the epitaph ascribed to, it is claimed, a Christian bishop, 
abercius. but if, in fact, the βωμός was a Christian monument to a known 
and famous bishop abercius, why are there no details in the Vita abercii, 
following the failure of merkelbach’s argument, that cannot be inferred 
from the words of the epitaph itself? surely the author of the Vita aber-
cii would have possessed additional Christian historical information with 
which to contextualize the words of the epitaph?

if the Vita abercii reinterprets a number of pagan artifacts with a nar-
rative that gives them a Christian expression, why should we assume that 
the epitaph on the βωμός was itself Christian and the one exception stick-
ing out from his otherwise pagan landscape. given the project of cultural 
transformation witnessed by the production of the Christian Vita aber-
cii, what are the grounds for identifying the βωμός as untouched by this 
fourth-century, Christianizing project?

i propose now examining the artifact as the author of the Vita abercii 
viewed it, drawing on the actual way in which he interpreted it in a fourth-
century context. ramsay’s artifact gives us only the surviving piece of an 
original inscription that itself is highly mutilated: the author of the Vita 
abercii read a far more complete inscription, on which we are therefore 
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dependent for the reconstruction of the whole text. but ramsay’s frag-
ment will allow us to assess to what extent the Vita abercii has refashioned 
the text of the epitaph itself. it will also invite us to ask if the artifact was 
already damaged in the fourth century in the form in which it is tran-
scribed in the Vita abercii.

4. The βωμός and epitaph as the author saw Them

margaret m. mitchell has pointed out that the partially ruined βωμός that 
survives was only a section of the original artifact, like the monument of 
C. etuvius Capreolus, at aquileia, where we find an altar with epigraphy 
mounted on a tomb above five slabs, the top two of which are decorated 
with relief images. The top of the square-shaped altar is decorated ornately. 
alternative decorations might have been acroteria and rosettes or even 
angula acroteria.23 given these general features of such funerary altars, we 
should not exclude the possibility that the lost, ruined top of the altar had 
contained apertures for libation offerings. We have from the cemetery of 
ss petrus and marcellinus at rome in the fourth century the sarcophagus 
lid of Justa decorated with a Constantinian monogram that Franz Joseph 
dölger compared with that of Caecilius Fustus with its Diis Manibus for-
mula: both contain a piscina with drilled holes for drink offerings (plate 
3). Justa was arguably a Christian (she is called sanctissima, “most holy”), 
but of what form of Christianity? Could she not have been a pagan who 
adopted some Christian religious imagery?24 We should remember that the 
abercius epitaph ends with curses on violators of the tomb that are claimed 
as compatible with early Christian artifacts only somewhat implausibly.25

23. margaret m. mitchell, “looking for abercius: reimagining Contexts of inter-
pretation of the earliest Christian inscription,” in Commemorating the Dead: Texts and 
Artifacts in Context; Studies of Roman, Jewish, and Christian Burials, ed. laurie brink 
and deborah green (berlin: de gruyter 2008), 321–23 and her plate 9.5.

24. For references and discussion, see allen brent, “methodological perspectives 
in the interpretation of early Christian artefacts,” StPatr 73 (2014): 17–18.

25. Grabschrift 20–22: οὐ μέντοι τύμβῳ τις ἐμῷ ἕτερόν τινα θήσει. / εἰ δ᾿ οὖν, 
Ῥωμαίων ταμείῳ θήσε[ι] δισχείλια [χ]ρῦσα / καὶ χρηστῇ πατρίδι Ἱεροπόλει χείλια χρυσά 
(“let not, however, anyone place another person on my tomb. / if anyone does, he shall 
place 2,000 denarii in the roman treasury and 1,000 denarii for my good homeland 
hierapolis”). see, for example, margherita guarducci, “l’iscrizione di abercio e la 
‘Vergine Casta,’ ” Ancient Society 4 (1973): 180–81, where she cites (n. 29) the third-
century epitaph of leo and the later of bishop Theophilus.
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as mitchell points out, such curses (mainly found in the fourth cen-
tury), have been frequently used to counter adolf von harnack’s original 
doubt that such a funeral monument could have been Christian. but if such 
examples had become simply conventional in the fourth century, this was 
unlikely to have been the case as early as the second century.26 We need to 
once more focus on how the author of the Vita abercii regarded this βωμός 
and not what significance isolated texts and artifacts might allow us to give 
to it. if the artifact had been at all plausibly Christian, then the Vita abercii 
would not have needed to explain its use by a Christian bishop as a trophy 
in his victory over a daemon: he has constructed an aetiological legend 
explaining away the pagan character of the artifact: abercius prepared his 
grave but arranged its placement under a pagan altar, a marble βωμός, that 
the daemon had at his instruction brought from rome and placed at the 
gate of the harbor.

it was clearly a curiosity in the eyes of Christians in fourth-century 
hierapolis, not considered normally Christian or even normally hiera-
politan rather than roman. how could a square pagan stone altar have 
been erected over the burial place of the deceased whom they had clearly 
come to believe had been a Christian bishop, despite the inscription never 
claiming that title itself? it was not simply, therefore, taken for granted that 
a grave with a βωμός on top of it was a normal and unremarkable funeral 
monument for a Christian bishop.

The Vita abercii’s Christian interpretation in this case was as equally 
contrived as that for Faustina’s βαλανεῖον and her σιτηρέσιον, or indeed Cor-
nelius’s imperial epistula. historically, Faustina had simply contributed to 
hierapolis a normal example of pagan imperial munificence and the epistula 
refered to pollio’s benefactions to smyrna: neither example originally had 
anything to do with the request of a Christian bishop for his reward for 
exorcising the emperor’s daughter, whose miraculous act in the first place 
had caused the warm springs to gush forth (Vit. aberc. 39–40; 48–51; 65). 
The Christian claim to the βωμός was arguably equally contrived, and the 
fact of this contrivance shows that for the author it is not a commonplace 

26. adolf von harnack, Zur Abercius-Inschrift, TU 12.4b (leipzig: hinrichs, 
1895), 5; Joseph Wilpert, Fractio Panis: Die älteste Darstellung des eucharistischen 
Opfers in der “cappella Greca” (Freiburg im breisgau: herder, 1895), 105–6; louis 
duchesne, “l’épitaphe d’abercius,” Mélanges d’archéologie et d’histoire 15 (1895): 166. 
see also mitchell, “looking for abercius,” 320–21.
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artifact usual for both Christian and pagan burials and as such unremark-
able: it is one that cries out for urgent Christian reinterpretation. 

When we come to the actual words of the epitaph, we find that these 
were equally strange to the fourth-century author. mitchell has convinc-
ingly confirmed that a βωμός for a τύμβον ἰσοτετράγωνον (“a tomb with 
four equal sides”) would have the full verses distributed over three sides, 
of which the ramsay fragment would have represented the second side.27 
The Vita abercii describes the epitaph engraved on the altar as a “divinely 
inspired inscription” (θεόπνευστον ἐπίγραμμα), intelligible “to those 
worthy of Christ and profitable” (τοῖς μὲν ἀξίοις τοῦ Χριστοῦ νοούμενον καὶ 
ὠφέλιμον) but “to the unbelievers not being able to be grasped” (τοῖς δὲ 
ἀπίστοις μὴ γινωσκόμενον ἔχον) (Vit. aberc. 76).28 The author now pro-
ceeds to interpret this mysterious language with a Christian meaning not 
immediately obvious to his contemporaries. We shall now see that his 
application of many of the terms to specifically Christian rites and prac-
tices is somewhat forced and that their more natural interpretation might 
be in a highly ambiguously Christian if not more clearly a pagan context.

references to paul and πίστις (faith) seem to provide us with a secure 
Christian anchor around which to interpret an otherwise quite ambigu-
ous set of images (Vit. aberc. 77; Grabschrift 12).29 but the manuscript 
tradition is highly confused in reading the two lines. i will argue that the 
manuscript tradition is evidence for a confusion that comes from alterna-
tive readings of these damaged words on the epitaph.

5. The epitaph and the manuscript Tradition:  
paul and Πίστις as game Changers

once we use the paul-πίστις anchor to argue a Christian interpretation 
of the epitaph, it will follow that the “Chaste shepherd” (ποιμήν ἁγνός) of 

27. mitchell, “looking for abercius,” 329–30 and nn. 77 and 78; Vit. aberc. 76. 
For her criticism of the reconstruction in the museo pio Christiano where it appears 
in its entirety on the front face, see mitchell, “looking for abercius,” 331, criticizing 
antonio Ferrua, “nuove osserazioni sull’epitaffio di abercio,” Rivista di Archelogia 
Cristiana 20 (1943): 286; margherita guarducci, Epigrafi sacre pagane e cristiane, 
vol. 4 Epigrafia Graeca (rome: istituto poligrafico dello stato, libreria dello stato, 
1978), 377.

28. Cited from nissen’s critical text from a passage whose form was to be abbrevi-
ated by the textus receptus of symeon metaphrastes.

29. Παῦλον δὲ ἔσωθεν Πίστις ̣παντὶ προῆγε.
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whom abercius is a “disciple” (μαθητὴς) is Jesus Christ, who had taught 
him “the words of faith” (γράμματα πιστά) (Grabschrift 3, 6). at rome 
bishop abercius saw the “empire” (βασιλεία), or perhaps a “princess” 
(βασίλεια), and a “queen” (βασίλισσα), which are personifications of the 
church and the blessed Virgin mary or perhaps of the Church of rome 
and her primatial rule. he visited the roman congregation marked with 
the seal of baptism (Grabschrift 7–9).30 Wherever he stopped in syria or 
in nisibis beyond the euphrates he found his fellow Christian believers, 
accompanied by the letters of the apostle paul with his πίστις leading him 
everywhere.31 Πίστις provided the fish that is Jesus, from the font of bap-
tism, born of mary the holy Virgin, as eucharistic food, the wine mixed 
with water that was their common meal.32

The imagery of the Chaste shepherd and pure Virgin, the seal and the 
fish, the kingdom or princess and the queen were highly ambiguous and 
tended to fade into their pagan counterparts. but references to paul and to 
πίστις seemed to clinch matters in support of Christianity. but first, as we 
shall now see, in the following section, the manuscript tradition has pro-
duced three different versions of the lines on paul and πίστις, in the three 
different recensions of the Vita abercii.

second, we may query, following a close examination of the process 
by which ramsay’s fragment was brought to life, whether the author of the 
Vita abercii had read and apparently faithfully transcribed an originally 
more perfect version of the mutilated stone? Was the mutilation earlier 
than the composition of the Vita abercii, or was it later and connected 
with excavations at the time of ramsay and sterrett? if the former was 
the case then, the author of the Vita abercii did not make a more perfect 
transcription than that afforded us by ramsay’s fragment.

30. εἰς Ῥώμη[ν ὃς ἔπεμψεν] ἐμὲν βα̣σιλ̣[ηΐδ᾿ ἀθρῆσαι] / καὶ βασίλισ̣σ[αν ἰδεῖν χρυσό]
στολον χϱυ̣[σοπέδιλον.] / λαὸν δ᾿εἶδο̣ν ἐ[κεῖ λαμπρὰν] σϕραγεῖδαν ἔ[χοντα] (“who sent 
me to rome, to gaze upon a kingdom and to see a queen with golden robe and golden 
sandles, and i saw there a people who had a shining seal”). see also below below nn. 
79, 80, and 81.

31. see below, nn. 37 and 42 and associated text.
32. see below, n. 35 and associated text.
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6.1. The manuscript Tradition of paul and Πίστις 

The author of the Vita abercii read and transcribed abercius’s claim, 
according to a restoration of one of the three versions printed in nissen’s 
edition:

(1) nissen’s favored anonymous recension i has, as its principal arche-
type, p 1540 (Codex parisianus graecus).33 Though he follows the Vita 
abercii in creating a single line, ramsay’s fragment shows that these words 
were originally, like those of the rest of the entire epitaph, on different lines 
so that what the author saw or imagined that he saw was something like:

Παῦλον δὲ ἔσωθεν
Πίστις πάντῃ δὲ προῆγε κτλ …

by running the two lines together, we can therefore construe the sense as 
“in every place i had my fellow assembly members, and paul was within 
us. and Faith led us everywhere.…”34 The problem, however, is that the 
russian version (r) related to this archetype omits πίστις on the epitaph. 
as a result, the Παῦλος as in Παῦλον δὲ ἔσωθεν would become the subject of 
πάντῃ δὲ προῆγε and the provider also of the τροϕὴν πάντῃ ἰχθὺν ἀπὸ πηγῆς 
(r 11.12–13; see also 15.12). otherwise, it will be the παρθένος ἁγνή who 
makes such provision in addition to catching the fish, since πίστις does not 
appear.35

33. supported by r; h 27; m 379 (Codex mosquensis).
34. nissen, S. Abercii Vita, 53.17–18 (around Vit. aberc. 77): Εὐφράτην διαβάς. 

πάντη δ᾿ ἔσχον συνομηγύρους, Παῦλον δὲ ἔσωθεν. Πίστις ̣παντὶ προῆγεν καὶ παρέθηκε 
τροϕὴν κτλ. (“having crossed the euphrates, i had everywhere companions, and 
paul was on the inside. Faith everywhere led the procession and provided nourish-
ment…”). amended readings for συνομηγύρους, with which all three versions agree, 
are: συνομήμος (h. grégoire, “bardesane et s. abercius,” Byzantion 25–27 [1955–1957]: 
363–68; William m. Calder, “The epitaph of avircius marcellus,” JRS 29 [1939]: 1–4) 
and συνομαίμους (Wolfgang Wischmeyer, “die aberkiosinschrift als grabepigramm,” 
JAC 23 [1980]: 25). 

35. nissen, S. Abercii Vita, 53.18–54.1–3 (around Vit. aberc. 77): καὶ παρέθηκε 
τροϕὴν πάντῃ ἰχθὺν ἀπὸ πηγῆς πανμεγέθη καθαρόν, ὃν ἐδράξατο παρθένος ἁγνή, καὶ 
τοῦτον ἐπέδωκε ϕιλίο̣ις ἐσ̣θ̣ίειν διὰ παντός, οἶνον χρηστὸν ἔχουσα, κέρασμα διδοῦσα μετ᾿ 
ἄρτου (“[Faith] provided me everywhere a fish from the fountain, a great and pure fish, 
that the [holy Virgin or Faith] caught (or ‘conceived’), and presented to the Friends to 
eat continually, giving it mixed with wine”). 
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(2) nissen’s recension ii is also anonymous and relies on C (Codex 
Coislinianus 110).36 here the whole line on the epitaph is omitted (half the 
stanza line) so that there is no witness here to Παῦλον δὲ ἔσωθεν, although 
πίστις does appear in the following line. The originator of this manuscript 
tradition did not share, therefore, the confidence of the scribes of ver-
sions i and iii in constructing the upper letters as originally having been 
Παῦλον. Without the line with paul, the only object on which πίστις as the 
subject of the verb “led before me” (προῆγεν) can work is the preceding: 
“Faith led my fellow initiates forward …”37

(3) nissen’s recension iii (simeon metaphrastes) has the full stanza 
line (which on the epitaph would have been in two, half-stanza lines) that 
read substantially that of recension i (with the exception of r’s omission 
of πίστις).38 

We thus have a situation in which the whole line is omitted in one 
important manuscript (C), and even if version i is preferred, an impor-
tant witness (r) to its manuscript tradition omits πίστις from the line.

it is therefore far more important than has been acknowledged to 
ask whether we have here an example of scribal speculation on an origi-
nal mutilated text and also whether the great divergence between recent 
scholars in restoring these two lines on the stone are scarcely worth less 
than these manuscript attempts at restoration. We need to ask whether 
the great divergent manuscript readings for these lines is not, in fact, the 
creation of what were originally divergent observations of the words of 
ramsay’s mutilated epitaph that survived in that form from a time con-
temporary with the production of the Vita abercii. The condition of the 
epitaph, found as part of a single fragment of a βωμός broken by its extrac-
tion from the bathhouse wall into two and reunited in 1892, reveals what i 
shall argue to be through its mutilation the source of the ambivalent man-
uscript reading of these lines.

36. published originally by Jean Francois boissonarde, Anecdota Graeca (paris: 
excusum in regio Typographeo, 1829–1833), 462–88.

37. nissen, S. Abercii Vita, 82.5–7 (around Vit. aberc. 77): πάντη δ᾿ ἔσχον 
συνο̣μηγύρους, / Πίστις ̣παντὶ προῆγε / καὶ παρέθηκε τροϕὴν κτλ …

38. recension iii is based upon Codex parisiensis (a) 1480, (m) 1484, (C) 1495, 
(d) 1494, (e) 1501, (F) 1512, (g) 1503, Codex Coislinianus (h) 145.



 has the Vita abercii misled epigraphists 339

6.2. paul and Πίστις on the stone in Comparison with Versions of the 
Vita abercii

The words of two lines as they stand on the surviving epitaph are almost 
entirely obliterated with damage done to the lower part of the letters in 
the first and to the upper part in the second. What appears to us on the 
epitaph in a highly fragmented form in the first line is, as ramsay in 
1897 reproduces as the copy, presumably the squeeze that he and sterrett 
had made:

here we have no corroboration of versions i and iii’s difficult reading 
of Παῦλον δὲ ἔσωθεν that ii (C) omitted entirely either due to carelessness 
or incomprehension or because originally the transcription of the viewed 
epitaph was so indecipherable. Π[ ]ΥΛΟΝ seems secure and sufficiently 
guaranteed by the half Π, a full Υ and half Λ, half Ο with Ν missing its right 
stroke. The absence of δὲ also concurs with the reading of one witness to 
the manuscript tradition of version i, namely, h (Codex hierosolymitanus 
sabaiticus 27), omits this particle, as does version iii in all manuscripts. 
Thus we have simply Παῦλον ἔχων.

but what the final mutilated traces on this line of the epitaph now 
do establish is the complete impossibility of the ἔσωθεν of versions i and 
iii of the Vita abercii. ΕΠΟ clearly cannot lead to such a reconstruc-
tion but requires completion as something like ΕΠΟΜΗΝ, ΕΠΟΧΟΝ, 
ΕΠΟΧΩΝ, or ΕΠΟΧΩ. Wolfgang Wischmeyer (also Thonemann) 
favors ἐπ᾽ ὄχῳ and thus sees paul as “on the wagon (or chariot)” as his 
companion, though adolphe abel does reference some who restore these 
words as ἐπ᾽ὄχων.39 margherita guarducci prefers ἔποχον as an adjective 
describing paul as “mounted on my chariot” following albrecht dieterich.40 
amongst others, orazio marucchi, louis duchesne, gerhard Ficker, Vera 
hirschmann, and merkelbach have simply reproduced the text of the epi-
taph at this point with blank spaces.41

39. Wischmeyer, “aberkiosinschrift als grabepigramm,” 25; adolphe abel, 
“Étude sur l’inscription d’abercius,” Byzantion 3.2 (1926): 339–40 nn, 1, 2, and 3 for 
further references.

40. guarducci, Epigrafi sacre pagane e cristiane, 380, no. 4; albrecht dieterich, Die 
Grabschrift des Aberkios (leipzig: Teubner, 1896), 9.

41. ΕΠΟ … ΙΣΤΙΣ: orazio marucchi, “nuove osservazioni sulla iscrizione di 
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if the Vita abercii had never existed and we had this epigraphic frag-
ment alone, on what basis would we have concluded that a person named 
paul who shared his chariot or wagon was, in fact, paul the apostle? ram-
say’s originally widely accepted restoration seemed to support this: the text 
support by the restored ἑπόμην meant, according to ramsay, “everywhere 
i had companions—paul in my hands and Faith guiding and feeding me.”42 
but if we accept instead the ἐπ᾽ ὄχῳ amendment (or versions of it, ἐπ᾽ ὄχων, 
ἔποχον), it is by no means clear that these words refer metaphorically to 
texts of paul’s writings: they could equally apply to an otherwise unknown 
individual who accompanied abercius on his journey. 

it was ramsay’s ἑπόμην that had enabled πίστις to be thus securely 
anchored into a pattern of pauline interpretation with a logic of “follow-
ing-leading” (ἑπόμην-προῆγε). The author of the Vita abercii as first reader 
of the epitaph as a Christian statement had introduced this interpretation 
that ramsay and most observers were subsequently to follow. The former 
had used ἔσωθεν that was quite impossible to fit into the letters that have 
survived, yet we can be sure that he believed that Παῦλον was within his 
orthodox, non-marcionite Christian community whose gatherings of his 
“fellow worshipers” (ΣΥΝΟ[μηγύρους]) he thinks to have been Christian. 

if we add a reference from the Vita abercii to the activity of abercius 
in syria after he has left rome in resisting “the heresy of marcion,” we can 
regard abercius here as claiming to be the true, anti-marcionite follower 

abercio,” Nuovo Bulletino di archeologia Cristiana 1 (1895): 23; EPO[ ]: duchesne, 
“l’épitaphe d’abercius,” 157; gerhard Ficker, “der heidnische Charakter des abercius-
inschrift,” Sitzungsberichte der Könlich Preußischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 
Berlin (1894): 89; Vera hirschmann, “Untersuchungen Zur grabschrift des aberkios,” 
ZPE 129 (2000): 109; merkelbach, “grabepigramm und Vita,” 126.

42. Π̣[α̣]ῦλον ἔχων ἑπό[μην]·[Π]ίστις π[άντῃ δὲ προῆγε]. William m. ramsay, “The 
Cities and bishoprics of phrygia,” JHS 4 (1883): 427, translated more literally: “Faith 
went in front, and i followed with paul.” ramsay was followed by george de sanctis, 
“die grabschrift des aberkios,” ZKT 21.4 (1897): 674; abel, “Étude sur l’inscription 
d’abercius,” 325; Frederick C. Conybeare, review of Zur Abercius Inschrift, by adolf 
von harnack, Classical Review 9 (1895): 296–97: “The stone is broken asunder in the 
middle of this twelfth line, and ten of the letters on it are uncertain, and thirteen alto-
gether absent. The armenian is very tantalizing. The words ‘in all ways facing forward’ 
answer to παντὶ δὲ προῆγε. ‘inwardly facing’ echoes ἔσωθεν, a misreading by the greek 
compiler of ἔχων ἐπ᾽ or of ἔχων alone.… but the word anci which = ‘i passed by (or 
over)’ may answer to ἑπόμην.”
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of paul the apostle (Vit. aberc. 69).43 merkelbach recently has defended 
such a thesis, understandably from his standpoint that there are genuine 
historical facts embedded in the Vita abercii about a bishop called aber-
cius.44 but we have rejected such a possibility of reading the epitaph in the 
perspective of the Vita abercii whose author knows nothing that we do 
not know: the author remains in the same position as ourselves attempting 
to make valid inferences from the words on the stone and has no indepen-
dent Christian source.

such considerations will also apply to the line that the Vita abercii 
reads as πίστις παντὶ προῆγε and whose reconstruction assisted the pauline 
association. if we proceed on the assumption that the author had the epi-
taph before him more or less in the mutilated condition in which ramsay 
found it, then all that he had were the following letters on a single line:

he, and we, have in other words ΙΙΣΙΙΣΙ, with a single half stroke to the 
right (Ι) that he and we have reconstructed as the πίστις of pauline the-
ology, with the half stroke the remains of an original Π[αντὶ]. but once 
we concede the absence of any Christian second-century source for the 
Vita abercii, there are other, plausible reconstructions of the damaged 
inscription that do not rely on the phantasmagoric imagination of its 
fourth-century author.

if we are not simply controlled by the text of the Vita abercii and 
accept that the author’s reconstruction is as speculative as our own, we 

43. πάνυ γὰρ ἐν τῷ χρόνῳ ἐκείνῷ ἡ αἷρεσις τοῦ Μαρκίωνος ἐθορύβησε τὰς τῶν 
Χριστανων ἐκκλησίας (“For at that time generally marcion’s heresy was creating tumult 
in Christian churches”). abel, “Étude sur l’inscription d’abercius,” 366–67, went as 
far as to claim: “l’opinion general est qu’abercius se recommendait de paul dans ses 
voyages, paul étant l’apôtre des gentils.… la conjecture ἐ ὄχων de hirschfeld trouvera 
un excellent commentaire dans ce passage des actes des apôtres, Viii,27.… abercius 
lisait paul en voyage pour s’inspirer de son zèle apostolique et se servait comme d’un 
signe de reconnaissance envers les chrétiens orthodoxes de la syrie.” Unfortunately, 
the reference to the aethiopian eunuch in acts 8:27 refers to him as καθήμενος ἐπι᾽ τοῦ 
ἄρματος and not as ἐπ᾽ ὄχων or ὄχῳ. see also david bundy, “The life of abercius: its 
significance for early syrian Christianity,” Second Century 7 (1989–1990): 169; mitch-
ell, “looking for abercius,” 313, 335.

44. reinhold merkelbach and Josef stauber, Der “Ferne Osten” und das Landesin-
nere bis zum Tauros, vol. 3 of Steinepigramme aus dem griechischen Osten (munich: 
saur, 2001), 182. see also nn. 7–9 above and associated text.
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would have to concede that there were other ways of reconstructing the 
four vertical letters that stand as vertical strokes and that cannot all have 
been Ιs. if we examine the first two, rather than form a Π and be lacking a 
vowel, we might propose a Τ Ι and make the word Τ Ι Σ Τ Ι Σ reconstruct-
ing the second pair of vertical strokes identically (both Ι Ι = Τ Ι). although 
Ficker was prepared “perhaps” (wohl) to see traces of the absence of a fol-
lowing Ι, he doubted such a reconstruction. instead, he regarded the first 
Ι as having originally a vertical bar (Τ) and the damaged Ι between the 
two Σ-Σ being originally an Η.45 Thus Ficker concluded that ΤΙΣΗΣ was 
a name for Cybele of whose cult abercius, priest of attis, as the μαθητὴς 
ποιμένος ἁγνοῦ (“disciple of the Chaste shepherd”) was a devotee.46

dieterich followed ramsay in observing that the first Ι in the Vita 
abercii πίστις appeared to be missing, if the author is to be followed, and 
the partial letters restored as Π Σ Τ Ι Σ. but using marucchi’s photographic 
reproduction, he looked again at the first pair (Ι Ι) and detected at the foot 
of the initial letter the traces of a stroke sloping left that was, in fact, the 
remains of an Ν ( ). The second Ι was to be read as an Η since in 
the phrygian dialect an ι can sound like an η. Thus dieterich arrived at his 
proposal that the word be reconstructed as the name of a river goddess, 
ΝΗΣΤΙΣ (plate 4).47 

The proposals of dieterich and of Ficker met with an initial response 
of nineteenth-century Catholic scholars that in many instances just about 
fell short of ridicule.48 duchesne regarded Ficker’s work to be on a par 

45. Ficker, “der heidnische Charakter des abercius-inschrift,” 110: “das Facis-
mile des inschriftsfragments is der lesung gar nicht günstig. dort finden sich näm-
lich … wohl die spuren eines Π aber das darauf folgende Ι fehlt. nach dem ersten Σ 
scheint nicht ΤΙ zu lesen zu sein, sondern zwischen dem ersten und dem zweiten Σ 
eher ein Η.” 

46. Ficker, “der heidnische Charakter des abercius-inschrift,” 110: “ich würde 
zunächst daran denken, dass hier irgend ein name der von abercius verehrten Cybele 
gestanden hätte, wenn nicht die aenigmatische sprache der inschrift es verböte.… 
der glaube an die götter ging voran, war Führer. er ist der Veranlasser der reisen 
des abercius gewesen.”

47. Carl maria Kaufmann, Handbuch der Altchristlichen Epigraphik (Freiburg im 
breisgau: herder, 1917), 177; dieterich, Die Grabschrift des Aberkios, 9 n. 12.

48. Von harnack, “Zur abercius-inschrift,” 3: “Katholische gelehrte haben sich 
bisher mit dem Versuch begnügt, sie lächerlich zu machen. dieser Ton ist leider 
zuerst im bullet. critique 15. märz angeschlagen worden, wie man hört von einem 
gelehrten, dessen ernst and Unparteilichkeit bisher über jedem Zweifel stand.” 
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with someone who wanted to deny on historical grounds the existence of 
Christ or napoleon or to argue that the corpus of Tacitus was a fifteenth-
century forgery.49 marucchi equally vehemently attacked both the “false 
premises” and “false conclusions” of Ficker, claiming the support with 
duchesne of the “fundamental principles” of Christian archaeologists (i 
principi fondamentali della nostra scienza), including giovanni de rossi, 
on the grounds of allegedly parallel other early Christian artifacts (the 
autun inscription, those of licinia amias and livia primitiva, representa-
tions of the good shepherd, etc.) without pausing to consider whether 
their ambiguous claims might also be suspect.50 but marucchi’s funda-
mental principles have not appeared to Catholic epigraphists in the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries as unquestionable givens of a 
framework of scientific interpretation of early Christian artifacts. The use 
of images of the good shepherd, the Fish, and the anchor in particular, as 
clear criteria for a certain, “Christian” identification, have been seriously 
challenged by Theodore Klausner and, more recently, Carlo Carletti and 
emanuele Castelli.51

significantly, as duchesne made clear, the basis for the Christian claim 
was also that, however fabulous, the fourth century Vita abercii contained 
genuine earlier Christian elements that i have given grounds for denying. 

regarding someone who had anonymously supported him, von harnack asked “ist—
trotz Ficker—die katholische Christlichkeit der inschrift so evident, dass ein ernster 
gelehrter für seinen ruf fürchten musste wenn er sie noch einmal bewies?” see also 
abel, “Étude sur l’inscription d’abercius,” 340: “la lecture ΝΕΣΤΙΣ de dieterich … 
n’est pas appuyée que sur le désir qu’avait l’auteur d’ajouter un argument a sa these.”

49. duchesne, “l’épitaphe d’abercius,” 161.
50. marucchi, “nuove osservazioni,” 40: “nulla aggiungerò per ora sulle altre 

false conclusioni che il Ficker deduce dalle sue false premesse intorno ad altri monu-
menti senza dubbio cristiani che egli vorrebbe giudicare pagani con critica veramente 
demolitrice ed irragionevole; come l’iscrizione di autun, quella di licinia amias e 
di livia primitiva del Vaticano ed alcune rappresentanze del buon pastore. di ciò 
si tratterà venendone l’occasione nei prossimi fascicoli del bullettino per difendere 
i principi fondamentali della nostra scienza stabiliti dal de rossi ed ora con tanta 
leggerezza impugnati.”

51. emanuele Castelli, “The symbols of anchor and Fish in the most ancient 
parts of the Catacomb of priscilla: evidence and Questions,” StPatr 59 (2013): 11–20; 
Carlo Carletti, “origini cristiane ed epigrafa: note di lettura a proposito di alcune 
iscrizioni (forse) ‘protocristiane,’ ” Annali di Storia dell’Esegesi 31.1 (2014): 83–94; 
Theodor Klauser, “studien zur entstehungsgeschichte der christlichen Kunst i,” JAC 
1 (1958): 46–51.
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duchesne also made clear that it was generally believed that the testimony 
of the author of the Vita abercii was founded on more than the words 
that he read on the stone.52 Ficker, however, believed to the contrary and 
rejected the Vita abercii’s reading of these damaged lines that was the 
only putative Christian source available to him.53 Thus there was always 
an unexamined assumption on the part of a Christian reading of this and 
other lines, used to trump duchesne’s view against Ficker’s: the readings of 
the Vita abercii are to be trusted over pagan readings of the epitaph since 
its author had a better view of the text than ramsay’s mutilated fragment. 

but it could, of course, be argued that the transcription of the words 
of the epitaph in the Vita abercii nevertheless represents a more perfect 
as well as complete copy of the epitaph, even though the author had no 
historically based Christian details. We depend on this author for the full 
text of the epitaph of which we only have ramsay’s fragmentary remains 
of one panel: the original text was spread across three sides as mitchell has 
recently confirmed.54 Could we not argue that the mutilation was later, 
perhaps even at the time of the nineteenth-century archaeological investi-
gations and that therefore the Vita abercii had access to a genuine reading 
that we do not have? but, as we have seen, the manucript tradition is very 
confused and itself appears to be based upon a speculative reading of a 
damaged line. in other words, that tradition gives plausibility to the thesis 
that the epitaph was already in the damaged and mutilated form when the 
author of the Vita abercii transcribed its words. 

nevertheless, i propose examining the possibility that the damaged 
line is more recent with some more detailed attention to the place and 
circumstances of ramsay’s discovery.

52. duchesne, “l’épitaphe d’abercius,” 160–63: “Quoiqu’il en soit de la date, il 
est manifeste que le légendaire considère l’inscription comme chrétienne, qu’il y voit 
l’épitaphe d’un évêque du lieu, vénéré par les hiéropolitains non seulement comme un 
saint quelconque, mais comme le saint local par excellence, l’apôtre, le fondateur de 
leur église. Que la légende ait incorporé çà et là quelques traditions altérées.”

53. Ficker, “der heidnische Charakter des abercius-inschrift,” 110: “Jedenfalls 
darf man bis jetzt das Zeugnisse des alten biographen nicht ins Feld führen, da schon 
zu seiner Zeit die inschrift sich nicht mehr im besten Zustande befand.”

54. see above, n. 27.
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7. The Fissure and the broken line

The stone itself and the probable distribution of the lines of the epigram 
make it clear that the transliteration in the Vita abercii epigram is miss-
ing a line between two separate lines on the stone that have been joined 
together as the one line, for example, line 12 in Willy lüdtke and Theodor 
nissen’s edition or lines 11 and 12 in ramsay’s or Carl robert’s squeeze.55 
in the latter case, line 12 begins with the remains of the disputed ΤΙΣΗΣ
ΝΗΣΤΙΣΠΣΤΙΣ reconstruction with the remaining words of the stanza 
obliterated. but the lost line is indicated by the bottom of letters of line 11 
are partially lost, whereas in line 12 it is the top:

The emendations of ramsay’s implausible ἑπόμην challenged the logic 
of “following-leading” (ἑπόμην-προῆγε) and thus the identification of a 
Christian, pauline pattern that was tied to πίστις.56 but the failure of ram-
say’s connection we have now established to be beyond all challenge, given 
that originally there was a lost line that clearly disengaged paul and faith. 
The author of the Vita abercii had not observed the lost line, even though 
it had been indicated by the bottom letters of the first line being damaged, 
in contrast with the damaged top letters of the second. so, in his ignorance 
he had run together two quite separate lines as one.

Thus the variant readings between the three versions of the Vita 
abercii imply that its author would have read the epitaph in its present 
mutilated condition and been as puzzled as we are by the missing, muti-
lated line and damaged text above and below the fissure. ramsay observed 
both from the meter and from the state of the epigraphy that “there is a gap 
in the traditional text where the words are far too few to fill the measure.” 
The combination of lines 11 and 12 should produce one hexameter, which 

55. so also in Grabschrift 36–43 each of the separate lines on the stone run into 
a single line so as to produce a text of nine lines (7–15) that thus fit in the place they 
occupy in the full twenty-two lines of the text on the stone, as represented by all three 
versions of the Vita abercii. but on the stone they are separated as eighteen lines and 
numbered as such by ramsay, “Cities and bishoprics of phyrgia,” 424–26 no. 36. see 
also ramsay, The Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia (oxford: Clarendon, 1897), 1.2:723–
24 no. 657; Carl robert, “archaeologische nachlese,” Hermes 29.3 (1894): 422.

56. see above, n. 42 and associated text.
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they fail metrically to do when they so appear combined together by the 
author of the Vita abercii.

it thus follows that the reader and transcriber of the epitaph who was 
the author of the Vita abercii had no information about the original text 
that we ourselves do not have with which to decipher the stone. both we 
and the transcriber have inherited an inscription on which one line has 
been obliterated intentionally by an otherwise unknown hand. he, like us, 
when confronted by line 11 and the fragmentary letters (plate 5) may infer 
the words of line 11 in this way, but, as Wolfgang Wischmeyer records, 
“the letters are not clearly readable.”57 but another important consequence 
now follows.

ramsay’s Christian interpretation was founded upon a logic of “fol-
lowing-leading” suggested by the juxtaposition of line 11—Π[α]ῦλον 
ἑπόμενην Πίστις [πάντη δὲ …]—that thus securely anchored the words and 
images of the epitaph into a pattern of Christian, pauline interpretation. 
Quite apart from an ambiguous manuscript tradition and the emendation 
ἐπ᾽ὄχῳ that for reasons that i have pointed out also lessens the interpre-
tative firmness of such a juxtaposition, the presence of a gap with a line 
deliberately obliterated thus breaks ramsay’s “following-leading” pattern 
of Christian and pauline interpretation and exposes the contrived char-
acter of the reconstruction that the speculations of the Vita abercii have 
produced from an already damaged artifact. 

even if therefore the excavated βώμος had not revealed a damaged 
half line missing from the transcription of the Vita abercii, the absence 
of sufficient words to fill the hexameter and the highly ambiguous and 
divergent manuscript readings would not have allowed us to proceed with 
confidence. but there can be no doubt that the fissure that appears in the 
fragment that now stands in the museo pio Christiano did not simply 
appear there when ramsay in scotland and sultan abdul-hamid in istan-
bul sent the two halves to the Vatican to be recombined. how then did 
these two halves become separated?

sterrett and ramsay had not found the fragmentary βώμος in two 
halves as is sometimes assumed.58 as sterrett makes clear, they had dis-

57. Wischmeyer, “die aberkiosinschrift als grabepigramm,” 25; Thonemann, 
“abercius of hierapolis,” 258.

58. as in Thonemann, “abercius of hierapolis,” 258: “ramsay was rewarded with 
the spectacular discovery of two large fragments of the tombstone of abercius itself, 
built into a bath-house at the hot springs near Kochisar.” mitchell, “looking for aber-
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covered the stone in the walls of the apodyterium (changing room) at the 
entrance of the baths in ancient hierapolis.59 in a letter in French to salo-
mon reinach, ramsay described the marble fragment with a small part of 
the epitaph of the Vita abercii “un petit morceau” (a little piece) to which 
sterrett had directed him and that was clearly the entire remains, lines 
7–15.60 it is clear that the marble fragment found in the wall from which 
ramsay and sterrett made their squeeze consisted of the whole fragment 
now reconstituted in the form in which it stands now in the Vatican, using 
to their obvious joy the warm water of the spring that the Vita abercii 
claims as one of abercius’s miracles. That embedded fragment was whole 
but bore the mark of a chiseled-out, obliterated line. When sterrett had 
therefore made reference to “the stone that had been broken into two 
parts,” he was referring to one part that was the two sides of the βώμος that 
survive as opposed to the other, lost section that originally bore the first 
and last parts of the full epitaph.61

ramsay’s object was not to excavate but, principally, to draw a map 
of phrygia locating ancient sites and then to visit and record monuments 
and inscriptions that survived there.62 They found a half-fragment of a 
βώμος not free-standing but embedded in the masonry wall of an apo-

cius,” 307: “a scant two years later on a June morning after breakfast ramsay and his 
companion, the american J. r. s. sterrett, found two fragments of abercius’s own 
epitaph in the ruins of a bath house on the site they identified as ancient hierapolis, 
in phrygia salutaris.”

59. J. r. sitlington sterrett, Leaflets from the Notebook of an Archeological Traveler 
in Asia Minor (austin: University of Texas, state printing office, 1889), 15.

60. ramsay’s letter from Ushak on 12 July 1883, in salomon reinach, “Chronique 
de orient,” Revue Archéologique 3.2 (1883): 194–95: “nous avons trouvé un fragment 
du tombeau de saint abercius avec une partie des linges depuis ΕΙC ΡΩΜΗΝ jusqu’à 
ΕΔΡΑJΑΤΟΠΑΡΘΗ. Ce n’est qu’un petit morceau…. le marbre est encastré dans 
le mur des bains, et ce n’est pas sans peine, à cause de l’humidité, que nous réussîmes 
à faire un estampage de l’inscription, avec la même eau thermal dont saint abercius, 
suivant la tradition, a dote jadis ses concitoyens d’otrous.”

61. sitlington sterrett, Leaflets, 15: in the summer of 1883 “mr. ramsay and i 
not only located definitely the site of hierapolis, but we actually found what remains 
of the marble block which bore the epitaph quoted in the acta sanctorum. The stone 
has been broken into two parts, of which we found one.” see also William m. ramsay, 
“The Utilisation of old epigraphic Copies,” JHS 38 (1918): 191.

62. ramsay, “Cities and bishoprics of phrygia,” 370: “our chief aim was to con-
struct the map of ancient phrygia, and our method was to examine each district 
thoroughly enough to be able to say, not only where there were, but also where there 
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dyterium at otrous that was ancient hierapolis, with the remains of the 
epitaph that they published from a squeeze that showed not the line of a 
broken stone but of an intentional eradication of some words of its text.63 
both agreed on ramsay’s transliteration of the remains as one text and 
not two separate ones, as it is necessary to emphasize here in the light of 
Calder’s later criticism.64

The inscription was cracked at lines 11–12, but the fragment embed-
ded in the bathhouse wall not split in two. it was only at the point that 
the ruined stone was lifted by archaeologists from its cavity in the wall 
that it broke in two, along the absent line of which the chiseled fissure 
remained, with the upper section passing on to istanbul and the lower sec-
tion retained in ramsay’s possession and taken to scotland. it was in this 
way that the one fragmentary artifact became two only to be rejoined and 
placed in the lateran museum in 1892.65

our discussion has therefore led us to the conclusion that the author 
of the Vita abercii had the same view of an intentionally damaged epi-
taph that we have. he had, of course, viewed all three of the inscribed 
sides, so he could transcribe the words in their entirety, and we are very 
much dependent upon him for the complete text. but there was no other 
historical information available to him than there is to us. our careful 
review of the work of Ficker and dieterich has shown us that their epi-
graphical analysis was careful and scientific and unworthy of the ridicule 
that it received.66

The Vita abercii itself, as Thonemann has shown, is a quite fabulous, 
interpretatio Christiana of a number of pagan artifacts at hierapolis in the 

were not, ancient sites. The discovery of monuments and inscriptions was a secondary 
object, and we did not aim at completeness in this regard.”

63. abel, “Étude sur l’inscription d’abercius,” 325: “l’inscription était fendue en 
son milieu, au même endroit où les manuscrits présentaient l’étrange leçon Παῦλον 
ἔσωθεν. on pouvait en conclure que la ‘vie’ avait été écrite et l’inscription copiée lorsqu’ 
elle était déjà endommagée. ramsay supposa d’abord un martelage de la pierre.”

64. ramsay, “Cities and bishoprics of phrygia,” 424–25, no. 36; see also 370 n. 
2: “besides this i have impressions made by mr. sterrett of many of the inscriptions 
which he copied: in such case i still attach his initials to the text”; sterrett, Leaflets, 
14–15. For a discussion of Calder, see below, n. 75 and associated text.

65. abel, “Étude sur l’inscription d’abercius,” 325: “lorsqu’ on enleva le fragment 
de son alvéole, il se brisa en deux à cet endroit. la partie supérieure passa à Constan-
tinople, l’autre fut conservée par ramsay.”

66. see above nn. 48 and 49 and associated text.
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fourth century undergoing a process of Christian, cultural transformation. 
What i have argued is that the abercius inscription cannot be privileged 
as a Christian artifact that precedes such an interpretatio Christiana but 
stands alongside and as part of the material fabric of second-century hier-
apolis, sharing the prevalent cultural and historical backcloth before its 
fourth-century, cultural transformation. Thus, in our own process of inter-
pretation, we must not fall into the trap of a vicious circularity in which we 
interpret the epitaph in the light of the Vita abercii since the latter is itself 
an interpretation of the former. and i have challenged the fourth-century, 
Christian interpretation as a rereading of a purposely obliterated line the 
motive for which is plausibly the removal of a pagan message that did not 
square with the fourth-century character of abercius, saint and bishop.

dieterich’s restoration of the Vita abercii’s πίστις (ΠΙΣΤΙΣ) with 
ΝΗΣΤΙΣ, for example, becomes plausible, particularly in the light of the 
place of the inscription’s discovery. nestis was a river goddess mentioned 
in a fragment of empedokles preserved by pseudo-hippolytus where he 
attacks marcion as the representative of a pagan philosopher’s two prin-
ciples of love and strife. Water represents the fourth element after fire 
(Zeus), earth (hera), and air (adoneus). he calls the goddess of water 
Νῆστις and calls her “the chariot that brings nourishment” (ὄχημα τρόφης), 
since she is its “cause [αἴτιον], for all who are nourished [γιν(ό)μενον πᾶσι 
τοῖς τρεφομένοις].”67 given the highly allegorical character of the imagery 
of the epitaph, nestis is the source of nourishment that provides in every 
place the “fish from the fountain” in a cultic meal. Thus we can read the 

67. dieterich, Die Grabschrift des Aberkios, 43–44; pseudo-hippolytus, Ref. 
7.29.4–7: Τέσσαρα τῶν πάντων ῥιζώματα πρῶτον ἄκουε·/ Ζεὺς <αἰθὴρ> Ἥρη τε φερέσβιος 
ἠδ᾽  Ἀϊδωνεὺς / Νῆστις θ᾽ ἢ δακρύοις τέγγει κρούνωμα βρότειον/ Ζεὺς ἐστι, <φησί> τὸ πῦρ, 
Ἥρη τε φερέσβιος ἡ γῆ, ἡ φέρουσα τοὺς πρὸς τὸν βίον καρπούς, Ἀϊδωνεὺς  δὲ ὁ ἀήρ, ὅτι 
πάντα δι᾽αὐτοῦ βλέπο<ν>τες μόνον αὐτὸν οὐ καθορῶμεν, Νῆστις δὲ τὸ ὕδωρ· μόνον γὰρ 
τοῦτο «ὄχημα τρόφης», (τουτέστιν) αἴτιον, γιν(ό)μενον πᾶσι τοῖς τρεφομένοις, αὐτὸ τρέφειν 
οὐ δύναται τὰ τρεφόμενα … διὰ τοῦτο <οὖν> Νῆστιν καλεῖ τὸ ὕδωρ, ὅτι τροφῆς αἴτιον 
γινόμενον, τρέφειν οὐκ εὐτονεῖ τὰ τρεφόμενα (“hear the four roots of all that exist: Zeus 
the aether, hera giver of life, and adoneus, and nestis who with her tears bedews the 
mortals’ fountain. Zeus they say is fire, but hera the life-giving earth that bears the 
fruits that sustain life, and adoneus the air, because though seeing all things through 
him our eyes do not light on him himself. but nestis is water because this is the basis 
of nourishment, its cause, becoming this to all things that are nourished.… on this 
account therefore water is called nestis, because though it causes nourishment, it is not 
of itself to nourish what is being nourished”). see also, diogenes laertius, Lives, 8.76.
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lines 12–16 as: Νῆστις παντἰ προῆγε καὶ παρέθηκε τροφὴν ἰχθὺν πανμεγέθη 
καθαρόν ὃν ἐδράξατο παρθένος ἁγνή (“nestis everywhere led the procession 
and provided me everywhere a fish from the fountain, a great and pure 
fish, that the [holy Virgin or Faith] caught [or ‘conceived’]”). 

it is important to recall in the context of such an interpretation the 
location in the masonry wall of the baths at which ramsay and sterrett 
made their squeeze of the epitaph. We possess from the theatre at hier-
apolis above the middle section of the great area above the eighteenth row 
of seats an inscription celebrating one of the mountain streams that pro-
vided hierapolis with warm waters an epigram asking “the mistress of the 
nymphs” to send greetings “to the golden city, hierapolis … distinguished 
by her shining streams.”68 one of these streams is called Χρυσορόας who 
has become personified as a goddess with her image on roman coins.

The second-century baths with the discovered masonry wall were 
found at agros Thermôn, a little way to the south of hierapolis, where the 
Vita abercii claims abercius’s miracle and his successful petition to Faus-
tina for a βαλανεῖον (Vit. aberc. 39–40).69 The author of the Vita abercii 
saw the whole monument still intact so that only after the fourth century 
was it broken up and the fragmentary debris used for a masonry wall in 
the baths and presumably stood originally in the vicinity of where a broken 
fragment was thus used. The reading nestis would have been congruent 
with the emphasis on water and water goddesses throughout hierapolis 
and in particular in the location of the baths.

68. reinhold merkelbach and Josef stauber, Die Westküste Kleinasiens von Knidos 
bis Ilion, vol. 1 of Steinepigramme aus dem griechischen Osten (stuttgart: Teubner, 
1998), 265: (1–3) Ἀσίδος εὐρείης | προσφέρεστατον | οὖδας ἁπάντων. | (4–6) Χαίροις, 
χρσόπο|λι, Ἱερὴ πόλι, πότνια | Νυμφῶν (6–7) Νάμασιν, | ἀγλαίῃσι κεκασμένη – – – – –.

69. as a reward for abercius’s exorcism of lucilla, Vita 65: ᾔτησεν δὲ ἐφ᾽ᾧ πέμψαι 
αὐτὴν ἀρχιτέκτονα εἰς τὸ κτισθῆναι βαλανεῖον ἐν τῷ Ἀγρῷ λεγομένῳ παρὰ ποταμόν, 
ἔνθα κλίνας τὰ γόνατα ηὔξατο καὶ αἱ πηγαὶ τῶν θερμῶν ὑδάτων ἀνέβλυσαν, ἀπονεῖμαι δὲ 
σιτηρέσιον τοῖς πτωχοῖς τῆς πόλεως (“he requested that he might send an architect for 
this purpose, that a bathhouse might be built in the place that is called agros, along-
side a river where falling to his knees he prayed and springs of warm water gushed 
forth and that she allocate a food allowance for the poor of the city”). in 66 the place 
is officially named agros Thermôn (Αγρὸς Θερμῶν ἐπωνομάσθη).
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8. Conclusion

my chapter has focused on the discussion of the restoration of the text of 
the mutilated line, but as part of the observation that generally the conjec-
tured restoration by the author of the Vita abercii has no more historical 
basis than our own. scholarly discussion of the restoration has largely 
ignored an important procedural principle, namely, that the fourth-
century Vita abercii must not be used as a serious commentary on the 
inscription but rather the inscription must speak independently for itself: 
the fourth-century legend is merely a fable that explains the ignorance 
rather than the knowledge of its author. but my concentration on these 
lines has a further purpose.

The reconstruction of the line with the creation of the paul-πίστις, lead-
ing-following relationship that involved the ignoring of a lost line was also 
fundamental to identifying the epitaph as that of a second-century Chris-
tian. only the name of the apostle paul could identify his books “on the 
wagon” and thus the source of the γράμματα πιστά.70 With dieterich, and 
following his careful epigraphic analysis of the mutilated letters, we have 
seen that a reconstruction of the lines occurs, which gains in plausibility 
when the general background revealed in the material fabric of second-
century hierapolis is considered. The images of the fish and the fountain, 
of the sacred meal, and the celebration of a pagan myth of creation abound 
in that background in particular relationship to the iconography of the 
mistress of the nymphs and of the nymph Χρυσορόας, in association with 
whom nestis clearly belongs.71

once we concede the dubious validity of the reconstruction of the 
mutilated words and the lost line between them, then now additionally 
the imagery that without them becomes at least highly ambiguous now 
comes into question as genuinely Christian. The μαθητὴς ποιμένος ἁγνοῦ, 
the “Chaste shepherd” (and not the “good shepherd”) becomes plausibly 
a priest of attis teaching his mysteries (γράμματα πιστά), who is described 
appropriately as a shepherd god (Grabschrift 4 and 6).72 The language of 
the epitaph strongly implies a cult statue of attis, who, in the naasene 

70. see n. 42 above and associated text.
71. see n. 67 above and associated text.
72. ὃς βόσκει προβάτων ἀγέλας ὄρεσι πεδίοις τε … οὗτος γὰρ μ᾿ ἐδίδαξε – – γράμματα 

πιστά (“who grazes his flocks on the hills and the plains.… it is he who taught me … 
the words of faith”). 
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psalm of pseudo-hippolytus is described as the “shepherd of the white 
stars” (ποιμὴν λευκῶν ἄστρων) who is also “many eyed” (μυριόματος) in the 
naasene psalm.73

The mutilated form ΒΑΣΙΛ that abercius is sent to rome to see is 
rendered in attic form by the editions of the Vita abercii as either βασίλεια 
(“queen”) or as βασιλεία (“kingdom”). nissen’s preferred version i supports 
the latter, as does the metaphrastis, whilst edition ii the former.74 i submit 
that the reconstruction by the fourth-century Christian writer, before 
greek accentuation, was the βασίλεια that he imposed upon ionic letters 
and was shaped by the legend of bishop abercius’s visit to queen Faustina 
and princess lucilla. The question of whether the original stone ended 
ΒΑΣΙΛΗ, as ramsay maintained, or as ΒΑΣΙΛ as Calder maintained, is 
inconsequential for the discussion and should not have been given the 
weight that it has.75 

The author of the Vita abercii undoubtedly sought a βασίλεια-
βασίλισσα juxtaposition in conformity with his legend of the visit to lucilla 
and Faustina.76 but in the light of this, and without the influence of the 
Vita abercii legend compounded by the misleading later accentuation that 
produced βασιλεία, we would have expected a “king” with a “queen” and 
pondered supplying the lost ending as ΒΑΣΙΛ[ηᾶ] (“king”) reconstructed 
in the Vita abercii as though it had read instead βασιληΐδα (to be duly 
atticized as βασίλεια) so as to provide abercius with a visit to a princess.77 

Consequently, both reconstructions of a mutilated ΒΑΣΙΛ require an 
ionic continuation beginning with η. Thus both Ficker’s more complicated 
quest for Zeus as king as part of the attis cult or dieterich’s account of 

73. line 5: ὀϕθαλμοὺς ὃς ἔχει μεγάλους πάντῃ καθορῶντας (“who has great eyes 
gazing around in all directions”); see also pseudo-hippolytus, Ref. 5.9.60.

74. nissen, S. Abercii Vita, 53 adopts βασιλεία in i (77.7), but for version ii (p. 
82) he reads βασίλεια. For the titles of the three versions, see above, nn. 32, 36, 38 and 
associated text.

75. ramsay, “Utilisation of old epigraphic Copies,” 190; Calder, “epitaph of avir-
cius marcellus,” 1–4.

76. see above, n. 27 and associated text.
77. recently there has been a preference for βασίλεια (princess); see merkelbach, 

“grabepigramm und Vita,” 126–27; hirschmann, “Untersuchungen Zur grabschrift 
des aberkios,” 109–16, who gives: … βα̣σιλ̣ηΐδ᾿ ἀθρῆσαι καὶ βασίλισ̣σαν ἰδεῖν (109) but 
does not translate into german but simply has “basileia erblicken und die basilissa 
zu sehen” (110). see also Ficker, “der heidnische Charakter des abercius-inschrift,” 
89–90; iCUr 2.1 proemium XV–XVii. 
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abercius’s witnessing (219 Ce) the ἱερός γάμος of elagabalus as king with 
the Vestal Virgin, aquilia severa, his queen, “with golden robe, with golden 
sandals” (χρυσόστολος, χϱυ̣σοπέδιλος).78 abercius also saw in rome “the 
people having the shining seal,” using the typically Christian word, λαός 
for the “people of god,” who in baptism had received the σϕραγίς (Grab-
schrift 9).79 once again, to read this line in a Christian light is to follow the 
legend of the Vita abercii that on such a speculative basis can describe his 
saintly and episcopal subject describing his converts as having received 
“the seal of baptism” (τὴν σφραγεῖδαν τοῦ βαπτίσματος). (Vit. aberc. 9).

While it is true that σϕραγίς is used in 2 Clement and, as more recently 
documented, in the rediscovered work of melito of sardis, it was by no 
means a term unique to Christianity: it described an impress, or even a 
tattoo applied to initiants, although not generally, in some mystery cults.80 
Certainly, in some of those cults impresses on stone or metal were made 
into rings or amulets as objects of contemplation in secret or for apotro-
paic purposes. Whilst Ficker looked for the σφραγίς as mysterious image 
on metal or stone reverenced in private by a priest of the attis cult, diet-
erich rather saw it as the image impressed upon the sacred stone of edessa 
at the center of heliogabalus’s attempt at a universal pagan monotheism. 
dieterich, proposed to rewrite λαός as an ionic form of λᾶας, which means 
a “stone,” and claimed that abercius saw the σφραγίς on black stone of 
elagabalus’s supreme deity. Thus the term referred not to Christian bap-
tism but the τύπον τοῦ ἐπιχωρίου θεοῦ added to the image of elagabalus set 
up in the senate.81

78. dieterich, Die Grabschrift des Aberkios, 16, see also Ficker, “der heidnische 
Charakter des abercius-inschrift,” 97 and 101: “im Tempel der göttin zu rom muss, 
wie im Tempel der göttin im syrischen hierapolis neben dem standbilde der göttin 
ein standbild des gottes gestanden haben. Vergegenwärtigen wir uns ferner, dass 
βασιλεύς und βασίλισσα sogar sehr häufig Titel für orientalische gottheiten sind, so 
kann die bezeichnung des Zeus und der Cybele als βασιλεύς und und βασίλισσα erst 
recht nicht auffallen.” see also his reference to Julian, Or. 5.180.a.

79. λαὸν δ᾿εἶδο̣ν ἐ[κεῖ λαμπρὰν] σϕραγεῖδαν ἔ[χοντα].
80. margaret mitchell, “The poetics and politics of Christian baptism in the aber-

cius monument,” in Ablution, Initiation, and Baptism in Early Judaism, Graeco-Roman 
Religion, and Early Christianity, ed. david hellholm (berlin: de gruyter, 2011): 1746–
47; Clemens romanus, Cor. 2.7.6: τῶν γὰρ μὴ τηρησάντων … τὴν σφραγῖδα; shepherd 
of hermas, Sim. 93(9.16).4: ἡ σφραγίς οὖν τὸ ὕδωρ ἐστίν; melito, Pasch. 67: “sealed our 
souls with his own spirit.”

81. Ficker, “der heidnische Charakter des abercius-inschrift,” 98; dieterich, 
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if we therefore factor out of the discussion the Christian reconstruction 
of the mutilated line in terms of paul-πίστις and their leading-following 
relationship, σφραγίς as a reference to Christian baptism, though a possi-
bility, becomes considerably lessened as a possibility. Though the Christian 
meaning of the term cannot by itself be excluded when measured against 
the general cultural backcloth of second-century hierapolis, we neverthe-
less must ask whether the epitaph contains any further clues as to the kind 
of groups in which the σφραγίς might be found that would lessen consider-
able the ambiguity of the term. 

The answer is that such terms are indicative not of a Christian assem-
bly but of a pagan cult association. abercius, aware that he is using the 
language of mystery only comprehensible to the initiated, invites the 
whole gathering that fathoms the meaning of his language to pray for him 
(Grabschrift 19).82 but the prayer that is apparently sung for the “gather-
ing” is rather a choir (συνῳδός). We find copious references to ὑμνῳδοί 
and συνυμνῳδοί particularly with reference to imperial mysteries com-
memorating an emperor’s birthday, such as for example on a stone altar 
from the temple of roma and augustus at pergamon.83 it is within such 

Die Grabschrift des Aberkios, 32–33; apuleius, Apol., 55: “sacrorum pleraque initia in 
graecia participaui. eorum quaedam signa et monumenta tradita mihi a sacerdotibus 
sedulo conseruo … uel unius liberi patris patris mystae qui adestis scitis, quid con-
ditum celetis et absque omnibus profanis tacite ueneremini. at ego, ut dixi, multiiuga 
sacra et plurimos ritus et uarias cerimonias studio ueri et officio erga deos didici” (“i 
have participated in various greek mysteries. i carefully preserve some images and 
mementoes that have been handed on to me by their priests.… For example, you know 
who are present and initiants of our father dionysius alone what you keep hidden, 
concealed under wraps, and you revere in silence apart from all removed from the 
rites. and i, as i have said, have learned many kinds of mysteries, very many rites and 
ceremonies, in my desire for truth and my duty toward the gods”); Cassius dio, Hist. 
rom. 80.9–10; herodian, Hist. 5. 5.6–7. see also allen brent, The Imperial Cult and 
the Development of Church Order: Concepts and Images of Authority in Paganism and 
Early Christianity before the Age of Cyprian, VCsup 45 (leiden: brill, 1999), 319–27.

82. ταῦ θ᾿ ὁ νοῶν εὔξαιτο ὑπὲρ Ἀβερκίου πᾶς ὁ συνῳδός (“may all the cult who 
understand these words sing prayers on behalf of abercius”). 

83. IGRR 4.353. For a full discussion, see henri W. pleket, “an aspect of the 
imperial Cult: imperial mysteries,” HTR 58.4 (1965): 331–47; brent, Imperial Cult 
and the Development of Church Order, 194–95. see also IGRR 4.1436.2–3, 15–18; SEG 
37.961.6–11. Wischmeyer, “die aberkiosinschrift als grabepigramm,” 44, wrongly 
claims: “Jedenfalls fehlt dem Wort jeder hinweis auf ein nur von glaubensgenossen 
geteiltes arcanum oder von mysterienvereinen.” rather, συνῳδός is cognate with a host 
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a mystery cult that the concealed meaning of the σφραγίς whether of a 
mark tattooed on an initiate’s flesh or as the impress on a sacred object 
can be understood.

but how then can the Virgin catching the “fish from the fountain … 
a fish of great size and pure” now be understood (Grabschrift 13–16)?84 is 
the παρθένος ἁγνή the subject of καὶ παρέθηκε τροϕὴν in the form of the fish 
that she catches, or is it nestis, dieterich’s river goddess, or Ficker’s Tises 
(ΤΙΣΗΣ), a name of Cybele? once we have rejected the paulus-πίστις 
(ἑπόμηνπροῆγε) matrix, Christian interpretations can be disregarded, that 
variously see the Virgin as the church providing baptism or the church 
personified or even the blessed Virgin mary providing the eucharist in 
all places.85 The παρθένος ἁγνή and her catch of fish, provided by herself 
directly or by nestis or Tises, must be located against a cultural backcloth 
of second-century hierapolitan paganism.

although since the nineteenth century there have been no absence 
of Christian interpretations of what is provided, either as baptism or as a 
meal, we should firstly note that although the author of the Vita abercii 
could interpret the σφραγίς unequivocally as baptism, there is no embel-
lishment of the fish and the fountain in the form of the eucharist as an 
element in his legend of abercius. 

rather, the Vita abercii infers from the words of the epitaph a miracle 
performed by abercius involving “a mixture of wine, oil and vinegar, with 
also a few loaves” (οἶνον καὶ ἔλαιον καὶ ὄξος μίξας ἑκάτερα καὶ ὀλίγους ἄρτους) 
(Vit. aberc. 55). if Trophimion his companion drank from his flask with-

of terms that clearly are associated with mystery associations, such as ὑμνῳδοί and 
συνυμνῳδοί.

84. καὶ παρέθηκε [τροϕὴν] πάντῃ ἰχθὺν [ἀπὸ πηγῆς] / πανμεγέθη καθ[αρόν, ὃν] 
ἐδράξατο παρθέ[νος ἁγνή,] / καὶ τοῦτον ἐπέ[δωκε ϕι]̣λίο̣ις̣ ἐσ̣θε̣[ῖν διὰ παντός,] / [οἶνον 
χρηστὸν ἔχουσα, κέρασμα διδοῦσα μετ᾿ ἄρτου.] /πανμεγέθη καθ[αρόν (for translation, see 
n. 35 above).

85. Tertullian, Bapt. 1.3. ilaria ramelli, “l’epitafio di abercio: Uno status quaestio-
nis ed alcune osservazioni,” Aevum 74 (2000): 202; georg Kretschmar, “erfahrung der 
Kirche: beobachtungen zur aberkios-inschrift,” in Communio Sanctorum: Mélanges 
offerts à Jean-Jaques von Allmen, ed. boris bobrinskoy et al. (neuchâtel: Université 
de neuchâtel, Facultés de Théologie, 1982), 81. For a eucharistic interpretation, see 
Wilpert, Fractio Panis, 105–6. For the church symbolized by the blessed Virgin mary, 
see Franz Joseph dölger, ΙΧΘΥΣ, Das Fischsymbol in frühchristlicher Zeit (münster 
in Westfalen, 1910), 2:486–507. see also guarducci, “l’ inscrizione di abercio e la 
‘Vergine Casta,” 271–79.
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out the saintly bishop’s permission, only oil and vinegar came out. but if 
abercius had given his consent, then the wine came out “pure” (καθαρόν). 
This was the limit to the sense that this fourth-century Christian could 
give to the οἶνον χρηστὸν … κέρασμα διδοῦσα μετ᾿ ἄρτου ἰχθὺν ἀπὸ πηγῆς  
with the ἰχθὺν … καθαρόν (for translations, see n. 35 above; Vit. aberc. 56; 
see also Grabschrift 14, 16). 

if we wish to find images of bread, wine, olives, and vinegar we need 
to look not at images of the eucharist in early Christian art but of funerary 
banquets whose depiction was well suited to an epitaph. We can iden-
tify the meal provided to abercius by the παρθένος ἁγνή as a refrigerium, 
against which we can identify the social and religious milieu reflected in 
the epitaph. The features of the refrigerium, the “refreshment meal” for the 
dead, point to a popular religious culture in which an emerging, second-
century Christianity would appear at best highly ambiguous and at worst 
almost invisible in public expressions of religious concepts and icons. 

in the third and fourth centuries, we find forms of refrigeria that have 
come to develop out of that general culture a clearer Christian definition. 
What is at issue is whether that culture had assumed such a Christian def-
inition in the second century and is witnessed as such in the abercius 
epitaph. The figure of a female is frequently found prominently serving 
at such a meal. There was a fourth-century Constantinian celebration of 
such meals in some parts of the cemetery of ss petrus and marcellinus, 
whose Christianity is vouchsafed in frescoes that personify the Christian 
virtues of agape and eirene (plates 5 and 6).86 but at what point in the 
development of such a practice did these two figures replace the pagan 
representations of psyche and amor as part of a funerary motif: both these 
figures were still decorating one panel of a Christian sarcophagus, that of 
Junius bassus, in 359 Ce.87

in the cemetery of ss petrus and marcellinus, we find some of the 
frescoes of the refrigerium banquet decorated with verbal inscriptions 
associated with the figures of agape and eirene. i interpret these as alle-
gorical figures that represent the souls of departed individuals, often as 
husband and wife, as to the figures of amor and psyche in their pagan 
equivalents.88 The verbal accompaniments to these figures are reminiscent 

86. brent, “methodological perspectives,” 18–22, 27–34.
87. elizabeth struthers malbon, The Iconography of the Sarcophagus of Junius 

Bassus (princeton: princeton University press, 1990), 91–95 and figs. 31–32.
88. see brent, “methodological perspectives,” 28–29 and his plate 35 (dölger, 
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of abercius’s οἶνον χρηστὸν … κέρασμα διδοῦσα μετ᾿ ἄρτου. prominent in 
many of these refrigeria scenes is the image of a fish, and so we have, too, 
the ἰχθὺν ἀπὸ πηγῆς (“a fish from the fountain”). The κέρασμα theme is 
expressed by: agape misCe mi(hi) (“agape mix for me (the wine),” or 
“iren[e] misCe” (plates 5 and 6) even though abercius’s παρθένος ἁγνή 
stands alone as the provider.89

but agape and irene only thus appear in the fourth century, when, 
as i have said, their pagan predecessors amor and psyche still appear on 
an artifact like the sarcophagus of Junius bassus. in the second century a 
single divine figure, the παρθένος ἁγνή in a scene with a pitcher of wine or 
of oil or presenting a cup in her hand is more likely to be an image highly 
infused with the features of a pagan culture, even if a second figure is not 
introduced so as the set both figures in the context of the amor-psyche 
myth (see plate 7). We do have further examples of such meals at san 
sebastiano, originally ss petrus et paulus ad Catacombas, around 239 Ce 
when the clay pits were filled in burying the tombs of Codius hermes, the 
innocentiores, and the so-called axe.90 here was then constructed a Villa 
whose courtyard contained a Triclia or dining hall. on the east side of the 
portico was a stone bench behind which ran a wall decorated with many 
graffiti offering votive prayers to the apostles, ss petrus et paulus, along 
with refrigeria meals from the Triclia. Typical is the graffito of Victor who 
invokes the intercessions of the two apostles or of one Tomius Caelius who 
records his refrigerium meal.91

but no Christian theological justification is given for such offerings 
for the dead apostles. We may then have here evidence of a form of Chris-
tianity far closer to pagan religious practice and perhaps on the part of 
some worshipers the pagan/Christian distinction was only indistinctly 
made. This is the culture in terms of which perhaps the epitaph of aber-
cius was composed. 

We have, for example, those Christians criticized most harshly by 
Cyprian for their preparedness to participate in the emperor decius’s 

ΙΧΘΥΣ, 3.53), where images of husband and wife are embellished with birds᾽ wings 
(amor) and butterfly wings (psyche).

89. brent, “methodological perspectives,” 20, 31–33 and his plates 23, 40, 44, 
and 46. We have also sabina misCe where psyche’s allegorical veil appears to have 
slipped to reveal the real identity of the departed thus allegorized. see above, n. 81.

90. brent, “methodological perspectives,” 13–15.
91. brent, “methodological perspectives,” 14.
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universally decreed supplicatio to the gods of the roman state (249 Ce). 
Cyprian regarded them as apostates who, incredibly for him, had thrown 
away in one act the new birth at their baptism. but they no doubt viewed 
their willing and eagerly desired participation in a pagan sacrament of 
imperial unity more positively.92 Furthermore, bishop basilides of legio 
asturica had invoked pagan gods on what he thought mistakenly was his 
death-bed, and bishop martialis of emerita, also in spain, had celebrated 
pagan refrigeria at the interment of his sons in a pagan burial ground.93 
both were deposed respectively from the sees at the instigation of Cyprian 
but who were clearly part of a social culture that did not make the distinc-
tions between Christianity and paganism that Cyprian was demanding. 

if the abercius epitaph is a witness to early Christianity at all, perhaps 
it was a witness to a highly ambiguous religious culture. such a popular 
culture would have viewed more positively the association and assimila-
tion rather than exclusive opposition of Christian and pagan images and 
ritual practices as witnessed by the iconography of the good shepherd 
and of orpheus and the practice of commemorative funeral meals. We will 
find such a witness in a literary form that takes us beyond the speculation 
of the last paragraph. in the naasene psalm found in pseudo-hippolytus, 
Ref. 5.7.30–34, hermes, the waker of souls from the dead, is equated with 
Christ in an allegorical interpretation of odysseus and the suitors (homer, 
Od. 24.6–8). but here also hermes, the waker of souls from the dead, is 
equated with Christ who becomes part of the meaning of the allegory.94

here we may discover the true world of the abercius epitaph.
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The inscriptions and oracular prophecy in the  
eastern mediterranean basin: assessing the book of  
revelation in its greco-roman revelatory Context

James R. Harrison

1. epigraphic Case studies of oracular prophecy  
in the eastern mediterranean

in the second sophistic period interest in the oracular revitalized and 
flourished once again across the roman empire in greece and asia minor. 
This was reflected initially not only in the works of plutarch (On the Obso-
lescence of Oracles) but also later in lucian’s Alexander the False Prophet 
and aelius aristides’s Sacred Tales. The elites founded, financed, promoted, 
and maintained the oracular sites. oracular responses from the god, deliv-
ered through a prophet in response to an enquiry, characterized the sites 
of delphi and dodona in greece and Klaros and didyma in asia minor, 
whereas the lot-oracle was used in southern asia minor.1 notably, the city 

1. For oracular responses delivered through a prophet, see samson eitrim, Orakel 
und Mysterien am Ausgang der Antike (Zürich: rhein, 1947); Joseph Fontenrose, The 
Delphic Oracle: Its Responses and Operations (berkeley: University of California press, 
1978); Fontenrose, Didyma: Apollo’s Oracle, Cult, and Companions (berkeley: Univer-
sity of California press, 1988); Thomas lonzo robinson, “Theological oracles and the 
sanctuaries of Claros and didyma: a Thesis” (phd diss., harvard University, 1981); h. 
W. parke, The Oracles of Zeus: Dodona, Olympia, Ammon (oxford: blackwell, 1967); 
parke, The Oracles of Apollo in Asia Minor (london: Croom helm, 1985); parke, “The 
Temple of apollo at didyma: The building and its Function,” JHS 106 (1986): 121–31; 
reinhold merkelbach and Josef stauber, “die orakel des apollon von Klaros,” EA 27 
(1997): 1–54; aude busine, Paroles d’Apollon: Practiques et traditions oraculaiues dans 
l’Antiquité tardive (IIe—VIe siècles), rgrW 156 (leiden: brill, 2005), 18–86; alexander 
herda, Der Apollon-Delphinios-Kult in Milet und die Neujahrsprozession nach Didyma: 
Ein neuer Kommentar der sog. Molpoi-Satzung (mainz: philipp von Zabern, 2006), 
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of laodicea in the lycus Valley, one of the seven churches of revelation to 
whom an oracle was addressed (rev 3:14–22), is regularly mentioned in 
the delegations sent to the oracular site of Klaros. The powerful oracular 
mentality in many of the asian cities confirmed the existence of the gods 
in the face of epicurean skepticism, reaffirming not only traditional reli-
gious cultic belief but also offering guidance and redemption in times of 
personal and civic crisis, including outbreaks of plague or disease within 
the cities and in the surrounding countryside. Furthermore, in the case 
of an alphabetic oracle from hierapolis, another lycus Valley city men-
tioned in the new Testament (Col 4:15–16), the apolline oracles provided 
ethical guidance for the urban elites in their civic life. even in the case of 
the confession inscriptions, another epigraphic phenomenon of lydia and 
phrygia in the second sophistic, the gods occasionally urged propitiation 
and reconciliation in a time of moral and cultic crisis by means of oracular 
replies, an interesting variant on the routine propitiation oracles. a rarity, 
however, is the political oracle. our sole epigraphic example from the early 
Julian period endorses the political status quo. This makes the prophecy of 
revelation all the more unusual for its anti-imperial thrust.2

This chapter will propose that the oracular epigraphic corpus of 
second sophistic asia minor provides us new with insights into the rheto-
ric, intentions, and context of the prophecy of revelation. such a localized, 
documentary approach avoids the uncritical use of vastly differing genres 

not sighted by me; eric l’hôte, Les lamelles oraculaires de Dodone (geneva: droz, 
2006); Jean-Charles moretti, “le temple de l’oracle d’apollon à Claros,” in Archéolo-
gies et espaces parcourus, ed. olivier henry (istanbul: institut français d’études ana-
toliennes, 2012), 1–23; moretti, “le temple d’apollon mis en chantier à Claros à la 
fin du ive s. av. J.-C.,” in ΑΡΧΙΤΕΚΤΩΝ: τιμητικός τόμος για τον καθηγητή Μανόλη 
Κορρέ, ed. Kostas Zambas et al. (athènes: melissa, 2016), 585–600; antii lampinem, 
“Θεῷ μεμελημένε Φοίβῳ—oracular Functionaries at Claros and didyma in the impe-
rial period,” in Studies in Ancient Oracles and Divination, ed. mika Kajava, direttore 
degli acta instituti romani Finlandiae 40 (rome: instituti romani Finlandiae, 2013), 
50–88; Jean-Charles moretti with liliane rabatel, eds., Le sanctuaire de Claros et son 
oracle, maison de l’orient et de la méditerranée 65 (lyon: Jean poulloux, 2014). on 
the interaction of architecture in the apolline sanctuaries of Klaros and dodona, 
see Celeste l. guichard, “Travels and Traversals in the hellenistic oracular Temples 
at Klaros and didyma” (phd diss., Columbia University, 2005). For lot-oracles, see 
Johannes nollé, Kleinasiatische Losorakel: Astragal- und Alpabetchresmologien der 
hochkaiserzeitlichen Orakelrenaissance (munch: beck, 2007).

2. on the anti-imperial thrust of revelation, see n. 124.
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of evidence from diverse geographic backgrounds spanning hundreds of 
years in the reconstruction of the context of early Christian prophecy.3 
in the first half of this chapter the inscriptional evidence from oracular 
sites in asia minor, including several of the biblical cities, will be explored 
for the light that it throws on the prophecy of revelation (προφητεία: 1:3; 
22:7, 10, 18–19).4 This will enable us to highlight how the motifs of the 
book of revelation reflected local first-century asian revelatory concerns 
and incipient oracular developments as much as the traditional rhetoric of 
Jewish prophecy and apocalyptic. at the outset, three observations about 
our approach are apposite.

First, an immediate issue is that the inscriptional evidence mostly 
postdates the new Testament, belonging to the second sophistic revival 
of the oracular in the asian cities, whereas the book of revelation, 
whether dated to 69 Ce or the reign of domitian or Trajan, is probably a 
late first-century composition or possibly an early second-century com-
position. The danger of anachronism is real. Further, the phenomenon of 

3. The classic works on new Testament prophecy are Theodore m. Crone, Early 
Christian Prophecy: A Study of Its Origin and Function (baltimore: saint mary’s Uni-
versity press, 1973); david hill, New Testament Prophecy (london: marshall, morgan 
& scott, 1979); Wayne a. grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in 1 Corinthians (lanham, 
md: University of america press, 1982); david e. aune, Prophecy in Early Christian-
ity and the Ancient Mediterranean World (grand rapids: eerdmans, 1983); antoi-
nette Clark Wire, The Corinthian Women Prophets: A Reconstruction through Paul’s 
Rhetoric (minneapolis: Fortress, 1994); Thomas W. gillespie, The First Theologians: 
A Study in Early Christian Prophecy (grand rapids: eerdmans, 1994); Christopher 
Forbes, Prophecy and Inspired Speech in Early Christianity and Its Hellenistic Envi-
ronment (peabody, ma: hendrickson, 1997); max Turner, Power from on High: The 
Spirit in Israel’s Restoration and Witness in Luke-Acts (sheffield: sheffield academic, 
2000); laura nasrallah, An Ecstasy of Folly: Prophecy and Authority in Early Christian-
ity (Cambridge: harvard University press, 2004). surprisingly, little on the topic has 
been written since.

4. This remains a relatively unexplored comparison. pieter de Villiers (“oracles 
and prophecies in the graeco-roman World and the book of revelation in the new 
Testament,” APB 8.1 [1997]: 79–86) largely ignores the inscriptional evidence, as does 
a. Kerkeslager (“apollo, graeco-roman prophecy, and the rider on the White horse 
in rev. 6:2,” JBL 112 [1992]: 116–21). however, James r. edwards (“The rider on the 
White horse, the Thigh inscription, and apollo: revelation 19:16,” JBL 137 [2018]: 
519–36) is a conspicuous and insightful exception. so far as i am aware, this article is 
the first study of the second sophistic oracular inscriptions from asia minor in rela-
tion to the prophecy of revelation.
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early Christian prophecy is markedly different from the prophecy prac-
ticed and experienced at the asian (and greek) oracular centers. The 
expression of early Christian prophecy is not confined to a particular 
geographical site; it is unsolicited inspiration rather than the techni-
cal and inductive oracular revelation of the asian and greek centers; it 
involves no priestly or prophetic hierarchies because of its emphasis on 
the pneumatic χαρίσματα (gifts); and, apart from προφήτης, the central 
terminology of greco-roman prophecy is not found in the new Testa-
ment documents.5

nevertheless, despite the substantial differences,6 such a comparison 
remains valuable. it may enable us to gain further insight into why the 
later asian oracular sites such as didyma issued anti-Christian oracles. 
The second-century revival of the oracular may embody incipient trends, 
social and religious, that were beginning to emerge in first-century asia, 
with which the early Christians, if revelation is sufficiently representa-
tive, were either competing, struggling, or opposing. There also remain 
sufficient first-century strands of evidence among this second to third 
century epigraphic corpus—certainly at didyma and, by implication, at 
Klaros7—to warrant the investigation. our geographically based study of 
the documentary evidence, site-by-site and case study-by-case study, adds 

5. These contrasts may be gleaned from a close reading of Forbes, Prophecy and 
Inspired Speech.

6. The substantial differences should not be underestimated. such an investiga-
tion is not just a matter of comparing apples with oranges, as i naively opined at the 
annual meeting of the society of new Testament studies in pretoria in 2017, but it is 
in actuality, as professor Judith lieu acutely observed, more a case of comparing green 
apples with yellow tennis balls! i am very grateful to professor John Kloppenborg and 
professor lieu, along with the other conference delegates attending the society of new 
Testament studies “papyrology, epigraphy and the new Testament” session, for their 
generous and incisive responses to the original paper, now revised.

7. For evidence that prophecy at didyma had revived by the late first century 
bCe and was in full swing again by the mid first century Ce, see mark Wilson, “The 
rise of Christian oracles in the shadow of the apollo Cults,” Ekklesiastikos Pharos 90 
(2008): 162–75. note, too, the didymean inscriptions in Fontenrose, Didyma, §§15, 
17, 44, Β2, Β5, Β8, spanning 100 bCe—100 Ce. since the earliest extant delegation 
inscription from Klaros is datable to the forty-sixth prytany of apollo (ca. 105 Ce: 
Jean-louis Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations du sanctuaire oraculaire de Claros, 
d’après la documentation conserve dans le Fonds Louis Robert, vol. 1–2, des inscrip-
tions et belles-lettres Tome 40 [paris: mémoires de l’académie, 2014], §1), the oracular 
site was operating during the first century Ce. see robinson, Theological Oracles, 21.
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depth to david e. aune’s discussion of the greco-roman oracular evi-
dence, which is dominated by genre concerns.8 We do not gain a strong 
historical understanding of what was occurring locally in aune’s approach, 
and it is hoped that by our exclusive focus on the asian documentary evi-
dence this lacuna will be filled.

second, the Apolline basis of much revelatory activity at local oracular 
sites (didyma, Klaros) is worthy of special consideration, given the cen-
trality of apollo in the early principate as augustus’s tutelary deity. This 
attachment to apollo continued under his Julio-Claudian heirs. James r. 
edwards, has recently argued that revelation recalls prototypes and sym-
bols of the apolline cult in first-century asia (rev 12; 19:6) but presents 
them as perfected and fulfilled in Jesus Christ.9 Furthermore, andrew J. 
Coutras, after demonstrating the prominence of the apolline cult and its 
propaganda throughout asia minor and in the lycus Valley in particular,10 
proposes that John in revelation peels away any positive association of 
apollo in popular religion or imperial ideology. instead, the seer depicts 
the revelatory cult as perpetrating chaos and destruction in the form of 
the dragon (rev 12).11 What other allusions to apollo might be present 
in revelation and what function do they play in the apocalyptic work?12 
do such apolline motifs merely underline the importance of the cult to 
the Julio-Claudian rulers, subsumed under John’s critique of empire, or 
do they point more widely to John’s awareness of the revitalization of the 
oracular sites of apollo at Klaros and didyma at the time of writing?

Third, the recurrence of important motifs in the prophecy of reve-
lation and in the oracular inscriptions of asia minor could point to the 
possibility that each tradition draws independently upon familiar oracular 
conventions, some greco-roman and, in John’s case, some drawn from 

8. aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity, 23–79.
9. edwards, “rider on the White horse.”
10. andrew J. Coutras, Chaos and Clairvoyance: Apollo in Asia Minor and in 

the Apocalypse (phd thesis, asbury Theological seminary, 2018), 75–113, 116–41. 
note the excellent discussion of the apolline coins and inscriptions at hierapolis and 
laodicea on 117–26, 126–35.

11. Coutras (Chaos and Clairvoyance, 7) states: “John’s treatment of apollo is one 
of inversion and recharacterization: the references to apollo in revelation move from 
portraying him simply as a rival to Christ to portraying him as an abyssal chaos mon-
ster who makes war upon the saints in the service of the dragon.”

12. see now the exhaustive discussion in Coutras, Chaos and Clairvoyance, 
155–219.
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the lXX and second Temple Judaism. alternatively, each tradition could 
be possibly based upon a more localized common knowledge from asia 
minor. in terms of common motifs, it will be argued that the references 
to famines and plagues fall into the former category, whereas the motif of 
oracular veracity and faithfulness is more likely to have localized refer-
ence. other common motifs (e.g., honorific crowning and hymn-singing), 
we will propose, are polyvalent in John’s case, but again they display the 
genuine possibility of localized knowledge.

in sum, there is enough evidence to indicate that the revival of oracu-
lar sites had already begun before the heyday of the second sophistic. in 
particular, the apolline cult issued a serious challenge to the truth claims 
of Christian revelation because of the considerable social status that 
accrued to the cult personnel and delegations associated with the asian 
sites of didyma and Klaros. it will be argued that this clash of oracular 
traditions, underestimated in scholarship on revelation, is an important 
clue to understanding neglected elements of John’s prophecy. We turn 
now to an exploration of the oracular epigraphic evidence belonging to 
the second sophistic period.

1.1. oracular enquiries and responses: didyma, Klaros, and hierapolis

1.1.1. didyma

The extent of early Christian knowledge of the ancient oracular site of 
didyma is uncertain. paul spent several days at miletus (acts 20:17; see 
also 2 Tim 4:20) while his coastal boat docked, unloaded, and reloaded 
cargo, allowing the apostle sufficient time to invite the ephesian elders to 
come to him for a final address (20:18–31).13 miletus was the nearby care-
taker of the apolline oracle of didyma, with both sites being joined by a 
new road in Trajan’s reign. The milesian new Year festival, established in 
archaic times, saw the entire population of miletus assemble in the agora 
and then move along the 18 km processional road to the sanctuary in 

13. on the trip of the ephesian elders to miletus, see mark Wilson, “The ephesian 
elders Come to miletus: an annaliste reading of acts 20:15–18a,” VeEc 34.1 (2013): 
art. #744, pp. 1–9, http://dx.doi. org/10.4102/ve.v34i1.744. Wilson estimates that the 
trip of the elders from ephesus to miletus would take four long days of travel, span-
ning some 72 km by land and water (6).
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didyma, the oracular site of apollo didymeus.14 mark Wilson speculates 
that paul may have seen some of the prominent inscriptions, mention-
ing didymean prophets, that graced the beginning of the sacred Way to 
didyma at miletus, even if he did not go to didyma himself.15 Thus, in 
the context of nearby oracular didyma, it is significant that luke’s paul 
is divinely equipped with the prophetic words of the spirit in the city 
of miletus before his impending journey to Jerusalem (acts 20:23; see 
also 21:4, 10–12). This “portended a clash of prophetic voices” that would 
eventually lead to the Christian cult challenging the dominance of the 
apolline cults as an oracular movement.16 Two oracles, each from the 
didyma shrine and reported by augustine and lactantius,17 deride the 
gullible believers and mock Christ’s crucifixion. it is worth pondering why 
this clash occurred. What was it about the early Christian understanding 
of prophecy that became so objectionable to their later greco-roman 
neighbors? or was the clash unrelated to prophecy, congregating more 
around other issues?

14. see herda, Der Apollon-Delphinios-Kult; herda, “how to run a state Cult: 
The organisation of the Cult of apollo delphinios in miletos,” in Current Approaches 
to Religion in Ancient Greece: Papers Presented at a Symposium at the Swedish Institute 
at Athens, 17–19 April 2008, ed. matthew haysom and Jenny Wallensten (stockholm: 
swedish institute at athens, 2011), 73–74. For the milesian regulations regarding the 
procession to didyma, see the molpoi decree (LSAM §50.27–31 (trans. herda, “how 
to run a state Cult,” 82–86). since there were still regulative insertions being made in 
this archaic decree at 200 bCe, the very strong likelihood is that the procession con-
tinued well into the new Testament era and beyond. The decree and its rituals were a 
pivotal expression of milesian self-identity that spanned the centuries.

15. Wilson, “rise of Christian oracles,” 4.
16. Wilson, “ephesian elders Come to miletus,” 7.
17. augustine, Civ. 19.23: When inquiring at didyma how his wife way might be 

persuaded way from her Christian conversion, the male enquirer was given this orac-
ular response: “let her continue as she wishes, persisting in her vain delusions, / and 
singing in lamentation for a god who died in delusions, / whom, condemned by judges 
who deliberated justly, / the most ignominious death, bound in iron, destroyed.” lac-
tantius, Epit. 4.13.11: milesian apollo responded with this oracle in response to the 
question whether Christ was god or man: “he was a mortal according to the flesh, 
a wise man with portentous works, / but when he was seized by Chaldean judges, / 
nailed with stakes, he fulfilled a sharply bitter end.” For Christian responses to these 
oracles, see Wilson, “rise of Christian oracles,” 11–12; pier Franco beatrice, “mono-
physite Christology in an oracle of apollo,” International Journal of the Classical Tra-
dition 4 (1997): 3–22.
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First, in examining the oracular responses to the enquiries at didyma, 
it is important to establish what portrait of the god/gods emerges.18 an 
important motif in the oracular replies at didyma is the need for devo-
tion to ancestral custom (“it is right to do as your fathers”; “it is better 
to perform it according to ancestral custom”).19 enquirers themselves 
are also closely attuned to the importance of ancestral custom, whether 
that is establishing an altar for “the most holy ancestral goddess soteira 
Kore” or simply affirming the reliability of the ancestral gods in prefac-
ing a question to the oracle.20 Further, the correct gods, with their priests 
and heralds, must be consulted. Thus, in establishing a treaty with herak-
leia under latmos, the oracle advises that for an advantageous outcome to 
occur for both cities (1) appropriate sacrifices and processions of victims 
must be made to apollo didymeus, apollo delphinios, artemis, leto, 
athena, and Zeus soter, and (2) the priest and sacred heralds to hestia 
bûlaia should offer prayers.21 The strategic propitiation of aspheleos soter 
poseidon with ox-sacrifices—establishing a new cult in this instance—was 
designed to forestall the danger of earthquakes and water disasters to the 
city, given poseidon’s superintendence of each natural phenomenon.22 a 

18. The enquiries and responses to the oracle at didyma are listed in Fontenrose, 
Didyma, 177–244. The more mundane issues of enquirers at the apolline sanctuary 
of didyma—e.g., harmony in government, establishing a crowned athletic festival at 
didyma, various building projects (see Fontenrose, Didyma, §§9, 10, 18, 19)—will 
be bypassed. The famous hexametrical oracle of Klarian apollos from city of oeno-
anda will also not be examined. For discussion, see louis robert, “Un oracle grave à 
oinoanda,” Comptes rendus des séances de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, 
115.3 (1971): 597–619; a. s. hall, “The Klarian oracle at oenoanda,” ZPE 32 (1978): 
263–68.

19. respectively, Fontenrose, Didyma, §2 (ididyma 11 [sixth century bCe]); 
Fontenrose, Didyma, §28 (ididyma 499 [third century Ce]). note, too, that the games 
at didyma were to be celebrated “in accordance with ancestral custom for apollo did-
ymeus”; Fontenrose, Didyma, §10 (sig 530: miletus [205–200 bCe]).

20. Fontenrose, Didyma, §31 (imilet 1.7.205a [130 Ce]); Fontenrose, Didyma, 
§20 (ididyma 504 [285–305 Ce]).

21. Fontenrose, Didyma, §12 (imilet 1.3.150 [180 Ce]).
22. Fontenrose, Didyma, §14 (ididyma 132: late second century bCe): “ask him 

to come propitiously [ἱλαον] and to preserve the order of your city in stability, free 
from danger” (ll. 3–5). see also Fontenrose, Didyma, 191. For other oracles responses 
regarding the propitiation of specific gods, see the enquiry of posidonius from 
halikarnassus regarding his household piety in LSAM §72.6 (ἱλασκομένοις [300 bCe]). 
For two enquiries regarding good crops in Kaunos, see SEG 40.1109.9 (ἱλασκομένου 



 assessing revelation 371

final example shows how the cultic omission of an altar of soteira Kore 
in the altar circle of apollo’s temenos had deeply grieved a didymian 
enquirer who was described as a “god-loving man.” The response from 
apollo didymeus helios was not unexpected: the new altar to soteira Kore 
should be established immediately.23 in sum, apollo didymeus is a power-
ful friend to those who carry out the cultic rituals to the gods prescribed 
in the oracular response and who also demonstrate respect for ancestral 
custom and divine honor at all times.24 To act otherwise is to risk the very 
real danger of arousing the enmity of the gods. as it is, alternate forms of 
divine revelation such as dreams and visions run the risk of being true or 
false, as one fragmentary oracle involving artemis reminds the enquirer:25 
so the importance of carrying out what apollo says at didyma about ritual 
is further reinforced.

second, considerable attention is given to the cult officials at didyma 
and the honors accorded to them. Tryphosa, whose grandmother was a 
prophetess, is duly appointed a prophetess.26 The auspiciousness of the 
gods is particularly linked to the post of alexandra, priestess of demeter 
of Thesmophoros: “since from the time when she assumed the office of 
priestess the gods have been so manifest through their appearances.”27 a 
priestess of demeter, alexandra, is praised for being “a seeker of the goal 

[undated]); e. bean, “notes and inscriptions from Caunus (part 2),” JHS 74 (1954): 
85–87, no. 2.9 (ἱλασκομένου [first century Ce]).

23. Fontenrose, Didyma, §30 (ididyma 504 [285–305 Ce]). see also Fontenrose, 
Didyma, §29 (ididyma 277), where the enquirer asks “where shall he place the holy 
table, honouring the god correctly?”

24. note the paean of praise for the fruitful goddess deo (Fontenrose, Didyma, 
§23 [ididyma 496b [second century Ce]). This goddess had brought an end to the 
hunter-gatherer existence of humankind by providing them crops, whereas before 
they had lived in beastlike savagery in mountain caves, only having “gluttonous fare in 
raw-meat-eating jaws.” This goddess, therefore, had to be especially honoured for her 
civilising influence. see also Fontenrose, Didyma, 21 (imilet. 1.7.205b).

25. Fontenrose, Didyma, §a6 (ididyma 505 [200 Ce]). Fontenrose, Didyma, §29 
(ididyma 277 [third century Ce]) refers to the god “speaking to him in vision and 
now in oracle because of his piety.”

26. Fontenrose, Didyma, §17 (first century Ce). in response to a question whether 
satornelia should be appointed priestess of athena polias, this woman, from a noble 
family, is eulogized in a most fulsome and extensive manner for the office (Fontenrose, 
Didyma, §25 [p. herrmann, “inscriptions of miletos,” Chiron 1 (1971): 292]).

27. Fontenrose, Didyma, §22 (ididyma 496a [second century Ce]).
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of a principled course of life” and performing the rites of eumolpos.28 of 
particular interest are the stratospheric accolades accorded the prophet 
and stephanephor, philodemos, in an elegiac verse honoring him:

apollo himself is witness to a pious soul, having set the sacred crowns 
upon you in the same year. and lovely miletos, renowned kingdom of 
phoibos, has awarded you these thanks for good sense, that as the only 
person in the countryside called stephanephor and prophet you may 
shine equally with the celestials.29

equally intriguing is the high-status prophet whose profession is a 
doctor. pollio has been chosen by the god: but there is an inherent ambi-
guity in the text. has he been chosen to be a prophet at miletus by the god 
in a manner unspecified? or has pollio been told by the god to be a doctor 
at miletus? The text is set out below:

prophet [Προφήτης], Quintus pomponius pollio, pious, serving in the 
festival year, physician [ἰατρός], called by the god [κληθεὶς ὑπὸ θεοῦ]….30

V. nutton has argued that pollio was connected to the elite senatorial cir-
cles at rome, being a relative of the T. pomponius Vitrasius pollio, the 
proconsul of 167–168 Ce.31 as a doctor, therefore, pollio was a member of 
the galenic circle at rome. but he was summoned by the god to become 
a prophet at the oracular shrine of didyma, and, upon settling at miletus, 
he would have become part of the religious life of the city and its nearby 
sanctuary. although there was considerable accrued status in that elite 
community, pollio, as nutton notes, nevertheless “forsook the life of a 
senator for the privilege and honour of attendance at a hellenic oracle.”32 
The immortal nature of fame inherited by some prophets, symbolized by 
their many coronal awards, is also emphasized in the didymean inscrip-
tion below:

i see, posidonios, that by pious lots you have thrice won immortal crowns 
[στέμμασιν ἀθανάτοις], such a man as apollo himself has welcomed as a 

28. Fontenrose, Didyma, §23 (ididyma 496b [second century Ce]).
29. Fontenrose, Didyma, §b2 (ididyma 229 [67/66 bCe]).
30. Fontenrose, Didyma, §Β4 (ididyma 280 [166–67 Ce]).
31. V. nutton, “The doctor and the oracle,” RBPH 47 (1969): 37–48.
32. nutton, “doctor and the oracle,” 48.
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prophet, approving judgment and your mother’s piety. and time will not 
forget your fame [κλέος]: for he has picked a man not at all inferior to the 
ministers before him.33

last, the social status of prophets at didyma can be seen from the fact 
that they could reserve stadium seats for others and themselves during 
the tenure of their office in the city.34 not only are the personal ethics and 
cultic piety of the prophets to apollo emphasized in the didymean inscrip-
tions, but also through this medium the elite hierarchies of the sanctuary 
flaunted their religious and familial prominence for all to see.

1.1.2. Klaros

From the second to the third century Ce, the sanctuary and oracle of Klaros 
kept meticulous documentary records of the consultations of the oracle of 
apollo made by the θεοπρόποι (“public messengers sent to enquire of an 
oracle”) on behalf of their cities. however, these city delegations of pilgrims, 
which, in the case of laodicea, routinely included a προφήτης in addition to 
the choirs of children, were memorialized in 427 extant inscriptions, now 
collected by Jean-louis Ferrary.35 This collection builds upon last centu-
ry’s excavations of T. macridy, Charles picard, and louis robert, among 
other scholars. in the case of the oracular site of didyma, the inscriptions 
of the ὑδροφόροι (“water carriers”), who were attached to the cult of artemis 
pythia, recounted their responsibilities in celebrating the mysteries of the 
god. however, neither the mysteries of the cult nor its servants are the focus 
in the inscriptions of Klaros but rather the elite members of the various 
city delegations.36 These comprised representatives from predominantly 
asia minor (including the biblical cities of Thyatira, laodicea, pisidian 
antioch, iconium), mainland greece (Corinth), macedonia, Thrace, and 
the islands (Crete). significantly, smyrna and ephesus are absent, though 

33. Fontenrose, Didyma, §b5 (ididyma 282 [first century Ce?]).
34. For discussion and translation of the didymean stadium inscriptions, 

see Tamara Jones, “seating and spectacle in the greco-roman World” (phd diss., 
mcmaster University, 2008), 326–36.

35. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations. on the choirs of children, see 1:115–22.
36. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, 1:129–30. For the full range of cities, 

their geographic spread, and discussion, see 133–82; see also busine, Paroles d’Apollon, 
55–69.
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there is literary evidence of delegations for the latter.37 even though there 
is no record of a delegation inscription from pergamum to Klaros extant in 
Ferrary’s corpus, there is an oracle of Klarian apollo, found at pergamum 
and erected to avert a plague, which mentions the pergameme leader of the 
delegation to the oracle (ipergamon 324).38 The inscriptions, originating 
mainly from the second century Ce, were publicly inscribed on the walls, 
columns, stelae, and steps of the buildings in the sacred site.

Ferrary has intensively studied the prosopography of the Klarian offi-
cials and of the various members of the delegations. in contrast to the 
life-long tenure of the priest (ἱερεύς) and thespiodos (θεσπιῳδός: “singer 
in prophetic strains”), those individuals who held the annual magis-
tracy of prophet (προφήτης) and secretary (γραμματεύς) in the delegation 
inscriptions often went on to hold the same offices two or three times or 
transitioned from one office to the other.39 Family dynasties in these offices 
were also established with fathers, son, and brothers holding the office of 
either secretary or prophet.40 Clearly the municipal elites from greek and 
asian city states established significant pathways of honor through the del-
egations to Klarian apollo.41 one delegation inscription from herakleia 
under Karian salbake, erected on the sacred Way, will suffice to illustrate 
the epigraphic genre and its ethos:

(delegation) of citizens from heraklea under salbake:
when apollo was prytanis for the seventy-ninth time [155/156 Ce],
Klaudios roufos [= Claudius rufus] was priest, gnaios ioulios [= Cn. 
iulius]
rheginos alexandros was thespiodes,

37. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, 1:112–13.
38. Charles picard, “Un oracle d’apollon Clarios à pergame,” BCH 46 (1922): 

190–97. Ferrary (Les mémoriaux de délégations, 1:112 n. 80) cites another fragmentary 
honorific inscription from pergamum referring to “a [pro]phet of [ap]ollo, a counsel-
lor of the most illustrious metropolis of the pergamemes.”

39. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, 1:90–93. see robinson, Theological 
Oracles, 22–23, on whether or not the office of thespiodes was created after 132 Ce.

40. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, 1:92.
41. aude busine (“oracles and Civic identity in roman asia minor,” in Cults, 

Creeds, and Identities in the Greek City after the Classical Age, ed. richard alston, onno 
van nijf, and Christiana Williamson [leuven: peeters, 2013], 179) writes: “Visiting the 
oracle seems to have allowed citizens to reinforce their familial status so that father, 
sons, daughters and cousins were gathered for the occasion and would subsequently 
have enjoyed the prestige that stemmed from their involvement.”
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Klaudios [= Claudius] Kritolaos was prophet, gnaios ioulios [= Cn. iulius]
alkimos was secretary:
theopropos: Tatianos son of apollonios; young choristers having sung in 
honour of the god: apollonios son of Tatianos, priest of the children;
Tatianos the second son of apollonios; dionysios son of dionysios son of
philotas,
apollonios the third son of hipparchos; apollonios son of athenion;
Tatianos son of athenion; Tryphon son of glykon son of papias son of 
Trophimos,
hermogenes the second; dionysios son of hermogenes, stone-cutter;
choregoi: moschas and diogenianos for the sixteenth time.42

The oracular personnel of the sanctuary at Klaros are set out at the begin-
ning of the delegation inscription, dated by the prytanis of the god apollo.43 
The conventional elite roll call of honor at the Klaros sanctuary includes 
the priest, thespiodes, prophet, and secretary.44 as aude busine argues, it 
is likely that the actual oracle pronounced by the sanctuary prophet or 
the thespiodes was never inscribed at Klaros but was rather copied down 
by the secretary and the handed over to the consultants of heraklea, who 
then took the copy back to their city to inscribe on a public stela or in the 
temple to apollo.45 This procedure is verified by the absence of oracular 
inscriptions at Klaros, but it is possible that there was an archive offsite.46 
in terms of the delegation to Klaros itself, the inscribing of the delegation 
stela—mostly on the surfaces of the propylaea or on the temple columns 
in the Klaros sanctuary—sometimes allows the city to vaunt its own 
importance by mentioning its honorific titles. This is not the case with the 
inscription of heraklea under salbake, cited above, but it is the case with 
amesia, which introduces its delegation thus: “(delegation) of the citizens 
of amesia, metropolis and neokoros and first of pontus.”47 The competition 

42. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §136 (155/156 Ce); trans. busine, 
“oracles and Civic identity,” 195.

43. robinson (Theological Oracles, 21) writes: “the prytanis of Colophon was 
apollo himself, that is, the financial responsibilities that a prytanis would have had to 
bear were paid out of the revenues of the temple.”

44. busine, Paroles d’Apollon, 50–51.
45. busine, Paroles d’Apollon, 53. The extant twenty-eight apolline oracles of 

Klaros, each of which inscribed in the consulting city and spanned the period of 50–250 
Ce, are found in merkelbach and stauber, “die orakel des apollon von Klaros.”

46. busine, Paroles d’Apollon, 54–55. see robinson, Theological Oracles, 18. 
47. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §251; see also §168.
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for oracular precedence at Klaros between the high-profile cities of asia 
must have been immense.

in terms of the delegation proper from heraklea under salbake, the 
theopropos leads the delegation, accompanied by two choregoi (χοραγοί), 
each making the trip from heraklea to Klaros for the sixteenth time and 
undoubtedly defraying the costs of the trip on each occasion. The mention 
of dionysios the “stone cutter” or “mason” (λαοτύπος) is interesting in this 
context.48 is he involved in the preparation of the stela or indeed its inscrib-
ing back at heraklea? Furthermore, is his presence for the delivery of the 
oracle at Klaros somehow necessary for the sanctity and verification of the 
stela, with its oracle, at heraklea? eight boys in the choir singing to the god 
apollo are listed but without any mention of girls, an omission unusual for 
the delegation inscriptions. The boy designated ὁ ἱερεοὺς τῶν παίδων (“priest 
of the boys”) seems to be an important position.49 This could be, i sug-
gest, because he is more experienced in the affairs of cult of Klarian apollo, 
either because of his more advanced age than the other boys or due to his 
previous visits to the site, thus being able to mentor new members to the 
choir. busine speculates that the boys perhaps belong to the same family, 
but the evidence is too tenuous for such a sweeping conclusion.50 There is 
little doubt, however, that the boys are members of the aristocratic families 
of heraklea, as the impressive career of another choir member from herak-
lea, T. statilius solon, amply testifies during the reign of hadrian.51

1.1.3. hierapolis

The oracle of apollo Klarius at hierapolis is found in the sanctuary of 
apollo in the central part of the city. While apollo archegetes was the 
protector of hierapolis,52 apollo Kàreios, a local divinity, met the divina-

48. busine translates “sculptor” (Paroles d’Apollon, 79; “oracles and Civic iden-
tity,” 180), but robert translates “stone cutter” (Jeanne robert and louis robert, Le 
plateau de Tabai et ses environs, vol. 2 of La Carie: Histoire et géographie historique avec 
le recueil des inscriptions antiques [paris: librairie d’amérique et d’orient, adrien-
maisonneuve, 1954], 210 §146).

49. busine “oracles and Civic identity,” 195.
50. busine “oracles and Civic identity,” 179, 195.
51. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §4, esp. 208–13; busine, Paroles 

d’Apollon, 75. 
52. Tullia ritti, Epigraphic Guide to Hierapolis (Pamukkale), trans. p. arthur 

(istanbul: italian archaeological mission at hierapolis, 2006), §16.
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tory needs of enquirers in the sanctuary. a reused and re-sited oracular 
inscription (ca. 165–170) was found on the outside wall of the inner cham-
ber of a small building. on the upper left side of the block, five lines of 
a fragmentary inscriptional text state that “[…]llianos, son of Th[…]eas, 
had the oracles incised at his own expense” by the “command of the god 
archegetes apollo.”53 on the right is displayed a thirty-line inscription 
setting out the oracular response of apollo to the delegation from hier-
apolis. The delegation had gone to Colophon in order to consult apollo of 
Klaros at his famous oracular site.54 Tullia ritti correctly notes that apollo 
Kàreios, the local divinity, would not have the capability to answer their 
question regarding the plague afflicting the town: “hit by the destructive 
miseries of the mortal pestilence, hard to heal … afflicted by the vindic-
tive malevolence of the gods”).55 The reason was that the apolline god 
Kàreios only provided revelation through brief predetermined alphabetic 
lot oracles.56

The answer given to the delegation was that (1) they should make 
the appropriate sacrifices and libations to the gods at hierapolis upon 
their return; (2) they should also honor apollos Kàreios and mopsos, the 
founder of hierapolis; (3) they should erect a statue of the bow-carrying 
apollo Klarius in the city; (4) and, after apollo Klarius’s arrows have driven 
away the “insatiable malady,” the delegation should return to Colophon 
and give thanks to apollo Klarius, thereby fulfilling the demands of the 
reciprocity system in not forgetting their benefactors, human or divine. 
here we see the soteriological power of apollo wielded by apollo Klarius, 
on behalf of apollo archegetes, the city’s divine founder, when the power 
of the lot oracle of the local apolline god Kàreios would not avail.

1.1.4. laodicea and smyrna

The inscriptions of laodicea refer to a prophet, lucius antonius aurelia-
nus, in an honorific dedication (ilaodikeia 67 [141/142 Ce]).57 although 

53. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §16a.1–5. For another translation, see robinson, 
Theological Oracles, C-17 296–301.

54. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §16b.22
55. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §16b.2–5.
56. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §38.
57. see the exhaustive discussion of louis robert, “inscriptions,” in Laodicée du 

Lycos: Le nymphée. campagnes 1961–1963 (paris: de boccard, 1969), 289–312. 
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this is a rare occurrence in the laodicean epigraphic corpus, many more 
references to prophets from the city occur in the Klaros delegation corpus, 
mentioned above. among the twenty-five inscriptions discussed by 
robert touching on the delegations of laodicea to the oracular sanctu-
ary of apollo of Klaros, various prophets of laodicea are also referred to 
among the delegations.58 robert argues that the prophets, whose tenure 
was annual, were either children or young men who had not yet reached 
puberty, mentioned along with the hymn singers to the god. The master 
of the choir also regularly features in laodokeian inscriptions.59 normally 
there were six boys and six girls for the choir in these delegations, though 
occasionally the numbers varied (e.g., two boys, six girls).60 nevertheless, 
the laodicean prophets conducted the delegations, accompanied by the 
choirs of children.61 What was the precise role of the prophet other than 
leading the delegation is never specified in the delegation inscriptions: it 
may well have been a largely honorific function, depending upon the age 
of the office holder. moreover, it was the father of the prepubescent boys, 
who, as the θεοπρόπος (“public messenger sent to enquire of a god”), con-
sulted the oracle on the majority of occasions.62 robert rightly concludes 
that the epigraphic texts of Klarian apollo show the great fidelity of laodi-
cea in sending delegations to consult the oracle at the site of the sanctuary 
and, while there, to sing hymns in praise of the god.63

however, the laodicean delegation inscriptions also highlight the 
social status of those either conducting or participating in the proces-
sion to Klaros. in a unique inscription from the delegation corpus, two 
prophets, one representing Klarian apollo and the other pythian apollo, 

58. robert, “inscriptions,” 299–303, §§1, 3, 4, 5, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 18, 19, 21, 22, 
23, 24. The expanded edition of the laodicean delegation inscriptions, with full greek 
texts and commentaries, are Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, vol. 1, §§27, 31, 
32, 34, 37, 40, 43, 45, 50, 54, 63, 96, 101, 105, 107, 111, 134, 139, 200, 209, 223, 224, 247, 
281, 283, 287, 289, 290, 341–52. 

59. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §§34, 43, 45, 50, 139, 209. The wide-
ranging terminology for this official not only varies across the laodicean inscriptions 
but the Klaros delegation inscriptions per se (busine, Paroles d’Apollon, 76–77).

60. e.g. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §§31, 34, 37, 139. by contrast, 
at Chios, the eponymous magistrate leads the procession (276 §42). For variation in 
numbers, see, e.g. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §45.

61. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §§31, 34.
62. robert, “inscriptions,” 304.
63. robert, “inscriptions,” 303. 
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honor their father, Chairemon, with a brief elogium at the end: “Chaire-
mon, son of aristides, the son (himself) of herodes, having shown, in 
the exercise of magistracies and the more important liturgies, good will 
both from himself and towards his country.”64 no such other elogium 
exists in the delegation corpus, so we are witnessing here a calculated 
departure from epigraphic convention in order to enhance family honor. 
elsewhere, in another unique inscription from the delegation corpus, a 
prophet of apollo pythia holds two prestigious positions simultaneously: 
priest of the children and agōnothetēs (ἀγωνοθέτης) of deia Cleoxenia.65 
another eponymous magistrate from Chios is a choragus (ὁ χοραγός), 
gymnasiarchos (γυμνασίαρχος), nauarchos (ναύαρχος), and stephanēphoros 
(στεφανηφόρος).66 another interesting individual in the laodicean delega-
tion is designated “marvellous poet for life [ποιητὴς παράδοξος ὁ διὰ βίου], 
teacher of hymns [διδάσκολος τῶν ὕμνων].”67 Were some of the hymns sung 
to Klarian apollo composed by this person? in conclusion, while robert 
was correct in noting the faithfulness of laodicea in sending such delega-
tions to Klarian apollo, another equally potent motivation animated the 
delegations: the opportunity for the laodicean elites to display their civic 
status before the watching citizens of their own city and at nearby Klaros, 
as well as to exhibit their personal piety towards the god.

last, a fragmentary oracle of a prophet of Klarian apollo has been 
found at laodicea (ilaodikeia 67 [141/142 Ce]), as well as a fragmentary 
oracle of Klarian apollo at smyrna (ismyrna 647.3–4 [second half of second 
century Ce]), an ionian city also addressed in revelation (2:8–11): “those 
will be three-and-four times blessed who will live in the pagos beyond 
the sacred meles (rivers).” notwithstanding the all-pervasive importance 
of the oracular at sardis in asia, there are nevertheless other revelatory 
phenomena that display the power of the gods in the city. For example, a 
dedication to the nymphs at sardis expresses its gratitude for the dream 
revelation associated with the healing cult of asklepios. (i sardbr 1.89 

64. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §289.20–26.
65. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §209. on other prophets of apollo 

pythia, see §§27, 32. on the agōnothetēs, see James r. harrison, “paul and the 
Agōnothetai at Corinth: engaging the Civic Values of antiquity,” in The First Urban 
Churches 2: Roman Corinth, ed. James r. harrison and l. l. Welborn (atlanta: sbl 
press, 2016), 271–326.

66. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §42.
67. Ferrary, Les mémoriaux de délégations, §222; see also §223.
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[175–150 bCe]): “eutychianos the barber because of a vision in his sleep 
dedicated to the nymphs for his complete health a shrine [alternatively, an 
‘image’] to asklepios, and i gave thanks.”

1.2. The lot oracles of southern asia 

although the gods regularly dispensed favors and mercy to suppliants, the 
relations between the gods and their dependents were fraught with dangers 
and ambiguities and had to be approached carefully. a particularly valuable 
inscription in this regard is the dice oracle of Kremna in Central pisidia, 
carved on all four sides of a tall rectangular pillar in the center of the west 
side of the forum.68 The fifty-six responses of the oracle are secured in each 
case by five throws of the dice, the sum of which leads the inquirer to the 
particular oracle of the god after whom each throw is named.

most of the lot oracles dispense a prosperity theology, with various 
qualifications punctuating the promises dispensed to the inquirer. in par-
ticular, one constant refrain is divine delivery from sickness and disease.69 
little attention is given to the world of the enquirer outside of the oracular 
site: there is vague mention of judicial affairs, economic decisions, travel, 
and marriage,70 but everything else is couched in predictable generalities. 
however, occasionally, there are clear limits to the unqualified grace of the 
god consulted. For example, the favor of olympian Zeus is only available 
to those who “appease aphrodite and the son of maia.”71 elsewhere, the 

68. For our text, see g. h. r. horsley and s. mitchell, eds., The Inscriptions of 
Central Pisidia: Including Texts from Kremna, Ariassos, Keraia, Hyia, Panemoteichos, 
the Sanctuary of Apollo of the Perminoundeis, Sia, Kocaaliler, and the Döşeme Boǧazı 
(bonn: habelt, 2000), §5 (117–138 Ce). The inscription of Kremna is one of several 
editions of the same inscription found in several locations in asia minor, all collected 
and translated by Johannes nollé, Kleinasiatische Losorakel: Astragal- und Alpha-
betchresmologien der hochkaiserzeitlichen Orakelrenaissance, Vestigia 57 (munich: 
beck, 2007), 31–221.

69. a.Viii; a.iX; C.XXXiV; C.Xliii; d. XlVii; d.liV. The letters a, b, C, and d 
reference the four sides of the pillar, each of which faces (respectively) the direction of 
north, west, south, and east; the roman numerals identify the number of the lot oracle 
on each side. 

70. Judicial affairs: see a.Xiii; d.li; economic decisions: see C.XXX; C.XXXiV; 
C.XXXViii; C.XliV; d.liii; d.lV; travel: see a.iii; a.XX; C.Xliii; marriage: see 
a.XXV.

71. a.i; see also a.Xi.
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oracles caution that one has to “obey the gods and be hopeful.”72 but the 
danger of showing hybris is also strongly underscored at several junctures:

13334.14. of poseidon. one Chian, three threes and one four, the god 
proclaims: You are kicking against the goads, you are struggling against 
the waves that oppose you. You are looking for a fish in the ocean, 
don’t hurry into the matter. it is not profitable for you to force the gods 
inopportunely.73

44446.22. of poseidon. Throwing seeds and writing letters on the ocean, 
both are pointless toil and a fruitless task. since you are a mortal do not 
force the god, who will do you some harm.74

despite promises of the future arrival of salvation,75 the total powerless-
ness of the enquirer to effect any change to the decision meted out by the 
gods is occasionally spotlighted:

43366.22. of ares Thourios. do not go on the road which you intend 
to, stranger, for this road no one (travels). a great fiery lion wanders 
about—be on guard against it—a terrible one. The oracle is one against 
which nothing can be done. Wait in a calm manner.76

in sum, the grace of the gods cannot be presumed upon: tread warily, the 
ancients were advised, because the temperament of deities was unpredict-
able and especially vindictive towards the ritually disobedient.77 The latter 
point finds confirmation in the many inscriptions dedicated in antiquity to 
deities who had previously imposed punishment upon their suppliants.78 

72. C.XXXi.
73. b.XiV. similarly, b.XV: “don’t devise awful thoughts or make prayers against 

the daimones.” once again: “don’t strive in vain, like the bitch that gave birth to a 
blind whelp” (b. XXi; see also C. XXXii).

74. C.XlV.
75. C.Xlii: “you will arrive at a day of salvation.”
76. C.XlVi.
77. note in this regard the warning in an inscription from sounion (attica): 

“anyone who interferes with the god’s possessions or is meddlesome, let him incur 
sin against men Tyrannos which he certainly cannot expiate” (greg. h. r. horsley, 
“expiation and the Cult of men,” NewDocs 3 [1983]: §6, 21).

78. For examples, see greg J. horsley, “Two Confession Texts from graeco-
roman phrygia,” NewDocs 1 (1981): §7; horsley, “expiation and the Cult of men,” 
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To say this is not denying that there were spontaneous and intensely felt 
celebrations of the mercy of the gods by grateful suppliants in antiquity.79 
but often the mercy was conditional, being somehow dependent on the 
worthiness of the worshiper.80

1.3. alphabetic oracles: a Case study of hierapolis

alphabetic oracles were a widespread phenomenon in the greek world.81 
a particularly interesting oracle is that of apollo Kàreios from hierapo-
lis (second–third centuries Ce).82 it consists of twenty-four verses that 
represent apollo’s replies to the anticipated consultations of his faithful 
enquirers. a system of lot oracles (cleromancy) operated, whereby the 
devotees of the cult extracted a letter by lot. The priest then issued one of 
the oracular responses for the enquirer, indicated in each case by the same 
letter at the beginning of the verse as the enquirer had received on the lot. 

§6, 27; r. macmullen and e. n. lane, eds., Paganism and Christianity 100—425 CE: A 
Sourcebook (minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), §7.10, 104-105.

79. For example, see the text cited in macmullen and lane, Paganism and Chris-
tianity 100–425 CE, §7.3.

80. For example, see the dedication to the demigod heracles by lucius mum-
mius, destroyer of Corinth in 146 bCe. he concludes with this appeal to the god: “for 
this and other gifts grant thy blessings to a deserving man” (CIL 1.2). For a translation, 
see Frederick C. grant, ed., Ancient Roman Religion (new York: liberal arts press, 
1957), 230. see, too, mark strom’s discussion (Reframing Paul: Conversations in Grace 
and Community [downers grove, il: interVarsity press, 2000], 118–19) of the isis 
aretalogy in this regard.

81. For other examples, see SEG 18.592 (provenance: soli in Cyprus; second cen-
tury Ce); SEG 38.1328 (provenance: Tymbriada in pisidia, asia minor [second cen-
tury Ce]); SEG 38.1338 (provenance: aspendos in pamphylia, asia minor [second 
century Ce]); TAM 2.3.947 (provenance: olympos in lykia, asia minor); CIG 4379 
(provenance: adada pisidia, asia minor); horsley and mitchell, Inscriptions of Central 
Pisidia, §159 (Kokaaliher [second–third centuries Ce). on Tymbriada and soli, see 
nollé, Kleinasiatische Losorakel, 265–76.

82. For the greek text, english translation, and brief commentary, see ritti, Epi-
graphic Guide, §39. in italian, see ritti, Hierapolis I: Fonti Letterarie ed Epigrafiche, 
archeologica 30 (rome: giorgio bretschneider, 1985), 127–37. additionally, ritti, 
“oracoli alfabetici a hierapolis di Frigia,” Miscellanea greca e romana 14 (1989): 245–
86, not sighted by me; ritti, “appendice ii: oracoli a hierapolis,” in Hierapolis di Frigia 
IX: Storia e istituzioni di Hierapolis (istanbul: ege Yayinlari, 2017), 248–67. see also 
nollé, Kleinasiatische Losorakel, 253–63; additionally, see the fragmentary alphabet 
oracle of hierapolis on 263–65.
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The alphabetic oracle represents the type of popular wisdom known to 
us through the delphic canon of the seven greek sages and the roman 
moralist pubilius syrus, among other expressions of proverbial teach-
ing.83 The veneration of the main god of hierapolis, apollo, had found 
its oracular expression through the local god Kàreios, who is represented 
for us visually though a damaged cult statue and its dedication (Κά[ρ]ειος 
Ἀπόλ|λων).84 but, like the delegations of laodicea, the residents of hierap-
olis had consulted apollo at the famous oracular sanctuaries of Klaros and 
also at delphi.85 despite the fact that the oracular responses are dispensed 
in a random manner to their recipients in the lot process, we should not 
forget that the inscription unifies all the oracles on one monument, thereby 
asserting that the apolline oracular mentality, in its local expression at 
hierapolis, was also to be understood holistically by its readers.86

in the case of our alphabet oracle, Κάρειος “concedes fortune to him to 
whom the god is favourable,” underscoring the unpredictability of divine 
grace, while affirming the soteriological power of the oracles of Κάρειος.87 
apollo, with the glorious bow, is depicted more generically as giving 
strength and activity. Furthermore, the fickleness of fortune necessitates the 
help of “venerable Tyche” in making good decisions: the (cultic?) appease-
ment of nemesis ensures that the enquirer can “have faith in (his) action.” 
given the caveat of appeasement, the enquirer should be confident that 
nemesis (retribution) “swings for mortals the balance of dike (Justice).” 
The divine world, it seems, is extremely “touchy” about how it is contacted 
and thus preserves the right to dispense favor and justice to those who are 
faithful and responsive to the local oracles of Kàreios as much as to oracular 

83. see Teresa morgan, Popular Morality in the Early Roman Empire (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University press, 2007); James r. harrison, “The seven sages, The delphic 
Canon and ethical education in antiquity,” in Ancient Education and Early Christian-
ity, ed. matthew ryan hauge and andrew W. pitts (london: bloomsbury T&T Clark, 
2016), 71–86.

84. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §39: “arator, as the proverb says, you are taking a viper 
to your bosom”; ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §40.

85. Klaros: ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §16; delphi: ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §§12, 14, 
23, 24, 43.

86. The original site of the monument is not known, since the inscription was 
found in a marble shrine, with the stone having being reused, in an octagonal building 
in honor of saint philip (ritti, Hierapolis I, 130). on the apolline oracular mentality, 
see busine, Paroles d’Apollon.

87. For the quotation and what follows, see ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §38.
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apollo in his other sanctuaries. notwithstanding, some type of all-embrac-
ing soteriological transformation is imminent: “Know that purification of 
the soul and of the body is arriving.” Consequently, the beneficent god, 
“that looks over you,” will dispense “unexpected joy.” but concerted action 
is also required: “Take, divide, and receive thus joy.” humans, it seems, have 
to balance the unpredictability of the gods with the gods’ commitment to 
beneficence and the justice of the gods with their arbitrariness. how then 
should humans live according to the oracular mentality of Kàreios?

The moral advice is to wait, not to rush into action unnecessarily, to 
appreciate the right time for such decisions and to persevere patiently, thus 
avoiding being consumed with anxiety.88 notwithstanding the counsel of 
ethical caution, one oracle nevertheless says: “resolutely take action and 
take it to its finish.”89 There is a paradox here for the reader of the inscrip-
tion. how does one discern between the requirement of timely caution and 
the requirement of resolute action? how does one decide which has priority? 
Furthermore, one oracle counsels against navigating the waves of life alone 
but totally rejects local counselors in preference for “foreign counselors” in 
another oracle.90 but why reject the local counselor? We are left guessing 
the answer, but ethical caution is the underlying motive for the unexpected 
choice. in sum, the oracular advice rejects extremes in moral decisions by 
imposing strong boundaries around the ever-present danger of unthinking 
impulsiveness, opting for instead, i would argue, an aristotelian mean in 
ethics.91 Finally, the social hierarchy of the aristocratic elites is endorsed in 
the operation of ancient friendship rituals: “avoid worthless friends [φίλους], 
trust only the best ones [ἀρίστοις].”92 The status quo is paramount and per-
haps this throws light on the reason for the continuous refrain of timely 
caution for the elite audience at which this alphabet oracle is aimed.

1.4. The Confession inscriptions and the oracles of Zeus

ever since the appearance of georg petzl’s 1994 corpus, the number of 
extant confession inscriptions has swelled to well over 142 publications.93 

88. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §39. 
89. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §39.8.
90. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §39.14, 17.
91. see harrison, “seven sages.”
92. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §39.21.
93. angelos Chaniotis, “Constructing the Fear of gods: epigraphic evidence from 
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each inscription has been found in the general region of lydia and phry-
gia in asia minor, an unusual feature that requires explanation, but so 
far there is no solution to the puzzle.94 The time range of the confession 
inscriptions congregates around 115–210 Ce, with the only first-century 
texts being a fragmentary inscription datable to 57/58 Ce, itself ques-
tionably a confession text, as well as a complete text belonging to 81/82 
Ce.95 The confession inscriptions were inscribed on stone stelae and were 
erected in sanctuaries. The offenders confessed to a series of “sins”: reli-
gious misdemeanors, civic crimes, and personal offences. While the stela 
was erected voluntarily, as far as we can discern, the prior punishment of 
the gods invariably precipitated the suppliant to seek atonement with the 
gods.96 release from punishment was only accomplished when the stela 
was erected.

one confession inscription, relating to Theodoros’s sexual misde-
meanors, exhibits oracular elements:

in the year 320, on the 12th of the month panemos. in accordance with 
the fact that i was instructed by the gods, by Zeus and the great men 
artemidoros: “i have punished Theodoros on his eyes according to the 

sanctuaries of greece and asia minor,” in Unveiling Emotions: Sources and Methods 
for the Study of Emotions in the Greek World, ed. angelos Chaniotis (stuttgart: steiner, 
2012), 215–23. For new publications up to 2007, see angelos Chaniotis, “ritual per-
formances of divine Justice: The epigraphy of Confession, atonement, and exaltation 
in roman asia minor,” in From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in 
the Roman Near East, ed. hannah Μ. Cotton et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
press, 2009), 116 n. 7.

94. For the sites, see Chaniotis, “Constructing the Fear of gods,” 3–4.
95. aslak rostad (“human Transgression—divine retribution: a study of 

religious Transgressions and punishments in greek Cultic regulations and lydian-
phrygian reconciliation inscriptions” [phd Thesis, University of bergen, 2006], 144) 
argues that the text is possibly an ex-voto inscription. For the dates of petzl’s epi-
graphic corpus in chronological order, see rostad, Human Transgression—Divine Ret-
ribution, 142–44. see also georg petzl, “die beichtinschriften Westkleinasiens,” EA 22 
(1994): 1–143.

96. see angelos Chaniotis, “Under the Watchful eyes of the gods: aspects of 
divine Justice in hellenistic and roman asia minor,” in The Greco-Roman East: Poli-
tics, Culture, Society, ed. stephen Colvin (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 
2004), 1–43 for a useful summary of the transgressions confessed. also see Clinton e. 
arnold, “‘i am astonished That You are so Quickly Turning away!’ (gal 1.6): paul 
and anatolian Folk belief,” NTS 51 (2005): 443.
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transgressions (κατὰ τὰς ἁμαρτίας) he committed.” i had intercourse 
with Trophime, the slave of haplokomas, wife of eutykhes, in the prae-
torium (?) [εἰς τὸ πλετώριν]. he removed the first transgression [τὴν 
πρώτην ἁμαρτίαν] with a sheep, a partridge and a mole. The second 
transgression [Δευτέρα ἁμαρτία]: even though i was a slave of the gods 
[δοῦλος τῶν θεῶν] in nonu, i had intercourse with ariagne, who was 
unmarried. he removed the transgression with a piglet and a tuna. 
at the third transgression [Τῇ τρίτῃ ἁμαρτίᾳ] i had intercourse with 
arethusa, who was unmarried. he removed the transgression with a 
hen (or cock), a sparrow and a pigeon; with a kypros of a blend of 
wheat and barley and one prokhos of wine. being pure he gave a kypros 
of wheat to the priests and one prokhos. as intercessor [παράκλητον], 
i took Zeus. (he said): “behold! i hurt his sight because of his deeds, 
but now he has reconciled the gods [εἱλαζομένου αὐτοῦ τοὺς θεούς] and 
written down (the events) on a stele and paid for his transgressions 
[τὰς ἁμαρτίας].” asked by the council (the god proclaimed): “i will be 
merciful [εἵλεος εἶμι], because my stele is raised on the day i appointed. 
You can open the prison; i will release the convict when one year and 
ten months has passed.”97

Chaniotis argues that the confessions of Theodoros “alternate with quota-
tions of oracles given by Zeus, thus creating the impression of a dialogue 
between the sinner and the god.”98 The text sounds like the minutes taken 
in a case presided over by an unidentified “council” (perhaps, as we will 
see, of priests or village elders?).99 The case is straightforward enough. 
Theodoros, who was a temple slave (δοῦλος τῶν θεῶν), should have been 
committed to sexual abstinence, but he had violated the slave wife of 
eutykhes in the praetorium (?).100 The charge of adultery would be much 
less serious than in modern society because it only involves the penetra-

97. petzl, “die beichtinschriften Westkleinasiens,” §5.
98. Chaniotis, “Under the Watchful eyes of the gods,” 27.
99. Chaniotis, “Under the Watchful eyes of the gods,” 27. petzl (“die beichtin-

schriften Westkleinasiens,” 10) proposes that it represents the actual trial proceedings, 
with a priest acting out the role of Zeus. alan Cadwallader has drawn my attention to 
a “council of the gods” (σύνκλητος τῶν θεῶν) in another confession inscription (SEG 
57.1186). This nuance is certainly a possibility in terms of our inscription, but the lack 
of specification of the “council” being “of the gods,” as in SEG 57.1186, perhaps points 
to a human council in this instance, with the priest acting as Zeus. 

100. Chaniotis, “Under the Watchful eyes of the gods,” 27. For the identification 
of εἰς τὸ πλετώριν with the praetorium, see petzl, “die beichtinschriften Westklein-
asiens,” 9.
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tion of a slave’s body.101 much more important is the fact that the sin was 
compounded by the fact that Theodoros had brought cultic impurity 
upon his role as a sacred slave in the temple.102 Two further sexual sins 
are confessed. but, as Theodoros obfuscates, his sexual immorality did not 
matter because he only seduced unmarried women.103 nevertheless, Zeus 
upholds the importance of purity in sexual relationships in cultic matters,104 
not accepting Theodoros’s casuistry that he was only deflowering unmar-
ried women and roundly condemning both his adultery and, as is clearly 
implied, the abdication of his celibacy as a temple slave. Zeus, therefore, 
damages the eyesight of Theodoros as punishment.105 how is this cultic 
crisis, which is the primary issue, resolved? Zeus only acts as intercessor 
for Theodoros after the offender has reconciled the gods by erecting his 
confession stela, with the god then forgiving him his sins (εἵλεος εἶμι). sig-
nificantly, the divine mercy is elicited by the appropriate ritual and the 
cultic flashpoint has been resolved. as aslak rostad remarks, Theodoros 
“can no longer be accused of breaking the rules surrounding his status as 
a hierodoulos.”106

in sum, there can be, as was the case with the alphabetic oracle of 
hierapolis, oversight of ethical issues on the part of the god, coupled with 
propitiatory sacrifices in this instance, in order to resolve the crisis created 
by the cultic impurity of Theodoros. but, unlike the alphabetic oracles, the 

101. see Jennifer a. glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity (oxford: oxford Uni-
versity press, 2002).

102. on greek cultic relations and the importance of ritual purification after 
sexual activities, see rostad, Human Transgression – Divine Retribution, 109–112.

103. rostad (Human Transgression–Divine Retribution, 198) writes that Theodo-
ros stresses that the two women were unmarried because “he wants to avoid being 
accused of having had sex with other men’s wives.” 

104. Cultic purity rather than the morality of sexual ethics is the issue at hand. 
rostad (Human Transgression—Divine Retribution, 227) succinctly states: “With the 
exception of a few regulations from asia minor [e.g., LSAM 20], sexual activity … is 
not regarded as wrong, provided the pollution is properly dealt with before one enters 
a shrine.”

105. regarding punishment in the eyes, note the confession inscription at sardis: 
“To artemis anaitis ammias, daughter of matris, erected this because chastised in 
her eyes − − −” (isardbr 7.1.95, with the iconographic incision of two eyes under 
the second line of the text). For discussion, see louis robert, Nouvelles Inscriptions de 
Sardes (paris: librairie d’amérique et d’orient, adrien maisonneuve, 1964), 27–33. see 
also the eye in a relief in petzl, “die beichtinschriften Westkleinasiens,” §90. 

106. rostad, Human Transgression—Divine Retribution, 198.
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god has seemingly intervened first, unilaterally blinding Theodorus for his 
sins, eliciting propitiatory sacrifices from the suppliant, and then recon-
ciling upon the erection of the confession stela. The oracular responses 
simply chart the unveiling of guilt and the process of reconciliation. The 
legal proceedings ratify the resolution of this process, because of the seri-
ousness of the disruption to open communication with the gods caused by 
the misdemeanors of the hierodoulos.

1.5. disease and plague oracles: sardis, Troketta, and pergamum

inscriptions from the asian cities reveal how the civic elites summoned 
the saving presence of the gods through oracular revelation when handling 
outbreaks of disease and plague during the second sophistic.107 since we 
have already briefly discussed how an outbreak of plague was addressed by 
an oracle at hierapolis,108 three further examples will suffice.

First, faced with an outbreak of a plague probably imported by the 
armies of lucius Verus returning from mesopotamia after 165 Ce, the 
city of sardis, in another oracle of apollo, is summoned by the god to 
request ephesus to send to the city an image of the virgin huntress goddess 
artemis and then place her in a temple.109 both cities are also addressed 

107. For discussion, see J. F. gilliam, “The plague under marcus aurelius,” AJP 
82.3 (1961): 234–36; robinson, Theological Oracles, 68–73.

108. ritti, Epigraphic Guide, §16a, b. additionally, see the fragmentary igbulg 
224 (ll. 6–7: “[ … ] i (consulted?) apollo at Klaros [ … ] i dispelled the plague”; prov-
enance, odessos, in bulgaria, southeastern europe [second century Ce]), translated 
in robinson, Theological Oracles, C-18, 301–03.

109. James r. harrison, “artemis Triumphs over a sorcerer’s evil art,” NewDocs 
10 (2012): §8. see also the apolline oracle from Klaros inscribed at the city of Kalli-
polis, southern part of east Thrace (merkelbach and stauber, “die orakel des apollon 
von Klaros,” §9.20–25). it is designed to counter the effects of the disease by erecting 
a statue of apollo with a bow in front of the city gate and by offering a magical milk 
libation. The curse designed to effect the deliverance is as follows (ll. 17–19): “[ … ] 
if they (the demons of the plague) exhibit fear of kateuche (‘curse’) so that they move 
fast at once into the inmost part of the netherworld, where the foundation of Tartaros 
appears [ … ].” For discussion and partial translation, see Zsuzsanna Várhelyi, “magic, 
religion, and syncretism at the oracle of Claros,” in Between Magic and Religion: Inter-
disciplinary Studies in Ancient Mediterranean Religion and Society, ed. by sulochana 
ruth asirvatham, Corrine ondine pache, and John Watrous (lanham, md: rowman 
& littlefield, 2001), 19–21; andrzej Wypustek and izabella donkow, “Christians and 
the plague in second Century asia minor,” Palamedes 1 (2006): 127–28.
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with oracles in revelation (2:1–7; 3:1–6). explicit instructions are given to 
the city about honoring artemis with thanksgiving sacrifices, feasts, and 
dances, coupled with a stern warning about “the penalty of fire” should 
they not obey the oracle of apollo. in response, the divine “straight-hitting 
shooter of arrows,” artemis, would act decisively against the besieging 
powers of the plague and its occult instigators:

she will provide escape from (your) sufferings and will dissolve the man-
destroying poison (or “magic”) of plague, having melted down with (her) 
fire-bearing torches by nightly flame the kneaded (figurines) of wax, the 
signs of (the) evil art of a sorcerer [μάγου].110

The reference to the “evil art of a sorcerer” in this oracle shows how the 
oracular phenomena of the second sophistic could be wielded against 
practitioners of magic as requited, reflecting in part the similar concern 
of revelation regarding deleterious effects of sorcery (rev 18:23; 21:18).

second, in the preface to an oracle from Kaisareia Trakotta (in lydia, 
west of sardis),111 the Klarian god requests the citizens to set up a statue 
of apollo Soter (IGRR 4.1498.2–5). Undoubtedly, the pilgrims to Klaros 
attempted to appease the god apollo with the purificatory rituals and 
the erection of the statue prescribed in the oracle proper (ll. 22–28). The 
reason for these propitiatory ceremonies was the outbreak of a calami-
tous plague in the city, the origins and nature of which are not specified. 
is it an agricultural plague of some sort (locusts? mice? an unknown pol-
lution [l. 12]?), affecting the crops and causing humans to perish from 
famine (ll. 10–11)?112 or is this simply to confuse the oracular imagery 
with what is actually occurring at the city? alternatively, the evidence for 
some type of disease can only be inferred from the hyperbolic references 
to widespread deaths (ll. 11, 25). The precise circumstances, therefore, 
are not known, but the tenor of the oracle may have reminded early 
Christian readers of the elaborate apocalyptic imagery employed in the 
book of revelation:

110. harrison, “artemis Triumphs over a sorcerer’s evil art,” §8.6–9.
111. IGRR 4.1498 (second century Ce). For translation (below), see robinson, 

Theological Oracles, C-14, 283–87, cited in adapted form by busine, “oracles and Civic 
identity,” 192.

112. robinson (Theological Oracles, 286), drawing on previous scholarship, sug-
gests “a local famine caused by the loss of crops, which threatens sickness and death.”
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The oracle:
1 You who inhabit Troketta by snowy Tmolos,
2 Who are honored by bromios and the mighty son of Kronos,
3 Why now, amazed, do you approach the threshold
4 restrained from drawing near to the ground of truth?
5 To you who attend i shall shout forth an infallible oracle.
6 alas, alas, a mighty calamity leaps to earth
7 an inexorable plague, wielding with one
8 hand an avenging sword, with the other raising
9 bitterly lamented phantoms of recently-struck mortals.
10 it distresses on every side the plowed ground.
11 it mows down the seedlings—the whole race perishes;
12 by oppressing men with pollution, it drives them out.
13 and such are the evils at hand that it contrives …
— — — — — — — — — — —
20 but as you yearn to see an escape, as is lawful, from these things, o 

mortals,
21 Who are now so very anxious to approach for my aid,
22 From seven springs seek to prepare for yourselves a pure drink,
23 Which you ought to sulphur from a distance and quickly draw out,
24 and sprinkle (your) houses at once with the nymphs (water), who 

are lovely,
25 That at least those mortals left untouched on earth
26 may without end accomplish excellent things from their revived 

increase.
27 moreover, prepare to set up (an image of) phoebus in the midst of 

the land,
28 in one hand wielding (the bow) …

at the outset of the oracle, the mythological origins of Kaisareia Trakotta 
are proudly asserted (ll. 1–2). on the basis of such prestige and the heal-
ing power of apollo (“wielding [the bow]”: l. 28), the city and the pressed 
inhabitants of the earth can look forward to their revived increase in the 
future (ll. 25–26). more telling, however, are the veracity claims made on 
behalf of the oracular site of Klaros. such claims, to be observed in two 
further oracles below, have relevance for the oracular mentality in the 
book of revelation.113 in coming to Klaros, the pilgrims approach “the 
ground of truth” and the oracle conferred there is “infallible” (ll. 5–6). 
The oracle must be heeded for revival to occur. but what is noteworthy 

113. see stephen r. llewelyn, “Faithful Words,” NewDocs 9 (2002): 14.
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is the exotic imagery employed to describe the effects of the plague: a 
sword-wielding and phantom-raising menace that decimates the natural 
world and humanity at large. This is why the ποιητὴς παράδοξος, noted 
above, accompanied the laodicean delegation to Klaros. The Klarian 
poet who rendered the oracle for Kaisareia Trakotta would have had 
similar literary skills.

Third, an inscription found in pergamum, in which the city asserts its 
precedence over the other asian cities,114 sets out extensively the richness 
of its greek mythological origins in lines 1–9. Clearly the city was asserting 
its greek identity, as many others did in the second sophistic, negotiating 
a respected place for their homeric ancestry (“people of aiakides,” l. 6) 
in the face of the ever-present realities of roman provincial rule. signifi-
cantly, it is asserted that the traditional greek gods still have the capacity 
to protect from “baneful diseases” (l. 6), even though the pergamum del-
egation to Klarian apollo is born out of the current experience of “painful 
disease” resulting from the plague (ll. 10–16, 26–28). The oracle, without 
its preamble, is set out below, but it is worth recalling that pergamum too, 
like six other asian cities, also had its own oracle directed to its church in 
revelation (2:12–17):

1 To the children of Telephos, who, honored by King Zeus, son of 
Kronos,
more than others, inhabit the land of Teuthras,
and also (honored by) the family of the thundering Zeus,

4 athena, who is warring and inexorable,
and dionysos, who banishes care and gives life,
and also the physician, saviour from baneful diseases;
among whom ouranos’ sons, the Kabeiroi, first 

8 kept watch on the heights of pergamon over the new-born
Zeus the lightener, when he opened the maternal womb;
i would accurately tell a defence with truthful words [ἀψευδέσιν],
lest for too long the people of aiakides be born out

12 by painful disease; it shall be that which is pleasing to my
son. Therefore i urge you, o leader of the delegation to the oracle,
to divide into four parts under leaders all those

114. The oracle of Klarian apollo, inscribed at pergamum, asserts its preeminence 
thus (ipergamon 324): “which oracle the Council and people of the first metropolis of 
asia and twice neokoros, the city of the pergamenes, resolved to inscribe on steles and 
to erect both in the market place and in the temples.”
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who beneath the sacred tower wear the chlamys (ephebes), 
16 and to make them follow the four leaders in columns.

The first of these (will sing) of Kronos’ son with a 
hymn, the next of (dionysos) eiraphiotes,
another of Trito-born (athena), a maiden bold in war,
the other of asklepios, my dear son. 

20 For seven days let them over thigh-bones on the altars,
burning to pallas those of a pure, unmated, two-year-old
calf, those of a three-year-old ox to Zeus and Zeus bacchus;
likewise also sacrificing to Koronis’ son (asklepius) the thigh-bones 

24 of a domesticated bull, prepare a sacrificial meal,
you youths who wear the chlamys, as many of you as are
not without your own fathers. but with each libation
as you pour, request from the immortals a noble remedy
for the plague, that into a distant land of hostile men it might go far 
away. (ipergamon 324)115

The delegation was directed to appease Zeus, dionysos eiraphiotes, athena, 
and asklepius with sacrifices and hymns (ll. 17–29). We have already seen 
that the traditional healing power of dionysos is enunciated in the inscrip-
tion. The reference to Zeus, whose birth at pergamum is claimed in the 
oracle (ll. 1, 9–11, 17), “refuted a host of competing cities which claimed 
that they, not pergamum, had received the newly born god.”116 but the 
mention of asklepius (ll. 19, 23), the healing god, in the apolline oracle 
was also apposite, because asklepius was the son of apollo. moreover, the 
presence of the famous asklepion at pergamum, with its promises of heal-
ing through incubation at the sanctuary,117 also makes the reference to 
asklepius in the oracle particularly potent. but whether this clever thera-
peutic gambit came from the initiative of the Klarian officials themselves,118 

115. datable between Trajan and Caracalla. For translation, see robinson, Theo-
logical Oracles, C-16, 291–96, cited in adapted form by busine, “oracles and Civic 
identity,” 193–94.

116. robin lane Fox, Pagans and Christians in the Mediterranean World from the 
Second Century AD (harmondsworth: Viking, 1986), 232.

117. see louise Wells, The Greek Language of Healing from Homer to New Testa-
ment Times, bZnW 83 (berlin: de gruyter, 1998), 83–95.

118. see gil h. renberg, Where Dreams May Come: Incubation Sanctuaries in the 
Greco-Roman World, vol. 1 (leiden: brill, 2016), 138–45. busine (“oracles and Civic 
identity,” 186) writes: “For Klarian officials, this could be a way of asserting the influ-
ence of their apollo.”
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in order to secure the influence of Klarian apollo at pergamum, or from 
the strategizing of the socially powerful pergamum delegation, in order to 
ensure a more locally favorable outcome in terms of the oracle, is difficult 
to say. The local competition in asia between the various gods at their 
prestigious oracular and incubatory sites in antiquity is revealed implicitly 
in this inscription.

1.6. political oracles: hadrianoi

What is particularly surprising in the greco-roman documentary lit-
erature is the almost total absence of oracles legitimizing the house of 
Julio-Claudian rulers and their political heirs from the early imperial 
period to the second sophistic. Conversely, it is equally surprising that 
there are no oracles critical of the imperial rulers, apart from the sole 
exception of the book of revelation, reminiscent to some extent of the 
famous egyptian potter’s oracle from the hellenistic age. only one exam-
ple, so far as i know, exists from the Julio-Claudian period:

i, gaurus, have obtained the prophet’s
faithful words [πιστοὺς λόγους] and inscribed
the victory of Caesar [νίκην Καίσαρος] and the contests
of the gods [ἄ(θ)λους θεῶν], through whom by prayers [κατευχαῖς]
i grasped all things from start to
finish, and repaying ungrudgingly
the gifts [δῶρα ἀμισῶς ἀποδίδων], i exult.
gaurus, son of asclepiades, from Torea
(set up) the statue at his own expense.119

stephen r. llewelyn has argued that this prophecy, emanating from 
an oracular site at hadrianoi, mysia, in asia minor, has come from an 
unidentified prophet at the site.120 The original editor argues that gauros 
was a scribe from the office where oracles were recorded [χρησμογράφιον: 
ididyma 31, 32]121 and had copied down our oracle. This is proposed on 
the original editor’s restoration of ἄ[λ]λους θεῶν as opposed to ἄ[θ]λους 

119. llewelyn, “Faithful Words.”
120. For the names of prophets mentioned in the hadrianoi epigraphic corpus, 

see llewelyn, “Faithful Words,” 9.
121. elmar schwertheim, Die Inschriften von Hadrianoi und Hadrianeia, igsK 33 

(habelt: bonn, 1987), §24, 21–24.
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θεῶν in lines 3–4 in our text. if the original editor is correct, the text would 
be translated as “inscribed the victory of Caesar and the others of the 
gods.” however, a new restoration, proposed by llewelyn,122 understands 
the reference as ἄ[θ]λους θεῶν (“contests of the gods”). This is more likely. 
given that the “victory of Caesar” must refer to both Caesar’s victory at 
pharsalus and augustus’s victory at actium,123 then the “contests of the 
gods” could well allude to the coalition of the gods, headed by apollo, the 
tutelary deity of augustus, who defeated the loathsome egyptian gods and 
commanders of antony and Cleopatra at actium (Vergil, Aen. 8.698–713; 
see also anth. pal. 9.553; dio Cassius, Hist. rom. 51.1.2–3; horace, Carm. 
3.4.60–64; propertius, Eleg. 4.6.37–84; ovid, Trist. 3.1.39–46). 

other aspects of the oracle have intrinsic interest. The prayers of 
gauros to the gods are said to have aided his comprehension of the oracle 
and its sacral significance from beginning to end, allowing him to repay 
their unspecified beneficence by erecting the statue (of augustus?) and its 
inscription. The importance of understanding and rendering the oracle 
accurately is seen in the nature of the prophetic communication itself: the 
prophet’s words are “faithful”—a concept of revelation that has already 
been reflected to some degree in the references to “infallible oracle” and 
“truthful words” in the plague and disease oracles above.

having investigated the place of the oracular in asia minor in the first 
three centuries, it remains to ask what pertinence this documentary orac-
ular evidence has for the early Christian prophecy of revelation, widely 
considered by scholars to be critiquing the asian imperial cult under Fla-
vian rule as opposed to being concerned about the local oracular sites. 

2. The prophecy of revelation and the asian oracular inscriptions

scholars have expended considerable energy in discussing the challenges 
posed by the imperial cult for believers living in asia minor,124 focusing 

122. stephen r. llewelyn, “Contests of the gods,” EA 32 (2000): 147–49.
123. see llewelyn, “Faithful Words,” 9, for the arguments.
124. see david e. aune, “The influence of roman Court Ceremonial on the 

apocalypse of John,” BR 2 (1983): 5–26; adela Yarbro Collins, Crisis and Catharsis: The 
Power of the Apocalypse (philadelphia: Westminster, 1984); Thompson, The Book of 
Revelation; richard bauckham, The Climax of Prophecy: Studies on the Book of Revela-
tion (edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993); J. nelson Kraybill, Imperial Cult and Commerce in 
John’s Apocalypse, JsnTsup 132 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 1996); Kraybill, Apoca-
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on how the rhetoric of revelation addresses the threats posed for the seven 
churches, both in terms of accommodation to its seductions (2:6, 14, 20; 
3:17; 18:1–24) and the very real danger of martyrdom for Christ (acts 2:13). 
indeed, the oracle honoring Julius Caesar and augustus for their victories 
at pharsalus and actium, discussed above, shows how the representatives of 
the indigenous oracular mentality of asia minor had ingratiated themselves 
with the new Julian rulers. somewhat overlooked in the scholarly literature, 
however, are the threats that the local indigenous revelatory cults still posed 
to the early asian Christians, though the challenge issued by revelatory 
magic in revelation (9:20–21; 21:8; 22:15; see also 13:13–15; 19:20) has been 
comprehensively addressed by aune and rodney lawrence Thomas.125 but, 
as we have seen, the strong resurgence of the oracular sites in the second 
sophistic had already begun by the late first century bCe and continued 
to grow steadily during the first century Ce. The provincial elites of asia 
minor were just as deeply immersed in the quest of honor, benefiting the 
oracular sites and acquiring their priestly and prophetic offices, as were the 
elites in advancing their family fame through prestigious posts of the impe-
rial cursus honorum. how is the threat of the indigenous revelatory oracles 

lypse and Allegiance: Worship, Politics, and Devotion in the Book of Revelation (grand 
rapids: brazos, 2010); Wes howard-brook and anthony gwyther, Unveiling Empire: 
Reading Revelation Then and Now (new York: orbis, 1999); barbara r. rossing, The 
Choice between Two Cities: Whore, Bride and Empire in the Apocalypse (harrisburg, 
pa: Trinity press international, 1999); hans-Josef Klauck, “do They never Come 
back? Nero Redivivus and the apocalypse of John,” CBQ 63 (2001): 683–98; steven 
J. Friesen, Imperial Cults and the Apocalypse of John: Reading Revelation in the Ruins 
(oxford: oxford University press, 2001); Friesen, “satan’s Throne, imperial Cults and 
the social settings of revelation,” JSNT 27.3 (2005): 351–73; Christopher a. Frilin-
gos, Spectacles of Empire: Monsters, Martyrs, and the Book of Revelation (philadelphia: 
University of pennsylvania press, 2004); Craig r. Koester, “roman slave Trade and the 
Critique of babylon in revelation 18,” CBQ 70 (2008): 766–86; Koester, “revelation’s 
Visionary Challenge to ordinary empire,” Int 63 (2009): 5–18; Koester, “The number 
of the beast in revelation 13 in light of papyri, graffiti, and inscriptions,” JECH 6 
(2016) 1–21; michael naylor, “The roman imperial Cult and revelation,” CurBR 8 
(2010): 207–39.

125. see david e. aune, “The apocalypse of John and graeco-roman revela-
tory magic,” NTS 33.4 (1987): 481–501; rodney lawrence Thomas, Magical Motifs 
in the Book of Revelation, lnTs 416 (london: T&T Clark, 2010). see also the excel-
lent neglected study of bruce J. malina, On the Genre and Message of Revelation: Star 
Visions and Sky Journeys (peabody, ma: hendrickson, 1995).
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handled in revelation, even if it is somewhat oblique to the main purpose 
of the prophecy? our approach will be suggestive rather than exhaustive.

First, in several of the oracles above the importance of the veracity 
and faithfulness of the words has been spotlighted. significantly, similar 
motifs recur throughout revelation. Christ is identified as the “faithful 
witness” (ὁ μάρτυς ὁ πιστός: rev 1:5), the “faithful and true witness” (ὁ 
μάρτυς ὁ πιστὸς καὶ ἀληθινός: 3:14; see also 19:11), as is his martyr antipas 
at pergamum (ὁ μάρτυς ὁ πιστός μου: 2:13). Conversely, the opponents of 
the early Christians are labelled “liars” (ψεύδονται: 3:9: see also 2:9) and 
practitioners of “falsehood” (ποιῶν ψεῦδος: 22:15), whereas believers are 
blameless because no lie is found in their mouths (14:5; see also 2:18; 3:7). 
The judgements of god are also described as just and true (ἀληθιναὶ καὶ 
δίκαιαι: rev 16:6–7). The key representative of the oracular culture in rev-
elation is the “false prophet” (ψευδοπροφήτης: 16:13; 20:10), depicted as 
a demonic figure (16:13a, 14a) and symbolic of “deceit and falsehood at 
any time and in any place.”126 The term ψευδοπροφήτης perfectly encap-
sulates the relentless fabrication emanating from the second beast from 
the earth (13:13–14; 19:20). he deludes the nations with counterfeit mir-
acles, drawing his deceptive power from the “ancient serpent” (12:9), the 
cosmic “deceiver of the nations” (20:3, 8, 10).127 This beast on the earth, 
probably symbolizing the high priest of proconsular asia, stages cultic 
wonders in the local asian theatres as part of the imperial cult before awe-
struck audiences (rom 13:13–15), not only breathing life into the roman 
ruler’s image by cleverly staged conceits but also by erecting, in liaison 
with the provincial elites, honorific statues of the roman ruler through-
out the entire province.128 While the primary referent of ψευδοπροφήτης 
is clearly imperial, later prophetic pretenders such as alexander of abo-
nuteichos also staged fraudulent oracles (lucian, Alex. 12–26). aune is 
correct in saying that no evidence exists of imperial cult images being 

126. stephen s. smalley, The Revelation of John: A Commentary on the Greek Text 
of the Apocalypse (london: spCK, 2005), 345

127. grant r. osborne, Revelation, beCnT (grand rapids: baker academic, 
2002), 514

128. george raymond beasley-murray, The Book of Revelation, nCb (london: 
oliphants, 1974), 216–17; paul barnett, Apocalypse Now and Then: Reading Revelation 
Today (maryborough: The book printer, 1989), 110; stephen J. scherrer, “signs and 
Wonders in the imperial Cult: a new look at a roman religious institution in the 
light of rev 13:13–15,” JBL 103.4 (1984): 599–610; Thompson, Book of Revelation, 
162–63; osborne, Revelation, 514–15.
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“believed to actually give oracles.”129 but, if our sole Julian oracle from 
hadrianoi had an accompanying imperial statue, as we have suggested, 
then the connection between the statue and oracle would be visually clear 
in its symbolism: the member of the Julian house, whoever he might be, 
presides over the oracle, endorsing perpetually the divinely waged Julian 
victories. although only one such oracle has survived, there must have 
been others erected either by local prophets or provincial benefactors in 
asia. pivoted against all types of false prophecy, indigenous and imperial, 
is the spirit of prophecy (rev 14:13b; 19:10; 22:17a), who inspires a special 
group of Christian prophets within the churches (11:18; 16:6; 18:20, 24; 
22:9) and provides life-changing ministry within the asian churches.130

second, whereas in the case of Klaros and didyma the delegations 
come to the oracular site, the messenger carrying the prophecy of John, 
who was exiled to patmos at the time (rev 1:9), would have passed through 
miletus on his way to the first church, ephesus (rev 2:1–7). however, the 
idea of a circular postal road connecting the seven churches in the order 
of progression of rev 2:1–3:22 has found no archaeological confirmation.131 
it may be the case that the messenger simply followed the route that John 
had regularly chosen as a peripatetic pastor and teacher before his exile. 
The crucial difference between the oracles of Klaros and didyma and the 
prophecy of John is that the initiative comes from the delegation cities or 
individuals who approached the oracular centers, whereas in the case of 
revelation the initiative originates with the god-given ἀποκάλυψις from 
Jesus Christ. The ἀποκάλυψις is entirely unsolicited by John, but it is con-
veyed to him by an angel and is addressed to god’s servants in the asian 
cities (rev 1:1). The striking chain of revelatory command—god, Christ, 
the angel, and, last, John—accords “an unheard-of authority to the con-
tent of John’s prophecy,”132 differentiating its claim to legitimacy from the 
famous oracular sites of antiquity.

Third, in terms of actual allusions to the asian oracular sites and their 
gods in revelation, the first horseman in rev 6:2—crowned, bow-holding, 
riding a white horse and conquering—has been proposed to be the god 
apollo on the basis of the crown and bow imagery.133 Thus the figure is 

129. david e. aune, Revelation 6–16, WbC 52b (nashville: nelson, 1998), 764.
130. bauckham, Climax of Prophecy, 160–62. 
131. david e. aune, Revelation 1–5, WbC 52a (nashville: nelson, 1997), 131.
132. smalley, Revelation of John, 51.
133. Kerkeslager, “apollo, graeco-roman prophecy.”
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said to be symbolic of the rise of false messiahs and false prophecy in asia 
minor, particularly Klarian apollo.134 many commentators shy away from 
such an identification, seeing the imagery as more reflecting the bow-
carrying parthian hordes. The parthians, for example, included some of 
their sacral white-colored horses in their armies and remained a continu-
ous threat of conquest at the eastern edges of asia minor (e.g., 53 and 
35 bCe; 62 Ce). The military threat associated with the parthians, it is 
argued, fits better the conquest envisaged in rev 6:2 than the apolline ref-
erent.135 however, this overlooks the role of apollo as the commander of 
the gods in bringing military victory to augustus at actium.136 apollo can 
adopt either a warlike or peaceful persona in the Julian ideology of rule, 
being both avenger and savior.137 a multivalent image, therefore, embrac-
ing both parthian and apolline elements, is more likely in this instance.

This vignette has been brought into dialogue with rev 9:11 where 
there is mention of the angel of the abyss, “whose name in hebrew is 
abaddon, and in greek apollyon [Απολλύον].” although both names mean 
“destroyer,” the majority of revelation commentators see in the name 
Ἀπολλύον a punning reference to the god apollo.138 The locust (rev 9:3–10) 
was one of several symbols of apollo.139 as we have seen, apollo was the 
patron deity of augustus, having been his divine protector at the battles 

134. g. K. beale, The Book of Revelation, nigTC (grand rapids: eerdmans, 
378), 1999.

135. see benjamin Witherington iii, Revelation, nCbC (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 2003), 133, for a detailed exposition of the parthian elements under-
lying rev 6:2.

136. For discussion, see Karl galinsky, Augustan Culture: An Interpretive Intro-
duction (princeton: princeton University press, 1996), 215–20; Carste hjort lange, 
“res publica constituta: actium, apollo and the accomplishment of the Triumviral 
assignment” (phd thesis, University of nottingham, 2008), 142–86; John F. miller, 
Apollo, Augustus, and the Poets (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2009). 
robert alan gurval (Actium and Augustus: The Politics and Emotions of Civil War 
[ann arbor: University of michigan press, 1995]) is unsuccessful in trying to dimin-
ish the centrality of apollo in the augustan conception of rule. 

137. galinsky, Augustan Culture.
138. J. sweet, Revelation, TpinTC (london: sCm, 1979), 170; Wilfred J. har-

rington, Revelation, sp 16 (Collegeville, mn: glazier; liturgical press, 1993), 110.
139. however, r. h. Charles (A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Rev-

elation of St. John, iCC [edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1920], 246–47) is ambivalent about 
the suggestion and symbolism: “This is possible but not probable.” 
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of pharsalus (42 bCe), naucholos (36 bCe), and actium (31 bCe).140 in 
40–41 Ce Caligula annexed a temple at the site of didyma, situated within 
the territory of miletus and being built for apollo, for the purposes of his 
own cult (dio Cassius, Hist. rom. 59.28.1).141 Famously, Caligula liked to 
appear in public dressed as one of the gods, including bacchus and apollo 
(philo, Legat. 95–96). Claudius, in his 52 Ce letter to delphi,142 flatters 
the citizens of delphi, writing regarding delphic apollo: “For long have 
i been well-disposed to the city of delphi, and i have always observed 
the cult of pythian apollo.” Coins show nero with either a laureate head 
or radiate head (symbolizing divinity) on the obverse, with apollo—or 
nero impersonating apollo—advancing to the right with a lyre on the 
obverse.143 The likelihood of impersonation is stronger because nero had 
identified himself with apollo the citharode (suetonius, Nero, 39; Taci-
tus, Ann. 15.10–16; dio Cassius, Hist. rom. 63.6.2; 63.20.5; Calpurnius 
siculus, Ecl. 4.159).144 There is, however, no roman literary evidence for 
domitian identifying himself with the god apollo, as is widely reported 
by revelation commentators.145 rather minerva was domitian’s patron 
deity, as her empaneled image placed above the famous frieze in his Forum 
Transitorium at rome visually demonstrates.146 nevertheless, as J. nelson 

140. on augustus and the cult of apollo, see galinsky, Augustan Culture, 213–24.
141. ididyma 148.4–6, trans. in robert h. sherk, The Roman Empire: Augus-

tus to Hadrian (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1988), §43: “when gnaeus 
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2015), 193–94.
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276–83. For apollo on the neronian coinage, see 277. on nero as new apollo, see IG 
ii/iii2 3278, cited Champlin, “nero, apollo and the poets,” 277 n. 7.

145. robert h. mounce, The Book of revelation, niCnT (grand rapids: eerd-
mans, 1978); beasley-murray, Book of Revelation, 162–63; aune, Revelation 6–16, 
535; smalley, Revelation of John, 234; osborne, Revelation, 374; beale, Book of Revela-
tion, 504.
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Kraybell notes, coins of domitia, the wife of domitian, show their infant 
child depicted as the naked sun god apollo, seated on a zoned globe, with 
his arms stretched out and surround by seven stars—the globe indicating 
world dominion and the stars denoting the divine nature of the young 
son.147 The close connection between the imperial cult and apollo in 
asia minor is well illustrated by sagalassos in pisidia, southwest Turkey. 
There the indigenous worship of apollo was integrated with the worship 
of the roman ruler from the time of Vespasian onwards,148 with sagalas-
sos sending delegations to Klarian apollo.149 in conclusion, apollo was 
incorporated into the Julio-Claudian conception of rule, with Caligula, in 
particular, opportunistically monopolizing the glory associated with the 
oracular site of didyma.

Therefore, rev 9:11 could possibly allude to the apollo-impersonat-
ing nero, highlighting how “the destructive host of hell had as its king 
the emperor of rome!”150 The implications of this, if george raymond 
beasley-murray’s proposal has validity, would have been sobering for any 
believers from neronian rome who might have relocated to asia minor 
after the 64 Ce persecution of believers in the capital, if revelation was 
written in 69 Ce. The popular rumor abroad was that the dead nero would 
reappear redivivus at the head of the parthian armies and ascend to a throne 
in the east (Jerusalem or parthia), with the appearance of various nero 
pretenders soon to follow (69, 80, 88 Ce).151 The strong Julio-Claudian 
attachment to the god apollo in the early empire, therefore, would have 

minerva” (Epigr. 5.5.1), signals the transition from the augustan worship of apollo on 
the palatine at rome to the worship of minerva at the site under domitian.
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child as the naked Jupiter.
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171–216; Talloen and Waelkens, “apollo and the emperors (ii): The evolution of the 
imperial Cult at sagalassos,” Ancient Society 35 (2005): 217–49.
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lent additional prestige to the revival of the two major apolline oracular 
sites in first-century asia minor. but John encourages his auditors, upon 
the sounding of the seventh angelic trumpet (rev 11:15; see also 8:7, 8, 10, 
12; 9:1, 13), that the growing threat posed by the apolline oracular sites 
and, relatedly, the incorporation of apollo into the imperial cult and the 
ideology of Julio-Claudian rule, would soon be supplanted by the advent 
of the eternal kingdom of god and his Christ (11:15b–18). last, while 
there are clear intertextual echoes of the exodus plagues in rev 9:11,152 we 
do not have regard this, as g. K. beale does, as the “best background” for 
identifying the angel of the abyss.” rather, allowance has to be made for 
the polyvalent nature of John’s imagery. 

Fourth, throughout revelation John continuously refers to the out-
break of plagues and famine (rev 6:8b; 9:18, 20; 11:6; 15:1, 6, 8; 16:2, 9, 
11, 21; 18:4, 8; 22:18). We have no evidence for plagues in first-century 
asia minor. however, in the second century there is the famous antonine 
plague that occurred under the reign of marcus aurelius (161–180 Ce),153 
destroying the entire population in some areas and elsewhere decimating 
the roman army. Undoubtedly, this event lies behind many of our disease 
oracles discussed above. but to invoke a possible (unknown) first-century 
plague as conceptual background for the revelation references, given the 
parallelism between the seven trumpets (rev 8:3–11:19) and seven bowls 
of god’s wrath (15:1–16:21) with the exodus plagues,154 would be peril-
ous. nevertheless, as noted, the graphic imagery of the disease oracles 
in revelation may have resonated with greco-roman audiences later in 
the second century Ce. but, in the case of the oracles of Klarian apollo 
at sardis and Kallipolis, the disease is interpreted as the result of the 
malevolent arts of magicians, whereas in revelation the plagues repre-
sent the cosmic outpouring of god’s wrath against sin and idolatry. The 
conceptual worlds—that is, the power of oracular apollo over magic as 
opposed to John’s proclamation of god’s eschatological judgement—are 
vastly different.

152. beale, Book of Revelation, 504.
153. For discussion and sources, see david magie, Roman Rule in Asia Minor 
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121–32, 808–12; smalley, Revelation of John, 393–94; mitchell g. reddish, Revelation 
(macon, ga: smyth & helwys, 2001), 164, 306.
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Fifth, the collision between the traditional understanding of honorific 
culture in asia minor and its redefinition by John in revelation is reveal-
ing. as far as coronal rituals, the crowning of prophets in the sanctuary 
inscriptions of didyma, noted above, demonstrated the centrality of the 
quest for honor and offices on the part of the asian provincial elites at the 
oracular sites. however, in revelation the indigenous and imperial coro-
nal honorific system is inverted.155 Thus, in rev 4:10, while the four living 
creatures continuously hymn god (4:8), the twenty-four gold-crowned 
elders cast off their crowns before the heavenly throne. Uncrowned, they 
eulogize their beneficent god as worthy to receive all glory, honor, and 
power (rev 4:10–11). moreover, all creation hymns the enthroned one 
and his reigning lamb (rev 5:6–14). importantly, not only does this 
puncture the relentless boasting and quest for glory on the part of the pro-
vincial elites, but also it dismisses the coronal rituals associated with the 
artemis cult at ephesus, including the disputes emerging over the crown-
ing of its priests during the reign of Claudius (ieph 1a.18a.11–17), as well, 
importantly for our context, the stipulation of an apolline oracle from 
sardis that the devotees of artemis should wear myrtle crowns.156 but, 
because similar coronal rituals are also found in the imperial cult and 
are reflected in its numismatic and gem iconography,157 we must again 
acknowledge the polyvalence of John’s honorific imagery, which pinpricks 
both the imperial and oracular quest for ancestral honor. significantly for 
believers in the asian churches, the honor of crowning is postponed until 
the eschaton, given in reward for their faithful discipleship under suffer-
ing in the face of strong opposition from the indigenous and imperial 
cults (rev 2:10; 3:11).

another example of the polyvalent nature of John’s honorific imag-
ery is also found in the hymns being sung to god and the continuous 
rejoicing punctuating the heavens in revelation.158 significantly, the song 
sung by believers is a new song, embodying in their praise the eschato-
logical newness of Christ’s Kingdom they are experiencing (rev 5:9; 14:3). 

155. For discussion, see James r. harrison, “‘The Fading Crown’: divine honour 
and the early Christians,” JTS 54 (2003): 509–18. 
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ieph 5.1448.
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158. rev 1:5b–6; 4:8, 11; 5:9–10, 12, 13b, 14; 7:10, 12; 11:15, 17–18; 12:10–12; 
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The polemical parallelism against the imperial cult here is clear enough.159 
Tacitus tells us that nero was followed everywhere by 5000 equestrians 
who continually acclaimed him: “Then it was that roman knights were 
enrolled under the title of Augustiani, men in their prime and remarkable 
for their strength.… day and night they kept up a thunder of applause, 
and applied to the emperor’s person the voice and epithet of deities” (Ann. 
14.15). but, the apolline cult at Klaros also experienced a continuous flow 
of delegations from eastern mediterranean cities, which hymned the god 
at his sanctuary in preparation for their consultation and after his reply, 
bringing with them in the case of laodicea the “marvelous poet for life 
[ποιητὴς παράδοξος ὁ διὰ βίου], teacher of hymns [διδάσκολος τῶν ὕμνων].” 
Thus the implicit polemic against the earthly counterparts to John’s heav-
enly choirs is aimed equally at imperial and apolline cultic worship in 
asia minor.

sixth, how does John counter the ethics promulgated by the apolline 
cults in asia minor? We have seen how the provincial elites were attached 
to the indigenous oracular cults, gaining prestigious offices through them, 
and flaunting in some cases the importance of their cities through their del-
egations. some of the prophets of didyma, we have argued, had significant 
contacts with rome. Furthermore, i have proposed that the alphabetical 
oracle of hierapolis advocates the aristotelian mean, cautiously navigat-
ing between the excesses of the virtues and vices. moreover, the prosperity 
theology that undergirded the lot oracles was also noted, allowing the 
enquirer confidence about a prosperous outcome if the god was rightly 
reverenced. While revelation does not touch on these aspects of oracular 
culture directly, John does savagely criticize the prosperity accumulated 
by the provincial elites and their merchants under roman rule (rev 18:1–
24; see also 3:17a; 12:16–17),160 the reciprocity system that ties together 
its patrons and clients by gift-giving (11:10), and the folly of charting the 
middle course of least ethical resistance by ethical compromise (3:15; cf. 
2:14, 20). The powerful figures of this world will be swept aside (rev 19:18) 
and the just judgements of god effected (16:5–6), surpassing in scope the 
divine judgements of the confession inscriptions. since the oracular cults 
of apollo were inextricably entwined with the Julio-Claudian regime, it is 

159. see paul barnett, “polemical parallelism: some Further reflections on the 
apocalypse,” JSNT 35 (1989): 111–20.
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hard to see how this critique did not also apply to the oracular mentality 
of asia.

seventh, how does John allay the deep anxiety aroused by the reemer-
gence of powerful oracular sites in the first century Ce? These centers of 
apolline revelation were not only serviced by prophets but they were also 
increasingly visited by elite delegations from across the eastern mediterra-
nean basin, thereby reinforcing the social and religious honor that accrued 
to the local apolline cults and their status-conscious personnel. The inabil-
ity of the asian churches to withstand the rapid urban expansion of such 
idolatrous cults demonstrated how precariously exposed they were as a 
religious group in the large cities of asia minor. Compromise with idolatry 
would have been tempting for some believers who were anxious to acquire 
or maintain social status (rev 2:14, 20; 3:4, 17). indeed, the fact that the 
early believers were publicly mocked in the oracular responses of the god 
at didyma and miletus161 points to their personal vulnerability, high vis-
ibility, and social powerlessness in their asian cities (rev 3:8: μικρὰν ἔχεις 
δύναμιν). moreover, in terms of the imperial cult, the economic isolation 
of believers was precipitated by their refusal to accept the ink-mark of the 
beast on their wrist or forehead (rev 13:16–17; 20:4), accompanied by a 
sacrificial pinch of incense on the imperial altar, rituals which would allow 
them entry into the city market. The decision to refuse the mark and to 
refrain from its accompanying sacrifice resulted in their exclusion “from 
the trading community—an implied apartheid policy such as was eventu-
ally put into regular effect.”162

Furthermore, it was popularly rumored that the apollo-impersonat-
ing nero, having committed suicide in 68 Ce, would soon appear redivivus 
at the head of the parthian armies, with a view to establishing anew his 
imperial throne somewhere in the east. Would the site be located in Jeru-
salem or parthia? public speculation was unable to specify. We do not 
know the extent to which the popular imagination spiraled out of con-
trol regarding nero’s projected return, but one could conceive that early 
believers were unsettled by such rising fears and wondered whether their 
apolline persecutor might seek them out this time in the greek east in 
contrast to the latin West previously. but John the seer does not shy away 

161. note 17, supra. 
162. edwin a. Judge, “The mark of the beast, revelation 13:16,” in The First 

Christians in the Roman World: Augustan and New Testament Essays, ed. James r. 
harrison, WUnT 229 (Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2008), 425.



 assessing revelation 405

from addressing the great cost of following Christ. he reminds his believ-
ing auditors of past martyrs (rev 6:9–11; see also 20:4)—presumably the 
casualties of nero’s recent persecution at rome (64 Ce)—and of a more 
recent local martyr at pergamum (2:13).163 persecution was still very much 
a present reality and would remain a continuing experience well into the 
future (rev 2:10). The fear and unease experienced by asian believers is all 
the more explicable if revelation was written at the time when the social 
fabric of the roman empire was totally unraveling: the chaotic year of the 
four emperors (69 Ce).

it is therefore highly significant that “fear” terminology regularly sur-
faces in the book of revelation: that is, φοβέομαι (rev 1:17; 2:10; 11:18; 
14:7; 15:4; 19:5) and φόβος (11:11; 18:10, 15). What is fascinating is how 
John turns the believer’s contemporary experience of fear topsy-turvy, but 
in ways that are commensurate with traditional Jewish scriptural teach-
ing.164 John’s usage of the verb φοβέομαι consistently highlights how fear 
is appropriately reserved for the believer’s relationship with god and his 
risen son of man. all other sources of fear—whether they are the apol-
line cults, the threat of nero redivivus and persecution, exclusion from 
the city’s markets, or death itself—are ruled out. The fear envisaged is 
reverence for god (deut 10:20; ps 34:11 [mT 34:12]), expressing itself in 
unwavering faithfulness, no matter the status of the believer.165 Crucial for 
the believer’s personal comfort here is the placement of the son of man’s 
hand gently on John (rev 1:17a) who had fallen before the son of man’s 
feet “as though dead” (rev 1:17b). significantly, the admonition Μὴ φοβοῦ 
(“do not fear”: rev 1:17) of the risen Christ, accompanied by this intimate 
and very tangible gesture, is given right in the midst of John’s suffering 
congregations. The imminence and presence of the Conqueror of death 
and hades among them (1:18–19) is strongly emphasized.166 Finally, the 
noun φόβος in rev 18:10, 15 is reserved for the fear that rome’s unbe-
lieving and self-sufficient merchants feel as they witness the devastating 

163. F. gerald downing, “pliny’s prosecutions of Christians: revelation and 
1 peter,” JSNT (1988): 105.

164. on the rhetoric of fear in revelation, see robyn J. Whitaker, Ekphrasis, 
Vision, and Persuasion in the Book of Revelation, WUnT 2/410 (Tübingen: mohr sie-
beck, 2015), 71–103.

165. Whitaker, Ekphrasis, Vision, and Persuasion, 98.
166. Whitaker, Ekphrasis, Vision, and Persuasion, 99–100.
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judgment that is divinely dealt out to rome: believers, in sharp contrast, 
will be exempted from such eschatological terror.

3. Conclusion

This chapter has looked at how the oracular mentality of asia inter-
sected with the genre of epigraphic evidence and how the early Christians 
responded to the revival of oracular sites spanning the late first-century 
bCe to the third century Ce. We have argued that although this corpus 
of inscriptions largely post-dates the new Testament documents, there is 
sufficient evidence to assume that the oracular explosion that occurred 
under the second sophistic had its first glimmerings from the late first 
century bCe to the mid first century Ce onwards. Thus John, in his written 
προφητεία, is engaging the rise of the oracular in asia, which had become 
integrated with the ideology and imperial cult of the Julio-Claudian rulers 
in its apolline form, highlighting in sharp contrast the beneficial pres-
ence of believing prophets in the house churches and the continuously 
transformative impact of the “spirit of prophecy” in the lives of believers.

We can posit a series of interpretative scenarios for John’s prophecy 
depending upon when revelation was written. if we date revelation to 
the late first century Ce, assuming with the majority of scholars that the 
work is a product of the domitianic persecution, then the author shows 
considerable spirit-given prescience about the problem that the oracular 
mentality would eventually pose for early believers, not to mention the 
current imperial challenge. but if the work is dated to the early second 
century Ce, then it represents the vigorous response of an early Chris-
tian seer to the explosion of renewed interest in the oracular sites in the 
early second sophistic period. last, if the work is dated to the year of the 
four emperors (68–69 Ce), then the recent persecution of believers at 
rome would be fresh in the memory of believers throughout the empire. 
There would have been the very real fear among asian believers that nero 
redivivus would reestablish his capital somewhere in the east, if popular 
rumors were true, continuing not only his commitment to the apolline 
cult but also his vendetta against Christians. perhaps this last scenario 
best explains John’s full-blown rhetorical response to the dramatic events 
occurring around him.

one final set of questions remains: how do we explain the emergence 
of anti-Christian oracles at the apolline sites? What provoked these? What 
is common in each oracular response is, to borrow a pauline phrase, the 
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derision of the foolishness of the cross. but why did delegations feel that 
it was worth bringing news of this new eastern cult to the attention of the 
apolline oracular sites? Why not, alternatively, inform the roman author-
ities about their growing destabilization of the status quo? The unsolicited 
and noncultic nature of early Christian inspired speech, available for non-
believing outsiders to observe (1 Cor 14:24–25), was a phenomenon with 
little precedent.167

What made it intolerable was the ludicrous claim that their crucified 
and risen founder figure had poured out his prophetic πνεῦμα impartially 
upon the nonelites. The prestigious cult-sites and the quest for honor on 
the part of the provincial elites had been bypassed by this new competi-
tor, threatening as a result the social concord with the gods. The coercive 
magic of occult practitioners, too, no longer posed sufficient threat to the 
early Christians because of their superior pneumatic power and thus was 
marginalized. The very success of the early Christians in democratizing 
access to Jesus’s revelatory and indwelling πνεῦμα, which orchestrated an 
ever-expanding ministry across the eastern mediterranean, would become 
a serious liability in the estimation of their opponents.
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