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Apollonius was a wandering miracle worker/philosopher of the first century CE active in the eastern Mediterranean world who interacted with Roman emperors, was opposed to temples and animal sacrifices, and died ca. 100 CE. There is a 3rd CE “romance biography” written by Philostratus, The Life of Apollonius, which was influential in shaping ancient perceptions of Apollonius, but that text is highly fictionalized. The analysis to follow assumes existing critical scholarship on Apollonius as a starting point.

In conventional understanding Paul the apostle of the letters and active in Asia Minor and Greece left no trace historically outside of Christian texts and traditions. The proposal here is that the Christian Paul and Apollonius reflect independent tradition trajectories from a single original figure, i.e. that Paul was Apollonius.

Name 

The respective names, supposedly an objection to an identification because the names are different—even though they sound alike the names are philologically unrelated—actually become an argument for. “Paul” is an adopted nickname, a “Christian” name meaning “little” or insignificant, adopted by Paul with conscious self-deprecation, a nickname which may be reconstructed as related alliteratively to his true Greek proper name, Apollos or Apollonius. Here: a rhetorical argument that Apollos in 1 Cor is actually Paul writing of a different reputation of himself to his readers. Compare Apollos/Paul both taught by Priscilla/Acquilla, variants, Acts 18-19. Paul is Apollos and Apollos is simply a short form of the name Apollonius. 

Date

A supposed major objection from chronology to an Apollonius/Paul identification becomes a strong agreement between the two figures properly understood. The perceived discrepancy is in the dates of death of the two. Apollonius was part of a plot which killed Domitian and Apollonius died ca. 100 CE following the death of Domitian. The circumstances and date of Paul’s death are not known historically but scholars have all of Paul’s activity and writings as pre-70 and Christian tradition has Paul executed under Nero, though a number of scholars have questioned the execution under Nero on the grounds of lack of evidence.

The weakness in the standard chronological picture for Paul is there is no secure basis that either the letters of Paul or the death of Paul were pre-70. Those claims derive from the chronological framing of the book of Acts, a constructed narrative produced in the second century of dubious chronological reliability. On grounds internal to themselves the authentic letters of Paul do not disclose that any of those letters must be pre-70 as opposed to post-70. What follows here grows out of quite a bit of thought I have given to a more accurate reconstruction of the dating of Paul once I realized that Acts was chronologically unreliable (even if Acts’ sources and traditions contain material of historical interest, distinct issue). It was a surprising spinoff or collateral development when I realized an emerging match chronologically between Paul and Apollonius once the chronology of Paul was corrected. The perceived discrepancy in the dates of death of the two figures disappears completely. 

My analysis runs like this. I came to see that the Acts chronology was fundamentally wrong; that Acts is a mid-2nd CE text constructing an origin tradition narrative, with chronological structuring and ordering of tradition fragments done literarily for purposes of storyline rather than from historical knowledge. The narrative events and stories in Acts should no more be assumed to be in correct sequence historically than the stories of the patriarchal age in Genesis. Luke/Acts is a constructed foundation-tradition narrative, a mid-second-century constructed history of Christian origins, an “invented history” though working from sources. I came to realize that the authentic letters of Paul are all post-First Revolt in date of composition, perhaps ca. 80 CE in date, not pre-First Revolt. 

(A reference at 2 Cor 11:32-33 to an escape from Aretas the king at Damascus is commonly understood to allude to the last known Nabataean king by that name, Aretas IV [reigned ca. 9 BCE-40 CE]. I believe 2 Cor 11:32-33 alludes to an heretofore-unrecognized Naataean ruler Aretas V who reigned 69-70 CE, whose existence and restoration to the Nabataean kinglist I have developed from Nabataean materials in a paper I am submitting to a journal for publication.)

I came to a different dating of Paul’s conversion than commonly understood. As surprising as this may sound I believe Paul did meet Jesus as told three times in the famous Damascus-road conversion story in Acts, and it was no vision (Paul later still bore the scars). That Acts story is a story of a military ambush in Transjordan in early 67 by Jewish warlord Jesus ben Sapphas. Jesus ben Sapphas was active in guerilla attacks on Romans in Galilee and Transjordan. Jesus ben Sapphas was like a Che Guavara of the Jews. For a number of reasons he is surely the figure underlying the gospel stories of Jesus in Galilee. Although it has not been recognized, the Acts story of Paul’s conversion appears in the Gospels as the Gerasene/Gadarene demoniac story in which a prisoner is brought before Jesus begging Jesus not to torture him. Jesus spares his life, whereupon the man spreads Jesus’s name favorably throughout the Decapolis (Mk 5:1-20). This is the Gospels’ version of the story that appears in Acts as the conversion of Paul. Some scholarship has already identified the context for the Gerasene/Gadarene story as the military situation in Transjordan in 67 CE.

(Note that all we really have from that story of Paul’s conversion, assuming it derives in some form from Paul, is Paul claiming that as what converted him. If he told that story say ca. 80 CE as his personal story of how he became convinced Jesus was Christ, all that can really be known is that Paul was a Christian by 80 CE. There would only be Paul’s sayso concerning the role the traumatic encounter of 67 CE played in that.)

Having established to my satisfaction that historical context and date underlying Paul’s conversion story, I came to see that the visit of Paul to Jerusalem three years later, “after three years” of Gal 1, and again in Gal 2:1 counting from the same startpoint with reconstructed scribal error, “after four years” (or possibly maintaining the received text and reading a sense of “during the past fourteen years again” with the visit to Jerusalem undated within the fourteen years according to a syntactic argument of Stanislas Giet)—Gal 1 and Gal 2 are variants of the same trip of Paul to Jerusalem to meet with the “pillars” in Jerusalem. These are written in Galatians as if they are distinct visits but actually they are two versions of the same visit. The first was Paul’s version (Gal 1), and the second was Paul’s explanation of an ancient critics’ scandalous different version (Gal 2). Paul’s response to the discrepancies in his story accused by his critics was to present the two versions as separate visits, to an audience not in a position to know what really happened a decade earlier in a different time and place. 

That journey of Paul to Jerusalem, of which Gal 1 and Gal 2 are retellings, to meet with the pillars, is to be dated early 70, just before the beginning of the Roman siege of Jerusalem under Titus which began during Passover of that year when the city was swollen with pilgrims. The “pillars” with whom Paul met on that occasion--James, Peter, and John--were the three leaders of the government of Jerusalem: Simon bar Giora (Simon Peter), John [b. Sosa], and James [b. Sosa], a third leader allied with Simon bar Giora (James the Just of Hegesippus). The purpose of the meeting was an attempt on the part of the Romans to negotiate a peaceful surrender as an alternative to Roman attack. With the support of Josephus, Saul the Herodian, a figure in Josephus who is Paul, represented the interests of Vespasian and Titus in the attempted negotiation. The negotiation was not successful. Galatians has two versions of the attempted diplomacy which was not successful. The two Galatians versions reflect differing tellings of the same visit a decade or so after 70 looking back on 70. 

I came to see that of the five trips to Jerusalem of Paul in Acts, visits #1, #2, #3, and #4 of Acts and Gal 1 and Gal 2 are all variants of the same visit—that is, six versions of the same visit, which took place early 70 CE as mentioned. Visit #5 of Acts, dated in relation to a ship voyage to Rome with which the text closes, is from a source reflecting an earlier occasion when Paul was arrested in Jerusalem ca. 60 CE which predated Paul being a Christian. The arrest of Paul on that occasion was followed two years later by a ship voyage of Paul taken as prisoner to Rome, with a shipwreck. That is clearly the same ship voyage and shipwreck of Josephus’s description of 63 CE told in Josephus’s Vita. The similarities in details in the two ship voyages to Rome, of Josephus in his 26th year and Paul in Acts, have long been noted. The identity of these two ship voyages would be more obvious and accepted if it were not for a perceived chronological discrepancy of 1-2 years in the time settings of the two accounts, but that discrepancy is illusory. It is resolved in light of uncertainties which continue to be debated concerning the dates of accessions of Felix and Festus as governors of Judea. It is the same ship voyage and Paul and Josephus were on that same ship, Paul as a prisoner. Josephus was not a prisoner but was going as some sort of legal advocate or witness for some fellow priests. It is tempting to speculate that the original “we” source was a trial defense brief for Paul at a hearing prepared by a witness or legal advocate for Paul, who may have been Josephus. 

Whoever the “we” voice in the source originally was, the 2nd century authors of Luke/Acts took over literarily the “we” source and made that “we” voice into the fictitious anonymous implied author of Luke/Acts. The original “we” source has had its itinerary “exploded” literarily in the composition of Acts as brought out by Boismard and Lamouille, also separately by Niels Hyldahl of Copenhagen. Josephus appears in Galatians and Acts in the figure of Joses Barnabas, the associate of Paul for a time. “Barnabas” is the Christian nickname, Joses or Joseph the proper name. In Galatians Barnabas (just as Josephus), remains observant whereas Paul has abandoned and repudiated Jewish observance. Unlike Josephus, Paul in Galatians argues that Jewish religious practice is superceded and obsolete.  

The point is that Apollonius’s death post-Domitian in the time of Nerva, ca. 100 CE, is consistent with a chronological framework for Paul reconstructed on a sound basis in which the letters and activity reflected in the letters are post-70 from a Paul who lived on both sides of 70. 

Pro-Vespasian

(Two articles background for this section: Steven Jackson, “Apollonius and the Emperors”, Hermathena 137 [1984], 25-32, and F. R. M. Hitchcock, “The Trials of St. Paul and Apollonius—an Historical Parallel”, Hermathena 75 [1950]: 24-34.)

One of the most important critical conclusions concerning Apollonius is that he was pro-Vespasian. In Alexandria in 69 Apollonius helped Vespasian become emperor. This is the context for the supposed missing Jewish connection of Apollonius. Historically Vespasian was launched as emperor in Alexandria by Tiberius Alexander among some other Jewish support.

Paul appears in Josephus as Saul the Herodian of the 60s CE. The only reason that identification has not been more recognized is the mistaken chronological influence of Acts and the questionable tradition that Paul died under Nero. It can be reconstructed that Saul the Herodian (Paul) was in Alexandria with Vespasian in 69 at the same time as Josephus and others.

I came to see that the original gospel of Paul was in accord with the known meaning of that word in its ancient use, namely the good news or glad tidings of Roman military victory and salvation brought about by Roman victory. The original gospel of Paul was analogous to the views set forth by Josephus in his post-70 writings concerning the positive role of Rome in the divine economy in dealing with the Jewish rebels’ bloody defilement of the temple in Jerusalem. As Josephus told it, the Roman destruction was a purification of the Jewish temple cult, a temple which Josephus portrayed as defiled by the revolutionaries who brought divine wrath upon the Jewish nation as a result of their misdeeds, wrath carried out through the divine agency of the Romans, the severity and scale of the disaster and atrocities squarely the fault of the rebels who could have avoided it by surrendering earlier. 

This was the ideology of Josephus in interpretation of the disasters which befell the Jews in 70 even as Josephus in Rome continued to be observant and sought in his writings to represent the Jewish people favorably to the educated world through his writing of Jewish history. Josephus’s ideology or “gospel” is startlingly similar to the ideology or gospel of Paul in the epistle to the Romans and in the other epistles as well. The writings of Josephus and Paul reflect the same basic ideology or lines of interpretation in response to 70, though Paul went beyond Josephus in arguing creatively—on the basis of Jewish scripture and in the name of a Jewish messiah—that Jewish religion and practice were superceded and now obsolete. This teaching of Paul with respect to Jewish religion and ideology in a post-70 context may be understood as in keeping with, a special case of, Apollonius’s rejection of sacrifices and cult practices in Apollonius’s view of true religion.

Philostratus does not know of Apollonius as a Christian or ex-Jew in his 3rd century CE romanticized life of Apollonius written for the educated pagan world, at a time when Christianity was well-known and viewed in disrepute by pagan philosophers. But what is known of Paul gives a case illustration of acting out in the case of one religion what Apollonius was most famous for: rejection of sacrifices and temple cult for all religions. 

In Gal 2:11-21 Paul gives his version of his having publicly denounced and condemned prisoner Simon bar Giora on display in Antioch in a regional Roman triumph spectacle in 71 CE. Paul’s oratory on that occasion—which his critics had made an issue--is recast and told tendentiously by Paul in the letter to the Galatians a decade later. In that oratory of Paul in Antioch, in his public denunciation of the condemned prisoner Simon bar Giora, Paul presented his original gospel. This original gospel of Barnabas (Josephus) and Paul in 71 CE in Antioch was the announcement of the good news of Vespasian’s crushing victory over the seditious Jews in Jerusalem and how that was for the good of Jews and gentiles in the divine scheme of things. 

In Josephus’s telling the original gospel was that Vespasian’s victory would usher in an era of peace and a redefined quietist kind of Jewish religion which would take its place in peaceful coexistence with the other gods and religions in the Mediterranean world. In Paul’s view, at least in Galatians, Jewish religion and identity itself is considered obsolete, regarded as a schoolmaster or precursor to the universal God who needs no animal sacrifices or rites of any religion. The original gospel, the good news or glad tidings of Roman victory radiating out from Antioch to the nearby eastern Mediterranean world, may have been carried from town to town by Josephus and Paul, two leading Jews explaining to Jewish hearers how the Roman victory and destruction of the temple was a positive turning point in salvation history including for the Jewish people whose hopes for independence had just been crushed. Paul proclaimed a post-70 vision in which Jews as well as gentiles would leave the Jewish religion and turn to the Unknown God without a temple cult—with Paul ironically citing Jewish scriptures and invoking a Jewish messiah in heaven to make his argument for ending Judaism! (I note that Josephus did not go in that direction with Paul’s later development. Josephus seems to have aligned with the post-70 emergence of rabbinic Judaism which was essentially a continuation, not repudiation, of the temple cult even though temporarily without the physical structure.)

The original “missionary journey” stories of Paul and Barnabas sent out from Antioch told in Acts become a Christian tradition version of journeys of emissaries sent forth from Antioch in an originating context of 71 CE publicizing the Roman victory announcement to surrounding cities in the region, the good news that Rome had crushed the Jewish Revolt, perhaps hoped to be more effective if announced by Jews in each of the cities--Josephus of prominent high-priestly family and lineage, and Paul, although Paul’s claim to be Jewish was disputed by some contemporaries and Paul himself at some point may have ceased to claim he was Jewish (1 Cor 9:20). The original gospel of Barnabas and Paul aligned with the interests of Vespasian. Paul’s gospel if successful would end Jewish exceptionalism and pacify revolutionary and seditious Jewish activity. All of this finds its home in a post-70 context.

All of the arguments for the “Flavian origin of Christianity” that are valid become applicable here. That Apollonius and Paul are alike in a pro-Vespasian political orientation and that this was at the basis of Paul’s gospel post-70, is the key insight. An accurate dating of Paul’s Christian activity to post-70 removes the block to understanding this context for the origin of Paul’s gospel and how it originated. 

Other agreements

Other points of contact in the traditions of Apollonius and Paul can be quickly surveyed. Apollonius was born in Tyana and raised in Tarsus; compare Saul of Tarsus. Paul and Apollonius were active in the same areas and cities in the Mediterranean world. Ephesus above all for Apollonius, so for Paul; also Antioch and Corinth and Athens for Apollonius, so for Paul. Apollonius had a reputation for being a magician, doing wonders through sleight of hand or supernatural powers and was criticized by contemporaries for that; so Paul. Apollonius travelled to Rome to face trials on capital charges, so Paul. Both have traditions of a further journey from Rome to Spain. Neither Apollonius nor Paul had progeny or wife. Both had a reputation for writing letters. There exists an ancient collection of Apollonius’s letters which differ from Paul’s letters in style, brevity, and addressees. Most scholars consider the letters attributed to Apollonius to be pseudepigraphic. Apollonius was anti-cult, anti-temple, anti-sacrifices. That is a description of Paul as applied to the special case of Judaism. 

Comparative parallel: Peregrinus and Polycarp

A striking comparative parallel is the second-century philosopher Peregrinus and the second-century Christian figure Polycarp. A convincing case has been made that the martyrdom of Polycarp is a variant version of the self-immolation of Peregrinus (published starting Sept 7, 2010 on the blog, “Stephan Huller’s Observations”). 

The philosopher Peregrinus was said by Lucian to have been a Christian leader during one phase of his career but Peregrinus was not a Christian at the time of his self-immolation. Christian tradition has Polycarp as a lifetime Christian including at the time of his martyrdom. The parallel is instructive with respect to Apollonius and Paul. Just as the philosopher Peregrinus was changed in Christian telling into the Christian Polycarp, so Apollonius and Paul. The only difference is a Christian phase in Peregrinus’s past is known from one ancient writer whereas no Christian phase for Apollonius is known from an ancient writer. But little is known of Apollonius historically; the situation with Apollonius and Paul is not far removed from Peregrinus and Polycarp. Compare to the focus in the pacifist Ahmadiyya Movement in Islam on an earlier period of peace in Muhammed’s life prior to Muhammed’s warring. Paul’s letters could come about as an ancient narrow selection of “Christian” letters from a phase in Apollonius’s career. 

Conclusion  

What seems to come through from the historical Apollonius is that he deconstructed—debunked—religions with their rites and sacrifices, which he regarded as unnecessary and unwanted by the true Invisible God. In so doing Apollonius appears to have consciously joined, entered into, become initiated into, various contemporary religions and their practices, only to debunk them. The way Paul uses Jewish scripture and a conception of a Jewish messiah to deconstruct and argue for the Jewish religion being obsolete can be understood as in keeping with the modus operandi of Apollonius. That is, what Paul did with Judaism is the kind of thing Apollonius would do.

In its originating form Paul’s Christianity was a pro-Roman, pro-Vespasian, post-First Revolt ideology in which Jewish religion and national identity is superceded by the Unknown God, which is in keeping with Apollonius who was pro-Vespasian, anti-temple and anti-sacrifice. The Peregrinus/Polycarp comparison is a comparative parallel of how a Christian versus non-Christian bifurcated doublet works in an ancient figure. In such bifurcations there are separate tradition trajectories. The original identity is lost and not recognized by later readers, who illusorily and mistakenly assume they were distinct individuals all along, because of how differently their later portrayals are in the respective traditions. There are many examples of doublets and bifurcations not recognized by ancients. 

[END]
