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Abstract 

This article premises that Paul wrote the letter to the Philippians while he was detained 

in Ephesus, not Rome as has been the traditional view, and that the πραιτώριον 

mentioned in Phil. 1.13 is a topographical reference – that is, a reference to a Roman 

administrative building, not the Imperial Guard in Rome. This πραιτώριον is likely also 

the place where Paul met the members of ‘Caesar’s household’ mentioned in Phil. 4.22. 

Engaging with Michael Flexsenhar III’s recent study Christians in Caesar’s Household 

(2019a), I explore the social profile of this group of imperial slaves as well as Paul’s 

place as a social actor in the Eastern Mediterranean in light of recent trends in Migration 

Studies. Both Paul himself and also the members of the familia Caesaris to whom he 

refers embody typical features of migration such as interconnectedness, multiple 

belongings and super-diversity; these are shown to be important prerequisites for Paul’s 

conception of early Christian identity formation. 

Keywords 

Caesar’s household, migration, Paul, Philippians, praetorium 

Paul, the Prisoner and the Letter to the Philippians – Where 
and How? 

As is well known, Paul’s letter to the Philippians belongs to the writings that the apostle 

composed as a prisoner. In this respect, its background is similar to the letter to Philemon 

and also the (probably fictive) situation of the deutero-Pauline letters to the Colossians 

and Ephesians as well as 2 Timothy. Yet both the letter’s place of origin and also the 

exact circumstances of Paul’s imprisonment pose for scholars a notorious riddle, since 

the apostle provides only indirect and ambiguous clues regarding his personal situation. 
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While some assume that he wrote the letter in Rome, thus advocating a late dating of 

Philippians only after the composition of Romans, others regard Ephesus as the likely 

place of origin; still others, though they are few, point to Caesarea Maritima or Corinth.1 

The key passage for any inquiry into Paul’s whereabouts is generally supposed to be Phil. 

1.12-13, where he addresses his recipients: ‘But I want you to know, brothers, that what 

has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel, so that it has become obvious 

ἐν ὅλῳ τῷ πραιτωρίῳ καὶ τοῖς λοιποῖς πᾶσιν that I am in chains for Christ’. In addition, 

at the close of the letter he tells them: ‘Greet all the saints in Christ Jesus. The brothers 

who are with me send greetings. All the saints send you greetings, especially those who 

belong to Caesar’s household’ (μάλιστα δὲ οἱ ἐκ τῆς Καίσαρος οἰκίας, 4.21-22). 

Both the use of πραιτώριον in 1.13 and the reference to οἱ ἐκ τῆς Καίσαρος οἰκίας 

in 4.22 point to a Roman imperial context for Paul’s imprisonment, yet these remarks do 

not unambiguously reveal his location or circumstances, neither on a broader nor on a 

narrower scale, as we will see. Modern advocates of a Roman origin of Philippians 

typically follow in the path of J.B. Lightfoot (1888 [1868]) when they render Paul’s 

reference to the πραιτώριον in 1.13 as the Praetorian or Imperial Guard, that is, the 

emperor’s bodyguard based in Rome. This rendering is consequently assumed to exclude 

any other provenance for Philippians than the imperial capital. In addition, it is widely 

held that an interpretation of πραιτώριον as referring to a group of people rather than to a 

physical space or building (e.g., barracks or a palace) makes better sense of the final 

remark in 1.13 – καὶ τοῖς λοιποῖς πᾶσιν (‘and all the others’).2 

Although the assumption of a Roman provenance can be traced back to antiquity, 

it was not undisputed in the early church.3 Evidently, from the perspective of ancient 

interpreters, too, other locales than Rome seemed plausible. As Angela Standhartinger 

recounts in greater detail in her contribution to this issue (2021: PAGE NUMBERS IN 

THIS ISSUE TO BE INSERTED AT PROOF STAGE), the prominence of the thesis of 

Roman provenance in modern scholarship owes especially to J.B. Lightfoot’s influential 

 

1. See for an overview Omerzu 2009: 298-305; Flexsenhar 2019b: 19 nn. 2 
and 4. 

2. See, for instance, Fee 1995: 34-37, 112-14; Bockmuehl 1997: 25-32, 74-
76; Holloway 2017: 19-24, 86-87. 

3. See especially Curran 1945. 
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commentary on Philippians, first published in 1868. Michael Flexsenhar (2019b: 24-25) 

has, however, convincingly refuted Lightfoot’s arguments by demonstrating that they 

were not only based on a conflation of Acts and Philippians, but, what is more, were 

established on what is most likely a secondary textual variant of Acts 28.16. The Western 

text, and subsequently the Byzantine, expanded the shorter reading attested by 𝔓74(vid), , 

A, B, and other important witnesses (and regarded most trustworthy by NA28), adding the 

remark that the prisoners, upon arrival in Rome, were handed over from the 

ἑκατόνταρχος, the ‘centurion’, to the στρατοπεδάρχη, the ‘prefect of the praetorians’; 

Lightfoot then rendered the latter as ‘the commander of the imperial guards, the prefect 

of the praetorians’.4 This reading of Acts 28.16 served in turn as an important proof for 

Lightfoot’s assertion that the praetorium mentioned in Phil. 1.13 was the ‘Praetorian 

Guard’ (1888 [1868]: 88, 99-104). Flexsenhar identifies various other problems 

underlying Lightfoot’s reasoning, as well as a hermeneutical circle: exegetical and 

historical scholarly works cross-citing each other, with both parties ultimately dependent 

on Lightfoot’s hypothesis (2019b: 26-28). In the end, I concur with Flexsenhar and others 

that, deprived of Phil. 1.13 as key evidence, the thesis of a Roman provenance becomes 

unlikely. As a place of origin, the western part of Asia Minor is more probable,5 likely 

the capital of the province of Asia, Ephesus.6 

 

4. See Lightfoot 1888: 7-8 n. 4, where he simultaneously admits and 
justifies the possible weakness of the variant: ‘The whole clause however 
is rejected by most recent editors, as the balance of existing authorities is 
very decidedly against it. On the other hand the statement does not look 
like an arbitrary fiction, and probably contains a genuine tradition, even if 
it was no part of the original text.’ 

5. A crucial consideration brought forward by modern advocates of an 
eastern provenance are the many journeys and exchanges between Paul 
and the Christ believers in Philippi that are implied, planned or alluded to 
in Philippians, since these would have been more difficult and expensive 
over a longer distance (see Omerzu 2009: 301-303). 

6. So also Müller 1993: 15-21; Reumann 2008: 13-14, 171-72. According to 
Flexsenhar 2019b: 34, ‘Ephesus is a strong candidate for being Paul’s 
Greek city, [but] his term πραιτώριον allows for other possible locales in 
Roman Asia. In addition to a building in a provincial capital, a πραιτώριον 
also provided lodging for Roman officials who were traveling or 
temporarily residing in the provinces … A modern comparison might be a 
consulate.’ More specifically, Flexsenhar points at Philippi’s sister colony 
Dium (Colonia Iulia Augusta Diensis) located in central Macedonia, 
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The Greek term πραιτώριον is a loan word from Latin praetorium that originally 

designated the headquarters in a Roman field camp and, later, legionary barracks or the 

general’s headquarters more generally; yet in the imperial period, it was no longer used 

exclusively for military structures. Rather, without any specific military signifier, it would 

designate a civilian building belonging to a magistrate administering justice, such as an 

imperial palace or villa, or the residence of a provincial governor (Standhartinger 2015: 

117; Flexsenhar 2019b: 30-31). This is how the term is used in the canonical gospels in 

connection with Jesus’ hearing before Pilate (Mk 15.16; Mt. 27.27; Jn 18.28, 33; 19.9), 

as well as in Acts, where it refers to Paul’s place of detention in Caesarea Maritima 

(23.35). A frequent objection against locating the praetorium of Phil. 1.13 in Ephesus (or 

Asia Minor in general) is the lack of any literary or material evidence for the designation 

of provincial headquarters as praetoria in a senatorial province like Asia Minor, as 

opposed to an imperial province. Yet, at least later Christian sources, such as the 

Martyrdom of Perpetua (3.5; ed. Musurillo) and the Acts of Andrew (3.8; 14.30; ed. 

Bonnet) as well as the Martyrdom of Andrew (1.6; 3.2; 13.2; 19.10; 20.4; 31.3; 35.4; 46.5; 

ed. Prieur) reflect the use of praetorium in the above-mentioned sense also in senatorial 

provincial contexts, namely Africa proconsularis and Achaia, respectively.7 That it has 

not yet been possible to identify unambiguously a particular complex in Ephesus as the 

local praetorium might be due, on the one hand, to the institution’s flexible character as 

 

approximately 250 kilometres southwest of Philippi. At Dium, a complex 
from the imperial period bearing the above described features of a 
‘government house’ has been excavated and identified as a praetorium. 
Therefore, Flexsenhar supposes that ‘on the basis of its proximity to 
Philippi and Dium’s similar status as a colony, this kind of praetorium 
would have been the natural frame of reference for Paul’s Philippian 
audience’ (2019b: 36). This identification is perhaps a bit overconfident, 
and, as Flexsenhar himself admits, what is most important is that the 
excavation of the praetorium in Dium refutes any claim that Paul’s use of 
the same term must point at Rome as his place of residence. Flexsenhar 
thus rightly concludes: ‘The mounting evidence testifies that Paul’s use of 
the term πραιτώριον (Phil. 1.13) most likely meant a provincial, civic 
building’. 

7. See on this Flexsenhar 2019b: 32, who, in my view, downplays the 
impact that both Paul and the gospels might have had on the later 
Christian usage, i.e. the later sources might not necessarily shed light on 
Paul’s use but vice versa. 
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‘a civic space defined by the activity of the proconsul, his staff, as well as other local and 

Roman magistrates’ and, on the other, to the fact that it was not necessarily constructed 

as a standalone complex but could be attached to or located alongside other civic 

buildings (Flexsenhar 2019b: 32-33). In addition, while the identification of the 

praetorium in Caesarea Maritima was successful (see Gleason 1998), such an 

identification might be more difficult to achieve for Ephesus because of the size of the 

site. 

As Flexsenhar notes (2019b: 34), a generic understanding of praetorium as an 

administrative space in the realm of a provincial governor implies that ‘the πραιτώριον 

that Paul references would have been accessible to a broad scope of people’, possibly 

including those ‘from Caesar’s household’ to whom he refers in 4.22 and to whom I will 

turn in a short while. Any discussion of the identification of πραιτώριον should also take 

into account that neither Paul nor the gospel writers necessarily used the term in a 

technical sense and in the same manner as, for instance, Roman officials, historians or 

inscriptions. In my view, this allows for the possibility that the physical structure referred 

to as the πραιτώριον was the actual place of Paul’s confinement.8 Alternatively, if 

Flexsenhar is correct that a πραιτώριον need not be conceived of as a standalone complex, 

the πραιτώριον proper (in the narrower sense of administrative building, including its use 

as judgment hall) and the prison could have been adjacent structures inviting Paul’s – and 

Luke’s (Acts 23.35b) – identification and terminological merger of the two locations. 

As regards the juxtaposition in v. 13 of a reference to a place, praetorium, with 

τοῖς λοιποῖς πᾶσιν, two implications are possible: If the praetorium was not identical with 

Paul’s prison, ἐν ὅλῳ τῷ πραιτωρίῳ could be a reference to Paul’s judicial hearing in the 

imperial palace while καὶ τοῖς λοιποῖς πᾶσιν refers to those with whom the apostle 

otherwise was in contact, especially co-prisoners and prison guards but possibly also 

other contacts of the sort presupposed in his exchanges with the Philippians. Flexsenhar 

interprets the juxtaposition in v. 13 differently and holds that the ‘phrase ἐν ὅλῳ τῷ 

πραιτωρίω signals a metonym, a spatial descriptor to indicate the people (τοῖς λοιποῖς 

 

8. See too Standhartinger 2021: PAGE NUMBERS IN THIS ISSUE TO BE 
INSERTED AT PROOF STAGE; cf. Standhartinger 2015: 117; Brélaz 
2021: PAGE NUMBERS IN THIS ISSUE TO BE INSERTED AT PROOF 
STAGE. 
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πᾶσιν) who had access to the πραιτώριον’,9 which for him also is not necessarily identical 

with Paul’s prison.10 

Either way, both references in v. 13 probably relate to the effect of Paul’s 

appearance in the course of his imprisonment, particularly in connection with his 

apologia, his defence (cf. Phil. 1.7, 16). Thus, what Paul probably had in mind when 

letting the Philippians know that ‘those things regarding myself’ (τὰ κατ᾽ ἐμε, 1.12) – i.e., 

his imprisonment – had served to advance the gospel, so that (!) it became obvious ἐν ὅλῳ 

τῷ πραιτωρίῳ καὶ τοῖς λοιποῖς πᾶσιν that he wears his chains for (the sake of) Christ 

(ὥστε τοὺς δεσμούς μου φανεροὺς ἐν Χριστῷ γενέσθαι), is that he did not deny Christ 

during his trial. Instead, Paul highlights that he has demonstrated in a Roman imperial 

context that he was imprisoned exactly because of Christ. Regardless of whether 

πραιτώριον should be rendered as prison or judgment hall, I concur with Flexsenhar 

(2019b: 38) that Paul had ‘not just aristocratic Roman officials or bureaucrats, but a 

diverse group of people’ in mind as point of reference in v. 13, as I will further discuss 

below. In the succeeding v. 14, Paul continues his line of thought but reflects a different 

audience: ‘Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged 

to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly’. While v. 13 probably 

addresses the effect of Paul’s behaviour and appearance on outsiders of the group of 

Christ believers, v. 14 addresses the influence on insiders, ‘the brothers’.11 

As mentioned above, the other key passage regularly employed to cast light on 

Paul’s situation is Phil. 4.22. Since Lightfoot, the expression οἱ ἐκ τῆς Καίσαρος οἰκίας 

has typically been understood to represent the Latin familia Caesaris, itself identified as 

 

9. Flexsenhar 2019b: 36 with reference to Holloway 2017: 21 n. 170 (see 
also 87), who holds the opposite opinion, however, insofar as, in his 
view, both ἐν ὅλῳ τῷ πραιτωρίω and καὶ τοῖς λοιποῖς πᾶσιν relate to 
personnel. 

10. Flexsenhar 2019b: 37 n. 65: ‘Paul was not necessarily chained or 
imprisoned in the πραιτώριον – it was his chains that had become known 
there’. However, the question then arises of how and why they had 
become known. 

11. See, similarly, though hypothesizing Roman provenance, Holloway 2017: 
22. 
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imperial slaves and freedpersons, not members of the emperor’s family.12 Yet the use of 

familia Caesaris in this collective sense is a modern construct, as both Standhartinger and 

Flexsenhar have rightly pointed out.13 These have, especially since P.R.C. Weaver’s 

seminal study Familia Caesaris (1972), been conceived of as an “élite among the slave 

and freedman classes of Imperial society”14. Yet, already Weaver pointed out that his own 

generic use of familia Caesaris did not reflect the ancient sources’ usage as they usually 

employ the term with a specifier denoting, for instance, a person’s or group’s particular 

occupation or affiliation.15 In Standhartinger’s view, briefly suggested elsewhere and 

argued in detail in the present issue of this journal, οἱ ἐκ τῆς Καίσαρος οἰκίας in 4.22 is 

‘more likely a code word for “fellow prisoners” than … a terminus technicus for slaves, 

freedmen, and freedwomen of the household of Caesar’ (2015: 129). In short, she explains 

Paul’s expression as part of his attempt to conceal his real message from the authorities 

in order to protect himself and his addressees. While Standhartinger’s critique of 

Lightfoot is substantial, and I fully agree with her plea to take the real, not the ideal(ized) 

living conditions of ancient prisoners into account,16 I am less convinced by her rather 

forced reading of Philippians as a ‘Letter from Prison’ that might run afoul of ‘unbidden 

readers and censors’ (2021: PAGE NUMBERS IN THIS ISSUE TO BE INSERTED AT 

PROOF STAGE). This reading at once over-interprets the Pauline text while at the same 

time underestimating potential censors’ abilities to read between the lines. More 

convincing here is Flexsenhar (2019a), who has also scrutinized Weaver’s generalizing 

view but maintains that the expressions οἱ ἐκ τῆς Καίσαρος οἰκίας and familia Caesaris 

refer to slaves, namely individual groups of imperial slaves, often in order to distinguish 

them from libertini, freedpersons. According to Flexsenhar, these imperial slaves were 

 

12. See Lightfoot 1888: 171-78, and discussion in Standhartinger 2015: 129-
30 n. 90. Holloway 2017: 190-91 leaves a decision open but refers to the 
broad connotation of familia and domus also including slaves and 
retainers. 

13. See Flexsenhar 2019a: 15-16; Standhartinger 2015: 129-30 n. 90; 2021: 
PAGE NUMBERS IN THIS ISSUE TO BE INSERTED AT PROOF 
STAGE. 

14
  Weaver 1972: 295. 

15
  See Weaver 1972: 299. 

16. See Standhartinger 2015: 113. See on conditions in prison in (late) 
antiquity also Hillner 2015; Larsen 2019. 
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typically functionaries who were rather well-skilled labourers. Accordingly, he asserts, 

‘those in Paul’s “Caesar’s household” who worked in the imperial bureaucracy would 

generally be mid-to lower-level imperial slaves’ with dealings in financial administration 

(2019a: 36). Given the limited material evidence, Flexsenhar may be overconfident on 

this last point, relying too heavily on a conflation of Phil. 4.22 with Rom. 16.23.17 

Similarly, Flexsenhar’s assertion (2019b: 38) that the reference to ‘Caesar’s household’ 

in 4.22 reflects ‘the civic connection between a praetorium building and the people who 

frequented it’ can be questioned, as Paul does not explicitly identify the group in 1.13 

with the one in 4.22. The reference in 1.13 is primarily a means to frame his consolation 

of the recipients in Philippi. How and where he came in contact with the ‘saints’ he leaves 

unsaid.18 

For our purpose, however, it is most important to recognize the potential 

uprooting of slaves, both public and imperial, though the latter might have been more 

likely to travel than the former.19 Partly because of the inherent ‘homelessness’ of 

imperial slaves, especially, Flexsenhar argues (as others have before him) that the 

members of Caesar’s household to whom Paul refers were likely not new converts that 

Paul had won during his current imprisonment but people who were already known to the 

 

17. See Flexsenhar 2019a: 38: ‘The “saints” from “Caesar’s household” were 
those imperial slaves working under a dispensator or vilicus, like Erastus. 
They were clerks, couriers, assistants, bookkeepers, and so on.’ 

18. Holloway 2017: 190 n. 3 remarks that Phil. 2.19-21 creates the 
impression that at the place of his detainment there is nobody like 
Timothy whom Paul could send to encourage the Philippians, as all the 
others only seek their own interest. However, if the ‘saints from Caesar’s 
household’ are indeed slaves, they may not have been able to travel 
freely. Reumann 2008: 738-39 ponders whether 2.20-21 rhetorically aims 
at aggrandizing Timothy but concludes: ‘a routine greeting may mask 
tensions within the circle of apostolic assistants and friends; Paul is 
gracious in not naming names at 2:20-21 or 4:21’ (739). 

19. See Flexsenhar 2019a: 17: ‘Whether by forced migration or birth, a slave 
was stripped of ethnic ties and became a genealogical isolate, a socially 
dead person’. Even though he contends that this might not have been 
the lived experience of all slaves, it nonetheless constituted the 
‘ideological framework’ for the Christian discourse of slavery for which 
Chris de Wet coined the designation ‘doulology’ (Flexsenhar 2019a: 16, 
citing de Wet 2018: 8). 
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Philippians.20 Their prior relationship was probably based on social networks related to 

their status as slaves: ‘The webs were formed through commonalities such as ethnicity, 

geography, kinship, work, and cult, all of which overlap and interpenetrate one another’ 

(Flexsenhar 2019a: 40). Imperial personnel had to rely on these networks in order to travel 

and carry out their duties.21 At the same time, Ephesus and north-western Asia Minor 

attracted many interregional migrants because it was a major economic centre of the 

eastern Mediterranean. 

What I will pursue further in what follows is the particular character of 

interaction and interconnectedness in this triangle between Paul, the Philippians and the 

‘saints of the familia Caesaris’ in light of migration patterns in the early Empire. 

Migration Studies 

Before delving into the particulars of the Philippians’ network, I will first take a step back 

from the letter and consider migration as a wider phenomenon. Migration as an 

international mass movement – the sort of migration that has once again figured 

prominently on the social-political agenda during the past decade – is a modern 

phenomenon.22 The consequences for individuals on the move – to say nothing of 

 

20. See Flexsenhar 2019a: 22, 154 n. 40, citing Müller 1993: 134, 142. 
Flexsenhar also emphasizes that Paul did not necessarily use οἱ ἅγιοι as 
a synonym for Christ believers. While the saints from Caesar’s 
household, like Paul and the Philippians, ‘practiced some form of piety 
(εὐσέβεια) toward the Jewish god’ (2019a: 39), this, too, was secondary 
to other social networks. With reference to Phil. 4.15, he holds: ‘The act 
of sharing – in whatever form – was the basis for Paul designating them 
“saints”’. Flexsenhar’s interpretation is not convincing, however, as 
κοινωνέω is not mentioned in connection to οἱ ἅγιοι but to the Philippians. 
Besides, Paul’s other letters attest his understanding of ‘saints’ as inside 
members of the group of Christ believers. 

21. See Flexsenhar 2019a: 41, with reference to Noy 2000; Eckardt et al. 
2010. 

22. See Phan 2016: 12. See also the title of Castles, Haas and Miller 2014: 
The Age of Migration. The book was first published in 1993, yet since 
then the extent of international migration as well as its political salience 
have only increased. While the authors fully acknowledge that migration 
is not a modern phenomenon, they highlight that both its character and 
scope has changed, beginning with the European extension in the 
sixteenth century and even more so with the Industrial Revolution from 
the nineteenth century onwards (2014: 5). See on these earlier phases 
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receiving societies and those at places of origin – have in the past been explored in 

disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, history, theology and religious studies.23 The 

focus in Migration Studies, however, usually lies on contemporary aspects, such as 

possibilities for and limitations of social integration or the implications for identity 

formation. This has, inter alia, resulted in new conceptualizations of migration that 

address migrants’ ‘interconnectedness’ through transnational networks,24 their ‘multiple 

belongings’ as regards, for instance, religion or socialization,25 and their ‘super-

diversity’, i.e. the fact that migrants are a highly diverse group with respect to individuals’ 

migration stories.26 Yet, as Jehu Hanciles (2016: 37) has pointed out, ‘[m]igration is as 

old as humanity and has been a prominent factor in the history of human progress. 

Migrant movements have also played a vital role in the cross-cultural spread of religious 

ideas, beliefs, and practices; and this is reflected in the formation, scope, and patterns of 

growth of major religions over time’. Consequently, amidst a considerable increase of 

academic interest in the history of migration during the past decades,27 scholars have also 

taken up the study of migration in the Graeco-Roman period, with particular utility found 

in the concept of ‘connectivity’ for exploring mobility and change of all sorts in the pre-

industrial Mediterranean.28 However, studies on migration processes in early Christianity 

often stretch over a wide time span of several centuries (e.g. Hanciles 2016; de Ligt and 

Tacoma 2016). 

 

(including prehistory and antiquity) Goldin, Cameron and Balarajan 2011: 
11-68, and, more comprehensively, Manning 2012. 

23. See for brief overviews Manning 2012: 1-15; Fortier 2013; Pisarevskaya 
et al. 2019. 

24. This is related to ‘transnationalism’, a term used ‘to refer to migrants’ 
durable ties across countries’ (Fortier 2013: 65) and is thus conceived 
from the perspective of the existence of nation states. 

25. Nagy and Frederiks 2016: 4: ‘Different migration patterns illustrate how 
people involved in them create multiple belongings in terms of religiosity, 
socialization, or employment’. 

26. Frederiks 2016: 13: ‘stories of migration differ, because the duration of 
migration and people’s goals, aims, reasons and experiences of 
migration differ’. See also Nagy and Frederiks 2016: 3-4. 

27. See de Ligt and Tacoma 2016: 1 and, for an overview, Manning 2012. 

28. A particularly important catalyst for these emphases has been Horden 
and Purcell 2000. 



11 

 

In the following, I will therefore try to shed light on migration in early 

Christianity with a special focus on the Pauline mission as reflected in Paul’s letters and 

Acts and use this as a window on the letter to the Philippians in particular. Before we turn 

to Paul, some terminological clarifications are in order, since migration as a modern 

analytical term (Phan 2016: 26) lacks a clear definition.29 Thomas Faist (2012: 1) has 

defined migration as ‘a form of spatial mobility [that] implies the crossing of the boundary 

of a political or administrative unit for a certain minimum period of time’. However, this 

classification is both very wide and focuses on organizational aspects. The historian 

Harald Kleinschmidt (2003: 17, as cited in Frederiks 2016: 11) understands migration 

instead as ‘a relocation of residence across a border of recognized significance’ – for 

instance, of linguistic or social nature.30 The advantage of Kleinschmidt’s 

characterization is that it also applies to migration across other kinds of borders than just 

geographical ones, for instance, linguistic, political or cultural borders (Frederiks 2016: 

 

29. See for a UK-based overview of definitions and their implications the 
Migration Observatory briefing ‘Who Counts as a Migrant? Definitions 
and their Consequences’ (Anderson and Blinder 2019). 

30. See Manning 2012: 1-14 for a focus on languages and customs to define 
the distinctiveness of human cross-community migration: ‘since … 
mammals encounter almost exactly the same society when they migrate 
from one community to another, their migrations bring few benefits and, 
indeed, few results at all. Humans who migrate to new communities, in 
contrast, must learn new languages and customs. At the same time, 
these migrating humans can introduce new language and customs to 
their host communities. This is distinctively human behavior, and it is the 
reason migration in human history is not only a story of the spread of 
humankind, but also a story of the transformation of human life again and 
again’ (2012: 6). See also the Appendix for an instructive overview of 
‘Migration theory and debates’ and a more comprehensive definition, 
similar to Kleinschmidt’s: ‘human migration is movement from one place 
to another and from one social context to another. By “social context” we 
usually mean community, where the limits of communities are defined 
especially by language but also by residence, ethnicity, and customs. 
Customs include cultural but also technological, social, and economic 
ways of living. A community, in turn, inhabits a certain habitat: a habitat, 
for a human community, is a space in which people live with a given 
language and set of customs. Movement from one end of a habitat to 
another – for marriage or work - is best defined as mobility but not 
migration. Migration is movement from one human habitat to another. 
These definitions are intended to be valid for human societies of every 
type’ (2012: 191-92). 
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11). Notwithstanding, it is still a very broad definition. Others distinguish between 

migrants who freely decide to leave their home and refugees who are forced to do so. But 

this sharp dichotomy is misleading and does not take into account the varied motives and 

factors that underlie migration movements, as addressed by the notion of ‘super-

diversity’. Moreover, some have pointed out that all migration is in a sense forced 

because, although some people can and others have to move, none of them would set off 

if there were no reason for it.31 Related to that we can distinguish between different kinds 

of migrants, such as refugees, displaced migrants, migrant workers or family migrants 

(see Fortier 2013: 64). 

Arriving at an adequate definition of migration is not made easier by the fact that 

it also has to be distinguished from other concepts such as mission or mobility (cf. de Ligt 

and Tacoma 2016: 5-9). Thus, a given Christ-believing migrant might be a potential 

missionary (cf. Hanciles 2016: 42), but these are still two different categories. Similarly, 

while there is, of course, a difference between a traveller and a migrant, Luuk De Ligt 

and Laurens Ernst Tacoma (2016: 6) rightly emphasize that ‘it remains the case that 

throughout history some “travelers” have become “migrants” by opting for permanent 

residence in another city or region’. 

Paul as a Migrant 

In the final section of this article, I want to reflect briefly upon Paul’s missionary activity 

and strategy against the background of the above-mentioned theories and concepts of 

migration. Hanciles (2016: 42) holds very generally that ‘the migration of Christians has 

typically contributed to the spread of Christianity’ and distinguishes four categories of 

migrants that had particular influence on this process: (1) transnational leaders, (2) 

captives (including slaves), (3) refugees and exiles, (4) merchants. He regards Paul as an 

example of the first category, transnational leaders, but, as I will sketch in the following, 

Paul might well fall into all four categories. 

 

31. Hanciles 2016: 37. But see also Phan 2016: 13, who ascribes voluntary 
migration to the ‘human instinct to wonder and wander’. Manning 2012: 
7-8 identifies four push factors: (1) to improve one’s personal situation, 
(2) to provide benefits for one’s family, (3) to provide benefits for the 
receiving community (e.g., by missionaries), (4) for ‘the pleasure of 
voyaging and the pleasure of learning new places, new people, and new 
ideas’. 
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According to Hanciles, transnational leaders functioned because of their 

multicultural and multilingual background as cultural brokers: ‘They constantly moved 

or ministered in the intersection of two cultures and were inevitably involved in efforts to 

translate the Gospel message as it penetrated a new cultural environment’.32 Paul indeed 

fits this description well. As a Diaspora Jew he was well equipped to navigate between 

different cultures in the eastern Mediterranean (cf. Kobel 2019); if he actually held 

Roman citizenship, as Acts 16.37-38 and 22.25 claim, he might have known not only 

Greek and Hebrew but perhaps even some Latin.33 That Paul also migrated over larger 

distances and across ethnic borders relates to his ambition to gain ever new ground with 

his preaching, as expressed in Rom. 15.20 – not necessarily but typically in 

geographically distinct places. Yet, by constant interaction, whether personally, through 

co-missionaries or by means of apostolic letters, Paul stayed in contact with and directed 

the various local communities among which he migrated. Thus, as attested by both his 

letters and Acts, interconnectedness (including across congregations) was a defining 

characteristic of both his missionary and migratory pattern. 

Regarding Hancile’s second category, migrants as captives, Paul and Luke attest 

that the apostle was imprisoned several times and that he continued to work as a 

missionary during his incarcerations, by personal encounters with co-prisoners, personnel 

or visitors, as well as by means of letters (Phil. 1.12-14; 2 Cor. 11; Acts 16.25-34; 22–28 

etc.).34 Apart from the imprisonments narrated in Acts 22–28, we have no indication that 

Paul’s captivities involved a change of residence, i.e. migration. According to Luke, 

however, Paul was sent from Palestine to Rome after appealing to the emperor.35 

 

32. Hanciles 2016: 43. More broadly, he defines transnational leaders like 
this: ‘Among these were particular individuals whose lives and outlook 
were marked by dual citizenship or dual nationality. Quite often, their 
ministry required active engagement with more than one cultural group; 
and they most readily grasped the limitations of any distinctive cultural 
expression of the faith. Since no particular nation (or people group) 
completely claimed their allegiance, transnational leaders brought an 
outsider’s sensibility to Christian service and Christian mission.’ 

33. See on this possible, but not necessary, inference Omerzu 2002: 50-51. 

34. See on these now Schellenberg 2018. 

35. Schmithals 1982: 219-20 assumes that Luke made up Paul’s 
imprisonment in Jerusalem for apologetic reasons and that the apostle 
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According to Acts 28, Paul also proclaimed the gospel in the imperial capital, even though 

he encountered only Jewish representatives there, no Christ believers. 

Furthermore, Paul’s identity as migrant can perhaps also be related to him being 

a refugee or an exile. According to Jerome, Paul’s family came from Gischala in Galilee 

to Tarsus as prisoners of war.36 Even though this anecdote might not convey historical 

truth, it is still notable that Paul himself remarks several times that he was persecuted or 

had to flee (2 Cor. 4.9; 11.23-27, 32-33; see also Acts 9.23-25) and that this did not 

prevent him from continuing his missionary work at his new location. Some scholars also 

assume that Paul was exiled to Spain after being condemned in Rome – a hypothesis that 

I do not, however, regard likely.37 

Although Paul was not a merchant per se – the fourth category of Hanciles’s 

taxonomy – we do know from both his letters and Acts that he was a manual labourer 

(1 Thess. 2.9; 1 Cor. 4.12; 9.6; Acts 18.2-3). His trade was likely not only an important 

way for him to earn his living and thus maintain independence, but it also enabled him to 

establish contacts with natives as well as other migrants. Quite obviously, on account of 

his mobility patterns, Paul can also be regarded as a labour migrant. Having stayed at one 

location for several months or even longer, he moved on to the next place, likely after his 

work was, for the time being, accomplished – his work as a missionary, but probably also 

as a craftsperson.38 The extent of labour migration in the early Empire is, like migration 

patterns in general, difficult to assess due to the scantiness of our sources (which are 

mostly epigraphical but include also some papyri), but its scope should not be 

underestimated. 

 

actually arrived as a free man in Rome where he only later got arrested 
and suffered martyrdom. This does not seem very likely, though. 

36. Cf. Jerome, Comm. Phlm. 23 (ed. Migne, PL 26, 653); Vir. ill. V,1 (ed. 
Ceresa-Gastaldo, BPat 12, 81-82); see also Photius, Quaest. Amphil. 
116 = Epist. 246 (ed. Westerink, Photius, 178-79). 

37. See Puig i Tàrrech 2015 and the critical response by Karakolis 2015. 

38. I understand the above-mentioned references to Paul physically working 
as reflecting a social reality, not an act of idealization. Similarly, Hock 
1980: 20-25, who furthermore holds that by birth Paul was a member of 
the social elite and that his manual labour was a conscious choice to 
undergird his commitment as apostle (1980: 26-49, esp. 35-37). 
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For Paul, missionary activity also involved what one of the pioneers of migration 

studies, Charles Tilly (1978), designated as ‘circular migration’, indicating that some 

migrants return to their point of departure after a short- or medium-term interval.39 

Especially in his early missionary period, Syrian Antioch seems to have served as such a 

base for Paul.40 Later, he also returned to several of the places he had visited previously, 

as both his letters and Acts imply, for instance, Corinth, Ephesus and Philippi. 

To conclude, Paul can be regarded as exemplifying the ‘super-diversity’ of 

migrants, with his personal background of being (almost) constantly on the move, which 

mobility he utilized, inter alia, for his missionary work. Paul might have been exceptional 

as a missionary but not as a migrant, since every migrant has her or his own individual 

history – hence the need for the term ‘super-diversity’. An important prerequisite of 

Paul’s missionary work was what migrant theorists have termed ‘interconnectedness’, 

whereby they refer to translocal networks that allow individuals to establish and maintain 

social, political and economic relationships. The way that a person’s skills and resources 

pertain to migration dynamics has been theorized as ‘social capital’ (see Manning 2012: 

202-203). Paul’s social capital in this respect was likely as diverse as his networks, which 

spanned from fellow Jews and Christ believers to the workshops of co-artisans, and 

perhaps even included kin. An important takeaway here is that Paul’s migrant identity is 

characterized by ‘multiple belongings’ – because of his identity as a multilingual Christ-

believing Diaspora Jew and perhaps even Roman citizen he could adapt to various social 

and cultural contexts and circumstances, which is how Hanciles defines a ‘cultural 

broker’. Paul was not bound to one particular setting but able to adapt flexibly to new 

environments, even as he had an obvious urge to foster bonds and return to single groups 

or networks. 

As a migrant teacher, Paul travelled across the eastern Mediterranean and 

founded Christian communities, which themselves consisted, at least partly, of migrants 

(see, for instance, Prisca and Aquila, Apollos, Timothy, Titus, the ‘saints from Caesar’s 

 

39. Apart from circular migration, Tilly (1978) distinguished among three 
other types, namely local, chain and career migration. For an overview 
and critique of this categorization as uncritically blending spatial, 
chronological and modal planes of analysis, see Zerbini 2016: 309. 

40. Acts styles (also) Jerusalem as such a base. 
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household’).41 These communities were translocal in their character and outlook. For an 

understanding of the effect of these personal circumstances on the formation of 

‘Christian’ identity, it is necessary to develop a deeper understanding of the effect of 

migration on emerging Christian discourse. As a migrant, Paul embodied all the unsettling 

negotiations regarding his own identity formation and background. He himself was a 

deracinated Diaspora Jew from Tarsus who, after being trained as a Pharisee, became a 

committed enforcer of a strict understanding of Jewish law and identity; and yet, after his 

own visionary experience of Christ he developed a very different understanding of both 

his own social and religious identity as well as Jewish identity in general, and this infused 

his missionary work. The Christian congregations that he founded had a very different 

ethos than the one he had previously espoused (as he explains about himself in Phil. 3). 

These groups are made up of members of various ethnic groups. Paul the migrant founds 

and establishes migrant communities. Thus, it is little wonder that questions of identity 

and tradition stimulate his interactions with the audiences of his letters to such an extent. 

As Timothy Smith has noticed, ‘migration was often a theologizing experience’ (Smith 

1978: 1174, as cited in Hanciles 2016: 41). 

This process is very noticeable with Paul, as a few examples will illustrate. The 

three foundational metaphors for the ‘church’ in the Pauline writings – being ‘in Christ’ 

(ἐν Χριστῷ), being part of the ‘body of Christ’ (σῶμα Χριστοῦ) and constituting the 

‘people of God’ (λαὸς θεοῦ) – all suggest the creation of a new polity out of disparate 

groups. The concept of the ‘people of God’, in particular, echoes the history of Israel as 

both a migrant and a dispersed people.42 In this context, Paul’s use of metaphors of 

adoption, together with the image of becoming heirs/co-heirs, suggests, alongside their 

obvious legal background, the incorporation of outsiders into settled communities whose 

‘citizenship is in heaven’ (Phil. 3.20). It is probably no coincidence that he uses this 

metaphor when addressing Christ believers and co-migrants in the Roman colony of 

Philippi. 

 

41. Anything else would, in fact, be surprising given how widespread 
migration experience was, also in antiquity. 

42. See 1 Cor. 10.7/Exod. 32.6; Rom. 9.25-26/Hos. 2.25; Rom. 10.21/Isa. 
65.2; Rom. 11.1-2/Ps. 93.14 LXX (Ps. 94.14); Rom. 15.10/Deut. 32.43. 
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In addition, the use of the term ‘chosen’ (ἐκλεκτός) strengthens this sense of a 

community being constructed out of a migrant people. The use of the concept in New 

Testament writings deliberately evokes the Jewish experience of being formed as an 

ethnos sojourning among strangers, as migrants into a promised land.43 It may thus be 

maintained that Paul’s emphasis on ἐκλεκτός/ἐκλεκτoί (Rom. 8.33; 11:7) might also 

reflect his construction of communities out of disparate elements, people who might have 

transgressed various boundaries – national-geographical ones, but also social, cultural 

and religious ones. Here one gains a sense of how the fact and the experience of migration 

underlay the formation of Pauline theology, as indeed early Christian literature in general 

(cf., e.g., 1 Peter; Ephesians; Letter to Diognetus). 

Conclusion 

To conclude, I return to Philippians. Flexsenhar (2019a) mentions two possible scenarios 

for why and how the Philippians already might have known the ‘saints’ from the familia 

Caesaris: kinship networks, since ‘slavery often divided families’ (2019a: 42), and/or 

common occupation or labour networks, ‘including related industries, services, and trade 

networks’ (2019a: 43). He concludes, ‘if the “saints” and some of the Philippians were 

already connected in some way via social networks, then Paul’s greetings from the 

“saints” probably have more to do with his connection to the Philippians than with a new 

missionary endeavor among Caesar’s household’ (44). 

In light of migration theory and Paul’s status as a migrant missionary, both 

scenarios are possible. I would, however, like to expand Flexsenhar’s view and suggest 

that Paul might also have known previously some of the imperial slaves to whom he refers 

through his broad migrant network. The reason that he did not designate the specific 

Καίσαρος οἰκία in question might be either that, as already suggested above with regard 

to praetorium, he did not use the expression technically or, perhaps more likely, that Paul 

applied it with reference to different subgroups of imperial slaves with whom he was in 

contact while imprisoned. Since some of those people might have been known to the 

 

43. See, in the OT, 1 Chron. 16.13; Pss. 88.4; 104.6, 43; Isa. 65.9, 15, 23; 
and, in the NT, e.g., Mk 13.20, 22, 27; 1 Pet. 1.1; 2 Tim. 2.10. ἐκλεκτὸς 

τοῦ θεοῦ: Lk. 18.7; Rom. 8.33 16.13; Col. 3.12; Tit. 1.1; see also the 
explicit use of ‘elect’ as ‘chosen nation’ (γένος ἐκλεκτόν) in 1 Pet. 2.9. Cf. 
BDAG s.v. ἐκλεκτός. 
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Philippians beforehand via migrant networks, he refers to them as a group by the 

technically imprecise umbrella term οἱ ἐκ τῆς Καίσαρος οἰκία. 
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