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Abstract 

This article argues that the expression ‘to the end of the earth’ in Acts 1.8, while not 
referring to one specific geographical location, as has often been argued in contemporary 
scholarship on Acts, is best understood as a way of (re)ordering the world geographically 
and, therefore, ideologically. Drawing on Greco-Roman geographical and literary 
conventions, the article suggests that the author of Acts invites the work's readers to look at 
the world in a new way, with Jerusalem and the gospel emanating from it as its centre – and 
the rest, including Rome, as its ideological (and therefore geographical) periphery. In this 
way, Acts proceeds to renegotiate the ‘world-view’ of its readers in an intercultural and 
subversive way. 

Keywords: Acts of the Apostles, Roman Empire, geography, mission, intercultural theology, 
post-colonialism 

1. Introduction 

This article argues that a geographically and ideologically sensitive interpretation of Acts 1.8, 
in particular of ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ, in the context of the whole of Acts leads both to an 
understanding of ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ in terms of a rather generic expression and to the 
positioning of Jerusalem at the ideological and therefore also geographical centre of the 
Christ movement. 

Thus the article goes beyond current disputes concerning this expression in Acts 1.8, which 
tend to focus on what the reference of that turn of phrase might be, e.g. Ethiopia, or Rome 
– an issue which has everything to do both with questions of the theology of (Luke-)Acts, 
taking into account the movement of the Gospel from Jerusalem to Rome (see Acts 28; cf. 
also Luke 24.27 ἀρξάμενοι ἀπὸ Ἰερουςαλιμ), and with questions concerning a more or less 
Europe-centred perspective on Acts that would ‘automatically’ favour an interpretation of 
Rome over another one, e.g. one taking its cue from Philip's encounter with the Ethiopian 
eunuch and accordingly interpreting the ‘end of the earth’ in terms of Ethiopia or Africa. 1 
Such interpretations are often and to a large extent rightly backed up by observations such 
as Johnson's, who notes that the ‘roadmap’ outlined in Acts 1.8 corresponds to the broad 
flow of the narrative of Acts: chapters 1–7 are primarily concerned with Jerusalem, chapters 
8–12 with Judea and Samaria, and chapters 13–28 with the spread of the mission ‘all the 
way to Rome’. 2 In this way, he agrees with the observation of Penner and Umurhan that the 
remainder of Acts is ‘essentially a spatial meditation on Jesus’ opening proclamation’. 3 
However, the picture that Johnson paints (and with which Penner and Umurhan concur 
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insofar as the focus on Rome is concerned) is somewhat imprecise, given that the area 
covered by ‘end of the earth’ comprises more than just Rome, even if Rome is Paul's and the 
narrative of Acts’ final station. Such imprecision, which allows Paul's ending up in Rome to 
dominate the second part of Acts’ narrative and marginalises other references to 
geography, can and is picked up on by critiques of such potentially Europe-centred 
perspectives, e.g. from a self-consciously Afrocentric perspective. 4 Also, already in 1966, 
Van Unnik drew attention to a particular kind of circular reasoning that occurs frequently in 
exegeses of Acts 1.8, consisting of (a) the assumption that Luke makes a programmatic 
statement in Acts 1.8; (b) the observation that Acts ends in Rome; (c) the conclusion that 
the end of the earth mentioned in Acts 1.8 must therefore be Rome. This way of reasoning 
is fallacious because of the immediate assumption that Acts 1.8 contains a narrative 
programme, which is then recognised in the remainder of Acts. 5 In this article, taking my 
cue from such discussion and critique, I will argue, without assuming that Acts necessarily 
makes a programmatic statement at 1.8, but nonetheless noting that the unclear expression 
ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ which is used there may well be further unpacked in the course of the 
narrative, (a) that the notion ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ is too general too make it possible to 
pinpoint one reference at the exclusion of others, and therefore probably includes all 
peripheries mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles, including both Ethiopia and Rome; (b) 
that the point is rather to reorganise the world with Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria at the 
centre and Ethiopia and Rome at its periphery. The place of Ethiopia at the margins is no 
surprise given the typical take of texts from the Mediterranean world on that area (even if 
those from both Ethiopia and Rome might be somewhat surprised to find themselves in the 
same geographical and ideological category), but the presentation of (colonial) Jerusalem 
with Judea and Samaria as the world's real centre and the relegation of imperial Rome that 
could be referred to as the ‘end of the earth’ by other early Jewish texts as well (in 
particular Pss. Sol. 8.15, but this is disputed), even if the precise meaning of the expression 
always depends on its narrative context, 6 to the margins is striking indeed. The impact of 
this literary renegotiation of space is, in this particular instance, all the more remarkable, as 
the author of Acts achieves it at a time in which Jerusalem was largely in ruins after Titus’ 
siege and the subsequent fall of the city in 70. 7 The result is a reordering of space, a literal 
remapping of the world, in which the actual political centre and colonial periphery are 
reversed. 8 In this way, Jerusalem is well established as the ideological and therefore also 
geographical centre of the Christ movement. This is in line with narrative tactics that can be 
observed in (near-)contemporary texts, such as Hellenistic novels and apocryphal acts. 9 In 
order to substantiate this, first a brief overview will be given of some of the issues at stake 
and tactics involved in the narrative (re)ordering of space, then a consideration will be given 
to Acts 1.8, with some concluding reflections on the perspective on space of the Acts of the 
Apostles in general. Through this approach, this study also shows that the idea, put forward 
by scholars such as Nasrallah, that Jerusalem is somehow superseded, or even replaced, by 
Rome in Acts, is hardly plausible; the narrative point is rather that the prisoner Paul from 
Jerusalem captures Rome with his preaching of the kingdom (precisely the kingdom also 
mentioned in Acts 1.6, leading up to Acts 1.8, where the notion of the kingdom may well 
receive a narrative reinterpretation). 10 Jerusalem is firmly at the centre of Luke's world-
view 11 (in line also with Luke 24.47 καὶ κθρυχκῆναι ἐπὶ τῷ ὀνόματι αὐτοῦ μετάνοιαν εἰσ 
ἄφεςιν ἁμαρτιῶν εἰσ πάντα τὰ ἔκνθ. ἀρξάμενοι ἀπὸ Ἰερουςαλιμ, ‘and that repentance and 
forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem’, 
NRSV; the subsequent final verses of this Gospel also serve to retain the disciples in the city, 
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prior to going out, in order to receive the ‘power from on high’). 12 In reflecting on this, it 
will be argued that it can all be understood well in terms of a process of intercultural 
renegotiation of (colonised) space, which Luke executes as a cultural ‘hybrid’, someone 
inhabiting two cultures simultaneously (mainstream Greco-Roman culture and the Christian 
‘subculture’), in the course of which he invites his readership to revise their mental map of 
the world, an enterprise that is rhetorically all the more urgent due to the tension between 
the two cultural discourses inherent in it. 

In addressing all these various issues, this article goes beyond existing research on Acts 1.8 
both by considering it more thoroughly in the context of the politics of space and geography 
in the Greco-Roman world and the literary and ideological context of the book of Acts, and 
by relating it to intercultural and post-colonial theory. 

2. Space, Memory and Greco-Roman Literature 

In line with the ‘spatial turn’ in cultural studies, 13 this topic has begun to receive the 
attention due to it also in the field of biblical studies, and it has become widely recognised 
that through the ordering of space society is ordered as well: physically, psychologically, 
socially, religiously, economically etc. Physical boundaries, the naming of spaces and the 
visual, mental or literary representations of space play a major role in this respect. Through 
the manipulation of space, all sorts of (value) judgements or (moral) prejudices can be 
expressed and enacted (e.g. through oppositions such as inside/outside, good/bad), which 
also applies to questions of social relations and the distribution of power, e.g. by means of 
references to centre and margin as these are analysed in post-colonial studies, a field of 
particular importance to the current study. 14 By addressing space in this way, a correction is 
made to discourses of literary analysis that would privilege time over space and consider the 
latter of somewhat lesser importance. 

In the field of classical studies and biblical literature, this theory has been accepted to a 
substantial extent, which has led to a clear awareness that (also) in Greco-Roman society 
space was ordered in line with imperial ideology and the reality of empire was both 
inscribed into space and created through the (re)ordering of space, virtually through any 
available means and media: art, architecture, literature, inscriptions, public ritual (e.g. 
triumphal processions), coins etc. 15 Accordingly, maps, both physical 16 and mental 
(mediated through, for example, literature), played a role of great significance in conveying 
the desired representation of the world (quite literally ‘world-view’) to the public. 17 What 
such representations aimed at is well demonstrated by the words of the panegyrist 
Eumenius (third century CE):  

Let the schoolchildren see it in those porticoes and look every day at all lands and seas and 
every city, race or tribe that unconquerable emperors either assist by their sense of duty or 
conquer by their valour or control by inspiring fear. 18  

Narratives, be they Augustus’ Res gestae, (other) works of history or even novels, continued 
such representations of the ‘mental map’ of the world of their authors and readers. How 
Rome might appear in such maps is well illustrated by a near-contemporary of Luke: Lucan 
(39–65 ce; himself born in Corduba – present-day Cordoba), who wrote about the centre of 
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his world as follows when recounting the evens of the civil war between Julius Caesar and 
Gnaeus Pompeius:  

Aut Collina tulit stratas quot porta catervas, 

Tum cum paene caput mundi rerumque potestas 

Mutavit translata locum, Romanaque Samnis 

Ultra Caudinas speravit volnera Furcas. 

What heaps of slain encumbered the Colline Gate on that day when the capital of the world 
and the government of mankind was nearly transferred to a different seat, and the Samnites 
hoped to inflict on Rome a heavier blow than the Caudine Forks! (Lucan 2.135–9) 19  

Other examples could easily be adduced, from the field of literature, political rhetoric, map-
making and, to be sure, the cultic representation of the Roman Empire, as for instance in 
the Sebasteion in Aphrodisias. 20 Quite in line with such approaches to space and power, in 
the literature of the Jewish tradition 21 (including early Christian literature), 22 such ordering 
of space also played a profound role and was usually expressive of a world-view somewhat 
in tension and certainly in competition with that of other (and stronger) powers in the 
Mediterranean world, where all concerned with maps would locate at their centre the place 
that they considered ideologically normative 23 while also seeking to order space within 
their own community. All of this is well established and therefore does not need to be 
elaborated any further here. In the helpful turn of phrase of Penner and Vander Stichele: 
making maps is always about claiming territory. 24  

With regard to the topic of this paper, the Book of Acts, Loveday Alexander has indicated 
that the representation of space, in the sense of ‘narrative maps’, also plays a role of key 
importance, given the work's preoccupation with travelling and geography and, therefore, 
with all sorts of matters associated with it: boundaries, ethnicities etc. Thus, its author 
participates in the discourse on space current in the Greco-Roman world, where different 
world-views competed with each other. One of the best-known examples of Luke's interest 
in space and geography is without doubt the list of nations in Acts 2.9–11, which can be 
analysed as pointing to various parts of the world in sequence, from the perspective of 
Jerusalem as the centre of the οἰκουμζνθ. 25 In fact, Luke's geography has received plenty of 
attention, and it has been placed squarely in the context of the appertaining Greco-Roman 
discourse, usually with the ensuing argument that Luke turns the world upside down quite 
literally by taking a Jerusalem-centred world-view. 26  

3. Acts 1.8 and the Reordering of Space 

On the basis of the above considerations, it is now possible to turn to Acts 1.8 and in 
particular to the expression ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ, discussing it first in general, and then in 
relation to the narrative of Acts itself, which will provide grounds for a final analysis and 
conclusions. 
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3.1 Surveying the ‘Ends of the Earth’ 

As noted above, the expression ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ has drawn the attention of a number 
of scholars, 27 leading to a variety of interpretative options that will be surveyed now. First, 
a series of interpretations identify ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ as a reference to Rome; these take 
their cue from a number of texts different from Acts that connect similar expressions with 
Rome (in particular, Pss. Sol. 8.15), 28 as well as from the narrative drift of Acts that, as is 
often noted, moves from Jerusalem and Rome. 29 Second, there is an interpretation 
according to which the expression refers to the boundaries of the land of Israel. 30 Third, 
according to another interpretation, ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ refers to the geographical end of 
the world, located somewhere at or near present-day Gibraltar (in line with Paul's apparent 
plans to go there). 31 Fourth, some argue for an interpretation in terms of Africa, possibly 
Ethiopia – both in line with possible meanings of the expression as such as found in the 
narrative of Acts, in which the converted Ethiopian eunuch continues on his way, not 
literally to the end of the earth, but at least in the right direction, and also taking into 
account Luke 11.31 and the βαςίλιςςα νότου mentioned there. 32 Fifth, Rengstorf's proposal 
can be mentioned that takes the expression to refer primarily to the Jews of the diaspora. 33 
Finally, there are interpretations according to which the expression refers in a more general 
way to the outer parts of the world, its margins or periphery, 34 in Jewish literature often 
associated with the coming of those living at the end of the earth to worship in Jerusalem at 
the end of time. 35 All of these approaches have their merits. Still, it seems that the 
expression is primarily rather generic in nature, as is evidenced both by its generic use and 
by its use in relation to a number of specific locations (which would not be possible, should 
the expression be tied to one location in particular): if it is to be associated with a particular 
location, then there should be clear clues to this in its immediate literary context – an 
argument that transfers the relationship between the expression and a particular location 
from one literary context to another is potentially fallacious. Therefore, it is necessary to do 
precisely that: to investigate the context of the expression in Acts, in terms both of its 
immediate micro-context in Acts 1 and 13 and of the macro-context of the narrative of Acts 
with its strong interest in journeying, territories and ethnicities, in order to work out how 
generic or how specific an interpretation can be justified. 

3.2 Narrative Cues as to the Location of the ‘End of the Earth’ 

In order to unpack what the expression ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ refers to, it stands to reason to 
look at the narrative of Luke's Acts of the Apostles itself. In doing so, three aspects of the 
narrative appear to be of immediate relevance: (a) the narrative context of the expression in 
Acts 1; (b) the use of the same expression elsewhere in Acts; (c) further geographical 
references that could shed light on (a) and (b). 

3.2.1 The End of the Earth in Acts 1 

In Acts 1, ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ occurs in a dialogue between Jesus and his disciples, in the 
context of Jesus’ final post-resurrection appearance to them. When the disciples ask him the 
following question: κφριε, εἰ ἐν τῷ χρόνῳ τοφτῳ ἀποκακιςτάνεισ τὴν βαςιλείαν τῷ Ἰςραιλ; 
(‘Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?’, NRSV; Acts 1.6), Jesus 
responds by saying: οὐχ ὑμῶν ἐςτιν γνῶναι χρόνουσ ἢ καιροὺσ οὓσ ὁ πατὴρ ἔκετο ἐν τῇ ἰδίᾳ 
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ἐξουςίᾳ, ἀλλὰ λιμψεςκε δφναμιν ἐπελκόντοσ τοῦ ἁγίου πνεφματοσ ἐφ᾽ ὑμᾶσ καὶ ἔςεςκζ 
μου μάρτυρεσ ἔν τε Ἰερουςαλὴμ καὶ *ἐν+ πάςῃ τῇ Ἰουδαίᾳ καὶ ΢αμαρείᾳ καὶ ἕωσ ἐςχάτου 
τῆσ γῆσ. (‘It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own 
authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth’, NRSV; 
Acts 1.7–8). Thus, the dialogue moves from one geographical indication, i.e. the kingdom of 
Israel, to another one: Jerusalem, the whole of Judea and Samaria, and the end of the earth 
(in the process also taking up and expanding a little more on what was said in Luke 24.47, 
concerning the beginning of the proclamation ἀπὸ Ἰερουςαλιμ). This can mean a number of 
things, but it certainly suggests that the witness that the disciples will provide will go 
beyond the confines of the land of Israel. In fact, when thinking geographically, Jerusalem 
seems to be the centre of an imaginary map, with Judea and Samaria as a further part of 
this map, and the end of the earth as the map's margins. Even if it is not stated explicitly, 
one might imagine this as a centre with two or three concentric circles around it. What is of 
interest, in any case, is that the map that Jesus outlines here is not concerned with 
identifying particular areas or cities beyond Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria. Anything else is, 
quite literally, relegated to the margins, which is striking, to say the least. When looking for 
a further specification of what the ‘end of the earth’ might mean and following the flow of 
the narrative of Acts, a first reference to geography that does not involve Jerusalem or its 
vicinity (see e.g. 1.12.19, but also 1.11, Galilee) appears in 2.5, right after we have been told 
in v. 4 that the disciples had begun to speak ἑτζραισ γλϊςςαισ, having received γλῶςςαι 
(‘tongues’) that looked ὡςεὶ πυρὸσ (‘like fire’) in v. 3, where it is recorded that the audience 
of their speech consists of Ἰουδαῖοι, ἄνδρεσ εὐλαβεῖσ ἀπὸ παντὸσ ἔκνουσ τῶν ὑπὸ τὸν 
οὐρανόν (‘devout Jews from every nation under heaven’, NRSV; Acts 2.5). This oddity is 
emphasised and unpacked by reporting the reaction of this audience verbatim, thus slowing 
down the narration and placing much emphasis on this episode. The crowd first mentions 
the circumstance that those speaking are all Galileans (2.7) (something the reader will be 
familiar with from the previous chapter, where the angels stress this as well (1.11)), then it 
proceeds to contrast this with the fact that those listening and understanding them are 
Πάρκοι καὶ Μῆδοι καὶ Ἐλαμῖται καὶ οἱ κατοικοῦντεσ τὴν Μεςοποταμίαν, Ἰουδαίαν τε καὶ 
Καππαδοκίαν, Πόντον καὶ τὴν Ἀςίαν, Φρυγίαν τε καὶ Παμφυλίαν, Αἴγυπτον καὶ τὰ μζρθ τῆσ 
Λιβφθσ τῆσ κατὰ Κυρινθν, καὶ οἱ ἐπιδθμοῦντεσ Ῥωμαῖοι, Ἰουδαῖοί τε καὶ προςιλυτοι, 
Κρῆτεσ καὶ Ἄραβεσ (‘Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and 
Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging 
to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs, NRSV; Acts 
2.9–11). 36 This list of nations may function well as a first narrative filling-in of what the 
rather generic expression ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ might refer to, specially if following 
Bauckham's interpretation of the list as reflecting the various regions of the world as seen 
from Jerusalem (including Judea, to be sure). 37 Somehow, the rather particular speech of 
Galileans in Jerusalem is able to reach an audience from the entire world and is met with 
substantial approval, as 2.41 indicates. Rome and other places for which the expression ‘end 
of the earth’ might be used appear here as members of the same class: peripheral regions. 
At the same time, the list of nations also mimics Roman imperial lists of nations and, 
therefore, may well have a political twist to it. 38 This seems all the more likely when taking 
into account that the ‘world map’ of Acts 1.8 is outlined by Jesus in response to a question 
of the disciples concerning the restitution of the kingdom of Israel, for which Jesus does not 
give a timeline, although he may well be indicating the mode of its establishment through 
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the disciples’ witness till the end of the earth, which would agree well with the notion of 
Paul's preaching of precisely the kingdom in Rome; the very last line of Acts depicts Paul's 
life there as follows: κθρφςςων τὴν βαςιλείαν τοῦ κεοῦ καὶ διδάςκων τὰ περὶ τοῦ κυρίου 
Ἰθςοῦ Χριςτοῦ μετὰ πάςθσ παρρθςίασ ἀκωλφτωσ (‘proclaiming the kingdom of God and 
teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance’, NRSV; Acts 
28.31). 39 Therefore, in relation to the remainder of the narrative of Acts, all of this means 
that both Acts 1.8 and 2.9–11 have an anticipatory function, 40 while, just because the two 
texts have to do with the ordering of the world and because of a link with the re-
establishment of Israel, they also have a political aspect. Whether this interpretation has 
any merit will now be explored further by turning to the second instance of the expression 
ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ in Acts, which occurs in 13.47. 

3.2.2 The End of the Earth in Acts 13 

Before turning to further geographical references in Acts, of which there are many, 
attention should be given to the second occurrence of the expression ‘end of the earth’, as 
it occurs in Acts 13.47. Considering this will yield two results: first, it will show that a number 
of interpretations as they have been listed above are less than convincing; second, it will 
help to narrow down the number of relevant geographical references in the narrative of 
Acts when it comes to determining the reference and meaning of the ‘end of the earth’ in 
Acts 1.8. As in Acts 1.8, in Acts 13.47 the expression ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ occurs in a 
dialogue. This time, Paul and Barnabas respond to unidentified objections by Antiochian 
Jews. They state mainly that due to ‘their’ rejection of the word of God, they will now turn 
to the Gentiles (Acts 13.46). This, Paul and Barnabas claim is in line with the following 
statement of the Lord: τζκεικά ςε εἰσ φῶσ ἐκνῶν, τοῦ εἶναί ςε εἰσ ςωτθρίαν ἕωσ ἐςχάτου 
τῆσ γῆσ (‘I have set you to be a light for the Gentiles, so that you may bring salvation to the 
ends of the earth’, NRSV; Acts 13.47). The Gentiles who hear this rejoice and consequently 
διεφζρετο δὲ ὁ λόγοσ τοῦ κυρίου δι᾽ ὅλθσ τῆσ χϊρασ (‘Thus the word of the Lord spread 
throughout the region’, NRSV; Acts 13.49). Whereas these are not specific geographical 
indications, these texts do make clear that the words of the Lord concerning the end of the 
earth, be it in their version in Acts 1.8 or 13.47 (which sounds a lot like Luke 2.32), must 
have something to do with Gentile mission outside the land of Israel and serve to both 
legitimate and explain it. The link with Gentile mission is obvious from the words that Paul 
and Barnabas quote, which constitute a parallelism with an explanatory function, i.e. the 
second half explains the first. This mission takes place somewhere outside the land of Israel, 
but not at any literal end of the earth; rather, the Antiochian land seems to be the place 
where all of this takes place. Still, when recalling the use of the expression in Acts 1.8, its 
possible unpacking in the list of nations in Acts 2.9-11 and the subsequent inclusion of Jews 
from all over the world into the fellowship of the apostles (2.41), it is hard not to note that 
the scenario has changed now: rather than involving the inclusion of Jews from all over the 
world who have come to Jerusalem in the new community, now representatives of this 
Jerusalem community are travelling outside of Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria in order to 
include non-Jews in the same community (note the emphasis on this in 13.48: ἀκοφοντα δὲ 
τὰ ἔκνθ ἔχαιρον καὶ ἐδόξαηον τὸν λόγον τοῦ κυρίου καὶ ἐπίςτευςαν ὅςοι ἦςαν τεταγμζνοι 
εἰσ ηωὴν αἰϊνιον, ‘When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and praised the word of the 
Lord; and as many as had been destined for eternal life became believers’, NRSV); 
apparently, both distant Jews (living in the diaspora) and distant Gentiles (living in the same 
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areas) can be covered by the ‘end of the earth’. 41 Still, it would seem a hard case to argue 
that the activities of Paul and Barnabas in Antioch and surroundings can cover the full scope 
of the expression ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ, given that spreading the word in the land of Antioch 
is hardly the same as being a light for the Gentiles in their entirety and bringing salvation to 
the end of the earth, certainly given the drift of the narrative of Acts both thus far (including 
the list of nations in Acts 2) and as yet to come. Some aspects of this broader drift of the 
narrative of Acts will be considered now, after it has already been established that the 
reference of ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ cannot be the boundaries of the land of Israel (this is 
implausible given Acts 1.8 alone), nor one piece of land in particular, given that the land of 
Antioch belongs to the broader area covered by ‘the end of the earth’, but the area is hardly 
limited to it. This will now be explored further in relation to some further geographical 
indicators in the book of Acts. 

3.2.3 Loose Ends 

In the remainder of the narrative of Acts, geography continues to play a significant role, just 
as it had done up to ch. 13. While it would go widely beyond the purposes of this article to 
survey all of it, a few aspects should be mentioned. To begin with, it is obvious that in the 
first seven chapters of Acts are concerned primarily with events in Jerusalem, that the focus 
shifts to events taking place in Judea and Samaria in chs. 8–12, and that Paul's journeys 
eventually bring him to Rome (chs. 13–28). 42 However correct this broad picture may seem, 
there are a number of elements in Acts that make it more complicated than it would seem 
at first. This feature of Acts has to do with the centrality of Jerusalem in its narrative, given 
that Paul returns to this city a number of times, e.g. in such momentous chapters as 15 and 
22. In other words, Paul takes a rather circuitous route to Rome and there is no unequivocal 
progression from Jerusalem to Rome that would narratively follow the stages of the map 
provided by Acts 1.8. 43 This is of significance, as in the various chapters in between, other 
localities and ethnicities also occur that cannot be filed away under the headings Jerusalem, 
Judea or Samaria. These would include Philip's encounter with the Ethiopian eunuch in ch. 8 
(who continues on his way to Ethiopia), Paul's calling en route to Damascus in ch. 9, the 
extensive account of Peter's encounter with Cornelius in ch. 10, Barnabas’ mission to 
Antioch in ch. 11, and from ch. 13 onwards a whole series of spots in the eastern 
Mediterranean, before, from 19.21 onward, Paul, who has now become the main character 
of the narrative, expresses his intention to set out for, first, Jerusalem, and then Rome (see 
also 23.11 for a pairing of these two cities). What this means is that whatever is covered by 
the reference to the end of the earth in Acts 1.8 (and 13.47) must be much more than just 
Rome, even if Rome is the last port of call, as it were, in the apostles’ exploration of the 
rather vast realm of the ‘end of the earth’ beyond Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria 44 Such an 
impression would be confirmed by the equally Jerusalem-centric statement of Jesus in Luke 
24.47, ‘that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all 
nations, beginning from Jerusalem (εἰσ πάντα τὰ ἔκνθ. ἀρξάμενοι ἀπὸ Ἰερουςαλιμ)’, and is 
in line with the ‘universal’ stage that is set for the Gospel narrative (and Acts) in Luke 2.1: 
ἐξῆλκεν δόγμα παρὰ Καίςαροσ Αὐγοφςτου ἀπογράφεςκαι πᾶςαν τὴν οἰκουμζνθν (‘a 
decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered’, NRSV). 
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3.2.4 A Broader Survey? 

The considerations offered in the previous section can be expanded – and find confirmation 
– when considering the primary intertext of both Acts 1.18 and 13.37, on the one hand, and 
other references to the earth and its in in biblical tradition on the other. This is helpful for 
the purposes of this article, as interpretations of Acts 1.8 tend to focus on the expression 
itself as it is used in Acts 1.8 (and 13.47), without paying too much attention to similar 
expressions elsewhere, or to Isa 49.6 as an indicator of the most plausible meaning of the 
expression in Acts. 

First, the primary intertext at stake is Isa 49.6, in its LXX version: καὶ εἶπζν μοι μζγα ςοί ἐςτιν 
τοῦ κλθκῆναί ςε παῖδά μου τοῦ ςτῆςαι τὰσ φυλὰσ Ιακωβ καὶ τὴν διαςπορὰν τοῦ Ιςραθλ 
ἐπιςτρζψαι ἰδοὺ τζκεικά ςε εἰσ διακικθν γζνουσ εἰσ φῶσ ἐκνῶν τοῦ εἶναί ςε εἰσ ςωτθρίαν 
ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ (‘And he said to me: “It is a great thing for you to be called my servant, 
to raise up the tribes of Jacob, and to return the dispersion of Israel, look, I have placed you 
as a covenant of the people and as a light of the Gentiles, that you will be for the salvation 
to the end of the earth”’, translation by the author). What ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ might mean 
here is not defined further in the text. It is clear, however, that it refers to an enormous 
geographical expanse; as such, it may well be a hyperbolical expression. Nonetheless, its 
reach is unlimited. 

Second, a similar point can be made with regard to other expressions that point into the 
direction of the earth's limits. Examples (an exhaustive overview cannot and need not be 
offered here) include Rom 10.18 (εἰσ πᾶςαν τὴν γῆν ἐξῆλκεν ὁ φκόγγοσ αὐτῶν καὶ εἰσ τὰ 
πζρατα τῆσ οἰκουμζνθσ τὰ ῥιματα αὐτῶν, ‘Their voice has gone out to all the earth, and 
their words to the ends of the world’), which quotes Ps 19.4 (εἰσ πᾶςαν τὴν γῆν ἐξῆλκεν ὁ 
φκόγγοσ αὐτῶν καὶ εἰσ τὰ πζρατα τῆσ οἰκουμζνθσ τὰ ῥιματα αὐτῶν). In this passage, as in 
many other passages in the Psalms, the ‘ends of the world’ (here indicated with the Greek 
πζρασ, a more frequent noun in such expressions than ἔςχατοσ), 45 refers not to a specific 
region, let alone city, but rather, quite literally, the entire orbis terrae. In the gospel 
literature, similar expressions also occur, as for example in Mark 13.27 (par. Matt 24.31): καὶ 
τότε ἀποςτελεῖ τοὺσ ἀγγζλουσ καὶ ἐπιςυνάξει τοὺσ ἐκλεκτοὺσ *αὐτοῦ+ ἐκ τῶν τεςςάρων 
ἀνζμων ἀπ᾽ ἄκρου γῆσ ἕωσ ἄκρου οὐρανοῦ (‘Then he will send out the angels, and gather 
his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven’, NRSV). 
Here another expression, ἀπ᾽ ἄκρου γῆσ, is found, which indicates, as the context of the 
sentence in which it is used suggests, the entirety of the globe. Likewise, in other instances 
where this expression is used, a similar space is in view. 46 Beyond this, when surveying the 
various expressions involved, it also becomes apparent that the phrase ‘end(s) of the earth’ 
virtually always connotes one or the other kind of Gentile territory: either territory into 
which Israel will be dispersed, a forlorn place from which an enemy will emerge, the 
expanse of space to which the glory of YHWH will be revealed, or the realm from which 
either the nations or the dispersed people of Israel (or both) will come in order to worship 
YHWH in his holy place. In other words, it is a broad, undefined and Gentile space. 

The considerations on Mark 13.27 that have just been presented also offer the opportunity 
for returning to another element that occurs in both Acts 1.18 and 13.47: the word ἕωσ. This 
may well indicate a very large piece of the globe indeed, as it is the word that covers 
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everything between whatever geographical centre is assumed in a text and the ‘ends of the 
earth’, in particular when these are assumed to be a generic indication covering the world 
as a whole and not referring to a particular faraway place (e.g. Spain, Britain etc.). For the 
interpretation of Acts 1.8, this would mean that all areas between Jerusalem, Samaria and 
Judea on the one hand and the boundaries of the world on the other are covered by ἕωσ. 47  

4. Understanding the End of the Earth: The Intercultural Renegotiation of Space 

The dynamics of what has been surveyed so far can, in line with the ‘spatial turn’ in cultural 
studies, which has already been addressed above, and informed by insights from 
postcolonial studies, be further understood in terms of a subversive attempt at an 
intercultural renegotiation of space. That Acts is remapping the world by presenting 
Jerusalem as its centre and the rest as periphery, ‘end of the earth’, will be fairly clear by 
now. The dynamics inspiring it, however, can be unpacked further. A major challenge for 
(colonised) minorities in the structure of an empire such as the Roman one was one is to 
carve out a cultural space of their own. Given that culture can be convincingly regarded as 
an instrument of domination, ‘regaining control over the means of collective self-definition 
is *to be+ regarded as an important strategy in the political struggle for emancipation’. 48 
There needs to be a cultural space other than that of ‘mainstream’ culture, in other words – 
and that includes mainstream topography. Alternative ideas, certainly alternative 
communities, need their own cultural expression to exist and, accordingly, their own ‘world-
view’, i.e. a dissident topography, or, in a broader sense, geography. 49 In other words: 
identity is always bound up with the naming of space. Literature, including history writing, 
virtually always plays a major role in such processes of naming space, as an expression of 
both mainstream culture and (subversive) sub-cultures. 50 Thus, (post-)colonial struggles 
tend to produces their own (post-colonial) geographies. 51 The force and subversive 
potential of such alternative geographies becomes apparent especially when they are 
viewed through the lens of ‘mainstream’ culture and ‘alternative’ culture at the same time: 
only when the tension between the mainstream and subaltern geographies is appreciated 
can their potential for making meaning unfold fully. Consequently, both the creation of such 
geographies and their appreciation require cultural ‘hybrids’, 52 people who inhabit two (or 
more) cultural discourses at once and are able to communicate between them as cultural 
brokers. 

Such insights have been become influential in biblical studies, including New Testament 
studies to some extent, usually operating under the label of post-colonial biblical 
interpretation, 53 whereas ‘minority criticism’ has also developed a sensitivity for 
geographical matters. 54 The Acts of the Apostles have also been approached from this 
angle, but a study of Acts 1.8 that takes such considerations into account is still lacking. 55 
The present study aids in filling this void, by highlighting the literary, cultural, geographical 
and post-colonial factors identified here. 

5. Conclusion 

Where does all this leave us with regard to the expression ἕωσ ἐςχάτου τῆσ γῆσ in Acts 1.8? 
To begin with, it can be established that because the expression is part of a brief ‘world 
map’, it is a turn of phrase with both geographical and political aspects, simply because the 
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geographical is always political and vice versa, certainly when in an imperial context the 
(destroyed) capital of one of the colonial subjects is presented as the world's centre. Even 
though Acts 1.8 itself does not mention ethnicity or culture explicitly but ‘only’ refers to 
geographical matters, texts to which it seems to be related (such as Acts 2.9–11, the list of 
nations, and certainly Acts 13.47) do engage with these issues explicitly, in particular in the 
context of the inclusion of groups of people (both Jews and Gentiles) from the areas 
covered by the ‘end of the earth’ in the fellowship of the apostles, both when Jewish and 
present in Jerusalem, and when non-Jewish and not in Jerusalem. All of this gives the 
impression that the world map provided by Acts 1.8 has an anticipatory function vis-à-vis 
the narrative of Acts, in which the proclamation of the Gospel moves from the (ideological 
and therefore geographical) centre to the margins, albeit in a rather circuitous fashion that 
keeps tying the centre to the periphery. Given the context of Acts 1.8, which is part of a 
response by Jesus to a question of the disciples pertaining to the restoration of the kingdom 
of Israel, and the note on which Acts ends, Paul's unhindered preaching of the kingdom in 
Rome (Acts 28.31), one may well get the impression that the world is indeed being 
rearranged into an order that can be understood as part of the establishment of the 
kingdom (at least in the proleptic mode of its announcement and proclamation), beginning 
at the centre, Jerusalem (see also Luke 24.47). 56 All are included, both Jews and Gentiles, 57 
but in an order that is (ideologically and therefore geographically) Jerusalem-centred. 58 
Considering, with this as background, what the expression ‘end of the earth’ covers in Acts, 
principally in the immediate narrative context of Acts 1.8 and 13.47, but also when taking 
into account its narrative as a whole, it is most likely that the term is used in a generic sense: 
everything that is not Jerusalem, Samaria or Judea (be it Parthia, Ethiopia, Antioch, or 
Rome). Such an interpretation is more plausible than one privileging a particular location 
and designating it as ‘the end of the earth’ exclusively. This has all sorts of consequences for 
the areas that are thus relegated to this peripheral category. The main consequence, 
however, is precisely that: they are peripheral, not central, regions geographically speaking 
(even if the absolute ends of the earth may be even further away – and vaguer – than any 
locale mentioned in Acts), and with that also of peripheral, not central, ideological 
significance, which is precisely what any ancient (or, for that matter, modern) map 
communicates by the choice of its centre as well (the city vs the countryside, the own city vs 
other cities, the centre of an empire vs the rest of it). This may not be surprising with regard 
to many of the ethnicities and cultures encountered throughout Acts (and as listed in 2.9–
11), given the political reality of the day that relegated them to the category of the 
peripheral and (often and often also literally) provincial, e.g. Egypt or Cappadocia, or just 
plainly exotic (not always in the modern positive sense of the word), e.g. Ethiopia. Those 
living there, also as part of the Jewish diaspora, were, in the context of the Roman world, 
defined from the point of view of the Empire's centre and needed to legitimate themselves 
in relation to it, just like, in another discourse, the Jews in the diaspora (Acts 2.9–11) were 
defined in relation to Jerusalem as centre of the Jewish world and needed legitimate their 
its existence and the possibility of authentic Jewish life in it vis-à-vis the centre, 59 rather 
than vice versa (cf. also Acts 15 for a very similar dynamic!). However, the inclusion of Rome 
in this very same category in Acts, at least from Acts 2.10 onward, does come as a surprise, 
given that to every reader of Acts, it would have been self-evident that Rome was the actual 
political and economic centre of the world in every meaningful sense of the world 
(ideological, political, military, economic, architectural etc.) when considering this world qua 
Roman Empire. Rome is not the end of the world in Acts, but it is one of many areas and 
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cities covered by it, or, at least, one of the areas between Jerusalem, Samaria, Judea and the 
end of the world. Rome is, however, not central and is therefore marginal, to be integrated 
into the community that starts at Jerusalem and that has Jerusalem as its ideological centre. 
Such a construction is subversive and engages in resistance against the dominant mode of 
Roman colonial culture. Only a cultural hybrid familiar with both the ‘Roman’ and the 
‘Jewish’ (at this point it is too early in history to speak of a separate Christian perspective) 
would have been able to appreciate the tension present in the remapping of the world in 
Acts 1.8 (and onward) – and it is often held that Luke writes for precisely such ‘hybrids’. 
Luke thus engages in the intercultural and subversive remapping of the world, claiming a 
cultural space for the movement that he identifies with. The result is the relegation of Rome 
to the status of its own colonies: end of the earth, periphery, and the firm establishment of 
Jerusalem as the world's centre, while the precise ideological significance of Jerusalem 
becomes apparent from the preaching emanating from it, that of a kingdom that proceeds 
to include the entire world into itself, even its very end. What this will entail precisely is, to 
be sure, left open in Acts, given that the narration of Paul's sojourn in Rome is left 
incomplete and the end of the story open. 60  

When considering this at the background of the (political) history of the real Jerusalem and 
the real, historical Rome, the impact of the geographical politics of Acts as they are 
encapsulated already in Acts 1.8 and the boldness of these politics stand out even more: the 
work was penned at a time at when Jerusalem, having been conquered by Titus, was 
anything but the self-evident centre of the world. It seems that, at a time at which Rome has 
clearly conquered Jerusalem and turned it into a part of its periphery, Jerusalem, through 
Luke's pen, returns the compliment and presents Jerusalem as the ideological centre of the 
world and the source of the good news of God's kingdom, relegating the rest of the world, 
including Rome, to its periphery. 

Finally, by way of an aside, it can also be mentioned that the pairing or Jerusalem (Acts’ 
geographical and ideological centre, but de facto political periphery) and Rome (part of Acts’ 
geographical and ideological periphery, but de facto political centre) in Acts 19.21 and 
23.11, and the fact that the latter verse stresses that Paul should witness in Rome as he had 
done Jerusalem, could well give rise to the idea that what Acts ends with is a view of the 
Mediterranean as having a number of centres of Christ devotees, in Jerusalem, in Rome and 
the eastern Mediterranean. Is Paul conceptualising Christianity in a polycentric way avant la 
lettre? It is the fate, it seems, of the centre of every ‘empire’ or ‘kingdom’ to be overtaken 
eventually by its margins or periphery, and it may well be that the seeds for that are already 
present in the narrative of Acts where it concerns Jerusalem; the history of reception of Acts 
certainly points in that direction, given that, as a matter of historical fact, the proclamation 
starting ἀπὸ Ἱερουςαλιμ (Luke 24.47) would also begin to mean a moving away from this 
city, partially because of political necessity, but partially also because of ideological 
convictions. 61  
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