Acts 16:21



 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the third person plural present active indicative from the verb KATAGGELLW, which means “to proclaim: are proclaiming.”


The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now going on.


The active voice indicates that Paul and Silas are producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural noun ETHOS, meaning “a long-established usage or practice common to a group: customs Acts 28:17; 6:14; 15:1; 16:21; 21:21; 26:3; Lk 1:9; 2:42.”
  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the neuter plural relative pronoun HOS, meaning “which” and referring to the noun ETHOS = customs just mentioned.  Then we have the strong, absolute negative OUK plus the third person singular present active indicative from the verb EXESTIN, which means “to be authorized for the doing of something: it is right, is authorized, is permitted, is proper Lk 6:2, 9; 14:3; Acts 8:36; 1 Cor 10:23; followed by the dative of persons Mk 6:18; Acts 16:21; 22:25 and many others passages.”


The present tense is a customary present for that which typically or normally occurs.


The active voice indicates accepting or observing unlawful customs produces the action of not being allowed or permitted.


The indicative mood is declarative for a dogmatic statement of fact.

This is followed by the dative of advantage from the first person plural personal pronoun EGW, meaning “for us.”  Then we have the present deponent middle/passive infinitive from the verb PARADECHOMAI, which means “to accept” (BDAG, p. 761).


The present tense is a durative present for an action begun in the past and continuing in the present.


The deponent middle/passive voice functions like an active voice in which the subject—following strange, new customs—produces the action of not being permitted to accept.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which completes the meaning of “to be authorized, permitted, or proper.”

This is followed by the coordinating negative conjunction OUDE, meaning “nor” plus the present active infinitive from the verb POIEW, which means “to observe; do.”


The present tense is a durative present for an action begun in the past and continuing in the present.


The active voice indicates that following strange, new customs produces the action of not being permitted to observe or do.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which completes the meaning of “to be authorized, permitted, or proper.”

“and are proclaiming customs which it is not proper for us to accept or to observe,”

 is the predicate dative
 from the masculine plural adjective HRWMAIOS, transliterated (not translated) as “Romans.”  Finally, we have the dative masculine first person plural present active participle from the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: being.”


The present tense is an aoristic present, which describes a state or condition as a present fact.


The active voice indicates that the masters of the slave-girl and by extension the rest of the people in Philippi produce the state of being Romans.


The participle is a causal participle, indicating the reason why the people of Philippi cannot observe improper customs.  It is translated “since we are Romans.”
“since we are Romans.’”

Acts 16:21 corrected translation
“and are proclaiming customs which it is not proper for us to accept or to observe, since we are Romans.’”
Explanation:
1.  “and are proclaiming customs which it is not proper for us to accept or to observe,”

a.  This verse continues the statement begun in the previous verse and is a terrible place for a verse break.  The entire sentence reads: “These men are throwing our city into confusion, being Jews, and are proclaiming customs which it is not proper for us to accept or to observe, since we are Romans.”


b.  The owners of the slave-girl accuse Paul and Silas of proclaiming customs which it is not proper for a Roman citizen to accept or observe.  So we have to ask ourselves—what possible customs?



(1)  The only possible custom that Paul and Silas could be accused of proclaiming was that the believers in Christ not worship the Roman Emperor.  This would be a violation of Roman law on which the owners of the slave-girl could win their case instantly.  But they do not mention this specifically, which probably indicates that it was not an issue in their mind.



(2)  Judaism was tolerated in the Empire as the one religion that did not worship the Roman Emperor, and it was the only religion so tolerated.  Christianity at this time was so closely associated with Judaism that the two were the same thing in the minds of Greco-Roman society.  Thus even if rejection of Emperor worship were the charge against Paul and Silas, it could easily be defended by saying that the precedent of toleration of Jewish monotheism should also extend to Christianity, which has its origin and roots in Judaistic monotheism.



(3)  Paul would have asked the new Christians to not become involved in sexual immorality, but that was something the Stoic philosophy so popular of the Romans also taught.  Therefore, that custom could not be used against Paul.



(4)  To not participate in pagan temple worship was also something that would not offend the Romans, since the Romans permitted people to worship whatever and whoever they wanted to worship or not worship.  The Romans were noted for the religious freedom and toleration they permitted throughout the Empire.



(5)  The Romans didn’t care if a person did not want to eat blood, or meat with the blood still in it, or an animal that had been strangled.  None of these things were of any interest to the Romans.  No one cared.



(6)  So the only ‘customs’ that the owners could hang on Paul and Silas were the general ‘customs’ of the Jews, which the Roman disliked, such as: not working on the Sabbath, not eating pork and certain other foods, and especially being circumcised.  Perhaps the owners of the girl were afraid of everyone losing their foreskins.  Do you see how ridiculous the charges against Paul and Silas were?  They were baseless, groundless, and incapable of being substantiated.



(7)  Therefore, this accusation by the owners of the slave-girl has to be reduced to the fact that Paul and Silas were teaching some sort of religious practice, concept, or belief unknown to the pagan worship of the pantheon of pagan gods.  Other than this the accusation makes no sense.



(8)  “Judaism was a ‘legal religion’ in the Roman empire, only they [the Jews] were not allowed to make proselytes of the Romans themselves.  No Roman magistrate would pass [judgment] on abstract theological questions (Acts 18:15), but only if a breach of the peace was made or the formation of secret sects and organizations.  Evidently both of these last points are involved by the charges of ‘unlawful customs’ by the masters who are silent about their real ground of grievance against Paul and Silas.”




(a)  “The introduction of strange religious customs and usages (ethos), in opposition to the native religion, was strictly forbidden by the Romans.”
  However, “proselytization of Roman citizens by Jews was not positively illegal, so far as the evidence indicates, but it certainly incurred strong disapproval.  The magistrates were bound in any case to take cognizance of such religious activity as threatened to provoke a breach of the peace or to encourage unlawful practices or organizations; and Paul and Silas were charged with precisely this kind of activity.”
  “This last charge is generally interpreted as illegal proselytizing for Judaism, but the evidence is that Jews were not forbidden to proselytize until the time of Hadrian, well into the second century.”




(b)  “We must note the shrewdness of this charge.  The ‘customs’ are left wholly to the imagination, not one of them is named; all that is said is that they come from ‘Jews’ and are offered to ‘Romans’.  The accusers themselves do not know what they mean by these ‘customs’.  They know nothing at all about Paul and Silas, have paid no attention to them until this time when the girl is no longer a source of income.”


c.  So we have to ask ourselves: is it improper for a Roman citizen to accept Jesus as the Son of God who comes into the world and provides eternal salvation from the judgment of God?  Of course not.  Was believing in the resurrection of Jesus a custom improper for a Roman citizen to accept?  Of course not.


d.  The only custom Paul and Silas were proclaiming was: “believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved,” and that was not an improper custom for a Roman citizen to observe.

2.  “since we are Romans.’”

a.  The contrast between being a Jew and being a Roman is obvious here.  It is a clear statement of racial prejudice and national bigotry.


b.  The Roman citizens bringing the charge against Paul and Silas are appealing to the fact that they must be right because they are Romans, not knowing that both Paul and Silas are Roman citizens as well.


c.  The masters of the slave-girl make an issue of their Roman citizenship, which Paul and Silas will not be allowed to do during the trial.  It will not be until after the trial, when Paul and Silas are miraculously released from prison by God that the chief magistrates of the city will learn from Paul and Silas that they too are Roman citizens.


d.  Being a Roman citizen did not automatically make you the winner in a Roman law court, but it did give you certain rights and privileges that non-citizens did not have.  And the owners of the slave-girl are playing this trump card.  “By law Roman citizens could not be flogged or crucified, and when on trial could appeal to the emperor.”
  In addition, Roman citizens could bring lawsuits against others, whereas former slaves who had become freed could not.  These Romans are appealing to the Roman exclusiveness of the people of the city in contrast to the Jewish exclusiveness of Judaism, for which the Romans had no use, but tolerated.
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