Acts 21:21



 is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now.”  Then we have the third person plural aorist passive indicative from the verb KATĒCHEW, which means “to share a communication that one receives: report, inform; in the passive voice to be informed, learn Lk 1:4; they have been informed concerning you that Acts 21:21, 24.”


The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which views the entire past action as a fact, but emphasizes the completion of the action.  This is brought out in the translation by the use of the English auxiliary verb “have.”


The passive voice indicates that the Jewish believers have received the action of being informed about Paul.


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

This is followed by the preposition PERI plus the adverbial genitive of reference from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “concerning you.”  Then we have the explanatory use of the conjunction HOTI, meaning “that” and introducing the content of that about which the Jewish believers have been informed concerning Paul.

“Now they have been informed concerning you that”
 is the double accusative of the person/thing (here we have the thing) from the feminine singular noun APOSTASIA, which means “defiance of established system or authority: rebellion, abandonment, breach of faith Acts 21:21.”
  This is where we get the word “apostasy.”  Then we have the second person singular present active indicative from the verb DIDASKW, which means “to teach: you are teaching.”


The present tense is a durative present for an action that began in the past and continues in the present.


The active voice indicates that Paul is accused of producing this action.


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

This is followed by the preposition APO plus the ablative of separation from the masculine singular proper noun MWUSĒS, meaning “from Moses.”  Then we have the double accusative of the person from the masculine plural article and adjective PAS and adjective IOUDAIOS, meaning “all the Jews.”  This object is modified by the prepositional phrase inserted between the article and its adjective and substantive.  The prepositional phrase is KATA plus the adverbial accusative of measure of extent from the neuter plural article and ETHNOS, meaning “throughout the nations Acts 21:21.”
 

“you are teaching all the Jews throughout the nations abandonment from Moses,”

 is the nominative second person masculine singular present active participle from the verb LEGW, which means “to say, tell, inform, report, etc.”


The present tense is a durative present for what began in the past and is still continuing according to what these leaders say that Paul is still telling Jewish believers.


The active voice indicates that the Paul performs the action of telling Jewish believers something.


The participle is explanatory and circumstantial.

Then we have the negative MĒ, meaning “not” plus the present active infinitive from the verb PERITEMNW, which means “to circumcise.”


The present tense is a static/customary present tense for an action that is reasonably expected to not occur at any time.


The active voice indicates that the Jewish believers are not to produce the action of circumcising their children.


The infinitive is an infinitive of purpose.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “them” and referring to Jewish believers.  Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural article, used as a personal pronoun, and noun TEKNON, meaning “their children.”  This is followed by the coordinating negative conjunction MĒDE, meaning “nor,” when used after a previous negative (MĒ).  Then we have the dative of reference (walk with reference to the customs) or the locative of sphere (in the customs) from the neuter plural article and noun ETHOS, meaning “in the sphere of the customs.”
  Finally, we have the present active infinitive from the verb PERIPATEW, which means “to walk.”


The present tense is a static/customary present tense for an action that is reasonably expected to not occur at any time.


The active voice indicates that the Jewish believers are not to produce the action of living according to the customs of the Jewish people.


The infinitive is an infinitive of purpose.

“telling them not to circumcise their children nor to walk in the customs.”

Acts 21:21 corrected translation
“Now they have been informed concerning you that you are teaching all the Jews throughout the nations abandonment from Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children nor to walk in the customs.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now they have been informed concerning you that”

a.  James continues with his comments to Paul about the situation with the believers in the Jerusalem church.  These believers have been told certain things about Paul, which are not at all flattering as far as James is concerned.


b.  Luke does not indicate that James believes these rumors about Paul to be true.  The truthfulness or falsity of the rumors is not the point with James.  He just wants to do something to defuse and calm a potentially bad situation.


c.  The question we should ask is, “Who in the church is spreading rumors about what Paul teaches?”  You see, in order for someone to spread these rumors about what Paul was teaching, they had to have listened to or read what Paul taught.  Then they had to disagree with what Paul said or distorted what he said and used it to criticize him.  There are two possible answers to this question.



(1)  One group that did this was the Pharisaic party of believers in the Jerusalem church.  Paul mentions them in Gal 2:4-5, “But because of the secretly brought in false brethren, who snuck in to spy upon our freedom which we have in Christ Jesus, in order that they might enslave us, not even for an hour did we yield in subordination to them, in order that the reality of the gospel might continue with regard to you.”  Luke mentions them in Acts 15:1, “And then some men, after coming down from Judea, began teaching the brethren, ‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you are not able to be saved.’”



(2)  Lenski offers another suggestion.  “These reports…had other and probably quite innocent sources.  It is more than likely that Jewish converts in the Gentile churches in the provinces dropped many of their former Jewish customs.  It made things easier for them in their Gentile surroundings, in labor, trade, travel, etc.  The gospel in no way prevented that, it was a natural result.  In fact, many Jews of the diaspora failed to live up to the Jewish legal ways, often they could not help it.  Many of these Jewish converts came to Palestine; other Christians too, came and told about them and how they had dropped their Jewish ways.  In this way these reports regarding Paul spread in Palestine.”



(3)  It is probably a combination of both suggestions that led to the false rumors about Paul and his teaching.


d.  There were believers in the Jerusalem church that disagreed with Paul’s teaching of grace and wanted the Gentile believers to be circumcised and keep the Mosaic Law in all its requirements as the spiritual life of the Church.  These believers rejected, gossiped about, criticized, maligned, and ridiculed Paul’s teaching that we are no longer under Law but grace, Gal 3:23-25, “But before faith came, we kept being guarded under the Law, being confined because of the about to be revealed doctrine, so that the Law became our bodyguard until the time of Christ, in order that we might be declared righteous by faith.  But because our faith has come, we are no longer under the authority of the bodyguard.”  And Rom 6:14, “For the sin nature will not control you; because you are not under law but under grace.”


e.  James is afraid for Paul because of the rumors and innuendoes.  Did he need to be so afraid and so concerned that he asked Paul to participate in a Jewish ritual in the Temple?

2.  “you are teaching all the Jews throughout the nations abandonment from Moses,”

a.  James now states specifically what the accusations, rumors, and innuendoes were about.


b.  The legalistic Pharisaic Christians from Jerusalem reported to the rest of the believers (and probably any legalistic unbelievers that would listen) that Paul was teaching the Jews of the dispersion to abandon the Mosaic Law.


c.  Any legalist could take certain statements by Paul, distort them by taking them out of context and claim that Paul was teaching the complete abandonment of the Mosaic Law by Jews.  For example, just take two statements from the letters to the Galatians and Romans cited above.  Leave out the context and say that Paul only said, “we are no longer under the authority of the Law” and “you are not under law but under grace” or Rom 10:4, “Christ is the termination of the Law” or Gal 2:19, “For I have died with reference to the Law.”  These same legalists forget that Paul also said:



(1)  Rom 7:14, “Certainly we know that the Law is spiritual.”



(2)  Rom 13:8-10, “for the one who loves the other has fulfilled the Law.  For instance, the [commands]: ‘You shall not commit adultery, You shall not commit murder, You shall not steal, You shall not lust,’ and if [there is] any other commandment and there is, it is summed up in this principle, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  This love does not produce evil to his neighbor.  Therefore this love [is] the fulfillment of the Law.”


d.  Paul never taught abandonment of the Mosaic Law.  He taught that a person is not saved by keeping the Law.  Paul never rejected any of the moral requirements expressed in the Mosaic Law.  The ritual requirements of the Law were also no longer necessary, but were not abrogated immediately at Pentecost.  It appears that they were gradually phased out during the forty-year period between Pentecost and the fall of Jerusalem.  After the fall of Jerusalem the ritual requirements of the Mosaic Law were clearly finished.

3.  “telling them not to circumcise their children nor to walk in the customs.”

a.  James continues by expressing exactly what he means by “abandonment from Moses.”


b.  James defines the phrase “abandonment from Moses” as Paul teaching two things.



(1)  To the legalists “abandonment from Moses” means that Paul is telling the Jews (note the Jews not the Gentiles) who believe in Christ not to circumcise their children.




(a)  Is this true?  No.  Paul never told anyone not to circumcise their children.




(b)  Paul did say in 1 Cor 7:18-19, “Was anyone called, having been circumcised?  Stop trying to medically change the circumcision.  Was anyone called in a state of uncircumcision?  Stop trying to be circumcised.  The act of circumcision is nothing and the act of uncircumcision is nothing, but keeping the commands of God.”




(c)  Paul also said in Gal 5:2-3, “Pay attention!  I, Paul, am telling you that if you receive circumcision, Christ will profit you in nothing.  Moreover I testify again to every man who receives circumcision that he is under obligation to keep the whole Law.”




(d)  These statements were written to Gentile believers, not to Jews.  Anyone can circumcise or not circumcise their children.  It doesn’t make any difference what is done to an eight-day old baby—it doesn’t affect their spiritual life as an adult.



(2)  The second accusation of “abandonment from Moses” is that Paul was teaching Jewish believers not to walk in the customs of the Jews, that is, that they didn’t have to observe the traditions of men that had been instituted by the legalists.  Paul did warn his Gentile believers against observing the traditions of men.




(a)  Col 2:8, “Beware that there will be no one who takes you captive through their false teaching and empty deception according to the tradition from men on the basis of the fundamental principles of the world and not on the basis of Christ.”




(b)  And Paul definitely taught believers to observe Christian traditions:





i.  2 Thes 2:15, “Consequently therefore, brethren, stand firm and take hold of the traditions, which [traditions] you have been taught whether through oral communication or through a letter from us.”





ii.  2 Thes 3:6, “Furthermore we command you, brethren, in the person of our Lord Jesus Christ that you keep away from all fellow believers who live in an irresponsible manner and not according to the tradition which they have learned from us.”





iii.  1 Cor 11:2, “Now I praise you because you remember me in all things, and, just as I handed down to you, you hold fast the traditions.”




(c)  There is no indication that Paul ever taught Jewish believers to abandon the traditions of the Jews.  However, our Lord definitely warned against the observance of Jewish legalistic traditions in Mk 7:1-13.


c.  Paul was innocent of both these false charges, but James wasn’t willing to let it go at Paul simply saying that these things were not true.  James would insist that Paul would have to prove that these false accusations were not true by doing something legalistic.

4.  F. F. Bruce gives an example summary of the situation described here, and it is worth repeating in detail.

Paul’s position in such matters is fairly clear from his letters.  The circumcising of Gentile converts as a kind of insurance policy, lest faith in Christ should be insufficient in itself, he denounced as a departure from the purity of the gospel (Gal 5:2-4).  But in itself circumcision was a matter of indifference.  It made no difference to one’s status in God’s sight (Gal 5:6; 6:15).  If a Jewish father, after he became a follower of Jesus, wished to have his son circumcised in accordance with ancestral custom, Paul had no objection.  He adopted the same flexible attitude to such customs as observance of special days or abstention from certain kinds of food: ‘let everyone be fully convinced in his own mind’ (Rom 14:2-6). He himself was happy to conform to Jewish customs when he found himself in Jewish society.  Such conformity came easily to him, in view of his upbringing, but he had learned to be equally happy to conform to Gentile ways in Gentile company.  If it is asked what his practice was when he found himself in mixed Jewish and Gentile society, the answer probably is that he acted as he thought each situation required: any Jews who were content to participate in such mixed society had doubtless learned some measure of adaptation already.  For anyone who stayed by the letter and spirit of the law, Paul’s regarding some of its requirements as matters of indifference, his treating as optional things that the law laid down as obligatory, must in itself have constituted ‘apos​tasy against Moses’; but in practice he avoided giving offense to those in whose company he was from time to time.”
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