Acts 21:37
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 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction TE, meaning “Then” plus the nominative masculine singular present active participle from the verb MELLW, which means “to be about to do something.”


The present tense is a descriptive/tendential present, which describes an action at that moment that was not yet taking place but in the process of taking place.


The active voice indicates that Paul was producing the action.


The participle is temporal and coincident with the action of the main verb.  It is translated by the word “as” or “while.”

This is followed by the present passive infinitive from the verb EISAGW, which means “to be brought into.”


The present tense is a descriptive/tendential present as above.


The passive voice indicates that Paul received the action of being brought into the barracks.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which is always used after the verb MELLW to complete its meaning.

Then we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular article and noun PAREMBOLĒ, which means “into the barracks.”  This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and proper noun PAULOS, which means “Paul.”  Then we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: he said.”


The present tense is a historical present, which describes a past event as thought occurring right now for the sake of vividness or liveliness in the narrative, drawing the reader/listener into the action as though he was present and witnessing it first hand.  It can be translated like a past tense in English.


The active voice indicates that Paul produced the action.


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

This is followed by the dative of indirect object from the masculine singular article and noun CHILIARCHOS, meaning “to the tribune.”

“Then as Paul was about to be brought into the barracks, he said to the tribune,”
 is the conditional particle EI, meaning “If,” but used as a marker to introduce a direct question.  With this we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb EXESTIN, meaning “to be possible.”
  Together these two words form an idiom, meaning “is it permitted, may one? Mt 12:10; 19:3; Mk 10:2; Acts 21:37; 22:25.”


The present tense is a descriptive and customary present for an action that is reasonably expected to take place at this moment.


The active voice indicates that the situation of being able to ask something produces the state of being what it is.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

Then we have the dative of indirect object and advantage from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “for me” and referring to Paul.  This is followed by the aorist active infinitive from the verb EIPON, which means “to say.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which views the action as a whole.


The active voice indicates that Paul intends to produce the action, if given permission.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which is used after verbs expressing possibility.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter singular indefinite pronoun TIS, meaning “anything or something.”  This is followed by the preposition PROS plus the accusative of direction or place from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”  Literally the phrase says: “Is it permitted for me to say something to you?”  In Modern English grammar we use the word “may” to indicate permission, which explains the English idiomatic translation in the NASV: “May I say something to you?”

“‘Is it permitted for me to say something to you?’”

 is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Then” plus the nominative masculine singular article HO, which points back to the masculine singular noun CHILIARCHOS = “the [tribune].”  With the article we have the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb PHĒMI, which means “to say: he said.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the entire past action as a fact.


The active voice indicates that the tribune produced the action.


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

This is followed by the adverb HELLĒNISTI, which means “using the Greek language, in Greek, in the Greek language Jn 19:20; with the verb GINWSKW = to understand Greek Acts 21:37.”
  Finally, we have the second person singular present active indicative from the verb GINWSKW, which means “to know; to understand.”


The present tense is a static present for a state of being—knowing something.


The active voice indicates that Paul produces the action of knowing Greek.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered with factual information.

“Then the [tribune] said, ‘Do you know Greek?”

Acts 21:37 corrected translation
“Then as Paul was about to be brought into the barracks, he said to the tribune, ‘Is it permitted for me to say something to you?’  Then the [tribune] said, ‘Do you know Greek?”
Explanation:
1.  “Then as Paul was about to be brought into the barracks, he said to the tribune,”

a.  The Roman soldiers have successfully moved Paul through the mob and up the stairs from the court of the Gentiles to the doors that lead into one corner of Fortress Antonia.


b.  The tribune, centurions, Paul, and the soldiers carrying Paul have now reached the top of the stairs and are about to enter into the barracks.  At this point the soldiers probably set Paul down on his own two feet, since he could walk safely on his own from this point forward.


c.  However, instead of just going into the barracks and putting an end to the incident, Paul makes a request of the tribune.

2.  “‘Is it permitted for me to say something to you?’”

a.  Paul asks the tribune if he, the prisoner of the tribune, has permission to speak to the tribune.  Paul is not asking the tribune for permission to speak to the crowd, but permission to speak to the tribune.


b.  This demonstrates Paul’s highest respect for Roman authority, and Luke is careful to point this out, since Paul will stand before far greater authorities in Rome than a military officer.


c.  Even though this man was only a military officer, Paul still showed the greatest respect for his authority.  This kind of behavior is sorely and sadly missing in our society.  For example, we are required to ask permission to speak to the judge in a court of law; the same should be true for any police officer who is on duty.  Subordinates in the military often have to request permission to speak to a superior.  How different might Christianity be if this principle were applied to apostles, prophets, and pastors in the early Church?  Imagine how this principle might apply to the royal family ruling with Christ during the Millennium.


d.  Had Paul not asked this question, the tribune would probably not have respected Paul’s next request.  But the tribune was probably a little surprised and honored by Paul’s humility.


e.  It takes genuine humility to have genuine respect for authority.  Paul had both.

3.  “Then the [tribune] said, ‘Do you know Greek?”

a.  The tribune’s reply to Paul’s question is a rhetorical question.


b.  The fact that the tribune asks this tells us that Paul spoke to him in Greek.  Notice that the tribune spoke Greek, even though tribunes were normally appointed from the Roman nobility and Latin was their native language.  Since Lysias spoke Greek, this was probably his native tongue, which we can deduce from the fact that he had to purchase his Roman citizenship (Acts 22:28).  It was quite common in the Empire for people to be fluent in more than one language, as Paul is about to demonstrate when he speaks to the Jews in Hebrew/Aramaic.  But we have no indication here that Lysias spoke any language other than Greek.


c.  Paul probably learned Greek as his native tongue, growing up in Tarsus.  Aramaic was the language he would have learned while living in Jerusalem and studying under Gamaliel, and then while living in Antioch.


d.  The fact Paul knows Greek tells the tribune that Paul is educated and literate.  Thus he was probably not from the lower classes of society.
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