Acts 23:1



 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Then” plus the nominative masculine singular aorist active participle from the verb ATENIZW, which means “to look intently at, stare at something or someone Acts 1:10; 3:4, 12; 6:15; 7:55; 10:4; 11:6; 13:9; 14:9; 23:1; Lk 4:20; 22:56; 2 Cor 3:7, 13.”


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


The active voice indicates that Paul produced the action.


The participle is circumstantial and is coterminous with the action of the main verb EIPON.

Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and proper noun PAULOS, meaning “Paul.”  This is followed by the dative of place/direction from the neuter singular article and noun SUNEDRION, which means “at the Sanhedrin.”  Then we have the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb EIPON, which means “to say: said.”


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


The active voice indicates that Paul produced the action.


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

“Then, looking intently at the Sanhedrin, Paul said,”
 is the vocative masculine plural from the nouns ANĒR and ADELPHOS, meaning “Men, brethren.”  This is followed by the nominative subject from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “I.”  Then we have the instrumental of manner (translated “with”) from the feminine singular adjective PAS (all, entire—when one adjective modifies another adjective it must be translated like an adverb—“entirely”) plus the noun SUNEIDĒSIS (“conscience”) and the adjective AGATHOS (“good”), meaning “with an entirely good conscience” or literally “in all good conscience.”
  This is followed by the first person singular perfect deponent middle/passive indicative from the verb POLITEUOMAI, which means “to conduct one’s life, live, lead one’s life Phil 1:27; I have lived my life with a clear conscience before God Acts 23:1.”


The perfect tense is a consummative perfect, which emphasizes a past, completed action and is translated by use of the English auxiliary verb “have.”


The deponent middle/passive voice is middle/passive in form, but active in meaning with the subject (Paul) producing the action.


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

“‘Men, brethren, I have lived my life with an entirely good conscience”

 is the locative of place from the masculine singular article and noun THEOS, meaning “before God” or “in the presence or sight of God.”  Then we have the preposition ACHRI plus the adverbial genitive of time from the feminine singular demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, used as an adjective, plus the article and noun HĒMERA, meaning “until this day.”

“before God until this day.’”

Acts 23:1 corrected translation
“Then, looking intently at the Sanhedrin, Paul said, ‘Men, brethren, I have lived my life with an entirely good conscience before God until this day.’”
Explanation:
1.  “Then, looking intently at the Sanhedrin, Paul said,”

a.  Paul begins his defense before the members of the Sanhedrin by staring intently at them.


b.  Paul does not use the gesture of a rhetorical public speaker to gain the attention of the crowd as he did with the Jewish crowd the previous day in the court of the Gentiles.  Instead Paul just stares at them until he is certain he has their full attention.


c.  Paul is actually “sizing up the crowd” at this moment.  He is determining how many Pharisees and how many Sadducees are there.  He is also looking at their faces to assess the overall mode of the group. 

2.  “‘Men, brethren, I have lived my life with an entirely good conscience before God until this day.’”

a.  Paul begins with the same polite, formal address we have seen so frequently in Acts.  This is the same address used by Peter in his address to his fellow believers in Acts 1.  The importance of this address is that Paul considers the members of the Sanhedrin his equals.  He does not consider them his superiors or his judges.


b.  Paul then says that he has lived his life in good conscience before God.  Today we use the expression with a clear conscience before God.  “The Greek phrase ‘good conscience,’ (Acts 23:1; 1 Tim 1:5, 19) designates a “clear conscience” (Heb 13:18), cleansed by Christ’s sacrifice from ‘dead works’ unto service of the ‘living God’ (Heb 9:14).”
  This is an interesting statement considering how Paul has previously ignored the warnings of God the Holy Spirit to not go to Jerusalem.  This statement in no way means that Paul considers himself sinless before God.  Remember he has already written Romans 7 before coming the Jerusalem, and Romans 7 deals with his struggle with his sin nature.


c.  Paul has not lived a perfect life.  He knows that he was a co-conspirator in the murder of Stephen and that he persecuted unjustly those who believed in Christ.


d.  So does Paul really have a clear conscience before God?  Yes, but only on the basis of the fact that his Lord Jesus Christ paid the price of being judged for his sins on the cross.  In no other respect can Paul have a clear conscience before God.


e.  Can Paul be thinking in terms of his being a good, orthodox Jew until this day, and therefore, he has a good conscience before God?  How can Paul have a good conscience before God in light of the fact that he hated his fellow Jew in violation of the Mosaic Law, Lev 19:17, “You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you may surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of him.”  Paul certainly hated those fellow countrymen who believed in Christ such as Stephen.


f.  Is Paul suggesting that he has never done anything wrong or against the will of God until this day?  The high priest certainly thought this is what Paul meant; for the high priest orders those standing next to Paul to strike him on the mouth for what he has said.  The high priest understood Paul’s statement as an arrogant boast.


g.  Do we define the words “my life” as referring only to Paul’s life after believing in Christ?  If so, then how do we justify Paul disregarding the known will of the Holy Spirit that he not go to Jerusalem.  How can Paul have a good conscience about that?  It is possible that at this point Paul still believes he has done nothing wrong with regard to the will of God and is only thinking in terms of his life as a believer, which does not include his complicity in the murder of Stephen or his persecution of Christians.  This is the only “spin” we can put on this statement.  Otherwise we have to regard it just as the high priest did—as an arrogant boast of a man out of fellowship with God.



(1)  “Before the Sanhedrin Paul says, in the words of our English versions, ‘I have lived before God in all good conscience’.  But this translation does not fully bring out the sense.  Paul uses a noticeable word, politeuwi, ‘to live as a citizen’.  He adds, ‘to God’.  That is to say, he had lived conscientiously as God’s citizen, as a member of God’s commonwealth.  The day before, by appealing to his Roman citizenship, he had saved himself from ignominious whipping, and now what more natural than that he should declare that he had been true to his citizenship in a higher state?  What was this higher commonwealth in which he has enjoyed the rights and performed the duties of a citizen?  …the Church. …Thus Paul does not mean to say simply, ‘I have lived conscientiously before God,’ but ‘I have lived as a citizen to God, of the body of which He is the immediate Sovereign.’  He had lived theocratically as a faithful member of the Jewish church, from which his enemies claimed he was an apostate.”



(2)  Another sense in which commentators look at this statement is that Paul is thinking in terms of a clear or good conscience because he has believed in Christ.  “The believer who seeks thus to fulfill the law has a ‘good conscience’—not because he thinks himself sinlessly perfect, but because he knows that his relationship with God is right, being founded on true faith and repentance.”
 



(3)  Charles Ryrie implies that Paul was misguided by his own conscience.  “The conscience is a witness within man that tells him he ought to do what he believes to be right and not to do what he believes to be wrong. Conscience does not teach us what is right or wrong but prods us to do what we have been taught to be right. One can do what is wrong in good conscience because he has been misinformed as to what is right and wrong (Acts 23:1).  …The unsaved person’s conscience may be a good guide, or it may not be even though it may seem to guide correctly (Acts 23:1).”
  Ryrie is saying that Paul had a clear conscience as an unbeliever because he thought he was doing the will of God and Paul had a clear conscience as a believer because he thought he was doing the will of God.  Whether or not Paul was actually doing the right thing is not the issue.  The issue is that Paul thought he was doing the right thing even when he wasn’t doing the right thing, and therefore, Paul has had a good conscience until now.



(4)  Another view is expressed by Kenneth Wuest, “Paul said in effect by the use of this word, ‘I have fulfilled all the duties devolving upon me as a member of the nation Israel in its relation to God.’”
  A similar thought is argued by Robertson, “Certainly his conscience acquitted him of having caused any offence to his countrymen.”



(5)  Witherington says, “Paul is probably referring to his recent behavior that has caused him to stand before the Sanhedrin, about which he feels no guilt or shame.”



(6)  Barrett says, “Paul means that his life has been lived in the sight of God, and in obedience to God…up to and including my becoming and living as a Christian.”



(7)  Lenski says that Paul’s clear conscience until now refers to “the charges preferred in Acts 21:28 (‘This is the man who is teaching everyone everywhere against our people and the Law and this place; and furthermore he has even brought Greeks into the temple and has defiled this holy place.’).  Paul’s conduct has not been hostile to the people, to the Law, nor to the temple; in particular, he never dreamed of taking a Gentile into the forbidden courts.”


h.  So what are we to conclude?



(1)  Paul does not say that he has had a clear conscious before God throughout his entire life.  He says he has had a clear conscience until now.  But the beginning point is not clearly defined.  I don’t believe Paul ever thought that he ever considered his life as an unbeliever, persecuting the Church, as a life with a good conscience before God, especially in light of his own statement in 1 Cor 15:9, “For I am the least [most unimportant, most insignificant] of the apostles, who am not worthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.”  Paul clearly knew he was wrong before God in his persecution of the church.



(2)  Therefore, the phrase “my life” probably refers to his life as a believer as several of the commentators suggest.  This means that at this moment Paul’s conscience has not condemned him for rejecting and ignoring the will of the Holy Spirit that he not go to Jerusalem.  His own conscience is still clear with regard to that subject even though he is spiritually wrong to ignore the will of God.



(3)  Therefore, Paul is making a true and honest statement of what he believes, but that doesn’t make it right before God in all respects.



(4)  Paul is probably referring most directly to his life as a Jewish believer in Christ with special emphasis on the events of the past week he has been in Jerusalem.  He does not believe he has done anything wrong by believing in Christ and proclaiming the gospel, but he has especially not done anything wrong in the previous week as alleged by the Jewish unbelievers from Asia.
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