Acts 15:1



 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “And then,” followed by the nominative subject from the masculine plural indefinite pronoun TIS, meaning “some men; certain men.”  This is followed by the nominative masculine plural aorist active participle from the verb KATERCHOMAI, which means “to come/go down.”


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


The active voice indicates that the subject ‘some men’ produced the action.


The participle is a temporal participle, preceding the action of the main verb, and translated “after coming down.”

Then we have the preposition APO plus the ablative of origin from the feminine singular article and proper noun IOUDAIA, meaning “from Judea.”

“And then some men, after coming down from Judea,”
 is the third person plural imperfect active indicative from the verb DIDASKW, which means “to teach.”


The imperfect tense is an ingressive or inceptive imperfect, which indicates entrance into a past continuing action.  It is translated “began teaching.”


The active voice indicates that the men from Judea began producing the action.


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

Then we have the accusative direct object from the masculine plural article and noun ADELPHOS, meaning “the brethren.”  This is followed by the conjunction HOTI, used to indicate direct discourse and translated by quotation marks.

“began teaching the brethren,”

 is the conditional conjunction EAN, used with the negative MĒ, meaning “unless; except.”  Then we have the second person plural aorist passive subjunctive from the verb PERITEMNW, which means “to be circumcised.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which views the action in its entirety.


The passive voice indicates that the Gentile believers in Antioch are expected to receive the action of being circumcised.


The subjunctive mood is a potential subjective in the protasis a third class condition sentence.

This is followed by the dative of rule
 from the neuter singular article and noun ETHOS, meaning “a long-established usage or practice common to a group, custom Acts 28:17; 6:14; 15:1; 16:21; 21:21; 26:3; Lk 1:9; 2:42.”
  It should be translated “according to the custom.”  With this we have the dative neuter singular article, which really functions as a relative pronoun (“which [is]”
) and genitive masculine singular proper noun MWUSĒS, literally meaning “the one of Moses.”

“‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses,”

 is the absolute negative OU, meaning “not” in the sense of “absolutely not.”  With this we second person plural present deponent middle/passive indicative from the verb DUNAMAI, which means “to be able.”


The present tense is a static present for a state or condition that perpetually exists or is always true.  This could also be considered an aoristic present for a fact.


The deponent middle/passive voice functions like an active voice—the Gentile believers in Antioch producing the action of not being able to be saved.


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

Finally, we have the aorist passive infinitive from the verb SWIZW, which means “to be saved.” 


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


The passive voice indicates that the Gentile believers in Antioch, or anywhere else for that matter, receive the action of not being able to be saved.


The infinitive is a complementary or supplementary infinitive, which completes the meaning of the verb DUNAMI = “to be able”.
“you are not able to be saved.’”

Acts 15:1 corrected translation
“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.’”
Explanation:
1.  “And then some men, after coming down from Judea,”

a.  Luke moves his history of the Church forward to the next significant event, which is the first Church council in Jerusalem.  This council was precipitated by a group of believers from the Jerusalem church coming down to visit the believers in the Antioch church.


b.  At some point in time after the first missionary journey of Paul and Barnabas word got back to the church in Jerusalem that Gentiles were being successfully converted from paganism to Christianity.  This prompted a concern on the part of the ‘orthodox’ Jewish party in the Jerusalem church to ensure that these Gentile ‘believers’ were going through all the proper Jewish procedures to become members of the church.


c.  In the minds of these men, the Gentiles coming into the Church were still coming into Judaism, and therefore, had to go through all the procedures related to being proselytes of Judaism.  This meant obeying the Mosaic Law to the full extent, which demanded circumcision.


d.  Notice that Luke does not say that these men were sent by the Jerusalem church.  As far as we know they came down to Antioch on their own without the official approval of the apostles or James, the Lord’s half brother, who is now the leader of the church, as we shall see in the following context.


e.  Therefore, we can equate these men with the same or a similar group of men as mentioned by Paul in Gal 2:11-14, “Then, when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him personally, because he had been condemned.  For prior to certain men coming from James, he [Peter] used to eat with the Gentiles.  But when they came, he began to withdraw and separate himself, fearing those out from the circumcision [the Jews from Jerusalem].  In fact the other Jews [Jewish believers] joined him [Peter] in playing the hypocrite, so that even Barnabas was carried away by their hypocrisy.  But when I saw that they were not acting straightforward with reference to the truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in front of everyone, ‘If you, though being a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how dare you force the Gentiles to live according to Jewish customs.’”



(1)  It is difficult to dogmatically say that the incident in Gal 2:11-14 is the same as the visit by believers from Jerusalem mentioned in Acts 15:1.



(2)  It would make sense that after hearing about the great success of the first missionary journey, Peter would make the trip from Ceasarea to Antioch to talk to Paul and Barnabas about their success.



(3)  It also makes sense that the legalistic Jews from the Jerusalem church would not make more than one trip to Antioch to stir up trouble there.  For after being opposed by Paul, certainly the Antioch church would determine to send a delegation to Jerusalem to settle the issue once and for all, which is what we see happening in Acts 15.  And after enduring the open opposition of the apostle Paul to their face, these Judaizers would probably not return to face another public rebuke.



(4)  If these men were authorized by the Jerusalem church to come down to Antioch and teach circumcision for salvation, then the leadership of the Jerusalem church who authorized this would clearly not be the same leadership of the church that ruled against the concept of circumcision for salvation.  Therefore, we can safely assume that the leadership of the Jerusalem church did not authorize these men to teach these things in Antioch.  Thus these men are arrogant and presumptuous in what they are doing, just as the men described in Galatians 2 were arrogant, legalistic, and presumptuous.

2.  “began teaching the brethren,”

a.  The wrong actions of these men from the Jerusalem church are now described—they began teaching.


b.  Luke does not tell us that these men were apostles.  Certainly if they were, Luke would have mentioned it.  Therefore, the only authority that these men could possibly have to teach would be because they had a spiritual communication gift such as pastor-teacher or prophet.


c.  However, what right did these men have to teach in a church that already had such men as Paul and Barnabas teaching there?  None.  Therefore, their trip was probably not authorized nor was their teaching.

3.  “‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you are not able to be saved.’”

a.  The main thrust of the false teaching is now emphasized by Luke.  The false teaching was that a Gentile had to be circumcised in order to be saved.  The issue was simple: Is salvation based upon faith in Christ plus being circumcised or just on faith alone in Christ?  Can you imagine what Paul must have thought when he heard this?  Especially the effect this kind of teaching would have on the converts in Pamphylia, Pisidian, Galatia, Lycaonia, and Cyprus.


b.  This statement is an absolute false doctrine, which is why it was so vehemently opposed by Paul in Antioch, “how dare you force the Gentiles to live according to Jewish customs.”


c.  Circumcision was not required of the Ethiopian eunuch, of the Gentiles in Damascus, of Cornelius and his household, nor of any of the Gentile believers, who had been living the Christian life in Antioch for the past five or more years.


d.  This statement is a legalistic taboo, made up by these legalistic believers, who have no authorization from God to establish arbitrary personal standards over other believers.  No believer has the right to establish their own personal standards over another or other believers.  Only Jesus Christ, our High Priest, has the right to establish His standards over His Church.


e.  Legalists are still believers, but badly misguided by their own blind arrogance.  Gal 5:4, “You have been estranged from Christ, whoever is attempting to be justified by the Law.  You have drifted off course from grace.”  And what was Paul’s attitude toward these legalists?  Gal 5:12, “I wish that the ones who are agitating you would also castrate themselves.”  How do we know these believers were arrogant?  Gal 6:13, “For not even those who are circumcised themselves keep the Law, but they want you to be circumcised, in order that they may boast in your flesh.”


f.  Paul already recognized the falseness of this doctrine and its implications on Gentiles throughout the Roman Empire and the growth of the Church.  Peter and James would also recognize the implications of this false doctrine and agree with Paul.  Most importantly, the Lord Jesus Christ would put an absolute stop to this false doctrine with the words Paul would write in his epistles, and that would forever put an end to any attempt to force circumcision on Gentile believers.



(1)  Eph 2:15, “having abolished in His flesh the Law characterized by the commandments consisting in ordinances, in order that He might cause to create in Himself the two [Jew & Gentile believers] resulting in one new man [new spiritual species], producing peace [reconciliation].”



(2)  Rom 2:17-29, “Now if you call yourself ‘Jew’ and are relying on the [Mosaic] Law, and you boast about relationship with God and you do, and you know His will, and you approve those superior things because you are instructed from the Law, and you have convinced yourself that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those in darkness, an instructor of the ignorant, a teacher of immature ones, having a superficial form of knowledge and the doctrine in the Law, you therefore, who teaches another, do you not teach yourself?  You who publicly proclaim ‘Stop stealing’, do you steal?  You who say, ‘Stop committing adultery,’ do you commit adultery?  You who detest idols, do you commit extortion?  You who keep boasting in the Law, through violation of the Law, do you dishonor God?  Consequently, ‘The reputation of God is being slandered among the Gentiles because of you,’ just as it stands written.  So on the one hand [spiritual] circumcision is of value, if you are accomplishing the Law; but on the other hand if you are a transgressor of the Law, your circumcision has become uncircumcision.  Therefore, if the uncircumcised Gentile [believer] observes the requirements from the Law (maybe they will and maybe they will not), will not his uncircumcision be evaluated as circumcision?  [Yes, it will.]  In fact the physically uncircumcised [the Gentile], by fulfilling the Law, will judge you, the with-written-code-and-circumcision transgressor of the Law.  For he is not a Jew outwardly, neither is circumcision outwardly in the flesh, but [he is] a Jew inwardly, that is, circumcision [is] of the heart by means of the Spirit, not by means of the written document, whose praise [is] not from man but from God.”



(3)  Rom 3:20, “Therefore, by the works of the Law no human being will be justified in His presence [opinion, judgment], for through the Law [is] a consciousness of sin.”



(4)  Rom 3:28, “Therefore we conclude that man is justified by means of faith apart from the works of the Law.”

g.  If these legalists had succeeded in their false doctrine, Christianity would never have become what it is today—the message of salvation to the world—but the dead standards of the Mosaic Law.  Gal 3:24-25, “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.”


h.  What Satan could not defeat with violence, he now attempts to destroy with false doctrine.  What Satan could not defeat with the false doctrine of circumcision, he now attempts to destroy with other false doctrines.  So what is the modern day false doctrine that Satan is attempting to add to faith alone in Christ?  Today’s false doctrine is that a person must believe in Christ and live a holy/spiritual (or however you which to define it) life in order to be saved.  Salvation has been and always will be by faith alone in Christ.  Consider the following:

“Salvation…is in no sense a probation.  To be saved by grace, to some, seems to mean to be placed in such a relation to God that at the end of the earthly life, one enters glory, provided however, that one has been faithful to God and has lived according to certain moral standards.  It is not stated as definitely as this, but that is a very fair statement of the meaning of salvation to be gleaned from a great deal of present day preaching.  The doctrinal epistles tell of a great many things that are true of the one who has been saved.  These are all spoken of as being fully accomplished.  There is no mention of growth or development of any one of them.  They are always considered as being final.  The following is only an incomplete list: redeemed from the Law and the curse of the Law, dead to the Law, not under the condemnation of the Law, reconciled to God, at peace with God, justified, forgiven, delivered from the power of darkness, translated into His kingdom, born again, a son of God, having eternal life, a new creature, and many more.  God says all of these things of the one who has been saved.  Before the one who has been saved can be lost, every one of these things must be made void.  Is that possible?  God’s Word is absolutely silent as to any such possibility.  Can one who has been redeemed by an eternal redemption be brought back into bondage?  Can one who is dead to the Law be made alive to it?  Can one who is within the Kingdom of God be taken out of it?  Can eternal life die?  These are eternal in their very nature, and therefore are unalterable.  The burden of proof rests squarely upon those who say that one who has been saved can be lost to show that these things can be made void.”


i.  Legalists are always trying to add something to faith alone in Christ for eternal salvation.  In 50 A.D. it was circumcision.  Today it is living a spiritual or holy life that demonstrates your Christianity.

4.  There is great debate concerning the relationship between Gal 2 and Acts 15.  Ben Witherington III gives a compelling chronological comparison between Paul’s letters and Luke’s statements in Acts.  It is reproduced here to help you understand the relationship.

Chronological Comparison - Paul's Letters and Acts

LETTERS 





ACTS 



Paul the Persecutor 

Gal 1:13-14 





Acts 7:58; 8: 1-3 



Paul's Call/Conversion near Damascus 

Gal 1:15-17 





Acts 9:1-22 (etc.) 



To Arabia
Gal 1:17b 



Return to Damascus 

Gal 1:17c (three years) 



Flight from Damascus 

2 Cor. 11:32-33  





Acts 9:23-25 



First Visit to Jerusalem as a Christian 

Gal 1:18-20 





Acts 9:26-29 



To the Regions of Syria and Cilicia 

Gal 1:21-22 





Acts 9:30 (Tarsus from Caesarea) 

(visionary experience​2 Cor. 12:1-10) 



To Antioch 

(see Gal 2:11-14) 




Acts 11:25-26



Antioch Famine Fund/Second Visit to Jerusalem 

Gal 2:1-10 





Acts 11:29-30/12:25 



First Missionary Journey 

Gal 4: 13-15 





Acts 13-14 



Return to Antioch 

(see Gal. 2: 11-l4) 




Acts 14:26-28 



Judaizers to Antioch/Antioch Incident 

Gal 2:11-14 





Acts 15:1-2 



Judaizers to Galatia 

(Cf. Gal. 1:6-9; 3:1; 4:17-5:12; 6:12-13) 



Paul Writes Galatians (from Antioch) 

Gal 6:11 



Paul and Barnabas Go Up to Jerusalem/Third Visit




 



Acts 15:2-29 



Return to Antioch/Reading of Decree 








Acts 15:30-35 



Second Missionary Journey with Silas, Timothy 








Acts 15:36-18:18 








Return to South Galatia (picking up Timothy),








passing through Galactic Phrygia, Mysia, Troas 







(picking up Luke - 16:10) 

1 Thes 2:2 





Philippi (Luke left here), Amphipolis, Apollonia, 

Phil 4:15-16 





Thessalonica, Acts 17:1-9; Beroea,17:10-14 

1 Thes 2:17-3:1





Athens (17:15-34, Timothy and Silas to 








Thessalonica)








Paul in Corinth for eighteen months (18:1-18) 

1 Thes 3:6 





Acts 18:5 

Timothy arrives in Corinth,

probably with Silas 

(see 1 Thes 1:1)



Paul, Timothy, and Silas Evangelize Corinth at Length

2 Cor 1:19

LETTERS 






ACTS 



1 and 2 Thessalonians Written from Corinth by Paul and Silas








Paul leaves from Cenchreae (18:18b) 








Paul leaves Priscilla and Aquila in Ephesus (18:19-







21) 








Apollos sent to Achaia by Ephesian Church and 







Priscilla and Aquila (18: 17) 








Paul to Caesarea Maritima (18:22a), and to 








Jerusalem? (18:22b) 








Return to Antioch for a while (18:22c) 



Return to Antioch by Way of Jerusalem 








Acts 22:22-23a



Third Missionary Journey

Galatians instructed about collection


Travels through Galatia and Phrygia (18:23)

(1 Cor 16: 1) 

Paul in Ephesus (1 Cor 16:2-8) 



Paul in Ephesus for two to three years (19:1-20:1, 31) 

Apollos also in Ephesus urged

to go to Corinth (1 Cor 16:12) 

Visit of Chloe, Stephanas et al.

to Paul in Ephesus bringing a letter

(1 Cor 1:11; 7:1; 16:17) 



1 Corinthians Written from Ephesus

Timothy sent to Corinth 

(1 Cor 4:17; 16:10-11) 

Paul in debacle in Ephesus, dragged into theater 

by rioting mob 

(1 Cor 15:32; 2 Cor 1:8-11) 



Acts 19:21-41

Paul plans to visit Macedonia, 



Acts 19:21 
Achaia, Jerusalem 


(1 Cor 16:3-8; cf. 2 Cor 1:15-16) 

Paul’s second painful visit to Corinth

(2 Cor 13:2) 

Titus sent to Corinth with letter written in tears 

(2 Cor 2:13) 

Ministry in Troas (2 Cor 2:12) 

Ministry in Macedonia




Acts 20:1b 

(2 Cor 2:13; 7:5; 9:2-4) 

Arrival of Titus in Macedonia

(2 Cor 7:6)



2 Corinthians Written from Macedonia

Titus sent ahead to Corinth with 2 Corinthians 

(2 Cor 7:16-17) 

Paul in Illyricum?

(Rom 15:19) 

Paul in Achaia (third visit to Corinth) three months in Achaia
Acts 20:2-3

(Rom 15:26; 16:1) 



Romans Written from Corinth (Plans to Visit Rome and Spain) 








Paul begins return to Syria via Macedonia (20:3-6) 








and Troas (20:6-12) 








and Miletus (20:15-38) and Tyre, Ptolemais, 







Caesarea (21:7-14), 








and Jerusalem (21:15-23:30) 








Two-year imprisonment in Caesarea (23:31-26:32) 








Journey to Rome (27:1-28:14) 








Rome (28:15-31)
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� Strombeck, J.F., Shall Never Perish (Fifth Edition), Published by Strombeck Agency, Inc. Moline Ill., 1936, pp. 22-24 (selected excerpts).  If you can find this book, I highly recommend it.
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