Acts 15:20



 is the adversative conjunction ALLA, meaning “but,” followed by the aorist active infinitive from the verb EPISTELLW, which means “to write.”


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


The active voice indicates that the church of Jerusalem is to produce the action.


The infinitive is an infinitive introducing indirect discourse, and therefore, translated with the word “that.”  It takes its ‘subject’ (we) from the previous context.

Then we have the dative of indirect object from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “to them.”

“but that we write to them”
 is the genitive neuter singular articular present middle infinitive from the verb APECHW, which means “to avoid contact with or use of something: keep away, abstain, refrain from in the middle voice with the object in the genitive case.”


The present tense is a customary and tendential present for a normal action that is reasonably expected to take place in the future but is not yet taking place.


The middle voice is an indirect middle, which emphasizes the personal responsibility of the subject in producing the action.


The infinitive is an infinitive of purpose or an epexegetical infinitive.

Then we have the ablative of separation from the neuter plural article and noun ALISGĒMA, which means to “‘make ceremonially impure’; pollution Acts 15:20.”
   With this we have the genitive of production
 from the neuter plural article and noun EIDWLON, meaning “produced by idols.”
“to abstain from the pollutions produced by idols”

 is the connective use of a series of conjunctions KAI…KAI…KAI, meaning “and…and…and.”  With this we have the ablative of separation from the feminine singular article and noun PORNEIA, meaning “sexual immorality” or any kind of unlawful sexual activity, the neuter singular article and adjective PNIKTOS, meaning “strangled, choked to death; of animals killed without having the blood drained from them, whose flesh the Israelites were forbidden to eat (Lev 17:13f) Acts 15:20, 29; 21:25;”
 and the neuter singular article and noun HAIMA, meaning “blood.”

“and from sexual immorality and from what is strangled and from blood.”

Acts 15:20 corrected translation
“but that we write to them to abstain from the pollutions produced by idols and from sexual immorality and from what is strangled and from blood.”
Explanation:
1.  “but that we write to them”

a.  The entire sentence now reads: “Therefore I think that we should not cause difficulty for those from the Gentiles who are turning to God, but that we write to them to abstain from the pollutions produced by idols and from sexual immorality and from what is strangled and from blood.”


b.  James makes the wise recommendation that the church of Jerusalem send a formal letter of explanation to the Gentile churches, which summarizes the only requirements on which the Jerusalem church insists.  There are four requirements mentioned, and most importantly they do not deal with circumcision.


c.  The writing of an official letter from one church to another is not a binding document, but a recommendation from one church to another.  The Jerusalem church is making a suggestion as to what will be most beneficial to the Gentiles in their interaction with orthodox Jewish believers, who are still clinging to the Mosaic Law as their spiritual life.


d.  It must be remembered that these four suggestions are not the be all and end all of the spiritual life, but the critically important aspects of behavior with which the Christians from a Jewish background have a hard time coping.  We might say that these are the four things that most irritate the Jewish Christians about Gentile behavior and make it difficult for believers from a Jewish background to have fellowship with Gentiles.


e.  The issue of circumcision is a dead issue as far as James and the other leaders are concerned.  What James seeks now is to find a compromise position whereby the Jewish legalists can be more comfortable having fellowship with Gentile believers without feeling defiled by being around these Gentiles.


f.  If Gentile believers are still involved in pagan idolatry, still engaging in various kinds of sexual immorality, and eating meat without having the blood drained from it, then the orthodox, Jewish Christians cannot associate with them without feeling defiled or unclean.  Therefore, what James is suggesting is that if the Gentile believers will abstain from these things that make the Jewish believers think they are defiled by association, then everything will work out well.


g.  James was not by any stretch of the imagination trying to impose legalistic standards on the Gentile Christians.  He was explaining to the Gentile Christians the areas in which the Jewish Christians were highly sensitive about their spiritual life.


h.  James was telling the Gentile believers the areas of behavior in which they had to be thoughtful and sensitive of their fellow-believers.  What James suggests here are things with which Paul heartily agreed and made a part of Church Age doctrine.



(1)  1 Cor 10:14, “For this very reason, my beloved ones, flee from idolatry.”



(2)  1 Cor 6:18, “Avoid sexual immorality.  Every kind of sin, which a person might commit, is independent of the body.  But the one who practices sexual immorality keeps on sinning against his own body.”



(3)  Rom 14:15, “Therefore if because of food your brother is offended [irritated, insulted] and he is, you no longer walk according to unconditional love.  Because of your food stop destroying [the spiritual life of] that one on behalf of whom Christ died.”



(4)  Forty-five years later the apostle John will write against two of these practices as well, quoting our Lord Jesus Christ’s statement to the pastor of the church in Pergamum, Rev 2:14, “But I have a few things against you, namely, that you have there [believers] holding to the teaching of Balaam, who kept teaching Balak to set a trap before the citizens of Israel, namely to eat things sacrificed to idols and to engage in illicit sex” and to the church in Thyatira, Rev 2:20, “But I have against you that you tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, and yet she teaches and leads astray My servants with the result that they engage in illicit sexual activities and eat things sacrificed to idols.”
2.  “to abstain from the pollutions produced by idols”

a.  The first requirement is to avoid anything to do with idolatry.  This was the first of the Ten Commandments and most jealousy guarded by the legalist Jewish Christians.


b.  “Pollutions produced by idols” refers to any influence of idolatry on the Gentile’s life.  This includes the worship of the Roman emperor, the worship of household idols, the worship of the idols of the city, and the general worship of paganism with all its gods and goddesses.


c.  This meant abstaining from the Greek social life associated with the pagan temples, with their dinners, feasts, parties, and entertainment.  Walter Kaiser summarizes the problem, “The early church constantly struggled with compromises with paganism, as we see in Paul’s long discussion in 1 Corinthians 8–10, as well as in the conclusions reached in Acts 15:20, 29.  Both of these center on food offered to idols, Paul’s conclusion being that one could eat such food if purchased in the marketplace, but one should not go to a meal in a pagan temple.  Following this Pauline rule, however, would cut one off from membership in trade guilds, patriotic celebrations (including ceremonies honoring the emperor, considered essential to good citizenship, although not taken seriously by the upper classes as religious events) and many family celebrations. We can easily see the pressure to rationalize and thereby develop a compromise.”
 


d.  This meant not buying or eating meat offered to a pagan idol, if it offended another believer (see Paul’s discourse on this subject in 1 Cor 8-10).   


e.  This meant not doing anything associated with paganism, its temples, its gods, or its worship, or anything connected with its worship that might give the appearance of participating in or approving of idolatry.


f.  By avoiding everything and anything associated with idolatry, the Jewish Christians would not feel defiled when having fellowship with Gentile Christians.


g.  This was a perfectly legitimate and wise suggestion by James.  This was also a suggestion with which the Gentile believers could and would comply.


h.  The apostle John taught this same principle forty years later, 1 Jn 5:21, “My dear children, guard yourselves from idols.”

3.  “and from sexual immorality and from what is strangled and from blood.”

a.  The second suggestion is that the Gentile believers avoid or abstain from all manner of sexual immorality.  The Greek word PORNEIA means much more than just fornication.  It includes adultery, bestiality, homosexuality, pederasty, and all the other sexual activity that was involved in pagan religious worship.



(1)  Again, based upon Paul’s comment in Eph 5:3, we know that he would have approved highly of this suggestion.  Eph 5:3, “But fornication and all sexual immorality or insatiable sexual desire must not even be mentioned among you, as is proper for the saints.”



(2)  Sexual immorality was rampant throughout the Greco-Roman society.  In most cases it was not even regarded as sinful.  This cavalier and inconsiderate attitude toward sex by the Gentile world was highly offensive to the Jews.  There was no way a Jewish believer would have anything to do with a Gentile believer who had a complete disregard for sexual standards of morality and did what they wanted.



(3)  Therefore, in order for Jewish believers to have fellowship with Gentiles without thinking themselves defiled by association, the Gentile believers had to accept the standards of sexual morality taught in the Old Testament Scriptures (which would be reiterated in the New Testament Scriptures by Paul and others).



(4)  This was also a legitimate and fair request by James, which the other leaders of the Jerusalem council would endorse.


b.  The final suggestion is in two parts dealing with the same thing and a little more complicated, but still a legitimate request by James on behalf of the sensibilities of the Pharisaic Christians.  This request is that the Gentiles not eat any meat where the animal has been killed by being strangled rather than by being bled.  “Since blood was considered a delicacy in pagan society but prohibited to the Jews (Lev 17:10ff) on the basis that the ‘life of the flesh is in the blood,’ imagine the horror of Jewish Christians at a fellowship meal where recent gentile converts were relishing meat with the blood in it!”
 



(1)  The Old Testament clearly taught that the Jews were not to eat anything that had been strangled.  The reason for this is that God said that the life of the animal was in its blood.  Therefore, the blood or life given by God had to be drained from the animal before the animal could be eaten.




(a)  Gen 9:4, “Only you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood.”




(b)  Lev 1:15, “The priest shall bring it to the altar, and wring off its head and offer it up in smoke on the altar; and its blood is to be drained out on the side of the altar.”




(c)  Lev 3:17, “It is a perpetual statute throughout your generations in all your dwellings: you shall not eat any fat or any blood.”



(d)  Lev 17:13-14, “So when any man from the sons of Israel, or from the aliens who sojourn among them, in hunting catches a beast or a bird which may be eaten, he shall pour out its blood and cover it with earth.  For as for the life of all flesh, its blood is identified with its life. Therefore I said to the sons of Israel, ‘You are not to eat the blood of any flesh, for the life of all flesh is its blood; whoever eats it shall be cut off.’”




(e)  Dt 12:23-25, “Only be sure not to eat the blood, for the blood is the life, and you shall not eat the life with the flesh.  You shall not eat it; you shall pour it out on the ground like water.  You shall not eat it, so that it may be well with you and your sons after you, for you will be doing what is right in the sight of the Lord.”



(f)  Dt 15:23, “Only you shall not eat its blood; you are to pour it out on the ground like water.”



(2)  Eating an animal that still had its blood in its body was clearly a defilement that made a person unclean according to the Mosaic Law, and the Gentile butchers could care less about this requirement to drain the blood.



(3)  Therefore, James makes the simple request that Gentile believers simply drain the blood from animals before cooking it and serving it to Jewish friends, who might be offended by this not being done.  This is not a difficult request to fulfill, and a reasonable and prudent thing for the Gentile believers to do.



(4)  Notice that James never says that the Gentiles cannot eat pork or any of the other food restrictions of Mosaic Law.  Those had already been overturned by God when Peter was on the housetop of Simon the Tanner in the city of Joppa.  Acts 10:10-16, “However, he became hungry and kept on wanting to eat; but while they were preparing [something], a trance came over him; and he saw the sky opened, and an object coming down, something like a great sheet, being lowered by the four corners on the ground, in which there were all four-footed animals and reptiles of the earth and birds of the air.  Then a voice came to him, ‘Stand up, Peter, kill and eat!’  But Peter said, ‘Certainly not, Lord, for I have never eaten anything impure and unclean.’  And a voice again for a second time [came] to him, ‘What God has declared clean, you must not consider unclean.’  Now this happened three times, and immediately the object was taken up into the sky.”



(5)  “In the NT the food rules were reduced, at least for Gentile Christians, to abstention from blood and things strangled (Acts 15:20).  If meat was known to have been sacrificed to idols, it was not to be eaten; but Paul advised not to ask questions about the origin of the meat (1 Cor 8; 10:23–33), though he warned against giving offense to more strict (‘weaker’) brethren (Rom 14).  In principle the teaching of Our Lord that ‘there is nothing outside a man which by going into him can defile him’ (Mk 7:14–23) meant the end of all OT food rules, though He Himself during His ministry on earth conformed to these rules.  Peter could say, ‘Nothing common or unclean has ever entered my mouth’ (Acts 11:8), but with the acceptance of former heathens into the Christian Church another attitude was indicated.”



(6)  The final definitive teaching on the eating of food by Christians is given by Paul about fifteen years later in 1 Tim 4:1-4, “Now the Spirit explicitly says that in latter periods of time [Church Age and Tribulation] some [believers] will depart from doctrine, paying attention to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, by means of hypocrisy from the source of liars, who because they have branded with a branding iron their own conscience, forbidding marriage, commanding abstinence from certain foods [meat], which God [Jesus Christ] has created for the purpose of sharing with thanksgiving by the faithful ones [believers], that is, those who have full knowledge of the truth.  For everything created by God [is] good [for food] and nothing [is to be] rejected, if being received with thanksgiving.”


c.  “The occasion for issuing the Apostolic Decree [the technical term commentators and theologians have given to the writer decree of the Jerusalem Council], it should be observed, was to settle the question whether Gentile converts to Christianity should be required to submit to the rite of circumcision and fulfill other Mosaic statutes.  The Council decided that such observance was not required for salvation; at the same time, however, in order to avoid giving unnecessary offense to Jewish Christians (and to Jews contemplating becoming Christians [I added the underline and italics for emphasis because of the importance of this statement]), the Council asked Gentile converts to make certain concessions for prudential reasons, abstaining from those acts that would offend Jewish scruples and hinder social intercourse, including joint participation in the Lord’s Supper.”
   The importance of this statement should not be missed.  James and the other believers in Judea wanted to evangelize other Jews, but could not do so if it was known that Gentile Christians were still heavily involved in paganism, idolatry, sexual immorality, and the violation of the simplest of Jewish food laws (not eating animals that had been strangled and animal blood).  James and other Jewish believers had to be able to convince orthodox Jewish unbelievers that Gentile Christians were sensitive to God’s requirements in these areas.  Otherwise their Christian witness to these Jews would fall on deaf ears.  Not only was this true in Judea, but the same problem would exist in the Roman provinces where the gospel was being taken.  Therefore, the impact of this Decree from the Jerusalem Council would have important and far reaching effects on the evangelization of Jews throughout the Empire for the next twenty years.


d.  Ben Witherington III (pp. 461-464) gives an excellent analysis and summary of what James is saying here.  “The issue is not just where one might find one or another of the four elements of the decree in isolation, but in what social setting one might find them together.  Here the answer is again likely to be in a [pagan] temple, not in a home, and in particular at a temple feast.  …PORNEIA is precisely the right term to be used if James is thinking of the sort of thing that sometimes accompanied, or at least was believed to accompany, the pagan rites and feasts in pagan temples.  …Abstaining from idolatry and immorality were after the most basic things required by the Mosaic Law.  The witness of Gentile Christians was important to James.  They must not give Jews in the Diaspora the opportunity to complain that Gentile Christians were still practicing idolatry and immorality by going to pagan feasts even after beginning to follow Christ.  Also relevant to our discussion is the evidence that the choking of the sacrifice, strangling it, and drinking or tasting of blood transpired in pagan temples.  In regard to the former, we have evidence from the magical papyri of the attempt to choke the sacrifice and in essence transfer its life breath or spiritual vitality into the idol, and in regard the latter R. M. Oglivie points to the practice, mentioned occasionally in the literature, of the priest tasting the blood of the sacrifice.”  Witherington’s summary places James entire statement in the context of the activities Gentiles practiced in the worship of idols in pagan temples.  The idolatry, sexual immorality, choking of animal sacrifices, and drinking/tasting of animal blood was all part and parcel of the pagan temple activities.  Therefore, what James is calling for from the Jerusalem Council is a letter from the Jewish-Christian leadership asking the Gentiles to stop all association with the temple activities and idol worship—something which Paul and Barnabas were already doing, something which the Gentile Christians could accept without ‘becoming Jewish’, and something the Jews of the Diaspora could admire in the new Christians as they turned from idols to serve the Living God.  James was not putting any legalistic requirements on the Gentile Christians at all.  In fact, he was completely and totally supporting Paul and Barnabas’ position.  This explains the reaction of the church of Antioch in Acts 15:31, “When they [Paul and Barnabas] had read it [the letter from the church of Jerusalem to the church of Antioch], they [the congregation in Antioch] rejoiced because of its encouragement.”
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