Acts 15:21



 is the explanatory use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, meaning “For” plus the nominative subject from the masculine singular proper noun MWUSĒS, meaning “Moses.”  Then we have the preposition EK plus the ablative of origin from the feminine plural noun GENEA, meaning “from the generations, periods of time, or ages.”  With this we have the genitive feminine plural adjective ARCHAIOS, meaning “ancient, old.”  This is followed by the preposition KATA plus the adverbial accusative of measure of extent or distribution from the feminine singular noun POLIS, meaning “from city to city or in every (single) city Acts 15:21; 20:23; Tit 1:5.”
  Then we have the accusative direct object from the masculine plural articular present active participle of the verb KĒRUSSW, which means “to proclaim.”


The article is used as a relative pronoun with an embedded demonstrative pronoun, meaning “those who.”


The present tense is a descriptive and durative present for something that began in the past and continues in the present.


The active voice indicates that Jews produce the action of proclaiming the teachings of Moses.


The participle is circumstantial.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “him” and referring to Moses.  Then we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb ECHW, which means “to have.”


The present tense is a descriptive present for a state or condition that currently exists at the time James speaks.


The active voice indicates that Moses produces the action of having those who proclaim him.


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

“For Moses has from ancient generations in every city those who proclaim him,”
 is the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the feminine plural article and noun SUNAGWGĒ, meaning “in the synagogues.”  Then we have the preposition KATA plus the adverbial accusative of measure of extent of distribution from the neuter singular adjective PAS and the noun SABBATON, meaning “every Sabbath.”  Finally, we have the nominative masculine singular present passive participle from the verb ANAGINWSKW, which means “to read in the active voice; to be read in the passive voice.”


The present tense is a descriptive/durative/progressive present for an action that began in the past, continues in the present, and is reasonably expected to continue in the future.


The passive voice indicates that the teachings of Moses receive the action of being read in the synagogues.


The participle is a causal participle, indicating the reason or ground for the action of the main verb.  It is translated by the word “since” (or “because”) and like a finite verb: “since he is read.”
“since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath.’”

Acts 15:21 corrected translation
“For Moses has from ancient generations in every city those who proclaim him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath.’”
Explanation:
1.  “For Moses has from ancient generations in every city those who proclaim him,”

a.  James continues with an explanation of why the Gentile believers should “abstain from the pollutions produced by idols and from sexual immorality and from what is strangled and from blood.”



(1)  The reason Gentile Christians should abstain from having anything to do with the pagan temples and their worship and social life is that there are Jews of the Diaspora in every city in the Empire and many cities outside the Empire.



(2)  Because there are Jews teaching the Mosaic Law everywhere Christians will go, the leadership of the Church does not want or need conflict between orthodox Jewish unbelievers and newly converted Jewish believers, who are now associating with Gentile Christians.



(3)  Also the leadership of the Church does not want or need conflict between Jewish unbelievers and Gentile Christians, who are still participating in the functions of the pagan temples.



(4)  What the Christian leadership does not want is the appearance of impropriety by any Christians with paganism, its idols, its temples, or its activities.



(5)  The ‘ancient generations’ can clearly be defined as ‘for the last 600 years’; for it has been a little over 600 years since the Jewish dispersion took place at the hands of the Babylonians.  At some point during that period of time the worship in synagogues developed, since Jews could not or decided not to return to Jerusalem (there was no Temple there any more).  ‘Those who proclaimed the teachings of Moses’ were the Rabbis, who were trained in the Torah.  Therefore, there were Jews everywhere who knew exactly what the Mosaic Law taught and could see the conflicts that teaching would have with the temple activities of paganism.  There would always be conflicts and probably everywhere the Christian message was taken, if Gentile believers did not modify their mode of operation with regard to idolatry, the sexual activities of the temple, and the eating of ‘unclean’ foods.


b.  “James…at the Jerusalem Council makes the significant remark that ‘from earliest generations Moses has had in every city those who preach him’.  This ‘every city’ may seem to be an exaggeration, but it is quite modest in comparison to the statements in other literature regarding the extent of the Dispersion.  The most famous is that of Philo, quoting a letter from Agrippa to Caligula:

In this way Jerusalem became the capital, not only of Judea, but of many other lands, on account of the colonies which it sent out from time to time into the bordering districts of Egypt, Phoenicia, Syria, Coele-Syria, and into the more distant regions of Pamphylia, Cilicia, the greater part of Asia Minor as far as Bithynia, and the remotest corners of Pontus. And in like manner into Europe: into Thessaly, and Boeotia, and Macedonia, and Aetolia, and Attica and Argos, and Corinth, and into the most fertile and fairest parts of the Peloponnesus. And not only is this continent full of Jewish colonists, but also the most important islands, such as Euboea, Cyprus, and Crete. I say nothing of the countries beyond the Euphrates. All of them except a very small portion, and Babylon, and all the satrapies which contain fruitful land, have Jewish inhabitants.”


c.  “That Paul entered synagogues at almost every stop on his missionary journey is further support for the idea that Jews lived in every part of the Roman empire.  On the day of Pentecost Jews were present in Jerusalem from the regions of Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, northern Africa, Arabia, Crete, and Rome.  It is clear from a variety of sources, therefore, that Judaism was well represented in the Roman Empire and even outside it.”


d.  Because there are learned Jews in every city where Christianity will spread in the near future, the message to the Gentiles must be one that encourages them to separate themselves from the evil practices of paganism with its idolatry, sexual immorality, and offensive customs.

2.  “since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath.’”

a.  A portion of the Mosaic Law was read every Sabbath, the day of worship for the Jews.  Along with a portion of the Pentateuch, a portion of Scriptures from the Prophets was also read that related in some manner or fashion to the teaching of the Law.  Because the Mosaic Law was read every Sabbath all Jews and any Gentile wanting to learn about the Mosaic Law could come and listen to the teaching of the Rabbis.  Therefore, the commands against idolatry, sexual immorality, eating things that had been strangled, and eating/drinking blood or meat that had not had the blood drained from it were well known.  Jews and Gentile proselytes were well versed in the requirements of the Law.


b.  “According to Acts 15:21, in the Jewish synagogues of the Diaspora there was already fellowship and worship with the uncircumcised.  Similar fellowship in a mixed congregation of Jewish and Gentile Christians could be defended before the Jewish world if Gentile Christians accepted the conditions of the Jerusalem Council’s decree.  The obligation of the law was not restricted to these points for Jewish Christians, but they [Jewish Christians] could engage in fellowship with [Christian] Gentiles who accepted these points without giving offense to the [non-Christian] Jews and still be consistent with the teaching of Christ.”


c.  The last thing the Church needed was a major doctrinal conflict with Judaism over overt behavior associated with the pagan temples and pagan activities.  Therefore, since the teachings of the Mosaic Law were so well known throughout the Roman Empire, it was incumbent on Gentile Christians not to do anything that alienate others who could be converted to Christianity.


d.  Polhill looks at this comment a little differently and says, “Perhaps this is what James meant in his rather obscure concluding remark: the law of Moses is read in every synagogue everywhere; so these requirements should come as no shock to the Gentiles.  They are in the Old Testament and have been required of Gentiles associating with Jews from the earliest times.”  Then he agrees with the position presented here by saying, “James’s remark could also be taken in another sense, which would fit the context well: there are Jews in every city who cherish the Torah, Gentile Christians should be sensitive to their scruples and not give them offense in these ritual matters, for they too may be reached with the gospel.”
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