Acts 15:5



 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “But” plus the third person plural aorist active indicative from the verb EXANISTĒMI, which means “to stand up (distinct from others) to speak Acts 15:5.”


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 of the Pharisees) produced the action.


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

Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural adjective TIS, meaning “some.”  This is followed by the ablative of whole from the feminine singular article, used as a demonstrative pronoun, meaning “of those.”  With this we have the preposition APO plus the ablative of source/origin from the feminine singular article and noun HAIRESIS, meaning “from the sect, party, school, faction Acts 5:5, 17; 24:5, 14; 26:5; 28:22.”
  Then we have the genitive of identity or description from the masculine plural article and proper noun PHARISAIOS, meaning “of the Pharisees.”  This is followed by the nominative masculine plural perfect active participle from the verb PISTEUW, which means “to believe.”


The perfect tense is a consummative perfect, which emphasizes the completed action of a past event.  It is translated by the English auxiliary verb “having believed” or “who had believed.”


The active voice indicates these Pharisees in the Jerusalem church had produced the action of believing in Christ.


The participle is circumstantial.

Then we have the nominative masculine plural present active participle from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: saying.”


The present tense is a descriptive present, which describes what took place at that moment.


The active voice indicates that those from the sect of the Pharisees produced the action.


The participle is circumstantial.

This is followed by the conjunction HOTI, used to introduce direct discourse, and translated by quotation marks.

“But some of those from the sect of the Pharisees who had believed stood up, saying, ‘”
 is the third person singular present active indicative from the verb DEI, meaning “It is necessary.”


The present tense is an aoristic, customary, and static present, which indicates that these Pharisees reasonably expect that it will always be a fact that circumcision is absolutely necessary for salvation.


The active voice indicates that circumcision produces the action of being necessary for salvation in the legalistic minds of these believers.  When you translate the idiom literally as “to circumcise them is necessary,” you see that the infinitive serves as a subject of the impersonal verb.


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

Then we have the present active infinitive from the verb PERITEMNW, which means “to circumcise.”


The present tense is an aoristic, customary, and static present, which indicates that these Pharisees reasonably expect that it will always be a fact that circumcision is absolutely necessary for salvation.


The active voice indicates that circumcision produces the action of being necessary for salvation in the legalistic minds of these believers.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which completes the meaning of certain verbs such as DEI.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “them” and referring to the Gentile believers in Asia, which also implies the circumcision of the Gentiles in Antioch and Caesarea, and Ethiopia, and everywhere else the gospel has spread, such as Rome.

“It is necessary to circumcise them”

 is the connective use of the postpositive conjunction TE, meaning “and” with the present active infinitive from the verb PARAGGELLW, which means “to give orders, command, instruct, or direct.”


The present tense is a customary present for an action that is reasonably expected to occur.


The active voice indicates that the leadership of the Church is expected to produce the action.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which completes the action of the verb DEI.

Then we have the present active infinitive from the verb TĒREW, which means “to keep, observe, or fulfill something.”


The present tense is a customary present for an action that is reasonably expected to occur.


The active voice indicates that the leadership of the Church is expected to produce the action.


The infinitive is an infinitive of indirect discourse with the previous pronoun AUTOS serving as the subject of this infinitive, so that the translation should be “that they observe.”

Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the masculine singular article and noun NOMOS, meaning “the Law” plus the genitive of identity from the masculine singular proper noun MWUSĒS, meaning “of Moses.”

“and to direct that they observe the Law of Moses.’”

Acts 15:5 corrected translation
“But some of those from the sect of the Pharisees who had believed stood up, saying, ‘It is necessary to circumcise them and to direct that they observe the Law of Moses.’”
Explanation:
1.  “But some of those from the sect of the Pharisees who had believed stood up, saying,”

a.  In contrast to Paul and Barnabas’s presentation of the success of God in saving the Gentiles in various parts of the Roman Empire, some legalistic believers objected to what God was doing.  Those who objected are believers in the Lord Jesus Christ as clearly stated by the qualifying phrase “who had believed.”  They had not stopped believing in Jesus.  They were still believers and would always be believers.  They had simply believed at some point in the past.  But it must be remembered that these legalistic believers were believers.


b.  Luke clearly identifies these believers as the orthodox Jews who previously came from the religious sect of the Pharisees—the most conservative and orthodox sect of the Jews.  The Pharisees were the hard-core adherents of the Mosaic Law.  Observing the Law of Moses was the be-all and end-all of the spiritual life.


c.  Philip Schaff gives a very accurate picture of these Christian Pharisees.  “The Jewish converts at first very naturally adhered as closely as possible to the sacred traditions of their fathers.  They could not believe that the religion of the Old Testament, revealed by God himself, should pass away. They indeed regarded Jesus as the Savior of Gentiles as well as Jews; but they thought Judaism the necessary introduction to Christianity, circumcision and the observance of the whole Mosaic Law the sole condition of an interest in the Messianic salvation.  And, offensive as Judaism was, rather than attractive, to the heathen, this principle would have utterly precluded the conversion of the mass of the Gentile world.  The apostles themselves were at first caught in the net of this Judaistic prejudice, till taught better by the special revelation to Peter before the conversion of Cornelius.  But even after the baptism of the uncircumcised centurion, and Peter’s defense of it before the church of Jerusalem, the old leaven still wrought in some Jewish Christians who had formerly belonged to the rigid and exclusive sect of the Pharisees.  They came from Judea to Antioch, and taught the converts of Paul and Barnabas: ‘Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot be saved.’  They no doubt appealed to the Pentateuch, the universal Jewish tradition, the circumcision of Christ, and the practice of the Jewish apostles, and created a serious disturbance.  These ex-Pharisees were the same whom Paul, in the heat of controversy, more severely calls ‘false brethren insidiously or stealthily brought in,’ who intruded themselves into the Christian brotherhood as spies and enemies of Christian liberty.  He clearly distinguishes them not only from the apostles, but also from the great majority of the brethren in Judea who sincerely rejoiced in his conversion and glorified God for it.  They were a small, but very active and zealous minority, and full of intrigue.  They compassed sea and land to make one proselyte.  They were baptized with water, but not with the Holy Spirit.  They were Christians in name, but narrow-minded and narrow-hearted Jews in fact. They were scrupulous, pedantic, slavish formalists, ritualists, and traditionalists of the malignant type.  Circumcision of the flesh was to them of more importance than circumcision of the heart, or at all events an indispensable condition of salvation.  Such men could, of course, not understand and appreciate Paul, but hated and feared him as a dangerous radical and rebel.  Envy and jealousy mixed with their religious prejudice.  They got alarmed at the rapid progress of the gospel among the unclean Gentiles who threatened to soil the purity of the church.  They could not close their eyes to the fact that the power was fast passing from Jerusalem to Antioch, and from the Jews to the Gentiles, but instead of yielding to the course of Providence, they determined to resist it in the name of order and orthodoxy, and to keep the regulation of missionary operations and the settlement of the terms of church membership in their own hands at Jerusalem, the holy centre of Christendom and the expected residence of the Messiah on his return.”


d.  The Pharisees now raise their theological or doctrinal objection to the ministry of Paul and Barnabas, who themselves were the most orthodox of believers, Paul being a former Pharisee himself, and Barnabas being a Levite.

2.  “‘It is necessary to circumcise them”

a.  This is the main point of the legalists—they demanded the circumcision of the Gentiles.  They wanted the Gentiles to be treated as proselytes to Judaism.


b.  Circumcision was the thing the Gentiles hated most about Judaism.  They could tolerate the food restrictions, and were used to observing special religious holidays, feasts, and festivals.  But circumcision was just going too far.


c.  The translation “it is necessary” though accurate is a little tame for the situation.  What the Pharisees really mean is “the Gentiles must be circumcised.”  They were not leaving any room for discussion or compromise.


d.  This is the finest example of legalism in the New Testament, and sets the example for all modern forms of Christian legalism.  Consider the similarity in legalistic statements made today:



(1)  You can’t drink alcohol and be a Christian.



(2)  You can’t smoke and be a Christian.



(3)  You can’t dress like that and be a Christian.



(4)  You can’t swear, talk like that, etc. and be a Christian.



(5)  You can’t act like that and be a Christian.



(6)  You can’t commit that sin and be a Christian.


e.  Legalism superimposes its own arbitrary standards on the Word of God to determine what is or is not Christianity.  These Christian Pharisees superimposed their desire that Gentiles be circumcised.  Nowhere did Jesus say that a person must be circumcised in order to be saved.


f.  Paul and Barnabas, Peter and James all recognized this false standard for what it was—false doctrine, heresy, and a satanic attack on the gospel of grace.


g.  If this requirement were placed on the Gentiles, the Gentiles would run from Christianity like a herd of animals from a lion.

3.  “and to direct that they observe the Law of Moses.’”

a.  The second part of the legalists’ objection is that they observe all the tenets and facets of the Mosaic Law.  This issue is much more complicated because there are certainly many things in the Mosaic Law that should be observed, such as: not to worship other gods (paganism), honoring one’s father and mother, not murdering, not stealing, not committing adultery, etc.


b.  The complication comes in other issues, such as:



(1)  Should the Gentiles observe the ‘holy days’ of Israel, Sabbaths, and the feasts?



(2)  Should the Gentiles observe the food taboos?



(3)  Should the Gentiles observe the animal sacrifices?



(4)  Should the Gentiles worship at the Temple?


c.  Notice the word ‘direct’, which also means to command and order someone to do something.  The legalists wanted the missionaries of Christianity to command the Gentiles to completely change their lives and live like Jews.  Paul’s answer to this is given in Gal 2:14, “But when I saw that they [Peter and Barnabas in Antioch when the Christian Pharisees came there] 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.’”  This issue was already settled in Paul’s mind and he had already proven how right he was to Barnabas and Peter prior to the Jerusalem conference.


d.  This issue continued to be a bone of contention in the 60’s (about 62 A.D. when Colossians was written) as seen in Col 2:16, “Therefore, let no one criticize [find fault with] you because of what you eat and because of what you drink or with regard to the observance of a religious holiday or the new moon or the Sabbaths.”  The criticism of the Pharisaic Christians continued from the Jerusalem conference in 50 A.D. until Paul wrote Colossians in 61-62 A.D.  This criticism would end in 66 A.D. with the invasion of Judea by the Roman legions.


e.  The observation of the Mosaic Law ended with the destruction of the Temple and the animal sacrifices in 70 A.D.  What the Pharisaic Christians attempted to perpetuate in 50 A.D., God put an end to decisively in 70 A.D.  Never again would any believer demand the observance of the Mosaic Law as the means of salvation.
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