Acts 16:3



 is the accusative direct object from the masculine singular demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, meaning “this one,” “this person,” or “this man.”  Then we have the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb THELW, meaning “to wish, to will, or to want.”


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.

This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and proper noun PAULOS, meaning “Paul.”  Then we have the preposition SUN plus the instrumental of association from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “with him” and referring to Paul.  With this we have the aorist active infinitive from the verb EXERCHOMAI, which means “to go away” (BDAG, p. 347).


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 of wanting Timothy to go away with him.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, used after certain verbs (such as ‘wanting’) to complete their meaning.

“Paul wanted this man to go away with him;”
 is the conjunction KAI, used to introduce a result, meaning “and so” or “and as a result.”  As a result of what Paul wanted, he had to do something.  Then we have the nominative masculine singular aorist active participle of the verb LAMBANW, which means “to take.”


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 a temporal participle, which precedes the action of the main verb, and should be translated “after taking.”

This is followed by the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb PERITEMNW, which means “to circumcise.”


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


The active voice is a causal active voice,
 which indicates that Paul caused the action to be produced probably by the local rabbi.


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

Then we have the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “him” and referring to Timothy.  This direct object serves double duty for both the participle and the main verb.
“and so, after taking [him], he circumcised him”

 is the preposition DIA plus the accusative of cause from the masculine plural article and adjective IOUDAIOS, meaning “because of the Jews.”  Then we have the appositional/explanatory accusative from the masculine plural articular present active participle of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be.”


The article is used as a relative pronoun, translated “who.”


The present tense is an aoristic/static present, which describes the present and continuing state of being as a fact.  This is also a historical present, describing a past action as present for the sake of vividness.


The active voice indicates that the Jews produced the action of being/living.


The participle is circumstantial.

This is followed by the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the masculine plural article, the noun TOPOS, and the demonstrative pronoun EKEINOS, meaning “in those places” (BDAG, p. 1011).

“because of the Jews who were in those places;”

 is the explanatory/causal use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, meaning “for” or “because.”  With this we have the third person plural pluperfect active indicative from the verb OIDA, meaning “to know: they knew.”


The pluperfect tense is an intensive pluperfect, which emphasizes the continuing results of a past action, that is, its linear aspect.  It is usually translated by the English past tense.


The active voice indicates that the people living in Derbe, Lystra, and Iconium produced the action of knowing that Timothy’s father was a Greek.


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

Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural adjective HAPAS, meaning “all, everybody, Mt 24:39; Lk 5:26; 9:15; Acts 2:7; 4:31; 5:12,16; 16:3, 28; 27:33.”
  This is followed by the explanatory use of the conjunction HOTI, meaning “that” plus the predicate nominative from the masculine singular proper noun HELLĒN, meaning “a Greek.”  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and noun PATER with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “his father.”  Finally, we have the third person singular imperfect active indicative from the verb HUPARCHW, which means “to exist, be present; and is used as a synonym for EIMI, meaning “to be.”


The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, describing a past, continuing action.  “By the time that Paul came to Lystra and invited Timothy to join him in the gospel ministry, Timothy’s father may already have died, where the imperfect tense of this verb favors this view.”


The active voice indicates that Timothy’s father produced the state of being a Greek.


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

“for everybody knew that his father was a Greek.”

Acts 16:3 corrected translation
“Paul wanted this man to go away with him; and so, after taking [him], he circumcised him because of the Jews who were in those places; for everybody knew that his father was a Greek.”

Explanation:

1.  “Paul wanted this man to go away with him;”

a.  Paul wanted Timothy to become a part of his missionary team and travel with him to places where no missionary had gone before and spread the gospel message.


b.  Implied, but not stated here, is the assumption that Paul consulted with Timothy’s mother and grandmother, who both agreed that it was God’s will for Timothy to go with Paul.


c.  Paul was certainly being led by the Spirit in this matter; for it would not have been an arbitrary decision by Paul.


d.  Most importantly, Paul would have probably had several serious discussions with Timothy about what it was like on the missionary field and the dangers he would face with Paul.  Paul probably told him about his plans to evangelize the rest of the Greek cities in Asia and then hopefully go on to Macedonia and Greece itself.  Eventually they would get to Rome and perhaps even as far away as Spain and Gaul.  But for now, Paul needed help on the continuation of this journey.


e.  Timothy was not an arbitrary choice by Paul.  He had the qualification of being raised in both a Jewish and Greek background.  He was a believer and had already proven his trustworthiness and faithfulness to the word of God.

2.  “and so, after taking [him], he circumcised him because of the Jews who were in those places;”

a.  Therefore, Paul took Timothy and circumcised him (or had the local rabbi do it).


b.  The fact a young men in his early twenties consented to this circumcision speaks volumes for Timothy’s trust in Paul.  It also tells us that Paul spent a couple weeks there while Timothy recovered.


c.  Many believers take issue with Paul for having Timothy circumcised, especially since this issue had just been settled by the Jerusalem conference.  Paul’s critics accuse him of being legalistic and a hypocrite for requiring this of Timothy.  They cite Paul’s own words in 1 Cor 7:18b, “Was anyone called in a state of uncircumcision?  Stop trying to be circumcised.”  They miss the point and reason for Paul’s actions, which were perfectly justified.



(1)  Luke clearly states here the real reason for the circumcision of Timothy.  It was because of the Jews, who lived in these surrounding districts, who knew Timothy personally and knew that his father was an uncircumcised Greek.



(2)  Paul still desires to evangelize the Jews of these areas.  After all Jesus is their Messiah.  This is Paul’s principle of “to the Jew first, but also to the Gentile.”



(3)  The Jewish unbelievers of Galatia and the surrounding Roman districts are not about to listen to an ‘uncircumcised Gentile’ tell them about their Messiah.  Paul and Silas could prove their Jewishness and the fact they lived in Jerusalem, but Timothy could not.  This would affect Timothy’s ability to gain a hearing for the gospel, which makes him useless to the missionary team.



(4)  Therefore, Paul applies to Timothy the principle Paul taught in 1 Cor 9:20, “And so, I became Jewish to the Jews, in order that I might gain the Jews.”  



(5)  Paul refused to permit the circumcision of Titus, because Titus was a Gentile, not half Jewish like Timothy (Gal 2:3-5).  Paul applies the results of the Jerusalem council to Titus, because Titus was an example of the exact issue the Jerusalem council settled.  Titus and Timothy were opposites.  Paul considered Timothy a Jew, while Titus was fully a Gentile.



(6)  John Polhill gives an excellent explanation and summary concerning this issue.  “Luke’s note that Timothy’s mother was Jewish and his father Greek is essential to understanding why Paul had Timothy circumcised.  Many scholars have argued that Paul would never have asked Timothy to be circumcised, since he objected so strenuously to that rite in Galatians (cf. Gal 6:12f.; 5:11).  That, however, is to overlook the fact that Galatians was written to Gentiles and Timothy was considered a Jew.  There was no question of circumcising Gentiles.  The Jerusalem Conference agreed on that.  Gentiles would not be required to become Jews in order to be Christians.  The converse was also true: Jews would not be required to abandon their Jewishness in order to become Christians.  There is absolutely no evidence that Paul ever asked Jews to abandon circumcision as their mark of membership in God’s covenant people.  According to later rabbinic law, a child born of a Jewish mother and Greek father was considered to be Jewish.  The marriage of a Jewish woman to a non-Jew was considered a non-legal marriage; and in all instances of non-legal marriages, the lineage of the child was reckoned through the mother.  According to this understanding, Timothy would have been considered a Jew.  His father, however, being a Greek, would not have had his son circumcised; and the local Jews were aware of this.  Thus Paul had Timothy circumcised.  Paul always worked through the Jewish synagogues where possible.  To have had a member of his entourage be of Jewish lineage and yet uncircumcised would have hampered his effectiveness among the Jews.  It was at the very least a matter of missionary strategy to circumcise Timothy.”



(7)  Walter Kaiser and F.F. Bruce both agree with this assessment.  “The resolution of this issue turns on a very important point.  In Jewish eyes Titus was clearly a Gentile, for his parentage was Gentile, but Timothy was considered a Jew, because his mother was a Jew.  The Mishnah, the Jewish legal tradition, makes it clear that children of Jewish mothers are really Jews, regardless of the race of their fathers.  …Normally, Paul’s missionary practice was to go to the local synagogue first.  How could he do so with Timothy, who would have been viewed as a type of renegade Jew?  And how could Timothy participate fully in the mission while being only half-Jew?  With Titus a principle was involved: Gentiles do not need to become Jews.  But with Timothy the question was whether a half-Jew could or should fully actualize his Jewish heritage. Paul’s decision is to regularize Timothy’s status, perhaps to facilitate mission or perhaps to allay suspicions (“They have been informed that you teach all the Jews who live among the Gentiles to turn away from Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children or live according to our customs,” Acts 21:21).  For Paul, Gentiles had no need to become Jews to improve their spiritual status, but it was not wrong for a Jew to live his Jewish culture to the fullest.  It might have appeared more consistent if Paul had not taken this step, especially in light of the issues discussed in Galatians and the fact that Timothy lived in the Galatian area.  Some have suggested that troubles stemming from this action led to the writing of Galatians and the citing of the counterexample of Titus.  However, it is more likely that Galatians was written before the second missionary journey and that this incident clarified Paul’s stance.  When seen as a cultural rather than a religious issue, circumcision was an indifferent practice.  Where it could be used for the advantage of the gospel, it was good.  Where it hindered the gospel, it was to be avoided.  In no case did it make the person more or less spiritual.”



(8)  F.F. Bruce adds another interesting viewpoint in his commentary on Acts, “It was Timothy’s mixed parentage that made Paul decide to circumcise him before taking him along as his junior colleague.  By Jewish law Timothy was a Jew, because he was the son of a Jewish mother, but because he was uncircumcised he was technically an apostate Jew.  If Paul wished to maintain his links with the synagogue, he could not be seen to countenance apostasy.  He set his face implacably against any move to circumcise Gentile believers like Titus, but Timothy was in a different situation.  …Timothy’s circumcision was a minor surgical operation carried out for a practical purpose—his greater usefulness in the ministry of the gospel.”



(9)  Witherington adds further compelling arguments for the circumcision of Timothy.  “Christianity was not to be seen as an anti-Jewish religion that led even half-Jews into a further apostate state.  If may be that we should also take into consideration the fact that Paul had been stoned in Lystra by Jews, and Paul did not want to provoke them against the Christians who would continue to dwell in Lystra and Iconium long after Paul and his coworkers left.  If must be also remembered that Timothy had a family in Lystra, indeed a family which included some believers.  If Timothy was widely known in Iconium and Lystra to be a Christian, what Paul did with him would likely be seen by Christians and Jews alike in these cities as something of a test case.  Was Paul trying to lead Jews away from Judaism?  The example of Timothy was meant to suggest otherwise.”

3.  “for everybody knew that his father was a Greek.”

a.  The word ‘everybody’ refers to all the Jews and all the Gentiles, but the emphasis is on the Jews who were in those places.  Circumcision was very much an issue to them, even though it was no longer an issue to God.


b.  Paul applies the law of expediency, doing whatever was necessary to gain a hearing for the gospel that perhaps some of the Jews might be saved.  In the case of Titus, Jewish believers were demanding his circumcision and Paul dogmatically refused.  In the case of Timothy, Jewish unbelievers would expect Timothy’s circumcision and Paul consented to his circumcision.  The two cases were polar opposites, one dealing with believers who were wrong and the other dealing with unbelievers.  Paul did the right thing in both cases.  1 Cor 9:19-23, “So even though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all men, in order that I might gain the greater number.  And so, I became Jewish to the Jews, in order that I might gain the Jews.  To those under the Law [I became] as under the Law (although I myself am not under the Law), in order that I might gain those under the Law; to the Gentiles [I became] as a Gentile (though I am not a rejecter of God’s Law), but subject to the law of Christ, in order that I might gain the Gentiles.  I became insignificant to those who are insignificant, in order that I might gain the insignificant.  I have become all things to all men, in order that I might at least save some.  But I do all things because of the proclamation of the gospel, in order that I might become a sharer in it.”


c.  After all, it was a very small sacrifice Timothy was making, so that someone else would listen to the gospel and have eternal life.  Ask yourself this question: If the eternal salvation of members of your family (uncles, aunts, cousins, etc.) and life-long friends depended upon you being circumcised, would you do it?  Timothy was willing to do what little he could to get his Jewish friends to listen to the gospel.  It was worth it to him.


d.  Another very important thing to remember is that the news of the circumcision of Timothy by the local rabbi would have been received with great joy among the Jewish community.  It would open many doors for Timothy to tell his Jewish friends and neighbors about their Messiah—Jesus Christ.


e.  In addition, the many Gentile friends and neighbors of Timothy would naturally ask him why he allowed himself to be circumcised.  This would also open doors of opportunity for him to proclaim the gospel to them.


f.  Timothy could now be highly effective in both Jewish and Gentile circles, wherever he went with Paul.


g.  The fact that Paul could have Timothy circumcised without the objection of Timothy’s father probably indicates that Timothy’s father was either no longer alive, or had disowned his son.  It is more likely the former because of the imperfect tense of the verb (see the Greek notes above, and Barrett, Lenski, Witherington, and Bruce).
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