Acts 21:23



 is the inferential use of the postpositive conjunction OUN, meaning “Therefore.”  With this we have the accusative direct object from the neuter singular adjective HOUTOS, meaning “this.”  Then we have the second person singular aorist active imperative from the verb POIEW, which means “to do.”


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


The active voice indicates that Paul is expected to produce the action.


The imperative mood is an imperative of entreaty more than a direct command.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the neuter singular relative pronoun HOS, meaning “which, that which, or simply that.”  However, putting the two accusatives together, which literally say “that which,” we get the English object “what.”   Then we have the dative of indirect object from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”  This is followed by the first person plural present active indicative from the verb LEGW, meaning “to say, tell, order, command, direct, enjoin, recommend more or less emphatically Lk 6:46; Jn 2:5b; Acts 21:23.”
 


The present tense is a descriptive present, describing what is about to occur.


The active voice indicates that the leadership of the church will produce the action of telling Paul what to do.


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

“Therefore, do what we tell you.”
 is the third person plural present active indicative from the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: there are.”


The present tense is an aoristic present, which describes the state of being as a fact.


The active voice indicates that four men of the Jerusalem church produce the action of being something.


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

Then we have the dative of possession from the first person plural personal pronoun EGW, meaning “to us.”  This construction is an idiom, which literally says, “there is to us,” but means “We have.”  This is followed by the predicate nominative from the masculine plural noun ANĒR and the cardinal adjective TESSARES, meaning “four men.”  Then we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular noun EUCHĒ, meaning “a solemn promise with the understanding that one is subject to penalty for failure to discharge the obligation, a vow Acts 18:18; 21:23.”
  This is followed by the nominative masculine plural present active participle from the verb ECHW, meaning “to have: having.”


The present tense is a descriptive present, describing the present situation.


The active voice indicates that these four men have this situation.


The participle expresses attendant circumstances.

Finally, we have the preposition EPI plus the adverbial genitive of place from the third person masculine plural reflexive pronoun HEAUTOU, meaning “on themselves.”

“We have four men, having a vow on themselves.”

Acts 21:23 corrected translation
“Therefore, do what we tell you.  We have four men, having a vow on themselves.”
Explanation:
1.  “Therefore, do what we tell you.”

a.  James continues with his pre-planned solution to the problem of Paul’s supposed abandonment of the Law.


b.  James’ solution is for Paul to do what the leadership of the Jerusalem church has planned in advance.  This is a polite request, but it is also a firm request.  James is saying to Paul in effect, “We have no other solution.  This is it.  You must do what we tell you, or there is going to be big trouble.  Just do what we tell you and everything will be fine.”


c.  Instead of listening to James and the leaders of the Jerusalem church, Paul should have been listening to the Holy Spirit.  Having stopped listening to the Holy Spirit, Paul is now going to listen to really bad advice from his “friends.”


d.  This was not some nefarious and sinister plot by James to get rid of Paul once and for all.  James loved Paul.  They were friends.  They trusted each other.  But friends can give bad advice that sounds good at the time.


e.  James’ “solution” to the problem of the rumors about Paul was not the divine solution.  James was clearly not being led by the Holy Spirit.  For the Holy Spirit would never suggest that the apostle of grace pay for and participate in animal sacrifices in the Temple, when the one great sacrifice for sin had already been accomplished by the Lord Jesus Christ twenty-eight years earlier.


f.  Those who were spreading false rumors about Paul were evil.  The solution to evil is never to compromise with evil by doing something that is wrong to prove that you are not wrong.  Paul was doing a wrong thing in a wrong way to attempt to satisfy those who were wrong.  And in the end, Paul’s actions placated no one.  The Jewish mob still believed the rumors against Paul in spite of his compromise with legalism.


g.  Did Paul compromise with legalism?  Barnhouse certainly thinks so: “Then James presented the great invitation to compromise.  To ease himself and the Jerusalem church out of what might easily have been an unpleasant situation, James proposed that Paul become less rigid; that he let down the bars of his stand a bit.  In short, James was asking Paul to compromise-to abandon all his principles of grace and return to legalism, even if only for the sake of show.  This was not only compromise; it was hypocrisy. James pointed to four men who were taking a vow and suggested that Paul might be wise to join them, go through Jewish ritual purification ceremonies, complete with a shaved head.  ‘This way,’ James intimated, ‘the rumormongers will be si​lenced and everyone will know that you [Paul] still observe the law.’  This was hideous! First the vow-which was unchristian; and then the hypocrisy of pretending to be for the law when Paul, as a Christian, had abandoned the law.”

2.  “We have four men, having a vow on themselves.”

a.  The phrase “we have” clearly indicates that these four men were members of the Jerusalem church.  These Church Age believers have taken a vow on themselves, which means that they have taken a Nazirite vow.  The first question we have to ask is, “Should Church Age believers be involved in Nazirite vows?”  The answer is a resounding, “No!”  Why not?  Because the vow involved the offering of animal sacrifices, which were no longer necessary after the work of Christ on the Cross.  The Church Age principle is found in Jam 5:12, “Now above all, my brethren, stop taking a solemn oath by neither heaven, nor earth, nor any other oath, but your ‘Yes’ must keep on being ‘Yes’, and your ‘No’, ‘No’, in order that you might not fall under judgment.”  Did you notice who wrote that?  James, the one who is telling Paul to take a solemn oath.  James was dead wrong in what he was suggesting here.  James should have never let these four Christians take the vow on themselves in the first place.  Hopefully, James wrote this after this incident with Paul, for Herod Agrippa would take the life of James three years from now. 


b.  The nature of the Nazirite vow and all of its requirements needs to be explained, along with how all this relates to Paul and his role in what is about to be suggested by James.



(1)  “The elders had evidently worked out a possible solution among themselves of a means whereby Paul could by example demonstrate that he was still true to the Jewish law.  This they now set before him.  There were four Jewish Christians who had taken upon themselves a Nazirite vow, a rather extreme expression of Jewish piety.  The four were nearing the end of the period of their vow and soon would be completing it with the customary ceremony in the temple. This involved cutting their hair and burning it as an offering. In addition a number of costly sacrifices were required—a male and a female lamb, a ram, and cereal and drink offerings (Num 6:14f).”



(2)  “There has been considerable debate over what ritual is envisioned in these two verses.  There are four men under a vow, and in view of the reference in verse 24 to the shaving of their heads, it must be seen as a temporary Nazaritic vow (see Num 6:2-21).  Paul is to join with these men in some fashion, go through a rite of purification, and pay for the fulfillment of these men’s vows, which involved costly sacrifices.  Does Luke envision Paul undertaking a Nazaritic vow here?  Probably not, not least because one could not undertake such a temporary vow for less than thirty days.   It is not probable that Luke thought Paul was here fulfilling a vow he undertook much, much earlier (Acts 18:18), for surely he fulfilled that vow on his previous trip to Jerusalem, mentioned in Acts 18:22.  Haenchen is likely correct that Paul is undertaking a different sort of ritual of purification, the sort required of those who come from foreign, unclean lands.  This sort of rite could be completed in seven days (cf. Num 19:12), and thus Paul would have been in a position to accompany the four to the temple at the end of their vow, pay the expenses for the closing sacrifices of these men (Num 6:13-20), as well as conclude his own rite.  Both the LXX and Luke use purification terminology to refer to both the process of removing ritual impurity (Num 19:12) and undergoing a Nazaritic vow (Num 6:3, 5).  Thus Paul can be said to join them in a purification rite.  Once Paul had been sprinkled with the water of atonement on the third and seventh day, then and then only would he be deemed Levitically clean and only then could he be allowed to be present at the final ceremony for the four, which took place in the temple.



That Paul has money to pay for these rather expensive sacrifices may say something about his social condition and position at this point, unless of course the money came out of the collection. This is perhaps not impossible, and perhaps the Jerusalem church suggested Paul use some of the money this way, thus making clear that their receiving of the rest was not some sort of bribe or inducement to overlook the Jewish violation of the Law supposedly encouraged by Paul.  It may be nearer the mark to suggest that if Paul performed this act, then these Jerusalem Christians would feel they could accept the collection from Paul in good faith.



It has been suggested that this proposal of the Jerusalem leaders had a sinister side to it.  There were those who knew that the prescribed ritual would give a golden opportunity to Paul’s enemies to attack him, for it required Paul not merely to appear in the temple but to state in advance when he would complete his vow in the temple, thus giving his enemies a timetable to plan an attack (see Rom 15:31, “in order that I may be delivered from those who are disobedient in Judea.”).  While the church probably did not plot against Paul, it is not unbelievable that others who found out about Paul’s arrangements in the temple might do so.  For instance, that members of the priesthood would not be above such an attack on early Christians, even the most conservative Jewish ones among them, is shown by Ananias’s successful attempt to get rid of James himself during the interregnum after Festus died in A.D. 62, only a few short years after Paul encountered trouble in Jerusalem.”


c.  Paul was not under a Nazirite vow, nor was he being asked to take any vow.  The suggestion would be that Paul would pay the expenses for the animal sacrifices of the four men and be a participant in their final ceremony of purification.  Paul’s participation in this final ceremony involving animal sacrifices for purification was a violation of so many things Paul taught.



(1)  Rom 6:14, “For the sin nature will not control you; because you are not under law but under grace.”



(2)  Rom 7:4, “Therefore, my brethren, you also were put to death with reference to the Law by the body of Christ, with the result that you belong to another, to the One who has been raised up from the dead, in order that we might bear fruit to the benefit of God.”



(3)  Rom 7:6, “But now we have been freed from the Law by having died to that by which we were bound [our first marriage to the sin nature], with the result that we might serve in a new [marriage] by the Spirit, and not in the old [marriage] by the letter.”



(4)  Rom 10:4, “Because Christ is the termination of the Law…”



(5)  Gal 2:18-19, “For if I build up again these things [works] which I have done away with, I show myself a transgressor.  For I have died with reference to the Law by the Law, in order that I might begin to live with reference to God.  I have been crucified with Christ.”



(6)  Gal 2:21, “I am not rejecting [ignoring] the grace of God.  For if righteousness is through the Law, then Christ died needlessly.”  If Paul had to do the ‘right thing’ as suggested by James through some observance of the Law, then Christ died needlessly.



(7)  Gal 3:25, “But because our faith has come, we are no longer under the authority of the bodyguard [the Law].”



(8)  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.”



(9)  Gal 5:18, “But if you are being led by the Spirit and you are, you are not under the Law.”



(10)  Eph 2:15, “having abolished in His flesh the Law characterized by the commandments consisting in ordinances.”


d.  What was Paul thinking that he could justify his actions?  1 Cor 9:20, “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.”  However, this justification didn’t cut it with God.

� Arndt, W., Danker, F. W., & Bauer, W. (2000). A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian literature. (3rd ed.) (p. 589). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


� Arndt, W., Danker, F. W., & Bauer, W. (2000). A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian literature. (3rd ed.) (p. 416). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


� Barnhouse, p. 194.


� Polhill, p. 448f.


� Witherington, p. 649f.





PAGE  
2

