Acts 26:5



 is the nominative masculine plural present active participle from the verb PROGINWSKW, which means “to know beforehand about.”

The present tense is a durative or retroactive progressive present, which describes an action that began in the past and continues in the present.  An adverb of time is often used with this kind of present tense.  This use of the Greek present is usually translated by the English present perfect: they have known about.”


The active voice indicates that the Jews, especially the leadership in Jerusalem, have produced the action.


The participle is causal, indicates the reason why the Jews know Paul’s manner of life from his youth.  It is translated by the word “since” or “because.”
Then we have the accusative direct object from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “me” and referring to Paul.  This is followed by the temporal adverb ANWTHEN, which means “from the beginning or for a long time Lk 1:3; Acts 26:5.”
 

“since they have known about me for a long time,”
 is the conditional particle EAN, which is used with the subjunctive mood in the verb to indicate a third class conditional clause, meaning “if” and indicating that the subject of the verb (the Jewish leadership) may or may not produce the action of the verb.  Then we have the third person plural present active subjunctive from the verb THELW, which means “to wish, to want, or to will to do something.”

The present tense is a tendential present for an action that is proposed but not taking place.


The active voice indicates that the leadership of the Jews in Jerusalem could produce the action.


The subjunctive mood with EAN indicates a possibility and/or probability, that is, a potential, which in this case is doubtful of happening.

With the main verb we have the present active infinitive of the verb MARTUREW, which means “to testify.”


The present tense is a tendential present in coordination with the main verb.


The active voice indicates that the leadership of the Jews in Jerusalem could produce the action.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which is used after verbs of willing, wanting, or wishing to indicate the content of what is willed, wanted, or wished.
“if they are willing to testify”
 is the explanatory use of the conjunction HOTI, which means “that.”  It is used after verbs of ‘witnessing’ or ‘testifying’ to indicate that content of what is testified or witnessed.  Then we have the preposition KATA plus the adverbial accusative of general reference (translated “according to”) from the feminine singular article and superlative form of the adjective AKRIBĒS, meaning “most exact, the strictest”
 and noun HAIRESIS, meaning “sect, party, school, faction Acts 5:17; 15:5: the strictest sect of our religion Acts 26:5.”
  With this we have possessive genitive (or genitive of the whole) from the feminine singular article, first person feminine singular adjective HĒMETEROS, meaning “of our” and noun THRĒSKEIA, meaning “religion; form of worship.”
  This is followed by the first person singular aorist active indicative from the verb ZAW, which means “to live; I lived.”

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.

Finally, we have the nominative of appellation from the masculine singular noun PHARISAIOS, meaning “a Pharisee.”
“that I lived according to the strictest sect of our religion—a Pharisee.”
Acts 26:5 corrected translation
“since they have known about me for a long time, if they are willing to testify that I lived according to the strictest sect of our religion—a Pharisee.”
Explanation:
1.  “since they have known about me for a long time,”

a.  The sentence thus far reads: “So, all Jews know my manner of life from my youth, which from the beginning developed in my own nation and in Jerusalem; since they have known about me for a long time, if they are willing to testify that I lived according to the strictest sect of our religion—a Pharisee.”

b.  Paul continues by indicating the reason why the Jews know Paul’s manner of life from his youth.  They know about his manner of life because they have known about him for a long time.

c.  The Jewish leadership of the Sanhedrin have known about Paul as a student of Gamaliel, who was a member of the Sanhedrin, when Paul guarded the coats of those murdering Stephen, when Paul persecuted the Church in Jerusalem, when Paul asked for letters of authority to go to Damascus and arrest Christians there, when Paul began proclaiming Jesus as the Messiah in Jerusalem and had to be sent to Tarsus, and when Diaspora Jews came back to Jerusalem and told them of Paul’s evangelization of Jews and Gentiles throughout the Greek provinces of the Roman Empire.  Paul was thoroughly known to the leadership of Israel.  His whole life was an open book to them.
2.  “if they are willing to testify”

a.  Paul doesn’t state this as believing that the leadership of the Sanhedrin would not testify (a second class condition), because he is not trying to antagonize Agrippa, who appointed that leadership (the high priest) in the first place.

b.  Paul is stating a legitimate possibility.  The leadership of the Sanhedrin could come there again and be asked about Paul’s former life from the time he was a youth, and they would be forced to tell the truth—that Paul was an orthodox Jew, trained by Gamaliel, and a servant of the Sanhedrin in doing their dirty work.

c.  Paul knew that the Sanhedrin was not willing to testify about these things, because it would only make them look bad, and support the truthfulness of his case.  In addition Paul doesn’t really want the leadership of the Sanhedrin to come down to Caesarea for another hearing, which would only delay further his trip to Rome.


d.  Paul is simply making the point that the Sanhedrin didn’t have any issues with Paul as long as he was doing what they wanted.  But as soon as he began proclaiming that Jesus appeared to on the road to Damascus as someone who had been resurrected from the dead, the leadership of the Sanhedrin turned against Paul.


e.  Once upon a time the Jewish leadership would have testified to what a wonderful Jew Paul was.  Now they testify that he is the scum of the earth.  The difference between then and now is the resurrection of Jesus.

3.  “that I lived according to the strictest sect of our religion—a Pharisee.”

a.  The leadership of the Sanhedrin could testify to the fact that Paul lived as a Pharisee all his life.  And the most important member of the Sanhedrin who could testify to that fact was the great Pharisee teacher, Gamaliel, at whose feet Paul sat for many years, being taught by him, Acts 22:3.  The fact that Gamaliel was a member of the Sanhedrin was mentioned in Acts 5:34, “a certain Pharisee in the Sanhedrin named Gamaliel, a teacher of the Law.”

b.  Paul was personally trained by one of the most respected members of the Sanhedrin as a Pharisee; and Paul declares that he was a Pharisee, Acts 23:6; Phil 3:5.

c.  That the Pharisees were the strictest sect, that is, the most orthodox sect of the Jews (the others being the Sadducees, the Essenes, the Herodians, the Zealots) is well documented in Jewish writings, by Jewish historians, and by all commentators.


d.  The point Paul is making by this statement is that since he lived as a Pharisee he would never do anything to denigrate the temple, the Mosaic Law, or the system of worship that God gave to Israel.  Paul had the highest respect for the Mosaic Law and the worship of God by the Jews.  Paul was the most orthodox of the orthodox.  No one could accuse him of disrespecting the Law or the worship of Israel.

e.  Another point being made here is that all his life Paul believed in the resurrection of the dead.  He didn’t just start believing in resurrection when he met the Lord Jesus on the Damascus road.


f.  Therefore, the summary of Paul’s opening statement in his defense is that the entire Jewish leadership (and a lot of other Jews for that matter) knew all about his life as a Pharisee from the time he was trained as a youth in Jerusalem.  And since the Jewish leadership has known about Paul and his belief in resurrection all of his life, they could certainly testify about not only his belief in resurrection but about his entire manner of life as a strict, orthodox Jew—a Pharisee.”

4.  Who were the Pharisees?


a.  “An important group within Judaism from the second century B.C. to the first century A.D.  Because we have no surviving text written by a committed Pharisee and no archaeological finds that mention them, the reconstruction of the Pharisees’ aims and views must depend on the writings of third parties: the NT writers, the 1st-century Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, and the authors of rabbinic literature.  None of these outsiders, however, was primarily interested in explaining who the Pharisees were.

b.  Although all three sources understand the Pharisees very differently, they support the conclusions that: they were a lay (not priestly) association who were thought to be expert in the laws; they were the group who brokered power between the aristocracy and the masses; they promoted a special living tradition in addition to the laws; they were very interested in issues of ritual purity and tithing; and they believed in afterlife, judgment, and a densely populated, organized spirit world.  It is plausible that the Pharisees emerged from the turmoil following the Maccabean Revolt, but no more can be said at this point.

c.  The most vigorously contested issue today concerns the degree and manner of the Pharisees’ influence over the Judean-Galilean populace in the time of Jesus and Paul.  The NT authors use the Pharisees mainly as a negative foil for Jesus.  Paul is the only writer known to us who actually lived as a Pharisee, but because his writings are thoroughly conditioned by his encounter with the risen Christ (he dismisses his Pharisaic past as ‘dung’; Phil 3:8), it is hazardous to make inferences about Pharisaism from them.  Paul’s expert biblical knowledge comes from his former life as a Pharisee, and certain aspects of his worldview (belief in resurrection and spiritual powers) probably also continue from that past.

d.  Mark and John portray the Pharisees as key elements of the cosmic battle between Jesus and the evil spirits.  Lumped together in a scarcely differentiated Jewish leadership, they are presented as hostile to Jesus from the outset and in league with the devil (Mk 3:6, 19–30; Jn 8:13, 22, 44).  In both texts the Pharisees appear as the most prominent Jewish group in Jesus’ environment.  Mark shows them as preoccupied with issues of purity, tithing, and legal interpretation (Mk 2:1–3:6).  Mark also attributes to them a special extrabiblical tradition, which Jesus denounces as merely human contrivance (Mk 7:5–8).

e.  Matthew often couples the Pharisees with the Sadducees, even with the chief priests, to portray them all as the leadership of old Israel (Mt 3:7; 16:1, 6), from whom the kingdom will be taken away (8:12; 21:43–45).  The Pharisees are both ‘blind guides’, whose teachings are harmful (Mt 15:14; 16:11–12), and those who ‘sit on Moses’ seat’, whose teachings should be observed even while their practices are avoided (23:2–3).  Matthew’s Gospel assumes their prominence in Galilean-Judean life.

f.  Luke’s portrayal of the Pharisees is as: the respected teachers of the common people, who come out to scrutinize Jesus’ activities (Lk 5:17).  Though sometimes critical of him, they nevertheless address him respectfully as a fellow teacher, regularly invite him to dinner, and even try to help him in trouble (Lk 7:36; 11:37; 13:31; 14:1).  Jesus is much more harsh in his critique of them for being money-hungry, complacent, and ineffective in bringing about real change (Lk 11:39–44; 12:1; 16:14–15; 18:9–14).  The Pharisees of Luke remain outside Jerusalem, and so are sharply distinguished from the temple authorities.

g.  In Acts this openness continues at first, especially in the person of Gamaliel (Acts 5:33–39).  But with the execution of Stephen, Acts presents a galvanizing Jewish opposition to the Christian ‘Way’ (Acts 8:1–3).  Some Pharisees convert, and they remain most zealous for the precise observance of torah (Acts 15:5). Indeed, Acts claims that the Pharisees are the most scrupulously precise of the schools (Acts 22:3; 26:5).

h.  Flavius Josephus, in recounting earlier history as evidence of the Jews’ good citizenship, he mentions the Pharisees incidentally as a destructive force, because of the inordinate power they wielded under the Hasmonean Queen Alexandra and later under Herod.  When the revolt against Rome finally broke out, however, the most eminent Pharisees joined with the temple authorities in trying to dissuade the revolutionaries, but they were equally unsuccessful.  Josephus presents the Pharisees as the most influential of the Jewish parties, even though they do not officially control the organs of power, which are centered in the temple.  He consistently and caustically repudiates their activities, whether under the Hasmonean prince John Hyrcanus, Alexandra, Herod the Great, or himself as commander of Galilean forces in the revolt: they allegedly use their vast popular support to cause problems for the proper leaders, that is, for Josephus and the aristocrats.  Throughout all his works, Josephus reiterates the Pharisees’ reputation as the most precise of the schools in interpreting the laws.

i.  Rabbinic literature is extremely complex and multi-layered, written in Hebrew and Aramaic from the 3rd-6th centuries A.D., in Galilee and Babylonia.  Because this literature mentions among its founding figures some who are elsewhere connected with the Pharisees (especially Hillel and Shammai and the family of Gamaliel), scholars have traditionally identified the Pharisees with the rabbis.  Those who liked what they found in rabbinic literature saw the Pharisees as a progressive party committed to making the Torah practicable for everyone.  The general trend today is to see early rabbinic literature as the product of a small elite, which only gradually came to exert influence over larger circles of Jews toward the end of the 2nd century A.D.  That elite claimed notable Pharisees among its founders, but it also took over the role of temple-related teaching.  It probably originated not simply among the Pharisees but in a surviving coalition of priests, scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees, and others.  Rabbinic literature should no longer be used, therefore, as direct evidence for the Pharisees.”
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