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COMMENTARY ON ACTS 21:17-26 
the false rumor about paul 

 
The Jerusalem Council of Acts 15 understandably gets most of the 
attention regarding the decisions that the Apostles made, in not 
requiring the new, non-Jewish Believers to become circumcised 
proselytes to Judaism—but instead mandating four, non-negotiable 
things to be allowed into the faith community (15:19-20), to then 
begin their path of steady discipleship (15:21). We do not see the 
Apostolic decree referred to again until the scene of Acts 21:17-26. The 
Apostle Paul has returned to Jerusalem, and he and the Jerusalem 
leaders discuss the implications of a serious rumor that has been 
circulating about him. 

It is often agreed that before Paul’s visit to Jerusalem in Acts 21:17-
26, that he had made a prior visit associated with a Nazirite vow he 
had taken (18:18).71 The visit that is depicted in Acts 21:17-26 is most 
important, though, because it sets the scene for Paul’s arrest (21:27-
40), his having to defend himself (22:1-23:11), a conspiracy to kill Paul 
(23:12-22) and his being transported to Caesarea (23:23-35), his 
audiences with Felix, Festus, and Agrippa (24:1-26:32), and his 
eventual journey to Rome to appear before Caesar (27:1-28:31). Paul 
will have to go all the way to the emperor because of the specific 
reason that he dared to proclaim the good news to Greeks and 
Romans, and see them admitted into the assembly of Messiah 
followers as equals, on the basis of their trust in Him, and not 
because of their ethnicity (against: m.Sanhedrin 10:1). 

Paul knows that the ministry work the Lord has given him has 
made many of the Jewish Believers in Judea a bit suspicious, and even 
a bit hostile, toward him. (Some even wanted Paul dead.)72 Paul 
desires there to be rapprochement between the Jewish Believers in 
Judea, and the mixed assemblies of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers 
he has overseen out in the Mediterranean. His visit to Jerusalem is 

 
71 While Acts 18:18 states that he cut his hair at Cenchrea, which did not have to 

occur in Jerusalem (m.Nazir 3:6; 5:4), Witherington claims, “in any event Paul 
appears to have gone up to Jerusalem, presumably, along with other purposes, to 
complete the vow” (Acts, 557). 

72 Acts 23:12. 
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guided by the simple desire to want to give them a love offering, 
which will serve to patch up some of the differences that they might 
have. This offering would principally be collected from assemblies he 
oversaw in the Eastern Mediterranean (1 Corinthians 16:1-4), and 
once he delivered it, it was his intention to move his ministry 
activities to the Western Mediterranean. Paul informed the Romans 
in his letter to them, 

“[B]ut now, I am going to Jerusalem serving the saints. For 
Macedonia and Achaia have been pleased to make a contribution for 
the poor among the saints in Jerusalem. Yes, they were pleased to do 
so, and they are indebted to them. For if the Gentiles have shared in 
their spiritual things, they are indebted to minister to them also in 
material things” (Romans 15:25-27). 

Even though supporting one’s fellow brothers and sisters—and 
the non-Jewish Believers expressing great gratitude to the Jewish 
Believers who gave them the gospel—is intended by Paul’s collection 
visit, more is at work. Dunn points out how there was “the widely 
held Jewish expectation that the wealth of the nations would flow 
into Jerusalem in the end time...It would be surprising if this 
expectation was not a factor somewhere in the background”73 of what 
we see in Romans 15:25-27. Indeed, a wide array of sources ranging 
from the Tanach, Apocrypha, and Dead Sea Scrolls all anticipate a 
flow of wealth from the nations into Zion: 

 
“Thus says the LORD, ‘The products of Egypt and the merchandise 
of Cush and the Sabeans, men of stature, will come over to you 
and will be yours; they will walk behind you, they will come over 
in chains and will bow down to you; they will make supplication 
to you: “Surely, God is with you, and there is none else, no other 
God”’” (Isaiah 45:14). 
 
“Then you will see and be radiant, and your heart will thrill and 
rejoice; because the abundance of the sea will be turned to you, 
the wealth of the nations will come to you. A multitude of camels 
will cover you, the young camels of Midian and Ephah; all those 
from Sheba will come; they will bring gold and frankincense, and 
will bear good news of the praises of the LORD. All the flocks of 
Kedar will be gathered together to you, the rams of Nebaioth will 

 
73 Dunn, Romans 9-16, 874. 
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minister to you; they will go up with acceptance on My altar, and I 
shall glorify My glorious house. Who are these who fly like a cloud 
and like the doves to their lattices? Surely the coastlands will wait 
for Me; and the ships of Tarshish will come first, to bring your sons 
from afar, their silver and their gold with them, for the name of 
the LORD your God, and for the Holy One of Israel because He has 
glorified you. Foreigners will build up your walls, and their kings 
will minister to you; for in My wrath I struck you, and in My favor 
I have had compassion on you. Your gates will be open 
continually; they will not be closed day or night, so that men may 
bring to you the wealth of the nations, with their kings led in 
procession. For the nation and the kingdom which will not serve 
you will perish, and the nations will be utterly ruined. The glory 
of Lebanon will come to you, the juniper, the box tree and the 
cypress together, to beautify the place of My sanctuary; and I shall 
make the place of My feet glorious. The sons of those who afflicted 
you will come bowing to you, and all those who despised you will 
bow themselves at the soles of your feet; and they will call you the 
city of the LORD, the Zion of the Holy One of Israel. Whereas you 
have been forsaken and hated with no one passing through, I will 
make you an everlasting pride, a joy from generation to 
generation. You will also suck the milk of nations and suck the 
breast of kings; then you will know that I, the LORD, am your 
Savior and your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob. Instead of 
bronze I will bring gold, and instead of iron I will bring silver, and 
instead of wood, bronze, and instead of stones, iron. And I will 
make peace your administrators and righteousness your 
overseers” (Isaiah 60:5-17). 
 
“But you will be called the priests of the LORD; you will be spoken 
of as ministers of our God. You will eat the wealth of nations, and 
in their riches you will boast” (Isaiah 61:6). 
 
“Arise and thresh, daughter of Zion, for your horn I will make 
iron and your hoofs I will make bronze, that you may pulverize 
many peoples, that you may devote to the LORD their unjust gain 
and their wealth to the Lord of all the earth” (Micah 4:13). 
 
“Many nations will come from afar to the name of the Lord God, 
bearing gifts in their hands, gifts for the King of heaven. 
Generations of generations will give you joyful praise” (Tobit 
13:11). 
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“O Zion, rejoice greatly, and shine with joyful songs, O Jerusalem. 
Rejoice, all you cities of Judah, open your gate[s] forever that the 
wealth of the nations might be brought to you, and their kings 
shall serve you. All they that oppressed you shall bow down to 
you, and the rest [of your feet they shall lick. O daughter]s of my 
people, shout out with a voice of joy, adorn yourselves with 
ornaments of glory. Rule over the ki[ngdom of the...]” (1QM 12.13-
15).74 
 
The Jewish Believers in Jerusalem would have known about the 

sentiment of the nations coming to Zion to present their offerings. 
The Apostle Paul would have relied upon this, taking a collection 
from among the Diaspora assemblies of Believers—largely made up 
of non-Jews—to serve as a kind of peace offering. Such would be fully 
consistent with the tenor of Galatians 2:10, when during a prior relief 
mission, “They only asked us to remember the poor—the very thing I 
also was eager to do.” Paul does not want unnecessary divisions to 
exist in the ekklēsia, any more than the other Apostles, and serving to 
help the poor and needy Jewish Believers in Judea would hopefully go 
a long way. 

The historical setting of Acts 21:17-26 is one that absolutely 
factors into how controversial a figure Paul was for many of the 
Jewish Believers in Judea. When Paul arrives in Jerusalem and is 
arrested, between 57-59 C.E., the governorships of Felix and Festus, it 
was during a rather turbulent period which would eventually lead to 
the Jewish War and destruction of the Temple.75 Felix, the first of the 
Roman officials before whom Paul had to appear (24:1-27), is not 
lauded very highly by the historian Tacitus: “[he] played the tyrant 
with the spirit of a slave, plunging into all manner of cruelty and lust” 
(The Histories 5.9).76 Given the tensions that were on the rise in Judea 
between the Jews and Romans, it should not be too surprising that 
some words or reports about Paul’s missionary activities were 
embellished and overblown into outright lies. Not requiring the new, 
non-Jewish Believers to become circumcised as ethnic Jewish 

 
74 Michael Wise, Martin Abegg, Jr., and Edward Cook, trans., The Dead Sea Scrolls: 

A New Translation (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1996), 162. 
75 Josephus Wars of the Jews 2.254-265; Antiquities of the Jews 20.160-172. 
76 Cornelius Tacitus: The Histories, trans. Kenneth Wellesley (London: Penguin 

Books, 1992), 277. 
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proselytes—and instead seeing them admitted to the faith 
community as equals because of their faith—was going too far for some 
of these Jewish Believers. Unfortunately, they allowed themselves to 
be influenced more by the circumstances in Judea, rather than the 
spiritual circumstances of God’s salvation history plan. Witherington 
describes, 

“As for the Jerusalem Jews themselves during this period, things 
were preparing to boil over. If one cannot say things were already 
quite violent by A.D. 57, they were certainly quite volatile, and 
anything that was perceived to threaten the purity of the national 
shrine, such as bringing a Gentile into a forbidden area of the temple 
precincts, would be reacted to with great emotion and possibly with 
violence.”77 

Even if the claims made about Paul really did turn out to be totally 
false, crowds could easily be stirred in the power keg environment 
Paul entered into. Just making an accusation that he has allowed 
“pagans” into the Holy Place could cause a riot (21:27-29). But this was 
all a part of God’s plan for Paul’s ministry. Paul had been told by the 
prophet Agabus, “This is what the Holy Spirit says: ‘In this way the 
Jews at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt and deliver 
him into the hands of the Gentiles’” (21:11). Paul expresses a 
willingness to die at Jerusalem if need be (21:13), but the will of the 
Lord (21:14) was that he must go to Rome (23:11). And this is exactly 
what occurs after the scene of 21:17-26, as he made his appeal to 
Caesar (25:11) to prove that he had broken no Jewish or Roman law, 
and was entirely innocent (26:32). 
 

 
17 After we arrived in Jerusalem, the brethren received us 
gladly. 18 And the following day Paul went in with us to 
James, and all the elders were present. 19 After he had greeted 
them, he began to relate one by one the things which God had 
done among the Gentiles through his ministry. 
 
21:17 The specific reason that Paul actually went to Jerusalem, 

other than to deliver the contribution he has collected, was so that he 
could be in Jerusalem for the festival of Shavuot. Luke has previously 
narrated, “he was hurrying to be in Jerusalem, if possible, on the day 

 
77 Witherington, Acts, 643. 
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of Pentecost” (20:16).78 In Bock’s estimation, “Paul may well be an 
observant Jew in Jewish contexts, which is what he faces in 
Jerusalem. After all, why is he so anxious to reach Jerusalem by 
Pentecost? It is because he keeps the feasts.”79 Even from an angle 
that would conclude that Paul was somewhat lax at times in his 
keeping of the Torah, Paul is not a completely unfaithful Jew. Yet, 
even while Paul expresses a strong desire to be in Jerusalem for 
Shavuot, there had to be plenty of people in Diaspora Jewish 
communities, who were not able to make it to the Temple. We should 
not think that in the time Paul was away from Jerusalem he did not 
keep the appointed times in the halachic manner of those in the 
Diaspora, and was lax in Torah-keeping in this area. Robert W. Wall 
concludes how when Paul gets to Jerusalem, “his easy 
accommodation of a purification ritual is not due to church politics 
but to its agreement with his religious practices as a devout Jew.”80 

Paul arrives in Jerusalem, and as Luke records, “the brethren 
received us gladly.” The usage of “us” in v. 17 is a good indication that 
Luke himself is a participant, being present at these events. When 
Paul first gets to Jerusalem, while many of the Jewish Believers are 
happy to see him, their first meeting was likely at the home of 
Mnason, a Cypriot Jew (21:16).81 

21:18-19 The day following Paul’s arrival in Jerusalem, Paul goes 
to meet with James, who is the leader of the Jerusalem assembly—the 
one who had presided over the Jerusalem Council, and who remains 
the senior member among the community of Jewish Messiah 
followers in Judea. James is present along with various elders (v. 18). 
Other leaders who had been at the Jerusalem Council, such as Peter 
and John, are noticeably gone. Bruce thinks that they “had 

 
78 Do note how later in his defense before the Sanhedrin, the Apostle Paul 

affirms that he was a Pharisee who believed in the resurrection (23:6), in refutation 
of the Sadducees who did not believe in the resurrection. Realizing this, it is most 
unlikely that Paul observed Shavuot according to the calendar reckoning of the 
Sadducees. Furthermore, allying with the Sadducees on any issue would be in very 
poor judgment, as they were commonly perceived as being in league/conspiracy 
with the Roman occupiers of Judea. 

79 Bock, 644. 
80 Wall, in NIB, 10:291. 
81 Barrett, 1003, speculates how Mnason may have been a name used by Jews 

who actually bore the names Menahem or Manasseh. 
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undertaken more extended missionary responsibilities,”82 which is a 
good indication that unlike the scene at the Jerusalem Council, some 
of the original Disciples of Yeshua were now getting out of their 
comfort zones and declaring the good news. Luke records how Paul 
shares with them a report about his ministry activities out in the 
nations: 

“And having greeted them, he related one by one what things God 
had worked among the nations through his ministry” (v. 19, LITV). 

V. 19 reads similar to 15:4, where at the Jerusalem Council Paul 
and Barnabas “reported all that God had done with them.” 

The necessity of Luke emphasizing that God Himself was 
responsible for the salvation of Greeks and Romans, coming to faith 
in the Jewish Messiah, was quite important for the time when Paul 
arrived in Jerusalem. Paul has brought a special offering from the 
nations to the Jewish Believers of Judea, to indicate how they are all 
on the same side, and how there are to be no hostilities between 
them. But the social realities of Jewish history would sadly get the 
better of many of these Jewish Believers. Longenecker comments, 
“the Jerusalem church was increasingly being caught between its 
allegiance to the nation and its fraternal relation to Paul’s Gentile 
mission. To accept the contribution was to be identified further with 
that mission and to drive another wedge between themselves and 
their compatriots.”83 The scene of growing Jewish nationalism in the 
shadow of Roman oppression, would not only be responsible for the 
rumor circulating about Paul, but would see Paul unjustly arrested. 

What need not be overlooked, is that in going to meet with the 
Jerusalem leaders, once again, Paul is not some rogue out there on his 
own doing his own thing. While Paul would not be intimidated by 
anyone who criticized the unique mission God was accomplishing 
through him, Paul very much desires to be in submission to leaders 
like James. Paul wants to be in Jerusalem’s good graces. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
82 Bruce, Acts, 429. 
83 Longenecker, in EXP, 9:519. 
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20 And when they heard it they began glorifying God; and 
they said to him, “You see, brother, how many thousands 
there are among the Jews of those who have believed, and 
they are all zealous for the Law; 21 and they have been told 
about you, that you are teaching all the Jews who are among 
the Gentiles to forsake Moses, telling them not to circumcise 
their children nor to walk according to the customs. 
 
21:20 Hearing about Paul’s ministry activity out in the 

Mediterranean, the Jewish Believers, “When they heard this, they 
praised God” (NIV). They recognized Paul’s ministry as being entirely 
legitimate, issuing glory to the Lord. It is likely that their praise, 
though, was not just for the nations’ salvation, but also for their 
kindness and generosity. Luke does omit it in the scene here, 
although in his defense before Felix, Paul is clear to state that he 
delivered the offering that he had collected (24:17). In Witherington’s 
estimation, “The collection was delivered but did not have the effect 
Paul had hoped and desired.”84 Keep in mind that James and the 
Jerusalem leadership rejoiced over Paul’s offering collected from the 
nations, but it may not have been enough to work out some of the 
differences that the other Jewish Believers—being caught up in the 
nationalism of the time—had with him. 

After Paul has reported the progress that his ministry activities 
have made out among the nations, James and the Jerusalem leaders 
report something about the Jewish Believers in Judea: “You see, 
brother, how many thousands there are among the Jews of those who 
have believed, and they are all zealous for the Law.” This is an 
attestation that the numbers of Jewish Believers have grown 
significantly, into posai muriades or “how many myriads” (YLT), “how 
many tens of thousands” (CJB). Some have taken “myriads” as just 
being “rhetorical hyperbole,”85 but others think that this presumed 
amount has to be taken a bit more seriously. IVPBBC indicates, “if 
taken at face value, [this] would be one-tenth of Palestine’s estimated 
Jewish population and over eight times the estimated number of 
Pharisees.”86 

 
84 Witherington, Acts, 646; cf. Peterson, 584. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Keener, pp 386-387. 
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Stern considers the placement of muriades in v. 20 to be very 
important for the establishment of an historic community of Jewish 
Believers in Yeshua. He explains, “The matter is important because 
there is a theory common in non-Messianic Jewish circles that 
Messianic Jews constituted a negligible proportion of first-century 
Jewry.”87 He goes on to conclude that there were probably as many as 
400,000 Jewish Believers in the Roman Empire before the fall of 
Jerusalem in 70 C.E.88 

In explaining to Paul that the numbers of Jewish Believers in 
Judea had grown significantly, James and the Jerusalem leaders tell 
him that these people “are all zealous for the Law” or are “all zealots 
for the Torah” (CJB). It would be most natural for us to understand 
this as just meaning “they all follow the law of Moses very seriously” 
(NLT) or “all of them are enthusiastic upholders of the [Mosaic] Law” 
(Amplified Bible). Wall is reflective of this position: 

“The Jewish Christian community in Judea is vibrant and strong, 
and their strength is tied to their identity as observant Jews. The 
adjective zēlōtēs characterizes these Jewish converts as ‘traditional,’ 
people for whom a public identity as a consecrated people belonging 
to God is marked by their dedicated adherence to the Torah.”89 

Given the political circumstances of the 50s and 60s C.E. in Judea, 
more is likely to be implied by the Jewish Believers being “zealous.” 
The clause zēlōtai tou nomou “zealous ones of the Law” (LITV) had 
significant background in past Jewish history, such as during the 
Maccabean crisis when Jewish people willingly died for keeping the 
Torah: 

 
“Then there united with them a company of Hasideans, mighty 
warriors of Israel, every one who offered himself willingly for the 
law” (1 Maccabees 2:42). 
 
“He dared to designate as a plotter against the government the 
man who was the benefactor of the city, the protector of his fellow 
countrymen, and a zealot for the laws” (2 Maccabees 4:2). 
 

 
87 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, 300. 
88 Ibid., 301. 
89 Wall, in NIB, 10:293. 
Cf. Exodus 20:4-5; Deuteronomy 4:23-24; 5:8-9; 6:14-15; Nahum 1:2. 
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Even more recent circumstances to the First Century, as seen in 
the Qumran literature, emphasized a loyal Jew’s obedience to the 
Torah (1QS 1.7; 6.13-14). How we interpret “zealous” in v. 20 is quite 
important. While James was certainly informing Paul that there were 
many Jewish Believers who were serious about their dedication to 
Moses’ Teaching, understanding who Yeshua was (John 1:45; 5:46) 
and guided by the Torah’s imperative of love for God and neighbor, 
including himself given the tone of his own letter (James 2:5, 8)—
within such a large sector of Jewish Believers “zealous for Torah” 
could very easily have also included people who were more zealous 
for Moses’ Teaching, and not as zealous for the Messiah and the 
gospel. Given how big the community of Jewish Believers was, there 
might very well be a combination of thoughts communicated by 
James in describing them as “zealots.” In arriving in Jerusalem, Paul 
would have to take their needs, wants, and criticisms of his ministry 
activities into consideration. Furthermore, Paul would have to be on 
guard, lest any of the purported Jewish Believers were actually 
political Zealots. James’ statement that the Jewish Believers in Judea 
were all “zealous for the Law” might have some unstated remarks 
about how many of them were following the Torah properly with 
Yeshua’s example in mind, but some of them were actually associated 
with the Zealot movement.90 “The Zealot was willing, not only to kill 
a Gentile, or to lay down his own life rather than transgress the law, 
but he was quite prepared to take the life of a fellow Israelite, if 
necessary, out of his zeal for the law” (IDB).91 Paul really needed to 
know this, having arrived in Jerusalem during rather turbulent times. 

If you were among a rather conservative community of Jewish 
Messiah followers, who were in some way “zealous” for the Torah, 
how would you feel in hearing a statement by Paul like, “I count all 
things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Messiah 
Yeshua my Lord...and may be found in Him, not having a 
righteousness of my own derived from the Law” (Philippians 3:8, 9)? 
Even though you would express faith in Yeshua as well, you might 
think that Paul is being negative about the Torah. Even though Paul’s 

 
90 The statements of James 4:2, “You lust and do not have; so you commit 

murder. You are envious and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel,” might have 
been made with some from the Zealot movement in mind. 

91 W.R. Farmer, “Zealot,” in IDB, 4:938. 
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words about the Torah are targeted, in that righteousness cannot be 
achieved via any kind of human action associated with it, if you were 
a Jewish Believer living in a high nationalistic period of history—like 
Judea of the 50s-60s C.E.—you might still view Paul’s statements as 
not being favorable. And indeed, Peterson observes, “Despite Luke’s 
evidence of Paul’s continuing loyalty to Judaism in many respects, it 
is unlikely that the Paul we know from his letters would have been 
happy with such a self-designation by Jewish Christians.”92 However, 
in spite of all the cultural and spiritual dynamics at work, and with a 
mission of peace as his purpose for visiting Jerusalem, Paul does need 
to stop the bad report that has been circulated about him as being 
some kind of a disloyal or turncoat Jew. 

Also not to be overlooked is that unless something is done to stop 
the false report about Paul, by meeting with him, the Jerusalem 
leaders themselves might be in danger of being harmed by Zealots. 

21:21 That Paul needs to be on guard concerning many of the 
zealous Jewish Believers is emphasized by James: “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” (NIV). The verb employed to 
describe what is being disseminated is katēcheō, which can mean, “to 
share a communication that one receives, report, inform” 
(BDAG).93 The NEB extrapolates v. 21 with “they have been given 
certain information about you.” Peterson is correct in recognizing, 
“katēchēthēsan implies false instruction here, not just hearsay or 
rumour.”94 

The severity of what was being said about Paul is intensified even 
further when we see Luke’s Greek: apostasian didaskeis apo Mōuseōs, 
“apostasy from Moses thou dost teach” (YLT). The term apostasia is 
used in the Septuagint to describe religious abandonment (Joshua 
22:22; 2 Chronicles 29:19; 1 Maccabees 2:15)95 or “defection.”96 Paul’s 
own usage of apostasy cannot be overlooked either, as a significant 

 
92 Peterson, 585. 
93 BDAG, 534. 
94 Peterson, 585. 
95 Something perhaps elaborated on more fully in Philo On the Migration of 

Abraham 87-92. 
96 Barrett, 999. 
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abandonment of faith in Messiah Yeshua is to precede the arrival of 
the antimessiah/antichrist (2 Thessalonians 2:3). 

The false report about Paul is not only that he has been teaching 
an abandonment of Moses, but that he is telling Jewish Believers “not 
to have a b'rit-milah for their sons and not to follow the traditions” 
(CJB). Paul is reported to say that he is not only against Jewish male 
children being circumcised, but he is against Jewish culture entirely, 
being just as rebellious against his own people as those rebellious 
Jews during the Maccabean period were (cf. 1 Maccabees 1:10-15, 41-
63). Quite contrary to the claim that he is utterly opposed to the 
religious and cultural ethos of his people, when on trial Paul will 
insist that he is loyal to Israel’s God and Israel’s Law: “But this I admit 
to you, that according to the Way which they call a sect I do serve the 
God of our fathers, believing everything that is in accordance with 
the Law and that is written in the Prophets” (24:14). Even when he 
arrives at Rome several years later, Paul likewise asserts, “Brethren, 
though I had done nothing against our people or the customs of our 
fathers [tois ethesi tois patrōois], yet I was delivered as a prisoner from 
Jerusalem into the hands of the Romans” (28:17). 

Even though the historical record of the Book of Acts portrays 
Paul as a Jew faithful to the Torah and Prophets—quite contrary to 
the rumors being circulated about him—more liberal commentators 
take the claim “you are teaching all the Jews who are among the 
Gentiles to forsake Moses” as actually being accurate. William Baird 
concludes, “The reader of Paul’s letters knows that these charges are 
essentially true...but the reader of Acts is confident that they are 
false.”97 Barrett is a bit more cautious than this, noting how what 
takes place in Jerusalem during Paul’s visit was feasible in history, 
although he indicates a view that Paul made a bad choice in going 
through with some kind of action trying to prove loyalty to the Law. 
He thinks, “The possibility cannot be excluded that in the interests of 
peace he allowed himself to be persuaded, perhaps against his better 
judgement, to take part in the legal requirements laid upon those who 
had taken vows. If so, the outcome must have speedily shown him the 
error of his decision.”98 

 
97 Baird, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 758. 
98 Barrett, 1000. 
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Of importance to the way inappropriate rumors would have 
circulated about Paul, is that they could have been derived from his 
writing in places like Galatians 5:11. Paul asserts, “But I, brethren, if I 
still preach circumcision, why am I still persecuted? Then the 
stumbling block of the cross has been abolished.” But what was the 
context of this “circumcision”? The Epistle to the Galatians refuted 
the idea that non-Jewish Believers had to be admitted into the ranks 
of God’s people via ritual proselyte circumcision, something affirmed 
by the Jerusalem Council, but were words that could be 
misunderstood. Paul does not refute the simple practice of those 
already in the Jewish community circumcising their males on the 
eighth day. Yet, Jewish Believers in Judea—again in a highly charged 
nationalistic environment—could very easily take something like 
Galatians 5:11 and totally blow it out of proportion. 

Conservative commentators like Bruce properly conclude, “James 
and the elders apparently regarded these rumours as false.”99 
Evangelical Christian interpreters today largely conclude that Paul 
did not at all encourage Jewish Believers to forgo circumcising their 
infant males or casting aside the Torah and Jewish culture.100 At the 
same time, Paul’s letters often contain instruction moderating the 
inclusion of non-Jewish Believers into a mixed assembly, which if not 
read carefully can be thought as being anti-Torah, when they really 
are not (i.e., Ephesians 2:11). Their admission as equals into the 
ekklēsia was not to be on the basis of any action other than their 
declaration of faith in Israel’s Messiah. Yet, because the non-Jewish 
Believers did not have to be circumcised as proselytes, some Jewish 
Believers may have errantly concluded that they were to completely 
stop doing it. So, some of Paul’s words emphasizing sensitivity to 
former pagans, as God steadily (and perhaps even slowly) brought 
Jewish and non-Jewish Believers together as His “one new humanity” 
(Ephesians 2:15, NRSV/CJB), could actually have been turned on 
themselves. False reports about Paul could have easily been spread. 
Paul did not consider Torah-keeping to be a matter of anybody’s 
salvation (Ephesians 2:8)—including that of Jewish Believers—and so 
various claims and rumors could have just taken on a life of their 

 
99 Bruce, Acts, 430. 
100 Marshall, 344. 
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own. One of the easiest things that could have been misinterpreted is 
Paul’s instruction in 1 Corinthians 7:18-20: 

“Was any man called when he was already circumcised? He is not 
to become uncircumcised. Has anyone been called in 
uncircumcision? He is not to be circumcised. Circumcision is 
nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing, but what matters is the 
keeping of the commandments of God. Each man must remain in that 
condition in which he was called.” 

Here, Paul’s statements could be viewed as anti-circumcision. 
Because the uncircumcised man is told not to be circumcised, Jewish 
Believers could have taken this as instruction that they were not to 
circumcise their infant males. But this is not what Paul says, as his 
words concern “that calling wherein he was called” (American 
Standard Version), the imperative of a person being called into 
salvation by the Lord. A non-Jewish Believer who was uncircumcised 
is not at all to be circumcised as a prerequisite of being called into 
salvation. The verb menō has a variety of meanings, though, 
including “To remain, abide, dwell, live” (AMG).101 The calling in 
which one is to abide decisively, and demonstrate steadfast loyalty, is 
the call to faith (1 Corinthians 1:26; Ephesians 4:1); a social status does 
not matter, as it is not the basis of such a calling.102 Circumcision or 
non-circumcision status does not matter as far as one’s calling into 
redemption is concerned, but as an uncircumcised Believer continues 
or abides in faith, circumcision as a simple act of obedience—as he 
continues in maturity—might be a future option should the Lord 
direct it (in addition to its added hygienic benefits, although given 
First Century culture, not too likely).103 Paul recognizes that keeping 

 
101 Spiros Zodhiates, ed., Complete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament 

(Chattanooga: AMG Publishers, 1993), 959. 
Also consult the definitions of menō for subheading C, Ibid., 960, and the 

examples where this verb is employed describing growth in faith. 
102 F.F. Bruce, New Century Bible: 1 and 2 Corinthians (London: Oliphants, 1971), 71 

concurs the “calling” or klēsis in 1 Corinthians 7:20 to be “the divine call from 
darkness to light,” and argues against klēsis relating to one’s “‘vocation’, with 
reference to one’s employment or way of life understood as the subject of divine 
ordination.” 

For a further review, consult the FAQ, “1 Corinthians 7:17-24.” 
103 Was it impossible for ancient medical authorities to perhaps acknowledge the 

medical benefits of circumcision? In the First Century C.E., it might have been very 
difficult, especially given much of the nationalistic attention give to circumcision by 
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God’s commandments is a gradual process for some, who are not to be 
unnecessarily burdened—but the most important commands are 
obviously love for Him and neighbor. 

Paul’s words about being “anti-circumcision” as far as salvation 
was concerned, might have gone too far for various hyper-
nationalistic Jewish Believers in Judea. And, the variance of issues 
that he has to rebuke the Corinthians for—a mixed assembly of 
Jewish and non-Jewish Believers—could have given his detractors 
some significant ammunition against him if taken out of context. 
These were not people who would want to calmly sit down with Paul 
and rationally discuss some of his ministry challenges; they 
considered the introduction of non-Jewish Believers into the ekklēsia 
to be tantamount to a “Gentilizing” of Jewish Believers, and a victory 
for pagan influences. But Paul has not been doing this. Wall points 
out, “Not only is Paul an exemplary Jew who finds the vast majority 
of his Gentile converts in the synagogues where Moses is preached 
every sabbath (see 15:21), but he is careful to safeguard a Jewish ethos 
against the intrusion of magic, materialism, or pagan religion—even 
on those occasions when believers have been forced out of their 
synagogues to form indigenous ‘household’ congregations.”104 

It may also be important to recognize the differences in the two 
clauses, both rendered as “among the Gentiles,” in vs. 19 and 21. In v. 
19 en tois ethnesin, the preposition en is employed with a dative 
(indicating indirect object), meaning that it can be rendered as “in, 
on, at; near, by, before; among, within” (CGEDNT).105 In v. 21 kata ta 
ethnē pantas, the preposition kata is employed with an accusative 
(indicating direct object), and refers to location: “of extension in 
space, along, over, through, in, upon” (BDAG).106 Does this at all 

 
much of the Jewish community in Greek and Roman lands. If any non-Jewish 
Believers were medically circumcised, it would certainly have had to be conducted 
discretely. 

I recently (10 January, 2010) heard a Jewish medical doctor, Isadore Rosenfeld 
on FoxNews Sunday, encourage couples expecting a male child to seriously consider 
medical circumcision, not worrying about the religious implications. The relevant 
video clip, “New Reasons to Circumcise Your Child” can be downloaded at 
<http://video.foxnews.com>. 

104 Wall, in NIB, 10:293. 
105 Barclay M. Newman, Jr., A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New 

Testament (Stuttgart: United Bible Societies/Deutche Bibelgesellschaft, 1971), 59. 
106 BDAG, 511. 
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matter? V. 19 appears to be referring to the Greeks and the Romans 
who have been affected by Paul’s ministry, whereas v. 21 speaks 
about all the Jews out in the Diaspora, “throughout the nations” 
(LITV), who interact with pagans. The principal claim, which The 
Message tries to capture, is “They've been told that you advise 
believing Jews who live surrounded by Gentiles...” (v. 21) to abandon 
the Torah and Moses. This rumor finds its support not necessarily of 
the fact that Jews lived in the Diaspora (v. 21), but that out in the 
Diaspora, because of the spread of the good news, they were now 
interacting with non-Jewish people on a much closer basis than ever 
before (v. 19). 
 

 
22 “What, then, is to be done? They will certainly hear that 
you have come. 23 Therefore do this that we tell you. We have 
four men who are under a vow; 24 take them and purify 
yourself along with them, and pay their expenses so that they 
may shave their heads; and all will know that there is 
nothing to the things which they have been told about you, 
but that you yourself also walk orderly, keeping the Law. 25 
But concerning the Gentiles who have believed, we wrote, 
having decided that they should abstain from meat sacrificed 
to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from 
fornication.” 
 
21:22-23 The Jewish Believers who James and the Jerusalem 

leaders report are “zealous for the Law” (v. 20), as indicated, “will 
certainly hear that you have come.” The concern for Paul is not that 
Jewish Believers who are living forth the significant righteous 
imperatives of God’s Torah have heard that he has arrived—it is 
those who are zealous and have either heard or believed the rumor 
circulating about him. They have concluded that Paul tells Jews to 
cast off their responsibilities as being chosen of God, as a result of 
him bringing Greeks and Romans into the community of Messiah 
followers. Among those zealous for Torah could have been Zealots, 
intent on seeing Paul assassinated in some way. 

James and the Jerusalem leaders know that Paul is not disloyal to 
either the Torah or his own Jewish people, but that he has a unique 
ministry calling among the nations. They have a solution that they 
hope will immediately squelch any thought that Paul is a turncoat 
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