Acts 11:28



 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “And” plus the nominative masculine singular aorist active participle from the verb ANISTĒMI, which means “to stand up.”


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


The active voice indicates that Agabus produced the action.


The participle is a temporal participle, indicating that the action of this participle precedes the action of the main verb.  It is translated “after standing up”
Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular cardinal adjective HEIS, meaning “one” with the preposition EK plus the partitive ablative (or ablative of the whole) from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “of or from them.”  This is followed by the instrumental of association from the neuter singular noun ONOMA, meaning “with the name” or simply “named.”  Then we have the nominative of appellation from the masculine singular proper noun HAGABOS, which is incorrectly transliterated as “Agabus,” using the Latin rather than the Greek ending and ignoring the rough breathing “H.”

“And after one of them named Agabus stood up,”
 is the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb SĒMAINW, which means “to make known, report, communicate Acts 25:27; Rev 1:1; to intimate something respecting the future: indicate, suggest, or intimate Acts 11:28.”


The aorist tense is an ingressive aorist, which emphasizes entrance into a past state, condition, action, or process.


The active voice indicates that Agabus began to produce the action.


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

Then we have the preposition DIA plus ablative of means or ablative of agency (here either would be appropriate, correct, and virtually mean the same thing) from the neuter singular article and noun PNEUMA, meaning “by the Spirit” and referring to the Holy Spirit.  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine singular noun LIMOS, meaning “a famine” (BDAG, p. 596) and adjective MEGAS, meaning “great.”  Then we have the present active infinitive from the verb MELLW, which means “to be about to” with the complementary infinitive following to complete its meaning.


The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now going on.  Right now there is about to be something that is going to happen.


The active voice indicates that the great famine is going to produce the action.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive.

With this we have the future deponent middle infinitive from the verb EIMI, which means “to be: that there will be.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The deponent middle voice is active in meaning, the great famine producing the action.


The infinitive is an infinitive of indirect discourse.  “The future inf. was never a common construction and was almost confined to indirect discourse.”

Together the verbs MELLW and EIMI mean: “that there is about to be.”  Then we have the preposition EPI plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular adjective HOLOS plus the article and noun OIKOUMENĒ, which means “over the whole inhabited earth, world Lk 4:5; 21:26; Rom 10:18; Heb 1:6; Mt 24:14; Acts 11:28; Rev 3:10; 16:14.”

“he began to indicate by the Spirit that there is about to be a great famine over the whole world,”

 is the nominative subject from the feminine singular qualitative pronoun, which is used in place of the simple relative pronoun (BDAG, p. 730), meaning “which” and referring back to the feminine singular phrase “a great famine.”  This is followed by the third person singular aorist deponent middle indicative from the verb GINOMAI, which means “to happen, take place, or occur.”


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


The deponent middle voice functions as an active voice with the relative pronoun “which famine” producing the action of taking place.


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

Finally, we have the preposition EPI plus the genitive of time within which an event or condition takes place, meaning: in the time of, under from the masculine singular proper noun KLAUDIOS, meaning “Claudius with (kings or other rulers): in the time of Elisha Lk 4:27; Mk 2:26; Lk 3:2; Acts 11:28.”

“which took place in the reign of Claudius.”

An important Western reading, preserved in Codex D (5th Century), the old Latin, the Coptic, and Augustine supplies the first “we”-passage in any text of Acts: (“And there was much rejoicing; and when we were gathered together one of them named Agabus spoke, signifying …”).”
  Based upon this reading many biblical scholars concluded that Luke was from Antioch and was converted there prior to the beginning of the missionary journeys of Barnabas and Paul.  This is speculation based upon a text (Codex D) that loves to add all kinds of erroneous additional information to the text.

Acts 11:28 corrected translation
“And after one of them named Agabus stood up, he began to indicate by the Spirit that there is about to be a great famine over the whole world, which took place in the reign of Claudius.”
Explanation:
1.  “And after one of them named Agabus stood up,”

a.  Luke moves through the arrival and greeting of these believers from the Jerusalem church to what happened when all the believers in Antioch were assembled at the first church service after their arrival.  The worship service went through its normal procedure, whatever that may have been, and then the prophets from Jerusalem were invited to speak.  Agabus was the leader of the group and the first one to stand up to speak to the congregation.


b.  Agabus is one of many prophets mentioned in Acts.  “Of the prophets the book of Acts names Agabus, Barnabas, Symeon, Lucius, Manaen, and Saul of Tarsus, Judas and Silas.  These were inspired and inspiring teachers and preachers of the mysteries of God.  They appear to have had special influence on the choice of officers, designating the persons who were pointed out to them by the Spirit of God in their prayer and fasting, as peculiarly fitted for missionary labor or any other service in the church.  The gift of prophecy in the wider sense dwelt in all the apostles, pre-eminently in John, the seer and author of the Revelation.  Being a prophet was a function rather than an office.”

2.  “he began to indicate by the Spirit that there is about to be a great famine over the whole world,”

a.  Agabus spoke under the ministry and influence of the Holy Spirit, using his spiritual gift of prophecy to teach the congregation.


b.  All teaching in the local church is supposed to be under the ministry and influence or filling of the Holy Spirit.


c.  Agabus foretells what is about to take place over the whole inhabited earth as these people know it.  The phrase ‘the whole world’ does not refer to every continent on earth, but to the food bearing parts of the Roman Empire.  Everything outside the Roman Empire was not considered part of their ‘world’.  Agabus was accurate in his statement, since historically there were famines during the reign of Claudius that affected the entire Roman Empire.

3.  “which took place in the reign of Claudius.”

a.  Luke then identifies more specifically the time of famine predicted by Agabus.  It was the famous famine in the reign of Claudius, who ruled from 41-54 A.D.


b.  This statement proves without question that the book of Acts was written after the reign of the Emperor Claudius.


c.  The reign of Claudius “was disturbed by frequent famines, one of which, according to Josephus, severely affected Judaea and Syria, and caused great distress in Jerusalem under the procuratorship of Cuspius Fadus, A.D. 45.”
  “Famines in Rome during the reign of Claudius are mentioned by Suetonius, Dio Cassius, Tacitus, and Orosius.  Josephus narrates in the time of Fadus the generosity of Helena during a famine in Palestine, but subsequently dates the famine generally in the time of Fadus and Alexander.  The famine in Palestine would fall therefore at some time between 44 and 48.”


d.  Based upon the church growing for a couple of years before the salvation of Saul, and Barnabas bringing Saul to Antioch after a ten year interval of Saul’s inactivity in Tarsus, it was about 42-43 A.D. when Barnabas and Saul began teaching in Antioch.  Then if the prophets from Jerusalem came to Antioch in 43 A.D., the prediction of the famine probably occurred a year or two before the great famine.



(1)  “In addition, as the position of chapter 12 suggests, this famine came near the death of Herod Agrippa I in 44.”



(2)  “The famine that affected the Roman world, and more particularly Palestine, under Claudius (Acts 11:28) is assigned by Josephus to the Judean procuratorship of Tiberius Julius Alexander, i.e., between A.D. 45 and 48.  ‘Herod the king’ of Acts 12:1 was the elder Herod Agrippa, who received the royal title from the Emperor Gaius in A.D. 37 and had Judea added to his kingdom by Claudius in A.D. 41; he died in A.D. 44.  The implication of Acts 12 is that his death took place not long after Peter’s imprisonment and escape.  The famine-relief visit of Barnabas and Paul from Antioch to Jerusalem (Acts 11:30; 12:25) is probably to be dated some little time after Herod Agrippa’s death.”



(3)  The historical background for this section of Acts is as follows:

“When Herod died in 4 B.C. his kingdom was divided among three of his surviving sons. Archelaus governed Judaea and Samaria as ethnarch until AD 6; Antipas governed Galilee and Peraea as tetrarch until AD 39; Philip received as a tetrarchy the territory East and NE of the Sea of Galilee which his father had pacified in the emperor’s interests, and ruled it until his death in AD 34.

Antipas inherited a full share of his father’s political acumen, and continued the thankless task of promoting the Roman cause in his tetrarchy and the surrounding regions.  Archelaus, however, had all his father’s brutality without his genius, and soon drove his subjects to the point where they petitioned the Roman emperor to remove him so as to prevent a revolt from breaking out. Archelaus was accordingly deposed and banished, and his ethnarchy was reconstituted as a Roman province of the third grade.  In order that its annual yield of tribute to the imperial exchequer might be assessed, the governor of Syria, Quirinius, held a census in Judaea and Samaria.  This census provoked the rising of Judas the Galilean, and, while the rising was crushed, its ideals lived on in the party of the Zealots, who maintained that the payment of tribute to Caesar, or to any other pagan ruler, was an act of treason to Israel’s God.

After the census, Judaea (as the province of Judaea and Samaria was called) received a prefect as governor.  These prefects were appointed by the emperor and were subject to the general supervision of the governors of Syria.  The early Roman prefects exercised the privilege of appointing the high priest of Israel—a privilege which, since the end of the Hasmonaean dynasty, had been exercised by Herod and Archelaus after him.  The prefects sold the sacred office to the highest bidder, and its religious prestige was naturally very low.  By virtue of his office the high priest presided over the Sanhedrin, which administered the internal affairs of the nation.

Of the earlier prefects the only one whose name is well known is Pontius Pilate, whose harsh and stubborn character is recorded in the pages of Josephus and Philo—not to mention the part he plays in the NT narrative.  His construction of a new aqueduct to provide Jerusalem and the Temple with a better water-supply illustrates the material benefits of Roman rule; his flouting the religious scruples of the Jews by insisting on defraying the expense of it from the sacred Temple-fund illustrates an aspect of Roman rule which was largely responsible for the revolt of AD 66—the insensitivity of many of the governors to local feeling.

For a short time, between the years 41 and 44, Judaea enjoyed a welcome relief from administration by Roman prefects.  Herod Agrippa I, a grandson of Herod the Great and Mariamne, to whom the emperor Gaius had given Philip’s former tetrarchy as a kingdom in AD 37 (augmenting it by the addition of Galilee and Peraea in AD 39, after the deposition and banishment of Antipas), received Judaea and Samaria as further extensions of his kingdom from the emperor Claudius in AD 41.  Because of his descent from the Hasmonaeans (through Mariamne) he was popular with his Jewish subjects.  But his sudden death in AD 44, at the age of 54, meant that the province of Judaea (now including Galilee as well as Samaria) reverted to rule by Roman governors, now called procurators, since Agrippa’s son, Agrippa the Younger, was too young to be entrusted with his father’s royal responsibility.  One concession was made to Jewish sentiment, however: the privilege of appointing the high priest, which Agrippa had inherited from the prefects who preceded him, did not go back to the procurators who followed him, but was given first to his brother Herod of Chalcis, and then (after the death of that Herod in AD 48) to Agrippa the Younger.”



(4)  Sir William Ramsey’s summary:

“The great famine in Palestine occurred probably in A.D. 46.  The commentators as a rule endeavor, by straining Josephus, or by quoting the authority of Orosius, to make out that the famine took place in 44, and even that it occasioned the persecution by Herod.


The eagerness to date the famine in 44 arises from a mistake as to the meaning and order of the narrative of Acts.  Between 11:30 and 12:25 there is interposed an account of Herod’s persecution and his miserable death, events which belong to the year 44; and it has been supposed that Luke conceives these events as happening while Barnabas and Saul were in Jerusalem.  But that is not the case.  Luke describes the prophecy of Agabus, and the assessment imposed by common arrangement on the whole congregation in-proportion to their individual resources.  Then he adds that this arrangement was carried out and the whole sum sent to Jerusalem.  The process thus described was not an instantaneous subscription.  The money was probably collected by weekly contributions, for the congregation was not rich, and coin was not plentiful in Syrian cities.  This collection would take a considerable time, as we gather both from the analogy of the later Pauline contribution, and from the fact that the famine was still in the future, and no necessity for urgent haste existed.  The arrangements were made beforehand in full reliance on the prophecy; but there is no reason to think that the money was used until the famine actually began, and relief was urgently needed.  The manner of relief must, of course, have been by purchasing and distributing corn, for it would have shown criminal incapacity to send gold to a starving city; and the corn would not be given by any rational person, until the famine was at its height.  No rational person will suppose that the corn was brought to Jerusalem until the famine was actually raging.  But in a land where transport was difficult, preparations took time; and Luke states at the outset the general course of the preparations which the Divine revelation aroused.


Thereafter, before describing the actual distribution of relief in Jerusalem, the author’s method requires him to bring down the general narrative of events in Jerusalem and Judaea to the point when the famine began; and then at last he mentions the actual administering of the relief. He, therefore, tells about the persecution of Herod (which took place near the time when Agabus prophesied), and about Herod’s death; and then at last he mentions the execution of the Antiochian design and the return of the delegates to their own city.


As thus interpreted, Luke’s chronology harmonises admirably with Josephus. Agabus came to Antioch in the winter of 43-44; and in the early part of 44 Herod’s persecution occurred, followed by his death, probably in the autumn.  In 45 the harvest was probably not good, and provisions grew scarce in the country; then, when the harvest of 46 failed, famine set in, and relief was urgently required, and was administered by Barnabas and Saul.  It is an interesting coincidence that relief was given liberally in Jerusalem by Queen Helena (mother of Izates, King of Adiabene), who bought corn in Egypt and figs in Cyprus, and brought them to Jerusalem for distribution.  She came to Jerusalem in 45, and her visit lasted through the season of famine; she had a palace in Jerusalem.  The way in which she imparted relief to the starving people illustrates the work that Barnabas and Saul had to perform.  The service in Jerusalem must have occupied Barnabas and Saul for a considerable time.”


e.  The grace of God was providing for and protecting the Church by telling these believers beforehand what would occur.  This advance warning gave the agricultural economy time to save their current crop and prepare for the coming draught.


f.  The fact this predicted famine actually took place was verification and validation of the spiritual gift of Agabus.


g.  The fact the Holy Spirit motivated these prophets to come to Antioch was evidence of the Jerusalem church’s care and concern for this new church.  This is the proper attitude that one church should have toward another church.
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