Acts 16:27



 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now” plus the predicate nominative from the masculine singular adjective EXUPNOS, which means “awake, aroused; awaken Acts 16:27.”
 (To come out of a hypnotic state.)  Then we have the nominative masculine singular aorist deponent middle participle from the verb GINOMAI, meaning “to be”—this verb is frequently used in the same sense as the verb EIMI with an adjective to paraphrase the passive voice Mt 24:32; Mk 13:28; Acts 1:19; 9:42; 12:23; 16:27; 19:17; 26:19; Jn 12:42; Lk 24:31; Mk 6:14; 1 Cor 3:13; 14:25; Phil 1:13; Jam 1:12; 1 Cor 15:58; 2 Tim 3:9.”


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


The deponent middle voice is used with the adjective to paraphrase the passive voice, indicating that the jailer received the action of being awakened.


The participle is a temporal participle and precedes the action of the main verb and is translated by the word “when.”
This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and noun DESMOPHULAX, which means “the jailer.”

“Now when the jailer was awakened”
 is the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the nominative masculine singular aorist active participle of the verb EIDON, which means “to see: saw.”


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


The active voice indicates that the jailer produced the action of seeing.


The participle is a temporal participle and precedes the action of the main verb.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the feminine plural perfect passive participle from the verb ANOIGW, which means “to open.”  This is substantival use of the participle, being used as an adjective to modify the following accusative feminine plural article and noun THURA, meaning “the doors.”  With this we have the possessive genitive or genitive of identity from the feminine singular article and noun PHULAKĒ, which means “of the prison.”  The entire object is translated “the opened doors of the prison.”
“and saw the opened doors of the prison,”

 is the explanatory nominative masculine singular aorist middle participle from the verb SPAW, which means “to exert force so as to pull or draw, draw, pull (out) in our literature (as almost always in the LXX) only in the middle voice in the sense to draw a sword Mk 14:47; Acts 16:27.”


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


The middle voice is an indirect middle, which emphasizes the personal responsibility of the subject in producing the action.


The participle is temporal and precedes the action of the main verb.  It is translated “after drawing.”

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine singular article (the manuscript evidence is very evenly split on its inclusion versus exclusion; however, the article’s presence or absence does not change the basic meaning of the statement) and the noun MACHAIRA, meaning “the Roman short sword called ‘the Machaira’ in the Greek and Gladius in the Latin.”
  The article is used as a personal pronoun ‘his’.  Then we have the third person singular imperfect active indicative from the verb MELLW with the present active infinitive from the verb ANAIREW, which means “to do away with, destroy, execute, slay, or kill oneself; commit suicide Acts 16:27.”


The imperfect tense is a tendential imperfect, which indicates a proposed or attempted action.  The present tense of the infinitive indicating what was going on right then.


The active voice indicates the jailer produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.  The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, completing the action of the verb MELLW.

With this we have the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular reflexive pronoun HEAUTOU, meaning “himself.”

“after drawing his sword, he was about to kill himself,”

 is the nominative masculine singular present active participle from the verb NOMIZW, which means “to think, believe, hold, consider or suppose.”


The present tense is a descriptive present for what was occurring in the jailer’s mind right then.


The active voice indicates that the jailer was producing the action.


The participle expresses attendant circumstances.

Then we have the perfect active infinitive from the verb EKPHEUGW, which means literally “to flee away; to run away Acts 16:27; 19:16; escape.”


The perfect tense is a consummative perfect, which emphasizes the completion of a past action.  It is translated by the English auxiliary verb “had.”


The active voice indicates that the prisoners produced the action.


The infinitive is an infinitive of indirect discourse in an accusative-infinitive construction.

Finally, we have the accusative subject of the infinitive from the masculine plural article and noun DESMIOS, which means “the prisoners.”  This accusative functions as the ‘subject’ of the infinitive.
“thinking that the prisoners had escaped.”

Acts 16:27 corrected translation
“Now when the jailer was awakened and saw the opened doors of the prison, after drawing his sword, he was about to kill himself, thinking that the prisoners had escaped.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now when the jailer was awakened”

a.  The jailer was awakened by the earthquake, which shook the whole prison building and probably the entire city of Philippi as well.


b.  The jailer was shaken awake by the hand of God.  This was a physical awakening that would soon lead to a spiritual awakening.


c.  From the rest of the verse we see that wherever the jailer was (probably at home with his family), he was clearly outside the doors of the prison.


d.  Not described here by Luke, but a logical conclusion is that the earthquake lasted long enough for the jailer to wake up and realize what was happening; then to pick himself up off the floor (remember it was a great earthquake and if he were laying down he would have remained in that position rather than trying to stand during the shaking), get dressed, and run to the prison to see if anyone was killed.

2.  “and saw the opened doors of the prison,”

a.  As the jailer arrives at the front of the prison, he sees that the prison doors are open.  


b.  He knows that the earthquake has caused this to happen.  He probably associates the earthquake with the hand of God acting to free the prisoners.


c.  He also concludes that his life is forfeit, because of what God has done, and he knows that the city magistrates will make him pay dearly as the scapegoat for the prisoners escaping.

3.  “after drawing his sword, he was about to kill himself,”

a.  Therefore, rather than suffering the beating with rods, long imprisonment, and torture that he knows is coming, he draws his own sword with the intent to commit suicide.  He does not want to suffer the same fate to which his prisoners have been subjected.



(1)  “The Roman law dealt severely with jailors who were unable to produce the prisoners who had been put into their custody.  If prisoners who were liable to the death penalty were lost, the jailor himself would be promptly executed in their stead.  That is why the jailor, despairing of his own life when he thought that all his prisoners had escaped, preferred to kill himself rather than to be ignominiously killed by the praetors.”



(2)  The Code of Justinian states that “a guard who allows a prisoner to escape is liable to the punishment the prisoner would have received.”


b.  Suicide is generally not the will of God; however, there may be exceptions to this rule.



(1)  “No single word for suicide occurs in Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek, but, contrary to widespread opinion, the Bible has much to say about the subject.  Relevant texts are of two types: (1) those that give specific accounts of persons taking their own lives; (2) those that, although not relating to suicide directly, have been used to portray suicide as either (a) a sin or a crime, or (b) a way of achieving martyrdom or of emulating the example of Jesus.



(2)  Seven accounts of suicide, or possible attempted suicide, occur in the Bible.




(a) Judg 9:50–57 tells of Abimelech, who had his skull crushed when a woman dropped a millstone on his head from a tower.  Knowing that death was imminent, he asked his armor bearer to slay him with his sword, ‘lest men say of me, “A woman killed him.”’




(b)  According to the definition given above, Samson’s death (Judg 16:21–31) was suicide.  Having spent his last days in torment, blinded and mocked by the Philistines, Samson prayed that he might have strength to avenge his enemies and die with them.  He then caused the building in which they were gathered to collapse upon them all.




(c)  Both Saul and his armor bearer killed themselves by falling on their own swords, in order to avoid being killed or abused by their enemies (1 Sam 31:1–7).




(d)  After his military counsel to Absalom had been rejected, Ahitophel ‘went off home to his own city,… set his house in order, and hanged himself’ (2 Sam 17:23).




(e)  Zimri, a would-be king, set fire to his house and died in the flames just as Tirzah was about to be captured by Omri’s forces (1 Kg 16:15–20).




(f)  Some writers consider Jonah 1:11–15 a story of a suicide attempt.




(g)  The only NT account of a suicide is the story of Judas’s death in Mt 27:3–5.


(3)  None of these accounts explicitly condemns suicide as a sin or a crime, or has a clear statement that suicide per se was a punishment for past sins.  Indeed, in some instances the suicides were honored by their survivors.  But in others they were clearly outside the divine will and purpose.



(4)  Among the biblical texts that have been influential in shaping attitudes against suicide, the most important is the sixth commandment (Ex 20:13; Dt 5:17).  Chrysostom cautioned against hurrying one’s appointed end, and Jerome considered Judas’s suicide a crime. Augustine used the sixth commandment to crystallize the opinion that suicide was wrong. Probably in reaction to a large number of Christians who were eager to leave this life, he argued that suicide foreclosed any opportunity for repentance and that it was also an act of cowardice.  Later church councils and thinkers, including Thomas Aquinas, reinforced this teaching.  Aquinas relied on natural theology to insist that suicide was against nature and therefore against God’s ordinance.  God alone has the right to give and to take away life.  Suicide was also a crime against society and should not be used, even to escape torture or rape.



(5)  The negative view went virtually unchallenged until the 17th century, when John Donne, the English cleric, argued persuasively for a positive view of suicide.  Donne relied heavily on Jesus’ saying in Jn 15:12f, ‘Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.’  Even more explicit is 1 Jn 3:16, ‘By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.’



(6)  Serious discussion of the ethics of suicide requires careful attention to the definition given of it.  Some hold that strictly and properly self-sacrifice (military heroes, the socially concerned) is not suicide.  But how far can that negation reach?  Unless carefully monitored, the exclusive definition might allow unwittingly for a very broad interpretation of self-sacrifice.  On the other hand, the unquestioned primacy of self-preservation can easily become a hindrance to genuine Christian altruism.



(7)  In the ongoing debate, scholars and ethicists reject the harsh condemnations of the Middle Ages, but are duly cautious in citing the extreme circumstances where suicide might fall within acceptable limits, e.g., the choice of death in Nazi concentrations camps or self-slaying to avoid revealing military secrets.”


c.  It is Satan’s lie that all is lost, and therefore, you might as well take your own life as well.  We never know when God is about to intervene in our lives, as this jailor was about to discover.  All was not lost for him, as He was about to find the Lord Jesus Christ as his personal Savior.

4.  “thinking that the prisoners had escaped.”

a.   It had to take some time for the jailer to get to the prison, at least long enough for the prisoners to escape and move off into hiding places within the city, because he believes that the prisoners have all escaped from the prison.


b.  He has not yet gone inside the prison to investigate the situation.  He has made an assumption based upon the fact that the outer door to the prison is wide open.  His own bad assumption had almost cost him his life.  Assumptions are dangerous things, especially when we make life-changing decisions based upon them.


c.  The natural reaction of most prisoners in this situation would be to run for their lives and hide in the city, then disguise themselves and try to leave the city unnoticed the next day, after the city gates are opened in the morning.  But none of that happened.  The prisoners were content to stay where they were.  They were applying a principle that Paul would write to these believers later on: Phil 4:11b, “for I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am.”
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