Acts 27:17



 is the accusative direct object from the feminine singular relative pronoun HOS, meaning “which” and referring to the dinghy.  Then we have the nominative masculine plural aorist active participle from the verb AIRW, which means “to lift up, take up” and in this case as a nautical procedure the verb “to hoist up” is an excellent translation as in the NASV.


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


The active voice indicates that the crew produced the action of hoisting up the dinghy.


The participle is temporal and translated by the word “after,” indicating that the action of this participle precedes the action of the main verb.

Then we have the dative direct object from the feminine plural noun BOĒTHEIA, which means “helps, aids, supports.”
  When used in combination with the verb HUPOZWNNUMI (see below) it takes on the meaning “supporting cables” used in undergirding the ship.  This is followed by the third person plural imperfect deponent middle/passive indicative from the verb CHRAOMAI, which means “to make use of, employ.”


The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, which describes what occurred in the past.


The deponent middle/passive voice functions in an active sense with the subject (the crew) producing the action.


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

Then we have the nominative masculine plural present active participle from the verb HUPOZWNNUMI, which means “to undergird, brace, nautical technical term: provide a ship with cables that go around the outside of the hull, and in the case of merchantmen, under it to give the ship greater firmness in a heavy sea Acts 27:17.”


The present tense is a descriptive present, describing what happened at that moment.


The active voice indicates that the crew produced the action.


The participle is a telic participle, which “indicates the purpose of the action of the finite verb.  Unlike other participles, a simple ‘-ing’ flavor will miss the point.  Almost always this can (and usually should) be translated like an English infinitive.”

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the neuter singular article and noun PLOION, which means “the ship.”

“which, after hoisting up, they made use of supporting cables to undergird the ship;”

 is the nominative masculine plural present passive participle from the verb PHOBEW, which means “to fear: fearing.”


The present tense is a descriptive present, which describes what was happening during that time.


The passive voice indicates that the ship’s crew received the action of being afraid.


The participle is circumstantial.

Then we have the additive use of the postpositive conjunction TE, meaning “and.”  This is followed by the particle MĒ, used after verbs of fearing, meaning “that.”  Then we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular article and proper noun SURTIS, which means “on the Syrtis” and refers to the shallow water near that place.  This is followed by the third person plural aorist active subjunctive from the verb EKPIPTW, which means “to drift or be blown off course and run aground: drift off course, run aground, nautical term, on something Acts 27:17.”


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


The active voice indicates that the ship might produce the action.


The subjective mood is a potential subjunctive, indicating the possibility of something.  This mood is indicated by the word “might.”
“and fearing that they might run aground on the Syrtis [the shifting sand-banks along the Libyan coast],”

 is the nominative masculine plural aorist active participle from the verb CHALAW, which means “to let down” as a nautical technical term.


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


The active voice indicates that the crew of the ship produced the action.


The participle is a temporal participle, which precedes the action of the main verb, and is translated by the phrase “after letting down.”

Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter singular article and noun SKEUOS, which means “the driving-anchor.”
  F.F. Bruce has a different view of the meaning of this word in this passage (as does Lenski) according to the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (ISBE): “From the context it is clear that SKEUOS here refers to an object on the ship that, when lowered, would reduce the danger of running on the sands of the Great Syrtis.  Some (Bauer) suggest ‘drift-anchor,’ which would lessen the storm’s effect on the ship, and thus enable it to navigate more safely.  Others, e.g., F. F. Bruce (commentary on Acts [NICNT, 1954], pp. 505 note 24, 510), suggest the gear connected with one or more of the sails that, when partially lowered, would reduce the wind’s effect but still allow the sailors to navigate.  Perhaps in view of the use of SKEUOS meaning ‘tackle’ in verse 19, this latter suggestion is preferable.”
  (Bruce says it is a sea anchor in his 1988 NICNT commentary.)  The word also means “object, equipment” and various other suggestions.

“after letting down the main-sail,”

 is the adverb of manner HOUTWS, meaning “in this manner.”  Finally, we have the third person plural imperfect passive indicative from the verb PHERW, which means “to be moved, be driven, let oneself be moved Acts 27:15, 17.”


The imperfect tense is a voluntative imperfect, describing a desired past action.


The passive voice is a causative passive voice, which can be translated “let themselves be driven.”  The subject gives permission to allow the action to happen to them.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.
“in this way they let themselves be driven.”

Acts 27:17 corrected translation
“which, after hoisting up, they made use of supporting cables to undergird the ship; and fearing that they might run aground on the Syrtis [the shifting sand-banks along the Libyan coast], after letting down the mail-sail, in this way they let themselves be driven.”
Explanation:
1.  “which, after hoisting up, they made use of supporting cables to undergird the ship;”

a.  The entire sentence now reads: “Then, after running under the lee [shelter] of a certain island called Cauda, we were able with difficulty to develop control of the skiff [a small boat], which, after hoisting up, they made use of supporting cables to undergird the ship; and fearing that they might run aground on the Syrtis [the shifting sand-banks along the Libyan coast], after letting down the main-sail, in this way they let themselves be driven.”


b.  This clause tells us that the crew brought the dinghy up into the ship, just as a lifeboat would hang just above the deck of a ship.


c.  After hoisting up the dinghy, they used the ropes/cables to undergird the ship.  This means to wrap the ropes or cables around the ship, in order to try and hold it together.  Lenski explains: “These strong cables that were passed under the ship trans​versely around its waist in order to support the tim​bers lest they spring their joints and let in the water and cause the ship to founder.  The Athenian triremes used such frappings.  Some speak of passing these cables around the ship horizontally, from stem to stern, an idea that is unacceptable, not only because the thing could not be done, but because, if done, would be quite useless.  The planking of the hull was horizontal, and a transverse cable alone would help to secure it against springing joints.  Ancient ships generally foundered because of the spreading of the planks of the hull; frappings were thus carried as regular equipment.”


d.  They were doing all they could to keep the ship in one piece and keep themselves alive.  They were doing everything possible to save themselves.

2.  “and fearing that they might run aground on the Syrtis [the shifting sand-banks along the Libyan coast],”

a.  The great motivation for all the crew’s actions at this point was fear.  The main thing they feared was running aground on the sand-banks that existed along the coast of Libya, which were called “The Syrtis.”  The fear that sailors had of the Syrtis is well documented from the ancient world.  If the ship ran aground there, they were all dead men, and they knew it.


b.  Syrtis is the “name of two gulfs along the Libyan coast which, because of their shallowness and shifting sand-banks, were greatly feared by mariners.  The Syrtis meant in Acts 27:17 is the so-called Great one, toward Cyrenaica.”


c.  “When the northeast wind forced Paul’s ship away from Cyprus the sailors probably lowered some sort of sea anchor to act as a brake because they were afraid of being blown into Greater Syrtis.  The fact that they were still very far away from Greater Syrtis illustrates the extent of the fear that the shallow waters and the quicksands of the gulf inspired.”
 

3.  “after letting down the main-sail,”

a.  There are two possible meaning of what is described here, and both are equally true, and certainly both were done.  The Greek word SKEUOS is used by Luke in Acts 10:11 to describe the “object” (SKEUOS) seen by Peter on the rooftop of Simon the Tanner is the city of Joppa: “and an object coming down, something like a great sheet.”


(1)  The sailors threw an anchor overboard behind the ship to slow it from being pushed southwest toward the quicksands of the Syrtis off the coast of Libya.



(2)  The sailors lower some of the sails to achieve the same effect.  This is probably the correct answer, as Lenski explains: “The ship’s course had to be changed at all hazard. When this is understood, we shall reject the expla​nation of the commentators who think that these words mean lowering the gear into the water in order to slow down the scudding vessel. Some think of stones or weights that were dragged by ropes; people name rudder, sails, ropes, anchors, but do not mention further details except to state that the sails were furled, and the anchors were thrown out.  But this would not have changed the ship’s course, it would only have delayed the calamity of the Syrtis.  And the ship’s course was changed; see the maps.  It was driven westward and a little northward so that it eventually (the hurricane lasted fourteen days) reached Malta.  What was lowered in the lee of Cauda was the mainsail; the yardarm and this sail were brought down.  The ship was laid to, pointed into the wind as closely as possible, having only a small topsail to help to hold it there; she was laid on her starboard tack, the right side slanting acutely to the wind, so that the gale sent her westward and a little northward.  The resultant drift 8° north of west, according to the strength of the gale, would be between 3/4 and 2 miles per hour.  Taking the mean rate of 1.5 miles per hour, 36 miles per day, would bring the ship the 480 miles to Malta in about 13 days, exactly as Luke has described its course.”


b.  “Such a ship would have a central mast with long yard-arms carrying a large square mainsail and possibly a small topsail, and a small foremast sloping forward almost like a bowsprit, with a foresail which might be used to give the ship steerage way when it was not desired to take full advantage of the wind (Acts 27:40), and to head the ship round and check drifting in a storm (in Acts 27:17 ‘lowered the gear’ may mean ‘set the foresail’ or ‘let out a sea-anchor’ or ‘let down the mast-top gear’).  By bracing the sails these ships could sail within about 7 points of the wind.”


c.  Whether the sailors lowered a sea anchor or let down the mail sail, they were trying to do the same thing—slow the ship down and change course, so they would not run aground on the quicksands of the Libyan coast.  They were acting out of fear and doing everything they could to save themselves.

4.  “in this way they let themselves be driven.”

a.  By doing all the things described here the crew then let themselves be driven southwest and west by the wind.  They had no more control over the situation.  There was nothing left for them to do.


b.  God uses trying circumstances to bring us to the end of all we can do, so that we must face the fact we are dependent on Him.  God was preparing the crew and passengers of this ship for His salvation, but He had to bring them to the end of their ropes (literally) before He could do so.  The lesson to us is obvious.  God must sometimes bring us to the end of our rope before we will look to Him for our final hope or answer.  He should be the first One we look to for all our answers.  Paul knew this; the ship’s owner, captain, and centurion were in the process of learning it.


c.  Instead of being driven south to the coast of Libya, the ship was driven west to the island of Malta, just south of Sicily.  See the map below.
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