Acts 7:11



 is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now” plus the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb ERCHOMAI, which means “to come: came.”

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


The active voice indicates that a famine produced the action of coming.


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

Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine and feminine (it is used both ways in Greek literature) singular noun LIMOS, which means “famine” (BDAG, p. 596).  This is followed by the preposition EPI plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular adjective HOLOS plus the article and noun AIGUPTOS, meaning “over all Egypt.”  Then we have the connective use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular proper noun CHANAAN, which we transliterate as “Canaan.”

“Now a famine came over all Egypt and Canaan,”
 is the connective use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the nominative subject from the feminine singular noun THLIPSIS and the adjective MEGAS, meaning “great affliction, distress, tribulation, etc.”
“and great affliction,”
 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the negative OUCH, meaning “not” plus the third person plural imperfect active indicative from the verb HEURISKW, which means “to find.”

The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, which describes an action that continued in the past up to some unspecified point in time.


The active voice indicates that the patriarchs—the brothers of Joseph—could not produce the action of finding food.

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

Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural noun CHORTASMA, which means “food” (BDAG, p. 1087).  Because this word is only used for animal fodder, most commentators contend that it was lack of animal fodder that forced the family of Jacob to go to Egypt.  However, the verb CHORTAZW is found in Lk 9:17, which clearly does not refer to animal fodder, “And they all ate [CHORTAZW] and were satisfied; and the broken pieces which they had left over were picked up, twelve baskets full.”  Finally, we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun PATĒR plus the possessive genitive from the first person plural personal pronoun EGW, meaning “our fathers” and referring to the brothers of Joseph.
“and our fathers were not finding food.”
Acts 7:11 corrected translation
“Now a famine came over all Egypt and Canaan, and great affliction, and our fathers were not finding food.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now a famine came over all Egypt and Canaan,”

a.  Stephen moves us along in the history of the Jews to the next significant event—the reason why the descendants of Abraham through the line of Isaac and Jacob had to move to Egypt.

b.  The Old Testament background for this statement is found in:



(1)  Gen 41:25-32, “Now Joseph said to Pharaoh, ‘Pharaoh’s dreams are one and the same; God has told to Pharaoh what He is about to do.  The seven good cows are seven years; and the seven good ears are seven years; the dreams are one and the same.  The seven lean and ugly cows that came up after them are seven years, and the seven thin ears scorched by the east wind will be seven years of famine.  It is as I have spoken to Pharaoh: God has shown to Pharaoh what He is about to do.  Behold, seven years of great abundance are coming in all the land of Egypt; and after them seven years of famine will come, and all the abundance will be forgotten in the land of Egypt, and the famine will ravage the land.  So the abundance will be unknown in the land because of that subsequent famine; for it will be very severe.  Now as for the repeating of the dream to Pharaoh twice, it means that the matter is determined by God, and God will quickly bring it about.”


(2)  Gen 41:53-57, “When the seven years of plenty which had been in the land of Egypt came to an end, and the seven years of famine began to come, just as Joseph had said, then there was famine in all the lands, but in all the land of Egypt there was bread.  So when all the land of Egypt was famished, the people cried out to Pharaoh for bread; and Pharaoh said to all the Egyptians, ‘Go to Joseph; whatever he says to you, you shall do.’  When the famine was spread over all the face of the earth, then Joseph opened all the storehouses, and sold to the Egyptians; and the famine was severe in the land of Egypt.  The people of all the earth came to Egypt to buy grain from Joseph, because the famine was severe in all the earth.”


c.  Notice that the God of the descendants of Abraham produced this famine for several reasons.



(1)  The most important purpose was to prove to the world that Joseph’s God was indeed the one true God over the affairs of man.  This famine was a means of evangelizing the Mediterranean world.



(2)  Another definite purpose was the reuniting of Joseph with his family—his father and brothers—as a testimony to them of the faithfulness of His revelations to Joseph (that is, the faithfulness of His word).



(3)  This famine forced Joseph’s brothers to come face to face with their evil and to see the grace and love of God demonstrated toward them through their brother Joseph.



(4)  “The Old Testament affirms that God caused famines throughout Israel’s history for certain purposes in His plan of salvation.”
 


d.  The fact that Canaan was included in the famine is stated in Gen 42:5, “So the sons of Israel came to buy grain among those who were coming, for the famine was in the land of Canaan also.”

2.  “and great affliction,”

a.  This famine was not a normal famine, but one of the greatest famines in the history of the world.  There had been a famine in the time of Abraham and again in the time of Isaac, but this famine surpassed both of those famines in severity.  “Abraham (Gen 12:10) and Isaac (26:1) were forced to migrate to other lands in order to escape local famines.”
 


b.  The greatness of this famine is mentioned in:


(1)  Gen 41:30-31, “and after them seven years of famine will come, and all the abundance will be forgotten in the land of Egypt, and the famine will ravage the land.  So the abundance will be unknown in the land because of that subsequent famine; for it will be very severe.”


(2)  Gen 41:56-57, “When the famine was spread over all the face of the earth, then Joseph opened all the storehouses, and sold to the Egyptians; and the famine was severe in the land of Egypt.  The people of all the earth came to Egypt to buy grain from Joseph, because the famine was severe in all the earth.”
3.  “and our fathers were not finding food.”

a.  When the famine effected the land of Canaan, where Jacob and Joseph’s brothers, the patriarchs were still living, the food supply ran out.  There was no food anywhere except in Egypt.  This obviously forced Joseph’s brothers to go to Egypt to buy food.

b.  The Old Testament background for this statement is found in Gen 42:1-5, “Now Jacob saw that there was grain in Egypt, and Jacob said to his sons, ‘Why are you staring at one another?’  He said, ‘Behold, I have heard that there is grain in Egypt; go down there and buy some for us from that place, so that we may live and not die.’  Then ten brothers of Joseph went down to buy grain from Egypt.  But Jacob did not send Joseph’s brother Benjamin with his brothers, for he said, ‘I am afraid that harm may befall him.’  So the sons of Israel came to buy grain among those who were coming, for the famine was in the land of Canaan also.”

c.  The implication of the imperfect tense is that the patriarchs kept on looking for food and kept on not being able to find any.


d.  The word “our” is important here; for it again shows that Stephen associates himself with the Jews and acknowledges the importance of the lineage of Israel.


e.  “Egypt experienced famines from time to time.  Records report famines so severe that the inhabitants resorted to cannibalism.  The Egyptian ruler’s duties included the responsibility for providing enough food in times of famine to keep the population from starvation.  One Egyptian biographical text reads: ‘When famine came for many years, I gave grain in my town in each famine’.  An Egyptian relief dated to the 5th Dynasty (2500–2350 B.C.), pictures emaciated, starving people.  Egyptian sources refer to numerous instances in which inhabitants from other nations, or even whole nations, sought help from Egypt during periods of famine.  Against this background the seven-year famine in Joseph’s day has a ring of historical accuracy.  It is beyond doubt that this famine had a significant role in salvation-history, for it threatened the life of the clan of Jacob.  The touching scene in which Joseph reveals himself to his surprised brothers climaxes in his statement that God had sent him to preserve a remnant on earth (Gen 45:5–7). God’s providential guidance reunited estranged brothers and preserved the clan of Jacob as a remnant from which the nation Israel would emerge.”
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