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PREFACE

This grammar is essentially an abridgment of Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics:
An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996). It is
systematically cross-referenced to the larger work (referred to as Exegetical Syntax
or ExSyn throughout this book) so that the interested student may be able to find
expanded discussions easily.

Because of the size of Exegetical Syntax several teachers of intermediate Greek
have felt it was unwieldy to use as a one-semester textbook. This book is offered
to them in the hope that they will find it more useful. Basics of New Testament Syn-
tax is about one third the size of Exegetical Syntax. It may be helpful to list the
kinds of things that have been omitted:

• The rarest categories of usage
• Most exegetical discussions1

• Most of the biblical examples and cited references
• The select bibliographies at the beginning of each chapter
• Virtually all text-critical notes
• Advanced material (e.g., the appendices on verbal aspect and conditional

clauses)
• Many of the more detailed discussions of the semantics of a particular syn-

tactical category

What has not been removed or altered are the following:

• Category titles
• “Arrowed” and “daggered” categories, indicating which uses are common

and abused, respectively
• The vast bulk of charts and tables

At bottom, this book “majors on the majors.” It is designed more for the stu-
dent whose interests are focused on Greek syntax than for those who desire to see
the relevance of syntax for exegesis. Nevertheless, at over 300 pages, one could
hardly call this a mere outline of Greek syntax! It should be helpful for anyone
who wants to learn (or relearn) the basics of New Testament syntax.

Basics of New Testament Syntax was not produced in a vacuum. Thanks are due
especially to Chris Bradley, Chad Crammer, and Les Hicks for their help in the
summer of 1999. Among other things, Chris keyed in the cross-references to
Exegetical Syntax, while Chad and Les helped with style and content. Thanks are
due, too, to Princeton University for their stipend to Chris, enabling him to work
on this project.

15

1 Exegetical Syntax includes over 800 discussions of texts whose interpretation is impacted
by the syntax. Only a handful of these have been retained in this work, but most of the discus-
sions are cross-referenced by way of a footnote.
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THE LANGUAGE OF THE 
NEW TESTAMENT1

In this chapter our goal is twofold: (1) to see where NT Greek fits in the history
of the Greek language (this is known as a diachronic and external study), and (2)
to look at certain issues related to NT Greek per se (this is a synchronic and
internal study).

Overview of Chapter

Stages of the Greek Language (Diachronic) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
1. Pre-Homeric (up to 1000 BCE). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
2. The Age of the Dialects, or the Classical Era 

(1000 BCE–330 BCE) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18
3. Koinhv Greek (330 BCE–330 CE). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18
4. Byzantine (or Medieval) Greek (330 CE–1453 CE) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18
5. Modern Greek (1453 CE to present) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

Koinhv Greek (Synchronic) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
1. Terminology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
2. Historical Development . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
3. Scope of Koinhv Greek . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
4. Changes from Classical Greek . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
5. Types of Koinhv Greek . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

New Testament Greek . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
1. The Language Milieu of Palestine. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
2. Place of the Language of the New Testament in 

Hellenistic Greek . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

Stages of the Greek Language (Diachronic) ExSyn 14–17

There are five great stages of the Greek language.

1. Pre-Homeric (up to 1000 BCE)

As early as the third millennium BCE, tribes of Indo-European peoples wan-
dered into Greece. Unfortunately, because we lack literary remains, we know lit-
tle from this period about the Greek language.

17

1 See ExSyn, 12–30.

00_Basics.FM  4/16/04  1:38 PM  Page 17



2. The Age of the Dialects, or the Classical Era (1000 BCE–330 BCE)

Geography and politics (e.g., independent city-states) caused Greek to frac-
ture into several dialects, four of which were predominant: Aeolic, Doric, Ionic,
and by far the most influential, Attic. Attic Greek, in fact, was an offspring of
Ionic; it was the dialect of Athens, the political and literary center of Greece dur-
ing the “golden age” of classical Greek (5th–4th centuries BCE). Attic is often
equated with classical Greek.

3. Koinhv Greek (330 BCE–330 CE)

The Koine was born out of the conquests of Alexander the Great. First, his
troops, which came from Athens as well as other Greek cities and regions, had to
speak to one another. This close contact produced a melting-pot Greek that
inevitably softened the rough edges of some dialects and lost the subtleties of oth-
ers. Second, the conquered cities and colonies learned Greek as a second lan-
guage. By the first century CE, Greek was the lingua franca of the whole
Mediterranean region and beyond. Since the majority of Greek speakers learned
it as a second language, this further increased its loss of subtleties and moved it
toward greater explicitness.

4. Byzantine (or Medieval) Greek (330 CE–1453 CE)

When the Roman Empire split between East and West, Greek lost its Welt-
sprache status. Latin was used in the West (Rome), Greek in the East (Constan-
tinople).

5. Modern Greek (1453 CE to present)

In 1453 the Turks invaded Byzantium, so that Greek was no longer isolated
from the rest of the world. The Renaissance was born in the West as scholars fled
with copies of Greek classics under their arms; the Reformation developed in
northern Europe as Christian scholars (such as Erasmus and Luther) became
aware of NT Greek manuscripts. Nevertheless, although Greek got out of the
East, Europe did not get in. That is to say, copies of ancient Greek literature
finally brought Europe out of the Dark Ages, but Europe had no impact on the
living language. The net effect is that “the modern Greek popular speech does
not differ materially from the vernacular Byzantine, and thus connects directly
with the vernacular koinhv.”2 The Greek language has changed less over three
millennia than English has in one.

Today, there are two levels of Greek, katharevousa (kaqareuvousa = “literary
language”) and demotic (dhmotikhv = “popular language”). The former is not actually
a historical development of the language, but is “book Greek,” an artificial attempt
at resurrecting the Attic dialect in modern times. Since 1977, demotic Greek has
been the official language of Greece, tracing its roots directly back to Koine.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax18
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Koinhv Greek (Synchronic) ExSyn 17–23

1. Terminology

Koinhv is the feminine adjective of koinovß (“common”). Synonyms of Koine
are “common” Greek, or, more frequently, Hellenistic Greek. Both New Testa-
ment Greek and Septuagintal Greek are considered substrata of the Koine.

2. Historical Development

The following are some interesting historical facts about Hellenistic Greek:

• The golden age of Greek literature effectively died with Aristotle (322 BCE);
Koine was born with Alexander’s conquests. The mixture of dialects among
his troops produced a leveling effect, while the emerging Greek colonies
after his conquests gave Greek its universal nature.

• Koine Greek grew largely from Attic Greek, as this was Alexander’s dialect,
but was also influenced by the other dialects of Alexander’s soldiers. “Hel-
lenistic Greek is a compromise between the rights of the stronger minority
(i.e., Attic) and the weaker majority (other dialects).”3 As such, it became a
more serviceable alloy for the masses.

• Koine Greek became the lingua franca of the whole Roman Empire by the
first century CE.

3. Scope of Koinhv Greek

Koine Greek existed roughly from 330 BCE to 330 CE—that is, from Alexan-
der to Constantine. With the death of Aristotle in 322 BCE, classical Greek as a
living language was phasing out. Koine was at its peak in the first century BCE and
first century CE.

For the only time in its history, Greek was universalized. As colonies were
established well past Alexander’s day and as the Greeks continued to rule, the
Greek language kept on thriving in foreign lands. Even after Rome became the
world power in the first century BCE, Greek continued to penetrate distant lands.
Even when Rome was in absolute control, Latin was not the lingua franca. Greek
continued to be a universal language until at least the end of the first century. From
about the second century on, Latin began to win out in Italy (among the popu-
lace), then the West in general, once Constantinople became the capital of the
Roman empire. For only a brief period, then, was Greek the universal language.

4. Changes from Classical Greek

In a word, Greek became simpler, less subtle. In terms of morphology, the lan-
guage lost certain aspects, decreased its use of others, and assimilated difficult

The Language of the New Testament 19
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forms into more frequently seen patterns. The language tended toward shorter,
simpler sentences. Some of the syntactical subtleties were lost or at least declined.
The language replaced the precision and refinement of classical Greek with
greater explicitness.

5. Types of Koinhv Greek
There are at least three different types of Koine Greek: vernacular, literary,

and conversational. A fourth, the Atticistic, is really an artificial and forced
attempt at returning to the golden era.

a. Vernacular or vulgar (e.g., papyri, ostraca). This is the language of the
streets—colloquial, popular speech. It is found principally in the papyri excavated
from Egypt, truly the lingua franca of the day.

b. Literary (e.g., Polybius, Josephus, Philo, Diodorus, Strabo, Epictetus,
Plutarch). A more polished Koine, this is the language of scholars and littéra-
teurs, of academics and historians. The difference between literary Koine and vul-
gar Koine is similar to the difference between English spoken on the streets and
spoken in places of higher education.

c. Conversational (New Testament, some papyri). Conversational Koine is
typically the spoken language of educated people. It is grammatically correct for
the most part, but not on the same literary level (lacks subtleties, is more explicit,
shorter sentences, more parataxis) as literary Koine. By its very nature, one would
not expect to find many parallels to this—either in the papyri (usually the lan-
guage of uneducated people) or among literary authors (for theirs is a written lan-
guage).

d. Atticistic (e.g., Lucian, Dionysius of Halicarnasus, Dio Chrysostom, Aris-
tides, Phrynichus, Moeris). This is an artificial language revived by littérateurs
who did not care for what had become of the language (much like many advo-
cates of the KJV today argue for that version’s renderings because it represents
English at the height of its glory, during the Shakespearean era).

New Testament Greek ExSyn 23–30

There are two separate though related questions that need to be answered
regarding the nature of NT Greek: (1) What were the current languages of first-
century Palestine? (2) Where does NT Greek fit into Koine?

1. The Language Milieu of Palestine
Aramaic, Hebrew, and Greek were in use in Palestine in the first century CE.

But how commonplace each of these languages was is debated. An increasing
number of scholars argue that Greek was the primary language spoken in Pales-
tine in the time of, and perhaps even in the ministry of Jesus. Though still a
minority opinion, this view has much to commend it and is gaining adherents.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax20
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2. Place of the Language of the New Testament in Hellenistic Greek

In 1863, J. B. Lightfoot anticipated the great discoveries of papyri parallels
when he said, “If we could only recover letters that ordinary people wrote to each
other without any thought of being literary, we should have the greatest possible
help for the understanding of the language of the NT generally.”4

Thirty-two years later, in 1895, Adolf Deissmann published his Bibelstudien—
an innocently titled work that was to revolutionize the study of the NT. In this
work (later translated into English under the title Bible Studies) Deissmann showed
that the Greek of the NT was not a language invented by the Holy Spirit (Her-
mann Cremer had called it “Holy Ghost Greek,” largely because 10 percent of
its vocabulary had no secular parallels). Rather, Deissmann demonstrated that the
bulk of NT vocabulary was to be found in the papyri.

The pragmatic effect of Deissmann’s work was to render obsolete virtually
all lexica and lexical commentaries written before the turn of the century.
(Thayer’s lexicon, published in 1886, was outdated shortly after it came off the
press—yet, ironically, it is still relied on today by many NT students.) James
Hope Moulton took up Deissmann’s mantle and demonstrated parallels in syn-
tax and morphology between the NT and the papyri. In essence, what Deissmann
did for lexicography, Moulton did for grammar. However, his case has not proved as
convincing.

There are other ways of looking at the nature of NT Greek. The following
considerations offer a complex grid of considerations that need to be addressed
when thinking about the nature of the language of the NT.

a. Distinction between style and syntax. A distinction needs to be made
between syntax and style: Syntax is something external to an author—the basic
linguistic features of a community without which communication would be
impossible. Style, on the other hand, is something internal to each writer. For
example, the frequency with which an author uses a particular preposition or the
coordinating conjunctions (such as kaiv) is a stylistic matter (the fact that Attic
writers used prepositions and coordinating conjunctions less often than Koine
writers does not mean the syntax changed).

b. Levels of Koine Greek. As was pointed out earlier, the Greek of the NT is
neither on the level of the papyri, nor on the level of literary Koine (for the most
part), but is conversational Greek.

c. Multifaceted, not linear. Grammar and style are not the only issues that
need to be addressed. Vocabulary is also a crucial matrix. Deissmann has well
shown that the lexical stock of NT Greek is largely the lexical stock of vernacu-
lar Koine. It is our conviction that the language of the NT needs to be seen in light of
three poles, not one: style, grammar, vocabulary. To a large degree, the style is
Semitic, the syntax is close to literary Koine (the descendant of Attic), and the

The Language of the New Testament 21
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vocabulary is vernacular Koine. These cannot be tidily separated at all times, of
course. The relationship can be illustrated as follows.

Chart 1
The Multifaceted Nature of New Testament Greek

d. Multiple authorship. One other factor needs to be addressed: the NT was
written by several authors. Some (e.g., the author of Hebrews, Luke, sometimes
Paul) aspire to literary Koine in their sentence structure; others are on a much
lower plane (e.g., Mark, John, Revelation, 2 Peter). It is consequently impossible to
speak of NT Greek in monotone terms. The language of the NT is not a “unique lan-
guage” (a cursory comparison of Hebrews and Revelation will reveal this); but it
also is not altogether to be put on the same level as the papyri. For some of the
NT authors, it does seem that Greek was their native tongue; others grew up with
it in a bilingual environment, though probably learning Greek after Aramaic; still
others may have learned it as adults.

e. Some conclusions. The issues relating to the Greek of the NT are some-
what complex. We can summarize our view as follows:

• For the most part, the Greek of the NT is conversational Greek in its syn-
tax—below the refinement and sentence structure of literary Koine, but
above the level found in most papyri (though, to be sure, there are Semitic
intrusions into the syntax on occasion).

• Its style, on the other hand, is largely Semitic—that is, since almost all of
the writers of the NT books are Jews, their style of writing is shaped both
by their religious heritage and by their linguistic background. Furthermore,
the style of the NT is also due to the fact that these writers all share one

The Basics of New Testament Syntax22

LEXICAL
STOCK

STYLE

The
New

Testament

Semitic
background

vernacular
Koine

literary
Koine

SYNTAX

00_Basics.FM  4/16/04  1:38 PM  Page 22



thing in common: faith in Jesus Christ. (This is analogous to conversations
between two Christians at church and the same two at work: the linguistic
style and vocabulary to some extent are different in both places.)

• The NT vocabulary stock, however, is largely shared with the ordinary
papyrus documents of the day, though heavily influenced at times by the
LXX and the Christian experience.

• Individual authors: The range of literary levels of the NT authors can be dis-
played as follows:

Table 1
Literary Levels of New Testament Authors

The Language of the New Testament 23

Semitic/Vulgar Conversational Literary Koine

Revelation most of Paul Hebrews
Mark Matthew Luke-Acts
John, 1-3 John James
2 Peter Pastorals

1 Peter
Jude

00_Basics.FM  4/16/04  1:38 PM  Page 23



This page is intentionally left blank



The Cases: An Introduction1

In determining the relation of words to each other, case plays a large role.
Although there are only five distinct case forms (nominative, vocative, genitive,
dative, accusative), they have scores of functions. Further, of the almost 140,000
words in the Greek NT, about three-fifths are forms that have cases (including
nouns, adjectives, participles, pronouns, and the article). Such a massive quantity,
coupled with the rich variety of uses that each case can have, warrants a careful
investigation of the Greek cases. The breakdown can be visualized in chart 2.

Chart 2
Frequency of Case-Forms in the New Testament (According to Word Class)

Case Systems: The Five- Vs. Eight-Case Debate

The question of how many cases there are in Greek may seem as relevant as
how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. However, the question of case
does have some significance.

(1) Grammarians are not united on this issue (although most today hold to
the five-case system). This by itself is not necessarily significant. But the fact that
grammars and commentaries assume two different views of case could be con-
fusing if this issue were not brought to a conscious level.2 (See table 2 below for
a comparison of the case names in the two systems.)

25

1 See ExSyn 31–35.
2 On the side of the eight-case system are the grammars by Robertson, Dana-Mantey,

Summers, Brooks-Winbery, Vaughan-Gideon, and a few others. Almost all the rest (whether
grammars of the NT or of classical Greek) embrace the five-case system.
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(2) The basic difference between the two systems is a question of definition.
The eight-case system defines case in terms of function, while the five-case sys-
tem defines case in terms of form.

(3) Such a difference in definition can affect, to some degree, one’s hermeneu-
tics. In both systems, with reference to a given noun in a given passage of scrip-
ture, only one case will be noted. In the eight-case system, since case is defined as
much by function as by form, seeing only one case for a noun usually means see-
ing only one function. But in the five-case system, since case is defined more by
form than by function, the case of a particular word may, on occasion, have more
than one function. (A good example of the hermeneutical difference between
these two can be seen in Mark 1:8—ejgw© ejbavptisa uJmaçß uu{{ddaattii,, aujto©ß de© ba-
ptivsei uJmaçß ejn pneuvmati aJgivw/ [“I baptized you in water, but he will baptize you
in the Holy Spirit”]. Following the eight-case system, one must see u{dati as
either instrumental or locative, but not both. In the five-case system, it is possi-
ble to see u{dati as both the means and the sphere in which John carried out his
baptism. [Thus, his baptism would have been done both by means of water and in
the sphere of water.] The same principle applies to Christ’s baptism ejn pneuvmati,
which addresses some of the theological issues in 1 Cor 12:13).

(4) In summary, the real significance3 in this issue over case systems is a
hermeneutical one. In the eight-case system there is a tendency for precision of
function while in the five-case system there is more room to see an author using
a particular form to convey a fuller meaning than that of one function.

The Eight-Case System
1. Support

Two arguments are used in support of the eight-case system—one historical,
the other linguistic. (1) Through comparative philology (i.e., the comparing of
linguistic phenomena in one language with those of another), since Sanskrit is an
older sister to Greek and since Sanskrit has eight cases, Greek must also have
eight cases. (2) “This conclusion is also based upon the very obvious fact that case
is a matter of function rather than form.”4

2. Critique
(1) The historical argument is diachronic in nature rather than synchronic.

That is to say, it is an appeal to an earlier usage (in this case, to another language!),
which may have little or no relevance to the present situation. But how a people
understood their own language is determined much more by current usage than

The Basics of New Testament Syntax26

3 That is not to say that the issue is solved by hermeneutics, although this certainly has a
place in the decision. Current biblical research recognizes that a given author may, at times, be
intentionally ambiguous. The instances of double entendre, sensus plenior (conservatively
defined), puns, and word plays in the NT all contribute to this fact. A full treatment of this still
needs to be done.

4 Dana-Mantey, 65.

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 26



by history. Further, the appeal to such older languages as Sanskrit is on the basis
of forms, while the application to Greek is in terms of function. A better parallel
would be that both in Sanskrit and in Greek, case is a matter of form rather than
function. We have few, if any, proto-Greek or early Greek remains that might
suggest more than five forms.

(2) The “very obvious fact” that case is a matter of function rather than form
is not as obvious to others as it is to eight-case proponents. And it is not carried
out far enough. If case is truly a matter of function only, then there should be over
one hundred cases in Greek. The genitive alone has dozens of functions.5

3. Pedagogical Value

The one positive thing for the eight-case system is that with eight cases one
can see somewhat clearly a root idea for each case6 (although there are many excep-
tions to this), while in the five-case system this is more difficult to detect. The
eight-case system is especially helpful in remembering the distinction between
genitive, dative, and accusative of time.

Definition of Case Under the Five-Case System

Case is the inflectional variation in a noun7 that encompasses various syntac-
tical functions or relationships to other words. Or, put more simply, case is a mat-
ter of form rather than function. Each case has one form but many functions.

The Cases: An Introduction 27

5 We might add that to begin with semantic categories is to put the cart before the horse.
Syntax must first of all be based on an examination and interpretation of the structures. To start
with semantics skews the data.

6 Indeed, much of our organization of the case uses will be built on this root idea. Thus, e.g.,
the genitive will have a broad section of uses called “Adjectival ” and another called “Ablatival.”

7 Technically, of course, case is not restricted to nouns. Pragmatically, however, the dis-
cussion of cases focuses on nouns and other substantives because adjectives and other modi-
fiers “piggy back” on the case of the substantive and do not bear an independent meaning.

Five-Case System Eight-Case System

Nominative Nominative
Genitive Genitive

Ablative
Dative Dative

Locative
Instrumental

Accusative Accusative
Vocative Vocative

Table 2
Five-Case System Vs. Eight-Case System
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The Nominative Case1

Overview of Nominative Uses
Primary Uses of the Nominative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
➡ 1. Subject . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
➡ 2. Predicate Nominative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30
➡ 3. Nominative in Simple Apposition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33
Grammatically Independent Uses of the Nominative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34
➡ 4. Nominative Absolute . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34
➡ 5. Nominativus Pendens (Pendent Nominative) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34
➡ 6. Parenthetic Nominative (Nominative of Address). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35
➡ 7. Nominative for Vocative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

8. Nominative of Exclamation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36

Chart 3
Frequency of Cases in the New Testament2

INTRODUCTION: UNAFFECTED3 FEATURES
The nominative is the case of specific designation. The Greeks referred to it

as the “naming case” for it often names the main topic of the sentence. The main

28

1 See ExSyn 36–64. The nominative in proverbial expressions (54–55) and the nomina-
tive in place of oblique cases (esp. seen in the book of Revelation) (61–64) are sufficiently rare
that the average intermediate Greek student can ignore them.

2 The breakdown is as follows. Of the 24,618 nominatives in the NT, 32% are nouns
(7794), 24% are articles (6009), 19% are participles (4621), 13% are pronouns (3145), and 12%
are adjectives (3049).

3 The term “unaffected” will be used throughout this book to refer to the characteristics
or features of a particular morphological tag (such as nom. case, present tense, indicative mood,
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topic in a sentence semantically is, of course, very similar to the syntactical subject,
but the two are not always identical. Hence, the most common use of the nomi-
native case is as subject. The nominative occurs more than any other case form
in the NT, though the accusative and genitive are not far behind.

SPECIFIC USES
Primary Uses of the Nominative ExSyn 38–49

➡1. Subject ExSyn 38–40

a. Definition. The substantive4 in the nominative case is frequently the sub-
ject of a finite verb.5 The verb may be stated or implied.6 Conversely, the subject
may be implied, “embedded,” as it were, in the verb (e.g., e[rcetai means “he
comes”). This usage is the most common for the nominative case.

b. Amplification

• Relation to verb voice. The relation of the subject to the action or state of
the verb is largely determined by the voice of the verb. If the voice is active,
the subject does the acting; if passive, the subject is acted upon; if middle, the
subject acts on itself or in its own behalf, or the stress is placed on the sub-
ject. There are, of course, exceptions to this: e.g., the deponent middle and
passive have active meanings, and the equative verb does not imply action,
but a state.

• Relation to verb type. In addition to analyzing verbs by their voice, it is
profitable to analyze them as to whether they are transitive, intransitive, or
equative. Briefly, transitive verbs take a direct object and can typically be
transformed into a passive construction (“the boy hit the ball” can become
“the ball was hit by the boy”). Intransitive verbs do not take a direct object
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etc.) that can be seen only as an ideal composite. In other words, the unaffected features are
those that, say, the present tense has when there are no intrusions on this basic meaning (such
as context, lexical meaning of the verb, or other grammatical features like indicative mood,
etc.). For a detailed discussion of unaffected features and specific uses, see ExSyn 1–11.

4 “Substantive” is any word functioning as a noun. Nouns will fill this role more than other
words, but pronouns, adjectives, participles, and even other parts of speech can function like a
noun. The following forms are capable of filling the subject slot: (1) noun; (2) pronoun; (3) partici-
ple (esp. articular); (4) adjective (also usually articular); (5) numeral; (6) article with various con-
structions; (7) an infinitive, whether anarthrous or articular; (8) preposition + numeral; (9) an entire
clause that gives no morphological indication that it is the subject (such as a i{na or o{ti clause).

5 By finite verb we mean any verb that, when parsed, includes person. Thus indicative, sub-
junctive, optative, and imperative verbs will take a nom. subject, while infinitives and partici-
ples technically take no subject.

6 The most frequent implied verb is the equative verb—usually eijmiv, and usually in the
third person. Other verbs can also be implied, though almost always only if the preceding con-
text has such a verb.
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and cannot be transformed into a passive (“she came to the church” cannot
be changed to “the church was come to by her”). Equative verbs are some-
what in between: they function like transitive verbs in that there are typi-
cally two substantives joined by a verb. But they also function like
intransitives in that they cannot be transformed. They are unlike either in
that the second substantive will be in the same case as the first substantive
(“John was a man”). It is important to keep these verb types in mind as you
think about syntax in general.

• Missing elements. The verb (especially the equative verb) may be absent
from the clause, though implied (e.g., ejgw© fwnhv [“I am a voice”] in John 1:23).
Also, the subject may be absent, though implied in the verb (e.g., prosevferon
aujtwç/ paidiva [“they were bringing children to him”] in Mark 10:13).

c. Illustrations
John 3:16 hjgavphsen ooJJ qqeeoovvßß to©n kovsmon God loved the world

Rom 6:4 hjgevrqh CCrriissttoo©©ßß ejk nekrwçn
Christ was raised from the dead

➡2. Predicate Nominative ExSyn 40–48

a. Definition. The predicate nominative (PN) is approximately the same as the
subject (S) and is joined to it by an equative verb, whether stated or implied. The
usage is common. The equation of S and PN does not necessarily or even normally
imply complete correspondence (e.g., as in the interchangeability of A=B, B=A in a
mathematical formula). Rather, the PN normally describes a larger category (or
state) to which the S belongs. It is important to keep in mind, however, that there are
two distinct types of S-PN constructions; these will be discussed below.

b. Amplification

• The kinds of verbs used. The verbs used for this “equation” are, most
frequently, eijmiv, givnomai, and uJpavrcw. In addition, the passives of some
transitive verbs can also be used: e.g., kalevw, euJrivskw.

• Translation of subject-predicate nominative clauses. English transla-
tion requires that the S be translated first.7 Such is not the case in Greek. In
John 1:1, for example, qeo©ß h\n oJ lovgoß should be translated “the Word was
God” rather than “God was the Word.” But since Greek word order is far
more flexible than English, this creates a problem: How do we distinguish
S from PN if word order is not a clear guide? The following section will
offer a solution.

• The semantics and exegetical significance of the subject-predicate
nominative construction. 
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7 This is true for virtually all sentences except interrogatives where the order is reversed. Inter-
rogatives, by their nature, indicate the unknown component and hence cannot be the subject.
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(1) TWO KINDS OF SEMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS

The significance of the S-PN construction affects more than mere transla-
tion precisely because S and PN do not normally involve total interchangeabil-
ity. The usual relationship between the two is that the predicate nominative describes
the class to which the subject belongs. This is known as a subset proposition (where S
is a subset of PN). Thus the meaning of “the Word was flesh” is not the same as
“flesh was the Word,” because flesh is broader than “the Word.” “The word of
the cross is foolishness” (1 Cor 1:18) does not mean “foolishness is the word of
the cross,” for there are other kinds of foolishness. “God is love” is not the same
as “love is God.” It can thus be seen from these examples that “is” does not neces-
sarily mean “equals.”

But there is another, less frequent semantic relationship between S and PN.
Sometimes called a convertible proposition, this construction indicates an identi-
cal exchange. That is to say, both nouns have an identical referent. The mathe-
matical formulas of A=B, B=A are applicable in such instances. A statement such
as “Michael Jordan is the greatest basketball player in NBA history” means the
same thing as “the greatest player in NBA history is Michael Jordan.” There is
complete interchange between the two.8 These two kinds of relationships are
graphically represented in chart 4 below.

Chart 4
Semantic Relation of Subject and Predicate Nominative

Thus in examining S-PN clauses, two fundamental questions need to be
answered: (1) How can we distinguish between S and PN since word order is not an
infallible guide? (2) What is the semantic relationship between the two: Is the S a
particular within the larger class of the PN, or is it interchangeable with the PN?

(2) HOW TO DISTINGUISH SUBJECT FROM PREDICATE NOMINATIVE

The general principle for distinguishing S from PN is that the S is the known
entity. This principle is valid for both kinds of S-PN constructions. In Greek

The Nominative Case 31

8 However, this does not mean that it is not important to distinguish which one is the sub-
ject. The first sentence answers the question, “Who is Michael Jordan?” while the second
answers “Who is the greatest player in NBA history?”

Subset Proposition
‘John is a man’ ≠ ‘A man is John’

Convertible Proposition
‘Jesus is the Son of God’ = 
‘The Son of God is Jesus’

Subject
(‘John’)

Predicate Nom.
(‘is a man’)

Subject

(‘Jesus’)

PN
(‘is the 
Son of 
God’)

=
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equative clauses, the known entity (S) will be distinguished from the PN in one
of three ways. The significance of the following three rules is that when only one
nominative substantive has such a grammatical “tag,” the semantic relationship will be
that of particular (S) to class (PN). That is, the construction will be a subset propo-
sition.

(a) The subject will be a pronoun, whether stated or implied in the verb.9

Matt 3:17 oouu||ttoovvßß ejstin oJ uiJovß mou oJ ajgaphtovß
this is my beloved Son

Acts 2:15 e[stin w{ra trivth thçß hJmevraß
(It) is the third hour of the day

(b) The subject will be articular.10

John 4:24 pneuçma ooJJ qqeeoovvßß God is spirit

Mark 2:28 kuvriovß ejstin ooJJ uuiiJJoo©©ßß touç ajnqrwvpou kai© touç sabbavtou.
The Son of man is Lord even of the Sabbath.

(c) The subject will be a proper name.

Luke 11:30 ejgevneto ∆∆IIwwnnaaççßß toiçß Nineuivtaiß shmeiçon
Jonah became a sign to the Ninevites

Jas 5:17 ∆∆HHlliivvaaßß a[nqrwpoß h\n Elijah was a man

(3) THE “PECKING” ORDER

What if both S and PN have one of these three tags? Which is the S, and what
is the semantic relationship? First, when both substantives bear such grammati-
cal tags, the “pecking” order is as follows: (a) The pronoun has greatest priority; it
will be the S regardless of what grammatical tag the other substantive has

Matt 11:14 kai© eij qevlete devxasqai, aauujjttoovvßß ejstin ∆Hlivaß
and if you will receive it, he is Elijah

Acts 9:20 oouu||ttoovvßß ejstin oJ uiJo©ß touç qeouç he is the Son of God

(b) Articular nouns and proper names seem to have equal priority. In instances
where one substantive is articular and the other is a proper name (or where both
are articular), word order may be the determining factor.

John 15:1 ooJJ ppaatthhvvrr mou oJ gewrgovß ejstin my Father is the vinedresser

Matt 13:55 oujc hhJJ mmhhvvtthhrr aujtouç levgetai Maria©m kai© ooiiJJ aajjddeellffooii©© aujtouç
∆Iavkwboß kai© ∆Iwsh©f kai© Sivmwn kai© ∆Iouvdaß;
Is not his mother named Mary and his brothers James and
Joseph and Simon and Judas?
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9 This is true except for the interrogative pronoun, which is the PN.
10 For more on this, see the chapters on the article.
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(4) THE SEMANTIC RELATIONSHIP: CONVERTIBLE PROPOSITION

The semantic relationship in such instances is that of a convertible propo-
sition. That is to say, when both substantives meet one of the three qualifica-
tions for S, then they become interchangeable. (See examples in the preceding
section.)

c. Substitution for Predicate Nominative (eeiijjßß + accusative). Eijß + the accu-
sative is occasionally found replacing the predicate nominative in the NT.
Although this construction is found in the papyri, it is usually due to a Semitic
influence (Hebrew l). This idiom is frequent in OT quotations (as can be seen
in the references below). That the construction is equivalent to the S-PN con-
struction can be seen in Matt 19:5–6. In v. 5 the entrance into the new state is
mentioned with this construction (e[sontai oiJ duvo eijß savrka mivan [“the two shall
become one flesh”]), followed in the next verse by a declaration of the resultant
state with a normal PN (w{ste oujkevti eijsi©n duvo ajlla© sa©rx miva).

Mark 10:8 e[sontai oiJ duvo eeiijjßß ssaavvrrkkaa mmiivvaann
The two shall become one flesh

Acts 4:11 oJ livqoß . . . oJ genovmenoß eeiijjßß kkeeffaallhh©©nn gwnivaß
The stone . . . that has become the chief cornerstone

➡3. Nominative in Simple Apposition ExSyn 48–49

The nominative case (as well as the other cases) can be an appositive to
another substantive in the same case. The usage is common. Four features of sim-
ple apposition should be noted (the first two are structural clues; the last two are
semantic): An appositional construction involves (1) two adjacent substantives (2) in the
same case, (3) which refer to the same person or thing, (4) and have the same syntactical
relation to the rest of the clause.

The first substantive can belong to any category (e.g., subject, predicate nom.,
etc.) and the second is merely a clarification, description, or identification of who
or what is mentioned. Thus, the appositive “piggy-backs” on the first nomina-
tive’s use, as it were.

The appositive functions very much like a PN in a convertible proposition—
that is, it refers to the same thing as the first noun. The difference, however, is
that a PN makes an assertion about the S (an equative verb is either stated or
implied); with appositives there is assumption, not assertion (no verb is in mind).
In the sentence “Paul is an apostle,” apostle is a PN; in the sentence, “Paul the
apostle is in prison,” apostle is in apposition to Paul.

Matt 3:1 paragivnetai ∆Iwavnnhß ooJJ bbaappttiisstthh©©ßß khruvsswn
John the Baptist came preaching

Rev 1:5 oJ mavrtuß oJ pistovß, ooJJ pprrwwttoovvttookkooßß twçn nekrwçn
the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead
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Grammatically Independent 
Uses of the Nominative ExSyn 49–60

Some grammars include nominative absolute, independent nominative, par-
enthetic nominative, and the nominativus pendens (pendent nom.) under this broad
category without making any further refinement. However, not only should some
distinction be made among these subgroups, but other uses of the nominative are
also, technically, independent.

All independent nominatives follow this general rule: the substantive in the
nominative case is grammatically unrelated to the rest of the sentence.

➡4. Nominative Absolute ExSyn 49–51

a. Definition. The nominative absolute and the nominativus pendens (see next
category) are two independent nominatives that are especially lumped together
in most treatments. But there are distinctions in the semantic situations in which
they occur. The easiest way to remember the difference between a nominative
absolute and a pendent nominative is that a nominative absolute does not occur in a
sentence, but only in titles, salutations, and other introductory phrases.

The only exception to this definition is that when a participle in the nomina-
tive case is grammatically unrelated to the rest of the sentence, it is traditionally
called a nominative absolute participle (because it shares similarities with the gen.
absolute participle).

b. Illustrations
Rom 1:1 PPaauuççllooßß douçloß Cristouç ∆Ihsouç

Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus

Rev 1:1 jjAAppookkaavvlluuyyiißß ∆Ihsouç Cristouç
The revelation of Jesus Christ

➡5. Nominativus Pendens (Pendent Nominative) ExSyn 51–53

a. Definition. The pendent nominative is similar to the nominative absolute
in that it is grammatically independent. However, while the nominative absolute
is not used in a sentence, the pendent nominative is. This nominative substantive
is the logical rather than syntactical subject at the beginning of a sentence, followed
by a sentence in which this subject is now replaced by a pronoun in the case
required by the syntax.

b. Clarification. The “subject” (logical, not grammatical) may be a noun or a
participle,11 which is grammatically unrelated to the rest of the sentence. The pro-
noun (in a different case) is used later on simply because it would be too redun-
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11 When the participle is the pendent nom., it is traditionally called a nom. absolute par-
ticiple (see discussion under “nominative absolute”).
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dant to name the noun again. A helpful key to testing whether a certain nom. is
pendent is the question: Can I translate the nom. at the beginning of the clause,
“With reference to . . . ”?

c. Illustrations
Rev 3:12 ooJJ nniikkwwççnn poihvsw aujto©n stuçlon

the one who overcomes: I will make him a pillar . . .
This is a nom. absolute participle followed by a pronoun in the
accusative case as required by the syntax of the sentence. This
could be read, “With reference to the one who overcomes, I will
make him . . . ”

Acts 7:40 ooJJ ga©r MMwwuu>>sshhççßß oouu||ttooßß . . . oujk oi[damen tiv ejgevneto aujtwç/.
for this Moses . . . we do not know what has happened to him

➡6. Parenthetic Nominative ExSyn 53–54

a. Definition. A parenthetic nominative is actually the subject in a clause
inside a sentence that may or may not have a different subject.

b. Illustrations
John 1:6 ejgevneto a[nqrwpoß ajpestalmevnoß para© qeouç, oo[[nnoommaa aujtwç/

∆Iwavnnhß.
There came a man sent from God (his name was John).

Matt 24:15 o{tan ou\n i[dhte to© bdevlugma thçß ejrhmwvsewß to© rJhqe©n dia©
Danih©l touç profhvtou eJsto©ß ejn tovpw/ aJgivw/, ooJJ aajjnnaaggiinnwwvvsskkwwnn
noeivtw, tovte
Whenever you see the abomination of desolation, spoken of by
Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place (let the reader
understand), then . . .

➡7. Nominative for Vocative (Nominative of Address) ExSyn 56–59

a. Definition and Amplification. A substantive in the nominative is used in
the place of the vocative case. It is used (as is the voc.) in direct address to desig-
nate the addressee.

The reason the nominative came to be used for the vocative was due to for-
mal overlap. Note that there is no distinction in form in the plural or neuter sin-
gular, as well as in some forms of the masculine and feminine singular.

Grammarians who hold to the eight-case system typically object to the cate-
gory nominative for vocative, since their definition of case is functional rather
than morphological. Part of the reason for this objection, too, is that eight-case
proponents tend to view language more diachronically than synchronically and
more in terms of etymology than usage. But the nominative for vocative is a nat-
ural development of the nominative as the naming case, especially among peoples
whose native tongue did not include a distinct vocative form.
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b. Structure and Semantics. The nominative for vocative can be broken down
into two structural categories: anarthrous and articular. (1) The anarthrous use has
two further structures: with w\ and without w\. Each anarthrous use parallels the
similar vocative construction (viz., with the particle w\, the address is much more
emphatic or emotional; without it, less so). (2) The articular use also involves two
nuances: address to an inferior and simple substitute for a Semitic noun of address,
regardless of whether the addressee is inferior or superior. The key for determin-
ing which use is being followed has to do with whether the text in question can
be attributed to a Semitic source (such as quotation from the LXX).

c. Illustrations12

(1) ANARTHROUS

(a) Without w\

Rom 1:13 ouj qevlw de© uJmaçß ajgnoeiçn, aajjddeellffooiivv
I do not want you to be ignorant, brothers

(b) With w\

Gal 3:1 w\ ajnovhtoi GGaallaavvttaaii, tivß uJmaçß ejbavskanen;
O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?

The pathos of Paul is seen clearly in this text. He is deeply dis-
turbed (or better, outraged) at the Galatians’ immediate defec-
tion from the gospel.

(2) ARTICULAR

Luke 8:54 hhJJ ppaaiiççßß, e[geire. Child, rise.

John 20:28 Qwmaçß ei\pen aujtwç/, ooJJ kkuuvvrriioovvßß mou kai© ooJJ qqeeoovvßß mou.
Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!”

Heb 1:8 pro©ß de© to©n uiJovn, oJ qrovnoß sou, ooJJ qqeeoovvßß, eijß to©n aijwçna touç
aijwçnoß
But to the Son [he declares], “Your throne, O God, is forever
and ever”

There are three syntactical possibilities for qeovß here: as a sub-
ject (“God is your throne”), predicate nom. (“your throne is
God”), and nom. for voc. (as in the translation above).13

8. Nominative of Exclamation ExSyn 59–60

a. Definition and Clarification. The nominative substantive is used in an
exclamation without any grammatical connection to the rest of the sentence.
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12 There are almost 600 instances of nom. for voc. in the NT—about twice as many as
there are true vocatives. Only about 60 nominatives for vocatives are articular.

13 For a discussion of this text and why the nom. for voc. view is the most likely interpre-
tation, cf. ExSyn 59.
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This use of the nominative is actually a subcategory of the nominative for
vocative. However, we treat it separately and make this (somewhat) arbitrary dis-
tinction: nominative of exclamation will not be used in direct address.

b. Illustrations
Rom 7:24 talaivpwroß ejgw© aa[[nnqqrrwwppooßß

[O] wretched man [that] I am!

Rom 11:33 «W bbaavvqqooßß plouvtou kai© sofivaß kai© gnwvsewß qeouç
O the depth both of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of
God!
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ExSyn 65–66

The Vocative Case1

Overview of Vocative Uses

Vocative as Direct Address . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
1. Simple Address . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
2. Emphatic (or Emotional) Address . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
3. The Exceptional Usage in Acts. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

Vocative in Apposition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40
4. Apposition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

DEFINITION 
The vocative is the case used for addressing someone or, on occasion, for

uttering exclamations. It technically has no syntactical relation to the main clause.
In this respect it is much like the nominative absolute.

38

1 See ExSyn 65–71. The vocative in exclamations (70) is a rare and disputed category; the
average intermediate Greek student can ignore it.

2 The breakdown of vocatives is as follows: 292 nouns, 0 pronouns, 0 articles, 1 participle
(Acts 23:3), 24 adjectives.

Vocative 
   <1%

Genitive
25%

Dative
15%

Accusative
29%

Nominative
31%

Chart 5
Frequency of Cases in the New Testament2
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ExSyn 67–71

As in English, the connotations of direct address vary on the circumstances,
ranging from delight to astonishment to anger. Although the context plays a
major role in determining the force of the vocative, the absence or presence of w\
is also significant (see below).

SPECIFIC USES 
There are two basic uses of the vocative: direct address and apposition. The

second category, as in all simple appositions, is not really a separate syntactical
category (for the case merely “piggy-backs” on the substantive to which it is in
apposition). The first category, direct address, is by far the most frequent use.

There are two main keys to remembering the use and significance of the
vocative. (1) Without w\ preceding it (except in Acts), the vocative is simple address.
(2) With w\ preceding it (except in Acts), the vocative is emphatic address or voca-
tive of exclamation.

Vocative as Direct Address ExSyn 67–70

A substantive in the vocative is used in direct address to designate the
addressee. Except for two texts in the NT, the addressee is always personal. This
category may be divided into two main subgroups. The first category is used fre-
quently; the second, only nine times.

1. Simple Address ExSyn 67–68

a. Definition. This is the use of the vocative without w\ preceding it. For the
most part, no special significance is to be attached to the use of the vocative in
such instances. (In many instances, however, there will obviously be great emotion
in the utterance. In such cases, the context will be determinative.)

b. Illustrations
Matt 9:22 oJ ∆Ihsouçß . . . ei\pen, Qavrsei, qquuvvggaatteerr… hJ pivstiß sou sevswkevn

se.
Jesus said, “Take heart, daughter! Your faith has saved you.”

Heb 1:10 Su© kat∆ ajrcavß, kkuuvvrriiee, th©n ghçn ejqemelivwsaß
You, Lord, established the earth in the beginning

2. Emphatic (or Emotional) Address ExSyn 68–69

a. Definition. This is the use of the vocative with w\ preceding it. Here the
presence of the particle w\ is used in contexts where deep emotion is to be found.

b. Illustrations
Matt 15:28 oJ ∆Ihsouçß ei\pen aujthç/, ««WW gguuvvnnaaii, megavlh sou hJ pivstiß

Jesus said to her, ‘O woman, great is your faith!’

The Vocative Case 39

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 39



Jas 2:20 qevleiß de© gnwçnai, ww\\ aa[[nnqqrrwwppee kkeenneevv,, o{ti hJ pivstiß cwri©ß twçn
e[rgwn ajrghv ejstin;
Do you want to learn, O empty man, that faith without works
is worthless?

3. The Exceptional Usage in Acts ExSyn 69

Classical Greek was different from Hellenistic Greek in the use of the voca-
tive in two ways: (1) the vocative with w\ was unmarked—that is, it was the nor-
mal usage, employed in polite or simple address; (2) the vocative, whether with
or without w\, was usually located deep in the sentence rather than at the front.
Hellenistic usage has reversed especially the first trend, but also, to some degree,
the second. Thus, generally speaking, w\ with the vocative, is marked or used for
emphasis, emotion, etc., and the vocative is usually near the front of the sentence.
The usage in Acts is more like the classical norm than typical Koine. One cannot
say, however, that this is due to Luke’s more literary Koine, precisely because the
idiom occurs only in Acts, not in Luke. For w\ in the middle of a sentence without
emphasis, see Acts 1:1; 18:14; 27:21; for w\ at the beginning of a sentence, where
it is emphatic, see Acts 13:10.

Vocative in Apposition ExSyn 70–71

4. Apposition ExSyn 70–71

a. Definition. The substantive in the vocative case can stand in apposition to
another vocative. In such instances the first vocative will most likely be a direct
address. The presence of an appositional vocative almost always indicates that the
whole vocative construction is emphatic/emotional address rather than simple
address.

b. Illustrations
Acts 1:24 Su© kuvrie, kkaarrddiiooggnnwwççssttaa pavntwn, ajnavdeixon o}n ejxelevxw ejk

touvtwn twçn duvo e{na
You, Lord, Knower of the hearts of all men, show us which of
these two you have chosen

Rev 22:20 Naiv, e[rcomai tacuv. ∆Amhvn, e[rcou, kuvrie ∆∆IIhhssoouuçç.
Yes, come quickly. Amen, come Lord Jesus!
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The Genitive Case1

Overview of Genitive Uses

Adjectival . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
✝ 1. Descriptive Genitive (“Aporetic” Genitive) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
➡ 2. Possessive Genitive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46

3. Genitive of Relationship . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47
➡ 4. Partitive Genitive (“Wholative”) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48
➡ 5. Attributive Genitive (Hebrew Genitive, Genitive of Quality). . . . . . . . 48

6. Attributed Genitive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49
7. Genitive of Material . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50
8. Genitive of Content . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

➡ 9. Genitive in Simple Apposition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52
➡10. Genitive of Apposition (Epexegetical Genitive, Genitive of Definition) . 52

11. Predicate Genitive. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54
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1 See ExSyn 72–136. The following genitives are rare categories that the average inter-
mediate Greek student can ignore: genitive of destination (100–101), genitive of produc-
tion/producer (104–6), genitive of product (106–7), genitive of price (122), genitive of
place/space (124–25), and genitive after certain nouns (135).
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ExSyn 73–77INTRODUCTION 
Preliminary Remarks

1. Relation to the English Preposition “Of”

The genitive case is one of the most crucial elements of Greek syntax to mas-
ter. Fortunately, for English speakers, many of the uses of the Greek genitive are
similar to our preposition “of.” This not only makes learning the genitive easier,
but it also makes it easier to explain to a lay audience the meaning of a passage
that might hinge, in part, on the use of a genitive. For example, in Rom 8:35,
when Paul wrote, “What shall separate us from the love of Christ?” it is clear in
both English and Greek that he meant “the love Christ has for us” rather than
“the love we have for Christ.”

At the same time, we should be cautioned that the Greek genitive has some
different uses from the English “of” (e.g., comparison, purpose, etc.). Explaining
such to a lay audience needs to be handled carefully, especially when your inter-
pretation differs from the “of” translation the audience is using. Further, only
with diligence and a desire to look at the text from the Greek viewpoint will you
be able to see for yourself such interpretive possibilities.
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2 The genitive breakdown is as follows: 7681 nouns, 4986 pronouns, 5028 articles, 743
participles, 1195 adjectives.

Chart 6
Frequency of Cases in the New Testament2

Nominative
31%

Vocative 
   <1%

Genitive
25%

Dative
15%

Accusative
29%

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 42



2. Semantics and Exegetical Significance of the Genitive Case

Learning the genitive uses well pays big dividends. It has a great deal of
exegetical significance, far more so than any of the other cases, because it is capa-
ble of a wide variety of interpretations. This, in turn, is due to three things: elas-
ticity in its uses, embedded kernels, and antithetical possibilities.

a. Elasticity. The genitive is more elastic than any other case, able to stretch
over much of the syntactical terrain. In part this is due to this one form encom-
passing what are frequently two case-forms in other Indo-European languages
(viz., genitive and ablative—the “of” and “from” ideas).

b. Embedded kernels. Language, by its nature, is compressed, cryptic, sym-
bolic. One of the areas of great ambiguity in language involves the genitive case.
Genitives are routinely used in compressed situations that need to be unpacked.
The genitive is typically related to another substantive. But what that relation
involves can be quite varied. “The revelation of Jesus Christ,” “the love of God,”
“children of wrath,” “mystery of godliness” are all capable of more than one inter-
pretation precisely because “of” covers a multitude of semantic relationships. In
essence, the Noun-Noungen.3 construction is used to compress a number of dif-
ferent sentence types (such as subject-predicate nominative, transitive verb-direct
object, subject-transitive verb, etc.). A large part of our task in this chapter is to
unpack the N-Ng construction.

c. Antithetical possibilities. Unlike the nominative and vocative cases (whose
structural clues are generally sufficient to show which usage is involved), the gen-
itive case typically requires a nuanced examination of context, lexical meanings of
the words involved (i.e., in the N-Ng construction), and other grammatical fea-
tures (such as articularity or number). Furthermore, in certain constructions (such
as those that involve a “verbal” noun) the meaning possibilities can be somewhat
antithetical. Thus, “revelation of Christ” can be unpacked to mean “the revela-
tion about Christ” or “the revelation from Christ.” Because of such widely diver-
gent nuances, the genitive case requires careful examination.

Definition of the Genitive Case: The Unaffected Meaning4

1. A Note About Oblique Cases in General

The genitive is distinct from the accusative. The difference between these
two is generally twofold: (a) The “genitive limits as to kind, while the accusative
limits as to extent.”5 Another way to put this is that the genitive limits as to quality

The Genitive Case 43

3 Traditionally called nomen regens-nomen rectum or head noun-gen. noun. We will use
compressed and symbolic terminology: from here on called N-Ng.

4 That is, unaffected by context, genre, lexical intrusions, etc. This is the meaning the gen.
would have if it were seen in isolation.

5 Dana-Mantey, 73.
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ExSyn 77–136

while the accusative limits as to quantity. (b) The genitive is usually related to a
noun while the accusative is usually related to a verb.

The genitive is distinct from the dative. While the force of the genitive is
generally adjectival, the force of the dative is basically adverbial. There is some
overlap between the uses of these cases, but these distinctions should help you to
see more clearly the significance of each case. Also, the genitive is usually related
to a noun, while the dative (as the acc.) is usually related to a verb.

2. Within the Eight-Case System

In the eight-case system, the genitive defines, describes, qualifies, restricts,
limits. In this respect it is similar to an adjective, but is more emphatic. One
should note that several grammars and commentaries assume the eight-case sys-
tem; when they speak of the genitive, this is all they mean (i.e., the ablatival notion
of separation is not included). But for those that embrace the five-case system, a
more encompassing definition is needed.

3. Within the Five-Case System

Since the genitive and ablative have the same form, we shall consider them
both as one case (“case” being defined as a matter of form rather than function).
In some respects, the definition of the genitive case in the five-case system sim-
ply combines genitive and ablative from the eight-case system. The ablative notion
is fundamentally that of separation. This is the from idea.

Another way to view the genitive case is to see all uses, both adjectival and
ablatival, generating from one idea. Whether such a root idea was that of posses-
sion, or restriction, or some other notion, is of greater interest to the philologist
(and the field of diachronics) than the exegete. In Hellenistic Greek, the of idea
and the from idea are usually distinct—so much so that the ablatival concept is
increasingly expressed with ajpov or ejk rather than with the “naked” genitive form.
(In the least, this suggests a growing uneasiness on the part of Koine speakers to
use the gen. case to express the idea of separation.6)

Therefore, under the five-case system, the genitive case may be defined as the
case of qualification (or limitation as to kind) and (occasionally) separation.

SPECIFIC USES 
Our approach to the genitive is to break its uses down into a few major cate-

gories with many subgroups under each of these. This approach (followed by
many grammarians) is helpful in showing the similarities that different types of
genitives have toward one another.
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6 Some grammars mix the naked case uses with those of preposition + case (e.g., Brooks-
Winbery, 7–64).
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N.B. The layout in this chapter may seem a bit industrious. The immediate
reaction of looking at the following categories might be to rush through the
material before the categories, like rabbits, multiply any further! What appears
at first glance to be microscopic hair-splitting is governed by the principles of
semantic reality and exegetical significance. That is, in light of the great diversity of
established uses of the genitive, as well as of the often profound exegetical sig-
nificance that this case can play in given texts, an acquaintance with these cate-
gories is justified.

Adjectival ExSyn 78–107

This broad category really touches the heart of the genitive. If the genitive is
primarily descriptive, then it is largely similar to the adjective in functions. How-
ever, although the genitive is primarily adjectival in force, it is more emphatic
than a simple adjective would be.

✝1. Descriptive Genitive (“Aporetic” Genitive7)
[characterized by, described by] ExSyn 79–81

a. Definition and amplification. The genitive substantive describes the head
noun in a loose manner. The nature of the collocation of the two nouns in this
construction is usually ambiguous.

The descriptive genitive is the “catch-all” genitive, the “drip pan” genitive,
the “black hole” of genitive categories that tries to suck many a genitive into its
grasp! In some respects, all adjectival genitives are descriptive, yet no adjectival geni-
tive is descriptive. That is to say, although all adjectival genitives are, by their
nature, descriptive, few, if any, belong only to this specific category of usage. This
use truly embodies the root idea of the (adjectival) genitive. It is often the usage
of the genitive when it has not been affected by other linguistic considerations—
that is, when there are no contextual, lexemic, or other grammatical features that
suggest a more specific nuance.

Frequently, however, it is close to the attributive genitive, being either other
than or broader than the attributive use. (See chart 7 below.) Hence, this use of the
genitive should be a last resort. If one cannot find a narrower category to which a
genitive belongs, this is where he or she should look for solace.

b. Key to identification. For the word of insert the paraphrase characterized by
or described by. If this fits, and if none of the other uses of the genitive fits, then the
genitive is probably a genitive of description.8
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7 That is, the “I am at a loss” gen. (from the Greek word, ajporevw, “I am at a loss,” a
tongue-in-cheek title suggested to me by my colleague, J. Will Johnston).

8 Commentators are often fond of merely labeling a gen. as “descriptive” without giving
any more precision to the nuance involved. We suggest that an attempt at least ought to be
made to see if a given gen. plugs into another category.
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c. Illustrations
John 2:16 mh© poieiçte to©n oi\kon touç patrovß mou oi\kon eejjmmppoorriivvoouu

Do not make my Father’s house into a house of merchandise
The idea is “a house in which merchandise is sold.”

2 Cor 6:2 ejn hJmevra/ sswwtthhrriivvaaßß
in [the] day of salvation

This cannot be an attributive gen., for then the idea would be
“a saved day”! A day that is “characterized by” salvation is
acceptably clear.

Rev 9:1 ejdovqh aujtwç/ hJ klei©ß ttoouuçç ffrreevvaattooßß thçß ajbuvssou
the key to the shaft of the abyss was given to him

This is not a possessive gen., even though our idiom “belongs
to” fits (for the shaft does not possess the key). The idea is “the
key that opens the shaft of the abyss.”

➡2. Possessive Genitive [belonging to, possessed by] ExSyn 81–83

a. Definition. The substantive in the genitive possesses the thing to which it
stands related. That is, in some sense the head noun is owned by the genitive
noun. Such ownership at times can be broadly defined and need not imply the lit-
eral (and sometimes harsh) idea of possession of physical property. This usage is
common.
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Chart 7
The Relation of Descriptive Genitive 

to Various Other Genitive Uses

Descriptive Genitive

Attributive
Genitive

Gen. of 
Material

Partitive
Genitive

Subjective
Genitive

Genitive of
Apposition

Gen. of 
Relationship

Possessive
Genitive
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b. Key to identification and amplification. Instead of the word of replace it
with belonging to or possessed by. If this paraphrase fits, then the genitive is proba-
bly a genitive of possession.

Although this category can be broadly defined, it really ought to be used only
when a genitive cannot fit more neatly under some other category (it will still be
of common occurrence). A genitive should not be labeled possessive unless this
is the narrowest sense it can have. If it is related to a verbal noun, then it is prob-
ably objective or subjective.9 Further, possessive pronouns will be the primary
words used for the genitive of possession. In fact, when you see a possessive pro-
noun you can usually assume that its primary nuance is that of possession.

c. Illustrations10

Matt 26:51 aauujjttoouuçç to© wjtivon his ear

John 20:28 Qwmaçß ei\pen aujtwç/, oJ kuvriovß mmoouu kai© oJ qeovß mmoouu
Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God”

The idea of possession in such expressions is not to be pressed
in the sense that the Lord is owned fully by Thomas. But in a
broad sense, the Lord belongs to Thomas—now, on this occa-
sion, in a way not true before.

3. Genitive of Relationship ExSyn 83–84

a. Definition and key to identification. The substantive in the genitive indi-
cates a familial relationship, typically the progenitor of the person named by the
head noun. This category is not very common.

This is a subset of the possessive genitive (see chart 7 above for a visual rep-
resentation). The key to determining whether or not a possessive genitive is a
genitive of relationship is (1) whether the noun to which the genitive is related is
a family relation noun (e.g., son, mother, etc.) or (2) whether the noun to which
the genitive is related is understood (i.e., must be supplied from the context) and
what one supplies is a family relation noun, then the possessive genitive is a gen-
itive of relationship. As well, the genitive noun is routinely a proper name.

Often, especially in the Gospels, the noun related to the genitive is to be sup-
plied. If so, the genitive alone usually suggests the idea of “who comes from” or
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9 My colleague, Dr. John Grassmick, has suggested the following scheme: The subjective
gen., possessive gen., and the gen. of source are closely related. Other things being equal, and
if the context allows, possession takes precedent over source, and the subjective gen. takes prece-
dent over possession when a verbal noun is involved.

10 Several grammars suggest that references such as “children of God” (John 1:12), “apos-
tle of Christ Jesus” (2 Cor 1:1); “their brothers” (Heb 7:5), and “prisoner of Christ Jesus” (Eph
3:1) embody possessive genitives. All of these are indeed genitives of possession, but their
nuances also go beyond mere possession. E.g., “children of God” is a gen. of relationship; “apos-
tle of Christ Jesus” is also subjective gen. (indicating that Christ Jesus sent out Paul). Hence,
although in a broad sense the gen. of possession is common, in a narrow sense the instances
are more restricted.
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“who is a descendant of.” Thus, when the noun to which the genitive is related is not
named, it can usually be assumed that the genitive alone speaks of the ancestor.

b. Illustrations
John 21:15 Sivmwn ∆IIwwaavvnnnnoouu Simon, [son] of John
Luke 24:10 Mariva hJ ∆IIaakkwwvvbboouu Mary, the [mother] of James11

➡4. Partitive Genitive (“Wholative”) [which is a part of]12 ExSyn 84–86

a. Definition and explanation. The substantive in the genitive denotes the
whole of which the head noun is a part. This usage is relatively common in the NT.
Instead of the word of substitute which is a part of.

The semantics of this usage require a twofold explanation. First, this is a phe-
nomenological use of the genitive that requires the head noun to have a lexical
nuance indicating portion. For example, “some of the Pharisees,” “one of you,” “a
tenth of the city,” “the branch of the tree.” Second, the partitive genitive is seman-
tically the opposite of the genitive of apposition. While the partitive designates the
whole of which the head noun is a part, the genitive of apposition designates a
particular within the class described by the head noun. The important thing to
keep in mind here is that, though semantically opposite, they can be structurally
identical.

b. Illustrations
Luke 19:8 ta© hJmivsiav mou ttwwççnn uuJJppaarrccoovvnnttwwnn half of my possessions
Rom 15:26 tou©ß ptwcou©ß ttwwççnn aaJJggiivvwwnn the poor of the saints

➡5. Attributive Genitive 
(Hebrew Genitive, Genitive of Quality) ExSyn 86–88

a. Definition. The genitive substantive specifies an attribute or innate quality
of the head substantive. It is similar to a simple adjective in its semantic force,
though more emphatic. The category is common in the NT, largely because of
the Semitic mind-set of most of its authors.

b. Key to identification. If the noun in the genitive can be converted into an
attributive adjective modifying the noun to which the genitive stands related, then
the genitive is likely an attributive genitive.

Semantically, there are three important points to know about attributive gen-
itives: (1) This genitive is more emphatic than an adjective would have been.
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11 Occasionally, the genitive speaks of descendant rather than ancestor, as here. Cf. also
Mark 16:1.

12 The term “partitive” is confusing, for it suggests that the gen. itself will designate the
part of which the head noun is the whole. Hence, it has been suggested that “wholative” is a
better designation.
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Thus, although the denotation is the same, the connotation is not. “Body of sin”
has a stronger force than “sinful body.” (2) The genitive of material is technically
a subset of the attributive genitive, but it involves other nuances as well. If a gen-
itive could be classified as either attributive or material, it should classified as the
latter. (3) Certain words are frequently found in this construction, such as swçma
as a head noun or dovxhß as the genitive term.

c. Illustrations
Rom 6:6 to© swçma tthhççßß aaJJmmaarrttiivvaaßß

body of sin (= “sinful body”)

Rom 8:21 th©n ejleuqerivan tthhççßß ddoovvxxhhßß twçn tevknwn touç qeouç
the freedom of the glory of the children of God (= “the glori-
ous freedom of the children of God”)

Normally in gen. chains (a.k.a. concatenative genitives) each
successive gen. modifies the one that precedes it, but there are
many exceptions, especially with dovxhß.

Jas 2:4 ejgevnesqe kritai© ddiiaallooggiissmmwwççnn ponhrwçn
you have become judges with evil motives

The idea here is not “you have become judges of evil motives”
(which would be an objective gen.). But the translation “evil-
motived judges” is cumbersome. This illustrates the fact that
one should think about the sense of the passage more than
merely do a translational gloss.

6. The Attributed Genitive ExSyn 89–91

a. Definition. This is just the opposite, semantically, of the attributive geni-
tive. The head noun, rather than the genitive, is functioning (in sense) as an
attributive adjective. Although rarer than the attributive genitive, this is not alto-
gether uncommon.

b. Key to identification. If it is possible to convert the noun to which the gen-
itive stands related into a mere adjective, then the genitive is a good candidate for
this category. One simple way to do this conversion is to omit the of in transla-
tion between the head noun and genitive and change the head noun into its cor-
responding adjective. Thus “newness of life” becomes “new life.”
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Chart 8
The Semantics of the Attributive Genitive

body
of sin

body
sinful=
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c. Illustrations
Phil 1:22 touçtov moi karpo©ß ee[[rrggoouu

this [will mean] [the] fruit of labor to me
Here “the fruit of labor” = “fruitful labor.” An attributive gen.
would mean “laboring fruit”!

1 Pet 1:7 to© dokivmion uJmwçn tthhççßß ppiivvsstteewwßß polutimovteron crusivou
the genuineness of your faith that is much more precious than
gold

The idea is that their genuine faith is more precious than gold.

7. Genitive of Material [made out of, consisting of] ExSyn 91–92

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive specifies the
material out of which the head noun is made. This usage is rare in the NT (the
notion of material is somewhat more frequently stated with ejk + gen.).

Replace the word of with the paraphrase made out of or consisting of. If this par-
aphrase fits, the genitive is probably a genitive of material.

b. Illustrations
Mark 2:21 ejpivblhma rrJJaavvkkoouußß aJgnavfou

a patch [made out] of unshrunk cloth
Rev 18:12 govmon ccrruussoouuç kai© aajjrrgguuvvrroouu kai© lliivvqqoouu timivou

cargo of gold and silver and precious stone (= cargo consisting
of gold and silver and precious stone)

8. Genitive of Content [full of, containing] ExSyn 92–94

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive specifies the
contents of the word to which it is related. This word may be either a noun, adjec-
tive or verb. This is fairly common in the NT.
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sinful

life
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Attributive Genitive Attributed Genitive

Chart 9
A Semantic Diagram of the Attributive Genitive and Attributed Genitive
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If the word to which this genitive is related is a noun, replace the word of with
the paraphrase full of or containing. If the word is a verb, the typical translational
force of the genitive is with. (This key is not as helpful as the others, for there are
many exceptions. For this category, the real key is to notice the lexical nuance of
the word to which the gen. is related.)

Two other points to note: (1) There are two kinds of genitive of content: one
related to a noun or adjective (nominal gen. of content), the other to a verb (ver-
bal gen. of content).13 A genitive of content is a lexico-syntactic category in that
the verb or head noun will be a term indicating quantity14 (e.g., for verbs: gevmw,
pivmplhmi, plhrovw; for nouns/adjectives: baqovß, mevstoß, plhvrhß, plhvrwma,
plouçtoß, etc.). (2) The nominal genitive of content is distinct from the genitive
of material in that content indicates the item contained while material indicates
the material made out of. The figure below illustrates this difference.

Figure 10
Genitive of Content Vs. Genitive of Material

The important thing to remember for the verbal use is that in Greek the gen-
itive, rather than the dative, is the case used to indicate the content of a verb. Thus
although the dative can frequently be translated “with,” when a verb of filling is
used, it is vital to examine the Greek text to see whether a genitive or dative sub-
stantive follows. If it is genitive, the translation “with” is appropriate; if a dative,
some other translation (such as “by, in, because of”) better reflects the Greek
idiom—because the dative case does not indicate the content of the verb.

b. Illustrations
(1) NOMINAL GENITIVE OF CONTENT

John 21:8 to© divktuon ttwwççnn iijjccqquuvvwwnn the net [full] of fish
Col 2:3 pavnteß oiJ qhsauroi© tthhççßß ssooffiivvaaßß kai© ggnnwwvvsseewwßß

all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge
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13 Most grammars treat the verbal type under gen. direct object (with verbs of filling).
Though that is an equally valid location, to list it only there would not be as helpful (since it is
an important category in its own right, exegetically as well as syntactically).

14 For the nominal usage, “the word to which the genitive is related implies a quantity or
amount of the thing in the genitive, rather than being a container which is actually containing
something” (Williams, Grammar Notes, 6).

Bucket of Iron Bucket of Balls

Material Content
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(2) VERBAL GENITIVE OF CONTENT

John 6:13 ejgevmisan dwvdeka kofivnouß kkllaassmmaavvttwwnn
they filled twelve baskets with fragments

Acts 2:4 ejplhvsqhsan pavnteß ppnneeuuvvmmaattooßß aJgivou, kai© h[rxanto laleiçn
eJtevraiß glwvssaiß
all were filled with the Holy Spirit and they began to speak in
other tongues

➡9. Genitive in Simple Apposition ExSyn 94

See the following section for a discussion of this genitive use and the genitive
of apposition. These two need to be distinguished carefully. (It should be noted
that the gen. in simple apposition is a legitimate category, but because of confu-
sion over its semantics we are treating it in the next section.) Simple apposition
requires that both nouns be in the same case (whether nom., gen., dat., acc., voc.),
while the genitive of apposition requires only the second noun to be in the geni-
tive case. If the syntax of the sentence requires the head noun to be in the geni-
tive, a possibility of confusion between these two appositional uses results.

➡10. Genitive of Apposition (Epexegetical Genitive, 
Genitive of Definition) ExSyn 95–100

This use of the genitive is common, though largely misunderstood. It is
sometimes lumped in together with the genitive of content or the genitive of
material, though there are legitimate semantic differences among all three cate-
gories. It is also often confused with the genitive in simple apposition.

a. Definition. The substantive in the genitive case refers to the same thing as
the substantive to which it is related. The equation, however, is not exact. The
genitive of apposition typically states a specific example that is a part of the larger
category named by the head noun. It is frequently used when the head noun is
ambiguous or metaphorical.

b. Key to identification. Every genitive of apposition, like most genitive uses,
can be translated with of + the genitive noun. To test whether the genitive in ques-
tion is a genitive of apposition, replace the word of with the paraphrase “which
is” or “that is,” “namely,” or, if a personal noun, “who is.” If it does not make the
same sense, a genitive of apposition is unlikely; if it does make the same sense, a
genitive of apposition is likely.15

c. Semantics: genitive of apposition distinct from simple apposition. With
appositional genitives (both kinds), usually two kinds of subject-predicate nomina-
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tive constructions are represented. In a genitive of apposition construction, the gen-
itive is semantically equivalent to a subject that designates a particular belonging
to a larger group (predicate nominative). Thus, “the sign of circumcision” can be
unpacked as “circumcision is a sign” (but not “a sign is circumcision”). In this
example, the lexical field of “sign” is much larger than that for “circumcision.”
For a genitive in simple apposition the two nouns are equivalent to a convertible
proposition. Thus, “Paul the apostle” could be unpacked as “Paul is the apostle”
or “the apostle is Paul.”

d. Simplification. Two things should be noted for the appositional genitives:
first, how to distinguish them from other genitive uses, and second, how to dis-
tinguish the genitive of apposition from the genitive in simple apposition. (1)
Appositional genitive vs. another genitive use: By “appositional genitive” we mean
both kinds of apposition (simple and gen. of apposition). The first thing to deter-
mine, of course, is whether one of the appositional uses is applicable. To do this,
insert “which is,” “namely,” or “who is” between the head noun and the genitive
noun. If this makes sense, an appositional genitive is likely. (2) Genitive of apposi-
tion vs. simple apposition: Both will fit the “which is” formula, so another test needs
to be used to distinguish the two. If the word “of” can be used before the genitive
in question, then it is a genitive of apposition. If it cannot, then it is simple appo-
sition related to another genitive. (Keep in mind that the only time there could be
any confusion is when both head noun and genitive noun are in the same case,
but this does occur frequently.)

e. Illustrations
(1) OF A GENITIVE OF APPOSITION

John 2:21 e[legen peri© touç naouç touç sswwvvmmaattooßß aujtouç
he was speaking concerning the temple of his body (= “the tem-
ple, which is his body”)
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Genitive of Apposition Genitive in
Simple Apposition

Head Noun

sshhmmeeiiççoonn  ppeerriittoommhhççßß

the sign of circumcision
‘OF’

qqeeoouuçç ppaattrroovvßß

God the Father

‘OF’

Genitive of
Apposition

Genitive
Noun

Genitive
in Simple

Apposition
=

Chart 11
Genitive of Apposition Vs. Genitive in Simple Apposition
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Rom 4:11 kai© shmeiçon e[laben ppeerriittoommhhççßß
and he received [the] sign of circumcision (= “the sign, which
is circumcision”)

(2) OF SIMPLE APPOSITION

Matt 2:11 ei\don to© paidivon meta© Marivaß tthhççßß mmhhttrroo©©ßß aujtouç
they saw the child with Mary, his mother

Eph 1:2 cavriß uJmiçn kai© eijrhvnh ajpo© qeouç ppaattrroo©©ßß hJmwçn
Grace to you and peace from God our Father

If “of” were placed before “Father” the idea would be “from the
God of our Father”! It is obviously simple apposition here.

11. Predicate Genitive ExSyn 102

a. Definition. The genitive substantive makes an assertion about another gen-
itive substantive, much like a predicate nominative does. The difference, how-
ever, is that with the predicate genitive the equative verb is a participle (in the
genitive case) rather than a finite verb. This category is relatively uncommon.
This kind of genitive is in reality an emphatic kind of simple apposition in the geni-
tive (emphatic because of the presence of the participial form of the equative
verb). Both adjectival participles and the genitive absolute participle (which is
always circumstantial) can be used in this way.

b. Illustrations
Acts 7:58 neanivou kaloumevnou SSaauuvvlloouu a young man called Saul
Rom 5:8 e[ti aaJJmmaarrttwwllwwççnn o[ntwn hJmwçn Cristo©ß uJpe©r hJmwçn ajpevqanen

while we were yet sinners Christ died for us

12. Genitive of Subordination [over] ExSyn 103–104

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive specifies that
which is subordinated to or under the dominion of the head noun.

Instead of of supply the gloss over or something like it that suggests dominion
or priority. This kind of genitive is a lexico-semantic category. That is, it is related
only to certain kinds of head substantives—nouns (or participles) that lexically
imply some kind of rule or authority. Words such as basileuçß and a[rcwn rou-
tinely belong here. For the most part, this genitive is a subset of the subjective
genitive, but not always.

b. Illustrations

(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Matt 9:34 twç/ a[rconti ttwwççnn ddaaiimmoonniivvwwnn the ruler over the demons
Mark 15:32 oJ basileu©ß ∆∆IIssrraahhvvll the king over Israel
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(2) DISPUTED EXAMPLES16

Eph 2:2 pote periepathvsate . . . kata© to©n a[rconta tthhççßß eejjxxoouussiivvaaßß touç
ajevroß, ttoouuçç ppnneeuuvvmmaattooßß touç nuçn ejnergouçntoß ejn toiçß uiJoiçß thçß
ajpeiqeivaß
you formerly walked according to the ruler of the domain of
the air, [the ruler] of the spirit that now works in the sons of
disobedience

Col 1:15 o{ß ejstin eijkw©n touç qeouç touç ajoravtou, prwtovtokoß pavshß
kkttiivvsseewwßß
who is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all
creation

Ablatival ExSyn 107–112

The ablatival genitive basically involves the notion of separation. (Though fre-
quently translated from, such a gloss will not work for the genitive of compari-
son, which requires than as its gloss). This idea can be static (i.e., in a separated
state) or progressive (movement away from, so as to become separated). The
emphasis may be on either the state resulting from the separation or the cause of
separation (in the latter, origin or source is emphasized).

13. Genitive of Separation [out of, away from, from] ExSyn 107–109

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive is that from
which the verb or sometimes head noun is separated. Thus the genitive is used to
indicate the point of departure. This usage is rare in the NT.

For the word of supply the words out of, away from, or from. Another key is to
note that usually this genitive will be dependent on a verb (or verbal form) rather
than a noun. Two further points should be noted: (1) In Koine Greek the idea of
separation is increasingly made explicit by the presence of the preposition ajpov or
sometimes ejk. Hence, a genitive of separation will be rare in the NT, while the
preposition ajpov (or ejk) + genitive will be commonly used for separation. (2) This
is a lexico-syntactic category: it is determined by the lexical meaning of the word
to which the genitive is related. Only if that word, usually a verb, connotes motion
away from, distance, or separation can the genitive be one of separation.

b. Illustrations
Eph 2:12 ajphllotriwmevnoi tthhççßß ppoolliitteeiivvaaßß touç ∆Israhvl

having been alienated from the commonwealth of Israel

1 Pet 4:1 pevpautai aaJJmmaarrttiivvaaßß
he has ceased from [doing] sin
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14. Genitive of Source (or Origin) 
[out of, derived from, dependent on] ExSyn 109–110

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive is the source
from which the head noun derives or depends. This is a rare category in Koine
Greek.

For the word of supply the paraphrase out of, derived from, dependent on, or
“sourced in.” As with the genitive of separation, the simple genitive is being
replaced in Koine Greek by a prepositional phrase (in this instance, ejk + gen.) to
indicate source. This corresponds to the fact that source is an emphatic idea;
emphasis and explicitness often go hand in hand.

Since this usage is not common, it is not advisable to seek it as the most likely
one for a particular genitive that may fit under another label. In some ways, the
possessive, subjective, and source genitives are similar. In any given instance, if
they all make good sense, subjective should be given priority. In cases where there
is no verbal head noun, possessive takes priority over source as an apt label. The
distinction between source and separation, however, is more difficult to call. Fre-
quently, it is a matter merely of emphasis: separation stresses result while source
stresses cause.

b. Illustrations

Rom 10:3 ajgnoouçnteß th©n ttoouuçç qqeeoouuçç dikaiosuvnhn,
being ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God

2 Cor 3:3 ejste© ejpistolh© CCrriissttoouuçç
you are a letter from Christ

➡15. Genitive of Comparison [than] ExSyn 110–112

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive, almost
always after a comparative adjective, is used to indicate comparison. The genitive,
then, is the standard against which the comparison is made (i.e., in “X is greater
than Y,” the gen. is the Y). This usage is relatively common.

The definition gives the key: a genitive after a comparative adjective, which
requires the word than before the genitive (instead of the usual of).

b. Illustrations

Matt 6:25 oujci© hJ yuch© pleiçovn ejstin tthhççßß ttrrooffhhççßß;
Is not your life worth more than food?

Heb 1:4 kreivttwn genovmenoß ttwwççnn aajjggggeevvllwwnn
[the Son] having become better than the angels
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Verbal Genitive 
(i.e., Genitive Related to a Verbal Noun) ExSyn 112–21

The subjective, objective, and plenary genitives are used with head nouns
that involve a verbal idea. That is, the head noun has a verb as a cognate (e.g.,
basileuçß has basileuvw as cognate). The verbal genitive construction, then, is a
sentence embed involving, typically, a transitive verbal idea in the head noun.
The order below (subjective, objective, plenary) displays the descending order of
frequency.

➡16. Subjective Genitive ExSyn 113–16

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive functions
semantically as the subject of the verbal idea implicit in the head noun. This is
common in the NT.

If a subjective genitive is suspected, attempt to convert the verbal noun to
which the genitive is related into a verbal form and turn the genitive into its sub-
ject. Thus, for example, “the revelation of Jesus Christ” in Gal 1:12 becomes
“[What/the fact that] Jesus Christ reveals.”

b. Amplification. Two points should be noted regarding the semantics of this
genitive: (1) This category is lexico-syntactic—i.e., it is related to a specific lexical
meaning for one of the words involved (in this case, the head noun). The head
noun, which is here called a “verbal noun,”17 must have an implicit verbal idea.
Words such as “love,” “hope,” “revelation,” “witness,” and “word” can imply, in
a given situation, a verbal idea. The perspective must, of course, be from Greek
rather than English: e.g., “king” has no verbal cognate in English (there is no verb
“to king”), but it does in Greek (basileuçß has basileuvw).

(2) Where objective and subjective genitives occur in the same construc-
tions—therefore allowing for semantically opposite interpretations—the head
noun implies a transitive verb. This is by far the more frequent type of verbal
noun, however. In a given context, “love of God” could mean “[my/your/their]
love for God” (objective) or “God’s love for [me/you/them].” Since the lexico-
syntactic features in such instances are identical, appeal must be made to context,
authorial usage, and broader exegetical issues.

See Chart 12 below for a diagram of both subjective and objective genitives.

c. Illustrations

(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Matt 24:27 ou{twß e[stai hJ parousiva ttoouuçç uuiiJJoouuçç touç ajnqrwvpou
So shall the coming of the Son of Man be (=“so shall it be when
the Son of Man comes”).
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Mark 14:59 oujde© ou{twß i[sh h\n hJ marturiva aauujjttwwççnn
Nor was their testimony thus the same (=“nor did they testify
the same thing”)

(2) POSSIBLE (AND EXEGETICALLY SIGNIFICANT) EXAMPLES

Arguably the most debated group of texts involves the expression pivstiß
Cristouç: Should it be translated “faith in Christ” (objective gen.) or “the faith/
faithfulness of Christ” (subjective gen.)?

Rom 3:22 dikaiosuvnh de© qeouç dia© pivstewß ∆∆IIhhssoouuçç CCrriissttoouuçç
even the righteousness of God, through faith in/the faithfulness
of Jesus Christ18

➡17. Objective Genitive ExSyn 116–19

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive functions
semantically as the direct object of the verbal idea implicit in the head noun. This
is common in the NT. 

When an objective genitive is suspected, attempt to convert the verbal noun
to which the genitive is related into a verbal form and turn the genitive into its
direct object. Thus, for example, “a demonstration of his righteousness” in Rom
3:25 becomes “demonstrating his righteousness.” A simpler and less fool-proof
method is to supply for the word of the words for, about, concerning, toward, or
sometimes against.

b. Amplification. Two things should be noted concerning the semantics. 
(1) This category is lexico-syntactic—i.e., it is related to a specific lexical meaning
for one of the words involved (in this case, the head noun). The head noun, which
is here called a “verbal noun,” must have an implicit verbal idea. Words such as
“love,” “hope,” “revelation,” “witness,” and “word” can imply, in a given situa-
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Chart 12
Diagrams of Subjective and Objective Genitive

love
of God

God  loves   X

love
of God

=

=

Syntactic Diagram Semantic Diagram

X    loves   God

Subjective Genitive

Objective Genitive
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tion, a verbal idea. The perspective must, of course, be from Greek rather than
English: e.g., “king” has no verbal cognate in English (there is no verb “to king”)
but it does in Greek (basileuçß has basileuvw).

(2) Where objective and subjective genitives occur in the same construc-
tions—therefore allowing for semantically opposite interpretations—the head
noun implies a transitive verb. This is by far the more frequent type of verbal
noun, however. In a given context, “love of God” could mean “[my/your/their]
love for God” (objective) or “God’s love for [me/you/them].” Since the lexico-
syntactic features in such instances are identical, appeal must be made to context,
authorial usage, and broader exegetical issues.

c. Illustrations

(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Matt 12:31 hJ de© ttoouuçç ppnneeuuvvmmaattooßß blasfhmiva oujk ajfeqhvsetai
But the blasphemy of the Spirit shall not be forgiven (= “blas-
phemy against the Spirit” or “blaspheming the Spirit”)

Luke 11:42 oujai© uJmiçn toiçß Farisaivoiß, o{ti . . . parevrcesqe th©n krivsin
kai© th©n ajgavphn ttoouuçç qqeeoouuçç
Woe to you Pharisees! For you have neglected justice and love
of God!

(2) DISPUTED EXAMPLES

Rom 8:17; John 5:42; 1 Pet 3:21 (“the resurrection of Christ”).19 In addition,
see the discussion under “Subjective Genitive” of the pivstiß Cristouç formula.

18. Plenary Genitive ExSyn 119–21

a. Definition. The noun in the genitive is both subjective and objective. In most
cases, the subjective produces the objective notion. To identify this, simply apply
the keys used for the subjective and objective genitives. If both ideas seem to fit in a
given passage and do not contradict but rather complement one another, then there is a
good possibility that the genitive in question is a plenary (or full) genitive.

b. (Possible) Illustration
2 Cor 5:14 hJ ga©r ajgavph ttoouuçç CCrriissttoouuç sunevcei hJmaçß

For the love of Christ constrains us
It is possible that both subjective and objective genitive ideas were
intended by Paul. Thus, “The love that comes from Christ pro-
duces our love for Christ—and this [the whole package] constrains
us.” In this example, then, the subjective produces the objective.
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19 The issue here and in similar expressions is whether we should see this as “Christ rising
[from the dead]” or as “[God] raising Christ [from the dead].” Both are taught in the NT—
even to the extent that Christ is considered an active participant in his own resurrection (cf.
John 2:19, 21; 10:18).
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Adverbial Genitive ExSyn 121–30

This use of the genitive is similar in force to an adverb. As well, this use of
the genitive often has the force of a prepositional phrase (which, of course, is sim-
ilar in force to an adverb). Thus the genitive will normally be related to a verb or
adjective rather than a noun. (Even in instances where it is dependent on a noun,
there is usually an implicit verbal idea in the noun.)

➡19. Genitive of Time (within which or during which) ExSyn 122–24

a. Definition. The genitive substantive indicates the kind of time, or time
within which the word to which is stands related takes place. The easiest way to
remember the genitive of time (as opposed to the dat. and acc. of time) is to relate
the genitive back to its basal significance. The genitive is the case of quality,
attribute, description, or kind.20 Thus, the genitive of time indicates the kind of
time. This usage is not common, but can frequently be expected with words that
lexically involve a temporal element.

b. Key to identification and amplification. The noun in the genitive expresses
an indication of time. The of typically becomes during or at or within.

The semantics of this genitive should be noted: When the simple genitive (i.e.,
without a preposition) is used for time, it expresses the kind of time. However, with
ejk or ajpov the meaning is quite different—with emphasis placed on the beginning
(cf., e.g., Mark 9:21—ejk paidiovqen [“from childhood”]).21 This is not a confusion of
case uses—one indicating time within which and the other indicating extent of time.
The classification of a genitive indicating a time element that follows ejk or ajpov is
properly “object of the preposition.” The preposition then needs to be classified.

An author has the choice of three cases to indicate time: genitive, dative, accu-
sative. Generally speaking, their semantic forces are, respectively: kind of time
(or time during which), point in time (answering the question, “When?”), and
extent of time (answering the question, “How long?”). Such cases ought to be
carefully observed to see what point an author is trying to make—a point not
always easily translated into English.

c. Illustrations
Luke 18:12 nhsteuvw di©ß ttoouuçç ssaabbbbaavvttoouu I fast twice a week

The idea is that the Pharisee fasted twice during the week.
John 3:2 h\lqen pro©ß aujto©n nnuukkttoovvßß

he came to him during the night
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20 That is, as the eight-case system defines it.
21 This shows the fallacy of lumping preposition + case uses with simple case uses. The

preposition does not simply make explicit what the simple case means; in this instance, ejk +
gen. indicates source or separation, while the simple gen. indicates kind. But there is no simple
gen. use for time that indicates source. This notion requires a preposition. Cf. Phil 1:5, for
example, ajpo© thçß prwvthß hJmevraß a[cri touç nuçn (“from the first day until now”): this is not
kind of time, but span of time.
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20. Genitive of Means [by] ExSyn 125

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive indicates the
means or instrumentality by which the verbal action (implicit in the head noun
[or adjective] or explicit in the verb) is accomplished. It answers the question,
“How?” This usage is rare. (With the preposition ejk this nuance is more frequent,
though that technically is not a gen. of means because of the preposition.)

For of supply by. This will be followed by a noun in the genitive case that is
impersonal or at least conceived of as such.

b. Illustrations
Rom 4:11 thçß dikaiosuvnhß tthhççßß ppiivvsstteewwßß

the righteousness by [means of] faith

Jas 1:13 oJ ga©r qeo©ß ajpeivrastovß ejstin kkaakkwwççnn
for God is not tempted by evil

21. Genitive of Agency ExSyn 126–27

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive indicates the
personal agent by whom the action in view is accomplished. It is almost always
related to verbal adjective that is typically used as a substantive and has the char-
acteristically passive ending -toß (e.g., ajgaphtovß, didaktovß, ejklektovß); this is fol-
lowed by a personal noun in the genitive. For of supply by. Thus, e.g., didakto©ß
qeouç, “taught of God,” becomes “taught by God.” This usage is fairly rare.

b. Illustrations
John 18:16 oJ maqhth©ß oJ a[lloß oJ gnwsto©ß ttoouuçç aajjrrcciieerreevvwwßß

the other disciple, who was known by the high priest

Rom 8:33 tivß ejgkalevsei kata© ejklektwçn qqeeoouuçç;
Who will bring a charge against those chosen by God?

➡22. Genitive Absolute

See under “Circumstantial Participles” in chapter on participles.

23. Genitive of Reference [with reference to] ExSyn 127–28

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive indicates
that in reference to which the noun or adjective to which it stands related is true.
This usage is not common.

For the word of supply with reference to, with respect to.

b. Amplification. This genitive usually modifies an adjective (although rarely
it will be connected to a noun), and as such its adverbial force is self-evident. The
genitive limits the frame of reference of the adjective. 
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All oblique cases, as well as the nominative (known as pendent nominative),
can be used to indicate reference. The most common is the dative of reference.
The first illustration below is with an adjective, while the second is with a noun.

c. Illustrations
Heb 3:12 kardiva ponhra© aajjppiissttiivvaaßß

a heart evil with reference to unbelief
Matt 21:21 ouj movnon to© tthhççßß ssuukkhhççßß poihvsete

you shall do not only what [was done] with reference to the
fig tree

24. Genitive of Association [in association with] ExSyn 128–30

a. Definition and key to identification. The genitive substantive indicates the
one with whom the noun to which it stands related is associated.

For of supply with, or in association with.

b. Amplification. The head noun to which this kind of genitival use is con-
nected is normally prefixed with sun-. Such compound nouns naturally lend
themselves to the associative idea. As well, some nouns and adjectives already
embrace lexically the idea of “in association with” and hence can take a genitive
of association without sun- prefixed to them.

This usage has particular exegetical weight in the Pauline letters, for it typi-
cally makes explicit some ramification of the ejn Cristw/ç formula (since believers
are said to be in Christ, because of their organic connection to him, they now
associate with him in many and profound ways).

c. Illustrations
(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Eph 2:19 ejste© sumpoliçtai ttwwççnn aaJJggiivvwwnn
you are fellow-citizens with the saints

Col 4:10 ∆Arivstarcoß oJ sunaicmavlwtovß mmoouu
Aristarchus, my fellow-prisoner (=“fellow-prisoner with me”)

In English usage “my” is more natural than “with me,” though
the force is obviously not that Paul possesses Aristarchus.

(2) DISPUTED EXAMPLE

1 Cor. 3:9 qqeeoouuçç ga©r ejsmen sunergoiv
For we are God’s fellow-workers

Here, Paul may be saying that he and Apollos and God are in
association with one another in the work of the ministry. How-
ever, it is better to see an ellipsis of “with one another” and to
see qeouç as a possessive gen. (thus, “we are fellow-workers [with
each other], belonging to God”).22
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After Certain Words ExSyn 131–36

There are some uses of the genitive that do not neatly fit into any of the above
categories. Or, if they do fit into one of the above categories, they are related to
a word other than a noun. These constitute the large and amorphous group known
as the use of the genitive after certain words.

➡25. Genitive After Certain Verbs (as a Direct Object) ExSyn 131–34

a. Definition and amplification. Certain verbs take a genitive substantive as
direct object. These verbs commonly correspond in meaning to some other func-
tion of the genitive, e.g., separation, partitive, source, etc. The predominant uses
can be grouped into four types of verbs: sensation, emotion/volition, sharing, ruling.23

For the most part, the semantic significance of genitive as direct object relates
to one of the genitive functions as discussed above. But note that several of the
verbs that take genitive direct objects also take accusative direct objects. Thus,
when an author has a choice for the case of his direct object, the case he chooses
in which to express his idea may be significant.

b. Illustrations24

(1) SENSATION

Mark 5:41 krathvsaß tthhççßß cceeiirroo©©ßß touç paidivou levgei aujthç/, Taliqa koum
touching the hand of the little girl, he said to her, “Talitha cum”

There is a note of tenderness seen in the gen., contrasted with
the acc.

(2) EMOTION/VOLITION

Luke 10:35 ejpimelhvqhti aauujjttoouuçç take care of him

(3) SHARING

Heb 12:10 oJ de© ejpi© to© sumfevron eijß to© metalabeiçn tthhççßß aaJJggiioovvtthhttooßß aujtouç
but he [disciplines us] for our benefit, that we might share in his
holiness

This is an instance of the partitive direct object. (Generally
speaking, if a verb can take either a gen. or acc. direct object,
the accusative will be used when the object is apprehended as a
whole; the genitive will be used when the object is apprehended
in part.) The participation that believers can have in God’s holi-
ness is not complete, but derived and partial. The gen. seems to
be used to reflect this.

The Genitive Case 63

23 Cf. BDF, 93–96 (§§169–78) for a list of such verbs (broken down into ten categories).
Rather than duplicate the list here, since such genitives can easily be noted via the lexicon, the
student is advised to consult BAGD under the verb in question if in doubt.

24 Because this is such a broad category, and because the liberal use of a good lexicon
reveals this usage, only a few examples will be given.
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(4) RULING

Luke 22:25 oiJ basileiçß twçn ejqnwçn kurieuvousin aauujjttwwççnn
the kings of the Gentiles lord it over them

26. Genitive After Certain Adjectives (and Adverbs) ExSyn 134–35

a. Definition. Certain adjectives (such as a[xioß, “worthy [of]”) and adverbs
normally take a genitive “object.” In many instances the adjective/adverb is an
embedded transitive verb, thus taking an objective genitive (e.g., “he is deserving
of X” means “he deserves X”) or involving a partitive idea.

b. Amplification. As with the genitive direct object, you should check BAGD
under various adjectives and adverbs or BDF (98 [§182]) for a list. In reality, most
of these examples also fit under some other genitive use equally well—such as
partitive, objective, content, reference, etc. However, the fact that certain adjec-
tives, by their very nature, take genitives after them renders this a predictable and
stable category.

c. Illustrations
Matt 26:66 e[nocoß qqaannaavvttoouu ejstivn he is deserving of death

This is the equivalent of “he deserves death,” an objective gen.

Phil 1:27 ajxivwß ttoouuçç eeuujjaaggggeelliivvoouu touç Cristouç politeuvesqe
conduct yourselves worthily of the gospel of Christ

➡27. Genitive After Certain Prepositions ExSyn 136

a. Definition. Certain prepositions take the genitive after them. See the chap-
ter on prepositions for discussion. For review of which prepositions take which
cases, cf., e.g., Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek, 55–62.25

b. Significance. When a genitive follows a preposition, you should not
attempt to identify the genitive’s function by case usage alone. Rather, consult
either BAGD or the chapter on prepositions for the specific usage of that case
with that preposition. Many of the simple genitive uses overlap those of the
preposition + the genitive (especially with ejk + the gen.). But the parallels are not
exact; there are some simple genitive uses that cannot be duplicated with prepo-
sitions and some preposition + genitive uses that find no parallel with the simple
genitive. Furthermore, where there is overlap of usage, there is usually not over-
lap of frequency of occurrence.
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25 In addition, forty of the forty-two “improper prepositions” take the gen. case (e.g.,
a[cri(ß), e[mprosqen, e{neka, e{wß, ojyev, plhsivon, uJperavnw, uJpokavtw, cwrivß). One should con-
sult the lexicon if in doubt.
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ExSyn 138

The Dative Case1

Overview of Dative Uses

Pure Dative Uses. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67
➡ 1. Dative Indirect Object . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67
➡ 2. Dative of Interest (including Advantage [commodi] 

and Disadvantage [incommodi]) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68
➡ 3. Dative of Reference/Respect. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69

4. Dative of Destination . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70
5. Dative of Possession . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70

➡ 6. Dative in Simple Apposition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71
Local Dative Uses . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71
➡ 7. Dative of Sphere . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 72
➡ 8. Dative of Time (when) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 72
Instrumental Dative Uses . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73
➡ 9. Dative of Association (Accompaniment, Comitative) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73

10. Dative of Manner (or Adverbial Dative). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74
➡11. Dative of Means/Instrument. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75
✝ 12. Dative of Agency . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75

13. Dative of Measure/Degree of Difference. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76
➡14. Dative of Cause . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

15. Cognate Dative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77
The Uses of the Dative After Certain Words . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78
➡16. Dative Direct Object. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78

17. Dative After Certain Nouns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79
18. Dative After Certain Adjectives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79

➡19. Dative After Certain Prepositions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

INTRODUCTION 
Preliminary Remarks

The dative case is not as exegetically significant as the genitive. This is not
to say that the dative does not play a vital role in exegetical decisions. Rather, a
particular instance of the dative is usually easier to classify than a given genitive.
This is due to two things: (1) the broad classes of dative uses are generally more
easily distinguishable; and (2) the embedded clause needs less “unpacking” since
the dative is already related to a verb, while the genitive is more cryptic and ellip-
tical since it is usually related to a noun.

65

1 See ExSyn 137–75. The following datives are rare or debatable categories that the aver-
age intermediate Greek student can ignore: ethical dative (146–47), dative of recipient (148–
49), dative of thing possessed (151), predicate dative (152), dative of rule (157–58), dative of
material (169–70), and dative of content (170–71).
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At the same time, there are some instances in which a given dative may func-
tion in more than one capacity (e.g., both instrumental and local), and not a few
in which a decision is still hard to come by. In such places, the dative takes on
greater significance.

Finally, the simple dative is phasing out in Koine Greek, being replaced
largely by prepositions, especially ejn + the dative. This is not to say that the sim-
ple dative and ejn + dative mirror each other completely, as will become clear in
our examination of various uses of the dative case.

Definition of the Dative Case

1. Within the Eight-Case System

“The dative, locative, and instrumental cases are all represented by the same
inflectional form, but the distinction in function is very clear—much more so
than the distinction between the ablative and genitive.”3 However, this does not
mean that, within the eight-case system, it is always easy to tell to which case this
particular inflectional form belongs. Furthermore, there will be a few occasions in
which the same case form will have a double-duty function. The eight-case sys-
tem cannot handle such a double function because such would involve two dif-
ferent cases. Thus, the definition of case as a matter of function rather than form
can sometimes be so rigid that it excludes part of the meaning intended by the
author.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax66

2 The dative breakdown is 4375 nouns, 3565 pronouns, 2944 articles, 936 adjectives, 353
participles.

3 Dana-Mantey, 83.

Vocative 
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Nominative
31%

Dative
15%

Chart 13
Frequency of Cases in the New Testament2
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ExSyn 140–75

The true dative is used to designate the person more remotely concerned. It is
the case of personal interest, pointing out the person to or for whom something is done.
This is not to say that the dative cannot relate to things, for there are numerous
examples of this. When it does so, it has a referring force. In general, when the dative
is used of persons, it speaks about the one(s) concerned about (or affected by) the
action; when it is used of things, it addresses the framework in which an act occurs.

2. Within the Five-Case System

However, since the dative, instrumental, and locative share the same form,
we will consider them as one case (“case” being defined as a matter of form rather
than function within the five-case system).4 The instrumental idea involves means
and generally answers the question, “How?” The locative notion involves place
and answers the question, “Where?” Thus, a broad view of the dative case
(including pure dative, locative, and instrumental uses) suggests that it answers
one of three questions: To/for whom? How? or Where?

Thus, within the five-case system the dative case may be defined as the case
of personal interest, reference/respect (pure dative), position (locative), and means
(instrumental).

SPECIFIC USES 
Pure Dative Uses ExSyn 140–53

The subgroups here are specific uses built on the root idea of personal inter-
est and reference/respect.

➡1. Dative Indirect Object ExSyn 140–42

a. Definition. The dative substantive is that to or for which the action of a
verb is performed. The indirect object will only occur with a transitive verb. When
the transitive verb is in the active voice,5 the indirect object receives the direct
object (“the boy hit the ball to me”); when the verb is in the passive voice, the indi-
rect object receives the subject of the verb (“the ball was hit to me”).

Stated more succinctly: “The noun or pronoun in the dative is the person or
thing to which is given (or which receives) the direct object (of a transitive verb)
(or [receives the] subject of a passive verb).”6 This category is by far the most
common of the dative uses.

The Dative Case 67

4 It is not insignificant that even Dana-Mantey vacillate slightly here in saying “we can-
not ignore form entirely while we are in the realm of syntax, for it often happens that we would
be utterly unable to determine what the intended function is except for the form” (Dana-
Mantey, 86).

5 That is, active from the standpoint of English. In Greek it can sometimes be in the mid-
dle (deponent middles are treated as though they are actives).

6 Williams, Grammar Notes, 15.
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b. Key to identification and semantics. The key to identification is that the
verb must be transitive; and if the dative can be translated with to or for it is most
likely indirect object.

(1) To translate a dative as to or for with a transitive verb is easily the most
common translation (like of for the genitive). There are many uses of the dative
that actually fall under the larger umbrella of the indirect object (e.g., interest,
ethical). The indirect object, therefore, is normally recognized as the most com-
mon dative.

(2) In the sentence “He gave the book to the boy,” “to the boy” is the indirect
object. It receives the direct object, “the book,” of the transitive (and active) verb,
“gave.” Such a sentence can be put into a passive transform: “The book was given
to the boy by him.” Here, “the book” has become the subject (formerly the direct
object), but “to the boy” is still the indirect object. The subject of the active voice
verb “gave” has become the agent of the passive voice verb “was given.” In both
sentences the indirect object remains the same and receives the same thing
semantically, though not grammatically (i.e., it receives the book each time, but
does not receive the same part of the sentence each time).

c. Illustrations
John 4:10 kai© e[dwken a[n ssooii u{dwr zwçn

and he would have given to you living water

2 Cor 12:7 ejdovqh mmooii skovloy thç/ sarkiv
a thorn in the flesh was given to me.

This is a passive transform of the clause, e[dwken mmooii skovlopa
thç/ sarkiv, “He gave me a thorn in the flesh.”

➡2. Dative of Interest (including Advantage [commodi] 
and Disadvantage [incommodi]) ExSyn 142–44

a. Definition. The dative substantive indicates the person (or, rarely, thing)
interested in the verbal action. The dative of advantage has a to or for idea, while
the dative of disadvantage has an against idea. The dative of advantage occurs
more frequently than disadvantage, though both are common enough. It is
important to distinguish between dative of advantage and disadvantage (since the
resultant meanings are opposite).

b. Key to identification. Instead of the words to or for, supply for the benefit of
or in the interest of for the dative of advantage, and for/unto the detriment of or to
the disadvantage of or against for the dative of disadvantage. The translation for the
benefit of and the like is helpful for getting the sense of the dative, though not as
a final translation, since it is too awkward.

c. Semantics/significance. Dative of interest typically (but not always) belongs
to the larger category of indirect object. The difference in the two is that in the
former, interest is stressed, while in the latter it is not.
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Since the root idea of the pure dative is personal interest (i.e., with refer-
ence to person), one should not think in such clear-cut categories as to divorce
this idea from other uses of the pure dative. That is, every pure dative use is a
dative of interest in a general sense. However, the category dative of interest really
involves a more specific use of the dative, which emphasizes either advantage or
disadvantage. Thus, for example, “This is food to me” would be a dative of
interest in a general sense. However, a lousy meal would mean a dative of dis-
advantage, while my wife’s culinary fare would mean a dative of advantage! A
dative of advantage/disadvantage will usually belong to some other category as
well; but when the idea of advantage/disadvantage is prominent, it is to be clas-
sified as such.

d. Illustrations

(1) ADVANTAGE (COMMODI)

1 Cor 6:13 ta© brwvmata tthhçç// kkooiilliivvaa//
food is for [the benefit of] the stomach

2 Cor 5:13 ei[te ga©r ejxevsthmen, qqeewwçç//…… ei[te swfronouçmen, uuJJmmiiççnn.
for if we are beside ourselves, it is for God; if we are in our
right minds, it is for you.

(2) DISADVANTAGE (INCOMMODI)

Matt 23:31 martureiçte eeJJaauuttooiiççßß You testify against yourselves
1 Cor 11:29 oJ ga©r ejsqivwn kai© pivnwn krivma eeJJaauuttwwçç// ejsqivei kai© pivnei

For the one who eats and drinks eats and drinks judgment on
himself

➡3. Dative of Reference/Respect [with reference to] ExSyn 144–46

a. Definition. The dative substantive is that in reference to which something
is presented as true. An author will use this dative to qualify a statement that
would otherwise typically not be true. This dative can thus be called a frame of
reference dative, limiting dative, qualifying dative, or contextualizing dative. This
is a common use of the dative case; further, the dative is the most common case
used for reference/respect.7

b. Key to identification and amplification. Instead of the word to, supply the
phrase with reference to before the dative. (Other glosses are concerning, about, in
regard to, etc.) When the noun in the dative is a thing, the sentence typically makes
no sense if the dative is removed, as, e.g., in Rom 6:2—“How shall we who died
[to sin] still live in it?”

The Dative Case 69

7 The acc. is the next most common, but it is a distant second (acc. stands first in classi-
cal Greek). There is also a gen. of reference, and, in fact, a nom. of reference (i.e., nomina-
tivus pendens).
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The pure dative, when referring especially to things, reduces the element of
interest and relation to that of reference or framework. It is frequently found with
adjectives. But the dative of reference can also occasionally be used of persons.

c. Illustrations
Rom 6:11 logivzesqe eJautou©ß ei\nai nekrou©ß me©n tthhçç// aaJJmmaarrttiivvaa//, zwçntaß de©

ttwwçç// qqeeww//çç
Consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God

Luke 18:31 pavnta ta© gegrammevna dia© twçn profhtwçn ttwwçç// uuiiJJwwçç// touç ajnqrwv-
pou
all the things written by the prophets concerning the Son of
Man

4. Dative of Destination ExSyn 147–48

a. Definition. This dative is similar to an indirect object, except that it
appears with intransitive verbs (esp. e[rcomai). It is the “to” idea when an intran-
sitive verb is used. There is typically a transfer of something from one place to
another. It indicates the final point of the verb, where the verb is going. This
usage is relatively infrequent, being replaced in Koine Greek with explicit prepo-
sitions (such as ejn, ejpiv, eijß).

b. Key to identification. Remember that this broad “to” idea is in relation to
intransitive verbs (i.e., verbs that do not take a direct object). The dative with e[rco-
mai accounts for most examples.

c. Illustrations
Matt 21:5 oJ basileuvß sou e[rcetaiv ssooii

your king is coming to you
Luke 15:25 wJß ejrcovmenoß h[ggisen tthhçç// ooiijjkkiivvaa//

when he came, he approached the house

5. Dative of Possession [belonging to] ExSyn 149–51

a. Definition. The dative of possession functions like a genitive of possession
under certain conditions, occurring with equative verbs such as eijmiv, givnomai, and
uJpavrcw. The dative substantive possesses the noun to which it is related. In other
words, it is that person or thing to which the subject of an equative verb belongs.
The usage is not especially common.

b. Key to identification. Instead of the word to, supply possessed by or belonging
to. On occasion (especially if the dative is in predicate position after an equative
verb), it may be more helpful to regard the dative as the semantic equivalent of a
nominative subject and put the actual subject in the predicate (i.e., treat it as direct
object). For example:
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Acts 8:21 oujk e[stin ssooii meri©ß oujde© klhçroß ejn tw/ç lovgw/ touvtw/
neither a share nor a lot in this matter belong to you

This could be converted to “you have neither a share nor a lot
in this matter.” (The dat. becomes the subject and the subject is
placed in the predicate—here, as direct object.)

c. Semantics. In general, the difference between an indirect object and a pos-
sessive dative has to do with act (as seen in the transitive verb) and resultant state
(as seen in the equative verb). For example, e[dwken to© biblivon moi (“he gave me
the book”) becomes to© biblivon ejjstiv moi (“the book is mine”).

d. Illustrations
Matt 18:12 Tiv uJmiçn dokeiç; eja©n gevnhtaiv ttiinnii aajjnnqqrrwwvvppww/ eJkato©n provbata

What do you think? If a hundred sheep [belong] to a certain
man

Rom 7:3 eja©n gevnhtai aajjnnddrrii©© eeJJtteevvrrww//çç
if she becomes to another man (= “if she becomes another
man’s” or, “if she becomes possessed by another man”)

➡6. Dative in Simple Apposition ExSyn 152–53

a. Definition. Though not technically a syntactical category,8 the dative case
(as well as the other cases) can be an appositive to another substantive in the same
case. An appositional construction involves two adjacent substantives that refer
to the same person or thing and have the same syntactical relation to the rest of
the clause. The first dative substantive can belong to any dative category and the
second is merely a clarification of who or what is mentioned. Thus, the appositive
“piggy-backs” on the first dative’s use, as it were.9 This usage is common.

b. Illustrations
Luke 1:47 hjgallivasen to© pneuçmav mou ejpi© twç/ qewç/ ttwwçç// sswwtthhççrriivv mou

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior
Acts 24:24 Drousivllh/ tthhçç// iijjddiivvaa// gguunnaaiikkii©©

to Drusilla, his wife

Local Dative Uses ExSyn 153–58

The subgroups here are specific uses built on the root idea of position, whether
spatial, nonphysical, or temporal.
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8 Hence, this category could belong in the dat., locative, or instrumental groups. It is listed
here for convenience’ sake.

9 For more information on simple apposition, cf. the sections on the nominative and genitive.
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➡7. Dative of Sphere [in the sphere of] ExSyn153–55

a. Definition. The dative substantive indicates the sphere or realm10 in which
the word to which it is related takes place or exists. Normally this word is a verb,
but not always. This is a common use of the dative.

b. Key to identification and clarification. Before the noun in the dative sup-
ply the words in the sphere of or in the realm of. In general, it is safe to say that the
dative of reference views the word to which the dative stands related as detached or
separated somehow from the dative, while the dative of sphere views the word to
which the dative stands related as incorporated within the realm of the dative. For
example, in Rom 6:2 Paul uses the dative of reference: “How shall we who died
[with reference] to sin still live in it?” Here, “we who died” is detached or sepa-
rated from “sin.” In Eph 2:1 we see the dative of sphere: “Though you were dead
in [the sphere of] your sins.” Here, “you were dead” is incorporated within the
realm of sin.

c. Illustrations
Matt 5:3 oiJ ptwcoi© ttwwçç// ppnneeuuvvmmaattii the poor in spirit

Here the dat. is practically equivalent to an adverb, thus, “the
spiritually poor.”

1 Pet 3:18 Cristo©ß a{pax peri© aJmartiwçn e[paqen, divkaioß uJpe©r ajdivkwn
. . . qanatwqei©ß me©n ssaarrkkiivv
Christ died once for all for sins, the just for the unjust . . . hav-
ing been put to death in the flesh

➡8. Dative of Time (when) ExSyn 155–57

a. Definition. The noun in the dative indicates the time when the action of
the main verb is accomplished. The dative routinely denotes point of time, answer-
ing the question, “When?” In the eight-case system, this would be the locative of
time. Though common enough, this usage is being increasingly replaced in Koine
Greek with ejn + the dative.

b. Key to identification and semantics. Remember that the noun in the dative
expresses an indication of time.

The dative of time is distinct from the genitive of time as well the accusative
of time (occasionally it overlaps with this category). The easiest way to remember
the distinction between these cases for time is to remember the root idea of each
case. The root idea of the (pure) genitive is quality, attribute, or kind; thus, the
genitive of time expresses kind of time (or time during which). The root idea of
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10 Some people talk about the dative of place as a separate category, distinct from sphere.
I disagree with this view. My sense is that sphere and place are simply different applications of
the same category—one figurative, the other literal. The only difference is lexical, not seman-
tic. Exegesis is not materially affected by such a distinction.
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the accusative is limitation as to extent; thus, the accusative of time expresses
extent of time. The root idea of the local dative is position; thus, the dative of time
expresses a point in time.

c. Illustrations
Matt 17:23 tthhçç// ttrriivvtthh// hhJJmmeevvrraa// ejgerqhvsetai

[at a point in time] on the third day he will be raised

Matt 24:20 proseuvcesqe de© i{na mh© gevnhtai hJ fugh© uJmwçn ceimwçnoß mhde©
ssaabbbbaavvttww//
But pray that your flight will not be during the winter nor on
the sabbath

Instrumental Dative Uses ExSyn 158–171

The subgroups here are specific uses built on the root idea of means, although
some loosely fit under this umbrella.

➡9. Dative of Association (Accompaniment, Comitative) 
[in association with] ExSyn 159–61

a. Definition. The dative substantive indicates the person or thing one asso-
ciates with or accompanies. This usage is relatively common.

b. Key to identification and clarification. Before the noun in the dative sup-
ply the phrase in association with. This usage of the dative only loosely belongs
under the broad category of instrumental datives. Nevertheless, it belongs here
more naturally than elsewhere.

Frequently, though not always, the dative word will be related to a compound
verb involving sun. This is especially so in Acts, less frequently in the Pauline let-
ters. But not every dative following a sun- prefixed verb is a dative of association
(see discussion of the debatable example below).

The difference between genitive of association and dative of association is
simply this: the genitive is used with nouns (which begin with sun-) while the
dative is used with verbs (which are frequently prefixed with sun-).

c. Caution. Although there is a close relation between means and association,
one should be careful to distinguish them. In the sentence, “He walked with his
friend with a cane,” “with his friend” expresses association and “with a cane”
expresses means. The difference is that for the purposes of walking the cane is
necessary, while the friend is expendable!

d. Illustrations

(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Acts 9:7 oiJ de© a[ndreß oiJ sunodeuvonteß aauujjttwwçç//
the men who were traveling with him

The Dative Case 73
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2 Cor 6:14 mh© givnesqe eJterozugouçnteß aajjppiivvssttooiißß
do not become unequally yoked [in association] with 
unbelievers

The first example is typical, in that there is a verb prefixed with
sun. The second example has a verb root that carries an asso-
ciative idea.

(2) A DEBATABLE EXAMPLE

Rom 8:16 aujto© to© pneuçma summartureiç ttwwçç// ppnneeuuvvmmaattii hJmwçn o{ti ejsme©n
tevkna qeouç
the Spirit himself bears witness along with our spirit that we
are God’s children

At issue, grammatically, is whether the Spirit testifies alongside
of our spirit (dat. of association), or whether he testifies to our
spirit (indirect object) that we are God’s children. If the former,
the one receiving this testimony is unstated (is it God? or believ-
ers?). If the latter, the believer receives the testimony and hence
is assured of salvation via the inner witness of the Spirit. Most
likely, pneuvmati should not be taken as association.11

10. Dative of Manner (or Adverbial Dative)12

[with, in (answering “How?”)] ExSyn 161–62

a. Definition. The dative substantive denotes the manner in which the action
of the verb is accomplished. Like many adverbs, this use of the dative answers the
question “How?” (and typically with a “with” or “in” phrase). The manner can
be an accompanying action, attitude, emotion, or circumstance. Hence, such a
dative noun routinely has an abstract quality. This usage is relatively common,
though it is being supplanted by ejn + dative (or metav + gen.) in Koine Greek.

b. Key to identification and clarification. Supply “with” or “in” before the
dative noun. Also, if the dative can be converted into an adverb (e.g., “with
thanksgiving” becomes “thankfully”), it is likely a dative of manner. Note, how-
ever, that not always can one easily convert this dative into an adverb.

The real key is to ask first whether the dative noun answers the question
“How?” and then ask if the dative defines the action of the verb (dative of means)
or adds color to the verb (manner). In the sentence, “She walked with a cane, with
a flare,” “with a cane” expresses means, while “with a flare” expresses manner.
Thus, one of the ways in which you can distinguish between means and manner is
that a dative of manner typically employs an abstract noun while a dative of means
typically employs a more concrete noun.
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11 See ExSyn 160–61 for discussion.
12 A subcategory of dat. of manner is the cognate dat. (discussed below).
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c. Illustrations
John 7:26 ppaarrrrhhssiivvaa// laleiç

he speaks with boldness (= boldly)

1 Cor 10:30 eij ejgw© ccaavvrriittii metevcw
if I partake [of the food] with thanksgiving (= thankfully)

➡11. Dative of Means/Instrument [by, by means of, with] ExSyn 162–63

a. Definition. The dative substantive is used to indicate the means or instru-
ment by which the verbal action is accomplished. This is a common use of the
dative, embracing as it does one of the root ideas of the dative case (viz., instru-
mentality).

b. Key to identification and amplification. Before the noun in the dative, sup-
ply the words by means of or simply with. The dative noun is typically concrete, as
opposed to manner, where the noun is typically abstract. But the dative noun is
also usually, though not always, conceived of as impersonal. It is distinguished from
personal agency in two ways: (1) personality is not in view, and (2) means involves
an agent who uses it (whether that agent is stated or implied).

c. Illustrations
John 11:2 ejkmavxasa tou©ß povdaß aujtouç ttaaiiççßß qqrriixxii©©nn aujthçß

she wiped his feet with her hair
Rom 3:28 logizovmeqa dikaiouçsqai ppiivvsstteeii a[nqrwpon

we maintain that a person is justified by faith

✝12. Dative of Agency [by, through] ExSyn 163–66

a. Definition. The dative substantive is used to indicate the personal agent by
whom the action of the verb is accomplished. This is an extremely rare category in
the NT as well as in ancient Greek in general.

b. Keys to identification, structure, and semantics. (1) According to the above
definition, if the dative is used to express agency, the noun in the dative must not
only be personal, but must also be the agent who performs the action. Much con-
fusion exists among students of the NT over this category. In general, it is invoked
far more often than is legitimate.13 There are four keys to identification for the
dative of agency: (a) Lexical: the dative must be personal. (b) Contextual: the per-
son specified by the dative noun is portrayed as exercising volition. (c) Grammat-
ical: the only clear texts involve a perfect passive verb, as in the classical idiom. (d)
Linguistic: a good rule of thumb for distinguishing between agent and means is sim-
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13 Even by grammarians on occasion. Cf., e.g., Young, Intermediate Greek, 50 (his exam-
ples from Rom 8:14 and 1 Tim 3:16 are doubtful; see discussion of these texts in ExSyn
165–66); Brooks-Winbery, 45.
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ply this: the agent of a passive verb can become the subject of an active verb, while
the means normally cannot.

(2) When the dative expresses the idea of means, the instrument is used by an
agent. When agent is indicated, the agent so named is not used by another, but is
the one who either performs an act directly or uses an instrument.

c. How agency is expressed in the NT. Apart from naming the agent as the
subject, there are two common ways to express agency in the NT: uJpov + the gen-
itive is used for ultimate agent; diav + the genitive is used for intermediate agent.
For example, in Matt 1:22 we read that “all this happened in order that what was
spoken by the Lord (uJpo© kurivou) through the prophet (dia© touç profhvtou)
might be fulfilled.” The Lord is the ultimate agent, though he communicates his
message through the prophet.

In summary, this clarification is important because when one sees a dative
used with a person and some sort of instrumentality is implied, he/she should seek
to discover the agent who uses the (personal) instrument.

d. Illustrations

(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Luke 23:15 oujde©n a[xion qanavtou ejsti©n pepragmevnon aauujjttwwçç//
nothing worthy of death had been done by him

As is apparently always the case in the NT, the only clear exam-
ples involve a perfect passive verb form.

Jas 3:7 paçsa ga©r fuvsiß qhrivwn . . . dedavmastai tthhçç// ffuuvvsseeii tthhçç// aajjnnqqrrww--
ppiivvnnhh//
For every kind of beast . . . has been tamed by humankind

(2) DEBATABLE EXAMPLE14

Gal 5:16 ppnneeuuvvmmaattii peripateiçte kai© ejpiqumivan sarko©ß ouj mh© televshte
walk by the Spirit and you will not fulfill the lust of the flesh

Taking pneuvmati as a dat. of agency is a popular view among
commentators, but there are two basic problems with this inter-
pretation: (1) This usage is rare in the NT (unless, of course, we
assume that pneuvmati on many occasions belongs here!); (2)
pneuvmati does not occur with a passive verb, let alone a perfect
passive; yet every clear example of dat. of agency in the NT
occurs with a perfect passive verb.

13. Dative of Measure/Degree of Difference [by] ExSyn 166–67

a. Definition and key to identification. The dative substantive, when fol-
lowing or preceding a comparative adjective or adverb, may be used to indicate
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14 Cf. ExSyn 165–66 for more discussion of this text as well as discussion of other passages.
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the extent to which the comparison is true or the degree of difference that exists
in the comparison. This usage is fairly rare.

Rather than supply “than” as with the genitive of comparison (the two ideas
are similar, but not identical), supply “by” before a quantitative word in the dative.
Typically the formula in Greek will be pollwç/ (the dative word) + maçllon.

b. Illustrations
Phil 2:12 uJphkouvsate . . . ppoollllwwçç// maçllon ejn thç/ ajpousiva/ mou

you obeyed . . . much more in my absence

Heb 1:4 ttoossoouuvvttww// kreivttwn genovmenoß twçn ajggevlwn
having become by so much better than the angels

A key theme in Hebrews is the superiority of the Son. In 1:4–14
the Son is contrasted to angels, with the clear implication (made
explicit in v. 8) that he is God incarnate.

➡14. Dative of Cause [because of] ExSyn 167–68

a. Definition and key to identification. The dative substantive indicates the
cause or basis of the action of the verb. This usage is fairly common.

Before the dative insert the phrase because of or on the basis of. This use of the
dative is similar to but not the same as the dative of means. (At times, however, it
is impossible to distinguish the two.)15 The dative of means indicates the how; the
dative of cause indicates the why; the dative of means indicates the method; the
dative of cause indicates the basis.

b. Illustrations
Rom 4:20 ouj diekrivqh tthhçç// aajjppiissttiivvaa//

he did not waver because of unbelief

Gal 6:12 movnon i{na ttwwçç// ssttaauurrwwçç// touç Cristouç mh© diwvkwntai
only that they might not be persecuted because of the cross
of Christ

15. Cognate Dative16 ExSyn 168–69

a. Definition and key to identification. The dative noun17 is cognate to the
verb either formally (where both noun and verb have the same root) or concep-
tually (where the roots are different). This is not common.
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15 This is because the ultimate cause may also, at times, be the accomplishing means of an
action.

16 See dat. of manner for the larger category to which this dat. belongs.
17 This use of the dat., by definition, cannot be found with pronouns, since the lexical

meaning of the dat. word is related to that of the verb.
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The key to this use of the dative is its cognate force. Another clue is that the
dative can usually be translated as an adverb modifying the verb.18 The force of
the cognate dative will be primarily to emphasize the action of the verb.

b. Illustrations

(1) COGNATE IN FORM

Luke 22:15 eejjppiiqquummiivvaa// ejpequvmhsa
I desired with desire (= “ I earnestly desired”)

Jas 5:17 ∆Hlivaß . . . pprroosseeuucchhçç// proshuvxato
Elijah . . . prayed earnestly

(2) COGNATE IN MEANING

1 Pet 1:8 ajgalliaçsqe ccaarraaçç// you rejoice with joy
Rev 5:11–12 h[kousa fwnh©n . . . levgonteß ffwwnnhhçç// mmeeggaavvllhh//

I heard a voice . . . saying with a loud voice

The Uses of the Dative After Certain Words ExSyn 171–75

Some uses of the dative do not neatly fit into any of the above categories.
These constitute the large and amorphous group known as the use of the dative
after certain words.

➡16. Dative Direct Object ExSyn 171–73

a. Definition. A number of verbs take the dative as their direct object. Such
datives are usually related to verbs implying personal relation. Thus the mean-
ings of the verbs correspond in meaning to the basic idea of the pure dative. This
category yields many illustrations.

b. Key to identification and clarification. See BAGD, a good concordance, or
BDF for a list of such verbs.19 Usually it will be obvious when the dative is the
direct object. But since the dative is normally related to a verb rather than to a
noun, there may be times of confusion.

A good rule of thumb is that verbs taking a dative direct object can usually be
translated with “to” or “in.” Thus uJpakouvw can be translated, “I am obedient
to”; diakonwç, “I minister to”; eujcaristwç, “I am thankful to”; pisteuvw, “I trust
in.” (One has to use a little imagination with these verbs because they are nor-
mally rendered “I obey,” “I serve,” “I thank,” and “I believe.”)
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18 Some of the examples below do not fit this adverbial notion, but are cognate datives in
a broader sense.

19 Although many intermediate grammars list all such verbs, it is our conviction that gram-
mars do much unnecessary duplication with lexica. Our approach is to try to refrain from tres-
passing into the domain of the lexicon as much as possible.
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c. Significance. It has already been pointed out that such dative direct objects
are usually related to verbs implying personal relation. This, in part, is the sig-
nificance of dative direct objects. As well, some of the verbs that take dative direct
objects also take accusative direct objects. Thus, when an author has a choice for
the case of a direct object, the case chosen may be significant.

d. Illustrations
Gal 3:6 Kaqw©ß ∆Abraa©m ejpivsteusen ttww//çç qqeeww//çç,, kai© ejlogivsqh aujtw/ç eijß

dikaiosuvnhn…
Just as Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as
righteousness

Heb 1:6 o{tan de© pavlin eijsagavgh/ to©n prwtovtokon eijß th©n oijkoumevnhn,
levgei kai© proskunhsavtwsan aauujjttwwçç// pavnteß a[ggeloi qeouç.
And when he again brings the firstborn into the [inhabited]
world, he says, “And let all the angels of God worship him.”

17. Dative After Certain Nouns ExSyn 173–74

a. Definition. A few nouns take datives after them. Again, the notion of per-
sonal interest is almost always seen. This category is not particularly common.
The nouns in question are verbal nouns (i.e., they are cognate to a verb, such as
ojfeilevthß [ojfeivlw], uJpavnthsiß [uJpantavw]).

b. Illustrations
Matt 8:34 paçsa hJ povliß ejxhçlqen eijß uJpavnthsin ttwwçç// ∆∆IIhhssoouuçç

all the city came out for a meeting with Jesus
The verbal cognate, uJpantavw, takes what could be called a dat.
of association or dat. direct object (cf. Mark 5:2; John 4:51).

1 Cor 16:15 diakonivan ttooiiççßß aaJJggiivvooiißß service to the saints

18. Dative After Certain Adjectives ExSyn 174–75

a. Definition and key to identification. A few adjectives are followed by the
dative case. Once again, when the idea of personal interest appears, the dative is
naturally used. This broad category is common.

There is no one key to identification since this is a rather amorphous group;
the most common group is adjectives of “likeness” (i.e., correspondence) such as
o{moioß, i[soß. As well, many of the adjectives belong to the larger category of
dative of reference.

b. Illustrations
Matt 13:31 oJmoiva ejsti©n hJ basileiva twçn oujranwçn kkoovvkkkkww// sinavpewß

the kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed
Rom 1:30 ggoonneeuuççssiinn ajpeiqeiçß disobedient to parents
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➡19. Dative After Certain Prepositions ExSyn 175

a. Definition and key to identification. Certain prepositions take the dative
after them. See the chapter on prepositions for complete discussion of this cate-
gory. For review of which prepositions take which cases, cf., e.g., Mounce, Basics
of Biblical Greek, 55–62.

b. Significance. When a dative follows a preposition, you should not attempt
to identify the dative’s function by case usage alone. Rather, consult BAGD for the
specific usage of that case with that preposition. Although many of the case uses
overlap with the uses of the preposition + the dative (especially with ejn + the
dative), the parallels are not exact. Furthermore, where there is overlap of usage,
there is usually not overlap of frequency of occurrence (e.g., although the naked
dative as well as ejn + the dative can express sphere, the frequency of such usage is
much higher with ejn + the dative).
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ExSyn 176–79

The Accusative Case1

Overview of Accusative Uses

Substantival Uses of the Accusative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83
➡ 1. Accusative Direct Object. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83
➡ 2. Double Accusative of Person-Thing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83
➡ 3. Double Accusative of Object-Complement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84

4. Predicate Accusative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86
➡ 5. Accusative Subject of the Infinitive. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87

6. Accusative of Retained Object . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88
➡ 7. Accusative in Simple Apposition. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89
Adverbial Uses of the Accusative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89

8. Adverbial Accusative (Accusative of Manner). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89
➡ 9. Accusative of Measure (or Extent of Space or Time). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90

10. Accusative of Respect or (General) Reference . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91
Special Uses of the Accusative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92
➡11. Accusative After Certain Prepositions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92

INTRODUCTION 
In classical Greek, the accusative case was the “unmarked” or default case

among the oblique cases (gen., dat., acc.). It was the routine case used unless there
was some reason for using the genitive or dative. Unlike classical Greek, however,
the NT has more nominatives than accusatives. Furthermore, typically in classical
Greek the accusative outnumbers genitives and datives together, but in the NT
the combination of these two cases has a significantly higher yield than accusatives.

What is to account for these differences? (1) Many of the subtleties of the
language naturally began to drop out as Greek passed from classical to Koine.
(2) Prepositions take a decidedly more prominent role in the NT in places where
a simple case (especially the acc.) would have been used in earlier times. Many
such prepositions take other than the accusative case. (3) The high proportion of
genitive uses is apparently due, in part, to the Semitic influence (e.g., the
“Hebrew” or attributive gen.).

General Definition

Although the accusative can justifiably be considered the default case in clas-
sical Greek, more nuancing is required to understand its role in the NT. Yes, the
accusative was certainly the unmarked case as far as direct objects were concerned.

81

1 See ExSyn 176–205. The following accusatives are rare categories that the average inter-
mediate Greek student can ignore: cognate accusative (189–90), pendent accusative (198), and
accusative in oaths (204–5).
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ExSyn 179–205

But for most other categories, it carried some semantic force. It is for this reason
that we cannot simply call it the undefined case in the NT.

Instead, the least objectionable umbrella for the accusative uses is to describe
it as the case of extent, or limitation. “The accusative measures an idea as to its
content, scope, direction.”3 It is primarily used to limit the action of a verb as to
extent, direction, or goal. Thus it most frequently answers the question, “How far?”
In many respects, this will be a fluid, undefined idea. The precise force of the
accusative is determined by its lexeme and that of the verb.

Relation to the Other Oblique Cases

The accusative is similar to the genitive in that both cases have as part of their
root idea limitation. But the genitive limits as to quality while the accusative limits
as to quantity.

Also, the accusative and the dative are similar in that both cases are primarily
related to the verb. However, the dative is concerned about that to which the
action of the verb is related/located/or by which it is accomplished, while the
accusative is concerned about the extent and the scope of the verb’s action.

SPECIFIC USES 
The accusative categories can be generally grouped under one of three

rubrics: substantival, adverbial, and after certain prepositions. These groupings
are not entirely discrete, but may be viewed as helpful guides.
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2 The breakdown of acc. forms is as follows: 8815 nouns, 5009 pronouns, 5889 articles,
957 participles, 2435 adjectives (for a total of 23,105).

3 Robertson, Grammar, 468. Even this does not cover every usage.

Chart 14
Frequency of Cases in the New Testament2

Nominative
31%

Genitive
25%

Accusative
29%

Dative
15%

Vocative 
   <1%

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 82



Substantival Uses of the Accusative ExSyn 179–99

➡1. Accusative Direct Object ExSyn 179–81

a. Definition. The accusative substantive indicates the immediate object of
the action of a transitive verb, receiving the action of the verb. In this way it lim-
its the verbal action. This usage is so common as to be routine: when one sees an
accusative substantive, one normally should think of it as the direct object; con-
versely, when one anticipates the direct object, the case expected is usually the
accusative.

b. Clarification and significance. In this use, the accusative will be related to
a transitive verb. The verb is typically in the active voice, but some verbs in the
middle or even the passive (deponents) take a direct object. Note that the accu-
sative case is not the only case for the direct object; the genitive and dative also
can, with certain kinds of verbs, function as the direct object. The exegetical sig-
nificance of the direct object will normally be when a case other than the accusa-
tive is used (thus the acc. is the unmarked case as far as direct object is concerned).

c. Illustrations
Matt 5:46 eja©n ajgaphvshte tou©ß ajgapwçntaß uuJJmmaaççßß

if you love those who love you
Just as uJmaçß is the direct object of the participle ajgapwçntaß, so
ajgapwçntaß is the direct object of the finite verb, ajgaphvshte.

Mark 2:17 oujk h\lqon kalevsai ddiikkaaiivvoouußß ajlla© aaJJmmaarrttwwlloouuvvßß
I did not come to call the righteous but sinners

Rom 8:28 toiçß ajgapwçsin to©n qeo©n ppaavvnnttaa sunergeiç [oJ qeo©ß] eijß ajgaqovn
God causes all things to work together for good to those who
love God

Sometimes it is difficult to tell whether a particular sentence
even has a direct object. In this instance, such doubt is due to
textual uncertainty and the syntactical range of the verb. If oJ
qeovß is not authentic, then the verse could be translated “All
things work together for good.”4

➡2. Double Accusative of Person-Thing ExSyn 181–82

a. Definition. Certain verbs take two direct objects, one a person and the
other a thing. The thing is the nearer object; the person is the more remote
object. Another way to put this is that the person is the object affected, while the
thing is the object effected. This is a fairly common category.

b. Amplification. Typically we would expect the accusative of person to be in
the dative rather than the accusative case. Thus “I teach you Greek,” means the
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4 For a more detailed discussion of this text, see ExSyn 180–81.
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same thing as “I teach Greek to you.” But in Greek certain verbs take two
accusatives rather than a dative of person and accusative of thing. In most
instances the person receives the thing, just as a dative indirect object receives a
direct object (hence, the person is considered the more remote object). The verbs
used with person-thing double accusatives involve: (1) teaching, reminding; (2)
clothing, anointing; (3) inquiring, asking; and (4) other causative ideas.

c. Illustrations
Mark 6:22 ai[thsovn mmee oo{{ eja©n qevlh/ß

ask me[p] [for] whatever[th] you wish

John 14:26 ejkeiçnoß uuJJmmaaççßß didavxei ppaavvnnttaa
he will teach you[p] all things[th]

Heb 1:9 e[crisevn ssee. . . ee[[llaaiioonn
he anointed you[p] with oil[th]

➡3. Double Accusative of Object-Complement ExSyn 182–89

a. Definition. An object-complement double accusative is a construction in
which one accusative substantive is the direct object of the verb and the other
accusative (either noun, adjective, participle, or infinitive) complements the object
in that it predicates something about it. The complement may be substantival or
adjectival. This common usage occurs only with certain kinds of verbs.

The proper label for the direct object in such a construction is “object in
object-complement construction”; for the complement, “complement in object-
complement construction,” or simply “the object complement.”5

b. Structural and semantic clues. This usage of the accusative is exegetically
strategic in many texts. It is therefore important to understand how to identify it
as well as how to interpret it. There is no one key to identification, but several
features of this construction should be noted:

• The direct object usually combines with the verb to form a new verbal idea
that has another accusative (the complement) as its object.

• Like the person-thing double accusative, this usage is lexically nuanced.
That is to say, it is related to a particular kind of verb.6 But every verb that
can take such a construction is not required to do so. This creates special
problems in exegesis: not infrequently a crucial issue in the text is decided
on the basis of whether the two accusatives are appositional or object-
complement.

• Occasionally, the construction is marked by the presence of eijß or wJß before
the complement, or ei\nai between the two accusatives. Although such ele-
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5 Note that the lack of hyphen indicates this acc. term; the hyphen (object-complement)
refers to the whole construction.

6 See ExSyn 183, n. 24 for a list of verbs used.
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ments are usually lacking, one should normally translate the construction
with “as,” “to be,” or “namely” between the two accusatives.

• Frequently, the complement is an adjective. When this is the case, it is
always a predicate adjective. The object is, in such cases, usually articular.

c. Identification and semantics of the components

(1) IDENTIFICATION OF THE COMPONENTS

Identification of the components in the construction is also not a given.
Although normally the object comes first, twenty percent of the examples reverse
this order. However, it is easy to determine which is which because the object-
complement construction is semantically equivalent to the subject-predicate nominative
construction. This is because such a construction is an embedded subject-predicate
nominative clause. Thus, the principles used to sort out subject from predicate
nominative can equally be used here. Specifically:

• If one of the two is a pronoun, it will be the object;
• If one of the two is a proper name, it will be the object;
• If one of the two is articular, it will be the object.7

(2) SEMANTICS OF THE COMPONENTS

In general, the semantics (not the identification) of the components is guided
by word order. On a continuum from definite to qualitative to indefinite, the
object will normally fall in the definite range, while the complement will tend
toward the qualitative-indefinite range. Thus, for example, in Acts 28:6 the
islanders on Malta claim Paul to be “a god” (e[legon aujto©n ei\nai qeovn).

But when the order of the elements is reversed, the complement tends toward
the definite-qualitative range. This is no doubt due to the prominence of its loca-
tion in the clause: the more it is thrust forward, the more specific it becomes.
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7 The “pecking order” between these elements seems to be the same as for the S-PN con-
struction (see Predicate Nominative [use 2] in the chapter on the nominative): pronouns take
priority, followed by (apparently) proper names, then articular nouns.

Chart 15
The Semantics of the Object-Complement Construction

Order: Order:
Complement-Object Object-Complement

Complement Object Object Complement

Def Qualitative Def Def Qualit Indef
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d. Illustrations. The principal verbs that can take an object-complement con-
struction can be organized into six semantic fields: calling, designating, confess-
ing; making, appointing; sending, expelling; considering, regarding; having,
taking; and declaring, presenting.

(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Matt 22:43 Daui©d ejn pneuvmati kaleiç aauujjttoo©©nn kkuuvvrriioonn
David in the Spirit calls him[obj] Lord[comp]

John 4:46 ejpoivhsen ttoo©© uu{{ddwwrr ooii\\nnoonn
he turned the water[obj] [into] wine[comp]

Rom 3:25 oo}}nn proevqeto oJ qeo©ß iiJJllaasstthhvvrriioonn
whom[obj] God put forth [as] a propitiation[comp]

Rom 6:11 logivzesqe eeJJaauuttoouu©©ßß ei\nai nneekkrroouu©©ßß thç/ aJmartiva/
consider yourselves[obj] to be dead[comp] to sin

(2) DEBATABLE PASSAGES8

John 4:54 ttoouuççttoo ddeeuuvvtteerroonn sshhmmeeiiççoonn ejpoivhsen oJ ∆Ihsouçß
Jesus made this[obj] [to be] the second sign[comp]

Rom 10:9 eja©n oJmologhvsh/ß ejn twç/ç/ stovmativ sou kkuuvvrriioonn ∆∆IIhhssoouuççnn . . .
swqhvsh/
if you confess with your mouth Jesus [as] Lord . . . you shall
be saved (or, “if you confess with your mouth [that] Jesus [is]
Lord . . . ”)

Titus 2:10 ppaaççssaann ppiivvssttiinn ejndeiknumevnouß aajjggaaqqhhvvnn
showing all faith [to be] good

4. Predicate Accusative ExSyn 190–92

a. Definition and amplification. The accusative substantive (or adjective)
stands in predicate relation to another accusative substantive. The two will be
joined by an equative verb, either an infinitive or participle. Neither type is espe-
cially frequent outside of Luke or Paul.

There are two types of predicate accusatives. The first one is similar to the
predicate genitive and the predicate dative. That is, it is (normally) simple appo-
sition made emphatic by a copula in participial form.

Second, there is the predicate accusative in which one accusative is the sub-
ject of the infinitive and the second makes an assertion about the first. Thus, it is
similar to the nominative subject and predicate nominative construction. Fre-
quently the infinitive will be in indirect discourse.9
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8 For a discussion of these texts, see ExSyn 187–89.
9 The examples in this second category also usually belong to the object-complement cat-

egory, though several are in result or purpose clauses introduced by eijß.
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b. Illustrations
Luke 4:41 h[/deisan ttoo©©nn CCrriissttoo©©nn aujto©n ei\nai

they knew that he was the Christ
Eph 2:1 uJmaçß o[ntaß nneekkrroouu©©ßß toiçß paraptwvmasin

although you were dead in [your] trespasses

➡5. Accusative Subject of the Infinitive ExSyn 192–97

a. Definition and amplification. The accusative substantive frequently func-
tions semantically as the subject of the infinitive. Though older grammars insist
that technically this is an accusative of respect, from a descriptive and functional
perspective it is better to treat it as subject. This is a common use of the accusa-
tive, especially with personal pronouns.

Normally the subject of the infinitive is the same as the subject of the main
verb and thus is in the nominative case. But when the infinitive requires a differ-
ent agent, it is almost always put in the accusative case.

(1) ENGLISH ANALOGIES

Though this usage of the accusative is difficult to grasp, it is not without some
parallels in English. In the sentence “She wanted me to learn something,” “me”
is both the direct object of “wanted” and the subject of “to learn.” Greek usage is
similar, though more varied.

(2) AN INFINITIVE WITH TWO ACCUSATIVES

Often in the NT a construction will have an accusative subject as well as an
accusative predicate or an accusative direct object. In such cases, how can one tell
which is which? For example, in Phil 1:7 does dia© to© e[cein mmee ejn thç/ kardiva/ uuJJmmaaççßß
mean “because I have you in my heart” or “because you have me in your heart”?
Early analyses suggested that word order or proximity to the infinitive were the
determining factors. But word order has since been shown to be at best a second-
ary consideration, and only with certain kinds of constructions. More recently,
two types of constructions have been detected, each with its own set of “rules”:

• Subject accusative-predicate accusative (S-PA) constructions need to be
treated just like their nominative counterparts. Neither word order nor prox-
imity to the infinitive are helpful guides for determining the subject. What
matters is whether one of the accusatives is a pronoun or articular or a
proper name (in which case, it is the subject term).10

• Subject accusative-direct object (S-DO) constructions need to be ana-
lyzed differently since there is no semantic correlation between this con-
struction and the S-PA construction. There are only a few potentially
ambiguous passages and the rest, regardless of word order, can be deciphered
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10 See our section on the predicate nom. (use 2 in the chapter on the nominative) for more
information.
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by applying common sense (e.g., noticing the context). Perhaps further analy-
sis outside the NT may shed further light on this S-DO construction.

b. Illustrations

(1) UNAMBIGUOUS CONSTRUCTION (WITH ONE ACCUSATIVE SUBSTANTIVE)

Matt 22:3 ajpevsteilen ttoouu©©ßß ddoouuvvlloouußß aujtouç kalevsai tou©ß keklhmevnouß
he sent his servants to call those who had been invited

(2) POTENTIALLY AMBIGUOUS CONSTRUCTION (WITH TWO ACCUSATIVES)11

The first example below is an S-PA construction involving an equative verb as
the infinitive; the second is an S-DO construction with a transitive verb infinitive.

Acts 28:6 e[legon aauujjttoo©©nn ei\nai qeovn
they were saying that he was a god

In the S-PA construction, just as with subject-predicate nom.
constructions (S-PN), if one of the two is a pronoun, it is the
subject.

Luke 2:27 ejn tw/ç eijsagageiçn ttoouu©©ßß ggoonneeiiççßß to© paidivon ∆Ihsouçn
when the parents brought in the child Jesus

Obviously, common sense is helpful in determining which acc.
is the subject and which is the object!

6. Accusative of Retained Object ExSyn 197

a. Definition. The accusative of thing in a double accusative person-thing
construction with an active verb retains its case when the verb is put in the pas-
sive. The accusative of person, in such instances, becomes the subject. For exam-
ple, “I taught you the lesson” becomes, with the verb converted to a passive, “You
were taught the lesson by me.” In this case, the accusative of person (“you”)
becomes the subject (nom.), the accusative of thing (“the lesson”) is retained.
This use of the accusative occurs most frequently with causative verbs, though it
is rare in the NT.

b. Illustrations
1 Cor 12:13 pavnteß ee}}nn ppnneeuuççmmaa ejpotivsqhmen

all were made to drink [of] one Spirit
“All” is the person, put in the nom. with passive verbs. The acc.
of thing, “one Spirit,” is retained. If the verb had been in the
active voice, the text would be read: “he made all to drink of one
Spirit” (ejpovtise pavnta e}n pneuçma).

2 Thess 2:15 krateiçte ta©ß paradovseiß aa}}ßß ejdidavcqhte
hold fast to the traditions that you were taught
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11 Cf. ExSyn 195–97 for a discussion of several passages, including Phil 1:7 and 2 Cor 2:13.
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➡7. Accusative in Simple Apposition ExSyn 198–99

a. Definition. Though not technically a syntactical category, the accusative
case (as well as the other cases) can be an appositive to another substantive in the
same case. An appositional construction involves two adjacent substantives that
refer to the same person or thing and have the same syntactical relation to the
rest of the clause. The first accusative substantive can belong to any accusative
category, and the second is merely a clarification of who or what is mentioned.
Thus, the appositive “piggy-backs” on the first accusative’s use, as it were. It is a
common use of the accusative, though occasionally the function of the trailing
accusative substantive may be difficult to determine.

b. Illustrations
Acts 16:31 pivsteuson ejpi© to©n kuvrion ∆∆IIhhssoouuççnn kai© swqhvsh/ suv

believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved

Eph 1:7 ejn w/| e[comen th©n ajpoluvtrwsin dia© touç ai{matoß aujtouç, tthh©©nn
aa[[ffeessiinn twçn paraptwmavtwn
in whom we have the redemption through his blood, the for-
giveness of [our] trespasses

Adverbial Uses of the Accusative ExSyn 199–205

The difficulty with most adverbial accusatives is that they do not find ready
analogies with English. The accusative in classical Greek was the workhorse of
the oblique cases, functioning in many different capacities. But when the Koine
language was born and nonnatives began to speak Greek, the adverbial accusatives
took on a more restricted role. Many were replaced by datives or prepositional
phrases. Hence, the modern student can take some measure of comfort in know-
ing that the unnatural feel of many adverbial accusatives was shared by other
peoples learning this language as well.

8. Adverbial Accusative (Accusative of Manner) ExSyn 200–201

a. Definition. The accusative substantive functions semantically like an
adverb in that it qualifies the action of the verb rather than indicating quantity or
extent of the verbal action. It frequently acts like an adverb of manner, though
not always (hence, the alternative category title is really a subcategory, although
the most frequently used one). Apart from the occurrence with certain words, this
usage is not common.12
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12 Many grammarians lump adverbial acc. and acc. of respect together. This is certainly
legitimate, but our treatment of the adverbial acc. is more restrictive. Generally speaking, we
consider an adverbial acc. noun to be one that can be translated like an adverb, while an acc. of
respect should receive the gloss “with respect to. . . . ”
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b. Amplification and caution. This usage has structural similarities to a cog-
nate accusative, but there the similarity ends. It is restricted to a certain group of
words that, historically, were used adverbially. That is to say, many adverbs devel-
oped from the accusative form of the noun or (especially) the adjective.

There are two distinct kinds of adverbial accusatives: nominal and adjectival
(one example of each is provided below). The noun dwreavn is frequently used for
an adverbial accusative. But few other nouns are so used. There is a much larger
number of adjectives that are used adverbially.

c. Illustrations
Matt 10:8 ddwwrreeaa©©nn ejlavbete, ddwwrreeaa©©nn dovte

you received freely, freely give

Matt 6:33 zhteiçte de© pprrwwççttoonn th©n basileivan touç qeouç
but seek first the kingdom of God

➡9. Accusative of Measure (or Extent of Space or Time) ExSyn 201–3

a. Definition. The accusative substantive indicates the extent of the verbal
action. This can either be how far (extent of space) or for how long (extent of
time). The usage is quite rare with space, though somewhat common with time.

b. Key to identification and clarification. Supply before the accusative for the
extent of or (with reference to time) for the duration of.

This use of the accusative has in view the basic idea of this case: limitation as
to extent. The accusative of space answers the question, “How far?” while the
accusative of time answers the question “How long?” It is important to specify to
which subgroup a particular accusative belongs (i.e., whether it is the acc. of time
or the acc. of space).

With w{ra the accusative functions like a dative of time in that it answers the
question “When?” In such instances, the accusative should simply be labeled an
accusative of time (rather than acc. of extent of time).

c. Illustrations
(1) ACCUSATIVE FOR EXTENT OF SPACE

John 6:19 ejlhlakovteß ou\n wJß ssttaaddiivvoouußß ei[kosi pevnte h] triavkonta
therefore, when they had rowed about twenty-five or thirty
stades

(2) ACCUSATIVE FOR EXTENT OF TIME

Matt 4:2 nhsteuvsaß hhJJmmeevvrraaßß tesseravkonta kai© nnuuvvkkttaaßß tesseravkonta
fasting forty days and forty nights

Had the evangelist said that Jesus was fasting forty days and
forty nights with the genitive of time, it would have meant that
he was fasting during that time period, but not necessarily for
the whole of it.
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d. Summary of genitive, dative, and accusative of time. One way to remem-
ber the distinctions between the cases used for time is to remember the root idea
of each case. However, under the five-case system this may prove a bit confusing.
Therefore, for the cases used for time, it may be helpful to think in terms of the
eight-case system. The root idea of the genitive is kind. Thus the genitive of time
expresses the kind of time or time within which. The root idea of the locative (not
dat.) is position, expressing point in time. The root idea for the accusative is extent.
Thus the accusative of time expresses the extent of time.

One illustration may help. If I were to say, “I worked last night” it could mean
(1) during the night, (2) all night, or (3) at a point of time in the night. But in
Greek, the case of night would indicate what I meant. If I had said nuktovß (gen.),
I would mean “during the night.” If I had said nuktiv (dat.) I would mean “at a point
of time in the night (e.g., 1 a.m.).” If I had said nuktav (acc.) I would mean “for the
length of the night.” This can be illustrated graphically as well (see chart 16 below).

Chart 16
The Cases for Time

10. Accusative of Respect or (General) Reference ExSyn 203–4

a. Definition and key to identification. The accusative substantive restricts
the reference of the verbal action. It indicates with reference to what the verbal
action is represented as true. An author will use this accusative to qualify a state-
ment that would otherwise typically not be true. This accusative could thus be
called a frame of reference accusative or limiting accusative. This is not common
in Koine Greek.

Before the accusative substantive you can usually supply the words with ref-
erence to or concerning. Because this usage is rare in the NT, it should be employed
as a last resort—that is, only after other categories are exhausted.

b. Illustrations
Rom 10:5 Mwuüshçß ga©r gravfei tthh©©nn ddiikkaaiioossuuvvnnhhnn th©n ejk touç novmou

for Moses writes that, with reference to the righteousness
that comes from the law

Rev 1:20 ttoo©© mmuusstthhvvrriioonn twçn eJpta© ajstevrwn ou}ß ei\deß ejpi© thçß dexiaçß mou
. . . oiJ eJpta© ajstevreß a[ggeloi eijsin . . .
as for the mystery of the seven stars which you saw in my right
hand . . . the seven stars are angels . . .
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nuktovß

nuktav
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Special Uses of the Accusative

➡11. Accusative After Certain Prepositions ExSyn 205

Definition and clarification. Certain prepositions take the accusative after
them. See the chapter on prepositions for discussion. For review of which prepo-
sitions take which cases, cf. Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek, 55–62.

When an accusative follows a preposition, you should not attempt to identify
the accusative’s function by case usage alone. Rather, consult BAGD for the spe-
cific usage of that case with that preposition.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax92
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1 See ExSyn 206–54. The following uses of the article are rare, which the average inter-
mediate Greek student may ignore: article as alternative personal pronoun (212–13) and the
kataphoric use of the article (220–21).
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ExSyn 207–9INTRODUCTION 
The article was originally derived from the demonstrative pronoun. That is, its

original force was to point out something. It has largely kept the force of drawing
attention to something. The article is one of the most fascinating areas of study in
NT Greek grammar. It is used far more frequently than any other word in the
Greek NT (almost 20,000 times, or one out of seven words). As Robertson pointed
out, “The article is never meaningless in Greek, though it often fails to correspond
with the English idiom. . . . Its free use leads to exactness and finesse.”2

Function ExSyn 209–10

1. What it IS NOT

The function of the article is not primarily to make something definite that
would otherwise be indefinite. It does not primarily “definitize.”3 There are at
least ten ways in which a noun in Greek can be definite without the article. Fur-
ther, its use with words other than nouns is not to make something definite that
would otherwise be indefinite, but to nominalize something that would otherwise
not be considered as a concept.

One further note: There is no need to speak of the article in Greek as the def-
inite article because there is no corresponding indefinite article.

2. What it IS

a. At bottom, the article intrinsically has the ability to conceptualize. In other
words, the article is able to turn just about any part of speech into a noun and,

therefore, a concept. For example, “poor” expresses a
quality, but the addition of an article turns it into an
entity, “the poor.” It is this ability to conceptualize that
seems to be the basic force of the article.

b. Does it ever do more than conceptualize? Of
course. A distinction needs to be made between the
essential force of the article and what it is most frequently
used for. In terms of basic force, the article conceptu-
alizes. In terms of predominant function, it is normally
used to identify an object. That is to say, it is used pre-
dominantly to stress the identity of an individual or
class or quality.

c. The Greek article also serves a determining
function at times—i.e., it definitizes. On the one hand,
although it would be incorrect to say that the article’s
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2 Robertson, Grammar, 756.
3 Contra Brooks-Winbery, 67; Young, Intermediate Greek, 55.

Chart 17
The Basic Forces 

of the Article

Conceptualize

Identify

Definitize
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basic function is to make something definite, on the other hand, whenever it is
used, the term it modifies must of necessity be definite.

These three relationships (conceptualize, identify, definitize) can be envi-
sioned as concentric circles: all articles that make definite also identify; all arti-
cles that identify also conceptualize.

SPECIFIC USES 
Regular Uses of the Article ExSyn 210–54

The major categories of this section (e.g., as a pronoun, with substantives,
etc.) look at the article in certain constructions. But one caveat is in order: to label
the use of the article in one structural category is not necessarily to bar it from
membership in one of the semantic categories.

The major semantic categories normally occur with nouns, but such seman-
tics are not infrequently found in other constructions. A good rule of thumb to
follow is this: Plug the article into its appropriate structural category, then exam-
ine it to see whether it also follows one of the semantic categories as well.

1. As a Pronoun ([partially] Independent Use) ExSyn 211–16

The article is not a true pronoun in Koine Greek, even though it derived
from the demonstrative. But in many instances it can function semantically in the
place of a pronoun.

➡ a. Personal Pronoun [he, she, it] ExSyn 211–12

(1) DEFINITION. The article is often used in the place of a third person per-
sonal pronoun in the nominative case. It is only used this way with the me©n. . . dev
construction or with dev alone. (Thus, oJ me©n. . . oJ dev or simply oJ dev.) Typically, the
oJ dev (or oJ mevn) construction is immediately followed by a finite verb or circum-
stantial participle.4

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 15:26–27 ooJJ de© ajpokriqei©ß ei\pen… Oujk e[stin kalo©n labeiçn to©n a[rton
twçn tevknwn . . .  hhJJ de© ei\pen . . . 
But he, answering, said, “It is not good to take the bread
from the children. . . .” But she said . . .

Luke 5:33 ooiiJJ de© ei\pan pro©ß aujtovn… oiJ maqhtai© ∆Iwavnnou nhsteuvou-
sin. . . , ooiiJJ de© soi© ejsqivousin kai© pivnousin
But they said to him, “John’s disciples fast . . . , but your [dis-
ciples] eat and drink.”

The Article: Origin, Function, Regular Uses, Absence 95

4 By definition, a circumstantial participle is never articular, but in such constructions the
beginning student might see the article and assume that the following participle is substantival.
However, if you remember that the article as a pronoun is independent and therefore not mod-
ifying the participle, you can see that the force of the participle is circumstantial.
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➡ b. Relative Pronoun [who, which] ExSyn 213–15

(1) DEFINITION. Sometimes the article is equivalent to a relative pronoun in
force. This is especially true when it is repeated after a noun before a phrase (e.g.,
a gen. phrase). For example, in 1 Cor 1:18 oJ lovgoß ooJJ touç staurouç means “the
word which is of the cross.”

(2) AMPLIFICATION AND SEMANTICS. Specifically, this is the use of the article
with second and third attributive positions in which the modifier is not an adjec-
tive. (The second attributive position is article-noun-article-modifier; the third
attributive position is noun-article-modifier.) Thus when the modifier is (a) a gen-
itive, (b) a prepositional phrase, or (c) a participle, the article is translated as a relative.

To say that the article is functioning like a relative pronoun is only an English
way of looking at the matter. Thus it is not truly the semantic force of the article.
The article is still dependent on a noun or other substantive.

When a genitive or prepositional phrase follows the substantive, the article
could be omitted without altering the basic sense. Why then is the article some-
times added before genitives and prepositional phrases? It is used primarily for
emphasis and secondarily for clarification.

(3) ILLUSTRATIONS. The following illustrations include as modifiers a prepo-
sitional phrase, a genitive, and a participle.

Matt 6:9 Pavter hJmwçn ooJJ ejn toiçß oujranoiçß
our Father who is in heaven

Luke 7:32 o{moioiv eijsin paidivoiß ttooiiççßß ejn ajgoraç/ kaqhmevnoiß
they are like children who [are] sitting in the marketplace

Acts 15:1 eja©n mh© peritmhqhçte twç/ e[qei ttwwçç// Mwu>sevwß
unless you are circumcised according to the custom which [is]
of Moses

c. Possessive Pronoun [his, her] ExSyn 215–16

(1) DEFINITION AND AMPLIFICATION. The article is sometimes used in con-
texts in which possession is implied. The article itself does not involve possession,
but this notion can be inferred from the presence of the article alone in certain
contexts.

The article is used this way in contexts in which the idea of possession is obvi-
ous, especially when human anatomy is involved. Conversely, it is important to
note that unless a noun is modified by a possessive pronoun or at least an article,
possession is almost surely not implied. Thus, in Eph 5:18, plhrouçsqe ejn pneuv-
mati most probably does not mean “be filled in your own spirit” but “be filled
in/with/by the Spirit.”5
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Rom 7:25 ejgw© ttwwçç// me©n noi÷ douleuvw novmw/ qeouç, tthhçç// de© sarki© novmw/
aJmartivaß.
I serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh, the
law of sin.

Eph 5:25 oiJ a[ndreß, ajgapaçte ttaa©©ßß gunaiçkaß husbands, love your wives
The article is also generic in a distributive sense: each husband
is to love his own wife.

2. With Substantives (Dependent or Modifying Use) ExSyn 216–31

The article with substantives is the most fruitful area, exegetically speaking,
to study within the realm of the article. The two broadest categories are individ-
ualizing and generic. The individualizing article particularizes, distinguishing oth-
erwise similar objects; the generic (or categorical) article is used to distinguish
one category of individuals from another.

a. Individualizing Article ExSyn 216–27

“Nearest to the real genius of [the article’s] function is the use of the article
to point out a particular object” (italics mine).6 But this category is not specific
enough and can be broken down into at least eight subgroups.

➡ (1) SIMPLE IDENTIFICATION ExSyn 216–17

(a) Definition. The article is frequently used to distinguish one individual from
another. This is our “drip-pan” category and should be used only as a last resort.
Pragmatically, unless the article fits under one of the other six categories of the
individualizing article or under the generic use (or one of the special uses), it is
acceptable to list it as “the article of simple identification.”

(b) Illustrations

Luke 4:20 ptuvxaß to© biblivon ajpodou©ß ttww//çç uJphrevth/ ejkavqisen
he closed the book and gave it back to the attendant and sat down

The book was the book of Isaiah, referred to previously in v. 17
(thus, anaphoric). But the attendant has not been mentioned. He
is not apparently a well-known attendant, but simply a typical
attendant at the synagogue. The article identifies him as such.

Acts 10:9 ajnevbh Pevtroß ejpi© ttoo©© dwçma proseuvxasqai
Peter went up to the housetop to pray

There is no previous reference to any house, but in the back-
ground is the custom of praying on a housetop. Luke is simply
specifying this location as opposed to some other.
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➡ (2) ANAPHORIC (PREVIOUS REFERENCE) ExSyn 217–20

(a) Definition. The anaphoric article is the article denoting previous reference.
(It derives its name from the Greek verb ajnafevrein, “to bring back, to bring up.”)
The first mention of the substantive is usually anarthrous because it is merely
being introduced. But subsequent mentions of it use the article, for the article is
now pointing back to the substantive previously mentioned. It is the most com-
mon use of the article and the easiest usage to identify.

(b) Amplification. Most individualizing articles will be anaphoric in a broad
sense. That is, they will be used to point out something that had been introduced
earlier—perhaps even much earlier. For example, in John 1:21 the Jews ask John
the Baptist, “Are you the prophet?” (ooJJ profhvthß ei\ suv;). They are thinking of
the prophet mentioned in Deut 18:15 (“a prophet like me”). Technically, this
instance belongs under the par excellence article (best/extreme of a class), but again,
broadly, it is anaphoric. Practically speaking, labeling an article as anaphoric
requires that it have been introduced at most in the same book, preferably in a
context not too far removed.

The anaphoric article may also be used with a noun whose synonym was men-
tioned previously. That is to say, although the terms used to describe may differ,
the article is anaphoric if the reference is the same.

(c) Illustrations7

John 4:40, 43 e[meinen ejkeiç duvo hJmevraß . . . meta© de© ttaa©©ßß duvo hJmevraß
he stayed there two days . . . after the two days . . .

John 4:50 levgei aujtw/ç oJ ∆Ihsouçß… poreuvou, oJ uiJovß sou zh/ç. ejpivsteusen ooJJ
a[nqrwpoß tw/ç lovgw/ o}n ei\pen aujtw/ç oJ ∆Ihsouçß kai© ejporeuveto
Jesus said to him, “Go, your son lives.” The man believed the
word that Jesus spoke to him and went on his way.

In v. 46 this man is introduced as tiß basilikovß (“a certain royal
official”). This subsequent mention uses a rather plain synonym,
oJ a[nqrwpoß, with the article reminding us which man is in view.

Jas 2:14 Tiv to© o[feloß, ajdelfoiv mou, eja©n pivstin levgh/ tiß e[cein, e[rga
de© mh© e[ch/; mh© duvnatai hhJJ pivstiß swçsai aujtovn;
What is the benefit, my brothers, if someone says he has faith,
but does not have works? This [kind of] faith is not able to
save him, is it?

The author introduces his topic: faith without works. He then
follows it with a question, asking whether this kind of faith is
able to save. The use of the article both points back to a certain
kind of faith as defined by the author and is used to particu-
larize an abstract noun.8
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(3) DEICTIC (“POINTING” ARTICLE) ExSyn 221

(a) Definition. The article is occasionally used to point out an object or per-
son which/who is present at the moment of speaking. It typically has a demon-
strative force.

(b) Illustrations

Matt 14:15 proshçlqon aujtw/ç oiJ maqhtai© levgonteß… e[rhmovß ejstin ooJJ tovpoß
the disciples came to him, saying, “This place is deserted”

John 19:5 ijdou© ooJJ a[nqrwpoß Behold, the man!
Here we can envision Pilate putting Jesus on display and ges-
turing toward him to show the crowd precisely which man is
on trial.

➡ (4) PAR EXCELLENCE ExSyn 222

(a) Definition. The article is frequently used to point out a substantive that is,
in a sense, “in a class by itself.” It is used by the speaker to point out an object as
the only one worthy of the name, even though there are many other such objects
by the same name.

(b) Amplification. The par excellence article is not necessarily used just for the
best of a class. It could be used for the worst of a class—if the lexical nuance (or
contextual connotation) of that particular class suggests it. In essence, par excellence
indicates the extreme of a particular class. “I am the chief of sinners” does not
mean the best of sinners, but the worst of sinners.9

Often “the gospel” (ttoo©© eujaggevlion) and “the Lord” (ooJJ kuvrioß) employ arti-
cles par excellence. In other words, there was only one gospel and one Lord worth
mentioning as far as the early Christians were concerned.

(c) Illustrations

John 1:21 ooJJ profhvthß ei\ suv; Are you the prophet?
Here the interrogators are asking John if he is the prophet men-
tioned in Deut 18:15. Of course, there were many prophets, but
only one who deserved to be singled out in this way.

1 Cor 3:13 hhJJ hJmevra dhlwvsei the day will reveal it
That is, the day of judgment—the great day.

Luke 18:13 oJ qeovß, iJlasqhtiv moi ttwwçç// aJmartwlwç/10

O God, be merciful to me, the sinner
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9 The article par excellence and the well-known article are often difficult to distinguish.
Technically, this is due to the fact that the article par excellence is a subset of the well-known
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question one must always ask is, Why is it well known?

10 For discussion of this text, see ExSyn 223.
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➡ (5) MONADIC (“ONE OF A KIND” OR “UNIQUE” ARTICLE) ExSyn 223–24

(a) Definition and amplification. The article is frequently used to identify mona-
dic or one-of-a-kind nouns, such as “the devil,” “the sun,” “the Christ.”

The difference between the monadic article and the article par excellence is
that the monadic article points out a unique object, while the article par excellence
points out the extreme of a certain category, thus, the one deserving the name
more than any other. The article par excellence, therefore, has a superlative idea.

When the articular substantive has an adjunct (such as an adjective or gen.
phrase), the entire expression often suggests a monadic notion. If no modifier is
used, the article is typically par excellence. Thus, “the kingdom of God” is
monadic, while “the kingdom” is par excellence.

(b) Illustrations11

Mark 13:24 ooJJ h{lioß skotisqhvsetai, kai© hhJJ selhvnh ouj dwvsei to© fevggoß
aujthçß
the sun will be darkened and the moon will not shed its light

John 1:29 i[de ooJJ ajmno©ß touç qeouç oJ ai[rwn th©n aJmartivan touç kovsmou.
Behold the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!

John’s description of Jesus may be regarded as monadic as long
as the gen. “of God” is considered part of the formula, for it is
used alone of Jesus in the Bible.

➡ (6) WELL-KNOWN (“CELEBRITY” ARTICLE) ExSyn 225

(a) Definition. The article points out an object that is well known, but for rea-
sons other than the above categories (i.e., not anaphoric, deictic, par excellence, or
monadic). Thus, it refers to a well-known object that has not been mentioned in
the preceding context (anaphoric), nor is considered to be the best of its class (par
excellence), nor is one of a kind (monadic).

(b) Illustrations

Gal 4:22 tthhççßß paidivskhß . . . tthhççßß ejleuqevraß
the bond-woman . . . the free woman

These women were not the best of their respective categories,
but were well known because of the biblical account.

Jas 1:1 taiçß dwvdeka fulaiçß taiçß ejn tthh//çç diaspora/ç
to the twelve tribes that are in the dispersion

➡ (7) ABSTRACT (I.E., THE ARTICLE WITH ABSTRACT NOUNS) ExSyn 226–27

(a) Definition. Abstract nouns by their very nature focus on a quality. However,
when such a noun is articular, that quality is “tightened up,” as it were, defined
more closely and distinguished from other notions. This usage is frequent.
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(b) Amplification. In translating such nouns into English, the article should
rarely be used (typically, only when the article also fits under some other individ-
ualizing category, such as anaphoric). But in exposition, the force of the article
should be brought out. Usually, the article with an abstract noun fits under the
par excellence and well-known categories but in even a more technical way. As well,
frequently it particularizes a general quality.12

(c) Illustrations

John 4:22 hhJJ swthriva ejk twçn ∆Ioudaivwn ejstivn
salvation is from the Jews

Rom 12:9 hhJJ ajgavph ajnupovkritoß. ajpostugouçnteß ttoo©© ponhrovn, kollwv-
menoi ttww//çç ajgaqw/ç
Let love be without hypocrisy. Hate the evil; hold fast to the
good.

English more naturally translates the article with the last two terms
because they are adjectives and, with the article, they are some-
what “concretized.” Thus, to© ponhrovn means “that which is evil.”

➡ b. Generic Article (Categorical Article) [as a class] ExSyn 227–31

(1) DEFINITION AND KEY TO IDENTIFICATION. While the individualizing arti-
cle distinguishes or identifies a particular object belonging to a larger class, the
generic article distinguishes one class from another. This is somewhat less frequent
than the individualizing article (though it still occurs hundreds of times in the
NT). The key to determining whether or not the article might be generic is the
insertion of the phrase “as a class” after the noun that the article is modifying.

(2) AMPLIFICATION. If ooJ a[nqrwpoß is understood as a generic article, the sense
would be: “humankind” (i.e., human beings as a class). The use of the article here
distinguishes this class from among other classes (such as “the animal kingdom” or
“the realm of angels”).
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12 The article with abstract nouns often has a certain affinity with articular generic nouns
in that both focus on traits and qualities. But there are differences: one focuses on a quality via
its lexeme (abstract), while the other focuses on a category grammatically (generic).

Chart 18
Individualizing Vs. Generic Article

Individualizing Generic

humankind

humankindoJ a[nqrwpoß

(a particular 
human 
being)

oJ a[nqrwpoß

(the class of 
human beings 
as a whole)

x
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At times, the most natural translation is to replace the article with an indefi-
nite article. This is because both indefinite nouns and generic nouns share cer-
tain properties: while one categorizes or stresses the characteristics of a given class
(generic), the other points to an individual within a class, without addressing any
traits that would distinguish it from other members (indefinite).

(3) ILLUSTRATIONS13

Matt 18:17 e[stw soi w{sper ooJJ ejqniko©ß kai© ooJJ telwvnhß
he shall be [with reference] to you as the Gentile [as a class] and
the tax-collector [as a class]

In translation we would probably say, “a Gentile and a tax-col-
lector.” However, this is due to the fact that the force of the
generic article is qualitative, since it indicates the class to which
one belongs (thus, kind), rather than identifying him as a par-
ticular individual. Sometimes the English indefinite article
brings out this force better.

Luke 10:7 a[xioß ooJJ ejrgavthß touç misqouç aujtouç
the laborer is worthy of his wages

Eph 5:25 ooiiJJ a[ndreß, ajgapaçte ta©ß gunaiçkeß
Husbands [as a class], love your wives

The command is not meant to distinguish some of the Eph-
esian/Asia Minor husbands as opposed to others, but to distin-

guish the husbands in the church as opposed to the
wives or children. They are viewed collectively, as a
whole.

Chart 19 depicts the semantic relationships of
the individualizing article. The chart is designed
to show the student in pictorial form that the
seven categories of the individualizing article are
not entirely distinct. Rather, they are related, for
the most part, in a general-to-specific manner.
That is, every monadic article is, in a sense, a spe-
cific kind of par excellence article (in the sense that
the only one of a class is, ipso facto, the best of a
class). And every par excellence article is well
known (but it is more specific, for it is well known
because it is the best of a class). And every well-
known article is anaphoric (in the broadest sense
possible). But it is more specific than a simple
anaphoric article would be.
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Chart 19
The Semantic Relations of
the Individualizing Article

Simple Identification

Anaphoric

Well-Known

Par
Excellance

Monadic

Abstract

Deictic
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Chart 20 presupposes that the student understands Chart 19. In order to use
the flow chart, you should attempt to find the narrowest category to which a par-
ticular article can belong. As long as you can say “yes” to a particular semantic
force, you should continue on until you get to the narrowest category for a par-
ticular article.

➡3. As a Substantiver (With Certain Parts of Speech) ExSyn 231–38

a. Definition. The article can turn almost any part of speech into a noun:
adverbs, adjectives, prepositional phrases, particles, infinitives, participles, and
even finite verbs. As well, the article can turn a phrase into a nominal entity. This
incredible flexibility is part of the genius of the Greek article. Such usage is very
common overall, more so with the adjective and participle than with other parts
of speech.
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Flow Chart on the Article with Substantives

GENERIC
ARTICLE

DEICTIC
ARTICLE

WELL
KNOWN

SIMPLE
IDENTIFICATION

PAR EXCELLENCE

ANAPHORIC

MONADIC

ABSTRACT

Does it distinguish 
class from class?

Not used
with substantives
Cf. rest of chapter

for other uses

LEGEND

= Decision

= Category
Name

= Statement 
of 
Information

YES

START

YES

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO
NO

= =

=
=

=

=

Does it distinguish
individual from

individual?

Is the person or
thing well known?

Is the noun present at
the time of speaking?

YES

YES NO

Is the person or thing the
best (or worst) of a class?

=

YES NO

Is the noun an
abstract quality?

Is the person or thing the
the only one of a class?

Does it refer to a noun
mentioned previously in
the context or elsewhere?

=

YES
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b. Amplification. The substantiving use of the article can only minimally be
considered a semantic category, in the sense that its essential semantic role is to con-
ceptualize. Beyond this, the article also functions in one of the above-mentioned
semantic roles; that is, it either individualizes or categorizes, just as it does with
nouns. The usage with participles and adjectives is routine and unremarkable, so
much so that many of these examples were discussed in the preceding sections.

c. Illustrations

(1) WITH ADVERBS ExSyn 232–33

The usage with adverbs occurs frequently. Some of the more commonly used
adverbs include au[rion, ejpauvrion, nuçn, pevran, and plhsivon.

Acts 18:6 ajpo© ttoouuçç nuçn eijß ta© e[qnh poreuvsomai
from now [this point] on, I will go to the Gentiles

Col 3:2 ttaa©© a[nw froneiçte, mh© ta© ejpi© thçß ghçß
Set [your] mind on the [things] above, not on the [things] on earth

(2) WITH ADJECTIVES ExSyn 233

Adjectives often stand in the place of nouns, especially when the qualities of a
particular group are stressed. Instances in the plural are especially frequently generic.

Matt 5:5 makavrioi ooiiJJ praeiçß, o{ti aujtoi© klhronomhvsousin th©n ghçn
blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth

Matt 6:13 mh© eijsenevgkh/ß hJmaçß eijß peirasmovn, ajlla© rJuçsai hJmaçß ajpo©
ttoouuçç ponhrouç
do not lead us into temptation, but deliver us from the evil [one]

Although the KJV renders this “deliver us from evil,” the pres-
ence of the article indicates not evil in general, but the evil one
himself.

(3) WITH PARTICIPLES ExSyn 233–34

The usage with participles is commonplace. As with adjectives, the article
with participles can be individualizing or generic.

Matt 2:23 o{pwß plhrwqh/ç ttoo©© rJhqe©n dia© twçn profhtwçn
in order that that which was spoken by the prophets might be
fulfilled

1 John 3:6 paçß ooJJ aJmartavnwn oujc eJwvraken aujtovn
everyone who sins has not seen him

(4) WITH INFINITIVES14 ExSyn 234–35

Although infinitives frequently take an article, the article is usually not used
to nominalize the infinitive. This usage is relatively rare, though more common
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in the NT letters than in narrative literature. (The infinitive can also function
substantivally without the article.) The article is always neuter singular.

Acts 27:20 perih/reiçto ejlpi©ß paçsa ttoouuçç sw/vzesqai hJmaçß
all hope of our being saved was abandoned

The gen. articular infinitive is an objective gen. with an acc.
subject of the infinitive. A woodenly literal rendering would be
“all hope of the being saved with reference to us.”

Rom 7:18 ttoo©© qevlein paravkeitaiv moi, ttoo©© de© katergavzesqai to© kalo©n ou[.
the willing is present with me, but the doing [of] the good is not.

(5) WITH A GENITIVE WORD OR PHRASE ExSyn 235–36

A non-genitive article is often followed by a genitive word or phrase.
Although there is no concord, the article may be viewed as “bracketing” the word
or phrase that follows. Two of the more frequent idioms are (1) the masculine sin-
gular article followed by a proper name in the genitive, where the article implies
“son” (and the gen. that follows is a gen. of relationship), and (2) the neuter plu-
ral article with a genitive, where the neuter article implies “things.”

Matt 10:3 ∆Iavkwboß ooJJ touç ÔAlfaivou James, the [son] of Alphaeus

Matt 16:23 ouj froneiçß ttaa©© touç qeouç ajlla© ttaa©© twçn ajnqrwvpwn
you are not thinking the [things] of God, but the [things] of men

(6) WITH A PREPOSITIONAL PHRASE15 ExSyn 236

Similar to the use with genitive words and phrases is the use of the article to
nominalize a prepositional phrase. This is a fairly common use of the article.16

Acts 11:2 ooiiJJ ejk peritomhçß
those of the circumcision [party]

1 Cor 13:9–10 ejk mevrouß ginwvskomen kai© ejk mevrouß profhteuvomen… o{tan
de© e[lqh/ to© tevleion, ttoo©© ejk mevrouß katarghqhvsetai
[now] we know in part and we prophesy in part; but when
the perfect comes, the partial will be done away

The article in v. 10 is anaphoric, referring back to the twofold
ejk mevrouß of v. 9. It is as if Paul said, “when the perfect
comes, the ‘in part’ will be done away.”

Phil 1:27 ttaa©© peri© uJmwçn
the things concerning you [= your circumstances]
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verbs (see ExSyn 237); these are sufficiently rare that the average intermediate Greek student
may ignore them. For a discussion of Rev 1:4, see ExSyn 237.

16 For a discussion of Phil 1:29, see ExSyn 236.
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(7) WITH CLAUSES, STATEMENTS, AND QUOTATIONS ExSyn 237–38

The neuter singular article is sometimes used before a statement, quotation,
or clause. For some clauses, the article needs to be translated in various ways; only
the context will help. For direct statements and quotations, it is usually best to
supply the phrase “statement” after the article followed by quotation marks.

Rom 13:9 ttoo©© ouj moiceuvseiß, ouj foneuvseiß, ouj klevyeiß, oujk ejpiqumhv-
seiß, kai© ei[ tiß eJtevra ejntolhv, ejn tw/ç lovgw/ touvtw/ ajnake-
falaiouçtai ejn tw/ç… ajgaphvseiß to©n plhsivon sou wJß seautovn.
The [list of commandments], “You shall not commit adultery,
you shall not murder, you shall not steal, you shall not covet”—
and if there is any other commandment—is summed up in this
word, namely, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

The neuter article at the beginning of the verse introduces the
second table of the Ten Commandments; ejn twç/ toward the end
of the verse is most likely resumptive, referring back to the mas-
culine lovgw/.

Eph 4:9 ttoo©© de© ajnevbh tiv ejstin . . . ;
Now the [statement], “he ascended . . . ,” what does it mean . . . ?

Although only one word from the preceding quotation of Ps
68:18 is repeated, the idiom suggests that the whole verse is
under examination. In other words, the author is not asking
“What does ‘he ascended’ mean?” but “What does the quota-
tion from Ps 68:18 mean?”

➡4. As a Function Marker ExSyn 238–43

When the article is used as a grammatical function marker, it may or may not
also bear a semantic force. But even when it does bear such a force, the gram-
matical (structural) use is usually prominent.

a. To Denote Adjectival Positions ExSyn 239

Especially when the article is used to denote the second attributive position
would we say that it has almost no semantic meaning.17

b. With Possessive Pronouns ExSyn 239

Almost invariably the article is used when a possessive pronoun is attached to
the noun. (On the other hand, the article alone can be used, in certain contexts,
to imply possession [see “The Article as a Possessive Pronoun,” above].)

Mark 1:41 ejkteivnaß tthh©©nn ceiçra aujtouç stretching out his hand

c. In Genitive Phrases ExSyn 239–40

In genitive phrases both the head noun and the genitive noun normally have
or lack the article.
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This construction, known as Apollonius’ Canon, means that both the head
noun and genitive noun mimic each other with regard to articularity. Thus, we
would expect either oJ lovgoß touç qeouç or lovgoß qeouç, but not lovgoß touç qeouç or
oJ lovgoß qeouç. The canon, however, has many exceptions in classical Greek as
well as the NT. Nevertheless, for the most part, when the article is present in the
construction, it is expected with both head noun and genitive noun. In such cases,
the article often carries little semantic weight,18 because even when both nouns
lack the article, they are normally definite.

Matt 3:16 ei\den ttoo©© pneuçma ttoouuçç qeouç katabaiçnon wJsei© peristera©n
he saw the Spirit of God coming down like a dove

The MSS vacillate over the presence of the articles before
pneuçma and qeouç. What is important to note is that the MSS
uniformly either have both articles or lack both articles. With or
without the articles, the translation and sense are the same.

Acts 26:13 tthh©©nn lamprovthta ttoouuçç hJlivou
the brightness of the sun

d. With Indeclinable Nouns ExSyn 240–41

The article is used with indeclinable nouns to show the case of the noun.

Luke 1:68 eujjloghto©ß kuvrioß oJ qeo©ß ttoouuçç ∆Israhvl
blessed is the Lord God of Israel

e. With Participles ExSyn 241

The article before participles functions both as a substantiver and as a func-
tion marker. The presence of the article indicates a substantival (or adjectival)
function for the participle. Of course, the participle can also often be substantival
or adjectival without the article, though there is the greater possibility of ambi-
guity in such instances.

Luke 6:21 makavrioi ooiiJJ klaivonteß nuçn
blessed are those who weep now

John 4:11 povqen ou\n e[ceiß to© u{dwr ttoo©© zwçn;
Where then do you keep this living water?

f. With Demonstratives ExSyn 241–42

The article is used with the demonstratives in predicate position to indicate
attributive function. Demonstratives cannot stand in attributive position (e.g.,
between the article and noun). If they are related to an anarthrous noun, they func-
tion independently, as pronouns. Only when they are in predicate position to an
articular noun can demonstratives be considered dependent and attributive.19
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18 One exception to this is oJ uiJo©ß touç ajnqrwvpou. See ExSyn 240, n. 61, for discussion.
19 Occasionally translations miss this basic rule of Greek grammar. For a discussion of John

2:11 and 4:54, see ExSyn 242, n. 66.
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Matt 16:18 ejpi© tauvth/ tthhçç// pevtra/ oijkodomhvsw mou th©n ejkklhsivan
on this rock I will build my church

Luke 7:44 blevpeiß tauvthn tthh©©nn gunaiçka;
Do you see this woman?

g. With Nominative Nouns (to denote subject) ExSyn 242

Normally a subject will have the article (unless it is a pronoun or proper name).

Luke 11:7 hhJJ quvra kevkleistai the door is shut

h. To Distinguish Subject from Predicate Nominative 
and Object from Complement ExSyn 242–43

Generally speaking, the subject will be distinguished from the predicate nom-
inative by having the article. This rule of thumb also applies to objects in the
object-complement double accusative construction.20

Matt 12:8 kuvrioß ejstin touç sabbavtou ooJJ uiJo©ß touç ajnqrwvpou
the Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath

John 5:18 patevra i[dion e[legen ttoo©©nn qeo©n
he was claiming God [to be] his own Father

Absence of the Article ExSyn 243–54

It is not necessary for a noun to have the article in order for it to be definite.
But conversely, a noun cannot be indefinite when it has the article. Thus it may be
definite without the article, and it must be definite with the article.

When a substantive is anarthrous, it may have one of three forces: indefinite,
qualitative, or definite. There are not clear-cut distinctions between these three
forces, however. If we were to place them on a continuum graph, we would see
that the qualitative aspect is sometimes close to being definite, sometimes close
to being indefinite:
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20 Cf. discussions in the chapters on “The Nominative Case” (under predicate nomina-
tive) and “The Accusative Case” (under both object-complement and subject of infinitive).

Figure 21
The Semantics of Anarthrous Nouns

INDEFINITE QUALITATIVE DEFINITE

➡1. Indefinite ExSyn 244

An indefinite noun refers to one member of a class, without specifying which
member. For example, in John 4:7 we have “A woman from Samaria . . . ” The
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anarthrous gunhv is indefinite, telling us nothing about this particular woman.
Thus an indefinite noun is unmarked in that (next to) nothing is revealed about
it apart from its membership in a class of others that share the same designation.

Figure 22
The Semantics of Indefinite Nouns

➡2. Qualitative ExSyn 244–45

a. Definition. A qualitative noun places the stress on quality, nature, or
essence. It does not merely indicate membership in a class of which there are
other members (such as an indefinite noun), nor does it stress individual identity
(such as a definite noun).

It is akin to a generic noun in that it focuses on the kind. Further, like a
generic, it emphasizes class traits. Yet, unlike generic nouns, a qualitative noun often
has in view one individual rather than the class as a whole.21

Figure 23 Figure 24
The Semantics of Qualitative Nouns The Semantics of Generic Nouns

b. Illustrations
1 John 4:8 oJ qeo©ß aajjggaavvpphh ejstivn God is love
Heb 1:2 ejp j ejsca©tou twçn hJmerwçn touvtwn ejlavlhsen hJmiçn ejn uuiiJJwwçç//

In these last days, [God] has spoken to us in Son
Although this should probably be translated “a Son” (there is
no decent way to express this compactly in English), the force is
clearly qualitative (though, of course, on the continuum it
would be closer to the indefinite than the definite category).
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21 Abstract nouns deserve special treatment. For the most part, they are not normally con-
ceived of in terms of membership in a class. For example, oJ qeo©ß ajgavph ejstin cannot natu-
rally be translated, “God is a love” or “God is the love.” The lexical nature of the word ajgavph
is abstract rather than particular. Hence, on the one hand, most abstract nouns will be qualita-
tive; on the other hand, abstract nouns will not normally be generic because no class is in view,
just a certain quality.

Class

Class
Class
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The point is that God, in his final revelation, has spoken to us
in one who has the characteristics of a son. His credentials are
vastly different from the credentials of the prophets (or from the
angels, as the following context indicates).

3. Definite ExSyn 245–54

A definite noun lays the stress on individual identity. It has in view member-
ship in a class, but this particular member is already marked out by the author.
Definite nouns have unique referential identity.

Figure 25
The Semantics of Definite Nouns

Though by definition an articular noun is definite, an anarthrous noun may
also be definite under certain conditions. As was noted earlier, there are at least
ten constructions in which a noun may be definite though anarthrous. The fol-
lowing is a brief look at these constructions.

➡ a. Proper Names ExSyn 245–47

By the nature of the case, a proper name is definite without the article.

John 1:45 euJrivskei FFiivvlliippppooßß to©n Naqanahvl
Philip found Nathanael

The article is used with Naqanahvl, an indeclinable name, to
identify him as the direct object.

Acts 19:13 oJrkivzw uJmaçß to©n ∆Ihsouçn o}n PPaauuççllooßß khruvssei
I adjure you by the Jesus whom Paul preaches

In this instance the article with ∆Ihsouçn is kataphoric.

➡ b. Object of a Preposition ExSyn 247

There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition
definite. However, this is not to say that all prepositional objects are definite. An
anarthrous noun as object of a preposition is not necessarily definite. It is often qual-
itative (e.g., uiJwç/ in Heb 1:2, mentioned above),22 or even occasionally indefinite
(cf. meta© gunaiko©ß ejlavlei—“he was speaking with a woman” [John 4:27]). Thus,
when a noun is the object of a preposition, it does not require the article to be def-
inite: if it has the article, it must be definite; if it lacks the article, it may be definite.
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22 It is our impression that most anarthrous nouns after prepositions seem to be qualitative
unless they are monadic, proper names, in a gen. construction, or have a qualifying adjective.
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x
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John 1:1 ∆En aajjrrcchhçç// h\n oJ lovgoß
In the beginning was the Word

Here the noun is also monadic, giving it additional reason to be
definite.

Rom 1:4 touç oJrisqevntoß uiJouç qeouç ejn dunavmei kata© ppnneeuuççmmaa aJgiwsuv-
nhß ejx aajjnnaassttaavvsseewwßß nekrwçn
who was designated the Son of God in power according to the
Spirit of holiness by the resurrection from the dead

Two of the three prepositional phrases include definite objects;
ejn dunavmei is qualitative.

➡ c. With Ordinal Numbers ExSyn 248

The number identifies the “amount” of the substantive, making it definite.

Mark 15:25 h\n ww{{rraa trivth kai© ejstauvrwsan aujtovn
it was [about] the third hour when they crucified him

➡ d. Predicate Nominative ExSyn 248

If the predicate nominative precedes the copula, it may be definite though
anarthrous. For more information, see “Colwell’s rule” in the chapter “Article
Part II: Special Uses (and Non-Uses) of the Article.”

➡ e. Complement in Object-Complement Construction ExSyn 248

If the complement precedes the object, it may be definite though anarthrous.
For more information, see “Object Complement” in the chapter on the
“Accusative Case.”

John 5:18 ppaatteevvrraa i[dion e[legen to©n qeovn
he was calling God his own father

➡ f. Monadic Nouns ExSyn 248–49

A one-of-a-kind noun does not, of course, require the article to be definite
(e.g., “sun,” “earth,” “devil,”23 etc.). One might consider pneuçma as monadic when
it is modified by the adjective a{gion. If so, then the expression pneuçma a{gion is
monadic and refers only to the Holy Spirit. In the least this illustrates the fact that
we need to think of the entire noun phrase, not just a single word, when identify-
ing it as monadic. The expression “Son of God,” for example, is monadic, while
“son” is not.

Luke 1:35 klhqhvsetai uuiiJJoo©©ßß qeouç
he shall be called the Son of God

Luke 21:25 e[sontai shmeiça ejn hhJJlliivvww// kai© sseellhhvvnnhh//
there will be signs in the sun and moon
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23 For a discussion of John 6:70, see ExSyn 249.
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➡ g. Abstract Nouns ExSyn 249–50

Words such as love, joy, peace, faith, etc. are commonly anarthrous though
they are not indefinite. They could be classified as qualitative-definite, however,
and consequently occur with and without the article.

Luke 19:9 shvmeron sswwtthhrriivvaa tw/ç oi[kw/ touvtw/ ejgevneto
today salvation has come to this house

Eph 2:5, 8 ccaavvrriittiivv ejste sesw/smevnoi . . . thç/ cavritiv ejste sesw/smevnoi
by grace you are saved . . . by grace you are saved

The first reference to cavriß is anarthrous (v. 5), followed by a
resumption of the point in v. 8 with the anaphoric article.
Although the force of the article is not naturally brought out in
translation, its presence should not go unobserved in exegesis.

➡ h. A Genitive Construction (Apollonius’ Corollary) ExSyn 250–52

(1) DEFINITION OF RULE AND COROLLARY. A general rule (discussed earlier in
this chapter) is that both the head noun and the genitive noun either have the arti-
cle or lack the article (known as Apollonius’ Canon). It makes little semantic dif-
ference whether the construction is articular or anarthrous. Thus oJ lovgoß touç
qeouç is identical to lovgoß qeouç.

The corollary to this rule (Apollonius’ Corollary) is that when both nouns are
anarthrous, both will usually have the same semantic force. That is, both will be, for
example, definite (D-D), the most commonly shared semantic force. Somewhat
less common is qualitative-qualitative (Q-Q). The least likely semantic force is
indefinite-indefinite (I-I). Further, although not infrequently is there a one-step
difference between the two substantives (e.g., D-Q), only rarely do the two nouns
differ by two steps (either I-D or D-I).

In addition, it should be noted that (1) just as rare as I-D is I-I; (2) only rarely
is the genitive noun less definite than the head noun; hence, (3) the genitive noun
seems to be the “driving force” behind the construction: it tends to be definite
and to make the head noun definite as well.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS24

Matt 3:16 pneuçma qeouç25 the Spirit of God
A nonsensical translation would be “a spirit of a god.” The
point of Apollonius’ Corollary is that when both nouns are
anarthrous and it can be determined that one is definite, then
the other is also definite. Thus in the above example, if qeouç is
definite, so is pneuçma.

Rom 1:18 ajpokaluvptetai oojjrrgghh©© qqeeoouuçç the wrath of God is revealed
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24 For a discussion of exegetically significant texts and especially the construction a[ggeloß
kurivou, see ExSyn 252.

25 This is the reading of Å B; most other MSS have to© pneuçma touç qeouç.
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➡ i. With a Pronominal Adjective ExSyn 253

Nouns with paçß, o{loß, etc. do not need the article to be definite, for either
the class as a whole (“all”) or distributively (“every”) is being specified. Either way,
a generic force is given to such constructions.

Matt 3:15 prevpon ejsti©n hJmiçn plhrwçsai paçsan ddiikkaaiioossuuvvnnhhnn
it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness

Luke 3:5 paçn oo[[rrooßß kai© bboouunnoo©©ßß tapeinwqhvsetai
every mountain and hill will be brought low

Luke 5:5 ejpistavta, di∆ o{lhß nnuukkttoo©©ßß kopiavsanteß
Master, we labored all night

➡ j. Generic Nouns ExSyn 253

The generic article is not always necessary in order for a noun to have a
generic idea. There is little semantic difference between articular generics and
anarthrous generics, though it is true that some nouns usually take the article and
others do not. Just as with articular generics, sometimes it is more appropriate to
translate the anarthrous generic noun with an indefinite article (with the under-
standing that the whole class is still in view).

(1) CLEAR ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 18:2 krithvß tiß h\n . . . aa[[nnqqrrwwppoonn mh© ejntrepovmenoß
there was a certain judge . . . who did not respect people

1 Cor 11:7 hJ gunh© dovxa aajjnnddrroovvßß ejstin
the wife is the glory of the husband

Here the article is used with gunhv, but it is not used with ajn-
drovß. Yet both terms are generic.

1 Tim 2:11 gguunnhh©© ejn hJsuciva/ manqanevtw
let a woman learn in silence

(2) POSSIBLE EXAMPLE

Rev 13:18 ajriqmo©ß aajjnnqqrrwwvvppoouu ejstin
it is the number of humankind

If ajnqrwvpou is generic, then the sense is, “It is [the] number of
humankind.” It is significant that this construction fits Apollo-
nius’ Canon (i.e., both the head noun and the genitive are
anarthrous), suggesting that if one of these nouns is definite,
then the other is too.26
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26 For a discussion of this text, see ExSyn 254.
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The Article
Part II: Special Uses and 
Non-Uses of the Article1

Overview

Anarthrous Preverbal Predicate Nominatives 
(Involving Colwell’s Rule). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 114
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➡ 5. Significance of Colwell’s Construction for Exegesis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 116
➡ 6. Application of Colwell’s Construction to John 1:1. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 119

The Article with Multiple Substantives Connected by KKaaiiv
(Granville Sharp Rule and Related Constructions) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 120

1. Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 120
➡ 2. Statement of the Rule . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 120
➡ 3. Validity of the Rule Within the New Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 121
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In this chapter we will consider two constructions. One of these involves the
nonuse of the article and the other involves the use of the article: anarthrous pre-
verbal predicate nominatives and the article-noun-kaiv-noun construction. They
deserve their own extended treatment both because of rich theological implica-
tions (especially related to explicit NT affirmations of the deity of Christ) and
because of common abuse in NT circles. The arrows point to the most impor-
tant sections.

Anarthrous Preverbal Predicate Nominatives 
(Involving Colwell’s Rule) ExSyn 256–70

1. Introduction ExSyn 256

a. Definition of terms. First, it would be helpful to review some basic ter-
minology.

114

1 See ExSyn 255–90.
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• anarthrous = without the article
• preverbal = before the equative verb
• predicate nominative (PN) = the noun in the nominative case that is the

same as the subject (more or less)

Therefore, an anarthrous preverbal predicate nominative is a predicate nom-
inative that does not have the article and occurs before the equative verb. This is
the kind of construction Ernest Cadman Colwell investigated when he wrote his
now well-known article in 1933.2 To economize on our verbiage, therefore, we
will consider every anarthrous preverbal predicate nominative construction as a
“Colwell’s construction” (though not necessarily fitting Colwell’s rule).

In general, we can say that a predicate nominative is anarthrous and it follows
the copula. It is usually qualitative or indefinite.

➡2. Statement of the Rule ExSyn 257

Colwell’s rule is as follows: “Definite predicate nouns which precede the verb
usually lack the article. . .”3

He illustrated this principle with John 1:49: ajpekrivqh aujtw/ç Naqanahvl…
rJabbiv, su© ei\ oJ uiJo©ß touç qeouç, su© basileu©ß ei\ touç ∆Israhvl (“Nathanael answered
him, ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God, you are the king of Israel’”). Colwell
observed that the structural parallels between the two statements differed at two
points: (1) in the second statement, the PN is anarthrous while in the first it is
articular; (2) in the second statement, the PN is before the verb, while in the first
it is after the verb. Yet the grammatical sense was the same for both statements:
the PN in each should be regarded as definite. From this, Colwell assumed that
the definiteness of the PN could be achieved either by the article or by a shift in
word order. His essay dealt with the latter.

In other words, a PN that precedes the copula, and which is apparently def-
inite from the context, usually lacks the article.

3. Misunderstanding of the Rule ExSyn 257–59

Almost immediately many scholars (especially of a more conservative stripe)
misunderstood Colwell’s rule. They saw the benefit of the rule for affirming the
deity of Christ in John 1:1. But what they thought Colwell was articulating was
actually the converse of the rule, not the rule itself. That is, they thought that the
rule was: An anarthrous predicate nominative that precedes the verb is usually
definite. This is not the rule, nor can it be implied from the rule.

➡4. Clarification of Colwell’s Rule ExSyn 259–62

Colwell stated that a definite PN that precedes the verb is usually anarthrous.
He did not say the converse, namely, an anarthrous PN that precedes the verb is
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2 “A Definite Rule for the Use of the Article in the Greek New Testament,” JBL 52 (1933):
12–21.

3 Colwell, “A Definite Rule,” 20.
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usually definite. However, this is how the rule has been misunderstood by most
scholars (including Colwell) since the article in JBL was written.

We can illustrate the fallacy of the converse of Colwell’s rule this way. Sup-
pose a little boy were to examine as best he could the relationship of rain to
clouds. Every time it rains, he runs outside and notices that there are clouds in
the sky. He will conclude the following principle: if it is raining, there must be clouds
in the sky. In such a statement the only time the sky is examined is when it is rain-
ing. The study is not exhaustive to include all occasions in which the sky is cloudy.
If this boy were to formulate the converse of his rule, we see its logical fallacy: if
there are clouds in the sky, it must be raining.

With reference to Colwell’s rule, only anarthrous preverbal predicate nomi-
natives were studied that were previously determined by their contexts to be most
probably definite. Not all anarthrous preverbal predicate nominatives were stud-
ied. But the converse of the rule, commonly embraced in NT scholarship, assumes
that all such constructions have been examined. Other, more comprehensive stud-
ies have suggested that 80 percent of anarthrous preverbal PNs are qualitative.
Therefore, when one sees an anarthrous preverbal PN, he should consider its
force to be most likely qualitative, and only to be definite if the context or other
factors strongly suggest otherwise.

The following chart displays the different databases that were examined by
Colwell (“Colwell’s rule”) and later researchers (“Colwell’s construction”).

Chart 26
The Different Databases for Colwell’s Rule Vs. Colwell’s Construction

As can be seen from the chart, the databases were not the same. The fact of
some overlap is what has given rise to the confusion over the rule.

➡5. Significance of Colwell’s Construction for Exegesis ExSyn 262–66

Later studies on this construction demonstrate that the anarthrous preverbal
PN is still closer to definiteness than is the anarthrous post-copulative predicate

The Basics of New Testament Syntax116

All definite PNs

(both preverbal & postverbal,

articular and anarthrous)

All anarthrous preverbal 

PNs (regardless of 

semantic force)

Colwell’s Rule Colwell’s Construction
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nominative, and that an anarthrous predicate nominative that follows the verb will
usually be either qualitative or indefinite.4

A general rule about the construction can now be stated: An anarthrous pre-
verbal PN is normally qualitative, sometimes definite, and only rarely indefinite. Two
subsequent studies5 on Colwell’s construction concluded that they could not find
any indefinite anarthrous preverbal PNs in the NT. It is entirely possible that there
are some in the NT, but this is obviously the most poorly attested semantic force
for such a construction.

Chart 27
The Semantic Range of Anarthrous Predicate Nominatives

The chart illustrates the fact that anarthrous preverbal predicate nominatives
usually fall within the qualitative-definite range, while anarthrous postverbal pred-
icate nominatives usually fall within the qualitative-indefinite range. The pre-
sumption, therefore, when one faces an anarthrous preverbal PN is that it will be
qualitative unless there are contextual or other considerations suggesting that it is
definite or, less likely, indefinite.

a. Definite Predicate Nominatives
Matt 27:42 a[llouß e[swsen, eJauto©n ouj duvnatai swçsai… bbaassiilleeuu©©ßß

∆Israhvl ejstin, katabavtw nuçn ajpo© touç staurouç
He saved others, [but] he cannot save himself. He is the king of
Israel; let him come down now from the cross . . .

It is plain that the PN cannot be anything but definite here, for
there is only one king of Israel at a time.
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4 That is, of course, unless there is some other ground for considering it to be definite
(such as a monadic noun).

5 See ExSyn 259–66 for the data on the studies.

Definite Qualitative Indefinite

Preverbal Postverbal
Predicate Nominatives Predicate Nominatives

Verb
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John 1:49 su© ei\ oJ uiJo©ß touç qeouç, su© bbaassiilleeuu©©ßß ei\ touç ∆Israhvl6

you are the Son of God, you are the king of Israel
Nathanael’s response to Jesus is a twofold identification. In the
first construction the PN follows the verb and has the article.
In the second construction the PN precedes the verb and lacks
the article. This text was Colwell’s main illustration of his
principle.7

b. Qualitative Predicate Nominatives8

John 1:14 oJ lovgoß ssaa©©rrxx ejgevneto
the Word became flesh

The idea is not that the Word became “the flesh,” nor “a flesh,”
but simply “flesh.” That is, the Word partook of humanity.
Many pre–1933 exegetes (i.e., before Colwell’s rule was pub-
lished) saw a parallel between this verse and John 1:1, noting
that both PNs were qualitative.

1 John 4:8 oJ qeo©ß aajjggaavvpphh ejstivn
God is love

The meaning is certainly not convertible: “love is God.” The
idea of a qualitative ajgavph is that God’s essence or nature is
love, or that he has the quality of love. Thus love is an attrib-
ute, not an identification, of God.

c. Indefinite Predicate Nominatives9

The following examples are potential indefinite predicate nominatives in Col-
well’s construction.

1 Tim 6:10 rrJJiivvzzaa pavntwn twçn kakwçn ejstin hJ filarguriva
This is a difficult text to translate, having the following possi-
bilities: (1) “the love of money is a root of all evils,” (2) “the love
of money is the root of all evils,” (3) “the love of money moti-
vates all evils,” (4) “the love of money is a root of all kinds of
evils,” (5) “the love of money is the root of all kinds of evils,”
(6) “the love of money motivates all kinds of evils.”10
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6 Several MSS place the basileuvß after the verb and add an article before it. Colwell noted
such variants as evidence for the validity of his rule.

7 “It was a study of these passages, especially John 1[:]49, that suggested the rule which is
advocated in this study. . . . When the passage is scrutinized, it appears at once that the variable
quantum is not definiteness but word-order” (Colwell, “A Definite Rule,” 13).

8 One of the ways to test whether a PN is qualitative or definite is to swap the S with the
PN. If the sentence makes the same sense, then the PN is definite since the construction
involves a convertible proposition. For a more detailed discussion, see the chapter on the Nom-
inative Case under Predicate Nominative.

9 For a discussion of other possible texts, see ExSyn 265–66.
10 For a discussion of these possibilities, see ExSyn 265.
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John 4:19 levgei aujtwç/ hJ gunhv, Kuvrie, qewrwç o{ti pprrooffhhvvtthhßß ei\ suv
The woman said to him, “Sir/Lord, I perceive that you are
a/the prophet”

Although the translation is most naturally, “Sir, I perceive that
you are a prophet,” the sense may be better characterized as
indefinite-qualitative. It could almost be translated, “I perceive
that you are prophetic,” or “I perceive that you have the
prophetic gift.” The focus of an indefinite noun is on a member
of class, while the focus of a qualitative noun is on the attributes
that the class members share.

➡6. Application of Colwell’s Construction to John 1:1 ExSyn 266–69

John 1:1 states: ∆En ajrchç/ h\n oJ lovgoß, kai© oJ lovgoß h\n pro©ß to©n qeovn, kai©
qeo©ß h\n oJ lovgoß. In the last part of the verse, the clause kai© qeo©ß h\n oJ lovgoß
(John 1:1c), qeovß is the PN. It is anarthrous and comes before the verb. There-
fore, it fits Colwell’s construction, though it might not fit the rule (for the rule states
that definiteness is determined or indicated by the context, not by the grammar).
Whether it is indefinite, qualitative, or definite is the issue at hand.

a. Is Qeovß in John 1:1c Indefinite?
If qeovß were indefinite, we would translate it “a god.” If so, the theological

implication would be some form of polytheism, perhaps suggesting that the Word
was merely a secondary god in a pantheon of deities.

The grammatical argument that the PN here is indefinite is weak. Often,
those who argue for such a view do so on the sole basis that the term is
anarthrous. The indefinite notion is the most poorly attested for anarthrous pre-
verbal predicate nominatives. Thus grammatically such a meaning is improbable.

As well, the context suggests that such is not likely, for the Word already
existed in the beginning. Further, the evangelist’s own theology militates against
this view, for there is an exalted Christology in the Fourth Gospel, to the point
that Jesus Christ is identified as God (cf. 5:23; 8:58; 10:30; 20:28, etc.).

b. Is Qeovß in John 1:1c Definite?
Although it is certainly possible grammatically to take qeovß as a definite noun,

the evidence is not very compelling. The vast majority of definite anarthrous prever-
bal predicate nominatives are monadic, in genitive constructions, or are proper names,
none of which is true here, diminishing the likelihood of a definite qeovß in John 1:1c.

Further, calling qeovß in 1:1c definite is the same as saying that if it had followed
the verb, it would have had the article. Thus it would be a convertible proposition
with lovgoß (i.e., “the Word” = “God” and “God” = “the Word”). The problem with
this argument is that the qeovß in 1:1b is the Father. Thus to say that the qeovß in 1:1c
is the same person is to say that “the Word was the Father.” This, as the older gram-
marians and exegetes pointed out, is embryonic Sabellianism or modalism.11
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11 For references and quotations, see ExSyn 268.
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c. Is Qeovß in John 1:1c Qualitative?
The most likely candidate for qeovß is qualitative. This is true both grammat-

ically (for the largest proportion of preverbal anarthrous predicate nominatives
fall into this category) and theologically (both the theology of the Fourth Gospel
and of the NT as a whole). There is a balance between the Word’s deity, which
was already present in the beginning (ejn ajrchç/ . . . qeo©ß h\n [1:1], and his human-
ity, which was added later (sa©rx ejgevneto [1:14]). The grammatical structure of
these two statements mirror each other; both emphasize the nature of the Word,
rather than his identity. But qeovß was his nature from eternity (hence, eijmiv is
used), while savrx was added at the incarnation (hence, givnomai is used).

Such an option does not at all impugn the deity of Christ. Rather, it stresses
that, although the person of Christ is not the person of the Father, their essence is
identical. The idea of a qualitative qeovß here is that the Word had all the attrib-
utes and qualities that “the God” (of 1:1b) had. In other words, he shared the
essence of the Father, though they differed in person. The construction the evangel-
ist chose to express this idea was the most concise way he could have stated that the Word
was God and yet was distinct from the Father.12

The Article with Multiple Substantives 
Connected by Kaiv (Granville Sharp Rule 

and Related Constructions) ExSyn 270–91

1. Introduction
In Greek, when two nouns are connected by kaiv and the article precedes only

the first noun, there is a close connection between the two. That connection
always indicates at least some sort of unity. At a higher level, it may connote equal-
ity. At the highest level it may indicate identity. When the construction meets
three specific demands, then the two nouns always refer to the same person.
When the construction does not meet these requirements, the nouns may or may
not refer to the same person(s)/object(s).

➡2. Statement of the Rule ExSyn 271–72

Granville Sharp (1735–1813) was an English philanthropist and abolitionist
as well as a prolific writer on various topics. As he studied the scriptures in the
original Greek, he noticed a certain pattern, viz., when the construction article-
substantive-kaiv-substantive (TSKS) involved personal nouns that were singular
and not proper names, they always referred to the same person. He noticed fur-
ther that such a rule applied, in several texts, to the deity of Jesus Christ. In 1798
he published a short volume entitled, Remarks on the Definitive Article in the Greek
Text of the New Testament, Containing Many New Proofs of the Divinity of Christ, from
Passages Which Are Wrongly Translated in the Common English Version [KJV].
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12 See ExSyn 269–70 for an “Appendix to Colwell’s ‘Construction’: When the Verb is
Absent.”
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Sharp’s rule, briefly stated, is as follows: In the TSKS construction, the second
substantive refers to the same person mentioned with the first substantive when:

• neither is impersonal;
• neither is plural;
• neither is a proper name.13

Therefore, according to Sharp, the rule applied absolutely only with personal,
singular, and nonproper nouns. The significance of these requirements can hardly
be overestimated, for those who have misunderstood Sharp’s principle have done
so almost without exception because they were unaware of the restrictions that
Sharp set forth.14

➡3. Validity of the Rule Within the New Testament ExSyn 273–77

➡ a. In General
Not counting the christologically significant passages, there are 80 construc-

tions in the NT that fit the requirements for Sharp’s rule. But do they all fit the
semantics of the rule—that is, do the substantives always refer to one and the same
person? In a word, yes. Even Sharp’s opponents could not find any exceptions; all
had to admit that the rule was valid in the NT.

Below are listed several representative passages of Sharp’s rule, including
nouns, participles, and adjectives.

Mark 6:3 ou|tovß ejstin oJ tevktwn, ooJJ uuiiJJoo©©ßß thçß Marivaß kkaaii©© aajjddeellffoo©©ßß
∆Iakwvbou
this is the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James

John 20:17 ttoo©©nn ppaatteevvrraa mou kkaaii©© ppaatteevvrraa uJmwçn kkaaii©© qqeeoovvnn mou kkaaii©© qqeeoo©©nn
uJmwçn
my Father and your Father and my God and your God

The construction here is unusual in that it involves four nouns.
The possessive pronouns are used to show the differences in
how Jesus and his disciples relate to God, but they do not imply
that a different person is in view: the first person of the Trinity
is the referent for all four nouns.
It is also significant that one of the substantives is qeovß. This is
a good illustration of the fact that qeovß is not a proper noun
(from the Greek perspective), for whenever a proper name
occurs in Sharp’s construction two persons are in view. Yet,
whenever qeovß is in this construction, one person is in view.

The Article: Special Uses and Non-Uses of the Article 121

13 A proper noun is defined as a noun which cannot be “pluralized”—thus it does not include
titles. A person’s name, therefore, is proper and consequently does not fit the rule. But qeovß is
not proper because it can be pluralized (cf. John 10:34)—thus, when qeovß is in a TSKS con-
struction in which both nouns are singular and personal, it fits Sharp’s rule.

14 For a brief discussion of this history, see ExSyn 272–73.
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Acts 3:14 uJmeiçß de© ttoo©©nn aa{{ggiioonn kkaaii©© ddiivvkkaaiioonn hjrnhvsasqe
you have denied the holy and righteous one

Eph 2:14 ooJJ ppooiihhvvssaaßß ta© ajmfovtera e}n kkaaii©© to© mesovtoicon touç fragmouç
lluuvvssaaßß
the one who made both into one and who destroyed the
middle wall of partition

This text well illustrates that even when there are several inter-
vening words, the construction is not thereby invalidated.

Phil 2:25 ∆Epafrovditon ttoo©©nn aajjddeellffoo©©nn kkaaii©© ssuunneerrggoo©©nn kkaaii©© ssuussttrraattiiwwvvtthhnn
mou
Epaphroditus, my brother and fellow-worker and fellow-
soldier

This passage illustrates the fact that a possessive pronoun added
to one of the nouns does not invalidate the rule.

Heb 3:1 ttoo©©nn aajjppoovvssttoolloonn kkaaii©© aajjrrcciieerreevvaa thçß oJmologivaß hJmwçn ∆Ihsouçn
Jesus, the apostle and high priest of our confession

1 Pet 1:3 ooJJ qqeeoo©©ßß kkaaii©© ppaatthh©©rr touç kurivou hJmwçn ∆Ihsouç Cristouç
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ

Rev 22:8 kajgw© ∆Iwavnnhß ooJJ aajjkkoouuvvwwnn kkaaii©© bblleevvppwwnn tauçta
And I, John, the one who hears and sees these things

➡ b. For Christologically Significant Texts

Titus 2:13 ttoouuçç megavlou qqeeoouuçç kkaaii©© sswwtthhççrrooßß hJmwçn ∆Ihsouç Cristouç
our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ

It has frequently been alleged that qeovß is a proper name and,
hence, that Sharp’s rule cannot apply to constructions in which
it is employed. We have already pointed out that qeovß is not a
proper name in Greek. We simply wish to note here that in the
TSKS construction qeovß is used over a dozen times in the NT
and always (if we exclude the christologically significant texts)
in reference to one person. This phenomenon is not true of any
other proper name in said construction (every instance involv-
ing true proper names always points to two individuals). Since
that argument carries no weight, there is no good reason to
reject Titus 2:13 as an explicit affirmation of the deity of Christ.

2 Pet 1:1 ttoouuçç qqeeoouuçç hJmwçn kkaaii©© sswwtthhççrrooßß, ∆Ihsouç Cristouç
our God and Savior, Jesus Christ

Some grammarians have objected that since hJmwçn is connected
with qeouç, two persons are in view. The pronoun seems to
“bracket” the noun, effectively isolating the trailing noun. How-
ever in v. 11 of this same chapter (as well as in 2:20 and 3:18),
the author writes touç kurivou hJmwçn kai© swthçroß, ∆Ihsouç
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Cristouç, an expression that refers to one person, Jesus Christ:
“Why refuse to apply the same rule to 2 Peter i. 1, that all admit
. . . to be true of 2 Peter i. 11 [not to mention 2:20 and 3:18]?”15

4. Constructions Involving Impersonal, Plural, 
and Proper Nouns ExSyn 277–90

a. Proper Names ExSyn 277–78

Always in the NT, whenever proper names are in the equation, distinct indi-
viduals are in view. For example, we read of “Peter and James and John” (to©n
Pevtron kai© ∆Iavkwbon kai© ∆Iwavnnhn) in Matt 17:1; “Barnabas and Saul” (to©n
Barnabaçn kai© Sauçlon) in Acts 13:2. Yet at the same time they are united under
one article for the purposes at hand. There is a reason for the lone article in every
instance, viz., to conceptualize a contextually-defined coherent group. But
because the nouns are proper, the article does not identify one with the other.

➡ b. Plural Personal Constructions ExSyn 278–86

(1) SEMANTICS AND THE NT DATA. Since the plural construction deals with
groups, there may be other possibilities besides absolute distinction and absolute iden-
tity. Theoretically, in fact, there are five semantic possibilities for the plural TSKS
construction: (1) distinct groups, though united; (2) overlapping groups; (3) first
group subset of second; (4) second group subset of first; and (5) both groups identi-
cal. In the NT all groups are represented, though they are not evenly distributed.

(2) UNAMBIGUOUS ILLUSTRATIONS

(a) Distinct Groups, Though United
At all times the lone article in the TSKS construction suggests some sort of unity.

A large number of instances in the NT imply nothing more. We can readily see this
in English. In the sentence “the Democrats and Republicans approved the bill unan-
imously,” the two political parties, though distinct, are united on a particular issue.

The Article: Special Uses and Non-Uses of the Article 123

15 A. T. Robertson, “The Greek Article and the Deity of Christ,” The Expositor, 8th Series,
21 (1921): 185. For more discussion of this text, see ExSyn 276–77.

16 In this and the following figures, the article before the first substantive and the kaiv
between the substantives are omitted because the figures are intended to depict the semantics,
not the structure, of the TSKS construction.

Figure 28
Distinct Groups, though United16

Group 1 Group 2
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Matt 3:7 ttwwççnn FFaarriissaaiivvwwnn kkaaii©© SSaaddddoouukkaaiivvwwnn
the Pharisees and Sadducees

Although these two parties were distinct, the article unites them
for the purposes at hand. The Pharisees and the Sadducees are
listed together only four other times in Matthew; in each
instance the structure is TSKS and the two groups are set in
opposition to Jesus.

Matt 16:21 ttwwççnn pprreessbbuutteevvrrwwnn kkaaii©© aajjrrcciieerreevvwwnn kkaaii©© ggrraammmmaatteevvwwnn
the elders and chief priests and scribes

These were the three distinct parties that comprised the San-
hedrin. (Some have erroneously insisted that this construction fits
Sharp’s rule because these three groups all refer to the Sanhedrin.
However, to say that A + B + C = D is not the same as saying A =
B = C, the latter equation being what Sharp’s rule asserts.17)

(b) Overlapping Groups
There are three kinds of overlap: simple (e.g., “the poor and sick”), first sub-

set of second (e.g., “the angels and [other] created beings”), and second subset of
first (“the created beings and [especially] angels”).

Figure 29
(Simple) Overlapping Groups

Rev 21:8 ttooiiççßß de© ddeeiillooiiççßß kkaaii©© aajjppiivvssttooiißß kkaaii©© eejjbbddeelluuggmmeevvnnooiißß kkaaii©© ffoonneeuuççssiinn
kkaaii©© ppoovvrrnnooiißß kkaaii©© ffaarrmmaavvkkooiißß kkaaii©© eeiijjddwwlloollaavvttrraaiißß . . . to© mevroß
aujtwçn ejn th/ç livmnh/ th/ç kaiomevnh/ puri© kai© qeivw/
now as for the cowardly and unfaithful and abominable and
murderers and fornicators and sorcerers and idolaters . . .
their portion shall be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur

It is obvious here that the Lake of Fire is not reserved only for those
who meet all of the “qualifications,” nor for those meeting only
one requirement. Overlapping groups is the intended meaning.
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17 The difference between the two formulae is the difference between equality of status
and identity of referent. Only if the scribes referred to the same group as the elders could
Sharp’s principle be invoked.

Group 1 Group 2
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Matt 9:11 ttwwççnn tteellwwnnwwççnn kkaaii©© aaJJmmaarrttwwllwwççnn
the tax collectors and [other] sinners

The Article: Special Uses and Non-Uses of the Article 125

Figure 30
First Group Subset of Second

Group 1 Group 2

Group 1 Group 2

Mark 2:16 ijdovnteß o{ti ejsqivei meta© ttwwççnn aaJJmmaarrttwwllwwççnn kkaaii©© tteellwwnnwwççnn e[legon
toiçß maqhtaiçß aujtouç… o{ti meta© twçn telwnwçn kai© aJmartwlwçn
ejsqivei. . .
when they saw that he was eating with the sinners and tax col-
lectors, they said to his disciples, “Why does he eat with the
tax collectors and sinners?”

There are two plural TSKS constructions in this verse, both
using the same wording but in different order. The first instance
is that of second group subset of first; the second instance is first
subset of second.

1 Cor 5:10 ttooiiççßß pplleeoonneevvkkttaaiißß kkaaii©© aa{{rrppaaxxiinn
the greedy and swindlers

Although one could be greedy without being branded a
swindler, it is doubtful that the reverse could be true. The idea,
then, is “the greedy and [especially] swindlers.”

Figure 31
Second Group Subset of First
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(c) Both Groups Identical18

The idea of identical groups is “the X who are Y.” The second substantive
functions either in a descriptive or restrictive manner. For example, “the Saint
Louis Rams and world champions of football,” “those eating well and exercising
will get strong.” This category has greater attestation than any of the others in the
NT, though it is not at all found among noun+noun TSKS plural constructions.

Figure 32
Both Groups Identical

John 20:29 makavrioi ooiiJJ mh© iijjddoovvnntteeßß kkaaii©© ppiisstteeuuvvssaanntteeßß
blessed are those who have not seen and [yet] believe

The negative stipulation of not seeing the risen Lord is inade-
quate to procure a blessing. And, in this context, the Lord is
pronouncing a blessing on those who believe apart from seeing
him, in contrast to Thomas.

Rev 1:3 makavrioß oJ ajnaginwvskwn kai© ooiiJJ aajjkkoouuvvoonntteeßß tou©ß lovgouß thçß
profhteivaß kkaaii©© tthhrroouuççnntteeßß ta© ejn aujth/ç gegrammevna
blessed is the one who reads and those who hear the words of
this prophecy and keep the things written in it

It is evident that the one who only hears the prophecy and does
not obey it falls short of the blessing. The twofold response of
hearing and keeping is necessary if one is to be counted among
the makavrioi.

(3) EXEGETICALLY AND THEOLOGICALLY SIGNIFICANT TEXTS. There are several
ambiguous plural TSKS constructions, two of which have particular exegetical value.

Eph 4:11 aujto©ß e[dwken tou©ß me©n ajpostovlouß, tou©ß de© profhvtaß, tou©ß
de© eujaggelistavß, ttoouu©©ßß de© ppooiimmeevvnnaaßß kkaaii©© ddiiddaasskkaavvlloouußß
he gave some as apostles, some as prophets, some as evangel-
ists, some [as] pastors and teachers

This text seems to affirm, both grammatically and exegetically,
that all pastors were to be teachers, though not all teachers were
to be pastors.19
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18 For a discussion of Eph 1:1, see ExSyn 282–83.
19 See ExSyn 284 for a discussion.

Group 1 = Group 2
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Eph 2:20 ejpoikodomhqevnteß ejpi© tw/ç qemelivw/ ttwwççnn aajjppoossttoovvllwwnn kkaaii©©
pprrooffhhttwwççnn
having been built upon the foundation of the apostles and
prophets

The strongest possibilities are either that two distinct groups
are in view or the apostles are seen as a subset of the prophets.
If the OT prophets are in view, then obviously two distinct
groups are meant. But if NT prophets are in view, this would
favor the apostles as being a subset of the prophets.20

➡ c. Impersonal Constructions ExSyn 286–90

There are about 50 impersonal TSKS constructions in the NT. Theoreti-
cally, such constructions can have the same semantic range as plural personal con-
structions (i.e., distinct, overlapping, first subset of second, second subset of first,
and identical [see figures above]). However, the “identical” category is rare, with
only one clear example. Far more common is the distinct category and the over-
lapping groups (especially first subset of second).

(1) UNAMBIGUOUS EXAMPLES

(a) Distinct Entities, Though United

Luke 21:12 diwvxousin, paradidovnteß eijß ttaa©©ßß ssuunnaaggwwggaa©©ßß kkaaii©© ffuullaakkaavvßß
they will persecute [you], handing [you] over to the syna-
gogues and prisons

The reason for the single article is that both groups are hostile
to the disciples.

Eph 3:18 ttoo©© ppllaavvttooßß kkaaii©© mmhhççkkooßß kkaaii©© uu{{yyooßß kkaaii©© bbaavvqqooßß
the breadth and length and height and depth

The author is speaking about God’s love in figurative language,
as if he were using a spiritual plumb-line. Although each term
refers to God’s love, each refers to a different aspect of it and
thus the terms are not identical.21

(b) Overlapping Entities22

Luke 6:17 ppaavvsshhßß tthhççßß ∆∆IIoouuddaaiivvaaßß kkaaii©© ∆∆IIeerroouussaallhhvvmm
all Judea and Jerusalem

The Article: Special Uses and Non-Uses of the Article 127

20 For a discussion of this text and its theological implications, see ExSyn 284–86.
21 Some have been confused over this text, assuming that it fits Sharp’s rule. Generally this

confusion is exacerbated because (1) all of the terms do apparently refer to God’s love, yet even
here it would not be appropriate to say that the length is identical with the height; (2) the fig-
urative language compounds the problem because the imagery and its referent are both some-
what elusive; and (3) there is a widespread confusion about what Sharp’s rule actually addresses:
it is not mere equality, but identity that is in view.

22 See similar section on plural personal constructions for the three different kinds of over-
lap possible.
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2 Cor 12:21 twçn prohmarthkovtwn kai© mh© metanohsavntwn ejpi© tthh//çç
aajjkkaaqqaarrssiivvaa// kkaaii©© ppoorrnneeiivvaa// kkaaii©© aajjsseellggeeiivvaa//
those who have previously sinned and not repented over the
impurity and immorality and licentiousness

Rev 9:15 ejluvqhsan oiJ tevssareß a[ggeloi oiJ hJtoimasmevnoi eijß tthh©©nn
ww{{rraann kkaaii©© hhJJmmeevvrraann kkaaii©© mmhhççnnaa kkaaii©© eejjnniiaauuttoovvnn
the four angels who had been prepared for the hour and day
and month and year were released

(c) Both Entities Identical
There is only one clear example of this in the NT: Acts 1:25.

(2) EXEGETICALLY AND THEOLOGICALLY SIGNIFICANT TEXTS. There are sev-
eral ambiguous impersonal TSKS constructions, some of which are exegetically
significant. One of them is taken up here.23

Acts 2:23 touçton tthh//çç wJrismevnh/ bboouullhh//çç kkaaii©© pprrooggnnwwvvsseeii touç qeouç
this [Jesus, having been delivered up] by the predetermined
plan and foreknowledge of God

If “foreknowledge” defines “predetermination,” this opens the
door for the explanation that (according to one definition of
provgnwsiß) God’s decree is dependent on his omniscience. But
if the terms are distinguishable, the relationship may be
reversed, viz., omniscience is dependent on the eternal decree.
Without attempting to resolve this theological issue entirely, it
can nevertheless be argued that the “identical” view is unlikely:
the least attested meaning of impersonal constructions is refer-
ential identity.24
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23 For discussions of Acts 20:21 and 2 Thess 2:1, see ExSyn 289–90.
24 For a more detailed discussion, see ExSyn 288–89.
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Basically, only three questions need to be asked of the adjective: (1) What is
its relationship to a noun (or other substantive) and how can one tell? (2) Are the
positive, comparative, and superlative forms of the adjective ever used for other
than positive, comparative, and superlative ideas respectively? (3) Can the adjec-
tive function other than in dependence on a noun?

These questions will be dealt with in reverse order (or chiastically), beginning
with the least significant question (exegetically) to the most significant question.

“Non-Adjectival” Uses of the Adjective ExSyn 292–95

The basic role of the adjective is as a modifier of a noun or other substantive.
As such, it can be modified by an adverb. Not infrequently, however, it deviates
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from this role by one step in either direction. That is, it can either stand in the
place of a noun or in the place of an adverb.

Table 3
The Functions of the Adjective

1. The Adverbial Use of the Adjective ExSyn 293

a. Definition. The adjective is sometimes used in the place of an adverb.
Some of the uses are analogous to colloquial English, such as “I am doing good,”
or “Come here quick!” Other, more frequent instances involve idiomatic uses of
the adjective, such as the accusative adjective in the neuter used adverbially. (Sur-
prising as it may seem, this idiomatic adverbial use is frequently, if not normally,
articular.) These include a large group of stereotyped words, such as bracuv,
loipovn, mivkron, movnon, poluv, prwçton, u{steron, ktl.

b. Illustrations

John 1:41 euJrivskei ou|toß pprrwwççttoonn to©n ajdelfo©n to©n i[dion Sivmwna
he first found his own brother, Simon

John 4:18 pevnte a[ndraß e[sceß kai© nuçn o}n e[ceiß oujk e[stin sou ajnhvr…
touçto aajjllhhqqee©©ßß ei[rhkaß.
You have had five husbands and the one whom you now have is
not your husband; this you have spoken truly.

Phil 3:1 ttoo©© llooiippoovvnn, ajdelfoiv mou, caivrete ejn kurivw/
finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord

➡2. The Independent or Substantival Use of the Adjective ExSyn 294–95

a. Definition and clarification. The adjective is frequently used independ-
ently of a noun. That is, it can function as a substantive (in which case it either
implies a noun or takes on the lexical nuance of a noun).

Usually, though not always, such a substantival adjective will have the article
with it to point out that its use is indeed substantival. Some words, such as e[rhmoß
(“desert”), diavboloß (“slanderous,” or, as a noun, “the devil”), and a{gioß (“holy,”
or, as a noun, “saint”), often function as substantives without the article since they
are either often or usually independent of nouns in the NT. Other adjectives,
however, usually require the article to make clear that they are being used sub-
stantivally.

Furthermore, when the adjective is substantival, its gender is generally fixed
by sense rather than by grammatical concord. That is to say, if it refers to a male,

The Basics of New Testament Syntax130

Substantival Adjectival Adverbial

Independent Dependent on Noun Dependent on 
Adjective or Verb

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 130



it will usually be masculine; if it refers to a female, it will usually be feminine; if it
refers to an entity or concept, it will be neuter.

b. Illustrations
Matt 6:13 rJuçsai hJmaçß ajpo© touç ppoonnhhrroouuç

deliver us from the evil [one]

Acts 2:33 th/ç ddeexxiiaa//çç touç qeouç uJywqeivß
having been exalted at the right [hand] of God

1 Cor 13:10 o{tan de© e[lqh/ to© tteevvlleeiioonn, to© ejk mevrouß katarghqhvsetai
whenever the perfect comes, the partial will be done away2

The Use of the Positive, Comparative, 
and Superlative Forms of the Adjective ExSyn 296–305

The terms “positive,” “comparative,” and “superlative” refer to different
forms of the same adjective that have to do with degree. Thus in English we have
“nice” (positive form), “nicer” (comparative), and “nicest” (superlative).

The comparative adjective and the superlative adjective focus on the proper-
ties of a noun in terms of degree, not kind. They infer a relative rather than an
absolute notion. Thus, “the taller woman” only speaks of the height of one
woman in comparison with another. It may be that both are short. The issue is
thus degree, since height is a quality that both share.

The difference between the comparative adjective and the superlative is not
that of kind, or degree, but of number. Comparative adjectives basically compare
only two entities (or persons, ideas, etc.). Superlative adjectives basically compare
three or more. In the NT, however (and Koine Greek in general), there is much
overlap in usage among these categories.

Finally, elative is a term used of either the comparative or superlative adjective to
describe an intensification of the positive notion (with the translation very before the
positive form). That is, like a positive adjective, an elative adjective focuses on kind
rather than degree. Although the form of such an adjective is either comparative or
superlative, in meaning it does not make an explicit comparison. For example, meivzwn
(comparative in form, “greater”) may on occasion have an elative force, “very great.”

1. The Use of the Positive Adjective ExSyn 297–98

➡ a. Normal Usage
Normally, the positive adjective makes no comment about any object other

than the one that it modifies (or, if a predicate adjective, the object it makes an
assertion about). It simply qualifies the noun to which it stands related (e.g., “a
good man” does not indicate that this particular man is better [the comparative
idea] than other men). This usage is routine.
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Rom 7:12 hJ ejntolh© aaJJggiivvaa kai© ddiikkaaiivvaa kai© aajjggaaqqhhvv
the commandment is holy and righteous and good

Rev 20:2 oJ o[fiß oJ aajjrrccaaiiççooßß the old serpent

b. Positive for Comparative
On a rare occasion, the positive adjective can be used for the comparative.

Matt 18:8 kkaalloovvnn soiv ejstin eijselqeiçn eijß th©n zwh©n kullovn
it is better to enter life crippled

c. Positive for Superlative
Occasionally, the positive adjective is used in the place of a superlative adjec-

tive. When the positive adjective is in the attributive position and is used with the
par excellence article, it has the force of the superlative adjective. Rarely, a predicate
adjective also functions as a superlative.

Matt 22:38 au{th ejstiçn hJ mmeeggaavvllhh kai© prwvth ejntolhv
this is the great [=greatest] and first commandment

Heb 9:3 aa{{ggiiaa aJgivwn the Holy of Holies
The idea is “the holiest of all holy places.”

2. The Use of the Comparative Adjective ExSyn 298–301

Much less frequent than the positive form of the adjective are the compara-
tive and superlative. There are approximately 7500 positive adjectives, 200 com-
paratives, and 200 superlatives in the NT.

➡ a. Normal Usage
The comparative adjective normally makes a comparison (as its name sug-

gests). The largest group of instances involves an explicit comparison in which
the adjective is followed by a genitive of comparison, the particle h[, or, less fre-
quently, by parav or uJpevr. But the comparative adjective not infrequently is used
substantivally, often leaving the comparison implicit.

Matt 12:6 levgw uJmiçn o{ti touç iJerouç mmeeiiççzzoovvnn ejstin w|de
I tell you, [something] greater than the temple is here

Heb 4:12 zwçn oJ lovgoß touç qeouç kai© ejnergh©ß kai© ttoommwwvvtteerrooßß uJpe©r
paçsan mavcairan divstomon
the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-
edged sword

b. Comparative for Superlative
Although relatively rare, the comparative adjective can be used with a superla-

tive sense.
Luke 9:48 oJ mmiikkrroovvtteerrooßß ejn paçsin uJmiçn . . . ejstin mevgaß

the least among you all . . . is greatest
Notice too that the positive form mevgaß is used in a superlative
sense.
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1 Cor 13:13 nuni© de© mevnei pivstiß, ejlpivß, ajgavph, ta© triva tauçta… mmeeiivvzzwwnn de©
touvtwn hJ ajgavph
But now remain faith, hope, love, these three. And the greatest
of these is love

It is sometimes disputed that meivzwn is functioning in a superla-
tive manner here.3

c. Comparative for Elative
Sometimes the comparative adjective is used with an elative sense. That is,

the quality expressed by the adjective is intensified but is not making a compari-
son (e.g., oJ ijscurovteroß ajnhvr might mean “the very strong man” rather than
“the stronger man”).

(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Acts 13:31 o}ß w[fqh ejpi© hJmevraß pplleeiivvoouußß
who appeared for very many days

Acts 17:22 kata© pavnta wJß ddeeiissiiddaaiimmoonneesstteevvrroouußß uJmaçß qewrwç
I perceive how very religious you are in every way

The KJV has “I perceive that in all things ye are too supersti-
tious.” But such a translation is unnecessary linguistically, since
the comparative has a well-established usage as an elative in
Koine Greek.

(2) A POSSIBLE AND EXEGETICALLY SIGNIFICANT EXAMPLE

Matt 13:32 o} mmiikkrroovvtteerroonn mevn ejstin pavntwn twçn spermavtwn
[the mustard seed . . . ] which is smaller than all the seeds
or perhaps which is very small among all the seeds

The first translation given for this text treats the adj. in its com-
parative sense, while the second translation treats it in an ela-
tive sense. This text has created a theological difficulty for some
American evangelicals: Jesus seems to be declaring the mustard
seed to be smaller than all other seeds when, in fact, it is not the
smallest (the wild orchid is smaller).4

3. The Use of the Superlative Adjective ExSyn 301–5

➡ a. “Normal” Usage
In Hellenistic Greek, the true superlative sense for the superlative adjective is

on its way out. Thus the superlative sense for the superlative adjective is “nor-
mal” more in name than in reality. Although it is more frequent than other uses,
the margin is negligible.
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This “normal” usage is due largely to the instances of prwçtoß and e[scatoß,
which together account for most of the superlative forms in the NT. Apart from
these two terms, approximately half of the superlative forms in the NT function
as superlatives.

John 11:24 ajnasthvsetai ejn th/ç ajnastavsei ejn th/ç eejjssccaavvtthh// hJmevra/
he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day

Acts 16:17 ou|toi oiJ a[nqrwpoi douçloi touç qeouç touç uuJJyyiivvssttoouu eijsivn
these men are servants of the most high God

Eph 3:8 ejmoi© tw/ç eejjllaacciissttootteevvrrww// pavntwn aJgivwn
to me, less than the least of all the saints

This is the comparative of the superlative, perhaps coined for
the occasion! A more literal translation would be something like
“leaster.”5

➡ b. Superlative for Elative
Apart from prwçtoß and e[scatoß, the superlative is used about as frequently

for the elative as it is for the superlative.6 When prwçtoß and e[scatoß are factored
in, however, this category gets a smaller piece of the pie.

Mark 4:1 sunavgetai pro©ß aujto©n o[cloß pplleeiiççssttooßß
a very great crowd gathered before him

1 Cor 4:3 ejmoi© eijß eejjllaavvcciissttoovvnn ejstin, i{na uJf∆ uJmwçn ajnakriqwç
to me, it is a very small thing that I should be judged by you

➡ c. Superlative for Comparative
Not infrequently, the superlative has the same sense as the comparative in

that it compares only two things rather than three or more. This is frequent with
prwçtoß (although it normally has a superlative force), rare with e[scatoß, and
nonexistent with other superlative forms.7

Matt 21:28 a[nqrwpoß ei\cen tevkna duvo. kai© proselqw©n tw/ç pprrwwvvttww// ei\pen . . .
a man had two sons. He came to the first and said . . .

John 20:4 oJ a[lloß maqhth©ß . . . h|lqen pprrwwççttooßß eijß to© mnhmeiçon
the other disciple . . . came first to the tomb

In classical Greek, the use of prwçtoß would usually indicate at
least three things being compared. If this were the case here,
then three disciples would be in view (contra oiJ duvo earlier in
the verse). But the NT usage, like modern colloquial English,
relaxed some of the grammatical standards of a former age.
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7 For a discussion of Acts 1:1 and Luke 2:2, both of which involve debatable and exegeti-
cally significant adjectives, see ExSyn 304–5.
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The various forces of the three forms of the adjective are conveniently sum-
marized below.

Chart 33
The Semantic Range of the Forms of the Adjective

The Relation of Adjective to Noun ExSyn 306–14

The adjective may be either attributive or predicate in relation to the noun.
That is, it may either modify the noun or assert something about it. Except for
the use of pronominal adjectives with nouns (e.g., paçß, o{loß, ei|ß), when the arti-
cle is present, it is usually easy to discern the relationship.

1. When the Article Is Present ExSyn 306–9

➡ a. The Attributive Positions
(1) FIRST ATTRIBUTIVE POSITION

The first attributive position is article-adjective-noun (e.g., oJ ajgaqo©ß
basileuvß = the good king). In this construction “the adjective receives greater
emphasis than the substantive.”8 This usage is common.

Matt 4:5 th©n aaJJggiivvaann povlin the holy city

1 John 4:18 hJ tteelleeiivvaa ajgavph e[xw bavllei to©n fovbon
perfect love casts out fear

(2) SECOND ATTRIBUTIVE POSITION

The second attributive position is article-noun-article-adjective (e.g., oJ
basileu©ß oJ ajgaqovß = the good king). This difference in the placement of the
adjective is not one of relation but of position and emphasis. In the second attribu-
tive position “both substantive and adjective receive emphasis and the adjective is
added as a sort of climax in apposition with a separate article.”9 A literal, though
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8 Robertson, Grammar, 776.
9 Ibid., 777.

Form Positive Comparative Superlative

Function

Positive X 0 0

Comparative X X X

Elative 0 X X

Superlative X X X
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awkward, gloss, bringing out the force of such a construction of oJ basileu©ß oJ
ajgaqovß, is “the king, the good one.” This construction occurs frequently.

Acts 11:15 ejpevpesen to© pneuçma to© aa{{ggiioonn ejp∆ aujtouvß
the Holy Spirit fell on them

Heb 6:4 geusamevnouß thçß dwreaçß thçß eejjppoouurraanniivvoouu
having tasted the heavenly gift

(3) THIRD ATTRIBUTIVE POSITION

The third attributive position is noun-article-adjective (e.g., basileu©ß oJ
ajgaqovß = the good king). “Here the substantive is [often] indefinite and general,
while the attribute [adjective] makes a particular application.”10 To bring out the
force of such a construction one might translate basileu©ß oJ ajgaqovß as “a king,
the good one.” This is the least frequent of the attributive positions, occurring
only a few times with adjectives.11

Luke 15:22 tacu© ejxenevgkate stolh©n th©n pprrwwvvtthhnn
quickly bring out the best robe

The idea is “bring out a robe—the best one.”

John 1:18 monogenh©ß qeo©ß oJ ww]]nn eijß to©n kovlpon touç patrovß
the unique God who was near the heart of the Father

More frequent than the adj. in third attributive positions is the
participle. When a participle is used, the article should normally
be translated like a relative pronoun.

➡ b. The Predicate Positions
(1) FIRST PREDICATE POSITION

The first predicate position is adjective-article-noun (e.g., ajgaqo©ß oJ basileuvß
= the king is good). Here, the adjective seems to be slightly more emphatic than
the noun. Thus, to bring out the force of such a construction, one might translate
ajgaqo©ß oJ basileuvß as “good is the king.” This usage is relatively common.

Matt 5:9 mmaakkaavvrriiooii oiJ eijrhnopoioiv blessed are the peacemakers

1 John 3:10 ejn touvtw/ ffaanneerraavv ejstin ta© tevkna touç qeouç
in this the children of God are manifest

(2) SECOND PREDICATE POSITION

The second predicate position is article-noun-adjective (e.g., oJ basileu©ß
ajgaqovß = the king is good). Here, the emphasis seems to be either equally placed
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on both noun and adjective or is slightly heavier on the noun. This usage is rela-
tively common.

Jas 2:26 hJ pivstiß cwri©ß e[rgwn nneekkrraavv ejstin
faith without works is dead

1 Pet 2:12 th©n ajnastrofh©n uJmwçn ejn toiçß e[qnesin e[conteß kkaallhhvvnn
keep your conduct among the Gentiles good

The predicate adj. in this instance is also the complement of an
object-complement construction.

c. Summary
When the article is present, the relation of adjective to noun is easy to deter-

mine. When the adjective is within the article-noun group (i.e., when it has an
article immediately before it), it is attributive to the noun and hence modifies or
qualifies the noun in some way. When the adjective is outside the article-noun
group, it is predicate to the noun and hence makes an assertion about it.

The only exception to these rules when the article is present is with pronom-
inal adjectives (i.e., words that function sometimes as adjectives and sometimes
as pronouns, such as paçß, o{loß). These may stand in a predicate position but have
an attributive relation to the noun. Other than with pronominal adjectives, then,
when the article is present, the adjective’s (structural) position to the noun will
determine and be the same as its (semantic) relation to the noun.
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1st 2nd 3rd

Attributive Art-Adj-Noun Art-Noun-Art-Adj Noun-Art-Adj
(oJ ajgaqòß a[nqrwpoß= (oJ a[nqrwpoß oJ ajgaqovß= (a[nqrwpoß oJ ajgaqovß=

the good man) the good man) the good man)

Predicate Adj-Art-Noun Art-Noun-Adj None
(ajgaqòß oJ a[nqrwpoß= (oJ a[nqrwpoß ajgaqovß=

the man is good) the man is good)

2. When the Article Is Absent ExSyn 309–14

When no article is present, the relation of adjective to noun is more diffi-
cult to ascertain. This type of construction occurs almost 2400 times in the NT,
over one fourth of all adjective-noun constructions. Conceivably, the anarthrous
adjective-noun construction could express either an attributive or predicate rela-
tion. For example, basileu©ß ajgaqovß could mean either “a good king” or “a king
is good.”

Table 4
Attributive and Predicate Positions of the Adjective

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 137



➡ a. The Anarthrous Adjective-Noun Construction
Rather than treat attributive and predicate positions separately, both will be

dealt with under the same structural heading. The reason for this is that only
when the article is present will the structure dictate the semantics. In the
anarthrous construction, since the article is absent, the position of the adjective
does not determine its relation to the noun.

(1) (ANARTHROUS) FIRST ATTRIBUTIVE POSITION. Thus when it has been
determined from the context that an adjective in an adjective-noun construction
(note the order: adj., then noun) expresses an attributive relation to the noun, it
is in the first (anarthrous) attributive position (e.g., ajgaqo©ß basileuvß = a good
king). This is common enough, occurring hundreds of times in the NT.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 19:17 eu\ge, aajjggaaqqee©© douçle well done, good servant
2 Pet 1:19 wJß luvcnw/ faivnonti ejn aauujjccmmhhrrww//çç tovpw/

like a lamp shining in a dark place

(3) (ANARTHROUS) FIRST PREDICATE POSITION. When, however, the same
construction has been determined from the context to express a predicate relation,
the adjective is in the first (anarthrous) predicate position to the noun (e.g., ajgaqo©ß
basileuvß = a king is good). Though much less common than the attributive rela-
tion, in equative clauses (viz., a clause in which an equative verb is stated or
implied), this is not uncommon.

Mark 12:31 mmeeiivvzzwwnn touvtwn a[llh ejntolh© oujk e[stin
no other command is greater than these

Jas 1:12 mmaakkaavvrriiooßß ajnh©r o}ß uJpomevnei peirasmovn
blessed is the man who endures a trial

➡ b. The Anarthrous Noun-Adjective Construction
(1) FOURTH ATTRIBUTIVE POSITION. When it has been determined from the

context that an adjective in a noun-adjective construction expresses an attributive
relation to the noun, such a construction is in the fourth attributive position. The
reason for this is that both the second and third attributive positions involve an
adjective following a noun. Thus, to say that an adjective is in the fourth attribu-
tive position is to say that the article does not occur in the construction at all (e.g.,
basileu©ß ajgaqovß = a good king). This usage is common.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Mark 1:8 aujto©ß baptivsei uJmaçß ejn pneuvmati aaJJggiivvww//
he will baptize you in the Holy Spirit

John 3:16 mh© ajpovlhtai ajll∆ e[ch/ zwh©n aaiijjwwvvnniioonn
he should not perish but have eternal life

(3) (ANARTHROUS) SECOND PREDICATE POSITION. When the same construction
has been determined from the context to express a predicate relation, the adjective is

The Basics of New Testament Syntax138

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 138



in the second (anarthrous) predicate position to the noun (e.g., basileu©ß ajgaqovß = a
king is good). This usage is relatively common, especially in equative clauses.

Matt 13:57 oujk e[stin profhvthß aa[[ttiimmooßß eij mh© ejn th/ç patrivdi
a prophet is not without honor except in his homeland

Rom 7:8 cwri©ß novmou aJmartiva nneekkrraavv apart from the law, sin is dead

c. Some Exegetically and Theologically Significant Passages
In anarthrous constructions there are a few passages that deserve some dis-

cussion because of their exegetical and/or theological significance. In these texts,
NT scholars have seen the adjectives in question as ambiguous or definitely
attributive. But a case can be made that the adjective in question is predicate.12

Titus 2:10 paçsan pivstin ejndeiknumevnouß aajjggaaqqhhvvnn
There are two possibilities here: (1) “showing forth all good
faith” and (2) “showing forth all faith [to be] good.” The first
gloss is all that is found in the literature, but the second trans-
lation is probably to be preferred.13 If taken this way, the text
seems to support the idea that saving faith does not fail, but
actually results in good works.

2 Tim 3:16 paçsa grafh© qqeeoovvppnneeuussttooßß kai© wjfevlimoß
every14 scripture is inspired and profitable

Many scholars feel that the translation should be: “Every
inspired scripture is also profitable.” This is probably not the
best translation, however. There are several contextual and
grammatical arguments that could be used in defense of a pred-
icate qeovpneustoß, but the two most important arguments are
as follows:15 (1) The fact that kaiv means “and” twelve times as
often as it means “also,” as well as the fact that it is unnatural to
translate it adverbially as “also” between two adjectives in the
same case, argues for a predicate qeovpneustoß. (2) In the NT,
LXX, in classical and Koine Greek, the overwhelming semantic
force of an adj.-noun-adj. construction in an equative clause is
that the first adj. will be attributive and the second will be pred-
icate. The evidence is so overwhelming that we may suggest a
“rule”: In paçß + noun + adjective constructions in equative clauses
the paçß, being by nature as definite as the article, implies the article,
thus making the adjective(s) following the noun outside the implied
article-noun group and, therefore, predicate. In the least, the evi-
dence renders translations of this verse such as the NEB’s
(“every inspired scripture has its use”) highly suspect.

Adjectives 139

12 For a discussion of Acts 19:2, see ExSyn 312.
13 For a detailed discussion of this text, see ExSyn 312–13.
14 It is of course possible to translate paçsa as “all,” but normal usage would require the

noun (grafhv) to be articular.
15 For a more complete discussion of this passage, see ExSyn 313–14.
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1. Definition
A pronoun is a word used “to designate an object without naming it, when that

which is referred to is known from context or usage, has been already mentioned
or indicated, or, being unknown, is the subject or object of inquiry.”2 Since pro-
nouns are grammatical proxies, they must indicate in some manner that to which

140

1 See ExSyn 315–54.
2 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “pronoun.”
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they are referring. The basic rule for the Greek pronoun is that it agrees with its
antecedent in gender and number, but its case is determined by the pronoun’s func-
tion in its own clause. This concord principle, however, has many exceptions.

2. Elaboration
There are over 16,000 pronouns in the NT. On the one hand, this extended

use of pronouns also makes them susceptible to misinterpretation. On the other
hand, pronouns are often used to clarify. Sometimes this penchant for clarity
results in a redundant (or pleonastic) pronoun.

Pronouns are also used, at times, exclusively with connotative value. What they
denote may be obvious from the text; but they can be used for emphasis, contrast,
etc. This is especially the case with personal pronouns. But all is not cut-and-dried.
Thus, even when aujtovß is used with a third person verb, it may be for emphasis or
for clarity.

Furthermore, there is overlap in the use of the pronouns; the classical dis-
tinctions are not always maintained. The NT authors, for example, do not always
maintain the near-far distinction with the demonstrative pronouns ou|toß and
ejkeiçnoß.3

Finally, we should mention a word about terminology. When the noun (or
other nominal) that the pronoun refers to precedes the pronoun, it is called the
pronoun’s antecedent (as in “Bob read the book. Then he gave it to Jane”). This is
the most frequent usage. When the noun comes after the pronoun, it is the pro-
noun’s postcedent (as in “After he read the book, Bob gave it to Jane”). In the lat-
ter case, the pronoun may be said to be “proleptic.”

Semantic Categories: Major Classes ExSyn 319–51

The number of pronoun classes in Greek is difficult to assess, though most
grammars have between eight and twelve. A major part of the difficulty in deter-
mining the number of classes has to do with whether a particular term is an adjec-
tive or a pronoun.4 Nevertheless, certain classes are not disputed as pronominal:
personal, demonstrative, relative, interrogative, indefinite, intensive, reflexive,
and reciprocal. These constitute the core of our discussion. In addition, the pos-
sessive pronoun will receive treatment below, but it is not a true Greek category.

The Pronouns 141

3 Dana-Mantey suggest, for example, that ejkeiçnoß is used “for that which is relatively dis-
tant in actuality or thought” (128), while ou|toß is used “for that which is relatively near in actu-
ality or thought” (127). This is a good description of their usage in Attic Greek, but there are
many exceptions in the NT.

4 To some extent, the determination of what constitutes a pronoun is an arbitrary choice.
Some words are clearly pronouns (e.g., ejgwv), others are clearly adjectives (e.g., ajgaqovß), while
several words may be classed somewhere in between, either as pronominal adjectives or adjec-
tival pronouns. For the most part, we are regarding those words as pronouns that, when func-
tioning substantivally, do not take the article. Adjectives, on the other hand, regularly take the
article when substituting for a noun.
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The relative frequency of the eight main categories can be seen in the fol-
lowing chart.5

The Basics of New Testament Syntax142

5 The statistics are those of Accordance, with some modification.
6 The gen. is the most common case, accounting for about 40% of all personal pronouns.

Most of these function semantically as possessive pronouns.
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1. Personal Pronouns ExSyn 320–25

a. Definition and terms used. The personal pronouns are ejgwv (hJmeiçß) for the
first person, and suv (uJmeiçß) for the second person. In Hellenistic Greek, aujtovß is
used for the third person pronoun (and sometimes for the first or second person).

Personal pronouns are far and away the most frequently used pronouns in the
NT. Two out of three pronouns belong to this classification. About half of the
instances in this class involve aujtovß. The uses of personal pronouns can be bro-
ken down by cases, viz., nominative and non-nominative (= oblique).6

Other pronouns that fill the slot of personal pronouns are ejkeiçnoß and ou|toß.
Though technically demonstrative pronouns, not infrequently their demonstra-
tive force is diminished (see “Demonstrative Pronouns,” below, for discussion).

b. Functions ExSyn 321–25

(1) NOMINATIVE USES ExSyn 321–23

(a) Emphasis 
The nominative personal pronoun is most commonly used for emphasis. The

emphasis may involve some sort of contrast—either of kind (antithetical) or degree

Chart 34
Frequency of Pronoun Classes in the New Testament
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(comparison). For example, in “He washed and she dried,” the contrast is com-
parative (both people are doing the dishes). In the sentence “He slept and she
worked,” the contrast is antithetical.

Emphasis may also focus on the subject more than the verb. The reasons for
such focus may be to identify, give prominence to, clarify, etc. In such instances,
contrast with other subjects is not necessarily absent, but neither is it prominent.

[1] CONTRAST

Matt 2:6 kai© ssuu©© Bhqlevem, ghç ∆Iouvda, oujdamwçß ejlacivsth ei\ ejn
toiçß hJgemovsin ∆Iouvda
and you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no
means least among the leaders of Judah

Mark 8:29 ssuu©© ei\ oJ cristovß you are the Christ
Jesus is not Elijah, one of the prophets, or John raised
from the dead. He is in a league by himself. Peter’s dec-
laration as to Jesus’ identity, on a discourse level, may be
viewed as the pivotal point in the Gospel of Mark.

Luke 24:18 ssuu©© movnoß paroikeiçß ∆Ierousalh©m kai© oujk e[gnwß ta©
genovmena ejn aujth/ç;
Are you the only one visiting Jerusalem and yet you do
not know the things that have happened in it?

[2] SUBJECT FOCUS

Jas 1:13 peiravzei de© aauujjttoo©©ßß oujdevna
but he tempts no one

2 Pet 1:17 oJ uiJovß mou oJ ajgaphtovß mou ou|tovß ejstin eijß o}n eejjggww©© euj-
dovkhsa
this is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased

(b) Redundancy 
The presence of the personal pronoun in the nominative is not always for

emphasis. Occasionally, it is a mere redundancy of the pronominal notion embed-
ded in the verb. Only the context can help determine whether a personal pronoun
is emphatic or not. Many of these instances could be functioning in the narrative
as a “switch-reference device, signifying a change in subject to someone or some-
thing that had been mentioned previously.”7

Luke 5:1 ∆Egevneto de© ejn tw/ç to©n o[clon ejpikeiçsqai aujtw/ç kai© ajkouvein
to©n lovgon touç qeouç kai© aauujjttoo©©ßß h\n eJstw©ß para© th©n livmnhn
Gennhsarevt
When the crowd began to press on him and to hear the word
of God, he was standing by the lake of Gennesaret.

The Pronouns 143

7 Young, Intermediate Greek, 75.

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 143



John 6:24 o{te ou\n ei\den oJ o[cloß o{ti ∆Ihsouçß oujk e[stin ejkeiç oujde© oiJ
maqhtai© aujtouç, ejnevbhsan aauujjttooii©© eijß ta© ploiavria kai© h\lqon
eijß Kafarnaou©m zhtouçnteß to©n ∆Ihsouçn.
Then when the crowd saw that Jesus was not there, nor were
his disciples, they got into the boats and came to Capernaum,
seeking Jesus.

(2) OBLIQUE CASES ExSyn 324–25

The almost exclusive use of the personal pronouns in the oblique cases (i.e.,
gen., dat., acc.) is simply to stand in the place of a noun or other nominal. This use
of the pronoun can be called anaphoric in that it refers back to its antecedent. Two
other uses deserve special mention.

(a) Normal Use: Anaphoric

John 4:7 e[rcetai gunhv . . . levgei aauujjtthh//çç oJ ∆Ihsouçß
a woman came . . . Jesus said to her

Acts 27:32 ajpevkoyan oiJ stratiwçtai ta© scoiniva thçß skavfhß kai© ei[asan
aauujjtthh©©nn ejkpeseiçn
the soldiers cut the ropes of the skiff and let it fall

(b) Possessive
The genitive of the personal pronoun frequently, if not usually, indicates pos-

session. As such it could be treated in one of three ways: (a) as a subclass of the
normal use of the personal pronoun because it, too, refers back to the antecedent;
(b) as a possessive genitive, since the notion of possession is not a part of the stem
but of the case ending; (c) as a possessive pronoun (see below). It is so routine that
no examples need be given here. (See the chapter on the genitive case for exam-
ples and discussion.)

(c) Reflexive
The personal pronoun is rarely used for the reflexive pronoun in the NT. In

such instances it has the force of himself, herself, itself.

John 2:24 ∆Ihsouçß oujk ejpivsteuen aauujjttoo©©nn aujtoiçß
Jesus was not entrusting himself to them

Eph 2:15 i{na tou©ß duvo ktivsh/ ejn aauujjttww//çç eijß e{na kaino©n a[nqrwpon
that he might create in himself one new man [instead of] the two

2. Demonstrative Pronouns ExSyn 325–35

a. Definition and terms used. A demonstrative pronoun is a pointer, singling
out an object in a special way. The three demonstrative pronouns used in the NT
are ou|toß, ejkeiçnoß, and o{de. (This last one is rare, occurring only ten times.)
ou|toß regularly refers to the near object (“this”), while ejkeiçnoß regularly refers
to the far object (“that”). There are exceptions to this rule in that both demon-
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stratives sometimes function like personal pronouns. As well, they sometimes
“violate” the general rules of concord that pronouns normally follow. Such excep-
tions are often freighted with exegetical significance.

b. Functions

(1) REGULAR USE (AS DEMONSTRATIVES) ExSyn 325–28

The near-far distinctions of ou|toß and ejkeiçnoß can refer either to that which
is near/far in (a) the context, (b) the writer’s mind, or (c) the space or time of the
writer or audience. Sometimes these realms are in conflict: for example, what
might be the nearest antecedent contextually might not be the nearest antecedent
in the author’s mind. A little imagination is sometimes needed to see the reason
for the pronoun.

(a) Ou|toß (Proximity)

Matt 8:27 potapovß ejstin oouu||ttooßß o{ti kai© oiJ a[nemoi kai© hJ qavlassa aujtw/ç
uJpakouvousin;
What sort of man is this, that even the winds and the sea obey
him?

Acts 4:11 oouu||ttoovvßß ejstin oJ livqoß, oJ ejxouqenhqei©ß uJf∆ uJmwçn twçn oijkodovmwn
this is the stone, which was rejected by you builders

The reference is to Jesus Christ, mentioned in v. 10, even
though ∆Ihsouç Cristouç is not the nearest antecedent in the
context. But since ∆Ihsouç Cristouç is the nearest psychologi-
cally, it is the antecedent.

1 Pet 1:25 to© rJhçma kurivou mevnei eijß to©n aijwçna. ttoouuççttoo dev ejstin to© rJhçma
to© eujaggelisqe©n eijß uJmaçß.
The word of the Lord abides forever. And this is the word that
was proclaimed to you.

1 John 5:20 oouu||ttoovvßß ejstin oJ ajlhqino©ß qeo©ß kai© zwh© aijwvnioß
this is the true God and eternal life

This text is exegetically problematic for a variety of reasons.
What concerns us here is what the antecedent is. Many scholars
see oJ qeovß rather than Cristovß as the antecedent, even though
Cristovß is closer.8

(b) ∆Ekeiçnoß (Remoteness)

Matt 13:11 uJmiçn devdotai gnwçnai ta© musthvria thçß basileivaß twçn oujra-
nwçn, eejjkkeeiivvnnooiißß de© ouj devdotai
to you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom
of heaven, but to those [people] it has not been given
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8 Cf. ExSyn 326–27 for discussion of this christologically important text.
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Rom 6:21 tivna karpo©n ei[cete tovte ejf∆ oi|ß nuçn ejpaiscuvnesqe; to© ga©r
tevloß eejjkkeeiivvnnwwnn qavnatoß.
What benefit did you get then from the things of which you are
now ashamed? For the end of those things is death.

Although another pronoun would in this context fit just as
nicely, evidently ejkeiçnoß is used because of the temporal distance
between the readers and their former lifestyle (notice the “then”
and “now”).

Jas 4:15 eja©n oJ kuvrioß qelhvsh/ kai© zhvsomen kai© poihvsomen touçto h]
eejjkkeeiiççnnoo
if the Lord wills, then we will live and do this or that

The activity options, though unspecified, are listed in order of
priority. The idea is, “If we can’t do this, then we will do that.”

(c) ”Ode

This pronoun is used only ten times in the NT, eight of which are in the
expression tavde levgei. The force of this expression is always proleptic or antici-
patory: “He says the following [things].” The pronoun is used to add solemnity to
the prophetic utterance that follows.

Rev 2:18 ttaavvddee levgei oJ uiJo©ß touç qeouç . . .
the Son of God says these things . . .

(2) FOR PERSONAL PRONOUNS ExSyn 328–29

Although technically ou|toß and ejkeiçnoß are demonstrative pronouns, some-
times their demonstrative force is diminished. In such cases, they act as third per-
son personal pronouns with a simple anaphoric force. This usage is especially
frequent in John, occurring more with ejkeiçnoß than with ou|toß.

John 5:6 ttoouuççttoonn ijdw©n oJ ∆Ihsouçß when Jesus saw him
John 11:29 eejjkkeeiivvnnhh wJß h[kousen hjgevrqh tacu© kai© h[rceto pro©ß aujtovn

when she heard [that Jesus had arrived], she rose quickly and
came to him

2 Tim 2:26 ajnanhvywsin ejk thçß touç diabovlou pagivdoß, ejzwgrhmevnoi uJp∆
aujtouç eijß to© eejjkkeeiivvnnoouu qevlhma
they might return to their senses [and escape] from the snare of
the devil, after having been captured by him to [do] his will

The antecedents of aujtouç and ejkeivnou are not certain.9

(3) UNUSUAL USES (FROM AN ENGLISH PERSPECTIVE) ExSyn 329–35

The following categories of usage are unusual in that the pronoun seems to
be unnecessary (redundant), is lacking in concord with its antecedent, or is used
for some other reason. Most of the uses, however, are normal in terms of the pro-
noun having its full demonstrative force.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax146

9 Cf. ExSyn 329 for discussion.
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(a) Pleonastic (Redundant) ExSyn 329–30

Occasionally a demonstrative is used when no ambiguity would result if it had
been deleted. This especially occurs in the nominative case: The demonstrative
repeats a subject just mentioned (usually a substantival participle), even though
the verb is not introduced until after the pronoun. In effect, the pronoun resumes
the subject that is now separated from the verb by the participial construction.

John 5:11 oJ poihvsaß me uJgihç eejjkkeeiiççnnoovvßß moi ei\pen… a\ron to©n kravbattovn
sou kai© peripavtei
The one who made me well said to me, “Take up your mattress
and walk!”

Rom 8:30 ou}ß de© prowvrisen, ttoouuvvttoouußß kai© ejkavlesen… kai© ou}ß ejkavlesen,
ttoouuvvttoouußß kai© ejdikaivwsen… ou}ß de© ejdikaivwsen, ttoouuvvttoouußß kai©
ejdovxasen
and the ones whom he predestined, these he also called; and
the ones whom he called, these he also justified; and the ones
whom he justified, these he also glorified

The usage here seems to be emphatic and not merely resump-
tive. The idea is that the very ones whom God predestined,
called, and justified are also glorified. The compounding of
pronouns thus has a dramatic effect: No one is lost between the
eternal decree and the eternal state.

2 John 9 oJ mevnwn ejn th/ç didach/ç, oouu||ttooßß kai© to©n patevra kai© to©n uiJo©n e[cei
the one who abides in this teaching has both the Father and the Son

(b) Constructio ad sensum ExSyn 330–35

A small group of demonstrative pronouns involve a natural agreement with
their antecedents that overrides strict grammatical concord. As such, they are
illustrations of constructions according to sense (constructio ad sensum). This nat-
ural agreement may involve gender or, much more rarely, number. Frequently,
the agreement is conceptual only, since the pronoun refers to a phrase or clause
rather than a noun or other substantive. As might be expected, not a few of these
instances are debatable and exegetically significant.

[1] GENDER ExSyn 331–32

[a] Clear Illustrations
Acts 8:10 oouu||ttoovvßß ejstin hJ duvnamiß touç qeouç

this [man] is the power of God
Rom 2:14 o{tan e[qnh ta© mh© novmon e[conta fuvsei ta© touç novmou

poiwçsin, oouu||ttooii novmon mh© e[conteß eJautoiçß eijsin novmoß
whenever Gentiles who do not have the law naturally
practice the things of the law, these, not having law,
are a law unto themselves

The pronoun’s antecedent is e[qnh which, though
neuter, refers to human beings.
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[b] Debatable Example
John 15:26 o{tan e[lqh/ oJ paravklhtoß o}n ejgw© pevmyw uJmiçn para©

touç patrovß, to© pneuçma thçß ajlhqeivaß o} para© touç
patro©ß ejkporeuvetai, eejjkkeeiiççnnooßß marturhvsei peri© ejmouç
whenever the Comforter comes, whom I am sending
to you from the Father—the Spirit of truth
which/who proceeds from the Father—that one will
testify concerning me

The use of ejkeiçnoß here is frequently regarded by
students of the NT to be an affirmation of the per-
sonality of the Spirit. Such an approach is based on
the assumption that the antecedent of ejkeiçnoß is
pneuçma. But this is erroneous because pneuçma is
appositional to a masculine noun. The gender of
ejkeiçnoß thus has nothing to do with the natural gen-
der of pneuçma. The antecedent of ejkeiçnoß is pa-
ravklhtoß, not pneuçma. Cf. also John 14:26 and
16:13–14. Although one might argue that the Spirit’s
personality is in view in these passages, the view must
be based on the nature of a paravklhtoß and the
things said about the Comforter, not on any sup-
posed grammatical subtleties. Indeed, it is difficult to
find any text in which pneuçma is grammatically
referred to with the masculine gender.10

[2] NUMBER ExSyn 332–33

2 John 7 polloi© plavnoi ejxhçlqon eijß to©n kovsmon, oiJ mh© oJmolo-
gouçnteß ∆Ihsouçn Cristo©n ejrcovmenon ejn sarkiv… oouu||ttoovvßß
ejstin oJ plavnoß kai© oJ ajntivcristoß.
Many deceivers have gone out into the world, the ones
who do not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the
flesh. This is the deceiver and the antichrist.

The demonstrative has virtually a generic force here:
“Such a person is the deceiver and the antichrist.”

3 John 4 meizotevran ttoouuvvttwwnn oujk e[cw caravn, i{na ajkouvw ta© ejma©
tevkna ejn th/ç ajlhqeiva/ peripatouçnta
I have no greater joy than this, to hear that my children
are walking in the truth.

Although the postcedent to which touvtwn refers is the
content of the i{na clause, the pronoun would normally
be expected to be in the singular.
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10 For a discussion both of John 15:26 and the other texts (John 14:26; 16:13–14; Eph
1:13–14; 2 Thess 2:6–7; and 1 John 5:7) that are used to prove the Spirit’s personality from
Greek grammar, see ExSyn 331–33, 338–39.
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[3] CONCEPTUAL ANTECEDENT/POSTCEDENT ExSyn 333–35

The neuter of ou|toß is routinely used to refer to a phrase or clause.
In such cases, the thing referred to is not a specific noun or substantive.
The singular is used to refer both to an antecedent and a postcedent on a
regular basis, while the plural is almost exclusively limited to retrospec-
tive uses. Certain formulaic phrases are often employed, such as dia©
touçto, referring back to the previous argument, or meta© tauçta, referring
to the previous events.

[a] Clear Illustrations
Luke 14:20 gunaiçka e[ghma kai© dia© ttoouuççttoo ouj duvnamai ejlqeiçn

I have [just] married a woman and for this reason I
cannot come

Rom 6:6 ttoouuççttoo ginwvskonteß o{ti oJ palaio©ß hJmwçn a[nqrwpoß
sunestaurwvqh
since we know this, that our old man has been cocru-
cified [with him]

[b] Debatable Example
Eph 2:8 th/ç ga©r cavritiv ejste sesw/smevnoi dia© pivstewß… kai©

ttoouuççttoo oujk ejx uJmwçn, qeouç to© dwçron
for by grace you are saved through faith; and this is
not of yourselves, it is the gift of God

This is the most debated text in terms of the
antecedent of the demonstrative pronoun, touçto.
The standard interpretations include: (1) “grace” as
antecedent, (2) “faith” as antecedent, (3) the concept
of a grace-by-faith salvation as antecedent, and (4)
kai© touçto having an adverbial force with no
antecedent (“and especially”). The issues here are
complex and cannot be solved by grammar alone.
Nevertheless, syntactical considerations do tend
toward one of the latter two views.11

3. Relative Pronouns ExSyn 335–45

a. Definition and terms used. Relative pronouns (o{ß and o{stiß) are so called
because they relate to more than one clause. Typically, they are “hinge” words in
that they both refer back to an antecedent in the previous clause and also function
in some capacity in their own clause. In other words, the relative pronoun (RP)
agrees with its antecedent in gender and number, but its case is determined by the func-
tion it has in its own clause.

b. Functions. The definite RP is o{ß; the indefinite RP is o{stiß. These two
need to be treated separately as the major exegetical issues are different for each.
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(1) ”Oß ExSyn 336–43

(a) Regular Use ExSyn 336–37

o{ß is routinely used to link a noun or other substantive to the relative clause,
which describes, clarifies, or restricts the meaning of the noun.

Matt 1:16 ∆Iakw©b ejgevnnhsen to©n ∆Iwsh©f to©n a[ndra Marivaß, ejx hh||ßß
ejgennhvqh ∆Ihsouçß
Jacob became the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, by
whom was born Jesus

John 1:26 mevsoß uJmwçn e{sthken oo}}nn uJmeiçß oujk oi[date
in your midst stands [one] whom you do not know

Acts 4:10 ∆Ihsouç Cristouç . . . oo}}nn uJmeiçß ejstaurwvsate, oo}}nn oJ qeo©ß h[geiren
ejk nekrwçn
Jesus Christ . . . whom you have crucified, whom God has
raised from the dead

(b) “Unusual” Uses ExSyn 337–43

Not infrequently relative pronouns do not follow the basic rules of agreement.
Sometimes the gender of the RP does not match that of the antecedent, usually
because of sense agreement superseding syntactical agreement (constructio ad sen-
sum). As you recall, the rules of agreement do not normally involve case for the RP.
Yet sometimes the case of the relative is attracted to that of the antecedent (known
as attraction or direct attraction); at other times, though much less often, the
antecedent is drawn to the case of the RP (known as inverse or indirect attraction).

[1] GENDER ExSyn 337–38

Phlm 10 parakalwç se peri© touç ejmouç tevknou, oo}}nn ejgevnnhsa ejn
toiçß desmoiçß
I urge you concerning my child, of whom I have become
a father in my bonds

Although tevknon is neuter, the RP is masculine because
of natural gender.

1 Cor 15:10 cavriti qeouç eijmi oo{{ eijmi
by the grace of God I am what I am

The antecedent is implicit, but it is naturally masculine.
By using the neuter, Paul is not affirming his person as
much as his office of apostleship.

[2] CASE ExSyn 338–39

[a] Attraction (Direct Attraction)
The case of the RP, unlike its gender and number, usually has no

relation to that of the antecedent, since it is normally determined by
the function it has in its own clause. Sometimes, however, it is attracted
to the case of the antecedent.
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Matt 24:50 ejn w{ra/ hh//|| ouj ginwvskei
in an hour which he does not know

[b] Inverse Attraction (Indirect Attraction)
Inverse attraction takes place when the antecedent is attracted to

the case of the RP.
Mark 12:10 livqon oo}}nn ajpedokivmasan oiJ oijkodomouçnteß, ou|toß

ejgenhvqh . . .
the stone which the builders rejected, this has
become . . .

[3] ANTECEDENT COMPLEXITIES ExSyn 339–43

[a] Omission of Antecedent ExSyn 339–42

The antecedent may be omitted for a variety of reasons in Greek.
For example, the RP may incorporate a demonstrative pronoun, in
which case the object is clear enough from the context. Less frequent,
but no less significant exegetically, are instances of poetic material woven
into the fabric of a discourse (see discussion of 1 Tim 3:16 below).
{1} EMBEDDED DEMONSTRATIVE12 ExSyn 340

John 4:18 pevnte a[ndraß e[sceß kai© nuçn oo}}nn e[ceiß oujk e[stin sou
ajnhvr
you have had five husbands and [the one] whom you
now have is not your husband

Heb 5:8 kaivper w]n uiJovß, e[maqen ajf∆ ww||nn e[paqen th©n uJpakohvn
although he was a son, he learned obedience from
[those things] which he suffered

{2} POETRY ExSyn 340–42

Most scholars now see hymn fragments here and there in the NT,
such as Phil 2:6–11; Col 1:15–20; 1 Tim 3:16; Heb 1:3–4. Frequently,
such texts begin with a relative clause woven into the syntax of the sur-
rounding prose discourse. Indeed, one of the standard features of
Greek poetry is the introductory use of the relative pronoun. Some-
times, however, the RP has no antecedent because the hymnic frag-
ment is introduced without syntactic connection.

1 Tim 3:16 kai© oJmologoumevnwß mevga ejsti©n to© thçß eujsebeivaß
musthvrion…

oo}}ßß ejfanerwvqh ejn sarkiv,
ejdikaiwvqh ejn pneuvmati,
w[fqh ajggevloiß,
ejkhruvcqh ejn e[qnesin,
ejpisteuvqh ejn kovsmw/,
ajnelhvmfqh ejn dovxh/.
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and confessedly great is the mystery of godliness:
who was manifested in the flesh,
vindicated in the spirit,
appeared to angels,
proclaimed among Gentiles,
believed on in the world,
taken up to glory.
The rhythmic patterns of this text are obvious: six
lines of parallel passive verbs, followed by parallel (ejn
+) dat. constructions. These features, coupled with an
introductory o{ß, are signatures of poetry. To seek
outside the hymn for an antecedent to o{ß, as some
have done, is an unnecessary expedient, which, in
fact, misreads the genre and misunderstands the force
of to© thçß eujsebeivaß musthvrion.13

[b] Adverbial/Conjunctive Uses ExSyn 342–43

The RP is often used after a preposition. Frequently, such prepo-
sitional phrases have an adverbial or conjunctive force. In such
instances, the RP either has no antecedent or else its antecedent is con-
ceptual, not grammatical.14

Luke 12:3 aajjnnqq∆∆ ww||nn o{sa ejn th/ç skotiva/ ei[pate ejn tw/ç fwti©
ajkousqhvsetai
therefore, whatever you said in the dark will be
heard in the light

Acts 26:12 eejjnn ooii||ßß poreuovmenoß eijß th©n Damasko©n
meanwhile/therefore, when I traveled to Damascus

The prepositional expression could either point back
to the preceding clause in a general way (=“there-
fore,” “because of these things”), or it could be tem-
poral (“meanwhile,” “in the meantime”). Cf. also
Luke 12:1 (where ejn oi|ß is clearly temporal).

Rom 5:12 eijß pavntaß ajnqrwvpouß oJ qavnatoß dihçlqen, eejjff∆∆ ww//||
pavnteß h{marton
death passed to all people, because all sinned

The prepositional phrase here is often debated. It is
possible that w/| refers back to “one man” (eJno©ß ajn-
qrwvpou) mentioned earlier in the verse. If so, the
idea is either “all sinned in one man,” or “all sinned
because of one man.” But if ejf∆ w/| functions as a con-
junction, it does not look back at any antecedent, but
explains how death passed to all.15
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13 For more discussion of this text, see ExSyn 341–42.
14 For a discussion of the antecedent of ejn w/| in 1 Pet 3:19, see ExSyn 343–44.
15 For more discussion of this passage, see ExSyn 342–43.
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(2) ”Ostiß ExSyn 343

(a) General Use
In general, o{stiß is indefinite while o{ß is definite (though o{ß used with a[n

also has an indefinite force). All but a few instances are in the nominative case.
Although traditionally used, “indefinite” is not the best choice of terms for this
pronoun. The notion needs to be defined broadly: It is typically either generic in
that the RP focuses on the whole class (thus, “whoever” = “everyone who”) or
qualitative in that the RP focuses on the nature or essence of the person or thing
in view. The first example below is generic and the second is qualitative.

Luke 14:27 oo{{ssttiißß ouj bastavzei to©n stauro©n eJautouç kai© e[rcetai ojpivsw
mou, ouj duvnatai ei\naiv mou maqhthvß
whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me cannot
be my disciple

Matt 7:15 prosevcete ajpo© twçn yeudoprofhtwçn, ooii{{ttiinneeßß e[rcontai pro©ß
uJmaçß ejn ejnduvmasin probavtwn, e[swqen dev eijsin luvkoi
a{rpageß
beware of false prophets, the very ones who come to you in
sheep’s clothing, but inside are ravenous wolves

(b) Confusion with o{ß

Not infrequently, o{stiß seems to function just like o{ß in the NT in that it has
a definite referent in view. In such places there is little or no discernible differ-
ence in the force of the two pronouns. This is especially common in Luke-Acts.

Luke 9:30 a[ndreß duvo sunelavloun aujtw/ç, ooii{{ttiinneeßß h\san Mwu>shçß kai©
∆Hlivaß
two men were conversing with him, who were Moses and
Elijah

Acts 16:12 kakeiçqen eijß Filivppouß, hh{{ttiißß ejsti©n prwvthß merivdoß thçß
Makedonivaß povliß
and from there to Philippi, which is the leading city of the dis-
trict of Macedonia

4. Interrogative Pronouns ExSyn 345–46

a. Definition and terms used. An interrogative pronoun asks a question. The
most common interrogative pronoun is tivß, tiv, typically asking an identifying ques-
tion (“Who?” or “What?”). poiçoß, used far more sparingly in the NT, normally
asks a qualitative question (“What sort?”), while povsoß asks a quantitative ques-
tion (“How much?”).

b. Functions of ttiivvßß. Tivß is used to introduce both direct and indirect ques-
tions. As such, it is used both substantivally (as a true pronoun) and adjectivally.

The Pronouns 153

01_Basics.Part 1  4/16/04  1:22 PM  Page 153



The neuter is also used adverbially (“Why?”). For the most part, tivß asks an
identifying question, especially when a person is in view. But it is also occasion-
ally used to ask a categorical or qualitative question (“What sort?”).

Mark 8:27 ttiivvnnaa me levgousin oiJ a[nqrwpoi ei\nai; 
Who do people say that I am?

Matt 5:46 ttiivvnnaa misqo©n e[cete; 
What reward do you have?

Acts 1:11 ttiivv eJsthvkate ejmblevponteß eijß to©n oujranovn;
Why do you stand, gazing into heaven?

c. Functions of ppooiiççooßß and ppoovvssooßß. Poiçoß and povsoß are normally qualitative
and quantitative interrogative pronouns respectively: poiçoß asks “What sort?” and
povsoß asks “How much?”

Mark 11:28 ejn ppooiivvaa// ejxousiva/ tauçta poieiçß;
By what kind of authority do you do these things?

Luke 16:7 su© ppoovvssoonn ojfeivleiß; 
How much do you owe?

5. Indefinite Pronoun ExSyn 347

a. Definition and terms used. The indefinite pronoun (tiß, ti) is used to
introduce a member of a class without further identification. It is used both sub-
stantivally (as a true pronoun) and adjectivally. It can be translated anyone, some-
one, a certain, or simply a(n). The first two examples below are substantival and
the third is adjectival.

b. Illustrations
Matt 16:24 ei[ ttiißß qevlei ojpivsw mou ejlqeiçn, ajparnhsavsqw eJauto©n

if anyone wants to come after me, let him deny himself

Heb 3:4 paçß oi\koß kataskeuavzetai uJpov ttiinnooßß
every house is built by someone

Phil 2:1 ei[ ttiißß paravklhsiß ejn Cristw/ç
if there is any encouragement in Christ

6. Possessive “Pronouns” (Adjectives) ExSyn 348

a. Definition and terms used. Greek does not have a distinct possessive pro-
noun. Instead, it usually employs either the possessive adjective (ejmovß, sovß,
hJmevteroß, uJmevteroß) or the genitive of the personal pronoun.16 The one lexical-
izes possession (i.e., the notion of possession is part of the lexical root); the other
grammaticalizes possession (i.e., the notion of possession is part of the inflection).
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No detailed treatment needs to be given since (a) “possessive pronoun” is not a
bona fide Greek category, and (b) the notion of possession can be examined either
via the lexicon or other sections of this grammar.

b. How possession is expressed. Possession can be expressed in four ways in
the New Testament:

• by the possessive adjectives
• by the genitive of the personal pronoun
• by the article
• by i[dioß.

7. Intensive Pronoun ExSyn 348–50

a. Definition and term used. The intensive pronoun, aujtovß, is by far the
most common pronoun used in the NT. Technically, however, as an intensive
(with the sense of –self) it is relatively infrequent. The predominant function of
aujtovß is as a stand-in for the third person personal pronoun in oblique cases (see
above). What will be illustrated below are the two main categories of usage other
than as a personal pronoun.

b. Functions
(1) AS AN INTENSIVE PRONOUN

When aujtovß is in predicate position to an articular noun (or to an anarthrous
proper name), it has the force of himself, herself, itself, etc. aujtovß can also bear this
force when it stands alone, either as the subject of the verb or in any of the oblique
cases. In general, the intensive use of aujtovß is intended “to emphasize identity.
It is the demonstrative force intensified.”17

Mark 12:36 aauujjttoo©©ßß Daui©d ei\pen ejn tw/ç pneuvmati
David himself spoke in the Spirit

John 2:24 aauujjttoo©©ßß ∆Ihsouçß oujk ejpivsteuen aauujjttoo©©nn aujtoiçß dia© to© aauujjttoo©©nn
ginwvskein pavntaß
Jesus himself was not entrusting himself to them, because he
himself knew all men

This text affords an interesting and insightful example. It is first
used as an intensifier to the subject, then as direct object (with
an intensive-reflexive force). On the surface, the pronoun looks
redundant, but its very repetition contrasts Jesus with the rest
of humanity, setting him apart in his sinlessness.

(2) AS AN IDENTIFYING ADJECTIVE

When modifying an articular substantive in the attributive position, aujtovß is
used as an identifying adjective. As such, it is translated same.
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Luke 23:40 tw/ç aauujjttww//çç krivmati in the same judgment

Jas 3:10 ejk touç aauujjttoouuçç stovmatoß ejxevrcetai eujlogiva kai© katavra
from the same mouth come forth blessing and cursing

8. Reflexive Pronouns ExSyn 350–51

a. Definition and terms used. The reflexive pronouns are ejmautouç (of myself),
seautouç (of yourself), eJautouç (of himself), eJautwçn (of themselves). The force of the
reflexive is frequently to indicate that the subject is also the object of the action of
the verb. On a broader scale, the reflexive pronoun is used to highlight the partic-
ipation of the subject in the verbal action, as direct object, indirect object, intensi-
fier, etc.

b. Illustrations
Matt 4:6 eij uiJo©ß ei\ touç qeouç, bavle sseeaauuttoo©©nn kavtw

if you are the Son of God, throw yourself down

Mark 5:30 oJ ∆Ihsouçß ejpignou©ß ejn eeJJaauuttww//çç
Jesus knowing within himself

Rom 5:8 sunivsthsin th©n eeJJaauuttoouuçç ajgavphn eijß hJmaçß oJ qeovß
God demonstrated his own love for us

9. Reciprocal Pronouns ExSyn 351

a. Definition and terms used. The reciprocal pronoun, ajllhvlwn (of one
another), is used to indicate an interchange between two or more groups. It is thus
always plural and, like the reflexive pronoun, occurs only in the oblique cases. One
frequently finds this pronoun in paraenetic contexts, basing the exhortation on
the organic connection that believers have with the risen Christ.

b. Illustrations
Mark 9:50 eijrhneuvete ejn aajjllllhhvvllooiißß

be at peace with one another
John 13:34 ajgapaçte aajjllllhhvvlloouußß

love one another
Eph 4:25 ejsme©n aajjllllhhvvllwwnn mevlh

we are members of one another

Lexico-Syntactic Categories: Major Terms ExSyn 352–54

The previous section approached the pronouns from a semantic priority grid.
This section begins with a formal priority. The rationale for this is that it is more
user-friendly to the student who can recognize certain words in the text as being
pronouns, but may not be able to articulate to which semantic category they
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belong. This section, however, is little more than an outline of uses. When the
student notices the various semantic options for a particular form, he or she
should turn to the relevant discussions in the previous section. The semantic uses
are listed in order of frequency for each word.

1. ∆Allhvlwn

Instances: 100
Use: Reciprocal pronoun

2. Aujtovß

Instances: 5596
Uses
• Personal pronoun (usually third person)
• Possessive pronoun (gen. case)
• Intensive pronoun (including identifying adjective)

3. ÔEautouç

Instances: 319
Use: Reflexive pronoun

4. ∆Egwv

Instances: 1804
Uses
• Personal pronoun
• Possessive pronoun (gen. case)

5. ∆Ekeiçnoß

Instances: 265
Uses
• Demonstrative pronoun
• Personal pronoun

6. ∆Emautouç

Instances: 37
Use: Reflexive pronoun

7. ÔHmeiçß

Instances: 864
Uses
• Personal pronoun
• Possessive pronoun (gen. case)
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8. ”Ode

Instances: 10
Use: Demonstrative pronoun

9. ”Oß

Instances: 1406
Use: Relative pronoun (definite)

10. ”Ostiß

Instances: 145
Use: Relative pronoun (indefinite)

11. Ou|toß

Instances: 1387
Uses
• Demonstrative pronoun
• Personal pronoun

12. Poiçoß

Instances: 33
Use: Interrogative pronoun (qualitative)

13. Povsoß

Instances: 27
Use: Interrogative pronoun (quantitative)

14. Seautouç

Instances: 43
Use: Reflexive pronoun

15. Suv

Instances: 1067
Use
• Personal pronoun
• Possessive pronoun (gen. case)

16. Tivß

Instances: 546
Use: Interrogative pronoun

17. Tiß

Instances: 543
Use: Indefinite pronoun
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18. ÔUmeiçß

Instances: 1840
Use
• Personal pronoun
• Possessive pronoun (gen. case)

The relative frequencies of these pronouns are visually displayed in the chart
below.
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General Considerations 2 ExSyn 356–63

1. The Nature of Prepositions ExSyn 356–57

Prepositions are, in some respects, extended adverbs. That is, they frequently
modify verbs and tell how, when, where, etc. But, unlike adverbs, they govern a
noun and hence can give more information than a mere adverb can.

There are exceptions to the adverbial force of prepositions. Some function
adjectivally at times. In general, the prepositions that take accusative and dative
case objects function adverbially, while those that take a genitive case object often

160

1 See ExSyn 355–89.
2 Although several intermediate grammars have a detailed chapter on the prepositions, our

conviction is that grammars do much unnecessary duplication with lexica. Since anyone using
this text should no doubt own a copy of BAGD, we felt that the best approach in this work is
to provide things not normally accessible in a lexicon: general principles, the basic uses with
labels consistent with our case categories, and exegetical discussions. We have given a selective
treatment of lexico-syntactic categories to urge students to use BAGD and other tools.
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function adjectivally. All of this is in keeping with the simple case uses: The accu-
sative and dative are usually connected to a verb and the genitive is usually con-
nected to a noun.

The Prepositions 161

3 This list does not include improper prepositions, so-called because they cannot be pre-
fixed to a verb.

4 Cf. ExSyn 360 for discussion of John 1:18.

2. Spatial Functions of Prepositions ExSyn 358–60

a. In General
The diagram on the following page may prove helpful in understanding the

local or spatial functions that prepositions have at times; it is something of a
“rough and ready” guide. The circle represents the object of the preposition.

b. Motion, State, Prepositions, and Verbs4

One observation to be made about prepositions is whether they are stative or
transitive. That is, does a given preposition suggest merely a state or does it imply
motion? The chart on the next page indicates transitive prepositions by the use of
arrows, while stative prepositions are displayed with simple lines having no arrows.

Chart 36
Frequencies of Prepositions in the New Testament3
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All is not as it seems, however. A stative preposition can occur with a verb of
motion, just as a transitive preposition can occur with a stative verb. In such
instances, how are we to interpret the data? Note, for example, the uses of eijß
with a stative verb. eijß generally has the meaning of movement into from without.
However, when it is used with a stative verb, such as threvw, kavqhmai, eijmiv, etc.,
the idea of motion is negated by the stative nature of the verb. On the other hand,
pisteuvw + ejn is the equivalent of pisteuvw + eijß (cf. Mark 1:15; John 3:15).5 The
idea is “put one’s faith into” even though ejn is used.

The general principle to follow is that the verb takes priority: Stative verbs over-
ride transitive prepositions, and transitive verbs override stative prepositions. In other
words, just as the preposition virtually governs the noun, so also verbs govern the
force of prepositions. There are few exceptions to this general rule.6

3. Prepositions and Simple Case Constructions ExSyn 360–62

a. Do Prepositions Govern or Merely Clarify?
Older NT grammars generally denied that prepositions govern their cases.

For example, Dana and Mantey argue,

The Basics of New Testament Syntax162

5 However, in some texts ejn with pisteuvw indicates the location where belief takes place
rather than the object of belief (e.g., Rom 10:9; 1 Thess 1:7; 1 Tim 3:16).

6 The most common exception to this rule is the use of eijmiv with ejk. In this instance, the
preposition still retains its transitive force. E.g., eejjkk Nazare©t duvnataiv ti ajgaqo©n ei\nai; (“Can

Chart 37
The Spatial Functions of Prepositions
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It is incorrect . . . to say that prepositions govern cases [italics mine]. But it is
true that as cases limit and define the relations of verbs to substantives, so also
prepositions help to express more exactly and effectively the very distinctions
for which cases were created. . . . 7

This statement is generally accurate for classical Greek, but not Koine. Some
of the case uses in the classical period were quite subtle. As the language pro-
gressed in the Koine period, such subtleties were replaced with more explicit
statements. For example, the genitive of separation, a common idiom in the Attic
dialect, is rare in Koine. It has been replaced, by and large, by ajpov + genitive.
Likewise, ejk + genitive has replaced for the most part the genitive of source.
Hence, the prepositional phrase does not always communicate more explicitly
what a naked case could communicate; sometimes it communicates something
other than what a simple case would normally communicate. In this respect it is
legitimate to speak of prepositions as governing nouns.8

b. Prepositions Vs. Simple Case Constructions
Whenever any of the oblique cases follows a preposition, you should examine

the use of the preposition, rather than the case usage, to determine the possible
nuances involved.

The beginning exegete often has a tendency to treat the use of a case after a
preposition as though there were no preposition present. That is, he or she
attempts to determine the nuance of the case according to the categories for that
case rather than according to the categories for the preposition. This is impre-
cise exegesis for it assumes that the preposition does not alter how the case can
be used. But in Hellenistic Greek, because of the tendency toward explicitness,
the preposition increasingly gained independent value. Thus, the preposition does
not just clarify the case’s usage; often, it alters it.

To restate and summarize: Prepositions are used with cases either to clarify,
strengthen, or alter the basic case usage. For example, ejn + the dative is very fre-
quently, if not most frequently, used to strengthen the idea of sphere. ejk + the

The Prepositions 163

any good thing be from Nazareth?”) in John 1:46. In this expression the combination of prepo-
sition and verb is virtually equivalent to “Can any good thing come from Nazareth?”

7 Dana-Mantey, 97–98 (§101). Robertson says, “The notion, therefore, that prepositions
‘govern’ cases must be discarded definitely” (Grammar, 554). Cf. also Moule, Idiom Book, 48.
More recently, Porter, Idioms, argues this same point (140).

8 Young offers the helpful insight that there are two schools of thought about prepositions:
One school views them as simply clarifying the meaning of the cases, often with the result that
the prepositions are not treated separately from case uses; the other school sees the preposi-
tion as the dominant element, with the result that prepositions deserve their own special treat-
ment (Young, Intermediate Greek, 85). Young correctly takes the latter approach, recognizing
that “in koine Greek the preposition gained more independent force, while the case lost some
of its significance” (ibid.). An example of the former view is to be found in Brooks-Winbery,
2–59, where they entirely subsume the discussion of prepositions under case uses (although an
appendix isolating prepositional uses is added [60–64]).
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genitive often clarifies that source is the idea meant (but in Koine Greek a gen. of
source is scarce). When ajpov is used to indicate a temporal nuance, the idea is rad-
ically altered from the use of the naked genitive for time (the former speaking of
the extent of time, stressing the beginning; the latter, speaking of the kind of time).
Therefore, the use of a particular preposition with a particular case never exactly par-
allels—either in category possibilities or in relative frequency of nuances—the use of a
case without a preposition.

Chart 38
Semantic Overlap Between Simple Case and Preposition + Case

4. Influence of Koine Greek ExSyn 362–63

In addition to the points mentioned above about preposition + case uses vs.
simple case uses, Hellenistic Greek impacts prepositional uses in two other ways.

a. Overlapping Usage
Besides the tendency toward explicitness (in which prepositions are used

increasingly in Koine rather than naked cases), there is also a tendency toward
laxity in meaning. That is, many prepositions in Hellenistic Greek have overlap-
ping semantic domains. This finds an analogy with modern English. “This morn-
ing, I jumped in a pool,” for most English-speakers, indicates entrance into the
pool, rather than an activity already within it (“I jumped into a pool” rather than
“I jumped within a pool”).

The overlap, however, does not flow equally in both directions. In some
instances, one preposition encroaches on the meaning of another without a recip-
rocal laxity (such as with uJpevr in the place of ajntiv). In other instances, the over-
lap goes in both directions (e.g., eijß and ejn), but even here there is no equilibrium.
(The significance of this point will be developed under uJpevr.) The most frequent
examples involve ejk and ajpov, eijß and ejn, and uJpevr and periv.
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b. Root Fallacy
As lexicographers have long noted, the root meaning of a word is not neces-

sarily an accurate guide to the meaning of the word in later literature. The same
is true of morpho-syntactic categories: one ought not look for some kind of
invariant meaning that is always present with the preposition. The meaning of
words changes in time. Further, a word has a field of meaning rather than a point.
Such is no less true for prepositions than for other words.9

Specific Prepositions ExSyn 364–89

This section outlines the prepositions according to their basic uses and dis-
cusses a few exegetically significant texts.10 For a more detailed treatment of the
various uses of the prepositions, consult especially BAGD. The prepositions to
be discussed will only be those that occur independently (i.e., not prefixed to a
verb) and are considered by BAGD as “proper” prepositions.

1. ∆Anav ExSyn 364

Basic uses (with accusative only)
• Distributive: in the midst of (ajna© mevson + gen.); each, apiece (with numbers)
• Spatial (in composition with verbs): up, motion upwards.

2. ∆Antiv ExSyn 364–68

Basic uses (with genitive only)
• Substitution: instead of, in place of11

• Exchange/Equivalence: for, as, in the place of. The notions of exchange and
substitution are similar, often blending into each other.

• Cause (debatable): because of

➡3. ∆Apov ExSyn 368

Basic uses (with genitive only). The basic force of ajpov in classical Greek was
separation from. “In the NT it has encroached on the domain of Att. ejk, uJpov,
parav, and the gen. of separation. . . . ”12
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9 Some grammars still seem to embrace a root meaning for each preposition. E.g., Porter,
Idioms, 142, argues that “most prepositions have a fundamental sense related to being situated
in, moving toward or moving away from a location.” This leads him to the conclusion that
monogenh©ß qeo©ß oJ w]n eijß to©n kovlpon touç patrovß in John 1:18 means “[the] only begotten [sic]
God who is directed toward the bosom of the father”) (ibid., 153).

10 For more discussions of exegetically significant passages as well as more detailed dis-
cussions of those discussed here, see ExSyn 364–89, passim.

11 For discussion of the debates about the substitutionary sense of ajntiv, especially in rela-
tion to the death of Christ, see ExSyn 364–68.

12 BAGD, s.v. ajpov, 86.
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• Separation (from place or person): away from
• Source: from, out of
• Cause: because of
• Partitive (i.e., substituting for a partitive gen.): of
• Agency (rare): by, from

➡4. Diav ExSyn 368–69

Basic uses (with genitive and accusative)

a. With genitive

• Agency: by, through
• Means: through
• Spatial: through
• Temporal: through(out), during

b. With accusative
• Cause: because of, on account of, for the sake of
• Spatial (rare): through

➡5. Eijß ExSyn 369–71

Basic uses (with accusative only)13

• Spatial: into, toward, in
• Temporal: for, throughout
• Purpose: for, in order to, to
• Result: so that, with the result that
• Reference/Respect: with respect to, with reference to
• Advantage: for
• Disadvantage: against
• In the place of ejn (with its various nuances)

➡6. ∆Ek ExSyn 371–72

Basic uses (with genitive only). In general, ejk has the force of from, out of,
away from, of.

• Source: out of, from
• Separation: away from, from
• Temporal: from, from [this point] . . . on
• Cause: because of
• Partitive (i.e., substituting for a partitive gen.): of
• Means: by, from
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13 For a discussion of the use of eijß in Acts 2:38, cf. ExSyn 369–71.
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➡7. ∆En ExSyn 372–75

a. Basic uses (with dative only). jEn is the workhorse of prepositions in the
NT, occurring more frequently and in more varied situations than any other. It
overlaps with the simple dative uses to a great extent, but not entirely. The fol-
lowing categories are for the most part painted with broad strokes.14

• Spatial/Sphere: in (and various other translations)
• Temporal: in, within, when, while, during
• Association (often close personal relationship): with
• Cause: because of
• Instrumental: by, with
• Reference/Respect: with respect to / with reference to
• Manner: with
• Thing Possessed: with (in the sense of which possesses)
• Standard (=Dative of Rule): according to the standard of
• As an equivalent for eijß (with verbs of motion)

b. Significant passages involving eejjnn. As varied as the uses of ejn are, some-
times it is considered even more elastic than it really is. The following discussion
focuses on a few passages in which the preposition has been viewed as expressing
agency or content.15

(1) ∆En + DATIVE FOR PERSONAL AGENCY?
Some have suggested that either the naked dative or ejn + the dative can

express personal agency in the NT.16 However, once a clear definition is given for
personal agency, this will be seen to be a rare or nonexistent category. When ejn
+ the dative expresses the idea of means (a different category), the instrument is
used by an agent. When agency is indicated, the agent so named is not used by
another, but is the one who uses an instrument.17 Thus, ejn + dative to express
means can be (and often is) used of persons, though they are conceived of as imper-
sonal (i.e., used as an instrument by someone else).

There are very few clear examples of the dative of agency in the NT, and all
examples involve a perfect passive verb. The slightly different phenomenon of ejn
+ the dative is considered by many to express agency on a rare occasion. Yet no
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14 Even BAGD (s.v. ejn, 258) recognizes the difficulty of cataloging every usage: “The uses
of this prep. are so many-sided, and oft. so easily confused, that a strictly systematic treatment
is impossible. It must suffice to list the main categories, which will help in establishing the usage
in individual cases.” BAGD’s treatment is nevertheless extensive (258–61).

15 For a more detailed discussion of these texts, see ExSyn 373–76.
16 See “Dative of Agency” in the chapter on the dative case for a discussion of other pas-

sages, especially those involving pneuvmati.
17 It may be noted here that an intermediate agent, usually expressed by diav + the geni-

tive, is an agent who acts on behalf of another or in the place of another. This agent is not, strictly
speaking, used by another as an instrument would be.
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unambiguous examples are forthcoming. Thus what can be said about the dative
of agency can also be said of ejn + the dative to express agent: it is rare, at best.

Mark 1:8 aujto©ß de© baptivsei uJmaçß eejjnn pneuvmati aJgivw/
but he shall baptize you with the Holy Spirit

Here it is obvious that Christ is the agent [since aujtovß is the
subject], and the Holy Spirit is the means [and perhaps sphere]
that the Lord uses to baptize.

1 Cor 12:13 ga©r eejjnn eJni© pneuvmati hJmeiçß pavnteß eijß e}n swçma ejbaptivsqhmen
for by one Spirit we all were baptized into one body

Our contention is that this is an illustration of ejn used for means.
By calling “Spirit” means here does not deny the personality of
the Holy Spirit. Rather, the Holy Spirit is the instrument that
Christ uses to baptize, even though he is a person. Since pneuv-
mati aJgivw/ clearly indicated means in Mark 1:8 (as in several
other passages dealing with Spirit-baptism), it is surely not
unreasonable to see “Spirit” as the means here.
Furthermore, if the Holy Spirit is the agent in this text, there is
a theological problem: When is the prophecy of Mark 1:8 ful-
filled? When would Christ baptize with the Holy Spirit?
Because of the grammatical improbability of pneuvmati express-
ing agent in 1 Cor 12:13, it is better to see it as means and as the
fulfillment of Mark 1:8. Thus, Christ is the unnamed agent.
This also renders highly improbable one popular interpretation,
viz., that there are two Spirit baptisms in the NT, one at salva-
tion and one later.

(2) ∆En + DATIVE FOR CONTENT?
Rare is the usage of the simple dative to denote the content that is used by a

verb of filling.18 For ejn + the dative, this usage is debatable. Normally, a verb of
filling takes a genitive of content. We know of no clear examples in biblical Greek
in which ejn + the dative indicates content. We should, therefore, seek some other
nuance in such instances, as in Eph 5:18 (plhrouçsqe eejjnn pneuvmati [be filled
{with/by/in} the Spirit]).

➡8. ∆Epiv ExSyn 376

Basic uses (with genitive, dative, and accusative)

a. With Genitive

• Spatial: on, upon, at, near
• Temporal: in the time of, during
• Cause: on the basis of
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18 See “Dative of Content” in the chapter on the dative case for discussion.
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b. With Dative
• Spatial: on, upon, against, at, near
• Temporal: at, at the time of, during
• Cause: on the basis of

c. With Accusative
• Spatial: on, upon, to, up to, against
• Temporal: for, over a period of

➡9. Katav ExSyn 376–77

Basic uses (with genitive and accusative)
a.With Genitive
• Spatial: down from, throughout
• Opposition: against
• Source: from

b. With Accusative
• Standard: in accordance with, corresponding to
• Spatial: along, through (extension); toward, up to (direction)
• Temporal: at, during
• Distributive: “indicating the division of a greater whole into individual parts”19

• Purpose: for the purpose of
• Reference/Respect: with respect to, with reference to

➡10. Metav ExSyn 377–78

Basic uses (with genitive and accusative)
a. With Genitive
• Association/Accompaniment: with, in company with
• Spatial: with, among
• Manner (Attendant Circumstance): with

b. With Accusative
• Temporal: after, behind
• Spatial (rare): after, behind

➡11. Parav ExSyn 378

Basic uses (with genitive, dative, and accusative)
a. With Genitive
Generally, the idea is from (the side of) (almost always with a personal object).
• Source/Spatial: from
• Agency: from, by
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19 BAGD, s.v. katav II.3 (406).
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b. With Dative
In general, the dative uses suggest proximity or nearness.

• Spatial: near, beside
• Sphere: in the sight of, before (someone)
• Association: with (someone/something)
• Virtually equivalent to simple dative

c. With Accusative

• Spatial: by, alongside of, near, on
• Comparison: in comparison to, more than
• Opposition: against, contrary to

➡12. Periv ExSyn 379

Basic uses (with genitive and accusative)

a. With Genitive

• Reference: concerning
• Advantage/Representation: on behalf of, for (= uJpevr)

b. With Accusative

• Spatial: around, near
• Temporal: about, near
• Reference/Respect: with regard/reference to

13. Prov ExSyn 379

Basic uses (with genitive only)

• Spatial: before, in front of, at
• Temporal: before
• Rank/Priority: before

➡14. Provß ExSyn 380–82

a. Basic uses (with accusative almost exclusively). This preposition occurs
only once with the genitive and only six times with the dative case, but almost 700
times with the accusative. Our treatment will be restricted thus to the accusative
case (for the other cases used, see BAGD’s treatment).

• Purpose: for, for the purpose of
• Spatial: toward
• Temporal: toward, for (duration)
• Result: so that, with the result that
• Opposition: against
• Association: with, in company with (with stative verbs)
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b. A significant passage involving pprroovvßß..20 One of the more significant and,
at the same time, most misunderstood passages (at least in popular circles) involv-
ing provß is Rev 3:20. The text reads: ∆Idou© e{sthka ejpi© th©n quvran kai© krouvw…
ejavn tiß ajkouvsh/ thçß fwnhçß mou kai© ajnoivxh/ th©n quvran, kai© eijseleuvsomai pprroo©©ßß
aujto©n kai© deipnhvsw met j aujtouç kai© aujto©ß met j ejmouç (“Behold, I stand at the
door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to
him and will dine with him and he [will dine] with me”). The crucial phrase for
our purposes is “I will come in to him.” This text has often been taken as a text
offering salvation to a lost sinner. Such a view is based on two assumptions: (1)
that the Laodiceans, or at least some of them, were indeed lost, and (2) that eijse-
leuvsomai provß means “come into.”

Both of these assumptions, however, are based on little evidence. With refer-
ence to the first assumption, that those in the Laodicean church were not believ-
ers, it is important to note that in the preceding verse, the resurrected Lord
declares, “Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline.” Here filevw is used for
“love”—a term that is never used of God/Jesus loving unbelievers in the NT. This
filevw must be applied to the Laodiceans here, for the verse concludes, “Be zeal-
ous, therefore, and repent.” The inferential ou\n connects the two parts of the verse,
indicating that the Laodiceans are to repent because Christ loves (filevw) them!

The second assumption is that eijseleuvsomai provß means “come into.” Such
an assumption is based on a less than careful reading of the English text! The ASV,
NASB, RSV, NRSV, for example, all correctly renders it “come in to” (note the space
between the prepositions). The idea of “come into” would be expressed with eijß
as the independent preposition and would suggest a penetration into the person
(thus, spawning the idea of entering into one’s heart). However, spatially provß
means toward, not into. In all eight instances of eijsevrcomai provß in the NT, the
meaning is “come in toward/before a person” (i.e., enter a building, house, etc.,
so as to be in the presence of someone), never penetration into the person him-
self/herself.

➡15. Suvn ExSyn 382

Basic use (with dative only). The predominant usage of this preposition is to
indicate accompaniment/association: with, in association (company) with.

➡16. ÔUpevr ExSyn 383–89

a. Basic uses (with genitive and accusative)

(1) WITH GENITIVE

• Representation/Advantage: on behalf of, for the sake of
• Reference/Respect: concerning, with reference to (= periv)
• Substitution: in place of, instead of (= ajntiv) (such instances also involve 

representation)
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20 For a more detailed discussion, see ExSyn 380–81.
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(2) WITH ACCUSATIVE

• Spatial: over, above
• Comparison: more than, beyond

b. Significant passages involving uuJJppeevvrr: concerning the substitutionary
atonement (uuJJppeevvrr + gen.).21 The normal preposition used in texts that purport-
edly deal with Christ’s substitutionary atonement is uJpevr (though ajntiv is used in
Matt 20:28 / Mark 10:45). However, the case for a substitutionary sense for uJpevr
is faced with the difficulty that the preposition can bear several other nuances
that, on a lexical level, at least, are equally plausible in the theologically signifi-
cant passages. It is to be noted, however, that BAGD does consider uJpevr to have
a substitutionary sense on occasion (though they list only one text that bears on
the atonement—2 Cor 5:14).

ÔUpevr is, in fact, naturally suited to the meaning of substitution and is used
in several passages dealing with the nature of Christ’s atonement. On behalf of
the view that uJpevr has at least a substitutionary sense to it in passages dealing with
the atonement are the following arguments.

• The substitutionary sense is found in extra-NT Greek literature. It rarely
bears this force in classical Greek, a bit more in the LXX, and extensively
in the nonliterary papyri.22 As time progressed, increasingly uJpevr
encroached on ajntiv’s domain. Indeed, one reason for previous resistance
to the idea of a substitutionary uJpevr is that such instances were hard to find
in the classical era. But throughout the Koine period uJpevr began to encroach more
and more on the meanings of ajntiv, though never fully phasing it out. It was a rel-
atively common phenomenon for one grammatical or lexical form to swal-
low up the uses of another in the Hellenistic period.

Chart 39
Overlap in Uses of ∆Antiv and ÔUpevr

• ÔUpevr is used in a substitutionary sense in soteriologically insignificant pas-
sages in the NT, thus establishing such a nuance in the NT. Cf. Rom 9:3;
Philemon 13.
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21 For a more detailed discussion, along with supporting evidence, see ExSyn 383–89.
22 ExSyn 384–86 lists 78 papyrological references in which uJpevr is used with a substitu-

tionary sense.

Attic Greek Koine Greek

ajntiv uJpevr uJpevrajntiv
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• ÔUpevr is used with a substitutionary force in at least one soteriologically sig-
nificant passage, admitted even by BAGD: 2 Cor 5:14. As well, there are
other soteriologically significant texts in which it is difficult to deny a sub-
stitutionary sense to uJpevr: Gal 3:13; John 11:50.

• Once uJpevr is even used with a form of luvtron that has been strengthened
by prefixing ajntiv to it: 1 Tim 2:6.

• ÔUpevr is a richer term than ajntiv. The question may be asked: If the Pauline
doctrine of the atonement is at least a substitutionary one, why does he
never choose the less ambiguous preposition ajntiv to express such an idea?
The answer involves three points. (1) ajntiv is on its way out in the NT; uJpevr
is encroaching on its domain. (2) As the papyri amply illustrate, the set idiom
for substitution employs uJpevr instead of ajntiv. (3) The reason that this
preposition was chosen was most likely that it was more elastic than ajntiv—
i.e., uJpevr could involve both ideas of substitution and representation.

In sum, although it is possible that substitution is not the sense of uJpevr in
some of the soteriologically significant texts, because this must be the sense in
many such texts, the burden of proof falls on those who would deny such a sense
in the others. In the least, in light of the well-established usage of  uJpevr for sub-
stitution in Hellenistic Greek, there seems to be no reason not to adopt this
nuance as part of the Pauline doctrine of the atonement.

➡17. ÔUpov ExSyn 389

Basic uses (with genitive and accusative)

a. With Genitive

• (Ultimate) Agency: by23

• Intermediate Agency (with active verbs): through
• Means: by (rare)

b. With Accusative

• Spatial: under, below
• Subordination: under (the rule of)

The Prepositions 173

23 For details, see the discussion on the passive voice with agency expressed in the chapter
on voice.
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In general, it can be said that a verb usually agrees with the subject in both
person and number (known as concord). Such routine usage is already part of the
intermediate student’s preunderstanding and need not be discussed here.2 There
are also exceptional uses. Specifically, with regard to person, the lack of agreement
is not between subject and verb, but between the linguistic person and the real
person. With regard to number, there are several instances of discord between the
verb number and the subject number. A few of the more interesting phenomena
with regard to person and number will be noted in this chapter.3

Person ExSyn 391–99

✝1. Second Person for Third Person (You = Someone)? ExSyn 392–93

In the Greek NT there is, most likely, no indefinite second person as there is in
modern colloquial English. (By “indefinite” I mean the use of the second person
for either the first or the third person.) Webster’s defines the indefinite second
person of modern English as referring to “a person or people generally: equiva-
lent in sense to indefinite one, as, you can never tell!” (New World Dictionary). The
basic exegetical point here is that the NT authors’ distinctions between second
and third person are not to be overlooked (because they will not be blurred in
Greek as they are in English).4

174

1 See ExSyn 390–406. The following categories are sufficiently rare, which the average
intermediate Greek student may ignore: first person for the third person (391–92), the collec-
tive singular subject with a plural verb (400–401), and the categorical plural (403–6). The most
important text that may fit a first person for a third person is Rom 7:7–25 (see 392).

2 For a discussion, see Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek, 116–18 (§15.3–15.5).
3 Some grammars address one or more of these uses in other sections, such as the episto-

lary plural in the chapter on pronouns. Since almost all such examples occur in the nom. case as
subject of the verb, thereby making an explicit pronoun dispensable (because it is embedded in
the verbal inflection), it seemed more logical to discuss such in the unit on “Verbs and Verbals.”

4 For a discussion of some texts, see ExSyn 393.
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➡2. First Person Plural Constructions: The Scope of We ExSyn 393–99

In many situations in the NT, especially in the letters, the use of we is not
always clear. Does the author mean to include his associates (or coauthors), or his
audience, or is this simply an editorial way of referring to himself? The use of the
first person plural to refer only to the author is known as the editorial we (or epis-
tolary plural); the use of the first person plural to refer to the author and his asso-
ciates as distinct from the audience is called exclusive we; and the use of the first
person plural to refer to both author(s) and his reader(s) is called the inclusive we.
The potential referents can be diagrammed as follows.

Person and Number 175

5 There is, however, a morphological clue as well: the epistolary plural normally occurs in the
nominative case. Even in contexts where the oblique cases are used, the nominative usually leads
off the discourse.

a. Editorial We (Epistolary Plural) ExSyn 394–96

(1) DEFINITION. The editorial we (also known as the epistolary plural) is the use
of the first person plural by an author when he is in reality referring only to him-
self. The use of the epistolary plural is not common in the NT letters. Many texts
are debatable; the ambiguity in such instances usually has to do with whether the
author includes his associates in the first person plural or is referring only to him-
self; not infrequently, such passages are triply ambiguous: Does the author refer
to himself alone, does he refer to himself and his associates, or does he include
the audience in the we?

(2) KEYS TO IDENTIFICATION. The normal presupposition is that a given first
person plural is not editorial. But when an author shifts unexpectedly from the
singular to the plural, there are grounds for suspecting an epistolary plural. The
context is thus the primary factor involved in determining whether or not we is
editorial.5

Chart 40
The Scope of “We” in the New Testament

“We” = “I”

(Editorial “We”)

“We” = “I and my associates” 

(Exclusive “We”)

“We” = “You and I” (author[s] & reader[s])

(Inclusive “We”)
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(3) ILLUSTRATIONS6

Rom 1:5 eejjllaavvbboommeenn cavrin kai© ajpostolhvn
we have received grace and an apostleship

Paul mentions only himself as author (v. 1), rendering the plu-
ral here as most likely epistolary.

2 Cor 10:11 oi|oiv eejjssmmeenn tw/ç lovgw/ di∆ ejpistolwçn ajpovnteß, toiouçtoi kai©
parovnteß
what we are when absent in word through [our] letters, these
things also [we are] in deed when present

The preceding context speaks of Paul alone as the author of his
letters (vv. 9–10). The sudden change to the plural is thus best
explained as an editorial we.

2 Cor 10:13 hhJJmmeeiiççßß oujk eijß ta© a[metra kauchsovmeqa
we will not boast beyond the limit

Again, the preceding context speaks only of Paul boasting,
though he does seem to include reference to his companions in
other things (vv. 1–2, 8 mention Paul’s boasting/boldness; vv. 5,
7 seem to refer to Paul and his associates).7

b. Inclusive We (Literary Plural) Vs. Exclusive We ExSyn 397–99

(1) DEFINITION. The inclusive we is the use of the first person plural to include
both author(s) and audience. This contrasts with the exclusive we in which the first
person plural restricts the group to the author and his associates (whether coau-
thors, those physically present, or even those who, distinct from the audience,
have participated in some of the author’s experiences, etc.).

Resolving the issue must be done on a case-by-case basis. The context and
overall thrust of the book are the best clues. In particular, the presence of the sec-
ond person plural in the same context often signals an exclusive we (but there are
many exceptions).

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS8

(a) Of Inclusive We

Rom 5:1 dikaiwqevnteß ou\n ejk pivstewß eijrhvnhn ee[[ccoommeenn pro©ß to©n qeovn
therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace
with God

Jas 3:2 polla© ppttaaiivvoommeenn a{panteß
we all stumble in many ways

The Basics of New Testament Syntax176

6 All of the examples of the editorial we in the NT are debatable, though some are excel-
lent candidates for this category with few detractors among the commentators. For discussion
of some of the debatable texts, see ExSyn 396–97.

7 For more discussion of this text, see ExSyn 395.
8 For a discussion of several debatable examples, see ExSyn 398–99.

02_Basics.Part 2  4/16/04  1:32 PM  Page 176



(b) Of Exclusive We

1 Cor 4:10 hhJJmmeeiiççßß mwroi© dia© Cristovn, uJmeiçß de© frovnimoi ejn Cristw/ç… hhJJmmeeiiççßß
ajsqeneiçß, uJmeiçß de© ijscuroiv
we are fools for Christ, but you are wise in Christ; we are weak,
but you are strong

2 Thess 2:1 eejjrrwwttwwççmmeenn de© uJmaçß, ajdelfoiv, uJpe©r thçß parousivaß touç kurivou
hJmwçn ∆Ihsouç Cristouç kai© hJmwçn ejpisunagwghçß ejp∆ aujtovn
Now we ask you, brothers, concerning the coming of our Lord
Jesus Christ and our gathering together with him

The first person plural passes almost imperceptibly from exclu-
sive to inclusive in this verse: “we ask you” is clearly exclusive,
while “our Lord” and “our gathering” are clearly inclusive.

Number ExSyn 399–406

➡1. Neuter Plural Subject with Singular Verb ExSyn 399–400

Although there is a lack of concord in such constructions, they are not infre-
quent. Indeed, a neuter plural subject normally takes a singular verb. It is an exam-
ple of constructio ad sensum (construction according to sense rather than according
to strict grammatical concord). Since the neuter usually refers to impersonal
things (including animals), the singular verb regards the plural subject as a collec-
tive whole. It is appropriate to translate the subject as a plural as well as the verb
rather than translate both as singulars.

Mark 4:4 h\lqen ttaa©© ppeetteeiinnaa©© kai© katevfagen aujtov
the birds came and devoured it

1 Cor 10:7 ttaa©© tteevvllhh twçn aijwvnwn kathvnthken
the ends of the age have come

2 Cor 5:17 ei[ tiß ejn Cristw/ç, kainh© ktivsiß… ttaa©© aajjrrccaaiiççaa parhçlqen, ijdou© gev-
gonen kkaaiinnaavv
if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old things have
passed away—behold, new things have come!

However, when the author wants to stress the individuality of each subject
involved in a neuter plural subject, the plural verb is used. The following are
examples of the neuter plural subject with a plural verb.

Matt 13:38 ttaa©© zziizzaavvnniiaavv eijsin oiJ uiJoi© touç ponhrouç
the weeds are the sons of the evil one

John 10:27 ttaa©© pprroovvbbaattaa ta© ejma© thçß fwnhçß mou ajkouvousin, kagw© ginwv-
skw aujta© kai© ajkolouqouçsivn moi
my sheep hear my voice, and I know them and they follow me

Person and Number 177
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➡2. Compound Subject with Singular Verb9 ExSyn 401–2

When two subjects, each in the singular, are joined by a conjunction, the verb
is usually in the plural. However, when an author wants to highlight one of the sub-
jects, the verb is put in the singular. (This even occurs when one of the subjects is
in the plural.) The first-named subject is the one being stressed in such instances.

Matt 13:55 oujc hhJJ mmhhvvtthhrr aujtouç levgetai Maria©m kai© ooiiJJ aajjddeellffooii©© aujtouç
∆Iavkwboß kai© ∆Iwsh©f kai© Sivmwn kai© ∆Iouvdaß ;
Is not his mother called Mary and his brothers [called] James
and Joseph and Simon and Judas?

The use of the singular verb, levgetai, singles out Mary above
Jesus’ brothers.

John 2:2 ejklhvqh ooJJ ∆∆IIhhssoouuççßß kai© ooiiJJ mmaaqqhhttaaii©© aujtouç eijß to©n gavmon
Jesus was invited to the wedding and [so were] his disciples

3. The Indefinite Plural (They = Someone) ExSyn 402–3

a. Definition. The indefinite plural is the use of the third person plural to
indicate no one in particular, but rather “someone.” This has parallels with mod-
ern colloquial English. For example, “I understand that they have discovered a
cure for cancer.” In this sentence, “they” means “someone.” Frequently it is bet-
ter to convert an indefinite plural into a passive in which the object becomes the
subject (e.g., in the sentence above, this would = “I understand that a cure for can-
cer has been discovered”). Sometimes the indefinite plural is a circumlocution for
naming God as subject.

b. Illustrations10

Matt 7:16 mhvti ssuulllleevvggoouussiinn ajpo© ajkanqwçn stafula©ß h] ajpo© tribovlwn
suçka;
they do not gather grapes from thornbushes, or figs from
thistles, do they?

Jesus had just declared that false prophets would be known by
their fruits. Since the verb sullevgousin is in concord with
“false prophets” grammatically it is possible to see it referring
back to them. But semantically this is absurd.

Luke 12:20 tauvth/ th/ç nukti© th©n yuchvn sou aajjppaaiittoouuççssiinn ajpo© souç
in this night, they will require your soul from you

Here, “they” seems to refer to God. It is not legitimate, how-
ever, to infer from this that the Trinity is in view, for this same
usage was found in classical Greek with reference to one person.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax178

9 For a discussion of Acts 16:31, see ExSyn 402.
10 For a discussion of Mark 3:21, see ExSyn 403.
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Introduction: Definition of Terms ExSyn 408–10
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1 See ExSyn 407–41. The following categories are sufficiently rare that the average inter-
mediate Greek student may ignore them: the redundant middle (418–19), causative middle
(423–25; note exegetically important texts there), reciprocal middle (ExSyn 427), and
causative/permissive passive (ExSyn 440–41).

2 If a verb is transitive, it requires a direct object (whether stated or implied). If it is intran-
sitive, it does not take a direct object. Further distinctions: A transitive verb has both an active

1. Voice
Voice is that property of the verb that indicates how the subject is related to

the action (or state) expressed by the verb. In general, the voice of the verb may
indicate that the subject is doing the action (active), receiving the action (passive),
or both doing and receiving (at least the results of) the action (middle). The three
voices in Greek may be graphically (and simplistically) illustrated as shown in the
chart on the following page.

2. Distinct From Transitiveness
Voice is easy to confuse with transitiveness. However, the two should be dis-

tinguished. Transitiveness relates the action of a verb to an object, while voice relates
the action of a verb to its subject.2

02_Basics.Part 2  4/16/04  1:32 PM  Page 179



3. Distinguishing Middle From Passive

Only in the future and aorist tenses are there distinct forms for the middle
and passive voice. In the present, imperfect, perfect, and pluperfect tenses, the
middle and passive forms are identical. Although for purposes of parsing, many
teachers of Greek allow students to list these as simply “middle/passive,” for syn-
tactical purposes a choice needs to be made. This is not always easy and needs to
be done on a case-by-case basis. A few of the exegetically significant passages dis-
cussed below are connected to this problem. As well, tagging such double-termi-
nal voices for statistical and computer-search purposes is sometimes difficult and
open to interpretation. Nevertheless, the vast majority of middle-passive forms
pose no problem.

Active Voice ExSyn 410–14

In general it can be said that in the active voice the subject performs, produces,
or experiences the action or exists in the state expressed by the verb.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax180

(or middle) and passive form, while an intransitive verb does not have a passive. The equative
verb (copula) is like an intransitive verb in that it does not have a passive, but like a transitive
verb in that it has a complement (i.e., a predicate nominative/adjective). It is different from both,
however, in that its primary function is to assert a quality about the subject.

Occasionally it is difficult to tell whether a verb is transitive or intransitive (indeed, some
verbs can function both ways, depending on contextual and other factors). An easy way to check
for transitiveness is the “passive transform” test: Transitive verbs can be converted to the pas-
sive; when this happens, the object becomes the subject and the subject becomes the agent (after
“by”). The sentence, “The boy hit the ball” can be converted to “the ball was hit by the boy.”
But the sentence, “the girl came home,” in which the verb may look transitive, cannot be con-
verted to “the home was come by the girl.”

3 The chart is simplistic in that it has in view only transitive verbs and depicts for the mid-
dle voice only the direct (reflexive) use. However, it may be useful for students to get a handle
on the general distinctions.

Chart 41
The Direction of the Action in Greek Voices3

Subject ACTIVE Object

Subject PASSIVE

Subject MIDDLE
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➡1. Simple Active ExSyn 411

The subject performs or experiences the action. The verb may be transitive or
intransitive. This is the normal or routine use, by far the most common.

Mark 4:2 eejjddiivvddaasskkeenn aujtou©ß ejn parabolaiçß pollav
he was teaching them many things in parables

John 1:7 ou|toß hh\\llqqeenn eijß marturivan he came for a testimony

➡2. Causative Active (Ergative Active) ExSyn 411–12

a. Definition. The subject is not directly involved in the action, but may be
said to be the ultimate source or cause of it. That cause may be volitional, but is
not necessarily so. This usage is fairly common.

For the simple verb, sometimes the gloss cause to can be used before the verb
and its object; in such cases it is usually best to convert the verb to a passive (e.g.,
he causes him to be baptized). However, this is not always appropriate.

b. Illustrations 4

Matt 5:45 to©n h{lion aujtouç aajjnnaatteevvlllleeii ejpi© ponhrou©ß kai© ajgaqou©ß kai©
bbrreevvcceeii ejpi© dikaivouß kai© ajdivkouß
he causes his sun to rise on [both] evil and good [people], and
he causes it to rain on [both] the righteous and unrighteous

John 19:1 eejjmmaassttiivvggwwsseenn he scourged him
Pilate caused Jesus to be scourged, but did not perform the act
himself.

➡3. Stative Active ExSyn 412–13

a. Definition and key to identification. The subject exists in the state indi-
cated by the verb. This kind of active includes both equative verbs (copulas) and
verbs that are translated with an adjective in the predicate (e.g., ploutevw—“I am
rich”). This usage is common, even routine.

Voice 181

4 For a discussion of Acts 21:11, see ExSyn 412–13.
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The key to identification is simple: the stative active occurs either with the
equative verb or one that in translation uses am + a predicate adjective (“I am X”).

b. Illustrations
John 1:1 ∆En ajrch/ç hh\\nn oJ lovgoß In the beginning was the Word

1 Cor 13:4 hJ ajgavph mmaakkrrooqquummeeiiçç, ccrrhhsstteeuuvveettaaii hJ ajgavph
love is patient, love is kind

➡4. Reflexive Active ExSyn 413–14

a. Definition. The subject acts on himself or herself. In such cases naturally
the reflexive pronoun is employed as the direct object (e.g., eJautovn), while the cor-
responding reflexive middle omits the pronoun. This usage is relatively common.

b. Illustrations
Mark 15:30 sswwççssoonn seautovn save yourself

Rev 19:7 hJ gunh© aujtouç hhJJttooiivvmmaasseenn eJauthvn
his bride has prepared herself

Middle Voice ExSyn 414–30

Definition. Defining the function of the middle voice is not an easy task
because it encompasses a large and amorphous group of nuances. But in general,
in the middle voice the subject performs or experiences the action expressed by the
verb in such a way that emphasizes the subject’s participation. It may be said that the
subject acts “with a vested interest.”

The difference between the active and middle is one of emphasis. The active
voice emphasizes the action of the verb; the middle emphasizes the actor [subject]
of the verb. “It, in some way, relates the action more intimately to the subject.”5

This difference can be expressed, to some degree, in English translation. For
many middle voices (especially the indirect middle), putting the subject in italics
would communicate this emphasis.

Clarification. Not infrequently the difference between the active and middle
of the same verb is more lexical than grammatical. Sometimes the shift is between
transitive and intransitive, between causative and non-causative, or some other
similar alteration. Though not always predictable, such changes in meaning from
active to middle usually make good sense and are true to the genius of the voices.
For example:

Active Middle
aiJrevw—I take aiJrevomai—I choose, prefer
ajnamimnh/vskw—I remind ajnamimnhv/skomai—I remember

The Basics of New Testament Syntax182

5 Dana-Mantey, 157.

02_Basics.Part 2  4/16/04  1:32 PM  Page 182



ajpodivdwmi—I give away ajpodivdomai—I sell
ejpikalevw—I call on, name ejpikalevomai—I appeal
e[cw—I have, hold e[comai—I cling to
krivnw—I judge krivnomai—I bring a lawsuit
pauvw—I stop (transitive) pauvomai—I cease (intransitive)
fulavssw—I guard fulavssomai—I am on my guard

✝1. Direct Middle (Reflexive or Direct Reflexive) ExSyn 416–18

a. Definition. With the direct middle, the subject acts on himself or herself.
The genius of the middle can most clearly be seen by this use. But because of its
very subtlety, nonnative speakers tended to replace this with more familiar forms.
Thus although the direct middle was frequently used in classical Greek, because
of the Hellenistic tendency toward explicitness, this usage has increasingly been
replaced by the reflexive active. In the NT, the direct middle is quite rare, used
almost exclusively with certain verbs whose lexical nuance included a reflexive
notion (such as putting on clothes), or in a set idiom that had become fixed in the
language.

Some grammarians dispute whether the direct middle even occurs in the NT,
but such a position is overstated. Even though it is rare and not all the proposed
examples are clear, there is a sufficient number to establish its usage.

b. Key to identification (verb + self [as direct object]). This is semantically
equivalent to an active verb with a reflexive pronoun as object: simply add himself,
herself, etc. as direct object to the verb.

c. Illustrations
(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Matt 27:5 aajjpphhvvggxxaattoo he hanged himself
Acts 12:21 oJ ÔHrw/vdhß eejjnndduussaavvmmeennooßß ejsqhçta basilikh©n

Herod clothed himself with royal clothing

(2) A DEBATABLE AND EXEGETICALLY SIGNIFICANT PASSAGE

Rom 9:22 skeuvh ojrghçß kkaatthhrrttiissmmeevvnnaa eijß ajpwvleian
vessels of wrath, prepared/having prepared themselves for
destruction

The view that the perfect participle is middle, and therefore a
direct middle, finds its roots in Chrysostom and is later echoed
by Pelagius. The idea would be that these vessels of wrath “had
prepared themselves for destruction.” But to argue that
kathrtismevna is a direct middle seems to fly in the face of
grammar (the normal use of the voice and tense), lexeme, and
context.6
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➡2. Indirect Middle (Indirect Reflexive, Benefactive, 
Intensive, Dynamic Middle) ExSyn 419–23

a. Definition. The subject acts for (or sometimes by) himself or herself, or in
his or her own interest. The subject thus shows a special interest in the action of
the verb. This is a common use of the middle in the NT; apart from the depon-
ent middle, it is the most common. This usage is closest to the general definition
of the middle suggested by many grammarians.

A careful examination of the usage of a particular middle voice verb in Hel-
lenistic Greek will shed light on how much can be made of the voice. What is fre-
quently at stake, grammatically speaking, is whether the middle is to be
considered indirect or deponent.

b. Illustrations

(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Matt 27:12 ejn tw/ç kathgoreiçsqai aujto©n uJpo© twçn ajrcierevwn kai© presbu-
tevrwn oujde©n aajjppeekkrriivvnnaattoo
When he was accused by the chief priests and elders, he
answered nothing [in his own defense].

Eph 1:4 eejjxxeelleevvxxaattoo hJmaçß he chose us [for himself]
Although ejklevgw does not occur as an active verb in the NT, it
does in Hellenistic Greek in general and hence ought not to be
taken as a deponent. God chose us for himself, by himself, or for
his own interests. This does not, of course, imply that God
needed believers. Rather, just as the chief end of human beings is
to glorify God and enjoy him forever, so too God is in the busi-
ness of glorifying himself. As is mentioned three times in Eph-
esians 1, the elect belong to God “for the praise of his glory.”

Eph 5:16 eejjxxaaggoorraazzoovvmmeennooii to©n kairovn
redeeming the time [for yourself]

(2) A DEBATABLE AND EXEGETICALLY SIGNIFICANT TEXT

1 Cor 13:8 ei[te profhteiçai, katarghqhvsontai… ei[te glwçssai, ppaauuvvssoonn--
ttaaii… ei[te gnwçsiß, katarghqhvsetai
If there are prophecies, they will be done away; if there are
tongues, they will cease [on their own]; if there is knowledge,
it will be done away.

If the voice of the verb here is significant, then Paul is saying
either that tongues will cut themselves off (direct middle) or,
more likely, cease of their own accord, i.e., “die out” without an
intervening agent (indirect middle). Although most NT schol-
ars consider pauvsontai to be deponent, this is unlikely.7
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3. Permissive Middle ExSyn 425–27

a. Definition. The subject allows something to be done for or to himself or
herself. This usage, though rare, involves some exegetically important texts. A
good “rough and ready” test is to translate the verb as a passive. If this makes
sense—and if the notion of permission or allowance seems also to be implied—
the verb is a good candidate for permissive middle. (It should be noted that most
permissive middles are usually best translated as passives; the glosses provided
below are intended only to illustrate the usage.)

b. Illustrations
Acts 22:16 ajnasta©ß bbaavvppttiissaaii kai© aajjppoovvlloouussaaii ta©ß aJmartivaß sou

Rise, have yourself baptized and allow your sins to be
washed away

1 Cor 10:2 pavnteß eijß to©n Mwu>shçn eejjbbaappttiivvssaannttoo
all were baptized into Moses

➡4. Deponent Middle ExSyn 428–30

a. Definition. A deponent middle is a middle voice verb that has no active
form but is active in meaning. The deponent middle in the NT is very common,
due to the heavy use of certain verbs. English (as well as other modern Indo-
European languages) has few analogies, making analysis of this phenomenon par-
ticularly difficult.

b. Clarification. These two elements (no active form, but active force) are at
the root of the definition. However, just because a verb has no active form in the
New Testament is not reason enough to label it deponent. The following are tips
for wrestling with the issue of deponency (whether for middle or passive verbs):

(1) The basic principle is this: A deponent middle verb is one that has no active
form for a particular principal part in Hellenistic Greek, and one whose force in that
principal part is evidently active. Thus, for example, e[rcomai has no active form
for the first principal part, but it is obviously active in force. Verbs (such as e[rcomai)
that have active forms for one or more of the principal parts are called partially
deponent. Other verbs (such as duvnamai) that have no active form in any principal
part are completely deponent. Many deponent verbs never had an active form; the
restriction to Hellenistic Greek is thus meant to be a bare minimum requirement.

(2) There are some verbs that never had an active form, yet the true middle
force is clearly seen. For example, devcomai means I receive, I welcome—an idea
that is inherently reflexive. It is not enough, then, to note merely that a verb lacks
an active form throughout its history; it must also be demonstrated that the mid-
dle force is absent.

c. Illustrations. The following is a list of some truly deponent verbs:

• a{llomai
• ajpokrivnomai (deponent in sixth principal part, but not in third)
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• bouvlomai
• givnomai (but active in the fourth principal part [gevgona])
• duvnamai
• ejrgavzomai
• e[rcomai (but active in the third and fourth principal parts [h\lqon, ejlhvluqa)
• lhvmyomai (the second principal part of lambavnw)
• poreuvomai
• carivzomai

The following is a list of verbs that look deponent but most likely are not:

• ajrnevomai
• ajspavzomai
• bouleuvomai
• devcomai
• ejklevgomai
• kaucavomai
• logivzomai
• mimnhv/skomai
• pauvsomai (second principal part of pauvw)8

Passive Voice ExSyn 431–41

In general it can be said that in the passive voice the subject is acted upon or
receives the action expressed by the verb. No volition—nor even necessarily aware-
ness of the action—is implied on the part of the subject. That is, the subject may
or may not be aware, its volition may or may not be involved. But these things
are not stressed when the passive is used.

The passive can be treated either structurally or semantically. Both ways of
viewing the passive are important because they ask different questions and impact
exegesis in different ways.

1. Passive Constructions ExSyn 431–39

a. The Passive with and without Expressed Agency
The passive voice occurs sometimes with an agent (or means) expressed,

sometimes without an agent (or means) expressed. All uses of the passive (except
the deponent) naturally occur both with and without an agent. Nevertheless, the
issue of agency does shed much light on an author’s overall meaning and ought to
be included in a discussion of the passive voice.

(1) WITH AGENCY EXPRESSED ExSyn 431–35

Three types of agency can be expressed in Greek: ultimate agency, interme-
diate agency, and impersonal means. The ultimate agent indicates the person who
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is ultimately responsible for the action.9 Sometimes the ultimate agent uses an
intermediate agent who carries out the act for the ultimate agent. The impersonal
means is that which an agent uses to perform an act. (Technically, means does not
indicate agency, except in a broad sense.) Note these three further points:

• English does not formally distinguish these categories easily, but relies
largely on context. “By” covers a multitude of agencies. For example, when
the President of the United States wants to make a statement, sometimes he
does so through his press secretary. It would be appropriate to say that “a
statement was made by the president,” just as it would be appropriate to say
that “a statement was made by the press secretary.” The first sentence indi-
cates the ultimate agent; the second the intermediate agent. But in Greek,
a different prepositional phrase is used to indicate each kind of agency.

• The third category is not meant to imply that the instrument used is nec-
essarily inanimate or impersonal. Indeed, on occasion a person might be
the means used by another. Impersonal means simply means that the
instrument is portrayed as that which is used by another.

• Agency can be expressed with active and middle verbs, just as it can with
passive verbs, although it is more common with passives.

The following table summarizes the major ways agency is expressed in the
New Testament.

Table 5
How Agency is Expressed in the New Testament

(a) Ultimate Agent ExSyn 433

The subject of a passive verb receives the action that is usually expressed by
uJpov + genitive. Sometimes ajpov + genitive is used, rarely parav + genitive. The
ultimate agent indicates the person who is ultimately responsible for the action,
who may or may not be directly involved (though he or she usually is).
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9 Many grammars refer to this as the direct agent, but this is not always an appropriate
term; in fact, it could better describe the intermediate agent, because the ultimate agent’s
actions are often mediated through an intermediate agent.

Agency

Ultimate Agent

Intermediate Agent

Impersonal Means

Preposition (Case)

uJpov (gen.)
ajpov (gen.)
parav (gen.)

diav (gen.)

ejn (dat.)
dative (no prep)
ejk (gen.)

Translation

by
by, of
from, by

through, by

by, with
by, with
by, of
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Heb 11:23 Mwu>shçß gennhqei©ß eejjkkrruuvvbbhh trivmhnon uJpo© twçn patevrwn aujtouç
After Moses was born, he was hid for three months by his parents.

The preposition indicates that the parents were ultimately
responsible for the hiding of the baby, but does not exclude the
possibility that others (such as Moses’ sister) also carried out the
clandestine activity.

Jas 1:13 mhdei©ß peirazovmenoß legevtw o{ti ajpo© qeouç ppeeiirraavvzzoommaaii
let no one say when he is tempted, “I am tempted by God”

(b) Intermediate Agent ExSyn 433–34

The subject of a passive verb receives the action that is expressed by diav +
genitive. Here, the agent named is intermediate, not ultimate.10 Though com-
mon, this usage is not as frequent as uJpov + genitive for ultimate agency.

Matt 1:22 to© rrJJhhqqee©©nn uJpo© kurivou dia© touç profhvtou
what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet11

John 1:3 pavnta di j aujtouç eejjggeevvnneettoo
all things came into existence through him

The Logos is represented as the Creator in a “hands-on” sort of
way, with the implication that God is the ultimate agent. This is
the typical (though not exclusive) pattern seen in the NT: Ulti-
mate agency is ascribed to God the Father (with uJpov), interme-
diate agency is ascribed to Christ (with diav), and “impersonal”
means is ascribed to the Holy Spirit (with ejn or the simple dative).

(c) Impersonal Means ExSyn 434–35

The impersonal means by which the verbal action is carried out is expressed
by ejn + dative, the dative case alone (the most common construction), or rarely,
ejk + genitive. The noun in the dative is not necessarily impersonal, but is con-
ceived of as such (i.e., usually there is an implied agent who uses the noun in the
dative as his or her instrument).

Rom 3:28 logizovmeqa ddiikkaaiioouuççssqqaaii pivstei a[nqrwpon
we maintain that a person is justified by faith

1 Cor 12:13 ejn eJni© pneuvmati hJmeiçß pavnteß eijß e}n swçma eejjbbaappttiivvssqqhhmmeenn
by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body

By calling “Spirit” means here does not deny the personality of
the Holy Spirit. Rather, the Holy Spirit is the instrument that
Christ uses to baptize, even though he is a person. Just as John
baptized ejn u{dati, so Christ baptized ejn pneuvmati.
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10 Only once is dia© qeouç used in the NT (Gal 4:7 [the v.l. dia© Cristouç, found in numer-
ous late MSS, indicates a scribal tension over the expression; see the discussion in J. Eadie, Gala-
tians (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1869), 305–6]; Gal 1:1 comes close with dia© ∆Ihsouç Cristouç
kai© qeouç patrovß; cf. also 1 Cor 1:9), although dia© qelhvmatoß qeouç occurs eight times, exclu-
sively in Paul’s letters (Rom 15:32; 1 Cor 1:1; 2 Cor 1:1; 8:5; Eph 1:1; Col 1:1; 2 Tim 1:1).

11 For discussion, see ExSyn 434.
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(2) WITHOUT AGENCY EXPRESSED ExSyn 435–39

There are a number of reasons why an agent is not always expressed with a
passive verb. A few of the more common ones are as follows.

(a) The suppressed agent is often obvious from the context or the audience’s pre-
understanding. In John 3:23 there is no need for the evangelist to repeat that
“John was baptizing” (from the first part of the verse) when he writes that “they
were coming and were getting baptized” (paregivnonto kai© eejjbbaappttiivvzzoonnttoo).

(b) The focus of the passage is on the subject; an explicit agent might detract from
this focus. In Matt 2:12, for example, the magi “were warned in a dream”
(ccrrhhmmaattiissqqeevvnntteeßß kat∆ o[nar), evidently by an angel, though this is not men-
tioned here.

(c) The nature of some passive verbs is such that no agency is to be implied (e.g.,
ssuunntteelleessqqeeiisswwççnn aujtwçn [when (those days) were completed] in Luke 4:2).

(d) The verb in question is functioning as an equative verb (e.g., povlin
lleeggoommeevvnnhhnn Nazarevt . . . Nazwraiçoß kkllhhqqhhvvsseettaaii [a city called Nazareth . . . he
shall be called a Nazarene] in Matt 2:23).

(e) Similar to this usage is an implicit generic agent. Greek frequently uses
the simple passive without an expressed agent where colloquial English might
use “they say”: “They say a cure for cancer has been discovered” would often
be expressed in Greek as “it is said that a cure for cancer has been found.” Thus,
in Matt 5:21 Jesus declares, “You have heard that it was said” (hjkouvsate o{ti
eejjrrrreevvqqhh).

(f) An explicit agent would sometimes be obtrusive or would render the sentence
too complex, perhaps reducing the literary effect. In 1 Cor 1:13 three passives are
used without an agent mentioned. mmeemmeevvrriissttaaii oJ Cristovß; mh© Pauçloß eejjssttaauu--
rrwwvvqqhh uJpe©r uJmwçn, h] eijß to© o[noma Pauvlou eejjbbaappttiivvssqqhhttee; (Is Christ divided?
Was Paul crucified for you, or were you baptized into the name of Paul?). In
1 Cor 12:13 to mention Christ as the agent who baptizes with the Spirit would
be cumbersome and a mixture of metaphors, since believers are baptized into
Christ’s body (ejn eJni© pneuvmati hJmeiçß pavnteß eijß e}n swçma eejjbbaappttiivvssqqhhmmeenn [by one
Spirit we all were baptized into one body]).

(g) Similar to the above is the suppression of the agent for rhetorical effect, espe-
cially for the purpose of drawing the reader into the story. Note, for example,
Jesus’ pronouncement to the paralytic (Mark 2:5): tevknon, aajjffiivveennttaaiivv sou aiJ
aJmartivai (child, your sins are forgiven). In Rom 1:13 Paul declares his desire to
have visited the Romans, adding that he “was prevented” thus far (ejkwluvqhn).

(h) The passive is also used when God is the obvious agent. Many grammars call
this a divine passive (or theological passive), assuming that its use was due to the Jew-
ish aversion to using the divine name. For example, in the Beatitudes, the passive
is used: “they shall be comforted” (paraklhqhvsontai [Matt 5:4]), “they shall be
filled” (cortasqhvsontai [v. 6]), “they shall receive mercy” (ejlehqhvsontai [v. 7]).
It is an overstatement, however, to claim this is always or even usually due to the
author’s reticence to utter the name of God.
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The divine passive seems to occur frequently enough throughout the whole
NT. Statements such as the following could be multiplied many times over: “a
man is justified” (Rom 3:28); “you were bought with a price” (1 Cor 7:23); “you
were called to freedom” (uJmeiçß ejp∆ ejleuqeriva/ eejjkkllhhvvqqhhttee [Gal 5:13]); “by grace
you have been saved” (Eph 2:5).

The divine passive is simply a specific type of one of the previous categories listed
above (e.g., obvious from the passage, due to focus on the subject, otherwise
obtrusive, or for rhetorical effect). That God is behind-the-scenes is self-evidently
part of the worldview of the NT writers.12

b. Passive with an Accusative Object ExSyn 438–39

(1) DEFINITION. Although it seems a bit odd to native English speakers,
Greek sometimes uses an accusative with a true passive verb. The major usage for
such a structure involves the accusative of retained object. In this instance, the
accusative of thing in a double accusative person-thing construction with an active
verb retains its case when the verb is put in the passive. The accusative of person, in
such instances, becomes the subject. This use of the accusative occurs most fre-
quently with causative verbs, though it is rare in the NT.

“I taught you the lesson” becomes, with the verb converted to a passive, “You
were taught the lesson by me.” When the verb is transformed into a passive, the
accusative of person becomes the subject (nom.), the accusative of thing is
retained.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

1 Cor 12:13 pavnteß ee}}nn ppnneeuuççmmaa ejpotivsqhmen
all were made to drink [of] one Spirit

“All” is the person, put in the nom. with passive verbs. The acc.
of thing, “one Spirit,” is retained. If the verb had been in the
active voice, the text would be read: “He made all to drink of
one Spirit” (ejpovtise pavnta e}n pneuçma).

Luke 7:29 oiJ telwçnai . . . baptisqevnteß ttoo©© bbaavvppttiissmmaa ∆Iwavnnou
the tax collectors, having been baptized with the baptism of
John

2. Passive Uses ExSyn 439–41

➡ a. Simple Passive ExSyn 439–40

(1) DEFINITION. The most common use of the passive voice is to indicate that
the subject receives the action. No implication is made about cognition, volition,
or cause on the part of the subject. This usage occurs both with and without an
expressed agent.
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Rom 5:1 ddiikkaaiiwwqqeevvnntteeßß ou\n ejk pivstewß eijrhvnhn e[comen pro©ß to©n qeovn
Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with
God

Heb 3:4 paçß oi\koß kkaattaasskkeeuuaavvzzeettaaii uJpov tinoß
every house is built by someone

➡ b. Deponent Passive ExSyn 441

A verb that has no active form may be active in meaning though passive in
form. Two of the most common deponent passives are ejgenhvqhn and ajpekrivqhn.
See the discussion of the deponent middle for material that is equally relevant for
the deponent passive.
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ExSyn 443–45

Moods1

Overview of Moods and Their Uses

The Indicative Mood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195
➡ 1. Declarative Indicative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195
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➡ 3. Conditional Indicative. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195
➡ 4. Potential Indicative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 196

5. Cohortative (Command, Volitive) Indicative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197
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b. Epexegetical. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
c. Causal (Adverbial) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
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1. In Independent Clauses. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202

➡ a. Hortatory Subjunctive (Volitive). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202
➡ b. Deliberative Subjunctive (Dubitative) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202
➡ c. Emphatic Negation Subjunctive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204
➡ d. Prohibitive Subjunctive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204

2. In Dependent (Subordinate) Clauses . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 205
➡ a. Subjunctive in Conditional Sentences . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 205
➡ b. ”Ina + the Subjunctive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 206

c. Subjunctive with Verbs of Fearing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208
d. Subjunctive in Indirect Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208

➡ e. Subjunctive in Indefinite Relative Clause. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208
➡ f. Subjunctive in Indefinite Temporal Clause . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 209
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➡ 1. Voluntative Optative (Optative of Obtainable Wish, 
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➡ 2. Prohibition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 211
➡ 3. Request (Entreaty, Polite Command). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 211

4. Conditional Imperative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 211

INTRODUCTION 
General Definition

Just as with tense and voice, mood is a morphological feature of the verb. Voice
indicates how the subject relates to the action or state of the verb; tense is used pri-
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1 See ExSyn 443–93. The following categories are sufficiently rare that the average inter-
mediate Greek student can ignore them: the oblique optative (483), the potential optative (483–
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marily to portray the kind of action. In general, mood is the feature of the verb that
presents the verbal action or state with reference to its actuality or potentiality.
Older grammars referred to this as “mode”; others call it “attitude.” There are
four moods in Greek: indicative, subjunctive, optative, and imperative.2

There are two pitfalls to avoid in thinking about moods. (1) Mood does not have
an objective correspondence to reality. For example, it is incorrect to say that the indica-
tive mood signifies a “simple fact.”3 Lies are usually stated in the indicative; false per-
ceptions are in the indicative; exaggerations and fictional accounts are in the indicative.

(2) It is imprecise to say that mood indicates a speaker’s perception of reality.
This is not the case, for otherwise misinformation, sarcasm, hyperbole, fiction,
dualistic worldview, etc., could never be communicated.

Detailed Definition

A more accurate definition is as follows: Mood is the morphological feature
of a verb that a speaker uses to portray his or her affirmation as to the certainty
of the verbal action or state (whether an actuality or potentiality). The key ele-
ments in this definition are that mood (1) does not necessarily correspond to real-
ity, (2) does not indicate even a speaker’s perception of reality, but (3) does indicate
a speaker’s portrayal or representation.4

Three other points can be made. First, the general semantics of the moods
can be compared as follows5:

Moods 193

84), the permissive imperative (488–89), the pronouncement imperative (492–93) and the imper-
ative as a stereotyped greeting (493). For the conditional optative, see the chapter on conditional
clauses. The potential imperative is a disputed category (see 492) and if it occurs, it does so rarely.

2 Most grammars do not include the infinitive or participle under the rubric of mood, and
for good reason. As dependent verbals, their attitude toward certainty is dependent on some
finite verb. Hence, since such an affirmation is derivative, they cannot be said to have mood
per se. Nevertheless, for parsing purposes, these two verbals are usually labeled as infinitive
and participle in the “mood slot.”

3 Dana-Mantey, 168 (§162). Though they add a qualification, the impression is that the
indicative is somehow objectively connected to reality.

4 In reality, all grammarians have to resort to shorthand definitions from time to time in
order to avoid cumbersome definitions. The trade-off, then, is between pedantic accuracy and
pedagogical simplicity.

5 See ExSyn 445–48 for a more detailed discussion on the semantics of moods.

Table 6
The Semantics of the Moods Compared

Greek example luveiß luv˙ß luvoiß luçe

Portrayal certain/asserted probable/desirable possible intended

Translation you are loosing/ you might be loosing/ you may be loosing loose!
you loose you should be loosing

Moods Indicative Subjunctive Optative Imperative
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Second, the moods need to be seen in light of two poles. (1) The moods
affirm various degrees of certainty; they are on a “continuum of certainty in the
speaker’s presentation,”6 from actuality to potentiality. In general, the indicative
mood is set apart from the others in that it is the mood normally used to address
actuality, while the others—collectively known as the oblique moods—normally
address potentiality. (2) The imperative mood is normally used to address the voli-
tion, while the optative, subjunctive, and especially indicative address cognition. In
other words, the imperative appeals to the will, while the other moods appeal
more frequently to the mind.
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Chart 43
The Moods Viewed in Two Continua

Actuality

Indicative

Cognition

Ind. Opt. Subj.

Potentiality

Subj. Opt. Imp.

Volition

Imperative

Third, the statistics of mood frequencies in the NT are as follows:

Chart 44
Mood Frequencies in the New Testament
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ExSyn 448–69CATEGORIES 
This chapter will deal only with the major categories of usage.

The Indicative Mood ExSyn 448–61

The indicative mood is, in general, the mood of assertion, or presentation of
certainty. It is not correct to say that it is the mood of certainty or reality. This
belongs to the presentation (i.e., the indicative may present something as being
certain or real, though the speaker might not believe it).

➡1. Declarative Indicative ExSyn 449

a. Definition. The indicative is routinely used to present an assertion as a non-
contingent (or unqualified) statement. This is by far its most common use.

b. Illustrations
Mark 4:3 eejjxxhhççllqqeenn oJ speivrwn speiçrai the sower went out to sow

Rom 3:21 cwri©ß novmou dikaiosuvnh qeouç ppeeffaanneevvrrwwttaaii
Apart from the law the righteousness of God has been mani-
fested.

➡2. Interrogative Indicative ExSyn 449–50

a. Definition. The indicative can be used in a question. The question expects
an assertion to be made; it expects a declarative indicative in the answer. (This con-
trasts with the subjunctive, which asks a question of moral “oughtness” or obli-
gation, or asks whether something is possible.) The interrogative indicative
typically probes for information. In other words, it does not ask the how or the
why, but the what.

Frequently an interrogative particle is used with the indicative, especially to
distinguish this usage from the declarative indicative. The interrogative indica-
tive is a common usage, though the future indicative is not normally used in this
way (cf. deliberative subjunctive below).

b. Illustrations
Matt 27:11 su© eeii\\ oJ basileu©ß twçn ∆Ioudaivwn;

Are you the king of the Jews?

John 1:38 levgei aujtoiçß, Tiv zzhhtteeiiççttee; oiJ de© ei\pan aujtwç/, ÔRabbiv, . . . pouç
mmeevvnneeiißß;
He said to them, “What do you seek?” And they said to him,
“Rabbi, . . . where are you staying?”

➡3. Conditional Indicative ExSyn 450–51

a. Definition. This is the use of the indicative in the protasis of conditional
sentences. The conditional element is made explicit with the particle eij. This is a
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relatively common usage of the indicative, though much more so with the first
class condition (over 300 instances) than with the second (less than 50 examples).

The first class condition indicates the assumption of truth for the sake of argu-
ment, while the second class condition indicates the assumption of an untruth for the
sake of argument.7

b. Illustrations. The first example is a second class condition; the second is a
first class condition.

1 Cor 2:8 eij ee[[ggnnwwssaann, oujk a]n to©n kuvrion thçß dovxhß ejstauvrwsan
If they had known, they would not have crucified the Lord of
glory

Matt 12:27 eij ejgw© ejn Beelzebou©l eejjkkbbaavvllllww ta© daimovnia, oiJ uiJoi© uJmwçn ejn
tivni ejkbavllousin;
If I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast
them out?

The first class condition assumes the truth of the assertion for
the sake of argument; it does not mean that the speaker neces-
sarily believes it to be true. The force in this verse is “If I cast out
demons by Beelzebul—and let us assume that this is true for
argument’s sake—then by whom do your sons cast them out?”

➡4. Potential Indicative ExSyn 451–52

a. Definition. The indicative is used with verbs of obligation, wish, or desire,
followed by an infinitive. The nature of the verb root, rather than the indicative, is
what makes it look like a potential mood in its semantic force. This usage is fairly
common.

Specifically, verbs indicating obligation (e.g., ojfeivlw, deiç), wish (e.g., bouv-
lomai), or desire (e.g., qevlw) are used with an infinitive.8

b. Illustrations

Acts 4:12 oujde© o[nomav ejstin e{teron uJpo© to©n oujrano©n to© dedomevnon ejn
ajnqrwvpoiß ejn w/| ddeeiiçç swqhçnai hJmaçß
There is no other name under heaven given among men by
which we must [lit., it is necessary for us] be saved.

1 Tim 2:8 bboouuvvlloommaaii proseuvcesqai tou©ß a[ndraß
I want the men to pray
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7 For a detailed treatment, see the chapter on conditional clauses.
8 Such verbs lexically limit the overall assertion, turning it into a potential action. It is

important to understand that the normal force of the indicative mood is not thereby denied;
rather, the assertion is simply in the desire, not the doing. Thus, this usage is really a subcate-
gory of the declarative indicative.
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5. Cohortative (Command, Volitive) Indicative ExSyn 452–53

a. Definition. The future indicative is sometimes used for a command, almost
always in OT quotations (because of a literal translation of the Hebrew). How-
ever, it was used occasionally even in classical Greek. Outside of Matthew, this
usage is not common. Its force is emphatic, in keeping with the combined nature
of the indicative mood and future tense.

b. Illustrations
Matt 19:18 ouj ffoonneeuuvvsseeiißß, ouj mmooiicceeuuvvsseeiißß, ouj kklleevvyyeeiißß, ouj yyeeuuddoommaarr--

ttuurrhhvvsseeiißß
You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you
shall not steal, you shall not bear false witness.

1 Pet 1:16 a{gioi ee[[sseessqqee, o{ti ejgw© a{giovß eijmi
you shall be holy, because I am holy

➡6. The Indicative with ”Oti ExSyn 453–61

The indicative mood occurs both in independent clauses and dependent
clauses. One of the most frequent and complex dependent clauses in which the
indicative mood occurs is the o{ti clause.

Technically, the subcategories included here are not restricted to the syntax of
the indicative mood, but involve the function of the o{ti (+ indicative) clause. But the
indicative occurs so frequently after o{ti that a description of this construction is
called for here. There are three broad groups: substantival, epexegetical, and causal.

a. Substantival ”Oti Clauses ExSyn 453–59

A o{ti (+ indicative) frequently functions substantivally. It is known as a noun
(or nominal) clause, content clause, or sometimes a declarative clause (though we
prefer to use this last term for indirect discourse clauses). In such instances the
translation of the o{ti is usually “that.” Like a noun, the o{ti clause can function as
subject,9 direct object, or in apposition to another noun.

(1) DIRECT OBJECT CLAUSE ExSyn 454–58

The direct object clause involves three subgroups, the latter two being com-
mon in the NT: direct object proper,10 direct discourse, and indirect discourse. It
is not always easy to distinguish these three.

(a) Direct Discourse (Recitative ”Oti Clause [”Oti Recitativum]) ExSyn 454–56

[1] DEFINITION. This is a specialized use of the direct object clause after a
verb of perception. It is a common use of the o{ti clause. In direct
discourse, the o{ti is not to be translated; in its place you should put
quotation marks.
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9 This usage is sufficiently rare that the average intermediate Greek student may ignore it
(see ExSyn 453–54).

10 This usage is sufficiently rare that the average intermediate Greek student may ignore
it (see ExSyn 454).
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[2] ILLUSTRATIONS

John 6:42 pwçß nuçn levgei [o{ti ejk touç oujranouç kkaattaabbeevvbbhhkkaa];
How does he now say, [“I have come down from
heaven”]?

John 4:17 ajpekrivqh hJ gunh© kai© ei\pen aujtw/ç… oujk e[cw a[ndra. lev-
gei aujth/ç oJ ∆Ihsouçß… kalwçß ei\paß [o{ti a[ndra oujk ee[[ccww].
The woman answered and said to him, “I do not have a
husband.” Jesus said to her, “Correctly you have said, [‘I
do not have a husband.’]”

In this text Jesus quotes the woman’s words, but the word
order has now been reversed. Such a change in word
order does not turn this into indirect discourse; that
would require, in this case, person-concord between the
controlling verb (ei\paß) and the embedded verb (e[ceiß
would have to be used instead of e[cw); i.e., “Correctly
you have said that you do not have a husband.”11

(b) Indirect Discourse (Declarative ”Oti Clause) ExSyn 456–58

[1] DEFINITION. Also common is this specialized use of a o{ti clause as the
direct object clause after a verb of perception. The o{ti clause contains
reported speech or thought. This contrasts with o{ti recitativum, which
involves direct speech. When the o{ti introduces indirect discourse, it
should be translated that.

[2] CLARIFICATION/SEMANTICS. Like its recitative counterpart, the declar-
ative o{ti comes after a verb of perception (e.g., verbs of saying, think-
ing, believing, knowing, seeing, hearing). One could think of it as a
recasting of an original saying or thought into a reported form. But two
caveats are in order. First, in many instances there is no original state-
ment that needs to be recast. For example, in Matt 2:16 (“when Herod
saw that he had been tricked by the magi” [ÔHrw/vdhß ijdw©n o{ti ejne-
paivcqh uJpo© twçn mavgwn]), we must not suppose that there was an orig-
inal statement, “I have been tricked by the magi.” Indirect discourse,
then, should not be taken to mean that there is always an underlying
direct discourse. Second, sometimes clauses can be taken either as
declarative or recitative.

[3] TRANSLATION DIFFERENCES BETWEEN GREEK AND ENGLISH. One last
point needs to be mentioned. Generally speaking, the tense of the Greek
verb in indirect discourse is retained from the direct discourse. This is
unlike English: In indirect discourse we usually push the tense back
“one slot” from what it would have been in the direct discourse (espe-
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cially if the introductory verb is past tense)—that is, we render a sim-
ple past as a past perfect, a present as a past tense, etc. Note the Eng-
lish usage in the table below.
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[4] ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 5:17 mh© nomivshte [o{ti hh\\llqqoonn kataluçsai to©n novmon h] tou©ß
profhvtaß]
Do not think [that I have come to destroy the law or the
prophets].

This summarizes the views of Jesus’ opponents. The sup-
posed direct discourse would have been, “He has come
to destroy the law and the prophets.”

Mark 2:1 hjkouvsqh [o{ti ejn oi[kw/ eejjssttiivvnn]
It was heard [that he was at home].

Note that although the equative verb ejstivn is here trans-
lated as a past tense, it is not a historical present. The
semantics of historical presents are quite different from
the present tense retained in indirect discourse.

John 4:1 wJß e[gnw oJ ∆Ihsouçß [o{ti hh[[kkoouussaann oiJ Farisaiçoi [o{ti
∆Ihsouçß pleivonaß maqhta©ß ppooiieeiiçç kai© bbaappttiivvzzeeii h]
∆Iwavnnhß]]
when Jesus knew [that the Pharisees had heard [that Jesus
was making and baptizing more disciples than John]]

This text involves indirect discourse embedded within
another indirect discourse. It affords a good illustration
of the differences between English and Greek. The
Greek retains the tenses from the direct discourse, while
English moves them back one slot. Thus, h[kousan is
translated had heard even though it is aorist (the original
statement also would have been aorist: “the Pharisees
have heard . . . ”). And both poieiç and baptivzei, although
present tenses, are translated as though they were imper-
fects (the original statement would have been “Jesus is
making and baptizing more disciples than John).

Table 7
English Tenses in Direct and Indirect Discourse

Direct Discourse Indirect Discourse

He said, “I see the dog” He said that he saw the dog

He said, “I saw the dog” He said that he had seen the dog

“I am doing my chores” I told you that I was doing my chores

“I have done my chores” I told you that I had done my chores
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(2) APPOSITION [NAMELY, THAT] ExSyn 458–59

(a) Definition and key to identification. Not infrequently a o{ti clause stands in
apposition to a noun, pronoun, or other substantive. When it does so the trans-
lation of the o{ti as namely, that should make good sense (although that will also
work). Another way to test whether a o{ti clause is appositional is to try to substi-
tute the clause for its antecedent (in which case you translate the o{ti simply as
that). This contrasts with the epexegetical o{ti clause, which cannot be substituted
for its antecedent. This usage is normally in apposition to the demonstrative
touçto in such expressions as “I say this to you, namely, that . . . ” and the like.

(b) Illustrations

Luke 10:20 ejn touvtw/ mh© caivrete o{ti ta© pneuvmata uJmiçn uuJJppoottaavvsssseettaaii
Do not rejoice in this, [namely, that the spirits are subject to
you].

The o{ti clause stands in apposition to ejn touvtw/. It could replace
it entirely (“Do not rejoice that the spirits are subject to you”),
as is done in the second half of this verse.

Rom 6:6 touçto ginwvskonteß [o{ti oJ palaio©ß hJmwçn a[nqrwpoß ssuunnee--
ssttaauurrwwvvqqhh]
knowing this, [namely, that our old man was cocrucified]

b. Epexegetical ExSyn 459–60

The o{ti clause is sometimes used epexegetically. That is, it explains, clarifies,
or completes a previous word or phrase. This is similar to the appositional o{ti
clause except that the epexegetical o{ti clause (1) does not identify or name, but
instead explains its antecedent; and (2) cannot be substituted for its antecedent; and
(3) can explain (or complement) something other than a substantive. In some
instances (especially after a substantive) the gloss to the effect that brings out the
explanatory force of the o{ti clause. Many examples, however, could be treated
either as appositional or epexegetical.

Luke 8:25 tivß ou|tovß ejstin [o{ti kai© toiçß ajnevmoiß eejjppiittaavvsssseeii kai© tw/ç u{dati,
kai© uuJJppaakkoouuvvoouussiinn aujtw/ç;]
Who is this man [that he commands the winds and the sea, and
they obey him?]

Rom 5:8 sunivsthsin th©n eJautouç ajgavphn eijß hJmaçß oJ qeovß, [o{ti e[ti
aJmartwlwçn o[ntwn hJmwçn Cristo©ß uJpe©r hJmwçn aajjppeevvqqaanneenn]
God demonstrated his own love toward us [to the effect that
while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us]

c. Causal (Adverbial) [because] ExSyn 460–61

(1) DEFINITION. Frequently o{ti introduces a dependent causal clause. In such
instances it should be translated because or for. It is important to distinguish this
usage from the declarative o{ti, even though in many contexts there may be some
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ambiguity. There are two questions to ask of a particular o{ti clause: (a) Does it
give the content (declarative) or the reason (causal) for what precedes? (b) Are the
verb tenses in the o{ti clause translated normally (causal), or should they be moved
back one “slot” (declarative)?

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 5:3 makavrioi oiJ ptwcoi© tw/ç pneuvmati, o{ti aujtwçn eejjssttiinn hJ basileiva
twçn oujranwçn
Blessed are the poor in spirit, because the kingdom of heaven is
theirs.

Eph 4:25 laleiçte ajlhvqeian e{kastoß meta© touç plhsivon aujtouç, o{ti
eejjssmmee©©nn ajllhvlwn mevlh
Speak the truth, each one [of you], with his neighbor, because we
are members of one another.

The Subjunctive Mood ExSyn 461–80

Definition. The subjunctive is the most common of the oblique moods in the
NT. In general, the subjunctive can be said to represent the verbal action (or state) as
uncertain but probable. It is not correct to call this the mood of uncertainty because
the optative also presents the verb as uncertain. Rather, it is better to call it the
mood of probability so as to distinguish it from the optative. Still, this is an overly
simplistic definition in light of its usage in the NT.

Detailed description. The subjunctive mood encompasses a multitude of
nuances. An adequate description of it requires more nuancing than the mere
notion of probability, especially in the Hellenistic era. The best way to describe
it is in relation to the other potential moods, the optative and the imperative.

In relation to the optative. We begin by noting that the optative in Koine Greek
was dying out; it was too subtle for people acquiring Greek as a second language to
grasp fully. In the NT there are 1858 subjunctives and less than 70 optatives—a ratio
of 27:1! This simple statistic reflects the fact that in the Hellenistic era the subjunctive is
encroaching on the uses of the optative. The subjunctive thus, at times, is used for mere pos-
sibility or even hypothetical possibility (as well as, at other times, probability).
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Attic Greek Koine Greek

Optative Subjunctive Subjunctive

Optative

Chart 45
Semantic Overlap of Subjunctive and Optative
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On the other hand, sometimes the subjunctive acts like a future indicative. In
dependent clauses, for example, often it functions more like an indicative than an
optative. When used in result clauses, for example, the subjunctive cannot be said
to express “probability.” In any event, the one-word descriptions for the moods
are meant to be mere handles, not final statements.

In relation to the imperative. The imperative is the primary volitional
mood. However, the subjunctive is also frequently used for volitional notions, in par-
ticular as a hortatory subjunctive and prohibitive subjunctive. Even in dependent
clauses (such as after i{na), the subjunctive commonly has a volitional flavor to it.
An acceptable gloss is often should, since this is equally ambiguous (it can be used
for probability, obligation, or contingency).

In sum, the subjunctive is used to grammaticalize potentiality. It normally does so
in the realm of cognitive probability, but may also be used for cognitive possibility (over-
lapping with the optative) or volitional intentionality (overlapping with the imperative).

It should be added here that the tenses in the subjunctive, as with the other
potential moods, involve only aspect (kind of action), not time. Only in the indica-
tive mood is time a part of the tense.

1. In Independent Clauses ExSyn 463–69

There are four primary uses of the subjunctive in independent clauses: hor-
tatory, deliberative, emphatic negation, and prohibition. The first two are usually
found without negatives, while the latter two, by definition, are preceded by neg-
ative particles. Hortatory and prohibitive subjunctive appeal to the volition; delib-
erative may be volitional or cognitive; emphatic negation is cognitive.

➡ a. Hortatory Subjunctive (Volitive) [let us] ExSyn 464–65

(1) DEFINITION. The subjunctive is commonly used to exhort or command
oneself and one’s associates. This function of the subjunctive is used “to urge some
one to unite with the speaker in a course of action upon which he has already
decided.”12 This use of the subjunctive is an exhortation in the first person plural.
The typical translation, rather than we should, is let us. . . .

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS13

Mark 4:35 kai© levgei aujtoiçß . . . DDiieevvllqqwwmmeenn eijß to© pevran
And he said to them . . . “Let us go to the other side.”

1 Cor 15:32 eij nekroi© oujk ejgeivrontai, ffaavvggwwmmeenn kai© ppiivvwwmmeenn, au[rion ga©r
ajpoqnh/vskomen
If the dead are not raised, let us eat and drink, for tomorrow
we die.

➡ b. Deliberative Subjunctive (Dubitative) ExSyn 465–68

(1) DEFINITION. The deliberative subjunctive asks either a real or rhetorical
question. In general, it can be said that the deliberative subjunctive is “merely the
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hortatory turned into a question,” though the semantics of the two are often quite
different. Both imply some doubt about the response, but the real question is usu-
ally in the cognitive area (such as “How can we . . . ?” in which the inquiry is about
the means), while the rhetorical question is volitive (e.g., “Should we . . . ?” in which
the question has to do with moral obligation). Because of this difference in the
semantics it is best to distinguish the two kinds of questions. The table below
illustrates the usual differences.
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(a) Deliberative Real Subjunctive

[1] DEFINITION. As the name implies, the real question expects some kind
of answer and is a genuine question. In the speaker’s presentation, there
is uncertainty about the answer. Unlike the interrogative indicative, it
does not ask a question of fact, but of possibility, means, location, etc. In
other words, it typically does not ask What? or Who?, but How?
Whether? and Where? Occasionally it can ask a question of moral obli-
gation, like the rhetorical question, but when it does, the expected
answer is in doubt.

[2] ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 6:31 mh© merimnhvshte levgonteß… tiv ffaavvggwwmmeenn; h[… tiv ppiivvwwmmeenn; h[…
tiv ppeerriibbaallwwvvmmeeqqaa;
Do not be anxious, saying, “What should we eat?” or
“What should we drink?” or “What should we wear?”

Although the question appears to be asking for a specific
content, as indicated by the tiv (thus, a question of fact),
the subjunctive tells a different story. The subjunctive
indicates some doubt as to whether food or drink or
clothing will be available.

Mark 6:37 levgousin aujtw/ç… ajpelqovnteß aajjggoorraavvsswwmmeenn dhnarivwn
diakosivwn a[rtouß kai© dwvsomen aujtoiçß fageiçn;
They said to him, “Should we go and buy two hundred
denarii worth of bread and give it to them to eat?”

The question here is one of possibility. The disciples are
essentially asking, How do you expect us to feed these
people? To be noted is the future indicative, dwvsomen, that
is joined to the aorist subjunctive. It, too, is deliberative.

Table 8
The Semantics of Deliberative Questions

Real Is it possible? resolution of problem cognitive

Rhetorical Is it right? volitional/behavioral conduct

Name Type of Question Expected Response Area of Doubt
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(b) Deliberative Rhetorical Subjunctive

[1] DEFINITION. As the name implies, the rhetorical question expects no
verbal response but is in fact a thinly disguised statement, though
couched in such a way as to draw the listener into the text. In the
speaker’s presentation, there is uncertainty about whether the listener
will heed the implicit command. Unlike the interrogative indicative, it
does not ask a question of fact, but of obligation. It is supremely a ques-
tion of “oughtness.”

[2] ILLUSTRATIONS

Mark 8:37 tiv ddooiiçç a[nqrwpoß ajntavllagma thçß yuchçß aujtouç;
What can a person give in exchange for his life?

Although the question appears to be asking whether such
an exchange is possible, it is really an indictment against
gaining the world and losing one’s life in the process.

Rom 10:14 pwçß aajjkkoouuvvsswwssiinn cwri©ß khruvssontoß;
How can they hear without a preacher?

The implication is that there is no way that they will hear
without a preacher.

➡ c. Emphatic Negation Subjunctive ExSyn 468–69

(1) DEFINITION. Emphatic negation is indicated by ouj mhv plus the aorist sub-
junctive or, less frequently, ouj mhv plus the future indicative. This is the strongest
way to negate something in Greek.14

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

John 10:28 divdwmi aujtoiçß zwh©n aijwvnion kai© ouj mh© aajjppoovvllwwnnttaaii
I give them eternal life, and they will not at all perish

Heb 13:5 ouj mhv se aajjnnwwçç oujd∆ ouj mhv se eejjggkkaattaalliivvppww
I will not at all fail you nor will I ever leave you

➡ d. Prohibitive Subjunctive ExSyn 469

(1) DEFINITION. This is the use of the subjunctive in a prohibition—that is,
a negative command. It is used to forbid the occurrence of an action. The struc-
ture is usually mhv + aorist subjunctive, typically in the second person.15 Its force is
equivalent to an imperative after mhv; hence, it should be translated Do not rather
than You should not. The prohibitive subjunctive is frequently used in the NT.
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14 One might think that the negative with the subjunctive could not be as strong as the
negative with the indicative. However, while ouj + the indicative denies a certainty, ouj mhv + the
subjunctive denies a potentiality. The negative is not weaker; rather, the affirmation that is being
negatived is less firm with the subjunctive. ouj mhv rules out even the idea as being a possibility.

15 In fact, nowhere in the NT is the second person aorist imperative used after mhv.
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

John 3:7 mh© qqaauummaavvsshh//ßß o{ti ei\povn soi… deiç uJmaçß gennhqhçnai a[nwqen.
Do not be amazed that I said to you, “You must be born again.”

Rev 22:10 mh© ssffrraaggiivvsshh//ßß tou©ß lovgouß thçß profhteivaß touç biblivou touvtou
Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book

2. In Dependent (Subordinate) Clauses ExSyn 469–80

The following categories of the subjunctive are the primary uses when the
subjunctive is in a dependent or subordinate clause. By far the most common cat-
egory is the use of the subjunctive after i{na.

➡ a. Subjunctive in Conditional Sentences ExSyn 469–71

(1) DEFINITION. This is the use of the subjunctive in the protasis of condi-
tional sentences. The conditional element is made explicit by the particle ejavn.

(2) CLARIFICATION AND SEMANTICS. The subjunctive is used in the third class
condition as well as the fifth class condition. Structurally, these two are virtually iden-
tical: The fifth class condition requires a present indicative in the apodosis, while
the third class can take virtually any mood-tense combination, including the pres-
ent indicative.

Semantically, their meaning is a bit different. The third class condition
encompasses a broad range of potentialities in Koine Greek. It depicts what is
likely to occur in the future, what could possibly occur, or even what is only hypothet-
ical and will not occur.

The fifth class offers a condition the fulfillment of which is realized in the
present time. This condition is known as the present general condition. For the most
part this condition is a simple condition; that is, the speaker gives no indication
about the likelihood of its fulfillment. His presentation is neutral: “If A, then B.”

Because of the broad range of the third class condition and the undefined
nature of the fifth class, many conditional clauses are open to interpretation.16

(3) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 4:9 tauçtav soi pavnta dwvsw, eja©n pesw©n pprroosskkuunnhhvvsshh//ßß moi
I will give you all these things, if you will fall down and wor-
ship me

This is a true third class since the apodosis involves a future
indicative.

John 5:31 eja©n ejgw© mmaarrttuurrwwçç peri© ejmautouç, hJ marturiva mou oujk e[stin
ajlhqhvß
If I bear testimony about myself, my testimony is not true

The present tense in the apodosis (e[stin) permits this to be
taken as a fifth class condition. In the context, it seems to be the
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best option: Jesus is not saying that it is probable that he will
bear testimony about himself. Rather, he is simply stating a sup-
position (“If A, then B”).

➡ b. ”Ina + the Subjunctive ExSyn 471–77

The single most common category of the subjunctive in the NT is after i{na,
comprising about one third of all subjunctive instances. There are seven basic uses
included in this construction: purpose, result, purpose-result, substantival, epex-
egetical, complementary, and command.17

(1) PURPOSE ”Ina CLAUSE (FINAL OR TELIC ”Ina) ExSyn 472

The most frequent use of i{na clauses is to express purpose. The focus is on
the intention of the action of the main verb, whether accomplished or not. In keep-
ing with the genius of the subjunctive, this subordinate clause answers the ques-
tion Why? rather than What? An appropriate translation would be in order that,
or, where fitting, as a simple infinitive (to . . .).18

Acts 16:30 tiv me deiç poieiçn i{na sswwqqwwçç;
What must I do to be saved?

1 John 2:1 tauçta gravfw uJmiçn i{na mh© aaJJmmaavvrrtthhttee
I am writing these things to you in order that you might not sin

(2) PURPOSE-RESULT ”Ina CLAUSE ExSyn 473–74

A purpose-result i{na indicates both the intention and its sure accomplishment. “In
many cases purpose and result cannot be clearly differentiated, and hence i{na is
used for the result which follows according to the purpose of the subj[ect] or of
God. As in Jewish and pagan thought, purpose and result are identical in decla-
rations of the divine will.”19

John 3:16 to©n uiJo©n to©n monogenhç e[dwken, i{na paçß oJ pisteuvwn eijß aujto©n
mh© aajjppoovvllhhttaaii ajll∆ ee[[cchh// zwh©n aijwvnion
He gave his only Son, in order that everyone who believes in
him should not perish but should have eternal life.

The fact that the subjunctive is all but required after i{na does
not, of course, argue for uncertainty as to the fate of the
believer. This fact is obvious, not from this text, but from the
use of of ouj mhv in John 10:28 and 11:26, as well as the general
theological contours of the Gospel of John.
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17 Of these seven uses, the result (see ExSyn 473), the epexegetical (476), and the com-
mand (476-77) uses are sufficiently rare that the average intermediate Greek student may
ignore them.

18 This use of the subjunctive does not necessarily imply any doubt about the fulfillment
of the verbal action on the part of the speaker. This may or may not be so; each case must be
judged on its own merits.

19 BAGD, s.v., i{na, II. 2. (p. 378).
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Phil 2:9–11 oJ qeo©ß aujto©n uJperuvywsen . . . i{na ejn twç/ ojnovmati ∆Ihsouç paçn
govnu kkaavvmmyyhh//. . .kai© paçsa glwçssa eejjxxoommoolloogghhvvsshhttaaii o{ti kuvrioß
∆Ihsouçß Cristovß
God highly exalted him . . . in order that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bow . . . and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord

Paul here is not declaring only God’s intention in exalting Christ.
It is much more than that. The apostle is indicating that what
God intends he will carry out.20

(3) SUBSTANTIVAL ”Ina CLAUSE (SUBFINAL CLAUSE) ExSyn 474–76

As with o{ti plus the indicative, i{na plus the subjunctive can be used substan-
tivally. There are four basic uses: subject, predicate nominative, direct object, and
apposition. As with substantival o{ti clauses, the i{na clause will be bracketed so as
to highlight its substantival force. None is especially frequent. Below are examples
of predicate nominative, direct object, and apposition.

John 4:34 ejmo©n brwçmav ejstin [i{na ppooiihhvvssww to© qevlhma touç pevmyantovß me
kai© tteelleeiiwwvvssww aujtouç to© e[rgon]
My food is [that I should do the will of the one who sent me
and complete his work].

Luke 4:3 eij uiJo©ß ei\ touç qeouç, eijpe© tw/ç livqw/ touvtw/ [i{na ggeevvnnhhttaaii a[rtoß]
If you are God’s Son, say to this stone [that it should become
bread].

John 17:3 au{th ejstin hJ aijwvnioß zwh© [i{na ggiinnwwvvsskkwwssiinn se© to©n movnon
ajlhqino©n qeovn]
This is eternal life, [namely, that they might know you, the
only true God].

(4) COMPLEMENTARY ”Ina ExSyn 476

The complementary i{na completes the meaning of a helping verb such as
qevlw, duvnamai, and the like. In classical Greek this would have been expressed by
a complementary infinitive. Although complementary, the force of the entire con-
struction (verb + i{na clause) is usually that of purpose (in keeping with the lexeme
of the main verb).

Luke 6:31 kaqw©ß qevlete i{na ppooiiwwççssiinn uJmiçn oiJ a[nqrwpoi poieiçte aujtoiçß
oJmoivwß
Just as you wish [that people should do to you], do likewise to
them.
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1 Cor 14:5 qevlw pavntaß uJmaçß laleiçn glwvssaiß, maçllon de© [i{na pprrooffhh--
tteeuuvvhhttee]
I want you all to speak in tongues, but even more [to prophesy]

Note the parallel between the first half of the verse, which uses
a complementary infinitive, and the second half, which uses a
complementary i{na clause.

c. Subjunctive with Verbs of Fearing, etc. ExSyn 477

(1) DEFINITION. Mhv plus the subjunctive can be used after verbs of fearing,
warning, watching out for, etc. Not unusual in the better writers (Paul, Luke,
Hebrews), this construction serves as a warning or suggests caution or anxiety.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 21:8 blevpete mh© ppllaannhhqqhhççttee
Watch out that you are not deceived

Heb 4:1 fobhqwçmen . . . mhvpote . . . ddookkhh//çç tiß ejx uJmwçn uJsterhkevnai
Let us fear . . . lest . . . anyone of you should appear to have
failed

d. Subjunctive in Indirect Questions ExSyn 478

(1) DEFINITION. The subjunctive is sometimes used in indirect questions. In
such a usage, it follows the main verb, but appears awkward, even unconnected,
in the sentence structure. Because of this the subjunctive (and its accompanying
interrogative particle) needs to be smoothed out in translation.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 15:32 h[dh hJmevrai treiçß prosmevnousivn moi kai© oujk e[cousin tiv
ffaavvggwwssiinn
They have already been with me [for] three days and they do
not have anything to eat.

Literally, “they do not have what they might eat.” The direct
question would have been, tiv favgwmen (“What are we to eat?”).

Luke 9:58 oJ uiJo©ß touç ajnqrwvpou oujk e[cei pouç th©n kefalh©n kklliivvnnhh//
The Son of Man has no place where he could lay his head.

➡ e. Subjunctive in Indefinite Relative Clause ExSyn 478–79

(1) DEFINITION. The subjunctive is frequently used after o{stiß (a[n/ejavn) or
o{ß (d∆) a[n. The construction normally indicates a generic (or sometimes an uncer-
tain) subject; hence, the particle of contingency and the need for a subjunctive.
The construction is roughly the equivalent of a third class or fifth class condition.21
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

John 4:14 o}ß d∆ a]n ppiivvhh// ejk touç u{datoß ou| ejgw© dwvsw aujtw/ç, ouj mh© diyhv-
sei eijß to©n aijwçna
Whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never thirst
again.

Gal 5:10 oJ taravsswn uJmaçß bastavsei to© krivma, o{stiß eja©n hh//\\
The one who is troubling you will bear [his] judgment, whoever
he is.

➡ f. Subjunctive in Indefinite Temporal Clause ExSyn 479–80

(1) DEFINITION. The subjunctive is frequently used after a temporal adverb (or
improper preposition) meaning until (e.g., e{wß, a[cri, mevcri), or after the temporal
conjunction o{tan with the meaning, whenever. It indicates a future contingency
from the perspective of the time of the main verb.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 5:11 makavrioiv ejste o{tan oojjnneeiiddiivvsswwssiinn uJmaçß
Blessed are you whenever they revile you

1 Cor 11:26 to©n qavnaton touç kurivou kataggevllete a[cri ou| ee[[llqqhh//
you do proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes

The Optative Mood ExSyn 480–84

There are less than 70 optatives in the entire NT. In general, it can be said
that the optative is the mood used when a speaker wishes to portray an action as
possible. It usually addresses cognition, but may be used to appeal to the volition.

➡1. Voluntative Optative (Optative of Obtainable Wish, 
Volitive Optative) ExSyn 481–83

a. Definition. This is the use of the optative in an independent clause to
express an obtainable wish or a prayer. It is frequently an appeal to the will, in par-
ticular when used in prayers.

This optative fits one of three nuances: (1) mere possibility that something will
take place; (2) stereotyped formula that has lost its optative “flavor”: mh© gevnoito
usually has the force of abhorrence, and may in some contexts be the equivalent
of ouj mhv + aorist subjunctive (a very strong negative); or (3) polite request without
necessarily a hint of doubting what the response will be.

The voluntative optative is the most common optative category (at least 35
of the 68–69 uses belong here). One set idiom makes up almost half of all the vol-
untative optatives: mh© gevnoito, an expression that occurs 15 times (14 of which
occur in Paul).
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b. Illustrations22

Rom 3:3–4 eij hjpivsthsavn tineß, mh© hJ ajpistiva aujtwçn th©n pivstin touç qeouç
katarghvsei; mh© ggeevvnnooiittoo… ginevsqw de© oJ qeo©ß ajlhqhvß, paçß de©
a[nqrwpoß yeuvsthß
If some did not believe, their unbelief will not nullify the faith-
fulness of God, will it? May it never be! But let God be [found]
true, and every man [be found] a liar!

2 Tim 1:16 ddww//vvhh e[leoß oJ kuvrioß tw/ç ∆Onhsifovrou oi[kw/
May the Lord grant mercy on the house of Onesiphorus!

The Imperative Mood ExSyn 485–93

The imperative mood is the mood of intention. It is the mood furthest
removed from certainty. Ontologically, as one of the potential or oblique moods,
the imperative moves in the realm of volition (involving the imposition of one’s
will upon another) and possibility. There are many exceptions to this twofold “fla-
vor” of the imperative in actual usage, although in almost every instance the
rhetorical power of the imperative is still felt.

➡1. Command ExSyn 485–86

a. Definition. The imperative is most commonly used for commands,23 out-
numbering prohibitive imperatives about five to one. As a command, the imper-
ative is usually from a superior to an inferior in rank. It occurs frequently with
the aorist and present (only rarely with the perfect tense).

The basic force of the imperative of command involves somewhat different
nuances with each tense. With the aorist, the force generally is to command the
action as a whole, without focusing on duration, repetition, etc. In keeping with its
aspectual force, the aorist puts forth a summary command. With the present, the
force generally is to command the action as an ongoing process. This is in keeping
with the present’s aspect, which portrays an internal perspective.

One final note: the third person imperative is normally translated Let him do,
etc. This is easily confused in English with a permissive idea. Its force is more
akin to he must, however, or periphrastically, I command him to. . . .

b. Illustrations
Mark 2:14 aajjkkoolloouuvvqqeeii moi Follow me!
Jas 1:5 eij tiß uJmwçn leivpetai sofivaß, aaiijjtteeiivvttww para© touç . . . qeouç

If anyone of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God.
The force of the imperative is probably not a mere urging or
permission, but a command, in spite of the typical English ren-
dering. An expanded gloss is, “If anyone of you lacks wisdom,
he must ask of God.”
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➡2. Prohibition ExSyn 487

a. Definition. The imperative is commonly used to forbid an action.24 It is
simply a negative command (see discussion above). mhv (or a cognate) is used
before the imperative to turn the command into a prohibition. Almost all
instances in the NT involve the present tense. The aorist is customarily found as
a prohibitive subjunctive.

b. Illustrations
Mark 5:36 mh© ffoobboouuçç, movnon pivsteue. Do not be afraid; only believe.

Rom 6:12 mh© bbaassiilleeuueevvttww hJ aJmartiva ejn tw/ç qnhtw/ç uJmwçn swvmati
Do not let sin reign in your mortal body.

➡3. Request (Entreaty, Polite Command) ExSyn 487–88

a. Definition. The imperative is often used to express a request. This is nor-
mally seen when the speaker is addressing a superior. Imperatives (almost always
in the aorist tense) directed toward God in prayers fit this category. The request
can be a positive one or a negative one (please, do not . . .); in such cases the parti-
cle mhv precedes the verb.

b. Illustrations
Matt 6:10–11 eejjllqqeevvttww hJ basileiva sou… ggeennhhqqhhvvttww to© qevlhmav sou . . . to©n

a[rton hJmwçn to©n ejpiouvsion ddoo©©ßß hJmiçn shvmeron
Let your kingdom come, let your will be done . . . give us
today our daily bread

2 Cor 5:20 deovmeqa uJpe©r Cristouç, kkaattaallllaavvgghhttee tw/ç qew/ç
We ask you for the sake of Christ, be reconciled to God.

4. Conditional Imperative ExSyn 489–92

a. Definition. The imperative may at times be used to state a condition (pro-
tasis) on which the fulfillment (apodosis) of another verb depends. There are at
least twenty such imperatives in the NT.

b. Structure and semantics. This use of the imperative is always or almost
always found in the construction imperative + kaiv + future indicative. The idea is
“If X, then Y will happen.” As well, there are a few constructions in which the
verb in the apodosis is either another imperative or ouj mhv + subjunctive, though
all of these are disputed.

Even if these disputed constructions are valid, it is significant that in each one
of them the trailing verb is semantically equivalent to a future indicative. Take John
1:46, for example: ei\pen aujtw/ç Naqanahvl… ejk Nazare©t duvnataiv ti ajgaqo©n ei\nai…
levgei aujtw/ç oJ Fivlippoß… ee[[rrccoouu kai© ii[[ddee. (Nathanael said to him, “What good
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thing can come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see!”) If e[rcou
is conditional, then the trailing imperative bears the force of a future indicative:
“If you come, you will see.”

All of the disputed examples display these same semantics, viz., that the trail-
ing verb functions as though it were a future indicative. Further, none of the undis-
puted conditional imperatives seems to have lost its injunctive force. That is to say, even
though the imperative is translated by if you do and the like, the imperative was
used precisely because it communicated something that another mood could not.

c. Illustrations
(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Matt 7:7 aaiijjtteeiiççttee kai© doqhvsetai uJmiçn
Ask and it will be given to you

The idea is “If you ask (and you should), it will be given to you.”

Jas 4:7 aajjnnttiivvsstthhttee twç/ diabovlw/, kai© feuvxetai ajf∆ uJmwçn…
Resist the devil and he will flee from you.

(2) A DEBATABLE AND EXEGETICALLY SIGNIFICANT TEXT

Eph 4:26 oojjrrggiivvzzeessqqee kai© mh© aJmartavnete
Be angry and do not sin

Although many NT scholars regard ojrgivzesqe as a conditional
imperative, this is unlikely because it does not fit the semantics
of other conditional imperatives. Not only are there no undis-
puted examples of conditional imperatives in the construction
imperative + kaiv + imperative in the NT, all of the possible con-
ditional imperatives in the construction imperative + kaiv +
imperative require the trailing imperative to function semanti-
cally like a future indicative. If applied to Eph 4:26, this would
mean, “If you are angry, you will not sin”—an obviously ludi-
crous meaning. It is thus best to take ojrgivzesqe as a command.
As such, the force is something of a shorthand for church disci-
pline, a theme quite appropriate in this context.25
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Tenses: An Introduction1
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Definition of Tense ExSyn 496–97

In general, tense in Greek involves two elements: aspect (kind of action, [some-
times called Aktionsart, though a difference does need to be made between the
two]) and time. Aspect is the primary value of tense in Greek and time is second-
ary, if involved at all. In other words, tense is that feature of the verb that indicates
the speaker’s presentation of the verbal action (or state) with reference to its aspect and,
under certain conditions, its time. 2

The tenses in Greek are the present, future, perfect, imperfect, aorist, and
pluperfect.3

The Element of Time ExSyn 497–98

1. Three Kinds of Time and the Verb Mood

Three kinds of time may be portrayed by tense: past, present, future. These
are natural to English, but some languages employ other ideas—e.g., past, non-
past; near, far; completed, uncompleted; etc. For the most part, the mood of the
verb dictates whether or not time is an element of the tense.

a. Indicative. Time is clearly involved. We could in a sense speak of time as
absolute (or independent) in the indicative in that it is dependent directly on the
speaker’s time frame, not something within the utterance itself. There are occa-
sions, of course, when time is not involved in the indicative. This is due to other
phenomena such as genre, lexeme, the nature of the subject or object (e.g.,
whether general or specific), etc. But in their unaffected meaning (i.e., in their
essence, undisturbed by other considerations), the tenses in the indicative mood
include a temporal marker.

213

1 See ExSyn 494–512.
2 It is our conviction that the Greek tense does grammaticalize time; this chapter and the

chapters on the tenses assume that. For a discussion of whether tenses grammaticalize time,
see ExSyn 504–12.

3 The future perfect also occurs, but in the NT only in periphrasis.
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b. Participle.5 Time is very often involved in a participle, although here it is
relative (or dependent). Time with participles (especially adverbial participles)
depends on the time of the main verb. The participle is not directly connected to
the time frame of the speaker and hence cannot be said to be absolute. Still, the
three kinds of time are the same: past, present, future. But with the participle
“past” means past with reference to the verb, not the speaker (it is called
antecedent), present is present in relation to the verb (contemporaneous), and future
is future only with reference to the verb (subsequent). The times are for the most
part the same; the frame of reference is all that has changed.

c. Subjunctive, Optative, Imperative, Infinitive. Except in indirect discourse,
time is not seen with these moods. Thus an aorist in the subjunctive would have
a futuristic (or potential) flavor, while in the indicative it would have a past idea.
We can say, then, that for the most part time is irrelevant or nonexistent in the
oblique (nonindicative) moods.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax214

4 The specific breakdown of each tense is as follows: present—11,583; aorist—11,606;
imperfect—1682; future—1623; perfect—1571; pluperfect—86. These numbers do not take
into account periphrastics.

5 Participles and infinitives are technically not moods; but since they take the place of a
mood, it is both convenient and semantically suitable to discuss them with reference to time.

Chart 46
Relative Frequency of Tenses in the New Testament4
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To sum up: In general, time is absolute in the indicative, relative in the par-
ticiple, and nonexistent in the other moods.

2. Portrayal Vs. Reality of Time

Although an author may use a tense in the indicative, the time indicated by
that tense may be other than or broader than the real time of the event. All such
examples belong to phenomenological categories. As such, there will normally be
sufficient clues (context, genre, lexeme, other grammatical features) to signal the
temporal suppression.

a. Other than. Examples of time other than what the tense (in the indicative)
signifies include the historical present, futuristic present, proleptic aorist, and
epistolary aorist.

b. Broader than. Examples of time broader than what the tense (in the indica-
tive) signifies include the gnomic present, extension-from-past present, the gnomic
aorist, and the gnomic future.

The Element of Aspect (Kind of Action) ExSyn 499–504

1. Definition of Aspect ExSyn 499–500

a. Basic definition. Verbal aspect is, in general, the portrayal of the action (or
state) as to its progress, results, or simple occurrence.

b. Aspect versus Aktionsart. It is important to distinguish aspect from Aktion-
sart. In general, we can say that aspect is the unaffected meaning while Aktionsart
is aspect in combination with lexical, grammatical, or contextual features. Thus,
the present tense views the action from within, without respect to beginning or
end (aspect), while some uses of the present tense can be iterative, historical,
futuristic, etc. (all of these belong to Aktionsart and are meanings of the verb
affected by other features of the language). This is the same kind of distinction
we have earlier called ontological vs. phenomenological (terms that can be applied
to any morpho-syntactic category, not just the verb tense).

It is not technically correct to say that aspect is subjective while Aktionsart is
objective. Such a statement tacitly assumes that there is a one-to-one correspon-
dence between language and reality. Aktionsart is not actually objective, although
it may be presented as more in tune with the actual event.6

Pragmatically, this distinction between aspect and Aktionsart is helpful in
three ways. (1) The basic definition of a given tense deals with aspect, while the
various categories of usage deal with Aktionsart. Thus, although the basic defini-
tion is the “purest,” least-affected meaning, it is also the most artificial. What we
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Aktionsart.
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see is a verb that has as many as seven different morphological tags to it (one of
which may be present tense), one lexical tag (the stem)—and all this in a given
context (both literary and historical). Although we may be, at the time, trying to
analyze the meaning of the present tense, all of these other linguistic features are
crowding the picture.

(2) One error in this regard is to see a particular category of usage (Aktion-
sart) as underlying the entire tense usage (aspect). This is the error of saying too
much. Statements such as “the aorist means once-for-all action” are of this sort.
It is true that the aorist may, under certain circumstances, describe an event that
is, in reality, momentary. But we run into danger when we say that this is the
aorist’s unaffected meaning, for then we force it on the text in an artificial way.
We then tend to ignore such aorists that disprove our view (and they can be
found in every chapter of the NT) and proclaim loudly the “once-for-all” aorists
when they suit us.

(3) Another error is to assume that nothing more than the unaffected mean-
ing can ever be seen in a given tense usage. This is the error of saying too little. To
argue, for example, that the aorist is always the “unmarked” tense, or “default”
tense, fits this. This view fails to recognize that the tense does not exist in a vac-
uum. Categories of usage are legitimate because the tenses combine with other
linguistic features to form various fields of meaning.

2. Types of Action Possible ExSyn 500–501

Greek has essentially three aspects or types of action: internal, external, and
perfective-stative. Admittedly, these terms are not very descriptive. Perhaps an
illustration might help. To sit in the stands as a spectator and watch a parade as it
is passing by is an internal perspective: One views the parade in its progression,
without focusing on the beginning or end. To view the parade from a blimp as a
news commentator several hundred feet in the air is an external perspective: One
views the whole of the parade without focusing on its internal makeup. To walk
down the street after the parade is over as part of the clean-up crew is a perfective-
stative view: While recognizing that the parade is completed (external), one stands
in the midst of the ongoing results (internal)!

a. Internal (or progressive). The internal portrayal “focuses on [the action’s]
development or progress and sees the occurrence in regard to its internal make-up,
without beginning or end in view.”7 This is the detailed or open-ended portrayal
of an action. It is sometimes called progressive; it “basically represents an activity
as in process (or in progress).”8 The tense-forms involved are the present and
imperfect.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax216

7 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 103. Italics in the original. “Linear” (or “durative”) is the old
description with which most are familiar.

8 McKay, “Time and Aspect,” 225. Although this gives one a better handle on the idea, it
is often too restrictive in its application.

02_Basics.Part 2  4/16/04  1:32 PM  Page 216



b. External (or summary). The external portrayal “presents an occurrence
in summary, viewed as a whole from the outside, without regard for the internal make-
up of the occurrence.”9 The tense-form involved is the aorist. As well, the future
apparently belongs here.

c. Perfective-stative (stative, resultative, completed). The unaffected mean-
ing is a combination of the external and internal aspects: The action is portrayed
externally (summary), while the resultant state proceeding from the action is por-
trayed internally (continuous state). The tense-forms involved are the perfect and
pluperfect.

3. Portrayal Vs. Reality of Aspect ExSyn 502–4

a. Lack of precise correspondence. There is a genuine difference between por-
trayal of action and the real progress of the action. An author may portray the action
as summary, or he may portray the action as progressive, stative, etc. In some
respects, it may be helpful to see the various aspects as analogous to photogra-
phy. The aorist would be a snapshot, simply viewing the action as a whole without
further adieu. It would be the establishment shot, or the portrayal that keeps the
narrative moving at a brisk pace. The imperfect would be a motion picture, por-
traying the action as it unfolds. This is more of an “up close and personal” kind
of portrayal.

The same event might be portrayed with two different tenses, even within
the same gospel. This illustrates the fact that an author often has a choice in the tense
he uses and that portrayal is not the same as reality. For example:

Mark 12:41 plouvsioi ee[[bbaalllloonn pollav
the rich were casting in much

The imperfect is used because the scene is in progress. Thus it
looks at the incident from the inside.

Mark 12:44 pavnteß ga©r ejk touç perisseuvontoß aujtoiçß ee[[bbaalloonn
For these all, out of their abundance, cast [their money] in

The aorist is now used at the conclusion of Jesus’ story as a
summary of the event just witnessed.

b. The issue of choice. (1) Selected by the speaker. A basic issue in the tense used
is how much a speaker wants to say about the progress or results of an action, or
what he wants to emphasize. This is not a question of accurate description vs. inac-
curate description, but of fuller description vs. simple statement of action, or of
one emphasis vs. another of the same action. For example:

Tenses: An Introduction 217

9 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 97. Cf. also McKay, “Time and Aspect,” 225. Again, it is impor-
tant to remember that this is a definition of the aorist’s aspect, not its Aktionsart, for the latter
is a combination of this ontological meaning with other features of the language. Thus, in a
given context and with a given verb in the aorist tense, an author may indicate something of
the internal make-up of the occurrence.
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Rom 3:23 pavnteß ga©r hh{{mmaarrttoonn for all have sinned
The aorist is used here, leaving the action in some sense unde-
fined. However, it is an equally true statement that: “all sin”
(present—customary) and “all have sinned” (perfect—past
action with continuing results). Therefore, Paul’s choice of the
aorist was used to emphasize one aspect or possibly to say less
(or to stress the fact of humanity’s sinfulness) than the present or
perfect would have done. However, any of these three tenses
could have been used to describe the human condition. An
author’s portrayal is thus selective at times and simply brings out
the aspect that he wants to emphasize at the time rather than
giving the full-orbed reality of the event.

(2) Restricted by the lexeme, context, etc. Many actions are restricted to a partic-
ular tense. For example, if a speaker wishes to indicate an action that is intrinsi-
cally terminal (such as “find” or “die” or “give birth to”), the choice of tense is
dramatically reduced. We would not usually say “he was finding his book.” The
imperfect, under normal circumstances, would thus be inappropriate. By contrast,
if an author wished to speak of the unchanging nature of a state (such as “I have”
or “I live”), the aorist would normally not be appropriate. Indeed, when the aorist
of such stative verbs is used, the emphasis is most frequently on the entrance into
the state.

The point is that often the choice of a tense is made for a speaker by the
action being described. At times the tense chosen by the speaker is the only one
that could be used to portray the idea. Three major factors determine this: lexi-
cal meaning of the verb (e.g., whether the verb stem indicates a terminal or punc-
tual act, a state, etc.), contextual factors, and other grammatical features (e.g.,
mood, voice, transitiveness, etc). This is precisely the difference between aspect
and Aktionsart: Aspect is the basic meaning of the tense, unaffected by consider-
ations in a given utterance, while Aktionsart is the meaning of the tense as used
by an author in a particular utterance, affected as it were by other features of the
language.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax218
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ExSyn 514–16

The Present Tense1

Overview of Uses

Narrow-Band Presents . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 221
➡ 1. Instantaneous Present (Aoristic or Punctiliar Present) . . . . . . . . . . . . 221
➡ 2. Progressive Present (Descriptive Present) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 222
Broad-Band Presents . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 222

3. Extending-from-Past Present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 222
➡ 4. Iterative Present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 223
➡ 5. Customary (Habitual or General) Present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 224
➡ 6. Gnomic Present. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 224
Special Uses of the Present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 225
➡ 7. Historical Present (Dramatic Present) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 226

8. Perfective Present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 227
9. Conative (Tendential, Voluntative) Present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 228

a. In Progress, but not Complete (True Conative) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 228
b. Not Begun, but About/Desired to be Attempted 

(Voluntative/Tendential) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 229
➡10. Futuristic Present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 229

a. Completely Futuristic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 229
b. Mostly Futuristic (Ingressive-Futuristic?) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 230

➡11. Present Retained in Indirect Discourse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 230

INTRODUCTION 
Aspect

With reference to aspect, the present tense is internal (that is, it portrays the
action from the inside of the event, without special regard for beginning or end),
but it makes no comment as to fulfillment (or completion). The present tense’s
portrayal of an event “focuses on its development or progress and sees the occurrence
in regard to its internal make-up, without beginning or end in view.”2 It is sometimes
called progressive: It “basically represents an activity as in process (or in progress).”3

Time

With reference to time, the present indicative is usually present time, but it
may be other than or broader than the present time on occasion (e.g., with the
historical present and gnomic present respectively).

219

1 See ExSyn 513–39.
2 Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New Testament Greek, 103 (italics in original).
3 K. L. McKay, “Time and Aspect,” 225. Although this gives one a better handle on the

idea, it is often too restrictive in its application.
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ExSyn 516–39

Aspect + Time (The Unaffected Meaning)

What is fundamental to keep in mind as you examine each of the tenses is the
difference between the unaffected meaning and the affected meaning and how
they relate to each other. Part of this difference is between aspect and Aktionsart.
(The other part has to do with the temporal element of tense [restricted to the
indicative mood].) Together, aspect and time constitute the “ontological mean-
ing” or unaffected meaning of a given tense in the indicative. In this case, it is the
meaning the present tense would have if we could see such a tense in a vacuum—
without context, without a lexical intrusion from the verb, and without other
grammatical features (either in the verb itself or in some other word in the sen-
tence that is impacting the tense). In other words, the unaffected meaning of the
present tense is its basic idea. However, this unaffected meaning is only theoreti-
cal. No one has ever observed it for any of the tenses, simply because we cannot
observe a tense that is not attached to a verb (which has lexical value): -w is a mor-
pheme, while pisteuvw is a present tense verb. The unaffected meaning, then, is
something that has been extrapolated from actual usage.

What is the value of having such a theoretical knowledge of the tenses? It
helps us in at least two ways. (1) Since the affected meanings are what we call
“Specific Uses,” the more we know how the tense is affected, the more certain we
can be of its usage in a given passage. The three intrusions mentioned above (lexical,
contextual, grammatical) are the staple things that make up affected meanings. The
more we analyze such intrusions, the better we can predict when a given tense (or
case or voice or any other morpho-syntactic element of the language) will fit into
a particular category of usage.

(2) It is important to understand that the unaffected meaning can be over-
ridden—to some degree but not entirely—by the intrusions. That is to say, it is
not correct to say that the unaffected meaning will always be present in full force
in any given context. The unaffected meaning is not, therefore, the lowest com-
mon denominator of the tense uses. But neither will it be completely abandoned.
An author chooses his particular tense for a reason, just as he chooses his mood,
lexical root, etc. All of these contribute to the meaning he wishes to express. They
are all, as it were, vying for control.

In sum, it is imperative that one pay close attention to the various influences
affecting the meaning of the tense. All of these influences, in combination with
the present tense, contribute to the specific category of usage under question.

SPECIFIC USES 
The specific uses of the present tense can be categorized into three large

groups: narrow-band presents, broad-band presents, and special uses. “Narrow-
band” means that the action is portrayed as occurring over a relatively short inter-
val; “broad-band” means that the action is portrayed as occurring over a longer
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interval; “special uses” include instances that do not fit into the above categories,
especially those involving a time frame that is other than the present.4

Narrow-Band Presents ExSyn 516–19

The action is portrayed as being in progress or as occurring.5 In the indica-
tive mood, it is portrayed as occurring in the present time (“right now”), that is,
at the time of speaking. This involves two particular uses of the present: instan-
taneous and progressive.

➡1. Instantaneous Present (Aoristic or Punctiliar Present)6 ExSyn 517–18

a. Definition and clarification. The present tense may be used to indicate
that an action is completed at the moment of speaking. This occurs only in the
indicative. It is relatively common.

The element of time becomes so prominent that the progressive aspect is
entirely suppressed in this usage. The instantaneous present is typically a lexically
influenced present tense: It is normally a verb of saying or thinking (a performative
present).7 The act itself is completed at the moment of speaking.

The Present Tense 221

4 Pragmatically, it is helpful to think in terms of time when thinking through these categories.
This is not because the present tense always includes a temporal marker, but rather because most
present tenses (like other tenses) are found in the indicative. Further, some uses are restricted to
the indicative (such as historical present); such can only be thought of in terms of time.

5 The alternative title, “durative” present, to describe both the instantaneous and pro-
gressive present is hardly an adequate description for the instantaneous present, since the aspec-
tual force of the present tense is entirely suppressed.

6 Instantaneous present is a much more satisfactory term since aoristic and punctiliar con-
tinue erroneous views about the aorist—viz., that it in reality refers to a momentary act.

7 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 202. Fanning notes a second type, viz., an act that is simultaneous
to the time of speaking but is not identical with it. For our purposes, we can treat them both
simply as instantaneous presents.

Diagram 47
The Force of the Instantaneous Present

Note: The diagrams used for the tenses that have time indicators relate absolutely
only to the indicative mood. The time element is included because of the relatively
large percentage of indicative tenses. For those uses that have examples outside the
indicative, one should simply ignore the time frame.

Past Present Future
.

b. Illustrations
John 3:3 ajmh©n ajmh©n lleevvggww soi verily, verily, I say to you

Acts 9:34 ei\pen aujtw/ç oJ Pevtroß… Aijneva, iijjaaççttaaiivv se ∆Ihsouçß Cristovß
Peter said to him, “Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you.”
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➡2. Progressive Present (Descriptive Present) ExSyn 518–19

a. Definition and key to identification. The present tense may be used to
describe a scene in progress, especially in narrative literature. It represents a
somewhat broader time frame than the instantaneous present, though it is still
narrow when compared to a customary or gnomic present. The difference
between this and the iterative (and customary) present is that the latter involves
a repeated action, while the progressive present normally involves continuous action.
The progressive present is common,8 both in the indicative and oblique moods.
The key to identification is at this present time, right now.
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8 The descriptive present, in many grammars, is presented as different from the progres-
sive present. The difference is that the descriptive involves a narrower sequential band than
does the progressive present. We have put both together for convenience’ sake.

b. Illustrations
Mark 1:37 pavnteß zzhhttoouuççssiivvnn se

all are [right now] searching for you

Rom 9:1 ajlhvqeian lleevvggww . . . ouj yyeeuuvvddoommaaii
I am telling the truth. . . I am not lying

What follows is a discourse about Paul’s sorrow over the nation
of Israel.

Broad-Band Presents ExSyn 519–25

The following four categories of the present tense include those that are used
to indicate an event or occurrence taking place over a long interval or an extended
sequence of events.

3. Extending-from-Past Present 
(Present of Past Action Still in Progress) ExSyn 519–20

a. Definition and key to identification. The present tense may be used to
describe an action that, begun in the past, continues in the present. The empha-
sis is on the present time. Note that this is different from the perfect tense in that
the perfect speaks only about the results existing in the present time. It is differ-
ent from the progressive present in that it reaches back in time and usually, if not
always, has some sort of temporal indicator, such as an adverbial phrase, to show

Diagram 48
The Force of the Progressive Present

Past Present Future
———
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this past-referring element. Depending on how tightly one defines this category,
it is either relatively rare or fairly common.9

The key to this usage is normally to translate the present tense as an English
present perfect. Some examples might not fit such a gloss, however.

The Present Tense 223

9 Fanning takes it to be a rare category, limiting it by description: “It always includes an
adverbial phrase or other time-indication” (Verbal Aspect, 217). But Brooks-Winbery define it
more broadly (Syntax, 77; see discussion in Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 217, n. 30).

b. Illustrations
Luke 15:29 tosauçta e[th ddoouulleeuuvvww soi

I have served you for these many years

1 John 3:8 ajp∆ ajrchçß oJ diavboloß aaJJmmaarrttaavvnneeii
the devil has been sinning from the beginning

➡4. Iterative Present ExSyn 520–21

a. Definition and key to identification. The present tense may be used to
describe an event that repeatedly happens. (The distributive present belongs here,
too: the use of the present tense for individual acts distributed to more than one
object.) This usage is frequently found in the imperative mood, since an action is
urged to be done. The iterative present is common. The key to identification is
translated using the English words “repeatedly” or “continuously.”

Diagram 49
The Force of the Extending-from-Past Present

Past Present Future
.———

Past Present Future

. . . . .

Diagram 50
The Force of the Iterative Present

b. Illustrations
Matt 7:7 AAiijjtteeiiççttee . . . zzhhtteeiiççttee . . . kkrroouuvveettee Ask . . . seek . . . knock

The force of the present imperatives is “Ask repeatedly, over
and over again . . . seek repeatedly . . . knock continuously, over
and over again.”

Matt 17:15 pollavkiß ppiivvpptteeii eijß to© puçr often he falls into the fire

Luke 3:16 ejgw© u{dati bbaappttiivvzzww uJmaçß I baptize you in water
This is an instance of a distributive present: John baptizes each
person only once, but the action is repeated.
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➡5. Customary (Habitual or General) Present ExSyn 521–22

a. Definition. The customary present is used to signal either an action that
regularly occurs or an ongoing state. The action is usually iterative, or repeated, but
not without interruption. This usage is quite common. The difference between
the customary (proper) and the iterative present is mild. Generally, however, it
can be said that the customary present is broader in its idea of the “present” time
and describes an event that occurs regularly.

There are two types of customary present, repeated action and ongoing state.
The stative present is more pronounced in its temporal restrictions than the cus-
tomary present or the gnomic present.

b. Key to identification. For action verbs, one can use the gloss customarily,
habitually. For stative verbs one can use the gloss continually.
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10 Williams, Grammar Notes, 27.
11 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 208.

c. Illustrations
Luke 18:12 nnhhsstteeuuvvww di©ß touç sabbavtou

I [customarily] fast twice a week

John 3:16 paçß oJ ppiisstteeuuvvwwnn eijß aujto©n mh© ajpovlhtai
everyone who [continually] believes in him should not perish

This could also be taken as a gnomic present, but if so it is not
a proverbial statement, nor is it simply a general maxim. In this
Gospel, there seems to be a qualitative distinction between the
ongoing act of believing and the simple fact of believing.

John 14:17 par∆ uJmiçn mmeevvnneeii kai© ejn uJmiçn e[stai
he continually remains with you and he shall be in you

➡6. Gnomic Present ExSyn 523–25

a. Definition. The present tense may be used to make a statement of a gen-
eral, timeless fact. “It does not say that something is happening, but that some-
thing does happen.”10 The action or state continues without time limits. The verb
is used “in proverbial statements or general maxims about what occurs at all
times.”11 This usage is common.

b. Semantics and semantic situations. The gnomic present is distinct from
the customary present in that the customary present refers to a regularly recurring

Diagram 51
The Force of the Customary Present

Past Present Future
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

or
——————————————
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action while the gnomic present refers to a general, timeless fact. It is distinct from
the stative present (a subcategory of the customary) in that the stative present
involves a temporal restriction while the gnomic present is generally atemporal.

There are two predominant semantic situations in which the gnomic present
occurs. The first includes instances that depict deity or nature as the subject of the
action. Statements such as “the wind blows” or “God loves” fit this category. Such
gnomic presents are true all the time. There is a second kind of gnomic, slightly
different in definition: the use of the present in generic statements to describe
something that is true any time (rather than a universal statement that is true all
the time). This usage involves a particular grammatical intrusion: The gnomic verb
typically takes a generic subject or object. Further, the present participle, especially in
such formulaic expressions as paçß oJ + present participle and the like, routinely
belongs here.

c. Key to identification. As a general rule, if one can use the phrase as a gen-
eral, timeless fact, it is a gnomic present (though this is not always applicable).

The Present Tense 225

12 For a discussion on 1 John 3:6, 9 and 1 Tim 2:12, both of which are debatable and
exegetically significant texts, see ExSyn 524–26.

d. Illustrations12

Matt 5:32 paçß oJ aajjppoolluuvvwwnn th©n gunaiçka aujtouç
everyone who divorces his wife

John 3:8 to© pneuçma o{pou qevlei ppnneeiiçç
the wind blows where it desires

2 Cor 9:7 iJlaro©n ga©r dovthn aajjggaappaa//çç oJ qeovß
God loves [as a general, timeless fact] a cheerful giver

Special Uses of the Present ExSyn 526–39

Five uses of the present tense do not easily fit into the above categories. These
include the historical present, perfective present, conative present, futuristic pres-
ent, and present retained in indirect discourse. The first four may be viewed tem-
porally for pragmatic purposes (as most of them occur only in the indicative),
moving from simple past (historical present), to past + present result (perfective pres-
ent), to presently incomplete or potential (conative present), to futuristic (futuristic
present). The fifth category, the present retained in indirect discourse, is techni-
cally not a syntactical category but a structural one.

Diagram 52
The Force of the Gnomic Present

Past Present Future
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➡7. Historical Present (Dramatic Present) ExSyn 526–32

a. Definition and amplification. The historical present is used fairly fre-
quently in narrative literature to describe a past event.

The reason for the use of the historical present is normally to portray an event
vividly, as though the reader were in the midst of the scene as it unfolds. Such
vividness might be rhetorical (to focus on some aspect of the narrative) or literary
(to indicate a change in topic). The present tense may be used to describe a past
event, either for the sake of vividness or to highlight some aspect of the narrative.

However, with levgei and other verbs introducing (in)direct discourse, the his-
torical present is for the most part a stereotyped idiom that has lost its original
rhetorical powers. levgei/levgousin is by far the most common verb used as a his-
torical present, accounting for well over half of all the instances.

The aspectual value of the historical present is normally, if not always, reduced
to zero.13 The verbs used, such as levgei and e[rcetai, normally introduce an
action in the midst of aorists without the slightest hint that an internal or pro-
gressive aspect is intended.14 The historical present has suppressed its aspect, but
not its time. But the time element is rhetorical rather than real.15 The diagram
below reflects this.
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13 So BDF, 167 (§321); Robertson, Grammar, 867 (though he says that some instances are
equal to an imperfect); Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 227–31.

14 If the nontemporal view of tense were true, we would expect the aspect to be in full
flower. Porter argues that this is indeed the case (Verbal Aspect, 195). Yet in his description he
argues for vividness (rather than a progressive portrayal) as the force of the aspect. This seems
better suited to the temporal view.

15 Fanning has arrived at similar conclusions (Verbal Aspect, 228): “The point of the his-
torical present is not how the occurrence is viewed, but that it occurs (rhetorically) ‘now.’” He
goes on to say that “the temporal meaning predominates and neutralizes the aspectual force.”
Although we fully agree, it does seem that this description goes against the grain of Fanning’s
“invariant meaning” for the tenses (in this case, that the present tense has an invariant mean-
ing of an internal aspect).

Regarding use and genre, the historical present occurs mostly in less educated
writers as a function of colloquial, vivid speech. More literary authors, as well as
those who aspire to a distanced historical reporting, tend to avoid it (John [162],
Mark [151], Matthew [93], Luke [11], Acts [13]). The historical present is pre-
eminently the storyteller’s tool and as such occurs exclusively (or almost exclu-
sively) in narrative literature.

b. Clarification/semantic situation. Because the historical present occurs
primarily in narrative, it is natural that it is used only in the third person. More-

Diagram 53
The Force of the Historical Present

Past Present Future

.
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over, since it is used for vividness or highlighting, it is equally natural that it
occurs with verbs of action.

The one verb that is not used as a historical present is the equative verb (eijmiv).16

Also, when givnomai functions as an equative verb, it is not used as a historical
present. However, it may function as other than an equative verb at times.

Since time is an element of tense only absolutely in the indicative, it stands to
reason that the historical present can only legitimately be used in the indicative mood.

c. Illustrations
(1) CLEAR EXAMPLES

Matt 26:40 ee[[rrcceettaaii pro©ß tou©ß maqhta©ß kai© eeuuJJrriivvsskkeeii aujtou©ß kaqeuvdon-
taß, kai© lleevvggeeii . . .
he came to the disciples and found them sleeping, and he
said . . .

Mark 1:41 aujtouç h{yato kai© lleevvggeeii aujtw/ç . . .
he touched him and said to him . . .

(2) DEBATABLE TEXT17

John 5:2 ee[[ssttiinn de© ejn toiçß ÔIerosoluvmoiß . . . kolumbhvqra
Now there is in Jerusalem . . . a pool

Although e[stin is usually assumed to be a historical present,
since the equative verb is nowhere else clearly used as a histor-
ical present in the NT, the present tense should be taken as indi-
cating present time from the viewpoint of the speaker.18

8. Perfective Present ExSyn 532–33

a. Definition and clarification. The present tense may be used to emphasize
that the results of a past action are still continuing. This usage is not very common.

There are two types: one lexical, the other contextual. The lexical type involves
certain words (most notably h{kw, which almost always has a perfective force to
it).19 The other type is contextual: This use of the present is especially frequent
with levgei as an introduction to an OT quotation.20 Its usual force seems to be
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16 Although the copula may be used as a present tense retained in indirect discourse, which
is an entirely different idiom. Much confusion has arisen over the similarities in translation
between these two.

17 For a discussion of John 8:58, see ExSyn 530–31; for a discussion of Rom 7:14–24, see
ExSyn 531–32.

18 See ExSyn 531–32 for a discussion of this text; for a more complete discussion, see D.
B. Wallace, “John 5,2 and the Date of the Fourth Gospel,” Bib 71 (1990): 177–205.

19 According to Fanning, the following verbs also occasionally function as perfective pres-
ents: ajpevcw, ajkouvw, pavreimi (see Verbal Aspect, 239–40 for a discussion).

20 This usage is so distinct that it could be given a different label, something like the intro-
ductory formula present.
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that although the statement was spoken in the past, it still speaks today and is
binding on the hearers.21
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21 In some respects it could be treated as a testimonium present, which is followed by a con-
tent clause: “This is the statement of Scripture. . . . ” Cf. John 1:19 (au{th ejsti©n hJ marturiva
touç ∆Iwavnnou).

b. Illustrations
1 Tim 5:18 lleevvggeeii hJ grafhv… bouçn ajlowçnta ouj fimwvseiß

the scripture says, “You shall not muzzle the ox while it is tread-
ing out the grain”

1 John 5:20 oJ uiJo©ß touç qeouç hh{{kkeeii, kai© devdwken hJmiçn diavnoian
the Son of God has come and has given us understanding

The perfective present is here joined by kaiv to a perfect tense,
illustrating its force.

9. Conative (Tendential, Voluntative) Present ExSyn 534–35

This use of the present tense portrays the subject as desiring to do something
(voluntative), attempting to do something (conative), or at the point of almost doing
something (tendential). This usage is relatively rare.

We will break this down into two categories: in progress, but not complete (true
conative); and not begun, but about/desired to be attempted (voluntative, tendential).

This general category needs to be distinguished from the futuristic present,
which typically connotes certainty that an action will be carried out.

a. In Progress, but not Complete (True Conative)
(1) DEFINITION AND KEY TO IDENTIFICATION. The present tense is used to

indicate that an attempt is being made in the present time (indicative mood). Often
it bears the connotation that the action will not be completed. The key to identi-
fication is to use is attempting (unsuccessfully)

Diagram 54
The Force of the Perfective Present

Note: The symbol (————) indicates the results of an action.

Past Present Future
•(—————)

Diagram 55
The Force of the (True) Conative Present

Note: The symbol O is used for all actions that are either not accomplished or not
begun.

Past Present Future
———O
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Gal 5:4 oi{tineß ejn novmw/ ddiikkaaiioouuççssqqee
[you] who are attempting to be justified by the Law

If this were a durative present of some sort, the translation
would be, “you who are being justified by the Law”! Obviously,
such a meaning for this text would contradict the whole point
of Galatians. Paul is not declaring that they are being justified
by the Law, but that they think they are (or they are trying to
be), though their attempt can only end in failure.

b. Not Begun, but About/Desired to be Attempted (Voluntative/Tendential)
(1) DEFINITION AND KEY TO IDENTIFICATION. The present tense is used to

indicate that an attempt is about to be made or one that is desired to be made in the
present time (or very near future time). The action may or may not be carried
out. The key to identification is about to.
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

John 10:32 dia© poiçon aujtwçn e[rgon ejme© lliiqqaavvzzeettee;
For which of these works are you about to stone me?

➡10. Futuristic Present ExSyn 535–37

The present tense may be used to describe a future event, though (unlike the
conative present) it typically adds the connotations of immediacy and certainty.
Most instances involve verbs whose lexical meaning involves anticipation (such as
e[rcomai, -baivnw, poreuvomai, etc.). This usage is relatively common.

a. Completely Futuristic
(1) DEFINITION AND KEY TO IDENTIFICATION. The present tense may describe

an event that is wholly subsequent to the time of speaking, as though it were pres-
ent. It focuses on either the immediacy or the certainty of the event; the context
needs to be examined to determine which notion is being emphasized. As a key to
identification one can use is soon going to, is certainly going to, will.

Diagram 56
The Force of the Tendential Present

Past Present Future

O

Diagram 57
The Force of the Completely Futuristic Present

Past Present Future
.
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Rom 6:9 Cristo©ß . . . oujkevti aajjppooqqnnhhvv//sskkeeii
Christ . . . is not going to die

Obviously, the stress here is on certainty, as evidenced by
oujkevti.

Rev 22:20 naiv, ee[[rrccoommaaii tacuv Yes, I am coming quickly.
This is a difficult text to assess. It may be that the stress is on
the certainty of the coming or on the immediacy of the coming.
But one’s view does not hinge on the futuristic present, but on
the adverb tacuv. The force of the sentence may then mean,
“Whenever I come, I will come quickly,” in which case the stress
is on the certainty of the coming (cf. Matt 28:8). Or it may mean,
“I am on my way and I intend to be there very soon.” If so, then
the stress is on the immediacy of the coming.

b. Mostly Futuristic (Ingressive-Futuristic?)

(1) DEFINITION AND KEY TO IDENTIFICATION. The present tense may describe
an event begun in the present time, but completed in the future. This is especially
used with verbs of coming, going, etc., though it is rarer than the wholly futuris-
tic present. As for the key to identification, often the verb can be translated as a
present tense (e.g., is coming).
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22 For a general discussion of the indicative mood in declarative o{ti clauses, see “Indica-
tive Mood.”

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Mark 10:33 aajjnnaabbaaiivvnnoommeenn eijß ÔIerosovluma
We are going up to Jerusalem

➡11. Present Retained in Indirect Discourse ExSyn 537–39

a. Definition. Generally speaking, the tense of the Greek verb in indirect dis-
course is retained from the direct discourse. (Indirect discourse occurs after a verb of
perception [e.g., verbs of saying, thinking, believing, knowing, seeing, hearing]. It
may be introduced by a declarative o{ti, levgwn, ei\pen, etc.22) This is unlike English:
In indirect discourse we usually push the tense back “one slot” from what it would
have been in the direct discourse (especially if the introductory verb is past tense)—
that is, we render a simple past as a past perfect, a present as a past tense, etc.

Diagram 58
The Force of the Mostly Futuristic Present

Past Present Future
.———
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In Greek, however, the tenses of the original utterance are retained in the
indirect discourse. The present tense is one of these. This usage is common, espe-
cially in the Gospels and Acts.

This use of the present tense is not, technically, a syntactical category. That
is to say, the present tense also belongs to some other present tense usage. The
retained present is a translational category, not a syntactical one.

b. Clarification. A retained present is usually progressive, but not in the pres-
ent time (that is, according to English). Do not confuse this with the historical
present, however. Equative verbs are frequently used in indirect discourse (and
thus are to be translated as a past tense, though present in Greek); such verbs do
not occur as historical presents, however (see above).

c. Illustrations
Mark 2:1 hjkouvsqh o{ti ejn oi[kw/ eejjssttiivvnn

It was heard that he was at home
Note that although the equative verb ejstivn is here translated as
a past tense, it is not a historical present. The semantics of his-
torical presents are quite different from the present tense
retained in indirect discourse.

John 4:1 wJß e[gnw oJ ∆Ihsouçß o{ti hh[[kkoouussaann oiJ Farisaiçoi o{ti ∆Ihsouçß
pleivonaß maqhta©ß ppooiieeiiçç kai© bbaappttiivvzzeeii h] ∆Iwavnnhß
when Jesus knew that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was
making and baptizing more disciples than John

This text involves indirect discourse embedded within another
indirect discourse. It affords a good illustration of the differ-
ences between English and Greek. The Greek retains the tenses
from the direct discourse, while English moves them back one
slot. Thus, h[kousan is translated had heard even though it is
aorist (the original statement would have been aorist: “the Phar-
isees heard . . . ”). And both poieiç and baptivzei, although pres-
ent tenses, are translated as though they were imperfects (the
original statement would have been, “Jesus is making and bap-
tizing more disciples than John”).

The Present Tense 231
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ExSyn 541

The Imperfect Tense1

Overview of Uses

Narrow-Band Imperfects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233
➡ 1. Progressive (Descriptive) Imperfect . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233
➡ 2. Ingressive (Inchoative, Inceptive) Imperfect . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233
Broad-Band Imperfects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 234
➡ 3. Iterative Imperfect. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 234
➡ 4. Customary (Habitual or General) Imperfect . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 235
Special Uses of the Imperfect. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 236

5. Conative (Voluntative, Tendential) Imperfect . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 236
a. In Progress, but not Complete (True Conative) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 236
b. Not Begun, but About/Desired to be Attempted 

(Voluntative/Tendential) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 237
➡ 6. Imperfect Retained in Indirect Discourse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 237

INTRODUCTION 

As a tense of the first principal part, the imperfect mirrors the present tense
both in its general aspect and its specific uses (the only difference being, for the
most part, that the imperfect is used for past time).

Like the present tense, the imperfect displays an internal aspect.2 That is, it
portrays the action from within the event, without regard for beginning or end.
This contrasts with the aorist, which portrays the action in summary fashion. For
the most part, the aorist takes a snapshot of the action while the imperfect (like the
present) takes a motion picture, portraying the action as it unfolds. As such, the
imperfect is often incomplete and focuses on the process of the action.3

With reference to time, the imperfect is almost always past. (Note that since
the imperfect only occurs in the indicative mood, this tense always grammatical-
izes time.) However, occasionally it portrays time other than the past (e.g., the
conative imperfect may have this force to it sometimes; also the imperfect in sec-
ond class conditions connotes present time—but such is due more to the aspect
than the time element of the tense). In general, the imperfect may be diagrammed
as follows:

232

1 See ExSyn 540–53. The instantaneous imperfect (see 542–43) and the “pluperfective”
imperfect (see 549) are sufficiently rare that the average intermediate Greek student may
ignore them.

2 For a discussion on the difference between unaffected meaning and specific uses, see the
introduction to the present tense.

3 On the different aspectual forces of the aorist and imperfect, see “Portrayal Vs. Reality
of Aspect” in “The Tenses: An Introduction.”
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ExSyn 541–53SPECIFIC USES 
Narrow-Band Imperfects ExSyn 541–45

The action is portrayed as being in progress or as occurring in the past time
(since all imperfects are in the indicative). This involves two specific types of
imperfect: progressive and ingressive.

➡1. Progressive (Descriptive) Imperfect ExSyn 543–44

a. Definition and key to identification. The imperfect is often used to
describe an action or state that is in progress in past time from the viewpoint (or,
more accurately, portrayal) of the speaker. The action (or state) is more narrowly
focused than that of the customary imperfect. It speaks either of vividness or simul-
taneity with another action.

For its key to identification, use was (continually) doing, was (right then) happening.
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Diagram 59
The Basic Force of the Imperfect

Past Present Future
———

b. Illustrations
Matt 8:24 seismo©ß mevgaß ejgevneto ejn th/ç qalavssh/ . . . aujto©ß de© eejjkkaavvqqeeuuddeenn

a massive storm came on the sea . . . but he was sleeping
Acts 3:2 tiß ajnh©r cwlo©ß ejk koilivaß mhtro©ß aujtouç uJpavrcwn eejjbbaassttaavvzzeettoo

a certain man, who was lame from birth, was being carried

➡2. Ingressive (Inchoative, Inceptive) Imperfect ExSyn 544–45

a. Definition and clarification. The imperfect is often used to stress the
beginning of an action, with the implication that it continued for some time.

The difference between the ingressive imperfect and the ingressive aorist is
that the imperfect stresses beginning but implies that the action continues, while
the aorist stresses beginning but does not imply that the action continues. Thus
the translation (and key to identification) for the inceptive imperfect ought to be
“began doing” while the inceptive aorist ought to be translated “began to do.”

Diagram 60
The Force of the Progressive Imperfect

Past Present Future
——
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b. Semantic situation. The ingressive imperfect is especially used in narra-
tive literature when a change in activity is noted. It is possibly the most common
imperfect in narrative because it introduces a topic shift. The following examples
may be treated as progressive imperfects, but the context of each indicates a topic
shift or new direction for the action.
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c. Illustrations
Mark 9:20 pesw©n ejpi© thçß ghçß eejjkkuulliivveettoo ajfrivzwn

He fell on the ground and began rolling about, foaming at the
mouth.

John 4:30 ejxhçlqon ejk thçß povlewß kai© hh[[rrccoonnttoo pro©ß aujtovn
They came out of the city and began coming to him.

There is a subtle contrast between the aorist and imperfect here.
The aorist gets the Samaritans out of Sychar, in a summary
fashion; the imperfect gets them on the road to Jesus. But it
looks at the action from the inside. The evangelist leaves the
reader hanging with this tantalizing morsel: They were coming
to Jesus but had not arrived yet. Dramatically, the scene shifts
to the dialogue between Jesus and his disciples, leaving the
reader with some unfinished business about the Samaritans.
They appear on the scene again a few moments later when Jesus
declares, “Lift up your eyes, for they are white for the harvest”
(4:35). The Samaritans have arrived.

Broad-Band Imperfects ExSyn 546–48

Like the present tense, several imperfects involve a time frame that is fairly
broadly conceived. However, unlike the present tense, there is no gnomic imperfect.

➡3. Iterative Imperfect ExSyn 546–47

a. Definition. The imperfect is frequently used for repeated action in past
time. It is similar to the customary imperfect, but it is not something that regu-
larly recurs. Further, the iterative imperfect occurs over a shorter span of time.

There are two types of iterative imperfect: (1) Iterative proper, in which the
imperfect indicates repeated action by the same agent; and (2) Distributive, in which
the imperfect is used for individual acts of multiple agents.

b. Clarification. Many grammarians make no distinction between the itera-
tive and the customary imperfect. However, while the customary is repeated

Diagram 61
The Force of the Ingressive Imperfect

Past Present Future

•——
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action in past time, it has two elements that the iterative imperfect does not have:
(1) regularly recurring action (or action at regular intervals), and (2) action that
tends to take place over a long span of time. Thus, in some sense, it might be said
that the customary imperfect is a subset of the iterative imperfect. The difference
between these two will be seen more clearly via the illustrations.

c. Key to identification. Often the gloss kept on doing, going, etc., helps the
student to see the force of this use of the imperfect, though this is not always the
case, especially with distributive imperfects. Another gloss is repeatedly, continu-
ously doing.
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4 Some grammarians distinguish between stative imperfects and habitual imperfects. In
terms of type of action portrayed, this is a legitimate distinction. In terms of time frame, the two
are close together. Like the customary present, we have lumped them together for conven-
ience’ sake.

d. Illustrations
Matt 3:6 eejjbbaappttiivvzzoonnttoo ejn twç/ ∆Iordavnh/ potamwç/ uJp j aujtouç

They were being baptized in the Jordan River by him.

John 19:3 ee[[lleeggoonn, Caiçre
they kept on saying, “Hail!”

➡4. Customary (Habitual or General) Imperfect ExSyn 548

a. Definition. The imperfect is frequently used to indicate a regularly recurring
activity in past time (habitual) or a state that continued for some time (general).4

The difference between the customary (proper) and the iterative imperfect is
not great. Generally, however, it can be said that the customary imperfect is broader
in its idea of the past time and it describes an event that occurred regularly.

b. Key to identification. The two types of customary imperfect are lexically
determined: One is repeated action (habitual imperfect [customarily, habitually]),
while the other is ongoing state (stative imperfect [continually]). The habitual
imperfect can be translated with the gloss customarily, used to, were accustomed to.

Diagram 62
The Force of the Iterative Imperfect

Past Present Future

. . . . .

Diagram 63
The Force of the Customary Imperfect

Past Present Future
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

or
————————
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c. Illustrations
Luke 2:41 eejjppoorreeuuvvoonnttoo oiJ goneiçß aujtouç kat j e[toß eijß ∆Ierousalhvm

his parents used to go to Jerusalem each year

Rom 6:17 hh\\ttee douçloi thçß aJmartivaß
you were [continually] slaves of sin

Special Uses of the Imperfect ExSyn 549–53

Three uses of the imperfect tense do not naturally fit into the above cate-
gories. These include the “pluperfective” imperfect (not included here), conative
imperfect, and imperfect retained in indirect discourse. The first two are true syn-
tactical categories, while the third is technically not a syntactical category but a
structural one.

5. Conative (Voluntative, Tendential) Imperfect ExSyn 550–52

This use of the imperfect tense occasionally portrays the action as something
that was desired (voluntative), attempted (conative), or at the point of almost happen-
ing (tendential).5 There are two types: in progress, but not complete (true cona-
tive); and not begun, but about/desired to be attempted (voluntative, tendential).

a. In Progress, but not Complete (True Conative)
(1) DEFINITION AND KEY TO IDENTIFICATION. The imperfect tense is used to

indicate that an attempt was being made in the past time. The implications are that
it was not brought to a successful conclusion. As a key to identification, use was
attempting (unsuccessfully).
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5 Nevertheless, the conative imperfect is much more common than the conative present.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 3:14 oJ de© ∆Iwavnnhß ddiieekkwwvvlluueenn aujtovn
but John was trying to prevent him

Mark 15:23 eejjddiivvddoouunn aujtw/ç ejsmurnismevnon oi\non… o}ß de© oujk e[laben
They were attempting to give him wine mixed with myrrh,
but he did not accept it.

Diagram 64
The Force of the (True) Conative Imperfect

Note: The symbol O is used for all actions that are either not accomplished or not
begun.

Past Present Future
——O
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b. Not Begun, but About/Desired to be Attempted 
(Voluntative/Tendential)

(1) DEFINITION AND KEY TO IDENTIFICATION. The imperfect tense is used
to indicate that an attempt was about to be made or that one was almost desired to
be made. The action, however, was not carried out. Often the notion conveyed is
that the action was contemplated more than once (hence, the imperfect is natu-
rally used).

What is portrayed with this usage frequently is present time, in which the
action is entirely unrealized in the present. The imperfect seems to be used to
indicate the unreal present situation.

As the key to identification, use was about to, could almost wish.
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6 There are exceptions to this general rule. Not infrequently, the imperfect stands in the
place of the present.

7 For a more detailed explanation, see the discussion of tenses retained in indirect dis-
course in the previous chapter.

8 For a general discussion of the indicative mood in declarative o{ti clauses, see “Indicative
Mood.”

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 1:59 eejjkkaavvlloouunn aujto© ejpi© tw/ç ojnovmati touç patro©ß aujtouç Zacarivan
They wanted to call him by the name of his father, Zachariah.

Rom 9:3 hhuujjccoovvmmhhnn ga©r ajnavqema ei\nai aujto©ß ejgwv
For I could almost wish myself accursed

➡6. Imperfect Retained in Indirect Discourse ExSyn 552–53

a. Definition. Like the present, the imperfect can be retained from the direct
discourse in the indirect.6 In English, however, we translate it as though it were
a past perfect. As with the retained present, this is a translational category, not a
syntactical one.7

Indirect discourse occurs after a verb of perception (e.g., verbs of saying,
thinking, believing, knowing, seeing, hearing). It may be introduced by a declar-
ative o{ti, levgwn, ei\pen, etc.8 This is unlike English: In indirect discourse we usu-
ally push the tense back “one slot” from what it would have been in the direct
discourse (especially if the introductory verb is past tense)—that is, we render a
simple past as a past perfect, a present as a past tense, etc.

Diagram 65
The Force of the Tendential Imperfect

Past Present Future
O O O
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b. Illustrations
John 2:22 ejmnhvsqhsan oiJ maqhtai© aujtouç o{ti touçto ee[[lleeggeenn

his disciples remembered that he had said this

John 9:18 oujk ejpivsteusan oiJ ∆Ioudaiçoi . . . o{ti hh\\nn tuflovß
the Jews did not believe . . . that he had been blind
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ExSyn 554–57

The Aorist Tense1

Overview of Uses

➡ 1. Constative (Complexive, Punctiliar, Comprehensive, Global) Aorist . 241
➡ 2. Ingressive (Inceptive, Inchoative) Aorist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 241
➡ 3. Consummative (Culminative, Ecbatic, Effective) Aorist . . . . . . . . . . . 241

4. Epistolary Aorist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 242
5. Proleptic (Futuristic) Aorist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 242
6. Immediate Past Aorist/Dramatic Aorist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 242

INTRODUCTION 
Aspect and Time

1. Aspect: “Snapshot”

The aorist tense “presents an occurrence in summary, viewed as a whole from
the outside, without regard for the internal make-up of the occurrence.”2 This
contrasts with the present and imperfect, which portray the action as an ongoing
process. It may be helpful to think of the aorist as taking a snapshot of the action
while the imperfect (like the present) takes a motion picture, portraying the action
as it unfolds.

2. Time

In the indicative, the aorist usually indicates past time with reference to the
time of speaking (thus, “absolute time”). Aorist participles usually suggest antecedent
time to that of the main verb (i.e., past time in a relative sense). There are excep-
tions to this general principle, of course, but they are due to intrusions from other
linguistic features vying for control (see below).

Outside the indicative and participle, time is not a feature of the aorist.3

239

1 See ExSyn 554–65. The gnomic aorist (see 562) is sufficiently rare that the average inter-
mediate Greek student may ignore it.

2 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 97.
3 Indirect discourse aorists are an exception to this rule. But this is because such aorists

represent an indicative of the direct discourse. See chapter on “Moods” for discussion.

Diagram 66
The Force of the Aorist Indicative

Past Present Future

.
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Thawing Out the Aorist: 
The Role of the Context and Lexeme

The aorist is not always used merely to summarize. In combination with
other linguistic features (such as lexeme or context) the aorist often does more.
Some actions, for instance, are shut up to a particular tense. If a speaker wishes to
indicate an action that is intrinsically terminal (such as “find,” “die,” or “give birth
to”), the choice of tense is dramatically reduced. We would not usually say “he
was finding his book.” The imperfect, under normal circumstances, would thus be
inappropriate.

By contrast, if a speaker wants to speak of the unchanging nature of a state
(such as “I have” or “I live”), the aorist is not normally appropriate. Indeed, when
the aorist of such stative verbs is used, the emphasis is most frequently on the
entrance into the state.

The point is that often the choice of a tense is made for a speaker by the
action he or she is describing. At times the tense chosen by the speaker is the
only one that could have been used to portray the idea. Three major factors
determine this: lexical meaning of the verb (e.g., whether the verb stem indicates
a terminal or punctual act, a state, etc.), contextual factors, and other grammat-
ical features (e.g., mood, voice, transitiveness, etc). This is the difference between
aspect and Aktionsart: Aspect is the basic meaning of the tense, unaffected by
considerations in a given utterance, while Aktionsart is the meaning of the tense
as used by an author in a particular utterance, affected, as it were, by other fea-
tures of the language.

The use of the aorist in any given situation depends, then, on its combina-
tion with other linguistic features.

The Abused Aorist: Swinging the Pendulum Back

There are two errors to avoid in treating the aorist: saying too little and say-
ing too much.

First, some have said too little by assuming that nothing more than the unaf-
fected meaning can ever be seen when the aorist is used. This view fails to rec-
ognize that the aorist tense (like other tenses) does not exist in a vacuum.
Categories of usage are legitimate because the tenses combine with other lin-
guistic features to form various fields of meaning.

Second, many NT students see a particular category of usage (Aktionsart) as
underlying the entire tense usage (aspect). This is the error of saying too much. State-
ments such as “the aorist means once-for-all action” are of this sort. It is true that
the aorist may, under certain circumstances, describe an event that is, in reality,
momentary. But we run into danger when we say that this is the aorist’s unaffected
meaning, for then we force it on the text in an artificial way. We then tend to ignore
such aorists that disprove our view (and they can be found in virtually every chap-
ter of the NT) and proclaim loudly the “once-for-all” aorists when they suit us.
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ExSyn 557–65SPECIFIC USES 

➡1. Constative (Complexive, Punctiliar, 
Comprehensive, Global) Aorist ExSyn 557–58

a. Definition. The aorist normally views the action as a whole, taking no inter-
est in the internal workings of the action. It describes the action in summary fash-
ion, without focusing on the beginning or end of the action specifically. This is by
far the most common use of the aorist, especially with the indicative mood.

The constative aorist covers a multitude of actions. The event might be iter-
ative in nature, or durative, or momentary, but the aorist says none of this. It
places the stress on the fact of the occurrence, not its nature.

b. Illustrations

Matt 8:3 eejjkktteeiivvnnaaßß th©n ceiçra hh{{yyaattoo aujtouç
He stretched out his hand and touched him

Rom 5:14 eejjbbaassiivvlleeuusseenn oJ qavnatoß ajpo© ∆Ada©m mevcri Mwu>sevwß
death reigned from Adam until Moses

➡2. Ingressive (Inceptive, Inchoative) Aorist ExSyn 558–59

a. Definition. The aorist tense may be used to stress the beginning of an
action or the entrance into a state. Unlike the ingressive imperfect, there is no
implication that the action continues. This is simply left unstated. The ingressive
aorist is quite common.

b. Clarification and key to identification. This use of the aorist is usually shut
up to two kinds of verbs: (1) It occurs with stative verbs, in which the stress is on
entrance into the state. (2) It also occurs with verbs that denote activities, especially
in contexts where the action is introduced as a new item in the discourse. As the
key to identification, use began to do, became.

c. Illustrations

Matt 9:27 hhjjkkoolloouuvvqqhhssaann aujtwç/ duvo tufloiv
two blind men began to follow him

Matt 22:7 oJ de© basileu©ß wwjjrrggiivvssqqhh
now the king became angry

➡3. Consummative (Culminative, Ecbatic, Effective) Aorist ExSyn 559–61

a. Definition. The aorist is often used to stress the cessation of an act or state.
Certain verbs, by their lexical nature, virtually require this usage. For example,
“he died” is usually not going to be an ingressive idea. The context also assists in
this usage at times; it may imply that an act was already in progress and the aorist
then brings the action to a conclusion.
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b. Illustrations 4

Mark 5:39 to© paidivon oujk aajjppeevvqqaanneenn ajlla© kaqeuvdei
the little girl has not died, but is sleeping

The difference between the aorist and the present is clearly seen
in this dominical saying: The girl’s life is not at an end (aorist);
there is more to come (present).

Rev 5:5 eejjnniivvkkhhsseenn oJ levwn oJ ejk thçß fulhçß ∆Iouvda
the Lion from the tribe of Judah has overcome

4. Epistolary Aorist ExSyn 562–63

a. Definition. This is the use of the aorist indicative in NT letters in which
the author self-consciously describes his letter from the time frame of the audi-
ence. The aorist indicative of pevmpw is naturally used in this sense. This category
is not common, but it does have some exegetical significance.

b. Illustrations
Gal 6:11 i[dete phlivkoiß uJmiçn gravmmasin ee[[ggrraayyaa th/ç ejmh/ç ceiriv.

See with what large letters I have written to you, with my own
hand.

Phil 2:28 ee[[ppeemmyyaa aujtovn I have sent him
This, of course, is from the standpoint of the readers, for Epa-
phroditus, the one being sent, was the one who would be car-
rying the letter to the Philippians.

5. Proleptic (Futuristic) Aorist ExSyn 563–64

a. Definition and clarification. The aorist indicative can be used to describe
an event that is not yet past as though it were already completed. This usage is
not common, though several exegetically significant texts involve possible pro-
leptic aorists.

An author sometimes uses an aorist for the future to stress the certainty of an
event. It involves a “rhetorical transfer” of a future event as though it were past.

b. Illustration
Rom 8:30 ou}ß de© ejdikaivwsen, touvtouß kai© eejjddoovvxxaasseenn

those whom he justified, these he also glorified
From Paul’s perspective, the glorification of those who have
been declared righteous is as good as done.

6. Immediate Past Aorist/Dramatic Aorist ExSyn 564–65

a. Definition. The aorist indicative can be used of an event that happened
rather recently. Its force can usually be brought out with something like just now,
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4 For a detailed discussion of oijkodomhvqh in John 2:20 (viz., whether it is a constative or
consummative aorist), see ExSyn 560–61.
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as in just now I told you. This may be lexically colored (occurring with verbs of emo-
tion and understanding), but more often it is due to Semitic coloring, reflecting a
Semitic stative perfect. As well, it is sometimes difficult to tell whether the aorist
refers to the immediate past or to the present (dramatic).

b. Illustrations
Matt 9:18 a[rcwn ei|ß ejlqw©n prosekuvnei aujtw/ç levgwn o{ti hJ qugavthr mou

a[rti eejjtteelleeuuvvtthhsseenn
A certain ruler came and bowed down before him, saying, “My
daughter has just now died.”

Matt 26:65 i[de nuçn hhjjkkoouuvvssaattee th©n blasfhmivan
Behold, just now you heard his blasphemy

The Aorist Tense 243
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ExSyn 566–67

The Future Tense1

Overview of Uses

➡ 1. Predictive Future. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 244
2. Imperatival Future. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 245
3. Deliberative Future . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 245

INTRODUCTION 
With reference to aspect, the future seems to offer an external portrayal, some-

thing of a temporal counterpart to the aorist indicative.2 The external portrayal
“presents an occurrence in summary, viewed as a whole from the outside, without
regard for the internal make-up of the occurrence.”3With reference to time, the future
tense is always future from the speaker’s presentation (or, when in a participial
form, in relation to the time of the main verb).

The future occurs in the indicative, participle, and infinitive forms in the NT,
though the bulk are indicatives.

In general, the future tense may be charted as follows (with respect to both
time and aspect):

244

1 See ExSyn 566–71. The following categories are sufficiently rare that the average inter-
mediate Greek student may ignore them: the gnomic future (see 571) and the future as equiv-
alent to a subjunctive (see 571).

2 Not all grammarians agree with this (tentative) assessment. For a discussion, see ExSyn
566–67.

3 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 97.

ExSyn 568–71SPECIFIC USES 
➡1. Predictive Future ExSyn 568

a. Definition. The future tense may indicate that something will take place or
come to pass. The portrayal is external, summarizing the action: “it will happen.”
The predictive future is far and away the most common use of this tense.

b. Illustrations
Acts 1:11 ou|toß oJ ∆Ihsouçß . . . eejjlleeuuvvsseettaaii

this Jesus . . . will come

Diagram 67
The Force of the Future Tense

Past Present Future

.
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Phil 1:6 oJ ejnarxavmenoß ejn uJmiçn e[rgon ajgaqo©n eejjppiitteelleevvsseeii a[cri hJmevraß
Cristouç ∆Ihsouç
the one who began a good work in you will perfect it until the
day of Christ Jesus

Wedged as it is between the past (ejnarxavmenoß) and an end-
point in the future (a[cri), the future tense seems to suggest a
progressive idea. But the future in itself says none of this.

2. Imperatival Future ExSyn 569–70

a. Definition. The future indicative is sometimes used for a command, almost
always in OT quotations (the result of a literal translation of the Hebrew). How-
ever, it was used in this manner even in classical Greek, though sparingly. Out-
side of Matthew, this usage is not common. The force of the imperatival future is
not identical with an imperative. Generally speaking, it has a universal, timeless,
and/or solemn force to it.

b. Illustrations
Matt 19:18 ouj ffoonneeuuvvsseeiißß, ouj mmooiicceeuuvvsseeiißß, ouj kklleevvyyeeiißß, ouj yyeeuuddoommaarr--

ttuurrhhvvsseeiißß
You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you
shall not steal, you shall not bear false witness.

1 Pet 1:16 a{gioi ee[[sseessqqee, o{ti ejgw© a{giovß eijmi
You shall be holy, because I am holy.

3. Deliberative Future ExSyn 570

a. Definition. The deliberative future asks a question that implies some doubt
about the response. The question, asked in the first person singular or plural, is
generally either cognitive or volitional. Cognitive questions ask, “How will we?”
while volitional questions ask, “Should we?” Thus, the force of such questions is
one of “oughtness”—that is, possibility, desirability, or necessity. The aorist sub-
junctive is more common in deliberative questions than the future indicative.

b. Illustrations
Mark 6:37 ajgoravswmen dhnarivwn diakosivwn a[rtouß kai© ddwwvvssoommeenn auj-

toiçß fageiçn;
Should we buy two hundred denarii worth of food and give it
to them to eat?

Heb 2:3 pwçß hJmeiçß eejjkkffeeuuxxoovvmmeeqqaa thlikauvthß ajmelhvsanteß swthrivaß;
How shall we escape if we neglect so great a salvation?

The Future Tense 245
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The Perfect and Pluperfect Tenses1

Overview of Tense Uses

The Perfect Tense . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 246
➡ 1. Intensive Perfect (Resultative Perfect) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247
➡ 2. Extensive Perfect (Consummative Perfect) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 248

3. Aoristic Perfect (Dramatic or Historical Perfect) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 249
➡ 4. Perfect with a Present Force. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 249
The Pluperfect Tense . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 250
➡ 1. Intensive Pluperfect (Resultative Pluperfect) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 251
➡ 2. Extensive Pluperfect (Consummative Pluperfect) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 252
➡ 3. Pluperfect with a Simple Past Force . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 252

For the most part, the perfect and pluperfect tenses are identical in aspect
though different in time. Thus both speak of an event accomplished in the past (in
the indicative mood, that is) with results existing afterwards—the perfect speak-
ing of results existing in the present, the pluperfect speaking of results existing in
the past.

The aspect of the perfect and pluperfect is sometimes called stative, resultative,
completed, or perfective-stative. Whatever it is called, the kind of action portrayed
(in its unaffected meaning) is a combination of the external and internal aspects:
The action is presented externally (summary), while the resultant state proceeding
from the action is presented internally (continuous state).

As to time, note the treatments below under each tense.

The Perfect Tense ExSyn 573–82

The primary uses of the perfect are easy to comprehend, though they are not
insignificant. As Moulton points out, the perfect tense is “the most important,
exegetically, of all the Greek Tenses.”2 The perfect is used less frequently than
the present, aorist, future, or imperfect; when it is used, there is usually a delib-
erate choice on the part of the writer.

The force of the perfect tense is simply that it describes an event that, com-
pleted in the past (we are speaking of the perfect indicative here), has results exist-
ing in the present time (i.e., in relation to the time of the speaker). BDF suggest
that the perfect tense “combines in itself, so to speak, the present and the aorist
in that it denotes the continuance of completed action.”3 It is incorrect, however, to

246

1 See ExSyn 572–86. The gnomic perfect (see 580), the proleptic or futuristic perfect (see
581), and the perfect of allegory (see 581–82) are sufficiently rare that the average intermedi-
ate Greek student may ignore them.

2 Moulton, Prolegomena, 140.
3 BDF, 175 (§340).
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say that the perfect signifies abiding results; such conclusions belong to the realm
of theology, not grammar.

The Perfect and Pluperfect Tenses 247

The chart shows that the perfect may be viewed as combining the aspects of
both the aorist and present tense. It speaks of completed action (aorist) with exist-
ing results (present). The basic question to be asked is which of these aspects is
emphasized in a given context.

The uses of the perfect tense may be broken down into three main groups:
normative, collapsed, and specialized. The normative uses involve both the exter-
nal and internal aspects, but with a slightly different emphasis. The collapsed per-
fects are those that collapse (or suppress) either the internal or external aspect,
because of contextual or lexical interference, respectively. The specialized perfects
are rare uses that detour from the normal usage in a more pronounced way than
the collapsed perfects do.

➡1. Intensive Perfect (Resultative Perfect) ExSyn 574–76

a. Definition. The perfect may be used to emphasize the results or present
state produced by a past action. The English present often is the best translation
for such a perfect. This is a common use of the perfect tense.

b. Caution. The average student learning NT Greek typically knows Greek
grammar better than English grammar after a couple of years of study. Conse-
quently, the aspect of the Greek perfect is sometimes imported into the English
perfect. That is, there is a tendency to see the English perfect as placing an
emphasis on existing results—a notion foreign to English grammar. One ought to
be careful when translating the perfect into English to resist the temptation of
translating it as an English perfect at all times. When so translated, the Greek
perfect should be extensive, not intensive.

c. Semantics/key to identification. This use of the perfect does not exclude
the notion of a completed act; rather, it focuses on the resultant state. Conse-
quently, stative verbs are especially used in this way. Often the best translation of
the intensive perfect is as a present tense. (Nevertheless, many perfects are open to
interpretation and could be treated either as intensive or extensive.) The only dif-
ference in the chart below and the previous chart (on the unaffected meaning of
the perfect) is that the resultant state is here emphasized.

Diagram 68
The Force of the Perfect

Note: The symbol (—————) indicates the results of an action.

Past Present Future

•(————)
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d. Illustrations
Luke 5:20 a[nqrwpe, aajjffeevvwwnnttaaiivv soi aiJ aJmartivai sou

man, your sins are forgiven
Rom 3:10 kaqw©ß ggeevvggrraappttaaii o{ti oujk e[stin divkaioß oujde© ei|ß

Just as it is written, “There is none righteous, no, not one.”
This common introductory formula to OT quotations seems to
be used to emphasize that the written word still exists. It implies
a present and binding authority.4

➡2. Extensive Perfect (Consummative Perfect) ExSyn 577

a. Definition. The perfect may be used to emphasize the completion of a past
action or the process from which a present state emerges. It should normally be
translated in English as a present perfect. This usage is common.

b. Semantics/key to identification. The emphasis is on the completed event
in the past time rather than the present results. As with the intensive perfect, this
does not mean that the other “half” of its aspect has disappeared, just that it does
not receive the greatest emphasis. For example, eejjgghhvvggeerrttaaii th/ç hJmevra/ th/ç trivth/
(“he has been raised on the third day”) in 1 Cor 15:4, though extensive, still
involves current implications for Paul’s audience. (Many perfects are open to
interpretation and could be treated either as intensive or extensive.) One key is
that transitive verbs often belong here.
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4 As contrasted with levgei, which seems to emphasize immediate applicability of the word.

Diagram 69
The Force of the Intensive Perfect

Past Present Future
.( )

c. Illustrations
John 1:34 eeJJwwvvrraakkaa kai© mmeemmaarrttuuvvrrhhkkaa o{ti ou|tovß ejstin oJ ejklektovß touç qeouç.

I have seen and I have testified that this is the elect one of God.
The portrayal of John’s testimony seems to place an emphasis
more on the completed event in the past than on the present
results. In other words, there is stress on his having seen enough
of Jesus [completed action] to make a reliable report.

Diagram 70
The Force of the Extensive Perfect

Past Present Future

•(—————)
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Rom 5:5 hJ ajgavph touç qeouç eejjkkkkeevvccuuttaaii ejn taiçß kardivaiß hJmwçn
the love of God has been poured out in our hearts

This verse is wedged in the middle of the section of Romans 5
that deals with God’s work in salvation, setting the groundwork
for sanctification. The stress, therefore, seems to be slightly
more on what Christ’s finished work on the cross accomplished
as a solid basis for the believers’ present sanctification.

3. Aoristic Perfect (Dramatic or Historical Perfect) ExSyn 578–79

a. Definition. The perfect indicative is rarely used in a rhetorical manner to
describe an event in a highly vivid way. The aoristic/dramatic perfect is “used as
a simple past tense without concern for present consequences. . . . ”5 In this
respect, it shares a kinship with the historical present. This use is informed by
contextual intrusions (narrative). The key to detecting a dramatic perfect is the
absence of any notion of existing results.

It may be best to think of it as an intensive extensive perfect used in narrative
(i.e., it is an intensive use of the extensive perfect). That is to say, it focuses so
much on the act that there is no room left for the results. It occurs in contexts
where one would expect the aorist.

The Perfect and Pluperfect Tenses 249

5 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 301.
6 It should be noted that such perfects are not restricted to the indicative since the issue is

not just time but aspect as well. The charts here are restricted to indicatives to show their tem-
poral placement.

b. Illustration
Acts 7:35 touçton oJ qeo©ß. . . aajjppeevvssttaallkkeenn

this [Moses] God . . . sent

➡4. Perfect with a Present Force ExSyn 579–80

a. Definition and semantics. Certain verbs occur frequently (or exclusively)
in the perfect tense without the usual aspectual significance. They have come to
be used just like present tense verbs.6 This usage is common.

Oi\da is the most commonly used verb in this category. But other verbs also
seem to be used this way, such as the perfects e{sthka, pevpoiqa, and mevmnhmai.
The reason why such perfects have the same semantics as presents is frequently
that there is very little distinction between the act and its results. They are stative verbs.

Diagram 71
The Force of the Dramatic Perfect

Past Present Future

.

02_Basics.Part 2  4/16/04  1:32 PM  Page 249



The result of knowing is knowing. When one comes to stand, he or she still
stands. The result of persuading someone is that he or she is still persuaded. Thus
this usage occurs especially with verbs where the act slides over into the results.
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Both in semantics and semantic situation, this use of the perfect is at the
opposite end of the spectrum from the aoristic perfect.

Diagram 72
The Perfect with Present Force

Past Present Future
———

In sum, it is important to remember that (1) this usage of the perfect is always
lexically influenced (i.e., it occurs only with certain verbs), and (2) a large number
of perfects must be treated as presents without attaching any aspectual signifi-
cance to them. (Oi\da alone constitutes over one fourth of all perfects in the NT!)

b. Illustrations
Mark 10:19 ta©ß ejntola©ß ooii\\ddaaßß you know the commandments
John 1:26 mevsoß uJmwçn ee{{sstthhkkeenn o}n uJmeiçß oujk ooii[[ddaattee

in your midst stands one whom you do not know

The Pluperfect Tense ExSyn 583–86

As was stated in the general introduction to both the perfect and the pluper-
fect, for the most part, these two tenses are identical in aspect though different
in time. That is, both speak of the state resulting from a previous event—the per-
fect speaking of existing results in the present (with reference to the speaker), the
pluperfect speaking of existing results in the past (as this tense occurs only in the
indicative mood). Thus, it may be said that the pluperfect combines the aspects of the
aorist (for the event) and the imperfect (for the results).

To put this another way, the force of the pluperfect tense is that it describes
an event that, completed in the past, has results that existed in the past as well (in
relation to the time of speaking). The pluperfect makes no comment about the results

Diagram 73
The Aoristic Perfect and Perfect with Present Force Compared

Aoristic Perfect Regular Perfect Perf w/Pres Force

contextual lexical intrusion
intrusion (usu. stative)
(narrative)

Past

•
Present

——

Past Present
. (———)
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existing up to the time of speaking. Such results may exist at the time of speaking or
they may not; the pluperfect contributes nothing either way. (Often, however, it
can be ascertained from the context whether or not the results do indeed exist up
to the time of speaking.)

The Perfect and Pluperfect Tenses 251

There are only 86 simple pluperfects in the NT. In addition, there are a num-
ber of pluperfect periphrastic constructions (i.e., eijmiv in the indicative + a perfect
participle).

➡1. Intensive Pluperfect (Resultative Pluperfect) ExSyn 584–85

a. Definition. This use of the pluperfect places the emphasis on the results
that existed in past time. Its force can usually be brought out by translating it as
a simple past tense. This is different from an aorist, however, in that the aorist is
not used to indicate a resultant state from the event. It is different from an imper-
fect in that the imperfect describes the event itself as progressive, while the plu-
perfect only describes the state resulting from the event as continuing. This usage
is relatively common.

Diagram 74
The Force of the Pluperfect

Note: The symbol (—————) indicates the results of an action.

Past Present

. (—————)

As with its counterpart, the intensive perfect, some of the examples below
might better belong to the extensive usage, since the difference between the two
is only one of emphasis.

b. Illustrations
Matt 9:36 ijdw©n de© tou©ß o[clouß ejsplagcnivsqh peri© aujtwçn, o{ti hh\\ssaann

eejjsskkuullmmeevvnnooii kai© eejjrrrriimmmmeevvnnooii wJsei© provbata mh© e[conta
poimevna.
But when he saw the crowds he felt compassion for them,
because they were weary and were lying down, as sheep that
do not have a shepherd.

The periphrastic participles are used to indicate the current sta-
tus of the crowd when Jesus saw them. There may be a hint in
Matthew’s use of the pluperfect, esp. in collocation with the
shepherd motif, that this situation would soon disappear.

Diagram 75
The Force of the Intensive Pluperfect

Past Present
. ( )
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Luke 4:29 h[gagon aujto©n e{wß ojfruvoß touç o[rouß ejf∆ ou| hJ povliß
ww//jjkkooddoovvmmhhttoo aujtwçn
they led him to the brow of the hill on which their city 
was built

This is a good example of what the pluperfect does not tell us:
It makes no comment about the present time (from the per-
spective of the speaker). The pluperfect, being essentially a nar-
rative tense, cannot be employed here to mean that the city no
longer stood!

➡2. Extensive Pluperfect (Consummative Pluperfect) ExSyn 585–86

a. Definition. The pluperfect may be used to emphasize the completion of
an action in past time, without focusing as much on the existing results. It is usu-
ally best translated as a past perfect (had + perfect passive participle). (Some exam-
ples might better belong to the intensive category.) This usage is relatively
common, especially in the Fourth Gospel.
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b. Illustrations

Mark 15:46 e[qhken aujto©n ejn mnhmeivw/ o} hh\\nn lleellaattoommhhmmeevvnnoonn ejk pevtraß
he placed him in a tomb that had been hewn out of a rock

John 9:22 h[dh ga©r ssuunneetteevvqqeeiinnttoo oiJ ∆Ioudaiçoi
for the Jews had already agreed

➡3. Pluperfect with a Simple Past Force ExSyn 586

a. Definition. Certain verbs occur frequently (or exclusively) in the perfect
and pluperfect tenses without the usual aspectual significance. Oi\da (h/[dein) is the
most commonly used verb in this category. But other verbs also are used this way,
such as the perfects and pluperfects of i{sthmi, ei[wqa, peivqw, parivsthmi. These
are typically stative verbs; in all cases this pluperfect is due to lexical intrusion.
Instances are common in the NT (constituting the largest group of pluperfects).
(See the treatment under the perfect tense’s counterpart, “Perfect with a Present
Force,” for more discussion.)

The periphrastic constructions often resemble an imperfect more than an
aorist in translation.

Diagram 76
The Force of the Extensive Pluperfect

Past Present

• (—————)
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b. Illustrations
Mark 1:34 oujk h[fien laleiçn ta© daimovnia, o{ti hh//[[ddeeiissaann aujtovn.

he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew
him

Rev 7:11 pavnteß oiJ a[ggeloi eeiiJJsstthhvvkkeeiissaann kuvklw/ touç qrovnou
all the angels stood around the throne

The Perfect and Pluperfect Tenses 253
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1 See ExSyn 587–611. The infinitive of means (see 597–97) and the independent use of
the infinitive (see 608–9) are sufficiently rare that the average intermediate Greek student may
ignore them.
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ExSyn 588–90INTRODUCTION 
Definition and Basic Characteristics

The infinitive is an indeclinable verbal noun. As such, it participates in some of
the features of the verb and some of the noun.

Like a verb, the infinitive has tense and voice, but not person or mood. It can
take an object and be modified by adverbs. Its number is always singular. Like the
oblique moods (i.e., non-indicative moods), the infinitive is normally negated by
mhv rather than ouj.

Like a noun, the infinitive can have many of the case functions that an ordinary
noun can have (e.g., subject, object, apposition). It can function as the object of a
preposition, be anarthrous and articular, and be modified by an adjective.
Although technically infinitives do not have gender, often the neuter singular arti-
cle is attached to them. So, from a structural perspective, it would be appropriate
to speak of infinitives as neuter (though this is never a part of the parsing). The
neuter article really has no other significance than a formal attachment (though
the case of the article at times may be important to observe). One ought not to
read into a given infinitive any impersonal idea simply because the neuter article
is used!

The infinitive often occurs after prepositions. When it does so, the infinitive is
always articular. However, it would be incorrect to assume that the infinitive is for
this reason functioning substantivally. One needs the broader picture here: Prepo-
sitional phrases are routinely attached to verbs and hence are adverbial in nature.
When the infinitive occurs after a preposition, the preposition combines with the
infinitive for an adverbial force.

Structure Vs. Semantics?

Our approach is first to lay out the infinitive by its semantic categories (e.g.,
purpose, result, cause, time, etc.). A discussion of these categories will help the
student see the different shades of meaning that each can have. This is important
for a general understanding of how infinitives function. However, this approach
is not very helpful when one begins with the text.

When you are looking at an infinitive in the Greek text, you need to note the
structural clues and then turn to the “Structural Categories” section to see what
meanings are possible. Then, read the material under “Semantic Categories” for
a more detailed discussion of the meaning.

SEMANTIC CATEGORIES
The infinitive, as we noted above, partakes of the noun and the verb. True to

its nature, we can organize it around these two parts of speech. When the infini-
tive has a verbal emphasis, it is normally dependent—i.e., it is adverbial in nature.
On rare occasions, it can be independent verbally. When its emphasis falls on the

The Infinitive 255
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nominal side, it can likewise be dependent (adjectival) or independent (substanti-
val). This semantic categorization is visualized in the chart below. (However,
because of the relative rarity of the independent verbal and dependent adjectival
uses, we will follow a different pattern of organization.)

The Basics of New Testament Syntax256

Adverbial Uses ExSyn 590–99

There are five basic adverbial uses of the infinitive: purpose, result, time,
cause, and complementary.

➡1. Purpose [to, in order to, for the purpose of] ExSyn 590–92

a. Definition and structural clues. The infinitive is used to indicate the pur-
pose or goal of the action or state of its controlling verb. It answers the question
“Why?” in that it looks ahead to the anticipated and intended result. This is one
of the most common uses of the infinitive.

The purpose infinitive is normally expressed by one of the following struc-
tural patterns:

• Simple or “naked” infinitive (usually following an [intransitive] verb 
of motion)

• touç + infinitive
• eijß tov + infinitive
• pro©ß tov + infinitive

b. Key to identification. Although a simple to idea will in most instances be
the most appropriate translation, you should expand on this for the sake of test-
ing to see if the infinitive in question fits another category. If you suspect a pur-
pose infinitive, insert the gloss in order to or for the purpose of (and translate the
infinitive as a gerund), in order that.

Chart 77
The Semantic Range of the Infinitive

Verbal Nominal

Independent

Dependent

(Verbal)
Imperatival
Absolute

(Adverbial)
Purpose, Result,

Cause, Means, etc.

(Substantival)

Subject, object, etc.

(Adjectival)

Epexegetical
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c. Illustrations

Matt 5:17 mh© nomivshte o{ti h\lqon kkaattaalluuççssaaii to©n novmon
Do not think that I came to destroy the law

John 1:33 oJ pevmyaß me bbaappttiivvzzeeiinn
the one who sent me to baptize

This text illustrates (1) that the controlling verb of an infinitive
is not necessarily the main verb of the sentence (in this case, a
substantival participle); and (2) that the gloss in order to is for
testing purposes only, as it would be too awkward if made the
final translation (“the one who sent me in order to baptize”).

➡2. Result [so that, so as to, with the result that] ExSyn 592–94

a. Definition and clarification.2 The infinitive of result indicates the out-
come produced by the controlling verb. In this respect it is similar to the infini-
tive of purpose, but the former puts an emphasis on intention (which may or may
not culminate in the desired result) while the latter places the emphasis on effect
(which may or may not have been intended). This usage is relatively common.

The result infinitive may be used to indicate either actual or natural result.
Actual result is indicated in the context as having occurred; natural result is what
is assumed to take place at a time subsequent to that indicated in the context.

The result infinitive is normally expressed by one of the following structural
patterns:

• Simple or “naked” infinitive (usually following an [intransitive] verb 
of motion)

• touç + infinitive
• eijß tov + infinitive
• w{ste + infinitive (the most frequent structure for a result infinitive)

Note that the first three parallel the first three structural patterns of the pur-
pose infinitive, making syntactical decisions sometimes difficult.

b. Key to identification. Unlike the purpose infinitive, the simple to idea will
often not be sufficient. In fact, it will frequently be misleading (even to the point
of producing a confusing translation). The gloss so that, so as to, or with the result
that brings out the force of this infinitive.3

The Infinitive 257

2 There are really two kinds of result infinitives: One is the actual, chronologically sequen-
tial result of the controlling verb; the other is the implication or significance of what the con-
trolling verb actually accomplishes (almost an epexegetical idea, but not quite like the
epexegetical inf. Its gloss would be “this is what the controlling verb means” or “here’s what I
mean when I say X”).

3 However, in modern colloquial English, so that also indicates purpose.
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c. Illustrations
Luke 5:7 e[plhsan ajmfovtera ta© ploiça w{ste bbuuqqiivvzzeessqqaaii aujtav

they filled both the boats so that they began to sink
This text illustrates the difference between result and purpose.
The boats did not intend to sink (purpose). But the result was
that they were so full of fish they began to sink.

1 Cor 13:2 eja©n e[cw paçsan th©n pivstin w{ste o[rh mmeeqqiissttaavvnnaaii
if I have all faith so as to remove mountains

➡3. Time ExSyn 594–96

This use of the infinitive indicates a temporal relationship between its action
and the action of the controlling verb. It answers the question, “When?” There
are three types, all carefully defined structurally: antecedent, contemporaneous,
and subsequent. You should distinguish between them rather than labeling an
infinitive merely as “temporal.”4

a. Antecedent (meta© tov + infinitive) [after . . . ] ExSyn 594–95

The action of the infinitive of antecedent time occurs before the action of the
controlling verb. Its structure is meta© tov + the infinitive and should be translated
after plus an appropriate finite verb.5

Matt 26:32 meta© de© to© eejjggeerrqqhhççnnaaiivv me proavxw uJmaçß eijß th©n Galilaivan.
And after I have been raised, I will go before you into Galilee.

b. Contemporaneous (ejn twç/ + infinitive) [while, as, when . . . ] ExSyn 595

The action of the infinitive of contemporaneous time occurs simultaneously
with the action of the controlling verb. Its structure is ejn twç/ + the infinitive. It
should be translated while (for present infinitives) or as, when (for aorist infini-
tives) plus an appropriate finite verb.

Matt 13:4 ejn twç/ ssppeeiivvrreeiinn aujto©n a} me©n e[pesen para© th©n oJdovn
while he was sowing, some fell on the road

The Basics of New Testament Syntax258

4 The contemporaneous inf. use is by far the most common. The antecedent inf. is rela-
tively rare, but should be learned in conjunction with the other uses.

5 There is confusion in some grammars about the proper labels of the temporal infinitives.
More than one has mislabeled the antecedent infinitive as the subsequent infinitive, and vice
versa. This confusion comes naturally: If we are calling this use of the infinitive antecedent, why
then are we translating it as after? The reason is that this infinitive explicitly tells when the
action of the controlling verb takes place, as in “after he got in the boat, it sank.” In this sentence,
“he got in” is the infinitive and “sank” is the main verb. The sinking comes after the getting
in, or conversely, the getting in comes before the sinking. Thus the action of the infinitive
occurs before that of the controlling verb.

Students are often confused about this point. Some have even queried, “Then why
shouldn’t we translate the sentence, ‘Before the boat sank, he got in’?” The reason is that there
is no word before, and the verb is not in the prepositional phrase (where we find the word after).
It may be helpful to remember it this way: After the infinitive comes the verb.
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Luke 3:21 ejn twç/ bbaappttiissqqhhççnnaaii a{panta to©n lao©n
when all the people were baptized

c. Subsequent (pro© touç, privn, or pri©n h[ + infinitive) 
[before . . . ] ExSyn 596

The action of the infinitive of subsequent time occurs after the action of the
controlling verb. Its structure is pro© touç, privn, or pri©n h[ + the infinitive. The con-
struction should be before plus an appropriate finite verb.6

Matt 6:8 oi\den oJ path©r uJmwçn w|n creivan e[cete pro© touç uJmaçß aaiijjtthhççssaaii
aujtovn
your Father knows what you need before you ask him

➡4. Cause ExSyn 596–97

a. Definition and structural clues. The causal infinitive indicates the reason
for the action of the controlling verb. In this respect, it answers the question
“Why?” Unlike the infinitive of purpose, however, the causal infinitive gives a ret-
rospective answer (i.e., it looks back to the ground or reason), while the purpose
infinitive gives a prospective answer (looking forward to the intended result). In
Luke-Acts this category is fairly common, though rare elsewhere.

The infinitive of cause is usually expressed by dia© tov + infinitive. As its key
to identification, use because + a finite verb appropriate to the context.

b. Illustrations
Mark 4:6 dia© to© mh© ee[[cceeiinn rJivzan ejxhravnqh

because it had no root, it withered

Heb 7:24 oJ de© dia© to© mmeevvnneeiinn aujto©n eijß to©n aijwçna ajparavbaton e[cei th©n
iJerwsuvnhn
but because he remains forever, he maintains his priesthood per-
manently

➡5. Complementary (Supplementary) ExSyn 598–99

a. Definition and structural clues. The complementary infinitive is fre-
quently used with “helper” verbs to complete their thought. Such verbs rarely
occur without the infinitive. This finds a parallel in English.

The key to this infinitive use is the helper verb. The most common verbs that
take a complementary infinitive are a[rcomai, bouvlomai, duvnamai (the most
commonly used helper verb), ejpitrevpw, zhtevw, qevlw, mevllw, and ojfeivlw. The
infinitive itself is the simple infinitive.7

The Infinitive 259

6 See note above on antecedent infinitives for discussion on why there is confusion over
terminology between these two categories.

7 A second clue is that the complementary infinitive is especially used with a nominative
subject, as would be expected. For example, in Luke 19:47 we read oiJ grammateiçß ejzhvtoun
aujto©n aajjppoolleevvssaaii (“the scribes were seeking to kill him”). But when the infinitive requires a
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b. Illustrations
Matt 6:24 ouj duvnasqe qew/ç ddoouulleeuuvveeiinn kai© mamwna/ç

you cannot serve God and mammon

Phil 1:12 ggiinnwwvvsskkeeiinn de© uJmaçß bouvlomai, ajdelfoiv, o{ti ta© kat∆ ejme© . . .
now I want you to know, brothers, that my circumstances . . .

Substantival Uses ExSyn 600–7

There are four basic uses of the substantival infinitive: subject, direct object,
appositional, and epexegetical.8 A specialized use of the direct object is indirect
discourse. But because it occurs so frequently, it will be treated separately. Thus,
pragmatically, there are five basic uses of the substantival infinitive: subject, direct
object, indirect discourse, appositional, and epexegetical.

➡1. Subject ExSyn 600–1

a. Definition and structural clues. An infinitive or an infinitive phrase fre-
quently functions as the subject of a finite verb. This category especially includes
instances in which the infinitive occurs with impersonal verbs such as deiç, e[xestin,
dokeiç, etc.9

This infinitive may or may not have the article. However, this usage of the
infinitive does not occur in prepositional phrases.

b. Key to identification. Besides noting the definition and structural clues,
one helpful key to identification is to do the following. In place of the infinitive
(or infinitive phrase), substitute X. Then say the sentence with this substitution.
If X can be replaced by an appropriate noun functioning as subject, then the
infinitive is most likely a subject infinitive.

For example, in Phil 1:21 Paul writes, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die
is gain.” Substituting X for the infinitives we get, “For to me, X is Christ and X
is gain.” We can readily see that X can be replaced by a noun (such as “life” or
“death”).

c. Illustrations
Mark 9:5 oJ Pevtroß levgei tw/ç ∆Ihsouç… rJabbiv, kalovn ejstin hJmaçß w|de eeii\\nnaaii

Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, for us to be here is good”

The Basics of New Testament Syntax260

different agent, it is put in the accusative case (e.g., ggiinnwwvvsskkeeiinn uJmaçß bouvlomai [“I want you to
know”] in Phil 1:12). The infinitive is still to be regarded as complementary. For a discussion
on the subject of the inf., see the chapter on the acc. case.

8 The epexegetical use might more properly be called adjectival or dependent substantival.
9 Technically, there are no impersonal subjects in Greek as there are in English. Instances

of the inf. with, say, deiç, are actually subject infinitives. Thus, deiç me e[rcesqai means “to come
is necessary for me” rather than “it is necessary for me to come.” One way to see the force of
the Greek more clearly is to translate the inf. as a gerund.

02_Basics.Part 2  4/16/04  1:32 PM  Page 260



Phil 1:21 ejmoi© ga©r ttoo©© zzhhççnn Cristo©ß kai© ttoo©© aajjppooqqaanneeiiççnn kevrdoß
For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain

2. Direct Object ExSyn 601–3

a. Definition and structural clues. An infinitive or an infinitive phrase occa-
sionally functions as the direct object of a finite verb. Apart from instances of indi-
rect discourse, this usage is rare. Nevertheless, this is an important category for
exegesis.

This infinitive may or may not have the article. However, this usage of the
infinitive does not occur in prepositional phrases.

b. Key to identification. Besides noting the definition and structural clues,
one helpful key is to do the following: In place of the infinitive (or infinitive
phrase), substitute X. Then say the sentence with this substitution. If X could be
replaced by an appropriate noun functioning as direct object, then the infinitive
is most likely a direct object infinitive. (This works equally well for indirect dis-
course infinitives.)

c. Illustrations
2 Cor 8:11 nuni© de© kai© ttoo©© ppooiihhççssaaii ejpitelevsate

but now also complete the doing [of it]

Phil 2:13 qeo©ß gavr ejstin oJ ejnergwçn ejn uJmiçn kai© ttoo©© qqeevvlleeiinn kai© ttoo©©
eejjnneerrggeeiiççnn uJpe©r thçß eujdokivaß
For the one producing in you both the willing and the work-
ing (for [his] good pleasure) is God10

➡3. Indirect Discourse ExSyn 603–5

a. Definition. This is the use of the infinitive (or infinitive phrase) after a verb
of perception or communication. The controlling verb introduces the indirect dis-
course, of which the infinitive is the main verb. “When an infinitive stands as the
object of a verb of mental perception or communication and expresses the content
or the substance of the thought or of the communication it is classified as being
in indirect discourse.”11 This usage is quite common in the NT.

b. Clarification and semantics. We can see how indirect discourse functions by
analogies with English. For example, “I told you to do the dishes” involves a verb of
communication (“told”) followed by an infinitive in indirect discourse (“to do”). The
infinitive in indirect discourse represents a finite verb in the direct discourse. The
interpreter has to reconstruct the supposed direct discourse. In this example, the
direct discourse would be, “Do the dishes.” What we can see from this illustration
is that the infinitive of indirect discourse may represent an imperative on occasion.

The Infinitive 261

10 For discussion of this text, see ExSyn 602–3.
11 J. L. Boyer, “The Classification of Infinitives: A Statistical Study,” GTJ 6 (1985): 7.

02_Basics.Part 2  4/16/04  1:32 PM  Page 261



But consider the example, “He claimed to know her.” In this sentence the
infinitive represents an indicative: “He claimed, ‘I know her.’”

From these two illustrations we can see some of the sentence “embedding”
in infinitives of indirect discourse. The general principle for these infinitives is
that the infinitive of indirect discourse retains the tense of the direct discourse and usu-
ally represents either an imperative or indicative.

c. Introductory verbs. The verbs of perception/communication that can intro-
duce an indirect discourse infinitive are numerous. The list includes verbs of
knowing, thinking, believing, speaking, asking, urging, and commanding. The
most common verbs are dokevw, ejrwtavw, keleuvw, krivnw, levgw, nomivzw,
paraggevllw, and parakalevw.

d. Illustrations
Mark 12:18 Saddoukaiçoi . . . oi{tineß levgousin ajnavstasin mh© eeii\\nnaaii

Sadducees . . . who say there is no resurrection

Jas 2:14 tiv to© o[feloß, ajdelfoiv mou, eja©n pivstin levgh/ tiß ee[[cceeiinn e[rga de©
mh© e[ch/;
What is the benefit, my brothers, if someone claims to have
faith but does not have works?

The direct discourse would have been, “I have faith.” If the orig-
inal discourse had been “I have faith but I do not have works,”
the subjunctive e[ch/ would have been an infinitive as well.

Eph 4:21–22 ejn aujtwç/ ejdidavcqhte . . . aajjppooqqeevvssqqaaii uJmaçß . . . to©n palaio©n
a[nqrwpon
you have been taught in him . . . that you have put off . . . the old
man

The other translation possibility is, “You have been taught in
him that you should put off the old man.” The reason that either
translation is possible is simply that the infinitive of indirect dis-
course represents either an imperative or an indicative in the
direct discourse, while its tense remains the same as the direct
discourse. Hence, this verse embeds either “Put off the old
man” (aorist imperative), or “You have put off the old man.”12

➡4. Appositional [namely] ExSyn 606–7

a. Definition. Like any other substantive, the substantival infinitive may stand
in apposition to a noun, pronoun, or substantival adjective (or some other substan-
tive). The appositional infinitive typically refers to a specific example that falls within
the broad category named by the head noun. This usage is relatively common.

This category is easy to confuse with the epexegetical infinitive. The differ-
ence is that the epexegetical infinitive explains the noun or adjective to which it is
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12 For discussion of this text, see ExSyn 605–6.
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related, while apposition defines it. That is to say, apposition differs from epexe-
gesis in that an appositional infinitive is more substantival than adjectival. This
subtle difference can be seen in another way: An epexegetical infinitive (phrase)
cannot typically substitute for its antecedent, while an appositional infinitive
(phrase) can.

b. Key to identification. Insert the word namely before the infinitive. Another
way to test it is to replace the to with a colon (though this does not always work
quite as well13). For example, Jas 1:27 (“Pure religion . . . is this, to visit orphans
and widows”) could be rendered “Pure religion is this, namely, to visit orphans
and widows,” or “Pure religion is this: visit orphans and widows.”

c. Illustrations
Jas 1:27 qrhskeiva kaqara© . . . au{th ejstivn, eejjppiisskkeevvpptteessqqaaii ojrfanou©ß

kai© chvraß
pure religion . . . is this, namely, to visit orphans and widows

Phil 1:29 uJmiçn ejcarivsqh to© uJpe©r Cristouç, ouj movnon ttoo©© eijß aujto©n
ppiisstteeuuvveeiinn ajlla© kai© ttoo©© uJpe©r aujtouç ppaavvsscceeiinn
it has been granted to you, for the sake of Christ, not only to
believe in him, but also to suffer for him

The article with uJpe©r Cristouç turns this expression into a
substantive functioning as the subject of ejcarivsqh. Thus, “the-
[following]-on-behalf-of-Christ has been granted to you.”

➡5. Epexegetical ExSyn 607

a. Definition. The epexegetical infinitive clarifies, explains, or qualifies a
noun or adjective.14 This use of the infinitive is usually bound by certain lexical
features of the noun or adjective. That is, they normally are words indicating abil-
ity, authority, desire, freedom, hope, need, obligation, or readiness. This usage is
fairly common.15

b. Illustrations
Luke 10:19 devdwka uJmiçn th©n ejxousivan touç ppaatteeiiççnn ejpavnw o[fewn kai©

skorpivwn
I have given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions

1 Cor 7:39 ejleuqevra ejsti©n w|/ qevlei ggaammhhqqhhççnnaaii
she is free to be married to whom[ever] she desires

The Infinitive 263

13 The reason is that dropping the to turns the inf. into an imperative. Only if the context
allows for it will this be an adequate translation.

14 Some grammars also say that it can qualify a verb. But when the inf. qualifies a verb, it
should be treated as complementary.

15 This use of the infinitive is easy to confuse with the appositional infinitive. On the dis-
tinction between the two, see the discussion under “Appositional Infinitive.”
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ExSyn 609–11STRUCTURAL CATEGORIES 
Anarthrous Infinitives ExSyn 609

The great majority of infinitives in the NT are anarthrous (almost 2000 of
the 2291 infinitives).

1. Simple Infinitive

The simple infinitive is the most versatile of all structural categories, dis-
playing a wide variety of semantic uses: purpose, result, complementary, subject,
direct object (rare), indirect discourse, apposition, and epexegesis.

2. Privn (h[) + Infinitive (subsequent time only)

3. JWß + Infinitive

This category of the infinitive can express purpose or result.

4. {Wste + Infinitive

This category of the infinitive can express purpose (rare) or result.

Articular Infinitives ExSyn 610

Of the 314 articular infinitives in the NT, about two-thirds are governed by
a preposition. Conversely, all infinitives governed by a preposition are articular.

1. Without Governing Preposition

a. Nominative Articular Infinitive
A nominative articular infinitive can function as the subject in a sentence or

be in apposition (rare).

b. Accusative Articular Infinitive
An accusative articular infinitive can function as the object in a sentence or

be in apposition.

c. Genitive Articular Infinitive
A genitive articular infinitive can denote purpose, result, contemporaneous

time (rare), cause (also rare), or epexegesis; it can also be in apposition.

2. With Governing Preposition

a. Dia© tov + Infinitive: Cause

b. Eijß tov + Infinitive: Purpose, Result, or Epexegesis

The Basics of New Testament Syntax264
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c.  jEn twç/ + Infinitive: Result (rare) or Contemporaneous Time

d. Meta© tov + Infinitive: Antecedent Time

e. Pro©ß tov + Infinitive: Purpose or Result

f. Miscellaneous Prepositional Uses
For a list and discussion of other prepositions used with the infinitive as well

as the “normal” prepositions used with infinitives in an “abnormal” way, see Bur-
ton’s Moods and Tenses, 160–63 (§406–17).

The Infinitive 265
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ExSyn 613–17

The Participle1

Overview of Uses

Adjectival Participles. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 269
➡ 1. Adjectival Proper (Dependent) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 270
➡ 2. Substantival (Independent) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 270
Verbal Participles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 271

1. Dependent Verbal Participles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 271
a. Adverbial (or Circumstantial) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 272

➡ (1) Temporal . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 272
(2) Manner . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 274

➡ (3) Means . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 274
➡ (4) Cause. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 275
➡ (5) Condition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 276
➡ (6) Concession . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 277
➡ (7) Purpose (Telic) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 277
➡ (8) Result . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 278
➡ b. Attendant Circumstance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 279

c. Indirect Discourse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 281
➡ d. Periphrastic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 281

e. Redundant (Pleonastic) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 282
✝ 2. Independent Verbal Participles: Imperatival . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 283
The Participle Absolute . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 283

1. Nominative Absolute . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 283
➡ 2. Genitive Absolute . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 284

INTRODUCTION 
1. The Difficulty with Participles

It is often said that mastery of the syntax of participles is mastery of Greek
syntax. Why are participles so difficult to grasp? The reason is threefold: (1)
usage—the participle can be used as a noun, adjective, adverb, or verb (and in any
mood!); (2) word order—the participle is often thrown to the end of the sentence
or elsewhere to an equally inconvenient location; and (3) locating the main verb—
sometimes it is verses away; sometimes it is only implied; and sometimes it is not
even implied! In short, the participle is difficult to master because it is so versa-
tile. But this very versatility makes it capable of a rich variety of nuances, as well
as a rich variety of abuses.

266

1 See ExSyn 612–55. The complementary participle (see 646) and the indicative inde-
pendent participle (see 653) are sufficiently rare that the average intermediate Greek student
may ignore them.
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2. The Participle as a Verbal Adjective

The participle is a declinable verbal adjective. From its verbal nature it derives
tense and voice; from its adjectival nature, gender, number, and case. Like the
infinitive, the participle’s verbal nature is normally seen in a dependent manner.
That is, it is normally adverbial (in a broad sense) rather than functioning inde-
pendently as a verb. Its adjectival side is seen in both substantival (independent)
and adjectival (dependent) uses; both are frequent (though the substantival is far
more so).

a. The Verbal Side of the Participle

(1) TIME. The time of the participle’s verbal nature requires careful consider-
ation. Generally speaking, the tenses behave as they do in the indicative. The only
difference is that now the point of reference is the controlling verb, not the
speaker. Thus, time in participles is relative (or dependent), while in the indica-
tive it is absolute (or independent).

The Participle 267

2 We are speaking here principally with reference to adverbial (or circumstantial) participles.
3 Some have noted that the aorist participle can, on a rare occasion, have a telic force in

Hellenistic Greek, because the future participle was not normally a viable choice in the con-
versational and vulgar dialect.

PAST PRESENT FUTURE

ABSOLUTE
(Indicative)

RELATIVE
(Participle)

Aorist
Perfect

Imperfect
Pluperfect

Aorist

Perfect

Perfect

Perfect

(Aorist)

Future

Future

The aorist participle, for example, usually denotes antecedent time to that of
the controlling verb.2 But if the main verb is also aorist, this participle may indi-
cate contemporaneous time. The perfect participle also indicates antecedent time.
The present participle is used for contemporaneous time. (This contemporaneity,
however, is often quite broadly conceived, depending especially on the tense of
the main verb.) The future participle denotes subsequent time.

This general analysis should help us in determining whether a participle can
even belong to a certain adverbial usage. For example, participles of purpose are
normally future, sometimes present, (almost) never aorist or perfect.3 Why?
Because the purpose of the controlling verb is carried out after the time of the
main verb (or sometimes contemporaneously with it). Likewise, causal participles

Chart 78
Time in Participles
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will not be in the future tense (though the perfect adverbial participle is routinely
causal; the aorist often is and so is the present).4 Result participles are never in the
perfect tense. Participles of means? These are normally present tense, though the
aorist is also amply attested (especially when a progressive aspect is not in view).

(2) ASPECT. As for the participle’s aspect, it still functions for the most part like
its indicative counterparts. There are two basic influences that shape the participle’s
verbal side, however, which are almost constant factors in its Aktionsart.5 First,
because the participle has embodied two natures, neither one acts completely inde-
pendently of the other. Hence, the verbal nature of participles has a permanent
grammatical intrusion from the adjectival nature. This tends to dilute the strength of
the aspect. Many nouns in Hellenistic Greek, for instance, were participles in a
former life (e.g., a[rcwn, hJgemwvn, tevktwn). The constant pressure from the adjec-
tival side finally caved in any remnants of verbal aspect. This is not to say that no
participles in the NT are aspectually robust—many of them are! But one must not
assume this to be the case in every instance. In particular, when a participle is sub-
stantival, its aspectual element is more susceptible to reduction in force.

Second, many substantival participles in the NT are used in generic utter-
ances. The paçß oJ ajkouvwn (or ajgapwçn, poiwçn, etc.) formula is always or almost
always generic. As such it is expected to involve a gnomic aspect.6 Most of these
instances involve the present participle. But if they are already gnomic, we would
be hard-pressed to make something more out of them—such as a progressive
idea.7 Thus, for example, in Matt 5:28, “everyone who looks at a woman” (paçß oJ
blevpwn gunaiçka) with lust in his heart does not mean “continually looking” or
“habitually looking,” any more than four verses later “everyone who divorces his
wife” (paçß oJ ajpoluvwn th©n gunaiçka aujtouç) means “repeatedly divorces”! This is
not to deny a habitual Aktionsart in such gnomic statements. But it is to say that
caution must be exercised. In the least, we should be careful not to make state-
ments such as, “The present participle blevpwn [in Matt 5:28] characterizes the
man by his act of continued looking.”8 This may well be the meaning of the evan-
gelist, but the present participle, by itself, can hardly be forced into this mold.

b. The Adjectival Nature of the Participle
As an adjective, a participle can function dependently or independently. That

is, it can function like any ordinary adjective as an attributive or predicate. It also
can act substantivally, as is the case with any adjective.
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4 That the present participle could be causal may seem to deny its contemporaneity. But
its contemporaneity in such cases is either broadly conceived or the participle functions as the
logical cause though it may be chronologically simultaneous.

5 For a discussion of the difference between aspect and Aktionsart, see our introductory
chapter on verb tenses.

6 See the discussion under gnomic present tense.
7 Nevertheless, the present substantival participle, even when gnomic, can have a pro-

gressive force as well.
8 Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel (Columbus, Ohio: Lutheran Book Concern, 1932), 226.
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c. Summary
All participles fit one of two categories (in keeping with the fact that they are

verbal adjectives): Every participle emphasizes either its verbal or its adjectival
aspect. Within each of these emphases, every participle is either dependent or
independent. If you can keep this simple grid in mind, you will have a broad,
organizational understanding of the participle.9

The Participle 269

9 Although every participle fits under either an adjectival emphasis or verbal emphasis and
is either dependent or independent, I have not listed one large category of participles (known
as participles absolute). These will be treated separately from the above mentioned categories,
even though they in fact fit under these categories. The reason for a separate treatment of the
participle absolute is that it has particular structural clues (especially a specific case) that require
further explanation.

10 There is one seeming exception to this rule. When the construction is oJ mevn + partici-
ple or oJ dev + participle, the article may be functioning like a personal pronoun. In such instances
it is not modifying the participle but is the subject of the sentence. The participle will then be
adverbial. See the discussion of this phenomenon in “The Article, Part I.”

ExSyn 617–55SPECIFIC USES 

Adjectival Participles ExSyn 617–21

This category involves both the dependent and independent adjectival par-
ticiples (i.e., both the adjectival proper and substantival). For a structural clue, the
student should note the article: If it stands before a participle and functions as a
modifying article (normal use), then that participle must be adjectival. If the par-
ticiple does not have the article, it may be adjectival. Therefore, the first question
one needs to ask when attempting to determine the nuance of a particular par-
ticiple is, Does it have the article? If the answer is yes, it is adjectival;10 if the answer
is no, it may be adjectival or any other kind of participle (such as adverbial).

Chart 79
The Semantic Range of the Participle

Verbal Adjectival

Independent

Dependent

(Verbal)
Imperatival
Indicative

(Adverbial)
Temporal, Causal,

Means, Manner, etc.

(Substantival)

Subject, object, etc.

(Adjectival)
Attributive
Predicate
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➡1. Adjectival Proper (Dependent) ExSyn 617–21

a. Definition. The participle may function like an adjective and either mod-
ify a substantive (attributive) or assert something about it (predicate). The attribu-
tive participle is common; the predicate participle is rare.

b. Clarification/key to identification. The way in which one determines
whether a participle is attributive or predicate is exactly the same as how one
determines whether an adjective is attributive or predicate. The adjectival partici-
ple may occupy any of the three attributive positions and both predicate positions.
You should normally translate the attributive participle as though it were a relative
clause (e.g., oJ pathvr sou oJ bblleevvppwwnn ejn tw/ç kruptw/ç ajpodwvsei soi [“your Father
who sees in secret will reward you”] in Matt 6:4).

As a refinement, therefore, we should add that a predicate participle never has
the article (only the attributive and substantival participles do).

c. Illustrations
(1) ATTRIBUTIVE PARTICIPLES

Matt 2:7 touç ffaaiinnoommeevvnnoouu ajstevroß the shining star

John 4:11 to© u{dwr to© zzwwççnn the living water

John 4:25 Messivaß . . . oJ lleeggoovvmmeennooßß cristovß
Messiah . . . the one called Christ

(2) PREDICATE PARTICIPLES

Heb 4:12 zzwwççnn oJ lovgoß touç qeouç the word of God is living
Jas 2:15 eja©n ajdelfo©ß h] ajdelfh© gumnoi© uJpavrcwsin kai© lleeiippoovvmmeennooii thçß

ejfhmevrou trofhçß
if your brother or sister is naked and lacking [their] daily food

➡2. Substantival (Independent) ExSyn 619–21

a. Definition. This is the independent use of the adjectival participle (i.e., not
related to a noun). It functions in the place of a substantive. As such, it can func-
tion in virtually any capacity that a noun can, such as subject, direct object, indi-
rect object, apposition, etc. This category is found quite frequently in the NT.

b. Key to identification and clarification. First, of course, if the participle
has the article it must be either adjectival (proper) or substantival. Second, if it
is articular and is not related in a dependent fashion to any substantive in the
sentence, then it is substantival. The translation is often the one who/the thing
which with the participle then translated as a finite verb (e.g., oJ poiwçn is trans-
lated the one who does).

The substantival participle may or may not be articular, although most are.
Its case is determined as any ordinary noun’s case is determined, viz., by its func-
tion in the sentence.
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c. Semantics. First, in relation to the infinitive: Although participles and
infinitives are often translated the same (especially when the infinitive is trans-
lated as a gerund), there is a distinct difference. “Whereas the infinitive is abstract,
speaking of the act or fact of doing, the participle is concrete, speaking of the per-
son who or thing which does.”11

Second, with reference to its verbal nature: Just because a participle is adjec-
tival or substantival, this does not mean that its verbal aspect is entirely dimin-
ished. Most substantival participles still retain something of their aspect. A general
rule of thumb is that the more particular (as opposed to generic) the referent, the more
of the verbal aspect is still seen.

Third, the aspect of the present participle can be diminished if the particular
context requires it. Thus, for example, oJ baptivzwn in Mark 1:4 does not mean
“the one who continually baptizes” but simply “the baptizer.” Indeed, it cannot
mean this in Mark 6:14, for otherwise John would be baptizing without a head
(“John the baptizer has been raised from the dead”)!

d. Illustrations
Luke 1:45 makariva hJ ppiisstteeuuvvssaassaa blessed is she who believed
John 3:16 paçß oJ ppiisstteeuuvvwwnn everyone who believes

The idea seems to be both gnomic and continual: “everyone
who continually believes.” This is not due to the present tense
only, but to the use of the present participle of pisteuvw, espe-
cially in soteriological contexts in the NT.12

John 6:39 touçto dev ejstin to© qevlhma touç ppeevvmmyyaannttoovvßß me
now this is the will of the one who sent me

Verbal Participles ExSyn 621–53

This category involves those participles that emphasize the verbal over the
adjectival nuance. The category includes both independent and (far more com-
monly) dependent verbal participles. By way of clarification, it should again be stated
that the verbal element of any participle, whether it be adjectival or verbal in empha-
sis, is not usually absent (note the partial exceptions above in which the aspect is
diminished, even though the voice still retains its force). However, when a partici-
ple is labeled as verbal, we simply indicate that its verbal nature is in the forefront.

1. Dependent Verbal Participles ExSyn 622–50

This is far and away the larger of the two categories of participles and
includes the following subcategories: adverbial (or circumstantial), attendant cir-
cumstance, indirect discourse, periphrastic, and redundant.13
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11 Williams, Grammar Notes, 50.
12 See ExSyn 621 for discussion.
13 Broadly speaking, of course, all (verbal) dependent participles are adverbial.
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a. Adverbial (or Circumstantial) ExSyn 622–40

DEFINITION. The adverbial participle is grammatically subordinated to its
controlling verb (usually the main verb of the clause). Like an ordinary adverb,
the participle modifies the verb, answering the question, When? (temporal), How?
(means, manner), Why? (purpose, cause), etc.

Many grammars prefer to call this participle circumstantial, but that title is too
vague. To call this participle adverbial communicates more clearly and fits the gen-
eral idea better: Adverbial participles, like adverbs, are dependent on a verb.

AMPLIFICATION AND KEY TO IDENTIFICATION. First, as we have said earlier,
the context plays a major role in determining the force of the Greek participle.
This is especially so with the adverbial participle.

Second, since the subject of the participle is usually the subject of a finite verb,
the participle will usually be in the nominative case (almost 70% of the time).

Third, there is often a strong translational correspondence between the Eng-
lish participle and the Greek (more so than for the respective infinitives). In this
respect, the participle is not difficult to master.

Fourth, related to this, the English participle is generally more ambiguous
than the Greek. Greek participles for the most part follow carefully defined pat-
terns (e.g., word order, tense of participle, tense of controlling verb), allowing us
to limit our choices in a given text more than we could if we depended on the
English alone. It is for this reason that the student is encouraged to translate the
force of the participle with more than an —ing gloss.

SPECIFIC NUANCES OF THE ADVERBIAL PARTICIPLE. Most adverbial participles
belong to one of eight categories: temporal, manner, means, cause, condition, con-
cession, purpose, or result.

➡ (1) TEMPORAL ExSyn 623–27

(a) Definition. In relation to its controlling verb, the temporal participle answers
the question When? Three kinds of time are in view: antecedent, contemporane-
ous, and subsequent. The antecedent participle should be translated after doing, after
he did, or if very close to the time of the main verb, when. The contemporaneous par-
ticiple should normally be translated while doing. And the subsequent participle should
be translated before doing, before he does, etc.14 This usage is common.

(b) Key to identification. If a particular adverbial participle is to be labeled as tem-
poral, this should be the primary element the author wishes to stress (because almost
all participles, whether adverbial or not, are temporal in at least a secondary sense).15

The Basics of New Testament Syntax272

14 In reality, almost all subsequent participles fit some other category, especially purpose
and result. Hence, before is not normally a viable translation.

15 Although the temporal participle is commonly found, students tend to appeal to this
category too often. If a participle is labeled as temporal, this does not necessarily mean that
such is its only force. Often a secondary notion is present, such as means or cause (see ExSyn
624 for further discussion).
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Therefore, if you have identified a participle as having temporal force, you should
go on and ask whether another, more specific semantic value is intended. You should
probe the participle’s usage with questions such as, “Is the author only describing
when this happened or is he also indicating why or how it happened?”

(c) Amplification. The aorist participle is normally, though by no means always,
antecedent in time to the action of the main verb. But when the aorist participle is
related to an aorist main verb, the participle will often be contemporaneous (or
simultaneous) to the action of the main verb. With a present tense main verb, the
aorist participle is usually antecedent in time.

The present participle is normally contemporaneous in time to the action of the
main verb. This is especially so when it is related to a present tense main verb.
But this participle can be broadly antecedent to the time of the main verb, espe-
cially if the participle is articular. As well, the present participle is occasionally
subsequent in a sense to the time of the main verb. This is the case when the par-
ticiple has a telic (purpose) or result flavor to it.

The future participle is always subsequent in time to the action of the main verb.
The perfect participle is almost always antecedent with reference to the main

verb. When it is contemporaneous, such is due to either an intensive use of the
perfect or to a present force of the perfect in its lexical nuance.

The following chart notes the tenses normally used for the various temporal
relations, especially as these relate to the other adverbial uses of the participle.
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(d) Illustrations

Matt 4:2 nnhhsstteeuuvvssaaßß . . . u{steron ejpeivnasen
after he fasted . . . he became hungry

Mark 2:14 ppaarraavvggwwnn ei\den Leui©n to©n touç ÔAlfaivou
while going on, he saw Levi, the son of Alphaeus

Mark 9:15 paçß oJ o[cloß iijjddoovvnntteeßß aujto©n ejxeqambhvqhsan
when all the crowd saw him, they were amazed

Chart 80
The Tenses of Adverbial Participles

ANTECEDENT
(perfect, aorist)

cause
condition

concession

CONTEMP.
(present, sometimes aorist)

result

means
manner

SUBSEQUENT
(future, sometimes present)

purpose
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(2) MANNER [BY + PARTICIPLE OF EMOTION OR ATTITUDE] ExSyn 627–28

(a) Definition and key to identification. The participle indicates the manner in
which the action of the finite verb is carried out. First, there is much confusion
between this participle and the participle of means. The reason is that both
answer the question, How? But beyond this initial question, there is usually little
similarity. The participle of manner is relatively rare in comparison with the par-
ticiple of means.16

Second, pragmatically, the participle of manner refers to the emotion (or some-
times attitude)17 that accompanies the main verb. In this sense, it “adds color” to
the story. It could appropriately be called the participle of style. This contrasts with
the participle of means, which defines the action of the main verb. The key ques-
tion that must be asked is, Does this participle explain or define the action of the
main verb (means), or does it merely add extra color to the action of the main verb
(manner)?

(b) Illustrations

Matt 19:22 ajphçlqen lluuppoouuvvmmeennooßß he went away grieving
Notice that the participle does answer the question, “How?” but
it does not define the mode of transportation. If we were to ask,
“How did he go away?” grieving would be a participle of man-
ner, while walking would be a participle of means.

Acts 5:41 ejporeuvonto ccaaiivvrroonntteeßß
they went on their way rejoicing

➡ (3) MEANS [BY MEANS OF] ExSyn 628–30

(a) Definition and key to identification. This participle indicates the means by
which the action of a finite verb is accomplished; it may be physical or mental. It
can be considered an epexegetical participle in that it defines or explains the action
of the controlling verb. This usage is common.

As we pointed out above, both the participle of manner and the participle of
means answer the question, How? Thus, there is some confusion between the two.
Thus, one should supply by or by means of before the participle in translation. If
this does not fit, it is not a participle of means.

Here are some further guidelines that you should use to distinguish between
means and manner:
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16 Most grammars and commentaries make either little distinction between these two or
define manner in a way that is much closer to our definition of means. However, there are usu-
ally clear semantic differences. What is at stake is for the most part a terminological issue, not
a substantive one. When commentators speak of the “modal participle” (a term that fits both
means and manner), it is best to regard most such identifications as participles of means.

17 The attitude, however, may be expressed by a participle of means—if it is an essential or
defining characteristic of the main verb.
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• The participle of means asks “How?” but here (as opposed to the participle
of manner) it seems a more necessary and implicit question.18

• If the participle of means is absent (or removed), the point of the main verb
is removed as well (this is not normally true with manner).

• In some sense, the participle of means almost always defines the action of
the main verb; i.e., it makes more explicit what the author intended to con-
vey with the main verb.19

(b) Illustrations

Matt 27:4 h{marton ppaarraaddoouu©©ßß ai|ma ajqwç/on
I have sinned by betraying innocent blood

Acts 9:22 Sauçloß . . . sunevcunnen tou©ß ∆Ioudaivouß . . . ssuummbbiibbaavvzzwwnn o{ti
ou|tovß ejstin oJ cristovß.
Saul . . . confounded the Jews . . . by proving that [Jesus] was
the Christ.

1 Pet 5:6–7 tapeinwvqhte uJpo© th©n krataia©n ceiçra touç qeouç . . . paçsan
th©n mevrimnan uJmwçn eejjppiirriivvyyaanntteeßß ejp∆ aujtovn, o{ti aujtw/ç mevlei
peri© uJmwçn.
Humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God . . . by cast-
ing all your cares on him, because he cares for you.

Although treated as an independent command in several mod-
ern translations (e.g., NRSV, NIV), the participle should be
connected with the verb of v. 6, tapeinwvqhte (so NET). As
such, it is not offering a new command, but is defining how
believers are to humble themselves. Taking the participle as
means enriches our understanding of both verbs: Humbling
oneself is not a negative act of self-denial per se, but a positive
one of active dependence on God for help.

Phil 2:7 eJauto©n ejkevnwsen morfh©n douvlou llaabbwwvvnn
he emptied himself by taking on the form of a servant20

➡ (4) CAUSE [BECAUSE] ExSyn 631–32

(a) Definition and key to identification. The causal participle indicates the cause,
reason, or ground of the action of the finite verb. This is a common usage.
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18 The participle of means gives the anticipated answer to the question How? while manner
normally does not. Thus, to the question, “How did he go to the ballgame?” one could answer
“by driving his car” (means) or “hoping for a victory” (manner).

19 Note that this participle is frequently used with vague, general, abstract, or metaphor-
ical finite verbs. Further, it usually follows its verb. The reason for these two features (one lex-
ical, the other structural) is that the participle explains the verb. If the verb needs explaining,
then it is the vaguer term. The verb comes first and is general in its lexical range. The partici-
ple of means then follows, defining more exactly what the verbal action is.

20 For a discussion of this text, see ExSyn 630.
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It answers the question, Why? The thought of this participle can be brought
out by since or because. (Because is normally preferable, however, in that since is
often used of a temporal rather than a causal nuance.)

Two further clues (one on the tenses used, the other on word order) should be
noted. (1) Aorist and perfect participles are amply represented, but the present
participle is also frequently found here.21 (2) The causal participle normally pre-
cedes the verb it modifies (though there are many exceptions).

(b) Illustrations

Matt 1:19 ∆Iwshçf . . . divkaioß ww[[nn
Joseph . . . because he was a righteous man

John 4:6 oJ ∆Ihsouçß kkeekkooppiiaakkww©©ßß . . . ejkaqevzeto
because Jesus was wearied . . . he sat

John 11:38 ∆Ihsouçß ou\n pavlin eejjmmbbrriimmwwvvmmeennooßß . . . e[rcetai eijß to© mnhmeiçon
Then Jesus, because he was deeply moved . . . came to the
tomb

➡ (5) CONDITION [IF] ExSyn 632–33

(a) Definition. This participle implies a condition on which the fulfillment of
the idea indicated by the main verb depends. Its force can be introduced by if in
translation. This usage is fairly common.

(b) Clear illustrations

Matt 21:22 pavnta o{sa a]n aijthvshte ejn th/ç proseuch/ç ppiisstteeuuvvoonntteeßß
lhvmyesqe.
Whatever you ask for in prayer, if you believe, you will
receive it.

Gal 6:9 qerivsomen mh© eejjkklluuoovvmmeennooii
we shall reap if we do not lose heart

(c) Debatable text

Heb 6:4–6 ajduvnaton tou©ß a{pax fwtisqevntaß . . . kai© ppaarraappeessoovvnnttaaßß,
pavlin ajnakainivzein eijß metavnoian
it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have
once been enlightened. . . if they have fallen away

parapesovntaß is often construed as conditional (a tradition
found in the KJV and repeated in most modern translations and
by many commentators [but cf. NET]); this is unwarranted.22
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21 The aorist fits many other categories of usage, but the perfect adverbial participle
(including perfects used as presents, such as oi\da) almost always belongs here. The present
causal participle may be conceived as broadly contemporaneous with the controlling verb, just
as the customary present is broadly contemporaneous with present time. The NT knows of no
future causal participles.

22 For further discussion, see ExSyn 633.
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➡ (6) CONCESSION

(a) Definition and amplification. The concessive participle implies that the state
or action of the main verb is true in spite of the state or action of the participle. Its
force is usually best translated with although. This category is relatively common.

This is semantically the opposite of the causal participle but structurally iden-
tical (i.e., it typically precedes the verb and fits the contours of a causal partici-
ple—i.e., antecedent time and thus aorist, perfect, or sometimes present). There
are, however, often particles that help to make the concessive idea more obvious
(such as kaivper, kaivtoige, ktl.).

(b) Illustrations

Eph 2:1 uJmaçß oo[[nnttaaßß nekrouvß
although you were dead

1 Pet 1:8 o}n oujk iijjddoovvnntteeßß ajgapaçte
although you have not seen him, you love him

Phil 2:6 o{ß ejn morfhç/ qeouç uuJJppaavvrrccwwnn
who, although he existed in the form of God

The translation of this participle as concessive is not entirely
clear upon a casual reading of the text. The two options are
either causal or concessive.23

➡ (7) PURPOSE (TELIC) ExSyn 635–37

(a) Definition. The telic participle 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 infini-
tive. This usage is somewhat common.

(b) Key to identification/semantics. First, to clarify that a particular participle is
telic, one can either translate it as though it were an infinitive or simply add the
phrase with the purpose of before the participle in translation.

Second, since purpose is accomplished as a result of the action of the main
verb, perfect participles are excluded from this category (since they are typically
antecedent in time). The future adverbial participle always belongs here; the pres-
ent participle frequently does. The aorist participle only rarely does.24

Third, many present participles that fit this usage are lexically influenced.
Verbs such as seek (zhtevw) or signify (shmaivnw), for example, involve the idea of
purpose lexically.

Fourth, the telic participle almost always follows the controlling verb. Thus,
the word order emulates what it depicts. Some participles, when following their
controlling verbs, virtually demand to be taken as telic (e.g., peiravzw).
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23 For further discussion of this text, see ExSyn 634–35.
24 The aorist participle can, on a rare occasion, have a telic force in Hellenistic Greek, because

the future participle was not normally a viable choice in the conversational and vulgar dialect.
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(c) Significance. This participle, like the participle of cause, answers the ques-
tion, Why? But the participle of purpose looks forward, while the participle of
cause looks back. As well, the difference between the participle of purpose and
the infinitive of purpose is that the participle emphasizes the actor while the infini-
tive emphasizes the action.

(d) Illustrations

Matt 27:49 eij e[rcetai ∆Hlivaß sswwvvsswwnn aujtovn
if Elijah is going to come with the purpose of saving him

John 12:33 touçto de© e[legen sshhmmaaiivvnnwwnn poivw/ qanavtw/ h[mellen
ajpoqnh/vskein.
Now he said this to signify by what sort of death he would die.

Acts 3:26 ajpevsteilen aujto©n eeuujjllooggoouuççnnttaa uJmaçß
he sent him [for the purpose of] blessing you

➡ (8) RESULT ExSyn 637–40

(a) Definition. The participle of result is used to indicate the actual outcome
or result of the action of the main verb. It is similar to the participle of purpose in
that it views the end of the action of the main verb, but it is dissimilar in that the
participle of purpose also indicates or emphasizes intention or design, while result
emphasizes what the action of the main verb actually accomplishes. This usage is
somewhat common.25

(b) Amplification and semantics. The participle of result is not necessarily
opposed to the participle of purpose. Indeed, many result participles describe the
result of an action that was also intended. The difference between the two, there-
fore, is primarily one of emphasis. The relation between purpose and result can
be visually represented as in Chart 81.

There are two types of result participle:

• Internal or logical result: This indicates an implication of the action of the
controlling verb. It is thus actually simultaneous, giving the logical outcome
of the verb. Thus, John 5:18: “He was calling God his own Father, [with
the result of] making (poiwçn) himself equal to God.”

• External or temporal result: This indicates the true result of the action of the
controlling verb. It is subsequent, stating the chronological outcome of the
verb. Thus, Mark 9:7: “a cloud came [with the result that it] covered
(ejpiskiavzousa) them.”

(c) Key to identification. The result participle will be a present tense participle
and will follow (in word order) the main verb. The student should insert the phrase
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25 Although most grammars do not include this as a separate category, this is due to it being
mixed in with the attendant circumstance participle. But that is looking at the matter purely
from an English viewpoint. The two should be distinguished because of structural and seman-
tic differences. See the discussion below under “Attendant Circumstance.”
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with the result of/that before the participle in translation in order to see if the par-
ticiple under examination is indeed a result participle.

(d) Illustrations

Luke 4:15 aujto©ß ejdivdasken ejn taiçß sunagwgaiçß aujtwçn ddooxxaazzoovvmmeennooßß
uJpo© pavntwn.
He taught in their synagogues, [with the result that he was]
being glorified by all.

Eph 2:15 i{na tou©ß duvo ktivsh/ ejn aujtwç/ eijß e{na kaino©n a[nqrwpon ppooiiwwççnn
eijrhvnhn
in order that he might create in himself the two into one new
man, [with the result of] making peace

Eph 5:18–21 plhrouçsqe ejn pneuvmati . . . llaalloouuççnntteeßß . . . aa[[//ddoonntteeßß kai© yyaavvll--
lloonntteeßß . . . eeuujjccaarriissttoouuççnntteeßß . . .  uuJJppoottaassssoovvmmeennooii
Be filled with the Spirit . . . [with the result of] speaking . . .
singing and making melody . . . being thankful . . . being
submissive.26

➡ b. Attendant Circumstance ExSyn 640–45

(1) DEFINITION. The attendant circumstance participle is used to communi-
cate an action that, in some sense, is coordinate with the finite verb. In this respect
it is not dependent, for it is translated like a verb. Yet it is still dependent seman-
tically, because it cannot exist without the main verb. It is translated as a finite
verb connected to the main verb by and. The participle then, in effect, “piggy-
backs” on the mood of the main verb. This usage is relatively common, but widely
misunderstood.

(2) CLARIFICATION. First, we are treating this participle as a dependent verbal
participle because it never stands alone. That is, an attendant circumstance will
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26 For a discussion of this text, see ExSyn 639–40.
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always be related to a finite verb. Although it is translated as a finite verb, it
derives its “mood” (semantically, not syntactically) from that of the main verb.

Second, it is important to argue from sense rather than from translation. In
order to see more clearly what the sense of a participle will be, we need to apply
the following criterion: If a participle makes good sense when treated as an adver-
bial participle, we should not seek to treat it as attendant circumstance.27

(3) STRUCTURE AND SEMANTICS. As to structure, in the NT (as well as other
ancient Greek literature) certain structural patterns emerge regarding the atten-
dant circumstance participle. These are not absolute. We may, however, say that
they follow a “90% rule.” That is to say, all five of the following features occur in at
least 90% of the instances of attendant circumstance. The conclusion from this is that
if these five features are not present (or if one or two of them are not present), to
label a participle as attendant circumstance needs strong corroborative evidence.
It is not impossible, of course, but one should double-check other possibilities
before tagging the participle. The five features are:

• The tense of the participle is usually aorist.
• The tense of the main verb is usually aorist.
• The mood of the main verb is usually imperative or indicative.
• The participle will precede the main verb—both in word order and time of

event (though usually there is a close proximity).
• Attendant circumstance participles occur frequently in narrative literature,

infrequently elsewhere.

As to semantics, the relative semantic weight in such constructions is that a
greater emphasis is placed on the action of the main verb than on the participle. That is,
the participle is something of a prerequisite before the action of the main verb
can occur.

(4) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 16:6 kkaaqqiivvssaaßß tacevwß gravyon penthvkonta
Sit down quickly and write fifty

Acts 5:5 ajkouvwn de© oJ ÔAnanivaß tou©ß lovgouß touvtouß ppeessww©©nn ejxevyuxen
but when Ananias heard these words, he fell down and died

Acts 10:13 aajjnnaassttaavvßß, Pevtre, quçson kai© favge.
Rise, Peter, and kill and eat.

Matt 28:19–20 ppoorreeuuqqeevvnntteeßß ou\n maqhteuvsate pavnta ta© e[qnh, baptivzon-
teß aujtou©ß eijß to© o[noma touç patro©ß kai© touç uiJouç kai© touç
aJgivou pneuvmatoß, didavskonteß . . .
Go, therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptiz-
ing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, teaching . . .
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27 The confusion has arisen over a couple of things: loose translation and mixing the par-
ticiple of result in with the attendant circumstance participle.
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Although many argue against poreuqevnteß being an attendant
circumstance participle, it clearly has that force. The trailing
participles, baptivzonteß, and didavskonteß, should be taken as
indicating means.28

c. Indirect Discourse ExSyn 645–46

(1) DEFINITION. An anarthrous participle in the accusative case, in conjunc-
tion with an accusative noun or pronoun, sometimes indicates indirect discourse
after a verb of perception or communication. This usage is fairly common (espe-
cially in Luke and Paul). As with the infinitive of indirect discourse, the partici-
ple of indirect discourse retains the tense of the direct discourse.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Acts 7:12 ajkouvsaß de© ∆Iakw©b oo[[nnttaa sitiva eijß Ai[gupton
when Jacob heard that there was grain in Egypt

Phil 2:3 ajllhvlouß hJgouvmenoi uuJJppeerreevvccoonnttaaßß eJautwçn
by regarding one another as more important than yourselves

2 John 7 oJmologouçnteß ∆Ihsouçn Cristo©n eejjrrccoovvmmeennoonn ejn sarkiv
confessing Jesus Christ coming in the flesh (or confessing Jesus
Christ to have come in the flesh; or confessing that Jesus
Christ has come in the flesh)

➡ d. Periphrastic ExSyn 647–49

(1) DEFINITION. An anarthrous participle can be used with a verb of being
(such as eijmiv or uJpavrcw) to form a finite verbal idea. This participle is called per-
iphrastic because it is a roundabout way of saying what could be expressed by a sin-
gle verb. As such, it more naturally corresponds to English: h\n ejsqivwn means he
was eating, just as h[sqien does. This usage is common with the present participle
and perfect participle, but not with other tenses.

(2) STRUCTURE AND SEMANTICS. First, regarding semantics, in classical Greek
this construction was used to highlight aspectual force. By the Hellenistic era and
particularly in the NT, such emphasis is often, if not usually, lost.

Second, as to structure, the participle is almost always nominative case and
usually follows the verb. And, as Dana-Mantey succinctly stated long ago,

This mode of expression, common to all languages, is extensively employed
in Greek. It occurs in all the voices and tenses, though rare in the aorist. . . .
Certain tense forms in Greek were expressed exclusively by the periphrastic
construction; namely, the perfect middle-passive subjunctive and optative. As
the finite verb, eijmiv is generally used, though also givnomai and uJpavrcw, and
possibly e[cw in the perfect (cf. Lk. 14:18; 19:20) and pluperfect (Lk. 13:6). The
periphrastic imperfect is the form most common in the New Testament.29
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28 For futher discussion, see ExSyn 645–46.
29 Dana-Mantey, 231.
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Finally, various verb-participle combinations are used to constitute a single
finite verb tense, as noted in the following table.
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30 Because of the combination of the future finite verb and the present participle, the aspect
of this use of the future is progressive (unlike its simple tense-form counterpart). This cate-
gory is rare but is included here for sake of completeness.

31 Some call this a pleonastic (=redundant) or appositional participle. In a sense, it is a sub-
set of the participle of means, for it defines the action of the main verb. For the most part, it is
probably due to a Semitic idiom.

(3) ILLUSTRATIONS

(a) Present Periphrastic

Col 1:6 kaqw©ß kai© ejn panti© twç/ kovsmw/ ejsti©n kkaarrppooffoorroouuvvmmeennoonn
just as in all the world it is bearing fruit

(b) Imperfect Periphrastic

Matt 7:29 h\n ddiiddaavvsskkwwnn aujtouvß he was teaching them

(c) Future Periphrastic30

Mark 13:25 kai© oiJ ajstevreß e[sontai . . . ppiivvppttoonntteeßß
and the stars will be falling

(d) Perfect Periphrastic

Eph 2:8 thç/ ga©r cavritiv ejste sseessww//ssmmeevvnnooii
For by grace you have been saved [or you are saved]

(e) Pluperfect Periphrastic

Acts 21:29 h\san ga©r pprrooeewwrraakkoovvtteeßß Trovfimon
for they had previously seen Trophimus

e. Redundant (Pleonastic) ExSyn 649–50

(1) DEFINITION. A verb of saying (or sometimes thinking) can be used with a
participle with basically the same meaning (as in ajpokriqei©ß ei\pen). Because such
an idiom is foreign to English, many modern translations simply render the con-
trolling verb.31

Table 9
The Forms of the Periphrastic Participle

Finite Verb (of eeiijjmmiivv) + Participle = Finite Tense Equivalent

Present + Present = Present
Imperfect + Present = Imperfect
Future + Present = Future
Present + Perfect = Perfect
Imperfect + Perfect = Pluperfect
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 12:17 dielogivzeto ejn eJautwç/ lleevvggwwnn
he was thinking within himself, saying

Matt 11:25 aajjppookkrriiqqeeii©©ßß oJ ∆Ihsouçß ei\pen Jesus, answering, said
The construction ajpokriqei©ß ei\pen “became to such an extent
an empty formula that it is even sometimes used when there is
nothing preceding to which an ‘answer’ can be referred. . .”32

✝2. Independent Verbal Participles: Imperatival ExSyn 650–52

Included in this category are those participles that function as though they
were finite verbs and are not dependent on any verb in the context for their mood
(thus, distinct from attendant circumstance). The independent verbal participles
may function as either indicatives or imperatives, though both of these are
extremely rare. The imperatival participle is discussed below.

a. Definition. The participle may function just like an imperative. This use of
the participle is not to be attached to any verb in the context, but is grammati-
cally independent. The imperatival participle is quite rare. “In general it may be
said that no participle should be explained in this way that can properly be con-
nected with a finite verb.”33

b. Illustrations34

Rom 12:9 aajjppoossttuuggoouuççnntteeßß to© ponhrovn, kkoollllwwvvmmeennooii twç/ ajgaqwç/
hate the evil, cleave to the good

1 Pet 2:18 oiJ oijkevtai, uuJJppoottaassssoovvmmeennooii . . . toiçß despovtaiß
Servants, submit yourselves . . . to your masters

The Participle Absolute ExSyn 653–55

In this final section on participles, we will be dealing with participles that occur
in particular case constructions (known as nominative absolute and genitive
absolute). These participles do, however, fit under the above two broad categories
(adjectival and verbal). They are treated here separately because they involve struc-
tural clues related to their cases and, to some degree, they express an additional
nuance beyond what has been described in the above two major categories.

1. Nominative Absolute ExSyn 654

a. Definition. The nominative absolute participle is in reality simply a sub-
stantival participle that fits the case description of nominativus pendens. Although
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32 Zerwick, Biblical Greek, 127.
33 Robertson, Grammar, 1134.
34 For a discussion (and rejection) of unlikely imperatival participles in Eph 4:1–3; 5:19–

21, see ExSyn 651–52.
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it is called “nominative absolute,” it is not to be confused with the case category of
nominative absolute. To refresh your memory, the nominativus pendens (pendent
nominative) “consists in the enunciation of the logical (not grammatical) subject
at the beginning of the sentence, followed by a sentence in which that subject is
taken up by a pronoun in the case required by the syntax.”35

b. Clarification. Although this participle has some affinity with the genitive
absolute participle, the nominative absolute participle is always substantival while
the genitive absolute participle is always adverbial or, at least, dependent-verbal.

c. Illustrations

John 7:38 oJ ppiisstteeuuvvwwnn eijß ejmev . . . potamoi© ejk thçß koilivaß aujtouç
rJeuvsousin
the one who believes in me . . . rivers will flow out of his belly

Rev 3:21 oJ nniikkwwççnn dwvsw aujtwç/ kaqivsai
the one who conquers, to him I will give to sit

➡2. Genitive Absolute ExSyn 654–55

a. Definition. We can define the genitive absolute participial construction
structurally or semantically.

Structurally, the genitive absolute consists of the following:

• a noun or pronoun in the genitive case (though this is sometimes absent);
• a genitive anarthrous participle (always);
• the entire construction at the front of a sentence (usually).

Semantically, there are again three items to note, once the structure has been
identified (note that the above stated structure is not limited to the genitive
absolute construction):

• This construction is unconnected with the rest of the sentence (i.e., its sub-
ject—the genitive noun or pronoun—is different from the subject of the
main clause);

• the participle is always adverbial (circumstantial) or, at least, dependent-ver-
bal (i.e., it cannot be an adjectival or substantival participle);

• the participle is normally (about 90% of the time) temporal, though on occa-
sion it can express any of the adverbial ideas.

b. Illustrations

Matt 9:18 tauçta aujtouç llaalloouuççnnttooßß . . . a[rcwn ei|ß ejlqw©n prosekuvnei
aujtwç/
while he was saying these things . . . a certain ruler came and
bowed down before him
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35 Zerwick, Biblical Greek, 9.
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Rom 7:3 zzwwççnnttooßß touç ajndro©ß . . . gevnhtai ajndri© eJtevrw/
while her husband is still alive . . . she becomes another man’s
[wife]

This is a somewhat rare example in that it is found in the NT let-
ters (cf. also Eph 2:20). Most gen. absolutes are in the Gospels
and Acts.
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Introduction to Greek Clauses1
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Introduction ExSyn 656–57

Approach of this Chapter

This chapter is intended to offer little more than an outline of basic clause
structure in the NT. Because the specific categories are treated elsewhere in the
grammar, a minimal treatment is required here.

Definition

Clauses are units of thought forming part of a compound or complex sen-
tence. Each clause normally contains a subject and predicate or a nonfinite verbal
form (i.e., either an infinitive or participle).

A compound sentence is one in which two or more clauses are connected in a
coordinate relation, known as paratactic structure.

A complex sentence is one in which one or more clauses are subordinate to
another clause, known as hypotactic structure.

Two Types of Clauses ExSyn 657

1. Independent Clause

An independent clause is a clause that is not subordinate to another clause.
An independent clause normally has for its nucleus: subject—verb—(object).

A coordinating conjunction makes two independent clauses coordinate (paratac-
tic) to each other (thus forming a compound sentence).

• “She ate a hot dog but he drank milk.”
• “He went to the library and (he) worked on his assignment.”

2. Dependent Clause

A dependent clause is a clause that stands in a substantival or subordinate
(hypotactic) relationship to another clause, either an independent clause or
another dependent clause.
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• “He went to the library in order to work on his assignment.” (subordinate
relation)

• “The student who went to the library completed his assignment on time.”
(substantival relation)

Classification of Independent Clauses ExSyn 657–58

1. Introduced by a Coordinating Conjunction

The function of an independent clause is usually determined by the “logical”
function of the coordinating conjunction introducing the clause. This function may be:

• connective, most often involving kaiv or dev
• contrastive, most often involving ajllav, dev, or plhvn
• correlative, usually involving mevn . . . dev or kaiv . . . kaiv
• disjunctive, involving h[
• explanatory, usually involving gavr
• inferential, most often involving a[ra, diov, ou\n, or w{ste
• transitional, usually involving dev or ou\n

2. Introduced by a Prepositional Phrase

Sometimes an independent clause will be introduced by a prepositional phrase
whose function determines the function of the independent clause. For example:

• dia© tiv—“why?” (cf. Matt 9:11)
• dia© touçto—“for this reason” (cf. Matt 13:13)
• eijß tiv—“why?” (cf. Mark 14:4)
• ejk touvtou—“as a result of this” (cf. John 6:66)
• ejpi© touçto—“for this reason” (cf. Luke 4:43)
• kata© tiv—“how?” (cf. Luke 1:18)
• meta© touçto—“after this” (cf. Rev 7:1)

3. Asyndeton (no Formal Introduction)

Occasionally, an independent clause is not introduced by a conjunctive word
or phrase. This phenomenon is known as asyndeton (a construction “not bound
together”). In such cases the function of the independent clause is implied from
the literary context. Asyndeton is a vivid stylistic feature that occurs often for
emphasis, solemnity, or rhetorical value (staccato effect), or when there is an
abrupt change in topic. Thus, it is found, for example, with:

• commands and exhortations, put forth in rapid succession (cf. 1 Thess
5:15–22)

• sentences in a series (cf. Matt 5:3–11; 2 Tim 3:15–16)
• sentences unrelated to each other/topic shift (cf. 1 Cor 5:9)2
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Classification of Dependent Clauses ExSyn 659–65

Dependent clauses can be analyzed in terms of structural form or syntactical
function. There are four basic structures (infinitival, participial, conjunctive, and
relative clauses) and three syntactical functions (substantival, adjectival, and adver-
bial clauses).

1. Structure ExSyn 659–60

Four kinds of constructions are involved in dependent clauses.

a. infinitival clauses: contain an infinitive.
b. participial clauses: contain a participle.
c. conjunctive clauses: introduced by a subordinate conjunction.
d. relative clauses: introduced by

• a relative pronoun (o{ß [who, which])
• a relative adjective (oi|oß [such as, as], o{soß [as much/many as])
• a relative adverb (o{pou [where], o{te [when]).

Note that relative clauses can also be analyzed according to syntactical function:
a. Definite relative clause. This type of clause contains a verb in the indicative

mood and refers to a specific individual or group, or to a specific fact, event, or
action (e.g., oujdeivß ejstin oo}}ßß ajfhçken oijkivan [there is no one who has left home] in
Mark 10:29]). The relative pronoun refers back to its antecedent in the sentence
(a noun, pronoun, or noun phrase). It has concord with its antecedent in number
and gender, but its case is determined by its function in the relative clause.

b. Indefinite relative clause. An indefinite relative clause contains a verb in the
subjunctive mood plus the particle a[n (or ejavn) and refers to an unspecified indi-
vidual or group, or to an event or action (e.g., o} eja©n h/\ divkaion [whatever is right]
in Matt 20:4; o}ß a]n qevlh/ ejn uJmiçn ei\nai prwçtoß [whoever wants to be first among
you] in Matt 20:27). Indefinite relative clauses have no antecedent.

2. Syntactical Function ExSyn 660–65

There are three broad syntactical functions of dependent clauses: substanti-
val, adjectival, and adverbial.

a. Substantival Clause ExSyn 660–61

In this usage the dependent clause functions like a noun.

(1) STRUCTURE. This function of the dependent clause can be expressed by
the following structural forms:3

(a) Substantival infinitive clause
(b) Substantival participial clause
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(c) Substantival conjunctive clause
(d) Substantival relative pronoun clause

(2) BASIC USES

(a) Subject
[1] Substantival infinitive (e.g., Heb 10:31)
[2] Substantival participle (e.g., John 3:18)
[3] o{ti + indicative mood (e.g., Gal 3:11)
[4] i{na + subjunctive mood (e.g., 1 Cor 4:2)
[5] Relative pronoun o{ (e.g., Matt 13:12)

(b) Predicate Nominative
[1] Substantival infinitive (e.g., Rom 1:12)
[2] Substantival participle (e.g., John 4:26)
[3] i{na + subjunctive (e.g., John 4:34)

(c) Direct Object
[1] Substantival infinitive (e.g., 1 Tim 2:8)
[2] Substantival participle (e.g., Phil 3:17)
[3] o{ti + indicative (e.g., John 3:33)
[4] i{na + subjunctive (e.g., Matt 12:16)
[5] Relative pronoun o{ (e.g., Luke 11:6)

(d) Indirect Discourse
[1] Substantival infinitive (e.g., Luke 24:23; 1 Cor 11:18)
[2] Substantival participle (e.g., Acts 7:12; 2 Thess 3:11)
[3] o{ti + indicative (e.g., Matt 5:17; John 4:1)

(e) Apposition
[1] Substantival infinitive (e.g., Jas 1:27)
[2] o{ti + indicative (e.g., Luke 10:20)
[3] i{na + subjunctive (e.g., John 17:3)

b. Adjectival Clauses ExSyn 661–62

The dependent clause may function like an adjective and modify a noun,
noun phrase, or other substantive.

(1) STRUCTURE. This function of the dependent clause can be expressed by
the following structural forms:4

(a) Epexegetical infinitive clause
(b) (Attributive) adjectival participial clause
(c) Conjunctive clause
(d) Relative pronoun and relative adjective clauses
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(2) BASIC USES. Every adjectival clause describes, explains, or restricts a noun,
pronoun, or other substantive. It has no functional subcategories. The following
structural forms express this basic function:

(a) Epexegetical infinitive (e.g., Rom 1:15)
(b) Adjectival participle (e.g., 2 Cor 3:3)
(c) o{ti + indicative mood (e.g., Luke 8:25)
(d) i{na + subjunctive mood (e.g., John 2:25)
(e) Relative pronoun clause (e.g., Eph 6:17; 1 John 2:7)

c. Adverbial Clause ExSyn 662–65

In this usage the dependent clause functions like an adverb in that it modi-
fies a verb.

(1) STRUCTURE. This function of the dependent clause can be expressed by
the following structures:

(a) Infinitival clause
(b) Adverbial Participial clause
(c) Conjunctive clause
(d) Relative pronoun and relative adverb clause

(2) BASIC USES

(a) Cause (all four constructions)
[1] infinitive (e.g., Jas 4:2)5

[2] adverbial participle (e.g., Rom 5:1)
[3] o{ti + indicative (e.g., Eph 4:25)
[4] relative pronoun oi{tineß (e.g., Rom 6:2)

(b) Comparison (conjunctive and relative clauses)
[1] kaqwvß + indicative (e.g., Eph 4:32)
[2] relative adjective o{soß (e.g., Rom 6:2)

(c) Concession (all four constructions except infinitive clauses)
[1] adverbial participle (e.g., Phil 2:6)
[2] eij kaiv + indicative (e.g., Luke 11:8)6

[3] relative pronoun oi{tineß (e.g., Jas 4:13–14)
(d) Condition (all four constructions except infinitive clauses)

[1] adverbial participle (e.g., Heb 2:3)
[2] conjunctive clause:

• In the first class condition the speaker assumes that the condition
stated in the protasis (the “if” clause) is true for the sake of argu-
ment, and thus the content of the apodosis (the “then” clause)
follows, naturally and logically. Frequently the protasis is in fact
not true, but is still presented by the speaker as true for the sake
of argument.
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6 eij kaiv is used more frequently in concessive clauses than any other structure (except for

adverbial participles, though they often involve no structural clues).
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• In the second class condition the condition is assumed to be not true
(contrary to fact). The speaker then states in the apodosis what
would have been true had the protasis been true. The protasis
can, of course, be true, but this is either not known to be the case
by the speaker or is presented with some irony.

• In the third class condition there is a wide variety of nuances found
in the protasis, from hypothetical to probable. Some examples
also involve a “present general” reality.

[3] relative adjective o{soi (e.g., Rom 2:12)
(e) Complementary (infinitive and conjunctive clauses)

[1] infinitive (e.g., 1 John 3:16)
[2] i{na + subjunctive (e.g., Luke 6:31; John 8:56)

(f) Location (conjunctive and relative adverb clauses)
[1] ou| + indicative (e.g., Rom 4:15)
[2] relative adverb o{pou (e.g., Mark 4:5)

(g) Manner/Means (all four constructions except conjunctive clauses)
[1] articular infinitive (e.g., ejn twç/ + infinitive in Acts 3:26)7

[2] adverbial participle (e.g., Acts 16:16)8

[3] relative pronoun o{n (e.g., Acts 1:11)
(h) Purpose (all four constructions)

[1] infinitive (e.g., 1 Tim 1:15)
[2] adverbial participle (e.g., 1 Cor 4:14)
[3] i{na + subjunctive (e.g., 1 Pet 3:18)
[4] relative pronoun oi{tineß (e.g., Matt 21:41)

(i) Result (all four constructions)
[1] infinitive (e.g., Gal 5:7)
[2] adverbial participle (e.g., John 5:18)9

[3] i{na + subjunctive (e.g., Rom 11:11)
[4] relative adverb o{qen (e.g., Heb 8:3)

(j) Time (all four constructions)
[1] articular infinitive (e.g., pro© touç + infinitive in Matt 6:8)10

[2] adverbial participle (e.g., Matt 21:18, 23)11

[3] o{te + indicative (e.g., Matt 19:1)
[4] relative pronoun clause (e.g., ajf j h|ß . . . in Col 1:9; ejn w| . . . 

in Mark 2:19)
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7 The infinitive of means is normally expressed by ejn twç/ + infinitive. However, this con-
struction is more often used of contemporaneous time.

8 Means and manner need to be distinguished for participles, in light of resultant exeget-
ical differences. See the chapter on participles for a discussion.

9 The participle of result is sometimes confused with the attendant circumstance partici-
ple. But the structure and semantics of each type of participle are different. See the chapter on
participles for a discussion.

10 The infinitive of time involves antecedent, contemporaneous, and subsequent time.
11 Like the infinitive, these can indicate antecedent, contemporaneous, or subsequent time.
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3. How To Classify a Dependent Clause ExSyn 665

a. Identify the structural form of the clause: Infinitival? Participial? Conjunc-
tive? Relative?

b. Identify the syntactical function of the clause by classifying the key struc-
tural marker in the clause (viz., the infinitive, participle, conjunction, or relative
pronoun). This involves two steps:

(1) Identify the main functional category: substantival, adjectival, or 
adverbial.

(2) Identify the appropriate functional subcategory under the main category
(e.g., under Adverbial, is it cause, condition, purpose, result, time, etc.?)

(3) Note the word or words in the context to which the dependent clause 
is related.

The Basics of New Testament Syntax292
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Introduction ExSyn 666–69

1. Definition

The term conjunction comes from the Latin verb conjungo, which means “join
together.” A conjunction is a word that connects words, clauses, sentences, or
paragraphs, and as a result links the component parts and/or the thought units of
a language together. It is a linking word.

2. Characteristics of conjunctions

The primary characteristic of conjunctions is that of making connections in
a language. They can make two types of structural connections: coordinate (parat-
actic) or subordinate (hypotactic). The coordinate conjunction links equal elements
together, e.g., a subject (or other part of speech) to a subject (or other part of
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speech), sentence to sentence, or paragraph to paragraph.2 The subordinate con-
junction links a dependent clause to an independent clause or another dependent
clause, either of which supplies the controlling idea that the subordinate con-
junction and its clause modifies. Some English examples are supplied below fol-
lowed by Greek examples.

John and Jim are Greek scholars.
And is a coordinate conjunction linking two nouns, both of
which are subjects.

I study Greek in order to improve my Bible study skills.
In order to is a subordinate conjunction introducing a clause that
modifies the controlling idea, “I study Greek.” The dependent
clause gives the purpose for my study of Greek.

John 1:1 ∆En ajrch/ h\n oJ lovgoß, kkaaii©© oJ lovgoß h\n pro©ß to©n qeovn
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God

kkaaiivv is a coordinate conjunction linking two independent
clauses.

John 3:16 Ou{twß ggaa©©rr hjgavphsen oJ qeo©ß to©n kovsmon, ww{{ssttee . . . , ii{{nnaa paçß oJ
pisteuvwn. . . .
For God so loved the world, with the result that . . . , in order
that whoever believes. . . .

ggaavvrr is a coordinate conjunction linking this sentence to the pre-
vious idea in John 3:14, explaining why God makes eternal life
available. ww{{ssttee is a subordinate conjunction, introducing the
result of God’s love for the world, namely, he gave his Son. ii{{nnaa
is a subordinate conjunction, introducing the purpose God had
in giving his Son, viz., that everyone who believes in him might
have eternal life.

3. The use of conjunctions in exegesis

Conjunctions are important in exegesis because they relate the thoughts of a
passage to one another. A key to determining their use is identifying the two sets
of ideas that the conjunction links together. One must determine the controlling
idea that the conjunction modifies, that is, the element in the sentence or larger
literary unit to which the conjunction is to be connected. Often more than one
possible connection exists. When this situation occurs, context and authorial
expression are two key ways to determine the most likely connection.
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2 Although the two elements might be equal syntactically, there is often a semantic notion of
subordination. For example, on the surface “I went to the store and I bought bread” involves
two coordinate clauses joined by and. But on a “deep structure” level, it is evident that coordi-
nate ideas are not involved: “I went to the store in order that I might buy bread.” Semitic lan-
guages are especially paratactic, as are the lower echelons of Hellenistic Greek. Narrative
literature often reflects this, even among the more literary writers.
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I walked home and studied Greek in order to be able to watch the
baseball game tonight.

In this sentence it is unclear whether the subordinate clause
introduced by “in order to” gives the purpose for walking home,
the purpose for studying Greek, or the purpose of both.

Contrast this example with the earlier example from John 3:16. In that pas-
sage it is clear that the i{na clause gives the purpose for which God gave his Son
and not the purpose for which God loved the world, because the latter idea does
not make contextual sense. Sometimes, however, the elements that a conjunction
(particularly a subordinate conjunction like i{na or o{ti) connects together can be
disputed. That is why it is necessary to state clearly what ideas a conjunction links
together and the nature of the connection. When there are several possible con-
nections, try to be aware of the options. Test each option with an interpretive
translation in determining the best one.

4. Common Greek conjunctions

The most common coordinating conjunctions are (in order): kaiv, dev, gavr,
ajllav, ou\n, h[, te, oujdev, ou[te, and ei[te.

The most common subordinating conjunctions that usually govern the indica-
tive mood are (in order): o{ti, eij, kaqwvß, wJß, gavr, and o{te.

The most common subordinating conjunctions that usually govern the sub-
junctive mood are: i{na, o{tan, ejavn, o{pwß, e{wß, mhv, and mhvpote.

Specific Semantic Categories ExSyn 669–78

The following survey gives some of the major categories of usage for Greek
conjunctions. Conjunctions can be organized three ways: semantically, struc-
turally, and lexically.

Semantic (functional) categories. Conjunctions can be divided into three
semantic/functional categories: substantival, adverbial, and logical. The substantival
category refers to content uses, such as direct and indirect discourse, or to epex-
egetical uses. The adverbial category includes uses indicating time, place, purpose,
result, or other ideas that are commonly regarded as adverbial. The logical cate-
gory includes uses indicating a movement of thought in the passage in terms of
addition, contrast, conclusion, transition, or other such relationships.

Structural categories. It is also possible to divide conjunctions into two broad
structural categories: coordinate and subordinate. But these are not as helpful to the
student exegetically as the more semantically sensitive divisions given here.

Lexical categories. Finally, conjunctions can be organized lexically, i.e., alpha-
betically according to their form. A lexicon takes this approach. It is important
that students use a lexicon such as BAGD when working with conjunctions. The
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outline of conjunctions given in this chapter is intended to supplement, not sup-
plant, the description of conjunctions in the standard lexica.3

Our approach is to organize the data by the broad semantic/functional cate-
gories of logical, adverbial, and substantival.4

1. Logical Conjunctions ExSyn 670–75

These conjunctions relate the movement of thought from one passage to
another by expressing logical relationships between the connected ideas. For the
most part, coordinate conjunctions are used here.

a. Ascensive Conjunctions [even]

(1) DEFINITION. This use expresses a final addition or point of focus. It is often
translated even. This classification is usually determined by the context. Con-
junctions that function this way are kaiv, dev, and mhdev.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

1 Cor 2:10 to© pneuçma pavnta ejraunaç/, kkaaii©© ta© bavqh touç qeouç
the Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God

Eph 5:3 porneiva de© kai© ajkaqarsiva paçsa . . . mmhhddee©© ojnomazevsqw ejn
uJmiçn
but do not let immorality and all uncleanliness . . . even be
named among you

b. Connective Conjunctions (continuative, coordinate) [and, also]

(1) DEFINITION. This use simply connects an additional element to a discussion
or adds an additional idea to the train of thought. It is translated and, though if it
is emphatic, it can be translated also, indicating a key addition. This latter use (also)
is sometimes called adjunctive. The major connective conjunctions are kaiv and
dev. dev as a connective conjunction may often be left untranslated.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Eph 1:3 eujloghto©ß oJ qeo©ß kkaaii©© path©r touç kurivou hJmwçn ∆Ihsouç
Cristouç
blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ

Luke 6:9 ei\pen ddee©© oJ ∆Ihsouçß pro©ß aujtouvß
and Jesus said to them
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most cases, to “cover all the bases” of usage. Such an approach contrasts with this chapter,
which only addresses the basic categories of usage.

4 For an outline of the broad structural categories, see the chapter, “Introduction to Greek
Clauses.”
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c. Contrastive Conjunctions (adversative) [but, rather, however]

(1) DEFINITION. This use suggests a contrast or opposing thought to the idea
to which it is connected. It is often translated but, rather, yet, though, or however.
Major contrastive conjunctions include: ajllav, plhvn, kaiv (if indicated by the con-
text), and dev (if indicated by the context).

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 5:17 oujk h\lqon kataluçsai, aajjllllaa©© plhrwçsai
I did not come to destroy, but to fulfill [the Law]

Matt 12:43 dievrcetai di∆ ajnuvdrwn tovpwn zhtouçn ajnavpausin kkaaii©© oujc
euJrivskei
[An unclean spirit . . . ] goes through waterless places seeking
rest but it does not find [it]

John 15:16 oujc uJmeiçß me ejxelevxasqe, aajjllll∆∆ ejgw© ejxelexavmhn uJmaçß
you did not choose me, but I chose you

The contrast between Jesus and the disciples is categorical:
Election was accomplished by him, a point strengthened by the
ajllav. A comparative contrast would mean, “You did not choose
me as much as I chose you,” but that is foreign to the context.

d. Correlative Conjunctions (paired conjunctions)

(1) DEFINITION. These are paired conjunctions that express various relation-
ships. Such pairs include: mevn . . . dev (on the one hand . . . on the other hand); kaiv . . .
kaiv (both . . . and); mhvte . . . mhvte (neither . . . nor); ou[te . . . ou[te (neither . . . nor); oujk
. . . ajllav or dev (not . . . but); ouj . . . potev (not . . . ever); potev . . . nuçn (once . . . now);
tev . . . tev (as . . . so) or (not only . . . but also); h[ . . . h[ (either . . . or).

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 9:37 oJ mmee©©nn qerismo©ß poluvß, oiJ ddee©© ejrgavtai ojlivgoi
On the one hand, the harvest is plentiful, but on the other
hand the laborers are few

A smoother translation should normally be used: “The harvest
is plentiful, but the laborers are few.” The above was given to
show the contrast in balance that the mevn . . . dev construction
suggests.

Mark 14:68 oouu[[ttee oi\da oouu[[ttee ejpivstamai su© tiv levgeiß
I neither know nor understand what you are saying

Luke 24:20 o{pwß ttee parevdwkan aujto©n oiJ ajrciereiçß kai© oiJ a[rconteß
hJmwçn eijß krivma qanavtou kkaaii©© ejstauvrwsan aujtovn
how our chief priests and rulers both betrayed him to a sen-
tence of death and crucified him
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e. Disjunctive (Alternative) Conjunctions [or]

(1) DEFINITION. This use gives an alternative possibility to the idea to which
it is connected. It is translated or. The major disjunctive conjunction is h[. It can
suggest opposite or related alternatives.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 5:17 mh© nomivshte o{ti h\lqon kataluçsai to©n novmon hh[[ tou©ß
profhvtaß
Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the prophets

Matt 5:36 ouj duvnasai mivan trivca leukh©n poihçsai hh]] mevlainan
you are not able to make one hair white or black

f. Emphatic Conjunctions [certainly, indeed]

(1) DEFINITION. This use appears in various forms and is determined by the
context. It usually involves intensifying the normal sense of a conjunction. Exam-
ples are as follows: ajllav intensified is translated certainly; ouj with mhv becomes
certainly not or by no means; ou\n becomes certainly. True emphatic conjunctions
include: gev, dhv, menouçnge, mevntoi, naiv, and nhv.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Rom 8:32 o{ß ggee touç ijdivou uiJouç oujk ejfeivsato
who indeed did not spare his own Son

Phil 3:8 ajlla© mmeennoouuççnnggee kai© hJgouçmai pavnta zhmivan ei\nai
but indeed also I count all things to be loss

g. Explanatory Conjunctions

(1) DEFINITION. This use indicates that additional information is being given
about what is being described. It can often be translated for, you see, or that is,
namely. Key conjunctions here are: gavr, dev, eij (after verbs of emotion), and kaiv.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

John 3:16 ou{twß ggaavvrr hjgavphsen oJ qeo©ß to©n kovsmon
for God so loved the world

John 4:8 oiJ ggaa©©rr maqhtai© aujtouç ajpelhluvqeisan eijß th©n povlin
for his disciples had gone into the city

h. Inferential Conjunctions [therefore]

(1) DEFINITION. This use gives a deduction, conclusion, or summary to the pre-
ceding discussion. Common inferential conjunctions include: a[ra, gavr, diov,
diovti, ou\n, plhvn, toigarouçn, toinuçn, and w{ste.
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Rom 12:1 parakalwç oouu\\nn uJmaçß . . . parasthçsai ta© swvmata uJmwçn
I urge you therefore . . . to present your bodies

Rom 15:7 ddiioo©© proslambavnesqe ajllhvlouß, kaqw©ß kai© . . .
therefore receive one another, even as also [Christ received
you]

i. Transitional Conjunctions [now, then]

(1) DEFINITION. This use involves the change to a new topic of discussion. It
can often be translated now (though ou\n is frequently translated then). Major con-
junctions with this force are: ou\n and dev. dev is by far the most common. The use
of ou\n is reserved for narrative material, especially John.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 1:18 touç ddee©© ∆Ihsouç Cristouç hJ gevnesiß ou{twß h\n
Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows

John 5:10 e[legon oouu\\nn oij ∆Ioudaiçoi twç/ teqerapeumevnw/
Then the Jews were saying to the one who had been healed

2. Adverbial Conjunctions ExSyn 675–77

These conjunctions amplify the verbal idea in a specific way. These uses usu-
ally involve subordinate conjunctions.

a. Causal Conjunctions [because, since]

(1) DEFINITION. This use expresses the basis or ground of an action. Major
conjunctions used this way are: gavr, diovti, ejpeiv, ejpeidhv, ejpeidhvper, kaqwvß, o{ti,
and wJß. They are often translated because or since.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 1:34 Pwçß e[stai touçto, eejjppeeii©© a[ndra ouj ginwvskw;
How can this be, since I do not know a man?

John 5:27 ejxousivan e[dwken aujtwç/ krivsin poieiçn, oo{{ttii uiJo©ß ajnqrwvpou
ejstivn
he gave authority to him to render judgment, because he is the
Son of Man

b. Comparative Conjunctions (manner)

(1) DEFINITION. This use suggests an analogy or comparison between the con-
nected ideas or tells how something is to be done. Major conjunctions used this
way are: kaqavper, kaqwvß, ou{twß, wJß, wJsauvtwß, wJseiv, and w{sper. They are
often translated as, just as, in the same way, thus, or in this manner.
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

1 Cor 2:11 oouu{{ttwwßß kai© ta© touç qeouç oujdei©ß e[gnwken eij mh© to© pneuçma touç
qeouç
In the same way also no one has known the things of God
except the Spirit of God.

The comparison here is to the spirit of a human being knowing
a human being’s thought (v. 10).

Eph 4:32 givnesqe eijß ajllhvlouß crhstoiv . . . carizovmenoi eJautoiçß
kkaaqqww©©ßß kai© oJ qeo©ß ejn Cristwç/ ejcarivsato uJmiçn
Be kind to one another . . . forgiving each other, just as God in
Christ forgave you.

c. Conditional Conjunctions [if]

(1) DEFINITION. This use introduces a condition in the presentation of the
speaker that must occur before a certain action or conclusion can occur. This con-
ditional clause may not reflect reality, but rather simply the writer’s presentation
or perception of reality. As part of a conditional clause this conjunction introduces
the protasis (or if part of the if . . . then statement). eij and ejavn are the major con-
ditional conjunctions. They are translated if.5

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

1 Cor 2:8 eeiijj ga©r e[gnwsan, oujk a]n to©n kuvrion thçß dovxhß ejstauvrwsan
For if they had known [the wisdom of God], [then] they would
not have crucified the Lord of glory.

John 5:31 eejjaa©©nn ejgw© marturwç peri© ejmautouç, hJ marturiva mou oujk e[stin
ajlhqhvß
If I testify concerning myself, [then] my testimony is not true.

d. Local Conjunctions (sphere)

(1) DEFINITION. This use gives the location or sphere (metaphorically), that
is, the context in which an action takes place. Major conjunctions used this way
are: o{qen, o{pou, and ou|. Translations include where, from where, or the place which.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 6:19 mh© qhsaurivzete uJmiçn qhsaurou©ß ejpi© thçß ghçß, oo{{ppoouu sh©ß kai©
brwçsiß ajfanivzei
Do not store for yourselves treasures on the earth, where moth
and rust destroy

Rom 4:15 oouu|| de© oujk e[stin novmoß, oujde© paravbasiß
but where there is no law, there is no transgression

Note the difference between the conjunction (ou|) and the neg-
ative adverb (ouj).
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e. Purpose Conjunctions [in order that]
(1) DEFINITION. This use indicates the goal or aim of an action. Major con-

junctions for this category are: i{na, o{pwß, mhvpwß (the negative purpose), mhvpou
(negative purpose), and mhvpote (negative purpose). By far the most common is
i{na. Translations for this use are: in order that, with the goal that, with a view to, that.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

John 3:16 to©n uiJo©n to©n monogenhç e[dwken, ii{{nnaa paçß oJ pisteuvwn eijß auj-
tovn . . .
he gave his only Son, in order that everyone who believes in
him [should not perish but should have eternal life]

John 5:34 ajlla© tauçta levgw ii{{nnaa uJmeiçß swqhçte
but I say these things in order that you might be saved

Acts 9:24 parethrouçnto de© kai© ta©ß puvlaß hJmevraß te kai© nukto©ß oo{{ppwwßß
aujto©n ajnevlwsin
And they were also watching the gates, both day and night, in
order that they might kill him

f. Result Conjunctions [so that, with the result that]
(1) DEFINITION. This use gives the outcome or consequence of an action. The

focus is on the outcome of the action rather than on its intention. Major con-
junctions used this way are: w{ste, wJß, o{ti, and less frequently, i{na. This use can
be tranlsated that, so that, or with the result that. By far the most common is w{ste.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

John 3:16 ou{twß ga©r hjgavphsen oJ qeo©ß to©n kovsmon, ww{{ssttee to©n uiJo©n to©n
monogenhç e[dwken
for God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son

John 9:2 tivß h{marten . . . ii{{nnaa tuflo©ß gennhqhç/;
Who sinned . . . with the result that [this man] was born blind?

g. Temporal Conjunctions
(1) DEFINITION. This use gives the time of the action. Major conjunctions

used this way are: a[cri, e{wß, o{tan, o{te, oujdevpote (negative temporal), oujkevti
(negative temporal), ou[pw (negative temporal), potev, and wJß. Translation varies
depending on the conjunction used.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 21:24 ∆Ierousalh©m e[stai patoumevnh uJpo© ejqnwçn, aa[[ccrrii oouu||
plhrwqwçsin kairoi© ejqnwçn
Jerusalem will be trampled under foot by the Gentiles until the
time when the times of the Gentiles be fulfilled

John 6:24 oo{{ttee ou\n ei\den oJ o[cloß o{ti ∆Ihsouçß oujk e[stin ejkeiç
now when the crowd saw that Jesus was not there
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3. Substantival Conjunctions ExSyn 677–78

These uses are limited to instances where the conjunction introduces a noun
content clause and to epexegesis.

a. Content Conjunctions [that]

(1) DEFINITION. This use involves a conjunction that introduces a subject,
predicate nominative, direct object, or an appositional noun clause. Direct and
indirect discourse are specialized object clauses following verbs of expression or
perception. Major conjunctions here include: i{na, o{pwß, o{ti, and wJß. i{na and o{ti
are the most common.6 This use of the conjunction is translated that or, if intro-
ducing direct discourse (e.g., a recitative o{ti), it is left untranslated.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

1 Cor 15:3 parevdwka ga©r uJmiçn . . . oo{{ttii Cristo©ß ajpevqanen uJpe©r twçn
aJmartiwçn hJmwçn
For I passed on to you . . . that Christ died for our sins

This is a direct object clause.

John 4:17 Kalwçß ei\paß oo{{ttii “Andra oujk e[cw
[Jesus said to her], “Correctly you have said, ‘I do not have a
husband.’”

This is a direct discourse object clause.

John 4:19 kuvrie, qewrwç oo{{ttii profhvthß ei\ suv
Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet

This is an indirect discourse object clause.

b. Epexegetical Conjunctions [that]

(1) DEFINITION. This use involves a conjunction introducing a clause that
completes the idea of a noun or adjective. It often functions like an epexegetical
infinitive. Major conjunctions used this way are i{na and o{ti. The normal trans-
lation for this use is that.

(2) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 7:6 ouj iJkanovß eijmi ii{{nnaa uJpo© th©n stevghn mou eijsevlqh/ß
I am not worthy that you should enter under my roof.

Matt 8:27 potapovß ejstin ou|toß oo{{ttii kai© oiJ a[nemoi kai© hJ qalassa aujtwç/
uJpakovuousin;
What sort of man is this that both the winds and the sea obey
him?
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Introduction ExSyn 680–81

1. Importance of Conditional Sentences in the New Testament
There are over 600 formal conditional sentences in the NT (i.e., with an explicit

if). This works out to an average of about one per page in Nestle–Aland27. Besides
these formal conditions, there are hundreds of implicit conditions. Thus, a proper
understanding of conditions impacts one’s exegesis at every turn of the page.

Some of the great themes of biblical theology cannot be properly understood
apart from a correct understanding of conditions. Widespread misunderstanding
persists about the Greek conditions. On any Sunday misinformation about con-
ditional clauses is communicated from pulpit to pew. Whole theological systems
and lifestyles are sometimes built on such misunderstandings.

2. How to Approach Conditional Sentences
There are essentially three approaches we can take in analyzing conditional

sentences: structural, semantic, and pragmatic. The structural (or formal)
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tional sentences, including the history of the discussion among classical Greek grammarians, a
proposed solution to the debate, and a brief discussion of speech act theory.
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approach looks at the conditional particle (whether eij or ejavn) and the moods and
tenses used in the protasis (if clause) and apodosis (then clause). From these struc-
tural groups emerge the basic meanings that conditions display.

The semantic (or universal grammar) approach asks essentially what the two
halves of conditions mean. That is, how do they relate to each other? This
approach begins with the basic structure (if . . . then), but addresses more general
issues that are true of all conditions, such as whether the relationship of protasis
to apodosis is cause to effect or something else.

The pragmatic (or speech act theory) approach examines what people are try-
ing to communicate when they use conditional sentences in a broad way. This
approach is not concerned with how the two halves relate to each other, but
whether a conditional sentence is uttered as a veiled threat, request, command,
or the like.

All of these are valid approaches. We will focus on the first two since the prag-
matic approach is too far removed from form for us to get an easy handle on it;
that is, it more properly belongs to discourse analysis than to syntax.

Conditional Sentences in General ExSyn 682–87

Certain features of conditional sentences are true of all languages. In a given
instance, such features are intuitively recognized. But these need to be brought
out in the open initially to overcome several misconceptions about how condi-
tions behave in cherished texts.

1. Definition ExSyn 682–84

Conditional sentences can be defined structurally or semantically.

a. Structurally. A conditional sentence has two parts: an “if” part (the prota-
sis) and a “then” part (the apodosis).

b. Semantically. Conditions can be defined semantically in terms of the over-
all construction as well as the individual components. There are two aspects to
examine here.

(1) THE MEANING OF THE CONSTRUCTION (I.E., THE RELATION OF THE

PROTASIS TO THE APODOSIS)
There is often a tacit assumption that the protasis of a condition indicates the

cause and the apodosis tells the effect. But this is not the only relation the two can
have. In essence, there are three basic relations that a protasis can have to an apo-
dosis: cause–effect, evidence–inference, and equivalence. It is a profitable exercise
to examine the biblical text in light of these basic nuances.

(a) Cause–Effect
The first relation the two parts can have is that of cause and effect. “If” =

cause; “then” = effect. For example:
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• “If you put your hand in the fire, you will get burned.”
• “If you eat three pounds of chocolate every day for a month, you will look

like a blimp!”
The NT has its share of illustrations as well:2

Matt 4:9 tauçtav soi pavnta dwvsw, eja©n pesw©n proskunhvsh/ß moi.
I will give you all these things, if you fall down and worship me.

(b) Evidence–Inference
The second relation the protasis can have to the apodosis is that of ground

(or evidence) to inference. Here the speaker infers something (the apodosis) from
some evidence. That is, he makes an induction about the implications that a piece
of evidence suggests. For example:

• “If it’s Tuesday, this must be Belgium” (title of an old movie).
• “If she has a ring on her left hand, then she’s married.”
Notice that the protasis is not the cause of the apodosis. In fact, it is often just

the opposite: “If she gets married, she will wear a ring on her left hand.” Thus,
often, though not always, the ground–inference condition will semantically be
the converse of the cause–effect condition.

Rom 8:17 eij de© tevkna, kai© klhronovmoi
Now if [we are] children, then [we are] heirs.

1 Cor 15:44 eij e[stin swçma yucikovn, e[stin kai© pneumatikovn.
If there is a physical body, there is also a spiritual [body].

Obviously, the physical body does not cause the spiritual one;
rather, Paul simply infers that there must be a spiritual body
from the evidence of a physical one.

(c) Equivalence
The third relation the two parts can have to one another is one of equiva-

lence. That is, we could put this formula this way; “If A, then B” means the same
thing as “A = B.” (This often looks similar to evidence–inference.) For example:

• “If you are Henry’s son, then Henry is your father.”
• “If you are obedient to God, you are living righteously.” 

(more loosely equivalent)

Jas 2:11 eij . . . foneuveiß dev, gevgonaß parabavthß novmou.
But if you commit murder, you have become a law-breaker.

(d) Principles
A few principles emerge from this brief analysis.
• The three types of conditions are not entirely distinct. There is much over-

lap between them.3
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• Nevertheless, it is important exegetically for the student to try to distin-
guish, if possible, these three nuances. We will see this more clearly when
we examine the “General Guidelines” section.

• A compound protasis does not necessarily mean that both conditions have the same
relation to the apodosis. Note, for example, the following illustration: Sup-
pose a quarterback tells his tailback, “If you veer right and go ten yards,
you’ll make a first down.” But both protases do not have the same relation
to the apodosis. The tailback could also veer left or plow straight ahead.
The essential thing, though, is that he make ten yards!

(2) THE MEANING OF THE COMPONENTS

Basically, the meaning of the components is that of supposition–consequence. 

(a) Apodosis. The apodosis is grammatically independent, but semantically depend-
ent. That is, it can stand on its own as a full-blown sentence (e.g., “If I die, I die”),
but it depends for its “factuality” on the fulfillment of the protasis (“If he wins
this race, he’ll be the new champion”).

(b) Protasis. The protasis, on the other hand, is grammatically dependent, but
semantically independent. That is, it does not form a complete thought (“If I go
swimming tomorrow, I’ll catch a cold”), but its fulfillment is independent of
whether the apodosis is true.

2. General Guidelines for Interpreting 
Conditional Sentences ExSyn 685–87

a. The Conditional Element
Only the protasis is the conditional element. That is, the contingency lies with

the if, not the then. If the protasis is fulfilled, the apodosis is also fulfilled.

b. Relation to Reality
What is the relation of the conditional statement to reality? This fits into

the larger issue of the relation of language to reality: language is essentially a por-
trayal of reality. The portrayal is never a complete picture of reality. This does
not necessarily mean that it is incorrect, but neither is the portrayal necessarily
correct.

The implications of this for grammar in general and conditional clauses
specifically are significant. By way of illustration, in Matt 18:8 the evangelist
portrays the Lord as saying, “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off!” He
uses the first class condition. But Mark, in the parallel passage (9:43), portrays
the Lord as saying this in the third class condition. Now it is possible that one
of the two writers got his information wrong. But it is equally likely that the
semantic domains of first and third class conditions are not entirely distinct.
Perhaps they are elastic enough that both of them can be used, at times, to speak
of the same event.
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c. Converse of the Condition (Semantically)
The converse of “If A, then B” is “If B, then A.” The significance? Just that

the converse of a condition is not necessarily true. For example, the converse of “If it
is raining, there must be clouds in the sky” is “If there are clouds in the sky, it
must be raining.” The converse in this instance is patently false.

Applied to the biblical text, notice the following:

Rom 8:13 eij kata© savrka zhçte, mevllete ajpoqnh/vskein.
If you live according to the flesh, you are about to die.

The converse of this is not necessarily true: “If you are about to
die, you must have lived according to the flesh.” There may be
other reasons one is about to die besides living according to the
flesh.

Gal 3:29 eij uJmeiçß Cristouç, a[ra touç ∆Abraa©m spevrma ejstev
If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed.

The converse is not necessarily true: “If you are Abraham’s seed,
then you belong to Christ.” There might be others who are
Abraham’s seed who do not belong to Christ. Whether the con-
verse is true needs to be established on grounds other than the
syntax of the condition.

d. Reverse of the Condition (Semantically)
By the reverse of the condition, I mean the opposite of the condition. The

reverse of the condition, “If A happens, B happens” is “If A does not happen, B
(still) happens.” The significant point to remember is that the reverse of the condi-
tion is not necessarily false.4

• In the statement, “If you put your hand in the fire, you will get burned,”
the negation of this is not necessarily true. That is, “If you don’t put your
hand in the fire, you will not get burned”—for you could put your foot in
the fire (or your hand in the oven, etc.).

• Or: “If I die, my wife will get $10,000.” Negative: “If I don’t die, my wife
will not get $10,000.” (This is not necessarily true: She could rob a bank. . . .)

Biblically, consider the following examples.

1 Tim 3:1 ei[ tiß ejpiskophçß ojrevgetai, kalouç e[rgou ejpiqumeiç.
If anyone aspires to the episcopate, he desires a noble work.

Obviously, this does not mean that if someone does not aspire
to the office, he does not desire a noble work.
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Jas 2:9 eij proswpolhmpteiçte, aJmartivan ejrgavzesqe
If you show partiality, you commit sin.

It is, of course, possible to sin in ways other than by showing
partiality.

e. Summary
If the reverse of a condition is not necessarily false and the converse is not

necessarily true, then what do conditions mean? The answer to this is related to
presentation. As far as it is presented, although sometimes the apodosis may be true
without the protasis being true, the apodosis must be true when the protasis is
true. That is to say, as far as portrayal is concerned, if the protasis is fulfilled, the
apodosis is true. Thus, “If you put your hand in the fire, you will get burned” is
saying that if you fulfill the condition, the consequence is true. All of this can be
summarized as follows:

• Conditional statements refer to the portrayal of reality rather than to real-
ity itself. However, within those parameters the following may be said:

• If A, then B ≠ if B, then A (the converse is not necessarily true).
• If A, then B ≠ if non-A, then non-B (the reverse is not necessarily false).
• If A, then B does not deny if C then B (the condition is not necessarily exclu-

sive or condition not necessarily causal).

Conditional Sentences in Greek 
(Especially the NT) ExSyn 687–701

Now that we have looked at the logical function of conditions, we are in a
better position to interpret the various structures of Greek conditions.

1. Ways to Convey the Conditional Idea in Greek ExSyn 687–89

Conditions may be conveyed implicitly (i.e., without the formal structural
markers) or explicitly (i.e., with the formal structural markers).

a. Implicitly. Conditions may be implicitly indicated by (1) a circumstantial
participle (e.g., Heb 2:3), (2) a substantival participle (e.g., Matt 5:6),5 (3) an imper-
ative (e.g., John 2:19), (4) a relative clause, especially involving an indefinite rela-
tive pronoun (e.g., Matt 5:39), or rarely (5) a question (e.g., Matt 26:15). Implicit
conditions are normally equivalent to the third class condition semantically.

b. Explicitly. Explicit conditions are expressed with the if stated in the protasis.
Greek has two words for if that are used most often—eij and ejavn. The rest of this
chapter will focus on these conditions.
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5 There is no syntactical category of “conditional substantival participle,” but the notion of
condition can still be implied with substantival participles. This often follows the formula oJ +
participle (+ participle) + future indicative.
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2. Structural Categories of Conditional Sentences ExSyn 689

Explicit conditional sentences follow four general structural patterns in the
Greek NT.6 Each pattern is known as a class; hence, first class, second class, third
class, and fourth class.
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6 We are here combining the third and fifth class condition because the fifth class is a sub-
set of the third class structurally. If we were to distinguish them structurally, we should also
distinguish the two types of second class condition structurally.

3. Semantic Categories of Conditional Sentences ExSyn 690–701

➡ a. First Class Condition 
(Assumed True for Argument’s Sake) ExSyn 690–94

(1) DEFINITION. The first class condition indicates the assumption of truth for
the sake of argument. The normal idea, then, is if—and let us assume that this is true
for the sake of argument—then. . . . This class uses the particle eij with the indicative
(in any tense) in the protasis. In the apodosis, any mood and any tense can occur.
This is a frequent conditional clause, occurring about 300 times in the NT.

(2) AMPLIFICATION: PITFALLS TO AVOID. There are two views of the first class
condition that need to be avoided. First is the error of saying too much about its
meaning. The first class condition is popularly taken to mean the condition of

Table 10
The Structure of Conditions

Type Protasis (“if”) Apodosis (“then”)

First Class eij + indicative mood any mood
any tense any tense

(negative: ouj)

Second Class eij + indicative mood (a[n) + indicative
past tense past tense
aorist . . . . . . aorist (past time)

imperfect . . . . . . imperfect (present time)
(negative: mhv)

Third Class ejavn + subjunctive mood any mood
any tense any tense

(negative: mhv)

Fourth Class eij + optative mood a[n + optative mood
present or aorist present or aorist
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reality or the condition of truth. Many have heard this from the pulpit: “In the
Greek this condition means since.”7

This is saying too much about the first class condition. For one thing, this view
assumes a direct correspondence between language and reality, to the effect that
the indicative mood is the mood of fact. For another, this view is demonstrably
false for conditional statements: (a) In apparently only 37% of the instances is
there a correspondence to reality (to the effect that the condition could be trans-
lated since8). (b) Further, there are 36 instances of the first class condition in the
NT that cannot possibly be translated since. This can be seen especially with two
opposed conditional statements. Note the following illustrations.

Mt 12:27–28 eeiijj ejgw© ejn Beelzebou©l ejkbavllw ta© daimovnia, oiJ uiJoi© uJmwçn ejn
tivni ejkbavllousin; . . .eeiijj de© ejn pneuvmati qeouç ejgw© ejkbavllw ta©
daimovnia, a[ra e[fqasen ejf∆ uJmaçß hJ basileiva touç qeouç.
If I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast
them out? . . . But if I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, then
the kingdom of God has come upon you.

Obviously it is illogical to translate both sentences as since I cast
out, because the arguments are opposed to each other. More-
over, it would be inconsistent to translate the first particle if and
the second since.

1 Cor 15:13 eeiijj de© ajnavstasiß nekrwçn oujk e[stin, oujde© Cristo©ß ejghvgertai
But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not
been raised.

It is self-evident that the apostle Paul could not mean by the first class con-
dition “since there is no resurrection”!

Second, because of the compelling evidence that the first class condition does
not always correspond to reality, some scholars have assumed that it is just a sim-
ple condition. The first class condition, in this view, is sometimes called the “sim-
ple condition,” “condition of logical connection,” or “neutral condition.” One
might call this the “undefined condition” in that nothing can be said about the
reality of the supposition.

But this view says too little.9 Virtually all conditions can be said to make a log-
ical connection between the two halves. This is the nature of conditions in gen-
eral, not just the first class condition. The question is not how little the first class
condition says, but how much. What are its distinctives?
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7 Grammarians such as Gildersleeve, Robertson, BDF, etc., have looked at conditions in
light of the mood used and have argued that the indicative mood in first class conditions is sig-
nificant. But their language has often been misunderstood: “assumption of truth” has been
interpreted to mean “truth.”

8 We will argue that the first class condition should never be translated since (see the third
section, “Assumed True for the Sake of Argument”).

9 At bottom, it assumes a point of meaning for a syntactical structure, ignores the mood
used (the indicative means something), and makes no distinction between the various conditions.
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(3) ASSUMED TRUE FOR THE SAKE OF ARGUMENT. The force of the indicative
mood, when properly understood, lends itself to the notion of presentation of real-
ity. In the first class condition the conditional particle turns such a presentation
into a supposition. This does not mean that the condition is true or means since!
But it does mean that as far as the portrayal is concerned, the point of the argu-
ment is based on the assumption of reality. Several examples will be provided to
demonstrate this point. But three points need to be added.

• First, even in places where the argument is apparently believed by the
speaker, the particle eij should not be translated since. Greek had several words
for since, and the NT writers were not opposed to using them (e.g., ejpeiv,
ejpeidhv). There is great rhetorical power in if. To translate eij as since is to
turn an invitation to dialogue into a lecture.10

• Second, how can we tell whether a speaker would actually affirm the truth
of the protasis? Context, of course, is the key, but a good rule of thumb is
to note the apodosis: Does the logic cohere if both protasis and apodosis
are true? Often when a question is asked in the apodosis, the author does
not embrace the truth of the protasis. These are only simple guidelines.
Where in doubt, check the broader context.

• Third, not infrequently conditional sentences are used rhetorically in a way
that goes beyond the surface structure. Hence, on one level the structure
might indicate one thing, but on another level, an entirely different mean-
ing is in view. For example, suppose a mother says to her child, “If you put
your hand in the fire, you’ll get burned.” The pragmatic meaning of the
statement is, “Don’t put your hand in the fire!” It is, in effect, a polite com-
mand, couched in indirect language.

Mt 12:27–28 eeiijj ejgw© ejn Beelzebou©l ejkbavllw ta© daimovnia, oiJ uiJoi© uJmwçn ejn
tivni ejkbavllousin; . . . eeiijj de© ejn pneuvmati qeouç ejgw© ejkbavllw ta©
daimovnia, a[ra e[fqasen ejf∆ uJmaçß hJ basileiva touç qeouç.
If I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast
them out? . . . But if I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, then
the kingdom of God has come upon you.

We have already seen with this couplet that the particle cannot
consistently be translated since. But leaving it as a mere simple
condition is not saying enough. The force is “If—and let’s
assume that it’s true for the sake of argument—I cast out demons
by Beelzebul, then by whom do your sons cast them out? . . . But
if—assuming on the other hand that this is true—I cast out demons
by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon
you.” This yields satisfactory results for both halves.
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10 Often the idea seems to be an encouragement to respond, in which the author attempts
to get his audience to come to the conclusion of the apodosis (since they already agree with
him on the protasis). It thus functions as a tool of persuasion.
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Luke 4:3 ei\pen aujtw/ç oJ diavboloß… eeiijj uiJo©ß ei\ touç qeouç, eijpe© tw/ç livqw/
touvtw/ i{na gevnhtai a[rtoß.
The devil said to him, “If you are God’s Son, tell this stone to
become bread.”

1 Thess 4:14 eeiijj ga©r pisteuvomen o{ti ∆Ihsouçß ajpevqanen kai© ajnevsth, ou{twß
kai© oJ qeo©ß tou©ß koimhqevntaß dia© touç ∆Ihsouç a[xei su©n aujtw/ç.
For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God
will bring with him those who are asleep through Jesus.11

➡ b. Second Class Condition (Contrary to Fact) ExSyn 694–96

(1) DEFINITION. The second class condition indicates the assumption of an
untruth (for the sake of argument).12 For this reason it is appropriately called the
“contrary to fact” condition (or the unreal condition). It might be better to call it
presumed contrary to fact, however, since sometimes it presents a condition that is
true, even though the speaker assumes it to be untrue (e.g., Luke 7:39). In the
protasis the structure is eij + indicative mood with a secondary tense (imperfect or
aorist usually). The apodosis usually has a[n (though some examples lack this par-
ticle) and a secondary tense in the indicative mood. There are about 50 examples
of the second class condition in the NT.

(2) AMPLIFICATION: PAST AND PRESENT CONTRARY-TO-FACT. There are two
types of second class conditions: present contrary-to-fact and past contrary-to-fact.

The present contrary-to-fact condition uses the imperfect in both the protasis
and apodosis. It refers to something that is not true in the present time (from the
speaker’s portrayal). A typical translation would be If X were . . . then Y would be
(as in “If you were a good man, then you would not be here right now”).

The past contrary-to-fact uses the aorist in both the protasis and apodosis. It
refers to something that was not true in the past time (from the speaker’s por-
trayal). A typical translation would be If X had been . . . then Y would have been (as
in “If you had been here yesterday, you would have seen a great game”).

(3) ILLUSTRATIONS

Luke 7:39 ou|toß eeiijj h\n profhvthß, ejgivnwsken aa]]nn tivß kai© potaph© hJ gunh©
h{tiß a{ptetai aujtouç, o{ti aJmartwlovß ejstin.
If this man were a prophet, he would know who and what sort of
woman this is who is touching him, that she is a sinner.

John 5:46 eeiijj ejpisteuvete Mwu>seiç, ejpisteuvete aa]]nn ejmoiv
If you believed Moses, you would believe me

The idea is “If you believed Moses—but you do not. . . . ” This
involves the imperfect tense, a present contrary-to-fact condition.
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11 For a discussion of this text, see ExSyn 694.
12 For the NT, it is unnecessary to add “for the sake of argument” since the speaker/author

of every second class condition in the NT apparently embraces the untruth of the protasis. But
this is partially due to the paucity of examples.
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1 Cor 2:8 eeiijj e[gnwsan, oujk aa]]nn to©n kuvrion thçß dovxhß ejstauvrwsan
If they had known, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.

➡ c. Third Class Condition ExSyn 696–99

(1) DEFINITION. The third class condition often presents the condition as
uncertain of fulfillment, but still likely (though there are many exceptions to this).
It is difficult to give one semantic label to this structure, especially in Hellenistic
Greek (note the discussion below). The structure of the protasis involves the par-
ticle ejavn followed by a subjunctive mood in any tense. Both the particle (a combi-
nation of eij and the particle a[n) and the subjunctive give the condition a sense of
contingency. The apodosis can have any tense and any mood. This is a common
category of conditional clauses, occurring nearly 300 times in the NT.

(2) CLARIFICATION AND SEMANTICS. The third class condition encompasses a
broad semantic range from (a) a logical connection (if A, then B) in the present time
(sometimes called present general condition), indicating nothing as to the fulfillment
of the protasis; and (b) a mere hypothetical situation or one that probably will not
be fulfilled; to (c) a more probable future occurrence.

Technically, the subjunctive is used in the third class condition as well as the
fifth class condition. Structurally, these two are virtually identical: The fifth class
condition requires a present indicative in the apodosis, while the third class can
take virtually any mood-tense combination, including the present indicative.

Semantically, their meaning is a bit different. The third class condition
encompasses a broad range of potentialities in Koine Greek. It depicts what is
likely to occur in the future, what could possibly occur, or even what is only hypothet-
ical and will not occur. In classical Greek the third class condition was usually
restricted to the first usage (known as more probable future), but with the subjunc-
tive’s encroaching on the domain of the optative in the Hellenistic era, this struc-
tural category has expanded accordingly.13 The context will always be of the
greatest help in determining an author’s use of the third class condition.

The fifth class offers a condition the fulfillment of which is realized in the
present time. This condition is known as the present general condition. For the
most part this condition is a simple condition;14 that is, the speaker gives no indi-
cation about the likelihood of its fulfillment. His presentation is neutral: “If A,
then B.”

Because of the broad range of the third class condition and the undefined
nature of the fifth class, many conditional clauses are open to interpretation. But
for the most part, the present general condition addresses a generic situation in the
present time (broadly speaking), while the more probable future addresses a specific
situation in the future time.
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13 See the discussion of this in the chapter on moods.
14 Although many grammarians treat the first class condition as the “simple” condition,

this label more appropriately belongs to the fifth class.
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(3) ILLUSTRATIONS

Matt 4:9 tauçtav soi pavnta dwvsw, eejjaa©©nn pesw©n proskunhvsh/ß moi.
I will give you all these things, if you will fall down and worship me.

This is a true third class since the apodosis involves a future
indicative.

John 11:9 eejjaavvnn tiß peripath/ç ejn th/ç hJmevra/, ouj proskovptei
If anyone walks in the day, he does not stumble.

This is an example of the present general condition. There is
no hint of uncertainty about this event occurring, nor is it some-
thing presented as an eventuality. This is a principle, a proverb.
The subjunctive is used because the subject is undefined, not
because the time is future.

1 Cor 14:8 eejjaa©©nn a[dhlon savlpigx fwnh©n dw/ç, tivß paraskeuavsetai eijß
povlemon;
If the trumpet should give an indistinct sound, who will prepare
for battle?

Although Paul puts his condition in the third class, he does not
expect a bugler to play an inarticulate sound on the verge of bat-
tle! Due to the subjunctive’s encroaching on the optative in Koine,
it has come to cover a multitude of conditional situations.15

1 John 1:9 eejjaa©©nn oJmologwçmen ta©ß aJmartivaß hJmwçn, pistovß ejstin kai©
divkaioß, i{na ajfh/ç hJmiçn ta©ß aJmartivaß kai© kaqarivsh/ hJmaçß ajpo©
pavshß ajdikivaß.
If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

This is probably a present general condition in which the subject
is distributive (“if any of us”). The subjunctive is thus used because
of the implicit uncertainty as to who is included in the we.16

d. Fourth Class Condition (Less Probable Future) ExSyn 699–701

(1) DEFINITION. The fourth class condition indicates a possible condition in
the future, usually a remote possibility (such as if he could do something, if perhaps
this should occur). The protasis involves eij + the optative mood. The optative is also
used in the apodosis along with a[n (to indicate contingency). Because of the
increasing use of the subjunctive and decreasing use of the optative in Hellenis-
tic Greek, it should come as no surprise that there are no complete fourth class con-
ditions in the NT.17
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15 The conditions in 1 Cor 13:1–3 are similar; see the discussion in ExSyn 698.
16 For further discussion, see ExSyn 698–99.
17 Sometimes the conditional clause is mixed, with a non-optative in the apodosis. On

other occasions, there is an apodosis, but a verbless one. On still other occasions, no apodosis
is to be supplied, the protasis functioning as a sort of stereotyped parenthesis.
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(2) ILLUSTRATIONS. The first illustration includes just the protasis of the
fourth class condition; the last two include just the apodosis.

1 Pet 3:14 eeiijj kai© pavscoite dia© dikaiosuvnhn, makavrioi.
Even if you should suffer for righteousness, [you would be]
blessed.18

Luke 1:62 ejnevneuon tw/ç patri© aujtouç to© tiv a]n qqeevvllooii kaleiçsqai aujtov
they were making signs to his father as to what he would want
to call him

The implicit protasis is, “If he had his voice back so that he
could call him some name.” There is little expectation this will
happen, however (note their reaction in v. 65 when this occurs).

Acts 17:18 tineß e[legon… tiv a]n qqeevvllooii oJ spermolovgoß ou|toß levgein;
Some [of the philosophers] were saying, “What would this bab-
bler say?”

The implicit protasis is, “If he could say anything that made
sense!” It is evident that the philosophers do not think such is
likely.
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18 For a discussion of this text, see ExSyn 700.
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ExSyn 718–25

ExSyn 714–17

Volitional Clauses1
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INTRODUCTION2

The basic force of the aorist in commands/prohibitions is that it views the
action as a whole, while the basic force of the present in commands/prohibitions is
that it views the action as ongoing process. This basic meaning may, of course, be
shaped in a given context to fit, say, an ingressive idea for the aorist. Thus if the
conditions are right, the aorist prohibition may well have the force of “Do not
start.” This is an affected meaning or specific usage. But to call this the essential
idea is not correct.3

SPECIFIC USES 
Commands ExSyn 718–22

Commands are normally expressed in one of three tenses in Greek (each hav-
ing a different nuance): future, aorist, and present.

316

1 See ExSyn 713–25.
2 This chapter focuses on the tense-mood combination used in commands and prohibitions.

It does not address modality in any detail. For a discussion of that, see the chapter on moods.
3 Volitional clauses comprise a fascinating area of study in Greek grammar that has been

retooled in recent years. Some breakthroughs on the use of the tenses in general, and the use
of the present and aorist in imperatives in particular, have changed the way grammarians and
exegetes have looked at commands and prohibitions in the NT. Without going into the his-
tory of the discussion, this chapter will simply reflect the current assessment of imperatives.
For a discussion, see ExSyn 714–17.
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1. Future Indicative (Cohortative Indicative, 
Imperatival Future) ExSyn 718–19

The future indicative is sometimes used for a command, almost always in OT
quotations (the result of a literal translation of the Hebrew). Its force is emphatic,
in keeping with the combined nature of the indicative mood and future tense. It
tends to have a universal, timeless, or solemn force to it.

Matt 4:10 kuvrion to©n qeovn sou pprroosskkuunnhhvvsseeiißß kai© aujtw/ç movnw/
llaattrreeuuvvsseeiißß.
You shall worship the Lord your God and serve him only.

1 Pet 1:16 a{gioi ee[[sseessqqee, o{ti ejgw© a{giovß eijmi.
You shall be holy, because I am holy.

2. Aorist Imperative ExSyn 719–21

The basic idea of the aorist imperative is a command in which the action is
viewed as a whole, without regard for the internal make-up of the action. How-
ever, it occurs in various contexts in which its meaning has been affected espe-
cially by lexical or contextual features. Consequently, most aorist imperatives can
be placed into one of two broad categories, ingressive or constative.

Further, the aorist is most frequently used for a specific command rather than
a general precept (usually the domain of the present).

a. Ingressive
This is a command to begin an action. The stress is on the urgency of the action.

This common usage may be broken down into two subcategories.

(1) MOMENTARY OR SINGLE ACT

Here a specific situation is usually in view rather than a general precept.

Mark 9:25 ejgw© ejpitavssw soi, ee[[xxeellqqee ejx aujtouç
I order you, come out of him!

John 19:6 ssttaauuvvrrwwssoonn ssttaauuvvrrwwssoonn..
Crucify [him], Crucify [him]!

The stress is on the urgency of the action and is viewed as a sin-
gle event—i.e., the part that others play in crucifying a man is a
single event, while his hanging on the cross is durative.

(2) PURE INGRESSIVE

The stress is on the beginning of an action that the context usually makes
clear is not a momentary action.

Rom 6:13 mhde© paristavnete ta© mevlh uJmwçn o{pla ajdikivaß thç/ aJmartiva/,
ajlla© ppaarraasstthhvvssaattee eJautou©ß twç/ qewç/.
Do not present [present tense] your members as instruments of
unrighteousness to sin, but present [aorist tense] yourselves to
God.
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Phil 4:5 to© ejpieike©ß uJmwçn ggnnwwssqqhhvvttww paçsin ajnqrwvpoiß.
Let all men [come to] know your forbearance.

b. Constative
This is a solemn or categorical command. The stress is not “begin an action,”

nor “continue to act.” Rather, the stress is on the solemnity and urgency of the
action; thus “I solemnly charge you to act—and do it now!” This is the use of the
aorist in general precepts. Although the aorist is here transgressing onto the pres-
ent tense’s turf, it adds a certain flavor. It is as if the author says, “Make this your
top priority.” As such, the aorist is often used to command an action that has been
going on. In this case, both solemnity and a heightened urgency are its force.4

John 15:4 mmeeiivvnnaattee ejn ejmoiv, kagw© ejn uJmiçn.
Remain in me, and I in you.

Obviously the command is not ingressive: “Begin to remain in
me.” Nor is it momentary and specific. This is a general pre-
cept, but the force of the aorist is on urgency and priority.

2 Tim 4:2 kkhhvvrruuxxoonn to©n lovgon Preach the word!
The idea here is hardly “Begin to preach the word,” but, “I
solemnly charge you to preach the word. Make this your prior-
ity!” (as the following context clearly indicates).

3. Present Imperative ExSyn 721–22

The present imperative looks at the action from an internal viewpoint. It is
used for the most part for general precepts—i.e., for habits that should character-
ize one’s attitudes and behavior—rather than in specific situations.5 The action
may or may not have already begun. It may be progressive, iterative, or customary.

The present tense is also used at times for specific commands. In such con-
texts it is usually ingressive-progressive.

a. Ingressive-Progressive
The force here is begin and continue. It is different from the pure ingressive

aorist in that it stresses both the inception and progress of an action commanded
while the pure ingressive aorist imperative stresses only the inception, making no
comment about the progress of the action.

Matt 8:22 aajjkkoolloouuvvqqeeii moi kai© a[feß tou©ß nekrou©ß qavyai tou©ß eJautwçn
nekrouvß.
Follow me and leave the dead to bury their own dead.

Here Jesus urges a would-be disciple to begin and continue fol-
lowing him.
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4 The difference between the aorist and the future indicative in such general precepts
seems to be that the aorist is used for a sense of urgency while the future indicative does not
stress this element.

5 For a discussion of this and its differences with the aorist, see the previous section “Aorist
Imperative.”
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John 5:8 a\ron to©n kravbatovn sou kai© ppeerriippaavvtteeii..
Take up your bed and walk.

The momentary aorist is used, followed by an ingressive-
progressive present. The force of this clause is, “Take up [right
now] your bed and [begin and continue to] walk.”

b. Customary
The force of the customary present imperative is simply continue. It is a com-

mand for action to be continued, action that may or may not have already been
going on. It is often a character-building command to the effect of “make this
your habit,” “train yourself in this,” etc. This is the use of the present imperative
in general precepts.

Matt 6:9 ou{twß ou\n pprroosseeuuvvcceessqqee uJmeiçß
you should therefore pray as follows

The focus is not on urgency, nor on a momentary act. This ini-
tial command at the beginning of the Lord’s Prayer means,
“Make it your habit to pray in the following manner.”

Luke 6:35 aajjggaappaaççttee tou©ß ejcqrou©ß uJmwçn kai© aajjggaaqqooppooiieeiiççttee
Love your enemies and do good [to them]

c. Iterative
The force of an iterative present imperative is repeated action. That is, “do it

again and again.” It is not continuous action that is commanded, but a repeated
act. Normally, a good rule of thumb is that when an attitude is commanded, the
force of the present imperative will either be ingressive-progressive or customary;
when an action is commanded, the force of the present imperative will usually be
iterative. It is, however, difficult to distinguish this usage from the customary pres-
ent.

Matt 7:7 AAiijjtteeiiççttee . . . zzhhtteeiiççttee . . . kkrroouuvveettee . . .
Ask . . . seek . . . knock . . .

The force of these commands is, “Keep on asking . . . keep on
seeking . . . keep on knocking . . .”

1 Cor 11:28 ddookkiimmaazzeevvttww de© a[nqrwpoß eJauto©n kai© ou{twß ejk touç a[rtou
eejjssqqiieevvttww kai© ejk touç pothrivou ppiinneevvttww…
But let a person examine himself and thus let him eat from
the bread and drink from the cup,

The idea is that whenever the Lord’s Supper is observed, this
examination (and eating, drinking) needs to take place.

Prohibitions ExSyn 723–25

Prohibitions, like commands, are normally expressed by one of three tenses
in Greek: future, aorist, present.
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1. Future Indicative (+ ouj or sometimes mhv) ExSyn 723

This has the same force of the future indicative for commands, now put in
the negative. It is typically solemn, universal, or timeless. (See the discussion
above under “Commands.”)

Matt 19:18 ouj ffoonneeuuvvsseeiißß, ouj mmooiicceeuuvvsseeiißß, ouj kklleevvyyeeiißß, ouj yyeeuuddoommaarr--
ttuurrhhvvsseeiißß
you shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you
shall not steal, you shall not bear false witness

2. Aorist Subjunctive (+ mhv) ExSyn 723–24

The aorist in prohibitions is almost always in the subjunctive mood. With the
second person, this is always the case.

The prohibitive aorist is normally used, like its positive counterpart, in spe-
cific situations. The force of the aorist is used to prohibit the action as a whole.
Because of this, it sometimes has an ingressive flavor: Do not start.

But not all aorist prohibitions are used this way. Especially when used in gen-
eral precepts, it seems to have the force of prohibiting an action as a whole. Yet
even here, the ingressive notion may be part of the meaning. This is due to the
fact that the prohibited action is normally not one yet engaged in, as the context
shows.

The difficulty of deciding between these two notions is seen in the illustra-
tions below. At bottom, the ingressive and summary perspectives of the aorist
blend into one another at almost every turn.

Matt 6:13 mh© eeiijjsseenneevvggkkhh//ßß hJmaçß eijß peirasmovn.
Do not lead us into temptation.

2 Thess 3:13 mh© eejjggkkaakkhhvvsshhttee kalopoiouçnteß.
Do not become weary in doing good.

3. Present Imperative (+ mhv) ExSyn 724–25

a. Cessation of Activity in Progress (Progressive)
Here the idea is frequently progressive and the prohibition is of the “cessation

of some act that is already in progress.”6 It has the idea, Stop continuing. mh© fobouç
is thus naturally used as the formula to quell someone’s apprehensions.7

Matt 19:14 mmhh©© kkwwlluuvveettee aujta© ejlqeiçn provß me.
Stop preventing them from coming to me.

What indicates that the cessation of an activity is in view is the
previous verse, where we read that the disciples were disturbed
that some wanted to bring children to Jesus.
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6 Dana-Mantey, 302.
7 Of the 50 instances of prohibition in the NT that use mhv + imperative or subjunctive, 40

use the present imperative, while only ten use the aorist subjunctive.

03_Basics.Clauses  4/16/04  1:34 PM  Page 320



Luke 1:30 ei\pen oJ a[ggeloß aujth/ç… mh© ffoobboouuçç,, Mariavm. . . .
The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary. . . . ”

The typical opening line of an angelic visitor is, “Do not fear.”
The sight is evidently sufficiently startling that the individual
would already be moving in the direction of apprehensiveness.

Rev 5:5 ei|ß ejk twçn presbutevrwn levgei moi… mh© kkllaaiiççee..
One of the elders said to me, “Stop weeping.”

b. General Precept (Customary)
The present prohibition can also have the force of a general precept. This kind of

prohibition really makes no comment about whether the action is going on or not.

1 Cor 14:39 to© laleiçn mh© kkwwlluuvveettee glwvssaiß…
Do not forbid the speaking in tongues.

Eph 6:4 oiJ patevreß, mh© ppaarroorrggiivvzzeettee ta© tevkna uJmwçn.
Fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath.

In many of the NT letters the force of a particular present prohibition will
not always be focused on the cessation of an activity in progress. It is not, then,
safe to say that when an author uses the present prohibition the audience is being
indicted for not heeding this command. Other factors—especially the overall
context and Sitz im Leben of the book—must be taken into account.
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SUBJECT INDEX / CHEAT SHEET 

The Exegetical Syntax has two subject elements in the back of the book:
“Cheat Sheet,” which gives in list form all the major options a student needs to
examine in order to determine how each grammatical form or word functions in
a phrase or clause; and a “Subject Index,” where all categories are discussed in
alphabetical order (page numbers given).

This “Subject Index / Cheat Sheet” combines these two into one feature.
While not in alphabetical order, you should be able to scan quickly the major
headings in this listing to find what you are looking for, together with the page
number on which discussion of the syntax of each category can be found. The
categories that are in boldface type are those that occur with relative frequency
in the New Testament

323

CASES

Nominative
Subject, 29–30
Predicate Nominative, 30–33
Nominative in Simple Apposition, 33
Nominative Absolute, 34
Nominativus Pendens (Pendent

Nominative), 34–35
Parenthetic Nominative, 35
Nominative for Vocative, 35–36
Nominative of Exclamation, 36–37

Vocative
Simple Address, 39
Emphatic (or Emotional) Address, 

39–40
Apposition, 40

Genitive
Descriptive Genitive, 45–46
Possessive Genitive, 46–47
Genitive of Relationship, 47–48
Partitive Genitive (“Wholative”), 48
Attributive Genitive, 48–49
Attributed Genitive, 49–50
Genitive of Material, 50
Genitive of Content, 50–52
Genitive in Simple Apposition, 52–54

Genitive of Apposition
(Epexegetical), 52–54

Predicate Genitive, 54
Genitive of Subordination, 54–55
Genitive of Separation, 55
Genitive of Source (or Origin), 56
Genitive of Comparison, 56
Subjective Genitive, 57–58
Objective Genitive, 58–59
Plenary Genitive, 59
Genitive of Time (kind of time), 60
Genitive of Means, 61
Genitive of Agency, 61
Genitive Absolute, 284–85
Genitive of Reference, 61–62
Genitive of Association, 62
Genitive After Certain Verbs (as

Direct Object), 63–64
Genitive After Certain Adjectives, 64
Genitive After Certain Prepositions, 64

Dative
Dative Indirect Object, 67–68
Dative of Interest (including

Advantage [commodi] and
Disadvantage [incommodi]), 
68–69

Dative of Reference/Respect, 69–70
Dative of Destination, 70
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Dative of Possession, 70–71
Dative in Simple Apposition, 71
Dative of Sphere, 72
Dative of Time (when), 72–73
Dative of Association/Accompaniment, 

73–74
Dative of Manner (or Adverbial Dative),

74–75
Dative of Means/Instrument, 75
Dative of Agency, 75–76
Dative of Measure/Degree of

Difference, 76–77
Dative of Cause, 77
Cognate Dative, 77–78
Dative Direct Object, 78–79
Dative After Certain Nouns, 79
Dative After Certain Adjectives, 79
Dative After Certain Prepositions, 80

Accusative
Accusative Direct Object, 83
Double Accusative: Person-Thing,

83–84
Double Accusative: Object-

Complement, 84–86
Predicate Accusative, 86–87
Accusative Subject of Infinitive, 

87–88
Accusative of Retained Object, 88
Accusative in Simple Apposition, 89
Adverbial Accusative (Accusative of

Manner), 89–90
Accusative of Measure (or Extent of

Space or Time), 90–91
Accusative of Respect or (General)

Reference, 91
Accusative After Certain Prepositions,

92

ARTICLE

Regular Uses
As a Pronoun ([Partially] Independent

Use)
Personal Pronoun, 95
Relative Pronoun, 96
Possessive Pronoun, 96–96

With Substantives (Dependent or
Modifying Use)

Individualizing Article
Simple Identification, 97
Anaphoric (Previous

Reference), 98
Deictic (“Pointing” Article), 99
Par Excellence, 99
Monadic (“One of a Kind” or

“Unique” Article), 100
Well-Known (“Celebrity” or

“Familiar” Article), 100
Abstract (i.e., the Article with

Abstract Nouns), 100–101
Generic Article (Categorical

Article), 101–3
As a Substantiver, 103–6
As a Function Marker, 106–8

Absence of the Article
Indefinite, 108–9
Qualitative, 109–10
Definite, 110–12

Special Uses and Non-Uses 
of the Article
Anarthrous Preverbal Predicate

Nominatives (Involving Colwell’s
Rule), 114–20

Article with Multiple Substantives
Connected by kkaaiivv (Granville
Sharp Rule and Related
Constructions), 120–28

ADJECTIVES

“Non-Adjectival” Uses of Adjective
Adverbial Use, 130
Independent or Substantival Use, 

130–31

Positive, Comparative, Superlative
Positive

Normal Usage, 131–32
Positive for Comparative, 132
Positive for Superlative, 132
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Comparative
Normal Usage, 132
Comparative for Superlative, 132–33
Comparative for Elative, 133

Superlative
“Normal” Usage, 133–34
Superlative for Elative, 134
Superlative for Comparative, 

134–35

Relation of Adjective to Noun
Attributive Positions

First Attributive, 135
Second Attributive, 135–136
Third Attributive, 136

Predicate Positions
First Predicate, 136
Second Predicate, 136–37

Anarthrous Adjective-Noun / Noun-
Adjective Constructionst, 137–39

PRONOUNS

Personal Pronouns
Nominative Case, 142–44
Oblique Cases, 144

Demonstrative Pronouns
Regular Uses (as Demonstratives),

145–46
For Personal Pronouns, 146
Pleonastic (Redundant, Resumptive),

147
Conceptual Antecedent/

Postcedent, 149
Relative Pronouns

oo{{ßß, 150–52
oo{{ssttiißß (called Indefinite; better:

Generic or Qualitative), 153
Interrogative Pronouns

ttiivvßß and ttiivv, 153–54
ppooiiççooßß and ppoovvssooßß, 154

Indefinite Pronoun
Substantival, 154
Adjectival, 154

Possessive “Pronouns” (=
Adjectives), 154–55

Intensive Pronoun
aauujjttoovvßß as intensive pronoun, 155
aauujjttoovvßß as identifying adjective,

155–56
Reflexive Pronoun, 156
Reciprocal Pronoun, 156

PREPOSITIONS

Nature and meaning, 160–73

PERSON AND NUMBER

Person
Editorial “We” (Epistolary Plural), 

175–76
Inclusive “We” (Literary Plural), 

176
Exclusive “We,” 176–77

NUMBER

Neuter Plural Subject with 
Singular Verb, 177

Compound Subject with 
Singular Verb, 178

Indefinite Plural, 178

VOICE

Active
Simple Active, 181
Causative Active, 181
Stative Active, 181–82
Reflexive Active, 182

Middle
Direct Middle (Reflexive or Direct

Reflexive), 183
Indirect Middle (Indirect Reflexive,

Benefactive, Intensive,
Dramatic), 184

Permissive Middle, 185
Deponent Middle, 185–86

Passive
Simple Passive, 186–91
Causative / Permissive Passive, 189–90
Deponent Passive, 191
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MOODS

Indicative
Declarative Indicative, 195
Interrogative Indicative, 195
Conditional Indicative, 195–96
Potential Indicative, 196
Cohortative (Command, Volitive)

Indicative, 197
Indicative with oo{{ttii, 197–201 

Subjunctive
In Independent Clauses

Hortatory Subjunctive (Volitive),
202

Deliberative Subjunctive
(Dubitative), 202–4

Emphatic Negation Subjunctive,
204

Prohibitive Subjunctive, 204–5
In Dependent (Subordinate) Clauses

Subjunctive in Conditional
Sentences, 205–6

ii{{nnaa plus Subjunctive
Purpose ii{{nnaa Clause (Final or

Telic), 206
Purpose-Result ii{{nnaa, 206–7
Substantival ii{{nnaa Clause 

(Sub-Final Clause), 207
Complementary i{na Clause, 207–8

Subjunctive with Verbs of Fearing, 208
Subjunctive in Indirect Questions, 208
Subjunctive in Indefinite Relative

Clause, 208–9
Subjunctive in Indefinite Temporal

Clause, 209

Optative
Voluntative Optative (Obtainable

Wish, Volitive Optative), 209–10

Imperative
Command, 210
Prohibition, 211
Request (Entreaty, Polite

Command), 211
Conditional Imperative, 211–12

TENSE

Present
Instantaneous Present (Aoristic or

Punctiliar Present), 221
Progressive Present (Descriptive

Present), 222
Extending-From-Past Present, 222–23
Iterative Present, 223
Customary (Habitual or General)

Present, 224
Gnomic Present, 224–225
Historical Present (Dramatic

Present), 226–27
Perfective Present, 227–28
Conative (Tendential, Conative)

Present, 228–29
Futuristic Present, 229–230
Present Retained in Indirect

Discourse, 230–31

Imperfect
Progressive (Descriptive) Imperfect,

233
Ingressive (Inchoative, Inceptive)

Imperfect, 233–34
Interative Imperfect, 234–35
Customary (Habitual or General)

Imperfect, 235–36
Conative (Voluntive, Tendential)

Imperfect, 236–37
Imperfect Retained in Indirect

Discourse, 237–38

Aorist
Constative (Complexive, Punctiliar,

Comprehensive, Global) Aorist,
241

Ingressive (Inceptive, Inchoative)
Aorist, 241

Consummative (Culminative,
Ecbatic, Effective) Aorist, 241–42

Epistolary Aorist, 242
Proleptic (Futuristic) Aorist, 242
Immediate Past Aorist / Dramatic

Aorist, 242–43
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Future
Predictive Future, 244–45
Imperatival Futures, 245
Deliberative Future, 245

Perfect
Intensive Perfect (Resultative

Perfect), 247–48
Extensive Perfect (Consummative

Perfect), 248–49
Aoristic (Dramatic, Historical) Perfect,

249
Perfect with a Present Force, 249–50

Pluperfect
Intensive (Resultative) Pluperfect,

251–52
Extensive (Consummative)

Pluperfect, 252
Pluperfect with a Simple Past Force,

252–53

INFINITIVE

Adverbial Uses
Purpose, 256–57
Result, 257–58
Time, 258–59
Cause, 259
Complementary (Supplementary),

259–60

Substantival
Subject, 260–61
Direct Object, 261
Indirect Discourse, 261–62
Appositional, 262–63
Epexegetical , 263

PARTICIPLE

Adjectival Participles
Adjectival Proper (Dependent), 270
Substantival (Independent), 270–71

Verbal Participles
Dependent Verbal Participles

Adverbial (or Circumstantial)
Temporal, 272–73
Manner, 274

Means, 274–75
Cause, 275–76
Condition, 276
Concession, 277
Purpose, 277–78
Result, 278–79

Attendant Circumstance, 279–81
Indirect Discourse, 281
Periphrastic, 281–82
Redundant (Pleonastic), 282–83

Independent Verbal Participles
As an Imperative (Imperatival), 283

Participle Absolute
Nominative Absolute, 283–84
Genitive Absolute, 284–85

CLAUSES

Independent Clauses, 286
Dependent Clauses, 286–92

Substantival Clause, 288–89
Adjectival Clause, 289–90
Adverbial Clause, 290–91

CONJUNCTIONS

Logical Functions
Ascensive, 296
Connective (Continuative,

Coordinate), 296
Contrastive (Adversative), 297
Correlative, 297
Disjunctive (Alternative), 298
Emphatic, 298
Explanatory, 298
Inferential, 298–99
Transitional, 299

Adverbial Functions
Causal, 299
Comparative (Manner), 299–30
Conditional, 300
Local (Sphere), 300
Purpose, 301
Result, 301
Temporal, 301
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Substantival Functions
Content, 302
Epexegetical, 302

CONDITIONAL SENTENCES

First Class Condition, 309–12
Second Class Condition, 312–13
Third Class Condition, 313–14
Fourth Class Condition, 314–15 

VOLITIONAL CLAUSES

Commands
Future Indicative, 317

Aorist Imperative
Ingressive (Momentary or Single

Act; and Pure Ingressive),
317–18

Constative, 318
Present Imperative

Ingressive-Progressive, 318–19
Customary, 319
Iterative, 319

Prohibitions
Future Indicative (+ ouj or sometimes

mhv), 320
Aorist Subjunctive (+ mmhhvv), 320
Present Imperative (+ mmhhvv), 320–21
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SCRIPTURE INDEX
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2:6...............................143
2:7...............................270
2:11...............................54
2:12.............................189
2:16.............................198
2:23.....................104, 189
3:1.................................33
3:6...............................235
3:7...............................124
3:14.............................236
3:15.............................113
3:16.....................107, 112
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4:2.........................90. 273
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4:6...............................156
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5:3–11 ........................287
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5:6...............................308
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5:11.............................209
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6:24.............................260
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6:33...............................90
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8:22.............................318
8:24.............................233
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16:18...........................108
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