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In years gone by, some scholars and many lay leaders were fond of extolling 
Koine Greek as a language that was uniquely suitable to serve as the vehicle for 
divine revelation, given its uncommon "precision." Anyone who has studied 
Greek, however, knows that it can be as ambiguous as any other language. Such 
ambiguity is particularly evident when readers of the Greek New Testament 
encounter one of its 6,674 participles.1 

Given the frequency with which they occur, it is critical that students of 
Koine Greek have clear guidelines for isolating the function of participles in a 
given context. Most Greek grammars suggest a simple rule by which many ad
jectival participles can be readily distinguished from adverbial participles: 
Articular participles will always be adjectival. While this rule provides a good 
first step in analyzing Greek participles, given the fact that anarthrous partici
ples can be either adjectival or adverbial, it is of only limited value. 
Furthermore, statements to the effect that anarthrous participles "may be adjec
tival or any other kind of participle (such as adverbial)"2 unnecessarily leave 
students of Greek grammar adrift in a sea of uncertainty. 

To remedy this state of affairs, Greek grammars invariably (and appro
priately) focus on describing the various adverbial functions that the participle 
may have. Some, like D. B. Wallace's recent work, go a step further and at
tempt to highlight clues within the syntax that point to a particular usage. In 
their rush to explain the various adverbial functions, however, Greek scholars 
have overlooked an important, simple rule for distinguishing adverbial partici
ples from adjectival participles. As we will see, this oversight has led to a 
widespread tendency in standard grammars inadvertently to use texts with ad
jectival participles as examples of various sorts of adverbial participles. The rule 
recognizes a basic case constraint on Greek participles: Adverbial participles 
will always be nominative, except in genitive absolute constructions or when 
they modify an infinitive? Such a rule will not only significantly simplify the 

1 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of 
the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 623, n. 28. 

2Wallace, Greek Grammar, 617. 
3In an excellent, but little known article, Phyllis and Alan Healey add a number of 

additional clues that Greek readers can use to distinguish between circumstantial (adverbial) 
and adjectival participles; "Greek Circumstantial Participles: Tracking Participants with Par
ticiples in the Greek New Testament," OPTATA (1990): 177-259. They note that circum
stantial participial constructions represent whole clauses, are often lineally separated from the 
nominal they agree with, usually appear initially in the sentence in narrative and late in the 
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process of distinguishing between adverbial and adjectival participles—and so 
be welcomed by students laboring to master Greek syntax—but will also have 
an impact on how we translate clauses containing adjectival participles that 
have traditionally been viewed as adverbial. 

The Prevalence of Confusion in Greek Grammars 
Students of Greek syntax will immediately recognize that such a rule flies in the 
face of examples of adverbial participles that are listed in most of the Greek 
grammars in use today. Thus, before defending my thesis, let me provide some 
representative examples of this trend, focusing on recent and commonly used 
sources. William Mounce's Basics of Biblical Greek is perhaps the most widely 
used introductory textbook today.4 The accompanying workbook helps make 
Mounce's work one of the most useful introductory Greek texts that has been 
produced to date.5 In both the grammar and workbook, Mounce has separate 
chapters on adjectival and adverbial participles to help students become accus
tomed to translating participles based on their function. Unfortunately, Mounce 
includes a number of examples of adverbial participles in the workbook that are 
actually adjectival, if we follow the rule proposed above. I have included both 
the examples (taken from Exercise 27: Present (continuous) Adverbial Partici
ples6) and Mounce's translation from his answers file, which is available on the 
internet.7 

δτε δέ έπίστευσαν τω Φιλίππω εύαγγελιζομένω περί της 
βασιλείας του θεοΰ καΐ του ονόματος 'Ιησού Χρίστου, 
έβαπτίζοντο άνδρες τε καί γυναίκες. [Acts 8:12] 

But when they believed Philip, while preaching concerning the kingdom 
of God and the name of Jesus Christ, both men and women were being 
baptized. 

Μετά δέ ταύτα δυσίν έξ αυτών περιπατούσιν έφανερώθη έν 
έτερα μορφή πορευομένοις είς άγρόν. [Mark 16:12] 

But after these things, he appeared in another form to two of them while 
walking going into the country. 

sentence in nonnarrative, frequently introduce the setting for what follows, sometimes pro
vide "back reference" to connect segments of text, and have a semantic relationship to 
another whole clause or larger unit rather than a single nominal (179-80). Healey and Healey 
fail, however, to mention case. Indeed, by providing lists of both accusative and dative cir
cumstantial participial clauses (254-55) they make it clear that they view oblique adverbial 
participles as normative. 

4William D. Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek: Grammar (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1993). 

5William D. Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek: Workbook (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1993). 

6Mounce, Workbook, 129-31. 
7Online: http://www.teknia.com/public/pdf/Answers.pdf. 

http://www.teknia.com/public/pdf/Answers.pdf
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In these examples, Mounce treats the dative είχχγγελιζομένω and 
πορευομένοις as temporal adverbial participles.8 

Mounce is, by no means, alone in using participles in oblique cases to 
illustrate adverbial participles. Another recent introductory grammar lists a sin
gle example, with a dative participle, to illustrate the temporal participle: 

προσήλθον αύτω διδάσκοντι ol αρχιερείς 
The high priests came to him while he was teaching... (Matthew 21:23)9 

One introductory grammar lists five examples of temporal participles, with two 
of them involving dative participles: 

πορευομένω έν τω οδω προσήλθον αύτω di μαθηταί. 
His disciples came to him while he was traveling along the road. 

προσήλθον αύτω ε'ιπόντι ταύτα. 
They came to him after he had said this.10 

Some scholars are more careful to make distinctions between adverbial 
and adjectival participles. Summers, for example, argues that participles in the 
attributive position (i.e., articular participles) should be distinguished from par
ticiples in the predicate position (i.e., anarthrous participles), with the latter 
requiring a "temporal translation" as in the following example: έβλεψα τον 
απόστολον λέγοντα ταύτα. "I saw the apostle while he was saying these 
things."11 Here, Summers implies that the accusative λέγοντα serves as a tem
poral participle. He uses an analogous translation to render the clause είδον 
αυτόν λέγοντα ταύτα: "I saw him while he was saying these things."12 

Finally, another popular introductory grammar lists Matt 26:7 
(κατέχεεν έπί της κεφαλής αυτού άνακειμένου) as an example of a tem
poral participle and suggests the rendering, "As Jesus was reclining."13 Here, 
given the fact that αυτού modifies κεφαλής, the participle cannot be part of a 

On Acts 8:12, so also Cleon L. Rogers Jr. and Cleon L. Rogers III, The New Lin
guistic and Exegetical Key to the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 
246. 

9A. K. M. Adam, A Grammar for New Testament Greek (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1999), 131; so also Rogers and Rogers, The New Linguistic, 47; cf. Max Zerwick and 
Mary Grosvenor, A Grammatical Analysis of the Greek New Testament (5h ed.; Rome: 
Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1996), 68. 

10Benjamin Chapman, New Testament Greek Notebook (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1977), 79. 

11 Ray Summers, Essentials of New Testament Greek (Nashville: Broadman, 1950), 
91. 

l2Summers, Essentials, 99. By treating this example as another way of expressing 
the adverbial notion of a genitive absolute construction, Summers clearly implies that he 
views the accusative participle as adverbial. 

13 James A. Hewitt, New Testament Greek: A Beginning and Intermediate Gram
mar (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1986), 158; cf. Zerwick and Grosvenor, A Grammatical 
Analysis, 85; NET Bible. 



444 PERSPECTIVES IN RELIGIOUS STUDIES 

genitive absolute construction. Thus, the author implies that the genitive partici
ple is adverbial and functions temporally. 

It is not surprising that introductory Greek grammars use such exam
ples when they are common in intermediate and advanced grammars as well. 
Brooks and Winbery actually send mixed signals. In their treatment of partici
ples, after discussing attributive and substantival varieties, they describe 
"predicative" participles, which are said to function like predicate adjectives.14 

Not surprisingly, they note that the case of such participles "will always be 
nominative."1 When they turn to adverbial participles, they note that they al
ways stand in the predicative position.16 Although they do not say anything 
about the case of such participles, however, it becomes clear from the examples 
that follow that "standing in the predicative position" does not imply that they 
will bear nominative case: 

πώς οΰν έλογίσθη; fev περιτομη 6ντι ή έν άκροβυστίςχ; (Rom. 
4:10) 
How therefore was it reckoned? While he was in a state of being 
circumcised or a state of being not circumcised.17 

. . . ζητείν τον θεον, εΐ άρα γε ψηλαφήσειαν αυτόν καί 
εύροιεν, καί γε ob μακράν άπο ενός έκαστου ημών 
υπάρχοντα (Acts 17:27) 

. . . so that they may seek God if perchance they might feel after him and 
find him, although he is not far from each one of us. 

Such examples illustrate the fact that these grammarians hold that participles in 
oblique cases may function in a variety of adverbial roles. The first example 
treats the dative participle as temporal, while the second treats the accusative 
participle as concessive. 

Similarly, in his discussion of the various functions of the adverbial 
participle, Wallace lists the following examples, both of which use accusative 
participles. The first is identified as concessive and the second as denoting pur
pose: 

1)μάς όντας νεκρούς [Eph. 2:1] 
although you were dead19 

άπέστειλεν αυτόν εύλογουντα υμάς [Acts 3:26] 
he sent him [for the purpose of] blessing you20 

,4James A. Brooks and Carlton L. Winbery, Syntax of New Testament Greek 
(Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1979), 144-45. 

l5Brooks and Winbery, Syntax, 145. 
16Brooks and Winbery, Syntax, 146. 
17Brooks and Winbery, Syntax, 146; Rogers and Rogers (The New Linguistic, 323) 

and Dana and Mantey also take the participle in Romans 4:10 as temporal; H. E. Dana and 
Julius R. Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament (Upper Saddle River: 
Prentice Hall, 1927), 227. 

18Brooks and Winbery, Syntax, 149. 
19Wallace, Greek Grammar, 634; so also Rogers and Rogers, The New Linguistic, 

436. 



JOURNAL OF THE NABPR 445 

Analogous examples may be found in the more advanced works. 
Robertson explicitly states, "the circumstantial participle may be related to the 
subject of the principle verb or the object, or indeed any other substantive or 
pronoun in the sentence."21 Such a claim implies that circumstantial participles 
may occur in any case. This is affirmed by the fact that in his discussion of cir
cumstantial participles, Robertson lists the accusative participles 
(εργαζομένους and περιεργαζομένους) in 2 Thess 3:11 as examples of cir
cumstantial participles of manner,22 and, as many who have followed him, lists 
the accusative participles in Acts 3:26 and Acts 17:27 as illustrating purpose 
and concession 4 respectively. 

Likewise, Smyth states that "[t]he subject of the participle is identical 
with the noun or pronoun of the subject or object of the leading verb."25 In his 
first example, he uses a dative participle to illustrate participles of time.26 

Turner lists the accusative participle in Acts 23:18 as an example of a causal 
use, notes an example of a conditional dative participle in the papyri, and posits 
an example of a final participle that is dative in Acts 3:12.27 Comparable exam
ples may also be found in McKay, who lists the dative participles in Luke 8:27 
and Luke 9:59 as temporal: "έξελθόντι (<- 6τε έξήλθεν) δέ αύτω έπί τήν 
γήν ύπήντησεν ανήρ τις, when he disembarked a man met him"?* 
"έπίτρεψόν μοι άπελθόντι (<- όταν απέλθω) πρώτον θάψαι . . ., permit 
me first to go away and bury."19 

While most grammarians simply imply through their choice of exam
ples that oblique participles may function adverbially, Richard Young, who 
shows a keen knowledge of modern linguistic theory, makes the following ex
plicit claim about adverbial participles: "If the participle is in an oblique case, 
then its subject will be another noun in the sentence with which it will agree. It 
is up to the expertise of the exegete to determine the proper adverbial force."30 

20Wallace, Greek Grammar, 637. Brooks and Winbery (Syntax, 147), Dana and 
Mantey (A Manual Grammar, 226), Rogers and Rogers (The New Linguistic, 236), and Hew
itt (New Testament Greek, 158) also list this passage as an example of a purpose participle. 

21A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Histori
cal Research (Nashville: Broadman, 1934), 1124. 

22Robertson, A Grammar, 1127. 
23Robertson, A Grammar, 1128; cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar, 637; Brooks and 

Winbery, Syntax, 147; Dana and Mantey, A Manual Grammar, 226; Rogers and Rogers, The 
New Linguistic, 236, and Hewitt, New Testament Greek, 158. 

24Robertson, A Grammar, 1129; cf. Brooks and Winbery, Syntax, 149. 
25Herbert Weir Smyth, Greek Grammar (rev. ed.; Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1959), 457. 
26Smyth, Greek Grammar, 457. 
27Nigel Turner, Syntax (vol. 3 of A Grammar of New Testament Greek; ed. J. H. 

Moulton; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1963), 157-58. 
28K. L. McKay, A New Syntax of the Verb in New Testament Greek: An Aspectual 

Approach (vol. 5 of Studies in Biblical Greek; New York: Peter Lang, 1994), 63. 
29McKay, A New Syntax, 63. 
30Richard A. Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek: A Linguistic and 

Exegetical Approach (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1994), 153. 
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Young thus holds that adverbial participles may occur in the dative and accusa
tive cases, as well as in the nominative and genitive cases. 

The Case of Adverbial Participles 
This representative sampling from standard works clearly demonstrates that the 
consensus view, at least unconsciously, holds that adverbial participles may 
occur in any case in Greek, presumably with the exception of the vocative. Such 
a claim, however, is inconsistent with the nature of adverbial participles and the 
use of cases in Koine Greek. It is important to remember the basic distinction 
between adjectival and adverbial participles: adjectival participles function like 
adjectives (they modify nouns and noun-like words), while adverbial participles 
function like adverbs (they modify verbs). Adverbial participles specify the cir
cumstances under which the action of the main verb takes place.31 Typically, 
these circumstances will involve an additional action performed by the subject 
of the main verb, i.e., the subjects of the participle and main verb will be 
coreferential. Since Greek subjects are normally marked with the nominative 
case, adverbial participles will almost always be in the nominative case to 
indicate that the referent of both verbs is the same.32 Adjectival participles, on 
the other hand, can appear in any case, since their case is determined by the 
noun or pronoun that they modify. 

Related Confusion concerning Genitive Absolute Constructions 
Some of the confusion surrounding the distinction between adverbial and adjec
tival participles is related to confusion regarding the genitive absolute 
construction. When it is understood that the genitive absolute construction func
tions as a "switch reference" device—i.e., it is used when the subject of the 
participle is different than the subject of the main verb33—it becomes self-
evident that adverbial participles will not occur in the accusative or dative case. 
Where an adverbial participle is used, it must either occur in the nominative 
case (if its subject is the same as the subject of the main verb) or in the genitive 
case (if its subject is different than the subject of the main verb).34 

In many earlier grammars it was claimed that the genitive absolute was 
grammatically unrelated to the sentence of which it was a part, or was 

3 1 "Like an ordinary adverb, the [adverbial] participle modifies the verb, answering 
the question, When? (temporal), How? (means, manner), Why? (purpose, cause), etc.," Wal
lace, Greek Grammar, 622. 

32While Wallace (Greek Grammar, 623) goes beyond most other grammarians in 
noting that "since the subject of the participle is usually the subject of a finite verb, the parti
ciple will usually be in the nominative case," his comment (and subsequent choice of 
examples) implies that adverbial participles in oblique cases will be at least fairly frequent. 

33See Healey and Healey, "Greek Circumstantial Participles," 182-187. 
34The only exception to this rule occurs when a participle modifies an infinitive. In 

Acts 9:37 (έγένετο δέ έν ταΐς ήμέραις έκε ίναις ά σ θ ε ν ή σ α σ α ν αυτήν 

άποθανείν; "and it happened in those days that she got sick and died"), for example, the 

participle (άσθενήσασαν) introduces an attendant circumstance of the infinitive 

(άποθανείν) and is thus accusative, matching the case of the subject of the infinitive 

(αυτήν). 
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grammatically unrelated to the subject, object, or other noun phrase in the main 
clause. Such assertions misrepresented the role of the genitive absolute. 
Genitive absolute constructions are just as closely related to the sentence of 
which they are a part as any other adverbial construction. They differ only in the 
fact that the subject of the participle is not the same as the subject of the main 
verb. 

What does all this have to do with distinguishing adverbial participles 
from adjectival participles? Let me illustrate with Acts 22:17—Έγένετο δέ 
μοι ύποστρέψαντι είς ' Ιερουσαλήμ και προσευχομένου μου έν τω 
ίερω γενέσθαι με έν έκστάσει. In this passage, we have both a dative parti
ciple and a genitive absolute construction. The former, though typically 
identified as a temporal adverbial participle, is syntactically an adjectival modi
fier of μοι. If the participle were intended to be taken adverbially, Luke would 
have had to have used a genitive absolute construction (μου ύποστρέψ-αντος) 
as he does later in the same sentence (προσευχομένου μου). While it may be 
appropriate to translate ύποστρέψαντι, "after I had returned," syntactically we 
are dealing with an adjectival construction: lit. "It happened to me, who had 
returned to Jerusalem, even while I was praying in the temple, that I was in a 
trance." It is likely that the use of the attributive participle rather than the geni
tive absolute lowers the relative prominence of the event described. In other 
words, while the genitive absolute construction is used to introduce background 
information, attributive participles are used to introduce information that is even 
more in the background. Thus, in Acts 22:17, the attributive participle sets the 
broad time of the scene that follows (in English this is appropriately captured 
with a temporal phrase: "after returning to Jerusalem"), while the genitive abso
lute, coupled with the conjunction και, introduces the specific time for what 
follows: "specifically/even when I was praying." The combination of two geni
tive absolutes would have resulted in a slightly different nuance: "after 
returning to Jerusalem and while I was praying" (cf. Mark 14:18). Translating 
ύποστρέψαντι with a temporal expression, however, does not indicate that it 
functions as a temporal participle. 

Confusing Translation Issues with Issues of Syntax 
The common analysis of Acts 22:17, then, illustrates another very important 
fact: The widespread confusion regarding putative adverbial participles in 
oblique cases stems from a common failure to distinguish between issues of 
syntax and issues of translation. Such confusion has affected the analysis of 
many areas of Greek syntax. For example, in Acts 7:13, one scholar takes τοις 
άδελφοΐς as a dative of agency.35 While "Joseph allowed himself to be recog
nized by his brothers" is a good idiomatic English translation of άνεγνωρίσθη 

' Ιωσήφ τοις άδελφοίς, scholars should beware of allowing that translation to 

C. K. Barrett, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, 
Volume 1:I-XIV (ICC; Edinburgh: Τ & Τ Clark, 1994), 349. 
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lead them to take τοις άδελφοΐς as a dative agent. Syntactically, τοις 

άδελφοις is an indirect object: lit. "Joseph was made known to his brothers." 

A similar example is found in Acts 16:37: δείραντες η μ ά ς δημοσία 

ά κ α τ α κ ρ ί τ ο υ ς ανθρώπους' Ρωμαίους υπάρχοντας, έ β α λ α ν ε ίς φυλακήν. 

Here, since the translation, "They beat us publicly without a trial, even though 

we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison," nicely captures the 

prominence of ανθρώπους 'Ρωμαίους υπάρχοντας in English, it is 

sometimes assumed that the participle must be functioning concessively.36 In 

terms of syntax, however, the participle is an attributive modifier of 

ανθρώπους, a construction that carries a slightly different nuance: "They beat 

us publicly without a trial—men who are Roman citizens!—and threw us into 

prison." These examples illustrate a tendency simply to use the question, "What 

translation of this participle makes good sense in the context?" to determine the 

syntactic function of the participle. Instead, we should first ask what the syntax 

tells us and then determine what English translation best fits our analysis. 

Double Accusative Constructions 
One final area of confusion should be noted. Scholars frequently misidentify 
participles that function as the complement in an object-complement double 
accusative construction as adverbial. Three examples will suffice: 

καί τότε δψονται τον υίόν του άνθρωπου έρχόμενον έν 
νεφέλαις (clouds) μετά δυνάμεως πολλής καί δόξης, καί τότε 
άποστελεΐ τους αγγέλους. [Mark 13:26-27] 

And then they will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with much 
power and glory. And then he will send the angels. 

b δέ έσιώπα καί οί>κ άπεκρίνατο ουδέν, πάλιν ò άρχιερεύς 
έπηρώτα αυτόν καί λέγει αύτώ, Συ εΐ b Χριστός b υΙός του 
εύλογητοΰ (Blessed); b δέ' Ιησούς είπεν,' Εγώ είμι, καί δψεσθε 
τον υίόν του ανθρώπου έκ δεξιών καθήμενον της δυνάμεως 
καί έρχόμενον μετά των νεφελών (clouds) του ουρανού.37 

[Mark 14:61-62] 

But he was silent and did not answer anything. Again the chief priest 
continued asking him and says to him, "Are you are the Christ, the Son of 
the Blessed?" And Jesus said, "I am, and you will see the Son of Man sit
ting at the right side of (the) power and coming with the clouds of 
heaven." 

"μειζοτέραν τούτων ούκ έχω χαράν, ίνα ακούω τά έμά 
τέκνα έν τη άληθεία περιπατοΰντα. (Ill Jo. 4) 

'So Rogers and Rogers, The New Linguistic, 272. 
'Mounce, Workbook, 130-31. 
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I have no greater ioy than this, that I may hear that my children are walk
ing in the truth."38 

In the first two examples, the accusative participles έρχόμενον and 
καθήμενον serve as complements of the direct object τον υίόν. In the third 
example, the accusative participle περιπατοΰντα serves as a complement of 
the direct object τα έμά τέκνα. Participles in such constructions are, by 
definition, adjectival rather than adverbial, and thus frequently occur in oblique 
cases. 

Exegetical Implications 
While precision in our analysis and teaching of Greek syntax should provide 
sufficient motivation for clarifying the distinction between adverbial and adjec
tival participles, there are also exegetical issues at stake. As I have noted above, 
recognizing where putative adverbial participles are actually adjectival can shift 
the focus of the Greek text. Acts 3:26 provides a helpful additional example: 
απέστειλεν αυτόν εύλογοΰντα υμάς. As has already been mentioned, the 
accusative participle is typically identified as an adverbial participle of purpose: 
"He sent him to bless you."39 While such a rendering is natural and is reflected 
in virtually all English translations, it is not consistent with the syntax. In order 
for the participle to be adverbial it would have to have the same subject as the 
main verb απέστειλεν or be part of a genitive absolute construction. 

So what is the effect of using an adjectival participle rather than a 
genitive absolute construction (or another purpose construction)? Quite simply, 
the use of an attributive participle keeps the focus on the referent (αυτόν) rather 
than shifting it to an action. Assuming an adverbial function for εύλογούντα, 
most English translations place a strong focus on "blessing" as the purpose for 
which God sent Jesus, his servant. When we understand that the participle is 
attributive, on the other hand, the focus shifts away from the act of blessing to 
the one through whom the blessing comes: "He sent him, who blesses you." 

The proposed distinction between the relative prominence of adjectival 
participles and adverbial participles is consistent with the way that Greek parti
ciples are used. Adverbial participles are semantically linked to the action of the 
main verb, which will generally be the most prominent part of a clause, since it 
is crucial for the presentation of new information. While nouns and pronouns, 
the clausal constituents to which adjectival participles relate, may be prominent, 
particularly if they are placed, e.g., in a topic construction, a participial modifier 

Brooks and Winbery, Syntax, 151. Brooks and Winbery also inadvertently include 
1 John 4:2 and Acts 7:12 as examples of adverbial (complementary) participles. Wallace 
(Greek Grammar, 646) would presumably include both under the label "indirect discourse," 
though it is preferable simply to label them (adjectival) complements in object-complement 
double accusative constructions. 

39So, e.g., Robertson, A Greek Grammar, 1128; Brooks and Winbery, Syntax, 147; 
Dana and Mantey, A Manual Grammar, 226; Rogers and Rogers, The New Linguistic, 236; 
and Hewitt, A New Testament Greek, 158. 
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of a noun or pronoun will not typically carry the same level of prominence as an 
adverbial participle. 

In Acts 3:26, Jesus is indeed the agent of blessing, but the focus is on 
him not on what he does. Such a focus is consistent with the context. Peter had 
already identified Jesus as God's servant (3:13), whom his own people had re
jected and killed but God had glorified and raised from the dead (3:13-15). As 
Peter's sermon moves towards its climax, he points out that God had promised 
to raise up a prophet like Moses (3:22). In verse 26, Peter explicitly links this 
prophet or servant to Jesus: "God raised up his servant, first of all for your bene
fit, and sent him, (lit.) who blesses you by turning each of you from your wicked 
ways." The focus remains on God's servant throughout the clause. An alterna
tive way to maintain this in English would be to translate the clause: "God 
raised up his servant, first of all for your benefit, and sent him (to you)—and he 
blesses you by turning each of you from your wicked ways." 

Another example is found in Acts 22:6:Έγένετο δέ μοι πορευομένω 
καί εγγίζοντι τη Δαμασκω περί μεσημβρίαν εξαίφνης έκ του 
ουρανού περιαστράψαι φως ίκανον περί έμε (lit. "Now, it happened to 
me, who was traveling and drawing near to Damascus at about noon, that a 
bright light from the sky suddenly flashed around me!"). In this construction, 
the use of participles (πορευομένω καί εγγίζοντι) rather than infinitives40 is 
unusual. While a smooth English translation may render the two participles us
ing a temporal expression ("Now, it happened to me, while I was traveling and 
drawing near), strictly speaking the participles cannot be adverbial since they 
have no verb to modify (both Έγένετο and περιαστράψαι have different 
subjects). Indeed, their dative case clearly identifies them as attributive modifi
ers of μοι.41 Once again, issues of translation have influenced scholars' 
understanding of the syntax. The use of participles rather than the more usual 
infinitives probably serves to keep the focus on Paul himself rather than shifting 
attention to the background events: "There I was, going along and nearing Da
mascus at about noon, when a bright light from the sky suddenly flashed around 
me!" 

There will certainly be times when the only way to translate an 
adjectival participle into English will be through the use of an adverbial 
construction. It must be remembered, however, that such choices are driven by 
English grammar not by Greek grammar. In Matt 21:23 (Kat έλθόντος αύτοΰ 
είς το Ιερόν προσήλθον αύτω διδάσκοντι ol αρχιερείς), for example, the 
dative participle is chosen rather than a genitive absolute construction because 
the focus remains fixed on Jesus not on what he is doing. The Gospel writer 
establishes the setting using a genitive absolute construction: the events that 
follow took place after Jesus had entered the temple. The fact that Jesus was 
teaching is of less importance than where he was when the chief priests 

See Acts 9:3, where the same events are recounted using infinitives, with the for

mer being part of a temporal construction (with έν τω) and the latter being used with 

έγένετο: "As he journeyed he came near to Damascus." 
4 1 Contra, e.g., Rogers and Rogers, The New Linguistic, 291. 
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approached him. Nevertheless, using a relative clause in English would leave an 
unnatural translation: "the chief priests came to him, who was teaching." Here, 
some sort of temporal construction is demanded by English; but the relative 
importance of the action of the participle can be marked in other ways: "after he 
had entered the temple, the chief priests and elders of the people came to him— 
as he was teaching—and said." While the difference from most translations is 
negligible, the use of dashes or parentheses signals the reader to avoid attaching 
undue importance to this bit of information. It is a detail that the writer supplies, 
but it is a detail that is marked as very low in prominence by the use of the 
attributive participle. More typical translations, such as the NIV's "Jesus 
entered the temple courts, and, while he was teaching, the chief priests and the 
elders of the people came to him" 4 2 highlight the circumstance ("while he was 
teaching"), which in the Greek is less prominent than the setting ("the temple 
courts"). 

Before concluding, we should examine some of the other passages that 
are sometimes misused to illustrate adverbial participles. Acts 8:12 (οτε δέ 
έπίστευσαν τω Φιλίππω είκχγγελιζομένω περί της βασιλείας του 
θεού καί του ονόματος ' Ιησοΰ Χριστού, έβαπτίζοντο άνδρες τε καί 
γυναίκες) may appropriately be rendered, "But when they believed Philip, 
who was preaching about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, 
both men and women were baptized." Mark 16:12 (Μετά δέ ταύτα δυσίν έξ 
αυτών περιπατούσιν έφανερώθη έν έτερα μορφή πορευομένοις είς 
άγρόν) may appropriately be rendered, "But after these things, he appeared in 
another form to two of them who were walking and going into the country." In 
Matt 26:7 (κατέχεεν έπί της κεφαλής αυτού άνακειμένου), it is helpful 
to supply the antecedent in order to use a relative clause that maintains the syn
tactic focus on Jesus: "she poured it on the head of Jesus, who was reclining." 

In Rom 4:10 (πώς ούν έλογίσθη; έν περιτομή οντι ή έν 
άκροβυστία;), we are dealing with a case of ellipsis. The verb έλογίσθη must 
be supplied in the second clause. When this is understood and it is recognized 
that dative participles cannot be adverbial, it becomes evident that the participle 
must be the substantival indirect object of έλογίσθη: "Was it credited to one 
who was circumcised or not circumcised?" (lit. "Was it credited to one who was 
in [a state of] circumcision or uncircumcision?"). 

In Acts 17:27 (ζητεί ν τον θεον, εί άρα γε ψηλαφήσειαν αυτόν 
καί εύροιεν, καί γε ού μακράν άπο ενός έκαστου ημών υπάρχοντα), 
while a concessive translation may make good sense in the context, strictly 
speaking the participle, which is accusative, cannot be adverbial but must be an 
attributive modifier of τον θεον: lit. "to seek God, who is really not far from 
any one of us—if they might only search hard for him and find him!" Similarly, 
the accusative participle in Eph 2:1 (υμάς όντας νεκρούς) should be treated 
as adjectival and translated accordingly: "you who were dead." Second 

42Cf. Adam, A Grammar, 131; Rogers and Rogers, The New Linguistic, 47; Zer
wick and Grosvenor, A Grammatical Analysis, 68. 
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Thessalonians 3:11 (άκούομεν γάρ τινας περιπατοΰντας έν ύμίν 
ατάκτως μηδέν εργαζομένους άλλα περιεργαζομένους) should be 
rendered, "For we hear about some who are living among you in an 
undisciplined manner and not working but being busybodies." 

In Luke 8:27 (έξελθόντι δέ αύτω έπι τήν γήν ύπήντησεν ανήρ 
τις έκ της πόλεως), once it is recognized that αύτω is the dative object of 
ύπήντησεν it becomes apparent that the dative participle must be an attributive 
modifier of the pronoun. In English the nuance is best captured by supplying the 
antecedent of αύτω: "a certain man from the city met Jesus, who had (just) 
stepped ashore." In Luke 9:59 (έπίτρεψόν μοι άπελθόντι πρώτον θάψαι 
τον πατέρα μου) we find a similar construction. The verb επιτρέπω takes a 
dative indirect object (μοι), which is modified by an attributive participle 
(άπελθόντι): lit. "Grant to me, who is first going away to bury my father." 
Here, we must ask why the writer did not use the more typical infinitive with 
επιτρέπω. It is quite likely that the use of the participle draws less attention to 
the action than an infinitive would have (cf. Matt 8:21: έπίτρεψόν μοι 
πρώτον άπελθείν καί θάψαι τον πατέρα μου).43 In Matthew's account, 
the man takes the initiative and requests that Jesus let him first go and bury his 
father. The "leaving" and "burying" are equal in prominence, with both being 
focal parts of the man's request. In Luke, on the other hand, the man is respond
ing to a command from Jesus to follow him. The use of the attributive participle 
downplays the contrast of his request (no one would want to respond "Let me 
leave first" when asked to "follow me"!), focusing on the reasonable need to 
bury his father. While such nuances are subtle, they provide a basis for the au
thor's choice of syntactic construction that fits well with the context. 

At times, the simple distinction between adjectival and adverbial 
participles will reshape the debate surrounding a particular passage. For 
example, part of the debate surrounding Heb 6:4-6 relates to the function of the 
participle παραλεσόντας in 6:6. Many translations and scholars have stated or 
implied that the participle could or should be viewed as conditional.44 Wallace 
critiques this tendency and rightly argues that the participle should be taken as 
adjectival.45 While his argument, which builds on Granville Sharp's rule and 
emphasizes the functional link between this participle and the earlier ones, has 
merit, this line of reasoning becomes redundant when it is conceded that the 
participle cannot be adverbial due to its case.46 

4 3In such constructions the infinitive serves as the direct object of επιτρέπω: 
"Grant X to Y." 

^Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, Hebrews in the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1953), 117; Donald Guthrie, The Letter to the Hebrews (TNTC; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1983), 143; Thomas Hewitt, The Epistle to the Hebrews: An Introduction and 
Commentary (TNTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 108; KJV; NIV. 

45Wallace, Greek Grammar, 633. 
46Contra, e.g., Paul Ellingworth, The Epistle to the Hebrews: A Commentary on the 

Greek Text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 323. 
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Conclusion 
When teaching and interpreting the Greek New Testament, it is crucial that we 
are careful to move from an analysis of Greek syntax to a determination of how 
the semantics encoded in that syntax are best expressed in English. As has been 
demonstrated, using what sounds good in English as a springboard for determin
ing syntactic function can lead to misconceptions about Greek syntax. In the 
case of Greek participles, the addition of a simple rule that specifies a case con
straint for adverbial participles provides a helpful safeguard against such 
mistakes, serves as a useful tool for teaching Greek syntax, and may shed light 
on biblical texts where participles had previously been misconstrued as adver
bial. 
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