John 1:1
Luke 9:46



 is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now; Then.”  This is followed by the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb EISERCHOMAI, which means “to enter into.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that an argument produced the action.


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

Next we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular noun DIALOGISMOS, meaning “an argument.”
  Then we have the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “among them.”

“Now an argument was entered into among them,”
 is the nominative neuter singular from the article, which stands before the entire clause to identify the clause as describing the argument (nominative case).  Literally this says “the [argument being]:”  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular interrogative pronoun TIS, meaning “who?”  This is followed by the indefinite particle AN plus the third person singular present active optative from the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: who might be.”


The present tense is an aoristic present, which describes the state of being as a potential fact.


The active voice indicates that one of the disciples might produce the state of being the greatest.


The optative mood is a deliberative optative, which is used in questions that involve possibility, but not necessarily reality.

Then we have the predicate nominative from the masculine singular comparative use of the adjective MEGAS plus the ablative of the whole from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “the greater of them.”  This is not the superlative, meaning “greatest” as found in the NASB translation.

“the [argument being]: who might be the greater of them?”
Lk 9:46 corrected translation
“Now an argument was entered into among them, the [argument being]: who might be the greater of them?”
Mt 18:1, “At that time the disciples came to Jesus and said, ‘Who then is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?’”
Explanation:
1.  “Now an argument was entered into among them,”

a.  Luke continues the story of the first advent of Christ by introducing another significant teaching of our Lord to His disciples.  Mark tells us that this incident occurred at some point in time after the Transfiguration at the home of Jesus in Capernaum.   Mk 9:33-34, “They came to Capernaum; and when He was in the house, He began to question them, ‘What were you discussing on the way?’  But they kept silent, for on the way they had discussed with one another which of them was the greatest.”


b.  This argument began as the group was returning from the Mount of Transfiguration to Capernaum.  Since the transfiguration was somewhere near Caesarea Philippi on the coast, it was a two day walk back to Capernaum.  We don’t know if the argument lasted two days, but it at least began on the same day they returned to the house in Capernaum.


c.  This is the only time we are told about any argument among the disciples, but it shows us that the sins of envy, jealousy, and arrogance easily and quickly rise up in the sin nature, when given the opportunity.  The mental attitude sins soon give way to the verbal sins.

2.  “the [argument being]: who might be the greater of them?”

a.  The argument centered around who among them was the greatest spiritually.  This had nothing to do with physical, financial, or social greatness.  They were arguing about greatness in the kingdom of Jesus.  We don’t know exactly what was said, but it is not hard to imagine:



(1)  Peter, James and John could argue that they are greater because they get to do special things with Jesus.



(2)  Andrew and John could argue that they were the first to follow Jesus.



(3)  Matthew could argue that the last to be called would be first among them.



(4)  Judas could argue that he was already the greatest as the treasurer of the group.


b.  We should note that Jesus didn’t stop this argument at its inception.  He allowed the disciples to carry on until He arrived home and could talk to them in private.  In addition, He intended to use a little child as an object lesson and didn’t have a little child with them while traveling from Caesarea Philippi to Capernaum.


c.  Who is greater in the kingdom of God or the kingdom of Heaven or the eternal state?  The Lord Jesus Christ is greater than all.  Who is more in union with Christ?  No one.  Who is more the bride of Christ?  No one.  Gal 3:28, “There does not exist either Jew or Greek; there does not exist either slave or free person; there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”


d.  If there is anyone greater than anyone else in the kingdom of heaven, then that will be revealed by the judgment seat of Christ.  Certainly there are some who receive a full reward and others who lose their reward, which is why John warned, “Look out for yourselves, that you may not lose that which you have accomplished, but receive a full reward,” 2 Jn 1:8.


e.  Clearly the disciples had not yet learned the lesson of Phil 2:14, “Do all things without grumbling or disputing.”

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Luke makes it plain that it was not an abstract problem about greatness in the kingdom of heaven as they put it to Jesus (Mt 18:1), but a personal problem in their own group. Rivalries and jealousies had already come and now sharp words.  By and by James and John will be bold enough to ask for the first places for themselves in this political kingdom which they expect (Mk 10:35=Mt 20:20).  It is a sad spectacle.”


b.  “In a touch of irony, while Jesus is telling the disciples of His approaching suffering and death, they are arguing about their relative importance.  His service is contrasted to their pride and self-concern.  Without giving details, Luke notes the subject of the argument: Which disciple is greatest?  Each disciple thinks that perhaps he is the greatest.  Given their association with God’s agent, they begin to wonder what their position will be when the kingdom comes in its full glory.  The disciples still lack perception about God’s plan and their walk with him.   Mark notes that Jesus raised the issue after the disciples’ debate in a Capernaum home. Matthew lacks a geographic setting, but notes that the disciples asked Jesus for his opinion.  A probable reason for Matthew’s geographic omission is that his previous discussion of the temple tax is noted as taking place in Capernaum, so that a geographic reference here would be redundant.  Luke’s lack of a setting allows him to contrast directly the foreboding announcement of approaching betrayal with the disciples’ self-focus.”


c.  “The disciples did not have much love for each other, or they would not have argued over who was the greatest.  Perhaps this debate started because of envy (three of the disciples had been with Jesus on the mount), or because of pride (the other nine had failed to cast out the demon).  Also, just before this, Jesus had paid Peter’s temple tax for him (Mt 17:24–27); and this may have aroused some envy.”


d.  “This sad story of self-serving self-interest is one which Jesus would have to handle repeatedly from now on, for the Christian principle of selflessness is an extremely difficult teaching to practice.  It is noteworthy that Jesus did not condemn the disciples for their concern for status in His Kingdom, but graciously sought to redirect their desire into selfless service which, He taught, is the only way to achieve their ambition.  So status in the Kingdom is a fact, but will only be awarded on the basis of service!  The fact that Peter was ‘favored’ by having his temple dues provided for him possibly prompted the question on who was the greater.  Presumably, the three who witnessed the transfiguration were the acknowledged contenders for this title.  This theory seems supported by the fact that James and John would later try to outmaneuver Peter.  All the seeds for jealousy were present.  It seems that Jesus purposely ‘favored’ Peter to precipitate this question so that He could teach the lesson that accompanied it.  By combining the gospel records, we can reconstruct the sequence of events that led up to this teaching.  The two stories happened virtually simultaneously, as ‘in that hour’ (Mt 18:1) indicates: their dynamic is interrelated, and unfolds as follows:

i)
The argument on who was the greater broke out on the road to Capernaum (Lk 9:46).

ii)
The temple authorities accosted Peter about tax as they entered Capernaum (Mt 19:24).

iii)
Jesus, having entered the house, after instructing him, sent Peter fishing (Mt 19:27).

iv)
After Peter had paid the tax and returned, Jesus asked the twelve what they had been arguing about on the road (Mk 9:33).

v)
Embarrassed, the disciples remained silent (Mk 9:34).

vi)
Jesus announced the principle that determines status (Mk 9:35).

vii)
Having been exposed, the disciples referred their question on who was the greater to Jesus (Mt 18:1).

viii)
Jesus used a little child to illustrate His instruction on salvation and status.

The Greek text is clear that the question was ‘Who is the greater?’ not ‘greatest.’  The disciples could not question who the greatest was; He is Jesus, for this was quite beyond question.  The Jewish society in which Jesus lived was very status conscious; indeed, status was virtually all important, so in this touchy atmosphere.  The question of Mt 18:1 likely came after Jesus had revealed that He knew what the twelve had argued about on the road.  Jesus understood the self-interest in the question and knew that self-interest was present in each disciple.  After Jesus’ consistent example of self-effaciveness their dispute looked decidedly shabby, hence the immediate instinctive embarrassment of Mk 9:34.”
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