John 1:1
Mark 12:39



 is the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine plural noun PRWTOKATHEDRIA, meaning “the chief seats; the first seats; the best seats.”
  This is followed by the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the feminine plural article and noun SUNAGWGĒ, meaning “in the synagogues.”

“and chief seats in the synagogues”
 is the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine plural noun PRWTOKLISIA, which means “the first, chief, best, places of honor at a dinner, beside the master of the house or the host Mt 23:6; Mk 12:39; Lk 14:7f; 20:46.”
  Finally, we have the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the masculine plural article and noun DEIPNON, meaning “at elaborate formal dinners, feasts, banquets.”

“and places of honor at banquets,”
Mk 12:39 corrected translation
“and chief seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets,”
Explanation:
See also Mt 23:6; Lk 11:43 and 20:46.

1.  “and chief seats in the synagogues”

a.  This verse is the continuation of the sentence begun in the previous verse.  Jesus is warning the crowd and His disciples about the scribes.  The sentence thus far reads: “Beware of the scribes who like to walk around in long robes, and greetings in the marketplaces, and chief seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets,…”  Jesus continues His warning by pointing out two more characteristics of self-centeredness and arrogance, which are manifest in the actions and behavior of the scribes.

b.  The scribes loved to be seated in the places of honor in front of the congregation, so everyone could see them and they could be recognized as important.  This same practice is still done in many church services and denominations, where you will see the pastor, assistant pastor, choir director, and head deacon sitting on the ‘stage’ or raised platform in front of the congregation.  This practice in Christian churches came from the arrangement in Jewish synagogues.

2.  “and places of honor at banquets,”

a.  The Lord then adds another place were the scribes liked to be seated—at the places of honor at banquets—on the right and left hand side of the person hosting the formal dinner or banquet.  As a side note, it is interesting that Jesus had Judas sit next to Him in the place of honor on His left at the last supper.  John was on the Lord’s right and leaned back on the chest of the Lord to hear His answer about who was going to betray Him.


b.  Just being invited to a banquet or formal dinner as a guest wasn’t good enough for these scribes.  They also wanted the place of honor, when they arrived at the dinner.  Again we see their arrogant self-centeredness and inordinate desire for recognition and acclaim from others.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Jesus does not criticize the synagogues; He censures the ambition and desire for recognition of the scribes, who are out for the seats of honor in the synagogues.”


b.  “As a mark of special piety, seats up in front [of the congregation].  Recognizing proper rank and station [at dinners].  Even the disciples fall victims to this desire for precedence at table (Lk 22:24).”


c.  “They were fond of the chief seats in the synagogues.  These were benches up in front facing the congregation, and were reserved for officials and persons of distinction.  The scribes claimed the places of honor also at social gatherings.  They were fond of the uppermost places at feasts.  This is the place of the most honored guest at a feast.  The Orientals [people of the Middle East] reclined on couches around the table instead of sitting on chairs as we do.”


d.  “They liked to have the most important synagogue seats, those reserved for dignitaries, situated in front of the chest containing the sacred scrolls of Scripture and facing the whole congregation; and have the places of honor at banquets, special evening meals at which they were seated next to the host and received preferential treatment.”


e.  “Seating was important in the synagogues as well.  The ‘best seats’ were reserved for the elders, who sat at the front with backs to the ark, facing the congregation.  Jesus mentions ‘Moses’ Seat’ (Mt 23:2), both a figurative office of interpreting the law and a literal stone chair in the front of many synagogues, allotted to an elder, presumably a scholar of distinction.”


f.  “Who can fail to see in all this, the pretentiousness of clericalism and the assumption that these scribes were worthy of particular recognition because of their office, whatever their lives might be?”


g.  “The chief characteristics of the corrupt leaders of the nation were: love of being seen, love of applause, love of pre-eminence, and assumed religiousness.”


h.  “They loved the deference they received, being given the seat in front of the Torah box in the synagogue, and it was considered good form to have such persons at one’s banquets—indeed, they expected to be given the most honorable couch, next to the host.”


i.  “Synagogues were not all of the same shape or size, but in many later synagogues, teachers could take a seat in full view of most of the rest of the assembly (like ministers in most churches today).  What is significant is their status in a status-conscious society; synagogues were the most important assembly places for the community.  At banquets, those seated nearest the host were in positions of honor; ancient literature is full of complaints from those snubbed by being given socially inferior seats.”


j.  “Compare Jn 13:1-17 for a graphic repudiation of a similar preoccupation with status and reputation among Jesus’ own disciples.”


k.  “When the important men of Jerusalem gave a feast they considered it an ornament to the feast to have a distinguished scribe and his pupils there.  The highest places were assigned to them, and the scribe was given precedence in honor over the aged, and even over parents.  Jesus condemned the scribes for their desire for these tokens of status and for the self-satisfaction they perpetuated.”
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