John 1:1
Mark 6:40



 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “And,” followed by the third person plural aorist active indicative from the verb ANAPIPTW, which means “to recline to eat; to take one’s place to eat; to sit down to eat.”


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


The active voice indicates that crowd produced the action.


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

Then we have the parenthetic nominative
 from the feminine plural noun PRASIA, which is doubled, indicating distribution.  It is translated “group by group Mk 6:40.”
  The basic meaning of the word is a ‘garden plot’ or ‘garden bed’.
“And they sat down group by group”
 is the preposition KATA plus the adverbial accusative of measure (distribution) from the masculine plural cardinal adjective HEKATON, meaning “by hundreds.”  Then we have the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and.”  Finally, we have the preposition KATA plus the adverbial accusative of measure from the masculine plural cardinal adjective PENTĒKONTA, meaning “by fifties.”

“by hundreds and by fifties.”
Mk 6:40 corrected translation
“And they sat down group by group by hundreds and by fifties.”
Explanation:
1.  “And they sat down group by group”

a.  After the Lord directs the people to sit down on the green grass on the hillside near Bethsaida-Julias, the people are organized into groups.  This organization is also directed by the Lord, since it is hard to imagine the disciples making the people do this without the direction of Jesus.  Jesus most likely told the disciples what He wanted done, and the disciples then went about organizing the groups.


b.  The verb ANAPIPTW, which is used here, means to recline to eat, to take one’s place to eat, or to sit down to eat.  The normal position for eating was to eat at a U shaped table with one’s head toward the table and feet away from the table, supported on one’s left side on the outside of the U.  The servers served the food on the inside of the U.  Some commentators have imagined that this is how the people were organized in each group.  It is just as possible that the people sat down in rows of fifty or one hundred people.

2.  “by hundreds and by fifties.”

a.  Mark goes on to describe that the groups were composed of either a hundred people or fifty people.  What determined the size of each group is not mentioned.  It may have been the terrain, slope of the land, etc. or it may have been the relationships of the people traveling together already to the Passover.


b.  Mark adds this detail about organization for the benefit of his Roman audience, who would have greatly appreciated Jesus’ sense of orderliness and organization.  The Romans were big on orderliness and organization.  This little remark would cause a normal Roman to be impressed with Jesus’ handling of the situation.


c.  One benefit to organizing the people in this fashion is that it gave each disciple his own set of ‘tables’ to serve at the ‘restaurant’.  Each disciple was responsible for managing his groups of people.  With 5000 men to be fed, there would have been between 50 and 100 groups, which means that each disciple was responsible for serving about 4-8 groups or about 416 men (not including the women and children, Mt 14:21).  Imagine carrying food for 416 people back and forth from the Lord to the groups.  Remember how the disciples didn’t want to have to walk and find a place to buy food for all these people and bring it back.  Well, they got their workout anyway.


d.  How much acreage it took to spread all these people out in groups was sizeable; certainly it took the equivalent of several football/soccer fields.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  The people “were arranged in groups by hundreds and by fifties and they looked like garden beds.  Peter saw and he never forgot the picture and so Mark caught it. There was color as well as order in the grouping.  There were orderly walks between the rows on rows of men reclining on the green grass.  The grass is not green in Palestine much of the year, mainly at the Passover time.  So here the Synoptic Gospels have an indication of more than a one-year ministry of Jesus.  It is still one year before the last Passover when Jesus was crucified.”


b.  “The Greek word PRASIAI means ‘a garden bed’.  Vincent says: ‘like beds in a garden.  The former adverb, “by companies”, describes the arrangement, this the color.  The red, blue, and yellow clothing of the poorest Orientals makes an Eastern crowd full of color, a fact which would appeal to Peter’s eye, suggesting the appearance of flower-beds in a garden.”


c.  “The words ‘in groups’ in verse 40 are literally, ‘garden plot by garden plot’; they are used figuratively, picturing well-arranged plots of people, perhaps colorfully dressed, seated on the grass in groups of 100s and 50s.”


d.  “It is possible that the arranging of them in groups of fifties and hundreds echoes Ex 18:25 (Num 31:14), where Israel is arranged in groups of a thousand, five hundred, one hundred, and ten under their respective leaders.”


e.  “In Luke’s parallel account they are told to sit down in groups of ‘about fifty each’ (9:14).”


f.  “If our guess of a total crowd on 20,000 souls is reasonable, in their reclining position they would have occupied seven or eight acres, or a semicircle that stretched 90 to 100 yards from Jesus’ position.  If the twelve served each person in just 3 seconds, and allowing time to walk to and from Jesus for each group, the serving time per group would be around 4 minutes, and as each disciple had about 25 groups to serve, the whole multitude would have taken 2 hours or so to serve, plus a period for gathering fragments.  So, if the serving started at about 3:30 p.m., the whole episode would have been over around sunset.”


g.  “The arrangement of the crowd into field-groups of hundreds and fifties recalls the order of the Mosaic camp in the wilderness (Ex 18:21).  Mark portrays Jesus as the eschatological Savior, the second Moses who transforms a leaderless flock into the people of God.”
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