John 1:1
Mark 8:15



 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “And” plus the third person singular imperfect middle indicative from the verb DIASTELLW, which means “to give order to someone to do something.”


The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, which describes a continuous, past action without reference to its conclusion.


The middle voice is an indirect middle, which emphasizes the personal responsibility of the subject (Jesus) in producing the action.


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

This is followed by the dative of indirect object from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “to them” and referring to the disciples.  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular present active participle of the verb LEGW, which means “to say: saying.”


The present tense is a descriptive present, describing what was occurring at that moment.


The active voice indicates that Jesus was producing the action.


The participle is circumstantial.

“And He was giving orders to them, saying,”
 is the second person plural present active imperative from the verbs HORAW and BLEPW, which means “watch out; look out; be on your guard against”
 and “beware of.”


The present tense is a durative present for an action that should begin right now and continue into the future.


The active voice indicates that the disciples and all other believers are to produce the action.


The imperative mood is a command.

Then we have the preposition APO plus the ablative of cause from the feminine singular article and noun ZUMĒ, meaning “[because] of the leaven.”
  With this we have the possessive genitive from the masculine plural article and proper noun PHARISAIOS, meaning “of the Pharisees.”  Then we have the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the ablative of cause from the feminine singular article and noun ZUMĒ plus the possessive genitive from the masculine singular possessive pronoun HĒRWIDĒS, meaning “the leaven of Herod.”

“‘Watch out! Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.’”
Mk 8:15 corrected translation
“And He was giving orders to them, saying, ‘Watch out! Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.’”
Explanation:
1.  “And He was giving orders to them, saying, ‘Watch out!”

a.  Jesus and the disciples have left the district of Dalmanutha and returned across Lake Galilee to the other side at Bethsaida.  Upon landing there the disciples discover that they have forgotten to bring any food with them, and have but one piece of bread.


b.  While the disciples are in the process of thinking about their ‘no-food’ situation, Jesus begins and continues giving them orders to watch out or beware of something.  The imperfect tense of the verb ‘to give orders’ indicates that Jesus didn’t give one order, but was making a teaching point that required a thorough explanation and repetition of ideas.


c.  Notice that once again Jesus is thinking and speaking on a spiritual level, while the disciples are thinking on the physical level.

2.  “Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.’”

a.  Jesus repeats His command to watch out, beware, be careful, look out for, indicating that this is a serious situation that is a real threat to the disciples.


b.  What the disciples are to beware of is “the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.”  The reference to Herod here is a reference to Herod Antipas, the man who ruled Galilee and had recently had John the Baptist beheaded.  The Pharisees were the self-appointed guardians of the Mosaic Law and challenged anyone who attempted or seemed to usurp their religious influence over the people of the Land.  Jesus was considered a threat to both the Pharisees and Herod, because some people believed Him to be the Messiah.  The Pharisees didn’t want to lose their religious influence to Jesus and Herod didn’t want to lose his political rulership to Him.


c.  So what was their “leaven”?  Mark does not give us the interpretation of the meaning of the word leaven, but Mt 16:12 does: “Then they understood that He did not say to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”  Lk 12:1b says “Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.”


(1)  In the case of the Pharisees, their leaven was their manmade traditions that superseded the teachings of the Mosaic Law.  For example, the fact that a person had to be circumcised in order to be saved was an erroneous teaching of the Pharisees that Paul wrote against in the epistle to the Galatians.



(2)  In the case of the Herodians, their leaven was that compromise with Rome in order to maintain the rulership of the land of Israel was more important than obeying the will of God.  To them the nation and political control of the Land of Palestine was more important than having a true spiritual relationship with the God of Israel.  Their philosophy or teaching was summarized by the high priest, “(Caiaphas, the one who had given advice to the Jews that it was advantageous that one man die on behalf of the people.)” Jn 18:14.



(3)  The leaven in all these passages is hypocritical teaching.

d.  Therefore, Jesus was warning His disciples to beware of the teachings of the Pharisees and Herodians (who agreed with the Sadducees), while the disciples thought that He was warning them about eating bread with leaven in it.  Jesus is warning them, because they are now back in the territory ruled by Herod and the Pharisees will be coming after Jesus in earnest to kill Him.  From this point on the antagonism, hatred and desire to kill Jesus will only intensify.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  The Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic domains says that leaven here refers to “hypocritical behavior, probably implying hidden attitudes and motivations” and then attempts to justify the obvious conflict with the explanation in Mt 16:6 based upon the statement in Lk 12:1a, ‘Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.’  In Mt 16:6 the leaven of the Pharisees and the Sadducees is equated with their teaching, but the context would indicate clearly that this was a type of hypocritical teaching, since the religious leaders said one thing but did something quite different.”
  The leaven of the Pharisees and Herodians was their teaching.  Not living up to their teachings made them hypocritical.  The leaven was not what they did, but what they said, what they taught.


b.  “Our Lord’s saying in Mk 8:15; Mt 16:6; Lk 12:1 is a warning against the leaven of the Pharisees (Lk), of the Pharisees and Herodians (Mk), or of the Pharisees and Sadducees (Mt).  The possible literal understanding that the disciples should not buy bread from the Pharisees and Sadducees is set aside and the leaven is linked with teaching.”
  Notice that the leaven is linked with teaching, not with hypocrisy.

c.  “In Mk 8:15 we have the figurative warning against the leaven of the Pharisees (and Herodians and Sadducees).  The reference here is obviously to the corrupt and corrupting element in the teaching of these opponents of Jesus.”


d.  “Jesus definitely warns the disciples against ‘the leaven of Herod’ (bad politics) and the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees (bad theology and also bad politics).”


e.  “The disciples were to use their heads.  They were to put the teachings of the Pharisees and the Herodians to the acid test of experience, not in the actual doing of the things taught, but with the mind’s eye following out the ultimate conclusion of the act of practicing what they taught.  The verb is present imperative, commanding the beginning of an action and its habitual continuance.”


f.  “In this context, Jesus warned them about the teaching (false doctrine) of the Pharisees and the followers of Herod.  The Herodians were a worldly group who catered to Herod, accepted the Roman way of life, and saw in Herod and his rule the promised kingdom for the Jewish nation.  If this false teaching got into the hearts and minds of the disciples, it would infect them and pollute the truth Jesus had given them to proclaim about Himself and His kingdom.”


g.  “Yeast was a common Jewish metaphor for an invisible, pervasive influence.  It often, as here, connoted a corrupting influence.  In this context the yeast referred to a gradual increase of unbelief.  This lay behind the Pharisees’ request for a sign even though their minds were already made up.  So it was with Herod.  As indicated by Jesus’ question (Mk 8:12), this attitude had affected the whole nation of Israel, and He warned His disciples against it.”


h.  “But the Lord made it clear that by using the term leaven He referred to the doctrines or principles of these religious and political systems, which, being corrupt, wrought corruption in all who imbibed these doctrines.  The leaven of the Pharisees was hypocrisy and self-righteousness.  The leaven of Herod was political chicanery and worldliness.”


i.  “Here Jesus seems to be referring to the subtle corrupting power of the Pharisees and Herod (presumably the latter, mainly because of John the Baptist’s fate).  Perhaps it is also its infectious, continuous operation which is referred to here.  In Matthew leaven seems to be equated with false teaching, while in Luke it is equated with hypocrisy.”


j.  “One might say that religiously and economically the Sadducees and the Herodians would have been very close if not identical.  The Herodians and the Sadducees would have been on the same side of the political fence in opposition to the Pharisees; the former being pro-Roman while the Pharisees were anti-Hasmonean, anti-Herodian, and anti-Roman.  Hence, it can be seen why the Herodians and the Pharisees, though political and religious enemies, would together oppose Jesus, because He was introducing a new kingdom that neither would have wanted.  The Pharisees thought that Jesus misinterpreted the Mosaic law, and the Herodians felt that their mentor Herod Antipas should rule and have tribute money for the Roman coffers.”


k.  “Mt 16:12 defines ‘leaven’ as ‘teachings,’ so we must avoid imposing any pet symbolic meaning for ‘leaven’ in this context.  The threefold source of the teachings Jesus referred to here were the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and Herod.  Their teaching, in essence, was to reject Jesus as the Messiah, each party had its own reasons, but they had a common feature—rejection.  One of the twelve would not heed this advice.”


l.  “Jesus utters warnings against the leaven of the Pharisees, Sadducees and Herodians: the Pharisees’ hypocrisy and preoccupation with outward show (Mt 23:14, 16; Lk 12:1); the Sadducees’ skepticism and culpable ignorance (Mt 22:23, 29); the Herodians’ malice and political guile (Mt 22:16–21; Mk 3:6).”


m.  “Many exegetes regard the Herodians not as a religious sect but as a political group (or even a political party) which wished to restore the political kingdom of Herod the Great.  Others see them as a political movement supporting the dynasty of Herod and at the same time promoting the Roman administration on which that dynasty was based.  The suggestion that the Herodians would be loyal to Rome rests, however, on a partisan reading of Mk 12:13.  …The Sadducees and the Herodians were two separate groups, and the latter was not a formal party.  Many Herodians were probably Sadducees.  In Jerusalem, both groups would have agreed over many issues, since both originated in the aristocracy.  To a considerable extent both were also dependent upon Herod Antipas, the Sadducees as a party, the Herodians as a group of loyalists.”


n.  “Jesus charged them repeatedly, showing the urgent need to be continually on guard.  Leaven is here used to symbolize something with a dangerously pervasive influence. Lk 12:1 explains that the leaven of the Pharisees is hypocrisy.  The leaven of Herod may be the influence of the Herodians, which was a spirit of worldliness, an infectious secularism.”


o.  “The leaven of the Pharisees is their general spirit, including hypocrisy, ostentation, pride, formalism, pettiness, and the like.  It would be in a word, their unspirituality, their blindness to spiritual things, which lead them to seek outward proof of inward realities.  The leaven of Herod, on the other hand, was worldliness.  The Herods were professed Jews, who sought to leaven Judaism with the customs of heathenism.  They represented the escape from the rigors and scruples of Pharisaism into the license and irreligion of the world.”
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