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

 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “However” plus the nominative masculine plural from the article HO, used as a personal pronoun, “they.”  Then we have the third person plural imperfect active indicative from the verb SIWPAW, meaning “to be silent.”


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


The active voice indicates that the disciples produced the action.


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

“However they kept silent;”
 is the preposition PROS plus the accusative of relationship from the third person masculine plural reciprocal pronoun ALLĒLWN, meaning “with one another.”  Then we have the explanatory use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, meaning “for,” followed by the third person plural aorist deponent passive indicative from the verb DIALEGOMAI, which means “to discuss, to argue.”


The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which views the entire past action as a fact with emphasis on its conclusion.  This can be translated by use of the English auxiliary verb “had.”


The deponent passive voice indicates that the disciples produced the action.


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

Then we have the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the feminine singular article and noun HODOS, meaning “on the way.”  This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine singular interrogative use of the indefinite pronoun TIS, meaning “who” plus the predicate nominative from the masculine singular comparative use of the adjective MEGAS, meaning “the greater.”
  (Wallace and others consider this comparative adjective to be used in place of the superlative adjective and translate ‘greatest’.  I contend that if Mark wanted to state the superlative, he would have used the superlative adjective.  It is not as though the superlative had dropped out of use.  It was clearly known and used: MEGISTOS; it is used in 2 Macc 15:18 in the LXX.)  The nominative subject and predicate nominative without an expressed verb indicate the deliberate omission (ellipsis) of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: [is].”

“for they had discussed with one another on the way who is the greater.”
Mk 9:34 corrected translation
“However they kept silent; for they had discussed with one another on the way who is the greater.”
Explanation:
1.  “However they kept silent;”

a.  Instead of answering Jesus’ question, asking them what they had been discussing as they walked to Capernaum, the disciples said nothing.  Obviously they were too embarrassed to tell Jesus the truth.  They were wrong in arguing about what they were discussing and they knew it.  They were ashamed of themselves and didn’t want to admit their guilt.


b.  Here is a case where silence demonstrates guilt.  Innocent people usually protest their innocence loudly and long with all the details proving their innocence.  Guilty people clam-up and say as little as possible, in order to not incriminate themselves.  We should remember from the imperfect tense used in the last verse that Jesus kept asking them and they kept on saying nothing.  Here is one occasion where Peter didn’t blurt out any answer, which indicates he was just as guilty as the rest.  Even James and John got caught up in this argument with their desire to sit on the right and left of Jesus, when He establishes His millennial kingdom.


c.  The details of the story suggest that Jesus walked ahead of His disciples as they followed behind talking to one another.  They thought He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but now they suddenly realize that He probably heard every word.

2.  “for they had discussed with one another on the way who is the greater.”

a.  Mark then explains the reason for the disciples’ silence.  They had been discussing who was the greater.  This was a game of ‘one-ups-manship’, that is, who is better than whom.  Remember that Peter, James and John can’t say anything about seeing Jesus transfigured.  So they can’t use that reasoning to prove their superiority.  Andrew could claim that he was the first disciple to believe in Christ according to Jn 1:35-42 (John was probably the other disciple not mentioned by name in this story).  Judas would claim his greatness by being the treasurer of the group.  James and John were part of the inner circle and would argue that point.  And even though we don’t have specific illustrations of the things that would make the lesser known disciples stand out, there was something which they could claim as well.


b.  The phrase “with one another” includes all the disciples.  None of them were immune from this discussion or argument.  The phrase “on the way” indicates that the discussion went on for some time as they walked along the road to Capernaum.  It was between twenty and thirty miles from Caesarea Philippi to Capernaum.  If we divide this walk into a two-day journey, they would have been walking for about four to five hours (twelve to fifteen miles).  There was plenty of time for a lengthy discussion.


c.  These disciples has not yet learned what Paul would say in Phil 2:3, “[Do] nothing on the basis of contentiousness from selfish ambition, nor on the basis of excessive ambition from self-delusion, but by means of humility consider each other as better than yourselves.”

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “They felt ashamed that the Master had discovered their jealous rivalry.  It was not a mere abstract query, as they put it to Jesus, but it was a canker [blight, cancer] in their hearts.”


b.  “Our Lord was facing a cruel death, and they were nursing their ambitions.  They were ashamed.  The dispute as to who should be greatest, was probably suggested by the selection of the Three for the mysterious ascent of Hermon, and the prominence of Peter among the three.”


c.  “Note that Jesus had reminded them of His resurrection, but they were unable to understand what He was saying and were ‘deeply grieved’ (Mt 17:23).  However, they were not grieved enough to set aside their personal dispute over which of them was the greatest!  After they heard what Jesus had said about His own suffering and death, you would think they would have forgotten their own selfish plans and concentrated on Him.  Perhaps the fact that Peter, James, and John had gone on the mount with Jesus had added some fuel to the fires of competition.”


d.  “The disciples were ashamed to admit they had argued about who was the greatest among them.  Matters of rank were important to the Jews (cf. Lk 14:7–11) so it was natural for the disciples to be concerned about their status in the coming messianic kingdom.  Perhaps the privileges given to Peter, James, and John (cf. Mk 5:37; 9:2) fueled the argument.  Whatever its cause, it showed that the Twelve did not understand or accept what Jesus’ Passion prediction meant for them.”


e.  “They did not realize that their thoughts were known to Him.  He did not need to hear their words to know what was in their hearts.  Failing to recognize the true character of the kingdom of God, they thought of it as a place for worldly advancement and so contended with each other as to their respective merits and likelihood of prominence when the kingdom should actually be set up.”


f.  “And while He who had made of Himself no reputation, who came to be the Servant of all, was looking towards the goal of His earthly ministry, the cross and its shame, they disputed all the way who should be the greatest.  Vain glory filled their hearts in expectation of the earthly kingdom for which they waited.  They were unable to enter into His thoughts. They were silent because they realized that their dispute was wrong.”


g.  “Once more the disciples fail to understand, and indeed are so frightened by Jesus’ remarks about suffering that they are afraid to even ask Him about it.  The irony is quite clear, when in the next segment (verses 33–37) the disciples are caught jockeying for position in the eschatological dominion and debating about who is the greatest.  The truly Great One has just said that the route of self-sacrifice, not self-aggrandizement, is the route to go, but the disciples are heading full speed in the other direction!  When Jesus asks them about their debate along the road, they are sheepish and silent, not wanting to admit what they were talking about.  Jesus presumably asks precisely because He has a good idea of what they were talking about.  The disciples’ dispute should not be understood as an ‘academic’ debate about facts.  Rather it is an expression of the will, the desire to be first, to be greatest.”


h.  “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 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 events discussed would have particular significance.  Jesus understood the self-interest in the question and knew that self-interest was present in each disciple.  After Jesus’ consistent example of selflessness their dispute looked decidedly shabby, hence the immediate instinctive embarrassment of Mk 9:34.”


i.  “Again the imperfect tense shows that they persisted in their silence. They were ashamed to reveal the unworthy subject of their discussion. He had tried to explain his coming death, but their minds were occupied with thoughts of personal greatness in the Messianic kingdom (compare Mt 18:1, “At that time the disciples came to Jesus and said, ‘Who then is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?’”).”
  “Mark does not say that the silence was broken, but from Matthew’s account we gather that one of the disciples finally spoke for all and told Jesus.”


j.  “Jesus’ question is a challenge to bring into the open a debate of which they are apparently ashamed, aware that Jesus will not approve.  Hence, their silence.  Perhaps also they have already grasped sufficient of what Jesus has been saying to realize that His death is a real possibility, which then leaves the pressing question of who is to take the lead after He is gone.  The issue will surface more powerfully in the bid for leadership by James and John and in Jesus’ response to it in Mk 10:35-45.”
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