John 1:1
Matthew 12:7
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 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “However” plus the second class conditional participle EI, meaning “if [but you did not]”.  With this we have the second person plural pluperfect active indicative of the verb GINWSKW, which means “to know.”


The pluperfect tense is an intensive pluperfect,
 which emphasizes the abiding results of the past action.  This can be translated by use of the English auxiliary verb “had known.”


The active voice indicates that the Pharisees produced the action of not knowing what the following saying means.


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

This is followed by the nominative subject from the neuter singular interrogative pronoun TIS, meaning “what.”  Next we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb EIMI, meaning “to be; to mean.”


The present tense is a static present for a permanent state of being.


The active voice indicates that the following saying produces the action of meaning something.


The indicative mood is a potential indicative expressing a condition.

“However, if you had known what this means [but you didn’t],”
 is the accusative direct object from the neuter singular noun ELEOS, meaning “mercy” plus the first person singular present active indicative of the verb THELW, which means “to wish, will, or desire.”


The present tense is a static present for a state or condition that perpetually exists.


The active voice indicates that God produces the action of desiring.


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

Then we have the continuative/additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the negative adverb OU, meaning “not.”  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine singular noun THUSIA, meaning “sacrifice.”

““I desire mercy and not sacrifice”,”
 is the negative adverb OUK, meaning “not” plus the indefinite particle AN, meaning “would” plus the second person plural aorist active indicative of the verb KATADIKAZW, which means “to condemn; to pronounce guilty.”


The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which looks at the action in its entirety, but emphasizes the results of a completed action.  It is usually translated by use of the auxiliary verb “have.”


The active voice indicates that the Pharisees produced the action.


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

Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the masculine plural article and adjective ANAITIOS, which means “the innocent ones.”

“you would not have condemned the innocent ones.”
Mt 12:7 corrected translation
“However, if you had known what this means [but you didn’t], “I desire mercy and not sacrifice”, you would not have condemned the innocent ones.”
Explanation:
1.  “However, if you had known what this means [but you didn’t],”

a.  In contrast to the Pharisees’ ignorance that the incarnation of the Son of God is of greater significance than anything to do with the Temple in Jerusalem, the Lord continues correcting them by stating what they should have known to be important.  The Pharisees prided themselves on their knowledge of the Law, the Temple, the sacrifices, and all the rituals instituted by God and instituted by them.  However, they did not know, understand, comprehend, realize what was really important in the Law, the Temple rituals, and the sacrifices.  They never understood the real meaning of their religion with all its rituals.


b.  Jesus uses a second-class condition to introduce this fact.  A second-class condition in the Greek introduces something that should have taken place, but did not.  It states a condition that was supposed to happen, but did not.  The Pharisees were supposed to know the real meaning of the rituals and will of God, but did not.  They should have understood the true meaning of God’s desire to save His people, but they did not.  They understood the ritual, but failed to understand the meaning of the reality that the ritual represented.

2.  “‘‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice”,”

a.  The word “this” in the previous statement is now defined/explained by the quotation from Hos 6:6.


b.  God desires mercy.  His will is to be merciful.   God wants to forgive sin and is more than willing to forgive sin.  Sacrifice is necessary for God to forgive sin.  But the sacrifice for sin is not something God wants; it is something that His righteousness and justice require.


c.  God wants to forgive all the transgressions and wrongdoing of man.  But the only way He can do that is by the offering of His Son for the sins of the world and judging those sins in Him.  God doesn’t desire or want to have to do this, but He must do it for man to be saved.  His desire is to be merciful to sinful man, but He can only do so because the penalty for those sins has been paid in full.


d.  God desires to be merciful to David eating the bread of the presence.  He desires to be merciful to the priests working on the Sabbath in the Temple.  And He desires to be merciful to the disciples eating grain while traveling on the Sabbath.  But He can only be merciful in all these cases, because His Son is willing to bear the sins of the world and be judged for them in our place.


e.  Therefore, since God desires and is so willing to be merciful to sinners by doing all that is necessary to save and forgive them, He expects the same from His people, especially the religious leaders of His people.  This the Pharisees did not understand.  Had they done so, they would be merciful to those hungry on a Galilean road next to a grain-field.

3.  “you would not have condemned the innocent ones.”

a.  The subject ‘you’ are the Pharisees, who constantly follow Jesus and the disciples looking for something to criticize.  The innocent ones are the twelve disciples, whom Jesus declares here to be ‘not guilty’ of any wrongdoing.  The only ‘law’ they are breaking is a man made rule of the Pharisees, which has no validity in the opinion of Jesus.  (And His opinion is the only one that counts.)


b.  If the Pharisees understood the importance and significance of being merciful to others, then they would not have condemned the disciples for eating grain on the Sabbath.  Because they don’t understand the true importance of mercy in their Scriptures, they condemn others undeservedly.


c.  What Jesus has said here is an indirect way of telling those who thought themselves the premiere guardians of the Law that they didn’t even begin to understand the most basic principle of God’s law.  In other words, they knew nothing!  And since they know nothing about the true intent of the Law, they have no basis for condemnation of others based on the Law.  This is why after our Lord’s next statement, the silence of the Pharisees is deafening.

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “The Sabbath law was given to Israel as a mark of her relationship to God.  But it was also an act of mercy for both man and beast, to give them needed rest each week.  Any religious law that is contrary to mercy and the care of nature should be looked on with suspicion.  God wants mercy, not religious sacrifice.  He wants love, not legalism.  The Pharisees who sacrificed to obey their Sabbath laws thought they were serving God.  When they accused Christ and His disciples, they thought they were defending God.  How like religious legalists today!”


b.  “The Pharisees were splitting hairs with their technicalities about reaping, threshing, and winnowing.  They failed to understand compassion for people’s basic needs, but were intense in their concern for the sacrifices.  Jesus reminded them of their need for inner spiritual vitality [compassion], not mere external formality.”


c.  “Jesus previously quoted Hos 6:6 in Mt 9:13.”


d.  “The third argument repeats the appeal to Hos 6:6 already found in Mt 9:13.  Its aim is not to repudiate ceremonial observance, but to establish God’s order of priorities.  God cannot be quoted in support of the attitude which condemns before it understands, which puts demands before consideration.  God is no longer primarily understood as the demanding one, but as the gracious one, the merciful one.  This scriptural argument in Matthew thus achieves the same effect as the pronouncement ‘The sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath’ (Mk 2:27), which it replaces.  The disciples were guiltless not in that they had not infringed the scribal regulations, but in that they did so on their Master’s authority; hence the for which begins the next verse.”


e.  “It is best to take verse 7 as pointing out a rationale for Jesus’ contravening the Sabbath law.  His approach is not arbitrary but based on God’s priorities of putting compassion above ritual, which Sabbath-keeping can so often hinder.”


f.  “Jesus’ conditional, “if you had known …,” implies that in fact they had not known, and further that they had condemned the guiltless.  They prided themselves on their devotion to the law and the prophets, but yet again Jesus complains [explains] that they did not really know the writings they claimed as sacred.  They had read them, but they had not entered into what they really meant.  He quotes Hos 6:6, exactly as in LXX.  Mercy in the Old Testament often means the compassion of God as it does in the New Testament, but here the mercy that people should show one another is what is in mind.  I desire points to the exercise of the divine will.  Over against that is set sacrifice.  The negative does not mean that sacrifice was not really of divine ordinance, but that it could not compare in importance with mercy.  It is the practice of compassion that should distinguish the people of God rather than the punctilious observance of outward regulations, no matter how sacred.  When we reflect that the performance of sacrifice was at the heart of almost all religion in antiquity, we see the courage and the insight of the prophet that in God’s name he could downgrade a practice so universally accepted.  But, of course, sacrifice could so easily become merely mechanical and external.  Compassion is much more important and much more characteristic of those who really are the servants of God.  The compassionate do not rush to condemn people, as these Pharisees had condemned people who were guiltless.  Jesus expressly says that the disciples were innocent.”


g.  “God wanted the sacrifice of a true heart, one full of mercy toward hungry fellow men.  When the Pharisees condemned the disciples, who were utterly guitless, having transgressed not even a ceremonial law, they revealed that Hos 6:6 was foreign territory to them.  Men’s actions reveal what affinity they have for God’s word and how they meet or fail to meet what God really wants.”
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