John 1:1
Matthew 15:33
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 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “And,” followed by the third person plural present active indicative of the verb LEGW, which means “to say: kept saying.”


The present tense is an iterative and progressive present, which describes a continuing, repeated action.  This can be translated by use of the English auxiliary verb “kept saying” or “kept on saying.”


The active voice indicates that the disciples kept on producing the action.


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

Next we have the dative indirect object from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “to Him.”  This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun MATHĒTĒS, meaning “the disciples.”

“And the disciples kept saying to Him,”
 is the adverb of place POTHEN, meaning “From where?” or “from what place?”  Then we have the dative of possession from the first person plural personal pronoun EGW, meaning “to/for us.”  Next we have the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the feminine singular noun ERĒMIA, which means “in a desert.”
  This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine plural noun ARTOS and the demonstrative adjective TOSOUTOS, meaning “so many breads.”
  There is no verb in this clause, indicating the ellipsis of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: [is there?].”  Lenski’s translation of this clause is almost identical to mine: ‘Whence to us in a desert place (are) so many breads?”

“‘From where [is there] so many breads for us in a desert,”

 is the conjunction HWSTE, which introduces clauses of intended result and can be translated “so as to.”  Next we have the aorist active infinitive of the verb CHORTAZW, which means “to feed.”


The aorist tense is a constative/futuristic aorist, which describes the future action in its entirety.


The active voice indicates that the disciples are expected to produce the action.


The infinitive is an infinitive of result.

Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the masculine singular noun OCHLOS and adjective TOSOUTOS, meaning “so great a crowd.”

“so as to feed so great a crowd?’”
Mt 15:33 corrected translation
“And the disciples kept saying to Him, ‘From where [is there] so many breads for us in a desert, so as to feed so great a crowd?’”
Mk 8:4, “And His disciples answered Him, ‘Where will anyone be able to feed these people bread here in the desert?’”
Explanation:
1.  “And the disciples kept saying to Him,”

a.  The disciples respond to Jesus’ compassionate statement about the people’s hunger and need for food before departing with a question.


b.  They didn’t say this once but repeated it as the durative, iterative use of the present tense shows.  Why did they repeat the question?  They didn’t know what to do and couldn’t remember the solution Jesus applied, when this same situation occurred previously.


c.  They also repeated the question because Jesus didn’t give them an answer.  He probably stared at them in wonderment that they didn’t remember the recent feeding of another crowd of thousands.  By not answering, and letting them repeat themselves, He hoped they would figure out the answer for themselves—He was going to provide the food, just as He had done before, and they were going to serve the crowd, just as they had done before.  His momentary silence, while listening to their repeated query was intended to awaken their memory of past events.

2.  “‘From where [is there] so many breads for us in a desert,”

a.  This is obviously an idiomatic expression, which means “Where are we going to get so many loaves of bread in a desert?”  The dative of possession of the personal pronoun EGW gives us the idea of ‘us getting’.  Translators create a lot of workaround translations to give a modern turn to what is said here.  But the literal translation still communicates the thought accurately without having to resort to English idiomatic phraseology.


b.  The basic idea is simple: (1) we are in a desert, desolate, wilderness location; a long way from any local towns or villages; (2) therefore, we can’t just go buy food or send the people to buy food, since there is no civilization within miles of here; (3) even if we could go find food, we couldn’t carry it all back here for so many people; (4) this large a crowd would exhaust the food supply of any number of local towns or villages, even if such towns and villages existed.  Here we are far from any food resources with a crowd of thousands.  “How can You expect us to do anything?” is the disciples’ unspoken lament.

3.  “so as to feed so great a crowd?’”

a.  The implication again is that Jesus expects the disciples to feed the crowd, just as this was the direction Jesus gave them, when dealing with this same situation before, “You feed them.”


b.  The disciples use as their excuse that the crowd is too big, too great.  We can’t feed a crowd this great.  The truth is that they already fed a crowd greater than this before.  So size is no excuse.  If they can feed 5000 men, they can feed 4000 men.


c.  When it comes to God and God’s care, protection, provision, and help, nothing is too great that God can’t do it.  The salvation of man was not too great a task for God.  Certainly the care and feeding of the entire Christian world is not too great a task for God.  And so feeding a few thousand in the desert is not too great a task for God.  The disciples have completely forgotten the Lord’s feeding of the Exodus generation in the desert for forty years—and that crowd had 600,000 men, not including women and children.

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “We are amazed that they had forgotten the miracle of the feeding of the 5,000.  The Twelve were perplexed when they should have been saying, ‘Jesus is able to multiply loaves and fish, so we have no need to worry!’  Of course, it may be that they thought He would not perform that kind of a miracle in Gentile territory.  Or, perhaps the fact that the previous crowd had tried to make Him King would cause Jesus to avoid repeating the miracle.”
  I doubt the disciples had that degree of critical thinking at this point.  They are nice conjectures by this commentator, but only conjectures.  Had they really had such thoughts, Matthew or Mark would have said something.

b.  “The disciples questioned how in this remote place they could buy enough food to feed them all.”
  Completely wrong; this occurred in the Mt 14 feeding of the 5000, but no mention of that is made by Matthew or Mark in this situation.

c.  “It is Jesus who here takes the initiative in suggesting to the disciples that some provision is needed.  It is also remarkable that after their previous experience they still seem to think only in terms of regular sources of supply.  But perhaps they neither cared so much, nor expected Jesus to use his Messianic power, when the crowd was a Gentile one.”
  This last statement is the same conjecture as Wierbe’s conjecture, but it is still only conjecture.

d.  “At first the disciples’ question seems to reflect the height of obtuseness.  The solution to their problem is obviously for Jesus to do what He did before and work a miracle.  But the emphatic ‘we’, corresponding to the emphatic ‘you’ of Mt 14:16, may explain matters.  Previously, Jesus had told his disciples to solve the problem themselves.  They couldn’t, so He did.  But he has consistently passed on His miracle-working authority to the Twelve.  Most likely [a phrase indicating the introduction of conjecture] the disciples think that Jesus’ remarks imply that they should miraculously provide food for the crowd, and they are not convinced they can do it.”
  The problem with this argument is that the dative of EGW is not an emphatic “we.”  It is dative of indirect object “to us” or a dative of advantage “for us.”  To be an emphatic ‘we’, it would have to be in the nominative or vocative case.

e.  “The disciples do not discuss the plight of the people, nor do they dispute Jesus’ estimate of what might happen on the journey home.  They concentrate on the problems of supply, asking where in a remote wilderness they would get enough loaves to satisfy the needs of so many people.  For the disciples this was a problem of some magnitude, and they saw no way of solving it.  They regarded themselves as confronted with a hopeless situation.”
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