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 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “And,” followed by the third person plural aorist active indicative from the verb EPERWTAW, which means “to ask: they asked.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the entire past action as a fact.


The active voice indicates that the disciples produced the action.


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

Then we have the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “Him.”  Next we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun MATHĒTĒS, meaning “the disciples.”  This is followed by the nominative masculine plural present active participle of the verb LEGW, which means “to say: saying.”


The present tense is a descriptive present of what occurred at that moment.


The active voice indicates that the disciples produce the action.


The participle is circumstantial.

“And the disciples asked Him, saying,”
 is the inferential use of the postpositive conjunction OUN, meaning “Therefore” plus the interrogative adverb TIS, meaning “why?”  Next we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun GRAMMATEUS, meaning “the scribes.”  Next we have the third person plural present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say.”


The present tense is both a gnomic and durative present, describing a present action that is true everywhere (universal in Israel) and constantly repeated all the time.


The active voice indicates that the scribes keep on producing the action.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

“‘Therefore, why do the scribes say”
 is the conjunction HOTI, which introduces indirect discourse here, and it translated “that,” followed by the accusative subject of the infinitive from the masculine singular proper noun ĒLIAS, which means “Elijah.”  Then we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb DEI, which means “to be necessary; one must” and is always followed by a complementary infinitive, which here is the aorist active infinitive of the verb ERCHOMAI, meaning “to come.”


The present tense of DEI is a static present for an action or state of being that does not, cannot, and will not change.  The aorist tense is ERCHOMAI is a constative aorist, denoting the action as a fact.


The active voice of both verbs indicates that Elijah produces the action.


The indicative mood states a fact and reality with the infinitive complementing the same thought.

Finally, we have the ordinal adverb PRWTOS, meaning “first.”

“that Elijah must come first?’”
Mt 17:10 corrected translation
“And the disciples asked Him, saying, ‘Therefore, why do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?’”
Mk 9:11, “And they asked Him, saying, ‘Why do the scribes say that it is necessary for Elijah to come first?’”

Explanation:
1.  “And the disciples asked Him, saying,”

a.  Matthew continues the narrative of the life of Jesus with another event.  However, at first glance we don’t know if this occurs with just the three disciples or after they have rejoined the other disciples.  Mark’s gospel gives us the answer.  It was just the three disciples having this conversation with Jesus on the way down the mountain.  Mk 9:9-11, “And while they were coming down from the mountain, He ordered them that they might not tell what they had seen to no one, except when the Son of Man shall rise from the dead.  And they [Peter, James and John] took hold of that statement, discussing with themselves what the rising from the dead means.  And they asked Him, saying, ‘Why do the scribes say that it is necessary for Elijah to come first?’”  Notice that the flow of the narrative in Mark’s gospel indicates without question that this is a conversation between Jesus and the three disciples of the ‘inner circle’.

b.  It is now sometime after the command of God the Father to listen to Jesus.  They have been working their way down the mountain and these three disciples think of a question they have for their Teacher/Rabbi.  As students, they are expected to ask questions and are not violating the Father’s command by doing so.  It is a good question and worthy of our Lord’s attention.

2.  “‘Therefore, why do the scribes say”

a.  The inferential conjunction OUN, meaning ‘Therefore’ usually comes after some preceding discussion from which an inference can be drawn.  We don’t know exactly what was said in the previous conversation, but we can infer that it was related to Jesus talking about His death and resurrection.  The thought is, “If you are going to die and be resurrected, then why do the scribes say that Elijah must come first.”


b.  The scribes correctly teach that Elijah must come first.  They are the authoritative teachers of the word of God.  They know the Scriptures better than anyone in Israel.  Therefore, what they teach is valued as normally being correct and authoritative.  The closest thing we have today to a scribe are the professors in conservative, orthodox seminaries (which are hard to find).

3.  “that Elijah must come first?’”

a.  If Jesus is going to Jerusalem and is about to be killed there, then why do the scribes teach the Elijah must come first as the herald of the King?


b.  This teaching comes from Mal 4:5-6, the last statement in the Old Testament, “Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord [the Second Advent of Christ].  He will restore the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, so that I will not come and smite the land with a curse.”  Compare Lk 1:17, “In fact he [John the Baptist] will go before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the way of thinking of the righteous, to prepare a people having been made ready for the Lord.”


c.  There is a near and far fulfillment of the prophecy in Malachi.  The near fulfillment is found in the ministry of John the Baptist, who prepares the way of the Lord Jesus Christ in His first advent.  The far fulfillment is found in the ministry of Elijah as one of God’s two witnesses (Moses and Elijah, Rev 11) in the last half of the Tribulation, preparing the way for the second advent of Christ.  In both cases, ‘Elijah’, the herald of the King must come first to prepare the spiritual way of the Lord.


d.  Was the coming of Elijah just fulfilled in the event on the mountain?  Was he still to come?  Was the Second Advent about to occur with the resurrection of Jesus, which He keeps mentioning?  Naturally the disciples were confused and needed answers.

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “As Jesus and His three disciples came down from the mountaintop, …the three men were still perplexed. They had been taught that Elijah would come first to prepare for the establishing of the kingdom.  Was the presence of Elijah on the mountain the fulfillment of this prophecy? (Mal 4:5–6).”


b.  “The transfiguration was a taste of the kingdom, but the disciples were puzzled.  Many were teaching that before Messiah could come, Elijah must return.”


c.  “The three disciples knew that Elijah was to precede the Messiah according to Mal 4:5–6, and would naturally expect him to reign with the Messiah. Moreover, they had just seen Elijah talking to their Lord, and yet had not seen him previously, so they could not identify him with John the Baptist.  Now, since John and Peter had known John the Baptist during his lifetime, this question makes it plain that John did not look like Elijah.  What, then, had happened to Elijah’s prophesied coming?  Moreover, as John the Baptist had already been martyred, how could he rule with the Messiah, as they naturally expected?  Was this what Jesus meant by ‘the rising from the dead’?  So their natural question was, ‘What then about Elijah’s coming?’”


d.  “The vision of Elijah has raised the question of how his expected return relates to Jesus’ Messianic role.  If Elijah has now come (as we have just witnessed), why may we not now proclaim your Messiahship?  Possibly also the mention of resurrection (and therefore death) seems to them inconsistent with Elijah’s role in ‘restoring all things’.  Their eschatological time-table is confused!”


e.  “Peter’s confusion is now followed by general perplexity concerning Elijah.  The logic of the disciples’ question is uncertain.  Didn’t they remember Jesus’ explanation in Mt 11:14 [and if you are willing to accept [it], he is Elijah, who is about to come]?  But seeing Elijah has apparently reminded them of the Jewish belief, based on Mal 4:5, that Elijah would come as a messianic precursor [forerunner/herald].  Perhaps the sequence of thought here is: if Jesus is the messianic Son, then why are the scribes still looking for Elijah?  Or they may wonder if this appearance of Elijah on the mount of transfiguration fulfills Malachi’s prophecy even more directly than the ministry of John the Baptist.  In light of Jesus’ answer in the next verse, they may also be wanting to know why Malachi speaks of the restoration of all things, which has not yet literally occurred.  In fact, if we give full logical force to the connective ‘then’ in this verse, the disciples may be asking, If Elijah is to come and restore all things, why can he not prevent the death of the Son of Man (since Jesus’ reference to his resurrection in verse 9 obviously implies he must die first).”


f.  “The disciples reply with a question, where we might have expected them to make some comment on the vision or the need for silence.  Therefore is not what we expect, and it is not easy to see its force in this place. Perhaps it arises because they had just seen Elijah in the vision and were interested in his further activities. The disciples would have had a problem in that the prophecy said that Elijah would precede the Messiah and ‘restore all things’; why therefore should the Messiah suffer?  If the Messiah was going to die, where did Elijah fit into the picture?  For whatever reason the disciples want to know about Elijah, and in any age there is curiosity about a worthy person from the past who is said to be about to reappear on earth.  It is interesting that they refer to the teaching of the scribes when they might well have referred to the prophecy of Mal 4:5 that was the origin of the teaching of the scribes.  But since these men were the religious experts, their teaching about important religious matters would be respected by people like the disciples.  Their word must indicates a compelling divine necessity; it was in the divine will that Elijah would precede the Messiah.  This required no profound insight, but perhaps the disciples want to reinforce their own position by reference to accepted authorities.  The prophet speaks of ‘the great and dreadful day of the Lord’ and this is easily understood of the coming of the Messiah.  After Peter’s confession narrated in the preceding chapter and now the splendid vision on the mountain, none of them would have had any doubts but that Jesus was the Messiah.  But where was Elijah?  The scribal interpretation of the prophecy was clearly widely known, but these disciples had not seen a fulfilment.  Had Elijah come unnoticed?  Were the scribes wrong?  They ask Jesus to clear up the point for them.”


g.  “If the appearance of Elijah, which the disciples had just witnessed, was the one expected by Israel according to prophecy, it would seem that it should be publicly proclaimed instead of being concealed in silence.  It was the popular expectation that Elijah would first teach the Jews and settle all their disputed questions.”
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