John 1:1
Matthew 18:1



 is the preposition EN plus the locative of time from the feminine singular demonstrative pronoun EKEINOS plus the noun HWRA, meaning “At that time.”
  Then we have the third person plural aorist active indicative from the verb PROSERCHOMAI, which means “to come to: came to.”


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.

This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun MATHĒTĒS, meaning “the disciples.”  Next we have the dative indirect object from the masculine singular article and proper noun IĒSOUS, meaning “to Jesus.”  Then we have 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 produced the action.


The participle is circumstantial.

“At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying,”
 is the nominative subject from the masculine singular interrogative pronoun TIS, meaning “Who?”  Then we have the transitional use of the particle ARA, meaning “then” when used to transition in the narrative from one topic to the next topic.
  It also enlivens the narrative, when used in questions.  This is followed by the predicate nominative from the masculine singular comparative adjective MEGAS, meaning “greater.”  Next we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: is.”


The present tense is an aoristic present, which regards the state of being as a fact.


The active voice indicates that ‘who’ produces the state of being greater.


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

Finally, we have the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the feminine singular article and noun BASILEIA plus the genitive of identity or descriptive genitive from the masculine plural article and noun OURANOS, meaning “in the kingdom of the heavens.”

“‘Who then is greater in the kingdom of the heavens?’”
Mt 18:1 corrected translation
“At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, ‘Who then is greater in the kingdom of the heavens?’”
Mk 9:33-34, “And they came to Capernaum; and after being in the house, He began asking them, ‘What were you discussing on the way?’  However they kept silent, for they had discussed with one another on the way who is the greater.”

Explanation:
1.  “At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying,”

a.  Matthew continues the story of the life of Jesus with examples of Jesus’ private teaching to His disciples in the final months before His death.  The phrase “at that time” indicates an event closely following the previous event.  This conversation in Jesus’ house in Capernaum followed immediately after the group’s return from the mount of transfiguration.


b.  The disciples have a concern, which they bring to Jesus in the form of a question.  It is important to note that the disciples began this discussion on the road, coming back to Capernaum.  Jesus doesn’t bring this issue up until they are all together with Him in the privacy of His house.  The disciples are the ones concerned about greatness in God’s kingdom, not Jesus.  Jesus is concerned about their humility, not their status.  Are they thinking about the Old Testament patriarchs like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph, or the great prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Elijah, or the great kings like David and Solomon, or themselves?  Certainly God had plenty of candidates from which to pick.

2.  “‘Who then is greater in the kingdom of the heavens?’”

a.  The conjunction ARA, meaning ‘then’ or ‘consequently’ indicates a prior discussion that includes more than what is recorded here.  The disciples didn’t just bring up this question out of thin air.  They had been thinking about it and talking to each other about it all day long on the road to Capernaum.  We know from Mark’s description that the disciples had a previous discussion among themselves and now ask the question “Who then…?”


b.  Notice that the disciples don’t ask, “Who then is greatest…?”  That would be an insult to the Lord Jesus Christ, since it is already a settled issue that He is the King in the kingdom of the heavens.  Being ‘king’ makes Him the greatest.  The disciples’ question addresses who comes after Jesus as the greater ones in the kingdom.


c.  Notice Matthew’s characteristic plural OURANOS = heavens.  Matthew is not stupid; he knows the difference between the singular OURANOU and the plural OURANWN.  He uses the singular in Mt 6:26; 8:20; 11:23, 25; 13:32; 16:1, 3; 21:25 (twice); 24:29, 30; 26:64; 28:2.  It is obvious from these thirteen uses of the singular that Matthew was deliberately using the plural, whenever it is found.  Thus the correct translation is “the kingdom of the heavens.”  We don’t have the right or authority to just change the translation to a singular because it is easier to interpret or explain.  The kingdom of the heavens includes all that God rules: the kingdom on earth; the kingdom of the stellar universe (ruled now by Satan, but ends with the second advent of Christ); and the kingdom of heaven (the residence of God and the elect angels).

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “The disciples asked Jesus a question they had undoubtedly been pondering among themselves.”


b.  “The fact that Peter was ‘favored’ by having his temple dues provided for him possibly prompted the question on who was the greater.”

c.  “By combining the gospel records, we can reconstruct the sequence of events that led up to this teaching:



i) The argument on who was the greater broke out on the road to Capernaum (Lk 9:46).



ii) The temple authorities accosted Peter about tax as they entered Capernaum (Mt 19:24).



iii) Jesus, having entered the house, after instructing him, sent Peter fishing (Mt 19:27).



iv) After Peter had paid the tax and returned, Jesus asked the twelve what they had been arguing about on the road (Mk 9:33).



v) Embarrassed, the disciples remained silent (Mk 9:34).



vi) Jesus announced the principle that determines status (Mk 9:35).



vii) Having been exposed, the disciples referred their question on who was the greater to Jesus (Mt 18:1).



viii) Jesus used a little child to illustrate His instruction on salvation and status.”


d.  “It is not a question merely about church hierarchies, still less about grades of importance in heaven after this life, but about the whole principle of the evaluation of importance in God’s sight.”


e.  “The question the disciples ask fits in well with frequent Jewish discussions about hierarchy in various walks of life. The present tense ‘is’ underlines the disciples’ concern about status and privilege in the community soon to be set loose on the world rather than any debate about future reward in heaven.  Jesus’ singling out of Peter, James, and John to accompany Him for the transfiguration would also have raised questions in the disciples’ minds about varying degrees of privilege.  Nevertheless, their question seems highly inappropriate in light of Jesus’ recent and repeated passion predictions and teaching on self-denial.”


f.  “The disciples seem to have become increasingly sure that Jesus was the Messiah, which meant that the messianic kingdom was just around the corner, and that in turn meant for them that the top places in the kingdom were up for grabs. So disciples wonder who will be the great ones in the kingdom of which Jesus spoke, so they ask a question to find out.  They are looking for the name of the person who would be second to Jesus when the kingdom was established.”


g.  “On the road the Twelve had had their dispute, and Jesus had delayed until this time to thoroughly settle this question that was so fraught with danger because of envy, jealousy, pride, and hatred.”
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