John 1:1
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

 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now” plus the third person plural imperfect active indicative from the verb ECHW, which means “to have; to hold: they were holding.”


The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, which describes a continuous, past action without reference to its conclusion.  This can be translated by use of the English auxiliary verb “were.”


The active voice indicates that the Roman government was producing the action.


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

Then we have the temporal conjunction TOTE, meaning “then; at that time.”  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the masculine singular noun DESMIOS and adjective EPISĒMOS, meaning “a notorious prisoner.”

“Now at that time they were holding a notorious prisoner,”
 is the accusative masculine singular present active participle of the verb LEGW, which means “to be called; to be named.”


The present tense is a descriptive/customary present for what occurred at that time.


The passive voice indicates that this man received the action of being named.


The participle is circumstantial.

Finally, we have the word IĒSOUS, which isn’t in the original or any of the oldest manuscripts.  It doesn’t show up in any manuscript until the 4th century Syriac translation.  The final word in the text is the accusative direct object from the masculine singular proper noun BARABBAS, transliterated as “Barabbas.”

“named Barabbas.”
Mt 27:16 corrected translation

“Now at that time they were holding a notorious prisoner, named Barabbas.”
Mk 15:7, “Now the man named Barabbas had been imprisoned with the revolutionaries who had committed murder in the rebellion.”

Lk 23:18-19, “However, they cried out all together, saying, ‘Away with this man; then release for us Barabbas.’  (Who was thrown in prison because of a certain rebellion occurring in the city and murder.)”

Jn 18:39-40, “‘However you have a custom that I might release one man to you at the Passover festival; therefore, do you wish [that] I release to you the King of the Jews?’  Therefore, they shouted again, saying, ‘Not this Man, but Barabbas.’  Now Barabbas was a revolutionary.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now at that time they were holding a notorious prisoner,”

a.  At the time of the Passover festival the Roman government had taken a man prisoner, who was a murderer and revolutionary—the two things the Roman government hated most.  This man was on the Roman government’s ‘Most Wanted’ list, and they had captured him.


b.  This man was rotting in prison awaiting crucifixion that day.  He was scheduled to be crucified with two thieves on each side of him later that morning as an example to all the people of Jerusalem and all the pilgrims at the festival.


c.  As a revolutionary, he would have been a member of the Zealots, the political party that advocated the overthrow of the Roman rule in Israel.  He would have been an enemy of Caiaphas, who was guilty of ‘working with the Roman government’.  So when the high priests encourage the people to call for the crucifixion of Jesus verses Barabbas, it is no insignificant event.


d.  The fact this man is called ‘notorious’ indicates the significance of his opposition to Rome and to the leaders of Israel.  All those in authority wanted him dead, which indicates how much more the leaders of Israel wanted Jesus dead.  They considered Jesus a far greater threat to their rule than the most well known revolutionary and murderer.

2.  “named Barabbas.”

a.  Finally, Matthew tells us the name of this notorious criminal.  His name is Barabbas, which means “son of the father (BAR = son; ABBAS = father).”


b.  Note that none of the Gospels mention the name “Jesus” as his ‘first name’.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Instead of selecting some unknown prisoner, Pilate deliberately chose the most notorious prisoner he had, Barabbas.  This man was a robber (Jn 18:40) and a murderer (Mk 15:7).  Pilate reasoned that the crowd would reject Barabbas and ask for Jesus to be released; for who wants a convicted murderer and robber turned loose into society?”


b.  “Pilate’s plan to bring about the release of Jesus involved a notorious prisoner named Barabbas, an insurrectionist and murderer.  Pilate thought that surely the people of the nation loved Jesus, their King, and that only the leaders were envious of Him and of the people’s acclaim of Him.  He reasoned that if the people had a choice they surely would release Jesus, not the notorious Barabbas.”


c.  “Pilate shrewdly chose Barabbas as the alternative for Christ, as Barabbas was a notorious criminal who had robbed and murdered Jews so would be most unlikely to be their nominee for a pardon.”


d.  “Pilate expects the crowd to opt for Jesus, especially when the only other apparent candidate for release is a man named Barabbas, who was particularly ‘notorious’.  Episēmon meant particularly distinguished, in either a good or bad way.  Barabbas means son of a father in a simple, human sense.  Jesus, on the other hand, was the Heavenly Son of His Heavenly Father.

Several important manuscripts and versions (Θ, f1, 700, Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, Origen), and only in Matthew, add in both verses 16 and 17 that Barabbas’s forename was ‘Jesus.’ Although the external evidence for accepting these readings as original is relatively weak [completely weak], it is hard to imagine anyone creating this potentially embarrassing parallel if it were not true (whether or not Matthew actually wrote it in his autograph). [Scribes were notorious for changing the text.]  Certainly, having both characters named Jesus tightens the parallelism and makes the irony of the crowd’s response all the greater.”


e.  “At that time they (the Romans) had a prisoner whom Matthew calls notable.  His name, according to most manuscripts, was Barabbas, but there is manuscript evidence for the name ‘Jesus Barabbas.’ [Weak evidence beginning in the 4th century Syriac translation].  This presents us with an interesting textual problem.  If the reading ‘Jesus Barabbas’ was original, the reason for its absence in most MSS would be that reverence for the name of the Savior caused many scribes to shrink from including it as the name of a criminal.  If it was not original, why did some MSS include it?  If we are impressed by the consensus of the MSS we will omit it, but if we give the deciding vote to what the scribes were likely to have done we will include it.  Verse 20 is hard to reconcile with the reading ‘Jesus Barabbas’ here.  Barabbas is an Aramaic expression meaning ‘son of a father,’ so it is not unlikely that it was preceded by a name.  We may well ask why the name ‘Jesus’ has left no trace in the textual tradition of the other three Gospels.  It is also relevant that so many MSS of this Gospel do not have the name, and it is not found in any of them in verses 20, 21, and 26.”


f.  “The textual evidence for the view that this man was called ‘Jesus Barabbas’ is so inferior as to require no discussion.”
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