John 1:1
Matthew 3:12



 is the possessive genitive masculine singular relative pronoun HOS, meaning “Whose” and referring back to the Coming One in the previous verse.  Next we have the nominative subject from the neuter singular article and noun PTUON, which means “a winnowing shovel, fan, or forklike shovel.”  Literally this says ‘the winnowing shovel of Whom’, which is converted in English grammar to ‘Whose winnowing shovel’.  This is followed by the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the feminine singular article and noun CHEIR with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “in His hand.”  There is an ellipsis (deliberate omission) of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: [is].”

“Whose winnowing shovel [is] in His hand,”
 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the third person singular future active indicative from the verb DIAKATHARIZW, which means “to thoroughly clean out.”
  (This is the only use of this word in all Greek literature.)


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The active voice indicates that the Coming One will produce the action.


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

Next we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular article and noun HALWN with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “His threshing floor.”

“and He will thoroughly clean out His threshing floor;”
 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the third person singular future active indicative from the verb SUNAGW, which means “to gather in.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The active voice indicates that the Coming One will produce the action.


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

Next we have the accusative direct object from the masculine singular article and noun SITOS with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “His wheat.”  Then we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular article and noun APOTHĒKĒ, meaning “into the barn.”

“and He will gather His wheat into the barn;”
 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “however” plus the accusative direct object from the neuter singular article and noun ACHURON, meaning “the chaff.”  This is followed by the third person singular future active indicative from the verb KATAKAIW, which means “to destroy by fire; burn up; consume by fire.  The morphology is the same as the previous verbs.  Finally, we have the instrumental of manner from the neuter singular noun PUR and the adjective ASBESTOS, meaning “with inextinguishable/unquenchable fire.”

“however, the chaff He will burn up with unquenchable fire.’”
Mt 3:12 corrected translation
“Whose winnowing shovel [is] in His hand, and He will thoroughly clean out His threshing floor; and He will gather His wheat into the barn; however, the chaff He will burn up with unquenchable fire.’”
Lk 3:17, “Whose winnowing shovel [is] in His hand to clean out His threshed grain, and to gather the wheat into His barn; however, He will burn the chaff with inextinguishable fire.’”
Explanation:
1.  “Whose winnowing shovel [is] in His hand,”

a.  John continues his prophecy about the future of those who believe in the Messiah and those who don’t with a metaphor/illustration from everyday common life in Israel.


b.  The subject “Whose” refers to the Coming One in the previous context, Who is identified as the Messiah.  The winnowing shovel or winnowing fork was the tool used by the wheat farmer to throw the wheat into the air and allow the grains of wheat to be separated from the chaff (or uneatable parts of the plant that surrounded the grain.


c.  The fact that the winnowing shovel is in the Coming One’s hand indicates that He is ready at any moment to begin the process of separating the wheat from the chaff.  The wheat represents believers in the Messiah and the chaff represents those who reject the Messiah.


d.  Notice that it is the Coming One who personally performs this separation; it is not delegated to others.  Angels will work for the Lord in performing this service, but He personally is responsible for its execution.  It is the hand of God that selects the real believers from the unbelievers.

2.  “and He will thoroughly clean out His threshing floor;”

a.  The threshing floor refers to the entire earth, but has special application in this setting to the nation of Israel.  We know that this metaphor applies to more than just the nation of Israel, because in other prophecies of the Second Advent, Jews from all over the world are regathered to Israel.


b.  The action of thoroughly cleaning means that there is no place on earth where a believer will not be found and gathered together with the rest of the wheat.  In addition, there is no place on earth where the chaff will not be found and gathered together with the rest of the chaff.


c.  The whole world will be completed gathered at the Second Advent into two groups—the wheat (believers) and the chaff (unbelievers).

3.  “and He will gather His wheat into the barn;”

a.  The Coming One will then gather the believers into His barn.  His barn is the millennial kingdom of our Lord.


b.  Notice that the wheat is called, ‘His wheat’, indicating that all believers are the personal property of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Coming One.  We belong to Him.  He owns us by virtue of paying the price for our freedom from the slave market of sin.


c.  The Lord will direct the gathering of believers to Himself in Jerusalem, and the elect angels will carry out this service for Him.  There is nothing Satan can do to stop this.  In fact, Satan will be incarcerated in the prison in Hades, called ‘the Abyss’ for the thousand-year reign of our Lord.

4.  “however, the chaff He will burn up with unquenchable fire.’”

a.  Having described the millennial future of believers, John turns his attention to the future of the unbelievers (the chaff).  The Coming One will have them burn with unquenchable fire.  This is not a reference to the lake of fire; for the lake of fire is not filled with unbelievers until after the last judgment.  These unbelievers will be placed in the compartment of Hades called ‘Torments’ and burn there in unquenchable fire until the last judgment, at which time they are cast into the lake of fire, Rev 20:11-15.


b.  These unbelievers will live in a fire that does not go out and does not consume them.  They burn without being completely consumed into a non-existence.  And the fire that burns them is never extinguished.  It cannot be put out.


c.  John describes the most horrible future existence imaginable for the people listening to him, so there will be no question about God’s attitude toward those who reject God’s message from John or the One coming after him.


d.  Related Scripture.



(1)  Mal 4:1, “‘For behold, the day is coming, burning like a furnace; and all the arrogant and every evildoer will be chaff; and the day that is coming will set them ablaze,’ says the Lord of the armies, ‘so that it will leave them neither root nor branch.’”



(2)  Isa 5:24, “Therefore, as a tongue of fire consumes stubble and dry grass collapses into the flame, so their root will become like rot and their blossom blow away as dust; for they have rejected the law of the Lord of the armies and despised the word of the Holy One of Israel.”



(3)  Ps 1:4, “The wicked are…like chaff which the wind drives away.”



(4)  Ex 15:7, “And in the greatness of Your excellence You overthrow those who rise up against You; You send forth Your burning anger, and it consumes them as chaff.”

5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “John was saying that the Messiah, when He came, would prepare a remnant (wheat) for the kingdom by empowering and cleansing the people.  Those who reject Him (chaff) would be judged and cast into eternal unquenchable fire.”


b.  “The fire that purifies will also destroy all that is worthless.  Jesus too talks of this destructive element in His mission, using very similar words (Mt 13:30 [the parable of the tares and wheat]).  The wheat is separated off as it is thrown up with the winnowing fork (better ‘shovel’) for the wind to blow away the chaff, which is then gathered and burnt in fire which is unquenchable, because its fierceness will destroy all that is put in it (the word is not, and does not necessarily imply, ‘everlasting’, which would not fit the threshing-floor imagery).  The fear of judgment is thus a prominent element of John’s preaching which should lead his hearers to repentance.  But the judgment, no less than the dawning salvation, is focused in Jesus.”


c.  “There exists a certain tension between the imagery of fire and the other major biblical image for eternal punishment, namely, outer darkness.  Fire and total darkness cannot literally coexist.  But even as metaphors, each graphically depicts the pain and separation from God that characterizes damnation.  The adjective “unquenchable” (literally, fireproof [Greek asbestos]) implies that fuel will always remain to keep the fire burning and speaks against the doctrine of annihilationism (the idea that unbelievers simply cease conscious existence upon death).  Matthew’s main focus remains not on the nature of hell but on the inevitable twofold division of all people based on their response to John’s and Jesus’ call to repentance.”


d.  “The thought of judgment is enlarged.  John pictures the Messiah as having a winnowing fork in His hand.  At harvest-time the grain was threshed; for example, by having oxen tread it out, a process that shook the grain free from the husks but left them in the same heap.  It was then winnowed: the threshed grain was separated from the husks by throwing it into the air, at first with a fork and later with a shovel (Isa 30:24).  The heavier grain would fall straight down, but the lighter husks would be blown further away. If the winnowing fork is already in hand, the process of separation is about to begin.  The picture is one of imminent activity; judgment will not be delayed.  And it will be wholehearted; for he will thoroughly cleanse his threshing floor.  The verb is unusual, but it clearly points to a complete cleaning out of the threshing floor.  It is possible to understand this as meaning that the threshing floor will be cleaned by the removal of all the husks so that only the grain is left.  But the further imagery of fire suggests that the cleansing will be by burning up the chaff.  And he will gather his wheat signifies the preservation of those who are right with God, just as burn up the chaff the severe judgment of those who are in the wrong.  Fire is often used in connection with the last judgment.  That cannot be put out points to the impossibility of averting the punishment of evil.  The putting of the wheat into the barn (Matthew has ‘his wheat’ and Luke ‘his barn’) and the burning up of the chaff picture the satisfactory completion of the harvest.”
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