John 1:1
Matthew 9:14



 is the temporal conjunction TOTE, meaning “Then,” followed by the third person plural present deponent middle/passive indicative from the verb PROSERCHOMAI, which means “to come to.”


The present tense is a historical present, which describes the past action as though occurring right now for the sake of vividness or liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the English past tense.


The deponent middle/passive voice is middle/passive in form but active in meaning with the subject (the disciple of John the Baptist) 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” and referring to Jesus.  This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun MATHĒTĒS with the possessive genitive or genitive of identity from the masculine singular proper noun IWANNĒS, which means “the disciples of John” and referring to John the Baptist.  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 is now occurring.


The active voice indicates that the disciples of John produce the action.


The participle is circumstantial.

“Then the disciples of John came to Him, saying,”
 is the preposition DIA plus the accusative of cause from the interrogative pronoun TIS, meaning “Because of what” or simply “Why?”  Then we have the nominative subject from the first person plural personal pronoun EGW, meaning “we.”  With this we have the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and proper noun PHARISAIOS, meaning “the Pharisees.”  Next we have the first person plural present active indicative of the verb NĒSTEUW, which means “to fast: do we fast.”


The present tense is a descriptive and customary present of what normally and typically occurs.  This can also be regarded as an iterative present for an action that occurs at successive intervals.


The active voice indicates that John’s disciples and the Pharisees produce the action.


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

The word “POLLA” is not found in Codex Sinaiticus or Vaticanus, and does not show up until 5th century A.D. scribes ‘inserted’ it.
“‘Why do we and the Pharisees fast;”
 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “however.”  With this we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun MATHĒTĒS plus the possessive genitive from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “Your disciples.”  Finally, we have the negative adverb OU, meaning “not” plus the third person plural present active indicative of the verb NĒSTEUW, which means “to fast.”  The morphology of the verb is the same as its previous use.

“however, Your disciples do not fast?’”
Mt 9:14 corrected translation
“Then the disciples of John came to Him, saying, ‘Why do we and the Pharisees fast; however, Your disciples do not fast?’”
Mk 2:18, “Now the disciples of John and the Pharisees were fasting; and they [the scribes of the Pharisees] came and said to Him, ‘Why do John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do not fast?’”

Lk 5:33, “Then they [the scribes and Pharisees] said to Him, ‘The disciples of John often fast and offer prayers for themselves, those [disciples] of the Pharisees also do likewise; however, Yours eat and drink.’”

Explanation:
1.  “Then the disciples of John came to Him, saying,”

a.  Matthew moves the story of the life of Jesus along to another time and place (as does Mark) without telling us exactly when or where this exchange occurred.


b.  Matthew says that the disciples of John ask the question.  Mark and Luke say that the scribes and Pharisees ask the question.  This is not a contradiction.  The group asking the question contained all three groups: John’s disciples, some scribes, and some Pharisees.  “In Matthew’s account the questions are asked by the disciples of John the Baptist. He was noted for his severity regarding food, and it is quite understandable that his disciples would have fasted.  Luke depicted the questions as coming from the Pharisees (Lk 5:30, 33) and Mark wrote that the questions came from both groups (Mk 2:18).”


c.  The attitude of the disciples of John is not one of antagonism (though that may be the case with the scribes and Pharisees), but a sincere question of curiosity and inquiry from a genuine lack of understanding.  It is also possible that the scribes and Pharisees so pestered the disciples of John that they put the disciples of John up to possessing the question as their ‘front men’.  The idea being that Jesus was more likely to deal with the disciples of John, whom He respected and loved, than with the scheming and deceitful scribes and Pharisees, who so often attempted to set verbal traps for Jesus.

2.  “‘Why do we and the Pharisees fast;”

a.  The question is simple and straightforward.  John’s disciples fast and the Pharisees also fast.  Why is it necessary for them to do this according to the Mosaic Law?  It is a legitimate question—what is the purpose and importance of fasting for those under the Law?


b.  Notice that it is the disciples of John asking the question, and it may well be that the Pharisees put them up to asking this question, since the disciples of John include the Pharisees in the question.


c.  The law of Moses specifically required fasting for only one occasion—the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:29-30; 23:27-31; Num 29:7).  Moses fasted for the forty days and nights he was receiving the Law from the Lord Jesus Christ.

3.  “however, Your disciples do not fast?’”

a.  In contrast to the disciples of John and scribes and Pharisees, the disciples of Jesus were never required by Him to fast during His time with them.

b.  Within this question is the direct statement that the disciples of Jesus did not fast at any time during His public ministry.  However, because there are many references in the New Testament Scriptures to fasting and the requirement of people to fast on various occasions and for specific reasons, we cannot use the implication of this question to justify the idea that Christians should never fast.  There are times and places for legitimate Christian fasting, but this is not the place to teach this doctrine.  I refer the reader to the article listed in footnote one (above on page 2) for a detailed explanation.


c.  It is possible to read an antagonistic attitude into the question, if the question is being posed by the scribes and Pharisees alone.  But because the question is coming from the disciples of John, it is highly unlikely that there is any tone of resentment or criticism in their attitude.  For the disciples of John this is a legitimate desire for understanding and clarification.  This is easily proven by the nature and tone of our Lord’s answer.  For example, He doesn’t tell them to “Go and learn what this means” as He did to the scribes and Pharisees on an earlier occasion.

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “A rivalry had developed between John’s and Jesus’ disciples [that is pure conjecture and not a fact].  This jealousy [another assumption] found empathy with the Pharisees.  The problem was that Jesus did not conform to man’s presuppositions.   Fasting is not mentioned in the Pentateuch [I guess this commentator missed Lev 16:29-30; 23:27-31; Num 29:7]; it is first referred to in Jud 20:26 [wrong, see previous references] and is a practice that only came into serious prominence in the exile, so was a voluntary Jewish tradition, not a divinely decreed obligation [wrong again; it was required on the Day of Atonement].  Matthew tells us that John’s disciples came to Jesus, whereas Mark and Luke report simply that ‘people’ [that is wrong as well; is the passages from Mark and Luke quoted above] asked similar questions.  Obviously, the question posed here had developed into quite a wide-spread contention [another conjecture with no basis in fact].”


b.  “After the hostile questioning by scribes and Pharisees, a third group now appears in opposition [that’s an assumption] to Jesus’ practice, the disciples of John.  Jn 3:25ff and 4:1 suggest that they saw Jesus and His disciples as rivals [those passages suggest nothing of the kind].  John’s disciples presumably joined the Pharisees in observing not only the one fast enjoined in the Old Testament law (the Day of Atonement) and other prescribed fasts of a commemorative nature, but a regular routine of weekly fasts.  We have no evidence beyond Mt 6:16–18 and this passage for Jesus’ attitude to fasting, but these passages show that He did not repudiate fasting as such, while this verse indicates that His practice was not rigorous.  He presumably observed the Day of Atonement at least, but not the Pharisaic routine.”


c.  “The flip side of the objection to Jesus’ partying with the disreputable is the complaint that He does not fast.  Here John’s disciples pose the question, seemingly siding with the Pharisees.  This surprises us because John has prepared the way for Jesus and sternly criticized the Jewish leaders, but John’s message and ministry style also contrast with Jesus’.  Preparation for the Messiah’s coming required repentance and a certain austerity, but now the time for joy has arrived.  Neither the Pharisees nor John’s disciples were wrong in fasting as a prelude to the reception of spiritual blessings, but now those blessings are present.  Jesus’ inauguration of the kingdom stimulates celebration and rejoicing, as at wedding festivities.”


d.  “Matthew’s then does not point to strict sequence.  It may well be that John’s disciples were fasting on a day that the followers of Jesus were feasting [conjecture].  Fasting was a common religious practice in the ancient world.  The only fast prescribed in the Law was that on the Day of Atonement, but in New Testament times pious Jews fasted every Monday and Thursday, and they might employ the practice at other solemn times.  Whenever people felt that God should be approached in special humility for help in some time of trouble they saw fasting as the appropriate way.  Fasting regularly twice a week and on other occasions as well certainly merits the description often.  Fasting could be seen as a way of gaining merit before God, and thus it is not surprising that Jesus and His disciples eschewed the practice.  But this certainly marked them out as distinctive; John’s men say that Jesus’ people do not do it.  Jesus himself fasted at the time of the temptation in the wilderness, but there is no record of Him engaging in the practice subsequently.”


e.  “Their question is not prompted by hostility but by perplexity.  They want to know the reason for this great difference in regard to fasting.  Note that these disciples of John come to Jesus Himself with their perplexity and do not, as the Pharisees, take their accusation to the disciples of Jesus.  They want enlightenment; the Pharisees want to discredit Jesus.”
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