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Verbal Tense and Aspect

Introduction

Greek verbs generally have four different stems as indicated either through the
opposition of different roots (e.g., in verbs with different roots like ¢oxouat, fAOov,
EANALOa, éAévooual) or through stems formed from the same root through changes in
vocalization or accentuation or through vowel lengthening or use of suffixes (e.g., Aeimw,
Aoy, Aédowma, Aetpouar; Patvw, €Bnv, PéPnka, Pricopay Avw, €éAvoa, AéAvka,
Avoopat). Coincidentally, these stems are of the indicative and it is from them that other
moods are deduced, such as the subjunctive or the imperative, the personal forms (by
addition of the appropriate endings: AVw, AveLg, etc.), as well as the impersonal forms

such as the infinitive and the participle.!

From the time of the ancient Greek grammarians, these stems have been termed the
present, aorist, perfect and future stems. At first glance, it may seem as though the stems
indicate primarily time, i.e., when the action indicated by the verb is realized in relation
to the moment the message is pronounced: now (present), before (past) and after (future)
and a sort of hybrid between before and now (perfect). However, as we shall see, this is
not the case: only the future stem truly indicates time—the future time —whereas the
other three indicate aspect, i.e., an indication of the time of the event under consideration in
relation to the time being referenced to.? That notwithstanding, various combinations exist,

so much so that the verb system is in the end an irregular system that indicates either

time (the future stem) or aspect (the other three stems) or time and aspect together (the
combination of these stems with the “present tense” —through the use of primary
endings— and “preterite tense” —through the use of secondary endings and the

augment).

This can be seen in the following fact. The “present” stem is “present” time when only
the “primary (tense) endings” (i.e., endings of present, future, perfect and future perfect
indicatives) are used, e.g., AU-o-pat (present stem + thematic vowel + primary ending);

use the “secondary (tense) endings” (i.e., endings of aorist, imperfect and pluperfect

1 The discussion in this introductory part is obtained mainly from Francisco Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva
sintaxis del griego antiguo, Manuales (Madrid: Gredos, 1992), 380-84.
2 We shall discuss aspect in more detail further on.
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indicatives) and/or an augment with the same stem and you are no longer in the “present
time”, but in the “past”: the imperfect, e.g., é&-Av-0-unv (augment + present stem +
thematic vowel + secondary ending). Similarly, the perfect stem used with the primary
endings is in the “present time”, e.g., AéAv-pat, whereas when used with the augment
and the secondary endings, it is in the past: the pluperfect, e.g., &-AeAv-unv. The aorist
stem is the only one that doesn’t have primary endings, for which reason it is always a
preterite (since it always has the augment). The future stem, as we said, indicates
primarily future time, yet there also exists a second future stem that indicates aspect as
well: the future perfect, e.g., kexAn-o-e-ta (perfect stem + future tense suffix + thematic

vowel + primary ending).?

As we can see, not only is the system irregular since it combines the two categories of
time and aspect, it is also expressed using confusing terms. We speak of “temporal stems”
(present, future, aorist, perfect,) when in reality only the second one is really temporal,
the rest are aspectual. In these aspectual stems, the time is usually marked by other
elements, as we have seen in the previous paragraph (verbs with different roots solve the
problem by using a different root for each stem e.g., Aéyw, éow, eimov, elonka or
¢oxopat, éAevoopat, NABov, EAAvOa). Indeed, we are seldom told in the grammars that
the present time is in fact that of the “present” and “perfect” tenses in the indicative,
whereas the preterite time is that of the “imperfect” (the preterite of the present stem),

the aorist and the “pluperfect” (preterite of the perfect stem).

All this confusion probably arises from the fact that the term “aspect” is modern and
was not used in the ancient grammars. This, however, does not mean that the latter never
considered the existence of aspect in the verb system. The terminology we use is mainly
inherited from Latin grammars since in Latin the time element is more prominent.*
Ancient Greek terminology for these stems shows that they also had aspect in mind.
Modern grammar has not changed this but rather only sought to make more evident the
existence of aspect in the Greek verbal system. We shouldn’t, therefore, separate the two
categories, nor downplay one in favor of the other, for instance, saying that aspect is but

the modern way of considering time as anterior, contemporaneous and subsequent: these

% See also the discussion in Nicholas ]. Ellis, “Aspect-Prominence, Morpho-Syntax, and a Cognitive-
Linguistic Framework for the Greek Verb,” in The Greek Verb Revisited: A Fresh Approach for Biblical Exegesis,
ed. Steven E. Runge and Christopher J. Fresch (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016), 132—43.

4 See Archibald Thomas Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research,
3rd ed. (New York, NY: Hodder and Stoughton, 1919), 822.
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are secondary meanings which, however, arise from the context. Wallace, for instance,
seems to downplay the element of time in the Greek verb tense when he states that
“aspect is the primary value of tense in Greek and time is secondary, if involved at all”®
and then goes on to define tense as “that feature of the verb that indicates the speaker’s
presentation of the verbal action (or state) with reference to its aspect and, under certain
conditions, its time.”® We shall look into this in the following discussion on time and

aspect.

Tense”

Tense (verbal or grammatical time) differs to some extent from real time. Modern
grammarians call it deictic (using the analogy of pronouns) or relative, since it always
points to a certain point of reference, usually the moment of elocution. However, this point of
reference is not always necessarily the narrator’s “now”. Indeed, in a narrative, verbal
time may have a reference point within the narrative itself (hence it is no longer the
narrator’s “moment”). For instance, within the narrative —which is recounted, as usual,
using the past tense—a character may be introduced performing certain actions, e.g.,
narrating a story, and the time of other verbs in the narrative may have this character’s
moment as their point of reference. Greek language lacks morphological tools to mark
out the verbs that do not have the moment of elocution as their reference point (think of
the quotes in modern languages). Neither does it have mechanisms like Latin’s consecutio
temporum. Only the context comes to the aide of the reader in Greek. For this reason, in
order to differentiate the various “time” references in Greek, when speaking of tense,
grammarians distinguish between “absolute time” and “relative time”. The former
“concerns the location of an action in the past, present or future, relative to the moment of
speaking” while the latter “concerns the location of an action in time relative to another
temporal reference point given in the context” with the result that it is prior, simultaneous or

posterior to that other temporal reference point.?

5 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1996), 496. The emphasis is ours

¢ Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics, 496.

7 This section on Tense is based mainly on the discussion in Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego
antiguo, 386-89.

8 Evert van Emde Boas et al., The Cambridge Grammar of Classical Greek (Cambridge, UK ; New York, NY:
Cambridge University Press, 2019), 404. See also Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics, 497.
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For the most part, it is the mood of the verb that really indicates the time element in
the tense. Indeed, only in the indicative mood is time really involved, for, except in
indirect discourse, time is not involved at all in the subjunctive, optative, imperative and
participle and infinitive moods.? In what follows, we will discuss some concepts that are

important to bear in mind when discussing verbal time in Greek.

Timeless time and neuralization of time

Verbal time (i.e., tense) is a mandatory category, since every stem is either present,
preterite or future, so much so that if one of these stems is lacking, it is supplied by
another verbal stem.! Nevertheless, it can be neutralized if it is unknown by the speaker
or he is not interested in it or simple by other elements such as the genre, lexeme, nature
of the subject or object.!! For instance, the present time can be used in a timeless manner
to indicate a general fact, as is usually the case in proverbs (cf. 1 Cor 5,6; Gal 5,9: pucoa
Coun 6Aov 10 puEapa Cuuot). The same applies in the case of the so-called gnomic aorist,
where it is probable that a certain fact actually happened (hence the aorist) —either in
reality or in a parable—and has constituted a general truth (cf. Jas 1,11: dvéteidev yao O
NALOG OLV T@ KAVOWVL KAl €E10AVEV TOV XOQTOV, KAl TO &vO0g avTOL EEE€MeTey, Kal 1)
EVTIQEMELA TOV TIQOOWTIOV AVTOV AMWAETO 0VTWG Kal O MAOVOL0G €V TS oIS
avToL papavOnoetat). In some cases, the future time may also be neutralized in a similar
way, i.e., while indicating that an action will happen, the context may at the same time
indicate that the action will always happen, hence it is timeless (cf. Lk 17,37: 67ov to

oWHa, EKELKAL OL aeTol EmovvayOnoovat).

Neutralization may also be partial, as is usually the case where a certain stem
substitutes another: present for preterite or future, preterite for present, etc. Think for
instance of the cases where the aorist is used for a factually present action: what we have
then is a grammatically neutralized aorist, e.g.,, Lk 16,4 &yvwv ti moujow. This

substitution usually occurs when the stem of the substituted time is not able to express a

® Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics, 497; Emde Boas et al., The Cambridge Grammar of Classical Greek,
404-5.

10 For example, in Konié, the stem 6pa- of the verb 6pdw would be used only in the present and perfect:
004w, éwpaka, thus for the aorist, the stem 1d- of the verb €idov would be used (in any case, this verb no
longer had a present stem) and the stem o7t- would be used for the future (and the passives of the perfect
and aorist): dPopat, oppal, weonv. Thus, the principal parts of the verb were 6pdw, dpoual, eidov,
Edoaa, WppaL wednv

11 See Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 386; Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics,
498.

4



Class notes for the course A412: Testi Narrativi della Bibbia greca

Oct-Feb, 2023-2024

certain characteristic which it can with the substituting stem.!? In fine, grammatical time
may also be used in a way that expresses two different times, one explicitly and the other
elliptically (e.g., in Acts 17,21: AOnvaiotL d¢ TAVTES KAl Ol €TONHOVVTES EEVOL €IG OVDEV
£TEQOV NUKAIOOLY 1) Aéyely LT axkovely Tt katvoteQov, Luke states that at the time Paul
was at Athens, the inhabitants would spend their time chatting and listening to new

doctrines... they probably still continued to do so at the time he was writing the acts).

Fictive time

Neutralization is not the only explanation for the use of a certain tense where another
would be expected. This is usually the case where the historic present is involved. Many
proposals have been put forward to explain the use of the present where the preterite is
expected. See for instance Jn 1,29ff, where the circumstances are all given in the preterite
(as one would expect) but the main action, despite it being a narrative of past events, is
given in the present tense.’ It is usually thought that authors would do this in order to
make the narrative more vivid, and this is a fictive representation of time, i.e., the author
presents the actions “as though” they were actually happening at the moment he was
writing.! Thus, Fictive times are “normal” times, their point of reference does not change:

it is the actions that are transferred in a fictive way out of their times.

Uses of time that are not really temporal

It is also useful to note that occasionally, tenses may have a modal value, for instance,
the use of the future tense to sometimes indicate the sense of finality, or the “unreal” use
of the indicative imperfect and aorist (especially in condition clauses).’®> At times, the
tense is used normally from a grammatical point of view, but the pragmatic interpretation
is totally different. An example is when the future is used and is pragmatically an

imperative, e.g., Matt 21,3: kat édv tic vuiv eimn Tt €oeite (you will say) OtL 0 kVELOG

12 Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 387.

13 See Friedrich Blass, Albert Debrunner, and Robert W. Funk, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and
Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press, 1961), § 321.

14 Levinsohn, however, explains convincingly that the historic present is rather an emphasis marker for the
action that follows it, see Stephen H. Levinsohn, Discourse Features of New Testament Greek: A Coursebook on
the Information Structure of New Testament Greek, 2nd ed. (Dallas, TX: SIL International, 2000), 200.

15 See Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 388; Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics,
696-97.
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avtwv xoelav éxel (compare with Mk 11,3, which has the aorist imperative kat ¢dv tic

VULV elmn- Tl molelte TOUTO; elmate (say): O KUQLOG AUTOL XQelav £xeL).1

Aspect

As we have noted above, aspect has a temporal component since it is derived from
the internal analysis of an action or verbal process (an event) in relation to time.!” This
does not mean that an action has internal parts. We are rather considering the temporal
phase(s) of the action which the speaker or writer holds to be relevant.’® It is usually
expressed by means of the verbal stems. From these stems, the aspect can only be
extracted by means of abstraction regardless of whether they bear certain endings or
other, augments or no augments. (Certain) Tense(s) may lack in many languages, but

aspect is (almost) always present.”

Modern linguistics frequently considers the perfective and imperfective as the
principal aspects, i.e., those which tell us about the realization of an act.?’ A third aspect
also exists, though its particular nature is still under discussion by scholars, since it
appears to be a combination of these two aspects: the perfect aspect.? Thus, generally
speaking, the imperfective aspect is that in which the action is viewed as incomplete, the
perfective is that in which the action is considered in its entirety and the combinative is
that in which state of a completed action, whose effects are still relevant, is under

consideration.?

16 See Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics, 569; Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo,
388.

17 See Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 389; Christopher J. Thomson, “What Is Aspect?:
Contrasting Definitions in General Linguistics and New Testament Studies,” in The Greek Verb Revisited: A
Fresh Approach for Biblical Exegesis, ed. Steven E. Runge and Christopher J. Fresch (Bellingham, WA: Lexham
Press, 2016), 16, 26-27.

18 Emde Boas et al., The Cambridge Grammar of Classical Greek, 405; Thomson, “What Is Aspect?: Contrasting
Definitions in General Linguistics and New Testament Studies,” 35.

19 Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 389.

2 Thomson, “What Is Aspect?: Contrasting Definitions in General Linguistics and New Testament Studies,”
18-28; Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 390.

2t Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics, 501; Emde Boas et al., The Cambridge Grammar of Classical Greek,
406; Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 397, 456-57.

2 Emde Boas et al., The Cambridge Grammar of Classical Greek, 406.
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The scholar Alexander V. Isacenko in his work on the Russian language illustrated
the distinction between the two principal aspects using the analogy of a parade.?
According to Isacenko, when one uses a perfective verb, his perspective can be compared
to that of a person watching a parade from a stand: he is outside the event and can see
the whole of it from beginning to end, as it passes in front of him. On the other hand, when
one uses an imperfective verb, his perspective can be compared to that of a participant of
a parade, one who does not experience the complete event because he cannot see its
beginning or end. In this way, we see that the term “imperfective” is used in reference to
a form that is used only when the temporal boundaries of a situation are positively

excluded.

This analogy is often cited in many NT grammars though with variations that make
it different from what Isaéenko wanted to say.?* In Wallace, for instance, the person
observing from the stand represents the imperfective, whereas the perfective is
represented by a person watching the parade from a helicopter. The difference arises
from the fact that for Isacenko, aspect has a time element, whereas for Wallace it does not.
In other words, for Isacenko, aspect is what can be observed of the parade as it progresses
in time, whereas for Wallace, it is now represented by what one can be seen of the parade

at a particular moment.

The aspects usually receive different names in different grammars. The imperfective

7 ‘“ /i

is also usually called “durative”, “atelic”, “continuous” or “progressive”, the perfective

/Ay

is at times called “punctiliar”, “complexive” or “constative”, and the perfect as “stative”,

e

“perfective-stative” “retrospective” or “combinative” (to avoid confusion between the
perfective and perfect aspects, we shall henceforth use the term combinative for the
perfect aspect). What can we say about all these opinions regarding the aspects of the
present, aorist and perfect stems? To begin with, it is worth noting that with the present
tense, it is very frequent that the action be conceived simultaneously as durative and
lacking a specific end (atelic). This is probably because the action signified by the verb
itself may be either telic or atelic by nature, so much so that it doesn’t really matter
whether the stem is present or aorist. Take for instance the verb “to give”: it always needs
an end for its meaning to be complete: something has to change hands. Thus dd6vat,

dovvat, dedwkévar all imply something changes hands. Not so however with a verb like

2 Thomson, “What Is Aspect?: Contrasting Definitions in General Linguistics and New Testament Studies,”
20-24.
2 See for instance, Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics, 500.
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“to carry”. Indeed, the present stem @épw rarely ever indicates the conclusion of the
action, i.e., whether the action has an end or not (only the context will tell), whereas the

aorist stem 1)veyka indicates by itself that the action arrived at its end.?

This latter example also shows that some of the variations of use that depend either
on the semantic of the verb or on the context or on both, can be reduced to the perfective
value included in the end of an action. Indeed, with regards to the aorist, scholars usually
speak of an ingressive aorist, Bacilevoat “he began to rule”, punctiliar frjvar “he took a
step” and effective or resultant, mieioon “he persuaded”. Beside these they usually speak of
a neutral or constative or complexive or factive, i.e., that which expresses the action in its
totality. However, strictly speaking, the perfective aorist (which indicates simply the
realization of an action) is inseparable from the complexive, i.e., from that which indicates
that though an action is presented with the aorist stem it has nevertheless lasted for a
certain duration of time. Indeed, only the context or semantic facts (like the meaning of a
verb) or both, gives a durative value to a perfective aorist. No verb in the aorist can have
a durative value without at the same time having a perfective one. Analogously, neither
can we speak of a punctiliar aorist nor of a resultant aorist which is not at the same time a
perfective aorist. Whether an aorist is punctiliar or resultant depends largely on our
interpretation of a passage. Indeed, JAO¢v can be a simple consideration of an action “he
came” or a punctiliar action “he has just come” or resultant “he arrived”. In short, the
aorist indicates the end of a process. Grammar in itself will not indicate if it is punctiliar
or constative or resultant; for that, semantic or context will be necessary. As a matter of
fact, even the ingressive aspect, is obtained from an interpretation of the context, it is not
marked grammatically: ¢Bacidevoe can be both “he began to reign” or simply “he
reigned” depending on what the context tells us. Thus, the perfective value i.e., a completed

action, is the only general one when it comes to the aspect of the aorist.?
We should, therefore, bear the following in mind when discussing aspect:?

i. Aspect is an open category, i.e., despite the fact that it is present in many languages,
aspect in one language does not wholly coincide with that in another: the aorist is not

exactly the same as the past in English or the remote past in Spanish...

% See Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 395.
26 This paragraph summarizes the one in Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 395-96.
7 Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 390.
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ii. Like in the case of tense, neutralizations also occur in the category of aspect. This is
because since it is also a mandatory category, a speaker had to have recourse to
neutralization in those situations where aspectual differences were irrelevant to him.
Typical examples are the present with the meaning of a perfect, e.g., fkw “I have
arrived”, vikw “I am triumphant, a winner”, when used in the present without their
imperfective meaning but rather with either the perfective meaning of an aorist (the

historic present) or with no aspect at all.

These two points clarify further that aspect, which—with regard to its development —
refers to time, does not reproduce a physical reality. Rather, it refers to facts that have
been reinterpreted linguistically. It is therefore quite (not totally) a subjective reality, i.e.,
the aspect of the verb will depend on the choice the author makes with regards to how
he/she wants to represent an action in relation to the reference time.?® Indeed, the very
same action can be expressed using the present or aorist tense depending on the writer
or speaker’s interest, for instance in Jn 8,25 "EAeyov oOv avtq@: oL T(g €i; elmev avtoic O
Tnoovg: v doxnv 6 T kai AaAw vutv; Here, perhaps the first case of Aéyw is in the
imperfect so as to underline the fact that they were insisting in their speech, whereas the
second case underlines the accomplished fact. Similarly, we can find actions that in
physical time must certainly have lasted for a certain duration of time presented using
the aorist tense (usually thought to represent “punctiliar” action) rather than in the
imperfect (which has the durative aspect of the present stem), for instance, in Lk 9,16
Aafwv 0 TOLG TMEVTE XQETOLVG Kal TOLG dVO XOvag avaBAépag &g TOV 0VEAVOV
eVAOYNOEV AUTOVG Kal katékAaoev kat £0(dov Tolc pabnrtaic magabetvat @ OxAw.
Here, the action of blessing is definitely not “punctiliar” as that of breaking may be, but
the author has given it in the aorist probably to present it as a completed action. In fact,
in many cases, it is the context (e.g., presence of adverbs) that will indicate whether an
action is to be interpreted as punctiliar or not. As such, the aorist in such a case is not
insisting on the duration of an action, but rather in its completeness, its integrity. Context

thus aides a lot.?

This discussion on aspect has underlined the fact that aspect is first and foremost
indicated by the stem of the verb, is very much related to time and is often subjective (i.e.,

depends on the choice of the author). Its interpretation however will largely depend on

% See Thomson, “What Is Aspect?: Contrasting Definitions in General Linguistics and New Testament
Studies,” 32-33.
» See Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 391-92.
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the context. This final point is due to the fact that one can never find an isolated tense
form of a verb: it is always accompanied by lexical, grammatical and contextual elements,

elements which have to do with what we will now discuss, i.e., the Aktionsart.

Aktionsart

Aktionsart (pl. Aktionsarten) is a German word proposed by Karl Brugmann in his
Greek grammar (1885) and distinguished from aspect (grammatical) by Sigurd Agrell
(1908) in his study of Slavic verbs for meanings that, together with the perfective and
imperfective aspects, “indicate more exactly how a certain action is realized, the way and
form of its realization.”3® Aktionsart has then come to be known under various names such
as lexical aspect—in order to distinguish it from grammatical aspect (what we’ve studied
thus far)—, inherent meaning, actionality, aspectual character, procedural character, or simply
as the kind/manner of action.® The great variety of names for this phenomenon is evidence
to the fact that quite a number of diverging views have been proposed by scholars with
regards to the particulars of lexical aspect.’> What we shall do then is stick to the common
ground, i.e., deal with the lexical aspect inasmuch as it is related to the grammatical

aspect.

The lexical aspect therefore has to do with the temporal structure of the action
inherent in the meaning of the verb. In this respect, verbs are categorized with regards to
their telicity, i.e., whether they have an envisioned end (telic) or not (atelic), their stativity,
i.e.,, whether they indicate a change (dynamic) or not (stative), and their temporal extent,
i.e., whether they last over time (durative) or happen only once (semelfactive).* The fact
that we are considering the inherent meaning of a verb, however, should not lead us to
conclude that lexical aspect is “objective”, especially when we contrast it to the

grammatical aspect, which is apparently “subjective”, i.e., based on the choice of the

% Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 398; Stanley E. Porter, Idioms of the Greek New
Testament (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 27.

31 Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 397; Emde Boas et al., The Cambridge Grammar of
Classical Greek, 408; Thomson, “What Is Aspect?: Contrasting Definitions in General Linguistics and New
Testament Studies,” 30.

%2 Rodriguez Adrados, Nueva sintaxis del griego antiguo, 399-402; Thomson, “What Is Aspect?: Contrasting
Definitions in General Linguistics and New Testament Studies,” 28-34.

3 See Hana Filip, “Lexical Aspect,” in The Oxford Handbook of Tense and Aspect, ed. Robert I. Binnick, Oxford
Handbooks (Oxford; New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2012), 726-27;, Emde Boas et al., The
Cambridge Grammar of Classical Greek, 408; Emilio Crespo Giiemes, Luz Conti Jiménez, and Helena
Magquieira Rodriguez, Sintaxis del griego cldsico, Manuales (Madrid: Gredos, 2003), 268-69.
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author/writer. Indeed, as we have seen previously with regards to the grammatical
aspect, the interpretation accorded to a verb depends not only on the stem the author has
chosen to use (i.e.,, the grammatical aspect), but also on other elements such as the
lexeme/word chosen (e.g. one may choose a simple word like Baivw “I walk” [atelic: no

end in view] or a compound word like dwxBatvw “I cross” [telic: an end is implied, since one

usually crosses over to some other place]), as well as the other words (adverbs, etc.)
surrounding the word chosen (e.g. Paivw xka® Muéoav “I walk everyday” [atelic] or

Batlvw eic tov oikov “I walk into the house” [clearly telic]).>*

The verb together with the words surrounding it in such a way as to give rise to a
particular interpretation form what some authors call a verb constellation. According to
Thomson, verb constellations can be divided into four classes, following the schema
established by the scholar Zeno Vendler in his 1957 seminal paper on the temporal

structure of verbs: state, activity, accomplishment and achievement verbs.*

State verb constellations® are, as the name indicates, stative, i.e., they do not indicate
any change over time (hence are not dynamic) and tend to last for a certain period of time
and without any end in view (hence, are durative and atelic). The state may be transitory
or permanent. The actions therefore of a stative verb constellation can be held to be true
for any period of time. For example, in the phrase 6 0¢ Oe0¢ yivwoket Tag kaEdlag LUV
(Lk 16,15), no change or endpoint is envisioned in “God knowing your hearts”. Activity
verb constellations, like state verb constellations, also last for a certain period of time and
without any end in view (hence are durative and atelic), the only difference being that,
as the name indicates, the action changes during the time under consideration (hence,
they are dynamic). Again, like in the case of stative verbs, since activities are atelic, the
action of such verb constellations can he considered true for any moment during which
the activity has taken place. It is important to note that the atelic nature does not
necessarily mean the action continues forever, rather, that it has no contemplated end.
Telic actions are said to be “finished” once their natural endpoint is attained, whereas

atelic actions—since they have no natural endpoints —are said to “end arbitrarily” once

3 See Emde Boas et al., The Cambridge Grammar of Classical Greek, 409.

% Thomson, “What Is Aspect?: Contrasting Definitions in General Linguistics and New Testament Studies,”
48-49.

% In the following paragraphs in which we explain the four verb categories, the examples we give have the
sole purpose of illustrating the workings of the lexical aspect in the verb category, i.e., we do not as yet
consider the interplay between lexical aspect and grammatical aspect (perfective, imperfective,
combinative) in the interpretation of the verb. We shall look into this interplay later on.
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their duration is considered to be over. For instance, in the phrase kat avtog €ddaokev
&v taig ovvaywyais avtwv (Lk 4,15), no endpoint is in view in the action of “teaching”,
though a change is definitely expected in the subject or object of the verb. At the same
time, Jesus can be said to have been teaching at any moment during which the action of

teaching was taking place.

Accomplishment verb constellations are similar to activity verb constellations only in
being dynamic (as the name indicates, a certain change has occurred) and durative (the
change has occurred over a certain period of time), since they are telic (an end is in view).
Indeed, the action of an accomplishment verb constellation can only be said to be true
once the end has been attained, unlike activities and stative verbs, which are true at any
moment of the period in which the activity or stative verb lasts. For instance, in the phrase
E&nyayev 0¢ avtoug [€Ew] €wg meog BnOaviav (Lk 24,50), the action of “leading out” is
clearly dynamic (there is a change of state), durative and telic, two qualities indicated by
the prepositional phrase éwg mpog BnOaviav. If Jesus had not reached Bethany, then the

statement would not be correct and would have to be phrased differently.

Finally, achievement verb constellations are those which, like accomplishments are
telic (an end is attained, as the name implies) and dynamic (since there is a change in
attaining an end), but they are not durative because they occur only momentarily; they
are semelfactive (from Latin semel “once”, factum “event”). Here, however, a distinction
is usually made between achievements that “occur as a result of a closely related process
or effort which culminates in this event but is regarded as separate action” and those that
are “truly momentary and imply no other action”. Fanning calls the former climaxes and
the latter punctuals.” It is important to note that achievement verb constellations may at
times appear to occur over time (hence have duration), but this is not the case; rather,
what we have are momentary actions occurring iteratively.® An example of a climax
achievement is Lk 2,46 peta fjuéoac to€ic e0QOV avTOV €V T Lepgw, where “finding” is
presented as telic (an end is attained), as dynamic (a change in state is implied) and as a
momentary act resulting from of a previous activity. An example of a punctual
achievement is Lk 9,16 Aafwv d¢ toUg Tévte AQTOLG [...] €VAGYNOoev avtovg Kat

KaTtékAaoev Kal €ddov Tolg padntais, where the action of breaking is presented as telic

% Buist M. Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New Testament Greek, Oxford Theological Monographs (Oxford; New
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1990), 155.
% Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New Testament Greek, 156.
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(an end is attained), dynamic (bread is broken) and momentaneous (most likely

iterative).®

Aspect and Aktionsart

As we mentioned previously, one can never find an isolated tense form of a verb, i.e.,
the grammatical, lexical and contextual elements always interact together to give rise to
different meanings and nuances. Indeed, depending on the Actionsart various grammars
will speak of various kinds or nuances of the perfective, imperfective and combinative
aspects. Accordingly, the terms conative, ingressive, iterative, progressive, habitual, punctiliar,
constative, gnomic, consummative, resultative, etc., are usually used to describe how the
tense (grammatical aspect) of a particular verb is to be interpreted within its context. At
times it can prove a bit difficult for the student to determine which Aktionsart correctly
interprets a particular verb. In what follows, we will try to show how considering the

procedural character of the verb (i.e., what kind of verb is in use) can prove to be helpful.

Aspect and State verbs

State verb constellations are those where the action of the verb expresses no change
in itself or in the condition, relation or location of subject or object. The imperfective
aspect, therefore, is the most compatible one for such verb constellations, since the two

used together will denote continuous existence, not a progress.

The perfective aspect used with state verb constellations will most frequently denote
entrance into the state indicated by the verb (hence, the ingressive aorist), and less often a

summary view either of the entire (past) existence or of repeated (past) states of the subject.

The combinative aspect used with state verbs denotes a meaning that combines the
senses of state verbs in the imperfective and perfective aspects: the emphasis is laid on
describing an existing state, though the ingressive act leading to that state is sometimes also
implied. Where the act of entrance into a state is not implied, there is no difference

between the use of the combinative and the imperfective aspects.

Examples:

% For a more detailed presentation of these verbal classes, see Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New Testament Greek,
126-63.
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1. Beog d¢ ok €0tV vekPwV AAAX CovTwy, mdvteg Yoo avte Cwowv — God is not
of the dead but rather of the living, for to him all live (are alive) (Lk 20,38). Caw is
a stative verb, “to be alive”. With the imperfective, it denotes the continuous existence in
the state of being alive. This is highlighted further by the contrast with its opposite (being
dead) in the previous clause.

2. 0 &deApOc 0oL 0UTOG VEKQOG TV Kal €Cnoev — this brother of yours was dead and
now he has come to life (Lk 15,32). The perfective aspect with the same verb indicates
entrance into the state of living, here as well contrasted with its opposite, that of being
dead.

3. kal &l TouV ol AEXLEQELS KAl OL YOAUUATELS TO WS AVEAWOLY aVTOV, €POBOLVTO
Yo Tov Aadv — and the high priests and the scribes were looking for a way to do
away with him, for they were fearful of the people (Lk 22,2). ®oB¢opaur is a stative
verb indicating the state of apprehension or fear. The imperfective aspect denotes a
continuing existence in this state.

4. xai &pofniOnoav tov Aaodv, &yvwoav yoaQ OtL TEOS avTOLG Eimev TV
ntaeaBoAr v tav v — and they became fearful of the people for they knew that he
had said this parable to them (Lk 20,19). Here the perfective aspect used with the same
verb indicates entrance into the state of fear... the reason is even given in the following
clause.

5. i éomkarte [éu]pAémovteg eic TOV ovpavov; — why are you standing while
looking up to heaven? (Acts 1,11) Here, the verb iotnut in the perfect is stative (in the
present tense it is an achievement: to make stand) and denotes the continuing state of
standing without implying the act leading to the state, hence the verb could have been used
with the imperfective aspect without any change of meaning.

6. ‘Otav d¢ dnte KvKAoVHEVNV O otEaToTédwV TegovoaAny, tote yvarte Ot
NYYWKEV 1) €0NHwOols avtng — when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies,
know then that her devastation has drawn near (Lk 21,20). éyy(Cw is used only
intransitively in the NT hence can be considered a state verb indicating “to be near”. Here,
with the combinative aspect, it indicates not only the state of being near but also the

entrance into that state.

Aspect and Activities

Activities, as we discussed previously, are verb constellations that are dynamic,

durative and atelic. With these verb types, the imperfective aspect will denote an action
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progressing through time without any regard for a beginning or endpoint. If the context
refers to a specific action, the imperfective aspect will be quite descriptive. At times the
imperfective aspect is used in narratives immediately after another occurrence or to
indicate a shift in topic. In such cases, the verb will indicate the process as beginning and
then proceeding without, of course, any natural endpoint in view. This use of the

imperfective is usually termed inceptive or ingressive.

Activities used with the perfective aspect will denote a period in which the action of
the verb is/was carried out. However, since the perfective aspect considers the action of
the verb in its entirety and activities are usually atelic, an activity in the perfective aspect,
once its duration is over, is not usually considered “done to completion” but rather
“arbitrarily ended”. Thus, the perfective aspect will only assert that the activity took place
during a certain period of time, the constative aorist. As a matter of fact, there is usually

no much of a difference in using the imperfective or the perfective aspect with such verbs.

The combinative aspect interacts with activities in a manner similar to the perfective
aspect, adding only a reference to a kind of continuing consequence of the action. Usually,
the continuing result of the action is seen as the effect of the activity on the subject or
object. When the effect of the activity is on the subject, it is usually his/her responsibility
or authority over the resultant state that is being highlighted.

Examples:

1. magaxonua 0¢ dvaotaoa dnkdvel avtols — and having gotten up immediately,
she began to minister to them (Lk 4,39). diaxovéw is an activity verb (dynamic,
durative, atelic). It’s use here immediately after other actions denotes an action that has
just begun but without any end in view.

2. altveg dinrdvouvy avTols €k TV DTTAPXOVTWV avTailc — who would minister to
them from their resources (Lk 8,3). Here, the same verb diaxovéw is used in the
imperfect and since it is atelic, it portrays a descriptive notion, i.e., it describes a continuous
action.

3. kal 6ca év E@éow duroévnoev, BéATiov ov ywvwokelc — and how much he
ministered [to me] in Ephesus, you know better (2 Tim 1,18). Here we have
dlakovéw again, this time used with the perfective aspect. Accordingly, no completion is
implied (since the verb is atelic) but rather a summary of the activity, which may or may
not have been ended. The perfective here only asserts that the activity took place during a

certain duration (when Paul was év E@éow). As we mentioned before, the perfective here
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can be substituted with the imperfective with no change in meaning: *6oa é€v Epéow

drdvovv “how much he was ministering [to me]...” entails “how much he ministered
[to me]...”

4. el pev ovv adKw Kal aélov Bavatov mémoaxa Tt —if then I am in the wrong or I
have done something worthy of death (Acts 25,11). Here mpaoow is used as an
activity verb since no specific endpoint of the action is indicated (Paul is doing something
which may be considered by some worthy of death). With the combinative aspect, the
continuing result of the action is emphasized, here with consequences falling on the one

responsible for the action.

Aspect and Accomplishments

Accomplishments are those verbs which are dynamic, durative and telic.
Accordingly, with the imperfective aspect, such verbs will denote an ongoing action
already begun at the time being referenced by the speaker, yet whose termination has not
yet been attained. As we mentioned before, even if the end is actually not attained, the
statement still remains true. This quality allows the speaker to speak of actions of which
he has no certainty (or interest) as to their termination, or of simultaneous actions, etc. At
times, the lexical meaning of the verb or the context may imply some difficulty in
attaining the inherent end of the verb, thus giving a sense of incompletion to the whole.

This corresponds to the conative imperfect found in many grammars.

With regards to the perfective aspect, since accomplishments are telic, the aspect will
indicate that the action of the verb has been carried through to its inherent endpoint: if
the end is not attained, an accomplishment in the perfective aspect would constitute an
untrue statement. This shows why the perfective aspect has more to do with the
completeness, wholeness or entirety of an action than with completion: the latter comes from
the interaction between the perfective aspect and the telicity of the verb.* Where the
lexical meaning of the verb or the context imply a certain difficulty in attaining the end,
the perfective aspect gives the idea of a successful action. This is usually called the

consummative aorist.

In the case of the combinative aspect, the telicity of accomplishments will indicate that

the action has been carried out to completion, just as in the case with the perfective aspect.

4 Thomson, “What Is Aspect?: Contrasting Definitions in General Linguistics and New Testament Studies,”
60.
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However, the combinative aspect will highlight the continuing consequences of the

action. These consequences may focus on the effect of the action on the subject or on the

object or stress the responsibility or authority of the subject in carrying out the action that

has brought about such consequences.

A few examples:

1.

£E€QXOUEVOL DE DIOXOVTO KATX TAS KWHAG eVayYeALLOpEVOL kal OepamevovTeg
Tiavtaxov — so having set out, they would go through (were going through), the
villages preaching and healing everywhere (Lk 9,6). Here the verb diépxouau is an
accomplishment. Even if the disciples did not manage to go through all the villages, the
statement still remains true: they were in the processes of doing so. In addition, the fact
that it is in the imperfect indicates an activity whose endpoint is currently not of interest
to the writer. Indeed, it appears to give the background for other actions that are of more
interest to the writer at this point: the “preaching” and “healing” was in obedience to the
mission just given to the disciples by Jesus (Lk 9,1-5), and, in the following verse, Herod
“heard” of all these activities ("Hxovoev de¢ Hodng 6 tetoadoxne to ywvoueva
niévta (Lk 9,7)).

Ol pév odv dwxomapévteg amo e OAlpews TG yevouévng €mi Lte@ave
dmAOBov éwg Powvikng kat Komoov kai Avtioxeiag undevi AaAovvteg tov AdGyov
el ur) novov Tovdatoic — Now those who had been scattered by the tribulation that
happened because of Stephen went [through] up to Phoenicia and Cyprus and
Antioch, speaking the word only to the Jews (Acts 11,19). Here again we have the
verb diépxouat. The fact that it is in the perfective aspect indicates that the entire action
of “going through” up to its inherent end —here even indicated in the place names—is
under consideration. If these people had not reached those destinations, the statement
would be false.

Kal oLVNAAQOOeV avToLg €lg elENVNV elmwv: avdeeg, adeAol éote: tvatl
adwkeite aAANAovg; — and he tried (was trying) to reconcile them saying, ‘men,
you are brothers! Why do you wrong each other?” (Acts 7,26) the verb cuvaAAdoow
is an accomplishment verb (durative, dynamic, telic). The context shows that Moses was
not successful in reconciling the two fellow countrymen who were fighting, hence the use
of the imperfect shows that though the action was initiated, its inherent end was not
reached.

0o0TOg €ENYayev avTOUG TOWoAS TEQATA KAl onuela &v Y1) Alyvmte kat év

gouvOpa DaAdoon kat &v 1) €N Uw £t tecoepdkovta — this man led them out by
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performing wonders and signs in Egypt and in the red sea and in the dessert for

forty years (Acts 7,36). Here éEdyw is an accomplishment and the context indicates that

its inherent end has been attained with much difficulty, hence the aorist tense can be
considered a consummative aorist.

5. xat dov menmAnowkate v TegovoaAnu g dwdaxns vuwv — and behold, you
have filled Jerusalem with your teaching (Acts 5,28). Here, mAnpow is an
accomplishment (dynamic, durative, telic). It’s being in the combinative aspect highlights
the continuing effect of the action of filling: the city continues to be full of their teaching.
In this context, the Sanhedrin seems to wish to highlight the apostles’ responsibility for the
effects of their action of filling the city.

Aspect and Achievements

As we stated before, achievements are verb constellations that are dynamic, telic and
not durative, and can be divided into climaxes (have a prefaced activity leading to the
attainment of the end) and truly punctuals (semelfactives). Accordingly, used with
climaxes, the imperfective aspect will place the focus on the prefaced action as continuing
or in progress without, however, reaching the climax, so that it appears as an incomplete
action (the conative imperfective). Used with punctuals, on the other hand, the
imperfective aspect will denote repeated occurrences of the momentary action (the

iterative imperfective —or distributive, if the agents of the action are different).

Since achievements are telic, the attainment of the end is usually more important than
the phase leading to that end. For this reason, given that the perfective aspect considers
the whole act, when used with climaxes, the perfective aspect will focus on the
instantaneous climax, leaving out the phase leading to the climax. In this way, there is no
difference with the use of the perfective aspect with punctuals, except perhaps the fact
that with the latter, the perfective can also indicate a summary or composite of repeated
occurrences. In any case, the perfective with climaxes and punctuals always indicates a

completed action (perfective aspect + telic nature of accomplishments).

The combinative aspect used with climaxes will focus on the climax of the action being
reached thus denoting the completion of the action (like in the case of the perfective
aspect). At times the combinative aspect will also allude to the state resulting from the
completion of the action (usually so in passive and intransitive verbs). With punctuals,

however, the emphasis is usually on the continuing state of the completed action.

18



Class notes for the course A412: Testi Narrativi della Bibbia greca
Oct-Feb, 2023-2024

Examples:

1.

Kal EmMAnoav apeoteoa ta mAola wote PuOiCeoOat avta — and they filled both
boats so that they were (almost) sinking (Lk 5,7) fvO(Cw is an achievement verb that
lasts for a while before the act of sinking actually occurs. Hence used here with the
imperfective, it indicates an incomplete action, also because the context (what follows)
confirms that the boats did not sink, for which reason one can add the “almost” in the
translation.

Avno 8¢ tic Avaviag ovopati oLV Zam@ior) T yuvalkt avTtoL €MwANoeV KTHHA
(Acts 5,1). Here mwAéw is an achievement verb in which the act of buying is a process
leading to the actual buying (climax). With the perfective aspect, only the actual buying is
highlighted.

kat ToAAoL tAovotot éBaAdov moAAa — and many rich people were throwing in
large sums [of money] (Mk 12,41). B&AAw is an achievement verb that is semelfactive:
the actual act of throwing is punctual. Thus, the imperfective aspect here can only indicate
distribution, i.e., indicates the single act of each rich man throwing in large sums of money.
TLAVTEG YAXQ OVTOL €K TOV TEQLOTEVOVTOG AVTOLS a0V elg T dwoa, avtn d¢ €k
TOU VOTEQNUATOS aVTNG TAvTa Tov Biov Ov eixev éBalev — for all these threw
into the offerings from their surplus whereas she, from her need, she threw in her
whole livelihood (Lk 21,4). Here again we have the word BAAAw used, this time with
the perfective aspect. Since it is a semelfactive verb, in the first case it will denote the
composite of all single actions of each rich man, whereas in the second case, it will denote
the single action of the widow.

MTWX0G 0¢ TG Ovopatt Adlaog ¢BEBANTO OGS TOV MLAWVA aVTOL — a certain
poor man named Lazarus lay at his gate (Lk 16,20). Here again we have faAAw used,
this time with the combinative aspect. It being a punctual, the aspect places the focus on
the continuing state of the completed action, hence the translation as simply “lay”.
Ouyatnp, 1) miotic cov oéowkév oe — daughter, your faith has saved you (Lk 8,48)
o@Cw can be considered as achievement verb with a process leading to a climax. Here the
combinative aspect seems to focus on the attainment of the climax.

avOpwTte, dpéwvtat oot at apaptiol cov —man, your sins have been remitted for
you (Lk 5,20). aginut is here an achievement verb that also seems to have a process
leading to a climax. In the passive form, however, the combinative aspect seems to focus on

the resultant state.
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