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Hoerber: Brief Studies

| BRIEF STUDIES

THE PROBLEMS IN JOHN 8:25

The edition of Eberhard and Erwin Nestle (Stuttgart) contains the
following reading for St. John 8:25,26: ¥Aeyov odv adrd ob ig €l;
eltev adrois 6 'Inoolis' v dgyfv 8 T zal Aakd dpiv; molAd Eyw
nepl tpdv Aadeiv xal xplvew dAN & méuyag pe dndis Zomw,
%dyd & fjxovoa nap’ adrob, tatra Aakd elg Tov xbopov. The
Oxford text, edited by Alexander Souter, presents one basic variation;
the conclusion of verse 25 is a statement instead of a question:
Tiv doxiyv 8 © zal Aakd Ouiv.

The challenge which the conclusion of verse 25 presents to trans-
lators is evident from the various versions:

“Even the same that I said unto you from the beginning.”
(King James)

“Why should I talk to you at all?” (Moffatt)

“Why do I even talk to you at all?” (Goodspeed)

“Even what I have told you from the beginning.” A footnote
gives the variation: "Why do I talk to you at all?” (Revised
Standard Version)

“"Principium, quia et loquor vobis.” (Vulgate, ed. of Wordsworth
and White; Oxford)

“Erstlich der, der ich mit euch rede.” (Luther)

"Ce que je vous dis dés le commencement.” (Segond; Oxford)

“0, m ods Ayw ax' doyijc. (Modern Greek; British Bible
Society)

Some of the difficulties involved in the passage are noted by
A. T. Robertson in A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the
Light of Historical Research: “In John 8:25 both Westcort-Hort and
Nestle print as a question, Thv doyfv § T xal AaA® dpiv; The Latin
versions have gwod or gwia. It is a very difficule passage at best.
Thv doxiv 8 v may be taken to mean "Why do I speak to you at all?’
(Tiv doyfiv==58Awg.) But there may be ellipsis, "Why do you
reproach me that (6m) I speak to you at all?’ If necessary to the
sense, § 1. may be taken here as interrogative. Moulton admits the
New Testament use of Jotig in a direct question. Recitative §n
is even suggested in Winer-Schmiedel, but the occasional interrogative
use of 6 T is sufficient explanation. But the passage in John 8:25 is
more than doubtful. Chrysostom takes § Ti there as relative, Cyril as
causal” (p.730).
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The variation in the Greek text, the various translations, and the
remarks of Robertson point to three problems in the passage. First,
should the sentence end with a period (Souter) or question mark
(Nestle and Westcote-Hort)? Secondly, is § i to be taken as relative
or interrogative? The reading of 8m as a conjunction is possible,
but not accepted in the better editions. Thirdly, the translation of the
phrase Tijv doyjv. There is also a fourth problem: Aak® may be
indicative or subjunctive.

The first and second problems are interdependent. If § 7 is relative,
the sentence should end with a period; if § m is interrogative,
a question mark should be the final punctuation. Although & w, the
neuter of Gomg, is more frequently used as a relative indefinite
pronoun, in the context of John 8:25 there is no antecedent for it
The translators, furthermore, who imply or supply an unexpressed
antecedent are inclined to translate Aal® as having the significance
of a past tense, as in the King James and Revised Standard versions.
It appears better, then, to regard § . as interrogative. There is no
need to resort to the recitative or causal conjunction §ni. The indirect
interrogative use of Gomg is common throughour Greek literature
beginning with Homer (lliad 3.192; 14.509; Odyssey 828; 10.110).
One example in the New Testament is Acts 9:6. Also the direct
interrogative function is found in passages containing dialogue:

(Charon) . . . ofiroz Tl moeic;
(Dionysus) & T tow®; (Aristophanes, Frogs 198)
(Lamachus) dlla tis yap el;
(Dicaeopolis) Gomig; (Aristophanes, Acharnians 594, 595)
(Poverty) 1i &’ dv tueic ayadov EEstpord’;
(Chremylus) § ti; (Aristophanes, Wealth 462)
(Euthyphro) . . . @& &) tiva ypagiv oe yéypawtai;
(Socrates) “Hvuiva; (Plato, Exthyphro 2c).
In John 8:25, then, we may interpret § T as interrogative and con-
clude the sentence with a question mark.

The third problem, the interpretation of v &oyijv, has confused
the translators. Some render it “from the beginning,” as if the text
were ¢E dpyfis; others regard it as equivalent to 6Awg and translate
“at all” — not to mention the Latin edition by Wordsworth and White.
The confusion seems odd, since the phrase by itself should not be
difficult; perhaps the other problems in the passage have caused the
translators to stretch the point on v doyfv. The term is interpreted
best as an adverbial accusative meaning “to begin with,” “at first,”

https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol26/iss1/56 2



Hoerber: Brief Studies
BRIEF STUDIES 691

“in the first place,” or “first of all” Both Goyijv and tijv doyijv have
this signification throughout Greek literature. Examples of Goyijv are:
doyiiv yap &yd pnmygavijcopor ofitw @ote pndé padeiv v

dpdetloav Und oel. (Herodotus 1.9)

Tatta pév vuv Eotw dg Eoru Te xal Gg doyijv Eyévero.

(Herodotus 2.28)

&9912‘;;" 3 dmpdv ob mpémer vdpfyava: (Sophocles, Anrig-
one

zﬁoxﬁv whtev &v obd’ Gnak EBovhépnv. (Sophocles, Philoctetes
1239)

goyilv &' dv, el puf) tinpoveotdm yuvi) nacdv éPlacte, Tdode
duopeveis yods olw dv mod' Sv y' Exrtewve 1Y, Exéorpeqe.

(Sophocles, Electra 439—441)

Examples of tijv Gpyiv are as follows:
Thv doyiiv yao 2Eijv adtd pi) yodpewy . . . (Demosthenes,

Against Aristocrates 93)

. . . Og Epn f) vv doxtv od deiv Eué detigo eloehdeiv . . .

(Plato, Apology 29¢)

Ilds ofv ol ayadol toig Gyadoic fuiv gilor Ecovrar Ty
Gy, of e dndvres modevol GMAoLs . . . (Plato, Lysis 215b)
The reading of Herodotus 4.25 is given either with the article or
without it: Tolto 8¢ olxn &vdéxomar (Tiv) deyiv. Plato’s Gorgias
(478c) contains a query of Socrates using aGoyiv, followed by Tiv

Goyiv in Socrates’ next statement:
(Socrates) "Ap' olv olitwg &v mepl odpa eddapovéotarog
dvdownos eln, latpevdpevos, i undt xduvov doxiv;
(Polus) Afjlov 6tv undé xduvwv.
(Socrates) OU yap Tour’ v eddapovia, dg EFoxe, naxol
dnadhayi), @ha Tiv oy undé xtijois.

The fourth question, the interpretation of AaA®, apparently has not
impressed the translators as presenting any problem. The verb has
been taken as unquestionably present indicative. Yet some scholars
have translated it as if it were a past tense, perhaps because they have
interpreted § Tu as relative and have rendered Tiv dpyiv as “from
the beginning.” The verb, Aald, however, may be the present sub-
junctive employed in a deliberative question. Such an interpretation
harmonizes with the interrogative use of § Tw and the question mark
as a final punctuation. The deliberative subjunctive, furthermore, is
not foreign to the New Testament, which presents among others the
following instances:

i oudpev va Epyatopeda td Eoya tob deol; (John 6:28)
70 motijglov 8 Sédwnév pou 6 mamip, od pi) wiw alrd; (John
18:11)
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EEeoriv dolivar xijvoov Kaloage 7| ofi; ddpev §i pn dopev;

(Mark 12:14)

Kal éxmpdrwv adtov ol Jydor Aédyovies: i olv moujowpev;

(Luke 3:10)

i) obv pequvijonte Aéyovres: Tl qdywpev; i <l alopev;

i tegifadwpeda; (Matthew 6:31)

Kal 1l ¥ 2éyw; (Hebrews11:32)

According to our solutions of the problems present in the conclusion
of John 8:25, we may translate the passage: “What (or, Just what)
shall I say to you in the first place (or, to begin with; or, first of all)?"
The adverbial use of zai (meaning "just”) for emphasis is common
in Greek literature; in interrogatives it frequently implies emphasis
in intonation. (Cf. Euripides, Andromache 906; Plato, Theaeteins
166d; Gorgias 456a; Aeschylus, Agamemnon 278; Euripides, Alcestis
834; Plato, Enthyphro Gb; Demosthenes, Against Philipp I 46.) The
verb %al® as equivalent to Afyw is a characteristic of later writers
and occurs in Acts 3:22; 9:6; Matthew 9:33; John 8:30.

The context, which is a primary test, substantiates the solutions and
translation presented above. John 8:25,26 would read: “Then they
said to Him, *"Who are You?' Jesus said to them, "What shall I say
to you in the first place? I have many things to say and to judge
concerning you. He who has sent Me is true; and what I have heard
from Him I speak to the world."”

Westminster College, Fulton, Mo. ROBERT G. HOERBER
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