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The verb is that part of the sentence that expresses action, existence, occurrence or state of being. 

The word verb comes to the English from the Latin verbum meaning “word.”  The verb is the 

most important word in the phrase for it describes and clarifies the author’s thought. Dana and 

Mantey write, “No element of the Greek language is of more importance to the student of the 

New Testament than the matter of tense. A variation in meaning exhibited by the use of a 

particular tense will often dissolve what appears to be an embarrassing difficulty, or reveal a 

gleam of truth which will thrill the heart with delight and inspiration…The development of tense 

has reached its highest in Greek, and presents its greatest wealth of meaning. ‘Among all known 

ancient languages none distinguishes the manifold temporal (and modal) relations of the verb so 

accurately as the Greek.’”
1
   

Though the Greek verb is more complex than the English, it is the task of the expositor to 

communicate the Greek text to an English audience and that means we must understand the 

English sentence structure. Dana and Mantey write, “The nature of the verb presents two 

varieties. The action described in the verb may require an object to complete its meaning. …. 

When we say, ‘He built a house,’ the sense is complete. Such a verb is called a transitive verb. 

Other verbs do not require an object to complete their meaning. Thus, ‘he ran’ makes complete 

sense. These are called intransitive verbs.”
2
 When the verb has a subject, a direct object, and an 

indirect object it is called a ditransitive verb (e.g., “He built the house for the Lord.”). For 

transitive and ditransitive verbs, the necessary parts, that is, the direct object and indirect object 

are called complements of the verb.     

                                                             
1 Dana & Mantey, pp. 176-177.  
2 Dana & Mantey, p. 154. To clarify, a transitive verb is an action verb that is capable of having a direct object.  The 

test for a transitive verb is to ask “can I [verb] somebody or something?” 



There are five kinds of verbs used in the English sentence: 

Subject 

(Actor) 

+ Transitive Verb 

Active voice 

+ Direct Object 

(Recipient) 

Subject 

(Recipient) 

+ Transitive Verb 

Passive voice 

+ Actor Phrase 

(Actor) 

Subject + Intransitive Verb + Phrase 

Subject + Verb “to be” + Complement, Adjective, or Phrase 

Subject + Linking Verb + Complement, Adjective, or Phrase 

 

The Greek verb, like English, has tense, voice, mood, person, and number. A Greek verb 

can express an action or state of being in 108 different ways, since there are 6 tenses, 6 moods, 

and 3 voices. This versatility affords the author a robust set of tools in his toolbox to craft a 

phrase. But, unlike the English, the Greek verb has two elements associated with tense – time of 

action and kind of action. When time is a factor, the meaning will be past, present, or future. 

When kind of action is meant, it is expressing progressive, undefined, or perfected action. But 

the user should be aware that the New Testament verb is made more complicated due to the 

significant Hebrew influence contained within it. The Hebrew verb is by and large dominated by 

aspect (complete or incomplete action), and as such, some grammarians have gotten confused by 

the nature of the Greek verb when looking at the New Testament, as the author uses Old 

Testament quotations, allusions, or simply his normal Jewish mind as he wrote within his 

Hellenistic world. Remember, the New Testament is authored, for the most part, by the Jew 

using Koiné Greek.       

 

 

Person 

The verb agrees with the subject in both person and number. But on occasion this simple 

statement of concord or agreement will have an exceptional meaning. Language is a literary 

device, and as such, the author may use various techniques in order to communicate something 

in a notable way. 

Uses of Person 

1. Normal use. The person and number agree in the normal sense.  

2. First person used for third person. At times the first person singular is used as a generic “I” 

meaning, “someone.” This occurrence can be used for a very effective teaching moment. For 



example, 1 Cor. 10:30:  “If I partake with thanksgiving, why am I denounced for that for 

which I give thanks?” Here, Paul is using the “I” in a hypothetical situation and the result is 

that he means someone or anyone within the Church, including himself performing the 

action.  

3. Second person used for third person. At times the second person is used as a generic “you” 

meaning, “someone.” Here, too, the use is as a literary device. For example, Matt. 23:37-39:  

"O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! 

How often I wanted to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her 

wings, but you were not willing!  See! Your house is left to you desolate; for I say to you, 

you shall see Me no more till you say, Blessed is He who comes in the name of the LORD!"          

Here, Jesus is using “you” as a literary device to refer to the third person “O Jerusalem” who’s 

real meaning is “the Jews.”  

 

Number 

As with person, number also can be used as a literary device to communicate something other 

than its normal proper use.  

Uses of Number 

1. The normal sense. The person and number agree in the normal sense.  

2. Neuter plural subject used with singular verb. Dr. Wallace notes, “Since the neuter usually 

refers to impersonal things (including animals), the singular verb regards the plural subject as 

a collective whole.”
3
 For example, John 9:3:  “[in order that] the works of God might be 

manifest in Him.” The works of God are seen as a collective singular, thus the stress is 

placed upon God not the works; conversely, when used normally – plural subject with plural 

verb, the stress is place upon the individual elements.   

3. Collective singular subject used with plural verb. At times the author intends to stress the 

individual elements of the group, so the collective singular is used with a plural verb. For 

example, John 7:49: “But this crowd that does not know the law is accursed.” The stress is 

upon the crowd as individuals.  

4. Compound subject used with singular verb. When two or more subjects are combined with a 

singular verb, the author wants to place more importance on the first named subject.  Dr. 

Wallace writes, “This construction occurs frequently enough, as we might have expected, 

when ‘Jesus and his disciples’ is the compound subject. It is almost as if the disciples are 

                                                             
3 Daniel Wallace, p. 399 



merely tagging along while all of the action centers on Jesus.”
4
   For example, John 2:2: 

“Now both Jesus and His disciples were invited to the wedding.”  

5. The indefinite plural. At times the author wants to express the third person plural to indicate 

no one in particular and means “someone” rather than “they.” For example, Matt. 7:16:  

“they do not gather grapes from thornbushes, do they?” This might better read, “someone 

does not gather grapes from thornbushes.” 

6. Generalized plural. With the generalized or categorical plural, the author uses “they” to 

mean “he or she.” For example, Matt. 2:20: “those who sought the child’s life are dead.” In 

this verse, Herod commands to kill all the firstborn, and hence, Jesus, is in view, but it covers 

all categorically, or in general who have this common goal.   

 

 

 

 

                                                             
4 Ibid., p. 401 


