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The Genitive 

 

 

 

 

 

The genitive is the case of description. It specifies or qualifies the word it modifies, and serves to 

define, describe, qualify, restrict, or limit the idea. The basic meaning comes from the Greek 

genoß  meaning “kind,” “possessing the same kind.”     

The genitive limits as to kind, while the accusative limits as to extent. For example, the 

accusative eijrgasto thn hJmeran  “he worked the day,” means he worked through a portion of the 

day or throughout the day. The genitive, however,  eijrgasto th'ß hJmeraß  means “he worked in 

the day time” and not in the night.
1
 The genitive serves to limit or reduce the range of reference 

to an idea, confining the extent to specific limits.  

 The genitive has the meaning of attribution.  Attribution comes to the English from the 

Latin attribuere meaning “to allot to,” “assign to,” and appears next to the main noun or head 

noun.   For example, the genitive expresses an essential quality as in the expression kardia 
ponhra ajpistiaß  “an evil heart of unbelief” (Heb. 3:12). The descriptive genitive expresses 

quality like an adjective but with more clarity.  

The genitive usually comes after the main noun, but it can appear first as in typical 

emphatic use. It is also common to find genitives lined up, two or more, in a literary string.    

Uses of the Genitives  

Genitive of Description. The genitive of description is the usage closest to its root meaning. All 

genitive are more or less descriptive, but the genitive of description can be uniquely identified by 

replacing the word “of” with “characterized by” or “described by.” For example Mark 1:4   

ejgeneto   jIwannhß baptizwn ejn th/' ejrhmw/ kai khrusswn baptisma metanoiaßkhrusswn baptisma metanoiaßkhrusswn baptisma metanoiaßkhrusswn baptisma metanoiaß eijß a[fesin 
aJmartiwn' “John came baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism of repentance for 

the remission of sins.” Repentance further describes the baptism. In 2 Cor. 6:2  “in the day of 

salvation” means the day characterized by salvation.  

                                                             
1 Dana and Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament (New York:Macmillan, 1954), p. 73 
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Genitive of Possession. The genitive of possession conveys the idea of ownership. To denote 

ownership is to make one noun the attribute of another in relation of privilege of prerogative.
2
  

Saying it another way, the genitive modifies the noun by identifying the person who owns it. For 

example, Luke 5:3: ejmbaß de eijß ên tw'n ploiwntw'n ploiwntw'n ploiwntw'n ploiwn ô h|n Simwnoß  “Then He got into one of the 

boats, which was Simon’s.” Here, the boats are clearly identified as being owned by Simon.  

To identify the genitive of possession ask the question “can the word “of” be replaced by 

the word “belonging to” or “possessed by.” Other examples include 1 Cor. 1:12: jEgw men eiji 
Paulou, ‘Egw de  jApollw'  “I am of Paul; and I am of Apollos,” likewise, Heb. 11:25: tw/' law/' 
tou' qeou' “the people of God” refer to belonging to a particular group. 

Genitive of Relationship.   The genitive of relationship defines the “familial” relationship, either 

by marriage or a progenitor. For example, Acts 13:22: Dauid ton tou'  jIessai  “David, the (son) 

of Jesse”
3
 The genitive expresses essential relationship as in the popular expression thn 

basileian tou' qeou'  “the kingdom of God.”   The meaning is “the kingdom related to God.” 

Another important theological use is in the relationship of Jesus to the Father oJ υιόß tou' qeou'  
“the Son of God,” and to mankind oJ υιόß tou' ajnqrwpou' “the Son of Man,” both these 

expressions have the essential idea of Christ being the legal representative of God and the legal 

representative of man and could be expressed “the Son related to God” and “the Son related to 

mankind.”   

Genitive of Content. The genitive of content modifies the main noun or verb by denoting its 

contents. An example is John 21:8: suronteß to diktuon tw'n ijcquwntw'n ijcquwntw'n ijcquwntw'n ijcquwn “dragging the net with fish” 

(Cf. Mark 14:13; Acts 6:3; Col. 2:3). When used with the verb the idea is given by the translation 

“with” instead of “of” as in the following example:  John 2:7: gemisate taß uJdriaß u&datoß  “Fill 

the waterpots with water.” An important theological construction is the use of being filled with 

the Holy Spirit as in Luke 1:15: kai pneumatoß aJgiou plhsqhsetai “and he shall be filled with 

the Holy Spirit” (cf., Acts 2:4; Luke 2:40; 4:28; 6:13). 

Genitive of Material. A genitive of material modifies the main noun by identifying the material it 

is make of. For example, Colossians 1:22:  ejn tw/' swmati th'ß sarkoß aujtou'  “in the body of his 

flesh,” means His body is made of flesh.  

Adverbial Genitive. The adverbial genitive relates a verbal idea attributing local or temporal 

relations. The main idea expressed is the kind of action. 

1. Genitive of time. A genitive of time expresses when an action happens. For example John 

3:2:  h\lqen proß aujton nuktoß  “He came to Him by night,” meaning he came to Him 

sometime in the night.” (cf. Matt. 25:6; John 19:39). 

                                                             
2 Dana & Mantly, (p. 76)  
3 The construction without the word “son” is common in colloquial Greek of the Koine period cf. John 21:15, Matt 

4:21, Luke 24:10.   
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2. Genitive of place. The genitive of place is also called the genitive of space and identifies the 

where the action takes place. For example, Luke 16:24 i&na bayh/ to a[kron tou' daktulou 
aujtou' u&datoß  “in order that he may dip the tip of his finger in water.” (cf. Matt. 1:12) 

3. Genitive of reference. The genitive of reference limits the descriptive force to a particular 

frame of reference and can be translated with “with respect to,” or “in reference to.” For 

example, in Heb. 3:12 kardia ponra ajpistiaß  “A evil heart of unbelief.”  ( cf. Heb. 5:13; 

James 1:13). 

 

Genitives with nouns of action. A noun in the genitive can signify action. In this case the genitive 

noun indicates the thing that the action is referred and can be as the subject or the object of the 

verbal idea.  

1. Subjective genitive. This construction occurs when the noun in the genitive produces the 

action. The genitive noun or pronoun acting as the subject in a genitive absolute construction 

with the participle functioning as the verb. An example is Mark 5:2: kai ejxelqontoß aujtou' ejk 
tou' ploiou  “And when he came out of the boat.” 

2. Objective genitive. The construction occurs when the noun in the genitive receives the action. 

An example is Matthew 12:31: hJ de tou' pneumatoß blasfhmia oujk ajfeqhsetai  “but the 

blasphemy of the Spirit shall not be forgiven.”           

Genitive of Apposition. The genitive of apposition explains or identifies the main noun, 

providing additional information. The genitive stands in exact apposition with the noun it 

modifies. The meaning can be expressed further by the addition “that is,” “namely,” or “which 

is.” For example John 2:21: ekeinoß de e[legen peri tou' naou' tou' swmatoß “but he was speaking 

of the temple of his body,” which has the meaning “but he was speaking of the temple, that is, 

his body.”  (cf. Rom. 4:11; 2 Cor. 5:1).   

 Partitive Genitive. The partitive genitive modifies the main noun by denoting which part it is 

identified with. Instead of the word “of,” you can substitute the words “which is a part of.” For 

example, Mark 2:6: tiveß tw'n grammatewn  “certain ones of the scribes,” they are part of the 

group of scribes. (cf. Mark 6:23; Luke 19:8; Rom. 11:13; 11:17).   

 

 


