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Imperfect Tense 

The Greek imperfect expresses action as going on or continuous action in past time. The 

imperfect denotes an incomplete action and along with the present tense is called imperfective 

aspect. The action is on going and is not yet brought to its intended accomplishment.  

 

Uses of the Imperfect 

Progressive (descriptive) imperfect. The progressive imperfect describes action in progress in 

past time and is closest to its root meaning. There are two characteristics of the progressive 

imperfect:  

(a) Progressive imperfect of description – the process is represented as actually going on in 

past time.  An example is found in Luke 15:16: 

   (And he was desiring to fill his 

stomach with the pods that the swine ate, and no one gave him anything).  

(b) Progressive imperfect of duration – the action is viewed as having gone on in past time 

but without regard to having been completed at a given point in the past.  An example is 

found in 1 Cor 3:6:  (I planted, 

Apollos watered, but God was growing).    

 

 

Repeated (iterative) imperfect. The repeated or iterative imperfect describes action as recurring 

at successive intervals or repeated action in past time. Like the present tense the activity may be 

a custom or a habit. An example is found in Mark 15:6: 

  (Now at the feast he was accustomed to releasing one prisoner to 

them, whomever they requested).     

 

 

Special Uses of the Imperfect 

Inceptive imperfect. The inceptive imperfect denotes continuous action but emphases the 

initiation of a process or action. The beginning of an action rather than its progress is in focus. 

The translator might use the words, “began,” or “was beginning.” An example is found in Mark 

1:21: 

  (Then they went into Capernaum, and immediately on the Sabbath He 

entered the synagogue and began teaching).      
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Tendential imperfect. The tendential imperfect denotes an action that has started, attempted or 

proposed, but whose end was not attained. The translator might use the words “trying,” or 

“attempting.” An example is found in Matt. 3:14: 

 (And John was preventing Him, saying, 

“I need to be baptized by You, and are You coming to me?”).  

Voluntative imperfect. The voluntative imperfect denotes a desire or wish that is not being 

realized. An example is found in Gal. 4:20: 

 (But I would like to be present with you now and to change 

my tone; for I have doubts about you). Dr. Young identifies Romans 9:3 and says “

 (I could wish that I be 

accursed from Christ for the sake of my brothers). Paul recognizes that it would be impossible 

for him to be consigned to damnation in place of his fellow Jews because God would never 

condemn a believer and because only Christ could die in place of another.”
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