Aspectual Prominence in Matthew
Jonathan T. Pennington & Gregory Van Court
Biblical Greek Language & Linguistics Section
SBL 2006 (Washington, D.C.)

Introduction
In a recent article, Robert Picirilli summarized the current state of verbal aspect theory in
New Testament scholarship, concluding that in order to “test and refine current views about the
meaning of the Greek tenses” we must shift our attention from focusing only on the theoretical
level and the whole and “now focus on the parts as a way of testing and fleshing out the basic
theory.” 1 One of the constituent parts of the new paradigm in need of such testing is that of
Porter’s prominence theory for aspectual choices. 2 According to the theory, verbal aspect is
used by an author to differentiate three “planes of discourse” – background, foreground, and
frontground. 3 The Gospel of Matthew offers us the opportunity to take up detailed examples and
to seek to test and apply Porter’s theory. 4 In this paper, we will do just that. But first, we will
suggest that the category of aspectual prominence needs further refinement in order to help us
understand how it functions in Matthew. We will suggest two subcategories or types of
aspectual prominence that can be called Structural Prominence and Emphatic Prominence. We
will then turn to three passages in Matthew which will provide us with working examples of
these two types of aspectual prominence within narrative. In conclusion, we will offer several
suggestions for further research.

Authorial Choice of Tense-Forms
When an author selects a particular tense-form from the Greek verbal system, whether
subconsciously or deliberately, it is assumed that he does so in a reasonable way. The primary
reason for selecting one tense-form over another appears to be for the purpose of conveying
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verbal aspect – the authorial perspective from which the action is conceived. The perfective
aspect, grammaticalized by the aorist tense-form, is selected to convey action conceived of as
complete; the imperfective aspect, grammaticalized by the present and imperfective tense-forms,
is selected to convey action conceived of as being in progress; and the stative aspect,
grammaticalized by the perfect and pluperfect tense-forms, is selected to convey action
conceived of as reflecting a given state of affairs. 5
This view of verbal aspect has now gained widespread though not undisputed acceptance.
We are following it here because we have found it to provide the best explanation of the use of
tense-forms, better than a time-based or Aktionsart or other aspect theory-based explanation.
While this understanding of verbal aspect appears to be the primary reason Matthew or
any other author would choose a particular tense-form, in some cases there are other mitigating
factors that limit true aspectual choice. We can identify at least three situations in which this
limitation may occur.
(1) First, the lack of aspectual choices for a given lexis can limit authorial choice. In
such cases, Porter labels the verbs as “aspectually vague” 6 since the semantic force of the aspect
grammaticalized by the tense-form dissolves. Matthew 27:6 is illustrative of tense-form
selection limited by lack of aspectual choice:
ouvk e;xestin balei/n auvta. eivj to.n korbana/n( evpei. timh. ai[mato,j evstinÅ
It is not lawful to put them into the treasury, since it is the price of blood.
Verbs such as eivmi, and e;xesti, where perfective and stative forms are non-existent in the
language, are aspectually vague. Therefore, it would be inappropriate to view the two present
tense-forms above as conceived of by Matthew as being in progress based on their form.
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(2) Another reason Matthew’s ability to select a certain tense-form may be limited comes
from dependence on or conformity to his literary sources. For example, at times he chooses to
carefully follow the LXX:
Isaiah 6:9
avkoh/| avkou,sete kai. ouv mh. sunh/te kai. ble,pontej ble,yete kai. ouv mh. i;dhte
Matthew 13:14 avkoh/| avkou,sete kai. ouv mh. sunh/te kai. ble,pontej ble,yete kai. ouv mh. i;dhte
You will indeed hear but never understand, and you will indeed see but never
perceive.

It is interesting to note that Matthew will frequently use a verb that is different from the one
found in the LXX passage from which he is quoting and yet the verbal aspect is consistently
preserved even when the lexis is changed:
avnoi,xw evn parabolai/j to. sto,ma mou fqe,gxomai problh,mata avpV avrch/j
I will open my mouth in parables: I will utter dark sayings which have been
from the beginning.
Matthew 13:35 avnoi,xw evn parabolai/j to. sto,ma mou( evreu,xomai kekrumme,na avpo. katabolh/j
I will open my mouth in parables, I will utter what has been hidden since the
foundation of the world.
Psalm 77:2

Isaiah 42:3

ka,lamon teqlasme,non ouv suntri,yei kai. li,non kapnizo,menon ouv sbe,sei
A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoking flax he will not quench

Matthew 12:20 ka,lamon suntetrimme,non ouv katea,xei kai. li,non tufo,menon ouv sbe,sei
He will not break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick
In such cases, the exegete should be cautious in giving too much significance to aspect since
Matthew’s inclination to follow his literary source carries much less semantic weight than a
choice to alter the aspect would carry.
(3) A third reason for the limitation on Matthew’s selection of tense-forms can be
explained in terms of grammatical convention. Biblical Greek language conventions, such as
introducing Scripture quotations with ge,graptai, 7 help explain why certain forms appear. Here,
as with conformity to his sources, Matthew’s decision to follow expected convention is less
exegetically significant than a break from convention would be.
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Aspectual Prominence
To sum up what has been said thus far: normally the appearance of a certain tense-form
communicates how an author is choosing to perceive an action (what is called aspectual choice),
while sometimes, for a variety of reasons, an author’s ability to do so is limited. However, we
can see that at times there is another reason why an author may choose one tense-form over
another. This reason can be called aspectual prominence. Prominence refers some element in a
discourse standing out from another element. Prominence in a discourse conveys meaningfulness
of some kind. 8 Lest there be any misunderstanding, it is important to note that aspectual
prominence is a pragmatic function of grammar and, thus, is not conveyed every time a tenseform is selected. 9 Nevertheless, the use of different tense forms does often communicate
prominence. Porter discusses aspectual prominence in terms of background, foreground, and
frontground. “Items which are placed in the background tense (aorist) comprise either the
backbone (in narrative) or supporting illustrative material (in exposition) against which more
prominent items are set,” explains Porter, whereas “the foreground (present) and frontground
(perfect) tense-forms are used to mark prominent features.” 10
Within this understanding of aspectual prominence, we can identify two related ways in
which it functions. Though they have not been categorized this way before, it is helpful to label
these as Emphatic Prominence and Structural Prominence. Structural Prominence is used to
structure narrative discourse by drawing attention to a new paragraph, new scene, or a new
subject. 11 It is most frequently accomplished by using present-tense forms in past time contexts.
Emphatic Prominence is used to highlight or emphasize a key theme, action, or element within
the narrative. The imperfective and stative tense-forms are utilized for this purpose. The
balance of this paper will provide examples where Matthew’s choices of tense-forms do appear
to be selected for the purpose of indicating either Emphatic or Structural Prominence.
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Examples of Emphatic and Structural Prominence
1. Matthew 1:18-25; 2:13-15; 2:19-23
A clear example of Matthew’s use of Structural Prominence is found in his deliberate use
of the verb fai,nw in the three-fold appearance of an angel of the Lord to Joseph within three of
the earliest Matthean fulfillment-formula passages (1:18-25; 2:13-15; and 2:19-23). The
circumstances surrounding each appearance could hardly be more similar; these three passages
clearly parallel each other:
1:20 ivdou. a;ggeloj kuri,ou katV o;nar evfa,nh auvtw/| le,gwn\
Behold an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying
2:13 ivdou. a;ggeloj kuri,ou fai,netai katV o;nar tw/| VIwsh.f le,gwn\
Behold an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, saying
2:19 ivdou. a;ggeloj kuri,ou fai,netai katV o;nar tw/| VIwsh.f evn Aivgu,ptw| le,gwn\
Behold an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in Egypt in a dream, saying
In each case, the interjection ivdou, introduces the action, an angel of the Lord (a;ggeloj kuri,ou) is
the one appearing, the appearance is specifically to Joseph, the medium of the appearance is by
way of a dream (katV o;nar), and the purpose of the appearing is a speech-act (le,gwn) by the
angel to Joseph, commanding him to do a certain action which subsequently is obeyed and leads
in each case to the fulfillment of scripture (plhrwqh/| to. r`hqe,n).
The single most striking difference between the first and the latter two sections of the
Matthean triad is the tense-form of fai,nw. We may ask why Matthew would break his initial
pattern of katV o;nar evfa,nh and instead front the main verb before katV o;nar and change from an
aorist tense-form to a present tense-form for the latter two occurrences. Clearly, neither a
distinction between time of action nor between type of action is being drawn. Furthermore,
verbal aspect alone is insufficient to explain the reason why near-identical actions would be
conceived of by Matthew in aspectually different ways. This leads to the question of whether or
not some type of prominence might best explain these tense-forms. Since the action in all three
cases is by the same agent to the same person for the same basic purpose, it seems unlikely that
the latter two actions are any more key or thematically significant to the narrative that the first.
Therefore, Emphatic Prominence does not fit here.
However, when the larger structure is considered, a clear pattern emerges. The present
tense-form fai,netai is used in Matthew 2:13 and 2:19 in order to mark the beginning of new
narrative scenes, whereas the aorist tense-form evfa,nh is used in 1:20 simply to convey aspect
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alone (viewing the complete action) rather than prominence. This can be seen because of the
different role that this verb plays in 1:18-25 than it does in 2:13-15 and 2:19-23. In 1:18-25,
verse 20 is part of the flow of the story, still concerning Joseph. In 2:13 and 2:19, however, we
have a major scene change, with a new setting and new participants. Thus, the shift in tense-form
from the aorist in 1:18 to the present forms in 2:13 and 2:19 is part of the structure of the
discourse, indicating a clear and significant scene change. Hence it is best understood as an
example of Structural Prominence.

2. Matthew 4:1-11
The three-fold temptation of Jesus in Matthew provides another example of aspectual
prominence. In this case, it will be shown that Matthew is underscoring the mounting tension
within the story through his increasing use of Emphatic Prominence. As with the example
above, many of the tense-form choices in 4:1-11 are inexplicable under either the lens of
Aktionsart or under that of a predominantly time-based model. This is most evident in the
alternating use of the aorist and present tense-forms of le,gw throughout this passage, but it can
be demonstrated from other verbs as well. For instance, why is the main action surrounding the
first temptation rendered with aorist tense-forms (avnh,cqh, peirasqh/nai, evpei,nasen, proselqw.n,
ei=pen 2x, eivpe.) while the main action surrounding the final temptation is portrayed primarily with
present and imperfect tense-forms (paralamba,nei, dei,knusin, le,gei, u[page, avfi,hsin, dihko,noun)?
In order to make sense of this data, it is necessary to read the narrative in light of aspectual
markedness.
Stephanie Black, who has carefully analyzed this passage with an eye toward Matthew’s
use of the so-called “historic present” apart from direct speech, rightly observes that “Matthew
increasingly uses the historic present, intermixed with other tense-forms, to convey the growing
tension as the narrative builds to a climax in the third temptation.” 12 This observation is solid,
but its strength is even increased when full consideration is given to all the tense-forms within
and without the speech margins. In the first temptation (4:1-4), only one present tense-form is
used while ten aorist tense-forms are used 13 :
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To,te o` VIhsou/j avnh,cqh eivj th.n e;rhmon u`po. tou/ pneu,matoj peirasqh/nai u`po. tou/
diabo,louÅ 2 kai. nhsteu,saj h`me,raj tessera,konta kai. nu,ktaj tessera,konta( u[steron
evpei,nasenÅ 3 kai. proselqw.n o` peira,zwn ei=pen auvtw/|\ eiv ui`o.j ei= tou/ qeou/( eivpe. i[na oi`
li,qoi ou-toi a;rtoi ge,nwntaiÅ 4 o` de. avpokriqei.j ei=pen\ ge,graptai\ ouvk evpV a;rtw| mo,nw|
zh,setai o` a;nqrwpoj( avllV evpi. panti. r`h,mati evkporeuome,nw| dia. sto,matoj qeou/Å
All of the main action is conveyed with aorist tense-forms. The lone present tense-form is the
substantival participle o` peira,zwn (the tempter). Clearly, there is not much being highlighted in
the narrative surrounding this first temptation. In the second temptation (4:5-7), however, there
are only three aorist tense-forms and two present tense-forms:
To,te paralamba,nei auvto.n o` dia,boloj eivj th.n a`gi,an po,lin kai. e;sthsen auvto.n evpi. to.
pteru,gion tou/ i`erou/ 6 kai. le,gei auvtw/|\ eiv ui`o.j ei= tou/ qeou/( ba,le seauto.n ka,tw\
ge,graptai ga.r o[ti toi/j avgge,loij auvtou/ evntelei/tai peri. sou/ kai. evpi. ceirw/n avrou/si,n
se( mh,pote prosko,yh|j pro.j li,qon to.n po,da souÅ 7 e;fh auvtw/| o` VIhsou/j\ pa,lin
ge,graptai\ ouvk evkpeira,seij ku,rion to.n qeo,n souÅ
The main action is evenly divided between aorist (e;sthsen, e;fh) and present (paralamba,nei,
le,gei) tense-forms as the tension builds. The emphasis is on the devil taking Jesus from the
desert up to Jerusalem and tempting him with words from scripture. Finally, in the concluding
temptation (4:8-11), there are four aorist tense-forms, five present tense-forms, one imperfect
tense-form, and one future tense-form:
Pa,lin paralamba,nei auvto.n o` dia,boloj eivj o;roj u`yhlo.n li,an kai. dei,knusin auvtw/| pa,saj
ta.j basilei,aj tou/ ko,smou kai. th.n do,xan auvtw/n 9 kai. ei=pen auvtw/|\ tau/ta, soi pa,nta
dw,sw( eva.n pesw.n proskunh,sh|j moiÅ 10 to,te le,gei auvtw/| o` VIhsou/j\ u[page( satana/\
ge,graptai ga,r\ ku,rion to.n qeo,n sou proskunh,seij kai. auvtw/| mo,nw| latreu,seijÅ 11 To,te
avfi,hsin auvto.n o` dia,boloj( kai. ivdou. a;ggeloi prosh/lqon kai. dihko,noun auvtw/|Å
Whether or not future tense-forms join the present and imperfect tense-forms in signaling
aspectual prominence, 14 the aspectually imperfective verbs dramatically outnumber the aorist
tense-forms. The main action is almost entirely conveyed by the imperfective aspect as the
narrative reaches its climax and resolution. The emphasis here is on the devil taking Jesus from
the pinnacle of the temple up to a very high mountain, the devil showing Jesus all the kingdoms
of the world and their glory, Jesus telling the devil to depart, the devil departing from Jesus, and
the angels ministering to Jesus. Black’s observation concerning the function of the so-called
“historic present” in this pericope – that it “both confirms established exegetical insights about
the climactic structure of the pericope, and answers questions about seemingly random use of
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tenses by Matthew in this passage” 15 – is all the more true of the function of Matthew’s broader
use of aspectual prominence. Therefore, we both affirm and build upon Black’s astute analysis,
having demonstrated how Matthew underscores the mounting tension within the temptation
narrative through his use of Emphatic Prominence.

3. Matthew 26:36-46
In Matthew 26:36-46 we find a clear and good example in one passage of both Structural
Prominence and Emphatic Prominence at work through the pattern of alternating tense forms.
Traditional understandings of time and Aktionsart clearly do not have the ability to interpret the
tense-form usage here. At the same time, the use of different verbal aspects in this text does
communicate both Structural Prominence (by indicating scene changes) and Emphatic
Prominence (by showing some elements of the narrative to be foregrounded and others to be
backgrounded).
Matthew chapter 26 begins the highly important Passion Narrative. This whole chapter
provides us with an interesting example of how a pattern of alternating tense-forms seems to
function in a prominence-indicating way. Interestingly, this aspectual markedness is most
apparent in and draws attention to verses 36-46, the story of the three-fold failure of the sleepy
disciples in the Garden of Gethsemane. It is particularly through an examination of the two very
common Greek words e;rcomai and le,gw that we get a useful vantage point on how the different
tense forms convey different kinds of prominence in this passage. These words are particularly
good candidates for examination because both are frequent enough to provide a large enough
amount of data to enable recognition of distinctions and patterning.
In the case of e;rcomai (including in compound forms) across all moods we find that
Matthew predominantly prefers aorist tense-forms (perfective aspect) of this verb to present
forms (imperfective aspect) by nearly 4 to 1. 16 There are only a total of sixteen present tense

15

Black, “The Historic Present in Matthew,” 135. Black gives a fitting example from Davies and Allison’s
commentary: “The three temptations exhibit a spatial progression, from a low place to a high place. The first takes
place in the desert, the second on a pinnacle in the temple, the third on a mountain from which all the kingdoms of
the world can be seen. This progression corresponds to the dramatic tension which comes to a climax with the third
temptation.” Dale C. Allison Jr. and W. D. Davies, Matthew International Critical Commentary, Vol. I (New York:
T&T Clark, 1991) 352.
16
In non-compound forms of e;rcomai, in all moods there are 114 occurrences. This is comprised of 84 Aorists
(74%), 28 Presents (25%) and 2 Futures (1%). There are an additional 178 occurrences of e;rcomai in compound

8

indicative forms of e;rcomai in all of Matthew – a small number, especially in light of Matthew’s
tendency to use the so-called ‘historic present’. 17 Not only are these forms infrequent in usage,
we also find that thirteen of these sixteen occurrences are found in direct speech. As Stephanie
Black has discovered in analyzing tense-forms in Matthew, the ‘speech margins’ often stand
apart from other elements in the discourse. 18 Strikingly, the only three occurrences of e;rcomai in
the imperfective aspect which are used to introduce action and carry along the narrative are
found concentrated here in Matt 26:36-46. This alone is noteworthy, but its significance is
highlighted by the fact that there are many occurrences of e;rcomai and its compounds
throughout Matthew 26 and that, as we will see below, they reveal a clear and consistent pattern
that indicates scene changes while also showing some elements of the discourse are primary
(foregrounded) while others are summary and backgrounded.
In the case of le,gw, it is has long been recognized that the so-called ‘historic present’ is
especially associated with verbs of speaking. It has also been observed that in Matthew the use of
verbs of speaking in the present tense form is particularly noticeable, accounting for more than
three-fourths of the total uses. 19 Again, this backdrop makes the alternating pattern in 26:36-46
stand out in sharp relief.

forms. This figure consists of 154 Aorists (87%), 18 Presents (10%), and 6 Futures (3%). When combined together,
the figures are: total of 292 occurrences, 238 of which are Aorists (82%), 46 Presents (16%), and 8 Futures (3%).
17
Black, “The Historic Present,” 122.
18
Black, “Historic Present,” 121. Black defines a speech margin as a “sentence in which le,gw or fhmi, introduces
quoted speech.”
19
Black, “Historic Present,” 124, quoting Hawkins.
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Below is the text of 26:36-46 laid out in a structured way:
36

To,te e;rcetai metV auvtw/n o` VIhsou/j eivj cwri,on lego,menon Geqshmani.
kai. le,gei toi/j maqhtai/j\ kaqi,sate auvtou/ e[wj Îou-Ð avpelqw.n evkei/ proseu,xwmaiÅ
37

kai. paralabw.n to.n Pe,tron kai. tou.j du,o ui`ou.j Zebedai,ou h;rxato lupei/sqai kai.
avdhmonei/nÅ
38

to,te le,gei auvtoi/j\ peri,lupo,j evstin h` yuch, mou e[wj qana,tou\ mei,nate w-de kai.
grhgorei/te metV evmou/Å
39

kai. proelqw.n mikro.n e;pesen evpi. pro,swpon auvtou/ proseuco,menoj
kai. le,gwn\ pa,ter mou( eiv dunato,n evstin( parelqa,tw avpV evmou/ to. poth,rion tou/to\ plh.n
ouvc w`j evgw. qe,lw avllV w`j su,Å
40

kai. e;rcetai pro.j tou.j maqhta.j kai. eu`ri,skei auvtou.j kaqeu,dontaj(
kai. le,gei tw/| Pe,trw|\ ou[twj ouvk ivscu,sate mi,an w[ran grhgorh/sai metV evmou/È 41 grhgorei/te kai.
proseu,cesqe( i[na mh. eivse,lqhte eivj peirasmo,n\ to. me.n pneu/ma pro,qumon h` de. sa.rx avsqenh,jÅ
42

pa,lin evk deute,rou avpelqw.n proshu,xato
le,gwn\ pa,ter mou( eiv ouv du,natai tou/to parelqei/n eva.n mh. auvto. pi,w( genhqh,tw to.
qe,lhma, souÅ
43

kai. evlqw.n pa,lin eu-ren auvtou.j kaqeu,dontaj( h=san ga.r auvtw/n oi` ovfqalmoi.
bebarhme,noiÅ 44 kai. avfei.j auvtou.j pa,lin avpelqw.n proshu,xato evk tri,tou to.n
auvto.n lo,gon eivpw.n pa,linÅ
45

to,te e;rcetai pro.j tou.j maqhta.j
kai. le,gei auvtoi/j\ kaqeu,dete Îto.Ð loipo.n kai. avnapau,esqe\ ivdou. h;ggiken h` w[ra kai. o` ui`o.j tou/
avnqrw,pou paradi,dotai eivj cei/raj a`martwlw/nÅ 46 evgei,resqe a;gwmen\ ivdou. h;ggiken o` paradidou,j
meÅ
This passage is clearly structured on a three-fold pattern of e;rcetai plus le,gei (both in
the imperfective aspect) in verses 36, 40, and 45. In each case Jesus is the subject of this verb
combination and the objects or participants are his disciples (metV auvtw/n in v.36; pro.j tou.j

maqhta.j in vv. 40 and 45). Indications of intentional structure are also found in the typical
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Matthean transition word to,te 20 and in the fact that the verse following this pericope (v47) is
demarcated by a genitive absolute phrase. 21
A few other observations can be offered. First, as is common in Matthew, le,gw is used to
introduce speech and in all moods is employed in the imperfective aspect or the ‘historic
present’. 22 The notable exception is verse 44, which uses the unexpected aorist eivpw,n. 23 More on
this below. We may also observe that, as in the rest of Matthew, there are many occurrences of

e;rcomai, by itself as well as in a number of compound forms. Each of the ten occurrences of
e;rcomai in this short passage occurs in the aorist tense form, with the exception of the three
instances already pointed out, those in verses 36, 40, and 45. As stated above, the use of aorist
forms of e;rcomai far outweighs that of present forms, and the use of the present indicatives to
carry along the narrative, as in these verses, is itself quite uncommon.
Having laid this groundwork, we may now query as to why these verbs alternate as they
do in this passage. It is clear that time is not a factor, and type of action also provides no help in
understanding why the very same verbs are used in an alternating pattern. Do verbal aspect and
prominence help us understand this text?
We are not, in fact, the first ones to examine this text in light of aspect. In her insightful
essay “The Historic Present in Matthew: Beyond Speech Margins”, Stephanie Black chose Matt
26:36-46 as one of two passages to analyze through the lens of prominence and aspect. Black
first provides a number of helpful statistics on tense form patterns in Matthew before turning to a
detailed analysis of two passages: 4:1-11 and 26:36-46. She concludes that Matthew
intentionally “alternates the historic present with other tense forms to help create the narrative’s
structure and make his storytelling more engaging to his readers”. 24 What this looks like is
different in the two Matthean passages in her purview. In 26:36-46 Black argues that the
20

Cf. Stephanie Black, Sentence Conjunction in the Gospel of Matthew (London: Sheffield Academic, 2002). This
text does match Mk 14:32-43 quite closely, though evidence of Matthew’s hand can be seen in a number of points,
including his common use of to,te.
21
There is a striking pattern of Matthew using genitive absolute phrases to demarcate breaks. He is so fond of this
technique that at times he even uses the dative case in the same way, what we may called the ‘dative absolute’ (e.g.,
8:23; 9:27, 28;14:6)!
22
The present indicative in vv. 36, 38, 40, and 45. The present participle in vv. 36, 39, and 42.
23
Aorist participles of le,gw occur only 15 times in all of Matthew, 13 of which are in the formulaic aorist passive
form r`hqen, always referring back to Scripture. Besides 26:44, the only other occurrence is in 17:26, and there it is a
far from certain reading. The variants are quite diverse (at least six entirely distinct readings) and include a
significant number of disagreements within the major uncials and miniscules. Thus, 26:44 is the only clear example
of an aorist participle being used to report speech in Matthew. We will see below why this is the case.
24
Black, “Historic Present,” 124.
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juxtaposition of different tense forms is used to distinguish between two interwoven story lines.
She suggests that Matthew has used the historic present forms to present the elements of the
story that focus on Jesus’ interactions with his disciples, while on the other hand, he uses the
aorist tense forms to depict the elements of the story in which Jesus is in isolation.
This essay has much to commend it, though her study is certainly limited by its focus on
the so-called ‘historic present’. Moreover, while her theory that the use of different tense forms
communicates two different elements of the story is a vast improvement over time-based or
Aktionsart views, it ultimately proves unconvincing for 26:36-46. She is right to observe that
there is indeed some pattern of alternating tense forms, but her theory fails to account for all of
the data. Contrary to her stated thesis, we do find aorist tense-forms used to apply to Jesus’
interaction with his disciples in 26:43a, in noticeable contrast to present tense-forms of the same
verbs used for the same reason in 26:40b. Thus, her theory proves untenable.
However, Black is right to examine this passage for aspectual markedness and to observe
that some pattern is at work. But rather than indicating the different elements of the stories in this
text, the alternating pattern of tense-forms communicates both Structural Prominence (here,
scene changes) and Emphatic Prominence (backgrounding and foregrounding). As observed
above, the use of the e;rcetai plus le,gei combination clearly sets out verses 36, 40, and 45 as
indicating a change in scene, thus what we are calling Structural Prominence. This stands in
marked contrast to the aorist tense-forms used (especially for all forms of e;rcomai) in between
these structural indicators.
At the same time, the alternating tense forms indicate Emphatic Prominence by bringing
the actions and dialogue of the three scene changes to the foreground. The greatest evidence of
this is seen in the striking change of tense-forms that occurs in verses 43-44. In the second major
scene (vv 40-44) Jesus comes (e;rcetai) to the disciples and finds (eu`ri,skei) them sleeping. He
instructs them to watch and pray and then returns a second time to pray to the Father. In verses
43-44 Jesus comes again to find the disciples sleeping and returns for a third time to pray. What
is noticeably different in verses 43-44 is that all of the tense forms have switched to aorists,
including a conspicuous change of the identical verbs used earlier (e;rcetaiÆevlqw.n;

eu`ri,skeiÆeu-ren) and the especially-odd aorist form of le,gw (here the one-time only aorist
participle, eivpw.n). This change is noteworthy on its own, but its significance is made clear when
we observe that unlike the other identically parallel scenes, here Matthew is not really depicting
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a scene, action, or dialogue at all, but is instead offering a rehashed narrative summary statement.
That is, unlike each of the other times when Jesus interacts with his disciples and when he prays
to the Father, no dialogue at all is given in verses 43-44. Instead, these verses are summed up and
treated cursorily with three summary occurrences of pa,lin. Thus, we can see that the aorist
tense-forms fit perfectly as the forms used to communicate backgrounded, summary narration, in
contrast to the present tense-forms which are used (with the very same lexemes) to depict ‘live’
or foregrounded action.
In this way, the pattern of tense-forms in Matt 26:36-46 fit precisely into an
understanding of the Emphatic Prominence use of the present and aorist verbal forms. At the
same time, as observed earlier, the pattern of tense-forms communicates Structural Prominence
by indicating major scene changes. Thus, we have in these verses an excellent example of how a
discourse prominence understanding of aspectual markedness finds exegetical support.
Conclusion
The perpetual problem hanging over much discussion of aspect and its meaning is that it
often remains at the level of theory and taxonomy, with few detailed exegetical examples. We
also have begun at this level and we have offered some refinement to the theoretical notion of
Prominence. We have suggested that there is benefit in distinguishing at least two types or subcategories of Prominence in narrative literature, what we are calling Structural and Emphatic
Prominence.
But while we have necessarily also begun with a theoretical discussion, we have tried to
move beyond this by examining three particular passages in Matthew. We have chosen these
passages because they seem to supply easily discernible examples of both Structural and
Emphatic Prominence at work. In fact, these labels and categories have been derived from a
close examination of the passages, rather than vice versa.
Picirilli astutely points out that much discussion of aspectual prominence leaves us with
no way to independently verify what is being argued. That is, examples that are typically given
for aspect at work usually leave one wondering whether there is any way to test whether what is
being argued is true or not. And unfortunately, it seems that usually there is not, thus we are not
truly testing the theories, but simply positing their existence. We have observed this same
impasse in much discussion of aspect. However, in each of the cases presented here, we believe
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that we are able to get beyond this vicious circularity because in each case the interpretation of
Prominence is confirmed by other elements in the text. Moreover, it is clear in each case that the
data in the text is not explicable in terms of Aktionsart or time, even in the case of the indicative
mood.
Additionally, when authors have tried to apply aspect and aspectual prominence to
exegetical examples, the result has often been little by way of actual exegetical help. In each of
the examples we have given in this paper we can offer real clues to the exegetical understanding
of the passage regarding both structure and emphasis. In these ways we hope we have made a
small but real contribution to the continuing discussion of verbal aspect.
We may conclude by offering some suggestions for further study. There is need for a
more detailed study of prominence in Matthew at the macro level, incorporating not only
Matthew’s usage of tense-forms but also other indicators of prominence (transitivity-based,
lexically-based, emphatic particles, word order, repetition, superlatives, redundant pronouns,
etc.). Also, working under the assumption that different authors employ the Greek tenses in
subtly different ways, we have selected the Gospel of Matthew and his tense-form choices as our
testing ground for Porter’s prominence theory; it would be interesting to see what a similar study
of a different author, such as Luke, would yield. It would be worthwhile and interesting to
examine whether our ideas of Structural and Emphatic Prominence work well in another Gospel,
and whether there are other subcategories of Prominence that are at play.
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