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Gnomic Aorists: No Problem!
The Greek Indicative Verb System

as Four Ordered Pairs1

Stephen H. Levinsohn
SIL International

1. The Dilemma

There has been much debate in recent years over whether indicative 
verbs in New Testament Greek indicate tense or not. The consensus is 
that Greek is an “aspect-prominent” language2, but are indicative verbs 
also marked for tense? The three major positions at the moment can be 
summarised as:

- Verbs in the indicative are only marked for aspect3.
- Verbs in the indicative are marked for both aspect and tense4.
- Verbs in the indicative are marked for aspect and the spatial factor 

remote or proximate5.

1 A shorter version of this paper was presented at a seminar on Greek indicative 
verbs at Tyndale House, Cambridge, England, on 9th October, 2014, with Dr. Buist M. 
Fanning as the respondent.

2 D.N.S. Bhat, The Prominence of Tense, Aspect and Mood (Amsterdam - Phil-
adelphia 1999) 7.

3 S.E. Porter, Idioms of the Greek New Testament (Sheffield 1992) 25.
4 B.M. Fanning, "Greek presents, imperfects, and aorists in the Synoptic Gospels: 

their contribution to narrative structuring", in S.E. Runge (ed.), Discourse Studies & 
Biblical Interpretation: A Festschrift in Honor of Stephen H. Levinsohn (Bellingham 
2011) 162.

5 C.R. Campbell, Basics of Verbal Aspect in Biblical Greek (Grand Rapids 2008) 41.
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Clauses such as Mark 1,11 (ἐν σοὶ εὐδόκησα) are crucial to the de-
bate, as there is general agreement that they should be translated into 
English with a present tense (“With you I am well pleased” -NIV). For 
Porter, they demonstrate the validity of his position that Greek indica-
tive verbs do not mark tense6. For Campbell, the epsilon augment marks 
the utterance as remote7. For those who consider the augment to be a 
marker of past tense, “contextual factors may override the tense param-
eter” (Chris Fresch, p.c).

This paper argues for a position half way between those of Fanning 
and Porter: whereas the present-imperfect and present perfect-pluper-
fect oppositions involve present versus past tense, the aorist either is 
non-future, rather than inherently past, or is unmarked for tense.

2. Overview

First, though, I give an overview of the indicative verbs of New Tes-
tament Greek, expressed as an ordered system with four binary oppo-
sitions.

(1) Greek is an aspect-prominent language, which among things means, 

according to Bhat, that aspect is “more pervasive than tense”8. Evidence for 

this position is that non-finite verbs such as participles and infinitives are 

marked for aspect, but not for tense. It follows as a corollary that the basic 

distinction for indicative verbs will be between perfective and imperfective 

aspect9.

6 Porter, Idioms, 39.
7 “The aorist offers a summary view, because of perfective aspect, and because 

Jesus’ life is viewed from afar” (Campbell, Basics, 38). When a verb root begins with a 
diphthong such as ευ, it remains unchanged when the augment is added (H.K. Moulton 
[ed.], The Analytical Greek Lexicon Revised [Grand Rapids 1978] xvi).

8 Bhat, Prominence, 120.
9 J.L. Bybee & Ö. Dahl, “The creation of tense and aspect systems in the languages 

of the world”, SL 13.1 (1989) 83, use a two-level network diagram to illustrate their 
claim that, “a gram with the meaning “perfective past” is opposed to everything else … 
in about every second language in the world”. In their diagram (29), the first level has 
perfective/imperfective as the primary opposition, with the past/non-past opposition 
at the second level.

Gnomic Aorists: No Problem!
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Verbal aspect involves the ways that events are portrayed. It is “the speak-

er’s subjective view of a process or event”10. It “reflects the subjective concep-

tion or portrayal by the speaker”11.

Perfective aspect portrays the event as a whole -“a complete and undiffer-

entiated process”12. It is the “external” aspect, which views the action “from a 

vantage-point outside the action... without reference to its internal structure”13. 

The Greek aorist has perfective aspect. So, in Luke 15,20a (ἦλθεν πρὸς τὸν 

πατέρα εἁυτοῦ), the son’s act of coming to his father is portrayed as a whole. 

Though the use of the aorist in a narrative context suggests that the journey 

was completed, it does not focus on the end of the journey and, in fact, its 

completion is delayed because the father runs to meet him while he was still 

a long way off. Similarly, in a non-narrative context, ἐν σοὶ εὐδόκησα (Mark 

1,11) portrays the act of being pleased with Jesus as a whole, without reference 

to when the act began or whether it might ever cease to be true.

Imperfective aspect portrays the event as not completed or ongoing at the 

point of reference (depending on the language). It is an “internal” aspect, since 

it views the action “from a reference-point within the action, without reference 

to the beginning or end-point of the action”14. The Greek imperfect has imper-

fective aspect. So, in Luke 24,15b (συνεπορεύετο αὐτοῖς), the journeying is 

portrayed as an action that is ongoing at the point the story has reached.

(2) Verbs with perfective aspect are either aorist or future. Section 3 argues 

that the future is the marked member of the pair, with the aorist unmarked15.

(3-4) Verbs with imperfective aspect are distinguished in two ways:

a) they are simple or perfect16 (“combinative”)17, and

b) they are present or past (“proximate” versus “remote”)18.

10 J.T. Reed & R.A. Reese, “Verbal aspect, discourse prominence, and the letter of 
Jude”, FilNeot 9 (1996) 183.

11 B.M. Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New Testament Greek (Oxford 1990) 31.
12 Porter, Idioms, 21.
13 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 31.
14 Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 84-85.
15 On a potential danger of giving a positive label to both parts of a binary opposi-

tion, see S.H. Levinsohn, Self-Instruction Materials on Narrative Discourse Analysis 
(online at www.sil.org/~levinsohns, 2013) 5.

16 The end product of a perfect is a stative imperfective, so it is subsumed under 
the imperfective node, rather than treated as a separate member of the basic aspectual 
opposition.

17 See www.biblemesh.com. Although BibleMesh describes the perfect as “com-
binative”, the aspects that are combined are often the completive and imperfective, 
rather than the perfective and imperfective.

18 Campbell, Basics, 60.

Stephen H. Levinsohn
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This results in two pairs of imperfective verbs: present-imperfect and pre-

sent perfect-pluperfect. Section 4 discusses how perfects should be distingui-

shed from their simple counterparts.

The following is the system network for the indicative verb as des-
cribed above (for convenience, oppositions (2) and (3) are presented on 
different lines)19.

INDICATIVE VERB

perfective imperfective

aorist future

(1)

simple

(4)

perfect
(2)

(3)

past present past present

(imperfect) (pluperfect) (perfect)

The above ordering correctly predicts that, for non-prototypical 
verbs such as participles, the first “verbal trapping”20 that is lost is the 
final opposition (level [4]); viz., the present versus past tense one. The 
ordering is also consistent with the existence of non-prototypical verbs 
such as participles in the future, as the future does not feature in the 
final opposition.

3. Level (2): The Aorist – Future Perfective Opposition

In the system network above, active verbs with perfective aspect are 
either aorist or future. This section begins by explaining why the future 
is included in the same system as the aorist.

19 For convenience, the system network goes down the page, rather than across it 
(contrast M.A.K. Halliday, Halliday’s Introduction to Functional Grammar, revised 
by C.M.I.M. Matthiessen [Oxford - New York 42013], x).

20 P.J. Hopper & S.A. Thompson, “The discourse Basis for Lexical Categories in 
Universal Grammar”, Language 60 (1984) 722.

Gnomic Aorists: No Problem!
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First of all, there are certain morphological similarities between the 
aorist and the future. In the so-called “passive” forms, for instance, “the 
-θη- endings are forms developed in the course of the history of an-
cient Greek to function for the middle-passive in the aorist and future 
tenses”21. In addition, sigma infixes appear with many roots in both 
the aorist and the future. It is true that, diachronically, they may have 
had different origins. In this connection, Evans writes, “The common 
sigmatic future has been explained as an original desiderative or as a 
short-vowel subjunctive from the sigmatic aorist, but is perhaps more 
probably of mixed origin”22. Synchronically, we will probably never 
know whether native speakers viewed the sigmas in the two forms as 
the same or as different.

Secondly, although Porter writes, “The future form in Greek does 
not constitute… a verbal aspect in its full sense as discussed above”23, 
Campbell has shown that there is no problem with considering the future 
to be “perfective in aspect”24, because of the way perfective is defined. 
So, in Matt 10,21 (παραδώσει δὲ ἀδελφὸς ἀδελφὸν εἰς θάνατον), the 
act of delivering one’s brother to death is portrayed as a whole, without 
reference to when the act will begin or end25.

The future is therefore treated in this paper as the marked member 
of a perfective pair, with the distinctive features: +Perfective +Future/
Irrealis26.

Regardless of whether or not the future has perfective aspect, the 
main question addressed in this section is how the aorist is to be de-
scribed. The traditional answer is that the epsilon augment marks the 
aorist for past tense (+Perfective +Past), which is not a problem when the 

21 C.W. Conrad, New Observations on Voice in the Ancient Greek Verb (2002, 
online at http://www.artsci.wustl.edu/~cwconrad/docs/NewObsAncGrkVc.pdf) 3.

22 T.R. Evans, Verbal Syntax in the Greek Pentateuch: Native Greek Usage and 
Hebrew Interference (Oxford 2001) 33.

23 Porter, Idioms, 24.
24 C.R. Campbell, Verbal Aspect, the Indicative Mood, and Narrative: Soundings 

in the Greek of the New Testament, SBG 13 (New York 2007) 127-160.
25 Mark 13,25 (καὶ οἱ ἀστέρες ἔσονται ἐκ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ πίπτοντες) illustrates the 

use of a periphrastic form to portray a future event as imperfective.
26 I write “+Future/Irrealis” because this paper does not discuss whether the future 

is a tense or a mood.

Stephen H. Levinsohn
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aorist is used in narrative, but does not always work when it is found 
in non-narrative, as Mark 1,11 (ἐν σοὶ εὐδόκησα) has already shown.

The very fact that there are only two perfective verb forms means 
that one of them will need to be used when a writer wishes to portray 
a current event as perfective27, and it is clear that it is the aorist which 
is used for such perfectives. Has the past tense use of the aorist, then, 
been extended to include current events portrayed as perfective, or are 
we missing the point?

It is noteworthy that discussions of the tense-aspect system of Classi-
cal and New Testament Greek do not start at the same place as linguis-
tic descriptions of other languages. Grammars in the “Teach Yourself” 
series, for instance, introduce the reader first to sentences that can be 
used in everyday conversation. Later in the volume, guidelines are given 
on the composition of letters, but there may well be no chapter whatev-
er on the use of the language in stories. Formal linguistic descriptions 
are similar. First comes the description of, for instance, the use of the 
different verb forms in everyday conversation and only later, if at all, is 
there discussion of the way that they are used in narrative.

In the case of Classical and New Testament Greek, the equivalent of 
everyday conversation is found in reported speeches, while letters, com-
edies and tragedies provide extensive material with the time of writing 
as the point of reference.

So, if the linguistic norm of beginning with non-narrative material 
is applied to Rijksbaron’s Syntax and Semantics of the Verb in Classi-
cal Greek28, his chapter on “Non-narrative uses of imperfect and aorist 
indicative” (§8)29 would come before the one on “Imperfect and aorist 
indicative in narrative texts” (§6)30.

27 “[T]he generic and the so-called tragic interpretation… are best understood from 
the lack of a form for perfective aspect and present tense in Ancient Greek” (C. Bary, 
“The perfective/imperfective distinction: coercion or aspectual operators?”, in L. Ho-
geweg - H. de Hoop & A. Malchukov (eds), Cross-linguistic Semantics of Tense, As-
pect and Modality [Amsterdam - Philadelphia 2009] 39). A comparable tense-aspect 
in English is the simple present, reflected in the translation of Mark 1,11 as “I am well 
pleased”; compare “he pleases me” with the imperfective “he is pleasing me”.

28 A. Rijksbaron, The Syntax and Semantics of the Verb in Classical Greek: An 
Introduction (Chicago 32006).

29 Rijksbaron, The Syntax, 25-33.
30 Rijksbaron, The Syntax, 11-21.

Gnomic Aorists: No Problem!
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Rijksbaron’s presentation makes it clear that the aorist is used in 
non-narrative not only to portray events in the past as a whole31, but 
also for “performative or speech act verbs”32 such as ὄμνυμι and its 
compounds. Rijksbaron writes that utilising the aorist in this way “pre-
sents the speech act involved as completely realized even as the speak-
er is performing it”33. More accurately, it portrays the speech act as a 
whole. The aorist indicative is also employed with τί οὐ “with jussive 
force”, with the meaning “Why don’t we…?”34, and, as in New Testament 
Greek, the “Generic (gnomic) use” is also found35. The point being made 
in this section is that these instances should be viewed not as extensions 
of the past nature of the aorist into the present, but as uses that are 
perfectly normal when the point of reference for the discourse is “now”, 
rather than a time in the past.

The same argument can be applied to the letter to Philemon in New 
Testament Greek, since its point of reference is “now”, rather than a 
time in the past. The next paragraphs discuss the eight instances of the 
aorist indicative in the letter.

The first aorist indicative is in verse 7: χαρὰν γὰρ πολλὴν ἔσχον 
καὶ παράκλησιν ἐπὶ τῇ ἀγάπῃ σου. NIV translates this clause with 
a present perfect (“Your love has given me great joy and encourage-
ment”), but J.B. Phillips prefers the simple present: “It is your love, my 
brother, that gives us such comfort and happiness”.

The next aorist is in 10: ὃν ἐγέννησα ἐν τοῖς δεσμοῖς, Ὀνήσιμον. 
This aorist is always translated with a past tense (e.g., “I became his 
father in the faith while here in prison” -NLT).

Next is the first clause of 12: ὃν ἀνέπεμψά σοι, which most modern 
versions translate, “I am sending him to you”, though the English simple 
(perfective) present, “I send him” might be more accurate.

Verses 14 and 15 contain two aorists (χωρὶς δὲ τῆς σῆς γνώμης οὐδὲν 
ἠθέλησα ποιῆσαι and τάχα γὰρ διὰ τοῦτο ἐχωρίσθη πρὸς ὥραν) that 
most versions translate with a past tense, though Phillips does render 
the one in 14, “But I would do nothing without consulting you first”.

31 For Rijksbaron, the aorist portrays such events as “completed in the past” (Ri-
jksbaron, The Syntax, 28), rather than viewed as a whole.

32 Rijksbaron, The Syntax, 29.
33 Rijksbaron, The Syntax, 29.
34 Rijksbaron, The Syntax, 31.
35 Rijksbaron, The Syntax, 31.

Stephen H. Levinsohn
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The conditional clause of 18 (εἰ δέ τι ἠδίκησέν σε ἢ ὀφείλει) contains 
both an aorist and a present. NLT’s translation is “If he has wronged 
you in any way or owes you anything”.

The final aorists in 19 (ἐγὼ Παῦλος ἔγραψα τῇ ἐμῇ χειρί) and 21 
are often called “epistolary”. Once again, the most accurate rendition in 
English is probably a simple present.

In summary, the letter to Philemon contains eight aorists. Three are 
consistently translated into English with a past tense, three with a pres-
ent tense, and two sound most natural in the present perfect. Linguists 
who are aware that New Testament Greek is an aspect-prominent lan-
guage would conclude from such data that the aorist is used to portray 
both past and current events as perfective. They would then posit either 
that the tense of the aorist is non-future (+Perfective +Non-Future)36 or 
that the aorist is unmarked for tense (simply +Perfective).

If the aorist is not marked for past tense, what should be said about 
the epsilon augment? There is no agreement as to its origin37 but, for 
the sake of argument, let us assume that, at some point in the history of 
Greek, its use with the aorist was restricted to past time situations. It 
would then be the case that, by the Classical period, its domain with the 
aorist extended to also encompass present time situations -a state that 
continued into the New Testament period.

Whatever is concluded about the augment, the crucial point is that 
in non-narrative, writers or reported speakers use an aorist when they 
wish to portray an event as a whole. This means that the system network 
for indicative verbs that describe current events or states in non-narra-
tive is the following (see sec. 4 for discussion of the perfect):

36 Given a non-future versus future contrast, linguists would also examine whether 
the opposition is in fact between realis and irrealis mood. A problem with classifying 
the aorist as realis is that it is used in second class conditionals, which are “appropria-
tely called the “contrary to fact” condition (or the unreal condition)” (D.B. Wallace, 
Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament 
[Grand Rapids 1995] 694).

37 The augment “has never been explained. It is generally conceded to be an inde-
pendent word, an adverb, added to the verb, which is an enclitic after the augment like 
ἔ-λιπε. We have mere conjectures for the origin of the adverb, possibly a locative of the 
pronoun-stem. In Sanskrit it is a.” (A.T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New 
Testament in the Light of Historical Research [Nasville4 1934] 365).

Gnomic Aorists: No Problem!
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INDICATIVE VERB

perfective imperfective

(aorist)

simple present present perfect

In turn, the system network for indicative verbs that describe past 
events or states in narrative is (see sec. 5 for discussion of the historical 
present):

INDICATIVE VERB

perfective imperfective

(aorist)

imperfect pluperfect

Once it is recognised that it is normal for the aorist to be used in 
non-narrative to portray current events as a whole, this may well lead 
to the identification of additional so-called gnomic aorists than before. 
Why is it, for instance, that the verbs in the Parable of the Sower are 
not treated as gnomic aorists? All three versions of the parable begin 
with an articular subject (e.g., Ἐξῆλθεν ὁ σπείρων τοῦ σπεῖραι τὸν 
σπόρον αὐτοῦ -Luke 8,5), which suggests that Jesus is referring to a 
category of people that he expects his audience to be able to identify38. 
The meaning, then, is surely, “The sower [as you are aware] goes out to 
sow his seed and, as he sows…”39.

38 Levinsohn, Discourse Features, §9.1; S. Janssen, The Greek Article in Pauline 
Literature: Traditional Grammar and Discourse Perspectives (Dallas 2013) 66; R.D. 
Peters, The Greek Article: A Functional Grammar of ὁ-items in the Greek New Tes-
tament with Special Emphasis on the Greek Article (Leiden - Boston 2014) 271.

39 “…the tale Jesus narrates seems quite ordinary as it provides the beginning, 
middle, and end of the yearly cycle experienced by farmers. A farmer sows, the seed 
and fledgling crop encounter the normal array of hindrances to growth and maturity, 
and he harvests his crop.” (J.B. Green, The Gospel of Luke, NICNT [Grand Rapids 
1997] 324)
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4. The Perfect and Pluperfect

This section considers why perfects are often translated as stative 
imperfectives (e.g., οἶδα “I know”; ἵστημι “I am standing”).

The function of a particular verb form is determined, in part, by 
asking how it relates to and contrasts with the other members of the set 
to which it belongs. Level (3) of the system network (the relevant part 
is reproduced below) placed the perfect forms under the imperfective 
node, so this section elucidates the function of the Greek perfect by 
comparing it to the other members of the imperfective set.

simple perfect

(1)

(imperfect)

imperfective

(2)

(4) past present past present

(pluperfect) (perfect)

Campbell’s discussion of the perfect begins with the two verbs I have 
just mentioned (οἶδα and ἵστημι)40, so this section does the same.

With what other members of the imperfective set does οἶδα con-
trast? The answer seems to be: None, since BDAG write, “really the 
perfect of the stem εἰδ-… but used as a present”41. And εἴδον is not 
found in the imperfect, either.

With ἵστημι as an intransitive verb, the situation is similar. With the 
possible exception of John 8,44 (καὶ ἐν τῇ ἀληθείᾳ οὐκ ἔστηκεν), where 
it is not used in a physical sense, there are no imperfect instances of 
ἵστημι in the New Testament corpus. The same is true for the present, 
which is attested only in Romans 3,31 (ἀλλὰ νόμον ἱστάνομεν), where 
it is transitive and again not used in a physical sense. So, the basic as-
pectual contrast for ἵστημι when used intransitively in a physical sense 

40 Campbell, Basics, 46. His discussion of the pluperfect also begins with οἶδα 
(Campbell, Basics, 52).

41 BDAG, 558.
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is between the aorist and the perfect/pluperfect; i.e., perfective versus 
imperfective42.

The absence of a simple versus perfect contrast in the New Testa-
ment for οἶδα and ἵστημι therefore means that these verbs cannot be 
used to determine how the perfect is to be differentiated from other 
imperfective forms.

One might expect verbs for “sit” to behave like ἵστημι, as they are 
also positional, and it is indeed the case that only one set of imperfec-
tive forms is attested. With both καθήμαι and καθέζομαι, though, that 
set is not the perfect, but the simple one (imperfect and present)43.

So, for intransitive ἵστημι, καθήμαι and καθέζομαι, the simple - 
perfect opposition of the system network has been neutralised, which 
leaves the system network for the imperfective with only the past - pres-
ent distinction:

perfect

(1) imperfective

(4) past

We turn, then, to verbs that are attested in both the perfect and the 
simple imperfective, such as δίδωμι. With such verbs, there is no prob-
lem with the traditional way of distinguishing the present and perfect, 
or the imperfect and pluperfect. Contrast, for instance, the perfect and 
present in Luke 4,6 (ὅτι ἐμοὶ παραδέδοται καὶ ᾧ ἐὰν θέλω δίδωμι 
αὐτήν). The perfect (παραδέδοται) portrays the act of giving as com-
pleted, but with a result that is relevant to the current situation44. The 
present (δίδωμι) portrays the ability to give as something that is cur-
rently true.

42 The same claim is true for intransitive ἵστημι in Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities. 
The imperfect (without augment) is either transitive (3.108) or idiomatic (17.4). Mid-
dle-passive ἵστατι occurs six times as a historical present, which section 5 of this 
paper considers to be a marked form. Only in 3.144 is it used as a past habitual (“was 
set”).

43 καθίζω is attested in the perfect (Heb 12,2), in the present (1Cor 6,4), and as a 
variant in the imperfect (Mark 12,36).

44 “Whatever rule the devil exercises is that allowed him by God; he can only dele-
gate to Jesus what has already been delegated to him” (Green, Luke, 195).
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Similarly, contrast the pluperfect in John 11,57 (δεδώκεισαν δὲ οἱ 
ἀρχιερεῖς καὶ οἱ Φαρισαῖοι ἐντολὰς) with the imperfect in John 19,3 
(καὶ ἐδίδοσαν αὐτῷ ῥαπίσματα). The pluperfect (δεδώκεισαν) again 
portrays the act of giving as completed, but with a result that is relevant 
for the main events of the narrative pericope. The imperfect (ἐδίδοσαν) 
portrays the act of giving as something that was ongoing during the 
relevant span of time.

The recent “Perfect Storm”45 seems to stem from attempts by the 
parties concerned to come up with a single function of the perfect that 
is true for every example, regardless of the verb class. This section has 
argued for a linguistic approach to each verb that occurs in the per-
fect that asks, in the first instance: with which other imperfective verb 
forms does it contrast? For verbs like οἶδα, because the perfect does 
not contrast with any other imperfective, there is no problem with it 
portraying the state of knowing as current and not being concerned (if 
it ever was) with the act that produced the current state of knowing46. 
A similar observation applies to ἵστημι. For verbs for which the per-
fect does contrast with another imperfective form, however, we might 
indeed conclude that the “traditional” position is not so unreasonable!

5. Marked uses of verb forms

My 2010 paper on aspect and prominence in the Synoptic accounts 
of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem argued for the need to distinguish “be-
tween occasions when the tense-form is the most relevant way of por-
traying an event and those in which it is not”47. Some of the wording in 
the following paragraphs is taken directly from that article.

If the aorist is the most relevant way of portraying an event, but an 
author chooses to use the imperfect instead, then “he must have intend-
ed to convey special contextual effects”48. By choosing a marked form, 

45 New Testament Greek Language and Exegesis Consultation, Annual Meeting 
of the Evangelical Theological Society, Nov. 20, 2013, Baltimore, MD, USA.

46 See, for example, passages such as Matt 6,8 that speak of God’s knowledge.
47 S.H. Levinsohn, “Aspect and Prominence in the Synoptic Accounts of Jesus’ 

Entry into Jerusalem”, FilNeot 23 (2010) 173.
48 E.-A. Gutt, Translation and Relevance: Cognition and Context (Oxford 1991) 

103.
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“the communicator makes the utterance more costly to process... [and] 
this would entail that she intended to convey additional implicatures to 
compensate for the increase in processing effort”49.

Consider Mark 11,5 (καί τινες τῶν ἐκεῖ ἑστηκότων ἔλεγον αὐτοῖς, 
Τί ποιεῖτε λύοντες τὸν πῶλον;). The imperfect (ἔλεγον) does not ap-
pear to be the most relevant way of portraying the act of speaking, as it 
does not seem to be ongoing at the point of reference. Consequently, the 
reader looks for “additional implicatures to compensate for the increase 
in processing effort”50. In this instance, because the event had already 
been predicted, the effect is likely to be that of backgrounding.

Contrast the above passage with John 8,31-32: Ἔλεγεν οὖν ὁ Ἰησοῦς 
πρὸς τοὺς πεπιστευκότας αὐτῷ Ἰουδαίους, Ἐὰν ὑμεῖς μείνητε ἐν τῷ 
λόγῳ τῷ ἐμῷ, ἀληθῶς μαθηταί μού ἐστε… Because this speech is not 
readily perceived as ongoing at the point of reference, the effect of using 
the imperfect (ἔλεγεν) is likely to be that of foregrounding, because it “in-
cites or provokes the conversational exchange of the rest of the chapter”51.

The same paper reaffirms that, when a non-default form or structure 
is employed, prominence is often given not to the event concerned, but 
to the following one(s)52. This is particularly evident when the historical 
present (HP) is used. Although Porter affirms, “the present form draws 
added attention to the action to which it refers”53, Callow insists that, 
particularly in Mark and John, the HP “does not draw attention to the 
event which the HP verb itself refers to, as those events, in themselves, 
are not particularly important - to go, to say, to gather together, to see, 
etc... [I]t has a cataphoric function; that is, it points on beyond itself into 
the narrative, it draws attention to what is following”54.

49 Gutt, Translation and Relevance, 41.
50 Gutt, Translation and Relevance, 41.
51 Levinsohn, Self-Instruction, §5.3.3. The use of the imperfect to introduce an 

initial question in Mark 10,17 (ἐπηρώτα) is similar.
52 See Levinsohn, Self-Instruction, §5.4 for discussion of this point.
53 Porter, Idioms, 31.
54 J.C. Callow, The Historic Present in Mark (seminar hand-out, Horsleys Green, 

UK, 1996), 2. For further discussion of this point, see Levinsohn, Discourse Features, 
202-203, and Fanning, Greek Presents, 182-185. C. Long Westfall, “A Method for the 
Analysis of Prominence in Hellenistic Greek”, in S.E. Porter & M. Brook O’Donnell 
(eds), The Linguist as Pedagogue: Trends in the Teaching and Linguistic Analysis of 
the Greek New Testament (Sheffield 2009) 77, also allows for the “domain of promi-
nence” to be “at the level of couplet, paragraph, section or discourse”.
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So, in Mark 1,21 (Καὶ εἰσπορεύονται εἰς Καφαρναούμ), “it is not 
the action of entering Capernaum itself that is particularly important. 
Rather, the presence of the HP points on beyond itself and draws atten-
tion to the subsequent events that take place in Capernaum”55. In other 
words, εἰσπορεύονται gives prominence not so much to the act of en-
tering Capernaum as to Jesus teaching in the synagogue and the amaze-
ment of the crowd (ἐδίδασκεν, ἐξεπλήσσοντο) at his teaching (21b-22).

6. Conclusions

This paper has proposed that Greek indicative verb forms form a 
system network with four ordered, binary oppositions: (1) perfective 
versus imperfective aspect; (2) for perfectives, aorist versus future; (3) 
for imperfectives, simple versus perfect and (4) present versus past.

In connection with the above network, two strong claims have been 
made:

(1) that so-called “gnomic aorists” should not be viewed as unusual 
instances of a past tense in which contextual factors override the tense 
parameter, nor as spatially remote56, but as default usages in non-narra-
tive of a perfective form that either has non-future tense or (my prefe-
rred option) is unmarked for tense.

(2) that attempts to come up with a single semantic meaning for the 
perfect that is true for every token, regardless of the verb class, start at 
the wrong place. Rather, the analyst should ask for each verb, in the first 
instance, whether the perfect is part of a set of imperfective forms with 
more than one member. If both perfect and simple imperfective forms 
of the verb are attested, then the two are distinguished by the perfect 
being “combinative” (with an event portrayed as completed producing 
a stative or other imperfective result), whereas the simple imperfective 
simply portrays the event as ongoing at the point of reference. When no 
simple imperfective is attested for the verb concerned, as is the case for 
οἶδα and ἵστημι, then for these and only these verbs, it is not unreaso-
nable to argue with Campbell that the perfect is simply +Imperfective.

55 Levinsohn, Discourse Features, 202.
56 Campbell, Basics, 88.
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