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Letters to the Editor 

Response to “Logical Subjects, Grammatical Subjects, and the Translation of 
Greek Person and Number Agreement” 

Ettien Koffi’s article [1] in the last issue of this journal is successful in highlighting the need for 
translators to give proper consideration to the interaction of syntax with semantics and 
pragmatics, particularly in the seemingly straightforward area of subject-verb agreement. I 
appreciate Koffi for directing our attention to three significant texts—Galatians 1:8, 2 
Thessalonians 2:16, and Colossians 2:1–2—that are syntactically difficult. 

As Koffi argues, a translation dilemma arises when the verb does not agree in person and/or 
number with each noun phrase (NP) of a conjoined subject, i.e., NP + NP.[2] Language specific 
resolution rules[3] determine the form of agreement between the verb and such a compound 
subject, but the receptor language may follow a different pattern than the source language. Thus, 
I wholeheartedly agree with Koffi’s main thesis, that “the failure to clearly identify the controller 
of agreement in Greek has led to translations that are exegetically and theologically 
questionable.”[4] The translator must understand the rules of grammatical concord in both the 
source language and the receptor language. If the resolution rules differ between the two 
languages, the translator must be cautious lest a literal translation gives the wrong meaning. 
Koffi’s examples from English, French, and West African translations make us well aware of the 
potential problems. 

However, Koffi follows the introductory Greek grammar of Gerald L. Stevens and states that 
“the general tendency for Greek verbs is to agree with the NP closest to them.”[5] They both 
present the grammatical exception as the rule. The New Testament data actually suggests that 
Koine Greek normally follows the resolution rules reflected in the universal tendencies (1) for 
the verb to agree with the plurality of the compound subject,[6] and (2) for the verb to follow the 
animacy hierarchy in which 2nd person obtains over 3rd person and 1st person is realized over 
both 2nd and 3rd person.[7] While numerous exceptions to these patterns do exist in Koine Greek 
and the earlier classical Greek dialects, such irregularities can usually be explained by various 
semantic considerations. In fairness to Koffi, even the advanced New Testament grammars are 
somewhat contradictory on this topic.[8] 

Exceptions to the normal resolution rules in Greek are likely restricted by significant structural 
constraints. Many grammars make so much out of these constraints that they are presented as 
separate rules with no relation to any default rule as I have presented above.[9] We are often told 
that an initial verb will be singular when the first member of a compound subject is singular, and 
a final verb [10] will be plural. But there are many counter examples to both constructions (cf. Ac. 
17:14; Mk. 4:41). Therefore, it is better to identify the default rules in relation to the universal 
tendencies as described above and to explain each exception on a case by case basis. 
Nonetheless, various exceptions may generally follow a certain structural pattern.[11] 
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Occasionally, failure of agreement may be caused by a shift in the author’s communicative 
intent, producing what is called “anacoluthon.” The resulting construction does not conform to 
syntactical norms because one grammatical construction has started without finishing the other. 
However, this is probably too strong a term for the regular failure of agreement between a verb 
and the last-mentioned subjects in a list (cf. Ac. 26:30; 1 Tim. 6:4; 2 Tim. 4:21).[12] 

Because the normal syntactical pattern of agreement in Koine Greek does not reflect Koffi’s 
presentation of Greek resolution rules, his use of the terms “grammatical subject” and “logical 
subject” is confusing. Koffi presents verbal agreement with the closest NP as “grammatical” and 
verbal agreement with the compound subject as “logical.” However, it is probably more accurate 
to understand agreement with the plurality of the compound subject as “grammatical” since that 
is the regular tendency in Greek and accords with the typical patterns of universal grammar. 
Also, most instances of verbal agreement with the closest NP can be attributed to semantic 
factors rather than mere attraction to grammatical form. Whenever a semantic factor can explain 
the presence of a singular verb with a compound subject, such agreement might be termed 
“logical” or “according to the sense.”[13] 

When semantic factors cause a singular verb to collocate with a compound subject, an attempt to 
distinguish between the “grammatical” and “logical” subject may obscure what is really at issue, 
namely the semantic relationship between a plural subject and singular verb. Rather than 
understanding the person and number of the (nearest) subject to govern agreement with the verb, 
grammatical inconsistencies between subject and verb may indicate intended semantic properties 
of the clause.[14] Only when there is no semantic reason available for such variation can one 
propose that attraction to grammatical form is a real possibility. [15] 

The student of Greek will be familiar with various agreements according to sense over against a 
strict compliance to grammatical concord, for it is not a topic limited to compound subjects. 
Several incongruencies of concord frequently appear with solitary subjects. Usually such failure 
of agreement reflects a constructio ad sensum rather than the simple correspondence of 
grammatical features. This happens when natural gender is substituted for grammatical gender or 
when a neuter singular predicate “stands for the subject conceived as a class and in the 
abstract.”[16] 

Regarding number, collective nouns frequently collocate with plural verbs.[17] Similarly, neuter 
plural subjects often follow the Attic Greek rule and occur with singular verbs.[18] This tendency 
probably developed because the neuter plural was originally a collective noun.[19] Robertson 
suggests that the New Testament “has broken away from the Attic rule and responds more to the 
sense, and also more often regards the neuter plural as really plural.”[20] 

Semantic concerns also regularly influence agreement patterns in clauses containing compound 
subjects. The irregularities of agreement already mentioned in relation to solitary subjects may 
also apply here. For example, a subject composed of two neuter nouns may function as a neuter 
plural and collocate with a singular verb (cf. Jn. 19:34; Ac. 3:6; 5:12). This is especially true if 
the two neuter nouns are conceived of as a whole. 



In the Pindaric construction,[21] a singular verb often occurs with a compound subject (regardless 
of gender) in order to express the totality of the combined subjects (cf. Jas. 5:3). This frequently 
happens with a postposed verb, but it can also occur verb initially (cf. Mt. 5:18). On the other 
hand, a singular verb might be applied distributively to a series of singular subjects in a manner 
similar to ellipsis (cf. 1 Cor. 13:13).[22] This normally occurs with a preposed verb but may also 
be the case in a verb-final construction (cf. Mt. 12:31). A preposed verb may also agree with an 
initial singular subject that is in focus. This is a fairly common pattern in the gospel narratives in 
which an initial singular verb often agrees with the main character of Jesus even though the 
disciples are also mentioned in the nominative case as part of a compound subject (cf. Mk. 8:27; 
Lk. 8:22; Jn. 2:2; 3:22; 18:1).[23] 

Another semantic concern that must be taken into consideration with coordinated subjects is the 
type of coordinator used. Not all coordinators operate by conjoining the subject NPs to make 
them into a combined plural entity. Koffi has previously published a helpful article on the “or” 
type of coordinator and he points out the common distinction between an exclusive disjunct and 
an inclusive disjunct.[24] While an exclusive disjunct allows only one of the NPs to hold true, an 
inclusive disjunct allows one or both NPs to be true.[25] Therefore, it seems probable to conclude 
that a compound subject interposed with an exclusive disjunct will normally agree with a 
singular verb, while a compound subject interposed with an inclusive disjunct may agree with a 
singular or plural verb, depending on whether the context demands that one or both of the 
subjects must hold true. 

Given the normal resolution rules and the semantic influences described above, different 
conclusions are obtained from our analyses of Gal. 1:8, 2 Thes. 2:16, and Col. 2:1–2. Koffi 
suggests that the reason the animacy hierarchy is not followed in Gal. 1:8 is that the verb attracts 
to the nearest NP. This is probably true, but only because that is the normal pattern when the 
disjunctive coordinator ἤ connects nominatives of differing person and/or number.[26] 

Regarding 2 Thes. 2:16, it is possible that the verb attracts to the nearer of the two subject NPs as 
Koffi suggests, but again, not in following some basic grammatical rule, but because the 
intervening 15 words that develop the second NP may have given cause for anacoluthon. More 
likely, however, is the explanation that because Paul understands Jesus Christ and God to be 
intimately connected and unified in action, he uses the Pindaric construction of the singular verb 
to reflect the totality of the compound subject.[27] 

Col. 2:1-2 is the most complicated of the three passages, and it can only be understood if the 
referent denoted by the third coordinated NP in vs. 1 is properly identified in relation to the first 
two coordinated NPs. ὅσοι is a comparative relative pronoun meaning “as many as,” and thus 
functions to apply a general statement to “all who” satisfy the condition mentioned in the clause. 
Paul is struggling for as many as have not seen his face. It is probable that Paul has not visited 
Colossae or Laodicea, so the first NP, ὑμᾶς ‘you-PL’, and the second NP, τῶν ἐν Λαοδικείᾳ 
“those in Laodicea,” are actually subsets of the third NP, ὅσοι οὐχ ἑορακαν τὸ πρόσωπόν μου ἐν 
σαρκί “all who have not personally seen my face.”[28] As an adjective, ὅσοι is not marked for 
person, and thus it can readily include the second person referent of the first NP. As a 
comparative relative pronoun, however, it designates a universal set of subjects that extends well 
beyond that second person referent. Therefore, this is a case in which the universality expressed 



by this 3rd person NP supersedes the normal animacy hierarchy in which 2nd person obtains 
over 3rd person. Thus, the pronominal reference in the pronoun and the verbal morphology of vs. 
2 must correspond with the more widespread 3rd person subject (inclusive of the 2nd person 
subject) in vs. 1. 

Koffi has made an important point concerning the translation of subject-verb agreement with 
compound subjects. Resolution rules may differ between source language and receptor language, 
so the translator cannot simply render a literal translation of the coordinators used and carry over 
the person and number of the verb without assessing the issues. It must be recognized, however, 
that there is much more to this topic than a mere difference in the resolution rules followed. 
Failure of agreement in Greek usually reflects some semantic property of the clause and not a 
simple attraction in form to the nearest NP. 

I have suggested here that Greek generally follows the resolution rules reflected in two universal 
tendencies related to person and number with compound subjects. However, a number of 
exceptions to these norms are possible, given a variety of structural and semantic influences. 
Thus, the absence of verb agreement with compound subjects does not so often indicate a 
syntactic problem, but frequently conveys a nuanced expression of meaning. 

Benjamin Pehrson 
SIL International 
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[1] Ettien Koffi, “Logical Subjects, Grammatical Subjects, and the Translation of Greek Person 
and Number Agreement,” Journal of Translation 1, no. 2 (2005): 21–33. 

[2] A further translation dilemma may occur in clauses containing adverbial participles when such 
participles include a mismatch in gender with members of the compound subject. 

[3] The plural “resolution rules” is used in reference to an individual language to reflect the 
probability that a language may have multiple rules to handle different forms of agreement even 
within the same construction, e.g., person, number, and gender. 

[4] Koffi, “Logical Subjects,” 21. 

[5] Koffi, “Logical Subjects,” 21. 

[6] Cf. A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical 
Research (Nashville, Tennessee: Broadman, 1934), p. 405; Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar 
Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1996), p. 401. Cf. also Friedrich Blass 
and Albert Debrunner, Grammatik des neutestamentlichen Griechisch, 9th ed. (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1954), p. 90. Robert W. Funk’s English translation of this section 
misinterprets a German idiom at the very point where Blass and Debrunner maintain plural 
agreement with the compound subject as the norm (Friedrich Blass and Albert Debrunner, A 
Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, trans. by Robert W. 



Funk (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1961), p. 74). Nevertheless, the English speaking world 
is indebted to Funk for his translation of this standard advanced grammar. An electronic version 
is being prepared by Logos Research Systems and will be a welcome tool for the student of NT 
Greek. 

[7] Cf. Robertson, p. 402; BDF, pp. 74-5. 

[8] I am preparing a more thorough treatment of this topic that covers various structural and 
semantic influences on verbal agreement with compound subjects. This will include a re-
examination of an apparent confusion of the issues within Robert W. Funk’s invaluable English 
translation of Blass and Debrunner’s Grammatik des neutestamentlichen Griechisch. 

[9] Cf. BDF, 74; Wesley J. Perschbacher, New Testament Greek Syntax (Chicago: Moody Press, 
1995), p. 117. 

[10] Since the topic at hand relates only to the order of subject and verb without concern for the 
presence of an object, the phrases “initial verb” and “final verb” are to be understood in this 
restricted sense, not in the more widely used terms of language typology, e.g., VSO and SOV 
languages. Since word order is very flexible in Greek such that there is little consensus as to a 
normal or default constituent order, we can also speak of the subject or verb being “preposed” or 
“postposed” in relation to the other. Here, we will normally refer to the “preposed verb” or 
“postposed verb” in relation to the compound subject. 

[11] Even if we allow for the exceptional attraction of form to the nearest NP (excluding instances 
in which there is a clear semantic influence upon agreement), such a possibility is probably 
restricted to constituent orders in which the verb occurs before the second NP, since no clear 
occurrence of this exception obtains with the verb in final position. 

[12] Contra. Robertson, p. 405. 

[13] Therefore, agreement with the closest NP can only be called “grammatical” insofar as we 
recognize semantics as a normal governing influence upon agreement over against a strict 
adherence to morphological inflection. 

[14] Robertson, p. 403. 

[15] Even if we allow for the exceptional attraction of form to the nearest NP, such a possibility is 
probably restricted by a significant word order constraint, since no clear occurrence of this 
exception obtains with the verb in final position. 

[16] BDF, p. 72; cf. Robertson, pp. 410–11. 

[17] Cf. Robertson, p. 404; BDF, p. 74. 

[18] Cf. BDF, p. 73. 



[19] Thus, this rule of grammatical incongruency developed out of semantic concerns. While 
Koine Greek inherited this tendency from Attic Greek, it is not an obligatory rule for either 
dialect. 

[20] Robertson, p. 403. 

[21] C. Robertson, p. 405. 

[22] Cf. Benjamin J. Pehrson, “Pronominal Quantifiers and Verb Agreement: A Koine Constructio 
ad Sensum” (paper delivered at the SIL PNG Branch Ethnoliguistics Conference, 9-12 March 
2004, at Ukarumpa, Papua New Guinea). 

[23] The grammar by James Clyde states that “the verb may be singular when that one of all the 
nominatives to which the others are subordinate in sense is singular,” Greek Syntax, 5th ed. 
(Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1876), p. 137. 

[24] Ettien Koffi, “Problems in translating ‘or’ in some African languages,” Bible Translator 45 
(1994): 434. 

[25] This is how the function ‘OR’ is understood within formal logic, and this is the meaning of 
“and/or” in English. 

[26] Cf. Clyde, p. 138. 

[27] James A. Hewett, following Robertson, appropriately reminds us that the repetition of the 
definite articles before both nouns (ὁ κύριος…ὁ θεὸς) “emphasizes the individuality of the 
compound subjects.” He suggests that Paul may have included these articles together with a 
singular verb “in order to avoid either a complete separation or a complete merging of the two to 
whom he prayed. “1 Thessalonians 3:11,” Expository Times 87 (1975): 54. 

[28] These are not actually subjects, but they are the antecedents to the pronoun in the subject NP 
in vs. 2. The relative pronoun ὅσοι is nominative because it functions as the subject in the 
relative clause. 
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