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Greek Exegetical Fallacies, compiled by David Brewer

Etymology and Exegesis

The  use of etymology by ministers may be directly linked to a lack of genuine familiarity with the biblical languages.
 
In the course of sermon preparation, a minister may feel obligated to use some knowledge of Greek. If unable to draw from a true familiarity with the structure of the language, he or she may say, "The original here means . . ." But what does it mean? The congregation already knows what it means,  for they have just read their English version. So the minister often makes comments on the etymology of the word. If the word happens to be ἁμαρτια, it means not just 'sin' but 'missing the mark'; if it is ὑπομενειν, it means not just ‘endure’ but ‘to remain under.’ If the word is ἐκκλησία, it means not just ‘church’ but ‘those who are called out.’
 
It is not uncommon to hear sermons practically built on the etymology of some significant word.

Reverse etymology (a reference to English derivatives of a Greek word being discussed). Examples

δύναμις – Acts 1:8 – comment on the Spirit’s power; dynamite
Or when the words metamorphosis and hilarious are thought to shed light on Rom 12:2 and 2 Cor 9:7.
These observations may seem innocuous enough, but, unless used with great caution, they tend to create certain associations in the mind of the modern Bible reader that might have been foreign to the original writers.

Etymology, however, gives a false idea of the nature of a vocabulary for it is concerned only in showing how a vocabulary has been formed. Words are not used according to their historical value. The mind forgets – assuming that it ever knew – the semantic evolutions through which the words have passed. Words always have a current value, that is to say, limited to the moment when they are employed, and a particular value relative to the momentary use made of them.

It must be shown that the speaker’s consciousness is stimulated by that root. In other words, historical considerations may be of synchronic value, but only if we can demonstrate that the speaker was aware of them.

When does a root of a word in fact play a role in the writer’s mind? Splash, for example, is phonologically motivated, because its sound recalls its sense. This is an onomatopoeia (a word that imitates or suggests the source of the sound that it describes). Other examples: tick-tock, meow, ding-dong, ribbit, hiccup, zoom, bang, beep, etc.
Leader is morphologically motivated, for  someone who knows what to lead means and what the suffix –er stands for can easily arrive at the meaning of the word. 
Root Fallacy

"One of the most enduring of errors, the root fallacy presupposes that every word actually has a meaning bound up with its shape or its components. In this view, meaning is determined by etymology; that is, by the root or roots of a word."

(1) 1 Cor 4:1 -- ὑπηρέτας – R. C. Trench popularized the idea that this word originally meant an “under rower.” Other scholars who said this: A. T. Robertson, J. B. Hofmann, Leon Morris, William Barclay. “The fact remains that with only one possible exception – and it is merely possible, not certain -- ὑπηρέτας is never used for ‘rower’ in classical literature, and it is certainly not used that way in the New Testament. The ὑπηρέτας in the NT is a servant, and often there is little if anything to distinguish him from a διάκονος.”

As Louw remarks, to derive the meaning of ὑπηρέτας from ὑπο and ηρέτας is no more intrinsically realistic than deriving the meaning of “butterfly” from “butter” and “fly,” or the meaning of “pineapple” from “pine” and “apple.”

(2) Even though ἀπόστολος is cognate to ἀποστἐλλω, NT use of the noun does not center on the meaning the one sent but on “messenger.” In other words, actual usage in the NT suggests that ἀπόστολος commonly bears the meaning a special representative or a special messenger rather than “someone sent out.”

(3) μονογενής is often thought to spring from μόνος (only) plus γεννάω (to beget) and hence its meaning “only begotten.” It is more accurate to say this word means “uniquely begotten.” See Heb 11:7 – Isaac is called Abraham’s μονογενής. Isaac wasn’t Abraham’s “only” son, but he was his unique son, his special and well-beloved son.
 
(4) Although it is doubtless true that the entire range of ἀγαπάω and the entire range of φιλέω are not exactly the same, nevertheless they enjoy substantial overlap; and where they overlap, appeal to a “root meaning” in order to discern a difference is fallacious. In 2 Sam 13  (LXX) both ἀγαπάω and the cognate ἀγάπη can refer to Amnon’s incestuous rape of his half sister Tamar (2 Sam 13:15, LXX). In 2 Tim 4:10 it says that Demas forsook Paul because he loved this present, evil world (the verb here is ἀγαπάω). There is nothing intrinsic to the verb ἀγαπάω or the noun ἀγάπη to prove its real meaning or hidden meaning refers to some special kind of love.

“Is there a significant difference in meaning between the two words for love used in [John 21:15-17], ἀγαπάω and φιλέω…? Aside from Origen, who saw a distinction in the meaning of the two words, most of the Greek Fathers like Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria, saw no real difference of meaning. Neither did Augustine nor the translators of the Itala (Old Latin). This was also the view of the Reformation Greek scholars Erasmus and Grotius. The suggestion that a distinction in meaning should be seen comes primarily from a number of British scholars of the 19th century, especially Trench, Westcott, and Plummer. It has been picked up by others such as Spicq, Lenski, and Hendriksen. But most modern scholars decline to see a real difference in the meaning of the two words in this context, among them Bernard, Moffatt, Bonsirven, Bultmann, Barrett, Brown, Morris, Haenchen, and Beasley-Murray. There are three significant reasons for seeing no real difference in the meaning of ἀγαπάω and φιλέω in these verses: (1) the author has a habit of introducing slight stylistic variations in repeated material without any significant difference in meaning (compare, for example, 3:3 with 3:5, and 7:34 with 13:33). An examination of the uses of ἀγαπάω and φιλέω in the Fourth Gospel seems to indicate a general interchangeability between the two. Both terms are used of God’s love for man (3:16, 16:27); of the Father’s love for the Son (3:35, 5:20); of Jesus’ love for men (11:5, 11:3); of the love of men for men (13:34, 15:19); and of the love of men for Jesus (8:42, 16:27). (2) If (as seems probable) the original conversation took place in Aramaic (or possibly Hebrew), there would not have been any difference expressed because both Aramaic and Hebrew have only one basic word for love. In the LXX both ἀγαπάω and φιλέω are used to translate the same Hebrew word for love, although ἀγαπάω is more frequent. It is significant that in the Syriac version of the NT only one verb is used to translate vv. 15-17 (Syriac is very similar linguistically to Palestinian Aramaic). (3) Peter’s answers to the questions asked with ἀγαπάω are ‘yes’ even though he answers using the verb φιλέω. If he is being asked to love Jesus on a higher or more spiritual level his answers give no indication of this, and one would be forced to say (in order to maintain a consistent distinction between the two verbs) that Jesus finally concedes defeat and accepts only the lower form of love which is all that Peter is capable of offering. Thus it seems best to regard the interchange between ἀγαπάω and φιλέω in these verses as a minor stylistic variation of the author, consistent with his use of minor variations in repeated material elsewhere, and not indicative of any real difference in meaning. Thus no attempt has been made to distinguish between the two Greek words in the translation.”

Word Study Fallacy

"It is not always possible to strike exegetical gold by extracting a word from the text for close examination. Word studies alone will not suffice. Indeed, over-occupation with word studies is a sign of laziness and ignorance involved in much of what passes for biblical exposition in our times."

"Study of the words alone will not present us with a consistent interpretation or theology. This is one of the misleading aspects of theological dictionaries/wordbooks. We learn far more about obedience/disobedience or sacrifice and sin from the full statement of a passage like 1 Samuel 15:22-23 than we will from word studies of key terms like “sacrifice,” “obey,” or “sin” in the text.
 As a matter of fact, as Moisés Silva reminds us, “We learn much more about the doctrine of sin by John’s statement, ‘Sin is the transgression of the law,’ than by a word-study of ἁμαρτία similarly, tracing the history of the word ἅγιος is relatively unimportant for the doctrine of sanctification once we have examined Romans 6–8 and related passages."

It's a danger to too "heavily depend upon word studies, which he skewed to his presuppositions rather than listening to Scripture as a whole or to the individual statements in context. In order to pursue proper word studies, the student must emphasize current usage in a given context."

Misunderstanding of the aorist tense

Romans 12:1 – “present” is an aorist imperative. “The aorist form of the imperative is occasionally adduced to support the idea that such total commitment to God is a definitive once-for-all act that should never be repeated, or is the process by which one attains entire sanctification.
 This is a gross misreading of the aorist tense, which does not inherently denote once-for-all action. Whether the aorist signifies an action that occurs only once is indicated by other contextual factors (see Stagg 1972). No such contextual factors are present here. The two imperatives, συσχηματίζεσθε (syschēmatizesthe, be conformed) and μεταμορφοῦσθε (metamorphousthe, be transformed), in verse 2 are both present tense, which cautions against undue emphasis on the aorist tense in verse 1.”

When you see an “aorist” tense, don’t automatically assume it’s a “once for all action.” The aorist tense is the indefinite tense that states only the fact of the action without specifying its duration. When the aorist describes an action as a unit event it may accentuate one of the three possibilities, as imagine, a ball that has been thrown: 1) let fly (inceptive or ingressive); 2) flew (constative or durative); 3) hit (culminative or telic).
 The aorist tense is “undefined,” which doesn’t mean it’s “punctiliar.” It doesn’t give you any information about the action of the verb except that it had happened.
 The aorist CAN communicate once-for-all-action, not merely because the verb is an aorist but because of the context. For example, see Rom 6:10. The aorist (“he died”) clearly refers to the once-for-all death of Jesus, for the verb is modified by the adverb (“once for all”).

It is important to understand that the “Greek undefined aspect does not describe what actually happened. It describes how the writer chooses to tell you about the action. You could describe a waterfall with a continuous verb, emphasizing the continual flow of water. You could also use the undefined aspect to describe the waterfall. This would not mean that you did not know whether the water was continually falling or not. It means that you did not care to emphasize its continual flowing. You just wanted to say that the water started at the top and ended at the bottom.”

Mounce well explains that “Part of the misconception surrounding the Greek undefined aspect is due to the fact that it can be used to describe a punctiliar action. However, such a verb us not punctiliar because of its aspect but because of the context and the meaning of the word. You cannot use the continuous aspect to describe a punctiliar action, so by default you would use the undefined.”

Misunderstanding of prohibitions with present imperative

Very often I hear pastors and Bible teachers say that the force of the present imperative with the negative is “Stop doing what you are presently doing!” while the force of the aorist imperative is “Don’t start!” This is not completely accurate; it’s an oversimplification of the Greek. A prohibition with the present tense is prohibiting a continuous action while a prohibition with the aorist is prohibiting an undefined action. I agree with Mounce and Fanning that the present tense prohibition tends to be used for “attitudes and conduct” (“general precept”) while the aorist tends to be used for “specific cases” (“specific command”).
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