John 1:1
Matthew 11:12
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 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “However; Yet.”  Then we have the preposition APO plus the ablative of origin or source from the feminine plural article and noun HĒMERA, meaning “from the days.”  With this we have the genitive of identity from the masculine singular proper noun IWANNĒS plus the article and noun BAPTISTĒS, meaning “of John the Baptist.”  Next we have the preposition HEWS plus the adverb of time ARTI, meaning “until now.”

“Yet from the days of John the Baptist until now”
 is the nominative subject from the feminine singular article and noun BASILEIA plus the genitive of identity or descriptive genitive of the masculine plural article and noun OURANOS, meaning “the kingdom of the heavens.”  Then we have the third person singular present middle or passive indicative from the verb BIAZW, which has three possible meanings:


“(1)  taken as a passive verb it is understood in the unfavorable sense the kingdom of heaven is violently treated, is oppressed; has suffered violence; (the translation of the NASB and ESV)


 (2)  as an intransitive use: is taken by force;


 (3)  to seek fervently, try hard.”


The present tense is a retroactive progressive present for what began in the past and has continued in the present.


The middle or passive voice indicates that the kingdom of the heavens has received the action of suffering violence.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“the kingdom of the heavens suffers violence,”
 is the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the nominative subject from the masculine plural noun BIASTĒS, meaning “violent men.”  Next we have the third person plural present active indicative from the verb HARPAZW, which means:

(1) to make off with someone’s property by attacking or seizing: steal, carry off, drag away;

(2) to grab or seize suddenly so as to remove or gain control: take away forcefully;
(3) to seize or claim for oneself.”
  (This is the translation supported by BDAG, which makes more sense than meaning 2 (as found in the NASB), which was not and has never occurred.)


The present tense is a descriptive present of what is now occurring.


The active voice indicates that the leaders of Israel are producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the third person feminine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “it” and referring to the kingdom of the heavens.

“and violent men are claiming it.”
Mt 11:12 corrected translation
“Yet from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of the heavens suffers violence, and violent men are claiming it.”
Explanation:
1.  “Yet from the days of John the Baptist until now”

a.  The Lord continues His teaching by transitioning from the status of believers in the kingdom of God to the status of unbelievers outside the kingdom of God.


b.  The phrase “from the days of John the Baptist” refers to the time when John was arrested by Herod Antipas.  From that time until the present something different has been happening throughout Israel.  The phrase “until now” refers to the current time right now as Jesus speaks.


c.  During the public ministry of John the Baptist before his arrest and imprisonment things were different than they are now.  Jesus continues by explaining that difference.

2.  “the kingdom of the heavens suffers violence,”

a.  The kingdom of the heavens is a verbal metaphor for the kingdom of God without having to actually say the divine name ‘God’.  The Jews declined to pronounce the name of JHWH for fear of committing the sin of blasphemy.  Therefore, they use the word JEHOVAH as a verbal ‘work-around’.  Another verbal device Jesus uses in the phrase “kingdom of the heavens,” which is semantically equivalent to ‘the kingdom of God’.


b.  Here the portion of the kingdom of God Jesus has in mind is those who are proclaiming the kingdom of God.  John the Baptist was the initial herald of that kingdom, saying that the kingdom of God is at hand.  The kingdom of God and/or kingdom of the heavens is made up of people, and those people suffer verbal and physical violence because of their faith in Christ.  This began with John and continued at the time Jesus spoke.  It would continue until the Cross.  It still occurs today in Islamic countries.


c.  Prior to John’s arrest there were no violent attacks against those proclaiming that the kingdom of God is at hand.  John and Jesus were left free to evangelize for the kingdom of the heavens.  But with the arrest of John the Baptist the violence against the kingdom of God in the persons of God’s communicators began.  That violence has continued until now in the threats of violence and verbal assaults on Jesus.  John suffers physical violence in his arrest and imprisonment.  Jesus suffers verbal violence as He gets closer to the Cross, which will be the ultimate violence against the kingdom of God.


d.  Satan’s attacks against the kingdom of God on earth have been and will be (Gog/Magog revolution) both verbal attacks on Christianity and violent physical attacks (note the violence of the Tribulation against all believers).

3.  “and violent men are claiming it.”

a.  The violent men mentioned here are the political and religious leaders of Israel.  The political leaders are represented by Pilate and Herod Antipas.  The religious leaders are represented by the current and retired high priests.  These are the violent men claiming the political and religious kingdom of Israel as their own, when the rightful King is in their midst.


b.  The political and religious leaders in Israel are claiming and forcefully seizing ‘it’—the kingdom of the heavens.  The verb HARPAZW has three basic meanings, which all relate to the actions of the leaders in Israel.  It means:

(1) to make off with someone’s property by attacking or seizing: steal, carry off, drag away.  The Romans did this by seizing control of Israel from the Jews.  The Jewish leadership under the high priest were violently seizing people’s money by selling the animal sacrifices in the temple.

(2) to grab or seize suddenly so as to remove or gain control: take away forcefully.  The political leaders constantly fought among themselves for control of this property or that property, while the religious leaders forcefully took away property from people by their false application of dedicating things to the Temple (the Korban gimmick).
(3) to seize or claim for oneself.”
  All the leaders claimed some or all of Israel as belonging to them, which included the physical land, the people who lived on it, and the property the people owned (claimed it by taxing it to death).  All of this was done violently—the complete opposite of what John and Jesus were doing evangelizing people into the spiritual kingdom of God.  While John and Jesus were bringing people peacefully into the spiritual kingdom of God, the leaders of Israel were violently claiming the physical and political kingdom of God for themselves.
4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “The religious leaders of Jesus’ day (forceful men) were resisting the movement introduced by John, Jesus, and the apostles.  Forcefully advancing (biazetai) could be rendered in the passive, ‘is violently treated.’  (The verb lay hold of [harpazousin] means ‘to grasp’ in the sense of resisting or laying claim to it on their own).  Those leaders wanted a kingdom, but not the kind Jesus was offering.  So they were resisting the message and attempting to establish their own rule.”


b.  “Bible scholars have long puzzled over Mt 11:12 and the similar verse in Lk 16:16.  Part of the problem is establishing the nuance of a rare Greek verb used only in these two verses, translated ‘suffers violence’ in Matthew and ‘is pressing’ in Luke.  Obviously, the similarity in the context of these two verses requires a similar interpretation.  The options are narrowed by the fact that the noun form of this verb is translated ‘the violent’ in Mt 11:12.  Therefore the concept of violence should be preserved in the identical verb form found in Lk 16:16.  Consequently, I suggest they should be translated thus:

Matthew—the kingdom of heaven suffers violence and the violent attack it.
Luke—the kingdom of God is preached and everyone is violent towards it.
Translated thus, both verses are in complete harmony, and the identical rare verb is similarly translated in both.  Furthermore, this translation fits both contexts perfectly; for in a mood of antagonism towards Him and His preaching, Jesus summed up the situation in one brief, succinct sentence.”


c.  “John’s coming precipitated a new situation, described here in terms of violence.  Men of violence is an unusual word which always conveys a bad sense.  Here the verb is probably to be read as passive, not middle: it refers to violence inflicted on the kingdom of heaven, which Jesus condemns.  This violence began with the time of John’s preaching, because that was when the kingdom of heaven began to be proclaimed.  The saying is thus not concerned with violence in general, but with a specific violence directed at ‘the kingdom of heaven’.  Jesus is understood to refer to the violent opposition encountered by ‘the kingdom of heaven’, already seen in the arrest and imprisonment of its herald, and more ominously foreshadowed in the growing official opposition to Jesus himself.  In the context of John’s question from prison this seems the more relevant sense.  So while John was the last of the old order, his fate was the foretaste of the conflicts which are already beginning to affect the new order.  Here again God’s kingdom is clearly seen as already present, as a force sufficiently dynamic to provoke violent reaction.”


d.  “Verse 12 forms an amazingly difficult interpretive crux. The difficulties arise because biazomai and biastēs (‘forcefully advancing’ and ‘forceful men’) can be taken as either positive or negative terms.  The NIV renderings seem implausible.  Biazomai is most commonly negative and passive, meaning to suffer violence.  The de (but) that introduces verse 12 suggests a contrast with verse 11, also making verse 12a more likely negative.  Biastai in conjunction with harpazousin (‘lay hold of,’ but more commonly attack) seems likely to be negative too: violent people attack the kingdom.  This combination of translations would then lead the verse to be rendered something like ‘from the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and violent people attack it.’  This translation fits well with the narrative flow of Matthew.  Despite the many blessings of the arriving kingdom, from the early days of John’s ministry to the present moment in Jesus’ life, God’s reign has nevertheless received increasing opposition.  John has been arrested by Herod.  The Jewish teachers are increasingly opposing Jesus, and people are growing more and more discontent with Jesus’ refusal to promote revolution.  Luke’s apparent parallel (Lk 16:16) is so isolated and in such a different context that it hardly seems germane to an interpretation of Matthew, despite its seemingly more positive sense there.”


e.  “Jesus looks back to the days of John the Baptist.  It refers to the time in the wilderness when he did his effective preaching and established his reputation, the time when he accomplished his life’s work.  That period had inaugurated an era in which the kingdom of heaven suffers violence.  It is a very difficult expression and has been understood in three general ways: (1) The kingdom is being violently treated (taking the word as a passive), that is, its messengers and preachers and adherents are rejected with violence, which may refer to activities like those of Herod and of Jewish opponents of the gospel.  (2) The kingdom suffers violence in the sense that some who look for it (the violent men; people like the Zealots) are trying to bring it about by violent means; perhaps also they view it as no more than a political kingdom.  (3) The kingdom is entered with burning zeal. This may be in the sense, “goes forward with triumphant force” (taking the verb as middle), or the verb may have the meaning ‘invite urgently’.  [Morris rejects this interpretation—see below; and so do I.]


Violent men are those who are carrying out the violence the kingdom suffers.  The noun’s normal meaning supports the idea that the sense in the earlier part of the sentence is that of evil people harming the kingdom.  If this is the way to take it, Jesus is referring to people who do not understand what God is doing in and through the coming of the kingdom.  People like those in power in the world of Judaism act violently in seizing what they conceive to be the kingdom and in seeking the best for themselves as they reject what God offers in His Christ.  Alternatively we may understand the word to mean putting forth one’s best effort in the kingdom, snatching people away from evil so that they may have membership in the kingdom. This, however, goes against the normal meaning of violent men.  We should surely understand this of violent opposition to the kingdom; this means that in the earlier part of the verse ‘suffers violence’ is more probable than ‘advances strongly.’  Matthew includes these words of Jesus in a context that speaks of the difficulties of John the Baptist and goes on to refer to people who found themselves unable to agree with Jesus or John.  It is much more likely in such a context that Matthew understood the words of the opposition of the evil rather than the progress of the good.  We should also bear in mind that in this chapter the Evangelist emphasizes meekness and lowliness rather than aggression; Jesus does not teach that people enter the kingdom by reason of their vigor and aggressiveness.”


f.  Lenski completely missed the boat on this verse.
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