Prisca in 1 Corinthians 16.19 once again

Daniel B. Wallace
A recent article in the Journal of Biblical Literature entitled, “Is There an ‘Anti-Priscan’ Tendency in the Manuscripts? Some Textual Problems with Prisca and Aquila,” by Dominika A. Kurek-Chomycz,
 has interacted at one point with my short essay on 1 Cor 16.19.
 I am flattered that in the pages of JBL, a standard theological journal, this Internet essay would get cited. Overall, Kurek-Chomycz makes some helpful arguments, advancing our understanding of the biblical text. But she also has, to some degree, misunderstood my essay and misrepresented my position. The following is a critique of her article with reference to her treatment of the grammar and text of 1 Cor 16.19.
Kurek-Chomycz says:
Does the singular ἀσπάζεται preceding Aquila’s name in 1 Cor 16:19 suggest that Aquila was in some way more prominent than Prisca? This is the claim of Daniel B. Wallace. According to him, “the syntactical evidence for the combination of a compound subject with a singular verb is a much stronger indicator for Aquila’s prominence than word order alone is for Priscilla’s.” If one were to follow his argumentation, one could suggest that certain scribes, regarding the singular form as an indication of a somewhat inferior position of Prisca, changed it to the plural ἀσπάζονται. There are, however, two problems with this interpretation.
 
The language here is a bit odd: “There are, however, two problems with this interpretation.” What interpretation is she speaking about? Apparently, it is the interpretation of following my argument beyond where I take it. But she does not distance my own views from the interpretation that she then critiques. In particular, her second critique of ‘this interpretation’ is of a textual reconstruction that I do not endorse. But here I get a little lost in what she is saying. On the one hand, she notes that “it is unlikely that this change was indeed meant to highlight the position of Prisca.”
 I agree that this is hardly the reason the scribes changed the text, and in fact argued for a different construct as to why they do so, just as Kurek-Chomycz has done. On the other hand, she seems almost to reverse her understanding—at least as far as later interpreters are concerned, presumably whether ancient or modern interpreters: 
However, that some readers of 1 Corinthians, whether ancient or contemporary, could interpret the change this way is best attested by the claims made by Wallace. To sum up, while it is fairly implausible that by changing ἀσπάζεται to ἀσπάζονται the copyists intended to make sure that Prisca was not regarded as inferior to Aquila, it is possible that some readers, especially those impressed by Wallace’s arguments on the combination of a compound subject with a singular verb, will interpret the plural form in this way. It is therefore notable that not all the textual variants necessarily have a negative impact on Prisca’s image.

In correspondence with Kurek-Chomycz, I have learned that she was “more interested in the effect that some changes have on the portrayal of Prisca rather than the motive for those changes.” She does indeed articulate this approach in her article, but her clarification on this particular issue was helpful. Thus, as a point of clarification here: she has not reversed her understanding of why scribes changed the text, but is simply concerned with what later interpreters would see in such a change.
Her first critique of this interpretation does address a grammatical point I make. She says:
First, “the syntactical evidence for the combination of a compound subject with a singular verb” to which Wallace refers is too slender and therefore inconclusive. Consequently, it is difficult to formulate clear-cut rules on how to interpret the construction consisting of a singular verb with a compound subject.
 
This language is confusing when it is followed by her statement that “it is possible that some readers, especially those impressed by Wallace’s arguments on the combination of a compound subject with a singular verb, will interpret the plural form in this way.” If “some readers” is anaphoric to its previous mention in this paragraph—where she says “some readers…whether ancient or contemporary”—then her statement is not clear. She is arguing first that the grammatical evidence is too minimal to see prominence, but then that some readers will regard the grammatical evidence as sufficiently clear to argue for prominence. But since she speaks of a portion of “some readers” the second time as those who may be “impressed by Wallace’s arguments,” perhaps she means that all of the “some readers” in this instance are contemporary readers. But if so, why does she then conclude that “It is therefore notable that not all the textual variants necessarily have a negative impact on Prisca’s image”? This at least sounds as though the plural verb with compound subjects fits an interpretation—whether ancient or modern—that reduces the prominence given to Aquila in the singular verb. Her correspondence with me about this indicates that she was thinking primarily of modern readers but that ancient readers could also have possibly come to the same conclusions regarding the syntactical evidence.
Regarding the grammatical argument, Kurek-Chomycz does not interact with any of the evidence I supply for my grammatical contention, nor does she mention my Exegetical Syntax
 where I discuss it in more detail. Certainly space limitations may be a factor, but the reader of the JBL article might not recognize that more than mere opinion is involved in my argument. She does add, however, some important information that may temper what I have to say there. We begin by a brief overview of the data, as found in Exegetical Syntax. 
When two subjects, each in the singular, are joined by a conjunction, the verb is usually in the plural (e.g., in Acts 15:35 we read: Παῦλος καὶ Βαρναβᾶς διέτριβον ἐν ᾿Αντιοχείᾳ [Paul and Barnabas were staying in Antioch]). However, when an author wants to highlight one of the subjects, the verb is put in the singular. (This even occurs when one of the subjects is in the plural.) The first-named subject is the one being stressed in such instances.

This is followed by nine illustrations or references (John 2.2; 4.36; Acts 16.31; Mark 8.27; 14.1; John 3.22; 4.53; Acts 5.29; 1 Tim 6.4). Further, I interact with the standard New Testament Greek grammar by Blass-Debrunner-Funk in a footnote: “BDF, 75 (§135) argue that this also occurs when both subjects are viewed equally, but their personal examples are unconvincing (John 18:15; 20:3). However, non-personal subjects can behave this way (e.g., παρέλθῃ ὁ οὐρανὸς καὶ… ἡ γῆ [Matt 5:18]).”
Kurek-Chomycz makes the important observation that “the third person singular of the verb ἀσπάζομαι in the present tense occurs about ten times in the NT, of which only two are outside the Pauline corpus. In the Pauline literature it nearly always refers to two or more individuals.”
 She adds that the third person plural is never used with proper names except for v.l. in Rom 16.21 and Phlm 23. (She does not mention the third person plural in some witnesses in 1 Cor 16.19, apparently because this was the principal text under discussion. Nevertheless, the omission of this reference from her list means that the statistics are far less stable than it would otherwise seem.)
It may well be that, for Paul, the use of the singular ἀσπάζεται with two proper names is simply his own idiosyncratic way of writing, giving no prominence to the first-named individual. But Kurek-Chomycz argues against this supposition herself: “It might be of some significance that in the aforementioned cases where ἀσπάζεται precedes a list of individuals sending greetings, the first person often receives a more extensive characterization…, implying that that person is supposed to be somehow distinguished from the ones that follow…”
 
On the one hand, it may be a bit misleading to say that the first-named person often receives a more extensive characterization since the second-named individual also, at times, receives appositional notations. On the other hand, the first-named person is marked out in a different way than the rest, and this occurs more than “often”: it is the norm. Here are the relevant passages:
Rom 16.21
᾿Ασπάζεται ὑμᾶς Τιμόθεος ὁ συνεργός μου καὶ Λούκιος καὶ ᾿Ιάσων καὶ Σωσίπατρος οἱ συγγενεῖς μου. [Timothy, my fellow worker, greets you; so do Lucius, Jason, and Sosipater, my compatriots.]
Rom. 16.23
ἀσπάζεται ὑμᾶς ῎Εραστος ὁ οἰκονόμος τῆς πόλεως καὶ Κούαρτος ὁ ἀδελφός. [Erastus the city treasurer and our brother Quartus greet you.]
1 Cor. 16.19
ἀσπάζεται ὑμᾶς ἐν κυρίῳ πολλὰ ᾿Ακύλας καὶ Πρίσκα σὺν τη≥' κατ᾿ οι›κον αὐτῶν ἐκκλησίᾳ. [Aquila and Prisca greet you warmly in the Lord, with the church that meets in their house.]
Col. 4.10
᾿Ασπάζεται ὑμᾶς ᾿Αρίσταρχος ὁ συναιχμάλωτός μου καὶ Μᾶρκος ὁ ἀνεψιὸς Βαρναβᾶ [Aristarchus, my fellow prisoner, sends you greetings, as does Mark, the cousin of Barnabas]
Col. 4.14 
ἀσπάζεται ὑμᾶς Λουκᾶς ὁ ἰατρὸς ὁ ἀγαπητὸς καὶ Δημᾶς. [Our dear friend Luke the physician and Demas greet you.]
2 Tim. 4.21 
Σπούδασον πρὸ χειμῶνος ἐλθεῖν. ᾿Ασπάζεταί σε Εὔβουλος καὶ Πούδης καὶ Λίνος καὶ Κλαυδία καὶ οἱ ἀδελφοὶ πάντες. [Greetings to you from Eubulus, Pudens, Linus, Claudia, and all the brothers and sisters.]
Six times the singular ἀσπάζεται is used with plural subjects in the corpus Paulinum. On four of these occasions, there is different or more information given with the first-named person, apparently marking him out in a special way. If Paul’s usage is in line with what we have detected elsewhere in the NT, then the first-named person is indeed receiving some sort of stress in such constructions. 
With regard to singular verbs with compound subjects in the NT, although I gave nine examples in Exegetical Syntax, many more could be mentioned. The following are supplementary illustrations of this phenomenon from both the NT and the Apostolic Fathers:
Matt 17.3
ἰδοὺ ὤφθη αὐτοῖς Μωϋσῆς καὶ ᾿Ηλίας συλλαλοῦντες μετ᾿ αὐτοῦ. Then Moses and Elijah also appeared before them, talking with him. Moses almost surely was regarded as more prominent in the history of Israel than Elijah.
Matt 28.1
ἦλθεν Μαριὰμ ἡ Μαγδαληνὴ καὶ ἡ ἄλλη Μαρία θεωρῆσαι τὸν τάφον. Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb. The fact that Matthew speaks of “the other Mary” suggests that the emphasis is on Mary Magdalene.
Mark 3.31
Καὶ ἐρχεται ἡ μήτηρ αὐτοῦ καὶ οἱ ἀδελφοὶ αὐτοῦ. Then [Jesus’] mother and his brothers came. Jesus’ mother can be seen throughout the Gospels as more prominent than Jesus’ siblings.
Mark 3.33
τίς ἐστιν ἡ μήτηρ μου καὶ οἱ ἀδελφοί [μοὺ; Who is my mother and my brothers? 
Mark 13.3
ἐπηρώτα αὐτὸν κατ᾿ ἰδίαν Πέτρος καὶ ᾿Ιάκωβος καὶ ᾿Ιωάννης καὶ ᾿Ανδρέας· Peter and James and John and Andrew asked him privately. Peter’s prominent role among the disciples, at least in the Gospels, is consistently affirmed.
Luke 8.19
Παρεγένετο δὲ πρὸς αὐτὸν ἡ μήτηρ καὶ οἱ ἀδελφοὶ αὐτοῦ [Jesus’] mother and his brothers came to him. This parallels Mark 3.31.
Luke 22.14
ἀνέπεσεν καὶ οἱ ἀπόστολοι σὺν αὐτῷ. [Jesus] took his place at the table and his disciples joined him. Obviously, Jesus is more prominent and more important than his disciples.
John 1.45
ὃν ἐγραψεν Μωϋσῆς ἐν τῷ νόμῳ καὶ οἱ προφῆται εὑρήκαμεν. We have found the one Moses wrote about in the law, and the prophets also wrote about. Moses is typically considered more prominent, even more important, than the prophets.
John 2.12
κατέβη εἰς Καφαρναοὺμ αὐτὸς καὶ ἡ μήτηρ αὐτοῦ καὶ οἱ ἀδελφοὶ αὐτοῦ καὶ οἱ μαθηταὶ αὐτοῦ [Jesus] went down to Capernaum and his mother and his brothers and his disciples.
John 12.22
ἐρχεται ᾿Ανδρέας καὶ Φίλιππος καὶ λέγουσιν τῷ ᾿Ιησοῦ. Andrew and Philip came and they spoke to Jesus. The language here may seem a bit curious. Philip told Andrew that certain Greeks had requested an audience with Jesus. But John then switches the order of the two disciples and uses the singular verb for “came” but the plural verb for “spoke.” (This actually is a normal feature: when a compound subject is introduced with a singular verb, the plural verb is then used from that point on.) Andrew’s help was solicited by Philip to present the case to Jesus. It seems possible, if not likely, that Philip was the main link to the Greeks, while Andrew was the main link to Jesus. Andrew may have been the main spokesman, the one who gave the duo more credibility, or simply closer to the inner circle of disciples.
John 18.15
᾿Ηκολούθει δὲ τῷ ᾿Ιησοῦ Σίμων Πέτρος καὶ ἄλλος μαθητής. Simon Peter and another disciple followed Jesus.] BDF suggest that emphasis is not given to Peter, but the fact that the other disciple is not even named suggests otherwise.
John 20.3
Εξῆλθεν οὖν ὁ Πέτρος καὶ ὁ ἄλλος μαθητὴς καὶ ἤρχοντο εἰς τὸ μνημεῖον. Then Peter and the other disciple went out and came to the tomb. This is similar to John 18.15, and is also cited by BDF to the effect that Peter’s prominence is undetectable by the singular verb. But again, that he is named and the other disciple is not suggests otherwise. However, the verse is rounded off with the plural verb, segueing into the next verse which speaks of both of them running together. Indeed, in many of the other passages that begin with a singular verb with a compound subject, the plural verb is utilized afterward. It seems as though a point about emphasis needed to be established. Once done, it does not need to be made again.
Acts 26.30
᾿Ανέστη τε ὁ βασιλεὺς καὶ ὁ ἡγεμών ἥ τε Βερνίκη καὶ οἱ συγκαθήμενοι αὐτοῖς. So the king got up, and with him the governor and Bernice and those sitting with them. The king is obviously of greater importance than the other characters in this scene and hence gets first billing with a singular verb.
1 Tim 1.20
ὧν ἐστιν ῾Υμέναιος καὶ ᾿Αλέξανδρος/among these are Hymenaeus and Alexander. These names are obviously known to Timothy. In light of the consistent usage of giving prominence for some reason to the first-named individual in NT texts elsewhere, it is likely that Hymenaeus is being stressed.
2 Tim 1.15
ὧν ἐστιν Φύγελος καὶ ῾Ερμογένης/among whom are Phygelus and Hermogenes. See 1 Tim 1.20. 
2 Tim 2.17
ὧν ἐστιν ῾Υμέναιος καὶ Φίλητος/among whom are Hymenaeus and Philetus. See 1 Tim 1.20. Further, if this is the same Hymenaeus as was mentioned in 1 Tim 1.20, that he alone would be listed for two offenses may be the clue as to his prominence.
M.Poly. 8.2
ὑπήντα αὐτῷ ὁ εἰρήναρχος ῾Ηρώδης καὶ ὁ πατὴρ αὐτοῦ Νικήτης. Herod, the police chief, and his father, Nicetes, met him. Similar to the NT texts involving ἀσπάζεται, the first-named person is singled out in some way.
Did 11.8
ἀπὸ οὖν τῶν τρόπων γνωσθήσεται ὁ ψευδοπροφήτης καὶ ὁ προφήτης. Thus, in this manner the false prophet and the prophet will be known. Obviously, a true prophet would be considered more important than a false prophet, giving a much-needed caution as to a dogmatic interpretation which suggests that the first-named person is necessarily more important in such constructions. (We have seen, however, that in some passages this is indeed the case.) In this passage, the false prophet seems to receive prominence because the focus in Didache 11.7–12 is on sniffing out the false prophets.
Of the seventeen passages mentioned above, twelve instances seem clearly to place an emphasis on the first-named person, while this interpretation is also likely in the other five. In the least, there are no clear texts in which the emphasis falls on the second-named person with the singular verbs, nor even those in which the emphasis is equal on both parties. These seventeen texts need to be added to the nine I listed in Exegetical Syntax, and the six that Kurek-Chomycz lists with the verb ἀσπάζεται. Of those six, four of them seem fairly clearly to point to the first-named person as the one being emphasized. It should be noted that singular verbs are sometimes changed to a plural verb in the manuscripts, perhaps to conform to more normative Greek or to lessen the emphasis on the first person mentioned. For example, some witnesses in Mark 3.31 have ἔρχονται rather than ἔρχεται; παρεγένετο is changed to παρεγένοντο in Luke 8.19 by most witnesses; ὤφθη is changed to ὤφθησαν by most scribes in Matt 17.3. Most likely, the reason is due to normal syntactical conventions. If so, this points to the use of the singular verb with compound subjects as that which an author does for some sort of emphasis. The great majority of instances, as we have seen, suggest that the emphasis is on the first-named individual. And none of the texts argue against this interpretation. In syntactical investigation, one must establish meaning from clear texts. And if the database is sufficient, and no texts in the construction contradict the clearly established meaning, it is likely that the ambiguous passages need to be interpreted in light of the clear ones. 
But again, the reasons for the emphasis are not clear from the syntax alone. Didache 11.8 is especially valuable here, since the false prophet is mentioned before the true prophet. He is not more important, but he is the center of the discussion in this passage.
Perhaps Kurek-Chomycz’s argument with me is that I use the word prominence to describe Aquila with reference to Prisca. But she uses the word emphasize to speak of the first-named person; prominence and emphasis are often used interchangeably. Nevertheless, I will take this opportunity to clarify my meaning: by prominence I mean emphasis; I do not mean importance. I noted in my essay that what that prominence is cannot be determined by the grammar alone. In fact, I go to great lengths to stress this fact, none of which Kurek-Chomycz acknowledges. Indeed, her statement that “the form of the verb in 1 Cor 16:19b does not allow us to make generalizing statements about Paul’s attitude toward the couple throughout their missionary career, as Wallace does”
 is very puzzling. Where do I make any generalizing statements about Paul’s attitude toward the couple? She prefaces this comment by stating that “the question of how to interpret the construction composed of a singular verb with a compound subject is a complex one”—which is what I said immediately after I noted the syntactical point: “But we do not want to make too much out of this, either. We simply are working with insufficient data to make dogmatic statements either way.”
Where I would disagree with Kurek-Chomycz is over whether the construction indicates some sort of emphasis on the first-named person. She is uncertain as to whether this does so, while she seems convinced that simply mentioning a person first does. My argument previously was that if mentioning a person first gives that prominence, using a singular verb with a compound subject in such a construction does even more so. Nevertheless, Kurek-Chomycz has raised a significant issue in this regard: If it was normal practice to list the husband first, any places that would place Priscilla before Aquila would give her some prominence. That is apparently so,
 and is a factor that must be recognized when thinking about Priscilla’s role in the early church. What that prominence means, however, is not clear.
Kurek-Chomycz seems to have concluded that since I see some emphasis on the first-named person in such constructions, I must think that Aquila is more important in Paul’s mind. Let me reiterate the point: What that emphasis is cannot be known from the grammatical evidence alone. My main point in the brief essay seems to have been overlooked by Kurek-Chomycz: If it is legitimate to claim all sorts of things about Priscilla’s prominence in relation to Aquila simply because she is usually mentioned first, there is even more reason to make this claim when Aquila is mentioned first and the verb used is in the singular. My point was simply to note that those who make grandiose claims based on word order alone are not looking at all the data, and are being more dogmatic than the evidence warrants. It is important to point out here that Kurek-Chomycz is not in this camp: she does not make grandiose claims, but rather treats the data carefully for the most part, and makes the important point that textual variants alter the picture we have of Priscilla in the NT to a degree. It is probably too much to argue that scribes felt uncomfortable with Priscilla being mentioned first (since only one of the six texts that speak of Priscilla and Aquila [Acts 18.26] has a word-order change among the manuscripts)
, just as it is unlikely that they were scandalized at the singular verb in 1 Cor 16.19. 
Kurek-Chomycz’s characterization of my essay as an “attempt to play down the role of Prisca is simply misleading and ideologically motivated”
 is the most surprising comment in her article. It strikes me as very unfair, reading into my article what I absolutely do not say. I have to wonder how carefully she read my article.
Here is how I concluded that essay relevant to this point:
What does all this suggest? Let us summarize the evidence: First, in four out of six instances, when these two are mentioned in the NT, Priscilla is mentioned first (Acts 18:18, 26; Rom 16:3; 2 Tim 4:19). Second, in one of those passages the couple is the subject of the verb—and the verb is also plural. Third, only here and in Acts 18:2 (the first mention of them) is Aquila mentioned before Priscilla. Fourth, to suggest that Priscilla is given prominence because of word order in four out of six instances is a possible inference; but what kind of prominence is suggested is far from certain.
 Fifth, in one of the passages—1 Cor 16:19—the singular verb is used with the compound subject, with Aquila standing first. The syntactical evidence for the combination of a compound subject with a singular verb is a much stronger indicator for Aquila’s prominence than word order alone is for Priscilla’s. But we do not want to make too much out of this, either. We simply are working with insufficient data to make dogmatic statements either way.
 That so much is often built upon such a slender thread may betray an over-eager exegesis—one that wants to see things a certain way, whether the evidence truly supports it or not.
I appeal to Kurek-Chomycz, as I have to others who are wrestling with these issues: “Any advance in the discussion over the role of women in the church ought to be conducted with the greatest of charity and dignity. One’s theological position does not need to impact one’s personal attitude. Further, at all times we must pursue truth and bow to it. No one is truly objective, but at least we should try to wrestle with the data in an honest manner. I am speaking not only about ad hominem arguments, but also about dogma in the face of ambiguous data. The cause of Christ and his kingdom is never really served when truth takes a backseat to our presuppositions.”

In sum, I applaud Kurek-Chomycz’s observations about ἀσπάζεται in Paul, and her overall fair treatment of the issue of Prisca/Priscilla in the Greek NT manuscript tradition. The half dozen examples of compound subjects with a singular verb are helpful to add to the syntactical fund. But I had hoped that she would not have read my work so quickly as to jump to conclusions about what I am really saying. That my essay would show up in an article in the Journal of Biblical Literature was indeed flattering, but that it was not accurately represented in the academic arena is disappointing. I hope that I have not done the same to Kurek-Chomycz’s article.
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