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Journal of Biblical Literature 52 (1933): 12-21. [cited below as: CR]1

Statement of the Rule:?
“In sentences in which the copulais expressed, a definite predicate nominative has the
article when it follows the verb; it does not have the article when it precedes the verb.”
(CR13)

CV+A +dPN eore gdPN + CV

In sentences in which the verb occurs. (CR 20)
1. Definite predicate nouns here regularly take the article.
2. The exceptions are for the most part due to a change in word order:
a. Definite predicate nouns which follow the verb ... usually take the article;
CV+A +dPN
b. Definite predicate nouns which precede the verb usually lack the article;
@dPN + CV
c. Proper names regularly lack the article in the predicate;
oName+ CV eore CV + gName
d. Predicate nominatives in relative clauses regularly follow the verb whether or not
they have the article.
RP+CV +A+PN esore RP+CV + gPN

[llustrations of these constructions:3

2.a CV+ A + dPN: oV el 0 vids Tob Beod. John 1:49b
2b. @dPN+CV: oV Baotlels el Tod TopanA. John 1:49c¢
2.c. oName+ CV: oV "H\as el'; John 1:21

CV + gName: avTos éoTwv "HAlas. Matt. 11:14
2d. RP+CV+A+PN: 1S éoTlv TO 0Opa avTo. Eph. 1:23

RP+ CV + gPN: 0 €0Tw dppaBov Ths kKAnpovopias Huov. Eph. 1:14

Observations;

1. The usual word order for copulative sentences in which the copulative verb is
expressed and the predicate noun is definiteis CV + dPN.

1ADbbreviations: g = anarthrous; CV = copulative verb; A = article; PN = pred. noun [* pred.
nominative!]; RP = relative pronoun; d = definite; i = indefinite; q = qualitative; (CR) = Colwell’s JBL
article

2 The“formulas’ above are not Colwell’s and are not found in the original article. They have been
supplied in an attempt to clarify the relationships involved.

3Not all examples come from Colwell’ s article; acCordance has been used to supplement as needed.



2. Definite predicate nouns in sentences with an expressed copulative verb are usually
articular: CV + A + dPN.

3. Colwell’ s rule addresses only the question of word order, and that only for a subset of
possible constructions. His data set was not selected to establish all aspect of articular
use with equative verbs and predicate nouns. It was deliberately limited to those that
Colwell had already determined were definite. (CR 17)*

4. The rule does not apply to sentences in which the copulative verb is elided (because
there is no way to determine where the original writer would have inserted the
copulative if he had included it).

5. Definiteness is assumed, not proven by therule. It is not valid to use the rule to
establish definiteness.

6. . The converse of the rule may not be assumed. That is, it is not true that because a
predicate noun precedes a copulative verb, it is therefore definite. (See previous
observation.) Thisis often ignored and the ruleis often used asiif it said: an
anarthrous predicate nominate which precedes the verb is usualy definite. Thisis not
what the rule says and it may not be inferred from the rule. (See: Wallace, 186, 189)

7. “ An anarthrous noun in the subject or predicate ... may be either indefinite or definite,
but the presumption ought to be that it is either (1) indefinite ..., until it has been
shown to be definite from the context ..., or (2) qualitative, whatever be its state of
definiteness.” (Harris, 312)

8. “Thereis aconstant danger of arguing in acircle by assuming from the context that a
particular anarthrous predicate noun is definite and then finding in its placement
before the copula the confirmation of its definiteness’ (Harris, 312).

9. Therule established general patterns only; practically al possible combinations occur
asthe following examplesillustrate.

A +dPN +CV: 6 TpodNTNS €L 0V; Jn. 1:21
CV +A +dPN: oV el 0 vios ToD Beod. John 1:49b
adPN + CV: oU Baoievs el Tod lopanfh. John 1:49¢
CV + gdPN: 80D el vids. Matt. 27:44
iPN + CV: TpodTNS €L ov Jn. 4:195
CV +iPN: yiveTatr §évdpov Matt. 13:32

4 Some of the statements that Colwell excluded are: proper names, “seed of Abraham” (and about 10
similar phrases [not given in the article], and “ practically all such expressions aso6 0eos dydmm éotiv”
(abstract nouns?), and “all nouns as to whose definiteness there could be any doubt” including qualitative
nouns (CR 17 and n. 12). This suggests a severely limited data set.

SThere are very few of this construction in the NT (1 Tim. 6:10 and Jn. 6:70 are two other
possihilities). It is an established use in other koine Greek, however. o0 Tas 8¢ 6 \aAdv év mredpaTL
mpodTns éoTiv (Didache 11:8). (See: Wallace, 193-94.) Harris (312, n. 55) suggests Mark 6:49.



gPN + CV: 0 M\oyos cap€ éyéveTo Jn. 1:14

CV + gPN: Noav yap aAels Matt. 4:18
A + Name+ CV: TAVTOS Avdpos 1) kedbadn 0 XpLoTds éoTwv 1 Cor. 11:3°
CV + A + Name; oUTOs éoT O Moiofs Acts 7:37
gName + CV: oV 'H\as el'; John 1:21
CV + gName: avTos éoTv "HAlas. Matt. 11:14

[The following examplesin relative clauses need more work. At this point al they
illustrate is the variety of word order used. No consideration has been made as to the
definiteness or qualitativeness of the predicate noun.]

RP+CV +A+PN: 1fTLs éoTlv TO0 0Gpa avTod. Eph. 1:23
RP+CV + gPN : 0 €0TLY dppaBov THS KAnporoplas Nuov. Eph. 1:14
RP+A+PN+CV: 0 dpTos 8¢ Ov éyn dbow 1 odp€ pol €oTLv Jn. 6:51
RP+ gPN + CV: oU TLELS LApTUPES €Tley Acts 3:15
RP+CV +A +PN: 77 ékk\noiq, NTLs €0Tlv TO oOpa avtod  Eph. 1:22-23
RP + CV + gPN: Ov &xels ovk €0TLY ooV avip Jn. 4:18

Instancesinvolving a textual variant:

Wallace argues that the value of Colwell’sruleisnot for exegesis since it does not
establish definiteness but only suggests probable word order in certain cases. Rather, “its
validity isfor textua criticism rather than for grammar.... Therule' svalidity for textual
criticismisasfollows: if it is obviousthat a pre-verbal PN is definite, the M SS which
lack the article are more likely to support the original reading.” (Wallace, 188.) This does
not help, of course, when the variant involves not just the article, but also word order. See
the examplesin (CR 16) where B and R evidence this combination pattern.”

John 1:1,

"Ev dpxf v 6 Adyos, kal 6 \éyos Ay mpos Tov Bedv, kal eds N O Adyos.

The relevance of Colwell’s rule to John 1:1 would be worth pursuing in greater detail.
Note that the rule does not help by determining definiteness! It has often been misused by
well-intentioned defenders of the deity of Christ. (See: Harris, 51-71; Wallace, 194-95.)
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