Was Opse Matthew’s Oops?

By John Lemley

     Opse is the first word in the Greek text of Matthew 28:1.  In the KJV the verse reads, “In the end of the Sabbath, as it began to dawn toward the first day of the week, came Mary Magdalene and the other Mary to see the sepulcher.”  The words “in the end” are translated from the Greek word opse.  

     Many English versions of the Bible, since 1904, translate opse with the word after.  Older versions translate opse with the words evening, late, or in the end.  However, the two meanings are mutually exclusive.  For instance, the same event cannot occur both in the end of a trip and after a trip.  It was either in the end of the Sabbath or it was after the Sabbath that the two Marys came to see the sepulcher.  It could not have been both.  One scenario cancels out the possibility of the other.  

      The purpose of this article is to determine which meaning Matthew intended to communicate – late on the Sabbath or after the Sabbath?

     First, let’s consider the way opse is used in other places in the Bible.

Opse in the Septuagint

Genesis 24:11 – And he made his camels to kneel down without the city by a well of water at the time of the evening (opse), even the time that women go out to draw water.
Opse is translated from the Hebrew word ereb (#6153 Strong’s).  The events from verse 11 to 31 are most easily understood as happening at the end of a day when there was still enough light to see clearly.

Exodus 30:8 – And when Aaron lighteth the lamps at even (opse), he shall burn incense upon it, a perpetual incense before the Lord throughout your generations. 

Again, opse is translated from the Hebrew word ereb and refers to an “end of the day” event.  Aaron certainly had enough daylight left to see what he was doing while lighting the lamps.
Isaiah 5:11 – Woe unto them that rise up early in the morning, that they may follow strong drink: that continue until night (opse), till wine inflame them. 

Opse is translated from the Hebrew word  nesheph (#5399 Strong’s) which means “dusk, when the evening breeze prevails.”  This verse refers to people who consume strong drink all day long; from the beginning to the end of the day.

Jeremiah 2:23 – The Septuagint has the phrase “her voice has howled in the evening (opse)” instead of the KJV “thou art a swift dromedary traversing her way.”

     These four scriptures show that opse refers to an event occurring during the closing hours of a day.

Opse in the New Testament

     Mark 11:11 and 19 show that the words opse and opsia can be used interchangeably.  So, this section will be a study of both words plus two interesting uses of hora meaning “hour.”
opse                                           opsia                                       hora

	Matt. 28:1 – in the end
	Matt. 8:16 – even
	Mark 11:11 – eventide

	Mark 11:19 – even
	Matt. 14:15 – evening
	Luke 22:24 – hour 

	Mark 13:35 – even 
	Matt. 14:23 – evening
	

	
	Matt. 16:2 – evening
	

	
	Matt. 20:8 – even
	

	
	Matt. 26:20 – even
	

	
	Matt. 27:57 – even
	

	
	Mark 1:32 – even
	

	
	Mark 4:35 – even
	

	
	Mark 6:47 – even
	

	
	Mark 11:11 – eventide
	

	
	Mark 14:17 – evening
	

	
	Mark 15:42 – even
	

	
	John 6:16 – even
	

	
	John 20:19 – evening
	


The twenty passages in the table above are found in ten stories:

Closing hours of the day
· Mark 4:35 – After a day of preaching parables from a ship, the multitude is sent away.  Jesus and the disciples start out across the Sea of Galilee “when the even was come.”  A storm rises up, frightening the disciples.  Jesus calms the storm.

· Matthew 14:15; and Mark 6:35 “when the day was now far spent.” The disciples suggest sending the multitude away to buy food.  The miracle of feeding the 5,000, plus the work of gathering twelve baskets of fragments, sending the multitude away, and Jesus going up into a mountain to pray all occur before the text again says, “when the evening was come” (Matt. 14:23; Mark 6:47; and John 6:16).  Even then it was still light enough for Jesus to see His disciples rowing their ship in the Sea of Galilee.  This story is unique in that it mentions an early and a late evening on the same day.

· Matthew 20:8 is the end of the work day when the laborers are paid their wages.

· Mark 11:19 – After cleansing the temple “when even (opse) was come, he went out of the city.  Notice how the wording compares to the previous evening in verse 11 “now the eventide (hora) was come.”  

· Matthew 27:57; Mark 15:42 – Joseph of Arimathea left the crucifixion site to go ask Pilate for Jesus’ body.  This is likely near the beginning of the evening (after 3 PM).  

Sunset

· Matthew 8:16; Mark 1:32 – the people bring the diseased to Jesus for healing.

· Matthew 16:2 – Jesus answered the Pharisees’ request for a sign by saying, “When it is evening, ye say, It will be fair weather: for the sky is red.”

· Matthew 26:20; Mark 14:17 – Jesus and His disciples gather to eat the Passover “when the evening (opsia) was come.”  Luke 22:14 renders the time “when the hour (hora) was come.”  

· Matthew 28:1 – Two Marys come to see Jesus’ sepulcher in the end of the Sabbath.

After sunset

· Mark 13:35 – Watch ye therefore: for ye know not when the master of the house cometh, at even (opse), or at midnight, or at the cockcrowing, or in the morning.  Here opse identifies the first of the four night watches (6 to 9 PM).

None of these uses of opse and opsia can possibly be stretched to be a reference to the morning part of the next day.
How opse in Matthew 28:1 is Translated in Other Versions
even or evening


late


  in the (latter) end or close

	1389, Wycliffe
	1873, Rotherham
	1557, Geneva

	1526, Tyndale
	1881, Revised Version
	1560 & 1599, Geneva 

	1539, Cranmer 
	1890, Darby
	1568, Bishops’ Bible 

	1582, Rheims 
	1895, English Revised Version 
	1611, King James Version 

	1862 NT, Young’s Literal Translation 
	1901, American Standard Version 
	1833, Webster’s Bible Translation 

	1904, Curetonian 
	1912, Modern Reader’s Bible, edited by Moulton 
	1859, Cottage Bible 

	1930, Concordant 
	1971, New American Standard Bible 
	1891, The People’s NT 

	1958, Syriac Peshitta, edited by Lamsa
	1980, KJVII
	1893, Syriac Peshitta, edited by Hastings

	
	
	1922, Moffatt

	
	
	1941, Douay


1389, Wycliffe, in the evening

1526, Tyndale, at even

1539, Cranmer, upon an euening

1557, Geneva, the latter end

1560, Geneva, in the end

1568, Bishops’ Bible, in the end

1582, Rheims, in the evening

1599, Geneva, in the end

1611, King James Version, in the end

1833, Webster’s Bible Translation, in the end

1859, Cottage Bible, in the end

1862 NT, Young’s Literal Translation, on the eve

1873, Rotherham, late

1881, Revised Version, late

1890, Darby, late

1891, The People’s New Testament, in the end

1893, Syriac Peshitta, edited by Hastings, in the close

1895, English Revised Version, late

1901, American Standard Version, late

1904, Curetonian, in the evening

1912, Modern Reader’s Bible, edited by Moulton, late

1922, Moffatt, at the close

1930, Concordant, in the end

1941, Douay, in the end

1958, Syriac Peshitta, edited by Lamsa

1971, New American Standard Bible, late

1980, KJVII, late

     It is significant that Bible translators have only used the word “after” for opse for slightly more than one hundred years.  The Wycliffe translation in 1389 chose the word “evening.”  Seven translations in the 16th century used “evening” or “end” to convey the meaning of opse.  The 1611 King James has “in the end.”  The nine translations in the 19th century use “late” or “in the end.”  And another nine 20th century translations have “late,” “evening” or “in the end.”  The first translation I can find to use the word “after” is the 1904 edition of the Twentieth Century New Testament.  I don’t want to encumber everyone with the all the specifics.  If you want a copy of the complete list, send me an e-mail and I will forward the results of my research to you.
Opse in Other Greek Writings
The Thesaurus Linguae Graecae is the largest existing data base of Greek texts from Homer (8th century BC) to the fall of Byzantium (A.D. 1453).  The data base is being continually updated.  Ten years ago I received a list of 1,867 occurrences for the word opse.  It is safe to conclude that opse means late.  Oftentimes when it is referring to the end of a day the word “evening” is used.

How the “opse means after” Rumor Started
Bible reference books and commentaries regularly cite Blass as the basis for translating the Greek word opse in Matthew 28:1 as after instead of in the end of, evening or late.  

Examples:

(1) A Grammar of New Testament Greek by James Moulton, pub. 1906, states on page 72 in its discussion of the genitive the following:

In Matthew 28:1 we have opse with this genitive, "late on the Sabbath."  cf. The Tebtunis Papyri 230 (ii/B.C.) opse teron tes oras, and Paris Papyri 35, 37 (ii/B.C.) opse tes oras, and Philostratus (ap. Blass 312) opse ton Troikon "at a late stage in the Trojan war."  This last writer however has also opse touton, "after these things," and Blass now adopts this meaning in Matthew, giving other quotations.  This use of opse = after involves an ablative genitive, late from.

In other words the noted sources are examples of uses of the word opse:

· The Tebtunis Papyri 230 (a second century BC document) has the phrase
      opse teron tes oras meaning “at a late hour.”
· The Paris Papyri 35, 37 (another second century BC document) has the phrase

opse tes oras meaning “late hour.”

· opse ton Troikon (Heruicus 702.19, by Philostratus, AD 172-250) which Blass (on page 312) translates “at a late stage in the Trojan War.”
But, in Philostratus’ work, Life of Apollinius, book 6, paragraph 10, line 24 Blass translates opse touton as "after these things.”  Then, Blass applies this meaning to Matthew 28:1.  However, C.L. Kayser translates this occurrence of opse touton as “last of all.”

(2) English Greek Lexicon by Liddell/Scott, 1940, p. 1282

opse, note #4: as a preposition with genitive, ho touton "after these things," Philostrat, VA 6.10, cf. 4.18; so perhaps opse sabbaton "after the Sabbath day, Matt. 28:1.

Liddell/Scott joins Moulton above in citing Life of Apollinius, book 6, paragraph 10, line 24 and giving Blass’ translation “after these things.”  

Then Liddell adds book 4, paragraph 18, line 5 as another example of opse meaning “after.”  However, C.L. Kayser, and the context, I might add, translates opse musterion as “too late for the mysteries.”

 

(3) Problems of New Testament Translation by Edgar Goodspeed, p. 43

opse ... is also used by late Greek writers like Philostratus (second to third centuries) as a preposition meaning "after," followed by the genitive, opse touton "after these things." (Life of Apollonius, vi. 18; iv. 10: "after the mysteries").  etc.

Goodspeed, like Moulton and Liddell above, follow Mr. Blass’ lead by giving the same two sources as examples of opse being able to mean “after.”
What did Mr. Blass say? 

Grammar of New Testament Greek by Friedrich William Blass, 1896.  English translation 1911. p. 97 regarding the objective genitive:

As a definition of time; opse sabbaton Mt. 28:1, but not "late on the Sabbath," since the next clause and Mark 16:1 show that the meaning must be "after the Sabbath" (emphasis added).
 

Mr. Blass was a professor of classical philosophy at the University of Halle in Wittenberg, Germany.  He is the one whom others quote for their explanation that opse means “after” rather than “late” in Matthew 28:1.  He reached his conclusion, not based on his expertise in the Greek language, but on his personal presupposition as to the meaning of (1) the next clause "as it began to dawn toward the first day of the week" and (2) Mark 16:1.  There are explanations for both of these “problems” which do not require changing opse from its natural definition.
It is significant to note that the author Blass cites is Flavius Philostratus (early third century), a pagan Greek writing in Attic Greek.  The time, place, culture and background of the authors (Matthew and Philostratus) are so divergent that to claim equality of meaning in their uses of opse is risky.  My collection lists eight instances of Philostratus using the word opse.  Most of those times clearly mean “late.”  

All translators are not in agreement that he even meant "after" in the cases Blass cites.  The Loeb Classical Greek Series gives the following translations:

· 4.18 thus: "he arrived from Epidaurus too late for (not after) the mysteries."  

· 6.10 "then last of all (not after) they were presented with an exhibition of games and races..."  

Of the nearly 2,000 uses of the Greek word opse where some translators use the word “after” it usually is in the sense of “too late.”  This is the way Philostratus used it.  There is nothing in the context or wording of Matthew 28 to indicate a "too late for" interpretation. 

What did Philostratus Say?
1. Life of Apollonius, book 4, paragraph 18, line 7

It was an annual custom, in the Greek city-states, to give heroes special recognition at an early point in the program.  The Athenians, though, scheduled the ceremony near the end in memory of a famous hero who arrived too late.

The text says: “It was then the day of the Epidaurian festival, at which it is still customary for the Athenians to hold the initiation at a second sacrifice after both proclamation and victims have been offered; and this custom was instituted in honor of Asclepius, because they still initiated him when on one occasion he arrived from Epidaurus too late (opse) for the mysteries.”

2. Life of Apollonius, book 6, paragraph 10, line 24

“Now those who come to the Pythian festival are, they say, escorted with the sound of pipe and song and lyre, and are honored with shows of comedies and tragedies; and then last (opse) of all they are presented with an exhibition of games and races.”

3. Life of Apollonius, book 6, paragraph 34, line 17

“Then is it not disgraceful,” replied Apollonius, “that you (Titus, who co-reigned with his father AD 71-79; then alone until AD 81) should be instant in demanding their (the citizens of Tarsus) punishment, and yet dilatory (opse) in conferring a boon; and be ready yourself to undertake the punishment, but reserve the benefaction until you can see and consult your father (emperor Vespasian, reigned AD 69-79)?”  Upon hearing Apollonius’ rebuke, Titus recognized his hypocrisy and immediately granted the request to the people of Tarsus.

4. Life of Apollonius, book 8, paragraph 28, line 7

Apollonius was a well known, even deified, Greek philosopher.  Damis was his life-long friend.  In the year AD 96 the Roman emperor, Domitian was assassinated and Nerva (another friend of Apollonius) became emperor.  Nerva wrote to Apollonius inviting him to serve as his advisor.  Apollonius replied, “We will, my prince, enjoy one another’s company for a very long time during which neither shall we govern others, nor others us” and asked Demis to carry his reply to the new emperor.

What Apollonius meant was that both he and Nerva would soon die and their immortal souls would enjoy eternity together.  The premonition was correct.  Apollonius died a few days later and Nerva in AD 98.

But, his friend, Damis, who carried the cryptic message, had no idea what it meant. It wasn’t until after Apollonius died that the meaning dawned on him.  The text says: “Damis…only understood his master’s device much later (opse).”

5. Heroicus 702, line 19

“Although Philoktetes, the son of Poias, served as a soldier late in the Trojan War, he shot the arrow best among the mortals, since, they say, he learned how from Herakles, the son of Alkmene.”

6. Heroicus 723, line 1

“He (Hektor) fought mightily, and he alone of the Trojans remained outside the wall of Troy to perish late (opse) in the battle.”
7. De Gymnastica 13.17

“In the 145th Olympiad they added the boy’s pankration.  I do not know the cause of the slowness of adding it, since it was already flourishing in other places.  For this contest began late in the series (or cycle) of the Olympiads, when Egypt was already crowned and this victory went to Egypt.” 

Here opse means late in the cycle of Olympiads, since it was the 145th Olympiad (648 BC), before the boy’s pankration was added as an Olympic sport.  The pankration is a martial arts sport consisting of a blend of boxing and wrestling.
8. De Gymnastica 43.21

“…wild olive and buckthorn anointed them copiously, so that they trained without becoming ill and grew old late; some competed in eight, and some in nine Olympiads…”

Here opse means that the effects of aging overtook them late (relative to others); they “grew old late.”  Those who used the anointing oil did not experience the effects of aging at the age that other athletes did so were able to compete in eight, or even nine, Olympics.
What Does “Late” Mean?
The words “late” and “opse” have two basic meanings:

1. Happening far into or toward the end of a certain period of time.  In this situation the emphasis is on the time period; late in the week, season, year, historical event, etc.  Late is often followed by the word “to” or “in.”

     Examples include:

     Matthew 28:1 – late on the Sabbath

     Philostratus #2 above – late in the festival

     Philostratus #3 above – late in expressing kindness

     Philostratus #5 above – late in the Trojan War

     Philostratus #6 above – late in the battle 

     Philostratus #7 above – late in the cycle of the Olympiads

     Philostratus #8 above – late in life

2. Happening after the usual, proper or expected time.  In this situation the emphasis is on the event or goal which was missed; a meeting, appointment, deadline, etc.  Late is often preceded by the word “too” and followed by the word “for.”

     Examples include:

     Philostratus #1 above – too late for the mysteries 

     Philostratus #4 above – too late coming to an understanding of the importance of the letter he delivered, or he would have said “goodbye” to his friend.

Poor Neglected Meta!
     If Matthew wanted to state that the women came to see the sepulcher “after the Sabbath” a perfectly good word existed – meta.  Matthew knew the word well.  He used it sixty-eight times in his book.  Meta occurs in the accusative case about 360 times in the Septuagint and 100 in the New Testament, ten of which are in the book of Matthew.  See Matthew 1:12; 17:1; 26:2; 27:53, 62 and 63 plus the four special cases below.  

     Matthew uses meta in the accusative case and follows it with the word de in the following passages: 


24:29 – after the tribulation


25:19 – after a longtime


26:32 – after I am risen


26:73 – after a while  

     But, in 28:1 Matthew did not write meta de sabbaton because he didn’t mean “after the Sabbath.”  He wrote opse de sabbaton, not because he meant “too late for the Sabbath,” but because he meant “late on the Sabbath.”  The two Mary’s did not miss a goal of wanting to arrive at the tomb on Sabbath.  Their purpose was “to see” it.  It was late on the Sabbath when they saw the tomb.
Conclusion
1. All of the Bible uses of opse are referring to an evening event.  A morning application is impossible by definition.

2. Every Bible translation, which I have found prior to the twentieth century, translates opse with a word showing it referring to a time within the Sabbath.  

3. Commentaries that precede Mr. Blass have different explanations in their efforts to maintain their belief in a Sunday morning resurrection.  None of them suggest that opse means “after.”

4. The Greek source Blass gives for evidence that opse can mean “after” is removed from Matthew by time, distance and culture.  Basic rules of hermeneutics caution against giving across-the-board comparison in such cases.  

5. The evidence Blass does give for translating opse as “after” is in the context of “too late.”  

6. If Matthew had intended to state that the two Marys came to see the sepulcher “after” the Sabbath, why didn’t he use the Greek word meta? 
     So, was opse Matthew’s oops?  The Biblical, historical, linguistic and grammatical evidence all say, “No!”  Matthew used opse because he did not mean meta.  Jesus resurrected before sunset on Sabbath.  His resurrection was exactly three-days and three-nights from His entombment the previous Wednesday shortly before sunset.  His time in the grave was just as He foretold it would be.  See Matthew 12:40.
