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An oufline of Sf. John's Doctrine on the 
Divine 50nship of the Christian 

Oue of the central efforts of catholic theology has always been to 
comprehend the mystery whereby we are made participants of the 
divine life and admitted into the soeiety of the Father alld of His 
Son Jesus Christ. To this effort of understanding Pope Pius XII has 
given new impetus by the famous Eneyclical ".1IY8tici Co I"poiis' , in 
1 \) 13. Henceforth the mystery of our union with Christ in its various 
aspccts has rcally fascinated theologians, being of actual interest not 
only for all speculatiye theology - dogmatic, ascetic and mystical 
- but also for the practical spiritual life of the ordinary Christian. 
And it seems to be beyond all doubt that no aspect of this problem 
de'serYes so much particular attention as that of the Christian's 
;:oTlship ill Christ to the Eternal Fathe'r. 

This sentiment is indeed strongly rooted in the spirit of the 
and of the' New Testament writings. For, that we may be­

come sons of the heayenly Father is the supreme mess'lge of Christ­
ialli1y itself. The ineffable doctrine is - as it is well known - par­
ticularly familial' to St. John. But the Johannine view goes so far 
us to des cri he the Christian. "Son of God". as that who is "begotten 
of God". These expressions occur vC'ry often throughout the Johan­
ninC' literature and, though in them!'elyC's simple enough, they carry 
on Ullf'l thoma bIE- implications. 

This is precisely the purpose of the following dissertation, 
n:m1C'ly. to try to 1!l'USP - as far as possible the real meaning of 
thc .Tohannille phrases tcli:na Th('oll-!i('lIllcthClwi 1'7, Thcoll. We hope 
tlwt Si. John's viewpoint on the di\"ine sonship of the Christians will 
he thus hr,lu<.;ht out clearly fllOUgh. 

1. A PHILOLOGICAL APPROACH 

There can never be good exegesis '~-ithout a sound philological 
preparation. A serious philological examination of the words and 
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under con~kIcratioll is indispensable. So much the more 
that the expressiolls "children of God" and "begotten of God" may 
be vic\ycd from diffcrcllt standpoints and afford different meanings. 
In order to come to a more exact interpretation of the Johannine 
mind, we must therefore !'ec which meanings may be implied in these 
\HJrds from the philological of view. 

1. "Children of God": tclow from the root tc!.;ci 11, tiktcin (to 
to engender, to proercate, to give birth to) points to the 

which rcsults from such action "'ith regard to either or to 
hoth parents. This is the prop Cl' sensc of the word for which we say 
"child, childrcn" without regard to sex (l). Less correct it is to 
translate tclmon "son", which denotes tIle male child and for which 
the Greek has hyios. Hencc, it is equally less precise in the Latin 
t'rndering "filius", as all the Latin versions have it (2). The 
corresponding Hcbrcw word is ben or, rather, ycled and is met with 
vcry often in thc Old Testament with rclation to both sexes (3). 

The plural tclm(f, in a wider sense of the word, is used sometime~ 
to dellotr postcrity or descendants, as in )1t. 2.1S: :3.D; 27.25; Acts 
:!,:i!): lll~Jrr emphlticall~'. true children. genuine descendants, as In 
s.a!!; I Pt. S.n. This is after the Hebrew usagc of denoting peoples 
and tribes by bl'luj joined to the name of the progenitor (1,). 

The metaphorieal meanings of tdnwlI - and likewise of h!Jios-­
art' many. In general. it denotcs the reciprocal and intimate 
relationship formed bctween men by the bonds of loYC'. Thus, a child 
or son is onc who is thc ohject of parental love and care, or who 

filinI love and reyercnee towards others. It is in this sense 
that both in the Old and in the New Testament it is the familiar 
name <I: trihuted 11y an older man to a youngcr, not only with refer­
('ll('e to thc diffnellrc of agc. hut also on thc ground of authority 
and of love (5). Upon this representation it is that the relation of 
the discinje of a clmreh to its teacher or apostle is expresscd by 

1 Pt. 8,G. ( f('ma]e t'hiklrell), 
:2 SII('h WOJ'(]S as Ilr,,/i3. so'wh's, IIrltTlIII ,\,<)\!ld he mor(' appropriate, 
:j (Jell ;LlG: :lIJ,l: :i:U3i: nt, un, ('1(', - The LXX !lS('s idllllll ('iJil'fiy 

for /)1'11 (as ill 0,,,1. :l IGl. S')llll't;llW,> for !It/I'd (C(,ll. :):),6.7); e]s('",lle]'(' 

it trall,]nte, also hv 111[;11" (nt. 1:10), 
·1 For example, the isr'l'elite.; are /,1'111' lIi ,/11'" ,,1 or 7i1'1I~ 1{l'hurl,,". 
;j I King' :1,9, 1G: .:\rt 9,2: :\f" 2.'); Lk Hi. 2,,: (i<11.L1$1. This sJlirj~ 

tnal sense of it!!;IIS is f,ulli'inr tn the old fJrC'ek p'lpyri, d, p, Lnncl. Y. 
1658, IfL (edd, KE:-;YOX-BELL 01'1'1'1.' !'op'II'i ill fhe 71rifish :1rIl81"/lII. 

London. 1~9:3-1Dli) all,l ],?, Gi"s. L 10:1. :2 ((',1d. lWERKORXE:\fANK­
.:\IEYER, Gricc/li,~chl' Po]!yri :11 fiicssell, Leip%ig, 1910-1912), 
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tekrlOll. Thus the Apostles address as their "children" those to whom 
t·hey taught the Gospel (G). This, again, corresponds to the Hebrew 
nsage, by which disciples considered themsel\'C~s as children of their 
teaeher, whom they used to call "fathcr" (7). 

Much mOrc interesting is the use of child Or son, again after the 
to show that somebody bears a perfect likeness to some 

other IH'rson to whom, for the same reason, some relation of paternity 
is attributed. "The derinttion of the person's nature and, as follow-

therefrom, his cl1:lraeter and helongings are implied in the ex­
pression, though sometimes the one and sometimes the other element 
is prominent" (8). In this connection telollr!/l (or hyios) is always 
followed by a noun in the genitive, such as "sons of Abraham", 
"SOllS of the devil", "sons of God", ctc. This goes so far as to join 
"son" even to inanimate or abstraet things whenever any influenee 
or belonging is meant (9). 

Partieularly noteworthy is the use of tt'lmon or hyios with a 
genitive of quality or eondition \'Cry commonly used in the Old and 
Nelv Testament Books as a substitute for an adjectivc. The idiosyn­
crasy is due to the fa et that Semitic languages are very poor in 
adjectives {10). 

In our modern languagrs the word "son" may also he referred 
to an adopted ehild. "Ve may therefore ask if such was the case 
also with New Testament writers. Legal adoption, sueh as 
by the Greeks and Romans, was unknown to the Hebrew world (11). 

6 Cf. I COl'. 4. 1-1,17; I Tim. 1. :2; Tit. 1. 4·; Philm. 10; If I .In 4. Tll 
this sense, .John llses ratll('l' {('hllill. "little ehilc1ren". diminnlire 
of tekllOIl (I .Tn 2.12. :28; :3.7. 18; 4.·1; 15.21. The same word he ]Juts 
also on the lips of .Jeslls. ,Tn 1:1.:1:3). rt is a t01'lll of keener aff0<'tioll. 
Sometimes also pailiill is used if .Tn 2.1-1, 18 d . .rn 21.15). ThE' 
latter emphasizes the idea of whorclination and snbseqnent disciplinf'; 
while td;lIia emphflSizf's the idea of kinship; (see :\f. R. \~rXCENT, 
H'ort! Studies ill tlie Ncll' Tl'sf({JllPlif, H, LOlldoll, ]887, p. :1:2:3). 

7 Mt 2:3.9. - Pecnliflr to .John is the use of referring tl:1.-Iw to melllhl'rs 
of pflrticular cll1lrehes (TT .In 1, 4, 1:3; - see fllso· Gal. 4.:11). 

8 H. CRE~IER. BiiJlicIJ-7'hcologicu/ LI'.cicl)/I of Xi'II' J'eSfll/lll:llt (ire,. I .. 
(eng. tl'flns. by W. Urwick), Edinh1ll'gh. ]878. p. 15.S-t 

}) The nse of h"ios or tel .. noll with the genitin' is due to the ll10rp \-i,-id 
imagination of the oriental, who looked UPOIl flny intimate relation­
ship - whether of connection, origin or dependence as a l'E'lation of 
sOllship, eYen in the spjritllfll sphere. Ro B. DEfSS:\L\XX. Ri/lle 
Stllilic.~ (trans. b~' Grie"e), Edinhnrgh, WO!. p. 1Glff.. ,\'ho. hOIl'C\-er. 
sl1rl\\"S also that the use is not at all un-Greek. 

10 CL I KingslS.17; Is. 15.1; Prm'. :i1.15; Eph. :2.:1; 15.1'; 1 Pt. 1 1-1. 
11 Rut see (fen. 16.2; -18.5; Ex. 2.!)f1'., where some idefl of u(1option is 

implied. 
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Indeed, "son" (hyios or teknon) is nowhere found throughout the 
New Testament with reference to an adopted son. The Apostles, 
however, knew that the word could have carried on with it such a 
meaning. And, as a matter of fact, St. Paul conceives of our divine 
sonship as an "adoption" (hyiothesia) (12). 

We note, lastly, that throughout the .Tohannine writings the 
word te/won recurs for fifteen times and - with the exception of 
Uev. 12.-1.[, - it is always in the plural. For five times it is followed 
by j,/zeos in the genitive thus indicating men's filial relation to God 
(13). Teli:na Theoll, then, naturally points to some kind of divine 
sonship, which, according to the many different meanings of te7.:no)/, 
may admit of various interpretations. 

2. "Begotten of God": gcnnasthai or gCl/nethenai is the 
favourite verb adopted by St. John whcn he speaks of our divine 
sonship. In this connection it is mct wi th IG times in both the 
Fourth Gospel and the First Epistle. From the philological view­
point gelll/ao is liable to different interpretations. The gcneral idea is 
quite simple being, namely, that of begetting, generating, giving 
birth to, producing, etc. But this action may be thought of either 
as a natural and physical begetting or birth, or it may be said to 
b'Car a metaphorical meaning. 

The LXX makes constant use of genll(lo to translate the Hebrew 
ua1ad, which in the active (Qal) means to "be get, to engender" 
(gemulII, ;.!igllerc) and "to give birth to, to bring forth" (tiktein, 
IJllrcrc). It is therefore referred to both parents (U). So also in the 
New Testament gellllulI is said of the father and of the mother alike 
(1 :3). But the basic idea is that of "begetting" and is used, as a rule, 
of the father though sometimes also of the mother. Hence, as regards 
translation, attention should be paid to the context. Thus, for ex­
ample, to translate i!enHcthcll (Mt 1.20) by "born" (Vg. "natum") 
does not meet the situation. So also with regard to the Johannine 

"12 Rom. 8.15: Gal. 4.5. 
l:~ .In. l.12: 11.;)2; I .Tn :1.l. 2, 10. El'E'where mE'n are ('nlled "children' 

of thE' c!e\'il" (1 .Tn :1.101 or "children of ,\hrahnm' (.Tn 8.:19). 
14 Of father onl.<;: Gen. 4.18: r Chroll. l.1O: Rnth ,f. 18ft·.; of mother: 

(jell. 4.22: 48.1.5: 1 Sam. ·l.LD: of both parenh: (;en. 20.17: Zach. 1:3. 
The "erh eomlllonly ll'eel i~ !l1I/1II/: 'Ollletillles hi/ or hill (in the pi'el 
hold

l 
Gen. :3:iA; Is. 6G.7: 2:1.4) :111d, ,ery rarely, also qUI/II' (Gen. ,1.1) 

is auopted. Bnt the LXX corresponding ,'erb is al,,'ays [JPIIIIIlII. 

15 Of the father: ;.rt 1, 2-16: ,lets 7. 8. 29.: of the mother: Lk 1. ] 3, iii: 
23. 29. 
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gcnncthenai eJc Thel)11 the meaning can hardly fail to mean "begot­
ten". .T. H. Bernard remarks on In. 3 .. '5-6: "To translate 'born of 
the Spirit' suggests that the image is of the Spirit as the female 
(Iarent of the spiritual child, whereas .Tohannine usage ... shows that 
the image is that of the Spirit as the "Begetter (16). 

Now, as tclmol1 is sometimes taken in a metaphorical sense, so 
also {!CI1I1i111 may point to a metaphorical begetting. Thus, St. Paul 
('f)llsiders his faithful as those who were "begotten" of him (17). 
Paul's influence exerted on them, moulding their lives, is conceived 
as eOllstituting thc beginning of a new lifc and as establishing a filial 
relation. Here. the sense of {!t'IIJ1i!1) is eddelltly spiritual and meta­
phorical. The same must be said with regard to the .Tohanninc 
('xprcssioll "to be hegotten of God". A divine origin by a generation 
from God eannot be attributed to men in the strict sense of the word, 
hut only in a metaphorical sensc. 

When us cd in the passiYC as nearly always with John -
gl'/I/l1I1I asks naturally for an appropriate preposition followed by the 
name of the begetter. So, in connection with the diville generation 
of thc t:hl'istians, gCIIi/(/Rthllj or gcnllcthenui is always followed by 
1'1.: :the!!/{. The preposition cl.:, thercfore, deserves particular consi­
deration. And of its many and various meanings that which concerns 
Us most is its idea of origil1 or source. This is, indeed, the gencral 
meaning of ch whell it is joincd to verbs indicating origin, such as 
!..!I'/II1I/J/. cillai, {!incstlllli etc. In this sensc eh points to that from 
which anything proceeds or is derind (18). This is also, nftcr 
all. the primary sense of the genitive case itself, which always follows 
1'''' and which, whcn used by itself. bears very often the same mean­
ing (1 D). 

But, c',en in its sense of origin or source, ch is not limited only 
to express such origin by a generation in the strict sense of the word. 
The meanings of the verb to which it is joined are also its own. Thus, 
in the expression "to be begotten of God" elf evidently bears a 

HI A criticIII IIl1d f.re(Jl'lica./ ('ollJm"lIlllrll fill fhl' l;oR]l1'1 IIcc()l'Ilill!f In SI/ill! 
.Tohll. T Edinburgh. 1929, ]1. 10.5. 

17 T Cor. 4.1!5. 17; Oal. 4.24; Phi1m. 10. 
ltl To deBote origin sometinlC's a1so ({lllJ is nsed (cf. ([ehI'. 11.12\' Hut .. 

while 1'1; marks the nearer flnd ill1111('(1inte S011r('(> or ('ans(>. 1I[l(l mur!;s 
u remot(>r relation (Lk 2.1). Of. K ROBTXSOX. Orrcl.: IIl1d 7~lIlJlish 
T,p~~icolI 0/ fhe :'1'1'11' 'L'esfl/IIIf'1.t, Xl'\\' York. lP-,:,!. p. 22·1. 

19 IT Cor. 4.7; I Tim .. 5.8: Cf. also XEXOPHON. ("ll'" Lih. I. Cap. TI, 
1, ed. A, F. Didot, PUl'isiis, 1817, p. 2. 

" 
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metaphorical meaning. This expression may be made to approach 
the frequently recurring Johannine phrase cillai ek l'hcou (20). The 
two phrases have a kindred meaning, both indicating the idea of 
origin from God. But "to be of ~od" expresses the essential perma­
nent relation; while "to be begottcn of God" refers to the initial 
moment of the relation (21). 

We have laid down the philological basis for a further and a 
deeper discussion of the Johannine expressions. Philology has proved 
that they admit of different interpretations and so we know what 
they could have meant in St. John's milld. Wc shall see in what is 
to follow what they really meant. 

n. THE ONLY-BEGOTTEN SON 

The idea of divine 80nship is viewed by St. John in a twofold 
aspect whcther it is referred to Jesus Christ, the Incarnate 'Word, 
or to those \yho believe in His name. Both Clirist and the Christians 
are said to ha\"e been bcgotten of God. It is obvious, however, that 
though divine generation is attributed by .John both to the Logos 
and to men, it does not bear the very same meaning in either case. 
A quick glance at St. .John's doctrine on the divine begetting of the 
Word will prove to be helpful [or a better understanding of the 
Evangelist's conception of man's generation from God. 

1. St. John expresses himself very definitely regarding the 
purpose of his Gospel. He tells his readers that it has been written 
"that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ the Son of God: and 
that believing you may have life in his name" (22). Faithful to 
this purpose the Apostle develops the doctrine of the divine Sonship 
of Jesus throughout the whole Gospel. Indeed, this testimony refers 
only to the Fourth Gospel. Nevertheless, the same doctrine is no 
less a characteristic theme of the remaining writings of John, espe­
cially of his First Epistle and of the Book of Revelation. Rightly 
enough, then, it may he said that "the first thing which strikes 

20 .Tn 8. 47; I ,TIl 3.10. 
21 ~ee B. j.,. 'VE~TCOTT, 7'hl' (,'''-'1'''' aCl'nrdill1/ In 8f .. lu/ill. LOIlr/UII. 

1908, p. (jl, 

22 20.:11. - RefereJl(,(,s to the 1\' Uospel will he indicated in 
when the Epistles of .Tohn an' referred to. they will he Jll;; 

II, III (ex. gl'. 1. :U). \Ve lllay add also that ]l:l,snges from 
Scripture wil! he quoted ~fter the Donny \' ersioll. 

W[1,": 

by '1. 
Holy 
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one who reads the writings of John is the express and forcible 
I?mphasis placed on the divine sonship of Jesus" (23). 

Very often throughout his writings John attributes to Jesus the 
title "Son of God" or, rather, "the Son of God" (ha hyias tau 
Theoli). Very often also the simple word ho hyios is used as a deno­
mination of Christ as the Son of God. In the Gospel it is generally 
Jesus who is represented as speaking of Himself as "the Son of God" 
(2 ~). Sometimes He is so called by someone of His disciples (25). 
But it is John who delights most in using this title as a substitute 
for or as an opposition to the name of .Jesus (26). 

The implication of this title by itself does not necessarily exceed 
that of a mere synonym for the Messiah. In the Old Testament the 
future Messiah is also viewed as the Son of God. As a matter of fact 
J ohannine passages bearing this sense are not totally missing. But 
this seems to occur only when Jesus is addressed as Son of God b:y 
others (27). '''hen the expression is thus used by Jesus or by John it 
carries on with it a much more significant meaning than the simple 
designation of the Messiah. Jesus is not called the Son of God 
because He is the Messiah, but on the contrary, He is the Messiah 
just because He is the Son of God {28}. For John by the attribution 
of this title to Christ means precisely to state that He is really the 
natural Son of God, and consequently He is equal to God, He is 
HimsC'lf God. 

A cursory glance at the christological doctrine of the Fourth 
Gospel and of the other Johannine writings would suffice to give a 
clear idea of this. To ,John's mind, Jesus is truly God. This belief 
of his is exprC'ssed in many various forms, ascending gradually from 
Cl lower to Cl higher conception of thc Divinity of Jesus. In the Gospel 
John rC'presents Jesus proclaiming continually the truth of His divine 

in a constantly ascending degree and with ever increasing 

2:1 H. FELDEIL .["8US "f SII:ur"f" (f'll~L hall". h~' B .. Bittle). London. 
Hl:18. p. :1Fi2. 

::!I :nG-18; Fi.Hl-2Ii; (Un; tUG; ]0.:16; It.l; 1'1.1:1; 17.1. C01l1p. 19.7 and 
ReI'. 2.18 

2Fi By N atlw n:l('1 (l.lfll; hy Peter (C).I;!)); h~' ?lln rtha (11.27); hy .T oh 11 the 
Ba ptist (1 .:iIl. 

2G 118; :l.16L In, :l;)f. (?); I 1.:L7; 2,22f.; 8.8-2:1; .L9f., '·If.; 5.5, 12, 20; 
r I :(9, 

27 CL 1.49 alld 11.27. 
28 1.1.18; 30.:H, :31; 8.1Gff.; II.:L7;!.f): Fi.:2O. -- SrE' L. YJ<~XARD bOil, 

DThO, VIII 1, Pflris 1£)24, col, FiGS. 
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emphasis. His mission from God forms the ever recurring subject of 
His conversations with the disciples and of His public discourses to 
the p::uple (29). Having thus given His hearers a flashing glimpse of 
His supernatural nature, He explains to them His close relation to 
t he Father: He h:1d personal existence in God before He came into 
this ,yorld or. rather, He pre-exists beforc any other being from all 
eternity (30); He is alike in nature to the Father, He is God like 
Him (:n). On the ullity of being and nature of Father and Son is 
grounded the divine origin and character of His teaching: what He 
Himself has heard and seen when in the bmom of the Father, that Hc 
speaks and proclaims to the world (32). From the same unity of 
heing and nature of Father and Son proceeds also the unity of opera­
tion (33). The Son does nothing that the Father does not, just as 
He, 011 the other hand, performs all the work of the Father (3~t). 

And it is precisely by these works. which Jesus performs in the name 
of the Father, that the decisive proof to the utterances of Jesus 

regarding His relation to the Father as His natural Son is given (35). 
From the very testimony of Jesus, therefore, as related by John 

ill his Gospel, wc mny clearly grasp the real meaning of the title 
hI) h.llius tl)n The(m: Jcsus declares that He is the Son of God in the 
stricter sense of the word, that is, He is the natural Son of God and 
strictly equal to God. 

2. But to the testimony of Jesus John adds also his own. The 
Beloved Disciple further declares that the divine Sonship of Jesus is 
true and natural just because it is based on the fact that He comes 

:?9 5.:38 . .1:3: G.:?8. i51: 1.16. :29: 8.~t:2; 10.:36; 1:2.-1fl: 17.8. :25; 20.:21. 'I'll!' 
salll(' teaehillg is illlp1iN1 ill slIch passages where .TpSllS sa}'S of Hil1lself 
that He is "of the> Father" or "comes forth from the Father" IlG.27_2R: 
5.-12: 8~j:?; 11.8 etc.). TI1<1t ill sll('11 passages it is a question of tll(> 
temporal mission or th" ~Oll is (']pa1' enough frolll the fact that the 
"(':mlillg forth of th" «'nth!'!''' is s<lllleti11les Pllt in opposite parallelism 
to the "going haek to tho F"t11(']"." ~('(' .r. KKABEXBAl'ER~ 
OOIl1/11Cllfariu'lI ill F;""II'7<'i>I/'1I ,,<,cl/lld<l1l1 .TOr/ill/Pili ed a1t('ra. Parisiis. 
HJ06. p . .;182; M_ .r. L\()R.\:'i:"GE. El'rlllui/e Sf/Oil ,'-Iaint .fer/II, llUe ecl.. 
Paris, 1D-17. p. -j:)1. 

;m GA6. 6:2; 8.56-~)8: ll.:?~. .Tohn the Baptist had pror1ailll('d from the 
h('ginn i ng the ]J rc-ex i ,tence of .T I' sw.; together with thp l"at 1]('1' (1.15. 
27. :10). This is also the do('t!'inp of thE' PrologllE'; cf. especially tll(' 
E'xpl'essioll "11 01'7,-/11' (1.1) and its intpl'j)l'ctation hy ('xegetps. 

:11 10.30-:36: 17~11: 20.2~. (\mIJl. 5.18 (thE' Enngelist's remark). 
:1:2 :3.11; 8.26; 1.5.1.5. 
33 10.30. :18;l.t. 9-11; 17.:21. 
:3-1. 5.17. 19.20. 
35. 5.:36; 10.:38. 
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from God the Father in virtue of a natural and physical begetting. 
It is, indeed, rather strange to remark that while so many Johannine 
passages deal clearly and explicitly with man's generation from God, 
with regard to the eternal and natural divine generation of the Logos 
there is not a single text throughout the Johannine literature, whlch 
could be quoted as certain. The only passage wherein Jesus would 
be explicitly called "the begotten of God" would be I 5.1S. However, 
it is critically very uncertain. Critics do not agree whether the words 
hI) gCllllethcis ek tOH The()u should be referred to Christ or rather to 
the Christian, who is "begotten of God" ha gegennemenos ele tou 
Theou. A good solution depends on whether outon or heauton be 
chosen as the original reading (3o). If the latter is adopted, the 
meaning must be that he who has experienccd the new birth keel)s 
hilllscl:f from the eyil onc. In the case of (1utrJl1, ha gennethds is most 
lIaturally referred to Christ, who keeps him ((!Uton), who has been 
begotten of God, far from sinning(37). Then, I 5.1S would be the 
on ly cle:)!' J ohannine passa~.;e referring to Christ's generation from 
God. 

Whateyer might bc said of I i).lS, the idea of the divine 
generation of the Word Incarnate is no less emphatically implied in 
the title III ()lIngnl('K, which John seyeral times attributes to Christ 
(3R). The emirrently Johannine word has been rendered by some 
Latin translators by "lIl1igcnitus", "the only begotten". thus im­
plying the conception of Christ's Sonship in yirtue of a generation 

:36 'J1I/01I' i, attested by cod. ll.\. \';!: Hie]'. it is adopted by Tischnn­
clod, \Yestcott all(I Hort, Nest'p. ete. ITealliulI is found in S Aoon K 
L P. Sce G. B. STEYENS, Tli J"hllllllille l'heu/o(J!/, London. 189'k 
pp. ~-lof.; H. L,,\\Y. The Tests flf J;i/r . . t Stud!! of tTie Fir.sf Ti:p'stle of 
Sf . .JOTiIl, Edillhul'gh, 1909. pp. ·J08f. 

::17 Cf. A. E. BROOKE, A eriiical 1111,) 1'.I"'(lI'Iiro/ nOI/lIlIl~ltf([r!l on the 
.h'/Ullfllilll' l~l'i"/lI'.,, Edinburgh. H)I~. pp. ]·18f.: B. F. \VESTCOTT. 
The Ti:!lisfies "I St . .TUltll. London. lflOi). p. 19·1; .T. nONSIRVEN. 
'f)llitrcs de Sai"f .Teal/ (Yf'rhUlll Salllt:,. JX). !)1llC' ed., Paris. 19:15. p. 
:?7:1. The opinion of tilcse anthors. who refer l1u aClllletlteis to Christ 
is Illnch 11Ior(' reliable. The change of tense from perfect to aorist 
('I),dd !lOl he> explained if both "'er8 rpferred to the same person, i.e., 
to the mall "']10 has experienced the ne'" hirth .• Hter all, the reading 
of Band .\ 0 ('1 uion), apparpntly fnr more difficult than /IPautOI!, has 
strong claims to he rpgardNI as original. Another vnriant reads the 
snhstanti"e hI' !lelll/csis (21;18/l8i5~) d. Ye; "oellcmtio liei". It is 
accepted by Harnack (SIII(/il'lI :111' (j1'.'f'liic7lfl' des Spur r/'I'.,101ll1'1I1 1111(/ 
del' a/ten Kirclie, r. Berlin. 19:31. pp. [0,5-11+), 

:38 1,14, 18; :3.10, 18; I -1.9. 
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from God (39). Earlier Latin translations, however, such as the 
Homan rendering of the Apostolic Creed, yield "unicus" (40). As a 
matter of fact "uniClis" is much more apt than "unigcnitus" to 
tnmslate the Hebrew or Aramaic ya{zid, which is supposed to be the 
underlying word for mOllOgnlcs (41). If so, then, the radical meaning 
of I17rmogcllcs is rather that of "the One only Son", - a meaning 
adopted also by the New Testament writers (1,2). The LXX rendering 
of yahid by mOllOgcl1c;; does not constantly yield the same meaning. 
Some' passage'S bear the simple sense of "only, single. alone" US); 
ut hers, with reference to sons or daughters, that of "the only son" 
(1 I). Elsewhere the usual mOllogellcs is substituted by af!,apetos which 
carries on with it also the notion of "an only child" (,1,5) The two ex­
pressions have a kindred meaning and both include the notion of 
"tht' only begotten son", with the difference that in agapetos stress 
is laid on the notion of affection rather than on that of origin (46). 

The Synopties, too, choose rather Ilf!,apetos as corresponding to 
!Iilhid (17). But to John's mind lI1onogcnes was much more signifi­
('ant as involving more clearly the idea of origin. No doubt, the affec­
tion of the Father for the Son is not neglected by John and it is even 
included in the very expression 1/ll)llof!,cnes in 3.16 and in I ,1.9. In 
these and in other parallel passages, however, - and especially in 
1.18 - the conception of 1Il001O{!,encs goes far beyond the limits 

~19 Cf. the Latin Version of the Ni(,l'an Creed, Denz. 1).1. - Nen'rtl1('le~~, 
1I101l017plIl'S is not clerin'II from the root (I ('II/II/I! , hut from (11'lIpsf,{i. 

:\fOUT,TON-:\fILLH:,\N ('1'111' FIICIIIJ1Ilorl{ IIf tlil' (ircrh T!',~fa/ll!'lIf il­
lusfratc" in,," th,. JI IIll1ri' alld ot1I1'r ;,IlII' life)'a!"!! sourf!'S, Lnnrloll, 
1929. p. ,11(3) and LTDDETA.;('OTT U r:rI'l'7 .. -Ellllli"J, [r.l'il'lIlI, 8th 
I'll.. Oxford, IflOl, p. 114·1) point to 171'1I1J,~ as the root, of 'Il/()lIortl'lll'S. 

The ~el1"" tlH'1l would 1)(, that of "tll(' on Iv 1111'111hor of a kin or 'kind: 
111'11('e gl'llerall:v: only, sillllk" (LitldeI-Se~tt. i/,,), This opinion is ]'('. 
ioded hv A, .1. SFRL\)J:-;KY (n" J[,{sle"io 1'1'1'1); JIICl/1'Iwfi (ul 111('11/1'111 

H. Jo!tI/'lIlIis .I/ols/"Ii. RomaC'. 1f1·11, pp. 10G·128), 
,10 DC'l1z. 2, G. 
11 C, 1<', 'Pht' .{l'f/U/I/,;(: Ol';~!ilJ of tit Ii'(wrfh r;OS}If'/, Oxford. 

1922. a9f. 
·12 Lk 7, : 8,,12: D:\fi: Hehl'.11.I7. 
4:1 Ps, 21.21: 2,1. IG: :l~, 17 (LXX). 
(14 .Tndge~ll.:ll: Toll. ;).115: G.Il ("HI. A): 8.17. 
4,,) Gen. 22.2, '12. 1G: ,fer, G.2G: ,\mos 8.10: Z:1('h. 12.10, In .Tnc1:rl's 11.:14 

hoth IIIO/IOU('II"" and Ilfl"pri"s are Pllt togdher. 
,In Also in profnllC' Gl'C'C'k litenltlll'l' lIfT"lll'i"os is n slIhstitllte for 1/1()//()­

(/"//('8. So POLLFX: 1:a7I/if() d'oll 711/;08 1l!I<1]ldos hf) IIIOI/OS Oil f/llfTi 

~ melr; (OI/Oll/llstiru}l. TIT. 19. ecl. E. B"the, Vo1. T, Lipsine, 1900, 
p. 160. See also HO:\IER. Od. 2. ;)156. ed y, B6rnrd, T. 4mC' I'd .. Paris, 
1D47. p. '-19). 

47 :vIt ;).17; 17 . .'5; :\lk 1.11; 9.7; 12.6; Lk 3.22; 20,13. 
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of simple affection and states, rather preferably, the singular and ex­
ceptional relation of the Son to the Father. The Johannine concep­
tion, thrreforc, far from being simply that of particular affection, 
states rather the fundamental reasOn of God's fatherly affection 
towards Christ. Jesus is "the Beloved by the Father" just because He 
is His "Only-begotten Son". Some authors, however, still maintain 

that the Johannine )JIO/lo[.;encs does not imply any idea of begetting 
und bears simply thc same meaning of the Synoptic Il[.;apetos (.1<8). But 
it should be remarked that the divine Sons hip and the divine genera­
tion of the IJogos, being a characteristically .Tohannine argument, 
e;mld hardly he ex eluded from the full meaning of /l1O/lOgcnes. The 
idla. if not explicitly illC'U 'cd, is at lea,t suggested and may easily 
1w infcrred from such an expressive word, especially when it is joined 
to hyios (:3.1 G, 18; I -L!J) or. is put in opposition to ]Joter (1. 1-1-, 18) 

( ~9). 

MoreoYer, .Tn 1.18 can, indeed, afford a vcry sound argument 
for nul' inlcrpretation. Thr 'Vord Incarnate is the lIIollo[.;cnl's Thcos. 
Jesus Christ is not only said to be the unique Son, the Only-begotten 
of God, but He is Himself God. He strictly shares with God the 
Father the didne essence and being. He, thrrefore, owes His origin 
ill a natural divine begetting from the Father. He has His being 
from God and in yirtue of His unique origin or g('lleration He is It 

true God. 

:\ gainst this reading, however, st ands the objcetion of the variant 
Iilllnll.~llIrs hyios attested hy many Greek codie('s. But evidences, 
both external and internal, are ill favour of the read­
ing \Ye ha\"(" here adopted (50). After all, the ide,l of the real 
Divinity of Jesus dominates the whole Prologue from the first verse 
up to v. ]8. 

Hence, if St. John thinks of a diyine begetting of the Word 
Incarnate. he cannot but mean a strictly natural generation from 
God. The Father, namely, imparts His very divine being to His 

4~ WE::;TCOTT. Epistles, pp. 169-1,2: ID" (;""111'1. ]1. 12 
Epifn's, pp. ;1.'5, 2:20; F. fiL BR.AFX. 8 . .11'1111 (Ln 
Paris, 19-16. p. ;H7: .r. LEBRETOX. T.l's Ori1lilll's rill 
Trillift\, 1. Paris, 1919. PIL ;1()8, ;1(;;). 

49 Comp. 0.18; 14.10. 
r;o The rending l'/tP0s is str011l1011":Y d0fpndpd hy .T. A. H()RT, '/'/1'0 ])is­

sCTtidiolls (1. Oil J[OIl()!jI'III'S Th,'os ill Scriptlll'l' o/ld Tmrlilillll). Cam., 
bridge fllHl London, 1876 .. pp. 1-7:2. See also LAr1RAKGE, ."';"illt JCOII, 
pp. 26f. 
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only true Son by a natural begetting. Jesus Christ is, therefore, the 
only natural Son of Goel. He is the IIIlJnogenes hyios. 

III. THE CHILDREN OF GOD 

By the present section we come to a clo~er approach to St . 
.Tohn's mind on our divine sonship and generation from God. What 
does .John mean by calling thc Christians "Children of God" rmd by 
stating much more emphatically that they are "begotten of God"? 
Do these expressions imply any reality or are they a mere fig\U'e of 
speech? 

In order to grasp better the Johanninc conception, such Pd"" 
sages where these words or their equivalcnt recur will be constantly 
referred to. In the following chapter, therefore, the .J ohannine doc­
trine on man's divine childhood and its fuller development in bot:l 
Gospel and I Epistle wiII be taken under consideration. Thus, the 
Evangelist himsclf will hel p to get an authentic interpretation of hi'> 
favourite assertion. 

A. THE JOHANNINE PHRASEOLOGY 

]. The first time those who believe in Christ are called by 
.J ohn tek /1(( T hcou is precisely in 1.12. This title is once more 
attributed to them in the Gospel (11.52) and four times again in the 
First Epistle (3. 1, 2, ]0, 5.2). No doubt, John does not mean t" 
say thereby that the believers are the natural children of God. The 
Evangelist, who delights in speaking of divine sOllship both with 
regard to the "Word Incarnate and with regard to men, is on the 
other hand careful enough to gi\'e a clear deliberation of the un­
fathomable djstinetion between them. .Jesus alone is the natural 
Son of God, the Only-begotten of the Father. It is only of .Jesm, 
the J/ollogcncs Thcos that it may be said that the divine Nature was 
really communicated to Him by virtue of a strictly natmal genera­
tion. .Jesus did not need to "become" the Son of God. He was 
such from the very beginning. Men, on the contrary, are not by 
nature children of God and- still need to become such. Their divine 
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childhood is a gift due only to the love of God toward them (51). 
If then the expression telma T heon cannot be taken in its stricter 

sensc as indicating natural childhood, naturally enough it should 
bear a metaphorical meaning. But, again, is it a mere mctaphor, 
some kind of form of speech, not implying any reality at all? The 
fact that the title "children of God" is not literally applicable to men 
does not necessarily mean that it can by no means carry with it 
some deeper significance than that of a mere figure of speech. The 
very tt'rm telmr;)1 or hyios whatever be the sense in which it is used, 
indicates by itself the idea of source or migin. Some relation of 
origin is naturally included in the word. But, as we have seen in 
the philological examinaUon, thc idea of origin implied hereby admits 
of various interpretations, including that of any kind of dependence 
or even of mere likeness. Such is the case with many Old Testament 
expressions in which the word ben occurs. 

The fact that John makes use of this word to denote some kind 
of belonging to on the mere ground of likeness of character would 
rather suggest to take the phrase te/wu Theou as bearing the very 
same meaning. Thus in I 3.]0 wicked people arc called ta telma tOll 

tlil/lw/()II sim1lly because they are not righteous and hate the breth­
ren. The case is much more complicated here since the expression 
is put in perfect antithetic parallelism with the corresponding phrase 
tu telnla tou l'heou. Moreover. the expression recalls .In RA~t where 
the dc:vil is represented as the father of the Jews just because they 
aet I~erfectly according to his will. The whole context in these pas­
sages clearly shows that the flIial relation spoken of is based all the 
simple fact of likeness of character (52). If then the wicked are the 
children of the de~dl in the sense that they imitate his moral char­
acter so also it should be said of the children of God, namely, that 
they arc such in as much as tlley are like Him righteous and good in 

.'51 St. Augustine. ha>ed all .Tn 1.12, nicely tr:1.:es the differem·e hetwrf'll 
Christ's SOllship and ours on the occasion of his ('O:lllllcnt Oll Ps. ·W.:.': 
"llnmillf'., dixit dellS, C.f' gmfill S/la dei/it'tlfos, 111111 ,le ",]lI)s/tllI!i" SII<I 

IwtllS •.• ])Nlif cllilll pis potesftdt'lII jil;os nei /il'r;. Si f lii J)"i i,Ir'n 
.,11111 liS, et dii lacti SUlllllS; sed (Ird{i(II~ e.,t 11I1()Jlhlldi.~, 11011 I1l1fill"lll' 
!It'lIerollti.,. Ul1iClIS el1illl J)ei Filius ... T'el'iJ111l1 ]){,1I8. C(Jctcri qui 
fillld dii, omtill ip.,ills lilllll, 11011 d,' ,'!lb.'/!!l1ti" eills 11IHClIlI/UI' lit hoc 
sint qllod ill!', sed Id peT b!'lIl'jieilll/l )1I'I"I"l'lIil1l1t lid 1'11111, ut S'lIt 1'011111'-
Tedes Christi" JiJl1l1Tratio itl 1'". 4H, n. :2, ]'J. :lG. 51).'). 

,'5:2 Comp. also 8.:3fJ, "If you he tlie ehildrel1 of Abl':11mm, do tho works 
of Abraham". 
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opposition to sinners, who are the children of the devil because of 
their wickedness. The cxpression therefore tckna 1'1Ieoll does not \ly 
itself afford any peculiar meaning. 

2. We may, however, still see whether the phrase might be 
more clearly illustrated by some other equivalent expression. We 
already remarked that the very frequently occurring phrase eillais ele 
throughout the .Johannine writings includes the idea of dependence 
or origin just as the word tclmoll. But again, even this expression, 
wherever it occurs, does not yield by itself any more profound sense 
than that of a mere belonging to, likeness of character, imitation or 
any other such meaning. "The phrase expressing a moral connexion 
is characteristic of St. John. It includes the idea of derivation and 
independence and therefore of a moral correspondence between the 
offspring (issue) and the source" (53). Thus, according to the es­
sential aillnity of their character, men are said to be "of the world" 
(M) or "of the earth" (55), the idea of moral derivation being here­
by likewise indicated. Such is, for example, .In 3. 31 (with its paral­
lel 1,t, 5): "He who is of the earth, of the earth he is, and of the 
earth he speaketh", that is, since he draws his origin from the world 
he draws likewise thereof the form and manner of his life and speaks 
after the manner of the world. Evidently the idea of origin included 
here is far from being that of the birth from the ,Yarld, or if it might 
be called so, it would merely be a metaphor. Similarly, in the same 
sellse as wicked men are called telma tou diab%u they are also 
said to be ek tall riiab%u (56). It is clear enough from the passages 
where this phrase occurs that the derivation from the evil one attri­
buted to evil doers is based on the fact of this moral affinity and 
likeness to him. Or it may even be said that in this case something 
more than this is signified: the devil is an active influence to which 
there is a corresponding receptivity in the life of the world (1 5. 19); 
he gave the first impulse to human sinning (8.14) and still gives 
fresh impulse to it (13.2); so directly 01' indirectly, all human evil 
may be described as the work of the devil (I 3.S); and thus he is the 
father of all who act wickedly (SAl.). If, therefore, some kind at 
filial relation to the devil is asserted of those who do evil, it implies 

5:1 WESTCOTT, Goswl, p. 61; Epist/", p. 12:1. 
54 8,23; ]5.19; 17,14. W; HU6; 1 2.16; 4.5. 
55 ;~.:n; 8.23. 
56 8. 44; I 3.8, 12 .. 
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simply a wider sense of the word, in as much as they depend upon 
him with regard to their manner of thinking and acting. 

Now, the same expression is also very often used of men as 
denoting their personal relation to God. Thus the "children of God" 
are those who "are of God" (ek tau Theou) (57). The two expres­
sions are equal in meaning, both denoting the idea of filial relation­
ship of the righteous man to God, established by some kind of de-­
rivation from him. But again, divine childhood included in this ex­
pression does not seem to go beyond the ordinary meaning of moral 
likeness of character. As we have seen from the examples just adduc­
ed, the phrase by itself does not imply anything more than this sim­
ple interpretation of ethical kinship. The same thing, it seems should 
be stated of the phrase einai ek Thcoll. 'Wherever it occurs with refer­
ence to men stress is rather put on the fact that all who do righteous­
ness are "of God' 'exactly as those who do wickedness are "of thc 
devil". The terms in which the relation of human sinning to diabolic 
influence and those in which the relation of human righteousness to 
divine influence are expressed are strikingly parallel (58). Moreover, 
such an idea of derivation from God as is implied in the phrase 
cinai ek is not only attributed to men, but also to inanimate things, 
such as the doctrine of Jesus (7.li), love (I .1,7) and, negatively, the 
things that are in: the world (I 2, 16). In which cases the wider sig­
nificance of simple derivation or belonging to, - and nothing more 
significant - is included. It may then be stated that in all such in­
stances thc common and ordinary eonception is, that every teknon 
or everyone and everything which is of another must reproduce the 
works and character of its source. 

3. But, it may still be asked: "From the fact that both the 
relation of men to God and to the devil are identically expressed, is 
it to be inferred that they are identical in fact?" (59). True, the 
Johannine phraseology might bear such an interpretation, namely, 
that of mere ethical kinship. But it does not absolutely demand 

57 8.47; I :1.10; 4.1-6; 6.19; III 11. 
i58 Camp. "The children of God" (l 3.10) with "the children of the deyil" 

(I 3.10); "He that sinneth is of the devil" (I :3.8 - of. v. 12 and .Tn 
8.44), while "He that doeth good, is of God" (Ill 11 - cf. 8.47; I 4.2, 
4, 6; 5.19). 

59 ROTHK J)er crstc Brief J OhClIlIl e.~, \Vittenbel'g, 1878, draws this infe­
rence: "It is an appalling thought that man may enter int{} the same 
relation to the deyil in which he originally stands to God" (Qlloted by 
It, LAW, o.c., p. 143). 
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it. The phrase tekna Theou as well as Einai ek Theou might admit 
of a deeper significancc, which could no means be ever included 
intelw(! tall diaboloH. For, with regard to God, the idea of origin­
and origin by some kind of birth or generation - cannot meet any 
{)bjection. Of course, it may rightly be objectcd that the same word 
is used to indicate thc relationship of the wicked men to the devil. 
What then, could it be ever justified to say that the life that 
animatcs the sinner emanates from the devil as from the immanent 
and direct source of all sin? That this cannot be maintained even as 
being against the mind of St. John will soon be displayed. Suffice 
it here to note simply that teknon or einai ek with regard to the 
devil ean never bear the idea of an impartation of life, such as it 
might imply when used with regard to God. God can give life, the 
devH cannot. But, again, it must be recognised that such a deeper 
meaning cannot be inferred only and simply in virtue of the words, 

considered in themselves and in reference to their constant 
use by John, do not exceed the mere idea of moral affinity. Stronger 
evidence is therefore needed, and it might be afforded by examin­
ing the next kindred expression eh Theml gennethenai. 

The "Children of God" are said to have been "begotten of 
God". Therefore we have here not only the idea of a divine filiation, 
but also of a divine generation. From the philological analysis or 
the verb gcnnao it may again be inferred that the phraseology 
gcnnasthai or gennethcnai ek ThcoH if not used to denote the natural 
eternal generation of the Only-begotten Son from the Father, does 
not by itself carry on with it anything more than a mere metaphor. 
Men may be said to be "begotten of God" in the same sense as they 
may be said "to be of God" or to be "the children of God" on the 
ground of their moral likeness to Him. However, with the Johan­
nine use of this pbrase it does not seem to be the case. For it is 
really interesting to note that while John makes constant use of the 
other two expressions to denote both the relation of men to God 
and to the devil alike, he shrinks from asserting that those who do 
Iviekedness are "begotten of the devil". The conception of a gene­
ration of the wicked by the de-dl, is thoroughly extraneous to the 
mind of John. On the contrary, the verb gennan or, rather, 
gellllethcnai wherever it occurs throughout the Johannine writings, 
as denoting some kind of ,spiritual generation, it is always and 
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exclusively said of God, who is thereby considered to be the Be­
getter of the faithful. In 1. 13 it occurs for the first time and for 
five times more in the Gospel (60). In the First Epistle, then, 
where the divine childhood of men is a fundamental theme, the 
frequent lIse of this verb nearly always 'with reference to the Chris­
tian's generation from God, is truly characteristic (61). But, with 
regard to Satan, even though his direct intervention upon thc sinner 
is not excluded, John never says that the sinner is "born of him". 
The communication of the sin to the world by the devil is not a 
generation which makes the gift of life. The devil is indeed the 
source of sin, as he is a sinner from the beginning (I 3.8); he can 
therefore giye death to the world, but he cannot impart life and 
beget children. Hence St. Augustine comments: "N eminem fecit 
ilia bolus, ncminern genuit, ncminem ereavit; sed q1de1l1nque fHerit 
imitatHs rliabolwlI, quasi de illo nat71s, fit filiw; diaboli imitando, 
non propric naseendo (62). 

But, the children of God are not only such on account of their 
moral affinity to their heavenly Fathcr, but also because they 
are "begotten of God". And this seems to the mind of John 
the more cogent reason of their divine childhood. The fact that they 
have ,God as thcir Begetter entitles them to the dignity of being His 
Children (1. lZ-13). This higher conception, then, - we say it 
again - is exclusively adopted by John when he deals with the 
children of God. Does not this curious remark suggest the thought 
that St. John does not precisely mean by the phrase tekna l'heoll 
what he means to say by tc7cna t01t diabolou? May we not suspect 
that some other more significant and more profound implication 

GO Always in cha}Jter 3. 'IT, 3. 5, G. 7. R. It is to be remarked that in 
1.1:l an interesting yariant reads the sinKular (c[lpnllcihe). being thus 
refeh'ed to the divine origin of the Logos (codd. b, syrc. Ep. Apost., 
hen" Tert.). But the ordinary reading ill the ])111ral is far heHcr 
attested by weighty doc11Inents a.ud displays an expression yery ll1urh 
familiar to St .• Tohn mtll re;rard to his doctrine on the divine sonship 
Christian, See J,,\GRANGE. Sf/illt Jelln. pp. 16-19. The singlllar 
reaclillg is defended by :M. E. IHHS:\L\RD., ('rififJlll~ Te:dllclle et Oita­
fiolls Put'risfiqll,C8. Rey. Bibl, 51 (1950) ·tOlAOR, 

61 I :),29; ;3,9bis; 4.7; 5,lhis, 4; 5.1R. 
62 III JiJpi,~t, .fo" Tract, n~. 10, 1'7; ;1;). 2007, Luke of Brno:e (COIIIIIICII­

tarimn ill Et'Ollgeiilllfl SCC!l-1ndlllll .Toruli/cm, Antwerpiae, 1606. p. (2) 
hrings forth the same thought: '(1);'11>0/118 rcddit homines lifios SilO,'. 

silli simil~s, 1/01/ iJl!lIl1r!clldo sed sll-ggeTcllci() et pcrslladclldo lIlalitilllll: 
8piTit1M llute);1 SOlidus cfficit filios Dei, iJljllllr!"/lrlo in 71 11111 i­
IIll.1n allillll1S gr(diam fJ1W rCIlOl'Clltllr", 
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might be brought forth from the phraseology gennethenai ek Theo71? 
A more accurate examination of this expression as it recurs through­
out the Johanlline writings would prompt the conclusion that the 
expression tckna l'heou is not a matter of a merely metaphorical 
title, but implies a reality. Christians are really children of God; 
really - though in a way thoroughly peculiar to this wonderful 
filiation - "begotten of God". 

B. THE PHRASES AND THEIR CONTEXT 
IN THE IV GOSPEL 

1. The first thing to attract our attention is the fact that this 
Johannine doctrine of men's divine childhood occurs for the first 
time in the very Prologue of the Gospel. This is indeed significant. 
The Prologue, in fact, is a most solemn introduction to the Gospel, 
announcing with wonderful clarity the principal themes dealt with 
therein. At the first quick reading its general subject is soon grasp­
ed: the Word contemplated both in Himself and as He is t.he life 
and light of the world. And this is exactly what the Fourth Gospel 
teaches, namely, that Jesus is the incarnate Son of God, who gives 
cternal life to all those who believe in Him. Rightly enough, 
therefore, the Prologue has been· defined as the anticipation of the 
doctrine contained in the Fourth Gospel (63). Now, verses 12-18 
play undoubtedly an important part in comparison with the rest of 
the doctrinc of the Prologue. They state in fact which were the 
privilegcs of those who rcceived the Logos, thus indicating at the 
same time the beneficent influence of the Logos himself upon the 
world. If, therefore, the doctrine on divine childhood has deserved 
such a prominent place in the Prologue, it must have been one of 
the most im;Jortant themes to St. John. Things being so, could we 
ever be justified to think that he did not mean to state more than a 
mcre figure of speech by the words "children of God, who are be­
gotten of God"? 

But, again, let us consider these verses in connection with the 

63 So F. T!LLl\fAXN, Has ']()7l(!llllc.\eml1(J~lilPIl, Berlin, 1914, p. 47: 
"Ei/re (Jlllckl.ichr :infiziputioll del' ·Motivc Hlld rlcr Stimnmllflcn de3 
EmllflelilllllS" Cr. also.T. REYILLE. Le (~lJ(1trielllc Bt:(!lIfl:le, son 
orifjillP et Ra rll/C1lr hisl'l,riqllC. 2111e ed., Paris. 1902, pp. 110-129; A. 
LOISY, Le (JI/<1frieme EVQII(Jile, Paris, 1903, pp. 97f., 153f., 191). 
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other themes of the Prologue. All of these are not only realities but 
historical events, as the verbs in the past tense clearly show. The 
Evangelist, having hinted at the eternal preexistence of Christ as 
the "Word of God, soon passes on to trace briefly the role of his his­
torieal existence in the world. :For clarity's sake, we may divide 
the Prologue into three seetions, following a quite reasonable opinion 
(6 .. j.). 1) The Word eonsidered in himself before the Incarnation 
(1-5); 2) His comIng into the world (6-13); 3) His Incarnation and 
the benefits received thereby (14-18). Again, each of these sections 
develops real dogmatic and historical truths: v. 1-2; the eternal 
generation of the Logos and His preexistence with the Father; 
v. 3-5: the Logos' relation to created things, both to creation in 
general (v. 3) and to men in particular (v ... I-5); v. 6-8; the mission 
and testimony of the Baptist regarding the work of the Word as the 
light of men (65); 9-13: the unhappy distinction between those who 
received the 'Word Incarnate and those who did not; H: the Word, 
full of grace and truth, becomes man and dwells amongst men in 
this world; 15: the Baptist's testimony about Jesus; 16-18: the 
Evangelist himself, as an eye witness of such ineffable events, adds 
his own testimony. 

Now, all these items, which are developed at length throughout 
the Gospel, are beyond all doubt true and real facts. Jesus is really 
the Son of God, full of grace and truth, to whom the Baptist gave 
testimony. It is a matter of history. Similarly, it is true that some 
believed in Jesus and others did not. Those who believed are said to 
have become children of God, as even by being 1;>egotten of God. Is 
this simply a figure? If so, it would indeed be strange enough and 
quit~" inconvenient that a mere metaphor would be mixed up with 
many other truths, which, according to the Evangelist, are of pri­
mary importance to every believer. It would be the only thing not 
,yeal, attested by him or, in other words, he would have given a 
strong testimony to a thing which does not imply any reality at all. 
Indeed, if believers were said to become children of God on aC-

64 Cf. J.-M. VOSTE, ])e ProZof/o .]oal/lleu et LUi)o, Roma€'. 1925, p. 1£.; 
SI.:\fON-DORADO, Pr!lclectiolle,~ Bib/ieae, .:\'''1'1110 Testamentum 1, 
Taurini, 1950 .. p. 244f. So also P]ml11ner, Tillmann, Loisy, Crampon, 
Sales, and others. 

65 LAGRANGE, Saint Jean., p. 9: ".]0. a Crib dell/TiT l'alllloncer (le. 
temoignage de Jean) dans le PrO/Of/lie, au moment ott il l'(l tlevelopper 
l'action historique du ·terbe, identiJi6 at·cc la lumicre". 
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count of the change of their moral habits, which would take place 
in thcm after that they would have received the Logos, some real 
facts would have been also stated. But, this would not be in accord 
with the mind of the Evangelist. It is, of course, also true and is 
not excluded by John, but, as we shall see, it is rather conceived by 
him as being the effect of divine childhood itself. His thought here 
is rather directed to this remoter cause., from which holiness of 
eharacter naturally follows. 

The passage in the Vulgate version runs as follows: "(~uotquot 

autem rcceperunt cum, dedit cis potestatem filios Dei fieri~'. A more 
(:xact translation of the words c,xolisia and gcncsthai ·will render the 
!!ellSe more easily understandable. The ordinary notion of ginomai is 
that of "becoming" (to become, to come into existencc). As such it 
is the opposite of cinai, which points to a definite, actual state. But, 
as it stands in In 1. 12, genesthai may quite easily be said to bear 
the same meaning of the verb "to bc". To denote the state of sonship 
John uses telt/1Il Thcou, which is sometimes followed either by 
gCl1csthai or uy cillai. The former, with reference to the past, is 
referred b:ICk to the initial moment, to the beginning to be, in 
virtue of which the new state of being (cinai) results. Thus, when 
men "become" or "begin to be" the children of God, they "are" 

and actually such (66). 
The term exousia has been translated by interpreters in many 

different ways. As a matter of fact it admits of various interpreta­
tions (67). True, the original idea included in this word is that of 
"frcedom", rightly rendered by the Vulgate by "potestas" (facul­
tlll5). Some, relying On this mcaning, have seen man's free-will as a 
co-operative agent to the grace of divine sons hip (68). Of course, 

66 ~ll(·h as in ,Tn 1. l·t (lw 1"!1(Js S(fl',c eupneta); comp .Tn 12. a6; Lk 23.12. 
~otc that missing 01' ohso~etc forms of rillai arc I'ometimes suhstitllte-d 
by !liIlOtn'li, especially when the "erh is followed hy a jJredicate and 
reiNS to the past (ef. l\1t 6. 16; Lk G. :'16; 1:3. 2; .Tn 20. 27; ete.) See 
F. ZORELL, ["·.J,ir()1I (/]'(1('('11111 SO!'i 'l't'st({IIIt'lIfi, ecl. 2a. Pal'isiis. 1931. 
eo!. 252; LfDDELL-SCOTT, I).r., p. :H9 and l\lOrLTO"N-}IILLIGAN 
(). P., p. 126, where sllch othcr examples from old Greek papyri are 
Cjnotc·d. 

67 For exalllple, that of freedom 01' right to do anything. In 10.18: Acts. 
0.+; HOlll. 9. 21; Hev. 1:3. 5); that of power or might (l\U 10 .. 11; Mk 
G. 7; Lk 9. 1: 10. Hi; Re\'. 11. 6); that of authority, hoth with regard 
to men Oit 9 .. 8; Lk 7.8; .Tn 19. 10f.; RE"". 17. 12£.) and with regard 
to God rLk 12.0: Aets 1.7; ReL lG. 9) or t{) Christ (~1t 28.18; :i\Ik 11. 
28; .Tn 5. 2i; 17. 2; Rey. 12. 10). 

68 So SnfO~-D()RADO, O. &., p. 254; LAGRANGE, O. c" p. 15. 



ST. JOHN'S DOCTRINE ON DIYINE SONSlIIP 2i 

this is a truth of Sacred Scripture and of the teaching of the Church 
(69) and, therefore, this Yerseeannot be against it. But the Eyan­
gelist did not have in mind the question of free-will in writing this 
verse. That men must co-operate by the use of their free-will has 
already been sufficiently indicated by the sharp distinction between 
those who did not receive the Word (v. 11) and those who did (Y. 
12). This naturally presupposes that men are completely free. 
Hence, a better meaning should be given to the word cxousia. It 
may be said in general that \yith .John "cJ;o/isia" does not describe 
mere ability, but legitimate, rightful authority, derived from a 
competent source which includes the idea or power" (70). Of 
course, "with regard to 1.12, there cannot be included the idea of 
strict right or authority, for the matter dealt with is rather that 
of a girt on the part of God. It seems, in fact, to be more acoo.rate 
to translate it liS some killd of "right" implying with it the 
idea of "privilege" and "dignity" (71). John, really, has in mind 
rather the great dignity of sonship conferred on man as an effect 
of the Incarnation. In this sense then e:t'owiia may also be taken 
as denoting the gift of God bestowed upon the pelievers, that is, 
the divine sonship itself. Thus, e~r:ousi({ is equivalent to tc7wa Theou 
genesthai in the sense that the latter only explains more fully what 
does this exollsia consist in, namely, "the privilege, which consists 
in being the children of God" (72). In other words, therefore, it 
might be said: "He gave them the gift of divine childhood". Thus, 
divine chidhood would be considered not as a mere prh"ilege or 
but as a concrete and real of God. The verb edoken, connoting 
the divine action, is very apt to point to something really "given" 
(73). 

69 Conc. Trid., ,'less. VI, Dc lusti/icllfilJile, can .1, Denz. 814. 
70 \VE~TCOTT. lilJ.lpel,]J. D: See.\1. E. BOrS.\LtRD. Le Prolo[Jue 

de Saint JWII, Paris. El;);l. p. 61. 
71 In this sense it is llsed ill Hebr. 1;3.10 and Re\'. :::!:Z.14. '\Iany: anthors 

follow this interpretation. cf. 'YOSTE'. 0.('., p. 25; ZORELL, 
O.c., col. 4.58; G.B. STE\'ENS, 0.1'., p. 2.31. 

72 So we mav translnte: "Bnt as man v as rC'O('in,cl him. he them 
the priYil<2ge of heing children of G~d". For kind infinitire 
limiting nouns (with abstract n011115 of ahility, hope. 
etc.) cf. Mt 9.6; .:\[k :1.15; .Tu 19.10: - }It :3.U ("T haye to he 
be baptised by thee"). Eee E. De WIT'T nellTOS, of the 
moods and tenses in ::felt: Testamellt (heel:, Edinburgh. p. 151. 

73 So WESTCOTT, ib., "This right is not inherent to man, but 'giyen' 
by God to him" 
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This thought is again developed more fully by the Evangelist in 
the following verses. The 'Word, who became man and dwelt 
amongst men, is "full of grace and truth". (v. H). Whatever be the 
more exact meaning of these profound words, they undoubtedly 
denote the fullness of the divinity of the 'Word Incarnate (74). Now, 
in v. 16-17 John says that we have received something from the 
fullness of grace and truth of the Logos. We too have received 
through Jesus Christ "grace and truth" (v. 17),' being thus allowed 
to share in some way the fullness of his divinity. May we not easily 
perceive in these passages an allusion to the gift of divine childhood 
spoken of in v. 12? (75). The Logos has appeared amongst us as 
the San of G()d, full of grace and truth. As the Only-begotten Son, 
He is the exemplar of the divine childhood granted to men. The 
fullness of the divinity, His natural divine Sonship, is the source 
from where the grace of supernatural childhood granted to the 
faithful comes forth. Again, the strict parallelism between the Law, 
given (edothe) through Moses, and the grace which came (egeneto) 
through Jesus Christ shows that as the Law was a real thing, so also 
is the grace which is produced in Us through Jesus (76). Therefore, 
we are. truly and really granted to participate in the fullness of the 
divine Sonship of Jesus. Our noble title of tekna Theou does not 
simply imply an outward reformation or change of moral character 
from bad to good, thus becoming in some way like unto God, but 
it presupposes the direct action of God by which we are inwardly 
changed and made His true children. 

2. What kind of divine action is this? Its nature is described 
in \'. 13 as being a generation from God. This wonderful impart­
ing of divine childhood is rightly enough conceived by John as a 
------
74 Cf. A. AUGT"STINOYJC, Aletheia lIel IF range/a, Rtudii Biblici Fran­

ci~cani, ] 19:30-51) 168f.; BOI~l\IARD, ill., pp. 74-79; 82£. So also St. 
Thomas: "Fuit ergo plenu$ grabia, in qllAuifufI! 11011 accepit (l Deo 
aliquod dOl! UIIl gmtuitum speciale, sed quod esset ipse Deus ... plellus 
l"PI"itutis ... scilicd quod We homo esset ipsa riivilll! '['uitas" - Coram. 
ill JiJw 11 I). sec . .jo., Cap. I, Leetio \YlIL :3, ed. Taurinensis, 1925, 
p. 45. 

75 Truly, John does not seem to indicate any partioular grace here, such 
as the Gospel (CAL:\lES, Erllll!Jile seloll Suint Jean, Paris. 1912. p. 7) 
(}J' the grace of faith (St .. AUGUSTINE, III El'Ilng . .To., Tract. Ill. IQ, 
PL 35, 1401), but he refers mther to New Testament grace in general. 

76 "[,a Di ri I! iU (grdce et jiriCliU reside ell plenitude d{llls le Verbt 
iIlCCll"lte, el: /lOllS recerOllS tOilS de sa plenitude, de sorte que la ordee 
~t la jidedit,i de Dieu, sont ["ClIlIes ell IIOUS, elles ant et?! 'jaites' ell, 
!tOllS pur Jesus-Christ, eUes 80llt del!CIlUeS notres bien propre, deB 
qualitiis de flotre coeur" -"BOISM:ARD, ib., p. 87. 
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divine begetting. John does not shrink from drawing the metaphor 
of generation or birth to show the divine origin of the children of 
God. Here in 1.13 he strictly compares this divine generation with 
the common ordinary one, which takes place amongst human beings. 
The comparison is taken up ag~in in Chapter 3. B-8, where Jesus is 
introduced addressing Nicodemus about new birth from above (77). 
Much stronger is the thought expressed in I 3-9 by the word spenna 
Theou - the seed of God is in that who is begotten of Him: an idea 
borrowed from the part the male parent plays in natural begetting. 
The process, therefore, of the birth of a child according to the 
ordinary course of nature by the will of its parents and especially 
by the father is that upon which the Johannine thought of divine 
generation is based. 

This is what is commonly called the metaphor of generation 
(78). For the very reason that it is a metaphor, then, this idea of 
generation would naturally state that its application to God is not 
literal. This is quite true so far as it eliminates from the notion 
of divine begetting the elemcnts of materiality included in animal 
generation. But it does not imply that even in this case of it~ 
application to God there is no truth contained. In other words, the 
fact that believers are said to be begotten of God after the meta­
phorical cOlhparison with human begetting, does not exclude that 
they are not really and truly begotten of him, though, of course, in 
a way much more different (79). Difference between the two gene­
rations regards rather the way in which they are carried on, the 
one being material and the other thoroughly spiritual. Jesus' words 
to Nicodemus, "That which is born of the flesh, is flesh; and that 
which is born of the Spirit, is spirit" (3.6), clearly indicate what this 
exceeding difference consists in, namely, in the material character 

77 Stevens may be right in remarking (o.c., pp. 243, 218) that the thought 
included in 3.3-8 is slightly different from that of 1.1:3. The latter 
refers to the first origin of life, while in the former "the form of 
thought ~eeJllS to be that of birth rather than a begetting". 

78 E. C. HOSKYNS. 'l'he Fourth (iospcl, London, 1917 p. 146. calls this 
figure of speech "a parable". But this is not the word to be used in 
this case; a parable. at least in the New Testament sense, is a Rhort 
fictitious narratiYe typifying some supernatural truth (cf. D BUZY, 
Introduction anx 1J(!raIJQ~es crlIlIoeliques, Paris, 1912, p. 185f .• J. ::\1.. 
YOSTE, Parllbolae selectae Domilli Nostri .rem Christi, I. ed. 2a, 
Romae, 1933, p. 54f.). 

79 Such as St. Paul speaks of the Chnrch as being metaphorically the 
"Body of Christ" or "the wife of Christ". But the Church is really 
and, in a special sense, also literally ~he :Mystical Body and wife of 
Jesus Christ. ' 
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of the human begetting and in the spiritual character of the divine, 
as both related to differcnt agents. Hence, as by carnal begetting 
material life is communicated to the offspring so, in an analogous 
sense, by the generation of thc Spirit'spiritual life is imparted to the 
spiritually begotten. Thus this metaphorical speech, far from being 
merely such, implies rather strict similarity, a reasoning from a 
parallel case - for which reason it would be better termed "an 
analogy". The Johanuine conception of the origin of spiritual life 
is completely analogous to the ordinary conception of the origin of 
physical life. 

Things being so, the very strong comparison brought out by 
John to illustrate the nature of man's divine childhood suggests that 
it is not a matter of a mere title. A ncw birth or a generation from 
God is not only the change of heart or of character. It is the entrance 
into a ncw state of existcnce. Gcneration is coming out of non­
existence into existencc. A change in man really happens, but it 
is a change so great that no other figure but that of being begotten 
~nd born again can fully exprcss it. It is as when a new being is 
brought into the world. From the clear and strong comparison and 
antithesis with the physical begetting we may also grasp the sense 
of the Johannine words: as material and human generation we 
became children of a man, so by means of the ineffable spiritual 
generation from God we become His children (80). 

3. Moreover, such a great change of the regenerate man is 
strictly connected with Baptism. As the believer is said to "be born 
of the spirit" or "of God" he is also said "born of water" (3.5). 
That these words refer to Christian Baptism is beyond all doubt. 
The Council of Trent made use of this passage with evident reference 
to our Baptism of water (81). This is indeed the traditional inter­
pretation of the Fathers and exegetes, old and modern, catholic and 
non-catholic alike, though some of the latter dared even to reject 

80 Note also the perfect analogy with the process of the natural birth, 
which consists in the COlllllHlllication of life and in the cOllllexion of 
relationship resulting thcreof bctween the parent and the offspring. 
The first stage is oonceind as a bei ng begotten of God and the second 
is the state of divine childhood established thereby. 

81 Sess. VII, De Sacramento ~aptismi, can. 2, Denz. 858. 
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it explicitly (82). From these venerable words of Jesus, therefore, 
as related by St. John, man's generation from God depends upon 
thc external rite of Baptism. Of course, spiritual regeneration is 
not attributed to the virtue of water in the same way as it is said to 
be of the Spirit. It is only God who begets spiritually His children. 

therefore, cannot be said to contribute to this wonderful 
birth if not in the sense of being the instrume;nt by 

which it is conferred and so denotes the ordinary way in which, 
according to thc explicit will of God, men are entitled to become 
His children. We know, however, that even this external rite in 
virtue of the power communieated to it by God, really begets men 
to a new spiritual life (83). The action of spiritually begetting, 

is attributed to two distinct, but united, agents: the 
water and the Spirit. The two elements are nicely represented by 
IsllO'dad of Merv as being the female and male agents of this super­
natural birth: "J ust as at the natural birth the womb is the place 
wherc the babe that is to bc born is formed; but the Divine Power, 
aecording to the primeval order forms him therc, thus also here, 
the waters represent the womb and the spirit is in the place of the 
'Lord and Creator" (8~,). Thus the sacred water of Baptism 
co-operates so intimately with the divine action of begetting that 
together with the Holy Spirit it is also an efficient cause of regene­
ration, thc differenee betwecn both being that while the Spirit is 
the principal cause, water is only the instrument. 

Now, wc ask, "does not the fact that new birth is so closely 
connected with and made necessarily dependent upon the cxternal 
rite of Baptism suggest at least the thought that in the baptised 

82 So, for example, 1\1.S. TERRY, nilJlical DO(JIlI!ltics. fin expo.~itioll of 
the IJrincipul ducuments of the lIuly Scripture, London) 1907, p. 151: 
"l'he comlllon interpretation which makes these words born of water 
mean the outward performance of baptislll in water has neyer been 
able to make itself thoroughly sati,fadory". So also B. ,\YEISS, Dos 
LdJl:1I Jesll, I, rierte !(JII(Jearl)(~itete .,1ujla(Jc, Stuttgart und Berlin, 
190~. p, 885. 

88 So St. Paul calls Baptism loutroll pu/i(Jgcllcsius (Tit. :1. 5). 
8·1 .\1. DUNLOP-GIPSON. The COl!!lI!cllturics of hlto'dad of JIeJ'v, 

Bishop of Tiart,dlw, in 8yriac and EIIUlish (Horae Semiticae, V), 
Camhridge. 1911, p. 22.5. 'fhe same thonght is also nioely expressed by 
the liturgical hlessing of the Fountain of Baptism 011 Holy Saturday: 

hUlle uqwull 7'C(lcllerandis hominilius 1)1'tlcp(l)'ata m, arcal1a sui 
numinis ac/mi:ctione joectllldet, tit sanctijicatiolle cOl1cepla, ab 
immaculato diL,in,i fontis UtC1'O, in nOL'am renata creatwram progenies 
coeZestis emergat". . 
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Christian a complete inward change takes place?" Even if Baptism 
did not contribute directly and effectively to regeneration, it would, 
however, figure the action of God exerted upon the believer, it 
would signify a direct and - as it were - physical intervention 
of the Spirit of God in begetting. The Christian is a child of God, 
that is, he is begotten of Him. But this supernatural begetting takes 
place when the sacrament of Baptism is administered. The external 
rite signifies divine birth and, being the very action of divine be­
getting, transfers the baptised to the new state of divine childhood. 
There can be no question of a mere changing: of character here. The 
baptised person - even if he is a babe - is already begotten of the 
spirit and by this he becomes a child of God before any change 
in his moral actions or behaviour would ever happen. This is what 
is evidently implied in In 3.5. 

Fr DONA.TUS, O.F.Jl. Cap. 

(to be continued). 




