


A Commentary on the Prologue to John’s Gospel
1. Εἰσαγωγή 
John’s Gospel is, arguably, one of the foundation documents of Christianity;  it embodies the climax of New Testament Christology and is therefore a significant text. It differs from the other three canonical gospels in certain respects. It has a different structure and includes events not included in the other three, for example, the wedding at Cana and the raising of Lazarus. John’s style is also more philosophical and reflective, with longer dialogues and discourses, whereas the other three are more narrative-driven and event-oriented. The Prologue to John’s Gospel is an overture that articulates and establishes key ideas/themes that are then expanded on in the Johannine telling of the story of Jesus. This commentary covers both linguistic and theological topics. Shelf loads of commentaries have been written on these topics, so my remarks, within present word constraints, are selective and summative rather than wide-ranging and discursive, with the exception of discussion of  Λόγος  in v1. The text of the Gospel is that of the British and Foreign Bible Society (see 3. below). 
2. Ἐξήγησις 
v1. Ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ Λόγος, καὶ ὁ Λόγος ἦν πρὸς τὸν Θεόν, καὶ Θεὸς ἦν ὁ Λόγος. (In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God).
The whole verse may be a Semitism, in that it uses Hebraic poetic structures such as repetition and parallelism and mimics Hebrew poetic style, emphasizing the divine nature of the Λόγος.
Ἐν ἀρχῇ,  ‘In the beginning’, a deliberate allusion to the Septuagint translation of the first two words of the Hebrew Bible, Genesis 1:1. The parallel suggests that Jesus, the Λόγος, is central to creation and reinforces the notion of divine agency. 
Θεὸς ἦν ὁ Λόγος, ‘The Word was God’. The article indicates the subject and distinguishes it from the predicate and implies that Jesus shared the essence of the Father, though they differed in person.
ἦν, imperfect of εἰμι, above and in v2 is imperfective aspect, denoting an event still unfolding, and shows the continuous nature of the Word’s existence, essential theologically that the Word exists for eternity with God. He is not a created being but coexists with God from all time and marks His divineness as the Second Person of the Holy Trinity.
Λόγος had a wide range of meanings in religion and philosophy; the 2,500 page Brill Dictionary (2015, pp.) devotes two and a half densely written pages to its meanings. Its root lies in the Proto-Indo-European term *leǵ-, meaning “to collect, gather, or speak.” Philosophically, Heraclitus (c. 535-475 BCE) used λόγος to describe the universal principle of order and knowledge. He believed that everything is in a state of flux (πάντα ῥεῖ) but this change follows a logical, structured order (Boardman, 1986, pp. 117-18); ‘Heraclitus’, Oxford Classical Dictionary, 1970, pp. 500 – 501). The Stoics later expanded this, viewing λόγος as the rational force that governs the Cosmos. 
Plato included λόγος in his philosophy, associating it with reason and discourse and in dialogues such as The Republic and Timaeus, it is the faculty that enables humans to grasp the Forms – the eternal and perfect realities beyond the material world. For example, in Timaeus, λόγος is associated with the Demiurge, the divine craftsman who orders the Cosmos by rational principles (‘Logos’, Oxford Classical Dictionary, 1970, p. 618). In Hellenistic Judaism, Philo of Alexandria (c. 25 BCE – c. 45 CE) integrated λόγος into Jewish philosophy, portraying it as an intermediary between God and the world. (Boardman, 1986, p. 704).  
In Christianity, λόγος gained profound significance. John’s Gospel identifies Jesus Christ as the incarnate Λόγος, emphasizing divine reason, divine wisdom and the creative principle of the universe. This theological interpretation shaped early Christian doctrine and continues to influence religious thought. Over time, λόγος has also been used in rhetoric, mathematics, and modern philosophy, retaining its essence as a concept of reason, structure and speech. The word thus bridges ancient and contemporary ideas. In John’s Prologue both Hebrew and Greek traditions are drawn on and it evokes the revealed Word, the message of Jesus, the incarnate Jesus. 
I would  suggest an additional gloss on λόγος in this context, namely its basic meanings of ‘word’, ‘declaration’, ‘command’, ‘proclamation’ (Brill Dictionary, 2015, p.1251). The world, after all, was brought into being by words: γενηθήτω φῶς (‘let there be light’, Gen. 1:3); γενηθήτω στερέωμα ἐν μέσῳ τοῦ ὕδατος (‘let there be a dome in the midst of the waters…’, Gen. 1:6) etc.  In other words, the world was created by the Word with words. Λόγος here combines both speech and reason in its meanings and the literal layer of λόγος here adds something to the philosophical and theological interpretations. 
v2. Οὗτος ἦν ἐν ἀρχῇ πρὸς τὸν Θεόν. (He was in the beginning with God)
ἦν, see note on v1 above.
πρὸς ‘τὸν Θεόν,  ‘with God’, reflects a process of simplification in koine Greek whereby use of  the dative case is declining and is replaced by prepositions with the accusative case (Moleas, 2004, pp.19, 22-3). In Attic Greek ‘with’ would be παρά + dative. 
v3. Πάντα δι' αὐτοῦ ἐγένετο, καὶ χωρίς αὐτοῦ ἐγένετο οὐδὲ ἕν. (All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being).
ἐγένετο, above and in vs 6 and14, variant of γίγνομαι, aorist and perfective aspect denoting completed action; it emphasises the incarnation of the Λόγος as a specific, completed event, with the Λόγος entering temporal, human existence. The verb also emphasises the uniqueness of the Incarnation. 
v4. Ὃ γέγονεν ἐν αὐτῷ ζωὴ ἦν, καὶ ἡ ζωὴ ἦν τὸ φῶς τῶν ἀνθρώπων. (What has come into being in Him was life, and the life was the light of men).
A textual variant of the first 6 words changes the punctuation with a full stop after γέγονεν: Ὃ γέγονεν. ἐν αὐτῷ ζωὴ ἦν (What has come into being. In Him was life). 
ἡ ζωὴ ἦν τὸ φῶς, ‘the life was the light’. When both subject and predicate have a definite article, the subject will usually be the first item.
τῶν ἀνθρώπων, ‘of men’, or more inclusively, ‘of everyone’.
Γέγονεν, perfect tense, 3rd person singular, of γίνομαι, perfective aspect,  ‘has come into being’.
v5. Καὶ τὸ φῶς ἐν τῇ σκοτίᾳ φαίνει, καὶ ἡ σκοτία αὐτὸ οὐ κατέλαβεν. (and the light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not  overcome it).
φῶς vs σκοτία, ‘light’ and ‘darkness’ contrast is a Semitic, dualistic, theological motif found in Jewish wisdom literature and Qumran texts which may have influenced John (Bauckham, 2000, pp. 105-115). Light represents God’s presence and salvation, while darkness symbolizes sin and separation from God. The verse reflects the victory of divine truth over evil.
κατέλαβεν, 2nd aorist, 3rd person singular of καταλαμβάνω, ‘did not overcome it’;  alternative reading: ‘did not comprehend it’. 
αὐτὸ, accusative neuter singular, ‘did not overcome/comprehend it’, i.e. the light.
 v6. Ἐγένετο ἄνθρωπος ἀπεσταλμένος παρὰ Θεοῦ, ὄνομα αὐτῷ Ἰωάννης. (there came a man sent from God and his name was John.)
ἀπεσταλμένος, ‘having been sent’, perfect participle passive of ἀποστέλλω, indicates John was a prophet in Old Testament tradition.
ὄνομα αὐτῷ, dative of possession, ‘his name’. 
v7. Οὗτος ἦλθεν εἰς μαρτυρίαν, ἵνα μαρτυρήσῃ περὶ τοῦ φωτός, ἵνα πάντες πιστεύσωσιν δι' αὐτοῦ. (He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him).
ἵνα μαρτυρήσῃ, aorist subjunctive in purpose clause, ‘in order to witness’. John regularly uses the subjunctive in secondary sequences instead of the optative, of which there are no examples in his works (Grinch, 2018, p.xi). This reflects its declining use in koine Greek and its increasing  replacement by subjunctives in secondary sequences (Horrocks, 2014, p.130)
v8. Οὐκ ἦν ἐκεῖνος τὸ φῶς, ἀλλ' ἵνα μαρτυρήσῃ περὶ τοῦ φωτός. (He was not the light but [he came] to testify to the light).
Οὐκ ἦν ἐκεῖνος τὸ φῶς, ‘He was not the light’, a pronoun (ἐκεῖνος) is usually the subject.
ἵνα μαρτυρήσῃ, see note on v7.
v 9. Ἦν τὸ φῶς τὸ ἀληθινόν, ὃ φωτίζει πάντα ἄνθρωπον, ἐρχόμενον εἰς τὸν κόσμον. (The true light, which enlightens every man, was coming into the world).
Textual variation (with removal of comma after ἄνθρωπον): ‘He was the true light that enlightens every man coming into the world’, so ἐρχόμενον is either neuter nominative which modifies τὸ φῶς or masculine accusative which modifies ἄνθρωπον. The first reading is preferred for two reasons. The entry of the Word into the world (ie, the Incarnation) is attested in v10 below and elsewhere in John; and πάντα ἄνθρωπον suggests plurality, while  ἐρχόμενον is singular.
πάντα ἄνθρωπον, ‘every man’, or more inclusively, ‘everyone’.
10. Ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ ἦν, καὶ ὁ κόσμος δι' αὐτοῦ ἐγένετο, καὶ ὁ κόσμος αὐτὸν οὐκ ἔγνω. (He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him).
οὐκ ἔγνω, ‘did not recognise’, aorist indicative, perfective aspect of γινώσκω. Another possible translation would be, ‘did not come to know him’.
v11. Εἰς τὰ ἴδια ἦλθεν, καὶ οἱ ἴδιοι αὐτὸν οὐ παρέλαβον.(He came into his own and his own people did not  receive him). 
This verse appears to be a repetition of the previous verse. 
Εἰς τὰ ἴδια, ‘into his own (property/home)’, neuter plural. Use of  ἴδιος instead of reflexive pronoun, common in koine Greek (Horrocks, 2014, p.356). 
v12. Ὅσοι δὲ ἔλαβον αὐτόν, ἔδωκεν αὐτοῖς ἐξουσίαν τέκνα Θεοῦ γενέσθαι, τοῖς πιστεύουσιν εἰς τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ. (But to all who accepted him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God).
ἔλαβον, aorist of λαμβάνω, ‘those who received’; ἔδωκεν, aorist of δίδωμι, ‘he gave’; γενέσθαι, aorist infinitive of γίνομαι, used epexegetically after ἐξουσίαν, ‘the power to become’;  τοῖς πιστεύουσιν, present participle, attributive dative, ‘gave to the ones believing’. John emphasises faith, because true faith is in those born of God (v13).
v13. Οἳ οὐκ ἐξ αἱμάτων, οὐδὲ ἐκ θελήματος σαρκὸς, οὐδὲ ἐκ θελήματος ἀνδρὸς, ἀλλ' ἐκ Θεοῦ ἐγεννήθησαν. (who were born not of blood or of the will of the flesh  or of the will of man, but of God).
ἐγεννήθησαν, aorist passive, 3rd person plural of γεννάω, ‘who were born’. Here refers to spiritual rebirth of believers. A textual variant is   ὃς ἐγεννήθη (‘who was born’), possibly referring to Christ.
v14. Καὶ ὁ Λόγος σὰρξ ἐγένετο καὶ ἐσκήνωσεν ἐν ἡμῖν, καὶ ἐθεασάμεθα τὴν δόξαν αὐτοῦ, δόξαν ὡς μονογενοῦς παρὰ Πατρός, πλήρης χάριτος καὶ ἀληθείας. (And the word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth).
Καὶ ὁ Λόγος σὰρξ ἐγένετο, ‘And the word became flesh’, the subject has the definite article.
ἐσκήνωσεν ἐν ἡμῖν, aorist of σκηνέω,’lived among us’, literally ‘ lived in a tent among us’. May be a reference to the Tent of Meeting in Exodus 40:34: καὶ ἐκάλυψεν ἡ νεφέλη τὴν σκηνὴν τοῦ μαρτυρίου, καὶ δόξης κυρίου ἐπλήσθη ἡ σκηνή (‘Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting , and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle’). Refers to the sacred space where God communicated with Moses and the Israelites during their journey through the wilderness. It was a portable sanctuary, also known as the tabernacle, designed according to divine instructions given to Moses on Mount Sinai.   
πλήρης χάριτος καὶ ἀληθείας, ‘full of grace and truth’. The phrase occurs only twice in John’s Gospel, here and in v.17. 
v15. Ἰωάννης μαρτυρεῖ περὶ αὐτοῦ καὶ κέκραγεν λέγων, Οὗτος ἦν ὃν εἶπον, ὁ ὀπίσω μου ἐρχόμενος ἔμπροσθέν μου γέγονεν, ὅτι πρῶτός μου ἦν. (John testified to him and cried out, ‘this was he about whom I spoke, he who comes after me ranks ahead of me because he was before me’). 
κέκραγεν, historical perfect of κράζω, (‘John cried out/exclaimed’), working in parallel with historical present μαρτυρεῖ , and both verbs appropriately translated with simple past tense (‘testified’, ‘exclaimed’). 
 Οὗτος ἦν ὃν εἶπον, ‘this was he about whom I spoke’; Ὁ ὀπίσω μου ἐρχόμενος, present participle of ἐρχόμαι, attributive, ‘the one coming’. 
v16. Ὅτι ἐκ τοῦ πληρώματος αὐτοῦ ἡμεῖς πάντες ἐλάβομεν, καὶ χάριν ἀντὶ χάριτος. (From his fullness we have all received grace upon grace).
Πληρώματος, ‘fullness’, looks back to v14, πλήρης χάριτος καὶ ἀληθείας, ‘full of grace and truth’, and carries the meaning that the incarnate Λόγος is full of grace and truth.
χάριν ἀντὶ χάριτος, ‘grace upon grace’ or ‘grace in place of grace’ are common translations, meaning perhaps, ‘grace in abundance’.
 v17. Ὅτι ὁ νόμος διὰ Μωϋσέως ἐδόθη, ἡ χάρις καὶ ἡ ἀλήθεια διὰ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ ἐγένετο. (The law indeed was given through Moses, [but] grace and truth came through Jesus Christ).
The implication of this verse is that the grace and truth that came through Jesus replaces the law of Moses. 
ἡ χάρις καὶ ἡ ἀλήθεια (‘grace and truth’) echoes Exodus 34:6:  Κύριος Κύριος, Θεὸς οἰκτίρμων καὶ ἐλεήμων, μακρόθυμος καὶ πολυέλεος καὶ ἀληθινός... (The Lord, the Lord, a compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and truth...) and suggests God’s covenantal attributes in the Hebrew Bible. This linking and others listed at v1 and v14 suggest how John’s Gospel presents Jesus as the fulfilment of Old Testament themes that link Him to creation, divine presence and covenantal grace.
v18. Θεὸν οὐδεὶς ἑώρακεν πώποτε· ὁ μονογενὴς Υἱός, ὁ ὢν εἰς τὸν κόλπον τοῦ Πατρός, ἐκεῖνος ἐξηγήσατο. (No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart). 
Θεὸν οὐδεὶς ἑώρακεν πώποτε (‘No one has ever seen God’), but He made a way to be seen: He became the Λόγος.
 ὁ ὢν, present participle attributive, ‘the one who is’.
ὁ μονογενὴς Υἱός (It is God the only Son. A textual variant is: ὁ μονογενὴς Θεός (the only begotten God. This affects Christological interpretation: whether Jesus is described as Son or God.
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