THREE THEORETICAL AND METHODLOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS FOR A STUDY OF THE FUNCTION OF THE LOGOS IN THE PROLOGUE TO ST JOHN’S GOSPEL

 INTRODUCTION
The Johannine Prologue (John 1:1–18) stands as one of the most conceptually ambitious texts in early Christian literature. Its opening declaration—'In the beginning was the Logos’—introduces a term whose semantic density and theological resonance have provoked centuries of interpretation. The Logos functions simultaneously as a cosmological principle, a revelatory agent, and the incarnate presence of God in Jesus Christ. Because of this complexity, a scholarly investigation into the function of the Logos should adopt a methodological framework capable of integrating linguistic, historical, and theological dimensions. In this endeavour, I wish to acknowledge the debt I owe to my tuition and studies on theology with  Professor Catrin Williams, Professor of New Testament Studies, TSD, while completing a M/Res in Biblical Interpretation at TSD (2021/2024). Without this background, the foundations of this preliminary study would have been less secure.
This study proposes three major theoretical frameworks for analysing the Johannine Logos:
a. Classical Philology and Semantic Field Analysis;
b. Second Temple Jewish Traditions and Intertextual Method;
c. Theological Exegesis and Narrative‑Theological Method.
Each framework is grounded in a distinct scholarly tradition, but all converge on the need to interpret the Prologue as a text that is at once literary, historical, and theological. The aim is not to merge these frameworks into a single method, as no single framework sufficiently captures the multidimensional nature of the Prologue, but to show how their triangulation produces a more comprehensive understanding of the Logos. 
A. CLASSICAL PHILOLOGY AND SEMANTIC FIELD ANALYSIS
Theoretical Foundations
Classical philology provides the most fundamental starting point for any study of the Logos. The term logos is deeply embedded in Greek linguistic, philosophical, and cultural traditions, and its semantic range is unusually broad, as demonstrated by its extensive lexical treatment in the Brill Dictionary of Ancient Greek ( 2015, pp. 2151–3). Philology proceeds from the assumption that meaning is historically conditioned, and that words accrue layers of significance through usage, genre, and intertextuality rather than possessing fixed, abstract definitions (Hurford, Heasley & Smith, 2007, pp. 22–7)
For the Johannine Prologue, this means that logos cannot be reduced to a single gloss such as “word,” “reason,” or “principle.” Instead, it must be understood as a semantic constellation—a network of associations shaped by centuries of Greek linguistic development. Philological work therefore draws on a wide array of resources:
1. Lexical mapping: tracing logos across Classical, Hellenistic, and Koine Greek corpora;
2. Philosophical contextualisation, such as Dillon’s analysis of Middle Platonism (Dillon, 1996, pp.52-85);
3. Septuagintal comparison: analysing how logos translates Hebrew dabar and how this shapes Jewish‑Greek conceptual exchange;
4. Syntactic analysis: studying the Prologue’s parallelism, anaphora, and chiastic structures to determine how logos functions within the discourse.
Contribution to Understanding the Johannine Logos
Philology reveals that John’s use of logos is both strategic and innovative. The term draws on Greek philosophical resonances—particularly the idea of a rational principle ordering the cosmos—while simultaneously reconfiguring these associations within a Jewish theological framework. The Prologue’s opening line,  evokes both Genesis 1 and Hellenistic cosmology, creating a conceptual bridge between Jewish creation theology and Greek metaphysics.
Major commentaries such as Barrett (1978, pp. 128–135) and Schnackenburg (Vol. 1, 1982, pp. 239–247) emphasise how the Prologue positions Jesus as the locus where divine agency, revelation, and cosmological order converge. The philological framework clarifies the semantic possibilities available to the author and the linguistic constraints within which theological meaning is constructed. The result is a term capable of bearing the weight of the Gospel’s high Christology: logos becomes not merely a philosophical abstraction but the narrative and theological centre of the Johannine proclamation.
B. SECOND TEMPLE JEWISH TRADITIONS AND INTERTEXTUAL METHOD
Theoretical Orientation
A second major framework situates the Logos within the symbolic and theological world of Second Temple Judaism. This approach challenges older scholarship—particularly early 20th‑century studies influenced by Bultmann—that overemphasised Greek philosophical dependence and underplayed the richness of Jewish traditions of divine agency. More recent work foregrounds Jewish patterns of personified Wisdom, hypostatic Word, and mediating figures who embody God’s presence and activity (Boyarin 2001, pp. 133–164; Fossum 1985, pp. 15–42).
Within this framework, several Jewish traditions emerge as especially significant parallels to the Johannine Logos:
1. Wisdom traditions (Prov. 8; Sirach 24; Wisdom of Solomon 7–9);
2. The Memra in the Targums;
3. The Word of the Lord as a hypostatic agent in apocalyptic literature; 
4. Torah personification in late Second Temple texts.
These traditions collectively provide a conceptual grammar for understanding how the Prologue’s Logos can be portrayed as both divine and relational—fully expressive of God’s identity while also functioning as God’s agent in creation and revelation.
Methodological Procedure
A rigorous intertextual and Second Temple–oriented analysis of the Johannine Logos employs several interlocking methodological steps:
1. Intertextual analysis: identifying scriptural echoes, allusions, and thematic resonances within the Prologue. Scholars such as Moyise (2001, pp. 102–118) and Beale (2012, pp. 13–20) have shown how early Christian texts often signal their interpretive horizons through subtle intertextual cues. In John 1:1–18, echoes of Genesis 1, Proverbs 8, and Exodus 33–34 are widely recognised;
2. Comparative study mapping conceptual parallels between the Johannine Logos and Jewish traditions of Wisdom, Memra, and Torah. For example, Wisdom’s role as co‑creator (Wis 7:22–27) and revealer (Sir 24:1–12) parallels the Logos as life‑giver and light‑bearer (John 1:3–5);
3. Historical contextualisation: situating the Prologue within Second Temple debates about monotheism, divine agency, and intermediary figures. Scholars such as Fletcher‑Louis (2002, pp. 83–112) and Fredriksen (2017, pp. 25–48) have shown that Jewish monotheism in this period was not rigidly unitarian but allowed for complex expressions of divine presence—Wisdom, Word, Spirit, Name, Glory—without compromising God’s uniqueness.;
4. Reception history: examining how early Jewish and Christian communities interpreted divine agency. Philo’s Logos theology (Kamesar, 2009, pp. 101–120) and early Christian hymnic material (e.g., Phil 2:6–11) show how the conceptual space for divine mediation was already well developed. This method assumes that John’s Gospel emerges from a Jewish symbolic universe, even while engaging Hellenistic categories. The Prologue’s conceptual world is probably best understood as a creative reconfiguration of Jewish theological resources rather than a departure from them.
Contribution to Understanding the Johannine Logos
This framework highlights the Prologue’s deep continuity with Jewish traditions of divine Wisdom and Word. The Logos functions as the agent of creation, mediator of revelation, and source of life, roles deeply rooted in Jewish sapiential and liturgical traditions (Wright 2013). The climactic statement—“the Logos became flesh”—is thus interpreted not as a departure from Jewish monotheism but a development within it, intensifying existing patterns of divine self‑communication, and thus their radical fulfilment (Fredriksen 2018, pp. 115–132).
C. THEOLOGICAL EXEGESIS AND NARRATIVE‑THEOLOGICAL METHOD
Theoretical Foundations
The third framework draws on theological exegesis and narrative theology, approaches that treat the Gospel not as a loose collection of doctrinal propositions but as a coherent, theologically shaped narrative whose form and content are mutually interpretive. Scholars such as Thompson (2015, pp. 25–44) and Watson (2013, pp. 113–140) argue that the Gospel of John must be read as a unified theological testimony in which narrative structure, symbolism, and Christological claims are inseparable. Theological exegesis assumes that meaning emerges from the narrative’s internal logic, its canonical placement, and its reception within the Christian tradition (Fowl 2009, pp. 67–88). Within this framework, the Prologue (John 1:1–18) is not merely introductory but programmatic: it establishes the theological categories—creation, revelation, incarnation, glory, and divine agency—through which the entire Gospel must be interpreted. Scholars frequently describe it as a ‘theological overture’ (Thompson 2001, pp. 17–29; Koester 2008, pp. 1–14), analogous to the opening movement of a symphony that introduces the motifs developed throughout the narrative.
Methodological Procedure
Narrative theology further emphasises the Prologue’s literary artistry, including its poetic parallelism, symbolic density, and thematic coherence. The method draws on the insights of narrative critics such as Lee (1994, pp. 1–22) and Anderson (2011, pp. 15–36), who argue that Johannine theology is inseparable from Johannine storytelling. The Prologue thus functions as a hermeneutical lens through which the reader perceives Jesus’ identity and mission as they unfold across the Gospel. A theological‑narrative approach to the Johannine Logos employs several interrelated methodological steps:
1. Close reading of the Prologue’s literary structure includes analysis of parallelism (1:1–2), chiasm (1:10–12), and thematic progression (1:14–18). Critical editions such as the SBL Greek New Testament (Holmes, 2010, pp. xv–xxiii) highlight the textual features that shape theological meaning;
2. Narrative analysis of the unfolding Logos motif traces how themes introduced in the Prologue—light, life, revelation, glory—reappear and develop throughout the Gospel (e.g., John 5:19–30; 8:12; 12:44–50). Scholars such as Lee (2017, pp. 45–68) and Stibbe (1993, pp. 28–52) show how the narrative progressively discloses Jesus’ identity as the incarnate Logos.
3. Canonical interpretation situates the Prologue within the broader Christian canon, especially in relation to Genesis 1, Exodus 33–34, and Wisdom traditions. Fowl (1998, pp. 35–56) argues that canonical context shapes theological interpretation by embedding the Gospel within the scriptural narrative of creation and redemption.
4. Doctrinal synthesis: explores how the Johannine Logos contributes to Christological and Trinitarian theology. The Prologue’s claims about pre‑existence, divine agency, and incarnation have been central to doctrinal formulations from the Nicene Creed to contemporary systematic theology (Anatolios, 2011, pp.41-63). This method integrates literary, theological, and canonical dimensions, allowing the Prologue to be read as both a literary masterpiece and a theological foundation.
Contribution to Understanding the Johannine Logos
The narrative‑theological framework reveals that the Logos functions as the interpretive key to the Gospel’s Christology. The Prologue establishes Jesus as the pre‑existent divine agent through whom creation comes into being (1:3), whose incarnation reveals the Father (1:14, 18), and whose mission inaugurates a new creation (cf. John 20:22). This reading aligns with the work of Thompson (2001, pp. 31–52), who emphasises that the Logos is not an abstract metaphysical principle but a personal, relational, and salvific presence whose identity is disclosed through narrative action.
The Gospel’s narrative repeatedly enacts the claims of the Prologue: Jesus gives life (John 5:21), reveals divine glory (2:11), speaks the words of God (12:49–50), and embodies the divine name (17:6). Narrative theology thus shows that the Prologue is not detachable from the Gospel but is its hermeneutical centre, shaping how every subsequent episode is to be understood. This framework integrates the Prologue’s theological claims with its literary artistry, demonstrating that Johannine Christology is inseparable from Johannine narrative. The Logos is both the theological foundation and the narrative centre of the Gospel.
INTEGRATVE CONSIDERATIONS
These three frameworks—philological, intertextual, and theological—are not mutually exclusive. Instead, they form a methodological trio that enables a comprehensive study of the Johannine Logos. Philology clarifies the semantic possibilities of logos, what the text can mean; Second Temple Jewish studies situate the concept within its native symbolic world, what the text might intend within its historical milieu; and theological exegesis interprets its narrative and doctrinal significance, how the text functions within its narrative and canonical context. Together, they illuminate the Prologue as a text that is linguistically sophisticated, historically embedded, and theologically profound. This stepped approach ensures methodological transparency and guards against reductionism
Limitations and controls
The three approaches outlined above provide a limiting control on each other as follows: philological discipline prevents speculative theological interpretations; historical contextualisation prevents anachronistic theological readings; theological coherence avoids fragmentation of the text into unrelated historical or lexical fragments; and explicit methodological boundaries ensure that each of the frameworks contributes without being overreaching.
Conclusion 
The triangulated methodology and approaches outlined above provide a solid basis for analysing the function of the Logos in John 1:1–18. Each of the three elements would make a dissertation-length study in its own right. But the integration of philological rigour, Jewish intertextual depth, and theological-narrative coherence ensure that the study is able to offer a comprehensive and defensible interpretation of one of the most conceptually rich passages in the New Testament.
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