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ABSTRACT  

This short entry briefly recounts the origins of the Greek philosophical concept of logos, 

before going on to consider and evaluate its source and use as a concept in Judeo-Christian 

philosophy of religion.  It argues that the philosophical concept goes well beyond its use in 

the New Testament and that it played a key role in the early Hellenization of Christian 

philosophy.  This has far reaching implications, to which the entry briefly alludes.  
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The term logos is derived from the Greek verb lego, meaning to speak, to say, to mean, to 

enumerate, or to count.  Thus, the noun logos has such meanings as word, speech, statement, 

command, discourse, ratio, proportion, account, explanation, reason and thought.  The term, 

however, is not used to mean “word” as used in grammar; rather, lexis—also derived from 

lego—is used for that purpose (Hillar 2012, 6).  Given the variety of potential meanings of 

logos, we need to be circumspect in considering the source and use of the term in the 

philosophy of religion. 

As a concept of Greek philosophy, logos arose out of the cosmology of Heraclitus (see 

eopr0312), and successive schools of thought built upon and enriched the concept.  Key 

aspects of the concept would eventually include the law or principle of cosmic order and 

unity, human reason and its ability to ascertain the truth contained in the logos, the ordered 

and teleological nature of the cosmos, and the divine and the human connection to the divine 

(Stead 1998, 818).  The Hellenistic Jewish philosopher Philo (see eopr0297) of Alexandria, in 

his attempt to find the truths and principles of Greek philosophy in the Hebrew Bible (see 

eopr0053), further developed logos as the mediating figure which comes from God and 

connects a transcendent God with humanity, and who also represents humanity before 

God.  Further, given that the logos is God’s creative power in the world, it orders and governs 

the visible world.  Although Philo’s conception of logos is thoroughly Hellenistic, it differs 

from the purely Greek conception in that it is personal and that it is specifically the logos of 

God (Kittel 1985, 507).  
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The concept of logos enters in to Christian philosophy (see eopr0070) via the prologue of the 

Gospel of John, where the Apostle refers to Jesus Christ (see eopr0193) as the Word (logos) 

of God:  

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things were made through Him, and 

without Him nothing was made that was made (John 1:1-3).   

Greek Apologists such as Justin Martyr (see eopr0197) and Athenagoras, and early church 

fathers such as Irenaeus, interpreted John’s use of “logos” in light of Philo’s doctrine.  Given 

Philo’s appropriation of the Hellenistic philosophical concept, and given the early Greek 

apologists’ desire to legitimize Christianity to a largely Hellenistic world, it was natural for 

them to interpret the Apostle John’s claims in John 1:1-3 and 14 in Philonic terms.  Thus, for 

the Apologists and some of the early church fathers, logos is the Word or Reason or Wisdom 

of God, which proceeded forth from him and through which he created the world and gave it 

its rational structure (Moreland and Craig 2009, 24).  Although this personification of a 

particular attribute of God would have seemed sensible to, and well understood by, the 

Hellenistic philosophical world, from the perspective of Christian theology, there is very little 

internal scriptural evidence supporting such a personification, especially since it is the 

historical person of Jesus Christ that the Apostle is speaking of.   

It is true that in Proverbs 8:22-31, we see a personification of wisdom as being with God 

before creation and through whom God creates, but according to the New Testament, Jesus 

Christ is not merely the personification of a single attribute of God (such as his wisdom), he 

is the express image of God in human form (Heb 1:3).  The Bible (see eopr0052) therefore 

represents Jesus Christ not merely as God’s reason, rationality, wisdom, etc.—that is to say, 

not merely as the personification of some abstract principle or property.  Rather, the Bible 

represents Jesus Christ as a dynamic, historical human being who contains in himself all of 

the fullness of divinity (1 John 1:1).  Furthermore, according to the New Testament, Jesus 

both declares the word of God, in Spirit and in truth, and he is the word of God.  Jesus, in his 

explanation of the parable of the sower, uses the term logos to refer to the message from God 

to the world concerning his plan for the salvation of the world (Matt 13).  That plan, of 

course, is Jesus himself.  So Jesus is God’s message or statement to the world concerning 

God’s plan for salvation, as well as being that plan.  Given the indifference-cum-antagonism 

towards Greek philosophy which is evident in the New Testament (see, for example, John 

6:63, 1 Cor 1:18-25, Col 2:8, 1 Tim 6:20-21), and given that we have no reason to believe 

that the Apostle John, a Galilean fisherman, would have been trained in either Greek or 

Philonic philosophy, this interpretation is much more likely than that of the Apologists.  

The ramifications of interpreting the logos of John 1:1-3 in Philonic terms, rather than in New 

Testament terms, are significant.  In interpreting the logos in terms of reason, rationality, 

wisdom, etc., the Apologists infused early Christian thought with the Greek worldview, 

according to which the human connection to divinity lies in rationality.  This paved the way 

for a reinterpretation of the imago dei in terms of rationality, and for the belief that it is 

through reason that we find God and our salvation.  These are notions which do not rest 



easily alongside the teachings of the New Testament, according to which simple, humble, 

child-like faith in the words and works of Jesus Christ are what bring salvation and intimacy 

with God.  

See also: eopr0052, eopr0053, eopr0070, eopr0197, eopr0297, eopr0312  
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