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Introductory Comments

There are many good and worthy contributions that assist us in understanding the use of
alētheia in the Gospel of John.  Among these are the commentaries of Johannine scholars who
contribute to our understanding of alētheia by placing them in their textual and cultural contexts.
Also, there is the study by Anthony Thiselton, which is perhaps the landmark study of alētheia.1

In light of the alēthic biblical scholarship to date the present study does not claim to add a great
deal of original exegetical insight.  Rather, the goal is to build on the exegetical work of previous
scholars, particularly Thiselton, to provide a summary of categories that would be useful to the
current philosophical and theological discussion on truth.  So, while there are many profound
resources currently available on a biblical study of alētheia we are seeking, in the present
analysis, to build a bridge between the biblical world of exegetical studies on alētheia and the
philosophical world of truth-talk.

The reason for the selection of the Gospel of John is that for John alētheia is a critical part of
the theological development of the Gospel and shows up in the midst of key passages.  In the
Christological theology that is arguably the book’s dominant theme we find that the Christ is the
self-proclaimed “way and the truth (alētheia) and the life.” (14:6)  When the Christ speaks of the
Spirit we find that alētheia is used to describe the “Spirit of truth (avlhqei,aj)” (14:17, 15:26,
16:13).  Alētheia is also a useful apparatus in the dualism that is so often commented upon:
When Christ says to Pilate “everyone who is on the side of truth (avlhqei,aj) hears my voice” this
continues the dualistic motif that separates those who embrace the Christ as coming from God
from those who reject him.2  Of all the portions of Scripture that utilize “truth” the development
in the Fourth Gospel seems to be, by far, the most extensive, and the development that has the
most philosophical ramifications.  For this reason the Gospel of John is an important starting
point for anyone interested in developing thoughts on truth in the context of Christianity.3

Along these lines, an additional reason to focus upon the Fourth Gospel has to do with the
depth of thought that has gone into the Gospel.  As C.H. Dodd said:  “The fact is that the thought
of this gospel is so original and creative that a search for its ‘sources’, or even for the ‘influences’
by which it may have been affected may easily lead us astray.  Whatever influences may have
been present have been masterfully controlled by a powerful and independent mind.”4  The fact
that debate has raged over the influences upon the Gospel of John seems to lend some support to
the fact that the Fourth Gospel is an original work and can prove a useful starting point into a
Christian philosophical discussion of truth.  Indeed, we could even argue one does not have to be
a Christian to recognize critical contributions that the Gospel of John can make to the discussion
of truth.5

1 Anthony C. Thiselton, “Truth,” New International Dictionary of NT Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1978).
2 Crf. 1:10-12 in the important prologue and 8:42-47.  The chapter 8 passage will be developed later in this paper.
3 Morris comments on the importance of alētheia in John and also recounts the frequency of its usage concuding,
“Plainly, this concept matters to John.” Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John (The New International
Commentary on the New Testament; Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing, 1971), 294.  For more on the
significance of alētheia in the Gospel of John also see S. Aalen, “Truth, a Key Word in St. John’s Gospel,” in Studia
Evangelica (ed. F.L. Cross; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1964), 3-24.  In reading Aalen’s essay it becomes clear that
the alētheia concept is a “highly developed one” and critical part of John’s Gospel and Johannine theology.
4 C.H. Dodd, Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), 6.
5 See my “Truth Dichotomy: A critical examination of contemporary truth-theory through the lenses of the Gospel of
John” at http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com.  Here I suggest that the polymorphous use of alētheia in the Fourth
Gospel could provide a clue into the possibility (and even necessity) of combining theories of truth in contemporary
philosophy for a more holistic view of truth.



This study will begin by noting the critical point that avlh,qeia in the Gospel of John has many
forms, i.e. it is polymorphous.  These forms include some notion of correspondence between
assertions and reality, a moral sense – truth in action, and what we will call an existential sense
of avlh,qeia.  After we survey these various forms that we find in the Fourth Gospel we will
consider a few possible implications.

Polymorphous - Truth in Many Forms

In Two Horizons, Anthony Thiselton develops the notion of the “polymorphous” use of
truth/avlh,qeia.6  The term, polymorphous, is drawn from Wittgenstein’s concept of language-
game:  “What language is depends on the setting or language-game in which the term ‘language’
is used.”7  The focus, then, is upon the context and the goal is to view a term like “truth” from the
many forms (polymorphous) the word takes in its various language-games:  

What truth is or consists in varies from language-game to language-game, whichever writer is in view.
Sometimes what is at issue is correspondence between statements and facts.  Truth is this, in this context…
what truth is depends on holding together several different strands of a multiform concept.  The question
“What is truth?” cannot be asked outside a given language-game.  For, as Wittgenstein conclusively showed
about such concepts as “expect,” “think,” “mean,” and “understand,” every use of the term is embedded in a
particular situation, and attempts to ask questions about these concepts in the abstract can lead only to
confusion and misunderstanding.8

 
The warning here is to avoid looking for the one meaning of truth that applies to every

use of the word.  There is danger in imposing such a commonality.  If such commonalities
emerge then we can note them as such, but in order to find out the meaning of “truth” we must
observe its particular use in a particular context.  Thiselton is suggesting that exegetical
mistakes have been made in the past by going into a study of “truth” and only using the particular
situations to build a grand conclusion about the “biblical view” of truth.  Thiselton, via
Wittgenstein, urges us to approach the study of truth by observing the many forms:  “We cannot
ask questions about ‘the New Testament concept of truth,’ or even ‘John’s concept of truth,’
outside a given context or language-game.”9

This is not to say that we cannot ask any questions about the ‘John’s concept of truth.’
We return to Thiselton, himself, who stresses this point:

Every use of the term is embedded in a particular situation, and attempts to ask questions about these
concepts in the abstract can lead only to confusion and misunderstanding…This does not mean, of course,
that the systematic theologian cannot inquire about truth in the New Testament; only that his work must be
guided by exegesis which takes full account of the logical particulars of each passage.”10

So, what Thiselton is saying here, in short, is that each use must be evaluated in its
immediate context.  We are reserving our judgment of the general in favor of starting our journey
with an eye on the particular.  And it is this careful focus upon the particular use that has given

6 Anthony C. Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description (Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1980), 407-415.
7 Ibid., p. 407. Italics belong to the cited text.
8 Ibid., p. 414-15. Italics belong to the cited text.
9 Ibid., p. 414.
10 Ibid, 415.



Thiselton cause to say that looking for a one ‘concept of truth’ may be misguided.  Rather, from
an exegetical examination of each “particular situation” what emerges from the study is that truth
is polymorphous – it takes many forms.

We turn, then, to the various forms of avlh,qeia in the Gospel of John.  But we must be
careful to make note that the current study is by no means exhaustive.  We would refer the reader
to other, more comprehensive studies for a complete analysis of all the uses.  Thiselton’s study
has already been mentioned and it will be emphasized again as a useful research project.  The
following uses that we will examine will be those that relate, more closely, with the current
philosophical and theological discussions on truth.

The Correspondence Avlh,qeia

The first of the forms to note is what we will call the correspondence alētheia.  The
correspondence alētheia exhibits the “common-sense” notion of a correspondence between what
is stated or asserted with reality.  According to the traditional definition of the correspondence
theory we might state this in terms of a correspondence relationship between truth bearer (what
is stated or asserted) and truth maker (the actual state of affairs, or reality).  A few examples
illustrate this point.

In the fourth chapter of John Jesus encounters the Samaritan Woman.  As Jesus and the
woman carry on their conversation the woman makes a variety of assertions.  Finally Jesus asks
the woman to find her husband and to bring him back with her.  The woman asserts that “I have
no husband” (v. 17)  Jesus agrees with her assertion and even restates: “You have well said, ‘I
have no husband.’”  Jesus then goes on to tell the woman that she has had five husbands and,
although she is currently living with a man, her statement about not currently having a husband is
true:  “this you have said truly (avlhqe.j)." (v. 18)  The woman responds by proclaiming Jesus a
prophet and proceeds to present Jesus as a prophet to her fellow towns-folk.  In verse 39 the text
notes that the end result is that many believed in Jesus as the Christ.  

We take particular note that the woman was absolutely convinced that Jesus was a
prophet based upon Jesus’ ability to correspond assertions with reality.  That is, without the
common-sense notion of correspondence the woman would remain a mere curious spectator of
this strange man who defied contemporary convention by drawing water and conversing with a
Samaritan woman.  Jesus had perceived an actual state of affairs and asserted that it was so.  Not
just any assertion would have matched up with the woman’s situation.  For example, what if
Jesus had asserted that the woman had had two husbands?  Surely the woman would have been
thoroughly unimpressed.  But, on the contrary, the woman placed significance in the words or
assertions of Jesus because they corresponded with the actual situation.  There was something
intentional in Jesus’ statements that led to the connection with the real life of the woman.11  And
her subsequent labeling of Jesus as a “prophet” gives further credence to the notion that she was
very impressed with Jesus’ ability to make a connection with her life – her actual life.

11 Moreland, for one, emphasizes the role of intentionality of a truth bearer:  “The truth-makers make truth-bearers
true, not in the sense that the former stand in an efficient causal relation with the latter and cause them to be true.
Rather, the truth-bearer, the proposition, picks out a specific state of affairs due to the proposition’s intrinsic
intentionality, and that specific state of affairs “makes” the proposition true just in case it actually is the way the
proposition represents it to be.” J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations (Downers
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 136. 



Another key passage is 19:31-37 where we find the concept of the reliability of the
witness.  In these passages we find that a story is being relayed – it is a story of Jesus’
crucifixion.  The elements of this story are of obvious importance to the author, and as such he
seeks to establish the reliability of the person’s testimony upon which the author is relying.  As
such, we find that the testimony of this witness is “true” (avlhqinh.).  This is then restated for
emphasis by the author because it seems as though faith, itself hangs upon the incident in
question: “He [the witness] knows that he is telling the truth (avlhqh) so that you might believe.”
(19:35)

But why does the author go to all this trouble?  It appears that he is investing much into
this notion of a correspondence between his assertion and the actual, historical state of affairs.
The author is not taking this correspondence lightly – as though it is of little concern whether the
details of the story actually occurred.  It is important to note here (and we cannot overstate this
fact) that this attention to correspondence is something that is imposed upon us by the author
himself.  This is not a mere historical record that we can choose to treat with importance or not.
Rather, the author uses avlh,qeia here to convince the reader of the importance of the
correspondence.  And verse 36 clues us in as to why it is important: the event in question
fulfilled Scripture.  The fact that the testimony was avlh,qeia means that there is a correspondence
between the testimony given and the actual state of affairs.  In the absence of such
correspondence there is no such significance.  Again, this is not an imposition upon the text,
rather this is the author’s own emphasis.

In pointing out the correspondence alētheia in the Gospel of John we merely wish to
point out the common-sense notion that we, as human beings, display on a regular basis.  We
place credibility in those who can correspond their statements with the real world.  Similarly, a
person lacks credibility when they assert things that do not align with the actual state of affairs.
We might, perhaps, call this the common usage, or the vulgar use of “truth.”  The author of the
Fourth Gospel, not unlike a myriad of others throughout history, employs the vulgar use of
“truth” to demonstrate a correspondence between words and reality.  The reality of the world is,
in this instance, simply taken for granted. 12

12 A few more instances similar to the two passages noted are: 4:37, 5:32-33, 8:17, 10:41, 16:7, and 21:24.  For a
detailed analysis on avlh,qeia in the Gospel of John and its relationship to the correspondence theory of truth see my
“An Examination of Alētheia in the Gospel of John and Implications for the Correspondence Theory of Truth” found
at http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com.  In that essay I propose that the correspondence theory is necessary, but I
also find that the correspondence theory is not sufficient to capture the alēthic development in the Gospel of John.



The Ethical Alētheia

The next examination takes us in a more subjective direction.  We will call this the
ethical alētheia.  In 3:21 we find a very curious phrase o` de. poiw/n th.n avlh,qeian (“But the one
doing the truth”):

John 3:19-21  19 "And this is the condemnation, that the light has come into the world, and men loved
darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.  20 "For everyone practicing evil hates the light
and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed.  21 "But he who does the truth comes to the
light, that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been done in God." (NKJV)

What is curious is that we find the word poie,w directly related to avlh,qeia.  This word
(poie,w) is an active word – it is about “doing.”  Used here as a participle we find a description of
“the one doing the truth.”  The larger context and discussion in Chapter 3 is Christological.  The
focus is on a new birth (verses 3-8) and salvation through the Son (verses 16-18).  We then
quickly move into an analysis of what separates those who accept this salvation and experience a
new birth and those who do not accept the Son.  In verse 19, the author turns to the often used
imagery of light and darkness to describe those who reject the Son as those who “love”
(hvga,phsan) darkness because their actions are evil.13  And not only do they love darkness, but
they actually hate (misei/) the light because it is in the light that their actions and works are
exposed.  As Bultmann states, “Vv. 20f. pick up and justify the last sentence of v. 19, which in
its turn gave the reason why men in general shut themselves off from the light: their works were
evil.”14

But then we have a contrast with the person who does not shrink back from the light.
This person comes to the light for the express purpose of having himself revealed.15  This
revealing shows the genuine character of a person – their authenticity.  Verse 21 makes it clear
that what has been done has been done “in God” (evn qew/), and as such the light reveals the
spiritual position of the person.  We will call this a spiritual situatedness.  This spiritual position
of being “in God” is something we will return to latter and develop more fully.  It is sufficient
here to simply note that what we are seeing in this passage is a connection between the person’s
works and their relationship with God.  The Fourth Gospel here does not describe a person living
up to a moral code as an autonomous subject, rather, the deeds and the connection with the qeo,j
are clear.

What we have here are two things that characterize “the one doing the truth” (o` poiw/n
th.n avlh,qeian):  The first is ethical and concerns the moral purity of his actions.  There is a clear
emphasis on purity of life.  The second characteristic of the one who practices truth is that he or
13 “With verse 17 the argument moves from the idea of life to that of light – a constant transition in this gospel, for
the Logos is the union of life and light.  Thus in order to have a balanced statement, it is necessary to add that while
Christ’s coming into the world is in its prime intention the opening of the way of rebirth into eternal life, it is also the
coming of light, and light judges, inevitably.  It judges, in the sense that men pass judgment on themselves by their
response to Christ” C.H. Dodd, Interpretation, 307.
14 Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospelof John: A Commentary, Translated by G.R. Beasley-Murray, Gen. Ed., and R.W.N
Hoare, and J.K. Riches, (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971), 157-58.
15 “The i[na–clauses in vv. 20f. are, of course, final clauses; they do not refer to the subjective and conscious intention
of the agent, but to the tendency of their nature, which necessarily determines the content of their action.” (Bultmann,
Gospel,158)  Raymond Brown references Bultmann on this point and restates, “…the idea is that Jesus brings out
what a man really is and the real nature of his life.” Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John (Garden
City, New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1966), 148.



she is in a unique position in relation to the qeo,j.  What these characteristics all seem to point to
is that there is a profound and deeply-rooted difference between the person who loves darkness
and the person who practices truth.  It is a matter of moral actions and purity, but it is also more.
It is a matter of being connected with God, but at the same time it is not a spiritual situation that
fails to manifest itself in righteous actions and lifestyle.  What seems to be in view here is
something very holistic.  Lenski comments on these verses:  “As the Light is the actual reality
concerning God, his love, etc., so the darkness is the direct opposite, all the unreality that men
imagine and invent in their folly regarding God, their souls, and eternity…. ‘Their works’ are not
scattered, individual deeds but those that make up and display their real inner nature and will, the
net sum of their lives.”16  So we see that this is a matter of the “inner nature.”  This spiritual
position is something that permeates the entire being of a person, down to their very core.

But now we must return to our original curiosity:  Why use the term “practices truth
(alētheia)”?  Why connect alētheia with a person’s moral actions?  Is it possible to “do truth”?
Lenski comments on this curious use of alētheia by saying, “The surprising feature is that in
describing this man Jesus does not say, ‘he that does things good,’ but that he at once penetrates
to the one and only source of all things really good in the sight of God: he that does ‘the truth’…
Only a believer who has the truth in his heart can do the truth, i.e., live according to it in his
life.”17

Leon Morris in his commentary also notes that “practicing truth” is a somewhat odd
expression.  His comments are enlightening:

‘He that doeth the truth’ is an unusual expression.  We generally speak of ‘telling the truth’.  It may be that
John’s choice of verb is partly due to the need for a contrast with ‘doeth evil’ (v. 20).  But there are actions
that are true as well as words.  The man who habitually performs the actions that can be described as true
comes to the light.  This man’s works are not such as must be reproved.18

What Morris is grappling with is the use of alētheia, and why the term is being employed
to speak of actions.  Morris asserts that actions can be described as “true” as well as “words.”
So, strange as it may seem to our vocabulary it appears to be legitimate to describe truth in an
ethical sense – and not just as a moral law, but as ethics in actions.  Truth is “done,” not simply
something we all agree is “good.”  And if it is ethics in action, then we are dealing with truth in a
temporal sense.  It is in 3:21 that truth collides, head-on with time and space.  This is the ethical
alētheia.  It is doing the truth.

In our present intellectual and cultural climate it may seem strange to hear a term like
“doing truth.”  We often relegate truth to the theoretical realm – truth is abstract.  This is
particularly the case if we hold to the correspondence theory of truth as the sole definition of
truth.  When this is the case it becomes even more strange to speak of “doing truth.”  And yet
despite being on the heels of the Modern philosophical era where truth has so often been
abstracted as an object we still find a remnant in our linguistic usage of the idea of truth in action.
There is a phrase, “the moment of truth.”  This phrase captures very well the idea that temporal
moments present us with opportunities to “do” what is true, or to fail.  The “moment” presents us
with a choice, often times a moral choice, to do what is true.  It may be a moment we have
prepared and rehearsed, or it may be completely spontaneous.  But it is these moments of truth
that show us what we are really made of.

16 R.C.H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1943), 272.
17 Ibid, 277.
18 Morris, Gospel, 235.



On June 10, 2006 Argentina played against Ivory Coast in the 2006 World Cup.  At one
critical point in the game Ivory Coast had an opportunity for a shot on goal, but missed.  The
announcer on the ABC network stated that the Ivory Coast player who took the shot “was closed
down at the moment of truth.”  And so even in our sporting events we see the idea of our being
tested to find the essence of our ability.  In light of the idea of the moment of truth it will perhaps
seem less awkward to speak of doing truth – the ethical alētheia.

Another point of discussion regarding the ethical alētheia is the connection that this
passage may have with the Old Testament notion of truth.  Aalen comments on 3:21 by saying
that the expression “the one who does the truth” is taken “straight from the Old Testament”:

In fact, the whole passage, from verse 19 onwards, is dominated by Jewish thought. The idea of truth as
connected with good deeds and opposed to evil deeds and darkness is part of the Jewish heritage. Here
truth is the same as God’s law and closely akin to righteousness. The use of the definite article with
truth, applied to the good, in this sense is also Jewish. Cf. Romans 1, 18 and the Qumran texts. In such
contexts avlh,qeia is the opposite of unrighteousness.19

Thiselton rejects this Old Testament and Jewish connection.  He prefers to view this
passage in a more Christological sense.  Hence, the passage in question here “combines an
allusion to the way of Christian revelation with an additional reference to the contrast between
truth and falsehood.”20  We may allow for some ambiguity on this point.  One the one hand, we
take note of Thiselton’s comment and his general warning not to overemphasize the supposed
influence on the author of the Fourth Gospel.21  On the other hand, it is appropriate in a
discussion on 3:21 to note how the idea of “ethics in action” is one that is clearly present in the
Old Testament idea of truth as “faithfulness.”  And if there is a similar idea of “doing truth” in
the Old Testament, then it gives us all the more reason to consider that truth may have an ethical
dimension – a “doing.”

Another passage in the Gospel of John deal with ethics in action and avlh,qeia is 7:18.
Here we find that the one who seeks the glory of the one who sent him is “true” (avlhqh,j) and
there is no wickedness (avdiki,a) in him.  Most translations use “unrighteousness,” which seems to
bring out the fact that this is evil in action as opposed to truth in action.22

The concept of ethical alētheia with the poie,w-avlh,qeia combination is found in the
Epistles of John in 1 John 1:6-8: “If we say that we have fellowship with him and walk in
darkness we lie (yeudo,meqa) and do not do the truth.”  The idea of truth in action is also seen in 1
19 Aalen, “Key Word,” 6-7.
20 Thiselton, “Truth,” 891.
21 “For many years there has been a tendency in biblical studies to over-generalize about the uses of alētheia and
alēthēs in classical Greek. This has been done partly with a view of drawing a clear-cut contrast between Greek and
Hebrew concepts of truth.”  Ibid., 874. In his article on truth Thiselton warns strongly against becoming too
preoccupied with the Greek or Hebrew concepts of truth and/or Greek or Hebrew influences upon the author of the
Gospel of John. He seems to want to guide us to the unique contribution of alētheia in the Gospel of John rather than
to obsess over possible influences and affinities with other thought.
22 It may also be worth noting other NT uses of avdiki,a. At the beginning (v. 18) of the famous Romans 1 discourse
on the intellectual and ethical state of humanity Paul uses avdiki,a in relation to those who suppress avlh,qeian. Many
theologians would view “truth” in Rom. 1:18 in a propositional sense. Hence, Christian philosophers, theologians
and apologists have debated the place of natural theology based upon Rom. 1. Yet it is always a bit awkward to say
that ethical shortcomings can suppress propositional knowledge. But perhaps if Paul is using avlh,qeian  of v. 18 in a
more holistic and ethical way, then this would explain more easily how avdiki,a would “suppress” avlh,qeian – because
avlh,qeian in Rom. 1 may carry ethical implications.  Also of note is 1 Cor. 13:6 where there are those who do not
rejoice in avdiki,a, but rejoice in avlhqei,a|. 2 Thes. 2:12 is another connection between “truth” and avdiki,a, but it this
instance truth seems to be strictly propositional.



John 3:18 and 2 John 1:4, 3 John 1:3-4. The ethical life is a critical theological point in the
Epistles: purity of life and a love for the brothers and sisters of the church must match any
supposed profession of faith. There is a sharp dualism in the Epistles between those who do and
those who do not do.  It is part of this dualistic development that separates those who are
genuinely “of God” from those who are imposters.  1 John 2:4 is an example of this.  Here we
find that if a person claims to have knowledge of God but does not keep the commands this
person is a liar with no truth (avlh,qeia) in him.

By way of summary we note that, although the phrase “doing truth” may have seemed
odd at first glance we have found many good reasons to think of truth in ethical terms.  This is
not simply truth in the sense of a moral law, but truth in life – truth in action.  The ethical
alētheia must be lived out and put into practice.  If it is not then we are not of the truth, nor of the
God of truth.  The ethical alētheia is “doing truth.”  Thiselton comments insightfully: 

A sharp tension between profession of faith and actual practice is both inconsistent with Christian revelation
and also in principle self-contradictory.  Hence, if we claim to have fellowship with God but walk in
darkness “we do not live according to the truth.”23

The Existential Alētheia

In our survey we now turn our attention to the existential alētheia.  In these passages we
have a focus on the spiritual situation of the individual in relation to truth.  Hence in 18:37 we
find Jesus in dialogue with Pilate claiming that he came into the world “to testify to truth” (i[na
marturh,sw th/| avlhqei,a|) and that everyone who is “of the truth” (evk th/j avlhqei,aj) will listen to
Jesus: “For this I was born and for this I have come into the world, in order that I might testify to
truth.  Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice.”

As we will later note, this passage takes on additional significance when we understand
that Jesus has proclaimed that he is the truth (14:6).  But here, in 18:37, we have a clear sense
that individuals will make a determination about whose side they are on – truth or untruth – and
that the side that one chooses will quite naturally affect their ability to accept truth.  Or, perhaps
more accurately, we see that the side they have chosen is an indication that they have no desire to
encounter truth in any form because of their preference for their current situation.24  We will refer
to this existential situation as a spiritual situatedness because we are discussing the situation of
the individual in relation to truth.  Hence we are dealing with the subjective receptivity.  Truth,
in this context, takes on the form of a subjective process.

18:37 is a prime example of this spiritual situatedness.  The concept here has to do with
the fact that prior to an encounter with Christ a person is in a given situation.  It is obvious that
this is a spiritual situation.  Closely tied in with this situation are a person’s moral preferences,
and we have already noted the ethical alētheia above.  Following that discussion it is easier to
see that in the Gospel of John a person encounters Christ with a pre-determined spiritual
preference.  It is complicated to speak of this in a completely definitive way.  In fact, given the
complexity of the individual and their particular spiritual situation we can say little more than
what we see developed in the Gospel of John.  In 18:37 we see that there are those who are “of
the truth” and those who are not.  This is a person’s spiritual situatedness.

23 Thiselton, “Truth,” 891.
24 Crf. 3:19 where we see that these individuals “loved (hvga,phsan) darkness rather than light.”



In complete contrast to those who are “of the truth” would be those who are not of the
truth, and in the Fourth Gospel no one embodies this untruth like the devil.  So we see in 8:44
that the devil “does not stand in truth because there is no truth in him” (evn th/| avlhqei,a| ouvk
e;sthken( o[ti ouvk e;stin avlh,qeia evn auvtw/|Å).  The fact that “there is no truth in him” is a curious
description.  If one were to view truth in a purely objective or propositional sense then the devil,
perhaps more than any other, has a great deal of truth “in him.”  As the Great Deceiver the devil
would, most certainly, possess a great deal of truth in an objective sense, for it is the mark of the
best deceivers that they have mastered the objective truth to the point where they can bend and
manipulate it to suit their evil purposes of deception.25

Yet it is quite obvious that despite the possession of objective truth the devil is here
described as having “no truth in him.”  We are clearly dealing with a spiritual situatedness
whereby the devil has placed himself in direct opposition to truth.  Hence we are again dealing
with the existential aspect of truth – the existential alētheia.  Those who are “of” or “from” (evk)
the devil in 8:44 remain, like the devil, in opposition to the truth.  In 18:37 those who are “of the
truth” are therefore in a position to receive truth in whatever form it may take.  In the Gospel of
John there is this clear and explicit existential dualism, which is thereby indicative of the choices
that one will make in regards to truth when they encounter it.  Furthermore, it is in the Fourth
Gospel that truth is actually embodied in a person – the person of Jesus.

The Gospel of John is Christological in its purposes and aims.  It is of no small
significance, then, that the Christ and avlh,qeia are interwoven and explicitly wedded together to
the point of being nearly synonymous.  We have already noted above in 14:6 that Jesus states, in
no uncertain terms, that he is “the way, the truth, and the life” (evgw, eivmi h` o`do.j kai. h` avlh,qeia
kai. h` zwh).  The primary point, in context, is the “way” (o`do.j) to God, which the Christ has
exclusively reserved for himself.  And, as such, our attention is being directed from the Christ to
the Father (pate,ra).26  But we now see what is perhaps the ultimate embodiment of truth, which
is found in Christ himself.  Bultmann’s comments are insightful:

Jesus is the truth; he does not simply state it.  One does not come to him to ask about truth; one comes to
him as the truth.  This truth does not exist as a doctrine, which could be understood, preserved, and handed
on, so that the teacher is discharged and surpassed.  Rather the position a man takes vis-à-vis the Revealer
decides not whether he knows the truth, but whether he is ‘of the truth.’27

Bultmann opens up this passage to the existential dimension of which we have been
speaking.  He describes it as the “position” a person takes in relation to “the Revealer.”  In this
way we are echoing Bultmann’s thoughts when we speak of a spiritual situatedness, or an
existential alētheia.  Truth, in one of its important Johannine forms, is a “position” in which one
finds himself or herself – a situation and a relation to the ultimate revelation of truth, the Christ,
himself.

Aalen also notes the existential alētheia in his commentary on chapter 8:

The truth of which John 8 speaks is something much more existential and comprehensive. The truth which
Jesus gives does not encounter man only or particularly in his intellect, in order afterwards to influence and

25 Crf. the account of the temptations in Mt. 4:1-11, Mk. 1:12-13, and Luke 4:1-13 as an illustration of mastering
propositional truth so as to use it in a masterful way to manipulate and psychologically control the individual.
Another example of this would be the Gen. 3 account of the Fall.
26 In regards to the Father and his relation to avlh,qeia crf. 17:17: “your word is truth” (o` lo,goj o` so.j avlh,qeia, evstin).
Also of note is a series of verses that speak of the “spirit of truth” (to. pneu/ma th/j avlhqei,aj): 14:17, 15:26, 16:13.
Crf. the epistle: 1 John 4:6.
27 Bultmann, Gospel, 606-07.



determine his practical life. The Greek concepts of “mind” and “reason” play no part in the Fourth Gospel.
The organ of reception is not a particular side of the mental equipment of man. The truth addresses the
whole man, just as sin appeals to the whole man, his will as well as his mind. As sin’s appeal is all-
embracing, so also is the challenge of the truth or of the light.28

This transitions us into our last section in which we will tie together the various forms of
truth discussed in this essay and note how truth is still holistic.

Truth as holistic, but in many forms

As we have developed this idea of the spiritual situatedness and also pointed out the
many forms that truth takes, we cannot help but note the overlap in these various forms of truth.
For example, when Jesus speaks to Pilate in 18:37 he says that those who are of the truth will
“hear” his voice.  This certainly has to do, not simply with the audio function of “hearing,” but
with a comprehension and acceptance of the propositional content of Jesus’ teachings.  It would
be rather ridiculous that someone would attempt to say that they are “of the truth” and yet reject
the teachings and words of the ultimate embodiment of truth.

Or consider chapter 8.  Jesus asks the crowd why they cannot “understand” (ginw,skete)
what he is saying.  Jesus answers this question by saying that they cannot “hear” (avkou,ein) his
“word” (to.n lo,gon).  Again, we are seeing an overlap between the spiritual situatedness of a
person and their ability to accept or “hear” the propositional content of Jesus’ teaching.  This
takes us into verse 44 where Jesus drives to the heart of the matter by stating they are “of” their
father the devil.  

As such, it is absolutely imperative to note that although the Gospel of John reveals truth
as polymorphous (many forms) it is clear that this is still a very holistic concept of truth.  One
cannot claim to have a grasp of one form of truth, but then completely reject truth in its other
forms.  As such we are presented with a view of truth that affects the whole person in all their
faculties.  One who accepts truth accepts it in all of its forms.  Those who reject truth have
rejected it in all of its forms.  This, in fact, was Jesus’ complaint in 5:39-40.29  He called into
question those who believed they had possessed the truth of the Scriptures and yet rejected Jesus.
Their rejection of Christ revealed that they had, in all actuality, completely failed in their attempt
to grasp the truth of the Scripture.  This critique is especially interesting when we consider that
some of those to whom Jesus was speaking had an extraordinary understanding and mastery of
the propositions contained within the Scripture.

A practical example of all this would be two very good friends.  They have known each
other for so many years and have experienced much of life together.  In this case they often seem
to be able to read the other person’s thoughts.  They have an instinctive and intuitive
understanding of each other.  We might say that they are “on the same wave length.”  These
friends are like one.  Their understanding of each other is on many different levels, so much so
that they even seem to understand each other on a subconscious level.  The friends understand
each other on so many different levels that we can say they understand each other in a holistic
way.

28 Aalen, “Key Word,” 9. Emphasis is added.
29 John 5:39-40:  You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These
are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life. (NIV)



So it is with truth in the Gospel of John.  Truth takes many forms – very diverse forms.
And yet truth is also very holistic – it involves the whole person.  Aalen comments on this
holistic sense of truth:  “The truth is a reality which is sent by God into the world.  The truth is in
Christ and in his word.  It includes knowledge, but is no neutral, purely intellectual knowledge.
It encounters man in his total existence and in a fundamental way.”30

In the current philosophical and cultural comment it seems as though our search for an
“essence” of truth has restricted truth to one particular dimension of the human being.  For
example, truth is viewed as strictly propositional (Moreland) or it is viewed as exclusively
existential (Kierkegaard).  By restricting truth in this way it seems we may be dichotomizing the
person.  On this point it may be instructive to rediscover the many forms of truth and, as such, we
may be able to recover a more holistic view of the person.

Conclusion

We conclude by reviewing our main points.  First, we examined truth as a polymorphous
concept.  By this we mean that truth takes on “many forms.”  The many forms of truth appear as
we begin to study each use of alētheia in its context.  From a detailed study we saw that one form
in which alētheia appears is in terms of correspondence between an assertion and reality.
Another form is ethical.  This is more than just conformity to a moral code, but has more to do
with the actions of an individual.  Thirdly, we looked at the existential form of alētheia.  This
was a bit harder to define, but it has to do with the spiritual situatedness of an individual, their
spiritual position.  A person is in a spiritual situatedness in which they are either receptive to
truth or non-receptive to truth.

From these various forms in seems clear that it may be misguided to look for an
“essence” of truth or even to look for “John’s use” of truth.  Rather than look for an essence, it
may be more appropriate to think of truth as having many forms.  And yet, despite the many
forms of truth, the Gospel of John still focuses on something very holistic.  What the many forms
of truth actually reveal is that truth affects all aspects of the human being – the mind, the soul,
and the actions of each person.

30 Aalen, “Key Word,” 12.



Appendix:
How should the use of alētheia in the Gospel of John affect a Christian philosophy?

In this essay we have sought to establish that alētheia is used in many different ways – it
is polymorphous.  We have seen a use as correspondence, as ethical (in terms of action), and also
a more intangible existential use.  With all of these different forms we must ask how this use
should influence our theology and philosophy of truth.31  For example, a strict correspondence
theorist might respond by saying that the ethical and existential uses of alētheia would be more
accurately described in terms of a metaphorical description, rather than a literal or philosophical
description of truth.  As such, it could be argued, truth is not an ethical action, rather those who
have in faith believed the true propositions of Christianity will have a purity about their lives and
will demonstrate truth.  And yet truth, in its essence, is strictly the correspondence between
propositions and reality.

Continuing along on this line of thought the correspondence theorist could argue that
when alētheia is used in a more existential sense this is not describing the essence of truth, per
se, rather we are seeing the results of truth that is believed and accepted.  The so-called
existential alētheia that I have outlined in this essay does not describe “truth” in its essence,
rather the author of the Fourth Gospel is describing the response to true propositions.

What we have just described could be termed the metaphoric objection.  From this
perspective the Gospel of John uses alētheia in a metaphoric sense to describe a response to
truth, but not, necessarily, truth in any philosophical sense.

Furthermore, we must always be cautious about how “philosophical” we make Scripture.
For example, does God actually possess “eyes” as described in Proverbs 15:3 and elsewhere?  Or
is this metaphorical for God’s ability to “see”?  We might engage in a theological debate over
what kind of metaphor we have here, but few would say that God possesses the same physical,
optical devices that we call “eyes.”  This is an obvious example that illustrates well the fact that
we must be cautious in taking Scripture and making philosophical theories with it.  J.P. Moreland
echoes this warning, but applies it specifically to our theories of truth:

If there were a peculiarly Christian view of truth, two disastrous implications would follow: claims that
certain Christian doctrines are true would be equivocal compared to ordinary, everyday assertions of truth,
and Christianity’s claim to be true would be circular or system-dependent and, therefore, trivial.  Further,
the Bible does not use technical philosophical vocabulary to proffer a precise theory of truth nor is
advocation of a specific theory of truth the primary intent of scriptural teaching.32

In this statement we first note that Moreland agrees with the fact that we must be careful
not to read too much philosophy into the Bible.  The Bible is not a technical philosophical text
and should not be treated this way.  This, of course, is a crucial point that goes back to the issue
of genre.  If the genre of a text is non-philosophical, then no philosophical point should be read
into it.  We can return back to the example of the “eyes” of the Lord.  The text in Proverbs 15:3
is not attempting to give us a detailed, biological description of the anatomy of the Lord.  Rather,
the genre is wisdom literature and is speaking of the knowledge of God to keep watch over the
31 Special thanks to my good friend James Joiner for pointing out and pursuing this very important point. The
difference between use and meaning and the issue of referent.
32 Moreland and Craig, Foundations, 131.



good and evil of human kind.  To speak of strict biological categories would do violence to the
text and to its genre.  In the same way, we must not read philosophical categories into the biblical
text and so do violence to its genre and intent.

It is important to also note that Moreland goes a bit further than this by denying a
“peculiarly Christian view of truth.”  But this goes to the broader issue, which is the
relationship between Scripture and philosophy.  Notice that for Moreland if the Bible were to
develop this “peculiarly Christian view of truth” then certain “disastrous implication” would
follow.  So, here Moreland is allowing his philosophy to inform Scripture.  The Scripture, itself,
does not make this conclusion, rather Moreland’s philosophy is providing guidance.  Although
we might disagree with Moreland’s conclusion we cannot criticize him for allowing his
philosophy to inform Scripture.  Philosophy should inform Scripture and Scripture should inform
philosophy.  This is because philosophy is no more than our own attempts to understand and
think critically about the world.  Philosophy is the framework through which we attempt to make
some sense of reality as we perceive it.  Without any framework within which to think we could
not even begin to read Scripture.  There is no such thing as a reading of Scripture that is not
informed by philosophy.  Or, put another way, there is not such thing as a reading of Scripture
that is not informed by the framework that we use to interpret the world.

And yet, on the other hand, we must “Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy”
(Colossians 2:8)!  In other words, there is such a thing as “bad philosophy” and so it is absolutely
crucial that Scripture inform and guide our philosophy.  By this we mean that Scripture may
provide some boundaries that would keep us from getting swept away by the latest philosophical
fads.  Or Scripture keeps us from getting caught up in “empty” or “deceptive” “traditions of
men” (para,dosin tw/n avnqrw,pwn) such as we are warned of in Colossians 2:8.  As such,
Scripture keeps us from believing in ideas simply because they have a deceptive sound of truth or
simply because they have a solid and secure tradition of being correct in the eyes of the so-called
“experts.”  Scripture may cause us to re-evaluate certain philosophical assumptions we may have
taken for granted.

The relationship between philosophy and Scripture cannot be defined in a few sentences,
rather, this relationship plays itself out in the critical thinking of the Christian theologian who
seeks to honor Scripture as well as honor his or her duty to think and study with critical thought.
Furthermore, it is difficult to define precisely how Scripture and philosophy will relate to each
other in any given context.  In some cases it may take the form of a circular relationship with one
informing the other and then visa-versa.  So, when it comes to the issue of alētheia in the Gospel
of John we must attempt to do just that:  explore this specific issue and the relationship that
Scripture and philosophy have to each other.

So, then, turning to the specific task at hand, we would like to present a few reasons why
it may be appropriate to consider that truth, itself has many forms, and as such the uses of
alētheia in the Gospel of John may have significant philosophical ramifications.

The first reason to think that truth has many forms is simply the fact that various
philosophers seem to have developed the concept of truth in a wide variety of forms.  On the one
hand there is the correspondence theory of truth where truth is very objective – truth can be
analyzed from the outside.  On the other hand there are very existential theories of truth that
intimately relate truth to the inner, subjective state of an individual.  Philosophers such as
Kierkegaard and Heidegger would represent theories of this kind.  We might call this truth in a
subjective sense.

What is of particular note is that there does not seem to be anything intrinsic in these
different perspectives on truth that would require us to choose between them.  In many cases the



advocates of a particular theory of truth may seem to be threatened by the other, but it is difficult
to see where this suspicion comes from.  If one is required to choose either the correspondence
theory or the Kierkegaardian perspective then we could understand the suspicion.  However, our
point here is that there does not seem to be anything intrinsic to these theories that would mark
them as the sole, exclusive theory of truth.

Of course there are some theories of truth that require us to choose one over and against
the other.  For example, various deflationary theories of truth that would specifically deny that
truth is a property would be at odds with a correspondence theory that asserted that truth was, in
fact, a property.  In this case, there is something intrinsic to the theories themselves that place
them at odds with each other.

In the case of the Gospel of John, however, it is hard to see how the various forms of
truth are at odds with each other or would make one choose one over the other.  Because we have
various forms of truth that do not intrinsically demand exclusivity we have good reason to
consider that these diverse forms may be able to co-exist in a comprehensive theory of truth.

A second reason to consider that truth may be polymorphous is that when we apply the
label of “truth” to something we are proclaiming that it is our highest philosophical priority.  As
such, if we mistakenly label only one form of truth as “truth” then we risk a philosophical
imbalance.  For example, if we proclaim that the existential form of truth is the exclusive truth,
as Kierkegaard did, then we place ourselves in a position where we no longer value the
propositional content of our lives.  We jeopardize ourselves as thinking and rational beings and
we become imbalanced.  On the other hand, if we view truth exclusively in terms of the
proposition then we risk becoming a sort-of rational data processor, whose sole objective is
simply to acquire as many true propositions as possible.  Again, we may be risking philosophical
imbalance.  

If one is a truth-seeker, then they make “truth” their number one pursuit.  But to restrict
“truth” to one form and restrict the other is to simply stack the philosophical deck of cards in
favor of one pursuit, whether it be the propositional, the existential, the ethics, etc.  As such, it
seems that if we view truth as holistic, but appearing in many forms, we will be in a position to
avoid philosophical imbalance.

The last reason we will offer for considering that truth might be polymorphous is that the
Gospel of John, itself, seems to infuse alētheia with philosophical significance.  As we noted in
this essay, the idea of truth is tied up with the main themes of the Fourth Gospel, specifically, we
noted the Christological connection.  In 14:6 Christ proclaims himself to be “the way, the truth,
and the life.”  Furthermore, we cited Dodd in reference to the fact that the Gospel of John was
written by an original and significant thinker.  The theological messages of the Fourth Gospel are
sound and well developed.  The concepts often seem to be philosophical and deeply thought out.
It seems evident, even from a surface level examination of the Gospel of John that the ideas in
the Gospel are the result of critical thinking, and this seems to make sense in light of the fact that,
of the four Gospels, John’s Gospel was likely written last and was the product of developed
theological thinking on the nature and mission of Christ.  And not only that, but it is evident that
great thought had gone into the response of humanity to “the Word” who became “flesh.”  In the
prologue we find that the “light” has come to the world, and that people will either reject this
light, preferring darkness (1:5) or they will embrace the light and become children of God (1:12-
13).

It is within the development of these important theological themes that we find passages
such as “doing truth” (3:21).  As we noted in this essay, verses 19-20 speak of those who love
darkness.  Clearly the issue of truth is closely related to the Christological theme as well as the



response of humanity to the Christ.  The use of alētheia is thus tightly bound up with these
critical ideas.  It seems unlikely that the author would not have also thought specifically about his
idea of alētheia before using it in critical theological passages.  Therefore, it seems as though this
would be a good reason to believe that John’s use of alētheia may have significant philosophical
significance.  Alētheia is a highly developed concept in the Fourth Gospel and cannot be treated
as though the author were using it casually or without critical contemplation.
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