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I.  Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to carefully analyze the concept of alētheia developed by the

Gospel of John and to examine how this relates to the Correspondence Theory of Truth.1  The

first step in this process, then, is exegetical.  The goal is to apply an organic understanding of

alētheia as it appears in several key passages in the Fourth Gospel.  The second step is to turn the

focus on the Correspondence Theory of Truth to understand the implications for the theory.

Specifically, we want to examine the necessity and/or the sufficiency of the theory.  By necessity

we wish to examine whether the Correspondence Theory of Truth is foundational to alētheia in

the Fourth Gospel.  Is it possible to understand the use of alētheia without holding to the

Correspondence Theory of Truth?  Or must we hold to some form of the theory to make sense of

John’s alētheia as he develops this concept in various contexts?

When we speak of sufficiency we are dealing with explanatory scope.  Specifically, we

are asking if the Correspondence Theory can adequately account for everything that alētheia

entails in the Gospel of John.  What is important to note in our approach is that it is possible for

the Correspondence Theory to be necessary, but not sufficient.  It is not an all-or-nothing

proposition whereby the theory if necessary must also be sufficient.  But then it is obvious on this

account that if the theory is found to be unnecessary, then this would entail that the

Correspondence Theory is also not sufficient.

By focusing on the Gospel of John, we are examining a book in the Scriptures that has a

very deep regard for truth (alētheia).  There is a startling contrast even with the frequency of the

word’s occurrence when compared with other biblical writers.  As Leon Morris states:

1 A simple definition of the Correspondence Theory of Truth asserts that truth is a correspondence between a
statement (or a proposition) and reality.  That is, something is true if it is actually the case.  We will develop a more
thorough and complete definition of the Correspondence Theory in the first section of the paper.
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Truth for John is a very important concept.  He uses the noun avlh,qeia 25 times, over
against once in Matthew and 3 times each in Mark and Luke (47 times in Paul, and 20
times in the Johannine Epistles).  There is a similar disparity with the adjectives avlhqh,j
(14 times in John, once each in Matthew and Mark, not in Luke, 4 times in Paul), and
avlhqino,j (9 times in John, not in Matthew or Mark, once each in Luke and Paul).  Plainly
this concept matters to John.2

Morris notes that truth is an “important” concept for John, and he points to the number of

instances and uses of alētheia.  But it is not the number of uses, alone, which demonstrates the

importance of alētheia.  It is also very crucial in its theological significance for the Gospel of

John.  As our study will indicate, alētheia is bound up in a number of different key concepts of

the Fourth Gospel.  For these reasons a study of the Correspondence Theory of Truth in

relationship to John’s Gospel is a fascinating and very rewarding investigation. 

Our first step will be to define the Correspondence Theory and examine the Gospel of

John regarding the necessity of the theory.  Secondly, we will turn our exegetical eyes to other

alētheia passages in the Gospel that do not seem to have the Correspondence Theory in mind.  It

is in these passages that we will evaluate the sufficiency of the theory.  Is the theory capable of

capturing all that alētheia entails in each of these passages?  We will seek to answer this question

and evaluate the various responses and implications of our findings.

2 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John (The New International Commentary on the New Testament; Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing, 1971), 294.  Here Morris is contrasting the uses of the various forms of
alētheia by John over and against other Scriptural writers.  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 and critical part of John’s Gospel and Johannine theology.
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II.  The Necessity of the Correspondence Theory of Truth

The Correspondence Theory of Truth

The Correspondence Theory of Truth, in its most simple form, is a very basic and

common sense notion: that what we say or believe is actually the case.  “In its simplest form, the

correspondence theory of truth says that a proposition (sentence, belief, etc.) is true just in case it

corresponds to reality, when what it asserts to be the case is the case.”3  Note that we start with a

proposition, belief, sentence, statement, or something of the like and that this bears a

correspondence to reality – the way things actually are.  An example of the Correspondence

Theory would begin by my saying, “The book is open.”  Here I am making an assertion about the

state of the book, whether it is open.  If my assertion about the openness of the book corresponds

with reality, then my statement is true.  Conversely, if the book is closed then my statement is not

true.  The simplicity and universal notion of this theory is not only one of its charms, but also

gives it much force for acceptance.

But the theory is certainly not without rivals.  There is the Coherence Theory of Truth,

according to which the truth of a statement or belief is its relationship with other beliefs or

statements--namely, that there is a relationship of logical coherence.  There are also Pragmatic

views of truth wherein something is true if there is a certain usefulness or utility to the belief.  A

Pragmatic Theory of Truth would ask whether truth “works” in a given context.  And there is

also an Identity Theory of Truth that denies that the relationship between a statement/belief and

reality is one of correspondence; rather, reality is actually identical with the statement or belief.

3 J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2003),
135.
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Also, there are various Deflationary Theories of Truth wherein it is denied that truth even has a

nature at all!

The uncertainty and the lack of anything resembling a consensus on a theory of truth has

been met with great concern on the part of some Evangelicals who echo the sentiments of

Douglas Groothuis in his book Truth Decay: “The correspondence view of truth is not simply

one of many options for Christians.  It is the only biblically and logically grounded view of truth

available and allowable.  We neglect or deny it to our peril and disgrace.”4

Most advocates of the Correspondence Theory of Truth hold three key components to

their development of the theory.  These include the concept of a truth bearer, a truth maker, and

a relationship of correspondence between the two.  There are certainly differences and

disagreements amongst theorists and scholars, but it is possible to provide a general meaning to

these terms that will fit the purposes of this paper.

Truth Bearer

Simply put, a truth bearer is the thing that we will judge to be true.  According to the

Correspondence Theory, a truth bearer is that which will correspond with reality or the actual

state of affairs; it is the candidate for a truth value.  As Richard Kirkham states, 

The problem of truth bearers is the problem of figuring out what sort of thing can have
truth value, that is, what sort of thing can be true or false.  Among the candidates are
beliefs, propositions, judgments, assertions, statements, theories, remarks, ideas, acts of
thought, utterances, sentence tokens, sentence types, sentence (unspecified), and speech
acts.5

4 Douglas Groothuis, Truth Decay (Downers Grove and Leicester, Eng.: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 110.  Truth
Decay seems to speak for a great deal of Evangelicals with concerns about the impact of postmodernity on Christian
theology and culture.  Moreland, in his plenary address at the November 18, 2004 meeting of the Evangelical
Theological Society calls Truth Decay “the best, most accessible treatment of postmodernism available.”  JETS 48/1
(March 2005): 77-88, esp. 88.
5 Richard Kirkham, Theories of Truth: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995), 54.
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J.P. Moreland tags three main candidates for truth bearers: sentences/statements, mental

states (thoughts and beliefs), and propositions.6  Let us return to our earlier example, “The book

is open.”  Here there is a declarative sentence and the sentence, itself, will be a truth bearer if and

only if it corresponds with the actual state of affairs, namely, that the book is actually open.  It is

also possible that thoughts and beliefs could be truth bearers.  In this case, the truth bearer would

be the belief that the book is open, not the sentence itself.  At first glance there does not seem to

be a great difference between the two, but as the philosophical implications are sorted out, the

importance of the analytical distinctions become clear.  But for now let us turn to propositions.

The proposition seems to be the most favored amongst Evangelical thinkers.  Moreland

sees a proposition as the content of a sentence, statement, thought, or belief.7  He is emphatic in

rejecting the sentence, itself, or the belief, itself; rather, it is the content of what these sentences

or beliefs represent that is the actual truth bearer.8  As such, a proposition is an abstract entity.

Although there is not necessarily an academic consensus as to the precise nature of a proposition,

Moreland helpfully outlines seven points that define a proposition:  

A proposition (1) is not located in space or time; (2) is not identical to the linguistic
entities that may be used to express it; (3) is not sense-perceptible; (4) is such that the
same proposition may be in more than one mind at once; (5) need not be grasped by any
(at least finite) person to exist and be what it is; (6) may itself be an object of thought
when, for example, one is thinking about the content of one’s own thought processes; (7)
is in no sense a physical entity.9

For the purposes of our analysis, we will not take a position on whether we should choose

sentences, statements, beliefs, thoughts, propositions, or anything of a similar nature as the only

possible truth bearers.10  We will allow room for disagreement.  The important thing to note,
6 Moreland and Craig, Foundations, 135.
7 Ibid., p. 136
8 Also see Moreland’s ETS Plenary Address in JETS, 84-85 where he is even more emphatic on this point.
9 Moreland and Craig, Foundations, p. 136.
10 Kirkham encourages what he calls a “tolerant” attitude toward truth bearers.  He suggests that there are many given
possibilities for truth bearers.  See p. 58ff. of Theories of Truth.  In what follows I will primarily use the proposition
as my choice of a truth bearer.  But it will be implied that there is room for disagreement on whether a truth bearer is
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however, is the presence of the truth bearer (in any of these forms) and the crucial role that a

truth bearer plays in the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  All major advocates of the

Correspondence Theory of Truth acknowledge some form of truth bearer.  In the absence of a

truth bearer the theory ceases to exist as it has been defined and defended throughout its history.

Truth Maker

Equally as crucial to the Correspondence Theory is the notion of a truth maker.

Returning once again to Moreland we see:

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.11

The key here is that we are dealing with a fact or an actual state of affairs.  A truth maker

“makes” a truth bearer true because it is the way things really are.  Hence, most advocates of the

Correspondence Theory of Truth, particularly within Evangelical circles, are metaphysical

Realists.12  They believe in an actual, objective reality.  It is this reality that is the truth maker.

Correspondence

The third component of the Correspondence Theory of Truth is the relationship that the

truth bearer has to the truth maker.  This relationship is, as the name of the theory suggests, one

of correspondence; there is a correlation between the truth bearer and truth maker.  Some have

suggested that this is an isomorphic relationship.  Kirkham, in describing this approach, states: 

Correspondence as congruence does claim that there is a structural isomorphism between
truth bearers and the facts to which they correspond when the truth bearer is true.  Like
the two halves of a torn piece of paper, the parts of the truth bearer fit with the parts of

a proposition, statement, etc.  One thing to take note of, however, is that this truth bearer can correspond with reality
in some sense.  As we will explore later, things like actions do not make good candidates for truth bearers, at least as
the Correspondence Theory has been developed and defined through its history.
11 Moreland and Craig, Foundations, p. 136.
12 See Kirkham, Theories, p. 133-34 for more on Non Realist versions of the Correspondence Theory.
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the fact…The structure of beliefs (propositions, sentences, or whatever is taken to be the
truth bearer) mirrors or pictures the structure of facts much in the way in which a map
mirrors the structure of that portion of the world of which it is a map.13 

The key metaphor in Kirkham’s reference is that of a mirror.  The relationship between

truth bearer and truth maker, according to some Correspondence Theorists, is that of a mirror or

picture.  This metaphor has great explanatory power in that we are able to understand how the

truth bearer and truth maker relate to one another, and yet we need not take this particular

position.  In fact, Moreland specifically rejects this approach.  In speaking of the correspondence

relation he states, “It is not a causal relation, it is not physical nor is it sense-perceptible.  Neither

is it a picturing relation.  Propositions do not mirror the states of affairs that correspond to

them.”14  For Moreland and others, the correspondence relationship then remains somewhat

obscure and abstract.  In fact, the relationship between the truth bearer and truth maker is

clarified primarily by understanding that within the truth bearer there is a certain intentionality

that connects it to the truth maker.

The discussion of the properties of the Correspondence Theory of Truth can become

complex and abstract.  For the purposes of our present analysis we will make the following

important notes:

1. We will allow for many different viewpoints on what the Correspondence Theory

entails.  For example, we will not restrict truth bearers to propositions alone, but will

allow for sentences, statements, beliefs, etc. that have been traditionally considered as

candidates for truth bearers.

13 Ibid, p. 119.
14 Moreland and Craig, Foundations, 139.
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2. We will insist that the essence of the Correspondence Theory entails the three points

discussed in detail in the preceding paragraphs, namely, the truth bearer, the truth

maker, and the correspondence relationship.

3. If we fail to have any one of these three elements, then we no longer have a

Correspondence Theory of Truth.  

4. And as our foregoing discussion will show, we will see that particular importance will

be placed upon the nature of the truth bearer.

Analyzing the Texts

With a fundamental understanding of the essence of the Correspondence Theory of Truth,

we are ready and able to exegetically analyze the Gospel of John’s concept of alētheia in order to

discern whether it contains some notion of the theory.  As a point of clarification, we are not

asking whether or not the Gospel of John is arguing for or advocating the Correspondence

Theory of Truth.  Rather, what we are undertaking is an analysis of the alētheia concept to see if

the Correspondence Theory is fundamental to the alētheia of the Fourth Gospel.  Specifically we

are asking if it is possible to understand certain alētheia passages apart from the theory.  Or,

conversely, does it seem that the Correspondence Theory is necessarily wrapped up in the

alētheia theology of the Gospel of John?  As we progress the methodology will become more

apparent.

We will begin our analysis of the texts by conducting a detailed analysis of two passages

(4:18, 19:35), taking the time to examine the context and ponder scholarly commentary.  We will

then attempt to locate how the Correspondence Theory of Truth is foundational to these passages

and we will take particular note of the presence of the three key components of the

Correspondence Theory: truth bearer, truth maker, and the correspondence relationship.  After a
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detailed examination of these two passages we will note six other passages where it seems clear

that some version of the Correspondence Theory is in view.  We will look at these in a summary

fashion only taking the time to point out the key components of the Correspondence Theory and

what relationship the theory has to the passage, i.e. we will ask if the Correspondence Theory is

foundational to the meaning of the text.

The Samaritan Woman of 4:18

16 He said to her, "Go, call your husband, and come here."  17 The woman answered and said, "I
have no husband." Jesus said to her, "You have well said, 'I have no husband';  18 for you have
had five husbands, and the one whom you now have is not your husband; this you have said
truly." (avlhqe.j)  19 The woman said to Him, "Sir, I perceive that You are a prophet.” John 4:16-
19

In this passage we find the use of the adjective avlhqh,j.  In a simple English form this is:

“What you have said is true.”  The simplicity of this passage lends itself well to analysis as an

example of the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  The truth bearer is the “What you have said”

spoken by Jesus in verse 18.  Jesus is, of course, referencing the previous statement made by the

woman:  “I have no husband.”  But this is not the only truth bearer.  The passages which follow

clearly demonstrate that Jesus’ statements “You have had (e;scej) five husbands” and “the one

you now have (e;ceij) is not your husband” are also crucial truth bearers.  These are two

statements that are introduced to corroborate the woman’s claim.

Note further that it is because Jesus’ statements correspond with reality that the woman

responds in the way that she does.  In fact, it is the response of the woman that is important to

note in emphasizing the Correspondence Theory of Truth at work in this passage.  And we can

view at least two aspects of her response that are relevant:  (1) The proclamation that Jesus is a

prophet and/or the Messiah (verses 19 and 29), and (2) The interaction between the woman and
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her community (verses 29 and 39).15  Morris comments on the first point, “The Samaritans

acknowledged no prophet after Moses other than the one spoken of in Deut. 18:18, and him they

regarded as the Messiah.  For her to speak of Jesus as a prophet was thus to move into the area of

messianic speculation.”16

What these two aspects of the woman’s response really point to is her intensity and

excitement.  And what is the source of this excitement?  It is, of course, that Jesus’ statements

regarding the woman corresponded to the actual state of affairs that had transpired in the past.

Perhaps we can bring out the meaning of this situation more clearly by imagining a rather bizarre

scenario.  Let us set up a scenario in which the woman shows no reaction, whatsoever, to Jesus’

statements about her past.  What would we say about such a reaction?  Well, we might speculate

that the woman believed that Jesus must have found out about her past in some investigative

way.  Maybe Jesus had asked the members of her community prior to this conversation?  But let

us assume that she is quite aware that Jesus did not, in fact, have such prior knowledge, rather,

there was no doubt in her mind that Jesus came by this information in a supernatural way.  What

if the woman, knowing that Jesus had this supernatural insight, still had no reaction?  One thing

we might suggest was that Jesus must have been wrong.  But what would we mean by “wrong”?

We would, of course, be referring to the correspondence of Jesus’ knowledge of the woman with

the reality.  Any normal person would be astounded by the fact that Jesus was able to acquire this

information in such a supernatural way.  The woman was, in fact, astounded by the revelation of

her past.  The miracle, we might say, was in the correspondence.  Jesus’ statements and

assertions about the woman corresponded with the reality of her situation.

15 John 4:29: "Come, see a man who told me all the things that I have done; this is not the Christ, is it?"  John 4:39:
And from that city many of the Samaritans believed in Him because of the word of the woman who testified, "He
told me all the things that I have done."
16 Morris, Gospel, 266.

Jonathan Erdman
http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com

11



Note that in the absence of this correspondence, the entire story breaks down and looses

any force whatsoever.  If there is no correspondence, then there is no speculation of prophet or

Messiah.  If there is no correspondence, then there is no reason for the woman to return to the

community and testify to her experiences.  To the point then, if we lose the correspondence

relation, then we lose the meaning.  What we have here is a clear case of a truth bearer (actually

several) and a correspondence with a truth maker (the actual state of affairs).  The

Correspondence Theory is foundational to any meaning in this passage.

The Soldier at the Cross in 19:35

31 The Jews therefore, because it was the day of preparation, so that the bodies should not
remain on the cross on the Sabbath (for that Sabbath was a high day), asked Pilate that their
legs might be broken, and that they might be taken away.  32 The soldiers therefore came, and
broke the legs of the first man, and of the other man who was crucified with Him;  33 but coming
to Jesus, when they saw that He was already dead, they did not break His legs;  34 but one of the
soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and immediately there came out blood and water.  35 And
he who has seen has borne witness, and his witness is true (avlhqinh.); and he knows that he is
telling the truth (avlhqh), so that you also may believe.  36 For these things came to pass, that the
Scripture might be fulfilled, "Not a bone of Him shall be broken."  37 And again another
Scripture says, "They shall look on Him whom they pierced." John 19:31-37

In this passage we see the important theme of the “witness” (marturi,a).  States Morris,

“This emphasis on witness is noteworthy…At the very least, John’s habitual use of the category

of witness shows that he is quite confident that his facts cannot be controverted.  There is perhaps

significance in the fact that the Synoptics have nothing like this.  The confident appeal to

witnesses is John’s own.”17    Here the significance of the witness is seen in terms of reliability.

There is some grammatical ambiguity in this passage (19:35), but after reviewing such issues

Morris comments, “What is plain is that John is placing some emphasis on the fact that this

17 Leon Morris, Studies in the Fourth Gospel  (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1969),
122.
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incident may be relied on.”18  This concept of reliability is clearly seen in the context of these

verses.  On orders from Pilate, the soldiers break the legs of those being crucified.  When they

come to Jesus, however, they do not break his legs; rather, they pierce his side with a spear

resulting in blood and water flowing from Jesus’ body.  It is precisely this state of affairs to

which the concept of reliable witness is brought forward.  Note that this is eyewitness testimony.

The perfect participle is used to speak of “the one who has seen.” With the use of the participle

we note that we are speaking of a completed action with ongoing results.  In this particular

instance there is an emphasis on the completed action:  the witness has actually seen the event of

Jesus’ piercing.  It is on the basis of this eye witness testimony that we find the pronouncement

that “his witness is true” (avlhqinh. auvtou/ evstin h` marturi,a).

Analyzing this in terms of the Correspondence Theory of Truth we see the presence of

our key components.  The truth bearer is “his witness” (h̀ marturi,a auvtou).  As noted above, this

refers to the eyewitness testimony to the events that occurred in the past.  These events actually

occurred.  As such, we see the presence of a correspondence between the eyewitness testimony

and the actual state of affairs.  Note also the passages that follow:  These events “happened” (vs.

36 - evge,neto) in order to fulfill the prophecies made.  It is imperative for John to note that these

prophecies were actually fulfilled in a historical sense.  And this emphasis that the events were

actually fulfilled is the force from which we can view the strong presence of the truth maker.  We

see a very clear correspondence between a truth bearer (the eyewitness testimony of actual

events) and a truth maker (the occurrence of these actual events).

Other Clear Examples

We will note a few other clear examples that we find in the Gospel of John where the

Correspondence Theory seems to be foundational to the passage.  We will only look at these

18 Morris, Gospel, 822.
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briefly, taking the time to note the key elements of the Correspondence Theory that are present:

truth bearer, truth maker, and a relationship of correspondence.

John 4:37 "For in this case the saying is true (avlhqino.j), 'One sows, and another reaps.'”

In this case we see that the truth bearer is the saying “one sows, and another reaps.”  We

are dealing with a general saying or a type of proverb.  A proverbial saying, then, is true in this

instance if it actually corresponds with reality.  Conversely, if a proverb does not correspond with

reality, then we would not affirm that it is true.  Jesus is the speaker in this instance and is

affirming the truth of the proverb as it applies in this particular instance.  If there were no

correspondence relationship between the saying (“one sows, and another reaps”) and the reality,

then the meaning of the passage would collapse.

John 5:32-33  "There is another who bears witness of Me, and I know that the testimony
which He bears of Me is true (avlhqh,j).  You have sent to John, and he has borne witness to
the truth (avlhqei,a|).”

John 8:17  "Even in your law it has been written, that the testimony of two men is true
(avlhqh,j).”

John 21:24  This is the disciple who bears witness of these things, and wrote these things; and
we know that his witness is true (avlhqh.j).

In these passages we see more examples of the testimony/witness truth bearer.  We saw

this above in our examination of the soldier at the cross in 19:35.  It will suffice to simply note

that the testimony/witness is the truth bearer and that its truth, in this context, is desperately

dependent upon whether or not the testimony corresponds to the actual state of affairs (truth

maker).  If the testimony does not correspond, then it cannot possibly be called “true.”  It is in

this way that some form of the Correspondence Theory of Truth is absolutely essential to retain

our common sense notion of reliable testimony.
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Also, it would be prudent to note that in 21:24 we see that the Evangelist hangs the

significance of the entire Gospel of John upon a correspondence notion.  In this passage we have

an affirmation that the things written within the Gospel have been testified to and that these

things are “true.”  If we lose a notion of correspondence, then we lose the whole concept of

testimony, and with this goes the basis for the assurance that the events recorded are factual.

This correspondence with fact is of high importance to John.

John 10:41  And many came to Him and were saying, "While John performed no sign, yet
everything John said about this man was true (avlhqh)."

In this instance we find the truth bearer is “everything John [the Baptist] said about this

man [Jesus].”  The statements that John made about Jesus were true because they correspond

with reality.  If these statements would not have conformed with actual fact, then we would have

a case of falsehood rather than truth.  But these statements did correspond with actual fact and as

such are true in the sense of the Correspondence Theory.

John 16:7  "But I tell you the truth (avlh,qeian), it is to your advantage that I go away; for if I
do not go away, the Helper shall not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you.”

In this case the speaker is Jesus who is providing assurance to his disciples that if he

leaves, the Helper will come.  To provide emphasis to this statement, Jesus prefaces his remarks

by stating that he is telling the truth.  This emphasis would not be in any way effectual if it were

not for the fact that what Jesus is saying corresponds with reality.  The truth bearer in this case is

Jesus’ statement that “it is to your advantage that I go away.”  The truth maker is that it is

actually the case, in actual fact, that it is to the advantage of the disciples that Jesus goes away.

In other words, Jesus’ words are only true in this instance because they correspond to the actual
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state of affairs.  Yet again, if there is no correspondence, then we lose the meaning because some

form of the Correspondence Theory is foundational to this passage.

Summary: Correspondence as Necessary

It seems evident that some sort of a notion of the Correspondence Theory of Truth was

presupposed in these passages.  And we need not assume that John is outlining a philosophically

sophisticated theory of truth.  All we are noting is that the common sense notion of the

Correspondence Theory of Truth (in some form) is taken for granted in the Gospel of John.

There is a correspondence between what is said, stated, or concluded with reality.  This is what is

called “true” in the Gospel.  In the case of testimony or witness, truth is the correspondence

between the testimony and the witness that gives the passage its meaning and significance.  It

seems very difficult to construe any legitimate interpretation of any of the above passages if we

do not rely upon the notion of correspondence.  As we noted in several passages, especially the

scenario of Jesus and the Samaritan woman, if we lose a sense of correspondence then we lose

the meaning of alētheia in this context.  Alētheia is bound up with the notion of correspondence

as outlined in the first part of our program:  We see the presence of a truth bearer, a truth maker,

and a correspondence relationship between the two.

III.  The Sufficiency of the Correspondence Theory

Having analyzed a few passages in the Gospel of John, it seems clear that the

Correspondence Theory is necessary.  It remains then to analyze the sufficiency of the

Correspondence Theory of Truth.  What do we mean by sufficient?  The analysis here focuses on

whether the Correspondence Theory of truth is able to capture all that is entailed in the nature of
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truth.  Here we are dealing with explanatory power:  Is the Correspondence Theory of truth by

itself sufficient to capture all that “truth” is?  Or do we also need to explore other options of

“truth”?  

It may seem rather threatening to speak of multiple theories of truth, but as we will see, it

really is not too peculiar or unusual.  In any case, we would only speak of other theories of truth

if the Correspondence Theory is not found to be sufficient.  But this is the task to which we now

turn.

Examining the Texts – Hermeneutical Considerations

The passages analyzed in the preceding section clearly demonstrate the necessity of a

Correspondence Theory of Truth.  However, in the passages that follow the task is decidedly less

clear.  For in the passages that we will now examine, it seems that the use of alētheia is expanded

outside of the use of “truth” in a sense of correspondence between truth bearer and truth maker.

As we will quickly see in examining these passages, it will be difficult and even impossible to fit

certain uses of alētheia into a pure sense of the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  That the

Gospel develops the alētheia concept in a much wider sense and over a broader range of uses

will be clear.  But what will be much less clear is how we should handle these passages in light

of our discussion on the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  More to the point, we cannot say that

the Correspondence Theory is an insufficient theory simply because we see a use of alētheia that

does not fit the theory.  That would be exegetically fallacious.  The use of a particular word by an

author does not, in and of itself, constitute grounds for any philosophical or theological

conclusions.  An example may help to clarify this point.

Let us suppose that in our current study we were to find that John employs the term

alētheia in reference to one of the disciples’ fishing boats.  Let us further suppose that the use of
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the disciple’s fishing boat, Alētheia, has no logical, metaphorical, allegorical, or symbolical

reference to anything in the context of the Gospel.  In other words, the fishing boat Alētheia is

strictly an incidental aspect of the narrative.  What would follow from this?  Well, it is quite

obvious that nothing of philosophical or theological significance would follow, at all.  In fact, it

would be an obvious fallacy for us to begin building a theory of truth around an incidental use of

alētheia.  (Perhaps we could begin to construct theories of truth that involved a process of truth-

discovery that could only occur whilst one was fishing in a fishing boat!)  In a similar spirit, then,

we would have to say that simply because we see the term alētheia appear does not, in and of

itself, constitute grounds for our making any philosophical or theological developments.  

In fact, we would be wise to go even further.  We could say that simply because we see an

occurrence of alētheia in the Gospel of John that does not fit the Correspondence Theory this

does not, in and of itself, constitute grounds for saying that the theory is not sufficient.  Put

another way, we may find that the Correspondence Theory is a sufficient theory of truth even if

there are uses of alētheia in John that do not fit the theory.  The reason for this has to do with the

function of words and language.  What gives us grounds for saying that a particular word is

functioning in a certain way is that the context dictates that it function in that particular way.

This point is clearer if we return to our Scriptural examples that we have already investigated in

the first section.

We were able to establish the importance of the Correspondence Theory of Truth in the

previously cited Scripture passages because we found that the term alētheia was functioning

expressly for the purpose of making a correspondence between a truth bearer and a truth maker.

We found that some form of the Correspondence Theory was necessary in order to make any

sense or meaning out of the context of the passages.  The text and context dictated that the
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Correspondence Theory was necessary.  For, if we were to deny the correspondence relationship,

then the meaning and purposes of the passages would collapse.

Returning then to the task at hand, we must now answer the question of how we are to

deal with uses of alētheia that do not “fit” a Correspondence Theory of Truth.  The question

really seems to be this:  How do we determine when John is speaking of the nature of truth?  The

issue hinges on the nature of truth because we can imagine scenarios in which the term alētheia

might be employed, yet the author has no explicit intentions of straying from the Correspondence

Theory.  But then we must ask how we are going to distinguish a use of alētheia that comments

on the nature of truth versus a use of alētheia that might be incidental to the whole question of

truth theory.  For this, unfortunately, we do not have an easy answer at the outset.  We will have

to analyze the text.  For it is only within the text itself that we will find an answer to how the text

itself wishes to use a word.  In his important work on philosophical hermeneutics, The Two

Horizons, Anthony Thiselton comments on the use of alētheia, “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.”19  Thiselton then expands this thought:

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.”20

Thiselton’s discussion here is in the larger context of examining Ludwig Wittgenstein’s

concept of a language-game.  Simply put, the exegetical focus must not so much be on the

“essence” of a particular word (alētheia in our case); rather, the focus must be on each use of the

19 Anthony C. Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description (Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1980), 414.
20 Ibid, 415.
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word and the reason why the author is using it in that particular context as well as within the

context of the wider work as a whole.

For our study, then, the immediate and larger contexts will make clear how we are to take

a particular use of alētheia and what bearing this will have on our discussion of the

Correspondence Theory.  But it is important to underscore the point that we cannot assume that

the Correspondence Theory of Truth is insufficient simply because we find alētheia used in a

different way.  We must carefully exegete the related passages to see if the author is speaking

about the nature of truth.  Only if the author is speaking about the nature of truth can we make

any comment on what this might mean for the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  We will return

again to this line of thought after examining the texts.

The One Who Practices Truth – 3:21

"But he who practices the truth (avlh,qeian) comes to the light, that his deeds may be manifested
as having been wrought in God."

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 Evangelist 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.21  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

21 “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, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1953), 307.
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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.”22

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 revealing himself.23  This revealing, as

verse 21 makes so clear, shows that what has been done has been done “in God” (evn qew/).   It is

important to note that we are establishing a connection here between the person’s works and their

relationship with God.  There is a clear ethical contrast between the person who “loves the

darkness” and the person who “comes into the light.”  But this contrast is not simply between

evil deeds and good deeds.  The one who comes to the light has done so because they are in a

unique relationship with God, and this relationship is the basis for coming into the light without

shame.  This is not simply a contrast between two types of people whose deeds were done in a

vacuum; it is about a unique connection with God.

This brings us then to what is the defining characteristic of this person and the focus of

our purposes in analyzing alētheia.  The person who comes to the light is the person who

“practices truth” (o` poiw/n th.n avlh,qeian).  Without question we can see that two things

characterize this person:  The first is ethical and concerns the moral purity of his actions.  This is

clear from the contrast with the one who “does evil” (o` fau/la pra,sswn of verse 20), and is also

evident from the fact that “what he has done has been done through God.”  (NIV, emphasis

added)  Hence there is a clear emphasis on purity of life.  The second characteristic of the one

who practices truth has been noted:  he is in a special relationship with God and connected to

22 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.
23 “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 E. 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.)
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him.  To translate literally, this person is “in God” (evn qew).  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 (or not being connected), 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.”24  So we see that this is a

matter of the “inner nature.”  This spiritual situation permeates the entire being of a person, down

to their very core.

But here is the central question that relates to our topic at hand:  Why use the term

“practices truth (alētheia)”?  Why use alētheia to describe this person’s moral purity, lifestyle,

relationship with God, and, in fact, his whole nature?  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.”25

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

24 R.C.H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1943), 272.
25 Ibid, 277.
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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.26

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.”

From our discussion thus far, it is easy to note that when we speak of “words” being true we are

usually referencing the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  The “words” in this case would be the

truth bearer.  But we must wonder what the ramifications are if we say that “actions” can be

called alētheia.27

Evaluating Actions as Truth Bearers

Could “actions” function as a truth bearer in the Correspondence Theory of Truth?  It

would seem that from a philosophical perspective, the answer is an obvious and emphatic “No.”

First, the history of the development of the Correspondence Theory is to define the truth bearers

as propositions, statements, sentences, beliefs, or something of the like.  There is little treatment

(if any) in the history of the development of The Correspondence Theory of Truth that would

regard a person’s “actions” as a possible candidate for a truth bearer.  This has simply never been

given serious philosophical investigation, particularly in the last century as the theory has been

given more sophistication by philosophers of the analytic tradition.

The second reason why actions would seem to be a poor candidate for a truth bearer on

the Correspondence Theory is that it is difficult to see how this would be done.  And perhaps this

is why there is so little treatment on the issue within history of its philosophical development.

One of the purposes of the Correspondence Theory is a concern to preserve Realism, the view

26 Morris, Gospel, 235.
27 There are more examples of how alētheia becomes connected with moral actions.  Crf. 7:18 in the Gospel of John,
as well as 8:44.  In the Epistles alētheia continues to have a moral dimension (i.e. “truth” is an action).  See I John
1:6, 1:8, 2:4, 2 John 1:4, and 3 John 1:3-4.

Jonathan Erdman
http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com

23



that there is an actual, objective world that is “out there.”  The candidates for truth bearer are

judged by their ability to correspond with this external reality.  But if we select a person’s moral

actions as truth bearers, then to what “reality” are we corresponding?  We could say that a moral

action corresponded to a moral law, but there seem to be two fatal flaws here.  First, we can think

of morally good actions that do not seems to correspond to any specified “law.”  For example, if

Bill helps an old lady across the street, we would say this is a morally “good” action.  But what is

the correspondence to a moral law?  This is a simple and kind action that arose out of a temporal

circumstance.28  It is difficult to find the truth maker in this instance if we are looking for a moral

law.  We could, perhaps, imagine that his action of “kindness” corresponded with a moral

principle that “kindness is good.”  However, as soon as we start to do this, we are moving away

from some of the fundamental concepts of the Correspondence Theory, which has viewed the

truth maker more as an objective reality, rather than an abstract concept.

This relationship of “correspondence” is not the same relationship that the

Correspondence Theory is typically driving at.  The correspondence relationship is something

that seems more precise than we could allow in the instance of a person’s actions.  Returning to

our friend Bill, we see that the truth bearer “Bill helped the old lady across the street” is true (on

the Correspondence Theory) if there is a specific correspondence to the state of affairs, namely,

that Bill actually helped the old lady across the street.  If this actually occurred, then we have the

Correspondence Theory in action.  But it is another thing entirely to say that the action itself “Bill

helped the old lady across the street” corresponds with a moral law, namely, helping old ladies

across the street is good.  There is certainly a correspondence relationship here, but it is simply

not the same relationship that Correspondence Theorists purport.  To suggest that actions can be

28 For Correspondence Theorists like J.P. Moreland, who hold very strictly to a propositional view of truth bearers,
the problem seems even more difficult because propositions are abstract and timeless entities.  It seems difficult to
construe Bill’s action as abstract and timeless since it is something that is temporal, i.e. occurring within space and
time.  It is difficult to see how an action could ever be construed as anything similar to a proposition.
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truth bearers and correspond in a moral sense to a moral law is to suggest another theory of truth

entirely.  Not just any truth bearer, truth maker, or correspondence relationship will supply the

necessary ingredients for the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  In answering the question of

whether actions can be truth bearers we must, therefore, answer in the negative.

But even if we were to grant, for sake of argument, that actions can be truth bearers in a

similar way to that of propositions or statements or beliefs, then we still have not completely

done justice to the text of John 3:21.  Recall that we made the point that the one who “practices

truth” was not simply one whose actions were morally good.  Alētheia is also a state of being.  It

is not simply an action, but also a mindset and a “nature.”  Most importantly, it is a connection

and relationship with God.  And in this way it becomes clear that the use of alētheia here does

not fit well with the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  The Correspondence Theory speaks of

truth bearers as propositions, or statements, etc. that have a correspondence with reality.  Clearly

this view of truth is not being employed with the use of alētheia in John 3:21.  Yet as we stated

at the outset, the fact that the Correspondence Theory is not in view does not mean that we can

declare the theory to be insufficient.  We must ask if the use of alētheia here is being used by the

author of the Gospel to comment on the nature of truth.  And does the author’s comments on the

nature of truth then require us to expand our view of truth?

When analyzing the one who “practices truth,” we noted that this term, in its immediate

context, entailed a spiritual connection with God (evn qew/) that was made manifest in actions that

were morally pure and gave one confidence in coming into the light.  We noted that the text is

clear that these things pointed to a holistic view of the person.  We now have exegetical grounds

to make the suggestion that what is in view is a certain spiritual situatedness.  It is this term that I

will employ to describe a view of truth that has nothing to do with the Correspondence Theory.

Rather than truth being viewed as the correspondence relationship between a proposition and
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reality, this view of truth is based upon the spiritual situation of a person and how this is

manifested in the actions of his life.  There are then two important concepts of this view of truth:

the connection a person has with God, and the moral purity of his life.  And yet, as we have

stressed from this passage, they are not to be dichotomized or compartmentalized; rather, they are

part of a holistic view of a person.  This person is one who is described in John 3:21 as one who

“practices truth.”

No Truth In Him - 8:44

You people are from your father the devil, and you want to do what your father desires.  He was
a murderer from the beginning, and does not uphold the truth (avlhqei,a|), because there is no
truth (avlh,qeia) in him. Whenever he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, because he is a
liar and the father of lies.

We will only turn to this passage to note that it is another very odd place to use alētheia.

In John 8:44, we find the curious expression “there is no truth in him” (ouvk e;stin avlh,qeia evn

auvtw/) in speaking of the Devil (tou/ diabo,lou).  It is obvious that if we hold to a strict

Correspondence Theory of Truth, this is patently false.  We know that the Devil has knowledge

of true propositions.  Within the mind of the Devil, he knows a myriad of things (propositions,

etc.) that are true.  In fact, it takes a knowledge of truth to be a good liar.  How could the Devil

lie if he did not already know the truth?  Hence, it is safe for us to say that the Devil has within

his possession many significant truths – at least, if we are speaking of truth in a correspondence

and propositional way.  But why then does the author speak of the Devil as having “no truth in

him” if, in fact, the Devil does have many truths in his possession?
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In this context we have Jesus as the speaker.  Verses 37-44 indicate that Jesus is dealing

with a group of people who are seeking his death.  In response to the condition of these people,

Jesus pronounces in verse 44 that they are from (or of) the devil.29  Morris comments:

Truth is associated with God and with Christ.  Satan has no interest in them or in their
truth.  His habitat is falsehood…Therefore those who live in a false way, as Jesus’
opponents were doing, do but reflect their kinship with the devil.  There is a change of
tense in this verse.  Satan was from the beginning a murderer, and was not standing in the
truth.  But then comes “there is no truth in him.”  That is his present and continuing
characteristic.30

The reason that the term “there is no truth in him” is used is specifically because the

Correspondence Theory is not in view.  What the author is seeking to communicate here is not

that the Devil has no true propositions in his possession – this would be absurd!  Rather, as

Morris points out, the Devil stands in opposition to God and to Christ who are themselves the

truth.  We can employ the same term we used in analyzing 3:21 and say that this is a spiritual

situatedness.  The Devil, and those who belong to him, may have cognitive knowledge and

possession of many true propositions, i.e. “the sun is shinning,” “the grass is green,” or even

“God exists.”  Yet there “is no truth in them” because they stand in a situation that is directly

opposed to God as revealed in the person of Jesus, the Son.  He is the embodiment of truth, and

that brings us to our next passage.  We note, by way of summary, that the Correspondence

Theory seems insufficient here due to the fact that the use of alētheia in John 8:44 seems so

inconsistent with the description of “truth” given by the Correspondence Theory.

Truth As Christ – John 14:6

29 The NET Bible notes, “The Greek preposition evk emphasizes the idea of source or origin. Jesus said his opponents
were the devil’s very offspring (a statement which would certainly infuriate them).” Translator’s Notes (tn) number
106, John 8:44 (The NET Bible / New English Translation (Second Beta Edition, 2003) www.netbible.com).
30 Morris, Gospel, 464.

Jonathan Erdman
http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com

27



Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth (avlh,qeia), and the life; no one comes to the
Father, but through Me.”

There are different ways that one could interpret this verse; the issue involves how to

interpret the relationship of the three nouns “the way” (h` o`do.j), “the truth” (h` avlh,qeia), and “the

life” (h` zwh,).31  In the context, as Brown and others see it, it seems that the primary noun in view

here is “the way,” giving this a soteriological focus.  This would then place the other two nouns,

with alētheia being our point of focus of this study, within a soteriological framework.  And yet,

even if we acknowledge this important contextual point, it still seems evident that Jesus is using

alētheia in a broader way than the Correspondence Theory seems to allow.  Bultmann states:

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.’32

  

It may be important that Bultmann, in this context, is not necessarily undermining

“doctrine” per se, but is focusing on the fact that we cannot divorce the propositions of truth

from the person of truth, specifically, the person of Jesus Christ.  This points to a dimension of

truth that seems to supercede truth as it is developed by the Correspondence Theory.

Thiselton, in his very important essay on “Truth,” sees in this passage the following:

A number of distinct ideas are combined.  Firstly, truth is not abstract or supra-historical
but revealed in the actual personal life of the Word made flesh…Secondly, Christ is also
the truth because his is the revelation of God…Thirdly, truth also stands in opposition to
deception or falsehood.  In the case of divine revelation, this means that Christ is both
truth and reality.33

31 Raymond Brown provides a very helpful review of the various options on p. 620-21 of his commentary The
Gospel According to John.  Also see his comments on p. 628-633.
32 Bultmann, Gospel, 606-07.
33 Anthony C. Thiselton, “Truth,” New International Dictionary of NT Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1978), 892.
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What we see at work here relates very closely to what we stated in our analysis of 3:21

and our conclusion that truth in the Fourth Gospel is not simply propositional but based upon the

spiritual situation of a person and how this is manifested in the actions of his life.  In this verse

we have greater context for what this spiritual situation is, namely, that we are in a correct

spiritual relationship with Jesus who has declared himself to be “the truth.”  For the author there

is a sense in which truth is inseparable from Jesus Christ.34

Those Who Are Of The Truth – 18:37

Pilate therefore said to Him, "So You are a king?" Jesus answered, "You say correctly that I am
a king. For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the world, to bear witness to the
truth. Everyone who is of the truth (pa/j o` w'n evk th/j avlhqei,aj) hears My voice."

Thus far we have examined “the one who practices truth” of 3:21, the interesting

statement that there is no truth in the Devil (8:44), and the statement by the Christ that “I am the

truth.”  We turn to the last of our analyses of pivotal alētheia passages that seem to cast doubt on

the sufficiency of the Correspondence Theory of Truth.  This passage once again points us to the

spiritual situatedness of a person: truth cannot be restricted to a proposition, statement, sentence,

etc., but is also the relation of a person to the Divine Godhead.

We notice first that we are observing a dialogue between Jesus and Pilate at a break in the

trial scene.  Jesus bears witness to the truth, and it is interesting that he speaks of a group of

people who are “of the truth” (evk th/j avlhqei,aj)35  Carson provides an insightful analysis of this

scene:

34 On the issue of alētheia in The Gospel of John being equated with the Godhead crf. 3:33 "He who has received
His witness has set his seal to this, that God is true.” (o[ti ò qeo.j avlhqh,j evstin)  Also, 7:18, and 7:28 (I have not
come of Myself, but He who sent Me is true…” avllV e;stin avlhqino.j o` pe,myaj me), and 8:26 (“He who sent Me is
true” avllV o ̀pe,myaj me avlhqh,j evstin).  And regarding the Paraclete see especially 14:17, 15:26, and 16:13.
35 Two other uses of this phrase occur in I John 2:21 (“I have not written to you because you do not know the truth,
but because you do know it, and because no lie is of the truth”), and I John 3:19 (“We shall know by this that we are
of the truth, and shall assure our heart before Him”).
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In this context, truth is understood in more than an intellectual sense; it is nothing less
than the self-disclosure of God in his Son, who is the truth (14:6).  Disclosing the truth of
God, of salvation and of judgment, was the principal way of making subjects, of
exercising his saving kingship.  Similarly, only those who are rightly related to God, to
the truth itself, can grasp Jesus’ witness to the truth (cf. 3:16-21).  Everyone who is on the
side of truth (lit. ‘who is of the truth’) listens to Jesus (cf. 10:3, 16, 27).36

Note that what Carson is pointing out here is this spiritual situatedness that we have seen

as a theme running through these key alētheia passages.  Carson recognizes that we are dealing

with truth in “more than an intellectual sense.”  Barrett echoes this when he states, “The witness

of Jesus to the truth can be grasped only by those who are themselves related to the truth (cf.

3.3,21).”37

If this is indeed the case, then we are dealing with a dimension of truth that goes beyond

propositions and beyond the development of the Correspondence Theory.  For, according to the

Correspondence Theory, we have propositions corresponding with reality.  There is simply no

room in this theory to speak of truth as a relationship with God, truth as an ethical action and

state of mind, truth as God himself, or a spiritual situatedness.  But as we have analyzed these

key alētheia passages (3:21, 8:44, 14:6, 18:38), it is precisely these views of truth that are

developed.  And not only is it a meaning of truth that is operative in the text, but it is also a major

theological development of the Fourth Gospel.  Not only is there propositional and historical

truth, but there are also people who are of the truth, and there is a God who is truth.  This God

has revealed himself in the person of Christ, and hence we have the primary focus of the Gospel

of John which is, of course, Christ himself who declares himself to be “the truth” (14:6).

36 D.A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1991),
595.
37 C.K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek Text.
(London: S.P.C.K), 448.
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IV.  Objections and Implications

The Metaphoric/Symbolic Objection

We cannot assume that simply because we see the word alētheia occur within the Gospel

of John that this, in and of itself, constitutes a reflection of the nature of truth.  This was a point

of particular emphasis made above.  Yet we have been compelled by a very careful analysis of

key alētheia passages to take into serious consideration that the Gospel of John may be

beckoning us to expand our view of truth.  While we find the Correspondence Theory of Truth to

be necessary, it may not be completely sufficient to capture all that is entailed in truth.  And yet

before we conclude in this way, it is important to look at a very important objection.

In light of the above sketch of the use of alētheia, it is conceivable that the Evangelist is

merely using the term “practices truth” (3:21), “of the truth” (18:37), etc. to describe a person

who has accepted true propositions (the Gospel message) and have responded in an appropriate

manner.  If we view the passage in this manner, then we are not seeing John make any explicit

comment on the nature of truth; rather, the focus is on the response to true propositions.  By

viewing “practices truth” and similar passages in this way, we see a more symbolic or metaphoric

use of alētheia.  Let us call this the Metaphoric/Symbolic Objection (MSO for short).  John

speaks here and elsewhere of truth as though it were a spiritual situation when he is merely using

the term in a symbolic or metaphoric way to describe a person’s response to propositional truths.

We could add further weight to this objection by adding that it seems unlikely that John

would have been familiar with the various philosophical theories of truth with which we in the

21st century are now grappling.  Hence, if the Evangelist uses the term alētheia in a way that is

not philosophically sophisticated, we can understand.  If the aim of the Gospel of John is not to

speak to the current philosophical issue of our day, then it would seem inappropriate to impose
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too much philosophical significance to the use of alētheia in the Fourth Gospel.  John is merely

employing alētheia in a metaphoric or symbolic way.

In regards to the latter part of the objection, we would be wise simply to note that the

issue is a hermeneutical one.  Even as it is likely that John is not explicitly addressing theories of

truth, it is also at least possible that John has a developed enough theology that he has something

of philosophical value to add to the discussion, even if he is not speaking to the sophisticated

philosophical categories that the analytic philosophers of the 21st Century have developed.

It is also very important to restate that alētheia is a central concept in the Fourth Gospel.38

Its usage alone points to this fact, but it is also used at key points in the Gospel.  This shows us

that alētheia was not a term or concept that John applied without a thorough and developed

thought process.  Our exegetical analysis has made this very clear.  Alētheia finds its way into

every theologically crucial passage in the Gospel.

It is in reflection on alētheia as such a crucial concept that we find our first major

problem with MSO.  Simply put, if alētheia is such a central and critical concept, then it is

obvious John is using a concept that is well developed in his thought process.  This gives us

reason to think that in using alētheia, John may have something crucial to say to the Christian

about the nature of truth.  This does not, of course, give us reason to think that MSO is false; we

cannot say that it is false on these grounds alone.  It is possible that John has both a highly

developed theology of alētheia, but nonetheless chooses to use alētheia in a metaphoric or

symbolic way.  But what we must note is that it is equally as possible that he has something to

say about the nature of truth.  What we are really pointing out here is the issue of the burden of

proof.  The theologian or Christian philosopher who holds to the sufficiency of the

Correspondence Theory of Truth cannot legitimately place the burden of proof upon those who
38 See Aalen’s article for more on this point.   (S. Aalen, “Truth, a Key Word in St. John’s Gospel,” in Studia
Evangelica (ed. F.L. Cross; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1964), 3-24)
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see in the Gospel a view of truth that is greater than the Correspondence Theory.  In other words,

we cannot merely assume that the Correspondence Theory is sufficient until proven otherwise.

Because alētheia is such a crucial term in John’s vocabulary and theology, we would be wise to

allow for the possibility that John is developing important theological or even philosophical

points about the nature of truth itself.  This is particularly relevant in light of the exegetical

analysis we have performed.  Hence, recognizing the central nature of alētheia is therefore a very

important step in our analysis of MSO.

A key question that begins to surface as we address MSO has to do with the importance

of holding to one theory of truth.  Why would a Christian theologian or philosopher feel the need

to hold only one theory of truth?  It may be that this question has not been seriously addressed.

After all, if the Christian believes in a spiritual reality with the same strength as he or she

believes in a physical reality, then it seems to imply that the Correspondence Theory of Truth

would only be one aspect of truth, and that the Christian would also develop a view of truth that

would be in some senses uniquely Christian.

Even outside the community of Christian faith, is there any philosophical or logical

reason why the Correspondence Theory of Truth would be the only theory of truth one would

consider?  It seems difficult to formulate a precise reason why.  The theory is concerned with a

particular view of reality, namely, the correspondence of propositions with reality.  But if we

begin to deal with other aspects of reality, then it is difficult to see how we would want to deny

other descriptions for that.  Thiselton put this point forward a bit more succinctly, “In one sense,

to speak of factual truth, historical truth, existential or personal truth, poetic truth, and moral

truth, is to speak of different things…”39  In another article, Thiselton seems to wrestle with this

issue of the sufficiency of only one theory of truth when he states:

39 Thiselton, “Truth,” 894.
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Truth is multiform, and what truth is depends partly on the forms of life (in
Wittgenstein’s sense) to which it relates.  These forms of life include rationality,
community and history; but they also include daily life, the individual, his subjectivity,
and perhaps even, in some contexts, his faith.”40

Thiselton here mentions the “multiform” nature of truth and references Wittgenstein.

This is an important point to our discussion because, as Thiselton points out, Wittgenstein

explored the possibility that when our view of language extends, then in some senses we have to

extend our view of reality.  Thiselton points out Wittgenstein’s change in his view of truth:

Can the relationship between truth and all language be explained in this way [according
to the Correspondence or “Picture” Theory of Truth]?  In his earlier writings Wittgenstein
had answered this question by asserting, even more sharply than Kant, a dualism between
the truths of factual statements about the physical world and truths of religion and ethics
which could not be expressed in language at all…Language does not only either portray
facts within the world or express logical truths.  But as soon as we extend our view of
language, we have surrendered the picture theory of meaning with which the
correspondence theory of truth is bound up.41

What we seem to be seeing here is that there appears to be no reason not to consider

speaking of “truth” in a sense that extends beyond the Correspondence Theory.  This seems all

the more relevant to the Christian, particularly in light of how we have seen the way the Gospel

of John seems to extend his use of the word alētheia to cover other dimensions of reality beyond

merely a correspondence with the physical and temporal world.  So, it seems that for the

Christian who takes seriously this use of alētheia in John, the burden of proof may be shifted to

those who would hold to the sufficiency of the Correspondence Theory.

The use and function of language and the lack of any compelling reason not to hold to

other descriptions or theories of truth provide us with good grounds for thinking that MSO is

rather weak.  However, there is one more point that seems to indicate that the objection is based

40 Anthony C. Thiselton, “Kierkegaard and the Nature of Truth,” The Churchman 89/2 (1975): 85-107, esp. 105.
41 Thiselton, “Truth,” 894.
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upon a slightly faulty view of Christian faith and Christian experience – particularly as the

Gospel of John presents the Christian reality.

Those who would hold that the Correspondence Theory of Truth is both necessary (as we

have seen it is) and sufficient, seem to have a view of the Christian experience that is connected

too tightly with the possession of true propositions.  As we have stated, the objection states that

when the Gospel speaks of “practicing truth” or being “of the truth” we are dealing with the

experience that results from believing true propositions.  The key point to make here is that the

person possesses these true propositions.  In the absence of possessing true propositions, it then

follows that there is no reaction to truth.  In other words, if we do not have the true propositions,

then we cannot respond to truth.  And yet the passages we have examined clearly reveal that it is

quite the opposite.  In fact, as we saw in the dialogue between Pilate and Jesus, it is those who

are “of the truth” who “listen” (avkou,ei) to the words of Jesus.  Raymond Brown (and others)

point out “The verb ‘to hear,’ is constructed with the genitive here and refers to listening with

understanding and acceptance…”42  We note here that the “words” of Jesus would be the truth

bearers (or propositions) in the Correspondence Theory.  The response then would not simply be

to “hear” what was being spoken but to listen “with understanding and acceptance” as Brown

points out.

So then, if we were to view John’s use of alētheia here as symbolic or metaphoric, we

would have a reading something to the effect of “Everyone who has responded to true

propositions in a positive way (those who are ‘of the truth’) will respond with understanding and

acceptance.”  And yet this seems overly repetitive and redundant.  It takes the force away from

the passage and does not properly acknowledge the important point that is being made.  Jesus is

not speaking of propositional truth in this context, but of a person’s spiritual situation prior to

42 Brown, Gospel, 854.
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hearing the words of Christ.  And this is not the only case we have in the Gospel.  We can recall

our discussion on 8:44.  Here we have a clear instance where the spiritual situation is tagged as

the primary reason why the propositional truths which Jesus communicated were rejected, even

without a fair evaluation.  Note especially that verses 43, 45 and 47 speak directly to this point:  

43"Why do you not understand what I am saying? It is because you cannot hear My word.
44 "You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was
a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth
in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature; for he is a liar, and the
father of lies.  45 "But because I speak the truth, you do not believe Me.  46 "Which one of
you convicts Me of sin? If I speak truth, why do you not believe Me?  47 "He who is of
God hears the words of God; for this reason you do not hear them, because you are not of
God."43

MSO, then, appears to deny the force of the Fourth Gospel.  It seems to overreach the

passage itself in order to hold to only one aspect of truth.  And yet, as we have seen, there does

not seem to be a compelling reason why we would hold to only the Correspondence Theory and

not seek to view other descriptions of truth that might do justice to the use of alētheia in John

that focuses on the Christological centered nature of truth, the spiritual situatedness of the

person, and how truth is “practiced” in a heart and lifestyle of moral purity.  Dodd’s summary of

his understanding of alētheia in the Fourth Gospel speaks directly to this point:

Such then is the characteristic sense of avlh,qeia in the Fourth Gospel.  It means eternal
reality as revealed to men – either the reality itself or the revelation of it…To ‘know the
truth’ they must not only hear His words: they must in some sort be united with Him who
is the truth.  Thus even when the concept of knowledge of God is most fully
intellectualized, it remains true that it involves a personal union with Christ, which goes
beyond mere intellectual apprehension.44

V. Conclusion

43 See Chapter 10 and the illustration of the sheep who “hear” the voice of the shepherd.  Especially verses 3-6, verse
8, and verse 10.  Brown references this as well in Gospel, 854.
44 Dodd, Interpretation, 177-78.
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To summarize and conclude, we return to the Groothuis quotation we cited earlier, “The

correspondence view of truth is not simply one of many options for Christians.  It is the only

biblically and logically grounded view of truth available and allowable.  We neglect or deny it to

our peril and disgrace.”45  On the one hand we understand Groothuis’ enthusiasm to preserve the

necessity of the Correspondence Theory.  This is clear from our study of the use of alētheia in the

Gospel of John.  We particularly analyzed 4:18 and 19:14 to see that some form of the

Correspondence Theory was absolutely necessary and foundational to alētheia in the Fourth

Gospel.  We saw that the whole meaning of these passages would collapse without this common

sense notion of correspondence.  It is imperative that we defend the necessity of the

Correspondence Theory.

On the other hand, to say, as Groothuis does, that this view of truth is “the only biblically

and logically grounded view of truth available and allowable” seems to dramatically overstate the

case and puts us in danger of denying the very Bible Groothuis is seeking to defend.  We saw this

very clearly in our exegetical research of the biblical use of alētheia by John in his Gospel.  We

examined four pivotal alētheia passages (3:21, 8:44, 14:6, 18:38) to see that the Correspondence

Theory is simply nowhere in sight.  This gave us reason to think that “truth” may encompass

more than the Correspondence Theory.  However, in an effort to be hermeneutically fair and

comprehensive, we also examined the possibility that these uses of alētheia may be simply a

symbolic or metaphorical representation of possessing true propositions.  We called this the

Metaphoric/Symbolic Objection (MSO).  On this view it is the response to the belief in these true

propositions that gives rise to the use of expressions such as “practicing truth” (3:21) or “of the

truth” (18:38), etc.  This view seeks to preserve the sufficiency of the Correspondence Theory.

45 Groothuis, Truth Decay, 110.
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Yet upon careful examination, we saw that this seemed not to be the case.  In the passages

examined (particularly clear in 8:43-47) we saw that the acceptance or rejection of true

propositions often had to do with what we have called a spiritual situatedness.  When we used

the term spiritual situatedness we understood it as a view of truth that does not simply consist in

true propositions and the belief in them; rather, truth is a position, or situation in relationship

with God who, himself, is truth.  This spiritual situatedness then manifests itself quite naturally

in a lifestyle of moral purity and righteousness.  Hence, we can speak of “practicing the truth”

(3:21).

We also raised the legitimate question of why we would feel the need to preserve the

sufficiency of the Correspondence Theory of Truth in the way that Groothuis articulated above.

If we state the necessity of the Correspondence Theory, is it so unreasonable to look for other

descriptions of truth that might be uniquely Christian?  There does not appear to be any

theological, biblical, or philosophical reason not to do so.  Anthony Thiselton seems to be

speaking to these issues in his very important essay on truth:

In one sense, to speak of factual truth, historical truth, existential or personal truth, poetic
truth, and moral truth, is to speak of different things.  Yet in another sense, there is a
closer relation between these different uses of the word “truth” than mere family
resemblances.  Many Christians would wish to claim that whilst the Bible contains more
than one kind of truth, nevertheless there is a comprehensiveness about the truth of God
which embraces all this particular variety.  Our discussion, then, must do justice to two
sets of considerations.  On the one hand, truth is multiform, and criteria for different
kinds of truth may vary.  On the other hand, the truth of God lays claim to a universality
which somehow undergirds and holds together particular expressions and experiences of
truth in thought and life.46

The point he makes here is the general aim of the present paper:  In evaluating different

aspects of reality, it seems quite natural to speak of truth in different ways.  This is particularly

true as we examine the unique claims of Christianity and the use of alētheia in the Gospel of

46 Thiselton, “Truth,” 894.
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John.  As a result, we restate the central claim that the use of alētheia in the Fourth Gospel

demonstrates the necessity of the Correspondence Theory of Truth, but also shows that it is not

sufficient to capture the full spectrum of truth.

Jonathan Erdman
http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com

39



Bibliography

Aalen, S. “Truth, a Key Word in St. John’s Gospel.” Pages 3-24 in Studia Evangelica. Edited by
F.L. Cross. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1964.

Barrett, C.K. The Gospel According to St. John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes on
the Greek Text. London: S.P.C.K., 1965.

Brown, Colin, ed. The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology. Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1978.

Brown, Raymond E. The Gospel According to John. 2 Vols. The Anchor Bible. Garden City,
New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1970.

Bultmann, Rudolf. The Gospel of John: A Commentary. Translated by G.R. Beasley-Murray,
Gen. Ed., and R.W.N Hoare, and J.K. Riches. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971.

Carson, D.A. The Gospel According to John. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing
Company, 1991.

Dodd, C.H. The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1953.

Groothuis, Douglas. Truth Decay: Defending Christianity Against the Challenges of
Postmodernism. Downers Grove, Ill. and Leicester, Eng.: InterVarsity Press, 2000.

Richard Kirkham. Theories of Truth: A Critical Introduction. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995.

Kittel, Gerhard, ed. The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1964.

Kostenberger, Andreas J. “‘What is Truth?’ Pilate’s Question in its Johannine and Larger
Biblical Context” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 48 (2005): 33-62.

Kuyper, Lester J. “Grace and Truth: An Old Testament Description of God, and Its Use in the
Johannine Gospel.” Interpretation 18 (1964): 3-19

Lenski, R.C.H. The Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel. Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing
House, 1943.

Lindsay, Dennis R. “What is Truth?” Restoration Quarterly 35 (1993): 129-145.

Lynch, Michael P., ed. The Nature of Truth: Classic and Contemporary Perspectives. Cambridge
and London: The MIT Press, 2001.

Medina, Jose, ed. and Wood, David, ed. Truth: Engagements Across Philosophical Traditions.
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005.

Jonathan Erdman
http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com

40



Moreland, J.P. “Truth, Contemporary Philosophy, and the Postmodern Turn,” Journal of the
Evangelical Theological Society 48 (2005): 77-88.

Moreland, J.P., and Craig, William Lane. Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview.
Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2003.

Morris, Leon. The Gospel According to John. The New International Commentary on the New
Testament. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1971.

Morris, Leon. Studies in the Fourth Gospel. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing
Company, 1980.

Pannenberg, Wolfhart. “What is Truth?” Pages 1-27. Basic Questions in Theology: Collected
Essays, Volume II. Translated by George H. Kehm. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971.

Thiselton, Anthony C. “Kierkegaard and the Nature of Truth,” The Churchman 89 (1975): 85-
107.

Thiselton, Anthony C. The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical
Description. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1980.

Vanhoozer, Kevin J. “Lost in Interpretation? Truth, Scripture, and Hermeneutics,” Journal of the
Evangelical Theological Society 48 (2005): 89-114.

Jonathan Erdman
http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com

41


