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4. The Logos in Relation to the Creation  (1:3-5) 

 

a. John introduced his Logos as the people of his time would have expected, namely 

in terms of the Logo’s relation to the principle of divinity (whether understood in 

the pagan or Jewish sense). This is because the Logos represented divine reason 

(Heraclitus’ rational law, Plato’s ideas and Philo’s divine wisdom). But this 

reason – this Logos – was also conceived as purposeful and productive. Stated 

differently, the Logos corresponded to the concept of divine mind, but as it is 

revealed in the creation and its order and operation. Thus, in one sense, the Logos 

precedes and transcends the created order; in another sense, the Logos is 

embodied in – and therefore known through – the created order. Thus the Logos 

was viewed as the point of connection between the created and uncreated:  

 

- In effect, the Logos brought into actual existence that which it embodied 

eternally in itself ; the Logos as active reason – as knowledge, purpose and 

will – acted so as to accomplish what was known (real) and purposed.  

 

- And the Logos’ action was conceived as two-fold: First it brought forth 

the created order in the creative fiat; subsequently, it continues to act in 

ordering, upholding and directing all things so that they conform 

individually and collectively to their created nature, function and purpose.  

 

- The Logos causes all things to conform to the truth of what they are and 

the purpose for their existence. In that sense, it could be said that the 

creation conforms to and testifies to the Logos even as it has its origin, 

substance and destiny in the Logos. Thus, in the Logos one discovers the 

truth of the creation; conversely, in the creation as it really is one sees the 

face of the Logos and therefore the face of the divine and uncreated. 

 

 And so, while John needed to begin by considering the Logos’ relation to the 

divine, that could only be his starting point. To the people of John’s day, the 

Logos bridged the space between the uncreated and the creation; it carried the 

reality of the divine (eternal, unchanging knowledge, power, purpose and will) 

into the realm of the natural. Indeed, one could say that, by the work of creation, 

the Logos had incarnated the divine (though the philosophers didn’t use that 

language). These ideas were fundamental to the lens through which men read 

John’s prologue (even his Christian readers were familiar with the philosophical 

Logos doctrines), and he met their premises by affirming that the Logos, which 

was one with God from the beginning, brought all things into being (1:3). 

 

 Two things about John’s statement are important to note: 

 

1) The first is his choice of preposition, which indicates mediating agency in 

the creative work. That is, John was saying that the Logos was the 

effectual cause of the creation: all things were created through the Logos. 

But implied in this is the existence of another agent in the creative act.  
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John’s point, then, was that the Logos brought forth the created order on 

behalf of the divine design and will. Notably, this scheme follows the 

pattern of both the Greek and Jewish versions of the Logos doctrine. For, 

whether conceived in terms of eternal rational law, Plato’s uncreated ideas 

or the scriptural notion of wisdom, the Logos was viewed as bringing into 

actual existence a pre-existing design and intention. In this way, the Logos 

acted on behalf of something else – a reality which stood behind it. In the 

case of John’s Logos, it undertook this work on behalf of the Creator God 

revealed in the Scriptures, but as itself being God. Thus John’s Logos 

cannot be viewed as merely a secondary agent or the impersonal power of 

a personal God. Sharing fully in the divine essence and nature, the Logos’ 

creative activity on behalf of God was its action on its own behalf. 

 

2) The second thing to note is the absoluteness of John’s statement, 

highlighted by his use of parallel positive and negative assertions. 

Positively, John declared that the Logos created everything that exists in 

the present and has existed in the past. He then emphasized the same truth 

negatively by asserting that there is nothing which exists which came into 

existence apart from the Logos – that is, apart from him, his presence and 

the exertion of his creative power. The Logos was the immediate agent of 

creation, and that with respect to the entire creation (cf. Colossians 1:16). 

 

b. John’s treatment of the Logos in relation to the work of creation very closely 

corresponds to the pagan and Jewish counterparts. At the same time, he made it 

clear that his Logos transcends the one described and embraced by the 

philosophers. Again, John’s Logos is the actual reality of that which the 

philosophers perceived in theoretical form; his Logos is the fulfillment of its 

philosophical counterpart, but a fulfillment that transcends as well as clarifies and 

concretizes. John indicated this transcendence in two primary and related ways. 

 

1) First of all, John declared that His Logos was truly and fully divine; all 

that the one true God is the Logos is. As noted earlier, this moved his 

doctrine radically beyond the Jewish conception of the Logos (the divine 

wisdom) which would never entertain the notion of the Logos’ deity. 

 

2) Building on that, John bolstered his assertion of the Logos’ deity by 

referring to it in personal terms with personal pronouns. Again, Philo and 

his followers would have had no problem with personifying the Logos as 

the Scripture itself does. But personification as a literary device is entirely 

different from actual personhood; neither the Scriptures nor Philo believed 

that “woman wisdom” was an actual female person. So personification 

could have been John’s intent in using personal pronouns, except that he 

framed those pronouns with the assertion that the Logos was God. Taken 

together, these statements show that John understood the Logos to be a 

personal being – a being who possesses in himself the fullness of the 

essence and nature of the one true and living personal God. 
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c. The Logos was the immediate agent of creation, but as one who possesses life 

(1:4a). The connection between verses 3-4 has led many to associate this “life” 

with the biological life that characterizes living creatures. The idea, then, is that 

the Logos imparted his own spark of animate life to certain of his creatures. The 

most obvious problem with this understanding is that John never used this noun to 

refer to biological life (i.e., the principle of animate existence shared by all living 

creatures). A few times in the New Testament the noun connotes human life in 

terms of the fact, features, activities and meaning of one’s personal existence (ref. 

Luke 12:15, 16:25; cf. also Acts 8:33, 17:25-27), but most always – and without 

exception in John’s writings – it denotes the principle of life that inheres in God 

Himself as the self-existent, living deity. As it pertains to creatures, this “life” is 

that which God communicates to human beings as an endowment when He causes 

them to participate in His own life. This divine life is what the Scripture calls 

“eternal life” – not unending animate existence as presently experienced, but the 

life that characterizes the eternal God and the realm He inhabits. 

 

 This is the life that John was ascribing to the Logos, and this ascription follows 

inexorably from his declaration of the Logos’ full deity. If the Logos is God, then 

the divine life inheres in him. And given that this theme of life is central to John’s 

christology (cf. 1 John 1:1-4 with 5:11-21), it is eminently appropriate that his 

prologue – which provides the foundation and framework for his account of the 

Messiah – should, at the very outset, associate the Logos with the divine life. 

 

d. John affirmed that life was in the Logos and the immediate contextual suggestion 

is that this life was the active power behind the life-producing creation episode. 

But John looked beyond the work of creation as such to the Logos’ life as it is 

light in relation the human creature: The life which inhered in the Logos acted in 

the creation as the “light of men” (1:4b). Two observations are important here. 

 

1) The first is the obvious allusion to the first creation event, particularly in 

view of verse 5. For the Genesis account introduced light as the first 

expression of the divine word (logos), directed toward the darkness as the 

great manifestation of the primordial chaos. God interjected light into the 

world in order to vanquish the initial darkness, but the suggestion, in view 

of the impending fall, is that this act symbolized something greater. 

 

2) John was alluding to the creation event, but in a specific way. For in that 

he was still speaking of the pre-incarnate Logos at this point in his 

prologue, his statements in verses 4-5 represent an elaboration of the 

Genesis creation account. Light was the Logos’ first provision for the 

primordial chaos and it was given to overcome the darkness. But this 

physical provision for the creation (cf. Genesis 1:1-5, 14-18) pointed to a 

greater and ultimate spiritual design: The light which inhered in the Logos 

and which He introduced into the creation had its supreme goal, not in 

natural illumination, but in the illumination of man, the image-son. The 

Logos gave light to men to illumine them to their Creator-Father.  
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e. The fact that John related the Logos’ light to men shows that he had something 

more in mind than the physical phenomenon of the Genesis creation account. And 

this greater significance provides the lens through which verse 5 must be read.  

This is especially important given the inherent ambiguity of John’s second verb – 

a fact reflected in the very different English renderings. In its most basic sense, 

the verb refers to the act of grasping at or laying hold of something. This action 

can be positive (obtaining, appropriating, apprehending) or negative (attacking, 

seizing, overpowering). As well, it can have a literal or metaphorical sense and 

can refer to physical or non-physical actions. As John employed it in this passage, 

two general meanings are the most plausible: 

 

1) The first is reflected in the KJV, NKJV, ASV, NAS, NIV, etc., namely that 

the darkness did not comprehend the light. The idea, then, is that the 

darkness was not able to “lay hold of” the light in the sense of discerning 

and embracing it. In the present context, the darkness symbolizes the 

estranged creation – and most specifically, the estranged human creature – 

as it exists in a state of cognitive and spiritual antithesis respecting the light 

which represents the truth of God and the true knowledge of Him.  

 

2) The second has a more negative connotation and is reflected in the ESV 

and NAB. This rendering expresses the idea that the darkness was not able 

to overcome the light. Here the antithesis between the darkness and the 

light is one of active antipathy; the darkness – the estranged creation with 

its focal point in man – sets itself against the light of God’s truth. The issue 

here is not that the darkness cannot comprehend the light (though this is 

certainly true); the darkness opposes the light and seeks to extinguish it. 

 

The context lends support for both meanings, evident in the fact that each is 

represented in multiple English versions. John will shortly observe that men do 

fail to perceive and embrace the light of the Logos (vv. 9-11). At the same time, 

he will also insist – through Jesus’ own mouth – that men resist and even oppose 

the light (3:19-21), and yet the darkness is not able to overcome and extinguish it 

– even as that opposition was going to come to its head in the cross event (cf. 

12:35-46). And so, it is entirely possible that John was purposefully ambiguous, 

intending that his readers would find both arenas of meaning in his statement. 

 

So also, even as John’s prologue pertains to the pre-incarnation and post-

incarnation eras, so his meaning here applies equally to both. From the time of the 

fall the Logos’ light and creational darkness have stood in antithesis. In faithful 

commitment to His creation, God has continued to pour forth into the world of 

men the light of the knowledge of Himself and His truth. A chosen, covenant seed 

was the conduit for this light, but the world largely remained in darkness, even as 

the seed failed to walk in and radiate Yahweh’s light to the nations. Yet there 

were those who embraced the light and carried it in Israel and among the Gentiles. 

So it is with the light’s incarnation; many continue in darkness but the darkness 

has not prevailed (cf. Isaiah 59:1-61:3; Matthew 4:12-25, 5:14-16; John 3:19-21). 


