ANOTHER LOOK AT MONOGENES (Gr. pyovoyevig)

by
Terry Hill

The purpose of this study is to determine the meaning of the Greek word
povoyevic (monogenes). This is especially with respect to the apostle
John’s use of it when describing Christ (see John 1:14, 1:18, 3:16, 3:18, 1
John 4:9). This will involve a study of how this word was used in Greek
literature prior to, also following, the first advent of Christ. It will also
involve how it was used in other places in the Bible where it is not used
with respect to Christ.

In this was manifested the love of God

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten [monogenes] Son,
that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.... In
this was manifested the love of God toward us, because that God sent his only
begotten [monogenes] Son into the world, that we might live through him.” John
3:16, 1 John 4:9
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Examining the Linguistic Data

“First, a search of Thesaurus Linguae Graecae — a comprehensive database of
ancient, Koine, and medieval Greek — reveals that the word monogenés is used
most basically and frequently in contexts having to do with biological offspring.
Its fundamental meaning is “only begotten” or “only child” in the sense of
having no siblings...It must be acknowledged that there are indeed instances
where a translation such as “only,” “only one of its kind,” or “unique” is required
by the context...But these are uniformly metaphorical extensions of the basic
meaning, “only begotten” or “only child.” Context determines which usage is in
view, and the five Johannine uses are in the context of sonship...” (Charles Lee
Irons, Let’s Go Back To ‘Only Begotten’, www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/lets-
go-back-to-only-begotten)

Last edited 7" September 2024



Another look at monogenes (Gr. povoyevig)

Introduction

If like me, you are a member of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, you will no doubt
realise that for many years within our denomination, there has been an ongoing
controversy over the teaching of the Godhead, or perhaps better said, an ongoing
controversy over the teaching of the trinity doctrine.

One of the main issues involved in this controversy, at least it is to most who oppose what
the SDA Church is teaching today, concerns the identity of Christ. This is because the
church today, in its official publications, is teaching that He is only role-playing the part of
a son, whereas the non-trinitarians are saying that He really is the Son of God.

Integral to this Sonship debate is the meaning of the Greek word povoyevr¢c (monogenes)
which, in the Bible, is used 5 times with reference to Christ. Each of these occasions is in
John’s writings, all of which, in the KJV and various other translations of the Bible, are
translated as only begotten (John 1:14, 1:18. 3:16, 3:18, 1 John 4:9). Some say that this
is a mistranslation. They say that monogenes means unique (one of a kind or type) but
lacking in the concept of begotten (derivation or brought forth of a parent).

The goal of this article is to discover the true meaning of monogenes. To do this, we shall
first look at how it was used in Greek literature prior to the first advent of Christ, long
before the New Testament was written. This includes how it was used in the Septuagint,
a 2"9/3 BC Greek translation of the Old Testament. Secondly, we shall see how it is used
in other places in the Bible where it is not used with respect to Christ. Third, we shall
discover how it was used after the canon of Scripture was closed. When this is done, we
should have a well-balanced view of what the word monogenes was intended to convey
by those who used it.

Even before doing any of these things though, we need to realise that the meaning of a
word is totally dependent upon what an author intends it to convey. This means that
having a knowledge of the context in which an author uses a word is crucial to
understanding its intended meaning. While dictionary definitions are helpful, as is the
etymology of a word, only its context (when, how, and where it is used etc.) can truly
determine what a particular word is meant to convey to the readers of it.

The easiest way to show this is by citing some examples. | will do this in English, but | am
assured that in a similar way (although not exactly), this also happens in Greek, and
perhaps most, if not all, languages. Whatever the language, context is crucial.

English words with variations of meaning (homographs)

Here can be seen, depending upon the context in which they are used, how English words
change in meaning. Note the following.

Light

There is a light shining through the window.

This bag of groceries is quite light.
Please light the fire.



Row

A row of houses.

Are you going to row the boat, or am I?
| had a row with my wife today.

Last night there was a very noticeable row coming from the apartment next to ours.

Contract
| have an annual contract with a company to supply my internet.
It is still possible today to contract the Covid virus.

Gases, like solids and liquids, contract when cooled.

Presently
Presently, | am writing an article about the Greek word monogenes.

Presently, | will be going into town with my wife.

List
| have compiled a list of words that can have different meanings.

That ship has a very pronounced /ist.

Pronounced
That man has a very pronounced Welsh accent.

You have pronounced that word incorrectly.

Bank

The bank of that river is quite steep.

| have a deposit account at my local bank.
Don’t bank on me being there.

Aeroplanes often bank when landing.

Lead
Please lead me to the nearest exit.
Lead is a very heavy metal.

Fetch the dog’s lead please

Bark
The bark of that tree is peeling off.
That dog has a very loud bark.

Object
This is a very heavy object.
| object to the decision you have made.

The object of the exercise is to discover the truth about monogenes.

Season
This is the strawberry-picking season

Season the casserole with salt and pepper.



Novel
That is a novel idea.

| have just had my first novel published.

Console
We could not console him after the death of his friend.

| had to buy a new console for my Xbox

Intimate
They had a very intimate relationship

He did not even intimate that he was leaving his job.

Even from this very small sample of words, it can clearly be seen that a word can have
more than one meaning — with each of its individual meanings being determined by the
context in which it is used. Hundreds more examples like this could be cited. These words,
spelt the same with varying meanings, are called homographs.

The witness of Greek literature prior to the first advent of Christ

We will now see how monogenes was used in Greek literature before the incarnation of
Christ. Here | would mention a man by the name of Harry Foundalis. Mr Foundalis is
Greek. He was born in Edessa in northern Greece. He is educated in classic Greek and
holds a double PhD. On his website (https://www.foundalis.com/lan/grkask.htm), he offers
to help people understand the Greek language (modern or ancient). This is how we ‘met’
in 2017. | had asked him to help me understand the meaning of certain Greek words that
are used in the Bible. Since then, he has very kindly continued to do so.

In 2023 in answer to a Seventh-day Adventist minister who was claiming that monogenes
does not contain the concept of begotten, Mr. Foundalis wrote an article that can be found
here on my website.

https://theprophetstillspeaks.co.uk/Articles _pdf/Monogenes.pdf

In this article you are now reading, | will, as well as quoting other sources, quote his
translation of various texts. This will also include some of his comments. They can all be
found in much more detail in the article he wrote at the above link. Note that from hereon
in this section, the highlighted in red in the Greek text is either monogenes, or
mounogenes (mouno being the lonic dialect of Greek).

The first text we shall look at is from an 8" century BC poem by Hesiod. This poem is
called “The Theogony” (the genealogy or birth of the gods). It was written in ancient
Greek. In this poem, Hesiod wrote

“oud’, &TI pouvoyevig, Nooov Bed Eupope TIUAC Kai yepdwyv” (Hesiod, Theogony
426)

Mr Foundalis translated this text as follows:


https://theprophetstillspeaks.co.uk/Articles_pdf/Monogenes.pdf

‘nor [is it the case that], because she [the goddess Hecate] is an only child
(mounogenes), does she receive less honor and privieges” (Foundalis,
https://www.theprophetstillspeaks.co.uk/Articles _pdf/Monogenes.pdf)

The following translation is from the Perseus Digital Library website

‘Also, because she is an only child, the goddess receives not less
honor...”(https.//www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A 199
9.01.0130%3Acard%3D404)

Hesiod also wrote in the same poem

“oUTw TOI Kai MOUVOYEVNG €K PNTPOG €oloa / Tdol PeT’ ABavaTolol TETIWNTOI
yepaeool.” (Hesiod, Theogony 448—449)

The English translation by Mr. Foundalis reads

“thus, although she is the only child of her mother, she has been honored among
the immortals with all the privileges.” (Foundalis, Op. cit.)

Mr Foundalis commented

“‘Nothing new here; the word “although” (To1 kai) gives away the meaning: “only
child”.” (Foundalis, Op. cit.)

The translation on the Perseus website reads

“So, then, albeit her mother's only child, she is honored amongst all the deathless
gods.” (www.perseus, Op. cit.)

In Hesiod’s Works and Days, the word mounogenes appears only once. The text
question reads

“UOUVOYEVIG 8¢ TTAIC €in TTATPWIOV OIKOV / QPEPPEMEV: (G yap TTAOUTOC GéEeTal év
heydpolioiv: / ynpaidg 8¢ Bdvol £tepov Taid’ €ykataAeimmwy.” (Hesiod, Works and
Days 376—-378)

Here is how Mr Foundalis translated this text

“‘May you have an only boy-child to be taking care of your household; / for, in this
way the wealth will be increased in your home; / and may you leave a second boy-
child behind before you die of old age.” (Foundalis, Op. cit.)

The text on the Perseus website has the following

“There should be an only son to feed his father's house, for so wealth will increase
in the home; but if you leave a second son you should die old” (Hesiod,
www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0132%3Ac
ard%3D370)

Herodotus, known as the father of history, wrote in his famous work Histories

in



“€paaav 0¢ piv AiyuTrtiol To0 TTpwTou BaaciAeUoavTog AiyUTITou TTaid0 JOUVOYEeVEQ
yevéaBal, ammobavovTa 6¢ auTov dvwpov Bprivolal TouTolal UTTO AiyuTrTiwy TiundfAval
[...]” (Herodotus, Histories, Book 2 §79:)

Mr. Foundalis translated this as follows

“And some Egyptians told me that he [a person called Maneros] was the only son of
the first king of Egypt, and upon his untimely death he was honored by the Egyptians
with these mournful songs [...]” (Foundalis, Op. cit.)

On the Perseus website it is translated as

“The Egyptians told me that Maneros was the only son of their first king, who died
prematurely, and this dirge was sung by the Egyptians in his honor; and this, they
said, was their earliest and their only chant.” (Herodotus, Histories,
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.012
6%3Abook%3D2&force=y)

In book 7 of his Histories, Herodotus wrote

“[MeyioTiag], @avepdg €0TI Acwvidng ATTOTTEUTIWY, iva PR cuvatmoAnTtai o@l. 6 o6&
ATTOTTEUTTOUEVOG QUTOG PEV OUK ATTEAITTE, TOV O TTOI0O CUCTPATEUOUEVOY, £6VTA Oi
Mouvoyevéa, amémeuye.” (Herodotus, Histories, Book 7 §221)

Here is how Mr. Foundalis translated this text

“[Megistias, a certain Spartan seer], clearly received orders by Leonidas [king of
Sparta] to depart, so that he would not die with them [the 300 Spartans, getting ready
to fight the Persian army]. And he, although ordered to depart, did not leave; but his
son who was a member of the army unit, being an only son, he did send away.”
(Foundalis, Op. cit.)

On the Perseus website it is translated as

“This was Megistias the Acarnanian, said to be descended from Melampus, the
one who told from the sacrifices what was going to happen to them. He was
dismissed but did not leave; instead he sent away his only son who was also with
the army.” (Herodotus, Histories, book 7, 221,
Https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.012
6%3Abook%3D7 &force=y)

Plato was one of the world’s most well-known philosophers. In his writings, the word
monogenes appears a number of times. In his work Laws he wrote

“BedC ival KNBOPEVOS UPGIV TIC, OS T& pEANOVTA TTPoop@V, Bidupov UNiv QuTEloaC
TAV TV BaCIAEwV YEVEDIV €K HovoyevoU, €ic TO HETplov uaAAov cuvéoTelhe.” (Plato,
‘Laws’, Book 3, 691)

Mr. Foundalis translates this text as:



“Watching over you [all] there is some god who, foreseeing the future events,
changed the royal ancestry line from single to twofold, decreasing the royal power
to a more moderate one.” (Foundalis, Op. cit.)

He also noted

“‘Here we don’t have a comparison of two ancestry lines but the bifurcation of a single
one: from a prior single king, some people ended up with two kings, perhaps
because of a twin-birth event. (The word didupov means “twin”.) The concept here
is one of birth. As such, it is appropriate to use the adjective “monogenous” in Greek,
meaning “of a single-birth event” in this case.” (Foundalis, Op. cit.)

Another of Plato’s works was called Critias. In this work he wrote

(Critias speaking): “oUTtw &n kai TAV vijoov Moceid®v TRV ATAavTida Aaxwv EKyOvoug
auToD KaTWKIoEV €K BVNTAG YUVAIKOG YEVVATAG £V TIVI TOTTW TOIWDE TAG VACOU. TTPOG
BaAGTTNG pév, KaTd 8¢ péoov TTEAoNC TTediov Av, 6 8 TTAVTWY TTEdIWV KAANIGTOV APETH
Te ikavov yevéoBal Aéyetal, TTPOC TM Tediw 8¢ al Katd PECOV OTAdIOUC WG
TTEVTAKOVTA AQPECTOC AV HPOC Bpaxy TTAVTN. TOUTW & AV EVOIKOC TAV EKET KOTA APXAC
€K yAg avopv yeyovoTwv EUAvwp peEv Ovopa, yuvaiki 8¢ ouvolkWVv AEUKITITIN:
KAeitw 0¢ povoyevij Buyatépa Eyevvnododnv.” (Plato, Critias, Critias, 113c—d)

A translation into English by Benjamin Jowett reads:

“And Poseidon, receiving for his lot the island of Atlantis, begat children by a mortal
woman, and settled them in a part of the island, which | will describe. Looking
towards the sea, but in the centre of the whole island, there was a plain which is
said to have been the fairest of all plains and very fertile. Near the plain again, and
also in the centre of the island at a distance of about fifty stadia, there was a
mountain not very high on any side. In this mountain there dwelt one of the earth
born primeval men of that country, whose name was Evenor, and he had a wife
named Leucippe, and they had an only daughter who was called Cleito.” (Translation
by Benjamin Jowett on Plato’s Critias, 113c—d,
https://classics.mit.edu/Plato/critias. html)

Twice the word monogenes appears in Plato’s Timaeus:

“iva o0v T6dE KaTd TAV POVWOIV Bpolov A TG TTavTeAET {ww, Si1d TadTa olte 0o oUT
4Treipouc émoinoev 6 TTOIRMV KOOUOUS, AAN €iC 6B HOVOYEVIC 0UPAVOC YEYOVGIC
€oTiv kai €T €oTal.” (Timaeus, 31b:)

Benjamin Jowett’s translation reads:

“In order then that the world might be solitary, like the perfect animal, the creator
made not two worlds or an infinite number of them; but there is and ever will be one
only-begotten and created heaven.” (Translation by Benjamin Jowett of Plato’s
Timaeus, 31b:, https://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html)

Later in the same work, Plato wrote


https://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html

“kai On kai TEAog Trepi ToU TTavTOS VOV fdN TOV Adyov Nuiv luEev Exelv: BvnTa yap
Kai aBdvata {Da AaBwv Kai CUPTTANPWOEIC 00 6 KOOHOG oUTW, MoV OpaTOV TA
opatd TrePIEXOV, €ikwv ToU vonTol Be0C aiobnTog, YEYIOTOG Kai APIoTOC KAAAIOTOG TE
KOl TEAEWTATOC YEYOVEV €iC oUPavOC 63€ povoyevig wv.” (Plato, Timaeus 92c:)

Jowett translated this as

“We may now say that our discourse about the nature of the universe has an end.
The world has received animals, mortal and immortal, and is fulfilled with them, and
has become a visible animal containing the visible and the sensible God who is the
image of the intellectual, the greatest, best, fairest, most perfect and the one only
begotten heaven.” (Jowett, Op. cit.)

Mr. Foundalis commented

“First, we observe that the author is Plato, the same person who wrote Critias and
(later) the Laws (see earlier excerpts). The same person is expected to have and
use the same vocabulary, usually for a lifetime. But we examine the possibility that
‘monogenes” might have a second meaning; namely, “unique”. To say that the
heaven is unique does indeed make some sense: it is one-of-a-kind. Therefore, both
interpretations are possible in the above two excerpts. | would say that “only
begotten” is slightly more plausible, both because this is an event of creation and
because we expect Plato to be consistent in the use of his vocabulary.” (Foundalis,
Op.cit.)

As previously noted, words, depending upon the context in which they are used, can take
on different meanings. This is why, to be dogmatic about monogenes having only one
specific meaning, is not a very wise thing to do.

As can be seen above though, when speaking of offspring in Greek literature prior to the
time of Christ, povoyevrg/pouvoyeviig (monogenes/ mounogenes) was consistently used
to denote an only child/son/daughter born of his or her parents. This is how it would have
been understood during Christ’s time on earth, also how it would be used and understood
immediately following that time. We shall see this later.

The witness of the Septuagint

The Septuagint, also known as the translation of the seventy (LXX), is a Greek translation
of the Old Testament, the latter of which, in the main, was originally written in Hebrew with
some portions in Aramaic. This work of translation into Greek was accomplished during
the 2"¢ and 3™ centuries prior to Christ coming to earth. As monogenes is used a number
of times in this translation, this should help us to understand what this word meant to
people at that time.

In Judges chapter 11, we find the story of Jephthah. He rashly made the promise that if
God gave into his hands the children of Ammon, he would, on returning from battle, offer
as a burnt offering, the first thing that came through his door to meet him (Judges 11:31).
Very sadly, this happened to be his daughter — an only child. As the KJV reads



“And Jephthah came to Mizpeh unto his house, and, behold, his daughter came out
to meet him with timbrels and with dances: and she was his only child; beside her
he had neither son nor daughter.” Judges 11:34 KJV

In the Septuagint, the Hebrew text was translated into Greek to read
“Kai AABev ’lepBae gic Maoonea eic TV oikov auTod, kai idou fj BuyaTne auTod
¢€eTTopEVETO EiC UTTAVTNOIV &V TUPTTAVOIC Kai XOPOi¢™ Kai alTn AV HOVOYEVAS, OUK AV
aUT® £TEPOC UIOG N Buyatnp.” Judges 11:34

To convey that the daughter of Jephthah was his “only child”, the Greek word “povoyevng"
(monogenes) was employed. The phrase that followed (“beside her he had neither son
nor daughter”) is an indisputable disambiguation that monogenes conveyed here the idea
of an only begotten (an only born) child. As an only child, she would have been regarded
as very precious (greatly beloved) by her mother and father.

In the Septuagint, Psalm 22:20 reads

“pU0al G110 POPQAIag TAV WUXNV Pou, Kai €K XEIPOS KUVOG TRV Jovoyevi pou™” Psalm
22:20 KJV (21:21 in the Septuagint)

The Brenton English translation of the Septuagint says

“Deliver my soul from the sword; my only-begotten one from the power of the dog.”
(Sir Lancelot Charles Lee Brenton, translation of the Septuagint, 1851)

Psalm 25:16 reads in the Septuagint

“ETTiBAewoV ETT° EUE Kai EAENCOV PE, OTI HOVOYEVAG Kal TITWYXOC il éyw.” Psalm 25:16
(24:16 in the Septuagint)

The Brenton translation renders this verse as

“Look upon me, and have mercy upon me; for | am an only child and poor.” (Brenton
Op. cit)

Included in the Septuagint is the Book of Tobit. In chapter 3 verse 15 we read in English

“And that | never polluted my name, nor the name of my father, in the land of my
captivity: | am the only daughter of my father, neither hath he any child to be his heir,
neither any near kinsman, nor any son of his alive, to whom | may keep myself for
a wife:” (Tobit 3:15, Brenton, Op. cit)

The translation of the Hebrew into Greek says
“kal OUK EPOAuva TO Ovoud pou oUde 1O Ovoua ToU TaTPdS pou €v TR YA TAG
aixMoAWOiag hJou. PoVoyeVAC il T TTATPi Pou, Kai ouyx UTTdpXel aut® traidiov, O
KAnpovounaoel auTtév, o0dE AdEAPOC £yyUC OUDE UTTAPXWYV AUT® UIAS, iva ouvtnpAow
EuauTtnv auT® yuvaika.” Tobit 3:15

Here, to denote an “only daughter”, the word monogenes (“povoyeviic’) is again used.
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In Brenton’s translation of the Septuagint, Tobit 8:17 reads

“Thou art to be praised because thou hast had mercy of two that were the only
begotten children of their fathers: grant them mercy, O Lord, and finish their life in
health with joy and mercy.” (Tobit 8:17, Brenton Op. cit.)

This is referring to two children who were the only sons of their two respective fathers.
The Greek reads (note again the usage of povoyeveic/monogenes)

“ebAoynNTOC €& 6Tl AAéNnocag SUO HOVOYEVEICT Troinoov auToic, &éoTrota, £AEOC,
ouvTtéAeoov TNV (wnv alT@V €v UyIEia YET’ eU@poalvng Kai éAéouc.” Tobit 8:17

Mr. Foundalis commented

“This is about two children (boys, their gender is revealed by autoig). Each was an
only child.” (Mr. Foundalis, Op. cit.)

Consistent with the Greek writers of earlier centuries, we can see that the translators of
the Septuagint used monogenes to denote an only child/son/daughter that was born of
his or her parents. Leading up to the time of Christ when referring to offspring, monogenes
was consistently used this way.

The witness of the New Testament

We have seen above that when speaking of offspring prior to the first advent of Christ,
the Greek word povoyevng (monogenes) was understood to denote an only born son or
daughter of his or her parents. We shall now see how it is used in the New Testament
scriptures. This is apart from where it is used with reference to Christ — the meaning of
which, is being attempted to be determined by means of this study.

Apart from John, Luke is the only gospel writer to use the word monogenes. He was a
physician, and probably the most learned of the four gospel writers. In his gospel, he uses
monogenes three times (Luke 7:12, 8:42, and 9:38)

Luke 7:12
"Now when he [Jesus] came nigh to the gate of the city, behold, there was a dead
man carried out, the only son [monogenes] of his mother, and she was a widow:...”

Luke 8:42
“For he [Jairus] had one only [monogenes] daughter, about twelve years of age, and
she lay a dying...”

Luke 9:38
“And, behold, a man of the company cried out, saying, Master, | beseech thee, look
upon my son: for he is mine only child [monogenes].”

What we see here is simply a repeat of how monogenes, before Christ came to earth,
was used in Greek literature to denote the only son or daughter born (begotten) of his or
her respective parents. This is how the readers of John’s gospel would have understood
this word. This is where John uses it four times with reference to Christ (John 1:14, 1:18.
3:16, 3:18). There is no reason why they would have understood it any differently. This is
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because John uses it in the context of Christ's Sonship to God (John 20:31). John'’s
readers would have regarded him as saying that Christ was the only one begotten of
(born of/brought forth of) God. John also used monogenes in one of his little letters (1
John 4:9). We shall return to John’s usage of this word later.

In the above texts, it would not make sense to say that in defining these offspring as
monogenes, that Luke was only saying they were unique (one of a kind). Try it for yourself
and you will see what | mean (substitute “only” with “unique”). If an individual is the only
born of his or her parents, then in that sense (as an only begotten), he or she would be
unique but first it needs to be established that the person in question is an only born son
or daughter of his or her parents. If the word monogenes is interpreted in these texts as
only meaning unique (one of a kind or type), then there is no way of establishing that the
persons being spoken of were an only born (an only begotten). Just saying they were
unique would be pointless. It would not be telling anyone anything. They could be unique
for any number of reasons.

It must also be said, very importantly, that removing the concept in these texts of the
person being an only born (an only begotten) would also invalidate (negate) the highly
emotional and intense plea of the parents for Jesus to heal their only son or only daughter.
Removing this ‘only born child’ concept would take away the entire force and meaning of
the texts.

Paul’s use of monogenes (Hebrews 11:17)

Why then, it may be asked, if monogenes means only begotten when speaking of a son
or daughter, did the apostle Paul, in the book of Hebrews, describe Isaac as Abraham’s
only begotten (monogenes) son? After all, the Bible is very clear that Abraham had other
sons, so Isaac was not an only born son of Abraham. We shall deal with this now. To
some people, quite understandably, this is very much a problem text.

In the chapter in Hebrews that is sometimes referred to as the roll call of faith, the apostle
Paul wrote the following

"By faith Abraham, when he was tried, offered up Isaac: and he that had received
the promises offered up his only begotten [uovoyevri¢] son,” Hebrews 11:17 KJV

Note very importantly that in the KJV, the word “son”, because it is not in the Greek text,
is in italics. It is a supplied word. Paul actually wrote that Abraham “offered up his only
begotten [uovoyevncl'. We shall now see why this is so very important.

It needs to be remembered that in writing to the Hebrews, Paul was addressing his fellow
countrymen. He knew that like himself, they were very knowledgeable concerning what
we refer to today as the Old Testament Scriptures. This is why, when referring to the
experience of Abraham being willing to sacrifice Isaac as recorded in Genesis chapter
22, he had to be ‘spot on’ as to what he was writing. To misrepresent the words written
by Moses would have been disastrous.

It should go without saying that Paul knew that Isaac was not Abraham’s only biological
son, yet he describes him as “monogenes”. So why did he describe him this way?
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In the KJV, Genesis chapter 22 records that God said to Abraham

“... Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the
land of Moriah; and offer himthere for a burnt offering upon one of the
mountains which | will tell thee of.” Genesis 22:2 KJV

Note that the second usage of the word “son” is in italics. This is because it is not in the
Hebrew text. This is no more than it is in the Greek text of Hebrews 11:17. It is a supplied
word, supplied by the translators of the KJV.

When God saw that Abraham was willing to sacrifice his son, He said to Abraham

“.... Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing unto him: for now |
know that thou fearest God, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son
from me.” Genesis 22:12 KJV

Again there is an occasion of the word “son”in italics. This again is because itis a supplied
word. It is not in the original text. The same happens in Genesis 22:16 where Moses
records that God said to Abraham

“ .... By myself have | sworn, saith the LORD, for because thou hast done this
thing, and hast not withheld thy son, thine only son: Genesis 22:16 KJV

Again the second usage of the word “son” is a supplied word.

These three occasions of “only son” are translated from the Hebrew yahid. Much could
be said here concerning how this word is used in the Old Testament, but space is limited.
Suffice to say that apart from the above in Genesis chapter 22, it is translated in the KJV
as ‘only son’ (Amos 8:10, Zechariah 12:10), ‘only son’ (Jeremiah 6:26), ‘only child’
(Judges 11:34), ‘darling’ (Psalm 22:20 and 35:17), ‘desolate’ (Psalm 25:16), ‘solitary’
(Psalm 68:6) and ‘only beloved (Proverbs 4:3).

Here is how the three verses of Genesis 22 are rendered in the Septuagint

“kai iTe” AaBE TOV UIdV oou TOV ayatnTov, OV AYATTNoag, TOV ‘loadk, kai TTopednT
gic TRV YAV TAV UWNARV Kai dvéveykov auTOV EKET £iC OAOKAPTTWOIV €@ £V TV OPEWV,
wv v ool €imw.” Genesis 22:2

“kai eitre” un EmMPBAANS AV XEipd cou £ 7O TTaIddpiov Pndé TToIRong auT® Pndév:
vOv yap &yvwyv, 011 @oBR oU TOV Otdv Kai oUK épeiow To0 uiod oou To0 ayatrnTol
OI" €ué.” Genesis 22:12

“kat’ éuautol Wpooa, Aéyel Kupiog, ol givekev émmoinoag 10 pfipa TolT0, Kai OUK
épeiow 100 Uiol oou Tol ayarnTol o1 €ué,” Genesis 22:16

Now notice how Brenton translates these three verses in his translation of the
Septuagint

“‘And he [God} said, Take thy son, the beloved one, whom thou hast loved ...”
Genesis 22:2 (Septuagint, Brenton translation)
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“And he [God] said, Lay not thine hand upon the child, neither do anything to him,
for now | know that thou fearest God, and for my sake thou hast not spared thy
beloved son.” Genesis 22:12 (Septuagint, Ibid)

‘I have sworn by myself, says the Lord, because thou hast done this thing, and on
my account hast not spared thy beloved son.” Genesis 22:16 (Septuagint, Ibid)

Now compare these same verses with how Thomson translates them in his
translation of the Septuagint.

“‘And he said, Take thy son, thy dear son whom thou hast loved...” Genesis 22:2
(Septuagint, Thomson translation)

“And he said, Lay not thy hand on the lad, nor do any thing to him; for now | know
that thou fearest God and on my account hast not spared thy darling son.” Genesis
22:12 (Septuagint, Ibid)

“saying, By myself | have sworn, saith the Lord, Because thou hast done this, and
for my sake hast not spared thy beloved son;” Genesis 22:16 (Septuagint, 1bid)

” “

These renderings (“beloved one”, “beloved son”, “dear son” and “darling son”) are
translated into English from the Greek text highlighted in red on page 13 above, thus, in
the Septuagint, the idea of God referring to Isaac as Abraham’s “only son”, as in the
KJV translation of these verses, is not there. It appears that the translators of the
Septuagint (from Hebrew into Greek) saw more in the usage of the word yahid than just
a numerical value (one or only). They appear to have understood it as depicting someone
who is regarded as beloved as an only son. It is even translated in the Septuagint, by
both Brenton and Thomson, as “only-begotten” or “only child” etc. (see Psalm 22;20.
35:17, 25:16, Judges 11:34).

God had promised that Abraham and Sarah would have a son (Genesis 17:15-19). This
was even though Sarah was past childbearing age (Genesis 17:17, 18:11-13).
Encouraged and persuaded by his wife Sarah, as a way of fulfilling God’s promise,
Abraham produced a son by her handmaiden Hagar (Genesis 16:1-3). On God’s
instruction, this child was called Ishmael (Genesis 16:11, 15). Ishmael though, was not
the promised son. His existence was the result of human devising. Isaac was different.
He was of God’s devising. Like Christ, he was a promised son — the only begotten son of
Abraham and Sarah.

Isaac was caused to be by God. His existence was a miracle. In this sense he was unique,
one of a kind in a specific relationship (of Abraham and Sarah). He was their only
begotten. He was also the promised of God, the one through whom the world would be
blessed. This must have compounded Abraham’s love for Isaac. Abraham must have
regarded him as very precious, thus Isaac would have been Abraham’s greatly beloved.
Paul was describing Isaac as loved by Abraham as an only son would be loved by a
father. The depiction of an ‘only son’, is sometimes used to denote a greatly beloved (see
Jeremiah 6:26, Amos 8:10, Zechariah 12:10). This was in keeping with how Isaac was
described in Genesis chapter 22. Paul therefore chose a Greek word that would suit this
perfectly. It was monogenes.
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In the Septuagint (see pages 9-11 above), the translators into Greek used monogenes to
depict an only son or daughter born of his or her parents. If those same translators had
understood Genesis 22:2, 12 and 16 as saying “only son” (as in the KJV), then why did
they not use monogenes? They must have regarded God as emphasising the love of
Abraham for Isaac within the context of him being the covenanted seed of Abraham
(Genesis 17:21), the promised one, the one through whom the world would be blessed
(Genesis 12:3, 18:18. 22:18). Thus he was described by God as Abraham’s beloved.

So Paul, in Hebrews 11:17, was simply echoing God’s description of Isaac as revealed in
Genesis chapter 22 as loved as (a) an only son would be loved, and (b) as a son who
was loved as the promised one of God. Neither of the contexts, Genesis or Hebrews,
reveals God or Paul as speaking of Isaac as Abraham’s only biological son. This shows
that context is crucial.

The use of monogenes after the close of the canon of scripture

From the above, we have seen that prior to the time of Christ, also decades after His
ascension, various authors used monogenes (uovoyevri¢) to convey that a person was
the only born (only begotten) son or daughter of his or her parents. This is regardless of
the age of the person at that time (not necessarily when speaking of a child).

So that we can see how monogenes was used centuries later, | will cite here its usage in
the creed that was adopted at the first Council of Nicaea. This was in AD 325. This creed,
at that time, was of the utmost importance to the developing Christian church. Many
denominations still regard it as being so today. This is because its purpose is to explain
the relationship that exists between God the Father and Christ. It is also an integral part
of the orthodox trinity doctrine held by many churches. This creed reads

“MoTedouev €ig Eéva Oedv Matépa TTAVTOKPATOPA TTAVTIWVY OPATWV TE Kai AOPATWV
ToINTAV"  Kai €i¢ éva  Kupiov Incolv  Xpiotov 10V Yiov 100 O0l, yevvnOévra €k
100 Matpdg povoyevi TouTéaTiv €K TG ouaiag Tol Matpog Oedv ék Oeol, PG €k
Pwtdg, Oedv aAnBIvov €k Oeol aAnBivol, yevvnBévra, ol TroinBévta, duoolaiov
TQ Matpi,...” (Creed of Nicaea, AD 325)

Translated into English, this says

“We believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of all visible and invisible; And
in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten [yevvnBévta] from the Father,
only-begotten [uovoyevij - monogenes], that is, from the substance of the Father,
God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten [yevvnBévra] not
made, of one substance with the Father...” (Creed of Nicaea, AD 325)

Here Christ is referred to as a povoyevij (monogenes] Son. It cannot be denied that this
was intended to depict Christ as only begotten. This is because by reason of the two-fold
use of yevvnBévia — meaning born - there is a double disambiguation. This
disambiguation ensured that no mistake would be made in understanding what was
intended by the usage of monogenes. It was to denote an only begotten (only born) Son.

Note the creed describes Christ as “begotten from the Father only-begotten”. Quite
recently, Mr Foundalis enlightened me about this phrase. He explained
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“Just one minor observation (which, for you, might be important): the Greek text
says: “yevvnoévta €k To0 MNaTpog povoyeviy”. That's a single phrase, a unit, which in
the English translation is rendered in two units separated by a comma: “[unit 1]
begotten from the Father, [unit 2] only-begotten”. | understand that this is because

the word “begotten” is used to translate both the “yevvnBévra” and the “povoyeviy”.
(Email, Harry Foundalis to Terry Hill, 215t July 2024)

We have seen from the above that for over 1000 years amongst Greek speaking people,
the word monogenes was intended to mean, when speaking of an offspring from his or
her parents, that this was an only begotten son or daughter. There is no reason therefore
to believe that the readers of John’s gospel would have regarded it any differently. The
revelation found in John’s gospel concerning Christ, would have been a major contributor
to the formation of the Creed of Nicaea.

John’s use of monogenes

Five times John used monogenes to describe Christ. This was 4 times in his gospel, and
once in one of his little letters (epistles). Each time, in the KJV, it is translated as “only
begotten”. Here are the relevant texts

“And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the
glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth.” John 1:14

“‘No man hath seen God at any time, the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom
of the Father, he hath declared him.” John 1:18

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever
believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” John 3:16

“He that believeth on him is not condemned: but he that believeth not is condemned
already, because he hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God.”
John 3:18

“In this was manifested the love of God toward us, because that God sent his only
begotten Son into the world, that we might live through him.” 1 John 4:9

When considering John’s usage of monogenes, it needs to be borne in mind that he wrote
his gospel with the intention of showing that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God (John
20:31). This though, if not explained, could have given rise to confusion. This is because
created beings and believers in Christ are also called sons of God (Genesis 6:2, 6:4, Job
1:6, 2:1, 38:7, John 1:12, Romans 8:14, Philippians 2:15 and 1 John 3:1-2). In fact,
immediately before his first usage of monogenes (John 1:14), John wrote that believers
in Christ's name had “the power to become the sons of God.” (John 1:12). By using
monogenes to describe Christ, John was differentiating between the created and adopted
sons of God, and Christ as the “only begotten” Son of God. Even apart from anything
else, John’s usage of monogenes was a disambiguation.

Whereas monogenes is translated in some Bibles as “only begotten” (John 1:14, 1:18,
3:16, 3:18, 1 John 4:9), other versions read “only” or “one and only”. This though, while
conveying the same basic thought as does monogenes, does not fully represent why
John used it. His usage of itimmediately brought to people’s mind an only son or daughter
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born of his or her parents. John therefore was stressing (emphasising) that Christ was
the ONLY BEGOTTEN of God. This depicts Christ as the Son of God in a sense that no
one else can be (a unique Son). If John had wanted to write “only son”, or “one and only
son”, he could have written pévoc uidg (only son), or €i¢ kai pévog uidg (one and only son)
but this would not have served as such a clear disambiguation as did monogenes, neither
would it have emphasised so emphatically that Christ is the ONLY BEGOTTEN of God.

This begetting (bringing forth) of Christ from God, must have taken place before anything
was created. We know this because God created all things through and by Christ (John
1:3, 1 Corinthians 8:6, Ephesians 3:9, Colossians 1:15-16, Hebrews 1:1-2). Christ
therefore, the divine Son of God, must have been begotten (brought forth) of God’s very
own substance. This is because when He was begotten (brought forth), nothing existed
except for God. John was saying that Christ is the only one begotten of (brought forth of)
God’s very being (God’s own substance).

By describing Christ as the monogenes Son of God, John removed any ambiguity that
may have arisen over Him being called the Son of God. It would also have immediately
brought to the minds of those reading his gospel, that Christ was the only begotten of
God Himself (God’s own substance).

From its beginning to its end, John’s gospel is replete with ‘signs’ that reveal Christ’s
divine Sonship to God. This is what makes Him so different than the other sons of God.
In this sense He is unique — a ‘one of a kind’ Son of God. Those wishing to understand
more about the begotten concept can do so by going here

https://www.theprophetstillspeaks.co.uk/Articles _pdf/Understanding_the begotten
_concept.pdf

Etymology
Under the heading “Etymologies’, the current online Webster’s dictionary states

1: the history of a linguistic form (such as a word) shown by tracing its development
since its earliest recorded occurrence in the language where it is found, by tracing
its transmission from one language to another, by analyzing it into its component
parts, by identifying its cognates in other languages, or by tracing it and its cognates
to a common ancestral form in an ancestral language.” (Webster’s online 2024
dictionary, Etymology)

Webster’s also explains

“The etymology of etymology itself is relatively straightforward. Etymon means
"origin of a word" in Latin, and comes from the Greek word etymon, meaning
"literal meaning of a word according to its origin." Greek etymon in turn comes
from etymos, which means "true."” (Ibid)

The goal of etymology is to aid in the discovery of the true meaning of a word, but | would
suggest that this can only be fully achieved by realising what a word was intended to
mean to an audience (a) at the time it was originally written and (b) as understood in a
given context. This brings us back to the section of this study where it was shown that
words can change in meaning according to the context in which they are used.
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To put this in another way: While dictionary definitions, origins (roots) of words, and their
various cognates in other languages are interesting and perhaps very helpful, a word’s
true meaning is completely dependent upon the context in which an author uses it.

Looking at it another way again: The true meaning of any given word can only be
understood by realising what an author expects his or her audience to understand by the
usage of it, which in turn will be determined by the context in which it is used.

Another important point to remember is that the meaning of a word today does not
necessarily represent what it was intended to convey when it was originally written. This
is because over the years, particularly over hundreds of years, a word may change in
meaning (or shade of meaning). This is why it is crucial to understand a word as it is found
in its original setting at the time it was used.

As far as etymology is concerned, the word monogenes can be broken down as follows:
mono (uovo), meaning one only (singular), gen (-yev-), denoting origins and generations,
and es (-r¢), making it an adjective.

No one questions the first part of the word (mono) but the second part (gen) is highly
debated. Some say that instead of it having anything to do with origins, it only means type
or kind — giving the impression that monogenes only means ‘one of a kind or type’
(unique). As we have seen above though, as used in Greek literature over the centuries,
monogenes was mostly used in the context of offspring, denoting an only born son or
daughter of his or her parents. When determining what was meant by the usage
of monogenes, this is vital to understand.

For a further, and a scholarly, discussion of the etymology of monogenes, see page 15 of
the article by Mr. Foundalis already mentioned above. Here again is the link

https://theprophetstillspeaks.co.uk/Articles _pdf/Monogenes.pdf

Unique or not unique

As we have noted, there are those who take the view that monogenes does not contain
the concept of begotten, but only means unique (one of a kind). Here though we need to
do some reasoning.

It must be remembered that if something is said to be unique (one of a kind, type or sort),
there must be a reason for it. Something cannot be unique without a specific reason;
neither, really, would it be logical to refer to something as unique without giving a reason
for making such a claim.

Look at it this way: Imagine one day | invite you to my house for lunch. As we make our
way to the dining room, | stop and point to a vase on a shelf. It is a very colourful vase. It
is a blaze of greens, reds, yellows and oranges. Unfortunately, it has a distinct crack
running from top to bottom. So | point out these two things to you, and you respond by
saying, “You are right, it is very colourful, and | agree, the crack does spoil its
appearance”.
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What though, if | do not say anything about the colours of the vase or the crack? Instead
| say, pointing to the vase, “Do you see that vase over there by the window? It is unique.
It is one of a kind. Now let’s go and have some lunch”.

If I did that, and offered no explanation as to why the vase was unique, would that make
sense to you? You can see it is colourful, also that it has a large crack in it, so you didn’t
need me to tell you that - but because | said it was unique, what have | told you about it
that makes it so? The answer is, | haven’t told you anything. By saying it is unique, this
is, at the very best, just an uninformative and pointless statement to make. In other words,
saying the vase is unique, without an explanation as to why it is so, is of no value
whatsoever — even if it did happen to be true. The only thing it would do is to inspire the
question, “why is it unique?”, thus an answer would be required from me for claiming it to
be as such.

So, if it is said that monogenes only means unique (one of a kind}, then what would this
convey to the readers of John’s writings where he described Christ as being so (see John
1:14, 1:18, 3:16, 3:18 and 1 John 4:9)? The answer is that it would have conveyed
nothing. This is because there always must be a reason for referring to someone (or
something) as unique. Unless a specific reason is given, a person (or anything) could be
unique for any number of reasons.

Some may say that Christ is one of a kind (unique) because of His relationship to the
Father (that no one else has the same relationship), but would not this also apply to the
relationship of the Father to Christ? Would not this also be unique? If so, can it be said
that the Father is also monogenes? And what about the Holy Spirit? Does He also have
a unique relationship with both the Father and the Son that no one else has, and would
not this make Him monogenes?

Some may say that Christ is monogenes because of who He is (His personal identity —
that there is only one Christ), but how many Fathers are there of the Godhead? There is
only one, so is He also monogenes? How about the Holy Spirit? How many Holy Spirits
of the Godhead are there? There is only one, so is the Holy Spirit also monogenes? We
could go on ad infinitum with this reasoning.

We could also reason, if we are referring to personal identity, that every person ever born
on this earth was unique (one of a kind) so would they all be monogenes? That would
make no sense. This is why to conclude that John, by describing Christ as monogenes
was only saying that Christ was unique because of His personal identity, makes no sense
either. It would be telling us nothing. This is why, by using monogenes to describe Christ,
John must have had an entirely different intention than just saying He was unique.

Could monogenes be used to point out something to be unique? Of course it could — if
the context demanded it. For example: In a letter attributed to Clement of Rome when
writing to the Christians at Corinth about the resurrection of Christians, he cited the
mythical Phoenix which is said to die and be resurrected. He wrote

“There is a bird which is called the phoenix. This, being the only one of its kind
[uovoyevii¢/monogenes], liveth for five hundred years.” (Clement of Rome to the
believers at Corinth)
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Mr. Foundalis commented

“The meaning here is quite clear: the bird Phoenix (a mythological creature) was
believed to be “the only one of its kind”. What we call “kind” today was “yévog” in
ancient Greek, which passed into Latin as “genus”. Thus, a “mono”-“genus” was
one that had a single ancestry line. (Cf. earlier Plato’s Laws, Book 3, 691e:
‘monogenous” = “of a single ancestry line”.) Phoenix was believed to die in flames
in a “sepulcher” that it built for itself before dying, and its offspring would come out
from the ashes and grow to a new Phoenix — in a never-ending 500-year-long
cycle.” (Mr. Foundalis, Op. cit)

It is understandable that monogenes is used here to describe the Phoenix as “the only
one of its kind” (unique) but as Charles Lee Irons noted in his article Let’s Go Back To
‘Only Begotten’

“First, a search of Thesaurus Linguae Graecae — a comprehensive database of
ancient, Koine, and medieval Greek — reveals that the word monogenés is used
most basically and frequently in contexts having to do with biological offspring. Its
fundamental meaning is “only begotten” or “only child” in the sense of having no
siblings...It must be acknowledged that there are indeed instances where a
translation such as “only,” “only one of its kind,” or “unique” is required by the
context....But these are uniformly metaphorical extensions of the basic meaning,
“only begotten” or “only child.” Context determines which usage is in view, and the
five Johannine uses are in the context of sonship...” (Charles Lee Irons,
www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/lets-go-back-to-only-begotten)

Context really is crucial. As we have seen earlier, without a context, a given word can
have various meanings and interpretations of usage.

Conclusions

John’s purpose for writing his gospel was to show that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of
God (John 20:31). John’s usage of monogenes therefore was in the context of Sonship.
As will be seen if his gospel is read, every instance (sign) John recorded about Christ,
revealed His divinity. John did not present Christ as created of God, nor as having been
adopted by Him, but as the eternal divine Son of God who was begotten of God’s own
being (own substance). As the Creed of Nicaea says — “God from God”, “true God from
true God”. In fact, the way that John opened his gospel was to declare that Christ was
God.

“‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God. The same was in the beginning with God. All things were made by him; and
without him was not any thing made that was made. In him was life; and the life was
the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended
it not.” John 1:1-5 KJV

These opening words of John were the forerunner of everything else he would write in

presenting Christ as the divine Son of God (John 20:31). These words therefore are the
undergirding (underpinning/foundation) that would support and lead people to believe
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Christ to be the divine Son of God. According to Jesus, this belief (His Sonship to God)
was to be the foundation of the Christian faith (Matthew 16:13-18). Christ’s divine Sonship
to God therefore was from eternity when He was begotten of God, not from any other
happening or for any other reason.

From the above, we have seen that before, during, and after the time of Christ, the Greek
word povoyevrg (monogenes), whenever used of an offspring, conveyed the idea that an
individual was the only son or daughter born (begotten) of his or her parents. This is
exactly what the readers of John’s writings would have realised he was saying about
Christ. They would have taken John as saying that Christ was the only one who is
begotten of God’s own substance (not created or adopted as a son), therefore He is truly
the only begotten Son of God. Amen.

Return to the Index

End of article
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