Another Anti-Trinitarian Smokescreen

T. David Gordon

In the category of fact-is-stranger-than-fiction, a non-Trinitarian called me several days ago (without invitation and without introduction), ostensibly to “ask a question,” though rather quickly he explained to me why θεὸς in John 1:1 was not to be construed as “God,” but “a divinity” (or something like that).  This individual did not claim (as many/most non-Trinitarians do) that this was due to θεὸς being anarthrous (having no definite article).  Perhaps he was aware that I’ve listed all of the anarthrous uses of θεὸς in the NT on my website, demonstrating that there are over 250 of them, all of which, except at John 1:1, are translated “God” even by the Kingdom Translation of the Jehovah’s Witnesses.  Rather, he suggested, when an anarthrous noun is employed with the verb εἰμί--“to be”--this causes the noun to be indefinite, rather than definite:  “a divinity,” rather than “the” God.  He cited “proof” from John 6:7:  “Did I not choose you, the Twelve? And yet one of you is a devil” (διάβολός ἐστιν).  Note, he argued, that Jesus did not accuse one of the twelve of being “the devil,” but “a devil,” which, he argued, was due to the anarthrous noun being employed with some form of the verb εἰμί.
My initial reaction (later proven right) was to suspect that this was the same old cultic tactic:  the cults and sects have no interest in truth, and never have had any interest in truth; their only interest is in converts.  So, I suspected that this was the kind of assertion the caller could make with impunity because how, after all, could I test the assertion with one ear glued to the telephone handset?  I certainly could not sight-read the Greek New Testament in its entirety while in the midst of a telephone conversation.  Later, when I had some leisure, I decided to search the phenomenon, so I configured a search in the AcCordance™ program to return all circumstances in which there was an anarthrous noun in the nominative case (which therefore would qualify as the nominative or predicate nominative) in sentences with the verb εἰμί.  This is a somewhat complicated search, not the kind of search I could have done while on the telephone, fielding more questions.

I was initially pleased to discover that the search did indeed yield the two relevant texts from John’s Gospel.  Both John 1:1 and John 6:70 appeared.  Of course, more than a hundred other texts appeared also, which meant the theory could be tested.  If John 6:70 were the only other place where an anarthrous noun appeared with εἰμί, and if there, the anarthrous noun were indefinite, this would be of some consequence, albeit only some.  Whatever consequence this had would have to be weighed against the lexical reality that over 250 other times in the NT, anarthrous θεὸς appears where it plainly means “God.”  That is, this other alleged grammatical principle, that in texts with anarthrous nouns and the verb εἰμί the anarthrous noun would necessarily be indefinite, would not be a conclusive rule unless it were widely known by those who employed Koiné Greek.  That is, in a circumstance where the noun in question means “God” over 250 times even when it does not have the definite article, one would think this alleged grammatical principle that an anarthrous noun in the nominative case, when used with εἰμί, renders the noun indefinite, would have to occur, well, 350 times?  450 times?  How many times would this alleged rule have to appear to be recognized by users of Koiné Greek, sufficiently to overturn the common occurrence of anarthrous θεὸς meaning God?  If anarthrous θεὸς routinely means “God,” would not this lexical reality be so well-established that it would be the routine manner in which one would translate θεὸς, absent some other lexical or grammatical reality that was also equally-well-established?  

And surely, the principle would need to be unambiguous.  The evidence from those texts could not be mixed.  Part of the reason, for instance, that I take the anarthrous θεὸς to mean “God” in John 1:1 is that the anarthrous use of God is common (255 times in the NT), and is commonly translated “God” even by non-Trinitarian translations, except at John 1:1.  That is, it is frequently established, and established without exception, in the NT, that anarthrous θεὸς is translated “God” (unless the context evidently indicates otherwise, as at Acts 17, where Paul noted that the Athenians even had an altar to “an unknown god,” which plainly excludes θεὸς meaning the true and living God of the Old Testament).  So, this less-frequent phenomenon, to be convincing, had surely better be unanimous.  If all we find is that on some occasions (e.g. John 6:70), the anarthrous noun is indefinite, but that on other occasions it is definite, then the principle is not a principle at all; it is merely a possibility.

So, when anarthrous nouns in the nominative case are employed with the verb εἰμί in the NT, are they always indefinite, or are they sometimes definite?  They can be either definite or indefinite, as the following 17 definite examples illustrate:

Matt. 5:34-35 But I say to you,  Do not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne (θρόνος ἐστὶν τοῦ θεοῦ) of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool (ὑποπόδιόν ἐστιν), or by Jerusalem, for it is the city (πόλις ἐστὶν) of the great King.

Matt. 22:42 saying, “What do you think about the Christ? Whose son is he? (τίνος υἱός ἐστιν)”

Matt. 27:54 When the centurion and those who were with him, keeping watch over Jesus, saw the earthquake and what took place, they were filled with awe and said, “Truly this was the Son of God! (ἀληθῶς θεοῦ υἱὸς ἦν οὗτος)”

Mark 2:28 So the Son of Man is lord (κύριός ἐστιν) even of the Sabbath.”

Mark 9:21 And Jesus asked his father, “How long (πόσος χρόνος ἐστὶν) has this been happening to him?”

Luke 23:54 It was the day of Preparation (ἡμέρα ἦν παρασκευῆς), and the Sabbath was beginning.

John 1:39 He said to them, “Come and you will see.” So they came and saw where he was staying, and they stayed with him that day, for it was about the tenth hour (ὥρα ἦν ὡς δεκάτη).

John 3:29  The one who has the bride is the bridegroom (νυμφίος ἐστίν).

John 4:6 It was about the sixth hour (ὥρα ἦν ὡς ἕκτη).

John 12:31 Now is the judgment of this world (νῦν κρίσις ἐστὶν)…

John 19:31   Since it was the day of Preparation (ἐπεὶ παρασκευὴ ἦν)

John 19:40 So they took the body of Jesus and  bound it in linen cloths with the spices, as is the burial custom (ἔθος ἐστὶν) of the Jews.

1Cor. 4:4  I am not aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord (κύριός ἐστιν) who judges me.

2Cor. 5:19 that is, in Christ God was (θεὸς ἦν ἐν Χριστῷ) reconciling  the world to himself,

Heb. 9:15  Therefore he is the mediator of a new covenant (διαθήκης καινῆς μεσίτης ἐστίν)

1John 2:2  He is the propitiation (ἱλασμός ἐστιν) for our sins,

1John 2:18  Children,  it is the last hour (ἐσχάτη ὥρα ἐστίν),… Therefore we know that it is the last hour (ἐσχάτη ὥρα ἐστίν).

There are also 13 examples of the construction with proper nouns, each of which is also definite:

Mark 6:15  But others said, “He is Elijah (Ἠλίας ἐστίν·).”

Luke 1:63 And he asked for a writing tablet and wrote, “His name is John (Ἰωάννης ἐστὶν ὄνομα αὐτοῦ).”

Luke 2:25 …and the Holy Spirit was (πνεῦμα ἦν ἅγιον ἐπ᾿ αὐτόν) upon him.

John 5:15 The man went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus (Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν) who had healed him.

John 8:39   They answered him, “Abraham is our father (ὁ πατὴρ ἡμῶν Ἀβραάμ ἐστιν).”

John 20:14 Having said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing, but she did not know that it was Jesus (Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν).

John 20:31 but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is (Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν) the Christ,

John 21:4   Just as day was breaking, Jesus stood on the shore; yet the disciples did not know that it was Jesus (Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν).

Acts 9:38 Since Lydda was near Joppa, the disciples, hearing that Peter was there (Πέτρος ἐστὶν ἐν αὐτῇ)

Acts 27:8 Coasting along it with difficulty, we came to a place called Fair Havens, near which was the city of Lasea (πόλις ἦν Λασαία).

2Tim. 4:11 Luke alone is with me (Λουκᾶς ἐστιν μόνος μετ᾿ ἐμοῦ).

1John 4:15 Whoever confesses that Jesus is (Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν) the Son of God

1John 5:1    Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ (Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν ὁ Χριστὸς) has been born of God

1John 5:5 Who is it that overcomes the world except the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God (Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ θεοῦ)?

Thirty times in the New Testament, we find that the anarthrous noun in the nominative case, in a sentence employing the verb εἰμί, is definite; not indefinite.  In 1 Cor. 4:4 and 2 Cor. 5:19, divine titles are also employed this way; in fact, 2 Cor. 5:19 is identical to John 1:1-- each says θεὸς ἦν.  I doubt the anti-Trinitarians would desire to suggest that “a divinity was in Christ reconciling the world to himself.”

Two things are instructive about my encounter with the mystery-caller:  The first is, it is obviously not a grammatical rule that when an anarthrous noun is employed with the verb εἰμί the noun must be, or even ordinarily should be, indefinite (something so arcane and unlikely that I had never even considered it as a possibility until they mystery caller--perhaps he was Elijah--raised the question).  In fact, the thirteen examples using the proper noun (which is always definite) disprove this even apart from the 17 other examples.  The only way we know whether an anarthrous noun is definite or indefinite is by other considerations.  In the case of each noun in question, the only interpretive issue is whether the noun is rendered definite by the definite article or by something else.  Since θεὸς appears 255 times in the New Testament without the definite article in passages where even the non-Trinitarian translations regard it as “God,” I judge that we should take it the same way in John 1.  

The second instructive thing is this; the consistent pattern of cultic behavior is to avoid/evade truth by getting people off-balance, by constantly raising questions the individual a) probably has never raised before and b) probably cannot answer right then and there. I would guess, conservatively, that the individual who called me asked twenty questions in less than twenty minutes.  Nor did he always wait for complete answers; he wasn’t attempting to carry on a dialog on any of the questions until we arrived at mutual agreement.  He kept firing questions, like bullets from a gun, until he could find one that I hadn’t entertained before.  If I had entertained it before, and therefore if I had an answer, he wasn’t interested in following up on the answer; he moved to another question.  The entire point of the method was to cast doubt by raising questions; not to establish confidence in truth by discussing a single question to its proper end.  His method was what I’ve run into in my entire adult life of dealing with Jehovah’s Witnesses (and he would not identify himself by religious affiliation, so he may have been part of some other group): keep firing questions until you fire one that your hapless listener has never considered before.

Whatever you do (if you are cultic), do not publish your work.  If you make your argument public, it can be publicly refuted.  If the individual who had called me had published his theory in some public forum, it would have been publicly refuted long ago.  If he had identified himself (he didn’t, and when I asked him to, he gave, haltingly, two different names, both first names, so I still couldn’t find him, inform of counter-evidence to his view, or damage his reputation in any way).  If this individual had published his theory that an anarthrous noun with the verb εἰμί is indefinite, anyone with searching software could do what I later did; disprove it in about fifteen minutes (assuming one has the patience to read through about a hundred Greek texts, making notes).  But, for all I know, he had thirty questions/theories like that in the loop; if I could answer one, he would simply grab another.

I eventually hung up on him, after not receiving an answer to this question:  “Sir, since I didn’t call you, and since I’m at my place of work and it is obvious that your questions are not work-related, why should I continue an indefinite amount of my workday in this conversation, a conversation in which I have no interest, in which your questions appear to be limitless, and in which you demonstrate no likelihood of changing your mind?”  He, of course, didn’t answer the question, but attempted to get back to firing more questions at me that I likely would never have entertained before, so I simply hung up.  After nearly a half hour, there was still no courteous way to silence him, so I simply had to hang up.  

Had he been interested in truth, he would have said something to this effect.  “Good afternoon, Professor, my name is Bob Smith, and I’m from the so-and-so church of so-and-so.  I know you’re busy, but I wonder if you’d mind if I sent you some material for you to read, at your leisure.  I’ll include a business card with the material, and you can call me when you’ve read the material, and I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have if you are interested.”  But cultists staunchly resist giving you any material beforehand that you can read at your leisure and evaluate critically.  After meeting with one Witness in New Hampshire for nearly three years (always at her convenience, not mine), it took me another several meetings just to get her to bring me what she regarded as a good anti-trinitarian book or pamphlet, that I could read over on my own (and which, despite our agreement to do so, she later refused to discuss with me).

Those of us who are interested in truth are happy to publish our thoughts.  Indeed, our word “publish” is etymologically related to the word “public,” and virtually means “to make public.”  We are happy to publish our arguments or evidence in the public arena, so that, if they are mistaken, we can be corrected and others can be protected from our error.  I just listed 30 examples of anarthrous nouons with the verb εἰμί that I judge to be definite, and which I am confident even the anti-Trinitarian translations will judge to be so also.  I now place these 30 before the public on a website, where, if I am mistaken, I can be corrected.  Some of us even maintain websites where we place our previously-published (and some previously-unpublished) material to make it more available to the public, to read at its leisure, and to compare to whatever counter-evidence or counter-arguments they may have at their disposal.

Had the mystery-caller been interested in truth, I could have sent him a copy of this little paper, indicating that I had found at least thirty examples of anarthrous nouns with the verb εἰμί that are plainly definite, one of which has the identical anarthrous noun as at John 1:1.  Had he been interested in truth, he would have wanted to know when his opinions were based upon faulty grammatical principles.  He would have been sure to have left his name and a phone number (his call came to me through the college switchboard, so no identifying phone number was displayed on my phone), saying something like, “I could be wrong here; if you encounter examples that are contrary to my thesis, please let me know.”  But he wasn’t interested in truth; he wasn’t interested in a fair public hearing of his thesis; he wasn’t interested in evidence contrary to his thesis.  He was interested in only one thing--planting doubts in my mind by firing one question after another, confident that he would eventually find one or more for which I had no ready answer. 

So, in addition to disproving the spurious idea that anarthrous nouns with the verb “to be” are always indefinite (they are no more indefinite than other anarthrous nouns), I would suggest, even more importantly, that you watch for the pattern of manipulation, which always takes the form of resistance to thoughtful, quiet study (they will not send you a book for you to read or study at your own pace) and insistance on firing their own questions, questions you are not likely ever to have raised before.  I recommend that you not do what I did; entertain the nonsense for half an hour.  Just ask if they have some literature to send, and if they say no, hang up.
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