Dear Mr. James Ayars, minister of the SDA Church,

I am writing in response to the letter that you wrote disputing the meaning of the Greek
word “monogenes” as it appeared in a letter written by Mr. Terry Hill. You have not
received a letter from me before, so please allow me to introduce myself.

My name is Harry Foundalis, and our common acquaintance, Mr. Hill, has been writing
to me since 2017, asking my help in translating various excerpts from the New Testament
as it appears in its original language, Ancient (Koine) Greek. I happen to be educated in
Classic Greek, and because my native language is Modern Greek, I am in a position to
read fluently and understand excellently the New Testament, the Septuagint, or any other
text written in Koine Greek. I can also read, with an occasional help from a dictionary,
Herodotus (4™ C. BC). When it comes to more “academic” texts, like those of Aristotle
or Plato (also 4™ . BC), the use of a dictionary becomes a necessity for me. Going
further back in time, to the poems of Homer or Hesiod (8" — 7" C. BC — which are
relevant in what follows), my understanding without a dictionary is akin to a modern
native English speaker’s understanding of Chaucer. It is worth noting that there is not a
single extant Greek text, no matter how ancient, which is as linguistically distant from
Modern Greek as the poem “Beowulf” is from Modern English.

I also have a double Ph.D. in computer science and cognitive science. Although these two
disciplines might appear unrelated to the study of ancient texts, actually they are not. On
one hand, through computer science I have developed unique tools to analyze texts of the
ancestor language of my own native one, including the New Testament. On the other
hand, cognitive science includes linguistics as one of its foundational disciplines; and
linguistics, as you will soon realize, is very relevant in the discussion that follows. Every
student of cognitive science, at least in the U.S. where I received my tertiary education, is
required to complete a number of prerequisite courses in linguistics; and I did more than
just passing courses: I wrote a paper, published in a respectable linguistics-related
academic forum, that is still regularly referenced by linguists.

The above paragraphs describe roughly my educational background, at least the part of it
that is relevant in our discussion. I should also add that I am not a believer but an atheist.
This, in my experience, at first causes a negative reaction to believers. It is part of human
nature to show reticence and a feeling of rejection to the “outsider” who is “not of our
community — not one of us”. But actually, the fact that I am an atheist adds value to my
response, which you are about to read. For, as an atheist, I am guaranteed to lack a
religious agenda, which otherwise I could be accused of trying to impose. I am totally
indifferent to religious dogmas, and look at words from a purely linguistic perspective,
having zero interest in what the implications might be for this or that religious belief.
This is actually the reason why Mr. Hill, time and again, has asked for my help. He wants
objective translations, free from preconceived ideas that might bias the translator.

I shall soon proceed to examine the evidence that will shed some light on the meaning of
the word “monogenes” (povoyevic) in both Ancient Greek and its translations into Latin.
But first I feel I must put forth something like “the rules of the game”:



Notice please that when we examine evidence in science (contrary to religion), we never-
ever end up with absolute certainties. We do not form “dogmas”. This is absolutely
forbidden in science, and is a consequence of scientific theories relying on data. For, if
we formulate a theory today (such as that “monogenes” means “X”), and new evidence
arrives tomorrow that contradicts our current theory (such as that ancient author A tells us
explicitly that “monogenes” means “Y” in his native language), then we must reject our
current theory and create a new one (perhaps a modification, an enhanced version of our
former theory). Religious people might see this as a weakness of science, because — they
think — nothing is certain in the minds of scientists; there is no hard and immovable
belief upon which to rely and feel “intellectually safe”. And yet, this is precisely the
strong point of science, and the reason why today we rely heavily on it in our everyday
lives: because it causes scientific theories to be flexible, adaptable to an ever-changing,
evolving, and complex reality. The physical world is changing, evolving all the time; that
is why our tool for understanding it, i.e., science, must also be flexible and evolving.'

Notice also that the issue: “what ‘monogenes’ meant in Ancient Greek™ belongs squarely
to the physical world. It is not a matter of theology! You, the reader, being a religious
person, might see some theological consequences if the word meant X or Y. But the word
itself meant something to the ancient speaker of Greek, and that something is a definite
fact, scientifically investigable by evidence. We must separate the fact of what the word
meant from the reactions it causes to us if we have this or that religious worldview. (And,
as I stated earlier, to me it causes zero reactions because I lack a religious worldview.)

Last, but not least, among the “rules of the game” is that the evidence might sometimes
contradict our preconceived ideas. So be it. If we play by the rules of science, we must be
prepared to be disappointed sometimes with what we discover. If what we discover
makes us sad, we don’t turn a blind eye to the discovery, pretending it does not exist
because it doesn’t suit us. We take a deep breath, maybe drink some tea with soothing
effects, and move on in our lives with the new discovery in mind (always with a less-
than-100% certainty regarding it). And if the discovered thing hurts our arrogance, may I
remind you that arrogance is a vice that your religion is adamantly against — and I
wholeheartedly congratulate your religion on that aspect, especially when I compare it
with other ones. That’s why, as scientists, we learn to be humble: because often, upon
further investigation, what we believed to be true turns out to be wrong.

I apologize for the length of my introduction, but I believe it was necessary because we
come from entirely different educational upbringings and backgrounds. Without further
ado, I shall now proceed to examine the evidence for the meaning of “monogenes” in
Ancient Greek, also its translations into Latin. From now on, unless I qualify the word
with the adjective “Modern”, whenever I say “Greek” I shall mean “Ancient Greek”.

" In our defense, I should add that our beliefs are not eternally changing from X to Y, and back to X or even
to Z, without pattern. There are things for which we have nearly-100% certainties, such as that if I let go of
a pen that [ hold in my hand, here on Earth, it will move downward, will not poke my eye. For other things
we have an inferior certainty; say, 95%; such as that there is no significant amount of water on the Moon.
In general, we have degrees of certainty, which sometimes reach very high values — but never 100%.



1. Greek

1.1 Appearances of “monogenes” in Greek Texts

Let us start by being agnostic about the meaning of “monogenes” in Greek. That is, let us
rid ourselves of every preconception that we might have about the meaning of this word,
examine the Greek texts that include it, and then try to derive its meaning from the
context each time the word is used. In other words, I am asking you to adopt the scientific
attitude: no theories before the data is examined. Note please that the previous suggestion
applies to me, too: I have to make an effort to rid myself of the meaning of “monogenes”
in Modern Greek where it means “only-begotten” — I can assure you of this as a native
speaker. It is a well-known fact in linguistics that words, over the centuries as language
evolves, may change their meaning. For all I know, this word (monogenes) might be one
of them. It may have changed its meaning in the course of time as my ancestor language
has evolved to my present native one. So let’s examine the evidence.

1.1.1 Hesiod (8" - 7" C. BC)

Hesiod uses the word “monogenes” twice in his “Theogony”, the poem that describes the
origin of the Greek gods, from which many of the stories of ancient Greek mythology
originate. Note please that the word “theogony” is made of two parts: “theo-" + “-gony”,
meaning: “of gods” “birth”. The constituent “-gony” shares a common root with “-genes”
that appears in the word that concerns us; more, in the section on etymology (§1.2).

e Theogony 426: “o0d’, 611 povvoyevig, ocov Oed Eupope Tufig Kai yepbmv”

My translation: “nor [is it the case that], because she [the goddess Hecate] is an only
child (mounogenes), does she receive less honor and privileges”

Here, we have two competing possibilities for the meaning of “mounogenes” *: it could
mean “only child”, or it could mean “unique”. The second possibility seems implausible:
if Hecate was unique (in whatever unknown way), she should receive more honor and
privileges, not less. In contrast, an only child in ancient Greek culture was not the best
thing that a family could hope of having. This is because a possible death of the only
child would mean that the family would be left heirless. Back then, this was seen in a
negative light. (It was a common attitude in many ancient cultures, including the ancient
Jewish one, in which “to multiply” was seen as eminently important.) Thus, Hesiod tells
us, even though Hecate is an only child, she should not receive less honor.

o Theogony 448—449: “o\t® TOl KOi HOVVOYEVI|S K UNTPOG €000 / Ao PET’
aBavdrtoiot tetipntot yepdeoot.”

2 It is “mouno-" and not “mono-" because Hesiod (as well as Herodotus) uses the Ionic dialect of Greek.
The form “mono-" is in the Attic dialect, of which Koine, the dialect of the N.T., is an offspring.



This is a repetition of the same idea as in #426. It says: “thus, although she is the only
child of her mother, she has been honored among the immortals with all the privileges.”
Nothing new here; the word “although” (tot xai) gives away the meaning: “only child”.

The word “mounogenes” appears once only in Hesiod’s “Works and Days™:

e Works and Days 376-378: “povvoyevilg 8¢ mdug €in matpd1ov oikov / pepPérey: &G
yop mhovtog aéEetan &v peydpotoy: / ynpatdg o€ Bdvot Etepov moid” éykataieinwy.”

My translation: “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.”

Here, without any doubt, the translation “unique” for “mounogenes” must be rejected.
How would being unique (and in which sense?) help a child increase the wealth of a
household? On the contrary, an only child (a boy, ndig) would take care of his father’s
wealth without competition from any brothers. But, true to the idea that a family should
not be left heirless, Hesiod suggests to have a second child before a person dies of old
age. The contrast between second and first child is another clue that gives away the only
possible interpretation for “mounogenes”: “only child”, without siblings; literally, an
“only-born”.

1.1.2 Herodotus (4™ C. BC)

Herodotus, the “Father of history” (who, in fact, is responsible for the word “history” in
most European languages) uses the word “mounogenéa” (accusative of the Ionic form
“mounogenéus’) twice in his work:

e Histories, Book 2 §79: “€pacav 0¢ v Alyvmtiol Tod Tp®@Tov PactAedoavTog
Atyomtov moida povvoyevéa yevécshal, amobavovta o6& adtov dvopov Bpnvoict
ToVTO0101 VO Alyvatiov Tundivai [...]”

My translation: “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 [...]”

(Herodotus, here, expresses his astonishment for finding that a certain mournful song was
sung in the same way in Egypt as in Greece, Cyprus, Phoenicia, and other places.)

Does it make sense to translate “mounogenéa” as “unique”? Here, as in most other cases,
we should note that to call someone “unique” we must have given some specific reason
or reasons for which the person is unique. If, for example, I say “I lost my unique guitar”,
the person hearing this expects me to explain in which way this was a unique guitar; what
property did it have that made it “one of a kind” in the world? Instead, if I say, “I lost my
only guitar”, this requires no explanation: I had not two but one guitar, and I lost it. In a
similar vein, the above excerpt of Herodotus is understood perfectly if we assume that the
first Egyptian king had only one son, whom he lost, and so the Egyptians would sing the



described mournful song in the son’s honor. If this was a “unique son”, we expect some
explanation for why he was unique, which is absent from Herodotus’ text.

e Histories, Book 7 §221: “[Meyiotioc], povepog £ott Aemviong dmonéunmv, tva un
ouvamdANTOl GPL. O O ATOMEUTOUEVOS OVTOG PEV OVK ATEMTE, TOV O& Ao
OLGTPATEVOUEVOV, EOVTA Ol HOVVOYEVEX, ATETEUYE.”

My translation: “[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.”

Once again, the context allows only the meaning of “only son”. For, to say that Megistias
had a “unique son” begs the question: why was he unique? On the contrary, Herodotus
tells us that Megistias’ son was just one of the soldiers of the unit — anything but unique.
But because he was an only son (and recalling the ancient Greeks’ aversion to the idea
that a family should remain heirless), he was released from duty by his father who
decided to fight in his son’s position.

1.1.3 Euclid (4™ C. BC)

Euclid is the one who gave us the “Elements”, a textbook of geometry (the “Euclidean
geometry”) that lasted until Einstein’s time (for 2,300 years!). In his work, Euclid does
not use the word “monogenes”, but he does something else that is important for our
subject. In mathematics, it is common to claim that a certain mathematical object, or
property, is unique,; it might be the diameter of a circle, a chord, a hypotenuse, a prime
number, etc., which is “one of a kind”. This is because no other object/property satisfies
some given conditions. Indeed, in his Book 10, Euclid uses the word “unique” (actually
the adverb “uniquely”) in the proof of one of his lemmas®:

e FElements, Book 10, Lemma after proposition 41: “"Ot1 8¢ ai gipnuévar Ghoyot
povay®g dtapodviot €ig Tag gvbeiag, £€ vV cHYKEWTAL TOLOVGMY TO TPOKEIUEVH E10T
deiopev 1101 mpoekbEeEVOL AnppdTiov TotodTov:”

Translation by Richard Fitzpatrick: “We will now demonstrate that the aforementioned,
irrational (straight-lines) are uniquely divided into the straight-lines of which they are the
sum, and which produce the prescribed types, (after) setting forth the following lemma:”

It is beyond any doubt that with the word “monachds” Euclid means that the given
straight lines are divided uniquely, i.e., that their division yields an integer quotient and
leaves no remainder.

Why is this excerpt important? For two reasons:

1. Tt tells us that there was a word in Greek to express the concept of “unique”: it
was the adjective “monacho6s” (povoyog, masc.; povoyn, fem.; povaydv, neut.),

* A “lemma” is a sort of theorem that is used as an auxiliary tool for the proof of a “major” theorem.



from which the adverb “monachds” (povoy®c) is derived. Euclid didn’t tell us
that the straight lines are divided “monogends” (povoyevdg), which would be the
adverb from “monogenes”.

2. This is the only example among the ones of Classic Greek that is unrelated to the
concept of birth or creation. We see that when a birth (begetting, procreation,
creation) is not involved, then the root —gen— (as in “genesis”, “genus”) is absent.

1.1.4 Plato (4™ C. BC)

The word “monogenes” appears a few times in the works of Plato, arguably one of the
most famous philosophers of all times. Let us examine each one of them.

e Laws, Book 3, 691e: “Oedg eivor kndopevog DUGBY TIg, G T0 LEALOVTA TPOOPdV,
didvpov VUi putedoag TV TOV PacléwV YEVESY €K HOVOYEVOTDG, €iC TO HETPLOV
HAALOV GUVESTELAE.”

My translation: “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.”

The context here is not a direct birth-event, but a succession of births yielding an ancestry
line. Plato, or rather “an Athenian” who speaks in this dialogue, says that a god must
have intervened and changed the royal ancestry line from single to double, thus reducing
the power of an otherwise single king. Does it make sense to interpret this appearance of
“monogenous” (genitive case of “monogenes”) as “unique”? Clearly not; an ancestry
line, unless compared with some other one, is not normally said to be “unique” or “one of
a kind”. 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 6idvpov 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.

e (Critias, 113c—d (Critias speaking): “obtw o1 kol v vijcov [Toceddv v Athavtioan
Aoy®Vv €KYOVOUS 0TOD KOTOKIGEV K BVNTiG YOVaILKOG YEVVRGG &V TIVL TOTQ TOLRHOE
i VIioov. mpdg BuAGTTNG pév, Kot 88 pécov mdong mediov v, O 811 VIOV TESTWV
KAAMGTOV APETT] TE TKOVOV ysvscseou Méyeton, pog ¢ medio 8¢ av KOToL HEGOV
o1adiovg (g TEVIAKOVTO APESTOG IV Bpog Ppayd TAvTY. TOVT® &’ v EVOIKOG TGV &KEel
Kotd apyag €k yRig avopdv yeyovotov Evnveop pev dvopa, yovaiki 8¢ cuvolk®dv
Aegvkinm: Kierto 6¢ povoyeviy Ovyatépa eyevvneaciny.”

Translation by Benjamin Jowett: “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 I 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.”

We see that Jowett, quite expectedly, uses “only daughter”. The concept is one of birth of
a child, Cleito, for whom there is no indication, in any sense, that she was “unique” or
“one of a kind”. Rather, she was the only child of Evenor and Leucippe. This, by the way,
is an excerpt from the famous story of Atlantis, by which Plato (inadvertently) initiated a
legend about a “lost continent” — a legend that has survived to our times.

The word “monogenes” appears twice in Plato’s Timaeus, in virtually the same phrasing:

o Timaeus, 31b: “tvo 0OV 168¢ K0T TV HLOVOGY dpotov 1 6 movielel (Hm, St Todta
ovte 600 00T’ Ameipovg Emoinoev 0 TOIDY KOGLOVS, GAL™ €l OO HOVOYEVIIG OVPOVOG
yeyovag Eotv Kai €t Eotan.”

Translation by Benjamin Jowett: “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.”

o Timaeus 92c: “xoi On Kol TEAOG TEPL TOV TOVTOS VOV 1jO1 TOV AOYOV MUV AUEV EYELV:
Ovnta yop xoil dBdvata (Do AaPov Kol copminpwbeic 66 0 koOcUog oVTe, {Hov
OpaToOV T OpaTh TEPIEXOV, KOV TOD vontod 0g0¢ aicntdg, uéyiotog kol dploToc
KEAMGTOG TE Kal TEAEDTOTOG YEYOVEY Elg 00pavOg 63 povoyeviyg Gv.”

Translation by Benjamin Jowett: “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 uses “only begotten” because the concept is one of creation. He was a theologian
and an Anglican cleric of the 19" C., so he might have been influenced by translations of
religious texts in his rendering “monogenes” as “only begotten”. So let us examine the
situation without relying on Jowett’s translation:

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. I 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.

* Strictly speaking this is not true, as every planet has its own heaven; but the ancients did not possess this
knowledge.



1.1.5 The Septuagint (3" C. BC)

In the Septuagint, there are a number of appearances of “monogenes”. Fortunately,
because they are very easy to interpret, they only need commenting on briefly.

o Judges 11:34: “Koi qA0ev "lepbde eic Maconed &ic tOv oikov avtod, koi idod 1
Buyamp ovtod £EemopeveTo €ic VTAVINGLY &V TLUMAVOLS Kol YOpoic' Kol abtn nv
LLOVOYEVIG, OVK MV aDT® ETepog viOg 1) Buydnp.”

My translation: “And Jephtha came to Massepha near his home, and lo! His daughter
came out to meet him [accompanied] by drums and dances; and she was an only
daughter, he did not have another son or daughter.”

The meaning is made clear by the explanatory phrase: “he did not have another son or
daughter”. She was the only child. This is called a disambiguating phrase (see below).

o Tobit 3:15: “xal o0k €uoéAvva TO Gvoud Lov ovdE 10 dvopa Tod TaTpOg 1oL &V Th YH
TG alyULOA®GCING LOV. HOVOYEVIG it TGO TATPT LoV, Koi 0VY DTLAPYEL aVT® Todiov, O
KANPOVOUNGEL aDTOV, 0VOE ASEAPOC £YYVC 0VOE VIAPY®V aTH VIOC, Vo, GLVTNPHCH
EUOVTNV DT yovoika.”

My translation: “And 1 did not besmirch my name, nor my father’s name in the land of
my captivity. [ am my father’s only daughter, and he has no child who will inherit him,
nor brother of close kin, nor is there a relative of his so that I may maintain myself by
him as a woman.”

Clearly, the person speaking (Sara, daughter of Raguel) cannot be saying that she is her
father’s “unique” child. This is because in this excerpt, taking into consideration the
sentences that follow “monogenes”, we see that they disambiguate, explaining very
clearly that the sense is one of “only daughter”. (The word “daughter” is implied by the
speaker’s gender.)

e Tobit 8:17: “gdhoyntoc &l 611 YAENcac SV0 povoyeveis moincov avtoig, Séomota,
gheoc [...]”

My translation: “Blessed are you for you showed mercy to two only-children; give them,
lord, mercy [...]”

No room for any notion of “uniqueness” here. This is about two children (boys, their
gender is revealed by avtoig). Each was an only child.

e Psalms 21:21: “pdoot Amd PoUPaAiog THV YOYNV LoV, Kol €K YEPOC KUVOG TNV
ROVOYEVT] LoV

My translation: “save from the spear my soul, and from the hand of dog my only-
begotten [life?];”



It is not clear what is asked to be saved “from the hand of dog”, but most probably it is
the life of the implorer. “My only-given (life) by birth” seems to be the most fitting
interpretation. A person calling his life “unique” would be rather odd, unfitting to an
implorer, because it borders on arrogance.

o Psalms 24:16: “¢nifleyov €n’ €ue Kai EAENCOV pe, OTL HOVOYEVIS Kol TTeYOG il
EY®.”

My translation: “Look after me and have mercy on me, for I am an only-begotten and a
poor [person].”

Here, the interpretation “only-begotten” is compulsory. An implorer asking God to save
him because he is “unique” is something conceptually incongruous.

o  Wisdom of Solomon 7:22: “1f yap navtov teyvitig £6i0até pe coeia. "Eott yap &v
AT TVEDUA VOEPOV, Y10V, LOVOYEVES, TOAVUEPES, AETTOV, EVKIVITOV, TPAVOV,
apdAvvIoV, GOEES, amuavtov, eAdyadov, 6ED, AKOAVTOV, EDEPYETIKOV™

My translation: “for wisdom, the maker of all things, taught me. For there is in her a
spirit that is intelligent, holy, unique, manifold, subtle, mobile, great, pure, clear,
invulnerable, good-loving, sharp, irresistible, beneficent”

This is the first instance among the Koine Greek texts where the translation “unique” for
“monogenes” seems more fitting. There is no notion here of birth. However, there is the
alternative interpretation of “as precious as an only child”. In English, we have to resort
to a circumlocution like the previous one for this interpretation; but when I read the text
in Greek, I sense the entire mentioned circumlocution with a single word: “monogenes”.
Nonetheless, I would say that in this particular context the word “unique” is s/ightly more
plausible. Note: the Wisdom of Solomon is generally dated to the mid-1% C. BC.’

1.1.6 Cornutus (1* C. AD)

Lucius Annaeus Cornutus was a Roman Stoic philosopher. The following phrase appears
in his work on Greek Theology:

e “gic kol povoyeviig 6 k6GuHog 86Ti.”
My translation: “the world is one and singly-created”

Although the concept is one of creation, here the meaning “unique, one of a kind” seems
quite plausible. However, we should be cautious in every case in which there is the
notion of creation. If I, for example, construct an algorithm (as I often do as part of my
research in cognitive science), and there is no other algorithm in the world that looks like
mine (which, given the complexity of algorithms, is very often the case), I may claim that
my algorithm is “monogenes”. What do I mean by that? That it is unique, one of a kind?
Or that it is singly-created, a product “born” of my intellect, which has no peer to it, no

> Jennifer Mary Dines, The Septuagint. A&C Black, p. 19: “usually assigned to the late first century BCE”.



other algorithm that also came from my mind and looks like “brother” to it? Actually,
with “monogenes” I would mean both, a blend of the two ideas. It is quite possible that
users of the word “monogenes”, even 2000 years ago, had the same blend of concepts in
their minds when they used the word in the context of creation: a “monogenes” is
something created, which has no peer, and is thus unique in its category, but is also
“born” from (created by) a creator.

1.1.7 Clement of Rome (1* C. AD)

Clement, when he was the pope of Rome, sent an epistle to the Christians of Corinth.
This is just as St. Paul had done earlier. Clement, in his epistle, giving an example of
resurrection, discusses the rebirth of the bird called “Phoenix™:

e [" Epistle to Corinthians: “1. "Idopev 10 Topadofov onueiov 10 yvopevov &v Toic
AvatoAMKolc témolg, TovtéoTv T0oig meplt v Apafiav. 2. Opveov yap €otv, O
nmpocovoudleTan Eoivig To0To povoyeveg Lmdpyov (N &t mevtakoota, YEVOUEVOV TE
1on TpoOg dmoAvcty Tod dmobaveiv avto [...]”

My translation: “1. Let us consider the strange sign that happens in the eastern places,
specifically those near Arabia. 2. For there is a vulture, which is called Phoenix; this,
being the only one of its kind in existence, lives for 500 years, and when it is about to
die [...]”

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 “yévoc” 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.

A question could be whether “monogenes” here might be translated as “singly born”. But
the following word, “hyparchon” (“in existence”), disambiguates this meaning. This is
because “singly born in existence” does not really make sense, thus this possibility is
eliminated.

So we see that “monogenes”, at least sometimes in Greek texts, can have the meaning of

99 ¢

“unique”, “one of a kind”.
Overall so-far Observations:

1. The most ancient texts use “monogenes” in a single sense: “only child”, “only
begotten”.

2. As time goes by, entering the first century before Christ, we encounter uses of
“monogenes” that can be interpreted as “one of a kind”, “unique”.

10



3. Whether the sense is “unique” or “only begotten”, authors seem compelled to
disambiguate the meaning, adding an extra word or phrase after “monogenes”.
This was the case in Clement’s text where the author added the word
“hyparchon”. We shall see later that disambiguation is a very important device,
present in the most important (for your religious purposes) text: the Nicene Creed.

As well as the above, it is important to maintain a mental sense of statistics: meaning,
how many times we find “monogenes” to have the first of the above senses, and how
many times the second one.

1.1.8 The New Testament (1* C. AD)
Several instances of “monogenes” exist in the N.T., all of which are easy to interpret:

o Luke 7:12: “o¢ 6¢ fiyyioe Tf) TOAN T mOAE®C, Kol 100V &&ekopileto TeBvnmg VIOG
povoyevig tfi untpi avtod, kai abm fv yipa, kol dyrog tiig mOreng ikavog v GOV
avTf.”

My translation: “And as soon as He [Christ] reached the gate of the city [Nain], lo! A

dead person was brought out, an only son of his mother; and she was a widow, and

plenty of multitude of the city was with her.”

Little to be said here: “only son” is the only possible interpretation. A “unique son”
would sound very strange. It would even lead to asking, “Why was her son unique”? If
the idea of “only born” or “only begotten” is removed from “monogenes”, then no
explanation is available as to why the son is referred to as unique.

It is interesting, however, to mention at this point a paper produced by the SDA Church,
which was brought to my attention by Mr. Hill. It is written by Mr. Angel Rodriguez,
who, according to Mr. Hill, was once the director of your Biblical Research Institute. The
paper, commenting on the use of “monogenes” in Luke 7:12, says the following:

“Monogenés is used to designate the son of the widow of Nain (Luke 7:12). He is
“the only son [monogenés] of his mother.” At first one could conclude that he is the
only begotten son of the widow, but contextually that does not seem to be the case.
That piece of information is not provided to establish a genealogical connection
between the two, but to describe the desperate situation of this lady. She was already
a widow and now she lost her only child; for her there is no other like him. The usage
intensifies her pathos and invites those ready to sympathize with her. The same
applies to the daughter of Jairus who is described as “his only [monogen&s] daughter”
(Luke 8:42) [see next]. She is unique in the family because she is the only daughter
and consequently her death would be a great tragedy.” (Angel Manuel Rodriguez,
“Christ as Monogenés: Proper Translation and Theological Significance™)

Firstly, I would like to highlight the contradiction that Mr. Hill pointed out to me in the
above excerpt. Its author says that “monogenes” does not mean “only begotten”. He says
that this “does not seem to be the case” (line 3). But three lines below that he admits:
“now she lost her only child” (line 6). Was he, or was he not an only child?
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And secondly, the author twists the meaning of the word “unique”. Having admitted that
the lost son was an only child (line 6), he concludes that the son was unigue. (Ditto for
the daughter of Jairus: “She is unique”, line 9.) Well, following this way of thinking, a
person who rubs his nose rubs a “unique nose”. We don’t call “unique” every item in our
possession of which we have a single instance. For something to be called “unique”, it
must be the only item in a “universe” larger than the personal one of its possessor.

But the reason I quoted the above was neither to show the folly of contradictions, nor to
merely point out the twisting of the meaning of a word. It was because it offers us a very
good justification of the reason for which I stated what I called “the rules of the game”
(see page 2). The author of the above starts with the assumption that the son and the
daughter are “unique”, because that is what the word “monogenes”, in the author’s
religious dogma, must mean; otherwise he feels that this particular detail of the theology
he has committed himself to is in danger. After all, justifying his particular theology is
more important to him than logic and the facts of this world. But this attitude makes him
oblivious both to his inconsistency and to his attribution of the false meaning: “every
singly-owned item is a unique item” to the word “unique”.

Scientific reasoning does not work that way. We don’t start with the conclusion and then
try to squeeze and distort the data so as to match them to our conclusion. We look at the
data objectively, without preconceptions, and mark the evidence both pro and against
whatever theory we might form after looking at the data. And we don’t fall into the trap
of black-and-white thinking. The meaning of a word can be sometimes this, and other
times that. It doesn’t have to be unique — in the sense of “only one” — pun not intended.

o Luke 8:41-42: “[41] Koi 1800 fA0ev éviip ® Svopa laeipog, koi antdg dpymv Tig
cuvaywyfig Omiipxe’ Kol mECAV Topd TovG TOdag TOD Inoou napsmxka avTOV
eloelDelv gic TOV olov avtod, [42] &1 QuydTnp povoyeviig v avTd KO £TdV Smdeka
Kol obtn anébvnokey.”

My translation: “[41] And lo, a man whose name was Jairus came, and he was a chief of
the synagogue; and falling at Jesus’ feet he was begging him to enter his home, [42] for
he had an only daughter, up to twelve years of age, and she was dying.”

Again, “only daughter” is the only possibility. I feel I should add that saying, in Greek,
“thygater monogenes” (who was dying) causes to me a much stronger feeling of pity for
the imploring father than the somewhat dry “only daughter” in English. That though
might be simply a consequence of my native language being Modern Greek.

o Luke 9:38: “xai id0ov dvnp amd 10D dyAov dvefonce Aéywv: «Addokare, déopai Gov
Emipreyov €mi TOV VIOV pov, Tl HOVOYEVIS Lot E0TIV.»”

My translation: “And lo, a man among the multitude shouted, saying: ‘Teacher, I implore
you, look upon my son, for he is an only child to me.”

There is nothing new here: “only son” is the sole option. Notice please how many times
we encounter the case of a family losing their only son or daughter, implying that the
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family would remain heirless — now not in the Greek but in the Jewish culture. This is
not said explicitly because it was well known in antiquity that it was an unspeakable
tragedy for parents to lose their only son or daughter. Today, these ancient feelings are
hard to understand. This is because, in our day and age, it is very uncommon for our
children to die before us; but back then, child mortality was high. That is the context in
which Abraham’s attempted sacrifice, of his only legitimate son Isaac, was considered
astonishing to a much higher degree than can be perceived by us today. Anyone (person
or deity) sacrificing an only child of a marriage was looked upon with awe.® But note that
later, when we examine Hebrews 11:17, we shall see an added element in the meaning of
“monogenes” (see p. 14).

o John 1:14: “Kai 6 Adyog capg €yéveto kol éoKnvooey €v Nuiv, kol €é0sacbueda v
d0&av avToD, 06EUV AOG POVOYEVEDS TP TATPOS, TANPNS Y pLTog Kol dAnOeiag.”

My translation: “And the Word became flesh, and encamped among us, and we observed
his glory, glory as of an only begotten by a father, full of grace and truth.”

The Greek syntax here gives us a strong indication that the meaning of “monogenoiis” is
“only begotten”.” The reason is the preposition “para” (mapd), corresponding to English
“by”. A person can be begotten “by a father”; in Greek: “para patros”. If the meaning of
“monogenolis” was “unique”, then instead of “para” we should see another preposition,
such as “eis”. Try it: “...glory as of a unique by a father” makes as much sense in Greek
as it makes in English. In other words, it makes no sense — either in Greek or in English.

A few verses below the previous one, we have another appearance of “monogenes”:

o John 1:18: “Oegdv 00J€lG EOPAKE TOTOTE" O HOVOYEVIIS LIOG O DV €l TOV KOATOV TOD
natpdc, Ekelvog Enynoarto.”

Translation by Robert Young (“Young’s Literal Translation” — YLT): “God no one hath
ever seen; the only begotten Son, who is on the bosom of the Father — he did declare.”

Again: the interpretation “the unique Son” makes very little sense. In fact, it would be
bad writing style. This is because the reader would expect an explanation for why that
Son is unique — but none is provided.

o John 3:16: “obtw yap Mydmnoev 0 Oed¢ OV KOGUOV BOTE TOV LIOV OVTOD TOV
povoyeviy &dmkev, tva mig 0 motedV €ig avTOV U amdintar, GAL €yn Comv
aioviov.”

Translation by Robert Young (YLT): “for God did so love the world, that His Son — the
only begotten — He gave, that every one who is believing in him may not perish, but
may have life age-during.”

% In Greek mythology there is a child-sacrifice case parallel to that of the Abraham—Isaac case: in The Iliad,
Agamemnon, commander of the Greek fleet, sacrifices Iphigenia, his only daughter, to appease the gods.
And — at least according to some versions of the legend — at the last moment Iphigenia is replaced by a
deer on the altar by the goddess Artemis.

" “monogenoiis” is the genitive case of nominative “monogenes”.
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Recall my comment in Luke 9:38: to give an only child for sacrifice (my understanding is
that this is what John implies by “He gave”) was looked upon with great awe. The phrase
loses its punctuated feeling of awe if understood as: “He gave His unique Son”.

o John 3:18: “6 motev @V €iG 0DTOV 0V KPIvETOL O O U1 TOTEVMV 1ON KEKpPLTaL, OTL un
TEMIGTEVKEV €1G TO Gvopo ToD povoyevetg viod 10D Ogod.”

Translation by Robert Young (YLT): “he who is believing in Him is not judged; but he
who is not believing hath been judged already, because he hath not believed in the name
of the only begotten Son of God.”

Not much to add here, except that it is very improbable that in John 3:16, John had the
concept of “only begotten” in mind, and then two verses later, in John 3:18, switched to
“unique”. As a cognitive scientist I would say that such sudden shifts in the meaning of
the same word within just two sentences (verses) are rather implausible.

o Hebrews 11:17-18: “[17] Iliotel mpoceviivoyxev “APpadp tov "loaak mepalopevoc,
KOl TOV HOVOYEVI] TPOGEPEPEY O TAG EmaryyeAing dvade&auevos, [18] mpodg ov Eaintn
ot «&v loadx kAinbnoetal col oméppar,”

Translation by Robert Young (YLT): “[17] By faith Abraham hath offered up Isaac, being
tried, and the only begotten he did offer up who did receive the promises, [18] of whom®
it was said — ‘In Isaac shall a seed be called to thee;” ”

In this verse, Paul is commending the faith of Abraham for being willing to obey God by
sacrificing his son Isaac. Why though, seeing that Abraham had other sons, does Paul
refer to Isaac as Abraham’s “monogenes”, if that meant “only begotten”? This requires
knowledge in religion that I lack. The following rationale was offered to me by Mr. Hill:

“When God commanded Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, God described Isaac as Abraham’s
‘only’ son (see Genesis 22:2 and 22:16). God knew that Isaac was not Abraham’s only
biological son, so He could not have been referring to him as such. It can only be
concluded that God recognised Isaac, not Ishmael, as the ‘only’ son through whose seed
the world would be blessed (Genesis 12:1-3, 21:12). It was through Isaac’s genus (line of
descent) that the promise would be fulfilled (Genesis 17:19-21). Paul, in Hebrews 11:17,
was doing the same as did God when He referred to Isaac as Abraham’s ‘only’ son. Paul
referred to Isaac as Abraham’s ‘monogenes’ (one and only) son.”

o [ John 4:9: “év t1o0T® €@avep®bn 1 dydnrn tod Ogod v Nuiv, 8Tt TOV LIOV AVTOD TOV
povoyevi dnéotaikey 6 ®egdg gig TOV kOGpoV tva {cmpev ot adtod.”

Translation by Robert Young (YLT): “In this was manifested the love of God in us,
because His Son — the only begotten — hath God sent to the world, that we may live
through him.”

Here, too, the interpretation “the only begotten” is more plausible than “the unique one”.

¥ find that Young’s choice of “of whom” is a poor one. The Greek text says: “to whom”.
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1.2 Etymology

The etymology of a word does not always reveal its meaning. It might even be unrelated
to it. For example, if we were a non-English speaking people of the future and tried to
understand what the word “understand” meant in English ca. 2000 by analyzing its parts,
“under” + “stand”, we would have little to no clue. “Monogenes”, however, is not such
an extreme case. Its parts, “mono” + “genes” are indeed strongly related to its meaning.
Specifically, the prefix “mono-" is trivially easy: it means “single”, “only”, and appears
in English loanwords (from Greek), such as “monophonic” (with a single audio channel),
“monochromatic” (single-colored, i.e., light of a single frequency), “monogamous”
(person married or attached to a single woman), “monopoly” (exclusive control of selling
a commodity by a single brand or group), “monotheistic” (of belief in a single god/God),
“monologue” (a literary soliloquy), and many more. The prefix “mono-" is thus quite
transparent. It is the second part, the suffix “-genes”, that concerns us below.

The suffix “-genes” (in Greek: “~yevnc”) consists of two parts:

e the root “-gen-" (“-yev-")
e and the ending “-es” (“-1¢”)

The role of the ending “-es” is to make the word an adjective in the masculine or
feminine gender.

The root “-gen-" is more interesting. It comes from the aorist root of the verb “ginomai”
(in its Koine Greek version; its Classic Greek version has an extra gamma: “gignomai”),
meaning: “I become” and “I am born to”. For instance, the opening line of Xenophon’s
“Anabasis” reads as follows:

e Xenophon’s Cyrus’ Anabasis: “Aopeiov xai [Tapvcdrtidog yiyvevrar moideg 6vo,...”
My translation: “Two children are born to Darius and Parysatis,...”

“Gign-" is the present tense root of the word. The root of the aorist (or: simple past) tense
is “gen-". And from the aorist-tense root we get a fair number of words (from Greek, to
Latin, to English) associated with the concept of generation, birth, or creation:

generate, generation (as in creation), generator

genesis (origin, the coming into being, birth)

gene (the biological unit by which rebirth is achieved)

genetic (“of genes”)

genus (a group of entities born from a common source)

genocide (systematic extermination of an entire genus of people)
general (derived from gener-, i.e., “something that creates”)
generic (descriptive of an entire group; that from which the rest is created)
e genius (having extraordinarily creative power)

e progenitor (a direct ancestor)

e progeny (offspring, born of or derived from someone or something)

15



All of the above words (with the exception of “genius”) have direct analogues in Greek,
spelled in very similar ways, only in the Greek alphabet. Thus, wherever the root “gen-"
is present, not only in English but in Greek as well, the meaning is one of generation,
birth, and creation.

Let us see now specific examples of how the entire suffix “-genes” is used in Greek
words, and what the meaning of those words is. Like “monogenes”, these are all
adjectives:

e homogenes (Opoyevic): someone who was born together (“homo-") with others:
“of the same race or family”. Today, this word is used to mean those Greeks who
were born outside of Greece (e.g., in the USA, Australia, Russia, or wherever else
in the world) but belong to the Greek nation due to their ancestry.

o heterogenes (£tepoyevic): the opposite of homogenes: born of a different
(“hetero-"") race or family.

e cugenes (e0yevig): born of noble ancestry, hence: a noble, an aristocrat. This is
the origin of the word “eugenics”, the study of hereditary improvement of the
human race by controlled selective breeding.

e agenes (dyevnc): the opposite of eugenes: of unknown ancestry, hence: ignoble,
rude, crass, impolite, bad-mannered. The “a-” is the negating prefix found in the
word “atypical”, corresponding to “in-" or “un-".

o endogenes (évdoyevrg): someone or something that has been generated from
within (“endo-"") some greater whole; endogenous, inherent, intrinsic. A common
use in Greek is in “endogenes aitia”, meaning: “intrinsic cause”.

o engenes (€yyevng): similar to endogenes, it means “intrinsic”; from the
preposition “en” = “in”. Again, we can talk of an “engenes aitia”: “intrinsic
cause”.

e thnisigenes (6vnoryevg): someone or something destined to die (“thnisi-”) no
sooner than he/she/it is born. A thnisigenes child is one that is born but has such
serious medical problems that he or she cannot hope to avoid death. More often,
this word is used metaphorically, e.g., for an agreement: a thnisigenes symphonia
(Bvnoryevig ovpemvia) is an agreement destined to collapse soon after it is made.

o diogenes (d10yevic): born/sprung from Zeus. The true root of the word “Zeus” is
“Dio-" (e.g., in the genitive case: Dios = of Zeus; a cognate of Theos = God, and
of Latin Deus). This adjective was used as a flattering title for kings and princes.
This was the origin of the name “Diogenes” (At0yévng).

e protogenes (mpwtoyevng): born originally, the initially born entity or cause.

e gegenes (Ynyeviq): born in the land (ge-, yf] = gaea), a native of the land.
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Adding to the above list, we could write:
e monogenes (Lovoyevig): born as an only son or daughter, lacking siblings.

We should exercise some caution, however, because as we saw in the excerpts from
Greek texts that include the word “monogenes”, it is indeed possible to obtain the
meaning of “unique, one-of-a-kind”. In this discussion, the role of etymology is to help
us understand, without us being native speakers of Greek,” what concepts come to the
mind of a native speaker of Greek. Specifically, when a fair number of words that contain
the suffix “-genes” are all related to the concepts of generation, birth, begetting, or
creation, inevitably the mind makes a connection between the suffix and those concepts.
That’s how language works. Thus, upon seeing (or hearing) the word “monogenes”, the
native speaker of Greek would, unavoidably and at a subconscious level, bring to mind
the said concepts (birth, etc.). (Such a conclusion can be proven in the discipline of
psycholinguistics, in the laboratory, by experimenting on the reactions of people.) Thus,
even in the rare instances in which “monogenes” was used with the sense of “unique”, the
etymology of this word is guaranteed to bring (subconsciously) to the mind of a native
speaker the concepts of birth, generation, and creation. I could cite a long list of
references from cognitive science and psycholinguistics to back up that claim, but it is so
basic that it is even hard to locate the original articles in the previous century.

1.2.1 A Problem with “Genus”

The English word “genus”, directly transferred from Latin, is a derivative of the Greek
“vévoc”. Even if we cannot read Greek, we can see that the two words, “genus” and
“vévoc”, letter for letter directly correspond to each other.'® This may cause the wrong
impression that “yévoc¢” and “genus”, being cognates, mean the same thing. This is not
quite right. We shall encounter the notion of how cognates can trick us into drawing the
wrong conclusions in the section on Latin (§2), but for now let us note the following:

The Greek “yévoc” has two main meanings: one is the notion of grammatical gender; but
the other one, the more common and only relevant one in our discussion, is the kinship.
Thus, in Greek, 10 éuov yévog means “my kin”, the people of my extended family with
whom I share a lot of genes. But English “genus” means: “a class, kind, or group marked
by one or more common characteristics” (from Merriam Webster’s Dictionary). That’s
not the Greek “yévoc”, and I think that is at the crux of a misunderstanding. A “yévog”
(besides the grammatical gender) is not just any class/group/kind, but a set of people who
are relatives of each other. A very telling derivative word is “genocide” (in Greek:
“yevoktovia”). A genocide is the extermination of not just a group of related things but of
people who are related by blood. The notion of kinship by a sequence of birth events is
inherent in “yévoc”. Non-native speakers of Greek probably miss this point.

? None of us is a native speaker of Greek, not even the author. I am a native speaker of Modern Greek.
When it comes to Ancient Greek, however, I consider myself in a position analogous to a native speaker of
Modern English who reads the English of Shakespeare («—Koine Greek) or Chaucer («—Classic Greek).

' The Greek ending —oc has always been transferred into Latin as —us.
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The lesson that we should draw from this observation is that we must not allow cognates
to trick us into drawing wrong conclusions regarding their meanings. We shall see how
important this observation is in the very next section.

2. Latin

In the letter to which I am responding, it was mentioned that Latin translations of the
word “monogenes” in The Apostles’ Creed, from 391 and beyond, used mostly the word
“unicum”. It was also mentioned (p. 3) that the use of “only begotten”) was essentially a
“Semi-Arian compromise” between the heads of the Nicene Council on one hand, and
followers of Arius on the other hand, who insisted that Christ was the “first created”. So,
in 325 AD — at least according to Mr. Ayars’ letter — it was a “key innovation” (a new
idea) at Nicaea to say that Christ was the “only begotten” Son of God.

At this point I must say that Mr. Hill (the direct recipient of Mr. Ayars’ letter) pointed out
to me that Mr. Ayars’ above-described claim is, to put it politely, all wrong. This is a
theological dispute, or rather a history-related dispute with theological consequences,
whereas my expertise is in Greek and linguistics. So I don’t feel qualified to argue for or
against such matters. However, for the sake of an impartial presentation, I feel compelled
to report what Mr. Hill told me. He supported his claim with references to ancient texts,
but I must be very brief, otherwise I will venture off-topic. So, in one paragraph:

Mr. Hill explained that the controversy at the Council at Nicaea in AD 325 had nothing to
do with whether Christ was begotten or not. He said that from the beginning of the
Christian era, it was the norm of early Christian writers, both Greek and Latin, to speak
of Christ as the “only-begotten” of God, also of God the Father as the begetter. Mr. Hill
said that in his research into early Christian history, he has found none of the early
Christian writers who said that Christ was not begotten (unbegotten) — although he did
make clear that his research is ongoing. Essentially, according to Mr. Hill, everyone at
Nicaea (Arians included) agreed that Jesus was begotten. He says this was not the issue.
The issue he says was over whether Christ was eternally (everlastingly) begotten of God,
or begotten at a point in eternity — a point that is beyond the human mind to even
imagine let alone comprehend. This debate finally resulted in the much-debated
“homoousion” (opoovciov) belief (the “consubstantial” belief) being accepted by the
majority of bishops. Mr. Hill says that it was this belief — the consubstantial belief —
that was the innovation (new idea) at Nicaea; not as Mr. Ayars suggests, that Christ was
begotten of God. It was because of the adoption, by the majority of bishops, of this
consubstantial belief, that Arius and those who had sympathy with his beliefs were
eventually declared heretics; although according to Mr. Hill, the idea of “consubstantial”
cannot be supported by the Bible. I repeat: this is a dispute of a purely historical and
theological nature on which I can have no opinion. The reader is kindly asked to request
from Mr. Hill to supply the evidence with the references for what I just described. Now,
after this parenthetical paragraph, I will have to return to the linguistic issues.

A table with dates, sources, and translations in Latin was given in Mr. Ayars’ letter (pp.
3-5), parts of which only (because it spans three pages) I copy below. The phrase of the

18



Creed in Latin (3rd column) is the one that corresponds to, in English: “And in Christ

Jesus, His monogenes Son, our Lord”:

Table (abbreviated) of references to translations of “monogenes” in Latin

Date Source Text
391 Augustine, Et in Iesum Christum, Filium eius unicum, Dominum
Bishop of Hippo | nostrum
b. 397 | Ambrose, Et in Iesum Christum, Filium eius unicum, Dominum
Bishop of Milan | nostrum
c. 404 | Tyrannius et in Christum Iesum filium eius unicum, dominum
Rufinus, Priest nostrum
of Aquileia
c. 404 | Tyrannius Et in Christo Iesu, unico Filio eius, Domino nostro
Rufinus, Priest
of Aquileia
c. 460 | Faustus, Bishop | Credo et en lesum Christum, Filium eius unigenitum,
of Riez Dominum nostrum
c. 532 | Fulgens, Bishop | Credo et in Iesum Christum, Filium eius unicum,
of Ruspen Dominum nostrum
c. 685 | Antiphonal Credo et in Thesum Christum Filium eius unicum,
Benchorense, dominum nostrum, Deum omnipotentem
Bangor, Ireland
70 C. Ancient Missal Credo et in Iesu Christo, Filium eius unigenitum
sempiternum
8" C. Swainson Codex | Et in Iesum Christum, Filium eius unicum, Dominum
nostrum
10" C. | Old Roman et in Iesum Christum, Filium eius unicum, Dominum
Order nostrum
13" C. | Psalter of Pope et in Iesum Christum, Filium eius unicum, Dominum
Gregory nostrum
16" C. | Council of Trent | et in Iesum Christum, Filium eius unicum, Dominum
nostrum

From the preponderance of the translations of “monogenes” as “unicum” (accusative of
“unicus”), rather than as “unigenitum”, we are urged to conclude that rather than “only
begotten”, the correct translation was “unique”. Specifically, in the letter it is said: “There
are thirty-six examples here, [...] Of these, all but four of the Latin versions used the
word UNICUS (‘unique’) instead of UNIGENITUS (‘only begotten’).”
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And yet, the idea that the Latin word “unicus” meant exactly what we mean in English by
“unique” is a misunderstanding, the origin of which is the almost farcical tricks that
cognates can play on us."!

Latin “unicus” and English “unique” are cognates, which means that they are related in
origin, having a common source. (In this case, it is the Latin word.) But they are not
identical in meaning. Specifically, whereas the English “unique”, as we all very well
know, has the meaning of “the only one of its kind” and “without an equal, unparalleled”,
the Latin “unicus” also had the meaning of “sole, only”, which is not the same as
“unique”. For example, an “only son” is not necessarily a “unique son”.

We may consult Latin-to-English dictionaries to verify that this is the case. For example:

e Here is an online one: https://dictzone.com/latin-english-dictionary/unicus where
we see “sole” as one of the senses of “unicus”.

e Here is another one: https:// www.wordhippo.com/what-is/the-meaning-of/latin-
word-73cbddced3b61a94d5ed447b153c4a4e88a52193.html where we see “only”
as the first and most important sense of “unicus”.

But there is further evidence from modern languages.

Latin is a “dead language” (i.e., lacking native speakers), but it left several descendant
languages that survive to our times. Let us take the phrase “my only son” and translate it
in five major descendant languages of Latin; namely: French, Italian, Spanish, Catalan,
and Portuguese.

English my only son

French mon fils unique
Italian il mio unico figlio
Spanish mi unico hijo
Catalan el meu unic fill

Portuguese | meu unico filho

(Note: we get identical translations if we use “sole” instead of “only”.) If native speakers
are unavailable, one may try the above, for example, in Google Translate "™. The author
verified the above with native speakers in Spanish (his wife) and Portuguese.

One wonders: how can it be that five major descendant languages of Latin use variations

% ¢

of the root “unic-" to express the sense of “only”, “sole”, whereas supposedly Latin itself
did not include this sense?

1 For example, in Spanish, “actual” means “current”. In German, “rot” means “red”. And in Modern

LERNT3

Greek, “pathetic” means “passionate”, “graphic” means “picturesque”, and a “sycophant” is a “slanderer”.
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Given that I have a native speaker of Spanish next to me almost all of the time, namely
my dear wife, I took advantage of this fact and asked her what she understands by the
Spanish version of the Nicene Creed (the “Credo”, in Spanish), at the sentence that
concerns us here:

e FEnglish: 1 believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the monogenes Son of God
e Spanish: Creo en un solo Sefior Jesucristo, Hijo #nico de Dios

Upon asking her what she understands by the phrase “Hijo #nico de Dios”, my wife (a
Catholic in religion) replied what was plainly obvious to her: that she believes “in a
single Jesus Christ, who is the only Son of God.” She assured me that all native speakers
of Spanish understand the same thing — naturally; they know their language.

And I suppose that over one billion people in the world, speakers of Spanish, French,
Portuguese, Italian, etc., would agree with her. They believe that Jesus Christ is the only
Son of God. How could it happen that, if the word “unicus” in Latin had only the sense of
“unique”, it ended up with the sense of “only” in all its descendant languages?

The only reasonable explanation is that “unicus” already had the sense of “only” in Latin;
and that it inherited that sense in all its descendant languages.'? Therefore, the phrase
“Filium eius unicum” meant: “His only Son”. Clearly, an “only son” is a very different
concept from a “unique son”.

But the deeper question concerns the notion of “begotten”. Does the Nicene Creed, in its
original Greek wording, say simply “His only Son”, or “His only-begotten Son”?

The notion of disambiguation, mentioned earlier, comes to clarify the answer for us.

3. Disambiguation in the Nicene Creed

The original Nicene Creed of 325 AD, which I happen to know in Greek by heart,'” reads
as follows in its introductory sentences:

Original [Totevm €ig Eva Oedv, TTatépa, [Tavtokpdtopa, TomTv ovpavod Kol
Greek: YIS, OpAT®V TE TAVT®V Kol AOPATOV.

My literal I believe in one God, Father, Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of
translation: all things visible and invisible.

"2 Another descendant of Latin is Romanian, in which “my only son” is translated as “singurul meu fiu”.
The word “singurul” means “only”.

1 Although an atheist, I can recite the entire Nicene Creed by heart in its original Greek language. That is
because in Greece we are taught to learn it by heart from the elementary-school age — I believe it was
Year 5 when I learned it.
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Original Kai gig éva KOplov Tnoodv Xpiotov, tov Yiov tod Oeod 1OV povoyeviy,
Greek: 70V &k 100 Ilotpoc yevvnbévia mpod TAvVI®mV TOV aidvVoV:

My literal And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the monogenes Son of God, the one
translation: begotten from the Father before all ages.

Original QDG EK PMTOG, OOV AANOVOV £k Bgod aAnOwvoD, yevvybévra, ob
Greek: roinBévra, 6poovoov @ [atpi, 61" oV Ta TavTa £yéveTo.

My literal Light from light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of the
translation: same substance with the Father, through whom all was created.

(Please note: I consulted no English translation before writing anything. The above is my
English, corresponding to my Greek. I apologize if believers will find that my English
does not match exactly what they know as their Creed. However, I did my best in
rendering faithfully and literally the original Greek wording. Of course, I avoided
translating “monogenes”, since that is the crux of the present discussion.)

The parts that I underlined and put in italics are there for disambiguation. In other words:

Even if we insist to translate “monogenes” as “only” (and not as “only-begotten”) — as
indeed people who speak Spanish, French, etc., do — the underlined phrases do not leave
any room for ambiguity. They say very clearly: “the one begotten from the Father”; and:
“begotten, not made”. Notice please that although in English you are accustomed to read:
“begotten from the Father”, the Greek text says: “the one begotten from the Father”. Or,
in a more wordy translation: “him who is begotten...”. This comes immediately after
“monogenes” and is a disambiguation of it — a disambiguation that is /ost in the English
translations that I see available. Further, the phrase “begotten, not made” is also there to
eliminate any doubts as to the origin of Jesus Christ. That is in the original Greek. How
much clearer could the Nicene text make it that “monogenes” does not mean merely
“only”, but “only-begotten”?

Why are those phrases put there for disambiguation?

It is because, as we learned from the over-two-dozen excerpts from Greek, by the 1* C.
BC, the word “monogenes” had already started acquiring the alternative meaning of
“unique”. It did not switch to “unique”, but it acquired that parallel meaning, in addition
to its original one, which was “only-begotten”. It thus became imperative for the Council
of Nicaea to clarify the meaning of the word. Phrases such as “the one begotten from the
Father” (“tov éx tob IMatpog yevvnbOévta”), immediately following “monogenes”, are
there to make it clear: “We don’t mean the sense of ‘unique’ for ‘monogenes’, which the
hearer might think of, but the sense of ‘only-begotten’ — the original and mainstream
sense of this word.” If you were Greek, and could think as a Greek, you would realize
immediately that the word “monogenes” requires disambiguation. This is the obvious
purpose of the added phrases that [ underlined.
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In spite of not being a believer, I have received some information about the Nicene
Creed. I have read that the Council at Nicaea made an enormous effort to clarify and
disambiguate the text, which, indeed, was not well written in its previous version or
versions (“The Apostles’ Creed”). And, honestly, if you could read and understand the
Nicene Creed in Greek, you would find that it is beautiful; not only crystal-clear and
unambiguous, but also beautifully flowing, like a piece of poetry.

I would like to point out to readers who are familiar with English translations of the
Nicene Creed that the concept of “begotten” appears three times in the Greek text: twice
explicitly, as the word “begotten” (gennethenta — yevynm0évta); and once implicitly, in the
word “monogenes”.

One final question might be: why then, when translating the Greek into Latin, did some
translators choose the word “unigenitus”, if the word “unicus” meant “only” in addition
to “unique”?

My answer is: most probably for disambiguation. The word “unicus” was ambiguous in
Latin. It meant both “unique” and “only”. A few authors, among those listed in the table,
felt that “unicus” did not do a good job of translating “monogenes”, which has the sense
of birth in it; so, as a more accurate translation of “monogenes”, they chose “unigenitus”.

4. Summary and Conclusions

1. Starting from the earliest Greek literature of the 8™ — 7" C. BC, and moving well
into the Hellenistic times (3rd — 1% C. BC), we encountered uses of “monogenes”
that could mean only “only-begotten”. Not a single one of them seems to comply
with the interpretation “unique”. Here, it is interesting to quote a demonstrably very
incorrect paragraph from the letter to which I am responding:

“MONOGENES [povoyeviic] was an ancient Greek word the use of which may
be traced from the 6th century B.C. [wrong: Hesiod lived ca. 8"-7" C. BC]
to modern times. We also have clear, unequivocal evidence that its original
meaning truly was ‘unique’ or ‘only one of a kind.” The first time the meaning
of the word changed to ‘only-begotten’ was in the 4th century during the
trinitarian controversies” (page 2)

The history of the Greek language does not start at the Trinitarian controversies, nor
is the meaning of Greek words determined by them. This was amply demonstrated
by the references I offered, which start ~1200 years before the Trinitarian
controversies. Thus, I cannot avoid but wonder: if the word “monogenes” can be
traced back to the time of Hesiod, where is the supposedly “clear, unequivocal
evidence that its original meaning truly was ‘unique’ or ‘only one of a kind’” that
escapes my knowledge? I hereby make the rather bold claim that the excerpts I
listed from Hesiod, Plato, Herodotus, and the Septuagint contain all the
occurrences of “monogenes” that are known from ancient (BC) Greek literature.
There seem to be no more. If the author of the previous paragraph knows any
further texts, I would be happy to examine them. But classicists who have delved
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deeply into the matter report no more occurrences of this word. Perhaps the author
of the above paragraph assumed, apparently wrongly, that Greek is “all Greek” to
the readers of his letter, who would not be in a position to check the veracity of his
statements. Well — wrong assumption.

As I already suggested, another wrong claim in the previously quoted paragraph is:
“The first time the meaning of the word changed to ‘only-begotten’ was in the 4th
century during the trinitarian controversies”. Of course not — quite the contrary:
the first time the meaning of “unique” was added to the initial one of “only-
begotten” seems to have been in the 1% C. BC, as indicated by its occurrence in the
book Wisdom of Solomon, of the Septuagint. Previous to that time, as it would
continue to be so for centuries to follow, “monogenes” was regarded as only-
begotten, often denoting an only child (a child without siblings). There is not a
single record, prior to the 1% C. BC, indicating that the additional meaning of
“unique” was associated with “monogenes”. We must therefore conclude that the
statement on page 10 of Mr Ayars’ letter, saying of “monogenes”: “Any notion of
‘onlybegotten’ is foreign to the word prior to the 4th century trinitarian
controversies”, has, with an extremely high degree of confidence, been shown to be
historically incorrect.

We saw the etymology of “monogenes”, which points to “single” + “born, created”;
or “begotten” as one would say in more archaic language. We noticed that every
single Greek word that contains the suffix “-genes” (“~yevic”) refers to someone or
something born or created.

We also noted that the word “genus” does not correspond exactly in meaning with
Greek “yévog”. The former may refer to categories of objects, whereas the latter
refers always to people who are relatives of each other (with one exception: the
grammatical gender).

We saw that the Latin word “unicus” did not mean exclusively “unique” — a trap
for English speakers created by the fact that the two words are cognates. “Unicus”
also meant “only, sole” in Latin, as confirmed by dictionaries. This is the sense in
which its derivative words are understood in modern languages that descend from
Latin. “Only son” is the way the Nicene Creed is understood to refer to Christ in all
the said descendant languages of Latin, spoken by over one billion people in the
world today.

Finally, we noticed that the wording of the Nicene Creed makes the disambiguation
of the word “monogenes” an important part of it. It includes phrases that clarify,
beyond any reasonable doubt, what is meant by the word ‘“monogenes”.
Specifically, the Creed states explicitly that Jesus Christ is “the one begotten from
the Father”, and this immediately follows the word “monogenes”. It also says of
Jesus: “born, not created”. It is quite apparent to every person who understands
Greek that the authors of the Nicene Creed were painfully aware of the alternative
meaning of “unique” for “monogenes” (which, however, was in no way the
dominant one), and wanted to disambiguate the Greek adjective.
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5. We surmised that the choice of “unigenitus” in Latin translations of the Nicene
Creed might be due to a similar effort at disambiguation. “Unicus” had the
alternative meaning of “unique” (besides “only, sole”), so some translators into
Latin, such as Josephus, might have thought that “unigenitus” is more accurate than
“unicus”. This, of course, remains at the level of assumption.

Concerning the previous paragraph, I would also like to add the following question,
intimated to me by Mr. Hill after reading this letter: although I explained what “unicus”
meant in Latin, the various Creeds (Nicene, Apostles’) were written in Greek, not Latin.
Why are the Latin translations important for Mr. Ayars? That was Mr. Hill’s question.

Mr. Hill, I can only explain Mr. Ayars’ adherence to Latin translations by his inability to
understand Greek. This also explains his factually wrong claim that the original meaning
of “monogenes” “truly” was “unique”. One should (a) always have studied the sources on
which one bases any bold claims that one makes, and (b) never underestimate the
knowledge and/or intelligence of one’s audience. Also important is: (c) not to fall in the
trap of black-and-white thinking, leading one to believe that a word cannot have multiple
meanings. But, in my humble opinion, the most important rule is: (d) never form theories
before examining the evidence. Ignoring this rule leads one to form preconceived ideas
that often conflict with reality. Subsequently, sticking to those ideas in spite of evidence
to the contrary is interpreted by disinterested parties as a sign of arrogance, which — as 1
mentioned elsewhere — is reproachable not only by Christians, but also by every self-
respecting and humble person of this world.

Respectfully,

r/ 7
4

Harry Foundalis

25



