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Abstract:

This thesis surveys Platonic, Aristotelian, Logical Positivist, and a possible Christian theory of the role of “the word” in language. The Biblical model of the word is supported philosophically by the positions of Plato and Aristotle and is contrasted by A. J. Ayer’s Logical Positivism. The thesis is presented of the role of “the Word” in reference to Jesus according to the first chapter of the Gospel of John. Christ is seen as “the Word” in that He is the universal noun and the empirical data of the existence of God. The thesis is not meant to be a rigid Christology, but simply observations that can be made about Christianity through the philosophy of language.
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I. Introduction

Language, logic, and philosophy are all inextricably linked. This fact has fascinated philosophers since the days of the Sophist in classical Greek culture, when men realized their ability to use words to prove almost any point. Logic’s first principle of the law of non-contradiction is inherent in the nature of language. Nouns are the most easily seen manifestation of non-contradiction: names are given to things that are. A noun asserts a thing’s existence, assigning a symbol to an entity that exists outside the Self, whether this symbol is spoken or written. Verbs accompany these nouns to describe their action, and another noun or adjective is often used to compliment the subject and verb. Epistemology links philosophy to language and logic by speculating how man
 knows what he knows about the reality he attempts to speak.

As the Stranger in Plato’s Sophist asserts, strings of nouns together and strings of verbs together do not comprise language unless ordered in such a way that an object, symbolized by the noun, takes action, symbolized by the verb.
 This linking of nouns and verbs is the basis of language and is the means by which humans alone are known to communicate facts, opinions, and ideas. In the Gospel of John, Jesus Christ is referred to as “the Word.” What implications does this carry? The answer to this question can only be discovered by considering what a word is and how it operates.

II. Language Theories

One of the main obstacles to agreement among linguists, logicians, and philosophers concerning the nature of language is that language is not fixed in vocabulary or form: words are assigned by man to objects, and men from various geographic areas will name things differently depending on their understanding of the object being named. In a culture that was established by a creek or by any other body of fresh water, a man might view water as a commonplace thing or even as a tool with which to water crops or a realm from which he catches fish or other sustenance. A person whose culture was established in a desert will look at water as a valuable treasure. Men of various cultures also tend to use different sounds to make their words. The Asian languages are mostly based on tone or pitch, the bush people of Africa use clicks of the tongue to form words, while other language systems use vowels and consonants to make words out of syllables without care for tone.

 Another obstacle raised by philosophers is that of epistemology: can man give names to abstractions or to things that are not known to exist?
 While this is not as common a concern today, it does factor in prominently among those who argue that empirical data is not the only basis of language. Whether it is the justification of imagination or religion in the nature of man, the matter of “saying that which is not” is still a pertinent argument.

Over the millennia, many theories have come to light concerning the origin, nature, function, and limits of language.
 The specific linguistic philosophies addressed in this study are the Platonic, Aristotelian, Positivist
, and Christian theories of language. Each view represents a difference in epistemology, thus each differs on at least one point of language. 

A. Platonic Model

One of the earliest known views of language is that of the Greek philosopher Plato, whose dialogues comprise most of his known works. The dialogues are normally based on conversations between Plato’s teacher Socrates and various people in Athens. Through these dialogues one can attain an understanding of Plato’s philosophy of language, especially from the dialogue Cratylus, which begins with Hermogenes and Cratylus approaching Socrates concerning the matter of names. Hermogenes insists that names only have meaning because man gives them meaning, and Cratylus declares that any thing has only one name by nature. Socrates begins by interrogating Hermogenes.

Hermogenes’ stance was that “any name which you give, in my opinion, is the right one, and if you change that and give another, the new name is as correct as the old […]. For there is no name given to anything by nature; all is convention and habit of the users.”
 This means that names are completely relativistic: any symbol given to any substance
 can accurately portray it as long as men can understand its meaning. 

Socrates counters this assertion by use of “truth” in a series of questions. Socrates asks whether there is truth in a proposition, and Hermogenes affirms that there is. Socrates clarifies his point by asking whether “a true proposition says that which is, and a false proposition says that which is not?”
 Again Hermogenes agrees, and Socrates proceeds to explain that if a proposition is true then so are its constituent parts, and the smallest part of the proposition is the name, thus names must be either true or false as well.

From this point, Socrates asks whether there will be as many names as each man says there are. Hermogenes answers that he sees no other way for it to be, using differences in language as a proof of his theory. Socrates avoids this proof for the time being and returns to truth in his questions: “Would you say, Hermogenes, that the things differ as the names differ? And are they relative to individuals, as Protagoras tells us? For he says that man is the measure of all things, and that things are to me as they appear to me, and that they are to you as they appear to you. Do you agree with him, or would you say that things have a permanent essence of their own?”
 Hermogenes eventually answers that he disagrees with Protagoras, and Socrates continues the discourse. If things are not relative to the individual, then “they must be supposed to have their own proper and permanent essence.”

This begins a long argument by Socrates that equates a tool, a tool’s maker, and a craftsman to a word, a word’s maker, and a speaker. Every job has some tool that is required to complete the task. When dealing with cutting wood evenly one needs a saw. This saw must be constructed by some man who understands the nature of the elements in the equation: the nature of wood, the nature of various substances that can be used to make the saw, and the shape best suited for cutting in various fashions.  The toolmaker, then, is the one who understands the nature of the tool. It is the craftsman, though, who uses the tool well. It takes a carpenter to understand when what type of tool is required, thus he knows how to properly use the tool another man has constructed.

With this rhetorical basis of the tool, the toolmaker, and the craftsman, Socrates and Hermogenes agree that the legislator is the man who appoints a name, that names are the instruments used, and that a dialectician is the man who is skilled enough to use the words. If this is the case, then it is not the station of ordinary man to make names, but the job of men who are qualified to understand the nature of a thing well enough to appoint a name to it. 
 Next, Hermogenes asks what the standard for a proper name is, but Socrates declares that he is not worthy to know how one can understand reality well enough to give names to it. 

Socrates then points Hermogenes away from the sophists’ schools to “Homer and the poets” because of the differences seen between names given by men and gods. 
 This segue is the beginning of a long look at the etymology of various Greek words, especially the names of the gods. Socrates returns to the function of the word when he says, “All the names that we have been explaining were intended to indicate the nature of things. […] And that this is true of the primary quite as much as of the secondary names is implied in their being names.”
 Socrates uses a distinction here between primary and secondary names, where the primary names are the original names given by legislators and secondary names are those that have been derived from the primary. Both primary and secondary words attempt to yield the essence of the thing symbolized in the same manner that art yields the appearance of a thing and music yields the sound of a thing. Just as artists use colors and shapes and a musician uses notes and rhythms, the legislator uses letters and syllables.

“And so, too, we shall apply letters to the expression of objects, either single letters when required, or several letters, and so we shall form syllables, as they are called, and from syllables make nouns and verbs, and thus, at last, from the combinations of nouns and verbs arrive at language, large and fair and whole.”
 Words, then, operate as the symbolization of an entity by using letters and syllables to capture the essence of the thing symbolized. Words are then put together in such a manner that they create a dynamic whole in the same way that things exist together in the world to comprise reality. Objects exist through a given period of time in relationship to one another in the same way that nouns are attributed action by verbs in relationship with other words to compose language. 

After discussing what he feels the separate letters mean, Socrates brings Cratylus into the dialogue by asking him what he thinks about what has been said thus far. This is a definite turning point in the argument because Socrates is no longer talking to the one who felt language was man-made, but to the one who believed language was only achieved by using the real names of things. Socrates is now no longer defending against the notion of language as a completely fluid construction of man, but is defending against the notion that every word exists as the only name for an object. He is not here being relativistic or a “devil’s advocate,” he is defending a middle ground view that language is both a description of essence, but one that will occasionally err and thus depend on man’s agreement on words to be able to communicate thought.

Socrates continues his analogy of the craftsman from the discussion with Hermogenes, and he convinces Cratylus to agree that the legislator is an artist like other artists. Thus, “the better painters execute their works, I mean their figures, better, and the worse execute them worse. And of builders also, the better sort build fairer houses, and the worse build them worse. […] And among legislators, there are some who do their work better and some worse?”
 Cratylus, who had agreed with Socrates thus far, disagrees by saying that a word either describes the nature of a thing or it is not a name at all. When Socrates asks him if he is one of the men who believes no man can speak falsely, Cratylus answers that he is and gives the sophistic answer “how can a man say that which is not – say something and yet say nothing? For is not falsehood saying the thing which is not?”

Socrates attempts to give an example of a falsehood by asking what would happen if a foreigner were to greet Cratylus as “Athenian stranger, Hermogenes, son of Smicrion,”
 whether it would be in reference to him, Hermogenes, or nobody at all. Cratylus answers that the speaker would be speaking nonsense and the misused words would be “an unmeaning sound.”
 Socrates then compares names to pictures, in that both are representations of things, but are still separate from the thing. An artist could draw the form of a male and say it was of a man or a woman, but only the former is right. Cratylus agrees with this, but when Socrates then says that the same is true in names, that a legislator could call a man woman or a woman man but that these would be false representations, Cratylus disagrees because a name, in his estimation, is required to exactly fit the nature of a thing.

Socrates uses a reductio ad absurdum on Cratylus’ position by explaining that if a picture were to be of the same size, shape, color, proportion, texture, soul, and mind of the thing portrayed then it would cease to be an image and would be the thing itself. To really be the essence would be to be the thing itself; to represent the essence is merely to describe the thing itself, whether well or poorly. This argument leads Socrates to establish his origin of language when he asks Cratylus what the use of names is.

When Cratylus answers that the use of names is to inform, he bases his answer on the idea that to know the name of a thing is to know the thing itself. Socrates points out that this epistemology is unlikely since there must have been a first namer who did not learn from names. The purpose of the name, then, was to distinguish the thing signified from the rest of the world in the same way the mind perceives it as separate, thus the more clearly it is symbolized the better the word. 

This point is the end of Cratylus as far as language is concerned, and the above summary should aid in demonstrating Plato’s idea that language is the working together of ideas represented by names in such a way that they are either true or false. Furthermore, the word itself is a symbol of an existing entity; while the entity itself must of necessity be distinct, it is symbolized in a manner that is either more or less like the thing itself, and it is up to men to determine the quality of the word by accurately portraying it through letters and syllables. The word, then, is a picture of reality, allowing the mind to make a distinction between entities.

While Cratylus is the primary source for Plato’s language theory, it is also seen in excerpts from other Platonic dialogues and his Seventh Letter. Most notable among the excerpts is Sophist, where Socrates is a silent observer during a conversation between Theaetetus and a stranger,
 who eventually discuss the importance of language as it concerns existence. The two speakers raise the classic sophistic question concerning whether man could or could not speak that which is not. The importance of this question lies in whether or not a man can lie, but it has further implications than simple integrity in argument. If there is no ability to lie, then all things are true. If all things are true then contradictions are impossible, which would lead to a world of absurdity. Thus the Stranger tries to see if non-being exists in language in the form of the lie. 

The Stranger first defines language as the proper connection of nouns and verbs in a subject-verb form. Theaetetus agrees with him on this, thus the Stranger continues to call this interaction of subject and verbs in true thought “discourse.”
 The Stranger then proceeds to give two types of discourse: “Theaetetus sits” and “Theaetetus, with whom I am now speaking, is flying.”
 In both cases the subject is Theaetetus, and in both cases an action is attributed to him: the former is fact, but the latter is not “and says that things are real of [Theaetetus] which are not.”
 

This distinction is important within the Platonic concept of the function of language because it separates the logical term from the logical proposition in a way that is not given in Cratylus. Terms are symbols given to represent physical entities, and propositions are predications of terms. Terms are either clear or unclear, depending on how well they describe the entity they name, but it is a given that they designate some thing, whether material, thought, action, being, or quality. It is the virtue of the term that it cannot be false, only unclear.
 The proposition, however, uses terms in a predicated manner.
 The predication is either true or false; the subject either acts in such a way as stated or it does not. The virtue of the proposition is truth and its vice is falseness. That which is not cannot be spoken because it cannot have a name affixed, but this does not prevent false statements because the statement deals with perceptions, not definitions. 

The Seventh Letter might clarify Plato’s position on the inter-relationship of things, names, and propositions, for in this work he speaks not through a character in a dialogue, but as himself. While he only addresses the matter in passing, he states that, “there are three classes of objects through which knowledge about it must come.”
 These three classes are names, descriptions, and images, to which knowledge is later added since it exists within man. 

The name is the most basic part of thought and language, and is given to designate “a particular case.”
 While Plato has Socrates give a long discourse in Cratylus concerning the virtue of the natural name, he here says that the name is “in no case stable,”
 because names can be switched and still represent an entity. A name still represents an entity well or poorly, but even a poor representation can be understood and used properly. 

Names are arranged in such a way as to form descriptions, which clarify the nature of the thing represented. “[T]he description of that which is named round and circumference and circle would run as follows: the thing which has everywhere equal distances between its extremities and its center.”
 Descriptions, then, are dependent on names to be used, otherwise descriptions would be sound with no meaning.

Finally, there is the image, which is a visual representation of the thing named. Images can be made by drawing pictures or by stringing together vowels, consonants, and syllables. Images can be made and destroyed without affecting the idea of the thing itself. The image is set in opposition to knowledge, which Plato introduces as a fourth class of objects. Knowledge, like an image, is not the thing itself; however, it is not to be found in names or the other two subsequent classes, thus knowledge is given as a separate class of objects. 

Why do these classes stay separate? Is it through any fault of man? If “consideration of all of the four [classes …] barely begets knowledge of a naturally flawless object in a naturally flawless man,”
 then man, who is “naturally defective” in the area of intelligence, cannot fully understand imperfect things. 

One might, however, speak forever about the inaccurate character of each of the four! The important thing is that, as I said a little earlier, there are two things, the essential reality and the particular quality, and when the mind is in quest of knowledge not of the particular but of the essential, each of the four confronts the mind with the unsought particular, whether in verbal or in bodily form. Each of the four makes the reality that is expressed in words or illustrated in objects liable to easy refutation by the evidence of the senses. The result of this is to make practically every man a prey to complete perplexity and uncertainty.

What can be known, then? Plato would say that the Forms could be known since they are “the eternal truths that are the source of all Reality.”
 Father Copleston, in A History of Philosophy, says that the world of the Forms is the result of Plato’s belief that knowledge is not perception. The Forms or Ideas are “the stable and abiding objects, as contrasted with the particulars or sensibilia.”
 The physical world is what man perceives, but that world is constantly changing. Thus, if one can only perceive a changing world, one cannot fully trust one’s senses for true knowledge because there is no standard for truth. If one cannot truly trust one’s senses, then either there is no Truth to be known or there is some other way by which man arrives at Truth. If there is some other route to Truth, it must be through something that is definite, unlike the senses, and which grasps things that are unchanging. As Father Copleston puts it, “The object of true knowledge must be stable and abiding, fixed, capable of being grasped in clear and scientific definition, which is of the universal.”
 

Here one sees the importance of the dialogue Timaeus within the Platonic linguistic philosophy. Although Plato subscribed to a world of the Forms that was transcendent to the physical realm, he still held that a study of the physical realm was what brought the world of the Forms to mind. Only by studying the copies can man know the perfect world of the Forms on which this world is based. This is seen in the dialogue Timaeus, where Socrates, Timaeus, and Critias begin their dialogue by discussing the beginning of all things. The world was created by a Creator in the image of a perfect Form, thus all man has is a copy of the greater Form. Likewise, language mirrors this: “And in speaking of the copy and the original we may assume that words are akin to the matter which they describe: when they relate to the lasting and permanent and intelligible, they ought to be lasting and unalterable, and, as far as their nature allows, irrefutable and immovable—nothing less. But when they express only the copy or likeness and not the eternal things themselves, they need only be likely and analogous to the real words.”

Words are given to represent things, but these representations are mere copies themselves. When they are copies of Forms, they are more permanent “as far as their nature allows,” but when they are copies of copies they are only like the things, thus there is room for play within language, because copies are always fluid compared to solid reality. Timaeus concludes, “If then, Socrates, amid the many opinions about the gods and the generation of the universe, we are not able to give notions which are altogether and in every respect exact and consistent with one another, do not be surprised.”
 The differences in belief are attributed to language. Each man will see the world, a copy of the Form, in a certain way, and will try to represent it in the copy man knows as language. It cannot be expected that every man will see everything in the same light, much less that he will symbolize it in the same way. This was the point of Plato in Letter VII, it would seem. Language is based on the changing, physical world, which means that it is not concrete in the way that objective reality is; however, this fluid language is all man has to communicate his ideas.

Donald Palmer, in his book Looking at Philosophy, summarizes Plato’s view of language by saying, “Plato thought that words had to be names of things that existed unchanging and eternally, and because there was no such thing in the observable world, he developed his theory of the other-worldly Forms.”
 This quote is a good simple summary of Plato’s language theory, and the cited excerpts give the best understanding of how Plato’s epistemology shaped his views on language. If man is naturally able to attain a knowledge of the Forms to be virtuous and the physical realm is merely one of imperfect copies, then man naturally aspires to attain the higher realm of the Forms. In order to access the Forms, one must look past the physical world to the perfect Forms through the instrument of reason. This reason manifests itself in Language as man sets the world in order in his mind through private, mental discourse and public dialectic. Words are symbols attached to existing entities, while discourse is the proper connection of words to form a thought, whether true or false. 

B. Aristotelian Model

Just as Plato had been the student of Socrates but developed different ideas, so, too, did Plato’s student Aristotle. While much of his belief on language is similar to Platonic thought, Aristotle denied the existence of the Forms as a separate reality. He believed that forms were the nature of a species as opposed to the nature of the individual.
 Copelston sheds light on Aristotle’s idea when he says, “Aristotle was convinced, as Plato was, that the universal is the object of science: it follows, then, that if the universal is in now way real, if it has no objective reality whatsoever, there is no scientific knowledge, for science does not deal with the individual as such. The universal is real, it has reality not only in the mind but also in the things, though the existence in the thing does not entail that formal universality that it has in the mind.”

The basic epistemological premise on which Aristotle operates is established in his work Metaphysics, where he sets up the law of non-contradiction as the basis of knowledge: a thing cannot both be and not be.
 Since language has the ability to posit things that may or may not be through lies, deceit, and fiction, the easiest way to try to assert that a thing can both be and not be is in the realm of language. If a thing cannot both be and not be at the same time, can it not be but still be said? This is the method many philosophers take to argue against Aristotle’s law of non-contradiction. The first step Aristotle takes in his argument for non-contradiction in Metaphysics is that one man must say to another man “something which is significant both for himself and for another;”
 otherwise nothing need be or can be said, “For, if he means nothing, such a man will not be capable of reasoning, either with himself or with another.”
 Thus he establishes that when a man speaks to another man, if it is reasonable, the words will refer clearly to reality. “[I]f ‘man’ has one meaning, let this be ‘two-footed animal’; by having one meaning I understand this: -- if  ‘man’ means ‘X’, [and] if A is a man [, then] ‘X’ will be what ‘being a man’ means for him.”
 Aristotle treats plurality of definition in a parenthetical immediately following the above quote when he says that the necessary distinction within that plurality is the fact that each definition could be given another name, but to say that there are no meanings or an infinite number of meanings would be to destroy reason because the mind would be unable to concentrate on any one thing. 

The main focus, though, is brought back after discussing the existence of multiple names, and is very similar to Plato’s notion that names do not impose themselves on the reality of the thing, thus the question of the plurality of names is only a violation of the law of non-contradiction if one asserts that the thing itself, not the name, can both be and not be. The implication is that words are symbols of reality; while words are not rigidly fixed to a substance, the substance itself exists only as itself. This same idea is the beginning of Aristotle’s On Interpretation. “Spoken words are the symbols of mental experience and written words are the symbols of spoken words. Just as all men have not the same writing, so all men have not the same speech sounds, but the mental experiences, which these directly symbolize, are the same for all, as also are those things of which our experiences are the images.”
 This reasoning leads Aristotle to set up the division between the term and proposition in regard to truth and falsity. A thing can only be true or false if it is said to be. Words on their own are just terms, and these terms are either clear or vague according to convention in its ability to describe the entity. Thus Aristotle distinguishes his terminology from Plato’s, since Plato argued in Cratylus for the truth of a name. The thought, however, is the same: only when the thing symbolized is said to be symbolized by a name can the name share in truth or falsity. There must be, of necessity, a proposition given for truth or falsity to be considered. 

In On Interpretation, Aristotle gives two classifications of words: nouns and verbs. He defines a noun as “a sound significant by convention, which has no reference to time, and of which no part is significant apart from the rest.”
 Within the heading of nouns there are also indefinite nouns, which are negations of nouns, such as “not-man.” Aristotle also gives the genitive and the dative as cases of the noun, which are not fully noun, but are still categorized under nouns.

The Aristotelian concept of the verb, on the other hand, is “that which, in addition to its proper meaning, carries with it the notion of time. No part of it has any independent meaning, and it is a sign of something said of something else.”
 Just as nouns had indefinite nouns and cases of nouns, the verb has indefinite verbs, such as “is not-healthy,”
 and tenses of verbs, which lie outside of the present time. 

Neither the verb nor the noun expresses judgment on its own, thus language must be more than just nouns or just verbs. Thus Aristotle says that, “A sentence is a significant portion of speech, some parts of which have an independent meaning, that is to say, as an utterance, though not as the expression of any positive judgement.”
 This qualifies all types of sentences: declarative, interrogative, imperative, and exclamatory; but Aristotle only considers what he calls the proposition, which is a sentence having the characteristics of truth and falsity. To Aristotle, then, language seems to be the combination of nouns and verbs in such a way as to make an assertion, whether true or false, about the existence of an object through time, and words are the foundation stones on which language is built.

C. A. J. Ayer’s Model

In the early twentieth century, a new philosophy arose that tried to revolutionize philosophy. Logical Positivism began in the early 1920’s at the University of Vienna when several philosophers and scientists came together in their common interests and approaches to the questions of logic, science, and philosophy. In 1929, the Vienna Circle published its first pamphlet, “Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung, Der Wiener Kreis (The Vienna Circle; Its Scientific Outlook),”
 which listed many of the men whom they counted as predecessors, but the two biggest contributors were David Hume and Ernst Mach.

One of the British thinkers affected by logical positivism was Alfred Jules Ayer, a British analyst who became involved in the Logical Positivist movement. In his book Language, Truth, and Logic, Ayer attempts to explain what language truly is by debunking the myth of metaphysics, which he says is guilty of confusing the philosophical world for years. His criticism of the state of philosophy in the modern age begins with “criticising the metaphysical thesis that philosophy affords us knowledge of a reality transcending the world of science and common sense.”
 The existence of a transcendental metaphysic can be explained by “the commission of logical errors,”
 not necessarily an intention on the philosopher’s part to go beyond empiricism’s realm, but Ayer begins at this point to attack the metaphysicians “who claim to have knowledge of a reality which transcended the phenomenal world.”
 

This attack against the willingly transcendental metaphysician begins by asking for the basis or bases of the philosopher’s propositions. Ayer asserts that one can only begin reasoning from sense data, and that sense data cannot be used to go beyond the range of the senses. Ayer contradicts Platonic thought when he says, “from empirical premises nothing whatsoever concerning the properties, or even the existence, of anything super-empirical can legitimately be inferred.”
 Where Plato and Aristotle believe that language is based first in the experiences one has through the senses of a reality that is inferred from those experiences, Ayer says that all one can know and trust is what is experienceable. Because Ayer understands the concept in logic that an invalid argument does not imply a false premise, he seeks not to disprove the argument, but to attack the validity of the premises used. His thesis statement for the book is “we shall maintain that no statement which refers to a ‘reality’ transcending the limits of all possible sense-experience can possibly have any literal significance; from which it must follow that the labours of those who have striven to describe such a reality have all been devoted to the production of nonsense.”
 

It was stated above that the positivists were heavily influenced by Kant’s anti-metaphysics stance, but Ayer here takes exception with Kant’s method by quoting from his colleague Ludwig Wittgenstein, who, in the preface of his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, states that “in order to be able to draw a limit to thought, we should have to find both sides of the limit thinkable.”
 Kant says that man does not have the power to transcend reason, which is shown to be absurd by Wittgenstein since one must be able to fathom both sides of the limit of the human mind to make such an assertion. Ayer proposes to show how it is logically impossible for transcendent metaphysics to exist, not from a psychological stance, “but from the rule which determines the literal significance of language.”
 Kant tries to state that the mind cannot possibly venture into metaphysics, which is in itself a metaphysical statement; Ayer uses logic to say that the sentences made by those claiming to discuss metaphysics do not conform to the standard of literal significance, thus they are nonsensical. 
The criterion by which a statement must be tested for literal significance, according to Ayer, is the question of verifiability. “We say that a sentence is factually significant to any given person, if, and only if, he knows how to verify the proposition which it purports to express – that is, if he knows what observations would lead him, under certain conditions, to accept the proposition as being true, or reject it as being false.”
 The nature of Ayer’s attack is evident in this excerpt in the form of “purports.” Statements that seem to state as fact something that is conditional on the future or that cannot be empirically verified and questions that cannot be answered with empirical data are all disguised as statements and questions, but they are not literally significant, despite their form. 

Ayer anticipates some problems in his term “verifiability” that he tries to clarify. The first problem addressed is the statement of facts which man has not taken the steps to verify, but which he accepts nonetheless. He further defines this as the “number of significant propositions, concerning matters of fact, which we could not verify even if we chose; simply because we lack the practical means of placing ourselves in the situation where the relevant observations could be made.”
 The example he gives of this type of matter of fact is the question whether mountains exist on the dark side of the moon, since at that time there was no way to empirically prove this. Ayer did know, however, that it was possible to get to the dark side of the moon by use of rockets, thus he asserts that this statement is factually significant by verifiability in principle. These as-of-yet unknown matters of fact are normally such that they can be empirically proven given the proper instruments.

Contrary to this is a metaphysical statement such as the one from F. H. Bradley’s Appearance and Reality as cited by Ayer, “the Absolute enters into, but is itself incapable of, evolution and progress.”
 This is a pseudo-statement because first there is no empirically observable “Absolute,” and second because there is no way to gather sense data to prove or disprove this assertion. Bradley used nouns and verbs in the same way as the previous statement about mountains on the dark side of the moon, but they are only similar in form. There is no literal significance to the Absolute, thus nothing can be predicated of it, but it is expressed in language, thus it is verbal nonsense.

The second problem addressed is that of “strong” and “weak” verifiability. Ayer defines strong verifiability as the condition in which “truth could be conclusively established in experience.”
 Weak verifiability, then, only renders probability. The question raised is which of these qualities is implied in his premise that only verifiable statements are literally significant. 

If strong verifiability is meant, then the use of general propositions
 is prohibited. Some positivists, according to Ayer, accommodate this criterion of strong verifiability alone by saying that general propositions are indeed nonsense, but that they are necessary nonsense. This is not a true answer to the problem of general propositions, but only a distraction from it. Another problem exists alongside that of general propositions: what does one do with historical statements? There is no way to empirically prove every statement about the distant past, but does this mean that nothing can be genuinely asserted about history?

Due to these two concerns, Ayer posits that the weaker sense of verification is all that is needed for literal significance. For the stronger sense to be the requisite, one would be limited to tautologies because no general statement could truly be proven to be significant. Thus the question one must ask “is not, Would any observations make its truth or falsehood logically certain? but simply, Would any observations be relevant to the determination of its truth or falsehood? And it is only if a negative answer is given to this second question that we conclude that the statement under consideration is nonsensical.”
 The second question is based on induction, reasoning that starts with specific instances to conclude general trends, which lends probability, not certainty. Historical facts cannot be observed, merely postulated from the given evidence and existing stories, and general propositions cannot be proven through a series of tests, but these are both necessary for the existence of significant language. 

With this litmus test for literal significance in hand, Ayer proposes that two metaphysical debates can be eradicated: the theory that the sensible world does not exist and debate over the number of substances in the world. The former is supposed to be proven nonsense because it cannot be observed that sense experience is false, the latter because there is no way to empirically prove whether there is only one or many substances composing the world. Ayer attempts to show how the literal significance is used to eliminate metaphysics from philosophy by narrowing factual content down to empirical hypotheses, which can only be used to “provide a rule for the anticipation of experience.”
 

How, then, does metaphysics come to exist? Ayer postulates that metaphysics as a philosophy is due to a misunderstanding that arises from the traditional use of linguistics. “It happens to be the case that we cannot, in our language, refer to the sensible properties of a thing without introducing a word of phrase which appears to stand for the thing itself as opposed to anything which may be said about it. And, as a result of this, those who are infected by the primitive superstition that to every name a single real entity must correspond assume that it is necessary to distinguish logically between the thing itself and any, or all, of its sensible properties.”
 Because of this failure to comprehend the fact that man can distinguish the properties or accidents of an object from “the thing itself,” man has begun to believe that he can separate the thing from its appearances. According to Ayer, this confusion is only due to the conventions of language, not because there exists an objectively existing entity separate from its appearances.
 Just as nonsensical statements can be composed in an identical manner to literally significant statements, so too can nonsensical words appear like significant words. 

One example Ayer gives of this misleading feature of linguistics is the branch of metaphysics called ontology. Two statements can be composed “of a noun followed by an intransitive verb, and the fact that they have grammatically the same appearance leads one to assume that they are of the same logical type.”
 The examples he uses are “Martyrs exist” and “Martyrs suffer.” Because in the latter sentence a group of people are given a certain attribute, many people will believe the same logic exists within the former. Ayer appeals to Kant, who answered this dilemma by explaining that in the latter sentence the being of martyrs is implied by giving them an attribute, which means that the former would assert that existence is another attribute. This would mean that “all positive existential propositions were tautologies, and all negative existential propositions self-contradictory,”
 which would be violating sense through faulty use of language.

The final example Ayer uses of the misuse of language by metaphysicians is in the statement “Unicorns are fictitious.” In the former two examples the nouns have been things that do empirically exist, but here a nonsensical noun appears to have been given an attribute. While most people would agree that it is contradictory to say that a fictitious creature exists, the metaphysician will often say that they exist in a real and non-empirical sense. Ayer attacks this through his proposition that no statement without empirical verifiability is literally significant. 

Having dealt with the misguided linguistics of metaphysics, Ayer explains where he feels metaphysics fits in the realm of human knowledge. Since philosophy is supposed to be a branch of true knowledge and metaphysics cannot be proven to be true or false, it cannot be placed within philosophy. Many of the positivists were happy to place metaphysics in the arts with poetry due to its emotional capabilities in ethics and aesthetics, but Ayer says this is an injustice to poets, who often speak with literal significance in non-scientific ways. The poet chooses his words, whether literally significant or not, for their intrinsic artistic effect; the metaphysician believes he chooses his words to give truth, but he is misguided by language or illogic into using words nonsensically.

Thus the linguistic theory of A. J. Ayer is one that is firmly grounded in empiricism. For a word to be a true word it must be grounded in experiential sense data. Only this type of word can be used with any literal significance. These literally significant words must be arranged in such a way that the statement made can be verified empirically. Only this type of literally significant language can be trusted for truth, because only it is verifiable. Any other type of language is nonsensical, and does not have the properties of truth or logical validity. While Plato and Aristotle are easily reconcilable to the Christian/Biblical account, Ayer’s theory seems to stand in stark contrast to it through the emphasis on empirical data. If the word is limited to that which is literally significant, does Christ qualify in this category? 

D. Christian Model

The final linguistic theory considered is the Christian or Biblical theory.
 Christianity’s linguistic theory is complex and has been developed throughout the ages in the Biblical text
 without ever specifically addressing the issue of language itself. The characteristic that distinguishes it from the Platonic, Aristotelian, or Positivist model is in its foundation. Rather than starting with an objective, perceived reality as Plato and Aristotle did, and rather than starting with man’s reasoning based on sense data as Ayer and other empiricists did, the Christian/Biblical theory of language is centered on God. In this model, language is a gift from God and is a means by which man can know God, since language is the result of being made in His image.

Genesis 1:3 is the first recorded use of words in the Biblical account. “Then God said, ‘Let there be light’: and there was light.”
 Verses 6, 9, 14, 20, and 24 all follow suit as God creates through the use of words. Light, separation of waters, dry land, lights for the day and night, aquatic animals and birds, and finally animals are all created in the first five days through the words of God.
 The trend is for God to speak matter and life into existence by His creative words. 

On the sixth day God does not create merely through speaking; rather, He makes man “in [Their] image, according to [Their] likeness.”
 The next chapter states that man was formed “of dust from the ground” and that God “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.”
 While some might argue that God’s image means physical form, it is more likely the spiritual nature or soul of man that is implied here since physiologically we are similar to many other creatures.
 This soul image can also be inferred from the fact that all other things were created in bulk together, but that God took special care of humanity to make Him in His image, and as a result of this care, man is able to communicate with God. 

Genesis 1:28-30 and 2:16-17 demonstrate this ability of man to understand God’s words. Man is first seen speaking when God passes all the animals before man to be named, and the author of Genesis clearly states “and whatever the man called a living creature, that was its name.”
 This is an important trend in the Biblical role of language because it makes a necessary distinction: where God creates something out of nothing through His words, man is capable of perceiving creation and symbolizing it in language. God’s creation in Genesis manifested an orderly, physical world in which man, who had been granted the gift of reason from being made in the image of God, was to rule. Part of ruling this world is to designate objects by names.

The designation by names is the very foundation of reason. Reason is the ability to arrive at conclusions from premises and arguments. As seen above in Plato, Aristotle, and Ayer’s language theories, the word is the most basic element of reason, since it is conceptually grasping one item through the use of a symbol. Without this pivotal step one could never assert anything because it would be impossible to think about any one thing. Even a visual symbol of an object would be impossible since it would be a picture of one thing, not all things. For this reason, the mind naturally divides the world into as small of parts as possible so that man can understand them, and only then can man make an assertion or a statement. Thus the division of terms or names is the very foundation of reason itself.

Man was created with reason, but he was also created in innocence. God gave him several commands: be fruitful and multiply, rule over creation, name the animals, and do not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. With their reason, Adam and Eve were able to understand that eating of the forbidden fruit was not allowed, and they abstained until a debate began concerning the consequences of disobeying God’s command to them. This verbal dispute is recorded in Genesis 3, and the serpent is able to convince Eve that the forbidden action is not as bad as she had originally been told. After eating the forbidden fruit, Eve gave it to Adam, who also ate it. This is the first recorded sin, and the punishment for this sin was that all of creation fell from its innocence. Language, the very gift of God to a creature made in His image, was corrupted through the intentional misuse of language.

Thus the Biblical linguistic theory is that all things exist only because God spoke them into being, and the only way man knows this is because he is given reason in the image of God. This reason is what spawned the first man-made words as Adam gave names to the animals. Thus words are based on the knowledge of an object. Man gained knowledge of things outside the empirical realm not only through eating of the forbidden fruit, which allowed him to know right from wrong, but also through the continuous revelation of God’s will for man through Scripture. This theory differs from Plato and Aristotle in asserting the active part of God in allowing man to understand the world, and from Ayer’s theory in that it is based not on man’s ability to comprehend, but on God’s revelation to man that transcends empirical sense data. 

How, then, does man comprehend God? While man continues to name all created objects, and to name objects created by human imagination, he is unable to adequately name God. Although there are many instances of anthropomorphism within the Bible, His existence is never fully explained. The best description man has concerning who or what God is can be found in Exodus when Moses asks the voice from the burning bush who he would declare had sent him to lead the children of Israel out of Egypt. The voice answers “I AM WHO I AM; […] Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.”
 After the deliverance out of Egypt and the affair of the golden calf, Moses asks God to show him His glory, to which the Lord responds, “I Myself will make all My goodness pass before you, and will proclaim the name of the Lord before you.”
 In both instances the Lord Himself has to declare His name because man is not able to name that which he cannot experience or comprehend. 

This establishes the foundation of the Old Testament revelation of God by words. In the beginning there was nothing, and God spoke matter and life into existence. On the sixth day God made man with the necessary reason to understand language, which is the image of God.  After the flood, God separated men by confusing their languages because He knew that a people of one language could achieve almost anything they wanted. In Exodus, God re-introduces Himself to His people through his servant Moses, who was told to tell the Israelites that “I AM” sent him. After God had achieved the deliverance of the children of Israel from the bondage of Egypt and after those same children had turned from God to an idol, Moses asked God if he could see His full glory, which God equated with revealing His true name. This is the nameless, creating God of the Old Testament, who used words to communicate His will to man. 

III. Thesis Model

John 1 illuminates the matter of the nameless, creating God through the eyes of one who had seen Christ. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through Him, and apart from Him nothing came into being that has come into being.”
 This Word is revealed to be Jesus, the son of Mary, the Messiah that God had promised through the patriarchs, the prophets, and the line of David. He was God wrapped in flesh, and as such He lived a physical life, but He also lived a sinless life. 

The soul purpose of Christ’s sinless life was to die for mankind’s sin. Romans 5 demonstrates this principle as it explains the role of Jesus’ blood in the salvation of mankind, and the inspired Apostle Paul establishes man’s need for salvation in the comparison of Christ to Adam: “Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned—for until the Law sin was in the world, but sin is not imputed when there is no law. Nevertheless death reigned from Adam until Moses, even over those who had not sinned in the likeness of the offense of Adam, who is a type of Him who was to come. […] So then as through one transgression there resulted condemnation to all men, even so through one act of righteousness there resulted justification of life to all men.”

The role of Christ was to live and die for the sins of mankind so that humanity might once again have hope. Jesus restored man to the unfallen state in which Adam was created by taking upon Himself all the burdens of fallen humanity. 

A. Model Stated

The Bible declares Christ to be “the Word,” but what does this mean? I propose that it means that Christ acts within the world in the same way in which a word operates within language. Thus Christ is seen to be “the Word” both in His physical, empirically proven life and death, as well as in being the new creation spoken by God to restore the old creation. The Platonic, Aristotelian, and Logical Positivist models all differ from the Christian model on key points concerning the features and functions of the word, though, so how do linguistic theories help or hinder the understanding of Jesus as “the Word”?

I propose that Jesus acts as “the Word” in that, during His earthly ministry, He was the symbol-in-flesh of the God who, as Creator, defies comprehension by the senses. Operating under Plato and Aristotle’s division of words into nouns and verbs, I propose that Christ fulfills the function of the noun, with the Father acting as the verb to form the basic ontological statement of the universe. Christ is thus “the Word” that is spoken by God in order to form a new creation. As a word, Christ was literally significant, and His continuing role as “the Word” can be verified under Ayer’s accepted “weak verification” from history. 

B. Plato Re-Considered

One of the first things Plato clarifies with Hermogenes is that things have a proper essence, which goes against the mindset that man’s perception makes reality for the individual despite any objective reality. This essence, Socrates argued, was best given in a name by a legislator who knew how to give names, and it was best used by the dialectician. This raises the question of who gave Christ the name “the Word,” which is easily answered by looking at the author, the apostle John. However, orthodox Christianity considers John to be an inspired book,
 written under the inspiration of God
 through the Holy Spirit’s working in John. This means that the same One who spoke the physical world into existence calls Christ “the Word.” The next question, then, is who the craftsman is who uses the name well? In this instance, though, the legislator and craftsman are the same: God, the Creator, is the only One equipped to understand the reality of Christ as being fully God and fully man in such a way that He could refer to it as “the Word.” To say that the name “the Word” was given to describe the essence of Christ is currently circular, though, since the goal of this paper is to expound on the implications of being a word. The question of how God operates as the craftsman using “the Word” will be addressed under the re-consideration of Aristotle.

 The next major claim Socrates makes about the role of a word in Cratylus is that it should adequately describe what it portrays. A word, then, should be a representation of the objective thing assigned the symbol. Jesus acts in this manner by being the perfect example in flesh of the sinless creation. Because of the Fall, man was made sinful; the original creation was corrupted. To restore man to his former state, then, a new creation was needed. As seen above, God named Christ “the Word”; the same God who originally created a physical world through His speech. Thus Christ is named “the Word” to demonstrate the new creation of God. Again the creation was physical, but this creation represented a perfect humanity, the combination of physical creation with a perfect spirit.

The reality of Jesus is that He is God. This is stressed in the same passage that names Him as “the Word,” because it clearly states that He was with God and was God from the beginning. Jesus’ earthly existence was not natural in the way of man, it was the ultimate miracle, a new creation.
 After His earthly resurrection, Jesus ascended into heaven, where He intercedes on the behalf of His people.
 Since He was the eternal God wrapped in flesh, He was able to die only once for all sins, unlike the Old Testament sacrifices, which were only copies of the Form of Christ. At the same time, though, Christ was fully man. He was not human because He did not have an earthly father, but He was man in that He was exposed to all the same temptations as humanity.
 While man is not able to fully comprehend this paradox of God in flesh, it is the teaching of the Bible and the way in which Christ represents God on earth to mankind.

Father Copleston writes at length about Plato’s epistemology and ontology concerning the world of the Forms. Only true knowledge, which is unchanging, matters; the physical world is in constant flux; thus one can see that true knowledge is not attainable on this earth. Plato sought the world of the Forms through Reason as an answer to this conundrum. The Forms were the patterns of the physical world. Likewise, words are based on the physical world. This means there is something greater than the word that is represented by the changing medium or language. Christ, as “the Word,” operates in this same manner. The full glory of who the Second Person of the Godhead is was not revealed fully through the body of Jesus in His earthly ministry. Instead, He acted as the means by which man could know the greater reality that is God. In Timaeus, Plato says “And in speaking of the copy and the original we may assume that words are akin to the matter which they describe: when they relate to the lasting and permanent and intelligible, they ought to be lasting and unalterable, and, as far as their nature allows, irrefutable and immovable—nothing less.”
 Christ operated as a Word that pointed to the God who IS: He was in a physical body that was affected by time, and that body was able to die. Yet, through His sinless life and the working of miracles, Christ fulfilled this description of the word by being the unchanging God even in human form; as far as the nature of the human form allowed, Christ was God.

The principle of language’s division into propositions and the further division of propositions into nouns and verbs is very similar to Aristotle’s On Interpretation because they both deal with this division. The Stranger in The Sophist explains that the noun or the verb on its own cannot constitute language, nor can strings of either one on its own. There must be at least one noun and one verb for the most basic of language to exist, which is “[arriving] at the point of giving an intimation about something which is, or is becoming, or has become, or will be.”
 Christ, as “the Word,” operates as the noun: He is the symbol of some reality greater than is seen by man, while also a physically existing entity that can be specified from the rest of the world. 

C. Aristotle Re-Considered

This leads well into Aristotle’s consideration of words in On Interpretation, where he defines a noun as “a sound significant by convention, which has no reference to time, and of which no part is significant apart from the rest.”
 This is easily seen in Jesus’ role as “the Word,” since this symbol was already established by man as being a symbol of a thing in reality. This noun, though, is only part of language; to operate properly it must be joined together with a verb, otherwise nothing is asserted that can be shown to be true or false.

This verb is provided in the Old Testament name of God: I AM. This name has an ontological element that speaks not only of God’s eternal existence, but also of what it is “to be.” “To be” is to have a part in God, which is seen in the very act of His speaking creation. Man is capable of speaking what Ayer deems nonsense due to its lack of empirical verifiability, but through those nonsensical words man is capable of creating a whole reality that is similar to his own existence, but distinctly different.
 These worlds that man creates are governed by the author, which is only possible because the language the author uses to create the new worlds is given by the Creator God, who sustains man’s world through His power. Thus the Being of God is seen in all of His creation, but especially in the new Word spoken to redeem humanity. Until the Incarnation, all men existed in God but were not God; at the conception of Christ, God became man.

Thus the verb that accompanies the noun to form the language of reality is “the Word IS.” Jesus is declared in John 1 not only to have been with God at creation but also to have been God at creation. This is done to establish that, within time, even before Christ had been born of the virgin Mary He was God; He was not simply present with God to witness creation, He was God and thus active in creating. Thus, if Christ is God, and God IS, then Christ IS in the same manner. The noun and verb fit together to comprise the basic ontological proposition of the universe. 

The Christian implication behind this is that it took the sacrifice of an immortal, holy God to pay for the sins of the world. Man, a finite creature, has fallen into sin. On his own, man is helpless to save himself. If any mere human were to overcome sin and die innocent it would be to his own credit, not to that of the whole human race because that man’s life was finite, his being was dependent on God’s sustenance. Thus it took the sacrifice of a holy, eternal being, and Christ is the One who chose to take on man’s sins to bear their eternal consequence, thus justifying mankind. His resurrection was the power of God over death, which gave mankind hope of a resurrection from the dead.
 Jesus, who had been in human form, was exalted in His resurrected state. He then demonstrated His power over the physical world by ascending to heaven. Throughout His whole life Jesus fulfilled the function of the Word: He illustrated in sensual form the life man ought to lead, He became the curse for mankind, and He put off the power of death through the resurrection. Through this Word mankind has knowledge of the God beyond man’s fathoming, as well as the hope of the resurrection of Christ. 

Thus we return to who the craftsman is who uses “the Word” well. I assert that it is God Himself who not only gave the name, but also uses it well. Through Christ’s sacrifice, the price for man’s sin was paid, which means that creation is redeemed. The original physical creation was spoken into existence by God; the essence of things was first established through His speech. That creation fell by sin, thus to redeem the old creation God uses the new Word to create a new essence in His people. To return momentarily to the Platonic idea of the Forms and copies, the Forms are eternal and unchanging, while the copies are temporal and changing. This principle is similar to the concept of God and man: God exists as Being, unchanging, while man exists only through the sustaining power of God and is changeable. How, then, does man fit into what I have called the ontological proposition of the universe? 

I propose that it is through an understanding of the two copulas. While most people consider the direct “to be” verbs as the copula, there is also what I would call an indirect copula of “become.” All men share in existence only through God, as seen in the very name God gives Himself, thus all physical creation “is” insomuch as we are sustained by God’s Being. The new creation, though, is made real through the Word Jesus Christ. Does this mean that at salvation man all of a sudden “is” in the same way God and Christ are? I would say that it is at conversion that man begins the process of “becoming,” when man is forgiven of his sins and is considered a son of God,
 which implies that we begin to share in His being. This establishes God as the One who best uses the Word, because He is the One whose divine justice had to be met through Christ’s sacrifice,
 and He is the One who accounts Christ’s righteousness to the Christian.

D. A. J. Ayer Re-Considered

Of the four given models, Ayer stands apart as the dissenter. Plato and Aristotle agree closely to the Christian model, but Ayer makes a much narrower claim on what the word is. His drive as an empiricist makes him discount any word that cannot be observed by the senses. It would seem that his theory, which is based in man’s senses and reason, would stand in opposition to Christ’s role as “the Word.”

The first feature of the word in Ayer’s theory is that it must be empirically observable. There is little doubt that a figure called Christ did exist around A.D. 30, thus Jesus is verifiable in the weak sense that it is probable that He did exist. His existence is not only given in the Bible, it is also seen through the writings of various historians.
 Ayer would have little problem by his own code accepting that a man named Jesus lived around the times ascribed to Him in the Bible. 

Ayer’s theory begins to conflict with the Christian theory concerning the essence of Christ. While Ayer would have a hard time refuting the various stories of Christ’s miracles, he would not be able to accept what Christ represented. Literal significance was the mantra of Ayer’s theory, and Christ is not simply a man who lived a good life and gave good sayings, Christ was God-in-the-flesh. This means Ayer would have to explain the miracles of Christ through some means other than His deity. While many false prophets and teachers claim miracles as proof of who sent them, rarely are their miracles done in public as were Christ’s. Even the Jewish religious leaders were unable to deny the works Jesus did among the people, although they did their best to attribute them to the devil rather than to God. The only accusations Ayer can make are that the stories were concocted after His life and death or that He was similar to other “magicians” of the time who use trickery to make people believe they had seen a miracle. Both of these seem improbable, though, since the dates of the unquestioned epistles’ writing are in the middle of the first century A.D., and since there were so many witnesses able to verify the claims of the authors who accredited Jesus with miracles. 

The resurrection plays a significant role in the discontinuity between Ayer and the Biblical model, since it is empirically impossible for man to experience resurrection from the dead through the senses. One of the general principles Ayer states is literally significant through a sense of weak verification was “all men are mortal.” This proposition is accepted as literally significant since it is highly probable from the instances observed thus far in human history that all men reach a point of death either naturally or artificially.
 Even Jesus is recorded to have died on a cross, despite His dual humanity/divinity. The difference comes in that Christ did not stay dead by the common report. Paul, in I Corinthians 15, explains that Christ not only rose again, but that He showed Himself to 500 people. This evidence is not conclusive that Christ actually rose from the dead, but it does lend probability. By weak verification one must only know what means must be taken to prove the veracity of a claim, and Paul provides that when he states that some of the 500 were still alive during the time of the Corinthian church.
 Thus by the same manner which Ayer used to say that historical facts can be literally significant, so too can the claims of the Bible be used to lend support for the possibility of Christ’s resurrection. 

While literal significance and verifiability are crucial to determining a statement’s significance, Ayer’s final major criteria is the a priori statement. For a statement to be false is not enough to disprove an argument, since the validity of logic rests on the relationship of ideas, not the truthfulness of the individual statements. This is where Ayer tries to distinguish himself from the Kantian tradition of declaring metaphysics to be false or an illogical transcendence of human reason, which he accomplishes by attacking the validity of the argument. Ayer argues that only tautologies can be used in reasoning, but this is easily disputed in the most easily understood logical construction, the syllogism. The universal propositions are the only statements that can be used to validly arrive at logical certainties not because a thing is said either to be or not to be another thing, but because there is a proper distribution of terms. It is not the tautology that allows one to reason, it is the universal statement.

Christ’s role as the Word is not fully tautological in nature, thus Ayer would cast doubt on the truth of Christ as the Word by the use of literal significance and verifiability. The Christian model can answer each of these challenges, though. Christ’s literal significance lies in His physical form and existence, just as the literal significance of a word lies in its empirical verifiability. A written word is a visual representation of the spoken symbol that represents an object. By the same token, Christ was the visual representation of the creative word of God, which is an indication of the Creator who must first speak things into existence. While this literal significance varies from Ayer’s ideal, it operates in the same manner. The verifiability of Christ has been discussed above, but it exists in the form of the canonical Bible, the early Church fathers, and the historians of that era in Rome. Ayer addressed historical integrity by saying that it is weakly verifiable by an evaluation of the facts available, and, since evidence exists of Christ’s earthly life, ministry, death, and resurrection, someone arguing from Ayer’s position must at least accept the possibility that Christ truly was a wonder-working teacher of morals who had a large following that continued to follow Him after His death, stating His resurrection as a cause for their persistance.

When a man is born who is able to control the elements, the weather, sickness, and death itself without the prayers seen in the prophets of the Old Testament, it would seem at least probable that this man was somehow connected to that Creator God. When he declares himself to be God and demonstrates the power of God, it is reasonable to think that he is probably God on earth. This step, however, is as far as human reason can really go in understanding the Incarnation. The plan of salvation of fallen humanity through the Incarnate God’s atoning death is beyond man’s comprehension. In deciding whether Christ was God incarnate or not, one must decide whether to base all opinions off of scientific fact or to make a “leap of faith” in hopes of landing safely. If the materialist is right and life is only matter interacting with matter, then it is perfectly rational to ignore faith; if the spiritualist is right, though, and there is more to life than meets the eye, then faith is a necessity. The irony of the choice is that both require one to have faith that the world either is or is not composed of more than matter.

In I Corinthians 2, Paul says that man cannot understand God unless God first reveals Himself to mankind. “Natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.”
 It is seen here that the things of God are known only through God and not through man’s understanding. The major distinction between Ayer’s point of view concerning language and that of the Bible is the foundation of knowledge. The positivist believes that the empiricists are right to say that man can only know things he can observe for himself, which means man can never truly go outside of himself for any definite truth. The Christian, on the other hand, believes that reason is the very image of God, which should be used well, but discerningly in accordance with the revelation of God through Scripture. Paul sums this up in I Corinthians 2:12-13, “Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words.”
 Thus it is seen that Christ acts as the Word not only within the Christian/Biblical model, but also within the models of Plato and Aristotle, since they recognize what a word truly is. The essence of the Creator God, the Primary Word that understands the nature of the new creation best, a part of the language of the universe, the noun that fits together with God’s Being as its verb, as well as the eternally existing One. Christ also operates within Ayer’s empirically limited range of “the word,” but not well. He is the visible evidence of God to the world, and His miracles showed forth His divine nature, but He defies the confines of a priori in His divinity. 

IV. Conclusion

The Platonic, Aristotelian, and Positivist theories of “the word” all give valuable insight to the implications of Jesus as “the Word,” whether by agreement or by contrast. All of them agree that the word is a symbol given to represent a reality, but the division comes predominantly in the classification of reality. Thus when speaking of Christ as “the Word,” it is only natural that the same division would be present. Plato and Aristotle both work with a mindset that a primary cause, if nothing else, is necessary; Ayer works under the belief that only that which is empirically verifiable, thus scientific, is real, and a God above the senses cannot fit into this framework. 

The Platonic and Aristotelian models serve well in shedding light on the nature of the word and the division of words into nouns and verbs, both of which are vital in an understanding of how Christ can operate as “the Word.” Ayer provides a wonderful opportunity for Christians to re-evaluate how this function of “the Word” can be proven, understood, and trusted. 

This examination of the role of “the word” in language compared to the role of Christ as “the Word” in the universe does not exhaust the wonders of the religious study of Christology. Rather, the study of the word is simply a manner in which the discipline of language can be used to better understand the Creator who formed mankind and all the objects of his pursuits. There are several aspects even of the metaphor of Christ as “the Word” that did not fall within this study,
 and many more wonders of the doctrine of the Incarnation that are better treated by other disciplines. Examination of “the word” is just one way in which the study of language can aid in better understanding the various aspects of the Creator who gifted mankind with the language that allows such pursuits.
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� Throughout this work, “the Christian model” and “the Biblical model” will be used synonymously to indicate the Christian idea of language theory as derived from the basis of God, comparable to the use of “the Platonic model,” etc…


� The term “Bible” in this paper refers to the 66 book canon accepted by most Protestant Christian groups.


� Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE (NASB) ®, Copyright© 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by Permission. 
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