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Student 10332     Gospels and Epistles of John 

 

Discuss the theology of the term kosmos in the Fourth Gospel 

 

1. "That which was his own" -the Creator and the Kosmos 

The heart of the Christian Gospel message is found in John 3:16: "For God so loved the 

kosmos that he gave his only Son, that everyone who believes in him should not perish 

but have everlasting life," and John's Gospel traces the history of the kosmos as it comes 

into conflict with its Creator, who himself has come to save the kosmos from darkness, 

falsehood, and death. 

 

In secular Greek kosmos can refer to either the order that exists in the world of humanity,1 

the world in general, or simply heaven. This overlaps semantically with much of the 

usage of kosmos in John's Gospel, though the theological presuppositions behind its usage 

are radically different from Hellenism. In the LXX kosmos has multiple meanings 

although it most commonly occurs as a way of rendering the Hebrew expression "the 

heavens and the earth" or simply "all"
2
, as Hebrew lacks its own word for 'universe'. 

 

The language may be Greek, but the theology behind the use of kosmos in the Fourth 

Gospel is rather more at home in a Jewish setting rather than a Hellenist or Gnostic one. 

The Hebrew scriptures begin with the story of a created order made by God, and John 

remains well within Hebrew thought patterns by recognising that creation is ordered by 

                                                 
1 Kittel, G Theological Dictionary of the New Testament Volume 3 (9 vols) (ET G. W. Bromiley, Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965) 868-869 
2 E.g. Ps 8:6, Is 44:24, Ecc 3:1 
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God, or more importantly, by God's Word
3
 (Jn 1:3,10; 17:5,24). The story of Creator and 

kosmos played out in John's Gospel forms a kind of meta-dualism. The narrative itself is 

full of conflicts and contrasts between light and darkness, truth and falsehood, freedom 

and bondage, and life and death. Yet these smaller dualisms are part of the overarching 

conflict between the Creator God who loves the kosmos and sends his Son to save it (Jn 

3:16-17) and the same rebellious kosmos that fails to recognise or receive its creator 

(1:11-12). Contrary to some older scholarly viewpoints, these dualisms do not originate in 

Gnosticism,
4
 and accordingly the relationship between God and the kosmos is not the tale 

of an eternal struggle between equally opposing forces of light and dark, good and evil. It 

is a clash between that which is eternal, and that which is temporal and corrupt.5 It is the 

story of Creator and creature, of a created order in rebellion against its maker.
6
 

 

If we return briefly to the Hebrew creation theology that lies behind John's concept of 

kosmos we see that God created humanity to be the head of his creation (Gen 1:26), 

whilst Genesis 2 develops this still further and depicts the rest of creation as subservient 

to humanity. Likewise in the intertestamental period this theology prevails, and it was an 

accepted part of Jewish creation theology that God had given humanity authority over the 

created order.
7
 Yet when the Logos comes into his own creation, it fails to recognise him 

and it rejects him (1:11-12). How has God's good and ordered creation turned into the 

kosmos that is now the domain of darkness and death? In Bultmann's words, "how has 

                                                 
3 Brown, R Anchor Bible: The Gospel According to John I-XII (New York: Doubleday, 1966) 508 
4 Contra Bultmann, who suggests that the Johannine dualisms are rooted in Gnosticism rather than Jewish 

thought. See Bultmann, R Theology of the New Testament: Volume 2 (ET, London: SCM, 1955) 17ff. 
5 Westcott, B F The Gospel According to St. John (London: John Murray, 1892) 31 
6 Carson, D The Gospel According to St. John (Leicester: IVP, 1991) 123 
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creation been perverted into the kosmos?"
8
 Brown has suggested that since humanity had 

been placed at the head of creation, the disobedience of Adam had plunged creation into 

darkness and the "prince of this world" has now usurped humanity's place (Jn 12:31; 

14:30; 16:11), with the result that darkness is now the "prevalent atmosphere of the 

world."
9
 

Cassem has carried out a useful grammatical-theological investigation into other aspects 

of kosmos in the Fourth Gospel,10 and while man cannot understand kosmos by grammar 

alone, it offers some important insights. It is mentioned 78 times in the Fourth Gospel, 

and the most common nominative rendering ho kosmos almost always reflects negatively 

upon the kosmos as a subject. It neither believes, nor loves,11and it cannot receive the Son 

(1:10), the Father (17:15), or the Spirit (14:17). The usage of the accusative ton kosmov 

also paints the kosmos in a negative light. It is something to be overcome
12

 and needs 

convicted of its sin,13 yet hope for the kosmos comes in the fact that it is also the object of 

the divine love14 and of God's salvific initiative.15 Almost without exception, the kosmos 

is identified in negative terms in as far as it relates to its Creator.
16

 

John's theology actually devotes little time to the question of how the good creation 

degenerated into the kosmos, all we are told is that it simply is full of corruption and 

                                                                                                                                                 
7 E.g. Sirach 17:2 
8 Bultmann (1955) 26-32. However we would argue that John sees the present crisis of the kosmos in rather 

less existentialist terms than Bultmann supposes he does. 
9 Brown (1966) 1.509 
10 Cassem, N. H. A Grammatical and Textual Inventory of the Use of Kosmos in the Johannine Corpus 

(NTS 19:1, 1972) 81-91 
11 E.g. 1:10; 14:19,31; 15:18-19; 17:14-25 etc. 
12 E.g. 16:33 
13 16:8 
14 3:16 
15 12:47. For a full discussion of the implications for John's theology of kosmos in the light of his 

grammatical constructions see Cassem ,82-83. 
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darkness, but that now light is coming into it, though we will discuss the advent of the 

logos in the next section of the essay. Thus far we have seen that the term kosmos 

represents the created order that has turned in rebellion against its Creator, though it is 

clear right from the beginning of John's Gospel that the term kosmos is highly nuanced 

and can express both the totality of the created order as well as particular aspects of it, for 

instance in the prologue we find that: 

10He was in the world, 

and the world came into existence through him, 

and the world did not know him. 
11

He came to his own domain, 

and his own people did not accept him. 

In 1:10a kosmos refers to the inhabited world of humanity to which the logos comes, 

whereas in 1:10b kosmos denotes the wider created order that was created through the 

logos. 1:10c represents a third meaning of kosmos which reflects the prevalent 

understanding of kosmos throughout John's Gospel - a fallen humanity that lies in 

darkness and does not recognise or acknowledge its own Creator.17 Again we find that the 

Jewish creation and wisdom motifs lying behind this idea of the rejection of wisdom and 

the logos
18

 explain the relationship between the kosmos and the logos more satisfactorily 

than Hellenistic or Gnostic explanations. 

 

This is the primary understanding of kosmos throughout the Gospel: the world of 

humanity that by its response to the logos reveals its devastating plight of having become 

                                                                                                                                                 
16 Milne, B The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester: IVP,1993) 42 
17 Beasley-Murray, G.R. Word Biblical Commentary 36: John (Dallas: Word Books, 1987) 
18 E.g. Enoch 42:2 
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alienated from and hostile to the light and word that sustain it.
19

 Nevertheless the hatred 

that the kosmos shows towards its Creator is not reciprocated by God. He is a faithful 

Creator, and loves the kosmos (3:16), Christ comes to remove the sin of the kosmos 

(1:29), speaks the words of eternal life to the kosmos (8:29), and his disciples are to make 

God's love known to the kosmos (17:22-23). The entire work of salvation that God 

accomplishes in Christ is directed towards the kosmos.20 The way in which God has 

resolved to save the kosmos will be explored in the next section of this essay. 

 

2. "Not to condemn the kosmos, but to save it…" - the krisis of the kosmos 

The prologue of 1:1-18 outlines the condition of the kosmos and the nature of the 

relationship with its Creator, and the rest of the Gospel describes the way in which the 

logos enters the kosmos in order to remedy the dire and tragic situation in which the 

kosmos now finds itself. The saving action where God acts in Christ to save the kosmos 

touches upon all the various dualisms in John that we alluded to in the first section of the 

essay: the kosmos is in darkness, so Jesus comes to give it light (1:9, 8:12, 11:9-10, 

12:46). So also the kosmos is shrouded in death, and Jesus comes to bring life and 

resurrection (1:4, 5:24-25, 6:33, etc.). Yet the stage on which these smaller battles are 

played out and from which they originate is the larger scale conflict between God and the 

kosmos. It is clear that this soteriological activity regarding the world is the purpose for 

                                                 
19 Lincoln, T BNTC: The Gospel According to St. John (London: Continuum, 2005) 102 
20 Morris, L NICNT: The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1995) 113 
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which the Son came,
21

 but the manner in which he saves the world necessarily means a 

crisis for the world in a very real sense. 

 

John 3:16-20 is a microcosm of this critical situation that the advent of Christ has 

plunged the kosmos into. It remains the object of God's love (3:16) and it is because of 

this that God has sent his Son to save it. The love of God is not simply a theological 

concept, but it is demonstrated in the gift of God's only Son,22 and yet paradoxically the 

giving of the Son for the salvation of the kosmos is also the event that will lead to its 

condemnation. This is why Christ, the saviour of the kosmos, can also say that the reason 

he has come into the world is for judgment (9:39), though before discussing the 

connection between the kosmos and its judgment and salvation we need to make an 

important grammatical and theological distinction between the concepts of krisis and 

krinw.  

 

Jesus describes his coming into the kosmos as a krisis (3:19), that is to say, a judgment. 

Yet this judgment does not come to condemn (krinw) the kosmos but to save it, and 

neither the judgment in view imply God's final verdict23 on his sinful creation as though 

the entire purpose behind the incarnation was simply to inform the world how bad it was 

before destroying it, but instead the krisis is the means by which he is saving it. The logos 

has not become flesh simply to hold court, but to save the world.24  

                                                 
21 Reinhartz, A. The Word in the World: The Cosmological Tale in the Fourth Gospel (Atlanta: Scholars' 

Press, 1992) 21 
22 Lincoln, 154 
23 Thus the NIV is incorrect to translate 3:19 as "this is the verdict:..". See Morris, 207 
24 Haenchen, E Hermeneia: John 1 (2 vols; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984) 1.205 
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The entry of the logos onto the cosmic stage means that now salvation and judgment will 

come through him,25 and he plunges the kosmos into a "crisis of decision".26 Those who 

believe in Christ will have eternal life, but those who do not believe will perish. Unlike 

the synoptic Gospels' John's account says almost nothing about the fate of those who 

reject the Son of God. The language of fire and gnashing of teeth following a future Day 

of Judgment is absent from the Gospel. This is not to say that no future judgment of the 

kosmos is anticipated (cf. 12:48) but it is a marginal theme in the Fourth Gospel because 

the crucial moment in the history of the kosmos does not lie in the future but in the 

present with the advent of the Messiah. 

 

The coming of Christ creates a moment of radical discontinuity in the history of the 

kosmos. Judgment and salvation are brought forward into the present and in the same way 

eternal life (5:24) and condemnation (3:18b) are experienced now. The Son is a 

stumbling-block lying in the path of the kosmos, and those who believe in him will be 

saved, while those who condemn and reject Christ secure their own condemnation by the 

very same act. Hence the krisis spoken of in 3:19-20 is not God's final word on the 

kosmos, it is a description of how the judgment works
27

, of how the kosmos, once unified 

in its rejection of God, is now divided between those who believe and are saved, and 

those who do not believe and so who are condemned. The encounter of the logos with the 

kosmos is divisive, and his light exposes the condition of humanity. As Haenchen 

                                                 
25 Smalley, S Hope For Ever (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2005) 30 
26 Bultmann - get reference!! 
27 Morris, 207 



 8

elaborates: "those who are good are not afraid of God and so come into the light, while 

those who are evil are afraid and so stay away."
28

 However Haenchen appears to see 

rather more determinism here than might be apparent when he argues that there are pre-

determined groups of good and evil in the kosmos prior to the advent of Christ, and so we 

are more inclined to agree with Brown that the twofold reaction to Jesus seems to be very 

much dependent on man's own choice, rather than the kind of determinism that might be 

found elsewhere in Judaism. A human being does not come to Christ simply to have it 

confirmed that his deeds were good all along.
29

  Digging in this area of Johannine 

theology is only likely to uncover awkward and distracting arguments about free-will and 

predestination, and although it will be necessary to return to these themes briefly in the 

final part of this essay, we will not discuss it further here. 

 

There is a marked shift in the focus of John's theology of kosmos as the Gospel narrative 

progresses. The kosmos is called to turn from its corruption and darkness and to have 

faith in the Son of God, which immediately places it into krisis. Far from being resolved 

peacefully, the advent of the logos only causes the conflict between God and the kosmos 

to escalate, and we soon discover that the structure and organisation of the kosmos is 

more extensive than we first realise and that at its head is the arxwn tou kosmou - the 

prince of this world. 

                                                 
28 Haenchen, 1.205 
29 Brown 1.148 
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John 12:20-26 forms a key transitional text for this switch in emphasis from the battle 

between God and the kosmos to a battle between God and the prince of the world.
30

 The 

immediacy of the krisis is heightened further as Jesus twice announces that his "hour" is 

at hand (12:23,27) and that the decisive moment in the struggle with the kosmos is "now" 

(12:31). The form that this climactic act will take will be the "lifting up of the Son of 

Man", an act by which Christ will draw all men to himself (12:32), and thus by 

implication lead humanity away from the rule of the prince of the world, leaving him 

condemned. It is a great irony that the darkness-loving kosmos and its rebellious 

constituents such as the ioudaioi and ultimately even its arxon
31

 are seeking the same end 

as the Logos - the lifting up of the Son of Man. The very act by which the entire structure 

of the kosmos seeks to overcome and extinguish the light of the world is the very same act 

by which it will be defeated. The crucifixion of the Son of Man makes it possible for the 

exclusion of the prince of this world to take place and for the allegiance of all humanity to 

be won back to their Creator.32 

 

The purpose of the coming of the logos to his own is indeed to rescue and redeem the 

creation that has turned into kosmos, even if it slams the door in his face "in the way that 

one slams the door in the face of an unwelcome strange bum."
33

 The kosmos is hostile to 

God, but it remains the object of his love and he acts in Christ to redeem it, calling for a 

                                                 
30 Kovacs, J. L. "Now Shall the Ruler of This World Be Driven Out: Jesus' Death as Cosmic Battle in John 

12:20-36 (JBL 114:2, 1995) 228 
31 There is no need here to simply demythologise the prince of this world so that the term simply becomes 

another way of saying "humanity", as Schnackenburg does when he says that "[this] superficially 

mythological or cosmic language refers in fact to the fate of man." See Schnackenburg, R. The Gospel 

According to St. John (3 vols.; New York: Crossroad, 1987) 2.392. It is doubtful that either John or his 

readers would have made blurred the distinction between the Devil and humanity in the same way. 
32 Grayston, K The Gospel of John (London: Epworth Press, 1990) 100 
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change from darkness and unbelief to one of faith and eternal life. This summons 

precipitates the krisis of the kosmos, dividing it between those who believe and are saved 

and those who reject Christ and who are condemned. Thus awakened from its darkened 

stupor the kosmos and its ruling prince bring the conflict with the logos to a head, 

resulting in his crucifixion and death, yet it is in this very act that the redemption of the 

kosmos is achieved. The concluding part of this essay will look in more detail at the way 

in which the kosmos is redeemed. 

 

3. "I have chosen you out of the kosmos" - The Logos and the disciples 

John's theological schema of salvation and redemption of the kosmos is full of paradoxes 

and tensions. God's love extends to the whole kosmos and Christ calls all humanity to 

believe in him (3:16 etc.) Yet conversely a human being can only be saved if the Father 

draws him to Christ, and so there is a tension between human decision and divine 

election34 in John's theology of cosmic redemption. If we examine the theology of the 

relationship between Christ and those he has called out of the kosmos we will be better 

placed to understand what this means for the theology of kosmos overall. 

 

Chapter 17 affords us the best insight into how this cosmic soteriology has worked out in 

practice. The wall of separation between Creator and kosmos that we saw in the prologue 

has been broken down, and through the gap have come those that the Father has given to 

                                                                                                                                                 
33 So eloquently put by Haenchen, 1.117 
34 There is of course a danger of theological anachronism if we read too much into these ideas. The tension 

in view here between human responsibility and divine election and elsewhere between God's universal 

msalvific will and particular human salvation is a tension John is happy to allow, and we do him a great 

injustice if we try and arrange his theology otherwise. 
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the Son "out of the kosmos" (17:6). A crucial theological truth about the kosmos is 

revealed here: God clearly desires to save the kosmos but it cannot be saved as it is. In 

order to be saved, the kosmos has to cease to be the kosmos. This may sound paradoxical, 

but if we take the definition of kosmos that we have argued for so far, that "the kosmos is 

the sum of the divine creation which has been shattered by the fall, which stands under 

the judgment of God, and in which Jesus Christ has appeared as the Redeemer"35 then it 

first of clear that to continue to be kosmos is to continue to be in darkness and in rebellion 

against God, and so conversely to be saved and to have eternal life means that one ceases 

to be of the kosmos. 

 

Those who have ceased to be of the kosmos now partake in the perichoretic relationship 

between the Father and the Son: 

<insert text from John 17> 

This then is how the kosmos will be saved. Those who come to the Son are incorporated 

with Christ into the agape which is mutual indwelling, and in which knowledge of God, 

vision of God, and eternal life, are given to humanity.
36

 The kosmos fares poorly in the 

realm of belief37 and recognises neither Jesus (1:10) nor the Father (17:15) and neither 

can it receive the Spirit of Truth (14:17). Thus those who in the kosmos who do exercise 

faith , who come to share in the divine life and who receive the Spirit are liberated from 

the kosmos, and in leaving it behind they pass from death to life (cf. 5:24). 

                                                 
35 Sasse, H. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament III (ET: G. W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: 1964-

1976) 893-894 
36 Dodd, C. H. The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953 

[reprinted ed. 1985]) 419 
37 Cassem, 82 
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That Jesus prays for his disciples, and not for the kosmos in John 17:9 has led some 

commentators to advocate a more pessimistic theology of kosmos than we contend the 

overall narrative of the Fourth Gospel actually teaches. D. A. Carson, for example, 

remarks: 

"There is nothing intrinsic to the world itself […] that could 

sanction prayers on its behalf. To pray for the world, the created 

moral order in active rebellion against God, would be 

blasphemous; there is no hope for the world."
38

 

 

Taken in isolation, one might justifiably make such a conclusion from 17:9, but set in the 

overall Johannine narrative in which his theology of kosmos develops, such a negative 

attitude towards the kosmos is ill-founded. Carson is at least partly correct in affirming 

that the kosmos is "in active rebellion against God" but this has always been the case from 

the very outset of the Gospel, a Gospel that traces via the sending, preaching, death, and 

resurrection of the Son, the Creator and Redeemer God who actually brings hope to the 

kosmos. The hope for the kosmos stems from its krisis, and hope for its future redemption 

lies in the witness of the community of disciples that the Father and Son have created out 

of the kosmos. Jesus' prayer in 17:9 is not suggesting that God will recruit his elect and 

then tip the rest of the kosmos neatly into the dustbin. His intercession is connected with 

the continuation of the mission of cosmic salvation that began when the logos became 

flesh (1:14), and the mission that the disciples will now continue.39 He does not pray for 

the world because it is the object of God's mission, not the subject who will continue the 

mission. That task is left to the disciples. 
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At the close of the Gospel, Jesus is no longer in the world (17:11s), although the disciples 

are (17:11b). Yet at the same time they have been taken out of the world, and as a result 

the world hates them (17:14). Being hated by the kosmos is vindication and assurance that 

one no longer belongs to it, yet in the meantime one still needs to remain in it to continue 

the divine mission of salvation, of bringing light into the darkness, of bringing life where 

there is death, and of being a perichoretic community of agape in a kosmos gripped by 

evil.  

 

There may seem to be some confusion about the relationship between the disciples and 

the kosmos. On one hand they are said to have been taken out of the kosmos (17:6) and 

yet they are in it (17:15), but there need be no confusion here. Jesus has been taken out of 

the world (17:11)40 but will be present to his followers via the Holy Spirit (14:15-19), 

though the disciples have not been taken out of the world in the same way. They remain 

physically and spatially part of the kosmos, but they are no longer "of" the kosmos 

because their faith and allegiance are now directed towards Christ, they have ceased to be 

in darkness and rebellion and thus they are no longer part of the kosmos. The logos has 

left the kosmos and returned to the Father, but he has not gone simply so that things can 

                                                                                                                                                 
38 Carson, 561 
39 See Lincoln, 436 
40 Both this statement in 17:11 and the reference to his being back in the presence of this Father (17:4) has 

given rise to the suggestion that this passage is a construction of the post-resurrection Johannine community 

(so Smalley, John: Evangelist and Interpreter (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1978) 228) as it appears to 

depict an ascended Jesus interceding before God in a chronology prior to his death and resurrection. NAME 

has recently suggested that this may be original to John and that in Hellenistic literature it was a regular 

stylistic practice to have dead or ascended characters speak from their ascended position prior to their actual 

death and ascension. See REFERENCE. Though this raises another question as to precisely how Hellenised 

the Gospel is, and we cannot discuss that here. 



 14

go back to how they where. The circle of descent, mission, and ascension remains open,
41

 

because this is the very pattern by which the kosmos has been - and is being - redeemed. 

The coming of the logos into the kosmos has irreversibly altered the nature of the 

relationship between God and his creation. The created order in rebellion against God and 

under the power of the Evil One is liberated from unbelief, darkness, and decay and 

summoned to faith, light, and eternal life. The salvation of the kosmos consists of its 

ceasing to be the kosmos, and instead becoming part of the community of faith who 

know, love, and are loved by the Father and Son. It is with this same summons and appeal 

to faith in the Son of God that John concludes his Gospel (20:30-31) which also testifies 

that if all the activity of Jesus were written down, even the entire kosmos would not be 

able to hold all the books. 

 

3,664 words 

 

 

 

                                                 
41 Reinhartz, 24 


