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were cast aside did God appear to h1m.• In other words, the 

higher lite, the lite that is removed from the busy w:,rld 

to solitude and retirement and has conquered the senses -­

that is the life that attains to a more direct knowledge ot 

God. In this doctrine that the highest intuition, the 

spiritual intuition, is capable of seeing God, ffe have Fhilo's 

mysticism. Aooording to his doctrine, the goal of the 

righteous man is to arrive at this vision of God, and, having 

done that, to enjoy· the oommunion· with the Divine. Thus, 

Philo based his belief in the existence of God on the apparent 

orderly arrange~ent in the universe, upon the evidences of 

causality in the oosmos, and upon spiritual intuitions. These 

three, says Philo, prove that God exists and that He is 

independent of everything else. 

However, of more importance is Philo's teaching concerning 

the nature of God. That God exists is an unquestioned fact. 

But matters are not so simple when it comes to learning who 

God is, for here there is room tor much speculation. Now, if 

any certain conclusion oan be drawn from Philo's system, it 

is this that God is a transcendent God. He is entirely 

separate from man and the world, incapable of coming into 

contact with anything finite. In this respect, he agrees with 

Old Testament theology, which speaks of God's wisdom tran­

scending the worldi and of man's inability to behold God.8 

6p er. On the Migration of Abraham. 
7. Isaiah 55, 9. 
a. Exodus 33, 20. 
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In keeping with this lofty conception, Philo regards 

God as transcending all description. Simply because He 1s 

so elevated above the world, and because we thus are µnable 

to know Him, nothing positive can be said ot Him. That which 

is begotten cannot comprehend that which is unbegotten. Thus, 

appealing to Exodus 3, 14 (LXX), Philo calls God ro ov. God's 

nature is inexpressible by any name, for, Philo points out, 

God refers to Himself as "I am that I am.".f Hence, we know 

only that He is and not what He is. We know him only negatively 

and not positively, because all those names by which we, in 

human speech, are accustomed to call Rim are only predicates 

which contrast his infinite Being with the finite character­

istics of the world. While God's creatures are definitely 

related to Him~ He is in no way related to them. He alone is 

self-sufficient, transcendent, changeless, eternal, without 

quality. 

The point from which Philo proceeds is the antithesis 

of God and the world, the Infinite and the finite • . For this 

reason Philo makes an effort to explain away the anthropo­

morphic and anthropopathic statements concerning God in the 

Old Testament. He regarded it as impious to speak of God as 

having any of the characteristics of a created being. According 

to Philo, such terms are used only for the accommodation of 

those who are unable to understand. Not everyone has the same 

gift of thought and the ability to interpret. Thus, ror our 

benefit, Scripture has pictured God in such terms so that we 

9. · Exodus 3, 14. 
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may kn.ow of his existence •. Furthermore, human language itself 

is inadequate to express the true conception of God. To these 

ideas Philo gives expression in the following passage: 

"God being uncreated and the Author of the creation 
of the others needs none of the properties which 
belong to the creatures which He has brought into 
being. For consider, if He uses our bodily parts 
or organs He has feet to move from one place to 
another. But whither will He go or walk since His 
presence fills everything? To whom ~11 He go, 
when none is H1s equal? And for what purpose will 
He walk? .For it cannot be out of care for health 
as it is with us. Hands H..e must have to receive 
and give. Yet He receives nothing from anyone, for, 
besides that He has no needs, all things are His 
possessions, e.nd when He gives, He employs as · 
minister ot His gifts the Reason wherewith also He 
made the worid. Nor did He need eyes, which have 
no power of perception without the light which meets 
our sense·. But that light is created, whereas God 
saw before creation, being Himself His own light. 
Why need we speak of the organs . of nourishment? If 
He has them, He eats and is filled, rests awhile and 
after the rest has need again, and the accompaniments 
of this I Will not dwell upon. These are the mythical 
fictions of the impious, who, professing to represent 
the deity as of human form, in reality represent Him 
as having human passions. 

"Why then does Moses speak of feet and hands, goings 
in and goings out in connexion with the Uncreated, or 
o~ His arming to defend Himself against His enemies? 
For he describes Him as bearing a sword, and using as 
His weapons minds and death-dealing fire (thunderbolt 
and storm blast the poets call them, using different 
words, and say they are the weapons· of the Cause). Why 
again does he speak of His jealousy, His wrath, His 
moods of anger, and the other emotions similar to them, 
whioh he describes in te~ms of human nature? But to 
those who ask. .these questions Moses answers thus: 
'Sirs, the lawgiver who aims at the best must have one 
end only before him - to benefit all whom his work 
reaches. Those to whose lot has fallen a generously 
gifted nature and a training blameless throughout, and 
who thus find that their later course through life 
lies in a straight and even highway, have truth for 
their fellow-traveller, and being admitted by her into 
the 1nt'allible mysteries of the Existent do not over­
lay the conception of God with any of the attributes 
of created being. These find a moral most pertinent 
in the oracles of revelation, that 'God is not as a 
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man' nor yet is He as the heaven or as the universe. 
These last are forms of a particular kind which 
present themselves to our senses. But He is not 
apprehensible even by the mind, save in the fact 
that He is. For it is His existence which we 
apprehend, and of what lies outside that existence 
nothing. But they whose m tural wit is more dense 
and dull, or whose early training has been mis­
handled, since they have no. power of clear vision, 
need physicians in .the shape of admonishers, who 
will devise the treatment proper to their present 
condition. Thus ill-disciplined and foolish slaves 
receive profit f'ro.m a master who ·frightens them, tor 
they fear his threats and menaces and thus involun­
tarily are schooled by fear. All such may well 
learn the unt1Uth, which will benefit them, if they 
cannot be brought to wisdom by truth."/O 

It is clear that Philo regarded God as incapable of being 

comprehended. The best we can do is to think of Him as being, 

entirely free from all quality or limitations, or as Philo puts 

it: 

"Nothing that can give assurance can give positive 
assurance touching God, for to none has He shown His 
nature, but He bas rendered it invisible to our 
whole race. Who oan assert of the First Cause either 
that It is without body or that It is a body, that rt 
is of such a kind or that It is of no kind? In a 
word who can make any positive assertion concerning 
His essence or quality or state or movement?"ll 

Yet Philo did not rob God of personality. On the contrary, 

he regarded God as a personal God, the divine, self-determining 

Mind. This he asserts in the words: 

· "Moses, both because he had attained the very summit 
of philosophy, and because he had been divinely 
instructed 1n the greater and most es~ential }'.8rt of 
Nature's lore, could not fail to recognize that the 
universal must consist of two parts, one part active 
cause and the other passive object; and that the 

10. On the Unohangeableness of God, 56-64. 
11. Allegorical Interpretation, III, 206. 
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active Cause is the perfectly pure and unsullied 
Mind of the universe, transcending virtue, tran­
scending knowledge, transcending the good itself 
and the beautiful itself; while the passive part 
is in itself incapable of life. and motion, but, 
when set in motion and shaped and quickened by 
Mind, changes into the most perfect masterpiece, 
namely this world."'~ 

As the rational Cause, God is in distinct antithesis to 

creation. Moreover, He exercises a continual causa~ity, 

forever holding the world together and preventing it from 

disintegrating and vanishing. But our best efforts in searching 

for God will be rewarded only in being able "to .comprehend that 

God in his essential being is absolutely incomprehensible, and 

to see that He is not to be seen".'3 

One of these negative predicates by which God is described 

is His namelessness. Since the essence of the Divine Being is 

unknown, therefore, God is without a name, at least as far as 

we human beings are concerned. To prove this doctrine, Philo 

appeals to the incident in Scripture where God appeared to 

Moses 1n the burning bush and called Himself, "I am that I am". 

This suggests to Philo that God is without a proper name, and 

is referred to merely as being. No name is to be applied to 

Him who is 1nf'inite. Names are characteristic of finite and 

created things only/~ If we do call God by some particular 

name, it is only because our minds are imperfect and we need 

12. On the Creation, 8-9. 
13. Drummond, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 20. 
14. On the Life of Moses, I, 74-76. 
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some mode or way of referring to him. Yet no single name 

exhausts or describes the essence of God. 

Still on th.e negative side, we notice, in the next place, 

tha.t God is without qualities.'5 ~o description can be applied 

to Him because He transcends all qualities, because "he is 

above them, owing nothing to them, but being himself the _liv1ng 

source f'rom whi,ch they emanate."'' According to Philo, 11' we 

ascribe qualities to God we immediately place him in a class, 

to which others may belong_. This would be entirely unworthy 

of God. Thus, . the best we can do is to reg~rd him as without 

quel1t1es, a -sel~.-existent _Being· whose essenc.e is absolutely 

sui generis. Thia idea Philo expresses in the tollowing 

passage: 

"For not even the whole world would be a place tit 
for God to make His abode, since God is His own 
place, and He is tilled by Himselt, and sutfioient 
for Himself, filling and containing all other things 
in their destitution and barrenness and emptiness, 
but Himself contained by nothing else, seeing that 
He is Himself One and the Whole." 11 

This complete transcendence of God Philo speaks ot in 

another passage, in which he indicates that, though we may 

know of God!s existence, it is impossible to know His essence. 

"Yet the vision [of God, gained by the righteous man] 
only showed that He is, not what He is. For this 
which is better than the good, more venerable than 
the monad, purer than the unit, cannot be d1Soerned 
by anyone else; to God alone is it permitted to 
apprehend God," 'ti 

.,, 
15. o'-TT0l05 

16. Drummond, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 24. 
17. Allegorical Interpretation, I, 44. 
18. On Rewards and Funishments, 59-40. 
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Thus God is superior to all description, tor everything 

that is good and perfect and blessed is comprehended in God, 

but is only a part ot His full essence. 

Now with such a lofty conception of God it might be 

expected that P~ilo would stop at this point and be content 

with the incomprehensibility of God. On the contrary, he is 

not satisfied wi.th purely negative conceptions, but freely 

ascribes positive d.esori.ptions to the self-existent Being. 

In this appa.rent contradiction critics of Philo have revelled. 

They have pointed out that this is an instence of glaring 

inconsistency, for, on the one hand, Philo denies all attributes 

to God, and, o·n the other, he ascribes attributes · to Him. The 

difficulty, no doubt, arose from Philo's attempt to solve 

rationally the problems of transcendence and immanence. Philo 

has no doubt about the transcendence of .God, and he was equally 

convinced that God acts upon the world. The latter implies 

positive properties. For Philo or, for that matter, for anyone 

who tries with human reason to find a solution to a problem 

containing two such irreconcilable elements, the difficulty is 

obvious. Philo*s whole Logos doctrine is an attempt to 

reconcile these opposites, an attempt to link the infinite with 

the finite. Thus, to explain the jmmanence of God, it was 

necessary to presuppose positive properties. We use the word 

''properties" advisedly, for Philo makes the distinction between 

qualities and properties. While Ood can be regarded as having 

only negative qualities, He does have positive properties.19 It 

19. Cf. Allegorical Interpretation, II, 79ft. 
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there is any essential difference between the two outside 
. . 

the sphere of philosophy, we ere not aware or it. But Philo 

was, after all, a philosopher, and .we will have to try to 

observe his distinction. 

Accordingly, then, Phiio ascribes eternity to God. Since 

God is the oaus·e and the mind of the universe, He must be 

eternal, for it He were not eternal, He could not be the 

first oause and the source of all things. This eternity ot 

God is expressed in the following passage: 

"Who then is he that sows in them the good seed 
save the Father of all, that is God unbegotten 
and begotten of all things." ~0 

All other tbings have come into being by creation, but 

God alone is without beginning and the Father of all. In 

this respect He is different from everything else. Further­

more, since creation implies change, God, who 1s uncreated, 

is necessarily unchangeable and, consequently, incorruptible. 

This incorruptibility, together with the unity of God, is 

expressed thus: 

"God is alone, a Unity, in the sense that His nature 
is simple not composite, whereas each one of us and 
of all other created beings is made up of many things. 
I, for example, am many things in one. I am soul and 
body. To soul belong rational and irrational parts, 
and to body, again, different properties, warm and 
cold, heavy and light, . dry and moist. But God is not 
a composite Being, consisting of many parts, nor is 
He mi.Xed with aught else. For whatever is added to 
God, is either superior or inferior or equal to Him. 
But there is nothing equal or superior to God. And 
no lesser thing is resolved into Him. It He do so 
assimilate any lesser thing, He also will be lessened. 
And if He can be made less, He will also be capable 
of corruption; and even to imagine this we.re 

20. On the Cherubim, 44 
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blasphemous. The none" and the "monad" are. therefore, 
the only standard for determining the oategory to 
which God belongs. Rather should we say. the One God 
is the sole standard for the nmonad". For. like time, 
all number 1s subsequent to the universe; end God is 
prior to the universe, and 1s 1 ts UiOker." ~, 

Other attributes or properties upon which we need not 

elaborate, and which we should expect to ~e in.eluded in ?hilo•s 

lofty conception of Goci are His 1nvis1bil1 ty/J. His omnipresence:' 

His transcending space and time;" His omn1sc1encefs- His 

omnipotence;' His complete perteet1on • .t 7 

To one particular attribute, however, some attention must 

be given, namely1 God's goodness. for this brings us to matters 

oonce~ning creation and providence. In connection with God's 

goodness we find .Philo•s answer to the reason tor creation and 

providence. This is expressly stated in his treatise On the 

Cherubim: 

"For to bring anything into being needs all these 
conjo1nt1y, the "by which"• the tttrom which", the 
"through whioh v• , the "for which", and the first 
of these 1s the cause, the second the material, 
the third the tool or instrument, and the fourth 
the end or object. If we ask what combination is 
always needed that a house or city should be built 1 
the ans\',er is a builder, stones or timber, and 
instruments. ¥hat 1s the builder but the cause 
"by w.hich"? What are t he stones and t imber but 
the material "from whiob"? What are the instruments 
but the meons nthrough which"? And what is the end 
or object ot the building but shelter and safety, 
end this oonsti tutes the "tor which•'. Let us leave 
these merely partioular bu1ld1ngs, and contemplate 

~l. AlleP.Or1oal Interpretation, II, 2-3. 
22. on Abraham, 76. 
23. On the Confusion of Tongues, 134•139. 
24 .. ~iho is the Heir of Divine Things, 227-229. 
26. on the Unohangeableness of God, a-9. 
26. On the Creation, 46. 
27. On the Cherubim, 85-86. 
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that greatest of' houses or cities, this universe. 
We shall see that its cause 1s God, by whom it has 
come into being, 1 ts material the tour elements, 
from which it was compounded, its instrument the 
word of' God, through which it was framed, and the 
final cause of the building is the goodness of the 
architect. It is thus that truth-lovers distinguish, 
who desire true and sound knowledge."~' 

God, according to Philo, created the world because He is 

good and kind, and for the same reason He exercises providence 

over the world. Using the analogy of the provisions that 

parents make for their children, Philo describes God as dealing 

bountifully with His creatures!' His blessings are showered 

down upon both the good and the evil. In tact, so numerous 

are the blessings flowing from God's goodness that the world 

cannot contain them. Not only are His punishments intolerable, 

but even His blessings are so abundant th.at not even the whole 

world could hold them, should God wish to manifest all of them. 

For that reason, He says, the Israelites said to Moses, "Speak 

thou w1 th us, and we will hear; but let not God speak w1 th us, 

lest we die."3° His conclusion is that the status of the 

universe is measured in direct proportion to God's bestowing 

or withholding His blessings.3/ 

But if God is so good in exercising divine providence, 

how do we account for the evil in the world? How is it possible 

that evil should even exist in a world that owes its creation 

28. on the Cherubim, 125-127. Here Philo shows his 
acquaintance with Aristotelian causality. 

29. Cf. On the Creation, 171-172. 
50. Exodus 20, 19. 
31. On Dreams, 143-
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and providence to the goodness ot God? Why is there pain, 

pestilence, and calamities of all kinds? Furthermore, why 

is it that these misfortunes appear to be unequally 

distributed, those who deserve them often escaping them and 

the righteous ones often having more than their share? These 

questions are answered in Philo's two treatises On Providence, 

in which he pursues philosophical arguments and does not 

attempt to answer such questions on the basis of Scr~pture 

and exegetical wri ting.32. As to the .cause or evil, Philo is 

convinced that God has nothing to do with it. He uses numerous 

human analogies to show that evil is something which exists 

outside of God and cannot be attributed to Him, for a tran­

scendent, perfect, beneficent God cannot be mentioned 1n the 

same breath with evil. 

And yet by philosophic argument he tries to show that all 

evil is not unnecessary. On the principle that some evil is 

required to insure the harmon1ou~ functioning of the entire 

cosmos, he offers many illustrations in which evil is at once 

a misfortune for some and a blessing for others. Thus, the 

principle of God's goodness is not violated or contradicted, 

but His ways are justified. Incidentally, this very point 

gives us a good insight into Philo's eclectic tendencies. 

Unable to solve the mysteries of God's hidden ways from the 

writings of Judaism, he turns to philosophic speculation~ All 

this is quite consistent with his attempt to harmonize Jewish 

theology and Greek philosophy. 

32. Cf. Drummond, op. cit., Vol. II, P• 58. 
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This, 1n broad outline, 1s Philo's conception of God. 

Throughout, he has in mind a God who is transcendent above 

everything in the universe. Nothing finite can describe Him 

or apprehend Him. The Infinite i s simply too far above the 

finite. In this respect Philo's conception is Jewish. But 

he was also impressed by the apparent connection between God 

and the world. The universe seemed to hinge on the presence 

of a divine power working in .it. All the phenome~a of nature 

seemed to shout this to him. God must in some way be connected 

with the world. Yet transcendence and immanence are terms 

which defy human reconciliation. Undoubtedly, Philo must have 

realized the difficulty. Accordingly, to supply the rational 

need for an intermediate link, Philo introduced his doctrine 

of the Logos. The. Logos was the instrument through which God 

descended to man and through which man ascended to God. It is 

the fundamental doctrine of Philo's system, not only because 

for him it solved a great difficulty, but also because it 

commended Jewish mon0theis.m to the Greeks. 

··, 
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III 

Doctrine ot the Logos 

The doctrine of the Logos reached 1ts fullest develop­

ment in Philo.. To be sur.e, this endeavor to bridge the chasm 

between God and the world was not original with Philo. As 

long as the world has existed, man has been concerned about 

his relations to God and about God's mode of dealing with 

mankind. This innate feeling of dependence upon the supreme 

Being and a conscious speculation about His activity in the 

world has been a matter of supreme i mportance to every 

thoughtful human being. Nor was the formal doctrine of the 

Logos an original concept with Philo. It is true, no one 

before Philo had discussed it so thoroughly nor had attached 

so much importance to it, but the idea itself, including the 

very name, had already had an historical development before 

Philo appeared on the scene. The roots of this concept had 

been planted centuries before, so that the idea had already 

attained formidable proportions by the time Philo began to 

nourish it. In his hands it developed and matured and reached 

its highest growth. It remained for Christianity to reveal 

the full, supreme significance of the Logos. 

These Logos roots, planted already five centuries before 

Philo's time were embedded in Greek soil. Greek thinkers 

cultivated them and gradually the Logos flower began to emerge. 

Thus, by the time Philo appsared, he took up a concept that 

was not original with him, but whose terminology and 

philosophical form had long been influenced by Greek thought. 
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Philo, however, succeeded in bringing out more of its color 

by shedding a religious light upon it. The Logos of the 

Greeks had been thoroughly pagan. Although by no means 

bringing out the t~ue meaning of the Logos, as John in his 

Gospel has done, Philo re-interpreted this pagan, philosophical . 

Logos of the Greeks by attaching . a religious significance to 

it. Through the ingenuity of Philo, the Greek Logos was 

united with Hebrew monotheism. Again, we are face to face 

with the motivating purpose in Philo's mind. His object was, 

not to introduce a new system, but to effect a union bet~een 

two existing systems -- Greek philosophy and Jewish theology, 

He apparently made _no conscious attempt to be original. On 

the contrary, he was an eclectic. His theology was Jewish, 

his philosophy a mere reproduction of what he considered best 

for his purpose from various existing systems. Thus, to 

appreciate his own concept, it will be instructive to review 

briefly certain phases of Greek philosophy which Philo found 

useful in establishing his Logos doctrine. It will be well 

also to keep in mind that we are now dealing with the 

philosophical Logos. Strictly speaking, there is no evolution 

of the Logos idea as we Christians know and believe it, When 

John speaks of the Logos as the Son or God made incarnate, he 

is speaking of a divine revelation, which is far removed from 

the philosophical Logos idea. And so, when we speak of the 

development or of the primitive traces or a Logos concept, it 

is the development of the philosophical Logos or ot the use 

of the term, to which we are referring. This, indeed, had a 

,,. 


