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ABSTRACT. Many scholars argue that Justin is either inconsistent or confused in his view of 

the Spirit in relation to the Logos. The most decisive section in this discussion is 1Apol. 33, 

where Justin appears to confuse the titles and unify the functions of the Logos and the Spirit. 

This essay argues that this apparent confusion is conditioned by Justin’s particular christologi-

cal reading of Isaiah 7:14 in order to meet the demands of his own understanding of the apos-

tolic faith. The interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 is a unique case with multiple external hermeneu-

tical pressures imposing upon his exegesis, including those coming from competing Jewish 

exegesis, Greco-Roman mythology, and Marcionite interpretations. At the same time, Justin 

reads scripture within his own Christian community. Justin’s exegesis of Isaiah 7:14 attempts to 

account for these external pressures by focusing upon the particular Lukan terminology of 

‘Power’ rather than ‘Spirit’ in Luke 1:35, which downplays the function of the Spirit in the 

incarnation in order to demonstrate that the Logos has come in power. This exegetical move 

exposes him to binitarian allegations, but does not suggest that Justin is, in fact, a binitarian. 

What this suggests, however, is that in 1Apol. 33 Justin actually resists confusing the Logos and 

the Spirit even when a text uses the language of ‘Spirit’, because his exegetical concern is fo-

cused on the Logos coming in power. Justin’s exegetical treatment of Isaiah 7:14 and Luke 

1:35 reflects the way he is reasoning through the textual and theological complexities of the 

christological interpretation of scripture and does not suggest that he confuses the functions of 

the Logos and the Spirit. 

 

KEYWORDS: christology, Logos theology, hermeneutics, biblical interpretation, Isaiah 7:14 

 

 

Introduction 

Amongst studies on Justin’s doctrine of God, it is commonplace to argue 

that he is either inconsistent or confused in his assessment of the relation-

ship of the Spirit and the Logos (Goodenough 1968: 102ff; Osborn 1973: 

88-89; Stanton 2004: 321ff; Vigne 2000: 335ff.). The position that Justin has 

no real doctrine of the Spirit and therefore no serious trinitarian theology 

can be traced back to Goodenough, who, among others, defends this con-

clusion from Justin’s regular enigmatic use of the various divine titles relat-
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ed to the Logos and the Spirit. In recent years, however, several scholars 

have addressed this thorny problem through analyzing the way Justin’s so-

called Spirit christology accounts for his apparent binitarian logic (Bucar 

2008: 190-208; Briggman 2009: 107-137; Barnes 2001). The most recent 

and thorough treatment is Anthony Briggman’s essay, which concludes that 

‘in Justin’s thought binitarian logic exists in tension alongside trinitarian 

belief, a combination that obscures the activity and identity of the Spirit’ 

(Briggman 2009: 108).  

Justin has, as Briggman points out, ‘clear statements of Trinitarian be-

lief ’ with various triadic formulas that coexist alongside Justin’s ‘regular 

failure to differentiate’ the activity of the Son and the Spirit and the ‘occa-

sional failure’ to differentiate their identity (Briggman 2009: 110). 

Briggman’s analysis holds in tension both sides of the argument with a solu-

tion that is highly plausible, but not entirely satisfying. He still paints a por-

trait of a confused, doubleminded Justin that gathers on Sunday with oth-

ers to confess a trinitarian baptismal creed (1Apol. 67), but then sets aside 

this confession and becomes binitarian when he debates or defends the 

faith. In my view, however, another way forward is a greater appreciation 

for Justin’s hermeneutical perspective and the way he navigates the particu-

lar terms and concepts of scripture passages within his particular apologetic 

and polemical contexts. As Behr observes, ‘little effort has been given to 

integrate Justin’s “Logos Theology” with the position found in his Dialogue 

with Trypho the Jew, where he devotes himself almost exclusively to scriptural 

interpretation’ (Behr 2001: 107). Studies on Justin often present him as ‘two 

people’: the theological Justin of the Apologies and the exegetical Justin of 

the Dialogue, so perhaps a closer reading of Justin’s exegetical orientation 

could help clarify some aspects of his theological framework and especially 

the relationship between his pneumatology and Logos theology (Edwards 

1995: 261). 

The place to begin assessing the relationship of the Logos and the Spirit 

in Justin’s work is 1Apol. 33. This is the focal point of Justin’s apparent con-

fusion of the Logos and the Spirit and the proof-text par excellence. Without 

exception, scholars who argue that Justin confuses the Logos and the Spirit 

point to this chapter and the peculiar phrase: ‘It is established that the Spir-

it and the Power are to be understood as none other than the Logos’ 

(Goodenough 1968: 177-178; Barnard 1967: 103-4; Osborn 1973: 88-9; 

Bucur 2008: 194-96; Briggman 2009: 119-121). Even Edwin Goodenough 

observes that this ‘is the only passage where the Logos is called a Spirit’ 

(Goodenough 1968: 235, n. 5). In the words of Stanton, ‘Justin’s lack of pre-

cision concerning the role of the Spirit is nowhere clearer than in 1Apology 

33’ (Stanton 2004: 331). It is also worth noting that all other arguments on 

Justin’s confusion of the Logos and the Spirit are based upon the confusion 
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of their functions not their titles (1Apol. 33.9, 36, 38). 1Apol. 33 is the only 

instance where Justin appears to confuse their titles and unifies their func-

tions. However, from his hermeneutical perspective, what makes the issue of 

Justin’s apparent confusion of the Logos and the Spirit in 1Apol. 33 even 

more perplexing is that Justin cites Lukan and Matthean testimonia that in-

clude the language of ‘Holy Spirit’. The apparent confusion, therefore, is 

not merely a matter of elucidating Justin’s own theological perspective, but 

explaining how Justin could insist upon his conclusions while citing what 

appear to be New Testament passages mentioning the work of the Spirit. In 

other words, why would Justin so explicitly betray, in the words of Stanton, 

‘the family likeness of his “grandfather” Luke’ (Stanton 2004: 332)? 

As we consider 1Apol. 33, it is important to observe that Justin’s theologi-

cal and exegetical attention is not given to Luke or Matthew per se, but Isai-

ah. The prophecy of the virgin birth in Isaiah 7:14 orients the entire sec-

tion. In his exegesis of Isaiah 7:14, Justin borrows Lukan vocabulary de-

rived from Luke 1:35 and combines this with the citation of an early Chris-

tian fulfillment report that conflates Luke 1:31-32/Matthew 1:20-21. So alt-

hough Justin retains Lukan vocabulary in his exegesis, his purpose in this 

section, along with most of the sections spanning 1Apol. 31.7–1Apol. 53, is 

the demonstration of Christ from the Old Testament. Justin is concerned 

with the christological, not necessarily pneumatological, interpretation of 

the Old Testament. It is noteworthy, however, that the prophecy was given 

through the Spirit; thus, in Justin’s logic the Spirit inspires the prophets, 

while the Son fulfills what is proclaimed (1Apol. 33.1).  

In this paper, therefore, I will argue that the identification of the Logos 

with the Spirit in 1Apol. 33 is conditioned by Justin’s particular christologi-

cal reading of Isaiah 7:14 in order to meet the demands of his exegetical 

and theological situation. I will first demonstrate that in the unique case of 

Isaiah 7:14 there are multiple external pressures imposing upon his exege-

sis of this particular Old Testament passage, including: Jewish, Greek, Mar-

cionite, and Christian pressures. Then, I will turn to 1Apol. 33 to demon-

strate how Justin’s exegesis of Isaiah 7:14 accounts for these external pres-

sures, which prompts him to focus upon the particular Lukan terminology 

of ‘Power’ rather than ‘Spirit’. Finally, I will suggest that Justin’s christologi-

cal exegesis of Isaiah 7:14, in response to the various pressures of his day, 

brackets out his consideration of the function of the Spirit in the incarnation. 

This exegetical move might seemingly expose him to binitarian allegations, 

but in reality the functions of the Spirit are clearly developed to the point 

that his christological reading of Isaiah 7:14 and Luke 1:35 resists confusing 

them in 1Apol. 33 and focuses exclusively on the way the passage is fulfilled 

in Christ. This christological attention to Isaiah 7:14 reflects the way an ear-
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ly Christian might reason through the textual and theological complexities 

of scriptural interpretation within his polemical contexts. 

 

The Hermeneutical Context of Justin’s Reading of Isaiah 7:14 

As Justin sets about the task of the exegesis of Isaiah 7:14, he has at least 

four different external pressures imposing upon his interpretation. In Jus-

tin’s work, this text appears among his debates with his Jewish interlocutor 

Trypho, Marcion, and even Greco-Roman mythological readings. At the 

same time, he also interprets this passage within his own understanding of 

the apostolic faith. There is a distinctiveness to the way he handles each of 

these competing readings, which ultimately turns his focus to the incarna-

tion of the Logos.  

First, Justin reads Isaiah 7:14 in a way that distinguishes his christologi-

cal reflection from competing Jewish interpretations (Hartog 2017: 114-

118). The Jewish-Christian dispute over the reading of Isaiah 7:14 is 

longstanding. Heine notes that besides perhaps the cross, the Jews were 

most offended by the virgin birth (Heine 2007: 116). Justin’s own transla-

tion demonstrates the Jewish preference for the term ‘young woman’ 

(almah) over and against the Septuagint and Matthean reading of ‘virgin’ 

(παρθένος). The text of Isaiah 7:14 is also the only place in which Justin has 

Trypho object to his quotation of the Septuagint, which suggests the im-

portance of this text in their discourse. But while Justin argues for the au-

thority of the Septuagint reading, the crux of his argument is refuting 

Trypho’s interpretation that Isaiah 7:14 is fulfilled in Hezekiah (see Dial. 

43.5-6, 66.2-3, 68.6, 71.1-3, 84.1; Heine, 207: 117; Skarsaune 1987: 200-

201). In his defense of Isaiah 7:14, Justin provides a three-tiered explana-

tion including: arguing for the authority of the LXX reading, arguing the 

‘sign’ God states he would give could not be birth by means of sexual inter-

course, and appealing to the fulfillment of Isaiah 8:4 in Christ.  

Skarsaune also notes that Justin uses a different source for his discussion 

on the virgin birth in the Dialogue than in 1Apol. 33. The source behind the 

Dialogue, the ‘anti-Hezekiah’ source, was much more polemical. Concerning 

the nature of the source, Skarsaune concludes, ‘Justin’s argument on the 

virgin birth in Dial. 77ff derives from a source in which Jesus the Son of 

God, the second Adam, is contrasted with Hezekiah and Solomon. They 

were only human, while the Son of God is divine and has power over Satan 

and demons. This δύναμιν he had from the very beginning, even as a baby’ 

(Skarsaune 1987: 203). This attention to the power of God will be essential 

to his reading of Luke 1:35 in 1Apol. 33 where he will downplay the lan-

guage of the Spirit and focus on the language of power.  

The case Justin makes for his reading of Isaiah 7:14-16, as Heine ob-

serves, depends upon Isaiah 8:4 (Heine 2007: 117). This is most apparent 
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in Dial. 66.2-3, where Justin inserts Isaiah 8:4 into a citation of Isaiah 7:14-

16, saying:  

 

Behold the virgin will conceive and bear a son, and they will call his name Em-

manuel. He will eat butter and honey. Before he either knows or prefers evil he 

will choose the good. For before the child knows evil or good he rejects evil to 

choose the good [Isaiah 7:14-16a]. For before the child knows how to say father 

or mother he will receive the power of Damascus and the spoils of Samaria be-

fore the king of Assyria [Isaiah 8:4]. And the land will be deserted [Isaiah 7:16b]. 

 

This language is closely related to similar language in Dial. 43.5-6, and the 

interpolation of the allusion to Isaiah 8:4 must be the work of a Christian 

reading of these texts. The linguistic connections between Isaiah 7:14 and 

Isaiah 8:4 are apparent; both depend upon the phrase ‘For before the child 

knows’ (LXX: διότι πρὶν ἢ γνωναι τὸ παιδίον καλεῖν πατέρα ἢ μητέρα). In 

this case, the interpolated passage of Isaiah 8:4 demands that the child born 

in Isaiah 7:14 has the ability, or the ‘power’, to conquer Damascus, Samaria, 

and the King of Assyria. Hezekiah, Justin argues, never waged war against 

Damascus or Samaria, but the magi, who come from Arabia to worship the 

child, reveal how Christ conquered these regions. Justin interprets the lan-

guage of Isaiah 8:4, ‘the power of Damascus’ and ‘the spoils of Samaria,’ as 

the evil powers who inhabited these regions (Dial. 77.3-4, 78.9-10). The 

magi symbolize that Christ overcame these powers at his birth, thereby sim-

ultaneously fulfilling Isaiah 7:14 and Isaiah 8:4. In Justin’s thinking, for 

Christ to fulfill Isaiah 7:14 and Isaiah 8:4 he must come in power and pos-

sess this power ‘from the very beginning, even as a baby’ (Skarsaune 1987: 

203, see also Dial. 77.2.). Justin certainly claims that the ‘Holy Spirit’ an-

nounced this prophecy (1Apol. 33.1), yet the fulfillment is tied exclusively to 

the work of Christ, so that Justin’s concern is demonstrating that Christ ful-

filled Isaiah 7:14 and Isaiah 8:14 and came with ‘power’. This suggests that 

Justin does have a clearer pneumatology that is tied to the inspiration of 

prophecy, while the fulfillment of prophecy is directed to the person of 

Christ. This exegetical orientation will be important when analyzing 1Apol. 

33 and evaluating his reading of Luke 1:35 in light of his reading of Isaiah 

7:14. 

Second, Justin distinguishes his understanding of the virgin birth from 

Greco-Roman mythology. On several occasions, he mentions the accusation 

that Christian renderings of the virgin birth plagiarized the conception of 

Perseus though Zeus and Danaë. Justin has Trypho make this indictment in 

Dial. 67.2, saying: 

 

But in the so-called Greek myths it speaks of how Perseus was born of Danaë, 

while she was a virgin, when the one whom they call Zeus descended upon her in 
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the form of a golden shower. You [Christians] should be ashamed of yourselves 

to repeat similar stories like these… (Dial. 67.2). 

 

As Trypho implies, when Zeus transforms into a ‘golden shower’ and de-

scends upon the virgin Danaë, this description is noticeably similar to the 

account of the Holy Spirit and Power of the Most High overshadowing the 

virgin in Luke 1:35. Justin alludes to the same argument in 1Apol. 33, but 

here he underlines the sexual nature of the conception, noting: ‘Zeus came 

upon the women through lust’ (1Apol. 33.2 see also 1Apol. 54). Even the 

language Justin uses in 1Apol. 33.3 to describe how Zeus ‘came upon’ 

(ἐληλυθέναι έπί) the women is similar to the language found in Luke 1:35 

(ἐπελεύσεται ἐπί). This discussion must be in Justin’s thinking when twice in 

1Apol. 33 Justin explicitly rejects the notion of ‘sexual intercourse’ in the 

virgin birth (1Apol. 33.4, 33.6). Therefore, while Justin must demonstrate 

how Christ came with power to fulfill Isaiah 7:14 and Isaiah 8:4, he must 

interpret Isaiah 7:14 in a way that is not mythological or suggests interper-

sonal conception through intercourse. Once again, the focus on the Power 

rather than on some personal interaction through the Spirit would answer 

any metaphysical fears about the conception.  

The third pressure comes by way of Marcion. We know from Tertullian 

that Marcion refutes the christological interpretation of Isaiah 7:14, based 

upon Isaiah 8:4; the very same texts Justin uses to refute Trypho. Citing 

Marcion, Tertullian writes,  

 

For, in the first place, you [Marcion] say, Isaiah's Christ will have to be named 

Emmanuel, and afterwards take up the power of Damascus and the spoils of Sa-

maria against the king of Assyria. Again, that one who has come was neither born 

under such a name, nor ever engaged in any military activity (Adv. Marc. 3.12.1; 

see also Tertullian Adv. Jud. 9.1 and Harnack 1990: 55). 

 

As we have already seen, Justin argues Hezekiah never took up arms as 

Isaiah 8:4 proclaims the Messiah would do, but here Marcion makes the 

same argument against Christ. In fact, Harnack determines that the combi-

nation of Isaiah 7:14 and Isaiah 8:4 must be decisive texts in his lost Antithe-

ses (Marcion 1990: 59-60). Although Justin does not mention Marcion’s writ-

ings, he is clearly aware of the extent of his influence (1Apol. 26.5; 58.1-2; 

Dial. 56.). We also know that prior to the Apologies, Justin composed his lost 

Syntagma refuting various Christian heresies and, assuming that these are 

not the same work, Irenaeus also reports of another work Justin produced 

against Marcion. This assumes, of course, that the work Irenaeus mentions 

is the same one Justin mentions in 1Apol. 27.6 (Haer. 4.6.2). But either way, 

Irenaeus is still witness to the fact that Justin has composed a work specifi-

cally refuting Marcion. If the combination of Isaiah 7:14 and 8:4 is as im-
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portant to Marcion as Harnack surmises, than its likely that Justin’s use of 

these texts derives from his refutation of Marcion, and Justin then uses this 

argument against Trypho. Skarsaune even suggests the arguments of Dial. 

43, 66, and 77 are all derived from a Christian source, which conflates Isai-

ah 7:14 and Isaiah 8:4. Determining the exact relationship between the con-

flation of these texts in Justin’s source, Justin’s arguments, and Marcion’s 

works remains a problematic issue. But whatever the case, clearly Justin’s 

exegetical logic is focused on the fulfilment of the ‘power’ of Christ that is 

connected to the virgin birth.  

Finally, Justin reads scripture within his own Christian tradition, which is 

evidenced in his descriptions of various creedal formulas. In his summary of 

Justin’s exegetical perspective, David Aune writes, ‘The chief factor which 

determined the results of Justin’s exegesis of the Old Testament was that 

body of Christian tradition which he inherited from his Christian predeces-

sors and which he maintained virtually without alteration’ (Aune 1966: 

179). In other words, Justin’s tradition constructively shaped his exegesis 

and his response to these distinctive external exegetical pressures. 

Skarsaune confirms this assessment, noting that the basis for Justin’s self-

understanding as an exegete is ‘handing on a received tradition’ (Skarsaune 

1987: 11). The essence of this tradition, as Aune goes on to say, is a deeply 

christological or christo-centric interpretation. In the case of 1Apol. 33, Jus-

tin cites the fulfillment report of Luke 1:31-32/Matthew 1:20-21 as confir-

mation of the fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14. This fulfillment report mentions the 

conception ‘from the Holy Spirit’ (έκ πνεὐματος ἁγίου). Justin also mentions 

the same language of Matthew 1:20 in the context of his arguments against 

Trypho in Dial.78.3. Thus, it stands to reason from Justin’s own citation that 

the virgin birth, in some sense, involves the Holy Spirit since the title is 

mentioned in the fulfillment report?  

Given these external pressures, the complex situation of Isaiah 7:14 and 

the virgin birth begins to take shape. Through Jewish and Marcionite exe-

gesis, Greek mythology, and his received tradition, Justin is placed in a ra-

ther complicated exegetical situation. Against Jewish exegetes and Marcion, 

he must demonstrate how the birth of Christ concurrently fulfills both the 

reference to the virgin birth in Isaiah 7:14 and the child coming with power 

in Isaiah 8:4. Justin must also explain how the Lukan account of Christ’s 

birth does not involve sexual intercourse and is not mythological when it 

describes the metaphysical aspects of the incarnation. At the same time, he 

must faithfully pass on the Christian tradition he received and remain faith-

ful to the apostolic witness. With all these points in mind, it is now possible 

to assess Justin’s reading of Isaiah 7:14 and Luke 1:35 in 1Apol. 33. 
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Reassessing 1Apol. 33: the Spirit, the Power, and the Logos 

This summary of Justin’s exegetical milieu brings us now to the crucial pas-

sage of 1Apol. 33. All the external pressures mentioned earlier are explicitly 

or implicitly present in this section. The entire section of 1Apol. 33 is framed 

by a three-fold scheme that Skarsaune identified, including: the citation of a 

prophecy, the exposition of the prophecy, and the citation of a fulfillment 

report (Skarsaune 1987: 145). Following this scheme, he cites the prophecy 

of Isaiah 7:14 in the opening lines of 1Apol. 33. He then provides the ‘expo-

sition’ of this verse with particular attention given to the phrase, ‘behold a 

virgin will conceive’ (1Apol. 33.4). He argues that this phrase actually means 

that the virgin conceived ‘without intercourse’ (οὐ συνουσιασθεῖσαν) be-

cause the virgin conceived and remained a virgin. Justin’s emphasis on the 

‘power’ of God and the incarnation is evident within this opening portion of 

the section. He contends that this exposition distinguishes Christ from Zeus’ 

progeny, because the virgin conceived not by intercourse, but by the ‘power 

of God’ (δύναμις θεοῦ) (1Apol. 33.4; see also Dial. 78.9, Heine 2007: 117-

18). This claim also distinguishes the birth of Christ from someone who was 

born of natural means, such as Hezekiah (Dial. 43.7-8). Furthermore, in his 

exegesis, Justin interprets Isaiah 7:14 with terminology borrowed from 

Luke 1:35, saying: ‘but the power of God having come upon the virgin 

overshadowed her, and caused her to conceive while still a virgin’. In this 

context, as de Aldama notes, Justin excludes any mention of the Spirit and 

concentrates exclusively upon the ‘power of God’ in Luke 1:35. In light of 

his exegetical pressures, this move makes sense because the fulfillment of 

Isaiah 7:14 and 8:4 depends upon Christ coming in power, not, in Justin’s 

thinking, the relationship between the Son and the Spirit (de Aldama 1970: 

145). It is not that Justin confuses the Logos and the Spirit, but in this case 

he prefers to interpret the passage in light of Christ. The discussion of the 

Spirit is simply not part of his exegetical agenda.  

Interestingly enough, it is actually rare for Justin to mention any passage 

of scripture that contains the language of ‘Spirit’ (πνεῦμα). It is possible to 

count on two hands the number of texts Justin cites that even mention the 

title ‘Spirit’: Luke 1:31-32/Matthew 1:20-21 in 1Apol. 33; Genesis 1:2 in 

1Apol. 60, 64; Matthew 3:11-12 in Dial. 49; Isaiah 42:5-13 in Dial. 65; Mat-

thew 1:20 in Dial. 78; Isaiah 11:1-3 in Dial. 87; Joel 2:28-29 in Dial. 87; 

Luke 1:35 in Dial. 100; and Isaiah 42:1-4 in Dial. 123. Other than the Spirit 

hovering over the water in Genesis 1:2 in 1Apol. 60 and 64, all of these texts 

address either Christ’s virgin birth or baptism. Based on the paucity of evi-

dence, there is no clear indication that Justin is concerned with identifying 

the function of the Spirit in scripture; though, as mentioned above, he does 

hold fast to the prophetic function of the Spirit. Instead, Justin’s exegesis is 
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concerned with how these few Spirit-inspired prophetic texts or fulfillment 

texts, which happen to mention the Spirit, portray the work of Christ. 

Justin follows his citation and exposition of Isaiah 7:14 with a ‘fulfillment 

report’ in a conflation of Luke 1:31-32/Matthew 1:20-21, saying: ‘Behold, 

you will conceive in the womb of the Holy Spirit and will bear a son, and He 

will be called Son of the Highest, and you will call His name Jesus, for he 

will save His people from their sins.’ Although it is not part of the citation, 

Justin alludes to Luke 1:30 in a short preface to this citation, and it does not 

appear to be part of the testimony source. But the presence of the allusion 

to Luke 1:30 implies that Justin was readily aware of the context of the ful-

fillment report of Luke 1:31-32/Matthew 1:20-21. It is obvious that he did 

not assemble this fulfillment passage ad hoc, as demonstrated by the close 

parallels with the Protevangelium Jacobi 11:3 (Skarsuane 1987: 145). It also 

appears that the testimony source is drawn to the verbal connections be-

tween Isaiah 7:14 and Luke 1:31-32/Matthew 1:20-21, including: ‘to bear 

children’, ‘virgin’, ‘womb’, and ‘Son’ (noticeably not the language of ‘Spirit’). 

The fulfillment passage states that Christ would be conceived ‘in the 

womb of the Holy Spirit’ (ἐν γαστρὶ έκ πνεὐματος ἁγίου); a text that is 

drawn from Matthew 1:20 and inserted into Luke 1:31a (1Apol. 33.5). As 

Skarsaune notes, the thrust of this fulfillment report is located in the ‘Son of 

God’ concept rather than the Spirit. Justin immediately follows this fulfill-

ment passage with his own commentary, again borrowing from Luke 1:35. 

Skarsuane suggests this portion of 1Apol. 33.6ff reads ‘like an added com-

ment’, which is important since he is commenting on the fulfillment report 

he quotes (Skarsuane 1987: 273). Thus, following the fulfillment report, 

Justin writes: 

 

It is established that the Spirit and the Power from God are to be understood as 

none other than the Word, who is also the First-begotten of God, as Moses the 

previously mentioned prophet testified; and when this one came upon the virgin 

and overshadowed her, caused her to conceive not by intercourse, but by power 

(1Apol. 33.6). 

 

Therefore, Justin coordinates the language of the Spirit, Power, and Logos, 

but in the second half of the citation, Justin retreats from the mention of the 

Spirit to focus on the ‘Power’. This is the same tendency reflected in his ear-

lier citation of Luke 1:35. It is not that Justin confuses the function of the 

Spirit and the Logos, but simply that his only concern is to emphasize the 

‘power’ that came upon the woman. The reference to the Spirit in the 

Lukan text is simply not part of his exegetical perspective, nor is it neces-

sary for his apologetic. 

A significant textual issue in 1Apol. 33.6 is the question of the pronoun 

τοῦτο in the phrase ‘when this one (τοῦτο) came upon the virgin’, which ini-
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tiates this second allusion to Luke 1:35. Noting that it is neuter singular, the 

only other neuter singular antecedent is the ‘The Spirit (τὸ πνεῦμα)’. Alt-

hough it is possible, it is unlikely that the neuter would refer to the feminine 

τὴν δύναμιν or the masculine τὸν Λόγον. The neuter demonstrative pro-

nouns may also have a more conceptual sense, such as ‘the former’. Dan 

Wallace notes twenty-two instances of καὶ τοῦτο in the New Testament, of 

which fourteen to fifteen have conceptual referents, four are adverbial, and 

three have gender-specific referents. None use the neuter to refer to a dif-

ferent gender (Wallace 1996: 334-335). A survey of Liddell-Scott suggests a 

similar trend (Liddell-Scott 1996: 1275-1276). Therefore, the neuter pro-

noun τοῦτο, in all likelihood, refers back to the ‘Spirit’ in the opening of 

1Apol. 33.6. This means that Justin reduces the title ‘Holy Spirit’ in Luke 

1:35 to ‘Spirit’ in the opening lines of 1Apol. 33.6, and then to the simple 

demonstrative pronoun (τοῦτο). Martin suggests that in this instance Justin 

is attempting to reduce the ‘Holy Spirit’ (πνεύματος ἁγίου) in Matthew and 

the ‘Holy Spirit… and Power’ (πνεῦμα ἅγιον… καὶ δύναμις) in Luke to con-

centrate solely on the ‘Power’ (Martin 1971: 185-186). Again this makes 

sense, given the external pressures he faced. When he downplays the lan-

guage of ‘Spirit’ and emphasizes the language of ‘Power’, he states the vir-

gin conceived ‘by means of power (διὰ δυνὰμεως)’ rather than by means of 

‘intercourse (συνουςίας)’.  

This brings Justin full circle to his earlier point, ‘a virgin shall conceive 

without intercourse’ (1Apol. 33.4). Above all, Justin wants to argue that Isai-

ah 7:14 demonstrates that the virgin conceived though ‘Power’ not inter-

course (Skarsaune 1987: 200). Skarsaune states that the same focus is found 

in the Dialogue, ‘The point Justin wanted to make by these testimonies is 

formulated with great uniformity: The Messiah should not be born of hu-

man seed/human origin’ (Skarsaune 1987: 200). In his only other citation of 

Luke 1:35 in Dial. 100.5, Justin uses the language of ‘Spirit of the Lord’, 

which is another move away from interpreting the language in light of the 

Spirit. In addition, in the previous section of 1Apol. 32, Justin alludes to the 

citation of Genesis 49:10-11 to identify the Logos with the first-born Power 

from God, and that it is this ‘Power’ who is involved in the conception of the 

virgin. Elsewhere, in Dial. 84, Justin mentions that in scripture the barren 

are often able to conceive through the power of God. He cites Sarah in Gen-

esis 21.2, Hannah in 1 Samuel 1:20, and Elizabeth in Luke 1:57. 

All of this discussion points to the simple fact that Justin does not con-

fuse the Spirit and the Logos in his allusion to Luke 1:35 in 1Apol. 33. Given 

his exegetical pressures, the ‘Spirit’ is quite simply not part of his exegetical 

perspective, and instead he is much more concerned with the identity of the 

‘Power’ of God. He downplays any discussion of the role of the Spirit even 

though the language of ‘Spirit’ appears in the passage. This view amounts 
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to a theological perspective termed the ‘self-incarnation of the Word’ (de 

Aldama 1970: 146; see also Bucur 2008: 196. Granados 2005: 149-152; 

Simonetti 1972: 213; Oeyen 1972: 215-221). This is an exclusively christo-

logical rendering of the incarnation that Justin feels distances him from the 

variety of external pressures. This does not mean that Justin denies the ac-

tivity of the Spirit in the incarnation, he simply does not discuss it given his 

exegetical context. Thus, this move was part of broader exegetical discus-

sions as Justin reasons through the complexities of christological readings of 

the Old Testament. Though Justin may be charged with ignoring the Spirit 

that is obviously mentioned in the allusion to Luke 1:35, he focuses exclu-

sively on the power of God in a way that addresses the pressing needs of his 

exegetical context. It cannot be said that he denies the deity of the Spirit or 

that he confuses the Spirit and the Logos in 1Apol. 33, but that he simply 

does not make the identification of the Spirit in Luke 1:35 part of his exe-

getical treatment of the fulfilment of Isaiah 7:14.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it seems that Justin arrives at this enigmatic language in 

1Apol. 33, ‘It is established that the Spirit and the Power of God are to be 

understood as none other than the Logos’, by way of attempting to validate 

a christological proof from prophecy in Isaiah 7:14, while borrowing the 

language of Luke 1:35. Stressing the ‘power’ in Luke 1:35 allows him to 

note that Christ came with power, which distinguishes his reading from 

other competing readings. The emphasis on power separates his interpreta-

tion from any kind of personal conception through sexual intercourse, 

which distances him from Greek mythology. His attention to the ‘Power’ in 

Luke 1:35, furthermore, allows for the concurrent fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14 

and Isaiah 8:4, so that the one who was born of the virgin also came with 

the power to overtake the power of Damascus and the spoils of Samaria. 

This reading distinguishes Justin from Marcionite charges and from the 

Jewish interpretation that focuses on the figure of Hezekiah. Thus, in the 

midst of Justin’s external pressures, his emphasis on the christological in-

terpretation of Isaiah 7:14 curtails any consideration of the Spirit, even in 

the context of his own testimony sources.  

This study demonstrates that Justin does not confuse the Logos and the 

Spirit, and that he is not binitarian in his theological reasoning in 1Apol. 33. 

Justin has a place for the function of the Spirit in his theology, but when he 

reasons through the fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14 his concern is attentive to the 

fulfillment of Christ coming in power. This study helps explain why Justin 

provides certain exegetical conclusions that have elicited binitarian accusa-

tions, because his ultimate concern in 1Apol. 33 is to demonstrate how the 

Old Testament text of Isaiah 7:14 is fulfilled in Christ, not the Spirit. From 
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this study, it might even be suggested that the distinctions between the Log-

os and the Spirit are actually rather defined in his hermeneutical logic. 

Even when a fulfillment report uses the title ‘Spirit’, this does not sway his 

theological reasoning within his apologetic claim as he aims to demonstrate 

Christ from the Old Testament. 
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