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(From the A First John Reader):
ARTICLE USES WITH PREDICATE NOMINATIVE NOUNS. (Colwell's canon;1 see
especially Wallace, pp. 256–70.) When a noun is used as a predicate nominative
in a predicate statement, the presence or absence of an article with that noun may
be determined by word order rather than by whether the noun is definite or not.
Colwell identified the normal pattern as: (1) Definite predicate nouns that follow
the copulative verb (usually em, “to be”) tend to have the article expressed: £gå
emi tª fçj to k©smou, “I am the Light of the world” (John 8:12). The definite,
predicate noun fçj follows the copulative verb em, hence the article t© was
expressed. (2) Definite predicate nouns that precede the copulative verb tend to
omit the article, even though they are specific in meaning: fçj emi to k©smou,
“I am (the) Light of the world” (John 9:5). Here, Jesus is clearly not saying: “I am
a light (among many) of the world”; this is the same assertion he made in v. 8:12.
And notice that the noun fçj can be considered definite because it is joined with
an articular to k©smou (cf. §15 above).

Colwell’s canon should be handled carefully—one must always leave room for
variations in style, conflicts with other rules of article usage, the anarthrous noun
focuses on a quality, etc. And we should stress this: the canon shows that a pre-
verbal anarthrous predicate noun may be definite in meaning, not that it always
is definite; fçj in 1 John 1:5 is one example where the anarthrous predicate is not
definite but focuses on the noun’s quality (see the Reading Notes). Colwell’s
canon is a helpful description of an important Greek idiom, but it must be used
with care.2 It’s a canon with one “n” not two.

� qeªj Øn ® l©goj, “The word was God” (John 1:1); not “a god.”

� e ® qeªj patÏr mçn Øn Õgap¹te Àn £m¡, “If God were your Father, you would
love me” (John 8:42). The fact that patÎr is anarthrous is determined by its
function as the predicate noun; it is still definite in conjunction with mçn. Not “a
father of yours.”

� basilej emi tçn }Ioudawn, “I am the King of the Jews” (John 19:21). Like the
previous example, basilej is confirmed to be definite according to Apollonius’
canon explained above (§15).

 

� {O d¢ ¦kat©ntarcoj ka o met} ato throntej tªn  }Ihson . . . £fobÎqhsan
sf©dra, l¡gontej; ¾lhqçj qeo uªj Øn otoj, “Then the centurion and those
where were guarding Jesus with him . . . became exceedingly afraid and said,
‘Truly he was the Son of God’” (Matt. 27:54).

                                                  
1 E. C. Colwell, “A Definite Rule for the Use of the Article in the Greek New Testament,”

Journal of Biblical Literature 52 (1933): 12-21.

2I am not aware of studies of this construction outside the NT, yet one can observe it
elsewhere. I have noticed it particularly in the LXX of the Psalms; e.g., u©j mou e s, “You are my
Son” (Psa. 2:7; cf. 15[16]:2); s d¡, krie, ¾ntilÎmptwr mou e, “And you, O Lord, are my Helper”
(Psa. 3:4).



 

patÏr d} ® Zej, “Now Zeus is our father” (Plutarch, Roman Questions 40
[274B]).

Other examples:

John 3:29 ® ¤cwn tÏn nmfhn numfoj £stn; ® d¢ floj to numfou ® ¦sthkæj
ka ¾kown ato car½ carei di¸ tÏn fwnÏn to numfou. ath on Ý car¸
Ý £mÏ peplÎrwtai.

John 4:18 p¡nte g¸r ¿ndraj ¤scej ka nn °n ¤ceij ok ¤stin sou ¾nÎr; toto
¾lhq¢j erhkaj.

John 4:19 l¡gei atë Ý gunÎ; krie, qewrç ‾ti profÎthj e s.

John 4:34 l¡gei atoj ®  }Ihsoj; £mªn brçm� £stin na poiÎsw tª q¡lhma to
p¡mvant©j me ka teleiåsw ato tª ¤rgon.

John 5:27 ka £xousan ¤dwken atë krsin poien, ‾ti uªj ¾nqråpou £stn.

John 6:35 epen atoj ®  }Ihsoj; £gå emi ® ¿rtoj tÐj zwÐj; ® £rc©menoj prªj
£m¢ o mÏ pein�sÑ, ka ® pistewn ej £m¢ o mÏ divÎsei påpote.

John 7:39 toto d¢ epen per to pnematoj ° ¤mellon lamb�nein o
pistesantej ej at©n; opw g¸r Øn pnema, ‾ti  }Ihsoj od¡pw £dox�sqh.

(8) John 8:12 P�lin on atoj £l�lhsen ®  }Ihsoj l¡gwn; £gå emi tª fçj to
k©smou; ® ¾kolouqçn £mo o mÏ peripatÎsÑ £n tÔ skotº, ¾ll} §xei tª fçj
tÐj zwÐj.

John 8:31 ¤legen on ®  }Ihsoj prªj toj pepisteuk©taj atë  }Ioudaouj; £¸n
mej menhte £n të l©gè të £më, ¾lhqçj maqhta mo £ste

John 8:33 ¾pekrqhsan prªj at©n; sp¡rma  }Abra�m £smen ka oden
dedoulekamen påpote; pçj s l¡geij ‾ti £leqeroi genÎsesqe?

John 34 ¾pekrqh atoj ®  }Ihsoj; ¾mÏn ¾mÏn l¡gw mn ‾ti p¹j ® poiçn tÏn
Æmartan dol©j £stin tÐj Æmartaj.

John 8:37 Oda ‾ti sp¡rma  }Abra�m £ste; ¾ll¸ zhtet¡ me ¾poktenai, ‾ti ®
l©goj ® £mªj o cwre £n mn.

John 8:39 ¾pekrqhsan ka epan atë; ® patÏr Ýmçn  }Abra�m £stin. l¡gei
atoj ®  }Ihsoj; e t¡kna to  }Abra�m £ste, t¸ ¤rga to  }Abra¸m £poiete;

John 8:42 epen atoj ®  }Ihsoj; e ® qeªj patÏr mçn Øn Õgap¹te Àn £m¡, £gæ
g¸r £k to qeo £xÐlqon ka Þkw; od¢ g¸r ¾p} £mauto £lÎluqa, ¾ll}
£ken©j me ¾p¡steilen.

John 9:5 ‾tan £n të k©smè ï, fçj emi to k©smou.

John 9:28 ka £loid©rhsan atªn ka epon; s maqhtÏj e £kenou, Ýmej d¢
to Mws¡wj £sm¢n maqhta;

John 10:2 ® d¢ eserc©menoj di¸ tÐj qraj poimÎn £stin tçn prob�twn.

John 12:31 nn krsij £stn to k©smou totou, nn ® ¿rcwn to k©smou totou
£kblhqÎsetai ¤xw;



John 19:21 ¤legon on të Pil�tè o ¾rcierej tçn  }Ioudawn; mÏ gr�fe; ®
basilej tçn  }Ioudawn, ¾ll} ‾ti £kenoj epen; basilej emi tçn  }Ioudawn.

Ps 13:6 boulÏn ptwco katÑscnate ‾ti krioj £lpj ato £stin

Ps 49:6 ka ¾naggelosin o orano tÏn dikaiosnhn ato ‾ti ® qeªj kritÎj
£stin di�valma

Ps 58:10 tª kr�toj mou prªj s¢ ful�xw ‾ti ® qeªj ¾ntilÎmptwr mou e

Ps 58:18 bohq©j mou so valç ‾ti ® qe©j ¾ntilÎmptwr mou e ® qe©j mou tª ¤le©j
mou

Ps 77:35 ka £mnÎsqhsan ‾ti ® qeªj bohqªj atçn £stin ka ® qeªj ® vistoj
lutrwtÏj atçn £stin

Ps 88:27 atªj £pikal¡seta me patÎr mou e s qe©j mou ka ¾ntilÎmptwr tÐj
swthraj mou

Ps 118:99 p¢r p�ntaj toj did�skont�j me sunÐka ‾ti t¸ martri� sou mel¡th
mo £stin

Ps 118:174 £pep©qhsa tª swtÎri©n sou krie ka ® n©moj sou mel¡th mo £stin


