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II. The Preexistence of Christ. 

While most biographies of Christ begin with his birth, the Bible goes back to his eternal pre-
existence. Jesus existed long before the creation week, a fact not only made necessary by his 
eternally necessary participation in an immutable Trinity, his work in creation, etc., but also 
by direct assertions of Scripture. 

 John 1:1–3—In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word 
was God. He was with God in the beginning (cf. Gen 1:1). 

A.  The Preexistence of Christ taught by direct assertion of the New Testament 

  1.  By John the Baptist. 

   John 1:15, 30—“He existed before me” (cf. Luke 1:24–26, 41ff, where John is shown 
to be the older child). 

   John 3:31, 34—“The one who comes from above is above all…. The one who comes 
from heaven is above all…. The one whom God has sent speaks the words of 
God. 

  2.  By Christ himself. 

   John 3:13—“No one has ascended into heaven, but he who descended from heaven: 
the Son of Man.” 

   John 6:38, 51—“I have come down from heaven” (cf. vv. 46, 52, 62; 8:23, 38, 42; 
16:28–30). 

   John 8:58—“Before Abraham was, I AM.” 

This is not merely a claim that he was older than Abraham (though it is that, too). 
The choice of words is almost certainly an appeal the divine name by which God 
identified himself to Moses in Exodus 3:14. The present tense also carries 
overtones of the Tetragrammaton (YHWH), which derives from the Hebrew verb, 
“to be,” and denotes that God is the absolute being, independent of, different 
from, and better than his creation. It was undoubtedly a claim to equality with the 
eternal God, and this was the understanding of his hearers, too, because they 
attempted to stone him for blasphemy. 

   John 17:5—“Glorify me with the glory that I had with you before the world began.” 

   John 17:24 “You loved me before the foundation of the world.”  

    While this statement is made of believers in the sense of election (so 2 Tim 1:9), it 
necessarily implies more than this in the Father’s relationship to the Son. 

  3.  By Paul and the Other NT Writers. 

   Philippians 2:5–7—He existed prior to his incarnation in the “form” of God (NASB).  
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    “Form” (Gr. µορφή) refers to the essential qualities that make something what it 
is—its esse. The NIV captures this nuance well by translating the phrase as Christ 
“being in very nature God.” Paul is saying that Jesus existed as God before he 
existed as servant on earth. 

     Warfield: “‘Form’ is a term which expresses the sum of those characterizing 
qualities which make a thing the precise thing that it is. Thus, the ‘form’ of a 
sword (in this case mostly matters of external configuration) is all that makes a 
given piece of metal specifically a sword, rather than, say, a spade. And the ‘form 
of God’ is the sum of the characteristics which make the being we call ‘God,’ 
specifically God, rather than some other being—an angel, say, or a man. When 
our Lord is said to be in ‘the form of God,’ therefore, He is declared, in the most 
express manner possible, to be all that God is, to possess the whole fullness of 
attributes which make God God.” (Person and Work of Christ, 39). 

   Colossians 1:16–17—By him all things were created.… He is before all things.  

    His being “before all things” is probably not a specific reference to chronology 
(i.e., that he is first in time), but rather his authority (i.e., that he is first in rank), 
although the former idea is probably not absent. That Christ created, too, implies 
his preexistence (cf. also Heb 1:2). 

 Hebrews 7:4—[Melchizedek was] without father or mother, without genealogy, 
without beginning of days or end of life, like the Son of God he remains a priest 
forever. 

  Though Melchizedek predated Christ’s first advent by two millennia, is the Son of 
God that serves as the pattern for Melchizedek.  

  Conclusion: No one can read the canonical Scriptures and conclude other than that both 
Christ and the writers of Scripture affirmed Christ’s preexistence. Some may doubt the 
validity of the Scriptures, of course, but none who read the Scriptures can deny that they 
plainly make this claim. 

 B. The Preexistence of God Taught in the Old Testament 

 Excursus: “Finding” Christ in the Old Testament  

See esp. Abner Chou, “Seeing Christ in the Old Testament,” in High King of Heaven, 209–22. 

The practice of reading the Bible “Christologically,” i.e., scouring the OT for references to 
Jesus Christ (and finding them almost everywhere) is a common but dubious practice in the 
history of the church. Its basis is threefold: 

• An exegetical misreading of Luke 24:27 to conclude that every verse of the Old 
Testament connects directly to Christ. 

• A failure to fully embrace the idea of progressive revelation.  

• A biblical-theological commitment to the Bible as strictly redemptive history. 



 5 

As we will shortly discover, Christ almost certainly makes personal appearances in the OT, 
and prophecies about his coming(s) abound. Further, since the whole of the Christian system 
of theology is interconnected, it is possible to connect all of Scripture, at least indirectly, to 
Christ. But we must also admit, by these same standards, that all of Scripture connects 
indirectly to each member of the Godhead and, in fact, everything else in the Bible. The 
question here is whether Christ and especially his redemptive work are uniquely central to 
the Scriptures, and (to our point) whether this justifies non-originalist readings of the OT.  

As has been suggested elsewhere in the seminary curriculum (and following the lead of 
McClain, McCune, Vlach, and others), there are reasons for suggesting that the unifying 
center of all God’s activity is something other than redemption, chiefly that redemption is 
(1) too anthropocentric, (2) historically exclusive of crucial nodal points such as creation 
and the dispensation of innocence, Noah’s flood, the giving of the Law, and the eternal 
state, and (3) thematically exclusive of subjects such as angels, human government, 
common grace, Israel, hell, etc. Instead, it would seem that God’s rule, rather than 
redemption serves as a more inclusive and central mitte for God’s whole activity in the 
universe. While Christ’s priestly function stands as an essential part of this plan (and his 
royal function even more so), centering on God’s rule better integrates several chapters of 
history/theology that would be “outliers” in a system with a redemptive center. More 
importantly, it allows us to more faithfully interpret the Scriptures according to an 
originalist hermeneutic. Note the following: 

• Luke 24:27 (cf. also John 5:39, etc.) does not teach that oblique references to Christ 
should be sought in every Scripture. To suggest this is to misread the text. Luke 
says rather that “he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures 
concerning himself.” He did not, according to this verse, discover himself in every 
Scripture; rather, he accomplished the finite task of iteratively identifying and 
explaining every OT text that anticipated him. Note the following, helpful summary 
of this issue by Robin Routledge: 

   For some, the key to unlocking the OT is found in the conversation between the risen 
Christ and the disciples on the road to Emmaus when, beginning with Moses and all 
the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning 
himself (Luke 24:47). The aim, then, is to find Christian, and more particularly 
Christological, significance in the OT. In one sense, of course, all Christian theology, 
must be Christological. As Christians we recognize that the OT is a witness to Christ: 
it contains the promise of which Christ is the fulfillment; the shadow that points to 
Christ as its reality. And some texts may be related directly to Christ (though opinion 
is divided as to which ones). However, it is impossible to treat the whole of the OT in 
that way without resorting to imaginative spiritualizing and allegorizing of some of 
its parts, and neglecting other parts altogether. In Luke 24:27 Jesus is not suggesting, 
as it is sometimes claimed, that we can find direct reference to him in every OT text. 
Rather he sets his ministry, and in particular his suffering and death, in the context 
of a divine purpose being worked out through the pages of the OT that finds its 
ultimate fulfillment in him…. 

  The approach that an OT text has value only if it can be given a Christian inter-
pretation denies to the OT any authority of its own. It results in OT texts being used 
as either hat-pegs for NT sermons, or illustrations with no theological weight. There 
is also the danger (as, for instance, with interpretations of the Song of Solomon) of 
spiritualizing so much that we miss the real point of what the OT is saying. 
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  Christianizing the OT in this way, or treating it as a source of sermon illustrations or 
of theological proof texts, may avoid some of the difficulties, but the price is to 
impose meaning on it. It does not allow the OT to speak for itself. Certainly the OT 
points forward to the coming of Jesus, and for Christian readers it is incomplete 
without the NT. But it is Scripture in its own right (Old Testament Theology, 23–26). 

• As such, it is not necessary to discover (or, more to the point, to invent) references to 
Christ in OT texts that are not plainly about him, whether those be allegories (e.g., 
seeing the wood of the cross prefigured in the wood of Noah’s ark or the wood that 
Isaac carried up Mt. Moriah; Jesus’s blood prefigured in the Red Sea or in Rahab’s 
scarlet cord; etc.) or types (i.e., discovering in each person and event of Scripture a 
point of comparison/contrast to Christ). 

• Instead, we can allow the Scriptures to speak for themselves on a full range of 
spheres in the divine government, whether they be God’s management of the earth, 
the mysterious angelic court, the governance of Israel, the realm of Caesar, the 
Church, and even the spheres of eternal bliss eternal damnation. Many OT 
Scriptures, I would contend, speak directly to these spheres without conscious 
reference to Christ, much less privileging him within the Trinitarian arrangement. 

• Specifically, the ancient practice of typologism is to be rejected as contrary to an 
originalist hermeneutic. It is true, of course that there are certain patterns that may 
be identified in the Scriptures and also a great many analogical references 
(comparing one element of Scripture to another). But to typologize the whole is to 
remove all parameters on the meaning of Scripture. And to permit the Bible to mean 
anything that the modern reader wants it to mean is to make it mean nothing at all. 

Routledge continues: 

Typology does not, nor does it intend to, provide a definitive interpretation of the 
OT text. Typology is not prophecy. An OT ‘type’ is not a prophetic announcement, 
awaiting fulfillment. Any typological correspondence is perceived by looking 
backwards; it is not in general, at least so far as the author is concerned, an 
intentional part of the original text. It could be argued that the typological 
correspondence was known by God when the original text was written and so is 
intentional, and the fresh insight into what the text really signifies should be taken 
into account in its exegesis. However, that is to misunderstand the nature of 
typology and its relation to exegesis. A typological correspondence recognizes, in a 
different context, how patterns and principles continue to apply, but it does not seek 
to give the original text another layer of meaning. Consequently it does not feature 
in the exegesis of the original text, whose role is to examine the text in its original, 
historical context…. Exegesis of the OT should take into account language, context, 
background and so on, but should not give undue weight to typological links to the 
NT (or even to later passages in the OT). The later use made of a passage may be 
interesting for the history of interpretations, but this is separate from exegesis. Thus 
an exegesis of sacrificial texts would not be expected to consider the view of the 
sacrificial system in the letter to the Hebrews. Exegesis of the exodus narrative 
would not usually look at the way Deutero-Isaiah portrays the exile as a second 
exodus, or the way the theme is used in the NT (ibid., 46). 

• This is not to say that the elect of every age have been saved by any means other 
than by grace alone through faith alone in the revealed words of God alone as 
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fulfilled in Jesus Christ alone. To affirm otherwise is scandalous. Still, the notion of 
progressive revelation means that all the teachings of the whole canon need not be 
cryptically hidden in each part to be observed by the eye of faith. Indeed, most OT 
saints, especially the earlier ones, knew practically nothing at all about Jesus Christ. 
They knew that God had promised a redeemer through the seed of Eve (Gen 3:15), 
and observed the development of that seed through Abram (Gen 12:3), Judah (Gen 
49:10), and David (2 Sam 7). Later they even knew details of his place and manner 
of birth (Isa 7:14, Mic 5:2), his death (Isa 53), and even his divine personality (Isa 
9:6). But these details came slowly over thousands of years, and the whole plan was 
not fully understood until the New Testament. Still, they were saved by the selfsame 
singular means whereby saints in every age have been saved, lacking only certain 
details of content later to be revealed. 

• As such, it is unnatural to read the OT and identify Christ in, say, the ark that Noah 
built, the serpent that Moses raised, the manna that God provided, or even the rock 
that followed Israel in the wilderness. Rather than seeing these (and countless other 
OT persons, objects and events) as forward-looking types, it seems best to see these 
are rearward-looking analogies. This approach seems best suited to preserving the 
all-important principle of authorial intention in biblical hermeneutics. 

Having thus reduced the number of specific references to Christ in the OT, I nonetheless 
affirm that the OT contains much prophetic material about Christ—enough for Christ to be 
able to say comfortably that “the Scriptures…bear witness of me” (John 5:39). Further, I 
contenda that the Second Person of the Trinity makes several personal appearances in the 
Old Testament. Note the following: 

  1. The Angel of Yahweh 

   See James A. Borland, Christ In the Old Testament 

   It is apparent for several reasons that the “Angel of Yahweh” was the preexistent, 
preincarnate Christ temporarily manifested in human form prior to his permanent 
manifestation as Jesus in the NT. The term angel in both testaments (ἄγγελος and 
/ָאְלַמ ) simply means “messenger,” and cannot bear the translation angel in a majority 

of cases In the OT, especially, the OT use of ָאְלַמ/  to reference angels comprises only 
about 17% of uses. Human messengers comprise 50%, and references to the Angel of 
Yahweh the other 33%. The following suggest that the designation Angel of Yahweh 
references a divine messenger—God himself in human form. Note the following: 

a. The Angel is called both Yahweh and Elohim (see Gen 16:7, 13; 22:11–12, 15–
16; 31:11–13; Exod 3:2, 4, 6–7; Judg 13:13, 15–16, with 18–19, 22).  

b. The Angel takes credit for divine functions (Jdg 2:1–5) and receives worship (Jdg 
13:19, 23; cf. Exod 3:1–6; Josh 5:15), something forbidden of angels and 
restricted to God alone (Rev 19:10; 22:8–9). 

c. The Angel is not God the Father, since he can speak of and esp. to the Father 
(Zech 1:12–13). 

d. The Angel takes a name given specifically to Christ in Scripture— יאִלֶפ , 
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“Wonderful” or better, “Incomprehensible” (Judg 13:18–19 cf.  Isa 9:6). 

e. Historically, Christ is the only visible member of the Trinity, so the Angel 
logically is Christ (so John 1:18, cf. Col 1:15). Further, the Angel never appears 
after the birth of Christ. All references to angels after the incarnation appear in 
anarthrous form—“an angel” (Matt 2:13, 19; Acts 5:19, 12:7; 12:23)—except in a 
few cases where clear antecedent reference may be made to “an angel” (so Matt 
1:20 with v. 24). 

f. The coming Messiah is identified by Malachi as the “Angel of the Covenant,” an 
apparent synonym for the Angel of Yahweh (Mal 3:1; cf. Isa 40:3 and John 1:23–
27). 

 Question: How can Christ be both Yahweh and the Angel of Yahweh Simultaneously? 

We must distinguish between the person and position of Christ. In his person Christ is 
Yahweh God (see below under the deity of Christ). But his relationship to the Father is 
that of subordinate Son and, in this case, appointed spokesman/messenger for the 
Trinitarian arrangement. 

We must also guard against so compartmentalizing the works of the persons of the 
Trinity that we unwittingly become tri-theists. The works of the individual persons of 
the Trinity can generally also be described as the work of “God” and, more specifically, 
may also be described as shared activities. This idea is called by William G. T. Shedd 
the “inbeing” of God—that is, the understanding that the members of the Trinity so 
indwell each other that their functions can rightly be called Trinitarian, even though one 
of the persons of the Godhead is normally at the fore in each function 

For instance we usually think of praying “to the Father” (Eph 2:18), but generally have 
no qualms about phrasing this as praying “to God” (nor does it appear wrong to pray to 
Jesus—John 14:13–14; Acts 7:59). Likewise we generally think of indwelling and 
filling as functions of the Spirit, though the Bible freely speaks of the fullness of God 
(Eph 3:18–19), and allows other two members of the Trinity to indwell and fill believers 
as well (John 14:23; Eph 3:17; Col 1:27).  

There are three distinct persons in the Godhead, but it is a mistake to view them as 
absolutely independent of one another. 

C.  Preexistence taught by the doctrine of Christ’s eternity 

Since Christ is God, we may take the logical step that, since God is eternal, so also Christ 
is eternal. However, this is more than just a logical deduction. It is clearly stated as true. 

1.  In the Old Testament. 

Isaiah 9:6—“Unto us a child is born, unto us a child is given…and his name shall be 
called…the Everlasting Father…” 

This phrase may mean “the father (i.e., originator) of eternity” or that he eternally 
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has qualities of fatherhood. This term should not be taken as confusing the first 
and second persons of the Godhead. 

Micah 5:2—“But as for you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, little to be among the clans of 
Judah, from you One will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel. His goings forth 
are from long ago, from the days of eternity.” 

2. In the New Testament. 

John 1:1—“In the beginning was the Word…and the Word was God.” 

Ephesians 1:4—“He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world.” 

Revelation 1:11—“I am the first and the last.” 

 D. The Nature of Christ’s Preexistent Self 

  The Problem: For the Aristotelian (represented by most forms of Modernism), who 
cannot fathom personhood apart from incarnation, a preincarnate Christ is an absurdity. 
The idea of a time/space-bound incarnation of an eternally preexistent God cannot work. 
Christ must be an ordinary human and not God. Christ’s preexistence is thus denied in all 
but an abstract or decretal sense. For the Platonist (represented today by many forms of 
Postmodernism), who sees personhood in its purest form as non-corporeal, the idea of a 
God permanently condescending to an incarnate state is scandalous. If Christ is truly 
God, then he must not ever become truly, fully, or permanently human. 

  The Scriptures represent the second person of the Trinity as an eternal, transcendent and 
omnipresent divine person who within time added to himself an immanent, localized, and 
incarnate form without relinquishing the former. As such, it is proper to think of Christ’s 
preincarnate existence neither as something merely decretal (on the one hand), nor as 
something eternally corporeal (on the other). Christ was and is all that God is; his human 
nature, while true and real, does not in any sense restrict his divine nature. Neither the 
Aristotelian nor the Platonic God can withstand biblical scrutiny. 

II.  The Incarnation of Christ. 

The word “incarnation” comes from the Latin meaning embodiment or enfleshment. In Bible 
doctrine the incarnation is the enfleshment of God; the act whereby the second person of the 
Trinity is permanently embodied in human nature, flesh and form. The incarnation is a 
foundational doctrine of Christianity. It goes back to the even more fundamental doctrine of 
Christianity—the Trinity. There could be no incarnation without the Trinity, and there could 
be no salvation without the incarnation. 

• There had to be a perfect and sinless substitute to pay the penalty of sin. 

• The perfect and sinless substitute had to be both God and man because “only a truly 
human person could suffer and die, and only a truly Divine person could give that 
suffering infinite value” (Boettner, Studies in Theology, p. 203). 
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• God could not “send” his Son apart from a Triunity (or, at the very minimum, a 
plurality) in the Godhead. 

A.  The fact of the incarnation 

The incarnation must not be confused with the origin or beginning of Christ because he is 
eternal. It is not as though God the Son was born in Bethlehem, or received his “sonship 
status” at that time. The incarnation has to do with his coming into the world, his entrance 
into human life. Many of the biblical descriptions reflect this fact. Note some of these: 

1. He was (εἰµί) in the beginning, but became [γίνοµαι] flesh—John 1:1, 14. 

2.  He came down from heaven—John 3:13; 6:51. 

3. He was made of the seed of David—Romans 1:3. 

4. He was sent in the likeness of human flesh—Romans 8:3. 

5.  God sent his son [to be] made [γίνοµαι, “to become”] of a woman—Galatians 4:4. 

 Though “sending” of itself does not demand preexistence (cf., e.g, John 1:6), many 
texts that use this verb of Christ (such as the one directly in view) include contextual 
elements that make this conclusion necessary. Cf. also Matt 21:40–41. 

6.  He humbled himself and took the form of a servant, was made in the likeness of men, 
and was found in fashion as a man—Phil. 2:7. 

7. He was made lower than the angels (ἐλαττόσω, lit. “he was diminished”—Phil 2:9 
(cf. 2 Cor 8:9). 

8.  He partook of flesh and blood—Hebrews 2:14. 

9.  He was made like [ὁµοιόω—implies alteration or, better, addition] unto his 
brethren—Hebrews 2:17. 

10. He was given a body—Hebrews 10:5. 

11.  He was manifested—1 John 3:5. 

 C. The “Kenosis” of Jesus Christ 

Philippians 2:5–8: Christ Jesus, though he was in the form of God, did not count 
equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of 
a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 

  1. The word “kenosis” comes from the Greek word κενὀω, translated “to empty” in 
many the translations. This English word choice leads to the question, “Of what did 
Christ empty himself?” Usually the verb appears with an object, telling us what has 
been, as it were, “poured out.” In this case, no object is supplied, leading to much 
speculation: 
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a. He emptied himself of his deity.  

This understanding is clearly impossible because, as we have seen, for his death 
on the cross to be of any value to us, he had to remain God. 

• By “not counting equality with God something to be grasped” is not 
implied that Christ gave up equality with God, but rather that he did not 
tenaciously cling to his divine prerogatives or exploit them selfishly. 

• By “taking the form of a servant” is not meant an act of transmutation, 
whereby he ceased being what he was and became something entirely 
other. Rather he took to himself a human nature and cloaked his 
immutably divine self with it.  

b. He emptied himself of his attributes.  

This also is impossible, because God is what is attributes are. To lose them would 
be for him to cease to be God. Furthermore, we find him employing some of the 
divine attributes during his lifetime on earth. 

c. He emptied himself of the independent use of his attributes (i.e., he only used 
them by express permission of the Father).  

   This also seems unlikely, because one of the principal attributes of God is his 
independence—his freedom to do what he pleases. It would seem impossible for 
him to give up this attribute while retaining the others. 

It is conceded that within the economic Trinity there is a hierarchical relationship, 
involving a sort of “subordination” of the Son to the Father (John 5:19; 8:28; 
etc.); however, as we shall see, this does not imply (1) any conflict within the 
divine will(s), (2) a suspension of Christ’s aseity (or any of his divine attributes), 
(3) a diminution of Christ’s intrinsic authority, or (4) any change in the immutable 
relationship of the divine persons. Were any of these four points to be true, the 
Trinity would be in breach, Christ would be less than God, atonement would be 
scuttled, and God would cease to be. 

Objection: What about passages which teach that Jesus was bound to do the will of 
his Father (John 7:16; 8:28–29; 12:49; 14:10; Matt 26:39; etc.)? 

Answer: This was true before the incarnation as well. While each person of the 
Godhead is eternally independent, none of the persons ever acts in his own self-
interest to the exclusion of the others. Subordination does not require personal 
inferiority, subjugation, or diminished authority. It may simply involve deference. 

All of the approaches above ascribe, to a greater or lesser degree, to the notion of kenotic 
theology or the idea that “[Christ’s]self-emptying involved the setting aside of certain divine 
attributes, or at least the independent exercise of his divine powers” (Pocket Dictionary of 
Theological Terms, 70). This approach, birthed in the 19th century, came of age in the 20th 
century, most influentially in the writings of Jürgen Moltmann (among others, The Crucified 
God). It also stands as the basis for the surging theory of atonement as incarnational solidarity 
responsible for the startling lurch toward a mission of social justice in today’s church.  
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 2. A better approach to this issue is to follow the lead of BDAG in seeing the term 
κενὀω, when used without an object, as metaphorical of humility. This understanding 
releases the interpreter from any responsibility to discover what has been emptied out 
or with what Christ would eventually be “refilled,” and the theologically suspect 
nature of all apparent options. As such, Christ’s “kenosis” is simply the voluntary 
humiliation that he endured when he suffered ridicule and death at the hands of his 
creatures. This also makes good sense of the context, which exhorts the Philippian 
believers to mimic Christ’s example of humility (i.e., Paul was not asking his readers 
to give up their natures, attributes, or freedom, but to live lives of humble sacrifice). 

   In brief, Jesus Christ was not emptied and then filled, per se; rather, he was 
humbled and then exalted.  

Question #1: Was Christ’s humanity part of his Kenosis?  

Exegetically speaking, Philippians 2 could possibly (though not necessarily) be taken to 
suggest that Christ’s humiliation included not only his suffering and death, but also his 
incarnation. Theologically speaking, however, this cannot be. Since Christ remained 
human after the kenosis was reversed at his Resurrection/Ascension, it seems necessary 
to conclude that the incarnation is not part of Christ’s humiliation.  

Being human is not an intrinsically evil thing (as the Docetists, Gnostics, and others 
suggest). In an unfallen state, in fact, being human is “very good” (Gen 2:1).   

 
B.  The purposes of the incarnation (See esp. McClain, whose outline appears below). 

Preliminary Question: Would God have become flesh had man not sinned? 

Having observed that being human is not inherently humiliating, this objection to God’s 
becoming human is set aside. We observe, further, that immediately after the creation of 
Adam, the climax of each sinless day was an evening stroll in the garden by God with his 
people (Genesis 3:8), no doubt as a preincarnate form of Christ.  

After Adam lost that fellowship through sin, regenerate man has craved a visible, tangible 
manifestation of God with whom to fellowship: 

• Job wanted an arbitrator to mediate between him and God, because God “is not a 
man like me that I might answer him” (Job 9:32–35).  

• Philip’s only request of Jesus was to “show us the Father, and we will be 
satisfied” (John 14:8).  

• The climax of all human history is when God will “dwell among us, and be our 
God, and we his people” (Exod 6:7, Rev 21:3).  

We may logically conclude that, since Jesus is the best and greatest revelation of God, 
God would still have become human to reveal himself to us, live with us, and receive the 
greatest possible glory from us. We thus conclude that the first and greatest purpose of 
the incarnation not redemption, but rather… 



 13 

1.  To provide mankind a visible and everlasting revelation of the invisible God. 

John 1:14, 18—No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the 
bosom of the Father, he has explained him. 

John 14:9—He who has seen me has seen the Father. 

Colossians 1:15—He is the image of the invisible God. 

Specifically, his incarnation made visible: 

• Parameters of fellowship between Creator and Creature (Gen 3:8; Rev 21:3).  

• The fact of Christ’s kingship (John 18:37).  

• God’s holiness/justice (John 9:39). 

Other reasons are: 

2.  To die for sinners and to save from sin. 

The sin that binds man consigns him to death, i.e., human death. Mankind may suffer 
this death themselves, or they may be the beneficiaries of a substitutionary death of a 
sinless human. Justice can have it no other way. Since God, being neither human nor 
even corporeal, could not die, man’s case was grave, in fact, hopeless. Only by God’s 
accepting enfleshment could mankind hope to live again. 

Heb 2:14–17—Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their 
humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of 
death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in 
slavery by their fear of death…. For this reason he had to be made like his 
brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful 
high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of 
the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to 
help those who are being tempted. 

This does not imply that God was forced by external factors to become a man—God 
cannot be “required” by us to do anything. However, once he by his own will chose to 
redeem us, there was no other option. He had to become a man. This is known as 
hypothetical consequent necessity view of Christ’s atonement 

Hebrews 10:4, 5, 8–10—It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take 
away sins…. Sacrifice and offering you have not desired, but a body you have 
prepared for me…. We have been sanctified through the offering of the body 
of Jesus Christ once for all. 

   Other statements of this purpose for incarnation include 

Matthew 1:21—Christ came to “save his people from their sins.”  

Luke 1:68—He has come to redeem his people  
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Luke 7:16—God has come to help his people. 

John 12:27—“Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save me 
from this hour’? No, it was for this very reason I came.” 

1 John 3:5—Christ appeared so that he might take away our sins. 

3. To give men his own eternal life. 

Below we will discuss the active and passive obedience of Christ. There we will find 
that the death of Christ of itself is not technically enough for our salvation. His death 
merely erases our guilt and our obligation to die. But this is not enough. God does not 
merely require us to be released from the penalty of the Law; he also demands us to 
keep it perfectly. This can only be accomplished by imputing Christ’s life of perfect, 
human obedience to mankind to give them positive merit: 

 Matthew 5:17—“I have come to fulfill the Law.” 

Illustration: In many states, even after a convicted felon had paid his debt to society 
in prison, he is not qualified to serve in public office, carry a gun, or even vote. 
Though he has paid the penalty, some privileges are extended only to those who have 
kept the law. Likewise, heaven is not merely for those whose debt has been paid, but 
for those who have lived a perfectly obedient life. 

John 10:10, 11—“I came that [my sheep] may have life, and have it to the full.” 

John 6:51—“I am the living bread that came down out of heaven; if anyone eats 
of this bread, he will live forever; and the bread also which I will give for the 
life of the world is my flesh.” 

  4. To know human life from the inside by personal experience and thus to fulfill 
more perfectly his roles within the Triune Godhead. 

a. Only a human could be a perfect high priest. 

 Hebrews 2:17–18—He had to be made like his brethren in all things, so that he 
might become a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God, 
to make propitiation for the sins of the people. For since he himself was 
tempted in that which he has suffered, he is able to come to the aid of those 
who are tempted. 

 1 Timothy 2:5—There is one God and one mediator between God and men, the 
man Christ Jesus. 

 b.  Only a human could be a perfect judge. 

 John 5:22, 27: The Father gave Jesus authority to judge “because he is [a] son of 
man.”  

 The Greek son has no article, and likely stresses not his identity, but rather the 
quality/essence of his human nature: he is a human being. Because of his human 
experience, Jesus is the best possible judge of sinners. Also note below the 
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material on the term son in the expression “Son of God” to denote nature/essence. 

  5.  To provide an ideal and perfect example to believers. 

a.  An example of what believers should be now 

1 John 2:6—“The one who says he abides in him ought himself to walk in the 
same manner as he walked.” 

1 Peter 2:21—“Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to 
follow in his steps.” 

b.  An example of what believers will be hereafter 

1 John 3:2—“We know that when he appears, we will be like him.” 

  6. To set in motion the long process of establishing universal rectitude. 

   Matthew 10:34–36—Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I 
did not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to turn a man against 
his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-
law—a man’s enemies will be the members of his own household…. This is why 
I have come (cf. also Luke 12:49, 51) 

 Luke 2:14— Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his 
favor rests. 

   John 9:39—“I have come into this world so that the blind will see and those who 
think that they see will become blind.” 

   Acts 17:30—For a time, God has overlooked such ignorance, but now [i.e., in the 
aftermath of his incarnation and esp. his resurrection] he commands all people 
everywhere to repent now. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with 
justice (cf. also Rom 3:25–26) 

 C.  The Permanence of the Incarnation 

Hebrews 2:17 cf. 7:24—“He had to be made like his brethren in all things, so that he might 
become a merciful and faithful high priest…. Jesus…holds his priesthood 
permanently.” 

1 Timothy 2:5—“There is one God, and one mediator also between God and men, the 
man Christ Jesus” (cf. Job 9:32–33). 

III. The Virgin Birth of Christ 

A.  The Question of OT Prophecy and the Virgin Birth 

1. The Protoevangelium 

Genesis 3:15—That Christ is cryptically described as the “seed of a woman” may 
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imply that a man is not involved in conception, but this is dubious, and almost 
certainly could not be understood as such apart from NT revelation. 

  2. The Isaianic Sign in the Days of Ahaz 

   For a defense of this passage as a prophecy of Christ’s virgin birth see R. Bruce Compton, “The 
Immanuel Prophecy in Isaiah 7:14–16 and its Use in Matthew 1:23,” DBSJ 12 (2007): 3–15; 
for an understanding of the passage as typological/analogical see Rodney J. Decker, “The 
Miracle of Immanuel,” available at http://ntresources.com/blog/documents/isa7_14.pdf.  

   Isaiah 7:13–17—“Hear now, you house of David! Is it not enough to try the patience of 
men? Will you try the patience of my God also? Therefore the LORD himself will 
give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will 
call him Immanuel. He will eat curds and honey when he knows enough to reject the 
wrong and choose the right. But before the boy knows enough to reject the wrong 
and choose the right, the land of the two kings you dread will be laid waste. The 
LORD will bring on you and on your people and on the house of your father a time 
unlike any since Ephraim broke away from Judah—he will bring the king of 
Assyria.” 

   The interpretation of this passage has long been viewed as a litmus test for belief both 
in (1) biblical inspiration and inerrancy and (2) Christ’s virgin birth. Because of the 
hermeneutical tensions associated with this verse, this probably should not be the 
case. In either case, the passage has bearing on our discussion because Matthew cites 
it with reference to Christ’s birth (1:22–23). Note the following. 

   a. In favor of seeing Isaiah 7:14 as prophetic of Christ’s birth we note: 

  (1) While the Hebrew term used ( הָמְלַע ) is not used strictly of a virgin (i.e., one 
who has never had sexual relations), the term is the most likely Hebrew term 
to be used in reference to a virgin; further, the Greek term used in the LXX 
(παρθένος) unequivocally means “virgin.” This proves that the “virgin” idea 
predates Matthew’s assignment of this meaning in Matthew 1. Further still, 
Matthew’s use of the term παρθένος supplies us “inspired commentary” on 
Isaiah’s words, firmly establishing his meaning.  

  (2) The context of Isaiah is the giving of a sign, a term that implies a miraculous 
or at least an unusual event. A young woman having a baby is not unusual, but 
a virgin having a baby is. 

  (3) The name Immanuel (“God with us”) seems unequivocally to reference the 
incarnation. 

  (4) The broadened context of the “house of David” as the recipient of this sign 
suggests that it transcends the local context. 

  (5) Most significantly, Matthew 1:22–23 uses fulfillment language to connect 
Christ’s virgin birth with Isaiah 7.  

 b. In favor of seeing an analogical/typological relationship between Christ’s virgin 
birth and Isaiah’s virgin we note: 
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  (1) The local context implies a sign with immediate relevance for Ahaz and the 
historical house of David. It includes not only the birth of a child, but also 
details of his youth and the political affairs of the period. As such the sign is 
not merely the birth of the child (if at all), but God’s providential removal of 
the immediate threat to Judah of conquest by the kings of Israel and Aram 
within a few years of the birth of the promised child. 

  (2) The outworking of chapter 8 seems to identify not only “the” woman (Isaiah’s 
wife), the child (Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz), the historical sacking of Damascus 
and Samaria before the child comes of age (vv. 1–4), and the emphatic 
conclusion, in view of God’s providential preservation of the house of David, 
that “ לֵא ּונָּמִע ” or, “God is with us” (vv. 8, 10). 

  (3) The fact that Matthew uses fulfillment language to connect the birth of Christ 
to the Isaiah prophecy, it is argued by proponents of this position, is 
inconclusive. Matthew routinely uses fulfillment language to signal the use of 
types and/or analogies (see, e.g., Matt 2:15, 17). 

Conclusion: The decision between the options above should not be used to establish 
one’s orthodoxy with respect either to inspiration/inerrancy or acceptance/rejection of 
Christ’s virgin birth. However, no one may honestly look at the interplay between 
Isaiah and Matthew and fail to see that (1) Christ is virgin-born, that (2) God was so 
closely at work that it may be concluded in both contexts that “God is with us,” and 
that (3) in both contexts a marvelous work of divine grace was in progress. 

 B.  NT Testimonies to the Virgin Birth. 

1.  In Jesus’s Birth Narratives  

a. Both passages call Mary a virgin—a παρθένος (Matt 1:18, 23; Luke 1:27, 34). 

b. Both passages specify further that Mary and Joseph had not yet consummated 
their marriage 

Matthew 1:18—[Jesus’s] mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but 
before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy 
Spirit.  

Luke 1:27, 34—Mary was only “pledged to be married to a man named Joseph,” and 
replied to the news that she was pregnant by saying, “How will this be since I 
have never been intimate with a man?” [CSV]. 

c. Both passages explain the conception of Jesus as a creative act of the Holy Spirit. 

Matthew 1:20—An angel of the Lord appeared to [Joseph] in a dream and said, 
“Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because 
what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 

Luke 1:35—“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High 
will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.” 
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d. Both genealogies clearly indicate that the baby’s father was not Joseph. 

Matthew 1:16—…Matthan was the father of Jacob, and Jacob the father of 
Joseph, who was the husband of Mary, of whom (fem.) was born Jesus, who is 
called Christ. 

Luke 3:23—Jesus was the son (so it was thought) of Joseph, the son of Heli, the 
son of Matthat, the son of Levi, etc. 

Question: Why do these genealogies differ? 

Most recognize that Matthew offers Joseph’s genealogy (Jesus’s legal lineage) and Luke 
offers Mary’s genealogy (Jesus’s biological lineage). Both parents, incidentally, trace 
their ancestry to David, but by different sons of David. It is of providential significance 
that Mary is a descendant of David according to a line that does not include Jeconiah, 
who was written off “as if childless, a man who will not prosper in his lifetime, for none 
of his offspring will prosper, none will sit on the throne of David or rule anymore in 
Judah” (Jer 22:30). 

Jesus is not a biological descendent of Jeconiah; still, his adoptive father Joseph supplies 
an important link legally to Solomon’s royal line.  

  2.  During Jesus’s Youth 

 Luke 2:48, 49—When Jesus’s parents saw him [teaching the religious leaders in the 
Temple], his mother said to him, “Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father 
and I have been anxiously searching for you.” 

 

“Why were you searching for me?” he asked. “Didn’t you know I had to be in my 
Father’s house?” 

  3. In Jesus’s Teaching  

 John 6:41–46—The Jews began to grumble about him because he said, “I am the bread 
that came down from heaven.” They said, “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose 
father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I came down from heaven’?” 

 

    “Stop grumbling among yourselves,” Jesus answered. “No one can come to me 
unless the Father who sent me draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day. It is 
written in the Prophets: ‘They will all be taught by God.’ Everyone who listens to the 
Father and learns from him comes to me. No one has seen the Father except the one 
who is from God; only he has seen the Father. 

4. By Jesus’s Enemies 

John 8:18–19—After Jesus appeals to his Father for legitimacy, they asked him, “Where 
is your father?” [impl. that Jesus doesn’t know who his father was]. 

John 8:41—Jesus said to the Jews, “You are doing the things your own father does.” “We 
are not illegitimate children [impl. “like you are”],” they protested.  

John 8:48— The Jews answered, “Aren’t we right in saying that you are a Samaritan?” 
[prob. reflecting a local theory about Jesus’s parentage] 
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 The fact that Jesus was born out of wedlock could not be hidden, and was no doubt a 
matter of much speculation. It is possible, too, that Mary’s insistence that she was a 
virgin circulated as well, eliciting scorn. No doubt Jesus faced much ridicule for his 
virgin birth as he grew up. 

5. By Implication in Paul’s Letters. 

 Galatians 4:4—When the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born (γίνοµαι) of a 
woman. 

 C.  The importance of the virgin birth 

  If any miracle at all could have set Christ apart from his human brothers, it seems odd 
that God would have chosen a miracle (1) that would be so distastefully misinterpreted or 
(2) that made Christ a victim of unnecessary ridicule. For this reason, most Christian 
theologians conclude that there is a theological necessity attached to the doctrine of the 
virgin birth.  

  This is to say that a denial of the virgin birth is not merely an exegetical error or even an 
incidence of skepticism about the Bible’s trustworthiness. It is that, but more is at stake. 

  1. Errant Theories about the Theological Significance of the Virgin Birth 

   a. Anthropological theories that men (males) are more sinful than women or that 
men alone are sin “carriers” are naïve. All persons, male and female, are infected 
with sin. Christ could not have avoided the effects of sin simply by not having a 
male parent. 

   b. The biological theory, espoused in M. R. DeHann’s 1974 Chemistry of the Blood, 
that since blood derives genetically independently of the mother within a fetus, 
Jesus’s blood is not human but divine, is a much more serious error. 

• First, this theory is biologically incorrect. While it is true that the genetic 
coding of a fetus’s blood (e.g., his blood type) may differ from his mother’s, 
she still supplies the substance of the blood. It is not as though a biological 
father can be wholly responsible for a child’s blood.  

• More importantly, this theory is theologically scandalous. If, in fact, Christ’s 
blood is incompletely human, then his status as “like his brothers in every 
way” (Heb 2:14–18) is compromised. This is an instance of the historical 
heresy known as Apollinarianism. 

 This theory, sadly, has been widely circulated in conservative circles in the 
last several decades. As recently as 2000, Rod Bell espoused this heresy in his 
article, “The Precious Blood of Christ,” Frontline 10 (Sept/Oct 2000). Others 
maintain that there is a physical font of all of the blood that Christ spilled 
during his lifetime (including the blood from his circumcision) eternally 
preserved in heaven and then mystically dispensed to believers (note, e.g., the 
resolution from the August 4–8 1986 World Congress on Fundamentalism 
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held at Bob Jones University). Note also the criticisms still leveled at John 
MacArthur for his “heresy of the blood” for resisting this theory.  

 
2. More Plausible Reasons for the Virgin Birth 

 Since the union of a man and a woman in the production of a child produces not only 
his material but also his immaterial properties (a.k.a. the Traducian theory of the 
propagation of souls, discussed below), a fetus born by natural procreation always 
results in a new person. Since Christ’s personhood, as we have seen, is eternal, he 
must have been clothed, at his virgin conception, with an impersonal humanity. There 
are two theological implications of this observation: 

 a. The Virgin Birth was necessary to preserve Christ’s singular personality. Were 
Jesus to have been the product of natural procreation, then the intrusion of his 
divine person upon that product would have created a schizophrenic monstrosity. 
Only by bypassing the normal procreation process through the virgin birth could 
Jesus avoid this problem. With Chalcedon as our guide, Christ is one person with 
two natures. 

 b. The Virgin Birth was also necessary to preserve Christ’s sinlessness. As we shall 
note below under our discussion of the imputation of Adam’s sin, the sin nature is 
passed from Adam through the human race by inheritance through conception. 
Had Jesus been born through normal means, he would have not only had a dual 
personality, but also a sinful personality. He would have inherited original sin and 
would himself have needed a savior.  

  It should be noted that sin is predicated not of natures, but of persons. Only 
beings with personal natures are capable of and liable for sin. As such, Jesus’s 
impersonal humanity, derived from his mother, while real (and even vulnerable to 
the effects of sin) was not sinful. Instead, the impersonal human nature produced 
by Mary was occupied by the alien and impeccable personality of God himself. 



 21 

IV. The Deity of Christ. 

 See esp. Robert M. Bowman, Jr., and J. Ed Komoszewski, eds., Putting Jesus in His Place: The Case 
for the Deity of Christ (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007). 

The whole Christian system hinges on the fact that Jesus Christ is truly and fully God. To 
deny this fact is to forfeit all credible claim to the appellative Christian. 

A. Explicit Statements of Christ as God. 

1. John 1:1—In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word 
was God. 

Among the Scripture writers, the Apostle John is most relentless is affirming Christ’s 
deity. He begins his gospel with a designation (λόγος) that seems strange to us, but 
whatever the reasons for its use, the designee can plainly refer to none other than 
Jesus Christ (see esp. vv. 14, 17).  

a. That the Word was “in the beginning” not only points to his preexistence, but 
likely draws attention rhetorically to the similar construction of Genesis 1:1. The 
original listeners would naturally have been inclined to complete John’s opening 
phrase, “In the beginning, God created,” but John turns the phrase to read, “In the 
beginning, the Word was.” 

 Other references to the Genesis account include the Word’s assumption of God’s 
role as the Creator (vv. 3, 10) and his identification as the source of light and life 
(vv. 4, 9). 

b. The absence of the article before “God” in this verse has led to suggestions by 
some that the clause should read, “The word was a god” (NWT) or “The Word was 
divine” [i.e., he was like God or was godly, but was not God], a modernist 
reading. While the anarthrous construction may point to such readings, a careful 
examination of this syntactical construction in John’s writings (the anarthrous pre-
verbal predicate nominative construction) reveals that he uses this construction 
some 94% of the time to stress the essential qualities of a thing. Understood as 
such, we might render the clause something like, “What God was, the Word was,” 
or, as the NET puts it, “The Word was fully God.” If this is the case, then John’s 
statement of Christ’s deity could not have been made more strongly.  

2. John 1:18—No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the 
Father’s side, has made him known. 

Here we find the first of John’s five uses of the Greek word µονογενὴς, famously 
rendered “only begotten” in the KJV and other translations, following an assumption 
that the compound word combines µόνος (only) with γεννάω (to be born). This 
assumption is almost certainly incorrect, and bears much of the exegetical 
responsibility for the idea of “eternal generation” (which these notes discuss and 
reject, below). Instead, the term µονογενὴς is a combination of the terms µόνος (only) 
and γένος or γίνοµαι (kind/species/being). As such we should understand by this 
phrase that Christ was uniquely God, the only member of the divine species/kind, or in 
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the words of the NIV, “God the One and Only” (so BDAG and most lexical sources, 
though see Charles Lee Irons, “A Lexical Defense of the Johannine ‘Only Begotten,’” 
in Retrieving Eternal Generation, 98–116). 

3. John 20:28—Thomas calls Jesus “my Lord and my God.” 

4. Romans 9:5— Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry 
of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised!  

Note: The NIV reading improves on the KJV/NASB reading that Christ is “God blessed 
forever,” which might be casually read to mean simply that Christ is simply “God-
blessed,” which is syntactically and theologically incorrect. 

5. Hebrews 1:8—Of the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, is for ever and ever.” 

6. Titus 2:13—Our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. 

7. 2 Peter 1:1—Our God and Savior, Jesus Christ (cf. 1:11; 2:20; 3:18). 

Note: The two texts above are the two most theologically significant instances of the 
Grandville Sharp construction (Article-Noun-Kai-Noun) and the historical impetus 
for the formulation of his “rule,” which demonstrates that two singular nouns in such 
a construction necessarily share a common referent. 

8. 1 John 5:20—“Jesus Christ…is the true God.” 

 B. Other Divine Names Given to Jesus Christ 

1. Son of God 

Matthew 15:15–17—“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

Luke 1:35—“The holy offspring shall be called the Son of God.” 

a. Because in contemporary English we use the term “son” to refer to a male 
biological offspring, the phrase “Son of God” can be confusing. In Greek and 
especially Hebrew the idiom “son of” means “partaking of the qualities and 
characteristics of.” For instance: 

• Noah was a son of 500 years (Gen 5:32), i.e., he was characterized by being 
500 years old. 

• Jonah’s gourd was the son of a night (Jon 4:10), i.e., it was characterized by 
growing to maturity in a single night. 

• Judas was a son of perdition (John 11:12), i.e., he was damned. 

• Barnabas was a son of encouragement (Acts 4:36), i.e., he was an encourager. 

• The phrase “son of man” refers both to Christ (Dan 7:13; 27x in Matthew; 
11x in Mark; 25x in Luke; 12x in John; Rev 1:13; 14:14) and to other humans 
(Job 25:6; Ps 8:4; Isa 51:12; Ezek 2:1ff [95x]; Dan 8:17; Heb 2:6), denoting 
humanity—i.e., being characterized by human substance (cf. also Num 23:19). 
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b. By calling Christ the “Son of God,” then, the Bible identifies Christ as having the 
qualities, characteristics, nature, and essence of God himself—As God’s Son, 
Christ is essentially and substantially God. This was clearly the understanding in 
Jesus’s day: 

John 5:17–18—Jesus said to them, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, 
and I, too, am working.” For this reason the Jews tried all the harder to kill him; 
not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own 
Father, making himself equal with God. 

John 10:33–38—Jesus said to them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the 
Father. For which of these do you stone me?” 

“We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, 
because you, a mere man, claim to be God.” 

Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I have said you are gods’? If 
he called them ‘gods,’ to whom the word of God came—and the Scripture cannot 
be broken—what about the one whom the Father set apart as his very own and 
sent into the world? Why then do you accuse me of blasphemy because I said, ‘I 
am God’s Son’?” 

Note: By arguing from Psalm 82:6 that ordinary humans can be called gods, it 
might seem that Christ is retreating from his claim to deity in order to avoid the 
crisis created by such a claim (i.e., “Hey, I’m a son of God, but so are a lot of 
people, so what’s the big deal?”). This is not likely. It is true that part of his appeal 
is to the expansive semantic range of ֱאMםיִה  and ֱאָה־ֵינְבMםיִה  (which includes not only 
God, but also false gods, angels, and prominent men, in this case certain OT judges 
and the prophets “to whom the word of the Lord came”), but this is not his whole 
argument. He also argues that he has a greater claim to the title “son of God” than 
these because he was “the one whom the Father set apart as his very own and sent 
into the world.”   

John 19:7—The Jews insisted, “We have a law, and according to that law he must 
die, because he claimed to be the Son of God.” 

Question: If all believers are “sons of God” (Rom 9:26; 1 John 3:1), what 
makes Jesus’s claim to sonship mean more than ours? 

In that we have participated in the new birth, all believers are spiritual children of 
the God who gave us spiritual life and, further, adopted us into his family. More 
than this, we have been given the privileges of heirs. However, remains a 
qualitative distinction between Jesus and believers. He is the unique Son of God in 
a class by himself, a class to which we may never aspire. It is for that reason that 
Jesus is called the µονογενὴς Son, i.e., the only “son” of his kind, viz., God the one 
and only (John 3:16).   
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                                                    Excursus: The Question of the “Eternal Generation” of the Son 

Although we have concluded that µονογενὴς does not mean “only begotten,” the fact that God 
“begot” ( דַָלי ) a royal son within time (Ps 2:7), the suggestion that Christ has been “born of God” 
(γεννάω—1 John 5:18), and Christ’s description as “firstborn” (Col 1:15) must be explained. The 
question is complex, having several imbedded issues. We are asking firstly whether and in what 
sense it may be said that the Father “generated” the Son. Secondarily we are asking whether that 
generation is eternally wrought or whether it occurs within time. Thirdly, we are asking whether the 
resultant sonship involves any sort of subordination, and, if so, whether that subordination is 
permanent and/or useful a basis for establishing gender roles in church, family, and society (as is 
suggested, perhaps, in 1 Cor 11:3).  

Three basic positions have emerged (and several nuanced variations): 

1. God the Father actively generates the Son from all eternity in an ontological sense, but not in 
a way that Christ may be described as “created” (the error of Arianism). This generation does 
not result necessarily in an eternal economic relationship: we need not think that the Son is 
eternally subordinated to the Father on account of his generation. Since the members of the 
Trinity are “co-equal in power,” any subordination of the Son to the Father is temporary in 
nature and stems from his kenosis, not from his generation. As such, appeals to this doctrine 
to argue for gender subordination in human social constructs should be duly tempered. This 
is an ancient position, first attributed to Origen, and captured in many of the earliest creeds. 

Note: This position has been the clear “winner” in recent evangelical debate, but it is not 
clear that the victory has been on exegetical/theological grounds. Instead, it seems more a 
sociological consensus by a majority who cannot accept the idea of gender subordination in 
modern society. 

2. God the Father and the Son were at one point equal in power, but the Son submitted 
voluntarily (and permanently?) to a station subordinate to his Father at some point during his 
first advent (typically on one of several occasions where NT appeal is made to Psalm 2:7 
with reference to Christ, viz., his baptism [Matt 3:17], his transfiguration [Luke 9:35], or his 
resurrection [Acts 13:33]). This position was at one time held by John MacArthur, but his 
view was decisively discredited by George Zeller, whereupon MacArthur retracted his 
understanding. 

3. A third understanding is that the concept of one member of the Trinity “generating” another 
is (1) exegetically unsustainable and (2) theologically dubious. Instead, we should 
understand the members of the Trinity to be of a common essence (following the Hebrew 
idea of sonship), without any need for an eternal act of “generating.” This approach has a 
storied history within Reformed circles (extending back to Calvin, who describes the concept 
of eternal generation a “useless” and “foolish” one [Inst. 1.13.29], but which is more fully 
explained in Robert Reymond’s Systematic Theology, pp. 324–30).  

Most who hold this position do affirm that fatherhood and sonship also implies a hierarchical 
relationship/ordering within the Trinitarian economy, usually (though not always) an eternal 
one. The primary concern raised here is that the three persons of the Trinity do not appear, in 
such a model, to be “co-equal in power.” 
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The Biblical Data: 

1. We have noted above that the term µονογενὴς, which is clearly the primary historical 
impetus for the doctrine of eternal generation, does not speak to ontological origin, but to 
essential substance. Christ is the one-and-only Son (John 3:16) and, in substance, God the 
one and only (John 1:18). This is a critical observation, for without µονογενὴς as “only 
begotten” it is doubtful that rest of the textual evidence for eternal generation discussed 
below would have produced the doctrine. 

2. We further note, from the material above, that the fact that God “sent” his Son “from 
heaven” implies that his sonship preceded his incarnation (i.e., he was “son” before he was 
sent). This is furthered by his subordinate role during the OT period as the Angel of YHWH 
(passim, but esp. Zech 1:12–13), and in the Creation account (1 Cor 8:6; also Col 1:15–20). 

3. That Colossians 1:15 describes Christ as “firstborn” (πρωτότοκος) should not be taken as a 
reference to his ontology; indeed, to suggest this is to slip dangerously close to the Arian 
heresy, in which Christ is the first and greatest of God’s creations. Instead, the passage 
speaks to his rank/authority. He is not the first “begotten” being in time, but first in rank over 
the whole creation (cf. Ps 89:27).  

This, I would argue, is the central tension with eternal generation. While most are careful to 
affirm that Christ is ontologically “begotten but not created,” there seems to be no logical 
explanation how one may make common his own essence with another without also making 
the other to be in essence what he is. The idea of “eternal generation” is notoriously used 
without a clear and positive definition. 

4. The use of begetting language in Psalm 2:7 (and variously as that verse is cited, in part or in 
whole, in the NT) is almost certainly not a reference to generation or of ontological 
“becoming.” Instead, it is a day of declaration or coronation. The psalm is not properly 
Messianic, but rather a royal psalm; that is, is would have been read at the coronation of 
Israel’s kings to establish their role in God’s government (see, e.g., 2 Sam 7:14). In each NT 
citation of this psalm, Christ is emphatically announced as Israel’s King. In no sense does he 
“become” the Son of God at any of these occasions. 

5. In John 5:26, labeled by D. A. Carson the “Crux Interpretum for Eternal Generation” 
(Retrieving Eternal Generation, 79–97), we find a text perplexing for all. In it we find that 
“As the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in himself.” 
Proponents of this verse seize on the phrase “life in himself” as an expression of divine 
aseity, here granted to the Son by the Father: the Father gave to the Son ontological self-
existence—he generated the Son. This interpretation, however, is paradoxical. If one 
person could hypothetically grant aseity, independence, or self-existence to another, it 
would de facto no longer a se: Christ would not exist of himself, but of another; he would 
not be independent, but dependent. Instead, it is likely that the Father is granting to the 
Son, by virtue of his incarnation and work the authority to grant life (so also v. 21) and 
also to judge (so vv. 22, 27). If this is the case, John 5:26 speaks not to Christ’s ontology, 
but to his function within the Triune economy. 

6. Perhaps the most difficult text for those who doubt the category of eternal generation is a 
statement in 1 John 5:18 that “anyone born of God does not continue to sin; the one who 
was born of God (ὁ γεννηθεὶς ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ) keeps him safe.” Here there can be no doubt 
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that it is γεννάω and not γίνοµαι being used. Clearly, the phrase cannot be interpreted “God 
the One and Only,” but rather the “one who is born of God.” If this phrase refers to Christ, 
we have in this verse a clear statement that God the Father in some sense “birthed” God the 
Son. It is by no means certain, however, that the phrase ὁ γεννηθεὶς ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ refers to 
Christ. It has been observed that the “one who has been born of God,” a major theme in 
1 John, refers in each of its other nine uses in the letter not to Christ, but to a true believer. 
Unless John is equivocating here, he is answering the central question of 1 John (“How can 
one know that he has been born of God?”) from a fresh angle. The answer here given is 
that the one born of God keeps himself, i.e., he perseveres (so KJV, NKJV). While, 
exegetically speaking, ὁ γεννηθεὶς ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ could refer either to Christ or a believer, 
contextual and theological factors suggest that the latter interpretation is more likely.  

Conclusion: While the doctrine of eternal generation has a long and storied provenance in 
the Christian Church, we must agree that provenance does not truth make. While the 
weight of exegetical and theological support favors the idea of the eternal sonship and even 
the eternal subordination of our Lord Christ to the Father in an economic sense, it does not 
demand (or even encourage) the doctrine of eternal generation, especially as it appears 
within history in an ontological sense.  

2. LORD  

Isaiah 40:3—A voice is calling, “Clear the way for the LORD (YHWH) in the 
wilderness; make smooth in the desert a highway for our God.’” Cf. Matt 3:3; 
Mark 1:3; Luke 3:4; John 1:23, where the referent clearly is Christ. 

Psalm 118:25—“Oh LORD, save now (or save we pray),” similarly, almost certainly 
undergirds the “Hosanna” of the Triumphal entry (Mark 11:9, 10), and also, 
perhaps, the disciples’ cries for help elsewhere (Matt 8:25; 14:30). 

Matthew 4:7— Jesus answered [Satan], “It is written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God 
to the test,’” citing the Israelites’ testing of YHWH (Deut 6:16) with reference to 
his own testing. 

Matthew 7:21–22—“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the 
kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 
Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, 
and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell 
them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’” 

 Note: Jesus not only assumes the divine prerogative of eschatological judgment, 
but his words “Lord, Lord” reflect the standard LXX translation of the compound 
Hebrew construction יָֹנדֲא הִוְהי  (lit. “Yahweh-Adonai” or in the NIV, “Sovereign 
Lord”—see, e.g., Pss 69:6; 109:21; 140:7; 141:8). 

Romans 10:9, 12–13—If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe 
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved…. For there is 
no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly 
blesses all who call on him, for, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will 
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be saved.” 

 Note here Paul’s argument: Jesus is the same “Lord” as the Jewish “Lord,” 
identified explicitly here as YHWH by virtue of Paul’s appeal to Joel 2:32—
“Everyone who calls on the name of the LORD (YHWH=Jesus) shall be saved.” 

 Note also that Paul’s appeal renders identification of Christ as LORD not only 
true, but also essential to saving faith. 

Philippians 2:9, 11— God exalted [Christ] to the highest place and gave him the 
name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue [shall] confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

 
 Two factors establish the “Lord” here as Yahweh: (1) the fact that it is the “name 

above all names,” and (2) Paul’s appeal to Isaiah 45:23—“Before me [the LORD] 
every knee will bow; by me every tongue will swear. They will say of me, ‘In the 
LORD alone are righteousness and strength.’” 

Hebrews 1:10–12—[Of the Son, the Father] also says, “In the beginning, O Lord, you 
laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands.” 

 The reference here is from Psalm 102:25, where the name Lord is not actually 
used. However, the referent throughout the psalm is alternately הוהי  and ֱאMםיִה . 

Note also: 

• the many references to Christ’s words as “the Word of the Lord” (Acts 8:25; 
13:44; 15:35–36; 1 Thess 1:8; 2 Thess 3:1, etc. a phrase apparently borrowed from 
the OT הָוְהי־רַבְּד  (so Isa 1:10; Jer 1:4; Ezek 1:3; Hos 1:1; Joel 1:1) and equating 
Christ’s words with YHWH’s words. 

• the synonymy between the “Day of YHWH” (Joel 2:31) with the “Day of our Lord 
Jesus Christ (1 Cor 1:8, 14; 5:5; et passim in the Pauline corpus). 

• The identity of the crucified Christ and the Lord of Glory (1 Cor 2:2, 8). 

• The synonymy between the “mind of the LORD” (citing Isa 40:13) and the “mind 
of Christ” (1 Cor 2:16). 

3. LORD/Lord (specific sense undefined) 

Luke 2:11—“A Savior who is Christ the Lord.” 

Acts 2:36—“God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” 
(cf. v. 21, where reference is made to YHWH from Joel 2:32, though not 
explicitly with reference specifically to Christ).  

Dozens of references to Jesus as Lord in the Gospels (Matt 17:4, 18:21; 20:30, Luke 
6:5; 7:6; 11:1; 22:49, 24:3; John 11:3, 21, 27, 32; 13:25, 36; 21:7, 12, 15–17), the 
book of Acts (Acts 1:21; 7:59, 60; 8:16; 9:5, 17; 10:36; 11:17, 20; 15:11, 26; 16:31; 
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19:5, 13, 17; 20:21, 24, 35; 21:13; 28:31), and the Epistles (over 100x). 

4. The Holy One  

Acts 3:14 (of Jesus) cf. Hosea 11:9; Isa 48:17 (of YHWH) 

  5. The Alpha and Omega; the First and Last 

Rev 1:17–18; 2:8 (of Jesus) cf. Isa 44:6; 48:12 (of YHWH) 

Rev 22:13, 16 (of Jesus) cf. Rev 1:8 (of God the Father) 

6. The King of Kings and Lord of Lords  

 Rev17:14 (of Jesus) cf. Deut 10:17; Ps 136:2–3; Dan 4:37 (of YHWH) 

7. Also the series in Isaiah 9:6—“His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.” 

 C.  Divine Attributes Ascribed to Christ 

  1.  Aseity/Independence/Self-Existence 

   Having suggested above that John 5:26 is not a reference to Christ’s receipt of self-
existence from the Father, we need not deny him the attribute. Rather, we affirm that 
Christ was in possession of this attribute from the beginning: 

   John 1:4—In him was life, and the life was the light of men. 

   John 11:25—“I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, 
even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” 

   John 14:6—“I am the way, the truth, and the life, no one comes to the Father except 
through me.” 

   These texts indicate not only that Christ is living (a function of personality), but also 
the source of life, both physical and spiritual. 

2. Infinity/Incomprehensibility 

Matthew 11:27—“No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the 
Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.” 

Ephesians 3:8, 19—The riches of Christ are “unfathomable” and his love “surpasses 
knowledge.” 

Colossians 2:3—In Christ are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. 

  3.  Eternity 

   Isaiah 9:6—His name shall be called…everlasting Father. 

   Micah 5:2—His goings forth have been from of old…from everlasting. 
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   John 8:35—“The Son remains forever.” 

4. Changelessness/Immutability 

Hebrews 1:10–12—[Of the Son, the Father] also says, “In the beginning, O Lord, you 
laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. 
They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment. You will 
roll them up like a robe; like a garment they will be changed. But you remain the 
same, and your years will never end.” 

 
Hebrews 13:8—Jesus Christ the same, yesterday, today, and forever. 

Question: How may the Second Person of the Trinity be called immutable if he 
becomes a human within time?  

As noted above, Christ’s incarnation was not a transmutation into, but the addition of 
humanity to the eternally immutable person of Christ, involving no change in his 
nature or essence. This important distinction must be kept in mind as we discuss each 
of the attributes below. The eternal Second Person of the Triune God continues as he 
always has been, remaining omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient, etc., in his divinity. 
That his humanity does not participate in this and other divine perfections (i.e., he 
grew, developed, aged, died, etc.) does not mean that God the Second Person 
relinquished those attributes. And while God in some sense knew experimentally the 
absence of these attributes in his humanity, it is incorrect to attribute those 
deficiencies to his deity. In his humanity, Christ suffered, experienced localization, 
impotence, ignorance, etc., but it is incorrect to predicate these of his deity. Note the 
material below on the Hypostatic Union and on the Death of Christ. 

5. Omnipresence. 

   Matthew 18:20—“Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am in the midst.” 

   Matthew 28:20—“I am with you always.” 

   John 14:23—“If anyone loves me, he will keep my word; and my Father will love 
him, and we will come to him, and make our abode with him.” 

Note: As noted above, the Bible does not extend the attributes of deity to Christ’s 
humanity. It is incorrect to maintain the omnipresence of Christ’s body, as some 
Lutherans and others do (so that his presence is “in, with, and under” the communion 
wafer). It is Christ’s divine aspect that is everywhere, not his body. In Shedd’s words, 
“[God’s] total presence in the man Christ Jesus did not prevent his total presence 
throughout the universe” (2:282).  

  6. Omniscience. 

   Luke 9:47—He knew what the disciples were thinking. 

   John 1:47—He saw Nathaniel under the fig tree. 
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   John 2:24–25—He knew all men…He knew what was in man. 

   John 4:16–19, 29—He knew about the lifestyle of the woman at the well. 

John 6:64—He knew “from the beginning” the identity of the elect and non-elect, and 
also the identity of his betrayer. 

   John 16:30—“We know that you know all things.” 

   John 21:17—“Lord, you know all things.” 

Problem: Christ did not know the time of his own coming again to earth (Matt 24:36): 

Again, this must be explained by understanding the union of human and divine in 
Christ. Christ was one person with two natures. His person was divine, but his human 
nature (including his physical brain) came from Mary, and accumulated information by 
means. Certainly the divine person “fed” much data to Christ’s human mind in a way 
that most humans do not experience: he knew things that the rest of us cannot know. 
Even here, however, Christ’s human mind (at least during his first advent) did not 
receive all of the knowledge known to God or all at once. This understanding alone can 
account for the fact that Jesus “learned obedience” (Heb 5:8) and “increased in 
wisdom” (Luke 2:52). Matthew 24:36 is best explained by suggesting that the logos 
had not yet placed specific information about the Second Coming into Jesus’s physical 
brain. In Shedd’s words, “The Logos in himself knew the time of the day of judgment, 
but he did not at a particular moment make that knowledge a part of the human 
consciousness of Jesus” (2:273). See also the material on the hypostatic union, below. 

  7. Omnipotence. 

   Philippians 3:20–21—He has “power to subject all things to himself.” 

   He exhibited supernatural power over: 

• nature (Matt 8:26–27). 
• disease (Luke 4:39). 
• demons (Mark 1:29–34).  
• sin (Matt 9:6). 
• death (Luke 7:14–15). 
• his own death (John 2:19–20). 

Problem: Jesus could do no mighty works in Nazareth due to unbelief (Mark 6:5).  

This verse has been explained in multiple ways. Some suggest that Christ truly lacked 
the power to perform miracles in Nazareth because either (1) he had given up the 
independent use of his attributes and had no access to the power necessary to certain 
tasks (an excessively kenotic approach) or (2) the Logos had not vouchsafed to Jesus 
this particular divine power to Jesus at this particular time. The latter view is possible, 
and follows our pattern of attributing Christ’s “deficiencies” to the hypostatic 
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relationship of his two natures. However, we also are aware that Jesus possessed, 
during his earthly ministry, unlimited power that he chose not to employ (Matt 26:53). 

The fact that the stated reason offered here is unbelief suggests another class of 
explanations. Some suggest that God cannot do mighty acts without human faith, but 
this is absurd. Instead, this text likely tells us something about Christ’s mission. His 
purpose in performing miracles was not to produce faith in those who did not believe, 
but rather to confirm and inform faith in those who did believe. To perform miracles in 
a context of unbelief would be a waste of divine energies and a betrayal of Christ’s 
very mission (cf., e.g., the Temptation). Christ could not do miracles in Nazareth not 
because he was impotent, but because he had to remain faithful to his own mission. 

  8.  Holiness 

 Acts 3:14—“You disowned the Holy and Righteous One.” 

 1 John 3:5—In him there is no sin. 

9. Truth 

John 14:6—“I am…the truth.” 

10. Love 

 John 13:1—He loved his own unto the end. 

 Romans 8:35–39—Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? 

 Ephesians 3:19—The love of Christ surpasses knowledge. 

 1 John 3:16—This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. 

11. Righteousness 

 1 John 2:1—Jesus Christ the righteous. 

 2 Tim 4:8—Jesus Christ, the Righteous Judge. 

12. Faithfulness 

 Revelation 19:11—He is called “faithful and true” (cf. 3:14). 

13. Mercy 

1 Peter 1:3—“According to his great mercy he has caused us to be born again.” 

14. Summaries of all the attributes 

John 5:19—“Whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like 
manner.” 

John 16:15—“All things that the Father has are mine.” 
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Colossians 2:9—In him all the fullness of deity dwells in bodily form. 

Question: Did God in Christ Partake of the Divine Attribute of Immortality? 

In that Christ is God, he is necessarily and immutably immortal. And while the 
Second Person of the Trinity may be said to have known, through his humanity, the 
pain and horrors of death, it is incorrect to suggest that the Second Person of the 
Trinity died as God. God the Son did not, e.g., cease to exist, face expulsion from the 
Trinity, experience the suspension of his attributes, or endure the loss of “fellowship” 
with the other members of the Trinity (i.e., the “circumincession” or “perichoresis” of 
God was not interrupted). To suggest any of these would be to scuttle God’s attempt 
at atonement; indeed, it would mean the destruction of God himself, and with him all 
that is.  

As with all of the divine attributes, the Son of God as God retained the attribute of 
immortality despite the death of Jesus. Just as the Son’s localized presence in the man 
Christ Jesus in no wise prevented his omnipresence throughout the universe, so also 
the death of the man Christ Jesus did not extinguish the Son’s immortality throughout 
the universe. Thus, while there is a sense in which the statement “God died” may be 
defended, it may be defended only with much qualification. 

See below under the hypostatic union, the nature of Christ’s death, and my article 
“Neither Forsaken nor Estranged from God: Clarifying What May Rightly Be Said 
about the Death of God in the Death of Christ.” 

 D. Divine Works Ascribed to Christ 

  1.  Creation 

   John 1:3, 10—Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that 
has been made…. The world was made through him. 

   1 Corinthians 8:6—There is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and 
for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all 
things came and through whom we live. 

   Colossians 1:16—By him all things were created, in heaven and on earth.  

Hebrews 1:13—[To the Son], God also says, “In the beginning, O Lord, you laid the 
foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. 

2. Preservation 

Colossians 1:17—By him all things hold together. 

Hebrews 1:3—He upholds all things by the word of his power. 

3. Providence 

a. He was with Israel in the wilderness (1 Cor 10:4, 10, 14–22 in principle) 
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Note: That Christ was the “spiritual rock” who supplied resources to the Israelites 
is not to be taken as a literal reference (i.e., that the rock was an extended 
Christophany that lumbered alongside the wandering Israelites) or as a typological 
reference (i.e., that the OT rock typified a “greater rock” that would supply “better 
water”). Rather, Christ “was” the rock in a metonymous sense—he was the 
efficient source of provision that stood behind the instrumental source (the rock), 
functioning as the historical executor of divine providence, as he always has. The 
function of ὁ ὀλοθρεύων, here in v. 10 translated the “destroying angel” (cf. Num 
16:41ff?) may also point to Christ’s OT role as the Angel of Yahweh (cf. also 
poss. Exod 12:23 and esp. 2 Sam 24:15–16). It is implied in vv. 14–22 that Christ 
played a direct role in his providential outworking of all Israel’s history. 

b. In the church age Christ “walks between the lampstands,” overseeing the 
representative churches and, as necessary, carrying out their judgment (Rev 1:13, 
20, cf. chaps. 2–3). 

c. In the last days he unleashes judgments (Rev. 5:5, 6:1, 5, 7, et passim) 

d. Hebrews 1:2—By [Christ] God made the ages.  

This implies more than the creation of the world. The term ages includes in its 
scope the governmental structures by which he maintains continuous control over 
history and the relationships within it. 

  4. Authority over divinely instituted religious structures 

   a. The Temple (Matthew 12:6)—“Someone greater than the Temple is here.” 

   b. The Sabbath (Luke 6:1–5)—“The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” Christ has 
authority to adjudicate exceptions to the Sabbath command, part of the Decalogue. 

   c. The Law of Moses (Matthew 5:21–22, 27–28, 31–32, 33–34, et al) 

   d. The Church (Matthew 16:19; 18:18)—He delegates firstly to Peter and then to the 
gathered church the “keys” to bind and loose participants in the coming kingdom. 

  5. Forgiveness of sin and impartation of resurrection life. 

   Mark 2:5–12—After forgiving the paralytic’s sins, Jesus has an exchange with the 
scribes and agrees with them that, indeed, God alone can forgive sins (so Isa 43:25). 
This necessarily implies that he is God.  

   John 5:21, 26—“Just as the Father gives life to those he raises from the dead, so the 
Son gives life to anyone he wants…. The time is coming, indeed it’s here now, 
when the dead will hear my voice—the voice of the Son of God. And those who 
listen will live. The Father has life in himself, and he has granted that same life-
giving power to his Son” (NLT) 

6. Judgment of the world 
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John 5:22, 27—“In addition, the Father judges no one. Instead, he has given the Son 
absolute authority to judge, so that everyone will honor the Son, just as they honor 
the Father…. He has given him authority to judge everyone because he is the Son 
of Man.” 

Acts 10:42, 17:31—[Because of Christ’s demonstration as God by rising from the 
dead], “God has appointed him to judge the living and the dead in righteousness.” 

7. Performance of miracles. 

 Christ’s performance of miracles constitutes the sign “package” that he was the 
promised seed, the Son, and Coming King. Concluding otherwise was the 
unforgiveable sin (Matt 12:32). 

 Matthew 14:33—After Jesus walked on water and calmed the sea, his disciples 
concluded, “Truly you are the Son of God.” 

 John 1:49—After Jesus read Nathaniel’s mind, he replied, “Rabbi, you are the Son of 
God; you are the King of Israel.”  

8. Answered Prayer 

 John 14:14—“If you ask anything in my name I will do it.” 

Acts 7:59—Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 

2 Corinthians 12:7–9—In answer to Paul’s prayer Christ responds, “My grace is 
sufficient for you, for my power is perfected through weakness,” whereupon Paul 
affirms, “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that 
Christ’s power may rest on me.” 

Cf. Psalm 65:2—[God] hears prayer—to you shall all flesh come. 

  9. The final dissolution of the world and creation of a new world order. 

Hebrews 1:10–12—He also says [to the Son],… “You will roll them up like a robe; 
like a garment they will be changed.”  

Revelation 21:5—“I am making all things new.” 

 E. Divine worship accorded to Christ 

Worship belongs to God alone. No creature is ever to accept worship, whether angels 
(Rev 22:8–9) or people (Acts 10:25–26), including apostles (Acts 14:11–15) and world 
leaders (Acts 12:21–23). Christ himself specified that no one was to receive worship save 
God alone (Matt 4:8–10). In the face of this claim, however, 

1. Christ accepted worship. 

 Matthew 14:31–33—His disciples worshipped him after he calmed the storm. 

 Matthew 15:25–28—The Syrophoenician woman bowed down to him. 
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 Matthew 28:9–10, 16–20—The disciples worshipped him after the resurrection. 

John 9:35–39—The man born blind worshipped Jesus upon being healed. 

  2. Christ demanded worship. 

   John 5:23—“All men must honor the Son even as they honor the Father.” 

  3. He asserted himself as the object of saving faith 

   Matthew 11:28—“Come unto me…I will give you rest.” 

John 14:1, 6—“You believe in God, believe also in me…. I am the way and the truth 
and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” 

   John 3:36—“Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the 
Son will not see life.” 

  4. Angels worship and are commanded to worship Christ. 

   Hebrews 1:6—“Let all the angels of God worship him.” 

   Revelation 5:8—The four living creatures worship the Lamb. 

5. Eventually all creation will worship Christ. 

Philippians 2:10–11—At the name of Jesus every knee will bow, in heaven and on 
earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to 
the glory of God the Father. 

Summary: In his Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis writes, “Among these Jews there suddenly 
turns up a man who goes about talking as if he was God. He claims to forgive sins. He says 
he has always existed. He says he is coming to judge the world at the end of time. Now let us 
get this clear. Among Pantheists, like the Indians, anyone might say that he was part of God, 
or one with God: there would be nothing very odd about it. But this man, since he was a Jew, 
could not mean that kind of God. God, in their language, meant the Being outside the world 
who had made it and was infinitely different from anything else. And when you have grasped 
that, you will see that what this man said was, quite simply, the most shocking thing that has 
ever been uttered by human lips….  I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really 
foolish thing that people often say about him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral 
teacher, but I don’t accept his claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man 
who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral 
teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on the level with the man who says he is a poached 
egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man 
was, and is, the Son of God; or else a madman or something worse. You can shut him up for 
a fool, you can spit at him and kill him as a demon; or you can fall at his feet and call him 
Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great 
human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to” (pp. 54–56). 
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V.  The Humanity of Christ 

Because the Western mind is more inclined toward the error that sees Christ as human but 
not as divine (rather than the reverse), western theologies have tended to focus more on a 
defense of his deity rather than a defense of his humanity. This has not always been the case. 
Note the historical Christological heresies and observe that the two ditches on either side of 
orthodoxy are about evenly populated throughout history (chart borrowed and abridged from 
H. Wayne House, Charts of Christian Theology and Doctrine [Zondervan, 1992], 53–54): 

Heresy Ebionism Docetism Arianism Appollinarianism Nestorianism Eutychianism 

Time 1st–2nd Century 1st–2nd Century 3rd–4th Century 4th Century 5th Century 5th Century 

Proponents Judaizers 
Valentinus, the 
Gnostics, Marcion, 
and Sabellius 

Arius, Origen Appollinarius,  
Justin Martyr Nestorius Eutychus 

Opponents 
Irenaeus, 
Hippolytus, Origen, 
Eusebius 

Irenaeus,  
Hippolytus Athanasius, Ossius 

Basil, Gregory of 
Nazianzen, Gregory 
of Nyssa 

Cyril of Alaxandria Theodoret, Pope 
Leo, Flavian 

Denial Christ’s Deity Christ’s Humanity Christ’s Full Deity Christ’s Full 
Humanity 

Unity of Christ’s 
Person 

Distinction of 
Christ’s Natures 

 

 

Explained 

A wholly human 
Jesus was “adopted” 
by the Spirit after 
his baptism, who  
left him during the 
Crucifixion 

 

Christ merely 
appeared human, but 
was strictly divine 

Christ was the first 
and greatest created 
being, a “demi-god” 
who is homoiousia 
but not homoousia 
as God 

The divine Logos 
replaced Christ’s 
human immaterial, 
rendering him partly 
human and partly 
divine. 

Jesus’s human 
person existed 
beside his divine 
person but was 
suppressed by it. 
The human person 
alone died. 

The human nature 
was absorbed into 
the divine, resulting 
in a hybrid nature.  

A.K.A. 
Monophysitism 

Condemned 
  Council of Nicaea 

(325) 
Councils of Antioch 
& Constantinople 
(378, 381) 

Synod of Ephesus 
(431) 

Councils of 
Chalcedon 
(405/451) 

 
Unlike the historical errors of Docetism, Appollinarianism, and Eutychianism, Scripture 
portrays Jesus as truly and fully human, with no mixture of human and divine. We are neither 
more nor less human than he, nor could we be, if his atoning death is to have any value for 
us. Christ’s humanity is just as important to our salvation as is his deity. Note the following: 

 A. He is called a man. 

  John 8:40—“You are determined to kill me, a man.” 

  John 19:5—Pilate said to them, “Here is the man!” 

  Acts 2:22—“Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God.” 

 Romans 5:12, 15—Just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, 
and in this way death came to all men…if the many died by the trespass of the one 
man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one 
man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many? (Note the whole argument of 5:12–19.) 

  1 Corinthians 15:21—Since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead 
comes also through a man. 

  1 Timothy 2:5—There is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus. 
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B. He is called a “Son of Man” (see above). 

As noted above, the Hebrew expression “son of” signifies essential identity. Just as he is 
given the role of mediator because of his humanity (immediately above), so also he is 
awarded the right to judge because he is a son of man (John 5:22, 27).  

Note: Not every instance of the title “son of man” points expressly to Christ’s humanity. 
We have noted that it is the anarthrous uses of the phrase, specifically, that reflect this 
emphasis. As Reymond and others rightly note, the use of the label “the Son of Man” in 
reference to Christ seems to point to his supernaturally endowed manhood. He is the man 
who has been granted secret information or miracle-working power, whether by the Spirit 
or by the Logos, to accomplish his Messianic tasks. In such cases, the phrase still points 
to his humanity, but only indirectly. In view instead is his Messianically-empowered 
humanity (comp. Dan 7:13–14 with Matt 9:6; 12:8; 13:41; 16:27–28; 19:28; 24:30; etc.). 

C. He possessed attributes of humanity (see esp. Warfield, “The Human Development of 
Jesus,” Selected Shorter Writings, 1:158–66). 

1. He was born. 

 Luke 2:5, 12—Mary was pregnant…gave birth…wrapped him…put him in a manger. 

There was nothing miraculous about Christ’s birth, per se. The miracle occurred nine 
months earlier at his virginal conception. His birth, however, was very ordinary.  

2. He was constitutionally flesh and blood. 

 John 1:14—The Word became flesh. 

 Romans 1:3—He was “the seed of David according to the flesh.” 

 Hebrews 2:14—“He partook of flesh and blood. 

 1 John 4:2, 3—He is “Jesus Christ come in the flesh.” 

Note: As observed above, Christ’s blood had properties no different than that of any 
man. That it was “precious” (1 Pet 1:19) is not to be taken as an indication that it was 
constitutionally different in kind from ordinary human blood. Certainly, the idea that it 
is collected in a heavenly font and dispensed as a physical form of grace (a Romanist 
understanding) is to be rejected. Instead, the “shedding of blood” it to be taken as 
idiomatic of the whole atoning death of Christ, which is exceedingly precious to those 
for whom he died. The efficacy of the atonement is due not to unique properties in the 
blood itself, but to the unique person who died in substitution for the death of hell-
deserving sinners. 

3. He grew and developed both physically and intellectually. 

Luke 2:40, 52—He “grew and became strong…increased in stature.” 

Luke 2:52—He increased in wisdom and in favor with God and man. 

Note: Christ did not develop as God; however, as a human, Jesus experienced normal 
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growth in all areas. Even in the moral realm we may see progress—not from moral 
deficiency to moral virtue, of course, but from simple to complex ethical awareness 
and the successful implementation of his ethical suasions. 

Was not our Lord a little child, 
 Taught by degrees to pray, 
By father dear and mother mild, 
 Instructed day by day. 
    —Quoted in Strong, 625. 

Hebrews 5:8 (HCSB)—Though he was God’s Son, he learned obedience through what 
he suffered. 

4. He had a full range of human psychological features. 

Note: In this discussion I am using the older and more nuanced ideas of appetites, 
passions, and affections rather than the generic idea of “emotions,” used by modern 
psychologists, that tends to cause great confusion in theological discussion (see 
Thomas Dixon, From Passions to Emotions: The Creation of a Secular Psychological 
Category (Cambridge, 2003); also Ryan Martin, Understanding Affections in the 
Theology of Jonathan Edwards (T. & T. Clark, 2018). In terms if definition, 

• by appetites I mean those psychosomatic impulses directed toward the 
satiation of finite humanity’s needs and desires (e.g., hunger, thirst, the need 
to reproduce, etc.) 

• by passions I mean those impulses of the “lower soul” of non-omniscient 
beings in response to stimuli for which they are unprepared. 

• by affections I mean those cultured inclinations and eversions of the “upper 
soul” and will of personal beings to abstract concepts such as God, beauty, 
goodness, truth, and also their opposites. 

Asking whether God has “emotions” is a complex question with a range of answers. 
God does not have appetites because he is infinite. He does not have passions (i.e., he 
is impassible) because he is omniscient. He does, however, have affections whereby 
he is eternally inclined toward all that is good and disinclined to all that is not.  

The question under consideration here is whether Jesus Christ had these psychological 
features during his first advent. Note the following: 

a. As an ordinary human, Christ had human appetites. 

Matthew 4:2—After he had fasted forty days and forty nights, he became hungry. 

John 19:28—“I am thirsty.” 

Appetites are not evil of themselves; they are basic to human survival. Adam and 
Eve had appetites prior to the Fall and Satan used them as a circumstance for 
Temptation in the absence of a sin nature (the fruit was good for food and a means 
to wisdom, both human appetites). Unlike our parents, Christ perfectly controlled 
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his appetites, even in the face of extreme want (he had fasted 40 days); still, he 
had appetites that were normally unknown to God.  

Did Jesus have sexual appetites, and might he have married? 

There is no reason to believe that Jesus, as a man, lacked any of the appetites 
common to men. Based on historical evidence, we should assume that at all points 
Christ “had control over his own will, and made up his mind not to marry” (1 Cor 
7:37), probably so that he might carry out his mission without distraction, but he 
undoubtedly possessed all the natural appetites known to men.  

The question whether he might have married is more speculative. He did not 
marry and marriage would have significantly complicated his mission. But as a 
human, he certainly could have married, copulated, and even fathered children. 
These are activities of the human nature, and such a union would have resulted in 
ordinary human offspring, not “hybrid” (partly divine, partly human) children. 
Further, the participation of a sinful woman in producing such children would 
have resulted in children with a fallen human nature, in need of regeneration. But, 
as noted above, there is absolutely no reason to believe that this ever happened. 

b. Christ had human passions. In response to external stimuli, Christ… 

Þ was moved with compassion when he observed the harassment and 
helplessness of the crowds (Matt 9:36). 

Þ became both angry and sorrowful in the face of unbelief (Mark 3:5). 

Þ cried at the death of a friend and upon observing the despair of those near him 
(John 11:35). 

Þ experienced psychological agony as he contemplated the cross (Luke 22:44). 

 Since Jesus did not have all of the divine prerogatives available to him in his 
humanity, his human experience sometimes included unanticipated events, 
learned data, and disquiet about the future that resulted in spontaneous surges of 
feeling—feelings that even featured physical/glandular responses such as tears, 
sweat-drops of blood, trembling, and the like. At all points Christ controlled and 
directed these passions perfectly; still, he experienced passions in ways that God 
never could apart from incarnation. 

 As with the rest of the divine attributes, impassibility remained the property of 
God the Son. In terms of his deity, the omniscient Christ never knew surprise or 
other surges of feeling known only to learning beings. God is impassible because 
he is sovereign and omniscient. But in his human experience, Jesus expereinced 
passions. As with his appetites, his passions were always chaste and right, but 
they were true passions.  

c. He cultivated appropriate affections (i.e., inclinations toward what is good and 
beautiful and true, and aversions toward their opposites). 
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Þ He regularly prayed and worshiped, cultivating his religious affections. 

Þ He exhibited self-sacrificing love (John 15:13, etc.). 

Þ He shared his own joy, developed in the crucible of obedience and suffering, 
with his disciples (John 15:11). 

Þ He developed a close friendship with John (John 13:23) that he apparently did 
not share with the other apostles.  

5. He had the appearance of a human. 

Isaiah 53:2—He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his 
appearance that we should desire him. 

John 4:9—The woman at the well recognized Christ as a Jew, likely from his physical 
appearance. 

John 20:15—Even in his glorified body Mary thought that Jesus was a gardener. 

6. He possessed the limitations of humanity. 

John 4:6—He was wearied from his journey. 

Matthew 8:24—He had to sleep. 

Luke 22:43—He lacked physical strength in the garden. 

Mark 11:13—He looked in a tree for food. 

John 19:30—He suffered physically and then died. 

Question: Did Jesus Ever Get Sick? 

Jesus did not have a perfect, glorified body until after his resurrection. Part of Jesus’s 
kenosis included receiving an imperfect body, the product of the imperfect genes and 
chromosomes given him by an imperfect Mary. Undoubtedly Jesus took care of his 
body as well as his circumstances allowed (e.g., he did not engage in vices such as 
gluttony or drunkenness and probably maintained a level of personal fitness), so he 
may possibly have experienced fewer bouts of illness than the average human. 
However, he did get sick from time to time. It is important to remember that, while 
sickness is an inherited result of sin, it is not (necessarily) the result of individual, 
personal sin (cf. John 9:2–3).  

  7. Christ also possessed a fully human immaterial. 

   Mark 2:8—He knew “in his spirit” what his opponents were thinking. 

   John 11:33—Jesus was deeply moved in his [human] spirit. 

   Matthew 26:38—“My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death,” a state 
that left him in need of companionship (cf. Mark 14:34). 
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   Matthew 27:50—His death involved the dismissal of his spirit from his body (cf. Luke 
23:46; John 19:30). 

   Ephesians 4:9; 1 Peter 3:18–19—His localized (human) spirit “descended into hell” 
to complete aspects of his mission there.   

Question: If Jesus was wholly human, why did he not sin? 
 
Sin is not a necessary quality of humanity. It is not sinful to be human, and it is not 
intrinsically necessary for humans to sin. It is only humans in Adam who inherit a sin 
nature and share in his guilt (see the discussion under hamartiology, below). As the 
Second Adam (so 1 Cor 15:45), Christ was fully human as Adam was (i.e., in a state 
of unconfirmed holiness). As we shall see, Christ’s Temptation seems specifically 
intended to grant the second Adam the opportunity to pass the same test that Adam 
failed. As such, Christ was “tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin” (Heb 
4:15), that is, without a sin nature. This may seem to give Christ a great advantage, 
but as we shall see below, this is not the case.  

  
Conclusion: Jesus Christ was fully human in every respect. Any suggestion that he was 
physically, intellectually, or psychologically different from other people or that he had 
“advantages” that others lacked (i.e., shortcuts to intellectual development, repressed 
appetites, freedom from temptation, perfect health and fitness, or other “superhuman” 
qualities) is ill founded. He was at all points like we are, except that he was without a sin 
nature.  

 
VI. The Person of Christ—The Hypostatic Union 

See Samuel A. Dawson, “Is There a Contradiction in the Person of Christ? The Importance of the 
Dual-Nature and Dual Consciousness of Jesus Christ,” Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 9 (Fall 
2004): 161–81; also John Murray, “The Person of Christ,” Collected Writings, 2:132–41. 

 
The tension that exists with Christ being both God and man is profound. We see him leaving, 
but with the words, “I am with you always.” We hear him say that he knows “all that the 
Father is doing” (John 5:19–20), but also that he does not know the time that the Father has 
established for his return (Matt 24:36). Instances of this sort of paradox number in the scores. 
How may we explain them? 

The answer given here may not be fully satisfying. In the end, certain inscrutabilities about 
this union of God and man will persist (so Matt 11:27; 1 Tim 3:16). Nonetheless, it is a 
legitimate area of study with significant theological implications, and we ought to probe this 
doctrine so far as the Bible allows. Indeed, Paul specially singles out “knowing Christ” in 
this regard (Phil 3:8, 10; Col 2:2–3). 

Our primary guide in this matter is, of course, Scripture, but we also recognize the Second 
Council of Chalcedon (451) as an especially incisive summary of the biblical material on this 
topic. Summarized, Chalcedon instructs us to neither confound Christ’s two natures nor 
divide his singular person. More, however, may be said. 
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 A. Defining the Terms  

1. By nature we mean the complex of attributes that comprises the essence/substance 
(Gr. οὐσία), or form (µορφή) of a thing. It includes those qualities which makes 
something what it is—qualities without which it would cease to be that thing.  

E.g., a mammal has a backbone, produces milk, has hair/fur, and is warm-blooded. 
   a fish has scales, gills, and fins, and is cold-blooded. 
   a bird has a backbone, feathers, and wings, and reproduces by laying eggs. 
 
   Take any of these features away, and they are no longer fish, birds, or mammals. 

 
2. By person we mean an individual instantiation (ὑπόστασις) of a form/substance that 

is relational to other instantiations of that form/substance. The idea of personhood is 
restricted in Christian Theology, however, to forms with higher functions, such as 
reason, volition, affections, morality, and the like (see the discussion of personhood in 
the course notes for ST1). 

These terms find their primary appeal in discussions of Trinitarianism, where we find the 
orthodox affirmation that God exists as three persons (ὑπόστασις) sharing a common 
essence (οὐσία). In Christological discussions, we affirm that Jesus Christ consists of a 
single person (ὑπόστασις) commanding two disparate natures (οὐσία).  

 B. Relating the Terms to Jesus Christ   

  1. Christ had two natures—one divine and one human.  

   Philippians 2:6–7—[Christ Jesus], being in very nature (µορφή) God, did not consider 
equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the 
very nature (µορφή) of a servant, being made in human likeness. 

 
  2. Christ’s two natures, however, were commanded by the selfsame person. 

Romans 1:3–4—He was “made of the seed of David” (a reference to his assumption 
of a human nature), yet simultaneously “declared to be the Son of God” (a 
reference to his eternal divine nature). 

Romans 9:5—He is both “Christ according to the flesh” and “God over all.” 

The same person who says “I am” (John 8:58) also says “I thirst” (John 19:28). 

   1 Corinthians 2:8—They crucified (man) the Lord of Glory (God). 

 Note, Jesus never refers to himself in the plural. Jesus distinguished himself from 
other men (John 8:23), from God the Father (John 8:18), and from the Holy Spirit 
(John 16:7); but never from himself; that is, he never distinguished between the 
natures in his own person or attributed certain activities to just one of them. His one 
person had the experiences of both natures, but spoke seamlessly of those disparate 
experiences as his experience.  
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 B. The Union of the Two Natures of Christ 

  The person of Christ (sometimes called the theanthropic person) governs a union of the  
two natures of Christ, without admixture of those two natures, often referred to as the 
hypostatic union. Christ was “very God of very God and very man of very man,” fully 
and truly both forms simultaneously. 

  1. By means of the union, the natures are kept distinct. The hypostatic union does not 
manifest as a mixture or conflation, which would have resulted in a new and hybrid 
nature. Atonement depends upon Christ being simultaneously God and man; a 
mixture of the two would be of no value.  

2. By means of this union, human experiences could be had by the theanthropic person 
without passing over elements of his human essence to the divine. Likewise, certain 
divine powers could be exhibited in Christ’s human experience without imparting the 
whole corpus of God’s perfections to his humanity.  

 Thus, while Christ rarely speaks of his actions variously as “according to the flesh” or 
“according to the divine,” we are able to distinguish them as such. 

• While the one person of Christ may say, “I am with you always,” it would be 
incorrect to suggest that the human form of Jesus is present with us today, 
because in this case, he is speaking with respect to his divine form.  

• Oppositely, while the one person of Christ may say, “I thirst” or “I cannot” or 
“I know not,” it would be incorrect to speak of need, impotence, or ignorance 
within the divine form—because in these instances, Christ is speaking with 
respect to his human form. 

  Even when Christ seems to mix the two, we must not take this in an absolute sense: 

• When Jesus speaks of raising his body back to life (John 2:19–21), he is 
saying that by his divine power he intended to raise his human body. 

• When Paul speaks in 1 Corinthians 2:8 of the crucifixion of the Lord of Glory, 
we must understand this as the crucifixion of the human form of the person 
who also existed as the Lord of Glory (cf. also Acts 20:28). 

 3.  The seat of the one, indivisible person of Christ is in the Logos, or the Divine Nature. 
 

While the two natures of Christ are indissolubly united in the one indivisible person, 
there is a sense in which the divine nature or the Logos is “higher” than the human 
nature. Jesus is the God-man, not the man-God. In the incarnation the eternal second 
person of God took to himself an impersonal human nature. His personhood is 
fundamentally divine, and exercises control, at all points, over his humanity. In 
Shedd’s words,   

That the divinity and not the humanity is dominant and controlling in Christ’s person 
is proved by the fact that his acts of power were regulated by it. If the Logos so 
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determined, Jesus Christ was powerless; and if the Logos so determined, Jesus Christ was 
all-powerful. When the divine nature withdrew its support from the human, the latter was 
as helpless as it is in an ordinary human creature. And when the divine nature imparted 
its power, the human nature became “mighty in word and deed.” When the Logos so 
pleased, Jesus of Nazareth could no more be taken by human hands and nailed to the 
cross, than the eternal Trinity could be; and when the Logos so pleased, he could be 
arrested without any resistance, and be led like a lamb to the slaughter. This is taught 
repeatedly in the Gospels….  

 
Again, the knowledge of the God-man depended upon the divine nature for its 

amount, and this proves that the divinity is dominant in his person. The human mind of 
Jesus Christ stood in a somewhat similar relation to the Logos, that the mind of a prophet 
does to God. Though not the same in all respects, because the Logos and the human mind 
in the instance of Jesus Christ constitute one person, while the Holy Spirit and the 
inspired prophet are two persons, yet in respect to the point of dependence for 
knowledge, there is an exact similarity. As the prophet Isaiah could know no more of the 
secret things of God than it pleased the Holy Spirit to disclose to him, so the human mind 
of Christ could know no more of these same divine secrets than the illumination of the 
Logos made known. 
 

Because of the divine dominance in Christ’s theanthropic personhood, it is incorrect 
to designate to the human Jesus what is true only in Christ’s divinity (e.g., that “Jesus 
is omnipresent” [using his standard human appellative]). It is, however, notionally 
defensible to say with John Murray that “he may be designated in terms of deity when 
what is predicated is true only in virtue of his human nature” (“Person of Christ,” 
141). We could say, e.g., that “God died” or that “God was ignorant.” As such, what 
is logically impossible (i.e., that God is simultaneously both A and not-A, both mortal 
and immortal) is in a narrow sense theologically defensible—at least with appropriate 
qualification. But note the following: 

• When I say that “God died,” an important interpretive question is left open, 
viz., whether I am speaking of the whole divine nature (οὐσία) or of Christ’s 
divine person (ὑπόστασις). If the latter is intended, my statement that “God 
died” is a credible one: the singular person of Christ (which is fundamentally 
divine) experienced vulnerability to death through his human nature without 
inculpating his divine nature. If the former is intended, however, then the 
statement is emphatically wrong: The divine nature was not and by definition 
cannot ever be made mortal (or ignorant or impotent or localized or needy). 

• Added to this confusion is the fact that the proposal of vulnerability in God as 
οὐσία stands today as a principal error in a popular misunderstanding of the 
nature of Christ’s atonement (designated below the “incarnational solidarity” 
view of atonement, championed, among others, by Jürgen Moltmann). We 
should take extraordinary pains to avoid promoting this error unwittingly. 

Conclusion: Due to the need for extensive qualification and the threat of serious error 
with the use of the unqualified statement “God died,” it seems prudent to follow the 
lead of the Scriptures in avoiding this statement (even though it may be defended 
theologically), preferring instead the more theologically precise statement that “Christ 
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died” (using his commonly accepted theanthropic personal name) or perhaps the 
statement “God experienced death in his adopted humanity.” 

  4. The Hypostatic Union is permanent. 

   a. The hypostatic union survived Jesus’s passion. The divine person did not abandon 
Jesus on the cross, but at all points continued to supply his personhood. Even in death 
the divine person attended Jesus’s anthropological “parts,” accompanying his 
immaterial to Sheol/Hades and his body to the grave (explaining, perhaps, why his 
body “did not see decay”—Acts 2:31; 13:37).     

     The God-man existed between the crucifixion and the resurrection, notwithstanding 
the separation between the human soul and body, as truly as he did before or as he 
does this instant. And this because it was the immutable divinity and not the mutable 
humanity which constitutes the foundation of his personality (Shedd, 2:270). 

   b. The hypostatic union survives the reversal of Christ’s kenosis. 

Romans 9:5—Christ according to the flesh…is God over all, forever praised! 

Colossians 2:9—In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form. 

Hebrews 4:14–15—We have a great high priest who has ascended into heaven, 

Jesus the Son of God,…who is able to empathize with our weaknesses. 

Hebrews 7:24—Because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood. 

  5. The necessity of the Hypostatic Union may be seen in Christ’s whole mediatorial work. 

  John Owen, in his Death of Death in the Death of Christ, makes much of the fact that 
the work of the priest is larger than the offering of sacrifices. In fact, one might even 
argue that the sacrifices were a means to the greater end of communication and 
fellowship between God and men. 

  a. His Sacrificial Death 

   (1) The sacrifice had to involve one who is truly man. Only the death of a human 
could justly satisfy the wrath of God against capital crimes incurred by 
humanity. God requires a death of a being with the selfsame nature as the one 
whose sin is being atoned. 

Romans 5:12, 15, 19—Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, 
and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all 
sinned…[and] if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much 
more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, 
Jesus Christ, overflow to the many!... For just as through the disobedience of 
the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of 
the one man the many will be made righteous. 

1 Corinthians 15:20–21— For since death came through a man, the resurrection 
of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all 
will be made alive. 
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Hebrews 2:14, 17— Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in 
their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power 
of death—that is, the devil…. he had to be made like his brothers in every 
way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in 
service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. 

   (2) The sacrifice had to involve a one who was a righteous man. One who is 
himself a sinner cannot pay for the sins of others. 

    Hebrews 7:26–28— Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, 
blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. Unlike the 
other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for 
his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins 
once for all when he offered himself. For the law appoints as high priests men 
who are weak; but the oath, which came after the law, appointed the Son, who 
has been made perfect forever. 

    1 Peter 3:18—Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, 
to bring you to God. 

  (3) The sacrifice had to involve one who is truly God. Only by divine participation 
in the life of the sacrifice could that sacrifice have value for “the many.”  

 
 Isaiah 53:11–12—[By his unique experience], my righteous one shall justify 

many, for he shall bear their iniquities. Therefore I will grant him a portion 
with the great (cf. 52:13 with Phil 2:9—“he shall be lifted up and highly 
exalted”), and shall divide the spoil, because he poured out his soul unto 
death,…and bore the sins of the many. 

   John 3:16—God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that 
whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 

“It was necessary that the Redeemer of mankind should be both human and Divine. It 
was necessary that he be human if he was really to take man’s place and suffer and 
die, for Deity as such was not capable of that. And it was necessary that He should be 
Divine if His suffering and death were to have infinite value.”  
 

      —Boettner, Studies in Theology, 198–99 
   
  b. His Priestly Mediation 

   Job 9:32–35—Job needed a mediator who was both God and “mortal man” who 
could “lay his hand” on both parties and mediate between them. 

   Hebrews 2:17–18; 4:14–15—Christ’s continued experience in human form renders 
him a sympathetic and merciful High Priest. 

   John 5:27—His role as adjudicant is bestowed upon him because he remains a “son 
of man.”  

   1 Timothy 2:5—The only suitable mediator between God and man is the man Christ 
Jesus.   
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  c. His Facilitation of Eternal Fellowship 

   It would seem that God’s temporary, physical manifestations to Adam and Eve in 
the Garden were necessary to meaningful fellowship with material humanity, and 
anticipate the reconciliation necessary to the resumption of that fellowship in the 
eternal state (Rev 21:3). 

Question #1: Did Christ have one will or two wills?  

The question at issue here is whether volition (and consciousness) are functions of the 
person or of the nature. If the former, then Christ had one consciousness and one will. If 
the latter, then he had two consciousnesses and two wills. 

It seems best to suggest that since volition is a necessary part of a complete human 
immaterial, Christ must have had a truly human volition. Note the following, summarized 
from the material above:  

• Christ had a human mind (by which he learned and possessed incomplete 
knowledge) distinct from his divine mind (which is immutably omniscient) and  

• Christ had a comprehensive human emotional complex (consisting as appetites, 
passions, and affections) distinct from his divine emotional complex (consisting 
strictly as affections). 

It follows therefrom that 

• Christ must have had a human consciousness (whereby he could say, e.g., “I thirst” 
or “I am weary”) distinct from his divine consciousness (whereby he could say, e.g., 
“I must be about my Father’s business” or “I and the Father are One”), and that 

• Christ must have had a human volition (whereby he could say, e.g., “If it is possible, 
may this cup be taken from me,” expressing a normal human aversion to suffering 
and death) distinct from his divine volition (to which his human will always 
submitted, with the result that he always pursued, without internal conflict, the divine 
will in all his actions [Heb 10:7; Matt 26:39]). 

The “monothelite controversy” was settled by the Third Council of Constantinople (680), 
affirming that there were “two wills” and “two operations” in Christ, but that the human 
will deferred consistently to the divine. This decision, however, has not been universally 
accepted. For an opposing view (that while the function of volition is part of nature, 
instantiations of volition are seated in the person), see Strong, Systematic Theology, 694–
96. 

Question #2: Does the Hypostatic Union Render Christ Impeccable?  

The question of Christ’s peccability/impeccability (his ability/inability to sin) has not 
received a consistent answer in the history of the Church. To be orthodox one must agree 
that (1) like the first Adam, Christ did not have a sin nature and (2) that Christ did not 
sin. However, the question whether he could have sinned is debated.   

Many, arguing that sin is predicated of the volition (an aspect of nature, of which Christ 
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has two), affirm that Jesus was able to sin, or at a very minimum was able to sin prior to 
his Temptation and subsequent confirmation in holiness. These argue chiefly from the 
assumption that temptability demands peccability for its validity: if Christ could not have 
sinned, these argue, then it cannot be rightly said that he was tempted (so Heb 4:15) “in 
every way, just as we are” (so, e.g., Hodge, Erickson, and Grudem). These argue further 
that (1) Christ was tempted (Matt 4) in a way that God cannot be tempted (Jas 1:13), and 
thus, arguably, without the “safety net” of impeccability and (2) the logical argument that 
only a person truly vulnerable to sin can “sympathize with our weaknesses” (Heb 4:15).  

A historical majority have insisted that Jesus was impeccable, or unable to sin, arguing 
that since sin is predicated of persons and not of natures, that Christ, being fundamentally 
divine in his personhood and thus confirmed in holiness from all eternity, could never 
have sinned. Any sin committed by Jesus, even in his unaided humanity, would be 
chargeable to his divine person This is inconceivable and thus impossible. Just as God is 
holy and incapable of sin, so also the God-man is holy and incapable of sin (so e.g., 
Berkhof, McCune, Walvoord, and esp. Shedd). These argue that temptability does not 
require peccability, noting, e.g., that while an army might be invincible (incapable of 
conquest), this does not mean it is impervious to attack (so Shedd). Further, Christ is able 
to sympathize with us because of his temptation alone, in that his temptation was greater 
degree than ours (note McCune’s Oak Tree illustration). 

John Frame attempts a via media, arguing that (1) in terms of God’s sovereign decree, 
Jesus was incapable of sinning, (2) in terms of his humanity he was “physically and 
naturally capable of sinning,” and (3) in terms of his divinity was “morally incapable [of 
sinning], since he was perfectly holy” (821–22). In the latter two points Frame appears to 
borrow Edwards’s well-worn distinction between natural ability and moral inability (by 
which he oppositely describes fallen men as naturally capable of good, but morally 
incapable—see the discussion below in Anthropology). Frame summarizes,  

 As a man, and therefore as a divine human person, he could struggle mentally with 
Satan’s proposals, growing in his understanding of their nature and consequences, 
maturing in his ability to relate these to the will of his Father (Luke 2:40, 52). He 
understood, surely, how evil tempts a man, what pleasures, however fleeting are to be 
found in sin. Yet he saw all of these in their true perspective and rejected them (822). 

Frame’s argument is attractive, but since moral impeccability is the salient question here, 
his position should be viewed as an affirmation of impeccability. Clearly, Frame removes 
himself from Grudem’s suggestion that Jesus was “on his own” in the wilderness, 
parrying Satan’s temptations in the power of his necessarily unaided humanity. 

Conclusion: In the end, it is impossible that the singular person of Christ could be 
credited with sin, and since sins are predicated of persons and not of natures, it would 
have been impossible for the person to completely abandon his humanity in this regard. 
The doctrine of Christ’s impeccability is to be upheld.   

Conclusion on the Hypostatic Union of Christ: The historic formula from the Council of 
Chalcedon (451) is this: “The two natures are united in one person or hypostasis, without 
confusion, conversion, division or separation.” Which is to say, “We must neither divide 
the person nor confound the natures.”  
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VII. The Death of Christ—Atonement. 

Among others see esp. John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, Part 1. 

The death and resurrection of Christ are at the center of the Christian Gospel and together 
comprise the central event of the Christian Scriptures. 

A.  The Fact of the Death of Christ 

1.  It is anticipated in the OT sacrificial system. 

a. While not properly a prophecy of Christ’s death in terms of forward-looking 
revelation, the patterns of propitiation, expiation, and reconciliation revealed in 
the sacrificial system divulge the nature and character of God, the high cost of sin, 
and the inability of the animal sacrifices to accomplish in the universal theater 
what they were able to accomplish in the theocratic theater (Heb 10:1ff).  

b. The sacrifices should not be regarded as a means of salvation in any sense (even a 
temporary one), but rather as system of crime and punishment for the theocratic 
community. By the sacrifices one might be properly and truly (albeit temporarily) 
reconciled to the covenant community, but by no means fitted for the next life. 
This would have been made painfully obvious by the inability to the sacrifices to 
gain access to the Most Holy Place. For this reason, the sacrifices may have left 
OT saints aware and desirous of a “lamb of God” who could “take away the sins 
of the world” (John 1:29). 

c. In retrospect, the sacrifices serve properly as an analogy not only for the first-
century observers of the events of the Gospels, but also for all of us who read 
about them after the fact, of the nature of Christ’s atonement. 

2.  It was prophesied by the OT prophets. 

a.  The seed of the woman—Genesis 3:15 

b.  The suffering servant—Isaiah 52:13–53:12 

c. The cut-off Messiah—Daniel 9:24–26 

d.  The smitten shepherd—Zechariah 13:7 

Others point to so-called “Messianic” Psalms that speak in detail to the suffering and 
even death of the referent (e.g., Pss 22 and 69). It is probably best to see these as 
laments with which the Messianic sufferer related analogically (as have saints in 
every age since their composition) rather than as typological or prophetic materials 
(see my “Neither Forsaken nor Estranged from God”). The same may be said of a 
great many other historical events to which Christ appealed in announcements of his 
death (e.g., the Passover lamb and the brazen serpent).  

3.  It was announced by John the Baptist—John 1:29 

4.  It was predicted by Christ himself. 
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For the first two years or so of Jesus’ ministry he stressed the Kingdom of God and 
the need to prepare for that great era (Mark 1:14–15). The emphasis of his ministry 
then was not so much on his death as on his role in the Kingdom. However, there are 
allusions to the cross (John 2:18–22; 3:14–15; 6:51–56). It was at Casearea Philippi 
that he first began openly or plainly to teach and proclaim his death (Matt 16:21 and 
esp. Mark 8:32). Since the rejection of the Kingdom by Israel and its postponement 
were by this point inevitable (so the unpardonable sin incident of Matthew 12, 
together with the Kingdom parables delivered in chap. 13), so Jesus began to prepare 
his followers for his death and absence. 

Question: Had Israel accepted Christ’s kingship, would his death still have occurred?  

Answer: In terms of divine sovereignty, the events of the Gospels were eternally 
destined to unfold as they did, so the question in one sense is moot. It makes for an 
interesting “What if?” scenario, but the outworking of history was never in doubt. 

In terms of the dispensational program, it would seem that for Christ’s kingdom offer 
to be valid, there must have been a hypothetical way in which the kingdom might, 
counterfactually, have been realized in the first century.  

In terms of God’s redemptive plan, however, the success of the kingdom offer does 
not change the need for and terms of salvation. Salvation in every era is necessarily 
by grace alone, through faith alone, in God’s revealed promises alone, which are 
fulfilled in Jesus Christ alone. Obviously, had the Jews accepted their Messiah, the 
details of Christ’s death might hypothetically have been different, but his death most 
assuredly would have occurred. 

5.  It was proclaimed by the Apostles. 

   Acts 2:23—Peter at Pentecost 

   1 Corinthians 15:3—For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: 
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures  

  6.  Is will be commemorated throughout eternity. 

   Revelation 5:8–10—It is the song of the saints and angels.   

   Revelation 21–22—Christ is referred to as “Lamb” six times, even after the 
consummation of all things. 

B.  The Necessity of the Death of Christ 

  In the Gospel accounts, Christ expressed a compelling need to go to the cross, beginning 
in Caesarea Philippi to “explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 
many things…and that he must be killed” (Matt 16:21; cf. Mark 8:31; Luke 9:22). This 
need was a voluntary and self-imposed one—he was determined to take this path “of his 
own initiative” (John 10:14–18; cf. Eph 5:2). The question under consideration in this 
section is why his death was necessary.  
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1. Inadequate Reasons for the Death of Christ 

a. Christ did not need to die simply because it is the fate of all men. Christ expresses 
a pressing need to die a death that is both impending and intentional. 

   b. Christ did not need to die in order to learn about humanity what as God he could 
not know, and thus to better understand and meet their needs. 

   c. Christ did not need to die in order to incite his followers, by his martyrdom, to 
rise up and effect victory over the dark forces then existing in culture and society 
and thus pave the way for the Kingdom of God. 

  2. Incidental Reasons for the Death of Christ 

   a. Christ needed to die in order to fulfill his (i.e., God’s) own eternal purpose. 

John 12:27—“Shall I say, ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it was for this 
very reason I came to this hour.” 

Revelation 13:8—Christ was “the Lamb slain from the creation of the world” (cf. 
1 Pet 1:19–21). 

 b. He died to be obedient to the will of God the Father. 

Matthew 26:38–39, 42, 44—“May your will be done.” 

Hebrews 10: 5–7—“I have come to do your will, O God.” 

 c.  He died to fulfill prophecy. 

Matthew 26:52–54—“The Scriptures say it must happen in this way.” 

Luke 24:44–46—“Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the 
Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms…. This is what is written: The 
Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day.” 

  3. Theological Reasons for the Death of Christ 

   a. Two Options 

    (1) The Hypothetical Necessity View of atonement (held famously by Hugo 
Grotius, but also by many Pelagians, Remonstrants, and Arminians) argues 
that God could have used means other than the death of Christ to effect our 
salvation, but chose this method because it was a very stark way to illustrate 
how God’s “government” works. Christ’s unjust death produces in us both a 
regret (that we are of the same kind as those who perpetrated the injustices 
that resulted in Christ’s death) and a resolve to take the steps necessary to 
change ourselves and thus migrate to the right side of the divine government. 
In reply to this idea we note that…  

     Hebrews 9:22—Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness. 
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    (2)  The Consequent Absolute Necessity View of atonement argues that once God 
in grace made the voluntary decision to save mankind, the death of Christ was 
(consequently) the singular and thus the necessary means of realizing the 
divine intention. This necessity is due not to a government that exists outside 
of God, but rather to the perfections of God’s own nature. 

     Hebrews 2:17—He had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order 
that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, 
and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. 

   b. Theological Factors that Rendered Christ’s Death Necessary    

    (1) The holiness of God demanded it. 

  Exodus 34:7—God does not leave the guilty unpunished. 

  Hebrews 2:2—Every violation and disobedience receives its just punishment. 

    (2) The nature of the sin demanded it. 

Romans 1:32—Those who do such things deserve death.  

    (3) The morphe of the sinner demanded it: Christ could only save what he 
became. 

     Hebrews 2:14–17—Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in 
their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the 
power of death—that is, the devil— and free those who all their lives were 
held in sla-very by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, 
but Abraham’s descendants. For this reason he had to be made like his 
brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and 
faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement 
for the sins of the people. 

    (4) The substance of the divine law demanded it. 

 Roman 1:32— God’s righteous decree [is] that those who do such things 
deserve death. 

 John 3:14–15—“The Son of Man must be lifted up, so that everyone who 
believes in him may have eternal life.” 

  Galatians 3:21, 10, 13—If a law had been given that could impart life, then 
righteousness would certainly have come by the law…. [However], all 
who rely on observing the law are under a curse…. [Therefore], Christ 
redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us. 

 See Hebrews 9:9–14; 22–28 for further explanation. The OT sacrifices are 
patterned after the eternal pattern that is established in heaven as God’s rule 
for the ages and “not part of the creation” (v. 11, cf. v. 24).  
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Question: Isn’t this approach to atonement rather bloodthirsty and savage—an 
instance of divine child abuse? 

This question, posed by many moderns who imagine themselves to have a more 
enlightened ethic that God himself, may be answered in a twofold manner: 

• Firstly, as we have observed above, this is no arbitrary system of justice 
that God implements capriciously. It is an extension of his own nature and 
character. As such, any complaint about God’s system of justice/ethics is a 
complaint about his very person and essence.  

• Secondly, such a reply reflects a very low view of the Creator, of justice, 
and consequently of sin; and a rather high view of the creature and his 
assumed value—so high, in fact, that it rather brazenly suggests that the 
standards fabricated by the creature may rival and replace God’s. This is 
the height of creaturely arrogance and the very essence of idolatry, the 
seminal sin of mankind. 

It is true that due to the twists of depravity mankind eventually imagine evil to be 
good, and good to be evil (Isa 5:20), but this is hardly an argument for injustice in 
God. In reply, God might well say, as he did in a similar context, “Is God unjust? 
Not at all!.... Who are you, O man, to talk back to God?” (Rom 9:14, 19). 

C.  The Nature of the Death of Christ 

  1.  The Three Senses of Death and the Death of Christ 

   a. Death in Scripture carries with it the basic idea of separation. There are basically 
three senses of death in Scripture; all involve separation of a sort and all are the 
result of sin. 

    (1) Physical Death—the dissolution of the bond between the immaterial and 
material aspects of humanity (Jas 2:26).  

    (2) Spiritual Death—the “separation from the life of God” endured by the 
unregenerate, which manifests in insensitivity and hostility toward God and 
the need for new birth (Eph 2:1–5; 4:18).  

    (3) The Second Death—the permanent withdrawal of all of God’s graces from the 
unregenerate person, in the Lake of Fire, rendering him beyond hope of 
reconciliation with God (Rev 20:6, 14; 21:8). 

   b. The Meaning of Christ’s Death 

    (1) That Christ died physically cannot be credibly disputed. After Christ “gave up 
his spirit” (John 19:30), his body was removed to a tomb where it awaited 
reintegration with his spirit three days later. 

    (2) The question of Christ’s spiritual death is more sharply debated. It seems that 
the normal definition of spiritual death, applied strictly to the unregenerate, 
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does not apply to Christ. He was neither insensitive nor hostile toward the 
Father, but rather obedient to the point of death (Phil 2:8; cf. Luke 23:46). 
Because of this fact, many seek alternate definitions of spiritual death, 
preserving the idea of separation but little else. Note the following: 

(a) Some define Christ’s spiritual “death” as a dismissal from the Trinity and 
with it the loss of his aseity (i.e., separation from the life of God). This 
idea not only (1) redefines “separation from the life of God” away from 
the meaning in Ephesians 4 but (2) is also destructive, as we have seen, of 
both atonement and of God himself. God is eternally and immutably both 
Triune and a se, and any suggestion that he ceased to be in time what he 
essentially always has been must be rejected summarily. 

(b) Some define Christ’s spiritual “death” as a separation of the divine and 
human natures on the cross (Nestorianism) such that only the human Jesus 
died apart from the life of God. But such a separation would also put an 
end to the value of his sufferings, removing God’s sustaining life just 
when Christ needed it the most.  

(c) Some define Christ’s spiritual “death” as a filial breach of “fellowship,” a 
withdrawal of divine love, or an inter-Trinitarian estrangement, borrowing 
from Christ’s citation of Psalm 22:1 in Matthew 27:46: “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” As such, the Father “turned his face 
away” from Christ in contempt, thus in some sense separating Christ, on 
the cross, from the relationship he ordinarily shared with his Father. This 
understanding suffers from several tensions: 

• The Father is explicitly described by John as delighting in Christ in his 
death (John 10:17). 

• The withdrawal of divine love is effectively the denial of the divine 
perichoresis or as Shedd puts it, the “inbeing of God,” whereby the 
attributes of God are in eternal circulation within the Triune God. 
Deny this, and you are effectively back at the error of point (a), above. 

• The “forsaking” of God, if the whole of Psalm 22 is invoked, is one of 
appearance only. Just as it seemed to David that he was forsaken, but 
was not (v. 24), so also it seemed to Christ that he was forsaken, but 
was not.  

     (d) A more promising suggestion is that Christ’s spiritual “death” is only in 
the “judicial” realm. That is, God regarded Christ, dispassionately, as 
guilty of humanity’s sin and poured out his just wrath upon him (so 
Walvoord, McCune). That God did these things must be affirmed. Two 
factors, however, strain the credibility of describing the Father’s action as 
effecting spiritual death: 

• This definition of “spiritual death” is unique to Christ and is thus of no 
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value in serving vicariously for unregenerate man’s condition of 
spiritual death, which is different in kind. 

• The idea of “judicial death” is paradoxical. Death is an act that is both 
experienced and intensely felt (note the anguish of Christ’s cry). The 
idea of death as strictly judicial not only defies reality, but also makes 
nonsense of the experimental death that Christ endured. 

     Conclusion: Jesus Christ did not experience spiritual death in the sense that 
humans experienced it. The only way to predicate spiritual death of Christ is 
to equivocate on the very meaning of “spiritual death,” rendering his 
experience substantively different from man’s and thus without vicarious 
value. Further, every proposed nuance of spiritual death in Christ is 
theologically suspect and to be rejected. 

Question: If Jesus did not die as God, then how may it be said (as cited 
above in Boettner), that Christ’s deity gives his death infinite value? 

Paul’s statement that “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself” 
(1 Cor 5:19) is sometimes cited as proof that the death of God as God in 
Christ supplies infinite, divine substance to atonement, allowing that death to 
stand expansively for “the world,” for “the many,” or for “all”: the death of 
the divine, being infinite, made Christ’s a death of infinite value. Roger 
Nicole reflects this understanding:  

       It is freely granted by all parties to the controversy, and specifically by the 
Reformed, that the death of our Lord, by virtue of His divine nature, is of 
infinite worth and therefore amply sufficient to redeem all mankind, all 
angels and the whole world, even a thousand worlds besides, if He had so 
intended” (“The Case for Definite Atonement,” BETS 10, 199). 

This understanding is incorrect. Instead, it is the living God in Christ who 
rendered Christ a perfect human sacrifice—free from the taint of original sin, 
able to fully keep the law, able to overcome the power of death, etc. 
1 Corinthians 5:19 should instead be read in view of a clearer parallel, 
Colossians 1:22, in which Paul indicates that “[God] reconciled you through 
Christ’s physical body through death to present you [pl.] holy in his sight.”  

Why Christ’s single human death can stand expansively for “the world” is no 
more due to God’s infinitude than Adam’s single human death, which 
inculpates “all men” (Rom 5:12–19), is due to his infinitude. Rather, Adam’s 
death and Christ’s death have expansive reach because God’s contractual 
arrangement in eternity past rendered it so (see, e.g., Tom Nettles, By His 
Grace and For His Glory, esp. pp. 305ff, for a more consistently Reformed 
view of atonement).  

    (3) The idea that Christ suffered beyond the cross in hell as a manifestation of 
further punishment (the second death?), is also to be rejected. When Jesus 
said, “It is finished,” he announced the absolute completion of atonement. 
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There was no need for him to temporarily and vicariously experience the 
torments of “Upper Sheol” (much less the Lake of Fire) for the world in order 
to complete his work. 

     It is conceded (with the ancient creeds and against Grudem), that Christ did, in 
fact, “descend into hell,” but not, as some suppose, for the purpose of 
completing his vicarious atonement for sin. Note the following: 

• Acts 2:27—“You will not abandon my soul to Hades.” [NASB] 

Explanation: While some see the reference to Hades as generally 
emblematic of the death experience (i.e., “you won’t let me stay dead”), a 
plainer reading is that Christ’s soul actually went to Hades when he died 
and returned therefrom when he arose. 

• Eph 4:8–9—Therefore it says, “When he ascended on high, he led 
captive a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men.” (Now this 
expression, “he ascended,” what does it mean except that he also had 
descended into the lower parts of the earth?)” [NASB] 

Explanation: The meaning of this verse is contested. Some suggest that 
the descent is to earth and the ascent back to heaven, and refers to 
Christ’s first advent. This is possible. However, the phrase in question (τὰ 
κατώτερα µέρη τῆς γῆς) seems too specific to refer merely to Christ’s 
incarnation. Instead, following the intertestamental use of this phrase 
(Tob 13:2) and also secular Greek usage, it seems best to accept the 
nearly unanimous understanding of the Church Fathers in seeing this as a 
reference to Christ’s descent into the Netherworld. 

• 1 Peter 3:18–20—In [the spirit] also he went and made proclamation 
to the spirits now in prison, who once were disobedient…in the days 
of Noah. [NASB] 

Explanation: The meaning of this text is also disputed. Some see this as 
a spiritual/typological/vicarious announcement by Christ through Noah to 
the disobedient humanity in Noah’s day. A simpler understanding, 
however, is that, during the sojourn of Christ’s immaterial spirit in Hades 
between his death and Resurrection, he announced the doom of the 
damned incarcerated there.   

     Theological Summary: When Jesus “dismissed” his localized human 
immaterial, it necessarily went somewhere: his soul did not remain with his 
body in the grave; nor, we discover in John 20:17, did it ascend immediately 
to the Father. Instead, the verses above suggest that Christ went, as did the 
saints of every dispensation prior to our own, to Sheol/Hades. There he 
(1) condemned the faithless, removing all hope of release and (2) released the 
saints of prior ages, upon his resurrection, to enjoy everlasting bliss in the 
presence of God (observable, perhaps in the strange event described in Matt 
27:52–53). After this event, the outlook of the faithful dying is described in 
confident terms as being immediately present with the Lord (2 Cor 5:8).  
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D.  The Meaning of the Death of Christ—Atonement  

 For a helpful summary, see Paul R. Eddy and James Beilby’s “Introduction” in their 
edited work, The Nature of the Atonement. 

 That Christ’s atoning life and death accomplished more than one thing is conceded. It is 
for this reason that Joel Green defends a “Kaleidoscopic” view of atonement in the afore-
mentioned volume. However, the idea of atonement must be seen as having a primary 
purpose, discoverable in the biblical terms used of it and seen in the emphases of the 
whole biblical record. Note the following: 

1. Three Proposed Foci for Atonement  

 a. Satanward Theories of Atonement 

The early church saw the atonement primarily as a matter of cosmic conflict 
between God and Satan, and of good over evil, which God “wins” at the cross. 
This seminal victory holds promise, in turn, of ultimate victory over the powers of 
tyranny and oppression now in the ascendancy on earth. There are two (related) 
expressions of this approach: 

   (1) The Ransom view of atonement sees Christ’s death as the payment of a 
ransom price to Satan to purchase back the souls of men that Satan “owns” as 
a result of the Fall. Specifically, God offers Satan a clever trade of his Son’s 
life in exchange for the souls of men, a trade that Satan is eager to make. By a 
bit of trickery known only to God, however, Christ’s perfections make his 
death impermanent (for a narrative expression of this event see C. S. Lewis’s 
The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe). This view suffers crippling features 
such as (1) inattention to divine justice, (2) a faulty view of Satan as equal in 
power with God, and (3) divine deception. To these we add that this view 
makes unnecessary and capricious all the vast biblical detail about atonement 
in both testaments. 

  (2) The Christus Victor view of atonement (see esp. Gustav Aulén), a view 
popular today in various “liberation” theologies common among repressed 
people groups, sees Christ’s atonement as the decisive triumph of God over 
Satan and good over evil, a victory that gives us hope of triumph and relief 
both in this life and in the hereafter. While it is true that Christ’s atoning work 
accomplishes ultimate victory over all varieties of evil, the Christus Victor 
approach (1) is much too optimistic about victory in the present age and (2) 
fails to capture the ethical basis necessary to the victory still to come. 

 b. Manward (Subjective) Theories of Atonement 

  More common today are theories of atonement that address the temporal 
shortcomings of humanity in the world today. Christ’s death, in this class of 
atonement theories, is primarily exemplary in nature, encouraging people to 
become more ethically and morally self-aware, and more sensitive to social 
injustices. There are at least two expressions of this approach as well: 



 58 

 (1) The Moral Influence view of atonement sets forth Jesus as the perfect model 
of conduct in life and death, a model that should influence us to live in a more 
godly manner. This is the standard liberal view, and one made popular in 
Charles Sheldon’s book In His Steps: Or, What Would Jesus Do? This view 
(1) totally ignores all issues of divine justice and (2) renders the atonement an 
exercise in promoting moralistic therapeutic deism—usually (3) according to 
non-foundational standards of morality .  

  (2) The Incarnational Solidarity view of atonement is a postmodern updating of 
the Moral Influence View. It sees God as shifting from a punitive to an 
empathetic approach to reconciliation. By living, suffering, and dying among 
fallen people, God is able finally to understand them and to work effectively 
to help them. God’s mission evolves (and with it the church’s) from one of 
warning people about violent punishment for immoral people (an outdated, OT 
approach) to empathizing with and championing the cause of oppressed 
people. This approach is without doubt the leading view today among young 
Western Christians, and increasingly, among evangelical Christians. Major 
figures include Jürgen Moltmann and more recently Tony Jones. While this 
view correctly identifies Christ’s atoning work as the eventual source of true 
justice, it (1) abandons biblical definitions of justice and (2) recasts justice 
according to non-foundational standards of morality, now, it seems (3) with an 
ironic antipathy toward Christianity, at least as it has been historically 
practiced. 

 c. Godward (Objective) Views of Atonement 

  The last and most fruitful classification of atonement theories sees atonement as 
objectively addressing some defect in the human condition brought about by their 
sinful violation of God’s inviolable order. The expressions of this class of 
theories, however, are not of a kind. Note the following: 

  (1) The Governmental view of atonement recognizes that human sin has extreme 
consequences in God’s moral order—consequences that wreak havoc upon 
society. God is able merely to forgive sin, but this would not help society. 
Instead, God ordered Christ to demonstrate for mankind the extreme results of 
sin in God’s holy, moral order (hence the description governmental) and thus 
to convince man to reform himself. This is the standard Pelagian View and is 
held as well by many Arminians. Its primary error is in underestimating the 
extent of depravity: there is no need in this view for punitive satisfaction or 
substitution, because people are innately capable of reforming themselves.  

  (2) The Satisfaction (Only) view of atonement (Anselm) holds that Christ died to 
remedy the insult made by the kingdom of men against God their King. His 
death was not, however, personally substitutionary. Instead, Christ, by dying 
to satisfy God’s wrath against sins he had not personally committed, received 
a vast amount of merit for which he had no need. As a result, Christ is now 
able to bestow merit as he wills upon those who please him. This is the 
majority Roman Catholic view today. This approach to atonement actually 
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saves no one; instead, it accumulates the merit necessary to save as many as 
the church (the vicar of Christ) endorses. 

  (3) The Penal Substitutionary view of atonement holds that Christ died to expiate 
the guilt incurred by human sinners by his vicarious satisfaction of the penal 
consequences of sin rendered necessary by God’s holy nature.  

   (a) Satisfaction: This is the death of Christ as the discharge of a debt, claim, 
or penalty levied in accordance with a legal standard. 

 Romans 3:25–26—God displayed [Christ] publicly as a propitiation in his 
blood through faith. This was to demonstrate his righteousness,…so 
that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 

• The holiness of God supplies a constitutional standard to which all must 
conform. 

• The righteousness of God requires that he conform perfectly to his own 
constitutional standards. 

• The justice of God demands the perfect administration of his own 
righteous standard throughout his whole universe, both retribituvely 
(Rom 1:32; Heb 2:2; 2 Thess 1:6; Deut 21:22; etc.). 

Christ’s debt was not only a pecuniary satisfaction in the realm of debt 
and things (a commercial transaction, the payment of a fine, etc., which 
may be impersonally provided), but also a penal satisfaction in the realm 
of crime and persons. Christ not only paid our debt in full, he also made 
atonement for penalties due in our very persons (suffering, death, etc., 
which must be personally accomplished). 

 In order to accomplish this satisfaction, he not only needed to have 
incurred no penalty of his own (pecuniary or penal); he also needed to 
supply a payment greater than or equal to what was due from all for whom 
he functioned as a satisfaction. 

 NOTE: Unlike every other view of atonement, the penal substitutionary 
recognizes the importance of the details of atonement. The atonement 
could have occurred no way other than how it occurred in history.  

(b) Substitution: This is the death of Christ in the place of sinners; also called 
vicarious atonement.  

  Seen in the symbolic transfer of guilt in the OT sacrifices (Lev 1:4; 3:2, 8, 12; 
4:4; 16:21–22; etc.) 

  Seen in the Isaianic Suffering Servant (Isaiah 53): 

Verse 5: He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our 
iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and 
by his wounds we are healed. 

Verse 6: The LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 
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  Verse 8: For the transgression of my people he was stricken. 
  Verses 11, 12: He bore the sin of many (2x) 

 2 Corinthians 5:21—God made him who had no sin to be sin for us. 

 Galatians 3:13—Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a 
curse for us. 

 1 Peter 2:24—He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we 
might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been 
healed. 

 Note also the many texts in which Christ’s life/blood/self is given “for” 
(ὑπέρ) us and “on behalf of” (ἀντί) us (Matt 20:28; Mark 10:45; 14:24; John 
6:51; 10:11, 15; Rom 5:6; 14:15; 2 Cor 5:14–15; Gal 1:4; 2:20; 1 Tim 2:6; 
Heb 2:9; 1 Pet 2:21; 3:18; etc.). 

 NOTE: That Christ “became” sin for us (2 Cor 5:21) is not to suggest that 
he became a writhing, odious mass of sin on the cross, as some suggest. 
He did not experience our sin, nor could he have. Instead, the substitution 
was legal—he incurred the guilt (i.e., the legal liability to punishment) that 
was ours due to sin, but was not corrupted by the sin itself (cf. Phlm 18, 19, 
where Paul assumed the liability/consequences of Onesimus’s sin, but did 
not share in his depravity). In no sense are we to see Christ’s actions as the 
assumption of “race depravity” (so Strong, 754–61), whereby he became 
complicit in the sins of those with whom he shared solidarity—an idea that 
has become popular in discussions esp. of racial reconciliation today. 

  2. Categories of the Atonement (Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 24–50) 

a. Guilt is met with sacrificial Expiation. 

Isaiah 53:10—The Lord makes his life a guilt offering. 

John 1:29—Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 

    Hebrews 9:26—[Christ] has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away 
with sin by the sacrifice of himself. 

(1) Guilt, as defined above, is legal liability to punishment. The punishment for 
offending God is life: sin disqualifies a person morally from living (Rom 1:32; 
6:23). The only other alternative to individual death of infinite duration is the 
perfect, sinless, vicarious sacrifice of another human life. 

(2) The idea of Expiation is a matter of some debate. The idea derives from the 
Hebrew term רַפָּכ  (kaphar). Commonly thought to be derived from an Arabic 
root, kaphara, which means to “cover” (so Payne), it is often understood that 
the OT sacrifices merely “covered up” guilt until Christ. However, the term 
enjoys a much richer meaning when seen in its proper sense as derived from 
the Aramaic/Akkadian root ka-pa-ru, which means to “wipe off,” “blot out,” 



 61 

or “expiate” (so HALOT et al). Reflected here are ideas such as…  

• purging ( רעב ) guilt (so Deut 21:7–9 cf. 13:5; 17:7);  
• purifying ( אטח —lit. to “un-sin” or undo the sin) the one offering the 

sacrifice (so Ps 51:7, cf. Jer 18:23, where the same verb is translated 
“blot out”), with the result that the offerer was made “clean” ( רֵהָט ) and 
“washed whiter than snow” (exoneration from all guilt). 

• taking away ( רוס ) iniquity (so Isa 6:7, where the term is used in 
synonymous parallel with רַפָּכ ).  

• removing ( קַחָר ) sin as far as the east is from the west (Ps 103:12) and 
casting it into the depths o of the sea” (Mic 7:19). 

• lifting away or clearing ( אָׂשָנ ) guilt (so Lev 10:17, where the term is 
used in synonymous parallel with רַפָּכ )  

• blotting out ( הָחָמ ) transgressions…and remembering their sins no more 
(Isa 43:25). 

     This understanding (almost certainly the correct one in view of the testimony 
of Scripture and the anachronism of the Arabic cognate) offers a much more 
robust picture of the sacrifice of Christ for which the OT sacrifices serve as a 
pattern. The sacrifice of Christ actually and fully expiated the guilt of those for 
which he died. 

Question: How may the OT sacrifices be regarded as truly expiatory (as 
clearly taught above) if “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to 
take away sins” (Heb 7:19; 9:9; 10:1–4, 11)? (see esp. John Whitcomb, 
“Christ’s Atonement & Animal Sacrifices in Israel,” GTJ 6 [1985]” 201–17). 

It is commonly suggested that the OT sacrifices had merely transitory or 
symbolic value for the offerer. They could do nothing for the OT saint except to 
increase his frustration and point him to Christ, who is typified in the sacrifices. 
The alternative, it would seem, is to argue for two ways of salvation (works and 
sacrifices in the OT; grace and faith in the NT). Neither approach will do.  

The texts above flatly state that OT sacrifices made atonement: they (1) actually 
removed guilt from the offerer, (2) actually satisfied the temporal wrath incurred 
in the eyes of the Law, (3) actually paid the pecuniary debts incurred under the 
Law (except in cases where no payment price was possible) and (4) actually 
made possible peaceful and joyful participation in the covenant community (as 
seen most poignantly in the fellowship meal). These benefits NOT, however, 
redemptive, but rather theocratic. As Whitcomb puts it, they were “temporal, 
finite, external, and legal—not eternal, infinite, internal, and soteriological. 
Nevertheless what happened was personally and immediately significant, not 
simply symbolic and/or prophetic” (209). But they did absolutely nothing to 
make one right with God in a redemptive sense—this required a sacrifice after the 
pattern of the animal sacrifices (e.g., innocent, bloody, perfect, vicarious, penal, 
and expiatory), but requiring a subject greater in kind: our Lord Christ. 
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A host of errors are avoided by a correct understanding of the OT sacrifices: 

• It successfully avoids the problem of “two ways of salvation.” The OT 
sacrifices were not about salvation before God, but about paying one’s 
debt to society and reconciliation within the theocratic community. 

• Oppositely, it avoids the reduction of the offering of sacrifice to a mere 
symbol or rote exercise. Sacrifice always expiates. The real question is 
what the respective sacrifices expiate. 

• It renders Christ’s sacrifice an actual, penal accomplishment and not a 
merely pecuniary provision. That is to say, he did not supply a potential 
salvation on the cross, but secured an actual one—it made necessary all 
that it intended “by the work worked.” There are properly no additional 
means of salvation, only instruments thereto.  

   b. Bondage is met with Redemption or Ransom. 

 Matthew 20:28—The Son of Man [came]…to give his life as a ransom for many. 

 Ephesians 1:7—“In him we have redemption through his blood.” 

(1) To redeem means to buy out of slavery by the payment of a ransom price; to 
release by payment that which has been lost. It is a deliverance at great cost. 
Apart from the payment of the life of Christ all men live in bondage: 

• to the Law (OT) (Gal 3:10, 13; Gal 4:4–5). 

• to sin (John 8:34; Gal 3:22; Titus 2:14; 3:3; 1 Pet 1:18). 

• to an inability to do any good thing (Ps 14:1, 3; 53:1–3; Rom 3:12; 8:7–8) 

    (2) Again, the vocabulary set is a rich one: 

     Job 19:25—I know that my Redeemer ( לַאָּג ) lives. 

     Job 33:24— Spare him from going down to the pit; for I have found a ransom 
( רֶֹפּכ ) for him. 

     Psalm 130:8—He will redeem ( הָדָּפ ) Israel from all their iniquities. 

 Mark 10:45—Christ came to “give his life a ransom (λύτρον) for many.” 

 Acts 20:28—The Lord…bought (περιποιέω) the church with his own blood. 

 1 Corinthians 1:30—Christ is become for us…our redemption (ἀπολύτρωσις). 

 1 Timothy 2:6—He gave himself as a ransom (ἀντίλυτρον) for all men. 

 Hebrews 9:12—By his own blood…he obtained eternal redemption (λύτρωσις). 

 1 Peter 1:18–19—It was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you 
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were redeemed (λυτρόω) from the empty way of life handed down to you 
from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without 
blemish or defect. 

 Revelation 5:9— with your blood you purchased (ἀγοράζω) men for God from 
every tribe and language and people and nation (so 1 Cor 6:20; 7:23; 2 Pet 
2:1). 

Question: To whom was the ransom price paid? 
 
We have noted above that one of the most widely held views of atonement in the 
early church was that Christ died as a payment to Satan to purchase back the souls 
of men that Satan “owns” as a result of the Fall. In this model Satan is the 
recipient of Christ’s ransom payment. However, this state of affairs seems quite 
troubling. Satan is not an independent interlocutor much less an equal of God, and 
his power, while great, does not extend to the “ownership” of the unregenerate. 
Certainly, he is in no position to make demands of God or to accumulate wealth at 
God’s expense.  
 
It is probable that the use of ransom terminology simply points metaphorically to 
the great cost of freeing men from their obligation to die. It wasn’t paid to anyone, 
per se, though it might be said that since the Father accepts Christ’s sacrifice as a 
“sweet-smelling aroma” (Eph 5:2), he is the recipient. The biblical emphasis, 
however, is on the staggering price of our redemption.  

 
c. Wrath is met with Propitiation. 

(1) Because he is perfectly holy, God is righteously and continually angry at 
sinners. Apart from the satisfaction of his wrath, God will eternally and 
righteously hate the sinner because of his sin: 

Psalm 5:5—You hate all who do wrong. 

Psalm 11:5—The Lord hates those who love violence. 

John 3:36—The wrath of God abides on the disobedient. 

(a) The wrath of God is not merely pecuniary in nature, but penal; it extends 
beyond the hatred of sin to include a wrath against sinners—a necessary, 
dispositional disinclination (not a passion) in God toward all who are not 
good—a just wrath, sourced in God’s holy nature, that must be satisfied 
before grace may be dispensed. This is the ethical basis of atonement. 

(b) Note that divine wrath is the overlooked element in every theory of 
atonement other than penal substitution, and one relentlessly maligned as 
“abuse” or “cosmic cruelty” in modern society. Modernism and 
Postmodernism agree to reject the idea of divine wrath simply because 
they don’t like it, and replace God’s intrinsic ethical standards with those 
that are more to their liking. But to do this is to deny God’s very nature 
and character and to replace him with a god of our own choosing: idolatry. 
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Without the wrath of God, all that is good and holy in God is lost, and 
atonement is gutted of its whole ethical basis. Lose this and you lose 
Christianity. 

(2) The theological term for the appeasement or satisfaction of God’s wrath is 
propitiation. By absorbing in himself the whole wrath of God against sin, 
Jesus quenched God’s righteous anger, making love possible (1 John 4:10). 

     (a) Propitiation illustrated in the OT 

      The Hebrew term רַפָּכ  often carries the idea of propitiation, but the 
concept is communicated more by illustration than by the word itself. 

      Numbers 16:46–48—“Take your censer and put incense in it, along with fire 
from the altar, and hurry to the assembly to make atonement ( רַפָּכ ) for 
them. Wrath has come out from the LORD; the plague has started.” So 
Aaron…offered incense and made atonement ( רַפָּכ ) for them. He stood 
between the living and the dead, and the plague stopped. 

      Exodus 32:30ff—[After the Golden Calf event and subsequent slaughter of 
3000 Israelites], Moses said to the people, “You have committed a great 
sin. But now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement 
( רַפָּכ ) for your sin.” [Moses then offers his own life as a vicarious 
propitiation]: “Please forgive their sin—but if not, then blot me out of the 
book you have written” [i.e., divert your wrath to me].  

       God ultimately rejects the offer (v. 33), but the gesture is illustrative. 

      Numbers 25:4, 11–13—The LORD said to Moses, “Take all the leaders of 
these people, kill them and expose them in broad daylight before the 
LORD, so that the LORD’s fierce anger may turn away from Israel.” 
…[after 24,000 die, Phineas takes action to put the sin of the people to a 
violent end]… whereupon the LORD said, “Phinehas son of Eleazar, the 
son of Aaron, the priest, has turned my anger away from the Israelites 
…and made atonement ( רַפָּכ ) for the Israelites.” 

Psalm 78:38—He forgave ( רַפָּכ ) their iniquities and did not destroy them. 
Time after time he restrained his anger and did not stir up his full wrath 
(cf. also Pss 79, 83). 

Jeremiah 18:20—Jeremiah “stood before the LORD and spoke in their behalf 
to turn His wrath away from them.” 

     (b) Propitiation further clarified in the NT 

      The NT idea of propitiation receives its own, semantically narrow word 
group. The Greek terms ἱλάσκοµαι/ἱλασµός/ἱλαστήριον are defined in 
BDAG with glosses such as “conciliate,” “propitiate,” “appease,” and 
“eliminate impediments that alienate the deity.” The word group and its 
meaning are well attested in the literature and should not be reduced in 
translation to “atoning sacrifice” (as, e.g., the NIV, NRSV, CSV, and others). 
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     Romans 3:25–26—God presented [Christ] as a propitiation through faith in 
his blood, to demonstrate his righteousness, because in his restraint God 

passed over the sins previously committed. God presented him to 
demonstrate his righteousness at the present time, so that he would be 
righteous and declare righteous the one who has faith in Jesus. [HCSB] 

      Note the context: Sinners who continue sinning despite their clear 
apprehension of (1) God’s holy nature (1:18ff), (2) the justly capital 
nature of their sin (1:32), (3) and the impending, righteous wrath of God 
(2:2–3, 5–6, 8–9, 12, 16; 3:5–6, 19) cannot find propitiation in works of 
the Law, but only in Christ. 

      The propitiation is presented here as a theodicy—it is a “demonstration of 
righteousness” (2x): God may righteously restrain his wrath against 
sinners only by the “bloody presentation” of Christ. This alone allows 
God to justly justify sinners. 

     Hebrews 2:14–17—Through [Christ’s] death…[Christ] became a merciful 
and faithful high priest in service to God, and made propitiation for the 
sins of the people. [HCSB] 

      Note again the context: [Since] every transgression and disobedience 
received a just punishment, how will we escape? (v. 2). 

      1 John 2:1–2—Jesus Christ the Righteous One…is the propitiation for our 
sins, and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole world. [HCSB] 

      The appeasement of wrath is not as evident in this context, but is not 
absent either: we need an advocate, who bled and died (1:7), to avoid the 
implied consequences of sin (2:1). 

     1 John 4:10—Love consists in this: not that we loved God, but that he loved 
us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins. [HCSB] 

      Again, the concept of wrath is subtle here and appears in positive terms: 
we need Christ’s sacrifice to live (v. 9), with the implication that without 
it we will die. 

   d. Enmity and Alienation are met with Reconciliation 

    See esp. John Murray, “The Reconciliation,” Collected Works, 4:92–112. 

(1) Sin produces estrangement and hostility between God and man: 

   Isaiah 59:2—Your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have 
made him hide his face from you. [HCSB] 

 Romans 5:10—We were God’s enemies. 

 Romans 11:28—They [Israel] are enemies of God. 

 Ephesians 2:12—Remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, 
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excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the 
promise, without hope and without God in the world. 

 Ephesians 4:18—They are darkened in their understanding and separated from 
the life of God. 

 Colossians 1:21—Once you were alienated from God and were his enemies. 

 Note: This enmity mutual in nature, described variously in terms of God’s 
alienation from us and our alienation from God. The emphasis, in fact, tilts 
toward the former, that is to say, the greater need we have is not that we stop 
regarding him as our enemy, but that he stop regarding us as his enemies (so, 
in principle, Matt 5:23–24). Of course, both aspects of enmity are addressed in 
Christ. 

(2) Reconciliation is the theological term for the removal of hostility and the 
restoration of harmony, goodwill, and favor. Reconciliation is also the central 
idea in the concepts of peace, fellowship, and forgiveness. 

Note: There is a sense that we can speak in terms of a cosmic reconciliation 
(e.g., Col 1:22; Rom 8:18–22), but this is not to be regarded as part of God’s 
redeeming work, per se. While the reconciliation of “God’s sons” (believers) 
is a necessary prequel to cosmic reconciliation (so esp. Rom 8), the 
reconciliation of the world is more a restoration of all things into conformity 
with God’s nature and will than a comprehensive redemption—in fact, this 
cosmic expression of reconciliation includes in its scope such matters as the 
judgment of Satan and the non-elect, the opening of the Lake of Fire for 
judgment, etc. In no sense are we to regard these texts as establishing an 
expanded mission for the church.   

  (a)  In the OT, the idea of reconciliation is most easily observed in the peace 
offerings and fellowship meals imbedded in the sacrificial system (see Lev 
3, 7, passim). Emphasis here is not so much on the removal of something 
through death, but on the establishment of harmony through righteousness.  

 Isaiah 32:17—The fruit of righteousness will be peace; the effect of 
righteousness will be quietness and confidence forever. 

 Isaiah 53:5—He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our 
iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his 
wounds we are healed. 

 (b) This theme carries into the NT, here again with a dedicated semantic 
group: the καταλλάσσω word group. 

  Romans 5:1, 10—Since we have been justified (i.e., declared righteous) 
through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ… 
When we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the 
death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be 
saved through his life! Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God 
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through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received 
reconciliation. 

   2 Corinthians 5:17–21—if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old 
has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to 
himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that 
God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s 
sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of 
reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God 
were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: 
Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so 
that in him we might become the righteousness of God.  

Ephesians 2:11–17—Remember that at one time you were separate from 
Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants 
of the promise. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have 
been brought near through the blood of Christ. For he himself is our 
peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the 
dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its 
commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one 
new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to 
reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death 
their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away 
and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access 
to the Father by one Spirit. 

Colossians 1:20–23—through [Christ] God has reconciled to himself all 
things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace 
through his blood, shed on the cross. Once you were alienated from God 
and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now 
he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present 
you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation— if you 
continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope 
held out in the gospel. 

Note: The idea of peace and the related concept of God’s “drawing near” 
are not to be regarded as mystical communications of divine approval or 
warmth, as some popularly suggest. Rather, God draws near in the sense 
of approval and blessing that stems primarily (1) from our righteousness 
in Christ, and also (2) from our sanctified pursuit of holiness (note several 
of the texts above). 

This state of affairs confuses some who imagine, since justification is all 
of Christ and his forgiveness comprehensive, that obedience is optional or 
that additional forgiveness should never be sought from God after 
conversion (contra, e.g., 1 John 1:9). But the absolute reconciliation 
achieved by Christ alone via his imputed righteousness is never without an 
eye to day-to-day harmony that is established through practical holiness, 
confession, and forgiveness.  



 68 

  3.  The Efficacy of the Atonement 

   See esp. John Murray, “The Obedience of Christ,” Collected Works, 2:151–59. 

The question here is what it is in Christ that gives his sacrifice the efficacy to satisfy 
God’s holy demands in the areas of guilt, bondage, wrath, and enmity, i.e., what 
unifies and gives cohesion to the atonement? The answer is simply his obedience. 
While Paul speaks correctly of Christ’s obedience as a single “act” (Rom 5:18), there 
are two dimensions of this one sustained act of obedience here discussed. 

a.  Passive Obedience (McCune, “penal obedience”; Hoekema, “suffering obedience”) 

This is the name given by theologians for Christ’s obedience whereby he suffered 
at the hands of men and forfeited his life as a penal satisfaction for sin. On the 
basis of this obedience, the penalties of the Law incurred by the individual are 
paid by Christ. By it the believer is forgiven and pardoned.  

Note: The root in view here, passivus, is a Latin word that means “capable of 
suffering,” thus Hoekema’s label, Christ’s suffering obedience. The more modern 
sense of passive as “inactive” or “resigned” is not in view. 

Philippians 2:8—He was obedient to the point of death. 

Hebrews 5:8—He learned obedience from what he suffered. 

Explanation: The Law of God has two aspects—positive demands and penal 
sanctions. By his death Jesus addressed specifically the latter, bearing in himself 
all of the penalties that we deserve due to sin, and releasing us from our obligation 
to suffer personally for sin.  

b.  Active Obedience (Hoekema, “Law-Keeping Obedience”) 

Pardon and forgiveness alone do not qualify anyone to go to heaven. Mere release 
from punishment is insufficient; the requirement for access to heaven is perfect 
obedience (in principle, Eccl. 7:20—“There is not a righteous man on earth who 
does what is right and never sins”). As noted earlier in this course, one who has 
been released from the penalty of the Law is not on the same plane as the one who 
has kept the Law perfectly. The imputation of our sins to Christ is insufficient; the 
reciprocal imputation of positive rectitude is also necessary. It is on the basis of 
Christ’s perfect obedience to the Law during his whole lifetime that merit accrues 
to the believer so that he is accepted as righteous and restored to favor with God. 

 Romans 5:1–2—Justification involves peace with God and access to God. 

 Romans 5:18–19—By the single act of obedience we avoid condemnation 
and receive righteousness unto life. 

 Zechariah 3:4–5—Filthy garments are removed and clean ones put on. 

 Acts 26:18—We receive forgiveness and an inheritance. 
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  4. The Extent of the Atonement 

   The question whether Christ’s atoning work was a general provision or a particular 
accomplishment has been a matter of intense debate for centuries, and good men 
differ on the issue. Note that what is in debate here is not whether all men will be 
saved—all orthodox Christians of necessity recognize that some people will not be 
saved and will suffer eternal damnation. In this sense, everyone who rejects 
universalism recognizes a sort of “limitation” in Christ’s atonement.  

   The real question at issue is the design of the atonement: what did God intend for it to 
accomplish? There are three basic views (and a vast number of variations) among 
those who affirm a penal substitutionary view of atonement: 

• Some hold that atonement is general in intention and provisional in character. 
The atonement is a perfect sacrifice with unlimited substitutionary potential 
that renders all men savable. The atonement is limited in its application by 
man’s free will alone, and any suggestion of limitation in God is summarily 
dismissed as a rejection of his infinite love. Many who hold this view deny 
personal election, but those who recognize it see in it no limitation on Christ’s 
atoning work, as it is based on his advance knowledge of the free acts of men. 
The historical label most associated with this view is Arminianism. 

• Some hold that atonement is undefined in intention (or in historical terms, 
hypothetically universal), and both provisional and redemptive in character. In 
its eternal design, the atonement had unlimited redemptive potential, but this 
potential was limited by God’s subsequent elective decree in eternity past, 
by which this hypothetically universal provision is rendered efficacious for the 
elect alone, thus redeeming them. Moïse Amyraut, whose name is frequently 
attached to this theory (Amyraldianism), explains this paradox by arguing that 
while the Father knew those for whom Christ was dying effectively, Christ, in 
his kenotic state, could not distinguish between those who would and would 
not believe (contra John 2:24; 13:1, 18). As a result, he self-consciously died 
equally for all. Not all hypothetical universalists, however, accept Amyraut’s 
explanations, and for this reason disassociate from him. 

• Some hold that atonement is particular or definite in intention and effectively 
redemptive in character. The “limitation” (or as proponents prefer, the 
particularity) of the atonement is established by God’s prior decree to elect 
in eternity past. As a result, the atonement is actually substitutionary in its 
eternal design and thus intended for the benefit of the elect alone. This view is 
that of historic or “Five-Point” Calvinism. 

A Note on the “Order of the Decrees” 

While the vicarious life and death of Christ in atonement obviously took place 
within history, the Bible speaks of Christ’s death as a decretal certainty from the 
foundation of the earth (Eph 1:4; 1 Pet 1:19–20; poss. Rev 13:8). Personal 
election is likewise so described. As such, there can be no doubt that God knew, 
when Christ died, the identity of those who would be redeemed by his death.  
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A question sometimes debated by theologians, however, is whether God’s decree 
to elect precedes or succeeds his decree to atone for sin. While it is admittedly a 
dubious exercise to speculate on the “order” of God’s thoughts, it is reasonable to 
suggest that he is logical/orderly in his thinking. There are three understandings of 
the “order of the divine decrees” with respect to salvation, that is, three views 
about the logical order of the divine plan before its execution in time: 

     The Supralapsarian View: 

• The decrees of election and reprobation 
• The decree to create the elect and the reprobate 
• The decree to ordain the fall 
• The decree to atone for the elect alone 

     The Infralapsarian View: 

• The decree to create an undifferentiated humanity 
• The decree to ordain the fall 
• The decree to elect (and for some, to reprobate, but often with no  

corresponding, active decree for the damned, A.K.A. preterition) 
• The decree to atone for the elect alone 

     The Sublapsarian View: 

• The decree to create an undifferentiated humanity 
• The decree to ordain/permit the fall 
• The decree to provide a general or universal atonement 
• The decrees of election and preterition 

 
Explanation: The categories supralapsarian and infralapsarian were first used in 
a Reformed debate about the relationship of the fall (i.e., the “lapse”) to election, 
but were borrowed and expanded (very confusingly) by L. S. Chafer in a separate 
discussion of the relationship of election to atonement. Chafer preferred the 
infralapsarian answer to the original question, but rejected the assumption of both 
supralapsarian and infralapsarian that the decree to elect preceded the decree to 
atone. So he amended the infralapsarian view and called it the “sublapsarian” 
view. In the end we are left with three ill-named categories that answer two binary 
questions. We are interested here only in the latter question.  

Those who hold to a general or hypothetically universal atonement argue for the 
priority of atonement to election; those who hold to a definite or particular 
atonement argue the reverse. The question is speculative and probably more of a 
conclusion than a premise of the debate.   

a.  A Case for a General or Hypothetically Universal Atonement 

 (1)  Many texts speak to the intention of atonement as extending to “all,” “the 
world,” “everyone,” “whoever,” etc. Note the sampling below: 



 71 

Isaiah 53:6—The LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 
  John 1:29—“Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.” 
  John 3:16—“God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son that 

whoever believes in him will not perish.” 
  John 12:32—“When I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to 

myself.” 
2 Corinthians 5:14, 15, 19—One died for all, and therefore all died…. he died 

for all…. God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ. 
1 Timothy 2:4, 6—[God] desires all men to be saved and to come to the 

knowledge of the truth…. He gave himself as a ransom for all. 
Titus 2:11—The grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all. 
Hebrews 2:9—By the grace of God he tasted death for everyone. 
1 John 2:2—He is the propitiation for our sins, and not only for ours but also 

for the sins of the whole world. 
Revelation 22:17—“Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let 

him take the free gift of the water of life.” 

  Advocates of a definite atonement respond that the universal term in view 
(all/every/world/whoever) in every case is delimited by context: all of us, 
all kinds of people, the world without distinction (i.e., both Jew & Gentile), 
whoever wishes or believes, etc. 

 (2) Certain texts go further to suggest that Christ died expressly for the non-elect. 

  Hebrews 10:29—How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be 
punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as 
an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him. 

2 Peter 2:1—But there were also false prophets among the people, just as 
there will be false teachers among you. They will secretly introduce 
destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them. 

  Advocates of a definite atonement respond variously, but often by 
suggesting that this was merely a false claim by the reprobates. 

 (3) Theologically, because God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself 
(1 Cor 5:19) and because God is infinite in his love, he could not possibly 
have atoned for sin in any way other than universally and infinitely. 

  Advocates of a definite atonement demur with the observation that while 
God’s love in se is boundless, his love ad extra is not. If pressed to its 
conclusion, in fact, this position leads to universalism. 

    (4) Further, since God, by view of his very nature, cannot extend any form of 
grace to anyone apart from propitiation (Hab 1:13), it must be concluded that 
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the benefits of common grace find their ethical basis in the atonement as well. 
As such, Christ’s atoning death makes possible a great many benefits of 
common grace (which by definition are common to the elect and non-elect 
alike). Among these are (1) exposing people to the demands and promises of 
the Gospel (Acts 17:30), (2) restraining the full effects of depravity (2 Thess 
2:6–7), and (3) extended life, good health, food, water, etc., that expressly 
accrue to the elect and non-elect alike (Matt 5:45; Acts 14:17; Acts 17:27ff). 

     Advocates of a definite atonement respond variously, some by denying 
the category of common grace, others by denying that atonement is 
necessary to common grace, but most by admitting to certain universal 
benefits of atonement, just not redemptive ones.   

    (5) Christ’s death also secures, ultimately, the redemption of the whole created 
realm. 

     Romans 8:21–23—The creation itself also will be set free from its slavery to 
corruption into the freedom of the glory of the children of God.  

     Advocates of a definite atonement concur, but argue that “redeeming” 
culture/creation is different in kind from redeeming persons. 

    (6) Practically, a general atonement alone allows for a free and sincere offer of 
the gospel to the ungodly. Without it, for instance, one can never say (with 
certainty at least), that “Christ died for you.” 

     Advocates of a definite atonement agree that certain expressions common 
in personal witness should not be used; however, definite atonement is no 
more of a barrier to Gospel witness than is definite election.  

   b.  A Case for a Definite or Limited Atonement. 

    (1) Many texts speak to atonement in less than definite or limited terms: 

  Isaiah 53:11–12—My righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear 
their iniquities…. He bore the sin of many. 

     Matthew 1:21—He will save his people from their sins. 
     Matthew 26:28—“This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for 

many.” 

     Mark 10:45—The Son of Man [came] to give his life a ransom for many. 
     John 13:1—Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed 

them the full extent of his love. 
     John 15:13–14— Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life 

for his friends. You are my friends. 
    Advocates of a general atonement argue that statements affirming that 

Christ died for specific groups and individuals does not preclude the 
possibility that he died for everyone else, too. 
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    (2) Certain texts go further to state/imply that Christ did not die for the non-elect 
or at least did not die in the same way for the non-elect. 

     John 2:23–24—Many people saw the miraculous signs [Jesus] was doing and 
believed in his name. But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he 
knew all men. 

     John 10:11, 15—The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep…. I lay 
down my life for the sheep. Cf. v. 26: You do not believe because you are 
not of my sheep. 

    John 17:9—I do not ask on behalf of the world, but of those whom you have 
given me; for they are yours (also v. 24). 

     Ephesians 5:23ff—Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church 
and gave himself up for her. 

    1 Timothy 4:10—The living God…is the Savior of all men, especially of 
believers. 

     Advocates of a general atonement argue that the implications of exclusion 
in these texts are not at all clear, and that particularists make far too 
much of the analogies, making them “walk on all fours.” 

    (3) Theologically, unlike a pecuniary satisfaction that may be provided and 
applied (or alternately rejected and returned), penal substitution is something 
necessarily accomplished and applied. One cannot “potentially” substitute 
oneself for another. 

     Advocates of a general atonement argue that this argument minimizes the 
role of personal faith as a means of salvation. Christ’s death on the cross 
is not ex opere operata; personal faith is necessary to the application of 
the benefits of Christ’s crosswork.   

    (4) The verbs of atonement, when used in the Scriptures, are always cast in terms 
of accomplishment. There is no syntactical room for “potential” substitution,  
expiation, propitiation, reconciliation, or redemption. E.g., 

  Isaiah 53:6—The LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 

  John 1:29—“Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.” 
Hebrews 2:9—By the grace of God he tasted death for everyone. 
1 John 2:2—He is the propitiation for our sins, and not only for ours but also 

for the sins of the whole world. 
  If indeed Christ truly expiated the guilt of all men, bore their iniquities, 

satisfied God’s wrath against them, and substituted his death for theirs, then it 
would be impossible for God to require them to pour out his wrath upon them 
in the last day. And if he did, then God would be guilty of imposing double 
jeopardy. In view of this observation, we must conclude that Christ did not 
expiate the guilt of the non-elect, propitiate God’s wrath against them, redeem 
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them, or reconcile God with them. In short, he did not atone for them.  
  Advocates of a general atonement argue that this argument does not 

follow. Christ did not accomplish atonement on the cross, but rather 
provided it. There is always a possibility that what is provided may not be 
applied, rekindling God wrath. Further, appeals to the impropriety of 
“double jeopardy” are dubious, as this is not a biblical but a secular ideal.  

 (5) The unity of God’s triune purpose in atonement suggests that the scope of the 
Father’s electing work, the Son’s atoning work, and the Spirit’s regenerating 
work should be the same. The idea that two members of the Trinity might 
limit their redemptive efforts to the elect while a third did not seems not only 
strange, but incompatible with divine unity. 

  Advocates of a general atonement argue that this argument is logical only, 
and that Christ’s atoning work, being logically prior, should be the most 
expansive. 

Conclusion: Good men differ on this issue and undoubtedly will continue to do so 
until Christ returns. While I personally find the arguments for a definite atonement 
more compelling than those for a general atonement, I grieve that this issue, which 
has almost no practical implications for the mission of the church, continues to 
eclipse much more vital issues related to Christ’s atonement, such as its nature and 
categories—topics that are bristling with implications for the church.  

VIII. The Resurrection of Christ. 

A. The Fact of the Resurrection of Christ 

 1. It was anticipated in the OT. 

There are no clear predictions of Christ’s resurrection in the OT, but there are at least 
two notable suggestions of it: 

Job 19:25–27—I know that my redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon 
the earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I 
myself will see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. 

 Explanation: Job here anticipates his own resurrection because of his living redeemer. 

Psalm 16:10—You will not abandon me to Sheol; or let your faithful one see the Pit. 
(cf. Acts 2:31, “Seeing what was ahead, [David] spoke of the resurrection of the 
Christ, who was not abandoned to Hades [and did not see decay]”). 

 Explanation: This passage is fraught with hermeneutical intrigue. Not only does Peter 
intensify David’s words from “faithful one” (used almost exclusively of pious saints) to 
“Holy One” (used almost exclusively of God) and from the referent not seeing “the Pit” 
to not seeing “decay,” he also defines the referent away from the human author (David) 
to “the Christ,” an identification not readily apparent in Psalm 16. Three options: 

• David was directly predicting Christ’s resurrection. 
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• David was anticipating his own resurrection in view of a greater event later 
revealed to be the resurrection of Christ. 

• David was anticipating the ultimate preservation of his dynastic line that was to 
be fulfilled in Christ’s perpetual life and reign.  

 Christ also makes analogical reference to Jonah’s tenure in and release from the belly 
of the whale as similar to of his own death and resurrection (Matt 12:40); this should 
not be viewed, however, as a prophetic reference, only as an analogy. 

 Other texts anticipate the resurrection of the godly, but without clear reference to 
Christ’s death (Dan 12:2; Isa 26:19; Pss 49:15; 71:20). We add to these the unfulfilled 
promises to Abraham and his seed of future life on earth (Gen 12:7; 13:15; etc.). 

2.  It was anticipated by Christ himself. 

John 2:19–21—Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in 
three days.”… But the temple he had spoken of was his body. 

Matthew 16:21 (Matt 17:23; Mark 8:31; 9:31; Luke 9:22; cf. 24:6–7)—From that time on 
Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many 
things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he 
must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.  

 [Note: this apparently became a part of his public teaching, too—Matt 27:63] 

 Matthew 17:9 (Mark 9:9)—Jesus instructed them, “Don’t tell anyone what you have 
seen, until the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.” 

 Matthew 20:17–19 (Mark 10:34; Luke 18:33) —“We are going up to Jerusalem, and the 
Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and the teachers of the law. They will 
condemn him to death and will turn him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and 
flogged and crucified. On the third day he will be raised to life!” 

John 11:23–27— Jesus: “Your brother will rise again.”  
Martha: “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” 
Jesus: “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will 

live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me 
will never die. Do you believe this?” 

Martha: “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of 
God, who was to come into the world.” 

  3.  It is the unanimous testimony of every one of the NT authors, and singled out as a 
matter of “first importance,” i.e., a sine qua non of the Christian system: 

It was the central theme of every early sermon (Acts 2:24–36; 3:10; 4:2, 10, 33; 5:30; 
10:40; 13:30ff) and the watershed between proponents from opponents of the Gospel 
(Acts 17:18, 31–32; 23:6). 

 Acts 1:21–22—To be an apostle, one was required to have seen the risen Christ. 

 Romans 10:9—To be a Christian one must accept that “God raised him from the dead.” 
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 1 Corinthians 15:3–8—I passed on to you as of first importance that Christ died for 
our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the 
third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to 
the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at 
the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. 
Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to 
me also, as to one abnormally born.  

B.  The Proof of the Resurrection of Christ. 

 Evidences of the resurrection were a major concern of the NT Scripture writers: 

 1. The Apostle John was convinced of the resurrection when he saw the undisturbed 
graveclothes of Christ (John 20:3–9; Luke 24:12). 

 2. The resurrection was confirmed by the words of supernatural beings immediately 
identifiable as angels (Luke 24:3–7; Mark 16:5–7; cf. 1 Tim 3:16). 

 3. The resurrected Christ appeared, on at least ten recorded occasions, to hundreds of 
his disciples. A list of these eyewitness accounts, in fact, is codified in one of the 
earliest known Christian creeds (1 Cor 15:3–8).  

 4. Christ acquiesced to Thomas’s request for proof of the resurrection—the visible 
wounds of the crucifixion in Christ’s resurrected body (John 20:24–29). 

 5. The “stolen body” explanation is debunked by the presence of guards to prevent this 
very idea (Matt 27:62–66) and the need for the guards to be bribed into giving this 
fabricated explanation (28:12–15).   

 6. Even the Jewish rulers themselves could not escape the fact that the resurrection had 
occurred: 

Acts 26:22–27—Paul said, “I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses 
said would happen—that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from the 
dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles.” 

 

At this point Festus interrupted Paul’s defense. “You are out of your mind, Paul!” he 
shouted. “Your great learning is driving you insane.” 

 

    “I am not insane, most excellent Festus,” Paul replied. “What I am saying is true and 
reasonable. The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him. I am 
convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a 
corner. King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know you do.” 

 7. The “swoon theory” (i.e., the idea that Jesus simply lost consciousness due to his 
wounds, but later revived) is rendered incredible by the extent of his injuries. In 
Reymond’s words,  

To believe [that Jesus did not rise miraculously from the dead in a renewed body] pushes 
the limits of credibility beyond all acceptable boundaries. It requires one to believe that 
those responsible for his execution were incompetent…. It also requires one to believe 
that Jesus—though suffering from the excruciating pain of wounded hands and feet, not 
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to mention the loss of blood, the physical weakness and shock to his entire system which 
would have naturally ensued from the horrible ordeal of the crucifixion itself and the lack 
of human care and physical nourishment—somehow survived the wound in his side, the 
preparation of his body for burial, the cold of the tomb, and then pushed the huge stone 
away from the entrance to the tomb with wounded hands and made his way on wounded 
feet past Roman guards into the city to the place where his disciples were hiding and 
there convinced his followers that he—an emaciated shell of a man—was the Lord of 
Life!” (Systematic Theology, 568). 

C. The Nature of the Resurrection of Christ. 

1.  It was miraculous. 

Since it was theologically necessary for Christ to have died, his appearance after 
death must have been a reversal of death—in every sense a miraculous act of God 
(note that the phrase “God raised him from the dead” is used over 20x in the NT). 

Ephesians 1:19–20—His incomparably great power…[was]…exerted in Christ when 
he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly 
realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that 
can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. 

2.  It was bodily. 

Jesus did not have a “spiritual” resurrection (whatever that may be). 

   John 19:38–42; cf. 20:1–10—The same body that was taken from the cross and 
placed in the tomb later emerged from it. 

   Matthew 28:9—His disciples “came up and took hold of his feet.” 

   Luke 24:39, 46—“See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself; touch me and see, for 
a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.”  

   Luke 24:43—He ate a piece of fish (cf. Acts 10:41). 

3.  It was a glorified body. 

 While a comprehensive description of a glorified body is never given in Scripture, a 
few characteristics emerge. This data is helpful for biblical anthropology as well, 
since “when he appears, we shall be like him” (1 John 3:2).  

a. It resembled his former body, recognizable to his disciples (Matt 28:9, 17; John 
20:19–20, 26–28, etc.). 

b. It was not, however, immediately recognizable in every case (Luke 24:16, 31; 
John 20:14–16). 

While this lack of recognition may have been due to grief (Mary) or miracle (the 
Emmaus Road disciples), it is also possible that Jesus’s appearance was altered. 
Perhaps the lines of aging, grief, pain, and sorrow were erased, restoring Jesus’s 
appearance to its pristine youthful vigor and perfect health, with the result that he 
resembled but was not exactly like his former self. 
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c. It may also have had heightened abilities, including ability to disappear and 
reappear (Luke 24:31, 36) and to pass through solid barriers (John 20:3–9, 19, 26). 

Note: These passages do not absolutely demand heightened properties. For instance, it is 
possible that the miracle was Christ’s opening a locked door, not walking through a wall. 
Likewise the language of “appearing” and “disappearing” do not lexically require that he 
materialized or vanished miraculously—it could be that he simply approached or walked 
away suddenly. The reactions of the observeers suggests, however, that his body had 
heightened properties. 

 D. The Necessity of the Resurrection of Christ  

 1. The Resurrection is necessary to Christ’s identity 

  Like all miracles, the miracle of the resurrection validated the messenger and his 
message. Without it, Christ is a fraud. 

John 2:19–22—Jesus answered, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three 
days.”… The temple he had spoken of was his body. After he was raised from the 
dead, his disciples recalled what he had said. Then they believed the Scripture and 
the words that Jesus had spoken. 

  Romans 1:4—Through the Spirit of holiness [Christ] was declared with power to be 
the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 2. The Resurrection is necessary to our salvation 

 1 Corinthians 15:14–22—If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless 
and so is your faith. More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses 
about God, for we have testified about God that he raised Christ from the dead. 
But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not 
raised, then Christ has not been raised either. And if Christ has not been raised, 
your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen 
asleep in Christ are lost. If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be 
pitied more than all men. But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the 
firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since death came through a man, 
the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, 
so in Christ all will be made alive. 

 Western Christianity (including most of Protestantism), with its emphasis on the 
forensic vis-à-vis the experimental dimension of Christianity (thus elevating 
justification over regeneration and subsuming sanctification under the former) has 
long tended to place more emphasis on Christ’s death than on his resurrection as the 
center of the Bible’s storyline. This is unfortunate. The book of Acts and the epistles 
discuss Christ’s resurrection much greater frequently than they do his death, and more 
substantially. Our union with Christ in his death, is of course necessary to our release 
from sin’s penalty; our union with Christ in his resurrection, however, does far more. 
I not only validates all the Christ did in death, it also is the basis for nearly every 
other soteriological blessing.  
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  a. Resurrection validates the sacrifice of Christ, informing us that Christ’s life and 
death were accomplished perfectly and to God’s satisfaction. Without 
resurrection, according to the text above, all men are yet in Adam, yet in sin, and, 
as the text continues, better off living for the pleasures of this life (vv. 29–32). 

   b. Resurrection is thus necessary to our justification. 

Romans 4:25—Jesus was “raised for our justification.” 

    1 Corinthians 15:17—“If Christ has not been raised…you are still in your sins.” 

   c. Resurrection also makes possible our regeneration and thus our sanctification. 

Romans 6:4—We were buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just 
as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may 
live a new life. 

1 Peter 1:3—In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. 

1 Corinthians 6:13–18—The body is not meant for sexual immorality, but for the 
Lord, and the Lord for the body. By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, 
and he will raise us also. Therefore, your bodies are members of Christ 
himself…. He who unites himself with the Lord is one with him in spirit: Flee 
from sexual immorality.  

Ephesians 2:5–10—[God] made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in 
transgressions…. God raised us up with Christ…and created us in Christ Jesus 
to do good works. 

Philippians 3:10–14—I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the 
fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, 
somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. Not that I have already 
obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of 
that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself 
yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and 
straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for 
which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.   

   d. Resurrection guarantees Christ’s present mediation and our preservation in the 
faith. 

  Romans 8:34–35—Christ Jesus, who was raised to life, is at the right hand of God 
and is also interceding for us. Who, then, shall separate us from the love of 
Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or 
danger or sword? As it is written: “For your sake we face death all day long; 
we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are 
more than conquerors through him who loved us. 

  e. Resurrection makes possible the redemption of our bodies, i.e., our own 
resurrection, glorification, and the completion of our salvation. 
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   Romans 8:11—If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in 
you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal 
bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you (cf. vv. 22–23)  
 

1 Corinthians 15:20–22—Christ is the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. 
For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also 
through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.  

2 Corinthians 4:14—We know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the 
dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you in his presence.” 

Colossians 3:1–4—Since you have been raised with Christ,… your life is now 
hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you 
also will appear with him in glory. 

IX. The Ascension of Christ. 

A.  The Fact of the Ascension 

1.  It was anticipated. 

John 7:33–34—Jesus said, “I am with you for only a short time, and then I go to the one 
who sent me. You will look for me, but you will not find me; and where I am, you 
cannot come” (so also 8:21).  

John 14:19, 28–29—“Before long, the world will not see me anymore.”… “You heard 
me say, ‘I am going away and I am coming back to you.’ I have told you now before 
it happens, so that when it does happen you will believe.” 

John 16:5—“Now I am going to him who sent me.” 

2.  It was reported. 

Mark 16:19, 20—He was received up into heaven. 

Luke 24:51—While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into heaven.  

Acts 1:9—He was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 

 3. It was confirmed. 

Acts 7:55, 56—Stephen saw the glory of God and Jesus sitting at his right hand. 

Acts 9:3–5—Jesus spoke to Paul from heaven while he was on the Damascus road. 

Revelation 4:1; 5:6—John saw the Lamb and spoke to Christ after being taken up into 
heaven. 

B.  The Nature of the Ascension 

1. It was bodily. 

 Acts 1:9— He was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 
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2. It restored Christ to his former glory. 

  Acts 2:32–33—God has raised this Jesus to life, and…exalted [him] to the right hand of 
God (cf. v. 34, impl. when he “ascended to heaven”). 

  Ephesians 1:20–21—God “raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in 
the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every 
title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come.” 

  Philippians 2:9—God has highly exalted him. 

  1 Peter 3:22—Christ “has gone into heaven and is at God’s right hand—with angels, 
authorities and powers in submission to him.” 

C. The necessity of the ascension 

1. It confirms Christ’s integrity, fulfilling all of the predictions noted above. 

2.  It enables the present mediatorial session of Christ between God and man. 

   Hebrews 4:14–16—Since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, 
Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. For we do not have a 
high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who 
has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. Let us then 
approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and 
find grace to help us in our time of need. 

   Hebrews 9:24—Christ entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in God’s presence. 

4.  It guarantees an enlarged ministry for believers and gifts in the church. 

 John 14:12—“Anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do 
even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father.” 

 Ephesians 1:20–23—God raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in 
the heavenly realms…and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 
which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. 

 Ephesians 4:7–8—To each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it 
[because] when he ascended on high, he gave gifts to men. 

5.  It assures believers of the Second Coming and a future home in heaven. 

 John 14:3—If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with 
me that you also may be where I am. 

 Acts 1:11—“This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back 
in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” 

 Ephesians 2:6—God has seated us with him in the heavenly realms. 

   Hebrews 6:19–20—We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It 
enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, where Jesus, who went before us, has 
entered on our behalf. 


