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Teesside School of Christian Studies



Systematic Theology Lecture No. 4





The Person of Christ

Introduction

In this lecture we are going to consider what theologians call ‘The Person of Christ.’ In particular we will be considering the great doctrine that he was both God and Man.  In this lecture I draw heavily on chapter 25 of God the Father, God the Son by Martyn Lloyd-Jones. We will get a broad overview of biblical teaching concerning Christ’s deity and humanity by focusing in on one particular passage, Philippians 2:6-8. Following our investigation of Paul’s teaching, we will then consider why we must always assert that Christ has two natures in one person. 

Focusing in on Christ’s person: Philippians 2:6-8

Jesus is fully God

The context of this passage is an exhortation to humility in relations with other believers. It is not a piece of abstract theology. It is an example of how Paul relates everything to Jesus Christ and his cross. V6 reminds us that Christ was in very nature God or in the form of God. ‘Form’ is that which makes a thing what it is. This means that in his deepest being Jesus possessed the essential nature and character of God. The word “who” is a reminder that Christ Jesus, referred to in v5, is in very nature God. The word “being” reminds us that he was in the form of God before he came into this world. So he always has been God and always will be God. 
It would be helpful to consider at this point the broader biblical evidence for Christ’s deity. Obviously Colossians 2:9 states his deity clearly: “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form.” But there are further biblical elaborations on this and I am indebted to Philip Tait for gathering together six of them:
(a) The names of God are applied to him (Acts 20:28; 1 Corinthians 12:3).

(b) The attributes of God are ascribed to him.  He is eternal (Micah 5:2), unchangeable (Hebrews 13:8), everywhere (Matthew 28:20), all-knowing (John 2:25) and all-powerful (Philippians 4:13).

(c) The works of God are attributed to him: creation (Colossians 1:16), rule (Hebrews 1;3), forgiveness (Mark 2:7-11) and the gift of life, especially new life (John 5:21,28-29).

(d) Old Testament passages about God are applied to him (Isaiah 6:1; John 12:41).

(e) Worship is given to him (Hebrews 1:6).

(f) He is said to be equal with the Father (Philippians 2:6).

Jesus is fully man

Yet we are told that he did not cling to his equality with God, which included all of these things. V7 says He “made himself nothing” or of “no reputation.” Some have argued from this that Christ emptied himself of elements of his deity. They represent various kenotic theories, taken from the Greek verb kenoō, which may be translated as ‘to empty.’ But such a translation is not helpful. Rather this verse teaches that there was not a subtraction of deity from his being but an addition of humanity: “taking the very nature of a servant.” He did not set aside his divine nature but to his divine nature he added or took the form of a servant. He became human “being made in human likeness.” He did not just seem human, but truly was human. He eternally existed as God (v6) but he became man (v7). Heb 2:14 reads “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity.” Or, as the ESV has it, he “partook of the same things.” 
V8 says “And being found in appearance as a man” He really was a man! But he went even further in his humiliation: “he humbled himself and became obedient to death, even death on a cross!” “Even” is a little word, but it is vital. It calls attention to the most striking element in Christ’s humiliation. Becoming obedient to death was one thing. But He even died on a cross. He did so in obedience to his Father and for our salvation. Grasp what this meant to Jesus’ contemporaries. To Jews it was a sign that he was cursed. “Cursed is anyone who hangs on a tree.” To Romans it was a sign of the utmost shame. Cicero wrote: “Let the very name of the cross be far removed not only from the body of a Roman citizen, but even from his thoughts, his eyes, his ears.” It was the form of punishment reserved for the worst offenders. So Paul says “even death on a cross!” Can you believe the depths of his humiliation? Why was he so humiliated? “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:6). On that hill three were crucified. Two were guilty, one was innocent. Martin Luther said that Christ became “the greatest thief, murderer, adulterer, robber, desecrator, blasphemer, etc, there has ever been anywhere in the world.”
 How? Because his humiliation climaxed in his taking all these sins of all who believe upon himself.
Errors concerning the person of Christ
There have been various errors and heresies concerning the person of Christ. As we shall see it is vitally important that we get our doctrine about Christ right. As someone has said “we cannot be right in the rest, until we think rightly of him.”
i. Only man
Some have denied the reality of Christ’s divine nature. In the early church various groups said this and you get it today in various forms of Unitarianism. Such people have often been keen to safeguard monotheism, the belief that there is only one God. For them, to say that Jesus was God introduced a second God and if you claimed the Holy Spirit was also God then that made three. 

So to avoid one heresy, these people have made up another. The Gospel of John takes on this heresy. It begins by asserting that the Word was God and in 20:31 John says he wrote that we might know that “Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.” So John is quite clear in asserting that Jesus is God. Jesus himself was aware that he was God (John 13:3 read). So scripture and orthodox theology has clearly refuted the idea that Jesus is only a man. 

ii. Only God
Others have swung to the opposite extreme and deny the reality of Christ’s human nature. Some have said that Jesus was just a man and that the eternal Christ came upon him at his baptism and worked through him but then left him just as he was about to go to the cross. On the cross it was only a man called Jesus died, but not Christ. There were various types of similar teaching but all deny that Christ himself ever had a true human nature. First John seems to have been written in large part to deal with these errors (See 1 John 4:1-3). In the light of Scripture we must say that his human nature was just as real as his divine nature. 
iii. Arianism
Some aspects of Arianism survive today in the teachings of the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Named after a deacon called Arius, it was a great source of trouble in the early church. They denied the reality of the divine nature. Christ was much more than a man, for sure, but he was not God. He was the highest of the created beings. In a sense, therefore, they viewed Christ as something in between God and man and compromised the integrity of both his natures. 
iv. Denials of the unity of his person
This has generally been called the Nestorian heresy. These people were keen to stress the two natures, divine and human, but went too far and claimed that Christ was actually two persons: A divine person and a human person. 
v. Denials of the distinction between his natures
As a reaction to the Nestorian heresy, others wanted to emphasise that there is only one person. But they went too far and claimed that Christ did not have two natures. He had a kind of hybrid nature, it was argued, partly divine and partly human. 

The heresies mentioned above resulted in the Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD. This produced what has since then been the comprehensive extra-biblical statement on the person of Christ. It would be a good exercise to look at this statement and see how it answers the various heresies mentioned above. 

But why such precision? Why is all of this important? Let us consider, in turn, why Jesus must be a man and why he must be God. 
Why must Christ be a man?
Jesus had to be a man for at least three reasons.

i. He needed to pay sin’s penalty as a man
Because man sinned, its penalty must be paid in the nature of man. This is the only way to redeem man. In Romans 8:3 we read that he came “in he likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man.” So his suffering included body and soul, or flesh and spirit. For this to be so, he had to be fully man. So our salvation depends on Christ being a man. 
ii. He must be a sympathetic high priest
This is the argument of the writer of Hebrews. 4:15 says he is a sympathetic high priest because he has “been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet without sin.” So he is able to understand all that we are going through. He has enormous empathy for us. He has great patience towards us. He is able “to sympathize with our weaknesses.” None of this would be so were he not fully man. So our comfort depends on Christ being a man. 
iii. He is an example to believers
The Bible teaches that we are meant to follow in Christ’s steps (1 Peter 2:21-24 read). V24 makes it plain that he bore our sins in his own body. This underlines his humanity. It is as a man that believers are called to follow his example in bearing suffering, while entrusting themselves to God. In all areas of Christian living we are to be imitators of Christ. We could not if he were not both God and Man. 
Why must Christ be God?

i. He had to be God for his sacrifice to have infinite value. 
Stuart Olyott puts it “Who but the infinite God himself could have paid the penalty which the infinite God demanded?” (Jesus is Both God and Man, p. 73). 

ii. As our Saviour he had to keep his Father’s law perfectly, without even the possibility of failure. 
Adam was perfect in manhood when he was created, but he was not God. He possessed the possibility to fail and he did fail. As God, however, Christ could not fail. So he was able to bear God’s wrath in our place. He was able to be the perfect sacrifice, without spot or blemish.
iii. Salvation is from the Lord (Jonah 2:9)
The whole teaching of the Bible is designed to show that man could never save himself, only God could. 
iv. Only someone who was fully God could be the mediator between God and man (1 Timothy 2:5)

Only God can bring us back to God and reveal God to us.
 So it is of immense practical importance to us that Christ is both God and man. Our very salvation depends on it. 

Conclusion

The main point to take away from this lecture is that in his one person, Jesus is both God and man. In looking at Philippians 2:8 we have hinted at his work, the reason why he came. As the Chalcedonian statement has put it he took our human nature and was born of the Virgin Mary “for us and for our salvation.” I hope we all can see that correctly understanding Christ’s person is essential if we are to accurately share the gospel with others. Seeing how he humbled himself is also vital to our relationships within the church. The “Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). We are not to lord it over one another. As Christian leaders and church members we must remember that we are servants of one another, just as Christ came not to be served, but to serve. 
� Cited in Donald MacLeod, The Person of Christ, Leicester: IVP (1998), p. 177. The quotation is from Luther’s commentary on Galatians 3:13. 


� I have got points i, iii, and iv. from Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, Leicester: IVP (1994, p. 553). 





