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He Was Made Man

It is here, in the thing that happened at the first Christmas, that the most 
profound unfathomable depths of the Christian revelation lie. God became 
man... the Almighty appeared on earth as a helpless human baby, unable to do 
more than lie and stare and wriggle and make noises, needing to be fed and 
changed and taught to talk like any other child... The more you think about it, 
the more staggering it gets. Nothing in fiction is so fantastic as this truth of the 
incarnation.


- J. I. Packer


If… Christ is the incarnate Word, then the incarnation is the central fact of the 
entire history of the world.


– Herman Bavinck




The Scandal of the Incarnation

• The incarnation has been rejected as absurd:  The Socinians called the 
incarnation a human fantasy and said it would be easier for a human to 
become a donkey than for God to become human.

Inscription found near the Palatine Hill near Rome, ca. AD 225



The Scandal of the Incarnation

• Spinoza similarly commented that the incarnation is as absurd as saying that 
“a circle assumes the nature of a square.”


• A tension with the principle that finitum non capax infiniti. 
• No creaturely overcoming of this principle is possible, but God has being in 

Himself, life in Himself, and can in no way be constrained by His creation.

• He is in every way free to be God how and where He will be. 
• “For the Christian confession, God is capax finiti - precisely because he is the 

true infinite who can call creaturely forms and acts into his service without 
compromise either to his own freedom or to the integrity of the creature.” - 
John Webster



What is it that we confess?

• What is confessed is not that the divine nature becomes a human nature but 
that the person of the Son assumes human nature.  


• Two natures of Christ – confessed by the earliest church fathers (Justin, 
Irenaeus, Tertullian)


• Ireneaus, Adversus Haereses:

• Christ is truly man and truly God

• It is one and the same Christ that created the world and who was born and 

died (cf. Athanasius here – consistency)

• Tertullian even more forcefully argued that there must be two ousiai (natures 

or substances) in Christ, not confused but conjoined in one person.



Why does this matter?

• Even in their early stages, Trinitarian and Christological controversies centered 
on soteriology:  what must be true (of God, of Christ) for salvation to be 
accomplished?


• Augustine:  “Thus there appeared a mediator between God and humans that, 
combining the two natures in the unity of the person, he might elevate what is 
earthly to the heavenly and temper the heavenly with the earthly.”


• Abraham Kuyper:  “The Word has become flesh! It has become flesh never to be 
separated from that flesh again! Not even presently on the Throne. . . . The Word 
having become flesh creates therewith the real possibility that this Child takes 
your place and that this Child of flesh and blood saves, reconciles, and glorifies 
you, made of flesh.”


• Eastern emphasis is more on the physical effects of sin (and salvation has been 
conceived in terms of theosis or divinization), while the West has focused more 
on the ethical consequences (with salvation conceived in terms of justification).



Why does this matter?

• “What is unassumed is unhealed.” - Gregory of Nazianzus

• The assumption of complete human nature does not entail the assumption of 

sin because sin is not essential to human nature.

• This is one of the ways in which Christ is the second Adam:  like Adam, he is 

born “under the law” to fulfill an obligation, but not already subject to the 
curse of the law.


• “He is the action of God, coming towards man to save him and lead him to 
the Father.  In Him, therefore, is revealed the fullness of the mystery of God’s 
love.  But He is also the Man who, raised up by God, mounts toward the 
Father and thus fulfills the vocation of man.  He is at once – let us repeat – the 
movement of God towards man and the movement of man towards God.” 
- Jean Daniélou



Why does this matter?

• Westminster Larger Catechism:

• Q. 38. Why was it requisite that the Mediator should be God?

• A. It was requisite that the Mediator should be God, that he might sustain and keep the 

human nature from sinking under the infinite wrath of God, and the power of death, give 
worth and efficacy to his sufferings, obedience, and intercession; and to satisfy God's 
justice, procure his favour, purchase a peculiar people, give his Spirit to them, conquer 
all their enemies, and bring them to everlasting salvation.


• Q. 39. Why was it requisite that the Mediator should be man?

• A. It was requisite that the Mediator should be man, that he might advance our nature, 

perform obedience to the law, suffer and make intercession for us in our nature, have a 
fellow-feeling of our infirmities; that we might receive the adoption of sons, and have 
comfort and access with boldness unto the throne of grace.


• Q. 40. Why was it requisite that the Mediator should be God and man in one person?

• A. It was requisite that the Mediator, who was to reconcile God and man, should himself 

be both God and man, and this in one person, that the proper works of each nature 
might be accepted of God for us, and relied on by us as the works of the whole person.



Incarnation Anyway?

• If Adam had not fallen, would Christ have been incarnate?

• We don’t have this hypothetical, but most theologians have said no.

• Scripture always ties the incarnation to sin.

• So is the incarnation accidental?  Contingent?  Is it only a response?  Is Jesus 

Plan B?  It is important to maintain that sin cannot destroy the plan of God, and 
that God is not the author of sin.


• The problem arises when we assume a Pelagian logic which cannot reconcile 
God’s sovereignty and our free will.


• “However much sin entered the world by the will of the creature, it was 
nevertheless included in God’s counsel from eternity and to him was not 
contingent or unforeseen.  In that eternal counsel the incarnation on account of 
sin also has a place; it depends only on God’s good pleasure, not on human 
beings.” - Herman Bavinck



Know Your Christological Heresies
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Know Your Christological Heresies

• Denying Jesus’ divinity:

• Ebionitism:  Jesus was a human who justified himself by works of the law 

and leads by example.

• Adoptionism:  Jesus was essentially nondivine but was adopted as the 

Son of God by the Father, possibly at his baptism.

• Arianism:  Jesus was the first and greatest of God’s creatures but not “of 

the same essence” with the Father.



Know Your Christological Heresies

• Denying Jesus’ humanity:

• Docetism:  Jesus only appeared to be human and to die.

• Gnosticism:  Exists in many different forms, but originally distinguished between the 

man Jesus and “Christ,” a universal principle or emanation of the Deity which may 
use Jesus as an instrument but is in no way touched or tainted by his humanity.


• Marcionism:  A variant of Gnosticism which distinguished between the law-giving 
god of the Old Testament and merciful redeeming god of the New Testament.


• Apollinarianism:  Jesus’ human spirit was replaced by the divine Logos.

• Nestorianism:  The two natures are kept separate, such that the Logos indwelled 

Jesus only morally, not in one person.  Nestorius refused the liturgical term 
theotokos (“God-bearer”) as a name for Mary, being willing to call her Christotokos 
only.

• “I hold the natures apart, but unite the worship.”


• Monophysitism (or Eutychianism):  Christ’s nature was a hybrid in which a single 
nature was composed “out of” two natures.



The Chalcedonian Definition

Following, then, the holy Fathers, we all unanimously teach that our Lord Jesus 
Christ is to us One and the same Son, the Self-same Perfect in Godhead, the Self-
same Perfect in Manhood; truly God and truly Man… 

Like us in all things, sin apart; before the ages begotten of the Father as to the 
Godhead, but in the last days, the Self-same, for us and for our salvation born of 
Mary the Virgin Theotokos as to the Manhood; 

One and the Same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten; acknowledged in Two 
Natures unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the difference of the 
Natures being in no way removed because of the Union, but rather the properties 
of each Nature being preserved, and both concurring into One Person… not as 
though He were parted or divided into Two Persons, but One and the Self-same 
Son and Only-begotten God, Word, Lord, Jesus Christ…


(Adopted at the Council of Chalcedon in 451, following the Nestorian controversy 
resolved at the Council of Ephesus in 431)
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Cyril of Alexandria

• Opposed Nestorius’ separation of the two natures of Christ

• Maintained that the Word suffered through the human nature that he had truly 

made his own, while remaining in His divinity immune from suffering change 
or harm.


• Emphasized the hymn to Christ of Philippians 2:5-11

• His own language developed over time:


• Moved from an instrumental view (in which the divine nature uses the 
human to accomplish salvation) to one in which Christ’s human soul must 
play the decisive role in his act of sacrificial atonement.


• Moved from favoring “out of two natures” (or, indeed, avoiding talk of 
natures at all) to “in two natures.”



Cyril of Alexandria

• Critical doctrine:  the communication of idioms

• Lutheran:  the attributes of each nature are communicated to each other

• Cyriline/Reformed:  the attributes of each nature are communicated to the 

one person, though not to the other nature

• “Christ is finite and infinite; ignorant and omniscient; less than God and equal 

with God; He existed from eternity and he was born in time; He created all 
things and He was a man of sorrows.  It is on this principle, that what is true 
of either nature is true of the person, that a multitude of passages of Scripture 
are to be explained… The forms of expression, therefore, long prevalent in the 
Church, “the blood of God,” “God the mighty maker died,” etc., are in 
accordance with Scriptural usage… The person born of the Virgin Mary was a 
divine person.  He was the Son of God.  It is therefore correct to say that 
Mary was the mother of God.” – Charles Hodge



Once Again - So What?

• The “new orthodoxy” of the passible God, following Hegelian philosophical 
developments and, more importantly, the horrors of the 20th century.


• Thomas Weinandy:  “a passible God is actually less personal, loving, dynamic 
and active than an impassible God.”


• David Bentley Hart:  “As many of the fathers would have argued... if the nature of 
God’s love can be in any sense positively shaped by sin, suffering, and death, 
then sin, suffering, and death will always be in some sense features of who he is.  
... God’s love must... be inherently deficient, and in itself a fundamentally reactive 
reality.  Goodness then requires evil to be good; love must be goaded into being 
by pain. … No:  love is not primordially a reaction... it is purely positive, sufficient 
in itself, without the need of any galvanism of the negative to be fully active, vital, 
and creative. ... And this is why love, when it is seen in its truly divine depth, is 
called apatheia... it does not require our sin and death to show us ‘mercy’:  God 
loved us when we were not, and by this very ‘mercy’ called us into being.  And 
this is the ground of all our hope.”



The Power and Glory of the Manger

For the great and powerful of this world, there are only two places in which their 
courage fails them, of which they are afraid deep down in their souls, from 
which they shy away.  These are the manger and the cross of Jesus Christ.  No 
powerful person dares to approach the manger, and this even includes King 
Herod.  For this is where thrones shake, the mighty fall, the prominent perish, 
because God is with the lowly.  Here the rich come to nothing, because God is 
with the poor and hungry, but the rich and satisfied he sends away empty.  
Before Mary, the maid, before the manger of Christ, before God in lowliness, 
the powerful come to naught; they have no right, no hope; they are judged…

Who among us will celebrate Christmas correctly?  Whoever finally lays down 
all power, all honor, all reputation, all vanity, all arrogance, all individualism 
beside the manger; whoever remains lowly and lets God alone be high; 
whoever looks at the child in the manger and sees the glory of God precisely in 
his lowliness.

- Dietrich Bonhoeffer



Mary’s Song (Magnificat)

And Mary said,


	 “My soul magnifies the Lord,

	 	 and my spirit rejoices in God my 
Savior,

	 for he has looked on the humble 
estate of his servant.

	 	 For behold, from now on all 
generations will call me blessed;

	 for he who is mighty has done great 
things for me,

	 	 and holy is his name.

	 And his mercy is for those who fear 
him

	 	 from generation to generation.

	 He has shown strength with his arm;

	 	 he has scattered the proud in the 
thoughts of their hearts;


	 he has brought down the mighty from 
their thrones

	 	 and exalted those of humble 
estate;

	 he has filled the hungry with good 
things,

	 	 and the rich he has sent away 
empty.

	 He has helped his servant Israel,

	 	 in remembrance of his mercy,

	 as he spoke to our fathers,

	 	 to Abraham and to his offspring 
forever.”


- Luke 1:46-55


