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I. Set up 

A. Welcome to Christ Church on the fourth week of advent. My name is… 

B. One of the statements you occasionally hear around this time of year is the 
line, “It’s a Christmas miracle.”  If nowhere else, it turns up on radio and TV in 
everything from “It’s a Wonderful Life,” and “The Grinch” to Seinfeld reruns. It’s 
hard to tell who started it. If you search the Internet you’ll find lots of theories.  

C. It doesn’t matter who started it. I simply want to note that Christmas is linked 
to miracles – to things that break the rules of what should happen, such as a virgin 
becoming pregnant, a special star in the sky, God becoming a baby. Today Mike 
is going to focus on two of the very biggest Christmas miracles. They emerge out 
of John 1:14, which reads:  

1. The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have 
seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the 
Father, full of grace and truth. 

II. “It’s a Christmas miracle!”  That line is used to describe all manner of things – such 
as finding a parking spot in the mall or Aunt Tilly and Uncle Dwight getting along on 
Christmas afternoon. I want to consider it as we continue our march through the first 
verse of John 1. Today we arrive at a very important passage. John 1:14 reads: 

A.   The Word (the Greek word is logos, it refers to Jesus) The Word became 
flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of 
the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.1 

B. The word translated “dwelling” in the NIV is translated different ways in 
other versions: 

1. God became a person and tabernacled, among us. 

2. God came down and lived among us. 

3. The Word became flesh and took up residence among us. 

4. The Message reads: The Word became flesh and blood, and moved 
into the neighborhood. 

C. What the translations are attempting to explain is the incarnation – the idea 
that God became a real person. That Jesus – who has always and forever been 
God, all the way back to before time began – became the God-Man at the 
incarnation.  That is, while remaining fully God He became fully man. He became 
one person with two natures, which is what theologians are referring to when they 
use the term “hypostatic union.” 
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D. They also use the term mystery because the incarnation is beyond us. 
Alongside the Trinity, the hypostatic union is one of the aspects of God that is 
beyond our ability to comprehend. We should not lose any sleep over this.  

1. There are lots of things we do not fully comprehend. I can parrot text 
book answers about how planes fly – I can about wing design and lift. But 
I do not really understand it all works.  

2. I can say a few things about how my iPhone works but I do not fully 
understand it. When it breaks I sure can’t fix it.  

3. This doesn’t freak me out. I do not think that truth depends on my 
ability to comprehend it.2 And it doesn’t surprise me that I can’t fully 
grasp God’s nature. I am not unsettled by the idea that I cannot fully 
comprehend the nature of the Almighty, omniscient, creator of two trillion 
galaxies. As the ancients used to say: Finitum non capax infiniti,3 which 
means, “the finite (us) cannot grasp the infinite.” We shouldn’t expect to 
fully understand god. Only God can fully understand God.4   

E. I understand enough to know that the incarnation is very important. It changes 
things.   

1. It does away with the sacred – secular divide so many people want to 
impose – the idea that some things are spiritual and important, like the 
Bible, Sunday morning and prayer – whereas other things – food, sleep, 
work – are not important.  

a) That kind of thinking is Plato not Jesus. 

b) According to Jesus – according to God who showed up in the 
flesh – everything matters. Matter matters. Nothing is ordinary in 
God’s eyes.  

2. It also means that God knows what it’s like to be weak and suffer.5 

a) Dorothy Sayers – the British playwright and friend of C.S 
Lewis, wrote: The incarnation means that for whatever reason God 
chose to let us fall…to suffer, to be subject to sorrows and death – 
he has nonetheless had the honesty and the courage to take his own 
medicine…He can exact nothing from man that he has not exacted 
from himself. He himself has gone through the whole of human 
experience – from the trivial irritations of family life and the 
cramping restrictions of hard work and lack of money to the worst 
horrors of pain and humiliation, defeat, despair, and death…He 
was born in poverty and…suffered infinite pain – all for us – and 
thought it well worth his while. 
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b) The writer of Hebrews said: For we do not have a high priest 
who is unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one 
who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet he did not 
sin. Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, 
so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time 
of need.6 

c) Jesus knows. He can sympathize  

F. And there is something else important about the incarnation - once you get it a 
whole lot of other things fall into place.7  

1. The idea that Jesus performs miracles or rises from the dead is not a 
shock if he is God!  The idea that he can walk on water, multiply food or 
out wit all challenges makes sense.  

2. Sheri is coaching a girls’ 8th grade basketball team right now. Imagine 
that she was able to talk Michael Jordan into joining her team. There are 
some problems with this plan: he no longer lives in the area, he is not an 
8th grade girl; it’s illegal, he’d probably want to get paid thirty million 
dollars a year. It’s unlikely to happen. In fact, if it did happen some might 
call it a miracle. But if Jordan agreed to play on her team, you would not 
think it was a miracle that they won all of their games.  

3. Something like that is in play with Jesus. It’s hard to imagine how God 
could show up in human form. But if He did – once you accept John 1:14  
– then: His virgin conception; angels showing up at his birth; the brilliance 
of his teaching; his ability to heal people, walk on water, calm a storm and 
rise from the dead – all make sense.  

III. A few weeks back I noted that John 1 is very powerful.  

A. It makes the point that Jesus is eternal, Jesus is God and Jesus is the ultimate 
logic – it went right after the central question the Greek philosophers were 
wrestling with. It also tells us that Jesus is God in the flesh. 

B. Of course we’d come to this same conclusion if we kept reading. After all, the 
Gospels develop two ideas: Jesus is God and Jesus is a man. 

1. The “Jesus is God” idea is developed in all sorts of ways. He claims 
the titles8, names9 and attributes of God. He accepts worship; He forgives 
sins and He performs miracles. Those around Him will all become 
convinced that He is God.10 His enemies will put Him to death for 
claiming to be God. 

2. As to the idea that He is a real person.  In the first two chapters of 
Luke we read about His birth and we are told things like: He got hungry, 
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thirsty11 and tired, just like a normal person. And if you hit him with a 
whip, beat and crucified him, He would die just like anyone else.12 

C. When we meld all of this together what we see is a claim that Jesus is 
somehow both God and man.13  

D. John 1:14 forces the issue early.  Which is helpful because it’s such an 
important and far reaching idea.   

E. Now, I’ve already said that we can’t fully grasp it. But that doesn’t mean we 
shouldn’t understand it as well as we can.  And with Christ’s duel nature what that 
means is that we spend a fair bit of time saying what we do not mean. What the 
Bible teaches and the creeds emphasize is that after the incarnation Jesus was 
fully God and fully human at the same time.14  

1. Not half god and half man 

2. Not a god who looks like a man 

3. Not a man who acted like God.15 

4. Not a God who became a man and stopped being God 

5. But fully God and fully man.16  

F. For your sake (and mine), although He was God, he lowered himself by 
adding humanity to deity. This is spelled out in Phil 2.  

1. In one of the very oldest parts of the New Testament – a song that Paul 
added into his letter – we are told that although Jesus was equal with God 
the Father He did not regard equality with His Father something to be held 
onto.17 In obedience to the father – and on our behalf – He emptied 
Himself. “He made himself nothing.”  

2. In the words of Charles Wesley’s great hymn, Hark the Herald Angels 
Sing, Jesus “veiled His glory.18   

G. The specifics here are hard to explain. It is easiest to note what we do not 
mean. Over the last 2,000 years just about every way of getting it wrong has been 
called out.   

IV. By my count there are at least eight:19   

A. Unbelief: The first people to misunderstand Jesus were those who put him to 
death.  They believed that He was only a man and not God. And so when He 
claimed to be God they had him executed for blasphemy.  
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B. The second group to get it wrong were the Docetists: They affirmed that He 
was God but did not believe that He was man. They said that it just looked like he 
had a body, but he didn’t. He was just a spirit, a phantom.20  

C. A third mistake suggests that Jesus did not start out as God. Rather, he was a 
human prophet who was adopted by God into the Godhead at the time of his 
baptism.21  

D. The fourth mistake – called Modalism and Sabelliansim – held that Jesus was 
God the Father, and then he became God the Son and then He went back to being 
God the Father and then He was God the Spirit. It denies the Trinity.22 

E. Five were the Arians; six the Monophytists – those who embraced 
Apollonarianism, Seven the Nestorians and Eight those who fall into the Kenotic 
Heresy. 

F. There may be nine because I spoke with one guy a while back who, after a 
few hours of conversation about Jesus I tried to press the question. He said, I 
actually think you are missing the obvious answer about Jesus – he is a time-
traveling space alien.  

V. I am not going to try to explain all of this.   

A. I’d love to make you learn just because I had to. I’d love to tell you this was 
all going to be on the quiz.  But that’s not the way this works. Besides, my notes 
are online.23 We do this to help the sermon-based small groups have plenty to dig 
into.  If you go to our web site you can watch a video, listen to a podcast or read 
the manuscript.  And the manuscript often has more information than I have time 
to preach. In this case, another 10 pages of notes.  

B. All you really need to know is that in the early days lots of people did 
something to try to change what the Gospels – and John 1:14 in particular – 
claimed. And mostly someone said, “No.  That’s not it. And occasionally if they 
appeared to be gaining a bit of a following the church leaders would hold a 
council and they would adopt a creed.  

C. This is what happened in the fourth century in Nicaea around Arianism, which 
matters because this is one of the mistakes people keep making. 

VI. From where I sit people make Four Big Mistakes About Jesus today 

A. The first is the same as number one – they do not believe He is God. 

1. Some claim he didn’t exist – that it is all folklore and legend.  That is 
an idea no reputable historian endorses. If you are in that camp say hello 
to those who think the earth is flat. People here are generally those who do 
not want there to be a god because they realize what that means – namely, 
I am not in charge.   
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2. A second group in the “I do not believe he is God camps” are those 
who think he never made that claim.  Hey, just read the New Testament 
will you. He makes the claim.  Face the facts: the most influential person 
who ever lived also claimed to be God. We have to deal with that.  

B. The second mistake that people make today has an official church history 
name – it’s called Arianism.  

1. Technically, Arianism is the opposite of Docetism. The Docetists said 
Jesus was god but not a man. Arians said Jesus was a man but not fully 
God. He was god-like, god with a little “g.” But not equal to God the 
Father.  

2. It’s named after a popular fourth century teacher who claimed that 
Jesus was a really, really great person but less than God. Arius caused a lot 
of problems until Constantine stepped in and convened a council in Nicaea 
to deal with his claims.24 This was the first ecumenical council held since 
Acts 15, and it led to the Nicene Creed, which declared that Jesus was 
God, He was eternal and He was of the same essence as the Father.25, 26  

3. Arianism shows up today among those who talk very highly about 
Jesus but only view him as a guide – an example a moral reformer, a great 
teacher but not god. Please understand that Jesus went out of his way to 
make it clear that that was not an option.  

a) He claims to be God.  Religious leaders point to the way we 
should go, Jesus points to Himself.  

b) He also says that the path that you are on will not work. You 
can head down it – and you will have lots of company. But it will 
not work. If you want a good example to follow, you could do 
worse than Jesus. But following His example is not Christianity.  

C. This leads us to the third mistake – those who say that He is God but then 
miss the main point. 

1. Part of the point is that we cannot do what he did.  

2. Haven’t you already tried that?  Haven’t you already tried to be perfect 
and realized that you cannot pull it off – not even for a day? 

3. And haven’t you already realized that you cannot pull it off? 

a) And by the way, the standard is not just what you do, but what 
you think. Go back and read the Sermon on the Mount – the 
sermon Jesus gives. He makes it clear, we cannot jump that high. 
We cannot be good enough.  
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4. The Good News is not that if we are perfect we can be reconciled to 
God and gain eternal life. The Good News is that God so loved the world 
that He gave his Son to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves. He did 
not simply come as a moral guide or great example, He came as a Savior.  

5. Christianity is not “this I do. Look at me.”  Christianity is “this He 
did.” Jesus – who is God – set aside Heaven to come down and rescue us. 
Everything that needed to be done for us, He did.  

6. Not because we are great.  We do not earn God’s love and Christ’s 
sacrifice.  We are worse deep down that we let on. More broken. More 
sinful. We are in more trouble than we dare believe. But God’s love and 
grace is more amazing than we dare hope. He died to fix things for us. To 
pay our moral debt.  

7. He can do this because He is both man and God. As a man he can 
represent us. He is one of us.  As God his death is of infinite value. He can 
pay all of our moral debts.  

D. The fourth mistake I see are among those who say, this is all very interesting, 
and I really should get right with God. And one day I will. But right now I don’t 
have time. Netflix is calling.  

VII. I said there were two Christmas miracles. We’ve focused on one – the 
incarnation. The nature of Jesus – who is one person with two natures. Let me take fifteen 
seconds on miracle number two:  He did it.  

A. Christmas miracle number one will mess with your mind. If you want to get a 
headache, spend some time trying to figure out the workings of the hypostatic-
union.  But if you want to be amazed, think about Christmas miracle number two; 
He did this. He did this for you.  

B. God became a man – He accepted that humiliation. Made the worst trade in 
the history of trades – he gave up heaven for earth, to come as a helpless baby to 
poor Jewish couple in the backwaters of the Roman Empire – and be killed.  And 
He did this for you and me. 

C. The real Christmas miracle is that He did it. In a world where people want to 
become gods, God became a person. For you.  

VIII. A few months back I saw a good movie – The Finest Hours. It tells the true story 
of the Coast Guard’s most daring and dangerous rescue.  

A. On Feb. 18, 1952, a massive storm split the SS Pendleton in two, trapping 
more than 30 sailors inside the tanker's sinking stern. When word of the disaster 
reached the Coast Guard in Chatham, Mass., Bernie Webber is ordered to take a 
small boat out to rescue them. And he does.  



Advent 2016 – John 1:14 – The Incarnation 
 

Mike Woodruff © December 2016 
 

8 

B. Here’s the deal. It’s not unfair to say, “We’re on a sinking ship.  And the 
question is, who will rescue us?”  The Gospel says, “God will.” 

C. To be mores specific – the God-man, Jesus – will rescue us even though it 
will cost him his life.  No one else could pull this off. The situation is even more 
dire than the one Bernie Webber was facing.  

D. That is what God does for us.  

E. This Christmas I want to encourage you to marvel at what Jesus did, how 
good the good news is and the fact that He did it. It’s amazing.  

1. God became a man in order to save guilty people like me and you. To 
reconcile us to his father.  

IX. I am going to close us in prayer and then we are going to sing one of the great 
celebrations of Jesus.  I am hoping that this time you sing it the meaning behind the 
words will make more sense.  

A. It comes from the pen of Charles Wesley’s Christmas Hymn, “Hark the 
Herald Angels Sing.”  The line I am focused on goes like this: 

1. Veiled in flesh the Godhead see 

2. Hail the incarnate deity 

3. Pleased as man with men to dwell 

4. Jesus our Immanuel. 

X. Before we stand and sing let’s pray. And it would be criminal on my part to not give 
you the chance to act on what you have heard and to embrace the God-Man as your 
Savior and Lord. 

XI. Let’s now stand to sing Hark the Herald Angels Sing. 

XII. Worship Leader: 

A. You know this Christmas song. We more fully understand and appreciate the 
wonderful truth – the big idea – that Charles Wesley was trying to get across.  

B. This is a celebration of the fact that God became a person to rescue us. 

C. For God so loved the world that He showed up!  

1. The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have 
seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the 
Father, full of grace and truth. 
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1   The one verse in John’s prologue that summarizes the Christian faith more completely than perhaps 
any other text in the New Testament is John 1:14: “And the Word was made flesh and dwelt among 
us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth” 
(KJV). Again, I am quoting the King James rendering. Some modern versions read: “And the Word 
became a human being,” but again, that translation does not say enough. The original meaning goes 
deeper, stronger than that. “The Word became flesh” (NIV/NRSV). Flesh is the part of our human 
reality that is most vulnerable. It becomes sick, it grows tired, it experiences disease, decay, and death. 
This is the stupendous claim the Bible makes: that God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto 
himself (2 Cor. 5:19); that the Word who was in the beginning with God and was God, face to face 
with God and in the very bosom of the Father, this one and not another became flesh and dwelt among 
us (John 1:1, 14, 18). (The Trinity and the Challenge of Islam – page 118). 
 
2 While we are here let me press one related point. The fact that we cannot understand specific aspects 
of his nature – such as the Trinity or the duel nature of Jesus – does not mean they are irrational. Some 
claim that the Trinity is nonsense.  That it is bad math. They argue that what we are claiming is that 1 
= 3 – that God is one God and three gods at the same time and in the same way. No.  The claim is not 
that God is one and God is three in the same way.  The claim is that God is one God in three persons. 
The duel nature of Christ follows a similar pattern. It is not the claim that Jesus is one person and two 
people, it is that Jesus is one person with two natures.2  
 
3 It is translated both: the finite cannot grasp the infinite. And – as Calvin used it - the finite cannot 
contain the infinite.  Both apply. I am focused on the first use.  
 
4 The focus of the Gospels is not on Bethlehem but on Calvary. Not the incarnation but the crucifixion. 
In fact, “The New Testament knows nothing of an incarnation which can be defined apart from its 
relation to atonement…. Not Bethlehem, but Calvary is the focus of revelation, and any construction 
of Christianity which ignores or denies this distorts Christianity by putting it out of focus.” (James 
Denney, The Death of Christ, 1902, p. 235, quoted in Knowing God, p. 51.  Also, “The crucial 
significance of the cradle at Bethlehem lies in its place in the sequence of steps down that led the Son 
of God to the cross of Calvary, and we do not understand it until we see it in this context.”  Packer, p. 
51. 
 
5  Concerning the challenges faced by Jesus because of the incarnation, Augustin wrote: “Man’s maker 
was made man that He, Ruler of the stars, might nurse at His mother’s breast; that the Bread might 
hunger, the Fountain thirst, the Light sleep, the Way be tired on its journey; that Truth might be 
accused of false witnesses, the Teacher be beaten with whips, the Foundation be suspended on wood; 
that Strength might grow weak; that the Healer might be wounded; that Life might die.” (Augustine).  
 
6 Hebrews 4:15. 
 
7 As J.I. Packer has written, once you understand that Jesus is God incarnate then the problems of how 
any “person” could heal the sick, raise the dead, walk on water, be born of a virgin, et al, are over. 
What would make no sense for a person makes perfect sense for God. See Knowing God, (IVP), 
especially chapter five on the incarnation.   
 
8 Jesus is called God the Son quite often. He usually refers to Himself as the Son of Man – which is a 
claim to deity based on it’s prior use in the book of Daniel.  
 
9 See especially John 8, where Jesus claims the covenant name of God, Yahweh (or “I AM”). 
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10 In Colossians 1:19 Paul writes that “In Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form.” 
Additionally the writer of Hebrews says, “…of the Son the Father says, ‘Your throne, O God, is 
forever and ever.”  
 
11 Jn 4:6; Jn 19:28; Mt. 4:2 
 
12 See Heb. 4:15 and I Tim. 2:5 
 
13 It is important to realize that what we affirm is what the early church affirmed, and what is found in 
Scripture. Just to establish a base line – and to make it clear that what we affirm today is the historic 
faith of the church – let me share with you the first Statement of Faith. It was written by Tertullian at 
the end of the second or beginning of the third century. It reads as follows:  Now, with regard to this 
rule of faith-that we may from this point acknowledge what it is which we defend-it is, you must 
know, that which prescribes the belief that there is one only God, and that He is none other than the 
Creator of the world, who produced all things out of nothing through His own Word, first of all sent 
forth; that this Word is called His Son, and, under the name of God, was seen "in diverse manners" by 
the patriarchs, heard at all times in the prophets, at last brought down by the Spirit and Power of the 
Father into the Virgin Mary, was made flesh in her womb, and, being born of her, went forth as Jesus 
Christ; thenceforth He preached the new law and the new promise of the kingdom of heaven, worked 
miracles; having been crucified, He rose again the third day; (then) having ascended into the heavens, 
He sat at the right hand of the Father; sent instead of Himself the Power of the Holy Ghost to lead 
such as believe;  will come with glory to take the saints to the enjoyment of everlasting life and of the 
heavenly promises, and  to condemn the wicked to everlasting fire, after the resurrection of both these 
classes shall have happened, together with the restoration of their flesh.  This rule, as it will be proved, 
was taught by Christ, and raises amongst ourselves no other questions than those which heresies 
introduce, and which make men heretics.   
 
14 It is worth noting that Jesus will be fully God and fully Man forever. I emphasize this point not only 
because Scripture does, but also because I believe it escapes the attention of many. At this moment 
Jesus Christ is a man in heaven. 1) The Bible states that He rose physically from the grave (Lk 24:39); 
2) He then ascended into heaven as a man with a body (Acts 1:9; Lk 24:50f); 3) thirty years after his 
ascension the Apostle Paul would write that “all the fullness of deity dwells in bodily form.”  Paul did 
not say it dwelt, but that it dwells; 4) In I Tim 2:5 Paul writes, “For there is one God, and one mediator 
also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus. (For more see Understanding the Incarnation on the 
Contend for the Faith web site). 
 
15 Or, to be more specific, the God of Scripture can not stop being God. He is described as being 
eternal and unchangeable. If He ceased to be either then he never was either If you cease to be eternal 
then you never were eternal, and if you change you were never unchangeable (immutable).  
 
16 Athanasius stated it well: Jesus became what He was not; He continued to be what He was. 
 
17 In the brilliant paraphrase of Milton, He did not refuse, “to leave the courts of everlasting day and 
choose with us a darksome house of mortal clay.” (D. MacLeod, Philippians 2 and Christology, 
Leicester, 1997, p.8. 
 
18 His glory was masked by his humanity in the same way a mitten masks a hand. Dr. C. Matthew 
McMahon, A Meditation on the Incarnation, p. 11.  
 
19 David Wells was speaking at an IVCF meeting on a college campus. He was explaining the tension 
about Christ’s nature. A man said that he had solved that problem and proceeded to lay out a common 
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historical heresy as the solution.  Dr. Wells said, “you, my friend, are a heretic. We should burn you at 
the stake.”  He later found out that it was the faculty advisor. 
 
20 The Greek word doceo means “seem.” John writes against the docetists in I John 1. Early in that 
chapter he condemned anyone who denied that Christ was a real man, stating that he was writing 
about things that, “I saw with my own eyes and heard with my own ears and touched with my own 
hands.”  Jesus was a man.  
 
21 This view was advanced by Paul of Samosata, who holds the honor of being the first bishop to be 
kicked out of the church by other bishops for heresy.  His views were denounced at the Synod of 
Antioch in 268. 
 
22 This view has several names: modalism, Sabellianism (after a third century Roman who was 
teaching it), modal monarchism and Patripassianism (patris in Latin means father and passum means 
to suffer.  Patripassianism suggests that it was God the Father who suffered on the cross. This was 
specifically renounced by Tertullian). It is easily disproved by noting that at His baptism God the 
Father spoke from heaven and the Spirit descended in the form of a dove even as Christ was present. 
 
23 Mistake number six is Monophytism – also called Apollinarianism (One of those who took an 
outlying position was a man named Apollinaris, a 4th century bishop in Laodicea). This view teaches 
that Jesus had a human body but not a human mind or human spirit and so when the union of God and 
man comes together there is only one nature – thus the term “mono.”  (The net effect of the 
incarnation was to humanize His divine nature or defy His human nature. It doesn’t matter which you 
choose – neither work.)  Some call this the “god in a bod” theory.  
 
Nestorianism was mistake number seven. On Christmas morning of 428, a fifth century Syrian monk 
named Nestorius caused a big ruckus by suggesting that Jesus was fully God and fully Man but not 
one person. And that Mary was not the Theotokos – i.e., the mother of God.  (In the Orthodox 
(Eastern) Church Theotokos is still used today, 1500 years later. It is not translated as Mother of God 
because as Theotokos it is recognized as being a strong affirmation of Christ’s deity). This was less 
about Mary than about Jesus, but he caused a big ruckus.  Nestorianism is complicated and nuanced 
but what Nestorius argued on that Christmas morning was that: In Jesus the nature of God and the 
nature of man are very distinct.  As a result, you cannot really talk about God being born – the second 
person of the Trinity, only about Jesus the man being born. Therefore, you could not really call Mary 
the Mother of God. You could call her the Mother of Christ. But the infant Jesus was not God. What 
Nestorius – or at the very least his followers would argue (after he is chased into the desert) is that 
Jesus was fully God and fully man but not one person or one hypostasis. He had one body, but was 
two natures and two persons in that one body. Note: Nestorianism both denies the incarnation and 
threatens the atonement.  The incarnation is negated if there are two persons.  And, if Jesus is two 
persons, then which one died on the cross?  If it was the "human person" then the atonement is not of 
divine quality and thereby insufficient to cleanse us of our sins. Finally, it’s important to note that in 
Scripture both natures are referred to as one person. 1) Scripture makes no distinction between “I and 
“you” in Christ but it does in the Trinity – where One person of the Godhead addresses the other; 2) 
Jesus never refers to Himself in the plural as God (who is in three persons) does. Things got 
complicated for a while.  There are several councils with lots of yelling. Thankfully, God protects the 
truth. Thoughtful people prevail and move things forward.  And we end up with another creed – which 
is more of an addendum to the Nicene Creed called the Chalcedoian Defintion, 
 
The substance of the Definition of Chalcedon is as follows:   

In agreement, therefore, with the holy fathers we all unanimously teach that we should 
confess that our Lord Jesus Christ is one and the same Son; the same perfect in Godhead and 
the same perfect in manhood, truly God and truly man, the same of a rational soul and body; 
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consubstantial with the Father in Godhead and the same consubstantial with us in manhood; 
like us in all things except sin; begotten of the Father before all ages as regards his Godhead 
and in the last days the same, for us and for our salvation, begotten of the Virgin Mary the 
Theotokos  as regards his manhood; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only-begotten, made 
known in two natures without confusion, without change, without division, without 
separation; the difference of the natures being by no means removed because of the union but 
the property of each nature being preserved and coalescing in one person (prosopon) and one 
hypostasis, not parted or divided into two persons but one and the same Son, only-begotten, 
divine Word, the Lord Jesus Christ; as the prophets of old and Jesus Christ himself have 
taught us about him, and the creed of our fathers has handed down. 

 
The Definition makes it clear that in His divine nature He is fully divine - always and everywhere. It 
then set boundaries – what are called the “four fences” – to govern how we are to think about these 
two natures and their interaction with each other. It states that they are perfect in unity: without 
mixture, division, confusion or separation. It then goes on to say that we can tell his two natures apart 
but not tear them apart. There are times when Jesus speaks from a divine perspective and there are 
times when He speaks from a human perspective.  Examples of  speaking from a human (limited) 
position include: 1) Asking who touched my clothes (Mk 5:30); 2) Asking how many loaves they had 
collected (Mk 6:38); and 3) not knowing   Examples of supernatural knowledge would include: 1) 
knowing the Samaritan women’s shady past (Jn 4:17f); knowing that when Peter catches a fish it will 
have a coin in its mouth (Mt 17:27); knowing without being told that Lazarus is dead (Jn 11:11-13). 
Examples of supernatural power would include healing, feeding and resuscitating the dead.  “The 
impression of Jesus which the gospels give is not that He was wholly bereft of divine knowledge and 
power, but that He drew on both intermittently, while being content for much of the time not to do so. 
The impression, in other words, is not so much one of deity reduced as of divine capacities 
restrained.”  (Packer, p. 54).    
 
Which brings us to Number Eight: The Kenotic Heresy. This one happened in the 19th century. It is 
called the Kenotic Heresy, after the Greek word kenosis, which means empty.  Those advocating it 
argued that when Jesus “emptied himself” – as described in Philippians 2 – he gave up some of his 
deity and for a while was less than God. The good news is that this is one of the very last ways anyone 
could come up with to get it wrong. The bad news is that it’s not uncommon. In fact, you hear this one 
all the time, though most people who imply it – by stating, for instance, that “God became man,” 
which suggests that He stopped being God, probably do not mean it. Those who advance the kenotic 
mistake state that what this means is that Christ gave up His deity at the incarnation. The kenosis 
theory was first advanced by Bishop Gore in England in 1889. He suggested that the reason Christ had 
a high view of Scripture is because he was ignorant of the problems in the Bible that modern scholars 
knew about. This was the case because at the incarnation, while remaining infallible on moral issues 
He had given up divine knowledge on matters of fact. All He knew is what a first century Jew would 
know.  Packer, p. 52f.  
 
24 At this time in history Christians were affirming that: 1) there is one God;  2) and, God the Father is 
God, Jesus is God and the Spirit is God.  They affirmed the Trinity but didn’t really have language 
that allowed them to articulate it.  
 
25 The Nicene Creed is as follows:  We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven 
and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.  We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, 
eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, 
not made, of one Being with the Father. Through him all things were made. For us and for our 
salvation he came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate from the 
Virgin Mary, and was made man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered 
death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended 
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into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the 
living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.  We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the 
giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son. With the Father and the Son he is worshiped 
and glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets. We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic 
Church. We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. We look for the resurrection of the 
dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen. 
 
26 Unfortunately, even after Nicaea ended in 325 the skirmishes between the followers of Arius and 
the champions of truth continued. And even though the Nicene Creed would stand it became 
necessary to call a second council – this one in Constantinople – to deal with the confusion.  
Athanasius, the bishop of Alexandria, is the hero of that period because even when everyone else was 
sick and tired of the debates and willing to compromise just to be done. He famously stood contra 
mundum – “against the world” – and forced the church to put an end to any hint of Arianism. This is 
done at this second council - in 381 – and from that point on the issue is put to rest. Because of the key 
role Athanasius played in this chapter of the church what emerged from Constantinople is usually 
referred to as the Athanasian Creed. The Athanasian Creed follows. (Please note, the word “catholic” 
means “universal.”)   

 
Whoever wants to be saved should above all cling to the catholic faith. Whoever does not 
guard it whole and inviolable will doubtless perish eternally.  Now this is the catholic faith: 
We worship one God in trinity and the Trinity in unity, neither confusing the persons nor 
dividing the divine being. For the Father is one person, the Son is another, and the Spirit is 
still another. But the deity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is one, equal in glory, coeternal 
in majesty.  What the Father is, the Son is, and so is the Holy Spirit. Uncreated is the Father; 
uncreated is the Son; uncreated is the Spirit. The Father is infinite; the Son is infinite; the 
Holy Spirit is infinite. Eternal is the Father; eternal is the Son; eternal is the Spirit:  And yet 
there are not three eternal beings, but one who is eternal; as there are not three uncreated and 
unlimited beings, but one who is uncreated and unlimited. Almighty is the Father; almighty is 
the Son; almighty is the Spirit: And yet there are not three almighty beings, but one who is 
almighty. Thus the Father is God; the Son is God; the Holy Spirit is God: And yet there are 
not three gods, but one God. Thus the Father is Lord; the Son is Lord; the Holy Spirit is Lord: 
And yet there are not three lords, but one Lord. As Christian truth compels us to acknowledge 
each distinct person as God and Lord, so catholic religion forbids us to say that there are three 
gods or lords.  The Father was neither made nor created nor begotten; the Son was neither 
made nor created, but was alone begotten of the Father; the Spirit was neither made nor 
created, but is proceeding from the Father and the Son.  Thus there is one Father, not three 
fathers; one Son, not three sons; one Holy Spirit, not three spirits.  And in this Trinity, no one 
is before or after, greater or less than the other; but all three persons are in themselves, 
coeternal and coequal; and so we must worship the Trinity in unity and the one God in three 
persons. Whoever wants to be saved should think thus about the Trinity.  It is necessary for 
eternal salvation that one also faithfully believe that our Lord Jesus Christ became flesh. For 
this is the true faith that we believe and confess: That our Lord Jesus Christ, God's Son, is 
both God and man. He is God, begotten before all worlds from the being of the Father, and he 
is man, born in the world from the being of his mother -- existing fully as God, and fully as 
man with a rational soul and a human body; equal to the Father in divinity, subordinate to the 
Father in humanity.  Although he is God and man, he is not divided, but is one Christ. He is 
united because God has taken humanity into himself; he does not transform deity into 
humanity. He is completely one in the unity of his person, without confusing his natures.  For 
as the rational soul and body are one person, so the one Christ is God and man.  He suffered 
death for our salvation. He descended into hell and rose again from the dead.  He ascended 
into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.  He will come again to judge the 
living and the dead.  At his coming all people shall rise bodily to give an account of their own 
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deeds.  Those who have done good will enter eternal life, those who have done evil will enter 
eternal fire. This is the catholic faith. One cannot be saved without believing this firmly and 
faithfully.  

 


