MISREPRESENTATIONS OF EITHER CHRIST’S DEITY,

HUMANITY, OR BEING DEITY AND HUMANITY

IN ONE PERSON, AND THE CHALCEDONIAN STATEMENT 
The biblical teaching about the full deity and full humanity of Christ is sufficiently extensive for both to have been believed from the earliest times in the history of the church. But a precise understanding of how full deity and full humanity could be combined together in one Person was only gradually formulated and did not reach any final form until the Chalcedonian definition in 451A.D. As the early and even later church struggled to understand “who” and “what” Jesus is, and particularly how He related to the Father, several interpretations have arisen.

EBIONISM 1
The group known as the Ebionites solved the tension by denying the real deity of Jesus.  The name “Ebionite”, derived from a Hebrew word meaning “poor”, was originally applied to all Christians, then later only to Jewish Christians, and then later still to a particular sect of Jewish Christians.

The roots of Ebionism can be traced to Judaising movements within the early church.  Paul’s letter to the Galatians was written to counter the activity of one such group.  Judaisers had come to the Galatian Christians and were attempting to undermine Paul’s apostolic authority.  They taught that in addition to accepting the grace of God in Jesus, by faith, it was necessary to observe all the regulations of the Jewish law.

The Ebionites were a continuation (or offshoot) of Judaisers.  Being strongly monotheistic, they taught that Jesus was a human being, though the predestined Messiah, and that at his baptism the presence of God’s power descended upon him.  Near the end of His life, this powerful presence, which they called “the Christ”, withdrew.  The Ebionites maintained their position partly through a denial of the authority of Paul’s letters.

The Ebionite view of Jesus resolved the tension between belief in the deity of Christ and the monotheistic view of God, but at a high price. Ebionism had to ignore or deny a large body of scripture - all references to the pre-existence, the virgin birth, and the utterly unique status and function of Jesus.

ARIANISM 2
The term “Arianism” is derived from Arius, a Bishop of Alexandria who died in 336AD. Arius taught that God the Father alone possessed the attributes of deity, attributes that cannot be shared.  If any other being participated in the divine nature, it would be necessary to speak of two divine beings and this would contradict the uniqueness and oneness of God.  While the creator of everything, the Father did not create the world because it could not bear His direct contact.  The Father worked through the Word (Jesus) to be the agent of His creation and continuing work in the world. Jesus was created, though He is the first and highest of all beings. While a heavenly being who existed before the rest of creation, the Son was not of the same essence as the Father.  He could not be said to be of the same nature as the Father.

Arians based their position on texts that suggested the Son was a creature (“only begotten” Jn.1:14; 3:16,18; 1 Jn.4:9; “first born” Col.1:15), texts where the Father is represented as the only true God (Jn.17:3), texts that seem to imply Christ was inferior to the Father (Jn.14:28), or texts that attribute to the Son seeming imperfections like weakness, ignorance and suffering (Mk.13:32).

Because Arianism arose in a period of serious theological reflection and represented a more thorough and systematic construction than Ebionism, the church gave Arius’ view serious consideration. The Council of Nicea condemned Arianism in 325 as did the Council of Constantinople in 381.The Nicene Creed, in repudiation of Arius, insisted that Christ was “of the same substance as the Father” (homoousius - of the same nature), and not “of a similar nature” (homoiosios - of a similar nature), as Arius had argued. Arianism has emerged at different times in church history, most notably in our own day in the teaching of Jehovah’s Witnesses.
DOCETISM 3

The word “docetism” comes from the Greek verb dokeo = to seem, to appear to be.  Docetism was heavily influenced by Greek thinking that the material earth was inheritantly evil. Matter was morally bad, and so a perfect, morally pure God could not both be God and interact with creation.  It followed that the Son of God could not have been united to a true human nature. God could not have really become material, because all matter is evil, and God is perfectly pure and holy. The transcendent God could not have united with such a corrupting influence. He could not have exposed Himself to the experiences of human life. Jesus’ humanity, His physical nature, was an illusion and not reality.  Docetism permeated many other movements within Christianity, including Gnosticism.

Docetism resolved the tension in the idea that deity and humanity were united in one Person, by saying that while the deity was real and complete, the humanity was only an appearance. The church recognised that this solution, in denying Jesus’ true humanity, also denied any real connection between Jesus and us. Ignatius and Irenaeus attacked the various forms of Docetism, while Tertullian particularly rallied against the teachings of Marcion, which included Docetic elements.
Docetism was the opposite to Ebionism.  Ebionism denied the actuality of the deity of Christ, while Docetism denied His humanity.

While Docetism has no significant followers today, an undue emphasis on Christ’s deity that lacks teaching and emphasis on His humanity, can unwittingly create docetic tendancies in evangelicals today.

APOLLINARIANISM 4
Apollinarius was an associate of Athanasius, the leading champion of orthodox Christology against Arianism at the Council of Nicea in 325.  Apollinarius was concerned to maintain the unity of Jesus Christ, but felt the truth that He had two complete natures, one divine and the other human, inferred He had two minds (or souls), one human and one divine.  Knowing such a duality couldn’t be, Apollinarius taught that the one person, Christ, had a human body, but not a human mind (or soul), and that His mind (or soul) was from the divine nature of the Son of God. This would mean there could be no contradiction between the human and the divine.  Because He was fully controlled by His divine soul, He could not sin.

Apollinarius’ Christology was based on an extremely narrow reading of John 1:14 (“the Word became flesh” ie. flesh was the only aspect of human nature involved). According to Apollinarius, Jesus was a compound unity. Part of the composite was human and the rest was divine. The Word did not take on the whole of humanity, but only the flesh (the body).This flesh could not be animated by itself. What animated it was the divine Logos which took the place of the human soul. Jesus then was human physically but not psychologically.

But the views of Apollinaris were rejected by leaders of the church at that time, who realised that while not as thoroughgoing a denial of the humanity of Jesus as Docetism, Apollinarianism had the same practical effect. If, as Apollinarius claimed, Christ lacked the most characteristic part of humanity (human will, reason, mind), He could hardly be called human at all. Apollinarius’ rejection of the belief that Jesus took on the psychological components of human nature clearly clashed with the accounts of the gospels. Loraine Boettner draws the analogy of a human mind implanted into the body of a lion. What results is a being governed, not by lion or animal psychology but by human psychology5.
Apollinarianism was rejected by several church councils, from the Council of Alexandria in 362AD to the Council of Constantinople in 381AD.  The Councils felt that if Christ lacked a “human” mind, He lacked the most characteristic part of humanity, and so could not be fully and truly man.

NESTORIANISM 6
Two main types of Christology had emerged in the 4th century – the “World-flesh” and “Word-man” Christologies. The “Word-flesh” Christology saw the Word as the major element in the God-man, and the human soul as relatively unimportant.  The “Word-man” Christology affirmed that Jesus assumed complete human nature. While Nestorius’ Christological position became clouded and even contradictory, the teaching bearing his name believed that there was a “conjunction” of two natures in Christ, rather than a union.  This position seemed to imply that there was a split in the person of Christ, that the “God-man” was two persons in the one body.

Soon after Nestorius was installed as the patriarch of Constantinople in 428, he had to rule on the whether Mary should be spoken of as “God bearing” (theotokos). He was reluctant to agree to this, unless theotokos was accompanied by “human bearing” (anthropotokos). He observed that God cannot have a mother, and that no human creature could generate a member of the Godhead. Mary therefore did not bear God, but a man who was a vehicle for God. Nestorian felt that the term theotokos contained implicitly either the Arian view of the Son as a creature, or the Apollinarian concept of the incompleteness of Jesus’ humanity. 
Nestorius’ statement alarmed other theologians. Eusebius concluded Nestorius was an adoptionist (a belief that the man Jesus became divine at some point in his life after birth, probably at his baptism). From Nestorius’ statements and the reactions to his views came the traditional picture of Nestorianism as the view that the God-man was split into two distinct persons. The relatively recent discovery of the Book of Heracleides which Nestorius wrote well after his condemnation at the Council of Ephesus in 431, finds Nestorius agreeing with the Chalcedonian formulation (two natures united in one person), but being at pains to give proper place to the distictness of Christ’s two natures.   
EUTYCHIANISM 7
After the Council of Ephesus in 431, a document was produced in an attempt to bring healing within the church. Although authored by the Oriental bishops who had supported Nestorius, the document was at first accepted by those who had opposed Nestorius. This acceptance was to be shortlived. Reacting against the teaching that Christ had two natures, a new emphasis arose on the singularity of Christ’s nature. 

Eutyches, an elderly leader of a monastery in Constantinople became the focus of the new controversy. Out of reaction to Nestorianism and in complete opposition to it, Eutyches denied that the human nature and divine nature in Christ remained fully human and fully divine.  He held rather that the human nature of Christ was taken up and absorbed into the divine nature, so that both natures were changed and a third kind of nature resulted.  He seems to have contended that there were two natures before the incarnation, but only one after. While Eutyches was not a precise thinker or communicator, his views formed the foundation for a movement that taught a form of Docetism, usually now known as monophysitism (Greek: monos = one, physis = nature).

SUBORDINATION 8
While Arianism held that the Son was created and was not divine, subordinationism held that the Son was eternal (not created) and divine, but still not equal to the Father, in being or attributes.  In this sense the Son was inferior or subordinate in being to God the Father.  The early church father Origen (185 – 254AD) advocated a form of subordination by holding that the Son was inferior to the Father in being, and that the Son eternally derives His being from the Father.  Origen was attempting to protect the distinction of person between the Father and the Son, and was writing before the doctrine of the Trinity was clearly formulated in the church.
ADOPTIONISM 9
Adoptionism is the view that Jesus lived as an ordinary man until His baptism, (or even his resurrection), but then God “adopted” Jesus as His “Son” and conferred on Him supernatural powers.  Whether this adoption was an act of pure grace on the part of God, or a promotion in status for which Jesus had qualified by virtue of His personal life, it was more a case of a human becoming God than God becoming human. Ebionism was the earliest form of Adoptionism
Adoptionists would not hold that Christ existed before He was born as a man.  They would not think of Christ as eternal, nor would they think of Him as the exalted, supernatural being created by God that the Arians held Him to be.  Even after Jesus’ “adoption” as the “Son” of God, they would not think of Him as divine in nature, but only as an exalted man whom God called His “Son” in a unique sense.

In support of their position, adoptionists emphasise scriptures that speak of Jesus being “begotten” by God. Noting the similarity between Psalm 2:7 “Thou art My Son, Today I have begotten Thee” (NASB), it’s twice being quoted in Hebrews as applied to Christ (!:3; 5:5), and the statement of the Father at Jesus’ baptism, “Thou art My beloved Son, in Thee I am well pleased”, adoptionists assumed that the Spirit’s descent upon Jesus at this time spoke of the coming of deity upon the man Jesus. Adoptionists would hold that the man Jesus would simply have lived on as Jesus of Nazareth had this divine adoption not occurred.

Adoptionism never gained the force of a movement in the way Arianism did, but there were people who held adoptionist views at different times in church history. Today people who think of Jesus as a great man and someone especially empowered by God, but not really divine, would hold to adoptionist teaching. Such a position has to deny the validity of scriptures that speak of the pre-existence of Christ, the pre-birth narrative and the virgin birth.
THE CHALCEDONIAN STATEMENT 10
In an attempt to solve the problems raised by the controversies over the person of Christ, a large church council was convened in the city of Chalcedon near Constantinople in 451AD.  The resulting statement guarded against each of the major extremes that had surfaced up until that time.  It has been taken as the standard, orthodox definition of the biblical teaching on the person of Christ from that day by Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox branches of Christianity, with very few exceptions.

The statement reads:  

We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach men to confess one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood;  truly God and truly man, of a reasonable (rational) soul and body; consubstantial (coessential) with the Father according to the Godhead, and consubstantial with us according to the Manhood;  in all things like unto us, without sin;  begotten before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and in these latte days, for us and for our salvation, born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, according to the Manhood;  one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, but rather the property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten, God, the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ, as the prophets from the beginning (have declared) concerning him, and the Lord Jesus Christ himself has taught us, and the Creed of the holy Fathers has been handed down to us.11
Against the view of Apollinaris that Christ did not have a human soul, the statement reads that He was “truly man of a reasonable soul and body … consubstantial with us according to the Manhood; in all things like unto us” (consubstantial meaning “having the same nature or substance”).

In opposition to the view of Nestorianism that Christ was two persons united in one body, the statement reads “indivisibly, inseparably … concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not parted or divided into two persons.”
Against the view of Eutychianism (monophysitism) that Christ had only one nature, and that His human nature was lost in the union with the divine nature, the statement reads “to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably … the distinction of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being preserved”.  The human and the divine natures were not confused or changed when Christ became man, but the human nature remained a truly human nature, and the divine nature remained a truly divine nature.  When the eternal Son of God took to Himself a truly human nature, His divine and human natures remained distinct, but yet were eternally and inseparably united together in the one Person.

The Chalcedonian definition did not answer every possible question about Christ.  What it did was to define clearly that Christ has two natures, a human nature and a divine nature.  It taught that His divine nature is exactly the same as the Father’s (“consubstantial with the Father according to the Godhead”), and it maintained that the human nature is exactly like our human nature, but without sin (“consubstantial with us according to the Manhood, in all things like unto us, without sin”).  It affirmed that in the person of Christ, His human nature retains its distinctive characteristics and the divine nature retains its distinctive characteristics (“the distinction of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being preserved”.) Finally, it affirmed that, whether we can understand it or not, these two natures are united together in the one person of Christ.

When the Chalcedonian statement says the two natures of Christ occur together “in one Person and one Subsistence”, the Greek word translated “subsistence” is hypostasis = being.  Hence the union of Christ’s human and divine natures in one Person is sometimes called the “hypostatic union”.  This term simply means the union of Christ’s human and divine natures in one being.

KENOTICISM 12
The modern period has produced one distinctive attempt to solve the problem of the relationship between the two natures of Christ.  Kenoses theory (from the Greek kenosis = to empty), holds that Christ gave up some of His divine attributes while He was on earth.  These attributes would include omniscience, omnipotence and omnipresence.  This was viewed as a voluntary self limitation on Christ’s part, which He carried out in order to fulfil His work of redemption.

Centred on the use of the Greek verb kenoo in Philippians 2:7 variously translated “made himself nothing” (NIV), “made himself of no reputation” (AV), “emptied himself” (RSV), kenosis theory teaches that Christ emptied Himself of the form of God.  He laid aside distinctly divine attributes and took on human qualities instead.  In effect the incarnation consisted of an exchange of part of the divine nature for human characteristics. Kenosis theory was first espoused in Germany from 1860 and in England from 1910.
Kenosis theory is based all but exclusively on one text, Philippians 2:7. Within the context of the passage, what Christ gave up was not essential attributes, but the status and privilege that had been His in heaven. He “did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped” but “emptied himself” for our sake, and came to live as a man. Jesus spoke of the “glory” He had with the Father “before the world was made” (John 17:5), a glory that He had given up but was going to receive again when He returned to heaven.
The kenosis theory has for some become the acceptable way of saying that although Jesus is God, He is a kind of God who had for a time given up some of His God-like qualities, those that were difficult for people to accept in our contemporary world.

IN  CONCLUSION
While many interpretations about Christ’s humanity and divinity have arisen throughout church history, there have been six basic false interpretations, all of which appeared in the first four centuries of the church. These false interpretations have either denied the genuineness (Ebionism) or completeness (Arianism) of Jesus’ deity, denied the genuineness (Docetism) or completeness (Apollinarianism) of His humanity, divided His person (Nestorianism), or confused His natures (Eutychianism). All departures from orthodoxy relating to the person of Christ tend to be variations of one of these six.
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