UNDERSTANDING THE BASIC TENETS OF

TWO NATURES IN THE ONE PERSON

OF CHRIST

What are the essential principles of the incarnation when God became man, and how are we to understand these principles?

(1) The incarnation was an addition of human attributes and not a loss of divine attributes

Philippians 2:6,7 has sometimes been wrongly interpreted to mean Jesus emptied Himself of some of His divine attributes, perhaps even of deity itself.  According to this view, He became human by becoming something less than God.  Part of His divinity was surrendered and displaced by human qualities.  The incarnation is seen as more a subtraction from Christ’s divine nature.

But Philippians 2:6,7 doesn’t state that Christ emptied Himself of His divine nature or attributes of God.  If it did say that, it would clearly contradict scriptures like Colossians 2:9, “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form”.  In what way then did Christ empty Himself (v. 7)?  He emptied Himself by “taking the very nature of a servant”.  This phrase is an explanation of how Jesus emptied Himself.  The adverb “taking” (Greek: labon) is equally translated “by taking”.  So Philippians 2:7 can equally be rendered “He emptied Himself by taking the very nature of a servant”.  The phrase “the very nature of a servant” deliberately contrasts with ”equality with God”  (v. 6).  It was equality with God, not the form of God, of which Jesus emptied Himself.  While He did not cease to be in nature what the Father was, He became functionally subordinated to the Father.  This was done so Jesus could both reveal God and redeem humanity. By taking on human nature, Christ accepted certain limitations upon the functioning of His divine attributes. These limitations were not the result of a loss of divine attributes, but the addiction of human attributes.

(2) The union of the two natures meant that they did not function independently.

Jesus did not exercise His deity at times and His humanity at other times.  His actions were always those of divinity-humanity.  Clearly Christ’s humanity imposed functional limitations on His divinity. He had the power to be omnipresent, but as an incarnate being, was limited in the exercise of that power by now possessing a human body.  He was still omniscient, but as a full human being, grew gradually in a conscious knowledge of His environment and eternal truths. He must have gradually become aware of who He was and what He had come to accomplish.  This imposed a limitation on the exercise of His power and capacities, but not a denial of them.  We might think of the world’s greatest runner running in a three legged race, with one of his legs tied to the leg of a partner.  Although his physical capacity is not diminished (he can run as fast as he can), the conditions under which he exercises his ability create an encumbrance.  Christ’s incarnation was a voluntary, self chosen limitation.  He did not have to take on humanity, but He chose to do so.  His deity functioned in connection with His humanity.
(3) True humanity and true deity are most fully known in Christ

The difficulty many people have with the incarnation is that they cannot possibly imagine God becoming like they are. Their difficulty is more real than imagined because Jesus didn’t become human in exactly the same way they are human.  None of us is humanity as God intended it to be, or as was originally created.  Humanity was corrupted by the sin of Adam and Eve.  This means that we are not true human beings, but impaired, broken forms of true humanity.

In the incarnation, Jesus took on not sinful humanity, but the humanity possessed by Adam and Eve before the fall.  In a very real sense the question is not: was Jesus fully human, but, are we fully human?  Jesus was not “just as human as we are”.  He was in fact, more human than we are.  His humanity was the humanity intended for every human, and would have been, were it not for sin’s introduction into this world.

Original humanity was in God’s “imagine and likeness” (Genesis 1:26,27).  Of all creation, Adam and Eve were the creatures most like God.  This original humanity was certainly more compatible with God than is the humanity that we and everyone around us has become.  If we want to understand or observe this kind of humanity, our truest source is actually Christ.  He most fully reveals the true nature of humanity.

Jesus is also the best source for a knowledge of deity.  As John says, “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known” (John 1:18).  It’s through Jesus that God is most fully revealed and known.  Our picture of what deity is like comes primarily through the revelation of God in and through Christ.

(4) The initiative for the incarnation came exclusively from God

We must never think: how could a human being become God?  The issue was never one of adding deity to an already existing humanity.  In the incarnation, God became a human. He added humanity to His eternal deity. God is unlimited and able to condescend to the lesser, whereas the lesser can’t ascend to the place of the greatest of all.  In the incarnation God did not elevate a human to deity.  In the incarnation God condescended to take on humanity.  The heavenly, eternal, second Person of the Trinity predated the earthly Jesus of Nazareth.  In fact, there was no such being as the earthly Jesus prior to the moment He was conceived in the womb of the virgin Mary.
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