WAS JESUS SINLESS?

The New Testament clearly affirms that while Jesus was fully human, He never sinned.  The biblical record of the temptation tells us that even after forty days, Satan was unable to persuade Jesus to sin, “When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left Him until an opportune time” (Luke 4:13).  None of the gospels offer any evidence of wrongdoing on Jesus’ part.  To the Jews who opposed Him, Jesus asked “Can any of you prove Me guilty of sin?” (John 8:46).  We have no record of anyone answering.

When Jesus claimed, “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12), His audience would have understood Him to be claiming to represent both truthfulness and moral purity.  Such a claim would have been easily exposed if Jesus had ever sinned.  Probably to the same group of listeners Jesus claimed, “I always do what pleases Him” (John 9:29) referring to His personal obedience to the Father.  The present tense means continual activity, “I am always doing what pleases Him.”  At the end of His life, Jesus could say, “I have obeyed My Father’s commandments and remain in His love” (John 15:10).  It is significant that when Jesus was put on trial before Pilate, despite the accusations of the Jews, Pilate could only conclude, “I find no basis for a charge against Him” (John 19:38).

In the book of Acts, Jesus is several times called the “Holy One” or the “Righteous One”, or a similar expression (Acts 2:27; 3:14; 4:3; 7:52; 13:35).  When Paul speaks of Jesus coming to live as a man, he is careful not to say that He took on “sinful flesh” but rather that God sent His own Son “in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering” (Romans 8:3).  Paul refers to Jesus as “Him who had no sin” (2 Corinthians 5:21).

The author of Hebrews affirms that Jesus was tempted but did not sin.  Jesus is the one “who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15).  He is a high priest who is “holy, blameless, pure, set apart form sinners, exalted above the heavens”  (Hebrews 7:26).  Peter speaks of Jesus as “a lamb without blemish or defect” (1 Peter 1:19), using Old Testament imagery to describe His being free from any moral defilement.  Peter directly states, “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in His mouth” (1 Peter 2:22).  When Jesus died, it was “the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God” (1 Peter 3:18).  And John in his first epistle calls Him “Jesus Christ, the Righteous One” (1 John 2:1), and says, “in Him is no sin” (1 John 3:5).  The sinlessness of Christ is clearly taught in all the major sections of the New Testament.

A more detailed look at Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 1:12,13;  Luke 4:1-13) helps us understand even more, how amazing Jesus’ continuing sinlessness really was.  The essence of these temptations was an attempt to persuade Jesus to escape from the hard path of obedience and suffering that was appointed for Him as the Messiah.  Jesus was “led by the Spirit in the desert where He was tempted by the devil” (Luke 4:1,2).  The temptation was parallel to the testing that Adam and Eve faced in the garden of Eden in many aspects, but it was much more difficult.  Adam and Eve had fellowship with God and with each other and had an abundance of food.  There was only one tree whose fruit they were told not to eat.  By contrast, Jesus had no human fellowship and no food, and after He had fasted for forty days, He faced irreparable damage to His body.  In both cases the kind of obedience required was not obedience to an eternal moral principle rooted in the character of God, but was a test of pure obedience to God’s specific directive.  With Adam and Eve, God told them not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and the question was whether they would obey simply because God told them.  In the case of Jesus, ‘led by the Spirit” for forty days in the wilderness, He apparently realised that it was the Father’s will that He eat nothing during those days, but simply remain there until the Father, through the leading of the Spirit told Him the temptations were over and to leave.
This helps us understand the force of the temptation, “If You are the Son of God, tell this stone to become bread” (Luke 4:3).  Jesus knew He was the Son of God and that He had the power to turn stone into bread.  The temptation, of course, was intensified by the fact that it seemed as though, if He did not eat soon, He could/would die.  But He had come to obey the Father perfectly, and to do so, as a man.  This meant that He had to obey in His human strength.  If He had called upon His divine powers to make the temptation easier, He would not have obeyed the Father fully as a man.  The temptation was to use His divine power to make obedience easier.  But unlike Adam and Eve, Jesus refused to create and eat what appeared to be good and necessary for Him, choosing rather to obey the command of His Father.

The temptation to bow down and worship Satan and then receive authority over “all the kingdoms of the world” (Luke 4:5) was a temptation to receive power – not through the path of lifelong obedience to the Father, but through wrongful submission to the Prince of Darkness.  Again, Jesus rejected the apparently easy path and chose the path of obedience that led to the cross.

Similarly, the temptation to throw Himself down from the pinnacle of the temple (Luke 4:9-11) was a temptation to “force” the Father to perform a miracle and rescue Him in a spectacular way, thus assuring a ready made audience of followers, without pursuing the hard path ahead, that included three years of ministering to people’s needs, teaching with authority, and exemplifying complete holiness of life in the midst of harsh opposition.  Again, Jesus resisted this “easy” route to the fulfilment of His goals as the Messiah – a route that would not have actually fulfilled those goals anyway.

These temptations were really the culmination of a lifelong process of moral strengthening and maturing that occurred throughout Jesus’ childhood and early adulthood, as He “grew in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God” (Luke 2:52), and as He “learned obedience from what He suffered” (Hebrews 5:8).  In these temptations in the wilderness and in the various temptations He faced in His years of earthly life, Jesus obeyed the Father, both in our place and as our representative, and so succeeded where Adam had failed.

In these temptations Jesus gained an ability to understand and help us in our temptations “Because He Himself suffered when He was tempted, He is able to help those who are being tempted” (Hebrews 2:18).  The writer of Hebrews then goes to connect Jesus’ ability to sympathise with our weakness, to the fact that He was tempted as we are: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathise with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet was without sin.  Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:15,16).

In every situation where we find ourselves struggling with temptation, we should reflect on the life of Christ and ask if there were not similar situations that He faced.

And finally, it has been objected that if Jesus didn’t sin, then He was not truly human, because all humans sin.  But sin is not part of the essence of human nature.  The question shouldn’t be “Is Jesus as human as we are?”, but “Are we as human as Jesus?”  The type of human nature we possess is not pure human nature.  There have only ever been three pure human beings – Adam and Eve (before the fall), and Jesus.  All the rest of us are not normal, but abnormal.  We are broken, corrupted versions of humanity.  Jesus is not only as human we are; He is more human.  Our humanity is not the standard by which we are to measure His.  His humanity (as Adam and Eve’s before the fall) is true humanity, and the ultimate standard by which humanity is to be measured.  

This study is taken from Systematic Theology by W. Grudem (Leicester:IVP; Michigan:Zondervan, 1994) pp.535-537

