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“Concisely and accessibly, Dr. Evans demonstrates . . . how crucial
[the incarnation] is and how only the incarnate Son of God could
save us.”
Robert Letham, Author, Union with Christ
“Evans introduces us to both the teaching of Scripture and the
loving reflections of some of the best minds of the Christian
centuries. . . . Will stimulate even greater love for and faith in the
Lord Jesus.”
Sinclair Ferguson, Pastor, First Presbyterian Church

W

ant to make sense of the New Testament? Start with the
incarnation—a truth that goes far beyond Christmas.
The miracle of Jesus’ incarnation touches on deep truths,
speaking to the very nature of God and humanity. Evans shows how
the Bible consistently supports the incarnation as actual fact. He also
describes the early church’s efforts to express this great mystery and
explores some key questions about the incarnation and its practical
implications for our daily lives.

Basics of the Faith booklets introduce readers to basic Reformed doctrine
and practice. On issues of church government and practice they reflect that
framework—otherwise they are suitable for all church situations.

William B. Evans is Younts Professor of Bible and Religion at
Erskine College in Due West, South Carolina.
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This booklet is an introduction to Christology (the doctrine
of the person of Christ)—a topic that lies at the center of Christian
faith. As we will soon see, there is much to think about here, but at
the outset a crucial point needs to be made. Although there are issues
of Christology that continue to perplex and fascinate theologians, the
doctrine of the incarnation is first and foremost a matter of doxology rather than an intellectual puzzle. It is something that should
cause us to marvel at the matchless grace of God and to respond to
that grace with worship and praise. After all, the second person of
the Trinity has come to us in human form to save helpless sinners,
to accomplish salvation for us, to unite us with himself, and so to
raise us up into fellowship and communion with God. Even as our
faith seeks understanding on this issue, may we be driven to worship
and adore the God who has created us for himself, who has revealed
himself to us in his written and incarnate Word, and who has by the
work of that incarnate Word redeemed a people for himself.1
Anyone who desires to be a Christian must answer two vital
questions. The first is this: who is Jesus Christ? The second follows
quickly upon the first: what has Christ done for me so that I may be
saved? As we shall see, our explorations here will focus on the first
question, but we must touch on the second as well.
According to the great confessional tradition of the church, in
dependence upon Scripture we affirm that Christ is both truly God
5
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(vere deus) and truly human (vere homo) and that these two natures
nevertheless comprise one divine-human person. Echoing the
Council of Chalcedon (a.d. 451), the Westminster Confession of
Faith declares “that two whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the
Godhead and the manhood, were inseparably joined together in
one person, without conversion, composition, or confusion. Which
person is very God and very man, yet one Christ, the only Mediator
between God and man.”2 Admittedly, this is the careful language
of technical theology, but here the Westminster divines express
truth that is of momentous, indeed essential, practical importance.
Thus we must be careful not to dismiss these somewhat technical
discussions of the person of Christ as irrelevant to the life and health
of the church, or as of little consequence for our Christian lives.

Some Preliminary Comments
As we suggested above, we cannot ultimately separate the
doctrine of Christ’s person from the doctrine of his work. They go
together, because Jesus was perfectly fitted for the work he came to
do. This strong connection of person and work is evident in the two
most influential theological arguments for the full deity of Christ
from the early and medieval church periods. The first is by Athanasius of Alexandria (c. 296–373), that stalwart hero of the faith
who did more to defeat the Arian heresy (which denied the deity of
Christ) than any other. He wrote in his treatise “On the Incarnation”:
The reason of his bodily appearing; that it was in the power
of none other to turn the corruptible to incorruption, except
the Saviour himself, that had at the beginning also made all
things out of naught; and that none other could create anew
the likeness of God’s image for men, save the image of the
Father; that none other could render the mortal immortal,
save our Lord Jesus Christ, who is the very life; and that
6
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none other could teach men of the Father, and destroy the
worship of idols, save the Word, that orders all things and
is alone the true only begotten Son of the Father.3
Here the great bishop of Alexandria argues that sin has decisively separated humanity from God who is the source of life and
immortality, that only God himself can fix the situation, and that
Christ therefore must be fully God. Note also that Athanasius is
pointing us to a particular aspect of Christ’s saving work—his transforming work in us.
The second great argument regarding the person of Christ was
presented by that remarkable medieval theologian Anselm of Canterbury (c. 1033–1109). In his treatise entitled Cur Deus Homo (Why
the God-Man), the great archbishop of Canterbury notes that human
sin has resulted in alienation because God’s infinite honor has been
offended and a proper satisfaction must be offered. Furthermore,
only God can offer such infinite satisfaction and only man should
offer satisfaction, and so the one offering such satisfaction must be
the God-man. Anselm’s formulation here is worth quoting in full:
For God will not do it, because he does not owe it, and man
will not do it, because he cannot. Therefore, for the GodMan to do this, the person who is to make this satisfaction
must be both perfect God and perfect man, because none
but true God can make it, and none but true man owes it.
Thus, while it is necessary to find a God-Man in whom the
integrity of both natures is preserved, it is no less necessary
for these two complete natures to meet in one person—just
as body and rational soul meet in one man—for otherwise
the same person could not be perfect God and perfect man.4
Here we see that Anselm is focusing particularly on the
question of what Christ does for us. To rephrase the matter in
7
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more familiar terms, we recognize that God is just and that
human sin must be punished. After all, as the apostle Paul
teaches, “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). The only way
for sinners to be redeemed from this penalty of eternal death
is for a perfect sacrifice to be offered, and Jesus as the Godman is this perfect and all-sufficient sacrifice for sin on our
behalf as he took upon himself the penalty that we deserve.
Thus Christians have rightly sensed that Jesus Christ must
be exactly who the Bible says he is—God and man in a single
person—in order that he might both reconcile us to God and
transform us into the people God wants us to be.
This doctrine of the person of Christ is also inevitably connected with other crucial doctrines of the faith. Because Christ is
fully God and fully human, it is closely related to what theologians
call “theology proper” (the doctrine of God) and to theological
anthropology (the doctrine of humanity). History demonstrates
that it is particularly connected to our understanding of humanity in its sinful and fallen condition. Some have argued that the
human condition is not grave, and that all we need is a bit of
education and encouragement to do what is right. In other words,
a modest savior will do. Such people often deny that Christ is God
and view him as little more than a human teacher and example of
moral truth.5 On the other hand, if the human condition in sin is
not only grave but completely beyond our capacity to rectify it, if
we are truly dead in trespasses and sins, then we need a grand and
mighty Savior, one who is no less than God himself. In addition,
the doctrine of the incarnation is related to our doctrine of salvation, for all of salvation comes to us through our spiritual union
with Christ (see Eph. 1:3–14), and he is the mediator between God
and human beings (1 Tim. 2:5). Finally, it is related to ecclesiology,
or the doctrine of the church, for the church is the body of Christ
(see Rom. 12:3–8; 1 Cor. 12:12–31). Thus we have ample reason
and incentive to get this doctrine of the person of Christ right.
8
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