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8:1 The Nature Of Jesus: Introduction

It must be one of the greatest tragedies in Christian thinking that the Lord Jesus Christ has not received the respect and exaltation due to him on account of his victory over sin, through the development of a perfect character.   The widely held doctrine of the 'trinity' makes Jesus God Himself.   Seeing that God cannot be tempted (James 1:13) and has no possibility of sinning, this means that Christ did not really have to battle against sin.  His life on earth was therefore a sham, living out the human experience, but with no real feeling for the spiritual and physical dilemma of the human race, seeing that he was not personally affected by it.

At the other extreme, groups like the Mormons and Jehovah's Witnesses fail to properly appreciate the wonder of Christ being the only begotten Son of God.   As such, he could not have been an angel or the natural son of Joseph.   It has been suggested by some that in his lifetime, Christ's nature was like that of Adam before the fall.   Apart from the lack of Biblical evidence for this view, it fails to appreciate that Adam was created by God from dust, whilst Jesus was 'created' by being begotten of God in the womb of Mary.   Thus, although Jesus did not have a human father, he was conceived and born like us in all other ways.   Many people cannot accept that a man of our sinful nature could have a perfect character.   It is this fact which is an obstacle to a real faith in Christ.

To believe that Jesus was of our nature, but was sinless in his character, always overcoming his temptations, is not easy.   It takes much reflection upon the Gospel records of his perfect life, coupled with the many Biblical passages which deny that he was God, to come to a firm understanding and faith in the real Christ.   It is far easier to suppose that he was God Himself, and therefore automatically perfect.   Yet this view demeans the greatness of the victory which Jesus won against sin and human nature.   

He had human nature;  he shared every one of our sinful tendencies (Heb. 4:15), yet he overcame them by his commitment to God's ways and seeking His help to overcome sin.   This God willingly gave, to the extent that "God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto Himself" through His very own Son (2 Cor. 5:19).

8.2  Differences Between God And Jesus

There is a fine balance to be drawn between those passages which emphasize the degree to which "God was in Christ", and those which highlight his humanity.   The latter group of passages make it impossible to Biblically justify the idea that Jesus is God Himself,  "very God of very God", as the doctrine of the Trinity wrongly states.   (This phrase "very God of very God" was used at the Council of Nicea in 325 A.D., where the idea of God being a 'trinity' was first promulgated;  it was unknown to the early Christians.)   The word 'trinity' never occurs in the Bible.   Study 9 will delve further into Christ's total victory over sin, and God's part in it.   As we commence these studies, let us remember that salvation depends upon a correct understanding of the real Jesus Christ (John 3:36;  6:53;17:3).   Once we have come to this true understanding of his conquest of sin and death, we can be baptized into him in order to share in this salvation.

One of the clearest summaries of the relationship between God and Jesus is found in 1 Tim. 2:5:  "There is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus".   Reflection upon the highlighted words leads to the following conclusions:-

-   There being only one God, it is impossible that Jesus could be God; if the Father is God and Jesus is also God, then there are two Gods. "But to us there is but one God, the Father" (1 Cor. 8:6).   'God the Father' is therefore the only God.   It is therefore impossible that there can be a separate being called 'God the Son', as the false doctrine of the trinity states.   The Old Testament likewise portrays Yahweh, the one God, as the Father (e.g. Isa. 63:16;  64:8).

-   In addition to this one God, there is the mediator, the man Christ Jesus -  "...and one mediator...".   That word "and" indicates a difference between Christ and God.

-   Christ being the "mediator" means that he is a go-between. A mediator between sinful man and sinless God cannot be sinless God Himself;  it had to be a sinless man, of sinful human nature. "The man Christ Jesus" leaves us in no doubt as to the correctness of this explanation.   Even though he was writing after the ascension of Jesus, Paul does not speak of "the God Christ Jesus".

Several times we are reminded that "God is not a man" (Num. 23:19;  Hos. 11:9);  yet Christ was clearly "the son of man", as he is often called in the New Testament, "the man Christ Jesus".   He was "the Son of the Highest" (Luke 1:32).   God being "The Highest" indicates that only He has ultimate highness;  Jesus being "the Son of the Highest" shows that he cannot have been God Himself in person.   The very language of Father and Son which is used about God and Jesus, makes it obvious that they are not the same.   Whilst a son may have certain similarities to his father, he cannot be one and the same person, nor be as old as his father.

In line with this, there are a number of obvious differences between God and Jesus, which clearly show that Jesus was not God himself:-

               GOD                                    JESUS

"God cannot be tempted" (James 1:13).   Christ "was in all points tempted

                                                           like as we are" (Heb. 4:15).

God cannot die - He is immortal by        Christ died for three days (Mt.12:

nature (Ps. 90:2;  1 Tim. 6:16).             40; 16:21).

God cannot be seen by men                   Men saw Jesus and handled him

(1 Tim. 6:16;  Ex. 33:20).                     (1 John 1:1 emphasizes this).

When we are tempted, we are forced with a choice between sin and obedience to God.   Often we choose to disobey God;  Christ had the same choices, but always chose to be obedient.   He therefore had the possibility of sinning, although he never actually did.   It is unthinkable that God has any possibility of sinning.   We have shown that the seed of David promised in 2 Sam. 7:12-16 was definitely Christ.  Verse 14 speaks of Christ's possibility of sinning:  "If  he commit iniquity, I will chasten him.

8:3  The nature Of Jesus

The word 'nature' refers to what we naturally, fundamentally are.   We have shown in Study 1 that the Bible speaks of only two natures - that of God, and that of man.   By nature God cannot die, be tempted etc.  It is evident that Christ was not of God's nature during his life.   He was therefore totally of human nature.   From our definition of the word 'nature' it should be evident that Christ could not have had two natures simultaneously.   It was vital that Christ was tempted like us (Heb. 4:15), so that through his perfect overcoming of temptation he could gain forgiveness for us.   The wrong desires which are the basis of our temptations come from within us (Mark 7:15-23), from within our human nature (James 1:13-15).   It was necessary, therefore, that Christ should be of human nature so that he could experience and overcome these       temptations.

Hebrews 2:14-18 puts all this in so many words:-

 "As the children (us) are partakers of flesh and blood (human nature), he (Christ) also himself likewise took part (i.e. "partook", R.S.V.) of the same (nature); that through death he might destroy...the devil...For verily he took not on him the nature of angels; but he took on him the (nature of the) seed ofAbraham.   Wherefore in all things it behoved him to be made like unto his brethren, that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest... to make reconciliation for the sins of the people. For in that he himself hath suffered being tempted, he is able to succour them that are tempted".

This passage places extraordinary emphasis upon the fact that Jesus had human nature:  "He also himself likewise" partook of it (Heb. 2:14).   This phrase uses three words all with the same meaning, just to drive the point home.  He partook "of the same" nature;  the record could have said 'he partook of IT too', but it stresses, "he partook of the same".   Heb. 2:16 similarly labours the point that Christ did not have angels' nature, seeing that he was the seed of Abraham, who had come to bring salvation for the multitude of believers who would become Abraham's seed. Because of this, it was necessary for Christ to have human nature.   In every way he had "to be made like unto his brethren" (Heb. 2:17) so that God could grant us forgiveness through Christ's sacrifice.   To say that Jesus was not totally of human nature is therefore to be ignorant of the very basics of the good news of Christ.

Whenever baptized believers sin, they can come to God, confessing their sin in prayer through Christ (1 John 1:9);  God is aware that Christ was tempted to sin exactly as they are, but that he was perfect, overcoming that very temptation which they fail.   Because of this, "God for Christ's sake" can forgive us (Eph. 4:32).   It is therefore vital to appreciate how Christ was tempted just like us, and needed to have our nature for this to be possible.   Heb. 2:14 clearly states that Christ had "flesh and blood" nature to make this possible.   "God is Spirit" (John 4:24) by nature and although He has a material body, as "Spirit" He does not have flesh and blood.   Christ having "flesh" nature means that in no way did he have God's nature during his lifetime.

Previous attempts by men to keep God's word, i.e. to totally overcome temptation, had all failed.   Therefore "God sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and by a sacrifice for sin, condemned sin in the flesh" (Rom. 8:3 A.V. mg.). 

"Sin" refers to the natural proneness to sin which we have by nature.   We have given way to this already, and continue to do so, and "the wages of sin is death".   To get out of this predicament, man needed outside help.   He himself seemed incapable of perfection;  it was and is not within flesh to redeem the flesh.   God therefore intervened and gave us His own Son, who had our "sinful flesh", with all the promptings to sin which we have.   Unlike every other man, Christ overcame every temptation, although he had the possibility of failure and sinning just as much as we do.   Rom. 8:3 describes Christ's human nature as "sinful flesh".  A few verses earlier, Paul spoke of how in the flesh "dwelleth no good thing", and how the flesh naturally militates against obedience to God (Rom. 7:18-23).   In this context it is all the more marvellous to read that Christ had "sinful flesh" in Rom. 8:3.   It was because of this, and his overcoming of that flesh, that we have a way of escape from our flesh;  Jesus was intensely aware of the sinfulness of his own nature.    He was once addressed as   "Good master", with the implication that he was "good" and perfect by nature.   He responded:  "Why callest thou me good?   There is none good but one, that is, God" (Mark 10:17,18).   On another  occasion, men started to testify of Christ's greatness due to a series of outstanding miracles which he had performed.   Jesus did not capitalize on this "because he knew all, and needed not that any should testify of man:  for he knew what was in man" (John 2:23-25, Greek text).   Because of his great knowledge of human nature ("he knew all" about this), Christ did not want men to praise him personally in his own right, seeing that he knew how evil his own human nature was.

8.4  The Humanity Of Jesus

The Gospel records provide many examples of how completely Jesus had human nature.   It is recorded that he was weary, and had to sit down to drink from a well (John 4:6).   "Jesus wept" at the death of Lazarus (John 11:35).   Most supremely, the record of his final sufferings should be proof enough of his humanity:  "Now is my soul troubled", he admitted as he prayed for God to save him from having to go through with his death on the cross (John 12:27).   He "prayed, saying, O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup (of suffering and death) pass from me;  nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt" (Matt. 26:39).   This indicates that in some ways Christ's 'will', or desires, was different from that of God.  

During his whole life Christ had submitted his will to that of God in preparation for this final trial of the cross:  "I can of mine own self do nothing:  as I hear, I judge:  and my judgment is just;  because I seek not mine own will, but the will of the Father which hath sent me" (John 5:30).   This difference between Christ's will and that of God is proof enough that Jesus was not God.

Throughout our lives we are expected to grow in our knowledge of God, learning from the trials which we experience in life.   In this, Jesus was our great example.   He did not have complete knowledge of God beamed into him any more than we have.   From childhood "Jesus increased in wisdom and stature (i.e. spiritual maturity, cp. Eph. 4:13),  and in favour with God and man" (Luke 2:52).   "The child grew, and waxed (became) strong in spirit" (Luke 2:40).   These two verses portray Christ's physical growth as being parallel to his spiritual development;  the growth process occurred in him both naturally and spiritually.   If "The Son is God", as the Athanasian Creed states concerning the 'Trinity', this would not have been possible.   Even at the end of his life, Christ admitted that he did not know the exact time of his second coming, although the Father did (Mark 13:32).

Obedience to God's will is something which we all have to learn over a period of time.   Christ also had to go through this process of learning obedience to his Father, as any son has to.   "Though he were a Son, yet learned he obedience (i.e. obedience to God) by the things which he suffered;  and being made perfect (i.e. spiritually mature), he became the author of eternal salvation" as a result of his completed and total spiritual growth (Heb. 5:8,9).   Phil. 2:7,8 (further commented on in Digression 27) records this same process of spiritual growth in Jesus, culminating in his death on the cross.   He "made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form (demeanour) of a servant...he humbled himself and became obedient unto...the death of the cross."   The language used here illustrates how Jesus consciously forged ahead in his spiritual development, making himself more and more humble, so that finally he "became obedient" to God's desire that he should die on the cross.   Thus he was "made perfect" by correctly responding to his sufferings.

It is evident from this that Jesus had to make a conscious, personal effort to be righteous;  in no way was he forced to be so by God, which would have resulted in him being a mere puppet.   Jesus truly loved us, and gave his life on the cross from this motive.   The constant emphasis upon the love of Christ for us would be hollow if God forced him to die on the cross (Eph. 5:2,25;  Rev. 1:5;  Gal. 2:20).   If Jesus was God, then he would have had no option but to be perfect and then die on the cross.   That Jesus did have these options, makes us able to appreciate his love, and to form a personal relationship with him.   

It was because of Christ's willingness to voluntarily give his life, that God was so delighted with him:  "Therefore doth my Father love me, because I lay down my life...No man taketh it from me, but I lay it down of myself" (John 10:17,18).   God being so pleased with Christ's willing obedience is hard to understand if Jesus was God, living out a life in human form as some kind of tokenistic association with sinful man (Matt. 3:17;  12:18;  17:5).   These records of the Father's delight in the Son's obedience, is proof enough that Christ had the possibility of disobedience, but consciously chose to be obedient.

Christ's Need Of Salvation

Because of his human nature, Jesus experienced minor illnesses, tiredness etc. just as we do.   It therefore follows that if he had not died on the cross, he would have died any way, e.g. of old age.   In view of this, Jesus needed to be saved from death by God.   Intensely recognizing this, Jesus "offered up prayers and supplications with strong crying and tears unto him (God) that was able to save him from death, and was heard for his piety" (Heb. 5:7 A.V. mg.).   The fact that Christ had to plead with God to save him from death rules out any possibility of him being God in person.   After Christ's resurrection, death had "no more dominion over him" (Rom. 6:9), implying that beforehand it did.

Many of the Psalms are prophetic of Jesus;  when some verses from a Psalm are quoted about Christ in the New Testament, it is reasonable to assume that many of the other verses in the Psalm are about him too.   There are a number of occasions where Christ's need for salvation by God is emphasized:-

-   Ps. 91:11,12 is quoted about Jesus in Matt. 4:6.   Ps. 91:16 prophesies how God would give Jesus salvation:  "With long life (i.e. eternal life) will I satisfy him, and shew him my salvation."- Ps. 69:21 refers to Christ's crucifixion (Matt. 27:34);  the whole Psalm describes Christ's thoughts on the cross:  "Save me, O God...Draw nigh unto my soul, and redeem it...Let thy salvation, O God, set me up on high" (vs. 1,18,29).

-   Ps. 89 is a commentary upon God's promise to David concerning Christ. Concerning Jesus, Ps. 89:26 prophesies:  "He shall cry unto me (God), Thou art my father, my God, and the rock of my salvation."

Christ's prayers to God for salvation were heard;  he was heard because of his personal spirituality, not because of his place in a 'trinity' (Heb. 5:7). That God resurrected Jesus and glorified him with immortality is a major New Testament theme:-

-   "God...raised up Jesus...Him hath God exalted with his right hand to be a Prince and a Saviour" (Acts 5:30,31).

-   "God...hath glorified his Son Jesus...whom God hath raised from the dead" (Acts 3:13,15).

-   "This Jesus hath God raised up" (Acts 2:24,32,33).

-   Jesus himself recognized all this when he asked God to glorify him (John 17:5 cp. 13:32;  8:54).

If Jesus was God Himself, then all this emphasis would be out of place, seeing that God cannot die.   Jesus would not have needed saving if he were God.   That it was God who exalted Jesus demonstrates God's superiority over him, and the separateness of God and Jesus.   In no way could Christ have been "very and eternal God (with) two...natures...Godhead and manhood", as the first of the 39 Articles of the Church of England states.   By the very meaning of the word, a being can only have one nature.   We submit that the evidence is overwhelming that Christ was of our human nature.

8.5  The Relationship Of God With Jesus

Considering how God resurrected Jesus leads us on to think of the relationship between God and Jesus.   If they are "co-equal...co-eternal", as the trinity doctrine states, then we would expect their relationship to be that of equals.   We have already seen ample evidence that this is not the case.   The relationship between God and Christ is similar to that between husband and wife:  "The head of every man is Christ;  and the head of the woman is the man;  and the head of Christ is God" (1 Cor. 11:3).   As the husband is the head of the wife, so God is the head of Christ, although they have the same unity of purpose as should exist between husband and wife.   Thus "Christ is God's" (1 Cor. 3:23), as the wife belongs to the husband.

God the Father is often stated to be Christ's God.   The fact that God is described as "the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ" (1 Pet. 1:3;  Eph. 1:17) even after Christ's ascension to heaven, shows that this is now their relationship, as it was during Christ's mortal life.   It is sometimes argued by trinitarians that Christ is only spoken of as less than God during his life on earth.   The New Testament letters were written some years after Christ ascended to heaven, yet still God is spoken of as Christ's God and Father.   Jesus still treats the Father as his God.

Revelation, the last book of the New Testament, was written at least 30 years after Christ's glorification and ascension, yet it speaks of God as "his (Christ's) God and Father" (Rev. 1:6 R.V.).   In this book, the resurrected and glorified Christ gave messages to the believers.   He speaks of "the temple of my God...the name of my God...the city of my God" (Rev. 3:12).   This proves that Jesus even now thinks of the Father as his God - and therefore he (Jesus) is not God.

During his mortal life, Jesus related to his Father in a similar way.   He spoke of ascending "unto my Father, and your Father;  and to my God, and your God" (John 20:17).   On the cross, Jesus displayed his humanity to the full:  "My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?" (Matt. 27:46).   Such words are impossible to understand if spoken by God Himself.   The very fact that Jesus prayed to God "with strong crying and tears" in itself indicates the true nature of their relationship (Heb. 5:7;  Luke 6:12).   God evidently cannot pray to Himself.   Even now, Christ prays to God on our behalf (Rom. 8:26,27 N.I.V. cp. 2 Cor. 3:18 R.V. mg.).

We have now demonstrated that Christ's relationship with God during his mortal life was not fundamentally different from what it is now.   Christ related to God as his Father and his God, and prayed to Him;  the same position obtains now, after Christ's resurrection and ascension.   During his life on earth, Christ was God's servant (Acts 3:13,26 N.I.V.;  Is. 42:1;  53:11).   A servant does his master's will, and is in no way equal to his master (John 13:16).    Christ emphasized that what power and authority he had was from God, rather than in his own right:  "I can of mine own self do nothing...I seek...the will of the Father which hath sent me...the Son can do nothing of himself" (John 5:30,19).

Digression 27: "Being In The Form Of God"
"Jesus...being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God; but made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant" (Phil.2:5-11). These verses are taken to mean that Jesus was God, but at his birth he became a man. If this is true, then every point made in Studies 7 and 8 must be explained away too. It is submitted that one verse cannot be allowed to contradict the general tenor of Bible teaching. It is significant that this is almost the only passage which can be brought forward to explain away the 'missing link' in trinitarian reasoning - how Jesus transferred himself from being God in Heaven to being a baby in Mary's womb. The following analysis seeks to demonstrate what this passage really means.
1. There are a number of almost incidental phrases within this passage which flatly contradict the trinitarian idea:

a) "God also hath highly exalted" Jesus "and given him a name" (v.9) shows that Jesus did not exalt himself - God did it. It follows that he was not in a state of being exalted before God did this to him, at his resurrection.

b) The whole process of Christ's humbling of himself and subsequent exaltation by God was to be "to the glory of God the Father" (v.11). God the Father is not, therefore, co-equal with the Son.

2. The context of this passage must be carefully considered. Paul does not just start talking about Jesus 'out of the blue'.   He refers to the mind of Jesus in Phil. 1:8.  Back in Phil.1:27 Paul starts to speak of the importance of our state of mind. This is developed in the early verses of chapter 2: "Being of one accord, of one mind...in lowliness of mind...look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others. Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus..." (Phil.2:2-5).    Paul is therefore speaking of the importance of having a mind like that of Jesus, which is devoted to the humble service of others. The verses which follow are therefore commenting upon the humility of mind which Jesus demonstrated, rather than speaking of any change of nature. 

3. Jesus was "In the form of God". We have shown in Study 8.3 that Jesus was of human nature, and therefore this cannot refer to Christ having a Divine nature. The N.I.V. translation of this passage goes seriously wrong here. In passing, it has to be noted that some modern translations designed for 'easy reading', tend to gloss over the precise meaning of the Greek text, and tend to give a paraphrase rather than a translation in certain passages. Phil.2:5-8 is a classic example of this. However, this is not to decry their use in other ways.

That "form" (Greek 'morphe') cannot refer to essential nature is proved by Phil.2:7 speaking of Christ taking on "the form of a servant". He had the form of God, but he took on the form of a servant. The essential nature of a servant is no different to that of any other man. In harmony with the context, we can safely interpret this as meaning that although Jesus was perfect, he had a totally God-like mind, yet he was willing to take on the demeanour of a servant. Some verses later Paul encourages us to become "conformable unto (Christ's) death" (Phil.3:10). We are to share the 'morphe', the form of Christ which he showed in his death. This cannot mean that we are to share the nature which he had then, because we have human nature already. We do not have to change ourselves to have human nature, but we need to change our way of thinking, so that we can have the 'morphe' or mental image which Christ had in his death.

The Greek word 'morphe' means an image, impress or resemblance. Human beings are spoken of as having "a form ('morphe') of Godliness" (2 Tim.3:5). Gal.4:19 speaks of "Christ (being) formed in" believers. Because he had a perfect character, a perfectly God-like way of thinking,  Jesus was "in the form of God". Because of this, it  was not "robbery" for him to think or know that in this sense he was one with God. The N.I.V. gives a different translation of this phrase, saying that Jesus did not consider equality with God "something to be grasped at". If this translation is correct, (which is also supported by the R.S.V.) then this totally disproves the theory that Jesus was God.    According to the N.I.V. translation, Jesus did not for a moment entertain the idea of being equal with God; he knew that he was subject to God, and not co-equal with Him. 

4. Christ "made himself of no reputation", or "emptied himself" (R.V.), alluding to the prophecy of his crucifixion in Is.53:12: "He poured out his soul unto death". He "took upon himself the form (demeanour) of a servant" by his servant-like attitude to his followers (Jn.13:14), demonstrated supremely by his death on the cross (Mt.20:28). Is.52:14 prophesied concerning Christ's sufferings that on the cross "his visage was so marred more than any man, and his form more than the sons of men". This progressive humbling of himself "unto death, even the death of the cross" was something which occurred during his life and death, not at his birth. We have shown the context of this passage to relate to the mind of Jesus, the humility of which is being held up to us as an example to copy. These verses must therefore speak of Jesus' life on earth, in our human nature, and how he humbled himself, despite having a mind totally in tune with God, to consider our needs.

5. If Christ was God in nature and then left that behind and took human nature, as trinitarians attempt to interpret this passage, then Jesus was not "very God" while on earth; yet trinitarians believe that he was. This all demonstrates the contradictions which are created by subscribing to a man-made definition such as the trinity. 

6. Finally, a point concerning the phrase "being in the form of God". The Greek word translated "being" does not mean 'being originally, from eternity'. Acts 7:55 speaks of Stephen "being full of the Holy Spirit". He was full of the Holy Spirit then and had been for some time before; but he had not always been full of it.  Other examples will be found in Lk.16:23; Acts 2:30; Gal.2:14. Christ "being in the form of God" therefore just means that he was in God's form (mentally); it does not imply that he was in that form from the beginning of time.

STUDY 8: Questions
1. Does the Bible teach that God is a trinity?

2. List three differences between God and Jesus.

3. In which of the following ways was Jesus different from us?

a) He never sinned

b) He was God's own begotten son

c) He could never have sinned

d) He was forced to be righteous by God.

4. In which of the following ways was Jesus similar to God?

a) He had God's nature in his life on earth

b) He had a perfect character like God

c) He knew as much as God

d) He was directly equal to God.

5. In which of the following ways was Jesus like us?

a) He had all of our temptations and human experiences

b) He sinned while a young child

c) He needed salvation

d) He had human nature

6. Which of the following statements are true?

a) Jesus was of a perfect nature and perfect character

b) Jesus was of sinful nature but perfect character

c) Jesus was both very God and very man

d) Jesus had the nature of Adam before he sinned.

7. Did Jesus have the possibility of sinning?

