Matters of Spirit and Body #4

“When God Became Man”

selected Scriptures

What is the most important belief in Christianity? There are many from which to choose, but if you had to pick only one as the ultimate truth of your faith, what would it be?

C. S. Lewis writes, “The central miracle asserted by Christians is the Incarnation. They say that God became Man.”
 Another author asserts, “The central truth of Christianity [is] the incarnation of Jesus Christ.”
 Yet another claims, “The incarnation of Jesus Christ is such an important doctrine of the New Testament that without it there can be no true Christianity.”

What is meant by “incarnation”? Webster defines the word primarily as “the embodiment of a deity or spirit in some earthly form,” but notes that when the word is capitalized, it means “the union of divinity with humanity in Jesus Christ.”
 Thus the traditional Christian belief, revealed in the New Testament and formulated by the early church, is that Jesus of Nazareth, although one person, was and is both God and man.
 Paul writes in 1 Timothy 3:16, “Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory.” The second person of the Godhead, God the Son, took on a human body and was born as a human being, known on earth as Jesus of Nazareth.

“Does this really matter?” you may wonder. “Will this be on a test sometime?” It may not appear on a written test, but what you believe about Jesus and His incarnation is absolutely essential. Every world religion and cult without exception denies that Jesus is the Son of God who “has come in the flesh.”
 Turn to 1 John 4:1-3,

Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.
Want to know if a particular group is a church or a cult? Discover their answer to this question: “Who is Jesus?” Any answer less than Jesus is God the Son who appeared in human form means that group is a cult and not a church. The apostle John warned in 2 John 7, “Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, have gone out into the world. Any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist.” They were already a threat in his day, known as the Gnostics. First John was a general letter that was sent to all of the churches in Asia Minor to warn them of the practical dangers of Gnosticism.

Gnosticism led to doctrinal error. Gnosticism generated two doctrinal errors concerning the person of Jesus Christ. The first one is called the docetic error. Docetic comes from a Greek word dokeō, which means “to seem” or “to appear.” If the body is evil, then God, who is a Spirit being, cannot have any contact with the body. What would such a false belief do to the doctrine of the incarnation of Jesus? You can’t have an incarnation if docetic Gnosticism is true. You could not have God becoming man. Thus the Docetic Gnostics taught that Jesus did not have a literal human body. They denied the real humanity of Jesus. They said Jesus was from God, but they denied he was God in human flesh. They said his spirit was from God, but when Jesus was on the earth that wasn’t really Jesus in human form. That was just what he appeared to be. He did not have a literal physical body like you and I do. So when people saw Jesus they were seeing something like a ghost or a phantom. If you were to walk over and touch Jesus, he would have no physical body to touch. You couldn’t shake hands with Jesus because he had no literal hand to shake. When Jesus walked on soft soil, he left no footprints. Docetic Gnosticism denied the incarnation of Jesus. Now we understand why, first rattle out of the box, John speaks about seeing, hearing, and touching Jesus. What John is saying is something like this: “Those Docetic Gnostics who slipped into your church are teaching you something that is entirely false. They deny the incarnation of Jesus. What they deny, I experienced personally. I was there with Jesus during his earthly ministry. I saw him with my own eyes, heard him speak with my own ears, and touched him with my own hands. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that his body was real.”

The second Gnostic error is called Cerinthian Gnosticism. Cerinthus was a contemporary of John and taught that because matter is evil, therefore the body is evil, but the spirit is good. Cerinthus taught that Jesus had a real human body (just the opposite of the Docetics), but he was just an ordinary man, and not God in human flesh. Joseph was his real father, Mary was his real mother, and he had a real human body. At Jesus’ baptism the Holy Spirit came on him, and that’s when the man Jesus became “the Christ.” The Holy Spirit remained with Jesus for his three-year public ministry. However, when Jesus died on the cross, the Holy Spirit couldn’t be associated with suffering and death according to Cerinthus, so the Spirit departed from him before he died. When the Spirit left him, that’s why Jesus cried on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” Thus Cerinthian Gnosticism taught that Jesus was born as an ordinary man, the Spirit came upon him for three years but then left him, and he died a mere man just like you and me. Imagine what such a teaching does to the doctrine of the atonement! If Jesus is a mere man just like you and me, how can he die for our sins? These two Gnostic errors lead to two serious doctrinal denials in the churches to which John is writing: the denial of the incarnation and the denial of the substitutionary atonement of Christ on the cross.

Gnosticism is not dead; it is only disguised today in new garb. There has been a rising interest in the Gnostic writings in recent years, brought on in part by the popularity of novels and movies such as The DaVinci Code. Teachings that deny the incarnation and substitutionary atonement of Jesus are very much alive and well today.

This evening I want to consider what happened when God became man. The implications of the incarnation are fundamental and have a profound impact on everything else we believe. I cannot hope to exhaustively explain all there is to be said about this truth; I will be barely scratching the surface. In keeping with the theme of this series, “Matters of Spirit and Body,” I want to look at what God the Son was before the incarnation, what He became by the incarnation and what is now true because of the incarnation.

Before the Incarnation Jesus Was God

Before the incarnation, Jesus existed eternally as God the Son, the second person of the Godhead. In John 8:58 Jesus stated, “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I am!” At first this may sound like poor grammar, but it is actually sound theology. By saying, “I am,” He identified Himself as God, the great I Am of the Old Testament (the Hebrew name Yahweh). He also reflected the eternal nature of God, who exists beyond time in the perpetual present, with neither past nor future.
Those who heard Jesus’ words did not miss His implications, as we read in John 8:59, “At this, they picked up stones to stone him,” explaining their reasoning in John 10:31-33,

Again the Jews picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus said to them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?” 

“We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God.”
What was God the Son doing before He became the human Jesus? According to John 1:1-3,

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.

The wording of verse one is intentionally reminiscent of Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Significantly the Hebrew word translated “God” in Genesis is elohim, the plural term for “God.” This is how John could write that the Word (meaning God the Son) was both “with God” and “was God.” 

Verse three indicates that God the Son created all things Himself. Genesis 1 records that God (the Father, by implication) spoke objects into existence; as the “Word,” the Greek term logos, God the Son was the agent of creation. The term logos appears in the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Old Testament, in Psalm 33:6, “By the word [logos] of the Lord were the heavens made.” John’s audience could not have missed this connection.
Many identify God the Son, the second person of the Godhead, with “the angel of the Lord,” a phrase that appears nearly sixty times in the Old Testament. Sometimes the angel of the Lord seems to be an angel, a created being representing Almighty God, while other times it seems the angel is God. So which is it?

Despite the confidence many fine scholars have in identifying the angel of the Lord with God the Son, I am not comfortable with this connection. While I agree with the NIV Study Bible that, “in a sense every theophany (visible appearance of God) is a picture and promise of the grand theophany, the incarnation of Jesus, both in grace and in judgment,”
 I believe that identifying God the Son with the angel of the Lord is doctrinally dangerous. As we have seen in previous studies, angels are spirit beings but they are not God. Angels are strong and intelligent but they are not eternal, all-powerful, and all-knowing. They are created beings. Identifying God the Son with a created being like an angel is dangerous ground, reminiscent of what cults believe that Jesus was an angel before His incarnation, a created being that is less than God Himself.

By the Incarnation Jesus Became Human

Before the incarnation Jesus was God. By the incarnation Jesus became human. John 1:14 puts it this way: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” Literally the original language reads that Jesus “tabernacled among us.”
 One commentator paraphrases this, “the Word became flesh and pitched His tent among us.”
 Jesus was fully human during His life on earth. He was not a phantom or a spirit, nor was His body a mere illusion.

Why was this necessary? Hebrews 2:14-18 tells us, 

Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham’s descendants. For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.
By means of the incarnation Jesus, God the Son, became one with humanity. He adopted our alienated and broken human nature in the incarnation in order that He may free us from the penalty of sin.

Hebrews 4:15 highlights another consequence of Jesus becoming human: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” God cannot be tempted by evil, according to James 1:13, but as a human Jesus could be tempted, and He was tempted just as we are—yet without sin. He proved that temptation to sin can be resisted.

Furthermore, Jesus had to be sinless in order to be the sin offering for the world. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin [literally, a sin offering] for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” He could not have paid for the sins of humanity if He had sinned Himself. It is essential that Jesus remained sinless.

“But wasn’t Jesus born with a sin nature?” you might ask. Under normal circumstances, He would have been. This is why the doctrine of the virgin birth is important. Jesus was “made of the seed of David according to the flesh,” according to Romans 1:3, because His body was nurtured and born of Mary, who was herself of the seed of David. He would still be the Son of Man, sharing all universal human experience from conception to death, except sin. He is truly “the seed of the woman” as promised in Genesis 3:15, His body formed neither of the seed of the man nor the egg of the woman, but grown from a unique seed planted in the woman’s body by God Himself.
 By the incarnation, God the Son became Jesus the man, the only sinless human being ever born, fully divine and fully human.
Because of the Incarnation Jesus Remains God and Human

Finally, because of the incarnation Jesus remains God and human. While Jesus retained His deity during His life on earth, He gave up one aspect of His divine nature—omnipresence, being fully present everywhere at once. Having a physical, human body, Jesus could only be in one place at one time. This explains His otherwise puzzling words in John 16:7, “But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.” I’m sure the disciples scratched their heads and wondered, “What do you mean, ‘It is good that I am going away’? How can that be a good thing?” But Jesus said it because He knew that He could only be in one place at one time, and as a human being He could not live within His followers. The Holy Spirit, however, can live within believers and be everywhere at once.

This situation did not change after Jesus died and rose again. Consider Luke 24:36-43,

While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, “Peace be with you.” 

They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost. He said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds? Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have.” 

When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. And while they still did not believe it because of joy and amazement, he asked them, “Do you have anything here to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in their presence.
Jesus had a resurrected, glorified body, yet it was still a physical, human body.

This did not change after He ascended to heaven, either. We read in Acts 1:9-11,

After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.”

The disciples watched Jesus ascend into heaven, and angels promised that He would return in the same way. Revelation 19 depicts that return to earth, in person, where He will rule and reign on earth for a thousand years.

So what about the present? Where is Jesus right now? Acts 7:55-56 gives us that answer:

But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”
Jesus is in heaven, the third heaven if you will, at the right hand of the Father. What is He doing there? Paul informs us in Romans 8:34, “Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.” He adds in 1 Timothy 2:5, “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.” As the only fully God, fully human, Jesus is in a unique position to mediate between the two.

Before the incarnation, Jesus was God, eternally existing as God the Son.

By the incarnation, Jesus became human while retaining His divine nature.

Because of the incarnation, Jesus remains God and human forever.

Chuck Swindoll concludes, “We cannot comprehend—cannot even begin to fathom—the depths of the mercy, forgiveness, sacrificial love, and safety wrapped up in the incarnation of Jesus Christ.”

Are there any questions?
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