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What We Believe about Christ

No other single individual has impacted the history of the world in general and western
civilization in particular more than Jesus of Nazareth. This humble son of a carpenter lived
most of His life in obscurity spending little more than three years in the public limelight as a
popular teacher of religious truth. He was eventually executed to appease the religious lead-
ers of His day who could not refute Him and would not endorse Him. Yet His death marked the
beginning of a new dimension of His influence rather than the end of His movement. In spite
of incredible opposition directed at His movement throughout history, vast multitudes of people
continue to follow Him today.

Here is what the Jewish historian Josephus wrote about Jesus, “Now, there as about this
time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works;
a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of
the Jews, and many of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of
the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the
first did not forsake him; for he appeared to them alive again the third day, as the divine
prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him; and the
tribe of Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at this day.”1

Obviously, Jesus of Nazareth was more than the son of a carpenter. The Bible teaches us
that Jesus was in fact God incarnate in human form. He is the second person in the Trinity
who came to live among us, die for us, and resurrect that someday we might be able to live
with Him forever. In many respects, what we believe about Jesus impacts the very heart of our
Christian life.

The life of Jesus Christ is the focus of all God has revealed about Jesus. In the Old Testa-
ment, the prophets described Christ in types and prophecies anticipating His coming. In the
New Testament, the epistles describe the implications of His life in the context of the Chris-
tian life. During His life and ministry on earth, Jesus promised He would return a second time
at the end of the age (see chapter eight). The fulfillment of prophecy associated with the first
coming of Christ gives us reason for the hope in His return.

Six significant aspects in Jesus Christ’s life and ministry illustrate something of His unique-
ness. These aspects include the Incarnation, the Atonement, the Resurrection, the Ascension,
His present ministry, and His involvement in Christian life. These six themes summarize
what we believe about Jesus.

The Incarnation

The birth of Jesus may be the most familiar aspect of the life of Jesus to many people.
During the Christmas season, many people take time out of their schedules to reflect on the
appearance of angels and coming of shepherds to a stable in Bethlehem. They exchange cards
with Christmas greetings and pictures of wise men and nativity scenes. When they attend a
church service on Christmas Sunday or Christmas Eve, they are again reminded of some of
the historical details surrounding His birth. But often, their understanding of Christmas fails
to penetrate beyond the obvious to discover the real meaning of what happened at Christmas.
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The Apostle John described that first Christmas with these words, “And the Word was
made flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). This brief statement describes what Bible teach-
ers call “the Incarnation.” This word is used to describe God becoming a man, taking on hu-
man flesh. The mystery of the Incarnation implies several things about Jesus. First, it implies
a preexistence of Christ prior to His birth. Second, it suggests some voluntary limitations of
Christ as God during His life and ministry. Third, it explains why Jesus was necessarily born
of a virgin rather than through the normal biological means of reproduction. Fourth, it serves
as the basis for understanding the human and divine natures of Christ.

As the Second Person of the Trinity, Jesus lived long before His physical “birth” in
Bethlehem. Jesus existed with God from the beginning (John 1:1). Throughout the Old Testa-
ment, there are various appearances of God to men. Bible teachers refer to these appearances
as Christophanies because they were preincarnate appearances of Christ. The very fact that
Jesus is God demands His existence from eternity to eternity (Ps. 90:1).

But how could the Eternal God take on human flesh? The answer to that question is found
in what Bible teachers call “the kenosis.” Kenosis is a Greek word which means “emptied.” The
apostle Paul used this word to describe Jesus emptying Himself to become a man (Phil. 2:7).
Jesus remained God, but He emptied himself by veiling his glory, accepting the limitations of
being a human, and voluntarily giving up the independent use of His relative attributes. Even
though John saw the glory of Jesus during his years with his Master (John 1:14), it was a
veiled glory. Later, on the island of Patmos, John saw Jesus in His resurrected glory and “fell
at His feet as dead” (Rev. 1:17). Although Jesus performed miracles, He was also subject to
human limitations and experienced things like hunger (Matt. 4:2) and thirst (John 4:6). Even
in doing miracles, He relied on the power of the Holy Spirit to do the will of His Father (John
5:19).

Why was Jesus willing to empty Himself, setting aside all that was rightfully His to be-
come a man? There are several reasons which may have motivated Him in this act. First, the
act of sacrifice was an act of love (John 15:13). Because He loved us, He was prepared to
become a man and go to the Cross even when we continued to reject Him (Rom. 5:8). Second,
this was the best way He could reveal His Father to us (John 1:14, 18; 14:7-11). Third, it was
the only way He could provide salvation to counter the effects of Adam’s sin (Rom. 5:12-21).
Finally, He humbled Himself as an example for us to follow (Phil. 2:5).

When we understand the deity of Jesus – that He is God – it becomes easier to understand
why He was miraculously conceived in a virgin. When the human race fell into sin, God of-
fered hope in “the seed of the woman” (Gen. 3:15). Later, Isaiah prophesied, “Behold, the virgin
shall conceive and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel” (Isa. 7:14). In the New
Testament, Matthew, Luke, and Paul each describe the Virgin Birth of Jesus (Matt. 1:25; Luke
1:27; 3:23; Gal. 4:4).

The result of the Virgin Birth is that Jesus was born with the human nature of His mother
and the divine nature of His Father. He did not inherit a sin nature that we inherit from our
fathers because His Father was God. The Scriptures are very clear concerning Christ and His
absence of sin. Christ knew no sin (2 Cor. 5:2), was without sin (Heb. 4:15), did no sin (1 Pet.
2:22), and there was no sin found in Him (1 John 3:5).

When Christian leaders tried to explain the human and divine natures of Jesus at the
Council of Chalcedon in A.D. 451, they issued a statement which described Jesus as “made
known in two natures without confusion, without change, without division, without separa-



tion, the distinction of natures being by no means taken away by the union.” When Jesus
became a man, He remained God while also becoming human. Neither of these natures was in
any way corrupted or altered in the process.

The Bible has several things to say about this unique union of two natures. Jesus was
both completely human and completely divine. This union of natures was complete, not par-
tial, and was permanent (Heb. 13:8). Finally, this union of natures has continued beyond the
resurrection of Christ. Today, “the man Christ Jesus”  acts  as  our  mediator  before God the
Father (1 Tim. 2:5).

The incarnation of Christ gives special meaning and significance to Christmas. The Christ-
mas season celebrates the moment in human history when “the Word became flesh” to confirm
God’s promises (Rom. 15:8; Matt. 5:17), reveal the Father (John 1:18), become a faithful high
priest (Heb. 5:1; 7:25), put away sin (Gen. 22:8; John 1:29), destroy the works of Satan (1 John
3:8), and provide an example for us to follow (1 John 2:6; 1 Peter 2:21).

The Atonement

The second key significant event in Christ’s life was His atoning death. His death is com-
memorated annually in Good Friday services around the world. As is the case with His birth,
various historical details concerning the death of Jesus are well known by many people. But
many of those same people do not understand the special significance God attached to the
death of Jesus. Many view His death as that of a martyr who died for a noble cause, but the
Bible describes His death as having a greater significance than mere martyrdom.

Bible teachers use the word atonement to describe the character of Jesus’ death. The word
atonement literally means “covering” and is used in the Old Testament to describe the limited
covering of sins accomplished by animal sacrifices. When applied to the death of Christ, this
word has a much broader meaning and describes that which was accomplished by His death.
Those accomplishments may be summarized by the words substitution, redemption, propitia-
tion, and reconciliation.

The Bible teaches that Christ’s death was substitutionary in nature. Under the Old Testa-
ment law, animals were sacrificed as substitutes for people who were sinners. Jesus fulfilled
this aspect of the sacrifice by dying as a substitute for Christians (2 Cor. 5:21; Rom. 5:8), the
church (Eph. 5:25), and for every person (Heb. 2:9). Christ’s death was also redemptive in
nature. The word redemption means “to purchase.” The apostle Paul uses three different Greek
words to describe the redemptive nature of Christ’s death. First, the word agorazo means “to
purchase in the market” (Gal. 3:10). This word describes Jesus purchasing us in the slave
market of sin just as people purchased slaves in the first century slave markets. Second, the
word ekagorazo means “to purchase out and take home” (Gal. 3:13). This word describes our
being purchased and removed from the marketplace, never again to be sold into sin. Third, the
word lutroo means “to purchase and give freedom” (Titus 2:14). This word describes our being
purchased as slaves and granted liberty as free persons (Gal. 5:1).

The third word describing Christ’s death is “propitiation.” This is a technical term refer-
ring to sacrificial offering that appeased or satisfied God  (Rom. 3:25; 1 John 4:10). Christ’s
death was propitious in two senses. It satisfied God who is the One ultimately offended by sin
(1 John 2:2). It satisfied the demands of the law which is violated when we sin (Eph. 2:15; Col.
2:14).
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The fourth accomplishment in Christ’s death was the reconciliation of the world to God (2
Cor. 5:19). Sin made us the enemies of God, but in His death Christ made it possible for us to
become friends of God. The Cross was the means of removing the enmity between God and
people (Eph. 2:16). When we come to Christ for salvation, we are placed “in Christ” (Gal. 2:20)
and He acts as our mediator (1 Tim. 2:5). When God looks at us, He sees His Son. Therefore, we
are presented as savable sinners.

The Resurrection of Christ

At the very heart of the Christian Gospel is the miracle of the resurrection of Christ.
Although Jesus was certified dead and buried according to the custom of His time, three days
later He was seen alive. Ever since that first resurrection Sunday, people who oppose Chris-
tianity have tried to explain it away (Matt. 28:11-15). Yet when the known facts of history are
examined closely, there can be no other explanation apart from the Resurrection.

Sometimes we hear stories of people who were declared dead, then revived. With advances
in medical technology today, these revivings are sometimes possible within minutes of a person’s
death. But the resurrection of Jesus was more than a reviving of the physical body. First, the
resurrection involved a renewing of life that would never end (Acts 2:24). Second, it involved
the reunion of the body and spirit. It is not certain that the body and spirit of those who are
revived medically were actually separated (James 2:26). Third, His resurrection subjected the
power of death (1 Cor. 15:54-55). Fourth, it returned Jesus to the glory which was rightfully
His (Heb. 7:24; Rev. 5:7-14). Fifth, the resurrection of Christ is the basis upon which He grants
spiritual life to believers (Rom. 6:4; Eph. 1:19-20). Finally, when Jesus was resurrected, He
received a glorified body (1 Cor. 15:42-44).

Because Jesus rose from the dead, there are several benefits He is able to pass on to
Christians. These benefits include eternal life (Rom. 6:23), spiritual power (Eph. 1:19–20),
justification (Rom. 4:25), future resurrection (1 Cor. 15:12), and the believer’s union with Christ
as the basis of the victorious Christian life (Gal. 2:20).

The Ascension of Christ

Several weeks after His resurrection, Jesus ascended to His Father in heaven. This ascen-
sion marked the end of Christ’s self-limitations, the glorification of Christ (Heb. 12:2), the
exaltation of Christ (Acts 2:36), the entrance of humanity into heaven (Heb. 7:24), and the
beginning of Christ’s new ministry as our advocate (1 John 2:2) and intercessor (Heb. 7:25).

Jesus told His disciples, “It is expedient for you that I go away” (John 16:7). When Jesus
ascended into heaven, He was able to send the Holy Spirit (John 16:7), give spiritual gifts
(Eph. 4:8), impart spiritual power (Acts 1:8), prepare our heavenly home (John 14:3), insure
the standing of believers in heaven (Eph. 2:6), and prepare His throne in heaven (Rev. 11:15).

The Present Ministry of Christ

Today, Jesus continues His ministry to us in two specific areas. He is described as both our
intercessor (Heb. 7:25) and our advocate (1 John 2:1). While some Bible teachers choose not to
distinguish between these two words, a distinction does exist. As our intercessor, Jesus prays
for us that we may be able to overcome sin and live victoriously. When we do fail, He then acts
as our advocate and defends us as sinners by confessing our guilt and noting that payment for
sin has already been made in His death. Because of the way we live the Christian life, Jesus is
continually acting both as our intercessor and advocate.
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Christ and the Christian Life

Christ has not limited Himself to this unique ministry in heaven alone. The Bible also
describes Him living in the believer (Gal. 2:20). The indwelling presence of Jesus in the be-
liever is the basis for a victorious Christian life and effective ministry. Living for and serving
Christ is not so much what we do for Him, but rather what we allow Him to do through us. As
we yield more fully to Christ and let Him work in and through us, we will be more effective in
both living the victorious Christian life and accomplishing His will in our life.

1 The Works of Flavius Josephus, translated by William Whiston, M.A. Boston: Dewolfe, Fiske and Company,
1883. Page 474.

Chapter Three Review & Discussion

Review Questions

1. What are Christ’s unique aspects?

2. What does Incarnation mean?

3. What is the result of the Virgin Birth?

4. What is significant about Christ’s death and resurrection?

Discussion Questions

1. Where would we be without Christ’s resurrection?

2. What benefits have you experienced as a result of accepting Christ?

3. How can you live for Christ?
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