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Unit 1. What is Union with Christ? 
John Murray called it “the central truth of the whole doctrine of salvation.”1 
 
John Owen regarded it with equal magnitude: “This is the cause of all other graces that we 
are made partakers of; they are all communicated unto us by virtue of our union with 
Christ. Hence is our adoption, our justification, our sanctification, our fruitfulness, our 
perseverance, our resurrection, our glory.”2 
 
If these two ‘weighty’ theologians are right, and the doctrine of union with Christ is the 
central tenet of the Christian faith (the spring from which all else flows) then everything we 
believe depends on the fact and nature of the relationship that exists between Jesus Christ 
and believers. 
 
We sometimes hear the gospel being explained to children something like this: “When you 
believe in Jesus and trust him for your sins, Jesus lives in your heart.” It is tempting to be 
critical of the simplicity of that explanation. It sounds a bit ‘twee’. Wise adults see 
theological truths missed out, and might feel sceptical about the summing up of salvation 
as “Jesus lives in your heart.” But the truth is that that simple line articulates something 
profound about the wonder and mystery of the gospel. Jesus does live in us, and we live in 
him. It is a miracle of supernatural grace; a breathtaking condescension; an all-powerful 
love that unites us intimately with Christ Jesus. And because of that union, all of the riches 
of heaven are ours. John Calvin defined union with Christ as "the union by which we grow 
together with him so that he revives us by his Spirit and transfers his power to us.” 3 
 
It follows that our understanding of union with Christ has very real and practical 
reverberations throughout our daily lives: 
 

• It reverberates out into our pursuit of godliness. The more we understand the nature 
of who we are in Christ the less we will sin. We sin because, in that moment, we 
forget who we are in Christ. We pretend to be something we are no longer. We are 
masquerading as ‘in Adam’ when the truth for Christians is that we are ‘in Christ’.  

 
• It reverberates in our shared life in community, because union with Christ 

necessarily involves union with all those who are also united with Christ. In John 17, 
Jesus prays for unity among his people: “The glory that you have given me I have 
given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and you in 
me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent 
me and loved them even as you loved me.” (John 17:22-23).  

                                            
1 Murray, J., Redemption Accomplished and Applied (W.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1955), 161 
2 Owen, J., An Exposition of the Epistle to the Hebrews, 21:149-50 (as quoted in J.V. Fesko, John Owen on 
Union with Christ and Justification, 
http://thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/article/john_owen_on_union_with_christ_and_justification/#, footnote 
24, accessed 9th January 2013) 
3 Calvin, J., Commentaries, Volume XXXVIII, Romans chapter 6, verse 5 



 

 

 
• It reverberates in our witness to the world in mission, because as we realise the 

utter futility of seeking to accomplish anything apart from Christ we also know the 
security and joy of our identity in him. This is the single best motivation for 
faithfulness and perseverance in proclaiming the gospel, and living before him 
before a watching world.  

 
Union with Christ is truly phenomenal and supernatural, but it is not make-believe or 
mysterious. It is beautifully pertinent to daily experience. As the central doctrine of the 
Christian faith, it incorporates and expresses all that God has planned from eternity past, 
through time, and into eternity future.  
 
This is why the word ‘reverberations’ has been used in this module. The word carries with 
it the sense of ‘continuing effect’ and ‘on-going repercussions’. This truth, being so defining 
and encompassing, shapes and impacts not only everything we do and say, but how we 
say and do it. It defines our theology in all of its aspects: soteriology; pneumatology; 
eschatology; missiology. It profoundly defines all our questions of spirituality and 
experience. 
 
The word ‘implication’ could have been used instead, but that seems so formal and static 
by comparison. Reverberation has a dynamic quality about it which seems to be more 
appropriate to this cardinal truth.   

Exercise 
How would you define union with Christ? 

Where might you go in the Bible to support that definition? 

 

1. Biblical pointers 
Since the Bible is the primary source for our knowledge of God and salvation, much of this 
module will be spent looking at specific texts in some detail. But the purpose of this section 
is introductory: to get a sense or flavour of this sublime truth.      
 
Broken relationship 
The first two chapters of Genesis reveal a God who created man and woman with union 
and intimacy in mind. Not only did they experience union with one another, they enjoyed a 
guilt-free, trusting relationship with God. 
 
But this initial union between Adam and Eve and the Lord was fatally fractured when the 
first man and woman rebelled. The consequence was broken relationships. There was 
now discord between Adam and Eve themselves (Genesis 3:16), and, critically, between 
Adam and Eve and God. They hid from God when they heard him walking in the garden. 
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The relationships that had been free, joyous and innocent were now stained by the shame 
of rebellion, and strained by the fact of self-love.   
 
Throughout the Old Testament we see God mercifully initiating relationship with his people 
time and again, just as he did in the moment of the original sin. Despite their continuing 
rebellion, God established his covenant. In all of these moments of grace, the Lord came 
near to his people (cf. Eden, Abraham, Exodus 3, Exodus 20, Exodus 40, and 2 
Chronicles 7). In the tabernacle and temple, with the Ark of the Covenant, the Lord was 
right there with them and among them. But the elaborate ritual of sacrifice and priesthood 
ensured that, though he was close, it was a tantalising proximity: so near and yet so far!  
 
Yet, this was not how it would always be. The Lord told his people of a time when they 
would no longer have hearts of stone, but of flesh. Their hearts would genuinely be his, the 
broken relationship would be healed and he would make his home not just among them, 
but in them (Ezekiel 36:25-26). 
 
Restored relationship 
In 2 Corinthians 1:20, Paul says, “For all the promises of God find their Yes in him. That is 
why it is through him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory.” So the promises of 
intimacy, proximity and union made by God to his people throughout the entire period 
covered by the Old Testament, both verbally and illustratively, all come to fruition in Christ. 
 
In Jesus, through the incarnation, death and resurrection, God made a better covenant. 
Jesus alone could do the work of changing hearts so that relationship with God could be 
one of heart-felt love and obedience rather than mere outward conformity. It is through 
Jesus alone, who is one with the Father, that we can know the riches of God's grace. “As 
soon as we have gone out of Christ, we shall have nothing else than the idols which we 
have formed, but in Christ, there is nothing but what is divine, and what keeps us in God.”4 
By becoming man, God was initiating the possibility of real union with his people.  
 
Jesus teaches the central importance of union with himself. In John 14, when speaking to 
his disciples about the coming of the Holy Spirit, he makes this remarkable promise in line 
with the promise in Ezekiel: “In that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in 
me, and I in you.” (John 14:20). 
 
In John 15:4 Jesus again refers to this union when he states, “Abide in me, and I in you.” 
He goes on to demonstrate the vital nature of this mutual indwelling by showing that it is 
only in him that we can live and bear fruit – outside of him is death: “I am the vine; you are 
the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart 
from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a 
branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned” 
(John 15:5-6). 
 

                                            
4 Calvin, J., Commentaries, Volume XXXV, John chapter 14, verse 11 



 

 

In Jesus we live. In Jesus we bear fruit. Outside of Jesus we are dead – utterly incapable 
of producing fruit, lost in sin and facing judgement. Calvin explains that “we are, by nature, 
barren and dry, except in so far as we have been ingrafted into Christ, and draw from him 
a power which is new, and which does not proceed from ourselves.”5  
 
Don Carson puts it well when he writes, “This is not the inorganic growth of external 
accretion, like the growth of an alum crystal in an alum solution; it is organic growth, 
internal growth, driven by the pulsating life of the vine in the branch, and only this kind of 
growth produces fruit.”6  
 
The emphasis on union is sustained in the so-called High Priestly Prayer of Jesus in John 
17:  

I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their 
word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they 
also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory 
that you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are 
one, I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world 
may know that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me (John 17:20-23). 

In his commentary on John 17, Calvin asserts that Jesus’ intention is to teach his disciples 
that, “in him dwells all fullness of blessings, and that which was concealed in God is now 
manifested in him, that he may impart it to his people, as the water, flowing from the 
fountain by various channels, waters the fields on all sides.”7 
 
So we see that Jesus’ own teaching about the necessity and joy of being in him provides 
the theological framework for all of our subsequent understanding of union with Christ.  
 
Paul 
As we shall see throughout this module, Paul’s letters are littered with references to being 
in Christ. Paul knew, loved and preached the great and transformative truth of the gospel: 
that in Christ we escape the judgement we deserve and in Christ we have access to 
eternal life and all the blessings of being God's children. He shows conclusively in 
Ephesians 1 (which we will examine further in Unit 5) that the root of all blessings is in our 
union with Christ through the Spirit. In Ephesians 3:6 he makes it clear that this is the 
mystery of Christ, and that God’s ultimate plan is, and always has been, the union of all 
things with Christ: “This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same 
body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” 
 
We know that justification is a key component of Paul’s theology, so it is important to know, 
at least at a preliminary level, how union with Christ ties in with this truth that Martin Luther 
described as the doctrine by which the church stands or falls.8 

                                            
5 Ibid., 106 
6 Carson, D. A., The Gospel According to John (W. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1991), 516 
7 Ibid., 185 
8 Luther, M., XV Psalmos graduum 1532-33; WA 40/III.352.3 
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Justification 
Particularly in the book of Romans, Paul sets out a thrilling ‘justification theology’ which 
explains how we are saved. And union with Christ is absolutely vital to our salvation. It is 
like the blood in our veins: no blood, no life. No union with Christ, no salvation. We are 
justified – made right with God – only as we, through the enlivening work of the Spirit, have 
faith in the finished work of Jesus on the cross. We are not justified by our own efforts; 
they are not only inadequate but actually repulsive to God.  Salvation comes through 
Christ alone, in Christ alone. When we believe in him we are counted as righteous before 
God because all the righteousness of Jesus himself is ours. Justification is a status 
conferred on us rather than a process in us. It is legal rather than medical: it has to do with 
our standing before God rather than a gradual healing of our sins. Because we are in 
Christ, we are therefore, and therein, justified.  By faith, which is the gift of the Holy Spirit, 
we apprehend and appropriate the truth of the gospel.  
 
In relation to this, a distinction should be made between what we might call objective and 
subjective union with Christ. The former (objective) is our position and status in Christ as 
seen from God’s perspective. The latter (subjective) is our realisation of that objective fact 
through the immediate work of the Holy Spirit. One is not better than the other, as both are 
vital. But two things are clear: (1) the subjective is only valid because of the objective; (2) 
the objective is from eternity whereas the subjective is in time. 
 
We see the inseparable nature of this connection between justification and union in 
Romans 8:1, where “Paul’s judicial ‘for us’ language and his participationist ‘in him’ 
language combine in perfect harmony.”9 The verdict of ‘no condemnation’ is not the means 
by which we come to be in Christ, or the qualification we need in order to be in Christ. 
Rather, ‘no condemnation’ is ours because we are ‘in Christ Jesus’. As Sinclair Ferguson 
says so well, “those that have come to faith in Jesus Christ are united to Jesus Christ so 
that Christ, as it were, places them under the umbrella of his own grace, and everything 
that Christ has done for them, and all of the resources that God has stored up for them, of 
wisdom and knowledge, are theirs through the Holy Spirit.”10  

Reflection 
Consider the statement that ‘no condemnation’ is ours because we are in Christ, 
and spend a few minutes rejoicing in that truth. How can you see both objective 
and subjective union with Christ throughout Romans 1? 

                                            
9 Moo, D. J., The Epistle to the Romans (W. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 473 
10 Ferguson, B, S., Union with Christ (posted 7 August 2012 at 
http://rockedbygrace.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/sinclair-ferguson-union-with-christ.html) 



 

 

 

Historical theology 
Union with Christ has been a significant issue within some of the theological battles fought 
over the last 2000 years or so. It is all too easy to ignore the past and to delude ourselves 
that not only do we have all the answers, but also that we are asking the questions for the 
very first time! Space prohibits a full consideration, so we will have to be satisfied with a 
brief glance at the 16th century. But that will give us the flavour of what went on before and 
after.  
 
Reformation debate 
Calvin said that “the sum of the gospel” is the “newness of life and free reconciliation - 
[which] are conferred on us by Christ,”11 in union with Christ as believers “possess” Christ 
by faith. In the Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin sought to articulate his position 
precisely, in contrast to the prevailing views of his day, particularly those of Andres 
Osiander and (at least in the later editions) the Council of Trent (1545-63)12. 
 
It is worth mentioning that Calvin did not develop his understanding of our union with 
Christ simply in reaction to opposing views. His primary motivation was his recognition of it 
as the overarching theme in relation to other theological topics. He emphasised that in 
salvation we receive not only forgiveness, but also new life as a gift. Though both are 
distinct, both are inseparable from union with Christ. 
 
Osiander was a Lutheran. But, because of his mystic tendencies, he had a more Roman 
Catholic take on justification, which shaped his understanding of union with Christ. He 
treated this union as conceived by faith, but as the result of implanting rather than 
imputing. This understanding “loses sight of the external basis of the union and of its 
objective realisation in Christ.”13 Osiander believed that justification was not just the result 
of grace, but that there was something more. This is similar to the Roman Catholic view, 
as outlined at the Council of Trent. 
 
The Council of Trent was convened in response to Protestantism, after several 
unsuccessful attempts to unite Protestant and Catholic doctrines. The Council denied 
justification by faith alone, and thus required various works on our part as contributing to 
our salvation. Salvation itself, according to the Council, is based upon a righteousness that 
is somehow part of us rather than one given to us solely because of our union with Christ. 
Our faith cooperates with our good works to justify us. Of course, God is involved in this 
event and process, but it is more as an active participant rather than as the author. The 
Council of Trent referred to “freely moving” towards God,14 so that believers turn 

                                            
11Calvin, J., Institutes of the Christian Religion (Westminster Press, 1960), 3.3.1. 
12 For more on the Council of Trent, see Chadwick, O; The Reformation, Penguin Books reprinted 1970, pp. 
273-281 
13 Berkhof, L., Systematic Theology (W.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 447 
14 The Council of Trent, Session VI, Chapter VI, The Manner of Preparation. Accessed via 
http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/trent6.htm on 16th November 2012. 
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themselves towards the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.15 Calvin’s response to this view 
was dismissive: “The doctrine invented by the Papists is, that we can do nothing without 
Christ, but that, aided by him, we have something of ourselves in addition to his grace. But 
Christ, on the other hand, declares that we can do nothing of ourselves.”16 Luther was 
equally as uncompromising in his rebuttal: “Free will, after the fall, exists in name only, and 
as long as it does what it is able to do it commits a mortal sin.”17  
 
Contemporary issues 
Due to its importance, it should not surprise us to learn that union with Christ is, in some 
ways, a fairly contentious doctrine and there is an on-going discussion about its nature 
and place within the general scheme of things. Three areas of contemporary controversy 
will be mentioned: (1) Union with Christ and the ‘ordo salutis’; (2) Union with Christ and 
imputation; (3) Union with Christ and incarnation. 
 
Union with Christ and the ‘ordo salutis’ 
The term ‘ordo salutis’ is what theologians have commonly called the ‘order of salvation’. It 
is a Latin phrase which seems to have developed in the early part of the 18th century, 
when theologians used Latin rather than English because it was the language of learning. 
Theologians wanted to show that theology was sophisticated and worthy of respect. 
 
The ‘order of salvation’ is the way scholars have tried to formulate how God goes about 
saving us. It is an attempt to identify or deduce from the Bible a logical and temporal order. 
For example: election è calling è regeneration è faith è justification è adoption è 
sanctification è glorification. 
 
There is nothing wrong with this, or similar, formulations, at least in principle. For instance, 
in Romans 8:28 and following, we find Paul giving us an ordo salutis. But one potential 
problem is that the emphasis can rest on us rather than on Christ; on the benefits to us 
rather than simply on him. After all, it should go without saying that the primary benefit that 
comes from Christ is Christ himself. Such sequences often seem devoid of Christ, and are 
presented as a chain-reaction, a type of necessary cause and effect. They then become 
formal and rigid, packaged and inevitable. 
 
Union with Christ does not make such an order, either invalid or redundant, but it does 
make salvation living, vital, dynamic and personal. As a result of our union with Christ 
through the Spirit, Ferguson says, “every element in the classical ordo salutis is thus a 

                                            
15 For more on the Council of Trent, see Fisher, G; The History of the Church, London: pub. in the USA by 
Scriber's Sons, 1887, 1945; London: Hodder and Stoughton, 388-89, 435, 438. Documentation of the 
Council itself can be accessed via http://www.ewtn.com/, Global Catholic Network. See particularly The 
Council of Trent, Session VI, Celebrated on the thirteenth day of January, 1547 under Pope Paul III: 
http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/trent6.htm. Accessed on 16th November 2012. 
16 Calvin, J; Commentaries Volume XXXV, John chapter 15, verse 5 
17 Luther, M; Heidelberg Disputation, Thesis 13 



 

 

further perspective on the one reality of the believer’s union with Christ.”18  
 
As believers, we are elected in Christ, called in Christ, enlivened in Christ, given faith in 
Christ, and so on. Far from making these elements redundant, being ‘in Christ’ makes 
them far more vibrant and intimate. As a husband, my greatest joy when my wife buys me 
the watch I’ve wanted for a long time is not the watch but the fact that she has bought it for 
me. The watch is precious, not because it is a watch, but because it is from her.  
 
Union with Christ and imputation 
The debate around imputation is a big issue that can only be headlined here, but consider 
the following example: For the sake of argument, think of our relationship with God in 
banking terms. Our account was ‘in the red’. We were seriously in debt with no means of 
repaying that debt. But Jesus, as our substitute and representative, lived the life we could 
not live. As a result, his account was ‘in the black’. His death then settled our debt because 
the Father transferred all of Christ’s credit to each believer. His riches were credited to us, 
and our debt was cleared. 
 
That is what the word ‘imputed’ often means: credited, counted, assigned. The primary 
place from which the case is made is Romans 4:1-11, and particularly verses 3-5. In verse 
3, Paul is quoting from Genesis 15:6, and the key word is translated ‘credited’ in the NIV 
and ‘counted’ in the ESV. The same word is used in verses 4 and 5. 
 
However, an alternative translation of the word is ‘reckoned’ or ‘considered’. If used, this 
translation removes the idea of imputation as understood by many evangelical scholars. In 
this understanding, Paul’s point in Romans 4 is that when Abraham believed God’s 
promise concerning a son, the Lord then regarded or considered his faith or trust as 
righteousness. It was the very thing the Lord was looking for and wanting from his servant.  
 
As said earlier, this is a significant debate among evangelicals, but this is not the place to 
engage with it in any depth. The real issue is not simply how one word is translated, but 
the means by which Christ’s righteousness becomes our righteousness. Everyone agrees 
that this needs to happen; how it happens is the question. Is it by way of a transaction, a 
transfer of credit from one account to another? Or is it by way of incorporation, or union 
with Christ?  
 
In Philippians 3:7-9, Paul writes,  

But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count 
everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my 
Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, 
in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of 
my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the 
righteousness from God that depends on faith. 

Commenting on these verses, John Calvin draws a distinction between imputation and 

                                            
18 Ferguson, S. B., The Holy Spirit (InterVarsity Press, 1997), 106 
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ingrafting. He says,  

Therefore that joining together of head and members, that indwelling of Christ in our 
heart - in short, that mystical union - are accorded by us the highest degree of 
importance, so that Christ having been made ours, makes us sharers with him in 
the gifts with which he has been endowed. We do not, therefore, contemplate him 
outside ourselves from afar in order that his righteousness may be imputed to us, 
but because we put on Christ and are engrafted into his body - in short because he 
deigns to make us one with him. For this reason, we rejoice that we have fellowship 
of righteousness with him.19 

 
Union with Christ and incarnation 
It is now almost commonplace in ‘missional' circles for the terms 
incarnation/incarnational/incarnationally to be used to describe and encourage the full 
engagement of Christians in their communities or contexts. 
 
Drawing on 1 Corinthians 9:20-23 where Paul talks about becoming a Jew to the Jews and 
a Gentile to the Gentiles, it is said that we need to ‘become’ those that we minister among, 
incarnate ourselves by living as they live, ‘walking in their shoes’ and ‘taking on their skin’, 
as it were (the word incarnation means ‘into flesh’). 
 
The intentions and desires of the majority of those who use the term in this way are not to 
be questioned, but the use of the term itself is. When ‘incarnation’ is used to describe 
anything other than God becoming man in the person of Christ, it is both unhelpful and 
unnecessary.  
 
‘Incarnation’ is a precise theological term to describe that single, unrepeatable reality: in 
Christ, God himself took on our flesh. In evangelical theology, that is what the word 
incarnation means. To use it to describe anything else detracts something profoundly 
significant from it. 
 
It also makes too sharp a distinction between Christians and those among whom we are 
called to serve. We might need to wear their clothes, but we do not need to ‘put on their 
skin’ for the simple reason that we already share a common humanity. Our contexts may 
be different, our personal stories may be radically distinct, but our ‘flesh’ is what we 
already have in common. 
 
There are other words available to describe what Christians are called to be in the world in 
which we live. 'Contextualisation', 'inculturation' or 'representational' are examples of 
words that can be used to illustrate a Biblical mandate for Christian witness. They describe 
our task adequately and without the theological or missional confusion.  
 
We will come back to this idea later in the module. But for now, our main point is that, 
                                            
19 Calvin, J., Institutes of the Christian Religion (Westminster Press, 1960), 3.11.10. 



 

 

significantly and joyously, union with Christ is more than adequate in mission. This is what 
Anthony Billings says: 
 

The New Testament makes strong claims about the ‘mission’ of the Son and Spirit 
in the world. This makes the ‘sending’ of the church fundamentally derivative and 
subordinate. We are adopted into Christ by the Spirit; we do not have a divine 
nature, like the incarnate Christ, but only a human nature. The Spirit brings us into 
the benefits of Christ as ones who belong to him; fundamentally, the church is sent 
as witnesses to Christ and ambassadors of reconciliation in him. We are always to 
point beyond ourselves, as witnesses.20 

Discussion 
Have you come across the language of ‘incarnational ministry’? How would you 
respond to a missional model that encourages believers to become incarnate in 
their context in order to share Jesus? Try to explain the pitfalls of embracing a 
model of incarnational ministry rather than, as Billings explains, ‘pointing beyond 
ourselves’ as witnesses to Christ. 

 

 
 
 
 

                                            
20 Billings, J. T., ‘The Problem with ‘Incarnational Ministry’’, Christianity Today 56:7 (July/August 2012), 58 
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