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“The church loses a healthy connection to her past at great peril for her future. 
This book is a superb remedy to this danger. Historical Theology for the Church 
is both informative and well written. It proves theology can be instructive and 
interesting at the same time. I like this work. I will be quick to commend this 
book for scholar and layperson alike.”

—Daniel L. Akin, president, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Drs. Jason Duesing and Nathan Finn have done the church a remarkable ser-
vice by assembling Historical Theology for the Church. They, together with four-
teen other top-tier contributors, give the reader an informative overview of the 
development of essential Christian doctrines throughout the history of church. 
All who love theology, church history, and the church itself will want this book 
and benefit from it. I’m thankful for this volume and hopeful that it gets a 
broad readership.”

—Jason K. Allen, president, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Jaroslav Pelikan once said that tradition is the living faith of the dead. That 
being so, we need to know the theology of the dead if the church is to pre-
serve the living faith handed down through the centuries. In Historical Theology 
for the Church, Duesing and Finn have provided a helpful doorway into our 
great tradition. This volume is full of wisdom in how to apply the riches of 
church history to our modern context. I hope this book will awaken many in 
the church to the life-giving study of historical theology.”

—Brian J. Arnold, president, Phoenix Seminary

“In modern Christianity’s rush to reject traditions as unhelpful ties to the past, 
the church risks surrendering the past altogether. Rather than recognizing that 
the ‘faith once for all handed down to the saints’ comes to us by way of 2000 
years of church history, today’s believers find themselves trying to reinvent the 
theological wheel over and over again without the benefit of the experience and 
tools of those who’ve gone before. Thus, after two millennia many Christians 
continue to fight age-old battles or deprive themselves of the soul-satisfying 
fruit of their predecessors’ labors. This book makes great strides to correct these 
woeful errors. Duesing, Finn, and all the rest give the reader a thorough yet 
winsome look at the development of key ideas through the sands of time, hand-
ing them down to today’s believer in a manner that is readable and relevant. 
Historical Theology for the Church breathes life once again into the past and 
revives it for a new generation.”

—Peter Beck, professor of Christian studies and Ott 
Chair of Theology, Charleston Southern University



“Historical Theology for the Church is rooted in Scripture yet aware of tradition; 
encompasses the church universal while providing application for the church 
local; is evangelical in its orientation and evangelistic in its presentation; and 
is academically sound with an edifying tone. Each chapter contains substan-
tive historical overviews, significant case studies, and salient church practices, 
thus providing the reader with a unique resource detailing what the church has 
believed, why the church has believed, and what the church should believe.”

—Anthony Chute, professor of church history and associate dean of 
the school of Christian ministries, California Baptist University

“Historical Theology for the Church will serve as a wonderful gift to pastors, 
church leaders, students, and theologians alike. Jason Duesing and Nathan Finn 
have assembled a talented cohort of Baptist thinkers to serve as thoughtful and 
engaging guides to help us better understand the development of key theologi-
cal concepts as they have been articulated and debated through the centuries. 
Bringing their Baptist commitments to bear on this praiseworthy work, the 
contributors enable us to gain a greater appreciation for a knowledge of the 
past, the value of tradition, and the importance of catholicity. In all of these 
things, the authors desire to spur us toward retrieval for the sake of renewal in 
our personal discipleship as well as in our worship, preaching, teaching, and 
service in and for the church. It is a delight to recommend this fine resource.”

—David S. Dockery, distinguished professor of theology, 
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, and president, 

International Alliance for Christian Education

“We have been waiting for a book like this for a long time—well-crafted essays, 
written by first-rate scholars, tracking the course of Christian belief across the 
centuries. Rooted in faith and aimed to build up the church, this volume is a 
prime example of what I have called retrieval for the sake of renewal. Warmly 
welcomed!”

—Timothy George, distinguished professor of divinity, 
Beeson Divinity School of Samford University

“The historical development of Christian theology is one of the most impor-
tant dimensions of our theological task today, and it is especially urgent in this 
time of doctrinal and theological amnesia. This volume combines much-needed 
scholarship and deep concern for the church, and it represents a hope for theo-
logical recovery in this age. Thus, it is a genuine achievement that will serve the 
church for years to come.”

—R. Albert Mohler Jr., president,  
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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1

JESUS CHRIST

By Steven A. McKinion

Introduction

The question looming over Christianity from its inception was “Who is 
Jesus Christ?” When Jesus posed the question to his disciples, Peter answered 
correctly: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt 16:16 KJV). 
This confession identifying Jesus of Nazareth with the Old Testament Son 
of God was fundamental to Christian identity. Christians in antiquity 
understood this profession to be the essence of saving faith but nonetheless 
had to make sense of it. What did it mean for Jesus to be the “Son” of God? 
Christians in antiquity needed language that made sense of their liturgy, 
their proclamation of the gospel, and their ecclesial practices. The search 
for that language, and the formulations Christians agreed to, is Christology.

As Christianity emerged from the persecutions during the second and 
third centuries to acceptance as a major religion in the Roman Empire in 
the fourth century, theologians continued to distinguish Christianity from 
both Roman pagan religion and Judaism. Simultaneously, theologians 
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increasingly contended with understandings of Jesus that were inconsis-
tent with the “faith that was delivered to the saints once for all” (Jude 3). 
Apostolic Christianity understood Jesus in the context of the Old Testament, 
against other inaccurate interpretations of Jesus, such as those in Ebionism, 
Gnosticism, and Marcionism. This chapter will focus on developments 
related to language about Jesus Christ during the first five centuries of the 
Christian era.

Historical Overview

Second-Century Challenges to Christianity

In the early second century, Pliny the Younger (61–113) was governor of 
the Bithynia-Pontus province in the Roman Empire. He wrote a letter to 
Emperor Trajan (ruled 98–117), recounting his interrogation of Christians 
and requesting advice on how to deal with those Christians who refused to 
worship the Roman gods. Pliny’s investigation revealed that when Christians 
gathered for worship, they sang hymns to Jesus Christ “as to a god.” He 
noted that Christianity was little more than an excessive superstition, by 
which he meant that it was the worship of a strange god, Jesus. 

The earliest Christian writings outside of the New Testament, col-
lectively known as the Apostolic Fathers, confirm Pliny’s contention that 
Christians worshipped Jesus as God. They also affirmed the biblical mes-
sage that Jesus was a human being. The authors linked Jesus’s work as Savior 
to his being both divine and human. During the late first and early second 
centuries, Christians defended the divinity and humanity of Christ against 
other groups that denied one or the other of these realities. These writers 
sought to preserve the Christian faith they had received from the apostles 
and to pass that gospel down without change or corruption.

Clement of Rome (35–99) represents those earliest Christian writers 
following the apostles. In his Epistle to the Corinthians (c. 96), Clement 
addressed the issue of pride in the church. He called on his readers to look 
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to Jesus Christ as the ultimate picture of humility. Jesus existed as the eternal 
and preexistent Son of God who is worthy of all honor, majesty, and wor-
ship. Nevertheless, he humbled himself to join himself with humanity. Jesus 
is worthy of the same worship due the Father because Jesus is God just as 
the Father is God. 

Clement stated that the Son of God became one with humanity to become 
the High Priest who would reconcile humanity to God. Although Clement 
did not examine this theme in detail, he was clear that Jesus identified fully 
and completely with humanity. As the High Priest, he gave “his flesh for our 
flesh, and his soul for our soul.” For Clement, Jesus was worthy of worship 
because he was divine, but he offered himself for our salvation as a human. 
Both divine and human realities persisted in the one Lord Jesus Christ. 

The Shepherd of Hermas was a text that many early Christians consid-
ered to be Scripture. It is a book of visions calling Christians to faithful 
living and right belief. The writer of Shepherd reminded his readers of the 
twofold confession in Philippians, that Jesus was both slave and God. The 
author further confessed that Jesus, as the Son of God, was preexistent. 
Because he was the agent of creation, the Son of God was before all created 
things, reminding the reader of Colossians 1 and John 1. 

Another of the apostolic fathers is Ignatius of Antioch (35–108), who 
was martyred in Rome for the faith. As he traveled to Rome, he wrote seven 
letters to Christians along the way. In his Epistle to the Trallians, he remarked 
that “God appeared in human form to bring the fullness of life.” Ignatius 
was clear that Jesus was both God and human. This profession was an 
unambiguous expression of the genuineness of the incarnation. 

The first major threat to the Christian understanding of Jesus in the 
first and second centuries was Docetism. Docetism challenged the Christian 
affirmation that Jesus was the true incarnation of God by denying that Jesus 
was genuinely human. A number of different groups held this view, which 
finds early expression in those confronted by the biblical book of 1 John. 
Docetism comes from the Greek “to appear or to seem” and was the belief 
that Jesus was not fully human or did not identify with humanity fully and 
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completely. In other words, Jesus only “appeared” to be a human being, 
when in reality he was only a divine being. 

Against Docetism, Ignatius argued that denial of the true humanity of 
Jesus negated the salvation Jesus came to bring. For Ignatius and the other 
apostolic fathers, the reality of the human life in Jesus was necessary for 
salvation. Both types of being in Christ, the divine and human, were joined 
together to ensure eternal life for humanity. This gracious gift of life by the 
preexistent Son of God was at the heart of the Christian gospel.

A second major threat to the apostolic understanding of Jesus Christ as 
divine and human was Ebionism, a form of Judaizing Christianity such as 
that confronted by the apostle Paul in the book of Galatians. The Ebionites 
believed that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah but denied his divinity. They also 
denied the virgin birth and the redeeming death of Jesus. Instead, Jesus was 
seen as a righteous man who was adopted as the Son of God because of his 
faithfulness and obedience. 

Second-century theologians responded to Ebionism with a renewed 
emphasis on Jesus as the eternal Son of God. Ebionism was based on a 
Jewish form of monotheism that believed only the Father was truly God. 
Justin Martyr (100–165), Athenagoras (130–190), and Tatian (120–180) 
opposed Ebionism and defended the divinity of Jesus by espousing the 
Christian view of a triune God, explaining that the eternal Son of God was 
the One who was incarnate. Jesus revealed God in the incarnation. The 
Christian practice of worshipping Jesus as God, going all the way back to 
the apostles, unambiguously demonstrates that Jesus was God. When Jesus 
acted, God himself acted.

Irenaeus of Lyons (130–202) wrote against Ebionite and Docetic 
Christologies, particularly those of the various Gnostic groups. The Gnostics 
viewed Christ as a semidivine figure who emanated from God. This being 
came to creation to announce a secret knowledge (Greek gnosis) by which 
salvation might be attainted. Marcion (85–160), who denied the Christian 
doctrine of God, claimed that Jesus was God clothed in the form of a human 
being. Denying the incarnation, Marcion posited a docetic Christ.
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The second-century contribution to the development of Christology 
was the insistence that salvation is the union of God with humanity. As 
such, two fundamentally different and opposing ways of being must be 
united fully and completely in Jesus Christ. Moreover, while language that 
corresponded with those two ways of being must be maintained, that lan-
guage was applied equally to Jesus Christ. It was fitting to speak of Jesus as 
God and equally as fitting to speak of him as a human being. There was a 
firm commitment to dual language about the one Christ.

Emerging from the second century, the question of the worship of Jesus 
was settled. It was also settled that Jesus was the same one who created the 
universe and became incarnate for the salvation of humanity. Fundamental 
language, even if not fully developed, already existed for Christians to 
proclaim Jesus as both God and a human being without diminishing or 
destroying either type of being. 

Jesus Christ Is Fully God and Fully Human

The pagan philosopher Celsus was a formidable opponent of Christianity 
and claimed that the incarnation was irrational: either God changed into 
a human being or Jesus was just a man. Christians rejected Celsus’s rea-
soning. Origen of Alexandria (184–253) responded by arguing that Jesus 
performed miracles and exhibited all of the attributes of God, including 
being all-knowing, all-powerful, and omnipresent. Because he possessed the 
divine attributes, he must be fully God. Hippolytus of Rome (170–235) 
countered Celsus’s assertation by arguing that the eternal God was born of a 
woman while still remaining the eternal God. 

Another threat to the consensus that Jesus is both divine and human 
came from Paul of Samosata (200–275). Paul’s Christology is referred to 
as “dynamic Monarchianism,” or “adoptionism.” His view is that only the 
Father is God. Jesus is the Son of God in that he was adopted by God due 
either to his faithfulness or his righteousness. For Paul, Jesus was a man who 
became divine but was not God incarnate.
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Paul of Samosata’s adoptionism found its fullest expression in the 
Christology of Arius of Alexandria (256–336). Arius was a popular preacher 
in Alexandria who accused Alexander, the bishop of Alexandria (250–326), 
with Sabellianism. For Arius, Jesus was a semidivine figure who was God’s 
Son but was not fully God. Arius believed that Jesus was not coeternal and 
coequal with God. This position was rooted in his understanding of salva-
tion, in which Jesus was a human being who overcame sin and death by the 
grace of God, showing the way for humanity to be saved. Jesus identified 
with humanity, but was not God. 

Alexander accused Arius of resuscitating the adoptionist heresies of 
Ebionism and Paul of Samosata. Like the earlier adoptionists, Arius rec-
ognized the full humanity of Jesus but denied his full divinity. The human 
Jesus was elevated, while God could be guarded from the limitations of 
humanity. Jesus was not God incarnate.

Alexander excommunicated Arius from the church in Alexandria. This 
conflict threatened to create chaos in the church even outside of Alexandria. The 
emperor Constantine (272–337) invited the bishops throughout the Roman 
Empire to gather in the city of Nicaea in what became the First Ecumenical 
Council in 325. At the Council of Nicaea, Arianism was condemned as a her-
esy because it denied the full divinity of Jesus as God incarnate. Arius was ini-
tially exiled for his heresy, but he submitted a confession that included simple 
statements from Scripture. He was reinstated to the church in 328. 

Following the Council of Nicaea, Athanasius of Alexandria (296–373) 
became the leading defender of Nicaea’s condemnation of Arianism. His 
work On the Incarnation stressed that only one who is truly God can give 
eternal life, and only one whose humanity is truly and completely like ours 
can save a sinful human race. Athanasius famously said, “He became what 
we are so we might become what he is.” Athanasius insisted that the incarna-
tion of God was the means to the salvation of humanity.

Another leading anti-Arian theologian was Apollinarius of Laodicea 
(310–390). Apollinarius was a friend of Athanasius whose Christological 
views were condemned at the Council of Constantinople in 381. Apollinarius 
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believed that the biggest threat of Arianism was its adoptionist Christology. 
Arianism and adoptionism make Christ’s death merely that of a human 
being, even if that human being is perfectly obedient by the grace of God. 

Apollinarius’s response to Arianism is famous: Apollinarius denied the 
presence of a human mind in Jesus. By replacing Christ’s human mind 
with the eternal Son or Logos of God, Apollinarius believed he solved the 
problem of adoptionism. Apollinarius’s Christology protects the full divin-
ity of Jesus, and it ensures that salvation is solely the work of God, but it 
ends up diminishing the humanity of Jesus, rendering Christ as simply 
God with flesh. 

Gregory of Nazianzus (329–390) was one of the Cappadocian fathers, 
along with brothers Basil of Caesarea (329–379) and Gregory of Nyssa 
(335–395). Against Apollinarianism, Gregory of Nazianzus offered his 
famous statement, “What is not assumed is not healed.” Gregory contended 
that a genuine incarnation is the means to salvation. Whatever the Son of 
God takes up in the incarnation is what he redeems. If Jesus’s humanity is 
merely the flesh, rather than the flesh and the soul, then only human flesh is 
saved. Salvation is possible only if Jesus is both fully God and fully human.

The fourth century was the period of firm commitment to the full 
divinity and full humanity of Jesus Christ. It was also a strong affirma-
tion of the true divinity and true humanity of Jesus. Going forward, any 
Christology that diminished either of those constituent elements would be 
out of bounds. 

The Fifth-Century Christological Controversy

What the Councils of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381) had been for 
the doctrine of the Trinity, the fifth-century Councils of Ephesus (431) and 
Chalcedon (451) were for the doctrine of Christ. Christians refined the lan-
guage that helped them articulate how Jesus could be fully divine and fully 
human. Theologians spoke of one person and two natures. The language of 
person, fresh from the trinitarian discussions of the fourth century, meant 
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an active subject or individual. In Jesus, that one person was the eternal 
Son of God. This one person possessed two full and complete natures, one 
divine and one human. 

Two primary methods of understanding the relationship between these 
two natures emerged following the debates of the fourth century. One 
method was a tendency to emphasize that Jesus was God incarnate. This ten-
dency, identified as Alexandrian Christology, identified one subject in Jesus 
Christ. The second tendency was Antiochene Christology, which identi fied 
two subjects in Christ. The zenith of the Christological controversies in the 
patristic period was the so-called Nestorian controversy of the fifth century. 
That controversy was rooted in the differences between Alexandrian and 
Antiochene Christologies, particularly in the rivalry between Diodore of 
Tarsus (d. 390) and Apollinarius of Alexandria. The ongoing opposition to 
Apollinarianism preceded the eventual conflict between the Alexandrians 
and the Antiochenes in the fifth century. 

Diodore affirmed the full divinity of Christ against Arius and the full 
humanity of Christ against Apollinarius. Nevertheless, his Christology kept 
the two natures of Jesus distinct from one another. He identified each nature 
as a “Son”—one as the Son of God, the other as the son of David. There is 
one subject in Christ who is Son of God. There is also the subject who was 
born of Mary and died on the cross. By nature, the one born of Mary is the 
son of David and not the eternal Son of God. 

Diodore’s student Theodore of Mopsuestia (350–428) also rejected 
Apollinarianism, preferring a Christology in which the eternal Son of God 
dwells without the human person who was born from Mary. Eventually, 
he avoided adoptionism by affirming that only the eternal Son was active 
in the incarnation; the humanity was passive. The Son dwelled within the 
humanity to empower the human will to overcome sin and live obediently. 
Theodore’s division of the humanity and divinity, however, still resulted in 
two subjects in Jesus.

In 412, Cyril (376–444) became the bishop of Alexandria. Cyril was 
a follower of Athanasius and was opposed to Theodore’s division of the 
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human and divine natures in Christ. At times, Cyril’s language tended to 
be Apollinarian, even if his Christology was orthodox. His conflict with 
Nestorius of Constantinople (386–450) set the stage for the Third and 
Fourth Ecumenical Councils, resulting in the climax of Christological 
development found in the Definition of Chalcedon. 

Nestorius became the bishop of Constantinople in 428 in what was 
an unremarkable ascension. Nestorius had the reputation of being a good 
preacher but had little experience in church politics. That inexperience 
probably contributed to his entering into the Christological fray with Cyril, 
who was a more experienced pastor and theologian.

The conflict between Nestorius and Cyril began with Nestorius’s criti-
cism of the traditional use of the term Mother of God for Mary, the mother 
of Jesus. Liturgically, the term (Theotokos in Greek) was used to highlight 
the incarnation of God. Nestorius, however, rejected the term because it 
made the eternal Son of God the subject of a human birth. He preferred to 
attribute the human birth to the humanity of Jesus, similarly to Theodore 
of Mopsuestia. 

Cyril wrote to Nestorius to explain why it was important that the Son 
of God was born of Mary. This Christology was traditional, going back 
to Irenaeus and Athanasius. Additionally, if Jesus was just a human being, 
rather than the true incarnation of God, then the death of Jesus was just the 
death of a man. Cyril denied that the death of a mere man could provide 
salvation for humanity. Ultimately, Cyril alleged that Nestorius did not 
believe that Jesus was God. Cyril offered a list of twelve anathemas in his 
Third Letter to Nestorius, which he demanded Nestorius affirm. Nestorius 
believed most of the anathemas were fundamentally Apollinarian and 
rejected them outright.

To settle the controversy, the Third Ecumenical Council was called to 
meet in Ephesus in 431. When time came for the council to begin, a dele-
gation led by a friend of Nestorius named John of Antioch (d. 442) was 
delayed due to the poor health of an elderly member of the group. Rather 
than waiting on that group to arrive, Cyril initiated the meeting. He and 
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his supporters promptly condemned Nestorius as a heretic. When John 
of Antioch finally arrived, he and his supporters had their own meeting 
and condemned Cyril. In an effort to breach the impasse, both groups sent 
repre sentatives to the emperor in Constantinople, looking for guidance. 

The result was a compromise between Cyril of Alexandria and John of 
Antioch called the Formula of Reunion, authored by the Antiochene theolo-
gian Theodoret of Cyrus (393–458) and signed in 433 by the two theolo-
gians. Cyril agreed to abandon the effort to impose the Twelve Anathemas, 
and John agreed to the rejection of Nestorianism. Significantly, the Formula 
placed boundaries around Christological language that allowed Alexandrian 
and Antiochene models of Christology to be orthodox, while also reject-
ing the extremes of each model. The Formula of Reunion rejected both 
Apollinarius and Nestorius but affirmed Cyril of Alexandria and John of 
Antioch.

Jesus Christ Is the True Union of Humanity and Divinity

Following Cyril’s death, many of his followers in the Alexandrian tradition 
became unhappy with the Formula of Reunion because it refused to con-
demn all Antiochene Christology. A notable opponent of the Formula was 
Dioscorus (d. 454), the bishop of Alexandria. Another key player in the 
conspiracy against the agreement was a monk in Constantinople named 
Eutyches (380–456). Along with Dioscorus, Eutyches believed Cyril had 
made too many concessions to John of Antioch, particularly in allowing lan-
guage of two natures of Christ after the union of the humanity and divinity. 
Eutyches preferred to speak of only one nature in Christ. As a result, his 
followers were called Monophysites (one nature in Jesus). 

Eutyches launched the plot by challenging the orthodoxy of the 
Formula, hoping to force a gathering of bishops to adjudicate the charge 
and defend the agreement. Bishop Flavian promptly fell into the trap by 
condemning Eutyches as a heretic based on the authority of the Formula 
itself. Dioscorus, in turn, accused Flavian of using a test of orthodoxy other 



Jesus Christ 33

than the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, which had been banned at the 
Council of Ephesus in 431. 

Due to the accusations and counteraccusations, Emperor Theodosius II 
(401–450) called a council of bishops to meet at Ephesus in 449. Dioscorus 
controlled the council, which condemned Theodoret of Cyrus and Domnus 
of Antioch as heretics. The bishops also condemned Flavian for appealing 
to the Formula of Reunion as a test of orthodoxy. Additionally, the council 
voted to acquit Eutyches of heresy. The Council of Ephesus (449) is com-
monly referred to as the Robber Synod and was rejected as a proper council 
at the Council of Chalcedon in 451.

A year after the Robber Synod, Emperor Theodosius died and was suc-
ceeded by his sister, Pulcheria (398–453). Pulcheria was opposed to the 
decision at Ephesus and rejected its rehabilitation of Eutyches. She exiled 
Eutyches and called a council of bishops to meet in Chalcedon in 451 in an 
effort to overturn the earlier synod. 

The Council of Chalcedon deposed Dioscorus of Alexandria, restored 
Theodoret of Cyrus, and condemned Nestorius as a heretic. The bishops 
likewise condemned Apollinarianism and Eutychianism. The council pro-
duced a theological statement known as the Definition of Chalcedon, which 
outlines orthodox Christology. Notably, the Definition explicitly rejects 
each of the major Christological heresies.

Against Apollinarianism, the Definition states that Jesus Christ is of 
one nature (homoousios) with humanity. Against Arianism, Chalcedon holds 
that Jesus is of one nature (homoousios) with God the Father. The authors of 
the Definition then created parameters for understanding the union of the 
natures in Christ by employing four adverbs. The first two of those parame-
ters refute Eutyches’s Christology: “Christ is two natures united . . . without 
confusion and without change.” Against Nestorianism, the Definition states 
that the two natures were united “without division and without separation.” 
The Monophysites rejected Chalcedon, preferring to rely on the Council of 
Ephesus (431) and the Second Council of Ephesus (449) for their defini-
tions of orthodox Christology. The Nestorians likewise rejected Chalcedon.
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Case Study 1: Gnostics and Gnosticism

Ignatius of Antioch countered Docetism by confessing that Jesus has two 
types of life, divine and human. Ignatius tied this theme of Christ’s dual 
realities to his work of salvation. Salvation through union with Christ is 
possible only if there is both a divine reality and a human reality in Jesus. 
Because salvation is the reconciliation of humanity to God through union 
with the Son, Jesus must have been the perfect union of divine and human 
realities. Whereas Docetism denied the incarnation, Ignatius argued that 
the incarnation of God must be “perfect” or “genuine.”

Ignatius’s Christology emphasized the two genuine types of being present 
in Jesus: human and divine. Ignatius described these ways of being in his Epistle 
to the Ephesians: “There is one Physician who is possessed of flesh and spirit, 
both made and not made; God existing in the flesh; true life in death; of Mary 
and of God; first passible and then impassible, even Jesus Christ our Lord.”

Moreover, Ignatius contended that both of these forms of reality were 
present in the one Lord Jesus Christ. To separate these types of being into two 
different subjects would make salvation impossible. Although the Gospels 
contain two distinct ways of speaking about Jesus, those statements simply 
correspond to the two types of being united in the one Lord Jesus Christ. 
Some statements in Scripture speak of Jesus as a human being. Other state-
ments speak of him as the eternal Son of God. Both sets of statements are 
rightly attributed to the one Lord Jesus Christ. 

Irenaeus of Lyons contributed to the development of Christological lan-
guage in his defense of Christianity against the threat of Gnosticism. In his 
masterful work, Against Heresies, Irenaeus described Gnosticism as a collec-
tion of movements that claimed to be “Christian” but denied the apostolic 
faith. Central to Gnostic thought was the rejection of any material or physi-
cal aspect to salvation. Gnosticism denied that the human body would be 
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saved. This was similar to the view Paul confronted in 1 Corinthians 15. 
Gnostics also rejected the Old Testament as Christian Scripture, so their 
doctrine of Jesus was not informed by the Old Testament idea of the Christ. 
When Gnostics spoke of Jesus as the “Son of God,” they did not mean it in 
the same way the New Testament did. 

Gnostics believed that the Son was a divine emanation, but not fully 
divine. Irenaeus anticipated the third- and fourth-century Christological 
debates by rejecting that Jesus was simply a semidivine being. The Gnostics 
likewise were docetic, denying the genuine humanity of Jesus. In opposi-
tion to orthodox Christology, Gnosticism proposed a Christ who was nei-
ther fully God nor truly human. Although earlier heresies denied either 
the humanity or the divinity in Christ, the Gnostics denied both of these 
realities. Irenaeus turned to the idea of recapitulation to explain the neces-
sity of Jesus being both divine and human: Jesus was the final Adam who 
established a new beginning for humanity through his life, death, and resur-
rection. In Christ, humanity was renewed as it could share in the divine life 
of the Son of God who became incarnate in Jesus. 

As the opponent of the Gnostics, Irenaeus had three primary theologi-
cal goals. First, Jesus was God, not some semidivine figure who emanated 
from God. Second, Jesus was truly human, which was necessary for him to 
be the means of salvation. Third, there was only one subject in Jesus, mean-
ing all of the human as well as divine statements about Jesus belong to the 
Son of God. The incarnation was the way the Son appropriated the human 
experiences of Jesus to himself for the salvation of humanity.

Case Study 2: The Schools of Alexandria and Antioch

The Councils of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381) established that 
Jesus Christ is truly God because he is homoousios, or of the same nature, as 
the Father. Christians developed their Christological language about both 
the divinity and the humanity of Jesus in opposition to Arianism but did 
so with two distinct models for understanding the relationship between 
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the divine and human natures in Christ. These two Christological tenden-
cies corresponded roughly to two major cities with significant Christian 
influence: Alexandria and Antioch. Both the Alexandrian and Antiochene 
Christological traditions confessed the full divinity and full humanity of 
Jesus Christ, though they differed with how to explain the union of those 
two natures. Understanding the Christological controversies that followed 
Nicaea requires awareness of these two Christological tendencies.

Alexandrian Christology corresponds roughly with the modern model 
of “Christology from above.” Theologians within the Alexandrian school of 
theology tended to emphasize that the incarnation was the act of the Son 
of God. In this model, the Son united to himself a genuine human nature 
without ceasing to be God in any sense. All of the experiences of Jesus—
even those human experiences such as birth and death—are attributable to 
the eternal Son incarnate. Most important for Alexandrian Christology was 
that God was the single active subject in Christ; when Jesus acts or speaks, 
God alone acts or speaks. 

Major representatives of Alexandrian Christology include Athanasius 
of Alexandria, the Cappadocian Fathers, and Cyril of Alexandria. Although 
Athanasius is typically associated with his opposition to Arianism and 
defense of the Nicene faith, his work On the Incarnation was a foundational 
theological work on Alexandrian Christology. In that work, he offered his 
famous dictum that “the Son of God became human so that humans could 
become sons of God.” Athanasius confessed the complete and genuine 
humanity of Jesus, but emphasized the single work of God in Christ. Jesus 
was God at work. The Cappadocians, particularly Gregory of Nazianzus, 
likewise acknowledged the true human nature in Christ but nonetheless 
tended toward theological language, making the humanity passive in the 
incarnation. Cyril of Alexandria (see next section) likewise spoke of the sin-
gle person, or active agent, of Jesus being the eternal Son of God while also 
confessing the necessity of a complete human nature.

Apollinarius of Alexandria represents an extreme Alexandrian Christ ology. 
Apollinarius was a vocal anti-Arian theologian who is best remembered for 
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denying the human mind of Christ. Apollinarius, like the other Alexandrians, 
emphasized the single subject of the Son of God acting in Jesus. Nevertheless, 
Apollinarius believed that two complete natures, the human and the divine, 
would be adoptionism. (See Paul of Samosata above.) He reasoned that if 
the human nature had its own human mind, it would be a human person 
who was taken up by God to be his “adopted” Son. Apollinarius’s solution 
was to remove the part of the human nature that transformed it into a 
distinct and separate person. By removing the human mind, Apollinarius 
preserved God’s activity in Christ, but he destroyed the salvation the Son 
came to provide. Against Apollinarius, Gregory of Nazianzus argued, “What 
is not assumed is not healed.” Alexandrian Christology, as represented by 
Gregory, is clearly within the bounds of orthodoxy but had to guard against 
Apollinarius’s diminishing the human nature of Christ.

Antiochene Christology likewise developed in opposition to Arius and 
Arianism. Antiochene theologians confessed that Jesus possessed a complete 
human nature and a complete divine nature. Their tendency was to empha-
size the distinction of those two natures rather than their close union, and it 
corresponded closely with the modern “Christology from below” model. This 
distinction meant that Antiochene Christological language pointed toward 
two centers of activity in Christ. Whereas the Alexandrians attributed all of 
Jesus’s experiences to the single subject of the Son of God, the Antiochenes 
attributed the human actions to the human nature and the divine actions 
to the divine nature. By keeping the natures distinct from one another, the 
Antiochene theologians avoided destroying one or both of the natures.

The major theologians associated with Antiochene Christology were Dio-
dore of Tarsus, Theodore of Mopsuestia, John of Antioch, and Theodoret 
of Cyrus. Diodore is remembered for his “Two Sons” Christology, in which 
he spoke of the two centers of activity in Jesus as the “Son of God” and 
“Son of Man.” His purpose was not to divide Jesus into two different per-
sons but to emphasize the respective attribution of experiences to the two 
distinct natures in Christ. Theodore famously referenced the human nature 
of Jesus with relative pronouns, speaking of “he who was born of Mary,” for 
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example. This language was Theodore’s attempt at acknowledging the union 
of the natures in Christ while simultaneously preserving the divinity from 
participation in the human actions and experiences of Christ. 

Within Antiochene Christology the extreme position is represented by 
Nestorius of Constantinople. Following Diodore and Theodore, Nestorius 
emphasized the two natures in Christ over the one person of the Son of God. 
But Nestorius went further by giving the two natures their own unique iden-
tity or personhood. The Antiochene emphasis on two natures turned into 
the heresy of two persons. Christ became the term Nestorius used to name 
the juxtaposition of the eternal Son of God with the human being Jesus. 
Cyril of Alexandria recognized adoptionism in Nestorius’s Christological 
formulation, and the Antiochenes agreed. Theodoret authored the Formula 
of Reunion between Cyril and John of Antioch, in which the Alexandrians 
and Antiochenes came together to reject the heresy of Nestorius. In that 
document, Theodoret emphasized the two natures of Christ over the sin-
gle subject of his experiences. This language led some of the more extreme 
Alexandrians to reject the Formula, resulting in the ensuing Monophysite 
controversy and the Council of Chalcedon.

Both the single-subject Alexandrian Christology and the dual-subject 
Christology of the Antiochenes represented faithful expressions of the 
bibli cal message of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. The Formula of 
Reunion placed important parameters on both traditions. The Definition 
of Chalcedon ultimately allowed for the two schools of thought to oper-
ate within orthodoxy while preventing extremist Christologies. Both 
models were orthodox, but both could, and did, devolve into heresy. The 
Alexandrian model affirmed the two natures of Christ but emphasized the 
single divine person. The Antiochene model affirmed the union of the two 
natures but emphasized the distinction of those natures rather than the one 
person. Alexandrian Christology devolved into heresy when it diminished 
or devalued the humanity of Christ. Theologians within each tradition 
worked to avoid those heretical extremes without abandoning their own 
emphases regarding the two natures and one person of Jesus Christ.
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Case Study 3: Cyril of Alexandria

Cyril of Alexandria engaged in a lengthy Christological conflict with 
Nestorius of Constantinople. Nestorius represented an extreme Antiochene 
Christology, while Cyril followed Athanasius and the Alexandrian emphasis 
on the single subject of the eternal Son of God in Christ. Although Cyril 
was a formidable opponent of Nestorius, he was also capable of compromise 
and flexibility, as demonstrated by the Formula of Reunion (433).

Cyril had been bishop of Alexandria for sixteen years when Nestorius 
became bishop of Constantinople in the year 428. The catalyst of the 
contro versy between the two theologians was Nestorius’s rejection of the title 
Theotokos, or “Mother of God,” for the virgin Mary. Nestorius denied that 
God could be subject to a human birth. Cyril claimed that if God Incarnate 
did not experience a human birth, life, death, and resurrection, there could 
be no salvation for humanity. The controversy led to the Third Ecumenical 
Council at Ephesus in 431 and the Fourth Ecumenical Council at Chalcedon 
in 451. Ultimately, Nestorius was condemned as a heretic and deposed from 
his position. His teaching was rejected as heresy by both councils. 

Along with Nestorianism, Cyril rejected Apollinarianism. Whereas 
Apollinarius had denied the human soul, or mind, of Christ, essentially 
diminishing or destroying the human nature, Cyril affirmed the existence of 
the human soul in Christ. Moreover, Cyril found a soteriological role for the 
human soul that made it indispensable in a way even the Cappadocians had 
not. The famous Cappadocian dictum “What is not assumed is not saved” 
ensured that Apollinarianism could not persist. But Cyril went beyond the 
simple ontological need for the human soul in Jesus and actually located 
the human sufferings of Jesus in the human soul. Without the presence of a 
genuine human soul, the sufferings of Jesus would have been attributed to 
the divine nature in Christ. Obviously, the divine nature cannot be subject 
to human sufferings. Therefore, a human soul allowed Jesus to experience 
true human suffering as a substitutionary sacrifice for humanity. The com-
plete human nature of Jesus ensured the genuine human suffering of Jesus. 
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Cyril confessed the two complete natures of Christ but still emphasized the 
hypostatic union of those two natures.

Cyril’s ultimate theological purpose in the Nestorian controversy 
was to protect the church from dividing the natures in Christ into two 
separate subjects, one human and one divine. Nestorian Christology was 
devastating to the confession that Jesus is God incarnate, so Cyril had to 
reject even a semblance of separation of the natures. At the same time, 
Cyril did acknowledge that the two natures were complete; he was no 
Apollinarian. His overriding concern, however, was not the diminishing 
of the human nature, which is expressly rejected, but the separation of 
Christ into two persons.

Nestorius, and even some other Antiochenes, still accused Cyril of being 
Apollinarian. But Cyril acknowledged the natures even after the union. It 
was important for Cyril to distinguish the natures, preserving their integ-
rity without separating them into two independent persons. Cyril was con-
stantly battling the extreme tendencies of the Alexandrian and Antiochene 
sides: the union must be genuine, and the natures must remain intact with-
out two independent existences. Jesus Christ was God incarnate, the same 
person truly God and truly human.

Cyril contributed to the development of Christology by emphasiz-
ing that the Son of God was the single subject of all the actions, sayings, 
and experiences of Jesus Christ. The human experiences were not those 
of a human person, other than the human person who is God incarnate. 
Because God became a human, he was able to act humanly. Significantly, 
Cyril recognized the Christological importance of the human birth, human 
obedience, human death, and human resurrection of Christ. These human 
actions were not the actions of a mere man, but of God who became a man 
while remaining God.

Cyril’s Christology anticipated the Definition of Chalcedon and set the 
stage for it. The Alexandrian model of Christology had fully matured into 
that of two natures, one person. Despite the fact that the later Monophysites 
still claimed Cyril’s Christology from before the Formula, Chalcedon was 
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the proper end of Cyril’s Christological enterprise, emphasizing one subject 
acting in and through two complete natures. 

Case Study 4: The Council of Chalcedon

Empress Pulcheria called the Council of Chalcedon (451) to deal with the 
Monophysite heresy espoused by Eutyches, the leader of a monastery in 
the capital city of Constantinople. Eutyches rejected two natures in Christ, 
claiming that Jesus merely had the form of a human being but not a genuine 
humanity taken from Mary. The Monophysites accepted the conclusions 
of the Council of Ephesus (431) but rejected Cyril of Alexandria’s compro-
mise with the Antiochenes in the Formula of Reunion (433). At the so-called 
Robber Synod of 449, the Monophysites condemned the Formula. Leo the 
Great, the bishop of Rome, had written to the synod his Tome rejecting the 
Christology of Eutyches and the Monophysites. Nevertheless, the letter was 
ignored and the synod rejected two natures in Christ.

Fundamental to the Council of Chalcedon was Leo’s Tome. In it the two 
natures in Christ were preserved intact, coexisting in one person. The char-
acteristics of both natures were shared by the eternal Son of God incarnate. 
There is a parallelism in Leo’s Christology that most notably preserves the 
human nature in Christ against Eutychianism, which had denied that Jesus 
was homoousios with humanity. Being born of the virgin Mary ensured that 
Christ’s humanity was genuine. Leo was clearly following the Cappadocian 
commitment to the soteriological significance of the assumed humanity.

Nevertheless, Leo also stated that the two natures functioned in a way 
that was proper or fitting to itself. This statement at first glance would 
appear to support a Nestorian separation of the natures. Nevertheless, Leo 
made clear that the natures functioned “in communion with the other.” 
This union, or communion, of the natures was found within one person, 
the person of God incarnate. By this hypostatic union, Leo was able to 
preserve the natures without making them into separate persons, thereby 
avoiding Nestorianism. The Alexandrians were suspicious of Leo’s Tome, 
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concerned about its giving too much leeway for Nestorianism. But the pur-
pose of the letter was to confront Eutychianism and to emphasize the reality 
of the human nature in Christ. 

Leo’s influence on the Definition of Chalcedon was enormous. He pro-
vided the bishops with a way to answer their fundamental Christological 
question: What language best reconciles belief in one Christ with the belief 
that Christ is both fully God and fully human? Leo’s acknowledgment of 
two complete natures that were united to form a single person gave the 
bishops their answer to that question. Rather than producing another con-
fession similar to the Nicene Creed, the Council crafted a definition, or 
statement, further explicating the Nicene Creed’s confession of the one Lord 
Jesus Christ.

The Definition of Chalcedon began with the unambiguous statement 
that Jesus Christ is the Son of God incarnate. By confessing Jesus to be “one 
Lord,” the Definition rejected any dualism that would separate Jesus into 
two persons, one human and one divine. The eternal Son of God is the 
single person in Christ. He alone is the subject of both the human and the 
divine experiences of Jesus. 

The Definition acknowledged the distinction of the two natures in 
Christ. Jesus was complete in his divinity and complete in his humanity. He 
was truly God and truly human. He had a human soul as well as a human 
body. The one Jesus Christ was both homoousios with the Father and homo-
ousios with humanity. Each of these statements ensured that neither nature 
was diminished or destroyed. Even though there was a stress on the duality 
of the natures, this stress follows the clear statement of a single subject made 
earlier in the Definition. 

It was essential that the Definition preserve the natures intact while 
at the same time ensuring the integrity of the single person. To accom-
plish this twofold purpose, the Definition turned to the four Chalcedonian 
adverbs. The divine and human natures were preserved in the one person 
of Christ “without confusion, without change, without division, and with-
out separation.” By characterizing the union accordingly, the Definition 
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put parameters on Christological language. The first two adverbs addressed 
Apollinarianism and Eutychianism—the extreme forms of Alexandrian 
Christology. To destroy or diminish one or both of the natures was out 
of bounds. The final two adverbs prevented Nestorianism and extreme 
Antiochene Christology. The natures were not merely connected to one 
another but were truly united to the one person of the Son. Chalcedon 
ensured that the eternal Son of God was the single subject of all the actions, 
sayings, and experiences of Jesus Christ.

F)* %+$ C+&*,+

Jesus Christ is God. The earliest followers of Jesus recognized that he was God. 
They worshipped Jesus as God, prayed to him as God, and preached him to 
the world as God incarnate. Jesus told his disciples, “The one who has seen 
me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). He also told them, “I and the Father are 
one” (John 10:30). Any depiction of Christ that lessens his divinity is out-
side the bounds of the faith once for all delivered to the saints. The Baptist 
Faith and Message offers an unambiguous confession about Jesus: “Christ is 
the eternal Son of God. Jesus is more than merely a divine figure; as the eter-
nal Son of God he is coeternal and coequal with the Father. Christians can 
confidently proclaim Jesus as God incarnate, who has come to bring eternal 
life to all who believe in him. He reveals God and works as God.”

Jesus Christ is human. The incarnation is the apex and God’s work of 
salvation. The virgin birth is the way in which God has become human 
for us and our salvation. In this incarnation, the Baptist Faith and Message 
reminds us that “Jesus perfectly revealed and did the will of God, taking 
upon himself human nature with its demands and necessities, and identi-
fying himself complete with mankind yet without sin.” Though the Son 
remained God in the incarnation, he took a human nature from Mary that 
is just like that of all other humans. When faced with the temptations which 
are common to all humanity, Jesus overcame those temptations and lived a 
perfectly obedient life as a substitute for humanity’s sinfulness. He also died 
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a substitutionary death on the cross in place of human beings so that those 
who believe in him might be saved. Christians can confidently trust in Jesus 
as their true substitute in life, in death, in resurrection, and in ascension. 
As the book of Hebrews notes, the eternal Son of God became a human to 
lead “many sons and daughters to glory” (Heb 2:10). He humbled himself 
to a genuine human life so that he could raise up humanity and ascend to 
heaven with that humanity.

Jesus Christ is the Mediator. The unity of the two natures in the one 
person of Christ results in a mediator who assures salvation for all who 
believe. The Baptist Faith and Message puts it this way: The crucified and 
risen Lord “is now exalted at the right hand of God where he is the one 
mediator, fully God, fully man, in whose person is effected the reconcili-
ation between God and man.” This statement captures well the patristic 
emphasis on the union of the two natures. God has reconciled humanity 
to himself by means of his own incarnation. In other words, Jesus is the 
reconciliation between God and humanity because he is, at one and the 
same time, fully God and fully human. Christians can have full assurance 
of their salvation because they are united to God in Christ. Salvation is not 
dependent on human effort or human righteousness. There is no works-
based salvation. Jesus himself is the locus of God’s work of salvation. The 
eternal Son of God assumed true humanity through the virgin birth and 
lived an obedient human life. The Son died a genuinely human death on 
the cross as a sacrifice for our sins, raised his humanity from the dead for 
our salvation, and exalted that humanity to his rightful place seated on the 
throne in heaven. Jesus remains God incarnate, assuring salvation for all 
who trust in him. 

Contemporary challenges to Christianity are many. Those modern 
challenges, like those in antiquity, often concern inaccurate answers to the 
question “Who is Jesus Christ?” When modern heresies seek to diminish 
the deity of Christ, Christians must preach a gospel of God’s true incarna-
tion. God does not send a messenger to do his work; he becomes human 
himself to save his people. When modern heresies deny the humanity of 
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Christ, making him something of a superman, Christians must recognize 
the humiliation of the incarnation, in which God lived a genuine human 
life. Jesus is of the same nature as all other human beings, but he is without 
sin. It is essential that Jesus be fully God and fully human, with both natures 
belonging to the one person of the eternal Son of God, for him to save. This 
is the one Lord and Savior Jesus Christ whom we preach.
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1. Why did the ancient church see Docetism as a threat to the Christian 
gospel?

2. Who were the key theologians of the Alexandrian school, and what did 
they contribute to the development of orthodox Christology?

3. What were the key differences between the Antiochene school and the 
Alexandrian school? Why were those differences important to the other 
side?

4. What did Gregory of Nazianzus mean by his statement “What is not 
assumed is not healed”?

5. What are the four “Chalcedonian adverbs,” and how do they help 
explain the person of Jesus Christ?
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