Relationship epitomised

Christ is both the means of salvation by enabling full relationships, but he is also the model.  Hoekema (1986:75) says that he shows full relationships to God, other people and environment; we should add other aspects of relationship.

The humanity of Christ

Because salvation is only possible through Christ (Jn 14:6), and because it results in full humanity, the gift of salvation is then intimately linked with the real humanity of Christ.  Both the negative and the positive aspects of salvation depend totally upon it.  Firstly as forgiveness is enabled by the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, this requires that Jesus is human.  Whether Jesus is understood to die in our place as a substitute or as a representative (cf Sherlock 1996:97), if the sacrifice is to be effective for our sins it requires that Jesus is human, in the words of the settlement of Chalcedon, "consubstantial with us".  The ideas of Apollinarius did not stir up as much strife as the earlier heresy of Arius, but his view that Christ did not have a real human spirit was soundly rejected, as it meant that Christ was not fully human, and "what is not assumed is not saved".

Secondly, the recapitulation theory of Irenaeus and its modern equivalent in the victory, or "classic" theory of Aulén, also demand full humanity, for we share in the humanity of Christ, achieving victory in our relationship with him.  Again, Christ must be fully human.

Then thirdly, if Christ is to be an example for us, again he has to share our nature absolutely, or his example may be good, but is inherently unattainable.

Hence it is vital to look at the evidence for Jesus' humanity, especially in the light of those, both in the early Church and today, who felt that Jesus only seemed (Greek dokeō) to be human, and so then only seemed to suffer.  This docetism was prompted by the view that if Jesus was fully God, he could not really be human, and also that as fully God, he could not suffer.  It was also prompted by the feeling that the material was inherently evil, so it was not possible for a holy God to assume flesh.

Not surprisingly, it was natural to understand the story of Jesus in terms of adoption (Berkhof 1958:307), so that just as the Old Testament prophets, he was just a man, but adopted as son of God; this was a natural explanation of his claims and acts.  It was also felt to reflect Acts 2:36.  Yet it was quickly recognised that this was inadequate, and his full divinity was recognised, particularly after the Arian controversy of the fourth century, when it was suggested that although divine, his divinity was less than that of the Father.  Nevertheless, in the worldview of the day, accepting the divinity of Jesus was not a great problem, except among the Jews, with their acceptance of strict monotheism.  In general, the early Church that found it easy to assume Jesus' divinity, but then difficult to reconcile humanity with it.

In contrast, modern people tend to have the opposite problem.  With the Enlightenment, the understanding of Jesus shifted from a stress on the theological to one based on anthropology (Berkhof 1958:309).  Today it seems obvious that Jesus was human, but how could such a person be God?  However, it is still necessary to look at the evidence, naturally from a perspective that humanity is essentially relational (as with Milne 1982:115 also 125f).  Erickson (1998:722f) also provides a good survey.

In relation to other people, Jesus is recorded as having had a normal birth after a normal pregnancy, even if his conception was miraculous.  He experienced a normal human development (Lk 2:52).  Brunner (1939:405) here says that growth is fundamental to humanity; indeed Berkhof (1958:209) points out that even though humanity was originally created perfect, it still had to develop. In particular, Jesus grew in knowledge; part of the incarnation was the self-limitation, or kenōsis, of his divine omniscience.  Even if it is apparent that he did have access to information that others did not, so of the minds of others (eg Lk 6:8, Jn 13:11), at other times he did profess ignorance, such as the time of the parousia (Mk 13:32).  He had limited knowledge (Erickson 1998:726).  Milne (1982:126) notes this aspect but is careful to distinguish it from making mistakes.  This aspect of knowledge need not detract from acknowledging his humanity, for it is a feature of many prophets, as in the Old Testament, but also in the New, such as Agabus (Acts 21:10).  Nobody suggests for a moment that prophets were not human, and neither need this mean that Jesus is not.  Incidentally here, it is often affirmed that Jesus fulfils the "office" from the Old Testament, the roles of prophet, priest and king, usually held by distinct individuals, but all in the one person of Christ.  The expectation of figures to fulfil each role was indeed part of Old Testament hope, prophesied in several places.  (For a discussion of the office of Christ, its basis and fulfilment, as well as the theological applications of this model, see my book (Williams 1997).

Jesus' very name indicates his humanity, as it was not exceptional at the time, even if we naturally revere it.  It is still used as a common name in Spanish speaking countries.  It was the Greek version of the Old Testament "Joshua", meaning "God is salvation" (cf Berkhof 1958:312), and ironically was the name of the revolutionary Barabbas, underlining the fact of substitution, that Jesus suffered and died as a substitute, not just for Barabbas, but also for us.  Then one of the titles that Jesus applied to himself, indeed his preferred one, (eg Mk 2:28, interestingly in the context of his authority) was "Son of Man", which was also applied to Ezekiel; naturally it does indicate Jesus' humanity.

In relation to his life, he would appear to have had a normal physiology.  When the Roman soldier wanted to be sure that he was really dead, and thrust a spear into his side, there came out blood and water (Jn 19:34), indicating death by rupture of the heart, which would be a normal cause of death after crucifixion.  Jesus ate and drank, and experienced ordinary human needs.  He experienced the full range of human emotion, getting tired, feeling hungry, weeping (Jn 11:36), and got angry, as when he saw the abuse of the Temple.  This would indicate that he genuinely felt pain, as in the scourging and crucifixion, despite the suggestion of docetism.  Especially in the light of the Gnosticism that was starting to develop at the time, the little epistle of 1 John (eg 1:1f) lays stress upon the fact of his real humanity, that he was really seen, really touched; he was not an angel or spirit.

Despite later questionings, he has a soul (Jn 12:27), and a spirit (Jn 11:33, 13:21, 19:30).

In relation to God, he participated in religious activities as a Jew of the day, attending the synagogue.  Erickson (1998:727) comments on Jesus' religious life.  However, unlike the normal reaction of unworthiness and sin, Jesus did claim to be fully obedient to God.  This was to his father.  Even if this claim was of full divinity, it may be noted that in salvation, we are adopted as children of God (eg Rom 8:15), and so Christ is our brother (Heb 2:11).  The relationship to God as Father is indeed an aspect of full humanity.

The only questions about his humanity are two.  Although they do not detract from the fact that Jesus is fully human, "consubstantial" with us, they do draw attention to a couple of factors which are important.  In Paul's description of Jesus' incarnation (Phil 2:5f), it is notable that he states that he came in the "likeness" of man, a phrase which must remind us of the fact that people were created in the image and likeness of God.

Firstly the "virgin birth", or more exactly, the virgin conception.  The Bible does state very clearly that Jesus did not have a human father (eg Matt 1:18, Lk 3:23 ("as was supposed")), and implies in several other places that Mary was his only human parent (eg Mk 6:3, Gal 4:4).  The objection that has been made is that every human being has two parents; however, this also does not apply to Adam, whose full humanity is significant for Paul (Rom 5:12f).  Rather, his full divinity does not detract from his humanity, but on the other hand adds to it.  This pertains to us as well, for people are all human beings, yet without God, their humanity is real, but defective; it is with the addition of God's life that people can develop into the humanity that was intended for them.

Secondly, there is a clear assertion of his sinlessness (Heb 4:15, 1 Pet 2:22) (cf Berkhof 1958:318).  Again the objection has been made that as all people are sinful, Jesus could not then have been human.  However, sin is not a necessary part of humanity, again as in the case of Adam, and indeed we are urged to be perfect (Matt 5:48).  Whereas Jesus could have sinned, and in that way is like us, he did not, and in that way is an example for us.

It is surely appropriate that in his explanation of the nature of Jesus, the writer to the Hebrews quotes Psalm 8:

Thou hast made him little less than God,

and dost crown him with glory and honour.

Thou hast given him dominion over the works of thy hands;

Thou hast put all things under his feet.

