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Chapter 4 

Christology 

 
 
The New Testament attests that Jesus was indeed human. However, 
there are also other statements in the New Testament in which Jesus is 
portrayed as divine. How do these two sides—divinity and humanity—fit 
together? In the doctrine of the Trinity we learned how this is to be 
understood in reference to God, the Father. Christology explains the 
relationship between divinity and humanity in Jesus Christ, specifically in 
the doctrine of Hypostatic Union (the doctrine of the dual nature of 
Christ). Jesus Christ is still true Man and true God today, and it is as such 
that He will return.  
 

 

4.1 Christology – the doctrine of Hypostatic Union  
 

Christology Doctrine of Hypostatic Union 
The doctrine of the nature and 
activity of Jesus Christ 

The doctrine of Jesus Christ as true 
Man and true God 

 

 

1. Jesus Christ—true Man 

The Bible speaks of Jesus Christ in various passages, primarily in the gospels. In them it becomes 
clear that Jesus was a real human being. He had the same needs as other people. He ate, drank, and 
felt joy and suffering. The first epistle of John relates that it was possible to see and touch Jesus.  

In 1 John 1: 1-3 we read:  

• “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our 
eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, concerning the Word of 
life—the life was manifested, and we have seen, and bear witness, and declare to you that 
eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested to us—that which we have seen 
and heard we declare to you, that you also may have fellowship with us; and truly our 
fellowship is with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ.” 
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Here Jesus Christ is described as the “Word of life”, whom it was possible to see and touch. This 
means:  

• He was a real human being who was able to foster relationships with other human beings of 
which they could later also relate.  

The gospels relate that Jesus shared many physical and emotional feelings with other human beings:  

• He rejoiced with the joyful at the wedding in Cana. 

• He suffered with the sad, and wept when Lazarus died. 

• He felt hunger during His stay in the wilderness. He was thirsty when He came to Jacob’s 
well. 

• Indeed, He was filled with dread in the face of His coming suffering and death. 

• He suffered pain when He was beaten by the soldiers. 

• In view of His imminent death on the cross, He cried out: “My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, 
even to death” (Matthew 26:38). Even this exclamation demonstrates that Jesus was a 
human being with feelings. 

• Hebrews 4:11-14 express the special quality of the Man Jesus, who is like all other human 
beings in all things except in one respect: He is without sin.  

2. Jesus Christ—true God 

The New Testament leaves no doubt that Jesus is also true God. He lived as a true Man among other 
men, but He was of divine nature.  

The divinity of Jesus Christ is especially emphasised in the gospel of John.  

John 1:14:  

• “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of 
the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.” 

The divine Word, which was already with God in the beginning, enters the earthly domain as Jesus 
Christ.  

The Word itself becomes flesh—the eternal Word becomes true Man. 

Here the Word is described as the only begotten Son of God, who appears and is active among 
mankind.  

See the Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 3.4. 
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2.1 Statements Jesus made about Himself and the Father 

Jesus Christ Himself made it clear in various discourses that He, the Son of God, and the Father in 
heaven are one.  

Some examples: 

• The Son of God was able to say the following of Himself: “He who has seen Me has seen the 
Father!” (John 14:9). In a very tangible way, Jesus Christ directly reveals who God is. 

• The following statements of Jesus: “No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me 
draws him” (John 6:44) and “No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6) 
each express the same divine authority of God, the Father, and God, the Son. The Father 
draws human beings to His Son, and the Son leads human beings to the Father.  

• It is only as true God that Jesus Christ can declare: “I and My Father are one” (John 10:30).  

2.2 Further testimony from the New Testament 

The following Bible passages likewise attest that Jesus Christ is true God:  

• At Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan, a voice from heaven was heard saying: “This is My beloved 
Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17). 

• At His transfiguration, the Father likewise emphasised the divine Sonship of Jesus by stating 
that the people were to hear Him. 

“While he was still speaking, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them; and suddenly a 
voice came out of the cloud, saying, ‘This is My beloved “Son, in whom I am well pleased. 
Hear Him!’” (Matthew 17:5). 

• The actions of the Apostles after the Ascension also attest to this:  

“And they worshipped Him…” (Luke 24:52).  

Only God is worthy of worship. Therefore this situation makes it clear that Jesus Christ is 
true God. 

• The profession of Apostle Thomas after he had seen the Risen Lord also confirms this: 

“My Lord and My God!” (John 20:28). 

Apostle Thomas refers to the Risen One as “Lord”. This mode of address in itself already 
brings to expression the divinity of Jesus. 

• The profession of the nature of Christ in the Christ hymn:  

“For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily” (Colossians 2:9). 

The hymn in the letter to the Colossians (1:15-20) refers to the presence of God in the Man Jesus. 
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• The reference contained in the first epistle of John:  

“… and we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ. This is the true God and eternal 
life” (1 John 5:20).  

The first epistle of John brings to expression that Jesus Christ is both God and the giver of 
eternal life, namely everlasting fellowship with God.  

• The statement:  

“God was manifested in the flesh” (1 Timothy 3:16).  

The first epistle to Timothy attests that God is present—and that He can be directly 
experienced—in Jesus Christ. 

 

 

Summary  
 
The only way we can properly understand the person of Jesus is to conceive of Him 
as true Man and also true God. The Bible attests how we have seen Him, namely  
• Jesus as true Man 
• Jesus as true God 
Anything else (for example, that Jesus was a special person, that Jesus was a 
prophet, etc.) is not an appropriate statement about Jesus Christ. 
 

 

 

3. Christologies in the New Testament 

In theology, the doctrine of the person and nature of Jesus Christ is called ‘Christology’. The 
beginnings of Christology can already be found in the New Testament, however they do not 
comprise a “single” Christology, but instead constitute many facets of Christological thinking. 

This becomes clear in the various titles assigned to Jesus Christ. These references are known as 
“Christological majestic titles”. 

Example:  

• The gospel of Luke often makes use of the majestic title “Saviour”, while  

• Apostle Paul often uses the title “Lord” in his epistles. 

 

See Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 3.4.6. 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

9 Dogmatics | Chapter 4: Christology 

 

3.1 The most important Christological majestic titles 

In the following we will explore some of the most important majestic titles of Jesus. 

3.1.1 The majestic title ‘Christ/Messiah’ 

Christos is the Greek translation of Messiah (from Hebrew Mashiach). Christus is the Latin form of 
this majestic title. 

‘Messiah’ is originally a designation reserved for the king or the high priest. 

‘Christ’ and ‘Messiah’ both mean “the Anointed One”, because when priests and kings were 
consecrated to their new task, they were anointed with oil. 

In the post-exilic period, that is, after 538 BC, the title ‘Messiah’ was reserved for individuals who 
gave the people eschatological hope. There are many “Messiahs” in the history of the people of 
Israel. From the writings found in the caves of Qumran (the Dead Sea Scrolls) we know that the title 
of Messiah was used in reference to the coming high priest and king expected by that community. 

Even the “Judas of Galilee” whose name appears in Acts (5:37) was presumably regarded as a 
Messiah by his disciples.  

The majestic title “Christ” is so closely associated with Jesus, that it is practically understood as a 
proper name.  

3.1.2 The majestic title ‘Kyrios’ (Lord) 

In the Old Testament, the designation “Lord” mostly occurs when the text is referring to God (the 
Hebrew word for ‘Lord’ is ‘Adonai’ and the Greek equivalent is ‘kyrios’). 

In the New Testament, however, the majestic title ‘Lord’ (kyrios) is also applied to Christ. The Risen 
One is equated with God, and even so addressed: “My Lord and my God!” 

The title also implies a rejection of other secular rulers, for example, the Roman emperor, who 
regarded himself as Lord and God (Dominus et Deus). The term kyrios is the most important 
designation used by Paul in reference to Jesus (“Jesus is Lord”—Romans 10:9). 

3.1.3 The majestic title ‘Son of God’ in the Old Testament 

The ancient oriental notion that kings were adopted and consecrated to their office by God also 
appears in the Old Testament. Thus King Solomon, for example, was promised that God would be his 
Father and that he would be the Son of God:  

2 Samuel 7:14:  

• “I will be his Father, and he shall be My son.” 

This notion is called Old Testament royal ideology. 
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Key term: ‘Royal ideology’ 
 
The passage 1 Samuel 7:14 is the founding text of Judaic royal ideology, which 
describes the king of Judah from the house of David ruling in Jerusalem. The term 
‘royal ideology’ derives from the study of Egyptology and is used in the field of 
historical science (for example, Assyrian or Canaanite royal ideology), in order to 
explain the nature and function of kings. 
 
In Egypt, the Pharaoh was described using an abundance of names, designations, 
and functions, and besides all of these, he is also the son of the god Ra (as of the 
fourth dynasty) and the son of Amon-Ra (as of the eleventh dynasty).  
 
Judaic royal ideology likewise describes the relationship between God and the 
(Davidic) king as that of a father and a son, although the son in this relationship is 
not ascribed any divinity—contrary to the Egyptian royal ideology. Another 
important term in Old Testament royal ideology is, for example, the term 
‘shepherd’. The king is thus also the one who is to lead his people as a shepherd (cf. 
Ezekiel 37:24).   
 

 

 

Other evidence of royal ideology can be found in the following Bible passages: 

 Psalm 2:7: 

• “I will declare the decree: The Lord has said to Me, ‘You are My Son, Today I have begotten 
You.’” 

Psalm 89:26: 

• “He shall cry to Me, ‘You are my Father, My God, and the rock of my salvation.’” 

Isaiah 9:6: 

• “For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the government will be upon His 
shoulder. And His name will be called Wonderful, Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting 
Father, Prince of Peace.” 

The designation “Son of God” also implies divine authorisation or the assignment of a specific task by 
God. 

3.1.4 The majestic title ‘Son of God’ in the New Testament 

The New Testament’s use of the title ‘Son of God’ for Jesus features another three aspects in 
addition to this. First of all, it describes the relationship between God and Jesus as the relationship 
between a Father and a Son, that is, of the closest personal fellowship: 
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 Matthew 11: 27: 

• “All things have been delivered to Me by My Father, and no one knows the Son except the 
Father. Nor does anyone know the Father except the Son, and the one to whom the Son 
wills to reveal Him.” 

On the other hand, Jesus is thereby established as the bringer of salvation. 

Mark 1: 11: 

• “Then a voice came from heaven, ‘You are My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.’” 

Finally, the title ‘Son of God’ is also interpreted as a designation for Jesus’ substance, which 
distinguishes Him from all other human beings. 

Luke 1: 35: 

• “And the angel answered and said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the 
power of the Highest will overshadow you; therefore, also, that Holy One who is to be born 
will be called the Son of God.’” 

 

 

Summary  
 
The title ‘Son of God’ / ‘God’s Son’ is a designation for the king of Israel (cf. Psalm 
2:7) and signifies divine authorisation or the assignment of a specific task from God.  
 
The title describes the relationship between Jesus and God as the relationship 
between a Son and a Father. 
 

 

 

3.1.5. The majestic title ‘Son of Man’ 

The majestic title ‘Son of Man’ is the designation for an eschatological deliverer who is yet to come. 
God confers power over all nations and kingdoms upon the Son of Man. This power has no end and 
is thus of eternal duration.  

 Daniel 7:13-14: 

• “I was watching in the night visions, and behold, One like the Son of Man, coming with the 
clouds of heaven! He came to the Ancient of Days, and they brought Him near before Him. 
Then to Him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and 
languages should serve Him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass 
away, and His kingdom the one which shall not be destroyed.”  
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In the New Testament Jesus speaks of Himself as the Son of Man. This is attested primarily in the 
gospels. Jesus refers to Himself as the Son of Man, but not in the first person, rather in the third 
person. 

 Matthew 25: 31: 

• “When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the holy angels with Him, then He will sit 
on the throne of His glory.”  

  

 

 

Summary on the topic of “majestic titles”  
 

Christ 
Meaning: “the Anointed One”. Later comes to be so 
strongly associated with Jesus that it is understood as a 
personal name. 

Kyrios 
Original designation “Lord” in reference to God. Later 
“Lord” is used in reference to Jesus. Especially important 
in the writings of Apostle Paul. 

Son of God 
Original designation for the “king”. Later this title comes 
to be used in reference to the relationship between God 
and Jesus. 

Son of Man 
Designation for an eschatological deliverer figure in the 
book of Daniel. Later used by Jesus Himself. 

 
 

 

 

Introduction to the Christology of the New Testament 

Before we turn our attention to the doctrine of Hypostatic Union, let us take a closer look at the 
Christology of the New Testament. Christology begins with the writings of Apostle Paul, who holds 
fast to an early Christian tradition which centres on the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The 
gospels develop different points of emphasis in Christology, and it is with these subjects that we will 
occupy ourselves in the following sections.  

 

3.2 The oldest Christological tradition 

In the early Christian congregations, it was customary to describe the death and resurrection of 
Jesus and list the names of those who had witnessed the appearances of the Risen One. Apostle Paul 
picks up on this tradition in the first epistle to the Corinthians.  
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In 1 Corinthians 15:3 the Apostles emphatically states that he had himself received this tradition and 
has passed it along to the Corinthians.  

 1 Corinthians 15: 3 

• “For I delivered to you first of all that which I also received...” 

This early Christian tradition states the following:  

 1 Corinthians 15: 3-7: 

• (3) “… that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures,” 

(4) “… and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the 
Scriptures, 

(5) “… and that He was seen by Cephas, then by the twelve.” 

(6) “… After that He was seen by over five hundred brethren at once, of whom the greater 
part remain to the present, but some have fallen asleep.” 

(7) “… After that He was seen by James, then by all the Apostles.” 

This is the oldest mention of the expiatory death and resurrection of Jesus:  

• Jesus Christ died for our sins and rose again on the third day. 

• A reference to the Scriptures (Old Testament) is established. 

• The witnesses to the resurrection are listed: 

• Cephas, in other words, Peter, 

• The Twelve, 

• The five hundred brethren, 

• James, the brother of Jesus, 

• And all the Apostles. 

This profession to Jesus Christ either has its source in the original congregation of Jerusalem or in the 
congregation of Antioch, and came into being soon after Jesus’ death. 

To this profession Apostle Paul adds that he too saw the Risen Christ, last of all: 

 1 Corinthians 15: 8 

• “Then last of all He was seen by me also, as by one born out of due time.” 
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3.3 The Christology of the Gospel of Mark 

What stands out in the gospel of Mark is that Jesus forbids the disciples and others (even the 
demons) to speak of His Messiahship and miracles. 

When Apostle Peter professes:  

 Mark 8: 29 

• “You are the Christ!” 

the Lord forbids His disciples to talk about it. This is known as the Messianic Secret. This 
commandment to be silent applies until the resurrection of Jesus. This also explains why the 
majority of people were unaware of the Messiahship of Jesus up until His resurrection.  

3.3.1 Adoptionist Christology 

The Gospel according to Mark does not contain any background history on Jesus as the other gospels 
do. The Gospel of Mark begins with John the Baptist, the forerunner of Jesus, and the baptism of 
Jesus at the Jordan. According to his description, Jesus is accepted by God as His Son at His baptism 
by John the Baptist. 

 Mark 1: 9-11 

• “It came to pass in those days that Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee, and was baptised by 
John in the Jordan. And immediately, coming up from the water, He saw the heavens parting 
and the Spirit descending upon Him like a dove. Then a voice came from heaven, ‘You are 
My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.’”  

This event is known as Adoptionism, or Adoptionist Christology, and has its roots in the royal 
ideology of the Old Testament, according to which the king is proclaimed Son of God (see Point 
3.1.3). Jesus thereby becomes the Son of God. In addition, Mark also applies the majestic titles 
Messiah and Son of Man. The majestic title ‘Kyrios’ is not found in the Gospel of Mark. 

3.4 The Christology of the Gospel of Matthew 

In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus is introduced as the Son of God and exalted Lord. The central 
message of this gospel is Peter’s profession of the Messiah:  

 Matthew 16: 16 

• “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

Apostle Peter professes that Jesus is the Christ and the Son of God. Matthew always relates Jesus’ 
Messiahship to the Old Testament.  
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Key term: ‘Fulfilment citation’ (or ‘Fulfilment quotation’) 
 
Fulfilment citations (or fulfilment quotations) are linguistic devices used in the 
Gospel of Matthew by which the Evangelist endeavours to demonstrate that the 
path of Jesus was already foretold in the Old Testament. Fulfilment citations are 
introduced by statements such as the following: “So all this was done that it might 
be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying…” (Matthew 
1:22 et seq.; 2:15, 17 et seq., 23; 4:14-16; 8:17; 12:17-21; 13:14 et seq., 35; 21:4 et 
seq.; 27:9 et seq.). 
 
It is particularly in the background information on Jesus that such fulfilment citations 
appear, in order to direct the attention of the reader/listener to the Messiahship 
and Divine Sonship of Jesus Christ right from the start. 
 
Example from Matthew 1: 22-23: 
“So all this was done that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through 
the prophet, saying: ‘Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and bear a Son, and they 
shall call His name Immanuel,’ which is translated, ‘God with us.’” The Evangelist, 
who had apparently had the benefit of scribal training, sees the prophecy of Isaiah 
fulfilled in the words of the angel (cf. Isaiah 7:14). 
 

 

 

Beyond that, in the Gospel of Matthew Jesus is the authentic interpreter of God’s will, the second—
or higher—Moses, so to speak (Matthew 5:17).  

3.5 The Christology of the Gospel of Luke 

In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus appears as the Saviour who is filled with the Holy Spirit. Luke therefore 
has a pronounced type of Christology: 

The fact that Jesus is filled with the Holy Spirit is important to him. By way of the majestic title ‘Son 
of God’, Luke demonstrates the close relationship between Jesus and the Father. Jesus Christ stands 
in the “middle of time”, that is to say, between the era of the old covenant and the era of the 
church, of which the book of Acts—which was drafted by the same author—relates. Jesus is the 
Saviour of the poor. Luke has a strong social interest and sees Jesus as having been sent to the poor, 
in the literal sense. As a result he lays claim to a title for Jesus of Nazareth which was often used as 
an adornment by Hellenistic kings (Greek Soter = Saviour, Deliverer).  

3.6 The Christology of the Gospel of John 

Jesus is the Logos of God. He is pre-existent, and has thus already existed with God before all time. 
He is God and He is the incarnation of the Logos, that is to say, the incarnation of the Word of God. 
The “I am Sayings” of Jesus constitute a unique feature of the Gospel of John: in them, the self-
revelation of the divine nature of Jesus is clothed in words. The death of Jesus on the cross is 
understood as exaltation.  
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As the Gospel of John repeatedly makes clear, the Son of God—who has descended from heaven 
and become a human being—is aware of His divine nature and is thus the One who reveals divine 
knowledge.  

3.7 The Christologies in the epistles to the Colossians, Ephesians, and Hebrews, as well as in  
       Revelation and the first epistle of Peter 

3.7.1 The epistles to the Colossians and the Ephesians 

On the one hand, the epistles to the Colossians and the Ephesians emphasise Jesus Christ as an 
agent of the creation (Colossians 1:16-17), but also stress Christ’s rule over the cosmos, and that 
Christ is the head of the church (Colossians 1:19-10; Ephesians 1:20-23).  

3.7.2 The epistle to the Hebrews 

In the letter to the Hebrews (and only here) we find the “Christology of Christ the High Priest”: Christ 
is the heavenly High Priest, who takes over the sacrificial service of the old covenant and offers 
Himself as the sacrifice.  

3.7.3 Revelation 

The book of Revelation portrays Jesus as the exalted and victorious Lamb of God.  

3.7.4 The first epistle of Peter 

In 1 Peter 3:18-19 it is emphasised that Christ is also responsible for those who dwell in the realm of 
the dead.  

4. The doctrine of the dual nature of Jesus Christ (Hypostatic Union) 

Introduction to the doctrine of Hypostatic Union 

The statements of the New Testament concerning the humanity and the divinity of Jesus Christ are 
the foundation for the doctrine of Hypostatic Union. In this context, we do not understand the term 
‘nature’ to represent conditions of nature or the landscape, but rather the essence or substance of a 
thing or a person.  

The statement that Jesus Christ is “true Man and true God” was formulated at the Council of 
Chalcedon (451). This doctrine has been recognised as binding by most Christian churches. The 
doctrine of the dual nature of Jesus Christ surpasses the human horizon of experience and all human 
imagination. It can only be accepted by faith and through the knowledge that the testimony of Holy 
Scripture is binding.  
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4.1 Interconnection of the doctrine of Hypostatic Union and the doctrine of the Trinity 

The doctrine of the Trinity states that Jesus Christ is of the same substance (Greek: ‘homoousian’) as 
God, and is thus likewise God. In terms of His divine nature, Jesus Christ is therefore of the same 
substance as God. And in terms of His human nature, He is the same as all other human beings. 

 

  Doctrine of Hypostatic 
Union 

 

Doctrine of the Trinity 
Father 

First person of the 
Trinity 

Son 
Second person of the 

Trinity 

Holy Spirit 
Third person of the 

Trinity 
  Historical figure of 

Jesus of Nazareth 
 

 

 

The doctrine of Hypostatic Union endeavours to explain how this divine nature of Jesus Christ can be 
associated with His human nature.  

The Council of Chalcedon sought to renew and reinforce the “faith of the fathers” which had been 
brought to expression at the Councils of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381). First of all, the 
Council was interested in underlining the statements of the doctrine of the Trinity—which had been 
made at previous councils—and emphasising their authoritativeness for the faith of all Christians.  

The Council stressed that Jesus Christ is God according to one nature, and Man according to the 
other nature. After a long process of theological thought and debate, the essential statements of the 
formula drafted at Chalcedon show how the two are to be understood together. 

4.2 The confession of Chalcedon (451) 

After these decisions had been made at the Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople, a new problem 
arose:  

• If Jesus Christ is truly God, how then can He still be a Man? 

• Can the two even coexist in the same person?  

These questions were addressed at the Council of Chalcedon, and the participants sought to provide 
answers. Ultimately, they agreed on the following statement in their confession:  
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Confession of Chalcedon 

[We profess] … One and the Same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten; 
acknowledged in Two Natures unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, 

inseparably; the difference of the Natures being in no way removed 
because of the Union, but rather the properties of each Nature being 

preserved, and (both) concurring into One Person and One Hypostasis; not 
as though He were parted or divided into Two Persons, but One and the 

Self-same Son and Only-begotten God, Word, Lord, Jesus Christ … 

 

The formula emphasises the two distinct natures of Jesus Christ in all clarity. As true God He is God, 
the Son, the second person of the Trinity. As true Man, He is part of mankind and of us human 
beings in terms of His substance. The relationship between the two natures in Jesus Christ is 
described as “unconfused” and “inseparable”. 

See Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 3.4.6. 

 

4.3 The natures of Jesus Christ are “unconfused” and “inseparable” 

God and Man are not confused or mixed together in Jesus Christ. He is thus not a demigod, such as 
those we may know from Greek mythology (e.g. Heracles). 

He is both of them fully and completely:  

Man and God 

At the same time it is emphasised that these two natures are permanently present in Jesus Christ 
and that they cannot be separated. 

This condition of being inseparable is called the Unity of the Person of Jesus Christ. This brings to 
expression that the unity of the person of Jesus Christ is unchangeable. His dual nature is an 
irrevocable part of His unity of person—that is, of the person of Jesus Christ—and thus the link 
between Man and God.  

4.4 Unity of the Person of Jesus Christ 

The emphasis on the unity of the person of Jesus Christ is intended to underscore that the historical 
reality of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ is not ended by the crucifixion or the resurrection, 
even though the natural body of Jesus is no more. Even after His resurrection and ascension, the 
person of Jesus Christ remains intact as a whole in both natures. Even the exalted Lord has two 
natures—He remains true God and true Man. 
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There are some important biblical references to back up the irrevocability of the unity of the person 
of Jesus Christ, even in the case of the exalted and returning Lord. One of them is the vision of 
Deacon Stephen:  

 Acts 7:55-56 

• “But he, being full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus 
standing at the right hand of God, and said, ‘Look! I see the heavens opened and the Son of 
Man standing at the right hand of God!’”  

According to this Bible passage, Stephen saw the Son of Man Jesus Christ at the right hand of God, 
shortly before his martyr’s death. This passage attests that Jesus Christ is with the Father in both His 
natures. The name Jesus is a reference to the historical person who preached in Judea and Galilee, 
and who now stands at the throne of God.  

Both the true divinity and the true humanity of Jesus Christ at the throne of God are also addressed 
in the first epistle to Timothy.  

 1 Timothy 2:5 

• “For there is one God and one Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus.” 

The beginning of the book of Revelation borrows a prophetical image from the Old Testament to 
emphasise the unity between the crucified and returning Christ: 

 Revelation 1: 7 

• “Behold, He is coming with clouds, and every eye will see Him, even they who pierced Him.” 
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Test questions on 4.1 – “The doctrine of Hypostatic Union” 

 

1. Where do we find the oldest mention of the expiatory death and resurrection of Jesus   
              Christ?  
a) Galatians 1: 11-24. 
b) Romans 3: 22-26. 
c) 1 Corinthians 15: 3-8. 
d) Matthew 5: 3-10. 
 
2. What is the central set of terms used in the Christological formula of Chalcedon?  
a) The two natures in Christ are unconfused and inseparable. 
b) The two natures in Christ are mixed and separate.  
c) The two natures in Christ are of similar substance and separate.  
d) The two natures in Christ are of the same substance and separate.  
 
3. Where is the later Christological majestic title “Son of Man”—as an eschatological judge and  
               deliverer figure—originally found?  
a) The Odyssey. 
b) The book of Numbers. 
c) The story of Jesus’ childhood.  
d) The book of Daniel. 
 
4. Which book of the New Testament has a pronounced “High Priest Christology”? 
a) The epistle to Pilate. 
b) The epistle to the Hebrews. 
c) The epistle to Philemon. 
d) The epistle to the Galatians.  
 
5. The following was established at the Council of Chalcedon in 451: 
a) the doctrine of the three natures of Christ. 
b) the doctrine of the Trinity. 
c) the doctrine of the Duality. 
d) the doctrine of Hypostatic Union. 
 
6. The Christological majestic titles of the New Testament describe…  
a) the nature of Jesus from the perspective of the people of the New Testament.  
b) Jesus as the Son of Joseph the carpenter. 
c) Jesus as a human being like all others. 
d) Jesus as a special miracle worker of the time.  
  
7. Which of the gospels prefers to use the majestic title ‘Soter’ (Saviour)? 
a) The gospel of John. 
b) The gospel of James. 
c) The gospel of Luke. 
d) The gospel of Matthew.  
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8. Which of the gospels especially emphasises the divinity of Jesus Christ?  
a) The gospel of Luke. 
b) The gospel of John.  
c) The gospel of Mark. 
d) The gospel of Nicodemus.  
 
9. The Gospel of John expresses the significance of Christ for salvation using the following  
              manner of speech:  
a) the messenger formula. 
b) the antitheses.  
c) the “I am sayings” of Jesus.  
d) the last seven statements of Jesus on the cross.  
 
10. The term ‘Unity of the Person of Jesus Christ’ means that … 
a) God, the Father and God, the Son are similar in substance. 
b) Jesus Christ continues to have two natures even after His death and resurrection.  
c) Mary is the mother of God.  
d) God the Father, God, the Son, and God, the Holy Spirit are one person.  
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4.2 The twofold state of Jesus Christ 
 

 
For centuries, the doctrine of Hypostatic Union has been the foundation 
of Christology, however it appeared too speculative to the Lutheran 
theologians of the second generation following the Reformation. With the 
doctrine of the twofold state of Jesus Christ, they came closer to the 
Christology of the Bible without invalidating the doctrine of Hypostatic 
Union. The doctrine of the twofold state of Jesus Christ is strongly rooted 
in Lutheranism and less so in Catholicism. 
 

 

 

1. What is the twofold state of Jesus Christ? 

The doctrine of the twofold state of Jesus Christ explains the existence of Jesus Christ in both His 
abased state and His exalted state. The biblical point of reference for this doctrine is the Christ hymn 
in the epistle to the Philippians (also known as the “Philippians hymn”, Philippians 2: 6-11). Through 
His incarnation, the Son of God occupies both a state of abasement and a state of exaltation:  

• The state of His abasement describes the events ranging from His conception by the Holy 
Spirit to His burial.  

• The state of His exaltation incorporates the resurrection, the ascension, and His seat at the 
right hand of God.  

 

2. God becomes Man in Christ 

One of the fundamental statements of the New Testament and the Christian faith is that God 
became Man in Jesus Christ. God, the Son, thus enters the domain of the earthly and temporal in the 
person of Jesus Christ. He becomes part of human history. John 1: 14 addresses this event:  

“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” 

The people of the time were able to deal with the incarnate Son of God—that is to say, with Jesus 
Christ—as their equal. For example, at His powerful debut in His hometown of Nazareth, Jesus is 
rejected by the inhabitants—who know Him, after all—with the words:  

• “‘Is this not the carpenter, the Son of Mary, and brother of James, Joses, Judas, and Simon? 
And are not His sisters here with us?’ So they were offended at Him” (Mark 6: 3).  
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This Bible text very clearly shows that the Son of God practised a specific occupation, namely that of 
a carpenter. He was confronted with the realities of everyday life just like every other regular person 
of the time. He was part of a family, and had brothers and sisters.  

Beyond that, the gospels demonstrate that Jesus ate with other people, celebrated with them, and 
even mourned with them. The incarnation of the Son of God is understood as self-abasement in the 
New Testament.  

See Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 3.4.3 

3. The Philippians hymn (Philippians 2:6-11)  

Apostle Paul wrote a letter to his congregation in Philippi which is recorded in the New Testament as 
the epistle to the Philippians. In it there is an interesting passage concerning the suffering of Christ 
(Philippians 2:6-11). 

This passage is a quotation that Apostle Paul incorporated into his letter, presumably an old hymn 
that was sung in the early Christian congregations. This quotation is known as the ‘Christ hymn’ of 
the letter to the Philippians, or the ‘Philippians hymn’ for short.  

This hymn was likely composed by an unknown Christian author only a few years, perhaps a little 
over thirty years after the death of Jesus. It reflects the thinking of the early Christians concerning 
the suffering of Jesus. 

The Philippians hymn is thus an early testimony of early Christian Christology. In terms of content, it 
is of note that the hymn makes a clear distinction between Jesus and God.  

3.1 The text of the Philippians hymn (Philippians 2:6-11) 

(6) [He,] being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, 

(7) but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness 
of men. 

(8) And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point 
of death, even the death of the cross. 

(9) Therefore God also has highly exalted Him and given Him the name which is above every name,  

(10) that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those in heaven, and of those on earth, and 
of those under the earth,  

(11) and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  

3.2 The state of abasement (self-renunciation) 

The hymn portrays the incarnation and the suffering of Jesus associated with it as self-abasement (in 
verses 6-8).  
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This self-abasement takes the human condition of the Son of God radically seriously. This self-
abasement has been intensively contemplated, especially within Lutheran theology. The result of 
this was the formulation of the doctrine of the “two states of Christ”, namely 

• the state of abasement and 

• the state of exaltation. 

The state of self-abasement (Greek: kenosis) lasted from the conception of Jesus until His burial. The 
divine Christ divested Himself of His divine glory through His incarnation.  

3.2.1 The “form of God” of the Son of God 

Philippians 2: 6: 

• “[He], being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God.” 

This sixth verse states that the Son of God was in the “form of God”:  

• He is above all things. 

• He is “like God” (without, however, being identical to God). 

The Son thus exists in a direct relationship of likeness to God, the Father. The unity and equality of 
substance between the Son and the Father is thus emphasised in this verse. So it was that later 
dogmatic statements were formulated which speak of the equality of substance between the Father 
and the Son (see Chapter 3: The doctrine of the Trinity).  

The meaning of the statement in verse 6, namely that the Son of God “did not consider it robbery, to 
be equal with God”, is under debate. No similar expression can be found in either the Old Testament 
or the New Testament. The statement can be understood in the sense that Jesus was not “covetous” 
of remaining in the divine sphere.  

The Son of God did not hold fast “selfishly” to His glory, divine omnipotence, omniscience, etc., but 
instead divested Himself of His glory and abased Himself to the level of a human being. This was 
actually an unworthy state for Him. 

3.2.2 The Son of God took “the form of a bondservant” 

Philippians 2: 7-8a:  

• “…but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the 
likeness of men. And being found in appearance as a man…” 

The term “bondservant” stands in direct contrast to the “form of God” referenced earlier, in which 
the Son of God found Himself in His heavenly existence. By taking on the form of a bondservant, the 
Son of God emerged “in the likeness of men” and was “found in appearance as a man.” 

The Son of God left His heavenly sphere and entered the domain of mankind. Thereafter He was 
perceived as a Man among men.  
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3.2.3 The obedience of the Son of God as an expression of self-abasement 

Philippians 2: 8 

• “He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the 
cross.” 

The self-abasement of the Son of God, which applied throughout His entire human life—and already 
came to expression in His birth in a stable—met its objective in His obedient acceptance of suffering 
and death.  

The mention of the “death of the cross” gives His abasement an unprecedented intensification. It 
was not merely the same kind of death that all human beings must eventually face, but an especially 
shameful death that He was made to suffer.   

The obedience of Jesus Christ to the point of death on the cross is the foundation for His exaltation 
by the Father.  

3.3 The state of Jesus Christ’s exaltation 

Philippians 2: 9-11 

• “Therefore God also has highly exalted Him and given Him the name which is above every 
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those in heaven, and of those on 
earth, and of those under the earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 

These verses bring to expression the exaltation of the Son of God. Self-abasement and crucifixion 
were not the end of the road for the Son of God. Rather they constituted the foundation upon which 
Jesus Christ could once again be conveyed into His divine right.  

While His self-abasement was the voluntary decision of the pre-existent Son of God, His exaltation is 
an act of God, the Father, upon Him. 

3.3.1 The name which is above every name 

In the letter to the Philippians, the exaltation of Jesus Christ after His ascension is associated with a 
name that Jesus receives from God. According to the understanding of the ancient world, a name is 
not a random thing, but rather serves as a reference to the nature of the one so named.  

The name “which is above every name”, shows that its bearer is of a divine nature and that His being 
is like that of God. The name which God confers upon Him is “Lord” (Greek Kyrios).  

Power over all realms, namely of heaven, of earth, even the realm of the dead—that is, of the visible 
and invisible creation—now lies under the rule of the Son of God.  

The hymn concludes with a profession of Jesus as the Kyrios, the Lord and ruler over the cosmos. In 
logical sequence the passage then goes on to demand that “every tongue should confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2: 11).  
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4. The doctrine of the two states as an expression of the humanity and divinity of Jesus Christ 

The statements concerning the abasement and exaltation of Jesus Christ reference the doctrine of 
the dual nature of Jesus Christ, the doctrine of Hypostatic Union (see previous section).  

 

State of abasement State of exaltation 
The human nature (Jesus as part of 
humanity) is seen in the context of 
the abasement of the Son of God. 

The divine nature (Jesus as part of 
the Godhead) refers to the 
condition of exaltation in which 
the Son of God lived prior to His 
birth by the virgin Mary and after 
His resurrection and ascension. 

Conception, birth, life and suffering, 
crucifixion, and burial. 

Resurrection, ascension, seat at 
the right hand of God. 

 

 

During His life on earth, Jesus Christ did not bring His divine nature to full expression. For example, 
He renounced His 

• omnipotence, 

• omnipresence, 

• omniscience. 

The Son of God placed restrictions on Himself, so to speak. Jesus Christ could have demonstrated His 
omnipotence, as many of His contemporaries demanded. For example, many of the Jews wanted to 
see Him as the king who was to free them from the yoke of Roman rule.  

He did not do any of these things because it had not been so resolved in the will of His Father. 

5. The problem of Christ’s “descent into hell [underworld, realm of the dead]” (descensus Christi 
ad inferos) 

The Bible relates that Jesus descended into hell/realm of the dead after His death on the cross, in 
order to liberate the believers of the old covenant from its clutches. The belief in Christ’s descent 
into hell/realm of the dead, which is also attested in the Christian creed, derives from 1 Peter 3:19:  

• Jesus Christ also “went and preached to the spirits in prison, who formerly were disobedient, 
when once the Divine longsuffering waited in the days of Noah…” 

This is interpreted to mean that Christ sought out the underworld after His death, that He preached 
there, and that He liberated some of those in captivity there.  
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The question about this subject is now:  

Is His “descent of Christ into hell/realm of the dead” part of 

• His state of abasement… or 

• His state of exaltation? 

The two larger Protestant Churches have different perspectives on this:  

• Lutheran Protestants see the descent into hell as the beginning of the state of exaltation. 
According to their understanding, Jesus has power over hell and death in His state of 
exaltation. 

• Reformed Protestants see the descent into hell as part of the abasement of Christ. Here, the 
moment in which the Son of God was abandoned by God on the cross is interpreted as the 
descent into hell (or the realm of the dead).  

6. The doctrine of the two states of Christ in theological history 

In theological history, there have been various interpretations on the subject of the two states of 
Christ: 

• How did Jesus Christ deal with His divine nature while in His state of abasement?  

• Did He completely abandon His divine characteristics—like omnipotence, omnipresence, and 
omniscience—or did He only conceal these?   

Let us take a moment to explore the views of various theologians and Reformers on this subject: 

6.1 Johannes Brenz (1499-1570) 

The Protestant theologian and Reformer Johannes Brenz maintained that Jesus Christ only refrained 
from making use of His divine nature in public (Greek: krypsis, meaning concealment). Thus the Son 
of God only concealed His divine nature and majesty while in His state of abasement.  

 

Information on Johannes Brenz: 
Johannes Brenz was the Reformer of the imperial city of Schwäbisch Hall, a professor in Tübingen 
and Luther’s most important follower in South West Germany. He bore witness to Luther’s 
Heidelberg Disputation (1518) and took part in the Marburg Colloquy (1529).  
 
Brenz wrote a Catechism (the Hall Catechism, 1528) and supported Melanchthon in the drafting of 
the Augsburg Confession and the Apology appertaining to it (1530).  
 
As an advisor of different Protestant princes, he participated in several religious debates and 
discussions in the 20s and 40s and drafted a church ordinance for Schwäbisch Hall (1543).  
 
After 1548 Brenz was principally active in the Duchy of Württemberg, where he drafted several 
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creeds and church ordinances for the duke. His theological works had an influence on Lutheran 
orthodoxy, and his scriptural interpretations were read by Pietistic theologians such as Francke and 
Bengel.   
 
 

6.2 Martin Chemnitz (1522-1586) 

The theologian and Reformer Martin Chemnitz was of the view that the Logos turned Man had, for 
the most part, renounced His divine characteristics (Greek kenosis). In this context, Chemnitz asked 
the question as to whether Jesus Christ was really true Man and true God. His position was that the 
human nature was the prevalent one.  

 

Information on Martin Chemnitz: 
Martin Chemnitz was one of the fathers of Lutheran orthodoxy. He was actually a mathematician 
and astrologer, but also studied theology with Luther in Wittenberg on the side. It was there that he 
met Melanchthon. It was on the latter’s advice that Chemnitz went to Königsberg in order to do his 
doctorate at the newly established university there in 1548.  
 
He returned to Wittenberg in 1553, however, and became a student of Melanchthon, on whose 
work “Loci Communes” he gave lectures. Chemnitz accepted a high position in the church in 
Braunschweig, was involved in the founding of the University of Helmstedt, and was increasingly 
drawn into the theological disputes of emergent Lutheranism. 
 
In 1564 he met up with Brenz (see above), began reforming Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel as of 1568, 
and worked with Jakob Andreae on the Formula of Concord, the unification formula of Lutheranism 
(1577). During his lifetime, he still witnessed the signing of the Book of Concord (1580). 
 
 

These differing opinions led to a dispute between theologians from Tübingen and theologians from 
Gießen in the first third of the seventeenth century:  

6.3 The Krypsis-Kenosis Controversy 

The position of Martin Chemnitz led to the Krypsis-Kenosis Controversy in early Lutheran orthodoxy:  

The Tübingen theologians,  

• Theodor Thumm, 

• Lucas Osiander the Younger, and 

• Melchior Nicolai 

stood opposed to the Gießen theologians,  

• Balthasar Mentzer and  
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• Justus Feuerborn.  

The Tübingen theologians were of the view that Jesus Christ merely made concealed use of His 
divine attributes during His time on earth—that is, in His state of abasement. The concealment of 
divine attributes by Jesus Christ is known as krypsis. 

In opposition to this, the Gießen theologians maintained that Jesus Christ had completely renounced 
all use of His divine attributes. This renunciation of the use of divine attributes is called kenosis.  

The dispute was settled by a decision in Leipzig under Johann Gerhard in 1624. The Gießen view of 
kenosis was thereupon adopted. The view of the Tübingen theologians did not gain acceptance.  

The debate was abandoned in the course of the Thirty Years’ War, however, as people had other 
things to worry about.   

6.4 The kenosis dispute in the nineteenth century 

The kenosis dispute flared up anew in the nineteenth century. The Lutheran theologian Gottfried 
Thomasius asked himself:  

“If Jesus Christ renounced His divine attributes during His life on earth, might it not also be that He 
already renounced them before His incarnation?”  

He taught that the pre-existent Logos had already renounced His divine attributes such as 
omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence before His incarnation. Nevertheless, the Son of God 
did bring to expression certain immanent characteristics of His divinity during His life on earth—such 
as truth, holiness, and love.  

Wolfgang Friedrich Geß finally taught that kenosis extended so far that Jesus Christ had no 
awareness of His own divinity. This position led him to the question of the historical Jesus.  

 

Key term: ‘The historical Jesus’ 
 
During the time of the Enlightenment, the dogma of Jesus Christ as true God and 
true Man was often called into doubt and criticised. The theological world reacted to 
this by inquiring into the question of the historical Jesus. In so doing they 
endeavoured to arrive a historically accurate picture of Jesus of Nazareth on the 
basis of the gospels.  
 
However, since the gospels are primarily testimonies of faith rather than historical 
sources, it became evident at the start of the twentieth century that this pursuit was 
on the “wrong track”. The Strasbourg New Testament scholar, organ researcher, and 
later jungle doctor Albert Schweitzer exposed the subjective attitude of historical 
Jesus research: each image of Jesus contrived by this method reflected the time 
period of the respective authors.  
 
In the second half of the twentieth century, however, the relationship between the 
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earthly Jesus and the message of Jesus Christ became clear: one can only believe in 
Jesus Christ if Jesus of Nazareth was indeed a person in history. 
 
The modern attempt to research the historical Jesus—as is primarily pursued in the 
Anglo-American domain—is merely of historical and sociological interest and does 
not have any theological relevance.  
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Test questions on 4.2 – “The twofold state of Jesus Christ” 

 

1. What is meant by the term ‘krypsis’? 
a) Jesus speaks cryptically.  
b) Jesus only made concealed use of His divine attributes during His life on earth. 
c) Jesus did not make use of His divine attributes at all. 
d) Jesus speaks Aramaic. 
 
2. The exaltation of Jesus refers to… 
a) the doctrine of the virgin birth. 
b) the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo. 
c) the doctrine of the threefold ministry of Jesus. 
d) the divinity of Jesus according to the doctrine of Hypostatic Union.  
 
3. According to Lutheran theology, the descent of Christ into hell/realm of the dead (as 

attested in 1 Peter 3:19) belongs to which state of Christ?  
a) The state of His abasement. 
b) Neither the state of His abasement nor the state of His exaltation. 
c) The state of exaltation.  
d) The state of both abasement and exaltation. 
 
4. What does the doctrine of twofold state of Jesus Christ incorporate?  
a) The doctrine of the abasement and exaltation of Christ.  
b) The doctrine of soul sleep. 
c) The doctrine of the twofold Apostle ministry.  
d) The doctrine of Jesus as Lord and Redeemer. 
 
5. The abasement of Jesus refers to… 
a) the humanity of Jesus according to the doctrine of Hypostatic Union. 
b) the doctrine of the Trinity. 
c) eschatology. 
d) the letter to the Romans. 
  
 
6. To what important theological question did the kenosis-dispute of the nineteenth century 

lead?  
a) The question of the two-kingdom doctrine.  
b) The question of the ubiquity of Jesus Christ. 
c) The question of the historical Jesus.  
d) The question of papal primacy.  
 
7. On what biblical passage is the doctrine of the twofold state of Jesus Christ based?  
a) The Acts of Thomas 108-113, the Hymn of the Pearl. 
b) Philippians 2: 6-11, the Philippians hymn. 
c) Colossians 1: 15-20, the Colossians hymn. 
d) John 1: 1-18, the Logos Hymn. 
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8. What famous theologian uncovered that the historical Jesus research of the nineteenth 
century was on the wrong track?  

a) Friedrich Schweitzer. 
b) Albert Schweitzer. 
c) Joseph Ratzinger. 
d) Eduard Schweitzer.  
 
9. What advantage does the doctrine of the twofold state of Jesus Christ offer?  
a) It brings us closer to the Bible. 
b) It brings us closer to the Catholic Church. 
c) It brings us closer to the modern age. 
d) It brings us closer to the Church Fathers.  
 
10. What is the name of the theological dispute of the sixteenth century that followed the 

doctrine of the twofold state of Jesus Christ? 
a) The Majoristic Controversy. 
b) The Krypsis-Kenosis Controversy.  
c) The Osiandric Controversy. 
d) The Apostolic Controversy. 
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4.3 The threefold ministry of Christ 
 

 
The doctrine of the threefold ministry of Christ (Latin: munus triplex) 
first appears in the works of the French-Swiss Reformer John Calvin. He 
writes the following in his “Institutio”: 
 
• “If we want to know the purpose for which Christ was sent by 

the Father and what He has brought us, then we must first and 
foremost examine His threefold ministry—the prophetical, the 
royal, and the priestly” (Institutio [1559], Book II, chapter 15). 

 
By contrast, Luther—in his treatise “On the freedom of a Christian” 
(1520)—wrote only about the priestly and royal ministries of Christ. The 
doctrine of the threefold ministry of Christ states that Jesus Christ is 
Prophet, Priest, and King. This doctrine was later adopted into Lutheran, 
Catholic, and New Apostolic theology. Like the doctrine of the two 
states of Christ, it seeks to reinforce the early church’s doctrine of 
Hypostatic Union with biblical content. It explains the function and 
activity of Jesus Christ as Prophet, Priest, and King on the basis of the 
doctrine of Hypostatic Union, which, after all, centres on the nature and 
person of Jesus Christ.  
 
Here there are three important aspects:  
• The doctrine of the threefold ministry links the Old and New 

Testaments together: the ministry of the King, the ministry of 
the Priest, and the ministry of the Prophet all originate in the 
Old Testament and are continued by Jesus Christ in the New 
Testament.  

• The majestic title ‘Christ’ (Messiah, Anointed One) is the binding 
agent here: kings, (high) priests, and many of the prophets were 
anointed. And the word ‘Christ’ literally means “Anointed One”.  

• The Apostle ministry shares in the threefold ministry of Christ 
because it was instituted by Jesus Christ and was equipped with 
authority by Him. 

 
 

 

The threefold ministry of Jesus Christ 
 

Jesus as King 
 

 
Jesus as Priest 

 
Jesus as Prophet 
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1. Jesus Christ—the King (Latin: Officium regium) 

1.1 References to Jesus’ royal rule 

The prophets of the Old Testament announced the arrival of a king. We find an example of this in the 
writings of Prophet Jeremiah, in which he states that a descendent (“a Branch”) from the lineage of 
David is to become king:  

• “‘Behold, the days are coming,’ says the Lord, ‘that I will raise to David a Branch of 
righteousness; a King shall reign and prosper, and execute judgement and righteousness in 
the earth.’” (Jeremiah 23:5) 

Even the angel who appeared to the virgin Mary to announce the birth of Jesus prophesied that a 
great and eternal King was to come in Jesus, and that He was to reign over Israel (“the house of 
Jacob”):  

• “He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Highest; and the Lord God will give Him 
the throne of His father David. And He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of His 
kingdom there will be no end.” (Luke 1:32-33) 

After the birth of the baby Jesus, His Kingship is once again made clear. The wise men from the 
Orient asked about the newly born King of the Jews, whom they had come to worship.  

• “Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we have seen His star in the East and 
have come to worship Him.” (Matthew 2:2) 

The wise men gave the little child gifts that were very valuable. These gifts (gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh) all pointed to their conviction that they had found the King of all kings in this new born baby.  

At the beginning of His public activity, Jesus gathered disciples and called upon them to follow Him. 
These disciples likewise recognised in Him the King of Israel.  

As an example: Nathanael, one of the first of disciples of Jesus, professed:  

• “Rabbi, You are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” (John 1: 49).  

1.2 Earthly or divine royal rule?  

The Jews of the time of Jesus suffered under the occupation of the Romans. To them the Romans 
were Gentiles who took no consideration of Jewish customs and traditions whatsoever. The Romans 
had been the lords of the land since 63 BC, and had imposed taxes on the Jews ever since. The Jews 
wanted to liberate themselves from this subjugation and saw in Jesus a Man who was capable of 
accomplishing this. If HE was to emerge as King, He would make an end of this subjugation by the 
Romans. We read that the disciples of Emmaus were among those who expressed such thoughts:  

• “But we were hoping that it was He who was going to redeem Israel. Indeed, besides all this, 
today is the third day since these things happened.” (Luke 24:21) 
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Jesus Christ decisively rejected any notion that He was striving after any earthly kingship or 
interested in assuming any sort of political function as it was then understood. We can see this, for 
example, in the dialogue between Jesus and Pilate (the Roman prefect).  

 

Dialogue between Jesus and Pilate (John 18: 33-38) 
“Then Pilate entered the Praetorium again, called Jesus, and said to Him, 
‘Are You the King of the Jews?’  
 
Jesus answered him, ‘Are you speaking for yourself about this, or did 
others tell you this concerning Me?’ 
 
Pilate answered, ‘Am I a Jew? Your own nation and the chief priests have 
delivered You to me. What have You done?’ 
 
Jesus answered, ‘My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of 
this world, My servants would fight, so that I should not be delivered to 
the Jews; but now My kingdom is not from here.’ 
 
Pilate therefore said to Him, ‘Are You a king then?’ 
 
Jesus answered, ‘You say rightly that I am a king. For this cause I was 
born, and for this cause I have come into the world, that I should bear 
witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice.’ 
 
Pilate said to Him, ‘What is truth?’ And when he had said this, he went 
out again to the Jews, and said to them, ‘I find no fault in Him at all.’” 
 

 

 

 1.3 Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem as King 

All four gospels relate how Jesus entered into Jerusalem before His suffering and death. On His entry 
into the city, He revealed Himself as the King of Peace and Righteousness, whom the Prophet 
Zechariah had already announced:  

• “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your King is 
coming to you; He is just and having salvation, lowly and riding on a donkey, a colt, the foal 
of a donkey.” (Zechariah 9:9) 

Many Jews recognised Jesus as King, spread out their clothing before Him, and spread out green 
branches upon His path:  

• Matthew 21: 8-11: 

“And a very great multitude spread their clothes on the road; others cut down branches from the 
trees and spread them on the road. Then the multitudes who went before and those who followed 
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cried out, saying:  ‘Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord! 
Hosanna in the highest!’ And when He had come into Jerusalem, all the city was moved, saying, 
‘Who is this?’ So the multitudes said, ‘This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth of Galilee.’” 

These references to the presence of a King were accompanied by others that pointed to the Lord’s 
lowliness and poverty. The donkey upon which Jesus entered was no longer considered a royal 
mount in the New Testament, as it still was in the days of King Saul. At that time, it was nothing 
more than a work animal. In addition, it had only been borrowed by the disciples, and did not even 
belong to the Lord. The fact that the abasement of the Son of God went hand in hand with being a 
King already becomes clear in these details, and is also revealed in the Passion accounts of the 
gospels. 

Even at His trial before Pilate, Jesus made it clear that His kingdom was not of this world and that He 
did not lay any claim to the power of an earthly ruler as it was exercised at the time. Pilate picked up 
on Jesus’ words concerning His kingdom and asked: “Are You a king then?” He thereby gave the Son 
of God an opportunity to talk about His kingship: “You say rightly that I am a king. For this cause I 
was born, and for this cause I have come into the world, that I should bear witness to the truth.” 
Here Jesus professed that He is a King and witness of the truth, even before a representative of the 
Roman world power and of the Gentiles (John 18: 33-37). 

The Lord’s death on the cross constitutes both the high point and the conclusion of His abasement, 
which in truth was the path to Jesus Christ’s exaltation.  

• “Now Pilate wrote a title and put it on the cross. And the writing was: ‘JESUS OF NAZARETH, 
THE KING OF THE JEWS.’ […] and it was written in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin” (John 19: 19, 
20).  

In a deeper sense, this title in the three most important languages of the time serves to make the 
kingship of Jesus Christ known to all the world. Many scholars see the abbreviation of the Hebrew 
version of the inscription as a reference that this Jesus of Nazareth is God.  

(The abbreviation can be read as the name of God JHWH). 

The royal dignity of Jesus Christ is also emphasised in the book of Revelation:  

• Jesus Christ is the “ruler over the kings of the earth” (Revelation 1:5). When the seventh 
angel sounds his trumpet, he says: “The kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms 
of our Lord and of His Christ, and He shall reign forever and ever!” (Revelation 11:15). 

• Then the Kingly ministry of Jesus Christ will be revealed to the entire creation. 

However, Jesus’ Kingship is very different from standard earthly rule and will not be revealed by any 
outward show of force. Rather it is demonstrated in the authority with which He acted and in the 
signs and wonders He performed.  
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2. Jesus Christ—the Priest (Latin: Officium sacerdotale) 

 

Key term: ‘The high priest’ 
According to the tradition of the Old Testament, Aaron, the 
brother of Moses, is also considered a high priest. He was 
selected by God Himself to become the chief priest (cf. Exodus 
28).  
 
In the New Testament period, the high priests not only included 
the topmost officiating priests, but also former high priests and 
family members of noble priest families. 
 
The high priest had the task of bringing offerings to God, 
instructing the people in the Law, and ruling on difficult legal 
cases as well as on questions of religious purity. The task of the 
high priest was to bring his own sins, as well as the sins of the 
priests and the people, before God. For this purpose he would 
enter the most holy place once each year on the Day of 
Atonement (Yom Kippur). 
 

 

 

In the incarnation of the Son of God, a kind of priesthood that surpasses all other priesthoods is 
manifest. Jesus Christ is not only a high priest in the long line of the many high priests of Israel. 
Rather it is in Him that the High Priest, upon whom the redemption of the whole world is founded, 
emerges: God Himself overcomes the abyss of sin and reconciles the world to Himself through Jesus 
Christ. No other priesthood can effect such a thing. Thus it is that Jesus Christ is the eternal High 
Priest: 

• “But He, because He continues forever, has an unchangeable priesthood. Therefore He is 
also able to save to the uttermost those who come to God through Him, since He always 
lives to make intercession for them” (Hebrews 7: 24-25).  

Unlike the high priests of the old covenant, Jesus Christ did not require reconciliation with God—He 
Himself is the Reconciler. He not only bears witness of His encounter with God—Man and God are 
inseparably united in Him! 

The Priesthood of Jesus Christ clearly demonstrates God’s loving care of the world: it is in Him that 
all human beings gain access to God’s salvation. The letter to the Hebrews develops the high priestly 
ministry of Christ, which atones for the sins of the people (cf. Hebrews 2:17).  

• “Therefore in all things He had to be made like His brethren, that He might be a merciful and 
faithful High Priest in things pertaining to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the 
people.” 
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In Jesus Christ, the eternal High Priest, the certainty of the forgiveness of sins and the promise of 
eternal life has been given. The eternal high priest, Jesus Christ—and here He again assumes an 
essential function of the priesthood in the first place—is the  

Mediator between God and mankind. 

Thus the exalted Lord also intercedes before God on behalf of mankind. He represents mankind 
before God, just as He also represents God before mankind.  

In Hebrews 3:1 it says:  

• “Consider the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, Christ Jesus.” Jesus Christ surpasses 
the sacrificial service of the high priest in the old covenant because He is the true High 
Priest, and He is the prerequisite for the service of the Apostles in the new covenant. 

The content of apostolic service becomes clear in 2 Corinthians 5:20:  

• “We implore you on Christ’s behalf, be reconciled to God!” 

3. Jesus Christ—the Prophet (Latin: Officium propheticum) 

In Jesus Christ, the promise once given through Moses has been fulfilled:  

• “I will raise up for them a Prophet like you from among their brethren, and will put My 
words in His mouth, and He shall speak to them all that I command Him” (Deuteronomy 
18:18).  

Jesus Christ thus also has a prophetical ministry and makes the will of God known in a kind of clarity 
and fullness hitherto unknown.  

The prophets of the old covenant were called in order to proclaim the will of God. Their messages 
are often introduced with a reference to their divine authorship: “Thus says the Lord…” 

• In Jesus Christ, it is no longer merely a chosen human being who speaks. Rather it is God 
Himself who speaks directly to mankind. 

According to the Gospel of Mark, the Son of God began His activity with the words: “The time is 
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel!” (Mark 1:15). The 
Lord taught with authority, that is to say, with the divine authority that comes to expression in the 
words:  

• “But I say to you…” (cf. Matthew 5-7). 

As a Prophet, Jesus Christ also revealed things to come, as is recorded in Matthew 24, Mark 13, and 
Luke 21 (the so-called Synoptic Apocalypse), for example. 

In the book of Revelation, the Son of God unveils the course of salvation history all the way up to the 
new creation.  
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Thus Jesus Christ is also active as a Prophet: He proclaims the will of God, illuminates the past, 
reveals hidden things, shows the way of life, and gives promises for the future. His statements will 
be valid for all eternity:  

• “Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will by no means pass away” (Mark 13:31).  

The proclamation of Jesus did not end with His ascension, but is continued by the exalted Lord, 
specifically in the church’s proclamation of the word of God. The preaching that takes place within 
the church—which centres on the death, resurrection, and return of Christ—refers to the 
proclamation of Jesus on the one hand, and is rooted in the exalted Lord on the other hand.  

 

The threefold ministry of Christ 
The doctrine of the threefold ministry of Christ originates from the 
Old Testament functions of the prophet, priest, and king. These 
three are united in Christ and from this we derive: 
  
1. The Prophetical ministry (munus propheticum) 
 Jesus Christ reveals God’s will to save through the 
 proclamation of the Law and the gospel. 
 
2. The Priestly ministry (munus sacerdotale) 
 Jesus Christ functions as the Mediator between God’s will 
 to save and the sins of mankind. This Mediation was 
 effected in a unique historical event, namely the sacrifice 
 of Jesus. As High Priest, Jesus Christ gave Himself as a 
 sacrifice, and thereby made all other sacrifices (of the Old 
 Testament) redundant. His priestly activity continues in 
 that the exalted Christ intercedes before the Father on 
 behalf of mankind. 
 
3. The Kingly ministry (munus regium) 
 Jesus Christ is the King of all kings into all eternity. 
 

 

 

4. The Apostle ministry and the doctrine of the threefold ministry of Christ 

The Apostle ministry, which was established by Jesus Christ, also shares in the ministries of Christ—
King, Priest, and Prophet:  

• the Kingly ministry of Christ is reflected in the responsibility which the Apostle ministry has 
over the congregation (congregational order and ordination of ministers). 

• the Priestly ministry of Christ is reflected in that the Apostle ministry has been entrusted 
with the dispensation of the sacraments.  
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• the Apostles share in the Prophetical ministry of Christ because they preach the gospel, 
clearly reveal Jesus as the Christ and Redeemer, and proclaim His return. 
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Test questions on 4.3 – “The threefold ministry of Jesus Christ” 

 

1. Who formulated the doctrine of the threefold ministry of Christ?  
a) John Calvin. 
b) Thomas Aquinas. 
c) Plato. 
d) Martin Luther. 
 
2. What is the doctrine of the threefold ministry of Christ? 
a) It is the doctrine of Christ as King, Prophet, and Priest. 
b) It is the doctrine of God, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. 
c) It is the doctrine of the Priest, Apostle, and Evangelist ministries. 
d) It is the doctrine of Jesus as Lord, Shepherd, and Redeemer.  
 
3.         What advantage does the doctrine of threefold ministry have for the doctrine of Hypostatic 
 Union?  
a)           The doctrine of threefold ministry is easier to understand. 
b)       The doctrine of threefold ministry gives the doctrine of Hypostatic Union more biblical 
 content.  
c)            The doctrine of threefold ministry centres on three components instead of two. 
d)            The doctrine of threefold ministry came into being earlier.   
 
4. Jesus’ Kingship is particularly shown… 
a) in the letter to the Romans. 
b) by the twelve-year-old Jesus in the temple. 
c) when Jesus entered into Jerusalem. 
d) in the seven “I am” sayings.  
 
5. When was the high priest in Israel permitted to enter the Most Holy place?  
a) At any time during the divine service. 
b) On the Feast of Corpus Christi. 
c) Once a year on the Day of Atonement.  
d) Never.  
 
6. What book of the Bible places special emphasis on Jesus’ High Priesthood?  
a) The book of Amos. 
b) The epistle to the Hebrews. 
c) The book of Ruth.  
d) The Gospel of Mark. 
  
7. What was abolished by Jesus’ High Priesthood?  
a) The temple tax. 
b) The sacrificial service of the old covenant.  
c) Circumcision.  
d) Crucifixion as punishment for criminals.  
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8. What distinguishes Christ as a Prophet from other prophets?  
a) Jesus speaks as a human being. 
b) In Jesus Christ, God Himself speaks to mankind. 
c) Jesus speaks Aramaic. 
d) Jesus speaks through the prophets. 
 
9. Where in particular does Jesus speak as a Prophet?  
a) In the letter to the Hebrews. 
b) In the so-called Synoptic Apocalypse in the Gospel of Matthew. 
c) In the letter to the Philippians. 
d) In the parable of the Prodigal Son.  
 
10. What present-day ministry shares in the three ministries of Christ?  
a) The Apostle ministry. 
b) The Priest ministry. 
c) The papal ministry. 
d) The Bishop ministry.  
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4.4 The death of Jesus as an event of salvation 
 

 
In the doctrine of Hypostatic Union we became acquainted with 
the Christology of the early church (chapter 4, Lesson 1), which is 
still valid to this day in the majority of Christian churches. Then 
we took a closer look at the Reformation’s influence on 
Christology with the doctrine of the two states of Christ and the 
doctrine of the threefold ministry of Christ (chapter 4, Lessons 2 
and 3). In this lesson on “The death of Jesus as an event of 
salvation”, we will explore the contributions of the medieval 
theologians to Christology, and will at the same time immediately 
direct our focus to the next chapter (chapter 5), which deals with 
redemption. To begin with, we will look at various notions of 
death and dying in ancient Greece and in the Old Testament. 
 

 

 

1. The understanding of death in ancient Greece 

The Greeks were the first in Western cultural history to conceive of a soul. At the moment of death, 
the soul (psyche) is released from the body in order to enter the realm of the dead. According to the 
Greek understanding, the soul is the image of the deceased person. Although incorporeal and 
weightless, it is still capable of suffering, and for this reason it longs to come back to its earthly life.  

So it is that the dead hero Achilles speaks as follows to the still living Odysseus, who has descended 
into Hades:  

• “I would rather be a paid servant in a poor man's house and be above ground than king of 
kings among the dead” (Homer, The Odyssey, Book XI, 489 et seq.) 

The realm of the dead (Hades) was considered a joyless and dismal place of rest, such that the 
thought of death filled the Greeks with dread. When the mystery religions—some of which 
originated in the Orient (e.g. the cult of Cybil and the cult of Isis), and some of which originated in 
Greece itself (e.g. the cult of Dionysus)—began to spread through Greece, they began promising 
their adherents a blissful life after death if they lived a life in accordance with the rules of the 
respective cult.  

Under the influence of the Greek philosophers Plato and Socrates, as well as the philosophical 
schools they influenced (e.g. “Socratic philosophy”) an understanding of death as the liberation of 
the soul from the bondage of the body began to develop.  
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1.1 Socratic philosophy 

Socratic philosophy is important in the understanding of death in ancient Greece. This includes the 
thinking of Plato, his teacher Socrates, and the schools of philosophy that followed them. In many of 
Plato’s dialogues, death or dying is a leading theme.  

In his dialogues, Plato understands death as the liberation of the soul from the prison of the body:  

• “The body is our tomb of soul” (Gorgias 493a, 2, 3). This is probably a quotation that Plato 
borrowed from the philosopher Pythagoras—an important philosopher for Plato. In Greek, 
this is even further emphasised by a play on words: ‘soma’ means ‘body’, while ‘sema’ 
means ‘tomb’: thus the soma is the sema of the soul! 

• The soul “is fast bound in the body, and fastened to it; she is unable to contemplate what is, 
by herself, or except through the bars of her prison house, the body” (Phaedo 82e).  

1.2 Socrates: an example in dying 

It is related, particularly in the dialogues of Crito and Phaedo, that Socrates’ death was free of fear 
and even cheerful. Plato, though not present at the hour of his master’s death, was anxious to 
present his teacher Socrates “as a model of the philosophical life” (C. C. W. Taylor).  

Fully conscious of his duty, Socrates even encouraged those around him to sacrifice a rooster to the 
god Asclepius, as was customary at the time. Socrates’ composure in the face of death was seen as 
exemplary.  

The philosophy of the Stoics in particular, which derives from Socrates and Plato, refers to this 
composure in the face of death:  

• “‘Think on death.’ In saying this he [Epicurus] bids us think on freedom. He who has learned 
to die has unlearned slavery.’” (Seneca, Epistulae morales ad Lucilium, 26: 10).  

Seneca, the author of the above quote, died at the order of Nero, quite in accordance with the 
example of Socrates, as related by Tacitus, the Roman historian (Tacitus, Ann. XV, 60-64).  

2. The understanding of death in the Old Testament 

2.1 Death as a threat 

For the Old Testament, death is the limit and greatest menace in life. Death is not the liberation of 
the soul, as understood by the Greek philosophers. Rather, upon death the soul was thought to 
descend into the realm of the dead (Sheol).  

The understanding of death at that time was that the soul would be separated from God:  

• Psalm 115:17 

“The dead do not praise the Lord, nor any who go down into silence.”  
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• Genesis 25:8 

The deceased is “gathered to his people” at the end of his life, and enters into the realm of the dead, 
Sheol (cf. Psalm 28:1; 30:4).  

The Old Testament describes life after death as a shadowy existence in Sheol, in which darkness 
prevails:  

• Job 10: 20, 21-22 

“Cease! Leave me alone, that I may take a little comfort, before I go to the place from which I shall 
not return, to the land of darkness and the shadow of death, a land as dark as darkness itself, as the 
shadow of death, without any order, where even the light is like darkness.” 

According to the statements of the Old Testament, death is not understood as a transition to a 
higher form of life, but rather as a shadowy form of existence.  

2.2 Resurrection and immortality – the immortal soul 

In the books of the Prophets there are various references to another way of seeing the realm of the 
dead. At this point we find mention of the resurrection of the dead:  

• Daniel 12: 2-3 

“And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, some to 
shame and everlasting contempt.” 

(Cf. also the vision of the Prophet Ezekiel in Ezekiel 37).  

The Prophets introduced new paths for the dead. Now there was an opportunity to wake from death 
and attain an eternal life. 

Judaism only became acquainted with the notion of an immortal soul during the Hellenistic period. 
The doctrine of the immortal soul is present in Socratic-Stoic philosophy, after all. The continued 
existence of the soul is now understood as bodily resurrection or as an existence that has been 
released from the body.  

Through the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament), this notion of an immortal soul 
makes its way into the Old Testament. The Hebrew term ‘nephesh’ refers to the whole, indivisible, 
human being in need. In the process of translation, the Hebrew word ‘nephesh’ came to be rendered 
as Greek ‘psyche’. However, the term ‘psyche’ also has another meaning, namely “breath of life” or 
“soul”.   

3. Jesus’ death on the cross as an event of salvation 

In contrast to the death of Socrates or Seneca, and even the death of other Old Testament figures, 
the death of Jesus holds salvific significance for mankind. It is the central event of salvation in God’s 
plan of salvation. A direct expression of the salvific importance of the death of Jesus is the cross. It 
has become the essential identifier of the Christian faith and the fellowship of all Christians.  
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3.1 The interpretation of Jesus’ death in the gospels 

How do the gospels regard the death of Jesus? Although the events surrounding Jesus’ crucifixion 
are very precisely recorded, each of the Evangelists focuses on different points of emphasis. Taken 
together, however, they result in a clear picture. 

• Mark 15: 34 

“My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” 

With these words, Jesus brings to expression His feeling of abandonment by God. In so saying, He 
cites Psalm 22:1: “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” The 22nd Psalm brings to 
expression the need of a human being, but also offers the prospect of deliverance by God.  

• Luke 23: 46 

“Into Your hands I commit My spirit.” 

Here Jesus surrenders Himself completely to the Father in death. Jesus is citing Psalm 31:6, an 
evening prayer of devout Jews: “Into Your hands I commit My spirit” (Luke 23:46). Jesus’ words 
express the trust of the Son in His Father, particularly in the face of the superiority and inevitability 
of death.  

• John 19: 30 

“It is finished!” 

In the Gospel of John, the death of Jesus features as both the consequence and the completion of 
the commission and incarnation of the Son of God.  

The composure of Jesus Christ in the face of His sacrificial death—of which the gospels relate (His 
words to the criminals, His words to the beloved disciple and His mother, etc.)—has nothing to do 
with the above-referenced composure of Socrates and the Stoics. Rather, it has its original source in 
the divinity of Jesus Christ. 

3.2 The cross of Christ in the writings of Apostle Paul 

Apostle Paul makes the cross into a skandalon, something offensive and impossible for human 
reason to access.  

• 1 Corinthians 1: 23 

“But we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness.” 

“To the Jews a stumbling block”: 

The cross is a symbol of powerlessness—and thus Jesus could not be the Messiah, according to the 
Judaic interpretation.  
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Crucifixion was the most shameful and dishonourable death of all. It was inflicted upon individuals 
who were no longer considered worthy of any human dignity. In the Roman Empire, serious political 
offences (e.g. rebels, bandits, and slaves) were punished by crucifixion. The delinquent would die in 
a very public way after suffering for hours and often even days. This degrading form of death was 
intended to deter possible imitators and at the same time make it clear that those executed in this 
fashion were completely and permanently expelled from human society. As a rule, their bodies were 
not even taken down from the cross, but instead left to hang there. The fact that Jesus was taken 
down from the cross (cf. John 19:38-40) was a concession of the Roman authorities to the laws of 
the Jews.  

“To the Greeks foolishness”: 

The cross is a symbol of shame—and thus Jesus could not have been a Man filled with God, 
according to Greek and Roman interpretation. 

He died as a criminal. Another thing that is inconceivable for Greek philosophical thought is the fact 
that any god would come into the world in some Judaic provincial nest on the margins of the world, 
without any kind of attention or ceremony. That this supposed God should now die like a slave on 
the cross is incomprehensible in the eyes of the Romans and Greeks.  

3.3 Crucifixion and forgiveness of sins 

The link between Jesus’ crucifixion and the forgiveness of sins is of great significance for salvation 
history. His suffering and death were part of God’s plan of salvation, and thus everything had to 
transpire in this manner, such that the death of Jesus would be of significance for salvation.  

The following Bible passages underscore the relationship between Jesus’ sacrificial death and the 
forgiveness of sins:  

• Apostle Paul records the old Christian profession that Jesus Christ has died for our sins: “[…] 
Christ died for our sins” (1 Corinthians 15:3).  

• Jesus’ death has the power to forgive sins: “In Him we have redemption through His blood, 
the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace” (Ephesians 1:7).  

• By substitution, Jesus atones for the sins of all mankind: “…whom God sent forth as a 
propitiation by His blood, through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness, because in His 
forbearance God had passed over the sins that were previously committed” (Romans 3:25). 
(Cf. also John 1:29: “Behold! The lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”). His 
death constitutes our “ransom” (cf. Mark 10:45).  

• The death of Jesus has a reconciling function. God reconciles “the world” to Himself through 
Jesus: “God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not imputing their trespasses to 
them, and has committed to us the word of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:19).  
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4. The Satisfaction theory of Atonement 

The doctrine of Hypostatic Union was considered valid without interruption throughout the 
medieval period. The Latin Western Church—which had officially separated from the Greek-speaking 
Eastern Church in 1054—created a special accent within Christology, namely the Satisfaction theory 
of Atonement. Medieval theologians were not so much concerned with the person of Jesus Christ, 
but rather with the works of Jesus Christ, that is, with redemption. 

Building on the theology of Augustine of Hippo, in which the doctrine of Original Sin features 
prominently, the scholastic thinker Anselm of Canterbury developed this theory. 

• The Satisfaction theory of Atonement is a development or variation of the doctrine of the 
substitutive suffering of Jesus Christ on the cross for the sins of all mankind. 

4.1 Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109): Why did God become Man?  

Anselm of Canterbury († 1109), Bishop of Canterbury and the “Father of Scholas cism” is one of the 
most important of the Scholastics. In his writings Monologium and Proslogium, he endeavours to 
derive a proof of the existence of God by philosophical means. His thinking is led by faith that strives 
for knowledge (“fides querens intellectum” = “faith seeking understanding”).  

His third major work is entitled Cur Deus homo? (“Why did God become Man?”). It is the most 
important contribution to medieval Christology. 

Anselm’s main question in Cur Deus homo? Is:  

• Why did God have to become Man? 

He thus attempts—using only methods of reason—to justify the necessity of the incarnation of God 
and the death of Christ. To this end, Anselm applies a legal conception of sin, which is derived from 
the field of law, which is so important for the Middle Ages. Whenever human beings turn away from 
God—that is, whenever they commit sin—God loses a little bit of His honour (Latin: honor) and the 
order of the world (Latin: ordo) is disturbed. 

Before Anselm, people were of the view that God had purchased the rights to humanity from the 
devil through the crucifixion of Jesus. In his interpretation, Anselm took care not to cast the devil in 
the role of the demander and God in the role of the fulfiller.  

4.2 Restoration of Order 

The honour of God and the order of the world can only be restored if God is “repaid” more than 
what each human being owes Him each day already.  

• “It will not suffice, however, to merely give back that which was taken away, but rather—as 
a result of the offence thus caused—[the sinner] must give back more than he has taken. […] 
And so, anyone who sins must pay God back the honour he has stolen. And this is the 
satisfaction which every sinner must afford God.” 
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Human beings cannot afford such satisfaction (Latin: satisfactio) on their own. This satisfaction can 
only be effected by a God-Man (Jesus Christ):  

• This satisfaction “cannot occur unless there is someone who will give God something greater 
than everything that exists outside of God in exchange for the sins of mankind. […] This 
person, who of Himself can give something that stands above everything outside of God, 
must necessarily also be greater than all things not of God. […] Nothing, however, stands 
above all things that are not of God outside of God. […] Therefore no one outside of God 
[Himself] can provide this satisfaction. […] But no one can provide it other than a human 
being. […]”     (Anselm, Cur Deus homo? II, 6).  

4.3 Link to the doctrine of Hypostatic Union 

Anselm links these thoughts concerning satisfaction to the doctrine of Hypostatic Union.  

• Satisfaction can only be provided by a true God, but must not be given by anyone other than 
a true Man. 

• The God-Man effects this satisfaction by voluntarily consenting to die even though He 
Himself is immortal: 

“If it be necessary, therefore, as it appears, that the heavenly kingdom be made up of men, and this 
cannot be effected unless the aforesaid satisfaction be made, which none but God can make and 
none but man ought to make, it is necessary for the God-Man to make it” (Anselm, Cur Deus homo? 
Book II, chapter 6). 

“Now, nothing can be more severe or difficult for man to do for God’s honour, than to suffer death 
voluntarily when not bound by obligation; and man cannot give himself to God in any way more truly 
than by surrendering himself to death for God’s honour” (Anselm, Cur Deus homo? Book II, chapter 
11).  

The God-Man owed God perfect obedience, but He was not worthy of death since He is without sin.  

4.4 The value of the expiatory death of Christ 

The death of the God-Man is of infinite value because His death outweighs the number and 
magnitude of all human sins. Because Jesus Christ does not need the “proceeds” arising from His 
death, they can be used for the benefit of all human beings who believe in Him. 

• “But He [namely Jesus Christ] freely offered to the Father what there was no need of His 
ever losing, and paid for sinners what he owed not for Himself” (Anselm, Cur Deus homo? 
Book II, chapter 18).  

5. Alternatives on the doctrine of satisfaction according to Abelard 

The Scholas c academic Peter Abelard (aka Abaelardus, † 1142) is part of the early Scholas c period. 
His textbook Sic et Non (“Yes and no”) is well known. In it he compares statements made by the 
Church Fathers and develops methods for arriving at a theological verdict.  
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Abelard argues in biblical terms, specifically in accordance with Romans 3:22-26:  

• The death of Jesus is an expression of the love of God. It is intended to elicit the reciprocal 
love of human beings toward God. It is in this love for God that the new existence of the 
believer is expressed. Redemption thus results when the believer is deeply stirred and 
transformed by the love of God in Jesus.  

6. Understanding the theory of satisfaction from a modern perspective 

6.1 Objections to the theory of satisfaction 

The theory of satisfaction is rejected in modern theology. Most often, the reasons for this are as 
follows:  

• Anselm only developed this theory using methods of reason, and disregarded the biblical 
testimony of the love of God revealed in Christ. 

• In addition, Anselm’s theology is deeply influenced by the medieval period. God appears as a 
medieval feudal lord who is offended by His subjects and requires satisfaction from them. 

• The Eastern Church in particular has maintained a distance from Anselm’s theory of 
satisfaction. There are not even any suitable Greek words for its Latin terminology—like 
satisfactio (“satisfaction”) and meritum (“proceeds”, “merit”)—which originally stems from 
the monastic practices of penance.  

The Protestant theologian Gunda Schneider-Flume assesses Anselm’s and Abelard’s constructs as 
follows: 

• “The idea of a God who requires sacrifices in order to appease His wrath is rightly judged as 
inhumane. It is likewise difficult to understand that, by all explanations contained in the New 
Testament (cf. e.g. John 3: 16, Romans 8: 32), the crucifixion is interpreted as an event of 
God’s love.”  

6.2 The victory over the world 

However, the crucifixion of Jesus can also be understood as follows: in Jesus Christ, God Himself goes 
to the cross in a place of utmost remoteness from God. Here He gains the victory—and this is a 
notion that pervades the Gospel of John in particular. This is a victory that not only effects salvation 
for mankind, but also overcomes the world:  

• “Death on the cross was generally considered a defeat, the ignominious end of a despised 
person who had been cast out of human society. But here, according to the wisdom of God, 
the apparent defeat is really a victory which laid the foundation for an immeasurably great 
work of redemption” (Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 3.4.9.9).  
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Summary 
 
Through His death, Jesus overcame the powers of evil which previously reigned over 
mankind. Human beings are thus no longer helpless against it. Through faith they 
can partake in the grace of God. The substitutionary suffering and death of Jesus 
also demonstrate that God is on the side of suffering and dying human beings. God 
does not simply ignore the suffering of human beings with disinterest. After all, He 
has already taken all of this upon Himself. God’s love for mankind is also shown, in 
all its unconditional scope, in the fact that God Himself takes all guilt upon Himself in 
Jesus. All punishment for sin—which would otherwise have necessarily been 
assigned to the sinful human being—is now borne by the Son of God. By accepting 
the sacrifice of Jesus in faith, human beings can be wrested away from the curse of 
sin. 
 
God’s action of reconciling the creation to Himself through Jesus Christ is, first of all, 
an event that occurs within the triune God Himself. The creation—and with it 
mankind—gains access to this event within God through Jesus Christ. 
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Test questions on 4.4 – “The death of Jesus as an event of salvation” 

 

1. The Greek philosopher Plato understood death as… 
a) the liberation of the soul from the body. 
b) the individual’s entry into purgatory. 
c) seeing Jesus Christ.  
d) a fall into an unknown world. 
 
2. What ancient philosophical school held the composure of Socrates in the face of death in 

particular esteem? 
a) The Academia.  
b) The Stoics. 
c) The Scholastics. 
d) The Cynics.  
 
3. What significance can be attributed to the death of Jesus which cannot be assigned to that 

of Socrates?  
a) Salvific significance. 
b) Copycat significance. 
c) A model function. 
d) Fundamental significance for mankind. 
 
4. How does the Old Testament describe death or life after death?  
a) As a life in Paradise. 
b) As a shadowy existence in Sheol.  
c) As a sojourn in the realm of the fathers of faith. 
d) As punishment in purgatory.  
 
5. What does the Hebrew word nephesh—which we translate inadequately using the term 

‘soul’—mean in literal terms?  
a) The human being as a zoon politikon, a being that forms a community. 
b) The whole of the human being in need. 
c) The human being as a spiritual being. 
d) The human being as homo faber, “man the creator”.  
 
6. What is the direct expression of the salvific significance of Jesus’ death?  
a) The cross. 
b) Holy Communion. 
c) The titulus (INRI). 
d) Baptism. 
 
  
7. How does the Gospel of Mark regard the death of Jesus?  
a) As the normal death of a criminal. 
b) As a death occurring in abandonment from God. 
c) As only an apparent death. 
d) As a death with an inherently model character, similar to that of Socrates.  
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8. How does Apostle Paul view the message of the cross?  
a) As a stumbling block to the Britons and foolishness to the Scots. 
b) As a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the Greeks. 
c) As a stumbling block to the Gauls and foolishness to the Romans. 
d) As a stumbling block to the Germans and foolishness to the Punics.  
 
9. The crucifixion of Jesus has salvific significance for us because…  
a) He instituted Holy Communion before His death. 
b) the death of Jesus is associated with the doctrine of the Trinity. 
c) the death of Jesus fulfils the prophecies of the prophets. 
d) the death of Jesus is associated with the forgiveness of sins. 
 
10. What does the theory of Satisfaction teach?  
a) It teaches a variation of the substitutive suffering of Jesus Christ on the cross for the sins of 
 mankind. 
b) It teaches that the suffering of Jesus on the cross is a sign of God’s love. 
c) It teaches that forgiveness of sins alone does not provide satisfaction. 
d) It teaches the perpetual virginity of Mary. 


