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What is Jesus? 
Readings: Isaiah 9:6-7; Hebrews 1:1-4; John 1:14-18 

 
 
Our Psalm this morning has the lines ‘I do not busy myself in great matters: or in 

things too wonderful for me”  Well we are going to go against that piece of advice as we 
look at the great matter and wonderful question of “What is Jesus?” is he human or 
divine. 

This may not be a topic that we have given much thought to but it dominated 
Church history for 150 years between 300-450 as the church wrestled with trying to 
come to terms with the Word of God becoming flesh. 

The problem is perhaps best captured in the book of Hebrews.  In 1:3 Jesus is 
described as “the exact radiance of Glory, the exact representation of his being, 
sustaining all things by his powerful word.”  What is Jesus, he is God.  But just a chapter 
later we are told that Jesus “shared in their humanity” and “had to be made like his 
brothers in everyway” (2:14,17)1;  What is Jesus, he is fully human.  Well which is he? 

  As we look at this, fine and detailed points of theology are mingled with grubby 
politics, personal rivalries and civic pride.  And whilst it may all seem long ago as the 
church struggled to express the biblical truths about Jesus, they knew that ultimately our 
very salvation was at stake, and it is still true today.  

JESUS TRULY GOD 

In 305, whilst facing the superior force of Maxentius at Milvian Bridge, General 
Constantine saw a vision in the sky of a cross with words beneath “Conquer by this.”  
Adopting the Christian symbol he won an unlikely and famous victory over a fellow 
contender for the imperial throne.  This triumph convinced him of the superiority of the 
Christian faith and it was a decisive turning point in the history of the Christian Church.  
Within a few short years between 312 and 324 Christianity went from persecution to a 
position of power and life would never be the same.  For the next millennia and half the 
political and ecclesiastical history of Europe were inextricably intertwined for good or ill. 

Constantine having gained political control as a Christian, looked to the Church to 
bring new life and unity to a weary and divided empire, but what he found was a church 
divided.  It was divided by a man called Arius and his teaching about Jesus. 

Arianism 
Arius, having looked at the way that Jesus is called “the first born of all creation” 

in Colossians (see also Psalm 8) concluded that the Son must be substantially different 
than the Father because he is a creation.  In Arius’ own words  “We are persecuted 
because we say that the Son had a beginning …  and likewise because we say that he 
was made from nothing.”  And “ that there was a time when the Son was not”  Whilst the 
Son may be like God, he was not God. 

He was a persuasive preacher as well as good at PR.  Whilst he didn’t write 
much he put his theology into popular songs of the day and soon gained a great 
following and created an even bigger controversy. 

The Council of Nicea 325 
Alarmed at this division Constantine called the first great Council of the Church at 

Nicea, in Turkey, in 325.  If the church couldn’t make a decision about what Jesus was 

                                            
1 Romans 1:1-4;  Philippians 2:5-11; Colossians 1:15-20 also show the same tension 
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then the Emperor would force them to.  Exact numbers of the bishops are sketchy but 
around 230-250 attended, many of whom still bore the scars of brutal imperial 
persecution and were now being hosted by the Emperor in all his splendour. 

This council has recently played a prominent part in The Da Vinci Code which  
claimed that this council met to determine if Jesus was human or divine, divine winning 
by a close vote.  Real history is rather different, the issue was not “Is Jesus human or 
divine?”, but rather how divine was Jesus, was he truly God as has usually been 
believed, or something like God as Arius taught.  And the vote was not close, all but two 
voted to support a creed that rejected Arianism (although the presence of the Emperor 
may have impacted voting patterns!) 

We saw a couple of weeks ago how parts of the Creed are tailored to reject 
certain heresies, and here we learn why certain parts of the Nicene Creed are there.  
The Church maintained that Jesus was eternally begotten of the Father, not made 
rejecting Arius teaching.  Furthermore Jesus was one being, or the same substance as 
the Father, to put it crudely the Son was made of the same stuff as the Father, what the 
Father was, the Son was. 

Whilst this seemed to be a decisive victory against Arianism the controversy 
raged for another 60 years as the warring parties gained the Emperor’s ear.  Having the 
power of the Emperor meant that new weapons entered the scene, excommunication 
and banishment.  Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria was a dogged and determined 
defender of the truths of Nicea using every tool at his disposal including politics, and he 
was banished 5 different times for a total of 17 years during his 45 years in the role. 

Much of debate centred around two very similar sounding words “homo-ousios”, 
of the same substance, and “homoi-ousios” of similar substance.  The difference was 
one extra letter and one historian has said that the church argued for half a century over 
a dipthong, but small changes can make a huge difference.   

There is a story of a woman who was travelling in Europe in the 1920’s. Whilst in 
Paris she saw a beautiful necklace which she wanted to buy but as it would cost $10000 
she first sent a telegram to her husband back in the United States if she could buy it.  
He was not impressed and sent back a message “No, price too high.”  Unfortunately for 
the man the telegram company dropped the comma and the woman received the 
message “No price too high” and rejoicing in her husband’s extravagant love bought the 
object of her desire.  The man later sued the telegram company and won.  Little 
changes can make a big difference as any preacher who has tried to say “immortal life” 
and forgotten to type the “t” knows. 

In this case the addition of the “i” moving from “same substance” to “similar 
substance” made a huge difference and Athanasius and others continued to fight for the 
truths they saw in Scripture.  This dispute was finally ended at the Council of 
Constantinople in 381 which affirmed the Nicene Creed, Jesus was a one substance 
with the Father. 

What is it so important 
These debates may seem ancient history but in some sense they are still with us.  

Jehovah’s Witnesses are nothing but Arians with a different name2, but the truth which 
Athanasius fought for and the Councils proclaimed that Jesus is truly God is vitally 
important for our faith. 

Firstly, it is only if Jesus is really God that he can truly reveal God to us.  Jesus 
says “If you have seen me you have seen the Father” (John 14:8) and it is in Jesus that 
we see God’s love for us.  He did not come bearing a message from God, he was God 
and is God with us. 

Secondly, Jesus as God secures our salvation.  Because of sin we cannot save 
ourselves, we need God to save us and he has come to us in Jesus as Saviour.  Only 
God paying the price could deal with sin and bring new creation. 

                                            
2 As are Christadelphians 
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Apollonarianism 
(Human nature 
 replaced) 

 
 
 
 

Nestorianism 
(Two natures 
separate) 

 
 
 

Eutyches 
(Human nature  
absorbed) 

 
 

Athanasius caught these ideas of revelation and salvation beautifully when he 
wrote “We are the cause of his becoming flesh.  For our salvation he loved us so much 
as to be born in a human body … No one else but the Saviour himself, who in the 
beginning made everything out of nothing, could bring the corrupted to incorruption; no 
one else but the Image of the Father could recreate men in God’s image; no one but our 
Lord Jesus Christ, who is Life itself, could make the mortal immortal; no one but the 
Word, who orders everything and alone is the true and only-begotten Son of the Father, 
could teach men about the Father and destroy idolatry.”  (The Incarnation of the Word) 

Jesus is truly God, thanks be to God. 

JESUS TRULY MAN 

Having resolved the issue of Jesus being truly divine the debates turned to his 
humanity.  He was truly God, but was he truly human.  The intricacies of the debate are 
perhaps beyond the bounds of this sermon but to give a taste here are some of the 
proposals that were put forward. 

Heresies 
Apollonarius taught that Jesus did not have a human 

soul but rather a divine soul, but this meant that Jesus was not 
truly human but only partly human.  Nestorius taught that Jesus 
had two natures but they were separate so sometimes he acted 
as Jesus the man and other times the Son of God, a distinction 
that was not seen in the Gospels and made Jesus sound as if 
he had a split personality.  Eutyches taught that Jesus had a 
divine nature and a human nature but that they were mixed 
together, the human being swallowed up in the divine.  This, if 
taken to its logical conclusion, means that Jesus was neither 
human nor divine but a weird hybrid. 

Enter St. Cyril.  If ever there was a less saintly saint I do 
not know of one.  Cyril from Alexandria was determined to put 
one over their rival city Antioch.  He had heard that Nestorius, 
who was from Antioch, but now bishop of Constantinople, had 
preached against using the phrase theotokos, “god bearer”, or “mother of God”, of Mary 
as it seemed to downgrade the humanity of Jesus.3  Cyril wrote to Rome for support 
and demanded retraction from Nestorius.  A council was called for Ephesus in 431.  
Nestorius was delayed in arriving so Cyril started anyway and deposed Nestorius, who 
formed his own Council on arrival which condemned Cyril.  When the Roman delegates 
arrived they sided with Cyril and Nestorius was sent into exile. 

Cyril died in 444 and Theodoret, a contemporary, apparently said “His survivors 
are indeed delighted at his departure.  The dead, maybe, are sorry.  There is some 
ground for alarm lest they should be so annoyed at his company as to send him back to 
us.”  But for his faults Cyril fought for the truth of the incarnation.  Whilst Nestorius 
spoke of Jesus and God the Word, Cyril spoke of Jesus the Word.  In this sense Mary 
was theotokos, the mother of God although Nestorius was justified in his concern for 
where the term would lead. 

The Council of Chalcedon 451 
The confusion which followed the council of Ephesus led to another council in 

449 which came to be known as the Robbers Council and finally to the last great 
Church Council at Chalcedon in 451.  This momentous council resolved in part that 
Jesus was “the same perfect in divinity and perfect in humanity, the same truly God and 
truly man, of a rational soul and a body; consubstantial (homoousios) with the Father as 
regards his divinity, and the same consubstantial with us as regards his humanity; like 

                                            
3 A tendency known as Doceitism 
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us in all respects except for sin.4 (This same truth is put forward in the second of the 
thirty nine articles5 as well as the commonly called Athanasian Creed.6) 

Jesus is truly God, but he is truly human as well, he is one person in two natures.  
We are faced with a great mystery here, for how can this be, and perhaps all we can do 
is fall back on the better question of who is Jesus, he is the carpenter from Nazareth, 
and the Son of God, God with us. 

Why is it so important 
Once again we need to ask why is it so important, why was there such 

controversy over this issue.  Firstly, whilst only God can save us, it can only be for us if it 
is won in our humanity.  Athanasius used to say that which is not assumed is not 
redeemed.  Jesus can only die on our behalf if he is truly one of us.  Our salvation 
depends not only on Jesus being divine but on him being human. 

Furthermore our hope is dependant on Jesus being truly human, for after his 
resurrection he remains human, he is our man in heaven.  This means that he is our 
working model of salvation, we have a firm and certain hope for Jesus, the man, and 
Son of God, is in heaven now and we will be with him one day. 

As fully man we know that in God Jesus knows what it is like to be here, he was 
not superhuman, he was like you and me.  He knows pain, disappointment, as well as 
joy and happiness, and so is our High Priest in heaven, a priest who fully sympathises.  
But also because he is fully human he is our example who we are called to follow. 

In fully entering into human existence we are assured that God is not remote he 
is intimately interested in human life and indeed validates the value of all human life. 

Jesus is truly human, praise God. 

JESUS THE MEDIATOR 

This sermon has dealt with heavy, deep and mysterious truths of the faith.  What 
is Jesus, is he divine?  Yes.  Is he human? Yes.  We may not know how these can be 
true but it is what the Bible teaches and the church has fought to maintain. 

How can we try to summarise the teaching and importance of these ideas?  The 
Bible teaches that because of human sin we are now separated from God, it is a gap 
that is too wide for us to bridge, and can only be bridged if our sin is dealt with.  Jesus 
has come as the saviour, the mediator, to bridge the gap. If Jesus is God but not human 

                                            
4 So, following the saintly fathers, we all with one voice teach the confession of one and the same 

Son, our Lord Jesus Christ: the same perfect in divinity and perfect in humanity, the same truly God and 
truly man, of a rational soul and a body; consubstantial (homoousios) with the Father as regards his 
divinity, and the same consubstantial with us as regards his humanity; like us in all respects except for sin; 
begotten before the ages from the Father as regards his divinity, and in the last days the same for us and 
for our salvation from Mary, the virgin God-bearer (theotokos) as regards his humanity; one and the same 
Christ, Son, Lord, only-begotten, acknowledged in two natures which undergo no confusion, no change, no 
division, no separation; at no point was the difference between the natures taken away through the union, 
but rather the property of both natures is preserved and comes together into a single person and a single 
subsistent being; he is not parted or divided into two persons, but is one and the same only-begotten Son, 
God, Word, Lord Jesus Christ, just as the prophets taught from the beginning about him, and as the Lord 
Jesus Christ himself instructed us, and as the creed of the fathers handed it down to us. 

5 Article 2. The Son, which is the Word of the Father, begotten from everlasting of the Father, the 
very and eternal God, and of one substance with the Father, took Man’s nature in the womb of the blessed 
Virgin, of her substance: so that two whole and perfect Natures, that is to say, the Godhead and Manhood, 
were joined together in one Person, never to be divided, whereof is one Christ, very God, and very Man; 
who truly suffered, was crucified, dead and buried, to reconcile his Father to us, and to be a sacrifice, not 
only for original guilt, but also for all actual sins of men. 

6 Athenasius Creed: For the right Faith is, that we believe and confess: that our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God, is God and Man; God, of the Substance of the Father, begotten before the worlds: and 
Man, of the Substance of his Mother, born in the world; Perfect God, and perfect Man: of a reasonable 
soul and human flesh subsisting; Equal to the Father, as touching his Godhead: and inferior to the Father, 
as touching his Manhood. Who although he be God and Man: yet he is not two, but one Christ; One; not by 
conversion of the Godhead into flesh: but by taking of the Manhood into God; One altogether; not by 
confusion of Substance: but by unity of Person. 
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how do we really know that the bridge reaches from God’s side to us.  If Jesus is human 
but not God how can we be sure that the bridge reaches far enough.  As the God man, 
as human and divine we can know that God has come to us, and we can come to God, 
and just as humanity and divinity meet together in Jesus, so we and God meet 
reconciled in Jesus Christ, our crucified and risen saviour.   

As Paul says in Colossians “For [God] was pleased to have all his fullness dwell 
in him and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or 
things in heaven, making peace through his blood shed on the cross.”  In Jesus heaven 
and earth, humanity and God meet and are reconciled. 

Fortunately we are not saved by our understanding of how this can be true but in 
knowing that it is true which is an incredible comfort and joy. 

The only response to this is surely worship, worship of God, the Father and the 
Son, worthy of our praise, adoration and obedience, for one day all will bow, before 
Jesus, truly God, truly human. 


