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Preface
My thanks to Harry Boonstra, Allan Janssen, and Jonathan Pater for their invaluable help in providing base translations for the various parts of this volume. As with the previous two volumes, I have reviewed and revised their work and given the translation its final form. The few editorial footnotes are mine. Again, thanks are due to the project manager, Justin Marr, and to the copy editors for their work.
The heart of any sound systematic theology or dogmatics is its treatment of Christology. Christ as the center of the entire saving self-revelation of the triune God finds full and rich expression in this present volume. There is much here to be read and reflected upon with great profit.
In the preface to volume one, I noted that with this translation English readers will be able to compare the early Vos of the Reformed Dogmatics (which was completed by the time he was 30) with his subsequent work in biblical theology. My statement then that such a comparison “will substantiate deep, pervasive and cordial continuity” is certainly proving to be true.
Still, there are some differences. One noteworthy difference is that in this volume (as he did in volume one), he cites Romans 1:4 as a proof text for the deity of Christ. This contrasts with the position—expressed in 1912 in “The Eschatological Aspect of the Pauline Conception of the Spirit”—that Romans 1:4 refers to the transformation of the incarnate Christ by the Holy Spirit in His resurrection. Also, he does not yet appear to have a clear understanding of the “already-not yet” structure of biblical eschatology, with its overlap of the two world-ages (aeons) in the interadvental period. He would later provide a now-classic articulation of this understanding in chapter one of The Pauline Eschatology, which informs his biblical theological work as a whole.
On the other hand, in this volume he already holds, as he argues convincingly in his later biblical-theological work, that in the description of the resurrected Christ in 1 Corinthians 15:45 as “life-giving Spirit,” the reference is to the Holy Spirit.
R. Gaffin, Jr.
May 2014
 
 



1. Introduction
The Surety (Mediator) of the Covenant of Grace
The Name “Surety” or “Mediator”
1. Of the two designations, “Surety” or “Mediator,” which is most suitable to highlight the relationship of Christ to the covenant of grace?
The name “Surety” has this advantage: that it renders more accurately what is meant by μεσίτης in most places in the New Testament—that is, one who, by assuming obligations and the guaranteeing of their fulfillment, brings about unity between separated parties. The name “Mediator” does emphasize the establishing of unity but leaves indefinite the manner in which this takes place (namely, by assuming obligations). Conversely, the meaning of the word “surety” in legal usage contains an element that suggests only the payment of an outstanding debt and loses sight of the other aspects of the work of Christ. It is therefore important with the use of both words to emphasize constantly that element that does not yet become clear in the usage of the word in itself. When one speaks of Christ as Surety, then one should remember that He does more than pay the outstanding penalty for the guilt of His people. When one speaks of Him as the Mediator, then one should accent that He is more than a means of mediation and only mediates by putting Himself in the place of the members of His body as their covenant Head. Thus both terms serve to supplement and explain each other.
2. How can one develop the notion of Surety (Mediator) from the concept of the covenant of grace, as described above? In other words, how can you derive from the covenant of grace what Christ must be as Savior?
a)   The covenant of grace was established with the Son, not as Logos apart from His incarnation, but as the Son to-become-incarnate. Thus one must deal here with the Logos as incarnated Logos. We must speak of the incarnation and the God-human existence of the person of the Son of God.

b)   As God-man, Christ is the Head of the covenant who not only effects the covenantal unity between God and man but must also possess it as a reality in Himself. There is thus a close connection between the concept of unity that must be established through the covenant of grace and the concept that one must form concerning the person of Christ in relation to His divine and human natures. On this point, too, Christology may not be detached from the doctrine of the covenant of grace but must stand in a living relationship with it.

c)   Christ is not the natural covenant Head of His people but the covenant Head in a covenant of grace. He does not begin His work as something completely new that has nothing to do with what was earlier. In back of the covenant of grace lies the covenant of works, which may not just be pushed aside but must be removed judicially—that is, the debt incurred through the breaking of the covenant of works must be discharged. At the same time, however, this covenant of works, which was violated by Adam, must be carried out. The benefits of the covenant of works must be obtained. This gives us the distinction between the passive and active obedience of Christ.

d)   Both passive and active obedience, taken together, entail a state of humiliation for Christ that He, as God-man, must enter into according to His human nature. If now Christ were only the procurer of covenant unity in a judicial sense, then one could speak only of a state of humiliation, and after having endured that, the Mediator would have to put off His humanity in order to retain only the state of divine glory belonging to Him from eternity. This, however, is by no means the case. There is more than a judicial representative unity between Christ and His people. On the basis of this, there is also a life-unity. He must not only establish covenant unity with God in a judicial sense, but also possess it in Himself and transmit it from Himself to the members of His body.

From this it follows that according to His humanity Christ must move on to a second state besides that of humiliation. All the benefits of the covenant, as they were acquired in the state of humiliation, must be exhibited in His human nature. The state in which this takes place is called the state of exaltation. According to this view, the doctrine of the states of Christ follows directly from the concept of the covenant of grace. It follows from the consideration that Christ is not the founder of the covenant but in a strict sense the Head of the covenant and thus, according to His human nature, shares in the benefits of the covenant.


Usually, the doctrine of the states of the Mediator is derived from the doctrine of redemption or salvation in general, in that one says: In the state of humiliation Christ had to earn salvation for us; in the state of exaltation He had to apply it. This explanation no doubt has great value for practical and catechetical use, and is perhaps more useful and transparent than that just given. It is, however, not completely logical. After all, it still by no means follows in itself from the fact that Christ must apply the accomplished salvation that He Himself must possess the benefits of the covenant to be applied. As far as we can judge, He could apply them without that. On the other hand, it follows from Christ’s attribute as covenant Head that His human nature must be exalted. Naturally, then, this exaltation is connected with the application of salvation to the members of His body, but the application in its full extent cannot be explained from exaltation. The state of exaltation does not follow from application in general, but from the particular manner of the application of the merits of Christ (from the Head to the members). And the two states of Christ will also have to be treated in connection with the doctrine of the covenant, as a consequence of what has been said.


e)   From the consideration that the Mediator must not only earn but also apply salvation, something else follows directly. If He were merely Mediator of reconciliation, debt-paying Surety, then He could appear exclusively as Priest and there would be one office. Now, however, the Mediator does much more than that. He does not stand at a distance, in between God and man, but as covenant-head of the covenant He has a personal interest in the further realization of the covenant, for which His atoning sacrifice has laid the basis. He has, in relation to the Father, taken upon Himself this further realization and, conversely, received the promise of a glorious body.

From this it immediately follows that His role as Mediator has a much wider scope than only that which flows directly from the payment of debt. In other words, there is a multiplicity of offices: Christ, besides priest, must also be prophet and king.


We find, therefore, that the doctrine of the offices of Christ, as well as that of the states, may be developed from the concept of the covenant of grace. Further support for the threefold division of the offices and the relationship of the three offices to each other can only be discussed later.
3. Which topics must be dealt with, in succession, in this area of doctrine?
a)   The names.

b)   The God-human existence, that is, the person and the natures.

c)   The states.

d)   The offices of the Mediator.




2. Names
1. Why does the discussion of the names come first here?
a)   Because in the revelation of God the name is never a meaningless sound, but expression of a reality. It is therefore a foregone conclusion that the names of the Mediator have something to tell us about His significance.

b)   Because the names do not merely serve in general to express one or other aspect of the being, but what is the core of the being. They summarize the essential characteristics of a concept. Thus when God’s Word introduces the Mediator through names, then the intent—in the midst of the multiplicity of the traits with which His figure is delineated for us—is to fix our attention on what is primary, what before anything else must enter our consciousness. The richness of the Mediator is so great, and the relationships of His work are so numerous, that we have need of the help the names provide us in order to survey all of this and to place it under single, small viewpoints.

c)   Before the appearance of the Mediator in the flesh, the names were the great means of making Him into a living and personal figure. The various ways in which He was typically portrayed were summarized into a unity through the name. Thus within Israel a very specific thought was associated with what was to be understood by the name of the Messiah and of the Son of God. When Christ actually appeared, He therefore did not begin by saying, “The Messiah, the Son of God is this or that,” but by declaring, “I am the Messiah, the Son of God.” He associated Himself with what the Old Testament had revealed about Him, and this association took place by means of the name.

2. What may be observed about the meaning of the name
Jesus?
a)   Matthew 1:21 and Luke 1:31 report how at God’s explicit command this name was given to the Mediator. In the first mentioned verse, the explanation is also added, “for He will save His people from their sins.” That care was intentionally taken, for this name-giving had a twofold purpose: (1) The name had already been borne by certain persons in the old dispensation and so already had a history in back of it as a type. (2) The derivation of the name provided an insight into the work of the Mediator.

b)   The name Jesus, Ἰησοῦς, is the transcription in the Greek of the Septuagint of a later Hebrew form יֵשׁוּעַ, which occurs, for example, in Nehemiah 8:17 (of Joshua the son of Nun) and in Ezra 2:2 and 3:2 (of the high priest, son of Jozadak). The name is therefore not of Greek but of Hebrew origin, and its derivation from the verb ἰάομαι, “heal,” can only be regarded as popular etymology based on its sound.

c)   The older form of the Hebrew for יֵשׁוּעַ is יְהוֹשׁוּעַ, also transcribed by the Septuagint with Ἰησοῦς. The derivation of this must be יְהוֹשׁוּעַ, “Jehovah is salvation.” Some have attempted to derive the name directly from ישׁע, without accepting composition with “Jehovah,” but there are preponderant objections against this. For example, that such a form cannot be constructed from the root ישׁע in any of its forms, that the similarity with the name לִישָׁעאֱ argues for the joining with “Jehovah,” and especially that the change in name that took place in regard to Joshua ben Nun, according to Numbers 13:16, must have had significance. According to the text cited, he was previously called הוֹשֵׁעַ, “Hoshea,” hip’il infinitive absolute of ישׁע. If the new name that he received were not composite with “Jehovah,” then a meaningless change of the infinitive to the future tense would have taken place, for יְהוֹשׁוּעַ would then be understood as a hip’il future, “He shall deliver.” This is unacceptable. The change must rather have been that through the introduction of “Jehovah,” emphasis was placed on a new element in the significance as a type that Joshua the son of Nun had. In place of “salvation” in general, his name is now made very specific, “Jehovah is salvation.”

d)   One does not have to look far for the basis for this change. According to Hebrews 4:8 and the general representation of Scripture that the earthly Canaan is a type of the rest of heaven, the typical significance of Joshua the son of Nun lay in the fact that he brought Israel into the land of Canaan. As the Mediator delivered His people from the misery of sin, so Joshua delivered the Israelites from the misery of the wilderness. Since Joshua, however, was a mere human being and this deliverance was brought about (or might seem to be brought about) through human means, type and antitype did not agree completely. The Mediator would be more than man. He would be Jehovah, the self-existing God, and with the omnipotent strength of His deity bring His people into heaven. So that this would be seen clearly, Hoshea’s name is changed and becomes Joshua so that it would be evident how also for Israel’s entry into Canaan more than just human power was at work—how God through His miraculous deeds was the originator of their typical liberation and, consequently, even much more, the great and antitypical salvation pictured by that typical liberation.

Thus the meaning of the name Jesus evidently includes that a divine salvation will be wrought through Him. It is not correct to find expressed in Jesus’ name exclusively the human side of the Lord’s being. The name speaks to us of the divine omnipotence of salvation. The modern usage, endemic especially in the English-American world, that associates purely human predicates with the name of Jesus and puts the Mediator close to man in so familiar a fashion that all the splendor of His deity disappears, in order to make place for a sickly sentimentality, is not scriptural. One need not fall into the opposite extreme, however, and say that the name of Jesus expresses the deity of the Lord directly. One must, however, maintain that there are two elements that point to the deity of the Lord, namely:


1.   The salvation to be brought about by Jesus would be a salvation planned and wrought by God. God Himself would provide the ransom. “Jehovah, salvation” is thus on a line with “Jehovah, our righteousness.” And in the time of the New Testament it would be revealed more clearly that righteousness and salvation would be planned and wrought by God Himself so that the Second Person of the Triune Being would appear in the flesh as Surety. For us, then, there lies in such expressions nothing less in fact than the deity of the Mediator.


2.   The salvation that Jesus also wrought according to and in His human nature would not take place without a communication of gifts of grace and support from the side of His deity. As Jehovah would support and protect Joshua (and therefore his name was changed), so also the deity of the Lord, His being Jehovah, would equip and powerfully support His humanity for the work of salvation.


e)   The Mediator was pictured through Joshua the son of Nun, especially in his kingship. He was a type of Jesus through his conquering of enemies and a powerful communication of the external benefits of the covenant.

The salvation produced through the Mediator may also be viewed from yet another side. Sin is not only a power, and not only brings about servitude. It is also guilt and demands atonement. Besides the kingly office, the Mediator also has a priestly office. In order to show this, Joshua the son of Jozadak bore the name that the Mediator would bear. He was the high priest, and specifically the high priest who represents the sinful, polluted people: Zechariah 3:3–4, “Now Joshua was clothed with filthy clothes,” etc.; 13:1, “a fountain against sin and uncleanness.” The Mediator was pictured by this Joshua to show His work in atoning for guilt, as well as liberating and providing blessedness. That this is in fact so is stated amply in 6:13 (see above on the doctrine of the covenant). The words “and He will sit and rule on His throne; and He will be a priest on His throne; and the counsel of peace will be between those two” (that is, between kingship and priesthood) mean nothing other than that the singular calling of Joshua was to picture the unity of these two offices in Christ.


It is completely in agreement with this when the angel says to Joseph, “For He will save His people from their sins.” Here, too, saving activity is brought directly into relationship with sin. And here, too, the modern propensity to portray Jesus as a friend of wretched people in general, as a comforter of the afflicted for whatever reason, as a compassionate martyr, must be opposed. He is, in the first place, the Surety who assumes guilt and a compassionate high priest. The point of contact must always be sought in sin. He must be commended not as a friend of children but as the Savior of sinful children. The center of gravity must always be where Scripture places it and nowhere else.


f)    In our language [Dutch], Jesus is translated as zaligmaker [“savior”]. The question is how far that translation has maintained the force of the original. Zalig means “happy, blessed,” which is again related to the Greek ὅλος, “whole,” and Latin solus, “sole.” So, “to save” means to “make happy,” “to fill with good.” This expresses only one side of the original concept, for in the Hebrew the basic concept of ישׁע, “to make room,” points back to the oppression and misery that preceded the salvation. Thus, if we paraphrase, “to save” is to deliver from the greatest evil and to bring to the greatest good. Then the warrant for this paraphrase does not rest on the Germanic etymology of zalig, but on the Semitic meaning of ישׁע. It may also be noted that the derivation of zalig from words such as gelukzalig [“blissful”], armzalig [“pitiful”], etc., as if zalig meant “full,” appears to be wrong.

If we now recapitulate, we find the following elements in the name Jesus: (1) He is deliverer from the oppression and anxiety of sin as guilt, the reconciling high priest. (2) He grants the space in which the happiness of man exists as the King conquering all enemies and saving His people. (3) He does this not as mere man but as “Jehovah of our salvation,” both according to His deity and according to His humanity. The thought that He has earned salvation is not exclusively present in the name Jesus, but also certainly the thought that He applies it. That is, the name has not only a general but also a particular meaning. In the fullest sense, it can be used only by the elect: “He will save His people from their sins” [Matt 1:21].
3. What is the specific meaning of the name Christ?
The difference between this name and Jesus can be expressed best by saying that Christ is the designation of an office, while Jesus is derived from the benefits of the office acquired by Christ. From this flow different things, as we will see later.
Χριστός means “anointed” and is the verbal adjective of χρίω, “smear,” “anoint.” Χρίω is the Septuagint translation for the Hebrew משׁח, of which מָשִׁיחַ is a passive nominal form, which accordingly corresponds with χριστός. In the Old Testament, it is said of many things that they are anointed—mostly, however, of persons who are called to an office in the theocracy. The high priest is called הַכֹּהֵן הַמָּשִׁיחַ, ἀρχιερεὺς ̔ ὁ κεχρισμένος, “the anointed priest” (Lev 4:3). Most frequently the term מָשִׁיחַ occurs, in short, for kings, “the anointed” or “the anointed of Jehovah” (1 Sam 2:10, 35).
An anointing of the prophets occurs only in 1 Kings 19:16, where Elijah receives the command to anoint Elisha. The reason for this seems to be that for the priests and kings there was an ordered succession, and there were appointed persons, even office bearers, to perpetuate the office. This was not the case for the prophets. They did not form an order with succession but were called immediately by God, and where this direct call took place, there was no longer need for anointing, since the gifts of the Spirit would also have been imparted directly. That at the time of the appearing of the Messiah the Jews mainly gave the meaning of “king” to the name Christ appears from various places in the New Testament (e.g., Luke 23:2, 37, 39; “Christ, the Lord,” 2:11; “the Christ, the king of Israel,” Mark 15:32).
The significance of anointing is twofold:
a)   It is a declarative, explanatory act that occurs both for the person himself as well as for others and is the proof that he is authorized to exercise a certain office.

b)   It is at the same time an equipping act whereby the gifts of the office are granted to the anointed person. This is to be so understood that the ability necessary for the office is effected not by the external anointing but inwardly at the same time by the power of the Holy Spirit. The anointing oil that is poured on the head or put on various parts of the body portrays legitimation by the Holy Spirit. The expression “outpouring” of the Spirit is related to this concept of anointing.

To rightly grasp the significance of Old Testament anointing, one needs to remember that it was a type that pointed forward to the anointing of the Mediator. The prophets, priests, and kings were (1) types of Christ, and (2) His organs through which He carried out His three offices. Now, we must not derive from their offices what Christ was, but must rather infer from Christ what their offices were. They were anointed because He would be anointed; He was not anointed because they had been. That for them an anointing was necessary, while under the new dispensation this no longer takes place, follows from the fact that the only effective anointing—that of the Mediator become man—had not yet occurred. There still was something lacking for full mediatorship. At the same time, however, the appointing of all these organs rested entirely on the official appointment of Christ Himself. Only because He Himself was clothed with the dignity of the Messiah by the Father could they be clothed with their office. Even under the old dispensation, God’s church had no other prophet, priest, and king than the only Mediator. Thus, while these office-bearers point forward as types to the body that would come, at the same time they point back as organs to the eternal image of this body as it was present in God’s counsel of peace. That is to say, His anointing, insofar as it was equipping, Christ received in time; His anointing, insofar as it is appointment, He did not first receive in time, but from eternity, since by the power of this anointing He already exercised His threefold office through the service of the shadows.
If we so understand anointing, it means the following, and the following elements are contained in the name Christ:
a)   The Mediator is an office-bearer who has received an appointment and appears in the world on behalf of the Father. An office always presupposes someone higher who appoints and installs. It is something that requires a formal mandate. Christ has received a mission from the Father. He has not set Himself up as covenant Surety, but He has become Mediator in complete subjection to the will of the Father. His mediatorship stems from the Father, since in its entirety the covenant of grace has its origin in the inscrutable love of the Father. Every thought as if God the Father first had to be moved to pity through the work of Christ is excluded, for the Christ who satisfied God’s righteousness is a Christ of God, that is, given to us by God for our complete salvation. This fact that He was chosen by the Father and appointed from eternity in the counsel of peace, and that consequently in all His work the good pleasure of the Father rests on Him, gives a singular coloring to the covenant of grace in its entirety (cf. 2 Cor 5:19–20).

b)   Sovereignty attaches to every office. Toward the one who is superior, who confers it, it includes submission; toward the persons on whom it is conferred, it bestows official authority. Christ as anointed comes to us in each of His offices with authority, and demands submission. That is true in the first place in His kingly office, but it is also true of His priestly and prophetic activity. Everywhere Christ appears as having authority over us. In the realm of truth He is king (John 18:37). He teaches as one who has authority and not as the Pharisees and scribes. For everyone who scorns Him as high priest, no other sacrifice remains. As a consequence of His anointing, Christ cannot appear otherwise than with this sense of office, and the office bearers who speak on His behalf may not be satisfied with anything less. They must not preach a Christ who still has to obtain authority but always such a one who has been ordained by the Father and sent into the world (John 10:36; 6:27: “Work for the food … which the Son of Man will give you, for God the Father has sealed Him”). Christ does not come as a philosopher who commends or presses His ideas but as the anointed of the Father. And because all preaching is an official task that is performed in His name, it may never depart from these claims. It may not at any cost deny Christ’s sovereignty of office; and where it nevertheless does, it will soon become evident that it has lost its power.

c)   Also belonging to the anointing is an equipping of the human nature of Christ by the Holy Spirit for the exercise of His offices as Mediator. This equipping, unlike His appointment, cannot be related to the person of the Mediator according to both His natures, but only to His human nature. As such, however, the equipping was real and not merely apparent. The human nature of the Lord was weak and frail because of our sins and accordingly was not able in itself to perform His offices. Therefore, it was endowed in an exceptional manner with gifts of the Spirit and equipped for the work of Mediator. This occurred especially on two solemn occasions: at the baptism in the Jordan and at the transfiguration on the mountain. On both occasions, the equipping was accompanied by an open declaration from God. See Matthew 3:17, “a voice from heaven saying, ‘This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased’ ”; Matthew 17:5, “Behold a voice from the clouds saying, ‘This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased; hear Him.’ ” See also what is said about this anointing of the Son by the Holy Spirit in the discussion of the economic work of the Spirit.

d)   As the Mediator, Christ stands in a relationship to the members of the covenant of grace in which He cannot stand to them as Jesus. Being anointed is something that He has not only for His members or for the benefit of His members but also in fellowship with His members. Saving, in contrast, belongs exclusively to Him and takes place entirely outside of them.

On the other hand, believers, like Him, are sealed and anointed by the Holy Spirit (2 Cor 1:21–22; Eph 1:13; 4:30). In particular, they are prophets, priests, and kings because something of the Holy Spirit, whose fullness dwells in Christ, has flowed down upon them, so that they, in turn, proclaim God’s counsel, dedicate themselves to God as a thank offering, and reveal the power of grace in the warfare against enemies (Rev 1:6; Acts 2:17).


4. Which name for the Mediator, besides
Jesus and Christ, occurs most often in the writings of the New Testament?
The name κύριος, “lord.” Κύριος is the Septuagint translation of the Hebrew אֲדֹנִים, אֲדֹנָי, both where this is used of men as well as where it occurs in an absolute sense of God (cf. Gen 18:12, Sarah calls Abraham her lord; 18:3, Jehovah is so addressed by Abraham). In the Septuagint, κύριος also occurs where in the Old Testament יהוה is used, not to serve as its translation but simply since it had already become the custom not to speak aloud the name יהוה and to put Adonai in its place. In the New Testament, too, κύριος occurs of God in general or of God the Father = Jehovah; for example, ἄγγελος κυρίου, “an angel of the Lord” (Matt 1:20, 25; cf. v. 22, “what was spoken by the Lord”).
When now in the New Testament the Mediator is called κύριος, “Lord,” then the question arises for us whether this is to be understood in the same sense in which it refers to God, or in a changed sense. Does the relationship in which He is our Lord stem from His being one in essence with the Father, in terms of the divine nature, or from His worth as Mediator that He possesses in both natures as God-man? When the question is posed in that way, we must answer: the latter. Christ is called Lord not in the first place as the Second Person in the Divine Being, but as Mediator. This is sufficiently clear from the expression ὁ θεὸς καὶ πατὴρ τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” [Rom 15:6; 2 Cor 1:3; Eph 1:3; 1 Pet 1:3], where God the Father is thus called the God of Christ as Lord, and “Lord” therefore cannot mean His deity but only His worth as Mediator. It is to be understood in the same sense when Paul says ἡμῖν εἷς θεὸς ὁ πατήρ … καὶ εἷς κύριος Ἰησοῦς Χριστός, “We have one God, the Father … and one Lord, Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 8:6), where existence as God and existence as Lord are clearly distinguished, without it therefore being denied that in Himself Christ is God and the Father is Lord.
Christ is therefore called our Lord as Mediator:
a)   By the gift of the Father in election.

b)   By His suffering and death He has obtained an exclusive right of possession to believers, before which all other rights must give way.

The name “Lord” accordingly expresses approximately the same thing as we found in the name “Christ,” namely, the idea of “authority” (potestas, to be differentiated from potentia, “might”). Still, “Lord” is not completely synonymous with “Christ.” The latter recalls the origin of the Mediator’s capacity for power and reminds us that it is derived from the sovereignty of the Father; Christ is the anointed of God. The former, in contrast, places the emphasis on the relationship between Christ and His servants, without, in doing that, the thought being so much on the origin of that relationship. The significance of the names comes out clearly in the following texts: Luke 6:46, “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not what I say?” John 13:13–14, “You call me Master and Lord, and you are right, for so I am” (cf. 2 Cor 5:15; Rom 14:8).
Although the lordship of Christ over us is in the first place a mediatorial lordship and does not have in view His divine sovereignty, still, on the other hand, it must also be granted that it proves indirectly the deity of the Mediator. It would be impossible for a mere man to exercise that sovereignty and to possess that unlimited right of possession over soul and body that is attributed to Christ as our Lord. These are rights that are due God alone and that cannot be transferred to another, unless this other is Himself God. It is only the deity of Christ that enables Him in this respect to be the Mediator.
5. Does the name “Son of God” also have reference to Christ as Mediator, and if so, what reference?
It has been said repeatedly that the name “Son” in its deepest significance indicates an eternal-essential constitutive relationship between Father and Son—thus within the Triune Being—that exists entirely apart from the work of the Mediator and does not first flow from it. If Christ had never become Christ, He still would always have been Son, since it was not a positive, free ordaining of the Father that made Him Son, but an immutable, immanent law of the Divine Being itself that must exist in three hypostases [persons].
Still, on the other hand, it must be maintained that Christ’s existence as Son has significance for His mediatorship. That He was the Son is in part the basis for His appearance as Surety and Mediator of the covenant of grace. The relationship in which this Surety and Mediator had to appear was fitting for the relationship in which the Son by nature stands to the Father. When one will be sent, anointed, made subservient, glorified, and endowed with an inheritance, then one expects that it is the Son to whom all of this happens on behalf of the Father. As eternal Son of the Father, He can accomplish and undergo these things without anything abnormal taking place.
From this it follows that in Christ’s role as Mediator something of His eternal sonship shines through at the same time; and to the degree that the former appears increasingly in the full daylight of revelation, the latter will come out more clearly. In His wisdom, God has been pleased to bring the eternal relationship between Father and Son to clarity by degrees, by means of this shadowing of it in the mediatorship. Already in the days of the old covenant, God had so spoken about the relationship that He intended to establish with the Messiah that one had to sense how from such promises an eternal Fatherly love was expressed and how the person to whom they applied must be more than an ordinary man. God called the Mediator, the future theocratic king, “Son,” since He would receive an inheritance (Psa 2 and 2 Sam 7:14).
Consequently, it came about that the name “Son of God” became synonymous with that of “Messiah.” However, as the pious, the spiritual Israel, saw more and more the glory of the eternal sonship of the Mediator radiating through this designation, and furthermore as the revelation of the New Testament expressly pointed back to this inner-Trinitarian relationship as the basis for the economic relationship (Gospel of John, Letter to the Hebrews), Israel according to the flesh remained attached to the theocratic sense of this name and expected in the Son of God nothing more than a human king, on whom the good pleasure of Jehovah would certainly rest in an exceptional measure, but who, without preexistence, would still be born in the ordinary manner from the seed of David. The starting point for the Jewish and the biblical-Christian conception was therefore the same, but from that point on the lines ran in different directions.
In the mouth of the people, the name “Son of God” in the Evangelists usually has the meaning in which it is synonymous with “Messiah” (Mark 14:61). In the mouth of the Savior, it usually has a much deeper meaning, since He apparently connects it with His eternal sonship. This is especially the case in the Gospel of John. Occasionally, the Jews also realized that Jesus, by calling Himself “God’s Son,” ascribed to Himself more than human worth as Messiah. They therefore accused Him of blasphemy (John 10:36; 19:7). On the other hand, Christ Himself sometimes employed the customary usage of the word and called Himself “Son of God” in the sense in which this name was already used in the Old Testament—that is, as Mediator on whom the good pleasure of the Father rested (cf. John 10:36; Matt 26:63).
The relationship between Christ’s sonship and His mediatorship is seen in what follows, which in part has already been discussed earlier:
a)   The reason why Christ has become our Mediator and our covenant Head is in His eternal sonship (Gal 4:6). He is the firstborn among many brothers (Heb 2:11–12; Rom 8:29).

b)   Christ has assumed human nature into the unity of His person. His human nature is therefore borne in the person of the Son of God. Through this human nature and the Holy Spirit indwelling it, He is one with all the members of His body, so that there is therefore a bond between His sonship and theirs. Still, there always remains the difference that He is Son from eternity through generation, and therefore only Son (Mediator) through foreordination and the preparation of His human nature, while they are children of God exclusively through adoption and re-creation according to the image of Christ.

Already in the Old Testament, it was clearly depicted that there existed such a connection between the eternal Son of the Father and the members of His body. For more than once, all Israel is called the Son of God (Exod 4:22; Hos 11:1; Isa 63:16; Jer 31:19–20; Mal 1:6; Deut 14:1–2). At the same time, the Messiah-king of the future was called God’s Son (2 Sam 7:14). And in the New Testament, what was said of Israel as a whole is simply transferred to Christ (cf. Matt 2:15, with Hos 11:1). The explanation of this phenomenon is that Israel is a type of the spiritual covenant people and the Messiah, again, the unity and representative of the covenant people, so that as Mediator and covenant Head He is also called the Son—not, however, without the coordinate thought that it is precisely His metaphysical sonship that qualified Him to be invested with this office of Mediator.
6. What is the significance of the name “Son of Man,” with which Christ designated Himself?
This name is also derived from the Old Testament, specifically from Daniel 7. After the description of the four world monarchies, portrayed by as many animals (a lion with eagle’s wings, a bear, a panther, a beast not mentioned by name), reference is made to one “who is like a son of man” and who by the “Ancient of Days” is given “dominion and honor and a kingdom that all peoples and nations and languages should honor him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingdom shall not be destroyed” [Dan 7:13–14]. It is not subject to doubt that the Messiah is intended here, although not the Messiah by himself. Since the Son of Man comes to supersede the earlier world-kingdoms, he must be taken here, together with his kingdom and its subjects, as ruler over Israel representing his people. He is called a son of man because over against the wild and animal-like world-kingdoms he represents true humanity as it must be in God’s kingdom.
Thus, in part, the question of what may have given Christ occasion to make use of this name for signifying His office is already answered. He apparently wanted to counter the faulty conceptions that people had formed about the Messiah as an outward king. The kingdom in which He is Messiah and King is not according to the manner of the kingdoms of this world—which find their image in an animal-type, but it bears a human countenance—is like a son of man. If Christ had repeatedly called Himself Messiah, He would have given support to the fleshly expectations, with drawn bow, of his contemporaries. He therefore could use the title that let the emphasis fall on the human and less warlike nature of His kingdom, and, moreover, that was not understood by most people in its Old Testament messianic significance and gave less occasion to draw erroneous conclusions from it.
At the same time, there is in the name a not-unclear pointing to the deity of the Lord. He is the Son of Man, ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου, who is thus distinguished from all other men through something special, as comes out clearly in the predicates that are ascribed to Him as such: “So that you may know that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins” (Matt 9:6); “From now on, you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of power and coming on the clouds of heaven” (26:64); “For the Son of Man will come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and then He shall repay every man according to His works” (16:27); “For the Son of Man is Lord, even of the Sabbath” (12:8). For the mysterious nature of this title, as a consequence of which the multitude did not comprehend Him, see the question in Matthew 16:13, “Whom do men say that I, the Son of Man, am?”
7. Is the name
παῖς, “child,” used with reference to the Messiah, and if so, what is its distinguishing significance?
Παῖς expresses the relationship of child to parent, and also, by inference, the relationship of one who serves to the one who commands. In this derived sense, it is thus synonymous with δοῦλος, with the difference that the latter places more emphasis on constraint and servitude, while παῖς simply indicates subordination without compulsion. In the Septuagint, παῖς is the translation of the Hebrew עבד, “servant,” specifically of עֶבֶד־יהוה, “servant of the LORD.”
In the last-mentioned sense, it occurs repeatedly of Christ (Matt 12:18, citation from Isa 42:1); “The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob has glorified His child (better, ‘servant’) Jesus” (Acts 3:13). In these places, one should not understand the name “child” in the sense of “Son,” as if the reference were to the eternal sonship of Christ. “Child” is here exclusively a name of the Mediator, which mainly in the latter part of the prophet Isaiah is ascribed in a distinctive way to the Mediator, namely insofar as He represents the people of Israel and accomplishes that to which the nation had been called, but it had not been able to accomplish because of its sins and imperfections. In the concept of “servant of the LORD,” as it is developed in this prophecy, the following elements are present: (1) The Messiah is God’s possession and on the basis of confidence in Him is like a trusted servant with his lord. (2) He carries out God’s work on earth, as the servant does the work of his lord. (3) He is lowly and needy in carrying out this servant work, and appears in the form of a servant. That the Messiah here appears so closely tied to spiritual Israel will have its basis in the distinctive nature of the prophecy that is intended to portray the Mediator as prophet and priest. Especially as priest, the Messiah is Head and representative of His people, so that He can easily be identified with them. This also allows explaining the error as if the term “servant of the LORD” were no more than a symbolic term for the people of Israel as a collectivum [collective]. This may be the case in a few places, but in most by far the reference is to one particular person, who can be none other than the Mediator.
8. Was there another name by which Jesus was frequently called and that He acknowledged?
The name “Son of David,” by which allusion was made not only to his lineage according to the flesh from David, but above all to His royal worth as successor of this king. Among the Jews, “Son of David” had become a fixed title of the Messiah, like “Son of God” and “Anointed” (Matt 9:27; Mark 10:47). When the Lord did not protest against the use of this name, more was involved in that than an accommodation to the ideas of the people. Only when the scribes understood the term in such a limited sense that the principal aspect of His messianic glory was eliminated did Jesus see it necessary to remind them that this Son of David was at the same time also David’s Lord and that His kingdom is of a higher order than that of an ordinary, earthly successor of David (Matt 12:35–37).



3. Person and Natures
1. As a result of the meaning of these different names, what can already be established provisionally concerning the person of the Mediator and His natures?
a)   That He is truly God. We found that included:

1.   in His name Jesus;


2.   in the name Lord and the absolute sovereignty expressed by that;


3.   in the name “Son of God,” insofar as that also has an official meaning and is synonymous with Messiah.


b)   That He is truly man. This is implied:

1.   in the official name Christ, since at least equipping for an office can only take place in His human nature;


2.   in the name “Son of Man.”


c)   That in these two natures He is anointed to three offices, as is clear from the name Christ.

d)   That for exercising His work as Mediator, He had to pass through a state of humiliation as well as a state of exaltation, as is to be derived from the names “Servant of the Lord,” “Son of David.”

2. How may one derive the deity of our Lord from the requirements for His work as Mediator?
a)   At every point of his existence, every man (human person) is claimed by the demands of God’s law such that there remains no area where he would have no need of those demands for himself and would be able to be at the disposal of others. God claims him entirely, and if he gives himself entirely to God, then the measure of his own righteousness is only just full and so never overflows it.

Through the covenant of works, guilt was personally imputed to all human persons. Consequently, whoever is born as a merely human person has personally imputed guilt and cannot pay for the guilt of others. It was otherwise for Adam. With the establishment of the covenant of works, there was no personal guilt for those who were included in it, and God was therefore free, through a gracious determination, to let Adam’s deed and situation be determinative for the status of all. This does not at all mean, however, that Adam earned more (quantitatively) than he needed for himself. The latter is the case only with Christ. This can never happen with man, and therefore Rome’s doctrine of opera supererogationis [works of supererogation], with everything connected to it, must be rejected.


b)   When we consider the same issue from a different side, we can formulate it as follows: Not only is no one in a position as mere man to act as a substitute for other men, but neither is anyone sui juris (“by his own right”) in the sense that he can freely give himself as surety. Since, in the final analysis, every man is not his own but God’s possession, he cannot give himself. But it is precisely in this free giving up of self, in this giving away of self, by one who was completely sui juris, and as eternal God possessed Himself perfectly—it is just in this that the value of the suretyship of the Mediator lies. Scripture teaches everywhere that the Father gave the Son, but that same Scripture also teaches that the Son gave Himself. And because this voluntary character is noteworthy throughout the work of the Mediator in its entirety, this characteristic must no less be sought and presupposed in the initial origin of that work. This may be assumed only if the Mediator Himself is the independent God, the eternal source of all right.

c)   Considered apart from the natural relationship of man as man to God, a merely human person cannot be excluded from the covenant of works. This was established with all human persons. If Christ had been a human person, He would have fallen under that covenant. Now one could ask whether, by possessing a (nonpersonal) human nature, He is not already placed beyond the pale of the covenant of works, so that there would be no need of deity—in other words, whether a (nonpersonal) human nature could not in itself be our Mediator. This question must be answered in the negative. God cannot deal in justice with an abstract nature. There must always be a person underlying nature, a suppositum [subject] upon whom justice terminates and from whom it originates. So here, too, we reach this result: The Mediator cannot be a human person (otherwise he would fall under the covenant of works), and at the same time must be a person (otherwise he could not act for us in justice). Therefore, He must be a divine person.

d)   The covenant of grace is so ordered that the Mediator who makes reconciliation is at the same time also the Mediator of the application of the accomplished salvation and that all those who share in the covenant must be placed in a direct relationship to Him. They do not draw near only to God the Father in Christ, or to the triune God in Christ the Mediator, but also to Christ Himself. Their faith, their love must embrace Him; they are subject to Him in body and soul. He is their “Lord” who has absolute sovereignty over them. In everything His word is the final decision, from which no higher appeal is possible. He must make disposition of the Spirit, who Himself is God, must send the Spirit into the hearts of His members, regenerate them with omnipotence, unite them to Himself, sanctify, and glorify them. It is completely impossible that all these predications could be attributed to one who is a mere man. No man can place himself in this way between God and the sinner and presume from the latter the service that is due only to the former. The Arian heresy, even in its most developed form (Socinianism), has therefore always seen itself compelled to have Christ elevated, after His ascension, to the status of deity. It did not wish to ascribe to Him original, preexistent deity; He had to be created or born as an ordinary man. But still it did see that His position as Mediator, in the state of exaltation, is elevated far above the limits of the purely human. Therefore, recourse was taken to an apotheosis, to a divinization of the man Christ. He was said to be clothed with divine power and majesty by the Father.

We, on the other hand, conclude from this entirely unique, more than human place that Christ occupies in His exaltation, back to His more than human origin, His eternal deity. After all, everything that exists is one or the other: God or creature. Scripture does not recognize intermediate stages. Even a creature made to be God could not be a mediator nor assume that relationship with the redeemed in which the Mediator must stand to them.


e)   Likewise, the covenant of grace is so constructed and arranged that the honor for the salvation of men resides not with man but with God. The triune God—as the one who elects, as Savior, as applier of salvation—is here the one who does everything and secures the covenant in every respect. Man may not ascribe to himself anything of the glory of the covenant of grace. In it, all things must be from God, through God, to God. The entire Triune Being must be revealed in it; the Trinity must be reflected most clearly in its economy.

Now with all this it is incomprehensible that the Mediator who occupies such a prominent place in the covenant of grace would be a mere man. The beautiful order in the work of grace would then be disturbed. No longer would a triune God reveal Himself in it, but it would be a work shared between God and man. When the faith of the sinner is directed to Christ and he is justified before God through faith, the significance of that is that by faith he acknowledges and becomes conscious how all salvation is located in God. Faith is the subjective side of monergistic divine grace. Therefore, a faith that is directed to a man is a contradictio in adjecto [contradiction in terms]. The object of saving faith cannot be a man, but must be God.


f)    Christ’s work as Mediator must possess an infinite value, since that work must extend to the satisfaction of the eternal wrath of God. A mere man can never endure this wrath, as is already apparent from the eternal punishment of those who are lost. We would have to remain under that wrath eternally simply because our human nature is not able to endure its intensity. What we thus lack for bearing this wrath in its intensiveness must (for the lost) be paid for extensively; they bear the infinite wrath of God through their endless punishment. Christ, however, did not have to be swallowed up in this death. He had to come through it victoriously; it had to become evident that death could not hold Him. For His humanity, that would have been impossible. His deity could cause the bearing of the burden of the endless wrath by His humanity without this humanity succumbing or being destroyed.

One must also note that it was the person of the Son of God who suffered in this humanity, and that thereby an infinite value was placed on His merits. Indeed, the value of the merits was determined by two things: (1) by their inherent properties; (2) by the person to whom they belonged. The humanity of the Mediator had its existence in the person of the Son of God. All the suffering and all the active obedience, although accomplished in His humanity, was nevertheless divine suffering and divine obedience—that is, of infinite value. Therefore, we find that, in agreement with the two points mentioned above, His deity was necessary for two reasons: (1) to support His humanity in bearing the infinite wrath of God; (2) to put an infinite value on the merits of the Mediator. With that said, then, yet a third reason may be appreciated: (3) only a divine person is able to bring about righteousness for so many.


3. Can a similar derivation of the humanity of the Mediator be given [from the requirements for His work as Mediator; see question 2]?
This follows directly:
a)   From the necessity that a real satisfaction be made by the Mediator. This presupposes the duration of a certain phase, the transition from one state into another, the experiencing of certain transient conditions, entry into time, and participation in history. Of God Himself one cannot say that He has a history, for He is the eternal One, with whom there is no variation or shadow of turning. Everything in Him is an unchanging presence. Salvation or satisfaction, on the other hand, is not an eternal process but something temporal, occurring in the human sphere. Even though it originates with God and has reference to God, it must still take place in what is finite and created. Every other conception rests on a pantheistic view. Because we hold satisfaction to be a single historical fact and not a transition in the eternal development process of the Absolute, for that reason we have need of the genuine humanity of the Lord—and as a basis for that, an incarnation taking place at a particular point in space and time. Not an apparent incarnation but only a genuine humanity distinguished from deity can avail here. The Mediator must be God, and still He must have a history. With these givens, the only way one can escape pantheism in Christology is by establishing that Christ, along with His true deity and unmixed with it, also possesses genuine humanity, from which all the mutability mentioned above can be predicated.

b)   From the necessity that payment for guilt must also take place through the same nature in which sin against God was committed. It is true that guilt is reckoned to persons, and no legal relationships may be conceived of vis-à-vis a totally abstract nature. Thus it must be granted that it is not the human nature of Christ that makes satisfaction, but the person of the Son of God. But while it is the person on whom the obligation rests, He can have this obligation only to the extent that He is joined to the nature. The possession of the nature is conditio sine qua non, for the nature (as the inclusion of attributes common to all) first places the person in that particular relationship to others on whom these obligations are incumbent.

Our guiding principle must therefore read: The nature without the person is not subject to the duties, but the person without the nature cannot be subject to them. Adam, for example, represented the whole human race. This representation did not, in the first place, rest on the fact that he had the same nature as all other people. It rested on all human persons being personally reckoned in him through the covenant of works. That is, the nature without the person would not have been subject to the obligations. On the other hand, it is equally certain that the personal Adam could not have represented us if he had not possessed the same human nature with us. An angel would have been a person as well as Adam, and thus, as far as being a person is concerned, would have been able to become our representative Head equally well. But that angel did not possess our human nature, and therefore could not have represented us as covenant Head. That is, the person without the nature cannot be subject to the obligations.


If we transfer this to Christ, then it follows immediately how He, although our Surety as divine person, nevertheless at the same time had to share in human nature if He was to be our Surety and Mediator. A human nature without a person was not able to save us any more than a divine person without a human nature.


c)   From the necessity that the Mediator would reveal God to men in a complete, immediate manner. If He had possessed only the divine nature, He would have remained above the sphere of humanity, and a means would have been necessary to do this revealing apart from Him. He would then have had to make use continually of subordinate office bearers—who would have carried out the work of revelation for Him—or portray His priestly activity and His kingly glory, as He did before His incarnation in the days of the old covenant. Now, in contrast, through His incarnation this need has passed away. In Christ, and through His human nature, God speaks to us directly so that we can hear Him with our human ears. The person who speaks in Him is the person of the Son of God, who does not have a derived knowledge of the secrets of the divine counsel, but who is initiated into those secrets from eternity and thus speaks the things of God because He is from God, God “revealed in the flesh,” “the great mystery of godliness” [1 Tim 3:16].

d)   Since Christ as Head of the covenant must form one body with believers and precede them in their glorification, from this it also follows that He must possess a human nature. Joined to this human nature through the Holy Spirit, and through this human nature to the person of the Son of God, all the redeemed constitute that mysterious body that was determined in election. Christ is also allied with the angels; He would also have been in a certain relationship with humanity if it had not fallen into sin. But that bond would not have been as close as it is now, since the Son of God as Mediator has taken on human nature. It is not a divine life in the strictly metaphysical sense of the word or a divine-human substance that is to be shared with the redeemed, for that would lead to a mingling of God and man, between whom the ontological separation may never be eliminated. A pure human life—which, however much a product of God’s supernatural power of grace, still remains a pure human life—had to pass from Christ to the members of His body. For this reason, too, it was therefore necessary that Christ possess this pure humanity. This demand flows no less from the significance as an exemplar that Christ’s exaltation has for believers. If, after satisfying God’s righteousness, He had put off His human nature, then believers would no longer be able to look to Him as the firstfruits of those who had died [1 Cor 15:20], as the supreme leader and finisher of faith, who is now seated at the right of the throne of God (Heb 12:2). Conversely, in the state of exaltation Christ is also, through the memory of the weakness and the suffering that He bore in His human life, a merciful and compassionate high priest (Heb 4:15).

4. Can one prove from Scripture that the Mediator is truly God?
The proof for the deity of the Son was presented in detail earlier. Since the Son is primarily revealed as Mediator, and through His role as Mediator His eternal sonship has also come to greater clarity, most of the proofs produced can also be used to prove the deity of the Son as Mediator. Virtually everywhere it is the Mediator who speaks and who ascribes to Himself (that is, His divine person) omnipotence, omnipresence, omniscience, who permits Himself to be named with divine names, to receive divine honor, and to be attributed divine works.
5. How can one demonstrate from Scripture the true humanity of the Mediator?
a)   By showing that Christ possessed everything that belongs to true humanity, namely:

1.   A human body: Hebrews 2:14, “So He likewise partook of the same” (namely, of flesh and blood); Luke 24:39, “See my hands and my feet, for it is I myself. Touch me and see, for a spirit does not have flesh and bones, as you see that I have.” ’


2.   A human soul as the principle of willing, feeling, thinking life: Matthew 26:38, “My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, even unto death”; John 12:27, “Now is my soul troubled, and what shall I say?”


3.   A human spirit, namely, the soul insofar as it is the principle of the enlivening force and of the animation of the body: John 19:30, “And bowing His head He gave up His spirit.”


b)   By showing that things are said about Christ that are completely irreconcilable with deity and consequently can have their truth only in His human nature. All affects belonging to human nature are attributed to Him, so that He was sorrowful even unto death (Matt 26:38); He was hungry (Matt 4:2) and thirsty (John 19:28); He was tired and sat down by the well (John 4:8); He fell asleep (Matt 8:24); by looking on people He was filled with love and compassion for them (Matt 9:36); He was afraid (Heb 5:7); He wept [John 11:35]; He rejoiced in spirit (Luke 10:21); He had need for prayer (Matt 14:23).

c)   By demonstrating that in the Mediator, as He was revealed in the flesh, a true, human development took place. However deep the mystery of the unity of His humanity and His divine person may be, this is certain: This unity did nothing to diminish the true humanity of the Lord and instead of impeding or disturbing human development has rather sustained and guided it. His deity did not communicate more knowledge and power to His humanity than was in accord with its age, and just by reckoning with this the Gospel narratives differ from embellished and distorted tradition. Of Jesus it is testified that He increased and grew and became strong in spirit; that He questioned others; and that He increased in wisdom, and in stature, and in favor with God and man (Luke 2:40, 46, 49, 52). It is impossible to attribute all these things to His deity, for with deity all development is excluded. One must consider, however, that this development in the human nature of the Lord did not happen in a natural manner, inasmuch as the human nature in Him was not personal but was borne through the person of the Son of God. What for others is grounded in the natural law of development that governs all that is created, and what for man is independent development of a personal life, for the Mediator was inseparably tied to the divine person, so that development cannot count as a second, independent principle in addition to that tie.

d)   In Christ there was present not merely a human soul (or spirit) in general but a complete soul, insofar as it concerns the capacity that every human soul possesses. In Him there was a knowing, a willing, an emotional life. He knew, and that in a human manner—that is, according to His humanity He was not omniscient (Mark 13:32). He had a will, which He knew to distinguish from the Father’s will (so also from His divine will) when He prayed, “not my will, but yours be done.” (For the emotional life in the human nature of the Mediator, see above.)

e)   He expressly calls Himself a man (John 8:40, “A man who has told you the truth”). It is testified about Him that He became flesh—that is, He assumed a human nature in its entirety as it is in contrast to God, that He died, that He stands as second man alongside of Adam, is of the lineage of David, etc. (cf. 1 John 4:2).

6. What problems arise from this data of Scripture that Christ is truly God and also truly man?
The following two:
a)   How in this case the divine and the human can remain distinguished as is demanded by the difference throughout Scripture between creature and Creator.

b)   How, nevertheless, their coexisting in the Mediator can be circumscribed so that there are not two persons, two mediators.

7. How has one sought to solve that problem?
The church has come to firm conceptions in this matter only through a continuing struggle against heretical misunderstanding and distortion of the data of Scripture. Repeatedly, where error emerged, with rejection of the error there was the incentive to establish the truth positively. It is therefore impossible to understand orthodox church doctrine on this point well if one is not knowledgeable of the various heresies that, one after the other, have beset this part of Christian truth. Church doctrine holds to the middle between extremes, because here it is also true that there is no effective heresy that does not derive its strength for exercising influence from an element of the truth, which it attempts to develop one-sidedly and elevate at the cost of all other truths. Especially in a doctrine like this, where the middle way is so narrow and one is continually in danger of slipping to the right or to the left, it is not sufficient to know the truth positively. In order to proceed safely, one must also be acquainted with error. It is therefore necessary that we here provide a brief sketch of the course of the development this dogma has passed through, in contrast with its heretical distortion.
8. In how many ways has one fallen into error regarding the doctrine of the Mediator?
In two ways:
a)   By trying to dismiss the problem simply by denying the data that create it. Christ is truly God and truly man. Therein lies the problem. For those who deny one of these two propositions, the problem disappears immediately—how deity and humanity are to be kept from merging and how they are to be united. Or one may not deny deity or humanity completely but deny some part of it, in order to bring deity and humanity closer together and to reach an apparent unity between both in the Mediator.

b)   By accepting the scriptural data for the dogma unconditionally but then bringing deity and humanity into relationship in such a way that either the first problem is not solved (deity and humanity do not remain at scriptural distance) or the second has no solution (no genuine unity between deity and humanity results).

9. How, according to this scheme, can you arrange the various heretical opinions about the Mediator?
a)   Into those that:

1.   Deny the deity of the Mediator—Ebionitism, in older and newer forms, the Alogi.


2.   Deny the humanity of the Mediator—Gnosticism, particularly Docetism, Modalists (Sabellians).


3.   Deny the complete deity of the Mediator—Arianism.


4.   Deny the complete humanity of the Mediator—Apollinarism.


b)   Into those that:

1.   Keep the deity and the humanity so separated that no unity obtains—Nestorianism.


2.   Commingle the deity and the humanity, (a) by creating a third entity from their joining—monophysitism; (b) by letting the one devolve into the other—the doctrine of kenosis in its modern forms.


10. What was the conception of the Ebionites concerning the person of the Mediator?
The Ebionites (at least the more strict line designated with this name) regarded Christ as the natural son of Joseph and Mary, as a ψιλὸς ἄνθρωπος, “a mere man,” who was gifted with the Holy Spirit at His baptism and thereby became Christ (Messiah). Ebionitism expresses the one-sidedly developed, specifically Jewish element of truth that God is one and cannot be two or three. The Old Testament also taught that, but it had also indicated that this one God is not an abstract unity and how within this divine being there is room for distinction. Ebionitism lost sight of the latter and therefore dropped the deity of the Lord. Its basic error was a deistic conception of the relationship of God to the world. And wherever in modern times Ebionitism is revived, it flows from a similar deism, as with the Socianians. The less-strict line of Ebionites (also called Nazarenes) maintained the supernatural birth of the humanity of Christ but likewise denied His deity.
11. What particular view did the gnostics have about the Mediator?
Gnosticism is the opposite of Ebionitism. The later is Jewish the former is pagan. The one holds that God and the world are sharply divided, while the other brings them together as closely as possible. The heretical in Gnosticism is evident in two points:
a)   Christ was made into an aeon, an emanation of the divine, as everything in the final analysis is reduced to aeons. In other words, His deity is maintained, but it was conceived of in pantheistic terms. It was not the true, absolute deity that Scripture attributes to Christ, for according to Gnosticism, He did not remain within the essence of God, but He emanated from it in order to enter into creatureliness.

b)   The humanity of Christ was made into a semblance, for according to the pantheistic scheme a distinction is not made between human spirit and deity, and since the human body as material is per se evil, it may not be ascribed to Christ in reality. This is gnostic Docetism (from δοκεῖν, “appear”), which can be developed in various forms. The most elaborated system is that of Valentinus, according to whom Christ did not inhabit a fleshly body (except in appearance) but only a physical body, which was not formed from Mary but only brought forth through her as through a channel. At His baptism, the higher, spiritual Christ was united with this lower Christ. Against Gnosticism, see Colossians 2:9; 1 John 4:2–3.

12. What were the opinions of the Alogi concerning Christ?
The doctrine of the self-contained preexistence of Christ had the beginning of its dogmatic development through Irenaeus and Tertullian. Therefore, the two heretical lines mentioned above (represented by Ebionitism and Gnosticism) necessarily came into renewed opposition to this development since they saw God’s unity threatened. This opposition manifested itself in the deistic heresy of the Alogi and in the more or less pantheistically colored Modalists (Sabellians). Alogism attempted to maintain the unity by denying the deity of Christ, Sabellianism by denial of His personal existence. So here again we find orthodox doctrine moving between two extremes.
The Alogi (around 170 AD) did not deny the supernatural birth of Christ but regarded Him as a man who did not have a real existence before this birth and was distinguished from other men in that He was sinless; that a ray of the Logos (that is, the mind of God) dwelt in Him; or that He possessed the Holy Spirit to an extraordinary degree. They are called Alogi because they rejected the Fourth Gospel (and Revelation) as well as the logos concept, while in their name a wordplay is also present: alogi, that is, “without logos,” “lacking reason.”
13. What was the heresy of the Modalists or Sabellians?
They did recognize that in Christ there was something essentially divine, but they conceived of this as a manifestation mode of the absolutely one divine personality that had appeared as Father and Spirit in other modes. There was something docetic present in this conception, inasmuch as the soul of Christ was replaced by deity, and His body can only be called a temporary theophany. The Modalists are also called Monarchians, since they stood for the unity of God.
14. What is the value of Origen with respect to the development of christological dogma?
His construction of the doctrine of generation and his subordinationism has been discussed earlier (doctrine of the Trinity). Over against the extremes just discussed, he endeavored by the one or the other of his views to maintain both the unity of the Divine Being as well as the deity of a personally existing eternal Son. Here it should be noted how Origen was the first to accentuate with clarity how the humanity assumed by the Logos consisted not only of a material body, but that an anima rationalis (a rational soul) also belonged to it. Previously, there had been much doubt about this point. Most were constrained by the concept that Christ’s deity had dwelt in the body (sarx) as His soul. Even in Tertullian one can find such a concept. Unhappily, this better idea of Origen was so closely related to his doctrine of preexistence that it did not spread outside the circle of his own school. According to Origen, the human soul of Christ, too, is preexistent. So it was that Origen did not advance the development of the doctrine on this point much further.
15. What form did the dogma take in the Arian heresy?
Earlier we discussed Arianism in detail. Since according to it the deity of Christ is only a half deity, and He belongs within the sphere of time or among beings created in time, the first of the problems mentioned above disappears. God and man were so strongly separated by Arianism that they thought Christ had to be denied deity, and through this idea the second problem also disappeared. If that of Christ which preexisted—the Logos created before all things—is already something creaturely, then, given that, it becomes entirely superfluous to assume a human soul. Arianism therefore says that the preexistent Logos only assumed a body in the incarnation and denies the existence of a human soul in the incarnated Logos. This denial is extremely significant since it shows how much the Arian was serious about the creatureliness of the Logos. Basically, Arianism was a modified Alogism. It finds its principal content in the fact that Christ is a creature, and thus adheres to the essentially Jewish concept of the abstract unity of God. It is Judaistic. And still it teaches that this creature became flesh, attained to the status of deity through moral development, and must be worshiped. That, as well as the concept that the Logos is the instrument of creation, since the Father could not create directly, is pagan-pantheistic. The Logos becomes a kind of lower God. Thus in Arianism both poles of heretical Christology, which thus far had been opposed to each other, were united.
16. Who through his heretical opinions has helped the orthodox doctrine to develop further?
Apollinaris of Laodicea. In the Arian controversy, the full deity of Christ was now established beyond question. Now, however, whoever despaired of the possibility of reaching a unity between full deity and full humanity obviously had to question the completeness of the human nature. Apollinaris did this, proceeding from the thesis that a complete human nature besides the divine nature results in two Sons of God—one by nature and eternal, another through incarnation and adoption. This cannot be true. Therefore, in Christ only His living flesh derives from humanity. The higher principle in man—the nous [mind, intellect], according to Aristotelian philosophy—was lacking, for His deity filled that place.
So, since the full humanity of Christ was attacked successively from two sides, first through Arius and now through Apollinaris, the church saw itself compelled to express its faith in this matter emphatically. If Christ only assumed a living body, then He also only redeemed our living body, and our higher spiritual capacities do not share in redemption. If Christ did not possess a human nous and everything that is said about Him in the Gospels must be attributed to His deity, then this did not remain the unchangeable, blessed deity but was subject to suffering. So the deity is also impaired. In addition to this, the teaching of Apollinaris cohered with the philosophical conception of the indwelling of the divine Logos in every human nous. Semipantheistically, the higher principle in man was regarded as a piece of the divine Logos. If now the complete divine Logos already lives in Christ (so Apollinaris reasoned), why would we still suppose a part of the Logos in Him? In this aspect, Apollinarism pointed back more to Gnostic speculations. The church rightly condemned this in 381 (Synod of Constantinople).
17. What point had the church now reached?
At the solution to the problem of how this divine nature and human nature, both complete, could exist together in the one person, Christ.
18. Is the same antithesis occurring earlier to be observed in the two heresies that sought to solve this problem in the wrong way?
Yes, the Jewish-deistic and the pagan-pantheistic error again were in opposition to each other—the first represented by Nestorianism, the latter by monophysitism.
19. Give the main elements in Nestorian Christology.
The Nestorians think of the unity of the human and divine natures of Christ according to their own interpretation of a moral unity between God and man. God lives in every saint, not essentially, but through an agreement of will and inclination. Thus there is a unity in the sense of unanimity. Now, Nestorius did acknowledge that the unity between God and man in Christ was something else than what takes place in every believer, but still there is a likeness between the two in his interpretation. Out of grace and good will (κατὰ χάριν and κατʼ εὐδοκίαν), God has united Himself with the man Jesus; and with Him this union was complete, while with everyone else it was incomplete. This union (συνάφεια) was not immediately complete; it kept pace with the development of the moral nature of humanity. In the end it was complete, and through the exaltation of His human nature it has now become possible to pray to Christ, who consists of two natures (persons), as to one subject, for deity and humanity are completely in harmony—what the former wills, the latter also wills. There is no other unity between the natures than those of names, honor, and worship. Closely connected with this is the conception one must form of the saving work of the Mediator. Emphasis is placed on free will and moral development in Christ. Through that, He was united with God. It took place according to His humanity. Therefore, He can accomplish salvation for us in no other way than by enabling us for a similar moral development. Therein lies the Judaistic-deistic aspect of this position.
20. What trend is the opposite of this?
Over against the Antiochian-Nestorian line, the Alexandrian school maintained that deity and humanity in Christ were naturally one and not just morally—that is, there must be a deeper unity between the two natures than a moral agreement. This deeper unity had to be natural (ἕνωσις φυσική), but not of that sort that the natures were intermingled. Up to and including Cyril, the Alexandrians remained within the bounds of orthodoxy. Cyril himself insisted on the unity, because otherwise our human nature is not redeemed and God has not suffered for us in humanity. He sought it, however, completely in agreement with what was later established as orthodox church doctrine, in the person of the Son of God. He therefore taught that in Christ there was not an individual (personal) man, but an (impersonal) human nature, although he also maintains that there was nothing lacking in Christ’s human nature, since it had its existence in the person of the Son of God. With this, in fact, the correct way was found to the solution of the problem, insofar as it could be found.
One cannot accuse Cyril of monophysitism. However, Cyril had also already made the statement, “Before the incarnation two natures existed, after the incarnation only one.” By this he meant that before the incarnation the human nature that Christ assumed had existed separately, while subsequently it found its existence in the person of the Son of God and thus existed individually, no longer as an abstract nature, so that one could only speak of one nature. The Alexandrians, however, were Platonic Realists who believed in the real existence of the natures. In this statement of Cyril, we now have the beginning of the monophysite heresy that was then further developed consistently in Eutyches into the assertion that there was only one nature in Christ. This meant more than it had meant for Cyril, even though it sounded similar. It included that, through its union with deity, the human nature had not only lost its abstract character (Cyril had also taught this), but that in addition it had been changed, so that now a sort of in-between entity had originated.
Under the influence of the West by the Roman bishop Leo, this Eutychianism was condemned by the Synod of Chalcedon in 451, and the famous Creed of Chalcedon was accepted. The Greek church in its entirety had in principle already fallen into monophysitism. That it did not also do so officially resulted, under God’s leading, from the timely intervention of Western orthodoxy. Already for a long time salvation had been understood by the Greeks as a deification of human nature in general. Just for that reason, one could not continue to accept a unity of the natures in the person but wanted a unity in the natures themselves. It could not be a personal but had to be a metaphysical unity. The God-man was not there in order to bring God and man, initially separated judicially, together again judicially (personal unity), but in order through the incarnation of God to effect the deification of man (metaphysical unity). This pagan-pantheistic error was halted, to its credit, by the more biblical, less philosophical view of the Western church. If this had not happened, Christianity would have completely degenerated into pantheism.
21. How does the Creed of Chalcedon read?
“Following the Holy Fathers, we teach that, with one accord, all must confess the Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, as One, perfect in deity and perfect in humanity; truly God and truly man, consisting of a rational soul and a body; of one substance with the Father according to deity, of one substance with us according to humanity; like us in everything, sin excepted; begotten before time of the Father according to deity, at the end of times, for us and our salvation, born of Mary the Virgin, the Mother of God; according to humanity, one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Firstborn, to be understood in two natures (ἐκ δύο φύσεως; another reading, ἐν δύο φύσεσιν), inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably, so that the distinction in natures is in no respect removed by the unity, but rather the property of each nature remains preserved, yet concurring in one person and hypostasis, not divided into two persons but one and the same Son and Firstborn, who is God the Logos and the Lord Jesus Christ; as from the beginning the prophets and Jesus Christ Himself have taught us and the confession of faith of the Fathers has handed down to us.”
With this creed, ecclesiastical doctrinal development was closed. It is the basis on which the whole orthodox Christian church has stood since that time, no matter how otherwise divided it also is; Greek, Roman, Protestant churches agree with each other in this Christology.
Only on one point does the creed leave its meaning in the dark. It does not say explicitly that the human nature assumed by the Logos does not have a personal existence in itself. This remained reserved for later dogmatic development to address.
22. On which points has John of Damascus further developed the dogma?
He established that the human nature of Christ (a) is not the abstract nature of man in the sense of the Realists, in which all men are said to share, (b) is also not an individual humanity that in itself possesses personal existence, but (c) is an impersonal human nature, assumed by the Logos in the unity of the person from the first moment of its existence, so that it never has existed on its own.
At the same time, John of Damascus taught a mutual penetration of the two natures (περιχώρησις) from which followed a mutual communication of attributes (ἀντίδοσις). On this point, conflict later ignited between Lutherans and Reformed.
23. Have all Christian churches continued to maintain this position (of Chalcedon) or has deviation also still manifested itself later?
Deviation has also manifested itself later, with the following parties:
a)   The Ebionite heresy was revived by Socinianism, which recognizes only a human nature in Christ and wishes to speak of deity only in the sense of transmitted competence for office. Socinian soteriology, as we will see, completely accords with this Socinian Christology.

b)   The Lutheran Church took a step back from Chalcedon in the direction of Eutychianism, without, however, formally abandoning the standpoint of the Chalcedon Creed and without letting this conception work itself out consistently soteriology.

c)   Modern Christology of the speculative Vermittelungs [mediating] theologians has in principle abandoned the standpoint of Chalcedon (deity and humanity complete and at the same time side by side) and in various forms accepted a changing of deity into humanity and a changing back of humanity into deity. This is the doctrine of kenosis.

d)   While (a) errs on the Jewish-deistic side and (b) and (c) incline toward the heathen-pantheistic side, here and there has appeared sporadically as a private opinion the position that Christ’s humanity did not first originate in time, but preexisted eternally in heaven—thus a renewal of Origen’s Christology as far as the humanity is concerned. One finds this opinion in Swedenborg and Isaac Watts.

We turn now to a discussion of the Reformed doctrine, in order after that to come back to these errors.
24. Give the most important positions that we must maintain concerning the Mediator after His incarnation.
a)   In the Mediator there is only one person, one subject, although there are two natures. The problem that we meet here is therefore the reverse of what confronted us in the doctrine of the Trinity. There it concerned the possibility of one nature, the Divine Being consisting in three persons. Here, on the other hand, the question is how two natures can exist in one person. It may be recalled that the standard theological definition of a person reads: substantia individua intelligens incommunicabilis non sustertata in alia natura neque paro alterius: “an indivisible, rational, incommunicable substance, not sustained by another nature and not a part of another.” This, however, is not entirely applicable to the divine persons in the Trinity, since “not sustained by another nature” is not correct here. So, for the Trinity one has to be satisfied with a simple definition: “A person is through the divine substance in a specific hypostasis and through this specific mode of being distinguished from that substance and from the remaining persons.” A divine person is not entirely the same as a human person.

While this is true, on the other hand it must be no less maintained that there must be similarity in a formal sense between a divine and a human person. As we shall see, this already follows from the fact that in the covenant the divine person of the Mediator represents the persons of the elect legally. This relationship of legal representation that exists between the Mediator and His members cannot exist between two entirely dissimilar entities. The similarity that exists between divine and human personality must be found in the fact that neither is upheld by another person. This is true of both. Even though the person of the Son of God is a mode of existence of the being of God and so in a certain sense is upheld through the being, through the divine nature, still this divine nature is, qua talis [as such], not personal but only comes to personhood in the three hypostases. However, there is not another person who upholds the person of the Son, in whom He subsists, in whom He exists hypostatically. It is true that from eternity the Son is generated by the Father and so has His mode of existence continually from the Father, but this still says nothing other than that as hypostasis He exists in the Father. For man, too, a son receives his personal existence from the father through generation, but the persons of father and son remain separate, and one cannot say that the one exists in the other. If that were the case, then the one who exists in the other, just because of that, would cease to exist as a person. We thus have these two cases: (1) In the being of God common to the three persons, the person of the Son exists eternally from the person of the Father, but not in the person of the Father; He is and remains a separate hypostasis. (2) In the creation of a new being by God, for man the child exists as a person through generation from the parents, but not in the parents; it is and remains a separate personality.


Divine and human personalities have in common that they do not exist in another person. They are different in the following respects: (1) A divine person can have in common with the other divine persons the same, undivided being; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one and the same—God triune. A human person cannot in this way have in common the same being with other human persons. With man, being comes into existence repeatedly from God’s creating hand. When we say that all men have one and the same nature, this is not at all meant in the same sense as in the Trinity. For man, it means similarity; for God, identity. All men have the same nature insofar as they alike possess the sum of essential attributes. For example, all have a sinful or all have a pure nature. Among God the Father and God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, there is only one and therefore the same nature. (2) A divine person has His existence from the other person or from the other persons not only temporally, with a beginning, but also eternally, without cessation. That, therefore, with the similarity, is the difference: In the Divine Being, the bond of origination remains unceasing; for man, it does not endure.


This one person, this one subject in Christ, is vested with all the legal relationships that are due the Mediator. He, the person of the Mediator, has been established from eternity as Surety, for although having not yet assumed human nature, He—the same person who later became flesh, suffered and died—was then already present. To Him, the person, the guilt of the elect was imputed, not to the human nature that He possessed in the abstract. He, the person, who as a divine person was not subject to any law, placed Himself freely under the demand of the law and earned eternal life. He, the person, was exalted after He had fulfilled all righteousness. Everywhere a legal relationship is involved, we have to do with the person of the Mediator, the Son of God. For carrying out His functions as Mediator, both natures are certainly necessary, as has been shown abundantly above, but the legal capacity could only be provided for through the existence of these natures in the person.


25. Is this one subject, this one person in the Mediator, a divine or a human person?
b)   This person is divine, and not human or divine-human. In order to be immediately convinced of this, one may take the following into consideration. In the Logos, a divine person, who is immutable, is present from eternity. If now there can be but one person in the Mediator, and the divine person cannot be eradicated or changed, then it is self-evident that this one person is the divine person of the Logos. One can only maintain the immutability of God if one holds to the deity of the person in the Mediator. The choice lies between two persons or one divine person.

26. What follows from this for the human nature of the Mediator?
c)   That it may not at the same time be called a human person. After all, if it were a human person, then along with the divine person there would be a second person in Christ, and we would have two mediators instead of one. Nestorianism would be introduced. Between two persons no other unity is possible except a moral unity, as Nestorianism conceived of it, or a mystical unity, such as takes place between Christ and the members of His body. However, in any case, that does not produce a unity of subject. Personality is that which is deepest and most independent in man that cannot be combined with anything else. Were there now in Christ’s human nature this personal feature, then it never would have been able to be joined with the deity of the Lord as one subject—such as was absolutely necessary for the execution of the work of the Mediator. This is one of the reasons why personality may not be ascribed to the human nature of the Mediator.

27. Is it permissible, then, to say that the human nature of the Mediator was impersonal?
No, for doing that would create the appearance that something were lacking in the human nature of the Lord, and in a questionable manner one would incline toward Docetism, as if in Christ there were only an apparent humanity and not true humanity. Subsequently, the best teachers in the church have always avoided the expression “impersonal human nature” and rather have taught that the humanity of the Mediator has its personal existence in the person of the Son of God, whereby it is not an abstraction but is provided with personality. This is not to be so conceived of as if the person of the Son of God provides the impersonal humanity with a human person, for then that would be a lapse again into Nestorianism. It means, rather, that the person of the Son of God serves as person for the humanity as well as the deity, that He lends personality to both; or, expressed still more accurately, that as a divine person, by assuming human nature into the unity of the person, He also elevates this human nature above the terrain of impersonality. By and since the incarnation, there is in the Mediator a human nature that—not of itself personally—has its personal existence in the person of the Son of God. In a certain sense, the person of the Mediator, the Logos, is twofold (not a composite) since He fills two functions, namely: He serves as person both for the deity and for the humanity.
It is the merit of John of Damascus that he so clearly enunciated this “impersonation” of the human nature by the divine person, if we may so designate it. He formulated his conception as follows: The human nature of the Mediator was not properly or inherently personal (ἰδιοσύστατος), nor impersonal (ἀνυπόστατος), but rather in-personal (ἐνυπόστατος).
It must, therefore, be called inexact when Charles Hodge, in Systematic Theology volume 2, page 391, says, “Human nature therefore … is in the person of Christ impersonal.” This should read, “does not possess a human personality.” In Junius, Thesis 27:16, it is formulated quite correctly. Here it is seen in which manner each of the two natures is involved in this union: The divine assumes, the human is assumed—not so that from these two a sort of third is forged together, but the human nature, at the outset ἀνυπόστατος, was assumed by the Logos into the unity of the person, and thus made ἐνυπόστατος.
28. May one infer from this that the human nature of Christ is imperfect, since personality is lacking in it?
This objection has in fact been introduced against church doctrine on this point, and even been called a refined Apollinarism. (Dorner’s great work on the person of Christ is the best that has been written historically about this dogma, although the author himself believes in the error of kenosis.) The purport of this complaint is that, as Apollinaris had the divine nature take the place of the higher spiritual capacity—the nous—in Christ, so we let the divine person replace human personality. Against this charge, however, the following should be observed.
a)   It makes a great difference whether one denies the nous, the higher spiritual faculty, of human nature in order to put deity in its place, or whether one replaces human personality with the hypostasis of the Son of God. That higher moral life—to which mind, will, and higher emotional life belong—really constitutes what is essential in man, so that whoever removes that takes away the core of the humanity—of the human nature—from Christ. The same cannot be said of the person. No matter how important it may be, it does not belong in the same sense to the essence of the nature as the higher spiritual faculty but is rather to be viewed as the individual enfolding that the nature has received in every single human being. A connection is made with modern philosophy when one places such great emphasis on the personality and then, proceeding from that, lodges the charge of Apollinarism against the church doctrine.

b)   In spite of the difference that exists between divine and human personality and what is mentioned above, one cannot prove that there is such a formal difference by which the divine person is not able to elevate the human nature to a state of perfection or wholeness. The question that arises here is this: Does a hypostasis have qualities apart from the nature that subsists in it? That is, is a divine person, as such, distinguished essentially from a human person? Or is personality a more neutral entity, so that a human nature, even a complete human nature, is involved even if the place of the personality in it is occupied by a divine person—that is, by a person in whom deity subsists from eternity?

It will be extremely difficult to answer these questions decisively. But as long as they are not answered decisively or cannot permit a decisive answer, then neither can one assert decisively that, according to our conception, the humanity of the Mediator is incomplete in an Apollinarian fashion. There is an essential difference between divine spirit (mind–will–affections) and human spirit (mind–will–affections). In His mind, God is omniscient and all-wise; man is limited in knowledge and wisdom. In His will, God is omnipotent and absolute holiness; man is limited in power and possesses only derived holiness. In His emotion, God is eternally blissful; man enjoys only an effect of this bliss. To say that the deity in Christ takes the place of the nous in fact makes His humanity incomplete. But everyone sees at once that, between a divine person and a human person, such contradictions as those mentioned here cannot be determined in the same manner.


c)   Many find it impossible to conceive of the human nature of the Mediator without a human personality, since they identify personality with self-consciousness and free will. It is undeniable (as the church has learned to confess in the struggle against the monothelites, and as Scripture assures us) that in Christ there is twofold consciousness, twofold will, twofold emotion—on the one hand a divine consciousness, on the other a human consciousness; a divine will and a human will; divine emotion and human emotion. Now, if for someone consciousness, or even self-consciousness, coincides with personality, then he will have to ascribe personality, along with consciousness, to human nature.

Against that we should note that it is wrong to identify these two. It is true that personality is inconceivable without self-consciousness. However, in no way does the reverse follow from that: that there cannot be self-consciousness without personality. And one is least of all entitled to the conclusion that in a certain (say, human) nature there can be no self-consciousness without personality existing in the same nature. Personality lies much deeper than self-consciousness; the latter is the mode of disclosing the former, a mode of disclosure that can be interrupted temporarily, for example, during sleep, without the personality thereby ceasing to exist. Hodge says correctly, “It follows that the human nature of Christ, separately considered, is impersonal. To this, indeed, it is objected that intelligence and will constitute personality, and as these belong to Christ’s human nature personality cannot be denied to it. A person, however, is a suppositum intelligens [rational subject], but the human nature of Christ is not a suppositum or subsistence” (Systematic Theology, 2:391).


29. Can one also show from Scripture that there was only one subject, one person in Christ, and that this was the divine person, the
Logos?
The proof for this from Scripture may be provided in the following way:
a)   The strongest proof is found in the absence of any traces of a twofold personality in all that is communicated to us about the Mediator. Also, it is revealed to us about God that He is one God, as it is revealed to us that Christ must be called one Mediator (cf. 1 Tim 2:5). Notwithstanding the existence of this strong presumption for the oneness of God, we and the church have seen it necessary to accept a trinity of persons in this one Divine Being, since repeatedly the one person is properly distinguished from the other and introduced as speaking to the other.

Now, if two persons existed in the Mediator, we would expect something similar. There would have to be traces that the deity had spoken to the humanity, and the humanity to the deity, using “Thou” and “Thee,” as occurs between Father and Son. Nothing of this nature can be found in the New Testament. This must have its reason, and the reason can be none other than that human personality is not present in the Mediator.


b)   A positive proof is present in the fact that the Mediator always speaks of Himself as one and the same person, regardless of whether what is said about Him refers to His divine or to His human existence. It is the same, identical subject that speaks in both relationships, both when it is said, “My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, even unto death” [Matt 26:38], and when it is stated, “Before Abraham was, I am” [John 8:38]. Oneness of persons and duality of natures, therefore, is also the result here.

c)   That the person in Christ is the divine person, the Logos, appears most clearly in those places in Scripture that deal expressly with the incarnation, as, for example, John 1:1–4; 1 John 1:1–3; Philippians 2:6–11; Hebrews 2:14. It is most noteworthy that in all these passages Scripture does not proceed from two natures in the Mediator—in order then, given this coordination, to obtain by their fusion a tertium quid—but always chooses its point of departure in eternity, in the person of the Son of God. Modern Christology takes the opposite path. In all its constructions of the God-man it starts from the two natures as coordinated and has the two mingled or the one devolve into the other. So, John first speaks of the Word that was with God, indeed was God; Paul, of Him who was in the form of God, and who was rich, in order then to come to speak of the humanity of the Mediator. And it is no less noteworthy that Scripture, where it speaks of the union of the divine Person with the human nature, always conceives of this as an action of the former, where the Logos was not passive but active. He became flesh (σὰρξ ἐγένετο); He took on the seed of Abraham; He humiliated himself; He became poor, etc. Thirdly, it may not be overlooked that the humanity of the Mediator is never spoken of in personal terms but in terms of nature. It is not a man that He assumed but flesh; He was sent in the likeness of sinful flesh [Rom 8:3]. “Flesh” [here] means specifically complete human nature, including soul and body, but without personality needing to be included.

30. Why was it necessary that the Mediator be only one person or, expressed differently, that in Him human nature (in itself) did not possess personality?
For the following reasons:
a)   Because already in the Logos there was a divine person who could not change, and so His humanity had to be impersonal or there would have been two subjects in existence.

b)   Because all human persons are included in the covenant of works. If Christ had been a human person, then He would also have possessed original sin and could not have been our Surety. He was, however, a divine person, who as such could not be reckoned in Adam, and so also could not have been born through ordinary generation from Adam (through the will of man).

c)   In Christ as Mediator, His human nature, as by a miraculous grace, must be most closely united with God. This must occur for more than one purpose—both so that in the Mediator as the Head of His body the covenant of grace is realized not only juridically but also really, and as well so that revelation through the Mediator is a direct revelation of God in the flesh. When the humanity of Christ speaks, then in it speaks the person who is God, because the subject is one.

d)   His deity must be united with His human nature such that it could add infinite value to His merits. A union other than personal union could not suffice here, since only this union is a judicial union.

e)   Only because the divine person is the subject in Christ does His mediatorial work obtain the stability required by an eternal, immutable covenant of grace. Without doubt, the human nature in Christ was in itself weak and mutable. We now know, however, that this human nature in itself is an abstraction that did not exist for a moment without personal subsistence in the Logos. Thus the person of the Logos with its personality provides His human nature with the steadfastness and immutability by which the covenant of grace is distinguished from the first covenant, the covenant of works. The oneness and the deity of the person are of importance for the affirmation that Christ could not sin.

31. What follows for the Mediator from this personal unity between human nature and the
Logos?
a)   That Christ the Mediator may no longer be prayed to and worshiped exclusively as God, apart from His humanity. As the Word become flesh, He is the object of our worship. His human nature is personally united with Him; it is taken into His hypostasis; one may no longer separate it from His deity. Just as the Triune Being of God exists only as triune being, and we do not worship an abstract Godhead but the triune God, even so the Logos may not be venerated in His abstract deity but in His concrete personality, which is both God and man. Even before His incarnation, it was only possible to believe in Him as the one who would become flesh.

And still something else is related to this. For us, Christ can only be the object of worship as the God-man, as possessing human nature in the unity of the person and as He is the Mediator as the God-man. It immediately follows, then, that worship of Christ must be directed to Him as Mediator. That is, He may not become the one who is final in our worshiping, on whom it terminates and in whom, as it were, it remains at rest. Rather, one goes through Christ as Mediator to the Father. Whoever speaks to the Son speaks to Him as Mediator, and as Mediator He directs all worship over to the Father. The latter in fact represents the Trinity, so that in Him we, in turn, worship the Son. But one prays directly only to the Son as Mediator, since the humanity assumed in the unity of His person can no longer be separated from His person. It is for that reason that all revelation of the covenant of grace under the old dispensation had to point forward; that [which was] presented was not the Logos qua talis [as such], as Head of the covenant who had secured it from eternity, but always the Logos who over the course of the centuries was to come and was to become flesh.


To the question of how Christ is to be worshiped, the answer therefore must be: as Mediator who is both man and God. To the question of why or on what basis He is to be worshiped, the answer must be: on the ground that He is the person of the Logos, the divine person. In other words, one must distinguish between the object of worship and the ground for worship. It goes without saying that the creaturely as such, apart from personal existence in the Son of God, can never be the object or ground of worship. But a nature in the abstract cannot be worshiped. For that a person is necessary, and this person is in the Mediator a divine person.


b)   That in Christ the Mediator there occurs the unique appearance of one and the same person who at the same time exists in two completely different natures. According to His deity, the person of the Mediator is omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent; but according to His humanity the very same person of the Mediator is limited in knowledge and power and circumscribed by space. The deity has not ceased to be deity and is not in the least altered or changed by the incarnation, except insofar as it through the person has entered into a new relationship. Nor is the true humanity elevated on the supposition of the eternity of the person, except insofar as it has entered into a new and entirely unique relationship. The two spheres in which the person of the Mediator moves lie next to each other; or rather, the one lies above the other. But they do not merge together. Their unity lies solely in the person.

c)   The person works through, in, and behind the fully human nature of the Mediator. The unity of the person is not merely verbal but answers to a reality. The human nature, though it has self-consciousness and will and feeling, does not operate of itself but is at every moment the instrument of the person who bears it. It does have substance but no subsistence in itself. The much-used image of the relationship between soul and body in man can serve here. Of the body, too, it must be said that it has substance but no subsistence in itself. It is not a mere accident of the soul (this would be Idealism) but is ontologically and substantially distinguished from it. At the same time, it cannot operate of itself but finds its operating principle in the spirit, which uses it as an organ.

All this may be transferred to the relationship between the divine person and the human nature in the Mediator. It is the Logos who makes use of the human nature existing in Him as its organ. And this is so not merely through indwelling, as, for example, the same Logos in the days of the old covenant made use of a creaturely form in order in it to reveal Himself at the moment. The early Fathers denied that the divine person was present in human nature like a captain in His ship. Such a local indwelling can be thought of only in material things and would therefore be applicable only to the body of the Mediator, and would lead to the Arian conception. On the other hand, it is completely impossible to think of such an indwelling for the soul, for it makes no sense to say that the divine person dwells in the human soul, if this has a different meaning than the mystical sense in which the indwelling is true of all believers. In a completely different, secret manner, the Logos is the person for the human nature, the starting point for all its thoughts and emotions. Here for us lies the mystery in the doctrine of the Mediator as God-man. We cannot explain how human understanding, human will, and human feeling were joined to and united with the person of the Son of God.


We can say only this: (1) The person, who was God, was conscious of the human nature belonging personally to His person, so that He appropriated it as a part of His self-existence. The Logos knew every moment (if His eternity permits us to speak in such a way): It is my human nature that suffers and dies. (2) The consciousness of the human nature was a consciousness of not having independence (subsistence) in itself. The human nature knew that it possessed its personality in the person of the Son of God. The person of the Son of God was not positioned over against the human nature as alien any more than the human nature with its consciousness was positioned over against the divine person as alien. When the human nature spoke, it was conscious of speaking as the Son of God. “Before Abraham was, I am” [John 8:58], says the human mouth of the Lord and thinks the human soul of the Lord, which shows how a consciousness of divine “I-ness” was present in the human soul. By this is not at all asserted or meant that the entire content of Christ’s divine consciousness was also present in His human consciousness, for that would obviously erase the border between the divine and human and mingle the two natures. Only at this one point must there have been commonality or, speaking more precisely, identity of consciousness, because there was identity of the person. The consciousness of personality was one and the same for Christ’s divine nature and for His human nature.


This, as it occurs to us, is as far as we may and must go in the explanation of this mystery. And the final step that we take here is already a step toward that which Scripture inclines us but whereby it still does not lead us directly. All other and further explanations of this great mystery (1 Tim 3:16), however, are to be seen as inadvisable and even dangerous. Still, such explanations are not lacking. Here we mention only the Cartesian speculation, which one can find in Reformed theologians such as Wittich, Burman, and Braun, that the unity of natures was located in the mutual penetration and communication of thoughts that are possible between the two since they both (according to Cartesianism) consist essentially of thinking. Mastricht and Maresius have rightly written against such speculation. Without doubt, a communication of thoughts from the divine to the human nature takes place, but there can of course be no question of a reverse sharing by the human to the divine nature; nor does the personal unity of the natures lie in the former.


All erroneous conceptions regarding the uniqueness of this unity are carefully rejected by theologians. They are accustomed, for example, to deny that the union consists (1) in a unity of being, as is the case with the persons of the holy Trinity (συνουσιωδῶς), because in the Mediator there are two essences, two substances; (2) in a unity of essence and power, as the Logos with His divine nature and power is present in all things (οὐσιωδῶς καὶ δραστικῶς); (3) in a unity of support or only by the presence of grace (παραστατικῶς); (4) in a unity of nature, as form and matter are united (φυσικῶς); (5) in a unity of relationship, as a friend is to his friend (σχετικῶς); (6) in a mystical unity, as exists between Christ and believers (μυστικῶς); 7) in a sacramental unity, as is present in the Lord’s Supper.


Not one of all these modes of union matches that which is within Christ, for the latter is a hypostatic union (ὑποστατικῶς), as the result of which the human nature is borne by the divine person. Here, however, it must still be carefully noted that this is not that general divine capacity with which, by providentia generalis [general providence], the Son sustains all things, but a special sustaining that can be compared to nothing else. In general providence the subjects remain separate, He who bears from the one who is borne; here there is properly unity of subject. Many call humanity the human organ (ἀνθρώπινον ὄργανον) of the person.


32. What must be noted about the analogy of this personal union with the unity between soul and body in man?
That in fact at many points it casts much light on this truth that in the abstract is so difficult for our human understanding to comprehend. Already at a very early point, this analogy was pointed to for clarification. One may compare the confession of faith of Athanasius. Calvin still found this analogy useful (Institutes, 2.14.1).
Later there was more objection against it, and on a basis that hardly appears satisfactory. One raised against it that human personality comes into being only through the joining of body and soul, since both body and soul are essential parts of man. One must admit, however, that the personality of man is located in the soul, as Christ’s is located in His deity, and therefore that in that respect the analogy is entirely fitting. It is true that, for man, specifically human nature (not the person) only exists through the joining of soul and body, but one can likewise say that Christ’s specifically mediatorial nature (not His person) only comes into existence through the incarnation; thus there is also similarity here. Only this much remains of the objection: that the person of the Mediator existed as perfect and was unimpaired before and apart from the incarnation, thus that the latter does not belong to the idea of the Logos, as is taught by modern theology, and that, on the other hand, a human soul, although personal, is a fragment that does not correspond to its idea if we think of it apart from the body. The Logos had His perfect divine nature from eternity, in which He subsisted; the souls of those who have died have a violated, incomplete human nature as long as they are not reunited with their bodies. Therefore, one must not appeal to the analogy for help to clarify the relationship of the Logos ἀσαρκος to the σάρξ assumed by Him, but only to bring clarity to the Logos ἔνσαρκος in the σάρξ.
The points on which the analogy can shed light are the following:
a)   There are two substances: matter and spirit, divine and human substance. It makes no difference that with the humanity of the Mediator the human substance consists of both matter and spirit, for here these two must combine into one unity and be placed on one line, since they, as creaturely substance, come to stand in contrast to the deity of the Mediator as uncreated substance.

b)   In man there exists a union between soul and body, spirit and matter, which is very close and yet does not lead to the merging of the two. Spirit does not become matter, and matter does not become spirit; each maintains its specific qualities. This union between the two substances is not a mere indwelling, as if the soul merely resides in the body as in a tabernacle, but a personal union. All of this can be applied to the unity between the divine person and the human nature in the Mediator.

c)   With man, the principle of unity, the subject, the person, does not come about by a fusion of both natures. Soul and body do not each provide a part, but that subject resides in the one substance of the soul, which has assumed the body, or at least from the first moment of life on has entered into the body as the principle of unity. In the body, there may be a kind of organic unity apart from the soul; the true unity of life, that of feeling, enters only through the soul. All of this can be transferred without difficulty. The subject, the person, is in Christ a divine person; in His human nature there is a unity similar to that in the body of man—a unity of feeling, will, and consciousness in general. But the higher unity, that of personality, is lacking in His humanity, or rather would have to be lacking if it remained by itself.

d)   As it is impossible for us to explain the operation of spirit on matter and of matter on spirit, it is likewise impossible to show how in particular the organic unity of soul and body, the former in the latter, causes life and sensation. In the same way, it is not only inexplicable in general how the infinite affects the finite, how the divine affects the human. But, most specifically, the highest of all mysteries is how the person of the Son of God could so appropriate human nature that He is said in truth to exist in this humanity while conversely this humanity has its hypostasis in Him.

e)   In man, a communication takes place of characteristics of both natures or substances to the person. Person A or B shares in all that can be said about his soul or his body. It is not his body that is sick or his soul that is depressed, but he is sick or dejected. The same is also true of the person of the Mediator. To His person belong all the predicates that are associated with the divine and human natures. There is, to use the terminology of the theologians, a κοινωνία ἰδιωμάτων, a communication of attributes, about which we will need to speak in more detail later.

f)    From this communication of attributes, it follows that the subject can sometimes be designated according to the one nature, while, however, the predicate with which this subject is associated belongs to the subject only according to the other nature. And so arise apparently absurd and contradictory statements in which subject and predicate seem to exclude each other. When one says in English, “Everybody knows,” then the person is designated according to the material nature as “body,” while, however, to this person a predicate is ascribed that is incompatible with the idea of “body,” namely the idea of “to know.” Conversely, in the statement, “Twenty souls perished,” the subject is designated according to the spiritual nature and a predicate associated with it that is only applicable to the material nature. Similar statements can be found in Scripture about Christ, as when it said that the Son of Man is in heaven and that they have crucified the Lord of glory [1 Cor 2:8], etc.

g)   As the body, by its organic unity with the soul, is elevated above the sphere of the natural and material in terms of its status, even though its substance always remains that of matter, so too the humanity of the Mediator is situated in a completely unique status through union with the Son of God, even though its substance always remains creaturely, which can never transition in essence into what is uncreated. Human nature, as Christ possesses it, shares in an honor that it possesses nowhere else, just as with us the body shares in the glory of the soul and serves as the organ of its disclosure.

These are all points of striking correspondence. Still, one has always rightly felt that the analogy was a faulty one and that it does not shed light on the one mysterious point that otherwise also evades us in our study. The question of how soul and body can be one contains a problem, but the problem is different from the question of how two consciences can be one subject. The body as matter, or also as an organic aggregate, does not already have that unity in itself, which would seem to make it unsuited to be taken up as an integrated part in another unity. It leaves room for the soul as a unity-forming principle. It is otherwise with the conscious human spirit, with the consciousness of the humanity of the Lord. This appears already to possess a unity in itself, for what is consciousness other than a summing-up of many perceptions into a unity? And now it is inexplicable for us how this unity can be present where nevertheless the deeper-lying unity of the person, which exists in a different consciousness, a divine consciousness, is joined with this unity. Two consciousnesses appear to exclude one another. Here the analogy does not provide us with the least explanation, and we must, as reminded above, acquiesce in the mystery, believing that what we cannot comprehend nevertheless in reality exists.
33. What then are the consequences for the Mediator of this personal union?
a)   A communicatio gratianum sive charismatum in naturam, a communication of the gifts of grace to the human nature.

b)   A communicatio proprietatum utrisque naturae cum persona, a communication of the attributes of both natures to the person.

c)   A communicatio operationum or a communcatio ἀποτελεσμάτων, a commonality of the works of redemption, according to which the actions of both natures are those of the person.

34. How many are the gifts of grace communicated to the human nature?
These are twofold:
a)   The gratia unionis cum persona τοῦ λόγου, the grace of union with the person of the Logos, to whom the honor adorationis, the honor of worship, is tied. This grace has already been discussed above. It is a “grace,” since human nature, even apart from all weaknesses and sin, qua talis, is so far below deity that it can be united with deity personally only by an extraordinary favor.

b)   The gratia habituales sive charismata [habitual graces or gifts]. Extraordinary gifts of knowledge, will, and power were communicated to the human nature, which it did not possess in itself. In and by that human nature, too, the Mediator has to carry out His offices. At the same time, however, it is established that the very same human nature had to be beset with all natural weaknesses (except sin), in which it shares with others. The latter is inseparable from the state of humiliation in which Christ had to suffer.

The question thus arises: How can the Mediator be in this state of humiliation and at the same time possess the gifts of grace that are necessary for exercising His offices? The answer to this must be that He did not possess a human nature that included in itself these capacities as its own natural possession, but these were communicated to it as gifts of office by the Holy Spirit. Also, this communication did not occur directly from the side of the person but by mediation of the Holy Spirit. If the former had been the case, then the humiliation of human nature would have ceased, for then the gifts would have become its own personally because it has its personal existence in the person of the Logos. What someone has of his own person is not lent but one’s own possession, and this possession cannot be viewed as a humiliation; indeed, it is incompatible with humiliation. Now, on the other hand, for fulfilling His offices, the Mediator receives these gifts from the Holy Spirit, who also was already at work in the office bearers in Israel. Although these capacities become habitus, “habits” of understanding and will, still they are communicated to Him from the outside (not directly from the person). They continue to possess the character of something communicated and are thereby compatible with humiliation. So, for example, the human nature of the Mediator was unable to carry out the highly weighty office of prophet. It was limited in its knowledge and its insight in its bestowed gifts, since it was our weak nature (always without sin). As in the old dispensation God endowed His weak and sinful prophets by communicating spiritual gifts for functioning in their office, so He also equipped the weak but sinless Christ by a communication of spiritual gifts for His official work, naturally with this difference: that Christ was the perfect prophet, the only one who has realized the full ideal of prophet, and that to Him therefore the Spirit was communicated without measure, that is, in an unprecedented fullness. Meanwhile, this fullness in no way eliminates:


1.   that there remains a measure of gifts of grace, as that is compatible with the finiteness and true creatureliness of the human nature of the Mediator—we must not think in terms of a Lutheran communication of divine attributes;


2.   that they were always granted gifts, which were not communicated directly by the person of the Logos but by the Holy Spirit;


3.   that their communication did not occur at one time but gradually and over the course of time, all according to what was necessary for the fulfilling of the activities of the Mediator. That is why a special anointing (equipping) of the Mediator took place at His public appearance, namely, in His baptism in the Jordan.


35. What can one add about these communicated gifts?
Usually three kinds are mentioned: gifts of holiness, gifts of wisdom, and gifts of power.
a)   Concerning the first, in the human nature of Christ, though it was pure from all indwelling sin, there was without doubt an extraordinary degree of spiritual grace. Without the influence of the Holy Spirit, there can nowhere be spiritual good, not even in the will of the human nature of the Mediator. Still, one must be on guard for two things:

1.   For the view that no spiritual good was found in the human nature of Christ, since He had to assume our weak and miserable human nature. The likeness with our sinful flesh does not extend so far that this absence of spiritual good may be attributed to it. Human nature is constituted such that it cannot be neutral, and so with the absence of spiritual good must immediately turn to evil. A nature without spiritual good would be a sinful nature, which may not be attributed to Christ. On the other hand, we may assume that in the humiliation of the Lord, through an extraordinary influence, the Holy Spirit drew out and developed the habits of grace that were resident in His human nature. That is why it is reported of the Mediator that He learned obedience and through the eternal Spirit offered Himself to God (Heb 5:8; 9:14).


2.   For the view that for Christ the impossibility of sinning rested on these gifts of grace of the Holy Spirit. Rather, it rested much more on the fact that in Christ’s human nature there was not a mutable human person but the person of the Son of God. Will or intellect or emotion in the human nature could not have sinned unless the underlying person had fallen from a state of moral rectitude. There can naturally be no thought of the latter for the Mediator, considering the deity of His person.


b)   Gifts of wisdom and knowledge are also communicated to the human nature as well, as appears from Luke 2:40, 52; 4:14, 18. In analogy with what took place with the prophets in general, the Mediator received His prophetic knowledge, as far as His human nature is concerned, from God and not from Himself. Still, a distinction must be maintained here. With Christ there was something that, apart from Him, was not found with any prophet—namely personal unity with the Logos, who reveals all things. While the Holy Spirit had to make the human nature of the Mediator receptive and to enable it in all respects to receive and transmit revelation to its recipients, the real work of revelation was reserved for the person of the Logos; compare Matthew 11:27, where the ability of Christ to reveal the Father is derived from His entirely unique position to know stemming from the fact that He alone knows the Father, with John 3:31, 34, where both qualifications are set beside each other.

c)   No less are the gifts of power bestowed on the human nature. The superhuman authority expressed from the words of Christ, the splendor of the deity, which now and then radiated through His humiliated humanity in displays of power, the authority with which He executes His offices—all this must be derived from this source.

Usually, one brings up the ability to perform miracles. With some reflection, however, it is clear that, taken strictly, this ability lies above the scope of the human nature, and that it would be the Eutychian error to consider these miracles as acts of His humanity. It was the subject of the Logos that performed the miracles, and it was divine power that was at work in them. To the extent, however, that the Logos thereby used the human nature as an organ to display these miracles, that nature was mediately active and in this respect a kind of communicate power can be ascribed to it. There naturally belonged to the human nature a sense of power to command the miracles, although it itself did not need to perform them. That the Mediator performed His miracles by the strength of His deity also appears from the fact that He never performed them in the name of God, but always in His own name. The apostles, on the other hand, in doing their miracles, speak in the name of Jesus Christ. And when, on a single occasion, the Lord prayed to the Father in performing a miraculous work and thanked Him after accomplishing it, then this must be explained by His position as Mediator. That is, He prayed to the Father, representing the Trinity, so that it would be clear to the crowd how He, as anointed and sent from the Father, thus as Mediator, had performed this deed (John 11:41, 42).


d)   In agreement with what was said above, the question may be answered whether the human nature of the Mediator exercised faith. On the basis of His full humanity, faith cannot be denied of Him insofar as it is an act of understanding, which also influences the will and the emotions insofar as it is an accepting as true upon the witness of God. To the deity of the Mediator belongs a scientia visionis, “a knowledge of sight,” that excludes all believing. But this knowledge does not belong to the human nature. With its creaturely limitations, it cannot see immediately into the world of the eternal thoughts of God and so remains receptive, even toward the knowledge communicated to it by the Logos. The essence of faith lies in this receiving, in this accepting as true of something into which we ourselves have no immediate insight (cf. Acts 2:26–27; with Psa 16; Matt 27:43). On the other hand, of the specific form that faith, as saving faith, takes within the sinner, nothing can be seen in the sinless Christ. This faith, which was in the Mediator, cannot be exercised outwardly without the influences of the Holy Spirit. The same thing is to be said about hope.

36. What should be noted about the communication of the attributes of both natures to the person?
a)   That we are dealing here with a communicatio realis, a real, and not a communicatio verbalis, a merely verbal, communication. The person really possesses both natures, and what belongs to these natures may accordingly also be attributed to the person. Were the unity between the person and the human nature a unity in appearance, then the communicatio idiomatum would also be an apparent communication. There is no other subject in the human nature to which its attributes can be ascribed than the subject of the Son of God. Thus, when one designates something that occurs with the human nature according its subject, one must say that it has occurred with God the Logos.

This explains why the Nestorians deviated from the sound position when they refused to call Mary θεότοκος. The birth certainly occurred according to the human and not according to the divine nature, but as its subject it is not permissible to indicate the latter other than by means of the Logos, in which it alone had its hypostasis. It must in fact be said: Mary gave birth to God (according to His human nature); that is to say, the subject, who is God, has undergone the process of being born by the Virgin Mary. When the Nestorians did not admit this but wished to speak of the χριστότοκος, their heresy is fully expressed in this contrast. For them, the Christ is something other than the Logos-God; the former is the abstraction of human and divine persons taken together. For us, the person of Christ is the same as the person of the Logos.


b)   With this communicatio idiomatum a distinction must be made between the abstract and the concrete. With the abstract are meant deity and humanity; with the concrete, God and man. Now, however, the rule holds that two abstracts cannot be combined in one pronouncement. One cannot say deity is humanity or humanity is deity, for this would result in a mixing of the natures. Neither can one say that deity is man or humanity is God. That is to say, the abstract of the one nature cannot be joined together with the concrete of the other in one pronouncement. One the other hand, two concretes can be joined with each other. For example: God is man, or man is God. And likewise, the attributes of both natures may be joined with the concrete regardless of whether this concrete is derived from the divine or the human nature.

c)   In this way, we obtain the following kinds of instances of this communicatio idiomatum [communication of attributes]:

1.   The predicate in the expressed pronouncement does not belong to one of the two natures in itself but to the person by virtue of His work as Mediator. This applies to every instance where Christ is called our Savior, Lord, and King. Here the subject can be derived from the human nature: Acts 3:13, “The God of Abraham … has glorified His child (servant) Jesus.” It can also be derived from the divine nature: 1 Corinthians 15:28, “Then the Son Himself will also be subjected to the one who subjected all things to Him.”


2.   The predicate in the expressed pronouncement is only applicable to the divine nature, but is attributed to the person, given that the person is designated according to the divine nature (Matt 11:27, “No one knows the Father except the Son”), or given that the person is designated according to the human nature (John 3:13, “The Son of Man, who is in heaven”). In the case of the latter, one can speak of a genus majestaticum of the communicatio. That is to say, something is said of the human nature that is only due it insofar as it can be used to indicate the person of the Mediator, in so doing conferring to it a great honor, for it is thereby recalled how it is personally united with the Logos.


3.   The predicate in the expressed pronouncement is only applicable to the human nature but is ascribed to the person, given that it is designated according to the divine nature (1 Cor 2:8, “And so they would not have crucified the Lord of glory”; Acts 20:28, “To shepherd the church of God, which He has purchased with His own blood”) or given that the person is designated according to the human nature (Matt 17:12, “So also the Son of Man will suffer at their hands”). In the first case, one can speak of a genus humilitativum of the communicatio. That is, something is said of the divine nature that only applies to it insofar as what is said can be used to designate the person of the Mediator who is also a man. And in doing so it is subjected to a certain humiliation, for therein is a reminder that it has been united with a weak, suffering humanity in the unity of the person.


4.   The expression “communication of attributes” is not only in itself erroneous, but is also an erroneous translation of the Latin term communicatio idiomatum. The attributes are not communicated as if initially only the humanity possessed them by itself and then conveyed them to the person. The human nature of the Mediator did not exist for an instant apart from the person of the Son, so that from the beginning on the person also possessed the attributes. Instead of “communication,” we may thus speak of “making common.”


Still, by the incarnation it occurred that the person of the Logos took on participation in the attributes of the human nature. He has become κοινωνός [sharer] of these attributes by accepting them. As in the eternal generation, the person of the Son did not first exist without the Divine Being or outside the Divine Being in order then to receive this being through communication of being, but from eternity was generated within the being and from out of the being in order to become κοινωνός of the being. Even so, the human nature of the Mediator does not first exist outside the person of the Son in order then to be communicated with its attributes to the person, but it originates in time in the closest union with the person, who thus becomes κοινωνός with it with its attributes. Communicare = communum facere [to make common]. Any other view of the communicatio is not Reformed, but Lutheran.




37. What is understood by the commonality of the works of redemption (communicatio
ἀποτελεσμάτων) [communication of operations]?
What is meant is the concurrent working of both natures in the unity of the person in all acts of the Mediator. The doctrine of this commonality of the works of redemption is, as it were, the ripe fruit of the entire development of biblical Christology. The reason why Christ had to be God and man in one person was so that a salvation could be achieved that could truly benefit us. Thus what is called for is not the metaphysical union of man with God but the judicial reconciliation of man with God. What can save is not that mankind is furnished with divine attributes or, conversely, that deity becomes humanity, but only that deity and humanity work concurrently through the unity of the person in such a fashion as is necessary to satisfy all the demands of righteousness. Thus it is that this doctrine of the communicatio ἀποτελεσμάτων has become a specific Reformed doctrine. It is not what Christ is but what He, as κοινωνός of both natures, does that saves us. Our salvation is a salvation by deeds, not by modes of existence. As we will see, in the Lutheran view the emphasis falls at a different point, and this difference in viewpoint is a distinguishing characteristic of both positions.
The following is comprised in this communicatio ἀποτελεσμάτων [operations]:
a)   The operative cause of every work of salvation is the person of the Mediator. It is He who became Surety, became flesh, subjected Himself under the law, suffered, died, was buried, and rose. Everything originates with Him, and its merit traces back to Him. There is no particular point of departure outside of this divine person in His human nature, and nothing that occurs in it can remain at rest in it. What occurs must be reckoned to the person. The person is ὁ ἐνεργῶν, the one from whom energy originates.

b)   This person works by means of the two natures, which are therefore called ἐνεργητικαί, the two organs through which action is exercised.

c)   Each of the two natures only works in common with the other nature, so that, in truth, every act of salvation is an act of the whole Mediator. Nevertheless, each nature works in such a way that befits it as either divine or human nature. In the incarnation, it is the divine nature that assumes, the human nature that is assumed. In doing miracles, it is the eternal power of the Logos that alters the course of nature, but it is the tangible-visible and audible humanity that announces the miracle and commands the miracle. Nowhere does the one nature work without the coworking of the other. Thus, in every act of salvation there are two ἐνέργειαι or actions.

d)   Nevertheless, there is only one work or ἐνεργούμενον [thing worked], ἀποτέλεσμα θεανδρικόν [theandric operation], consisting in what belongs to the person as a consequence of His working by and in both natures. If, says Mastricht, we apply this schema to our redemption, then we obtain one redeemer (λυτρώτης), who, through the coaction of both natures as redeeming (λυτρωτικά) principles, with a twofold action (λύτρωσις), brings about one ransom (λύτρον).

38. How manifold is the union that has been assumed between the two natures in the Mediator?
a)   The unio immediata, the immediate union of the human nature with the Logos.

b)   The unio mediata, the mediate union of the two natures, which comes about through the Holy Spirit and communicates all the gifts of grace to the human nature, discussed above.

There are, however, objections to speaking of such a mediate union of the two natures. The impression thereby arises that unity in the Mediator may come about through an intermediate factor—in other words, as if it is not a personal union but a loose placement next to each other of two disparate parts. This can lead to Nestorianism, for it was specifically the Nestorians who thought of union as moral concord. On the contrary, one must say that the communication of gifts to the human nature had an entirely different purpose than to effect unity between the two natures. It served only for equipping the human nature for its office. On this point, however, there is here and there a lack of clarity among older theologians, as also is to be concluded from the fact that they wish to derive the gifts of grace directly from the personal union of the Logos with the human nature.
39. From what does the deviation of the Lutherans from this scriptural and old-orthodox [Reformed] teaching stem?
It is not at all to be viewed as something accidental but rather as an unavoidable consequence of the distinctive way of thinking of Luther himself. Luther had at heart something mystical in his nature, which, among other ways, manifested itself in his high esteem of German mysticism. According to this German mysticism, the purpose of all religion is the union of man with God, not in an ethical or judicial sense, but substantially, so that the difference between God and man disappears. Corresponding to this is a Christology that does not have its main concern in the unity of the person but in the communication of the deity to the humanity. Accordingly, we see that Luther judges it possible for human nature to contain the divine, that he views the one as being disposed toward the other. To express this, he even makes use of philosophical propositions (for example, the Aristotelian “materia appetit formam” [“matter seeks form”]); and later, realizing the deficiency of this, he says, “Christ must be spoken of with new tongues and in a new language.” Sometimes it even appears that Luther meant to deny the impersonality of the human nature in itself—like Calovius, for instance, who teaches the communication of personality, with that of other attributes, to the human nature.
There is no doubt that his doctrine of the Lord’s Supper influenced Luther’s Christology. If Christ, also according to His humanity, is present in and with bread and wine, wherever these are used, then in every instance a power must be communicated to the humanity that it ordinarily (outside of Christ) does not possess. The doctrine of the Lord’s Supper thus presupposes the communication of something by the deity to the humanity, and in fact in his conflict with the Swiss over the Lord’s Supper Luther made use of the doctrine of the communicatio idiomatum. Later he dropped this argument, not because he had a change of view, but probably because he judged the argumentation was less suited to convince. If Luther had only made his Christology clear prior to his view regarding the Lord’s Supper, and if an independent principle had not been at work in the former, then he could have been satisfied with attributing divine attributes to the humanity of the Mediator after His exaltation. However, he did not leave it at that but began with the root of the matter, that is, in the incarnation. The human nature first received divine attributes not through the exaltation but through union with the deity. This is a clear indication that an independent principle is certainly at the foundation of Luther’s Christology.
40. How did opinions divide after Luther’s death?
In spite of the communicatio idiomatum, Luther had still always tried to maintain a true humanity of the Mediator in which there could be growth and development. However, he had made no attempt to show how these two were compatible. After his death, Lutheranism divided into two factions:
a)   The Saxon faction, with Chemnitz as its head, adhered to Melanchthon, who never went along with the teaching of Luther on the communicatio and maintained that the finite was unable to contain the infinite (finitum non capax est infiniti).

b)   The Swabian faction, led by Brenz and Andreae, were strong on the communicatio idiomatum. The Logos communicated to the human nature what one called the majestas, the “majesty”—which is the epitome of all divine attributes, except for aseitas, self-existence, for this is not communicable. Already at the moment of its origin, the humanity possessed this majesty in its entirety and this being exalted to the right hand of the Father, so that the incarnation became an ascension. Already within Mary, the body of Christ was omnipresent. If He went anywhere, according to His humanity He was already at that place in advance. When He had risen from the grave, He was still with His body in that grave. While He hung on the cross, He was present in Athens and ruled the world omnipotently.

The conflict between the two factions was eliminated temporarily in the sense that the divine attributes in the human nature of Christ during the state of His humiliation were secret. Difference continued to exist, however, insofar as Chemnitz wished to know only of a secret possession (κτῆσις), but the Swabians thought it necessary to assume a secret use (χρῆσις) as well.
41. What is the Christology of the Formula of Concord?
That is best given by the following propositions:
a)   The unity in Christ is more than a unio personalis. There is a real unity of both natures through the communication of attributes.

b)   This communication of attributes rests on the principle humana natura capax divinae, “human nature is capable of containing the divine.”

c)   The proprietates essentiales [essential attributes] of both natures are possessed in common with each other, with the understanding that the substance of the natures remains unchanged and unmixed.

d)   Also, the attributes were not communicated in such a fashion as if, for example, the divine attributes could become proprietates naturales [natural attributes] for the human nature. As communicated, the idiomata [attributes] are for the other nature only modi perpetui, “permanent modes of existence,” and not idiomata in the strict sense of the word. Thus omniscience does not become an idioma [attribute] of the human nature, as it is of the divine nature, but only a permanent mode of existence.

e)   Christ did not first receive the divine majesty in His human nature in His exaltation but already by the personal union of the Logos with His humanity within Mary.

f)    In the state of His humiliation, Christ divested this majesty so that He could truly increase in age, wisdom, and grace with God and man [Luke 2:52].

g)   Nevertheless, in this state of humiliation He also made use of these communicated attributes as often as He thought it proper.

h)   After His resurrection, He was confirmed in the full use and complete revelation and display of His divine majesty and thus entered into His glory.

i)    Consequently, it must be said of Him that He, not only as God but also as man, knows all things, is able to do all things, and is present with every creature and exercises authority over all things.

j)    This attribute of omnipresence, which is communicated to the human nature, must not be understood as if the human nature would be extended locally over heaven and earth, for something like that cannot even be maintained of His deity.

42. What should be observed concerning these data?
a)   That, in a very circumspect manner, it is not specified what the divine attributes are that the humanity of Christ received. Four in particular are mentioned: omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, and all-encompassing sovereignty. About the others—for example, eternity—there is silence. Nothing need be said about why there is silence.

b)   That it is not indicated exactly in what the humiliation of the Mediator really consisted. He disposed of it, only used it at times; its use depended on His will. Later, He is confirmed in its full use and in its full manifestation. It appears in this that before the ascension there was only a secret possession and not a secret use, so that Chemnitz would have been more or less in the right against the Swabians. Still, the Formula of Concord is not so conceived and also need not necessarily be so understood. The conflict between the two positions was not decided and must in time break out anew.

43. Between which parties did the conflict break out anew?
Between the theologians of Tübingen (the Swabians) and the theologians of Giessen. The former wanted to allow only for a concealment of the use of divine attributes (κρύψις τῆς χρήσεως), while the latter thought that Christ disposed of their use (κένωσις τῆς χρήσεως). The Saxon Decision of 1624 sided mainly with the Giessen theologians, so that here, too, one arrived at the standpoint of Chemnitz, according to which in the state of humiliation the human nature possessed the divine attributes in secret but did not actually use them. Thus the human nature possessed omnipresence hypothetically—that is to say, if the Logos so desired, it could be omnipresent. Kenoticism, as the teaching of the Giessen theologians was called, spread among Lutherans in northern Germany.
44. What has the further development of Lutheran theology in the 17th century added to the completion of this doctrine?
In the main, there was no change. Only that now in the communicatio idiomatum a distinction was made into three classes, namely:
a)   The genus idiomaticum, to which belong all statements that derive from the consideration that both natures lend their predicates to the person.

b)   The genus apostelesmaticum, to which belong all statements that attribute all the works of salvation, in which both natures cooperate, to the person.

c)   The genus majestaticum, to which all statements belong that ascribe divine attributes to the humanity.

Of course, the Reformed acknowledge only the first two classes, not the third.
Only at one point was there a further stipulation in Lutheran theology. It began to teach explicitly that the so-called dormant attributes (eternity, etc.) of God were not communicated to the human nature, but only the so-called active attributes (omniscience, omnipresence, omnipotence, etc.).
45. What is your critique of Lutheran Christology?
One can subject every doctrine to criticism in two ways. Scripture must of course be the standard for all criticism, but every doctrine admits to a twofold comparison with Scripture. First, one can inquire after the inner meaning, after the principle of the doctrine, and if this is discovered, pose the question how it accords with the basic truths that Scripture teaches throughout and makes prominent. Or, one can ask in concreto what Scripture teaches us in regard to the dispute in question when it expressly speaks of these things. The first approach, where it can be applied, gives us not only the fact of the erroneousness of the doctrine but also provides us directly with the reason.
a)   Applied here to Christology, it teaches us that the Lutheran conception is in conflict with the pervasive demand of Scripture to keep deity and humanity strictly separated and not permit a mingling of the natures with each other. The chasm between God and man concerning what is metaphysical and substantial is an absolute chasm. That God and man can be united in a judicial or ethical sense, or even by mystical action, does not narrow this gulf. The ethical separation between both is something abnormal; the ontological separation is what is normal and can never be missing.

It has been precisely the Reformed church and Reformed theology that has maintained this principle of the absolute difference between the Creator and the creature by everywhere beginning with God and standing for His honor and infinite transcendence. On the basis of Scripture, it has not been willing to grant that the impulse of the creature for bliss can or must be satisfied insofar as the communicatio idiomatum presupposes that God would communicate His divine attributes to humanity. That can be demanded only by a theology that does not choose its starting point in God and the honor of God but in man and his bliss. So there are two motives that have led to the Lutheran formulation of the doctrine: (1) the pantheistically inclined mysticism of which Luther retained something; (2) the predominantly soteriological character of Lutheran theology.


b)   According to Scripture, the emphasis in the first place must not be on the subjective change of human nature but on the objective justification of man before God and the satisfaction of the justice of God. Now on this point the Lutheran Reformation, insofar as it arrived at an awareness of its own character, proceeded clearly. Luther himself was the great champion raised up by God for the justice of God. If satisfaction is at the center of our doctrine of salvation, then the person of the Mediator will have to be such as is demanded by this satisfaction. Now, everyone immediately sees that for the locus on satisfaction, which belongs in the legal sphere, two natures mingled with each other are not necessary, but the unity of the person in two unmingled and intact natures. The emphasis should have fallen on the personal union and not, as now, on the communicatio idiomatum. In other words, Luther’s Christology does not fit with the central place that he assigns to the doctrine of satisfaction and of justification through faith. It stands to reason that this can only be explained by the unconscious co-action of another principle. This, specifically, was the mystical principle that laid emphasis on the subjective transformation and deification of human nature and thus required a Mediator in whom the attributes of the natures were communicated.

c)   One could ask, then, whether Lutheran theology has abandoned the unio personalis and replaced it with the communicatio idiomatum. To be fair, one must acknowledge that it did not do this. The Formula of Concord begins from the unio personalis. Still, the following should be kept in view:

1.   That here and there in Lutheran theologians one can find the notion that the personal union was not the basis for the communication of the attributes, but its consequence.


2.   That here and there the notion also surfaces that the divine nature, with its attributes, also communicated the attribute of personality to the humanity and that the unity of the person had thus arisen from these two natures.


3.   That thus the unio personalis has in fact moved more into the background and lost its practical value for Lutheran theology.


d)   The Lutheran doctrine contains a series of contradictions and impossibilities, of which the following are the most serious:

1.   On one hand, one maintains that the substances of the natures remain separate, and, on the other hand, that nonetheless the attributes of those natures are communicated. Here, then, the attributes are detached from the substances and tied to something else. It is indeed added that, for the other nature, they are not attributes but only a mode of existence. This, however, does not make the matter any more comprehensible or plausible. It is in conflict with reason that an attribute can exist other than as bonded with the substance to which it belongs.


2.   If human nature is to preserve its limitedness—that is, its true humanity—it cannot share in such transcendent divine attributes. It is forever bound to time and space, regardless of whether this limitation is of the same kind as that in which it occurs for us or perhaps allows for conceiving of another relationship to space and time. In any case, there must be a relationship. The concept of being human and the concept of being elevated above time and space exclude each other. Thus it is of no help to the Formula of Concord when it rejects the view that the omnipresence of the humanity of the Mediator is local. Any form of omnipresence—whether it be local or dynamic—is for humanity, as such, impossible.


3.   For the state of humiliation, Lutheran doctrine leads to more than one impossible conception. One need only reread what is said above about the opinion of the Swabians to see immediately that the state of humiliation becomes an illusion that amounts to sheer Docetism. What is one to think of a limitation that permits the thing that has to be limited to be everywhere at the same time? Further, there is the following objection: According to the Lutheran conception, humiliation is not an act of the person of the Logos as such but of the assumed human nature, consisting in this nature setting aside the use of the communicated divine attributes. What constitutes the humiliation is not that the Logos joins Himself with the weak human nature but that the humanity lays aside its divine majesty. The question, however, arises: When has this occurred? At the incarnation, everything was already humiliation; otherwise the state of exaltation would have been earlier (albeit then for a short time) than the state of humiliation. The only escape is that one posits the preexistence of the human nature of the Mediator in an exalted state before the incarnation and so makes His humanity eternal.


4.   The Lutheran viewpoint suffers from vacillation and inconsistency on the following points: To begin, it does not venture to make the communicatio idiomatum mutual. This, however, had been necessary according to its principles. If the Mediator could not be our Savior unless the divine nature with its attributes penetrates the human nature, one maintains with every right that the divine nature must assume the attributes of the human nature—in other words, discard its deity and enter into all human weakness and limitations. In doing that, it would have been necessary for the Lutherans to make a fourth class along with the three classes of the communicatio idiomatum mentioned above, namely a genus ταπεινοτικόν, a class of “statements of humiliation,” in which human attributes are attributed to the deity. Happily, Lutheran theology shrank back from doing this, but it was a faulty inconsistency.


Next, the Lutherans do not venture to have all divine attributes communicated to the human nature, but stay with three or four. The absurdity would have been much too apparent if, for instance, one wished to maintain for the humanity of the Mediator that it was eternal and still hold that it was assumed from the flesh and blood of the Virgin Mary. So here, too, one remains vacillating.




It is no less a vacillation if one thinks a distinction can be made between the possession and use of certain attributes. It becomes impossible to ever obtain a true humiliation. For some attributes, that may be possible. For example, one could speak of a hypothetical omnipresence and by that understand the potential, the dormant capacity of making oneself omnipresent. However, with an attribute like omniscience, this does not work. Whoever is only potentially omniscient is ipso facto not, and no one is able to say, with its use lacking, what remains of the possession of such an attribute.




e)   The Lutheran doctrine is lacking a scriptural foundation. In order to prove the doctrine, one appeals to statements in which divine predicates are attributed to the human nature (better: to the person designated according to the human nature). However, as was shown earlier, all that is to be explained from the unity of the person. And when the Lutherans do not accept this unity and think they have to insist on a literal explanation, then one may rightly ask them why they do not apply this same literal explanation when human things are predicated of the deity. This occurs just as often. The Lutheran principle is that after the incarnation, Logos non est extra carnem, et caro non est extra Logos. In other words, the Logos is not outside the flesh, and the flesh is not outside the Logos. Both are coextensive. If this is so, the Logos must be limited.

f)    Lutheran Christology is Eutychian and does not do justice to the true humanity of the Mediator. If one throws a drop of water into a sea of fire, where will it be? What remains of a humanity that is swallowed up in the infinite sea of deity?

46. What is characteristic of the Christology of the Modern (German) theologians?
To understand this Christology well, one should start with Schleiermacher—not that it agrees with his view of Christ but because it has received its characteristic direction and shape through him. According to Schleiermacher, all religion is a life. A Christian becomes conscious of having assimilated this life within himself. At the same time, he knows that it did not have its origin in himself or in the church. There must be a beginning point for this life outside the ordinary development of humanity. Historically, this beginning point is given in the sinless, absolutely perfect man Christ, who though a creative act must have become what He is. In Christ, the idea of humanity is fully realized. But the same ideal human Christ is as such also divine. This must be so understood that man is the modus existendi [mode of existing] of God on earth. God exists on earth in the form of a man. However, while with all other men this mode of existence is only deficient and a conflict takes place within them between consciousness of the world and consciousness of God, there was no such conflict within Christ. Consciousness of God completely ruled Christ’s internal and external life. Since this was the case, He could not sin. In this His unique nature also now lies the possibility that He is our Savior. He works on us not so much by what He does as by what He is. He awakens in man the dormant consciousness of God and so is the source of life for others. Through Him, all believers become, to a greater or lesser degree, God revealed in the flesh. This new life of Christ is the principle that forms and enlivens the church.
47. What should be noted in this system of Schleiermacher?
a)   That the whole is organized along pantheistic lines. God is not a person. His attributes are forms and conditions of our consciousness.

b)   That it has no place for the Trinity. What becomes man here is not the person of the Logos as distinct from the Father and the Holy Spirit; rather, abstract, primal deity comes to self-consciousness in man.

c)   That it does not allow for an essential difference between Christ and believers. He is perfectly what they are in principle and in part.

d)   That as essentially pantheistic, it does not allow for any personal relationships between God and man, and so cannot find the heart of the work of the Mediator in restoring violated judicial relationships. The work of redemption becomes an ethical or religious process that takes place within man.

e)   That in order to save the supernatural and unique character of Christianity, the appearance of Christ is still explained by a creative act, although no one can explain how such a creative act originates with an impersonal God. In all these respects, the Christology of Schleiermacher has set the tone for the following development.

48. What are the basic tenets of the more theistic Christology that has obviously developed under the influence of these principles of Schleiermacher?
Before we address this in detail, it should be noted that for these theologians a distinction is to be made between the conscious content and the hidden impetus of their teaching. The former is theistic; the latter stems from pantheism. They are themselves theists—that is, they explain God as a personal, conscious being, and nevertheless they teach things regarding the incarnation that only fit with a consistently thought-out pantheism.
The basic tenets of this Christology are:
a)   In Christ there is only one nature, whether immediately or at the end of a certain development that one attributes to Him.

b)   This is possible because the divine nature and the human nature are not so sharply contrasted with each other as one in the past considered it necessary to think. Rather, they are disposed to each other such that they can devolve into each other and can combine with each other.

c)   While all these theologians agree with the thesis that human nature can take the divine into itself (humana natura capax naturae divinae), they do not all allow that the opposite is true—namely, that the divine nature can change into the human nature. As a result, there are two lines. Those who affirm the latter stand over against those who deny it. The former are called kenoticists; their teaching is the doctrine of kenosis. The name is derived from Philippians 2:7, where Paul says of Christ, ἑαυτὸν ἐκένωσεν, “He emptied Himself.” Many prominent theologians belong to these kenoticists: for example, Liebner, Hasse, Thomasius, Gess, Ebrard, Edmund de Pressensé, among others; among the exegetes, Meyer (on Philippians 2). Of those who deny the view in question (namely, that the divine nature can change into human nature), Dorner is the most prominent.

49. What distinguishes this modern kenosis-doctrine from what bore this name in the past?
Historically, the one word “kenosis” has acquired two meanings, which one must distinguish in order not to get confused. Orthodox Lutheran theology understands by kenosis that act of the Mediator by which, according to His human nature, He has set aside the use or open use of the divine attributes communicated to this nature. Here, for the state of humiliation, the human nature empties itself of something communicated.
The modern kenosis, in contrast, is an act of the Logos whereby He, according to His divine nature, divests Himself of the attributes of deity, so that He no longer possesses them, not even according to His deity, which rather has ceased to exist. Of course, the old Lutheran theology did not think of something like that, that the deity could change or lay aside its attributes. Its kenosis was different toto genere [of an entirely different kind] than what at present bears that name.
50. What is included in this recently fashioned kenosis doctrine?
It displays two forms:
a)   Some teach that the eternal Logos did not divest Himself of all, but only of the relative, divine attributes, and thereby was enabled to go through a process of divine-human development as a true man with one nature. This line has its representative in Thomasius.

b)   Others go further and teach that the Logos not only divested Himself of His divine mode of existence but also of His full divine being and became a human soul with all its limitations in order to develop Himself from this point into perfect deity. This line is represented by Gess.

51. Give a further description of the ideas of the first line (that of Thomasius).
Thomasius himself provides this description in the following words:
That He, the eternal Son of God, the second person of the Godhead, put Himself into the form of human limitation and thereby, within the limits of space and time, subjected Himself to the conditions of human development, to the confines of a historical existence, in order, without thereby ceasing to be God, to experience with us, in the fullest sense of the word, the life of our race in our nature. Only in this way does there come about a genuine entering into humanity, a becoming truly one with it, an incarnation of God. Only in this way do we obtain as the result the historical person of the Mediator, about whom we know that He is the God-man. As is self-evident, the transition into this state is for the eternal Son of God a self-limitation, a laying aside not of what is essential for the Godhead to be God but a laying aside of the divine modus existendi (mode of existence) for the human, creaturely mode of existence and eo ipso [of itself] a distancing from the divine glory that He had had from the beginning with the Father and had exercised toward the world, by ruling and governing it.

In order to comprehend this well, one must give attention to the distinction Thomasius makes between two kinds of divine attributes: There are immanent and relative attributes in God. To the former he reckons absolute power and holiness, absolute truth and love; to the relative attributes, omnipotence, omnipresence, omniscience. God cannot abandon those attributes of the first kind because He would thereby lose His essence. He can, however, abandon the second kind because they express His relationship to the world. And these are not necessary for Him, since the world itself cannot be said to be necessary for God.
In this way, in the Mediator there is not only one subject, one person—the Logos who set aside His omnipotence, omnipresence, and omniscience—but also only one consciousness, one mind, one will. In this one consciousness, this one will, this one mind, are absolute power, truth, holiness, and love, as they were previously in the omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient Logos. And it is a free act of will by which the Logos sets aside these relative attributes. The emptying of the relative occurs by means of one of the immanent attributes, namely, by absolute power or freedom.
52. What must be noted against this kenosis as it is taught by Thomasius?
Its main error is a pantheistic distortion of the concept of God. If I attribute immanent and relative attributes to God, I thereby declare the former to be essential and the latter to be nonessential or accidental. God’s essence, then, consists in this: that He has love, possesses truth, and is power. In other words: As to His essence, He is not different from man, for man can possess all these attributes. Thus one can see that here God-humanness as one nature is only attained by placing God and man on the same line and by seeking the essence of God in what is common to Him and man. This, however, is the basic error of pantheism. In opposition to that error, we must maintain that even with respect to the communicable attributes, an irremovable difference remains between God and man. God is powerful, holy, and true, but in an entirely other sense than man is all these things. He is that absolutely, and man is that in dependence on God, and between these two modes of existence there is a gulf that is just as great as that between God’s eternity and the being of man in time. A God-man, as Thomasius construes Him, is only an apparent man, because He must be the one who is absolutely powerful, true, and holy—all of which are attributes that are incompatible with genuine humanity. Even in the most perfect, inalterable state, man still does not acquire this absoluteness.
Also, the basis on which Thomasius attempts to show the possibility of laying aside the relative attributes is inadequate. These attributes do not merely express a relationship to the world, so that one might infer their accidental character from the accidental existence of the world. This relationship to the world is only one side of their conception, and—insofar as the world is accidental—an accidental side. The heart of their conception lies much deeper than this relationship and exists entirely independent of it. In God’s eternity, omnipresence, and omnipotence lies much more than that He is not limited by the passing of time, by the space of the universe, and by the powers in the universe. Beyond that there is a positive element, and the Logos can in no way discard this positive element without eradicating His essence, something that is completely excluded by the concept of the immutability of God. Besides this, as we have seen, in God the metaphysical (Thomasius: the “relative”) attributes determine the so-called ethical attributes. God is eternal, infinite, true, holy, etc.—what, again, cannot be said of any creature.
On closer examination, then, it is evident how what must constitute the unity between divine and human nature in this system is different in God and man, and what would have to be put off or set aside to produce the unity demanded cannot be put off or set aside. It has been rightly noted that this kenotic Christology is gnostic and docetic; it neither retains true deity nor reaches true humanity. God in Christ is a God who has divested Himself of all His absolute divine attributes—a God rendered impotent. The man, Christ, is a man with absolute love and truth—in other words, not a man with a nature like ours.
53. Provide a description of the other form in which the doctrine of kenosis appears—that of Gess.
According to Gess, the person and the divine nature may be separated from each other, and the person of the Logos can distance Himself from the divine nature and exclude it from Himself, so that nothing remains but the formal point of personality, now in the possession of the human nature. Gess says, “The Jesus who lived on earth as a real man, who suffered and died, is the same person who, as the Logos of God, was with the Father from the beginning, was God, and through whom all things are created.” This, however, is to be so understood that in His incarnation the Son, by an act of self-emptying, extinguished His eternal self-consciousness in order to receive it back as a human self-consciousness. He became a truly human, entirely humanly developing soul. This transition is conceived of further as follows: One may view the reception of deity by the Logos within the Trinity not as a constitutive, eternally necessary act but as an act of will, from which it must immediately follow that the Logos, if He wills it, can close off this influx of deity, and in doing so can set aside His deity. His generation by the Father will still remain an eternal, necessary act (to deny this would lead directly to Arianism), but from the side of the Son His being generated is voluntary.
54. What is your criticism of this conception?
In it, the pantheistic trait of the kenosis emerges in its clearest [form]. Here God, while maintaining His personality, is changed into man. He has extinguished His consciousness, as if such a thing were possible in eternal, immutable deity. A god who has it within his freedom no longer to be god due already to this will can no longer be called god.
Also taught here is a connection between person and nature, or rather a lack of connection between the two, that cannot pass the test. A person cannot exist apart from his nature. When he abandons his nature, he thereby, ipso facto, ceases to exist. He cannot make the transition from one nature to another without eradicating himself. Thought through consistently, the theory of Gess cuts the continuity and the identity of the subject in Christ. There is one person in the divine nature before the incarnation and one person in the human nature after the incarnation, but those two cannot be one and the same person.
The entire construction of Gess also rests on a wrong conception of the Trinity. He speaks of the inflowing of deity into the person of the Logos, which He Himself can cause to cease. This is conceived of as if the Son existed apart from the Father and then received the divine essence from Him. From this it naturally follows that the Son can continue to exist even if it pleases Him to shut off this inflowing of deity by an act of self-emptying. In reality, it is entirely the opposite. Within the divine essence, the person of the Father is the cause of a second person’s existence, which then of Himself shares in the same indivisible divine essence. The person is generated, not the essence communicated. Thus if the Logos cuts off or lays aside what He has received from the Father, then the Logos can exist in no other way than that He casts aside His personal existence, ceases to exist as a person. So here too is the same result: The continuity is no longer the same subject as God the Logos.
55. How does the conception of Dorner differ from these systems properly called kenotic?
Dorner contends forcefully against kenosis and deems it impossible that God would change. Thus the Logos must remain absolute and unchanged. Nevertheless, Dorner, too, wishes to arrive at one nature and not to be content with two natures in one person. He also cannot agree with the impersonality of the human nature. The humanity must be complete, up to and including a human person. How then does Dorner combine these givens? By saying that in His communication of the humanity, the Logos limited Himself according to the measure of human nature as it developed normally, so that the complete God-man (= one nature) was not the beginning but the outcome of the Lord’s earthly life.
56. What objection is there to this Christology?
That at bottom it brings together the two errors of Nestorianism and Eutychianism. Its end result is a Christ with only one nature—therefore Eutychianism! Its starting point, on the other hand, is two persons: a divine Logos that must remain immutable and a human subject that must grow and develop—thus Nestorianism! When Dorner speaks of a successive communicating of the divine nature to the man according to the receptivity of the latter, then one does not rightly know how that is to be understood. If something of the Logos is transmitted to the man, then the Logos must gradually be shunted into the man, so from these two becomes one. So then the change in the deity, against which Dorner contends so vigorously, would nonetheless take place. If, on the other hand, it remains at a mere inflow of power or at an ethical working on the man Jesus by the Logos, then the unity is lost and we cannot see how it may be attained, even if the development of the humanity were to continue forever.
57. How does Dorner otherwise attempt to avoid this discrepancy to some degree?
He has attempted in his A System of Christian Doctrine to overcome the difficulty by a transformation of the doctrine of the Trinity. If the human person of Christ has to be maintained at any cost and nevertheless no discrepancy may arise, and further, if a self-emptying of the Logos is impossible, then nothing remains but to deny that before the incarnation the Logos was personally a subject. This is why Dorner speaks of the deity as existing in only one person, and along with this one person refers to points of ego. This makes this already-dense construction even much more unnatural and unacceptable and at the same makes the questionable pantheistic outlook of all these speculations to appear in a clearer light. God Himself is drawn along, as it were, into the process of development of the world. He does not in this way acquire His personality in an absolute sense, but acquires His absolute personality only through the incarnation—in other words, by appearing in conjunction with something created. The Trinity is changed; it becomes complete. A man is taken up into God, and by that the being of God was made even more complete than it was previously! One almost fears to utter such assertions.
Not only how much more balanced and more restrained, but also how much simpler, then, is the time-honored church dogma of the duality of natures in the unity of the person. Here, too, theology does not need to trade its old treasures for the results of modern wisdom.
58. Finally, how can you compare Reformed, Lutheran, and modern kenosis teaching with each other?
The problem was to so unite deity and humanity that no separation remained at any point. It is entirely understandable that we do not produce that problem. When, however, the old Lutheran Christology deifies Christ’s humanity, it causes separation between Him and us to exist. When kenosis theory humanizes the deity of the Logos, it leaves this separation between humanity and God undiminished. We, in contrast, bring deity and humanity immediately into contact with each other through the unity of the person, and in this person we do not permit a separation but allow for an impenetrable mystery.
59. Who in later times taught a preexistence of the humanity of the Mediator?
Among others, Swedenborg (1688–1772) and Isaac Watts.
60. What was the view of Swedenborg?
He rejected the orthodox church doctrine of the Trinity. There are not three persons in the being of God; there is only a triad of principle. This uni-personal God consists of being; His form is divine and human at the same time. In other words, He has a body from eternity. According to Swedenborg, this body is not the crude material body that we men possess, but a spiritual body. However, this makes no essential difference between God and man, for, besides a material body, the latter, too, has a more refined, spiritual body. Moreover, Jehovah-God (Christ), who already possessed this spiritual body from eternity, in time also assumes from the womb of Mary a material body, with the psychical life of the same. This material body, then, is later glorified and refined, so that it becomes one with the spiritual body.
61. What did Isaac Watts write in defense of the preexistence of Christ’s humanity?
He wrote three discourses on “The Glory of Christ as God-Man” (1746). His view was of an entirely different nature than that of Swedenborg since it did not intend to challenge the church doctrine of the Trinity. As grounds, he produced the following:
a)   That Christ appeared repeatedly in a visible form before His incarnation.

b)   Christ is called “the image of God.”

c)   Nowhere does Scripture speak of Christ having assumed a human soul in His incarnation, but always uses corporeal language.

d)   The covenant between God the Father and the Son is from all eternity. This requires that both parties are present. However, in the Trinity there is only one mind and one will, which therefore cannot make a covenant. The covenant can only be made between God and the human soul of Christ. Watts also understands generation to be the creation of the human soul, and at this point at least comes into conflict with the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity.

62. How is this view to be assessed?
There is an element of truth in it. That element consists in this: that due to the eternal counsel of peace, the humanity of the Mediator was eternally and ideally present. In other words, the Son of God assumed His suretyship not as the Logos in the abstract, but as the Logos who would become flesh in time. He did this as Logos incarnandus [to be incarnate], and His human nature was thereby taken into account as if it were really present.
The latter, however, was not the case. It was not necessary, as Watts judged, for establishing the covenant that the actual soul of Christ existed. The establishment of the covenant was a work of the person, and this person is in the Mediator, the Son of God, as such eternally present. On the other hand, Scripture teaches us that the humiliation of the Mediator consisted in His becoming man, in His “taking on the form of a servant” (Phil 2:7). According to the view of Watts, there was first an exalted humanity, then a humiliated humanity, and later again an exalted humanity. Incarnation comes to mean “taking on a body,” and no longer retains its accustomed meaning of “assuming a complete human nature.” The bond between the human nature of Christ and ours is thereby severed if He in no sense assumed its primary part from us but already possessed its exalted state from all eternity. Also, such a human soul, created from eternity or at least before the incarnation, has very much of the Arian Christ, especially when one ventures with Watts to connect the idea of generation with the creation of this soul. Further, it may be observed that modern exegesis attributes this teaching of Christ as a preexistent man particularly to Paul based on 1 Corinthians 15:45 and following verses, as well as on several other places.



4. Offices
1. How many offices did the Mediator occupy and still occupies in His natures?
Three: the office of prophet, of priest, of king.
2. How do we arrive at this threefold division of offices?
It has been shown earlier how we can derive the necessity of more than one office from the fact that Christ is head of the covenant. The question now is: How do we arrive at three offices? Is this something arbitrary, or does it have a rational ground? This question may be answered as follows:
a)   This division is not arbitrary, inasmuch as it was pictured in the threefold theocratic office. Within Israel there were prophets, priests, and kings. We cannot say here that three offices were attributed to Christ in order to imitate the Old Testament institutions. But, on the contrary, we must confess [that] such offices were established within Israel because the Messiah would occupy these three offices. This division is to be explained by the preparatory and imperfect character of the Old Testament dispensation. So that it would appear that these office-bearers were not the full sun but only radiated reflected light; they did not possess the light in all its colors. Only here and there did they come nearer to the fullness, what can be considered an extraordinary grace (cf. Melchizedek in Genesis 14 and Psalm 110).

b)   There are three spheres in which human beings live and must live: the spheres of truth, of power, and of moral relationship toward God. Because of sin, abnormality has occurred in each of these spheres. Thus the Mediator must restore a state of normalcy in a threefold way. In the sphere of truth, He must be our Prophet; in the sphere of power, our King; and in the sphere of moral relationship between God and us, our Priest.

c)   One can consider man in three kinds of relationships. First, one can descend from God to man; then one can ascend from man to God; and finally one can conceive of man in relation to his environment. Each of these relationships corresponds to one of the offices of the Mediator. He stands for God before us as Prophet, for us before God as Priest, and to our benefit toward our environment as King.

d)   By faith there is a reflection of the Messiah for our consciousness. It is intended by God to cause us to enclose Christ in our hearts from all sides, with all His features in the fullness of His offices. Now it appears, however, that this faith has three sides—namely, knowledge, assent, and trust—of which each corresponds to one of the offices of the Mediator. Through the knowledge of faith it is Christ the Prophet who works on us by teaching and explains Himself in His mediatorial work. Through the assent of faith it is Christ as King who rules over our souls so that we give ourselves captive to His truth. Through the assurance of faith, which we call trust, it is Christ who as Priest ministers reconciliation to us and grants us peace with God or places upon us the blessing of God. Just three offices are necessary here, and there is no place for more than three.

e)   Scripture itself here and there summarizes the different aspects of the mediatorial work of the Lord in this manner; for example, when it speaks of how He has become to us wisdom from God (prophetic office) and righteousness (priestly office) and sanctification and redemption (royal office) [1 Cor 1:30].

3. Is this threefold division of offices an old one in theology?
Yes, it is already found in the church father Eusebius. The Reformed theologians, Calvin foremost, were the first to give it a formal place after the treatment of the doctrine of the two natures in the one person. It was introduced among Lutherans by Johann Gerhard. Only in later times did people begin to entertain doubts about the correctness of this division. Ernesti, a Lutheran theologian, was the first, and his objections have been repeated by Schleiermacher and Schweizer.
4. Are these objections to this division well-founded?
They concern either its correctness or its completeness. It is argued that the offices do not exclude each other and also that they do not comprise in themselves all that Christ does as Mediator. We must grant the first objection, if what is meant is that in the activity of the Mediator no single moment can be pointed out where He acts entirely in the capacity of either prophet, or priest, or king, so that He only functions in one office and the other offices are excluded. It is throughout the one, indivisible Christ, in possession of the threefold office, who speaks. When as Prophet He reveals the counsel of God, He also does this with the authority of a King. And when as Priest He sacrifices Himself to God, He is, at that same moment, working prophetically by His own sacrifice. All this must be granted. The offices interpenetrate each other, and it is in a certain way similar to the unity of the natures in the person of the Mediator. These, too, can never be separated, as is shown by the communicatio idiomatum [“communication of attributes”].
However, if, with the objection mentioned above, one means that the offices are not logically separated and flow into each other, that one office could be removed while retaining completeness, or arbitrarily with equally good right other functions be substituted for it, then this objection is sufficiently refuted by what has been said previously concerning the derivation of the three offices. The other objection, that the classification is incomplete, is the result of ascribing unscriptural functions to the Mediator, as if the incarnation is for the perfecting of mankind and for realizing its ideal apart from sin. With the disappearance of these views, this objection also disappears. Finally, if it is asserted that we are not dealing here with something essential but merely with form, then we should answer that essence and form are closely related. And if we dare to abandon the latter unnecessarily, then we will find how the former has slipped through our fingers unnoticed. All error and heresy begins in this way: with a clamor that form is not essential. This is how the doctrine of the covenants was set aside as outdated, before long with the doctrines of substitution and satisfaction as well.
5. From what does it appear that these offices must be thought of in the closest unity as penetrating each other?
From the fact that the old theologians not only and not always spoke of the offices but of the Mediator’s office, in the singular (officium Jesu Christi Mediatorium).
6. Can one show from the New Testament that the Mediator holds this threefold office?
In part, this is found already in the name Christ, “Anointed,” as was demonstrated above. In part, the offices are explicitly ascribed to Him (cf. Acts 2:22; Rev 1:5; 3:14; John 18:36; Eph 1:7, 20; Col 1:12–20; Phil 2:5–11; Heb 7–9).
7. How is the threefold office related to the reality of sin?
Sin is a darkening of the mind; it is guilt in the conscience; it is, as inherent corruption, a power in the individual and moreover, by organizing itself, a power in the world. To this threefold action of sin corresponds the threefold office of the Mediator. It comes down to the same thing when one begins with the image of God that has to be restored in us. This consists in knowledge, righteousness, and holiness, each of which belongs to one of the offices.
8. How can you demonstrate that one-sided or heretical views of the work of the Mediator are related to the failure to appreciate one or more of His offices?
By pointing to:
a)   The Socinians and the Rationalists, who, concerning Christ’s time on earth, only acknowledge a prophetic office. This presupposes that sin consists only in an aberration of the intellect, or at least that the will can be changed by means of the intellect. From this it follows that an incarnation is unnecessary, and that for functioning in this exclusively prophetic office a mere man is sufficient. Compare the way in which Christ Himself corrects the Socinian-Rationalist view of Nicodemus by pointing to His priestly and kingly office (John 3:1, 2–3, 10, 14).

b)   Mystics of various persuasions, who believe that a mystical transformation can be effected within man apart from a due functioning of his consciousness. Antinomians also suffer from this evil insofar as they are satisfied with an atonement for guilt without a correspondingly thoroughgoing sense of guilt in the sinner who is saved.

c)   Romanism and every hierarchical system like it, besides arrogating to itself the rights of Christ as kingly, generally places one-sided emphasis on His kingly office to the detriment of the prophetic office. The external and visible organization of the church is then pushed to the forefront, and knowledge is deemed of secondary importance.

d)   Thus we see that an appreciation of the three offices is the touchstone of the versatility and integrity of our Christianity. Only those who honor Christ as Prophet, Priest, and King have the whole Christ according to the Scriptures.

9. How do the three offices of the Mediator stand in relation to each other?
They have an aspect by which they are subordinate to each other and at the same time an aspect by which they are exercised more independently for completion of the mediatorial work. In the first respect, the prophetic office serves the priestly office, since it lends meaning to the sacrifice of the Mediator and puts it in the proper light. Similarly, the prophetic serves the kingly office, since it proclaims Christ’s kingship and brings it to the attention of men. Conversely, the priestly office, in turn, underlies both of the other offices; for the gift of enlightenment, which Christ imparts as prophet, and the other gifts of grace, which He works with kingly power in those who belong to Him, are all acquired by His priestly self-sacrifice. No less does the kingly office serve both of the other offices; for example, when Christ confirms His teaching with miraculous power or institutes the sacraments with the kingly mediatorial authority.
In the second respect, each of the offices has an independent significance and abiding worth, so that it will not do to make one of them subordinate or secondary. It is not merely to make His priestly activity possible, or to introduce saved souls into the knowledge of reconciliation, that Christ works prophetically. The knowledge of the counsel of God communicated by Him has independent significance. Also, His priesthood is not transitory in nature, for although the work of satisfaction has ended with His stay on earth, still we know that Christ remains forever in a permanent priesthood and ever lives to pray for us (Heb 7:24–25). And His kingly office, too, will never be taken from Him entirely, although He now certainly occupies it in a form that at one time will cease. Even then, when it will be found to be unnecessary for the exercise of the other offices, it will still shine on Him with its own underived splendor.
10. How do the offices stand in relation to each other with regard to order in time and in relation to the states of the Mediator?
a)   For God in His eternity, the completion of the mediatorial work is eternally given, and by the suretyship of the Son it is established from eternity. Every thought as if the Mediator occupied His offices only after His incarnation must therefore be rejected. Rather, we should say that He has occupied His three offices during two dispensations: during the shadowy and the embodied dispensations of the covenant of grace. Believers who were saved during the old day could not have been saved otherwise than by the official activity of the Messiah. Earlier, it was already pointed out that the prophets, priests, and kings in Israel were not only shadows or types but also messengers and representatives of the great antitype. They derived their official authority from the person Himself whom they as office bearers proclaimed in a shadowy fashion. Certainly, it is true that at that time Christ did not yet have a human nature. But His person was still the person of the one anointed from eternity. According to God’s counsel of peace and His own voluntary sponsio (suretyship), He was the Logos incarnandus (“the Logos to become flesh”).

b)   Neither may a distinction be made for the state of His humiliation, as though in this state He would have occupied only a part of His offices and not yet participated in the fullness of the threefold office. Compare what has been said above concerning the Socinians. It is true that Christ in His exaltation received a kingdom that He did not possess before, but the significance of His kingdom is not exhausted in that. He was already King before in a sense in which He always was ever since His appointment as Mediator. Neither is His priestly office excluded from His state of exaltation, for He now appears before God for our benefit. It can be said that in the state of humiliation His kingly power and majesty receded into the background, as was to be expected. But He has always had the three offices and will possess them forever.

c)   The theologians point to a certain succession in the public exercise of the offices by the Mediator (not in the possession, but in the exercise of the offices). First He appeared as Prophet, teaching and preaching, then at the end of His life He offered His sacrifice as Priest in order after the resurrection to receive His reward and to reign as King.

This order is certainly not to be considered accidental. It is the usual order that God maintained in His dealings with man, which was already prefigured in creation. First, the truth of things and their significance must be brought to light. When this has been done satisfactorily, the elaboration of the moral and legal relations must occur in this light, and only then on this foundation can an enduring fellowship be established. That is also typical for the work of God with the individual sinner, by which He brings the sinner to an awareness of the covenant of grace. Just as in the work of Christ, here prophetic enlightenment, priestly justification, and kingly sanctification and glorification follow one another.


11. What is the prophetic office of Christ?
His activity, which He performs as the authoritative representative of God, to reveal the counsel of God for the salvation of His people in connection with His other mediatorial work.
12. Which biblical words are used to express the term “prophet”?
In Hebrew נָבִיא, in Greek προφήτης. The first word seems to come from an (Arabic) root meaning “to speak.” A nabi, therefore, is a speaker, but not in the sense of someone who speaks of or for himself. Rather, the word must have the meaning of someone who speaks as a representative of others (cf. Exod 4:16; 7:1; Jer 15:19; 2 Chr 6:4). Even clearer is the Greek word προφήτης, provided that one discards the temporal idea of the preposition πρό, which is certainly false in this connection. The prophet does not bear this name because he sometimes foretells certain things. This is only a subordinate aspect of his activity. A προφήτης is someone who passes on the words of another by repeating them in his name. Therefore, two elements belong to the concept of a prophet: (a) an infallible insight into the counsel of God; (b) an authoritative communication of that counsel of God to others.
13. How has the Mediator exercised this prophetic office?
a)   He has done and still does that in two ways, namely by His word and His Spirit, outwardly and inwardly at the same time. Thus the office has an external and an internal exercise. Christ is not a human messenger who has to be satisfied with conveying objectively the words of his commission. He has at His disposal a means to make them powerful subjectively and to cause them to be understood in the hearts of those to whom He is sent. This should especially be noted now that Christ according to His humanity is no longer on earth. The impression could arise that, along with His personal presence, the most glorious aspect of His prophetic ministry has been taken away, as if He who formerly spoke Himself must now let other and lesser persons represent Him. This is not the case, for in reasoning in this way one does not reckon with the Holy Spirit, who is able to make the voice of the Word resound inwardly and apply it such that in His messengers one hears Christ Himself as prophet. In the ministry of His prophetic office, Christ is immanent through the Holy Spirit.

b)   So far as the external ministry of the office is concerned, this, too, has occurred in more than one way. The following modes may be distinguished:

1.   The ministry of the Mediator who must still become flesh. At all times it was of course Christ Himself who was the only Prophet. The difference between earlier and later, before and after the incarnation, is only a matter of clarity. Before the incarnation, this ministry occurred either personally, or mediately but infallibly, or mediately and fallibly. The first was the case when the Mediator appeared in a visible form as the Angel of the Lord or otherwise spoke directly; the second when He let His word be proclaimed by the inspired prophets; the third when He appointed priests and others to expound, officially though fallibly, His words already made known.


2.   After the incarnation we again find this same distinction, with this difference: that now the Messiah appears personally not just now and then, but assumes flesh forever and in that flesh appears on earth to speak as prophet to the church of all ages.


3.   Both before and after the incarnation, the Mediator has also exercised His prophetic office in a particular way by causing the origination of Scripture and all that pertains to that. This Scripture has originated by His Spirit (1 Pet 1:10) and displays His image. Likewise, it is Christ who is at work in the explanation and unfolding of the content of Scripture.


4.   Finally, it must be noted that there is also a prophetic ministry through deeds, as one can distinguish between word and deed revelation. Prophecy through deeds entails the following: (1) Independent deed-prophecy. When Christ arose from the dead, the fact of the resurrection by itself, even without further elucidation through words, is already a disclosure of the counsel of God and a fact with independent significance for all time. (2) Ministering deed-prophecy. When Christ Himself in person, or through His prophets and apostles, works miracles, these are also revelations—that is, they are signs of God. They have something to say to man from God. However, they are not independent but serve only to confirm the truth spoken by words. (3) Ceremonial deed-prophecy. Under the old dispensation of the covenant, Christ spoke in large part through deeds and signs, with which the word of prophetic declaration from the mouth of the priests was associated as well. Under the new dispensation, He still speaks through the sacraments or seals of the covenant. (4) Historical deed-prophecy. Israel’s history did not only have significance for the nation itself; it was also a type of the dealings of God with His covenant people through all ages. So God’s counsel concerning His people was partially manifested in this history. For that reason, in the sectioning of the Old Testament the historical books are also called prophetic, namely, insofar as through history they proclaim the counsel and the plan of God.


14. What is Christ’s priestly office?
His appointment and authorization by God to satisfy for all who are His through sacrifice and intercession before God.
15. Where is it described for us what a priest is?
In Hebrews 5:1: “For every high priest, taken from among men, is appointed on behalf of men in things that pertain to God, that he may offer gifts and sacrifices for sin.”
16. What is included in this description?
a)   That the work of a high priest is not so much to represent God before men as it is to represent men before God. He is appointed for men in those matters that have to do with God.

b)   That therefore this high priest must be taken from among men—that is, must share in human nature, because otherwise he could not represent men.

c)   That his work is twofold: (1) to offer gifts for sin; (2) to bring sacrifices for sin. So what he does is closely connected to the existence of sin.

In all of these respects, the priestly office is evidently distinct from the prophetic office.
17. Is there still another point of difference between these two offices?
Yes, for Christ has also permitted the prophetic office to be exercised by His representatives the office-bearers in an indirect way. It remains true that the source is always in Him and that all prophecy or proclamation of the counsel of God has flowed from Him. But still a mediation for others truly takes place. The same thing cannot be said about the priesthood of the Mediator. There are no true priests besides Him. The Old Testament priests were so in a typological sense and not actually (see Heb 7:23–24). This shows how unbiblical the Romanist conception is, as if the office bearers of the New Testament were priests. This conception rests on the error of transubstantiation. Christ indeed gave some to be apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers (Eph 4:11–12), but He did not give anyone to be a priest, since He himself remains a priest forever.
18. Why is it important at the outset to have this difference keenly in view?
Because it shows the great divide that there is between the modern view of satisfaction and the biblical doctrine. That divide surely consists precisely in a totally different idea of priesthood. Scripture says a priest is appointed in those matters that have to do with God—that is, he exists for God’s sake, because there are in God demands that must be fulfilled, because He is to be reconciled. The modern theories answer in a complicated fashion: because something must be done for mankind, because its well-being demands that certain conditions be satisfied, because it must be reconciled with God. The question, stripped of all side questions, simply reads: In the work of satisfaction, is man there for God, and consequently the sacrifice of Christ is a satisfaction toward God and a reconciliation of God? Or is God there for man, and consequently the entire priestly ministry of the Mediator is a utilitarian measure for the sake of mankind?
Hebrews 5:1 answers this question with absolute finality by teaching us two things: (a) a high priest is appointed on behalf of mankind; (b) in those matters that have to do with God.
19. Can this be demonstrated as well from an explanation of the different terms used in Scripture in connection with the priesthood and the sacrifices?
Yes, the most important of these terms are:
a)   καταλλάσσω and καταλλαγή.

b)   כִּפֶּר, ἱλάσκομαι, ἱλασμός.

c)   ἀγοράζω, λυτρόω, λύτρον.

d)   The usage of the Greek prepositions ὑπέρ and ἀντί.

20. Demonstrate this from the meaning of the words
καταλλάσσω
and
καταλλαγή.
These words are translated with “to reconcile” and “reconciliation.” This can create a misunderstanding. For us, “to reconcile” has the general sense of causing someone to move from a hostile attitude to a friendly attitude. The emphasis thus is on the subjective. This is not the primary meaning of these words as they are used in Scripture. There the verb means “to bring about a change in the legal relationship between two parties by removing legal claims.” This sense can be seen most clearly in 2 Corinthians 5:19–20, “For God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself,” where it is further added how that reconciliation of the world happened: “not reckoning to them their sins.” God reconciled the world, not by moving it out of a hostile attitude into a friendly attitude, but by a non-imputing of sin, by removing the legal demands that He had against the world, and doing this in Christ. This is made abundantly clear by the fact that here a settled fact is spoken of: God was in Christ doing this. Subjectively, the world for the most part was still living in hostility toward God when Paul wrote that. If, therefore, the καταλλαγή was a subjective change, then he would have had to write “God willed in Christ to reconcile the world to Himself,” that is, He had Christ undergo certain things in order to make such an impression on the world that it would allow itself to be reconciled with Him. But this is not the meaning here. Similarly, what follows in verse 20, “Let yourself be reconciled with God”, does not mean “abandon your subjective hostility,” but “accept this legal relationship of reconciliation that God has established.” Hence Romans 5:11 speaks of “having received the reconciliation.” Here the katallagē appears as something completely objective that man can accept and receive.
However, the most conclusive evidence for this original meaning of these words is found in Romans 5:10, “For if, while being enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much more, being reconciled, we will be saved by His life.” As enemies—thus when and while they were enemies—believers are reconciled—that is, transferred into a reconciled relationship. Our result, therefore, is:
a)   God is the subject of the reconciling act.

b)   Mankind is the object of the reconciling act (namely, insofar as they are those who are elect).

c)   What has happened to that mankind, however, is not a subjective change of attitude but an objective exchange of the legal relationship toward God.

d)   The use of this word confirms our assertion that the priestly work of Christ is performed before God, that is, in order to satisfy the demands God has against mankind.

e)   The distinctiveness of the word καταλλάσσειν, by which it is distinguished from other words, is in the fact that it presents God Himself as satisfying and removing these demands. Thus it teaches us the great and important fact that God does not first need to be moved by something external to Him for the exercising of grace, but that grace comes from within Himself and functions precisely that, in order to assert His grace, He sees to a satisfaction of His righteousness and ordains that in Christ.

21. Give an explanation of the Hebrew term
כִּפֶּר
and the Greek
ἱλάσκομαι,
ἱλασμός.
The verb ἱλάσκομαι originally means “to make favorable, benevolent, well-disposed.” In pagan Greek usage it occurs for all transactions, especially sacrifices through which one sought to make the deity favorably disposed. Here man is the subject of the action, the deity the object to which it is directed. The fundamental thought in the pagan notion is that the gods of themselves are not favorable toward men (even apart from guilt) and first need to be persuaded by all sorts of means to show favor. This construction of the verb with God as object also occurs occasionally in Scripture, for example in Zechariah 7:2, “to entreat the face of the Lord.”
In the vast majority of cases in Scripture, the word has another construction; for example, Leviticus 5:18, “make atonement for someone on account of his ignorant mistake,” whether this “for” is expressed either by peri or by an objective accusative (Lev 16:33). Also, iniquity is atoned for (cf. 1 Sam 3:14).
Whence this distinction? Why is it not said in Scripture, “to reconcile God” and “God is reconciled”? The answer is because ἱλάσκομαι is the Greek translation of the Hebrew כִּפֶּר, and so has also assumed the constructions of the latter. Now כִּפֶּר means “to cover” either the sinner or his sin by means of sacrificial blood. Hence Scripture says that sin must be atoned for; Hebrews 2:17, “a faithful high priest in the things that pertain to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people.”
Sin or the sinner is covered when something is interposed between God and it or him, so that only what is interposed is visible for God. Atonement, therefore, is payment by means of substitution, whereupon security and forgiveness result for the guilty one.
The subject that makes atonement is the priest. The object upon which it effects covering is the sinner and sin. The reason why this is necessary is because God’s eye sees something in man on which His punitive justice must be exercised if there was no covering between them. In other words, the necessity of atonement lies in a demand of God’s nature; the priestly work occurs for God’s sake.
The difference between καταλλάσσειν and ἱλάσκεσθαι consists in the former being viewed as an act that originates with God, the latter as an act that a guilty man, not in his own person but through a priest, performs toward God. God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, but Christ as High Priest has propitiated sin. Therefore one must always carefully compare the word used in the original, since both verbs are translated the same in our language [verzoenen].
Ἱλασμός means “propitiation,” “covering,” and Christ is so designated since He Himself was a sacrifice, and thus a covering was effected in Him. He is at the same time the act and the means of covering; hence the abstract noun, “And He is a propitiation for our sins” (1 John 2:2).
22. Explain the words
ἀγοράζω,
λυτρόω,
λύτρον.
Ἀγοράζειν means “to purchase something for a price.” Christ is the purchaser according to Acts 20:28; 1 Corinthians 6:20; 7:23. It is God to whom the purchase price was paid. Before God, sinners are like debtors who must pay off a sum due Him—that is, they fall within the scope of His justice and in relation to it represent a certain price. They have to be removed from being under this justice by Christ. For this to happen so that God’s justice suffers no impairment, Christ must pay for them the price that they owe to it. From this it follows that they become the property of Christ, who paid the price for them, and, insofar as He is God’s Son, God’s children are adopted in Him.
All this is more than mere metaphor. Human beings are there for God and must devote their entire lives to Him. If they fall short in this because of sin, their lives must still be offered to God in the sense that they must be manifested as objects of His justice. They then become slaves of God, from whom He, in severity, takes what is His. Should they now cease to be slaves and return to the status of children, then the price that these slaves represent in relation to justice must be paid. Should this be done, then the slaves are freed from all claims of punitive justice. Hence Christ’s work is called not merely an ἀγοράζειν but also an ἐξαγοράζειν, namely, a “buyout,” by which they escape from the curse of the law; Galatians 3:13, “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us.” Still, on the other hand, this redeeming from God’s curse can also be called a purchasing for God; for example, Revelation 5:9: “You have purchased us for God with your blood.” That is, only by redemption from God’s justice do believers come again into relationship with God as children; Galatians 4:5, “in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive the adoption as children.”
The meaning of λυτρόω in the New Testament agrees with this. It means “redeeming by means of a sacrifice as the price” (1 Pet 1:18–19). Λύτρωσις is the act of ransoming or redeeming, but is only used passively in Scripture as “being redeemed” (Heb 9:12). Λυτρόν is the “ransom” that is paid by Christ. This is more strongly expressed by ἀντίλυτρον, “a ransom in the place of something else” (Matt 20:28; Mark 10:45; 1 Tim 2:6). The affinity between the concept of ἱλάσκεσθαι and that of λυτρόω and ἀγοράζειν can be seen most clearly in the Hebrew כֹּפֶר, for this means “ransom” specifically. It, however, derives from the same root as כִּפֶּר, “atone,” and is originally nothing else than a “covering.” The ransom covers a prisoner or a slave so that the demands of the conqueror or the harsh master can no longer touch him. In the same sense, “to atone” means “to cover someone in such a manner that the punishment of the righteousness of God can no longer touch him.”
23. What can be derived from the use of the prepositions
ὑπέρ
and
ἀντί
with reference to the priestly work of the Mediator?
The usual meaning of ὑπέρ with the genitive is “for the benefit of.” Now if, in the New Testament, only ὑπέρ were used to indicate the relationship of Christ’s priesthood to those whose priest He is, that would indeed give the appearance that He did not pay for their guilt before God in a substitutionary fashion, but only did something for their benefit. But now, besides ὑπέρ, ἀντί also appears, which always means “in the place of” (Matt 20:28; Mark 10:45). Obviously, ἀντί in no way excludes ὑπέρ. That Christ gave Himself as a substitute for His own is not only well understandable along with the fact that He gave Himself for their benefit but also directly includes the latter consideration. In addition, moreover, is the fact that in more than one place ὑπέρ itself has the full force of ἀντί (cf. 2 Cor 5:20–21; Phlm 13; 2 Cor 5:14). Here, too, we again have the same result: What Christ did as priest, He did as the substitutionary Surety of believers and, precisely for that reason, did before God and not toward man.
24. What is our first means to determine more precisely in what the official priestly work of the Mediator consisted?
A study concerning the work of the Old Testament priests. It is true that only by a consideration of the body does one learn to distinguish what the shadow is. If, however, one thinks that we wrongly view the body itself, as the Socinians and others claim, it can be useful to go back to the shadow and show how by it the conception of these opponents is already assessed.
25. What may be noted about the origin of the sacrifices?
That the attitude toward them is closely related to the understanding of their significance. If they are viewed as substitutionary, then there is no escaping the conclusion that in one or another way they must have been instituted by God. The notion of substitution is not something that springs up naturally from the guilty human heart. In any case, man does not deserve to appear with it before God on his own initiative. As it is God’s sovereign prerogative to exercise grace, so it is also His prerogative to announce the possibility of demonstrating grace and to have it be presented in ceremonial acts. If it is already said of the priestly ministry that no one should presume on it for himself (see Heb 5:4), then this is certainly also true of the most important part of the priestly task: the offering of sacrifices. Already the first time that we have a report of offering sacrifices, they are presented as being approved by God (Gen 4:3–4). Faith was present in Abel’s sacrifice, and from that it could be inferred that there was a divine revelation on which this faith rested (Heb 11:4). Nothing can be concluded with certainty from Genesis 3:21. The earliest church fathers, Outram, the Socinians, the Rationalists, Maurice, and Bushnell deny the origin of sacrifice from divine revelation. Most orthodox theologians advocate the opposite opinion. So also the Unitarians Priestley and Young.
26. Should the sacrifices be viewed as real expiatory sacrifices, or is their significance found in something else?
The must be regarded as real expiatory sacrifices.
27. What erroneous conceptions about their significance should therefore be rejected?
a)   The view of Hofmann and others that all sacrifices were gifts for the deity. Scripture itself objects against such an anthropomorphistic explanation (Psa 50:12–13). Of course, one need not deny that part of the sacrifices can be viewed as gifts of grateful devotion to God. The law, however, knows to distinguish very carefully between thank offerings and other sacrifices.

This view assumes a slightly modified form with those who, like Spencer, speak of the sacrifices as a feast, which man prepares for God and in which he then deals with God. This, too, makes a single feature into the whole (Psa 50:5).


b)   The opinion of Keil that the sacrifices are symbols for restored fellowship with God. The laying on of hands is explained as a transferring onto the animal sacrifice of the feeling, the attitude, the intention that animates the sacrificer. With some limitation, this could be acknowledged, and one could say that not only the guilt but also the feeling of guilt is transferred onto a substitutionary sacrifice. Keil, however, further denies that the slaughtering of sacrificial animals has the significance of a punishment. It happens in part as a means of obtaining blood and in part to derive the transition from a life of separation to a state of fellowship with God. He weakens the significance of the sprinkling of blood by saying that in and with the blood sprinkled on the altar, the soul of the sacrificer appears in the place where God is considered to be present with His grace. In other words, the blood appears here not as the means of covering (atonement) but as the object to be covered. For Keil, the burning of the parts of the sacrifice is a symbol of the power of holiness that purifies and eliminates what is transitory. The flesh that is burned represents the body of man as the shed blood stands for the soul.

Against this conception, it must be noted that the sacrifices everywhere appear as offerings of penitence and not as symbols of restored fellowship. It is the blood of the sacrificial animals that effects atonement for the soul of the sinner. Keil’s main argument is that it is not the priest, as the representative of God, who slaughters the sacrificial animal, but the sacrificer himself. We reply: It is in all respects natural that the slaughtering is done by the sacrificer. This shows that he realizes that he has forfeited his life. He can do that. However, sprinkling the blood and bringing to the altar and burning the parts of the sacrifice he cannot do, because as an impure guilty person he is unfit to do that. Thus the priest does this for him. Moreover, the entire view that the priest is in the first place a representative of God is wrong. He represents man before God.


c)   The old Socinian opinion, at a later time defended by Bähr. According to it, the death of the sacrifice has no significance in itself but is merely a means to obtain the blood. The sacrifice means nothing more than thankful devotion to God of the entire life of the sacrificer. The blood thereby serves as a symbol for life. This explanation also misses the fundamental significance of the shedding of blood and the slaughtering in the sacrificial ritual.

28. Indicate in its main features the correct view of the Old Testament sacrifices.
a)   In each sacrifice there is substitution, the exchange of what is sacrificed for the person bringing the sacrifice. Therefore, even in the thank offerings those actions from the sacrifices of atonement were repeated in order to demonstrate that there can be no peace and fellowship with God other than on the basis of satisfaction. That the actions in view here signify substitution is shown by the following.

In Leviticus 17:11, it is said in so many words, “For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you upon the altar to cover (atone for) your souls, for the blood covers by means of the life.” The animals that were sacrificed were tame animals, those that were closest to man and so could best represent his life. The sacrificial animals had to be without defect and clean, and yet they were called “sin.” This may only be explained by the idea of substitution. The laying on of hands has this significance. Compare Numbers 8:10, 16, where the Levites act as substitutes for the firstborn of the children of Israel, and the people must lay their hands on them to symbolize this. The same also appears from the fact that again and again the person to whom the guilt belonged had to lay on hands. If the individual Israelite trespassed, then he had to perform the laying on of hands; if the entire community sinned, then the elders did it (see Lev 4:15). This principle comes out even more clearly in what took place on the Day of Atonement (see Lev 16:7–22), where the one male goat appears as bearing away the iniquities, and in 16:21 it is said in so many words that the laying on of both hands by Aaron signifies the transfer of the iniquities of the children of Israel onto this animal. Also, the slaughtering of the animal can only be explained satisfactorily from this perspective. That this was truly of the greatest importance for the sacrificial act may already be inferred from the single fact that the altar derived its name from it; in Hebrew it is called מִזְבֵּחַ, “place of slaughter.” Throughout the whole of Scripture, death is the punishment for sin, and therefore here too [it] may not be considered a point of transition into fellowship with God, as Keil thinks. The sprinkling with blood, which in the sin offering followed the slaughtering, had the same significance. The substituting life is thereby brought into fellowship, into contact with God, whether it be on the horns of the altar or on the mercy seat.


b)   While the just-mentioned characteristics (with the exception of the sprinkling with blood) were common to all sacrifices, the burnt offering and thank offering each had their distinctive significance. The idea of total destruction (a continuation of the slaughtering, as it were) was not involved in the burning of the entire burnt offering, nor the thought of a purification associated with destruction (Keil), but rather the dedication of life to God. God must have the best, as is apparent from those portions that are due to Him from the other sacrifices. He must have the whole of life, as the burnt offering shows. The offering ascends by the fire and provides for God a pleasing aroma.

The word used for burning an offering is not שָׁדַד, which indicates a destructive burning, but הִקְטִיר, which means “to go up in fume and smoke.” The fire in which the offerings ascend comes from God Himself (Lev 9:24), and the command is given that this original fire may never go out on the altar. The significance of this is that the fire must be regarded as a fire from God and the burning as a burning by God. That is, depicted in the sacrifices is not only how the entire life is brought to Him, but also how He receives it. From all this it now appears clearly how in the burning of the sacrifices there was a symbol, as a type, of the active obedience of the Mediator, who sacrificed Himself to God as a fragrant aroma.


c)   The thank offerings (according to others, peace offerings) have the distinctive goal of depicting the condition or state of peace in which God and man are after the accomplished reconciliation. This is why they follow, in order, after the sin offering and burnt offering. First come passive and active obedience—the sacrificing of life in death and devotion—then as its fruit comes peace with God. Furthermore, belonging essentially with the thank or peace offering is the sacrificial meal, in which the justified person enjoys his fellowship with God. Therefore, it must be said that this class of sacrifices was typological for the Mediator, namely in the sense that He likewise, through the communication of His own flesh and blood, grants us to enjoy peace with God. After first shedding His blood and offering His life to God, He gives Himself to us, so that we, being personally united to Him, may attain to the awareness of the reconciled relationship into which He brought us as a sin offering and burnt offering.

d)   These sacrifices had a twofold purpose.

1.   They were types, and as such depicted the perfect sacrifice of Christ, which alone could effect true atonement. They did not atone with regard to the moral law. The blood of bulls and goats could not take away actual sin.


2.   They were ceremonial, that is, they also had a significance for the church-state of Israel. In this sense, they brought about a real atonement and were the means ordained by God to maintain a state of external covenant righteousness—or where that was broken, to obtain renewal.


29. Can it be proved from the New Testament that the work of Christ includes sacrifice in this Old Testament sense?
a)   The entire Epistle to the Hebrews is full of this sense. In it, Christ is called “priest” 6 times and “high priest” 12 times. It is said of the Old Testament priests and sacrifices that they were “a shadow of the good things to come” (10:1). The reality, the body, is in Christ. He is a priest after the order of Melchizedek, that is, “not according to physical descent, but according to the power of an indestructible life” (7:16), forever Priest, Prophet, and King together (Psa 110). The same Christ who is High Priest is also the sacrifice, for Hebrews 10:10 speaks of “the offering of the body of Christ accomplished once.” Christ can be priest and sacrifice at the same time because even where His human life enters into death, His divine life still continues, for He offered Himself through the eternal Spirit (9:14). The sacrifice of Christ is a definitive act, which is not to be repeated (7:27). It is comparable to the killing of the sacrificial animal by the typological high priest on the Day of Atonement. It is brought before God because Christ Himself enters into heaven, just as the high priest entered the holy of holies. It corresponds to the covenant sacrifice of Exodus 24, wherefore Christ is called the Mediator of the new covenant (Heb 9:15). That the sprinkling with the blood of Christ was necessary before God is expressed in Hebrews 9:23, such that the heavenly things had to be purified. That is, their guilt is present in the dwelling place of God, before His face, in His tabernacle, and that guilt must be removed from heaven before the people of God can enter into heaven. The transgressions committed under the first covenant demanded atonement by death if the promise of the eternal inheritance would be obtained. That is, the guilt of the covenant of works must first be cleared away before the blessings of the covenant can be imparted. Where there is no sacrifice for sin, there is a fearful expectation of judgment and fury of fire (10:27). During His earthly life, Christ appeared with sin—that is, as a sacrifice upon which sin was transferred—but He will appear again without sin (9:28). The result, finally, of the priestly activity of the Mediator is the taking away of the stains on the conscience, that is, the removal of guilt objectively and of the consciousness of guilt subjectively (9:14; 10:22; 12:24).

If we briefly summarize all this, we obtain as the result that according to the Epistle to the Hebrews, Christ is: the true, only, eternal, kingly, self-sacrificing, atoning-toward-God, substituting, and actually guilt-removing High Priest.


b)   In the letters of the Apostle Paul, we are taught entirely the same in principle, although in them the priesthood of the Mediator as such is not mentioned explicitly. Christ gave Himself freely out of love, and God gave His Son freely out of love (Rom 8:32; Gal 2:20). This was done for the benefit of man and on behalf of man (ὑπὲρ οὗ in Rom 14:15; διʼ ὃν in 1 Cor 8:11); on account of their transgressions (Rom 4:25, διὰ τὰ παραπτώματα ἡμῶν); for sin (1 Cor 15:3, ὑπὲρ τῶν ἁμαρτιῶν ἡμῶν). This, however, was done no less than by means of substitution, for treating the sinless Christ as a sinner was the means by which treating sinners as sinless was made possible (2 Cor 5:21). If, then, the transmission of righteousness from Christ to us is an act of imputation (which nobody can doubt), then here the transmission of sin to the Mediator must also be an act of imputation, for both are put on par with and directly connected to each other. If one died for all, then they all have died (2 Cor 5:14–15). Concerning the ground of this substitution or of the necessity of the punishment, we are taught that it is to be found in the curse of the law (Gal 3:13). Christ had to die for there to be righteousness, for if there were another way to obtain righteousness, His death must be said to be in vain (Gal 2:21). That is, His dying as a Surety was the only means to establish sinners as righteous before God. The curse of the law, however, is simply a paraphrase for the curse pronounced by God, and God’s curse implies a claim of guilty by the punitive justice of God. In view of this, Galatians 3:13 states, “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us.” In other words, what Christ did as a Surety was to pay a ransom to God as recompense in order that we might escape the consequences of divine justice. Compare 1 Corinthians 6:20; 7:23: “For you have been bought at a high price, therefore glorify God in your body and in your spirit, which are God’s.” Here at the same time is confirmed what has been said above. Precisely through redemption by God, believers become the possession of God in the fullest sense of the word. By escaping His justice, they become His beloved children and their bodies and spirits can be called God’s. Indeed, through their redemption (διὰ τῆς ἀπολυτρώσεως [Rom 3:24]), which is in Christ Jesus, they have moved, justified, into a state of sonship.

In all this, it is true that the idea of sacrifice is not mentioned directly. Still, it is not lacking in Paul. In Romans 3:25, it is said that redemption in Christ Jesus is effected because God has openly presented Him as a means of propitiation (ἱλαστήριον) in His blood through faith, and that (in His blood) in demonstration of God’s righteousness. A propitiation in blood can be nothing other than an atoning sacrifice. Paul says that this was necessary because the sins previously committed under the old covenant had been tolerated without actual satisfaction being made and it could now seem as if God were not just. God’s forbearance was the ground for this tolerance but did not in the least intend that these sins remain unpropitiated. Therefore, before God can justly acquit, there had to be an open display of Christ on the cross as a propitiation. Other places where Paul speaks of Christ as a sacrifice are 1 Corinthians 5:7—“For our Passover lamb has been sacrificed for us, namely Christ”—and 1 Corinthians 11:25, where the institution of the Lord’s Supper shows how the blood of Christ is the basis of the new covenant. The thought of the sparing of the firstborn was clearly present in the Passover, for the name means “passing over,” “sparing.” According to Ephesians 1:7, we have redemption and forgiveness of sin through the blood of Christ. According to Ephesians 5:2, Christ gave Himself for us as an offering and sacrifice to God as “a sweet savor.”


c)   The same is true for the remaining books of the New Testament. In the Gospel of John, Christ appears as the Lamb who takes away the sin of the world, that is, first takes it upon Himself and then carries it away (1:29, in connection with Isa 53:11; cf. also 1 John 3:5; 2:2; 4:10). Caiaphas prophesies the suffering of the Lord as a Surety (11:50).

Particularly clear is John 3:14, where Christ is compared to the uplifted serpent and where the entire doctrine of satisfaction as Surety is summarized in only a few words. (1) The snake pictures sin as a seductive, poisoning, cursed animal. (2) As the snakebite in the desert was cured by the copper snake itself, so sin, which is a curse and an abandonment by God, is cured by the curse and abandonment by God that rested upon Christ. Guilt can only be removed by the principle resident within it being carried out to its full extent. (3) The snake in the desert had to be lifted up; likewise the Son of Man had to be lifted up. The bearing of sin is necessary. God’s righteousness demands it. (4) The snake in the desert was not a snake in itself but was made to be such at God’s command and by His gracious determination. To demonstrate this, Moses did not take one of the many living snakes that were biting Israel but a snake of pure metal, in which the curse of the snake as a species was indeed visible but its fiery venom was not present. Likewise, there is in Christ the likeness and curse of sinful flesh [Rom 8:3] but not the sinful flesh itself. That is, the Mediator was made to be sin, not in a real, personal sense, but in an ideal sense, in the sense of a Surety; guilt was imputed to Him. (5) After this guilt was laid upon Him, He had to bear it. He had to be lifted up on the cross and be displayed as an atoning sacrifice. (6) To be able to serve as an atoning sacrifice, He had to possess a human nature, for it is the Son of Man who had to be lifted up.


The epistles of Peter do not teach anything different. First Peter 3:18; 2:24; 1:19 are three classic texts. Christ was an unblemished and spotless Lamb, completely without sin. This lent to His blood that character by which it could count as a ransom and for which it is called precious blood. It was a sacrifice entirely unique in kind that could not be repeated. Christ has also suffered once (ἅπαξ) for sin. It was a vicarious suffering: for sin, He the righteous for the unrighteous, who Himself carried our sin in His body on the tree. One should take note here of the contrast between “Himself” and “our sins” (τὰς ἁμαρτίας ἡμῶν αὐτός, 2:24). Those sins have been carried onto the (cursed cross-) tree by Christ in or with His body. The goal of this bearing of guilt was to bring us to God, that is, as priest to open up access to God for us. Here this bringing to God should be understood objectively of the atonement, which is brought about by His suffering as Surety.


According to 1 Peter 1:2, the elect are predestined to obedience and sprinkling with blood. This refers back to the establishment of the covenant (Exod 24:7–8). Christ’s suffering is a covenant-sacrifice, and those who enter into the covenant are obliged to obedience and sprinkled with the blood to atone for their guilt.


Finally, these things are taught to us—though not as explicitly and plainly, yet clearly enough—by the words of Christ Himself. A man who has incurred death cannot give anything to redeem his own soul. But the Son of Man has come to give His life as a ransom for many [Matt 20:28; Mark 10:45]. That the guilt-atoning significance of Christ’s suffering is not more prominent in the Synoptic Gospels is to be attributed to the limitations of the apostles and disciples, who even later had to be called ignorant and slow of heart in this respect [Luke 24:25].


30. How is it to be related to each other that Christ is priest (High Priest) and sacrifice at the same time?
The distinction between priest and sacrifice is not original. What man must bring to God is his own life, and of course he can only do that in his own person, so priest and sacrifice truly coincide. In a state of rectitude, it can only be a question of a priesthood in which everyone devotes himself as a living sacrifice of gratitude to God, at best of a representative priesthood of the progenitor of a family. This is not altered by sin as far as the actual priesthood of the Mediator is concerned. The Surety, the Priest, must dedicate Himself to God as an atoning and covenantal sacrifice. It is otherwise with the priesthood that was instituted as a type to prefigure and presage the real priesthood. Here priest and sacrifice had to be separated for the following reasons:
a)   A sacrifice consisting of an animal (or a lifeless object) cannot bring itself. Thus, along with what is brought there has to be someone who brings it, since otherwise the element would be lost in which the offering is a willing sacrifice of life.

b)   However, one could ask, Why does the guilty Israelite himself not bring his sacrifice? In a certain sense, as we have seen, he does in fact do so when he slaughters it, and in doing so acknowledges that he has forfeited his life. He, however, is the guilty one and therefore not fit to bring his sacrifice. To begin with, he is precisely the person who has to be covered by the sacrificial blood or the life of the animal. If, then, he were to come with that sacrificial blood into the presence of God in his own person, then that would involve a contradiction. Furthermore, the sacrifice must be brought not only willingly but also in a state of purity. For these reasons, a priest is necessary. The priest is holy and set apart from out of the Levites. In his life as a whole, he had to conduct himself in such a manner that in him is seen a symbol of the purity that the sacrificer must possess. And when he appears before God with the blood, only then does he effect the covering or atonement by which it becomes possible for the guilty person to draw near as well.

c)   A true sacrifice must be efficacious—that is, the ideal priest, who at the same time is a sacrifice, must also apply the effects of his service. He must do more than sacrifice—not only appear before God but also bring before God. Thus being a priest has a wider scope than being a sacrifice, although they in fact coincide in one person. Now it goes without saying that for this latter part of the priest’s task—the bringing before God, the application of the priestly reconciliation—the sacrifice could not serve to symbolize. For this typological sacrifice loses its life and thereby becomes unsuitable for further representing something. It is otherwise with Christ. In Him was the eternal Spirit; His being a priest was not undone or made impossible by His being a sacrifice. In Him, therefore, what was separated in the ceremonial ministry of the Old Testament is returned to its natural unity.

From all this it appears that we should not be surprised by the union in the Mediator of being sacrifice and being priest. This only appears as strange because we have accustomed ourselves to reason from the usual Jewish or from pagan priesthood, in which priest and sacrifice are separate. This separation, however, is a defect necessitated by human weakness. The ideal union appears in Christ. Even with the separation, the ministry of shadows was not yet able to depict everything faithfully. Even a high priest, no matter how ceremonially clean, remains a morally guilty person, so that he had to make atonement for himself on the Day of Atonement. But all these defects and inner contradictions are not present in his antitype. No matter how inadequate and impossible the shadow may have been, when the body came nothing was seen but perfect harmony.
31. Were the Old Testament priests real priests?
In a ceremonial sense, yes. That is, they were really intermediaries between the people and God. The Israelite could not approach Jehovah in sacrifice or public worship other than through the mediation of a priest. It is essential to a true priest that he is an indispensable intermediary. On the other hand, however, in a moral sense, Old Testament priests were only types of the only priest, Christ. Compare what was said above concerning the double meaning of the sacrifices.
As has already been mentioned in passing, Rome sees its ministers as true priests for the following reasons:
a)   They are indispensable intermediaries between God and man. Apart from the priest, Roman Catholics cannot receive the benefits of salvation over which the Church disposes. The priest has to grant them access to these benefits.

b)   They bring a real sacrifice to God in the Mass. Thus here again the ideal priesthood of Christ, which had reached its unity in Him, is torn in two; priest and sacrifice are again separated from each other, and one returns to the first, weak principles of the world.

c)   They provide people actual acquittal through absolution.

We assert that on all of these three points no one else stands between God and our soul than our only High Priest, Jesus Christ.
32. What is the foundation of the priestly office of Christ?
a)   The merciful consent of God that He take the guilt of the elect upon Himself.

b)   The willing assumption of this guilt from the side of the Mediator Himself.

33. What, viewed from God’s side, is this act called?
The imputation of sin (Isa 53:6). Scripture speaks of an imputing of sin, a making to be sin, a laying of sin on Christ (2 Cor 5:21; Heb 9:28; 1 Pet 2:24). This is connected to the fact that the word “sin” itself has the specific meaning of “guilt,” reatus [liability]. To make someone to be sin, then, does not mean to actually change him into a sinful being or to transmit the blemishes of sin to him but simply to make him personally responsible for the penal consequences of sin. The same thing is meant by the term “imputation.” It occurs with respect to both the penal guilt that the sinner himself has accrued and the guilt transferred to him from someone else. The biblical words for this concept are in Hebrew, חָשַׁב and in Greek, λογίζομαι; Luke 22:37, “[F]or I tell you that this, which is written, must be fulfilled in me, namely, ‘and he was numbered with the transgressors.’ ” This is a quotation from Isaiah 53:12. In Romans 4:3 it is said of Abraham, “He believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.” In Psalm 32:2, we have a passage where holding someone responsible for his own iniquity is called imputing: “Blessed is the man to whom the Lord does not impute iniquity.”
34. In how many senses can one speak of the imputation of guilt to Christ?
a)   In a judicial sense, in the judgment of God. This has taken place in the counsel of peace when Christ assumed the suretyship for those belonging to Him. In the judgment of God, He then became responsible for their guilt.

b)   In an effective sense, in the suffering that the Mediator underwent during the state of humiliation and in the demands of obedience that at that time were made of Him by God.

35. Was this imputation of sin to Christ an act of righteousness or an act of grace?
It was both simultaneously:
a)   From the side of God, granting a Surety and the taking over of guilt by the Surety was an act of grace. God could have held every sinner personally responsible. As will be shown in more detail, moral guilt always adheres to the person who has committed evil, and the giver of the moral law is not in the least obliged to remove it from him. If we imagine the possibility that man himself would have been able to find a mediator who can fully satisfy for him in the same sense as Christ has now made satisfaction for him and he were to have come before God with this mediator, it would still remain an act of God’s grace to be pleased with this substitution. However, the act of imputation appears to us as an act of grace in a still deeper sense when we consider that here it is not substitution in general but quite specifically self-substitution. God has not imputed guilt to a third party but to His only begotten Son, who is of one being with Him. Therefore, the Socinian objection that there was no grace in the substitution of Christ lacks all force. This objection functions entirely on the Unitarian position in which Christ is actually a third party. On the Trinitarian position, in contrast, the Judge who transfers the guilt and the Surety who assumes the guilt are, with regard to their being, the same God. That God does not spare His only begotten Son and so gives Himself up and sacrifices Himself for our sin constitutes grace. First John 3:16: “By this we know love, that He gave His life for us.”

b)   Seen from man’s side, it was an act of pure grace inasmuch as by it the person who is reckoned in Christ is himself discharged from all guilt, without he having done anything for that himself.

c)   Seen from God’s side, it was at the same time an act of punitive righteousness.

36. How should this divine righteousness be viewed here?
It is described above as “the natural impulse of God’s holiness to assert itself against sin.” The exercise of righteousness is an essential necessity. His righteousness is an active side of His being that He cannot set aside. Above all, one must guard against identifying it with the love of God or attempting to derive it from that love. Love is certainly compatible with righteousness but yet not identical with it. God’s righteousness is exercised toward the sinner for God’s sake alone apart from all His concern for the well-being of the sinner. It is entirely possible that through the exercise of righteousness some sinners are also benefitted, but that is something derivative that must not be confused with the main purpose.
37. Show that this righteousness of God is compatible with His grace and His love for sinners, from which this grace flows.
The difficulty in grasping the compatibility of these two lies in our own psychological experience. In our limited minds, attitudes of anger and love at the same time with regard to the same subject generally exclude each other. Even in the most favorable case conceivable, that of a loving father toward his child, we do not have complete likeness to what is present in God. A father can indeed be angry and punish his child and at the same time love his child. His punishing, however, is not an exercise of justice in the same sense as the punishing of sinners is for God. It is rather a chastising that he administers to the child precisely because he loves it in his heart and seeks its well-being, although a God-given paternal authority is also expressed in this chastisement. Also, if we imagine the case of a judge passing sentence on his son, whom he loves, it is not completely the same, for the judge does not pronounce judgment of himself as if both love for his child as well as the impulse to sentence and to punish came from his own heart in the same sense. It is rather the case that his sense of justice arises from his sense of official responsibility toward God. He pronounces judgment before God; he loves of himself.
With God, on the other hand, both love and the impulse for righteousness flow directly from His own being and not from any relationship to something else. He loves, is merciful, gracious, kind—and at the same time, with equally the same spontaneity, He is angry with the sinner and in His righteousness wishes to punish him. That this is so incomprehensible for us stems not only from the fact that we cannot find a perfect parallel for it in our own experience; it stems much more from the fact that evidence against this concurrence seems to occur again and again in our sinful experience. When we feel angry toward someone, then there is not room in us for favor toward him. Self-centered, human anger cannot coexist with it. Our anger “does not work bring about the righteousness of God” (Jas 1:20). That is precisely because it is an anger that occupies our entire spirit and with the mist of passion clouds our vision so that we can no longer see and judge impartially. The anger of man is always so little a holy anger that, once inflamed, it derives new strength from the entirety of the object against which it is directed. Every virtue that we note in our enemy can incite us to new rage. That was the case with the Jews and Christ.
For all these reasons, we have to be very careful not to think of God’s righteousness in a worldly fashion. In Him, it is not something that in any respect would need to exclude love and mercy. God did not first need to be made disposed toward being merciful and loving by the Surety and satisfaction of the Mediator. He was that toward His people from the beginning. That He was appears most clearly by the fact that He Himself devised the plan of salvation. God who is angry toward sinners is also the God who Himself ordains a satisfaction for His wrath. Every thought of bloodlust in a wrong sense must be excluded here. It is quite true that God desires blood—not in the mad passion of human anger but rather with the resolute energy of His holy will. He wills to maintain both sides of His being: both His righteousness as well as His love. He had to maintain His righteousness; He could sovereignly withhold or communicate His grace toward sinners as He pleased. The wonder of grace is not that God abandoned His righteousness but that at the cost of His own Son He maintained His righteousness so that it would not strike down man. Scripture itself teaches us to emphasize this truth and consider the matter from this perspective: “God has reconciled us to Himself through Jesus Christ”; “God was reconciling the world to Himself in Christ” (2 Cor 5:18–19). It has pleased the Father to reconcile all things to Himself through the blood of the cross of Christ. In this work of reconciliation, God is therefore subject and object at the same time. And both must be maintained—the latter so that we may avoid the error of seeking the meaning of satisfaction in something subjective; the sacrifice of Christ above all affected God, not man. We must maintain the former so that grace in its costliness might be preserved for us and satisfaction might be seen to come from God.
38. To what extent can one say that the transfer of this guilt to Christ corresponds to assigning a debt in a commercial sense, that is, of a monetary debt?
Scripture itself leads us to make this comparison. The discussion of the term λύτρον above showed that the suffering borne by Christ is viewed as a ransom by which believers were redeemed from the servitude of punishment. Now it only comes down to finding the tertium comparationis [point of comparison] in this comparison, emphasize it, and guard against transferring other traits that do not possess any similarity. The essence in a pecuniary debt is the following: (a) It means the obligation of one person to pay its monetary value to another person; (b) it represents an intrinsic monetary value, that is, there exists a certain proportion. The way in which the debt was incurred determines its size and the manner of payment.
In both respects, penal guilt and pecuniary debt accord with each other: (1) Where sin has been committed, there is an obligation of the sinner toward the lawgiver to pay something. That this payment consists of monetary value here, of suffering there, is beside the point. In both cases, something has to be done or produced. (2) The penal guilt as well as the pecuniary debt is proportional. To the extent the sin is more or less severe, there exists an obligation to lighter or more severe suffering.
However, besides these points of agreement, there are also several points of difference. The most important are the following:
a)   In the case of a monetary debt, what has to be paid is originally in the possession of the creditor, has been transferred by him to the debtor, and so a relationship of debt is created. If A owes 50 dollars to B, this means that B first had 50 dollars or something representing the value of 50 dollars, and that through a transaction with A this sum is subtracted from him and that the obligation now rests on A to repay this same sum to B.

This is not the case with moral penal guilt. When the sinner transgresses God’s law, God does not thereby change. He does not lose anything or become poorer in any respect. It simply means that God is deprived of the occasion, through the keeping of the law by man, to express His holiness in a positive sense, and that now, in order to compensate, an implementing and carrying out of God’s holiness in a negative sense—that is, of his punitive retributive justice—will have to take place. God did not lose something, but rather an action in a certain direction originating with God is stopped and the broken balance must now be restored as the same action moves in another direction. Despite this difference, however, here, too, the point of correspondence remains that an obstacle has occurred. This, then, is common to the origination of penal guilt and pecuniary debt. The difference is that in the former instance the obstacle took place with regard to a passive, receptive activity; in the latter instance, with regard to an active, transitive activity.


b)   In a monetary debt, it is completely indifferent who pays the amount due, whether it be person A who incurred the debt or someone else. All that need be done is the repayment to B of the sum that was received from him. Here the debt is related solely to what is received and not in any way to the person receiving it. If a guarantor, who offers to pay the debt, appears for the debtor, then the creditor has no right to refuse this guarantor and to insist that the debtor amass the requisite sum by his own effort. His rights extend to the repayment of the sum and not an inch further.

Again, it is entirely different with penal guilt. It cannot be separated from the person in the same manner. In moral matters, every personal being stands in a personal relation to the lawgiver and accordingly has a personal guilt. Accordingly, here it is not merely a matter of “God must receive a certain amount regardless of whether He receives it from me or from someone else,” but “God must receive this amount from me, and I am personally accountable for it.” It should be noted that by this it is not being maintained that God must punish the person himself who has transgressed. If this were true, the suffering of Christ as a Surety would be an impossibility. All that is being maintained is that God can punish the transgressor himself and is not obligated to accept a Surety. Moral guilt has a personal significance, and God has every right to keep this significance strictly in view regarding the collection of the debt. Of this personal aspect, we accordingly say that it belongs to righteousness, but we do not go so far as to maintain that it must be considered to be the immutable essence of righteousness. God can perhaps exercise His righteousness in such a manner that He foregoes this personal aspect, and we know from experience that He has actually willed to do this. He has permitted the sinner, who must pay personally, to do that through His Surety. However, it follows from what has been said that this was an act of mercy, which the debtor could not have claimed as his right. Furthermore, there are two other things that follow: (1) If God can set aside the personal character of guilt, then this cannot happen arbitrarily. If we entertain the possibility that the debtor himself was in a position morally to bear his own penal guilt and to satisfy anew the covenantal conditions imposed on Adam, then it could hardly be called just if God, overlooking this possibility, simply transferred the guilt to the Surety. One senses that as long as the possibility of a personal satisfaction exists, the guilt must also remain with the person. Only where this possibility does not exist, as in the case of sinful man who cannot at all make satisfaction for himself, can this personal imputation of guilt be removed. (2) Even when the transfer of guilt from one person to another is permitted, certain conditions must still be met. It must be ensured that the personal origin of the guilt will never entirely disappear from the awareness of the guilty person. So the guilt is never simply required of the Surety and the original guilty person left to his lot. It is brought to the awareness of the latter that he is the guilty one, that the Surety suffers on his behalf, and that the transfer from person to person is an act of grace. Likewise, this relationship is communicated to the awareness of the Surety so that he knows that he is suffering as a Surety. Christ was aware that a world of iniquity, not His own, brought the pains of suffering upon Him. The punishment did not strike Him as a blind destructive blow of fate but was borne in light of the real relationship involved. Thus, although the guilt is not borne by the person who incurred it, still it is borne with that person kept in view and mind. The personal tie between him and his guilt is never entirely lost by being forgotten.


This is what theologians have meant when they spoke of two kinds of guilt, namely, of a reatus culpae [“liability to guilt”] and a reatus poenae [“liability to punishment”]. By the latter is meant the obligation to suffer, insofar as that can be detached from the original debtor and transferred to the Surety; the former reminds us of the original personal obligation to punishment, which can never be entirely lost. Therefore they said that the reatus culpae could not be transferred from the sinner to the Surety, that is, that the fact cannot be undone that the sinner and not the Surety committed sin and would therefore have to repay for the guilt to God if the Lord had wished to require that. The stain of the original guilt incurred could not be transferred to the Surety. He could not be made to be sin in that sense, as if God, and He Himself, and those for whom He suffered, would forget that here is a suretyship permitted by grace and thereby think that they no longer had anything to do with enduring this guilt. In heaven, a sinner, even after he is completely cleansed and glorified, will still realize that it was his personal sins for which Christ suffered as a Surety. And far from finding the remembrance of this obligation as something painful, by it he will be continually reminded of the grace of God. Likewise, it can never be erased from his consciousness that it was the personal merits of Christ that earned eternal life for him. There, too, the fact that the Surety, not he himself, was the original meriting person, cannot be annulled. The reatus poenae, on the other hand, is removed from the sinner and transferred to Christ, and likewise the legal entitlement to eternal life is, in turn, transferred from Christ to the elect.


c)   A third point of difference consists in the fact that whether or not the monetary debt is collected is at the pleasure of the creditor. If he demands payment of the debt, then this is his right; but if he waives repayment, he does no wrong by doing so. This follows from what is specific to the notion of monetary debt, which represents something that the creditor may receive: his property. Someone can do as he pleases with what he possesses.

It is entirely different, on the other hand, with penal guilt. The judge is not free to choose whether he demands reparation for criminal guilt. It must be compensated. Righteousness is a transitive attribute that must work outwardly and will assert itself no matter what happens. In relation to it, guilt represents an effect and not a possession. Therefore, it is vain to ask if God could have redeemed sinners without satisfaction. The possibility for something like that presupposes that God is able to set aside or contain His righteousness. If that were so, then Christ would have died in vain and grace is no longer grace (Gal 2:21).


d)   Yet another difference concerns the acquittal that must follow the payment of a pecuniary debt or recompense for penal guilt. For the former this is unconditional and immediate; for the latter it is conditional and mediate. If the satisfaction of Christ had been a commercial payment of a monetary debt, then acquittal should have immediately followed in the conscience of all sinners, as in paying a sum of money a receipt is handed over immediately. The sacrifice of the Lord would then have had to apply also to all the world, since one who pays the debt for a group of people thereby, ipso facto, releases the entire group from obligation for the debt. We see now, however, from God’s Word and from experience that both of these things do not happen. The entire world is not relieved of guilt by Christ’s sacrifice, although in a certain sense one may say that His death showed how God exercised righteousness toward the guilt of the world. Neither does this death immediately remove from the elect the accusation of conscience. Rather, they realize that, as long as they have not consciously accepted the merit of Christ by faith, God demands the satisfaction of guilt from their hands. Thus here the recompense for guilt by the Surety was of such a nature that under certain circumstances it did not exclude the demands of guilt from the initial debtor.

e)   As noted above, every monetary debt is proportional, equal to the amount received when the debt was incurred, and corresponds in this respect to penal guilt. However, there is a difference in the manner in which the proportionality is measured and determined. For monetary debt, only the intrinsic value of the money comes into consideration and is not calculated by some extrinsic consideration. Monetary debt is based on quid pro quo, so much for so much, and although one does not repay the same coins that one received, it must still be something that represents completely the same amount. Whether it be an emperor or a day laborer who pays the sum, the intrinsic value remains the same.

For penal guilt, it is different. Here intrinsic value is only one of the factors taken into account. Equally reckoned with must be the person who makes restitution for guilt and the manner in which restitution is made. If the atoning Surety is the eternal God Himself, then by that an infinite value attaches to the punitive suffering, and the guilty person cannot and need not bear the same identical suffering that all sinners together for whom He suffered would have had to endure. This suffering includes elements for which there is no room in a divine being, such as pangs of conscience, sinful despair, and so forth. Thus what Christ has paid is not the same, but of equal value for God’s righteousness as what sinners themselves would have had to pay. In His grace, God not only permitted that the Surety takes the place of the first guilty person. In connection with that, He also permitted that the one manner of payment takes the place for others. Nevertheless, in this regard it should be maintained that the value has remained the same. What Christ paid was a full equivalent. Grace consists in that, not that God accepted as full what in itself was not full. In the meting out of punishment—and in determining the form that the punishment assumed for the Surety—not grace but righteousness was determinative. It is not possible for us to measure this righteousness and show in detail how Christ’s suffering was a full equivalent. This was only possible for an omniscient God. But we know that no matter how much the form of suffering might have been changed, God has provided a complete equivalent.


Finally, that the satisfaction of guilt by Christ did not have a commercial character is immediately clear when one considers that in this way God would have paid Himself what was owed. In the case of a monetary debt, this would have been a meaningless display. Thus here the distinction between pecuniary debt and penal guilt is sensed clearly. That for sinners Christ (that is, God) satisfied God’s righteousness was not a mere spectacle but a necessity if they were to be saved.


39. Is not the difference between pecuniary debt and penal guilt that for the former, but not for the latter, payment can be made by another party?
No, properly formulated one must say: For pecuniary debt, payment by another must be accepted as legitimate; for penal guilt, that need not be but can be permitted by grace.
40. On what basis can this be if, as we have seen, guilt has a personal significance?
In answering this question, the criticism of those who reject atonement by the Surety should especially be kept in view. They insist that punishment, if it is necessary, is inseparable from the person of the transgressor. It is unjust and absurd that an innocent person should be punished for what someone else has committed. This conflicts with all principles of justice and morality. Conversely, the actual guilty party cannot benefit from what someone else has suffered for him. He must offer personal satisfaction to God, not that of someone else who is a stranger to him. This objection against the orthodox doctrine of satisfaction has been introduced in various forms. It is found among Unitarians and Trinitarians, in Socinus, Crellius, Bushnell, and many others. Although here we are not yet discussing deviating theories, still this objection should be addressed with an eye to them.
The following may be noted against this objection:
a)   Guilt is a relationship in which a sinner stands to God, something that clings to the sinner—neither something that clings within the sinner, like a stain, nor something, as in the Manichaean conception of sin, constituting his essence. If either of these latter positions were true, then it would immediately follow that only the person to whom guilt clings or whose essence consists in guilt could be punished. Guilt, then, would be completely inseparable from the transgressor. However, since guilt is a relationship with respect to God, one cannot assert a priori that it is nontransferable, that God cannot transfer this relationship from one person to another.

b)   If God’s righteousness were like human, impassioned anger, if it included rancor and hate toward the sinner, then substitutionary atonement would be impossible. The element of passion is always personal and loses its significance as soon as it may move from one person to another in its operation. As we have already seen above, God’s righteousness is free from all such passions and is nothing other than the calm resolute energy of His holy will to address Himself to evil and maintain Himself against evil. Who then will argue that such an expression must necessarily be directed toward the person of the transgressor himself, that it is incompatible with substitution?

c)   Concerning the first part of the objection—that it is highly unjust to impute sin not one’s own to the one who is punished in the place of another—it may be granted that under normal circumstances this would be so. To punish an innocent person instead of a guilty person is indeed contrary to every sense of justice. However, it should be kept in mind that it is entirely different if the substitute undergoes this suffering not unwillingly but willingly, if he takes it upon himself freely. Then there can be no question of injustice against him. Now, this was the case with Christ. He was completely willing in accepting the role of Surety, in putting Himself in the place of sinners. No injustice of any kind occurs when the righteousness of God causes Him to suffer for these sinners.

d)   In the abstract, one can grant that where no unity of any kind exists between different persons, there is no place for substitution with regard to criminal law. If a citizen of Michigan, who has broken the law by committing murder and is sentenced to lifelong forced labor, has a savage brought out of the heart of Africa in order to send that person to prison as his substitute, everyone senses that this is absurd. There is not the slightest communal connection between him and the savage. One would not be able to consider this arrangement a satisfaction of the law. Any unity on which to base substitution is lacking.

If, on the other hand, such a unity exists, the matter assumes an entirely different form. This unity is not lacking between Christ and those He represents. It is grounded in the eternal agreement between the divine persons in the counsel of peace. There Christ and believers were united as one body, not only legally with regard to guilt-atoning suffering but also for their entire destiny for all eternity. In reality, ever after they form a single organism that, by a mystical union, keeps all its members joined with each other, and in which the one member cannot be treated apart from the other.


This mystical union, as it is called because of its mysterious nature that cannot be completely clarified by human analogies, comes out in everything that happens with the believer. In Scripture, it is pictured by all kinds of metaphors: as a foundation and what is built on it (1 Pet 2:4–6); as a tree and its branches (John 15:4–5); as a body and its members (Rom 12:4–5; 1 Cor 12:12, 27; Eph 5:30, 32). Its result is that what took place for them objectively in Christ repeats itself subjectively in believers in a meaningful way as a kind of symbolism. They are buried with Christ in baptism (Col 2:11–12), raised with Him through the power of the Spirit (Rom 6:4), are seated with Him in the heavenly places (Eph 2:5–6); indeed, they were chosen in Him before the foundation of the world (Eph 1:3–5). So if one objects to the satisfaction of Christ as Surety, one will have to attack the issue at its roots and reject the mystical union, which is rooted in eternity. One will have to say that the divine persons did not have the right to bind the destiny of Christ and believers together such that Christ could satisfy for them. But who will prescribe to the triune God what is right and how He should have acted in His eternal counsel?


e)   From what has been said, it follows that, although satisfaction takes place in Christ, this satisfaction is nevertheless applied to the consciences of those for whom it is intended in such a manner that any appearance of injustice vanishes. Believers are not left with the illusion that personally they have always been free of guilt and that Christ is really the sinner. In the cross of the Mediator, they see the exercise of God’s justice against their sins and in their minds identify with the crucified Savior. They behold in His perfect obedience the sacrifice that God could require of them. Thus by the mystical union provision is made that all false notions to which substitution could lead are avoided. That is, the order of salvation [ordo salutis] is so arranged that the believer applies to himself personally what is done for him in Christ, his Surety.

41. If, then, substitution is permissible in the penal justice of God, how is it that it is not allowed in earthly penal justice?
Because of the following reasons:
a)   If a person would undergo the death penalty for another, he would thereby evade the performance of other duties that are incumbent upon him personally. He has his own place in society, his own duties in this life toward God. He would not be able to fulfill these if he put himself in the place of another.

b)   Nobody is able to put himself in the situation of another with a complete sense of guilt. His love for his fellow man may be strong enough to sacrifice himself for him. As a sinful person, he does not possess that moral sensitivity demanded of a surety pleasing to God. Satisfaction in this way would not become a true satisfaction, but a kind of martyrdom that was accepted and endured in a heroic animation.

c)   A surety under normal earthly penal justice would not be able to arouse a profound acknowledgment of this satisfaction in the person whose place he took. A hardened criminal would perhaps admit that another person suffered for him and yet not in the least be consumed by this self-sacrifice and would remain devoid of any deeper insight into the essence of righteousness. Earthly authorities may bear the sword on God’s behalf, but they do not have the inward power that God has over minds. In the case of a potential substitution, they are unable to ensure that in that substitution the guilty party will acknowledge justice toward himself. It is true that they cannot ensure that with absolute certainty even when the offender is punished in his own person. Still, it is usually the case that where penal suffering and accusation of conscience coincide, the subjective sense arises that is essential to the exercise of justice. But it is not usually the case that this is brought about by the concurrence of remorse and witnessing another’s suffering.

d)   The earthly dispensing of justice should be distinguished from God’s absolute dispensing of justice. The former is not final, not decisive. If a criminal is punished for murder here, it does not mean that justice is thereby satisfied. He still must give an account of himself to God in the judgment and will receive from God what he deserves according to his deed. He has paid for his crime only insofar as his relation to civil society is concerned. God as highest civil lawgiver has exercised His wrath against him (by the agency of the government), but He has not yet dealt with him as moral lawgiver. It is easy to see, then, how the partial and provisional administration of justice that takes place in the civil sphere has its own characteristic demands, and that in it not everything applies that applies to God’s final administration of justice. In the former, substitution may be impossible or unadvisable, while in the latter it is still entirely in order.

42. Have no cases of substitution occurred in earthly penal justice?
Yes, such cases have in fact occurred. However, for the reasons mentioned above, they cannot be considered legitimate—not, however (and one should note this), because substitution in criminal cases is wrong in principle but simply because the sinful person is not a proper object for substitution as he figures in the earthly administration of justice. Jurists have never recognized such cases as valid. Grotius, world famous as a jurist, fully recognizes the principle of substitution when he says that it belongs essentially to the notion of punishment that it is imposed for a sin, but does not belong essentially that it is imposed on the same person, if, namely, such a unity exists between the Surety and those represented that the imputation of their guilt to Him can be justified by that unity.
43. Should allowing for a surety be considered a relaxation of law or of justice or, rather, as a matter of strict justice?
[It should be considered] as an act of grace and, as such, not as an act of strict justice toward the initial guilty person. Insofar as He is concerned, God has let go something of His justice—not, however, insofar as it concerns the law that was violated, for nothing of the punishment that is due is diminished. The direction in which justice is directed is changed, but its action is not reduced in strength. This is what is meant by the theologians who called permitting a surety a relaxation. Owen, for example, does this.
However, those who speak in this way mean something entirely different than what the Scotists, and later Grotius, meant by the same term relaxation. According to the last named, God drops something of the content of the punishment itself and, by a sovereign decree, declares something to be complete that does not possess full value. That, of course, diminishes the righteousness of God. It has rightly been observed that if God can drop a part of the punishment in this manner, He can also drop the entire punishment, and so in principle the necessity of satisfaction is abandoned.
44. Is there a basis to deny the designation of penal suffering to the suffering of a surety?
Some have argued this. They assume that one can only speak of punishment with respect to a personally guilty person—that is, with respect to a person in whom reatus culpae [liability to guilt] in the above-mentioned sense is found. The subjective element of a personal sense of guilt must thus constitute the essence of punishment. This goes directly against Scripture, which declares of Christ, “The punishment that brought us peace was upon Him” [Isa 53:5]. So we may say that the purpose of the suffering is sufficient to stamp it as punishment. All suffering that has the aim of satisfying the demands of divine righteousness we call punishment, regardless of whether it is accompanied by a subjective sense of personal guilt. That this is so also appears from the following consideration: There is no other name by which we could designate this suffering than penal suffering. It is distinguished by its aim from discipline and from a blind calamity. All suffering, however, must belong to one of these three categories. Thus, if one denies that it is penal suffering, one furthers the impression that it belongs to one of the other two categories. It is therefore dangerous to deny this name to the suffering of Christ. The addition “substitutionary” sufficiently guards against the misunderstanding that Christ’s suffering is to be considered a punishment personally deserved by Him.
45. Has the Mediator stood in the place of the elect only by discharging penal guilt or also by keeping the law for them?
He has also kept the law for them; besides His passive obedience there is also an active obedience.
46. How in this distinction is the term “passive obedience” used?
Not in the sense that Christ in His passive obedience would have been merely receptive (passive) and did nothing Himself. His suffering included in itself an activity that was voluntary. Here “passive” should be understood as “pain-enduring.” Thus by the passive obedience of Christ we designate all those experiences in which He, according to His humanity, endured pain to satisfy the punitive righteousness of God.
47. How do you define this active obedience?
As everything that Christ has done in perfectly keeping the law; as the stipulation of the covenant to which the promise of eternal life was tied.
48. What is included in this definition?
a)   Active obedience consists in an actively assertive act, the object of which is the law of God. Passive obedience consists in an actively receptive act in which the law—that is, the punitive righteousness of God—is also at work. In passive obedience, the law acts on Christ with its curse; in active obedience, Christ acts on the law.

b)   Here the law is not kept insofar as it is the natural demand of God’s holy nature on all moral creatures. If Christ had taken away that demand by substitution, then it would follow that believers no longer stand under the requirement to keep God’s law and do His will. That would be antinomianism. A rational being can never be free of this moral duty regardless of what state he is in. What Christ has kept is the law as a covenantal requirement—that is, as the means, sovereignly ordained by God, for obtaining eternal life that cannot be lost.

c)   Accordingly, one must distinguish three kinds of relationships in which man stands to the law:

1.   The natural relationship of a rational being. No due possession can be earned from God by this relationship. Even if a person in this relationship does all that is demanded from him, he is still an unprofitable servant [Luke 17:10].


2.   The covenantal relationship. God can, out of voluntary favor, enter into a covenant with man and make the keeping of the law, under specific conditions, a means to obtain eternal life. This second relationship does not annul the first just mentioned but gives it a specific character for a period of time. When it ceases, the first still remains, regardless of the cause of the cessation—be it the fulfillment of the covenant or its breaking. The natural demands of the law come both to believers as well as those who are lost.


3.   The penal relationship. Man enters into this relationship as soon as he breaks the law. This brings to an end the covenant relationship but not the natural relationship. God still demands of a transgressor that he keep the whole law, but He is no longer obligated to tie that demand to the promise of eternal life that cannot be lost.


49. What is the nature of the distinction between passive and active obedience?
It must be strongly emphasized that we are dealing here with a logical distinction and with a distinction in purpose. In concept, passive and active obedience are not, and cannot be, identical in concept, but they also divide in the purpose for which they are intended. The concepts have been discussed above. The distinction in purpose has likewise been highlighted. The stability disrupted by sin is restored by passive obedience; eternal life is gained by active obedience. Neither of the two would be sufficient in itself to save the children of God.
If now, however, we wish to attempt to extend this distinction in logic and purpose into its realization, it will soon become clear that this is completely impossible. No single instance in Christ’s state of humiliation can be pointed to in which He made satisfaction in a way that was either exclusively passive or exclusively active. The assumption of a weak human nature was already a suffering for His person, and this already covers the entire state of humiliation so that no place remains for a deed of purely active obedience. However, one must go even further. Not only are both coincident and accompanying each other at every point, they are also necessary for each other, and at no point can they do without each other. Without active obedience, passive obedience would not have been acceptable to God as satisfaction of His punitive righteousness. Imagine that Christ had borne His punitive suffering without for a time actively keeping the law perfectly. What would have been the consequence? Simply that penal satisfaction would have had to be obtained for His own sin that He committed by this lack in active obedience. It would then not have made satisfaction for others.
One can likewise reason in the opposite direction. If Christ had kept the law perfectly, and that had occurred without suffering, then His active obedience would ipso facto have lost its worth because of this deficiency—for perfect obedience in the Surety requires that He enters fully into all relationships in which the sinner stands in relation to the justice of God and that He is entirely of one will with God, even in this demand that God’s punitive righteousness should have its free course. An active obedience without suffering accompanying it would betray a lack in moral rectitude in concurring with the justice of God. So from both directions we reach the same result: that passive and active obedience cannot do without each other.
50. In what respects was active obedience necessary to make passive obedience acceptable to God?
a)   Active obedience was in itself a humiliation for the Son of God, and—to that extent—suffering. For a human person, it is not a humiliation to keep the law of God, for law-keeping befits his status as a creature. For Christ, it was different. Although He possessed a human nature, it nevertheless stands in relationship to the law through the person; and this is the person of the Son of God. God’s Son, as very God, is not subject to the law but is Himself the eternal foundation of all law and justice. Thus for the lawgiver it is a humiliation to become a law-keeper. So then, one should also judge that Christ’s incarnation and His submission to the law are two conceptually distinct acts. His incarnation can be logically conceived of without being tied to a submission to the law. For even in his human nature, He always remained the Son of God. We also see, then, that the Apostle Paul distinguishes between these two concepts: “God has sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the law, so that He might redeem those who were under the law, that we might receive the adoption as children” (Gal 4:4–5).

b)   Active obedience was necessary to enable Christ to make satisfaction for others in passive obedience, as has already been shown above.

c)   Active obedience also lent to passive obedience that quality by which it became a sacrifice well pleasing to God. Those who are lost are also the objects of God’s punitive righteousness, but, unlike Christ, not in such a sense that God’s good pleasure can rest on them. They suffer as evildoers and not in full assent to the demands of God’s justice. Hence their sacrifice (if one would so designate it, for it cannot properly be called a sacrifice; Heb 10:26–27) is not accepted, and they never escape punishment. In contrast, the passive obedience of Christ is accepted in its entirety by God as a sacrifice well pleasing to him. Here is an exercise of righteousness that accordingly, despite every similarity, is nevertheless distinguished at this one point from the righteousness that will strike down the one who is himself guilty.

51. Have all acknowledged that the satisfaction of the Mediator has these two aspects?
Although it was already present in substance very early in the faith-consciousness of the church, the clear, theoretical distinction was first made by Thomas Aquinas. He gave the passive obedience the name satisfactio, “satisfaction,” and the active obedience the name meritum, “merit.” One can object to these designations because meritum is at the same time satisfactio. Nevertheless, this is exactly what was meant when later Protestant theology adopted this distinction in its confessions.
Later, however, reservations arose here and there. On the Reformed side, it was above all Johannes Piscator (professor at Herborn, 1546–1625), who opposed the active obedience of the Mediator as substitutionary. He was followed among the theologians by Paraeus, Scultetus, Alting, Cameron, Blondel, Capellus, and others. In this dispute, Piscator started from the proposition that Christ owed His active obedience for Himself and so could not accomplish it for us. He appealed to Philippians 2:9–10. From that, he further drew the conclusion that man also has no need of active obedience; or, stated differently, that God demands only one of the two, keeping the law or punishment but not both at the same time. Reformed theology, however, has not let itself be led off course by these objections but has maintained this distinction as legitimate and necessary.
52. Show that the active obedience of the Mediator is necessary for the salvation of those He represents.
a)   Everyone will have to agree that for Adam, perfect keeping of the law for a fixed period of time was the means to acquire eternal beatitude that cannot be lost. When the covenant of works was broken, God could have rescinded this promise. He was no longer bound to honor it. Nevertheless, He allowed the promise and the condition to stand and repeatedly be published anew, especially by the proclamation of the Sinaitic law (Lev 18:5, “The one who does them will live by them”; cf. Rom 10:5, “For Moses describes the righteousness that is by the law,” etc.; Gal 3:12). Fulfillment of this condition from man’s side was no longer conceivable; thus the repetition must have had a different significance. This significance can only be that after the fall God gave His covenant of grace, in which the same demand and promise are fulfilled in the Mediator.




b)   God’s requirement cannot simply be set aside and remain unfulfilled. One should bear in mind that the requirement of the covenant contained the natural requirement of perfect keeping of the law. God’s justice must be carried out in man both positively and negatively, both by righteousness of works and by penal righteousness. Thus if God were satisfied with the passive obedience of the Mediator, something would be lacking in the complete carrying out of His justice. And this would be so irrespective of all covenantal relations.

c)   This stands out even more clearly when one bears in mind that those who are in Christ do not only receive acquittal from guilt and punishment but also the right to eternal life. Concerning this acquisition of eternal life, the following four possibilities may be considered:

1.   God makes an essential change in the way in which He grants eternal life to His creatures. At one time, as far as we know, this always happened by a test in which obedience had to be demonstrated. Now He does this otherwise by simply clearing away the ruins of the overturned law, without reestablishing the law itself in all its beauty. This is what it comes down to when we only assume a passive obedience.


2.   If God does not change His conditions, then the possibility can be considered that we are only freed from punishment but remain forever destitute of the blessings of life, that we are not sanctified and glorified but are brought into an in-between state—one that lies between salvation and its opposite but is neither of the two.


3.   The possibility also exists that the passive obedience of Christ only removes legal obstacles, and it is now left to us to carry out what is lacking, to earn eternal life by our own strength. Then we would be accountable for achieving active obedience.


4.   The fourth and final possibility is that Christ not only restores the violated justice in its majesty by suffering but also by obedience earns all the benefits of eternal life for those who are His.


Now it is immediately apparent that the first two possibilities are purely abstract possibilities that cannot be taken into consideration in reality. God cannot grant to fallen sinners, worthy of damnation, what He refused to the holy Adam—namely entrance into eternal life without perfect keeping of the law. This would be an unparalleled violation of the majesty of His law, a relaxation in the bad sense of the word. The second, that the redeemed would remain in an in-between state, is totally unthinkable. Our choice, therefore, remains only between the third and fourth possibilities. And then it is immediately apparent where the rejection of the active obedience of the Mediator ends up: in nothing other than that the covenant of grace is again made into a covenant of works for the sinner, in which he has to earn salvation for himself. Here Arminianism and Calvinism stand opposed to each other. All Arminians, if they thought this through logically, have thrust aside active obedience, at least insofar as it was an imputed obedience. The Roman Catholic theory of joint effort in justification is based on the same idea. Those who vacillate between a full-fledged Arminian and a more Calvinistic position also vacillate on this point (so, e.g., John Wesley). The choice here, therefore, cannot be in doubt.




d)   Scripture teaches and everywhere presupposes the necessity of Christ’s active obedience. It does this as often as it speaks of believers as coheirs with Christ, or gives them a share His mediatorial glory. That Christ Himself received this glory as a reward for His suffering is not subject to doubt (cf. Phil 2:8–9). Now if the glorification of believers is a direct consequence of the exaltation of their Mediator, then that also involves that this glorification was earned by Him. It is the Spirit, obtained by Christ, who effects all the workings of grace in the sinner (Acts 2:33). In Christ, they are blessed with all spiritual blessings (Eph 1:3). He has given Himself up for the church so that He might sanctify and cleanse it and present it to Himself as a church without blemish and without wrinkle (Eph 5:25–27; cf. also Titus 3:5–6, a very clear proof text). The apostle contrasts the disobedience of Adam and the obedience of Christ with each other and declares that by the latter many are made righteous (Rom 5:19). A contrast is also made between the righteousness of God and the self-righteousness of man (Rom 3:20–26). Thus there is something brought about by God Himself that corresponds to what man vainly tries to bring about. As it is witnessed of Christ that He was made sin (i.e., bearer of penal guilt) for us, so it is also said in so many words that He is given to us by God as “righteousness” (1 Cor 1:30).

e)   Finally, reference should still be made to the Old Testament sacrifices. We have found earlier that they were not only types of penal suffering, but just as much of an active devotion to God. Accordingly, it is said of Christ that He gave Himself for us as an offering and sacrifice to God, a “sweet-smelling aroma” [Eph 5:2].

53. How should the objections brought against the active obedience by Piscator and others be answered?
That Christ had need of His active obedience for Himself is a misconception that does not take into account the deity of the person of the Mediator. It has already become clear to us why Christ did not require obedience for Himself.
As far as the other objection is concerned—that God cannot demand suffering and satisfaction at the same time, but only one of these—this rests on a confused conception of the actual state of affairs. The question here is not what God must necessarily have from man so that He Himself might not be in want of something. If that were the case, one could in fact say with Piscator: God must have either one of the two, and with either of them His justice is satisfied. From those who are lost, God does not receive anything other than satisfaction of penal guilt. The question, however, is an entirely different one—namely, what God must have from a person for that person to escape judgment and enter into a reconciled, peaceful relationship to Him. Even if after the fall a covenant of grace were not established, and Christ had borne only penal guilt and had again placed man there where Adam stood—even then, in order now to stand before God on his own account, man would have been in need of an ongoing active righteousness in order to continue sharing in the favor of God. How much more, then, now that there is a covenant!
54. What is the best designation to refer to passive and active obedience together?
The term “satisfaction” (satisfactio) includes both and emphasizes precisely what is common to both. However, the distinction mentioned above between “satisfaction” and “merit” is also found, following Aquinas, in some Reformed theologians. Owen, among others, has adopted it. However, it is less precise.
55. From the fact that satisfaction is a priestly work, does something also follow concerning the persons for whom satisfaction is made?
Yes. A priest does not advocate in general for everyone but sacrifices for a specific family, or tribe, or a specific people, which he represents and for which he is appointed. This causes us to expect that the satisfaction of the Mediator as a priestly act will also apply to a specific people for which God has made Him priest. In other words, we are led to the presupposition that satisfaction is not universal but particular.
56. Is this question whether satisfaction is universal or particular also connected to the conception that one forms of the nature of satisfaction itself?
Yes, it is closely connected. If one maintains with the Arminian that Christ has only borne penal guilt and thereby opened up the possibility for man to obtain the right to eternal life by the obedience of faith, then this naturally entails that satisfaction pertains to all men. Here salvation is not tied to satisfaction, and the inference from all not being saved to not having satisfied for all is unwarranted. If, on the other hand, one considers faith and the subjective application of the merits of Christ in general as a fruit of those merits, then it immediately follows that where this fruit is lacking, the root must also be lacking. That is, Christ cannot have made satisfaction for the person who is not saved. So it is already apparent that particular satisfaction and active obedience in its full meaning stand and fall together.
57. What was the old principle concerning the extent of the satisfaction of Christ?
The old theologians were accustomed to saying: Christ died sufficienter pro omnibus, sed efficaciter tantum pro electis [sufficiently for all, but efficaciously only for the elect]. That is, as far as the sufficiency of Christ’s work is concerned, there was nothing lacking in its intrinsic worth in order to save all mankind. If it had pleased God to apply this satisfaction to the entire world, then it would have not needed to be any different in itself than it now has been. Therefore, every thought that there is a limitation in the worth of the obedience of the Savior—and that the particular character of the satisfaction follows from this limitation—must be rejected as absurd. Those who teach the universal satisfaction of Christ cannot be more copious in praise of the all-sufficiency of the work of the Lord than the most rigorous spokesmen of Calvinist particularism. Turretin, Witsius, Owen, and whomever one reads—they all vie with each other in declaring that the satisfaction of the Mediator was sufficient to save every sinner.
58. Apart from the issue of intrinsic value, is there anything that precludes the satisfaction of the Mediator from being applicable to every sinner without distinction?
No. Not only is the intrinsic value sufficient to save all, but also the mode of satisfaction did not need to be another in order to make it applicable for all. It we presuppose for a moment that God could change His purpose with respect to election, this would not involve any kind of change in satisfaction. Apart from God’s election, from God’s side satisfaction makes possible the salvation of every man. It is not possible, however, that God would be able to change His will.
59. Does the question at issue concern the universality or particularity of the offer of grace?
No, for as proponents of particular satisfaction we acknowledge that this offer is made to all and that it applies to all. Provided that you appropriate it by faith, all the fruits of this satisfaction are yours. Indeed, we hold that this universal offer of grace goes forth not only with the purpose of bringing it to the elect, who are hidden amidst the masses, but also certainly to demonstrate to unbelievers that it is their unbelief and not the lack of a sufficient ransom that causes them to be lost. If the gospel were not offered, many would be able to say in their own blindness, “We would have certainly repented and been saved if only a message of salvation had come to us.” Now a sinner cannot speak to God in this way. If a nonelect person knew how to find a way to acquire faith for himself, God would surely keep His word, and he would not be lost because Christ had not died for him. But this entire supposition naturally belongs to the realm of impossibilities.
60. If we speak of particular satisfaction, is it then our intention to deny that any benefit results from this satisfaction for the nonelect?
This, too, is not our intention. It is self-evident that the destiny of humanity, out of which God calls His elect, and the destiny of these elect themselves cannot immediately be separated from each other. One recalls our exposition of Romans 9:22–23 in our treatment of the doctrine of election [in volume one]. There, Paul infers the forbearance of God toward the vessels of wrath from His merciful purpose with the vessels of mercy. And insofar as this purpose concerning the vessels of mercy rested on, and was related to, the satisfaction of the Mediator, who could not satisfy until the fullness of time—to that extent this satisfaction became a cause of the patience of God in putting up with those who are lost. All that results from the delay of judgment, all external blessings that mankind enjoys, all that befalls them beyond curse and death, the common grace at work throughout, with all the fruits of external righteousness that it fosters—all of this is an indirect result of the satisfaction of the Mediator.
Still, it would be more or less wrong to say that Christ earned these things for the nonelect. The correct formulation would be that these benefits for others result as side effects from His merits for the elect. Earning presupposes a direct, personal connection that obviously is not present here. It is certainly true that all these side effects are intended side effects, for everything that Christ has purposed with His work has actually resulted from it. Its direct purpose, however, did not lie in the well-being of others but in the salvation of believers. All other things are attendant on that purpose, as they are given with it.
61. As a consequence of all these limitations, how should the question be properly formulated?
We should ask: For which persons did God the Father and the Mediator intend His satisfaction as the certain and effecting cause of their eternal salvation? Thus the issue here is one of purpose and nothing else. When we speak of universal and particular satisfaction, the adjectives “universal” and “particular” do not express one or another property that satisfaction must have in itself but simply the relationship in which it stands to the purpose of God. It can perhaps lead to greater clarity if one explains “particular satisfaction” by “particular salvation” in the sense of “particular redemption.” This last expression shows more clearly that it is a question of purpose and not of the intrinsic worth of the ransom (Owen, e.g., contended against the teaching of the Arminians of “universal redemption”).
62. On what grounds is it possible to deny that the satisfaction of Christ in the sense just described was particular?
a)   One can deny this because one is a consistent universalist. One then assumes that all will be saved or are saved per se by the work of the Mediator, regardless of any further explanation one gives of this work.

b)   One can deny this because one lets the application of the work of Christ depend in part on the working of the Holy Spirit, in part on the attitude of man toward it. In His election, then, God did not sovereignly limit this application, but men themselves limit it by their unbelief and by not cooperating with grace. The purpose of God when He had Christ make satisfaction, and of Christ Himself when He made satisfaction, was to save all if only they would willingly accept it. God did have foreknowledge that only a portion would accept it, but as a mere cognition this could not be of influence on His active purpose. This is the position taken by the Remonstrants.

c)   One can also deny it on the basis of hypothetical universalism, which we discussed earlier. The doctrine of Saumur maintains that the objective satisfaction of Christ stems from a universal ordaining of God’s grace that pertained to all mankind. This initial plan, however, was in vain, since not one person could satisfy God’s command to believe. Seeing this, God then devises a second plan. Out of free grace He decrees to give faith to some. By thus postulating two plans in God, one can say simultaneously that, according to God’s purpose, Christ has died for all without distinction and that it still depends on God’s free decision for whom His satisfaction extends for salvation and will become effective. Objective grace is for all, not only in its offer but also in the actual purpose of God. Subjective grace is for some, not from the beginning but only in the plan devised later.

63. What evidence can be advanced for the position that the satisfaction of Christ is in fact particular in nature?
a)   This follows directly from a proper conception of election. If everything that has been said about this doctrine earlier is correct, then all universalism in the doctrine of satisfaction is cut off at the root. We say that the election of particular persons to save them from sin and death comes first in the work of salvation as the beginning of everything, and that we cannot go back further than this; we can find nothing behind it. This, however, also determines the purpose that God had in all that follows.

Now we can also see why it is of importance to let the counsel of peace follow in order after election. The counsel of peace is at the root of satisfaction, and it cannot suffice to inquire about the purpose of God and Christ in bringing about satisfaction. Rather, one must inquire about their purpose in determining satisfaction. If satisfaction is particular, then the reason for that always lies in the particular suretyship of the Mediator. For whom did Christ become Surety in the counsel of peace? To this no other answer can be given than “for all those whom the Father has given to Him as elect.” Then, however, election must also lie in back of suretyship and not follow it. If one posits the latter, then everything immediately takes on a different shape. Then the counsel of peace did not have in view particular persons; Christ assumed His work without having had particular persons in mind; and everything becomes universal. The acceptance of the suretyship is made universal, and its execution is inseparably joined to this.


It is for this reason that we make salvation and all that belongs with it subordinate to election, but then also permit ourselves to draw the conclusion that the former can no more exceed the limits prescribed for it by election concerning its establishment in eternity than it can concerning its execution in time.


b)   The reverse conception is unworthy of God. If one does not start from Arminian or Amyraldian concepts, then this is truly less dangerous, but one still ascribes to God a manner of determining that is irreconcilable with His perfection. On this viewpoint, taken strictly, one cannot even really say that salvation is universal in intent. As soon as one asserts this, one has already crossed over onto the terrain of Amyraldus, for what was initially universal and has later become particular betrays a change of purpose. If one wishes to put the counsel of peace before election and wishes to do that as a Calvinist, one will have to be satisfied with saying that the former was no more intended to be universal than particular; that it was not at all concerned with either limitation or nonlimitation; that it was undetermined regarding extent; and, humanly speaking, that God had not yet put to Himself this question of extent. One, however, sees immediately that this entire train of thought is based on anthropomorphic thinking.

c)   Nothing needs to be said about the Arminian conception. Amyraldianism lapses into the incongruity of making the suretyship of the Mediator end entirely in fruitlessness, so that it is to be ascribed to a timely measure of God taken subsequently (that is, particular election) that the entire plan did not collapse. Here election becomes the final effort of God to prevent the total failure of His counsel. If such things are possible, then all certainty has disappeared from heaven and earth, and we may certainly fear that even now the outcome of the work of salvation is still uncertain.

d)   The giving of Christ by God and Christ’s giving of Himself appear in Scripture as the acts of supreme love, by which the sinner becomes aware that all other things will certainly be granted to him. If God did not spare His own Son, then nothing can be too great or too difficult for His love. Now, however, the question arises how this surpassing love should be conceived of: as personal or as general. Must this supreme love lack a personal nature and have the nature of a general love of mankind? This is impossible. Every believer is accustomed to value the gift of the Mediator as a gift personally intended for him. He must relate to each other these two most precious of all truths, the majesty of God’s love and its personal intent, and only by doing that does he receive his full salvation. Scripture also brings these two aspects together when it says “by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me” (Gal 2:20).

e)   If Christ’s satisfaction is a general one that obtains for all in the same sense, then He is able to earn the subjective operations of grace for those who receive them. And, on the contrary, if the subjective operations of grace are personal and do not come to pass for everyone, yet have the character of merited benefits, it then follows that Christ has acquired something for some that He did not acquire for all. Now, there can be no doubt regarding the following two considerations: (1) that this subjective grace is not magnified in all but only in some; (2) that it is nevertheless an earned benefit, for it is entirely the result of the work of the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is always presented as a gift earned by Christ. Thus the particular nature of satisfaction is inescapable other than by denying the fact that the Holy Spirit is a gift that was earned. And involved in that denial is a denial in principle of the active obedience of the Mediator, since with the elimination of the Holy Spirit and His gifts there remains nothing for the earning of which the active obedience would be necessary.

f)    If all that has been said above about the nature of satisfaction and its substitutionary character may be deemed to be correct, then no doubt can be entertained about its limited scope. A surety can only make atonement for those who are in fact atoned for by His work, those on whom the wrath of God no longer falls. That Christ would substitute for those who later still themselves have to bear punishment is a contradictio in adjecto [contradiction in terms]. God can establish as a condition that as long as the elect do not actually believe in Christ, He may demand satisfaction from them (although in fact it has already been made), but this is not a punishment in the real sense, and it is not at all equivalent to His requiring satisfaction from the lost themselves. For the latter, a prior satisfaction is excluded. Substitution includes dealing with persons; as there is a specific person who substitutes, there must be one or more specific persons for whom he substitutes. If one denies the personal aspect, the judicial aspect is omitted and one will have to invent a theory of satisfaction other than that found in Scripture, in which it is just the judicial aspect that stands out so prominently.

g)   All deviating views basically come down to this: that Christ’s satisfaction is restricted to removing certain obstacles—that He does not actually save all but enables all to be saved. So He should not be called Savior, but one who makes salvation possible. This, however, goes against the explicit testimony of Holy Scripture, which says of Christ that He came to save what was lost (Luke 19:10), to deliver us from the present evil world (Gal 1:4). His purpose in placing Himself under the law was not to make us redeemable in a general sense but to cause us to obtain adoption as children (see Gal 4:5). When all these expressions are robbed of their force to such an extent that they merely express “making savable,” then one can rightly say that the content of salvation is sacrificed to the extent of salvation. However, nothing of its glory remains.

h)   The high priestly work of the Mediator is a whole, and its different parts may not be separated from each other, including what concerns their purpose for the persons whom they benefit. From this it follows that Christ atoned for all those for whom He intercedes and prays before the Father and for no one else, since the one is simply the completion and fulfillment of the other. Now, it is taught that the Mediator does not intercede for everyone in general but only for His sheep (“I pray for them, I do not pray for the world but for those whom you have given me”; “Neither do I pray for these only but also for those who will believe in me through their word” [John 17:9, 20]). The same consideration is included in the fact that His intercession is efficacious, never without its effect. A priest who intercedes in vain is not a real priest but a suppliant. The work of a priest is infallible, and of Christ we know that He intercedes “as a priest on His throne” [Zech 6:13], that His Father “always hears” Him [John 11:42].

That the high priestly work as a whole makes the salvation of the persons to whom it applies absolutely certain can nowhere appear more clearly than in the reasoning of the apostle in Romans 8:33–35: “Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is it that condemns? It is Christ who died, indeed more than that, who has also been raised (that is, justified), who is also at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us. Who will separate us from the love of Christ?” This also agrees with the nature of His intercession, which, as Owen rightly observes, cannot mean a humiliation or abasement of the Mediator with crying, tears, and pleading—indeed, which cannot even be understood as a comprehensible or oral prayer but consists entirely in a presentation of Himself before the throne of grace for our benefit. This intercession is, as it were, only a continuation of the sacrifice. As the Lamb was slain from the foundation of the world, so by this presentation it remains slain until the end consummation of the ages, with ever-atoning sacrificial blood.


Finally, one can also reason the other way around, as follows: If the satisfaction of Christ were universal, then this would also have to result in universal intercession—for satisfaction without intercession, sacrifice without the sprinkling of blood, is an incomplete work from which no one gains anything. Although one might say that objectively Christ has died for all persons, still this can only mean that for the first half of His priestly work He included everyone in His intention in order for the second half to lose sight of them forthwith and so leave them without benefit.


i)    If the satisfaction of Christ is given a general scope, then the incongruity arises of a payment of penal guilt of which the results are uncertain. This is conceivable for a monetary debt. One can pay a certain sum for someone else on the condition that certain demands will be met, while it nevertheless naturally remains uncertain whether these conditions will be satisfied. But if they are not lived up to, then there is the possibility for the moneylender to recover the amount paid. It is otherwise for penal guilt. Here, who gives back to the surety the value of his satisfaction? Who reverses all the pain endured, the groaning and tears, the indescribable suffering, the groaning of soul? All that is irrevocably buried in the past and nothing in this world can undo it. Thus for every satisfaction of penal guilt a fixed and certain determination must be made concerning its effectual and infallible working in order to avoid this incongruity. And this determination lay precisely in the fact that in the purpose of God and Christ the priesthood had reference to the elect, whom it also certainly benefits.

j)    All must already admit a certain particularity in the scope of Christ’s satisfaction. If we say that Christ died for the sins of the world, we do not take the word “world” in its broadest sense. Everyone (except the most insistent universalists) excludes the devil and demons. Everyone who holds to Christ’s own words will likewise exclude those who have committed the sin against the Holy Spirit, for which there is no forgiveness and no sacrifice remains. Thus if one must already concede a restriction in the purpose of God on these points, then in principle one cannot entertain an objection against the restriction to the elect. The satisfaction of Christ would also have been sufficient for those who have sinned against the Holy Spirit, but in His sovereign good pleasure God has not foreordained that.

k)   Finally, we can still point to those passages in Scripture in which it is explicitly said that Christ died in an entirely specific sense for particular persons and not for all; compare John 10:15; 11:51–52; 15:13; Ephesians 5:25; Matthew 1:21.

64. To what do the opponents of particular satisfaction appeal?
Mainly to three things:
a)   To the universal offer of the gospel, concerning which all agree.

b)   To a series of Scriptural passages that speak of bearing the sins of the entire world and of dying for all.

c)   To some passages that make mention of a death of those for whom Christ has already died.

65. How should the first of these (the universal offer of the gospel) be judged?
The objection is that the presentation of the gospel becomes a meaningless form for those who do not share in the satisfaction of Christ. If we look more closely, this general objection involves three specific objections that are usually not sharply distinguished from each other, yet are essentially different.
a)   It is irreconcilable with the truthfulness of God that He would offer the gospel and the merits of Christ in it to those for whom He Himself did not intend them. God would thereby give the impression that He wills to do something that in fact He does not will.

b)   On our position, ministers of the gospel, one thinks, lose the right to direct a general invitation to people.

c)   The hearers of the gospel could not have confidence to rely on the suretyship and the satisfaction of Christ as long as they have not received infallible assurance that they personally belong to the elect. My confidence in believing can only rest on the fact that Christ has suffered for me. If He has not suffered for all, then I will first need to know whether I belong among those for whom He has surely suffered before I can have solid ground under me.

66. What may be said to counter the first form of this objection?
a)   That the offer of the gospel is not and does not present itself to be a revelation of God’s secret will or of the will of His decree. If this were so, a contradiction would in fact exist that would detract from God’s love of truth. If the following had to be concluded: God has the firm intention to bring them personally to salvation and now it depends on A or B whether you will meet God’s purpose or disappoint Him—if this was the content of the gospel—then particular election and satisfaction would indeed be excluded. This, however, is not the content of our gospel or of the gospel of Scripture. This gospel does not express itself concerning the secret will of God but speaks of His revealed will. We understand this revealed will to include the command of God that comes to man and in each particular instance is determined by the specific relationship of man to God. Now, there is no doubt that it is the obligation of man to accept the possibility of redemption that is offered to him in the gospel, hopefully and gratefully. God can make that demand, and the gospel comes with that demand to all men.

b)   That the content of the gospel, as it is presented to all without distinction, is a declaration of the will of God that A and B, etc., may personally be saved, but that still in this regard should always be considered a conditional will. It is not only that we are not dealing with God’s secret will; we are also dealing with His revealed will under a specific condition. In God there is no unsatisfied desire that has silence imposed on it by His secret will. The desire of God can be understood as follows: If you believed, then the good pleasure of God would rest upon this act of faith. This conditional character is thus always to be kept in view and kept in the foreground.

c)   It is true that in the sense just described the gospel comes to many for whom Christ has not died. But at the same time it is true that these are precisely those who willfully despise the sacrifice of Christ. It may never be portrayed as if countless sinners who, eager for salvation, are seeking a ransom [and] now have to be dismissed with the explanation, “This ransom was not meant for you.” In doing that, one would be entertaining purely abstract possibilities that under the present circumstances could never become reality. The truth is that not a single instance of this kind can occur. God’s ordaining is such that all those for whom Christ in His purposing has not died are precisely the same as those who reject Christ by their unbelief. Even if satisfaction were universal, this can make no difference regarding their personal attitude toward it. In reality, they would no more share in it then than now.

d)   As noted above, the gospel is intended to deprive man of every excuse and to place the magnitude of his corruption in the clearest light. That is why God does not let the gospel be proclaimed only to the elect but also brings it indiscriminately to all men (as far as it in fact reaches them and, in principle, as far as we can bring it to them). Now a sifting takes place. But now, too, sin in its inner essence comes to full flowering because it becomes unbelief in the face of grace. It belongs to God’s righteousness toward sin that it will also reveal its true character to sinners themselves. The preaching of the gospel contributes to this. This came out most clearly at the time of the appearance of the Mediator on earth in the flesh. Unbelief reacted against Him, the incarnation of grace, in the most decisive way. Naturally, aggravation of guilt is inseparable from this reaction of sin and its related development. However, no one can dispute God’s right to bring man into contact with the gospel, even if by that his judgment becomes more severe. Whoever disputes this right takes an Arminian standpoint and tacitly assumes that God owed satisfaction to man. It is the obligation of man to accept in faith everything that God presents to him. And once this obligation is present, God cannot act unjustly when He punishes the failure to meet this obligation, regardless of whether man is able to fulfill his duty.

e)   Preaching has as its goal to call everyone it reaches: “If you will, take freely from the water of life” [Rev 22:17]; and “If you come, He will by no means cast you out” [John 6:37]. But it has neither the calling nor the right to make of this “willing” something other than Scripture means by it. It is not to be presented in a Methodistic manner as a sudden, uncaused act of will, a kind of experiment that can be independent of all antecedent conditions. The willing to which Scripture alludes is the willing of faith, of saving faith, the deepest act a person can do, in which his entire being shares and concurs—an act that becomes entirely impossible and incomprehensible without a prior attitude of repentance, to which it is linked and from which it in part results. Thus to will, along with putting aside all confidence in one’s self, is to have such a delight in the work of Christ and such an inner conviction of its sufficiency that we reach out for it with all the strength that is in us.

Now, the freest preaching of the gospel must make clear that such a willing is the only means by which we can become partakers of Christ. If one will not be untruthful, then the significance of faith may never disappear. And the preventive against this difficulty is a preaching of the law accompanying the preaching of the gospel. Whoever does not first bring the sinner to an awareness of his lost condition will also not elicit true faith in his heart by preaching. It is simply not true that everyone has a right to Christ who just chooses to believe at whim. The faith to which the recent methods of evangelism incite is something irrational. The faith of Scripture is a faith supernaturally wrought by the Spirit of God but still not an unnatural faith.


67. What should be said concerning the second objection: that with particular satisfaction ministers of the gospel could not have the confidence to bring the offer of the gospel to all?
a)   That, as ordained ministers, they do not have as their charge to carry it out according to their own reasonings and reflections. It is God’s concern to reconcile their calling and His decree with each other. They have only to follow the commission given them. That alone determines the scope of their work. And that reads: “Preach the gospel to all creatures” [Matt 24:14].

b)   The message of the gospel does not entail that one must assure everyone, head for head: God wills your personal salvation with the will of His decree. Then one would be proclaiming an untruth. Rather, it entails:

1.   Setting forth the demands of God on every sinner and the work of Christ as intrinsically sufficient and suited to satisfy for every sinner.


2.   Unfolding the nature of repentance and of faith as that which is necessary to obtain the personal application of the merits of Christ.


3.   Giving certain assurance that everyone who comes to Christ conscious of guilt and in faith may appropriate all the benefits of the covenant of grace as his personal possession.


c)   Inasmuch as God has chosen to have His gospel ministered by men and has not chosen to give them insight in advance into His secret counsel, it is entirely understandable why the gospel must be preached to everyone. The elect are hidden among all these. Universal preaching is also a means of reaching the particular objects of satisfaction.

d)   Also, it may not be forgotten that the gospel does not bypass unbelievers without a trace. It becomes to them a scent of death unto death [2 Cor 2:16]. Its preaching is a crisis in which all the depravity of the heart develops to full fruition and by which the measure of wrath at the day of God’s retribution is made full.

The third objection mentioned above has been sufficiently removed by what has been said.
68. How should we assess those texts that are cited against particular satisfaction and that appear to teach that Christ died for everyone?
a)   To begin with, one should envision the historical conditions of the time when the New Testament was written. A period of particularism, willed by God, had scarcely ended. The limitation of the dispensation of grace was a principle that was resident in the Jews to the bone. Many could not conceive of any other than a particularistic religion. Now, suddenly the dispensation of the New Testament arose with its universalism—that is, with its principle that by grace all ethnic boundaries fall away, that in Christ there is neither Jew nor Greek but only a new creature. It was in all respects obvious that under these circumstances all emphasis had to be placed on how Christ has died for all. We should rather wonder that more such passages do not occur. Passages such as 1 John 2:2 (cf. John 11:51–52); Hebrews 2:9 (ὑπὲρ παντός); Titus 2:11; 2 Peter 3:9; etc., are to be considered in this light.

b)   When here and there it is said that Christ has died for the world or is an atonement for the sins of the whole world, then one should be extremely careful about arbitrarily drawing the conclusion: He has made satisfaction for all men. The word “world” has a number of meanings and is certainly not plainly synonymous with “all people.” It can mean the universe, or all people in the world, or all kinds of people, many or the majority of the people, or the Roman world, or humanity as alienated from God and under the curse, etc. It is unnecessary to put forward evidence for all these different meanings. Anyone can open his concordance and be convinced. Therefore, if one wishes to derive a proof for the universality of satisfaction from the expressions mentioned above, then one will only be able to do this by considering the context and carefully demonstrating that in fact a satisfaction of Christ for all, head for head, is taught. And then one will perceive that nowhere is this the case.

c)   Our principle should always be that Scripture is to be explained by Scripture. Now, if we have a series of texts that teach the particular or restricted scope of satisfaction, and beside them a series of texts that seem to mention a universal intention, the one must agree with the other. Now, everyone can see that the texts of the first category lose their meaning and become totally inexplicable when one forces through the universal scope of Christ’s work. But one cannot maintain the reverse. The passages of Scripture with a more universal ring still retain a clear meaning and by no means become inexplicable when they are considered from the standpoint of particular satisfaction.

d)   That these universal-sounding passages may not lead us to conceive of a universal satisfaction appears from the following consideration: They speak not only of a universal satisfaction but also of a universal salvation. “As in Adam all die, so in Christ will all be made alive” [1 Cor 15:22]. Most proponents of universal satisfaction, however, do not maintain that all people are in fact saved by the sacrifice of Christ. Thus in all the expressions referred to here they must subject the general terms themselves to a certain restriction. Not all people are made alive by Christ but all who are entitled to that life, who are born spiritually of Him, as all who are naturally born of the first Adam inherit death from him. This, however, is nothing other than the explanation that we apply to other passages as well. Compare John 12:32; 1 Corinthians 15:22; Colossians 1:20; 2 Corinthians 5:14; Ephesians 1:10; Romans 5:18. When it comes to such passages, Arminians immediately say, “All, all who believe in Christ.”

69. What passages are advanced by the opponents of particular satisfaction to prove that Christ has died for those who are nevertheless lost?
For this they appeal to Romans 14:15; 1 Corinthians 8:11; 2 Peter 2:1; Hebrews 10:29.
70. Do these passages in fact contain what is sought in them?
No. As far as the first is concerned, it does not speak of the nonelect at all. The apostle rouses the stronger believers not to grieve their brothers by what they eat, if these are weaker. He then adds, “And do not destroy by what you eat the one for whom Christ has died.” That is, do nothing that has a destructive tendency or can have destructive consequences for one ransomed by the Lord. Eternal destruction is not in view here but an offense that would hinder the development of spiritual life.
In 1 Corinthians 8:11, mention is made of the perishing of a brother for whom Christ died because he sees another brother with more knowledge go into a temple of idols. The context, however, shows how this perishing, literally “becoming destroyed,” is to be understood. It consists in violation of conscience and moral ruination, but this is not all the same as “being lost forever.” The following verse explains further what is meant by speaking of wounding the conscience of the brother.
Concerning 2 Peter 2:1, there are two explanations. First, one has pointed to the difference between κύριος and δεσπότης. The passage reads, “And there will also be false prophets among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them and bringing upon themselves swift destruction.” This first interpretation understands δεσπότης, translated here as “Master,” not as Christ but as God the Father. “Bought” is understood as liberation from idolatry, false teachings, etc. Thus the sin of the false prophets becomes so great because they deny God by false teaching when it is the very same God who had delivered them from error by the light of truth. The other interpretation, however, seems more plausible to us. It has the apostle speaking here from the standpoint of the heretics themselves. They claim that Christ has died for them and has ransomed them. But they deny that same Lord about whom they profess that. Their sin is great precisely because it is committed against the light and better knowledge, in and even within the circle of the Christian church, in the bosom of the congregation. Such persons bring a swift destruction upon themselves. Accordingly, all is clear and unforced, and one does not need, with Turretin and others, to appeal to the difference between κύριος and δεσπότης.
Hebrews 10:29 reads, “How much more severe punishment do you think he will deserve who has trampled on the Son of God, and has regarded as unclean the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has insulted the Spirit of grace?” This, too, should be understood from the standpoint of those who could become apostate. Their rejection of Christ would be a rejection of a ransom that they had first openly accepted. This is worse than scorning the Savior without first confessing Him. There is a greater degree of wickedness inherent in renouncing something in which one has first lived, even if only outwardly, than in not accepting something to which one has not yet had a relationship. And as the wickedness becomes greater, so also the punishment will become more severe. In all these instances, however, it is not at all that such persons have been converted in their heart and so have actually been redeemed from sin by Christ.
71. What aberrant theories concerning satisfaction need to be noted and discussed briefly here?
a)   The distinctive view of some church fathers

b)   The moral or ethical theory

c)   The governmental theory

d)   The mystical theory

72. What was distinctive about the conception that some church fathers had of satisfaction?
The conception of many church fathers since Origen and Irenaeus had a dualistic cast. They presented it as if the ransom did not have to be paid to the righteousness of God but rather to Satan. Thereby the latter came to be a second, independent principle next to God and appeared as a person with whom God must negotiate, who has certain claims that are to be respected. He has man in his power as a prisoner and cannot be forced to let him go unless he receives compensation, a ransom. This has been called a military theory of satisfaction, not without good reason, for it is based on a kind of military law. The notion of the Christian life as military service may have contributed its share to this view.
As far as the details are concerned, a great deal of difference reigns. According to some, Christ took the place of imprisoned men and then broke the bonds of Satan. According to others, He attacked Satan directly and was victorious. According to still others, He broke the power of the evil one by letting Himself be killed by him. Satan was only allowed to kill those who were guilty. By attacking Christ, he overreached himself, exceeded his rights, and forfeited them.
73. What is to be said with this theory in view?
It contains an element of truth and can appeal to passages in Scripture like Hebrews 2:14 and Colossians 2:15. Guilty man has fallen prey to death. With the permission of God, demonic power under the direction of the devil can carry out part of this punishment on man. Both sin itself as well as the consequences of sin are presented in Scripture as servitude to Satan.
The Fathers, however, overlooked to too great a degree that Satan is merely an instrument of God and that we are only freed from his power by its basis in God’s righteousness being removed by the satisfaction of Christ. Furthermore, it appears clear enough from this theory how far removed the Fathers were from a moral conception of satisfaction, according to which only something in man would need to be changed. They agree with the orthodox doctrine insofar as they seek the necessity of satisfaction in something outside of man.
74. What do you understand by the ethical or moral theory concerning the satisfaction of Christ?
That conception according to which the purpose and efficacy of Christ’s priestly work are sought in causing a moral impression on man, more specifically by presenting Christ as an example worthy of imitation, or by having Him appear as an evidence of the love of God, who desires to suffer with the creature. The first view is that of the Socinians. They see the death of Christ as the death of a martyr who by dying has sealed His teaching, providing us with a powerful proof of its truth and leaving us a beautiful example of a love of truth, while at the same time they acknowledge that death for Him was the point of transition to His glorification. The second view is that of Bushnell (1876) in America; Robertson, Maurice (1872), Campbell (1872), Young in England; and Ritschl with his school in Germany. The latter all assume that Christ suffered to convince man by actions that nothing stood in the way of their reconciliation with God. When one further inquires of them how the suffering of Christ can hold good as evidence for the love of God, then the answers are different. Some say that love was manifested by Christ not allowing Himself to shy away from the misery to which He was exposed by entering into a sinful world. Others answer that God wished to impress on man that He felt sympathy for them and could enter into their suffering. By that the heart is softened and made loving. Still others let the significance of Christ’s work consist of feeling remorse for the sin of man, a remorse that was fully sufficient to take away guilt.
75. What objections are to be raised against the Socinian form of this theory?
a)   It rests on Socinian rationalism, which explains the will, sin, divine righteousness, and everything related to these in an entirely superficial way, in conflict with the thoroughgoing witness of Scripture. It is untrue that man only has need of a good example in order to become good instead of evil. He needs to be re-created and so cannot change his own will by imitation. The righteousness of God is a reality and may not be viewed, as the Socinians want, as a form of benevolence. Sin is guilt and not only moral error. On each of these points, the Socinians judge in a Pelagian fashion.

b)   There are elements of the suffering of Christ that cannot be explained as imitative martyrdom. One expects from a martyr that he will bear his suffering cheerfully and heroically. The opposite is seen in Christ. Although He endured patiently and purely, there is not a trace of the martyr’s enthusiasm that transcends the pains. He had to be immersed in sorrows and with cries and groans offer prayers and supplications with tears [cf. Heb 5:7]. Also, being forsaken by God cannot be explained with this theory. It has rightly been observed that whoever regards Christ as a martyr must look for a higher ideal and undoubtedly will be able to find a higher ideal in the history of science or religion.

c)   If the significance of Christ’s work is to be sought in providing an example, then it remains completely unexplained how the emphasis in Scripture can fall on His death instead of His life. To say that Christ’s death occurs as a validation of His life does not resolve this problem, for everywhere it is the fact of the death itself that is presented to us in Scripture as most important and not this fact in relation to something that preceded it.

76. How can you refute the other form of this moral theory?
a)   If, as this theory assumes, only a subjective change in the attitude of man is necessary, then God is powerful enough to bring that about by His Holy Spirit, without Christ having to suffer all those afflictions. Indeed, it would be cruelty in God if He let His Son suffer where this is not absolutely necessary and the goal can be reached in another way.

b)   Now this consideration also removes the foundation to the moral theory. For if Christ did not have to die, and it was God’s free choice to end the hostility of man precisely in this manner, then in the delivering up of Christ one can no longer see an extraordinary gift of love. It is this only if it is necessary for the sake of man and ceases to be that as soon as the thought of possible secondary purposes in God occur to us.

c)   It is established psychologically that tragic suffering does not make an impression on human nature when it has a premeditated character—that is, if one knows that it was brought about with the goal of making an impression. In this respect, the older Socinian theory provided greater advantages than this newer form. In fact, according to Socinus, the suffering of Christ was something unintentional and accidental that befell Him since He was unwilling to vacillate or yield when it came to fulfilling His duty. Such a martyr’s simplicity could make an impression. A tragedy devised in advance, on the other hand, cannot. Now Scripture tells us that Christ’s suffering was in fact conceived and devised in advance, that He would come into the world to suffer. He was delivered up by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God [Acts 2:23]. What God’s counsel and hand had determined beforehand would occur [cf. Acts 4:28] happened to Him. Given this, it is impossible to believe in earnest in the suffering of Christ as an impressive tragedy unless one also believes in a divine righteousness that made this tragedy objectively necessary.

d)   Bushnell, one of the leading defenders of this form of the moral theory, had to concede that Scripture always presents the work of Christ as a sacrifice to make satisfaction. This was necessary, as he said, in order that man, for whom the fruit of this work is intended, does not become overly self-assured. That is, this theory naturally entails that the sinner purposefully comes to contemplate the suffering of Christ—adopts various attitudes toward it in order, in doing that, to induce in himself the requisite impression. Thus, not only does the work itself become an exhibition, the appropriation of it by the sinner, too, is time and again in danger of becoming an exhibition. That is why, Bushnell says, the Bible speaks of it more or less covertly, so that we can absorb its impression in a less self-aware manner. This acknowledgement exposes in a striking fashion the weaknesses of the entire theory.

e)   Against the particular form of this theory that seeks the significance of Christ’s work in repentance for the sins of the world, we recall that repentance is precisely what is nontransferable in sin. No one can repent for someone else; certainly one can bear penal guilt for someone else. Only, then, when the substitutionary character of Christ’s satisfaction is acknowledged, could one speak, in a modified sense, of repentance in Him—that is, as of insight and whole-hearted recognition that the punishments that He suffered as Surety were deserved. This, however, is still not repentance in the proper sense of the word. The theory of Campbell is consequently untenable, despite its attempt to understand satisfaction more objectively.

77. Give an exposition of the so-called governmental theory.
This theory was first developed in principle by Hugo Grotius in his work A Defense of the Catholic Faith concerning the Satisfaction of Christ. This apology was directed against the Socinians. Grotius wished to uphold the objectivity of satisfaction—that is, it must serve in support of God’s principles of moral government. Imperceptibly, however, Grotius himself lapsed into the subjectivization he contested in Socinus. Later on, this theory was further elaborated especially in New England around the end of the last century. Its major arguments are the following:
a)   The core of all reasonable religion is benevolence—that is, endeavoring to promote the happiness of others. All reasonable qualities may be reduced to this. When something does not aim at the happiness of others, it is thereby condemned as unreasonable, and when something occurs in God that is seemingly in conflict with the needs of creatures, then we should form a conception of it that avoids this appearance. Punitive righteousness must be explained in such a manner that it resolves into benevolence, into a fitting provision for the well-being of the creature.

b)   The entire relationship between God and the creature must be explained by this principle of benevolence. God seeks the well-being of rational beings, and for Him everything is subordinate to this. That is why He prescribes laws and requires obedience. The basis for this is not that He, as the highest good and eternal Creator, is entitled to our service, but is nothing other than the impulse of His nature to make us happy. Thus, while for us the good in God is love for justice, according to this theory justice is taken up in love and becomes a more or less arbitrarily chosen aid to cause love to prevail.

c)   Certain sanctions were attached to the laws that God prescribed out of love. God deemed that He could best achieve His goal if He connected certain positive punishments to transgression of the law. Punishment is suffering that is attached by God to sin in an extrinsic way, without there being a logical or rational connection between the two. The connection consists entirely in association. Men become aware, by the revelation of God or by experience, that where there is sin, there is also suffering, and that God follows this fixed rule. By this awareness, they will gain an instinctive aversion to evil. Thus God gambles, as it were, on the self-love of men, on their aversion to suffering, and thereby seeks to deter from transgressing the law. All this He does, however, with no other purpose than to promote the well-being of His creatures.

d)   God could have punished all sinners who have transgressed the law. But had this happened, the exercise of punishment would have missed its goal since evil has spread universally. Therefore, for promoting the well-being of the creature it makes no sense to punish transgression of the law, for the goal, namely deterring others, can never be attained. Still, on the other hand, punishment cannot simply be remitted. The majesty of the justice would thereby be lost, and man would lose all reverence for the lawgiver. It is therefore necessary that God at the same time spare the sinner and provide a clear example of the execution of punishment. This was done in Christ. By having Him die, God has shown that He was serious about the maintenance of the sanctions associated with the law.

e)   The suffering undergone by Christ, however, should not be viewed as strictly or literally the same or of equal value as that which sinners themselves would have had to suffer had the threat of the law been carried out on them. It is not, however, a punishment by substitution but something that substitutes for punishment. God had only to see to it that the suffering of Christ would produce the same impression that the personal punishing of the guilty themselves, who now go free, would have caused. Thus a relaxation takes place.

f)    The result of this suffering consists in the possibility that now God may enter anew into a moral relationship with men and can again seek, by the majesty of His justice and the threat of punishment, to move them to doing good. He does not now need to look back on His initial experiment as a failure, for He has carried out His threats in Christ. Justice has lost nothing of its moral gravity. For all, the opportunity is now open anew to earn the eternal life that as a positive sanction was joined to keeping the law. The covenant of grace, which rests on the death of Christ, is nothing other than a new covenant of works. The suffering of Christ is not so much its foundation but is much more a preparatory means to eliminate certain obstacles. It saves no one actually, but makes all salvable.

78. What is our criticism of this theory?
a)   Its foundations are totally unscriptural and, moreover, philosophically untenable. It needs no demonstration that the doctrine of benevolence as the essence of all moral good, described above, is in conflict with Scripture. It is erected on philosophical principles from entirely outside the Bible. Apart from that, however, it must lead to eudaemonism or return to our standpoint. One could pose the following question to its proponents: If the morally good is known by the fact that it wills to promote happiness, does it not then also derive its value, morally considered, from this purpose? It will be difficult to give a negative answer in response. A morally good being must seek the happiness of others. Why must he do this? Because happiness is the highest good in the world; it must be sought for its own sake. That is clearly eudaemonism, the apotheosis of happiness, the reduction of the good to the pleasurable. If, on the other hand, one says that in the first place benevolence should not strive for the happiness of others but for their moral improvement, then one has thereby acknowledged that moral rectitude carries its value in itself and is neither dependent on happiness nor to be identified with benevolence. Then, however, it will also follow that sin carries within itself its own condemnation, which must be carried out not for the sake of happiness but apart from all consequences. That is exactly what we maintain when we say that God must punish sin.

b)   The theory is modeled on a certain conception of the goal of the earthly administration of justice. Since it is within the purpose of punishment administered by earthly civil government to promote the well-being of society and elevate the happiness of its citizens, one thinks that therefore: (1) Punishment must be considered entirely from this point of view; (2) God’s punishing can also have no other significance.

This reasoning, however, is false, both in its premises and in its conclusions. It is false in its premises, for it is not at all the case that government punishes exclusively in order to protect society. The state is more than a utilitarian institution. It has value and significance in itself, and accordingly its administration of justice is also of independent significance. This reasoning is false in its conclusions, for what is true for this earthly and temporal dispensation may not therefore be transferred to what is eternal and final: the administration of justice by God.


c)   The theory rests on an unworthy conception of God and of the manner in which He deals with His creatures. He first tries, by sanctions that threaten personal punishment, to maintain the majesty of justice and to induce fulfilling the law. This experiment, however, is a total failure. If God now willed to carry out His threats, He would achieve precisely the opposite of His intention: the misery instead of the happiness of His creatures. He is therefore compelled to withdraw His threats, insofar as they were personal, to grant a compromise between full enforcement and total violation of the law, and to set an example in Christ. By doing this, reverence for the law among His creatures is salvaged and God can begin with a new experiment. However, what if this also should fail? Is it not natural for transgressors to hope anew for a relaxation in the future? After God did not strictly carry out the threat in the past, who will provide a guarantee that He will do so in the future? The possibility exists that He will no more be deterred by the action of Christ from a third experiment than He was held back by the transgression of the law from showing grace in Christ. All moral seriousness in His tendencies disappears, and the satisfaction of the Mediator leads exactly to the opposite of what it was supposed to effect according to this theory. Additionally, because of this God repeatedly assumes a false attitude toward His creatures. He says, “If you transgress, then you will be punished,” but His deepest thought and intention in this is, “By saying this man will be deterred from transgressing, and if that does not avail, the law can always be relaxed.”

d)   According to this theory, God counts on the self-interest of man. The sanctions attached to the law are effective only insofar as they cause man to fear punishment. Now, it is true that earthly governments can and must also make use of this motive on their sinful subjects to maintain social order and keep sinful tendencies in check. But it is entirely incredible that God, who is not only concerned with outward decorum but with truth inwardly, would settle for observance of the law effected in this way and would make it the foundation for the eternal well-being of creatures.

e)   The defender of the governmental theory, however, could say, “Punishment for sin and the satisfaction of Christ should not be viewed exclusively as a deterrent.” It is not our meaning that God only intends to work on man by fear. We maintain that in the suffering of Christ God has left an impressive statement concerning the abhorrent character of sin. By this execution of punishment, He has not so much said—or at least not only said—what the consequence of sin is but rather what sin is. And by awakening insight into the abhorrent character of sin, satisfaction does its work and God reaches His goal.

Our answer to this should be that if God can show how abhorrent sin is by bringing suffering upon the sinner or upon Christ, then this can only find explanation in a punitive righteousness that must be carried out. In itself, suffering in no way has as its purpose to highlight the abhorrence of sin. If we presuppose that God does not necessarily possess righteousness that works retribution, then there is nothing in the least in the character of physical suffering that proclaims: sin is such a great evil. There are only two ways in which punishment can be related to sin: (1) as a deterrent, and (2) as just punishment. So when the advocates of the theory discussed here speak again and again of the suffering of the Lord as a proclamation of how abhorrent sin is, then they unwittingly take our position and use terms that only have meaning within our system.


The same thing can also be made clear along the following lines. Regarding its relation to sin, suffering can be considered in three ways:


1.   By virtue of God’s unimpeachable righteousness, it is connected to sin by God positively. One then adopts our position.


2.   It is arbitrarily connected to sin by God as a deterrent, so that man, by the force of the principle of association, would be restrained from sinning. God then counts on the fear of man.


3.   It results from sin itself as its natural outworking. Sin yields its own punishment. In Christ, God willed to demonstrate what sin by its nature leads to if it continues. In this case, however, God again counts on the self-centered fear of man. He wishes to move him to cease from sin, not because of its own heinousness but because of the heinousness of its consequences. The lesson of the cross of Christ may then be expressed in the following words: By doing good one gets ahead the furthest, and evil is a disastrous and dangerous principle!


f)    Finally, this theory makes the suffering of our Lord more a display than a reality. It was designed to create an effect, not to satisfy righteousness. In no way is this in accord with what is reported to us concerning the suffering of Christ. With that, the emphasis is always on the sorrow and anguish that Christ lived through in His own consciousness, not on what He appeared to others to be. Think of the struggle in Gethsemane, of the refusal of the Lord to take the wine mingled with myrrh [Mark 15:23].

79. What conception does the mystical theory have of the work of satisfaction of the Lord?
It agrees in one respect with the moral theory already discussed, namely, insofar as it seeks the purpose of satisfaction in a change that must take place in the creature, not in the fulfillment of a requirement of God. However, while the moral theory limits this change to the consciousness of the creature and finds its essence in a change of the subjective state of man, the mystical theory conceives of the situation more deeply and allows for a reversal to take place in an unconscious change. Christ intervenes in life in the organic existence of man, and what occurred through and after the incarnation in Himself, in His human nature, was the beginning of a conversion of human nature. Only as such does His suffering have significance. Sin is to be viewed not as guilt but as power, as indwelling corruption that must be countered and purged. While this grounding is common to all forms of the mystical theory, they differ from each other in their further elaboration.
a)   The Platonizing Greek church fathers spoke of a deification of human nature through the incarnation of the Logos. We have seen how the orthodox doctrine of the two natures in one person can be misused in this way. Deification means, in the first place, removal of perishability, to make immortal. In this view, the element of guilt naturally recedes into the background.

b)   Others, especially in more recent times, put more emphasis on sin itself than on the consequences of sin. Sin is a power resident in the flesh of man, that is, in his corrupt nature. Christ with His human nature, with His flesh, had to take this power into Himself, let it have its effect on Him, and thus abolish it. One can see how this makes it necessary to think of Christ as sinful, for only by having sin within Himself could He expel sin. Instead of being a barrier that would preclude Him from being our Redeemer, for this viewpoint sin becomes an indispensable requirement for Christ to be able to become that Redeemer. This also entails, however, that only overcoming and expelling sin as a stain is at issue, and sin as guilt does not need to be reckoned with. One cannot have both in view at the same time, for precisely by assuming a sinful nature, the possibility ceases for Christ to pay for the guilt of the sins of others. Hence guilt is simply pushed aside. Sin is a poison that has entered man apart from his guilt. All that is required is an antidote that consists in the poison losing its power in someone who lets it subside within himself and at the same time does not succumb to it. This is the theory of Irving in England; of Meuken, Stier, and Strok in Germany. According to Irving, Christ possessed original sin but no actual sin. By the power of the Holy Spirit, he suppressed the flesh and gradually purged it so that finally only spirit remained.

c)   The conception of Schleiermacher. According to Schleiermacher, the work of Christ consists in His taking believers up into the communion of His life—that is, in part into communion with His powerful God-consciousness, in part into the enjoyment of His perfect salvation. The former is called redemption, the latter reconciliation. The suffering of Christ consisted in nothing other than sympathy with human guilt and in patiently bearing the evil that the sinful world inflicted on Him. While He thus suffered with sinners, at the same time He was completely at peace with God.

Those who become members of the church of Christ receive some of this same life, which knows itself to be at peace with God; they are redeemed and reconciled. Guilt as an objective relationship toward God is not at all taken into account. For Schleiermacher, sin is merely the ascendancy of world-consciousness, or the flesh, over God-consciousness, caused by the fact that the former develops earlier, and if the God-consciousness is awakened, has already gained an influence that prevents the latter from coming to its fullness. The punishment that is linked with sin is not recognized as such by Schleiermacher. Punishment is only the natural consequence of sin. In the exercise of His work as Mediator, Christ has become a partaker in the consequences of sin that was not His own sin. Thus He has become acquainted with suffering as separable from personal sin. Those who are brought into the fellowship of His life also become acquainted with it as such, with the result that they no longer feel it to be a disturbance of their salvation. Their reconciliation consists in this. It is not reconciliation with God but a reconciliation with the suffering of this life.


80. What objections are to be brought against these mystical theories?
a)   That they reverse the scriptural order. This order is that man cannot be delivered from sin as a power if he is not first freed from guilt as a burden outside himself. These theories maintain that guilt cannot be removed other than by the power of sin being broken within man himself.

b)   Everything that belongs to the sinful past of the man delivered in this way is simply consigned to oblivion, as if a just demand of God did not attach to that past. However, if guilt can only be removed by taking away sin, and the sins of the past can no longer be taken away, then the guilt of the past must forever continue to testify against us. One can only get past this consideration by pushing aside the entire scriptural notion of guilt.

c)   All these theories limit the efficacy of the satisfaction of Christ (if His work may still be called that) to the period after His incarnation and suffering. Salvation becomes a mystical process tied to the humanity of the Savior as actually existing. The human life of Christ cannot be effective before it actually existed. Given that, it follows that all generations living before the incarnation of Christ, both in Israel and among the pagans, have died off unredeemed and unreconciled—contrary to the express testimony of Scripture, which assigns a true salvation to God’s covenant people already under the old dispensation based on the suretyship of Christ.

d)   The attribution of an actual sinful nature to Christ makes Him utterly unfit to be able to be our Savior. This is not only the case when one adopts our legal standpoint, but would still have to be the case even on the standpoint of Irving, Menken, et al. By the power of sin in His nature, the person of Christ, too, must become unavoidably sinful. A sinful person, however, cannot save himself. To claim this is equivalent to Pelagianism. To claim the opposite, that the human nature of Christ can be sinful without His person sharing in that sin, amounts to Nestorianism.

e)   This entire conception of the work of the Mediator fits within pantheism, as appears most clearly in the beliefs of Schleiermacher. Here sin, punishment, guilt all become unavoidable conditions. Instead of being an expression of the righteousness of a personal, transcendent God, the suffering in the world becomes a necessary state of affairs in nature. When man is reconciled, this does not consist in a legal acquittal by which he is relieved of suffering for his sins, but in stimulating a fresh consideration of this suffering so that man learns to recognize that suffering is not punishment. This terminology of Schleiermacher, then, is completely misleading. What he calls reconciliation would have much more properly been called redemption.

81. On what important issue do many who otherwise share our view of satisfaction depart from the time-honored doctrine?
On the point of the basis of the imputation of our sin to Christ. We have seen earlier how realism and traducianism, when they are used to explain the transmission of hereditary guilt and hereditary corruption, lead to insurmountable problems in Christology. It is surely well established that Christ assumed our nature from the flesh and blood of the Virgin Mary. If original sin is automatically transmitted with this nature, then it was also transmitted to Christ. As for corruption, one may avoid that by referring to the purification of this nature by the Holy Spirit before it was assumed. For guilt, however, the situation is completely different. That cannot be waived by some act of power, and if it continues to exist, it also makes the purification of the nature impossible. If Christ has sinned in Adam, then God cannot justly purify human nature on His behalf. For if He can do this with Christ, He would also be able do this with every sinner, and then salvation through payment for guilt would be unnecessary.
Despite these substantial objections with which realism and traducianism are burdened, many not only retain these positions, but in more recent times it is claimed from more than one side that they provide the key for understanding the solidarity of the Savior with us. To be able to bear our sins, it is argued, He not only has to possess our human nature but, moreover, has to share in the first act of original sin, so that it can be rightly affirmed that He does not assume sin alien to Him but that of a race in which He shares personally. One sees that this view is considerably different from that of Irving and his followers. According to Irving, habitual sin was inherent in Christ; according to the advocates of this view, there was only adhering guilt. The Holy Spirit purified His human nature such that this hereditary guilt did not result in hereditary corruption. So Christ could suffer for us as sinless, and it could nevertheless be affirmed that it was not an absolutely alien guilt that was imputed to Him—for at one point, the point of His own hereditary guilt, He shared in that guilt personally.
82. Why is this conception utterly untenable?
a)   It rests on a weakened conception of hereditary guilt as the source and root of all evil. One thinks that hereditary guilt can be attributed to Christ and that everything else can be denied to Him. That is to nullify the organic bond there is between hereditary guilt and inherent corruption, not only in a real but also in a legal sense. Whoever keeps this close bond in view, and is deeply imbued with the conviction that no sin of any kind may be attributed to Christ, will instinctively recoil from making the origin of all sin, the guilt of Adam, to adhere to Christ. By this, a dangerous line is crossed. Scripture speaks of that guilt as fully sin, as disobedience, and contrasts it with the obedience of Christ as the second Adam.

b)   Those who champion this opinion think that the close bond between hereditary guilt and inherent corruption can be abolished by an act of God’s power, by the purification of His human nature by the Holy Spirit. This, however, is a fallacy. If the guilt of sin in its consequences can be stopped by such acts of power, the entire work of the Mediator is superfluous. God can then do the same for every sinner and thus render harmless the consequences of guilt. However, He deals with the Surety not according to power but according to justice. Thus a justification must lie in back of the sanctification of human nature. If one goes on to accept that, then it becomes immediately clear to what disastrous consequences this false idea leads. We then have a Surety who must first be justified and sanctified—and that on the basis of his own merits, as it were by their imputation in advance, before He could intervene for us.

c)   The great error of this conception is that one does not take with sufficient seriousness the notion of covenant attribution. This free attribution that unites Christ and us, initially separated, into one body, not only for suffering but for the entire future, must remain the point of departure. The apostle does not teach us that Christ could be made to be sin for us because He was already guilty, but that He who knew no sin was made to be sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him [2 Cor 5:21]. Because, however, this mystery, which came to pass in the counsel of God, has been lost sight of, all sorts of other means are seized on to fill its vacant place. Then realism and traducianism must serve to eliminate the problems that arise.

And if one looks more closely, one will note that in the end nothing is gained by this. Surely, one will not be able or want to deny that Christ has been a divine person from eternity. If now He is not capable of suffering for our sins by sharing in our nature without partaking in our personal guilt, then we may rightly ask whether in fact He is capable—as purely God, without sharing in our nature—of assuming that nature by a legal act and identifying with us in such a manner that now guilt for Adam’s sin also becomes His own. In other words, there is not only an attribution of Christ to us but also an attribution of us to Christ, and that took place in principle when Christ entered into our nature. Now, if the latter can be free without having to be based on unity in nature, then why not the former as well?


83. Does the priestly work of the Mediator consist exclusively in His satisfaction, or does something else belong to it?
Belonging to it as well is intercession, mediating activity, or being an advocate.
84. Which words in Scripture indicate this intercession to us?
a)   He is said to appear now in the presence of God for us, ἐμφανισθῆναι (Heb 9:24).

b)   It is said that He intercedes for us with God, ἐντυγχάνειν (Heb 7:25).

c)   He is called our Substitute or Advocate. He is α παράκλητος, Paraclete (1 John 2:1). One should note that the word paraclete is used in a double sense in the New Testament. It is originally a passive form and means “someone who is called to help”—that is, an advocate. Since, however, an advocate can also take the place of someone whom he helps, the word at the same time also takes on the meaning of “substitute.” It is so used of Christ in the passage just cited (1 John 2:1): “And if anyone sins, we have an advocate (a substituting intercessor) with the Father.” This is the first meaning.

At the same time, the word is taken in a somewhat different sense when Christ calls Himself “Paraclete” for believers and promises them the Spirit as another Paraclete (John 14:16): “And I will pray to the Father, and He will give you another Paraclete, that He may be with you forever.” Here the Paraclete is “counsel-giving advocate.” The Holy Spirit, too, is now called a paraclete in this sense, especially because He fills the place of Christ with believers now that Christ has departed. Of course, the principal work of the Holy Spirit as Paraclete is to bring comfort, but the translation of the word itself as “Comforter,” however common, appears to be incorrect and cannot be justified. Παρακαλεῖν does mean “encourage,” “comfort,” but παράκλητος is a passive, not an active, form. The explanation that most presently give it and that is supported by this active form, namely, “counselor,” is also that of Augustine, Calvin, Beza, Lampe, and many others. The concept “comforter” is too narrow.


85. What is the significance of this intercession of the Mediator?
Already in the Old Testament, the high priest had not finished his work when he had performed the sacrifices. The blood, as the principal part of the sacrifice, had to be presented before Jehovah in the holy place or the holy of holies, and only by doing that was full atonement accomplished so that he could return to bless the people. The sacrifice, once brought, must be kept in remembrance constantly by the sprinkling of blood, and by being kept in remembrance must effect the continuance of the favor of God for the sinful people.
This is also the essence of the significance of the intercession of the Mediator. It is not the case that His sacrifice, once brought, was a forgotten or lost fact by which God in the past removed some obstacles but whose power no longer continues. Such a view would fit the governmental theory of satisfaction but not a system based on Scripture, in which satisfaction retains its full validity. God’s righteousness, which is an always-active impulse in His being, rests now and rests forever in Christ as the meritorious sacrifice. For the divine consciousness, the memory of satisfaction is continually present, and the demands of righteousness and the sacrifice of obedience continually come together in the person of the Mediator. That Christ ascended into heaven and appeared in the place where God’s glory dwells means that He presented His sacrifice to the Father, and on the part of the Father that He received it, accepted it as well pleasing. Christ did not come there as an isolated person who had left behind Him what had taken place on earth. The entire priestly activity that He had performed here below clung to His person. He came in a strictly official capacity. And as the Father’s consciousness of justice now rests on Him in this official capacity with satisfaction, so Christ in His priestly consciousness comprises all the past experiences, all the struggle endured, all the accomplished merits of the priestly ministry in order to place them before God. This is in Him an act that continues permanently, is not interrupted for an instant, and His divine omniscience enables Him to perform it. All of the gifts that come to believers from God result from the harmony of this twofold consciousness. They are claimed by Christ on the basis of His merits and granted by the Father on the basis of those merits.
But there is more than this. Christ not only presents His own work in the abstract, but the specific needs and prayers of believers are also included in His consciousness, so that all that is impure and imperfect in them is removed and they appear as sanctified before God. That is why they pray only in the name of their Lord Jesus Christ, which means more than that they appeal to His past. They also rely on His living activity for the present. Therefore, they expect every blessing and every gift through their Lord Jesus Christ, which again means more than that they find the basis and effective cause for this in His historical work of satisfaction. They also believe in a presently existing causality for it, joined with the former. One is dealing here with realities, and should avoid every appearance that these are merely abstractions or ideal relationships. Scripture takes these matters with full seriousness and derives from them a compelling reason to approach the throne of grace with complete confidence. We can do that, not only because Christ’s work once completed is behind Him and its fruits now follow of themselves, but much more because He now still lives and works to produce its fruits. That our weaknesses will find pardon and strengthening is likewise derived from this. Christ is a compassionate High Priest, who still carries the memory of weakness and suffering in His human consciousness, who can therefore put Himself in our circumstances and can have the merciful compassion for us that is entirely unique in its kind (Heb 4:15–16).
86. How then can you paraphrase this intercession of Christ?
It is the steadfast will of the Mediator by which He presents His satisfaction to the Father and keeps it in His remembrance, and by which He claims its particular application for all the members of His body.
87. Do we know much about the specific manner in which this intercession is made?
As good as nothing of this has been revealed to us, and we can also say very little about it because of our faulty conception of heavenly things in general. In this regard, one must again be on guard against two extremes. On the one hand, there have been those who, from the impossibility of giving concrete content to the idea of intercession, have drawn the conclusion that they were dealing here only with an abstraction. Accordingly, it is said that “Christ intercedes for us” is the expression in Jewish ceremonial form of the idea that the fruits of His merits benefit us. This, however, is an undue nominalism, for in the things of God it is the case that realities correspond to such ideas. God does not comfort us with abstractions; and when we pray on the basis of the intercession of our Mediator, that is not self-deception. And God does not accommodate Himself to our limited comprehension, but reality corresponds to our conception. If one will not acknowledge a real intercession, then everything that we are taught about the high priestly sympathy of the Mediator becomes meaningless. And once it has become permissible to let this matter evaporate into an idea, then one will also be able to presume this same right with regard to many other things of which we also cannot form a concrete conception. One can certainly ask why it is still necessary for Christ to present His merits and recall them to the Father, since the Father surely knows from eternity what these merits are and from eternity is disposed to grant their validity. With equal right, however, one could ask why it is necessary for the Father and the Son to negotiate formally with each other in the counsel of peace, since for them each other’s thoughts are clear and open from eternity. Whoever indulges in such questions and considerations will quickly see his concept of God harden into the rigidity of pantheism. He is left with a God through and in whom nothing more occurs. Our first thought, therefore, should not be, “What is necessary for God?” Reasoning in such a way, we could set aside intercession along with many other things. Rather, we should ask, “What is becoming and appropriate for God?” Then Scripture teaches us that there is a heavenly existence of forms, in which the thoughts of God are majestically embodied. Heaven is the place where all that is humanly faulty and untrue remains banned but from which, nonetheless, in no way does what is true and purely sensory about those forms—which are also prevalent among us men—need to be excluded. Thus we must not form an all-too-spiritual and meaningless conception of the things of God.
All this, however, is not said to cause one to lapse into the other extreme, where the Lutherans have ended. They think they have to insist that this intercession is vocalis, verbalis, et oralis—that is, with voice, words, and mouth, concerning which many other things are assumed. We have no right to go so far—not because such things are impossible in themselves, or unworthy of God, but simply because Scripture makes no mention of them. In what has been said above, we think we have given the sense of the biblical data correctly. We do not know how exactly these things occur, and it is of relatively little importance as long as our conception of the heavenly things must also remain vague and nebulous in other respects.
88. Can you show from some Scripture passages that something like what is described above in fact takes place?
Romans 8:33–34, “Who shall bring any charge against the elect of God? God is the one who justifies. Who is He that condemns? It is Christ who died … indeed, who also intercedes for us” (ὃς καὶ ἐντυγχάνει ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν).
Acts 2:33, “Being therefore exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He has poured out this, which you now see and hear.” Here the outpouring of the Holy Spirit is linked with the fact that Christ appeared before the Father in heaven. Only when He entered the holy of holies through the torn veil could the great gift, acquired by His sacrifice, be distributed.
Luke 22:31–32, “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan greatly desired to have you that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail.” This is an instance of particular intercession.
Isaiah 53:12, “Because He poured out His soul to death and was numbered with the transgressors, and He bore the sins of many, and interceded for the transgressors.”
89. In how many ways has Christ exercised this work of intercession?
Two different ways are usually distinguished, corresponding to the two states of the Mediator.
a)   Intercession made here on earth, which through the nature of His entire work in His state of humiliation was itself also given the form of a humiliation. Christ prayed then on the basis of His merits, made eternally certain by His suretyship, but at the same as a supplicant who humbles Himself, both in His inner mood and in His outward gestures.

b)   The intercession made in heaven since the ascension of the Lord, which is no longer accompanied by humiliation but by majesty and regal glory.

90. Who are the persons whom this intercession benefits?
Lutherans are accustomed to make a distinction between the universal intercession of the Mediator, which applies to all people, even those who are lost, and His particular intercession, in which only believers share. They mainly appeal for this to the prayer of Jesus on the cross for His enemies (Luke 23:34). Of course, this view is closely connected with the entire Lutheran system. In the specific sense, Christ can only make intercession for the elect, for His intercession is not a mere beseeching where it remains uncertain if it will be heard, but it is an ever-active steadfast will, which the Father is always ready to oblige. Therefore, intercession extends as far as the saving fruits of satisfaction reach. This, of course, does not exclude that Christ otherwise has also prayed for those who are excluded from this specific intercession. Compare with the text mentioned above, John 17:9–20, where the scope of intercession is indicated for us both positively and negatively: “not for the world … for those who are sanctified by Him, and for all who will believe in me through their word.”
91. Can anyone other than Christ make intercession for us?
No. If His intercession is nothing other than the continuation of His priesthood and its ideal conception, then it will immediately follow that one who is not a priest also cannot make efficacious intercession before God. Only the one who has sacrificed may appear in the sanctuary. Since now, however, the Roman Catholic church has repristinated the priesthood and has the sacrifice of Christ repeated, it has by analogy with that also invented a multitude of intercessors. It canonizes certain so-called saints, to whom it attributes a degree of excess in merits and refers to them as intermediaries able to influence God. With the basis on which this doctrine rests, the dogma of the opera supererogationis [works of supererogation], the doctrine of the intercession of the saints itself also falls. It is true that Scripture stirs believers to pray for each other and to intercede before God—and the Hebrew word for “pray,” הִתְפַּלֵּל, even means “intercede”—but by this is not meant an official act of an office, only an intercession by brothers, who are equal, for each other. One can request the intercession of a brother but may never interpose him as a mediator between God and one’s own soul. This would be deification of man. There is but one Mediator, who can bring our prayers before God, and every notion as if there were others who could do something like this unavoidably leads to clothing these persons with divine attributes. The Roman Catholic public actually conceives of its saints as omniscient, omnipresent, etc.
92. By what is the priestly office of the Mediator in intercession distinguished from the work of the Holy Spirit as Paraclete, as that is described especially in the Gospel of John?
Both activities, that of Christ and that of the Holy Spirit, are designated with the same words (e.g., Rom 8:26–27, “The Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with inexpressible groanings [ὑπερεντυγχάνει στεναγμοῖς ἀλαλήτοις]; “because the Spirit intercedes for the saints with God [ὅτι κατὰ θεὸν ἐντυγχάνει υπὲρ ἁγίων]).” Still, there is a great difference between the two. The intercession of the Holy Spirit is not an intercession that takes place outside of believers, but one that is made by them in themselves. They themselves pray by the Holy Spirit, or the Holy Spirit prays from within them. The work of the Holy Spirit in the economy of salvation is precisely to identify with believers and to dwell within them. It is otherwise with the intercession of Christ, which takes place outside the believers and remains sharply separated from their own prayers. Therefore, we do not pray to the Holy Spirit but to Christ, and not by Christ but by the Holy Spirit.
King
93. What is the kingly office of the Mediator?
His official appointment and activity on behalf of God to rule and protect His church.
94. Is Christ already king apart from His mediatorship?
Yes. As sharing in the Divine Being, He also possesses from eternity the royal power over all creation that belongs to God. This continues with His true deity through all that befalls Him. In a strict sense, however, one cannot speak of this as a munus regium, a “kingly office.” After all, an office always presupposes delegated authority exercised in the name of another. Divine kingly power is absolute. Hence one was accustomed to speak of a regnum essentiale, an “essential rule,” and place next to it the regnum personale, the “personal rule.” The latter, then, means the official kingship of the Mediator.
95. Can one delineate further within the mediatorial kingship itself?
Yes; it includes more than one aspect.
Dominion over the church that the Mediator exercises by His word and Spirit. He prescribes laws by virtue of His office. He sees to it that these laws are lived up to by the working of His Spirit. All office-bearers in the church derive their authority from Him and receive their appointment from Him. Nothing can be done with authority without this authority being granted by Him. Christ received this kingship when He was appointed as Mediator in the counsel of peace. As far as its essence is concerned, it was not tied to the actual performance of His suretyship, for this essence has existed from the first beginnings of the church on up to the incarnation as well as afterward. It is called the regnum spirituale, the “spiritual kingdom,” because it is established by spiritual means and is governed by spiritual power alone. “Spiritual” here, however, is to be understood in a deeper sense. The act of regeneration is also a spiritual act and one of the spiritual means by which Christ rules as King. Nowadays, people have become too much accustomed to an excessively ethical conception. Concerning this regnum spirituale, the following can be distinguished:
1.   Its basis. This consists in the salvation or redemption of believers by Christ. He has paid the ransom for them, and through this they enter into a wholly unique relationship with Him. They are no longer their own possession but with body and soul the possession of Jesus Christ. Faced with His will, they have none but only unqualified submission. Whether they live or die, they are the Lord’s. In this way, the believer stands in a totally unique relationship to Christ, unlike the relationship in which He stands to the Father and the Holy Spirit, and which ultimately can only be explained by the deity of the Mediator.


2.   Its nature. It is a spiritual kingdom, but that notwithstanding, a real kingdom. That is, no external physical force is used, as is the case with the kingdoms of this earth. But neither does everything in it happen according to the dictates of a permissive love. There is authority, power, and sovereignty—in the first instance in Christ and then entrusted by Him to His servants.


It is most necessary to keep this in view in order to avoid wrong conceptions concerning the essence of the visible Church. It does not originate from a voluntarily arrived-at contract that its members enter into mutually until its termination at a later point, so that in time one can withdraw from it. That theory is not applicable to the state, much less to the Church. One does not join the Church from desire or inclination but as a subject of the kingdom of the Lord, conscious of one’s obligation to have fellowship with other subjects and to acknowledge the servants of the Lord. This position, if it is well thought out and consistently applied, is naturally rich in its implications. Among other things, it includes that the Church does not lose its power over a person if this person deliberately leaves its bounds. In an earthly kingdom, nobody would think a subject is free to terminate its dominion. The state does this, not the individual. Neither is one free to withdraw from the Church arbitrarily. The Church retains its power (within the limits prescribed to it by God) as long as it has not loosed the subject of the Lord, and it cannot relinquish the exercise of its discipline. Whether the secular government is willing to acknowledge this right is irrelevant. Christ has granted to His Church an independent right that does not first need to be enacted by secular law. It is better for the Church to violate the command of secular government than to leave unfulfilled the commandments of its own King.




3.   Its scope. To the spiritual kingdom of the Lord belong all those whom He has redeemed or if according to the rule of the word of God we have to assume that to be the case; therefore, all believers. Still, not all of them stand in the same relation to Christ the King. All of them are subjects and, to that extent, equal. But some of them are more than subjects; they are also servants with official authority. However, this authority of the servants in the kingdom of God is not a magisterial but a ministerial power. That is, it is not absolute but bound to certain regulations that God has revealed in His word and illuminates by His Spirit. Only Christ Himself has absolute power—that is, the right to act as He sees fit—for He is the only King. But within these limits, the servants of the kingdom still have real authority with all its aspects. They have not received this authority from the people, although the people choose them. This power descends from above and does not arise from below. One must guard against being led astray by the prevailing ultrademocratic ideas concerning the source of civil authority into making the Church into an absolute democracy. That the Church is not. Its servants are accountable not to the Church as such but to Christ. The Church is a kingdom.


4.   Its significance. The kingdom of the Savior may never be viewed as a utilitarian institution that exists entirely for the individual. This conception of the state is also widespread and sometimes transferred to the kingdom of Christ. The state, however, is much more than that sort of institution. It is one of the independent organisms that God has created, a body that, like all bodies, has meaning in itself. The state exists to realize certain things that cannot be achieved by the individual: to administer justice, to represent visibly God’s virtues as ruler. The same may be said about the kingdom of the Mediator. It may not be viewed solely as a well-organized association set up entirely for the expansion of power but apart from that is lacking any positive value in itself. The Church exists to embody and represent in visible form the dominion of King Christ. On the basis of God’s Word, it must organize itself and prescribe certain laws. It does not have the freedom to live without restraints, without there being something of the resemblance of a kingdom in its visible form. It is not permitted to organize its laws according to the changeable conditions of the world. The principal features of its government are given in Scripture and outlined in the organization of the apostolic church, and that pattern has binding authority. Within those principal features there may be a certain latitude, but they themselves may not be eliminated.


5.   Its duration. Christ did not first acquire His rights as King over all believers by the actual act of redemption but already by assuming His work as Mediator. Hence this spiritual kingdom also reaches back to the first days of creation. As soon as there were believers, the exercise of dominion by the Mediator began. Although the form of that dominion may have changed according to the different dispensations of the covenant of grace, its essence was the same. Also, for the future, this kingdom will remain the same for all eternity as to its essence. It cannot cease to exist any more than believers can cease to be the property of their Savior. As Christ is Priest and Prophet forever, so also will He be King eternally (Psa 89:4, 36–37; Luke 1:33; Dan 2:44–45).


6.   Its instruments. Ultimately, its instruments are the Word and the Spirit. Through both, Christ is present in His church. Here attention should be paid to the fact that the Spirit works along with the Word. When the dominion of Christ is exercised by His servants, that does not mean that the Mediator Himself is at a distance in a deistic manner and absent from His place of jurisdiction, for it is He who engenders both authority and respect, both in ministers and in subjects of the kingdom.


7.   Its epochs. A distinction is made between the regnum gratiae and the regnum gloriae, the “kingdom of grace” and the “kingdom of glory.” The latter begins on the day of judgment. It will be distinguished by the fact that it includes all believers in the same state of glory and none but believers, since the separation between wheat from chaff will have taken place. Christ will no longer rule by providing Himself with servants but will exercise His kingly power in His own person. His power will be perfected in His subjects, and nothing more will be lacking in the full unfolding of the kingdom of heaven.


96. What is the connection between the two concepts of Christ’s
headship and kingship over the church?
a)   Headship is the term for the mystical union that exists between Christ and believers. It expresses an inward relationship between Christ and those who belong to Him. Kingship is the term for the legal unity present between Christ and believers by authority and obedience. It thus expresses an outward relationship.

b)   Headship also concerns the church as a whole, but is nevertheless established in such a manner that each of the members is connected to Christ with a separate bond and only through Christ joined to the brothers. The peculiarity of kingship, on the other hand, lies in the fact that one stands before Christ the King only as a fellow-subject in connection with the brothers. A multitude of subjects is essential to the idea of a kingdom.

c)   Headship is not an official but an organic concept. Christ is King on behalf of the Father, so that the outlook of His kingship is upward as well as downward. On the other hand, He is the Head not so much in relation to the Father but in relation to the members of His body.

d)   Nevertheless, both things are not to be separated from each other. Headship serves kingship, for precisely because Christ is organically one with His people He can govern and rule them outwardly. Conversely, this outward dominion also serves to implement His headship until finally it will become fully realized, and all those who were reckoned in Christ will be brought in as members of the body. Also, in the Old Testament the word “head” occurs with both meanings: (1) organic head; (2) royal ruler.

97. In how many senses does Scripture use the expression “kingdom of heaven” or “kingdom of God”?
It is well known that the designation βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν, “kingdom of heaven,” usually occurs in Matthew’s Gospel. In Mark and Luke, one only finds βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ, “kingdom of God.” The latter designation is also found in John and Paul. The addition “of heaven” serves to indicate the heavenly origin and the heavenly character of this dominion. The Mediator, who was anointed as King, was in heaven from eternity and has returned to heaven, and heaven is the center of all His activities. This corresponds to the fact that the coming of the kingdom is equated to the coming of Christ. He also possessed this dominion earlier, but in secret, and only let it be represented by kings—David’s descendants—as types. He was only known as the future King. As the covenant of grace had indeed already long existed and yet can be said to have been instituted by the coming and sacrifice of Christ, so too for the kingdom of heaven these things do not exclude each other. From out of heaven, as it were, the king has brought His royal worth with Him in order to reveal it (cf. Gal 4:26, “But the Jerusalem that is above is free, which is the mother of us all”).
Furthermore, the word βασιλεία can have three meanings:
a)   Kingly worth or kingship. Compare 1 Corinthians 15:24, “when He will have delivered over the kingdom to God and the Father,” and Matthew 16:28, “until they will have seen the Son of Man coming in His kingdom” (i.e., “with His kingship”). “Your kingdom (= kingship) come!” [Matt 6:10; Luke 11:2].

b)   The kingly realm extensively, thus kingdom in the proper sense. This is meant when speaking about entering into the kingdom of heaven or being cast out of it.

c)   The sum of the obligations and privileges that come with being a subject in this kingdom. So it is said that we must seek the kingdom of God, that it can be possessed by us, that it is a treasure, a pearl of great value, etc.

98. What kingdom has Christ received besides this
regnum spirituale [spiritual kingdom]?
The regnum potentiae, the kingdom of power. This extends over the entire universe. According to Matthew 28:18, to Him has been given all authority in heaven and on earth. The apostle says that God has seated Christ at His right hand in heaven, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion and every name that is named, not only in this but also in the coming world (Eph 1:20; cf. further Phil 2:9–10; and Psa 8, with Heb 2:6–9). Concerning this kingdom of power, we should note:
a)   That Christ has not always possessed it but first received it after His ascension, when He went to sit at the right hand of God. The spiritual kingdom has always existed from the first beginning of the church; this kingdom of power began with the third stage of Christ’s exaltation. From this it follows, in the second place:

b)   That it will cease when its goal is reached. This is taught by the apostle in 1 Corinthians 15:24, 28. In the end, the Son will hand over the kingdom to the Father when He will have destroyed all dominion and authority and power, in order then also to be subjected Himself to the One who has subjected all things to Him, so that God may be all in all.

c)   The specific purpose of this all-encompassing kingship is found in the spiritual kingship that Christ has over His Church; Ephesians 1:22, “and gave Him as Head over all things to the church.” This entails: (1) Christ is the Head of the Church; (2) as such He is above all things, exercises unlimited dominion.

d)   More specifically, this unlimited dominion is necessary to protect the Church from its enemies. The Church is in the midst of the world and still has the evil of the world in its own bosom. So, if it is to be secure, then its Head must have dominion over the world. Its history is intertwined with the history of the world. Consequently, only who governs the latter will be able fully to lead the former. Christ has therefore assumed dominion over the world for the benefit of His Church. He exercises it on behalf of God, for this kingdom of power, too, is and remains an official kingdom.

e)   That Christ received this kingdom of power at the same time had consequences for His spiritual kingdom, since, as the exalted God-man, He can now by His Spirit also work everywhere in order to assert even the power of His exalted humanity.

f)    Also, for Christ Himself this royal power has the significance of a reward, which He received for His redemptive work. Scripture calls it an inheritance, which the good pleasure of the Father assigned to Him as Son (Heb 1:2). It was the person of the Mediator who, according to both His natures, received this kingly majesty: according to His human nature, because it was perfectly glorified; according to His divine nature, because it can now radiate all its splendor unhindered by His humanity, which previously had been the cause of its concealment.




5. States
1. What is a state and what must be understood specifically by the states of the Mediator?
A state is the relationship to the judicial power within which one stands. One needs to grasp this concept precisely and to distinguish it clearly from every other concept. Without a relationship to a judge that determines a state, one could not speak of a state. A sinful condition can always be conceived of as an inherent quality, even if there were no God in the world—although, of course, sin as a condition would then assume a different character. But guilt is completely inconceivable without a God before whom one stands guilty. Guilt, then, is a state. In its original meaning, then, a state is nothing other than an imputed condition. The condition effects the state as it reflects back upon us in the judgment of God. When God takes note of our condition and accordingly determines our relationship to His justice, He assigns a state to us. So, when God created Adam pure, he was in a state of rectitude, and when he had sinned, he was moved by God’s judgment into a state of guilt. In both cases, the state was nothing other than the objectification of his condition.
Now, however, since guilt is a state—that is, an objective relationship—God, by grace, has been able to permit the transfer of the state of one person to another who becomes a Surety for him. Where this transfer takes place, then the situation occurs that the state is not only distinguished from the condition but also that they are not in accord. This was the case with Christ the Surety. His state—at least the state of humiliation, the state of being guilty by the effective imputation of God—was transferred to Him from those whose Surety He became. With regard to His condition, He was completely perfect and without sin; with regard to His state, He was completely guilty and cursed. And conversely, the state of righteousness into which He entered by the satisfaction He made is transferred from Him to believers, so that they, although being in a sinful condition, still, with regard to their state, stand before God as those who are fully justified.
However, we must go one step further. As state originates from condition, it also produces a condition. Whoever is in a state of guilt before God must, unless that state is removed from him, enter into a condition of misery. And whoever is in a state of justification before God must enter into a condition of salvation and glorification. Thus it is the case that state, although it is to be sharply distinguished from condition, is still sometimes used of a condition, but then only insofar as it is a direct consequence of the state that is reflected in it. Christ was not limited to the state of obligation for guilt or the state of righteousness. A corresponding condition was joined to both.
2. How then can we further describe “state” as specifically applied to the Mediator?
A state of the Mediator is the status in which He stands as Surety before the justice of God, along with its corresponding condition.
3. How do you define the state of humiliation?
The state of humiliation is the status of guilt of the Surety before the justice of God as that is manifest in the corresponding condition of misery.
4. How do you define the state of exaltation?
The state of exaltation is the status of righteousness of the Surety before the justice of God as that is manifested in the corresponding condition of glory.
5. Who is the subject of the state of humiliation?
This is none other than the person of the Mediator, the Son of God. His humiliation does not refer to a nature in the abstract but is something that applies to the person. Here, too, Scripture begins with the divine person (Phil 2:7–8).
6. By what is the state of humiliation brought about?
By the act of humiliation. Christ humbled Himself and freely entered into the state that He had taken upon Himself through His suretyship.
7. Which two parts are further distinguished in this act?
It is customary, on the basis of Philippians 2:7–8, to make a distinction between:
a)   Κένωσις, “emptying.”

b)   Ταπείνωσις, “humiliation.”

By emptying we understand the act of the person of the Mediator by which He submitted to the assumption of the human nature in the form of a servant, without this human nature being equipped with the glory befitting His divine Person.
By humiliation is understood the subjection of the so-assumed submissive human nature under the curse and the demand of the law.
8. What judgment is to be made about the question whether the incarnation of the Mediator in itself belongs to His humiliation?
Opinions diverge considerably on this point. Authorities may be produced for two views. On the one hand, one points to the language of Scripture. The apostle says Christ has emptied Himself (ἑαυτὸν ἐκένωσεν) by assuming the form of a servant (μορφὴν δούλου λαβών). How this is to be understood is then further explained by the words, “being made in the likeness of men” (ἐν ὁμοιώματι ἀνθρώπων γενόμενος). So it seems to be established without question that the μορφὴ δούλου is nothing other than the human nature as such, and to assume it was, according to the apostle, an emptying of Him who was in the form of God. Accordingly, the incarnation is thus the first step in humiliation.
On the other hand, one has rightly pointed out that the Mediator never again puts off His human nature and now also possesses it in His exalted state. Now, if the possession of the human nature as such were a humiliation, then Christ would remain eternally humiliated. So it appears that the express witness of Scripture conflicts with its no-less-clear pronouncement of the exalted state of the Mediator.
9. In what way may these two truths be reconciled with each other?
First, we must distinguish properly between human nature in the abstract and human nature in a specific form. Although human nature, as Christ possesses it following His exaltation, is suffused fully by the radiance of His deity and is transformed into a suitable organ of revelation, still it was not in fact the human nature that He assumed in the incarnation. Now, from this one can certainly draw the conclusion that the assumption of human nature in itself or in the abstract need not include humiliation. But then one may never forget that abstract nature without specificity never exists. What Christ assumed was our nature in a specific form, the form of servanthood, yet not one as it has become weakened by sin. The act of assumption itself occurred with the purpose of making that nature an instrument of servanthood and was already a humiliation. Conversely, in His exalted state, the human nature of the Mediator is raised to a degree of glory that goes far beyond the glory of the first Adam and far exceeds that to be received by the redeemed.
10. To what extent did the divine nature share in this act of self-humiliation?
The deity assumed human nature in the unity of the person, so the latter is something that belongs to the divine person. Now, however, humiliation is included for a person who is God if He has something in Himself that is imperfect and subservient and in which His glory cannot shine through fully. Hence it appears further that humiliation is certainly possible without a change of condition, for in the blessed condition of deity no change can take place. It was a humiliation of relationship, originating through relationship to humble humanity.
11. Was not the Mediator’s appearance as Surety, prior to His incarnation, already a part of the state of His humiliation?
No, for the μορφὴ δούλου, “the form of a servant,” of which Philippians 2:7 speaks, was not associated with that appearance. Christ did not put Himself in the position of one guilty but only promised that He would be willing to assume this position. The effective imputation of guilt had not yet begun. And the activities that the Mediator carried out prior to His incarnation did not bear the character of humiliation; they were all anticipations of His prerogatives as Mediator to be obtained through His humiliation.
12. What is intended by
μορφὴ δούλου
in Philippians 2:7?
As demonstrated earlier, it means: (1) neither the essence of God nor (2) the state, the position, of God in Himself, but (3) certainly the form or mode of revelation for others—thus that in which the essence unfolds itself outwardly. Now, this text teaches that prior to His incarnation Christ possessed the form of God—that is, His likeness as a whole revealed His deity; essence and form agreed with each other fully. By the incarnation, however, He assumed the form of a servant, the μορφὴ δούλου. Δούλος here means nothing other than man as servant and forms a contrast to θεός, “God.” By also assuming human nature—as all men possess that as a subservient form—with His deity, the Logos acted such that one could no longer designate His form as entirely corresponding with the essence. There was now something in Him that was no longer in conformity with His divine essence, and that was His humiliation. Thus the expressions used by the apostle agree completely with the description above that we have given of the concept state.
13. What are the stages of the state of humiliation of the Mediator?
These are summed up differently by different persons, without there being an essential difference. It is otherwise with the difference that exists between Reformed and Lutherans on this point and to which we return below. We can sum up the stages of the state of humiliation in order as follows:
a)   Incarnation, including birth

b)   Subjection to the law

c)   Suffering of death

d)   Burial

e)   Descent into hell

14. What may be noted concerning the incarnation in particular?
a)   That it relates to the Logos and not to the triune God as such. Thus to express ourselves properly we must not say, “God has become human,” but, “the Logos has become flesh.” It is not the being of God as existing in the Father and the Holy Spirit that has assumed human nature but the being of God in the existence mode of the Son.

b)   Nonetheless, the entire Trinity had something to do with this incarnation because it was an “external work.” The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit worked together here, and each of these three worked in His particular way, carrying out the task that was appropriate to His place in the Trinity.

c)   The incarnation was not so much something to which the Logos was subjected and that was done to Him by another as it was something to which He subjected Himself and He did Himself. Thereby it received its value before God and made up a part of His passive as well as active obedience.

d)   The incarnation takes place from the Virgin Mary. In ancient times, that had to be maintained against Docetism. In later times, it has become necessary to emphasize that in opposition to the Mennonites, who only grant that the Logos assumed flesh in Mary without there having been a real connection between His human nature and ours except for their similarity. We believe that the Mediator not only has a nature like ours (sin excepted) but also has taken a nature, derived from ours, from that nature.

e)   It was an incarnation. As was touched on earlier, that includes two things:

1.   Not only a body, but a reasonable soul, was assumed from Mary. The term flesh in Scripture, when it appears in a connection like this, never means the body in itself but body and soul in their organic union. This does not mean, however, that the human soul of the Mediator separated itself in a realistic mode from the soul of the Virgin Mother or in a traducianist mode was transplanted through an action of her soul. Rather, as in other cases the soul is organically united to the body, which develops from the body of the mother, so too that occurred with the incarnation of the Mediator. His human soul was created by God, not apart from the body in order to be united with it but rather in the closet union with the body.


2.   From Mary the Mediator assumed a human nature, not a human person.


f)    The incarnation occurred from the Virgin Mary—that is, without the participation of a male—through an immediate, immanent action of the Holy Spirit. And that is so for the following reasons: (1) Because all sin must be excluded down to the root in the origin of His human nature. Sexual intercourse between a man and a woman is tainted with sin. (2) Because what is personal in human nature, it would seem, is linked with the act of generation by the father, wherefore this act, where a human person did not need to originate, must be omitted. Whether Mary knew a man after the birth of the Savior from her and whether the brothers of the Lord, who appear in the Gospels, were really His brothers in the ordinary sense of the word, is a question about which there is a great deal of dispute and which, dogmatically as well as exegetically, does not appear to be susceptible to a solution and moreover is of secondary importance.

g)   The incarnation is accompanied by a sanctification of the human nature received from Mary. Luke 1:35 teaches us this: “Therefore (that is, in accordance with the fact that the Holy Spirit will come upon you, inferring back from the result to the ground), that holy one who will be born to you will be called God’s Son.” That the Son of God must be born of Mary as a holy something (neuter: τὸ γεννώμενον ἅγιος) makes necessary a special action of the Spirit. If we now knew precisely how the stain of sin transfers to human souls at their origin, then we would also know how to identify precisely in what the specific work of the Holy Spirit consisted when He purified the human nature of the Mediator. Now, however, we know little concerning that and must limit ourselves to conjectures, and the present point remains in the dark. That the body must be kept pure from certain affects speaks for itself; for although no sin lurks in what is bodily considered apart from its enlivening, it nowhere exists outside of union with the soul, and something that is of physical or physiological origin can become sin for the soul. Consequently, there is a connection between soul and body by which the latter pollutes the former—not only by having something in itself for which the soul, as the seat of personhood, becomes responsible, but also by making the soul sinful in itself. Finally, the most generally accepted opinion is that the sinful condition of human souls, which already dates from conception and birth, takes its origin in the withholding of the Holy Spirit on account of original sin. In all three of these respects one may speak of a purifying activity of the Holy Spirit.

15. Where do Roman Catholics seek the basis for the sinlessness of the human nature of the Mediator?  
In the “immaculate conception of the Virgin Mary.” The decree of Pope Pius IX (promulgated in 1854) says “that the doctrine that states that the Blessed Virgin Mary, from the first moment of her conception on, by a singular grace and privilege from Almighty God, in view of the merits of Christ Jesus … has been kept from every stain of original sin, is a doctrine revealed by God, and therefore must be certainly and continuingly accepted by all believers.” One may note that here the stain of original sin is spoken of, but of course the absence of actual sin is also intended. The latter was in fact already taught by Augustine, although he had posited original sin in Mary.
Against this view are the following preponderant objections:
a)   It contains a contradiction. Mary is freed from the stain of original sin because of the merits of Christ. The merits of Christ, however, are only for the guilty. So, then, Mary was guilty.

b)   If it was necessary for the immaculate conception of Christ to assume an immaculate conception of Mary, then one can with equal right require an immaculate conception of Mary’s mother in order to maintain hers. And so one would regress infinitely. Conversely, if it is sufficient to curb the stain of sin in the conception of Mary, then it is equally sufficient to curb it in the conception of Christ, and one need not go back further.

c)   In order to be thought through consistently, the immaculate conception of Mary would have to be an entirely miraculous conception as with Christ Himself—that is, without the participation of a male. The Roman Catholic church itself, however, does not yet teach this.

d)   The roots of this doctrine do not lie where they lie according to Rome’s pretensions. It does not in the first place have to do with protecting the sinlessness of Christ. The interest that one has in this doctrine is concentrated in Mary herself. The place that she has come to occupy in the idolatrous veneration of the Church makes her sinlessness imperatively necessary. To posit her as sinful and still to venerate her as such would be an anomaly. In practice she stands above Christ and in theory is beneath Christ—what the Holy Spirit is, in fact, according the Scripture. The dogma elevates Mary above the natural connections of humanity, but it does so because she no longer occupies her place within humanity. She was taken up into the heavenly divine economy, deified.

16. With what is the assertion that the incarnation was not a humiliation for the Mediator usually connected?
With the pantheistic idea that God and man are not essentially different from each other but have an affinity for each other.
On the contrary, however, modern kenosis doctrine, itself pantheistic in origin, has explained the incarnation itself as a extinction or emptying of deity.
17. Do the poverty and the outwardly insignificant setting in which Christ was born also belong to His humiliation?
Certainly. One has wanted to deny this on the superficial ground that poverty is no shame. This, however, is a misunderstanding. For a person who only lives in this sinful and cursed world, it may not involve a particular reproach to be poor; in itself, poverty is a consequence of sin. Man is not disposed to suffer want and to make do with little. He has been created to rule and to possess. Especially for the king of the universe, it was a humiliation to be poor.
18. What does the subjection of Christ to the law mean?
That He, from the beginning of His incarnation on, has freely surrendered Himself to the curse as well as to the requirement of the law of God in order to fulfill all passive and active obedience. Subjection to the law does not begin later than the incarnation but coincides with it in the same point of time. What, however, is simultaneous in time is separated logically.
19. What follows from the fact that this subjection to the law already began with the incarnation?
That the suffering of the Mediator does not date from the end of His stay on earth. In fact, subjection to the law includes suffering, since its subjection is to the curse as well as the requirement of the law, and the two may not be separated. It appears from His circumcision that Christ, as concerns the requirement of the law, subjected Himself not only subsequently but from the beginning. And it is rightly observed that the blood of the Savior’s circumcision is as much atoning blood for us as is the blood shed on Golgotha. His entire life was a continual suffering. Accordingly, in enumerating stages we have made a distinction between subjection to the law and the suffering of death.
20. How, further, must the suffering of the Savior be distinguished?
a)   The first distinction is that between the suffering that He bore His entire life and the suffering of death at the end of His life. This is a distinction in gravity. It was the purpose of Christ to bear fully the wrath of God against sin, to undergo both temporal and eternal death. But just as with man and in humanity the process of death takes a slow course, likewise the burden of the wrath that death brought upon Christ intensified by degrees. There was an increase of the power and the force of death upon Him, an increase that accelerated as He came closer to the end of His earthly life. Thus, shortly before His transfiguration on the mountain, He could say to His disciples, “I must depart in order to suffer,” as if only now was the suffering to begin. This, however, was not so. He suffered before that time as well.

b)   One may distinguish between suffering of body and of soul. Here one must take care not to stress either one of the two one-sidedly but to retain them both in their indissoluble connection. Earlier, one has sometimes looked too much at the bodily suffering, while it is well established that not blind pain as experience but precisely pain accompanied by distress of spirit and consciousness of guilt as Surety that constitutes the essence of suffering. At present, many incline in the opposite direction and maintain the hyperethical demand that a spiritual thing, as sin is, must also be atoned for by exclusively spiritual suffering, that what is physical is by its nature not adequate to counter the ethical. This, too, is a half-truth that becomes an untruth. Our body is not merely an appendage but belongs to our being. So if there is to be punishment for sin, this organic connection of our being requires that it also affect the body. And this is all the more the case since it is always the soul that suffers in the body, since the body as bare matter, considered naturally, can feel no pain. It is thus necessary to hold to both—to the suffering of the body and to that of the soul.

c)   One can distinguish according to the causes of suffering:

1.   The suffering that flows from His servitude to the law. The contrast between the deity of His person and the servant-form of His human nature must be one of the causes of suffering.


2.   The suffering that arose from the contact He had with the sinful, corrupt environment of mankind. For a holy soul, every expression of sin that it observes must be painful. For a soul that was conscious, as Surety, of bearing the guilt of men, every memory of the magnitude of their guilt must cause pain.


3.   The suffering connected with the prospect of the bitterness of His final days for the Savior. He not only had a clear grasp of the immense extent of the guilt but also of the intensity of the punishment consequent on that guilt. In every sacrifice brought under Israel’s ceremonial worship, He could contemplate an image of that guilt and a prophecy of His own pains. Already from of old He saw Himself pictured with the most vivid characteristics as a man of sorrows, visited with illnesses, from whom everyone hid their faces, who must endure in anguish and judgment [Isa 53:3]. Accordingly, He spoke of a baptism with which He must be baptized and of a pressuring with which He must be pressured until it would be completed [Luke 11:50]. This suffering of death lay in the background of His consciousness throughout the entire time of His stay on earth.


d)   One can make a distinction concerning the kind of suffering and then speak of an ordinary and an extraordinary suffering. Under the former, then, is understood the pain that came upon Christ mediately through the different causes of misery there are in the world. All that was just detailed under 3 can be called suffering in this ordinary sense—not as if it would not have to be distinguished in gravity from the suffering of others, for in this respect the suffering of the Mediator was always extraordinary, completely unique in kind, but insofar as it was brought about through ordinary causes.

Scripture teaches, however, that besides this ordinary suffering, there was an extraordinary suffering that assailed Him through the direct and immediate action of God. God specifically permitted our unrighteousnesses to be laid on Him with great violence. What took place in Christ was not at all a natural process of misery; it was not the unavoidable consequence of His participation in our nature. There was a positive element in it that may only be explained by a positive action of God. To this belongs, for example, the temptation by Satan in the wilderness, to which the Lord was led by the Spirit “to be tempted” [Matt 4:1]. As was the case for His suffering in Gethsemane, it is written that the angels came and ministered to Him. Later, too, the evil one appears to have been at work on Him, for we read that he left Him for a time (Luke 4:13).


Above all, however, the suffering in Gethsemane and on the cross belongs here. No natural causes are sufficient to explain the degree of suffering that was wrestled with by the Mediator in these two places. This is spoken of in the strongest expressions. He sweated drops of blood, felt Himself abandoned by God, was astonished and deeply alarmed. In Greek, the words used here are ἐκθαμβεῖσθαι and ἀδημονεῖν [Mark 14:33], which originally mean “terrified,” “driven wild.” It was for these reasons that we spoke earlier of an efficacious imputation of guilt to the Mediator. This latter suffering is completely incomprehensible to us because nothing like it falls within our consciousness. Parallels may be produced for ordinary suffering; any resemblance for this suffering is lacking (cf. Zech 13:7; Isa 53:5, 6, 10).


21. When we speak of the suffering of death, does that only mean the separation of the soul and body for the Mediator?
No. This expression must be understood to be not only about that temporal death but also eternal death. Christ must bear death fully insofar as it was threatened as punishment for sin and insofar as His sinlessness makes that possible. Now, as was noted earlier, the concept of death includes three things:
a)   Separation of the source of life for the soul so that it becomes a spiritual death. There can be no thought of that with Christ, for the condition of spiritual death is a sinful condition.

b)   Separation of the source of life for the body, because the soul can no longer retain it in its organic connection. This was also the case with Christ.

c)   Separation for the consciousness from any favor and a full awareness of the infinitely severe wrath of God. This is eternal death, and we believe that this too befell Christ.

22. Can we state precisely in what this eternal death consisted for the Mediator and in what sensations it manifested itself?
This eternal death belongs to the extraordinary suffering that befell Christ and so is of course inexplicable. As human nature existed in Him in a completely singular manner, so this suffering must have also assumed a completely unique form that we cannot imagine for ourselves. We may only make the following observations:
a)   This eternal death was certainly an exact equivalent of what the sinner himself will have to pay to God if he is personally punished, but in its nature it is not the same. If with Witsius we assume that there are four elements in the eternal punishment of the lost—(1) privation of divine love, (2) sense of the divine wrath, (3) the worm of conscience, and (4) despair—then it appears that at least the latter two cannot be attributed to Christ.

b)   Eternal death also does not consist in the personal union between the Logos and His human nature being terminated. This union cannot be broken, and would, were it broken, have caused the entire work of redemption to fall to pieces.

c)   Nor can eternal death consist in the deity of the Lord being abandoned by the Father. The bond among the three persons of the Divine Being is not susceptible to being broken or disrupted.

d)   That also means that eternal death cannot lie in the love of the Father and His divine good pleasure being withdrawn from the person of the Mediator. Just when He drank in the bitterest aspect of this death in obedience and suffering, He was for that reason an object of greatest good pleasure to God, a sacrifice of sweet-smelling aroma to the Lord. Witsius says of this, “To be the beloved Son of God and at the same time to bear the wrath of God are not such contradictory things that they could not coincide. For as Son, as the Holy One, who obeyed the Father in all things, He was always the beloved—yes, more than ever when He was obedient unto the death of the cross, for this was so pleasing to the Father that He has therefore raised Him to the highest degree of honor (Phil 2:9). Although laden with our sins, He felt the wrath of God burn, not against Himself but against our sin, which He had taken upon Himself.” Expressed otherwise, even in the moment that He died an eternal death, His active obedience was not permitted to be separated from His passive obedience, and by the former He was still the object of the good favor of God.

e)   Positively, it can be said that eternal death manifested itself for the human consciousness of Christ in the feeling of being forsaken by God. Since now, however, the person for the human nature was the Son of God, this consciousness could have no reality to it if the humanity had not momentarily lacked the conscious comfort that there was for it in this personal unity with God. Thus it momentarily missed an awareness of divine love, felt the full divine wrath, and cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” [Matt 27:46]. Still there was not an element of despair in this, for were that so, we could no longer explain the “my God.” One who is lost would call, “O God!” Also, the “why” may not be taken as indicating ignorance, for the worth of the suffering lay just in the fact that Christ knew why He was thus abandoned. Owen says: “These words express wonderment, not ignorance or unbelief or complaint. Christ knew very well why He was abandoned in this hour and had perfect faith and confidence in His Father.… But He was astonished and silenced in the experience of His unspeakable anguish.”

23. Was it necessary that the Mediator died a temporal death?
Yes, for this constitutes an essential part of the process of death, by which God’s righteousness is avenged on sin. If the concept of death is separation, dissolution, then this characteristic must come to light in the strongest possible way. Hence soul and body must be torn apart. Still, one may not view this temporal death as the end of the process, for in those lost a union will follow separation. Soul and body will be reunited, and only then will they experience in themselves the full working of eternal death. With Christ, too, eternal death acted on soul and body while these were not yet separated from each other. But the sequence with Him was different; first came eternal death, then temporal death.
24. Was the form in which this temporal death came upon the Mediator immaterial?
No, it must strike Him in such a form that the meaning of death would thereby come to light. If it had been a death by blindly operating secondary causes, one could have taken it for a calamity. Or if in the zeal for God that consumed Him, Christ had caused His own suffering and death, one could then have seen in that the ideal of a martyr’s glory. Both these ideas, however, are excluded, for:
a)   He did not die by accident but was formally condemned and executed by both clerical and secular power. Whether or not this was a just action makes no difference here, for legitimate government speaks with God’s authority even when it passes sentence unjustly. Thus by its verdict the death of Christ was a legal death. It thereby came about that the sentence was pronounced by the highest power in the world of the day, by the Roman government. If now, finally, one bears in mind that the Romans were the people of law and justice par excellence, then one will understand that in no other way could the significance of the death of the Lord been shown so clearly than in the manner in which it happened.

b)   He was not executed in a relatively reputable way by beheading or a similar execution, which would express a certain sparing of the condemned. Were this the case, then one could think that the punishment applied not so much to Himself as to the onlookers; it was then more a display than an execution that bears its meaning in itself. But He was crucified—that is, the curse and the God-forsakenness of His death have found expression in the mode of His death. For the Romans, crucifixion was the most despicable form of punishment, by which only slaves and the most heinous criminals were punished. A crucified person was an infamous person. Although punishment by crucifixion was not Jewish, the Jews still had something that corresponded with it in principle—namely, the hanging on a tree of one already condemned to death and executed. Regarding this, Deuteronomy 21:22–23 states, “And if someone has committed a sin worthy of death and is put to death and you hang him on a tree, then his body shall not remain on the tree overnight, but you shall by all means bury Him on the same day, for the one hung is cursed by God (כִּי־קִלְלַת אֱלֹהִים תָּלוּי), so that you do not defile your land which the LORD your God gives you as an inheritance.” The thought contained here appears to us to be twofold:

1.   By elevating and publicly displaying the body on a tree, most of the time in a naked condition and in the most shameful way, the criminality and heinousness of the transgression are displayed. Here the punishment is also in conformity with the essence of sin. As inwardly shameful as the latter is, the former is outwardly notorious.


2.   The one hanged was, as it were, expelled from the earth and hung in the air as one cursed and disposed of from before the face of God. From ancient times, the land was holy to Jehovah. As a result, whoever highly offends Jehovah must not only be killed but also distanced from the holiness of the Lord. He was a personified curse, and even after he was elevated above the earth, such an odor of curse emanated from him that before the evening arrived he must be taken away in order that the land not be defiled.


We find both these strands in Christ. He suffered as one marked by infamy and as one forsaken by God, as one cast off. And it is on that ground that Paul says in Galatians 3:13: “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us, for it is written, ‘Cursed is anyone who hangs on a tree.’ ” The law expresses a curse on all transgressors. The law depicts the essence of this curse by the shame it assigns to the greatest criminals. This arrangement was a type and looked forward to the Mediator, who as Surety would suffer as one who is most guilty. This type has found its antitype in the cross of Christ. And inasmuch as in that cross, as in a single point, it is displayed the clearest, the cross of our Savior has become the meaning-laden symbol of His mediatorship and of all of Christianity.
Judaism has grasped that significance instinctively. The two principles—salvation through curse and suffering and salvation through the fulfillment of the law—are irreconcilable. The cross is the death of the law as a means of justification, the abrogation of the legalistic dispensation, the dissolution of the salvation-by-works [werkheilig] covenant between the sinner and the law. The crucifixion of the Mediator is therefore an offense to the Jews, and from this fact is already to be explained that the Apostle Paul gives the cross such a central place. He is brought to that by his polemic against salvation-by-works Judaism. This was not a conflict about a minor point but a conflict about the essence, the heart of religion, about the point of justification. Here, too, God has consequently used historical conditions in order, by way of antithesis, to place this central truth in the immediate foreground. In Jewish legalism, the sin of unbelief is brought to its deepest expression. In contrast, Paul must inevitably reach for the most pointed manifestation of the other principle, the utter helplessness of and curse upon man. And by doing that, he reached for what is true not just for that time but what is true for all times, the heart of the matter as long as there are sinners to be justified. And led by the Holy Spirit, he became the eloquent apostle of the cross.
One cannot better sense the antithesis between Judaism and the cross than when one recalls the Jewish exegesis of Deuteronomy 21:22–23. Their explanation is that the one hung is a curse before God—that is, a shame and one marked by infamy before God, something by which He is dishonored and blasphemed. The genitive אלהימ is thus taken as an objective genitive. And by that they think to have passed judgment on the cross of the Mediator. That is the typical expression for the offense of the cross (for what is developed here, cf. Gal 6:14; 5:11; 2:20–21; 1 Cor 1:23).
25. Does Scripture also present the cross of the Mediator to us under still other viewpoints?
Yes. Although what has been said is the main point, the cross appears here and there under one or another aspect.
a)   The elevation on the cross was the symbol of elevation above the narrow limits of Jewish particularism. By the cross, an end is made to the dispensation of the ceremonial law. From now on, salvation comes to Jews and Gentiles alike. The ascension of the Lord had the same meaning, for, exalted above all, He is the savior of all believers. So in a most meaningful way, Holy Scripture links to each other the two—the crucifixion and the ascension—in order under this viewpoint to posit them as in principle the same exaltation; John 12:32–33, “And I, when I will be lifted up from the earth (on the cross and by the ascension), will draw all men to myself (that is, all sorts of men).” One should bear in mind that this statement was spoken on the occasion when certain Greeks wished to see the Lord (vv. 20–21). “He said this signifying the manner of death He would die” [v. 33]. A similar thought is present in Hebrews 13:12–13, “Wherefore Jesus too … has suffered outside the gate. Let us then go out to Him outside the camp, bearing His abuse.”

b)   The elevation on the cross was also a public display, not only as a divine punishment (already pointed out above) but at the same time as a liberating act. Sin masks its true character. God displays it in all its terrible consequences. It begins its dominion with a lie. God begins His triumph over it by maintaining the truth. For this view of the cross, compare John 3:14–15; Romans 3:25 (“Whom God has displayed”); Colossians 2:15 (“Having disarmed the authorities and powers, He has openly put them on display and in doing that, triumphed over them”).

26. Did it emerge from the conduct of Christ Himself that His death must take place in such a way?
Yes, for He expressly explained that as long as all these circumstances were not yet a fact and suitable for sacraments, His hour had not yet come. Consequently, it was not irrelevant how and when He died. He had a time, a particular hour. The crucifixion was predicted along with what preceded and belonged with it. So the scourging (Isa 50:6; 53:5); the disrobing (Psa 22:18); the crucifixion with the piercing of hands and feet (cf. vv. 16–17).
27. Does the burial of Christ belong to the state of His humiliation?
Yes. This is shown from the following considerations:
a)   Being laid in the ground as a return to dust is a punishment threatened for sin. On account of the unity of the person, everything that happens to the body must be seen as a humiliation of the soul. Soul and body are really separated by death and rent asunder, but nonetheless continue to belong to each other. The bond is not broken for eternity. It is the same body that will be raised that was first buried, however much flesh and blood may be changed. Now, if this humiliation of the body is a punishment for sin, then it also could not have been otherwise for Christ. One need only keep in mind what was said above concerning the concept of a state in order to see immediately that the burial belongs to the state of humiliation.

b)   The state of exaltation begins with the resurrection, for according to the representation of Scripture it is the public justification of the Mediator by which He obtained acquittal from punishment and the right to eternal life. Now, however, acquittal and the awarding of rights as judgment necessarily precede actual release and the real communication of privileges. If we must now assume that the burial did not belong to the humiliation, then we would have to assume that it was either an intermediate state—neither humiliation nor exaltation—or that it belonged to His exaltation. The first view, however, is as little possible as the second, for if the work of the Mediator was in fact completed, then it was inappropriate that He must wait for exaltation. The justifying pronouncement must immediately follow satisfaction, for the righteousness of God does not tarry.

c)   We have already come to recognize earlier, as a fixed general rule, that the facts of salvation as they follow each other in the Mediator find a sort of shadow and repetition in the order of salvation [ordo salutis], by which His benefits are appropriated by believers. If Christ is crucified for sins, the sinner is crucified to sin and the world; if Christ has risen for the justification for all His own, the sinner, too, rises out of his spiritual death in sin to walk in newness of life with Christ. There is a dying off of the old and an enlivening of the new man.

We have now only to ask whether the burial of the Mediator also has a similar shadowing and, if so, to which of the two series it belongs: to the doing away of the old or to the origin and development of the new. If it falls within the first series, it will then also have to be reckoned in Christ to the state of His humiliation, for the state of humiliation had just this purpose: to do away with the old, the guilt and the power of sin. The apostle teaches us in Romans 6:4 that we are buried with Christ through baptism, in death, so that as He is raised from death by the glory of the Father, so we too should walk in newness of life. That is to say, our old man is put to death and perishes completely in that death, and that is reflected in the symbolism of baptism. This, however, is in connection with the death and burial of Christ. This connection can lie in the fact that in the death and the burial of Christ the old man of the sinner is done away with legally. In this regard, the burial appears as the extreme realization of death. Accordingly, “Christ was buried” says: He has died completely, through and through, been taken away from among the living, removed from their midst. Only through the burial of a dead person does it become obvious that he is gone, that he is no longer numbered among the living. Christ, as the Surety taking on guilt, must be buried in order that the curse of God would come upon those who are guilty fully, and it, in their Surety, would be completely done away with from before the face of God. That this was less a suffering than a symbolic declaration is beside the point. What we maintain in the first place is not that the burial of the Savior belongs to His suffering as that it must certainly be reckoned to the state of His humiliation.


d)   The separation of soul and body in the Mediator, and its continuing separation, was certainly something abnormal, an imperfection, and every imperfection had for Him the character of humiliation and so also belongs to the state of humiliation. From this viewpoint, one can even maintain that staying in the grave included a certain measure of suffering for the Savior. The soul was conscious that its body, which had to be viewed as belonging with it, was humiliated and certainly felt the dishonor of this humiliation. Although a state of dishonor is not in itself suffering, still the sensing of that state becomes a matter of suffering.

e)   In prophecy, Christ is strikingly introduced as one who confidently expects His deliverance from the power of the state of death but nonetheless also perceives that He has come under the power of that state. Peter in Acts 2:25–31 and Paul in Acts 13:34–35 apply the passage in Psalm 16:10 to the Mediator. Both teach that the prophecy came true when Christ rose from the dead. Therefore, what constituted His deliverance and the object of His confidence was not that He would not die but that He could not be held by death. He was certainly given over to death but not abandoned or left in death. From this it also follows that being given over in death was the ultimate limit of humiliation—that is, that burial, descent into the grave, brought His humiliation as far as it could go. That Christ rose, not that He sank into the grave, was the beginning of His deliverance.

f)    The word “humiliation” in itself already contains a powerful argument for the Reformed view. In its original sense, it means localiter [locally], “to go below.” Movement downward in Scripture, however, is always a symbol of dishonoring, as movement upward expresses being honored. This metaphor is hardly accidental. It rests on the order of creation that goes from above to below. God is said to dwell above us; the cursed spirits dwell in the depths. Man is drawn up out of the dust of the earth, and that is his honor. When the curse of sin smites him, he must go back below again into the dust. This order would have to be completely reversed if the burial may no longer be validly considered as humiliation.

28. How does this view comport with the Savior’s crying out from the cross,
τετέλεσται, “It is finished”?
a)   One has rightly noted that this cry may not be understood as if it strictly excluded all further suffering and all further humiliation. If this were so, one would arrive at the absurd position that giving up the spirit, actually dying, did not constitute part of His suffering. When the Savior cried out as He did, He had not yet died, for shortly before His death He still cried out with a loud voice. The cry is thus a cry of expectation. After He had given up His spirit and closed His mouth, He could no longer speak, and so He spoke beforehand, without desiring to exclude the suffering of temporal death and the dishonor of burial.

b)   What was finished was not the full suffering of humiliation but the active bearing of pain. The word “finish” already includes that in itself. What occurred after this finishing was more something that happened to the Mediator than something that He did Himself. He gave His spirit over into the hands of the Father—that is, relinquished control of His body. Whatever happened now with the lifeless corpse, the soul no longer senses in and through the body.

29. By the death of the Savior, was a separation made between His divine person and His body?
No; His deity remains united both with the separated soul and the buried body. So, too, what occurred with His body in humiliation is attributed to the person of the Mediator.
30. Does Scripture itself also present to us the burial of the Savior in this light (as a humiliation)?
Yes. The Savior Himself has presented His resurrection after a stay of three days and three nights in the heart of the earth as a sign like to that of Jonah the prophet. Now, with Jonah there are two considerations:
a)   A living sojourn in the fish. Although he was swallowed up, he did not thereby perish. Likewise, the Lord was surely swallowed up by death; He still did not perish from that. He saw no corruption in the grave [Acts 2:27].

b)   At the same time, it was a deliverance for Jonah and for the Mediator when they were freed from their dungeon. If there were no deliverance here, there would be no sign.

It is true that as in many other cases, here, too, the type falls short of the antitype; for Jonah was not really dead but only as good as dead and buried, while for the Savior burial was in fact the seal on His death and its realization.
31. Is there unanimity concerning the last stage of the humiliation, “the descent into hell”?
No; opinions on this diverge greatly. The difference concerns the following two points:
a)   Whether the descent into hell, of which the Apostles’ Creed speaks, is to be regarded as a real descent to the place of demons and the lost or to a similar place, or should be understood less realistically.

b)   In connection with this, whether the descent into hell is to be reckoned to the state of humiliation, to that of exaltation, or to an intermediate state that follows the humiliation and precedes the exaltation.

32. How does the expression at issue here read in the creed?
In the received form, it reads in Latin, descendit ad inferna; in Greek, κατελθόντα εἰς τὰ κατώτατα. Some manuscripts have ad inferos (masculine plural). The Greek form sometimes has εἰς ᾅδου or εἰς τὸν ᾅδην.
33. What can be established concerning the antiquity of these words in the Creed?
They appear for the first time in the text of the creed given us by Rufinus (390) and in the text of the church of Aquileia, not in the old Roman form. Likewise communicated to us by Rufinus and dating from before the year 341, the old Roman form read, “was crucified under Pontius Pilate and buried; the third day He rose from the dead.” The form of the creed that we find in Marcellus of Ancyra, which is likewise earlier than the year 341, reads similarly. The Church of Hippo Regius in Africa, where Augustine was bishop, possessed the Apostles’ Creed without this article around the year 400. In addition to this, even in the churches of the province of Aquileia two other forms were used, perhaps of an older date than the form given by Rufinus, in which the article on the descent into hell is lacking. Rufinus himself says, “One should know that in the Creed of the Church of Rome, this addition, ‘decendit ad inferna,’ is not found.” Also, the churches of the East do not have these words. The force of the expression, however, appears to be the same as what is contained in the statement that He was buried.
34. What is apparent from this historical overview?
a)   That the article “descended to the lowest places” is of relatively late origin. It is not found in the oldest forms of the creed accessible to us.

b)   That also the explanation of the words was at the same time uncertain. Rufinus speaks of it with an “appears,” as if to him the sense was not entirely clear and indubitable.

c)   That we can dismiss for ourselves the complicated historical question what the words originally meant in the Apostles’ Creed for the person who first inserted them. It is not even certain whether the one who did this attached a particular thought to the expression. In any case, this is not the place to speak of what is historically correct. When we acknowledge the Apostles’ Creed as a part of our confession, we do so with the understanding that it may have the sense that our other creeds give to it. Only what official view the Reformed Church has formed of the words needs to be considered here.

35. How many views are there concerning the meaning of this article of faith?
Five and still some:
a)   The Roman Catholic view. When His soul was separated from the body, in this soul Christ went to the limbus patrum—that is, the border region of the Fathers, the place where souls who had died previously find themselves. The purpose of His appearance in this place was to bring these souls into heaven. The place of glory could not be open for them previously because the true Christian sacraments, which actually communicate grace, were lacking under the old order. There was at that time no genuine and perfect salvation, and that lack was supplied through the saving act of Christ.

b)   The Lutheran view. In the Formula of Concord, this is described as follows (article IX):

“A dispute has arisen among those who have subscribed to the Augsburg Confession concerning this article: When and how did our Lord Jesus Christ, as our catholic faith teaches, descend to hell? Did this occur before or after His death? Further, one has asked whether He descended only according to His soul, or only according to His deity, or actually in body and soul, and whether this occurred spiritually or bodily. Also, it has been disputed whether this article should be reckoned to the suffering or to the glorious triumph of Christ. Now since this article, as also the preceding, can be comprehended neither by our senses nor by our reason, but must be accepted by faith alone, we have unanimously approved that there shall be no dispute concerning this point, but that one shall believe and teach it in all possible simplicity. Let us in this respect follow the godly teaching of Dr. Luther, who in his sermon at Torgau in 1533 has unfolded this article in a most godly manner, cutting off all curious questions and awakening all Christians to the godly simplicity of faith. For it should be enough for us to know that Christ descended into hell, destroyed hell for all believers, and that by Him we are snatched from the power of death and of the devil, from eternal condemnation and even from the jaws of hell. But in what way these things have come to pass, let us not ask about that curiously but rather await the knowledge of these things in another world, where not only that mystery but also many other things will be made clear—things that we must simply believe here, things that go beyond the reach of our blind reason.”


This still sounds very modest. In reality, however, what is intended is an “actual, real and supernatural movement” of Christ, “by which having wrestled Himself free from the shackles of death and having again become alive, He went with His entire person to the underworld in order that He might show Himself to the evil spirits and damned men as victor over death” (Hollaz). Christ also preached in hell, but it was not the preaching of the gospel of salvation but rather a legalistic preaching of damnation.


c)   The view of Aepinus (1499–1553) and others. According to Aepinus, Christ had traveled to hell really and locally to endure hellish punishments there in our place. This descent had reference only to His soul, as also, for that matter then, the orthodox Lutherans do not appear to want to deny that Christ’s body remained in the grave. With Aepinus, the descent into hell in the strictest sense falls under the humiliation.

d)   The view of Ebrard, Schenkel, and many recent theologians. They maintain that Christ went to Sheol to preach the gospel there, not in the Lutheran sense of a preaching of curse, but with the goal of converting the inhabitants of Sheol. Sheol (שׁאוֹל; Greek ᾅδης) is not hell as the place of final damnation but the realm of the dead in which Old Testament believers at one time were gathered with pagans and unbelievers from Israel after their death and in which dead pagans are now located with unbelievers who die among Christians. At present, the doctrine of the so-called probation after death is voiced in this explanation of the descensus.

e)   The view among the Reformed that explains the descensus as the hellish anguish that Christ has suffered in His soul, especially in Gethsemane and on the cross, when He felt Himself forsaken by the Father. Thus our [Heidelberg] Catechism, question 44; Calvin, Institutes, 2:16, 8–12; Wollebius, Bucanus, Wendelin, Burman, Voetius, Picket, Polanus; more recently Dr. Kuyper, who also gives his own explanation of the order of the articles in the creed. That the descent into hell comes after the death and burial has its basis, according to Dr. Kuyper, in that eternal death follows temporal death and burial for the lost. What Christ has done for us is summed up here in the same sequence as would have taken place if we had had to bear it personally.

f)    The view among the Reformed that explains the descent into hell as a forceful expression of the fact that both in body and soul Christ found Himself in the state of death. That He descended into hell simply means to say He entered fully into the state of death. The Westminster Larger Catechism, 50, asks, “Wherein consisted Christ’s humiliation after His death?,” and answers, “Christ’s humiliation after His death consisted in His being buried, and continuing in the state of the dead, and under the power of death till the third day; which hath been otherwise expressed in these words, He descended into hell.” Charles Hodge (Systematic Theology, 2:616–17) defends this view with an appeal to the derivation of the English word “hell” from the Greek ᾅδης, which means “what is invisible,” “what is covered,” as well as by explaining the insertion of this article in the creed from an attempt to illumine further the article on the burial. According to A. A. Hodge, the article intends to say nothing other than that Christ has really died: “Crucified, died, buried, dead-dead!”

g)   With many Reformed theologians, one finds the fifth and sixth opinions combined. They allow for the descent into hell, which concerns the person of the Mediator, to apply partly to the body and partly to the soul. It means that in His body the Mediator remained in the Sheol of the earth and in His soul suffered hellish pains. So Olevianus, Witsius, Mastricht, and many others.

36. Does Scripture itself speak of a descent into hell?
No. The expression in Latin and Greek that is translated by these words reads, as we said above, “descendit ad inferna, κατελθόντα εἰς τὰ κατώτατα, descended to the lowest parts.” This expression appears to be derived from Ephesians 4:9, “This ‘He ascended,’ what is it other than that He had also descended to the lower parts of the earth (εἰς τὰ κατώτερα μέρη τῆς γῆς)?”
To understand what the apostle intends with these words in Ephesians 4, one must compare the immediately preceding citation from Psalm 68:18. This psalm pictures how Jehovah, after having undertaken a victorious expedition against His enemies, returns in triumph to His dwelling on the top of Zion. He has brought with Him booty from the war, which He, as kings are accustomed to do, distributes among His servants. This all has significance as a type, the apostle assures us. Jehovah’s going up to Zion was a type of the ascension of the Lord. His expedition coming down from Zion and His struggle with enemies found their antitype in the gigantic struggle of the Mediator with the power of sin death and darkness. The distribution of the spoils of war represented the giving of the gifts of the Spirit, from which everyone receives from the measure of the gift of Christ, by which some are equipped to be apostles, others prophets, etc.
From this, it is now apparent what the apostle will have understood by the words “descend to the lower parts of the earth.” It simply serves to show that Christ has not gone to heaven without the fruits of His glorious victory. He ascended, but not without something having preceded. He first went down for battle. The ἀνέβη may not be viewed as a stand-alone act but must be viewed in the light of the preceding κατέβη. This ἀνέβη, “what is it other than that He had first descended to the lower parts of the earth?” The one who descended is Himself also He “who ascended above all heavens so that He might fill all things.” The fullness of the gifts, then, which the Mediator has at His disposal following His ascension, is measured by the apostle according to the depth of His humiliation. Because He came down to the lower parts of the earth, therefore, having ascended above all heavens, He could fill all things, and as the identical person who had lived through all these things (καὶ αὑτὸς, v. 11) give apostles, prophets, etc.
One sees that for the apostle the expression εἰς τὰ κατώτερα μέρη τῆς γῆς is the measure of the humiliation of Christ. Given that, however, it becomes wholly unusable for Roman Catholic and Lutheran dogmatics. For in both, one is accustomed to view the descent into hell as a triumph belonging to His exaltation and not as a humiliation into the depths of the world of the spirits for a personal struggle with Satan within his very own domain. The triumphal exaltation here is the ascension—and not the ascension of Christ’s separated soul from hades to paradise, which one has imagined, but just that ascension on which the outpouring of the gifts of the Spirit followed, the ascension from the earth on the 40th day after the resurrection. This already provides us with the occasion to make the point from which the ascension begins as the endpoint of the descent, for both are commensurate in depth and height for the apostle. As deep as He has descended, so high has He ascended. The expression itself leads us to the same thought. It means “the lower part of the earth.” The earth has two halves: a visible side, on which the living walk, and an invisible side, in which the dead lie, namely, the grave. Christ has descended even to the invisible lower part of the earth. He was laid in the dust of death, not in parts under the earth, the underworld, but in the lower part of the earth itself.
That we are correct to understand the words in this way may be proven, finally, from their origin. They are derived from Psalm 139:15, where the poet says that he is wondrously wrought “in the lowest part of the earth” (בְּתַחְתִּיּוֹת אָרֶץ), that is, in his mother’s womb. This is designated as a hidden, invisible place. Therefore, one need not assume that here Paul, too, means a mother’s womb by the lower parts of the earth and so would have thought of the incarnation from Mary as the deepest humiliation. Psalm 139 is poetic, and the mother’s womb appears there not as something low but as something hidden. Here, on the other hand, where the comparison is between ascending and descending, a spatial image must be assumed. Thus Paul very appropriately chooses the burial of the Savior as the image of His deepest humiliation in order to place it over against the ascension as His greatest exaltation. Nothing is said of an actual descent to the place of the lost or the demons.
37. Is not a local descent into hell taught in 1 Peter 3:18–19?
In the Greek this passage reads: θανατωθεὶς μὲν σαρκὶ ζῳοποιηθεὶς δὲ πνεύματι, ἐν ῷ καὶ τοῖς ἐν φυλακῇ πνεύμασιν πορευθεὶς ἐκήρυξεν … [translated as Vos understands it: “being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, in which also He went and preached to the spirits in prison …”].
It is explained very differently, and without going into all the questions that can present themselves, we limit ourselves to two areas:
a)   The conditions under which a local descensus would in fact be taught here would be:

1.   That σάρξ here means “body,” and πνεῦμα, “soul.” Then the explanation would be: In His body Christ is dead, but in His soul is made alive, and He has preached to the spirits in Sheol.


2.   That the datives in both parts of the sentence must have the same sense and each must be translated by “in which”: “in His body dead,” “in His spirit made alive.”


3.   That the word ζῳοποιηθεὶς does not mean “made alive” but “kept alive,” for the proponents of the local descent must understand it this way. They cannot and will not assume that the soul of Christ also died and then was brought back to life again.


Now, it appears that none of these conditions are supported by the text. To begin with the last, ζῳοποιεῖν does not mean “to keep alive,” but always “to bring back to life.” So Christ is brought back to life. With that, the translation of πνεύματι by “in the spirit” falls, for Christ did not die according to the spirit in contrast to His body. We are compelled to translate, “by the spirit.” And this changed translation now necessitates that another sense than “body and soul” be given to the contrast “flesh and spirit.” It is a contrast between divine and human nature, as it appears in Romans 1:3–4, “who is born from the seed of David according to the flesh, but declared to be the Son of God with power according to the Spirit of sanctification”; Romans 9:5, “From which is Christ, as far as the flesh is concerned, who is God over all to be praised forever”; John 1:14, “The Word became flesh.” Here “flesh” always means the whole of human nature, inclusive of soul and body.




b)   The explanation of the passage required by the context.

1.   The point of departure is the admonition of the apostle that Christians must suffer patiently, witnessing by their proclamation of the faith, witnessing by their behavior, to those who oppress them. This is urged by the example of Christ. In Him it was apparent how much better it was to suffer than to oppress in an unrighteous way. His enemies could kill Him in His human nature; by the Spirit, by His divine nature, He was raised again to immortality. So it will also be with believers who suffer oppression for the sake of their faith.


2.   This will happen among believers not only in following Christ but as a working out of Christ’s life in them. The deep thought that the likeness of the lot of believers to that of Christ rests on a fellowship in lot—that in Christ is not only the example but also the causation of what takes place with His members. This deep thought also appears here. Christ therefore goes with His members through oppression to the life of glory.


3.   That this in fact is so the apostle proves in a most meaningful way, as follows: The flood was a symbol and type of baptism, and baptism signifies and seals the salvation of Christians through oppression of them leading to life. What took place at the flood? The Spirit, the deity of Christ, worked in Noah, “the preacher of righteousness,” and testified through him against the unbelieving world. The same water of the flood, through which Noah with his eight was saved, became destruction for unbelievers. This can be seen from the fact that those to whom the gospel was preached then are now spirits in prison. They were disobedient at that time, however long the patience of God waited, and have received the payment of their hardening.


Noah himself was saved by Christ, for the water of the flood from which he was saved pictured the death of Christ from which He arose. Taken all together, then, the same history that is already observed in the flood is now seen when Christians suffer oppression:
a)   The suffering of Noah was an aftereffect of the oppression of Christ, or if one wishes, a prelude to it. Since Christ testified in him, he was ridiculed and reviled.

b)   The suffering of Noah was, as such, the cause of the destruction of the world. Since Christ testified in him and was rejected in him, the unbelieving spirits were imprisoned.

c)   The salvation of Noah was a result of the resurrection and glorification of Christ. Therefore he was saved through water (v. 21). God could have saved him in a different way, but it must be made known, as a type, that his deliverance resulted from the great deliverance of the Mediator from suffering and death, to which the water of baptism points.

All this is repeated in the same order in the present time:
a)   The suffering of believers is an aftereffect of the suffering of Christ, since they witness for their Savior, sanctify Him in their hearts, always give account for the hope that is in them (v. 15), and are therefore ridiculed and reviled. So it transpired with the Savior Himself: Since He bore witness against the world, it nailed Him to the cross and killed Him.

b)   The suffering of believers is, as such, the cause of the destruction of the world. Since the world fights against Christ and rejects Him in believers, it will imprison itself. The same end that struck the world in Noah’s days is to be expected for it. Nothing different already transpired with the Lord Jesus. When the world caused Him suffering, it sinned against Him most grievously and sealed its own doom.

c)   The salvation of believers is a result of the resurrection of the Lord. For Him, the same death that brought judgment to the world was at the same time the passage to eternal life. It is the same with Christians. The oppression of the present produces an entirely surpassing gain of future glory, and that this is directly an effect of the glorification of the Mediator appears from their baptism. This baptism is, according to v. 21, “the appeal of a good conscience toward God, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.”

38. What explanation is required by the context of 1 Peter 4:6?
This passage reads: “For this reason the gospel was preached to the dead, in order that they would be judged according to man in the flesh but would live according to God in the spirit.” The apostle admonishes his readers to forgo all pagan wantonness, in which they had walked long enough previously. They may also not thereby allow themselves to be misled because the world speaks evil of them when they do not share in the same riotousness, for the world will one day have to give account for that before the Judge of the living and the dead. It will be punished for that as certainly as Noah’s contemporaries were punished for that. They also ate and drank and made merry and ridiculed the godly patriarch, whose modest life testified to the seriousness of judgment. God’s admonition came to them too. The gospel was preached to them, and its content was, “Be judged by men according to the flesh, accept the slander of the world, choose the reproach of the people of God (v. 6), in order that you might live according to God in the spirit.” They did not listen, and the result has been that they are now dead. Thus it will be with everyone who places the approval of the world above being scorned with God’s children.
39. If, then, there are no grounds for belief in a local descent, are there also weighty objections to it?
Yes.
a)   All mediatorial acts are executed by Christ as God-man so that both natures work together, each in its own way, and then not a half nature, but the human nature according to body and soul. If we say that the burial of the Savior was an essential part of His humiliation, then we include both soul and body in the humiliation. They were separated from each other, and the dishonor and the abnormality of that condition clung to both. If we would maintain the contrary—that Christ went with His soul to hades while His body remained resting in the grave—then this would be a mediatorial act in which only half the human nature participates, something that would thus stand completely on its own without analogy. We need not go so far as to say with some Reformed theologians that in such a state of being separated, Christ was not man (Burman, Wendelin, et al.). We can certainly say, however, that in this state of being separate, the soul was not qualified to carry out the sort of mediatorial act that this descensus must be.

b)   One has rightly noted that the time when Christ was still held by the bonds of death was not the appropriate time to celebrate a triumph over hell and the devil. The sting of death and the victory of hell were removed by the resurrection of the Mediator, and only someone who has completely triumphed holds His victory march. Scripture, then, also so presents it that the resurrection of the Lord was His victory over the powers of destruction. As long as He lay in the grave, it still appeared as if the evil one had really taken Him off to his dark place of residence. With the resurrection, the glory of God descended with the angels into the grave. Christ has led away captivity captive when He went up into the heights. When He arose from the dead, it was apparent that He could not be held by the grave.

c)   Before His death, Christ commended His spirit into the hands of the Father. That is more than a way of saying that He died. It meant the condition of His [body and soul] being separated as a condition of relative passivity. Where previously there had been active suffering, now came more of a resting and resignation, in the hands of the Father, in what of the humiliation must still follow. The descent into hell does not accord with this passive character. The former presents us with the Mediator as active and working, triumphing over the depths of the universe and bringing His power to bear in the farthest abysses of the world. Christ promised the murderer that he would be with Him in paradise, and that indeed “today.” If the soul of Christ thus …

40. Is there sufficient ground to label the severest suffering endured by Christ with this designation, “descent into hell”?
Yes, the Scripture sometimes speaks of an extremely severe suffering as a suffering unto Sheol, to the state of the dead: Psalm 18:5, “The bands of hell were around me, the snares of death came over me”; Psalm 116:3, “The bands of death surrounded me and the pains of hell laid hold of me”; Psalm 88:6, “You have put me in the lowest pit, in the dark places, in the depths”; Psalm 30:3, “LORD, you have brought up my soul out of hell.” The word שְׁאול, here translated “hell,” can have two meanings in Hebrew: (1) The state of death in general with what belongs to it; (2) the place of torment. Now one could say that in the passages cited here, the word has the first sense, that thus there is no mention of “hell” in the usual meaning, and that from it we can only infer the right to speak of severe pains as a descent into death. However, one would then overlook that Scripture, by choosing one and the same word for these two concepts, has wrongly intended to teach that the grave for the sinner is a gate of hell. The state of death and that of torment stand in the closest connection with each other. Now since it is in fact said of Christ there that He was grieved unto death, we remain entirely within the limits of biblical usage if we describe the pains of eternal death as a descent into hell. And that, finally, is also what the apostle means when he speaks of the “lowest parts of the earth” (Eph 4:9). The “grave” is taken there as an image of the deepest humiliation. We concur with the opinion of the Reformed who understand the descent into hell as the anguish of eternal death. Still, we do not wish to maintain that the expression is originally so intended in the creed, for this cannot be proven.
41. Have all theologians among the Reformed reckoned the burial and being buried to the state of humiliation?
No, some have wavered on this point. Bucanus, for example, says that one can attribute being buried both to the exaltation and to the humiliation. The ground for this vacillation lies in an unclear conception of what the exaltation of the Mediator was. If one conceives of this entirely negatively as a removal of the misery that accompanied His humiliation, then there is in fact reason for saying that the grave was the entrance to His exaltation. As for believers, the state of separateness is a putting-off of the state of corruption that clings to them here, so for the Savior the burial of His body was a putting-off of the defective tabernacle in which He had dwelt here. We do not know whether the re-creation of the corruptible body into an incorruptible one first came into existence at the moment of the resurrection or already beforehand.
The analogy makes us expect the former. Still, on the basis of Psalm 16:10, one usually assumes that the body of Christ saw no corruption and was not given over to decomposition. Thus there must have been a miraculous power that preserved it from decomposition and thereby also prepared it for the glorification of the hour of resurrection. By this preparation it was in a certain sense freed from its natural inclination to decompose, and it is that thought that has compelled some to include the grave with the exaltation, or at least to place it between the two states. But removal of what is corruptible is not yet exaltation; liberation from weakness is not yet endowment with glory. Therefore, we draw the line between humiliation and exaltation with the resurrection of the Lord.
42. What distinguishes the Lutheran conception of the state of humiliation from that of the Reformed?
a)   Concerning the subject, the Lutherans maintain that this is to be sought in the human nature. The divine attributes were communicated to it by the incarnation, and by the act of self-humiliation it has divested itself of their use (Chemnitz) or of their open use (the Zwabians).

The Reformed maintain that the subject of the act of humiliation is the divine person as the person of the Mediator, although humanity naturally was the means for that, the nature in which the humiliation took place. One must keep this clearly in view, for the Reformed also did not deny that the condition of misery connected with the state of humiliation could only occur in the human nature, because the divine nature is immutable. What the Reformed, on the contrary, do deny is (1) that humanity can divest itself of something that belongs to it as a communicated divine attribute; (2) that the incarnation in itself, because it would have been accompanied by the communication of the divine attributes to the human nature, would not have been a humiliation but an exaltation for the Mediator.


According to the Lutherans, there are two distinct acts, not only logically but also actually: the assumption of human nature, of which the subject is the Son of God and which does not include humiliation, and the divesting of the use or open use of the divine attributes, of which the human nature is the subject and in which the humiliation consists.


According to the Reformed, these are only two sides of one and the same act, although it is the case that one can logically distinguish them. For the Lutherans, the humiliation begins with the conception. Thus they distinguish further between assuming human nature and conception and come very close to teaching a preexistence of the human nature. The already incarnate Logos subjected Himself to conception in the womb of Mary. It goes without saying that “the conception of an already incarnate person” is a contradictio in adjecto [a contradiction in terms].


b)   Lutherans also differ on the concept of humiliation itself. At least some Lutheran theologians teach that the humiliation was a concealment of use and not an abolition of use. Here the humiliation vanishes in a concealment. It consists of an appearance that does not agree with the reality.

c)   The third point of difference concerns the duration of the humiliation. As already seen, for the Lutherans this extends only to the burial, since this in itself and the descent into hell, which occurred at the time of being buried, are included in the exaltation.

Many Lutheran theologians have affirmed the descent into hell in a figurative as well as the local sense.


43. What is the connection of the exaltation of the Mediator to His humiliation?
The connection of legal consequence. Christ is Mediator not as a private person but as an official person, as Head of His members. Hence He must receive the fruits of His merits in Himself. And as He did not suffer for Himself, so too He was not glorified for Himself.
44. What is the subject of the exaltation of the Mediator?
His person as Mediator, and that, again, according to both natures. As it was a state of humiliation for the deity to have something joined with it in which it could not reveal its full glory—namely, humble humanity—so it was a restoration in honor when this humanity was made a suitable instrument for the revelation of its glory.
45. In what does exaltation consist?
According to the definition of the concept “state” given above, in two things:
a)   In coming out from under the curse and wrath of God, under which the Mediator had been in the state of His humiliation. This was followed by an entrance into the favor and full good pleasure of God that rested on Him as Mediator. The opposite of curse is blessing, and He is the Blessed of the Father.

b)   In a change of condition coinciding with this exchange of legal position. Both in body and in soul it must be made clear that the curse had ceased and that the Mediator found Himself basking in the good pleasure of the Father. His exaltation is therefore at the same time glorification, just as the humiliation was also at the same time a shattering for Him.

46. Do these two elements accompany each other in all stages of the state of exaltation?
Yes; every stage has a significance that applies to the one element as well as the other. When Christ rose from the dead, this was both a fact that had judicial significance and an act of God that brought about a powerful reversal in His human nature. When He went to heaven, a declaration of God in the judicial sphere was also involved, and at the same time we must assume that the ascension of the Lord had a continuing change for His humanity as a consequence. Besides His judicial exaltation, a real glorification for the Mediator may not be assumed—only for His return for judgment and for taking His place at the right hand of God.
47. How manifold is the significance of the exaltation of Christ?
Threefold:
a)   Declarative. This is true of all stages, as was just indicated.

b)   Exemplary. This is true of the two first stages, the resurrection and the ascension. In both there is for the members of the body of the Lord an example of what will happen with them.

c)   Instrumental. This is again true of all stages insofar as they are used as means for the complete glorification of the body of Christ.

48. What in particular is the significance of the resurrection of Christ?
a)   Declarative. The death of the Mediator had been the open manifestation of the curse that He bore as Surety. From the inmost part of His being, the dissolution process of death had surged outward and had separated soul and body from each other. Now, if that death had thoroughly done its work throughout, then the visible restoration of that outward unity of soul and body will also have to be the initial proof. As long as the rupture continued, the power of death continued to be at work and ever further ruptured and dissolved. It is not by the initial tear but by the lengthening the tear once made that death manifests its power. If, therefore, a restoration of what death has ravaged also takes place at but one point, then this is sufficient proof of the undoing of death. The resurrection is the death of death. By letting it be exhausted in Himself, Christ destroyed the power of death. The Father, when He brought Christ again from the dead, derived the declaration that there was nothing more to bear and to die, that the passive obedience in all its parts had been perfectly provided.

However, this was still only one side of the matter. The resurrection also relates to the active obedience of the Mediator. It is a positive act. The power of death was contained so that it not only could not continue working further, but soul and body are brought together and reunited through a new outflow of life. There was a communication of life, and indeed a communication of eternal life—of that life that was promised upon the perfect keeping of the law. In the Surety, passive and active obedience had accompanied each other at every point, and so it was required that they both also be declared sufficient at one and the same point. This happened in the resurrection of the Lord. Had something been lacking in the suffering of Christ, then it would have been impossible that the violence of death had ceased even for a moment. Had there been something imperfect in the active obedience of the Mediator, then in no way could an enlivening have taken place in His soul and body. The resurrection must be viewed as God’s de facto declaration of the perfection of Christ’s work in both respects.


b)   Exemplary. The resurrection of the Mediator shows by way of example what will occur with all the members of His body.

1.   In their justification. As Christ is acquitted of guilt and has received the right to eternal life, so too those who are Christ’s, each in his order [1 Cor 15:23], will share in these same privileges.


2.   In their spiritual resurrection or regeneration. Just as in Christ the old sinless nature, nevertheless ravaged by the consequences of sin in which death had hitherto reigned, is replaced by a nature in which immortal life reigns, so too for believers the law of sinful flesh will give way to a law of the life of the Spirit.


3.   In their bodily resurrection. With the Mediator, the life that He received in His soul was at work organically; it received power to act upon the body and to enliven it anew. Likewise, too, the re-creation that first begins in the soul of believers will then reach its end when the corruption of the body will have put on incorruption.


c)   In all these points, the resurrection of Christ at the same time works instrumentally. There is a causal connection between the justification of Christ and that of those who belong to Him, between the making alive of His soul and the regeneration of the children of God, between His resurrection and their resurrection.

1.   The justification of Christ is a justification of the Head, and to that extent of all the members who are in this Head. By the resurrection, the judgment is pronounced that the body made up of the elect is righteous before God. Therefore it is said that Christ was given up for our sins and raised for our justification [Rom 4:25], and that were Christ not raised, we would still be in our sins [1 Cor 15:17]. What comes to pass with the individual believer in his justification is nothing other than the personal realization of this justification of the Surety. We hope to come back to this point in connection with the doctrine of justification.


2.   The enlivening of Christ is an enlivening of the Head, and to that extent of all the members who are in the Head. In it resides not only the legal ground for the regeneration of the elect, but in a certain sense its active cause as well. It is not as if there had been no regeneration before the Mediator rose from the dead, for the saints of old also received the grace of regeneration on the basis of the merits of Christ. But since the exaltation of Christ has taken place and the outpouring of the Spirit has followed it, this regeneration must be seen as an implanting into the body of Christ. Earlier, the Spirit operated in a more separate manner in each individual and not directly from Christ as glorified Mediator. Now it is the Spirit of the one body who from the Head acts upon the members. Scripture in fact views the regeneration of believers as a consequence of the resurrection of Christ; Ephesians 2:4–5, “But God who is rich in mercy, through His great love with which He has loved us, even when we were dead through trespasses, has made us alive with Christ”; Romans 6:5, “For if we have become one plant with Him, planted in the likeness of His death, so will we also be in the likeness of His resurrection.” Baptism as the bath of regeneration points to the resurrection of Christ from the dead (Rom 6:4; 1 Pet 3:21).


3.   In a similar way, the resurrection of Christ functions instrumentally for the resurrection of the body of believers. He has become the firstfruits of those who are asleep [1 Cor 15:20]. As death is through one man—namely, has been brought about for us causally by Adam—so the resurrection of the dead through one man [1 Cor 15:21]. The first man, Adam, has become a living soul, the last Adam a life-giving spirit. All these statements appear in 1 Cor 15 [vv. 20–21, 45], where the apostle speaks specifically of the resurrection of the flesh. And in Romans 8:10–11, he says, “If the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, so will He who has raised Christ from the dead also make alive your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells in you.” Finally, in John 5:25–26, the Savior Himself says, “Truly, truly I say to you, the hour comes and now is when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and they who have heard it will live; for as the Father has life in Himself, so He has also given to the Son to have life in Himself” (cf. vv. 28–29). The raising of the body of believers, therefore, stands in connection with the resurrection of the body of the Mediator, and it is the Spirit of Christ who effects this connection. One must, however, note that it is not the resurrection as a bare fact that is referred to here, for that occurs as well for those who have died outside Christ. They, too, will leave the grave at His voice. It is rather the resurrection as re-creation of the psychical [cf. 1 Cor 15:44] body of believers into a pneumatic body—the change from the corruptible into the incorruptible, from dishonor into glory, from weakness into power—that is to be viewed as a fruit and consequence of the resurrection of Christ.


49. Does the resurrection of the Mediator consist solely in the reunion of His soul and body?
No; that such is not the case may be shown from the following considerations:
The resurrection was the beginning of the exaltation. Now, the humiliation of the Mediator consisted not only in the fact that His soul and body were slowly torn apart, but at the same time dissolution manifested itself within the orbit of the life of soul and body itself. Whoever is of the opinion that the essence of death lies in the separation of soul and body makes an extremely superficial judgment. Death also works within the soul, and all the suffering and the weakness that were encountered in the life of Christ’s soul were phenomena of death. The same death was at work in His body long before it was separated from the soul, and all the imperfections of the body were the effects of death in Christ. Consequently, the abolition of death will have to consist of three things:
a)   The restoration of the perfection of the human soul of the Savior. This nature had never possessed sinful weakness, and in this respect no change was required. Considered apart from sin, on the other hand, inherent in it were all natural, though no personal, weaknesses. It had to be made suitable by special official grace from the Holy Spirit for its work. In a certain sense, one can even say that in it there had been a split and dissonance of life as long as Christ bore the sin of the elect: He was at the same time the object of the wrath of God and the object of the good pleasure of the Father. His personal relationship to God as Son and that as Mediator did not coincide.

Now with the resurrection, all this was otherwise. First, all sinless weaknesses were removed from the soul of the Lord. Further, the split in life, which was inseparable from the work of satisfaction, gave way for undivided reception and drinking in of the love of God, which a feeling of wrath could no longer disrupt. What the apostle says in Romans 6:9–10 has this in view: “Knowing that Christ being raised from the dead no longer dies; death no longer rules over Him. For the death He died, He died to sin once for all, and the life He lives, He lives to God.” Only after the completed task of salvation can the soul of the Savior live to God in this fullest sense of the word. Prior to that, besides the attracting action of the love of God, proceeding from the righteousness of God there was also an unsettling action upon it, and that for it was death.


b)   The restoration of the perfection of the human body of the Mediator. In bodily life as well as in the soul, the true unity of life was lacking; it existed during the state of humiliation in a continual disintegration, and above all during the anguish of eternal death was subject to violent shocks that must have disoriented and shattered Him physically. And apart from that, it was from the outset a body of death, just because it was our dying and corrupted flesh and blood that the Mediator assumed. With the resurrection there came, in principle, a perfect body in which everything worked harmoniously, in which nothing discordant or disturbing was left. The resurrection is more than a return to life of the one buried; it is simultaneously the re-creation and the transformation of that person. Christ, according to His human nature, came out of the grave as a new creature, for whom everything old is past and a new law of life has begun. It cannot be decided with complete certainty how much of this re-creation of both soul and body coincided with the resurrection and how much remained delayed for the ascension. In any case, what was imperfect was removed at the resurrection, even though the glory that had to replace it followed in stages.

c)   The restoration of the organic bond between body and soul. The re-creation of the body must be taken in the closest connection with that bond. As spiritual death in general draws the body after itself, so too the spiritual resurrection will exerts its influence in the sphere of the bodily. The soul will draw the body to itself again and make it a living unity.

50. Are we taught further about the nature of the resurrection body of the Lord?
Yes. In general we can say that it has the nature of all resurrection bodies, which the apostle describes in 1 Cor 15:42–49. There it is taught of the resurrection body, in sequence, that it is incorruptible (ἐν ἀφθαρσίᾳ), glorious (ἐν δόξῃ), powerful (ἐν δυνάμει), spiritual (πνευματικόν). Here, in the first place, the resurrection body of believers is spoken of, but this will be like the glorified body of Christ (cf. Phil 3:21). The first three predicates refer to the antithesis to the body at burial. At that time, it is abandoned to dissolution (ἐν φθορᾷ); as a corpse it is unsightly (ἐν ἀτιμίᾳ); in being dead it is weak (ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ).
The fourth antithesis reaches back further into life prior to burial. In contrast to the σῶμα πνευματικόν stands the σῶμα ψυχικόν: “There is a natural body and there is a spiritual body.” To understand this antithesis correctly, we will have to take into consideration that here in opposition to “spiritual” Paul does not set “fleshly” but “natural.” A fleshly body is a body that becomes sin for its possessor; a natural body, then, is not a body of sin. A fleshly body bears the seed of death within itself; a natural body is in itself not yet mortal, so that it must die. In agreement with this is the fact that the natural body does not originate with the entrance of sin but has its origin in creation, “The first man Adam has become a living soul (εἰς ψυκὴν ζῶσαν), the last Adam a life-giving Spirit.” With that, reference is made to the creation account, Genesis 2:7, “and blew into His nostrils the breath of life, so the man became a living soul.” Apparently, then, three bodies are possible: a natural, a fleshly, and a spiritual body. The natural, psychical [psuchikov] body becomes a fleshly body as soon as man sins. The fleshly body becomes a spiritual body in the resurrection of the dead.
The question still remains to be answered why the apostle distinguished the body as Adam possessed it and the resurrection body of Christ specifically with the terms “natural” and “spiritual.” The psychical, natural body is such as it derives its organic life from the psuchē, from the soul of man, thus certainly possesses life, but still not immutable and irrevocable life, which ultimately always rests on the indwelling of the Spirit of God as the principle of eternal life. Now in the state of rectitude Adam possessed irrevocable, eternal life as little in his soul as in his body. In that consisted the psychical nature of his body. Prior to His resurrection, Christ possessed that same psychical body and in it, moreover, carried around the seed of death, by which it thus received a certain likeness with the fleshly body. In contrast, after His resurrection His human nature shared in the full enlivening of the Spirit, and that not as a bestowed benefit but as its own possession; the Spirit was given to Him fully and dwelt in Him. Related to that, His body too received an imperturbable, incorruptible life. It was suffused with the power of the Spirit, and thereby the material from which it consisted received a higher quality, so that it can not longer be called flesh and blood, while not ceasing to be material. An immaterial body is a contradictio in adjecto; a spiritual body is a possible concept. That the spiritual body is no longer flesh and blood follows in [1 Cor 15] verse 50: “But I say this, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, and the corruptible cannot inherit the incorruptible.” The flesh and blood of which Adam’s body consisted was vulnerable to corruption and dissolution, which is still something entirely different than saying it must undergo corruption. Corruptible here is a contradictory contrast to no-longer-corruptible, completely incorruptible. Further, it is a consequence of this spiritual existence of the body of Christ that He is “life-giving Spirit” (v. 45). Through the possession of the power of eternal life, Christ could also give life to others and guarantee the resurrection of the bodies of believers. Adam could only be called a living soul, but he could not communicate life to others; Christ does the latter and therefore He is life-giving Spirit.
That the explanation given here is correct appears from what the apostle adds as further explanation: “The spiritual is not first, but the natural, then the spiritual” (v. 46). In the order of God, the body that could still be corrupted comes first and then only secondly follows the body that is no longer vulnerable to corruption. Adam must not from the outset be placed in the state of immutability and of eternal life. Although created completely right, without there being anything wrong or any principle of death in him, he still awaited the confirmation and completion of His beatitude, which was attached to keeping the covenant of works as a condition. Had he sustained the test, he would have become the first and second Adam in one person. But the principle would still have been valid: “The natural first, then the spiritual.” Now that he falls, Christ enters as the second Adam—and besides restoring what Adam had ruined, He also carries out gloriously where Adam has failed. He became the progenitor, the covenant Head of the spiritual and highest order of things that must arise on the basis of the natural order. Christians bear His image in their re-creation as they bear the image of the first Adam in their creation. “The first man is from the earth, earthly (ἐκ γῆς χοϊκός); the second man is from heaven” [v. 47]. Inasmuch as Adam’s body was taken from the earth and had not yet been made into a spiritual body by the Holy Spirit, it also shared in the attributes of earthly materials. These would naturally be susceptible to change. Adam’s body was not such that external disturbing influences, if they were present, would have had no effect. It is otherwise with the body of the resurrected Savior, at least in His consummate glorification. It is incorruptible, and that certainly because a heavenly power, the power of the Spirit, has affected it. Therefore, the second man is ἐκ οὐρανοῦ, for heaven is the realm of immutable, immovable things, while here on earth everything moves and is mobile.
One must not interchange what is said here concerning the contrast between ψυχικός and πνευματικός with the ethical meaning that the word ψυχικός has in 1 Corinthians 2:14, “The natural man does not understand the things that are of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to Him.” There the concept of what is natural includes in itself the characteristic of sinfulness, something that did not appear to be the case in the pericope just explained.
51. Do the facts related to us in the Gospels agree with this?
They show in part that a total change had really taken place in the body of the Lord.
a)   He was not immediately recognized by those with whom He had been intimately associated earlier (John 20:15; Luke 24:31; John 21:7).

b)   In an inexplicable way He appeared and disappeared, covered distances, went through closed doors (John 20:19; Luke 24:36).

c)   He did not resume an intimate association with His disciples again, but kept them at a reverential distance. A higher majesty lay over all His action, as if He lived in a higher sphere and was no longer suited for a stay within the common sensory perception of this world. This comes out so strongly in the Gospels that it has led some to the strange surmise that immediately after the resurrection of the Lord He dwelt in heaven and that each appearance must be held to be a descent, immediately followed by a new ascension.

On the other hand, the body that the Lord possessed did not completely coincide with the resurrection body as that is delineated for us by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15. Jesus declared it to be flesh and bone (Luke 24:39), while Paul expressly asserts that flesh and blood will not inherit the kingdom of God [1 Cor 15:50]. Consequently, we appear here to have to think of a middle state that formed the transition to His fully glorified humanity as He possesses it in heaven. During these 40 days He could eat, although it is not to be assumed that He had need of food. Augustine has said of this, “It is in one way that the thirsty earth absorbs water, in another way that the rays of the sun burn; the first through deficiency, the other through power.”


52. Is the body of Christ a material body that as such is bound to space?
Yes; it must be material if it will truly remain a body. And as material it must also be subject to the limitations of matter, circumscribed in space. The conditions for its movement through space will differ considerably from those that apply to us, but in principle the relationship is the same. We do not believe with Lutherans in a ubiquity of the human nature, neither of the soul nor of the body. Nor are we despisers of matter, as if in this in itself lurks a profane principle that must be eliminated and purged. Matter can be glorified so that divine glory permeates it at every point and the Spirit of God governs it completely. That is realized in the resurrection of Christ. That His body is truly matter appears from:
a)   The analogy of sowing and harvesting elaborated by the apostle in 1 Corinthians 15. One does not sow the body that will become, but there is still an organic connection between what is sown and what is harvested. The new is present in principle in the old; there is a thread of identity that runs through the harvest. So, too, in the resurrection of the dead. It is a re-creation of the old, not a destruction of it. There would not be an organic connection between the buried body and the resurrected body if they were detached from each other as material and nonmaterial.

b)   All the appearances of Christ were in the mode of space, however extraordinary they otherwise were. What is visible in the mode of space is material. And this applies not only to the time before His ascension; it also applies to the time afterward. He appeared to Stephen, Paul, and John as visible in space.

c)   If one appeals to Matthew 22:30 to prove the immateriality of the body of the resurrection, one seeks the point of comparison where it does not lie. Those raised are compared with the angels because they will no longer marry and procreate and because they are immutably confirmed in their state forever.

53. Who was the acting cause in the resurrection of the Mediator?
Generally and preferably it is attributed to God as the one who fashions it: Romans 6:4, “Christ has been raised from the dead through the glory of the Father”; Acts 13:30, “God has raised Him from the dead.” According to Ephesians 1:19–20, sinners must be born again by the same strength of divine power that He wrought in Christ when He raised Him from the dead. This agrees fully with the meaning of the concept. As a declarative justifying act, it must be an act of God the Father, who maintains the violated law and proclaims the restored law. Since, however, the human spirit of Christ, filled with new power of life, acted on His body to reassume it as His instrument, and since it was the power of His own life as Mediator that set the body in motion and caused it to rise, so the resurrection can just as well be viewed as a work of Christ. He said, “Tear this temple down and in three days I will build it up again” (John 2:19); “I have power to lay it down (namely, life) and to take it up again” (John 10:10).
Finally, if the Holy Spirit works life everywhere and calls it out, both in the sphere of creation as well as in that of re-creation, and insofar as He has poured out the fullness of eternal life into the human nature, the Third Person of the divine Trinity can also appear as the cause of the resurrection. Romans 8:11 includes, at least by implication, that the Father has brought about the resurrection of the Mediator through the Spirit.
In all their external works, the three persons act together. And the work of the resurrection finds a parallel in the act of the incarnation, in which the same conjoint working of the divine persons manifests itself.
54. Does the resurrection of the Mediator include a proof of His deity?
Yes. By raising Him from the dead the Father sets the seal on His mediatorship—and since this includes His deity, His seal on the latter itself. In this, He is powerfully shown to be the Son of God according to the Spirit of sanctification by the resurrection of the dead (Rom 1:4). Moreover, the fact that He could bear eternal death, without succumbing in that struggle, is in itself irrefutable proof of His divine nature. A mere creature would be swallowed up by that death and would never again be able to hold his head high. He, in contrast, could not be held by that death.
55. What is the second stage in the state of exaltation?
The ascension of the Mediator. It is to be defined as the local passage of the person of the Mediator, according to His human nature, from earth to heaven.
56. Our conviction that heaven is a place is supported on what grounds?
a)   First, it follows from the fact that heaven is the dwelling place of created beings. The angels reside there. The human nature of the Mediator also resides there. All these are created natures. Again, all that is created stands in a certain relationship to space and time. Only God is elevated beyond these two modes of being. The residence of such beings that exist in relationship to space must bear a local character. It is quite possible that the laws that govern in heavenly space are not entirely the same as those that apply in our earthly space. But there must be similarity, just as surely as similarity existed between the body before and after the resurrection of the Lord. His body is marked by extension. Though we did not at all know an answer to give to the question where heaven is, still the knowledge that the Mediator has brought His exalted humanity into heaven would provide us a fixed point for the determination of heaven, and we could answer, “Heaven is the place where the humanity of the Lord dwells.”

b)   The contrast, “heaven and earth,” which we already meet in the creation account, continues through the entire Scripture. In this contrast, the one member determines the meaning of the other. It is absurd to make mention of earth and heaven as the juxtaposition of a place and a condition.

c)   Scripture teaches us to depict heaven in a local manner when it turns our gaze upward, as it suggests for us to think of hell as a place below. This would make no sense if something local did not cling to the conception of both heaven and hell.

d)   Entrance into heaven is described as an ascending, thus again in local terms. For the ascension of the Lord, that comes out very clearly. He rises in the air, is intercepted by clouds, and vanishes from sight.

e)   A distinction is made by the apostle between the third heaven and what lies beneath it [2 Cor 12:2]. This presupposes the application of the category of number in the sphere of heaven, and the means by which this application happens can only be distance.

f)    All that is reported to us of heaven—may the description of it also be ever so figurative—still demands the presupposition that there are local relationships. The tabernacle was made after the pattern of heavenly things, a shadowing of the higher reality. What is said of heaven is not an image derived from the arrangement of the Jewish sanctuary. The reverse is the case: The Jewish sanctuary in its arrangement has been determined by holy things that are above.

57. What is the significance of this ascension of the Lord?
Again, like the resurrection, it has a threefold significance:
a)   Declarative. Heaven is the place of God’s holy dwelling, where He reveals His glory more than elsewhere, while the earth is only a footstool for His feet. That Christ, after having completed His work as Mediator, went to heaven showed first of all that His work as Mediator concerned God, was a sacrifice brought to Him, which must be presented to Him.

Further, if entrance into heaven was granted to Christ, then this was all the more a declaration of God that His work was complete and acceptable. Man is driven from the blessedness of God by sin, which was symbolized by his expulsion from the earthly paradise. Had he retained the favor of God, he would have been transferred into heavenly regions. Now that he has lost the right to appear there and hell draws him below with the bonds of darkness, the thought of a future salvation involuntarily takes this form: “When will I, a sinful creature, again appear before God in Zion?” So it was necessary that the great High Priest, who alone can appear before God, also actually enter heaven and so as the Head of the redeemed come before God as righteous.


Finally, the ascension of the Mediator was the strongest possible expression of the depiction that His work is not limited to Israel but has a wider scope and significance. By not establishing His royal throne in the earthly Jerusalem but exalting that throne far above it to a height for which earthly boundaries are no longer visible, Christ showed that He was anointed over a spiritual Israel. His royal city is the Jerusalem that is above, the free, the mother of us all [Gal 4:26], in which Philistine, Tyrian, Moor are born. Had the Mediator remained on earth, Jewish messianic expectations would have come true. But now His Kingdom is not of this world (Eph 4:9–10).


b)   Exemplary. The ascension of Christ is prophetic for the ascension of all the redeemed. They are seated with Christ in heaven (Eph 2:6). He prays and petitions that where He Himself is, they who are given to Him by the Father may also be. According to Hebrews 2:6–9, in Christ is fulfilled the prophecy that the psalmist had expressed concerning man.

c)   Instrumental. He has entered heaven to prepare a place there for the members of His body. They all will come there not only as He is there, but also because He is there. The Head draws the members after Himself, for the body is the fullness of Him who fills all in all [Eph 1:23]. And because the Head is there, both in body and soul, the members have the assurance that their flesh too, which they must put off here, is not lost and will not become identified with the earth, but that it again will sprout and, like the plant that grows upward, will seek heaven.

58. Was there also associated with the ascension of Christ a further glorification that concerns His condition?
Yes; His human nature was now made fully suited for the heavenly environment in which He would live from now on. Here on earth it had already been exalted above the power of earthly elements but had still not yet received its heavenly glory. The apostles to whom He appeared did not see Him as, later, Stephen, Paul, and John saw Him in His glory. In what further this change consisted is not revealed to us.
59. What do the Lutherans teach in distinction from the Reformed concerning the ascension of the Mediator?
For them the ascension is the point at which the communicated divine attributes, which the human nature possesses, break through into full revelation. Christ is ubiquitous, not by a pulling apart or diffusion of the material particles of His human body but in an entirely unique way. The Logos is not outside the flesh, and the flesh is not outside the Logos. The realistic impulse to have the humanity of Christ present of itself is also at work here in the Lutheran system.
Apart from this change in condition, Lutherans clearly cannot grant a local ascension. The human nature was in heaven since the incarnation by virtue of the communicatio idiomatum [communication of attributes]. Nevertheless, local movement from earth to heaven is taught. The contradiction at this point is no greater than with respect to every local movement that Christ made during His stay on earth. There are also Lutherans, however, who are consistent in teaching that Christ has brought about the end to His visible presence here on earth and that His ascension consists in that.
60. Is Christ still on earth with His human nature after His ascension?
No, we reject, in sequence: (a) the just-outlined opinion of the Lutherans, who make both body and soul ubiquitous; (b) the opinion of some who make at least the soul ubiquitous.
The Mediator’s person is certainly on earth according to His divine nature. This divine person also possesses human nature. A person is therefore with us who at the same time is human, but He is not with us according to His humanity. Another question is whether there cannot be a powerful action of the humanity of the Mediator, even where that human nature itself is not present. As one knows, Calvin assumed something like that for the Lord’s Supper. Polanus, a Reformed theologian of good name, says, “Christ is present with His church not only according to His divine but also according to His human nature, but then in a spiritual manner, as a head is with the members, with which it is united, and who makes them alive.” And the form for our Lord’s Supper says, “[I]n order that we through the same Spirit, who dwells in Christ as the Head and in us as His members, would have true communion with Him and partake of all His benefits, of eternal life, of righteousness and glory.” Such a dynamic action of the humanity of the Lord, however, is not intended as immediate but is expressly ascribed to the mediation of the ubiquitous Spirit.
61. What is the third stage in Christ’s exaltation?
His being seated at the right hand of God—or, expressed actively, taking His place at the right hand.
62. Is the human nature alone the subject of this exaltation?
No, the person of the Mediator, and that surely: (a) according to His deity, insofar as in the new dominion that Christ receives, it can assert its omnipotence and can reveal all its glory; (b) according to His humanity, insofar as it received power and glory that it had not previously possessed.
63. Is this exaltation a work that God executes, or does the Mediator exalt Himself?
One can properly say both. It was naturally of the Father that He occupied this place. The fullness of power that devolved to Him was official (cf. Acts 5:31, “God has exalted Him to His right hand as Prince”; Heb 2:7). The Mediator also actively assumed that power and honor, sat, has taken a seat at the right hand of God. Christ could ex pacto, by virtue of the covenant, also claim this exaltation: Psalm 2:8, “Ask of me, and I will give you the nations as your heritage, the ends of the earth your possession”; Isaiah 53:12, “Therefore I will give Him share among the many because He has poured out His soul in death.”
64. What distinguishes sitting at the right hand of God as a stage of the exaltation from the ascension?
The ascension had a twofold significance. In part, it had an independent significance as the transition of the Mediator from the sphere of the earth into the sphere of heaven according to His human nature, and concurrent with that, the change of this nature. In part, it was preparatory for sitting at God’s right hand. The lordship and majesty associated with the latter could only be exercised in heaven. For these reasons, it is impossible to speak of the ascension and to highlight its significance without bringing in the kingdom of power with it. Nonetheless, as a distinct stage of exaltation the ascension must be sharply separated from the reception of kingdom power, and the latter reserved for sitting at the right hand.
65. How is the expression “sitting at the right hand of God” intended?
a)   First, we must note that it is to be taken figuratively and not literally. It is a total misconception when Lutherans, under the appearance of excluding a local “there,” nevertheless drag it in again by saying “Dextra Dei ubique est,” “The right hand of God is everywhere.” The expression has nothing to do with what is local. Nor does it teach that Christ is ubiquitous as He is that in one particular place. One can derive the former only by deduction, and then only with regard to the deity.

b)   The metaphorical speech of God, however, also has a deeper sense here than one usually thinks. It is here as little as elsewhere derived only afterward from the relationships of creaturely things but rests on an eternal reality of which created things, in their turn, are the image. There is something in God, insofar as man is the image of God; in Him is the same as ectype, and of this likeness with God there is an imprint in His material nature.

c)   The right hand is the seat of power. God has willed that for man it would be the instrument of the most natural and noble exercise of power. It is extended to command, holds the scepter for rulers, is a direct reflection in man of both the might and power that God possesses.

Thus to sit at God’s right hand is for all things to be in the closest communion with His divine power and might. Whoever sits at someone’s right hand is connected with that of which the right hand is the symbol. Thus divine authority and divine power flow over, as it were, into Christ. For this significance of the right hand, one may compare passages like Isaiah 41:10, “I also support you with the right hand of my righteousness,” and 45:1, “Cyrus, whose right hand I hold.”


d)   Inasmuch as the preeminence of a king lies in his power, or in general power is something excellent, so the right hand is a symbol of honor, of virtue as well, and connection with the right hand, the sign of glory and high esteem (cf. Psa 80:17, “Your hand be upon the man of your right hand”—that is, upon Him who is in great honor with you—Eccl 10:2, “The heart of the wise is toward his right hand, but the heart of a fool is toward His left hand”). The blessing communicated by the right hand is viewed as the most excellent, for which reason Joseph placed his son Manasseh at the right hand of Jacob [Gen 48:13]. The elect will be placed at the right hand of the Mediator in the day of judgment [Matt 25:34]. This is the sense to be understood when Bathsheba is set at the right hand of Solomon (1 Kgs 2:19), when the mother of the sons of Zebedee requested that her two sons might sit, the one at His right hand and the other at His left hand, in the kingdom of the Lord [Matt 20:20–21]. For Christ, there is not only authority and power but also honor. The apostle includes both when he says, “has set Him at His right hand in heaven … above every name that is named … and has subjected all things under His feet” [Eph 1:20–22]. Honor is referred to separately in Hebrews 1:3–4, “at the right hand of majesty in the highest heaven, having become so much more superior than the angels as He has inherited a more excellent name above theirs.”

e)   The sitting at the right hand of God has distinctive significance. Sitting is something other than standing. Someone who serves stands in the presence of the one he serves (1 Kgs 10:8, “Blessed are these your servants who continually stand in your presence”). The angels are always presented as standing (Isa 6:2; 1 Kgs 22:19). In Hebrews 1:3, it is apparently in contrast to the standing posture of the angels that it is said of Christ, “He has sat down.” The Hebrew word for priest, כֹהֵן, is derived from standing before God to serve (Heb 10:11, “And every priest stood daily serving”). So Christ, too, stood during the bringing of His satisfaction. Now, however, He has sat, as the sign of His efficacious exercise of the priestly office and kingly rule (Zech 6:13, “And He will sit and rule on His throne”). Of the man of sin, who arrogates to himself the rights and honor of God, it is prophesied that “he will sit in the temple of God as a God, displaying himself that he is God” (2 Thess 2:4).

f)    From what has just been noted, it appears that sitting at the right hand of God is not exclusively related to the kingdom of power but also indicates the point at which His glorious intercession begins. Or, expressed more accurately, it indicates that stage of exaltation in which the kingdom of power and the priestly intercession begin to interpenetrate one another. It is described prophetically from this point of view in Psalm 110. The emphasis there falls on the fact that Melchizedek was king and priest at the same time. In Israel, the two positions of dignity were separated. David, the head of his people, could not provide the gift of atonement for his people. The priest, the one atoning for the people, could not rescue Israel with kingly power. In the awareness of this imperfection, David rises prophetically to the ideal mediatorial office of his Lord, who will unite priesthood and kingship in Himself, and to whom the Lord says, “Sit at my right hand until I will have put your enemies as a footstool for your feet” [v. 1], whose scepter of strength will be sent from Zion (v. 2), at whose right hand is the Lord Himself (v. 5), who does justice among the nations [v. 6], who is priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek [v. 4].

g)   The sitting, finally, also has judicial significance: Psalm 9:4, “You have sat on the throne, O Judge of righteousness”; Joel 3:12, “But there I will sit to judge all the surrounding nations” (cf. Matt 19:28).

66. What does it mean that Stephen saw Christ standing at the right hand of God [Acts 7:55–56]?
This in no way conflicts with sitting at the right hand, since this is only a figurative expression for what has just been described. We can on no account imagine the humanity of the Lord as immovable and unchangeable in one place. Standing expresses readiness to help and to protect and to receive into the eternal dwelling places: Micah 5:3, “And He will stand and shepherd the flock in the power of the Lord”; Psalm 94:16, “Who will stand for me against the evildoers?”; Genesis 19:1, “And when Lot saw them, he stood up to meet them and bowed down with his face to the ground.”
67. Is there an essential glorification of the human nature that also accompanies taking His place at the right hand of God?
Insofar as this coincides with the entrance into heaven, yes. Or one could even divide the question and say that the comprehensive transformation of the humanity of the Lord from an earthly to a heavenly accompanied the ascension, and that now this heavenly humanity received a special investiture with glory by which it was raised to the zenith of honor. If we take into consideration that Paul and John on Patmos received an overwhelming impression of the glory in which Christ appeared, so that repeatedly they were trembling, astounded, and left as dead, then we are certainly forced to consider something that far surpasses all our imaginings and exceeds the glory that believers as members of the body of the glorified Christ will themselves one day receive. They will, it is certainly true, become conformed to the image of the Son as His firstborn brothers (Rom 8:29), but there is, nonetheless, a glory of the sun and of the moon and of the stars, and the mediatorial glory of Christ must be as much greater than that of His own, as the head is greater than the members.
68. Has the exaltation of the Mediator ended with His session at the right hand of God?
No. Its highest stage is not reached during this dispensation, but only at the end of the ages. So Paul says that Christ is seated far above every name that is named, not only in this but also in the coming world—that is, at the end of this dispensation [Eph 1:20–21]. Still to follow session at the right hand and is return for judgment.
69. Does Scripture reckon this return for judgment as a great turning point along with the remaining steps of exaltation?
Yes; Hebrews 6:1–2 reads, “[N]ot laying again the foundation of repentance from dead works … of the resurrection of the dead and eternal judgment (κρίματος αἰωνίου).” Here the doctrine of the final judgment is reckoned among the fundamental articles of faith.
70. With what words does Scripture indicate this final exaltation of Christ?
a)   It calls it a παρουσία, from παρεῖναι, “to be present.” Parousia, however, means not only “presence,” but “appearance to remain present from now on.” An absence and distancing that now still exists will then cease. Now, according to His divine nature Christ has never been absent from His church but is with her to the end of the world. In contrast, according to His humanity, He has indeed departed. As long as this dispensation lasts, there is a split between the militant and triumphant church, and only of the latter can it be said that they have Christ present with them in the full sense. Believers on earth dwell apart from the Lord and long to dwell with Him. Christ is in them and yet they still look for His coming. The work of their salvation awaits its completion. They have the firstfruits of the Spirit and still sigh in themselves, looking for the adoption as children, the redemption of their bodies (Rom 8:23). This suffusion of their bodies now with the Spirit of Christ so that they will be with the Lord according to their material nature coincides with the bodily appearance of Christ Himself. Therefore, Paul says quite strikingly (Phil 3:20–21), “But our conduct is in heaven from which we also await the Savior, namely, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will change our humble body in order that it will be conformed to His glorious body, according to the working by which He can subject all things to Himself.” The body that rests in the earth is an essential part of the believer, and yet it is always separated from the Lord as long as He has not come. Having returned to dust, it lies on the periphery, on the outermost circumference of the circle of re-creating action that proceeds from the Mediator. It is the last in its turn to be renewed. But the power of Christ reaches out into ever wider circles, and when finally all believers are gathered, the working by which Christ can subject all things to Himself is complete. This final act, however, must be viewed here not in its significance for believers but in its significance for the Mediator Himself. It makes His body complete, sets the crown on His saving work, positions Him as victor over the last bulwark of sin, brings death under His feet. Paul says very clearly, “The last enemy that is destroyed is death” [1 Cor 15:24].

So it is certainly wrong to limit the significance of this last stage of exaltation to the judgment. It is equally wrong to eliminate the local and the bodily from this conception of the return of the Lord. The most important part of its significance lies precisely in glorifying the material nature by eliminating local separation.


b)   Another term for this stage of the exaltation is φανερωσθεῖναι, “to appear, be manifested”; ἀποκαλυπτέσθαι, “to be disclosed, revealed”: 1 John 2:28, “so that when He appears, we will have confidence and not be made ashamed of Him at His future coming.” Here “being revealed” and “the future coming” of the Lord stand as parallel concepts beside each other: 2 Thessalonians 1:6–7, “Therefore, it is just for God to repay oppression to those who oppress you, relief with us at the revelation of the Lord Jesus from heaven with the angels of His power,” and verse 10, “when He will have come to be glorified in His saints and to be marveled at in all who believe” (cf. 1 Pet 1:7). Finally, the term ἡμέρα τοῦ κυρίου, “day of the Lord,” has the same significance. This is a day, then, that will be completely given over to the Lord, whose significance will be concentrated entirely in Him, the day in which His justice will appear and His glory will break through as never before (2 Thess 2:1–2).

With these three terms, the return for judgment is indicated as a glorious vindication of Christ and His own in the sight of their enemies. Despite His unlimited kingly power, until that day a segment of creatures will be permitted to oppose Him and fail to appreciate Him. Many will deny that He is glorified and exalted as the militant church believes Him to be glorified and exalted. But in the end, His glory will be revealed in a visible form on earth, in the same sphere in which He endured His humiliation and shame. At His name will bow every knee of those who are in heaven and on the earth and under the earth, to the glory of God the Father (Phil 2:10–11). He, at one time condemned by the world, will in His turn judge the world—and, as is evident from 2 Thessalonians 1:6–7, this appearance will comprise in itself, both for Himself and believers, a satisfying of their deepest sense of justice.


71. Does this final exaltation of the Mediator apply to both His natures?
Here, too, both natures work together. According to the human nature, He appears openly and makes that appearance perceptible to creatures. According to His divine nature, He pronounces sentence with omniscience and omnipotence. Only a Mediator who is Himself truly God can execute such a judgment. Still, this highest and most glorious act also remains an official mediatorial act executed on behalf of the Father: John 5:27, “And He has given Him power also to execute judgment, because He is the Son of Man”; Acts 17:31, “Because He has appointed a day on which He will judge the earth righteously by a man whom He has ordained to that end.”
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