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The Son’s Assumption of a Human
Nature: A Call for Clarity

KELLY M. KAPIC*

Abstract: This article seeks to bring some clarity to the controversial question
of whether the Son of God assumedadlen or unfallen human nature. We
briefly survey conflicting historical assessments and continuing perplexity
related to this question. Next we argue that much contemporary confusion can
only be removed by first noting how John Calvin and Reformation catechisms
tended to understand the idea of Jesus’ sinlessness. In conclusion, from the vast
literature on the subject we outline seven points which may serve contem-
porary reflection on this question by showing where the two views agree,
disagree, or show internal divisions.

Introduction

What language should one use to describe the nature assumed by the Son? Why do
the least excitable Christians turn instantly into the most passionate debaters when
the discussion of whether or not the Son assumiadlen or unfallenhuman nature
arises? Professional theologians, pastors and lay people quickly become
impassioned because of what they believe is at stake. Suspicion and misunder-
standing instantly arise on all fronts. On the one hand, those who seek to affirm that
the Son assumed fallen human nature (or sinful flesh) are often interpreted as
sacrificing the sinlessness of Jesus and thus leaving believers still in need of a
Savior. On the other hand, those who affirm that the Son assumemfatien
human nature (cf., Adanprior to the fall) are often charged with presenting a
generic Jesus who is not truly man, thus losing the soteriological significance of his
life, death, resurrection and ascension. Both parties think nothing less than the very
heart of the gospel is in jeopardy.
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Thesetwo postions, which appearto be utterly at odds, may have more in
commonthanis oftenrealized.Onesuspetsthatthereis actually lessdisagrement
thanis often granted,andit is our contenton that mary — thoudh not all — of the
problers grow out of preconcepions and continuing misunderstandig. We will
attempt to demonstate this by first briefly surveyirg conflicting histoiical
assesmentsof this debate,particularly in reference to the Fathers.From there
we will seekto explain why the particular languageof ‘fallen’ hasprovento be so
problematic, specificdly for some steepedin Augustinian theology andbr the
catechsms and confessionsof the Reformdion. Finally, presnting some
concluding observaibns regardng wha each position tends to endose, deny,
and whereambiguty and debateremans, we hopeto sugges areasin which the
discussbn can progressprodudively.

Conflicting historical assessmentand confusion

Oneof the mostpersistenthemesarising out of Christologicalstudiesin the past
one hundredand fifty yearshasbeena renewedattack upon the enticemen of

docetismin its variousforms — a persisteniproblemplaguingthe churchsince St

Paul's day. There have always beenthosewho, in an effort to defendthe true

deity of Jesushaveeither deniedor neglectedhis full humanity The resulthas
often beena two-thirds humanor a phantomspirit who simply appearedto be

human though never personally entering into the painful experiencesand
temptationsof a fallen world. In order to combatthis error theologianshave
emphasizedthe Son’s assumption of a complete human nature (contra
Apollinarius). Neglecting this truth inevitably results in a half-baked Jesus
impotentto redeemhumanity.

Growing out of theseconcens sometheologiansand pastorscalled for the
church to rethirk her undestanding and language related to the assumpgbn.
Through the voices of Edward Irving (1792—-B34) and Thoma Erskine of
Linlathen(1788-1870)? theideathatthe Sonof God assumedhot simply a human
natue, butafallen humannaturegainedwidespeadattentonin nineteenthcentusy
Britain. For the mod partthis languagereflecteda minority viewpoint, thoughon
the Continenttherewasa growing tencencyto employthis understanohg in order
to protectthe true humanity of Chrig. So for exanple, Eduard Bohl and Emil

2 SeeEdward Irving, The Collected Writings of Edward Irving, ed. G. Carlyle, vol. 5
(London: AlexanderStrahan,1865); Colin E. Gunton, Two DogmasRevisited: Edward
Irving’s Christology’, ScottishJournal of Theology41 (1988),pp. 359-76;GrahamW.P.
McFarlane,Christ and the Spirit: The Doctrine of the Incarnationaccordingto Edward
Irving (Carlisle: Paternoster1996); C. Gordon Strachan,The PentecostalTheologyof
Edward Irving (London: Darton, Longmané& Todd, 1973), esp.pp. 25-52.0n the less
known Erskine,seehis The BrazenSerpentor Life ComingThroughDeath (Edinburgh,
1831) and Trevor A. Hart, The TeachingFather: An Introduction to the Theology of
ThomasErskineof Linlathen (Edinburgh:Saint Andrew Press1993).
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Brunner employ similar ideas and languagée® Finally, when Karl Barth more
persuasivef arguedthis postion he wasableto bring his concerngo a largerand
more sympahetic audience' Throughthe efforts of suchpioneersvho employthis
ideaof the assumgbn of a fallen natue there hasbeena profoundinfluenceupon
conemporay thedogical reflection.

Hasthis alwaysbeenthe orthodoxpostion? This remainsa sonewhatdebated
point. Apparently Barth, writing in the first half of the twenieth century,
recaynized that by his willingness to affirm somrething similar to what Irving
proposechewasgoing againsthe majority of theologiansf old. Barth writes, ‘All
earlier thedogy, up to andincluding the Reformersandtheir successa;, exercised
at this point [regardng the humanity of Christin relationshipto the fall] a very
understandalgireservecalculatedto dilute the offence,but alsoto weakenthe high
positive meanirg of passagebke 2 Cor.5:21,Gal. 3:13.1n virtue of its distinctive
moralism, moden thedogy asa whole is obviously unabk to changethis.™ D. M.
Baillie arguesthat Barth ‘knows very well that the orthodox tradition, whether
Caholic or Proestanthasalwaysmog explicitly answeed [the questia regading
the assumfion of fallen or unfallen human nature]: “Unfallen humannature.”"®
Evenso,bothBarthandBaillie affirm thatthis postion is not altogehernewin the
history of ideas;rather it canbefoundnotonly in thelikes of Irving, butalsoin the
older thedogy of the eighth-century SpanishAdoptionists and in the thoudt of
Gotfried Menken of Bremen in the nineteenthcentury’ Of significance for our
study at this point is not the propiiety of Barth’s own assetion, but his
acknowedgenent of this view’s relative novelty. Whereasprior to the nineteenth
cenury orthodoxthedogiansfor the mog partappeaed hestantto speakof Jesus
assunng a ‘fallen’ humannatue, now the environmentis suchthat to deny this
language— or evenworseto denythe affirmation itself — makesonevulnerableto
the chage of unorthodoxy!

Suchsupposd nowelty, however, restsuneay in the mind of contenporary
thedogianswho seekto affirm this postion, andtherebre therehasbeenan effort
to revisit the past especidly the Fathes, in orderto demonstra thatthey actually
affirm sonething similar to Irving and Barth. For exampk, D. Dorries’ thesison
Irving arguesat greatlengh thatthe controvesial preachemwasnot sayinganything

3 E.g., E. Bohl, Zur Abwehr (Amsterdam:Verlag Von Scheffer,1888); Emil Brunner,
The Mediator: A Study of the Central Doctrine of the Christian Faith, trans. Olive
Wyon (Philadelphia:WestminstePress, 1947),esp.in his developmenbf ‘incognito’
on pp. 328-54.

4 E.g., Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics trans. ed. G.W. Bromiley and T.F. Torrance
(Edinburgh:T. & T. Clark, 1957-69),1/2, pp. 147-59;Cf. CD Il/l, pp. 397-8.

5 Barth,CD, I/2, pp. 153—4.

6 D.M. Baillie, Godwasin Christ: An Essayon Incarnation and AtonementLondon:
Faber& Faber,19582ndedn.),p. 16.

7 Baillie, Godwasin Christ, pp. 16—-17.Cf. A. B. Bruce, TheHumiliation of Christ: In its
Physical,Ethical, and Official Aspects3rd edn.,The Sixth Seriesof the Cunningham
Lectures(Edinburgh:T. & T. Clark, 1889), pp. 248ff.

© Blackwell PulishersLtd 2001



The Son’sAssumfion of a HumanNature 157

radically different than what the Fathers believed® T.F. Torrance, in his
comprehensivework The Trinitarian Faith, likewise reads throughout patrigic
literature a clear affirmation of the assumgon of a fallen human natue. It is not
that they actually tend to usethe specific language‘fallen’, but ratherthat their
explicitly realisticand earthyasseribns regading the human natue assuned can
only be undestoodin this way. He cites Gregoy of Nyssa,for example,who
claimsthat Jesuswas ‘clothed with the defiled natureof man, so that his subime
activities are abasd through being united with what is so degraded® The
redeemingwork of Christcanonly be undestoodby the Fathersn light of aclear
affirmation of the Son’sassumgion of fallen humannature.

Readng only theseauthorsmight leadto the mistakenimpressionthatonly ill-
informed Presbyter¥’ deniedthat the Fathes affirmed the assumptiorof a fallen
nature.However, the testimony of others,especiallyolder scholarshipand those
working from different theologicalinfluences seemto confirm Baillie’s claim noted
above. For example,John S. Romanides former editor of The Greek Orthodox
TheologicalReview appeargo readthe Fathersin this way whenheclaims:theidea
that‘the Logosunitedto Himself manhoodasit wasbeforethefall is ... acceptedy
all Fathers.' He is herearguing that what is wrong with Julian of Halicarnassus

8 D. Dorries, ‘Nineteenth Century British Christological Controversy,CenteringUpon
EdwardIrving’s Doctrine of Christ's HumanNature’ (PhD, University of Edinburgh,
1987).

9 T.F. Torrance,The Trinitarian Faith: The EvangelicalTheoryof the AncientChurch
(Edinburgh:T. & T. Clark, 1988),p. 153. SeeGregoryof Nyssa,Or., 1.23;30.5f.

10 During the crisis Irving claimed that he was simply returningto the basic orthodox
tradition which goesbackto the Fatherse.g.,Irving, TheMorning Watchor Quarterly
Journal on Prophecyand TheologicalReview vol. I, pp. 75-79.His opponentMarcus
Dods counters at great length and with severe venom by arguing that Irving
misinterpretedand misrepresentedsources,concluding instead that he should be
considered heretic: Dods, ‘Review of Publicationson Christ's HumanNature’, The
EdinburghChristian Instructor, Januaryl830,pp. 1-96.For historicalbackgroundsee
StrachanEdwardIrving, pp. 38—40.

11 Ronamidesp. 52, Emphasignine. The contextin which Romanidesnakesthis comment
isin responséo V.C. Samuel’'spresentation/One incarnateNatureof Godthe Word’, pp.
37-51,whofirst discussesulianof Halicarnassugp. 42ff. The exchangevaspartof the
‘unofficial consultation’betweentheologiansof EasternOrthodoxand Oriental Orthodox
Churches11-15August1964.The essaysndresponsearefoundin TheGreekOrthodox
TheologicalReview vol. X.2, 1964—65McFarlane Christ and the Spirit, pp. 185-6first
broughtthis articleto our attention.Samuefinds threeorthodoxandthreehereticalstrands
in Julian’s thinking. Of note is his belief that Julian conveysthe erroneousidea that
Christ'smanhoodwas not only sinless putwasalsowithout a realrelationwith thefallen
humanrace’, p. 51, cf. p. 43. What exactly ‘real relation’ meansremainssomewhat
ambiguouslinterestingly,anotherparticipantin the discussiorwasG. Florovsky;he goes
so far asto claim that Samuel'sstatementhat ‘the manhoodof Christ was absolutely
sinlessis notenoughWe mustalsosaythat Christwasfree from original sin’, p. 53.1n so
doing Florovskyseemgo believethis additionwould be a moreaccurataepresentatioof
the Fathersthoughhe is referring back to a commentconcerningSeverusand the non-
Chalcedoniarposition. A. Houssiau, The Virginal Birth of Christ’, in The Incarnation:
EcumenicalStudiesin the Nicene-ConstantinopolitatreedA.D. 381, ed. T.F. Torrance
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teaching is not his assetion of an assuned pre-fallen nature, but that Julian
considersChrist’s humannature‘incorruptible beforethe reaurrection’. Assumng a
humannatureaccordingto Romanias’ readingof the Fatheramears thatthis nature
was mortal, ‘but not by natureunderthe poweror sentenceof deathandcorruption
which arethe wagesof sin’, becauseéonly Godis by natureimmortal. It is for this
reasonthat the deathof the Lord of Glory in the flesh was voluntary and not the
wagesof personalor inheritedsin.’*? Along similar lines A.B. Bruce,writing at the
erd of the nineteenttcenturyin his extensivehistoricalsurveyof the doctrineof the
humiliation, believesthatthetheoryfoundin Irving, ‘or atleasthintsof it' apgearin
the Fathers To which he addsa significant qualification: ‘But the theoryin the
handsof the Fathersdid not meanthat Christtook a portion of sinful humanityand
madeit holy, andthrough it sanctifiedthe whole lump; but only that He took a
portion of humanityin a sinlessstate andkeptit sinlessthroughalife of temptation,
ard presentedt to His Fatherasthe first-fruits of a renewed humanity.™® Bruce’s
alluson andinterpretationof ‘the lump’ is without referencelf heis thinking of
Basil, his interpretationis at oddswith Torrance’smore detailed handling of the
same passagée? On the other hand,if he is thinking of a passagdrom Augustine
thenit is hardto denythe accuracyof his claim.*®

In the examplesof Baillie, RomaridesandBrucewe find confidentasselions
which appear at leaston the surface- to be contradictirg the conclusionsalready
notedabove.Is this simply theresut of outdaed schohrshipor aretherelegitimate
differences regading how bestto represat the languageandintent of the origind
authors?

What are we to make of this appaent confusion over the sour@s? Bishop
Kallistos of Diokleia finds himselfin an awkwardpostion regardng this debate.
Seeing both histoiical and biblical evidence for both views he attenpts to
synhesizethem.He claimsthat while oneshoulduphoHld ‘the first alternaive, that
Jesustook unfallen humannature,we needalso to upholdthe secom [which he
believesresenblesthe Irving/Barth thesi§, that he lived out his humanlife under
the condiions of the fall.*® While attenpting to uphold them both, Bishop

(Edinburgh:HandselPress1981),pp. 111-26,reportssimilar findingsin at leastLeo the
Greatand Philoxenus.Leo usesthe virgin birth in orderto declareChrist’'s conception
allowed him to be free from any stain of sin, while Philoxenusaffirms that the Christ
‘receivesthe condition of Adam beforehe sinned’,p. 123.

12 Romanides;Response’p. 53. Emphasismine.

13 A.B. Bruce, TheHumiliation of Christ, p. 253; cf., pp. 308-10.

14 Cf. Torrance,Trinitarian Faith, p. 153. SeeBasil, Ep., 261.2f.

15 Augustinearguesthat ‘flesh only did [Jesus]derive from Adam, Adam’s sin he did not
assumeHe who took not upon him sin from our lump, he it is who takethaway sin’,
Commentaryon the Gospelof John NPNF, Vol. VII, ed. Philip Schaff (GrandRapids:
Eerdmans1978),quotedby ThomasWeinandy,n the Likenesf Sinful Flesh: An Essay
on the Humanity of Christ (Edinburgh:T. & T. Clark, 1993), who goeson to try and
explain Augustine’sapparentonflicting concernf solidarity andsinlessnesgp. 32-3.

16 Kallistos Ware, ‘The Humanity of Christ: The Fourth ConstantinopleLecture’, in
Journal of Anglican and Eastern ChurchesAssociation(1985), p. 4. Interestingly,
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Kallistos is most clearly trying to recaptue an emghasison the latter position
which hedeemshasbeenseverey negleced. Is sucha synthess possible andif so,
doesthat actualy help clearup someof the conflicting histoiical andtheologica
conclusonsreadhed?

Our purposehereis not to evaluatethe specific historical claims noted above,
thoudh it appeas thatthe Dorries—Tarancethesisat preentseemshe mostviable
with its massve compilation of evidence This oveniew hassimply servedto show
that this questiom has histoiical, thedogical, and by implication practical
ramifications,and as suchis subjct to seriousdebate.

Insteadof continuing with a histolical survey it seemsbetterto concludethis
sectian by turning to the recentbook In The Likenessof Sinful Flesh Here the
RomanCatholc thedogian ThomasWeinandyarguesn favor of the Irving/Barth
thesis andin doingsohe looksfor furtherbiblical andhistorical precedentsRathe
than evaluating his treatmentof individual primary sourcesit seemsfar more
illuminating for our purpo®s to hearwha he believesthe emgoyment of this
languageof sinful flesh or fallen natue conves.

Weinandy is convinced that Chrigian theologians‘have almost universdly
negkcted and ignored, both in the preent and the past’ the idea that the S
assumednot sorre generichumaniy’, but instead‘our own sinful humanity’.*’
Following sucha strong statemethwe exped to read statling and revolutiorary
conceptions appaently absentfrom mod pasttheologicd disaussionsof Chrig’s
humanity. Instead we find a descrigion that seemsbroad enoughthat almost
everyone, on both sidesof the debate would agres with:

While [Jesus]neversinnedpersondly, or ... had an inner propensity to sin
(conaupiscene), nonehelesshis humaniy was of the race of Adam and he
experenced,of necesdy, mary of the effects of sin which permeae the world
andplague humanbeings— hungerandthirst, sicknessandsormow, tempttion
andharassmenby Satan,being hatad and despisedfear andlondiness,even
deah andseparatiorirom God. The eternalSonof Godfunctionedfrom within
the confinesof a humanityalteredby sin andthe Fall.*®

Eventhosewho opposetheideathatthe Sonassumes fallen humannaturewould
find plerty to agree with in Weinandys bast outline. By his concessin thatJesus
doesnot evenhave‘an inner propansity to sin (conaipiscene)’, it seemghat he
hasdistaned himsef from othe's who think such’proclivities’” mug be maintaned
if his fallen nature is affirmed. Furthermore, he creatively leawes the crudal
questia of the relationdip betwea the assumechatureto origind sin and guilt
ambguousin this definition, thus enablirg a wider acceptace of his proposl. It
seemghatgiven this generaldefinition of ‘sinful flesh’ the struggk is not somuch

amongthe various authoritiesusedto affirm languagesimilar to Irving he includes
Nestoriusand Julian of Norwich.

17 Weinandy,In the Likenessof Sinful Flesh pp. 17-18.

18 Weinandy,In the Likenessof Sinful Flesh p. 18.
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finding theologiansof the pastand presentwho affirm thesetruths, but finding
those who wish to denythem!But if thisis all thatis arguedfor thenwhy hasthere
beensuchconflict? We will now offer a brief oveniew of how certainemplases
from the Reformation seemto contributeto the perplexity of the debaé.

The Reformation and confusion over ‘without sin’

Uponreflectionit seemghat muchof the division hasarisenfrom confusion over
what the phrase‘without sin’ implies. In other words, the humanity of Christ
demandsan affirmation that he is like us in all ways, facing all manner of
tempttionsandtroubles,with only oneexception:heis without sin. Doesclaiming
that the Son assumes fallen natue imply personalsin? Answering this questio
dependggredly on how one understads the ideaof the fall andsin. While it is a
mistaken chage, thouch often mace, that those who posit ‘fallen natue’ are
actually forcedto concludethat Jesusvaspersnally a sinner,this misunderstand-
ing doesnot ariseex nihilo. An all too brief overview of Calvin and Reformaion
creals andconfessionswill showfrom where muchof this confusia arises*® The
guestionwe seekto understands howtheycould affirm thatthe Sonassunesatrue
human naturefrom Mary, a fallen womanin a fallen world, without personally
inheriting origind guilt andsin in the sare mamer aseveroneelse.

Calvin

Accordingto Calvin,fallenusuallyrefersnotonly to sufferingsandlimitations butalso

tomoralcorrugion, sincethefall hasits rootsin ‘unfaithfulness—acategorywhichcan
never be appliedto Christ?® Thoughthe cosme suffers from the fall, humansin

particular areborn‘from impureseed, for whichtheyare‘infectedwith the contagin

of sin’. As a result evenbeforeleaving the womb a personis ‘soiled and spottedin

God's sight.”* Defining original sin Cavin writes: it ‘seemsto be a hereditary
depravity andcorrugtion of our nature diffusedinto all partsof the soul, which first

makesusliableto God’s wrath, thenalsobringsforth in usthoseworkswhich Scriptue
calls “works of theflesh.” And thatis propaly what Pau often calls sin.”? Sois it

possble to bebornin directrelationto original sinandyetbe consideresginles?Here
we aregettingcloserto seeinga possiblesourcefor muchof the misunderstading.

19 Luther, it mustbe acknowledgedappearsat times to soundextremelysimilar to the
later Irving. E.g., Lectureson Galatians in Luther’'s Works vol. 26 (St. Louis:
Concordia,1963),p. 277.

20 JohnCalvin, TheInstitutesof the Christian Religion, ed. JohnT. McNeill, trans.Ford
Lewis Battles,LCC, vol. 20 (Philadelphia:WestminsterPress,1960), 2.1.4. He adds
that Adam’s unfaithfulnessgaverise to pride, ambition, ungratefulnessgtc.

21 Calvin, Institutes 2.1.5.Cf. 2.1.6.

22 Calvin, Institutes 2.1.8.
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So how doesJesusescge this contanination and thus becomeable to act
vicariously?Theway Calvin maneuves at this pointis by turningto theimportane
of the sanctifying work of the Spirit. It is only ‘becausehe was sanctfied by the
Spint that the genertion might be pure and undefiled as woud have beentrue
befae Adam'sfall’. He arguesaccordngly, thatwhen the scriptures refer to Jesus
purity or holinessit mud be undestoodasa referenceto his human nature,for it
would havebeensupefluousto saythat Godis pure’.?® Sincethe origind creaion
of humanitywasgood,sin is consideed accidenal ratherthanessentiato human
natue 2* Suchpurity of a true humannature after the fall is possibleonly by the
Spint's involvemer, from conception to ascesion. Therdore, referenceto the
virgin birth is primarily in orderto stresshoth the true humanity of Chrig andhis
‘incorruptionin Adam’srace’, ratherthanhis divinity.#® In otherwords, therewas
nevera time when his humannaturewas not sanctfied by the Holy Spirit.

Cadvin's GenevaCaechismof 1541 demmstratesmog clearly that Christ is
pure becase of his uniquerelaionshipto the Spirit. He alore ‘received the Holy
Spirit in full perfecton with all His gracesthat He may lavish them uponus and
distribute them’.2 Thereasorthe Sonhadto assune humannature in thefirst place
was'becauset wasnecesarythatthe disobedencecommittedby managainstGod
shoutl be redressedin humannature’ (g. 51). In this contextwe seethat Calvin
empoys the unigue birth of Jesusasthe meandor maintaining both continuity and
discontnuity betwea the humanityof Christandfallen humanity; becawge of the
Spirit Jesuss uniquely conceivel in sucha way asto be free from inherited guilt
andsin 2’ The Catechismgoeson to showthatthe reasorChrist cansanctfy others
wasbecae he ‘wasfree from every stain,andfrom His mother'swomb He was
conseratedto Godin purity from the very beghnning, in orderthat He may not be
subpct to the universéa corruptionof the human race’ (q. 54)22 The logic hereis
thatJesusif notfor theimmediateintervenng work of the Spirit, would havebeen
unabk to actasaredeemer(cf. g. 59). But hereagain,would not both partieswant
to agree that it wasthe Spirit which enabledJesugo be free from sin?

23 Calvin, Institutes 2.8.4.Emphasismine.

24 Calvin, Institutes 2.8.4:‘Nor do we imaginethat Adam’s seedis twofold, eventhough
no infection cameto Christ. For the generationof manis not uncleanand vicious of
itself, but is so asan accidentalquality arisingfrom the Fall.” Emphasismine.

25 Institutes 2.16.5(vol. 1, p. 507, n. 8). Seealso T.F. Torrance,‘Introduction’, in The
School of Faith: The Catechismsof the ReformedChurch (London: JamesClarke,
1959),pp. Ixxx f. Furthermorewe mustbearin mind thatfor Calvin the fall of Adam
meantmanwas‘alienatedfrom God’ andultimately hewas'‘so corruptedthatwhatever
remainsis frightful deformity’, Institutes 1.15.4.

26 Torrance, The Schoolof Faith, The GenevaCatechismg. 41. Mark Noll's collection,
Confessionsnd Catechism®f the Reformation(GrandRapids:Eerdmans;1991) was
alsousedthroughout.

27 Cf.,'As theseedof manis in itself corrupt,it wasnecessaryhatthe powerof the Holy
Spirit should intervenein this conception,in order to preserveour Lord from all
corruption,andto fill Him with holiness’(qg. 53).

28 TheGenevarConfessior{esp.articles4—7)of 1536,whethemwritten by Calvin or Farel,
clearly reflectssimilar concerns.
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Other voicesfrom the Reformation

If spacepermitedwe would hearthe echoe of Calvin’s concernsandconclusions
throughoutthe literature of the Reformation periad. A few sampleswill suffice to
demonstrateghat the inheritanceof origind sinis commony thoucht equivalentto
claiming oneis a sinrer. This concluson wasalwaysovercone asa Christologtal
problemby assigning greatsignificanceto the Holy Sprit's role in the conception
of the Savior.

Arguing againstthe ‘stupid Sophists’who claim a strong distinction between
original and actualsin, Melanchthonpleadsfor their inseparability:‘But Scripture
calls both the actual and the original defect (vitium) simply ‘“‘sin’’ (peccatunj
althoughsometimest callsthosesinswhich we call ““actual,” the‘fruits of sin.”’2°
So if Jesus relationdip to origind sin is like all other humans — without
qualification—thenwe havewhatappeardo be a blemishedSavia whois guilty of
sin. The AugsburgCorfession(1530)li kewisedescriberiginal sin in sucha way
asto make it possibe for Jesusto avoid moral contanination, again by relying
largely on the virgin birth 2° Againg the Pelagiasit addsthatorigina sin mustbe
viewed as sin itself, not simply the potential for sin. Looking at the Heidelbeg
Caechism(1563)we seesimilarly thatorigind sin poisonshuman natureto sucha
degreethat peopleare ‘born in the stateof sin’,3* which is potentialy problemaic
for Jesussinceit also claimsthat ‘the manwho is himself a sinnercannotpay for
others’, (9. 15, 16). Again Chrig’s ‘holy conception’ comes to the thedogical
resale, allowing Jesudo be ‘our Mediabr, andthatin God's sight, he coversover
with his innocenceand perfect holiness the sinfulnessin which | have been
concéved.*2 Original sin, accordig to The Articl esof Religion, is not simply ‘in
the following of Adam (as the Pelagias do vainly talk), but it is the fault and
corruption of natureof everyman that naturally is ingenderedof the offspring of

29 Melanchthon,Loci CommunesTheologicj in Melanchthonand Bucer, ed. Wilhelm
Pauck,LCC (Philadelphia:WestminsterPress 1969),p. 31.

30 AugsburgConfessionart. 2: ‘sincethefall of Adamall menwho areborn accordingto
the courseof natureareconceivedandbornin sin. Thatis, all menarefull of evil lust
andinclinationsfrom their mothers’'wombsandare unableby natureto havetrue fear
of Godandtrue faith in God. Moreover,this inborn sicknessaind hereditarysin is truly
sin and condemngo the eternalwrath of God’ Emphasigmine.

31 The HeidelbergCatechismg. 7; cf. g. 6.

32 TheHeidelbergCatechismg. 36. Evenso,Christ'sentirelife, thoughparticularlyin his
death testifiesto thereality thathe ‘bore in bodyandsoulthe wrath of God againstthe
sin of the whole of the humanrace...’ (g. 37). Canwe interpretthis text within the
frameworkof affirming the assumptiorof a fallen humannature,partakerof original
sin?If sowe mustdo sowith the qualificationthatJesusunlike everyotherhumanborn
after the fall, wasnot a sinnerby birth in needof a redeemerfor he himself wasthe
Redeemesanctifyinghumannature.He assumedg in orderto healit. How canhe both
be ‘madesin’ (2 Cor. 5:21) andyet ‘without sin’ (Heb. 4:15)?Whateverwe call it we
are still forced to acknowledgethat ‘without sin’ requires a clear qualification,
somethingmany Reformersfound easily throughan affirmation of the Spirit’s role in
the virgin birth.
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Adani, bringing the inevitable conclsion that such a person ‘deserveéh God’s
wrath and damnaion’.®® Thus, when Article XV claims that Christ assumedbur
natue andwasmack like usin all ways,it undestandsthe qualification ‘sin only
exceff’ asmeanirg hewas'clearly void [of sin], bothin hisflesh,andin his spirit’.
Finally, in the WestminsterConfessio of Faith, Chapte 6, thetie betweeroriginal
sin and fallen humaniy is kept. Sin’s entrane into the world meansthat fallen
humanity ‘by ordinary generation’hasbeenseveredirom communionwith God,
resuting in spiritual death®* Again, the looptole for Chrigt is subtly appaent.

According to thes testimaies, it seemsdifficult to sepaate fallennessnot
only from the possiblity of sin, but from sin itself. Oneis not simply cut off from
communion with God by committing sin, but as a restt of original sin3° Sq, to
speakof the unqualified assunption of a fallen human natue underorigina guilt
andsin is to be understod within this structureasequivalentto claiming thatthe
Sondid not simply assune ‘sinful flesh’, but wasactally a sinner— a claim few
seekto endose.

Herelies much of the confusion. To speakof fallen manis to speakof manthe
sinrer3® To try andseparateéhesetwo canbe perceivedasartificial, leadingonly to
further debae. While historiansmay agree that Irving’s adversaes misunderstod
his position,they did sofor areasonThe Preslyterian tradition wasonesteepedn
the languageand categores of the Reformation, and so they had tremendous
diffi culty making the conceptualleaprequiredby Irving’ sfluid languageandideas.
He wasableto speakof Christas‘fallen’ with ‘sinful flesh’ andyet also maintan
that he was ‘without sin’. Much to his dismay his opposition could not so easily
separat the two, especidly in the midst of inflated rhetoric and churchpolitics.

Final observations
So far we havebeenforced to move at lightning speedthrough vast amourts of

literature and debae. Now we must concludeby demonstrahg that the issuesat
handare lessclear than sonetimesacknowkdged,requiring more than simply an

33 Articles of Religion, IX, ‘Of Original or Birth-sin’.

34 WCF 6:6: ‘Every sin, both original and actual, being a transgressiorf the righteous
law of God,andcontrarythereuntodoth,in its own nature bring guilt uponthe sinner,
wherebyheis boundoverto thewrathof God,andcurseof thelaw, andsomadesubject
to death,with all miseriesspiritual, temporal,and eternal.’

35 Howard Watkin-Jones,The Holy Spirit from Arminius to Wesley(London: Epworth
Press1929),rightly claims: ‘The generalopinion of Protestantivines[throughoutthe
ReformationandPost-Reformatioperiod]wasthatthe sinlessnesef our Lord on earth
wasdueto His supernaturatonceptiorby the Holy Spirit, the word *‘sinlessnes$’also
excludingoriginal sin’, p. 193.

36 Timothy GeorgedescribingCalvin’s view, writes:‘Sin, then,accordingto Calvinis not
simply the namefor evil actswhich we commit; it is ratherthedirectionandinclination
of humannatureitself in its fallen condition. We do sins becausewe are sinners’,
Theologyof the Reformers(Nashville: Broadman,1988),p. 215.
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affirmation or denial of whethe the Sonassumes fallen or unfallen nature.Given
thelack of clearandagresd definitions,claiming onepostion or the otherdoesnat
acwually convey much of thedogical substane. Little can be decidedaboutthe
Fathers,for exanple, if everyaeis not agreed whattheselabds ental. In this last
secton we simply havetime to make sevenobservaibns, showingwhere the two
views agree disagre, or showinternaldivisions>’

1

Both fallen andunfallenadherert opposehos who havetreatedMary simply
asa ‘channel’,*® affirming ratherthat the Sonis able from Mary to assumea
complde human nature: including a reasomble soul (with all its various
faculties) and physical body.

Both postions affirm that the incarnde Son of God enterednot a pre-falen
paradi®, but a sin-ravagedvorld asthe true sonof fallen Mary; thus the Son
assumesour conmon infirmities and weakneses, including hunger, thirst,
pain, sorrow and ultimately deah. As such, Jesusis never outside of a
relationdip to a sinful and chaoticworld.>®

Both postionsaffirm the Holy Sprit's involvemeri in allowing JesusChristto
be ‘without sin’. The unfallen position claims that becawse of the Spirit's
sanctifying work at conception it is impossble to speakof a time when the
human nature was fallen, although the Spirit's activity does not end at
concepton but remans essentialfor the incarnate Lord to coninue in
obedience The fallen position emphasizeghe Spirit's role in keepingthe
personof Chiist free from sin, thoughthe humannatue is itself ‘sinful flesh’.
Furtherclarity is neededat this point since unfallenadvocaesstill claim that
the fallen postion inevitably endsup in Nestoianism by so sharplydividing
the natures

Both sidesbelieve that the temptatons of Jesuswere not empty dramabut
agonizing expefences, allowing him to be a sympabetic high priest.
Nevertheéss,thereis no geneal agreementconcening how bestto descibe

37
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Besideghe sourceslreadynotedabove otherkey versionsof thefallen view arefound
in J.B. Torrance, The Vicarious Humanity of Christ’, in The Incarnation ed. T.F.
Torrance(Edinburgh:HandselPress1981);and T.F. Torrance, The Mind of Christin
Worship: The Problemof Apollinarianismin the Liturgy’, in Theologyin Reconcilia-
tion (London: Geoffrey Chapman1975),pp. 139-214 Besidegthe traditional sources,
versionsof the unfallenview canalso be found in JohnDonne, The Sermonof John
Donne ed. G.R. Potterand E.R. Simpson,vol. Il (Berkeley, 1955), p. 121; A.T.B.
McGowan, The Federal Theologyof ThomasBoston(Edinburgh: RutherfordHouse,
1997),pp. 24—32;M. Dods, Thelncarnationof the Eternal Word (London: 1831). Two
contemporarycritics of the fallen view include Philip E. Hughes,TheTrueImage: The
Origin and Destinyof Man in Christ (GrandRapids:Eerdmans1989),pp. 125-35,pp.
213-23;Donald Macleod, The Personof Christ (DownersGrove:IVP, 1998),esp.pp.
221-30.

E.g., contra Menno Simons, who spoke of Christ’s ‘celestial flesh’. See George,
Theologyof the Reformers pp. 280-85.

‘Common infirmities’ is the preferredlanguageof much of ProtestantiScholasticism
(e.g.WCF 8:2).
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Jesusasableto sin (possepeccarg, not ableto sin (non possepeccae), or if
this is evena legitimate questia.

Thereis disagrementammg those holding to the fallen positionwhethe Jesus
hadaninner propensity to sin (i.e. concugscencg, sorre affirming andothers
denyng. Those who affirm this believe only by the Spirit is such inner
pollution overcone. The unfallen positioncommonly deniessucha propasity
to sin® granting only that Jesusexperieced all sinless emotions and
disruptions; he was free from sinful cravingsand evil desies arising from
within** These distincions, however can become fuzzy at times. Does
‘without sin’ require that Jesus facuties are unaffectedby the fall andthus
resanble prelapsariarhumanity? Or is it only possiblefor Jesugo be ‘tempted
aswe are’ whenthereis internal disarderto be overcone?Does suchdisorder
necesarily entailimpurity or sin? Thesequestimsrequirefurtherreflection by
the unfallen position, calling specificdly for a reneaved examnation of Jesus
tempations,emdions and relationsips.

In conemporary thedogical discourg, fundametal to being human is
relatonship to othersand to God. If we simply say that Jesusexpefences
the painful realitiesof human relaionshipsin a sin-infectedworld, thenboth
sides can agree.No one appeas willing to deny the strained relaionships
betwea Jesusandhis friends enemies, relatives,geneerl followers, andclose
disdplesasarestt of their sin, unbelef, disloydty, distracton, etc. Howeve,
if fallen entails rebellion and broken fellowship with the Fathe, then there
seens real hesitancyfrom all sidesto endose this claim.

Perhgsthe greatesneedfor clarity residesin the questia of the relaionship
to original guilt and sin. Both postions warnt to affirm that Jesusacts
vicariously for us, taking upon himself our guilt and sin. It is sonewhat
debaed by unfallen proporents how and when this occurs; sone narrowy
concatrating on the cross, othes more satisfyngly stresgng the vicarious
natue of his entire life culminatingin his death,resurretion and ascensio.
Unfallen proporentsdo agree that Chrigt’s ability to actvicariously is possibe
asarestut of the Spirit's mysteriaiswork in theholy conception, freeing Christ
from personal guilt, sin or any form of moral corrupion. On the othe side
proporents of fallen languagehave beendivided. Somehave beenhestant,
fearing that unless careful distinctionsare made Jesushecomesa blemished
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Cf. Huldrych Zwingli, whendiscussinghe relationshipbetweenthe two naturesof the
Personof Christ arguesthat ‘accordingto his humannaturehe is in every way man,
havingall the propertieswhich belongto the true and propernatureof mansaveonly
the propensityof sin, and not lacking any of them by reasonof union with the divine
nature,” Expositionof the Christian Faith, in Zwingli and Bullinger, trans. Geoffrey
Bromiley, LCC (Philadelphia:WestminsterPress 1953),p. 251. Emphasismine.

Cf. Berkouwer’sconclusion:‘The Bible certainly speaksnot of a final victory over
sinful, rebelliousdesire but of a holinesswhich pervadesis entireexistenceinsideand
outside’, The Personof Christ, trans.JohnVriend (GrandRapids:Eerdmans1954),p.
256.
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lamb, and so unable to take away the sins of the world.*? Other fallen
proporents seemto believe that any qualification only leads back to the
original problem: the Sonassumig a human natue somehowdifferent than
ourown.Progesson this questio will only occurwhendefinitionsof sin, guilt
and vicarious are agreed upon®® An additional concen is how solidarity is
maintanedbetweenlesusandtherestof humanity.Sincebothsidesupholdthe
Spirit's unigue work at conception (in someform or othe) someelement of
discontnuity betwee Chrig andthe restof humanity mug be adnitted.

Our brief overview has attemped not only to sere as an introduction to a
heatedthedogical debate,but also hopesto clarify the controvesy as we move
from appaent disesgreemets to actual differences.allowing for the possiblity of
genuinedialoguebetweea the two groups

42 E.g., AbrahamKuyper, The Work of the Holy Spirit, trans.Henri De Vries (London:
Funk & Wagnalls, 1900), pp. 79-101.1t may surprise many readersthat the neo-
Calvinist Kuyper freely speaksof the assumptiorof a fallen humannature,believing
that this hasalwaysbeenthe position of the Reformedtradition (cf. Berkouwer,The
Personof Christ, p. 342). Additionally, the conservativePrincetontheologianB.B.
Warfield wrote a lengthyintroductionto this Englisheditionandshowsno hesitationin
his full endorsememf the entirebook.Herewe cansimply point outthatmuchmaybe
gainedby revisiting the debatebetweenKuyper and Bohl. Both representersionsof
thefallen position,but Bohl wantsto go fartherthanKuyper;the latter doesnot wantto
speakof Jesushaving personalsin, guilt, or any inward impurity. For the debate see
Kuyper, De VleeswordingdesWoords(1887).Bohl’s responses foundin Zur Abwehr
(1888).A summaryof thedebates foundin Berkouwer,ThePersonof Christ, pp. 338—
43.

43 Henri Blocher’s recentwork, Original Sin: Illuminating the Riddle (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans1997),illustrateshow much disagreementemainsregardingsuchideas.
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