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THE INCARNATION

THE central fact of Christianity is that in Jesus Christ
God came into this world, that in Jesus Christ God took
the life of man upon Himself. This is the doctrine we
call the Incarnation, for the word Incarnation literally means
the becoming flesh. How that could happen men are still
trying to explain, and throughout the ages, they have
worked out their theories. The method we may never
know; the fact we most certainly and blessedly do know.
Paul saw the Incarnation from two sides.

Paul saw the Incarnation from the side of God, the
Father. To Paul the Incarnation was in the most literal
sense an act of God. God sent His Son in flesh like the flesh
of any man (Romans 8: 3). It is the love of God which is
in Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 8: 39). It was God who
was in Christ reconciling the world unto Himself (2 Cor-
inthians 5: 19). That gift is an unspeakable gift (2 Cor-
inthians 9: 15). Before such an act of love, in face of such
a splendour of generosity, there is nothing left for man
but silent and grateful adoration. The Incarnation in its
essence is an act of God on behalf of man.
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Paul saw the Incarnation from the side of Jesus Christ,
the Son. Here Paul saw the Incarnation in a way that is
uniquely his own. He did not think of the sacrifice of
Christ as beginning upon earth. He did not think of the
sacrifice of Christ in terms only of the terrible things
which happened to Him in this world, and which ended
in the breaking of His heart by men’s disloyalty, and the
breaking of His body on the Cross. Paul thought of the
sacrifice of Christ as beginning in eternity. Paul was
haunted by the thought of what Jesus Christ gave up in
order to become man. He could never forget how Jesus
Christ laid aside His glory for the humiliation of manhood.
With a wonder which throbs through even the written
word, he says: “ Though He was rich, yet for your sakes
He became poor” (2 Corinthians 8: o). To Paul the
sacrifice of Jesus Christ was a sacrifice which began before
time and the world; it was something which had its
beginning in eternity.

The theologians call this the kenotic theory of the
Incarnation. The Greek verb kenoun means to empty; and
the noun kendsis means an emptying. And the idea is that,
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, deliberately and sacrificially
emptied Himself of His divine glory in order to become
man.

The thought of Paul finds its fullest expression in

Philippians 2: s-11. There Paul speaks of Christ Jesus

who had equality with God as a right, and not a thing to

be snatched at; but He gave it up and did not hug it to

Himself, and He became a man. Then Paul goes on to
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heap up the things which show the extent of this self-
emptying. If God had come into this world, He might
have been expected to come as a great king in power and
might and glory, and with all the magnificence that the
world could give. But Jesus became of no reputation;
He became, not a king, but a servant. He came, not to
order, but to obey. He became obedient unto death; and
that death was not only a natural death, it was the death of
the Cross. As every piece in the pattern of this passage
falls into place, it stresses the extent and the completeness
of the self-emptying of God which the Incarnation involves.

The strange thing about this kenosis theory is that it
baffles the mind and yet moves the heart. It baffles the
mind to see how God could abandon His essential attributes
and still remain God. God is omniscient, and yet it is
clear that in His earthly life there were things which Jesus
did not know. He often asked questions, and when He
did so we dare not think that He was simply play-acting.
He said Himself that not even He knew the day and the
hour when the Son of Man would come in His glory
(Mark 13: 32).

God is omnipotent; and yet it is clear that there were
things which Jesus in His earthly life could not do. Even
that gospel which contains the highest view of Jesus, still
shows us Jesus tired and weary and physically exhausted
with the journey (John 4: 6). Mark tells us how, when they-
crossed the lake in the fishing boat, Jesus was asleep on a
pillow in the stern of the boat (Mark 4: 38), and the eternal
God neither slumbers nor sleeps.
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God is omnipresent; and yet it is clear that during His
earthly life Jesus was subject to the laws of space and time,
and like any other man could only be in one place at one
time.

When we try to grapple with this idea of the self~empty-
ing of God in the Incarnation, the mind cannot grasp it.
We may make it a little easier for our minds to think of,
if we say that in the Incarnation God emptied Himself of
His purely metaphysical attributes, such as omniscience,
omnipotence and omnipresence; but not of his moral
attributes, His goodness, His justice and, above all, His love.

The self-emptying of God in the Incarnation is the
supreme demonstration of His love, for it was of His love
that He wished to tell men, and it was about His love that
men above all needed to know.

It may be that this Pauline idea of the divine kendsis, the
self-emptying of God is something which the mind cannot
grasp and cannot explain; but for the heart it does set out,
as no other doctrine does, the unimaginable sacrifice of
love which God made in becoming man at all. It sets out
what God had to give up in order to come into this world
for us men and for our salvation.

More than once Paul stresses the reality of the Incarnation.
We have already seen how in Philippians 2: s-11 Paul
stresses the completeness of the Incarnation. In Romans
1: 3 he speaks of Jesus being made of the seed of David
according to the flesh. The actual physical descent of
Jesus is laid down at the very beginning of the letter. In
Romans 8: 3 he speaks of God sending His Son in the
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