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The Person of Christ: Book Review Brian M. Sandifer 

Donald Macleod’s The Person of Christ1 (a volume in InterVarsity’s Contours of 

Christian Theology series) is an excellent introduction to the biblical and creedal Jesus.  The 

author balances his treatment of the doctrine of Christ by first considering the primary source 

documents (the Bible) and then the church’s Christological creedal statements.  For every 

doctrine considered he provides the reader with some historical background that led to the 

particular doctrinal discussion, sets forth the orthodox position defined by the Church, and 

interacts with modern theories as they touch that doctrine. 

The outline of The Person of Christ (hereafter TPOC) is structured into two parts.  Part 

one summarizes the development and refinement of the doctrine of Christ’s divine nature as it 

unfolded historically from the Gospels to the Nicene Creed.  There are chapters on the virgin 

birth, the pre-existence of Christ, Christ as the Son of God, the Jesus of History, and the Christ of 

Faith (“Very God of Very God”).  Part two, in similar fashion, summarizes the discussion of 

Christ’s human nature from the Council of Chalcedon up to the present day.  Chapter treatments 

include the incarnation, the Chalcedonian formula of “perfect in Godhead, perfect in Manhood,” 

kenōsis, the sinlessness of Christ, and finally the uniqueness of Christ in modern theology. 

I was refreshed by Macleod’s warm apologetic tone that he sets in the very first chapter.  

This study is obviously aimed at the motivated layperson or seminary student who needs a little 

reassurance that his faith is not unreasonable.  But the author is not afraid to challenge popular 

notions oft repeated in evangelical pulpits and Sunday school classrooms.  Nevertheless, his 

adversary is unbelieving scholarship, which has become so prominent in the church since the 

                                                 
1 Donald Macleod, The Person of Christ (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1998). 
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Enlightenment.  Macleod immediately lays his cards on the table when he justifies his method of 

beginning with the deity of Jesus rather than his humanity. 

The New Testament, almost unanimously, presents us with a Christology from above.  It 
starts from the side of his deity, not from that of his humanity.  There is probably good 
reason for this.  The New Testament is looking at Christ in the light of the resurrection; 
and if we are articulating our theology from the standpoint of faith, we cannot but do the 
same.  To regard the resurrection as an open question is itself a judgment against faith 
(22). 

He then gives several concise New Testament examples of his assertion from the books of John, 

Hebrews, Mark, and the writings of Paul.  The remainder of the first chapter digs into 

Christology from above according to the testimony of Matthew and Luke regarding the virgin 

birth. It is here that Macleod challenges the notion that Christ’s sinlessness in his incarnation can 

be attributed to his miraculous conception. 

When it comes to the connection between the virgin birth and the sinlessness of Jesus, 
we must proceed with care.  The New Testament never sets forth the miraculous 
conception as an explanation for his sinlessness.  Nor would the elimination of the male 
factor in the conception of our Lord by itself explain his sinlessness.  Mary, too, was sinful 
(unless we accept the Roman Catholic dogma of the immaculate conception) and there is 
no evidence that sin is transmitted only through the male. (39) 

He goes on the argue that Christ’s sinlessness and the virgin birth find their connected 

significance as a miraculous sign of the birth of a new man who is not beget by Adam.  “Christ is 

not to the seed of Adam [emphasis on flesh], but to the seed of Abraham [emphasis on faith]” 

(41, italics original).  Perhaps the author reacts too strongly against the critics of the miraculous 

virgin birth and the sinlessness of Christ, for he seems to distance Christ from all connections to 

the Adamic race.  Christ may not be to the seed of Adam, but he is certainly to the seed of the 

woman (Gen 3:15).  Macleod seems to be guilty at this point of succumbing to the theologian’s 

trap of being strong in affirmations but weak in denials. 

His chapter on the pre-existence of Christ is a strong argument that sets forth the biblical 

evidence from John, Hebrews, the epistles of Paul, and the synoptic gospels.  He concludes with 

a discussion on the meaning of pre-existence as it touches Jesus the man.  Here Macleod 
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interacts with modern reinterpretations of pre-existence, specifically those of John A. T. 

Robinson, Anthony Tyrrell Hanson, and John Knox.  In clear apologetic fashion Macleod 

demonstrates the logical, biblical, and historical inconsistencies of their objections.  Finally he 

addresses the sophisticated theological objections of G. W. H. Lampe, and concludes his response 

by setting forth the theological evidence in support of the pre-existence of Christ, namely the 

post-existence and the deity of Christ (70). 

Chapter three on Christ as the Son of God is outlined much the same was as the previous 

chapter – by presenting the biblical evidence from John, Hebrews, Paul, and the synoptics.  

Included are discussions on John’s term “only begotten” (monogenēs), subordinationism, 

hypostasis in Hebrews, adoptionism, Jesus “becoming” Son, Jesus’ language of God as “Father” 

(Abba), and the Transfiguration.  Overall, the biblical argument for Christ as the Son of God is 

tight.  My only quibble is Macleod’s citing of Jeremias’ conclusion that Jesus calling God 

“Father” was totally original in Judaism.  Such universal negatives are notoriously difficult to 

prove, and subsequent scholarship has found several, albeit infrequent examples of God as 

“Father” in Judaism.  For example, one daily Jewish prayer began with the salutation, “God our 

Father and King.”  Old liberalism (which Jeremias labored in but chafed under) misunderstood 

the fatherhood of God to be universal over the brotherhood of man, not just over the company of 

the redeemed.  And in ancient pagan Near Eastern religions, the title “Father” is very often used 

of God as the creator of all in relation to the brotherhood of man.  But the Old Testament 

uniquely goes out of its way to not call God as Creator the name “Father”; rather God is “Father” 

in the exclusive sense of the redeemer of Israel.  It is indeed the case that Jesus elevated an Old 

Testament word picture of God as “Father” to the divine name of the first Trinitarian person, but 

Israel obviously attributed the role of an earthly father to God before the New Testament (Ps. 
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68:5).  In the memorable words of Allen Mawhinney spoken in a seminary lecture on the 

Gospels, “Jeremias’ assertion that Jesus was the first to called God ‘Father’ dies the death of a 

thousand qualifications.” 

Chapter four is a transitional essay from the biblical teaching regarding the person of 

Christ (chapters 1-3) to post-apostolic understandings of the Scriptural data (chapters 5-10).  

Macleod begins by summarizing findings of the previous chapters: first, the early church 

believed Jesus to be divine (and that there is no hint of controversy on this point in the early 

church), and second, that Jesus believed himself to be divine (109-10).  From these New 

Testament presuppositions, the modern quest for the “historical” Jesus is introduced with 

Bultmann’s radical mythological revisionism as a case study.  Macleod offers the traditional 

responses to Bultmann’s skepticism by underlining the inconsistencies in his methodology, and 

he continues by identifying and critiquing the evidential principia and criteria of the Historical 

Jesus Quest.  He rightly exposes the flaws and naturalistic biases against supernatural religion 

inherent in these: (1) the principle of dissimilarity, (2) the criterion of nonintentionality, (3) the 

criterion of multiple attestation, and (4) the principle of coherence.  The chapter ends with a 

prophetic-like rebuke addressed to this modern unbelieving scholarship. 

The theological world has altered almost beyond recognition since the era of Victorian 
certainty.  Yet the Christological trilemma posed by John Duncan in his Colloquia 
Peripatetica remains as pointed as ever: ‘Christ either deceived mankind by conscious 
fraud, or he was himself deluded and self-deceived, or he was Divine.  There is no 
getting out of this trilemma.  It is inexorable.’ (119, italics original) 

Hear again the force of the trilemma posed by Duncan: either Christ was a great Deceiver, or 

manifestly Deluded, or supremely Divine.  C. S. Lewis reformulated it as Jesus: Liar, Lunatic, or 

Lord.  There is no other choice, despite modern scholarship’s unending and unhistorical quest to 

find one. 
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Macleod concludes the first section of TPOC with a discussion on the Christ of faith.  

Beginning with chapter five the ancient ecumenical creeds enter the mix with the biblical 

testimony for comparison to and contrast against both ancient and modern aberrant theories.  It 

was at Nicea that the biblical declaration that Christ is God was codified in the patristic term 

homoousios: “Christ, as the Son of God, was homoousios (consubstantial) with the Father” (121, 

italics original).  The Nicene Creed’s Christological formula was the Church’s response (in A. D. 

325) to the controversies and heresies of the previous centuries which came to a head in the 

teaching of Arius, who denied the self-existence and eternal nature of the Son, and denied that 

the Son stands in equality to God.  The remainder of the chapter interacts with the technical 

theological jargon that the early church wrestled with on its way to confessing the orthodox 

formula of Nicea.  Sections on Christ as a distinct person, his eternal Sonship, his eternal 

generation, his being identical in being with God, his numerical identity with God, perichoresis, 

the Filioque Clause, and autotheos (his being God in his own right) fill this chapter.  By the end, 

the reader is left with a better understanding of the immense thought exerted during the first few 

centuries by the Church in order to better understand its Savior and combat heresy.  An 

awareness of this struggle to rescue the doctrine of Christ from false teaching is certainly still 

necessary in our day, when so many want to return to an Edenic innocence that supposedly 

existed before Nicea, when all that was needed was the confession “Jesus is Lord.”  An 

ignorance of this historic fight for the faith will surely doom us to repeat it. 

Part two of TPOC addresses several Christological doctrines as they relate to the 

humanity of Jesus.  Chapter six, entitled “The Incarnation,” introduces controversies over the 

teachings of Docetism, Apollinarianism, Jesus’ true body and reasonable human soul, his human 

emotions and will, and his sharing our experience of familial and filial relationships.  The most 
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powerfully emotional points Macleod makes here are the reality and depth of the true human 

emotions experienced by Jesus.  Far from only seeming to be a man, it is clear from the biblical 

witnesses that Christ knew the same joys and sorrows to which we are accustomed.  He knew 

anger, he knew grief, he knew agony, he knew suffering, pain, and death.  And despite what 

many imagine, Jesus even knew unanswered prayer and faith.  Yes, Macleod is careful to draw 

our attention away from a merely sympathetic Christ to what his sympathy accomplished. 

It remains true, of course, that he sympathizes with us in even the most acute of our 
emotional traumas, but the learning of compassion was not the primary motive behind the 
dereliction, which involved a journey into territory ordinary men and women will never 
tread.  What Golgotha secured for us was not sympathy but immunity. (178) 

It is clear from Scripture, the creeds, and the confessions that Jesus had a human body.  But 

Macleod perhaps digs too deep into the biological and genetic science of this mystery. 

He was a unique genotype precisely because she [his mother] contributed at least half 
his chromosomes (as any human mother would).  How the rest were contributed remains 
a mystery.  The one certainty is that Mary could not herself have contributed the sex-
determining chromosome, Y, which is always provided by the biological father.  This 
chromosome, at least, must have been provided miraculously; and it remains possible 
that all the chromosomes normally derived from the male parent were provided in this 
way, the divine act which fertilized the ovum simultaneously creating twenty-three 
chromosomes complementary to those derived from the mother. (162) 

Do the Scriptures clearly yet implicitly teach that Christ naturally inherited half his genetic code 

from his mother Mary?  Is it unorthodox or outside what Scripture allows to posit that Jesus was 

unique in all his chromosomes, a totally new human shoot (new like Adam was new) who was 

supernaturally created/implanted in the womb, yet shared the blood and nutrients of his mother?  

Of course such questions raise the theological dilemma of whether Jesus was actually a 

descendant and thus related to us.  But the answers to these questions seem unanswered, and 

therefore we cannot provide dogmatic conclusions.  Orthodoxy has been historically bounded by 

the via negativa.  We can say more clearly what Christ’s nature is not than how it is constituted 

in the details. 
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TPOC continues to follow the historical chronology of the development of doctrine in 

chapter seven.  Whereas the previous chapter explored the doctrinal evolution of Christ’s human 

nature, the next issue theologians faced was the relationship of Christ’s human and divine natures 

to each other.  Nestorianism and Eutychianism were the heresies that led to the conclusion at 

Chalcedon that the natures were “hypostatically” united in the one man Jesus Christ.  Macleod 

explains how the term theotokos (mother of God) prompted the Nestorian reactionary teaching to 

combat the growing Mariology among the laity, and why Chalcedon preserved the term, because 

it “encapsulated a great truth: the divine identity of the person born of the Virgin” (187).  

Furthermore, he shows how the doctrine of the hypostatic union preserves our language of 

Christ’s work from dis-integrating the person. 

This means that whenever we look at the life of Christ and ask, Who did this?  Who 
suffered this?  Who said this? the answer is always the same: ‘The Son of God!’  We can 
never say, ‘The divine nature did this!’ or, ‘The human nature did this!’  We must say, ‘He 
did this: he, the Son of God!’ (189) 

Ultimately, the hypostatic union rescues us from idolatrously worshipping something other than 

a man.  In a sense, this term rescued Christianity, for Christians worship the God-man, not a 

nature, regardless of it being a human nature.  Macleod concludes this chapter with the 

introduction of the technical term anhypostasia, which served to further clarify the Chalcedonian 

formula of Christ as two natures in one person, by answering the question of how the God-man 

can remain one person.  Anhypostasia defines the human nature that Christ assumed upon his 

incarnation as “impersonal.”  Macleod prefers, for good reasons, the modified term enhypostasia 

meaning “in-personal” because it avoids the connotation that Christ’s human nature is Everyman.  

He argues that the modified term is better suited to disallow the concept of the vicarious 

humanity of Christ and the related heresy of universal atonement (202-3). 
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Philippians 2:6-11, with its teaching that Christ made himself nothing (kenōsis) by 

assuming a form of a servant, is the subject of chapter eight.  The heretical Kenotic theory of the 

incarnation, which understands kenōsis as Christ emptying himself or abandoning his attributes 

of deity, first appeared in the theological literature of Thomasius in the nineteenth century, and 

has been popular among some contemporary theologians as well.  But the theory has five 

insurmountable problems according to Macleod: (1) If Christ sustains all things (Heb. 1:3), then 

how did the universe make do during the span of his earthly life? (2) The theory is at odds with 

Chalcedon and suffers the same fate as the ancient error of monophysitism; (3) It cannot account 

for any continuity between Jesus the man and the pre-existent Son of God; (4) It sets the Jesus of 

history and the Christ of faith against each other instead of uniting them; and (5) The theory’s 

corollary that Jesus was fallible in the historical and literary spheres but infallible in moral and 

spiritual arenas cannot stand the weight of the New Testament evidence (209-11).  Instead, 

Macleod proceeds to outline the orthodox view of kenōsis and gives the best definition I have 

seen in print. 

The subject of the kenōsis, therefore (the one who ‘emptied himself’), is one who had 
glory with the Father before the world began (Jn. 17:5).  He was, in the words of Frank 
Houghton’s hymn ‘rich beyond all splendour’ (2 Cor. 8:9).  He possessed all the majesty 
of deity, performed all its functions and enjoyed all its prerogatives.  He was adored by 
his Father and worshipped by the angels. He was invulnerable to pain, frustration and 
embarrassment.  He existed in unclouded serenity.  His supremacy was total, his 
satisfaction complete, his blessedness perfect.  Such a condition was not something he 
had secured by effort.  It was the way things were, and had always been; and there was 
no reason why they should change. (213, italics original) 

Then Macleod introduces the concept of krypsis, which complements kenōsis and constrains us 

from dwelling on the divinely “empty” Christ by focusing our attention on the fact that Christ 

veiled his divine glory (in a sense) behind his flesh (217).  Finally, he imports certain aspects of 

the work of Christ into the discussion to draw to the fore some of the deeper implications of the 

incarnation, such as the downward slope of Christ’s earthly life into greater and greater 
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humiliation, the real renunciation of Christ’s divine powers to live as a first century Jew, and 

Christ’s supreme act of taking on the sins of the world and facing the fierce wrath of his Father.  

At this point Macleod thankfully breaks from his standard template and links the person of Christ 

with the earthly work.  I realize treating the work of Christ alongside the nature of his person is 

outside the scope of TPOC, but I found myself yearning for it in each chapter.  Macleod’s careful 

analysis throughout can be cumbersome and a bit technical (but much less so than it could be due 

to the introductory format).  This weakness could have been alleviated with a few more excurses 

linking the saving work of Jesus with the nature of the man behind the work. 

Could it be that Macleod sensed this weakness and began implementing more material 

from the life of Christ in TPOC?  The ninth chapter, which briefly explores the sinlessness of 

Christ, provides material that excites the reader much like in the previous chapter.  The author 

begins by quoting from Edward Irving, who broke with a unified church in confessing that Christ 

was not sinless.  Then he points out that Karl Barth sought to essentially refute Irving’s 

arguments yet still do justice to Irving’s major concerns by proposing that Christ voluntarily 

assumed a corrupt nature (natura vitiata), which was liable to sin (and likewise damned and 

lost), but remained somehow sinless as to his person (223).  Macleod then summarizes the case 

for Christ possessing a fallen human nature: (1) That which is unassumed remains unhealed; (2) 

Mary’s nature was fallen, and Christ must have inherited the substance of his human nature from 

his mother; (3) Christ must have been fallen otherwise he could not be like us; (4) Christ’s 

human nature must have been fallen because there is no such thing as an unfallen human nature; 

and (5) Jesus could not be tempted if he was not fallen (224-6).  Finally, Macleod presents the 

major difficulties with this theory and clearly shows why the Church has absolutely rejected 

Irving’s teaching.  He does this by addressing the nature of Christ’s human temptation from a 
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biblical angle.  Starting with the premise that Jesus was in a single important way not tempted 

like us (he was not tempted by anything within himself because he knew no sin), the author 

details Christ’s various temptation episodes and thus placards him as truly “one of us.”  Attention 

to such is vital to the life of the Church, whereas some in today’s evangelical churches lose 

Christ as Lord by solely focusing on Jesus as “my friend or my brother,” many others lose Christ 

as Man by forgetting his likeness to us in his many existential temptations.  Macleod brings both 

Christ’s sinlessness and temptation together by exhorting us to 

be careful not to misconstrue the effect of Jesus’ sinless integrity at this point.  Far from 
meaning a shorter, painless struggle with temptation it involved him in protracted 
resistance.  Precisely because he did not yield easily and was not, like us, an easy prey, 
the devil had to deploy all his wiles and use all his resources.  The very fact that he was 
invincible meant that he endured the full force of temptation’s ferocity, until hell slunk 
away, defeated and exhausted.  Against us, a little temptation suffices.  Against him, 
Satan found himself forced to push himself to his limits. (227-8) 

The tenth and final chapter explores the uniqueness of Christ in modern theology.  

Twentieth century theologians, at least the ones that have led the Christological discussion in 

new directions, have as a whole rejected the formula of Chalcedon.  Beginning with Bultmann, 

and continuing with John Hick, the Anglican Unitarians, functional and process theology, and 

finally liberation theology, TPOC contains brief critiques of these modern novelties.  But 

Macleod strangely mutes his own criticism of liberation theology.  After noting its lack of a 

theology of atonement and its reduction of Jesus to exemplar (259), he argues that liberation 

theology is the least problematic of the modern Christologies criticized in this chapter, because it 

is at least formally of the same cloth as orthodoxy. 

All the great Liberation Theologians are orthodox Trinitarians and all subscribe, at least 
formally, to the Christology of Chalcedon.  As a result, there is little that is innovative in 
their Christology as such.  What is innovative is the importance they attach to Christ’s 
political activity and to his commitment to liberating people from pain, poverty and 
injustice.  Theirs is a classic example of a theology of overstatement.  If we assess it as a 
balanced description of Christianity as a whole, it fails miserably.  But that is not how it 
asks to be assessed.  Acutely and painfully aware of its own Latin American context 
(largely the result of a heartless orthodoxy) it has recovered a long-neglected vein of New 
Testament teaching, expounded it with deliberate exaggeration and made the world 
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listen…The Liberationist strand will now take its place along with the Kerygmatic, the 
Charismatic and the Sacramental as an indispensable element in the fabric of 
Christianity. (260) 

I am sure Macleod realizes that his association of liberation theology with other reactionary 

theologies that do have a place for Christ’s atonement for sin and the redemption of mankind 

seems unwarranted.  This is why he fittingly concludes the book with a plea for these modern 

Zealots not to forget the song of those already redeemed: 

Long my imprisoned spirit lay 
Fast bound in sin and nature’s night; 
Thine eye diffused a quickening ray, 
I woke, the dungeon filled with light; 
My chains fell of, my heart was free: 

I rose, went forth, and followed thee. (261) 
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