
THE CHRISTIAN LEARNS HIS FAITH 

 

THE INCARNATION 

 

 "They stopped in their tracks...and Cleopas said: .'Are you a mere stranger...?"' So runs one 

reading of the first encounter of the two Emmaus pilgrims with the unrecognised Jesus (St. Luke 

24.17-18).The unidentified stranger had accosted them and asked the incredible question about 

their conversation. How could anyone fail to be aware of the tragedy which filled their thoughts? 

 Only a few moments and then their walking pace was resumed and with it the newly animated 

conversation, whose themes of Messiah and history, mercy and prophecy, we have been pursuing 

in these Study Papers. These, and the meaning of the Divine Unity in Paper 7, have brought us to 

the subject of the Incarnation. In and through everything else was this question of identity. Whom 

had they met? Who was the stranger? The mystery halted them in their course. And it is fair to say 

that it has arrested men, in one form or another, ever since. It is certainly the point where a Muslim-

Christian conversation is likely to come to a stand, either in impasse, incredulity or dismay. 

 The two disciples, of course, stood still only at their surprise over the newcomer's ignorance of 

their heavy tidings. What gives us pause is the larger mystery of His whole identity,—the full 

perspective of which the travellers had still to discover. But whether in the outset, or at the climax, 

what suffices to explain Him? "0nlya stranger" is an impossible surmise. But Who is He? 

 The Christian answer is that He is theology as God Himself writes it; that He is God in self-

disclosure; God's own birth—-and life—-for men to see Him by the heart of reality 

autobiographically.set down. "For the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us and we beheld His 

glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth." (St.John l.14). 

 This confidence, and its expression in doctrine, have been greeted often with scepticism arid 

rejection. The Islamic form of that hostility is here our constant pre-occupation. Yet it needs a 

careful, sensitive consideration. How false it would be to champion the Incarnation by any kind of 

mere assertiveness. For the heart of the truth of it is just this Divine readiness to be incognito and to 

wait for recognition. We cannot be idly controversial about a truth which itself takes a strategy of 

lowliness and makes its way by steadily outloving adversity. Our own convictions are better fitted 

to their content if we hold them with a hospitable mind for their opponents. As Bishop Westcott 

wrote in The Historic Faith, "we welcome as fellow-subjects ...those who repudiate our greeting." 

Men are in no way relieved of the mysteries the Incarnation has to do with, simply by denying it. 

On the contrary, that faith stands where the core of all questions lies and even if we refuse it we 

still have the problems of time and eternity, earth and heaven, on our hands.  So though there is a 

duty to "contend earnestly for the faith," we need to do so with a lively understanding of what 

makes our fellows doubt or fear it and with an ever hopeful approach to their misgivings. God in 

Christ means a correlation between giving and receiving. His giving and our receiving. It is 

heaven's recognisability awaiting recognition. We, then, its custodians and servants, must be ready 

to stand and knock in the same terms. "True dogma does not break down the doors of ignorance, of 

error or of enmity, but besieges them until they open. 

 Let us begin our study then in the realm of other men's doubts and draw this way towards a final 

expression of the assurance that in the life and ministry, death and resurrection, of Jesus our Lord, 

we have the knowledge of God, self-given to men, "the light of the glory of God in the face of 

Christ.” 

 

SOME PERPLEXITIES 



 

 There is first the fear, or the accusation, that by its faith in Jesus as "God manifest in the flesh," 

Christianity has broken the Divine Unity; that, in the words of the Qur‟an, "we have taken Jesus 

and His Mother for gods." (Surah 5.116).  If this were so it would of course be criminal and 

grievous. But it is not so. Faith in the Incarnation is uncompromisingly within the Unity of God. 

 We do not affirm, or believe, that the human is exalted to Divinity. This would be deification. 

And deification, as abhorrent to Christianity as to Judaism and Islam, is not the Incarnation. To take 

a human personality and by assertion make it 'divine' would be rank idolatry. That would be 

making flesh God, a blasphemy known as Shirk, or divinisation, and quite excluded from the 

Christian account of Christ. 

 This is why the Qur‟an, in talking, as it frequently does, against God ever "taking to Himself a 

son," should not be thought, in those passages, to be deploring or denouncing Christianity. This 

ittikhadh, or Divine 'adoption,' far from being what Christian faith believes, is Adoptionism, an 

early heresy roundly repudiated by the Church. It asserted that God 'acquired' a son. (Cf. Surahs 

2,116: 10.68: 19.88: 23.91: and 12.3). As such it was vigorously denied, both by the historic 

Church and by Muhammad. The Qur‟an's negations about Christology, or the understanding of the 

Person of Jesus, are not in fact vetoes of the orthodox doctrine at all. Only by subsequent 

misunderstanding and alienation could the Qur'an's adamant rejection of Adoptionism be taken for 

a disavowal of the Incarnation rightly interpreted. 

 When we say "the Word was made flesh" we do not mean that a human being has become 

divine, so that he has acquired divinity and God has acquired an equal. The movement is all the 

other way. God comes in that He reigns. "The taking of the manhood," to use the credal phrase, is 

all His act and has to do with the essential reality of His sovereignty, His love, His mercy. His 

eternity. His coming is as music to the musician, or seeking and enfolding to the shepherd. All 

happens within what the ancient thinkers called Simplicitas Dei, the integrity of God. 

 As such the Incarnation, far from endangering the Unity, can be seen to be necessary to it. For 

that Divine wholeness which the Qur'an, surely, means when it says:  Huwa Allahu Ahad, "He is 

God alone," (Surah 112), is not simply determined by the number One. God is not determined by 

number at all. We need monotheism as the denial of the folly of polytheism. But when I say: "God 

is One" I am not, as it were, counting, and forebearing to go on to 'two,' or 'three,' or more. Were I 

counting like that I might be excluding polytheism, but I should not be dealing with God, with Him 

Who is. "Gott ist nicht Mass oder Zahl" as Luther said: He is not subject to measure or number. 

 Saying that, of course, does not release me to fall into idolatry, or acquiesce in pluralism. Plainly 

not. But it does mean that I shall get beyond thinking of the One God only as "not many." His 

glory, truly, is inalienable: but I still need, and yearn, to know how His glory is. And the 

Incarnation tells me that it is God Himself Who meets my longing. Am I to forbid Him self-

expression lest He forfeit His unity? Am I to be a better guardian than He of His integrity? Is 

'number' as such to be a surer guarantee of His unity than love at work? 

 

 But there are other perplexities abroad about the Christian understanding of Christ which spring 

from history as well as unity. Many are sceptical about the faith of the Incarnation lest it be, as is 

said, the distortion of events in the enthusiasm of devotion. A simple Galilean teacher, it is argued, 

has been turned into the Christ of dogma. Thus an unwarrantable „development' has been 

perpetrated and the actual Jesus of history lost irrecoverably in the deifying transformation of 

Christian cultus. 



 These misgivings deserve the fullest attention and a careful reassurance. The literature on this 

issue is voluminous and continues to flow. Only the central assessments are here possible. 

 The canonical Gospels and the other New Testament writings are, it is true, the work of the 

committed: they are witnesses who believe and belong with what they describe. There is little 

evidence for the Jesus of history, either in volume or quality, in Jewish or Roman sources, outside 

the documents of the Church. This situation might be suspect, were it not for certain important 

considerations which we must weigh. 

 All history, as we saw in Paper 6, necessarily 'interprets' if only for the reason that it necessarily 

selects and discriminates. History without this shaping role of the historian would be impossible to 

write. A Jesus “of history" pre-supposes this. Where it is inconsistent is in dreaming that as such He 

could be somehow "without history” or be a sort of neutral, 'pure' fact, unaffected and unaffecting. 

Plainly any such 'fact' anywhere is not only irrecoverable but non-existent. In that sense there s no 

such thing as a bare fact. There is only what what happened meant, and meant for contemporaries, 

observers, subjects, participants and sufferers. 

 To insist on this is not to claim that, therefore, all or any interpretation will do, since 

interpretation we must have. On the contrary. What it means is that we must discriminate the 

interpreting element, with an eye to the sort of „interpretation' the events were likely to generate. 

The sort of history-writing to which history as occurrence gives rise is, under proper safeguards of 

historical duty and integrity, likely to be among the first and primary evidences of its content. If 

there is a history that distorts and perverts there is also a history that receives and possesses and so 

authentically relates—-a history with a living kinship for its narrative. When that happens history 

as record is most dependably valid and sure, just for being in the deepest sense 'congenial' with its 

story. 

 It is something like this which Christians believe has happened in the New Testament. The 

narrative earns our acceptance because, as we feel, its quality has truly 'taken' the significance of 

what it describes. This is not said in any blanket assertiveness so as to preclude enquiry or forestall 

doubt. Nor is it meant, necessarily, to cover every single detail, or stand immune from further 

scrutiny. But it remains the broad and gathering consensus of New Testament scholarship and of 

sober, realistic Christianity. Interpretation we have: the New Testament does not pretend to be 

'impartial.' But without interpretation we should have nothing, not even a minimum from which to 

go on with any argument. With it, we believe we have what happened in the form congruent with 

the nature of its own contents. 

 This conviction that Jesus, as history 'contained' and knew Him, is properly described and 

'mediated' in the Scriptures and in the faith of the Church necessarily involves a process of 

gathering recognition. It is this which is so often a source of misunderstanding, since it looks like 

assertion of Divinity in what was experienced as human. The Incarnation, by its very nature, means 

that the human is the clue to the Divine. So it is with the human, the actual, the temporal, that we 

start; and in them we learn to recognise and know the Divine. But this order of our knowledge is 

not the order of reality. The human is there as the clue to the Divine only because the Divine has so 

willed and undertaken it. 

 Borrow a parable from the story of the Jericho road. The stricken man "came to know" the 

goodness of the Good Samaritan. His experience began and continued in things that happened—

tending hands, oil and wine and bandages, a gentle ass, a kindly sacrifice of ease, an innkeeper's 

bed and a prepaid account for days of board and lodging. These experimentally were prior. These 

happened and so the man came to know the compassion of a stranger. How could it be otherwise? 



He could not know the love of the nameless in any reverse order. For only by starting and going on 

in these terms could love disclose itself. 

 But essentially it was the love which was the prior thing. The Good Samaritan did not become 

good by virtue of the oil and wine and all else. On the contrary, these were the outflow of his 

inherent kindness. What the stricken traveller found out was what was always there. The order of 

fact was the reverse of the order of knowledge. 

 So in the Incarnation. The disciples came to know what was always so. But they did not by 

assertion, or by confession, make it so. Their doctrine simply stated the abiding truth. We must 

beware then of letting the impression persist that the Christ of faith is a falsifying development of 

the Jesus of fact. The truth is that we start indeed with what we end in, but it is only at the end that 

we know with Whom we started. What this meant experimentally we can postpone till Paper 10 on 

the disciples. The Emmaus road, of course, is itself a big part of the story. 

 As in that instance, so in a way the whole narrative—it is largely taken up with learning how to 

explain what it has known. "What think ye of Christ ?" is the underlying question. The Gospels and 

Epistles came into being under the pressure of that issue and out of the experiences with which and 

in which it was formulated. If we want to see what disloyal enthusiasms and credulity (allegedly at 

work in the New Testament) have done with the figure of Jesus we have to go to the Apocryphal 

Gospels not the New Testament. In the canonical Scripture we can be confident of a careful, 

faithful 'photography' of the living Jesus, in which (if the metaphor is fair) the 'film' is the minds of 

the disciples and the 'development' the work of meditative retrospect and active communication in 

the world. 

 There is one other point in this connection. The notion that the New Testament has 'falsified' the 

actual Jesus is sometimes sustained by the argument that St. Paul and the Epistles in general are not 

interested in the Palestinian ministry. The Gospels, too, it is said in this vein, are only partly 

concerned with His teaching and concentrate sharply on His death, this being the starting point 

(according to the theory) of His 'deification' and 'distortion.' 

 On this, it is urgent that we say two things. The one is that the Gospels, despite, if you will, their 

pre-occupation with Lordship and Resurrection, are desperately concerned with Jesus the Rabbi. 

The basic relation He has with men in those Gospels is that of Master and disciples, Teacher and 

learners. This we shall explore fully in Paper 10. Only a careless critic could possibly fail to see 

that the whole Gospel story, and most of all its climax of rejection, hinges on a message, an activity 

of teaching, a Rabbi's career. Had Jesus not taught as He did He would not have suffered. It is only 

obtuseness which drives a wedge between Galilee and Jerusalem, sermon and Cross, a teaching 

work and a redeeming passion. These are not two, but one, not opposites but a unity. 

 And in the other place, that alleged Pauline indifference to Galilee, how fantastic in fact it is! 

The Epistles, of course, pre-suppose the Gospels, already in oral or embryonic circulation when the 

Epistles were written, or taking parallel documentary shape. The whole absurd idea is linked with a 

mistaken reading of 2 Corinthians 5.16, about "not knowing Christ according to the flesh," which 

has been taken to mean that the writer cared nothing for how Jesus had been, in his zeal for 

speculative Christology. But in fact the passage has to do, plainly, with different ways of thinking 

of the Messiah, and St. Paul is saying that his whole way of assessing who and how Messiah would 

be has been transformed by Jesus being it. And that transformation hinges on the Gospel incidents, 

separately and cumulatively, on Jesus, Master of the Sabbath and Friend of publicans. 

 But one other perplexity remains. If Unity is not violated, nor history distorted, by "the Christ of 

faith," is Divinity somehow 'compromised' by association with men? Have we not somehow 

'degraded' God by involving Him with men? Is there not an inherent impossibility in the 'subjection' 



of God to limitation and humanity that the faith in "the Word made flesh" requires? This fear, so 

urgent to Islamic instincts, must in the end be faced in a deeper pondering of the nature of God and 

a harder look at the criteria of greatness by which we must say: Allahu akbar. Here some principles 

call for examination. 

 

SOME PRINCIPLES 

 

 The rich fields of God's mercy which we studied in Paper 4, brought us to nature, history and 

personality as the realms of God's encounter with men in Lordship and love. Each of these, when 

we weigh them well, are seen to involve God in measure in the human. We cannot call them 

'precedents' for the Incarnation because the latter is unique. But they disclose certain paradoxes, 

which come to a climax in "the Word made flesh." It will help if we look at these carefully. For as 

already hinted, people who deny or despise the faith of the Incarnation are still involved in the 

mysteries with which it has to do. 

 Take the Biblical and the Qur‟anic account of creation. It means that God has inaugurated an 

enterprise which now in measure turns upon man. One cannot create such a creation and be as if it 

were not. Any Creator-creature relationship that makes sense of our situation is clearly a condition 

or factor within which the Creator-God has willed to come. Part of Himself and His purposes are 

now involved in, and operative through, the will and activity of man. We may be drastically junior 

partners in the enterprise, but at least the element of partnership is there. Creation, in any Biblical 

sense, is just this will to be responsible, in and with a human partnership. Hence the dominion of 

man and the feasibilities of science. 

 The situation is even clearer when we turn to the Law. The Torah is to be understood, as 

Judaism proclaims, in the sense of a Divine invitation to human co-operation in the realisation of 

Divine ends. This is the basis of the Old .Testament view of a territory in which God says: "I will 

be their God and they shall be my people." Old Testament history is in fact so much a story of 

failure on men's part to live in this partnership. Hence the prophets, for ever recalling the nation to 

its true destiny. (See Paper 5). 

 For present purposes the point is simply that God, as a legislator, like (and because of) God as a 

Creator, is involved vitally in what men do with His Law. Sinai makes no sense unless the Will of 

God, real and tremendous, "risks" itself on human response. One cannot give commands and be 

indifferent to their fulfilment: or be immune from the implications of disobedience. Law, we might 

say, jeopardises the Lawgiver: it causes Him to be vitally 'at stake' in the response. Moral 

obedience is neither automatic, nor inevitable. It is Divinely required in freedom. Thus the Divine 

will, if it is to be actualised, has to be 'embodied' in the flesh of man, in the stuff of their acceptance 

and surrender. Just because the law is an imperative it is also a subjunctive, until man's love to God 

makes it an affirmative. Here again, in measure, "the Word is made flesh" in that when the 

command is obeyed it finds expression through the human. And for this all the thunders of Sinai 

wait. 

 Is not this 'enfleshment' just what the sequence of the prophets pleaded for and waited for, down 

the years? Was not their whole mission shaped by the paradox of something Divine, namely 

righteousness and goodness, needing, by its very nature, the yieldedness of human hearts? Nature 

was a vineyard whose fruits of increase turned upon an economic order in which man and his 

decisions are the crux. The whole creation is seen in Romans 8 as depending for its wholeness and 

its benediction on "the revealing of the sons of God," the inauguration of a humanity in true and 

worshipful custody of the Divine intention of love and glory. 



 These 'precedents' of nature and history, in providence and law, are seen from another angle in 

the form of religious language. Is it not a principle of all religion that worship must of necessity 

express itself in human words and terms? As the Ninety-Nine Names of God in Islam require, we 

cannot call upon God unless we can call Him. We need description if we are to have address. Yet 

all our language, of necessity, has its source and content in the first place  from our human scene. 

 Truly we may profess that God is totally Other, Divinely inexpressible, altogether unlike men. 

Far from gods being made in the image of men, there has been an underlying instinct in most 

religions to insist on His 'apartness' from us. "I am that lam." God is only definable in Himself. Yet 

prayer and religion (not to speak of theology) must demand the other side of the paradox and 

submit God to names. For to say, as the Upanishad verse does: "It is not thus, not thus," is in the 

end to preclude relationship. Both Qur'an and Bible are full of the Dhikr of God and rejoice in the 

mention of His Name. They live by having Him in mind, as they cannot if He has no Name 

whereby He may be called. 

 This paradox we cannot escape. Suppose we grasp it boldly. Where would it lead us? Surely to a 

sober confidence that what His seekers need God is glad to undergo. If it be that God rejoices in 

man's alertness to Him ("The Father seeketh such to worship Him."), need we suppose Him 

reluctant to be describable? Can we not rather anticipate a revelation, an authentication, of the 

description through and by which we shall find him? 

 If so, will not such a revelation need to use our speech and realm, and thus bring within our 

sphere its own criterion alike of prayer and of theology? Terms must be ours if we are to use any of 

Him: but they must be His if we are to use them with a right confidence. Must not "the Word" then 

become "flesh"? and the words wherein we come to God have an imprimatur from Him? Is there 

any alternative to this glad expectation, short of a final despair about both His seeking us and our 

finding Him? 

 These thoughts have brought us to the point where it begins to be clear that the faith in "the 

Word made flesh"—far from being an occasion of idolatry—is the only ultimate security against it. 

"They did not have the right idea about God" says Surah 6.91, of the idolaters. True enough: 

idolatry is not esteeming God a right estimation, as the Arabic runs. 

 But how are we to correct false ideas of God? If I worship other than He is, I am an idolater. If 

the God of my ideas is not God as He is, my worship is misdirected and I am mushrik. Yet how are 

my concepts to be righted? How is anything tested but by itself, gold by gold, silver by silver, and 

pearl by pearl? Does it not then take God to reveal God? Is there not a perpetual danger of idolatry 

unless God gives me the criteria to know Him by? How shall I authenticate the Divine except by 

the Divine? Will any other standard do? Yet if it is only by the Divine that I can know the Divine, 

am I not involved in a hopeless circle unless I can believe that the Divine is self-authenticated to 

me. Assurance about God can only be God-given. And what is the Incarnation but precisely such a 

self-given criterion by which to be assured of Him—-"the light of the knowledge of the glory of 

God in the face of Jesus Christ." (2 Cor. 4.6.) 

 So it was ,for example, that John Milton, writing his great Ode on the Morning of Christ's 

Nativity, pictures the mighty gods of the heathen unseated and dethroned by the Infant hand in 

Bethlehem. It is because the tabernacle of God is with men that there is neither room nor reason for 

idolatry. 

 The aim of all the foregoing 'principles' has been to show that our faith in the Incarnation stands 

at the point where all mystery focuses. A natural and a moral universe, under God, confronts us 

with perpetual 'encounter' in which "the Word" and "the flesh" are at meeting, where the universal 

law fills the particular instance, where spirit and matter belong in one issue, where things Divine 



hinge and inhere in things human, where heaven touches earth with claims, with promises, with 

hopes. 

 We cannot dismiss the Incarnation and stay faithful either to the glory or the perplexity of our 

whole experience of life and humanity. As "the grand perhaps" it will always be awaiting- at our 

doors. But in the end we shall see it where it happens only by its own authenticity. By its nature it 

cannot be guaranteed outside itself. "In Thy light we see light." But as and where we believe we 

have recognised and received it, it will be in harmony with the deepest reality of everything that 

makes us human in and under God. So to be able to conclude is the humble logic of all we have so 

far considered. 

 Not to be able to deny the possibility of the Incarnation and make sense of being human is one 

thing: to acknowledge the fact of it is another. Here in one sense is the leap, or better, the assent, of 

faith. Clearly we cannot identify the Incarnate by any but inherent criteria. For if we could we 

should have a standard of reference outside Him. Our assent to Him is not in His passively 

fulfilling our criteria of how He should be, but His actively transforming and controlling them. "In 

Him was life and the light was the light or men." We cannot, and shall not, depend merely on 

comparative criteria, and argue simply with Shakespeare, in another cause: 

 

"So doth the greater glory dim the less: 

A substitute shines brightly as a king, 

Until the king be by." 

 

 Yet, if the 'recognition' is not based on mere comparison, neither will it be wholly arbitrary and 

assertive. He will revolutionise our concepts of how He should be. "He whom ye seek shall 

disconcertingly come to His temple" as Malachi 3.1 puts it. But yet He will be discernibly 

continuous with the hopes and yearnings which His coming satisfies. His antecedents will neither 

fail nor suffice Him:  He will complete them in their transformation. 

 It is for this reason we must see the meaning of the Incarnation in the total ministry and whole 

significance of Jesus. The Qur‟anic concentration on the Nativity with scanty space (in comparison) 

to the active work of Jesus, and the tendency in much of Christianity to think of the Incarnation 

primarily in terms of a Babe and a manger, a Mother and a Child, have sometimes obscured the 

reality of the Incarnation as the coming of "the Son of Man" in all the vigour of His service. The 

"swaddling clothes" pass: what matters is the towel girding a Master washing His disciples' feet and 

those "own clothes" they gave Him back to be led to the Cross in. 

 We have already seen in Paper 3, on the Messiah, the inner definition in action by which 

Messiahship was fulfilled by Jesus and the very core of it transformed.  Jesus "strong in utterance 

and action" will be the theme of Paper 9. It is in the real Jesus that the nature and work of the Christ 

are fulfilled and we know that He is Lord. Hence the ultimate Christian confession: "Christ Jesus 

the Lord." 

 So "the earthly life of Jesus is the great historic act of God's love for man." In Him we have God 

in His own terms, made known in action and through the medium of human personality manifested 

to the world. "They shall understand that it is I Who say: 'Behold, I am here' "—so Isaiah 52.6 

reads, and adds: "This is why My people shall know my Name." By God's own act, within our own 

context, we learn how to think of Him. This act, bringing unimpaired the Divine nature and taking 

up our human situation in a living identity, is what we call the Incarnation. 

 Perhaps, then, we are ready for a brief concluding consideration of the traditional phrases in 

which this faith is expressed, especially “the Father sent the Son," and "God so loved the world that 



He gave His only begotten Son." (l John 4.14. and St. John 3.16.) We may preface it by nothing a 

deep Qur‟anic phrase: Hasbuna 'Allah (Surah  3-173: 9-59-) "Our sufficiency is God;" "Enough for 

us is God." When Philip among the disciples said to Jesus: "Lord, show us the Father and it 

sufficeth us," (St. John 14.8), he meant of course that such a revelation would meet every need. The 

clear implication, too, is that nothing less would. Likewise in the Qur‟an the ultimate need of man 

returns to God and none else. In Him alone does it find its answer. Our faith in the Incarnation 

speaks just such language. Only God is enough; it takes God to reveal God. The idols are needless; 

but they are also useless. God cannot be worshipped in substitutes; nor can He be known by them. 

If there is to be revelation it must give us Him the Revealed and the Revealer. 

 This is exactly what the Scriptural phrases mean. It goes without saying that in "the Father and 

the Son" language no paternity is intended or involved. As with all analogies like "the ship of state" 

or "the son of the road," these expressions are used within the demands of the theme they denote. 

To say "the Father sent the Son" employs a correlation, that of 'Father' and 'Son.' In this context its 

meaning is that the nature of God as love expresses itself in the enterprise of love manward which 

is Christ. God's being revealed derives from His self-revealing nature which in turn it fulfills and 

achieves. Here is no question of duplication, or limitation save in the sense of self-limitation 

(already, as we have seen, implicit in creation and the law.) 

 Such a revelation is necessarily characterised by the Divine Unit To safeguard this is exactly the 

meaning of the phrase: "the only begotten Son." The word 'begotten' has in this context no 

connection whatever with the sequence of contingent generations, each, as in St. Matthew's 

genealogy, 'begetting' his successor. For God, as Surah 112 observes, "does not beget and is not 

begotten." He is Al-Samad Whose being is neither derived nor communicated in a series as with 

men. This is Christian doctrine also. 

 Likewise with the word "only." It does not and cannot mean a state of privation of limitation 

whereby there is in fact only one son whereas in happier circumstances there could and should have 

been many. Jesus is not  the Isaac to  God's Abraham.  Such a sense of the word is of necessity 

excluded. "The only begotten" is in Greek one word monogene.  The two English terms held 

together mean "God inclusively self revealed." "The beloved" is implicit in the same term. In 

paraphrase it means that God's outgoing love is to be identified, fully and perfectly at work, in the 

Incarnate Word. The relation between mind and action, will and deed, therein is the active meaning 

of "the Father and the Son." 

 It is sometimes, either curiously, or wistfully, asked:  How is God in Heaven and yet also here 

among us? or How can the glory be laid aside (cf. Phil. 2.5-11), and yet also be present? Or how 

can a human life in which there is prayer, weariness, pain, suffering and even death, be said to be 

the life of God, except in some very artificial way? Is Jesus acting a part in being man or, for that 

matter, in being 'God'? 

 But all these questions only arise by failure to appreciate what the faith of the Incarnation 

means. The "flesh" is not some kind of cloak within which God is concealed, nor the Divinity just a 

metaphysical puzzle. Nor is the reality of God safeguarded in a mere status, or location, or 'dignity'. 

There is no humiliation in what is self-fulfilment though the cost is self-expending. "The flesh" is 

not consumed by receiving glory if God wills it so, nor is "the Word" lessened by assuming 

lowliness, if such be its sure highway. 

 Keep all your thoughts on the action of God. The reality of the Incarnation is not a field for 

speculation but for joy. We do not stay to wonder how a shepherd can ever get into a wilderness 

because by rights he has a fold. There would be a question about his being shepherd if he stayed in 

the latter and abandoned the former (so long as a sheep was a stray.) His glad holding together of 



fold and wilderness, in a power that does not fail and a love that does not shrink, is no 

multiplication, or compromise, of his shepherd-ness. On the contrary: it is just the shepherd being 

Himself. And that is the simplest, surest explanation of God in the Incarnation. Where His 'absence' 

would evacuate the thought of God of all meaning, His presence secures it in His own fulness. This 

is "Emmanuel, God with us." 

 

 


