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19. The incarnation (3) 

Calvin, Institutes, II.xii-xiv (1:464-493); 

Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 321-330 

Introduction 

In session 19 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course we conclude our three-part study of the 

doctrine of the incarnation. We began by thinking about the purpose of the incarnation with the 

help of Athanasius, On the Incarnation. We then considered the historical development of the 

doctrine of the incarnation from the apostles to the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451 by reading a 

summary of the relevant portions of Does God Change? by Tom Weinandy. In this final session, we 

return to the familiar territory of Calvin, Institutes, II.xii-xiv and Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 

321-330. 

Berkhof provides a helpful overview of the subject, much of which will be familiar after last week’s 

reading and tutorial. Calvin covers the basic theological groundwork from within a different 

historical context. They both address misunderstandings of the incarnation, and their responses to 

these will help us to sharpen further our understanding of the Bible’s teaching on this subject. 

Here’s an outline of what we’re looking at this week. 

• Introductory questions 

• Berkhof 

o Overview 

o Christological errors 

� Reformed and Lutheran understandings of the communicato idiomatum 

� Kenotic Christology 

� Gradual incarnation 

• Calvin 

o II.xii The necessity of the incarnation 

o II.xiii The true humanity of Christ 

o II.xiv The two natures of Christ in one person 
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Questions for reflection 

i. Do you recognise these lines? What, if anything, is wrong with them? 

He left his Father’s throne above, 

So free, so infinite his grace;  

Emptied himself of all but love,  

And bled for Adam’s helpless race. 

 

ii. What do you think about these lines? 

Amazing love! how can it be 

That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me? ... 

'Tis mystery all! The Immortal dies! 

Who can explore His strange design? 

iii. What’s wrong with this statement: “Jesus’ human nature died on the cross, but not his divine 

nature”? 

Study questions on Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 321-330 

1. What observations does Berkhof make about the Christological declarations of the Council of 

Chalcedon in AD 451 (p. 320)? 

2. What is meant by the terms “nature” and person” in Christological discussion (p. 321)? 

3. How many persons, and how many natures, are there in Christ (p. 322)? What biblical evidence 

does Berkhof cite to support this (fairly standard!) view (pp. 322-323)? 

For reflection: Do these particular biblical texts support Berkhof’s point? 

We now turn to the first significant Christological error discussed by Berkhof: the Lutheran 

(mis)understanding of the communication of the attributes (communicato idiomatum). In order to 

understand what (some of) the Lutherans got wrong, we must first consider what the Reformed 

got right. 

4. What is meant by the term communicato idiomatum in Reformed theology (p. 324)? What must 

we “be careful not to understand the term to mean” (p. 324)? How does Lutheran theology get 

this wrong (p. 325-326)?  

For reflection: Consider the consequences of this Lutheran mistake listed by Berkhof on pp. 326-

327. Which do you think are most obviously fatal to the Lutheran view? 

We now turn to the second significant Christological error discussed by Berkhof: the so-called 

“Kenotic theory” of the incarnation. (The important names here include P. T. Forsyth and Charles 

Gore.) Mercifully, this notion is not as popular among theologians as it once was, but the 

underlying ideas are still remarkably common, perhaps because they seem to make intuitive 

sense, and because they appear at first glance to resolve some of the supposed difficulties of the 

incarnation. 

5. What key element lies at the heart of the Kenotic theory of the incarnation (p. 327)? 
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6. How might an advocate of Kenotic Christology defend his view from the following texts? 

• 2 Corinthians 8:9  

• Philippians 2:5-8    

• John 17:5 

7. What objections does Berkhof raise against Kenotic Christology (p. 328-329)? 

Berkhof concludes the chapter with a brief discussion of Dorner’s “Theory of Gradual Incarnation,” 

which, though of some historical interest, is not now particularly prominent and will probably not 

occupy our attention during the tutorial. 

Study questions on Calvin, Institutes, II.xii-xiv (1:464-493) 

Questions on II.xii. 

8. Why, according to Calvin, did the mediator need to be true God and true man (II.xii.1-3)?  

9. “Even if man had remained free from all stain, his condition would have been too lowly for him 

to reach God without a Mediator” (II.xii.1). Do you agree? Can you reconcile what Calvin says here 

with his comments at the start of II.xii.4 (see also II.xii.5)? 

10. What does Calvin think of question 2, above? Why (II.xii.5)? 

Questions on II.xiii. 

11. What evidence does Calvin adduce to prove Christ’s true humanity (II.xiii.1)? 

12. What objection does Calvin address in II.xiii.4? How does he respond? 

Questions on II.xiv. 

13. What misunderstanding of Christ’s human and divine natures does Calvin address in II.xiv.1? 

How does he correct this erroneous view? What analogy does he offer? 

14. What does Calvin mean by “the communicating of properties” (II.xiv.1)? How do the scriptural 

texts cited in II.xiv.2 fit with this doctrine? How does Calvin’s view differ from the Lutheran 

doctrine (cf. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, p. 324ff.)?  

15. What, in Calvin’s view, is demonstrated by the texts cited in II.xiv.3? Do you agree? 

16. What were the errors of Nestorius and Eutyches (II.xiv.4)? How does Calvin reply? 

 

 


