SERMON 341: ON THE THREE WAYS OF UNDERSTANDING CHRIST IN SCRIPTURE: AGAINST THE ARIANS

Date:419†1
Christ to be understood in the scriptures in three ways
1. Our Lord Jesus Christ, brothers and sisters, as far as I have been able to tune my mind to the sacred writings, can be understood and named in three ways, whether in the law and the prophets, or in the letters of the apostles, or through our confidence about his deeds, which we know about from the gospel. The first way is: as God and according to the divine nature which is coequal and coeternal with the Father before he assumed flesh. The next way is: when, after assuming flesh, he is now understood from our reading to be God who is at the same time man, and man who is at the same time God, according to that pre-eminence which is peculiar to him and in which he is not to be equated with other human beings, but is the mediator and the head of the Church. The third way is: in some manner or other as the whole Christ in the fullness of the Church, that is as head and body, according to the completeness of a certain perfect man (Eph 4:13), the man in whom we are each of us members.

This is what is preached to believers, and offered for their approval to the wise. In the short time available we cannot recall or expound all the innumerable testimonies of scripture, by which we could prove these three aspects of Christ. But on the other hand we cannot leave them all entirely unproved. So let me remind you of some of the testimonies, so that the rest, which lack of time does not permit us to recall, you can go on to note and discover in the scriptures for yourselves.

The first way
2. So as regards the first way of putting forward our Lord Jesus Christ the savior, the only Son of God, through whom all things were made, we have that text that is the most noble and glorious one in the gospel according to John: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God; this was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was made nothing. What was made was in him life; and the life was the light of men, and the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it (Jn 1:1-5). These are wonderful and amazing words, and before they can be understood, they have to be wholeheartedly embraced.

If food were set before your mouths, one of you would receive that part of the food, another this part; still, the same food would reach you all, but not all the food would reach you all. So too, a kind of food and drink consisting of words is now being set before your ears; and yet all of it does reach you all. Or is it the case, perhaps, that while I'm speaking, one of you takes one syllable for himself, another a second one? Or does one get one word, another a second word? If that's how it is, I am going to utter as many words as I see people, so that at least one word may get to each of you. And in fact it's easy for me to speak more words than there are people here; but all of them reach all of you. So a human word does not have to be divided up by syllables for all to hear it; and is the Word of God to be cut up into slices, in order to be everywhere? Can we suppose, brothers and sisters, that these spoken and passing words are comparable in any respect to that unchangeably abiding Word? Or have I, by saying this, been comparing them? But I just wanted to suggest to you in any way I could, that what God provides us with in material things can help you to believe what you cannot yet see about spiritual words.

But now let's pass on to better things; because words are spoken, and fade away. Think, among all spiritual thoughts, think of justice. Someone who stays in these western regions thinking of justice; someone staying in the east thinking of justice—how is it that the first one thinks of the whole of justice, and the second one also of the whole of it? And that the first sees the whole of it and the second the whole of it? I mean if you see justice, and do something according to it, you are doing it justly. You see inwardly, act outwardly. How can you see it inwardly, if nothing is present to you? Because you are staying in one area, the thought of someone somewhere else won't reach that area.†2 But you, staying here, see the same thing in your mind as he does, though he is staying so far away, and the whole of it shines on you, the whole of it is seen by him; because things that are divine and immaterial are whole everywhere. That being the case, believe that the Word is wholly in the Father, wholly in the womb. Yes, believe this about the Word of God, who is God with God.

The second way: Christ as God and man
3. But now listen to the other proposition, the other way of proposing Christ which scripture proclaims. What I've just been saying, you see, refers to before the taking of flesh.†3 But now listen to what scripture goes on promptly to declare: The Word, it says, became flesh, and dwelt among us (Jn 1:14). He had said, you see, In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God; this was in the beginning with God; all things were made through him, and without him was made nothing (Jn 1:1-3). But he would have been declaring the divinity of the Word to us in vain, if he had kept quiet about the humanity of the Word. In order, I mean, for me to see that,†4 he deals with me down here; in order to refurbish my gaze for contemplating that, he himself comes to the aid of my weakness. By receiving from human nature the same human nature, he became man.†5 He came with the packhorse of the flesh to the one who was lying wounded on the road,†6 in order to give shape to our little faith and nurture it, and to clear our intellects from mist, so that they might see what he never lost as a result of what he took on. He began to be man, indeed, but did not cease to be God.

So that is the presentation of our Lord Jesus Christ insofar as he is the mediator, insofar as he is the head of the Church; that God is man, and man is God, since John says, And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us.
The apostle presents us with Christ in both ways
4. Listen now to each way in that well-known passage from the apostle Paul: Who while he was in the form of God, he says, did not think it robbery to be equal to God (Phil 2:6). That's the same as, In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God (Jn 1:1). How could the apostle say, He did not think it robbery to be equal to God, if he isn't equal to God? But if the Father is God, and Christ isn't God, how can he be equal?†7 So where that one says, The Word was God, this one says, He did not think it robbery to be equal to God; and where that one says, The Word became flesh and dwelt amongst us (Jn 1:14), this one says, But he emptied himself, taking the form of a servant (Phil 2:7).

Pay careful attention; so by his becoming man, by the fact that the Word became flesh and dwelt amongst us, he thereby emptied himself, taking the form of a servant. Why, in fact, did he empty himself? Not in order to lose divinity, but in order to put on humanity, appearing to human beings as what he was not before he was man. Thus it was by appearing visibly that he emptied himself, keeping back, that is to say, the dignity of his divine greatness, and presenting us with his flesh as the garment of humanity. So it was by the fact that he emptied himself, taking the form of a servant—not taking the form of God. When he was speaking about the form of God, he didn't say he received it, but, While he was established in the form of God, he did not think it robbery to be equal to God; but when it came to the form of a servant, taking, he said, the form of a servant. So it was by this that he is the mediator and the head of the Church, through whom we are reconciled to God, through the mystery of his humanity,†8 his passion and resurrection and ascension, his future coming as judge, so that those two things to come may be heard, when God has spoken only once.†9 Where are two things heard? When he renders to each one according to his works (Mt 16:27).

We are not to be seduced by the cunning questions of the Arians
5. So then, hold on firmly to this, and don't be taken by surprise at the problems people raise, which creep along like a cancer, as the apostle said;†10 but guard your ears, and the virginity of your minds, as betrothed by the friend of the bridegroom to one man, to be presented as a chaste virgin to Christ. Your virginity, you see, is in the mind. Virginity of the body is preserved by a few in the Church; virginity of the mind is something all the faithful ought to have. It is this virginity that the serpent wishes to corrupt, about which the same apostle said, I have betrothed you to one man, to present you as a chaste virgin to Christ; and I am afraid that, just as the serpent took in Eve by his cunning, so also your senses may be corrupted, and fall away from the chastity which is in Christ Jesus (2 Cor 11:2-3). Your senses, he said; that is, your minds. This, surely, is the more suitable way of understanding it. There are, I mean, also the senses of this body, of seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching. It was our minds that the apostle feared might be corrupted, where the virginity of faith is to be found. Go now, soul, preserve your virginity, later on to be made fruitful by the embrace of your bridegroom. So then, hedge your ears about, as it is written, with thorns.†11
The weaker brethren in the Church have been troubled by the problem raised by the Arians, but thanks to the Lord's mercy, the Catholic faith has triumphed. He hasn't, after all, deserted his Church; and if he troubled it for a time, he troubled it with this intention, that it should always continue to implore his aid, by whom alone it could be kept firmly established on solid rock.†12 And the serpent is still hissing, and doesn't keep quiet. He is trying, by promising a kind of knowledge, to cast us out of the paradise of the Church, not permitting us to return to that paradise from which the first man was thrown out.

The serpent still active with his false suggestions; in this case that the Son is less than the Father
6. Pay close attention, brothers and sisters. What was done in that paradise, is still being done in the Church. Don't let anybody seduce us out of this paradise. Let it be enough that we fell from that one; at least, now that we have experienced that, let us show that we've learned the lesson. It's the same old serpent, who is always suggesting iniquity and impiety.†13 He is sometimes promising impunity, just as he did then, saying, Will you really die the death? (Gn 3:4). He is still making the same sort of suggestion, so that Christians may lead bad lives now: “Is God really,” he says, “going to throw away everyone? Is God really going to damn everyone?” God says, “I will damn them; I will pardon those who change their ways; let them change their deeds, I will then change my threats.”

So he is also the one who whispers and hisses, and says, “Look where it is written, The Father is greater than I (Jn 14:28); and are you saying he is equal to the Father?”

I accept what you say;†14 but I accept each statement, because I read each statement. Why do you accept one, and not want one? Because in fact you've read each of them with me. Here we are, The Father is greater than I; I accept it, not from you, but from the gospel; and you, in your turn, please accept from the apostle that the Son is equal to the Father. Join them both together, let both be harmonized; because the one who spoke through John in the gospel is the same as the one who spoke through Paul in his letter. He cannot be discordant with himself; but you for your part are unwilling to understand the harmony of the gospel, seeing that you love disputing. And I, in fact, can also prove it from the gospel: I and the Father are one (Jn 10:30).

“How can each be true?”

In the way the apostle teaches us: I and the Father are one: Who, since he was in the form of God, did not think it robbery to be equal to God (Phil 2:6). Listen now to The Father is greater than I: But he emptied himself, taking the form of a servant (Phil 2:7).

There you are, I'm showing you why he is greater; now you show me in what respect he's not equal. After all, we read that each is the case. He is less than the Father insofar as he is the Son of man; equal to the Father insofar as he's the Son of God; because the Word was God (Jn 1:1). The mediator, God and man; God, equal to the Father; man, less than the Father; equal in the form of God, less in the form of a servant. So now you tell me, in what way he is both equal and less?†15 Can he be equal in one part, less in another? So there you are; apart from the taking on of the flesh, show me how he is both equal and less. I really want to see how you are going to demonstrate it.

The notion of God consisting of parts held up to ridicule
7. Notice, all of you, the stupid impiety of having ideas according to the flesh; as it's written, Having ideas according to the flesh is death (Rom 8:6). Take your stand here, Sir. I'm still setting aside the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, not yet talking about it; but as though what has already happened hadn't yet happened, I'm attending with you to In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God; this was in the beginning with God (Jn 1:1-2). I'm attending with you to Who, since he was in the form of God, did not think it robbery to be equal to God (Phil 2:6). Precisely there, please, show me a greater and a less. What are you going to say? Are you going to divide God up by qualities, that is by certain dispositions of body and soul, in which we perceive one thing here, another there? Naturally, I can say this,†16 but whether you people too understand it like this, let God see.

So, as I had begun to say, before the taking on of the flesh, before the Word became flesh and dwelt amongst us, show how he is less, show how he is equal. Is God one thing and another thing, so that in one part the Son can be less than he, and in another his equal? As though we were to say, “They are bodies of a sort;†17 you can say to me, it's equal in length, but less in strength.” We often come across such bodies, after all, such that they are equal in length but in strength one is less, the other greater. So are we going to think of God and his Son as such bodies? Are we going to think like that of the one who was wholly in Mary's womb, wholly with the Father, wholly in the flesh, wholly above the angels? May God avert the hearts of Christians from such thoughts!

Again, perhaps, you will be thinking like this, and saying, “Both in strength and length they are equal, but they are disparate in color.” Where but in bodies do you find color? There, on the other hand, is to be found the light of wisdom. Show me the color of justice. If such things have no color, you wouldn't say these things about God, if you yourself had the color of shame.

The Son cannot be equal to the Father in one quality or attribute, and less in another
8. So what are you going to say? They are equal in power, but the Son is less in sagacity? God†18 is unjust, if he has given equal power to less sagacity. If they are equal in sagacity, but the Son is less in power, God is guilty of jealousy, for having given less power to equal sagacity. In God, though, everything that is said about him is one and the same; in God, you see, power isn't one thing and sagacity another, courage one thing and justice another, or chastity another. Whichever of these you attribute to God, it isn't to be understood as one thing and another, and none of them, in any case, is attributed to him worthily; because these are qualities of souls, upon which that divine light is shed somehow or other, so that it affects them with its own qualities—rather like when this visible light rises upon material bodies. If it is removed, all bodies have one color, or one should rather say, no color. But when it comes up to shine upon bodies, though in itself it is uniform, nonetheless, given the varying qualities of bodies, it sprinkles them with a variegated lustre or sheen. So these qualities are dispositions of souls, which have been affected and disposed in a good way by that light which is not itself affected or disposed by anything, and formed by that light which is not itself formed by anything.

Though they are not worthy of him, we say these things about God, because we cannot find anything better to say
9. And yet we say these things about God, brothers and sisters, because we cannot find anything better to say. I call God just, because in human terms I can't find anything better; in fact, he is beyond justice. It says in the scriptures, The Lord is just, and loves deeds of justice (Ps 11:7). But it also says there that God repents, it also says there that God doesn't know things.†19 Is there anybody who isn't horrified at the idea? God doesn't know things, God repents? Still, scripture does descend to the salutary use of these terms which horrify you, precisely in order to save you from imagining that terms you think are fine are said about God fittingly and worthily.

And thus, if you ask, “So then, what can worthily be said about God?” someone may perhaps answer you, and say that he is just. But another person, who understands things better than this one, may tell you that even this term is overridden by God's total excellence, and even this one is not worthy to be said of him, although it is suitably said of him according to our human capacity. So when the former tries to prove his point from the scriptures, because it is written, the Lord is just, this other will very properly answer him that it is stated in the same scriptures that God repents; and just as he doesn't take this according to the common way of speaking, the way human beings normally repent; so too he likewise understands that what is meant by “just” doesn't fit God's supereminence. Though scripture was indeed right to state this, so that the human spirit might be led gradually by all sorts of words to that which cannot be said at all.

Yes, you call God just; but you must understand something beyond the justice which you are in the habit of attributing to human beings.

“But the scriptures called him just.”

That's why they also called him repentant and ignorant, which you now don't want to call him. So just as you realize that those things which now horrify you were said on account of your weakness;†20 in the same way these things which you value highly were said on account of a certain tougher weakness of yours.†21 But any who have risen beyond even these words, and begun to think worthily of God as far as man is permitted to, will find a silence that is to be praised, by the unutterable voice of the heart.

The argument concluded; a rule for interpreting the scriptures: any text suggesting equality is to be referred to Christ's divinity; any suggesting inequality to the form of a servant
10. So then, brothers and sisters, because in God power is identical with justice (whatever you say in him, you are saying the same thing, since in fact you are not saying anything that is worthy of him), you cannot say that the Son is equal to the Father in justice and not equal in power, or equal in power and not equal in knowledge; because if he is equal in one respect, he is equal in every respect; because all the things you say in that field are one and the same, and all have the same value. So it remains that you cannot say how the Son may be both equal and unequal,†22 unless you posit some variations in the substance of God. When you do posit them, Truth casts you out, and you forfeit all access to that inner sanctuary of God, where he can most perfectly be seen.†23 But since you cannot say he is equal in one part and unequal in another, because there are no parts in God; and you cannot say he is equal in one respect, less in another, because there are no qualities in God; it follows that as regards God you cannot say he is equal unless he is equal in every respect. So how can you say he is less, except because he took the form of a servant?

And so, brothers and sisters, this is what you must always bear in mind; if you accept a certain rule in the scriptures, that very light will make everything clear to you. Wherever you find, according to what's said, that the Son is equal to the Father, take it as being meant with respect to his divinity. But according to the form of the servant which he took, take him as less. On the one hand, according to what is said, I am who I am; on the other according to what is said, I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob (Ex 3:14-16); in this way you will hold firmly both to what is in his nature, and to what is in his mercy.†24
I think that that is enough said also about that way†25 in which our Lord Jesus Christ is presented to us in the scriptures as having become our savior, the head of the Church, the mediator through whom we are reconciled with God, both God and man.

The whole Christ, head and body, Christ and the Church together
11. The third way is how the whole Christ is predicated with reference to the Church, that is as head and body. For indeed head and body form one Christ. Not that he isn't complete without the body, but that he was prepared to be complete and entire together with us too, though even without us he is always complete and entire, not only insofar as he is the Word, the only-begotten Son equal to the Father, but also in the very man whom he took on, and with whom he is both God and man together. All the same, brothers and sisters, how are we his body, and he one Christ with us? Where do we find this, that head and body form one Christ, that is the body together with its head? In Isaiah the bride is speaking with the bridegroom as if in the singular; certainly it's one and the same person speaking; and see what is said: As for a bridegroom he has bound a turban on my head, and as for a bride he has decked me out with ornaments (Is 61:10). As bridegroom and bride; he calls one and the same person bridegroom with reference to the head, bride with reference to the body.

Otherwise, how are we the members of Christ, with the apostle saying as clearly as can be, You are the body of Christ and its members (1 Cor 12:27)? All of us together are the members of Christ and his body; not only those of us who are in this place, but throughout the whole world; and not only those of us who are alive at this time, but what shall I say? From Abel the just†26 right up to the end of the world, as long as people beget and are begotten, any of the just who make the passage through this life, all that now—that is, not in this place but in this life—all that are going to born after us, all constitute the one body of Christ; while they are each individually members of Christ. So if all constitute the body and are each individually members, there is of course a head, of which this is the body. And he himself, it says, is the head of the body, the Church, the firstborn, himself holding the first place (Col 1:18). And because it also says of him that he is always the head of every principality and power (Col 2:10), this Church which is now on its pilgrimage is joined to that heavenly Church where we have the angels as fellow citizens,†27 with whom we would be quite shameless in claiming equality after the resurrection of our bodies, unless Truth had promised us this, saying, They shall be equal to the angels of God (Lk 20:36); and there is achieved one Church, the city of the great king (Mt 5:35).

The three ways recapitulated; Christ and the Church constitute one Christ
12. Thus it is then that sometimes in the scriptures Christ is presented in such a way that you are to understand him as the Word equal to the Father; in such a way sometimes that you are to understand him as the mediator, since the Word became flesh to dwell amongst us (Jn 1:14); since that only-begotten Son, through whom all things were made (Jn 1:3), did not consider it robbery to be equal to God, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, becoming obedient to the death, even death on the cross (Phil 2:6-8).

Sometimes, though, in such a way that you are to understand the head and the body, with the apostle himself expounding as clearly as may be what was said about husband and wife in Genesis: They shall be two, it says, in one flesh (Gn 2:24). Notice his exposition, because I don't want to give the impression of having the nerve to say something I've cobbled up myself. For they will be two, he said, in one flesh; and he added, This is a great sacrament. And in case anyone should still think that this is to be found in husband and wife according to the natural joining of the sexes, and their bodily coming together,†28 but I mean, he went on, in Christ and the Church (Eph 5:31-32). So this is how we take as referring to Christ and the Church what is said elsewhere: They shall be two in one flesh; they are not now two, but there is one flesh (Mt 19:5-6).†29
And just as bridegroom and bride, so also head and body, because the head of the woman is the man (1 Cor 11:3). So whether I say head and body, or whether I say bridegroom and bride, you must understand the same thing. And that's why the same apostle, while he was still Saul, heard the words, Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? (Acts 9:4); because the body is joined to the head. And when as a preacher of Christ he was now suffering from others what he had done himself as a persecutor, that I may fill up, he said, in my flesh what is lacking from the afflictions of Christ (Col 1:24); thus showing that what he was suffering was part and parcel of the afflictions of Christ. This can't be understood of the head, which now in heaven is not suffering any such thing; but of the body, that is the Church; the body, which with its head is the one Christ.

We must conduct ourselves as a body worthy of such a head, as a bride worthy of such a bridegroom
13. So present yourselves to such a head as a body worthy of him, to such a bridegroom as a worthy bride. That head can only have a correspondingly worthy body; and such a great husband as that can only marry a correspondingly worthy wife. To present himself, it says, with a glorious Church, not having stain or wrinkle, or any such thing (Eph 5:27).†30 This is the bride of Christ, without stain or wrinkle. Do you wish to have no stain? Do what is written: Wash yourselves, be clean, remove the wicked schemes from your hearts (Is 1:16). Do you wish to have no wrinkle? Stretch yourself on the cross. You see, you don't only need to be washed, but also to be stretched, in order to be without stain or wrinkle; because by the washing sins are removed, while by the stretching a desire is created for the future life, which is what Christ was crucified for.

Listen to Paul himself, once he was washed: Not, he says, because of the works of justice which we have done, but according to his own mercy he has saved us, by the washing of rebirth (Ti 3:5). Listen to him as he is stretched: Forgetting, he says, what lies behind, stretched out to what lies ahead, according
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