
cended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the 
Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and 
the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.  
 
We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who 
proceeds from the Father, who with the Father and the Son 
is worshiped and glorified, who has spoken through the 
prophets. 
 
We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. We 
acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 
 
We look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the 
world to come. Amen. 

Christianity: The Essentials 
 

This six-session discipleship series reflects several sources, in addition to 
Scripture, but most especially Chris Hall’s work: 

 

Christopher Hall. Learning Theology with the Church Fathers. Downer's 
Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2002. 

 

Gerald McDermott. The Great Theologians: A Brief Guide. Downer's Grove, 
IL: IVP Academic, 2010. 

 

The Nicene Creed. Wiki article showing several English versions available 
at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
English_versions_of_the_Nicene_Creed_in_current_use 
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The content of this workbook was drawn primarily and in large measure 
from Christopher Hall’s wonderful book Learning Theology with the Church 

Fathers, which we gratefully acknowledge and highly recommend.  
Epiclesis does not claim authorship or copyright. 

About the cover art: “Saint Thomas Aquinas” by Bernardino Mei. c. 1660. Oil 
on canvas. From the Chigi-Saracini Collection, Sienna, Italy. It is featured on 
the cover of one of the sources for this study, The Great Theologians.... 

Looking ahead:  In our next session: The Trinity. 
Is the Trinity in the Bible? What does Scripture say, 
and are there conflicts about the equality of the 
Godhead? What does the creed say? What about 
the Fathers: Gregory of Nazianzus and Augustine. 



 
Christianity: The Essentials 

Learning from Scripture, the Creed, 
and the Fathers 

 
Session Three 

 
 

Christ: Divine and Human. What does Scripture say? Three test 
questions about Jesus. Learning from Cyril. 

What does the Creed say?  
 
Here’s something you might not 
know about icons and other 
works of sacred art: They often 
have rich, sometimes deep, the-
ological symbolism embedded in 
them.  
 
The image of “Christ Panto-
crator” (Christ “Almighty” or 
“Lord of Hosts”) is a famous icon 
of Christ. In this classic image 
(right), Jesus is often shown 
teaching from the word and has 
one hand posed in a particular 
way. That pose makes for a 
good bridge from last week’s 
material to this week’s session: 
The thumb and two fingers 
touching represent the Trinity. 
The two extended fingers represent the dual nature of Christ. 
Sometimes the fingers are crossed a bit, forming a kind of “X”, 
which mimics the Greek letter X (Chi), the first letter in the Greek 
name for Christ, “Christos” (Χριστος), pronounced “HREE-stohs” 
or “KREE-stohs.” 

 
The dual nature of Christ: both fully and completely 
divine, while at the same time fully and completely 
human, yet without sin. We know and believe that 
Jesus was both divine and human. But how did 
that doctrine come about? And what kind of lan-
guage can we use to articulate it? 

What was the purpose of the Incarnation? Cyril writes, “For this 
[purpose], that by the likeness that the Word born from God had 
with us, the law of sin in the members of our flesh could be con-
demned, and so that in the likeness of the death of the one who 
knew no death, death might be destroyed” (see Rom 7:23-8:2; 1 
Cor 15:26; 2 Tim 1:10). 
 
Cyril’s bottom line: “If the Word of God did not become flesh, or 
rather did not undergo birth from a woman according to the flesh, 
that would only serve to bankrupt the economy of salvation.” 
How can Christ’s blood save us “if it was in reality only that of an 
ordinary man subject to sin?” We can’t be saved if the Word did-
n’t become what we are. 
 
Whatever happened to Nestorius? 
 
In the end, Nestorius’ opponents found that his views were too 
close to the heresy of “adoptionism,” that Christ was born a man 
and later adopted as God’s son. For Nestorius, the human and 
the divine natures of Christ were separate and the bringing to-
gether of divinity and humanity were, in his words, an 
“association.” An association, rather than a complete and ineffa-
ble combining of the two, cannot save. Nestorius was declared 
an heretic. 
 
Finally, what does the Creed teach us about the dual 
nature of Christ? 
 
Take another stroll through the Nicene Creed (read it together) 
and talk a bit about what it says about the Christ’s humanity and 
divinity.  
 
We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of 
heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.  
 
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, 
eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from 
Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one 
Being with the Father; through him all things were made. 
For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven, 
was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and be-
came truly human. For our sake he was crucified under Pon-
tius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the third 
day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he as-
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1. Was God born of Mary, or only a man?  
2. Did God die on the cross, or only a man?  
3. Should the human nature of Christ be worshiped?  
 
All three of these questions found themselves tied up in the de-
bate between Cyril and Nestorius, and here’s how the debate 
worked itself out:  
 
If Mary did not bear God— if in the Incarnation Jesus was not 
divine— then He did not have the power to save; if Jesus was 
not also fully human, His transforming power would not be trans-
mitted to humankind. 
 
The Church Fathers realized that Jesus must possess a human 
soul along with a human body if a human was to be saved. Why? 
Not only is a soul a basic element of a person, but the soul as 
well as the body are partners in sin and, therefore, the whole hu-
man person is at fault before God.  
 
Jesus HAD to be both fully divine and fully human, yet, of course, 
without sin.  
 
Walking through some of Cyril’s logic… 
 
Perhaps looking at a bit of Cyril’s 
beautiful writing will help us better un-
derstand and articulate the dual nature 
of Christ. Here are some key points to 
consider: 
 
Cyril was upset by Nestorius’ unwill-
ingness to say that Mary was the 
bearer of God and charged him with 
undercutting “the mystery of the flesh-
ly economy of the Only begotten.” For 
Cyril, this meant that Nestorius was 
guilty of not preserving the wonder 
and ineffable mystery of the Incarna-
tion. 
 
Why was human and divine combined in Christ? “The Word 
[made flesh] did not disdain the poverty of human nature be-
cause he wished to make that flesh which was held in the grip of 
sin and death evidently superior to sin and death.”  

Our old friend, the Church Father Athanasius, often described 
the truth of Christ’s divinity as “ineffable”— incapable of descrip-
tion. But this is important: It was on the basis of what he and oth-
er Church Fathers thought was undeniable biblical testimony that 
they fiercely defended Christ’s deity. 
 
As we have seen in our other studies, the Church affirmed the 
divinity of Christ in the Nicene Creed when the Council of Con-
stantinople met in the late 4th century, but it really wasn’t the end 
of the debate. Even today quasi-Christian religious sects don’t 
affirm the divinity of Christ.  
 
Why is this the case? Partly because the mo-
ment you affirm that the person Jesus is also 
God incarnate, several very important (and 
seemingly insurmountable) questions arise. For 
example: How can this be? How does it “work?” 
Is Jesus really human— does He have a hu-
man mind, will, soul, and body?  
 
And the debate didn’t stop there. What about Jesus’ divine na-
ture? How could the human “part” be reconciled with the divine 
“part”? Is it right to even call them “parts”? How can divinity and 
humanity fully and genuinely exist in the same person? And how 
can you best describe a reality that, in the end, is ineffable? 
 

In this session, we’re going to look briefly at the 
work of two figures of the early church, Cyril of 
Alexandria, and Nestorius, the main theological 
antagonist of Cyril. The two battled each other for 
years, and taking a look at their debate will help 
us better understand and articulate the powerfully 
important doctrine of the dual nature of Christ. 

 
It’s important to note— and let this be a warning to us— that 
Nestorius, whose name is now forever attached to the heresy he 
unwittingly promoted, was not evil— nor did he desire to lead 
anyone astray. He’s been called (apart from his “contentious 
spirit” and hubris) a genuinely “great Christian.” He was at one 
time the leader of the church in Constantinople. But Nestorius 
had a very difficult time reconciling some things about Jesus and 
in his zeal to articulate and promote his understanding, he 
jumped to some heretical conclusions. 
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First, some Bible basics on the dual nature of Christ:  
 
Jesus has two distinct natures: divine and human. 
Jesus is the Word who was God and was with 
God and was made flesh (John 1:1,14; 1 John 
1:1). The person of Jesus is both a human and 
divine, God and man. The divine nature was not 
changed when the Word became flesh (John 
1:1,14; Phil 2:6). Instead, the Word was joined 
with humanity (Col. 2:9). Jesus' divine nature 
was not altered. Also, Jesus is not merely a 
man who "had God within Him" nor is he a 
man who "manifested the God principle." He is 
God in flesh, second person of the Trinity. "The Son is the ra-
diance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, 
sustaining all things by his powerful word" (Heb. 1:3). 
 
Jesus could lay claim to the glory He had with the Father before 
the world was made (John 17:5), claim that He descended from 
heaven, (John 3:13), and also claim omnipresence, (Matt. 28:20). 
 
Jesus is one person with two natures. This is why He would grow 
in wisdom and stature (Luke 2:52) yet know all things (John 
16:30, 21:17). He is the Divine Word that became Incarnate. He 
is both the Son of God (John 1:18, 49; 3:16-18; 5:18; Matt 16:16; 
Mark 1:1) and the Son of Man (John 1:51; 5:27; Matt 8:20; 12:18; 
16:13, 27-28; Luke 12:8; 22:69; Acts 7:56). 
 
1 Tim. 2:5 says, "For there is one God, and one mediator also 
between God and men, the man Christ Jesus." Right now, there 
is a man in heaven on the throne of God (Heb 1:3; 10:12; 12:2; 
Mk 16:19; Acts 7:55). He is our advocate with the Father (1 John 
2:1; Heb 8:1; Rom 8:34). He is our Savior (Titus 2:13). He is our 
Lord (Rom. 10:9-10). 
 
Now, Some Biographical Data: 
 
Cyril of Alexandria (c. 376-444) Bishop of Alexandria when the 
city was at its most influential in the Empire. Cyril wrote exten-
sively and was a leading protagonist in the Christological contro-
versies of the later 4th and 5th centuries. He was a central figure 
in the First Council of Ephesus in 431, which led to the deposition 
of Nestorius as Archbishop of Constantinople. 
 

Nestorius (c. 386–451) Archbishop of Constantinople and con-
sidered the originator of the Christological heresy known as Nes-
torianism. He distinguished between the logos (“divine nature”) 
and Christ (the Son) calling it an “association” of divine and hu-
man nature. He refused to attribute the human acts and the suf-
ferings of Jesus to the divine nature, arguing that God could not 
suffer on the cross. 
 
A Little Background for You... 
 
What does “Theotokos” mean 
(pronounced “Theee-oh-TOKE-
ohse”)? As you read about the de-
bates between Cyril and Nestorius, 
you’ll see the term “Theotokos”, 
which translated means “Mother of 
God” or “God Bearer” or “The One 
Who Gives Birth to the One Who is 
God”. It’s a Greek term that began to 
be applied to the Virgin Mary in the 
fourth and fifth centuries. The term 
was widely used by the Church Fa-
thers and is still used primarily in the 
Eastern Orthodox Church. 
 
Now part of Nestorius’ concern was that appropriate honoring of 
Mary was beginning to border on the worship of Mary— a legiti-
mate concern, we might say. But in his zeal to stamp out any talk 
of calling Mary the “God-bearer,” Nestorius wondered into some 
very dangerous theological territory. 
 

The essential question that this “God-bearer” issue raised 
was this: Exactly what occurred in the Incarnation of the 
Son of God? By the time of the Nestorian conflict, the 

Council of Nicaea had already used the Greek term homoousios 
to declare that the Father and Son shared the same divine es-
sence or substance. Now how was the Church to describe and 
understand the personhood of God in Christ? 
 
The 4th and 5th century Christian church wrestled with these re-
sulting issues, and Nestorius didn’t make it any easier: 
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