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The Problem of Person and Personhood

AULTY THEOLOGY IS DANGEROUS THEOLOGY. Intellectually holding to proper theology

yet not letting it sink into the warp and woof of life is also dangerous.

This is true when confessing a biblically orthodox view of the Incarnation
but ignoring its implications for everyday life. Note the statement below.

The flesh of Christ was not conceived in the womb of the Virgin apart
from the deity (non sine divinitate conceptam in utero Virginis) and before
she was overshadowed by the Logos, but the divine Logos Himself was
conceived by the reception of His flesh, and the very flesh of the Logos was
conceived in the incarnation.'

Written by sixth century North African bishop Fulgentius, it stresses that the Divine
Word (Logos), the second person of the Trinity, did not assume an already formed
human conceptus in Mary’s womb but instead assumed human nature at the very
moment of conception.

One thousand years later, the sixteenth-century Lutheran Confessors would
teach that Christ’s assumed human nature always possessed the majesty of his divine
nature and that Christ “possessed this majesty from his conception in the womb of
his mother.”” Just as there never was a time when the divine Logos did not exist,
there was never a time when Jesus’ conceptus was not God and man in one person.

This has been the orthodox teaching on the incarnation from very early times.
Yet, how many Christians know how this teaching answers a central question about
the moment person and personhood occur? Just as Jesus was God and man in one
person at the moment of conception, I hope to show that person and personhood
begin at the moment of conception for all humans. At no time in the womb does a new
human life lack being a genuine, authentic person, whether as a zygote, blastocyst,
embryo, or fetus. These terms “describe stages of biological human development
and as such, do not describe the development info a human person.”” This is critical.
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Today, Christians live in a world that denies person and personhood to certain
human beings, particularly the unborn. Lutheran ethicist Gilbert Meilaender explains:

Over the last several decades ... the term “personhood” has often been
used to deny protection to the developing fetus. The word points to a set of
capacities—usually including consciousness and self-awareness, ability to
feel pain, at least some minimal capacity for relationship with others, and
perhaps some capacity for self-motivated activity. “Personhood” became
something a living human being may or may not possess, and the class of
persons becomes smaller—perhaps considerably smaller—than the class
of living human beings.*

In other words, the terms person and personhood in use today are given to others
because of something they possess rather than who or what they are.

For example, note the following description of the terms “human” and “person,”
written by theologian and philosopher ethicist James S. Walters.

Human and person are not equivalent terms. For example, I do not think
that a human conceptus qualifies as a person and neither does a human who
is irretrievably beyond consciousness—say, a patient in a truly permanent
coma. That is, neither a conceptus nor a permanently comatose patient
possesses self-consciousness and therefore neither qualifies for the moral
status of person.’

Many Christians embrace this descriptive difference. What has happened to bring
many to the point that, while they hold to Jesus’ true deity and humanity in one
person, they also hold to the idea that “human and person are not equivalent terms”
and that certain humans do not qualify “for the moral status of person”?

The Historic Church and the Meaning of Person

ORTHODOX SCHOLAR JOHN ZiziouLas examines the problem. “The concept of the
person,” he writes, has been detached “from theology” and united “with the idea of
an autonomous morality or with an existential philosophy which is purely human-
istic.”® Zizioulas calls the Church to the awareness that “person both as a concept
and as a living reality is purely the product of patristic thought.”” In other words,
the term developed within the Church. For this reason, knowing the history behind
the word is critically important.

The English word person has its roots in the Greek word npécwmov [prospon]
and the Latin persona. The Greek word, depending on the context, can mean: “the
front part of the head,” as in “face, countenance,” or it can be used figuratively as
“personal presence or relational circumstance.” It can also mean “entire bodily

74 Verba Vitae * Vol. 1, No. 3-4 + Autumn/Winter 2024



presence, person.” In addition, it can mean “the outer surface of something,” as well
as describing “that which is present in a certain form or character to a viewer,” thus
the translation “external things” or “appearance.”® The Septuagint’ often uses the
word npoécwnov to translate the Hebrew 0219 (pnm), face as in Psalm 26:8-9."° The
word could also be used for “mask” in a theater and thus for an actor’s dramatic part
or character." The Latin persona also means a “mask” used in a theater, “and hence
the role, the character that the actor plays.”'> At the same time, the Latin persona
“came to designate the human individual in [his/her] particularity.”'?

Thus, Christianity did not invent the words prospon and persona. They were
common everyday words in the ancient Greco-Roman world. However, the early
Christians used these words in their theological reflection and, in doing so, as
Emmanuel Housset stresses, “brought to light a radically new sense of the person,
that is neither Greek nor Latin, even if it was prepared in Greek and transmitted
in Latin.”!* The early Christians bequeathed this new sense to the languages that
would birth the English language.

The concept of person began to take on a Christian shape in the Trinitarian
battles and the debates over Christology. The reworking of the word would affect
its use until recent times. Beginning with such Latin theologians as Tertullian,'s the
word persona came to be used to describe how God could be one and yet three.
In his writings, he does not use the word person in the Roman “juristic sense of a
title-holder but in the metaphysical sense of a concrete individual or a self.”!®

The development of person does not stop with the Trinity. The concept is further
developed in Christology and the view concerning the two natures in Christ. The
one person of Christ is described as having two natures, divine and human. This
person is seen as more than the characteristics of either “nature.” “The distinction
between personhood and human nature means that one cannot simply ground the
personhood in any natural characteristics—including the body, consciousness, soul,
or will—for such a move would violate the principles of traditional Christology.”"”

Secular and Heretical Views of Christ’s Person

HOWEVER, IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY, John Locke would “influence the way in
which philosophers conceive of ‘persons’ and personal identity, and Locke’s account
continues to be a mainstay of analytical philosophies of personal identity.”'® As Lydia
Jaeger notes, Locke taught that “rationality, self-awareness and memory constituted
the person.”"” She continues: “What is striking in these proposals is the return to a
definition by the nature of the individual: persons are once again defined by traits,
most often by their intellectual capacities, or even their cerebral activity.”?® This
causes confusion as to when a human being becomes or is no longer a person. To
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ground “personhood in biological or cultural characteristics,” as James Thieke notes,
“one risks making personhood a contingent reality, in which one’s personhood can
change (or even disappear) with the changes in one’s body or mind.”?!

Today, the majority view concerning person and personhood has taken on mean-
ings directly contrary to a Christian view of person and personhood developed in
the Christian world through its Trinitarian theology and Christological language.?

Christians who hold to the historic Christian faith should not be confounded
by today’s interpretation of what makes someone a person and thus what defines
personhood. Instead, the view of the person as understood by historic Christianity
should govern how the biblically orthodox Christian thinks. This in turn should
determine how the Christian evaluates abortion and other life issues. Abortion fails
the litmus test of the Christological position of classical orthodox Christianity. The
idea of aborting the human zygote/embryo/fetus because it has not reached the status
of personhood, as is often held today, would have a better chance among various
Christological heresies,® such as Gnosticism, Adoptionism, Arianism, Nestori-
anism, or Apollinarianism.** On the other hand, it is logically and theologically
challenging® for this thinking to exist within the historic Christological view of
the two natures in the one Christ existing from the moment of conception. Today’s
conception of person and personhood is simply incompatible with historic orthodox
Christianity.?® So, this apologetic for the human person must discuss the historical
orthodox Christological view.

However, the heresies mentioned above must be briefly described first.

* Gnosticism holds that while Jesus may be divine, he certainly was not
physically human since the divine would never have anything to do
with the physical. Jesus thus becomes a phantom. He may seem to be
human, but he is not.?”’

» Adoptionism holds that Jesus was a man who, at some point in his life,
was adopted as the Son of God and thus could bear the title divine in
an honorary way, but he was not the true God.*®

¢ Arianism stresses that it is not the one God who became flesh in Jesus,
but rather the first created and highest of all creatures known as the
“Logos” or “Word.” This Being, a quasi-semi god, took on flesh in
the historical Jesus. Jesus ended up being neither fully God nor fully
human, but as J. W. C. Wand notes, “like Mohammed’s coffin, hovered
between earth and heaven belonging to neither.””

» Nestorianism, while stressing the divine and human natures in Christ,
separates these natures to the point that what they have in common is
only a moral agency of the will. Mary gives birth to the human Jesus

76 Verba Vitae * Vol. 1, No. 3-4 + Autumn/Winter 2024



but not to God himself. The human nature becomes the carrier for the
divine nature.*® Some have described it as being like two boards glued
together. The only thing connecting the boards is glue. Otherwise,
they have nothing to do with each other. Nestorius himself would only
partially fall into this category, but full-blown Nestorianism seems to
have the potential to treat the two natures in this way. Nestorius could
even be accused of a type of Adoptionism. As Roger Olson writes,
“Nestorius simply replaced the adopting one with the Logos (rather
than the Father). The Logos, the eternal Word of God, adopted the man
Jesus as his partner, so to speak, and that partnership constituted the
incarnation. Only it didn’t, said the critics. Being a ‘partner’ with God
does not make one God.”!

* Apollinarianism teaches that God takes the place of the human rational
soul (i.e., mind) in Jesus. Thus, as C. FitzSimons Allison notes, Apolli-
narianism destroys “something of the humanity” of Jesus.?? Jesus ends
up being God controlling a human body. But God has not truly become
incarnate, nor is Christ truly and fully human.

What does all the above have to do with personhood and abortion? How can a
correct Christology help Christians deepen their understanding that it is theologi-
cally untenable for someone claiming to be a biblical, orthodox believer in Christ
to speak as if the zygote, embryo, or fetus in the womb is not yet a person and thus
may be aborted?

The answer to these questions can be comprehended if one understands what
would have happened if Jesus had been born today and his mother had aborted him
while in her womb. What if Mary had asserted her “rights” to her own body and
treated the developing zygote, embryo, or fetus in her womb as not possessing any
personhood, giving him a right to live? In the case of the Gnostic Jesus, nothing
would have happened since Jesus was not born but merely appeared on the scene
at a particular time in history, and his appearance was only as a phantom. In the
case of Adoptionism, only the human zygote/embryo/fetus in the womb would
have been aborted, but this would have had nothing to do with God since God had
not yet adopted him to be his Son. In any case, even with being adopted as God’s
“Divine Son,” Jesus would still not have been God come in the flesh. In the case
of Arianism, the zygote/embryo/fetus in the womb of Mary is neither fully human
nor God. The abortion of the Nestorian Jesus would have only affected the human
nature. This would be because there is only a moral uniting of the will between the
human and divine, not an actual uniting in one person. The aborted Apollinarian
Jesus would only have been a partially human zygote, embryo, or fetus, not quite
fully human, and God could have left it to start all over again. In the above cases,
the abortion would not have been of the God-man Jesus.*
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The Ecumenical Creeds and Christ’s Person

ON THE OTHER HAND, WHAT WOULD an abortion have done to the historic orthodox Jesus?
One must know how historic orthodox Christianity views Jesus in its authoritative
Scriptures and creeds to answer this.

The Apostles’ Creed confesses Jesus as God the Father’s “only begotten son”
and that Jesus “was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary.” Notice
what Scottish theologian Thomas F. Torrance states concerning this section of the
Creed and how it intersects with life in the womb.

This article of the creed is particularly relevant for our discussion here. It
acknowledges as one of the central truths of the Christian faith that in his
Incarnation in which the Lord Jesus assumed our human nature, gathering up
all the stages and healing them in his own human life, including conception,
he thereby gave the human embryo a sacred inviolable status from the very
beginning of his or her creaturely existence. For Christians this excludes the
drawing of an arbitrary line at some stage in the development and growth
of human being before birth, marking off a period when tampering with
the human embryo in any way is deemed permissible.**

The Nicene Creed, the most agreed-upon creed in historic Christianity, confesses
the following.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of
the Father before all worlds [God of God], Light of Light, very God of very
God, begotten, not made, being of one substance [essence] with the Father;
by whom all things were made; who, for us men and for our salvation, came
down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy [Spirit] of the Virgin
Mary, and was made man....*

Here, the deity of Christ is proclaimed, and his humanity is also stressed. However,
the creed has no precise definition concerning the union of the human and divine
natures in the one person of Jesus Christ. That would come after the theological
battles over Apollinarianism, Nestorianism, and Eutychianism.

On the other hand, the later Athanasian Creed is highly detailed.

Who, although he is God and man, is nevertheless not two but one Christ.
He is one however, not by the transformation of his divinity into flesh, but
by the taking up of his humanity into God; one certainly not by confusion
of substance, but by oneness of person. For just as rational soul and flesh
are a single man, so, God and man are a single Christ.*

God does not change. He is not converted into flesh. Instead, the human nature is
taken “up ... into God.” This means that Jesus is both truly human and God in one
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person from conception. The orthodox Christian can say with Fulgentius that “the
very flesh of the Logos was conceived in the incarnation.”’ Because of this union,
the Apostle Paul can say to the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:28: “Pay careful attention
to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers,
to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood.”*® God does
not have blood. Yet here, Paul speaks concerning the blood of God. This can be
done only because of the union of the two natures in the person of the one Christ,
and this union took place in conception.

The Chalcedonian Definition of A.D. 451 describes what happened when the
Word became flesh in Jesus. While the definition following does not answer the
“how” of the mystery of the incarnation, it does seek to protect the mystery. It
stresses Christ as fully God and fully human in one person.

Therefore, following the holy Fathers, we all with one accord teach men to
acknowledge one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once complete
in Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God and truly man, consisting
also of a reasonable soul and body; of one substance [6poovoiog] with
the Father as regards his Godhead, and at the same time of one substance
with us as regards his manhood; like us in all respects, apart from sin; as
regards his Godhead, begotten of the Father before the ages, but yet as
regards his manhood begotten, for us men and for our salvation, of Mary
the Virgin, the God-bearer [BeotoK0g] one and the same Christ, Son, Lord,
Only-begotten, recognized in TWO NATURES, WITHOUT CONFUSION,
WITHOUT CHANGE, WITHOUT DIVISION, WITHOUT SEPARATION
[€v D0 @VoESIY, AoVYXOT®G, ATPENTOC, AdLPLT®S, dympiotwc];® the
distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but rather the
characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming together to form
one person and subsistence [0mOcTOG1G], not as parted or separated into
two persons, but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God the Word,
Lord Jesus Christ, even as the prophets from earliest times spoke of him,
and our Lord Jesus Christ himself taught us, and the creed of the Fathers
has handed down to us.*’

Notice that the historic orthodox Church calls the mother of Jesus the Theotokos,*!
the bearer of God. The Latin words translating Theotokos are Mater Dei, ‘“Mother
of God.” Scripture teaches that God is not a creature but the Creator. He cannot be
born. He has no origin. He has always been. He is eternal. Yet in the one person of
Jesus, the fertilized egg in the womb of Mary is not only truly and fully human but
also truly and fully God. Thus, Mary gives birth to no mere human being, but to
one who is both God and human in one person, whom theologians have called the
theanthropic** Christ. For this to be true, God had to be fully and intimately united
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to this human nature from conception. This is what the incarnation is all about. God
the Logos did not unite himself to an already formed human nature in the womb of
Mary. Nor did God, at the moment of conception, begin gradually uniting himself
to the human nature.* To teach these ideas is heresy. Instead, from the very moment
of conception, God the Word and a human nature are one person. Therefore, John
of Damascus can write:

For the divine Word was not made one with flesh that had an independent
pre-existence, but taking up His abode in the womb of the holy Virgin, He
unreservedly in His own subsistence took upon Himself through the pure
blood of the eternal Virgin a body of flesh animated with the spirit of reason
and thought, thus assuming to Himself the first-fruits of man’s compound
nature, Himself, the Word, having become a subsistence in the flesh. So that
He is at once flesh, and at the same time flesh of God the Word, and likewise
flesh animated, possessing both reason and thought. Wherefore we speak
not of man as having become God, but of God as having become Man. For
being by nature perfect God, He naturally became likewise perfect Man:
and did not change His nature nor make the dispensation an empty show,
but became, without confusion or change or division, one in subsistence
with the flesh, which was conceived of the holy Virgin, and animated with
reason and thought, and had found existence in Him, while He did not change
the nature of His divinity into the essence of flesh, nor the essence of flesh
into the nature of His divinity, and did not make one compound nature out
of His divine nature and the human nature He had assumed.*

A little over 800 years later, theologian Martin Chemnitz would echo John of
Damascus when he wrote, “As soon as the flesh began fo exist (inceperet existere),
through the assumption or union it at once (iam) became the flesh of the divine
Logos Himself.”*

Even biology confirms that from the very beginning that that which is in the
womb is human, albeit one that must grow and develop. Thomas F. Torrance notes:
“The human being is already genetically complete in the womb from the moment
of conception, when the body and soul of the new human being grow together
within the womb of the mother and in living relation with her.”* The problem with
considerable thinking in today’s world is that while the zygote/embryo/fetus may
be considered human, many will not assign personhood to it until certain conditions
are met. However, not everyone agrees on what those conditions are. If we look at
Jesus, we find that his full personhood begins at the moment of conception.

The Holy Scriptures and Christ’s Person

Jonn BEGINS HIs GosPEL with the following declaration in John 1:1-4, 14, 16-18:
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! In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God. 2He was in the beginning with God. * All things were made through
him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. *In him was
life, and the life was the light of men...."* And the Word became flesh and
dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from
the Father, full of grace and truth....! For from his fullness we have all
received grace upon grace. 7 For the law was given through Moses; grace
and truth came through Jesus Christ. ' No one has ever seen God; the only
God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known.

Verses 1-4 stress the deity of the Word (Aodyog ; Logos). Verse 1 emphasizes that
the Logos is and always has been God. Yet, it also distinguishes the Logos from
God the Father, which shows that even though the author, as a Jew, is a monothe-
ist, there are indications here of what would come to be later known as Trinitarian
Monotheism. In verse 3, this Word is the God who made all things. The high point
comes with verse 14. Here it is this God who “became flesh” and lived (éoxfvaoev)?’
among real humans. While the word “flesh” (cép&) in the Christian Scriptures has a
multiplicity of meanings, here in John 1:14, it “is a form of metonymy, indicating
the full humanity which the divine Logos assumes, a humanity that is embodied and
spirited.”*® God became truly human in Jesus. This full humanity was not something
that happened with birth, but while in Mary’s womb, from the moment when he
“became flesh” at conception.

In Luke 1:35, Mary asks the angel how she, as a virgin, can conceive and bear
a child. Note the angel’s response.

The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the
Son of God.

The child in the womb has yet to be born. He is 10 yevvapevov, “the one being born”
or “to be born.” Yet, in Mary’s womb, he is called “holy—the Son of God.” Even
the fetus of John the Baptist notices this truth. The reader is given an indication of
this when, in chapter 1:29-44, the Gospel writer describes what happened when
the six-month pregnant Elizabeth came in contact with the newly pregnant Mary.

¥1In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town
in Judah, **and she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth.
# And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her
womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, *>and she exclaimed
with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of
your womb! ¥ And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord
should come to me? * For behold, when the sound of your greeting came
to my ears, the baby (Bpépog) in my womb leaped for joy.
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Here, we have a fetus responding to a newly conceived life in another womb. Why?
Because the fetus in Elizabeth’s womb recognized this new life in Mary’s womb as
the Lord God come in the flesh. Two items in verse 39 are essential here.

First, Luke begins the Greek text of verse 29 with the word Avactaoca
(anastasa), which is an aorist participle of the Greek verb avietnut. The English
Standard Version (ESV) translates this word as “arose” in Luke 1:39. Luke uses this
word in his Gospel and the book of Acts “about sixty times against about twenty-two
times in the rest of [the New Testament].”** The word occurs hundreds of times in
the Septuagint.®® In various places, this word is used for preparing for a journey,’!
as we see in Luke 15:18, 20, Acts 10:20, and Acts 22:10.%

Second, Luke 1:39 tells us that this rising to prepare for a journey happened
“in those days” (év taic nuépaig tavtoig). Luke’s frequent use of this phrase in his
Gospel and Acts indicates his fondness for it.>* “In those days Mary arose and went
with haste” is used right after the annunciation to Mary by the Angel Gabriel that
she will conceive and give birth to a child who would “be called holy—the Son of
God.” Luke 1:38 records, “And Mary said, ‘Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let
it be to me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.” Immediately
after this, verse 39 declares: “In those days Mary arose and went with haste into
the hill country, to a town in Judah.” By using the words “in those days,” Plummer
believes that Luke is stressing this event to be “soon after the Annunciation. As the
projected journey was one of several days, it would require time to arrange it and
find an escort.”* So if Mary conceived at the time of the annunciation, and then
between preparation time and travel, it took Mary almost a week before she arrived
at her cousin Elizabeth’s home, then the child inside Mary would most likely still be
in the zygote stage.”® Graham Scott notes, “In this case, the Christ whom the unborn
John greeted was probably not even implanted in the womb. If so, the somewhat
more than six-month-old fetus to be named John responded to the arrival of a zygote
not even implanted in the wall of the womb.”*® Who was that zygote? It was he who
was God and human in one person.

Several ancient church fathers speak on this event in Luke. One of them, Max-
imus of Turin (died 408/423), describes what happened when the Bpépog (brephos)
in the womb (see Luke 1:44) came in contact with the zygote in Mary’s womb.

Not yet born, already he [John] prophesies and, while still in the enclosure
of his mother’s womb, confesses the coming of Christ with movements
of joy since he could not do so with his voice. For Elizabeth says to holy
Mary: As soon as you greeted me, the child in my womb exulted for joy.
John exults, then, before he is born, and before his eyes can see what the
world looks like he can recognize the Lord of the world with his spirit. In
this regard I think that the prophetic phrase is apropos which says: Before
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1 formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you came forth from the
womb I sanctified you. Thus we ought not to marvel that, after he was put
in prison by Herod, from his confinement he continued to announce Christ
to his disciples, when even confined in the womb he preached the same
Lord by his movements.*’

New Testament scholar Arthur Just notes that the word “Bpépoc” (brephos) in
verse 41

is used for babies both before and after birth, implying that an unborn child
is a fully human person. The word occurs eight times in the NT, six of which
are in Luke-Acts. It refers to John the Baptist while in his mother’s womb
in Lk 1:41, 44; to Jesus after his birth in Lk 2:12, 16; to the young children
brought to Jesus in Lk 18:15; and to newborn babies in Acts 7:19, 1 Pet 2:2.
St. Paul describes Timothy as knowing the Scriptures dmo Bpépovg, “from
[the time he was an] infant” (2 Tim 3:15).%

Just concludes that “the biblical usage of this term has important ramifications
for human-life issues. It supports—even mandates—a concern for the sanctity of
human life from conception onward and makes disregard for such life morally
reprehensible.”

Martin Chemnitz describes this incarnation of God in Jesus using the technical
language of sixteenth-century Lutheran theology.

This union is so intimate, individual, inseparable, and indissoluble that
the divine nature of the Logos neither wills nor is able nor ought to be
considered, sought, or comprehended outside this union with the flesh, but
rather within this most closely knit union. And the assumed flesh must be
considered, sought, and apprehended only within the intimate embrace of
the assuming Logos and not outside of Him; not because the Logos did
not exist previously in Himself as a proper, individual, and perfect person,
nor as if that individual body of the assumed nature subsisted in itself and
existed before and outside the union at some time as a proper and peculiar
person, but because the hypostasis of the Son of God which existed from
eternity, out of divine kindness, assumed into the unity of His own person
that body (massa) of human nature, devoid of its own personality, in the
very moment when it was first conceived and formed.®

What Chemnitz articulates should remind any orthodox Christian that, had
Mary aborted Jesus, she would not have aborted a “mere” human zygote, embryo,
or fetus, a human nature with no personhood, but rather a human nature that was
united in a most intimate way to the divine Logos. For Jesus, personhood began the
moment he was conceived. Thus, Christian ethicist Gilbert Meilaender can state
“that in the child conceived in, carried by, and born to Mary God has taken the whole
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of our bodily development into his own life....”*" Steven Mueller, in his Called to
Believe, Teach, and Confess: An Introduction to Doctrinal Theology, agrees with
Meilaender, when he writes that “from the moment of conception [Christ] grew as
an ordinary child in the womb. After a normal human gestation, he was born as all
other humans are born.”%* Note these two scholars’ words: “from the moment of
conception” and “a normal human gestation.”

Should this not communicate something about the personhood of any human
zygote/embryo/fetus? Some would answer negatively since the incarnation of God
in Jesus vastly differs from the conception of a mere human being. One is someone
who is God and human in one person. All others who are conceived are simply
human. However, if the human nature in the womb of Mary was fully human and
had personhood from the moment of his conception, then dare we consider that
personhood for any human zygote/embryo/fetus begins also at any time other than
conception? Had Mary aborted Jesus, she would have done so to the one who was
God and man from the very moment of conception.®® Personhood was there from
the beginning. The fact that God deemed it necessary to become incarnate the very
instant Mary conceived should highlight the importance of any human conception.
God became incarnate in Jesus to rescue his fallen creation from the results of its
sin. Since our problem with sin begins at conception, the one who was to rescue us
was God and man from conception. In Psalm 51:5, the writer declares, “Behold, I
was brought forth in iniquity, And in sin my mother conceived me.”*

Psalm 51:5 is one of the classical biblical texts for the doctrine of original or
inherited sin. David is “indicating that he is in that common stream of mankind
where all, from the moment of birth, are sinners.”® The human race’s sin problem
has been with each of us since our conception. Thus, the Savior from sin had to be
God and man in one person from the very beginning of conception. He became like
us in every way, except he was holy, without sin.

Note how Hebrews 2:14-17 speaks to us:

14 Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, ie himself likewise
partook of the same things,* that through death he might destroy the one
who has the power of death, that is, the devil," and deliver all those who
through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery. '* For surely it is not
angels that he helps, but he helps the offspring of Abraham. 7 Therefore he
had to be made like his brothers in every respect,”’ so that he might become
amerciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation
for the sins of the people.

Jesus “partook of the same things” as all human beings. The Greek text says,
“he in like manner partook of them.” Again, “he had to be made like his brothers
in every respect.” Here, the Greek can be translated as, “For which reason he was
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obligated in accordance with all things to be made like the [his] brothers.” Wouldn’t
this mean from the time of his conception and not merely from the time of his birth?%*
Does this not concern who we were in our mother’s wombs from conception?®® Does
this not speak concerning the importance of every human being from the time of
his or her conception? If God chose to “become flesh” from the very moment of
conception, what does that show us about how he values any human conception?

God loved human beings enough to become incarnate in Christ from the mo-
ment of his conception. By doing this, God was being “made like his brothers in
every respect” so that he might “make propitiation for the sins of the people.” Or,
as the Apostle Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:19, 21: “God was in Christ reconciling
the world to Himself, not counting their trespasses against them.... He made Him
who knew no sin zo be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness
of God in Him.””

What This Means for the Biblical Christian

A PROPER VIEW OF CHRISTOLOGY should affect how we define personhood and thus
our views on abortion and other life issues. God became incarnate at the moment of
conception because we, from the moment of our conception, were human persons
affected by sin. We needed the theanthropic Jesus to pass through the entire cycle of
life so that our entire cycle of life might be cleansed. Seventeenth-century Lutheran
theologian Jerome Kromayer expressed this truth when he wrote, “Christ passed
through all stages of our life in order that He might thoroughly heal our sinful con-
ception and birth.””! Thus, while we are conceived with human natures infected by
sin (Psalm 51:5), Jesus is conceived with a perfect and holy human nature (Matthew
1:20). Ultimately, the person of Jesus does the work of atonement on behalf of the
world. This work begins with the conception of Jesus in the womb and continues
through his life, suffering, death, and resurrection. Well over one hundred years
ago, Lutheran theologian John Schaller wrote, “While it is idle to speculate upon
the nature of the generative act of the Holy Ghost, it may safely be described from
its effects as a segregation of one living germ cell in the Virgin; its purification of a
soul from the substance of the mother’s soul; and the successive development of the
child’s body. Yet Mary was the true mother of Jesus, even as he is true man.”’? All
this, from conception, birth, crucifixion, death, and resurrection, was as the Nicene
Creed says “for us and our salvation”!

In combating the heresy of Apollinarius, the fourth-century church father,
Gregory Nazianzus wrote: “The unassumed is the unhealed, but what is united with
God is also being saved.”” Gregory spoke in particular to Apollinarius’ denial that
Jesus was born with a human mind. However, Gregory’s words today also speak
to the conception of Jesus since if Mary truly is the Theotokos from conception,
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then the incarnation of Jesus did not begin with the birth of Jesus but rather with
his conception in the womb. God the Word had come to heal all of us, from our
conception in the womb as sinful to the very end of our lives. What is not assumed
is not healed. Our salvatory healing begins at the moment of our conception since
God himself was united in one person with the full human nature. As Gregory writes,
“Whoever says the human being was formed and then God put him on to wear him
is condemned: this is not God’s birth but the avoidance of birth.”*

God became like us in all things, including conception. He did this because, in
his great love, he was at work bringing about the salvation that heals us by beginning
with our beginning. If Jesus was true person at conception, then surely we, whom
he came to save, are also true persons.

Douglas V. Morton is Assistant Professor of Biblical Theology, Christ College, and
Associate Editor, Verba Vitae, Institute of Lutheran Theology.
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