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There once was a man who was Swiss,
Who explained in Christ's vicariousness,

He was not a mere man,
But the being of our clan,

Thus our nature's not ours but its his.

Synopsis

This essay is an evaluation of Barth’s ontological explanation of why Christ—opposed to anyone 

else—represents humanity  to God.  To begin  we will  note  that  there  are two aspects  of  Christ’s 
human nature  that  can be emphasised.  His union with abstract  human nature  or  his union with 

concrete human nature. Calvin emphasised the latter, which meant he could offer no  ontological 

explanation for Christ’s affect on other humans.

Barth emphasises Christ’s union with abstract human nature. This is argued from two important 
places in Church Dogmatics. He says that the Son is the knowledge of abstract human nature so that 

human  nature  is  more  Christ’s  than  ours.  He  also  says  that  Christ’s  concrete  human  nature  is 
ontologically different to our own because of its relationship to abstract human nature. Therefore all 

humans are ontologically derived from Christ. This gives Barth an ontological explanation of why 
Christ—as opposed to anyone else—can represent other humans.

The Scriptures can be read in such a way to support Barth’s conclusion, by positing Christ as 
the image of God which humans are made ‘according to’.  However,  the description of the Son’s 

assumption of human nature in the New Testament give no sense that we are ontologically derived 
from Christ’s human nature. Though this is a concern, Barth’s explanation can not be ruled out.
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1. Introduction

εἷς γὰρ θεός, εἷς καὶ μεσίτης θεοῦ καὶ ἀνθρώπων, ἄνθρωπος Χριστὸς
Ἰησοῦς, ὁ δοὺς ἑαυτὸν ἀντίλυτρον ὑπὲρ πάντων (1 Ti 2:5-6).

In  most  evangelical  discussions  of  Christ’s  divine  and  human  natures,  two  premises  are 
assumed. First, that Christ can represent God primarily because of his divine nature, and second, 

that Christ can represent humans because of his human nature. Thus hypostatic union of the divine 
nature with human nature is the theological grounds for Christ’s representative ability. The purpose 

of this essay is to begin thinking further about exactly  why Christ’s human nature means he—as 
opposed to anyone else—can represent other humans to God.

A thorough assessment of all the major options are unfortunately not within the scope of this 
essay. Therefore we shall begin this task by evaluating Karl Barth’s important explanation of Christ’s 

representative ability. Barth’s explanation is significant because it is grounded ontologically.

However, to begin evaluating Barth’s explanation, we will need to note the different philosophical 

presuppositions theologians have when talking about Christ’s human nature. When talking about the 
human nature which the Son assumed, some speak of it primarily as abstract, while others speak of 

it primarily as  concrete. Therefore to set Barth in context, we will first outline what we will call the 
simply-concrete model. This is the model which Calvin, and some who follow him, present. Calvin’s 

emphasis is on the Son’s assumption of concrete human nature, which is related to abstract human 
nature in the same sense that our natures are. Thus for Calvin, there is no ontological explanation of 

Christ’s representative ability. This allows us to turn to Barth.

Barth’s view we will call the concreted-abstract model. Barth argues that Christ’s human nature 

is significant compared to others because it is the concreted form of abstract human nature itself. In 
other words, the Son has assumed that abstract human nature we all participate in. This provides a 

justification for the significance of Christ’s human nature, because all humans are understood to be 
derived and constituted by it. In other words, Christ’s human nature is the primary substance which 

all humans are forms of.

Having  laid  out  this  concreted-abstract model,  we  will  try  to  find  justification  for  it  in  the 

Scriptures. First, we will try to argue for Christ as the ontological pattern for all humans from Genesis, 
Colossians 1 and the Adam-Christ arguments of Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15. These studies 

suggest that our human nature could be derived from Christ and that his ontological priority could be 
used  to  explain  his  representative  ability.  However,  we  will  then  address  the  New  Testament 
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passages which give us the clearest picture of in what sense the Son assumed human nature. We 

will argue that even though they give no sense of humans being derived from Christ’s nature, they do 
not ultimately invalidate Barth’s position.

The Christological areas this essay brushes up against are varied and massive. Therefore it is 

worth making clear that our discussion assumes the validity of Chalcedonian Christology. Chalcedon 
certainly does not put Christological debates to rest. However, we will be attempting to clarify one 

aspect of what it affirmed about the two natures of Christ.

It  is  the  writer’s  earnest  desire  to  properly  understand  these  very  important  Christian 

theologians, who have had such an impact in the hearts and minds of so many after them. Its been 
my goal not to misread or misrepresent them when trying to adduce their theological position upon 

something  they  have  not  necessarily  written  about.  It  may be  that  if  questioned  directly,  these 
theologians would have given a different response to the one I have argued they would give. All we 

have to go on however is the texts left behind. I only hope I am not far off.

It is also the writer’s intention to make this very abstract discussion as clear as possible. It is for 

this reason that we will make use of philosophical words and categories along the way, as well as 
illustrations and drawings where appropriate. This is not meant to compromise the academic rigour of 

this topic or the writers we shall engage with; rather, I hope that such tools will make reading less 
arduous and easier to follow.

1.1. A Philosophical Framework for Thinking about the Human Nature
Throughout  this  analysis of  Christ’s human nature,  we will  be discussing quite  philosophical 

concepts like ontology, essence, and of course, nature. Therefore it is worthwhile using philosophical 

categories of thought to interpret the arguments we will be addressing. There is an obvious danger in 
trying to apply foreign thought categories to an author, as it may only succeed in twisting the original 

author’s words. Barth himself warns that care must be taken not to introduce ‘the arbitrary errors of 
philosophical  systems’.1 However,  if  this  danger  is  understood,  using such categories  should  do 

nothing more than provide a set of standard language tools to discuss our theologian’s thoughts.

One such way of thinking about the human nature of Christ has been set out by Oliver Crisp. 

1 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, (G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance eds.; G. W. Bromiley  trans.; Edinbrurgh: T&T 
Clark, 1975), III:2, 17.
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Crisp notes the wide variety of ways the term nature can be used and understood before detailing 

two general options for talking about Christ’s human nature.2 Crisp, and others before him like Martin 
Chemnitz, suggest that theologians often speak of concrete and abstract views of the human nature 

of Christ.3 Crisp defines the two options as follows:

A concrete-nature view is one that states that Christ’s human nature is a concrete 
particular, perhaps a human body, but, traditionally, a human body and human soul 
distinct from the Word. An abstract-nature view says that Christ’s human nature is a 
property, or a set of properties, necessary and sufficient for being human.4

These  two  views should  not  be  thought  of  as  diametrically  opposed  opposites.  Both  views 
conceive of a particular concrete sarx (named Jesus and born of Mary in a stable). And both views 

usually have an abstract idea of human nature which Christ’s  sarx participates in.5 The difference 
however, is the emphasis, and this is very important.

The concrete-nature view emphasises ‘human nature’ as a  thing of matter—like a body or a 
zygote. The abstract-nature view emphasises ‘human nature’ as a property of being—it is the pattern 

after  which concrete humans are formed and constitutes them as being human.6 This raises the 
important  question of  what  we mean when we say things like:  ‘the Son of  God adopted human 

nature and united it with his divine nature in the unity of one person’.7 Is this ‘human nature’ simply 
referring to the particular  man Jesus?8 Or is ‘human nature’  referring to some universal essence 

which all humans have?9

Some theologians think about the incarnation more in terms of a particular man who is both the 

eternal Son and a real human (emphasis on concrete human nature). Other theologians think about 
the incarnation  more in terms of the union of God and ‘Humanity’  (emphasis on  abstract human 

2 Crisp, Divinity and Humanity, 38-40.
3 Crisp, Divinity and Humanity, 40. Martin Chemnitz, The Two Natures in Christ [1578], (Translated by J. A. O. Preus. 

Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1971), 32.
4 Crisp, Divinity and Humanity, 41.
5 See Brian Leftow, ‘A Timeless God Incarnate’ in The Incarnation (Stephen T Davis, Daniel Kendall & Gerald 

O’Collins eds.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 279. Chemnitz also concludes that both concrete and 
abstract views are usually thought together. Chemnitz, Two Natures, 32. Also Oliver Crisp, personal 
correspondence.

6 Crisp has noted in personal correspondence that we should note that such a discussion of abstract and concrete 
human nature does not imply a Nomonalist or Realist or Platonic view about ontology and metaphysicality. 
However, any discussion of abstract human nature, makes Nominalism an very difficult view to hold (i.e. positing 
individual abstract natures which are not universal). Therefore, abstract human nature is normally understood as a 
universal ‘idea’ which gives something the property of being human. Leftow ‘Timeless’, 278-9.

7 Donald G. Bloesch, Essentials of Evangelical Theology (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2006), 128.
8 Presumably in a way that avoids Nestorianism. See Alvin Plantinga, ‘On Heresy, Mind and Truth’, in Faith and 

Philosophy 16 (1999), 186-7.
9 Presumably in a way that avoids the Monophysite error.
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nature). 

It is worth noting the nigh level of ambiguity in this areas among scholarly discussions of Christ’s 
human nature. There is great difficulty trying to ascertain whether they mean human nature in an 

abstract  or  concrete  sense,  and  we  would  suggest  this  is  a  major  contributor  to  many 
misunderstandings  in  Christological  debates.  Two  particular  discussions  where  this  ambiguity  is 

especially unhelpful are the scope of the atonement and Christ’s fallen-ness. A greater level of detail 
in this area would greatly assist both sides of the debate.

Therefore the purpose of laying out these categories is to provide a helpful way of assessing 

what theologians like Calvin and Barth mean in their presentation of Christ’s human nature. As we 
look at how both Calvin and Barth understand the human nature of Christ, we will see they both have 

a place for concrete and abstract conceptions of the human nature of Christ. As we have indicated, 
they both think of  Christ’s abstract  human nature  in a universal  sense;  that  is,  as a property  or 

pattern shared by all humans. Calvin, we will argue, emphasises the Son’s assumed human nature 
as simply a concrete particular that participates in abstract human nature in the same sense we do. 

He is just like us in the manner in which he participates in abstract human nature. However this in 
itself provides no ontological reason for Christ’s representative significance for humanity. Barth, we 

will  argue,  emphasises the Son’s  assumed human nature  as the abstract  essence which we all 
participate  in.  Thus  for  Barth,  the  Son  has  assumed that  thing  which  we are  derived  from and 

constituted  by.  This  is  the  basis  of  Barth’s  ontological  reason  for  Christ  ability  to  represent  all 
humanity. 
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2. The Simply-Concrete Model: Calvin

ἐπεὶ οὖν τὰ παιδία κεκοινώνηκεν αἵματος καὶ σαρκός, 
καὶ αὐτὸς παραπλησίως μετέσχεν τῶν αὐτῶν, [...] οὐ γὰρ δήπου 

ἀγγέλων ἐπιλαμβάνεται ἀλλὰ σπέρματος Ἀβραὰμ ἐπιλαμβάνεται. (Heb 
2:14, 17)

The first model of thinking about Christ’s humanity and why it can represent humans is what we 
will call the simply-concrete model, as seen in John Calvin. Due to space, we will restrict the source 

of this comparison to Calvin’s Institutes, with the understanding that they were meant to be read in 
conjunction with his commentaries.  Our starting point  will  be Calvin’s own doctrine of the human 

nature assumed by the Word.

Approaching such an important theologian like Calvin and attempting to see what philosophical 

model  he affirms is  certainly  problematic.  Indeed,  it  is  worth  noting with McCormack that  Calvin 
‘never  set  forth  a  comprehensive  account  of  Christology  in  the  classical  sense  of  a  careful 

investigation into the ontological constitution of the Mediator’.10 However, Scholars like Allen have 
argued that one can ‘infer Calvin’s metaphysical structure’ and concludes that, ‘Calvin’s metaphysics 

[...]  requires study, particularly in the realm of Christology – providing helpful  parameters for  the 
ongoing  debate  over  Christ’s  human  nature’.11 Therefore  this  section  is  only  a  small  step  in  an 

attempt to do that.

2.1. Humanity and Christ’s Human Nature in Calvin
In Calvin’s presentation of his doctrine of man, he thinks of human nature as a universal, which 

all  concrete  humans  share  in  or  are  determined  by—including  Jesus.  Hence,  the  Son’s  human 
nature is thought of only in terms of its similarity with us. There is not sense of Christ’s connection to 

human nature being more than our own.

We will begin by looking at Calvin’s doctrine of man—and implicitly his doctrine of human nature. 

Calvin’s doctrine of man is grounded upon the scriptural witness of man both before and after the 
fall.12 Calvin’s argument therefore assumes a sense of consistency of human nature from the Garden 

10 Bruce L. McCormack, For Us and Our Salvation: Incarnation and Atonement in the Reformed Tradition, Studies in  
Reformed Theology and History 1.2 (Princeton: Princeton Theological Seminary, 1993), 6.

11 Michael R. Allen, ‘Calvin’s Christ: A Dogmatic Matrix for Discussion of Christ’s Human Nature’, IJST 9/4 (2007), 
383, 397. 

12 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Translated by Henry Beveridge. Electronic Ed. Originally published: 
Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1845-1846), I:xv:1.
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to  the  present  day.  In  other  words,  the  corrupt  state  of  post-fall  humans  does  not  affect  their 

relationship to abstract human nature.13 Parker makes this point by noting that, when speaking of 
mankind, Calvin is ‘careful not to say “his evil nature”’ but rather prefers speak of ‘the evil that is 

natural to him’.14 Calvin’s desire to keep man’s nature through the fall seems to be because he sees 
that man’s bearing of God’s image is what constitutes participation in human nature.

Therefore, as the image of God constitutes the entire excellence of human nature, 
as  it  shone  in  Adam  before  his  fall,  but  was  afterwards  vitiated  and  almost 
destroyed,  nothing  remaining  but  a  ruin,  confused,  mutilated,  and  tainted  with 
impurity, so it is now partly seen in the elect, in so far as they are regenerated by 
the Spirit.15

Here  Calvin  seems  to  think  of  human  nature  as  a  universal  property  (which  is  perfectly 

constituted by the image of God). The above quote would indicate that human nature exists in itself, 
as an abstract property that concrete humans have.  Being in the image of God constitutes their 

participation in this abstract human nature, and they continue to participate in that human nature—no 
matter how poorly they reflect its purpose. In other words, for Calvin, there is something that makes a 

man human that is outside himself. Therefore, we must ask: what is the relationship between this 
abstract human nature in itself  and the human nature that  the Son assumed? Here we move to 

Calvin’s doctrine of Christ as mediator.

Although  Calvin  has  spoken  about  Christ’s  divinity  in  I:xii:9-13,  the  clearest  point  for 

understanding in what sense the Word assumed human nature is in II:xii  and following.  Calvin’s 
doctrine of Christ’s human nature is set in the context of what is necessary for men’s salvation.16

The case was certainly desperate, if the Godhead itself did not descend to us, it 
being impossible for us to ascend. Thus the Son of God behoved to become our 
Emmanuel, the God with us; and in such a way, that by mutual union his divinity and 
our nature might be combined 17 (emphasis mine).

In Calvin’s mind then, for men to be saved from God’s wrath they required the Son to descend; 

taking human nature in such a way so as it could be raised to God’s presence.18 This descending of 
the Son results in 1) a mutual union of the Son’s divinity and our (human) nature; so that 2) we can 

truly say God is ‘with us’.19 Calvin speaks of this ‘union’ elsewhere as a ‘fellowship of our nature’:

13 See John Calvin, Calvin's Commentaries: John (Electronic ed., Albany: Logos Library System, 1998), Joh 3:6.
14 T. H. L. Parker, Calvin: An Introduction to His Thought, (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1995), 40.
15 Calvin, Institutes, I:xv:4.
16 Parker, Calvin, 64-65.
17 Calvin, Institutes, II:xii:1, Ii:xii:2.
18 Calvin, Institutes, II:xii:1.
19 Calvin, Institutes, II:xii:1.
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the Son of God holds out to us the hand of a brother, and that we are united to him 
by the fellowship of our nature, in order that, out of our low condition, he may raise 
us to heaven;20

The  question  we  are  interested  in  however,  is:  which  type  of  human  nature  is  Calvin 
emphasising  here?  When  Calvin  says  that  the  Son’s  divine  nature  and  our  human  nature  is 

‘combined’, does he mean human nature in a concrete or an abstract sense? It seems he is talking 
of human nature in the abstract sense. That is, the concrete flesh which the Son assumed has  a 

relationship with the universal property or pattern of human nature. 

So, what type of relationship does the divine Son have with abstract human nature? Here we 

come to one of the major distinctions between Calvin and Barth, which we will see later on. Whereas 
Barth identifies Christ with abstract  human nature  itself, Calvin thinks the Son simply assumes a 

concrete participator in abstract human nature. This is why we call it the simply-concrete model. We 
see this in his comment on Hebrews 2:16.

But we see that the Apostle’s meaning was very different, for his object was to teach 
us  that  we find  in  the  Son  of  God a  brother,  being  a partaker  of  our  common  
nature.21 (emphasis mine)

Here Calvin speaks of a ‘common nature’ of which all men partake in, and of which Christ also 

partakes in. The idea here, and throughout much of Calvin’s writings on the topic is what we might 
call horizontal similarity (or idem) of nature. In the incarnation Christ is ‘God with us’, but on the same 

horizontal level so to speak.22 That is, the Son is united to abstract human nature in the same sense 
that all humans are united to abstract human nature. 

The important thing to note since we will soon look at Barth is that Calvin does not venture into 
the idea that Christ’s human nature is somehow above or before ours. There is no concept that our 

human nature is less than his. Nor is there the thought that we all are made  from Christ’s human 
nature. Rather, Calvin’s soteriological principle makes such a concept invalid.

Who could do this unless the Son of God should also become the Son of man, and 
so receive what is ours as to transfer to us what is his, making that which is his by 
nature to become ours by grace? Relying on this earnest, we trust that we are the 
sons of God, because the natural Son of God assumed to himself a body of our 
body, flesh of our flesh, bones of our bones, that he might be one [idem] with us; he 
declined not to take what was peculiar to us, that he might in his turn extend to us 

20 John Calvin, Calvin's Commentaries: 1 Timothy, (Electronic ed., Albany: Logos Library System, 1998), 1 Ti 2:5.
21 John Calvin, Calvin's Commentaries: Hebrews, , (Electronic ed., Albany: Logos Library System, 1998), Heb 2:16.
22 Calvin, Institutes, II:xii:1, Ii:xii:2. See also, Calvin, Hebrews, 2:14; 1Timothy, 2:5, 2Corinthians, 5:16.
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what was peculiarly his own, and thus might be in common with us both Son of God 
and Son of man.23 (emphasis and Latin insert mine)

Again we see that even though Calvin thinks of human nature in an abstract sense, he only sees 
Christ as a concrete participator in that nature. The Son has assumed ‘a body’ and ‘flesh of our 

flesh’. Lest we think the translation ‘that he might be one with us’ is referring to some direct union 
with abstract human nature, the Latin Calvin uses is idem, indicating that Christ is the same with us. 

Therefore, Calvin’s emphasis is that the Son assumed concrete human nature. It is therefore similar 
to Martin Chemnitz’s view:

Nor  should  human  nature  be  considered  “as  taken  specifically,  for  He  did  not 
assume all persons,” that is, “the Logos did not assume the human nature in all 
individual human beings.” But He assumed one particular unit (massa) of human 
nature which was distinct from others by particular attributes. It did not subsist by 
itself individually before he assumed it, but it subsists in the person of the Logos as 
an individual as a result of the union in which it was assumed.24

It  appears then in Calvin’s mind there is no ontological  difference between Christ’s concrete 

human nature and our own; the only difference is that the Person of Christ is the uncreated Eternal 
Son of God. Thus the Son has taken on a man. The human nature of the Son is primarily that of a 

single concrete human.25 There is no thought of the Son’s human nature being any different than our 
own. Christ’s concrete human nature is related to abstract human nature in the same way that our 

own concrete human natures are. Just as we are related to the universal abstract human nature, so 
is the human nature of the eternal Son. In other words, Calvin’s emphasis is that Christ’s human 

nature is simply concrete.

2.2. What Reason is Given for Christ’s Significance?
It is at this point we can again raise the topic of our essay and ask whether Calvin’s presentation 

of Christ’s human nature provides any justification for Christ’s ability to represent humanity. For if 
Christ’s concrete human nature—in its relation to abstract human nature—is exactly the same as 

ours, why is it any more representative of humans than any other concrete human? Here we may 
see how Letham follows Calvin more explicitly. Letham argues,  ‘the human nature Christ assumed 

23 Calvin, Institutes, II:xii:2. Latin version of Institutes referenced online: 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/institutio1/Page_303.html.

24 Chemnitz, Two Natures, 30. Chemnitz is referring to Damascenus from De Fide Orthodoxa 3:11.
25 Yet, this is never presented in a Nestorian sense, of Christ having 2 persons. Calvin, Institutes, II:xiv:5; See also 

Calvin, John, 1:16. Oliver Crisp has noted that a primarily concrete view of Christ’s human nature is more likely to 
lead to Nestorianism (via personal correspondence).
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was a particular, specific nature, not a generic one.’26 However, it is interesting to note the conclusion 

Letham draws from this.

In becoming man, Christ united himself with the human race. This follows from his 
sharing flesh and blood, experiencing human life from an embryo through infancy 
and childhood to maturity.27 (emphasis mine)

An important aspect of what Letham is saying here is that the pre-existent person of the Son 
took on a concrete human nature. For Letham, the Son having this concrete human nature means he 

is in union with the human race. However, this language of union seems quite strong, since—in the 
way he’s using it—it could be used of  any human. For, if simply having a concrete human nature 

constitutes union with the human race then Letham is only expressing a truism: That every concrete 
human nature is a member of the human race. Indeed, we could say that Letham himself is in union 

with the human race just as much as Christ is. So, is Letham’s own union with the human race any 
different than Christ’s, since they both simply share in flesh and blood? Both he and Calvin give no 

reason to think so—apart from the significance they apply to Christ’s human nature. That is, though 
Christ’s human nature is no different in any way than their  own, in and of itself it is given more 

significance and representative ability than their own.

We see this first in Letham’s concern that Christ’s union with the human race should not end up 

in universalism: ‘If he became one with the race by his incarnation it seems to follow that the entire 
race is therefore united with him and so will be saved’.28 This seems to indicate that Letham thinks 

Christ’s concrete human nature is somehow more significant than any other concrete human nature. 
In other words, for Letham, Christ is not just any concrete participator in abstract human nature, but 

he takes a certain position and role within the human race he is united to. Calvin gives a similar 
significance for the concrete human nature of Christ:

[The] common nature is the pledge of our union with the Son of God; that, clothed 
with  our  flesh,  he  warred  to  death  with  sin  that  he  might  be  our  triumphant 
conqueror; that the flesh which he received of us he offered in sacrifice, in order that 
by making expiation he might wipe away our guilt, and appease the just anger of his 
Father.29

The point  we are making is this: Even though Letham and Calvin have argued that the Son 

simply assumes a concrete human nature (which is related to abstract human nature in the same 

26 Robert Letham, The Work of Christ (Contours of Christian Theology; Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 78. 
27 Letham, Work, 79.
28 Letham, Work, 79.
29 Calvin, Institutes, II:xii:3
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sense that our natures are), they give that particular concrete human nature a special significance for 

all humanity. Therefore the Son has assumed a concrete human nature which is more significant for 
the human race than any other concrete human—it was one which stood on behalf of other concrete 

humans before God. We see the significance Calvin gives to Jesus when he says, ‘our Lord came 
forth very man, adopted the person of Adam, and assumed his name, that he might in his stead obey 

the Father’.30

Let us make this as clear as possible. Calvin’s model suggests that Christ’s concrete human 

nature is ontologically related to abstract human nature  in precisely the same way that  our  own 
concrete human nature is. This means there is no ontological reason why Christ—as opposed to any 

other human—can represent humans to God. There may be good theological reasons why Christ’s 
concrete human nature can stand on our behalf, and we will come back to these at the end of the 

essay. But our point thus far is that for Calvin and Letham, Christ’s mediation is not based on any 
ontological uniqueness in his concrete human nature.31

Here we will leave Calvin and Letham to one side and turn to see how Karl Barth views Christ’s 
human nature and how he explains its significance. The purpose of looking at Calvin and Letham 

thus far has been to provide the theological context which Barth enters into. Barth, it will be shown, 
does base Christ’s mediation on the uniqueness of Christ’s human nature. He presents what we will 

call the concreted-abstract model.

30 Calvin, Institutes, II:xii:3
31 Both Calvin and Letham do assert a uniqueness to Christ because of his sinlessness however. Calvin, Institutes, 

II:xiii:4.
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3. The Concreted-Abstract Model: Barth

ἐν αὐτῷ ζωὴ ἦν, καὶ ἡ ζωὴ ἦν τὸ φῶς τῶν ἀνθρώπων (John 1:4)

Whereas Calvin is seen to emphasise the similarity of the concrete human nature of Christ, our 
major dialogue partner for this topic will be Karl Barth. Barth has been chosen because he follows 

one line in Christian thought that emphasises Christ’s abstract human nature, and it is his model we 
wish  to  particularly  assess.  Barth,  we  will  argue,  attempts  to  justify  the  significance  of  Christ’s 

concrete human nature by equating it with abstract human nature itself. In general terms, Barth takes 
this to an extreme and argues that all humans are ontologically derived from Christ. To show this is 

Barth’s understanding, we will briefly outline his argument which deals with Christ’s human nature, 
from two sections  of  his  Church Dogmatics.  In  presenting  Barth’s  argument,  we will  discuss  its 

reasonableness and its historical support. In the last section of this essay we will present and assess 
what scriptural warrant there is for Barth’s model.

It is worth noting that the person of Christ is at the very centre of Barth’s theology. Therefore, 
many starting points could be offered. Yet, because of limited space, I have chosen two of the most 

significant  bases for Barth’s theological  reflection on the topic.  In both these places,  Barth looks 
specifically  at  the human nature  assumed by the Son and explains why he can represent  other 

humans. The first is within his discussion of man as a creature (CD III:2) and the second is within his 
discussion of the exaltation of man (CD IV:2).

3.1 Christ as the Incarnation of ‘True’ Human Nature
In Church Dogmatics III:2 Barth takes up the discussion of anthropology, and primarily what can 

be known about human nature. It is in this context that he presents an argument for Christ being 

something which he calls ‘true man’.32 His argument can be very briefly outlined as follows: 1) We 
(because of our sin) cannot know what true human nature is.33 2) Only God knows what true human 

nature is.34 3) Therefore, only God by his Word can teach us what true human nature is.35

Having set out these grounds, Barth begins his argument proper from the grounds that the man 

Jesus is the incarnation of God’s Word about human nature. He says,

32 Barth, CD IV.2, 36.
33 Barth, CD III.2, 20; 25, esp. 36. See also IV.1, 355-361.
34 Barth, CD III.2, 37-38.
35 Barth, CD III.2, 39-41.
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We have  now reached  the point  where good  reason  can be seen  for  the most 
important thesis in this section: “As the man Jesus is Himself the revealing Word of 
God, He is the source of our knowledge on the nature of man as created by God.”36 
(emphasis mine)

Here Barth is moving to the logical conclusion of his argument thus far. At one level he is simply 
saying that the concrete human nature of Christ must be the source of our knowledge of human 

nature itself. Barth’s emphasis seems to be the necessity of the incarnation for revelation. That is, 
the Word cannot  reveal  ‘true’  human nature  without first  assuming concrete  human nature.  This 

incarnate Word is the only source of true knowledge about human nature, because only he knows 

what true human nature is. He makes this point further on: ‘The nature of the man Jesus alone is the 

key to human nature. This man is man.’37 In other words, Christ’s knowledge of human nature is 
grounded  in  his  ontology—it  is  more  than  purely  noetical.  His  concrete  human  nature  is  the 

revelation of true human nature itself.

Now  before  we  go  further,  some  clarification  needs  to  be  made.  First,  throughout  Barth’s 

discussion  he  freely  moves  between  terms like  ‘man’,  ‘nature  of  man’,  ‘human  nature’,  ‘natural 
humanity’ and ‘humanity’, to name a few. It also seems that the anarthrous ‘man’ can mean various 

things also: from ‘Jesus Christ’ to ‘every single human’ or even ‘the essence of every single human’. 
This causes great difficulty in attempting to map his argument since at any point he could arguably 

be talking about concrete human nature or abstract human nature, depending on how it is read.38 
This vagueness may indeed be Barth’s intention. Scholars like McLean and Blocher have also noted 

how Barth uses words like  essence and  man in not entirely consistent ways, and yet depends on 
them to move through his argument.39 Given this consideration, we will attempt to understand Barth’s 

argument in two ways. On one hand we shall generously assume he is not trying to trick his readers 
by swapping words, but rather that they generally do mean similar things. On the other hand, we will 

use his own conclusions to reveal what was implied by his rhetoric.

First, Barth’s discussion of man has begun with the concept of ‘true human nature’ which seems 

extremely abstract .40 Barth is discussing ‘man himself in his inner reality’ and the ‘creaturely essence 

36 Barth, CD III.2, 41.
37 Barth, CD III.2, 43.
38 We take it that unless Barth speaks of ‘Jesus’, he may well be talking of either abstract or concrete human nature. 

See Chemnitz, Two Natures, 32.
39 Blocher is especially unimpressed, saying, ‘Were it not for the spell of his rhetoric, how many would have been 

convinced?’ Henri A. G. Blocher, ‘Karl Barth’s Anthropology’ in Karl Barth and Evangelical Theology: Convergences  
and Divergences (ed. Sung Wook Chung. Bletchley: Paternoster, 2006), 107, 103n36; Stuart D. McLean, Humanity  
in the Thought of Karl Barth (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1981), 25.

40 Barth, CD III.2, 20, 26, 30.
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of man’ in relation to God.41 It seems then that Barth is considering an aspect of human nature that 

all men share, which is what we have termed ‘abstract human nature’.

Second, it is important for our purposes to note that Barth’s argument begins with the Word of  

God as the knowledge of true human nature, and ends up saying that Jesus is the substance of true 
human nature.  That is, Barth makes a logical move from the knowledge of human nature to the 

substance of human nature, and this raises an important point.42 Being aware of such a movement is 
imperative  for  understanding  comments  like  ‘He  alone  is  primarily  and  properly  man’.43 If  we 

understood ‘man’ here to mean ‘a concrete human’ it would seem that Barth is simply saying that 
Christ, according to his human nature, is a perfect example of what a concrete human should be. 

This would be little different to Calvin’s view we saw earlier. However, the logic of Barth’s argument 
leads us to think more than that. His concept of the Word knowing and then being true human nature 

leads us to understand ‘man’ here as functionally equivalent to ‘abstract human nature’ as we have 
defined it. It  seems that when Barth says Christ ‘alone is primarily and properly man’, he means 

Christ’s concrete human nature somehow entails abstract human nature itself. 

This logical movement from knowing to being is not clearly explained in Barth’s chapter, but we 

have made a first step in seeing how Barth will go on to justify the significance of Christ’s human 
nature over our own. 

One implication of this aspect of Barth’s argument seems to be that Christ’s human nature is 

somehow original and primary, and that our human natures depend on his. In Barth’s own semi-
conclusion of this section he says,

Jesus is man as God willed and created him. What constitutes true human nature in 
us depends upon what it is in him. The fact that natural humanity as God created it 
was subsequently concealed by our sinful corruption is a lesser mystery than the 
fact that humanity is originally hidden in Jesus, so that primarily it is His and not 
ours.44

Here Barth  is  explicit  in  identifying  Christ’s  concrete  human  nature  as  the—shall  we  say—

ontological  basis  of  the  abstract  human  nature  we  all  share.  This  brings  up  the  topic  of  the 

41 Barth, CD III.2, 25, 41.
42 Bromiley does not seem to acknowledge this movement in Barth’s argument. Geoffery W. Bromiley, Introduction to  

the Theology of Karl Barth (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1979), 123.
43 Barth, CD III.2, 43.
44 Barth, CD III.2, 50.
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pre-existence of Christ’s humanity, since Barth says we should never think of Christ asarkos.45 Space 

denies us the ability to deeply explore this. However, we would use Blocher’s definitions and say that 
Barth thought this in the ‘lighter sense’ – that Christ’s concrete human nature was ‘pre-existent in 

God’s design [...] not really existing’ even though it seems very real at some points.46 The essential 
element we need to take from this for our current purposes is that it seems abstract human nature 

belonged to Christ before it belonged to us. Here, an illustration may be useful. For Barth, abstract  

human nature (as we have defined it) is something that we all possess, but Jesus possesses it in a 

fuller sense than we do. This is similar to the way in which a musician owns a piece of music he/she 
has performed in a fuller sense than I might in owning a recording of that performance. The music is 

‘primarily’ the musician’s, and then in a derived sense my own. In a similar way, Barth seems to be 
arguing that abstract human nature is ‘primarily’ Christ’s, and then in a derived sense our own. The 

result is that Barth does not conceive of Christ’s concrete human nature in the same way we have 
shown Calvin to. Where Calvin stands very firm on Christ’s equivalent participation in abstract human 

nature ‘with us’, Barth has made abstract  human nature more a possession of Christ’s concrete 
human nature than it is of our own. This raises the question of whether Christ’s concrete human 

nature itself is somehow formative to our own. This is the first foundation we see Barth lay for his 
understanding of Christ’s human nature. It is almost as if Christ is  closer to abstract human nature 

than we are.

3.2. Christ is Human in a Way That We Are Not
The second section of Barth’s  Dogmatics we will assess is  IV:2, where, in Bromiley’s words, 

‘Barth finally examines christology’.47 Here Barth attempts to integrate his concept of Election and the 
hypostatic  union  of  divine and  human natures  at  the incarnation.  It  is  in  this  section  that  Barth 

continues to develop this aspect of the human nature of Christ which we are particularly interested in. 
Barth  describes  the  concrete human  nature  of  the  Son,  as  ‘both  completely  like  and  yet  also 

completely unlike that of all other men’.48 We can outline his justification for this as follows: On one 
hand, Christ is like us in that his human nature is both concrete (‘creaturely’ he calls it), and also 

45 Barth, CD IV:1, 52-54. He supports this scripturally: John 1:2 (Barth, CD II:2, 117; CD III:1, 54), Hebrews 1:2 and 
Colossians 1:15f; Barth, CD III:1, 53.

46 Blocher, Anthropology, 104; 105-09. See Brown, Barth, 109-111.
47 Bromiley, Introduction, 198.
48 Barth, CD IV.2, 27.
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fallen—thus he is one with us in our humanity.49 On the other hand, Barth says that Jesus is unlike 

us in that he is ‘true man’.50 Being ‘true man’ seems to differentiate Jesus from all other humans in 
some way. It  has to do with being the object  of  God’s election and the means of God’s eternal 

decision  in  whom all  other  men are  also elect.51 So,  Jesus  being  ‘true man’  means  having  the 
decision for all other men inextricably tied up in him. In other words, ‘true man’ is a both a description 

of his concrete human nature, and the reason for his concrete human nature being able to represent 
other humans.

The  most  important  aspect  of  Barth’s  argument  for  our  purposes  is  his  idea  that  Christ’s 
concrete human nature is  like but also unlike ours. As such this needs to be further unpacked.52 It 

could be understood similar to Calvin’s view, that Christ’s likeness of us is due to his ontology (i.e. his 
concrete human nature), but his unlikeness of us is due to his significance (i.e. representative ability). 

In other words, he is like us in the nature of his Person, but unlike us in the nature of his Work. In this 
sense, the Son’s assumption of human nature is only as a participant in that nature, who is somehow 

able to represent others with that nature. This is the  simply-concrete model and certainly includes 
one aspect of what Barth means,  but he goes much further. Barth argues that Christ is  not only a 

participant in abstract human nature, but that he is united to abstract human nature in a way that we 
are not.53 The implication is that although Christ’s concrete human nature is like ours, his concrete 

human nature  is  also  not like  ours.  So,  though  he  is  like us  ontologically,  he is  also  unlike us 
ontologically. In other words, according to Barth, for the eternal Son to be the eternal decision for all 

humans, he could not simply assume a concrete human nature which participated in abstract human 
nature. Instead, the Son had to (concretely) assume that abstract human nature itself. We see this 

indicated in various places in Barth’s own summary:

49 This also brings up the recently very significant issue of whether Christ had a fallen human nature. This is also 
unfortunately beyond the scope of this essay even though the terminology of ‘human nature’ is being used. It 
seems however that most discussions on the topic of a fallen human nature use the term human nature in a purely 
concrete sense. That is, they ask whether the concrete body or massa that the Son assumed was part of Adam’s 
fallen race and therefore given to corruption. Any talk of a general human nature seems to be referring to the total 
sum of concrete humans, rather than an abstract universal idea of human nature. See See Barth, CD I:2, 153; C. E. 
B. Cranfield, ‘The Witness of the New Testament to Christ’, in Essays in Christology for Karl Barth (ed. T. H. L 
Parker; Plymouth: Latimer Trend and Co., 1956), 80-87; Allen, ‘Calvin’s Christ’, 395-96; Crisp, Divinity, 99-102.

50 Barth, CD IV.2, 27.
51 Barth, CD IV.2, 31-36.
52 This is a different question as to how the person of Jesus is both like and unlike us. Rather, we are thinking about 

how Jesus’ relation to abstract human nature is like and unlike ours. Barth CD IV.2, 46-49. See also Crisp, Divinity  
and Humanity, 47.

53 Barth, CD IV.2, 43-44.
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What God the Son assumed into unity with himself and His divine being was and is
—in a specific individual form elected and prepared for this purpose—not merely “a 
man” but the humanum, the being and essence, the nature and kind, which is that 
of all men, which characterises them all as men, and distinguishes them from other 
creatures.54

In Jesus Christ is not merely one man, but the humanum of all men55

As we have seen already, the human nature elected by Him and assumed into unity 
with His existence is implicitly that of all men. In his being as man God has implicitly 
assumed the human being of all men.56

Again, Barth uses different terms to explain this, but there seems no reason to assume ‘human 
nature’,  ‘human being’,  ‘human essence’  mean anything different.57 In  fact,  the first  quote  above 

suggests they are all used as equivalents for what Barth calls  humanum. Hence Christ’s concrete 
human nature is not like our own concrete human nature. It is certainly a concrete human nature like 

ours in some sense, but its relationship to abstract human nature is very different to ours. Whereas 
abstract  human nature  is normally thought  of  as a universal  property  or pattern  of  our  concrete 

human natures, Barth has posited abstract human nature as equivalent with Christ himself. This is 
why we might say that Barth has a concreted-abstract model. For Barth, the Son has assumed ‘not 

merely a man’ but ‘the being and essence, the nature and kind’ of all men. 

All  of  the above is the theological  justification for  Barth’s  ontological explanation for  Christ’s 

significance for other  humans.  In his own words,  after  discussing the representative work of  the 
concrete man Jesus, he says:

In clarification, however, we must dig more deeply and say that in the being of the  
man Jesus for  His fellows we have to  do with something ontological.  [...]  He is 
originally and properly the Word of God to men, and therefore His orientation to 
others  and  reciprocal  relationship  with  them  are  not  accidental,  external  or 
subsequent, but primary, internal and necessary.58 (emphasis mine)

Therefore, in order to properly understand the implications of Barth’s view, we will return to our 

philosophical grid and attempt to better explain what Barth is suggesting.

54 Barth, CD IV.2, 48.
55 Barth, CD IV.2, 49.
56 Barth, CD IV.2, 59.
57 The translator himself makes a comment on Barth’s use of Wesen rather than Natur; Barth, CD IV.2, 44n1. See 

also Barth, CD IV.2, 26.
58 Barth, CD III:2, 210.
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3.3. The Philosophy of Barth’s Position
In our first section we outlined two ways one could emphasise the human nature of Christ. Either 

one could emphasise Christ’s concrete human nature, or on the other hand, one could emphasise 

Christ’s abstract human nature. We have argued that Calvin seems to lay more emphasis on Christ’s 
concrete human nature – the Son has assumed a  concrete human nature which is derived from 

abstract human nature in exactly the same sense that our own is. Barth however, lays his emphasis 
on Christ’s  abstract human nature  – Christ  assumed that  universal  property  or  pattern  which all 

concrete humans share. However, we do not want to lump Barth into a philosophical category we 
have created; rather, our aim in this section will be to see the distinctiveness of Barth’s own thought 

and  note  how its  implications  provide  an  ontological  reason  for  Christ’s  representation  of  other 
humans.

We have argued so far that in Barth’s presentation, the Son assumed abstract human-nature in 

some sense.59 At the most basic level, in Barth’s mind, there is this abstract  thing called human 
nature, human being or human essence. It is this thing that the Son assumes. The divine Son takes 

on this abstract thing called human nature in the very concrete form of Jesus of Nazareth.

However,  I  do  not  think  we  would  be  doing  justice  to  Barth’s  presentation  if  we  merely 

understood it that way. To explain it may be helpful to see how the abstract-nature view seems very 
similar to Plato’s concept of perfect ideas and their worldly forms.60 An abstract view of human nature 

is a bit Platonic since Platonism conceives of two dimensions, the world of ideals and the world of 
forms. It is the ideals which give the patterns to forms. So, as every apple is a form of some ideal 

apple-ness, also every human is a form of some ideal human-ness or abstract human nature.

As  we  have  already  suggested,  Barth  thinks  of  human  nature  in  an  abstract  way.  This  is 

particularly apparent from Barth’s discussion of the Word as the true knowledge of human nature.61 
Consequently, Barth would be faithful to Platonic philosophy if he thought of the incarnate Christ as a 

59 This does not mean Barth thought Christ had no concrete human nature. Barth, CD IV.1, 165. See Crisp, Divinity  
and Humanity, 40. 

60 As we noted earlier, most views of abstract human nature assume universal concepts. Crisp makes a similar 
observation also: Crisp, Divinity and Humanity, 43. McIntyre has also commented on the philosophy behind the two-
nature model of the Chalcedonian definition. He argues that the concept of abstracts and universals underlines 
much of the debate and is not properly understood by modern commentators. He proposes that Aristotelian 
categories are best used to understand the early debates since it has such a strong place for the concept of a 
primary substance: John McIntyre, The shape of Christology (London: SCM Press, 1966), 88-92.

61 Barth, CD IV:2, 20.
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form (in the Platonic sense) of some ideal human nature. But Barth does not hold such a standard 

view; rather, Barth appears to have a modified Platonic view in two ways. Firstly, for Barth, Christ’s 
human nature is not a form of an ideal, but the ideal itself (it is a concreted-abstract). Subsequently 

second,  Barth  does  not  allow thought  of  abstract  human nature  without  concrete  expression  in 
Christ.62 Let us examine each of these.

Firstly, for Barth, the concrete human nature of the incarnate Word is not a Platonic form of ideal 
human nature, rather Jesus  is that ideal humanity itself.  This explains Barth’s understanding that 

Christ is both ontologically similar and yet also ontologically different. Whereas we could all be called 
forms or derivatives of that  ideal human nature, Jesus is somehow that abstract-nature itself. The 

implication is that Jesus is not just a human, but he is also all humanity’s essence. It seems that for 
Barth,  Jesus is humanity’s  essence in such a way that  each and every human is an ontological 

derivative of Jesus’ own human nature. This could be expressed in a figure like the one below.

This figure also helps to highlight the difference between Barth’s model and Calvin’s model we 

looked at  before.  Though we are not  saying that  Calvin was an avowed Platonist,  his model  of 
Christ’s human nature is best represented by (A) in the figure above. There, Jesus and all humans 

are similarly related to abstract human nature. Barth’s model on the other hand (B), indicates how 
Jesus is not just related differently to abstract human nature, but is himself the universal property or 

pattern to which all humans are derived from.

Again, an illustration may help clarify this discussion. Before we imagined that for Barth, human 

nature was similar to something we might possess, like an audio recording of some music. But now, 
we might  think of  human nature as something we participate in,  like listening to that music at  a 

concert. The audience has a common share in the music in the way that we all share abstract human 

62 See our previous note on asarkos.
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nature. Into this picture, we could express Barth’s view by imagining Jesus as the sole performer at 

the concert. He is the singing soloist who makes the music what it is. He is what all the gallery share 
in, while he himself also shares in hearing it as they do. In this sense we can suggest what Barth 

means when he says that Jesus  constitutes humanity.63 Jesus’ humanity not only makes all other 
humans human, Jesus’ humanity also takes all other humans to where he goes. Just like a musician 

will take his audience to the emotional highs and lows of the performance, Jesus takes all mankind—
who are sharers in his humanity—from the lows of being God’s enemies to the highs of being God’s 

children.

This, I believe, takes us to the real reason behind Barth’s slippery slope to universalism. Most 

scholars have argued that it is Barth’s view of election that drives him towards universalism.64 They 
generally argue that Barth moves the doctrine of election away from an eternal decree of the Father 

toward individuals,  and rather places election solely in Christ and from there to all  people.  Barth 
certainly places election in Christ before other humans, but it does not necessarily follow logically 

that all humans would be salvifically reconciled in Christ. This would only be so if there was a reason  

that Christ’s election necessarily flowed to all people. The reason comes from Barth’s ontological 

philosophy of Christ’s human nature as we have presented it.65 In other words, Barth’s only revelation 
is  Christ,  the  God-man.  And  when  Barth  thinks  ‘man’  here,  he  brings  with  it  a  philosophical 

presupposition of exactly what that man-ness is which has been assumed. Colin Brown makes the 
closest observation of this;

[Barth’s theology begins with] a single preconceived principle, the idea that all God’s 
dealings with men are effected in and through the person of Jesus Christ. But even 
this idea is understood in a particular way. The very centre of Barth’s thought is his 
idea of the covenant by which he means a union of God with mankind in view of the  
union with the divine and human nature in the person of Jesus Christ.66 (emphasis 
mine)

63 Barth, CD III.2, 50.
64 Various scholars have argued this is the only implication: Colin Brown, Karl Barth and the Christian Message 

(London. Tyndale Press, 1967), 131-34; Letham, Christ, 234; Oliver Crisp, ‘On Barth’s Denial of Universalism’, 
Themelios 29/1 (2007): 27-29. Sung Wook Chung, ‘A Bold Innovator: Barth on God and Election’, in Karl Barth and 
Evangelical Theology: Convergences and Divergences, (ed. Sung Wook Chung. Bletchley: Paternoster, 2006), 72-
73; Hans Von Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), 151-152; 
Cornelius Van Til, The New Modernism (London: James Clarke, 1946), 75, 157; Robert L. Raymond, Barth’s  
Soteriology (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed Pub., 1967), 24-25. See also Hans Kung’s defence against 
Barthian implicit universalism; Hans Kung, Justification (London: Burns & Oates, 1964), 265-66.

65 Suzanne McDonald notes a similar point when comparing election in Göttingen Dogmatics and Church Dogmatics. 
She interprets reconciliation for Barth ‘to be the christologically-determined ontological reality for humanity’. 
Suzanne McDonald, ‘Barth's “Other” Doctrine of Election in the Church Dogmatics’, IJST 9/2 (2007): 145, 146.

66 Colin Brown, Barth, 138;
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Barth has a philosophical paradigm which is not purely Platonic, but understands the human 

nature assumed at the incarnation in such a way that he can not divide any human off from Christ 
and his work. The result is that Christ’s solidarity with humanity is not ultimately because the Son 

assumed a nature like ours, but because the Son assumed abstract nature itself, from which we all 
derive our nature.

The second reason Barth appears to have a modified Platonic view is because argues that the 
biblical witness never allows us to think abstractly of Logos asarkos as we mentioned earlier. Barth’s 

doctrine of revelation only allows him to think concretely of  the  Logos ensarkos.  This shows that 
Barth does not think entirely in abstract terms.

3.4. Athanasius and the Fathers’ Similarity to Barth’s Model
Our next aim before assessing what Biblical data there is to support Barth’s model, is noting how 

Athanasius (and other  Fathers like Irenaeus) had a similar emphasis on Christ’s abstract human 

nature. After this we will return to Calvin and see how he seems to explicitly deny such a model in his 
objection to Osiander.

Against common views, Athanasius had a significant place for the human nature of Christ.67 In 
his debates with the Arians, not only did Athanasius believe salvation was at stake if Christ’s divinity 

was questioned, the same was also true of Christ’s humanity.68 Athanasius says, ‘if the properties of 
the flesh had not been ascribed to the Word, humanity would not have been thoroughly freed from 

them’.69 That  is,  both  the  divinity  and  humanity  of  Christ  were  soteriologically  important  to 
Athanasius.  So  much  is  this  so  that  Charles  Camlin  suggests  Athanasius’  soteriology  can  be 

summed up with his words, ‘He [the Word] became man that we might be made God’.70 Hence, for 
Athanasius, the assumption of ‘man’ by the Word at the incarnation was the primary grounds for 

salvation (deification).71 But what did Athanasius mean by ‘man’?

67 Robert Letham, The Holy Trinity (New Jersey: P&R, 2004), 130-133.
68 Christian D. Kettler, The Vicarious Humanity of Christ and the Reality of Salvation (Maryland: University Press of 

America, 1991), 122.
69 Athanasius, Contra Arianos III:33; English translation in McGrath, Alister E., The Christian Theological Reader (3rd 

Edition, Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 347.
70 Camlin, Charles F. ‘A Comparison of the Christological Themes Found in Athanasius’ De Incarnatione with John 

Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion’ (Mth Thesis. Dallas Theological Seminary, 2002), 28. See Athanasius 
De Incarnation 54.

71 Camlin, ‘Christological Themes’, 11. Hughes helpfully shows that for Athanasius’ the term deification ‘is 
soteriological not ontological’; Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, The True Image: the Origin and Destiny of Man in Christ 
(Licester: Inter-Vasity Press, 1989) 281-282.
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In an attempt to fill  out what Athanasius means by the Word becoming  man, it is worthwhile 

noting the universality of  Jesus’ work in Athanasius’ writings. It  appears that for Athanasius,  this 
universality is directly related to the incarnation. So Athanasius says,

Naturally  also,  through  this  union  of  the  immortal  Son  of  God  with  our  human 
nature, all men were clothed with incorruption in the promise of the resurrection. For 
the solidarity of mankind is such that, by virtue of the Word’s indwelling in a single 
human body, the corruption which goes with death has lost its power over all.72

Here, Athanasius logically moves from the Son’s union with our human nature (in the concrete 

form of a single human body), to the Son’s solidarity with all humans. The implication is that the Son 
took on human nature in such a way that all other humans are affected by him. The reason for this 

seems to be that the Son was constitutive for humanity’s creation. T. F. Torrance defines Athanasius’ 
system as ‘incarnational redemption’ and makes a similar observation about the incarnation and its 

soteriological effects:

The  general  parameters  for  this  understanding  of  incarnational  redemption  had 
already been worked out  by Athanasius  in his  early work  On the Incarnation in 
which he argued for the divine validity and universal range of the saving work of 
Christ  as the Word of God become man. In his incarnation he who by nature is 
internal to the being of God has  embodied the creative source and ground of all  
human being in himself as man. As the Head of creation, in whom all things consist, 
he is the only one who really can act on behalf of all and save them. When he took 
up  our  human  nature  upon  himself,  and  in  complete  somatic  solidarity  with  us 
offered himself up to death in atoning sacrifice for man, he acted instead of all (αντι 
παντων) and  on  behalf  of  all  (υπερ παντων).  Thus  the  redemptive  work of 
Christ was fully representative and truly universal in its range.73 (emphasis mine)

Torrance  also  argues  that  Gregory  of  Nazianzen  and  Irenaeus  had  similar  concepts  of  the 
incarnation being the union of the Son with this abstract idea of human nature, such that all mankind 

is affected.  First,  Torrance looks at Gregory of  Nazianzen and Basil’s defence against  the Arian 
controversy. Torrance says that Gregory’s soteriological principle—‘the unassumed is the unhealed 

(τὸ γὰρ ἀπόσληπτον ἀαθεράπευτον); but what is united to God is saved’—not only shows 

that  the  eternal  Son  had  to  take  on  whole  human  nature,  but  it  also  stands  behind  Christ’s 

ontological  solidarity  with  mankind.74 Second,  Torrance  argues  that  Irenaeus  develops  a  similar 
theological concept:

72 St Athanasius. On the Incarnation (trans. C. S. M. V.; Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1996 [d.373]), 
35. See Torrance, Trinitarian, 157.

73 Torrance, Trinitarian, 155. 
74 Torrance, Trinitarian, 163-65.
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The emphasis [in Irenaeus] was clearly upon the Person of Christ as the Redeemer 
who through his incarnational union with the human race, and on the ground of the 
covenant bond which it actualises in kingship and friendship, reconciles us to God 
and brings us into union and communion with him.75

Thus Torrance argues that for Irenaeus, the incarnation shows us that in ‘his measureless love 
our Lord Jesus Christ has become what we are in order to make us what he is himself.’76 Since what 

we are is human, therefore it is humanity that Christ has become.77

However,  Torrance’s  interpretation  of  Athanasius (and others)  has been questioned.  Donald 

Macleod argues that since Torrance’s own influences have been theologians like Barth and Edward 
Irving, it ‘is not always easy to disentangle the thinking of these Fathers from Torrance’s exegetical 

interpolations’.78 He also makes the accusation that ‘The Fathers and Reformers whom Torrance 
cites copiously are read through the eyes of these later thinkers’.79 George S. Hendry also comes to 

a different opinion than Torrance, when after a thorough assessment,  he suggests that the early 
Fathers never really raised the issue of in what sense Christ's universal humanity was real or how it 

was related to individuals.80 However, both Macleod’s criticism and Hendry’s different interpretation 
only seem to deny a understanding of Athanasius’ meaning, rather than suggest an alternative. On 

the contrary, other scholars have agreed with Torrance’s assessment that the Fathers understood 
Christ’s work for  humans on the basis of  Christ  having an ‘ontological  solidarity with mankind’.81 

Indeed, it is difficult to read  Athanasius without sensing a philosophical framework that understands 
human  nature  in  an  abstract  sense.82 Alister  McGrath’s  summary  of  Athanasius  is  fitting  here. 

McGrath shows how Athanasius provides an ontological explanation of why Christ’s work affects all 
humans:

For Athanasius, salvation consists in the human participation in the being of God. 
The divine Logos is imparted to humanity through the incarnation. On the basis of  
the assumption of a universal human nature, Athanasius concluded that the Logos  
did not merely assume the specific human existence of Jesus Christ, but that of  
human nature in general. As a consequence, all human beings are able to share in 
the deification which results from the incarnation. Human nature was created with 

75 Torrance, Trinitarian, 173; See 172-79.
76 Torrance, Trinitarian, 179.
77 Note again the emphasis on humanity in an abstract sense.
78 Donald Macleod, Jesus is Lord: Christology Yesterday and Today (Ross-shire, Great Britain: Christian Focus 

Publications, 2000) 126-7.
79 Macleod, Christology, 125.
80 George S. Hendry, The Gospel of the Incarnation (London : S.C.M., 1959), 47; 60.
81 See Torrance, Trinitarian, 157.
82 McGrath notes the significant influence of Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy on the Fathers like Athanasius. 

McGrath, Christian Theology, 176-77.
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the object of sharing in the being of God; through the descent of the Logos, this 
capacity is finally realized.83 (emphasis mine)

Here McGrath  speaks  of  Athanasius’  theological  system beginning  with  the Word assuming 
some sort  of  universal  or  general  human nature.  Camlin  agrees,  concluding  that  for  Athanasius 

‘when  the  Son  of  God  became  man,  human  nature  was  affected’.84 Hence,  Athanasius’ 
understanding of Christ’s human nature appears to reflect a view somewhat similar to Barth’s. We 

might compare Barth’s words with McGrath’s summary of Athanasius’ view:

Barth Athanasius (in McGrath’s Summary) 
What  God  the  Son  assumed into 
unity with himself [...is...]  not merely 
“a man” but the humanum, the being 
and  essence,  the  nature  and  kind, 
which  is  that  of  all  men,  which 
characterises them all as men85

the Logos did not merely assume the 
specific  human  existence  of  Jesus 
Christ,  but  that  of  human  nature  in 
general86

Here one of the central  presuppositions of both Barth and Athanasius are expressed. At the 
incarnation, the divine person of the Son assumed more than just a concrete human nature, but in a 

deeper  sense,  the  Son  assumed  abstract  human  nature  itself.  Because  of  this  fundamental 
presupposition, it is not surprising that Athanasius and Barth have various similarities. First, they both 

see  the  functional  purpose  of  the  incarnation  as  best  understood  with  reference  to  humanity’s 
exaltation.87  Second they both have a understanding that our human nature is derived from the Son. 

Athanasius’ illustration of the marred painting highlights this. He says: ‘He, the Image of the Father, 
came and dwelt in our midst, in order that He might renew mankind made after himself’88 (emphasis 

mine). This is not to say that Barth is a simple recapitulation of Athanasius. Though they both display 
some  sort  of  universalism,  Athanasius  appears  to  try  and  keep  this  in  check.89 Also,  though 

Athanasius is happy to think of the pre-incarnate Son as the pattern which humanity was made from, 
he shows no hint of going as far as Barth who only allows himself to think of the Son ensarkos.

The main point however, is that Barth and Athanasius both suggest an ontological explanation 

83 McGrath, Christian Theology, 351.
84 Camlin, ‘Christological Themes’, 56.
85 Barth, CD IV.2, 48.
86 McGrath, Christian Theology, 351.
87 Barth expresses this in his desire to leave the discussion of Christ’s human nature until the chapter on the 

homecoming of the Son of Man. Barth, CD IV:2, 25.
88 Athanasius, Incarnation, 41.
89 Either by deferring to people’s response, or participation in the Eucharist. See Alvyn Pettersen, Athanasius 

(London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1995), 107; Camlin, ‘Christological Themes’, 30.
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for Christ’s human nature is representative of humans. First, they conceive of the Son as assuming 

the abstract human nature that all humans participate in. Second, they conceive of the Son as being 
somehow primary and  foundational  to  the abstract  human nature  that  all  humans participate  in. 

These views give Barth and Athanasius an ontological reason for Christ’s human nature being so 
significant. Christ affects all humans because he has assumed abstract human nature itself into such 

a union with himself so that his work before the Father to affects all who share His ontological being. 

3.5. Osiander’s Similarity to Barth’s Model and Calvin’s Objection
Having seen  how Barth’s  view is  somewhat  similar  to  Athanasius  and  the  Fathers’  view of 

Christ’s human nature, we will now see how such a view is rejected by Calvin. Not only does Calvin 
refrain from going where Barth does, Calvin argues against a similar position held by Osiander. To 

show this, we will  first see the similarities between Osiander’s view and our own presentation of 
Barth.90 Making a claim of similarity between Barth and Osiander may seem unwarranted (and we do 

not imply that Barth says all that Osiander did), however Bromiley suggests just such a connection 
when noting that,  ‘Barth knew Andreas Osiander through the work of his Göttingen colleague E. 

Hirsch’91 Therefore the first point of similarity we will look at is that humans were derived from Christ’s 
human nature.

It appears that Osiander had a similar thought to Barth that Christ was himself the model to 
which humans were formed. Calvin says of Osiander:

He will have it  that man was created in the image of God, inasmuch as he was 
formed on the model of the future Messiah, in order to resemble him whom the 

90 It is out of the scope of this essay to determine whether Calvin’s assessment of Osiander was fair, since such a 
discussion would be very time consuming. We will only discuss the view Calvin argues against which he claims is 
Osianders. Therefore, for efficiency of language we will refer to Calvin’s interpretation of Osiander as Osiander’s 
own view. Edward Fredrich has presented a paper on Osiander and commented on ‘the difficulty of obtaining actual 
writings of Osiander to work with. Osiander wrote much but few of his books are available.’ Edward C. Fredrich, 
‘Osiander – a Man for All Churches in an Ecumenical Age’. Paper presented to the Metropolitan North-South  
Pastoral Conference November 17, 1980 St. James, Milwaukee. Cited online:
http://www.wlsessays.net/authors/F/FredrichOsiander/FredrichOsiander.rtf. For further reference see: Carl J. 
Lawrenz, ‘On Justification, Osiander’s Doctrine of the Indwelling Christ’ in No Other Gospel: Essays in  
Commemoration of the 400th Anniversary of the Formula of Concord, (Arnold Koelpin ed.; Milwaukee: 
Northwestern Publishing House, 1980),  149-173. Also C. P. Williams, ‘Osiander, Andreas’ in New Dictionary of  
Theology (Sinclair B. Ferguson and J.I. Packer eds.; Electronic ed.; Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 
484.; Trevor Hart, ‘Humankind in Christ and Christ in Humankind: Salvation as Participation in Our Substitute in the 
Theology of John Calvin’, SJT 42 (1989): 77-79.

91 Translator’s comment in Karl Barth, The Theology of John Calvin, (Trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1995), 281n103. 
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Father had already determined to clothe with flesh. [...] How silly and distorted this 
view is, all men of sound judgment at once discern.92

The fundamental element of Osiander’s view here is that human nature is Christ’s before it is 
ours. Osiander is creating a reason for the soteriological significance of Christ’s human nature, by 

tying it to the creation of humans. Humans are made ‘to resemble’ Christ, and therefore they can be 
included in his work and his deity. Calvin struggles to find anything in this he can agree with. He 

says, ‘There is more plausibility in the imagination of those who interpret that Adam was created in 
the image of God, because it was conformable to Christ, who is the only image of God; but not even 

for this is there any solid foundation.’93 Rather, Calvin wants to say that human nature is primarily 
ours and the Son has chosen to participate in it so that we may be saved. 

It seems then that there is a similarity between Barth’s view and Osiander’s. They both make 
Christ the model from whom all humans are made. Again, Barth is certainly not a recapitulation of 

Osiander, but it has been our purpose to see how they both justify Christ’s salvific significance for 
humans in the union of the divine nature and abstract human nature. In other words, they seem to 

imply that Christ’s representative ability is due to his being the ontological grounds and form to which 
other  humans  were derived.  Calvin  however  rejects  such a  thought.  For  Calvin,  Christ’s  human 

nature only provides an ontological similarity between him and others.94

It is vain to object, that in this way the wicked will be the brethren of Christ; for we 
know that  the children of  God are not  born of  flesh and blood,  but  of  the Spirit 
through faith. Therefore,  flesh alone does not constitute the union of brotherhood. 
But although the apostle assigns to believers only the honour of  being one with 
Christ,  it  does  not  however  follow,  that  unbelievers  have  not  the  same  origin 
according to the flesh; just as when we say that Christ became man, that he might 
make us sons of God, the expression does not extend to all classes of persons; the 
intervention of faith being necessary to our being spiritually ingrafted into the body 
of Christ.95 (emphasis mine)

Here Calvin only allows the union of the divine and human nature in Christ to only go so far. 
Though it seems for Calvin that Christ is ‘one with us’ not everyone is ‘one with Christ’. In other 

words,  Calvin  posits  a  limited  soteriological  significance  to  the  incarnation.  Camlin  sums up  the 

92 Calvin, Institutes, II:xii:6. See also III:xi:5.
93 Calvin, Institutes, I:xv:3.
94 See Oliver D. Crisp, ‘Humankind in Christ and Christ in Humankind: Salvation as Participation in our Substitute in 

the Theology of Salvation of John Calvin’ SJT 42 (1989): 72.
95 Calvin, Institutes, II:xiii:2. Macleod similarly says: ‘What is decisive is not whether our nature is in Christ, but 

whether we personally are in Christ: the possibility is a very real one that we may be fully human and yet not be in 
Christ (Eph. 2:12).’ Macleod, Christology, 132.
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difference between Athanasius and Calvin: 

‘[For Athanasius,] when the Son of God became man, human nature was affected, 
[...but  for  Calvin...]  the  idea  that  the  Incarnation  itself  somehow  affected  the 
ontology of man seems to be absent to Calvin’s mind’.96 

Thus for Calvin, Jesus is certainly God the Son, and yet simply one of us.97

3.6. Conclusion on Christ’s Human Nature in Barth 
In this section, we have attempted to understand how Barth explains the representative ability of 

Christ’s human nature. We began by investigating what aspect of human nature Barth emphasises in 

his thought on the incarnation from his discussion of the topic in his  Church Dogmatics. We have 
argued  that  Barth  emphasises  Christ’s  union  with  abstract  human  nature.  We  have  used 

philosophical categories to clarify it and noted its similarities to Plato’s ideals. However, Barth could 
not be called a Platonist because he argues that Christ himself is (and has always been) that perfect 

ideal of  humanity (abstract human nature).  We have called this the  concreted-abstract model for 
explaining Christ’s representative  ability—since the  concrete man Christ  is  equated with  abstract 

human nature itself.  Thus Barth does not see Christ as a simple participant in human nature as 
Calvin does. For when Barth says Christ is God and man, he does not just mean any man, but man 

in  such  a  way that  all  mankind  are  ontological  derivatives  of  him.  This  is  the  basis  for  Barth’s 
explanation of  why Christ  can stand and act on behalf  of  other  humans – because in their  very 

nature, they are all of Christ. 

Following, we have then seen how Barth’s view is not alone, but similar to that of Athanasius 

and  some  of  the  Fathers.  Calvin  however  appears  quite  against  such  a  view  as  seen  in  his 
objections to Osiander. Therefore our aim for the remainder of this essay will  be to see whether 

Barth’s view of our human nature being derived from and determined by Christ’s human nature can 
be warranted from Scripture.98

96 Camlin, ‘Christological Themes’, 56.
97 See Calvin, 2Corinthians, 5:16 (and translators note).
98 It would also be appropriate to initiate a theological evaluation of Barth’s position. Space however does not allow 

this, we would like to suggest one concern in passing. Barth’s identification of Christ as abstract human nature 
raises a concern about how analogous he thinks Christ’s relationship to the Godhead is to Christ’s relationship to 
humanity. That is, taking an overview of what Barth says, it seems that Christ’s divine nature is the being of God 
(homoousios), and Christ’s human nature is the being of every man. This appears to think of humanity as too 
similar to the Godhead. What stops us from saying that Christ is homoousios with every man? Could Barth say that 
humanity is just many persons and one being, in the same sense that God is three persons and one being? Barth 
does seem to see this issue and deny it, but seemingly without substantial reason. Barth, CD IV:2, 51-60.
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4. Biblically Evaluating Barth’s Explanation for Christ’s Representative Ability

Barth’s  model  of  explaining  Christ’s  representative  ability,  as  we  have  argued  it,  can  be 

evaluated from two angles. First, one of its premises is that the Son assumes the pattern or form of 
the  abstract  human  nature  we  all  participate  in  (rather  than  just  the  humanity  of  a  concrete 

participator in abstract human nature). Therefore we will begin by attempting to find as much biblical 
support for this as possible. Second, one of the implications of Barth’s model is that Christ’s work is 

determinative for all humans—that is, it affects them all. This too we will attempt to justify biblically. 
After this, we will assess whether Scripture provides any reasons to pull back from his model.

4.1. Evidence for Christ’s Identification with Abstract Human Nature
The Image of God in Genesis 1:26

Our first task is to try to find biblical justification for the idea that Christ can be identified with 

abstract human nature itself. To do this we will start by looking at the creation of humans in Genesis. 
In Gen 1:11, 12, 21, 24 & 25, we find the repeated refrain that plants, birds, fish and animals would 

be made from the earth ‘according to their kinds’ (ם�ינ�ה  ,or κατὰ γένος).99 Commenting on this ל$מ"

Wenham says, 

There is a givenness about  time and space which God has ordered by his own 
decree. The different species of plant and animal life again bear testimony to God’s 
creative  plan.  The  implication,  though  not  stated,  is  clear:  what  God  has 
distinguished and created distinct, man ought not to confuse (Lev 19:19; Deut 22:9–
11).100

There is an order to the things in creation, not just an hierarchical order, but a ‘type’ order. God 

makes particular things from their kind or species. Things do not change what they are, since they 
are  of  a  certain  kind.  It  appears  valid  therefore  to  suggest  that  these  things  being  created  are 

concrete particulars of some sort of universal ‘kind’. Such a universal ‘kind’ seems very similar to our 
concept of an abstract nature.101

However, there is only so much we can make of this. Genesis is not a complete philosophical 
account.102 We can not say whether God created abstract-pig-kind (or abstract pig nature) in and of 

99 .here modifies the verb. Andrew Shead, personal correspondence ל
מ�ינ�ה�ם
100 Gordon J. Wenham, Word Biblical Commentary Vol. 1: Genesis 1-15 (Word Series. Dallas: Word Incorporated, 

2002), 21.
101 Hill notes this philosophical implication for ‘generic kinds’. Michael Hill, The How and Why of Love: An Introduction 

to Evangelical Ethics, (Kingsford: Matthias Media, 2002), 66-67.
102 Hill, Why, 67.
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itself first, and only then made the earth bring forth a pig according to that pre-created kind. Yet, 

there does seem to be a sense of these abstract natures being predetermined at least. For God does 
not just create pigs, but he creates pigs according to something else—even if that something else 

only exists in God’s ‘mind’. We see this again in 1Cor 15:38 which conveys the idea of God creating 

according to kinds. There, the ultimate reason for different kinds is that God makes them καθὼς 

ἠθέλησεν (just as he willed). This seems to suggest that these kinds are predetermined by God. 

Therefore every concrete particular could be called an expression of that predetermined kind and 

said to relate to that predetermined kind in the same way. In other words, every pig is an expression 
of what God has decided pig-ness to be. It is that God decided pig-ness that appears similar to what 

we would term abstract pig nature.

At verse 26 of Genesis 1 however, the refrain is suddenly broken. In v26 God makes man, not 

according to ‘man’s kind’,  but according to his own image and likeness.103 Kidner notes how  ‘the 
stress falls on his distinctiveness. Let us make stands in tacit contrast with “Let the earth bring forth” 

(24)’104 Clines’s study (which has been heavily relied upon by many commentators) argues that the 
words image and likeness are not meant to suggest different things but function together. He says 

we should ‘understand the term “according to our likeness” to be an amplification and specification of 
the meaning of the image”’.105 Also, Clines argues that the different prepositions should not be made 

significant since they are used inversely in Gen 5:3 (מו
.(ב�ד
מותו כ
צל  The translators of the LXX 

seem to  agree,  consistently  using  κατὰ  to  translate  these prepositions.  Firstly  it  is  used  of  the 

animals and livestock’s relation to their kind: τὰ θηρία τῆς γῆς κατὰ γένος καὶ τὰ κτήνη κατὰ 

γένος (v25). And  κατὰ is used for both ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ in v26: ἄνθρωπον κατ̓ εἰκόνα 

ἡμετέραν καὶ καθ̓ ὁμοίωσιν (repeated again in v27).

Therefore,  there  is  a  significant  difference  in  the  rational  by  which  humans  are  created 
compared to plants and other animals.  Whereas plants and animals are created according to an 

abstract nature of God’s choosing, humans are made according to something significantly different. 
They are made according to God’s image and likeness. The implication is that they are not made 

according  to  something  God has  decided,  but  according to  something more eternal.  God’s  own 
image and likeness is provided as the  kind humans are made after (i.e. Adam is  not the image of 

103 Francis Brown et al., Enhanced Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Electronic ed.; Oak Harbor, WA: 
Logos Research Systems, 2000), 568.

104 Derek Kidner, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary (Leicester: Downers Grove, 1976), 50.
105 David J. A. Clines, 'The Image of God in Man', Tyndale Bulletin 19 (1968), 85-99.
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God, but he is made according to God’s image). In other words, we might say that whereas abstract 

pig nature was determined by God’s ‘creative imagination’, abstract human nature already had its 
existence as God’s image and likeness before the first human.106

Such a reading of Genesis,  I  would argue, is quite straightforward. An obvious distinction is 
made between the creation of humans and all other living things. The basis of this distinction is the 

template according to which living things are made. Each species of animal is made according to an 
abstract nature God has determined, but humans are made according to God’s image. It is therefore 

reasonable to say that God’s image is itself the abstract nature that humans are made after.

This reading of Genesis provides one way of justifying Barth and Athanasius’ view that the Son 
himself is abstract human nature. This step can be made since the New Testament (in places like 

2Cor 3:18, 4:4; Col 1:15, 3:10) speaks of Christ as the image of God (rather than ‘in the image’ like 
Adam). It seems understandable that Christ is then posited as the actual kind humans are made 

after. In other words, God reveals in the New Testament Scriptures that ‘the image of God’ in Gen 
1:26-27 is not the attribute of His authority or goodness, but the being of His Son.

Let us pause briefly to examine this in Col 1:15 where Christ is explicitly  εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ. 

These words cause a flurry of debate among scholars. A significant proportion of scholars argue that 

these words are referring to a sapiential idea; purely of God’s wisdom.107 But this seems to ignore 
that Paul is talking about God’s relationship to creation, and in such a context language like ‘the 

image of God’ is surely meant to pick up passages like Gen 1:26-27.108 Though the meaning of this is 
uncertain in the Old Testament,109 the Colossian hymn explicitly identifies Christ as that image, and 

therefore  must  retroactively  shape  our  reading  of  Gen 1:26-27.  Accordingly,  Philip  Hughes  has 

106 Seeing this distinctiveness of the human’s creation in this way should make us wary of interpretations where being 
made after God’s image simply means possessing an attribute of God’s character. Such suggestions fail to do 
justice to the creation of animals according to their kinds—as if concrete pigs accord to their abstract kind by just 
being mud wallowers. Instead, any such similarity in character is a consequence of being made according to that 
kind. In other words, a pig will accord to its kind by first being a concrete physical instance of pig kind, and its role 
and character of mud wallowing is secondary. And in the same way, Adam accords to God’s image by first being a 
concrete physical instance of God’s image, and his role and character of ruling and being relational is secondary to 
that. Therefore, we can not think of God’s image as simply an attribute given to man among all animals. Rather, 
God’s image is the abstract kind that humans are made according to. Clines provides a sweeping survey of such 
exegetical options from the Old Testament and ANE literature. Clines, 'The Image', 85-99.

107 Blocher, Anthropology, 110; Larry W. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans 2003), 506.

108 Peter T. O'Brien, Word Biblical Commentary: Colossians-Philemon Vol. 44 (Word Biblical Commentary; Dallas: 
Word, 2002), 43.

109 Again, Clines exegetical treatment of the options is difficult to surpass. Clines, 'Image of God in Man', 53-103.
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argued, ‘the New Testament clearly testifies, the image of God in which he [Adam] is formed and to 

which it  is the Creator’s will  that  he should conform is the Son,  the Second Person of the Holy 
Trinity’.110 In other words, from a New Testament perspective, we could say that God made Adam in  

or according to Christ.

Therefore,  it  would  seem like  a  valid  option  to  suggest  that  somehow Christ  is  himself  the 

abstract  human nature  that  humans are made according  to.  This would  justify  Barth’s  view that 
abstract human nature primarily belongs to Christ in such a way that all humans are patterned after 

Christ. This could also be used to support Barth’s  concreted-abstract model that Christ’s concrete 
human nature is abstract human nature itself,  rather than a human derivative of  abstract human 

nature as we seem to be. But significantly for our purpose, this argument supports an ontological 
reason for why Christ’s actions have significance for other humans. If all humans are derived and 

grounded in him, he naturally stands as the representative of those who are his derivatives. There is 
an ontological solidarity.

Therefore,  our  next  question  will  be:  Can  we  see  Christ  presented  as  somehow  more 
determinative to mankind than others? Can we see Christ’s actions affecting all humans?

4.2. Evidence for Christ Being Determinative for all Humans
Adam and Christ in Romans 5:12-21

Romans 5:12-21 appears at a significant point in Paul’s argument in the book. Dunn argues it is 

the summary of  Paul’s  argument  thus  far  from 1:18.111 However,  Schreiner  and  Moo have  both 
proposed that v12-21 are better thought as a further development of the theme of hope from v1-

11.112 The latter appears fitting since the point of v21 is that grace has triumphed over sin, and as 
such pushed Paul’s argument forward rather than simply summing up his argument thus far. The 

passage is, in as simple terms as possible, a comparison of Adam and Christ. This is about as much 
agreement as there is between commentators, as anything more detailed than that is debated. 

However, the central point of this passage seems that Christ is comparable to Adam. This is 
significant for our study since Adam himself appears as both determinative and effects all humans. 

110 Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, The True Image: the Origin and Destiny of Man in Christ (Licester: Inter-Vasity Press, 
1989), 19.

111 James D. G. Dunn, Word Biblical Commentary: Romans 1-8. Vol. 38A  (Word Biblical Commentary Series; Dallas: 
Word, 2002), 272.

112 Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans (Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament Vol. 6; Grand Rapids: Baker 
Books, 1998), 271.  D. J. Moo, Romans 1–8 (Wycliffe Exegetical Commentary. Chicago: Moody), 328.
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We see this in v12 ‘sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way 

death  came  to  all  men,  because  all  sinned’.  Without  trying  to  minimize  the  important  debates 
surrounding the explanation of why Adam is the cause of death itself,  the underlying reason why 

Adam’s actions affected all humans seems to be because they are his descendants.113 Morris makes 
this point  by noting the fivefold repetition of the idea in v15-19. Such an emphasis forces him to 

conclude that ‘Adam’s sin in some way brought the penalty of death not only on himself but on all his 
posterity’.114 That is, if we ask why the human race is subjected to Adam’s death, sin and judgement, 

the answer seems to be because he is ontologically  prior.  He is not  our brother  participating in 
human nature with us, rather he is our father whom we have received human nature from. Or in other 

words, Adam stands in relation to all humans in a way that no other human does—as the father of all 

humans. It is because of this relation that Adam is determinative and effects all humans.

Having seen this, the next important point to make from this passage is Paul’s description of 

Adam  in  v14:  Ἀδὰμ  ὅς  ἐστιν  τύπος  τοῦ  μέλλοντος.  Here,  in  Paul’s  introduction  to  the 

comparative affects of Christ and Adam to other humans, Adam is directly related to Christ as a 

τύπος.  Goppelt  says  of  τύπος here,  ‘In  content,  then,  τύπος,  as  in  1C.  10,  is  the  advance 

presentation which indicates higher correspondence’.115 The idea seems to be that Adam and his 
affect on humans is an advance presentation, or in other words, a preview of Christ and his affect on 

humans. That is, Adam being a τύπος of Christ means that Christ is, in some way, superior or truer 

than Adam.

Such a view is also supported by the second important aspect to note in this passage. Paul uses 

the adjectival  phase  πολλῷ μᾶλλον in  v15 and 17 to compare Adam’s effects  on humans to 

Christ’s effects  on humans. This is a phrase that commentators like Dunn, Morris and Schreiner 
seem to have glossed over. Even though Dunn notes that this is the fourth time in nine verses Paul 

has used the how much more argument, he simply dismisses any similar interpretation by stating ‘but 
here the construction denotes contrast’ without discussion.116 Morris only understands it as a way of 

113 See John Murray, The Imputation of Adam’s Sin (New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing, 1979), 22-
36.

114 Morris, Romans, 230.
115 Leonhard Goppelt, ‘τύπος, ντίτυπος, τυπικός, ποτύπωσις’, ἀ ὑ Theological Dictionary of the New Testament 

(Gerhard Friedrich and Gerhard Kittel eds.; Electronic ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-c1976), 8:252. 
Interestingly Calvin understands τύπος here as only a dim likeness which should not be made much of. John 
Calvin, Calvin's Commentaries: Romans (Electronic ed.; Albany: Logos Library System, 1998), Ro 5:14.

116 Dunn, Romans, 279. Schreiner also limits Paul’s argument to the contrasts between Adam and Christ. Schreiner, 
Romans, 284.
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saying that God’s grace ‘is far greater than anything with which it can be compared’.117 However, 

even though there is a great contrast between Adam and Christ’s affects on humans, it is presented 

in context of their  similarities. That is, the phase  πολλῷ μᾶλλον implies Adam and Christ have 

something in common – something in which Christ is ‘much more’ than Adam. An illustration might 
be something like, ‘If Mark Taylor being the captain of the Australian Cricket team meant losing the 

Ashes,  how much more would Don Bradman being the captain mean winning it’.  The argument 
works not simply on the basis of the different result,  but on the  very being of the persons being 

compared.  The  superior  being  has  a  superior  ability  when  placed  in  a  common  position.  The 
implication for v15 and v17 is that Christ  must be  so much more of  an Adam figure than Adam 

himself was, in order to have so much more an affect on humans than Adam himself did. In other 
words, Christ was superior to Adam in being, not only in result.

Again,  such a  reading of  Romans does  present  Christ  as somehow determinative  for  all of 

Adam’s race,  rather  than only determinative  of  a new race.  Obvious questions should be raised 
about whether this leads to universalism, since it  seems to in Barth’s analysis.118 However, there 

could be a way of reading Romans 5:12-21 with a special focus on Christ’s resurrected life which 
reverses the judgement of death on all of Adam’s race. In that sense the passage would be referring 

to the general resurrection, in which the righteous through faith will reign (v17). We may see a similar 
determinative nature of Christ for all humans in 1Corinthians 15.

Adam and Christ in 1Corinthians 15

We see  a  similar  description  of  Christ  over  Adam in  1Corinthains  15.  After  arguing  for  the 
necessity of Christ’s resurrection for Christianity’s validity, Paul describes what Christ’s resurrection 

actually achieves. First, Christ’s resurrection is the promise of a much more numerous resurrection to 
follow since he is the firstfruits (v20).119 Second, this great resurrection to come is because of Christ’s 

117 Morris, Romans, 235.
118 Karl Barth, Christ and Adam: Man and Humanity in Romans 5 (Translated by T. A. Smail. Scottish Journal of 

Theology Occasional Papers No. 5. Edinburg: Oliver & Boyd, 1956), 17. See Letham’s concern: See Letham, Work, 
79.

119 See Larry J. Kreitzer, ‘Adam and Christ’, in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters (G. F. Hawthorne and R. P. Martin 
eds.; Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993), 11; David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians (Baker Exegetical Commentary on 
the New Testament; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 705-706; Richard B. Gaffin Jr., Resurrection and 
Redemption: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology (Biblical and Theological Studies Series. New Jersey: Presbyterian and 
Reformed Publishing, 1987), 35.
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comparative relation to Adam (v21-22). The implication is that Christ has an effect on humans in the 

same way that Adam has an effect on humans. The issue is which humans Christ has an effect on. 

At one level it could simply be that both Adam and Christ have an effect on all (πάντες). Garland 

however, lists a generous number of scholars who agree that the participle ἐν modifies the scope of 

πάντες.120 The result is that all those in Christ are thought of as a sub-group of all those in Adam. 

Several problems arise if we take this view. First, it seems at the very least strange that Paul—who 
so vehemently taught the resurrection of the righteous and the wicked—gives no account of it here 

(see  Acts  24:15).  Second,  this  view  makes  any  reference  or  comparison  to  the  man  Adam 
superfluous.121 Thirdly and most significantly, it doesn’t match Paul’s mind from Romans 5. That is, 

Gaffin has astutely noted that v22 is a one-sentence summary of Paul’s teaching in Rom 5:12ff.122 If 

that is the case, it would be better to understand the ἐν of v22 with a causative sense, since Rom 

5:12ff seems quite clear that all die because of Adam. In this case the parallelism of v22 would follow 
that ‘all, because of Christ, will be made alive’.123 Fee however, points out that problems arise if Paul 

is understood as talking about the general resurrection here, because he argues there would be 
universal implications for v45-49.124 Yet Fee’s view has its own problems, as we have mentioned, and 

more so when he gets  to  v23-28,  since he wants to  say that  Christ’s final  destruction of  death 
assumes a universal resurrection.125 

It  appears,  however,  that  Paul  is  using  the  Adam-Christ  comparison  differently  in  the  two 
passages. Verses 21-22 is referring to a general resurrection of all people, with the understanding 

that some will be raised into ‘the kingdom of God the Father’ and others will be raised as enemies to 
be placed under Christ’s feet (v24-28). Verses 45-49 then, can be understood as comparing the 

difference between the Christian’s body pre- and post- resurrection. In other words, in the first place 
Paul speaks generally of the universal resurrection, but after that he narrows his discussion to just 

120 Garland, 1 Corinthians, 706-707.
121 Martinus C. de Boer, The Defeat of Death: Apocalyptic Eschatology in 1Corinthians 15 and Romans 5 (Sheffield: 

JSOT Press, 1988), 112. 
122 Gaffin, Resurrection, 36.
123 Somewhat surprisingly, Benjamin B. Warfield held a similar view on 1Cor 15:22 and argued that the ‘all’ should be 

understood as ‘unlimited’ in both phrases. Benjamin B. Warfield, ‘The Prophecies of St. Paul’, in The Works of  
Benjamin B. Warfield: Biblical Doctrines (10 Vols. Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2003), 621; see also 604, 616; repr. 
from The Expositor 5/4 (1896). See also Benjamin B. Warfield, ‘The Resurrection of Christ a Fundamental 
Doctrine’, in The Selected Shorter Writings of Benjamin B. Warfield (2 Volumes. New Jersey: Presbyterian and 
Reformed Publishing, 1970), 198-199; repr. from The Homiletic Review 32 (1896).

124 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT; F. F. Bruce ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 
749n19. 

125 Fee, Corinthians, 747.
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the Christian’s resurrection. So, similarly to Rom 5:12ff, Christ is an Adamic figure who overturns the 

finality of death which riddles Adam’s race. However, Christ’s ability to redeem all from the grave 
does not mean that all will be welcomed into the Father’s kingdom. We might postulate that Christ’s 

resurrection as the true Adam means there will be physical bodies for the spiritually alive and also for 
the spiritually dead.126

In essence, we have looked at the previous passages to muster support for Barth’s ontological 

explanation of Christ’s ability to represent humans. We have argued that two aspects of his view 
could be justified from Scripture. First, Christ could possibly be identified with abstract human nature 

from  Genesis  1  and  Colossians.  Second,  Christ’s  work  could  possibly  be  considered  as 
determinative  for  all  humans  from  Romans  5  and  1Corinthains  15.  However,  one  important 

implication of Barth’s model was that Christ’s concrete human nature was not related to abstract 
human nature in the same sense that our own concrete natures are. Our next section will evaluate 

this implication.

4.3. Biblical Evidence Against Barth’s Model
Even though we can make a seemingly valid argument from Scripture to support Barth’s idea 

that Christ can be identified as abstract human nature, other parts of Scripture raise problems for it. 
For, when the New Testament describes how the eternal Son or Logos has assumed human nature, 

its emphasis seems to be on: a) a concrete human nature, and b) a human nature that makes him 
our brother, rather than somehow our ontological template. Only a brief survey will be possible here.

The only reference in the New Testament which could be understood explicitly to suggest Christ 
being somehow the being of humanity is in John 1. There in v4, we are told that the Logos who 

became flesh, had life (ζωὴ) and that life was the light of men (τὸ φῶς τῶν ἀνθρώπων). Could 

this suggest that Christ himself is the essence of abstract human nature? This is not a common 

interpretation.127 The light/dark categories in John are soteriological, so a better solution would be 

126 This seems similar to John 5:24-29 where Jesus is the agent of some people’s justification, but also the agent of 
everyone’s resurrection.

127 Carson raises it as an option, but considers it off John’s topic. D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John 
(Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1991), 119. See also George R. Beasley-Murray, Word Biblical Commentary: John 
(Vol. 36; Word Biblical Commentary Series; Dallas: Word, 2002), 11.  Andreas J. Köstenberger, John (Baker 
Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 30. John Calvin, John, Jn 
1:4.
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that the Word reveals himself to men, rather than constitutes their essence. Therefore, even though 

this could be stretched to say Christ is abstract human nature, it would seem a large leap to make. 
Besides, the other references to Christ’s human nature all appear to equate his concrete nature with 

our own.

There are several references in the New Testament where the pre-existent Son is understood 

have taken on the likeness of concrete humans. First, we see this in the supposed pre-Pauline poem 

of Philippians 2:6-11.128 In v7 we are told that the Son  ἐν ὁμοιώματι ἀνθρώπων γενόμενος. 

(This  likeness is also seen in Rom 8:3.) The direction of this  likeness means that Christ’s human 

nature (σχήματι v7b129) is itself determined by already existent concrete humans.130 Indeed the word 

used is the same word the LXX uses to translate מו̀תנוcדeכ in Gen 1:25. Therefore Schneider makes 
the astute conclusion that ‘He who was the full image of God became the full image of man’.131 This 

seems to raise a difficulty for the view that Adam is the likeness of Christ, since here, Christ is the 
likeness of Adam’s race.132 A similar issue is present in Heb 2:14-17. There the writer indicates that, 

just as all humans share (κεκοινώνηκεν) concrete human nature, the Son partakes in (μετέσχεν) 

concrete human nature in the same way.133 As Lane puts it,  ‘the transcendent Son accepted the 

mode of existence common to all humanity’.134

 These  verses  seem  to  emphasise  that  the  human  nature  the  Son  assumed  was  purely 

concrete, and have no sense that his human nature was the original pattern of our own; however, 
they neither  provide a knock-down argument  for Barth’s  model.  Barth’s model  affirms that  Jesus 

partakes of concrete human nature in the same sense that we do (which is what Heb 2:14 is saying). 

128 Ralph P. Martin, Word Biblical Commentary: Philippians (Vol. 43; Word Biblical Commentary Series; Dallas: Word, 
2004), 99.

129 Johannes Schneider, ‘σχ μα, μετασχηματίζω’ in ῆ Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Gerhard Friedrich 
and Gerhard Kittel eds.; Electronic ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-c1976), 7:954.

130 Martin, Philippians, 120.
131 Johannes Schneider, ‘ μοιος, μοιότης, μοιόω, μοίωσις, μοίωμα, φομοιόω, παρόμοιος, παρομοιάζω’ inὅ ὁ ὁ ὁ ὁ ἀ  

Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Gerhard Friedrich and Gerhard Kittel eds.; Electronic ed.; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-c1976), 5:186.

132 Barth certainly sees these passages referring to Christ’s concrete human nature and similarity to all men, but he 
does not seem to give any thought that they deny his larger concept of men being the likeness of Christ. See Barth, 
CD III:2, 209-210.

133 Hanse notes that μετέσχεν was the word ‘used in all Gk. philosophy’ to describe how forms are related to ideas and 
particulars were related to universals. Also that that μετέσχεν is fully synonymous with κεκοινώνηκενu. 
Hermann Hanse, ‘ χω, ντέχομαι, πέχω, νέχω, νοχος, κατέχω, μετέχω, μετοχή, μέτοχος, νουνεχ ς,ἔ ἀ ἀ ἐ ἔ ῶ  
συμμέτοχος’ in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Gerhard Friedrich and Gerhard Kittel eds.; Electronic 
ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-c1976), 2:830; 2:821.

134 William L. Lane, Word Biblical Commentary: Hebrews 1-8 (Vol. 47A; Word Biblical Commentary Series; Dallas: 
Word, 2002), 60.
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The more significant issue is whether Jesus partakes of abstract human nature in the same sense 

that we do. The New Testament’s identification of Jesus as the image of God and the ‘type’ language 
of Romans 5 suggest Jesus’ relation to abstract human nature  is different to our own. Certinally, 

there is certainly no simple statement in the New Testament that humans are derived from Christ’s 
concrete human nature. But does lack of a proof-text invalidate a theological argument?

4.4. Conclusion of Biblical Evaluation of Barth’s Model
In  summary  of  our  brief  biblical  examination,  we  have  attempted  to  create  valid  biblical 

arguments  for  A)  Christ  being  identified  as abstract  human nature  itself  or  the  pattern  to  which 

humans are derived, and B) Christ being determinative for all humans. We have also tried to see if 
any other parts of the New Testament directly invalidate his position. All we have determined is that 

the New Testament’s few but extremely important descriptions of how the eternal Son has taken on 
human nature have no concept of A. Rather, Christ is only ever talked about in his similarity to other 

humans.  This  should  raise  significant  concerns  for  Barth’s  ontological  explanation  of  Christ’s 
representative activity. In other words, though it seems dangerous to construct an argument about 

Christ’s relationship to abstract human nature which is nowhere explicit in the Scriptures, it would 
also be dangerous to discount it. 

A deeper study into the abstract sense of Christ’s human nature would be an important way 
forward from here.
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5. Conclusion

Our  study  began  by  asking  why  the  man  Jesus—as  opposed  to  anyone  else—represents 

humans to God. To evaluate Barth’s explanation of why Jesus does this, we have noted the different 
ways theologians have primarily understood the human nature which the Son assumed. Some place 

an emphasis on the Son’s assumption of abstract human nature, while others emphasise the Son’s 
assumption of a concrete human nature. To further set the context of the discussion, we saw how 

Calvin has a simply-concrete model of Christ’s human nature. However, Calvin’s emphasis meant he 
saw no ontological reason for Christ’s ability to represent humanity.

Barth however, did posit an ontological reason for Christ’s representative ability. After a detailed 
outline of Barth’s position, we argued Barth so emphasised the Son’s assumption of abstract human 

nature  that  he  could  identify  Christ  as  abstract  human  nature  itself.  We  called  this  the 
concreted-abstract  model.  The implication was that  all  humans are derived from Christ’s  human 

nature.  This provided Barth with an ontological  explanation of  Christ’s representative  ability.  The 
corollary we noted however,  is  that  all  humans must be implicitly  affected by Christ’s work (and 

election).

A  biblical  argument  could  be  made  for  humanity  being  derived  from Christ,  and  for  Christ 

affecting all humanity – particularly in his resurrection. However, it seems that although Christ affects 
all humans, he does not do so for all the same way. And, there is no explicit thought in the New 

Testament  of  our  human natures  being derived from Christ.  Therefore,  we have  concluded  that 
though this should raise concerns about Barth’s model, its validity and traditional support means it 

should certainly not be discounted.

A way forward would  be to  consider  whether  other  explanations  can  be offered  or  brought 

together with Barth’s. To this end, we would like to make some suggestions for further thought.

5.1. A Better Explanation?
Though it has not been the topic of this essay to explicitly answer why Christ’s human nature 

affects all humans, we would like to offer some alternatives to Barth’s ontological explanation.

One suggestion is that Christ’s concrete human nature is not the essential requirement of his 
representation of  humanity.  Rather,  it  is  because of his person being the one through whom all 

things were made and who upholds the very existence of  all things—including humans (see John 
1:3; Col 1:16-17; Heb 1:2-3). It would follow that, from the incarnation, the dependency of all things is 
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focused on the concrete nature of Jesus, such that his work directly affects all creation.135 So:

God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile 
to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace 
through his blood, shed on the cross. Col 1:19-20

Here, Christ’s implicit representation of ‘all  things’ appears as the consequence of ‘all  things’ 

being  created  through  him.  This  explanation  has  a  similar  ontological twist  to  it  that  Barth’s 
explanation does. However, it widens the scope of Christ’s representative ability beyond humanity, 

and this would need to be clarified.

Another suggestion is that Christ’s concrete human nature is elected to its representative role.136 

It could simply be that the human nature of Christ is anointed to be humanity’s  Priest. This seems 
reasonable since the Priests’ function was to represent the people before Yahweh, and they were 

the first to be called ‘anointed ones’ or ‘christs (ὁ ἱερεὺς ὁ χριστὸς Lev 4:16; Ex 28:41; 29:7). In 

support of this, Heb 5:4-5 suggests Christ’s representative ability is explained by his anointing by the 

Spirit at his baptism:137

Every high priest is selected from among men and is appointed to represent them in 
matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. [...] No one takes this 
honour upon himself; he must be called by God, just as Aaron was. So Christ also 
did not take upon himself the glory of becoming a high priest. But God said to him, 
“You are my Son; today I have become your Father.” Heb 5:1-5 (cf Mat 3:17)

This passage speaks of Christ (‘in the days of his flesh’ v7) being selected to the High Priestly 
role. Yet, this is never thought apart from his divine nature. There seems an expectation that Christ 

was worthy of such a role, because he is the eternal Son. Therefore, possibly a combination of these 
two suggestions is warranted. That is, Christ being sustainer of all things in his divine nature is the 

basis for his human nature being anointed High Priest over all men. 

In the end however, the reason Christ can represent us to the Father is less important than the 

fact that he does. And I am very thankful that he does.

135 This is similar to Gunton’s view. Colin E. Gunton, Christ and Creation, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 82.
136 A suggestion of David A. Höhne, personal conversation. This is quite different to Barth’s view of election since, as 

we have argued, his basis of mankind’s election in Christ is the priority of Christ’s human nature over other humans.
137 This however would mean understanding προσαγορευθεὶς in v10 as causal.
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