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How Christians Believe 4 

In the humanity of the divine Son  
 

 

For many years now I’ve been a part of small reading circle which has met most 

months to think together about a chapter from some theological tome we’ve agreed 

needs to be understood. Our current focus is a book by English thinker Graham Ward. 

Ward begins his “Politics of Discipleship” with the observation that the age in which 

we live is one which demands what he calls “impolite” theology. 

Fundamentally, his point is about the need for theology which is not straitened by 

assumptions about what is and is not good “form” for theological thinking, not limited 

by the accepted norms and so, in this sense, “impolite”. Ours is a world of crises, both 

in the common sense that there are many things which demand our response but also 

in the literal and more important sense of crisis: a world which requires judgements be 

made (the Greek root krisis means “judgement”). 

In a sense we are trying to be impolite in our treatment of the creed over these few 

weeks. We have set aside the typical problems which the creedal statements are 

typically thought to present and we are seeking instead to ask about the polis – the 

“city” or community – which confesses this creed and is implied in it. That is, we are 

asking after what it means to be “polite” – part of the polis, the city. This politeness is 

not civility (to shift from the Greek root to a Latin one). It is a politeness which is 

concerned with the truths of living in human community. The play between the words 

“polis” and “polite” is important here. It is polis which gives us polity, politics, 

policy, police, politeness – all which have to do with the description or regulation of 

our being together. In a sense, our newspapers are filled with the question of how, in 

the broadest sense, we are going at being “polite” or living with each other. 

After noting in our first week the geometry of the creed – its shape – we then looked 

at it as one confession among many. Last week we began a process of reading the 

creed “backwards”, beginning with a brief overview of the third article of the creed, 

on the Spirit. There we encountered a promised human polis in quite general terms. 

The Spirit is the agent by which is formed the church, a “community of saints” which 

is “called out” from the broader human community (Greek: ek-klesia, church, means 

out-called). This community is marked by a certain mode of relationship – 

forgiveness – and has a particular destiny: the resurrection to eternal life of the 

common body (the “body” in the New Testament is another relational or “pol-ite” 

concept). 

If we continue to read the creed backwards, we come next to the article on the Son. As 

we’ve already noted, this is the longest because it poses the most difficult religious 

problem: that God and the world have coincided in the historical person Jesus. This is 

most insistently put in the Nicene Creed: Jesus the only Son is “eternally begotten of 



 

the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not 

made, of one Being with the Father; through him all things were made”. Following on 

from these obviously divine attributes are obviously human ones: Jesus was born, 

suffered, died and was buried. Today, as then, the history is largely uncontroversial. 

The theology, however, continues to create problems. For believers who want to 

believe in accord with the tradition, how God is one and three remains a problem they 

just can’t quite resolve. For others the problem is more fundamental, being a matter of 

whether or not Jesus has a unique and defining connection to the God of all things.  

At stake in all this is our understanding of God – our “image” of God. How much 

does this little word encompass? But also at stake here, and typically overlooked, is 

our image of ourselves: the significance of the divine for the human, and vice-versa. 

Scripturally, “image of God” is an anthropological category in the Scriptures, and not 

a theological one. The “image of God”, as we heard in the reading from Genesis this 

morning, is not a divine thing but a marker of what is human. To declare that Jesus is 

the “image of God” is then, perhaps most unexpectedly, to say that he is a human 

being. The interplay between Jesus as the image of God and Adam as the image of 

God is particularly strong in Paul’s accounts of how Jesus encapsulates humankind. 

But the important point is that all the affirmations of the exalted identity of Jesus as 

the Son are, at the same time, statements of the depth of his humanity. Jesus is not, 

then the “image of God”; the emphasis shifts: Jesus is the image of God. 

And this brings us back to theological impoliteness. The impoliteness is not so much 

the difficulties of the doctrine of the Trinity, which trip up many people. It is more 

literally an impoliteness – a challenge to what we imagine humanity to be, to how we 

order our polis, our lives together.  

As an account of salvation history it is easy to reduce the history of Jesus to a special 

case; as the creed declares, it is “for us and for our salvation” that he becomes truly 

human. Linked to this is a loose but widely held understanding that Jesus “had to die” 

as he did, in order to fulfill the requirements of some divine economy of salvation. 

But if Jesus is the image of God, the human being, then he was sent not simply to die 

but to live. The impoliteness in all of this is the acknowledgement of the tragedy that a 

true human being is crushed by untruth in human community. There is an indictment, 

a judgement, here. That judgement is: that the human city operates such that it is 

acceptable, even necessary, for some to be forgotten. Those who heard or read the 

first of the sermons in this series will recall that there we noted that “truth”, in biblical 

Greek, does not have the bland sense “not false” but the much stronger, more human 

sense of “not forgotten”, not assigned to oblivion. Drawing on this, no small part of 

the truth of the creed is that it declares that a man discarded is not forgotten, as those 

who discarded him intended he be forgotten. This impoliteness in the creed is the 

same as any impoliteness which remembers others “better” forgotten: the impoliteness 

which reminds us that, while we might insist on deciding who comes to this country, 

this was not a decision accorded the indigenous people of this land two centuries ago. 

It is the impoliteness which reminds us that the lifestyle we go to war to protect is in 

no small part enabled by the appalling wages and working conditions of those who 

sew our clothes, gather our food and piece together our phones. It is the impoliteness 

which draws to our attention that the old are not an impediment and cannot be 

discarded. It is the impoliteness which reminds us that English is not God’s native 

language. It is the impoliteness of the whistleblower. Some things, we would admit, 

are better forgotten, better “un-true”. 



 

Contrary to such untruth, we might say that the resurrection was God’s 

“remembering” of Jesus, and the creed is the means by which we remember God’s 

remembering. And, in remembering this, we orient ourselves towards a new kind of 

community, a new polis, a new kind of “politeness”. For all the despair which the 

tragedy of the death of Jesus might effect in us, for all the indictment it contains, the 

creed is a document of hope. It is “for us and for our salvation” that the Son takes on 

our humanity. While we are wont to forget, and often simply just want to forget, we 

are not ourselves forgotten. By the power of the Spirit we are gathering into a 

community whose business it is not forgetfulness, but remembrance. This 

remembrance – realised in the bread and the cup – is a making present again of the 

shape of Jesus’ own humanity; fed by the body of Christ we become the body of 

Christ, we are conformed to his image, his humanity. 

Reading the creed “backwards” we speak of the Spirit which is the basis of our 

coming to faith, the beginning of our knowing and formation, propelling us into a new 

kind of being, a new humanity, which is the humanity of Christ himself. This is the 

declaration, and the promise, of the creed the church confesses. And it is then, in the 

Spirit-realised humanity of Jesus, that we are finally enabled to know God as Jesus 

himself did, as “Father”. Of this, more next week. 

For now, let it be that God’s people tells the creed’s impolite story of God in praise 

and thanksgiving, to the greater glory of him who loves us more than we know, that 

we might more fully become God’s glory.  

Amen. 

*** 


