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Some conservative writers have attempted to defend the
idea that the secondPersonof theGodhead, at the timeof the
�incarnation�(i.e.,when�theWordbecameflesh��John1:14),
laid aside �the form of God.� They contend that the concept
of an infinite God being clothed within a human body is il-
logical. Though these authors undoubtedlymeanwell, their
position is quite erroneous as to the nature of the incarnate
Christ.
Several arguments have been employed in an attempt to

buttress this position. For example, it has been argued: (a)God
cannot be tempted (James 1:13); but (b) Jesus was tempted
(James 1:13). Thus, the conclusion is supposed to be: Jesus
didnotexist in the formofGod.
The logical consequence of this position is that JesusChrist

was not deity in the flesh. Advocates of this view usually do
notmean toaffirmexplicitly that conclusion,but that iswhere
the reasoning leads. What these writers have failed to real-
ize, with reference to James 1:13, is that God the Father�
notChrist theSon�is inview in that context. Jameswasnot
discussing thenatureand/or roleofChrist.Thus, it is improper
to generalize regarding the nature of theLord from this brief
reference.
The text commonlyappealed toasproof that Jesusdidnot

exist on Earth in �the form of God� is Philippians 2:6. Here
is the full contextofwhatPaulwrote:

Have thismind inyou,whichwasalso inChrist Jesus:
who, existing in the form of God, counted not the be-
ing on an equality withGod a thing to be grasped, but
emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being
made in the likeness ofmen; and being found in fash-
ionasaman,hehumbledhimself, becomingobedient
even unto death, yea, the death of the cross (Philippians
2:5-8,ASV).

But theposition advocated is incorrect for the following rea-
sons.
InPhilippians 2:6, Paul spokeofChrist as �existing in the

formofGod....�The term�existing� isnot apast tense form.
It translates the Greek term huparchon, a present-tense par-
ticiple. The present tense reveals that the Savior�s existence
in the �form of God� is a sustainedmode of being, not one
thatwas interruptedby the incarnation.A.T.Robertsoncalled
attention to thedifferencebetween thepresent tense,huparchon
(denoting �eternal existence in themorphe [form] ofGod�),
and the Lord�s �becoming� (aorist tense) in the likeness of
man (1931, 4:445). There was a time when the second Per-
son of theGodhead did not exist asman; there never has been
a timewhenHewasnot in�the formofGod.�

W.E.Vine commented that this grammatical formdenotes
�an existence or condition both previous to the circumstances
mentioned and continuing after it� (1991, p. 279). Another
scholarnoted that thewordexpresses�continuanceofanan-
tecedent state or condition� (Abbott-Smith, 1923, p. 457).
Hendriksenwasquitecorrectwhenheasked:�[O]fwhatdid
Christ emptyhimself?Surelynot of his existence �in the form
of God�� (1962, p. 106).Wuest amplified the present tense
form of the participle by suggesting that Jesus �has always
been and at present continues to subsist� in the form of God
(1961, p. 462). It is unnecessary to multiply additional ex-
amples.
Contrary to the evidence, however, it has been alleged that

whereas Christ existed in the form of God prior to the incar-
nation,Hedivestedhimselfof thatstatuswhileonEarth.Finally,
according to the theory under review, Jesus resumed the
form-of-God naturewhenHe returned to heaven. There is no
biblical support for this concept, which violates the explicit
testimonyofScripture.
The Greek word for �form� ismorphe�a term denoting

thatwhich is�indicativeof the interiornature�ofa thing(Green,
1907, p. 384), or asKennedyobserved,morphe �always sig-
nifies a formwhich truly and fully expresses the beingwhich
underlies it� (1956, 3:436). Trench commented that �none
couldbeenmorphe theou [in formofGod]whowasnotGod�
(1890, p. 263).All of this simplymeans that if Jesus gave up
the �formofGod�whenHebecame incarnate, thenHe ceased
beingGod at that time. This is equivalent to the doctrine ad-
vocatedby Jehovah�sWitnesses, namely, thatChristwas �noth-
ingmore thanaperfectman.� Imust say�in thekindestway
possible�that thepositionunder reviewisunrepresentative
of the teachingof theNewTestament.
But it is alleged that Jesus could not have existed in �the

formofGod�because theNewTestament speaksof theLord
being led of the Spirit, protected by angels, etc. Obviously,
therefore,Christwas not �infiniteGod.�The thing that seems
to be at the root of this misunderstanding is a failure to rec-
ognize that the Lord�s earthly limitations were not the con-
sequence of a less-than-Godnature; rather, theywere the re-
sult of a self-imposed submission reflecting the exercise of
Hissovereignwill.OfwhatdidChrist�empty�Himselfwhen
Hebecameflesh?
A.H.Strong expressed itwellwhenhenoted that, bymeans

of the incarnation, Jesus �resignednot the possession, nor yet
entirely the use, but rather the independent exercise, of the
divine attributes� (1907, p. 703). To say the same thing an-
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other way, the Lord�s incarnate status involved, not a dives-
titure of divine form/essence or attributes, but rather a sub-
ordination of those attributes to the Father in terms of role
function.WhenJesus affirmed, �[T]he father is greater than
I� (John14:28),Hewas not disclaimingdivine nature; rather,
Hewas asserting that He had subjected Himself voluntarily
to theFather�swill.
Think about this for amoment:HowcouldChrist be void

of thedivineattributes, and still bedivine?Athing is the sum
of its attributes. This is an insurmountable difficulty for those
who argue that the incarnate Christ was not in the �form of
God.� If Christ was not fully God, i.e., existing in the �form
ofGod,�exactlywhatwasHe?Quasi-God?Half-God?Merely
appearing to beGod (as certain Gnostics held)? Only per-
fectMan?What?
Moreover, if Jesus did not exist in the �formofGod�while

He lived on Earth, how could He claim to be �one� (neuter
gender, suggesting unity of nature) with the Father (John
10:30)?Why did the Lord allow Thomas to call him �God�
(John20:30)?Whydid Jesus acceptworship (Matthew8:2),
when He plainly taught that only God is worthy of worship
(Matthew4:10)?
Finally, if it is to be argued thatChrist laid asideHis status

of being in �the form of God� by virtue of His humanness
and His subordination to the Father, then one likewise must
contend, tobeconsistent, that Jesusdoesnot possess the �form
ofGod�now, because as ourMediator,He is �theman,Christ
Jesus� (1Timothy2:5), andHestill is in subjection to theFa-
ther (1Corinthians15:27).
Somemay feel that this is simply amatter of inconsequen-

tial semantics. However, sometimes semantics is quite im-
portant.Gospel truth is amessageofwords, andeveryChris-
tian teacherneeds tobeaccurate in the languageheemploys.
May theLord help us to be precise in the expression of bibli-
cal truth.
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