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In our world today, we are surrounded by people day-by-day.  But are we surrounded by other human beings?  What does it mean to be human?  Are we there yet?  And what does it take to get there? These might sound like questions with obvious answers, but everyday new issues arise that challenge our thinking.  Whether they be end-of-life issues, as we are seeing in the right-to-die movement (after all, if someone is no longer human, do we really need to keep them alive?), issues of the death penalty, human cloning, stem-cell research, or any number of other issues, the question of the meaning of humanity keeps coming up.  What is most troubling is that these issues are arising in a day and age when the Christian consensus has been lost, leaving society with little to ground their ultimate decision on.

As Christians seek to live out their lives in the world and yet remain faithful to the message of our savior, we must answer this question of what does it mean to be truly human from the wealth of reality displayed to us in Christian Scripture and history?
What does it mean to be Human?

The beginning of Genesis provides a bold initial proclamation about humanity:

1:26
Then God said, “Let us make people﻿ in our image, to be like ourselves. They will be masters over all life—the fish in the sea, the birds in the sky, and all the livestock, wild animals, and small animals.” 27 So God created people in his own image; God patterned them after himself; male and female he created them. 
This statement about the image-bearing nature of humanity has provided the basis for human rights in Western civilization.  Because all human beings bear the image of God, all human beings are worthy of a certain level of respect and rights.  The Bible makes this point itself, in Genesis 9:6, when the Lord tells Noah:

Yes, you must execute anyone who murders another person, for to kill a person is to kill a living being made in God’s image. 
Human life is of infinite worth to God because of the gracious given of God’s own image to us, and such, it is of infinite worth to us as Christians.  But, we also know that Adam fell, and with it, something changed in our human nature, as Paul points out in Romans:

Romans 5:12-15

When Adam sinned, sin entered the entire human race. Adam’s sin brought death, so death spread to everyone, for everyone sinned. 13 Yes, people sinned even before the law was given. And though there was no law to break, since it had not yet been given, 14 they all died anyway—even though they did not disobey an explicit commandment of God, as Adam did. What a contrast between Adam and Christ, who was yet to come! 15 And what a difference between our sin and God’s generous gift of forgiveness. For this one man, Adam, brought death to many through his sin.

Romans 11:11

Did God’s people stumble and fall beyond recovery?
When we say that human beings suffered the fall, we mean that in some way that the very nature of being human was lost.  This comes as a shock to us, especially those of us living at the dawning of the 21st century.  We see our great accomplishments, here the pronouncement of media and advertisers, and are tempted by the sirens’ song of the New Age movement that we are really all gods.  The sad truth, and in our hearts we know this, we are not even really human yet.  
So what does it mean to be human?  Were we on our own, we could do no better than point to the best peoples among us – a Mother Teresa, a Billy Graham, maybe even an Abraham Lincoln or Mahatma Gandhi.  On our own, we have no way of knowing what it really means to be human. 

But we are not on our own. Because the Triune God created us to be human, he also is at work, after the fall, in remaking us into our true humanity. And this work is done through the only person to live a truly human life – Jesus of Nazareth.  If you are like most people, this notion that Jesus was the only truly human being sounds strange.  After all, we know that Jesus is the Son of God.  One of the first passages I memorized in Scripture was John 1:1-2:

In the beginning the Word already existed. He was with God, and he was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God.

Can we really speak about someone who was divine as being the only truly human being?  What hope have we, since we are not divine?  This question is why the church spent so much time in the early centuries of its origins in understanding who this Jesus was and is.  At the Council of Nicea the Church declared him to be “the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds; God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God; begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made.”  But that same Council also declared, “for us men for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary, and was made man.” Jesus was both fully God and fully human.  Later Councils, especially Chalcedon in 451, declared that Jesus was:

…our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood; truly God and truly man, of a reasonable [rational] soul and body; consubstantial [coessential] with us according to the manhood; in all things like unto us, without sin…Only-begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one person and one Subsistence, not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten, God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ, as the prophets from the beginning [have declared] concerning him, and the Lord Jesus Christ himself has taught us, and the Creed of the holy Fathers has handed down to us.

 So, Jesus’ humanity was real. We acknowledge his divinity, but also his humanity.  And his humanity is part of our goal in the Christian life (as Dallas Willard points out in Divine Conspiracy). His humanity changed our humanity, and when we are born again (from above) we are not born as babies into our original flesh, but as human beings in the humanity of Jesus (John 3:3-8).  This goal provides the basis for much of Paul’s teachings, especially in Romans:

Romans 5:15-19

But this other man, Jesus Christ, brought forgiveness to many through God’s bountiful gift. 16 And the result of God’s gracious gift is very different from the result of that one man’s sin. For Adam’s sin led to condemnation, but we have the free gift of being accepted by God, even though we are guilty of many sins. 17 The sin of this one man, Adam, caused death to rule over us, but all who receive God’s wonderful, gracious gift of righteousness will live in triumph over sin and death through this one man, Jesus Christ.18 Yes, Adam’s one sin brought condemnation upon everyone, but Christ’s one act of righteousness makes all people right in God’s sight and gives them life. 19 Because one person disobeyed God, many people became sinners. But because one other person obeyed God, many people will be made right in God’s sight.
Romans 11:11-12

Did God’s people stumble and fall beyond recovery? Of course not! His purpose was to make his salvation available to the Gentiles, and then the Jews would be jealous and want it for themselves. 12 Now if the Gentiles were enriched because the Jews turned down God’s offer of salvation, think how much greater a blessing the world will share when the Jews finally accept it.

In Jesus our Lord and Savior the Triune God has remade humanity, and in remaking it, he brings back to life the very nature of what it means to be human:

Colossians 1:15-23

5 Christ is the visible image of the invisible God. He existed before God made anything at all and is supreme over all creation.﻿﻿ 16 Christ is the one through whom God created everything in heaven and earth. He made the things we can see and the things we can’t see—kings, kingdoms, rulers, and authorities. Everything has been created through him and for him. 17 He existed before everything else began, and he holds all creation together.18 Christ is the head of the church, which is his body. He is the first of all who will rise from the dead,﻿ so he is first in everything. 19 For God in all his fullness was pleased to live in Christ, 20 and by him God reconciled everything to himself. He made peace with everything in heaven and on earth by means of his blood on the cross. 21 This includes you who were once so far away from God. You were his enemies, separated from him by your evil thoughts and actions, 22 yet now he has brought you back as his friends. He has done this through his death on the cross in his own human body. As a result, he has brought you into the very presence of God, and you are holy and blameless as you stand before him without a single fault. 23 But you must continue to believe this truth and stand in it firmly. Don’t drift away from the assurance you received when you heard the Good News. The Good News has been preached all over the world, and I, Paul, have been appointed by God to proclaim it.
2 Corinthians 5:16-17

16 So we have stopped evaluating others by what the world thinks about them. Once I mistakenly thought of Christ that way, as though he were merely a human being. How differently I think about him now! 17 What this means is that those who become Christians become new persons. They are not the same anymore, for the old life is gone. A new life has begun!

In Christ we experience new life into true humanity.  But this does not help us to really know what it is that makes Jesus human and us still short of that goal.  What are the elements of Christ’s true humanity?  

The Elements

We cannot say positively all that makes up the humanity of Christ and what we should be transformed into (Phil. 3:21).  But there are clear elements that make up this new humanity:

· A truly relational nature (reflecting the image of the relational Triune God)
· Openness towards God and the things of God 

· Absolute dependence upon God 

· Openness towards other human beings

· Obedience to God 
· A living out of a destiny
Our humanity will likewise be marked by these same elements.  What is key though, is that these are not activities that Jesus engaged in, like healing, teaching, caring for the poor, etc.  These are the ways Jesus existed.  Becoming truly human is movement into a way of being.  As Dallas Willard pointed out in his recent visit to First Presbyterian, we want to become the kind of person who will keep the law, not try and keep the law.  Becoming truly human is about a new way of being, not doing. Not that “doing” will not result.  As Luther pointed out, the law is not against the promises of God (God forbid he said).  No, our actions though must flow out of a new central reality of who we are.  The concept of the humanity of Jesus, while it does include some “structural” elements in our human nature (which we will discuss in the coming weeks), it is more about a change in identity and our inner being (Romans 12:2).  How do we get there? That is for the following weeks.
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