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Theological Primer: Hypostatic Union  
 

December 19, 2018  |  Kevin DeYoung  

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevin-deyoung/theological-primer-hypostatic-union/ 

From time to time I make new entries into this continuing series called “Theological Primer.” The idea is to 
present big theological concepts in around 500 words. Today we look at the hypostatic union. 

. . . 

In simplest terms, the hypostatic union is a reference to Jesus Christ as both God and man, fully divine and 
fully human. Hypostasis is the Greek word for subsistence (think: individual existence). The hypostatic 
union, therefore, is the technical term for the unipersonality of Christ, whereby in the incarnation the Son 
of God was constituted a complex person with both a human and a divine nature. 

For a concise and careful definition of the hypostatic union, the Chalcedonian Definition (AD 451) is still 
unsurpassed. 

Therefore, following the holy fathers, we all with one accord teach men to acknowledge one and the 
same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once complete in Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God 
and truly man, consisting also of a reasonable soul and body; of one substance with the Father as 
regards his Godhead, and at the same time of one substance with us as regards his manhood; like us 
in all respects, apart from sin; as regards his Godhead, begotten of the Father before the ages, but 
yet as regards his manhood begotten, for us men and for our salvation, of Mary the Virgin, the God-
bearer; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, recognized in two natures, without 
confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the distinction of natures being in 
no way annulled by the union, but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and 
coming together to form one person and subsistence, not as parted or separated into two persons, 
but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ; even as the prophets 
from earliest times spoke of him, and our Lord Jesus Christ himself taught us, and the creed of the 
fathers has handed down to us. 

At the heart of this definition are the four negative statements I’ve italicized above. 

Without confusion: The Lord Jesus Christ is not what you get when you mix blue and yellow together and 
end up with green. He’s not a tertium quid (a third thing), the result of mixing a divine and human nature. 

Without change: In assuming human flesh, the Logos did not cease to be what he had always been. The 
incarnation affected no substantial change in the divine Son. 

Without division: The two natures of Christ do not represent a split in the divine Person. Jesus Christ is not 
half God and half man. 

Without separation: The union of the human and divine in the person of Jesus Christ is a real, organic union, 
not simply a moral sympathy or relational partnership. 

This may seem like needless theological wrangling, but Chalcedon’s careful definition is meant to preserve 
the biblical teaching that (1) the divine nature was united, in the person of the Son, with a human nature 
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(John 1:14; Rom. 8:3; 1 Tim. 3:16; Heb. 2:11-14) and (2) the two natures are united in only one divine 
Person (Rom. 1:3-4; Gal. 4:4-5; Phil. 2:6-11). As Chalcedon puts it, the characteristics of each nature are 
preserved—in no way annulled by the union—even as they come together in one person (prospon) and 
one subsistence (hypostasis). 

 

3 Minute Theology 1.6: How could Jesus 
be fully God and fully human? 
 

Three Minute Theology  
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How could Jesus be fully God and fully human? 

 

https://youtu.be/EtoevOdB7m0 
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What Is the Hypostatic Union?  
  

Article by David Mathis, Executive Editor, desiringGod.org 

https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/what-is-the-hypostatic-union 

 

The meaning of hypostatic union is much easier than the term sounds, but the concept is as profound as 

anything in theology. 

 

Our English adjective hypostatic comes from the Greek word hupostasis. The word only appears four 

times in the New Testament — maybe most memorably in Hebrews 1:3, where Jesus is said to be “the 

radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature.” Here the author of Hebrews uses the 

word in reference to the oneness of God. Both the Father and the Son are of the same “nature.” Jesus is 

“the exact imprint of his nature.” 

 

However, in early church discussions, as Greek thinkers tried to find agreeable terms with those who 

spoke in Latin, the word hupostasis came to denote not the sameness in the Godhead (God’s one 

essence) but the distinctness (the three persons). So, it began to be used to refer to something like the 

English word person. 

 

Personal Union of Two Natures 

  

“Hypostatic union” sounds fancy in English, but it’s actually a simple term. Hypostatic means personal. 

The hypostatic union is the personal union of Jesus’s two natures. 

 

Jesus has two complete natures: one fully human and one fully divine. What the doctrine of the 

hypostatic union teaches is that these two natures are united in one person in the God-man. Jesus is not 

two persons. He is one person. The hypostatic union is the joining (mysterious though it be) of the divine 

and the human in the one person of Jesus. 

 

What Is the Significance? 

  

Why bother with this fancy term? What importance is there in knowing about this hypostatic union? At 

the end of the day, the term itself it not essential, but the concept behind the term is infinitely precious 

— and worshipfully mind-stretching. 

 

It is immeasurably sweet, and awe-inspiring, to know that Jesus’s two natures are perfectly united in his 

one person. Jesus is not divided. He is not two people. He is one person. As the Chalcedonian Creed 

states, his two natures are without confusion, without change, without division, and without separation. 

Jesus is one. 

 

This means Jesus is one focal point for our worship. And as Jonathan Edwards preached, in this one-

person God-man we find “an admirable conjunction of diverse excellencies.” 
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Because of this hypostatic (one-person) union, Jesus Christ exhibits an unparalleled magnificence. No one 

person satisfies the complex longings of the human heart like the God-man. 

 

God has made the human heart in such a way that it will never be eternally content with that which is 

only human. Finitude can’t slake our thirst for the infinite. 

 

And yet, in our finite humanity, we are significantly helped by a point of correspondence with the divine. 

God was glorious long before he became man in Jesus. But we are human beings, and un-incarnate deity 

doesn’t connect with us in the same way as the God who became human. The conception of a god who 

never became man (like Allah) will not satisfy the human soul like the God who did. 

 

One Person — for Us 

  

“No one person satisfies the complex longings of the human heart like the God-man, Jesus.”  

  

And beyond just gazing from afar at the spectacular person of Jesus, we also have the amazing gospel-

laced revelation that the reason Jesus became the God-man was for us. The personal union of God and 

me in him is personal for us. His fully human nature joined to his eternally divine nature is permanent 

proof that Jesus, in perfect harmony with his Father, is unstoppably for us.  

He has demonstrated his love for us in that while we were still sinners, he took our nature to his one 

person and died for us (Romans 5:8). 

 

 

David Mathis (@davidcmathis) is executive editor for desiringGod.org and pastor at Cities Church in 

Minneapolis/St. Paul. He is a husband, father of four, and author of Habits of Grace: Enjoying Jesus 

through the Spiritual Disciplines. 
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Was God Really in the Tomb as a Corpse?  
 

March 21, 2014  |  Justin Taylor  
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justin-taylor/was-god-really-in-the-tomb-as-a-corpse/ 

 
David Murray recently offered provocative blog post asking, “Was Jesus Still God in the Tomb?”1 
 
He opens it in this way: 
 

“Was Jesus God in the womb? Was Jesus God in the tomb? You probably answered yes to the first 
question, but hesitated to do so over the second, didn’t you? Although it’s brain-bursting to think of God 
as an embryo, it’s brain-numbing to think of God as a corpse.” 

 
. . . 
 
It seems to me, however, that the piece could use some tightening and nuancing as we experience iron 
sharpening iron over this crucial—but at times confusing—issue of Christology. The point is not criticism as an 
end in itself but a means of growing together in our knowledge of Christ and his work and how to best express 
these glorious truths. 
 
Toward that end I enlisted the assistance of Stephen Wellum, professor of Christian theology at the Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary and that author of a forthcoming Christology in Crossway’s Foundations of 
Evangelical Theology series (which I expect to become a standard work). His reflections on David’s piece are as 
follows: 
 

“Reflecting on the incarnation and how God the Son adds to himself a human nature, and making sense 
of the metaphysics of the incarnation, is not an easy task. Great minds have reflected on these truths, 
and in the end our doing so is the glorious task of faith seeking understanding. We must carefully remain 
within the biblical givens and the theological reflections of the church, especially as reflected in the 
Church’s confession as represented by the Chalcedonian Definition.2 Even though Confessions are 
secondary standards they helps set the parameters by which we carry out our theologizing of such 
important truths. Dr. David Murray is to be commended for helping us once again reflect upon and 
wrestle with the incredible and glorious truth of the incarnation, and anything said in response and 
disagreement must not be taken as not appreciating what he has sought to write in this post. However, 
in light of Scripture and the Chalcedon Confession, I find a number of points confusing and it is to these 
points I now turn. 

                                                 
1 I have included Murray’s post as an appendix. 
2 We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach men to confess one and the same Son, 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 the Father according to the Godhead, and 

consubstantial with us according to the Manhood; in all things like unto us, without sin; begotten before all ages of 
the Father according to the Godhead, and in these latter days, for us and for our salvation, born of the Virgin Mary, 
the Mother of God, according to the Manhood; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, 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. 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/profile/justin-taylor/
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“1. The Language of God in the Incarnation 

 
“Dr. Murray’s use of language regarding the incarnation, though legitimate in most places, needs more 
precision in order to avoid misunderstanding. 
 
“For example, he asks: “Was Jesus God in the womb? Was Jesus God in the tomb?” (my emphasis). 
Later he says, “Although it’s brain-bursting to think of God as an embryo, it’s brain-numbing to think of 
God as a corpse” (my emphasis). 
 
“In another place he says, as we think of Jesus in the womb we struggle with such truths and think to 
ourselves, ‘God cannot become a microscopic collection of cells.’ 
 
“My problem with how Dr. Murray has made these statements is that they are misleading if there are not 
some careful distinctions made. Even though Scripture can talk in a similar way to Dr. Murray—e.g., Acts 
20:28 affirms that God bought the church with his own blood, referring to the blood of Christ—one must 
be careful in the use of God without qualification. Let me explain further. When we use the word God we 
mostly think of God in his entire being. Thus when we read Dr. Murray write, ‘God is a corpse,’ it is easy 
to think that he is saying that somehow in the death of Christ, God in his entire being has died, which I 
don’t think he is saying. In order to be more precise in (1) how we speak of the incarnation, (2) how we 
use the word God, and then (3) how we apply this language to Christ’s death, it is better to say that God 
the Son was in the womb, God the Son died—not God without qualification. In the incarnation it is God the 
Son who becomes incarnate (not the Father and Spirit) and in the death of Christ, it is God the Son who 
dies (not God without qualification). Once again, I have no doubt that Dr. Murray would agree with this, 
yet in his provocative language, he opens the door to a lot of unnecessary misunderstanding. 
 
“2. The Language of Hypostatic Union 
 
“Another example of confusion in Dr. Murray’s language is how he talks about the hypostatic union. 
 
“Classical Christology, grounded in such a statement as John 1:14, makes it clear that it is the Word or the 
person of the Son who adds to himself a human nature which consists of a body and soul. As a result, the 
Son, not the divine nature of the Son, subsists now in two natures: (1) his divine nature which he shares 
with the Father and Spirit, and (2) his human nature, which is his own. 
 
“In a couple of places, I read Dr. Murray as saying that the human nature of Christ was united to his divine 
nature, yet later on he says the opposite, which is confusing. For example, he says, ‘His [Jesus’] human 
soul still united to His divine nature’ (my emphasis) or in another place, ‘While His [Jesus’] human soul 
was separated from His body, His divine nature was separated from neither and never will be. His divine 
nature was as united to His lifeless body on earth as it was to His glorified soul in heaven.’ It is on this basis 
that he says that as we go into the tomb and see Jesus’ body in the grave, we are to say ‘God is a corpse’ 
and ‘That dead body was still God and therefore deserving of our worship.’ 
 
“However, this way of stating the hypostatic union is incorrect. The divine nature of the Son did not add 
to himself or unite himself to a human nature; instead it was the person of the Son who forever subsists 
in the divine nature and who now adds to himself a human nature. In this latter understanding, which is 
the confession of the Church, how we view Christ’s body in the tomb will be slightly different than Dr. 
Murray suggests, but before I turn to that point, I do want to note that later in his blog, he rightly quotes 
the Westminster Confession which correctly notes that Christ’s two distinct natures were inseparably 
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joined together in one person. What this tells me is that Dr. Murray’s statement of the incarnation and 
particularly the hypostatic union needs more clarification and precision. 
“3. The Pre-Glorified Body of Christ 
 
“We now come to the issue of how we are to think of Christ’s body in the tomb prior to his glorious 
resurrection. Do we say that as we gaze on Christ’s lifeless body that ‘God was a corpse’ or ‘God was in 
the tomb’ or that we should bow down and worship the dead body of Christ? 
 
“Obviously these are not easy issues, but I would not state it just as Dr. Murray has stated it. Instead, I 
would say the following. On the cross, God the Son incarnate died. How do I say such a thing? On the 
basis of the communicatio idiomatum: whatever is true of the natures may be predicated of the person 
and since it is the person, not the natures, which lives and acts, it is legitimate to say that on the cross 
God the Son died. But what exactly does this entail metaphysically speaking? I do not think it entails that 
the person of the Son or the divine nature dies in the sense that the Son does not continue to act, live, 
and rule. What it does mean is that the Son experiences death in and through his human nature so that 
the person of the Son experiences a separation of his human body and soul. As a result, Christ’s human 
body is now temporarily separated from him and put in the grave, while he, as the person of the Son, 
continues to subsist in his human soul and his divine nature. If we think about our death, assuming a 
duality to our nature, when we die we as persons continue to exist in and through our souls, but our 
human bodies are placed in the grave and there is an abnormal separation in our human nature of body 
from soul. In a similar way, in and through his human nature, this is what God the Son experiences. During 
this time, God the Son is still fully human because he continues to subsist in his human soul, yet he 
experiences for this intermediate period a separation in his human nature as he awaits the full union of 
his body and soul at the resurrection. 
 
“Is it legitimate then to say that when we enter the tomb, ‘God is a corpse’ or ‘God is in the tomb’? I 
would not state it this way. What I would say is that the human body of God the Son is in the tomb even 
though he, as the Son, continues to live, rule, and sustain the universe. One has to be careful, as noted 
above, not to give the impression that somehow God is dead (when he is not) nor even that God the Son 
is now a corpse (which he is not). What is dead is the human body of Christ which has been temporarily 
separated from his human soul and which in less than three days will be reunited so that our Lord Jesus 
Christ, in his glorified human nature, will be seen. 
 
“Conclusion 
 
“No doubt these issues are difficult and ultimately they should lead us to worship and adoration. 
However, one must be careful how we speak of such glorious realities. I appreciate Dr. Murray’s 
reflections on the incarnation and Easter, but I disagree with how he has stated it and some of the 
confusions inherent in his discussion. 
 
“May we all be led to a greater appreciation and love of our great Savior, who not only took on our 
humanity but also in love and obedience to his Father’s will, and in love for us, experienced the horror of 
death in and through his humanity, in order to become our glorious all-sufficient Savior and the great high 
priest of the new covenant.” 
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Was Jesus Still God in the Tomb? 
 

Dr. David Murray, Mar 20, 2014 
https://www.placefortruth.org/blog/was-jesus-still-god-in-the-tomb#.UyyGIK1dU9A 

 

Was Jesus God in the womb? Was Jesus God in the tomb? You probably answered yes to the first question, but 
hesitated to do so over the second, didn't you? Although it’s brain-bursting to think of God as an embryo, it’s brain-
numbing to think of God as a corpse. 

Reason looks at the almost invisible fetus, that Jesus became in the womb of the virgin, and says, “God cannot become 
a microscopic collection of cells.” Then faith says, “I believe, help my unbelief,” and worships. But when our eye looks 
at that lifeless body in a cold garden tomb, now dead for over 48 hours, and we’re asked to bow in worship, we 
exclaim, “I don’t believe, help my unbelief,” and refuse to worship. 

Yes, it was right to worship Jesus as God in the womb, in the manger, on the breast, at play, in school, in the workshop, 
in the court, and on the cross; but in the tomb? Surely not. Jesus was in heaven for these few days, His human soul 
still united to His divine nature, rightly being worshipped there for His saving work of suffering and dying for sinners. 
Yes, that worship is theologically sound and totally appropriate. But was Jesus not also on a cold slab of rock in a 
Middle Eastern cave? Yes, He was. While His human soul was separated from His body, His divine nature was 
separated from neither and never will be. His divine nature was as united to His lifeless body on earth as it was to His 
glorified soul in heaven. That means I can worship Him equally in the grave as in glory! 

Do you doubt that? Try some confessional standards for size. Shorter Catechism answer 21 says: 

The only redeemer of God's elect is the Lord Jesus Christ, who, being the eternal Son of God, became man, and so 
was, and continueth to be, God and man in two distinct natures, and one person, forever. 

The Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter 7.2, says that the “two whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the Godhead 
and the manhood, were inseparably joined together in one person.” 

Christ’s body and soul, His manhood, were inseparably joined together to the divine person of Christ. Therefore if I 
had walked into the garden tomb and gazed on Christ’s outstretched body, I not only could have, but should have, 
fallen to the ground and said, “My Lord and my God.” That dead body was still God and therefore deserving of worship. 
In fact, could it be argued that He was never more worthy of worship? What willing humiliation for my salvation! 

Why not, by faith, take a walk into that tomb, “see” your Savior lying there, and bow in humble adoration. And while 
you’re there, why not sing Psalm 16 which prophesied this very moment in Christ’s experience (study Psalm 16 in light 
of Pater's inspired exposition of it Acts 2:25-31): 

Therefore my heart is glad, and my glory rejoices; 
My flesh also will rest in hope. 
For You will not leave my soul in Sheol, 
Nor will You allow Your Holy One to see corruption. 
You will show me the path of life; 
In Your presence is fullness of joy; 
At Your right hand are pleasures forevermore. 

UPDATE: 

Since writing this post, Danny Hyde passed along an even more clear supporting statement from Belgic Confession, 
Article 19, where we read: "So then what he committed to his Father when he died was a real human spirit which left 
his body. But meanwhile his divine nature remained united with his human nature even when he was lying in the 
grave; and his deity never ceased to be in him, just as it was in him when he was a little child, though for a while it did 
not show itself as such." 

https://www.placefortruth.org/posts/Dr.%20David%20Murray
http://www.pcaac.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/WCFScriptureProofs.pdf
https://biblia.com/bible/kjv1900/Acts%202.25-31

