WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO CALL JESUS

“THE SON OF GOD.”

       By Max Hatton

Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations will be from the New International Version.

There are Christians who have never really thought about what it means to call Jesus “The Son of God.” Some insist that He was literally born from God and has not therefore eternally existed. He, to them, is a sort of lesser god. When you talk to these people they will say, “Oh yes, we believe in the Deity of Jesus,” but in their minds it is not a Deity in the absolute sense, a Deity on a par with that of the Father. 

My endeavour will be to demonstrate that Jesus, while referred to as “The Son of God,” was nevertheless eternal, underived, self-existent, and God in the absolute sense. In order to do this I will be majoring on the title of Jesus, “The Son of God.”

The Incarnation and the Son of God:

     The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the 

     Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son

     of God.” Luke 1:36.

So when we read the New Testament we must take into account the fact that references to Jesus as “The Son of God” may possibly refer to the time of His humanity.

The Eternal Son of God:

However, there are references that indicate that Jesus was the Son of God prior to His coming to this earth. Romans 8:3 is an example:

     God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.

What did it mean to be called the Son of God in the ancient world?

It could designate someone to be God.

      In the entire Near East, the King could be called a “Son of God” or even “God.” The Anchor Bible Dictionary, Vol. 6, page 128, Doubleday, N.Y., 1992.

     The terms THEOS “god”, and HUIOS THEOU, “son of god”, were both used in

     the Cult of the Caesar and were titles of the emperor. Kenneth S. Wuest, Bypaths in the Greek New Testament, page 24.

     We find it (the title “Son of God”) first of all in the ancient East, especially Egypt.

     Here it was the Pharaoh who bore the title “son of (the sun) God.” He was both

     true god and true man…As the son of God, the king was “of one body with the 

    father” – that is to say, the same in essence. Herbert Haag, Jesus Son of God? Ed. Edward Schillebeeck and Johannes Baptist Metz, T. & T. Clark Ltd. Edinburgh, 1982,  page 31.

If Jesus was being referred to in this way the title would not require us to accept that He was literally the Son of God. However, as I indicated above there are some who insist that He was literally the Son of God. The Old Testament name for God was Yahweh (Often rendered as Jehovah). So these people are saying that Jesus was literally the Son of Yahweh. In support of this they quote most often John 3:16 from the King James Version where Jesus is referred to as the Only-begotten Son. Unfortunately, the King James Version is greatly in error here. “Only-begotten” is wrongly translated from the Greek word monogenes. It will be necessary for me to comment considerably on this word in order to show that the KJV rendering is quite unacceptable.

MONOGENES:

The history of the interpretation of this word is quite fascinating. Prior to and during New Testament times the word clearly meant something like “unique” or “only.” However, almost mysteriously and without justifiable warrant, the meaning was changed to “only begotten” in the early Christian centuries. The distortion of the word in the Latin Vulgate and the subsequent perpetuation of the error in the King James Version of 1611 A.D., makes fascinating reading.  The following facts must be taken into account.

Linguistic studies have shown that genes is not related to the verb gennao (to beget), but rather to the term genos (class or kind). So the word means something like “unique” or “only.” If the Bible writer wanted to say “only begotten” he would have used the Greek word monogennetos. The fact that monogenes does not mean “only begotten” can be easily seen by reference to Hebrews 11:17 where Isaac is referred to as Abraham’s monogenes son. Isaac was not the only son of Abraham who had also begotten Ishmael and many other sons. He was the unique son through whom God would continue the line that would accomplish His purpose.

A study of the usage of the word prior to and during New Testament years confirms exactly this understanding of the word. Please note that modern Lexicons are in favour of something like “unique” or “only”  rather than “Only Begotten.” Newman and Nida in their A Translator’s Handbook on the Gospel of John, United Bible Societies, New York, 1980, were able to confidently state on page 24:

     There is no doubt regarding the meaning of the Greek word used here

      (monogenes); it means “only” and not “only begotten.”
Monogenes is used in the Septuagint Version (LXX – the translation of the Old Testament into Greek) to translate the Hebrew adjective YACHID. It is translated in the KJV as "darling" Psalm 22:20; "my darling" in Psalm 35:17; "desolate" in Psalm 25:16; and "solitary" in Psalm 68:6. This information was obtained from Problems in Bible Translation, Review and Herald Publishing Association, Washington, D.C.1954, page 197. It then states that “In harmony with the last two examples, see the Apocrypha, Tobit 3:15; 6:9; 8:12; 'only' meaning dear, beloved."

In addition to this Problems in Bible Translation states on page 202:

      The word monogenes, as we have seen, is generally used of an only child, the

      emphasis being on  monos  - only - rather genes - kind. Thus we find Plato writing

      of monogenes ouranos  - the only  heavens - Timaeus, 31. English translation by

      R. G. Bury, The Loeb Classical Library. A reference, one believed to be a

      contemporary of the apostle John, might be in place in this connection. Clement of

      Rome describes the legendary bird, the Phoenix, as monogenes.  'There is a

      certain bird  which is called a Phoenix. This is the only one of its kind

     [monogenes].' First Epistle to the Corinthians, Chap. XXV. It should be noted that

      the Phoenix being a legendary bird, was certainly not born or begotten, but it 

     could be monogenes, the only one of its kind, unique. 


The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, Volume 3 page 606 provides further vital information:

      The Old Latin MSS rendered monogenes by Lat. Unicus (“only”) rather than

      unigenitus (“only begotten”). In the Vulgate Jerome changed unicus to unigenitus

      (“only begotten”)  for theological  reasons, ie., to ensure the doctrine that Jesus

      was “begotten, not made.” (In passages that lack  this theological interest [Lk.

      7:12; 8:42; 9:38] he kept unicus as the translation of Gk.Monogenes.) The

      Vulgate exercised a formidable influence on the AV and subsequent English

      translations.

Unfortunately, the renderings indicating that Jesus was the Only-begotten of God were continued through the Roman Catholic Church down into the Anglican and other Protestant Churches. The error has been corrected in modern translations of the Bible. 

SO WHAT DOES THE EVIDENCE REQUIRE US TO CONCLUDE?

I could offer further evidence on this matter but surely the above is quite sufficient.

The evidence, which is extensive, is against monogenes meaning "only -begotten." It is solid evidence from the time of the New Testament and prior thereto. It is therefore most relevant and conclusive. A definition of a word that precedes New Testament times would naturally be expected to flow into New Testament times. There is not one instance where something like “unique” or “only” is not a suitable translation of the word in the whole of the New Testament. Accordingly, modern translations render it in all instances in such a way. A definition that arises after New Testament times that is different may indicate a change of doctrine – some tampering with the facts - in this case it surely does. 

All of the following are referred to as “sons of God” but none of them were literally born from Him.

Angels: Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7.

Adam: Luke 3:38.

Kings of the Jews: Psalm 2:6, 7; 89:26 27; 2Samuel 7:14. 

The Hebrew Nation: Exodus 4:22, 23

Believers in Jesus Christ: Matthew 5:45; 1John 3:1; John 1:12.

When we see Jesus referred to as “The Son of God” it is not necessary that this applies to Him literally. It cannot be literal really because there was no mother who would need to have a part in a literal birth of a Son. 

JESUS IS YAHWEH AND THEREFORE CANNOT BE THE SON OF YAHWEH:

I must inject this fact at this point so that it will be crystal clear that Jesus’ sonship cannot be literal. Yahweh was the Old Testament name of the God of Israel. Please enjoy the following short study that proves this point beyond dispute.

1. There is only one true God. “There is no God apart from me.... I am God,
 and there is no other.” – Isaiah 45:21, 22. See also Jeremiah 10:10 and James 2:19.

Jesus is God. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” – John 1:1. See also John 20:28; John 8:58 (cp. Exodus 3:14);

Romans 9:5; Titus 2:13, 14, etc.

2. Yahweh says that He created everything alone, by Himself – Isaiah 44:24.
 Jesus is the Creator. Colossians 1:16, 17 advises that Jesus created everything and all was for Himself - additionally He preserves everything.

3. Yahweh is the first and the last – “This is what the LORD says – Israel’s
 King and Redeemer, the LORD Almighty: I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God.” Isaiah 44:6.  See also Isaiah 48:12.

Of Jesus Revelation says: “I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I  was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever.” Revelation 1:17, 18. See also 2:8; 22:12, 13. 

4. Yahweh will not share His glory.  “I am the LORD; that is my name! I will
 not give my glory to another.” – Isaiah 42:8. Jesus prayed, “Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began.” – John 17:5.

     5.    How many can be “King of kings and Lord of lords”?

Deuteronomy 10:17 says of Yahweh, “the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of Lords.” 1 Timothy 6:15 refers to God as “God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords.”

Revelation 17:14 reports that “the Lamb will overcome them because he is Lord of lords and King of kings.” Read the similar statement in Revelation 19:16.

6.  Who alone is able to read the hearts of men?

1 Kings 8:39 says of Yahweh, “you alone know the hearts of all men.” See also Psalm 7:9.

At Revelation 2:23 we find Jesus claiming to be the one who has the ability to do this:

“I am he who searches hearts and minds.” See also John 2:24, 25.

It is quite clear that Jesus is God (Yahweh). 

Again I make the point – Jesus is Yahweh - He is the Eternal self-existent Creator. He had to be the Infinite God in order to offer an infinite sacrifice for our sin. It should be clear that it is quite impossible for Him to be His own son. Of course, the absolute Deity of Jesus is seen in many other Bible references also. We have seen that sonship in relation to God is not necessarily literal. How then can Jesus be thought of as the Son of God? I accept the following suggestion as the answer but would add that Jesus adopted the role of an obedient son for the purposes of the plan of redemption:

      In connection with an earlier treatment of the doctrine of the Trinity we have

      pointed out that in theological language the terms “Father” and “Son” carry

      with them not our occidental ideas of, on the one hand, source of being and

      superiority, and on the other, subordination and dependence, but rather the

      Semitic and oriental ideas of likeness or sameness of nature and equality of being.

      It is of course, the Semitic consciousness that underlies the phraseology of

      Scripture and wherever the Scriptures call Christ the “Son of God” they assert 

      His true and proper Deity. It signifies a unique relationship that cannot be

      predicated of nor shared with any creature. As any merely human son is like his

      father in his essential nature, that is, possessed of humanity, so Christ, the Son of 

      God, was like His Father in His essential nature, that is, possessed of Deity. Lorraine Boettner, Studies in Theology, Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, Philadelphia, 1965, pages 152, 153.   

It is not at all difficult to find confirmation of the word “Son,” or similar, being used to indicate identification. Please note the following references:

1 Kings 20:35 “sons of the prophets” meant “of the order of the prophets.”

Mark 3:17 “sons of Thunder” is used of James and John because of their fiery nature.

Matthew 13:38 Christians are called “sons of the kingdom” while the wicked are termed “sons of the evil one.”

John 8:44 Jesus condemned some Jews advising them, “You belong to your father the devil…”

1 Thessalonians 5:5 Paul spoke to some Christians advising “you are all sons of light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness.”

Surely we have to conclude that Scripture does not necessarily use the term in its modern day literal sense. Let us remind ourselves that the Bible is a book of an Eastern Culture written about 2,000 to 3,500 years ago. We must study it and let it speak to us in order for us to ascertain a true understanding of the terminology it uses.

CONCLUSION:

A thorough study of the Word of God reveals that Jesus adopted many roles in the plan of God for our salvation. He was the Lamb, the Mediator, our High Priest, the Judge, and much more. Additionally, He is the Son of God who adopted this subservient role and as such was sent by the Senior Partner in the program of the Trinity to come and die for us. He willingly adopted this role which made Him less than the Father in position but not in nature. He was God as well as man on earth, and always will be God in the absolute sense – a member of the Trinity.

Efforts of some to demote Him to a lesser position by using the faulty rendering of John 3:16, and other items, prove to be out of harmony with the revelation supplied us by God. Bible believers will join with John in praising Jesus as our Lord and our God – John 20:28.

For a helpful study of the Trinity see my book Understanding the Trinity available at Seventh-day Adventist Book Stores. 
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