Who is Jesus?
Jesus Christ is the central figure of Christianity and the single most important figure within the Christian faith. Christian theology is deeply rooted in the identity of Jesus, with His role as Messiah fulfilling the covenant of Israel (Matthew 5:17), showing continuity within God’s relationship with humanity, rather than completely disregarding the Old Testament tradition. Christian’s understanding of Jesus shapes how believers interpret both scripture and salvation, with Jesus being viewed as the fulfilment of God’s promises to Israel. Jesus is not simply a historical or religious figure, but the foundation of the entire Christian faith. Therefore, the question ‘Who is Jesus?’ is of great importance to Christian theology, as it determines how Christians understand God, salvation, and the Christian faith itself.
The New Testament begins with the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, each describing Jesus’ life, teachings, miracles, death, and resurrection in differing accounts. While these accounts often differ in content, they all agree that Jesus was crucified, died, and rose again on the third day. According to the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, even the birth of Jesus was significant, with angelic messengers informing Mary and Joseph about the coming of Christ (Matthew 1:18-25; Luke 1:26-38). These Gospels emphasise the identity of Jesus rather than a biography, asserting that He was not simply a man who came to teach but the incarnation of God in human form. Both Christians and Jews interpret the coming of the Messiah as foretold throughout the Old Testament, pointing to passages such as Ezekiel 34:23-24, Isaiah 9:6-7, and Jeremiah 23:5-6, though neither of these communities agrees on whether the Messiah has been revealed. While these passages can be interpreted as a prophecy of the Messiah, they do not give a clear, single, unified understanding of the Messiah. Although Christians would argue that these prophecies were fulfilled through the life of Jesus, Jewish interpretation disagrees, understanding these passages within their original historical context, with Jacob J. Prahlow explaining, “There was no single unified expectation for the Messiah.”[footnoteRef:1] Therefore, Christians understand Jesus as a fulfilment of the Old Testament prophecies, whereas many Jewish traditions still await the promised Messiah.  [1:  Jacob J. Prahlow, ‘Messianic Expectations of Second Temple Judaism’, Pursuing Veritas, [n.d], <https://pursuingveritas.com/2015/02/10/messianic-expectations-of-second-temple-judaism/> [accessed 4 July 2026].] 

The identity of Jesus throughout the New Testament is proclaimed through several different titles, each reflecting his theological significance within Christian belief. One of these titles is Messiah, originating from the Hebrew term mashiah, later being translated to Greek as Christos, meaning “one who has been anointed”[footnoteRef:2]. Alister McGrath notes, “The term became linked to a set of expectations concerning the future of Israel, which focused on the anticipated coming of a new king who, like David, would rule over a renewed people of God.” This is significant, as it highlights the concept of the Messiah in Judaism as being associated with the expectation of a future Davidic-style king who would restore Israel. Examining this, it suggests that the title “Messiah” was not simply theological but political as well. Christian interpretation presents Jesus as the fulfilment of this Davidic covenant, pointing to passages such as 2 Samuel 7:12-16, where God promises a permanent Davidic throne.  [2:  Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, fourth ed. (Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007), p. 277.] 

One of the key titles of Jesus is "Son of God." While God frequently calls his people sons of God throughout the Old Testament in passages such as Exodus 4:22 and 2 Samuel 7:14, the significance of Jesus bearing this title is expressed in John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son”. The key phrase in this verse is “only begotten Son”, which emphasises the unique relationship between Jesus and God the Father, distinguishing Jesus from the broader Old Testament use of “sons of God” applied to individuals. The uniqueness of Jesus is not explained as a stronger version of human sonship, but by his identity as the incarnation of the Word, meaning divinity is not simply a “human upgrade”.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ian A. McFarland, ‘Spirit and Incarnation: Toward a Pneumatic Chalcedonianism’, International Journal of Systematic Theology, 16.2 (2014),143 - 158, doi:10.1111/ijst.12047.] 

When attempting to understand the theological significance of Jesus, it can be overwhelming due to the sheer volume of text written about Him. A key event in early Christian theology is the Council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D., which concluded that “the only acceptable way of describing Jesus… is ‘truly divine and truly human’.[footnoteRef:4] This is understood as the belief that Christ exists as one person in two natures, divine and human, without confusion.[footnoteRef:5] This idea became central to Christian understanding of Jesus, affirming that Jesus is both fully divine and fully human. This concept distinguishes Jesus within Christian theology as a unique entity in which God became flesh and entered human history. The doctrine of the incarnation expresses this, where God reveals himself fully within Jesus. N. T. Wright notes that this involves “...the presence of Israel's God himself... in and as a human being... Jesus himself.”[footnoteRef:6] This understanding is central to Christian theology as it establishes Jesus as the definitive revelation of God to humanity, shaping how Christians understand God and salvation. [4:  McGrath, Christian Theology, p. 273.]  [5:  McFarland, ‘Spirit and Incarnation: Toward a Pneumatic Chalcedonianism’, p.145.]  [6:  N. T. Wright, Simply Jesus, (HarperCollins Publishers, 2011), p. 182.] 

The understanding of Jesus presented at Chalcedon has significant implications for Christian theology, particularly in relation to salvation, which is understood to be grounded in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This suggests that the concept of salvation in Christian theology is not understood as an abstract concept, but one that is directly rooted in the work of Jesus. McGrath states that, “salvation...is manifested in and through, and constituted on the basis of, the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.”[footnoteRef:7] This highlights that salvation is central to the identity and mission of Jesus, and cannot be understood without first understanding His life, death, and resurrection. Therefore, it can be surmised that the incarnation is central to salvation, as it suggests that God acted through Jesus to reconcile humanity to himself.  As a result, salvation can be understood as not simply something that Jesus teaches, but as something that he accomplishes through both his divine and human natures.  [7:  McGrath, Christian Theology, p. 275.] 

The question of ‘who is Jesus?’ is one that is foundational to Christian theology, as understanding Jesus is central to all Christian belief. Without Jesus, Christians would lack a coherent understanding of the concept of salvation and how a ‘Christian’ life should be lived. As well as this, the sacrifice of Jesus teaches followers about the Christian understanding of death and what comes after. As Wright notes, “The resurrection of Jesus is all about Jesus as the prototype of the new creation.”[footnoteRef:8] This reinforces the idea that salvation in Christianity is not only about personal redemption, but also about the transformation of creation, a theme which is reflected in the Book of Revelation, which presents a vision of the world renewed in the glory of God (Revelation 21:1-5). This understanding of Jesus as divine and integral to salvation is shown in how the Gospels describe his identity, specifically with how his divinity is implied rather than directly stated. [8:  Wright, Simply Jesus, p. 204.] 

Jesus never explicitly states throughout the Gospels that He is God, instead demonstrating His divinity through statements such as “Before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58). The ESV Study Bible notes that this deliberate phrasing indicates that Jesus is claiming not only to be eternal, but also to be the God who appeared to Moses.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  ESV Study Bible, (Crossway, 2008), p. 2041.] 

The question of ‘who is Jesus?’ is central to Christian theology, being the very root of divinity and salvation, both of which are core Christian principles that must be considered by every Christian. As seen, Jesus is understood to be a Messiah, Son of God, and incarnation of the Word of God, who was made flesh for the sake of humanity’s salvation, and for reunification with God. The Council of Chalcedon provides the foundations for understanding this identity as both fully divine and fully human. Jesus’ identity is inseparable from the Christian concept of salvation, which is built on the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Therefore, Christian theology ultimately depends on not only what Jesus taught, but who he is understood to be.
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