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Introduction

The question “Who is Jesus?” has stood at the centre of Christian theology
since the earliest centuries of the Church. More than the identity of a
historical figure, it is the foundation of Christian belief. Christian theology
seeks to understand God, salvation and the relationship between God and
humanity, all of which depend upon a right understanding of Jesus Christ.
Throughout history, debates concerning Jesus' identity have shaped Christian
doctrine and continue to influence theology today. Christian theology
therefore continually returns to this question because the answers given
determine how Christians understand God, interpret Scripture, proclaim
salvation and define the Church. This essay argues that “Who is Jesus?” is the
defining question of Christian theology because every major Christian
doctrine, including the nature of God, salvation, revelation, the Church and
Christian hope, depends upon the identity of Jesus Christ.

Why the Identity of Jesus is Foundational to
Christian Theology

Christian theology begins with the question, “Who is Jesus?” because
Christianity understands God to have revealed himself most fully through the
person of Jesus Christ (Hebrews 1:1-3). While the Old Testament reveals
God's character through his covenant with Israel, the New Testament
presents Jesus as the fullest and final revelation of God. The Gospel of John
identifies Jesus as the eternal Word who "became flesh" (John 1:14), while the
apostle Paul describes him as "the image of the invisible God" (Colossians
1:15). These claims mean that Christian theology is not simply concerned
with Jesus as an important religious teacher, but with his unique identity as
the one through whom God is known."
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Consequently, the question "Who is Jesus?" provides the foundation for all
subsequent theological reflection. If Jesus is truly the incarnate Son of God,
then his life, death and resurrection reveal God's character, authority and
purposes for humanity.? Conversely, if Jesus is understood merely as a
prophet, moral example or gifted teacher, the central doctrines of Christianity
require fundamental reinterpretation. Christian theology therefore cannot
address questions concerning God, salvation or revelation without first
determining who Jesus is.®

This foundational importance explains why the New Testament repeatedly
asks questions concerning Jesus' identity, such as, "Who do you say that |
am?" (Matthew 16:15). The earliest Christians recognised that their
understanding of Jesus shaped every aspect of their faith, leading the Church
to place Christology at the centre of theological reflection.* As Richard
Bauckham argues, the earliest Christian communities understood Jesus not
simply as God's representative, but as sharing in the unique divine identity,
making the question of who Jesus is essential to Christian theology itself.®

Identity Shapes Doctrine

The importance of the question “Who is Jesus?” extends beyond Christology
because the answer shapes every major Christian doctrine. Christian
theology is built upon beliefs that depend upon the identity of Jesus Christ.
Consequently, doctrines concerning God, salvation, revelation, the Church
and Christian hope all depend upon who Christians believe Jesus to be.®

The doctrine of God is fundamentally shaped by the identity of Jesus. If Jesus
is truly the incarnate Son of God, then his life and ministry provide the
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clearest revelation of God's character. Christians understand Jesus'
compassion, justice, mercy and holiness as the character of God made
visible.” As the Gospel of John declares, "Whoever has seen me has seen the
Father" (John 14:9). Consequently, Christian theology understands God
through Christ rather than independently of him, making Christology central
to the study of God.®

The identity of Jesus is equally fundamental to the doctrine of salvation.
Christianity teaches that humanity is reconciled to God through the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ, yet the significance of this saving work depends
upon who Jesus is (2 Corinthians 5:18-19). If Jesus were merely a moral
teacher or prophet, his death could serve only as an example of sacrificial
love. However, Christian theology maintains that because Jesus is fully God
and fully human, his death possesses unique saving significance, reconciling
humanity to God and overcoming the power of sin and death (Hebrews 2:14-
17). The doctrine of salvation therefore rests upon Christ's identity rather than
his actions.®

The question also shapes how Christians understand God's revelation.
Christians believe that God spoke through the prophets and the Scriptures,
but the New Testament presents Jesus as God's fullest revelation to humanity
(John 1:14-18). Through the incarnation, God revealed himself personally in
Jesus Christ, allowing people to know him more fully. This understanding also
shapes how Christians interpret Scripture, with Jesus serving as the centre
through which the biblical narrative is understood.10

Furthermore, the identity of Jesus is indispensable to the doctrine of the
Trinity. Christian belief that God exists eternally as Father, Son and Holy Spirit
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developed from the Church's conviction concerning who Jesus is.'" Reflection
upon Jesus' relationship with the Father and the work of the Holy Spirit led the
early Church to articulate the doctrine of the Trinity, demonstrating that the
question of Jesus' identity shaped the Church's understanding of God
himself."?

Finally, the identity of Jesus determines Christian understandings of the
Church and of future hope. The Church exists because of Christ, proclaims
Christ and seeks to follow Christ, while Christian hope is grounded in the
belief that the risen Jesus will return to fulfil God's purposes for creation (1
Corinthians 15:20-28). The resurrection and promised return of Christ
therefore provide the foundation for Christian worship, mission and
eschatological expectation.’ Consequently, every major area of Christian
theology ultimately returns to the question first posed by Jesus himself: “Who
do you say thatl am?” (Matthew 16:15). The answer given to that question
continues to shape Christian doctrine, worship and discipleship,
demonstrating why it remains the defining question of Christian theology as a
discipline.™

Why the Church Debated the Question

The importance of the question "Who is Jesus?" is shown by its place at the
centre of Christian theology throughout history. From the earliest centuries of
the Church, disagreements concerning Jesus' identity were not regarded as
minor theological differences but as questions that determined the
boundaries of Christian belief.’”® Consequently, the ecumenical councils
devoted considerable attention to defining Christ's identity because the
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Church recognised that its doctrines of the Trinity, the incarnation and
salvation depended upon a right understanding of who Jesus is.®

One of the earliest and most significant controversies arose in the fourth
century through the teaching of Arius, who argued that the Son was a created
being rather than fully divine."” The Church rejected this position at the
Council of Nicaea in AD 325, affirming that the Son is homoousios ("of the
same substance") with the Father.'® This decision was not merely an attempt
to settle a theological dispute; it safeguarded the Christian understanding of
God, salvation and worship. If Jesus were not truly God, then Christian
worship of Christ would be misplaced, and his work of salvation could not
reveal God fully nor reconcile humanity to him.

The debate continued during the fifth century, culminating in the Council of
Chalcedon (AD 451), which affirmed that Jesus Christis one person
possessing both a fully divine and fully human nature. Once again, the issue
extended beyond Christology alone. The Church recognised that only if Jesus
were fully human could he truly represent humanity, and only if he were fully
divine could he accomplish humanity's salvation. The Chalcedonian
Definition therefore sought to preserve the coherence of Christian theology
rather than simply resolve a philosophical disagreement.?°

These historical debates demonstrate that Christian theology has continually
returned to the question of Jesus' identity because every major Christian
doctrine depends upon the answer. As Alister McGrath argues, this is why
Christology remains at the heart of Christian theology.?" The early ecumenical
councils therefore show that the question “Who is Jesus?” has never been a
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secondary issue in Christian theology. Instead, it has provided the foundation
for Christian doctrine.?

Why the Question Still Matters

The question “Who is Jesus?” remains central to Christian theology because
it continues to distinguish Christianity from other religions. While many
religions recognise Jesus as an important historical figure or moral teacher,
Christianity uniquely believes that he is the incarnate Son of God. As a result,
different answers to this question lead to different understandings of God,
salvation and the purpose of human life.?

Within Christianity itself, the identity of Jesus continues to shape theological
reflection, biblical interpretation and Christian worship. Questions
concerning the authority of Scripture, the meaning of the atonement, the
nature of worship and the mission of the Church all depend upon who
Christians believe Jesus to be (Matthew 28:18-20). As a result, Christology
remains central to theology and continues to shape Christian doctrine.?*

Furthermore, the question possesses profound practical significance.
Christian discipleship is founded not simply upon following the teachings of
Jesus, but upon recognising and responding to his identity. As Michael Reeves
argues, Christianity is ultimately centred upon the person of Christ rather
than merely a system of beliefs or moral principles.? Its continued
importance shows that Christian theology is not merely an academic
discipline but an ongoing pursuit of understanding the person through whom
God has made himself known.?®
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Conclusion

The question “Who is Jesus?” remains the defining question of Christian
theology because every major Christian doctrine depends upon the answer.
As this essay has argued, the identity of Jesus provides the foundation upon
which Christian understanding of God, salvation, revelation, the Church and
Christian hope is built. The importance of this question is shown not only by
its prominence in Scripture, but also by the Church's continued reflection on
it throughout history and its ongoing significance today. Christian theology
therefore continues to return to the person of Jesus Christ, recognising that
knowing who he is is essential to understanding the Christian faith.
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