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Incarnation is of critical importance to the Christian faith, because what we believe about Christ relates to and affects many other crucial Christian doctrines like the Trinity, Sin, and Salvation. Belief in incarnation has been at the core of Christianity, because this doctrine captures for us Christ’s self-understanding and in an important sense Christ is Christianity. Biblical teaching on this is both abundant and unmistakably clear (John 1: 1-3, 14-18; Galatians 4: 4; Philippians 2: 7-8; 1 Timothy 3: 16; 1 John 4: 2; 2 John 7; Rev. 5; 6-9, etc.). Incarnation is unique to Christ and Christianity and it sets them both apart from other so-called gods and faiths. But there are many who think and teach that there is nothing unique about Christ and Christianity, because of their belief that the Hindu Avatar and Christian Incarnation are the same – there might be superficial dissimilarities, but the similarities are fundamental. And there are others who raise different questions about incarnation. Therefore, in this articles I will give the meaning of incarnation, discuss its need and necessity, answer two questions – Is it possible for God to become a Human? How can we believe in the miracle of virginal conception in this Scientific Age? and will finally zero in on ‘Is Jesus Just Another Avatar?’

What is Incarnation? – The Meaning of Incarnation: 

Incarnation (Latin in carne and Greek en sarki) literally means “in the flesh”. Incarnation refers to the historic act whereby the eternal Son of God, the Second Person of the Trinity, the Word (Gk. Logos) without ceasing to be God, took upon or added to himself a human nature and became fully human. This is a permanent union and Christ will remain fully God and fully man, yet one person, forever. The orthodox belief comes from the Chalcedonian definition: In the one person (hypostasis) of Jesus Christ there concur two natures (complete humanity and complete divinity), and they are united in his person ‘without confusion, without change, without division, and without separation’.
 In other words, Christ is both God and Man, ‘Perfect in divinity, perfect in humanity; truly God and truly Man’. This is the theological meaning of the simple expression ‘the Word became flesh and made hid dwelling among us’ (John 1: 14). But why should the Word, God the Son become flesh (human)? 

Why should God Incarnate? – The Need and Necessity of Incarnation:

It is obvious that we are all finite. Finite man cannot know the infinite and invisible God. Man can only know about God, but cannot know God, because the gap between the Infinite and the finite is always infinite and the finite cannot cross the infinite gap and reach the Infinite (God). Therefore, if man has to know or reach God, God only should take initiative and show the way. This perhaps is why there is the idea of God appearing in human history as a man in some major religions like Hinduism (concept of the ‘avatars’) and Christianity (concept of the ‘incarnation’). 

The second reason why God should incarnate is the problem of sin. Man is an incurably religious being and has always been seeking to find the truth about God and to know God. In fact, religion is about man trying to reach God. The word religion (Latin re, and legion) means reconnecting. So the universal religious quest is a quest to reconnect with God. This implies that something went wrong somewhere and humans lost their connection with their Creator. The Bible says that human sin, which is the tendency to be self-centered, separated man from God and brought all the evil consequences like envy, fear, loneliness, suspicion, guilt, restlessness, and death. Sin is a congenital disease among humans. We are born with its infection in our nature. This perhaps is why our ancestors prayed (expressing a desperate cry of their hearts) and many religious Hindus, after reciting the Gayatri Mantra, still pray saying, “Papo ham papa-karmaham papatma papa-sambhavah, Trahi mam, pundarikaksha sarva-papa-hara Hare,” which means, “I am sinful, I commit sin or sinful deeds, my nature is sinful, I am conceived in sin, Save me, O thou lotus-eyed Hari, the remover of sin.”
 A Jewish man (Paul) said like this: I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out and the evil I do not want to do, I keep on doing. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? (Rom. 7:14-25). The Bible says that all humans have sinned and fall short of the glory of God and that the result of sin is death (Rom. 3:23; 6:23). If we just look into our own hearts and look around we can recognize that sin is a real problem. 

Some say that we should not call humans sinners because of their belief that humans are essentially good or divine and one man went to the extent of saying that calling humans sinners is the greatest of all sins. But what does the reality show? Reality seems to indicate that we are indeed sinful, although it is undeniable that there is some (or may be a lot of) good also in us. We are all capable of doing some (rather a great deal of) good and are actually doing also (helping the poor and needy, forgiving, sacrificing for the sake of others in love, etc.). Mother Theresa, Mahatma Gandhi, and the many who are right now helping the earthquake victims in India and Pakistan are examples. We are also painfully aware of our or human tendency to steal, lie, murder, cheat, and so on and we know both perpetrators and victims of all this. The inhuman and barbarous killing of thousand or millions by Hitler’s Nazi rulers, by religiously motivated mobs in Gujarat, by militants and insurgents in different parts of our country and the world bear witness to this truth that we were created to be good (with freedom of choice) but have gone bad and have a perennial problem of moral corruption in us. On an average, we will find 8-12 reports of appalling evil committed by humans in a newspaper.
 We also know that what is reported in the press or media as far as the moral evil committed by humans is concerned is negligible when compared to what happens in actuality. The fact that we lock our doors, do not trust each other, have police stations, courts of law, bureaus to check corruption, etc, further confirm the truth that there is a real problem. Reality confirms the fact that we are sinful and we need a Saviour. This is the second reason why God needed to come into the history of mankind - to pay the penalty for human sin and grant us forgiveness for sin and salvation from all the consequences of sin including the eternal separation from God. In brief, God needed to incarnate for our redemption. 

The third reason why God needed to incarnate is to give us a much fuller revelation of Himself. God reveals Himself in different ways – through Nature, our conscience, His acts in history, and the Scriptures. We can know about God to some extent through all these. But for us to know more about God and to know Him personally, God has to come to us. So in Christ God came personally and has given us an incomparably more advanced revelation concerning His nature and the plan of salvation through His own person and work. This is true because only God can reveal God to us adequately.
 “The great God who made this world actually came down to the world that He had made, and walked and talked with the people whom He had created. . . . That is the marvel of the incarnation.”
 So according to the Bible, Christ is the final and perfect revelation of God to men (Heb. 1:1-4; John 1:14, 18). Incarnation has not only made it possible for God to provide redemption for mankind, but it also made possible a much fuller revelation of God to mankind. “This is what the Bible says and Christians believe, but “How can we believe the God became a Human and is it possible at all for God to become human” ask some and it is to this that we turn now. 

Is it Possible for God to become a Human? – The Rationality of Incarnation:

Many wonder how God could become a man or take humanity upon Himself either because of their Greek conception of God’s ‘impassibility’
 or because of their understanding about the nature of man as basically an animal that evolved from the lower forms of life (this might entail that God and Man are incompatible). But the divine and the human, though distinct from each other are not foreign to each other or mutually exclusive. Since man (in the generic sense) is created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27) and humans (men and women) are the most God-like creatures in the entire creation, a union between the Divine and the human was definitely within the realm of possibility, and given God’s desire to rescue humanity from sin and its consequences, is seen to be the most natural and effective method. Divinity and humanity are not contradictory categories. They are more like a set and a sub-set (Ps. 82:6; John 10:34). We are not talking about the existential (sinful, post-fall), but about the essential or original (sinless, pre-fall) humanity here. So Jesus’ humanity was not the humanity of sinful human beings (that we are familiar with), but the humanity possessed by Adam and Eve before their fall. So Divinity and humanity are not incompatible categories and God could assume the human form, because man was made in the likeness of God. God could not take upon Himself a nature wholly foreign to His own, nor become that which is altogether unlike Him. This is why “God chose to become incarnate in a creature very much like himself. It is quite possible that part of God’s purpose in making humanity in his own image was to facilitate the incarnation that would someday take place.”
 This is perfectly logical, because God is all knowing and he must have known (in his omniscience) that humans would someday misuse their freedom, disobey Him and bring decay, destruction, and death upon themselves. Incarnation is certainly not an after thought nor an emergency plan, but something that God knew even before creating humans. This is why the Bible says that the Lamb, Christ the Saviour was (of course from God’s perspective and in the Divine plan) slain even before the creation of the world (Revelation 13: 8; Ephesians 1: 4). Some would still say, “Well, incarnation might logically make sense, but is it scientifically conceivable” and we will briefly address this issue now. 

Is Virginal Conception Scientifically Acceptable? – The Scientific Evaluation of Incarnation:

At the outset it has to be underlined that science is not the only avenue of knowledge and everything is not scientifically verifiable, because operational science limits itself to the natural, observable, repeatable, and uniformly occurring events, and not the singular and particularly the supernatural or miraculous events. What I propose to do in this section is to show how it is not unscientific and perfectly logical (in the scientific sense) to believe in the incarnation, particularly the virginal conception aspect of it. The belief that God supernaturally brought about the conception of Jesus in the womb of the Virgin Mary makes sense now (in this age of cloning and genetic engineering) than ever before. In nature also there are phenomena like parthenocarpy and parthenogenesis
 that we are already familiar with. And now we, humans, with our limited knowledge, power, and know-how are able to by pass the normal and natural reproductive process (union between a female/mother and a male/father) and in a sense artificially produce animals (Dolly the sheep is a famous example and there have been cows, pigs, rats, etc., that have been produced) through cloning techniques, of course using materials already available in nature. Now it won’t be very surprising if a group of scientists somewhere in the world announce in the near future that they have succeeded in cloning a human being. If we with our finite knowledge and power are able to do this, can’t God with His infinite knowledge and power do what the Bible says He did in bringing about virginal conception and thus the birth of Jesus? No doubt, what happened was a miracle (Luke 1: 26-37), a supernatural event. We can’t explain it fully, unless God gives all the details to us, because we are limited by the natural and God has not chosen to do so. But we are only saying and trying to show that this miracle that God almighty performed makes both rational and scientific sense, it is indeed conceivable and acceptable in a world that God himself created. I want to now consider the issue of whether Jesus is just another avatar.

Is Jesus Just Another Avatar? – The Uniqueness of Jesus Christ and His Incarnation: 

Often our Hindu friends claim that there is no difference between Christianity and Hinduism and try to justify this claim by saying that the concepts of ‘Trinity’ and ‘Thrimurthis’ and ‘Incarnation’ and ‘Avatar’ are the same or fundamentally similar and superficially dissimilar. But is this true? Many would even be willing to accept that Jesus is one of the avatars and some even worship Jesus along with the other gods and goddesses. But is Jesus just another avatar? 

Avatar (Skt., to descend into or descent) refers to the manifestation of Vishnu (the preserver god who along with Brahma, the creator god and Shiva, the destroyer god constitutes the Hindu Thrimurthis) either in animal or humans or hybrid (animal-human) forms to manifest and to establish dharma – to destroy the evil and to bless the righteous (Skt. Dusta sikshna and sishta rekshna) or to destroy adharma and establish dharma. This concept is found in the Bhagavad-Gita (4:6-8) and in the Puranas. Some texts suggest 22 avatars, but generally only 10 are recognized of which 9 are in the past and one will be in the future. The Fish (Skt., Matsya) avatar was for saving the ancient man Manu from a devastating flood by towing away his boar to safety, the Tortoise (Kurma) descent was for being instrumental in providing nectar for the gods to make them immortal, the Boar (Varaha) was for kill a demon, Hiranyaksha and rescuing the earth when it was inundated, the Man-Lion (Narasimha) was for saving a devotee from persecution in the hands of Hiranyakasipu, the demon king and brother of Hiranyaksha by killing him (he got the boon from Brahma that neither man nor animal would be able to kill him and hence the hybrid form), the Dwarf (Vamana) was for getting rid of the demon king Mahabali, Rama-with-the axe (Parasurama, the angry man) was for saving the Brahmin caste from the tyranny of the Kshatriyas, Rama (the perfect man) was for annihilating the demon king, Ravana, and Krishna (the divine statesman) was for the purpose of ensuring that Arjuna would uphold his sacred caste dharma. The next is Buddha (the compassionate man) or alternatively Balarama, the brother of Krishna according to some. Kalki (man on white horse) will be in future at the end of the Kali Yuga, the end of the Age and after this a whole new cycle of cosmic history will begin.


When we contrast the concept of avatar with Christ’s incarnation it will become crystal clear that there are fundamental differences and only superficial similarities between these two. For example, incarnation is real, historical, permanent and a once for all time act of God, where as avatars are multiple, not historical, and not permanent. The incarnation was and is for the purpose of seeking and saving the sinful humanity (by making the sacrifice or atonement once and for all for the sins of all mankind, because all have sinned and have fallen short of the glory of God) and the different avatars are for different purposes as described above and in the ultimate analysis the purpose is exactly the opposite. Lastly, but most importantly none of the avatars made any unique and exclusive claims like the ones made by Jesus Christ for himself and those, if true show that Jesus is not just one of the many avatars, but the only true God-Man and the Saviour of the world. But making claims in itself does not prove anything. So, we have to see if there are any objective criteria to evaluate the claims and to verify their truth or otherwise
There have been some that claimed to be and some that are claiming to be the God-incarnate or God in human form. But how can we know who the real God-incarnate or God-Man is? It is important for us to have some criteria
 that will help us to know who the real God-Man is, among the claimants. Seekers after truth and philosophers have struggled with this issue and have some up with some criteria that I have listed and explained below. If God became a man, then we would expect Him to:

1. Have a supernatural entry into human history. Why? Because, a child born naturally will be a natural human child and cannot be looked upon as God in the human form. Jesus alone had a unique entrance into human history through virginal conception. It was foretold by the prophets (Gen. 3:15; Is. 7:14) and confirmed by the gospel accounts (Matt. 1:18-25; Lk. 1:26-38; 2:1-7). Virgin birth made possible the uniting of the full deity and full humanity in one person and the person born was God-Man (not just God nor just a man). This must be the case, because only a true human can suffer and die and only a true divine person could give that suffering an infinite value. Moreover, only an infinite God could bear the full penalty for all the sins of all the people. Any finite creature would be incapable of bearing that penalty. So when Jesus suffered, it was God the Son who suffered on the cross in his humanity. Also only some one who was truly and fully God and truly and fully human could be the one mediator between God and man (1 Tim. 2:5). 

2. Be sinless. Why? Because, the one who comes to save sinners should be free from sin. Just as a blind man cannot show the way to another blind man, a sinner cannot save another sinner (Ps. 49:7-9; Heb. 9:11-28; 10:1-18). Virgin birth made it possible for Christ’s true humanity without inheriting the corrupt moral nature. The sin nature that could have possibly been transmitted to Jesus from Mary was prevented by the work of the Holy Spirit (Lk. 1:35).
 Jesus demonstrated sinlessness in his Character. His sinlessness is established by the testimonies of Jesus Himself (John 8:29), His friends (John 6:69; 1 Pet. 2:22; 1 John 3:5; Heb. 7:26; 2 Cor. 5:21; Lk. 1:35), and even his enemies (Matt. 27:19, 24, 54; Lk. 23:41).

3. Have an acute sense of difference from other men who are mere men. Why? Because, it would be odd for God in the human form to forget that He is God and not just a man and then to realize suddenly that He is God. And Jesus demonstrated that sense of difference throughout His life in the world in His words and deeds (Lk. 2:49; John 2:13-17).

4. Speak the greatest words ever spoken or taught the greatest things ever taught by any man. Why? Because, the infinite wisdom of God should be reflected in His teachings and His words should have unparalleled impact. History bears testimony to the fact that Christ’s words have impacted mankind more profoundly than the words of any other person in history.

5. Have universal and lasting influence. Why? Because, it would be odd for the God of the Universe to be the god of a tribe or small group of people when He comes into human history to reveal Himself and for His influence to be limited and temporary. Christ’s influence on human history and life is universal, lasting, and unparalleled. He is the focal point of our history and without Him we cannot make sense of our history.

6. Satisfy the spiritual hunger of mankind universally. Why? Because if the God of the Universe comes into human history to save all mankind, it would be odd for Him not to satisfy the spiritual hunger of mankind universally. Jesus has satisfied and is satisfying the spiritual hunger of people from every tongue and nation.

7. Demonstrate supernatural powers. Why? Because, when the God of the Universe or the Creator God enters into the Space-time universe, He should demonstrate His power over His own creation. Otherwise, we cannot be sure that He is the God-incarnate. Jesus uniquely demonstrated power over nature, disease, and death.

8. Exercise power over death. Why? Because, death is the ultimate destroyer of meaning in human life and it is a consequence of sin. So if God comes to deliver us from sin and death and to give us hope of eternal life, He should demonstrate power over death. Jesus demonstrated His power over death when he called dead people back to life but more importantly when He came back to life (resurrected) on the third day.

If God has come into the world in the form of a man and if we have to accept the claims of a person to be the ‘God-Man’ and the Saviour of the world, the above eight criteria should be fulfilled in His birth, life and death. If these eight things are not true of any person who has claimed to be or who is believed to be, God in the human form, he can be looked upon as a man only, but not as God-man. This is like saying that if a triangle exists it must have three sides and the sum of the three angles should be 180o. Jesus Christ is the only one who fulfils the above criteria and hence qualifies to be the God-incarnate. Incarnation (the infinite, omnipotent, and eternal God, the Son becoming man and joining himself to a human nature forever will remain for eternity the most profound miracle and the most profound mystery in all the universe.
 But God has done this for us so that we might know Him and enjoy Him forever and the question of our final, eternal destiny is directly linked to what we do with this truth about Jesus. 
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