Impeccability Of Christ Debate
Patrick Donahue’s First Negative

My friend John Carroll makes three arguments to try to prove it was impossible for Jesus to have sinned.  John’s first argument basically says it was prophesied that Jesus would die for sins of the world, and Jesus could not have died for us if He had sinned, therefore it must be true that Jesus could not have sinned.  But this argument overlooks the difference in foreknowledge and predestination that John admits is true in his answer to my fifth official question for him.  God knew ahead of time that Jesus would live a sinless life, but he did not predestinate (force) it.  I usually know ahead of time how my kids are going to react when we serve them liver for supper, but that is a far cry from me forcing them to react that way.  One key aspect of prophesying is the foretelling of the future, and that is what John refers to in this argument.  But successfully foretelling the future and fixing the future are two different things.  Jesus could have chosen to sin, and if He did, that wouldn’t mean the prophecies were wrong; instead, that would mean the prophecies would have been different to start with.

To prove John’s argument here is false, all we have to do is show instances in the Bible where something was foretold in the Bible, but not predestinated.  Judas is a good illustration.  It was prophesied in Zechariah 11:12-13 that Jesus would be betrayed for thirty pieces of silver.  Did Judas and the chief priests have a choice about how many pieces of silver Jesus would be betrayed for?  Certainly they did.  The fact that thirty was prophesied did not force them to negotiate to thirty.  If they had picked twenty, then the Zechariah prophecy would have been different – it would have prophesied twenty.  Jesus knew the betrayer was to be Judas (Matthew 26:21-25, John 13:27), but Jesus’ foreknowledge didn’t mean it was impossible for Judas to avoid committing his horrendous sin.  John concurs in his answer to my first question for him → it was always Judas’ choice.
John’s second argument is that Jesus could not have sinned, because Jesus was God, and God cannot sin.  But this argument completely overlooks the dual nature of Jesus.  Yes, Jesus was God, but He was also man (fully), and being a man opened up Jesus to doing many things that God (in spirit form only) cannot or does not do.  To quickly show the fallacy of John’s argumentation here, notice James 1:13 says God cannot be tempted, while Hebrews 4:15 clearly says Jesus was tempted.  How can both verses be true if Jesus is God?  The answer lies in the dual nature of Jesus.  The divine, pre-existing part of Jesus could not have been tempted / sinned, but the human part of Jesus was tempted / susceptible to sin.

John uses John 5:19 to bolster his argument here, but this text is not meaning to say that every detail of Jesus’ earthly life, the Father controlled, predestinated, and had done first.  There are many things relating to being a human that the Father has never done or felt, including eating, sleeping, using the bathroom, having built in attraction to a woman as any normal mature male would (not sinful lust, but the capability to reproduce sexually).  Jesus was given free will in all these matters, including whether or not to sin.  John, do you believe every detail of Jesus’ human life was predestinated from the foundation of the world, including how often he drank water, etc., or do you believe Jesus had free will?
John is absolutely correct that I Peter 1:23 teaches the word of God is incorruptible, but this verse is referring to God’s word in the form of the scriptures, the Bible.  Jesus is not the word in that sense.  Jesus is the word in the sense He is the creator through verbal command (Genesis 1:3, Colossians 1:16) and author of the Bible (John 14:26).  But Jesus is not the Bible itself.  The scriptures do not reveal that Jesus was incorruptible, but in-corrupted.
John’s third argument is basically that when a person sins, he sins with flesh and spirit, that is, sin originates from the heart.  Therefore if Jesus had sinned, that would mean the divine spirit (God) sinned since Jesus’ spirit was divine.  I agree with John that sin originates from the spirit/heart (Matthew 15:19), but John’s argument here fails to take into account that Jesus also had a human spirit.  When Jesus became a man, he became a man fully, that is, he took on human body and human spirit.  Without that human spirit, Jesus would not have been a man (I Timothy 2:5).  Jesus’ human spirit was what was tempted (divine spirit alone cannot be tempted).  If Jesus had sinned, it would have been his human spirit or heart instructing His flesh to sin.
As a parallel in this respect only, I remind the reader that the Holy Spirit indwells faithful Christians (I Corinthians 6:19, Acts 5:32, etc.).  But when the Christian sins, the Holy Spirit is not responsible; instead the human spirit originates the sins carried out by his flesh. 
Passages That Prove Jesus Could Have Sinned
Passages like Hebrews 2:17-18 confirm that Jesus became a man fully.  It says Jesus was “made like unto his brethren” and goes on to say Jesus was tempted and is therefore able to “succour them that are tempted.”  John’s theory makes a farce of most of this teaching.  John doesn’t believe Jesus was made like us in regard to temptation/sin, because John believes we can sin but Jesus couldn’t.  According to John’s position, Jesus really can’t succour / empathize with our struggle against sin, because Jesus never had to face the actual possibility of sin as we do.

Hebrews 4:15 says Jesus was “tempted like as we are.”  Not only does “tempted” here imply the possibility of sin, but the fact Jesus was tempted “like as we are” underscores that He could have sinned as we can.  If it were impossible for Jesus to sin, then He wasn’t really tempted “like as we are,” was He?  Temptation without the possibility of sin would certainly be a hollow temptation.  Why did Satan even try to get Jesus to sin in Matthew 4:8-10 if it were impossible for Jesus to succumb?  Satan’s efforts would have been pointless.

The phrase “yet without sin” in Hebrews 4:15 emphasizes Jesus’ astounding accomplishment in overcoming sin over the course of his whole life.  But my opponent’s position ignores perhaps the greatest feat in the history of mankind - a perfect life on Jesus’ part.  If Jesus couldn’t have sinned, then there is no real achievement in His having lived sinlessly.  Because according to John, it would have been impossible for Jesus to do otherwise.

I Peter 2:21-22 shows that Jesus’ perfect life is an example for us to try to follow.  But how could He be our example in avoiding sin if it were impossible for Him to sin in the first place?  To be our perfect example, Jesus must have faced real temptation to sin like we do, and overcome it.  That should be our goal.

I am confident John agrees Isaiah 7:14-16 is a prophecy regarding the promised Messiah.  The text mentions the coming virgin born son will “refuse the evil, and choose the good.”  This phrase indicates the possibility of the Christ choosing evil, else His choice of good wouldn’t actually be a choice, but set in concrete before he was ever born.  This passage states my position succinctly – that Jesus chose to do good, not that He was forced to do good.
Some might ask why I would participate in this debate.  Practically speaking, what is the big difference between “Jesus couldn’t sin” and “Jesus didn’t sin”?  My answer is that it is important to understand the fact that Jesus could have sinned but didn’t, because that leaves us without excuse for our sin.  John’s position provides excuse that we can’t help but commit sin; that God made us that way.  Jesus’ grand triumph of perfectly overcoming the possibility of sin proves it is possible for us to resist sin, thereby making us responsible for each and every one of our sins.  “Shall we continue in sin?  God forbid” (Romans 6:1-2).
