Theosis Literature Review

Theosis or ‘deification’, as classically conceived, is “being united with God, beginning in this life and later consummated in bodily resurrection”[footnoteRef:1]. It has famously been summed up as “God became what man is, so man might become what God is”[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  https://orthodoxwiki.org/Theosis Edited 9 April 2012 ]  [2:  Usually attributed to St Athanasius 269-289 (Oration on the Incarnation of the Word of God 54 PG 25 col 192B) but echoing earlier work of St Ireneus of Lyon c125-c202 (Against Heresies V preface PG 7 col 1120).] 

The literature on theosis seems to me to divide into two, based on classical Orthodox and Enlightenment Protestant lines, in many ways the same division as between Eastern and Western Church traditions[footnoteRef:3]. Classical theosis involves ontological change within an individual’s lifetime, becoming ‘in Christ’ and a ‘new creation’ through the action of the trinitarian ‘Energies’ of God, following the pattern of, and enabled by, the union of divine and human natures in the one hypostasis of Jesus Christ. The Enlightenment Protestant view seems more corporately focussed, ‘in’ the church as the Body of Christ, with individuals becoming more ‘Christ-like’ through the action of Christ and the Holy Spirit upon them. Ontological change is emphasised less in this view, and ‘Christification’ or ‘Christosis’ are used as preferred descriptors. This literature division is distinct from ‘Justification’ which is effectively a reading back into an individual’s life on earth of a judicial status conferred at the Last Judgement: Justification is excluded from this review. [3:  Eastern churches in diaspora have generally maintained their original traditions.] 

I address firstly the classic Orthodox literature on theosis, and then the Enlightenment Protestant literature. Finally, I comment on the appeals of both views in the contemporary debates on theosis.

Accounts of classical Orthodox theosis can be found in several books, notably those by Archimandrite George [footnoteRef:4] John Meyendorff [footnoteRef:5] [footnoteRef:6], Vladimir Lossky [footnoteRef:7] [footnoteRef:8] [footnoteRef:9],Nicholas Cabasilas[footnoteRef:10] and Panayiotis Nellas [footnoteRef:11]. [4:  Archimandrite George (2023) Theosis: The True Purpose of Human Life. Holy Monastery of St Gregorios, Mount Athos, Greece. ISBN 9798661946926]  [5:  Meyendorff J. (1974) Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes. (revised 1983) Fordham University Press ISBN 0-8232-0967-9.]  [6:  Meyendorff J. (1998) St Gregory of Palamas and Orthodox Spirituality. SVS Press. NY. ISBN 0-913836-11-7]  [7:  Lossky V (1978) Orthodox Theology: an Introduction. SVS Press. NY. ISBN 0-913936-43-5]  [8:  Lossky V (1957 in English, this Edn 1991) The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church. James Clarke & Co. Ltd. Cambridge UK. ISBN 0-227-67919-9]  [9:  Lossky V (1974) In the Image and Likeness of God. 1975 Edn. Mowbrays. Oxford. ISBN 0-264-66192-3]  [10:  Cabasilas N (Lisney M. translation, 1989) Life in Christ. Janus Publishing Co. Edinburgh UK ISBN 1-85756-157-0]  [11:  Nellas P (1987, Edn.1997) Deification in Christ: The Nature of the Human Person. SVS Press. NY. ISBN 0-88141-030-6] 

Archimandrite George of Mount Athos provides a succinct introductory overview of classical theosis4. God created humankind “in his image and likeness” (Gen 1 v26) so that man may become united to God. Theosis is a process of post-lapsarian human completion, a personal union of an individual with the Creator, not simply a moral conformity to divine teaching. It is the Incarnation of Christ which makes full theosis possible, as thereby human nature entered the Godhead: “…because Christ is the eternal God-man through the hypostatic union of the two natures in the person of Christ, human nature is irrevocably unified with the divine nature because Christ is eternally God-Man”[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  Ref 4 p 15] 

He argues that before the Incarnation, a person could manifest God’s likeness  through a lack of egotism (the essence of the Fall[footnoteRef:13]) wisdom, justice, and virtue. Only Mary the Mother of God (Theotokos) achieved such theosis and thus was able to give birth to the Son of God. Now, it is God’s trinitarian ‘Energies’[footnoteRef:14] which “can deify man”[footnoteRef:15]. Theosis remains a gift from God, characterised by constant humility, asceticism and selflessness, the Holy Mysteries (sacraments) and Prayer[footnoteRef:16]. The Orthodox Church as the Mystical Body of Christ catalyses this, and so “The church alone is the place of theosis”[footnoteRef:17]. [13:  Ref 4 p 13]  [14:  God’s Essence is beyond this universe of space-time and is ineffable, incomprehensible and unapproachable for mankind. It is God’s Energies which extend into space-time and may be perceived as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and engaged with by human beings.]  [15:  Ref 4 p24]  [16:  Hesychasm ‘Being in the Presence of God with your mind on your heart’ – attributed to St Theopan the Recluse]  [17:  Ref 4 p 21] 

Lossky sees the ultimate end of all theology as enabling “union with God or deification, the theosis of the Greek Fathers” [footnoteRef:18]. He asserts that “the way of the knowledge of God is necessarily the way of deification” [footnoteRef:19] ; theosis, rather than intellectual speculation, is the process by which human beings gain true knowledge of God. “What must be deified in us is our entire nature, belonging to our person which must enter into union with God, and become a person created in two natures: human nature which is deified and nature, or, rather, divine energy, that deifies” [footnoteRef:20]. Theosis is only complete “in the age to come, after the resurrection of the dead[footnoteRef:21]. Meantime, theosis leads to a co-operation with God, (synergoi): “for it is in this synergy, in this co-operation of man with God, that the union is fulfilled”[footnoteRef:22].  [18:  Ibid. p 9]  [19:  Ibid. p 39]  [20:  Ibid p 155]  [21:  Ibid p 196]  [22:  Ibid p 196] 

Meyendorff goes further: “outside of God, man ceases to be authentically and fully human… participation in God, or ‘deification’ (theosis) [is] the goal of human existence” [footnoteRef:23]. Man is called to participate in Christ’s deified humanity, “to share in its deification”[footnoteRef:24]. In support, he quotes St Maximus the Confessor “…finally that the whole man should become God, deified by the grace of God-become-man, becoming whole man, soul and body, by nature; and becoming whole God, soul and body by grace”[footnoteRef:25].  [23:  Ref 5 p 163]  [24:  Ibid p 164]  [25:  Maximus the Confessor. Amb.; PG 91:1237AB.] 

Meyendorff asserts the Orthodox view that “there cannot be any participation in divine Essence by man”[footnoteRef:26] and notes that “the divine hypostases appear in their co-inherence (perichoresis)… the ‘Energy’, because it is always Trinitarian, is always an expression and a communication of love”[footnoteRef:27]. There are consequences for ecclesiology: “the church will necessarily be viewed primarily as a communion of free sons of God and only secondarily as an institution endowed with authority to govern and judge”[footnoteRef:28]. [26:  Ref 5 p 164]  [27:  Ibid p 186 (cf John 14 v11, John 15 v9)]  [28:  Ibid p 226] 

Nellas develops the views of Cabasilas (c1319-1392) that theosis is achieved through the sacraments and spiritual practices of the Orthodox Church; a position of sacramental realism, transforming a person’s Being, Life, Mind and Will [footnoteRef:29]. In Baptism, Christ “enters us in a real manner, a bodily manner” and “assimilates” or “mixes and mingles himself with all our psychosomatic faculties without confusion but nevertheless in a real way”[footnoteRef:30]. This is “a refashioning of man’s nature… a rebirth of the human person” [footnoteRef:31].  [29:  Ref 11 p121-139]  [30:  Ibid. p 123]  [31:  Ibid p 124] 

Similarly, the transformation of a person’s Life is achieved through partaking of the Eucharist, which “is alive in actuality and thus able to offer life in a true sense”[footnoteRef:32]: As John 6 v57 says, “He who eats me will live because of me”. Transformation of the Mind is a matter of personal co-operation (synergoi) with God, study and hesychastic prayer[footnoteRef:33]. And transformation of the Will is “the content of the spiritual life at its highest stage; it functions as love and is called holiness. The saint… leaves self behind and goes out to God with all his will”[footnoteRef:34]. [32:  Ibid. p 128]  [33:  Ibid p 133]  [34:  Ibid p138] 


Turning now to the Enlightenment Protestant view, which has developed from a basis in modern Biblical scholarship rather than in patristics. 
Finlan and Kharlamov claim that the Western church largely expunged the concept of theosis at the Enlightenment, even though Western church fathers like St Augustine used the term and seem to have accepted the concept [footnoteRef:35]. This reduction may have coincided with a renewed emphasis in early Protestantism on credal belief rather than experiential faith. [35:  Finlan S and Kharlamov V (Eds.) (2006) Theosis: Deification in Christian Theology p8. James Clark & Co Cambridge UK. ISBN 9780227173220] 

They express the view that theosis arose from several strands of Biblical thought[footnoteRef:36]: Imitation of God (Matt 5v48, John 14v12, Eph. 5v1), taking on God’s nature (2 Peter 1v4, Ps 82v6, John 10 34), being indwelt by God (Job 32 v8, John 14 v17, Ro 8 v16), being re-formed by God (John 3 v6, Ro 12 v2, Eph 4 v24), being conformed to Christ (Phil 3 v21, Ro 8 v29, 2 Cor 3 v18, 1 John 3 v2) and the final divinisation of the cosmos (Hab 2 v14, Is 32 v17, 1 Cor 15 v28). Some have implications for the afterlife and the Parousia; all have implications for the transformation of Christians in the present. Five groups of Greek words explicitly refer to making into god, some refer to deification per se, others to godliness as a quality[footnoteRef:37]. Athanasius selected theopoiesis which connotes a passive deification of the human being by God, along with words best translated as ‘to make/produce god’, ‘to accomplish/complete god’ and ‘created god’; distinctly beyond acquiring the qualities of godliness. Latin translators generally use consectratio, a term used to declare dead emperors to be gods. [36:  Ibid p 1-3]  [37:  Ibid p 6] 

McGrath asserts that at an early stage in his thinking (Christmas lecture, 1514) Luther affirmed elements of classical theosis: “we become partakers of the divine nature, when we receive the word and adhere to it by faith” [footnoteRef:38]. This was before Luther developed his ideas on justification, so generally accepted by Lutheran theologians[footnoteRef:39] that “the prevailing assumption that Luther’s characteristic emphasis on justification negated or precluded the recognition of theosis as a significant aspect of his thought”. McGrath wiews ‘Christification’[footnoteRef:40]. as a more appropriate characterisation of Luther’s mature theological emphasis [38:  McGrath A (2024) Deification or Christification? Martin Luther on Theosis. ora.ox.ac.uk ]  [39:  Cooper J (2014) Christification: a Lutheran Approach to Theosis. ISBN 13-978-1-62564-616-3 Wipf and Stock Publishers USA]  [40:  Ibid p 21 ‘Christification’ in the sense of becoming Christ-like] 

Gorman traces renewed interest in the theosis of Paul’s epistle to the Romans among twentieth century theologians, including Morna Hooker, Bonhoeffer and Wrede [footnoteRef:41]. He recalls Cambell’s assertion that “theosis may well describe Paul’s soteriology”, and that of Jervis that, for both Jews and Gentiles, the purpose of discipleship was “to achieve the likeness of God”[footnoteRef:42]. [41:  Gorman MJ (2011) Romans: the First Christian Treatise on Theosis. in J. Theol. Interpretation 5(1) 13-34 (p14)]  [42:  Ibid. p 15] 

Gorman’s careful analysis leads him to conclude that “Theosis, specifically cruciform communal[footnoteRef:43] theosis, constitutes the rhetorical, pastoral, and theological theme and purpose of Romans”[footnoteRef:44]. He discerns important challenges by Paul to the claims of the Roman Imperium, namely, to be the source of salvation, to deify Emperors, to glorify the Self and to administer true justice. Theosis in Christians belies the claims of Rome. [43:  My italics. I take this to mean the Christ-likeness of the church, a corporate emphasis not an individual theosis.]  [44:  Ibid p 33] 

Blackwell analyses Colossians chapters 2-3 as a source of the conception of theosis as “restoring the likeness to God, primarily experienced as incorruption and sanctification, through a participatory relationship with God, mediated by Christ and the Spirit” [footnoteRef:45]. He sees this as “a form of ‘attributive’ rather than ‘essential’ deification, in that believers take on divine attributes through an ontological transformation but remain distinct from the divine essence”. He prefers the term ‘Christosis’ but recognises that “as believers embody Christ’s narrative, they embody God’s narrative: Christosis is theosis”[footnoteRef:46]. [45:  Blackwell BC (2014) You are Filled in Him; Theosis in Colossians 2-3. In J. Theol. Interpretation 8(1) 103-123. (p104)]  [46:  Ibid p 123] 

Barbarick discerns in 1 Peter an emphasis on corporate rather than individual conformity to the image of God: “It is as Israel, not as individuals, that they fulfil their telos” [footnoteRef:47], conform to God’s holiness, and lead nations to God. He sees theosis “understood Christocentrically” as core to the Epistle’s theology and ethics.  [47:  Barbarick CA (2015) ‘You Shall be Holy, For I am Holy’: Theosis in 1 Peter. In J Theological Interpretation 9(2) 287-297 (p287)] 

Reuschling [footnoteRef:48] argues, based on 2 Peter 1:3-11, that theosis is a primary source and motivator of Christian ethics: “we participate in God’s divine life through the acquisition and practice of virtues”[footnoteRef:49], implying virtuous behaviour but not radical ontological change in the here and now.  [48:  Reuschling WC (2014) The Means and End in 2 Peter 1:3-11: the Theological and Moral Significance of Theosis. in J Theological Interpretation 8(2) 275-286]  [49:  Ibid p 286] 

In her exposition of 2 Peter, Brown affirms Gorman’s view that the “classic scriptural text for the doctrine of theosis is 2 Peter 1:4”[footnoteRef:50] and views ‘Christification’ as “the unifying feature of the form, structure and content of 2 Peter’s farewell address” as well as a call to unity through participation in the divine nature of God[footnoteRef:51]. Theosis is “striving to participate in the divine nature of God”[footnoteRef:52] rather than already participating in it through ontological change. [50:  Brown S (2017) The Challenge of 2 Peter and the Call to Theosis. in The Expository Times 128(12) p 583-592 (p 586)]  [51:  Ibid p 584]  [52:  Ibid p 591] 

Strobel has analysed the work of Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) to determine whether Edwards held a “reformed doctrine of theosis”, and finds that Edwards’ “notions of theosis rest on firmly Protestant foundations and result in recognizable reformed conclusions” [footnoteRef:53]. Strobel concludes that “In Edwards we find every essential aspect of a real doctrine of theosis: it is grounded in trinitarian participation, modelled and made available through the incarnation, entails a real participation through the economic work of Son and Spirit, and is oriented by a teleology of union and conformity to God” [footnoteRef:54]. He affirms that Edwards, along with the Orthodox, rejects union with God’s Essence (beyond space-time) but attests that “one can be united to a divine person and their nature without merging with the divine essence”[footnoteRef:55], confirming Strobel’s earlier work[footnoteRef:56]. [53:  Strobel K (2016) Jonathan Edwards’s Reformed Doctrine of Theosis. in HTR 109(3) p 371-399 (p371)]  [54:  Ibid p 398]  [55:  Ibid p 397]  [56:  Strobel K (2016) Jonathan Edwards and the Polemics of Theosis. in HTR 105(3) p259-279] 


In my view, the theological appeal in the literature for authority for classical theosis rests mainly on Orthodox tradition, spiritual experience, and patristic interpretations of Scripture, even in contemporary sources. The revival of interest in theosis among Western theological writers appeals almost exclusively to post-Enlightenment Biblical interpretation. The former emphasises ontological change in the believer, effected by the Trinitarian Energies of God and sustained by the sacraments of the church; emphases largely absent from the Western approach. Luther’s orienting work on justification can be seen in the argumentation of recent Western exponents of a more corporate  ‘Christification’[footnoteRef:57]. It is as if, in the Western approach, the emphasis on human sinfulness has overridden any possibility of sustained Divine union in a person’s lifetime: God acts upon a person from outside, rather than expresses the Godself from within.  [57:  Kariatlis P (2023) Deification as Christification and Human Becoming. In Faith, Reason and Theosis. Fordham University Press USA pp72-92 ] 

Thus, in my view, the literature divides on grounds of theological anthropology, on whether a person can be in stable deifying union with God before bodily death (in-life theosis) or only afterwards (in-life corporate Christification).
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