This essay will discuss Athanasius’ work: De Incarnatione Verbi Dei (The Incarnation)[footnoteRef:1] considering the primary characteristics of Athanasius’ Christology, and discussing the extent to which it is dependent on faith in the Triune God.  [1:  Athanasius, 'De Incarnatione Verbi Dei',  (CreateSpace Publishing ).] 

This discussion will term the books of the Bible with which we are familiar today as the Bible, albeit they were not finalised in their current grouping until after the time of Athanasius’ work.  The belief in the Triune God is defined as God being three parts, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, all being divine, and of equal importance.
This essay will demonstrate that whilst Athanasius held a strong belief in the Triune God in its full form, however the main purpose of this work was to address the debated issue of the form of the incarnation of Christ, using Biblical references to support his points, rather than seeking to debate or clarify all elements of the Triune God.
The Incarnation[footnoteRef:2] was written prior to 319 CE during the Patristic period of theological thought, during which time, as Del Colle notes in his discussion of the evolution of thinking regarding the Triune God, “recognition of God’s triunity was confined to the revelation of God’s activity in the economy of creation and redemption.  It did not investigate the being of God apart from this.”[footnoteRef:3] The book is written to seek to address an audience of both Eastern and Western Church members, in an effort to address the debate brought by Gnosticism, and Arianism. [2:  Ibid]  [3:  R. Del Colle in: The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, edited by C. E. Gunton, Cambridge University Press 1997 p126-127] 

Typically, then, for this period, whilst The Incarnation focuses entirely on the justification of Jesus as both God and humankind, there is no discussion of the Triune God in terms of inclusion of the Holy Spirit.  In fact, Holy Spirit is only mentioned once in the entire book, it being used as the very end salutation: “for them that live a godly life and love the God and Father in Christ Jesus our Lord, through Whom and with Whom be to the Father Himself, with the Son Himself, in the Holy Spirit”[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Ibid, Chapter 9 paragraph 57] 

Del Colle notes that Trinitarian theologians could be classified into two groups, firstly those who discussed the “economic Trinity” which examined the persona of God revealed as part of human salvation, and secondly, those who discussed the “immanent Trinity” which included all parts of the Trinity[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  R. Del Colle in: The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, edited by C. E. Gunton, Cambridge University Press 1997 p127] 

Athanasius demonstrates an orthodox approach to his Christology; in that he uses evidence from the Bible to justify his argument.  As he wrote in later letters, he is not a critical theologian, but one who seeks to utilise the existing biblical texts to justify his Christology.  
Within The Incarnation[footnoteRef:6], Athanasius argues that Jesus was incarnated as fully human, but at the same time he was still fully God, in no sense being lesser than God the Father, with this dual nature of human and God an absolute necessity.  This was firstly, so that humanity was able to engage more fully with God, through seeing him incarnate as Jesus, listening to his words, and seeing his power.  Secondly, that by becoming one with humankind, and allowing himself to be sacrificed as flesh, Jesus was fulfilling the outstanding debt of humankind, which was death; as a result of the sin of Adam and Eve[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, with death satisfied, by Jesus’ sacrifice, and through knowing God through Jesus, whilst man would still experience corporeal death, after that, he would live eternally with God. [6:  Athanasius, 'De Incarnatione Verbi Dei',  (CreateSpace Publishing ).
]  [7: ] 

Athanasius justifies his position by outlining God’s dilemma.  God loved mankind, but he could not go back on his word that if Adam and Eve ate from the Tree of Life, they would die[footnoteRef:8].  God wanted to restore mankind back to eternal life, but the issue was how could he make that reality without breaking his previous word to Adam and Eve.   [8:  Genesis 3:3, ESV] 

Athanasius argues that God had to create a plan whereby mankind would atone for its sin; described in Genesis, but that also, through learning more about God; via his human embodiment in Jesus; mankind could once again come back to an understanding of the God who loves them.   And yet, as God couldn’t just drop his punishment of Adam and Eve for sinning because they had earned eternal death for mankind as their punishment.   Instead, Jesus (as both a divine and flesh form of God) had to be sacrificed for our sins, so that he could cancel-out the sin of mankind within those who believe in Jesus through his fleshly death.  
Athanasius spends time discussing the ridiculousness of the contemporary arguments about Jesus Christ being the true Messiah, if he had been born as flesh, or that he had achieved salvation for mankind if he was God, by attacking some key critical themes.  He ridicules both the positions of Gnostics, aligned with the Jews, and Arians aligned with Gentiles, noting that whilst the form of death by crucifixion is considered cursed, as found in Galatians; “Christ Redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us – for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.””[footnoteRef:9]…. That, the lowly form of Jesus’ death just adds to the power of his resurrection and proves that as a God he could experience the worst of all deaths, and yet still be resurrected, proving his godliness.   [9:  Galations 3:13, ESV quoted in The Incarnation chapter 4, section 25.] 

Athanasius further tackles any doubts formed by the gap between the death of Jesus and his resurrection, making clear that it was important that Jesus didn’t just pop up after 5 minutes to prove that he was a God and couldn’t be killed.  It was instead important to know that Jesus had really died for the sins of mankind, and that his resurrection was three days later.  “Then having once let it be seen that it was truly dead, He did not allow that temple of His body to linger long, but forthwith, on the third day raised it up,. The pledge and token of His Victory.[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Athanasius, 'De Incarnatione Verbi Dei',  (CreateSpace Publishing ). Chapter 5] 

The primary objective of the essay was to debunk the theories put forward by both the Arian and the Gnostic movements of the time, where the Gnostics believed that Christ, was completely divine, and absolutely would not have been incarnated as human.  In contrast the Arian movement believed that Christ was incarnated as flesh and was therefore not entirely divine.   Markos[footnoteRef:11] notes that Athanasius tackles his objective in the opening paragraph of his book;  “that mystery the Jews traduce, the Greeks deride, but we adore; …………The things which they, as men, rule out as impossible, He plainly shows to be possible: that which they deride as unfitting, His goodness makes most fit; and things which these wiseacres laugh at as “human” He by His inherent might declares divine.”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  L. A. Markos Theology today (Ephrata, Pa.) 2005 Vol. 62 Issue 2 Pages 240 



]  [12:  Athanasius, 'De Incarnatione Verbi Dei',  (CreateSpace Publishing ) chapter 1. P9.] 

A belief in the Triune God is necessary to understand or agree with Athanasius’ argument, in that whilst he doesn’t refer to the Holy Spirit within the text explicitly, a reference would have been understood.  For instance, where Athanasius argues in chapter 5 that the evidence for Christ’s immortality is the continuing effect, he has in terms of invisibly inspiring his followers and growing his church. He notes: “The Saviour is working mightily among men, every day He is invisibly persuading numbers of people all over the world, both within and beyond the Greek-speaking world to accept his faith and be obedient to His teaching”[footnoteRef:13] This would have been understood with reference to Jesus leaving the Holy Spirit with his Apostles as his gift to help guide them and spread the word of God.  “After he had given commands through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen”[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Ibid.  Chapter 5 Section 30 ]  [14:  Acts 1:2] 

In conclusion, Athanasius wrote this work to address one of the key theological issues of his time; that of whether Christ had been born flesh, entirely divine, or both flesh whilst remaining entirely divine.   Athanasius used the argument of God’s dilemma regarding his love for mankind versus their ongoing punishment for disobedience in the Garden of Eden.  Athanasius explains that God’s plan was to enter the world as flesh, so that he could re-engage with mankind, and so that they would understand him and love him once again.  However, to save them from final death, he had to offer Jesus as the sacrifice of mankind, so that their sins could be erased.
Within the book, Athanasius addresses the arguments of the Gnostics; through arguing against the Gentile position, and addresses the argument of the Arians, through is arguments against the Jewish position.  
Whilst the key elements of the Triune God addressed are those of God and Christ, as was common at the time, references to the influence of the Holy Spirit are clear within Athanasius’ work, and therefore it is clear that Athanasius held a strong belief in all elements of the Triune God.
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