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Textual Analysis 1
Analyse the primary characteristics of Athanasius’s Christology. To what extent, if at all, is it dependent on Faith in the triune God?

Introduction

Athanasius writes with great passion ‘On the Incarnation’ De Incarnatione Veri Dei; it was in actual fact his first work on the incarnation, which was written somewhere around 318AD when he was secretary to the then Bishop of Alexandria, Alexander.[footnoteRef:1] It was his second work, the first being ‘Against the Pagans,’ which was meant to be read first by those wishing to advance to On the Incarnation.  [1:  St Athanasius, On The Incarnation, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei (Durham: Create Space Publishing, 2017), pp. 6-7.] 


On the Incarnation is aimed, in general, at demonstrating that Christ, the divine Son of God, became fully human as well as being fully God. Its importance cannot be understated for the church, east and west. As John Behr points out; “It is rightly regarded as one of the most important classic texts of Christianity.”[footnoteRef:2] Which speaks for itself when scholars are still debating it seventeen hundred years later. For this essay, I have used an English translation of the original text. [2:  John Behr, ‘Athanasius On The Incarnation’ in Incarnation: On The Scope And Depth Of Christology, Ed. By Niels H. Gregersen (Minneapolis: 1517 Media: Fortress Press, 2015), p. 81. ] 


In this essay, I will look at the work in detail and attempt to define the primary characteristics of the work, and where possible see where it is dependent on faith in the Triune God.

On the Incarnation

Athanasius opens with a chapter on the ‘Creation and Fall’. He is writing this work for believers in Christ’s divine nature, so there is little evidence that he is trying to convince people that Christ is indeed part of the Godhead. It is evidence regarding Athanasius’ belief system directly, which was one of a trinitarian nature. Also, as we read On the Incarnation in his words, we can deduce some of his actual beliefs, particularly his Christology. So, who was Christ to Athanasius? As John Behr notes the person of Christ who assented to the Cross is also ‘the Word of God’.[footnoteRef:3] The Word of God, the ‘Logos’ is highlighted in St John’s Gospel.
 [3:  Ibid. p. 9.] 

Athanasius states that the more people aim scorn toward the Christ, the more he makes his Godhead evident.[footnoteRef:4] Then, slowly, Christ ‘wins over mockers and unbelievers to recognize him as God.’[footnoteRef:5] This was probably true at the time when people were turning from paganism, or unbelief, to Christianity. However, one must ask how this statement holds up today, particularly in the West when many people are turning away from the church, and belief in general. However, in the greater parts of Africa and South America, more people are turning to Christ. Perhaps their views with regard St Athanasius’ would be very interesting compared to the Western church. An interesting ground for research.
 [4:  St Athanasius, On The Incarnation, p. 9.]  [5:  Ibid. p. 9.] 

We read that the same Word that made creation has also renewed it, for the Word, Logos, Christ was also at the beginning of all creation. Thus, we understand something more of Athanasius’ Christology, one founded in the fact that Christ is one with God the Father. I do note the use of the term ‘Father’ in Athanasius’ work, this gender-fuelled term is the subject of many books and articles about its historical patriarchal connections. I do not hold that God is male, so I use the term Father only where Athanasius has done so. 

On creation, we read that we can apprehend God as we look all around us, for all things are distinctive.  So Athanasius argues that there was no ‘spontaneous generation’ of all created things but rather a ‘prevenient cause’, through which we can see God’s hand in the design.[footnoteRef:6] This links forward just two paragraphs where the author is clear when he states, after quoting John 1:3-4, that Christ was also in the beginning, all was made through Him, hence God must be the ‘Father of Christ.’[footnoteRef:7] This point is again reiterated soon after when Athanasius writes that God made all things ‘through His own Word.’[footnoteRef:8] The Word, or Logos, as St John the Evangelist points out is Christ.[footnoteRef:9] I reiterate the word ‘Word’ often to emphasize Athanasius’ emphasis, where he works to demonstrate the interconnectivity between God the Father, and Christ, God the Son.
 [6:  Ibid. p. 10.]  [7:  Ibid. p. 11.]  [8:  Ibid. p. 12.]  [9:  John 1] 

We get a greater understanding as we read the text of Christology. For Christ is not just the Son of God brought about for the rescue of humankind. But rather that the Son has always been with God as Father, before all things were made, because through the Son all things came into being. After the fall in Eden, God did not want to see humans die out of existence,[footnoteRef:10] but wanted to save them; through Christ becoming human this was achievable. But Christ had to be fully God, as well as fully human, for this to be achieved. A point Arius and his followers could not understand. For Christ was indeed ‘incorporeal and incorruptible,’ He was ‘ever abiding in union with the Father.’[footnoteRef:11]
 [10:  St Athanasius, On The Incarnation, p. 13.]  [11:  Ibid. p. 17.] 

Therefore, to become human, as well as God, Christ took the form of a human, born of a ‘spotless’ virgin, without a human father, so free from the tainted intercourse between a couple.[footnoteRef:12] This was done so that ultimately, he could offer that body as a sacrifice to save humankind.  O’Collins makes an excellent point that Christ had to be born of a virgin to express his Divinity and also that the virgin birth was very much about Christ’s “relationship with the Holy Spirit.”[footnoteRef:13] Christ had to be free from any probability of sin which would hinder the possibility of his dying on the cross as being without merit, for it was a sinless ‘man’ Adam who first committed sin, so it had to be a sinless ‘man,’ Jesus who was able to free humankind from the chains of sin. Also, because Christ was God and Human he could not die as humans die.[footnoteRef:14] For God knew that Christ’s body would be tortured and hung on the Cross, but also humans would need to see the Word once more at the resurrection. Christ’s body was not to be seen as a limitation, but rather an ‘instrument,’ an instrument to doing the work of salvation.[footnoteRef:15] To enable us to once again “… regain knowledge of Father”.[footnoteRef:16] [12:  Ibid. p. 18.]  [13:  Gerald O’Collins, Christology: A Biblical, Historical, And Systematic Study Of Jesus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 277.]  [14:  St Athanasius, On The Incarnation, p. 19.]  [15:  Ibid. p. 29.]  [16:  Ibid. p. 32.] 


The cross also creates that which was needed to enable Death to be once and for all overcome, “destroyed and vanquished”.[footnoteRef:17] As Gerald O’Collins points out “We needed the incarnation because we are sinners…”. He was talking about De Incarnatione.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Ibid. p. 42.]  [18:  Gerald O’Collins, ‘The Critical Issues’ in The Incarnation, eds Stephen T. Davis et al (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 16.] 


Conclusion

We often read in The Incarnation that Christ is one with the Godhead, “God and Son of God,”[footnoteRef:19] and that is indeed what Athanasius intends in this work. “(A)s a man He was living a human life, and as a Word He was sustaining the life of the universe, and as a Son He was in constant union with the Father.”[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  St Athanasius, On The Incarnation. p. 32. ]  [20:  Ibid. p. 29.] 


We are left wanting if we wish to read about the Holy Trinity, for the work does not even reference the Holy Spirit. We only come close when we read about the virgin birth and of course, the fact that the Holy Spirit, by a miracle, saw that St. Mary would become the mother of the Christ. But the fact that De Incarnatione does not directly reference the Holy Spirit is not because its author does not have a trinitarian faith but rather it would take away from the point I believe he wishes to make. Indeed, Athanasius writes elsewhere that “The Spirit is not a Creature”[footnoteRef:21] for he knows that the Holy Spirit is one with God, as Christ is one with God. Yes, there had been subordinationist thinking about the Spirit,[footnoteRef:22] but not in Athanasius’ theology, although that comes out in his other works, not this one. Here, Athanasius wants to show that Christ, the Christ, was in the beginning, and to change the corruptible to incorruptible.[footnoteRef:23]
 [21:  Athanasius, Letter To Serapione 1.11]  [22:  Robert W Jenson, Systematic Theology, The Triune God Vol. 1(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) P. 107.]  [23:  St Athanasius, On The Incarnation. p. 32.] 

De Incarnatione is a great theological work, but a work of its time, before other theologians had thought, and wrote about the trinity. This does not take away from Athanasious' work, however. He was clearly writing a piece on the incarnation thus he set his own limitations regarding what he would and would not include in the work. Having never read this work before, let alone studied it, I have been able to grow my theological understanding and knowledge, which I am sure was Athanasious’ intention, along with dealing with false beliefs that were current at the time of writing De Incarnatione.
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