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Analyse the primary characteristics of Athanasius’s Christology. To what extent, if at all, is it dependent on faith in the Triune God?

I shall divide this brief work analysing Athanasius’ On the Incarnation of the Word into two sections: firstly, an overview of the key features of Athanasius’s Christology and, secondly, how this relates to the Doctrine of the Trinity.

1. Christology

A detailed analysis of the Christological titles employed throughout the text (Word of the Father, Son of God, Lord etc.) is beyond the scope of this work. Rather, I shall outline three distinct themes employed by Athanasius as he constructs his argument defending the divinity of Christ: the role of the Word as Creator, Saviour and Revealer.

Firstly, the Word is actively involved in creation. Drawing upon a variety of biblical texts and alluding to his previous work Contra Gentiles, Athanasius understands creation to be the work of the Father acting in and through the divine Word.[footnoteRef:1] Congruent with the Jewish Wisdom tradition, the Word is with God at the beginning and plays an active role in the creation of the universe.[footnoteRef:2] This premise serves a double purpose for Athanasius. As Creator, the Word is equal with the Father and thus an uncreated divine Person (thus upholding Christ’s divinity); he also reasons that, given even pagan Greek philosophy permits an understanding of the Divine Word to be in some sense “in” the physical universe, it thus follows there is no logical reason why the Word cannot assume a human body (which is simply a smaller part of the created order).[footnoteRef:3] From a metaphysical viewpoint, the incarnation is simply a microcosm of the larger “filling” of creation by the Word.  [1:  St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word. Accessed at Christian Classics Ethereal Library on 22/3/21: https://www.ccel.org/ccel/athanasius/incarnation.html 1.1,2.]  [2:  G. O’Collins, Christology: A Biblical, Historical, and Systematic Study of Jesus, 2nd edition (Oxford University Press, 2009), pp.35-41.]  [3:  St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation, 7.1.] 


Secondly, the act of creation achieved through the divine Word specifically qualifies Him for His role as fallen creation’s saviour: “The renewal of creation has been wrought by the Self-same Word Who made it in the beginning.” [footnoteRef:4] The starting point for Athanasius’s soteriology is the logic of both creation and salvation (or “re-creation”; Athanasius conflates the two terms) being affected by the same divine Person. To quote Gerald O’Collins: [4:  Ibid, 1.1.] 


“The saving work of Christ has brought us a ‘new creation’. But, creation is God’s exclusive prerogative. Hence, Christ must be divine in order to bring about the new creation…[there is] a parallel…between creation and redemption.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  O’ Collins, Christology, p.162.] 

The Word’s role in salvation is clearly the burden of the text, and Athanasius argues at length to defend what he sees as non-negotiable and in agreement with the orthodox creedal confessions: the logic of salvation necessitates that Jesus as the incarnate Word was both fully divine and fully human. Briefly, his argument runs thus:[footnoteRef:6] Humanity was created by God in perfection, to know Him and glorify Him. However, when humans were tempted by the devil and disobeyed, what was their incorruptible state took on a form of corruption that leads to death.[footnoteRef:7] This presented God with the dilemma of either being true to His word given in Genesis 2:17 and allow His good creation to die or forgive and permit them to live (thus breaking His own word). For Athanasius, repentance from humanity will not suffice. What is required is for someone who is able to suffer death on behalf of all humans, whilst being powerful enough to defeat the very death they experience. The logical conclusion is that only the Word can satisfy both sides of the soteriological equation:  [6:  F.M. Young and A. Teal, From Nicea to Chalcedon: A Guide to the Literature and its Background, 2nd edition (London: SCM Press, 2010), pp.54-54.]  [7:  St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation, 1.4.] 


“For He alone, being Word of the Father and above all, was in consequence both able to recreate all, and worthy to suffer on behalf of all and to be an ambassador for all with the Father”.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid, 2.7.] 


Crucial for Athanasius (and congruent with the creeds) is the necessity of a fully human body for Christ. The nullification of the power of death must be achieved “from within”; that is, Christ must have a body that is, along with all other human bodies, corruptible (by this he means subject to death as is the whole of humanity is, not sinful).[footnoteRef:9] The incarnate Word must have a body that can “fully” experience death, otherwise the defeat of death cannot be affected. Conversely, the Word (being divine and incorruptible) is the only one able to defeat death, as evidenced by the resurrection.[footnoteRef:10] Athanasius’s understanding of salvation holds true only if in the man Jesus Christ there is a fully human nature (subject to death) and a fully divine nature (capable of defeating death and rising to life). [9:  Ibid, 2.8,9.]  [10:  Ibid, 5.26,27.] 


Third, and of lesser importance for Athanasius than Christ’s action as Saviour, is his role as “Revealer.”[footnoteRef:11] Humanity, though created in God’s image, through disobedience has marred and lost that original image. Despite various avenues of natural theology being provided as pointers to God (such as creation, the prophets and the law),[footnoteRef:12] the only way to adequately restore humanity to their intended purpose was for:  [11:  Ibid, 3.11-14.]  [12:  Ibid, 3.12.] 


“The Word of God [to come] in His own Person, because it was He alone, the Image of the Father Who could recreate man made after the Image.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid, 3.13.] 


Being fully God and fully man, Christ reveals the Father on “their level,”[footnoteRef:14] and is able to both save humanity whilst giving restored knowledge of the Father to humans made in His image. It is for this reason that Athanasius suggests Jesus could not have been simply incarnated and immediately died, as there would have been no opportunity to display his divine acts or give revelation of the Father to the world.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Ibid, 3.15.]  [15:  Ibid, 3.16.] 



2. Doctrine of the Trinity.

On the Incarnation of the Word is primarily a work of Christology, not a defence Trinitarian doctrine per se. Nevertheless, I suggest three observations on how the text relates to trinitarian theology:

Firstly, there is no specific mention of the Spirit at all throughout the entire work, until the closing benediction of the final paragraph.[footnoteRef:16] The last line itself is a Trinitarian confession (“to the Father Himself, with the Son Himself, in the Holy Spirit”), but is clearly not a significant component of Athanasius’ apology. This highlights what has been called Athanasius’s “pneumatological reticence” in this text (and Contra Gentiles), though it must be born in mind these writings focus primarily on a defence of the cross and the divinity of Christ, not pneumatology or Trinitarian doctrine.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Ibid, 9.57.]  [17:  K.D. Hill, “The Development of Athanasius’s Early Pneumatology”. PhD thesis, University of Durham (2014). Accessed at Durham e-theses on 22/3/21: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/11300/1/Hill_-_PhD_Thesis_-_The_Development_of_Athanasius's_Early_Pneumatology.pdf?DDD32+ p.29.] 


Secondly, whilst the Spirit (and thus a more fully articulated trinitarian theology) is specifically absent from the text, Athanasius’s understanding of the relationship between the Father and the Son/Word is congruent with trinitarian thought. They both exist from the beginning; they both work as the causation of creation, they act together to affect salvation “out of the love and goodness of His Father, for the salvation of us men.”[footnoteRef:18] As discussed above, both Persons are equally divine, and the logic of salvation in Athanasius’s thinking would not work if the Son was anything less than God.  [18:  St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation, 1.1.] 


Following from this, thirdly, I believe there are latent trinitarian themes in the text. I have already noted the priority of creation for Athanasius’s Christology, in that the Father creates through His Word. He is familiar with the Genesis account of creation (indeed he elsewhere comments on Genesis 1:18 to argue for a plurality of Persons present at the beginning),[footnoteRef:19] yet focuses on the role of the Father and the Word, not the Spirit. Given the Spirit’s presence in Genesis 1:2, one could argue the role of the Spirit as creative divine agent alongside Father and Son could be implied without lessening the divinity of either. Similarly, Athanasius’s depiction of the risen Christ’s continuing salvific activity in the world (specifically convicting unbelievers, granting faith and confronting evil spirits) would be entirely harmonious with the activity of the Spirit.[footnoteRef:20] It would seem then that he is more at pains to stress the divinity of the One present in the world (Christ) than the person through which He is present (the Spirit). Finally, one could add the Spirit’s activity in speaking through the prophets (explicit in the creed of Constantinople) could be read into chapter 3:12, where God provides various means of revealing Himself. For Athanasius, these means (creation, words of men, law) are seen as a divine gift but not designated explicitly as an activity of the Spirit. Once more, according these works to the Spirit would result in a fuller trinitarian account of the Godhead whilst not weakening his Christology.  [19:  St. Athanasius, Contra Gentiles. Accessed at Christian Classics Ethereal Library on 22/3/21: https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf204/npnf204.vi.ii.iii.xii.html  46.4-7.]  [20:  St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation, 5.30-32.] 


3. Summary.

I have outlined what I see as Athanasius’s key Christological themes in On the Incarnation of the Word: that Christ the Word was present from the beginning and active with the Father in creation; that His role as divine co-creator qualified Him as Saviour and necessitates Him having both a fully divine and fully human nature; in addition to His salvific role Christ the Word reveals the Father in His incarnation to fallen humanity.

This Christology is congruent with the doctrine of the Trinity, with Father and Son/Word being both fully divine, but there is a clear absence of the Spirit in the text. Nevertheless, Athanasius’s depiction of God’s saving presence in the world through the Word, both before and after the incarnation, could equally be described as the activity of the Spirit and thus a fuller Trinitarian account of the godhead.
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