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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? 

Athanasius’s (c.296-c.373) Christology is one which is primarily concerned with the redemptive work of Christ and the necessity of His divinity for human salvation. As such, it is a disavowal of the Arian heresy and defence of Nicaean Christology.[footnoteRef:1] Athanasius’s Christology is dependent upon faith in a Triune God to the extent that divinity is shared equally by both the Father and the Son.  Athanasius’s preoccupation with Christ’s relationship to God the Father, in On the Incarnation of the Word, neglects to explicate a pneumatology which would make his Christology explicitly dependent upon faith in a Triune God.   [1:  Gerald O'Collins, Christology A Bibilical, Historical, And Sytematic Study of Jesus (Bath: Oxford University Press, 1995), 163. ] 

Athanasius’s Christology is unequivocal in its claim that “the Word of the Father is Himself divine,”[footnoteRef:2] - a repudiation of the Arian belief that Christ is an inferior divinity created by the Father.[footnoteRef:3] Christ is “not man only but God”.[footnoteRef:4] However, Athanasius develops a “from-above” Christology which arguably downplays the humanity of Christ.[footnoteRef:5] He emphasises the metaphysical status of Christ as the Incarnate Word and is at risk of neglecting Christ’s humanity.  [2:  Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word (Christian Classics Ethereal Library: Bringing Christian Classic books to Life), Chapter 1 Creation and the Fall, Paragraph 1, https://ccel.org/ccel/athanasius/incarnation/incarnation.ii.html (19/02/2021). ]  [3:  O'Collins, Christology, 160.]  [4:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 3 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation — continued, Paragraph 18. ]  [5:  O'Collins, Christology, 17. ] 

Christ’s divine attributes are maintained after the Incarnation through which the “incorporeal and incorruptible and immaterial Word of God entered our world.”[footnoteRef:6] Moreover, Athanasius wishes to make clear that human nature was assumed by the divine: “He took to Himself a body, a human body even as our own.” [footnoteRef:7] The human body was assumed by divinity; rather than humanity becoming divine. Salvation is achieved through the restoration of human nature in Christ.  [6:  Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 2 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation, Paragraph 8.]  [7:  Ibid.] 

Athanasius maintains that Christ “did not see corruption” and that his bodily nature was unique, rising in perfect “soundness.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 4 The Death of Christ, Paragraph 21. ] 

Docetism taught that Christ’s bodily appearing was illusory. [footnoteRef:9] The Incarnation is a rejection of Docetic Christology: [9:  O'Collins, Christology, 164. ] 

Nor did He will merely to become embodied or merely to appear […] No, He took our body, […] He, the Mighty One, the Artificer of all, Himself prepared this body in the virgin as a temple for Himself, and took it for His very own.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 2 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation, Paragraph 8. ] 

Despite Athanasius maintaining that in the Incarnation the divine and human natures are united, he also stipulates that the Incarnate Word remains in an “ever abiding […] union with the Father.” [footnoteRef:11] This Trinitarian focus fails to consider the human consciousness of Christ who is forsaken on the cross (Matthew 27:46). Neither is Christ deprived of His omnipotence, nor is the Resurrection an exclusive power of the Father: “It was […] within His power thus to have raised His body and displayed it as alive directly after death.”[footnoteRef:12] Athanasius is willing to attribute to Christ omnipotence whilst precluding the possibility of divine suffering.  [11:  Ibid. ]  [12:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 5 The Resurrection, Paragraph 26. ] 

The Incarnation of Christ is a consequence of the epistemic distance between God and humanity.  God-Incarnate was “manifested according as they could bear it.”[footnoteRef:13] However, Christ’s “being in creation does not mean that He shares its nature”. [footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 7 Refutation of the Gentiles, Paragraph 43. ]  [14:  Ibid.] 

Athanasius espoused a Logos/sarx Christology which considered the possibility of Jesus having a human soul superfluous to redemption. [footnoteRef:15] Athanasius is committed to a Christology which does not diminish the divine attributes enjoyed by Christ after the Incarnation. Despite the Word assuming human flesh, the Incarnate Logos retains His transcendent power, omnipresent and directing the universe.[footnoteRef:16]  It is essential for Athanasius that the Logos has the power to redeem humanity from within.  [15:  O'Collins, Christology, 183. ]  [16:  Athanasius, Chapter 3 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation — continued, Paragraph 17.] 

Furthermore, there is no indication that Athanasius would be congruent with a kenotic Christology. Christ remains without self-limitation and cannot be contained by His human nature: 
being the Word, so far from being Himself contained by anything, He actually contained all things Himself. In creation He is present everywhere, yet is distinct in being from it; ordering, directing, giving life to all, containing all, yet is He Himself the Uncontained, existing solely in His Father. […] Existing in a human body, to which He Himself gives life, He is still Source of life to all the universe, present in every part of it. [footnoteRef:17]  [17:   Athanasius, Chapter 3 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation — continued, Paragraph 17. ] 

Athanasius’s construal of the Incarnation preserves the union of the Son with the Father, negating any suggestion of their independence. 
One could be forgiven for taking a Sabellian or modalistic reading of this passage and find Athanasius at risk of conflating the persons of the Trinity: 
resting in the Father alone. At one and the same time—this is the wonder—as Man He was living a human life, and as Word He was sustaining the life of the universe, and as Son He was in constant union with the Father. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ibid.] 

However, it is likely that Athanasius is here defending the doctrine that the Father and Son are homoousios and enjoy numerical identity.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  O’Collins, Christology, 181. ] 

Athanasius’s Christology is potentially committed to Christ’s divinity in such a way that His humanity is unable to assume the entirety of the human condition, “for what has not been assumed has not been healed”.[footnoteRef:20]   [20:  Nazianzus, Letter 101., quoted in Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology An Introduction Fourth Edition (Singapore: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 288.] 

Not even His birth from a virgin, therefore, changed Him in any way, nor was He defiled by being in the body. Rather, He sanctified the body by being in it. For His being in everything does not mean that He shares the nature of everything, only that He gives all things their being and sustains them in it. Just as the sun is not defiled by the contact of its rays with earthly objects, but rather enlightens and purifies them, so He Who made the sun is not defiled by being made known in a body, but rather the body is cleansed and quickened by His indwelling, "Who did no sin, neither was guile found in His mouth."[footnoteRef:21] [21:   Athanasius, Chapter 3 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation — continued, Paragraph 17.] 

For Athanasius the Word of the Father is manifest in a human body for the salvation of humanity.[footnoteRef:22] The “sorry case” of humanity “caused the Word to come down”.[footnoteRef:23] The Incarnation is the manifestation of God’s love for humanity and there are indications of theosis in Athanasius’s soteriology: “He […] assumed humanity that we might become God“.[footnoteRef:24]  The relational Godhead and the love between the persons of the Trinity overflows in both creation and redemption. [footnoteRef:25] [22:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 1 Creation and the Fall, Paragraph 1. ]  [23:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 1 Creation and the Fall, Paragraph 4. ]  [24:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 8 Refutation of the Gentiles – continued, Paragraph 54. ]  [25:  Peter Widdicombe, “Athanasius and the Making of the Doctrine of the Trinity”, Pro Ecclesia Vol VI, no.4, (1997): 468.] 

Athanasius’s Christology is fundamentally soteriological and there is clearly the development of the belief that Christ’s atoning sacrifice was a prerequisite of salvation: “He endured shame from men that we might inherit immortality”’.[footnoteRef:26] However, there is the incoherent notion that Christ “Himself was unhurt by this, for He is impassable and incorruptible.”[footnoteRef:27] This construal of the passion of Christ has a Docetic tendency that fails to articulate the suffering of God-Incarnate. If Christ did not assume human suffering it remains unclear how He could redeem it.  [26:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 8 Refutation of the Gentiles – continued, Paragraph 54.]  [27:  Ibid. ] 

Athanasius also develops a theory of substitution with the language of debt and payment: “there was a debt owing which must needs be paid […] all men were due to die.”[footnoteRef:28] Furthermore, Christ stands “in place of all, to settle man's account with death and free him from the primal transgression.” [footnoteRef:29] “[A]s a substitute for the life of all”[footnoteRef:30]; “He died to ransom all”.[footnoteRef:31] This language would later furnish the Anselmian doctrine of satisfaction.  [28:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 4 The Death of Christ, Paragraph 20. ]  [29:  Ibid. ]  [30:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 2 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation, Paragraph 9.]  [31:  Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 4 The Death of Christ, Paragraph 21. ] 

God’s desire to save humanity is framed in terms of fittingness and consistency with His attributes: “It was impossible, therefore, that God should leave man to be carried off by corruption, because it would be unfitting and unworthy of Himself.”[footnoteRef:32] Like the protection afforded to a city by the presence of a King, Christ affords the human race protection by entering into the human condition. [footnoteRef:33] [32:   Athanasius, Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 2 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation, Paragraph 6. ]  [33:  Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 2 The Divine Dilemma and its Solution in the Incarnation, Paragraph 9. ] 

Athanasius concludes that it would not be possible for God to have redeemed humanity by edict, the transgression of humanity precluded the possibility that “a bare creative word might have sufficed” [footnoteRef:34]  It is “natural and right […] for the Word to use a human instrument and by that means unfold Himself to all.”[footnoteRef:35] The pre-existing Word is the starting point of both Athanasius’s Christology and revelation.  [34:  Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 7 Refutation of the Gentiles, Paragraph 44.]  [35:  Ibid. ] 

Athanasius’s places Christ at the centre of creation: “He made all things out of nothing through His own Word.”’[footnoteRef:36] Athanasius recapitulates the creation narrative of John 1; the Logos is both creator and redeemer. Because Christ is the creator He also must be the redeemer:  [36:  Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 1 Creation and the Fall, Paragraph 3. ] 

We have seen that to change the corruptible to incorruption was proper to none other than the Savior Himself, Who in the beginning made all things out of nothing; that only the Image of the Father could re-create the likeness of the Image in men, […] only the Word Who orders all things and is alone the Father's true and sole-begotten Son could teach men about Him. [footnoteRef:37] [37:  Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 4 The Death of Christ, Paragraph 20. ] 

One consequence of Athanasius’s focus on the Son as creator is that God the Father is designated as the Person of the Trinity who generates the Son. [footnoteRef:38] One consequence is that Athanasius might fall into the Arian doctrine of placing the Word between God the Father and creation.  [38:  Colle, “The triune God”, in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, ed. Colin E. Gunton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 129. ] 

Athanasius is part of the tradition which recognised the centrality of the active Logos who sustains and permeates creation - present in all human life - in salvific activity. [footnoteRef:39] It offers a more appealing understanding of salvation as a process of transformation, rather than an event or placation. Instead there is a “continuity between creation and redemption”. [footnoteRef:40] [39:  O'Collins, Christology, 303. ]  [40:  O’Collins, Christology, 157] 

However, Athanasius was reluctant to communicate the full humanity of the Incarnate-Word in his desire to promote Christ’s full divinity.[footnoteRef:41] In doing so we are left with the worrying consequence that the Triune God did not fully enter into the depth our lived experience.  [41:  O'Collins, Christology, 183. ] 

Despite explicating an apologetic for Christ’s divinity, reference to faith in the Triune God is not made explicit until the conclusion of On the Incarnation of the Word: “the Father Himself, with the Son Himself, in the Holy Spirit.” [footnoteRef:42] An appeal to lex orandi, lex credendi which Athanasius had invoked to defend the divinity of the Son and Spirit. [footnoteRef:43] [42:  Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word, Chapter 9 Conclusion, Paragraph 57. ]  [43:  Wainwright, “The Holy Spirit”,  in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, ed. Colin E. Gunton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) 279. 
] 

Athanasius in On the Incarnation of the Word develops a Johannine Christology, which in its eagerness to defend the Triune God promulgated at Nicaea, becomes too willing to downplay the humanity of Christ. However, the Word or Logos Christology contributes successfully to our understanding of the Triune God’s unfolding of redemption, through which the cosmological Christ-Incarnate becomes available to all. 
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