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The following will discuss Athanasius’ work: De Incarnatione Verbi Dei (The Incarnation), circa 318 CE[footnoteRef:1] considering the primary characteristics of Athanasius’ Christology, and discussing the extent to which his Christology is dependent on faith in the Triune God.   [1:  Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, (London: CreateSpace Publishing, 2009)] 

Athanasius states his Christology as Jesus being divine, that “all things …… owe their being to His will and power, and that it is through Him that the Father gives order to creation, by Him that all things are moved, and through Him that they receive their being.”[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, Athanasius’ intention in publishing this work was to provide an argument for Jesus being incarnated as part of the Triune God, as completely as God the Father, but in human flesh, and to disprove the theories put forward by both the Arian and the Gnostic movements of the time.  The Gnostics believed that Jesus, was incarnated as completely divine, while the Arian movement believed that Christ was incarnated as flesh and therefore not entirely divine. Markos[footnoteRef:3] notes that Athanasius tackles his objective in the opening paragraph;  “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:4] Therefore, Athanasius provides an insight into the key theological disagreement of the time, with a rebuttal of the Arian position and explanation of the doctrine of redemption.[footnoteRef:5]   [2:  Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, (London: CreateSpace Publishing, 2009) p9.]  [3:  L. A. Markos Theology today (Ephrata, Pa.) 2005 Vol. 62 Issue 2 Pages 240 ]  [4:  Athanasius, 'De Incarnatione Verbi Dei,’ (CreateSpace Publishing) chapter 1. P9.]  [5:  JF Johnson, ‘Athanasius,’ in The Concise Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter Elwell (USA: Marshall Pickering, 1991 p 44.] 

Del Colle notes in his discussion of the evolution of theology, that until this time, “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:6]  However, the question of the anthropology of Jesus came into focus when the Arian movement proclaimed that Jesus had been born of similar substance to God (homoiousios) rather than the same substance as God (homoousious)[footnoteRef:7]. This gained a furious response from the orthodox church, stating that although Jesus had been born man, he was still God in every sense. [6:  R. Del Colle in: The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, edited by C. E. Gunton, Cambridge University Press 1997 p126-127]  [7:  Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, (London: CreateSpace Publishing, 2009) p7.] 

The earliest version of the Nicene Creed was adopted at the First Council of Nicaea in 325. Although this post-dates the publication of, The Incarnation, it provides a more fully formed summary of Athanasius’ Christology as Johnson notes that Athanasius did not produce a single treatise that demonstrates the totality of his theology,[footnoteRef:8] but that his unyielding support for the Nicene formula showed the basis of his Christology in its most complete form.  [8:  JF Johnson, ‘Athanasius’, in The Concise Evangelical Dictionary of Theology ed. Walter Elwell (USA: Marshall Pickering, 1991) p 45.] 

Considering Athanasius’ later ongoing defence of the Creed and its Triune message, and knowing that the Creed was formulated to state the agreed position on the debate regarding the form of Jesus’ creation, it is safe to say that the Creed represents Athanasius’ Christology in part, and is summarised as follows. Firstly, that God is a Triune God, consisting of God the Father; maker of all things, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit[footnoteRef:9]. Secondly, that Jesus Christ was begotten (caused) by God, not made by God, and is of the same substance as God. “God from God, light from light, true God from true God.”[footnoteRef:10]  Thirdly, that God became incarnate in the form of Jesus, as Man, and through his suffering as one of humanity, rose again from death and ascended into heaven[footnoteRef:11]. Fourthly, a belief in the Holy Spirit, although nothing more is said concerning the Holy spirit within the Creed itself, and Athanasius’ only references the Holy Spirit himself in the final paragraph of his conclusion, although references would have been understood by his readers in much of the content.  For instance, where Athanasius argues in chapter 5 that the evidence for Christ’s immortality is the ongoing effect, he has 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:12] This statement would have been understood to reference Jesus leaving the Holy Spirit with his Apostles as his gift to help guide them and spread the word of God[footnoteRef:13].   [9:  J Kelly. Early Christian Doctrines. (London:  BPCC Wheatons Ltd, 1993). P232]  [10:  J Kelly. Early Christian Doctrines. (London:  BPCC Wheatons Ltd, 1993). P232]  [11:  J Kelly. Early Christian Doctrines. (London:  BPCC Wheatons Ltd, 1993). P232]  [12:  Ibid. Chapter 5 Section 30 ]  [13:  Acts 1:2] 

The content of The Incarnation pertains most to the final section of the Creed which states its complete opposition to the Arian ideas of the time, which were that Jesus was created by God, and was not present at creation, that Jesus was not of the same substance as God, and that he could be subject to change.  The Creed states that “these the Catholic Church anathematizes.”[footnoteRef:14]  Karl Rahner suggests that it is this very element which is pivotal in terms of a demonstration of Athanasius’ belief in the Triune God,[footnoteRef:15] because, whilst there are multiple references to the God the Father, and the Holy Spirit within the Bible, the third; or new part of the Triune God, is the incarnation of God in the form of Jesus Christ, which to support a belief in a Triune God, must therefore be recognised as not just similar, to God, but an identical form.    [14:  J Kelly. Early Christian Doctrines. (London:  BPCC Wheatons Ltd, 1993). P232]  [15:  K Rahner. Foundations of Christian Faith. An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity. (New York:  The Crossroad Publishing company, 2002) p213.] 

However, is it necessary for Jesus to have been incarnated as fully God, to fulfil a belief in the Triune God? Perhaps not, as this examination of the nature of the Triune God was a new element of theological focus, however Athanasius absolutely believed it to be true. Kelly[footnoteRef:16] notes that Athanasius states: “We ourselves, were the motive for His incarnation; it was for our salvation that He loved man to the point of being born and of appearing in a human body.”[footnoteRef:17] [16:  J Kelly. Early Christian Doctrines. (London:  BPCC Wheatons Ltd, 1993). P284]  [17:  Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, (London: CreateSpace Publishing, 2009) Chapter 4 ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk140856790]Within The Incarnation, Athanasius’ Christology asserts his belief that through the sacrifice of Jesus, humankind was saved from original sin, and that this restored our relationship with God, allowing those who believed in Jesus as God to regain eternal life. Schilling[footnoteRef:18] notes that Nikos Nissiotis’ theological work, maintains that this anthropology should be the “the chief concern of all true theology”[footnoteRef:19] and this is certainly true for the Christology of Athanasius, and is the basis of his argument within De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, as his key concern is to assert that although Jesus Christ was born as a human, he was still the same substance as God, and therefore another facet of God. [18:  S Schilling. Contemporary Continental Theologians (London:  SCM Press Ltd, 1966).]  [19:  S Schilling. Contemporary Continental Theologians p233.] 

A further facet of Athanasius’ Christology as offered within The Incarnation, is that through His incarnation as God in the form of a man, through His sacrifice on behalf of mankind, and his gift of eternal life once again; Jesus Christ enabled mankind to be recreated in the image of God, in terms of a renewed relationship and greater faith in God from mankind.  
Athanasius’ view directly supports John’s statement: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life …….in order that the world might be saved through him.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  John:  3.16-17. ] 

In conclusion, Athanasius’ Christology as stated within The Incarnation is an orthadox Christology that relies on the Bible itself for validatory references.  Although published before the first Nicene Creed, Athanasius’ Christology arguments are both a strong reflection of the Creed as it would be later published, a wider reflection on the role of Jesus Christ during His incarnation, and a repudiation of the Arian theories concerning Jesus Christ being born as something less than God.   
Explaining His role as part of the Triune God, Athanasius describes that Jesus Christ was incarnated as man and God to help mankind once again become closer to God, and that through Jesus’ teaching to humans, and the sacrifice of his life on behalf of humankind, God was able to accept the “offering” of humankind, and to restore man to eternal life, in the image of God. 
Therefore, whilst one may reflect on the fact that a belief in the Arian view of Jesus Christ’s incarnation, would still have partially satisfied the requirements of belief in a Triune God, Athanasius’ position, is that it was purely because Jesus was incarnated fully as God, but in human form, that he was able to; as partially man;  perform the miracle of both sacrificing himself for the sins of the world, but also then as God, to re-create believers in his own image and restore them to eternal life in the Kingdom of God.

Bibliography											
Ancient Sources
[bookmark: _Hlk140578852]Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, (London: CreateSpace Publishing, 2009)
The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha, New Revised Standard Version, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991).
Secondary Sources
R. Del Colle in: The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, edited by C. E. Gunton, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1997)
Johnson JF, ‘Athanasius,’ in The Concise Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter Elwell (USA: Marshall Pickering, 1991)
Kelly J. Early Christian Doctrines. (London:  BPCC Wheatons Ltd, 1993).
Markos. LA, Theology today (Ephrata, Pa.) 2005 Vol. 62 Issue 2 
McIntosh M. Divine Teaching: An Introduction to Christian Theology. (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishing, 2008)
Moltmann J, The Crucified God:  The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology. Trans by R Wilson & J Bowden (London:  SCM Press, 1974)
Newlands G. Theology of the Love of God. (London: TJ Press (Padstow) Ltd,1980)
Rahner K. Foundations of Christian Faith. An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity. (New York:  The Crossroad Publishing company, 2002)
Schilling S. Contemporary Continental Theologians (London:  SCM Press Ltd, 1966).













 





2

