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Introduction
Cyril, the Archbishop of Alexandria was profoundly known for his work, primarily focused on Christology. He is famous for the part he played in speaking out for the authentic tradition of Christianity. Especially with the Nestorian controversy which centered on the person of Jesus Christ. Cyril refers to Nestorius as the ‘‘serpent, the crooked one whose tongue is drunk on venom, who does not welcome the tradition of all the initiates throughout the world or that of all the God-inspired scriptures but innovates what seems fit to him’’.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  St Cyril of Alexandria, On the Unity of Christ, trans. John McGuckin Crestwood, (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995)] 

In Cyril’s thesis ‘On the Unity of Christ’, his main argument was on the belief surrounding the person of Jesus Christ (Christology). He argued in favor of the name ‘Theotokos’ (God-bearer) for Mary against ‘Christotokos’ (Christ-Mother) which was presented by Nestorius and his chaplains. He also argued in line with the orthodox position in defense of the unity of Christ’s hypostatic union (the union of Christ’s humanity and divinity in one person). He argues that Christ is one Person with two natures, the nature of God and the nature of Man: fully Man and fully God. Cyril affirms the unity of Christ is tied to the economic and redemptive act of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:3] If Jesus was only human and God was elsewhere, Cyril argues that the Incarnation, ‘the Word became flesh would be meaningless.’ [footnoteRef:4] [3:  https://dacb.org/stories/egypt/cyril-alexandria2/]  [4:  Ibid., 73] 

 Cyril presented his writing in a dialogue format as if he, speaker A is conversing/debating with someone else, speaker B. This was done to explore the underlying beliefs that shape the views of the other person with the aim of addressing wrong beliefs. He states, ‘Come, let us investigate the divine and sacred scripture and let us seek the solution there’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid., 72] 

 Cyril made clear the intention of his writing, which was clearly to address the heretic Christological teachings of Nestorius. Using several variations, he tries to elaborate an argument. This style according to Morgan, represents his theological maturity. Reading through his work, ‘one can sense the spirit of passion and dedication to his belief.’,[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Morgan J., ‘The Unity of Christ in Cyril of Alexandria’s Festal Letters’. (Cambridge University Press:2023) ] 

This essay aims to present a critical analysis of this thesis. It begins with the biography of the Patriarch Cyril of Alexandria; this is then followed by the historical and theological events leading up to the writing ‘On the Unity of Christ’. Subsequent paragraphs examine and analyze three main arguments presented by Cyril in his thesis. First is the justification for the name ‘Theotokos’, God-bearer for Mary. Second, is Cyril’s argument on the reconciliation of God and man in Jesus Christ, the hypostatic union. And finally, is Cyril’s view of the reason for the incarnation of the Word, exploring the economic and redemptive act of Jesus Christ
Biography, historical and theological background
Cyril was born in Egypt in C.378, he died in C. 444. At the age of twelve, Cyril came under the tutelage of his uncle, St.  Theophilus who was the Archbishop of Alexandria from 385 to 412. His uncle was one of the most dominant ecclesiastical leaders of Alexandria. Through his influence, Cyril followed a period of Christian higher studies after studying grammar and rhetoric until the year 397. At the time Cyril was studying Christian education, the school of Alexandria was highly rated under the great exegete, Didymus the Blind. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  McGuckin J.A, ‘St. Cyril of Alexandria: Christological Controversy’, its History, Theology, and Texts (New York: E.J. Brill, 1994)] 

Cyril was introduced to the earlier tradition of the church of Alexandria through the knowledge he acquired from his formal theological and scriptural education. Cyril’s knowledge of the Bible was profound, and he sees himself as the continuer of the earlier Christian tradition. In his address to Nestorius, he tells him, ‘For you know neither the scriptures nor the power of God’. He goes on to assert that, ‘’Surely our exposition follows the mind of the scriptures’’.[footnoteRef:8] [8: 	Ibid., 69] 

Cyril was ordained lector of the church of Alexandria in 403, the position carrying intellectual and administrative responsibilities at the archbishop's court. Later that year, in the company of his uncle, St. Theophilus, he attended the synod of the Oak and when his uncle died in 412, Cyril was elected as his successor despite attempts to block his nomination. In October 412, Cyril was consecrated Bishop of the See of Alexandria.
Between 428-430, Cyril was deeply involved in an argument with Nestorius. Nestorius was a Syrian Monk summoned by the emperor to assume the Patriarchy throne as the Archbishop of Constantinople on the recommendation of the Archbishop John of Antioch. The greatest conflict of Cyril's career was directed toward Nestorius’s teaching.[footnoteRef:9] [9:   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyril_of_Alexandria] 

At the heart of this controversy was the doctrine of Christ. Early in Nestorius’s reign, his team of Chaplains were conducting a series of lectures on the nature of faith. They based their teachings on that of the Syrian theologian Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia who had approached the doctrine of Christ wrongly referring to ‘’Two Sons’’ one the Son of God and the other the Son of Man. They also refuse to acknowledge the title ‘’Mother of God’’ (Theotokos) for Mary. When Nestorius was called upon to give his opinion on the suitability of ‘Theotokos’, he supported his Chaplains insisting that the title ‘Christotokos’ (the one who gave birth to Christ) ‘’Mother of Christ’’ was preferable, stating his reasons[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  St. Gregory of Nazianzus, ‘On God and Christ’. ‘The five theological Orations and Two Letters to Cledonius. Trans. Fredrick Williams (New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary press, Crestwood) ] 

In response to this, Cyril sent several letters to inform Nestorius that his doctrine of Christ was defective, but his efforts to correct him yielded no success. As Cyril and Nestorius both claim to speak for the authentic tradition of Christianity, an ecumenical Synod was called at Ephesus in 431 where Nestorius claim was condemned. Nestorius then retired into monasticism, but many of his followers still held his beliefs. To correct the views held by the remnant followers of his teaching, Cyril came up with the thesis ‘On the Unity of Christ’. Seven years after Cyril’s death, the Chalcedonian council adopted his statement on the hypostatic nature of Jesus Christ. [footnoteRef:11] [11:   Morgan J., ‘The Unity of Christ in Cyril of Alexandria’s Festal Letters’. (Cambridge University Press:2023) ] 



Justification for the Name ‘Theotokos’
Nestorius, the Archbishop of Constantinople, pressed on his congregation that Mary bore a mere man, the vehicle of divinity but not God. For Nestorius, Mary was not the ‘Mother of God’ (Theotokos) but the ‘Mother of Christ’. He, therefore, preferred the title Christotokos (Christ Mother).  Nestorius maintains it is because she has not given birth to God, ‘since the Word was ‘before her, every age and time being coeternal with God the Father’.[footnoteRef:12] He argues that God could not have been born by a woman. He claims that the ineffable being of the Only begotten could never be the fruit of the flesh, but Jesus was merely a man who had a unique relationship with the Word.  [12: 	Ibid.,] 

In his response, Cyril argues that ‘’as God, the Word was ineffably begotten by nature from the Father and was coeternal with him’’. Cyril, quoting the bible, the book of Matthew 1. 23 which states, ’The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel (which means ’God with us’)[footnoteRef:13]. Cyril argues that ‘Jesus Christ was God in the appearance like man, when he became flesh. [13: 	NIV., Matthew 1. 23] 

Cyril argues that because He is God made man the title ‘Theotokos’ describes the incorporeal was with us by canal birth with intimate union of two natures, hence the title ‘Mother of God’ should be used to name the virgin who gave birth to God made man.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Artemi E, ‘The Virgin Mary, Theotokos, and Christ, true God and true man. The Mystery of Incarnation according to Cyril of Alexandria. (Mirabilia Electronic Journal of Antiquity and Middle Ages. 2013) ] 

Nestorius insists that the title ‘Mother of God’ was mixing up the characteristics of deity and humanity by attributing them to the same person. 
In addressing the question on why the Word made a virgin, the mother of his own flesh by conception from the Holy Spirit; and not by natural birth since God did not hold the marriage bed in dishonor’. Cyril explains that, to reconstitute our condition within himself, Christ was not conceived sexually so that he could trace a path for grace to come to us’’, enabling ‘’intellectual regeneration and spiritual assimilation to himself’’ so that he remains free of corruption as no longer owing our first father, that is Adam, in whom we were corrupted’’.[footnoteRef:15]  [15: 	Ibid., 62] 

Cyril made a valid point but needed more exposition, humanity inherited sin through sexual conception, for Christ not to be contaminated with inherited sin, he had to be born holy, without sin. This is the reason for the choice of a holy virgin and conception by the Holy Spirit. God does not hold the marriage bed in dishonor hence, He chose a virgin who was already betrothed. This essay will now examine the union of the two natures in Christ.
The Unity of Christ
Nestorius proclaimed that Christ was really two persons, a divine person dwelling in a human person. He maintains that ‘God the Word assumed a perfect man who was of the line of Abraham and David, who was of the same nature as his ancestors, a man fully complete in his nature’. 
He asserts that the man was composed of a rational soul and human flesh, fashioned by the power of the Holy Spirit in the womb of the Virgin Mary. Nestorius claims that though the man was born to redeem humanity, he was conjoined by God in a new way to fulfil that purpose. According to him, Christ was not merely God and not merely Man but was God conjoined to man or man conjoined to God. He views the doctrine of the Incarnation as man united by God the Son to His own self.
For Cyril Christ is both God and man. Cyril asserts that Christ is really and completely God, and really and completely man, yet completely and inseparably. He insisted on the full and complete unity of the person of Jesus Christ. He maintains that Christ is One, God the Word has made the flesh his very own. They are brought together into an indissoluble union. ‘He is the one and only Son, not one son alongside another son’. He uses the word (prosopon) to refer to true unity.[footnoteRef:16] [16: 	Ibid., 83] 

Cyril queries the term ‘conjoin’ used by Nestorius to describe the union of the divine and humanity in Christ. According to Cyril, the term ‘conjoin’ is better used to describe the relationship that anyone could have with God, being bonded as in holiness and virtue. He believes that Nestorius was against the orthodox position that Christ is one Person with two natures, the nature of God and the nature of man. He affirms this as the truth revealed by the mystery of incarnation and the very principle for the redemption of humanity. Cyril explains that the word union, ‘signifies the concurrence in one reality of those things which are understood to be united.’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid., 73] 

Cyril argues that the union of the divinity and humanity was at the most fundamental of Christ's being, quoting, John 1. 14 ‘’And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld his glory, glory as of the Only-Begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth."[footnoteRef:18] The only begotten Word even though he was God and born of God by nature, it was He who became man. He argues that the two natures, in an inseparable union, met together in him indivisibly and without confusion. Greogry of Nazianzus supports this in his oration when he states that ‘Man and God blended, they became a single whole, the stronger side predominating’’. [18:  NIV., John 1. 14] 

In his essay titled De Incarnatione Unigeniti, Cyril asserts that’ ‘He who both before incarnation was very God and in human nature hath remain that He was and is and shall be.’[footnoteRef:19] Cyril cautions against severing the One Jesus Christ into man separately and God separately. In Christ’s person there was true union, Hypostatic of the two natures. [19:  https://dacb.org/stories/egypt/cyril-alexandria2/] 

According to Aquinas, the two natures of Christ represents two generations. One eternal generation he received from his divine nature of the Father and the other, temporal he received from his mother, the human nature. [footnoteRef:20]Both natures work as one, the human nature work as an instrument to the divine power. [20:  Thomas, Aquinas., ‘Christ Incarnation’, Compendrum of Theology. Trans Richard J. Regan (Oxford University Press. 2009)] 

Nestorius progresses in his argument to query that if the Word became flesh, then, he no longer remained the Word, but rather ceased to be what he was. Citing examples in the bible, Nestorius uses Lot’s wife, ‘became a pillar of salt’ (Genesis. 19.25) and Moses staff that ‘became a serpent’ in (Exodus. 4.3). In all these instances, a change of nature took place.
In his reaction to Nestorius argument, Cyril affirms the immutability of God and the reason for the Incarnation of the Word. He states that ‘God is unchangeable and did not change himself into flesh but took upon himself flesh. Quoting Hebrews 1. 3 which states that ‘The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being’. [footnoteRef:21] [21:  NIV., Hebrews 1. 3] 

And using Phil. 2. 5-8 to buttress his point, ‘Though he was in the form of God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage: rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness; and being found in appearance as a man he humbled himself becoming obedient even to death, death on the cross’. [footnoteRef:22]Cyril also used Hebrew 12.2, ‘He submitted himself to being emptied’,  [22: 	NIV. Philipians 2. 5-8] 

According to Morgan, ‘Christ reveals the Father. He is the image by which man come to know the Father, whom no one knows but the Son and whom the Son is pleased to reveal.’’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Morgan J., ‘The Unity of Christ in Cyril of Alexandria’s Festal Letters’. (Cambridge University Press:2023) ] 

Reason for the Incarnation of the Word
Cyril links his argument on the unity of the Word to soteriology and the economy of salvation. for which reason the Word became incarnate. In showing off his profound knowledge of the scripture, Cyril made use of many biblical references to support his argument.
Cyril asserts that before the incarnate Word, there were saints like Moses, but none was called Emmanuel. Though he was with the saints and his people as a helper. but it was not time for His manifestation in flesh and blood amongst his people. According to Galatians 4.4, ‘’But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those under the law, that we might receive adoption to sonship’’.[footnoteRef:24] By the grace of sonship, man became heavenly beings and could freely call God, Father. John 1.12 states, "those that believed in his name, he gave them authority to become the children of God".[footnoteRef:25] [24: 	NIV. Galatians 4. 4]  [25: 	John. 1. 12] 

Cyril underlines that the Word ‘became like us in all things except sin’. He quotes Heb. 2. 14-17 to explain his statement,
‘Since the children have a common share in flesh and blood, he himself equally participated in these things so that through his death he could reduce to powerlessness the one who held the dominion of death, that is the devil, and that he might liberate those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death’.[footnoteRef:26] [26: 	Hebrews. 2. 14-17] 

Cyril asserts that though the Word humbled Himself to manhood, taking his birth from a woman and revealing himself in flesh for the economy of salvation, He partook of flesh and blood like us and made our body his own without casting off his existence as God or his generation of God the Father. He retains his Divine nature. Cyril affirms that, ‘Christ remained Lord of all things even when he came, for the economy, in the form of a slave’[footnoteRef:27]. He who is free in his own nature came in the form of a slave. [27: 	Ibid., 61] 

For Nestorius, it is fitting for the Word, to remain the begotten Son of God, but unfitting for Him to undergo a second birth from a woman. Cyril simply refers to his statement as, ‘Wholly devoid of any knowledge of the mystery of Christ’.[footnoteRef:28] Cyril argues that it was the will of the Father to ‘engender the Word from himself in one single act of generation’. And, in His goodness and love also, to save humanity by means of incarnation.  So that through him sin in the flesh of humanity, could be condemned, and death destroyed. [28: 	Ibid,, 59] 

Nestorius was of the view that the Only Begotten Word of God assumed a man of the lineage of king David and Abraham, formed him in the womb of the Virgin Mary, then he conjoined Himself to him. He argues that God made him come to the trail of death, raised him from death and then took him up to heaven and sits him at the right hand of the father. For Nestorius, in as much as the Word is inseparably conjoined to the decendent of David, he is worthy of worship as God. According to McGuckin, Nestorius famously said, "I hold the natures apart, but unite in worship." [footnoteRef:29] [29:  McGuckin J.A, ‘St. Cyril of Alexandria: Christological Controversy’, its History, Theology, and Texts (New York: E.J. Brill, 1994)] 

Nestorius seems to believe that Christian’s, worship the decendent of David conjoined with the Word, not the Begotten Son of God who took on flesh and made it his own. 
Responding to Nestorius conjoining of the Word to the man of the lineage of David, Cyril underlines that anything bestowed on someone can be rejected and anything externally introduced can be lost . He expresses fear that such teaching meant that the man conjoined with the Word becomes the object of worship by the angels and creation in general. Because he has been bestowed the title of sonship and divine honors. Cyril queried if the descendant of David conjoined with the Word could qualify him to deserve worship by creation. He used examples in the bible to support his argument. The psalmist in 63.8 states, ‘My soul is bound to you’. The Apostle Paul in his letter to the Corinthians 1. 6.17, ‘Whosoever is bound to the spirit is one with him'. Should these people also be worshipped? Cyril queries. 
Cyril, in his essay titled De Incarnatione Unigeniti cautions Christians to believe, ‘’not in one like us honoured with Godhead by grace, least believers be caught worshippers of a man, but rather in the Lord who appeared in a servant’s form, who was like us in human form, yet remained God.’ [footnoteRef:30] [30:  https://dacb.org/stories/egypt/cyril-alexandria2/] 

Cyril feels that the teachings of Nestorius could cause the Christian religion to lose its deserving respect and approval. He refers to this teaching as representing ‘the ultimate in ’Sacrilege and impiety’.
Cyril’s defensive argument on the reason for the incarnation of the Word, the assumption of flesh in the God-Man is mainly centered around salvation, redemption and worship. He maintains that the mystery of Christ is so incredibly wonderful that it runs the risk of disbelieve. 
On the economy of salvation, the Word became flesh when it was time for God to fulfil His will on earth. Cyril affirms that Christ became flesh to be a model in all things, showing humanity the path to every good work. Christ suffered, was hungry, was thirsty, he prayed leaving an example that man might follow in his steps. He humbled himself to go through all he did for man’s sake. According to Cyril, the incarnation was necessary also, for man to know how to behave when they decide to live an ‘honourable life in exemplary conduct’ (A holy life). 
1 Peter 2. 20, ’But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing good, and you endure it, this is commendable before God.’[footnoteRef:31] [31: 	NIV. 1 Peter 2. 20] 

For Cyril, Christ was able to employ the limitations of manhood. He shed tears at times as one needing a Saviour himself, he humbled himself and learnt obedience despite being the Son of God. All that Christ suffered was for humanity’s sake. When Christ suffered, died, was crucified, died, buried and rose again. It is not that he suffered in his own nature, for the divine nature is incapable of suffering because it is incorporeal. But he makes his own the sufferings of its own flesh, because its own is the body and not another’s and it shares with its own flesh the operation of the divine power that is within it. In line with Cyril’s argument, Gregory in his oration recites that Christ ‘’as man was put to the test, but as God he came through victorious.’’[footnoteRef:32] [32:  St. Gregory of Nazianzus, ‘On God and Christ’. ‘The five theological Orations and Two Letters to Cledonius. Trans. Fredrick Williams (New York 10707: St. Vladimir’s Seminary press, Crestwood) ] 

For Cyril, all the human things including his body in flesh all belong to Christ by an economic appropriation. But for Nestorius this is not so, he argues that the only begotten Son became incarnate not to suffer the things of man in his own nature as it would be impossible due to his divine nature. But the man from the descendent of David who was conjoined to him in an equal honor could rightly suffer death. To Cyril, Nestorius teaching aims to exclude Christ from the economy and bring in someone alien, bestowed with external glories, honoured with the title Godhead.
The other reason outlined by Cyril for the incarnation is for the redemption and restoration of man to its original state. Adam, the first man, had sinned and fallen into corruption resulting in the anger of God been transferred to humanity. To ‘shake off the gloomy dominion of death’,[footnoteRef:33] Christ came as the second Adam to remedy the judgement of death passed on to man. In Christ the sinful nature of man is made free from judgement, all things were made new and man restored to its original state. Just as man died in Adam, so all is made alive in Christ. He is life born from the life of the Father. He uses 1 Cor. 15. 45 to support his statement, "The first man, Adam, was made a living soul; the last Adam a life-giving spirit".[footnoteRef:34] To give life is not a human act, but an act of God. He made his very own, a body capable of tasting death and capable of coming back to life again. 1 Cor. 15.22. ‘’For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive’’. [33: 	Ibid., ]  [34: 	1 Corinthians. 15. 45] 

Gregory of Nazianzus recities in his oration that, ‘As Sheep he is led to the slaughter, yet he shepherds Israel and now the whole world as well. He surrenders his life, yet he has the power to take it again. He goes down to Hades, yet he leads souls up, ascends to heaven and will come to judge the world.’’[footnoteRef:35] [35:  St. Gregory of Nazianzus, ‘On God and Christ’. ‘The five theological Orations and Two Letters to Cledonius. Trans. Fredrick Williams (New York 10707: St. Vladimir’s Seminary press, Crestwood) ] 

Christ appropriated everything that belonged to his own flesh, while ever remaining impassible in the nature of the Godhead. For this reason, Cyril believes Christ is worthy of all worship according to Phil. 2. 10-11, "every knee shall bend before him, and every tongue shall confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father" 
Conclusion
For Cyril, the incarnation is a mystery beyond human ability to fully comprehend. What one believes by faith is not always what one can fully grasp with the mind. Cyril’s primary concern for putting forward his Christological argument is for believers to know that Jesus Christ is the Only Begotten Son of God who became man while remaining what he had always been from eternity. That the Son who pre-existed with the father is the same one who was born of the holy Virgin Mary, to save and redeem humanity from the judgement of death that was passed on him due to sin. Cyril urges that the enfleshed Word was in the likeness of men, since even though he was God he was in the fashion of a man. ‘He was God in an appearance like ours, and the Lord in the form of a slave. He humbled himself and became obedient to death, death on a cross.’  One who knew no sin, came to transmit the grace of sonship to man, so that humanity can become children of the Spirit. ‘So that man like Christ, might be able to call God, Father and remain free from the corruption owed by Adam, man’s first father’. 
Cyril’s central thesis is that Christ is truly divine and truly human as one, whole and undivided person. This refutes the teachings of Nestorius, who argues that the incarnate Word was alongside a separate man, from the descendent of David, with whom he shares the same body. Cyril believed that If Christ’s passion, sufferings and saving acts were not those of the Word incarnate but of a mere man (descendant of David), there was no redemption for mankind race.
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