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TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 1 

Read De Incarnatione Verbi Dei by Athanasius of Alexandria and then use it in answering the following question: 

Analyse the primary characteristics of Athanasius’s Christology. To what extent, if at all, is it dependent on faith in the Triune God? 
This essay will examine De Incarnatione Verbi Dei (On the Incarnation of the Word of God), by the church father Athanasius I of Alexandria (296-298 – 373 CE). It will analyse the main points of Christological interest within the treatise and examine to what extent his Christology is dependent upon faith in the Triune God. It will draw upon secondary scholarship and will conclude that Athanasius addresses themes and terminology which could be considered to be dependent upon faith in conceptions of the Triune God. Furthermore, in On the Incarnation, Athanasius is describing the theological conditions needed for the Doctrine of the Trinity to exist. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]According to Athanasius in his opening sentence, On the Incarnation is the second of a two-part work, beginning with Contra Gentis; the later work cannot be understood without the former[footnoteRef:1]. Collectively, the work can be seen as ´an apology for the cross´[footnoteRef:2]. Christologically, Athanasius´s conception of the incarnation differs significantly from traditional later ideas of a pre-existing ´Son´ born as a human being to an earthly mother. Instead, Athanasius asserts that ´he who ascended the cross is the Word of God´ and only then becomes the incarnation[footnoteRef:3]. This reflects the gospel of John (1:1) - ´In the beginning was the Word (Logos), and the Word was with God, and the Word was God´ and (1:14) ´And the Word became flesh and lived among us´[footnoteRef:4]. Athanasius equates the Son (Jesus) to the Word.  [1:  Behr 2015 p.81]  [2:  Behr 2015 p.81]  [3:  Behr 2015 p.82]  [4:  John (NRSV) 2023 1:1, 1:14 2023] 

Athanasius´ Christological teaching in On the Incarnation is presented in a dialectic form. He discusses two opposing concepts before coming to a reasoned conclusion. Relevant examples of this are considered here. First, there is the dialectic of creator and creation[footnoteRef:5]. Here, Athanasius highlights God´s power in creation described in Genesis 1. He then turns to John 1:3[footnoteRef:6]. Salvation via the Word stems from God´s relationship to creatures established during the process of creation. The Word became incarnate for the salvation of humanity. As the Word created the world, it was appropriate for God to provide salvation via the same Word, which he had used to create the world in the first place. [5:  Athanasius 1971 pp.137-138]  [6:  John (NRSV) 2023 1:3] 

Athanasius then considers the meaning of the Fall (Genesis 3). Death now rules humanity, sin runs rampant, and the idea of the Image (a further aspect of the Son/Word) of God becomes forgotten. For Athanasius, God, in His goodness, knows that He cannot leave humanity in such a grievous state.  Athanasius posits humanity´s potential for repentance as a possible solution to this problem, but finds it insufficient[footnoteRef:7]. This matter requires the creator, the Word of God, to become a ´re-creator´, able to endure suffering for the sake of all, as He also made everything.  [7:  Athanasius 1971 p.150] 

On the Incarnation next turns more directly to Christ. Athanasius highlights Christ´s role in reversing God´s forfeiture of His own Image following the Fall. Humanity continues to reject God´s overtures for reconciliation (as seen in the Hebrew Bible), separating itself from the knowledge of God. In remedy, God sends the original Image in which humanity was created (the Word/Logos), who revives human knowledge of God. For Athanasius, the Word took on flesh in a so-called hypostatic union[footnoteRef:8], so as to ´turn their (human) senses to himself´[footnoteRef:9].  [8:  Anonymous 1 2023]  [9:  Athanasius 1971 p.173] 

Athanasius´ Christology continues with a dialectic of corruptibility versus incorruptibility. The Word, being incorruptible, came down to earth, entering the corrupt creation for the purpose of redeeming humanity´s corruption and turning it back up to God. However, there is a cost: a debt paid only by the death of Christ, leading to ´the grace of the resurrection´[footnoteRef:10]. Christ´s crucifixion and incarnation paid this debt, freeing humanity from the thrall of death, with His resurrection achieving the final victory over death and revealing the incorruptibility obtainable to all. [10:  Athanasius 1971 p.155] 

In echo of Romans 8[footnoteRef:11], Athanasius famously describes that Christ ´became man that we might become divine´[footnoteRef:12], meaning that faith in the conqueror of death (Christ) guarantees incorruptibility and eternal life. Through grace, humanity can gain what the Son inherently has, allowing ´resurrection power´ to enter human lives. This echoes Martens´s assertion that Athanasius´ Christology is ´functional´[footnoteRef:13] and is thus loaded with soteriological meaning (relating to the Doctrine of Salvation). Thus, Christ´s sacrifice and resurrection are substitutionary. Christ is the second Adam, via whom humanity is renewed and the fallen world restored. Kariatlis finds ´a profound sub-text, namely that it was precisely the power of radical inclusion that became the criterion of his (Athanasius´) soteriology´[footnoteRef:14]. [11:  Romans 8:28-30]  [12:  Athanasius 1971 p.168]  [13:  Martens 2008 p.6]  [14:  Kariatlis n.d. p.33] 

The Trinity is defined as ´the unity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as three persons in one Godhead´[footnoteRef:15]. On the Incarnation especially deals with two aspects of the Triune, namely the Father and the Word/Son. As Anatolios states, Athanasius considers the crucified Jesus to be ´the Word of God, and thus God´[footnoteRef:16]. Athanasius is very clear on the discrete roles of the Father and the Word/Son and their interrelationship, but his view of the role of the Holy Spirit and God´s Triune unity is less clear. Perhaps strangely to later readers, the Holy Spirit is directly mentioned in On the Incarnation only once, in the final sentence of the treatise, where Athanasius describes the existence of ´the Father with the Son himself in the holy Spirit´[footnoteRef:17]. Athanasius quotes liberally from the Book of Wisdom (also known as the Wisdom of Solomon), a work of the genre of wisdom literature, included in the Septuagint[footnoteRef:18]. Drawing from this, Athanasius writes of ´God, and the Word and Wisdom of the true God´, referring to the ´power of the Word and Wisdom of God´, and the ´Word and Wisdom and Power of the Father´[footnoteRef:19]. At times, Athanasius almost seems to have in mind a trinity consisting of the Father, the Word/Son and a third central person - Wisdom (´Sophia´). The latter was considered a feminine being who, according to the Book of Wisdom, has existed since the creation and who also appears in the biblical Book of Proverbs. Interestingly,  the nouns for ´wisdom´ and ´spirit´ in both Hebrew and Greek are feminine[footnoteRef:20]. [15:  Anonymous 2 2023]  [16:  Anatolios 2008 p.45]  [17:  Athanasius 1971 p.277]  [18:  Anonymous 3 2008]  [19:  Athanasius 1971 p.173, p. 211, p.257]  [20:  Crawford 1998 p.355/Van Oort 2016 p.1-2] 

As regards the interconnection of points of Trinitarian doctrine, Behr states that ´what primarily concerns Athanasius is the vanquishing of the demonic activity of idolatry´[footnoteRef:21]. This is supported by Athanasius´ words that the ´Word of God was revealed in the body and made known to us his Father … while men, looking to the true divine Word of the Father, abandon idols and henceforth recognize the true God´[footnoteRef:22]. Athanasius´ argument is based on soteriology. He finds a correlation between the decline in idolatry and the presence/work of the incarnation of the Word made flesh. Schellenberg states that a central theme of Athanasius´ treatise is the interaction between the ´intervention of the Word [the Son] in the incarnation and the divine involvement (of the Father) in the cosmos´[footnoteRef:23]. In a beautiful symmetry, creation will be renewed by the very same Word that created it in Genesis.  [21:  Behr 2015 p. 83]  [22:  Athanasius 1971 p.73]  [23:  Schellenberg 2021 p.3] 

In conclusion, the extent to which Athanasius´ Christology, as presented in On the Incarnation, is reliant on the Doctrine of the Trinity, is subtle yet significant. On the surface, the treatise is a text fundamental to the development of the Doctrine of the Incarnation rather than that of the Trinity. It is interesting that the idea of the Holy Spirit as its own divine person equal to and not subordinate to the Father and the Son was only defined at the Council of Constantinople in 381 CE, only a few years after Athanasius´ death[footnoteRef:24]. This supports the thesis that some of the key features of the conceptions of the Holy Spirit and the Trinity itself were still in formulation during the composition of On the Incarnation. The Father and the Word/Son are central to Athanasius´ theological conception and assumptions, with him conceptualising the latter as ´the true Son and only-begotten Word of God´[footnoteRef:25]. Such phraseology strongly echoes the Nicene Creed[footnoteRef:26].  [24:  Anonymous 4 2023]  [25:  Athanasius 1971 p.273]  [26:  Anonymous 5 n.d. ] 

On the Incarnation subtly interrogates the mystery of the Trinity by recognising the Incarnation as opening the door to salvation via the apotheosis of Christ´s death and resurrection. This reveals the necessity for the Trinity, via the redemption and renewal of humanity through Christ, the Son of God and the Word made flesh, made possible by the work of the Father and the mysterious, perhaps female third person, either Wisdom or the Holy Spirit. For Athanasius, the Incarnation was the inevitable solution to the problem of achieving human salvation following the Fall.
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