ST. ATHANANASIUS ON THE INCARNATION: A TEXTUAL ANALYSIS
Athanasius, Saint, Patriarch of Alexandria, -373. St. Athanasius On the Incarnation : the Treatise De Incarnatione. Verbi Dei. London :A. R. Mowbray & Co., 1970. 

Athanasius is rightfully deemed a pillar saint within the Christian tradition. He was one of the main voices, if not the primary voice against the Arian controversy which denied the deity of Christ.[footnoteRef:1] It is interesting that Athanasius does not answer the question how much predicates on faith directly in the text but gives a few indications as to what he believed on the subject indirectly. This paper will cover the primary characteristics of Athanasius’s Christology and then will see how those characteristics may indirectly indicate how faith is involved.  [1:  https://www.ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/athanasius-defense-of-incarnation/] 

Athanasius’ Christology 
Athanasius starts with Christology interacting in Creation and the fall. In part, Athanasius deals with the worship of idols and its remedy.[footnoteRef:2] There is a description that is incredibly important, that the Word of God is from the Father and that there is a distinct connection between creation and redemption. Athanasius claims this depth by stating, “the Father has employed the same agent for both works.”[footnoteRef:3] This is where Athanasius starts his argument for the Word pre-incarnate. The Son, although without body yet, was still the Son of God, still the same agent in which God creates and redeems the world. This as Athanasius says pushes back against what Plato says, that “God creates only out of pre-existent matter, just as the carpenter makes things only out of the wood that already exists.”[footnoteRef:4] Athanasius explains how the creation is not independent of the Father and the Son. He continues by explaining the reasoning for talking about creation, that talking about creation and the fall shows the need for the Son to take on flesh. [2:  St. Athanasius On the Incarnation : the Treatise De Incarnatione pg.3 ]  [3:  Ibid. ]  [4:  Ibid. pg. 4 This is Athanasius quoting Plato ] 

 “It was our sorry cause that caused the Word to come down, our transgression that called out His love for us, so that He made haste to help us and to appear among us.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Ibid. pg. 3] 

The word, Jesus, according to Athanasius is directly tied to both creation and the redemption of humanity. 
Athanasius continues by discussing how the idolatry nature is conquered, namely through the life and death of the Word. The first chapter deals directly with the solution found in the incarnation. “We saw in the last chapter that, because death and corruption were gaining ever firmer hold on them, the human race was in process of destruction.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid. pg. 5] 

We then see a shift take place, for which is the solution in the incarnation. There needed to be a solution because death had entered into the world through the continual breaking of the law. Athanasius sees it completely unfit for God to go back on His law, rather, He explains the need for a punishment. But Athanasius makes this bold comment saying, 
“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:7] The nature in which Jesus is the Word of God is from before time. From before the beginning, God was showing not merely His plan to rescue and redeem His people, but showing the very nature of the love in which He loves. Humanity turning from this sin would not be viable enough, the God-Man Jesus was the only one who would be able to as Athanasius says,  [7:  Ibid. pg. 5] 

“bring the corruptible to the incorruption and to maintain for the Father, His consistency of character with all. 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. pg. 5] 

Jesus functions in three ways according to Athanasius here. First, recreates the pure nature of people so that people are restored from a corrupt spirit to an incorruption that traces a new creation narrative. Similar to the words of the Apostle Paul when he says “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!”[footnoteRef:9] That only the Word could be the one to the new creation has come.  [9:  2 Corinthians 5:17 NIV. ] 

Second, Jesus functions as the only one worthy to suffer on behalf of all. Athanasius covers this fairly in depth when discussing the need and nature of the Word taking on flesh. There was a necessity for which Jesus suffers, but there was also in the nature of His humanity in which He suffered. This body Athanasius calls “the instrument”[footnoteRef:10]. Athanasius continues to express the nature of Jesus being fully man by expressing the need for Jesus to be the God-man.  [10:  Ibid. pg. 6] 

“He assumed a body capable of death, in order that it, through belonging to the Word Who is above all, might become in dying a, sufficient exchange for all, and, itself remaining incorruptible through His indwelling, might thereafter put an end to corruption for all others as well, by the grace of the resurrection.” 
The God-Man, Jesus, took on flesh in order to take the punishment upon Himself. It is as if Jesus is not Isaac, but is taking on the body of Isaac as the perfect sacrificial ram. This death had to take place in order for death to be put to death. This is why Christians today celebrate Easter as the Death of Deaths. This is substitutionary atonement; that death is traded for the death of those deserving the wrath of God.  According to Athanasius, “For naturally, since the Word of God was above all, when He offered his own temple and bodily instrument as a substitute for the life of all, He fulfilled in death all that was required.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid. pg. 6] 

This death that was fulfilled in Christ was the sufficient sacrifice as a substitute for the life of all. There was no more need for the sacrificial law, for it had been fulfilled in Christ Jesus. 
Third, Athanasius describes Christ as the ambassador.
“You know how it is when some great king enters a large city and dwells in one of its houses; because of his dwelling in that single house, the whole city is honored, and enemies and robbers cease to molest it. Even so is it with the king of all; He has come into our country and dwelt in one body amidst the many, and in consequence the designs of the enemy against mankind have been foiled and the corruption of death, which formerly held them in power, has simply ceased to be.”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid. pg. 6] 

The depiction that Jesus is the ambassador of the new kingdom and this kingdom is the same kingdom that He founded, rescued and is now the ambassador to. As ambassador, Christ’s death on the cross brought forth a bridge that had been caused by the guiltiness or sinfulness of humanity. This bridge that was built was something that Jesus does by calling humanity back into the proper relationship with God. This could only take place with Jesus as human. He took on flesh in order to restore creation, to be the substitute, and to be the ambassador. 
Is it Dependent upon Faith? 
Athanasius is not explicit in dependence upon faith in Treatise De Incarnatione, but we can use some context and some secondary literature to help answer this question. Athanasius goes in depth regarding the nature in which both the Jews and Gentiles do not believe. He exposes the Jewish belief that Jesus is not the messiah. He uses the Old Testament to expose that Jesus is the fulfilment, and that belief in Jesus is the logical option.[footnoteRef:13] He continues with the Gentiles, explaining their lack of belief in Jesus is also illogical. Why? Because Jesus alone is the very Lord and God.[footnoteRef:14] Athanasius expresses how Jesus “touched all parts of creation, and freed and undeceived them from every deceit.”[footnoteRef:15] But these answers may not fully answer the question. Perhaps the clearest indication is the famous comment on the incarnation when Athanasius says “He, indeed, assumed humanity that we might become God. He manifested Himself by means of a body in order that we might perceive the mind of the unseen Father.”[footnoteRef:16] This draws us to the use of the Athanasius creed to bring more clarity. [13:  Ibid. 28]  [14:  Ibid. 33]  [15:  Ibid. 33 ]  [16:  Ibid. 38] 

 “Anyone then who desires to be saved should think thus about the trinity. But it is necessary for eternal salvation that one also believe in the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ faithfully. Now this is the true faith That we believe and confess that our Lord Jesus Christ, God's Son, is both God and human, equally.”[footnoteRef:17] Although named after Athanasius, he more than likely did not write it. Why use it then? Because it exposes the heartbeat of his thought. What Christ did on the cross was bring about the opportunity for man to be reconciled to proper belief, understanding, and relationship with God. Faith in Christ is the response according to the Athanasius creed to what Christ has done on our behalf.  [17:  https://www.crcna.org/welcome/beliefs/creeds/athanasian-creed] 
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