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Title


Following a reading of De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, analyse the primary characteristics of Athanasius’s Christology. To what extent, if at all, is it dependent on faith in the Triune God?
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	CG-DI
	Two-fold volume Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione Verbum Dei

	DI
	De Incarnatione Verbum Dei

	CG
	Contra Gentes

	Con.Ar.
	Contra Arianos

	
	

	
	

	
	





Athanasius’ two-part apologetic, Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione Verbi Dei (CG-DI), has been called the first great classic of developed Greek Orthodox theology.[footnoteRef:1] The nub of its presenting issue concerns the identity and function of the Son of God, Jesus Christ. It is both theological and political struggle, the issue exacerbated by the many changes of emperor and bishop, and their adherents. It revolves around the Christological, soteriological understanding of the Son of God, Jesus Christ, and the Trinity: “two schools, two debates and two councils”[footnoteRef:2]. It hangs on the importance of the words homoousios and homoiousios, the opposing views of the Athanasian/Alexandrian and Arian interpretations. This essay focuses first on establishing the tenets of Athanasius’ Christology in DI, then discusses the extent of Athanasius’ Christological dependency on a Trinitarian faith. [1:  Edward R. Hardy, ‘Saint Athanasius | Biography & Facts | Britannica’ <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Athanasius> [accessed 1 March 2023].]  [2:  Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 3rd ed (Oxford ; Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 22.] 


His approach is necessarily Christocentric, emphatically supported by Scripture. Athanasius argues that the Son of God is homoousios, of “one substance” with God (the absolute equality of Son and Father[footnoteRef:3]), contrary to Arius’ argued homoiousios (of similar substance). Athanasius identifies the Word of God with the necessary Incarnation as Jesus Christ, Son of God, the two expressions accepted within earlier theological reasoning.[footnoteRef:4] All reality from creation to salvation flows uniformly through Christ’s identity in relation to God and humanity.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  ‘First Council of Nicaea | Description, History, Significance, & Facts | Britannica’, 2023 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/homoousios> [accessed 13 March 2023].]  [4:  Cf. the Gospel of John, Pauline epistles and other patristic writers, such as Irenaeus.]  [5:  Glen Scrivener, ‘Creation and Salvation: Irenaeus and Athanasius | Union Resources’ <https://www.uniontheology.org/resources/doctrine/god/creation-and-salvation-irenaeus-and-athanasius> [accessed 23 January 2023].] 


Athanasius reasons that Christ is Alpha and Omega. Homoousios flows through his presence as the Word of God with God ab initio. The pre-existent, incorrupt, uncreated and infinite God with the consubstantial incorporeal Word of God created ex nihilo the corporeal world and all created beings with humans made imagine Dei. Humanity became corrupted and mortal through the Fall (1.1-5)[footnoteRef:6], increasingly distant from the Creator. This necessitated the Word becoming flesh in response to mankind’s transgression. This transgression cried out for salvation, requiring humanity’s total renewal “by the Self-same Word Who made it in the beginning”[footnoteRef:7]. Renewal could transpire only through Incarnation of the Word, destroying death and corruption through the necessary assumption of a corporeal finite body, like mankind, created imagine Dei.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  This and similar references are taken from the translation: Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’ <https://ccel.org/ccel/a/athanasius/incarnation/cache/incarnation.txt> [accessed 2 March 2023].]  [7:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 1.1.]  [8:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’. 3.13.] 


Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word must suffer as a sacrificial substitute for all humanity (not some form of penal, retributive justice, but grace[footnoteRef:9]), then be able to intercede for all with the Father and inaugurate the new Creation.[footnoteRef:10] Through God’s love[footnoteRef:11], death is defeated once and for all by Christ’s death and subsequent Resurrection[footnoteRef:12]: [9:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 7.4.]  [10:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 2.7. Cf. also Athanasius’ biblical illustrations from Lk. 19:10; Jn. 3:3; 1 Cor. 1:21; Eph. 3:17ff; 1 Pet. 2:22; Jn. 10:37.]  [11:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 2.8.]  [12:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 4.19-5.32.] 

“in no other way was it expedient for us, indeed the Lord offered for our sakes the one death that was supremely good”[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 4:25.] 

Athanasius defies alternative conclusions (5.30-32).

Athanasius shows how the Jewish Scriptures attest to a Trinitarian understanding (6.33-40), whilst finding no other explanation in Gentile philosophy (7.41-8.55) than to claim Jesus Christ as indeed “the Son of God, Existent Word and Wisdom and Power of the Father”[footnoteRef:14]. He seemingly conflates ‘Son of God’/‘pneuma’/’ruach’ within the triune consubstantial relationship, via a confessional rather than a systematically theological understanding like Paul and John[footnoteRef:15]. [14:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 6.48.]  [15:  E.g. Phil. 1:18-20, 27; 2:1-11; 3:20-21 and Jn. 1:1-5, 17-18; 3:16-17 inter alia. ] 


Athanasius’ trinitarian views are not fully expressed in CG-DI; that is not its purpose. His Christology is consistent[footnoteRef:16]; it relies on the activity of the triune God. First, through the Word’s activity in the Creation, Incarnation, Resurrection, the Word of God evidences divine activity, in both the person and substance of God’s Son and, secondly, through God’s activity in the world through his Son and separately through his revelation to the patriachs, prophets, apostles and scriptural texts.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 9.56.]  [17:  Cf. Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 3.14.; as one example of many throughout DI.] 


George Lindbeck emphasises Athanasius’ understanding of the consubstantiality of the Father and the Son, without being one and the same person.[footnoteRef:18] Athanasius reveals his Trinitarian views in the guise of revelation. He also expresses the whole trinitarian relationship succinctly through the revelatory nature of Scripture[footnoteRef:19] and “pious reasoning”[footnoteRef:20]. The Father-Son relationship is revealed in the divine economy of salvation and divine life per se through Scriptures such as Luke 10:22[footnoteRef:21], then the establishment of the consubstantiality of Father and Son throughout DI.[footnoteRef:22] Athanasius’ affirmation is trinitarian whilst remaining centred around the person and substance of Jesus Christ[footnoteRef:23]:  [18:  George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (London: SPCK, 1984), 94.]  [19:  Athanasius, Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, ed. by Robert W. Thomson, trans. by Robert W. Thomson, Oxford Early Christian Texts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 56.]  [20:  Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit (1:15-33) in Khaled Anatolios, Athanasius, The Early Church Fathers (New York: Routledge, 2004), 219. ]  [21:  Cf. Ralph del Colle in Gunton, 124-125.]  [22:  Cf. John 10:38 (“believe the works, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me, and I in the Father”); 14:10-11 (“it is the Father, living in me, who is doing his work. Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; or at least believe on the evidence of the works themselves.”) and 17:21 (“ that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me.”]  [23:  Cf. also Thomas Forsyth Torrance, ‘The Doctrine of the Holy Trinity According to St Athanasius’, Anglican Theological Review, 71.4 (1989), 397.] 

“since the Word of God has been manifested in a body, and has made known to us His own Father … men, turning their eyes to the true God, Word of the Father, … come to know the true God. Now this is proof that Christ is God, the Word and Power of God"[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 9.56.] 

His constant referral to scripture gains support from many theologians from his time onwards, including the notion of ‘(self-)revelationary presence’ developed by Jürgen Moltmann[footnoteRef:25], Wolfhart Panneberg[footnoteRef:26] and Karl Barth[footnoteRef:27], who affirms “the triune God is God Himself in His revelation”[footnoteRef:28].  [25:  Jürgen. Moltmann, John. Bowden, and Richard Armstrong. Wilson, The Crucified God : The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology (London: S.C.M. Press, 1974).]  [26:  Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jesus, God and Man (Philadelphia, Westminster Press, 1968), 69, 129-130.<http://archive.org/details/jesusgodman0000pann> [accessed 14 March 2023]. ]  [27:  Barth, 295.]  [28:  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ed. by G. W Bromiley and Thomas F Torrance (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010), 293.] 


But concentration on the nature of the Trinity develops organically in response to the formal resolution of the homoousios/homoiousios problem. Until this point, agreed trinitarian credal statements involved only a simple acknowledgement of the existence of “one Holy Spirit” within the resultant 325AD Creeds of Caesarea and Nicaea.[footnoteRef:29] Athanasius emphasises his trinitarian credentials whilst dismissing heretical views extensive in later writings, including Con.Ar.: [29:  Documents of the Christian Church, ed. by Henry Bettenson and Chris Maunder, 4th ed. / edited by Chris Maunder (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 27-29.] 

“there is but one form of Godhead, which is also in the Word; and one God, the Father, existing by Himself according as He is above all, and appearing in the Son according as He pervades all things, and in the Spirit according as in Him He acts in all things through the Word. For thus we confess God to be one through the Triad, and we say that it is much more religious than the godhead of the heretics with its many kinds, and many parts, to entertain a belief of the One Godhead in a Triad.”[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Con. Ar. 3.15 in ‘Philip Schaff: NPNF2-04. Athanasius: Select Works and Letters - Christian Classics Ethereal Library’ <https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf204/npnf204.xxi.ii.iv.iii.html> [accessed 14 March 2023].] 

This allows the conclusion of a doctrine of God to be determined as “Trinity in Unity and Unity in Trinity”[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Thomas Forsyth Torrance, ‘The Doctrine of the Holy Trinity According to St Athanasius’, Anglican Theological Review, 71.4 (1989), 395.] 


Athanasius is no systematic theologian. CG-CI’s function is specifically to refute what the Alexandrian school calls Arius’ ‘heretical’ teaching concerning the substance of the Son. Athanasius mounts an effective accomplished counterattack within DI, which treats Jewish and Gentile potential counterviews with equal vigour. His focus is firmly soteriological; for him, the incarnation of the Son of God and his redemptive sacrificial death on the Cross are central to faith and theology.[footnoteRef:32] There is no doubt that Athanasius’ Trinitarian views underlie his writing, bearing in mind the minimalist agreed credal statement within Nicaea 1[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Citing Archibald Roberston in Fred Sanders, ‘The Center of Athanasius’ Theology’, The Scriptorium Daily, 2014 <https://scriptoriumdaily.com/center-athanasius-theology/> [accessed 9 March 2023].]  [33:  i.e. the 325AD Creeds of Caesarea and Nicaea] 

(acknowledging the existence of “one Holy Spirit” and no more.[footnoteRef:34] Continued flawed teaching[footnoteRef:35], demonstrated how understandings of ousia, homoousios and hypostastis remained unresolved[footnoteRef:36], Athanasius further rebuttals were influential in the finally agreed 381AD Nicene (or Nicaeno-Constantinopolitan) Creed and the more emphatic c6th Pseudo-Athanasian Creed, [Quicunque Vult]. His confident conclusion reminds readers of the pedagogical function of his work: correct teaching about the truth of the Word of God[footnoteRef:37] in preparation for Christ’s second coming and judgment.[footnoteRef:38]  [34:  Documents of the Christian Church, ed. by Henry Bettenson and Chris Maunder, 4th ed. / edited by Chris Maunder (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011),27-29.]  [35:  Cf. Lindbeck,94-95. and Anba Bishoy Metropolitan of Damietta, ‘The Christology of St Athanasius (Pdf File)’, True Coptic Orthodoxy, 2022 <https://www.truecopticorthodoxy.com/general-1-5> [accessed 22 January 2023]. Inter alia.]  [36:  Cf. Gerald O’Collins, Christology: A Biblical, Historical, and Systematic Study of Jesus Christ (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 178-181.]  [37:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 9.57.]  [38:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 9.56.] 


That pedagogical function begs two questions: ‘Can Christ be understood without having Christ in the Trinity?’ and, indeed, ‘Can the Trinity be understood without Christ?’ The answer to both question denies the existence of a triune God and signals errant alternative teaching: Arianism, the idea of adoptionism, later fine-tuned by theologians like Walter Kasper and Wolfhart Pannenberg, the heretical Apollinarian teachings, Docetism and the many later attempts to provide an unshakeable doctrinal and credal statement about Christianity. (Regarding Apollinarianism, Kyriakos Stavrianos emphatically reinforces Athanasius’ Christological conclusions).[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  Kyriakos S. Stavrianos, ‘Trinity Doctrine and Christology of Saint Athanasius, Archbishop of Alexandria, in His Letter to Epictetus, Bishop of Corinth.’, Konštantínove Listy/Constantine’s Letters, 12.1 (2019), 9-110,  <https://doi.org/10.17846/CL.2019.12.1.3-12>.] 


Theology of Religion conclusions foster alternative non-Christian expressions of belief in the one true God, as can be reasoned in the different understandings of ‘ultimate otherness’ in different world religions, worldviews and philosophies.[footnoteRef:40] Returning to Christian theology, Hans Urs von Balthasar cogently sums up Christian understanding of the triune relationships with reference back to the mystery of the Incarnation: [40:  Cf. ‘Article 3: The Myth Of God Incarnate’, Philosophical Investigations, 2015 <https://peped.org/philosophicalinvestigations/article-3-the-myth-of-god-incarnate/> [accessed 17 February 2023]. Inter alia.] 

“What is necessary today, after long experience of the history of theology, is an effort at an authentic theological deepening of the particular mysteries of salvation in their incarnationally concrete character ... without losing to view the Trinitarian background and so the functional aspect of the work of Jesus, which means no less than the relations within the Trinity that define his Person.”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Hans Urs von Balthasar in John Berry, ‘The Unconditional Givenness of Revelation of the Trinity in the Paschal Mystery’, 2020, 88, <https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.12102750>.] 


Athanasius expands on both his Christological and Trinitarian views in Contra Arianes and his extensive later correspondence. Trinitarianism as a doctrine demanded further clarification only once the substance and person of Christ called it into question. Indeed, in proffering his opposition to Arius, Athanasius is fulfilling his role as bishop, one of whose functions is to “bring food for the flock, namely instructions from the Scriptures”[footnoteRef:42]. Miroslav Volf’s[footnoteRef:43] conclusions here concerning the Trinity seem apt. He rejects Ratzinger’s views (a form of pyramidical dominance of the one) and Zizoulas’ (a hierarchical bipolarity between the one and the many)[footnoteRef:44].  [42:  Uta Heil, ‘Athanasius of Alexandria – Teacher and Martyr of the Christian Church, in: Paul as Homo Novus. Authorial Strategies of Self-Fashioning in Light of a Ciceronian Term (Studia Aarhusiana Neotestamentica 6), Eds. Eve-Marie Becker and Jacob Mortensen, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &amp; Ruprecht, 2018, 177-196.’, Uta Heil, 2018 <https://www.academia.edu/40176144/Athanasius_of_Alexandria_Teacher_and_Martyr_of_the_Christian_Church_in_Paul_as_homo_novus_Authorial_strategies_of_self_fashioning_in_light_of_a_Ciceronian_term_Studia_Aarhusiana_Neotestamentica_6_eds_Eve_Marie_Becker_and_Jacob_Mortensen_G%C3%B6ttingen_Vandenhoeck_and_Ruprecht_2018_177_196> [accessed 7 March 2023], 181.]  [43:  Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity, Sacra Doctrina (Grand Rapids, Mich: William B. Eerdmans, 1998).]  [44:  Volf, 208-213.] 


A more nuanced description of Athanasius’ Trinitarian structure describes a perichoresis, where all share the divine attributes, without any hierarchy or subordination, but “a polycentric and symmetrical reciprocity of the many”[footnoteRef:45], as set out in the later Quicunque Vult. For Athanasius, the Cross bears witness to the Trinity[footnoteRef:46], confirmed “in accordance with the nature of the invisible God that he should be known through his works … [Christ] is very Son of God, having his being from God as from a Father, Whose Word and Wisdom, and Whose Power He is”[footnoteRef:47] Athanasius assumes the pre-existent consubstantiality of the Word of God (i.e. Christ) with the Father for the Creation.[footnoteRef:48] Can the Trinity be understood without Christ? No, it is a question of interdependence on, rather than independence from a triune God, and therefore a question of relative relationship, hence DI’s refutation of Arian teaching, other questionable heresies (for example, Apollinariansim, Eutychianism, extreme Nestorianism, monergism and monotheletism)[footnoteRef:49] and beyond Chalcedon to the later schismatic resolution to the filioque question.  [45:  Volf, 217.]  [46:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 5.26.]  [47:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, 5.32.]  [48:  Cf. also Chris Gousmett, ‘THE CHRIST OF THE SPIRIT’: <https://www.allofliferedeemed.co.uk/Gousmett/CGChristOfTheSpirit.pdf>, 2, 6 and especially the C Kannengiesser citation.]  [49:  Cf. inter alios Greene, Colin J.D., Christology in Cultural Perspective Marking Out the Horizons (Wipf & Stock Pub, 2015), 42-43.; Sarah Oakley in The Incarnation: An Interdisciplinary Symposium on the Incarnation of the Son of God, ed. by Stephen T. Davis, Daniel Kendall SJ, and Gerald O’Collins SJ (Oxford University Press, 2002), 145-163 <https://doi.org/10.1093/0199248451.001.0001>.; O’Collins, 186-193.] 
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